
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   





[image: Image]


CASSELL







      
      


      
      The authors and contributors wish to dedicate
this book to all those who fought along the coast
of Normandy on D-Day 1944 and did not
survive the day.
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      Dunkirk to D-Day 1940-1944

      
      
      

         ‘Critics state that the strategy of World War
II was all wrong, that it would have been
better to have done this or that. Perhaps …
but the fact remains, we did win the War.’
Omar N. Bradley
General of the Army

      



      
      This is the story of one day, fifty miles of French coast and about 200,000 men. This is the story of Operation ‘Overlord’
         and the most crucial day in the long and painful history of the Second World War – the sixth of June 1944.
     

      
      This is not an official history. It is a collection of stories, drawn from the accounts of people who took part in Operation
         ‘Overlord’, of every nation, rank and arm of service. The effect is to tell the story of D-Day in the words of the men who
         were there.
     

      
      This chapter will cover the years from the Dunkirk evacuation of 1940 to the time in 1943 when the Allied commanders decided
         to launch Operation ‘Overlord’. It will describe the difficulties encountered by the invasion planners and how these problems
         were overcome.
     

      
      To tell such a story in simple terms is difficult and the very size and complexity of the D-Day operation is only one factor. All major operations of war are complicated and a seaborne
         invasion is the most complicated of all. What must be understood at the start of this story is the vital importance of ‘Overlord’.
     

      
      On the success of ‘Overlord’ rested the outcome of the Second World War, the swift liberation of Western Europe and the ending
         of a tyranny that had stalked the civilized world for five long years. Had the landings failed Hitler would have employed
         his ‘V2’ rockets against Britain with lethal effect; the atomic bomb might well have been deployed in Europe and the Red Army
         could have advanced to the Rhine or beyond, with incalculable consequences when the war was over. D-Day, 1944, prevented all
         that.
     

      
      The story of Operation ‘Overlord’, the Allied invasion of Europe on 6 June 1944, really begins on the night of 4 June 1940,
         when a Royal Navy destroyer sailed from Dunkirk with the last of the British Expeditionary Force. Over 225,000 men, French
         and British, had been brought back across the Channel during Operation ‘Dynamo’, but there would be a painful four-year gap
         before a British army again set foot in France. After Dunkirk, the Axis Powers alone controlled the Continent of Europe.
     

      
      By June 1940, the German Führer, Adolf Hitler, was sure that Britain was out of the war. If possible, he would now reach some
         accommodation with the British in the West, as he had done with Soviet Russia in the East before attacking Poland in 1939.
         If he could not make peace with the British, then his U-Boats would see that they starved, and his Luftwaffe would pound them
         into submission. Hitler had viewed the British, or at least some of their politicians, at Munich and had formed his own opinion
         of the British as a nation. ‘They are worms,’ he stated.
     

      
      The British were relieved, even delighted, by the ‘miracle’ of Dunkirk, and Winston Churchill, Britain’s lion-hearted Prime
         Minister, soon saw a need to put the Dunkirk evacuation in perspective. ‘It was a defeat,’ he pointed out in Parliament, ‘and
         wars are not won by evacuations.’ What was left of the British Army was home again but the military might of Britain had been blighted in the débâcle at Dunkirk and future prospects looked bleak indeed.
     

      
      Although most of the soldiers got back to England, almost all their weapons and equipment had been left behind. The defence
         of Britain now depended on the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force, but the British have an irritating habit of not being able
         to see the writing on the wall until their backs are pressed against it. After the capitulation of France at the end of June
         1940, spirits in Britain became almost lighthearted. The King, George VI, summed up the national mood when he wrote in his
         diary, ‘I’m glad we no longer need be polite to our allies.’ Indeed, other than those few who had made their way to England,
         Britain had no allies; Britain and her embattled Empire now stood alone. The whole country became an arsenal, devoted to producing
         guns, tanks and aircraft. Every man and woman strained their sinews to produce munitions and the weapons of war, while every
         able-bodied young man or woman went into one or other of the fighting services.
     

      
      The one bright spot for the British in mid-June 1940 was that a drawn-out trench struggle on the 1914-18 pattern had been
         avoided. This meant, however, that to free Europe from Hitler the British and their Allies must one day invade Europe, but
         this course of action was still a long way off in the summer of 1940. A more immediate prospect was of German forces invading
         Britain.
     

      
      To do that, the Luftwaffe had first to eliminate the fighters of the Royal Air Force and gain air superiority over the Channel,
         as they had already done over Poland, France and the Low Countries. With its larger and more experienced fighter arm, equipped
         in the main with superior machines, the advantage here seemed to lie with Germany, but by late June 1940, it had not yet come
         to that.
     

      
      First, Hitler tried peace offers and blandishments. When these failed he tried threats. Only when the British flatly refused
         to negotiate did he decide to invade: ‘As England, in spite of her hopeless military position, has shown herself unwilling
         to come to any compromise, I have decided to begin preparations for, and if necessary to carry out, the invasion of England
         …
     

      
      ‘The English Airforce must be eliminated to such an extent that it will be incapable of putting up any substantial opposition to the invading troops.’
     

      
      All military operations of any size have codenames. Hitler’s planned invasion was codenamed Operation ‘Sea-Lion’ but Operation
         ‘Sea-Lion’ never took place. Throughout that long, hot summer of 1940, the skies over the English Channel and the south coast
         of England were ably defended by just 1,243 brave young men, the trained fighter pilots of the Royal Air Force, the famous
         ‘Few’, aided by pilots from the Commonwealth and Empire and American volunteer flyers of the two ‘Eagle’ squadrons. Together
         these men fought the mighty German Luftwaffe to a standstill.
     

      
      The full story of the Battle of Britain, the defeat of the Luftwaffe and the abandonment of Operation ‘Sea-Lion’ belong elsewhere,
         but the lessons of 1940 still held good in 1944; the first requirement for a successful cross-Channel invasion was control of the air.
     

      
      If Hitler could not invade England and finish the war, then it followed that one day the British and their Allies must go
         back to France. The first step on the road back was quickly taken; on the night of 22 June 1940, just two weeks after the
         Dunkirk evacuation, a small party of British Commandos made a reconnaissance raid on the French coast near Boulogne.
     

      
      The raid achieved very little but it was the start of a long series of amphibious landings, large and small, along the German-occupied
         coast of Europe, that would develop amphibious operational techniques to a high state of expertise and gain for the Allies
         a mass of knowledge about the defences of the enemy coast. Here were two more of the invasion requirements; skill in amphibious techniques and knowledge of the enemy defences.
     

      
      It was to achieve these objectives that the British Commandos were created, small units of men ‘trained to act like packs
         of hounds’, in the words of their creator, Winston Churchill. These Commandos came under the command of a new Headquarters,
         Combined Operations, and were only the first of several military innovations. Having seen the effect of parachute troops during
         the German ‘Blitzkrieg’ operations in France and Holland, Churchill also ordered the formation of parachute forces, initially
         a force of 5,000 men who could swiftly seize strategic points on the battlefield and hold them until the main force came up.
     

      
      The employment of raiding forces soon revealed the need for another invasion requirement, a range of specialized landing craft.
         In 1939, the British Navy, then the largest naval force in the world, possessed exactly six landing craft. The best of these
         had a top speed of five knots and drew four feet of water. The US Navy had no landing craft at all. By the end of 1940, however,
         work had begun on both sides of the Atlantic on an expanding series of landing craft. These included the LCA (Landing Craft
         Assault) which carried a platoon of infantry, and the LCM (Landing Craft Mechanized) which could carry men, a couple of tanks
         or some transport. Both were in service by mid-1941, together with a most useful craft, the LCP(L), imported into Britain
         from the USA which by 1940 was already supplying Britain with a great quantity of war material.
     

      
      Colin Kitchen, an RNVR officer, remembers them well: ‘The letters LCP(L) stood for Landing Craft Personnel (Large) – the adjective
         seeming rather odd as the boat was a mere 37ft long; but there was an even smaller version, so there had to be some means
         of distinguishing between them. LCPs were made of seven-ply wood, with no armour protection. They were driven by a petrol
         engine and could do about 22 knots.
     

      
      ‘These craft were built by a US firm named Higgins of New Orleans and the Americans called them “Higgins boats”. The story
         goes that they were originally designed to run liquor from Cuba to the shores of Florida during Prohibition. With their overhanging
         bows the boats were reasonably well suited to the task of landing soldiers on beaches. They were the first craft to be acquired
         by the Royal Navy for that specific job, pending the introduction of purpose-designed landing craft.
     

      
      ‘The LCP(L) flotillas’ base was the aptly-named HMS Tormentor on the Hamble river at Warsash, between Portsmouth and Southampton. I joined the flotilla in March 1942 and six such flotillas
         took part in the costly raid on Dieppe in August 1942. My own flotilla carried the “floating reserve” of French-Canadian troops
         on that occasion, and at 7 o’clock on a brilliantly sunny morning we landed the soldiers on the central promenade at Dieppe in the face of massive German fire; with no armour protection we lost heavily in men and boats.
     

      
      ‘As a consequence of this experience Combined Operations HQ decided (very sensibly) that LCPs were unsuitable for landing
         assault troops. Most of the flotillas were converted into specialist smoke-laying craft, while some became even more specialized
         navigation or survey vessels used for clandestine operations off the enemy coast.’
     

      
      Meanwhile, from early 1941, Britain’s parachute battalions were being raised and trained. Among the early volunteers who later
         served on D-Day was George Price, who volunteered for parachute training in 1943. ‘My old pal Bill Worley and I volunteered
         for the Paras in August 1943. In a very short time indeed we were sent to Hardwick Hall near Chesterfield for selective training,
         where in three weeks we developed muscles we didn’t know we had. Everything we did had to be done at the double. If we were
         caught walking, no matter where to, we were for the high jump. The hardest part was the ten-mile route march – run a mile,
         walk a mile, in full battle order. At the end of it our socks were covered in blood. It was a really tough course and a good
         many of the lads were RTU’d (Returned to Unit), but Bill and I got through and were duly graded as A1+.
     

      
      ‘From Hardwick we were sent to Ringway near Manchester, where we did our parachute training. The hangar we used looked more
         like a circus – we rolled, tumbled, and jumped from heights on to mats. Then came the dreaded balloon drops. I can still hear
         the shout: “Up 800 – 4 men dropping!” We did two daytime drops and one night drop from the balloon. After that came the real
         thing, from a hole in the floor of a Whitley bomber. It was pretty good fun really and we enjoyed it, especially the extra
         shilling a day (5p) after we got our parachute wings. (I still have mine, which are promised to my grandson.)
     

      
      ‘In September 1943 we were posted to the 12th (Yorkshire) Parachute Battalion, which was originally the 9th Bn, the Green
         Howards, and consisted mainly of Northerners. This was a bit strange for Bill and I, he being a Londoner and me coming from
         Slough. We had quite a dialect problem for a while, but we soon got used to it, which was just as well because I eventually
         married a lass from the North.
     

      
      
      ‘The training was very hard. We did many exercises, including being dropped in Wales and having to mock-fight our way back
         to Larkhill. I think in all I must have done about twenty jumps from various types of aircraft: Halifax, Albemarle, Stirling
         and the American Dakota – the C47. We once had a visit from General Montgomery while we were digging a slit trench, and he
         asked us what we were doing. I thought that was a bit daft, coming from him.’
     

      
      George Price jumped into France on D-Day, and this story will pick him up again later. Meanwhile, the war had spread across
         the world. In December 1941, Japan attacked the American Fleet at Pearl Harbor and the United States entered the war, but
         many American soldiers had already been drafted into the Army. Fred Tannery, from Brooklyn, New York, was called up in November
         1941. ‘I was inducted into the Army at Fort Bragg and assigned to the Signal Corps. I remember Sunday, December 7, 1941, the
         day of Pearl Harbor, and knew that we were in for some extended service in the Army. I was eventually assigned to the 4th
         Infantry Division and we spent a lot of time training at different camps along the eastern seaboard of the USA, until January
         1944. On January 12 we set sail in the USS George Washington for England. The trip took twelve days in a tremendous convoy full of all kinds of ships, and after a lot of zig-zagging
         we arrived at Liverpool, England, and were sent to join the rest of the Division at Tiverton in Devon. We stayed there training
         until we sailed for “Utah” beach.’
     

      
      In 1943, while George Price was doing his parachute training at Ringway and Fred Tannery was serving with the 4th Infantry
         Division in the United States, the 82nd American Airborne Division arrived in the UK fresh from the battlefields of Italy.
         Among them was Sergeant George Maruschak of Chicago, Illinois, then serving in the 32nd Glider Field Artillery.
     

      
      ‘I will start my tale in an area around Leicester, England, where we were stationed prior to moving to the staging area for
         the invasion of Normandy. We were stationed in a farm area around Leicester – our location was about 15 miles away at Husbands
         Bosworth. There were many, many of us in Leicester daily, with two main objectives – finding pubs that were open, and meeting
         young females! Enjoying the pleasures took a setback when the Army located a battalion of black soldiers in a park in Leicester. It appeared that the “American Indians”
         (I don’t know if the girls gave them that title or if the black soldiers said that is what they were) bought the girls fur
         stoles and other garments, and the girls preferred them to the paratroopers. Anyway, there were fights and knifings. All troops
         were warned and many passes to Leicester were abolished.
     

      
      ‘I and two of my buddies were assigned to the Special Services Dept to work on a musical revue, “Together We Sing”, to be
         presented to the troops and the people of Leicester. I spent most of my time with a Sergeant in the British ATS who, along
         with five other ATS girls and five civilian girls, was also in our revue. General Eisenhower and high-ranking British officers
         saw it and liked it so much that we were given permission to take it around RAF installations. We were also booked into the
         Scala Theatre in London and Cavendish Theatre in Nottingham. In London an air-raid alert was sounded and we heard the noise
         of a VI – a buzz-bomb – but our tour was never completed. At the end of May 1944 we were ordered to report back to our units.
         That could only mean that the time for our next mission was not far away.’
     

      
      Sergeant Maruschak’s next performance would take place near Ste-Mère-Eglise, a small town in Normandy.

      
      Between 1940 and 1943, while these men and millions like them were being recruited and trained, the war had spread. On 2 June
         1941, violating the neutrality pact with the Soviet Union which had enabled him to rape Western Europe with impunity, Hitler
         invaded Russia and drove the Red armies before him in defeat. Six months later, Hitler’s ally, Japan, attacked the American
         Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor and the United States entered the war. A few days later, Britain declared war on Japan, and
         America and Britain then forged an alliance with the Soviet Union.
     

      
      All these steps brought the cross-Channel invasion of Europe perceptibly closer. Soviet Russia began to demand help, a ‘Second
         Front’ in Western Europe. Specifically, they demanded a landing in the West, but this was, for the moment, impractical, though
         aid was sent to the Soviet Union in immense amounts. From mid-1941, first from Britain and later from the USA, munitions flowed to Russia in powerful convoys that fought
         freezing Arctic seas as well as German submarines and bombers to take Russia the weapons of war.
     

      
      As soon as America entered the war, certain strategic decisions had to be taken between the Allies as to how the war should
         be fought. Two weeks after Pearl Harbor, on 20 December 1941, Britain’s Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, and the American
         President, Franklin D. Roosevelt, met in Washington for what became known as the ‘Arcadia’ Conference. During this conference
         two decisions were arrived at which proved crucial to the future invasion of Europe.
     

      
      The first step was the setting up of a unified Allied Command, the Combined Chiefs of Staff, to jointly direct the Anglo-American
         war effort and liaise with the Soviet Union. This was done in the light of the bitter experience of the Great War when the
         British and French armies fought under separate commands until near defeat in March 1918. In this war there was to be unity
         from the beginning and, although not without strain, this unity held firm to the end.
     

      
      The second major decision taken at ‘Arcadia’ was the ‘Germany First’ policy. It was decided that the Allied effort be directed
         first and foremost to the defeat of Germany, and that American armies were to go into action against the Germans as soon as
         possible, probably in Western Europe. This met with the full approval of the Soviet Union, which did not in fact declare war
         on Japan until the Second World War was practically over.
     

      
      This ‘Arcadia’ decision was based upon the well-established article of strategic doctrine which states that a nation faced
         with an array of enemies should defeat the strongest first. This done, the weaker elements may collapse and will certainly
         be more easily overcome. Although strategically sound, this decision caused controversy. Some American commanders had deep
         misgivings about how far the Allies could go in excluding the Japanese in the Pacific from these calculations and Admiral
         King, Commander-in-Chief of the United States Navy, only agreed to the ‘Germany First’ policy with the greatest reluctance.
     

      
      
      The American Pacific Fleet had suffered a major and infamous attack at Pearl Harbor and the Japanese were now swarming across
         the Pacific islands and the Philippines. Admiral King naturally wanted to hit back hard and fast, but revenge apart, he did
         not see how the Japanese could ever be defeated if they were given years to consolidate their conquests in the Pacific. Assurances
         of total commitment in the Pacific from all the British Empire and American forces immediately Germany was defeated quite
         failed to reassure him. The Pacific would also be primarily a naval theatre of operations, where Admiral King’s fleets would
         dominate Allied strategy, and he naturally had no objection to that.
     

      
      Admiral King’s attitude to the European theatre was to have one unfortunate effect on the cross-Channel invasion plans. King
         controlled the allocation to theatres of the ships produced in the bustling American shipyards and the Pacific was a maritime
         and amphibious theatre which needed a great deal of shipping. As a result, the Allied cause in Europe and the Mediterranean
         suffered from a chronic shortage of landing craft and support vessels from 1942 until the end of the war. Britain’s shipyards
         were already working flat out, producing or repairing warships and merchant vessels to fight the Battle of the Atlantic and
         support operations in the Channel, the North Sea and the Mediterranean. There was no spare capacity in Britain for massive
         landing-craft production.
     

      
      The next disagreement was over European strategy. American agreement to the ‘Germany First’ policy was given on the understanding
         that the war was carried across the English Channel and on to the Continent as quickly as possible. The American intention
         was to build up an army in England in 1942, and then strike directly across the Channel into France. Roosevelt and his advisers
         originally proposed to reach this stage by the summer of 1942, just six months after entering the war. The British were more
         than a little dubious about the wisdom of such a venture and said so in unmistakable terms.
     

      
      As American troops began to land in Britain in mid-1942, a stream of high-ranking American politicians and military men also
         began to arrive, urging the British into action. The Russians were also demanding an immediate ‘Second Front’ and General Marshall, the American Army Chief of Staff, conscious of the need to support Russia, proposed that the Allies
         might cross the Channel in the autumn of 1942 and establish a small bridgehead, perhaps in the Cotentin, the Cherbourg Peninsula.
         This they would maintain via the port of Cherbourg throughout the winter, emerge from this fortress in the spring of 1943
         and advance into Germany. This operation bore the codename ‘Sledgehammer’. Exactly what the Germans would be doing about this
         enclave during the winter of 1942-3 was hardly discussed, and the plan was soon seen to be unworkable.
     

      
      Practical considerations alone made ‘Sledgehammer’ a non-starter. The Americans had entered the war with a very small army
         and instantly took on worldwide commitments. Thanks to the introduction of the draft of civilians for compulsory military
         service, the size of the American forces had been increasing steadily from 1940, but these forces had to be trained, equipped
         and transported overseas. All this could not be done overnight. Then the Battle of the Atlantic, the war against the U-Boat,
         was still being bitterly fought in 1942-3. The U-Boats were savaging the convoys and severely restricting the build-up of
         Allied strength in Britain. During the winter of 1942-3, German U-Boats operating in the North Atlantic sank over 800,000
         tons of Allied shipping in one month alone.
     

      
      Finally, the Luftwaffe were more than holding their own in the skies of France while the Allied air offensive against Germany
         had still to develop. When all these factors were taken into account, the invasion of France came some way down the list of
         immediate priorities.
     

      
      Then, in August 1942, the impossibility of ‘Sledgehammer’ was bloodily underlined when the 2nd Canadian Division and three
         British Commandos, Nos 3, 4 and the Royal Marine ‘A’ Commando, together with a detachment of American Rangers, attempted a
         coup-de-main against the French port of Dieppe.
     

      
      The Dieppe Raid has been described as a ‘reconnaissance in force’ and Lord Louis Mountbatten, then Chief of Combined Operations,
         stated later that the Battle of D-Day was won on the beaches of Dieppe, since the lessons learned there were crucial. This
         may well be true. The fact remains that the Dieppe Raid was a costly fiasco. Nearly half the men taking part were either killed or captured.
     

      
      The Dieppe Raid taught the Allies several lessons. One was that they could not hope to capture an intact working port. To
         understand the lessons of Dieppe and the need for the prefabricated ‘Mulberry’ harbours of 1944 requires some knowledge of
         logistics, the branch of the military art concerned with supply.
     

      
      The logistical problem is considerable for any army. Armies cannot function for long without large supplies of petrol, food,
         ammunition, medical supplies and men. For an invading army landing from the sea, the basic problem of delivering the right
         things in the right amounts to the right unit at the right time is compounded by the physical problem of getting them ashore,
         in all weathers and against a variety of opposition. This problem is greatly eased if the invading army enjoys the services
         of a functioning port. The enemy is equally aware of this fact and sees to it that all likely ports, as at Dieppe, are well
         defended and, if in danger of capture, extensively destroyed.
     

      
      For the invasion to have a chance of success the Allies would need a port in good working order, through which their army
         could be supplied, the shipments safe from interruption by the weather. The big question to be answered was: was it possible
         to capture such a port by assault before the enemy has time to make it unusable? The Dieppe Raid made it bloodily clear that
         it wasn’t.
     

      
      Having accepted that to seize a port was impossible, it was clear that the invading army must take a port with them. Eventually
         they took two, the floating, prefabricated ports known as ‘Mulberry’ harbours, each as big as the Channel ferry port of Dover,
         one for the Americans at ‘Omaha’ beach and one for the British and Canadians at Arromanches. Parts of the latter port still
         remain offshore fifty years later.
     

      
      The slaughter of Canadian infantry on the beaches of Dieppe also pointed out the need for the employment of tanks in the initial
         assault waves, while the inability of the standard tank to cope with beach obstacles and break out from the landing area led
         directly to the development of specialized armour. This would eventually include mine-clearing tanks, bridge-building tanks, armoured bulldozers and tanks mounting heavy mortars to destroy concrete obstacles, but the main item of specialized
         armour was the DD (Duplex Drive) swimming tank, which all the Allied armies were to employ on D-Day. Launched from ships anchored
         beyond the range of coastal artillery, these tanks could sail in with the infantry landing craft and hit the beach at the
         same time.
     

      
      Patrick Hennessey, MBE, trained on the first DD tanks: ‘One lesson learned from the disastrous raid on Dieppe in 1942 was
         that infantry landing from the sea without the support of tanks were doomed. Our task was to get tanks on to the beach before
         or as the infantry arrived, and the problem was to do that without alerting the enemy. The solution was to launch the tanks
         into the sea and swim them ashore, but a tank does not float readily in water so a new type was invented.
     

      
      ‘The DD tank was a normal Sherman tank weighing some 32 tons. A metal skirt was welded round the hull to which was attached
         a canvas screen. This could be erected around the tank, supported by pillars of compressed air and kept rigid by metal struts.
         When in the water the tank floated, but there was only about 3ft of freeboard above the surface. Two small propellers were
         fitted at the stern of the tank, driven by the tank’s engine, and these gave us power and steering. Once on the beach, the
         screen was collapsed, and there stood a tank, ready to fight.’
     

      
      Lance-Corporal Henry Jolly recalls his DD tank training: ‘We started training for D-Day in the summer of 1943 on some Valentine
         tanks which had been converted for swimming purposes. I was just nineteen at the time.
     

      
      ‘We had to learn the use of the Davis escape equipment, which was used in submarines. The training took place in a water tank
         12-15ft deep, with the driving and turret compartments of a Valentine tank placed in the bottom. We then had to get into the
         Valentine tank and thousands of gallons of water poured down on us, and we were not allowed to use the Davis equipment until
         the water reached our chins. Breathing through the Davis equipment, we then had to stay in the Valentine until the outside
         tank was full. Only then, on an order from an instructor, could we escape from the Valentine. After this, and normal tank training, we started swimming and landing tanks from the sea on to the Isle of Wight.’
     

      
      Meanwhile, in 1943, the tide of war was slowly turning against the Axis. Two months after Dieppe, in October 1942, the British
         Eighth Army in Africa, under General Montgomery, defeated Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps at El Alamein. In November
         1942, American troops went into action against the Germans for the first time when they landed in Morocco under the command
         of Major-General Dwight D. Eisenhower.
     

      
      The North African campaign dragged on until the late spring of 1943, thereby effectively ruling out a cross-Channel invasion
         in that year. There was no time left to plan the attack, reorganize the troops and switch the landing craft to the Channel
         before the summer ended. To keep up the pressure on the Axis, Sicily and Italy were invaded in 1943, and the Italian government
         capitulated. The Germans, however, fought on in Italy and were still fighting there when the war ended in 1945.
     

      
      Most significantly for the cross-Channel invasion in 1943, the U-Boat menace was finally controlled, if not defeated, in the
         Atlantic. With the decline of the U-Boats the naval, military and logistical strength necessary for the invasion of France
         could begin to gather in Britain, and by the end of 1943 there were nearly one-and-a-half million American servicemen in Britain.
         They joined hundreds of thousands of fighting men from all the free nations now assembling for the invasion. There were Canadian
         soldiers, Australian, New Zealand and South African airmen, and contingents from all over the Empire, plus thousands more
         from the occupied countries of Europe, the Free French, Dutch, Belgians, Norwegians and Danes. The invasion of Europe would
         be an international venture.
     

      
      Among those arriving was Leslie W. Kick of the US 82nd Airborne Division, a unit which had already seen action in Sicily and Italy. ‘Bill’ Kick had been a paratrooper for just a year when
         he arrived in Britain. ‘In September 1942 I took the four-week parachute course at Fort Benning, followed by a two-week parachute
         communications course. In late October or early November I was assigned to HQ Bty, 82nd Airborne Division artillery at Fort
         Bragg as a radio operator. We landed on the docks at Casablanca, Morocco on May 10, 1943. In July 1943, being one of thirteen
         from HQ Bty, I was on a plane heading for the invasion of Sicily. When we flew over the US Navy ships laying offshore, we
         received heavy AA fire and both engines of our C-47 Dakota were knocked out. The pilot got over land and gave us the green
         light. We all got out without a scratch, but the pilot and co-pilot were killed in the crash.
     

      
      ‘The division proceeded westerly along the south coast of Sicily to Trapani. We flew back to Africa in August, then back to
         Sicily in September. Then we took a trip from Palermo to Salerno by landing craft in late September. We entered Naples on
         October 1, 1943.
     

      
      ‘In late November we took a three-week boat ride to Belfast, Ulster, where we stayed at Camp Ballyscullion, near Ballymena.
         About February 1944 we moved to Market Harborough, Leicestershire, in the English Midlands. Training from then until late
         May 1944 included a few weeks artillery firing in Wales.’
     

      
      Another of those arriving in Britain from the USA at this time was J. Robert Slaughter of 1st Bn 116th Infantry, 29th Infantry
         Division, another unit destined for ‘Overlord’. ‘I joined the Virginia National Guard as a teenager in December 1940. On February
         3, 1941 the Guard was inducted into Federal service and I was sent to Fort George G. Meade for one year’s training. The attack
         on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 changed our lives for ever. The song, “I’ll Be Back In A Year, Little Darling” changed
         to “in for the duration!” We went overseas unescorted aboard the luxury liner, Queen Mary on Sunday, September 27, 1942.
     

      
      ‘On Friday, October 2, a beautiful and calm day, 500 miles from our destination, Greenock in Scotland, the British Navy sent
         a light cruiser, HMS Curacao and a six-destroyer antisubmarine screen for our protection. Curacao zigged instead of zagging and we cut her in two, killing 320 British sailors. We limped into port the next day with a king-sized
         hole in the Queen Mary’s bow.’
     

      
      Fifty years later, in a time when world travel is within most people’s grasp, it is hard to imagine the impact the Americans
         had on the British people, or the curiosity the Americans felt about this war-weary little island. When the Americans arrived,
         the British people had been fighting Hitler for three long years and the strains were beginning to tell. Most of the men were
         in uniform, many of them abroad, and most of the women were in the services or working in the factories. Food rationing was
         in force and although most of the people were healthy enough, they were looking tired and thin. The centre of many of the
         cities had been reduced to rubble by German bombing, and the British people were in sore need of a little light relief. Into
         this scene erupted more than a million ebullient young Americans who seemed to have plenty of everything. Before long their
         trucks and troops filled the streets, and their music dominated the airwaves.
     

      
      There were, inevitably, tensions. British reserve was frequently seen as sullenness, a resentment of America’s wealth and
         power, while American enthusiasm was often taken as brashness and stupidity. British soldiers sourly remarked that the Yanks
         were ‘over-paid, over-fed, over-sexed and over here’. The Americans replied that the British troops were ‘underpaid, under-sized,
         under-sexed and under Eisenhower’. Relations between the Allied troops never became very friendly, though many American soldiers
         went to serve or train in British establishments. Robert Slaughter, for example, became a member of the 29th Ranger Battalion,
         which was trained by British Commandos at Achnacarry in Scotland.
     

      
      Between the Americans and the British civilians – especially British girls – relations were much easier. Many Americans married
         British girls, and friendships were forged which endure to this day.
     

      
      Fred Tannery, of 4th Infantry Division, remembers one of his English friends: ‘In the five months before we went to France,
         I became very friendly with an English fellow, Gordon, who ran the Tiverton Theatre, the local movie house. He was the projectionist
         as well and I used to help him run the projector and take tickets in the lobby. We still keep in touch and I saw him on my
         visit to England long after the war. I met some very wonderful people in England, who I will remember as long as I live.’
     

      
      
      Milton Chadwick arrived with a glider unit of 82nd Airborne: ‘I loved England. Maybe the common language helped. I remember
         the flowers in the park at Market Harborough. I always used to swing the children in the park there and I was amazed that
         they remembered me when I came back from Normandy after six weeks’ absence. The people treated us as their very own, and gave
         us a big welcome at the rail-road station upon our return from Normandy. I spent several pleasant Sunday afternoons with the
         Coleman family, who lived in Highfield Street in Market Harborough. I thought England was great, and if I could not have returned
         to the US after the war, I would have chosen England as my place to live.’
     

      
      Jack Schlegel, now Chief of Police at Shandaken, New York, was then a twenty-year-old trooper in the 3rd Battalion of the
         508th Parachute Infantry Regiment: ‘After a few weeks in Portrush, Ireland, we came to our English base in Nottingham. English
         life and customs were strange to me, but I soon experienced the friendly warmth of the Nottingham people. Most of our time
         in Nottingham was taken up by training, but there were the lighter moments of pubs, romance, and rival fights between units.
         One incident always comes to mind; the killing of the King’s deer in Wollaton Park. One day, a group of us decided deer steaks
         would be great, and since many of us were deer hunters in the USA, we felt the King would not miss a few. That night, several
         deer were shot, but the local constables got word of this, and several days after, a message from Col. Gavin’s Headquarters
         put the 508th under base arrest with a warning that hunting deer was off limits in Nottingham. The deer steaks tasted great
         though!’
     

      
      Alan Mitchell of Nottingham was a teenager when the American troops arrived: ‘We used to hold dances in the youth club on
         a Saturday night, and as most of the local men were in the army, about four of us played in the band. It was really great
         playing such tunes as “You’ll Never Know” and “My Devotion”. The audience were mainly American paratroopers and the place
         was packed solid. Although I never heard them myself, the 508th had their own twelve-piece band, and they, too, used to play
         at the hall on numerous occasions. The stage was bedecked with different coloured parachutes.
     

      
      
      ‘All in all, the GIs I met were a nice bunch, especially the Mexican boys. I used to walk home down Western Boulevard regularly
         with them as they walked back to Wollaton Park.’
     

      
      Mary Hutton of Malmesbury in Wiltshire remembers another incident: ‘My grandmother was a rather severe old lady and didn’t
         approve of any girl going out with an American. Then one day, when she was going to the shops, a convoy went past full of
         American troops. One of them leaned out, gave a great wolf-whistle and called out, “Wish I was forty years older, Ma’am.”
         The Americans could do no wrong in her eyes after that.’
     

      
      The amazing thing is not that there were tensions but that, after the initial shock, the two peoples got on so well. Cooperation
         was necessary, for the day of decision was drawing closer.
     

      
      The Allied leaders, Roosevelt, Churchill, Stalin, their Chiefs of Staffs and planners, were now meeting regularly, to plan
         overall strategy for the war, and in particular to plan the invasion of France. The decision to invade was finally taken by
         the Combined Chiefs of Staff in Washington in May 1943, with a provisional D-Day – the day of the actual assault – fixed for
         1 May 1944.
     

      
      In early 1943, the forthcoming invasion acquired a codename. They called it Operation ‘Overlord’, while the naval part was
         given another codename, Operation ‘Neptune’. From the beginning there had been agreement that the Supreme Commander of ‘Overlord’
         would be an American, for after the initial landing in France the bulk of the ground forces would be American, and the appointment
         of an American as ‘Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary Force’ was therefore inevitable.
     

      
      The Anglo-American and Canadian troops were lucky in the man chosen to lead them to France. General Dwight D. Eisenhower had
         commanded the American forces in North Africa. He was, by any standards, a good soldier and a fine man, but was unequalled
         as a leader of disparate Allied armies. He could handle prickly Army Commanders tactfully, or slap them down hard if he had
         to, but without causing lasting rancour. He was universally liked and respected; his smile alone was reputedly worth an Army Corps to the Allied cause.
     

      
      Commanding a vast force drawn from many nations, Eisenhower was quite without nationalistic prejudice but, within limits,
         he could tolerate it in others, and his staff, following this example, worked together in an atmosphere remarkably free from
         friction. For internal disagreements among his officers, Eisenhower’s rule was simple: ‘If you disagree strongly with someone,’
         he said, ‘you can call him a bastard if you have to. You may not, however, call him a Limey or a Yankee bastard.’
     

      
      Eisenhower was not a fighting soldier. Before Operation ‘Torch’ (the American landings in North Africa at the end of 1942),
         Eisenhower had not even held an operational command. He was by profession a staff officer of considerable skill and experience
         and a protégé of General Marshall, the American Army Chief of Staff. This link with Marshall gave Eisenhower considerable
         political influence and a knowledge of how to get his views across to people in a position to help. Added to his universal
         popularity, this made him the perfect man for the job, while his staff experience proved invaluable for what was, in the end,
         a tremendous logistical task.
     

      
      Eisenhower’s appointment as Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary Force, was confirmed on Christmas Day 1943; from that
         moment Operation ‘Overlord’ was under way.
     

      
      The Senior Command structure for ‘Overlord’ was as on p. 20.

      
      As the diagram shows, the Army Field Commander for the invasion and build-up period was to be the British General, Sir Bernard
         L. Montgomery, the famous ‘Monty’, victor of El Alamein. His command would only endure for the invasion period or until sufficient
         American forces were ashore for Eisenhower to take up the Field Command.
     

      
      Montgomery has had his critics, and not only in America, but you will not hear many critical voices among those who served
         under his command. ‘With Monty, at least you knew what was going on … and that is not always the case in military matters,’
         is one typical comment.
     

      
      General Montgomery, or ‘Monty’ as he was universally called, was Britain’s most charismatic commander and a professional fighting
         soldier. Commissioned into the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, he had been wounded on the Western Front during the Great War,
         and commanded a division in France in 1940. These experiences had left Monty with two firm convictions. First, that his men’s
         lives were precious; no steps were too long or difficult if they saved lives. Second, that war was a chaotic business on which
         he must impose order by careful soldiering and meticulous tactics.
     

      
      [image: image]

      
      Monty’s personality was often abrasive and he was undoubtedly arrogant. His attitudes brought him into conflict with his American
         colleagues who saw him as a cautious, even timid commander, while for his part Monty made little secret of his dislike of
         their bald-headed approach to battle. Monty’s natural instinct to protect lives was compounded by the fact that by 1944 Britain’s
         military resources, particularly in manpower, were almost at an end. He had to protect lives because his men were irreplaceable.
         Indeed, shortly after the D-Day landings it was necessary to break up one British division to supply reinforcements to other
         units; no other reinforcements were available. Whatever the difficulties caused by his attitude, Montgomery was the acknowledged master of the planned, set-piece battle
         and, like Eisenhower, he was acknowledged as the best man for the job that had to be done on D-Day.
     

      
      Eisenhower and Montgomery had their first look at the plans already prepared for ‘Overlord’ at Marrakech in Morocco on New
         Year’s Eve 1943-4. They did not like what they saw. This plan had been in preparation since 1942 and was the work of a team
         under the direction of a British officer, Lt-General F. E. Morgan and his American assistant, Brigadier-General Barker. Morgan’s
         appointment was entitled ‘Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander (Designate)’ or COSSAC for short, and his proposals
         were therefore known as the COSSAC plan.
     

      
      The war itself had laid down many of the requirements necessary for a successful invasion; air supremacy, surprise, adequate
         forces, specialized troops and armour, logistical support, the provision of ports. As more requirements became evident, so
         they were incorporated into the COSSAC plan. Now came the crucial problem of where the Allied armies should land … and where
         the enemy’s armies must be persuaded to think they would land. To these vital matters the planners now turned their minds.
     

      
      Clearly, the invasion area must be within reach of Allied air cover. It must have weather-protected landing beaches which
         would also permit rapid deployment of the Allied armies inland after the invasion. The invasion area must be capable of being
         sealed off by bombing enemy communications, bridges, roads, and rail links, to delay the build-up of enemy counter-offensives,
         and have some reasonable port facility nearby that could quickly be captured, cleared of mines and obstructions, and brought
         into use. The planners spent hours and days poring over maps, seeking such a location on the French coast.
     

      
      For the first requirement the Channel coast around Calais would be best. It was a bare twenty minutes’ flying time away from
         the airfields in Kent and a beachhead there would give easy access towards Germany across northern France. It was so suitable
         that the enemy agreed with the Allies on this point and the defences along the coast around Calais were particularly strong. The Allied planners looked elsewhere. To the north of Calais the landing area was even more suitable, but a break-out
         would lead across the flood plain of Flanders on to the fatal ground of the 1914-18 War, and this fact alone tended to eliminate
         that area. The COSSAC planners then turned their eyes south, across the Seine and, beyond that, to the Calvados coast of Normandy.
     

      
      The coast of Normandy, and in particular the area between the Cotentin Peninsula and the Bay of the Seine, lay only 80 miles
         away from the south coast of England. This was just within fighter range in 1943, and fighter range was steadily increasing
         – Allied fighters ranged 75 miles into Normandy on D-Day. The beaches between the River Orne north of Caen and the River Vire
         at the foot of the Cotentin Peninsula were wide and gentle, and the Cotentin – or Cherbourg – Peninsula, apart from offering
         the port of Cherbourg, would give some protection from the full fetch of any Atlantic gales coming in from the west. Moreover,
         the area could be cut off by the tactical bombing of some thirty bridges leading in across the Seine, thus isolating the area
         from German reinforcements. Finally, on this sector the coastal fortifications were nowhere near as strong as they were along
         the Channel coast. COSSAC, therefore, chose Normandy for the ‘Overlord’ invasion, on a 30-mile strip running west from the
         mouth of the Orne, 6 miles north of Caen to the River Vire.
     

      
      Eisenhower and Montgomery had many reservations about the COSSAC plan and they wanted changes. With I May 1944 already set
         as the invasion date, they had only a few months to do much about it, but they did agree that the choice of a landing place
         was broadly correct. Thus the die was cast. Some time soon, in the coming year of 1944, the full weight of Allied arms would
         fall on the coast of Normandy.
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      The Defences of Normandy

      
      

         ‘Rommel told me, “If the Allies will land
and we can’t throw them back into the sea
within 24 hours, it’s the beginning of the
end.”’
Major Hans Von Luck
125 Panzer Grenadier Regiment
21st Panzer Division

      



      
      Normandy, ancient dukedom of the English Plantagenet Kings, is the largest province in modern France. As in all French provinces,
         Normandy is sub-divided into a number of départements, of which two, Calvados and La Manche, were to be directly concerned with the invasion, which fell on their northern and
         eastern coasts.
     

      
      The Calvados coast runs west from the mouth of the River Orne, north of the city of Caen, to the mouth of the River Vire,
         north of Isigny. Before the war this was a holiday and tourist area, noted for fine, safe, sandy beaches, for yachting and
         for the abundant and excellent local seafood. The coast west of Ouistreham, running through the little resort towns of Lion-sur-Mer,
         Luc-sur-Mer, Langrune and St Aubin, is referred to locally as ‘Le Côte Nacré’, the Pearl Coast. Apart from some modern tourist developments, like caravan parks, it is still very much as it was fifty years ago, in the summer of 1944.
     

      
      To the west, across the Vire, lies the département of La Manche, which runs west through the market town of Carentan and north up the Cotentin Peninsula, through the beautiful
         little town of Ste-Mère-Eglise, to Cherbourg on the tip of the peninsula. Cherbourg is the major port in this section of the
         coast and the nearest port to southern England, some eighty miles to the north. The beaches of Calvados and La Manche are
         very wide, flat and sandy, gently shelving and backed with drained salt marshes or low sand dunes. They do contain patches
         of mud and there are offshore sandbars, but they are in general very suitable for amphibious operations.
     

      
      These beaches are broken only once on the Calvados coast, between the River Vire and Arromanches, where steep cliffs, 100ft
         high, drop directly into the sea along twenty miles of coast. These cliffs are broken only twice, by the small harbour and
         town of Port-en-Bessin, and by four miles of beach below the villages of Vierville and St Laurent. This beach – code-named
         ‘Omaha’ – was to be the scene of bloody fighting on 6 June 1944.
     

      
      The country behind the beaches is very varied. Around Caen there are large open areas of arable fields interspersed with apple
         orchards and low wooded hills, land flat enough to contain the airfield at Carpiquet. South of the Cotentin Peninsula and
         Port-en-Bessin lie the close, irregular fields of the Normandy bocage. ‘Bocage’ is a Norman word meaning grove or copse; the Normandy bocage consists of innumerable small, irregular fields, divided by high, thick hedges set atop earth banks. This was perfect defensive
         country if the enemy had the time and forces to occupy it. Overall, the country is not unlike Hampshire or the flatter areas
         of Vermont and Maine in the eastern United States. It is farming country, threaded with streams and rivers, home to an industrious
         rural population.
     

      
      Large towns are few. The capital of the region is the university city of Caen, six miles up the Orne from Ouistreham. Caen
         and the city of St Lô, further to the west, would be the scene of bitter fighting later in the Normandy campaign. In the centre
         of Calvados, some ten miles inland from the coast, lies the ancient cathedral city of Bayeux, famous down the ages for that remarkable relic of another invasion, the Bayeux Tapestry,
         which depicts the landing of Duke William the Conqueror in England nine centuries ago in 1066. There are no other towns near
         the coast, with the exception of the sizeable fishing port of Ouistreham at the mouth of the Orne, with a population in 1944
         of about 5,000. Then there is Courseulles at the mouth of the River Seulles, and over to the west, Carentan, a market town
         of the southern Cotentin also with a population of around 5,000. Another place to note is the village of Ste-Mère-Eglise in
         the centre of the Cotentin, which had a population of some 1,500 in 1944 and was noted for the breeding of horses.
     

      
      When the COSSAC planners’ eyes first turned upon it in 1943, Normandy was a backwater in the European war, quiet, peaceful
         and relatively undisturbed. It had been that way since German forces overran France in 1940. Normandy was usually occupied
         by second-rank formations of the German Wehrmacht, units without motor transport or with obsolescent equipment, or by divisions
         resting after campaigns on the Russian Front. In late 1943 all that began to change.
     

      
      The options open to generals are often limited. The Germans were able to predict when and where the invasion would probably
         take place simply by calculating what they would do in Eisenhower’s place. By mid-1943 there was no doubt on either side of
         the Channel that an invasion was coming, and the Allied choice clearly lay between the Pas de Calais, which was favoured by
         General Von Rundstedt, the German Commander in the West, and most of the German High Command (the OKW), and Normandy, favoured
         for intuitive reasons by Adolf Hitler, the German Chancellor. Both parties felt that wherever the main invasion came in, there
         would be a major diversion in the other, to disperse the defenders and help the main assault. The main difficulty would be
         to decide which was the invasion and which the diversion.
     

      
      Hans Von Luck, then a major in the 21st Panzer Division, had served with General Rommel in the desert and was with him again
         in Normandy. ‘Before, and on D-Day, I was commanding a Panzer Grenadier Regiment of the 21st Panzer Division, east of the River Orne. Our division was in Army Group “B” reserve and under strict orders not to move unless released
         by the Army Group on direct orders from Hitler’s Headquarters.
     

      
      ‘We didn’t expect the invasion in Normandy because the distance was very long, there were a lot of cliffs, difficult to overcome,
         but we were training every night to get as familiar with the ground as possible. Rommel visited us several times, and he insisted
         that we had to take position and dig in, that the invasion might come in Normandy. General Marcks, who was the Corps Commander
         at that time, knew the British very well and he said, “I know the British. They will go to church on Sunday, they will land
         here in Normandy on Monday.” So this was foreseen, only Eisenhower postponed the invasion for one day.’
     

      
      The Germans had been building up their coastal defences, the so-called Atlantic Wall, since the invasion of Britain was abandoned
         in 1941. When completed, the Atlantic Wall was to run from Norway to the Spanish frontier, a thick belt of minefields, obstacles,
         strongpoints and artillery, the latter set in reinforced concrete blockhouses which could repel any invasion force. The snag
         was that even by the spring of 1944, the Atlantic Wall was not complete.
     

      
      British Commandos and Allied agents crossed it with impunity night after night, and resources to complete it in terms of concrete,
         men or munitions were simply not available. The Pas de Calais was certainly strong enough and the Allied deception plans,
         which included stationing the American Third Army in Kent, fed the Germans the idea that this would be the area of the invasion,
         and that any attack in Normandy would only be a feint. However, Normandy needed much more attention before it could be considered
         secure. Hitler had some six months to prepare for the invasion, and clearly there was much work to be done. He did, however,
         have just the man to do it: Rommel.
     

      
      Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, infantry colonel, Panzer leader, sometime commander of the doughty Afrika Korps, the most charismatic
         general of the Second World War, was glad to be summoned to the Führer’s Headquarters in December 1943. The previous twelve
         months had not been happy ones for him. Since his return from Africa in the spring of 1943 he had spent some time in hospital, recovering from jaundice and exhaustion
         following his efforts in the desert. He had kicked his heels for a while at Hitler’s Headquarters, and in November 1943 was
         commanding an Army Group based in Bavaria and northern Italy.
     

      
      This was not an active fighting command, and Rommel’s time in office there was plagued with trouble from the SS, the soldiers
         drawn from the ranks of the Nazi Party. SS Divisions, while under Wehrmacht control for operations, were not under control
         in matters of discipline and the savage behaviour of SS troops toward the Italian civilian population proved a continuous
         source of trouble for Field Marshal Rommel. His complaints about their behaviour were referred to political leaders such as
         Himmler, and then ignored. Though unpopular, SS units were nevertheless excellent fighting divisions, and through their political
         influence usually had the pick of manpower and equipment. Well trained, well equipped and often fanatical, SS troops, in particular
         the 12th SS Panzer Division, were to play a significant part in the early Normandy battles of 1944.
     

      
      Rommel was glad to leave Italy and looked forward to the new appointment outlined by the Führer. His first task was to inspect
         all the defences of the Atlantic Wall, from Denmark to the Spanish frontier, and report on their ability to repel the coming
         invasion.
     

      
      Rommel began his task with a series of whirlwind inspection tours along the entire length of the Atlantic Wall; he was horrified
         by what he found. In all but a few areas the Wall simply did not exist. The major ports and possible Allied landing areas,
         such as the coast of the Pas de Calais, were certainly well protected with heavy guns in concrete emplacements and adequate
         garrisons secure in intricate defence systems, but elsewhere there were long stretches of coast where the defences were no
         more than a few mines and some strands of barbed wire. The problem now was what to do about it in the short time available
         before the Allies came ashore.
     

      
      By 1943 the shortage of war material for the German forces was becoming acute, but the main blame for the lack of defences
         along the coast lay with the Oberkommando Wehrmacht (OKW), the German High Command. The OKW had made the fundamental mistake
         of believing their own propaganda.
     

      
      Following the bloody repulse of the Canadians at the Dieppe Raid of 1942, Goebbels, Hitler’s Minister of Propaganda, had made
         great play with the impregnability of the Atlantic Wall, citing Dieppe as evidence of what would happen to any invader who
         dared put a foot in Fortress Europe, the Germans’ ‘Festung Europa’. The German people and Army were bombarded with propaganda which seemed to bear out Hitler’s claims that the Allies could
         never set foot in Europe until Hitler’s long-promised V-weapons, the V1 and V2 rockets, were able to shatter Britain and end the war … and these rockets and their launching sites were ready for
         deployment by the summer of 1944.
     

      
      Since 1940 France had been listed low in the priority scale for men and equipment, and had become a rest area for divisions
         mauled on the Russian Front. The permanent garrison consisted largely of low-grade divisions, often containing Poles or Romanians,
         or elderly and unfit Germans, even renegade Russians. Some indication of the diversity in these divisions is indicated by
         the fact that in some of their battalions, eight different types of paybook were necessary, for Russians, Cossacks, Armenians,
         Georgians, Turkmen, Tartars, and so on.
     

      
      The development of thick defences, especially of beach obstacles and strongpoints, was hampered by a shortage of steel, concrete
         and manpower, for the main German labour force, the Todt Organization, was kept busy repairing bomb damage to factories in
         the Ruhr. Rommel reported his dire findings to OKW and to Field Marshal Von Rundstedt, commanding Army Group West, but little
         was or could be done to rectify matters.
     

      
      Rommel therefore decided to take a direct line in the affair. He went to Hitler and applied for command of Army Group B, which
         consisted of the German armies stationed between the Netherlands and the Loire. The invasion would certainly come somewhere
         in this area and Rommel would therefore be the Commander of the German anti-invasion forces. As Commander of Army Group B,
         Rommel was responsible directly to Von Rundstedt, the Chief of Oberkommando West, commanding all the troops in Western Europe. There might have been friction
         between the two men, since Rommel had gone over Von Rundstedt’s head to obtain his command. Von Rundstedt was the doyen of
         the Offizier Korps, while Rommel was regarded in some Wehrmacht circles as an upstart who had gained his rapid promotion by
         the favour of Hitler. Fortunately, Von Rundstedt had little interest left in fighting the war and was happy to give Rommel
         his head.
     

      
      In June 1944, Von Rundstedt had, at least on paper, 60 divisions, 11 of them Panzer divisions, to meet the Allied invasion,
         but these were deployed all down the western coast of Europe and their men and equipment varied widely; 24 of these divisions
         were deployed in Holland or Belgium, 11 were in the South of France and 6 south of the Loire. Some units had little or no
         transport, while the others relied heavily on horses, even for artillery haulage, a method which had long since been abandoned
         by the Allied armies.
     

      
      Von Rundstedt’s authority in the West was continually undermined by interference from Hitler and he was quite content to let
         Rommel have a free hand if he wanted one. Rommel’s disputes with Von Rundstedt’s headquarters, Army Group West, were over
         supplies and tactics, and his main opponent here was not Von Rundstedt but the Commander of Panzer Forces in the West, General
         Geyr Von Schweppenburg. Their main disagreements centred on where the invasion would come and on what tactics should be employed
         to repel it.
     

      
      Rommel’s appreciation of Allied intentions fell somewhere between that of Hitler and the OKW. He felt that Normandy was more
         likely than the Pas de Calais, but decided that an assault around the mouth of the Somme was the most probable of all. It
         was therefore in this area and in Normandy that he concentrated his efforts, setting out to develop the coastal defences in
         depth, driving his men hard, using energy, ingenuity and his genius for improvisation to overcome a chronic shortage of material.
     

      
      Rommel’s intention was to halt the Allied invasion on the beaches. Here his views differed from those of Field Marshal Von
         Rundstedt, most of the General Staff, and certainly of Geyr Von Schweppenburg. Von Rundstedt felt that with over 1,500 miles of coast to defend and the Allied command of the sea
         and domination of the air, the invasion simply could not be prevented. Therefore he did not propose to try and prevent the
         Allies getting ashore. Rather, he proposed to concentrate on defending major ports and on building up a strategic reserve
         which, once the main invasion had been located, would move against it with overwhelming force and push the landing forces
         back into the sea.
     

      
      This was a classic defensive strategy. Rommel appreciated the thinking behind it, while totally disagreeing with the concept.
         He felt that the Allied command of the air would be decisive and prevent the movement forward of any German strategic reserve.
         Such forces as were able to move would be shattered by Allied air strikes long before they got near the landing areas. He
         therefore intended to work well forward and defeat the invasion on the beaches, and on the first day – the ‘longest day’,
         as he called it. Within his own command he made preparations to do just that, but his preparations were constantly hampered
         by disagreements on this basic policy, particularly with Geyr Von Schweppenburg, who controlled the best equipped divisions
         in the West, the Panzer divisions of the Waffen SS. Rommel and his superiors were still arguing over the fundamental points
         of his policy when the Allied troops came ashore. There were only 18 German divisions in Normandy and Brittany, between the
         Seine and the Loire, and the disputes between Rommel and Von Rundstedt over the best invasion tactics led to a compromise
         in their deployment.
     

      
      In the actual invasion area were two German armies, the Seventh to the south of the Seine and the Fifteenth to the north.
         The Seventh Army was to bear the brunt of the invasion, which fell on the three infantry divisions, the 709th, 91st and 243rd
         in the Cotentin, and two infantry divisions stationed along the Calvados coast, the 716th and 352nd. Of these, only the 352nd
         was a first-class, well-trained and properly equipped assault infantry division, although the 91st was up to strength and
         had been trained in anti-invasion tactics.
     

      
      The only Panzer division near the coast was an ex-Afrika Korps formation, 21st Panzer, deployed between Caen and Falaise, and the only tactical reserve was the first-class 6th Parachute Regiment deployed around Carentan. Other formations
         available in support included the troops of 84th Corps deployed along the coast from the Orne to the Seine, and two more Panzer
         divisions, 12th SS Panzer, deployed around Ber-nay and Evreux, and Panzer Lehr, which was positioned further south, on the
         wide plains of the Beauce, near Chartres. The headquarters of the 1st SS Panzer Corps was at Rouen, while Rommel took up his
         headquarters at the château of LaRoche Guyon, further up the Seine, near the base of the 116 Panzer Division.
     

      
      Apart from the 21st Panzer Division, the 352nd and 91st Infantry Divisions, and the 6th Parachute Regiment, the troops along
         the Calvados and Cotentin coast were second-rank formations. Many of the soldiers had chronic complaints, stomach ailments
         or poor feet, or were Russian or Polish renegades, serving here to avoid forced labour. They lacked heavy weapons and motor
         transport, and got about on bicycles. Even at this stage in the war, most German infantry divisions in whatever state of readiness
         still used horse transport. Even so, these German formations were dug-in and prepared to make a fight of it when the day came.
         They had very little choice and could reflect that the normal attack:defence ratio, where one defending soldier was held to
         be worth three attackers was increased when the attackers had to land and attack from the sea.
     

      
      Sergeant Rainer Hartmetz had arrived in Normandy from the Russian Front and was an experienced infantry NCO. ‘When I came
         to Normandy I was stationed some kilometres east of Caen on the main road to Pont l’Evêque. It was different from those awful
         days in Russia, I remember the time the Russians assaulted us three times in one day, the last time with about 120 tanks.
         The company was stationed in Frénouville, a small village on the Caen–Lisieux road, with about 200 inhabitants. Each morning
         the company disappeared into the fields or forests for combat training by squads, platoons and companies. We practised with
         all our weapons, and the training became a kind of sport. We didn’t know much about the other German troops in France. Our
         battalion came from Russia, and that was another world. We knew we would have to fight another adversary – the British. We didn’t think of the Americans; they were not known to us. We had the feeling that fighting with
         the British would be a more human fight. We knew the British would be tough fighters but there would be humane rules.
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