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Introduction

The sun did not come up on the morning of 6 June 1944 along the Normandy coastline. Instead the darkness of the stormy night was replaced by an overcast sky above heavy seas still streaked with the white caps of breaking waves. As the light improved, the tense and increasingly awestruck German sentries saw that the once empty horizon was now filled with an armada of ships of every size and shape coming straight for them. The defenders manning the strongpoints of Hitler’s Atlantic Wall were tired because of the constant false alerts since 0100 hours; now they could see with their own eyes that the alerts were real. Formations of low-flying aircraft with black and white stripes on their wings suddenly appeared out of the low-lying clouds and made straight for the defenders who immediately took cover. Most of the bombers missed their targets, however, as they were concerned about hitting the ships of the invasion fleet and their bombs detonated harmlessly in the areas behind the beaches.

Steadily the armada came closer, and the individual ships became more distinct. The outlines of grey behemoths became battleships and appeared along with the sleek lines of their smaller consorts such as cruisers and destroyers. In front of them were hundreds of smaller angular landing ships, rocket ships and landing craft, some of which were heading for the shore while others were performing a circular dance as they waited for their turn for the run in to the beaches. Suddenly the warships were lit up by flashes of gunfire along their lengths, and seconds later the howl of the approaching shells caused the defenders to hug the ground in their shelters and trenches closer. All along the Normandy coastline, giant mushrooms of dirt and debris erupted and the ground shook with the detonations of the shells. The air filled with smoke and dust and the strong smell of cordite. Amongst the terrified Germans, the religious (and some not so religious) began to pray for their salvation. Would the bombardment ever stop?

In the noisy, cramped landing craft of the initial assault wave, Allied soldiers huddled together facing the exit ramp, their helmeted heads bowed. Spray from the rough sea and the occasional desultory German retaliatory shell exploding nearby soaked most men before they had even landed. Those that weren’t seasick gripped their weapons more tightly; the religious and the suddenly converted amongst them offered silent prayers …

Amongst the assortment of landing craft moving to the shore were dozens of what looked like small boats but which were actually amphibious tanks, an Allied secret weapon developed especially for this moment in history. As they moved sluggishly through the heavy seas, several disappeared from view altogether.

Since the United States had entered the war in December 1941 and were persuaded by the British and Churchill to follow a ‘Germany first’ policy, the Americans had wanted to launch a cross-Channel invasion of France (Operation Roundup) from Britain. They considered this the shortest and quickest route to strike directly at Germany itself and honour promises made to the Russians to start a second front. However, once the Americans had committed to the British Mediterranean strategy in North Africa and Italy, Operation Roundup was repeatedly postponed until the British were finally forced to commit to a date of 1 May 1944 at the Teheran Conference in November 1943. Even then, the Italian Anzio landings caused a further postponement of a month.

The secret amphibious tanks were the first armoured units to touch down on French soil in a campaign that was expected to see the Allies victorious and the war ended by Christmas 1944. In this book, attention is devoted to the performance and deficiencies of the DD tanks; there are many fine accounts of the D-Day assault and the ‘Funnies’ of the 79th Armoured Division already available, but the story of the DD tanks has not been told in full before. The attack on each of the invasion beaches is examined, with particular emphasis on the armoured debacle on Omaha Beach, where the assault almost failed.

Both green and veteran armoured units were fielded by the Allies in Normandy: a division from Canada, three divisions from Britain and two from the United States. The Canadian 4th Armoured Division, the Guards Armoured Division, the 11th Armoured Division and the US 3rd Armored Division were all inexperienced units, although a veteran regiment from North Africa (the 3rd RTR – Royal Tank Regiment) had been incorporated into the 11th Armoured Division. Montgomery had transferred the veteran 7th Armoured Division – the ‘Desert Rats’ – from Italy for the Normandy campaign. Independent tank brigades or battalions to support the operations of the infantry divisions were also deployed. Opposing the Allies were much-vaunted and experienced German panzer divisions (one untried in battle) against which only the British had fought previously and for whom they had developed a begrudging respect.

There are many accounts of the Normandy campaign already, but this is the first from the perspective of the armoured units and their generals, commanders and tank crews. It compares the intentions of both the Allied and German army and corps commanders in the major battles of the campaign with the outcomes of those battles and how they came about. It was in Normandy that the relationship between Eisenhower and Montgomery became seriously strained, and the background to this irretrievable breakdown is explored.

The daily life of the tank crews is described as well as the organisation for the repair and replacement of tanks and crews after the devastating consequences of being hit by an armour-piercing shell.

Many historians have written only cursorily of tanks in Normandy, while others, in writing about the major operations such as Goodwood, have stated very different tank loss statistics. The main reference used by many historians is the Military Operations Unit (MORU) report No. 23 prepared in October 1946, which gives the daily losses for all the armoured brigades and their reconnaissance regiments for the four days of the battle. According to the MORU report, a total of 493 tanks were damaged, knocked out or destroyed, which has given rise to the accepted figure of around 500 tanks lost. Canadian Lieutenant-Colonel Roman Jarymowycz, for instance, writes that ‘the plain before Borguebus was covered with nearly 500 burning British tanks’. Anthony Beevor gives 200 tanks as lost but only writes about the first day, while Max Hastings claims 400 were lost. Others are more circumspect; Eversley Belfield and Major-General Essame give a total of 400 tanks lost but state that many were later recovered and repaired, while Major-General Belchem gives no account of the losses. Ian Dalglish also fails to give a total estimate of tanks lost, despite devoting a whole book to Operation Goodwood. John J.T. Sweet attempts a more rigorous analysis and arrives at the figure of 300 tanks ‘stopped’ for all causes and 140–150 tanks actually destroyed.

This book establishes for the first time the true number of tanks lost in Operation Goodwood and the other major battles of the campaign up to the closure of the Falaise Gap in August 1944. This is achieved by using official documents, reports, war diaries and regimental histories of the men and units involved, and, where possible, first-hand accounts of those tank men who were in the frontline. These have been obtained from research at archives in Britain, the United States and Canada.

The performance of each armoured division in the campaign is examined in relation to the tank training and doctrine of the time, along with the impact of the bocage hedgerows, a terrain for which no Allied tank crews had prepared and which perfectly suited those in a defensive role.

The development of the main German and Allied tanks is examined, as is the considerable performance gap between the German and Allied tanks, which was well known to British leaders (who attempted to prevent any negative reports from reaching the press or the tank regiments). 

It took considerable courage for tank crews to go into combat: four or five men crammed into a metal box with little visibility when under fire and expecting to be hit at any second by an anti-tank round that could mean a fiery death…

This is their story.



1

D-Day Tanks

One of the bitter lessons that the British had learnt from the Dieppe raid in 1942 was that armoured support was essential for supporting the assaulting infantry. At Dieppe, half of the Churchill tanks that landed on the beach either lost tracks in the shingle or had difficulty crossing the sea wall to get off the beach and support the troops inland. Of the twenty-nine Churchills landed, only fifteen tanks were able to get onto the promenade before road blocks eventually halted their progress inland and forced them to return to the beach. A total of eighteen tanks were immobilised by gunfire that knocked their tracks off, and four more tanks got stuck in the chert shingle on the beach.1 The Germans could not believe the British would abandon their latest tanks on the beach to be examined at their leisure and presumed the Churchills were obsolete tanks that the British could afford to lose.

It was not an auspicious combat debut for the Churchill tanks, but their sacrifice helped identify many of the challenges of an opposed landing. The Operation Overlord planners moved to address some of these problems with the formation of the 79th Armoured Division a year before D-Day under Major-General Percy Hobart to develop and test the specialist armoured vehicles needed to overcome the obstacles expected to be encountered in future landings in France. The 79th Armoured Division also provided training for men to operate this equipment; the US Army had no equivalent.

A shortage of landing craft was influencing Allied planning (i.e. the delayed timing of Operation Overlord for the invasion of north-west France and Operation Anvil/Dragoon for the south of France landings) as there were not enough craft to make simultaneous landings. Given the shortage, the British were concerned that landing craft would be vulnerable on the run into the beach from shore defences. One devastating hit on a landing craft from a gun could eliminate four or five tanks in one stroke. This was despite the fact that at Dieppe no tank-carrying landing craft were lost on the actual run-in to the beach, although many were damaged and several sank after off-loading their tanks. The Royal Navy did, however, lose more than thirty landing craft of all types in the operation. One solution was to convert a number of landing craft to fire rockets for close support after the naval bombardment had ceased, but this only compounded the shortage of such craft. Another solution was to provide the tanks with flotation equipment so they could swim in under their own power, thus presenting smaller and more dispersed targets. On touchdown on the beach, the tanks would then be immediately available to support the infantry.

Work on a floating tank had already begun using a design originally conceived in 1941 by an American, Nicholas Straussler, and successfully used on Valentine and Tetrarch tanks. As these tanks were outdated and the British were standardising their armoured units around the Sherman M4 as their main cruiser tank, the design had to be altered to suit the Sherman. The realisation of the floating tank concept became one of Major-General Hobart’s projects. 

A rubberised canvas screen fitted around the top of the tank hull was erected and held taut by a combination of metal struts and inflatable pillars filled with bottled compressed air. The canvas screen was raised by thirty-six pillars when compressed air was pumped into them via a pneumatic system, and thirteen metal struts fixed between the tank and the screen helped to keep it erect. The screen itself was attached to a boat-shaped metal framework welded to the tank’s upper hull. This system could be inflated in 15 minutes and could be quickly deflated when the tank reached a depth of 5ft or less. The tank floated according to Archimedes’ principle: with its additional canvas screen, it displaced more water than it weighed. The struts were fitted with a hydraulic quick-release mechanism to collapse the screen and allow the 75mm main gun to come into action when the tank arrived on the beach. If the screen was not properly lowered, the bow machine gun could not be used. Once the screen was deflated and ejected, the tank had the full use of its turret and could operate as a normal tank.2

A modified Sherman tank was known as a DD tank, so named for its double, or ‘duplex drive’ systems that by means of a pair of propeller screws at the rear could propel the tank in water at a speed of up to 4½ knots as well as power it on land. The Americans inevitably nicknamed the DD tanks ‘Donald Ducks’.

The Sherman II (M4A1), as used by Americans at Omaha and Utah sector beaches, had a freeboard of 3ft in front and 2.5ft at the stern when unloaded. The slightly larger (by 5.5in) Sherman V (M4A4), as predominantly used by the British, had a freeboard of 4ft at the bow and 3ft at stern.

To launch from their landing craft, a tank drove on its tracks down the lowered modified ramp into the water and then engaged the Duplex Drive to operate the propellers. This meant a dangerous delay of a few seconds in which large waves could potentially push the tank back into the ramp or the landing craft could run down the tank if a wave caused it to suddenly surge forward. Once launched, the tanks could not get back on the landing craft. When the screen was erected, the driver’s vision hatch was blocked by it, so steering was by means of a periscope and a gyroscope, following the commander’s instructions. The driver steered the tank by means of a rod linkage that swivelled the propellers at the rear of the tank. The tank commander, as his view out of the turret was also blocked by the screen, helped steer the tank by using a simple detachable tiller linked to the steering mechanism while standing outside the tank on a plate welded to the back of the turret. The tank commander was very exposed in this position outside the tank, and as soon as enemy fire was received, he was forced to duck back into the turret while the driver continued to steer by means of his gyroscope. However, heavy seas made the gyroscope very unstable and difficult to read so at the most crucial time of the landing, when under fire and nearing the beach, the tank was virtually blind. The limited vision of the DD tanks, particularly under fire or in heavy seas, was recognised as a problem and during Operation Overlord a navigation boat was to be used to guide the DD tanks to a point where they could clearly see their intended landfall. Once launched, the raised canvas screen gave the DD tank in the water the superficial appearance of a smaller infantry assault craft, and it was hoped that this would disguise the tank during its approach to the shore.

Before being loaded on the landing craft, each tank had to be waterproofed by applying a putty-like compound to all joints, access plates, hatches and bolts before covering the putty itself with Bostik glue. The crews undertook extensive training in the form of practice launches, combined exercises and even practised escaping from a tank that had sunk. Scottish lochs and various lakes around England were used for these training exercises throughout the five months prior to Overlord. At Fritton Park, escape training was conducted with all tank crews wearing modified Davis Escape apparatus (as used in submarines), which provided a limited source of air. The crew took their place in a Sherman at the bottom of a concrete tower and water was rapidly pumped in, flooding the tank to a depth of 10ft. The crews then had to get out of the tank and swim to the surface, an operation particularly hazardous for the tank driver as he was the last of the crew to leave. A piece of equipment added to the DD tanks at the last minute for the Normandy invasion was an inflatable life raft of the type used by the RAF, a last-minute suggestion of Admiral Talbot, commander of the Sword sector Royal Navy forces in the assault.3

The performance of the DD Shermans in rough weather was found to be poor in training exercises. The 13th/18th Royal Hussars lost two tanks in Operation Cupid in March 1944 when the weather turned bad during an exercise after the tanks had already been launched.4 In Operation Smash, April 1944, the 4th/7th Royal Dragoons lost six tanks when they were launched in a heavy swell and then conditions worsened; six men were drowned.5

The DD tanks were demonstrated to General Eisenhower on 27 January 1944, and he was enthusiastic about their potential, directing the US forces to use them in their landings on the basis that any measures that might preserve landing craft were worth taking. The benefits of the deployment of the DD tanks in the first assault wave were thought to far outweigh any potential disadvantages. However, the deployment of DD tanks by both the British and American armies meant that there would not be enough DD conversion kits to go round, so a British expert was flown to the USA with the design drawings and the Firestone tyre company began the manufacture of kits with the intention of sending them to England. As the tanks had to be modified to install the screens, it was far more efficient for US manufacturers to install the kits in America, and the first 100 DD-equipped tanks arrived in Liverpool, England, six weeks later.6

The planned use of DD tanks was not greeted enthusiastically by all Americans, however. General Gerow, commander of V Corps and on the COSSAC (Chief of Staff to Supreme Allied Commander) planning staff, was not keen on the DD tanks as he had successfully landed tanks from landing craft directly onto beaches the previous year in the invasion of Sicily and thought the DD tanks impractical.

Ultimately, a shortage of DD kits meant that only two companies or squadrons of each battalion or regiment earmarked for D-Day would be equipped with DD tanks. The third company or squadron would be equipped with tanks with deep wading vents similar to those that had been used successfully in the Sicilian landings. Two trunks, or stacks, were fitted to extend the air intakes and exhausts of the tank, which permitted fully waterproofed tanks to drive off landing craft into water up to 6ft deep. 

For the British, the shortage of DD tanks for Overlord was only overcome by taking over the training tanks of the 79th Armoured Division and by the transfer of 80 M4A1 DD tanks from the Americans in March 1944. The Americans’ initial order was for 350 DD tanks, and as only ninety-six were required for the operational use of the three tank battalions, with another ninety-six being for training, the Americans had plenty spare. First, however, they had to be shipped to England. As a result of this, many regiments did not receive their DD tanks until late May and there were few opportunities for training. Time at the firing ranges was even more limited as the DD tanks had to be transported by road which required the waterproofing to be redone before the tank could take to the water again. Travel was also restricted as the DD tanks were a secret weapon and any road movements risked them being seen by enemy agents. The Americans turned down the British offer of training instructors from the 79th Armoured Division for the DD tanks and practised at Gosport and Torcross for their D-Day landings under their own instructors. 

Each British and Canadian regiment would have two squadrons of nineteen tanks in the assault. As each landing craft Mk III had space for five DD tanks in its hold, there was room for an extra tank to be used. On 17 May the RAC (Royal Armoured Corps) approved the use of forty tanks on D-Day, if there were sufficient tanks and crews available. Eighty-five DD tanks were finally allocated to each of the 2nd Canadian and 8th Armoured brigades and forty-two to the 27th Armoured Brigade, but some of these tanks were in the workshop for repair.7 The 13th/18th Royal Hussars in the 27th Armoured Brigade actually used forty tanks on D-Day, along with the Canadian Fort Garry Horse Regiment. 

On 26 April 1944 General Hobart alerted the War Office and the ACIGS to a potential problem with the top rail of the canvas screen on Sherman M4A4 tanks. Owing to faulty manufacture it was very weak and liable to break, especially in rough weather. An investigation was undertaken and rectification work consisting of bolting a length of angle iron to the top rail was immediately carried out on 126 tanks, under the supervision of the contractor, Metro Cammell. This fault affected only the kits made in England installed on M4A4 tanks and was apparently not present in US-made kits, although these were made from British plans with the same specification. A British interim report in May stated that a steel tube with a higher tensile strength was now being used in production.8 The repairs were to be trialled by B wing of the 79th Armoured Division in rough weather before D-Day but these trials had to be cancelled – owing to bad weather! There is no evidence that the Americans were informed of the potential problems before D-Day.

The training branch of the RAC believed the DD tanks could be classed as underwater craft and therefore the tank crews should be entitled to the same Special Duty Pay as submarine crews, but this was rejected by the War Office.

Hobart’s team developed a range of special-purpose vehicles for use in beach operations, the floating tank being only one of them. A Churchill tank fitted with a short-range mortar that fired a large explosive charge, known as a Petard, for destroying bunkers was developed. The Petard-firing tank was then used to build other special-purpose vehicles to cross obstacles, including a tank to carry a small box girder bridge that could be laid across trenches and a tank to carry a bundle of planks (fascine) that could be dropped into ditches and trenches to enable other vehicles to traverse them. Another version (Bobbin) carried a canvas carpet for placing over soft ground to prevent vehicles from getting bogged. As these tanks were issued to army engineers, they were called Armoured Vehicles for Royal Engineers, or AVREs. Once the AVRE tank had completed its task, it was then able to operate as a normal Petard-firing tank. Another useful vehicle developed by Hobart’s team was the Flail, also known as a Sherman Crab, which was a Sherman fitted with chains on a rotating drum at the front of the tank to beat the ground ahead of the tank and explode any mines in its path.

The Overlord Plan

The Allies had two years in which to plan their return to Europe, and in that time extensive information about the German defences was gained by aerial reconnaissance and reports from the French Resistance. General Morgan’s original COSSAC plan called for a simultaneous assault by three divisions in the Normandy area (Caen and Bayeux) and for a parachute division to capture Caen at the same time. The port of Cherbourg was an early objective, as were the coastal ports of Brittany to the west. The need to secure a firm lodgement and build-up of forces ashore before attacking southwards and eastwards to the River Seine was recognised.9 Normandy was selected rather than the nearer Pas de Calais as it was considered to be less heavily defended by coastal fortifications and was the most distant from Luftwaffe bases. The advantages of Normandy, which was still within the range of Allied fighter planes based in southern England, outweighed the disadvantages of a longer sea journey for the invasion forces and the lack of a deep-water port.10 On reviewing the plan early in 1944, General Montgomery ordered it to be expanded to use five divisions and three airborne divisions in the assault but the fundamentals of the plan were largely unchanged.

The sectors that were originally selected by the Allied planners, after very detailed reconnaissance and assessments that included the taking of actual beach sand samples, were known as (from east to west): Juno, Gold and Omaha. An additional sector, Sword, was added to the Second British Army front on the extreme eastern flank, and the Utah sector was added to the First United States Army’s proposed front farther to the west. However, a lack of available landing craft (as the Americans were determined to mount Operation Anvil) meant that the additional landings could only be mounted on a single brigade or combat team front, unlike the Juno, Gold and Omaha sectors, which would deploy two brigades or combat teams in a two-up assault formation.

SHAEF’s orders were for the 21st Army Group to secure a lodgement on the continent from which further offensive operations could be developed. Montgomery intended that armoured thrusts by battle groups be made inland the same day if conditions were favourable. The British Second Army was to seize high ground and other strategic objectives further inland before the German defences could regroup and reinforcements arrived. The 8th Armoured Brigade was given the task of capturing Villers Bocage while the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade was to advance as far as Evrecy, south-west of Caen. The 27th Armoured Brigade was to support the 3rd Division in capturing Caen, a vital D-Day objective. These armoured thrusts were explained by Montgomery to Churchill, the King and senior officers of the Allied forces at an invasion briefing given at St Paul’s School in London on 15 May and were a key element of Operation Overlord. General Bradley of First United States Army (FUSA) remembered Montgomery making comments about tanks even reaching Falaise on D-Day ‘to knock about a bit down there’.11 Having landed with the two Allied armies of 21st Army Group aligned east to west, and with the Americans on the right of the line, the armies would then wheel or pivot to realign in a north-east to south-west direction while the deep-water ports of Brittany to the west were captured. They would then advance on a broad front towards Paris and Germany.

The German defences forming Hitler’s Atlantic Wall to repel the expected Allied invasion were of two types. Strongpoints and bunkers (Wiederstandnester) containing heavy guns were constructed on the shore to engage any landings on the beaches, while obstacles were erected offshore to prevent boats or landing craft from actually getting to the beach. A variety of concrete bunkers and emplacements were constructed, their size and shape depending on their location and on the availability of guns and materials. Many bunkers had concrete walls up to 10ft thick and were constructed so that the guns inside could fire along the beach rather than out to sea. This enabled a thick concrete wall to be built seawards to offer protection from naval gunfire. It also meant that they could only be knocked out by guns or tanks that had landed on the beaches. The Atlantic Wall was designed by the Germans on the principle that armour was not expected in the initial assault and bunkers and strongpoints would only have to deal with infantry, supported by naval gunfire. 
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Diagram of typical beach bunkers from DSOAG King Red Operation Neptune G-2 commanders report (Sword sector). (Courtesy of The National Archives)

The bunkers, pill boxes and emplacements had many different types of guns and anti-tank guns located in them, and many were linked by tunnels or slit trenches. The main weapons in the strongpoints were 88mm and 75mm anti-tank guns. A variety of obsolete and captured guns were used, including 50mm anti-tank guns, French howitzers and the turrets of French tanks. Each strongpoint was surrounded by thick belts of barbed wire and mines. The beaches themselves were also heavily mined in places, as were all the possible exit routes inland.

The second type of defence was formed by placing obstacles on the beach. Offshore, large wooden structures were placed in deep water to block or hinder landing craft from approaching the beach. Known as Element C or Belgian gates, these structures were spaced between 70ft and 140ft apart. The next line of defences consisted of pointed stakes, which were simply rows of tree trunks or poles 10ft high and driven into the sand 60ft apart. These were often fitted with a Teller mine or an unexploded shell fitted with a contact fuse mounted on top. Some pointed seawards and others towards the shore so as to cause the landing craft or assault craft to overturn. These stakes were installed in rows closer to the beach and were designed to rip the bottom out of any landing craft, if not blow it up.

The final line of defences in the water were three lengths of 6in angle iron 6½ft long, welded together at their centres to make a form of tripod, with legs sticking up at an angle to leave sharp spikes. They were called Hedgehogs and were placed closest to the beach, up to 15ft apart in rows every 60ft; again, they were designed to damage the bottom of any landing craft.12

Sword Sector

The Sword sector was the most easterly of the areas selected for the landings and as such was expected to face the strongest German opposition. German naval attacks on the invasion fleet were expected from E-boats based in Le Havre and the gun battery at Merville was capable of shelling Sword beach, so the most concentrated supporting naval gunfire and aerial bombardment programme of all the proposed Overlord landing areas was devised for Sword.13 

The beach chosen for the landings in the Sword sector was only 1,600yds long, defined by the River Orne estuary at Ouistreham to the east and rocky shelves offshore to the west near Lion sur Mer, so only a single brigade could be landed at a time. The beach selected was codenamed Queen beach. The coastline in this sector is generally flat, with a coastal road, lined with houses along most of its length, linking the two towns. Halfway between the two towns was a major strongpoint, La Brèche, WN20, containing two 88mm anti-tank guns sighted to fire east and west along the beaches, plus numerous other 50mm and 75mm guns. La Brèche was codenamed Cod by the Allies; all coastal fortifications were named after fish, while inland fortifications were named after motor cars. Inland of Queen beach were several major fortifications and strongpoints. Two gun battery positions were codenamed Daimler and Morris, and the headquarters of the 736th Regiment (part of the static 716th Infantry Division) was Hillman. Queen beach itself was just to the west of La Brèche, and any landing would face serious opposition from this strongpoint. The coastal town of Lion sur Mer was also heavily fortified with strongpoints, including WN21, known as Trout, and many houses along the coastal road had been prepared for defence by bricking up windows and constructing machine gun posts in them.

As the Sword sector was closest to Caen, the assault plan was for heavy fire support and the concentration of units on a single beach to facilitate the troops once ashore driving inland to capture Caen on D-Day, in addition to linking up with the 6th Airborne Division holding the bridges over the River Orne at Bénouville.14 Two assault squadrons of specialist AVREs, instead of the usual one per infantry brigade as on the other British beaches, were detailed to support the single infantry brigade on Sword in order to help the troops get off the beaches quickly and move inland.15 The 3rd Division was to assault one brigade up on Queen beach, supported by a tank regiment from the 27th Armoured Brigade, the 13th/18th Royal Hussars, with its A and B squadrons equipped with Sherman DD tanks. The Royal Hussars were tasked with then capturing Hermanville, a quarter of a mile inland, and clearing Ouistreham before C Squadron, arriving at H+45 minutes, was to capture the strongpoints codenamed Morris (WN16) and Hillman (WN17).

The Germans had also studied the lessons of the Dieppe raid and considered potential landing sites for the expected Allied invasion. Ports were considered the most likely objectives of any landings; accordingly, the coastal ports of the Normandy coast, including Cherbourg and Ouistreham, had been heavily fortified to repel any direct landing attempts like Dieppe.

The German 716th Division consisted of two infantry regiments (three battalions each) reinforced by two battalions of Ostruppen, formed from men recruited in the countries occupied in the Eastern front campaign. This single division was expected to defend the Atlantic Wall that protected the Sword, Juno and Gold sectors – 20 miles of Normandy coastline. The 716th Division was a part of the LXXXIV Corps commanded by General Markes, who also had at his disposal the reformed 21st Panzer Division, commanded by Generalmajor Feuchtinger. The 21st Panzer Division had been destroyed in Tunisia in May 1943 at the culmination of the North African campaign and had been reformed with a mix of officers who had managed to escape from Africa and new recruits, many of whom had been rejected by other units. The 21st Panzer Division was not yet rated for service in Russia but had trained extensively in its expected area of operations, digging anti-tank ditches and firing pits for its Mark IV tanks as well as registering potential artillery targets.16

The Merville and Le Havre German coastal batteries presented a significant threat to the ships of the landing force as well as the beach itself. During the early hours of 6 June, the paratroopers of the 6th Airborne Division landed and neutralised the former whilst HMS Warspite engaged the Le Havre battery in a duel after H-hour, eventually silencing the battery’s guns; however, during the afternoon a single gun continued to fire sporadically at the invasion fleet, though its fire would have been more effective if directed at the landing beach.

The 13th/18th Royal Hussars 

Following the 24-hour postponement because of bad weather, the Sword invasion convoy S-3 with the LCT Mk IIIs carrying the DD tanks of the 13th/18th Royal Hussars sailed progressively from 0500 hours on 5 June from Spithead. By 0520 hours on D-Day, the LCTs had reached the lowering position for the infantry landing craft 11 miles off shore. A green light shone by the midget submarine X23, which had surfaced after fixing its position and remaining submerged for the previous 24 hours, indicated the course to be taken and the DD tank launching point.17 Because of the rough seas, the decision was made to not launch at the planned 7,000yds out from the shore but for the eight landing craft to move to within 5,000yds of the beach, and this caused a delay. Eventually, the signal to launch was given by raised yellow flags, and one by one the DD tanks moved ponderously down the lowered ramps of the landing craft and dropped into the sea. Once their propellers were engaged, they began to slowly move towards the distant shore at a rate of 100yds a minute. 

A Squadron

The objectives of A Squadron of the Hussars were to support the specialised AVRE tanks and gapping teams breach the defences on Queen White beach by suppressing and knocking out the fortifications before supporting the 1st South Lancashire infantry battalion in capturing Hermanville. The tanks were to come ashore at H-7½ minutes, before the gapping teams and assault infantry arrived.

Immediately on launching, the DD tanks experienced difficulties. Large waves and a strong lateral current reduced the speed of the tanks to 3 knots, and they were forced to steer at an angle of 40 degrees to their intended course just to keep heading for the beach. One DD tank was swamped and sank after its propellers did not engage after launching. A second tank, that of the squadron’s second in command, Captain Denny, was sunk by its own landing craft when it failed to get clear of the ramp after launching and a wave caused the LCT’s ramp to collide with the tank’s screen which collapsed; the tank quickly sank and only Captain Denny survived. The landing craft carrying the AVREs of the gapping teams were following right behind those of the Hussars, which were now behind schedule because of the rough conditions and the decision to launch closer to the shore. The result was that the AVRE LCTs were ordered to pass through the columns of swimming DD tanks, unfortunately ramming one tank, which subsequently sank, in the process. At 1,000yds from the shore, the DD tanks changed formation from four columns of tanks to line abreast in order to arrive at the landing beaches simultaneously. To complicate matters, the AVRE LCTs in front then slowed again as ‘short’ rockets from the shore bombardment support landing craft fell and exploded all around them and the DD tanks. No tanks were reported hit, but one B Squadron troop commander was killed by a piece of shrapnel from the rockets.

The DD tanks then caught up with the AVRE LCTs with the final result that the DD tanks and the AVRE vehicles arrived at the beach almost at the same time. Another tank was rammed by an LCT shortly before touching down, and although the tank made it to the shore, it immediately began to ship water and soon had to be abandoned. After dropping their canvas screens to bring their main 75mm guns into action, the tanks began to engage the identified emplacements from their hull-down half-submerged positions at the water’s edge. Major Wormald, A Squadron’s commander, described the landing on the beach:



Naval and Air Bombardment was tremendous and occasional glimpses of the shore were possible, due to the offshore wind which carried the smoke of the bombardment towards us. The tanks were performing well beyond what we thought to be practicable for the apparatus. Four columns each of five tanks (less Cpl Sweetapples) followed the lead of a Landing Craft Personnel (Navigational) the task of which was to lead us to the correct point of ‘TOUCH DOWN’ on the beach. Our tanks touched down at 07.23. Sixteen tanks got their tracks on the sea bed, moved into water sufficiently shallow to allow them to deflate their screens and to engage the beach defences. 

I still remember very clearly the ‘brewing-up’ of the leading AVRE Churchill tank as it drove down the ramp of an LCT which was beached a few yards to my left front. The turret and the contents thereof spun into the air after a violent explosion, presumably caused by a penetrating direct hit by an anti-tank shell which detonated the explosive charges which the AVRE was carrying for the purpose of destroying concrete replacements. 

I immediately got my gunner to engage a bunker from which I thought that the shot had been fired. His first round hit the target and the gun became silent. We then continued to fire at suspected defensive positions until we could neither see nor hear any firing from the defences. 

The Assault Engineers crossed the beach and started to carry out their task of creating ‘exits’ from the beach. The Assault Companies of the South Lancashires came ashore, crossed the beach with very few, if any, casualties and passed inland.18



A total of sixteen A Squadron tanks reached the beach about the same time as the AVREs of the assault squadron but too far away to offer effective support to them as they began clearing their lanes.19 The rough seas and strong wind caused the tide to come in more rapidly than expected, and waves breaking over the rear of some of the tanks on the beach caused their motors to stall. Several tanks were hit and disabled by armour-piercing shells fired from the bunkers and were subsequently swamped by the incoming tide, as were those that lost engine power. Another was blown up when it was jockeying for position amongst obstacles at the water’s edge and set off a mine; a total of eleven tanks were eventually swamped and lost.20 

Anti-tank guns from the La Brèche strongpoint fired along the length of both landing beaches, as did machine guns that took a large toll of the infantry. La Brèche was an initial objective of the men of the 2nd East Yorkshire Battalion, but two companies of the 1st South Lancashires landed in the wrong place, close to the strongpoint, and had no option other than to join in the attack. After an intense firefight the La Brèche strongpoint was taken, and all serious resistance, apart from an occasional sniper’s bullet, had ceased 20 minutes after landing.

Many A Squadron tanks were knocked out and only five eventually left the beach to support the South Lancs in capturing Hermanville inland. Fortunately, in view of the number of tanks lost, not much more opposition was encountered during this part of the operation. The squadron survivors then went west towards Lion sur Mer with the infantry and No. 41 Commando to clear the town and the Trout fortification. Trout was found to be abandoned and Lion sur Mer quickly captured, but increasing German resistance centred on the Vaux chateau in the area meant that Lion sur Mer would be the limit of the westward advance from Sword on D-Day. The 3rd Division was therefore unable to link up with Canadian 3rd Division on Juno beach, and that evening a gap of 3 miles existed between the Juno and Sword sectors.

B Squadron

B Squadron orders were to support the 2nd East Yorkshire infantry in overcoming the La Brèche ‘Cod’ strongpoint before advancing inland to capture the fortified Sole and Daimler battery positions. The B Squadron tanks had a more successful swim into their designated beach, Queen Red. However, one DD tank could not be launched when the ramp of its landing craft was damaged by gunfire after the other four tanks had launched, so was taken back to England. LCT 467, which carried the five DD tanks of the B Squadron commander, Major Rugge-Price, and the 4th Troop, the first DD tank damaged its screen before launching after a near miss on the LCT. This caused the tanks aboard to lurch into each other and so prevented the other tanks from launching. Major Rugge-Price demanded that the damaged tank be jettisoned, but he was overruled by the commander of the landing craft who had received instructions from LCH 185, a headquarters landing craft, to take the landing craft all the way into the shore at H+45 minutes with another assault wave. Subsequently this landing craft arrived 45 minutes late.21 This action was initially praised by the S-3 naval commander, but the fact that the beach assault was deprived of five tanks at a vital stage was later criticised by Admiral Talbot.

The slow progress of the B Squadron DD tanks meant that they arrived about 5 minutes behind the LCTs carrying the AVREs and the LCAs carrying the assault infantry.22 The German defences were alert and immediately opened fire on the disembarking 2nd East Yorks infantry, which took heavy casualties; their only support for a few minutes was the AVRE tanks. When the fourteen DD tanks arrived and added their firepower, the defences were subdued by H+20 minutes with the assistance of No. 4 Commando. One B Squadron tank was knocked out by shellfire on the beach and two others became bogged in soft sand, all three being subsequently swamped by the incoming tide. A total of five tanks were lost on the beaches, and as one tank was unable to disembark, only thirteen tanks were able to proceed inland to support the infantry.

Tired of waiting for the assault gapping teams to do their work, a new beach exit was cleared across the sand dunes by Captain Neave (second in command B Squadron), who requisitioned a bulldozer to clear a path through the obstacles and dunes. Five other B Squadron tanks, including the 1st Troop, moved off the beach but turned eastwards by mistake towards Ouistreham and went on to assist the commandos of Lord Lovat’s 4th Special Services Brigade in relieving the 6th Airborne paratroops holding the bridges at Bénouville. This was not as per the squadron’s immediate orders, which were to support the infantry in taking Sole and Daimler, but the action was successful, apart from two tanks being lost to anti-tank gunfire south of Bénouville later on in the afternoon. The eight surviving tanks eventually left the beach and helped clear Ouistreham, followed by Sole and Daimler. Two B Squadron tanks appeared at an opportune moment to help knock out two 50mm anti-tank guns at the Casino bunker at Riva Bella that were holding up the liberation of Ouistreham by No. 4 Commando unit. Another two tanks were damaged in these operations. The Daimler fortification near Ouistreham resisted until 1900 hours.

A special so-called ‘concrete busting’ landing craft was included in the wave of LCTs carrying the AVREs. This was CB 2337, an LCT(A) Mk V, a landing craft that had been modified to carry two Sherman Vc (known post war as Fireflies) on a raised deck in the hold so that the two tanks could fire on the approach to the shore at a specific target. These two tanks were on charge to the I Corps Delivery Squadron but were crewed by the regiment. On landing, the tanks would revert one each to A and B squadrons. CB 2337 was seen to be listing to starboard as it approached the beach after having shipped a lot of water in a difficult Channel crossing. The two tanks did not fire at all on the run-in and landed at H+15 minutes, the tanks moving off to find their squadrons. The tank of Sergeant Ellis located A Squadron, and the tank of Lieutenant Knowles, after remaining on the beach for a while, linked up with B Squadron. 

C Squadron

The C Squadron wading Sherman tanks landed directly from their landing craft at H+45 minutes opposite the silenced La Brèche position to find the beach crowded with landing craft but relatively calm, apart from intermittent sniper fire. German artillery shells and mortars were still regularly hitting the beach and there were many burning landing craft, swamped vehicles and disabled tanks along the shoreline. The waves were full of debris and the occasional body. On the narrowing beach was a multitude of armoured vehicles waiting to move inland. C Squadron was to support the intermediate reserve battalion of the 8th Brigade, the 1st Suffolks Battalion, firstly to eliminate the Morris bunker and then Hillman. Morris was surrounded by barbed wire and mines, but in a two-pronged attack, the three tanks of 4th Troop plus an attached tank approached the strongpoint from two directions. Two tanks working with the infantry slowly made their way through the village of Colleville whilst two other tanks worked themselves into position at the rear of the bunker. Before the attack could begin, the defenders abandoned the position without a shot being fired.23 Forty prisoners were taken under a white flag.24

The Hillman position 550yds farther south was still defended, and the 1st Suffolks had great difficulty in approaching it owing to the surrounding minefields which were covered by machine guns. The position was the headquarters of the 736th Regiment and had extensive underground bunkers, including two concrete gun emplacements covered with steel domes impervious to all British naval and tank fire. The defenders were able to move between weapon pits and bunkers by means of tunnels and trenches, and the enemy positions had to be eliminated one by one. The defences inflicted nearly 150 casualties on the soldiers of the 1st Norfolks Battalion when they tried to bypass Hillman in the afternoon on their way inland.25 As the 4th Troop Sherman tanks moved cross-country to engage the bunker from the rear, a hidden anti-tank gun from Hillman destroyed two tanks in quick succession.26 Two other tanks of C Squadron were knocked out by anti-tank guns from Hillman.27 

At 1930 hours the tanks of C Squadron were ordered to leave Hillman and form a defensive screen behind a ridge to the south against a counterattack by German tanks. The Staffordshire Yeomanry’s A Squadron was detailed to cover Hillman in the place of C Squadron.

Meanwhile, the tanks of the rest of the squadron finally broke into the Hillman position and wreaked havoc on the installation, driving over trenches and underground bunkers to make them collapse while tank commanders threw grenades into every weapon pit they could find. The squadron leader’s tank fell into what turned out to be the officer’s latrine, and his tank was damaged, losing a track. Hillman was finally reported captured at 2100 hours, but this strongpoint had greatly delayed the 3rd Division’s plans and timetable for the day.

The DD tanks of the regiment that had made it to the beach had eliminated three or four 75mm guns, four or five 50mm and numerous 20mm cannon positions.28 However, the brigadier of the 27th Armoured Brigade, G.E. Prior-Palmer, who had been watching the attack from LCH 185, was reported to have been disappointed with the performance of the regiment.29

A Squadron had lost fourteen tanks and had six tanks left at the end of the day when the Sherman Vc from CB 2337 (Sergeant Ellis) rejoined them. B Squadron had lost ten tanks destroyed or damaged. C Squadron had lost six tanks, four being knocked out and two damaged. Therefore the Royal Hussars lost thirty-one tanks out of a total of sixty-three, the regiment’s normal complement of sixty-one being bolstered by the two additional DD Shermans in A and B squadrons. This was a fifty per cent casualty rate – but not unexpected as the regiment was in the vanguard. The 266th Field Delivery Squadron servicing the 27th Armoured Brigade was due to land next day with thirty-one tanks, of which seventeen were designated for the regiment. Although the regiment’s casualties were initially feared to be high because of a large number of men missing from the drowned or swamped DD tanks, fortunately this was proven wrong. When everybody could be accounted for some days later, the regiment’s casualties were relatively light: one officer and fifteen other ranks (ORs) killed and one officer and eighteen ORs wounded.30

The Staffordshire Yeomanry

As the tide came in more quickly than anticipated, many beach obstacles could not be cleared; the dry beach area was soon only a narrow strip 15yds wide at high tide. This caused considerable congestion on Queen White beach, to which the seven stranded or swamped tanks of the Hussars added. When the landing craft of the Staffordshire Yeomanry, the second tank regiment of the 27th Armoured Brigade, due at H+195 minutes, landed at 1030 hours slightly ahead of schedule, their tanks disembarked to join the melee at the water’s edge. The intention was for the newly arrived 185th Brigade to push on rapidly inland and capture Caen, with the infantry of the 2nd King’s Shropshire Light lnfantry (KSLI) Battalion to be carried on the Staffs Yeomanry tanks towards Caen.

By this time, the fighting had moved inland and there was only sporadic shelling and sniping of the narrow beach, which was fortunate as the beach was jammed with vehicles of every description, there being no apparent traffic control or beach organisation. The tanks remained lined up on the beach for more than an hour before they were able to use one of the exits and begin to move to the assembly point to meet up with the waiting infantry. There were traffic jams even on the roads inland from the beach, and a different assembly point near Hermanville was chosen to try and avoid the congestion. In the meantime, the commander of 2nd KSLI, having waited for more than an hour until 1230, ordered his men to set off on foot for their objectives.31

C Squadron of the Staffs Yeomanry were then sent by 185th Brigade commander to capture and hold Point 61 on the Periers Ridge, which was considered vital high ground as it overlooked Queen beach; the tanks achieved this without opposition by 1425 hours and remained there in defensive positions. A Squadron was ordered to assist with the capture of the Hillman strongpoint, which was still holding out and had been firing on the units advancing inland towards Caen, causing considerable casualties.

This left only B Squadron and the RHQ (Regimental Headquarters) tanks to continue the advance inland. The armoured thrust inland to Caen as envisaged by Montgomery before D-Day was now being conducted by a few hundred infantrymen on foot, without most of their supporting tanks, which had been diverted to secure minor objectives such as Point 61 and Hillman. A well-hidden 88mm anti-tank gun ambushed the advancing tanks of B Squadron, and five tanks (including two Shermans from the reserve engineer squadron carrying fascines for the anti-tank ditches located by aerial reconnaissance before the invasion) and the medical officer’s half-track were knocked out in quick succession before the gun could be located and destroyed by the remaining tanks.32 The survivors of B Squadron then took over from C Squadron on Point 61 to guard the right flank of the advance, and C Squadron tanks were ordered to take over the advance towards Caen. However, they too struck trouble in the form of a battery of captured Russian 122mm guns in the woods around Periers sur le Dan and were held up. 

The 2nd KSLI reached Biéville-Beuville and requested armoured support, so a troop of tanks from C Squadron was sent to help. In turn, C Squadron requested assistance to eliminate the battery of guns holding them up in the woods, and a company of infantry was ordered forward.33 C Squadron, with some recce tanks in front as a screen, then resumed their advance and reached the anti-tank ditch south-west of Biéville-Beuville, which two troops of tanks succeeded in crossing.

At this time, about 1600 hours, the recce troop reported enemy tanks moving northwards from Caen. The 2nd KSLI, about to attack Biéville-Beuville, also reported at 1615 hours that tanks were approaching. The Staffs Yeomanry commander immediately requested the release of A Squadron from its support role in the attempts to capture Hillman, and the regiment deployed to await the attack. The enemy tanks spotted were the Mark IVs of the 22nd Panzer Regiment of the 21st Panzer Division, which, after a frustrating day rushing first east of the River Orne and then back westwards across the only available bridges in Caen while under attack from the air, were about to mount the first serious German counterattack of the day. 

The 21st Panzer Division on D-Day was organised into three battle groups, or kampfgruppen. The first, Kampfgruppe Oppeln, consisted of the 22nd Panzer Regiment and the 125th Panzergrenadier Regiment with supporting units. The panzer regiment normally had eight companies of Mark IV tanks but was missing a company as this had had been sent to assist a company of the 125th Panzergrenadier Regiment attack on the British paratroopers east of the River Orne as a part of the third battle group, Kampfgruppe Luck. The second kampfgruppe was Kampfgruppe Rauch, which was largely made up of the 192nd Panzergrenadier Regiment; both Kampfgruppen Oppeln and Rauch had the objective of breaking through to the coast at Lion sur Mer. The 22nd Panzer Regiment was not at full strength as the 2nd Battalion had just replaced its captured French tanks with Mark IVs.34 
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Sword sector, Queen beach and the armoured advance inland to Caen, D-Day

The twenty-five tanks of the 2nd Battalion attacked first, travelling fast as they had been ordered not to stop until they reached the coast. As the tanks approached Biéville-Beuville, they were spotted by the waiting tanks, 6-pounder anti-tank guns of the 2nd KSLI and a troop of M10s of the 41st Anti-tank Regiment on reaching the western end of the anti-tank obstacles. The Shermans and anti-tank guns immediately opened fire, knocking out four Mark IVs. The German charge came to a sudden halt, and the tanks sought cover behind a ridge while they awaited the arrival of the 1st Battalion. When the formation was complete (about fifty tanks), the attack pushed into the cover of woodland and continued moving northwards towards Le Landel. Two troops of A Squadron of the Staffordshire Yeomanry moved to intercept them when they emerged from the woodland and No. 1 Troop knocked out four more Mark IVs when they reappeared. Again, the Germans continued their charge to the beaches but diverted farther west of Perier sur le Dan. Three Sherman Vc (Fireflies) and another Sherman from B Squadron that were guarding the right flank then engaged the Germans, knocking out three more tanks.35 The Staffordshire Yeomanry tanks, particularly the Fireflies, were well sited and were able to aim murderous long-range fire at the German tanks. Kampfgruppe Oppeln, faced with this unexpectedly strong opposition and having lost thirteen tanks, broke off its attack.36 However, elements of the 192nd Panzergrenadier Regiment, advancing to the left of Kampfgruppe Oppeln at the same time, made it all the way to the coast at Luc sur Mer, where they linked up with several German strongpoints at about 1900 hrs. The counterattack of the 21st Panzer Division had struck straight into the gap between the British forces in the Sword sector and the Canadian troops in Juno. At about 2100 hours, a huge formation of Allied planes towing gliders and carrying supplies for the paratroopers at Bénouville thundered over the German panzergrenadiers, who, believing they were in danger of being cut off, retreated from the coast after leaving a company of men to reinforce the radar station at Douvres.37

This was the Staffordshire Yeomanry’s final action of the day as the rest of the 185th Brigade, after a failed attempt to cross the anti-tank ditch and advance into Lebisey wood, decided not to push on as the outcome of the German attack on their right flank was unknown. The Staffordshire Yeomanry tanks went into harbour for the night at Biéville-Beuville. The British effort to take Caen had been effectively halted by the 21st Panzer Division. It was the closest the British would come to Caen for another four weeks.

Staffordshire Yeomanry casualties were very light in terms of tanks, with only five lost that day from the regiment; but seven men were killed and three wounded, with seven more missing.

Juno Sector

The sector designated Juno ran from Courseulles to St Aubin sur Mer and was the planned landing place for the Canadian 3rd Infantry Division. The two main landing beaches, codenamed Mike and Nan, were centred on the small seaside town of Courseulles, with its harbour built either side of the mouth of the River Seulles. The Courseulles defences included mines, barbed wire, fortified houses and several bunkers. The Canadian division was to assault the beaches with two brigades in a two-up formation with each brigade being supported by an armoured regiment from the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade. Their primary objectives were to establish a bridgehead as far inland as the high ground in the area Evrecy–Colomby sur Thaon–Anguerny, seize the airfield at Carpiquet and guard the left flank of the 50th Division landing on Gold. Eventually, the division was to be prepared to seize the bridges over the River Odon west of Caen.

The landing time for both armoured regiments was H-5 minutes to allow the tanks time to engage and knock out the defensive fortifications and protect the AVREs clearing gaps in the beach defences for the infantry arriving behind them at H-hour. Both regiments had only received their Sherman tanks in May and barely had time to learn to drive them. The Stuart M3 light recce tanks issued to the Fort Garry Horse were driven for the first time on the way to the loading hards for the landing craft. Canadian REME (Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers) personnel of the 1st Hussars had worked 24 hours a day ‘like Trojans’ to prepare newly arrived tanks for the invasion.38 This late issue of tanks gave the Canadians little time to train with live ammunition, waterproof their tanks and participate in amphibious exercises such as Exercise Fabius III. 

H-hour on the Juno sector beaches was the latest of all the Allied beaches in order to allow the tide to cover the many rocky shelves offshore. The landings were originally scheduled for 0735 and 0745 hours for Mike and Nan beaches respectively but were then postponed by a further 10 minutes because of the bad weather, which had contributed to a navigational error by some of the landing craft, particularly the LCTs carrying the AVREs destined for Mike beach, which had entered the wrong swept channel to the beach. The delay of 10 minutes was to allow the LCTs to catch up and assume their proper place in the order of assault. However, the delay and the higher tide than usual meant that the landing craft would be landing amongst the very obstacles the Overlord planners had tried to avoid by landing at low tide when the obstacles would be fully exposed. Two concrete busting LCTs, each carrying two Sherman Vcs manned by soldiers of each regiment, were also part of the initial assault wave (one for each tank regiment) and were tasked with engaging specific bunkers on the way in.

Fort Garry Horse 

The DD tanks of the Fort Garry Horse were to be transported by the N LCT squadron of the 11th LCT Flotilla and land with the AVREs as part of the J-2 naval task force. The regiment was to support the 8th Brigade on the left flank landing on Nan beach around Bernières and St Aubin. B and C squadrons were equipped with DD tanks, and each squadron took in an extra tank to make twenty tanks. Nan beach had four defensive strongpoints: WN27 at St Aubin, WN28 and 28A at Bernières and WN29 at Courseulles. 

B Squadron

The possibility of the seas being too rough for the DD tanks had been considered by the squadron leaders and LCT flotilla officers prior to and for much of the voyage across the English Channel. Once the launching point 7,000yds offshore was reached, the DSOAG (Deputy Senior Office Assault Group) of the DD LCT squadrons asked the senior squadron leader if he wished to launch or move in closer. The decision was taken to move closer but at about 2,000yds from shore, the seas were still considered too rough so the decision was taken to take the DD tanks nearly all the way in to the beach. The tanks were finally launched less than 500yds from the shoreline. Paradoxically, this decision to launch the DD tanks closer actually delayed their arrival as the LCTs had to manoeuvre to avoid the other waves of landing craft and the obstacles on the beach.
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Juno sector, Nan beach. The landings of Fort Garry Horse and the 8th Canadian Infantry Brigade, adapted from Maple Leaf Route: Caen. (By kind permission of T. Copp)

B Squadron were supporting the Queen’s Own Rifles Regiment in their assault on Bernières, and the tanks started wading ashore at 0821 hours on Nan White beach. Unfortunately, they were late as the infantry had landed at 0815 hours and were already under heavy fire from WN28 immediately in front of them. The infantry were faced with a series of five pill boxes and fortifications on top of the sea wall that the aerial and naval bombardment had not damaged. The Germans had recovered quickly from the bombardment and all the beach defences were intact. The two leading companies of the Queen’s Own infantry suffered heavy losses in making a 100yd dash across the beach to find cover behind the sea wall.

A lance corporal on the beach wrote afterwards:



Our support craft was knocked out so we had no heavy weapons. The DD tanks had not come ashore. My platoon, approximately 36 strong, went through what we believe was enfilade fire from machine guns. The official battalion KIA figures for 6 June 1944 numbered 63, B Company 34. I don’t have the figures for the platoon but I do know that only 9 men moved inland, 3 of whom were walking wounded. Of the ten men in my section, seven were killed and two wounded.39



A flak ship moved close inshore and used its guns to pour continuous fire onto the strongpoints, almost running aground in doing so, before the tanks could land and offer effective supporting fire. The tanks moved along the water’s edge and engaged the pill boxes and fortified houses that could be identified as holding up the advance. The infantry risked death by staying on the beach, so one by one the pill boxes were attacked and knocked out with the help of the tanks, which allowed the infantry to climb the sea wall and cautiously move into Bernières.

However, as the sea wall could not be breached, B Squadron could not get off the beach to support the infantry for over an hour. The gapping teams were not successful until 0920 hours when two exits off the beach were finally opened. The infantry had encountered stiff resistance in Bernières as the previously dazed and stunned Germans recovered and returned to their posts. However, by about 0900 hours, Bernières had been almost secured without the assistance of the tanks, which finally arrived in the town at 0930 hours. The Queen’s Own Rifles and tanks then prepared to move southwards to capture Anguerny via Bény sur Mer, 7 miles away. B Squadron was then ordered to patrol around Thaon and back to Anguerny; along the way one tank was knocked out and another damaged by artillery. The hill at Point 70 was reached at about 1500 hours and from there the tanks could see their objective, Carpiquet airfield. The concrete buster LCT(A) CB 2338 came into the beach and the two Sherman Vcs were attached to B Squadron to give it some much needed 17-pounder firepower.40

C Squadron 

Encountering similar sea conditions to B Squadron, the decision was made to land almost directly on Nan Red beach and the landing craft started to launch their tanks at 0805 hours. After a short swim of 500yds or less, the tanks reached the shore, but, because of the heavy seas and manoeuvring to avoid the Element C obstacles, not in the planned order.41 Tank troops landed in the wrong location, unnoticed by the squadron commander, making co-ordination difficult. C Squadron was supporting the North Shore (New Brunswick) Regiment, timed by the Royal Navy as landing at 0810 hours. Reports vary, but it is likely that C Squadron tanks landed a few minutes after the two companies of infantry in the first wave. Again, the arriving infantry and DD tanks found that the German defences had survived the bombardment and, after an initial lull, quickly came to life. The 50mm anti-tank guns in WN27 on the sea wall in St Aubin began to shoot at the tanks and their landing craft. The first tanks to arrive on the beach were immediately hit, one being quickly knocked out.

Two tanks from LCT 313 were lost after launching, one fell into a shell hole after having deflated its canvas screen and another was swamped after the tank’s motors failed.42 LCT 317 went all the way in to the beach, and two tanks drove off, but the LCT was then hit repeatedly by shell and mortar fire and drifted back out to sea. Three tanks were still aboard, one of which caught fire and drove into the water (flooding the engine) to extinguish the flames. From this half-submerged position, the tank began to fire 75mm HE (high explosive) in support of infantry until an AP (armour piercing) round struck the barrel of the 75mm gun, putting it out of action. The crew continued to fire their machine guns until the rising tide forced them to abandon their tank. The crews of the remaining two tanks swam to shore from the damaged landing craft to try and organize a tow for their tanks off the landing craft, but this was not successful and several crew members were killed in the process. 

The AVRE tanks and Flails were also late on Nan beach, so the Fort Garry Horse tanks were the only support for the infantry in their fight to capture St Aubin. Three more tanks were drowned reaching the shore and another tank was flooded by the rising tide when its engine stalled while engaging targets on the shore.43

Shell and mortar fire made the beaches a dangerous place for the infantry, so they crossed the sea wall and entered the village of St Aubin as quickly as they could. Meanwhile, the late-arriving AVREs had set to work clearing lanes to the sea wall, which they then attempted to bridge. Snipers were a particular problem, targeting any tank commander unwisely leaning out of his turret for a better look. Conscious of the fact that the infantry were getting off the beach and needed their support, the tanks of C Squadron attempted to leave the beach before exit lanes had been cleared by the AVRE Flails. Three tanks detonated mines and were immobilised, but the rest of the squadron got off the beach to support the infantry. St Aubin was cleared by 1115 hours, with the exception of strongpoint WN28 on the western edge of the town. Tanks of the 3rd Troop were sent to assist with the capture of this strongpoint, which was protected by mines and a roadblock past which the tanks could not proceed. After a reconnaissance on foot, the tanks broke holes in the perimeter walls and nearby houses to take up firing positions from which they could destroy the two 75mm guns and various other emplacements inside the strongpoint. A tank commanded by Sergeant Walterson finally broke into the strongpoint and ran up and down the trench system until all the occupants had been killed or had surrendered. This troop finally got back to harbour at 2200 hours.44 Meanwhile, tanks from the 5th Troop circled around Tailleville, destroying various anti-tank guns and forcing German soldiers to flee southwards.

A battalion of the 736th Panzergrenadier Regiment had its command post and ammunition dump in Tailleville at WN23, and this was well defended. C Squadron tanks provided support for the infantry as they slowly worked their way into the position before a Sherman got into the middle of the command post and shot up the trenches with HE at point blank range.

A Squadron

A Squadron, equipped with deep wading tanks, was to land at H+60 minutes and to proceed inland down the brigade’s centre line of advance as far as the high ground and objectives at Colomby sur Thaon. According to the brigade’s Overlord plans, the beachhead was supposed to be secured by H+60 minutes, before the arrival of A Squadron.45 

The embarkation of the tanks of A Squadron and RHQ was a little disorganised owing to the shortage of landing craft. Seventeen tanks were distributed amongst four LCT Mk IVs that landed an hour later on Nan White. Two tanks were due at H+75 minutes, and an LST carrying two RHQ Shermans and a Sherman Vc of the 5th Troop were due to land from H+4 hours.46 The final A Squadron tank to make nineteen in total was not due until D+8 days.47 

A Squadron landing craft began beaching unopposed at 0900 hours. An LCT carrying the RHQ and A Squadron HQ tanks struck a mine and, whilst manoeuvring to land again, detonated a second mine. Fortunately, no casualties occurred and the vessel eventually beached again after freeing its ramp. A Squadron formed up with the reserve infantry battalion from the Régiment de la Chaudière to move towards Bény sur Mer at 1030 hours, but the advance through Bernières was held up by a single 88mm anti-tank gun near the town’s cemetery. This knocked out three Priests (25-pounder self-propelled artillery) before the infantry organised an attack to eliminate the obstacle.48 Bernières rapidly became congested with soldiers of the 8th Brigade plus the newly arrived reserve brigade, the 9th Brigade. This brigade was supposed to land at both St Aubin and Bernières, but as fighting was still going on in St Aubin, Nan Red beach had been closed by the Royal Navy and Bernières was the only place that the brigade could land. A Squadron tanks and infantry initially made little progress and were apparently waiting for artillery to arrive to support their advance. The A Squadron leader finally arrived after his LCT had beached and assessed the situation. An Orders Group was held and forward progress was resumed with A and B squadrons advancing as planned, incurring some casualties in the process. A Squadron tanks finally reached Anguerny but as there were no infantry with them to hold the town, RHQ and repaired X tank casualties rushed up in support until the Queen’s Own Rifles finally arrived to relieve them. The next day the Fort Garry Horse reported eleven tanks being lost (two damaged) with forty-four Shermans and seven Fireflies fit.49 

Having largely achieved their D-Day objectives, the tanks of the Fort Garry Horse were pulled back as the divisional reserve. The regiment was ordered back to harbour in Bény sur Mer at 2000 hours, but the tanks stayed with their infantry well into the night. It was not until 0100 hours the following morning that B Squadron made it back to Bény sur Mer while C Squadron stayed with the North Shores in Tailleville until the following afternoon. The Queen’s Own Rifles’ history pays tribute to the Fort Garry Horse:



The tanks ranged far and wide and did valuable work in locating and destroying pockets of the enemy. It was a tank-infantry fight against scattered nests of enemy resistance and never did the cooperation work more smoothly.50



The delay at Bernières meant that ultimately Carpiquet, one of the D-Day objectives of the Canadian 3rd Division, could not be taken that day and the 9th Brigade and its supporting tank regiment, the Sherbrooke Fusiliers (27th Canadian Armoured Regiment), had to harbour for the night short of their objective. The Fort Garry Horse lost thirteen men killed (one officer and twelve ORs) and twelve men wounded (two officers and ten ORs) on D-Day.

1st Hussars 

The DD-equipped A and B squadrons of the 1st Hussars were to land either side of the mouth of the River Seulles at Courseulles at H-5 minutes in support of the 7th Brigade. A Squadron was to support the Royal Winnipeg Rifles Regiment into the western part of Courseulles and B Squadron was to support the Regina Rifles Regiment in clearing eastern Courseulles and then move inland to the bridges over the River Mue at Reviers and further south to Fontaine Henry. The landing craft of K LCT squadron of the 4th LCT Flotilla would transport the DD tanks to their launching positions as part of the J3.111 assault wave composed of DD tanks and AVREs. 

The main German strongpoint at Courseulles, WN29, was equipped with an 88m gun and two 75mm guns sighted to fire along the beach from Courseulles to St Aubin.

A Squadron 

As arranged at a briefing on 4 June for the tank troop commanders and the DSOAG, a signal was sent from control landing craft at 0530 hours when the LCTs were still 8 miles from the French coast, querying the advisability of launching DD tanks. The firm reply was that the sea was too rough and to check again at 7,000yds offshore. At this distance, at 0640 hours, the LCT HQ ship sent a signal that it was too rough to launch and to proceed directly to the Mike beaches. The tank crews began to discard excess equipment such as tiller bars, compasses and escape apparatus.
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Juno sector, Mike beach. The landings of the 1st Hussars and the 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade, adapted from Maple Leaf Route: Caen. (By kind permission of T. Copp)

As the LCTs were now ahead of schedule as they had not stopped to launch, the flotilla turned in a large circle to mark time. However, when the flotilla was lined up for the beach again at 0725 hours, the bells rang for ‘down doors’ and the DD tanks were ordered to launch. The senior squadron leader had decided to launch to ensure that the tanks arrived as scheduled to support the assaulting infantry. By this time, German mortars and shells were beginning to range in on the landing craft. After launching one tank, the chains holding the door ramp of the port landing craft were shot away and the other tanks could not launch, so the LCT carried them to the beach, only to hit a mine immediately after the second tank launched. The next tank tried to get off as the LCT started to list to port, but it was immediately swamped on launching and blocked the exit of the remaining two tanks, which were then unable to disembark. Only when the tide went out later in the afternoon could the two tanks get off the beached LCT. Another LCT had its ramp damaged by shell fire and was forced to beach, all tanks getting off successfully, though one was later swamped in the surf.51

Therefore only ten DD tanks were launched at about 2,500yds from the beach, nine from the two centre LCTs and one from the port craft. Only seven of these made it to the beach at about 0800 hours, two being swamped or sunk by mortar fire and another swamped by the wash of one of the rocket-firing LCTs moving rapidly inshore to fire a salvo of rockets at the beach.

According to their war diary, which also noted that the DD tanks and AVREs were late, the Royal Winnipegs infantry landed at 0749 hours.52 The Winnipegs were very critical of the effectiveness of the earlier aircraft bombing and naval bombardment, which apparently had not put a single defensive position out of action. The Winnipegs were, however, appreciative of the support given by A Squadron, as expressed in a letter written to the Hussars after D-Day, which is included in their war diary.

Of the seven DD tanks launched that made it to the beach, three were quickly lost. One tank accidentally deflated its screens too soon when its commander was shot, a second was swamped amongst the underwater obstacles and a third was knocked out by a 75mm anti-tank gun. On the left of Mike beach, No. 3 Troop moved up onto the beach just west of the mouth of the River Seulles where it flows into the sea immediately west of Courseulles. Just inland, the river bent back upon itself, creating a narrow neck of land bordered by water on three sides on which a concrete bunker housing a 75mm anti-tank gun had been constructed. As the tanks forded the river towards this bunker, it opened fire; one Sherman was knocked out and several German machine guns opened fire on the crew as they frantically bailed out. The bunker and machine gun posts were quickly destroyed by the other tanks of the troop.53

The four surviving DD tanks of the squadron were joined by the six others landed directly by the LCTs, and the ten tanks proceeded to cruise up and down the beach, engaging any targets they could identify. One Sherman blasted the seawall to the east of Courseulles to help the Regina Rifles infantry climb onto the promenade and begin to clear the houses.

Much to the frustration of the infantry, plans previously made to co-ordinate with the tanks were abandoned in the confusion of battle as the tanks milled around, seemingly aimlessly. The squadron’s tanks were actually looking for targets to engage but were also reluctant to stop and present themselves as stationary targets to the Germans for any length of time.54 The first exit from the beach was not completed until 1112 hours owing to the engineers being under constant sniper fire, the congestion on the beach and the high tide.55

Only ten A Squadron tanks moved off the beach to make contact with the infantry, and these tanks divided up into three groups to support the infantry as they moved inland. The squadron’s numbers were reduced even further when one tank broke down near the beach after seawater swamped the engine electrical system and another lost a track. The remaining tanks supported the infantry in clearing La Rivière, and at the end of the day the squadron had nine tanks operational.

B Squadron

B Squadron had a similar dialogue with the control landing craft regarding the heavy seas as they approached Nan Green beach. However, no sooner had the decision been made to take the DD tanks all the way in then the commanding officer of the LCT flotilla came alongside the squadron commander when about 5,000yds offshore and asked if the squadron was prepared to launch after all. As the seas appeared slightly calmer, the squadron commander agreed to launch.56 This caused a certain amount of consternation amongst the tank crews as they too had already discarded some of their DD equipment.

All nineteen DD tanks were launched successfully at about 4,000yds from the beach. One tank developed engine trouble and had to be abandoned before sinking and two more tanks from the same troop were swamped by large waves and sank. German mortar fire began to land amongst the tanks, and the screen of the squadron commander’s tank collapsed after a near miss. The tank quickly sank and the crew managed to make it into the relative safety of the rescue dinghy. 

B Squadron lost four tanks drowned on the run-in, and fourteen tanks (plus a tank that arrived much later to the east) reached the beach at 0758 hours, according to a signal from Regina Rifles, which sent the code word ‘Popcorn’ to confirm that the tanks had arrived well ahead of the infantry and AVREs as planned and were able to begin engaging the beach defences. An account of the amphibious ordeal was given by Sergeant Gariepy:



The night of 5/6 June 44 I was aboard a Landing Craft tank sailing towards France. The night was cold and windy and not many men slept because of the great nervous tension. No one was seasick except two sailors! The coast was sighted early at dawn; H-hour had been changed from 0635 hours to 0735 hours.

Our DD craft were ready for launching but due to a rolling swell in the Channel we were told by Naval officers that we would be beached. That order was never confirmed with embarrassing results. Most of us had thrown our navigation instruments overboard; such as compasses, crew commander’s standfast bar and some craft their steering bar.

The order to launch was given at approximately 7000 yards directly in front of our appointed beach. As we became waterborne, commenced terrific rolling and pitching, all five craft were launched but formation was impossible so I decided to make for my designated place on the beach. There was no enemy fire for about 4,000 yards, when we were showered with small arms fire. I then looked around to see who was alongside of me and the only other craft who was parallel was Major Duncan’s 30 yards on my starboard side. He seemed to be in difficulties because the dinghy was being prepared. At that point one of my port aft struts broke and the crew had to wedge a fire extinguisher between the hull and the screen. Immediately after two pillars burst through small arms fire, which was increasing in density. I took another look at Major Duncan’s DD craft and all I saw was four heads in the water. The other craft were some 200 yards behind me in different positions. I then realized that it was up to me to make for the beach, with God’s help we made it. I then followed the crew inside the turret keeping one half open so as to have an occasional look for mines and obstacles at the water’s edge. When I judged it safe to deflate we did so and then we immediately opened fire on the pill box which was on our immediate front with 75mm HE. After 5 rounds I advanced another 50 yards and fired 5 more rounds of AP, we were then about 150 yards from target. As there was no other answering fire except small arms I looked back to see if the way was clear for the AVRE. Then I engaged machine gun nests dotting the beach which were playing merry hell along the water line.57



Of the DD Shermans that arrived on Nan Green, two tanks were subsequently swamped in the surf. Duels broke out between the tanks on the beaches and the 88mm and 75mm anti-tank guns in the bunkers, which the tanks won, not losing a single tank in the firefight. The assault infantry and AVREs arrived 15 minutes later, and the AVREs set about making exits off the beach. The tanks began to engage the pill boxes along the promenade in co-ordinated attacks with the infantry. The appearance of the tanks was apparently a complete surprise to the defenders and contributed to their decision to surrender, according to one report in the Hussars war diary.58 Half an hour later, at about 0900 hours, the first tanks of B Squadron were able to leave the beach and assisted the infantry with the clearing of Courseulles. By 1400 hours, B Squadron only had nine tanks fit; the tank of Lieutenant Seaman had struck a mine assisting the Regina Rifles into Reviers.

Later that afternoon, whilst advancing inland on a reconnaissance patrol of the high ground behind Pierrepoint, five of the squadron’s tanks were destroyed in matter of minutes when distracted by a dummy anti-tank gun. By the end of the day, according to the regimental war diary, B Squadron had four tanks fit. Sergeant Gariepy provided a detailed account of the action:



We moved along road past ADEN (codename for Reviers) when high ground reached we deployed – first troop on left, second troop right then HQF covering rear from hull down position on high ground. Small calibre mortar fire was observed in wood behind ADEN. Keeping our formation, we advanced on wood firing HE at the edge. When in valley about 150 yards in front of wood, heavy mortar fire was ranging close to second troop. Second troop leader had no wireless so I called Sun Ray and explained situation and he advised me to withdraw, so I laid down smoke screen to cover our withdrawal. The troop leader realised what was happening and tuned back in two-up formation; troop leader and corporal in front and I in the rear, about ten yard in rear covering with smoke. When top of crest was reached, I saw my troop leader’s tank burst into flame. I halted, told my driver to reverse full speed and my gunner to traverse 160 degrees right. When this was almost completed I saw my corporal’s tank blown up in turn. I then halted my driver and gave a fire order to bear on the anti-tank gun which was in between the burning tanks approximately 60 yards away. After two rapid round of HE I hit target. I then reported back to Sun Ray who told me to proceed to ADEN. The rest of the squadron followed, the encounter cost us 5 tanks – the anti-tank gun was an 88mm.59



Another account of the same action was given by the troop leader, Lieutenant Mcleod, who provided a vivid description of what it was like when a tank was hit:



I was leading the squadron which at that time consisted of the two tanks in SHQ, another troop of three tanks and my troop; we moved to the right or west of the town and swung through the fields towards the high ground south of Reviers. I saw a haystack directly in front at which I fired two rounds of HE. The next thing there was a great jolt in the tank and the turret swung about. The driver reported over the intercom that his periscope had been shot away and the gunner reported that his traverse gears would not work. I immediately gave the order for the driver to swing left and speed up.

A moment late a shell came across the tops of the turret hitting the cupola lids. My face seemed cut and my earphones and tin hat had been knocked off. I then crouched down to give the driver orders to keep going helped by the co-driver who could still see through his periscope. The operator then said the tank was on fire so he pulled the fire extinguisher knobs and used the extinguisher in the turret on the rear hull around the oil canister. The motor quit so I gave the order to bail out. The gunner, operator and myself got out of the turret onto the ground to find the turret was in such a position that the main gun would not allow the driver’s or co-driver’s hatch to be opened. The screen on the outside was burning by now but I managed to get in the turret and somehow swing it enough for the driver and co-driver to escape through a hole in the basket. The co-driver could not get his hatch off due to Bostik glue. We all laid still in front of the tank in the tall wheat to collect our bearings.60



Lieutenant Mcleod was hit in the eye by a piece of shrapnel from the 88mm AP shell that hit the turret hatches and was evacuated back to England.

During the landings, the concrete buster LCT(A) CB 2401 had carried out the destruction of a specific bunker near Courseulles as planned on the run into the beach, each tank using only thirty rounds of ammunition to do so. The ammunition for the Firefly was carried separately in the LCT(A) so that the tanks could land with a full load of ammunition. The two Fireflies (commanded by Lieutenant Irving) joined up with B Squadron but whilst proceeding inland, Lieutenant Irving was wounded when his tank was hit and disabled by a 50mm anti-tank gun.

C Squadron

C Squadron plus the tanks of RHQ, a total of seventeen Shermans V and five Sherman Vc (including RHQ), were scheduled to land at H-hour+45 minutes. The landing craft arrived at 0820 hours on Mike beach to find that, apart from occasional sniping and machine-gun fire, it was secure but a traffic jam was rapidly developing on the beach. By 0900 hours, there were still no exits. The AVREs had been labouring to clear a gap through some flooded ground beyond the sand dunes to a lateral road, and one AVRE carrying a fascine had become almost submerged. The fascine was removed by its crew, which then enabled a bridge-layer AVRE to lay its bridge across the top of the sunken tank. Using this perilous exit, six tanks of C Squadron were able to make an exit to the lateral road beyond until the bridge was put out of action by an errant self-propelled artillery vehicle.61 The tank of the commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Colwell, hit a mine while exiting.62 C Squadron supported the 1st Canadian Scottish infantry in a number of skirmishes and then advanced inland to Banville, another tank being damaged by a mine.

The 1st Hussars was the only regiment on D-Day to reach its objectives. A troop from C Squadron under Lieutenant McCormick penetrated as far inland as Bretteville l’Orgueilleuse and Sequeville Bessin and was in sight of the airfield at Carpiquet. Little opposition was met, and the troop tried to contact regimental HQ by radio to inform them of their progress but could not get through. Unsupported, the troop was forced to return to the regiment. 

At the end of the day, A Squadron only had nine tanks operational and B Squadron had four so the two squadrons had to be temporarily amalgamated.63 The regiment reported only twenty-six Shermans and three Fireflies operational next day. Thus the 1st Hussars had thirty-three tanks destroyed or damaged on D-Day, including one of the concrete-busting Fireflies. Most of the casualties were either irreparably ruined by seawater on the beach or damaged in battle and were complete write-offs; the LAD (Light Aid Detachment) when it arrived ashore could only repair several tanks that had run over mines. D-Day casualties in men for the 1st Hussars were heavier than for the Fort Garry Horse because of the greater tank losses – two officers and nineteen men were killed plus a similar number wounded.64

Sherbrooke Fusiliers 

The Sherbrooke Fusiliers, the reserve regiment with the 9th Infantry Brigade, landed on Nan White beach near Bernières at 1215 hours and, after many delays, moved to the assembly point designated ‘Elder’ near Bény sur Mer, arriving at dusk. The Sherbrooke Fusiliers had been using the four tanks per troop model of squadron organisation since training in March 1944, but each squadron was short a tank that was not detailed to arrive until D+8 days. The delays and traffic congestion meant that the regiment had not been able to advance inland and seize its objectives, which included Carpiquet airfield, so preparations were made for a dawn advance next day.

Omaha Sector

The Omaha sector was located between Port en Bessin and the River Vire estuary, and linked the Gold and Utah sectors. The proposed landing beach was a crescent-shaped shingle beach about 7,000yds long with grass-covered hills behind the beach and cliffs at either end. The beach was on average 100yds wide and rose up to a strip of marshland up to 200yds wide at the base of the steep cliffs, or bluffs. In some places the bluffs were nearly 200ft high and extended from the top of the shingle beach.

In the tidal zone there were three belts of underwater obstacles topped with teller mines. The base of the cliffs and the marshland were also heavily mined. The only exits from the beach for tracked and wheeled vehicles were five narrow natural defiles or draws that cut through the bluffs and led up to the coastal plain. These defiles were heavily mined and strongpoints had been constructed along their length to block the routes away from the beach. There were a total of fourteen strongpoints in the Omaha sector, which was the most heavily defended of all the invasion beaches as well as being the most difficult terrain. All but three of these strongpoints could fire along the length of the beaches proposed for the landings. The bunkers had thick concrete walls to protect them from a naval bombardment and could only be attacked by gunfire or tanks on the beaches. They were equipped with a variety of captured French and Russian guns from 37mm to 75mm in size, as well as German 75mm and 88mm anti-tank guns. At the base of the D-1 draw there were a number of villas along a paved promenade that ran parallel to the beach between the D-1 Vierville and D-3 Les Moulins draws. Anti-tank ditches had been dug in front of the E-3 Colleville and D-1 Vierville draws, and a sea wall between 4ft and 8ft high, against which shingle had piled up, ran along the western half of the beach and created yet another obstacle. 

The Omaha sector was defended by the newly formed 352nd Division, which had moved into the sector in April to support the 716th Division. The 352nd Division had immediately set about improving the beach defences where there were sufficient materials to do so. The division was formed from the shattered remnants of Eastern front units, previously wounded men, seventeen- and eighteen-year-old recruits and men from the Eastern occupied countries. Like many of the Allied units, the 352nd Division had never been in action before. Observation posts in the strongpoints were able to direct fire from four batteries of the division artillery positioned inland to support the beach defences. These guns had pre-registered potential targets on the beaches.

741st Tank Battalion

H-hour was the same as Utah, 0630 hours, and was preceded by heavy aerial and naval bombardments. Omaha was farther west than the British sectors and therefore high tides were earlier. So as not to unduly alert the Germans to the imminent invasion, the American naval bombardment would begin at the same time as the British bombardment, but because of the earlier high tides, it was only of 40 minutes’ duration compared with the 2 hours on British beaches.

The tanks of the 741st Tank Battalion sailed from England as part of Force O-1 in Mk VI LCTs of the 12th US Flotilla, which were slightly smaller than the British LCT Mk III and only carried four tanks. The landings were to be on a two-brigade or regimental combat team front, as per Juno and Gold sectors. The 116th Regimental Combat Team (RCT) from the 29th Division was to land on the right and the 16th RCT from the 1st Division land on the left.

The 741st Tank Battalion was to support the 16th RCT on the left flank. The DD tanks of B Company were commanded by Captain Thornton, and the company was attached to the 2nd Battalion 16th RCT due to land on Easy Red beach. C Company, commanded by Captain Young, was attached to the 3rd Battalion 16th RCT landing on Fox Green. The DD tanks of both companies were to land 5 minutes before H-hour when the naval bombardment finished.

A Company tanks were to provide support fire to the flanks on the way in from specially modified landing craft and were to land at H-hour across all the beaches being used by the 16th RCT. The landing craft had been modified in the same way as the British LCT(A)s to enable two Sherman M4s side by side to fire over the ramp of the landing craft.

Each LCT(A) carried two M4s and a tank bulldozer, for a company total of 16 M4s and eight tank dozers. The tanks also towed a trailer carrying supplies of ammunition. The extra armour plating and the high centre of gravity created by the elevated tanks on wooden platform made these LCT(A)s very unstable and they easily rolled and shipped water in rough seas. 

As well as supporting the infantry by engaging the German bunkers, the DD tanks also had to support the specialist army and naval engineers clear eight gaps 50yds wide in the beach obstacles and the exits off the beaches. All three companies of the 741st Tank Battalion were to then get off the beach by exit E-3 and support the 3rd Battalion achieve its objectives inland. Tanks from the DD companies were to be used to bring A Company up to strength if required to complete this mission.65

B and C Companies’ DD Tanks

The designated transport loading area for the infantry was 11 miles off shore because of a battery of guns on Pointe du Hoc at the western end of the beach that posed a major threat to the invasion fleet. With H-hour at 0630 hours, the assault landing craft had to be loaded and marshalled in darkness well before that time. Rough seas and strong currents added to the considerable difficulties of the assault units, which became scattered on their final approach to the beaches. At least ten landing craft carrying infantry were swamped on the approach and many DUKWs carrying the guns of two field howitzer battalions also sank. The strong offshore current pulled many craft eastwards so they landed on the wrong beaches.66

The decision to launch the DD tanks was made after consultation between the two army company commanders by radio and at approximately 5,000yds from shore, the yellow flags for launch were raised. One by one, the ungainly tanks of B and C squadrons trundled to the front of the LCTs and down the ramp into the turbulent sea. One after another, tanks began to succumb to the large waves. Some tanks sank almost immediately while the canvas screens of others collapsed and pumps battled to keep up with the inrushing water. Some tanks, with their crews struggling to hold up the screen, managed to stay afloat for 2 miles before finally going under. The seas became dotted with orange life rafts and surviving crew men.

All sixteen tanks of C Company were lost and all but five tanks of B Squadron sank between 1,000 and 5,000yds from the shore.

Three B Company tanks on LCT 600 were landed directly on the beach at about 0645 hours after the blast from a near miss of an artillery shell caused the leading tank to roll back and damage the screens of the other tanks so they could not launch. The first tank off then foundered and the LCT stopped to pick up the crew. The fortunate tanks to arrive by LCT were commanded by Sergeants Maddock, Ragan and Williams. 

Only two tanks of the twenty-nine that took to the water eventually swam in, and they were those commanded by Sergeants Geddes and Sheppard. The 741st Tank Battalion history described the launch:



On the order, the tanks rolled gracefully into the rough sea and many of them sank almost immediately, carrying many men to watery graves. The most fortunate were able to leave their sinking tanks and swim about until rescued. Soon the Channel was a mass of bobbing heads and every available life raft was tossed into the water. Some quick thinking tank commanders anticipated the sinking and in good time were able to inflate the rubber dinghy each tank carried. Not a few men were forced all the way to the bottom of the Channel before getting free and escaping to the surface. For these men their oxygen masks were a Godsend.

Speedy LCIs (Landing Craft, Infantry) did praiseworthy work, zooming about the hundreds of larger vessels picking up men everywhere from the water and taking them to the hospital ships in the rear.67



Another survivor, Corporal Hopper, described his near drowning:



The Lieutenant and Merket were trying to hold the canvas out and I was trying to steer it, which was almost an impossible job as the waves were so rough.

When I saw that we didn’t have a chance to make it to the beach, I yelled to Snike to come out and Merket yelled to Crouse. We tried unsuccessfully to hold the canvas out when one side caved in so the Lieutenant and Merket inflated one life raft whilst Snike and I tried to inflate the other one but the one we had had been damaged and would not operate. As we were working on it, the tank gave a last shudder and started for the bottom. The Lieutenant and Merket managed to get a hold on one life raft and stayed with it but Snike, Crouse and I went to the bottom with the tank. As I felt it settle on the bottom, I thought I was lost as my cigarettes worked out of my pocket and floated up past my face. I gave up hope as I saw that and started to breathe water; before much longer I opened my eyes again and saw that the water was getting lighter. I finally did reach air and as I looked around I saw Snike about fifty feet from me and trying to swim towards the life raft where the Lieutenant and Merket were. He finally made it. Crouse came to the top a little later, close by me and we tried to make the raft together but couldn’t as the water was too rough. Crouse drifted away from me until he was just a speck. One rocket boat passed me on the way to the beach and its commander saluted me which didn’t help my feelings any. The LCT I had been on tried to pick me up, but couldn’t get close enough so I floated around; every time a wave would raise me up I could see everything that was going on around the beach, then the water would drop me down again till I couldn’t see anything. When I saw all the boats pass me by, I really started to get afraid and I started to yell for help. The LCT finally managed to get close enough and threw me a line. I had to wrap it around my arms as my hands were too cold to hold onto it. They pulled me aboard and wrapped me in blankets and I passed out.68



The loss of twenty-seven DD tanks meant the initial assault on the left flank of Omaha had very little armoured support for the first quarter of an hour. Easy Red had only five DD tanks on it, one of which was quickly disabled; these tanks were the sole support for 100 men on Easy Red for the first half-hour. Fox Green had no tanks at all until the arrival of the A Company tanks on both beaches after H-hour.69

A Company

Before the landings had begun, LCT(A) 2049, destined for Easy Red, hit a mine and sank at 0200 hours on the cross-Channel voyage so two M4 and a tank dozer were lost to the engineers even before the landings.70 On Easy Red, three landing craft made it at H-hour or just after and unloaded six A Company tanks and three tank dozers. Of these, one tank sank when it drove into water too deep for its wading equipment, one tank was hit and immobilised by an anti-tank gun on leaving the landing craft opposite the E-3 exit (but continued to engage targets until the rising tide forced the crew to abandon the tank) and another tank was destroyed by gunfire.71 By H+10 minutes, the tank dozer platoon of four dozers had landed and begun to remove obstacles, clear gaps and unload landing craft, all the while under intense enemy fire. One tank dozer was immediately hit and destroyed by an 88mm gun. Five A Company tanks had been lost on the voyage or soon after beaching and the 16th RCT and engineers now had less than a third of the planned number of tanks to support them. Those that were left went into action between the St Laurent E-1 and Colleville E-3 exits on Easy Red beach.72

On Fox Green beach only two landing craft arrived at H-hour, LCT(A) 2037, which was damaged, and LCT 210, which was an unarmoured landing craft substituted at the last minute in England when the original landing craft had broken down. Both craft quickly unloaded their tanks and retracted off the beach.

Mines, enemy action and swamped tanks reduced the number of A Company tanks supporting the infantry at the critical time of the initial assault from sixteen M4 tanks and eight tank dozers to seven tanks and four dozers. The assault infantry were consequently pinned down at the water’s edge:



During the initial phases of the assault, the beach area was under heavy artillery, mortar and machine gun fire. The assault battalions of the 16th CT were holding about 20 yards of beachhead at low tide and had made no progress inland due to the intense fire. All work carried on by tank dozers was performed under extremely hazardous conditions.73
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V Corps on Omaha beach on D-Day, adapted from The War in Western Europe Vol. 1. (By kind permission of US Military Academy,
West Point)

The surviving tanks set about engaging the bunkers and strongpoints of WN60, 61 and 62 in front of them as best they could. The tanks moved slowly along the water’s edge, weaving in and out of the beach obstacles and bodies to avoid enemy fire and locate targets. Hull down in the water with their thick frontal armour facing the shore offered the tanks the protection. However, the rising tide meant the tanks had to change position every few minutes, exposing them again to the anti-tank guns firing along the length of the beach. The dozer tanks cleared beach obstacles as best they could whilst under fire and some tanks pushed up berms of sand and shingle to give the infantry some protection. 

Several of the surviving B Company DD tanks joined in the fierce battle with the bunkers and had some success. Sergeant Geddes claimed credit for knocking out two French 75mm guns in WN62, and Sergeant Sheppard also hit and destroyed a large calibre gun in a casemate. An 88mm gun in WN61 was reported knocked out by the 726th Grenadiers Regiment at 0720 hours.74 Private Alfred Whitehead, an engineer on the Easy Red beach, kept a diary:



For a long time it looked hopeless. The enemy was slaughtering our men with an 88 housed in a huge bunker. But just when things looked darkest, one of our Sherman DD amphibious tanks managed to crawl onto the beach and not get knocked out, probably because there were so many wrecked vehicles the enemy missed spotting it. It moved in close to the bottom of the slope and I ran over and directed it to that 88. The terrain was such that our tank could creep in close enough to where its gun barrel was just barely sticking over the top of a little rise to fire. I told the tanker that he’d only have a few seconds to move over the rise and shoot, then hit the reverse gears before that 88 could return fire. The first two rounds missed their mark, chipping chunks of concrete outside its massive structure. On the third try the round hit home right through the bunker’s narrow gun slit.75



The numbers of A Company tanks were bolstered by the late arrival of two more landing craft. The damaged LCT(A) 2043 made it to the beach at 0700 hours, and a further two A Company tanks waded onto the beach. However, the tank dozer aboard the landing craft would not start and the LCT retracted with it still aboard. The other craft, LCT(A) 2008, arrived at about 0800 hours with its ramp shot away but was able to successfully unload its tanks. At 0820 hours the battalion commander landed but found he could not contact his tanks as the radio was malfunctioning. Command group officers then directed tanks personally by indicating targets and placing the tanks in more advantageous positions.

The tanks supported the infantry by destroying gun positions and machine gun posts on the cliff tops where possible but communication with the infantry was difficult in the fire and noise of battle. Any tank commander with his head above the turret cupola risked being killed by bullets or shrapnel. The battle on the beach was all too much for one sergeant commanding a tank of HQ company on Fox Green and he abandoned his tank, cowering in a fox hole for most of the day. His tank was ably taken over by a member of the crew who was later asked by a major at a nearby command post why he had not shot the sergeant for not coming out of his fox hole.76

At 1100 hours, the 16th RCT decided to make an all-out attack on the E-3 Colleville draw, and Captain W. King from 16th Regiment ran along Easy Red beach to give instructions to as many operational A Company tanks as possible. Dodging enemy mortar bursts and machine-gun fire, Captain King made contact with half a dozen tanks, including a DD tank from B Squadron commanded by Sergeant Sheppard. Just as he reached the tank of Staff Sergeant Skiba, an artillery shell landed close by and killed the sergeant. Captain King ordered a corporal to take over the tank, which he directed towards the E-3 exit until it lost a track in the shingle and was immobilised. King then approached another tank, also now commanded by a corporal as its sergeant had been hit in the jaw by shrapnel, and directed it along the water’s edge towards the E-3 draw. This time Captain King rode in the tank for cover but the tank ran over a mine, which had possibly become dislodged from its pole, and a track with a bogey of the suspension unit was blown off. All the crew plus Captain King abandoned the tank and ran for the cover of Sergeant Skiba’s disabled tank.77

Three tanks made it to the E-3 exit and began to move along it, firing at the German bunkers and positions with 75mm HE and machine guns whilst other tanks that had responded to Captain King’s orders provided supporting fire from where they were on the beach. The defenders had been pounded by shellfire from destroyers moving close in to the shore but were still offering strong resistance.

Following behind the lead tank commanded by Sergeant Ball, Sheppard’s DD tank was hit by an anti-tank gun on the road ahead and knocked out. The last tank engaged a pill box on the western side of the exit where they thought the fire had come from, but as the exit was too heavily defended both tanks tried to turn around, and in doing so, one threw a track. The crew abandoned their tank and returned to the beach on foot. The leading tank managed to reverse back to the beach but was later swamped making its way to the E-1 exit.78

The E-3 draw was the planned primary exit off the Omaha beaches. Unable to assault the strongpoints and bunkers directly because of the devastating fire coming from them, the infantry were initially pinned down on the beach and the only way off was to climb the bluffs between the German fortifications. As the morning went on, more and more infantry managed this climb and, despite heavy losses, worked their way behind and above the defences (WN62) at the E-3 exit and, to the surprise of the German defenders, began to knock them out from behind. Meanwhile the remaining tanks continued to engage the strongpoints in the draw from the beach as best they could. The engineer teams suffered high casualties when they landed just after H-hour, some finding themselves alone on the beaches because of the chaotic LCT landings. Only six of the sixteen teams were able to set off their demolition charges to clear small gaps in the rows of obstacles. The assault timetable was in tatters – some landing craft were unable to approach the beach as the obstacles were still intact and many landing craft that had been damaged (or sunk) were unable to return to the troopships offshore for another load.

One by one, the A Company tanks were either knocked out or immobilised, either by mines or by direct hits from anti-tank guns or artillery. A total of five tanks were disabled when they threw tracks in the shingle of the beach.79 Only one A Company tank survived the day: the tank of Lieutenant Barcelona, which lost a track and was immobilised for several hours. The assault on the E-1 St Laurent exit ultimately proved to be more profitable than the attacks on the E-3 Colleville exit. The few A Company tanks that were able to engage the bunkers WN65 and 65 continued to do so, helped by tanks from A and C companies of the 743rd Tank Battalion. The E-1 exit was finally opened to infantry only from 1300 hours.

Once the infantry began to penetrate inland off the beach the amount of direct fire was dramatically reduced, though long-range fire from the 352nd Division artillery batteries inland continued to hit the beach. Between 1200 and 1500 hours, the battalion’s tanks were not engaged in combat. By 1530 hours four reserve tanks had arrived on the beach and were quickly directed to the assembly area.80 These included two HQ tanks and a tank from C Squadron that had been left out of the original landing. One reserve HQ tank got mixed up with the arriving tanks of the 745th Tank Battalion and exited the beach with them, not returning to the unit for another three days. Two armoured recovery vehicles also arrived, which began to salvage abandoned tanks and help repair those that had lost tracks. Late in the afternoon, the battalion’s five remaining tanks left the beach by the E-1 exit and went into harbour east of St Laurent sur Mer. Here the operational tanks were allowed no respite and at 2000 hours, one tank was sent to assist the infantry with a mopping-up operation; at 2015 hours, the remaining three tanks under the command of Lieutenant Barcelona were dispatched at the request of the 29th Division to deal with machine gun nests and snipers around St Laurent sur Mer. All four tanks came back at 2300 hours.

At 2315 hours, the 741st Tank Battalion strength was given as three tanks operational, two fit in 24 hours and forty-eight lost.81 The battalion’s entire first wave had been lost except for Lieutenant Barcelona’s tank. The reserve tanks provided a nucleus for the battalion to reform around for the coming campaign and it would not see further combat for another two weeks.

The Reasons Behind the Decision to Launch

The likelihood of rough seas on D-Day had been discussed during training and at the briefing before sailing by the LCT commanders and the officers of the tank battalion. The decision to launch the DD tanks had been delegated to the local commanders of the assault force on the basis that the sea conditions might vary from beach to beach and that the sea conditions being experienced by the assault commander’s headquarters vessel may not necessarily be the same as those closer to the shore. A procedure was agreed by which the senior LCT naval officer and senior battalion army officer would confer and agree before launching the DD tanks.82 Unfortunately, this procedure was not followed with the 741st Tank Battalion tanks, as Captain Thornton, the senior battalion officer, made the unilateral decision to launch without consulting with the flotilla officer, Lieutenant J. Barry. A later US Navy report by the 11th Amphibious Force commander, Admiral Hall, was critical of Lieutenant Barry who ‘tacitly acquiesced in the decision by his failure to take action to change the order directing the launching’.83 The report went further and criticised the decision by Thornton as being unsound given the widespread knowledge of the limitations of DD tanks in rough seas. Thornton, for his part, was anxious that the tanks get ashore and support the infantry:



Captain Thornton succeeded in contacting Captain Young by radio and the two commanders discussed the advisability of launching the DD tanks, the sea being rough, much rougher than the tanks had ever operated in during their preparatory training. Both commanders agreed that the advantage to be gained by launching the tanks justified the risk of launching the tanks in the heavy sea.84



Once the tanks were launched, large waves pounded against the flimsy canvas screen and they began to ship water. The top rail of the screens buckled under the force of the waves, which also broke some of the struts supporting the screens; this allowed water to pour into the tanks, which then sank within seconds, sometimes dragging crew members down with them. The failure of the top rail in the rough conditions is evidenced by the account of Corporal Hopper above and by an operational report of the 79th Armoured Division that stated, ‘It was found necessary for the crew to support the top rail with their shoulders on the way in. Much water was shipped and the top rail bent ominously on the impact of the sea.’85

These were the same top rails that the British had urgently reinforced in the days before the invasion. Even if the screens did not collapse, water got into some tank motors and they duly stopped, leaving the tank unable to manoeuvre and liable to being swamped. Some tanks did not sink immediately but struggled toward the shore, making for the agreed landmark of the church spire of Colleville. However, the strong cross-current pushed the tanks more and more off course eastwards and they were forced to steer a course which meant that their unstable craft became more and more side-on to the heavy seas, which had an even greater effect on the top rail of the canvas screen. After the war, many of the tanks that sank were found on the seabed still lined up in the direction of the church spire at Colleville.86

The Sherman Mk II DD tanks used by US forces were supposed to have at least 30in of free board at the stern. Many of the DD tanks were overloaded with extra ammunition and had less freeboard than they had ever operated or trained with before, some as little as 9in. On D-Day the waves were up to 6ft high off Omaha beach, so the DD tanks stood little chance of reaching the shore once launched. The tanks of both company commanders were amongst those that sank. The two tanks that did make the beach did so by steering a course whereby the waves were more behind the tanks so the risk of swamping was reduced. The fact that so many tanks did launch is a testament to the courage and determination of the men of the 741st Tank Battalion.

In view of the number of tanks that sank, the battalion’s losses were relatively low: eleven men killed and twenty-six missing. Photographs of men on Omaha beach being rescued from sunken landing craft are actually tank crews in their RAF dinghies. The British report from the 79th Armoured Division concluded:



It may be that the foundering of some tanks was due to the failure of this rail. It was recommended that, in addition to the top rail being of the proper specifications, an extra strut from the turret front to the centre top rail should be attached in the future.87 



Clearly, there were problems with the design specification for the strength of the top rail in the sea conditions experienced on D-Day. Many reports of the crews mention the top rail giving way or the crews trying to brace it; one can only imagine their panic as they fought to prevent the rail from collapsing and the tank from sinking. The DD designer, Straussler, would no doubt have argued that the tanks were deployed in conditions that were beyond their capacity, but the top rail was a weakness in the design the British had attempted to address before D-Day. This weakness apparently did not affect DD kits made in the USA. The M4A2 DD tank used by the Americans was 5.5in (14cm) shorter than the version used by the British, therefore any weakness in the top rail would be slightly less critical. The loss of so many American tanks was due to the decision to launch so far out in the rough seas in tanks with an inherent weakness in the top rail. Unfortunately, there is no evidence that the British informed the Americans of the potential problem before D-Day and it is likely that had they done so then more men of the 741st Tank Battalion would have survived.

743rd Tank Battalion 

The 743rd Tank Battalion was to support the 116th RCT landing on the right flank of the Omaha sector.88 B and C companies of the battalion were equipped with DD tanks and the intention was to land 10 minutes before the infantry and engage the beach defences while remaining in the water for protection.89 

The commander of the LCT flotilla carrying the tanks, Lieutenant Dean Rockwell, was experienced in the use (and limitations) of the DD tanks as he had worked with the tank crews during their training. Well aware that the sea conditions were much too rough to launch the DD tanks, Lieutenant Rockwell followed the previously agreed procedure in the event of poor conditions for launching. In his After Action Report, Rockwell says that at 0505 hours he contacted Captain Elder of the 743rd Tank Battalion as the senior officer present and discussed the decision to launch or not; both agreed to take the DD tanks all the way in.90 In later years, Rockwell changed his account slightly by saying that ‘after launching one or two tanks and having them become swamped by water and go down, I communicated by low power tank radio with Capt Elder …’91 Therefore, unless Rockwell was referring to tanks of the 741st Tank Battalion, which would have been difficult to see more than a mile away, one or two of the thirty-two tanks were drowned, but this is not supported by official reports. All the LCTs except LCT 590, which was badly damaged, were reused later that day.92 

B Company

The landing craft designated to carry the tanks of B Company to their beach on Dog Green were (Mk VI) LCTs, which landed near the D-1 Vierville draw slightly late at 0630 hours. The Dog Green beach was the westernmost beach for the Omaha landings and was defended by the strongpoints WN70, 71, 72 and 73, which were equipped with various 75mm and 88mm howitzers and anti-tank guns that could fire along the beach. As the landing craft neared the beach, towering explosions of water and sand from the coastal artillery and mortars showed that the formidable Omaha defences were very much intact. 

As the tanks began to disembark from their LCTs, they immediately came under anti-tank fire. The tank of the company commander, Captain Ehmke, drove down the ramp of LCT 591 and stopped to fire its first round at a bunker. The response was immediate: an armour-piercing shell crashed into the tank, filling the interior with black smoke. Fighting the urge to bail out, the men got off two shots; in return, the tank was hit and penetrated by two more rounds, which killed three crew members. Captain Ehmke jumped out of the tank and began to try and attract the attention of other tanks to pick him up, but he was killed. Behind Ehmke’s tank, the landing craft had started to reverse off the beach before the other three tanks had unloaded; as a result, when they did drive off the ramp the water was too deep and they quickly sank.93

All around the tanks the soldiers of the 116th RCT were struggling to find shelter from the machine-gun fire amongst the hedgehogs and poles on the beach:



Some of the fellows, who were able to exit the boat without getting machine gunned, were being dragged under by the wet combat jackets and heavy equipment. Their life preservers were of no value. The water was over the head of the average man in my boat. German snipers were also picking them off. The water was being splattered up by bullets, as I ran through it. It was surreal. About 20 feet to my left front were two of our Dual Drive Amphibious medium army tanks, with their rubber sides down. Where are the other fourteen that were supposed be here?

Six 29ers were clinging to the one first to my left and seven were clutching to the one closest to me. The distant tank had a dead soldier hanging from the turret. It had been knocked out. While the tank closest to me was actively firing its 75mm cannon at the enemy.94
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