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I can still see those faces silently asking me ‘What should we do now?’ I was angry, mad at myself for not being sure what to tell them. I looked out the view slit. The Amis were gaining ground and from the sounds of the fighting some were up in the village behind us … We would use the firepower of the MG42 to get us out of here … I fired the last belt in short bursts to keep the Amis at a distance … The final count was 64 rounds, a number I never forgot … Rummaging through the mess Helmuth found two grenades. The plan would go, we hoped, like this. The two of them would throw out the grenades, one left, and one right. Then I would go out with the MG and make for the trench that was not too far away. From here I would cover them while they ran across. Willi could run, but Helmuth would be hampered by his wound. Instead of a rifle I gave him my pistol. For now, Willi carried two rifles. We all crouched in the entranceway. I took a deep breath and nodded to them. Both grenades flew out at the same time, explosions followed. I sprang through the doorway. Fearing the worst, I tensed up as I emerged into the open…


Obergrenadier Karl Wegner


Frontispiece: Obergrenadier Karl Wegner’s Catholic prayer book.
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FOREWORD


WE hope that this book gives the reader a better understanding of the German side of the D-Day landings – and shows that not all German soldiers were highly motivated Nazis. For most of the soldiers, their motivation to fight to the end was born of their wish to return home to their loved ones.


My Grandfather never revisited Normandy because of his memories of the fighting and his bitter feelings about being left alone at the front by his superiors. Being in charge of men that could defend themselves only with small arms and exemplary devotion against an enemy with ever-increasing supplies of tanks, artillery and aircraft, he felt responsible for every soldier that died under his command.


Fighting and dying for the wrong cause, the soldiers of 352. Infanterie-Division nevertheless deserve respect for what they accomplished in Normandy until the unit was destroyed at St Lô.


Martin-Robert Galle, grandson of Oberst Ernst Goth,


Commanding Officer, Grenadier Regiment 916, 352. Infanterie-Division
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PREFACE


6JUNE 1944 saw the greatest seaborne invasion in history. Millions of men were involved. Through the years, numerous books have been written on this subject, all tackling different aspects or providing different interpretations of the fighting. This book concentrates on one German division, 352. Infanterie-Division, and its involvement in Normandy. Often, the actions of this unit have been overlooked by historians who centre on more elite or famous divisions when writing about the German side. However, the 352nd played one of the most important roles in the campaign, nearly changing the outcome of the invasion.


This work is on occasion unspecific when discussing Allied units and their actions. This is done in attempt to give the reader the same perspective the German commanders had and upon which they based their tactical decisions. The accounts of the surviving veterans, both American and German, have been of inestimable value in giving a view of the invasion from the ‘foxhole’. Some of these men have done historians a great service by recording their individual accounts during or just after the war. But most have set down their memories during interviews and in correspondences decades later. Painstaking efforts to verify and place these men’s experiences have been made by the authors.


Why was this book written? It is not an attempt to glorify the German Army or the Third Reich in any way. The reasons go back to my youth. I lived with my family in a housing development which was solely for veterans of the US Military and their families. My father had been a US Marine and my mother served in the Women’s Army Corps. All of my friends had at least one parent who served and at that time the vast majority had seen combat in the Second World War. I spent much of my time talking to these veterans while cutting lawns, delivering papers and shovelling snow for them. Throughout this time I learned of both World Wars through their memories. They talked vividly of their experiences, laughing at the funny incidents and welling up when relating the loss of close buddies. This was the war as they saw it, felt it and knew it. Time passed and these men faded away one by one. I grew older reading more books regarding the history of the campaigns I had heard so much about but few books ever equalled those vivid accounts. These veterans may have had a fact or two wrong regarding the overall campaign but their experiences rang true. In the end their stories, for the most part, were never recorded and are now lost to us for ever. Later in life, while serving as an infantryman my interest in the Normandy Invasion was sparked by the conversations I had with my uncle who landed with the US 4th Division on Utah Beach. My attention was drawn more to the events that occurred on Omaha Beach by a chance meeting I had with a German veteran of the campaign. His recollections brought me back to the veterans of my youth. I began to question what really happened on that beach and in the hedgerows, since many of the accounts I read were repetitive – the same versions reworked into different books. With very few exceptions, they were from the Allied point of view. As time passed, I found more German veterans who had been there. Their numbers were small. Smaller still was the number who would talk about their experiences. Then one German veteran – Werner Stahnke – who served in Russia and the Battle of the Bulge, commented to me that it was very sad that when they were all gone no one would really have a record of the war as they saw it. In the end I felt that the history of this campaign should be heard from both sides of the front line. We all must hold in high esteem the Allied soldiers who stormed the beaches, jumped into the darkness and slugged it out in the hedgerows to liberate Europe and save the world. However, this sacrifice and honour should not erase the experiences of the other side. In the end, regardless of uniform, the ordinary soldier is the same worldwide. This book is an effort to add these men’s recollections to the overall story of the greatest air and seaborne invasion ever undertaken. Most of these men have passed on and it seemed wrong to let their memories fade from the pages of history. This is their war.


Vince Milano


Epping, New Hampshire, USA




one


REST AND REFORMATION


THE late autumn morning of 5 December 1943 began grey and dreary. A military car in the same drab colour approached the ancient city of St Lô. The ranking occupant was Oberstleutnant Fritz Ziegelmann. He was the former Chief Quartermaster of the 7. Armee now on his way to his new assignment as the IA, Chief of Staff of a newly forming infantry division. Today was the first meeting of all the officers in the staff and those representing the assigned infantry and support units. Ziegelmann knew that his new posting was inevitable, since the tremendous losses incurred on the Eastern Front the previous summer. But he was still surprised to draw a combat assignment, especially since he was a member of the General Staff. This was signified by the crimson stripes running down the sides of his breeches. Even so, he would be the second-in-command of this new unit.


The car lurched to a halt in front of a weathered chateau. A guard opened the car door, standing rigidly at attention. Perhaps he thought Ziegelmann was a general, since they too wore crimson stripes down their trouser legs. The Oberstleutnant gave the guard a quick salute and headed straight into the building.


Inside, the formalities were brisk in order that the main business could be attended to. The first order of the day was to review the units and men that would form the base of the new division. These men would come from three different units, all of which had much combat experience. The smallest contingent would come from the Grenadier Regiment 546, which had lost most of its men at Stalingrad. These men now being assigned were those that had been wounded and flown out of the city early enough in the encirclement. The other two units were the 268th and 321. Infanterie-Divisions, the latter making up the bulk of the men. Both divisions had served in Russia, the 268th since 1941 and the 321st arrived there in December 1942. Both units had suffered large numbers of casualties during the Kursk Offensive during the summer of 1943; so many, that the General Staff decided to use them in forming new units instead of refitting them.


Other men who had seen fighting in Italy and North Africa, would come from hospitals and rest camps as they recovered from their wounds. To all these veterans would be added several thousand new recruits, most from the army training camp at Schlann, Germany (now Slany, Czech Republic). Replacement Ersatz units would be assigned in Germany proper when the formation of the division was complete.


All of the officers in attendance had frontline experience, a fact that Ziegelmann recognised would accelerate the establishment of an effective fighting force. The main topic of discussion was the final field commitment of this new division, 352. Infanterie-Division. This issue was very important since it would dictate the type of training the 352nd would get. It was obvious to all present that with the conditions prevailing on the Eastern Front, it was the most likely place for their future field operations. So the 352nd would train to fight the Red Army, which meant learning to conduct successful operations while outgunned, outnumbered and surrounded most of the time – all valuable lessons learned during the past two-and-a-half years of fighting.


Ziegelmann and his new staff were under orders to complete the organisation of the 352nd by the end of January 1944. He knew only too well that this was an unrealistic order, predominantly because of the supply problems that existed at that time. Orders are given to be obeyed, so the officers set about their monumental tasks.


While the mountains of paperwork piled up upon the desks of clerks, a long troop train screeched to a stop in St Lô’s main rail yard. The dirty, brown cattle cars were packed to overflowing with the recruits assigned to the 352nd. Most were 17-year-old lads fresh from a hurried three-week training course in Slany.


Among the young soldiers peering out of the boxcar windows were Grenadiers Georg Seidl, Martin Eichenseer, Eduard Schötz and Karl Wegner. Like most of those with them, they were away from home for the first time in their lives.


In large masses they detrained; NCOs and officers who were set apart from the sea of helmeted youth by their peaked caps, soon had them in some sort of a loose formation. Then with a clattering of hobnailed boots and shouted names, men were divided and assigned to units. While most in this trainload had been assigned to Grenadier Regiment 916, Karl Wegner and his new friend, Willi Schuster, had been assigned to Grenadier Regiment 914. The other infantry regiment of the 352nd, the 915th, did not draw any new men that day. All three of these regiments had their quarters outside St Lô, which resulted in a march of several kilometres for the replacements. Transportation was only available for the officers and some of the more senior NCOs. Led by their new sergeants the columns headed north out of the city. Grenadier Wegner compared St Lô to his home in Hanover. On first impressions he did not like what he saw. He preferred his home city.


With the arrival of this first troop allocation the process of building a new division began in earnest. Before it had only been a ‘clerk’s war’. Except for the replacements, all other areas of procurement were frustratingly slow. Oberstleutnant Ziegelmann pulled every string he could, even calling in some favours owed to him by senior members of the local Quartermaster Corps. The results were negligible, they could not be given what the Allied air forces were destroying, and most of what was left went to Russia. He did succeed in getting leftover stockpiles of uniforms and equipment manufactured for the North Africa Campaign. This meant equipment with webbed canvas instead of the normal leather and uniforms in olive brown instead of field grey. The mix of web and leather equipment was already commonplace and not much of a problem. The uniforms, it was decided, would be issued to those troops who had not already been issued a summer HBT cotton uniform and to those that had worn out the ones they already possessed. The only alteration would be in the removal of the tropical-style insignia, to be replaced with the standard European issue.


The arrival of the New Year also brought the arrival of the new divisional commander. He was Generalleutnant Dietrich Kraiss, a 55-year-old Knight’s Cross recipient. The first report he received from Ziegelmann was basically a complete list of the problems and shortcomings of the German supply system. For example, the artillery could not train replacements because they had no sights for their guns, nor could they move them since the harnesses for their horses had not yet arrived. Deliveries of both items were slated for some time in February 1944. As to the training of the infantry, the 352nd had only had three live-fire exercises, one per regiment, owing to lack of ammunition.


Since petrol was a rarity the transport units could not train replacement drivers and could only make priority deliveries by truck. All others were by horse-drawn wagon. The mounting pages of these types of problems exasperated Generalleutnant Kraiss. He made formal complaints to his superiors about these shortcomings but they could do nothing about it. As a result he decided to put all his energies into working with what he did have plenty of – men.


The majority of the troops were 17- and 18-year-old recruits, which meant that they did most of their teenage growing during the years of wartime rationing. The result was a lack of dairy and meat products, which meant underdeveloped muscles and bones. So training had to be curtailed until these men could be, quite literally, brought up to strength.


Obergefreiter Josef Brass, a veteran of 321. Infanterie-Division. who had served on the Eastern Front, stated that in his new unit, Pionier-Bataillon 352, the majority of the younger men could not finish the forced marches even with the prodding and threats of the sergeants. He believed that if sent to Russia the men would not survive.


Oberstleutnant Ziegelmann petitioned his superiors at 7. Armee for a dairy ration. This would consist primarily of milk and butter. The request was immediately denied. Upon hearing of this decision Generalleutnant Kraiss authorised his Chief of Staff to procure, by purchase or barter, milk, butter and fresh meat from local farms. In his after-action report on the campaign, Ziegelmann noted that this was instrumental in bringing the young men up to strength prior to the invasion.


Another problem with the troops was communication, though not in the technical but human sense, with the 352nd’s several ‘Ostbatallions’ (East Battalions). These were units comprised of volunteers from various ethnic groups in the Soviet Union. Though led by Germans, they were often of questionable fighting quality. These units were deliberately kept apart from all German units and regulated to low priority assignments or construction. Since the regaining of the Polish Corridor provinces and Alsace-Lorraine, men of military age living there who were born either of German parents or born when these areas had been part of Imperial Germany were required to serve. These men were collectively termed Volksdeutsche (Germanic Peoples). Although legally regarded as German citizens they spoke little or no German. Even with the Army’s attempts to teach them through a series of picture word association manuals, communication problems arose, ranging from the comical to the life-threatening. Two incidents related by Grenadier Franz Gockel, serving in Nr 3 Kompanie, I Bataillon/Grenadier Regiment 726, illustrate both ends of this spectrum:




One day while building a bunker Unteroffizier E. called to two men to bring him a hammer while he held up a support beam that had come loose. He yelled repeatedly, while they both stood there and stared at him dumbfounded. Then one caught on to his intentions and ran off quickly. He came back with a big smile holding the hammer up and saying to it, ‘Morteck, you are a hammer.’ Morteck is the Polish word for hammer.





The other incident involved an Alsatian:




After coming back from a patrol we were turning in our weapons to the Armourer. A new man from Alsace handed over a loaded flare pistol. The Armourer told him to unload it but the Alsatian misunderstood him and pulled the trigger. The flare shot out, hitting the Armourer in the chest. It was a serious wound but the man survived.





Gockel notes that this soldier was given two weeks arrest and confinement. This was actually more of a reward than punishment since he was allowed to lounge around the bunker all day while the rest of the company was on fatigue duties and patrols. The language barriers would never be totally overcome.


There existed other shortfalls amongst the personnel. The cadre of NCOs was only at 70 per cent. One plus point was that the vast majority of these men were combat veterans. This would help greatly during training.


Despite these and many other shortcomings the 352nd had a strength of 12,000 by 1 March 1944. On that date the General Staff in Berlin declared the 352nd fully formed and at their disposal for deployment. Both Kraiss and Ziegelmann were surprised by this premature declaration by OKW (Oberkommando der Werhrmacht). They both felt that this was a political decision rather than a military one, since it would be important for OKW to declare as many new units formed and ready for the next summer of fighting as possible. It seemed to be of no consequence whether or not these units were properly equipped or trained for any missions that would be assigned to them. Kraiss questioned OKW about this and was informed that it was up to the divisions themselves to ensure that all their needs were fulfilled to be ready for deployment.


Piled on to the 352nd’s mountain of problems was the first mission assigned to them on the day they were declared operational. Since January 1944 the division had had orders to ready a battlegroup for immediate deployment consisting of one grenadier regiment; one artillery battalion; and one pionier abteilung; one signal and supply abteilung. This unit was to be deployed anywhere in France, Belgium or Holland in time of emergency within 12 hours of receiving notice. This was one-third of the division’s strength and the order had put a strain on the training schedules. The 1 March order extended this status to cover the entire 352nd and the ready battlegroup must still be maintained as it now had been earmarked as the corps reserve for the LXXXIV Armeekorps, to which the 352nd had been assigned. The only option that was open to Generalleutnant Kraiss was to rotate the units within the battlegroup in order that all units could partake in the divisional training exercises. This also meant that the division would be training to conduct operations at under-strength levels prior to the invasion of 6 June. This would in fact aid them greatly in the upcoming fighting but for now it was just a great inconvenience.


While the 352nd was juggling units to train and equip the men, the new commander of Army Group B was on a tour of his new area. Feldmarschall Erwin Rommel, the Desert Fox, was singularly unimpressed by what was shown to him. His inspection tour of the much-vaunted Atlantik Wall revealed to him that it was a myth generated by Goebbels’ propaganda machine.


Troops guarding the coasts were under-strength, poorly trained and lacking in essential equipment. Most of the invasion defences were in and around major city harbours, as if the Allies would be disembarking from the Queen Mary. Defences in rural areas where probable landing beaches existed, provided there were any at all, showed a lack of tactical understanding of seaborne landings.


After in-depth tactical studies, Rommel felt the invasion would be in rural sectors because defences were light and the troops manning them were dispersed over larger areas. He also reasoned that the Normandy sector was the most probable target of any invasion because of its similarity to the bay at Salerno. Thus he decided to reinforce the sector between Caen and Brevands, then occupied only by 716. Infanterie-Division. Stationed there for two years, it was a low-calibre, static coastal defence unit of older men with a smattering of undertrained recruits.


The first order Kraiss received from Rommel was to dispatch his artillery regiment, Artillerie Regiment 352, into the 716th’s sector to bolster the firepower available against any Allied landing. The regiment would still be under the 352nd’s command and control, in other words the 716th would need Kraiss’ permission to commit it to combat.


This action did not satisfy the Feldmarschall and as a result he ordered the entire 352. Grenadier-Division to take over the coastal sector now assigned to the 716th, effective 15 March 1944. The 716th would be given a much smaller part of the coast to defend in and around Caen, where it was felt they would have a much better chance of fending off any landing. However, the 716th was ordered to leave behind for absorption by the 352nd I and III Bataillons of Grenadier Regiment 726 under the command of Major Korfes, now the Commander of I/GR 726. These units would remain in their current positions north of Colleville sur Mer. In addition, the 716th would leave behind some Ostbatallions; more of a burden than a blessing. When this divisional move was completed, entire regiments would now defend sectors once manned by single battalions. The change tripled the strength along this coast. Even while the 352nd was in the process of moving Generalleutnant Kraiss received additional orders from Rommel:




1 The 352nd was to improve the beach defences along their part of the coast.


2 The 352nd would also be responsible for building and maintaining defensive positions from the coast inland all the way down to St Lô, and be responsible for security in this area.


3 The division was to maintain its current training schedule.





This overburdening of missions displeased all within the staff of the 352nd. They had only just begun their move and were now responsible for an area 30 kilometres long and 25 kilometres deep. This prompted Kraiss to request a meeting with General Marcks, the commander of LXXXIV Armeekorps.


The discussion centred on the placement of the 352nd’s forces taking into consideration all of the specific missions now assigned. Marcks informed Kraiss that Rommel and he had discussed probable Allied landing areas and objectives at a meeting several days before, summarising that the Allies could isolate the Cotentin Peninsula, taking the major ports there to build up for a major drive to Paris and beyond. Therefore it was most important for the 352nd to have the bulk of its troops along the coast, in a position to mount quick counterstrikes if a landing was successful. Kraiss would have to put the bulk of his men on his left flank, the Carentan Canal, since it was sparsely defended, and the 716th would be on his right. His reserves would be in this sector affording them good cover with the ability to reach any part of the division’s area in a short time. This created a problem. Kraiss’ reserves were also those assigned to General Marcks. This battlegroup, then Grenadier Regiment 916 and Pionier-Bataillon 352 but soon to change to Grenadier Regiment 915 and Fusilier-Bataillon 352, caused a heated argument between the two Generals – especially since Marcks required them to be much farther away from the coast. In the end Kraiss made a direct appeal to Rommel, who was an old friend. He pointed out the unreliability of the 716th, along with the distance between the 352nd and other reserves, chiefly the 21. Panzer-Division. Rommel agreed, and Kraiss was allowed to keep his division intact.


The move was in full swing and the Grenadiers of the 352nd got their first views of the English Channel during the first week of April 1944. Oberst Goth, commander of the 916th, made an inspection of the two battalions of GR 726 now assigned to him. His report alarmed both Ziegelmann and Kraiss. At its current level of effectiveness, the Allies could land and overwhelm the 726th with little effort, establishing a beachhead in under an hour. Generalleutnant Kraiss ordered Ziegelmann to conduct an investigation to discover the reason for this disgraceful situation.


In his report, Ziegelmann outlined the reasons for the low fighting ability of GR 726. First, the regiment was constantly having its most able and experienced men transferred to combat duty on the Eastern Front. The remaining officers and NCOs lacked any clear initiative in training the unit to peak combat effectiveness. In the Oberstleutnant’s opinion, several of the NCOs purposely kept the level low in order not to be sent to Russia. Secondly, the familiar supply and logistics problems hampered what training was being done. Kraiss ordered that this unit would now adhere to all the training schedules and efficiency ratings as the rest of the 352nd. He was determined to see to it that 726th would be able to hold their own in a pitched battle.


It was not very long after the 352nd’s arrival when Rommel appeared to inspect the division’s coastal deployment. Kraiss was away at a meeting with General Marcks at LXXXIV headquarters in St Lô, so the burden fell on Ziegelmann. He first pointed out to the Feldmarschall that they had not actually started work on the coastal zone yet. Rommel assured the Oberstleutnant that he was aware of this and was only there to check the actual placement of the 352nd’s infantry units. With this understanding the two officers set out on their tour.


Rommel did not like what he found, reprimanding Ziegelmann on the spot. The reason for his anger was the placement of the regimental reserves within each individual unit’s sector. These reserves, approximately a reinforced rifle company, were not close enough to the shore to fire upon enemy troops disembarking from landing craft. Rommel wanted every available weapon to have fields of fire on the beaches. In his defence, Ziegelmann stated that the width of the 352nd’s front, 53 kilometres, combined with the unreliability of the divisions on both flanks required that these reserves be where they were in order to deal with any threat on the flanks or rear. Rommel was adamant; the reserves must be moved forward.


On his return, his much rebuked Chief of Staff informed Generalleutnant Kraiss of this order. Since it was he who had placed the reserves, Kraiss backed the stand that Ziegelmann had made against Rommel. However, orders from a Feldmarschall were to be obeyed. Kraiss decided to call Rommel and asked to discuss the issue in person. The following day they met and a compromise was found. The solution was to place the reserve companies on an angled line so that one, possibly two depending on terrain, could fire onto the beach while leaving the rest of the company far enough inland to deal with any of the threats that might arise along the flanks.


Inevitably, with one problem solved, another would take its place. Again, it was a tactical order, this time from Hitler himself. The infamous Führerbefehl decreed that each position be held to the last round and last man, forbidding any retreat. To Generalleutnant Kraiss this order made no military sense whatsoever. He had no other choice but to request a second meeting with Rommel.


At the second meeting Kraiss outlined some of the tactical questions regarding the enforcement of the Führerbefehl. Kraiss asked that if men from one strongpoint left their position to come to the aid of another, would they be in violation of the order? Or if a gun’s position became indefensible and the crew moved it to another one, was this a violation as well? Rommel agreed that this was a foolish order but had no solution to it at the end of the meeting. After consideration and staff meetings about this problem the Feldmarschall issued his own order a few days later. The ‘Rommel Befehl’ declared that within divisional areas the tactical movement of subordinate units would be at the discretion of field commanders. The movement of the entire division would also require Rommel’s permission and not Hitler’s. With the issue settled, the 352nd finished the tactical move into the coastal sector. Kraiss reorganised his defences to fit the Rommel Befehl more effectively.


Two main battle lines were to be established. The first line, naturally, would be the coastal front. The second line was, depending on the terrain, 10 to 15 kilometres behind the coast. On these two lines, for a distance of 53 kilometres, Kraiss would place the bulk of his troops. This would enable him to move any part of his division during combat and enjoy the benefit of a second line of resistance if forced to withdraw from the coast. A further advantage of this placement would be much more manoeuvrability if there were largescale air drops of troops within the 352nd’s divisional sector.


The move to the coast, however, meant the supply situation became worse since the divisional supply units were now much farther away from the LXXXIV Armeekorps’ depots. This, coupled with the 352nd being on standing alert to move anywhere in Europe for emergencies, meant constant delays in getting supplies since the supply units could only keep on hand what they could transport if the division was ordered to move. This amounted to only one or two days of rations of most items, including munitions, resulting in constant trips to the Corps supply depots for replenishment; a waste of time, manpower and petrol.


It was not just the higher levels of command who were displeased with the lack of preparation of the 716th; junior officers and enlisted men were also critical. Leutnant Hans Heinze, a Stalingrad survivor, was one of the first men from the 352nd to inspect the beach defences:




My commander, Hauptmann Grimme and I decided to take a ride to the beach to look over our new area before we assigned any of the troops here. We reached the coast but could not find the Atlantik Wall. We finally did come to some bunkers surrounded by barbed wire and decided to get out and look around. We went right over the wire without even tearing our trousers. Then we met a Landser from the unit occupying the area. He had been there since 1940 and we asked him about the defences. He just said ‘If the Tommies decide to invade and disturb our Holy peace we will roll out our gun and teach them how to be scared.’ We found no cheer or solace in this remark. It was clear that much work was ahead of us.





Another newly promoted officer in the division found himself posted on the Channel coast. Leutnant Heinz Fuehr had seen five years of service so far, starting as a private in a machine-gun company, rising through the ranks while seeing active combat in the 1940 French Campaign and on the Eastern Front. As a leutnant (lieutenant), he was now posted to his first combat command:




At the end of 1943, I reported with three other officers to the ‘Führer Reserve’ in Berlin. The thought was in our mind that we would surely be sent back to Russia and it was with great joy that we learned of our being assigned to the Normandy area of France. Because of an Allied air raid on Hamburg, I reached my new unit a day too late. The Commander, Oberst Goth, was not pleased and gave me several days confinement as a punishment. I was assigned as a platoon leader in the 8th Kompanie Grenadier Regiment 916. The company commander was an Oberleutnant [Leutnant Berty?]. Sadly I don’t remember his name. At first, as officers, we were allowed to be billeted in the homes of local farmers but later on we were required to be stationed in the fortifications with the troops. Most of the time soldiers constructed trenches and bunkers in combination with regular training. At the end of every day I had to report the progress of the work to the battalion commander [Hauptmann Grimme]. I was there when Feldmarschall Rommel visited our position in 1944. My platoon’s position directly overhung the beach and we could fire clearly up and down it. There were no obstructions or bunkers of concrete, the few dug-outs were made of wood and the few houses that were there were torn down.





Generalleutnant Kraiss made the beach defences the 352nd’s top priority. The first item to be tackled was the improvement and positioning of coastal obstacles. The anti-tank/landing-craft obstacles of criss-crossed steel girders were simple to construct and easy to put in place. Properly laid barbed wire was even less difficult to set up. The Tschechen were a different matter. These were long stakes made from tree trunks topped with mines or explosives that would detonate when struck by the bottom of a landing craft. They proved difficult to make and place, despite their simple composition.


The small trees needed for their construction had to be cut by hand and brought up from the Forêt de Cerisy by horse-drawn wagon, over 30 kilometres away. The process of driving them into the sand proved more difficult than realised. As it transpired, help came from a very unlikely source. Grenadier Franz Gockel:




The construction of the Tschechen was done with the help of the Bayeux Fire Brigade. One day they showed up with their equipment and with an amazingly simple method we sunk the tree trunks into the sand. The trunks were supported by a tripod and sunk in to the required depth by a fire hose pump. At the beginning we experienced problems because the pump would clog with sand. A soldier suggested that we place someone on the pump to regulate the amount of sand flowing through it. The entire project was completed in very little time.





As many obstacles were to be placed on and behind the beaches as possible, but lack of materials did not allow preparations to the depth and strength prescribed by Rommel. It was left up to the Pionier-Bataillon 352 under the command of Hauptmann Paul to remedy matters with expedient measures in the field. One good example of their work was in the area near St Pierre du Mont, part of the coast with steep inclines above the beaches. Obergefreiter Josef Brass was one of the men assigned to this task:




We had a stockpile of 240mm shells and since the artillery could not use them they were given to us. With them, we would make a new kind of anti invasion obstacle. We buried them in the sides of the hills with trip wires attached to them. When triggered, the shells would roll down to the beach. The fuses of the shells were set so that they only would explode when they reached the beach. Others were set to roll over cliffs and explode in midair. With the large blast range these shells had they would be very deadly. By the time of the invasion we had placed one of these ‘Roller Grenades’ about every 100 metres along the divisional front.





Several more items were promised to the 352nd but in most cases they would never arrive and those that did came too late. An example of this is the ‘Goliath’ (a miniature tank vehicle) packed with explosives and sent off into enemy lines or strongpoints by wired remote control, then detonated. Found to be very effective on the Eastern Front, the shipment for the 352nd would arrive on 5 June 1944 – without the explosive charges.


Ordered to lay extensive minefields by Rommel, the Pioniere ran into several problems. First they had to replace all of the mines that the 716th had laid. These mines had been in the sand and saltwater for two years and corrosion had rendered them useless. Secondly the Feldmarschall decreed that the minefields be five kilometres deep along the division’s entire front, which would require ten million mines; an impossible number for the existing supply systems. In fact, none of the anti-tank mines had arrived yet. Despite this, by 1 June the Pioniere managed to place 11,000 mines along the coastal front. This number does not include the ‘Roller Grenades’ and other extemporised measures.


Natural obstacles were also exploited within the 352nd’s sectors. Areas were flooded in expectation of airborne landings but care was taken not to flood too much of the local farmers’ pastures so the local food supply was not hindered. The warm weather of May dried up many of these areas.


Still under orders to prepare for the defence as far south as St Lô, Kraiss had to compromise plans for this entire area, which ran from Caen west to Brevands, then along the Vire river in a rough line to St Lô, then back to Caen, basically a triangle. Kraiss’s secondary line behind the coast would incorporate within it the same basic types of works as were along the coast, centring on strongpoints, minefields and anti-tank obstacles primarily within areas where the threat of airborne landings or important objectives existed. After some analysis Kraiss chose three main locations to commit the time and effort to build anti-airborne defences. They were Bayeux, the Vire Estuary and the clear areas just behind the coast. Kraiss felt that any airborne landings would come close to the beach landing, therefore justifying his decision not to build obstacles inland and around St Lô.


The primary structure used in this type of defence would be Rommel’s Spargel (asparagus). These were two-metre stakes, sharpened at the end, set up in various patterns two to three metres apart at possible landing sites. Between each stake was strung barbed wire, to entangle those men who were not impaled. Gliders would break into pieces when landing in one of these fields. Any survivors of the crash would be easy targets as they tried to make their way to safety. Luckily for the Allied airborne units, the supply of barbed wire was insufficient. Only the sites around Bayeux were completed. The other two areas remained only partially covered by the time of the invasion.


The construction of inland bunkers presented its own problems. First and foremost there was a complete lack of organisation of the available work force. This was because of the many forces within the 352nd’s area of responsibility. Units from the Luftwaffe, Kriegsmarine, independent army construction battalions, RAD units and men from the Organisation Todt (specialised construction units named after the late Dr Fritz Todt, engineer and senior NSDAP figure). All of these different factions were, in theory, to work side by side to build the Atlantik Wall and other sites but more often than not they were in each other’s way. For example, some units were building their living quarters in the fields of fire of other unit’s bunkers and different groups were sent to build the same bunker but each with different plans. It was not until the Düsseldorfer Baufirm, a civilian construction company, came into the picture that things were straightened out. They coordinated all the units’ efforts and made good progress, but it was all too late.


Oberstleutnant Ziegelmann made a report to 7. Armee Quartermaster Corp regarding the building supplies for the inland defences. These were separate from the coastal supplies with a lower priority and drawn from different depots. The depots were also part of different services, sometimes the Luftwaffe or Kriegsmarine. Even when supplies were available, the distribution was handled poorly. In several cases rear echelon troops, such as Luftwaffe units, were building their structures in cement while infantry units had to dig earthen bunkers along Kraiss’ second battle line. Most of these positions suffered from poor drainage because of their close proximity to the coast and were therefore flooded or muddy. One of the reasons for this misallocation of materials was that the troops stationed in Normandy the longest received their supply request first. Despite the complaints filed by both Generalleutnant Kraiss and Oberstleutnant Ziegelmann the Quartermaster Corps would not change its way of operation, regulations must be adhered to at all times was the reply.


By June things looked bad for the defences along the coast. On the 1st Kraiss received the Staff Engineer’s report from Ziegelmann and was not happy. It stated that only 45 per cent of the bunkers could withstand artillery fire and only 15 per cent of these could withstand air bombardment. The rest were not strong enough to withstand direct hits from either. The verdict was in; Generalleutnant Kraiss would have to depend on his soldiers’ abilities rather than the non-existent wall on which the Generals in Berlin had placed their bets.


Despite all the missions assigned to them, it was still the predominant opinion that the 352nd would be sent to Russia some time during that summer. This was still the main emphasis in the training. This was harsh and tough because it had to be. Many of the recruits were shocked at the physical demands made of them after working a good part of the day on bunkers and obstacles. Karl Wegner read in disbelief the many letters he received from family and friends telling him how lucky he was to live the easy life in France and not be in Russia. But it was known that well trained men could accomplish much in battle even with limited resources. Leutnant Heinze, who was training Nr.5 Kompanie/Grenadier Regiment 916, was determined to train his men ‘until they could shoot their weapons in their sleep.’ Generalleutnant Kraiss had this same ambition for the entire 352nd. He decided to concentrate all the training on two central themes. The first would be individual training. Combat experience in Russia had shown that single soldiers or small groups could inflict large numbers of casualties, holding up a more powerful enemy force. And these men were more likely to fight their way through enemy lines rather than surrender.


More importantly, the second theme was the counter attack. On the Eastern Front this was an everyday mission. German units counter-attacked continually to retake ground or plug gaps in the lines. And of course it would be the 352nd’s mission to make counter attacks against any Allied landings in France. The 352nd would train from platoon up to divisional level in this type of operation. Kraiss would still be under orders to maintain the Korps Reserve, which now consisted of Grenadier Regiment 915 and Fusilier-Bataillon 352 under the overall command of Oberst Meyer (CO of GR 915). He would have to coordinate their training schedules in order to keep it on a par with the rest of the division. He decided that the reserve should practise making counter attacks on the coast from the village of Seulles. Oberst Meyer agreed. Kraiss visited Meyer in late May to get an assessment of training. Meyer stated that the main problem was with the volunteers – not the Russians or Ukrainians, but the French. All of the drivers from the transport unit assigned to drive Meyer’s men were French volunteers. Meyer told Kraiss that they were lazy and untrustworthy, but if handled properly could get troops to destinations quickly with their knowledge of the area and its roads. They had caused some delays in training, but nothing that could not be overcome. The two officers discussed various landing scenarios and amended the training to centre on the Colleville–St Laurent area. They did not know how prophetic their discussions had been.


All preparations had come a long way since Leutnant Heinze and Hauptmann Grimme had toured the coast earlier that spring, even so problems persisted that never would be overcome as Heinze recalls:




A large percentage of the machine guns in the bunkers were captured weapons that did not fit our standard ammunition. At several points the barbed wire and trenches were not complete or manned properly. Close to Vierville we did have one of our dependable 88mm guns. Still much work had to be done to finish the coastal works before an attack. Although with some luck and a large amount of sweat from Leutnant Berty’s Nr. 8 Kompanie we accomplished much in the short time allotted to us.





In the final analysis it can be said that, despite all of the difficulties, the 352nd was the most prepared and best trained of the infantry divisions along the Normandy coast. An NCO in Grenadier Regiment 916 summed up the situation. Leutnant Heinze, who had just been reassigned as Ordinance Officer for II Batt/Grenadier Regiment 916, heard his forthright analysis:




Two days before the invasion, I was on an inspection tour with a major from the staff of LXXXIV Armeekorps. He was the officer in charge of our munitions supplies. We went from strongpoint to strongpoint. He looked in them and asked questions of the men, mostly getting the correct if uninspired answers. At one strongpoint a veteran Feldwebel stepped forward and spoke to him. He said ‘Herr Major, we have enough ammunition to stop the first, second, third, fourth, and maybe even the fifth wave of Tommies. But after that they’re going to kick the door in on top of us and then all is lost.’ The bewildered officer stepped back and stated he would ensure that enough ammunition was available. I don’t think he believed that Major. We didn’t know that within 48 hours his words would ring true. Again and again in the days that would come I would hear those words. I can still hear him to this day.







two


LITTLE TIME FOR SLEEP: A SOLDIER’S DAY


IN the blackness before dawn, the shrill blast of a whistle followed by the harsh voice of his Feldwebel woke Karl Wegner from the deep sleep that engrossed him. Amidst the grumbling and shuffling in the bunker he caught a glimpse of his friend, Willi Schuster. Willi looked exhausted, Karl felt very much the same, and yet the day had just begun.


This day, like the many that had preceded it, was one in which there were more duties to be done than time would allow – despite the belief in Germany that duty in France meant a life of ease. The regular duty day began at 0400 hrs with wake up call followed by the first formation, Appell, after which the men would be marched off to morning mess. The meal in itself was not appetizing or very nutritious, mainly because of the supply problems. Obergefreiter Brass states that breakfast consisted of ‘Ersatz’ coffee, which was not always hot, Kommisbrot (army bread) and a small portion of some sort of meat. The meals did improve when the 352nd began to purchase eggs and dairy products from the local farms. It was the practice that those fed first were the men still on guard duty. It was felt that since they had been up longer than the rest it was only fair.


While the young Grenadier sat crunching on his Kommisbrot, liberally spread with sweet Norman butter, across the English Channel, other young soldiers began their day. In the vast tent cities that had grown all over southern England thousands of men were roused from their rest. In some places it was the call of a bugle and at others the bellowing of ‘Sarge!’ While the ever present smell of canvas hung in the air, GIs and Tommies rushed about to shave, shower and get dressed for their first formation of the day.


Then they too would be marched off for the morning meal at the mess hall, most likely another, bigger, tent. Even with the tirade of complaints the meal fed to them was fairly good and always nourishing. The breakfast menu included hot coffee, milk, eggs, biscuits, butter, bacon and sausage, or even hot cakes with maple syrup for the GIs. There was a degree of gastronomic monotony – the simpler the menu the easier it is to prepare – but it is certain that none would have traded it for what their enemies were getting across the Channel.


With morning mess complete, the soldiers of both armies would be assigned their duties for the day. The American in southern England and his native comrades could expect any number of various assignments. They could be sent off for tactical training on the moors of Devon and Cornwall, or to classes that covered first aid, rifle marksmanship or map reading, amongst dozens of other topics. Sometimes the drudgery of army life set in and he was assigned guard duty or some other fatigue duty.


For the Grenadiers in the 352nd, life was not so preordained. Overburdened with tasks and having a limited ability to perform them, plans were drawn up to achieve the best results from any expenditure of time and resources. The overall plan was to combine training with assigned duties. The mornings were mostly allotted for construction of defences. In general this meant filling sandbags, digging trenches and the like. But when wood was needed for any construction, tactical training was worked into these details. The only place to get the wood was 30 kilometres away, the Bois de Bretel, and the lack of fuel required the soldiers to walk to the area. Because of this, the Grenadiers were given a forced march with full gear and packs under combat conditions. After the wood was cut down and to length, it was then loaded on transports to be taken away and the men marched back. This march would incorporate counter attacks against various objectives. The system worked well enough, toughening up the new men considerably.


Another example of combining training with mission requirements is illustrated by the job performed by the Divisional Pioneer School in Angers. Here, men from Pionier-Bataillon 352, Obergefreiter Brass amongst them, trained men from infantry regiments in basic engineering such as bunker and bridge building. This training also included courses on landmines and their proper use. Hauptmann Paul, the Pionier Bataillon’s CO, decided not to waste the training effort. Lacking the proper manpower to place and build all the obstacles required, he decided to have the students place real minefields all along the 352nd’s coastal front. This worked very well. So well in fact, that this programme was extended to all courses taught at the school.


After a full morning of duty, the men of both armies would be fed their midday meal. For the GI this might mean going back to the mess tent. If in the field, meals would be trucked out in thermal containers called Mermite Cans. The menu was varied, anything from hotdogs and beans to fried chicken with mashed potatoes. Although it was not mother’s home cooking, the meal was, as far as the US Army was concerned, more than sufficient for an active man’s nutritional needs. To receive the meal, the GIs would line up and get the food ladled out. For this the soldier had his two piece oval mess kit that had everything ‘slopped’ into it. When faced with the accumulated pile, many GIs realised why it was called a ‘mess’ kit. One was Sergeant Richard Quaterone of the US 2nd Armored Division, but he added ‘It was all going into our bellies that way so, what the heck, we ate the stuff.’ They got an introduction to English dishes, as units were sometimes fed by British Army mess halls or field kitchens.


The German Grenadier got something less satisfactory for his midday fare. He would be fed in his bunker or where he was on detail, the food being sent to him from the unit’s cookhouse or field kitchens. Sometimes the horse-drawn kitchen, nicknamed the Gulaschkanone (Goulash Cannon), would come to feed the men.


This at least ensured them a hot meal. However, diversity was not on the menu. The main meal was a stew or soup called Eintopf, literally ‘one pot’. The practice was to put whatever was on hand into the same pot to cook, the most common ingredients being potatoes, turnips and noodles. Throughout the German military, times were lean. Most rations that could be were replaced by artificial substitutes, ersatz goods.


At least in Normandy the men were able to enjoy the fresh butter, milk and eggs procured from the locals. Even meat was more plentiful here than in Germany itself. Those men that had served in Russia had eaten things much worse and some nothing at all for long periods. They told the recruits that times were good and not to complain as it would only get worse. Yet occasionally incidents would occur that put doubts in these young men’s minds as to how good times really were. Grenadier Gockel, to his dismay, was part one such drama:




Our post was an underground bunker, some 100 metres away from a house in which our kitchen was set up. [Gockel was stationed to WN62 just north of Colleville]. At noon each day a French farmer would pass by on his horse cart. On this day I hitched a ride with him to bring up the mail and our meal to the bunker. After reaching there I prepared to ladle out the soup to my Kameraden, who had lined up in anticipation. All of the meat and vegetables had settled to the bottom so I gave the pot a strong stir then to my surprise and horror, I pulled up a dead rat in the ladle. ‘How is this possible?’ I thought to myself. In the second canister another rat was found. The cook was sent for immediately and was greeted by several threats and insults when he arrived. To our officer he explained that the rats must have gotten into the containers while they were stored in the dark cellar of the cookhouse.





When the cooks filled them up with the hot soup they were not noticed, and boiled. The cook was relieved of his position on the spot and his assistant promoted. This was a rare event but caused many a rumour to circulate. It caused men to take more of an interest in what meat was actually being put in their meals.


After the noon meal, those not already in tactical training or on all-day jobs would begin their combat training. The younger men, called Grünschnabel (greenhorns, or more literally ‘green beaks’) by the veterans, found it hard to believe that they were required to do backbreaking work all morning then strap on a full pack to make a forced march of 20 or 30 kilometres to mount a mock counter attack or dig rifle pits. The veterans took everything in their stride; most were used to such demanding routines. They took delight in telling the Grünschnabel that the fighting in Russia was more demanding than this training ever could be, though it is safe to say that some of the tales told by the veterans were exaggerated.


Generalleutnant Kraiss did manage, with the help of the Düsseldorfer Baufirm, to get many construction jobs done by the labour units in order that his troops could get in training exercises of longer duration than just an afternoon. It takes a huge effort and a great deal of time to train units to combine in large-scale operations. This involved training with live ammunition, when in supply, to ensure the recruits would not freeze when the bullets started to fly for real. In reality, several amongst the ranks of officers and NCOs did not have any confidence in the 352nd reaching any sort of acceptable level of combat effectiveness, despite what Berlin might declare. Leutnant Heinze was amongst those who felt this way. A survivor of the battle for Stalingrad, he had been wounded three times there before even being allowed to go to an aid station. Even then he refused to leave his unit, fighting in the ruins of the tractor factory. Complications then set in, and while unconscious he was evacuated out of the pocket on Christmas Eve 1942. His experiences had shown him what a well trained unit could do despite the lack of equipment. When posted to Grenadier Regiment 916 his study of the men within it was not encouraging to the young officer. Within the regiment, just over 10 per cent had experience of combat, but this number included 75 per cent of the NCOs. He found the recruits lacking in physical endurance and training. A large number of the regiment, 30 per cent, were draftees from Alsace and the Polish Corridor or volunteers from the various regions of the Soviet Union. Heinze knew that many of the volunteers in the German Army were good troops, after all he fought side by side with Croatians in Stalingrad, but these men were not the most reliable. It was a general consensus that they would disappear or surrender once the fighting actually started. With this came speculation as to whether these men would shoot their German leaders in the back. Within the 352nd, they comprised a large percentage of the troops, around 20 per cent. Heinze and those of his mind believed that the 352nd would not even reach the level that Berlin had already assessed them to be at. In his words, the 352nd was a ‘tossed together heap’.


Despite the opinions of their officers, the enlisted men seemed to get along with the foreign volunteers quite well. Obergrenadier Martin Eichenseer, Stabskompanie/GR 916, stated that most were very amiable fellows, always eager to please and quite willing to do almost any work. He and several others stated that their unit field kitchen even had female Russian volunteers working in it.


The US Army did not have a problem with foreign volunteers but did suffer from racial and cultural differences. Some soldiers, both from the north and south, forgot that the American Civil War had ended some 80 years before, wanting to take up where Lee and Grant left off. Different religious and ethnic backgrounds caused some friction but nothing that would affect the course of any battle. There was some truth in the stereotypical GIs found in war movies: characters such as the Tall Texan who would always declare that nothing was as big or good as it was in Texas, or the New Yorker with the Brooklyn accent and streetwise ways, though in the years after the war Hollywood did its best to exaggerate every localised trait.


Of the two divisions slotted for the landing on Omaha Beach one was veteran and the other was not. The 1st, the ‘Big Red One,’ had landed in North Africa. The 29th, ‘the Blue and the Gray’, had been stationed in England for two years, even beginning the war with wooden rifles back in the US.


The evening brought the weary soldiers back to their billets to be fed. This meal tended to be, in both armies, the biggest of the day. The GI was fed a full three-course meal that might feature pork chops or Yankee pot roast. On holidays the army gave the troops a taste of home with turkey dinners and all the trimmings.


The German Grenadier would receive his largest portion of meat with this meal. Again, noodles and potatoes were the usual staples. Like his American counterpart the German cook tried to give the men a home-style feast with desserts and cakes on holidays. Most often, though, it was only on Sunday that the Grenadier got a dessert.


When the meal was finished the soldiers were then required to clean their weapons, gear and uniforms. When this was done, a final formation was held either for them to be dismissed for the evening or assigned night duties. If not on night training exercises the Allied soldiers could expect guard duty at their billets or some other post. Fire watch was required in all billets and there were several other menial assignments that could be given to fill up the nights. The Grenadier had all of these same responsibilities and several others not required in England.


There were security patrols. These were of course important because the Grenadiers were on occupation duty and expecting an invasion. These patrols, done every night, were not well liked by the men. It was not so much the danger but the boredom and fatigue of walking several kilometres in the dark instead of sleeping or getting some time off.


Some patrols went from strongpoint to strongpoint along the coast checking for activity. Other routes went through towns and villages that the Feldgendarmerie did not patrol. Some unlucky fellows were assigned to stare out into the English Channel looking for signs of an approaching invasion fleet, and as one veteran, Obergrenadier Martin Eichenseer, recalled, you looked out into the dark ‘until your eyes hurt’.


The patrols lasted for about three hours. The detachment would leave their lager (billet), then follow a specific route to an objective, and take another route back. For example, a nightly patrol from GR 726 went from their lager on the coast inland to the town of St Laurent, returning on a different route, and these routes varied each night. When assigned to this unit, Franz Gockel was very nervous on his first patrol, not knowing what to expect. During the course of the night he saw a small glowing light in the distance along the side of the road. He thought that it might be the tip of a commando’s cigarette, laying in wait to ambush them. An older veteran calmed him down. It was just a glow worm; Gockel had never seen one before. But what about the screaming in the distance? Again the older man was amused; that, he told Gockel, was the ‘call of Normandy’, a braying donkey. While these comic moments served to break up the nightly drudgery, sometimes action did happen and on the same patrol route months later Gockel got a taste of combat:




During the latter part of 1943 we were on our regular patrol route, this time we had dogs along with us. One of them began to bark pulling the man who held its lead towards the beach. We first thought that the dog had got the scent of a rabbit but when a shot rang out we knew differently. All hell broke loose and a firefight ensued. Our patrol leader fired a flare into the air, which signalled to all of the strongpoints to begin to fire in support of the strongpoint, which was under attack. It all stopped as quickly as it had started. When the smoke cleared, it was discovered that an English Commando team had been sent in to gather prisoners and information. Some of their dead were on the beach, in fact the first Allied soldiers to die on that beach. We gave them a decent burial, leaving some white crosses in the cemetery of St Laurent as reminders of that unlucky mission.





Of course these patrols were put to good use by some of the more ‘entrepreneurial’ men; they used them to scrounge for extra food or other items. Buying and trading with the locals could bring a fellow some good food or extra money. Of course there were those that stole outright what they could from the farmers and other units. The units most often robbed were the rear echelon, ones for whom the Grenadiers had a general dislike.


After the completion of the patrol the Grenadier’s duty day was not finished. There would still be an obligatory shift of guard duty before a man could get to bed. Those just coming in from patrols had shifts of one hour instead of the normal four. Either way, remembered Obergrenadier Wegner, it was very demanding on a man’s endurance to come back after a long patrol, preceded by a full duty day, to stand guard or stare out into the blackness of the English Channel. Wegner admits that once while leaning against a bunker wall he fell asleep looking through a pair of binoculars. He stayed that way until his relief came.


With luck, nothing would happen during a man’s shift. If something did occur, it only served to pass the time quicker, provided no one was shot at. Most often the guards were there to keep intruders from getting into restricted areas, but once Franz Gockel looked the other way:




While on guard in the chateau that served as our unit’s command post I encountered a French girl sneaking across the garden. I stopped her and told her it was too late to look for work, as we sometimes hired civilians for certain jobs. I then asked what she was doing here. She replied, in very bad German, ‘My boyfriend has very much love for me,’ at the same time motioning towards the chateau with her hand. Since it was not uncommon for us to have French girlfriends, as well as being young and sympathetic, I let her pass.





With all duties completed it was finally time for the enlisted man to get some sleep. The Allied soldiers went back to their barracks or tent to settle in, the former in narrow bunk beds and the latter in canvas and wooden cots. Those in the field on exercise had to sleep in their small ‘pup’ tents on the ground. This could cause some problems apart from sore backs and stiff limbs. Private Don Van Roosen, serving in the 115th Infantry Regiment/29th Division, slept on the cold wet ground of the Devon moors, awaking to find that side of his face that lay on the ground paralysed. He had to endure a long period of therapy with a very determined nurse before regaining normal speech and muscle action.


German Grenadiers were spread over a large area and a wide variety of lagers. The four-man zeltbahn tents – a longstanding shelter design with standardised dimensions and button holes that could be locked together to make larger tents – were the most rudimentary quarters. The tent slept three comfortably, the idea being that the fourth was on duty. When four were in the tent it was exceedingly cramped. With only his issue blanket for comfort the Grenadier froze on many a cold night. Larger tents accommodating 15-20 men and their equipment were available in small numbers, these being hoarded by rear echelon units. Those men with more luck found themselves billeted in large chateaux. The enlisted men were quartered in the servants’ rooms or in the barns and stables.


With a little work the latter became quite comfortable when a unit set up housekeeping. Stoves, field beds, even ‘borrowed’ civilian beds were amongst the articles used to make the best of this accommodation. Officers and senior NCOs occupied the formal suites and bedrooms. Other officers enjoyed more private settings. Leutnant Heinze lived in a room of a house near the rectory in Formigny, which afforded him a much more peaceful atmosphere to rest, when given the opportunity. Even local farmers had soldiers billeted with them, if there was room and the farm was close to the soldier’s duty station. Gefreiter Hein Severloh, along with several men from his detachment, I Batterie Artillerie Regiment 352, was in such a situation. The older couple that owned the farm put up with them, the wife even became something of a substitute mother to the young German men.


A soldier in 352. Infanterie-Division could alternatively find himself in one of the prepared positions along the coast, officially called Widerstandsnest; a resistance point, better known as a strongpoint. Each one was numbered in sequence along the coast and was referred to in this way, for example, WN (Widerstandsnest) 62. Each WN would have several gun positions, an observation bunker or two, infantry positions and enough Mannschaft (personnel bunkers) for those stationed there. The average bunker had rows of bunks, some built directly into the walls, three-high. Each bunk was narrow and contained a thin mattress with blanket, sheet and pillow. Tables and chairs were supplied along with a wood or coal stove. Electric lights were available, but most used kerosene lamps.
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