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I lift up my eyes to the hills.

From whence does my help come?

—Psalms 121: 1




THE BITTER ROAD TO FREEDOM





Preface

A Cemetery in Luxembourg




THE LUXEMBOURG AMERICAN Military Cemetery in Hamm, three miles east of Luxembourg City, serves as the final resting place for 5,076 Americans killed in the battles of the Ardennes and Rhineland in late 1944 and early 1945. Like all the American war cemeteries that dot the European countryside, from the British Isles to France, Italy, Belgium, and Holland, it is a beautiful, serene, melancholy place. Perfect rows of white crosses and Stars of David are pegged out on an immaculate, emerald lawn. American flags snap in the wind. One of the great soldiers of the Second World War, General George S. Patton, Jr., is buried here, though he died just after the war, in December 1945, in a road accident. His tomb stands at the head of the soldiers, facing them, eternally reviewing the troops. But his barking exhortations to battle have long faded. It is always quiet here.

This cemetery is more than a memorial. It aims to educate as well. Upon entering the grounds, visitors come to a series of large engraved maps that visually lay out the last year of the Second World War in Europe in exquisitely bold, enameled colors, with flashing red and blue arrows indicating the knifing progress of the Allied armies across the continent. Visitors also encounter a monumental tablet that narrates the war’s final year. Small groups gather here, with necks craning upward and eyes squinting against the bright granite. They read a story about the liberation of Europe that is literally inscribed in stone. “On 6 June 1944,” the text begins, “preceded by airborne units and covered by naval and air bombardment, United States and British Commonwealth forces landed on the coast of Normandy. Pushing southward, they established a beachhead some 20 miles in depth. On 25 July, in the wake of paralyzing air bombardment, the US First Army broke out of the beachhead and was soon joined by the US Third Army.” The text tells readers that the British and American forces eventually “crushed” the Germans in a great pincer movement in Normandy and “the enemy retreated across the Seine.” The Allied armies, “sustained by the Herculean achievements of Army and Navy supply personnel,” pursued the enemy “vigorously.” At the borders of Germany, progress was slow and the “fighting bitter.” But inevitably, “the superb fighting qualities of American soldiers” won out. The Americans turned back the last desperate German attack in the Ardennes in December 1944. “Sweeping across Germany, the Allies met the advancing troops of the USSR to force the complete surrender of the enemy on 8 May 1945, 337 days after the initial landings in France.” There, the text concludes.

The brief synopsis on this imposing stone slab might be considered emblematic of a great deal of historical writing about the last year of the war in Europe. Quite naturally, given its location in an American cemetery, this text emphasizes the actions of American armed forces. It deploys muscular, active verbs like land, repulse, break out, pursue, seize. Air bombardments are paralyzing, the efforts of supply personnel are Herculean, armies do not move but sweep. This text, like so many popular historical accounts, depicts the Allied armies as irresistible, constantly on the move toward victory. The tablet neatly assigns a precise number of days between start and finish: 337.

The hushed, dignified confines of a military cemetery are no place for a detailed prose account of the human experience of war; in any case, the five thousand headstones laid out row after row offer an enduring, wordless testimonial to that. Yet too often, when Americans think about the liberation of Europe, we take our cues from such monuments. We have fixed our gaze upon battles and armies, and taken refuge in a well-worn and predictable narration of the war that stresses the ennobling quality of the fight for freedom. In doing so, we often overlook the fact that for European people, liberation came hand in hand with unprecedented violence and brutality. Desirable as it was, liberation proved also to be a bitter chapter in the war’s history.

To understand this paradox, we must look beyond the military history of the war into the experiences of the liberated peoples themselves. In the pages that follow, I have tried to give voice to those who were on the receiving end of liberation, moving them from the edge of the story to the center. This history of liberation gives detailed attention to the interactions of soldiers and civilians, to the experiences of noncombatants, to the trauma of displacement and loss, and to the unprecedented destruction that liberation required. This book, I believe, offers a new history of liberation, told largely from the ground up. It is a surprising story, often jarring and uncomfortable, and it is one that does not appear in our monuments or our history books.

The keynote of this European story of liberation is violence. However much we wish to assign it a benevolent nature, liberation came to Europe in a storm of destruction and death. On D-Day alone, Allied bombing killed about 3,000 French civilians in Normandy—roughly the same number of American servicemen who would die on that day. And the civilian death toll only mounted during the last year of the war. To liberate Europe from the extremely powerful, well-trained, and superbly equipped German army, the Allied powers were obliged to use massive, overwhelming, and lethal force to destroy and kill Germans in large numbers. Because these Germans occupied towns, cities, farms, schools, hospitals, hotels, railway stations, ports, bridges, and other strategic points across the European continent, much of Europe was churned into rubble by American, British, and Soviet military force. Allied armies made little effort to spare civilian lives. They shelled, bombed, strafed, and attacked towns and cities in full knowledge that civilians would die. This was a consciously accepted dimension of the war of liberation that the Allied armies waged. Liberation was therefore both a glorious chapter in military history and a human tragedy of enormous scope.

European accounts of liberation also have much to say about liberating soldiers themselves. Contrary to what we might expect, liberated civilians viewed their liberators with anxiety and even, at times, fear. Of course, some western capital cities like Paris and Brussels saw their fair share of kissing and delirious flag-waving as liberating troops arrived. But if we dig a bit deeper, we find a more troubling story. The young American, British, or Russian soldiers who defeated the Germans were seldom as virtuous in their behavior as the cause for which they fought. They frequently abused their power and authority, making life for liberated civilians something close to misery. “Deliver us from our liberators!” was the cry on the lips of the residents of one Belgian town, where Americans were still encamped in the fall of 1945, after the war had ended. The power that liberating soldiers possessed over the civilians whom they freed opened up enticing avenues of privilege and temptation for these young, male troopers. Even the best of the “greatest generation” consumed scarce food and drink, billeted themselves in homes and private dwellings, and were capable of profligate waste, drunkenness, carousing, and vandalism. Some soldiers went further, and looted homes, seized property as trophies, and sexually assaulted women of all ages. For all the elation that oppressed Europeans felt at the demise of the Nazi regime, they often found it difficult to comprehend the destructiveness and rapacious acquisitiveness of their liberators.

Europeans who lived in central and eastern Europe tell of a liberation denied. Nineteen forty-five brought no liberation to Poland: that woeful nation saw its borders redrawn by Stalin’s imperious demands, and millions of Poles were incorporated into Soviet Belorussia and Ukraine. Poland endured half a century of Communist rule that made a mockery of the promises of liberation that had issued from Soviet propagandists throughout the war. In eastern Germany, the arrival of the Red Army occasioned such fear and panic among Germans that about five million people fled, on foot, rushing away from the wrath of the Soviets. They were wise to do so, for those that remained behind were mistreated, abused, raped, or murdered by rampaging Red Army troops. Millions of Germans were expelled from a large swath of Germany that was in turn transferred to Poland, while millions of Volksdeutsche, the ethnic Germans long settled in borderland communities in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, and Yugoslavia, were forcibly removed from their homes and pushed westward. In the east, then, the abiding symbol of liberation was the open cattle car slowly rattling along the rails of Europe, bearing a cargo of frightened civilians away from their homes.

In the western part of Germany, life among the liberators was far more tolerable, so much so that many European observers came to think of the Allied occupation of western Germany in bitterly ironic terms. After four years of trying very hard to kill Germans and to destroy German cities and towns, American soldiers who set foot on German soil in the late fall of 1944 quickly grew fond of the German people. They were, in the parlance of the GIs, “just like us.” The girls were pretty, the women looked something like Mom, the houses—those not burnt in Allied bombing—were clean and invariably full of such comforts as feather mattresses, books, preserved foods, wine, and spirits. Germans in the western part of the country quickly tried to turn American good nature to their advantage, and thanked these troops for “liberating” Germany. British and American leaders struggled mightily over this problem. They knew that Hitler had won full-throated acclaim from the racist, aggressive German population, yet in their guise as benevolent liberators, they did not wish to be seen as punitive, repressive, or unduly harsh. Within months after the end of the war, British and American armies of occupation had transformed themselves into massive social and humanitarian agencies, caring for Germans, doling out medicine, food rations, clothing, and shoes, while working overtime to restart water pumps, electricity generators, coal mines, and railways. By the fall of 1945, British and American military officials, rejecting the idea that they were occupiers, set themselves the goal of winning “the battle of winter” on behalf of the hungry and cold German people. The Anglo-American forces were indeed magnanimous in victory. But it remains a startling irony that the western Allies worked harder on behalf of the defeated enemy than they ever did for the liberated people of France, Belgium, the Netherlands, or Italy.

Europe’s Jews also have a liberation story to tell us. It is as pointed as it is poignant. It has become common for American readers, or at least American viewers of made-for-television war dramas, to assume that the greatest generation fought World War II to rescue Europe’s Jews from destruction. Sadly, nothing could be further from the truth. The discovery of the German concentration camps by American GIs in the last weeks of the war occasioned revulsion and pity among the soldiers, as well as anger. But at no point was the cause in Europe framed as a bid to save European Jewry. That may help explain why American and British officers and soldiers in Germany at the close of the war had little knowledge of the plight of the Jews, and failed to treat the survivors they found there with anything like the sensitivity or sympathy they deserved. At first, the surviving remnant of Jews that Allied armies freed from concentration camps was seen simply as another group of wayward “political prisoners,” their predicament no worse than that of others who had suffered. Only after extensive and energetic appeals from incarcerated Jews, and from international humanitarian agencies on their behalf, did the U.S. and British armies begin to comprehend and respond to the crisis of Jewish survivors. These forlorn Jews, now homeless, without resources, bereft of family or kinship networks, remained in Germany, dependent on an unfeeling military bureaucracy for aid and help. They ended up in barbed-wire encampments, often in the very same places in which the Nazis had incarcerated them, desperately awaiting a transfer to Palestine. Over 250,000 Jews spent time in camps in Germany after the war, and some remained in these temporary shelters for as long as five years. Jewish survivors who talk about liberation therefore speak with some bitterness about a liberation deferred.

An account of liberation would be incomplete without the voices of liberating soldiers, and this book presents their perceptions as well. These men speak little of heroism, or of their “Crusade in Europe,” as General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s postwar memoir was called. Instead, they offer cautious, humble, at times evasive accounts of their experiences. Reading through countless memoirs, diaries, letters, and oral testimonies of British and American soldiers who fought in Europe, the historian can immediately perceive the profound ambivalence of these young men in combat. They understood the importance of the job they had been asked to do, but seemed to hate every minute of it. Fighting on behalf of others, in a faraway land of foreign customs and languages, amid filth, death, and destruction, occasioned in most liberating soldiers a profound distaste and disgust with the whole business of war. Few soldiers in combat were motivated by idealistic objectives. Most fought simply because they had to fight in order to end the war and go home. As Sergeant John Babcock of the 78th Infantry Division put it in his memoir, “our bunch of GIs was not fighting for mother, country, and apple pie. Bullshit. We wanted to live. Our ties were to those unfortunates fighting next to us, sharing the same fate.”1 This would seem to be a more honest assessment of the soldier’s experience than the hortatory text on the monument in Luxembourg.

 

THE MATERIAL PRESENTED in these pages bears directly on our own times. When I began this research in 2003, Americans and Europeans were then embroiled in a bitter dispute about the proper role of military force in the world, and the responsibilities of wealthy, democratic nations to use their armies to wage war on repressive nations. At that time, many American leaders, drawing on popular conceptions of the liberation of Europe during the Second World War, argued that the United States had an obligation to use its power to advance the cause of democracy and freedom in the world. As in World War II, the argument ran, when America had led the world in a war against fascism and won the world’s gratitude, so in our own times could America overthrow dictators, free oppressed peoples, and bring the blessings of liberty to others. Some American leaders even implied that war itself, while undesirable, might offer a test in which we could measure ourselves against previous generations of honored warriors.

Europeans generally viewed these claims with skepticism, and I now know why. They began from a different premise than Americans, for they had lived through liberation, and still carry the scars. The year 1945 taught Europeans a lesson they have never forgotten: that a war of liberation is still a war, and no matter how noble the cause, mothers and children will die, houses of worship will be burned, disease will spread, refugees will tramp the roads; and then, after all these horrors are over, liberators and liberated alike will still face the hard work of constructing freedom and restoring human dignity. Liberation in 1945 entailed such destruction and social upheaval that it came to be seen by those who were liberated as a time of cruel paradoxes—a time of high hopes and profound disappointment, of cherished freedom and new threats, of full-throated celebration and echoing silences. This is why those who have lived through liberation are often slow to wish the experience on others.

Of course, Europeans remain enormously grateful to Americans for the liberation they helped secure. To see the sincerity of this gratitude, one need only visit the humble coastal towns of Normandy in early June upon the anniversary of the D-Day landings. There, one can admire the hundreds of Allied flags unfurled in the sea breeze, witness the warm reception accorded to the proud, elderly veterans who return to these hallowed precincts, and bask in the genuine sense of trans-Atlantic solidarity that these ceremonials evoke, year after year. These people who ritually gather and shake hands and march to the fading strains of martial tunes are bound by a common project, a common commitment to those four simple freedoms Franklin Roosevelt had named in 1941—freedom of speech and religion, freedom from want and fear.

But those who lived through these times have no illusions about war. They recall all too well the terrible destruction, the countless deaths, and the appalling violence of the Second World War. They know, too, that military victory over Nazism was only a preliminary act in the longer struggle to restore peace to Europe, to rebuild order and stability, and revive the civic, humane traditions that the Nazis had trampled in the dust. They have a clear memory that liberation was a time of valor, but also a time of unceasing toil, bitterness, and death. As these aging witnesses now pass from the scene, we will have to rely on other sources to inform us about this war. If we want to recover the reality of the final stages of the war, in all its ugliness and its ecstasy, we shall have to turn our eyes away from maps and monuments, and explore the lives of ordinary men and women, Europeans and Americans, civilians and soldiers, as they struggled to survive these tragic hours of liberation.








LIBERATION IN THE WEST

I











Prologue

D-Day




THE LIBERATION OF Europe may have begun as early as November 1942, on the banks of the Volga river at Stalingrad, when the Soviet Red Army checked Nazi Germany’s advance into Central Asia and began the long, murderous fight that would expel the German invaders from the Soviet Union and bring the Russians across 1,500 bloody miles to Berlin. Or it may have begun with the Anglo-American landings in North Africa, also in November 1942, a deft operation that pointed the blade of the Allied spear-head into Germany’s southern flank and opened the way to the invasion of southern Italy in July 1943. Perhaps the liberation began in earnest when the Red Army crossed the prewar Polish border in January 1944, or when American troops entered Rome in June 1944. These are all plausible candidates for the status of “starting point,” for the liberation of Europe was a global process, the pressing inward toward Berlin of millions of soldiers, from all directions, gradually tightening a choke hold on the Third Reich. Yet in popular imagination, and most historical writing, the liberation of Europe commenced on that wet gray morning in the rolling surf off the coast of Normandy on June 6, 1944. Here, in France, came the long-awaited, long-planned Second Front, designed to complement the massive thrusts of the Red Army into Germany from the east. This was the moment that European civilians, suffering under German occupation, had awaited for years, the moment when the decisive battle against Germany would be opened, the start of a continental campaign that would bring about the final defeat of the malevolent, depraved Nazi regime. This is where our story of liberation begins.

The great Allied armada that set out across the English Channel on June 6 comprised some 5,000 vessels of all sorts, from hulking, monstrous battleships, cruisers, and destroyers to a vast array of small landing craft. On board, they carried over 100,000 soldiers—American, English, Welsh, Scotch, Irish, Canadians, Poles, and a few Belgians, Dutch, French, and Norwegians—to landing sites along twenty miles of coastline in the French départements (departments) of Calvados and Manche. The overall supreme commander of Operation Overlord was General Dwight D. Eisenhower; the ground commander of the landing forces was an Englishman, General Sir Bernard Law Montgomery. On June 6, the landing forces were all grouped together in the 21st Army Group under Montgomery’s command. The British Second Army, commanded by Lieutenant-General Sir Miles Dempsey, took aim at three beaches, code-named Sword, Juno, and Gold, running from the villages of Ouistreham in the east to Arromanches in the west. The Anglo-Canadian forces that splashed ashore here faced moderate resistance but within a few hours had established three beachheads and made contact with the British 6th Airborne Division, which had been dropped across the Orne river to secure the eastern flanks. The British suffered approximately 1,000 casualties on Gold beach and the same number on Sword; 600 airborne troops were killed or wounded, and 600 more were missing; 100 glider pilots also became casualties. The Canadians at Juno beach suffered 340 killed, 574 wounded, and 47 taken prisoner. Twenty-four hours after the landings, British forces had taken the town of Bayeux almost unopposed and were pushing on toward the city of Caen.

To the west, Lieutenant General Omar Bradley’s U.S. First Army landed on two beaches, Omaha and Utah. Utah beach was on the western flank of the Allied assault, running along the coast of the Cotentin peninsula. The beach here was thinly defended; three regimental combat teams of the 4th Division faced negligible fire from the German positions and they moved inland in search of the 82nd and 101st Airborne divisions with whom they were supposed to link up. These airborne landings, which had commenced late at night on the 5th, had been badly scattered and it was some days before any cohesion came to this sector; yet the losses sustained on Utah were relatively small. The picture on Omaha beach was far more serious. The 1st and 29th divisions of Bradley’s landing force, hitting the beaches between Port-en-Bessin and Vierville-sur-Mer, ran straight into the teeth of well-defended German batteries that had not been softened up by the preliminary air and naval bombardments. The cliffs along Omaha, running up from a stony beach, rise some hundred to two hundred feet, and provided excellent cover for the defenders, who had created extensive trenches and concrete pillbox firing positions; moreover, 27 out of 32 of the “swimming” amphibious DD tanks that were meant to provide armor support for the infantry sank in choppy seas during the landing. The beach and waters were packed with obstacles and mines on which landing craft snagged, blocking the way for those behind. Many heavily burdened soldiers whose craft spilled them into the water sank and drowned. With extraordinary courage, small numbers of soldiers, realizing that to remain on the beach under German fire would surely get them killed, began to fight their way up the craggy hillside and into the narrow ravines that led from the beaches up the hills. Slowly they gained a foothold. The horror on Omaha, which had seemed an eternity to those pinned down there, had lasted less than four hours; by 11:00 A.M. Vierville was in American hands. At the end of the day, a narrow beachhead had been established, but it had cost the Americans dearly. While there had been but 197 casualties on Utah, over 2,000 men were wounded or killed on Omaha beach. Overall, 1,465 American soldiers were killed on D-Day, 3,184 were wounded, 1,928 were listed as missing, and 26 were captured.1
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The view of Omaha beach from an American landing craft, June 6, 1944. FDR Library

The Omaha landings had been something close to a catastrophe, and the broad territorial objectives of the Allied landings had not been attained anywhere on any beach on D-Day. Even so, the overall strategic picture twenty-four hours after D-Day was good. The landings successfully created a beachhead that could be defended against counterattack, and the planned buildup of additional Allied forces could proceed apace. Casualties, totaling some 10,000 men, had been far smaller than General Eisenhower had anticipated. But over the following weeks and months, the realities of the huge task that lay ahead began to sink in. The first disappointments came on the eastern flank, where the British, whose landings had gone so well, were unable to seize the city of Caen, which lay on the axis that the Allies had hoped to follow farther into France. In the three days after the landings, Canadian and British forces were badly mauled by the 12th SS Panzer Division, which tried desperately to push the invaders back into the sea; by June 10, the Germans, bolstered by the swift arrival of the Panzer Lehr Division and the 21st Panzer Division, took up defensive positions in front of Caen. In the coming weeks, repeated efforts by Montgomery’s forces to outflank Caen, at Tilly-sur-Seulles and Villers-Bocage, failed and the struggle for Caen turned into a desperate yard-by-yard fight that many likened to the western front in the First World War. The daring and surprise of the D-Day landings had been completely lost.

The picture was only marginally better on the western flank. After consolidating the Utah and Omaha beachheads, the American VII Corps under Major General J. Lawton Collins attacked westward to cut the Cotentin peninsula in half, then thrust north to capture the port of Cherbourg on June 27. Despite this success, the picture across Normandy was discouraging for General Eisenhower. The Germans had systematically, expertly reduced Cherbourg to rubble, which interfered with the logistical supply plan. By late June, conditions on the ground had settled into a bloody stalemate, as the Germans made superb use of the defensive advantages they possessed, particularly the thick, ancient hedgerows that divided the countryside up into nearly impenetrable squares. The Americans found themselves fighting for every yard across a landscape that looked something like a gigantic ice-cube tray: each square had to be penetrated and seized, one by one. This slow, costly fighting made June and July “a difficult period for all of us,” General Eisenhower wrote later.2 Yet gradually, two elements in the Allied arsenal began to tell in the battle: the steady buildup of men and materiel through the massive Anglo-American naval forces that continued to pour supplies through the beachheads; and the punishing blows delivered daily to the Germans by the dominant Allied air forces. By July 2, there were about one million Allied soldiers in Normandy, including thirteen American, eleven British, and one Canadian division. Over 560,000 tons of supplies had been landed along with 171,000 vehicles.3 While the Germans proved able to out-fight the Allies on the ground in Normandy, they could not easily replace the men and materiel they lost; nor could they hide from the Allied tactical air attack. The battle in Normandy settled into a long, slow battle of attrition, just what the Germans could not afford.

By late July, the allies fielded 1.4 million soldiers in Normandy, about twice the number of German soldiers engaged in the battle, yet were still stuck in positions they had planned to occupy just five days after D-Day. The battle had been far slower and bloodier than expected, with the terrain of Normandy inhibiting Allied maneuvers. But on July 25, with the bulk of the German forces engaged in the Caen area, the American First Army, deployed along a line running west from Saint-Lô to the coast, staged the great breakout that would change the dynamic of the campaign, and the war. Following a colossal (and sloppy) carpet bombing of the German defensive positions just west of Saint-Lô, the Americans ripped open a gap in the German line and plunged forward, rushing south and west toward Avranches, thus opening the way into Brittany and, more importantly, threatening to envelop the German army in Normandy. Fending off a ferocious German counteroffensive at Mortain between August 7 and 12, the U.S. First and Third armies punched eastward and caught the Germans in a massive pincer, between the Anglo-Canadian forces in the north, at Falaise, and their own troops in the south at Argentan. Under sustained air and ground attack, the German army was caught in a rapidly constricting pocket and brutally pummeled. The Germans lost 10,000 men killed in the furnace of Falaise, and another 50,000 were captured. But brilliant German defensive fighting kept the Falaise pocket open just long enough to allow perhaps 100,000 Germans to slip away and escape across the Seine river. They joined a massive exodus of all German forces in France, some 240,000 troops, who rushed headlong through France and Belgium on into Germany itself, where they would regroup behind the Siegfried Line and fight another day. Though victory in Normandy had not brought about the total destruction of the German army in France, it dealt it a severe blow and clearly signaled that the liberation of Europe was at hand.

By August 25, when the Allied forces reached the river Seine and marched into Paris, the American and British commanders could look with satisfaction on the victory they had achieved since the landings in early June. The Germans had lost 1,500 tanks, 3,500 guns, and 20,000 vehicles. There were 240,000 German soldiers dead or wounded, and another 200,000 had been taken prisoner. More than forty German divisions had been destroyed, and Hitler could not make good this scale of loss. By the first of September, virtually all of France had been cleared of the German forces and on September 4, the Belgian capital Brussels and vital port city of Antwerp were liberated. The Allies paid for their victory in Normandy with the lives of 36,976 of their own soldiers.
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1

“Too Wonderfully Beautiful”: Liberation in Normandy




ABOUT TEN DAYS after the Allied landings on the beaches of Normandy, Ernie Pyle, the legendary American war correspondent, took a jeep ride through the Norman countryside. “It was too wonderfully beautiful to be the scene of a war,” he wrote. “Someday I would like to cover a war in a country that is as ugly as war itself.” Of course, Pyle saw more than the gently rolling pastures, the wheat fields, and the fruit trees: the region had been shattered by heavy bombardments before and during the D-Day invasion, and he wrote about the ruined hamlets and towns eloquently. But he also told stories that neatly framed the basic American understanding of what the war was really about. Arriving at an old school that was being used as a prison for German POWs, he got out to have a look around.

At this time the French in that vicinity had been “liberated” less than twelve hours, and they could hardly encompass it in their minds. They were relieved, but they scarcely knew what to do. As we left the prison enclosure and got into the jeep we noticed four or five French country people—young farmers in their twenties, I took them to be—leaning against a nearby house. We were sitting in the jeep getting our gear adjusted when one of the farmers walked toward us, rather hesitantly and timidly. Finally he came up and smilingly handed me a rose. I couldn’t go around carrying a rose in my hand all afternoon, so I threw it away around the next bend. But little things like that do sort of make you feel good about the human race.1


Ernie Pyle’s newspaper columns for the Scripps-Howard syndicate, written from North Africa, Italy, and France, sketched out for avid readers in the United States detailed portraits of average American soldiers—their concerns and their personalities, their uncomplicated nature and basic kindness. Pyle was honest enough a reporter to write about screw-ups, about wrecked French towns, about how frightened soldiers under fire normally were, and about the moment he found himself caught under the massive American bombing run near Saint-Lô on July 25 that inadvertently killed over a hundred GIs. But Pyle became treasured for his ability to paint moving portraits of these “good boys” and the cause for which they fought. He traveled with these young soldiers, slept out in the cold with them, cooked eggs for them, shared anxieties with them, and in April 1945, while in the Pacific, Pyle died with them, the victim of a Japanese sniper’s bullet. He was mourned by the nation precisely because his writing reflected a tone that American readers found comforting: unpretentious, gently ironic, and filled with quiet assurance that the cause was just and that democracy would win through in the end. Pyle, in writing the rose story, told Americans that the liberators had been welcomed to France warmly and that through the horrors of war, one could glimpse some basic human decency still alive in Europe.

And yet, Pyle doesn’t tell us much about that young man who offered him the rose. What had become of his family? Had his home been damaged in the invasion? What became of him after the Americans had passed through? Was he, indeed, a Norman? Pyle might not have known if this young farmer was a refugee from any one of the cities nearby that had been evacuated during the fighting, or even if he had been a Pole, or a Russian, transported into France to labor on behalf of the German occupiers as they built up their now-breached Atlantic Wall. In fact, Pyle didn’t write much about French civilians in Normandy. In his articles, civilians remain, like that farmer, mute, decent, but alien. Pyle offered no insight into how civilians in the region viewed these gun-toting American boys who arrived in such huge numbers, or how they dealt with the soldiers’ petty thefts, periodic looting, and frequent drunkenness; nor did he write much about the shocking violence of the battles that left thousands of French civilians dead. Pyle didn’t mention a feature of the battlefield that almost every war diary written by soldiers in Normandy stresses repeatedly: the overwhelming stench of rotting flesh, both from unburied livestock killed in the heavy and constant bombing as well as from decomposing human remains that carpeted great swaths of Normandy for months after the D-Day landings. And Pyle, like the bulk of the Allied soldiers, moved out of Normandy in August and pushed eastward toward Paris, so he never was able to see what life was like in Caen and Saint-Lô and Falaise and dozens of other “liberated” towns that had been ground to powder by Allied bombing. If he had gone there and talked to the inhabitants, he probably would have found very few who, in the summer of 1944, felt “good about the human race.”

Of course, Ernie Pyle can be excused: like all war correspondents in World War II, he wrote under the constraints of censorship, and could not truly depict the awful face of war. But even long after these restrictions had been lifted, American writers and scholars who wrote about the D-Day battles continued to give pride of place to soldiers and to events on the battlefield, and neglected the complex experience of the liberated peoples. In the richly detailed official histories produced by the Army, or the many moving journalistic accounts, or the anecdotal histories that have always been popular to American tastes, little if any attention has been given to the local peoples of Normandy.2 Instead, popular writers of military history return like salmon to the rich breeding grounds of Ernie Pyle’s language and imagery. By far the most popular kind of writing about Normandy has long been those that give a picture of combat “As Told By Those Who Were There,” to use the inaccurate subtitle of one such work—for these accounts rarely include French voices.3

It is possible to write military history without attending to the experiences of noncombatants. But we cannot write the history of liberation without paying attention to the voices, experiences, and travails of the liberated people themselves. For liberation is more than victory on the battlefield: it is a forcible, often brutal destruction of one kind of political order, and its replacement with another. Historical accounts of liberation that start and stop with the soldiers’ experience all too easily ignore the social and political aspects of the war, the complex interactions between soldiers and civilians, and especially the after-battle conditions that liberating armies leave behind. They also overlook the patient daily work of recovery that transforms victory at arms into something that looks like peace.

Not surprisingly, the French have their own ways of talking about the events in Normandy: they tend to emphasize the civilian experience because the role of organized French military force was minimal in Normandy in 1944. Drawing on detailed local analyses of casualties, French scholars have determined that about 20,000 French people were killed in Normandy during its liberation, most as a result of Allied bombing. This represents 29 percent of the 70,000 French people killed in Allied bombing attacks in France during the entire Second World War.4 Along with the deaths, civilians endured a profound social upheaval. In Normandy, hundreds of thousands of townspeople and farmers were displaced by the fighting; they fled the scene of their liberation bearing tattered bundles in rickety wheelbarrows, trying to avoid shells and bullets, while all around them the armies churned up fields, leveled homes and barns, killed off cattle, ruined crops, destroyed roads and bridges, and cut off electricity and water and sewage and basic services, making life a misery not just in June and July but for years to come. French writers of memoirs and contemporary accounts likened the dolorous scene to Calvary—the setting of the Crucifixion—and frequently invoked the “martyrdom” of their villages and towns. The emphasis here has been on loss, death, destruction, and the bittersweet recovery of freedom after the horrible ordeal of German occupation. Even today, in the Norman départements, local residents cannot tell the story of the liberation of France without bowing their heads, and grimacing.5

 

“IT WAS RATHER a shock,” wrote Corporal L. F. Roker of the Highland Light Infantry in his wartime diary, “to find that we were not welcomed ecstatically as ‘Liberators’ by the local people, as we were told we should be…They saw us as bringers of destruction and pain.” Fellow soldiers concurred: Ivor Astley of the 43rd Wessex Infantry Division noted in his memoirs that, far from waving flags and handing out bottles of bubbly, “the French peasants to whom the shell-torn villages and ruined farmlands belonged” were “sullen and silent; if we had expected a welcome, we certainly failed to find it. Some of the people looked utterly bewildered.” Major Edward Elliot of the Glasgow Highlanders, whose diary is studded with acute observations, noted that “the French are having a pretty thin time at present. First the Germans dig holes all over the place and pull down houses, then we shell and bomb their homes and drive their vehicles all over the fields. Naturally their attitude to us is inclined to be a bit stiff; however, I think they are mostly for us, though they are desperately tired of the war and the misery it has caused them.” In Creully on June 16, Major M. H. Cooke of the Royal Scots noted that “the people came out in force, but for the most part they stood gravely and seriously watching us. Many nodded, and once or twice there was a little clapping, and once a Frenchwoman rushed forward crying, ‘Welcome, Messieurs, welcome to France.’ It was still a little disappointing.”6

Why such a chilly reception? Some observers tried to explain this French reticence as typical of the Norman character. A. J. Liebling, the war correspondent for The New Yorker, noted the “foolish talk in the British newspapers…about the Normans’ lack of enthusiasm,” and chalked up such stories to “correspondents who acquired their ideas of Frenchmen from music-hall turns and comic drawings. One might as well expect public demonstrations of emotions in Contoocook, New Hampshire or in Burrillville, Rhode Island, as in Normandy, where the people are more like New Englanders than they are like, for instance, Charles Boyer.”7 A British Civil Affairs officer also relied on such typologies to explain the surly civilians: “Taking into account the naturally reserved disposition of the Norman, we have received an enthusiastic welcome.”8

But there may have been something else behind the diffidence that Allied soldiers encountered among the liberated peoples of Normandy. Though Normandy looked to Ernie Pyle like a peaceful rural idyll, this was an area that had endured four years of a bitter occupation.9 Consider the département of Calvados, home to four of the landing beaches (Sword, Juno, Gold, and Omaha). A productive region of cider, apples, brandy, butter, and milk, Calvados had some 400,000 inhabitants at the start of the war. It was one of the most politically conservative parts of France, and Calvadosiens were known for their independence, their dislike of state intervention, their pro-business attitudes, and strong Catholic traditions. In the national elections of 1936, when France voted for a left-center Popular Front government, Calvados bucked the trend and went further rightward. The department actually became a recruiting ground for the far-right Croix de Feu, which strongly opposed the rise of the Popular Front. Whatever the prewar inclinations of the region, however, opinion in Calvados during the war was firmly anti-German and grew distinctly more so as the war went on. The reason for this was geographic: Calvados, like all the northern coastal departments, was heavily invested with German soldiers whose role was to prepare for an expected cross-channel Allied attack. By the fall of 1941, the Germans had stationed 15,000–20,000 troops in Calvados alone, and this number had trebled by June 1944. This meant that throughout the war, local inhabitants lived literally side by side with the occupiers. Germans took over hotels, public buildings, and schools for barracks and headquarters and requisitioned furnishings, beds, and all manner of domestic equipment; their soldiers were billeted upon the population, taking up living rooms, barnyards, and stables and displacing local families. German requisitions of food for their troops and forage for their animals hurt the economy, as did military maneuvers through the heavily agricultural countryside.10

To the depredations of the foreign troops were added the indignities of France’s own policy of collaboration. The Vichy-based government of Marshal Henri-Philippe Pétain pursued an obsequious policy toward the Germans through which, in exchange for integrating France into Hitler’s New Order as a vassal state, the French authorities gained a measure of independence in running internal affairs. But the burden of this policy fell upon the French people. The attitude of Calvadosiens, who like many of their countrymen had once admired Pétain as a war hero and a man of steadfast patriotism, sharply deteriorated after the June 1942 announcement of “la relève.” This program, initiated by Vichy, sought to secure the release of one French prisoner of war from German camps in exchange for every three French civilian workers that could be delivered to German hands. It was blackmail and was met with stupefaction and shame in France. Worse, Calvadosiens quickly learned that the Germans had reneged on their end of the deal: in exchange for six hundred volunteers from the Calvados, the Germans returned only eleven POWs to the department. The relève was only one form of conscription: in addition to labor in Germany, the occupation authorities sought French labor for work on the Atlantic Wall. The Todt Organization, under the direction of Albert Speer, started work in the middle of 1942 on a defensive wall running from Brittany to Holland, with particular strength in the Pas-de-Calais, the region considered most likely to be assaulted by the Allies. From October to December 1942, the German headquarters demanded 2,450 workers from Calvados alone to be set to work on building these defensive ramparts. Workers had to be withdrawn from construction and agricultural sectors. They worked directly under German overseers in deplorable conditions alongside Russian and Polish POWs, living in harsh work camps with little medical care. Combined with workers sent into Germany, Calvados had lost 4,500 workers by the end of December 1942, and an additional 1,679 workers were called up by the Germans in April 1943. The local skilled workforce was being systematically stripped bare.11

[image: image]

In the context of growing German labor demands and an improvement in the fortunes of the Allied war effort in Africa and Italy, the year 1943 was decisive for the growth of the local Resistance: 40 percent of those who would join a Calvados underground network did so in that year. The Resistance was never large in Calvados. No more than 2,000 people were formally associated with Resistance networks by the start of 1944, precisely because the German military presence was so heavy there, and reprisals against civilians were severe and frequent. Yet Resistance networks played an important role in aiding downed Allied pilots and sheltering young men who were in hiding from forced labor conscription. Resistance networks also acted as a means of promoting periodic civilian acts of defiance, from tearing down of German posters to the scrawling of the “V” sign in public places.12

As the prospect of an Allied invasion of France neared, the German occupation of Calvados intensified, with profound consequences for the local inhabitants. Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, commanding the German armies in the west, possessed sixty German divisions, and he deployed four in Calvados. Added to other occupation authorities and labor services, this meant there were 60,000–70,000 foreigners in the department by June 1944, all of whom had to be fed and housed. From the late fall of 1943, the Germans massively increased the pace of defensive preparations along the coast: mines, obstacles, tank traps, barbed wire, and concrete gun emplacements popped up all along the coastline. The Germans laced local fields with mines and flooded lowlands. Open areas were studded with “Rommel’s asparagus,” tall poles designed to shred any troop-carrying Allied aircraft that might attempt a landing. The Germans banned commercial fishing so they could control all sea-based activity, and halted all local building so that supplies could be channeled toward the construction of defensive positions on the beaches. Thirty thousand hectares, or 7 percent of the arable land of Calvados, was taken out of cultivation by flooding, mines, or defensive preparations. The Germans made still further demands for local labor details, forcing village mayors to produce able-bodied men between eighteen and fifty years old to work on the fortifications. In February 1944, Vichy passed a law making women between eighteen and forty-five subject to immediate labor for the Germans. Inevitably, economic life of the region ground to a halt as the fevered work on the Atlantic Wall sucked in local labor and materials; in the fields, labor disappeared, crops were not sown, and horses were requisitioned by the Germans to pull wagons. The countryside, one of the richest and most productive regions of France, was largely abandoned. Cereals and grain supplies that Calvados relied on could not be transported into the department because the train lines were now given over exclusively to military use. By the spring of 1944, Calvados, normally an abundant supplier of meat, faced a severe shortage of this staple; even the meager official meat ration of a hundred grams per week per person could not be filled, largely the result of the lack of fodder and the heavy demands made by German troops. The black market became the only way to secure sufficient supplies of butter and meat, and prices soared. This in turn heightened social tensions, as farmers naturally hoarded their goods to get a better price and assure their own needs; workers in the towns and cities went increasingly without. The Vichy-controlled prefect reported a sharp rise in morbidity due to typhoid, tuberculosis, diphtheria, and scarlet fever.13

The behavior of the Germans toward the civilian population worsened with the likelihood of an Allied invasion. In January 1944, Hitler’s chief of conscript labor, Fritz Sauckel, demanded that France produce yet another million laborers to be deployed for the German war effort, but virtually no one complied. In Calvados, of the 1,370 men called up, a mere 104 responded to the order. The desperate Germans resorted to the use of roundups and arrests in cinemas and public places to secure recalcitrant labor conscripts, and shipped off their quarry to camps in Germany. Prisons bulged with civilians arrested on the least pretext. In response to stepped up Resistance attacks on local officials, collaborators, and German soldiers, the Germans violently cracked down. In March 1944, all radios were ordered to be surrendered so that BBC emissions could not be heard. Through arrests, torture, and infiltration by collaborators, the Germans managed to crack open many of the local Resistance networks; over 200 resisters were killed in the six months before the D-Day invasion.14

And as if these travails were not enough, the Anglo-American bombing of France, as part of the preliminary preparations for the invasion, intensified throughout the spring of 1944, making life a constant misery for millions of people in towns from the Pas-de-Calais to Normandy. Rouen, a city on the Seine and a rail junction that Allied planners knew the Germans would use to reinforce Normandy, was devastated by repeated attacks: on April 19, 1944, there were 900 people killed in Rouen by British bombing, and in the first week of June a series of attacks by American bombers killed an additional 200 people there. In Calvados, the prefect’s reports reveal the constant and enervating presence of Allied aircraft in the skies: air attacks struck the department on March 2, 13, 26, 27; April 9, 11, 20, 23, 25, 27 (twice), and 29; May 9, 15, 19, 21, 22, 23, and 27; and June 1. The ostensible targets were railway junctions, barracks, airfields, and crossroads. But these preparatory attacks killed many French people. The attack of April 27 on the coastal village of Ouistreham killed 17 people and wounded 40. Between March 1 and June 5, 130 people were killed in Calvados by these bombings.15 It is perhaps no wonder that the Normans, who yearned for liberation, had the appearance of a broken, tired people when the Allied soldiers splashed ashore on June 6, 1944.

 

WHEN LIBERATION DID arrive, it came not all at once but in a series of devastating, prolonged, murderous blows, delivered by air, sea, and ground bombardment and by the lethal weapons of the Allied soldiers. On D-Day, 1,300 civilians were killed in Calvados alone; on June 7, another 1,200 died. Added to the deaths in other Norman departments, it appears that 3,000 civilians were killed on June 6–7. Thus, roughly the same number of French civilians died in the first twenty-four hours of the invasion of Normandy as did Allied soldiers. And the killing had only just begun: between June 6 and August 25, Normandy would be chewed into a bloody, unrecognizable mess. In the five northern departments that saw the most fighting—Calvados, Manche, Orne, Eure, and Seine-Maritime—19,890 French civilians paid for liberation with their lives.16

Calvados got its first taste of liberation a few minutes before midnight on June 5, when 946 aircraft of the Royal Air Force (RAF) struck targets along the coast of the landing beaches. The RAF dropped five thousand tons of bombs on German defensive positions in ten towns, seven of which were in Calvados: Maisy, Saint-Pierre-du-Mont (the location of the massive guns perched on the promontory of la Pointe du Hoc), Longues-sur-Mer, le Mont Fleury, Ouistreham, Merville, and Houlgate. This was the largest tonnage of bombs yet dropped in a single night in the entire war.17 Fortunately, these sparsely populated towns had been largely evacuated in the weeks before the landings by order of the Germans and of local authorities. The Germans wished to defend against any Resistance activity by the local population, while many civilians, after the bombings of the early spring, had fled of their own initiative. Even so, these initial bombardments killed at least forty civilians. At dawn on the 6th, 1,083 B-17s and B-24s of the United States Eighth and Ninth Air Forces took their turn, hammering the general vicinity of what was to be Omaha beach. Many of the bombs were dropped too far inland, leaving the coastal batteries on Omaha untouched, while Port-en-Bessin, the coastal village on the far eastern flank of Omaha, was struck hard, as were most of the surrounding hamlets. Naval gunnery joined in, aiming at German batteries but inevitably hitting the surrounding villages. Vierville, Bernières, Courseulles, Saint-Aubin, Lion-sur-Mer, Ouistreham: These are towns that ring down the ages as the site of great heroics by invading Allied soldiers who wrested them from the Germans on June 6 and after. Yet they also ran with the blood of at least 100 noncombatants.18 Throughout the two days of June 6 and June 7, many Norman communities received devastating bombardments from both air and sea. The purpose of these assaults was obviously to kill Germans and to impede the movement of any reinforcements from the Pas-de-Calais, where large concentrations of Germans had been placed in anticipation of Allied landings there. Yet air power was at best a crude tool: Allied aircraft did not possess the accuracy required to destroy a bridge, a railyard, a crossroads, a telegraph station, or an artillery position without also destroying a great deal of the surrounding area. The results were predictably awful: dozens upon dozens of hamlets were heavily bombed, and their lovely lyrical French names are now as synonymous with death in the minds of Normans as places like Coventry, Dresden, and Hiroshima are dolorous place-names for the British, Germans, and Japanese: Argentan, Aunay-sur-Odon, Avranches, Colombelles, Condé-sur-Noireau, Coutances, Dives-sur-Mer, Évrecy, Falaise, Lisieux, Mézidon, Mondeville, Montebourg, Ouistreham, Saint-Lô, Thury-Harcourt, Tilly-sur-Seulles, Valognes, Villers-Bocage, Villers-le-Sec, Vire…

More than any single location in Normandy, however, the city of Caen offers testimony to the brutality of Normandy’s liberation.19 Caen was the chief target of the British and Canadian landings on D-Day, but for a number of reasons that still stir controversy, General Bernard Montgomery’s men failed to take the city.20 Partly it was because the German 21st Panzer Division put up a stubborn defense just north of Caen, partly it was because the British tanks got bottled up on the beaches, partly it was because the plan was simply too ambitious an objective for units that had crossed the channel and undertaken an unprecedented amphibious landing the same day. Yet it was not for lack of trying. From June 6 to June 8, Anglo-Canadian forces tried to bash their way into Caen, and the skies filled with bombers to help them. At 1:30 P.M. and 4:30 P.M. on June 6, and 2:30 A.M. on June 7, Caen was pummeled from the air by RAF and U.S. Eighth Air Force bombers in an effort to destroy the city’s bridges across the Orne and slow German reinforcements from moving through the city. Yet for all the bombing, at least one bridge over the Orne was still intact, while concentrations of German troops were not hit. The 21st Panzers were already established north of the city and were soon joined by the 12th Panzer Division. On June 9, the Panzer Lehr Division arrived in the field and now there was a strong defensive shield to the north and west of Caen. There had been little military value in the air attack on Caen. The rubble in the streets impeded passage of military vehicles, yet even the jaunty official history by the U.S. Air Force admitted the bombing was insignificant: “the effect upon the enemy was small,” it concluded, “since detours were easily established.”21 Caen did not see any liberating soldiers for another month.

The effect of the bombing upon the enemy may have been small, but the effect upon the 60,000 inhabitants of Caen was great indeed. In a matter of thirty-six hours, the city was shattered. The attacks on June 6 killed 600 people. The attacks on June 7 left 200 more dead. Thousands were wounded. The city lay in ruins, ablaze. Thirty-nine-year-old Bernard Goupil, a member of one of the défense passive (civil defense) teams in the city, recalled just after the war in a detailed account that he and his family, who had built an air raid shelter in his garden, heard the initial bombing on the coast in the early hours of June 6. He reported to his command post, with his helmet and white armband at the ready, only to spend most of the morning in anxious anticipation of liberating soldiers. When none came, he returned home for lunch. At 1:30, he heard “a powerful throbbing”; running into the garden and looking up he cried, “the bombers are coming at us!” Before he could get his family into the shelter, “the terrifying, thunderous explosions crashed upon us. Our poor little dining room shuddered, the chandelier fell onto the table, the door of the house was blown in from the force of the blast. The sounds of the neighboring houses, crashing down under the bombs, followed the great hammer blows from these horrible engines of death. All around us was nothing but violence and infernal noise…Clutching one another, we prayed.” Goupil, conscious of his duty, tried to return to his civil defense post in the rue des Carmes, but at 4:30 another wave of bombers struck the town and he ran for shelter in a stout eighteenth-century stone building. In the evening he made it to his post, saw after the wounded, and helped transfer them to the Bon Sauveur hospital. In the eerie, smoke-filled evening, in the ruins of a burning city, Goupil wondered if it was over: “There were already enough ruins and victims. Hadn’t the allies attained their objectives with these savage bombings? Could they not now leave things to the ground forces? We hoped, in short, that the city would now be taken by the Allies a few hours after the landings.” It was not to be. At 2:30 in the morning of June 7 came the heaviest attack yet. “How can I describe with words my experiences in this infernal noise, the shrieking of the falling bombs, the incredible shaking of the ground and of the buildings? The explosions kept coming. Through the doors and windows we saw the flashes and felt the brutal blows. We felt nearby the falling of roofs and material of all sorts in a great deafening cascade. The walls against which we had gathered truly moved under the shock of the bombs.” Then at 3:00 in the morning, the bombers disappeared, the skies emptied, and a sinister quiet settled upon the town. Quiet, except for the sounds of the wounded.22

One of the most powerful accounts of these two awful days was written by the deputy mayor of Caen, Joseph Poirier. “Nothing had prepared us for the swiftness of the attack,” he wrote six months after the liberation of the city. “We knew well that our deliverance was at hand, that the hour of liberation had sounded, but selfishly we thought that the landings would happen elsewhere and that our region would be spared. Providence had decided otherwise.” The first bombing raid at 1:30 P.M. struck the central quarters of the city. “It was of an unprecedented violence…There was general consternation about the suddenness of the attack.” Despite later, and wholly ineffectual, attempts by the Allied command to warn the citizens of impending bombing, no warning had been given on June 6. “The raid had lasted no more than ten minutes but the damage was enormous. The Monoprix stores were shattered and at least ten fires burned in the downtown.” The next attack, at 4:30 P.M., struck the prefecture headquarters, and other municipal buildings in the center of town as well as the church of Saint-Jean. Some of the buildings of Le Bon Sauveur, the twenty-acre Benedictine hospital complex in the northwestern quarter of the city, were hit by shells; one nun was killed, trapped under falling stones. By now a quarter of the city was in flames.

The attack of 2:30 A.M. on June 7 proved even more devastating. The first bombload fell on the central fire station, killing the chief, his deputy, and 17 firefighters. More than twenty bombs hit the town hall, in whose basement Poirier had sheltered. The hospital clinic of La Miséricorde, located on the rue des Carmes in the center of town, took a direct hit. Seventy-two people, mostly nuns and their patients, were killed, their bodies buried under the rubble; 171 others were wounded. Emerging into a nightscape illuminated by dozens of fires, Poirier saw dead bodies in feeble air raid trenches, body parts, dead children, the corpse of a close friend on the ground, headless. The electricity, telephone, and water lines were cut, making it difficult to coordinate aid to the wounded. The firefighting equipment was destroyed. “The population was literally crazed, seized by panic, and trying to flee the city into the countryside. People were running about in nightshirts, bare-foot, without having had the time to put on the least clothing. The city was enveloped in a yellowish smoke and dust from all the shattered buildings. It was an infernal scene.” The best he and his civil defense teams could do was try to get the wounded to Le Bon Sauveur, and gather up the horribly mutilated corpses and pile them up at the Central Commissariat. “Where, when, how would we bury them?”23

Had the liberating troops arrived in Caen on June 9 or 10, with offers of aid, food, medicine, bulldozers to clear rubble, manpower to restore public services, then perhaps Caen’s liberation would have gone down as merely one of many sad chapters in a war that took so many civilian lives. But Caen’s travails were far from over. By June 10, the Anglo-Canadian troops north of Caen were no closer to taking the city than they had been at midday on June 6. Indeed, with the Germans pouring reinforcements into Normandy, and especially north and west of Caen, the city lay just behind an ever-strengthening German perimeter. With the Americans heavily engaged in the Cotentin peninsula, where they were trying to seize the port of Cherbourg, the British slugged it out with the Germans for every inch of ground around Caen. After the initial assault of June 6–8 had failed, General Montgomery directed another major attack in an attempt to outflank Caen, aiming his tanks at Villers-Bocage, a small town some 12 miles southwest of the city. Historian Max Hastings has called this battle a “wretched episode,” in which the British were thoroughly outfought by the German defenders; but Monty tried again on June 26, sending three divisions—60,000 men and 600 tanks—crashing into the German line west of Caen, running out toward Tilly-sur-Seulles. This was Operation Epsom. It too failed.24

The implications of these military operations on the western outskirts of Caen were grave indeed for the civilians in the city. German concentrations in and around the city were under assault from the air or from artillery, and the city endured near-constant fire. Thousands of the city’s inhabitants sought shelter in the hospital of Le Bon Sauveur and other points designated as welcome centers (centres d’accueil ) by the city authorities; the thick walls of the old churches like Saint-Etienne offered shelter to thousands of citizens, sprawled amidst the pews on beds of straw. But operations to provide basic services, shelter, and medical care were severely compromised by the shelling. Aid workers painted red crosses on the grounds and buildings of Le Bon Sauveur and on the Lycée Malherbe, a school across the street whose cafeteria had been turned into a hospital ward. Even so, on June 9–10, two hundred artillery shells, intended for German positions on the outskirts of town, landed on Le Bon Sauveur and fifty-seven hit the Lycée; more than 50 people were killed. On June 12, a huge artillery shell struck the superb steeple of the church of Saint-Pierre, a beloved landmark in the center of town. It crashed down in pieces, a Gothic masterpiece wiped out in a flash. On June 13 and 14, the shopping districts, cafés, and hotels of the center of town were all set ablaze, and without water the firefighters had no hope of containing the flames. Le Bon Sauveur, which in normal times handled 1,200 patients with a staff of 120 nuns, was now packed with 2,000 refugees and 1,700 wounded. Working around the clock with few supplies, no electricity, and only what water could be pumped manually from the wells, a handful of doctors tried to treat the worst cases. They achieved great things, conducting some 2,300 operations between June 6 and August 15, relying on a patched-together staff of 31 doctors, 22 interns, 114 nurses, and 46 French Red Cross personnel. Across the street in the Lycée Malherbe, over 500 wounded people and thousands of homeless refugees, installed on makeshift pallets in the hallways and basements, received basic treatment from a skeletal staff of twelve doctors and a handful of Red Cross workers.

As residents fled the city, Caen’s population dwindled to about 17,000 by mid-June. In a search for shelter from the bombing, thousands of people made for the large stone quarries two miles to the south of the city in the suburb of Fleury. Here opened up another astonishing chapter in this saga of Caen’s destruction. During June and July, as many as 12,000 people huddled in the extensive networks of vacant caves in the old quarries, where the pale yellow limestone, used to build many of Caen’s churches, had been quarried since the eleventh century. The Germans, in mid-July, tried halfheartedly to evacuate the caves, perhaps to prepare them as a defensive redoubt for their own troops. Yet thousands of homeless Caennais took little notice and continued to dwell in the dark, dank network of caverns. Small villages sprang up overnight: the ill and elderly were grouped together in makeshift beds, women set up laundry and cooking facilities, the men took on heavy labor on a rotating timetable: digging potatoes in the fields, hauling water, sawing lumber for the communal kitchens, gathering supplies from the nearby villages. Bakers and butchers from Fleury delivered supplies of bread, meat, and occasional vegetables. But the conditions of life in the close, airless caves were dreadful. There was no electric light. The floors of the caves, which had been used lately for the cultivation of mushrooms, were constantly damp and muddy; there were no toilets or running water. Within days, fleas and bedbugs infested everyone; food was always in short supply; and the tension of living underground during constant bombing took a toll on the refugees. One young girl who, with her family, sought shelter in the caves at Fleury recalled the misery of it all: “apart from the fleas, our heads were alive with lice, scratch-scratch all day. Hygiene was non-existent; there were no toilets in the caves. We had to make do with corners or heaps of stones.”25 Yet there was protection from the incessant shelling, and there was communal solidarity. Five hundred homeless refugees actually remained in the caves for two weeks after the complete liberation of Caen, since the city itself had become a shambles.26

As the people of Caen clung to life in and around their besieged city, the British Second Army continued its efforts to break through the German line blocking its advance into the interior of France. Having tried twice to outflank Caen, Montgomery now thought he might go straight at it. He called on the RAF to lay down an intense bombardment of German defensive positions and artillery to the north of Caen to open the way for an assault by I Corps directly into the city. What followed was “one of the most futile air attacks of the war,” according to historian Max Hastings.27 Although it was well-known that most of the Germans were deployed north of the city, Bomber Command, in its care not to hit the closely engaged British troops, altered the plan and moved the bombing area farther into Caen itself. With dreadful precision, RAF Mosquitoes and Pathfinders flew in first and dropped their smoke-bomb markers on the northern half of the already ruined city—a city quite free of German units. On July 7, under a clear evening sky, and facing little flak, 456 Lancasters and Halifaxes dumped 2,276 tons of bombs on Caen. “It was afterwards judged,” concludes one laconic account, “that the bombing should have been aimed at the original targets. Few Germans were killed in the area actually bombed.”28

The sight of so many friendly aircraft in the skies over Caen was a great morale booster to the thousands of British soldiers in the field who had been badly beaten up by the Germans for over a month now. “What a lovely sight we saw at about 10:00 p.m.,” wrote one soldier in his diary. “Hundreds of Lancasters passing over on way home. Could see them on their bombing run somewhere over Caen in more or less single file. One can now understand the term ‘They queued up to bomb.’ Could see the flak—a grand sight which inspires confidence.” Of the same raid, Captain W. G. Caines of the 43rd Wessex wrote, with boyish enthusiasm: “On the hillside which we were occupying we had an excellent grandstand view of the raid, bombers just flew in, unloaded their deadly cargo and turned and made off across the Channel. This was indeed a pleasant sight for us, the sky was literally black with bombers.” Gunner J. Y. White of the Royal Artillery was no less animated in his diary: “July 7: This evening about 1,000 of our brave bombers came over in a continual stream and bombed Caen. The bombs could be seen leaving the planes through field glasses. It was a grand and awe inspiring sight to watch our bombers passing overhead for over an hour in a continuous stream, right through the heavy flak, drop their load, circle around and make for home.”29

One can hardly blame these beleaguered soldiers for the pleasure they took in seeing someone else take a turn at plastering the Germans; they could not know that few Germans were actually being hit. Still, it is quite unimaginable that words such as lovely, grand, and pleasant would have occurred to the citizens of Caen at that moment. From within the buildings of the Lycée Malherbe, Joseph Poirier too saw the bombers overhead, “blocking out the sky.” He was then thrown against a wall by the force of the explosions. He tried to calm the screaming women and children in the Lycée, “but what can you do to calm these poor people who had already experienced the bombings of June 6–7 and who, for a month, had been living the lives of soldiers on the firing line?” As reports came in, Poirier learned that the university and its wonderful library were in flames. The church of Saint-Julien was destroyed. The battered remains of the town hall were crushed. A shelter on the rue Vaugueux, near the church of Saint-Julien, took a direct hit: 54 people, including many of the church staff, were killed. Fires erupted across the city. “I feared that I would lose my mind in the face of such a calamity,” Poirier wrote. Another 250 names were added that night to the lengthening rolls of the dead.

On the morning of July 9, Poirier noticed a new development: the few Germans still in the city were withdrawing. This was an organized retreat to higher ground south and east of the city; but for those Caennais in the northern quarter around Le Bon Sauveur, this marked the start of their liberation. In the afternoon, along the rue Guillaume le Conquérant, Poirier encountered a column of Canadian infantry—French Canadians—who handed out sweets and cigarettes to the bedraggled citizens of the quarter. In a gesture indicative of the continuity between pre-and postwar France that most local officials insisted upon, Poirier now withdrew from safekeeping his tricolored sash, the symbol of his municipal office, and put it on so as to be prepared to greet the British commanders. “I was overcome by emotion, for I recalled at this instant that on the morning of 18 June 1940, it was I that had the sad privilege of greeting the first German officer who arrived in Caen…. But today, the man who would soon present himself was our ally, one of the determined British who never lost faith in victory and who now returned to us the right to wave our flag and to sing the Marseillaise.” Poirier greeted the commander of 201 Civil Affairs Detachment. They shook hands warmly, and Poirier acknowledged that they both had tears in their eyes. Yet the meeting took on a tragic-comic air when, after a long discussion about the desperate civilian needs in the city, the British major asked if Monsieur Poirier could suggest a good hotel where he might have a hot bath. Poirier, stunned, gathered his composure and gently informed the good major that there were virtually no buildings at all left standing in the city.

The liberation of the dead and ruined city of Caen now unfolded over the course of ten days. The British Second Army pushed up to the northern bank of the Orne, but then stopped, as the Germans had strategically redeployed in a fortified line to the south, on higher ground, and were able to shell, with perfect accuracy, the center of Caen. For the civilians in the northern half of the city, this was finally the time to evacuate, and Poirier, along with the wounded and refugees of the Bon Sauveur and other shelters, were transferred by the Anglo-Canadians to Bayeux and elsewhere in liberated territory. Not until July 18 did the British, deploying carpet bombing on the German positions to the east and south of the city, manage to push the Germans out of Caen altogether. Again, the scale of the bombing was titanic: 2,100 aircraft from the RAF and U.S. Eighth and Ninth Air Forces dropped more than eight thousand tons of bombs on the German lines, following which British VIII Corps managed to push the stunned German defenders a few miles south. Though the Germans remained entrenched along the Bourguebus Ridge, from which they would not be dislodged until early August, the city of Caen was at last free. It was also a largely uninhabited, stinking, burning wreck. By the time the Canadians entered the northern part of the city on July 9, the survivors of Caen were unable to show a great deal of warmth for their liberators. Caen had “suffered an undeserved fate,” said one clergyman.30 “The Canadian and British armies have been received in Caen without great enthusiasm,” wrote one of the Benedictine sisters of the Abbaye of Nôtre Dame de Bon Sauveur. “The residents have been too shaken by the memory of days of agony and mourning which we have experienced, and by all the civilian dead, by all the grief. There was not on this day the joy that we might have had if these ‘friends’ had saved the women, the children, the old people. There has been too much suffering.”31

 

CAEN WAS THE largest city in Normandy to be destroyed, but dozens of smaller towns and villages met a similar fate. Some were badly hit on D-Day itself; others, like Falaise, would be chewed to pieces toward the end of the Normandy campaign as the Germans were slowly, brutally hammered during their retreat eastward. The extent of the destruction in Normandy profoundly shaped the way that soldiers—those sent to France to liberate civilians—came to understand the war. It was impossible, after some of the things these men saw, to think about the war as “a great crusade,” as General Eisenhower had called it on D-Day; or to speak of killing Germans, as Monty had done on D-Day, as “good hunting.” Those soldiers who wrote diaries, letters, and memoirs—and thousands did so—uniformly avoided such clichés. The experience was simply too lugubrious for any but direct and accurate description.
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A British soldier carries a girl through the wrecked streets of Caen, July 10, 1944. Imperial War Museum

“Villers-Bocage was a sight I’ll never forget,” wrote one British trooper. “There was just enough room for two lorries to pass through between two heaps of rubble which once were houses; the whole place was absolutely razed to the ground and just outside, in the fields, was a complete mass of bomb holes.” The once lovely town of Lisieux, home to a glorious cathedral and a site of many religious pilgrimages, was “absolutely flat, words can’t describe the destruction, Coventry and London are nothing compared with this.…If a bomb had been placed in every house the damage could not have been greater.”32 Lisieux had suffered the second-highest death toll in Calvados after Caen: 781 killed. “We traveled by jeep through Tilly-sur-Seulles,” recalled another soldier, “now not so much a village as a scrap heap with every house and shop shattered.” The once well-tended land was filled with “orchard trees broken, blackened and stripped of foliage, the ground blasted, buildings razed and carcasses of horses and cows lying in the open, grossly inflated, putrescent, and beset by swarms of blood-avid flies, feeding on their exposed flesh and tender parts.” In village after village, “roofs gape, houses lie in amorphous heaps and church spires, reduced to skeletal shapes, stand out like interrogation marks above surrounding debris. Streets are choked until bulldozers force a track through them, shoveling the rubble aside, temporarily blocking entrances to alleys and side streets.” Villers-Bocage “appeared dead, mutilated and smothered, a gigantic sightless rubble heap so confounded by devastation as to suggest an Apocalypse.” The small hamlet of Aunay-sur-Odon, where 145 people—9 percent of the population—had been killed by Allied bombing, had “no civilized shape,” and was “little more than a succession of crumpled ruins.”33 Sgt. R. T. Greenwood saw only “a barren wilderness of destruction [that] resembles the battlefields of the last war. A few gaunt trees standing up, leafless, lifeless.”34
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A British soldier lends a helping hand to an elderly resident in the ruins of Caen II. Imperial War Museum
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An American jeep snakes through the remains of Saint-Lô, which was obliterated during the assault of July 11-18, 1944. U.S. National Archives

For sheer carnage, nothing matched the twenty-mile stretch of ground known as the Falaise pocket in which the retreating Germans had been nearly encircled. Between Falaise and Argentan, the RAF’s murderous Typhoon fighter-bombers, with rocket projectiles and machine guns, had laid waste to the penned-in Germans. The town of Falaise itself was churned into rubble: of 1,637 homes in the town, 950 were destroyed.35 A few miles to the southeast, between Guêprei and Villedieu, K. W. Morris saw “the terrible results of the Allies’ saturation bombing and fierce fighting. The Germans had suffered heavy casualties: thousands of prisoners had been captured but many more lay dead in the fields, hedgerows, and woods.

Animals too had suffered. Cows, rigid and bloated, lay as they had fallen in the fields. Much of the German transport had been horse drawn. Dead horses still in their traces, sometimes with fearful injuries and intestines blown apart, blocked every road, the contents of their wagons strewn in the ditches. The stench of death was dreadful.”36 Captain W. G. Caines passed through the same area

where mass slaughters had taken place by Typhoon fighter bombers…. We traveled along one road and actually our vehicles traveled over the top of many hundreds of crushed German dead bodies and horses. Vehicles of all types of German transport littered the whole area. I could never express here on this page or many others how that lot looked and stunk, dead bodies were running over with maggots and flies, it was indeed a ghastly sight seeing these dead Nazis bursting in the blistering heat of the day. This road was about a mile and a half long, and never before had I smelled anything like it.37


The nearby village of Chambois “stank of dead men and cattle,” recalled Lieutenant William Greene. “Our Typhoons and guns had wrought havoc all along the road which led through the smashed village…German dead were being buried. Stiffened corpses lay in the roadside fields, awaiting burial. Dead horses and cows cluttered up the farmyards. And down the road, unmoved by the carnage, three small girls wandered in their Sunday clothes. I thought of my own little girl at home and thanked God she had been spared this sight and experience.”38

In this environment of devastating war damage and upheaval, soldiers tended to see civilians as simply another feature of a foreign, strange, and frequently bizarre world. In no sense did civilians put a human face on the events of liberation; on the contrary, the sufferings of civilians only made Normandy all the more inhuman and weird. In the midst of heavy shelling in the Falaise gap, A. G. Herbert recalled a surreal encounter with

two women, barefoot and dressed only in nightclothes, their hair streaming in the wind as they ran. As they drew near I could see the leading woman was carrying a large picture of Christ in a frame still complete with glass. They were both hysterical, and clutched at my uniform, begging to know where to go out of the fighting. Although I spoke no French I was able to point out the way down and said “La Roguerie!” At that moment, a tank had made its way up the hill and was in the act of forcing a passage up the narrow track when it ran over a donkey which had followed the women down. The noise of the tank and the sight of the squashed donkey caused the women’s hysteria to rise to a new crescendo. They took to their heels, and in a moment were out of sight, running like the wind.39


No less chilling was this scene near Falaise: “By the roadside, one small boy stood alone on a dead horse, flies from the carcass around his mouth, a national flag in his hand, stunned by the desolate scene.”40 In Caen a few days after its liberation, “a few elderly women in funereal black moved around the debris, some accompanied by children whose faces appeared equally ashen or dust grey.”41 To these Allied soldiers, civilians were dirty, strange, and mostly unwelcoming. Roscoe Blunt of the U.S. 84th Infantry Division noted that in every bombed-out village he entered, the villagers were “suspicious, their faces sullen and silent.” Even the friendly ones were off-putting because of their filth: Blunt was stunned to find a family of Norman farmers dwelling in a home with a dirt floor, no plumbing, no electricity, and a pit in the ground for a toilet. “I had never been in such a barren home and I felt a slight twinge of sympathy,” he wrote later.42 Civilians were also distanced from liberating soldiers by their vulnerability. From June 6 onwards, at least 100,000 Calvadosiens fled their homes and flowed along the roads and dirt tracks of the countryside, seeking safety from the fighting. To the liberating soldiers, this only diminished them: they looked “dispirited” and “frightful.” Wrote Sergeant Greenwood of these refugees, “some had prams containing all their worldly goods: others had wheelbarrows. Two very old ladies were being wheeled in these things. Three tiny babies and a few children included.…Some of them had been trekking for three weeks.”43 Soldiers felt pity but also disgust for this wretched refuse of war.
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Refugees, having fled the intense fighting in the Mortain area, rest on the roadside in Saint-Pois, August 10, 1944. U.S. National Archives

Soldiers and civilians, in short, had little use for one another, except as sources of exchange: soldiers constantly sought to barter soap, cigarettes, or tinned bully beef for eggs, butter, poultry, potatoes, or fresh meat. But bartering was certainly not the only way to secure desirable French luxuries. The theft and looting of Norman households and farmsteads by liberating soldiers began on June 6 and never stopped during the entire summer. David Kenyon Webster, who parachuted into Normandy on D-Day with the U.S. 101st Airborne Division, recalled stealing a fifth of Hennessy cognac from a farmhouse within hours of landing.44 In Colombières, a town just a few miles from the landing beaches that was liberated on D-Day, one woman recalled that her house was thoroughly looted by Canadians. “It was an onslaught throughout the village,” she recalled. “With wheelbarrows and trucks, the men stole, pillaged, sacked everything, and as the Germans had abandoned everything there were large stocks. There were disputes about who got what. They snatched clothing, boots, provisions, even money from our strong box. My father was unable to stop them. The furniture disappeared; they even stole my sewing machine.” This went on for a number of days, and had a predictable effect:

the enthusiasm [for the liberators] is diminishing, the soldiers are looting, breaking everything and going into houses everywhere on the pretext of looking for Germans. A soldier who came into our rooms while we were eating searched the rooms, and my gold watch was stolen.


The locks on the cupboards were all broken, the doors busted open, the closets emptied and underclothes stolen, all the contents thrown on the floor, the towels stolen. And all the time, they drink our Calvados and Champagne, which they haven’t tasted since the start of the war.45

On August 8, to the south of Caen, Major A. J. Forrest saw the 7th Battalion of the Green Howards infantry regiment looting and ransacking a farmhouse, sawing up furniture for firewood and feasting on every living creature in the place, from hens to rabbits, ducks and even pigeons. “A disgraceful business,” he thought. “Three hundred Germans, apparently, had lived hereabouts and respected the owner’s property, livestock and goods. How would he, on his return, react to this outrage except to curse his liberators?”46 In fact, this sort of behavior continued right on through 1945, in Belgium, Holland, and Germany; looting and theft were constant features of the liberated landscape.
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Probably staged by the photographer, a crowd of children gathers around a young French girl who is sewing an American flag on July 4, 1944. U.S. National Archives

Within days of the massacre in the Falaise pocket, U.S. and British divisions were moving rapidly east, across the Seine river and toward Paris; on August 25, they, along with the French 2nd Armored Division under the command of the dazzling lieutenant general Philippe Leclerc, entered Paris. In a mere two weeks more they would be on the Belgian border. At this point in the grand narrative of the Liberation of Europe, historical works normally shift their focus and follow the Allied armies into the grateful, delirious capital city and down the Champs-Elysées. And why not? The arrival in Paris signaled a new phase of the war: Paris, symbol of civilization and romance, had been freed unharmed, and its people gave the weary American, British, and French soldiers an unforgettable welcome. The same warmth met the liberators across northern France right up to the Belgian border, where the fighting had been light or had passed by altogether, and where the infantry was at last riding in trucks, moving forty miles a day and more. Here, at last, liberation began to look and feel the way it was always supposed to be: flowers, girls, crowds, cheers. “The battalion stopped at the village of La Fertie [La Ferté, to the east of Paris],” recalled A. G. Herbert. “We now felt at last that we had left Normandy and were meeting the real French people for the first time. Unlike the people of Normandy, these folk made us feel welcome, and it seemed worth fighting for their freedom.” Major G. Ritchie reveled in the change from Normandy: “I have never before been treated as these French peasants are treating us, and it is a rather amazing sensation and rather brings a lump to one’s throat. Everyone without exception waves to you, flowers are thrown into the vehicles, and I remember particularly the sight of one oldish man standing at his gate with his family waving his arms and shouting ‘merci! merci!’ At every little cottage I have stayed, when the inhabitants have been there, they have produced everything of the best, wine, cider, etc., and given it away liberally to the troops. This appears to be the true spirit of France.” Major Edward Elliot vividly recalled the rapturous welcome:

Wherever we stopped crowds ran forward to shake our hands and clamor for autographs. Fruit and flowers were thrown into jeeps and carriers as we drove past dense and enthusiastic people; in return we threw out cigarettes and sweets onto the pavements where they were immediately seized upon by an arguing swarm of townsfolk. The windows and shops were bedecked with colors and flags and patriotic slogans hung across the main street of every town and hamlet…. This was Victory indeed. Now for the first time we understood why the British Western Expeditionary Force had been renamed the British Army of Liberation! At first, it had sounded a little cynical to us, toiling and fighting amongst the frigid Normans who only half seemed to appreciate our presence among them. Now we understood full; it was as if a veil draping the inner soul of France and hiding her true visage had suddenly been lifted to reveal a shining and cheerful countenance; a menace which had hung over her life for four long weary years was gone—gone they hoped for ever.47


 

NORMANDY’S COUNTENANCE, HOWEVER, could not have been described as cheerful or shining during and after the summer of 1944. An initial assessment of Caen found that, in this city that had once housed 60,000 people, there was habitation left for a mere 8,000 and that returning refugees would have to be evacuated again. Meanwhile, the area between Tilly, Falaise, Argentan, and Vire had only one-fifth of its previous houses left standing. As one somber report by a British official put it on August 30, “there will be no greater war problem in the whole of France than exists in Calvados at the moment.”48 About 125,000 people in this department alone were designated sinistrés, or war victims; of those, 76,000 had lost everything they owned, including their homes. By the end of August, over one thousand civilians had been hurt or killed by stepping on buried mines. Allied military authorities set up temporary refugee camps to try to limit civilian movement in the wartorn areas, but refugees avoided them, only desiring to be allowed to return to their towns and assess the scale of the damage. They did so “regardless of whether their homes still existed, of the danger of booby traps, and of the availability of food.”

Normandy, a region of ancient traditions and habits, had not changed much in the previous century; yet in the summer of 1944, two million foreign soldiers laid waste to its once-placid precincts. Caen and Lisieux and Vire and Falaise were permanently altered; the familiar markings of an ancient countryside—the church spires, the schoolhouses and civic halls, the roads, the trees, the parks and the extensive farmland—all had been ground into dust, and were literally unrecognizable. One survey of the damage to the cultural heritage of Lower Normandy connected the loss of these familiar buildings with a loss of communal orientation, as if some sort of cultural compass had been knocked off course: “The church spires which sprang from the midst of our gray houses and rose straight up to the heavens, like prayers rising from the dried lips of our ancient ancestors, have disappeared by the dozens.” A “return to normal” in such circumstances was quite obviously impossible, for large parts of Normandy could never be recovered.49

The task that French and American authorities set themselves was to restore order as quickly as possible. The Anglo-American military authorities had made the restoration of political order a principal aim of the liberation, and it had occupied a good deal of the preinvasion planning. An entire military echelon was created and labeled G-5, or Civil Affairs; within each division, Civil Affairs officers were tasked with the work of imposing order: that is, finding reliable local political authorities; identifying police forces and empowering them to keep order; enrolling men into labor brigades to clear roads and port facilities; and militarizing all local transportation, fuel, food, and medical supplies. Even the official history of the British Civil Affairs effort noted that this treatment seemed quite similar to German behavior during the occupation.50

The French did not warm immediately to such robust foreign political intrusion, even at this time of desperate need. Planning for Civil Affairs in France was hampered by the extreme touchiness of the Free French leader, General Charles de Gaulle. In fact, a formal agreement between de Gaulle’s provisional government and General Eisenhower’s Supreme Headquarters was not signed until late August 1944—almost three months after the invasion of France. This document settled the large political questions of sovereignty and control of liberated territory: the French agreed to do nothing to inhibit the powers of the Supreme Commander to prosecute the war on French soil, while the Allied armies agreed to restore French political control over liberated territory promptly and to cede political control to French authorities.51

If de Gaulle’s Free French had worried that the Anglo-American military forces sought to gain a permanent political control in France, they were soon put at ease by the practical work that Civil Affairs officers undertook. British units set up command posts in Ouistreham and in Bayeux with little difficulty, and began to grapple with the basic problems of food distribution, rationing, and the search for fuel to get water pumps going again. The Civil Affairs detachments in Bayeux tried to sort out refugees, arranged for hospitals to accept civilian casualties, and directed emergency medical supplies from the beachheads to the clinics where they were needed. Within three weeks of the landings, the Civil Affairs units had arranged for the publication of the Renaissance du Bessin—France’s first postliberation newspaper, written by Allied publicity staff. American units of Civil Affairs, some of whom dropped into Normandy with the 82nd Airborne, followed similar procedures in Sainte-Mère-Eglise and other towns on the Cotentin peninsula. Not the least urgent of their first tasks was the “procurement of civilian labor for grave digging…and the disposition of cattle killed during combat activities.”52

Cherbourg, liberated by the Americans on June 27, offers an excellent example of the convergence of thinking between the French and Americans. Civil Affairs Detachment A1A1 of the U.S. Army VII Corps quickly went to work with the city mayor and other French officials who “were all at their posts” and gave “wholehearted cooperation to the detachment.” Although the port facilities had been wrecked by the Germans, the American engineers got quickly to work to prepare the quays to receive off-loaded military supplies. Another daunting problem was the state of public health. The Civil Affairs medical officers found sanitation in the city to be “deplorable,” lacking basics like potable water and adequate sewage. The American soldiers in the city “made it worse by indiscriminate dumping” of their trash, which added to “a fly nuisance and a rat nuisance.” The hospital facilities used by the Germans were, by the time the Americans arrived, in a disastrous state: “same old story,” according to Major Harry Tousley of the 298th General Hospital in Cherbourg: “toilets flooded with crap, no water, cockroaches black on the walls and floors.”53 The Civil Affairs team restored power to the water pumping system by July 3. The enormous stocks of food that the German garrison had piled up in Cherbourg were duly distributed. Civil Affairs got the local cinema opened up, put out a newspaper, and even launched Radio Cherbourg. Civil Affairs officers helped arrange the resumption of train service, obtained coal to run the power plants, organized road traffic, seized motorized transport, assured adequate supply of French currency in circulation, and tried to restore telephone service. Of course, they also imposed controls and restrictions on civilian life, such as blackouts, curfews, travel passes, and limits on telephone usage, all of which prompted the frequent complaint that the Americans were far more interfering than the Germans had been. But such friction was inevitable. Cherbourg was being refitted to serve as a major supply and transport base to funnel goods from the port to the armies in the field, and in this effort, the Civil Affairs officers needed and found partners among the French authorities who themselves were eager to restore order. Civil Affairs men acted as a spark to revive the confidence of local authorities and “galvanized into action all available Municipal Services and Prefectural Services” by identifying and gathering judges, teachers, administrators, and town officials and providing them the tools to govern. A British Civil Affairs official felt that after forty-eight hours, the detachment could have left Cherbourg altogether, so well had French authority been reestablished.54

 

IS THERE MORE to be said, however, about the nature of the order that French and Allied authorities imposed on liberated Normandy? The events of July 14, 1944, in Cherbourg, offer intriguing hints of the various ways order could be imposed on liberated space.

On that day, July 14, Bastille Day, and France’s national holiday, Allied and French military and civilian officials arranged for a handsome public ceremony designed to consecrate the alliance and the transfer of power from Vichy to Gaullist France. According to the American commander of the Civil Affairs unit who was present at the ceremony, “salvos of artillery and ringing of church bells took place at intervals during the day. In the afternoon a big parade assembled in the Place Napoléon made up of French military, naval and civilian services, US Army units and British RAF and Army. This parade marched to the public garden to [pay respects at] the Memorial of the Dead. It was accompanied by M. François Coulet [the political representative of the Free French], Admiral Georges Thierry d’Argenlieu, and all the notables of the city.” These Frenchmen were presented by the Allied soldiers with hastily made national flags that the soldiers had sewn from the cloth of parachutes. “Next on the program was the renaming of the Place Pétain [Cherbourg’s town square] to Place Général de Gaulle”—a symbolic gesture to indicate the clear break with France’s wartime past. There followed a public concert on the square that featured “many of the old songs and tunes of France which had been prohibited for four years.”55 The people of the city turned out in large numbers, waving hats and singing with all the pent-up gusto that a liberated people naturally felt after such a prolonged period of bondage.
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In the main square of Cherbourg, townspeople attend a ceremony of allied unity. Hastily made flags bedeck the town hall. July 14, 1944. U.S. National Archives

Not far from these official celebrations on July 14, at precisely the same time, another kind of public ceremony was unfolding. About twelve women, publicly accused of consorting with the German occupiers, were dragged into a public square, where they were harangued by a number of self-appointed judges from Resistance groups. Then their hair was shaved off, as smirking young men gazed on with evident satisfaction. The women were placed into the back of a truck and paraded through the town, under a sign that read “The Collaborationist Wagon.” As the truck rolled through the streets of the town, a man sat on the cab of the truck, beating a drum to call attention to these shorn captives.

The public shearing of adulterous women in this manner was an ancient tradition, though kept alive more in folklore than in practice. The Resistance members had whispered such threats to the French girlfriends of German soldiers during the war and now they made good on the threat. These women had, according to their persecutors, smiled gaily as they paraded down the streets arm in arm with their foreign masters; now their world was to be turned upside down. Their treachery had been public; their humiliation too would be put on display. Such was the power of the ceremony that it was repeated across liberated France in August and September: as historian Fabrice Virgili has shown, in the summer of ’44, some twenty thousand French women felt the cold steel of the shears slice across their scalps, and watched as their tangled locks fell at their feet.56
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As grinning men and boys of Cherbourg look on, a Frenchman clips the hair of a woman alleged to have consorted with German soldiers during the occupation. July 14, 1944. U.S. National Archives

In a public square renamed for the conservative Catholic nationalist General Charles de Gaulle, American and French officials asserted their claim to shape the political order. In the back of a truck, amidst tears and curls, Cherbourg’s men and boys asserted their claim to shape the social order. French women who had once used access to Germans as a form of social power were made once again subservient to French men. The new order was marked out in public, on the bodies of these unfortunate women. Both ceremonies occurred on the first postliberation Bastille Day in the first liberated city in the country.
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Heads newly shorn, these women of Cherbourg are paraded through the streets in the bed of a truck, beneath a sign that reads “The Collaborators’ Wagon.” July 14, 1944. U.S. National Archives

The new order in liberated Normandy also reflected racial prejudices both of the local French people and of the liberating American army. After the bulk of the Allied combat units left Normandy, on their way to Belgium and Germany, the Americans established large supply operations in Cherbourg, on the Normandy beachheads, and in Le Havre, and linked these supply bases via road to the front lines. This was an enormous operation that grew steadily during the fall of 1944 right until the end of the war. Most of the materiel shipped to Normandy from Britain and the United States was loaded onto trucks and transported across northern France to Paris, Brussels, Liège, and on to the front. This logistical supply effort fell onto the shoulders of support troops, many of whom were African-American soldiers who were generally barred from combat duty. In the famous Red Ball Express, the trucking route that ran from Saint-Lô to the front lines, many of the drivers—as many as 70 percent in some trucking units—were African-American, and were in frequent contact with local French civilians.57

Calvados was, politically and socially, a conservative region of France; it was also rural, distant from any major city, and had little contact with people of African descent. The evidence from the Calvados archives suggests that French civilians, and certainly the French police, found the presence of African-American soldiers in their community unsettling. Indeed, the Calvados police reports reveal anxiety not only about black soldiers of the U.S. Army, but about North African soldiers in the French army, who were also being used as support troops in Normandy. French people of rural Calvados would have perceived black and North African men as exotic and foreign, normally visible only as colonial subjects. But French preconceptions of these men of color as exotic strangers were surely reinforced by the way the U.S. Army treated its own black soldiers. French officials observed American racial prejudice on display in liberated Normandy in the division of labor that relegated black servicemen to subordinate roles and segregated them from whites. This atmosphere of racial tension and hostility that emanated from both American and French authorities became a common point of understanding for those officials charged with creating “order” in Normandy. This mutually reinforcing view of an appropriate racial order had grave consequences when local French and American authorities addressed questions of law, order, and punishment.

U.S. Army soldiers, black and white, who were in rear support units, and far from the imminent danger of the battle lines, tended to misbehave in ways that ranged from the predictable—carousing, drunkenness, shouting at women, and so on—to the brutal and revolting, including robbery, sexual assault, gang rapes, and murder. However, African-American troops were more frequently punished for these acts than whites. Evidence from U.S. Army records shows conclusively that although blacks were a small statistical minority of U.S. troops in the European Theater—less than 10 percent—they were targeted, by French and American authorities alike, as the scapegoats for widespread American misbehavior and sexual violence. Black American soldiers were charged and convicted and punished for crimes against French people in numbers vastly disproportionate to their statistical presence in the American Army. White soldiers, by contrast, were far less likely to be the subject of official scrutiny and punishment.

The monthly French police reports that local authorities compiled invariably described official French-Allied relations as “correct and cordial.” Yet exceptions to such cordiality always, in local police reports, involved alleged misbehavior of black troops. Does this mean that white soldiers behaved well while black soldiers did not? No—the Army’s own records show plainly that white soldiers repeatedly were brought up on charges of all kinds. Rather, local French sources show that the comportment of black soldiers was monitored by the French police far more than the comportment of whites.

A local French police report from Trouville, near the Deauville logistics headquarters, said “the proprietors of the cafés and restaurants have been informed not to serve alcohol and food to American soldiers and especially to soldiers of the Negro race [race nègre].” A police report by the departmental police command noted that “the attitude of the allied military is correct except as concerns the black Americans, who seem to need greater supervision.” In Vire, through which the Red Ball Express ran, and where a large contingent of black troops was based, one police report named various incidents involving black soldiers, and concluded by saying “there is no longer a unit of Military Police in Vire, and it would be desirable, if the blacks continue to be stationed here in the area, that MPs be placed here as a means of dealing with such situations.” Another regional overview of Calvados declared wryly in March 1945 that “the comportment of the black American soldiers has improved—we note only one rape, in Breuil-en-Bessin; the victim was 82 years old.” But in Mézidon, according to another report, “black American soldiers have become the scourge of the region. They get drunk and run after the women who no longer dare to set foot outside after nightfall.” And the town of Vire remained a constant trouble spot, according to police: “The people of Vire continue to complain about the actions of colored American troops stationed in the vicinity.”58

The emphasis by French authorities upon race when discussing public disorder was not limited to African-American soldiers. From April 1945 on through the summer, police reports, while emphasizing the continued cordiality between Allied and French authorities, reported extensive complaints about the behavior of French North African soldiers in Calvados. “The French units stationed in the region now number at least 1,500 men; most of them are North African soldiers. If the general relations between the civilians and the soldiers are correct, and even sometimes cordial, the same cannot be said of the relations between the population and the North African troops.” Such incidents included the following transgressions, according to one report in mid-April: a melee between a woman “of loose morals” and a Moroccan soldier resulted in the knife stabbing of a civilian onlooker; North African soldiers brandished firearms in public to rob locals of wine, leading to scuffles and injuries among civilians and soldiers; in Caen, a North African, described as “un soldat indigène,” stabbed a passerby in the neck with a razor after being refused a cigarette; gendarmes stopped and searched two North African soldiers because they “looked suspicious” and found they were carrying two English bayonets under their uniforms. Another report depicted a full-fledged conflict between French police and North African soldiers, triggered by an incident in a bar. Two North African soldiers felt they were not served quickly enough and slapped the daughter of the proprietor in the face; the mother and father intervened but at this moment one of the soldiers drew a knife and pursued the daughter into the bakery next door. While the baker was fending off the soldier, an officer of the gendarmerie arrived and helped the baker overpower and disarm the soldier. As the two soldiers were being arrested, however, a truck bearing a dozen North African soldiers arrived, and these men used force to free their comrades. The police called reinforcements but could not prevail upon the soldiers to surrender the two soldiers; so the police followed the truckload of soldiers back to their base. There, after a serious scuffle that led to injuries to the police, the men were overwhelmed and arrested, with the aid of other soldiers at the base. Clearly, public disorder involving African-American and North African troops occurred in Calvados. Yet it also appears that French police were far more likely to report incidents involving soldiers of color than incidents involving white British or American soldiers. French police, it seems, saw armed black and Arab men, even if wearing American or French military uniforms, as threats to their efforts to restore “order” to Normandy—an order in which nonwhite people did not figure.59

The French police may have emphasized the racial dimension of public disorder to establish a point of solidarity with the purveyors of American military justice. Indeed, one of the reasons why French and Allied relations at the top levels of official authority were so “correct and cordial” was their shared racial prejudices, especially when dealing with allegations against black troops. The records of the Army’s Judge Advocate General show plainly that while less than 10 percent of American troops in the entire European Theater of Operations (ETO) were African-American, 22 percent of all criminal offenses brought before the courts were attributed to black soldiers.60 More telling, 42 percent of all offenses involving sexual assault were attributed to black soldiers, and in France 77 percent of the soldiers charged with rape were African-American.61 Furthermore, black men accused of sexual assault received far harsher punishment than whites. Of the 151 soldiers in the ETO who were actually condemned to death by courts-martial for the offense of rape, 65 percent were black. Still more astonishing: of the 151 capital sentences for rape, only 29 were actually carried out—but of those, 25 soldiers were black, while a mere 4 were white. Put another way, 87 percent of the U.S. soldiers hanged on the charge of raping women in the ETO were black. All these numbers, and others relating to other crimes, can be summed up fairly simply by stating that of the 70 men the U.S. Army hanged for crimes in Europe, 55 were African-American.62
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The evidence presented at the courts-martial sheds light on the hidden underside of the liberation and occupation of northern France. It is plain from these records that some American soldiers—how many can never be known—assaulted French people, in some cases with sadistic and lethal force. The evidence shows that sexual violence against women in liberated France was common; it also shows that black soldiers convicted of such awful acts received very severe punishments, while white soldiers received lighter sentences.63

Why the disparity in sentencing? Simply, it was much easier for a condemned white man to get a capital sentence reduced than it was for a condemned black man to receive the same leniency. This is because the Army, at the express request of General Eisenhower and the War Department, gave weight to an accused soldier’s combat record during sentencing. The War Department in an order of August 2, 1945, stated that “while a creditable combat record does not endow the individual with any special immunity, neglect to give it due weight is equally an injustice and an impairment of public respect for the Army’s administration of military justice.” Yet not only a creditable combat record was required; even combat fatigue and “exhaustion on the battlefield” were considered as mitigating circumstances. Since African-American troops rarely saw action in the front line, they usually had no combat record to shield them.64
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French North African soldiers offer a bag of candies to African-American soldiers. African-Americans were strictly segregated from white troops in the U.S. Army. U.S. National Archives

A second reason for the severity of sentences toward black troops is that Army justice saw sexual violence by African-American troops as dangerous and threatening not simply to French women but to the moral order that the Army wished to establish in France. The Judge Advocate General Board of Review, in considering the conviction for rape by two privates of a woman in Bricquebec, near Cherbourg, just three weeks after D-Day, made plain its opinion that the rape of French women by “colored American soldiers” was part of “a pattern which has made its unwelcome appearance with increasing frequency.” This alleged pattern was denounced by the provost marshall of the Normandy Base Section as well: “the reputation of American troops was badly besmirched at this time by the misbehavior of a small percentage of troops,” and he noted that “most of these undisciplinary attacks were caused by colored troops and great efforts were made to bring this situation under control, with special attention to the colored units.” In short, black soldiers were targeted for special measures, to deflect scrutiny away from white soldiers’ misbehavior and to deflect criticisms aimed at the American army.65

In the context of liberation, this evidence, when placed alongside police reports from French archives, suggests a broader conclusion: that French and American authorities collaborated to impose a racial order onto liberated Normandy. Some American soldiers pillaged, robbed, raped, and murdered French people during 1944 and 1945, but black men paid a far higher price for such transgressions, and French and U.S. authorities found a degree of common cause in exacting that bloody toll.

 

AS THE WAR moved onward through France and into Belgium and to Germany itself, the interest of the Allied armies in Normandy’s fate waned and the citizens of Calvados felt bereft. The region’s housing shortage was severe, and food was still strictly rationed in Caen, with bread down to 100 grams per day and 120 grams of meat per week. A particular grievance of the locals was that the 12,000 German POWs in Calvados, who were put to work on road-building crews, were given better rations and clothing by the Allies than the French themselves enjoyed. “People compare their appearance when the two groups [French and German laborers] arrive for work at the various public works,” wrote the prefect of the department. “The Germans arrive by car or truck, clothed in raincoats, with good shoes. The French arrive on foot, with bad shoes and an assortment of cast-off clothing, some civilian, some military.” With no summer and fall harvest, cattle lacked fodder and straw and in December, the subprefect of Bayeux termed the condition of livestock in the region “critical.” Petty theft and looting of emptied or damaged houses was a constant problem for municipal police, as the crime blotter in the daily newspapers reveals. Basic services such as streetcars, buses, and trains, and electricity were not in place until December and even then were intermittent at best. The region was beset by a criminal racket that trafficked in stolen military goods, which the police found impossible to control, since Allied soldiers were deeply involved. And prostitution—a trade that was legal in France when practiced in licensed houses with regular inspections—had become a major public health problem; women had begun to ply their trade secretly among a desperately eager military clientele, leading to rampant venereal disease.66

Caen residents wondered why they had been forsaken. Drawing on a vocabulary rich in suggestive overtones of Christian suffering, an editorial in the Caen-based newspaper Liberté de Normandie, one of the first dailies of liberated Normandy, cried out that “Martyred Calvados Must Not Be Forgotten.” “For the success of our allies,” the paper wrote, “Calvados has paid an unbearable tribute. Entire villages have been pulverized, towns razed, cities wiped out…. We do not complain. Fate determined that we should become the ransom for Liberty, and we have strong enough hearts to accept this holocaust with pride. We only ask that we not be forgotten. And yet, we are being forgotten.” The editorial appealed for aid from the rest of the country: “We, in our murdered towns, we have nothing; liberated France, which has happily avoided our tragic condition, will you not come to our aid?” Caen, it seemed, had suffered so that France might be resurrected; but there had been no recognition of the sacrifice.67
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Two girls play on the turret of what was once a tank of the U.S. Third Armored Division, near Mortain. This photograph was taken one year after the Normandy invasion. U.S. National Archives

In October, General de Gaulle made his first visit to Caen, and promised immediate aid to “Caen mutilé.” “Caen, mutilated in the service of the nation,” he said, “Caen, more proud and resolute than ever, I give you my word, you will have the support of the public authorities.” Yet in December, Raoul Dautry, the minister of reconstruction, visited the region to inform local leaders that due to shortages across the country, it would be “many years” before Calvados would be rebuilt. Indeed, in January 1945, six months after D-Day, the local director of the office for refugees and war victims described the desperate plight of the homeless in the department, and begged for an immediate delivery to the region of 50,000 blankets, 20,000 cots and mattresses, 40,000 suits of clothing, and an equal number of shoes.68

The face of liberation in Normandy, then, was ugly and bruised. Local authorities and their Allied patrons worked diligently to impose their ideas of order on this liberated space, but they operated in an environment they themselves had violently uprooted. Not only had liberation shattered the long-settled Norman countryside, demolished hallowed churchyards, and razed towns, but the presence of millions of armed soldiers, with enormous power and few constraints, unsettled the local inhabitants and invited criminal misbehavior of all kinds. In the wake of liberation, Normandy remained disoriented, disfigured, and disordered.

 

SIX DECADES AFTER the liberation of Normandy, few visible traces of the trauma of war remain; the green fields and small towns have long been put to rights. The natural beauty of the land is evident at every turn, and Ernie Pyle’s description of Normandy as “too wonderfully beautiful to be the scene of a war” seems more apt than ever. Caen, so badly mauled in June and July 1944, is today a quiet, tidy city of 117,000 people. Its inhabitants make their living in a variety of industries, including auto manufacturing, electrical engineering, and, of course, agriculture. The steeples of three handsome churches rise up above a modern cityscape of straight boulevards and pedestrian walkways, and the thick walls of William the Conqueror’s castle—which withstood the bombing of 1944—dominate the town center. The river Orne still bisects the town, running slowly northeast on its path toward Ouistreham and the sea. A series of low, stout bridges cross the river, and restaurants and cafés crowd along the riverfront boulevards. Everything seems perfectly normal, and it is, even though the Caen of today is entirely a modern fabrication. The historic town of small, wooden Norman homes and ancient churches died in June 1944. Caen today is a city of absences.
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One year after D-Day, a couple strolls along Omaha beach next to a rusting landing craft. In the background are visible the sunken hulks of old ships used to create a breakwater. U.S. National Archives

The city’s haunting character is emphasized each June, as hundreds of thousands of British and American tourists, many of them veterans or the families of men who fought in Normandy in the summer of 1944, come to the city, fill up the hotels, and make their pilgrimages to the D-Day beaches and the cemeteries that dot the countryside. The American cemetery at Colleville-sur-Mer is a popular destination. In 2005, 1.4 million people, half a million of them Americans, visited this immaculate ground, which overlooks Omaha beach. Here, amid tall, gracefully arched pines and the sound of the rolling surf below, 9,387 Americans lie buried. An additional 1,557 names have been engraved on a semicircular wall in the Garden of the Missing. Yet all is not quiet. Every hour, a loudspeaker plays an eerie, warbling recording of “Stars and Stripes Forever” and “God Bless America.” Even in death, the Americans are cheered along to the strains of patriotic songs.

In Caen itself, many small plaques affixed to city walls honor French men and women who assisted the wounded, or who died fighting the German occupiers. The principal site of memory, however, is called “Le Mémorial de Caen.” It was erected in 1988 and opened by President François Mitterrand, himself a former member of the French Resistance. Though its original purpose was, like the Colleville cemetery, to honor the sacrifices made during the liberation of 1944, the Caen memorial has emerged as something altogether different: “un musée pour la paix”—a peace museum. The museum is surrounded by the flags of all the nations who fought in the battle, including the German flag; indoors, the central galleries are dedicated to images and ideas of world peace. A Hall of Peace asks visitors to contemplate how world civilizations across time have thought about peace and tolerance; to examine “fractures” to that peace brought about by nations and hate groups; and one corridor offers tribute to all the winners of the Nobel Peace Prize. Rotating exhibits feature, for example, discussions of the geopolitics of oil, and the violent practice of civilian hostage taking in various global conflicts. Monthly seminars are held on moral philosophy, and adult education courses examine human rights law. One might, of course, see the construction of this sophisticated peace museum as a sign that the people of Caen do not wish to dwell too much on their past, or do not wish to be associated only with the tragedies of D-Day. Yet the epigrammatic words engraved in stone on the outside of the building suggest not so much a turning away from the past as a particular stance toward it: “La douleur m’a brisée, La fraternité m’a relevée; De ma blessure a jailli un fleuve de liberté.” Sorrow broke me, Brotherhood has raised me up again; From my wound has sprung a river of freedom.

The Caen memorial has come under fire in recent years from Anglo-American veterans groups for its peacenik pretensions and its apparent abandonment of its role as a memorial to the battle of Normandy.69 But museums and memorials tell us more about how and what we choose to remember than about historical events themselves. On these now-placid, verdant Norman fields, Americans come to pay homage to their soldiers amidst the somber grandeur of a military cemetery; the people of Caen prefer to gather in a museum of glass and steel and consider the human cost not just of their liberation but of all wars. Both sites are fitting tributes to the varieties of liberation, and the universality of mourning.
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