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  Foreword








  In 1989, I was a part time graduate student at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, taking courses in a variety of historical fields. The demands of graduate work were considerable, particularly in tandem with an extensive work schedule. Every week I read at least five or six books in preparation for class discussions, presentations, or papers. My topical readings ranged from race, class, and gender to international relations, social history, economic history, European affairs, American foreign affairs, and even the esoteric world of American colonial historiography. I was learning a lot about these worthy topics, but I was still frustrated. I had explored graduate school in hopes of becoming an American military historian, particularly a soldier’s historian. To my way of thinking, the soldier’s experience had defined a great deal of modern history, especially for the United States. But, like most every other history department in America, this one offered precious little instruction in the field. So, in addition to my regular assignments, I read all the military history I could, mostly for the sheer passion and pleasure of it. Even then, I was amazed at how few military historians really seemed to portray—or even understand—common soldiers.




  One day, though, I acquired a copy of Joseph Balkoski’s seminal book Beyond the Beachhead and my world changed. In my view at the time, only Max Hastings, John Keegan and Cornelius Ryan had made any serious attempt to convey the grim realities of D-Day. Yet none of these greats had delved so deeply into the world of the American soldier as Balkoski had. As I read his beautifully written and researched book, I found myself enthralled at the vividness of the story. Splashed among these pages were the men of the 29th Infantry Division, from humble privates to division commander Major General Charles Gerhardt himself. This was intimate history and it made me feel as though I was right there with the troops during the many long months of training, the bloody Omaha beach invasion and the desperate push for St. Lô. What’s more, I was fascinated by the well informed chapters about the weapons, tactics, and practices of the opposing armies. Somehow, Balkoski managed to meld a slew of these topical insights with the urgency of battle narrative, progressing the story from the beaches to the hedgerows and beyond. His prose was both engaging and dispassionate. He avoided hagiography while still conveying deep sympathy for the men of the 29th. He had clearly mastered an incredible blend of source material, from official after action reports to his own personal interviews. I quickly came to admire him as a storyteller of consummate skill and sensitivity—an opinion that has only solidified in the years since. He brought the combat soldier’s world to life for me, as no one ever had before. Mind you, this was before Band of Brothers, Citizen Soldiers, Saving Private Ryan and the many other important works that have stimulated a tremendous renaissance in soldier oriented studies and narratives from the 1990s to this day. Beyond the Beachhead was the first independently written history of a U.S. Army division to avoid the mind numbing jargon of acronyms, flanking maneuvers, orders and unit movements told from a top down, headquarters point of view. Instead it brought the soldiers to life, but without resorting to vacuous hero worship or allowing the narrative to descend into a confusing maw of oral history minutia. In these chapters, the randomness, the chaos, the ugliness, the confusion and sangfroid of war come to life, in their entire ugly splendor.




  Even with a full graduate study schedule, I somehow found time to read and re-read this incredible book and I’m glad I did. Balkoski showed me that it was possible to drill beneath the surface of history and find the real story of those who do the actual fighting, without ever losing sight of the larger meaning and strategic purpose of that fighting. His graphic portrait of the Normandy invasion and front line combat made an unforgettable impression on me. It inspired me to focus my graduate studies, many subsequent books, and really my career as a whole, in this same direction. I am undoubtedly not the only one who was similarly influenced by Balkoski, a true pioneer if ever there was one. I dare say that every diligent historian who has since written about Omaha beach or the Normandy invasion has drawn much from Balkoski’s work.




  I can also say with certainty that, after thirty years, Beyond the Beachhead has held up beautifully. It remains an important, original work, one of the finest books ever published on the American experience at Normandy. You will find here no outdated interpretations, no glaring errors, nor any convoluted or self-serving syntax. Quite the contrary. Balkoski was the first to compare the United States and German armies, not just in the abstract, but in the context of their desperate struggle for Normandy. More than any other previous historian, he revealed the innovation and resourcefulness of the American combat soldier as well as the terrible consequences of the American replacement system. As fairly and objectively as he could, he portrayed the failings and triumphs of senior leaders such as hard driving “Uncle Charlie” Gerhardt and his assistant division commander, Brigadier General Norman “Dutch” Cota. He revealed infantry combat for what it actually was, not what generals or commentators might have imagined it to be. While his focus is on the 29th Infantry Division, perhaps what is most interesting about Beyond the Beachhead is that, in a sense, the unit was typical of so many others. “I believe that the 29th Division may be viewed as a microcosm of the U.S. Army in the campaign from Omaha beach to the Elbe,” he wrote saliently. “It was composed primarily of citizen soldiers.” (P. Xv) Indeed it was, and in the pages that follow, Balkoski shows us who they were, how they fought, and what they accomplished and, in my opinion, he does this better than any other historian before or since.




  John C. McManus




  Curators’ Distinguished Professor, U.S. Military History Missouri University of Science and Technology




  Author of The Dead and Those About to Die, D-Day: The Big Red One at Omaha Beach, The Americans at D-Day, The Americans at Normandy




  Preface to the 2005 Edition








  I wrote Beyond the Beachhead seventeen years ago and must acknowledge that the book has meaningfully impacted my life virtually every day since. It seemed like a good idea to me back in 1984, when America, Canada, and the Western European nations were commemorating the fortieth anniversary of D-Day, to write a book about this crucial event. I surmised that a good way to do it would be to focus on the 29th Infantry Division—the local outfit from my hometown that played a major role in the Omaha Beach assault and the subsequent Normandy campaign.




  It was a simple ambition. I was young and did not have the slightest idea what I was getting into. I had carried out D-Day research fairly seriously in the 1970s, and I knew that the story, which had in truth never been told in full, would be intriguing. But the depth of the subject, and the countless details remaining to be exposed, quickly convinced me that instead of the year or two that I had thought I would need to investigate this compelling historical story, serious D-Day research would be a lifetime effort. Somehow or other, this intimidating insight motivated rather than discouraged me.




  From the beginning, however, my grand aim in Beyond the Beachhead was not simply to scrutinize D-Day. Rather, it was to examine the war at a minute level by using the 29th Division as an example of what all American combat outfits had to endure in World War II against tough and skilled opponents on all fronts. By focusing on the life of a single division over a comparatively brief period—only six weeks—I hoped to reveal to readers that the reality of combat for American soldiers in World War II was far harsher than most people realized. Consequently, the topic was worthy of much greater attention from scholars who seriously study this period. The story was about one U.S. Army division, but in reality, it was about all eighty-nine of them.




  I am astonished by how thoroughly the subject matter swallowed me, and never cease to be amazed that a period of only six weeks in the late spring and early summer of 1944 has been perceived entirely differently by veterans and historians. For a 29th Division GI who grasped the cruel realities of combat in the Normandy hedgerows, those six weeks surely seemed like a lifetime. For the historian, however, six weeks is a mere blink of the eye, a period that could be spent doing nothing but perusing five or six boxes of faded and dusty U.S. Army records at the National Archives.




  I consider it an immeasurable blessing that many of the men who lived the events described in this book accepted me without question and opened up deep and troubling recesses of their souls, unvisited for decades, simply because truth demanded it. The emotional energy that emanated from such generous people was incredibly powerful, accompanied by unspoken sentiments that future generations of Americans deserved to know the meaning of personal sacrifice and the reason why thousands of comrades who furnished that sacrifice never returned home. Although I find it richly rewarding that Stackpole Books considers Beyond the Beachhead worthy of a new edition so long after its original publication, my true satisfaction comes from knowing that a new and uninitiated generation will be introduced to the war as 29th Division veterans witnessed it more than sixty years ago.




  I have often wondered how simple men could have endured what the 29ers did and still fight on, suffering through 20,000 casualties on the way to V-E Day. The answer is simple, but it did not dawn on me until well after the publication of Beyond the Beachhead: The 29th Division was, and continues to be, a family—a large and exceptionally close-knit family. Soldiers took enormous pride in their outfit, their leaders, and, most important, themselves. Caring profoundly about the fate of one’s comrades can make an incomparable soldier, a lesson the 29th Division taught the enemy on Omaha Beach and for the next two months in Normandy. The Blue and Gray Division had trained for its moment in the sun for forty months, and when that moment arrived, it was undeniably confident and ready. Ultimate proof of that came not so much from its immediate military accomplishments as from its ability to absorb terrible human losses inflicted by a resolute and unyielding enemy—and still carry out and achieve critical missions.




  I know this to be true because it has been an unsurpassable privilege to have been accepted as a member of this family. I have walked Omaha Beach, St. Lô, and Vire with these men; visited them in hospitals; befriended their children and been deeply touched to observe them befriending mine; delivered eulogies at their funerals; and addressed current 29th Division soldiers—some of whom were on their way to Iraq—on the impressive heritage of their unit. To those who pronounce that I have come too close to my subject, I retort that this very closeness has provided me a unique and undeniably precise perspective on 29th Division history, one that answers entirely the aforementioned question of how the division was able to carry on despite dreadful losses.




  When I started work on Beyond the Beachhead, I had been to Normandy only once and did not expect to return, as I fully anticipated moving into entirely different areas of American military history for my next book. I had no idea that the emotional pull of that lovely area of the world would bring me back to Normandy many times in the ensuing seventeen years, including a lengthy period in the summer of 2001 when my family and I rented a farmhouse in Colleville-sur-Mer, immediately behind the invasion coast and adjacent to the U.S. Military Cemetery at Omaha Beach. Normandy has become a second home—both spiritually and, at times, physically.




  To understand a battlefield, one needs to see it exhaustively and in solitude. Over the past two decades, I have been fortunate to have had several chances to do exactly that on the invasion beaches and in the Norman bocage. However, far and away the most gratifying Normandy journeys for me have been those shared with soldiers, both old and young. On countless occasions, I have been moved by the extraordinarily positive interactions between elderly Normandy veterans and current members of the U.S. Army. Both groups viewed the 1944 battle sites not as tourists, but as military professionals, and invariably learned a great deal from each other. One of the primary lessons was that the bonds of military service effortlessly span generations, yielding clear evidence that pride in our military heritage is perhaps the fundamental building block of an accomplished American soldier.




  That America needs accomplished soldiers who fully understand their ancestors was driven home to me during a 2001 battlefield staff ride on Omaha Beach I gave to a U.S. Army engineer battalion as part of its military training. Just a few weeks after that exercise, the terrorist attacks of September 11 occurred, and in the aftermath of that terrible day, I have often wondered what those soldiers absorbed from their visit to that sacred coastline. In all probability, it was their last chance to quietly ponder the lessons of the past before they themselves were suddenly thrust into war and had to hastily contemplate their own futures. I can only hope that the examples of Normandy provided them dignity and confidence.




  I am frequently asked about the 29th Division: What happened to it in Normandy after St. Lô? I can now reply with great satisfaction by pointing to the last chapter of this book—a new and expanded supplement to this edition of Beyond the Beachhead. The addition of this chapter is a thrill for me because I myself have become intrigued by the fates of the men and units that I had written of seventeen years ago—and no story is complete unless one knows its end.




  For me, interest in this overlooked period of 29th Division history suddenly and unexpectedly became pronounced when I was in Normandy during the commemoration of the sixtieth anniversary of D-Day. On June 7, 2004, the day following the major international D-Day remembrance on Omaha Beach, a large contingent of 29th Division World War II veterans and current 29th Division soldiers were conveyed by buses about twenty miles south of St. Lô to the town of Vire, which the 29th had liberated on August 6, 1944.




  The events I witnessed in Vire that day were among the highlights of my life. I saw the 29th Division Band, from Roanoke, Virginia, leading a parade of young and old 29ers up the main street of Vire, with the locals displaying a fervent joy that seemed to me little different from accounts of the liberation of Paris. I noted with approval that 29th Division traditions endure, for as the band paraded up the street, its proud members broke into “The Beer Barrel Polka.” (See the close of Chapter Ten for the significance of this tune in divisional lore.) It was worth a trip across the Atlantic to observe the poignant facial expressions of both young and old soldiers in reaction to the sincere demonstrations of gratitude offered by the people who owed their freedom to the U.S. Army.




  This stirring day cemented the bond between the different generations of 29ers completely. To me, it was decidedly gratifying to see in the eyes of the young men and women of today’s military a clear understanding of their heritage and purpose. When sunset brought this splendid day to a close, I felt a twinge of regret that the story of the 29th Division’s liberation of Vire had not been included in the original edition of Beyond the Beachhead. I am highly gratified that this shortcoming has now been corrected.




  In the world of contemporary publishing, history books do not have the longevity they once enjoyed. These days, any military writer would be thrilled to have his or her book still in print and affecting people seventeen years after its original publication. I am fortunate to be one of those writers, but I confess that in the grand scheme of things, seventeen years is merely a beginning. If there is one irrefutable detail about Normandy that I have learned over that time span, it is that there will be much new to learn about that momentous topic in the future. If Beyond the Beachhead can introduce it to a new generation of readers and stimulate just a few of them to launch their own original research on Normandy, then the effort to write the book will have been well worth it.




  As in the preceding edition, I need to inform readers that over the past seventeen years nothing has changed the sentiments I originally expressed on the dedication page at the front of this book. If in the interim dedicated readers have discovered any lapses of fact in this work, I take full responsibility for them.




  With luck and good health, I hope to be a part of the 29th Division family for a long time, and I therefore close for now as 29ers have always closed over the past 60 years: “Twenty-Nine, Let’s Go!”




  Joseph M. Balkoski
 Baltimore, Maryland
 April 2005




  Preface








  When Beyond the Beachhead was first published, I had naively assumed that my interest in the 29th Infantry Division and the Normandy campaign had come to a happy conclusion. I would, presumably, go on to research and write about other, completely different, subjects.




  It did not work out that way. Ten years later, I am still drawn to the annual 29th Infantry Division reunion; still making pilgrimages to Normandy to visit sites related to the division; still corresponding with division veterans, their children, even their grandchildren; still visiting the National Archives to unearth obscure material that someday will, with some luck, solve some of the persistent historical mysteries of D-Day and St. Lô. If anything, my devotion to the 29th Division’s history has increased markedly over the past decade.




  Writing a history book is a little like building one’s own house. One not only creates something, but uses it every day, takes pride in its construction, corrects its mistakes, and lives with it and inside of it for the rest of one’s life. The end product will always exist. But unlike a house builder, the history writer strives to create a product for the enjoyment and edification of others. Indeed, while writing Beyond the Beachhead, I considered it an inestimable blessing that I was given an opportunity to speak for a group of men, both living and dead, who have had virtually no historical voice over the past half century, men who endured terrible ordeals for the sake of a noble but seemingly unachievable goal of “a better world,” men whose actions are still little understood.




  History cannot exist without curiosity. Historians, therefore, have a responsibility to stimulate interest in past events, if only to prevent those events from evaporating from a society’s consciousness and being lost forever. History lives in people’s psyches; it thrives upon the innate inquisitiveness humans demonstrate about their own remote experiences or those of their ancestors. That is how I came to write Beyond the Beachhead, how many people came to read it, how I and others continue to learn from the momentous events it describes.




  Any historian would be proud to see his book still in print a decade after its publication. I suspect, however, that good historians are, for the most part, humble people. When a historian writes about an era during which he was not even alive, he is struck by how elusive the truth can be and how often he has to guess at it. It is only natural to wonder: Did I get it right? For a military historian, this concern is acute. War is chaos. And when writing about war, the historian must concede that mere words are inadequate tools to convey the products of chaos: death, pain, fear, elation, despair, pride.




  Beyond the Beachhead is a compilation of a thousand stories, pieced together like a jigsaw puzzle into a larger whole. Every one of those stories could be elaborated: What I dispose of in a paragraph or two in truth deserves ten, twenty, even one hundred times more space to get to the heart of that particular tale. To provide such elaboration would of course yield a book too heavy to even lift. Nevertheless, I consider myself fortunate that the stories of Beyond the Beachhead, subjects whose proverbial surfaces have only been scratched, have aroused in me and others a desire to learn more, to dig deeper into the historical puzzle.




  On page 218, I describe the story of Captain Elmer Norval “Doc” Carter, the surgeon of the 1st Battalion, 115th Infantry, 29th Division, who was killed in the Bois de Bretel, north of St. Lô, on June 17, 1944. I present the story of Dr. Carter in only four sentences, using it as an example of the brutality of the Normandy fighting. The account was based on two secondary sources and a single interview with a 29th Division veteran at a reunion.




  More than eight years after the publication of Beyond the Beachhead, I received a phone call from a man identifying himself as Walter Carter, the son of a soldier whose death I related in my book. For a few moments I did not even recall the incident, but after a little prodding from Walter it came back to me: Walter was in fact Dr. Carter’s son. Walter had been only two years old when his father was deployed overseas and four years when his mother, Femie, informed him of his father’s death. Much later, upon Femie’s death in May 1995, Walter discovered in her attic a large collection of letters written by his father during World War II. The discovery encouraged him to learn more about his father, the 29th Division, D-Day, and the Normandy campaign. Walter then decided to write a book about his father’s life, focusing on Dr. Carter’s wartime experiences as described in his letters to Femie and others. Walter had read Beyond the Beachhead and its four-sentence description of his father’s death; hence his phone call to its author.




  When I read a draft of Walter’s book, entitled No Greater Sacrifice, No Greater Love: A Son ’s Journey to Normandy, I was deeply moved. Throughout my own research, I had been used to interviewing veterans, all elderly men, but Dr. Carter’s words were a powerful reminder that the battles related in my book were fought by men in the prime of their youth. Those lucky enough to have survived I would interview later on. But those who died in Normandy, like Carter, never got the chance to grow old, to swap stories with other veterans at reunions, to sit down with me forty or fifty years later by a comfortable fire and talk of D-Day and St. Lô. When I read Carter’s letters, I could not help but think that if the German who killed him had aimed just a few inches off line, I would be talking to him on the phone rather than to his son. Instead, more than fifty years after Carter’s death, I had the heartbreaking but highly complimentary honor of walking the little country lane in the Bois de Bretel with Walter and his family, tracing the last hours of his father’s life.




  Every soldier killed in Normandy had a life story, family and friends who mourned his death, and perhaps, like Dr. Carter, those who miss him even after more than a half century. In Beyond the Beachhead, one of my primary purposes was to remind the modem reader that the 29th Infantry Division contained thousands of such soldiers, all of whom were asked to do a dirty but essential job, which they sacrificed their lives to accomplish. I consider it important that later generations of Americans understand exactly how this job was accomplished, and that its fulfillment was achieved with great cost.




  I wish now that I could have used Dr. Carter’s words to demonstrate the profound emotions experienced by 29th Division soldiers as they prepared to enter the battle for the first time. In one of his last letters to his wife, penned on board his assault ship two days before D-Day, Carter wrote:




  Femie, my sweetheart, I feel that I shall see you again. You and the boys. But if I don’t, I want you all to remember that my love for you cannot be said or put on paper. It can only be felt. You have meant everything to me that is good and happy. Since tomorrow is D-Day (and we weigh anchor tonight), I won’t be able to write for a few days. May God help us in our mission. I hope to return to you all. God bless you Femie, you Tom, and you Walter Ford.




  I also wrote Beyond the Beachhead to correct some of the common misconceptions about the American army that have been perpetuated in recent years. It has become fashionable for historians, particularly British historians, to categorize the U.S. Army in World War II as a homogeneous force of nearly identical and interchangeable units manned by a vast melting pot of faceless conscripts. This highly inaccurate description does the army a historical disservice. In his study of the Normandy campaign, Overlord. British author Max Hastings consumes eleven pages listing British and Canadian army units that participated in the battle, down to 800-man battalions. Conversely, he disposes of the U.S. Army in half a page, listing no unit below a 14,000-man division. Hastings also makes the astonishing statement, “Few American infantry units arrived in Normandy with a grasp of basic tactics.”




  The implication is clear: Even small British and Canadian units nurtured a special élan based on their unique histories and regional affiliations. The U.S. Army, on the other hand, was a collection of nameless outfits, devoid of tradition, manned by inexperienced civilians disguised as soldiers, clumsily, even incompetently, focused on nothing more than their immediate military mission. How could, for example, the 29th Division’s seemingly undistinctive 116th Infantry Regiment possess the esprit de corps of the British army’s historic King’s Own Scottish Borderers or the Grenadier Guards?




  I attempted to settle that question a decade ago in Beyond the Beachhead, and I will summarize the answer again in this preface. On the eve of D-Day, the 29th Infantry Division had been training actively for almost three and a half years. It had a solid core of officers and senior noncommissioned officers who had experienced military training for an even longer period. The units within the division, such as Virginia’s “Stonewall Brigade” and the “Dandy Fifth of Maryland,” had a special cohesion based on history and their soldiers’ common regional backgrounds. And, as for the American army’s supposed lack of experience and inferior grasp of tactics, one need only point to the 1st Infantry Division, the 29th’s landing partner on Omaha Beach, which had already participated in three campaigns, including two major amphibious landings, prior to D-Day.




  Dr. Carter’s resolute but somber words, written to his wife Femie just before the 29th Infantry Division landed on Omaha Beach, expressed the near-universal confidence of American soldiers on the eve of D-Day:




  Everyone is deadly serious. We realize that we are to hit soon and on D-Day (early). We have been chosen very carefully and found to be the best troops in the army today. This is no idle boast; it is fact. Another division goes in with us who are equally well trained and their advantage is they have seen combat. To bed with minds too heavy for thinking. Everyone sleeps, but restlessly.




  The U.S. Army of World War II has never been credited by historians as being very literary. While researching Beyond the Beachhead, I did not expect to encounter any Hemingways or Sassoons. Nevertheless, during the writing of the book, I was consistently surprised, and continue to be surprised by the extraordinary expressiveness of 29th Division soldiers in their letters, diaries, and postwar memoirs. They speak for themselves in Beyond the Beachhead, but I will add another eloquent witness in this new preface, one who, sadly, I never met.




  PFC Ugo Giannini, a native of New Jersey, was a member of the 29th Division’s Military Police Platoon. He landed on the Dog Green sector of Omaha Beach as 7:40 A.M. on D-Day, only seventy minutes after the disastrous first wave. He returned to the beach the next day, sat down on top of the bluffs, and later composed the following essay:




  I retraced my way from the battered remains of Vierville-sur-Mer. I walked slowly, dragging my unwilling soul with me and forcing it to inhale the death odor. I was alone searching for my comrades, 37 men who were hurled ashore yesterday morning (or was it years ago?). I walked, stopped, resumed again, always against the visible signs of war. Which way did it go? I reached the first enemy machine gun emplacement, leaned heavily against its hard sand bags. They were vomiting their white dusty guts. It was still, very still, but I heard the war crashing, exploding in my ears, my nose, and mouth. I drew from a smashed, wet pack of cigarettes. The nicotine tasted sweet. I inhaled thick quantities of smoke like vaporous balls of opaque cotton. I wanted to forget, to stop thinking or feeling. I wanted to rest or die. A thin plaster of white mud, darker brown where it was still wet, painted my legs, my boots, my hands. And yes, it must have been inside of me too.




  I cannot help but think that, for Americans, Omaha Beach was the Gettysburg of World War II. Gettysburg was just one of hundreds of major battles in the American Civil War, but its particular significance was recognized by all almost immediately. It was not for twenty or twenty-five years, however, that Americans came to view Gettysburg as more than simple military history. The battle eventually came to symbolize the entire Civil War, even the whole troubled experiment of American democracy. The Gettysburg battlefield has since been memorialized, probably more than any other battlefield in history. More than 135 years later, its monuments still speak powerfully, reminding Americans of the immense sacrifices endured by a distant and tragic generation.




  Surely historical perspectives change as an event passes further into the past. Like Gettysburg, Omaha Beach no longer can be viewed as a mere military operation. Instead, more than a half century after its occurrence, America has begun to perceive it as a symbol of an entire generation’s sacrifice, a microcosm of the supreme but costly triumph of America’s World War II ordeal. If readers will capture some sense of that sacrifice in Beyond the Beachhead, I consider my task in writing the book well worth it.




  For many years after publication of Beyond the Beachhead, I resided on the fringe of the Gettysburg battlefield and was a frequent visitor to Cemetery Hill, the site of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and the final resting place of thousands of Union soldiers killed in the battle. In Normandy, on the bluffs overlooking Omaha Beach, there is another American military cemetery, strikingly similar to Gettysburg’s in its powerful emotional effect on the visitor. At the annual Gettysburg “Remembrance Day” celebration, commemorating the November 19,1863, anniversary of Lincoln’s Address, I used to watch an actor deliver Lincoln’s simple speech to a somber and absorbed crowd, and I could not help but think of how appropriate Lincoln’s words would have been to the widows, descendants, and friends of those who, four score and one year after Gettysburg, lost their lives in Normandy and now lie buried in the cemetery at Omaha Beach. In part, Lincoln said:




  We cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here have consecrated it far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little note nor long remember what we say here, but it cannot forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced.




  One of the most obvious conclusions I reached during my research for Beyond the Beachhead was that a great deal remains to be learned about Omaha Beach and the subsequent battle of Normandy. In the decade since the publication of the book, I have continued to learn, and I hope to prolong the learning process in the years ahead, both from my own and from others’ research. And with some good luck and decent health, I hope to live to at least age ninety, for then I will witness the 100th anniversary remembrance of the Omaha Beach landing on D-Day, at which I will proudly state, “I knew those guys.” But that is a long way off. In the meantime I must reaffirm the sentiments expressed on the dedication page of Beyond the Beachhead and declare for posterity, as I should have in the preface to the first edition, that any lapses of fact in the book are my own, for which I take full responsibility.




  Joseph Balkoski
 Baltimore, Maryland
 October 1998









  CHAPTER ONE


   

  Introduction




  Twenty-Nine, Let’s Go
June 1944




  1. GO AHEAD, TWENTY-NINE




  The veterans of the 1st Infantry Division could hardly believe it. On maneuvers, these National Guardsmen of the 29th Division actually wore their helmet straps hooked underneath their chins. In fact, the 1st Division G.I.’s noticed that these green 29ers did everything by the book. They were always clean-shaven, their uniforms were just right, and—most amazing of all—their jeeps were always spotless. The 1st Division men knew from experience that the ubiquitous mud of the English moors dried on a jeep like plaster. Were the 29ers washing their jeeps every day? The old hands from the 1st Division shook their heads in amazement. Only green troops could carry on like this.




  It was bad enough that the 29ers looked like picture-book soldiers. But these guardsmen actually seemed enthusiastic about fighting, even though they had not yet heard a shot fired in anger. So when the 1st and the 29th Divisions joined forces to practice amphibious landings on the south coast of England in the spring of 1944, the 1st Division men snickered among themselves as they watched the 29ers, with their strange little blue and gray patches on their left shoulders, marching up and down the dunes, chanting their divisional battle-cry, “Twenty-nine, let’s go!” One of the more sarcastic 1st Division old-timers put his hands to his mouth and yelled over, “Go ahead, twenty-nine, we’ll be right behind you!” The combat veterans of North Africa and Sicily roared with laughter.






  The men of the 1st Division had a special pride in their outfit. The “Big Red One” was the oldest division in the US Army and had seen continuous service since 1917. By 1943, the division had fought a bitter nine-month campaign in the Mediterranean, and the men were grumbling that someone else should do some fighting for a change—particularly a division like the 29th, which had not yet been in combat. The old regulars joked, half seriously, that the US Army consisted of the 1st Division and eight million replacements.




  The 29th had been training in Great Britain for so long that it had picked up the derisive nickname, “England’s Own.” The division was a National Guard outfit, primarily from Maryland and Virginia. The guardsmen were sensitive to criticism, for they had been under close scrutiny by their Regular Army cousins since before Pearl Harbor. The guard officers who had survived the army’s weeding out process were eager to show that they were good soldiers. So when the 29th was coupled with the 1st Division for training exercises, the 29ers viewed the combat veterans with a tinge of envy and a touch of awe—but also with a fierce competitive spirit.




  It didn’t take long for the 29ers to lose their feelings of inferiority. Lt Col. John P. Cooper, the Commanding Officer (CO) of the 29th Division’s 110th Field Artillery Battalion, was shocked when he saw a lieutenant colonel from the 1st Division sitting in a jeep during a firing exercise, reading a book under the protection of the jeep’s cloth rain hood during a light drizzle. A 29er was never—but never—to ride in a jeep using that hood, no matter what the weather. “We came away from those exercises knowing that the appearance of the 1st Division was not up to the standards of the 29th, and we felt proud because we knew we could do as well as they could,” Cooper recalled. “We had very high spirit and morale. . . but we also had sense enough not to brag too damn much.”




  The 1st and the 29th Divisions were not just training partners. On Sunday, May 28, 1944, the men of both divisions learned that they would be going into action together in the first wave of the long-expected invasion of Europe, scheduled for June 5. Their destination was a four-mile stretch of sand known as Omaha Beach in the French province of Normandy. The 29th Division was assigned the western half of the beach, the 1st Division the eastern.




  The two outfits made an odd pair. Although their missions appeared identical, the divisions themselves could not have been more different. One division had Regular Army origins and still had a core of crusty old professionals; the other was a division of citizen-soldiers. One division possessed plenty of combat veterans who were hardened realists about war; the other was filled with inexperienced troops who had a tinge of idealism. One division had twenty-seven years of continuous history; the other had only three years of active service and something to prove. But both divisions had one thing in common: they were entirely confident of success.




[image: American troops in England embarking for the invasion of Europe, May 1944. Courtesy Military History Institute.]




  At the end of May, most 29ers boarded their transports in historic Plymouth harbor, where Sir Francis Drake had watched the approach of the Spanish Armada in 1588 and the Pilgrims had set sail for America in the Mayflower in 1620. One of the 29th’s three regiments, however, boarded its ships in the Cornish resort town of Falmouth. The embarkation went without a hitch, a fact which was not surprising since the division had been practicing this procedure for the last six months. The 29ers lined up at their designated loading sectors, and an embarkation officer made a last-minute roll call; then, with a few shouts of “Twenty-nine, let’s go!” the men struggled up the gangplanks with their heavy load of equipment. The ports were so crowded that several assault ships could not be loaded at dockside. Instead, the 29ers waited on the “hards”—beaches that had been covered with wire mesh so that vehicles could drive on the sand—for ferries that would take them out to their transports.




  On May 31, after the 29th Division assault transports had been loaded, vessels scheduled to bring their troops ashore on D-Day waited for darkness to avoid snooping German aircraft and then sailed east for the Dorsetshire ports of Weymouth, Portland, and Poole, where all the transports and warships destined for Omaha Beach (code-named “Force O”) were to assemble before setting out for Normandy. It was only an overnight trip to the Force O marshalling ports, but the ships sailed in massive convoys for self-protection, hugging the southern English coast, on constant alert against German submarines and E-boats. When the ships arrived the next morning, the 29ers looked over the rails with disbelief: they had never seen so many ships in one place before. It was a heartening sight.




  But then came the waiting.




  For several days, as the transports gently bobbed up and down at their moorings, the 29ers had little to do but think. But this was no place for meditation; the 29ers were crammed so tightly into their ships that it was impossible to take a step without bumping into somebody.




  The G.I.’s occupied themselves in different ways. The most common pastimes were poker and shooting craps, which, in the best army tradition, were loud and boisterous entertainments. In Company F, 175th Infantry Regiment, the men formed an impromptu hillbilly band to entertain the troops. When the company CO angrily demanded to know how the men had managed to smuggle two guitars, an accordian, a ukulele, and mouth organs on board, the men apologized profusely and blamed a packing mistake. The music, with the CO’s approval, went on.




  Here was a good chance to sample navy life, and the 29ers, for the most part, were favorably impressed. The G.I.’s were amazed to discover that the navy was serving white bread, chicken, ice cream, steak, and limitless hot coffee. “Some of us thought this to be the last meals for the condemned,” noted 1st Lt. Edward G. Jones, Jr, of the 29th Division Cavalry Recon Troop. A few 29ers on board British transports inquired coyly about the “tot of rum” that Royal Navy sailors were supposed to receive, but much to the Yanks’ disappointment, there was not a drop of alcohol to be had.




  Several 29ers, contemplating their impending task, undoubtedly harbored a secret wish that they had joined the navy. Most of them, however, were resigned to their fate. Someone had to do the fighting, they figured. Besides, the navy was not so safe; for after all, one couldn’t dig a foxhole in the water.




  The word finally came on Sunday, June 4. Force O set out at last for Normandy. The departure was an emotional moment, and even self-confident men became quietly contemplative about their fate. Sgt. Roy Stevens, a platoon sergeant in Company A, 116th Infantry, leaned on the rail of his transport and stared at the green fields of England, wondering aloud whether he would ever see them again. A buddy of his by the name of Parker, occupying an adjacent place on the rail, joined in the sentimental meditation. After Parker had left the United States in 1942, his wife had given birth to a baby girl. He remarked to Stevens that as long as he got to see his daughter at least once, he wouldn’t mind dying in this war.




  At 4:30 A.M. on June 4, General Eisenhower met at Southwick House, outside of Portsmouth, with senior leaders of the Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) to discuss the prospects for the invasion. The weather for June 5, Eisenhower learned, would be awful. Because the impending amphibious assault was heavily dependent on moderate seas and decent visibility, Eisenhower reluctantly ordered the invasion convoys recalled at 5:00 A.M. Some 29th Division transports had already come within sight of the French coast when the recall signal was issued; others had not even left port.




  Eisenhower met again with his subordinates at Southwick House on the evening of June 4. A more favorable weather report was presented, and it took the supreme commander only fifteen minutes to declare June 6 as D-Day. At 2:00 A.M. on June 5, the order putting the convoys in motion for Normandy was reissued. The 29ers who had just returned to port hardly had time for a hot meal and a decent cup of coffee before they were heading out to sea again.




  This time there was no recall order. The convoys followed the southern coast of England until they reached “Area Z,” a circular assembly sector near the Isle of Wight. Area Z was dubbed “Piccadilly Circus” by the planners because on the situation maps all the invasion routes came together at this one circle, only ten miles in diameter. From Area Z across to the Norman coast the ships followed one of five lanes that had been painstakingly swept by minesweepers. Each lane corresponded to an invasion beach: Utah. Omaha, Gold, Juno, Sword.




  The crossing was not easy. The wind was high, and the seas were choppy; the ungainly assault ships were difficult to handle. As the ships pitched and rolled in the swell, the incessant wind whistled shrilly through the cables and rigging. This was an eerie noise to the landlubbers; it sounded as if a giant flute was providing an unearthly musical accompaniment to the parade of the vast armada.




  Seasickness was almost more than the 29ers could stand. They had been warned about this peril for months, and seasickness pills were issued to all troops. The 29ers discovered, however, that the pills made them drowsy; so some division members stopped taking them for fear of coming ashore on Omaha Beach half-asleep.




  Even with the pills, many men got sick during the voyage across the Channel. A training booklet called Army Talks advised the troops; “If you do get sick, remember that there are others who are trying to fight off the same feeling.” The 29ers were advised to use one of the bags provided by the navy, or to “get it to the rail—to leeward, pal, leeward.” One sarcastic G.I. wise-cracked that he had been trained to come ashore spewing lead, not just spewing.




  Most of the 29ers stayed below. “There was really nowhere to go and no [desire] to get away from the companionship of our buddies,” said one sergeant in the 116th Infantry. Halfway through the voyage, the bosuns whistled and the loudspeakers blared, “Now hear this!” Everyone fell silent. Inspirational speeches by Prime Minister Winston Churchill and President Franklin D. Roosevelt were then broadcast over the ships’ loudspeakers. But the 29ers were not in the mood for this kind of patriotic talk; several hooted in derision. “We all thought, isn’t that nice? If you had a couple of violins, you could put it to music,” recalled one staff officer.




  Most 29ers talked with their buddies, seeking reassurance that everything was going to be all right. The enemy, they figured, would be obliterated on the beach by the air corps and the navy. All G.I.’s in the company would automatically get the Bronze Star after the invasion, joked the first sergeant of Company A, 116th Infantry. The men roared with laughter. The optimists declared that the 29th Division had been overseas now for a year-and-a-half; as soon as the invasion was over, the whole outfit would go home to help train new recruits. The pessimists declared that the army was going to foul up this operation somehow, and it was not going to be easy, no matter what anybody said.




  The voyage was long, but few 29ers got any sleep. Some of the men, who had been aboard their transports now for almost a week, struck up friendships with navy or Coast Guard sailors. On one ship, Capt. Robert M. Miller, a Baltimorean who was CO of Company F, 175th Infantry, discovered that the ship’s captain, Commander Bryan Quirk, was also a Baltimore native. As the two men reminisced about their home town. Miller pointed out that his company, a Maryland National Guard outfit, had dozens of Baltimoreans, since its home armory was in that city. The quartermaster, another Baltimorean named Griffen, inquired if Miller knew his older brother, Guy, who was serving in the 175th. Guy was the adjutant of the 1st Battalion, and Miller knew him well. Miller pointed to another ship, just off the port quarter, in which Guy’s company was embarked. The two brothers hadn’t seen each other for three years, so communication was hastily arranged between the two ships. A lively conversation ensued with flickering signal lamps instead of spoken words.




  At 2:50 A.M. on June 6, Force O ships began to drop anchor eleven miles off Omaha Beach, safely out of range of German coastal artillery. The 29th Division’s 116th Infantry, which was to lead the division ashore on D-Day, was concentrated in three transports: 1st Battalion in Empire Javelin, a Royal Navy ship; 2nd Battalion in Thomas Jefferson; and 3rd Battalion in Charles Carroll. Many of the G.I.’s in the 116th were National Guardsmen from little towns in rural Virginia. They spoke with a Southern drawl that was distinctively Virginian: the word “out” was pronounced “oot” and “about” as “aboot.” The 116th was thoroughly infused with the spirit of the Confederacy, and the men referred to their outfit as the “Stonewall Brigade,” after Stonewall Jackson’s famous Virginia unit, which had fought for the South from First Manassas to Appomattox Court House.




  Sunrise, which came at 5:58 A.M. that day, was still three hours away. It was so dark on the tossing sea that for all the 29ers knew, they might have been in the middle of the Atlantic. The G.I.’s realized, however, that the invasion was proceeding as planned, for as the transports anchored, the men could see German anti-aircraft fire bursting over the western horizon. Somewhere in that direction, behind Utah Beach, American paratroopers were already fighting for their lives. Meanwhile, the 29ers downed a hot meal courtesy of their navy brethren.




  On Thomas Jefferson, Maj. Sidney Bingham, CO of the 2nd Battalion of the 116th, scrutinized the navy coxswains who had the critical task of transporting his men safely to the beach. He was shocked, for they all looked like eighteen-year-old kids.




  The 29ers could not see a single star when they looked upward; the sky was completely overcast. The ships were quiet except for the slapping waves and the whistling eighteen-knot wind. To the west, the 29ers could make out the big black silhouette of the battleship Texas, leading a column of cruisers and destroyers inshore; to the east was another dark hulk, the battleship Arkansas. The quiet would obviously not last much longer.




  The bosuns’ whistles suddenly sounded. Then a message over the loudspeakers: “Now hear this! All navy hands man your battle stations.” The 29ers, who realized their turn was next, watched the scurrying sailors impassively. The bosuns’ whistles sounded again. The loudspeakers crackled: “Now hear this! All assault troops report to your debarkation areas.”




  2. INVASION




  The Stonewallers kept looking for the bombers They had been told that hundreds of B-24 Liberators from the 8th Air Force would blast the German defenses sometime before the first wave hit the beach. This cheery prospect delighted the infantrymen, and they looked forward to a close-up view of the spectacular show. If any Germans survived the inferno, the infantrymen still weren’t worried. There would be so many bomb craters in the sand, they figured, that every G.I. would have his own ready-made foxhole, courtesy of the Army Air Force. The 29ers, however, did not realize that the invasion planners were so confident of quick success on the beach that they had ordered the air force to use bombs with quick fuses, which did not form craters upon impact. According to the “top brass,” craters on the beach would obstruct the movement of vehicles across the tidal flat.




  At 3:15 A.M. on June 6, the men of the 116th Infantry stood silently at their debarkation stations, waiting to board the ungainly landing boats that would carry them eleven miles to the beach. The G.I.’s were organized into thirty-one-man sections—one section per landing craft. Every section was commanded by a single officer; six (sometimes seven) sections comprised a company. Four Stonewall Brigade rifle companies had the unenviable task of landing in the first wave on the 29th Division’s half of the beach.




  A section was, in theory, a self-sufficient fighting force. Each section was divided into several combat teams, all of which were trained to deal with different contingencies. The teams would occupy a precise position in the landing craft so that when the boat hit the beach, the G.I.’s would storm ashore in some semblance of combat order. The officer would be in the bow, followed by a five-man rifle team, a four-man barbed wire cutting team, two two-man Browning Automatic Rifle teams, two two-man bazooka teams, a four-man mortar team (with a 60mm mortar), a two-man flamethrower team, and a five-man demolition team carrying bangalore torpedoes and satchel charges. A medic and the assistant team leader would sit in the stern with the three-man navy crew. The G.I.’s were so laden with ammunition and equipment that every step was a strain. It was difficult to imagine how they would get through chest-deep water. The poor man with the flamethrower could hardly move at all.




  The Stonewallers were warned that they would probably not be resup-plied until June 8, so everything they carried, except ammunition, would have to last for two days. Rations, extra clothing, and first aid pouches were stuffed into the men’s haversacks; ammunition was carried on belts and in boxes. A special assault jacket, worn over the standard uniform, had six huge pockets for miscellaneous loose equipment, ammunition, and food. Grenades were hitched onto metal rings on the shoulder harnesses. Around their chests the men wore life belts, which they kept one-third inflated. In an emergency, they could be fully inflated in an instant by breaking a compressed air capsule on the front of the belt. When the belt filled with air, it squeezed the chest like a vise. The Stonewallers, however, were wary of these life belts. If the wearer wasn’t careful and the belt inflated around the stomach rather than the chest, his center of gravity would turn him upside down, and he would drown.




  In anticipation of German use of chemical warfare, the Stonewallers’ uniforms were specially treated so that they could not be penetrated by gas. The 29ers hated this sticky and clammy material, which had a vile smell when it got wet. Every 29er, of course, also carried a gas mask.




  Finally it was time to board the landing craft. The Empire Javelin, the Thomas Jefferson, and the Charles Carroll each carried about thirty assault boats, which were securely hung over the deck by the ships’ davits. In military parlance, one variety of these eight-ton boats was known as “Landing Craft. Vehicle, Personnel” —LCVP for short. An almost identical boat used by the 116th was the “Landing Craft. Assault,” or LCA, a British version of the LCVP. Loading was a simple task: the men of the 116th would simply climb aboard the LCVPs or LCAs from their debarkation stations on deck, a procedure the navy called “rail-loading.” But some unlucky members of the first wave—and all men in later waves—did not have this luxury. Instead, to board their landing craft, which pitched and rolled crazily beneath them on the water’s surface, they had to descend flimsy cargo nets strung over the sides of the transports. This procedure was one of the most frightening aspects of an amphibious assault, especially when the men were carrying sixty or more pounds of equipment. In England, the 29ers had practiced going up and down cargo nets, but practice did not bring confidence.




  Over the navy loudspeakers came the command, “Away all boats!” The davits, straining under the weight of the landing craft and the tightly packed 29ers, swung the LCVPs over the side and slowly lowered them into the water. Over the creaks and groans of the davits the Stonewallers called out to their friends in nearby boats with a few final words of encouragement. It was still too dark to see, but the voice of a friend through the inky blackness was as reassuring as a pat on the back.




  On Empire Javelin, a British transport, an LCA carrying a command party of 29ers from the 1st Battalion, 116th Infantry, was stuck for thirty minutes in its davits halfway down the ship’s side—directly beneath the scupper for Empire Javelin’s “head” (latrine). “During this half-hour, the bowels of the ship’s company made the most of an opportunity that Englishmen have sought since 1776,” recalled Maj. Tom Dallas, the battalion executive officer. “Yells from the boat were unavailing. Streams, colored everything from canary yellow to sienna brown and olive green, continued to flush into the command group, decorating every man aboard. We cursed, we cried, and we laughed, but it kept coming. When we started for shore, we were all covered with shit,”




  It took about an hour to load the first-wave boats and lower them into the sea. This was the moment when the 29ers most needed their seasickness pills; for in the rough seas off Normandy, the little assault boats bobbed up and down on the waves like bathtub toys. The LCVPs were only thirty-six feet long and eleven feet across, so there wasn’t room enough for everyone to sit down. Most men preferred to stand anyway, since their heavy backpacks made it difficult to get up from a sitting or kneeling position. The lucky ones were assigned places along the sides of the LCVP, where they could peer over the edge of the boat and watch the panoply of war. The men in the center of the boat—especially short men—could see nothing but the backs of their friends. The waves smacked into the sides of the boats every few seconds, and it was only a matter of minutes before everyone was soaked to the skin with frigid sea water. Many of the LCVPs took on so much water that the men had to bail with their helmets. The Stonewallers’ worst fear was that a great wave would swamp their LCVPs and send them pitching into the ocean, where they would be swept away by a current, unseen in the darkness, and drown.




  A laconic message painted on the raised bow ramps of the LCVPs said “No Smoking.” This prohibition provoked laughter, for only a magician could have lit a cigarette under such conditions.




  The whole invasion depended on perfect timing. Every G.I. was supposed to know the precise moment when his assault boat’s ramp would drop, the exact spot on the beach where he was to land, and the job facing him after he crossed the tidal flat. According to the plan, the first wave of the 116th Infantry would hit the beach at exactly 6:31 A.M. The 116th’s three transports were anchored eleven miles offshore, so plenty of time had to be allowed for the nine-knot landing craft to reach the beach at their appointed times. Most of the Stonewallers were in their LCVPs shortly after 4:00 A.M., so, much to the men’s disgust, they had to stand like toy soldiers in the packed boats for two-and-a-half hours. Then, of course, they had to fight the Germans.




  The first wave LCVPs formed up in proper order and circled their mother ships, waiting for word to head toward the beach. The young coxswains, who had to pilot their boats in almost total darkness, were just as scared as the infantrymen. The circling continued for thirty minutes; then, at about 4:30 A.M., bullhorns sounded the order to head for shore. The 29ers knew they were on their way the moment the landing craft engines revved to full power. The Stonewallers clutched their weapons more tightly and fiddled nervously with their accouterments, vainly trying to make their burdensome loads more comfortable. When the order came, the circles of landing craft uncoiled into columns and headed for the beach.




  But the beach was still over an hour away, and there was plenty of time for more seasickness and misery. As the boats rode up and down the wave crests and troughs, the wind and spray whipped from the southwest straight into the men’s faces. Now and then, a wall of water smashed into the boats’ ungainly square bows with a loud crack.




  The Stonewallers wondered how much more of this they could take. Some figured that whatever the beach had in store, it was probably no worse than these awful boats. This operation had been practiced several times, but rehearsals meant nothing anymore. In the practice runs the men had felt little fear, of course, but now they were filled with trepidation. The darkness exacerbated a terrible sense of loneliness. They looked up plaintively into the night sky, hoping to catch a comforting glimpse of the B-24s. Still no bombers.




  Pitching and rolling crazily, the boats plowed through the waves toward the beach for more than half an hour before the first hint of the coming dawn appeared about 5:00 A.M. In the misty pre-dawn light, which grew in intensity by the minute, the 29ers looked around; what they saw was reassuring. Everyone, it seemed, was where he was supposed to be. Off to the right was the battleship Texas and her supporting flock of cruisers and destroyers; on the left was the Arkansas and a similar batch of escorts. The 116th’s three transports were now nothing more than small gray silhouettes on the northern horizon.




  At 5:35 A.M., a German battery to the east opened up. Several shells splashed near the Arkansas, and giant fountains of water erupted from the sea like geysers. The shelling reminded the Stonewallers that the sea was not the only enemy they would have to fight that day. At 5:50 A.M. —eight minutes before sunrise—it was light enough for the 29ers to look over the sides of their landing craft and make out the prominent features of the Normandy coast they had studied so intently on maps and models. The sky was overcast, and in the subdued morning light the coast looked drab and gray.




  All hell suddenly broke loose. The 29ers watched in amazement as all around them Allied warships opened fire at last. The German battery that had fired earlier on the fleet seemed puny in comparison. It was as if a little boy had provoked a great bull with a peashooter.




  The Stonewallers looked over their right shoulders to watch the Texas. When the old battlewagon fired her 14-inch guns, she rocked backward from her own blast. Lighting up the sky as if an artificial sun had broken through the clouds for a moment, great orange-black flashes burst out of the gun muzzles, and fiery red threads appeared and disappeared in an instant, disclosing the path of the shells toward their targets. Then, a few seconds later, the 29ers felt the rumbling concussion and the thunderous report of the guns.




  The Stonewallers were fascinated by the spectacle. In England, General Bradley had promised “ringside seats for the greatest show on earth.“And soon the Stonewallers would be participants.




  The coxswains piloting the 29th Division LCVPs seemed oblivious to the crashing bombardment. Their eyes were riveted on several “control” vessels anchored between the landing craft and the beach. At 6:00 A.M., the long columns of LCVPs reached the “line of departure” (LOD), about two-and-a-half miles offshore. The LOD, which was the point at which the landing craft were to form for the final run-in for the beach, was marked by a ragged line of patrol craft (“PCs” in Navy parlance). The unsightly little PCs had a role far out of proportion to their size, for their job was to show the landing craft the way to their beach sectors. If the PCs failed in their mission, the invasion could go awry.




  It was still too early to leave for the beach—departure was scheduled for 6:13 A.M. —so the columns of landing craft coiled up again, each company of six boats forming a circle opposite its beach sector. The coxswains waited. As the boats went round and round like floating carousels, the Stonewallers had an opportunity to take a good look at Omaha Beach.




  The 29ers continued to glance upward, searching the sky for the promised bombers. The men could see nothing but RAF Spitfires providing low air cover over the assault area in case the Luftwaffe made an appearance. The Stonewallers couldn’t see the bombers through the cloud layer, nor could they hear the roar of the B-24 engines over the din of the ships’ guns. The G.I.’s couldn’t hear the bombs falling several miles beyond Omaha Beach, couldn’t know the planes had delayed the release of their bombs by seconds to avoid an accidental bombing of the densely packed landing craft. The bombardiers, unable to see through the clouds, had to reckon by instruments alone. As a result, not a single B-24’s bomb fell on its Omaha Beach target.




  At 6:13 A.M., the coxswains brought the boats out of their circles and deployed into a line abreast, parallel to the beach, 4.000 yards offshore. When the twenty-four boats in the 116th’s four first-wave companies lined up opposite their beach sectors, they formed a ragged line one-and-a-half miles long. Somewhere to the east, the 1st Division LCVPs were doing exactly the same.




  Actually, the first American units scheduled to come ashore on Omaha Beach did not belong to either the 1st or the 29th Division. That distinction belonged to the 741st and 743rd Tank Battalions, which were to land their Sherman tanks a minute or two ahead of H-Hour. The Stonewallers could see several big 126-ton “Landing Craft, Tank” (“LCT,” for short) 300 yards in front of them, churning clumsily towards the beach. Each LCT carried three or four Sherman tanks, and the 29ers were happy to have them in front.




  It was full daylight as the LCVPs began their run-in to the beach. The morning mist was slowly dissipating, and as the Stonewallers neared the shore, they could make out the colorful hues of the shore, particularly the white sand and the dark green grass of the bluffs beyond the tidal flats.




  But something was wrong.




  The navy was still blasting away at the German defenses, and thick black smoke billowed from the bluffs where the shells had set beach grass afire. Some of the young coxswains became disoriented because the smoke had obscured the landmarks by which they were navigating. Even worse, an exceptionally strong flood current of over two knots swept the boats to the east, toward the 1st Division sector. The coxswains tried to watch adjacent LCVPs, but station-keeping was almost impossible under the influence of the current.




  The 29ers could see the sands clearly now, and what they saw shocked them. The beach was a few hundred yards wide and as flat as a billiard table. There were no craters; the 29ers could see that a bomb hadn’t landed anywhere near the beach. The men realized that if the Germans on the bluffs had survived the Allied naval fire, they were going to make life very unpleasant for the first wave. And on a beach with no bomb craters, there would be no places to hide.




  The closer the boats got to the beach, the more frenzied and deafening the naval bombardment became. Every ship with a gun joined the fray. Out in front of the 116th’s boats, the Stonewallers could see the Sherman tanks firing their 75mm guns over the bow ramps of their bobbing LCTs. The tankers gave little thought to accuracy. Their wild fire was probably more helpful to the Stonewallers’ morale than harmful to the Germans.




  Incredibly, the din got louder. When the 29th Division boats were a half-mile offshore, nine special LCTs, which had been configured to fire thousands of rockets into the German defenses on the bluffs, let loose with their salvos. The whooshing rockets arched directly over the boats in the first wave, and their roar was like the final crescendo of a great symphony. One member of Company A recalled that the noise of the rockets gave him his first real fright during the passage to the beach. But with all their noise, the rockets were encouraging. With such fantastic weapons on the Allied side, the Stonewallers wondered how the Germans could survive this final onslaught. Like the fireworks they resembled, however, the rockets did little damage. Most of them missed their targets by a wide margin.




  The 116th Infantry lost one boat before the Germans even fired a shot. Company A’s LCA 5, the next-to-last boat on the 29th Division’s right Hank, was swamped 1,000 yards offshore and went down like a stone. One Company A man recalled that something—perhaps a rock oran obstacle—staved in the bottom of the boat, which flooded almost immediately. The Stonewallers jumped overboard and popped air capsules to inflate their life belts. Shedding their equipment as fast as they could to avoid being dragged underwater, the men floated up and down on the waves, teeth chattering from fear as well as from cold, wondering whether they would be picked up before they drowned.




  The boats were only 500 yards out now. Still no German fire. Some men dared hope that the invasion would be as easy as a landing exercise on England’s Slapton Sands.




  But the Germans had not been driven from the bluffs. In Company A’s sector, enemy mortar and artillery shells suddenly exploded near the boats, sending up tall columns of water which slowly cascaded back into the sea. When the company was less than 100 yards from shore, one of its LCAs was hit by a shell—some said it was a mine—and the boat disintegrated. The survivors scrambled over the sides, discarded their equipment, and swam for shore.




  In other sectors, the boats fought the flood current but were forced eastward, and they approached the beach opposite raging grass fires. The Stone-wallers could scarcely see the bluffs through the heavy pall of black smoke. Luckily for the G.I.’s, the Germans could sec even less.




  The thunderous naval bombardment was coming to an end. In front of the 116th’s boats, several Shermans, their guns blazing, roared down the lowered LCT bow ramps onto the sand.




  Now it was the 29th Division’s turn. The men in Company A had it worst. German artillery was falling near their boats with alarming frequency, but the enemy’s fireworks had only just begun.




  A few bullets pinged sharply off the landing craft. At that moment, the Stonewallers knew that the beach would be hell. The Germans seemed to be taunting the Yanks, zeroing their machine guns on the boats as if they were test-firing on a range. Their deadly work would begin in earnest when the men of Company A disembarked and raced across the wide tidal flat. The last fifteen seconds in the boats were the worst fifteen seconds of the men’s lives.




  Only thirty more yards to the beach. Three-and-a-half years of training had come to this. The men pondered glumly the irony of practicing for the invasion for so long only to be killed during their first seconds on Omaha Beach.




  Some men shut their eyes and prayed; others cursed. A few joked half-heartedly about army life insurance. But most were too frightened and miserable to do or say anything at all. Anyway, there was no more time for words. With a jolt, the boats hit bottom and crunched forward on the sand. Then the ramps went down.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Stateside




  The Blue and the Gray Division
 1917-1942




  1. MOBILIZATION




  The 29th Division had come a long way in a short time. When the German army conquered France in June 1940, four years before the invasion of Normandy, the 29th Division as such existed only two weeks per year, when National Guardsmen from Maryland. Virginia, and Pennsylvania gathered for annual training at military encampments throughout their respective states. In the twenty-two years since the end of World War I, the division had assembled in its entirety only three times.




  A guardsman felt a sense of institutional loyalty to his company first and his regiment second; the division was a distant third. Each company had its own recruitment area, except for the city of Baltimore, which was the domain of the entire 5th Maryland Regiment. The men within each outfit usually knew one another intimately. They had gone to the same schools, they worked for the same companies, and they spoke the same regional dialect. Weekend and evening training was a gathering of friends more than a military exercise.




  The 29th Division was hardly a well-practiced military unit in 1940. As the Germans smashed through Belgium and Holland, many National Guard officers were riding to the hounds over the Maryland and Virginia countryside. Occasional polo matches were arranged with Regular Army officers. Col. George Patton frequently attended National Guard horse shows.
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American troops in England embarking for the invasion of Europe, May 1944, Courtesy
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