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In war it is the man that counts, and not only the machine. A good tank is useless unless the team inside it is well trained, and the men in the team have stout hearts and enthusiasm for the fight.


Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery,
‘Some Notes on the Conduct of War’, written in November 1944
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FOREWORD


Having interviewed and written about numerous veterans from the Second World War, those men that served their country all those years ago constitute a remarkable fraternity. I first met David when I was in ‘conversation’ with him at the Chalke Valley History Festival, to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the Normandy campaign. His candid, self-effacing and, at times, humorous revelation of his experiences as a young troop commander in 1944 and 1945 held the packed audience in fascination. At the end of it they gave him a standing ovation that lasted for several minutes.


In 1944 the life expectancy of a newly commissioned tank troop officer in Normandy was estimated as being two weeks. David Render was a nineteen-year-old second lieutenant, fresh from Sandhurst, when he was sent to France as a battle casualty replacement to a veteran armoured unit that had already spent years fighting in the deserts of North Africa. Joining the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry five days after the D-Day landings, the combat-hardened men he was sent to command did not expect him to last long. In the following weeks of ferocious fighting in Normandy, in which over 90 per cent of his fellow tank commanders became casualties, David’s ability to survive numerous dangerous encounters and close shaves, led his squadron commander to nickname him the ‘inevitable Mr Render’ as he won his spurs in the battle and gained the confidence and respect of his men.


David Render remained in the thick of the action throughout the last year of the war. He went on to survive the culmination of the vicious close-quarters tank battles in the bocage country around Caen and to take part in the Allied breakout from Normandy. He led his troop of Sherman tanks in the fast-moving armoured dash into Belgium and the failed attempt to reach the beleaguered British paratroopers at Arnhem, as part of Operation Market Garden. He participated in the bitter winter fighting in the mud and flooded waterways of Holland and his regiment’s bloody assault on the Siegfried Line. Despite having two tanks destroyed under him, he then took part in the crossing of the Rhine and numerous actions to clear out pockets of fanatical German resistance during the final advance into the heart of the Third Reich.


What is remarkable about David’s story is his willingness to reflect on the contentious issues regarding the nature of the fighting that are so often left out of individual front-line accounts of the Second World War. His story exposes the psychological and physical impact of the stresses and strains of being involved in near continuous action. He does not shy away from the controversial, such as the leadership challenges of difficult relationships, the horrors of combat and the ethics of fighting a savage and bloody war of attrition. He portrays his story in a way that exposes the good, the bad and the ugly realities of war, in a manner that takes the reader into the heart of battle, with pace, excitement and a palpable sense of danger.


I have been enormously fortunate to get to know David and have the privilege of walking former battlefields with him, listen to his stories and have the opportunity to probe him for the details. Throughout, I was struck by his humility, humour and generosity of spirit. In the early part of 2016, I was honoured to be able to accompany David to an investiture in London, where the French Ambassador awarded him the Légion d’honneur. In receiving France’s highest decoration, he was typically modest and talked of the real heroes being those who did not live to tell their stories.


There are few surviving veterans of David’s lucidity and exceptional character, which also led him to become a national motor-racing champion in his sixties and a highly successful businessman. His story of war is an extraordinary one that deserves to be told.


Stuart Tootal




INTRODUCTION


Even today, the entry in the Sherwood Rangers’ war diary regarding the fighting the regiment took part in near the Dutch town of Nijmegen makes hard reading. The report states simply that on 25 September 1944:




A Squadron operating in the North experienced considerable enemy shelling. Lieutenant H. Heenan was killed.





Two brief sentences written in military-service style. Clipped, precise and to the point. No doubt penned by some tired staff officer in the regimental headquarters at the end of another interminably exhausting day; the loss of a young officer, just another grim minor statistic in the massed ranks of an army at war.


What the entry doesn’t tell you about is how Harry Heenan died. The tragic circumstances involved, that his grieving parents never came to terms with the loss of their only child, that he lost his life saving mine or that he was my best friend. It tells you nothing of the German 88mm anti-tank gun that had us in its sights, the wild screaming crash of the incoming rounds or the dread terror as its shells struck about our immobilised tank. When I read it now, I still wince at the memory of the ear-splitting crack of the high-velocity projectiles, as they gouged lightning-quick furrows in the ground around us and sprayed the tank with dirt.


The Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry received more battle honours than any other unit in the Second World War and official documents, such as the regiment’s war diary, form an important part of military history. But war is not just a matter of dry official accounts of the actions of units, or records of their manoeuvres captured by red Chinagraph arrows marked on maps by staff officers and senior commanders. War is about the soldier at the sharp end of battle with all its privations and dangers. Dog-tired, filthy men, exhausted by combat, lack of sleep and the stress of constant danger. Men who must force themselves back into their tanks, to start over again what they did the day before, wondering whether they would survive another day. Each dawn requiring them to prepare to advance to the next enemy-held feature, take another village, or once again lead the squadron’s advance up a lonely road with the expectant anticipation of the first shot of hostile shell. Hoping and praying that it would not hit you and, if it did, that it would not turn your tank into a blazing inferno of hell.


Official reports and dry sanitised regimental histories tell you little of that. But such accounts are the lifeblood of historians and professional writers, of which I am not. Indeed numerous authors have written credible accounts of the fighting that took place in northwest Europe from D-Day to the defeat of Germany in the last year of the Second World War. But however commendable their works, they tend to cover the entirety of the campaign or focus on the complete compass of a particular operation or unit. In doing so, the emphasis tends to be placed on the generals and their broad sweeps of strategy and operational plans. While recognising that the experience of men in combat is vital to our understanding of war, the views of the ordinary soldier or young officer are largely confined to individual anecdotes or random snapshots of grassroots tactical activity from a range of different units covered in just a few short lines of text.


This book is about the battles fought in northwest Europe during the last year of the war, as seen through the prism of my own personal experience of eleven bloody months of commanding a troop of Sherman tanks. It concerns the account of the individual and the small collections of men who made up 5 Troop of A Squadron in the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry. It is not about our famous commanders, remote men like Montgomery and Eisenhower who fought battles from the maps in their rear headquarters, where the shot and shell and the fear of battle rarely penetrated. It is not about the grand design or application of their campaign plans. Where I have made reference to them, I have only done so to the extent that they had a direct bearing on our experiences in 5 Troop, or where I feel that the broader contextual background is of importance to understanding an event. What follows seeks to highlight the human dimension of war at close quarters, where the focus of minor tactical operations rarely extended beyond the view afforded from the open hatch of a tank commander’s turret, the next hedge line ahead of us, thoughts about what it might conceal, whether we would be the lead troop and whether we would live to see the fading glow of another sunset.


Looking back over seven decades, you might ask me what I have got to say and why write now? I was only a lowly lieutenant in a mighty Allied army and 5 Troop was the tiniest cog in a great machine. I was just one of many hundreds of thousands who fought through northwest Europe in 21st Army Group. I can make no claim to any great acts of valour and, like the vast majority of others, I was just doing my job. My reason for writing is not about setting down some great history of the campaign, of which I was only a microscopic part; there are better works for that. But historians have often been unkind to those who struggled ashore on D-Day, fought through the tangled nightmare of the Norman bocage, suffered the agony of that terrible flooded winter in the lowlands of Holland and went on to drive into the heartland of Nazi Germany, against an enemy that far too often was unwilling to recognise when he was beaten. I want to set down a record as I saw it.


Tough and professional as our opponents were, the comparative analysis of their fighting prowess compared to the British Tommy lacks perspective. For every Wehrmacht soldier, SS trooper or German paratrooper who fought with tenacity, there were a score more who were happy to give up and surrender at the first opportunity. I have seen men of both sides break and run, just as I have seen British infantrymen stubbornly fighting through a hard-contested enemy position, or German soldiers attacking forward against our tanks at the point of a bayonet. But while they were not the heroes portrayed in the Hollywood films made after the war, nor were they victims, as many would have you believe. While infantry casualty rates often exceeded those of the First World War and the average life expectancy of a tank troop commander was less than two weeks, we were simply soldiers trying to do our job to the best of our ability.


Fear on the battlefield is the natural order of things. Ask any regular soldier who has made the army his career and served in action numerous times. But the vast majority of those who donned battledress and shouldered rifle and pack, or operated from the steel confines of a Sherman tank, even the minority among us who volunteered, were not professional soldiers. The British Army of the Second World War was an army of conscripted citizens torn from a life of peace and thrown into war by force of circumstance. Most did not want to be there but had little choice in the matter; their main preoccupations were to get the job done, survive and get home again as quickly as possible to resume their normal lives. The fact that a conscript army of infantrymen and tank crews in its fifth year of war overcame fear on a daily basis to risk life and limb is testimony to their courage in itself. Less than 5 per cent were regular, but by the end of the war the British Army had improved markedly from the dark days of 1940 to become the largest and best-equipped army this country has ever put into the field. Despite its faults it was an extraordinary fighting force and the role it played in liberating occupied Europe and defeating the Nazis was impressive.


The frictions of war – chance, bad weather, mistakes and ill fortune – are the only certainties of combat, along with death, injury and destruction. Most of our generals were far from popular with the troops, but love them or loathe them our more senior commanders were men under the severest pressure who had to make on-the-spot decisions with imperfect information. The luxury of hindsight has also often been harsh on them. But war is a random and bloody business, where the weird geometry of chance has its play and its frictions and human fallibility and fragility abound. Combat is fast moving, confusing and often bewildering. There is no perfect science, only perfect intent that is unlikely to withstand first contact with the prevailing realities on the ground once battle is joined, and where the enemy also gets a vote in the outcome. All factors were at play as we sweated in the heat and the dust of Normandy and were mired in the blood and the mud of a miserable freezing winter on the German frontier.


While I joined regimental associations and attended organised pilgrimages to former battlefields after the war, I never thought deeply about what we had experienced. Nor did I trouble myself with the debates that raged about the quality of our tanks, whether our commanders lacked the aggressive drive of the German generals or whether as an army we missed the opportunities our opponents would have seized. Instead, I submerged myself in building a business and bringing up my family. No doubt some mental-health counsellor would describe this as some form of self-therapy. It wasn’t, I was just busy. However, as I advance into my early nineties and the ranks of my former comrades, just teenagers and young men in their early twenties at the time, have been depleted and wearied by age, I am conscious that I am living on the edge of living history. Thus, I want to set down my version of events before night falls.


I have no intention of providing a detailed analysis of the major operations that I took part in, or the ‘what ifs’ of history. Again there are others who have felt better placed to do that. What I have attempted to do is tell my story and that of those that made up 5 Troop and the wider characters that had a bearing on how we lived, fought and, some of us, died in our Sherman tanks. I have sought to tell the story of the British tank soldier, with all his vices and virtues. How we communicated, the vernacular used, what we wore, how we were equipped, how we fought together with the other combat arms and what worked and what didn’t. These themes, along with what we cared about, what we hated and what we thought about, all form threads of the story, as much as the realities of war. The frictions of fatigue, weather, miscalculations, friendly fire and pure bad luck also have their place, as do the emotions of loss, fear and excitement mixed with the fortitude and forbearance of the human spirit. Additionally, as in any parable, the interaction of personal relationships, some good and some bad, as well as the place of comradeship, small-unit cohesion and leadership all have parts to play too.


I kept no diary; few of us had any time or inclination for that. Consequently, my recall is less than complete. The distance of time has no doubt taken its toll and while some recollections are retained in vivid Technicolor detail, as if they happened only yesterday, others are masked by obscurity and I have only a vague sense of the time and space in which they occurred. The minutiae of certain details have been burned irrevocably into my mind, while the compass of more significant events remains beyond my ken. I can still remember the satisfying feel of my beautifully balanced blue-black Luger pistol in my hand, with its wonderfully smooth action. But for the life of me, I can remember nothing of the German I took it from or where and when he was captured. The awful, sobbing shriek of the enemy’s Nebelwerfer rockets and the shattering explosions, as they detonated round our position, will never leave me. But ask me the exact place and the date when they caught us in the open and I will be hard pressed to tell you.


One should remain wary of accounts claiming authoritative and absolute recollection. On the battlefield total recall is neither complete nor precise. In some instances my memories of events have varied from the views of others and official accounts, just as they would have done if they had been captured in the immediate aftermath of battle. But where there are patches of amnesia I have done my best to remember and through writing this book certain events have re-emerged from the mists of time; often coaxed out of me by my co-author, as we walked, talked and debated over former battlefields.


On occasion insistence on visiting a hedge line again, or investigating a particular track to see over the brow of an innocuous-looking hill, unlocked my cognitive functions, as I found myself overlooking a piece of ground that I had not seen for seven decades. And then, suddenly, I see them again; a column of Wehrmacht infantry, a field-grey mass stark against the forestry block in the shallow valley below us. Standing but 400 yards away from where the ghosts of those men marched, I can once again hear the crash of our high explosive (HE) shells, the chatter of the machine guns and see the strike of the tracer as it began to chop them down. The fog hanging thick in the trees above Briquessard, just as it did all those years ago after a spat with a fool of an infantry major, provokes a flood of reminiscence that takes me back to the morning when 5 Troop advanced through those eerie woods alone and without the support of his company.


Other memories I will never forget. The savage blinding flash of sparking light beneath my legs, followed by the sudden darkness of thick black smoke filling the inside of the tank and the caustic taste of burned explosives in my mouth, when we hit a mine. Looking inside a knocked-out tank and, on witnessing what was inside, vowing to never do it again, or the hatred and arrogance that burned through the clear blue eyes of the young fair-haired SS trooper we captured in the fighting to the south of Tilly. The shock of seeing the rockets ripple off the wing of an RAF Typhoon and watching them streak down towards us, praying that we wouldn’t take a direct hit. The comradeship and laughter that I shared with my fellow troop commanders that did so much to carry us through. The sympathetic kindness of my loader/operator, who made sure that I always had something to eat when I might otherwise have gone hungry. And of course, I will never forget the ominous click on the other end of the radio net and finding out that it meant that Harry Heenan was dead.


As an officer my concerns extended beyond the more self-orientated interests of my troopers, preoccupied primarily with eating, sleeping and staying alive. Encased within the steel hull of a Sherman, their view of the world was limited to what they could see through the glass of their crew station’s one-by-six-inch periscope. But my broader perspective of the bigger picture at the time should not be overstated. It remained restricted to the role of my troop of four tanks, its part in the squadron’s task and only a thin sense of what the rest of the regiment was up to, let alone the divisions of infantry that we were supporting. But hindsight and deeper re-examination has provoked a better understanding of the implications of the strategic context in which we operated. It has also brought about a clearer appreciation of chronology and the sequence of events, which have been woven in from the point of retrospection. Where my recall has diverged from the recollection of a tired staff officer or varied from the recall of others, I have told it how it was, as it appeared to me at the time, balanced against an analysis of the probable. However, any errors or faults in accuracy are mine, and mine alone.


All the events described in the following pages actually took place and all the people mentioned are real. However, I have not used the actual names of some of the characters that appear in this book out of respect to them and to spare their relatives, where I feel that details might cause them distress. My only other concern is that I have done justice to the courage and fortitude of the men that I fought with all those years ago. In the risk-averse and self-obsessed nature of modern-day society they were a remarkable fraternity born of smoke, danger and death. They did an exceptional job with the resources they had available to them and in the circumstances they faced. It is a privilege to have served with them.
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1


GOLD BEACH


The sun broke through the clouds and projected bright beams of light that danced on the grey-green water as it rolled in waves towards the shingle. There was a steady offshore breeze, but it was nothing like the wind that had raged and battered the lines of ships and landing craft as they surged towards the beach all that time ago. I had stood with the other veterans wearing my regimental tie, suit and campaign medals on my chest, while the bands played, the dignitaries spoke and we paused in silence to remember the dead. After the pomp and ceremony finished, I slipped away from the crowds to wander alone on the beach to see if I could find the spot where I had landed. It was different; the tide was out and the grass-topped sand dunes were absent the coils of barbed wire and the smashed remains of collapsed German trenches. It was a hundred times quieter too without the crash of artillery and the crump of exploding rounds. But as I stood with the wind on my face and looked out to sea, my imagination took over and I could see them steaming towards me, the shells reaching out to greet them, just as they had done seventy years ago.


The rain had stopped by the time the cold grey light of morning began to creep over the eastern horizon. But the tail end of the storm that had swept through the Channel still blew strong enough to slap five foot high waves against the sides of the landing craft of the 15 and 43 Landing Craft Tank flotillas, soaking their decks with spray. To the men of the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry, who sought scant shelter between the Sherman tanks chained to the open decks of the landing craft, the assault from the sea seemed relentless. Of all the ships that had sailed from England, the LCTs were the smallest and suffered for it. At just over 117 feet long, with their flat-bottomed hulls pulling a draught of less than three feet, the vessels pitched and tossed violently in the surging ocean, as the unseasonal summer squall that had delayed the sailing of the invasion fleet by twenty-four hours played itself out. The soldiers’ sodden battledress, endemic seasickness and the vomit that sluiced between the tracks of their armoured vehicles were testimony to the three days of misery that they had endured on the heaving LCTs since embarking at Southampton Water.


Each LCT carried five Shermans packed close together and the sun had shone as the men loaded the tanks at the Hampshire town of Calshot on the western shore of the Solent. But once at sea the weather had changed, as an anticyclone forming up over the Azores brought in high winds, a low rain-laden cloud base and heavy seas. As the storm hit, the atmosphere of excitement and apprehensive enthusiasm that had accompanied the frenzied activity of embarkation following months of training soon dissipated in the wretchedness of ceaseless vomiting and retching, as they pitched at anchor, were soaked by the driving rain and then ploughed through the foaming ocean. The hyoscine hydrobromide seasickness tablets they had been issued had little effect and the men were not aware of General Dwight Eisenhower’s decision to postpone the operation until a gap in the weather predicted by his meteorologists appeared. Had they known of the decision, the men of the Sherwood Rangers imprisoned in the heaving, sick-strewn filthy craft would have cursed the Supreme Allied Commander for it.


From the lurching deck of his LCT, Captain Leslie Skinner, the Sherwood Rangers’ padre and the man responsible for the unit’s spiritual welfare and for ministering to its dead, took in the scene around him as men were woken from a fitful slumber and began to prepare for battle. They folded their soaking spew-fouled bedrolls and lashed them to the back of their vehicles. A can of self-heating soup offered a meagre breakfast for those who could stomach it. The light of the odd cigarette, cupped in hands to shield its glow, illuminated the faces of the men briefly, as they huddled in small shivering groups or sought a private corner away from the wind and the spray. Somewhere in the receding darkness ahead of them the enemy coastline loomed closer. The approaching shoreline and the coming of daylight heralded the nearing of the end of their seaborneinflicted agony, but the real trial of combat was about to begin. Skinner glanced at his watch; it was 0515 hours DST* on Tuesday 6 June 1944.


As Skinner looked out to sea, the advancing dawn revealed an almighty armada, stretching out across the ocean in every direction as far as the eye could see. The vast array of naval vessels, over 6000 craft of all shapes and sizes, constituted part of the largest combined-arms invasion force that the world had ever seen. Battleships with their huge 15-inch guns, cruisers, rocket ships and destroyers, complemented by support ships and landing craft, all ploughed through the surging swell of the stormy sea. In their midst, they carried over 130,000 troops that would form the first assault wave to land on the Normandy coastline, now only a few miles ahead of them. Overhead the air reverberated with the drone of hundreds of bombers, the black shapes of their wings discernible against the lightening sky, as they flew inland to unleash their payloads against the enemy’s defences. Minutes later the orange flashes of their exploding bombs momentarily lit up the underside of the dark clouds on the horizon ahead of them. Skinner glanced back at his watch. It was 0520 hours and the turn of the naval task force to add their lethality to the mix.


Inside the steel confines of the battleships, naval gun crews cocooned in the red half-light of their turrets sweated in their boiler suits and anti-flash hoods, as they manhandled heavy shells from their operating hoists and rammed them home into gun breeches. The ships shuddered as they fired broadside in a blinding flash of flame and clouds of thick black smoke. The crews of the cruisers firing in front of them could feel the overpressure of each round as it passed over their superstructures. Those stationed on their bridges and decks watched as the small light traces burning in the rear of each dustbin-sized shell hurtled towards unseen targets ashore. Then their own 6-inch guns and those of the destroyers added to the cacophony of terrific noise, accompanied by the whoosh, whoosh of the rocket-firing ships as they unleashed their projectiles inland. Skinner watched in awe as the naval task force pulverised the shoreline defences with ten tons of high explosives a minute and the LCT flotillas ploughed on relentlessly towards the shore.


Ahead of them, the devastating weight of the naval bombardment was landing among the shoreline defences of Hitler’s vaunted Atlantic Wall. Since the end of 1943, half a million Wehrmacht soldiers, slave labourers and locally conscripted workers had been employed in building bunkers, concrete gun positions and pillboxes and laying extensive minefields along a narrow strip of coast that extended from Antwerp to the Pyrenees. With the changing fortunes of war, the Germans had been anticipating that an Allied invasion of northwest Europe would come in the summer of 1944, but what they didn’t know was where. The man responsible for defending the Atlantic seaboard of Nazi-occupied Europe had a hunch that the Allies might attempt a landing along the Normandy coastline. But although a favourite of Hitler, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel was at odds with the orthodox thinking of the German High Command and the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht or OKW, who believed that Pas de Calais would be the most likely area for an Allied invasion.


As Commander-in-Chief of Army Group B, Rommel’s command included the Wehrmacht’s 7th and 15th armies, which were responsible for defending 560 miles of coastline stretching from the Belgian frontier to the Spanish border. The German 15th Army was centred on Pas de Calais with an area extending to the River Dives in the Calvados region of eastern Normandy. Seventh Army’s area of responsibility started on the other side of the river and ran west across the Norman Cotentin Peninsula and south into Brittany. It was Calais that attracted the priority of resources and the bulk of the German armoured panzer units were held back under the command of OKW and positioned to be able to cover this threatened sector. In the 7th Army area, Rommel had only three panzer formations immediately available, but the authority to release these divisions for battle was also retained by OKW and Rommel would have to seek German High Command’s permission to use them in the event of an Allied landing.


Initially, Rommel had agreed with the OKW assessment that the Pas de Calais area offered the Allies obvious advantages, which made it the most likely place for the coming invasion. It provided the shortest distance across the Channel from England and the most direct route into Germany. Landing around Calais would also give the British and Americans a major port from which to sustain the logistical inflow of men and materiel necessary for a subsequent breakout from their bridgehead. But Rommel also considered a landing further south in the Bay of the Somme or along the Cotentin Peninsula as a distinct possibility. Consequently, as well as wanting to build up the defences along the whole shoreline he also wanted to be able to call on more panzer divisions.


Rommel’s energetic command style and constant inspections of the Atlantic Wall had led to significant strengthening of the defences all along the coast. Millions of mines had been laid and every beach was covered by encased gun positions, pillboxes and a mass of obstacles tipped with explosives that could rip the bottom out of landing craft. But Rommel also knew there were still gaps and despite the improvements to the static defences they were only a thin crust that would delay the Allies getting ashore. Furthermore the defences were manned by under-strength and under-equipped static ‘Fortress Divisions’, made up of older men, convalescing wounded from the Eastern Front and Russian ‘Hiwi’ units composed of former Soviet prisoners of war and Poles and Czech soldiers of ‘near German’ extraction. Lacking motorised transport or armour and often provisioned with obsolete captured French, British and Czech weapons, these formations were of dubious quality. To defeat the invasion on the beaches, Rommel would still need armoured units positioned sufficiently close to the coast to attack the Allies as they struggled ashore and before they could establish a defendable beachhead. For that he needed more panzers and Hitler was the only man who could give them to him. Consequently, as the men of the Sherwood Rangers approached the Norman coastline in the darkness with the rest of the Allied invasion force, the commander of Army Group B was absent from his headquarters.


Erwin Rommel had left his headquarters at the chateau de La Roche-Guyon near Mantes at 0600 hours on 5 June to drive to his home in Germany near Ulm so he could spend the night with his wife Lucie. It was her birthday the next day, but Rommel’s main purpose for being away from the front was to have an audience with Adolf Hitler at his mountain retreat at Berchtesgaden in Bavaria. The Führer’s staff had indicated that Hitler might be able to see the field marshal later on 6 June. Rommel was not overly concerned about being away from the front. German meteorologists had also predicted the approach of the storm from data they had received from U-boats stationed far out in the Atlantic. The forecast was one area of analysis Rommel and his superiors agreed upon. While OKW still predicted that Normandy was not the threatened sector the weather was another reason to expect a quiet night. The heavy sea states and high winds they forecasted were deemed as being unsuitable conditions for the Allies to attempt to make a landing. What they had missed was the improving gap in the weather coming behind the storm.


The Allies had no idea of Rommel’s whereabouts or his appreciation that Normandy might be the likely location for the invasion. However, they had every reason to seek to underpin the misperception of OKW’s prevailing conventional strategic assessment, which remained wedded to the Pas de Calais. It was an appreciation that was reinforced by German intelligence failures and a successful Allied deception known as Operation Fortitude. Since the beginning of 1944, double agents had duped the Germans’ intelligence service, the Abwehr, into believing that the blow, when it came, would fall on Calais. The presence of dummy landing craft and the high volume of signals traffic relayed and rebroadcast from Kent, combined with heavy bombing raids, suggested that the British and American armies were poised to strike across the Dover Straits and supported the official orthodoxy of OKW thinking. It was an analysis that was enhanced by reconnaissance failures. Due to Allied air superiority over the Channel, Luftwaffe aircraft that might have reported the build-up of the invasion fleet in the ports further to the west of England had been unable to penetrate British airspace since the end of May. As a consequence the German High Command remained blind to the true nature of Allied intentions.


Codenamed Operation Overlord, the Allied invasion plan entailed the landing of the British 2nd Army and the 1st US Army, under the command of General Bernard Montgomery, on five separate beaches spread across twenty-six miles of Normandy’s Cotentin Peninsula. In the leading assault wave two American infantry formations, the 1st US and 4th US divisions, would land in the western sector on two beaches codenamed Utah and Omaha. To their right, infantry from the British 3rd Division would land on Sword Beach on the Allies’ eastern flank, with 3rd Canadian Division landing next to them on Juno Beach. The 50th Northumbrian Division would land on Gold Beach; a five-mile stretch of sand that lay between the small seaside resorts of Le Hamel and La Rivière. To secure the flanks of the invasion, capture specific objectives and assist the troops on the beaches by neutralising specifically identified enemy gun batteries, three Allied airborne divisions would be dropped in the darkness ahead of the seaborne forces in the early hours of D-Day. The 6th British Airborne division would land around the river Orne in the east and the American 82nd and 101st airborne divisions would jump into the area of Carentan in the west.


Although only eight divisions would be involved in the first assault wave, the Allies had thirty-seven divisions stationed in England for the invasion, but it would take weeks to get them all across the Channel. Success depended on breaching the Atlantic Wall, establishing an initial bridgehead by capturing key French towns, including Bayeux and Caen in the British sector, and then getting enough further divisions ashore before the Germans could bring the combined weight of their panzer divisions to bear. As the Allied officer responsible for planning D-Day and overall land forces commander, Montgomery believed that the first few hours and days would be critical. He knew that a successful breakout from Normandy could only come after the Allies had won the race to build up sufficient force ratios to beat off the German armoured formations as they moved to counter the landing.


Learning from the experience of launching the disastrous raid on Dieppe in August 1942 and subsequent invasions of Sicily and Italy, the Allies recognised the importance of using tanks to assist the assaulting troops by providing intimate fire support and traversing obstacles to allow them to get off the beach. It was an experience that bore the fruit of ingenuity in the form of specialised armoured vehicles known as ‘Funnies’ and Duplex Drive or ‘DD’ swimming tanks. The Funnies belonged to the British 79th Armoured Division, made up of a variety of converted tanks crewed by the Royal Armoured Corps and the Royal Engineers. They consisted of adapted Sherman flail tanks fitted with forward-mounted revolving drums of heavy chains to detonate mines, plus a series of heavier Churchill tanks equipped with a range of outsized Petard mortars, flamethrowers, extending bridging equipment and gap-crossing fascines made from bundles of logs. The role of the Funnies was to flail gaps through minefields, blast and burn out concrete bunkers, breach obstacles and create exit points that would allow the infantry and follow-up troops and vehicles to get off the beach.


Ingenious in their conception and design, the role of each ‘Funny’ was specialised and both they, and the assaulting infantry, would need the fire support of main battle tanks. The answer lay in the theory of buoyancy and the imagination of the émigré scientist Nicholas Straussler, who conceived the DD variant of the Sherman tank by fitting and surrounding its hull with a collapsible canvas screen which, when raised, displaced a sufficient volume of water to allow the tank to float. The screen was raised by means of pumping compressed air into rubber tubes sewn into the fabric, which was then held in place by flexible struts that helped keep the canvas taut. Two rear-mounted retractable propellers driven by the tank’s track drive provided propulsion. The name of the tank was derived from this combination, which gave the DD a steady speed of four miles per hour through the water towards the shore once launched from a landing craft. By the passage of instructions from the commander standing on the back deck of the Sherman to the driver, the tank could be steered through the water by altering the angles of the propellers. The DD was equipped with a hand-operated bilge pump to deal with any ingress of water and on reaching land the propellers could be retracted and the flick of a lever would collapse the screen and enable it to operate as a conventional armoured fighting vehicle.


The Sherwood Rangers was one of four regiments in the 2nd British Army to have two of its three squadrons equipped with DD tanks for D-Day, with each squadron being allocated sixteen of the adapted Shermans. Two US armoured regiments were also provided with the DD tanks for use on Omaha and Utah beaches. On the British beaches, the intention was that the DDs would be launched from their LCTs three and a half miles from the shoreline, from where they would swim to their allocated beaches ahead of the first wave of the main infantry assault force. Landing on the beaches five minutes before the landing craft carrying the specialised armour arrived to deposit their cargoes at ‘H’ Hour, the DDs’ task was to protect the Funnies as they began to prepare exit lanes across the mine-strewn sand. The DDs would then provide intimate fire support to the infantry arriving behind the specialised armour at ‘H’ Hour+5 minutes as they fought through and cleared the enemy’s defensive positions. In the case of the Sherwood Rangers, B and C Squadrons of the regiment’s three subunits were given the role of crewing the thirty-two DD tanks allocated to the unit, which was tasked with supporting 231 Brigade of the 50th Northumbrian Division while it was landing on Gold Beach.


The regiment’s third subunit, A Squadron, was equipped with standard Shermans and would land on Gold Beach with the subsequent assault waves at ‘H’ Hour+90. The allocation of the subunit roles on D-Day reflected the fact that A Squadron had borne the brunt of the fighting the unit had experienced in the desert during the North African campaign. In their desert battles the regiment had been equipped with a mixture of Crusader, Sherman and Grant Lee tanks. Manned by A Squadron, the Crusaders were lighter than the other tanks and their superior speed was utilised to provide a screening force to advance ahead of the rest of the regiment. A Squadron’s job was to establish and maintain contact with enemy armour in order to fix them for the heavier tanks of B and C Squadrons. Although fast, the Crusaders were lightly armoured, mechanically unreliable and under-gunned. These shortcomings and the dangerous nature of their role meant that A Squadron had suffered more than the rest of the regiment in terms of tanks and men lost. Having had five tanks shot out from under him in one day during the desert campaign, as the officer commanding A Squadron, Stanley Christopherson shared the relief of his men that they would not be the ones swimming ashore in the DD tanks on D-Day.


While Straussler’s application of the theory of buoyancy may have been sound, there was much that could go wrong when launching a 34-ton steel tank into the sea to lead the assault on a well-defended enemy coastline. If the screen succumbed to heavy seas and collapsed, or became shredded by shellfire while afloat, the armoured vehicle would founder and sink like a stone. As a contingency, all DD crews were issued with a modified version of the Davis Escape Apparatus issued to submarine crews. Worn about the chest and consisting of a mask attached to an oxygen cylinder by means of a rubber tube, the device would provide a submariner or sinking DD crewman with a twelve-minute emergency supply of air. Learning to operate the device necessitated practising escaping from large submarine water tanks at HMS Dolphin on the south coast.


If the prospect of having to swim from their tanks wasn’t enough, the escape apparatus training was particularly detested. Its use provoked a small mutiny, when some of the enlisted men initially refused to take part in the training. One senior NCO was unrelenting and lost his stripes. The ire that resulted from what they were being asked to do was compounded when the cookhouse rumour that they would receive Combined Operations Pay, awarded to special operations units such as the SAS and midget submarine crews, turned out to be untrue. To men who had risked their lives in the desert and felt they deserved to be rewarded for being ordered to undertake such a hazardous mission, the false realisation added insult to injury and many of the rank and file felt that it was just not ‘fooking on’.


Like it or not, the unit had become adept in the operation of their amphibious tanks by the time they moved to their pre-embarkation bell-tented transit camps outside Southampton. Across the south of England, thousands of troops who would take part in the invasion were moving to similar camps near the embarkation points and airfields. At midnight on 25 May, all the camps were locked tight. Military policemen patrolled the barbed-wire perimeters and no one was allowed in or out in order to preserve the secrecy surrounding the forthcoming opening of the Second Front. The date for D-Day had been set for 5 June and once incarcerated the invasion troops received extensive and detailed briefings on their objectives. In tune with the obsession for preserving operational security, the actual names of the locations they would attack had been replaced with codenames and would remain secret until commanders were handed their final sealed orders once at sea.


With the improving daylight, tank commanders made a last check of their maps and it was possible to see land through the mist and the smoke. As the men completed the removal of the chocks and chains that fastened their tanks to the holystoned decks of the LCTs, they felt the surge of the marine diesels as the craft began to make a hard turn to starboard to bring each of the flotilla’s vessels into line astern. As the LCTs ran parallel to the coast, the tank crews began their final preparation for combat. Tank engines coughed grey-blue smoke as their engines started and burned off the oil that had collected in the bottom of the cylinders during the voyage. The crews mounted up and loaded HE shells into breeches, belts of machine-gun ammunition were slapped into feed trays and radios were switched on and netted into command frequencies. The pitch of the LCTs’ engines changed again, as they turned to port to bring them into line, picked up speed and began their final run in to the shore. Skinner glanced at his watch; it was 0700 hours and the men of the Sherwood Rangers were stood to and mentally readying for battle.


Standing on the observation platforms at the rear of their Shermans, tank commanders were able to catch erratic pitching glimpses of the beach and the small shapes of beachfront buildings beyond the bow ramps ahead of them, erupting in flashes and blasting sand and smoke as the naval bombardment continued to strike among the enemy’s defences. The powerful pulsing throb of the LCTs’ racing diesels and the smoky rumble of the tank engines combined with the terrific ear-splitting roar of the ships’ gunfire to make a constant wall of noise. Fear gnawed at stomachs, long emptied by the ceaseless vomiting and retching, as men wondered silently about what awaited them ashore. In the sea behind the LCTs, assault infantry cross-decked from troop ships by scrambling down the nets hanging on their sides to get into the smaller landing craft that would follow them onto the beach. The distance to the shoreline continued to close and the tank crews began to get ready for the moment when the LCTs would slow and the throttling back of their engines would indicate that they were about to be launched from their ramp bows. But the ramps stayed up and the LCTs ploughed on through the swell, with each man willing the interminable pitching and waiting to be over, while wondering why they hadn’t launched. Ahead of them the naval bombardment lifted and shifted further inland. The padre’s watch told him that it was 0710 hours and a minute later it started.


The 716th Division was a classic static Fortress Division made up of two under-strength German infantry regiments, supported by horse-drawn 105mm artillery. It lacked any significant armour and was equipped with a miscellany of foreign heavy weapons, plus a limited number of 75mm and 88mm anti-tank guns. Suspecting a quiet night due to the weather, it was at a low level of alert when the Allied bombers and naval gunfire began blasting its positions as dawn broke. For two hours it had suffered a devastating weight of bombardment, but much of the bombing had missed its targets and the heavy gunfire from the ships could not neutralise every position. As the fire lifted and the dust and smoke began to clear, stupefied Wehrmacht soldiers dug out weapons from collapsed trenches, cleared out the clogging sand from breeches and barrels and readied their machine guns and mortars against the landing craft heading towards them from the grey murk of the Channel as their artillery began to fire.


At the edge of the small village of Le Hamel on the western side of Gold Beach, the crew of a captured 77mm Polish gun remained untouched in the concrete encasement of their bunker. A thick reinforced flanking wall spur on the seaward side of the gun emplacement had helped protect them from the worst of the Allied firepower. It also prevented them from firing out to sea, but their position gave them an excellent field of fire to shoot enfilade across the beach above the waterline, from the narrow firing embrasure that looked out over several hundred yards of sand to their front. Stood to around their gun, the crew at le Hamel watched and waited.


The LCTs continued to plough through the heaving ocean towards the ever-closing line of sandy beach. They had passed the planned launching point of 6000 yards, but still they pressed on as the distance to the shore reduced and the sporadic fire of German ranging shells began to bracket them. Estimating that the fast-running tide and heavy sea state threatened to swamp the DDs, the skippers of the LCT flotillas had consulted with the tank squadron commanders and decided to launch the swimming tanks as close in as possible to increase their chances of making it to the beach. It was a brave decision on behalf of the naval crews, as by reducing one risk they increased another. As the distance to the shore shortened, the accuracy and concentration of the enemy’s fire increased. Thick angry columns of white water shot up in the sea around them and mortar bombs sent up fountains of soaking spray when the LCTs came into range of the smaller calibre weapons, as the yards between the tight-packed vessels and the land continued to count down. Many of those that had survived the fighting in the desert thought that they were pushing their luck.


Through the waves splashing over the bow ramps, the commanders stationed on the back of the Shermans could make out the square features of seafront villas on the shoreline and the grey squat outline of pillboxes, marked by the jagged muzzle flashes of their machine guns. The pitter-patter of small-arms fire striking the metal superstructure of the landing craft was audible over the din, as the order was given to inflate the DD screens. The valves of the compressed-air bottles were opened and rubber tubes and support struts stiffened as the canvas round the tanks began to rise. From his vantage point at the rear of his Sherman, Lieutenant Stuart Hills of C Squadron could see that some of the other landing craft were lagging behind, while others forged ahead as his own vessel began to slow. The decision to bring the LCTs closer into the shore required all the skill of the coxswains to navigate through the thicket of semi-submerged mine-tipped anti-shipping obstacles that protruded from the waterline near the shore, but it also meant that the ordered line-abreast formation of landing craft began to break down. As the military maxim that no plan survives first contact with the enemy began to play out, the men of the Sherwood Rangers were about to find out how their DD equipment, training and Allied preparations would stack up.


The wallowing motion of Hills’ LCT began to ease as its skipper brought it to a dead stop 700 yards out from the beach and gave the order to lower the ramp. Sailors released the forward hawser mechanism and the bow ramp slid down on its cable chain to within two feet of the water and then slapped down hard on to the surface in a shower of foaming spray. Hills could see other LCTs were also dropping their ramps, but noticed that some were pushing past them and continuing on towards the beach, including at least one landing craft that carried a mix of Funnies on its deck. Hills’ concern was to get his own tank launched and he ordered the driver to begin advancing towards the ramp. The rest of the crew stood on the tank’s decks and braced themselves against the canvas sides of the flotation screen to help keep it taut when it entered the water. The steering levers were released and they felt the tracks bite into the steel deck. Then the tank started to move, as a salvo of shells burst around them. One landed close ahead of them, one struck the starboard beam and the third shell hit the ramp. Its exploding shrapnel was channelled round the sides of Hills’ tank and struck men standing on the backs of the Shermans lined up behind them, wounding the Squadron’s second in command, Captain Bill Enderby, and a senior NCO.


The enemy gunners had their range and the open bow ramp door was not a place to hang about. Hills shouted at his driver to keep going and the DD tanks edged down the ramp and nosed into the swell. The Sherman bobbed like an ungainly inverted Chinese lantern, as the rear of the tracks dropped off the ramp and buoyancy took effect, the crew pushing hard against the canvas screen, which was bowing with the pressure of the waves. But the tank was already sinking. Its belly plates had been holed by the shellfire and the tank began to ship water. The crew operated the bilge pump frantically, until the water pouring up through the forward crew hatches indicated that it was a lost cause and Hills gave the order to abandon the tank. The decks were awash as the crew scrambled into their small inflatable aircrew dinghy and managed to pull away just in time to watch their tank slip below the surface. Hills’ tank was one of eight Sherwood Ranger DD tanks that foundered at sea, but worse was to come for some of the armour that made it to the beach.


The disintegration of the planned order of arrival, caused by the shellfire and sea conditions, meant that some of Hobart’s Funnies were landing ahead of their intimate battle-tank support. As Hills’ DD began to founder, a Sherman flail tank was already wading ashore through the surf in front of modified Churchill tanks belonging to the Engineers. Clearing the water to its track-line, it blew off its waterproofing and engaged the drive to the large metal rotating drum extending from the front of the vehicle. The heavy ball chains fixed to the drum started to beat the ground in front of the tank in a thrashing blur of metal, sand and exploding mines. The tank’s driver selected a gear, eased the clutch and the flail started to move forward up the beach to begin clearing the first of several lanes through the minefield. As it moved beyond the waterline of the incoming tide, it broke into the left-hand arc of the concrete-encased gun situated on the edge of Le Hamel. When its first target nosed into view, the 77mm fired with a resounding high-velocity crack and seconds later the flail was a burning wreck of flames and belching thick black oily smoke. The Le Hamel gun had claimed its first victim.


In one of the DDs from B Squadron, Trooper Bert Jenkins felt the reassuring sound of the tracks grinding on the sloping shingle of the beach, as his tank made it to the shore and he prepared to jump into the lap gunner’s seat at the front of the Sherman. Water poured from the running gear as the tank drove clear from the sea and stopped to disengage its propellers and drop its canvas screen at the water’s edge. But Jenkins’ relief was to be short-lived. As he dropped into his seat, the tank was engaged by a burst of heavy machine-gun fire from a German position among the grass-topped sand dunes at the head of the beach. The next moment there was a blinding flash, as the tank was hit by a 77mm round that set fire to the vehicle’s spare fuel and the collapsing screen of canvas. Lieutenant Monty Horley ordered his men to bail out. Jenkins and two other crew members dropped into the shallow water and took shelter at the rear of the tank. In another B Company tank, Sergeant Bill Digby heard the troop commander reporting frantically on the radio that his tank was on fire until Horley’s voice stopped abruptly in mid-sentence and the net went dead.
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