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Halcyon Days


‘Battles are usually fought, not as they ought to be fought, but as they can be fought; and while the literary man is laying down the law at his desk as to how many troops should be moved here, and what rivers should be crossed there and where the cavalry should be brought up and when the flank should have been turned, the wretched man who has to do the work finds the matter settled for him by pestilence, a want of shoes, empty stomachs, heavy rains, hot suns and a thousand other stern warriors who never show on paper.’
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ABOUT THIS BOOK


‘If there is one thing worse than fighting a war with Allies it is fighting a war without them.’


WINSTON S. CHURCHILL


This is a book about the largest battle that ever took place in Western Europe, the three-month struggle from D plus 1 – June 7,1944 – to September 1, 1944 ... the Battle of Normandy. During that time more than 2,000,000 soldiers, American, British, Canadian, French, German and Polish, struggled for mastery in Normandy, the Allied effort backed by the strategic and tactical air forces, the bombardment warships of the Royal Navy and the US Fleet, and a supply and logistical system unmatched in military history. The prime aim of this book is to provide an account of that mighty struggle aimed squarely at the general public in the United States, Britain and Canada.


In the course of researching and writing it, however, another aim has arisen. This book also attempts to analyse the Normandy battle, to reduce its complexities to a digestible amount and, in particular, address some of the myths that have grown up about the conduct and outcome of this campaign since the end of the Second World War. In order to do so it draws heavily on the experiences of the Allied soldiers who fought in that campaign.


All wars attract myths; these can range from the fantastical – the ‘Angels of Mons’ in 1914, for example – to orchestrated attempts to destroy the reputations of the commanding generals of the Great War or portray Air Marshal Sir Arthur Harris and the aircrews of RAF Bomber Command as war criminals in the Second World War. I have tackled the last two sets of myths – for myths they surely are – in previous books and in the process discovered my own niche in the field of military history – as a myth-buster.


I have to point out that when it comes to examining a myth, from the professional point of view I do not care if it is true or not; either would suit my professional purposes equally well and it is essential to maintain some distance, if only in the interests of objectivity. On a personal level, it is pleasant to record that I have so far found the various allegations made against my country’s former commanders totally lacking in truth – or easily destroyed by putting the situation in context. To do that takes a great deal of time and could probably not be done at all without the help of a great many people, notably – even preferably – those with some experience of war at the sharp end.


This book draws on official histories, on the published memoirs of the participants from Commanding General to Second Lieutenant, on divisional accounts and regimental histories. However, these official accounts are illustrated wherever possible by the private accounts of the Normandy veterans themselves, accounts which reveal just how difficult and bitter this battle could be; Sydney Jary and Les Wager’s accounts of infantry fighting illustrate the problems created by the German superiority in automatic weapons far more clearly than any dry account from an official history.


In an on-going attempt to avoid bias, national sources have been used to describe national accounts; American accounts have been used for American exploits, British accounts for the Second Army battles, Canadian accounts for the actions of Canadian units and so on. The overall aim has been to produce a balanced, factual and readable account of the entire Normandy campaign.


That at least was the original aim and that part of the aim has not changed. This book is still, I hope, balanced, factual and readable and covers the entire campaign from D plus 1, June 7, to September 1 when General Eisenhower took command of the field armies in France and the ‘invasion phase’, fought under General Montgomery, was finally over.


I also hope that this account is fair to the commanders and – above all – fair to the troops on the ground in 1944 who had to do the fighting – and far too often the dying. Fairness is always necessary in military history but it seems particularly important in the case of the Battle of Normandy, for over the last sixty years or so the events of this campaign have become steadily submerged in myth. As a British historian, I hope it is myth for – put simply – the myth of Normandy is this:


‘The strategy developed, and plan prepared for Operation Overlord by the Allied Ground Force Commander, the British General Sir Bernard Law Montgomery, was flawed in concept and failed to work in practice. Eventually, frustrated by the failure of Montgomery’s strategy and the caution and timidity of the British and Canadian troops, American forces under Generals Eisenhower, Bradley and Patton seized the initiative, revised the plan, broke out in the west, drove back the German forces in disarray, to win the Normandy battle – and then the war.


‘All this they would have done much sooner if the British and Canadians had not sat in their trenches drinking tea – American historians never fail to mention tea – while the US forces did all the fighting. The outcome of the Normandy battle – so goes the allegation – would have been far more conclusive if the aforesaid British and Canadians had not again been “timid” and “cautious” and “slow” at Falaise, thereby allowing the German Army to escape across the Seine.’


That is the myth, and a pervasive one. One purpose of this book is to discover how much truth there is in this myth ... or, indeed, whether there is any truth in it at all. It is not my intention to write a ‘revisionist’ history, still less to switch these painful accusations from the British and Canadians to the Americans; nothing is gained by such chauvinism.


Apart from having the greatest respect for the American front-line soldier of the Second World War, many of whom I know personally, I have attempted (see above) to insulate myself from any retaliatory temptations by using US accounts for US actions – and so with the actions of other nations. I have attempted to discover not simply what happened but why it happened; this search for a reason often reveals that some much-criticised action is simply common sense and my personal belief, reached before writing a word of this book, is that the forces engaged in Normandy – American, British, Canadian, Polish – yes, and German, all did their very best in very difficult circumstances. Even so, the myth continues to flourish.


The ‘myth’ of Normandy is therefore the ‘back story’ of this book; the story that began during the battle, the one that has increasingly taken over from any stark, factual account in the decades since and done considerable damage to the reputations of competent commanders and brave men. Reading the histories and memoirs of the battle in Normandy – and I have done little else for the past three years – one comes away with the impression that the fighting among the Allied generals, in the field and at SHAEF, during and after the battle, was waged with greater ferocity than the battle itself.


In the process much of the necessary balance that should inform a historical account has gone out the window and needs to be retrieved. Examining this ‘back story’, or myth, underpins much of this book, for in the course of researching and writing it became evident that no objective picture of the Normandy campaign as a whole, or many of the battles of that campaign, is now possible without first clearing away the accusations made about the way the battle was fought, tactically as well as strategically, and distributing praise and blame with an even hand.


The weight of these accusations, of incompetence, slowness and timidity, rests mainly on the British Second Army and in particular on the British soldiers, and I have therefore been at some pains to feature these British soldiers in this book so that readers – American as well as British – may judge for themselves what sort of men they were. Accusations as to the grit and competence of the British Army flourish in many US accounts and the belief laid out above – let us not call it a myth until we have examined the campaign in detail – is perpetuated at the present time and into the future by the US media, notably by a series of films which are gradually air-brushing the British out of Allied history – and even out of their own. That process too should be considered.


This process had been going on for decades and began even as the war ended with Burma Victory, a motion picture in which US paratroopers won the war against the Japanese in the Far East. More recently the movie U-571 had the US Navy capturing a naval Enigma machine from a U-boat – a feat actually performed by the crew of HMS Petard, two British sailors dying in the attempt when the U-boat sank under them.


Every nation is fully entitled to sing the praises of its own heroes and claim the credit for its own victories. Although there was some adverse comment from British veterans and the British press that the Stephen Spielberg film Saving Private Ryan, covering events on and after the landing on Omaha, did not feature or refer to the British and Canadian landings elsewhere on the Normandy coast, this particular complaint seems unfair. No British historian can complain that Saving Private Ryan did not feature British soldiers since there were few Britons on Omaha beach on June 6, other than among the landing craft crews.


After all, no Americans appear in British films like The Dam Busters or The Cruel Sea, two movies that restrict their accounts, quite correctly, to the British, Canadian and Australian contribution. Although The Dam Busters does record the participation on the dams raid of Joe McCarthy, an American member of No. 617 Squadron – and rightly so – The Dam Busters and The Cruel Sea record the exploits of the British and their Commonwealth allies. One still wonders if these two British films have ever been widely shown in the United States?


It appears that while our two nations stand shoulder-to-shoulder in times of trouble, the Americans do tend to hog the limelight when the histories come to be written and the movies get to be made. It is also regrettable, for example, that in Saving Private Ryan, the only reference to the British and Canadian participation in the Normandy landings, thirty seconds shoe-horned into 162 minutes of screen time, is a conversation between two American officers, one commenting that nothing much was happening as, ‘Monty had yet to take Caen’ and the other replying, ‘That man’s over-rated’. One wonders what script consultant was responsible for that remark.


Talking to British veterans – a dwindling number – it is clear that this steady erosion of their war from the public conscience, even in Britain, is causing them anger and distress. More and more of the general public, in Britain as well as in the USA – the people to whom this book is addressed – are clearly unaware that the British and Canadians fought in Normandy at all; on the visits made to Normandy for this book it was noticeable that while crowds and coaches were plentiful in the car park at the US Cemetery at Colleville–St Laurent above Omaha – the cemetery featured in the movie on what must surely soon be called the Private Ryan Coast – the British cemetery in Bayeux and the Canadian and Polish cemeteries on the road to Falaise were deserted.


If this erosion of British history continues, where will it end? And if British history continues to be borrowed, altered and distorted, and the process seems unstoppable, what will be left from Britain’s long and glorious history in arms that has not been filched, denigrated and exploited by somebody else?


Nor is this erosion only coming from the film makers. Visiting New Mexico recently I noticed that the local newspaper, The New Mexican, was announcing a lecture by a professor from the University of New Mexico, ‘on how the United States cracked the Enigma code’. A letter to the paper produced an apology and an assurance that the professor was well aware that the Enigma code was cracked by the British – with due thanks to the Poles – at Bletchley Park in England, long before the United States entered the war at the end of 1941. It is not clear that The New Mexican ever carried a correction of their original statement for the benefit of the public.


More recently, a book on the Great War – engagingly entitled The Myth of the Great War – by the Professor of English Literature at Loyola University in New Orleans claims that the Great War was won by the American Expeditionary Force, that the British Army was routed at Mons and that, to quote John Hughes-Wilson’s wonderful review in the RUSI Journal, ‘the two decisive battles of the First World War, at Belleau Wood and the Meuse–Argonne, saw the AEF force the German Army back single-handed while the ineffectual British and French commanders looked on with a mixture of jealousy and admiration’.


Belleau Wood and the Meuse–Argonne were hard-fought battles but, my American friends, let us not get carried away here; US participation in the First World War was brief. Besides, to return to the question, where will it all end? If this sort of thing continues it cannot be too long before some American academic reveals how the US contingent played a decisive part in beating the French at the battle of Agincourt in 1415 while the ‘cautious’ and ‘timid’ British archers looked on in watchful admiration.


Military historians are also somewhat eager to denigrate the British. In his well-regarded book Decision in Normandy, Carlo d’Este devotes an entire chapter, Chapter 16 – The Price of Caution – to a highly critical appraisal of the British Second Army in Normandy. Then, on page 297, Mr d’Este adds an explanatory footnote: ‘This is not to suggest that the US forces had no problems of their own.’ This brief comment is quite true, as we shall see, but twenty-eight pages criticising the British Army in great detail and at every level is not balanced by a one-line footnote. A balanced account has to do better than that. The Second Army certainly made mistakes in Normandy but – as this book will reveal – so did all the other armies. To state or even imply that only the British Second Army was in trouble in Normandy is offensive to the veterans and a travesty of the facts.


It would be perfectly easy to write a critical account of any of the armies in Normandy. A full examination of the evidence reveals that all the Allied armies – and the German armies – had problems during that campaign; to put the Second Army’s performance in perspective you have to put it in context. That can only be done by considering the performance of the other armies – as well as the varied strength and quality of the opposition they were facing. That takes time but the result is revealing.


It is also noticeable how some historians will seek to denigrate the British even to the point of being remarkably petty-minded. Take, for an example of this particular trend, two accusations in Norman Gelb’s Ike and Monty: Generals at War. On page 285 alone, after mentioning that Monty ‘seemed driven to giving gratuitous offence’, Mr Gelb cites two attempts by Monty to denigrate Eisenhower, one ‘discourteous’ and the other ‘impertinent’ – at least according to Mr Gelb.


Gelb first relates how, when Ike arrived in London in January 1944, Monty was discourteous in not being on hand to greet him, having left to review troops in Scotland. The second ‘offence’ came a week later when, according to Mr Gelb, Montgomery deliberately took over Ike’s car parking space at Norfolk House. As readers will appreciate, this is serious stuff in the context of the Second World War but let us just think about those two accusations for a moment.


Ike arrived in London on the late evening of January 15 – not, as Mr Gelb claims, on January 13 – Ike says in his memoirs1, that he ‘reached England on the evening of the second day’. Ike had left the USA on January 13 and arrived in London via Washington, Gander, Iceland and – London being fogbound – Prestwick in Scotland. At Prestwick he took a train for London and by the time he arrived in the British capital Ike had been travelling for two days.


We are not talking Concorde here. Ike had been travelling for the best part of two days in a cold, noisy, draughty, World War Two transport aircraft and then on a slow, cold, wartime British train. By the time Ike reached London that night what Ike needed was a stiff drink, a hot bath and his bed. What he did not need was the sight of General Montgomery with an armful of clipboards and a mouthful of questions, demanding urgent answers to important problems. Mr Gelb admits that Ike did not actually hold a conference of his commanders for another week – until January 22 – the interim being spent on meeting the King, Winston Churchill and various other dignitaries – and recovering from his journey. Did Ike really want – or need – to see Monty on the night he arrived?


As for the car parking incident – surely not a major concern for high commanders during a World War – this took place at that first Allied commanders’ meeting on January 22. Mr Gelb mentions that Ike had a driver, the beguiling Miss Kay Summersby, but fails to appreciate that generals in the British Army also have drivers. Monty’s driver would have dropped Monty at the front door of Norfolk House and then been directed by the Military Police to the car park; if anyone is to blame for this car parking ‘impertinence’ it has to be Monty’s driver.




To whinge about a parking space when the generals are about to plan the invasion of Normandy is ludicrous, but when it comes to disparaging Montgomery – and the British – any accusation, however feeble, will apparently serve. I am sure my American friends and readers will appreciate how offensive to British veterans this sort of thing can be – and yet it continues.


This chauvinistic bias does great harm. It does harm to historical truth and harm to the mutual respect that one Allied nation should have for another – especially when their young men have shared the traumas of war and died in great numbers fighting a common foe. It gives me no pleasure to point this out but it certainly needs pointing out.


One final point. There is no wish on my part to turn this sort of history round and eliminate the American soldier from his due and fair share of the credit for the victory in Normandy – and award all the credit to the British and Canadians. I have the greatest respect for all the soldiers of the Second World War, not least the American soldiers and disparaging another nation’s brave young men is not what I do.


This is an attempt to be even-handed about the Normandy campaign, to balance up the accounts and explore the popular myths. In the process I asked the many people who read this book in draft – including my American advisor and most friendly critic, Steve Weiss, once of the US infantry and now of the Department of War Studies at King’s College, London – to check my facts and query my opinions, but to come down very hard indeed if they thought I had been unjust or unfair to anyone. How far I have succeeded in that task the readers can judge for themselves.











[image: image]


1 D-DAY   JUNE 6,1944


It had always been difficult to imagine D plus.


NORMAN SCARFE 3rd Infantry Division, Second Army


Nightfall on D-Day, June 6, 1944, brought little rest to the Allied soldiers in the Normandy beachhead. The surging tide came in again, bringing with it a number of wrecked landing craft, much débris and a quantity of bodies. From overhead came the constant drone of aircraft, either the heavy bombers of RAF Bomber Command heading for targets in France or Germany or, less frequently, the irregular beat of German aero-engines as enemy aircraft cruised above the beachhead, dropping the occasional mine or bomb. Meanwhile the build-up ashore continued.


Allied transports continued to disgorge men into the smaller landing craft, reinforcements heading for the depleted units ashore. Further out, beyond the irregular line of anchored transports, warships of the Royal and US Navies, cruisers, battleships and monitors, stood out in periodic bursts of red and yellow flame as their guns responded to appeals for support from the troops on shore. So the night wore on, until midnight came. Then D-Day – 6 June, 1944 – was over. The Allied armies had their long-awaited foothold on the enemy coast of France and the battle for Normandy was about to begin.


Ralph Conte, a bombardier-navigator with the US Ninth Air Force, records the Normandy beachhead on the evening of D-Day:1


Our Bomb Group, flying A-20 attack bombers, flew two missions that day, the second at 2000hrs. Weather was a factor, low cloud causing flying at under 2000ft; we normally would not take off in such weather but this day was different and we had to go. We bombed at 1700ft with no fighter cover and we did not need it on the first mission but small-arms fire and tracer was reaching up we were so low.
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A multitude of ocean-going vessels were massed in the Channel, all heading towards Normandy. This sight was awesome to our eyes but the sight of the landing beaches that evening was another thing what with men and equipment strewn all over the shore and the vessels bouncing around in the white-capped waves, trying to get their men or cargoes ashore before they faced capsize or crashes. On the second mission we met anti-aircraft fire, causing the loss of three planes with ten crew members and although the rest of the Group got back safely that evening, all had flak damage.


The overall reaction on the evening of D-Day, in the beachhead, in Britain and the USA, was one of joy, even exhilaration. Operation Overlord, so long in the planning, so complicated in execution, had apparently come off and the relief was considerable for this Normandy invasion had always been a gamble. Such a gamble that even before the troops went ashore, the Supreme Allied Commander, the US General Dwight D. Eisenhower, had prepared a message for the press and public, accepting all the blame for Overlord’s failure.


This message was never distributed. By 2359hrs on June 6, Allied forces were ashore at five points on a fifty-mile front around the bay of the Seine, from the Ranville heights east of Ouistreham to the eastern side of the Cotentin peninsula north of Carentan. From those hard-won toe-holds strong patrols were already moving inland, ‘pegging-out claims’, in the words of their Ground Force Commander, the man directly responsible for the landing, the British general, Bernard Law Montgomery. His troops – American, British, Canadian – were now probing the enemy defences and preparing to hold the ground they had gained against those German counter-attacks that must soon come in.


Beyond the beaches, on the sandy bluffs and in the shell-torn coastal towns, the Allied tank crews and infantry settled down for the night, digging their slit trenches and foxholes, brewing a hot drink, grabbing a mouthful of food, sending back the wounded, burying their dead, the night broken by a thousand small and vicious fire fights. During that night their spirits fell somewhat. For the past six months every thought and effort had been devoted to the task of getting ashore; little thought or time had been devoted to what might happen after that. The realisation that the violent day they had just endured was only the start of the battle came as the soldiers waited in the dark, the exhilaration – the adrenaline rush of action – slowly wearing off.


Further inland, beyond the German defensive positions, the minefields, riflepits and pillboxes of the Atlantic Wall, thousands of British and American airborne troopers, scattered across the Norman countryside on the previous night by high winds, were still seeking their units. So, slowly, as the night of D-Day changed into the grey dawn of D plus 1, the Allied units in Normandy began to get their second wind – and the myths that would eventually surround the Battle of Normandy began to accumulate.


H. John Butler, now of British Columbia, Canada, then a private in the 7th (Greenjackets) Battalion of the Parachute Regiment gives an example of the myths surrounding the taking and holding of the Caen canal and Orne river bridges at Bénouville at midnight on June 5–6. As all the world knows, these bridges were taken by a company of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry led by Major John Howard, after landing by glider in a coup de main. John Butler gives another slant on this well-known story:2


I was 19 years and 5 days old on D-Day and serving in 9 Platoon, ‘D’ Company, 7 Para, a unit commanded by Lt Colonel Geoffrey Pine-Coffin, MC. The Company was the assault company, charged to reach the Caen canal and the Orne and attempt a river and canal crossing if the bridges had been blown. My platoon jumped from a Stirling bomber and about 40 people made it to the battalion DZ near Ranville on the east bank of the Orne, from where we set off for the bridges, myself in the lead as scout.


At the bridges the first thing I saw was a very young and very dead German, with both legs blown off below the knee, obviously from a grenade. This was the first dead person I had ever seen and the sight pulled me up; others dashed past me and I quickly joined them. On the far – west – side of the canal it seemed pretty quiet except for exploding ammunition in a burning half-track near the Bénouville Mairie. Here I joined up with the others of my platoon and we were sent on patrol.


At dawn we ran into a Jerry patrol, larger than ours. After a bit of a fight we were forced back into our battalion perimeter around the bridges, where we joined the other defenders. When it got relatively quiet, I was able to get down to the canal and drop my pants to bandage a flesh wound in my thigh. Having done that, I felt nauseous and in need of a drink so I went to the canal bridge in search of one. While I was there, a barge came into view from the direction of Caen, apparently armed with a 20mm cannon and a machine-gun. An officer appeared and ordered six of us to deal with it but just as we were about to sally down the bank there was a loud ‘bang’ from the opposite bank, a large piece flew off the superstructure of the barge and it beat a hasty retreat. I found out later that there was a German anti-tank gun mounted by the east side of the bridge and one of Major Howard’s coup de main party had used it.


By the now-famous Pegasus Bridge café I then saw a White scout car and a Bren gun carrier opposite with a sergeant and a section of Royal Engineers, and it was these sappers, not the Commandos, who were the first seaborne troops to get through to us – this was about noon on June 6. They had kept clear of the road and followed a tramway parallel to the canal without incident. Their task was to survey the canal for a Bailey bridge if, as expected, the existing bridge had gone.


The Gondrée café was being used as our Aid Post. I asked the medic if he had anything to drink and he told me to knock on the inner door and ask the occupants. The door was opened by a little man, M. Gondrée, badly in need of a shave. He kissed me on the cheek and when I asked for a drink, went inside and was back in a couple of minutes with an armload of muddy champagne bottles. He poured out two glasses and we toasted each other and he was going to pour some more when he said, ‘You don’t want a glass, do you?’ – in perfect English, and gave me the bottle. Just then one of the medics said he could hear the bagpipes.


The first thing I saw when I went back outside was a couple of Sherman tanks at the T-junction up the road by the Mairie. Then the pipes grew louder and round the corner came Lord Lovat with a piper at one side and another soldier, I presume his bodyguard, on the other. He looked neither to right or left but marched on down to the bridge as if he was strolling on his Highland estate. The only weapon he had in his hand was his swagger cane and he was starting across the bridge like that when the clang of a sniper’s bullet made him realise that discretion was the better part of valour and he and his party scampered across. If he chatted with the coup de main party it was out of my sight.


The story of Lovat and Howard shaking hands at the bridge on D-Day is pure fiction. When Brigadier Lovat led his men down to the bridge he did not stop or talk to anyone. Nor was he wearing a white roll-necked sweater and carrying a hunting rifle, as shown in the Darryl Zanuck movie The Longest Day. He was correctly dressed in battledress, with collar and tie, and walked out of my sight in this manner. Neither was there any back-slapping or any gathering of Airborne and Commandos at the western end of the bridge, as is depicted on the 50th Anniversary stamp for example. The bridge and its approaches were under sniper and mortar fire and had there been any lingering there would have been heavy casualties. Indeed, I never saw a red beret on D-Day; we stuck to our steel helmets.


Heavy sniping and shelling commenced as the Commandos dashed across the bridge in batches, covered by smoke from smoke grenades. I was then told to go with the rest to the south of Bénouville, to reinforce ‘A’ Company, and this we did, joining the defence and having a busy time until about 2100hrs, when the sky was filled with tugs and gliders and they came swooping down, first to our rear and then to our front. This broke up a heavy attack that had been forming and after the Oxfordshire and Bucks had cleared our front from their gliders, things eased up a bit until the seaborne infantry from the Warwickshire Regiment arrived and took over. I made my way back to the bridge and met up again with my platoon and we were able to cross to the east side of the bridge for a rest; after 21 hours of battling, nothing was more welcome.


These are not the reminiscences of an old man. I kept a diary of my 40 days in Normandy and I could have written up D-Day much more graphically, but at the time I never gave a thought to the historical significance of the battle. That is what happened at the bridge as I saw it happen, at the time. The first seaborne troops there were sappers, not Commandos; Howard and Lovat did not meet on the bridge; Lovat was not in a white sweater and carrying a rifle; the bridge defenders when the Commandos arrived in the early afternoon, were from 7 Para, not the Ox and Bucks, there were no tanks around in the night. I was there and that is the truth ... but the myth is different.


The popular version has the coup de main party of the Ox and Bucks, under Major John Howard, gallantly seize the bridges and gallantly hold them until relieved from the sea by the Commandos and then still holding on until finally relieved by seaborne infantry. What happened to the 7th Bn of the Parachute Regiment? We don’t rate a mention.


Stephen Ambrose’s book on Pegasus Bridge, though it gives 7 Para more credit than most, still perpetuates the myth that Major Howard’s party was being reinforced by 7 Para. In fact, we relieved Howard’s party and they went into reserve. In accordance with 6th Airborne Div. orders and as the senior officer, Lt Colonel Pine-Coffin took command at the bridge from Major Howard and placed Howard’s force in reserve, east of the bridge. The time this took place is disputed; Major Howard says around 0230hrs and 0300hrs on June 6 and our unit diary says 0130hrs – which is the time given on the Pegasus Bridge plaque – and Colonel Pine-Coffin says he took over from Howard at the bridge at 0210hrs but, whatever the time, 7 Para took over the defence of the bridges that night, just after midnight D-Day and we held them as ordered for the rest of the day. The truth is that Howard’s D-Day exploit, while important, lasted about two and a half hours – maximum.


There is also some tale of German tanks blundering about Howard’s position in the night; it is very odd indeed that none of us in 7 Para saw these ‘tanks’ – and blundering in the dark is something that German tanks simply did not do. I read the account by a Sergeant Wagger who claimed to have knocked out a Panzer Mark IV near the bridge – I was closer to it and can tell you that this ‘tank’ was a half-track and had no gun. 7 Para saw little action during the night, but at first light probing attacks began around the perimeter, mostly by infantry but accompanied by some armour in the south.


These attacks were driven off but about mid-morning an infantry attack, accompanied by a Mark IV tank, broke through Bénouville into the village square where the Regimental Aid Post (RAP) had been established, machine-gunned and killed all the wounded, including those lying on stretchers and the unarmed Quaker medical orderlies. Our padre, the Reverend Parry, though a man of the cloth, took up a Sten gun to fight and was cut down trying to defend the wounded. Deeds like this have also been submerged in the Pegasus Bridge myth. Yes, Howard’s men took Pegasus Bridge, but 7 Para held it.


As a final point, on who did what at Pegasus Bridge that day, can I quote the casualty figures? Howard’s party lost two men killed, one in the moment of landing, and eight or ten wounded. 7th Parachute Battalion lost 68 men killed that day and had many more wounded. I tend to think of our dead as The Forgotten Heroes of the Lost Battalion and surely they deserve better? But soon we will all be gone and forgotten, heroes and cowards alike.


So, even here, around one famous incident on the first day of a three-month-long campaign, the myths accumulate. Awarding credit where credit is due is always a difficult task but then nothing about Operation Overlord, the Allied invasion of German-occupied France, is easy. Dr Charles Crawford went ashore on D-Day with a blood transfusion unit and provides an account of the beaches that evening and of his work in the next twenty-four hours:3


I was with No. 24 Field Transfusion Unit, or FTU, aged 24, and had just qualified when I was called up. 24 FTU must have been one of the smallest D-Day units and consisted of one Medical Officer – me – two orderlies, a driver, a 3-ton truck and 200 bottles of blood. Our job was to work with Field Surgical Units, dealing with casualties that had been so severely injured that they would never have made it back to hospital level; we worked in front of the guns and were treating people within say, 20 minutes of their being hit. These are the short notes from my diary:


‘Sailed about 0730hrs (on D-Day), in LCI – Landing Craft Infantry – sighted the French coast about 1900 hrs. Several areas of burning houses and HMS Warspite shooting inland with her 15-inch guns. First attempt at landing 1930hrs, then two more attempts after two German Me-109s had dropped bombs on the beach. Watched people in the next craft going in out of their depth and drowning. Then my turn came, gangway almost too steep to walk on and into the water. Shockingly cold and well over my waist. Leslie Brooks up to his chin. Got ashore, skirting a bloody great bombhole and found a Redcap (Military Police) to direct us to the marshalling area. Came across a dead British sergeant and six dead Jerries. Realised for the first time there was a war on at Lion-sur-Mer.


‘Went on till someone said, “I wouldn’t go on if I were you”. Jerry still had beach under fire. Went into potato patch and began to dig my first slit trench. Bloody cold and wet still, found some straw and bedded down and slept in spite of the noise. Up at 0130hrs – June 7. Lion all ablaze to eradicate snipers, started work at 0330hrs in an orchard. Casualties in three marquees but later overflowed out into the rain”.


‘Smell of flesh and blood. One casualty came in with hole in chest the size of a pencil; he looked very sick and when turned over my hand went into huge exit hole in his back. Worked until 1800hrs here, then sent off to work in another field, carried on until 0600hrs. Very glad of slit trench to sleep in. Carried on like that for four days until we got our clothes off and things gradually got organised.’




The Allies were ashore, the British and Canadians against stiff resistance eased by their specialised armour, the Americans without great difficulty at Utah but in the face of determined opposition from the German 352nd Division at Omaha where the D-Day casualties in just one of the 29th Infantry Division’s regiments are recounted by one survivor, Robert Slaughter:4


The Ist Battalion, 116th Infantry, landed on Dog Green sector of Omaha. Company ‘A’ lost 91 men killed and almost as many wounded – there are 200 men in an infantry company and less than 20 men from ‘A’ got across that beach. ‘B’ Company lost almost all its officers and almost as many men as ‘A’. My Company, ‘D’ Company lost 39 men killed and 32 wounded. On D-Day ‘D’ Company lost the Company Commander, 5 officers, the First Sergeant and 10 other non-commissioned officers killed and 10 other non-coms wounded. In all the 116th Regiment lost 800 men on D-Day, about a third of the men of the regiment that went ashore that day.


The fighting men, in close contact with the events ashore, large and small, had plenty to keep them occupied on D-Day but the Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force, Dwight D. Eisenhower, better known to his troops and the general public as Ike, and the Land Forces Commander for the invasion phase, Bernard Law Montgomery – better known as Monty – could do nothing for the moment but wait.


In the months since taking up their appointments in January 1944 and with ample assistance from their naval and air force colleagues, their staffs and various subordinates, these two generals had drawn up the final plan for Operation Overlord. In the long term, the success or failure of Overlord depended on their experience and judgement but for the moment they could only read the messages coming in from the various beachheads and try to evaluate how things were going. Few military operations go exactly to plan and not all the plans laid for D-Day had worked out in detail but as far as they could tell, on the night of D-Day – and with the possible exception of the American landing on the beach codenamed Omaha – matters were going reasonably well.


This book covers the events in Normandy after D-Day but battles do not come in neat packages, tightly sealed at both ends, even with the benefits of hindsight. What happened from D plus 1, the point at which this story opens, was affected by the events of D-Day itself, and what happened during the later Nor- mandy battles related to plans that had been laid down long before the first soldier stepped ashore. This being so, it would be as well to take a brief overview of what happened on that momentous day, what the main unit tasks were and then see how much of the original D-Day plan had actually come off – and how much remained to do before the plans for D plus 1 and afterwards could be put in train. This overview is given from the eastern end of the invasion area, north of the city of Caen.


The task of the British and Canadian units of the British Second Army on DDay was to land in the eastern half of the invasion area, press inland and occupy a bridgehead at the eastern end of the invasion coast which would include the vital heights east of the river Orne, a ridge running from Ranville to Troarn and the city of Caen, six miles inland. Taking and holding the Ranville heights – or Bois de Bavant ridge – as the main defence line for the eastern end of the bridgehead together with the vital bridges over the Orne and Caen canal was the particular task of the British 6th Airborne Division and how that was managed has been described in part by the account given above.


The ground force plan for Overlord had been drawn up by Montgomery – and approved by Eisenhower and the Combined Chiefs-of-Staff – and in that plan the city of Caen was to be taken – or effectively masked – on D-Day by the British 3rd Infantry Division of General Dempsey’s Second Army, coming ashore at Sword beach just west of Ouistreham at the mouth of the Caen canal. On their right flank came the 3rd Canadian Division, also of Second Army, landing on Juno beach by the small port of Courseulles and tasked to take the airfield at Carpiquet and the Caen to Bayeux road west of Caen and six miles inland. Then came the British 50th Infantry Division, landing on Gold beach around Arromanches and Le Hamel and charged with taking the city of Bayeux, seven miles inland.


Apart from any particular objectives, the overall task of every division landing that day – American, British, Canadian – was to take ground, gaining space for more troops, tanks and supplies and to absorb any German counter-attacks. The British and Canadian forces were also to seize open ground suitable for the development of airstrips – a particular requirement of the Allied Tactical Air Forces and the Deputy Allied Supreme Commander, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder; these areas lay south of Caen and around the existing airfield at Carpiquet. That apart, the British and Canadian forces had to link up their various beachheads and join them with those of the US divisions landing further west at Omaha and Utah to form one continuous Allied bridgehead. This Allied meeting was to take place on the coast at Port-en-Bessin, which lay in the British sector and would be taken on D-Day by No. 47 (Royal Marine) Commando.


The Commandos were to meet V Corps of General Omar Bradley’s First Army after two US divisions, the 1st and 29th Infantry Divisions had landed on Omaha beach. V Corps would move inland, also pegging out claims in the Bessin country south of Omaha, link up with the British to the west of Arromanches and with US airborne forces landing in the Cotentin – the Cherbourg peninsula – and with the US VII Corps landing at Utah beach. The prime task of VII Corps was to take the port of Cherbourg, which the VII Corps orders required as quickly as possible5 but they were tasked to link up with their airborne forces of the US 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions landing in the Cotentin and with men of V Corps coming west from Omaha.


Trying to establish the precise D-day objectives for the US assault divisions is not easy for the orders are complicated. For example, at one time the US forces had been tasked to take Carentan and Isigny on D-Day but, says the US Official History, ‘detailed planning showed this to be unduly optimistic’, and the capture of these two places was therefore to take place ‘as soon as the tactical situation permits.’ This order was then changed yet again to make Isigny a DDay objective for the US 29th Division but not, apparently, for V Corps, of which the 29th Division formed part ... at least until June 3, when the commander of V Corps, General Gerow, told his subordinate commanders that the 115th Infantry Regiment, the follow-up 29th Infantry unit landing on Omaha, should get to Isigny on D-Day if at all possible’.6 Such hesitation and uncertainty is understandable. No one could tell what would actually happen on the day – only that it would not happen as planned. Indeed, in his appreciation – or commander’s estimate – of the D-Day battle, issued on May 7, 1944, General Montgomery had already stated:


This represents the Commander-in-Chief’s intentions, as far as they can be formulated at this stage. Whether operations will develop on these lines must, of course, depend on our own and the enemy situation, which cannot be accurately predicted at this moment.


This point is all too true and would remain true for the entire Battle of Normandy and is a point that readers should note carefully. There is a widely held view that a commander’s intentions, once issued, are written in stone and that any shortfall in the plan, either in its management or execution, is a clear sign of failure. This is a misconception; military plans, however carefully laid out and explained are, at best, declarations of intent; the enemy has not been consulted and will have something to say on how they work out in practice.


That ‘no plan survives the first contact with the enemy’ is a well-known military dictum but some firm guidelines are still needed by the field commanders, partly to provide them with some framework for their actions in the form of objectives, but mainly to let the logistical planners estimate the demands that will be made upon them for supplies and reinforcements. With this framework they can have the resources available to meet these demands as the battle develops. As far as historians are concerned, establishing what the various declared preD-Day objectives were is essential in view of what happened later – and in view of the disputes that arose subsequently and continue to flourish to this day.


At this point we must turn to the plan prepared by Montgomery in the spring of 1944, a plan accepted by the Allied Supreme Commander, General Eisenhower, and explained to the Allied commanders in two presentations given by Montgomery at St Paul’s School in West London in April and May. At these meetings Montgomery declared what he intended to do – or would at least attempt to do. The point at issue here is the strategic plan for the conduct of the Battle of Normandy after the landing; there has never been any dispute about the landing operation on D-Day. This did not go entirely to plan either but then no one expected that it would; in the event it worked well enough to permit the troops to stay ashore, and that was considered a success.


The plan for the post-D-Day phase would be subject to change as the battle developed but the outcome of the battle as a whole would largely depend on what the field commander, General Montgomery, intended to do, and how far he succeeded in doing it. This plan provides the crux of the argument about the Battle of Normandy and therefore the core theme of this book, so it should be clearly understood now.


Montgomery’s plan for Overlord required7 ‘the British Second and Canadian First Armies to assault west of the river Orne and to develop operations to the south and south-east, in order to secure airfield sites and to protect the eastern flank of US First Army while the latter is capturing Cherbourg. In subsequent operations the Second Army will pivot on its left (Caen) and offer a strong front against enemy movements towards the lodgement areas from the east’.


It is worth reading that twice, to establish these tasks clearly. However, one of the major arguments about those ‘subsequent operations’ concerns the plan for the eventual breakout after the capture of Cherbourg. Those arguments should never have arisen for Montgomery explained his plan for the breakout at the final St Paul’s briefing on May 15. Having covered the points mentioned above, he stated that the British and Canadians would ‘contain the maximum enemy forces facing the eastern flank of the bridgehead (i.e. around Caen) while the US forces “once through the difficult bocage country” would thrust rapidly towards Rennes, seal off the Brittany peninsula, and wheel round towards Paris and the Seine, pivoting on the right flank of the British Second Army.’(author’s italics)


In short, the Allied breakout, when it came, would come on the western – or American – flank. That point was laid out in the original plan, three weeks before D-Day. This plan seems quite clear and why this decision – this plan – has been so frequently questioned by historians is hard to understand. General Omar Bradley, commander of the US First Army in Normandy, was certainly in no doubt about the plan, stating in his memoirs that ‘the British and Canadian armies were to decoy the enemy reserves on to their front on the extreme eastern edge of the Allied beachhead. Thus, while Monty taunted the enemy at Caen, we were to make our break on the long roundabout road towards Paris.’8 If the two Allied commanders in Normandy were clear about this plan at the time, it is hard to see why historians are still arguing about it sixty years later. Bradley also appreciated the need to hold firm on the eastern flank and take no risks there, ‘for it is towards Caen that the enemy reserves would race once the alarm was sounded’.


The main danger in the east came from the powerful German Fifteenth Army, currently deployed north of the Seine and kept there by the Allied deception plan, Operation Fortitude. Fortitude had convinced many German commanders that the actual Allied invasion would come in the Pas de Calais and that any landing elsewhere, as in Normandy, was only a feint. Therefore, one major task of the British Second Army and the Canadian First Army – when the latter took the field – was to guard against and if necessary fend off, any thrust west into Normandy by the German Fifteenth Army.


Montgomery’s orders continued: ‘The US First Army is to capture Cherbourg and to develop operations southward towards St-Lô in conformity with the advance of Second British Army. After the area, Cherbourg, Caumont– Vire–Avranches have been captured, the Army will be directed southwards with the object of capturing Rennes and then establishing our flank on the Loire and capturing Quiberon Bay’.


A study of the map on page 137 will be useful at this point. It reveals that the bulk of the land due for capture initially lay in the US First Army zone and this predominance would continue. When the Avranches to Vire line had been established, the Cotentin – or Cherbourg – peninsula cleared and the port of Cherbourg taken, the US Third Army, under General George Patton, would enter the fray, clear Brittany, seize the ports of St Nazaire, Nantes and Brest and cover the advance of the US First Army which, said Monty, ‘is directed N.E. with a view to operations towards Paris’.


As we shall see, not all of this happened in detail. However, the strategic plan for the Battle of Normandy was for the British to hold on in the east and keep that flank secure while the Americans seized the vital western ports, built up their forces there and then broke out to the east. That strategic plan did not change and that was the plan that eventually won the Battle of Normandy.


It is clear from these orders that Bradley’s US forces were always tasked to make the breakout – a view reinforced by the fact that the Americans alone had the strength to make the breakout when the time came. The British and Canadian forces were committing their last reserves of manpower in Normandy in June 1944; any build-up of forces thereafter must come from the USA. This accounts for the positioning of US forces in the west, close to the Atlantic ports where reinforcements from the USA could come ashore. So let the first two points be established; the eventual Allied breakout from the Normandy bridgehead would be made by the Americans in the west – and that had always been the plan.


This point is still disputed. Some accounts allege that Montgomery intended to break out in the east, south of Caen, hinge on Falaise and then press east across the Seine. From this arises the main myth, that the British and Canadian failure to do so eventually obliged the Americans to take over the direction of the Normandy campaign – and break out in the west. This notion can be dismissed, partly by the facts given in the previous paragraphs, partly by reference to the map. If the British broke out and headed east, as the myth makers claim they should have done, we would have had the curious spectacle of the larger US forces trailing along in the British–Canadian wake from the west or trying to dodge round their Allies to the south; neither of these courses seems credible.


The second point of dispute was on where the Allied line should pivot. Here again, Montgomery supplies the answer. The Allied line, initially facing south and west, should pivot to the north and east on Caen; Caen would, in military parlance, be the hinge of the campaign and hinges, by definition, do not move. That said, there are few absolutes in military affairs and there can be little doubt that Montgomery would have preferred to push south and make his eastern front hinge at Falaise since this would have given his forces more room and freed the beaches from shell fire – and given Tedder those airfields beyond Caen. As we shall see, for various reasons, this did not happen and the eventual Allied hinge came further west.


The last point of dispute is on what the British and Canadians would be doing while the US armies built up their forces for the breakout. Here again the strategic plan provides the answer. Apart from holding the eastern flank and protecting the US First Army advances in the west, they were to advance south and southeast of the Orne, with the aim of securing airfield sites on the Caen–Falaise plain. As we shall see, this did not happen either; no airfield sites were obtained south of Caen until the Germans were in full retreat from Normandy at the end of August. It is arguable that this did not matter very much; the Allied tactical air forces managed to operate successfully from bases in the UK or the many Allied airfields that were soon built in the bridgehead area. It did, however, provide useful ammunition for Montgomery’s enemies, at the time and since.


The final point concerns the timings, when all this was going to happen. The answer is again found in the strategic plan, which states that the Allied armies would have driven the Germans back to the Seine on or about D plus 90, say September 1. Various intermediate targets – phase lines – were introduced into the plan but these were largely, as stated above, for administrative reasons, to give the logistical planners some time frame. Indeed, when Lt Colonel C. P. Dawnay, Monty’s military assistant, was helping his chief prepare for the first presentation of plans on April 7, 1944, eight weeks before D-Day, he asked Montgomery where the phase lines should be drawn between D-Day and D plus 90?


Monty replied, ‘Well, it doesn’t matter, Kit – draw them where you like’.


‘Shall I draw them equally, Sir?’, asked Dawnay.


‘Yes, that’ll do’, replied Montgomery.9




Montgomery knew that whatever was intended two months before the landing would be altered the minute the troops went ashore. Even so, two other points need explaining. The first is that changes in plan in the course of the battle were only to be expected – and hardly matter if the overall aim of the campaign is kept broadly on track. The second point is that these changes would not have mattered, or provided so much ammunition to his enemies, if Montgomery had not insisted later that no changes were made to the plan and that matters after D-Day went exactly as he always intended. This is a point we shall discuss later, but for the moment we must return to the beginning of 1944.


Eisenhower set up his headquarters – SHAEF (Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force) – at Bushey, north-west of London, while Montgomery established his HQ at his old alma mater, St Paul’s School in Hammersmith, West London. An outline plan – the Initial Joint Plan – was submitted by Montgomery, for Eisenhower’s approval on February 1. After this was approved the detailed planning went on apace and the process culminated in a first presentation of plans – Exercise Thunderclap – on April 7.


Once the overall objectives have been set, military plans are prepared in detail from the ‘bottom-up’, from the lower echelons, for the very sensible reason that – within broad limits – the person responsible for executing a plan should have a major say in preparing it. Monty did not create a detailed, day-by-day plan, which he then imposed on the army commanders; nor did he insist on detailed compliance from his navy and air force colleagues. His chief concern was with the allocation of tasks, objectives and resources towards accomplishing the strategic aim. These tasks having been allocated to the various armies, the army commanders ‘with their associated Naval and Air Force authorities, produced detailed plans of action’.10


After Thunderclap, the whole Overlord project was examined yet again, some adjustments were made and the three joint Allied Commanders-in-Chief – Montgomery, Ramsey and Leigh-Mallory, representing the Allied Army, Navy and Air Forces – presented their plans to the Supreme Commander, General Eisenhower, to Prime Minister Churchill, General Smuts of South Africa, HM King George VI and the British Chiefs-of-Staff on May 15, three weeks before the actual invasion. This presentation was broadly in line with that given on April 7 and there is no reason to suppose that anyone was left in any doubt about the strategic plan or its viability. Indeed, in his opening address, General Eisenhower stated: ‘I consider it to be the duty of anyone who sees a flaw in the plan not to hesitate to say so.’


Monty, who had prepared this plan, decreed that the assault would be made on a frontage of two armies, with General Omar Bradley’s US First Army on the west and the General Sir Miles Dempsey’s British Second Army in the east. Tactical air support would be crucial and the First Army would be supported by the US Ninth Air Force, the Second Army by the RAF, Second Tactical Air Force (2nd TAF) – though in practice both air forces supported either army when the need arose.


Montgomery’s command would consist initially of his own 21st Army Group, then composed of the British Second Army under General Sir Miles Dempsey, the leading elements of the Canadian First Army under Lieutenant General Crerar – which would be activated later – and General Omar Bradley’s US First Army – again with General George Patton’s US Third Army landing later. During the invasion phase – a rather loose term without a definite end – the overall land force commander would be General Montgomery.


The point to note at this stage is the one about the invasion phase. Once the Allied armies were ashore, some of the assault units, notably the airborne and commando units, would be withdrawn for use elsewhere and replaced with ‘heavy’ infantry more suitably equipped for a continuous land offensive. In practice, as we shall see, it proved impossible to withdraw these troops, and the airborne divisions, British and American, and the two commando brigades, stayed in Normandy for much of the campaign.


In the original plan, when enough Allied divisions had gone ashore, General Eisenhower, in addition to his role as Supreme Commander, would take command of the land forces. Montgomery would then revert to command of 21st Army Group – which would contain the British Second and Canadian First Army – and Bradley would take command of a new formation, 12th US Army Group, which would consist of the US First Army, under General Hodges, and George Patton’s Third Army.


Now comes the first point of variance. The post-D-Day tasks were spelt out by Montgomery at his presentation on April 7 and repeated on May 15, and this must be the reliable version. However, in his memoirs11 Montgomery states: ‘Once ashore and firmly established my plan was to threaten to break out of the initial bridgehead in the eastern flank – that is in the Caen sector; I intended by means of this threat to draw the main enemy reserves on to this sector, to fight them there and keep them there, using the British and Canadian armies for this purpose.’


The object of this threat, he continues, was to draw the main German forces, especially his armoured forces, on to the British and Canadian front, and keep them there, grinding down his forces and sucking in his reserves. This is not what Montgomery proposed at the presentation in April, but rather an account of what happened later, on the ground in Normandy. In the event this hardly mattered; having got the Germans committed around Caen, Montgomery’s intention, as stated on May 15, that the US armies should break out of the bridgehead in the west, pivoting on Caen, was still a viable proposition. The armies would hinge somewhere and it should be as far east as possible, in order to present the widest possible front to the enemy and drive him back.


Having taken Cherbourg and St-Lô, the US armies would advance into Brittany, clear the ports there and swing east, moving north of the Loire and so up to the Seine by Paris. This part of the plan was based on two factors, the need for supply ports and a wish to destroy the enemy forces confronting the Allied armies in Normandy. Much of their destruction would be accomplished by the Allied tactical air forces and one task of the British and Canadian armies was to take ground for airstrips south of Caen so that the tactical air forces could bring their full weight to bear on the ground offensive without the need for the petrol-consuming cross-Channel flight. The Normandy campaign plan was therefore quite simple; a right-flanking attack with the British and Canadians holding the enemy in the east, protecting the American flank, while more US troops arrived, and providing the pivot for the eventual breakout.


On D-Day itself the main point worth noting is that only the two British divisions were tasked to take cities well behind the beaches – the 3rd Infantry Division to take Caen, eight miles inland, the 50th Division to take Bayeux, seven miles inland. Apart from the airfield at Carpiquet, which the 3rd Canadian Division were responsible for, the other Allied landing forces were – as already stated – mainly tasked to get ashore and get inland as far as possible before the Germans counter-attacked. Most of this was accomplished, on DDay or soon after it, but the failure of Second Army to take Caen on D-Day – ‘Monty’s failure’, as it is usually called – was to haunt the campaign and blight Montgomery’s reputation thereafter.
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2 CAEN AND THE ALLIED COMMAND  JUNE 7


As soon as we land, this business becomes primarily a business of build-up. For you can nearly always force an invasion, but you can’t always make it stick.


GENERAL OMAR BRADLEY A Soldier’s Story


With the strategic plan and the initial objectives for Overlord clarified, let us see what actually happened on D-Day, for events in the first twenty-four hours had a bearing on what came later. The landings, airborne and seaborne, had been badly disrupted by the weather, which in Normandy would remain generally foul for the rest of the summer, but by the morning of June 7 – D plus 1 – the troops ashore, if failing to achieve the planned advance anywhere but at Bayeux, had taken positions which would be crucial to future developments in the beachhead. They had not, however, taken the town of Caen or the airfield at Carpiquet, two of the stated tasks for D-Day.


The British 6th Airborne Division had seized the bridges over the Caen canal and the Orne at Bénouville at midnight on June 5–6 and on the morning of DDay, with the help of Lovat’s 1st Commando Brigade1 seized the vital Ranville heights which were to form the left or eastern flank of the bridgehead. The para-troopers of 6th Airborne and the commandos of Lovat’s brigade were by the afternoon of D-Day preparing to resist a strong attack supported by the tanks of 21 Panzer that could be heard rumbling about before their lines.


On the western flank of the bridgehead, in the Cotentin peninsula, the para-troopers of the US 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions, though more scattered than the British airborne units, had now taken the town of Ste-Mère-Église, linked up with the US 4th Infantry Division coming ashore on Utah and were now on the move, north towards Montebourg and Cherbourg, south into the flooded marshes around the town of Carentan. Although their losses had been heavy, more from bad luck and high winds than enemy action, all the airborne divisions were getting stronger by the hour as more men trickled in.


The seaborne landings present a more varied picture. These had been made at half-tide on the flood and since the tides in the bay of the Seine come in from the Atlantic, the American assault divisions, the 4th on Utah and the 1st and 29th Infantry Divisions on Omaha, had landed first. All the landings had been disrupted by the high seas and surf on the beaches. The Utah landings, by troops of Major General Lawton Collins’s VII Corps had gone well against light opposition apart from some long-range shellfire. The 4th Division troops landed some distance south of the correct beach but any confusion that might have arisen was quickly stamped on by the Assistant Commander of the 4th Infantry Division, Brigadier General Theodore Roosevelt Jr, son of the former US President, Theodore – Teddy – Roosevelt.


Although fifty-seven years old and by no means fit, General Roosevelt landed with the first wave, summed up the situation and declaring, ‘We’ll start the war right here’, ordered the first troops to advance inland and the supporting waves to come in behind them. On Utah, therefore, matters on D-Day largely went according to plan and the 4th Infantry Division – three regiments – or Regimental Combat Teams (RCT), each composed of three battalions plus artillery, tanks and engineers, the equivalent of a British brigade group, had linked up with the parachute units by mid-morning on D-Day and were pushing inland against light but stiffening resistance.


Fifteen miles away, on the north shore of the bay of the Seine, it was another story. The landings on Omaha by the US V Corps were little short of a disaster. The assault troops here came from the RCT of the 116th Infantry Regiment of the 29th Infantry Division, and the 16th RCT of the 1st Infantry Division, both of General Gerow’s V Corps. These units were pinned down on the beach for most of the morning, taking heavy casualties, unable to move forward in the face of drenching fire from artillery, machine-guns and riflemen on the bluffs overlooking the beach. This fire came from the well-entrenched, well-equipped and resolute German 352nd Infantry Division, which was carrying out an anti-invasion exercise along the Omaha beach when the Americans came ashore.




Helped by a thin but formidable array of prepared defences, the 352nd took a heavy toll of the US infantry. It was not until mid-afternoon that some of the 1st and 29th Infantry were able to penetrate these defences and lead their comrades inland. The two divisions took over 3,000 casualties along the three-mile strip of sand called Omaha but by nightfall they were off the beach and clinging to an area roughly three miles long and about a mile deep. It is arguable that American casualties on Omaha might have been fewer and their advance deeper if the US infantry had enjoyed more tank support and the help of the specialised armour employed by the British and Canadian divisions to the east. The US divisions had DD amphibious tanks but they were launched too far offshore and most of them foundered before reaching the beach.


Just along the coast from Omaha, the first of the two British infantry divisions to go ashore that morning, the 50th (Northumbrian) Division of the British Second Army, landed on Gold beach, between Arromanches and La Rivière, at around 0700hrs. They too met heavy opposition on the beach but fortunately the British infantry enjoyed close support from armoured units. Some of this was provided by DD (Duplex Drive) tanks – though most of the tanks landing on Gold were actually put directly ashore from landing craft. The British landings were also helped by the specialised armour of General Sir Percy Hobart’s 79th Armoured Division – generally known as ‘The Funnies’ – a variety of tanks adapted for special tasks.


This specialised armour, ‘Petard’ tanks to blast pillboxes, ‘Crocodile’ flame-throwing tanks, ‘Crabs’ flail tanks to beat a path through minefields and ‘Fascine’ tanks carrying baulks of timber to bridge gaps, together with bridging tanks, provided the British infantry with the wherewithal to get off the beach quickly, through the small towns and beach villas which, then as now, occupy this stretch of the Calvados coast. On Gold this specialised armour and the assault infantry was supported by the tanks of the Nottinghamshire Yeomanry and the 4/7th Dragoon Guards as well as by ground attack fighters and fighter-bombers of the RAF’s Second Tactical Air Force (2nd TAF). As a result, the 50th Division made the best advance of any Allied unit on D-Day and by nightfall was seven miles inland and about to capture the city of Bayeux.


Landing with this division was No. 47 (Royal Marine) Commando. This small unit had the task of advancing inland and then moving ten miles west, behind the enemy lines, to take the fishing port of Port-en-Bessin, the meeting place of the British and American armies. No. 47 Commando suffered severe losses of men and equipment even before getting ashore but by midnight on D-Day it had re-equipped with captured enemy weapons and was to take Port-en-Bessin at dawn on June 7.


Three miles to the east of Gold lay Juno beach. This beach straddled the oyster port of Courseulles at the mouth of the river Seulles and the resort town of St-Aubin-sur-Mer, a strip of coast defended by the German 716th Infantry Division. Juno was assaulted at 0745hrs by troops of the 3rd (Canadian) Infantry Division, the advance formation of General Crerar’s Canadian First Army, which had yet to form; 3rd Canadian Division was currently in Second Army. As at Gold, this part of the Normandy coast is lined with small resorts and holiday villas and the Canadians were involved in street fighting from the moment they waded ashore.


This led to a certain amount of delay, not least in the town of Bernières where, according to the Canadian Official History, ‘the 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade, complete with bicycles was waiting, crowded in the streets’. The divisional commander, Major General R. F. Kellner, went ashore soon after noon to sort matters out, and by mid-afternoon the 9th Brigade were on the move towards their D-Day objective, the airfield at Carpiquet and the Caen–Bayeux road.


Neither of these objectives were taken on D-Day and by the day’s end the Canadians had yet to link up with the 3rd (British) Infantry Division on their left. The gaps between the British and Canadian landing beaches here were to be closed with flanking advances made by two commando units, 48 (Royal Marine) Commando moving east from St-Aubin, 41 (Royal Marine) Commando moving west from Lion-sur-Mer. Both these units were heavily engaged on landing and could not close the gaps until late on June 7.


The last of the assaulting infantry divisions was the British 3rd Infantry Division, commanded by Major General T. G. Rennie, a unit in Lieutenant General J. T. Crocker’s I Corps, which went ashore on Sword beach between Lion-sur-Mer and the entrance to the Caen canal at Ouistreham. This division had a number of tasks and its three infantry brigades were supported by a quantity of armour and No. 4 Commando from Lovat’s 1st Commando Brigade which was tasked with taking the town of Ouistreham at the mouth of the Caen canal. The other units of the 1st Commando Brigade marched across country to reinforce the men of 6th Airborne at the Bénouville bridges and the Ranville heights. With No. 4 Commando engaged at Ouistreham, Rennie’s three infantry brigades were free to take their sector of the Normandy beachhead and then push south, up the river Orne and the Caen canal, to complete their second task, the capture of Caen, a city of some 50,000 people some six miles from the coast.


Their path would also be opposed by the German 716th Infantry Division which held a number of strongpoints on the road to Caen, of which two, code-named Hillman and Morris, situated on rising ground, just south of Colleville and Queen Red beach on Sword, were to prove formidable obstacles to any rapid advance by British forces towards the city. The Morris and Hillman positions had depth and were arguably the most formidable defensive positions on the entire Normandy coast. The remains of Hillman, which survive to this day – a combination of sunken bunkers built of reinforced concrete and steel machine-gun cupolas, the whole covering an area of several city blocks – are reminiscent of the fortifications surrounding Verdun in the Great War – with the addition in 1944 of a thick belt of mines.


These Hillman and Morris fortifications – and others named Daimler and Rover, also barring the road to Caen – were manned by men of the 716th Division. They in turn were supported by units of the only German armoured division close to the Normandy coast on D-Day, 21 Panzer. This combination, 716th Division and 21 Panzer Division and the Hillman–Morris strongpoints, was enough to stop 3rd Infantry Division taking Caen on D-Day. This failure can be attributed to the strength of the German defences north of the city. Eric Lummis of the 1st Bn The Suffolk Regiment, the unit tasked with taking Hillman, explains what they were up against2 and rejects any suggestion that his battalion was not well-handled:


Carlo d’ Este, an American historian, states in a letter to me that Hillman was the most formidable obstacle on the Second Army front and his book Decision in Normandy gives proper recognition to the strength of Hillman.


If Hillman was such an obstacle as to hold up the division’s drive on Caen, more effort should have been directed to clearing it. Hillman was an extensive and formidable area of trenches, shelters, pillboxes and a map issued in April 1944 showed Hillman as having two 105mm and two 75mm guns. Yet arrangements for dealing with this obvious strongpoint were relatively minor compared with other positions.


It was not listed for pre-D-Day bombing or naval bombardment. Six B-17s were allotted to drop a total of 228 one-hundred pound bombs an hour before D-Day compared with the 800 tons dropped on the Merville battery in May and the 340 tons dropped on Merville on the day. In the event, not a single bomb was dropped on Hillman because of heavy cloud cover and inadequate equipment for bombing blind. No flail tanks were allotted to deal with the minefield known to exist around the position.


The most significant reason for the failure (to take Caen) was almost certainly the decision by the commander of 185 Brigade to change his plans and delay the advance of two of his battalions by several hours. In all of this any delay in capturing Hillman can be seen to be irrelevant. Nevertheless, the charge in Chester Wilmot’s book, The Struggle for Europe, that insufficient use was made of the resources available to the Commanding Officer of 1 Suffolk needs to be considered.


Wilmot’s idea of more resources consisted of throwing more troops against the position and incurring much heavier casualties. It is easy to point out that to expect one rifle company to capture a position the size and strength of Hillman, moving through a single gap in a minefield and through two wire fences under fire from machine-guns a few yards away, in cupolas impervious to any available weapons, was demanding more than was reasonable, particularly as the planned bombardment from air and sea had never materialised. There was very little scope for extending the approach, though one or two extra gaps might have made a difference. Full use of resources available to the CO was made; additional resources initially depended on the planners. It is a tribute to those involved that day that the position was taken with so little resources and so few casualties.


Richard Harris, aged eighteen, was one of the private soldiers in the Suffolk Regiment at Hillman:3


I suppose we were a pretty unlikely lot to fling against Hitler’s much vaunted Atlantic Wall. On June 6 we were green, both from inexperience and sea sickness; most of us were under twenty. Our Primary and Corps training had lasted 16 weeks when we were sent to the Young Soldiers battalion and then drafted to the Suffolks.




But Hillman. We left our positions at Colleville just off the beach and formed up for the attack and I was relieved to learn that the defenders of Morris had given up at around 1300hrs and 67 Germans came out with their hands up. The other objective, Hillman, was on rising ground, half a mile above Morris and had not been badly damaged by the naval bombardment. It also had a network of underground defences which had not been revealed by aerial photos and would be a tough nut to crack but confident after their initial success at Morris, the companies of the battalion mounted their attack on the outer defences which were protected by mines and wire.


These we breached but the inner defences remained and a second attack had to be mounted, this one supported by tanks of the Staffordshire Yeomanry; while this was going on the Luftwaffe made its only appearance, four Junkers 88 which were promptly pounced on by a swarm of Spitfires and all were destroyed.


Our joy was short-lived for we were then told to prepare for a counter-attack by German tanks advancing north from Caen. Even though Harry and I dug a slit trench we felt somewhat inadequately equipped to tackle panzers, with only a rifle apiece. Fortunately the tanks were engaged by our anti-tank gunners astride the Périers ridge; eleven were knocked out but a number by-passed the ridge and managed to reach the sea at Lion-sur-Mer, between our division and the Canadians.


By 2000hrs the attack on Hillman had been successful but not until some nasty business had taken place in the basement with some Germans intent on winning the Iron Cross. Fifty prisoners were taken and our casualties, happily, had been light. On the morning of D plus 1, the Colonel of the 736 Coast Defence Regiment, Oberst von Krug, emerged to surrender with 70 or so remaining officers and men. So ended this day and I was surprised to find myself alive and intact; many were not.


This account reveals that the road to Caen was still being contested on the evening of June 6, twelve hours after the landing, from a strong position less than a mile from Sword beach; that fact, plus the other factors listed, help to explain why the 3rd Infantry Division did not take Caen that day.


By nightfall the British had secured the left flank of the Allied landing area east of Bénouville and advanced some four miles up the Orne and the Caen canal towards the city but since the failure to take Caen on D-Day was to become another of the major issues dominating the Normandy campaign, it would also be as well to discuss Caen’s place in the plan laid down for June 6. In Second Army’s outline plan, issued on February 21, 1944, Caen was clearly a D-Day objective. The Second Army plan states ‘The capture and retention of Caen is vital to the Army plan.’ This intention is confirmed when the final Army plan for D-Day – Order No. 1, was issued on April 21. ‘I Corps will capture Caen’.


Then matters grow cloudy. The orders issued by I Corps do indeed restate that the capture of Caen is vital to the Army plan and confirm that ‘the task of 3 British Division is to capture Caen and secure a bridgehead over the river Orne at that place’, which could hardly be more definite. However, the detailed order goes on to state that, ‘3 Brit Inf Div should, by the evening of D-Day, have captured or effectively masked (author’s italics) Caen, and be disposed in depth with brigade locations firmly established, north-east of Bénouville in support of 6th Airborne Division ... having taken over the Bénouville–Ranville crossing ... and north-west of Caen, tied up with the left forward brigade locality of 3 Cdn Inf Div’.


So far so good, but the order goes on: ‘Should the enemy forestall us at Caen and the defences prove to be strongly organised, thus causing us to fail to capture it on D-Day, further direct frontal assaults which may prove costly will not be undertaken without reference to I Corps. In such an event, 3 Brit Inf Div will contain the enemy in Caen and retain the bulk of its forces disposed for mobile operations outside the covering position. Caen will be subjected to heavy air bombardment to limit its usefulness to the enemy and make its retention a costly business.’


This is, in fact, what actually happened and it is interesting that this counterproposal was made well before 3rd Infantry Division went ashore. It therefore appears that the major unit most directly concerned with the capture of Caen on D-Day – Lieutenant-General Crocker’s I Corps – already had an alternative strategy in place to that of the Allied Commanders, Eisenhower and Montgomery, but only should the defences prove too strong (author’s italics). This again seems sensible – no plan survives the first contact with the enemy etc. It is only necessary to add that however hard it might be to take Caen on D-Day, it would be much harder to take later in the campaign, once the advantage of surprise had been lost.




Montgomery, the Allied Land Forces Commander, had clearly hoped to seize Caen on D-Day, but in retrospect this aim seems ambitious. For a single infantry division, even with tank and naval support, even with paratroops and commandos protecting its flank across the Orne, even with the advantage of surprise, to get ashore and seize a bridgehead on a heavily defended coast, then advance off the beach and cover six miles over enemy-held territory and take a city of 50,000 people, all in twenty-four hours, seems a formidable undertaking, so much so that one wonders if Montgomery’s intention was serious or, as with most orders, simply a declaration of intent.


There are, in addition, two military considerations. First, a commander does not order his troops to take an objective and then add ‘but if you don’t, no matter, just to threaten it will do’. Military orders stress the aim firmly – ‘3rd Infantry Div. will take Caen, – without any sign of doubt. Besides, Caen was an important objective, a road and rail junction and sooner or later it had to be taken. To complete the task of barring the eastern flank of the invasion area against any threat from the east – from Fifteenth Army across the Seine – Second Army really needed to get south as far as Falaise. Like Caen, Falaise was a road hub which the Allies needed to take and the Germans had to hold. However, these points only became critical if Fifteenth Army moved.


In the event Operation Fortitude succeeded in keeping the Fifteenth Army north of the Seine until the battle in Normandy was almost over – though infantry divisions were sent across the river to Seventh Army as required. Therefore, since the Germans were most anxious to defend Caen, the commitment of their forces to its retention would weaken their forces elsewhere and would eventually ease the passage of the US armies breaking out in the west. Even so, the issue of Caen was to bedevil relationships between Montgomery and SHAEF throughout the battle and we will return to this subject frequently in this book.


That nineteenth century guru of military affairs, Karl von Clausewitz, has stated that military matters are ‘simple, but not easy’ and any ‘failure’ to achieve all the tasks set in an initial plan should not be a surprise. No one with any experience of battle, and especially of battle against the German Army, seriously expected that the D-Day landing forces would succeed in all their tasks. Only if the German Army had put up no resistance whatsoever – and probably not even then, given the weather and other confusions – could the D-Day plan have succeeded completely.




It is now necessary to consider how far this ‘failure’ to take Caen on D-Day – if ‘failure’ is not too strong a word to use in this context – would contribute to the problems that arose in the weeks and months ahead. To do that we must go back again to the original plan and the reasons Normandy was selected for the Allied invasion.


That there would need to be an invasion of German-occupied western Europe became obvious after the British Army was bundled out of Dunkirk in 1940 and the Germans, having failed to win air superiority over southern England, were unable to follow up that exploit by invading and conquering Britain. Britain fought on after 1940, but to win the war, British armies – supported by their Allies – must one day return to the Continent. When the Americans entered the war in December 1941 – after which the US forces were bundled out of the Philippines with Dunkirk-like rapidity by the Japanese – the US commitment to the war in Europe, the ‘Germany First’ policy adopted at the Arcadia Conference in 1941, was given on the understanding that the Allies would return to the Continent with the greatest possible speed. This led to an argument on exactly how speedy that return would be.


At American insistence, plans were quickly laid for an invasion of France as early as the summer of 1942. This venture was not on the cards so fresh plans were laid for an invasion in 1943, but various other commitments and necessities – to finish the war in North Africa, drive Italy out of the war and beat back the U-boat menace in the North Atlantic – plus a dawning realisation in Washington that beating the German Army would not be easy, gradually put the invasion date back.


This is not to say that the invasion of France was not constantly under discussion. The build-up of US, Canadian and British forces in the UK in 1942 and 1943 had no other objective than an invasion of western Europe and the only real questions were what force was necessary to achieve a successful landing and when such a force could be mustered, trained and supplied with enough shipping. These problems were analysed in a number of complicated plans which began to take final shape in May 1943 when a British officer, Lt General F. E. Morgan, and his American assistant, Brigadier General Barker, were charged by the Combined Chiefs-of-Staff with drawing up plans for an invasion. Morgan’s title was ‘Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander (Designate)’ – and ‘designate’ because the Supreme Allied Commander had yet to be appointed. The rest of these initials form the word Cossac and Morgan’s subsequent proposals were therefore known as the Cossac plan.


The decision to proceed with planning the invasion was taken by the Combined Chiefs in Washington in May 1943 and a provisional date for the assault, May 1, 1944, was chosen at the same time. The forthcoming invasion also acquired some codenames. The overall operation would be Overlord, while the naval part of the assault phase – transporting and landing the troops – was code-named Neptune. It was also agreed that the Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force would be an American.


Numbers alone would see to that. After the initial landing the bulk of the Allied forces in Europe would be American and the Americans were anyway notoriously reluctant to put their forces under other generals. Fortunately, the man chosen to command this multi-national force in Europe – Americans, British, Canadians, French, Poles – was a fifty-four-year-old general from Texas, Dwight D. Eisenhower.4


Dwight Eisenhower – Ike – was a protégé of General George Marshall, the US Army Chief-of-Staff. Eisenhower graduated from West Point in 1915 in the top third of his class. This class included two other Second World War Army commanders, Omar Bradley, who would command the US Forces in Normandy, and Mark W. Clarke, who in 1944 was commanding the US Fifth Army in Italy. By the time the United States entered the Great War in April, 1917, Eisenhower was serving with the 57th Infantry Regiment in Texas and, to his considerable chagrin, he was kept in the USA to train recruits. After the war he entered the newly formed Tank Corps where he met an officer recently returned from France, a flamboyant and wealthy cavalry officer, George Patton.


Patton introduced Eisenhower to General Fox Connor, then the US commander in Panama, who took Ike on to his staff. This move set the pattern for Eisenhower’s career in the inter-war years. He became a staff officer, with wide experience in staff duties in Panama with Fox Connor, then more staff work under MacArthur in the Philippines and later in Washington. Eisenhower was therefore a widely experienced and well-respected staff officer when the USA finally entered the Second World War in December 1941. His first chance for field command came in 1942 when he was appointed Allied Commander-in-Chief for Operation Torch, the North African landings. North Africa was Ike’s first taste of action and the place where he first met the British field commanders, notably Alexander and Montgomery, and made many friends.


Eisenhower had been chosen for this task by the head of the US Army and Chairman of the Combined Chiefs-of-Staff, the body directing the Allied war effort, General George Marshall. Marshall sent Ike to London in the summer of 1942 as Commanding General for the European Theatre of Operations – the ETO – although Eisenhower’s substantive rank was only colonel. After Torch, though still a substantive colonel, he was promoted to four-star general and appointed Allied Commander in the Mediterranean theatre. Finally, in January 1944 he was appointed Allied Supreme Commander at SHAEF for the Normandy invasion.


Although entirely without battlefield command experience, Eisenhower had three assets that made him the ideal choice for the post of Allied Supreme Commander. First of all, he had a vast amount of experience in staff work – at the highest level. Secondly, he was entirely without national prejudices of any kind – a quality that was not readily found in some of his subordinate commanders, American or British. Finally, he was American and his ready charm contained a steel core.


However, even if some other Allied commander had all the required qualities, the overall commander at SHAEF was destined to come from the USA – military demographics, the fact that the Americans were playing the larger part in the western European war, would see to that. These comments should not be seen as dismissive for Eisenhower had other assets; he was in every sense a big man, an ideal generalissimo, someone who never lost sight of the big picture and could get people to work together. Such men are rare and in 1944 Dwight D. Eisenhower was the right man in the right place.


The Command set-up at The Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force – or SHAEF – was as shown on page 56.


The basic set-up is shown on this plan – an American Chief and Chief-of-Staff but with a British Deputy Allied Supreme Commander and British commanders for the three elements – land, sea and air – of the invasion forces. This seems a fair division of responsibility, but the simplicity of the structure conceals an number of inherent problems and since a significant part of this book will be taken up with arguments between the commanders, the tensions within this structure have to be understood now.


First of all, there was a disagreement between SHAEF and the American Army Air Force Commander in Europe, General Carl Spaatz, about the need for a further layer of command at SHAEF in the shape of the Allied Expeditionary Air Force (AEAF). This was probably a valid argument, but it was undoubtedly exacerbated by the dislike felt by many Americans for the AEAF’s British commander, Air Chief Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory. It has to be added that Spaatz’s resistance to the AEAF was mainly over the AEAF claim to control of the strategic heavy bomber forces, the US Eighth Air Force and RAF Bomber Command, not over control of the two tactical air forces, the US Ninth and the British Second Tactical Air Force (2nd TAF). These tactical air forces were equipped with medium bombers and ground-attack fighters and were tasked to support the armies in the field. The role of the tactical air forces in the Battle of Normandy cannot be underestimated; in spite of a tendency to bomb and strafe their own troops on occasion, Allied victory in the Battle of Normandy owes much to the skill and dedication of the tactical air force crews.
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The air force was also represented by the Deputy Allied Supreme Commander, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, who, as we shall see, was very anxious to secure the air forces a large share of the credit for the forthcoming Allied victory - a credit which was fully deserved and which no one denied. Tedder had no real grasp of ground operations – and no particular time for General Montgomery.


There was no argument over the naval member, Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsey. Even though the naval member on the US Joint Chiefs-of-Staff Committee and one of the Combined Chiefs-of-Staff, Admiral Ernest King, was a fervent Anglo-phobe, Ramsey was a competent and popular commander, with wide experience of amphibious operations. Besides, at sea the Anglo-US boot was on the other foot; the bulk of the shipping and naval forces on D-Day and for the subsequent supply of logistical support and reinforcements to the troops ashore would fly the White or Red Ensigns of the Royal Navy or the British Merchant Navy; in every way Admiral Ramsey was clearly the right man for the job.


The air and naval elements were not, however, the main area for potential trouble in Normandy. The area of contention involved the Land Forces Commander for the invasion phase of Overlord, General Montgomery, former commander of the Eighth Army in North Africa, victor of El Alamein, conqueror of Rommel, the most charismatic British soldier of the Second World War, and a man many people detested.


General Sir Bernard Law Montgomery was not an easy man to know – and a very hard man to like. ‘Monty’s biggest problem was vanity,’ says Major General Shan Hackett, who served under Montgomery in the western desertand at Arnhem. ‘He had his own way of doing things, thought he always knew best and was not open to criticism. On the other hand, with Monty at least you knew what was going on ... which is not always the case in military matters.’5


Monty was a hero to the British soldier, and the British public who saw him as the architect of victory. To the common soldier, the tank crew and the infantryman, Monty was a general who cared about them. Dennis Keen, a private in the Signals platoon of the 1st Battalion, The Worcester Regiment, 43rd Division, puts it like this:6


Monty was there. When he was in command you knew you had a commander, that someone was in charge. When we were stuck in the Reichwald in 1945, water everywhere, suddenly there was Monty, driving down the line in his jeep, tossing out packets of fags to the lads. When you were in trouble, Monty was around, not at the rear ... and it trickled down to the other officers. Another time, just after crossing the Seine in Normandy, we were held up by a couple of Tigers, and they were Tigers, not Mark IV’s or anything, we had pictures later. We had no armour up, just our 6-pounder anti-tank guns, but up comes our Brigade Commander and then our Divisional Commander to sort things out. And that was because they took their tone from Monty. I am sure he was difficult, but we thought he knew what he was doing, and he did all right by us.


It is curious, and in some ways quite moving, to realise how in an age without television or widespread public relations, this small, neat, brusque general managed to make his presence felt throughout his armies, from divisional commanders to private soldiers. The relationship between a commander and his soldiers is always complex but it seems to come down to a matter of trust. The men trusted Monty with their lives because they knew him to be competent; soldiers much prefer a competent martinet to an easy going officer who does not know his job; an officer who knows his job will be popular.


Montgomery was no martinet and the trust between him and his soldiers cut both ways. ‘It is the men who matter, not the machines,’ he said in 1945, on leaving command of 21st Army Group. ‘If you tell the British soldier what you want and launch him properly into battle, he will never let you down. Never!’


When Monty was around, men felt that matters were under control, that their lives would not be squandered, that their needs were understood. That is not always the case in military affairs – where chaos and shambles seem to rule – and Montgomery should be given considerable credit for his inestimable contribution to leadership and morale. Nor was this indispensable contribution confined to the British Army. In the months before D-Day, Monty visited all the US divisions under his command and US accounts record how well his visits went down with the US soldiers; here was an officer who had seen war at the sharp end and knew what he was doing.


However, most of the US generals did not like Monty. This feeling had its roots in the Anglophobia felt by many senior American officers, a feeling rooted in US history, where Britain – not Germany – is the ancestral enemy, the national opponent in the Revolution and the War of 1812. Mutual acquaintance did not always remedy this emotion; Americans mistook British reserve for snobbery, the British mistook American enthusiasm for brashness; both nationals thought the others rude but in Monty’s case the issue often got personal.




Quite apart from the facts mentioned above – Monty’s vanity and his brusqueness which many Americans certainly took for rudeness – many of them, especially George Patton, were jealous of Monty’s greater experience and reputation, two assets that Montgomery did not labour to conceal. This comment has to be qualified by the fact that the better the US generals knew Monty, the better they understood him. They may not have liked him any better but they understood him, respected his abilities and could work with him.


Omar Bradley states that in Normandy, ‘he could not have wished for a better or more understanding commander’. General Simpson, commander of the US Ninth Army, which served under Montgomery in the later stages of the campaign in north-west Europe, always got on well with Montgomery and the US liaison officers who served at Monty’s headquarters had no difficulty coping with his ways.


That apart, it is fair to say that among the US generals in Normandy, Patton detested Montgomery, Bradley endured him – though their relations deteriorated after the Ardennes débâcle at the end of 1944 – and Eisenhower, knowing him better, tolerated and respected him. Patton’s detestation was augmented by envy of Montgomery’s reputation as a battlefield commander – and by the unadmitted fact that Patton and Montgomery were not dissimilar. George Patton had more than his fair share of bombast and vanity and Eisenhower would ruefully refer to Monty and Patton as ‘my two prima donnas’.


Bernard Montgomery was a front-line soldier with plenty of varied experience in war. Commissioned into the Royal Warwickshire Regiment in 1908, he served on the north-west frontier of India against the Pathan tribesmen and went to France with his battalion in August 1914. In November he was severely wounded at the first battle of Ypres when leading an attack on the village of Meteran, an action for which he was promoted to captain and awarded the DSO, a rare distinction for a young platoon commander. On recovering from his wounds, he was appointed to the staff and spent the rest of the war successively as brigade major, then GSO2, first at a division and then at a corps HQ. He ended the war as GSO1, chief-of-staff of an infantry division.


The First World War taught Montgomery two lessons he never forgot. Firstly, that the battlefield is a confusing place and the task of a commander is to impose order on it, dictating the course of events by careful planning and meticulous staff work. Secondly, that the lives of his soldiers were precious, and must not be thrown away on ill-conceived attacks which offered no possibility of gain. Those other generals and historians, who sneer at Montgomery for being ‘cautious’ or ‘timid’ during the Normandy campaign should bear these two points in mind. He had ‘been there’, up at the sharp end; with a few rare exceptions, they had not.


Between the wars Montgomery served as instructor at the Staff Colleges at Camberley and Quetta in India, interspersing these staff appointments with spells commanding his regiment in Palestine; Monty never lost touch with the ordinary soldiers. During this time he suffered a personal blow from which he may never have recovered, the death of his much-loved wife, a lady who had humanised Montgomery and provided him with both affection and a range of interests outside the narrow world of his military profession. After her death the Monty of legend – incisive, critical, abrasive, self-regarding, more and more intolerant of failure – increasingly appears. Had she lived, it is at least arguable that Monty would not have developed those domineering characteristics that so infuriated his peers and superiors.


When the Second World War broke out in September 1939 Montgomery was a major general commanding a division in Palestine. Back in the UK, he was given command of the 3rd Infantry Division in the Dunkirk campaign. After the evacuation he was given command of II Corps in the south of England where his skill in training and motivating troops was noted by the CIGS (Chief of the Imperial General Staff) Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke. However, Montgomery’s great chance came in 1942 when he was sent to command Eighth Army in North Africa, arriving at the moment when this force had been driven back to Alamein by Rommel’s Afrika Korps and disaster was looming.


Whatever his exploits in north-west Europe in 1944–5, the name of Montgomery will always be closely connected – at least in Britain – with the exploits of the Desert Army. Under his command Eighth Army drove the Axis powers back across North Africa to their final defeat at Tunis and then, in conjunction with American forces under Patton and Bradley, overran the island of Sicily and invaded Italy.


In January 1944, Monty returned to England to take up the post of Ground Forces Commander under Eisenhower for the invasion – and stepped immediately into a nest of controversy, much of it of his own making. Even so, whatever his personal flaws, Montgomery was by far the most experienced battlefield commander on the Allied side; compared with Montgomery the American commanders had very little battlefield experience; while it might have been more tactful not to point this out at the time, this is not a point any historian should ignore. Monty knew the score on the Allied command structure and was happy to serve under the American Supreme Commander, Eisenhower.


Dwight Eisenhower was appointed Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force on Christmas Day, 1943. Eisenhower was then shown the Cossac plan and did not like it – at all. Eisenhower had the experience to know a good plan when he saw one and in his eyes the Cossac plan would not do. He showed it to Montgomery, who did not like it either and while Ike went to confer with the Allied leaders in Morocco and then with Marshall in Washington, he sent Montgomery to London to take a closer look at the plan and suggest modifications.


The basic Eisenhower–Montgomery objection was not the place chosen for the landings, the coast of Normandy in the bay of the Seine, but the width and weight of the assault. They wanted to attack on a wider front and with more troops, tanks and guns ... and they were right. The limitations of the Cossac plan were not the fault of General Morgan and his staff – a fact that Montgomery would have been wise to acknowledge and commiserate about, rather than dismiss General Morgan’s plan as fundamentally flawed. As it was, with his usual lack of tact, Montgomery was scathing about the plan’s shortcomings and his open disparagement of Cossac made a lifetime enemy of General Sir Frederick Morgan who was to remain at SHAEF in 1944 as British Deputy Chief-of-Staff to Eisenhower, an ideal position from which to poison the atmosphere when Montgomery’s name came up. Morgan was also a close confidant of Sir Arthur Tedder, a man who had similar aims.


What Cossac needed and could not get from the Combined Chiefs – specifically the American admiral, Ernest King – was more landing craft. The prime reason for the short invasion frontage suggested by Cossac was a shortage of shipping, notably landing craft and especially the vital LSTs (Landing Ship, Tanks) which alone could carry the armoured divisions into the beach – and that was not Morgan’s fault. The blame should have been laid at the door of Admiral Ernest King who controlled the allocation of ships to theatres and much preferred to send LSTs to the Pacific than to the ‘British-dominated’ ETO. There was also the problem, one which lies outside the scope of this book, of the US commitment to a landing in the south of France – Operation Anvil – later Operation Dragoon, to which the Americans were totally committed and the British totally opposed.


Eisenhower and Montgomery brooded over this problem for a while and finally decided, not least because it was vital to take the port of Cherbourg, that the front of the invasion must be broadened to include a landing on the Cotentin coast – subsequently Utah. It must also include another airborne division landing in the central Cotentin which would aid the Utah forces in moving north to take Cherbourg. If this meant putting back the date of the invasion and the Anvil/Dragoon operation, so be it. Once the armies were ashore their most vital need would be for a constant supply of reinforcements, ammunition and fuel. When it was all added up it meant that the invasion date must be put back from May to June, 1944 – something General Morgan and his staff had worked out months ago.


Cherbourg was the most obvious choice as the major port, but it was inevitable that after this port was finally in Allied hands it would have to be cleared of mines and booby traps and virtually rebuilt before it could be restored to working order. Until that could happen the invasion forces would be supplied through two prefabricated ports, the famous Mulberry harbours. One of these would be set up at Arromanches to supply the British and Canadian forces, the other off Omaha to supply the American armies.


These, therefore, were the basic parameters for the invasion phase. Get ashore, stay ashore, link up the beaches into one continuous bridgehead, take a port, build up the force ashore in the bridgehead, in the meantime using the Mulberries, then break out and move inland – and on to victory. That was the primary task of Operation Overlord and the job of deciding how to carry it out was handed over to General Montgomery and his Allied command, 21st Army Group.


Montgomery was generally regarded as the master of the planned, set-piece battle; American historians frequently make this point before moving on to state or imply that he was therefore totally useless at any other kind of battle. His plan for the Normandy battle would require the assistance of his American colleagues and its implementation would require the approval of his superior officer, General Eisenhower and the Combined Chiefs-of-Staff; but no one, at this time or at any level, disputed that Bernard Montgomery was the best man for this particular job – getting the armies ashore and winning the initial battle for Normandy. This would certainly start with a set-piece battle, to a plan laid before the first troops went ashore ... after that, who knew what would happen?


When Montgomery was handed this task in January 1944, the date for the landing was already fixed for May 1. He had less than five months to plan and carry out the biggest amphibious operation in recorded history and the extent of his task should not be underestimated. Neither should the problem of supply.


In most popular military histories, there is a natural tendency to concentrate on the battles and the exploits of the fighting troops. This, while understandable, has the effect of taking attention away from the underlying fact that without adequate and sustained logistical support, armies can neither fight nor function for long. Before closing this chapter it is therefore necessary to raise the argument beyond the ‘muck and bullets’ level and take a close look at the question of logistics, that arcane branch of the military art concerned with the problems of supply. This will be covered in some detail later but the importance of supply during the Normandy campaign has to be grasped now.


Consider the day-to-day requirements of three armies in the field. The troops will need everything from fuel, food and ammunition to cigarettes and toilet paper, and the rapid establishment of working ports was the most vital task for the Allied armies once they were ‘ashore and firmly established’. The troops that splashed ashore on D-Day carried their weapons, a quantity of ammunition and a couple of twenty-four hour ration packs; that was not going to last them very long. Until proper ports could be set up they relied for supply on what could be landed over open beaches and at the Mulberry harbours, but these were of limited capacity and exposed – as we shall see – to the full force of the elements. It needs to be borne in mind that one purpose of pulling the German forces on to the Second Army front and shielding the US First Army from heavy counter-attacks from the east was to allow the US forces to advance north to Cherbourg and west into Brittany as quickly as possible, where their prime purpose was not to gain ground but to seize ports.


As for threatening or taking Caen, this city was more important to the Germans than it was to the Allies. For Montgomery, the importance of Caen was its importance to the Germans. Without doubt they would strain all their resources to retain it and prevent an Allied breakout to the south and east which would cut off those German forces deeper in western Normandy. With luck and good judgement on the Allied side, this strain would eventually stretch the German resources until they broke.


In Montgomery’s calculations – if not those he started with, certainly those he quickly arrived at – the Germans would be most anxious to hang on to Caen. Therefore, to defend it they would be obliged to commit whatever forces they had. There was still an element of calculation here for it was equally important that the Germans did not commit those of the Fifteenth Army, mainly located north of the Seine on D-Day and kept there by Operation Fortitude. If Fifteenth Army intervened in Normandy before the Allied build-up was complete – and perhaps even after that – matters might go beyond Allied control.


There was an inherent if unavoidable snag with this strategy, as we shall see later. The US armies had to seize ports and ground in the west, while the direction the Allied armies must eventually head lay north and east. But after the breakout, the further the Allies advanced to the north and east the longer their supply lines would become. For the moment there was no help for this. In the days and weeks after D-Day the troops ashore needed supply simply to hold the ground they already held. This was phase two, where our story really begins, the build-up after D-Day, when the Allied bridgehead and the troops within it began to come under steady and mounting pressure from the troops of the German forces defending Normandy and their doughty commander, Erwin Rommel.
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