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Introduction


1944 – for four years most of Europe had been occupied by the Nazis. Now the Russians were advancing from the east and allied forces were probing up the spine of Italy. Then on 6 June, D-Day, Allied armies stormed ashore in Normandy.


A few miles inland from the beaches, that is to the south, lay the important city of Caen. In addition to its own intrinsic value, it stood at the strategic crossroads of the region. An advance south-east would take the Allies to Paris, and on through the Low Countries to Germany. It was therefore essential for the Germans to defend the Caen sector to the utmost of their ability.


Field commander Montgomery had hoped to capture Caen on D-Day itself. The task eventually took a month. But, having liberated the city, the Allies looked optimistically at the terrain ahead. If they could cross the River Orne, which circled south of Caen, beyond it lay the enticing gentle slopes of the Verrieres-Bourguebus Ridge, so much like Salisbury Plain where much British tank practice had taken place. Montgomery’s strategy was therefore to attack hard south of Caen with his British and Canadian armies on that left flank. This would draw the elite German panzers to the area and allow the Americans on the right to break through weaker German defences. It looked as though the Americans would be advancing into the Cherbourg peninsula cul de sac, but a quick advance and a left swing would bring them behind the main German army pinned down around Caen.


In the Caen area the allies had only one bridgehead over the Orne through which tanks could advance and this was actually north-east of the city. So it would be necessary to cross that bridge, circle the city outskirts and then face up the ridges ready for an all-out armoured charge. This task would be undertaken with the code name Goodwood by the three British armoured divisions.


Meanwhile, the Canadian army would walk south through Caen’s ruins, fight their way across the unbridged Orne, and enable engineers to push Bailey Bridges over the river. So in the Caen sector, looking south, the British were on the left and the Canadians on the right (with the Americans even farther to the right). Also coming ashore soon, in mid-July, would be the leading elements of the Polish armoured division. Against these around Caen would be lined up the best of Germany’s panzer divisions, including the 1st SS Panzers LAH (the initials signifying Hitler’s own bodyguard) and the 12th SS Panzers Hitler Youth.


What was worrying to more percipient observers was that in almost every element of ground equipment the defenders had the advantage – more powerful tank and anti-tank guns, demoralizing multiple mortars, the fastest firing machine-guns, ammunition causing less flash and smoke, and long battle experience. Against this the allies had command of the sea and air, plus an almost inexhaustible supply of materiel, especially tanks, however outgunned these might be.


As the two sides prepared for the anticipated Allied break-out from Caen in mid-July many of the best formations had been involved in bitter fighting in the close country just in from the beaches. The Germans, dug in along the ridges, had evacuated civilians from villages and turned the stone cottages and farms into formidable small fortresses dominating all the open land in between. There was little room for the attackers to spring surprises as the British, led by their three armoured divisions, the Guards, 7th and 11th, together with the Canadian 2nd and 3rd infantry divisions, prepared their weapons on the north bank of the Orne.


Note: The armoured divisions normally consisted of an armoured brigade of three tank battalions and a motorized battalion, plus a brigade of infantry to support the tanks. An infantry division consisted of three infantry brigades, each of three battalions, without tanks. In practice the infantry divisions were generally supported by other tanks from independent armoured brigades.




One


In the Foot-slogger’s Boots


They struggled with the ferocity that was to be expected of brave men fighting a forlorn hope against an enemy who had the advantage of position . . . knowing that courage was the one thing which could save them.


(Julius Caesar, 57 BC)


‘They told us this was to be our gradual initiation into battle’, said the sergeant, ‘and one Hell of an initiation it turned out to be.’1


‘Hell?’ responded a rifleman. ‘After Tilly, Hell would be a holiday camp.’2 A German trooper felt the same way. ‘Up to this point I had only fought on the Eastern Front. Nothing from my previous experience could have prepared me for what happened at Tilly. The tactic of unbroken artillery barrages lasting for hours was gruesome mental and physical torture.’3 The war-hardened, war-worn Desert Rats, sent to Normandy, concurred.


Under Canadian command, within enemy artillery range, in a very small area . . . the next eight days were as unpleasant a time as the troops were to have throughout the whole North-West Europe campaign. Shelling was incessant, all movement could be observed by the Germans, there was a steadily mounting roll of casualties . . . the infantry could only sit in their trenches, watching the first salvoes throwing up their mushrooms on the ridge, the range increasing every few salvoes and searching out every nook and cranny of the ground.4


The tough men from the wild coasts of northern Nova Scotia described it graphically:


Soon the night was a bedlam of noise. Enemy guns began shooting from all angles. The dug-in tanks began shooting at fixed targets. Machine-gun fire came from emplacements concealed in haystacks, from the tin-roofed building, from the orchards, from everywhere. The Germans shouted and yelled as if they were drunk or drugged and the North Novas pitched into them with bomb and butt and bayonet in one of the wildest melees ever staged. . . . Soon voices were calling in many directions and most of them were groans or pleas for mercy.5


Men from the prairies of the Canadian mid-west knew the same horrors:


The South Saskatchewan Regiment are driven back over the ridge on their bellies through the wet grain and mud, seeking only to escape the savage machine-gunning and the crushing tracks of rampaging Panther and [54 ton] Tiger tanks. And even as they crawl through the three-feet-high wheat, the insensate steel monsters, with engines roaring horribly, follow them, trying to squash them or flush them out where their machine-guns can get at them.6


Yet another writer records that ‘all that dusty day of July 25th the men kept crawling back, with raw knees and arms and minor wounds. The whole affair had been more or less a nightmare. . . . Those who escaped were they who crawled like snakes on the ground. It was one of the worst death traps soldiers had tried to cross, with practically every foot of ground ranged for machine-gun fire.’7


No more unlikely place could be found for such grisly happenings than those gentle, fertile slopes south of Caen. A ridge whose dual name would be carried as an honour on more than forty regimental standards: Verrieres-Bourguebus. A ridge but not a mountainside. A pleasant incline up which to take a summer afternoon stroll across fields high with golden corn in 1944. A panorama speckled with innocent-looking villages of sandstone cottages, busy farms and long vistas. Places with attractive sounding names: Tilly-la-Campagne, Fontenay-le-Marmion, Beauvoir Farm, May-sur-Orne. Places with religious sounding names: St Andre, St Aignan, St Martin, St Sylvain. Perhaps also places with ominous sounding names: Hubert Folie, Ifs, Grimbosq.


Then, in that July and August of ripening wheat, those slopes were blasted by raging fire and jagged, screeching steel splinters. The sky was darkened with smoke and dust, and then illuminated by lurid flashes, briefer but more frequently lethal than lightning. Flashes of guns firing and shells bursting and tanks exploding. Now flashes only of unwelcome memory in the minds of survivors. Flashes that persist into a new Millennium. Flashes of recollections they are reticent to share. Unless the records pay tribute to the quickly forgotten dead, and warn of the barbarity and inanity of war.


A Highlander recalled the insane ferocity of battle:


Everyone was shouting, screaming, swearing . . . someone said look at the ground for spider mines, someone said look at the sky for the flashes, shells were coming all ways, the man next to me got hit through the shoulder, he fell down. I looked at him and said ‘Christ’ and then ran on. I didn’t know whether to be sick or dirty my trousers.8


Cpl Charles Kipp, of the Lincoln and Welland regiment, had no illusions about the reality of battle. For him it was:


dog eat dog, no quarter asked and no quarter given. It was a fight to the death. And I did lose many comrades killed, wounded and missing. And was very lucky to have lived through it. The German firepower was superb. Well directed and in the right place. They knew what to do, and how to do it. It was devastating . . . too terrible!9


It was indeed hand to hand in the most literal sense. One Canadian company, seeking their own dead, found an enemy infantryman in the middle of their own. The German had no wound of bullet, shrapnel, burns or blast. He had been throttled by hand in the midst of the battle. It could even be eye to eye:


We had a hole dug atop the bank for our Bren gun . . . one night I was on the Bren gun at this post when Jerry opened fire at me. Their machine-guns do fire at a very rapid rate and this time about every fifth bullet was a tracer and it appeared with the path they were coming at me that I was going to be hit right between the eyes and what a cracking sound as the bullets went by my ear.10


There was no respite. The savagery went on and on and on. When the Royals thought that they had experienced the worst, and that there was nothing conceivably worse, it became worse:


Every night the Germans would lay down heavy smoke on our flanks and penetrate the Canadian line to encircle our rear. Each morning we’d find the Regiment surrounded till we were able to force the Tiger tanks to withdraw. And, every night, the enemy also sent Fighting Infantry Patrols deeply into our positions, and then would leave snipers behind everywhere. Each morning Royals had to spray all the trees with machine-gun fire to rout them out.11 [There were no 1914–18 continuous trench lines or clear No-Man’s-Land but only networks of two man slit trenches.]


Even sleep guaranteed no escape as gunner George Blackburn records:


You’re surrendering to the sweetest of sleeps when Jerry starts lobbing over something of very large calibre. You only can guess it’s one of their larger-calibre Nebelwerfers firing their rocket-propelled mortar bombs, one bomb at a time. You can hear one coming from a long way off, growing louder and louder – sounding remarkably like a bus humming towards you at high speed on a highway while you stand at the side of the road. But just as the sound suggests it’s going by, it lands with a wicked flash and a horrendous roar that make the ground shudder and sifts sand from the bunker ceiling . . . once more there’s a plaintive cry of ‘Stretcher!’12


The tiny slit trench, accommodating two men, was the most convenient refuge at the point of battle, but even that was not foolproof, as a bomb or shell descending vertically could drop right into the trench, the explosion’s flesh-rending power increased by being confined within the narrow walls of the six-foot-deep slit. John Martin of the Lincs and Wellands, then a Lieutenant, is not ashamed to admit that:


My most vivid recollection of the night [at Tilly] was the intense shelling . . . how terrified you all were in a slit trench and just anxious to dig yourself further into the ground. Every time there was a break in the shelling you could peek out of the trench and someone would be screaming and someone yelling for a stretcher bearer. I’m not sure how we survived.13


Stan Whitehouse, an English Oxs and Bucks reinforcement for the Scottish Black Watch temporarily under command of the Canadian II Corps, also recorded a similar sentiment:


Relaxing uneasily in my ‘slitter’ up front, it was impossible to unwind completely . . . a chill moved through my body. I began sweating heavily and the sweat turned icy cold . . . During the day I was too busy protecting life and limb to dwell on morbid thoughts, but now, crouched below ground, I reflected on our two lads lying dead back there . . . an occasional spasm of trembling ran through my limbs and I wondered when my number would be up too.14


Even back, but not so far back, at headquarters there is no respite, no relief. The officer responsible for entering up the war diary of the Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry Highlanders of Canada at their HQ had his pen poised to write down his regiment’s experiences when he was given an unwanted opportunity to get ‘bang up to date’:


All Hell breaks loose! The RSM’s ammo dump is hit and catches fire: small arms and grenades go up in fire and smoke. Our BHQ office truck is perforated with shrapnel. Several are wounded and suffering from shock. Shelling continues at intervals, id est, at 11.15, 11.40, 13.25, 13.30, 13.45, 13.50, 14.00, 14.25, etc.


At this period of July, a month after D-Day, Allied troops were still coming ashore and being given the ‘Quick march!’ almost straight into battle. The Royal Regiment of Canada had disembarked on 6 July and by 10 July were in front line positions. There was no time for gentle introductions. For many there was a ghastly (and sometimes mortally brief) initiation by dirt, desperation and death:


This vicious baptism of fire upon green troops fed with uncooked compo-box rations, little drinking water (none for washing or shaving), with sleep impossible and ravaged by ground-lice was a shocking initiation to war. Our Tanks were no match for the Tiger, our rifles were inferior to their Mauser, his 88 mm was legendary and his Nebelwerfer six-barrelled mortar sequentially fired six 150 mm 70 lb bombs nearly four miles. During these [first] five days, with little [attacking] activity from our prepared positions, the Royals had 1 Off & 29 ORs killed and 3 Off & 71 ORs wounded, mostly from direct hits. . . In one of these ‘Moaning Minnie’ attacks on our HQ, our Doctor, Capt I.P. Weingarten, MD, was killed.15


For those who, like the author, sat in the vulnerable Sherman tanks, at least with armour proof against bullets and with a big gun to fire at 800 yards range and having the ability to retreat at 25 mph, the thought of fighting German tanks was frightening. What must it have been like to confront the same monsters at 20 yards range, having only a puny rifle and a tiny tin hat, and needing to crawl away through the crops in order the escape the gargantuan fury? Maj L.L. Dickin, ‘D’ Company, South Saskatchewans, wrote it all down in a dispassionate report next day:


Enemy tanks appeared over our left flank, shooting all hell out of everything in their path. They moved up and down on our left flank. This area is completely flat and there is no cover provided except by grain. In the wheat fields the tanks had the advantage of height, which gave them vision, while our weapons could not see because of the standing grain. Three [of our static] 17 pounders began shooting blind after beating down the grain in front of them. They were knocked out in a few minutes. I next called for the PIATS [infantry anti-tank bomb tubes] . . . two of them tried to fire standing up. They were soon dealt with by the tanks.


A Canadian Highlander who wanted to remain anonymous wrote down what his impressions were at such a moment:


Ah, yes, ha ha! This is some joke. They said this was perfect tank country, wide open spaces to charge across with the PBI [poor bloody infantry] safely behind our tanks. And there are those tanks all blasted away and the poor buggers burning inside them and without our tanks we’re just sitting ducks for their tanks. And those bloody great Tigers! It was plain murder. And if you got up and tried to run away through the wheat that was plain suicide. . . . You daren’t even poke your little hose over the top of the slit to pee. Jerry snipers loved that.16


The Tigers had 88 mm guns, originally designed to shoot down aircraft flying at 15,000 feet. Now they were used point blank. There were also 88 mm guns in self-propelled hulls and more 88 mm anti-tank guns which were towed into battle. The Lincs and Welland history states that ‘so impressive were the enemy’s 88 mm guns that one man in the Mortar Platoon informed Battalion HQ that the shells were burrowing into the twelve-inch [thick] stone walls and stopping with their noses poking through’.


Tank men looked in awe and fright on the infantryman’s sufferings and sometimes themselves became involved in the vicious encounters of man versus machine. This has been graphically described by Cpl Reg Spittles, a tank commander with 2nd Northamptonshire Yeomanry:


The Germans, Panzer Grenadiers, were jumping on the tank and all sorts, fierce buggers, but some only looked about 16, boys, you know. They had sticky bombs and that was their delight to stick a bomb on your tank. It had a little projectile inside, like a bullet. The charge drove the projectile, which was like a bolt, straight through the armour: it didn’t explode and it didn’t necessarily damage the tank, it depended what it hit inside the tank! It was like being in a small room with a hornet, because when they came inside, they flew round and round until they hit something. If it hit a human being it could go on and hit another one, so you could have two or three wounded crew in an undamaged tank, or a tank totally out of action but nobody wounded.


Meanwhile we are tossing hand grenades and phosphorus bombs out. They were like little paint tins; you took the cap off and there were two tapes with lead weights on. You threw it up in the air and the tapes flew undone; when it hit the floor it . . . went off like a firework and the phosphorus would spray out and cover an area of 10 or 12 feet, and if a spot got on you, you started to burn and could not stop it. We were chucking them out like rain. . .17


One occurrence involving man and machine was recorded by the Royals who saw a Sherman tank burst into flames. ‘The hatch flew open, emitting clouds of black smoke, and those of the crew who could do so threw themselves out. One man came out backwards, catching his knee on the edge of the hatch, and hung there for a moment, blazing like a torch, before he fell to the ground on his head. The burning trooper actually set the wheatfield afire, and the stretcher bearers who rushed forward had to put out these flames as well as those covering the body of the man.’


Waiting to go into action the atmosphere in Bourguebus was most sinister. ‘The village was virtually destroyed, and every wall, every hole, every skeleton of a tree sheltered one of the men of the North Nova Scotia Highlanders, whose helmet was covered with net bristling with branches so as to assure perfect camouflage.18


Many infantrymen actually found some security advancing out in the open if they could ‘lean into’ their own artillery barrage which moved forward at a constant pace. This was in spite of the risks from faulty shells or shrapnel spinning back. It had dangers as one battalion commander pointed out. ‘A disadvantage of the highly concentrated artillery fire is the dense smoke and dust raised. In one instance the assaulting infantry were unable to see the exploding shells and walked right into them: in another they waited too long and lost their support because they couldn’t see through the smoke. Defenders began firing back almost immediately.’19


Then there were the perilous minor individual tasks, as when Stan Whitehouse was issued with a prodder with which to dig into the earth as one crawled along searching for mines:


Schu mines were triggered by the slightest tread and could easily remove a man’s foot. As he fell sideways he often exploded another mine which blew off a hand or an arm. Flail tanks deal with the mines easily enough but were not always available. It was asking a lot of a squaddie, to go into action poking about with his prodder like a blind man, while at the same time keeping an eye on the enemy ahead and somehow having his personal weapon handy. I still marvel at the accoutrements we had to carry into battle. Even without the prodder they must have weighed well in excess of 60 lb.20


There was nothing certain, nothing definite about battle. ‘Uncertainty is in the very air which a battle breathes . . . the uncertainty of the enemy’s whereabouts, the uncertainty of falsehood, the uncertainty of surprise, the uncertainty of your own troops’ actions, the uncertainty of a strange land, the uncertainty of rescue and the uncertainty of confusion itself.’21 There was an all-pervading fear of ‘the bullet in the back’:


A wounded lad was put on a door and two cooks carried him out, only to walk into five Germans armed to the teeth. [The cooks] had no Red Cross bands but the Germans waved them on their way. They walked forward stealthily, placing each foot carefully on the ground and expecting a bullet between the shoulder blades at any moment.22


Even when the enemy surrendered, extreme caution was the order of the day. It was generally accepted that the Wehrmacht would obey the agreed laws of war, but with the SS that could not necessarily be assumed. Les ‘Spud’ Taylor, a tank man with 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry was not so sure about taking prisoners:


I heard someone crashing through the brushwood, cocked my gun, and came face to face with a German. That Kraut would never again come closer to getting himself punched full of bullets . . . we had got a prisoner. He was a tall thin man and in spite of the hot summer weather he was wearing an overcoat that reached down to his ankles. Mike had his revolver out and began to interrogate him. I am sure the poor sod was convinced he was about to be shot. He wore a Red Cross armband but that did not impress us: we had heard of it many times before. After putting the fear of God into him, we sent him to the rear . . . I believe he was glad to give himself up.23


For Spud and his crew there was a moment of almost elation in having captured one of the feared enemy. There could even be moments of humour which helped some men remain sane a little longer. The Regina Rifles were waiting behind a railway embankment to advance on La Hogue. Even in that partial refuge bombs and shells were dropping vertically. L/Cpl Pretty was buried up to his neck in one violent explosion. He had to be dug out but was otherwise unharmed. Banter began immediately. ‘Pretty was not looking pretty!’ and ‘It was not a very Pretty sight!’ and rather less printable comments.


Such moments in the front line could provoke almost hysterical yet therapeutic laughter. After long hours of ultimate warring the adjutant of the Black Watch was sleeping, sprawled at the side of the road, pallid, almost motionless, one unseeing eye half open. Two stretcher bearers approached and thinking him mortally wounded, lifted him on to their stretcher. Thus shaken and wakened and finding himself about to be carried off for burial, the adjutant addressed himself to the stretcher bearers in a variety of epithets that only a Canadian Highlander adjutant could summon up. The surrounding troops found it hugely amusing . . . for a moment or two.


Even in ostensibly front line positions, when the main focus of battle was elsewhere, there could be moments of almost idyllic peacefulness. ‘The slit trench is usually a humble abode but in a day or two there are compartments in one for kits; bunkers for cooking; a sliding roof; straw lined beds. One boy adopted a cow, milked her twice a day, gave her salt, water, changed her pasture regularly.’24 But not on Verrieres Ridge where some men had to dig new slit trenches three or four times a day and the cows were all dead, swelling balloons of stinking gas or bleached skeletons with four legs pointing to the sky like anti-aircraft guns.


Sometimes amid the torment errant sleep would come tardily:


Men have learned to carry on by grabbing sleep whenever the opportunity arises . . . even during the worst bombardment Able Troop has yet endured. Infantrymen have described falling asleep while continuing to walk robot-fashion up a road. And you know from experience that a man can fall asleep standing up, have done so yourself on more than one occasion recently while leaning over the artillery board.25


Spud Taylor remarked on the relationship of sleep with death:


Crossing the field we came upon a British Tommy lying there, to be factual, the top half of the soldier, the remainder having disappeared. My mind by that time was numb . . . In the rear wood we saw our infantry . . . it was very difficult to tell the living from the dead. Some lay asleep, other ominous bundles lay in a row, wrapped and tied in army blankets. The rest sat around, subdued and quiet, not talking, not a sound.26


For Lt John Williamson of 15 Platoon, the Royal Hamilton Light Infantry, sleep could have been fatal one night. After many hours of waking battle he had to crawl across a road, accompanied by a sergeant, to cut some wire in the far ditch. As they were lying on the road about to cut the wire they were stopped by German voices coming from the same ditch a few feet away. The two ‘Rileys’ froze. They lay rigor mortis still, deathly silent in the dark. Suddenly Williamson was wakened by the sergeant feverishly pulling his sleeve and whispering, ‘You were bloody well snoring!’ It was not very funny at the time.27


But when sleep came, came also the nightmares evoked by the sights seen, sounds heard and foul odours smelled everywhere. A CANLOAN officer, Lt S.A. Kemsley (on loan to the British Army) with the 1st The Royal Norfolk Regiment remembered that ‘suddenly m-gs cut loose so we hit the ground and the only shelter in the field were dead bloated cattle – I well remember the bullets thudding into the dead cow and the stench that came out’.28 For Charles Kipp the bodies were not only animal. ‘Our front in Bourguebus was littered with dead Germans and horses and all stank to high heaven. The bodies bloated up and rolled around and one exploded about 20 feet out in front of me. What a smell!’29


Again Spud Taylor was able to record a similar impression most graphically:


We came upon yet another burnt out Mk IV Panzer. Three of the crew had managed to bale out, one lay on the engine covers, another by the side of the vehicle’s track and the other a few yards nearer to the road. All of these pathetic remains were stark naked, black as coal and burned to a cinder, each and every part of the corpses reduced in size until they looked for all the world like small puppets or little black apes.30


Of course none of this was worse than what the medics saw, and had to deal with, in desperate attempts to save the lives of those who looked to be damaged beyond human endurance, as Canadian surgeon John Hillsman described:


We saw the tragic sights from which we were never to be free for ten long months. Men with heads shattered and grey, dirty brains oozing out from the jagged margins of skull bones. Youngsters with holes in their chests fighting for air and breathing with a ghastly sucking noise. Soldiers with intestines draining f[a]eces into their belly walls and with their guts churned to a bloody mess by high explosives. Legs that were dead and stinking – but still wore a muddy shoe . . . Boys who lived long enough for you to learn their name and then were carried away in trucks piled high with dead.31


Most front line infantrymen had helped to tend one such tragic remnant of a human life or had gathered portions of a mate’s body to bury him in a decent temporary hole. And there were always the two kindred thoughts in their minds: ‘it’s always the other chap who gets it’ but also, ‘is my name going to be on the next bullet?’ It was this constant stress which developed an awful vision in the mind of one FOO (Forward Observation Officer), the forward artillery officer whose duties took him into the ‘Forward Defence Localities’ (FDLs) of the infantry and sometimes beyond:


I was haunted by a vision of my own psychological collapse, lying gibbering at the bottom of the slit trench while the infantry were desperately calling for artillery support and then being wiped out because I had gone insane and failed them. So I carried a small bottle of rum inside my battledress blouse in case at the final moment of crisis a small nip might restore my balance of sanity. Fortunately I never needed the nip, although I was the only FOO of my regiment to survive the whole campaign.32


The North Novas’ adjutant outside Tilly, Don Ripley, writes: ‘You ask if any of us were truly sane? I think not. We were all caught up in a withdrawal from reality and subject to aberrated behaviour. Our lives were redirected. However, I think that those of us who dodged the bullet and returned were better men.’33


Dr Bill McAndrew is one of the leading experts on battle exhaustion and has written much on the subject, more pertinently about the days of the Verrieres-Bourguebus engagements.


Many, wounded or not, were driven into the state known to the troops as ‘bomb happy’, but in reality a very sad and horrific assault on their very sanity. The War Diary of the Canadian Exhaustion Unit set up to deal with these cases immediately behind the lines recorded:


21 July 1944: Yesterday 59 patients were admitted. Today has been as heavy. We have admitted over 80 patients and they are still coming in. Our routine sedative Sodium Amytal is exhausted and most of a bottle of Medinal which we borrowed is gone. However the day has been saved by the arrival of 2000 capsules of Sod. Amytal.


22 July 1944: One hundred and one cases of exhaustion were admitted . . . our convalescent ward and the ‘morgues’ are filled [with exhaustion cases]. Those in the morgues have to sleep on blankets spread on the ground. The rain has been pouring down and the majority of the men are wet and muddy.34


And all those incidents contributed to a casualty roll such as, ‘on the morning of July 26, 1944 Fifth Brigade began the first day of its second week at the front. More than one thousand men, roughly one fifth of the total strength of the brigade and more than half of its infantry rifle strength, were killed, wounded, prisoners of war or exhaustion casualties’.35


What this rate of casualties meant in one particular company and one particular platoon is well illustrated by the then Lieutenant Charlie Forbes. For three days Le Regiment Maisonneuve (the ‘Maisies’) at St Andre had been in ‘constant battle, constantly submitted to firing by artillery from both sides, constantly submitted to patrolling by infantry and minor probing attacks by tanks, constantly under observation, continuous violence day and night’. Charlie was called forward from ‘A’ echelon to reorganize one company which had been reduced to forty-two men, about a third of its normal size. There were no officers left, no sergeant-major, no senior NCOs. L/Cpl Mario Bijet had promoted himself to sergeant, sewn on two extra stripes and taken charge. When a new company commander arrived, Charlie was the only officer platoon commander (18 Platoon), Sgt Gay commanded 17 Platoon and 16 Platoon was non-existent.36


What this rate of casualties meant to a battalion and to a regiment, is nowhere better illustrated than in the tragedy of the Black Watch, (the Royal Highland Regiment of Canada) on 25 July 1944. According to Charlie Forbes of the Maisies, on arrival in Normandy the Black Watch were ‘a bloody good regiment, extremely efficient, everything done by the book, the crack unit’. They had already undertaken two quite successful actions in the preceding days. They had a highly esteemed commander, Lt-Col S.S.T. Cantlie. They were to attack Fontenay-le-Marmion.


At 0400 hours Lt-Col Cantlie held an Orders Group (O group) in an orchard on the outskirts of St Martin-de-Fontenay to plan the attack. Present also were two company commanders and the intelligence officer, Capt J.P.G. Kemp. Suddenly there was a burst of enemy machine-gun fire which penetrated the orchard, killing Cantlie and badly wounding Maj Motzfeldt. The next senior officer, 24-year-old Maj Philip Griffin took charge. Griffin was reputed to be a brilliant officer and very positive in his actions. The brigade commander, Brig Megill (pronounced M’gill, not Meg-ll) came up to discuss the situation with the young but confident Griffin. The two officers stood on a verandah looking out over the ground the Black Watch must cross. From St Martin there was a fairly level road to May-sur-Orne along which the battalion could march, then making a left incline towards Fontenay. The high shoulder of the ridge ran to the left of the road to May but Fontenay was hidden beyond the ridge shoulder and at a lower level.


However, there were various delays and Griffin needed to agree with the artillery on a new schedule of barrage. The way through May, which was being cleared by the Calgaries, was not yet known to be open. The tanks of the 1st Hussars which were to support the Black Watch were assembling in the orchards but would become susceptible to 88 mm fire from enemy tanks on the ridge once the Hussars broke cover. In the circumstances Griffin was proposing to avoid the dog-leg through May and march straight up over the shoulder of the ridge and down into Fontenay. At the same time he ordered his own patrol into May to take out an enemy machine-gun reported there.


The situation was fraught with all the imponderables of battle against the odds. In later years Megill was inclined to think that he might perhaps have cancelled the advance.37 The deciding factor was the confidence of Griffin and the efficiency of the battalion. Megill allowed Griffin the choice of ‘go or stay’. So Griffin set about his preparations which meant a march across open fields to reach the transverse road which was the theoretical start line, before climbing, again across open ground, the ridge which at that point is perhaps at its steepest. The land beyond the hill brow was out of sight.


Griffin formed his battalion, two companies up, about 320 men, the total front line rifle strength after some initial casualties from clearing snipers in St Martin. At 0930 hours the Black Watch stepped forward in drilled open order towards the start line beyond which the artillery barrage would lead them. Enemy fire began to come from in front, from the ridge to the left, and from industrial buildings near on the right. Other enemy gunners on the far side of the River Orne to the west were on elevated ground and could fire across the river. One by one Highlanders began to fall as the advance continued with measured pace, just over 800 yards to the start line and then another 800 yards to the brow of the hill. Beyond the hill across the unseen land perhaps another 1,000 yards into Fontenay.


At the so-called start line, great gaps had appeared in the ranks. Artillery, tank guns, mortars, machine-guns, snipers all fired from south, east, and west. Men fell one by one – past the start line now, but enough rifles still to continue forward with Griffin calling ‘Forward men! We’ve got to keep going’. Like an aircraft in trouble over an ocean the advance had reached a point of final ‘No Return’. To halt in that exposed place would be suicidal. To retreat would be as costly as to advance. Advancing, there was always the possibility in war that the forlorn hope would flourish. Later one of the survivors was asked why they kept on going. He replied ‘I suppose because that was what was expected of the Black Watch.’


The thinning ranks moved remorselessly on up the steepening slope to the hill brow and then, like mountaineers disappearing into the mists of the ultimate peak, some sixty Highlanders walked on and on over the ridge and disappeared from view. The noise of battle continued beyond that horizon. Wireless communication had been cut off but a wounded officer returned with a message from Griffin. ‘Don’t send reinforcements: we have too many men trapped here now.’ The remnants of the battalion had advanced into a further encirclement of dug-in guns at the edge of the town. Capt E.R. Bennett in St Martin gathered cooks and drivers to form a firm base and receive survivors. Cpl W.J. Steele and Piper J. Mitchell exceeded the call of duty in moving along the slopes to find the wounded.


German sources suggest that some of the enemy had at first watched in wonder and sympathy at the bravery of the advancing men, before ordering their guns to fire. Now unseen, Germans came forward on the level field at the top of the ridge to take in prisoners. Griffin lay amid the rest of his dead, beyond the brow but short of Fontenay. Of the more than 300 men, some were gathered in wounded from the lower slopes. Only about sixteen survivors found their way back from the upper ridge. Of this darkest of days the Black Watch war diary, with typically tight upper lip, stated bleakly:


July 25: The Bn under the command of Maj. Griffin, acting O.C., formed up and went in on the attack, but the COYs were able to get no farther than the ridge overlooking the town when they ran into a heavy concentration of fire, and of the fwd. Companies, practically all are missing.


July 26: [The tight lip begins to tremble] A few, a very few of those missing have managed to make their way back to the Bn and of these, the large majority have been wounded.


July 27: [The human emotion breaks through] No more news of the missing boys.


July 28: We have had no more news of the missing.38


Because of the confusion, survivors writing home sometimes erred in references to the fate of comrades. On 10 August a battalion order was necessary to prevent erroneous and worrying information being passed to next of kin, as ‘it is kinder to send no information than to send incorrect information. There must be no writing home with details until the CO has been able to send his letter to the next of kin.’


The repulse of the Black Watch, and of other battalions similarly agonizing, would be only temporary. Within two weeks, Canadian and British tanks would roll up and over and beyond those ridges and stand behind the defiant German defenders. Scottish and Canadian Highlanders would at last walk into the charnel villages of Tilly, Verrieres, May and Fontenay. Elite German troops, held along the ridges to counter the incredible bravery of the advancing infantry, would be rushed too late to halt the equally incredible advance of the American armour swinging wide around the circumference of the Falaise battle zones.


So much happened on those slopes about Verrieres and Bourguebus, those pleasant, fertile, blasted, infernal slopes. Four persons, among many, studied the ridge and expressed their own grim sense of trepidation:


Cpl Doug Shaughnessy of the Rileys, at the start line, thought, ‘My God, we’ll never make it up those slopes.’


Sgt W.R. Bennett of the Royals, between Bourguebus and Tilly, feared ‘those of us who are on these slopes will never leave them’.


Maj Jacques Ostiguy, of the Maisies, admitted, ‘Looking back up those slopes, I’ve no idea how on earth we managed to get up them. But get up them we did.’


And another private added, ‘A miracle it must have been, walking all the way up those slopes with the 88s and the Moaning Minnies and the machine-guns and dozens of snipers waiting and their artillery registered on every square foot of ground we had to tread on.’39


Surprisingly, among all the horrors and technical details of battle, the war history of the Royal Regiment of Canada sounded a kind of requiem for those who never left those slopes where a war cemetery now crowns one of the highest areas around Cintheaux:


High on a hill above Ifs a wayside shrine, miraculously intact in the midst of so much fire, was a ghostly landmark silhouetted against the sky. The figure of Christ seemed to look down with dejected compassion on the battle scene below.


Another war diary noted philosophically ‘whoever said “there are no atheists in foxholes” knew whereof he spoke’. Appropriately it was the diarist of the Black Watch of Canada who wrote that note.




Two


Departure Point ‘Despair’


The battlefront was not formed according to rules of military theory but as necessitated by the emergency and the sloping ground of the hillside.


(Julius Caesar, 57 BC)


Take ‘the finest fighting army of the war, one of the greatest the world has ever seen’, place it among defences that ‘were as formidable as any encountered in the entire war’,1 and give it total observation from on high of what their opponents were doing. What expectations then might those opponents entertain? The opponents in this case being the British and Canadian armies looking out from Caen and viewing the wheatfields of the Verrieres-Bourguebus ridge.


The History of the 10th Canadian Infantry Brigade gives an interesting description of the view in 1944:
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