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A good battle plan that you act on today can be better than a perfect one tomorrow…. Nobody ever defended anything successfully. There is only attack and attack, and attack some more.

—Field Marshal Günther von Kluge, commander, German Army Group B

As a result of the breakthrough of the enemy armored spearheads, the whole Western Front has been ripped wide open.

—General George S. Patton Jr. commander, United States Third Army
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Official military style states that arabic numerals are used to denote all units except:




	
Allied and German numbered armies and USAAF numbered air forces, which are spelled out.



	
Allied and German corps and USAAF commands, which are designated with Roman numerals.









	
All Allied Infantry Divisions and Armored Divisions are identified in all references by number. All but United States divisions are identified by nationality. When reference is made to the 2nd Infantry Division or the 4th Armored Division, these are American. The 4th Canadian Armored Division is identified as being Canadian, etc. Where there is a possibility of confusion in a complex discussion of various units, United States divisions are identified as such. German Infantry Divisions are identified as such. German Armored Divisions were called “Panzer Divisions,” and are so named. Any reference to a “Panzer Division” is a reference to the German equivalent of an Allied Armored Division. To distinguish corps, we use the German spelling “Korps” to identify German units.






PROLOGUE

Six weeks had passed since Operation Overlord, the Allied invasion of Normandy that took place on “D-Day”—June 6, 1944. On that day, for the first time since William of Normandy became William the Conqueror in 1066, a military force had successfully crossed the English Channel and secured a foothold on the opposing shore. Overlord was rightly heraldedt—hen as nowa—s one of the greatest military achievements in the history of modern warfare.

Four years earlier, in June 1940, Germany’s then-invincible Wehrmacht had stunned the world by defeating and occupying France in a matter of weeks. During the four ensuing years, German military engineers had worked tirelessly on the northern and western coasts of France to create the Atlantic Wall, the most formidable network of fortifications ever constructed. Much of the reinforced concrete poured by the Germans during those four years still survives in the twenty-first century. It is so solid that it is not economically practical to dismantle it.

The German idea was to build a wall that would make the Allies consider an invasion of northern France impractical. Adolf Hitler himself had such great confidence in the Atlantic Wall that he assuredly referred to his empire as Festung Europa—Fortress Europe.

The Anglo-American Allies, of course, had other ideas.

The idea of a cross-channel invasion as the means to liberate France and defeat Germany had been agreed to in principle by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill in April 1942, and it was at the Eureka Conference in November 1943 that the two Allied leaders gave the 1944 invasion priority over all other military operations that the Anglo-American Allies would undertake anywhere in Europe, the Mediterranean, or the Pacific.

On December 7, 1943, two years to the day after the United States entered World War II, US Army Chief of Staff George Marshall informed General Dwight Eisenhower that he was to be the Supreme Allied Commander for history’s biggest military operation.

When Eisenhower arrived in England in mid-January 1944 to set up the Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), American supplies had been flowing into the island nation for two years, but what had initially been a trickle now became a torrent. Nevertheless, a great deal of key materiel would not arrive until May.

To insure the success of Overlord, Eisenhower had amassed the largest force of men and war machinery that would be committed to a single operation in the history of warfare.

The 175,000 men of Operation Overlord would make the trip across the English Channel aboard more than 5,000 ships and landing craft supported by 6 battleships, 2 monitors, 22 cruisers, 93 destroyers, 250 mine sweepers, and 150 smaller fighting craft, not including motor torpedo boats and mine layers.

Overhead, the British First Tactical Air Force and the American Eighth and Ninth Air Forces committed 5,000 fighters; 3,500 heavy bombers; 1,600 medium, light, and torpedo bombers; and 700 other combat aircraft. This was not to mention the 2,300 transports and 2,600 gliders that would carry paratroopers into battle.

Overlord’s landing zone would be a fifty-mile section of the Normandy coastline between the neck of the Cotentin Peninsula in the west and the mouth of the Orne River in the east. This region, in turn, had been divided into five zones or “beaches.” The westernmost, Utah and Omaha, were assigned to General Omar Bradley’s United States First Army, while the others—Gold, Juno, and Sword—were assigned to the British and Canadians of General Sir Miles Dempsey’s British Second Army.

The troops would come ashore across the beaches. Prior to these amphibious landings, under cover of darkness in the early morning hours of D-Day, paratroopers of the United States 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions would land behind the line of German coastal defenses overlooking the invasion beaches.

The day originally selected to be D-Day was June 5, 1944, but weather delayed Operation Overlord for twenty-four hours. The leading waves of Allied landing craft hit the beaches of Normandy at 6:30 A.M. on June 6. It was here that the British and American soldiers would get their first taste of the ferocity of resistance that the Germans would have in store for them at the Atlantic Wall.

Despite an unprecedented amount of shelling by Allied warships offshore, the German defenders were able to put up a ruthless defense. Fire from fortified machine gun emplacements chewed up soldiers attempting to make their way through barbed wire entanglements to cross the narrow, heavily mined strip of sand that separated the cold waters of the English Channel from the Norman cliffs. Meanwhile, landing craft and tanks were hung up on obstacles, and many vehicles never made it ashore.

Losses were extreme, but as D-Day wore on, the German defenses were eventually overcome. By the end of the day, the Allies’ beachhead at Utah was ten miles wide and four miles deep, and the Gold/Juno/Sword beachhead, which was twenty miles long and five miles deep, reached to within a few miles of the city of Caen. The stiffest German resistance had come on Omaha Beach, where towering cliffs gave the Germans a defensive advantage. Nevertheless, the tenacious Yanks of V Corps held on and refused to be pushed back into the sea.

The impregnable Atlantic Wall had been beached.

By daybreak on June 7, Overlord had been deemed a completea—lbeit costlys—uccess. Within a few days, a quarter million Allied troops were in France, and the Allies had installed vast prefabricated artificial harbors known as Mulberries at Omaha Beach and Gold Beach. These ingenious and cleverly designed facilities had been built the previous winter and were quickly towed into place to aid in the off-loading of supplies and troops.

The news that the invasion had been a success was greeted with enthusiastic optimism in the United States and Britain. “At last the supreme moment has come,” wrote the editorial page of The New York Times. “The months and years of waiting are over.”


ONE
PRELUDE


The six weeks that had passed since Overlord would not be nearly so good for the Allies as they had hoped on that heady morning-after when the cross-channel had been deemed a success. In the days that had followed, the Allies had pushed forward confidently—the British and Canadians toward the mouth of the Seine River, and the Yanks into the Co-tentin Peninsula. Though the Allies cautiously reminded themselves that it would be a long march from Normandy to Berlin, the morning-after mood in the SHAEF war room had been buoyant.

Thanks to the Mulberries, personnel and supplies were pouring ashore at an astounding rate. As far as the beaches were concerned, things were going according to plan. Inland it would be another story.

The D-Day objective for the British and Canadians had been the city of Caent—he city wherein lay the tomb, albeit empty, of William the Conqueror himself. Despite a comment by Prime Minister Churchill that Britons were “fighting in the streets” of Caen, his troops had not reached the city on D-Day. The next day, they were reported to be “just outside.”

Unfortunately, a month after the invasion, on July 6, 1944D—-Day plus thirtyt—hey were still “just outside.”

For the Americans, the prize was at the end of the thirty-mile dash to the tip of the Cotentin Peninsula—the port city of Cherbourg. It was to have been the seaport through which supplies and personnel for the conquest of Festung Europa would flow. Men and heavy equipment could be unloaded in protected waters rather than pulled through the crashing waves of a beachhead or unloaded at artificial harbors.

With its long breakwater and large anchorage, Cherbourg was indeed a major port city. In the decades before the war, it had been a major transatlantic embarkation point. It was smaller than the great port of Le Havre at the mouth of the Seine, but Allied planners felt that it would be easier to capture. It was confidently hoped that this would be accomplished within a week. On June 13D—-Day plus seven—the Yanks were still about twenty miles short of the prize. In the days that followed, the Americans took the town of Monte-bourg, about fifteen miles from Cherbourg, but were forced out by a German counterattack. Things were not going as planned.

Five days later, the American 9th Infantry Division managed to reach Carteret on the west side of the Cotentin Peninsula, effectively isolating the Germans within Cherbourg. The city would finally fall during a round of intense fighting that would take place between June 25 and June 27. However, when the Yanks finally reached the port itself, they discovered that the extensive dock facilities had been so effectively destroyed and dismantled by the Germans that they’d not been usable for months.

In Normandy, progress had gradually ground to a halt by the end of June. The Germans continued to hold Caen against the repeated efforts of the British and Canadians. The Americans had captured much of the Cotentin Peninsula, but as they turned and pushed south toward the interior of France, they ran into a solid wall of German firepower. They came to a stop north of the city of St. Lô, which was about thirty miles due west of Caen.

Despite the optimism in the communiques that were issued daily, the leadership within SHAEF was gradually coming to the realization that conditions in Normandy were a prescription for stalemate. The implications of this fact were not lost on those who shivered with memories of the trench warfare of World War I. This horrid bloodletting had dragged on for years—consuming young lives by the millions—with no appreciable changes in the front lines.

During the nearly five months of the Battle of the Somme in 1916, Britain had suffered more than 420,000 casualties, including 58,000 on the first day alone. When the battle was over, the front line had moved less than ten miles. The war dragged on for another two years with minimal changes in the front lines. In one week during the 1918 Meuse-Argonne Offensive, the United States had suffered 6,589 battle deaths.

The old memories were still fresh. In 1944, people on both sides of the Atlantic remembered statistics like these and the fact that the carnage had occurred against a backdrop of deadlock. In 1916, the Germans controlled a tiny sliver of France. Even after Overlord, they still controlled virtually all of France. By this logic, some pundits compared the deadlock in Normandy to the tragedy of the Somme, predicting that the Germans could hold the line indefinitely while casualties mounted.

In a July 5, 1944, memo to Army Chief of Staff Marshall, General Eisenhower categorized the three obstacles that had made progress in Normandy for the Allies so dreadfully slow—the “fighting quality” of the enemy forces, the “nature of the country,” and “the weather.”

The “nature of the country” to which Eisenhower alluded, included a terrain feature that the French call bocage, and which the Allies referred to as “hedgerows.” These were not hedges in the sense of those with which the Americans were familiar at home. The hedges that these same young GIs had been trimming for spending money back home a few years earlier were benign things. The hedgerows of Normandy bore more resemblance to the impenetrable jungles in New Guinea and Guadalcanal that other young Americans had been cursing since 1942. The Norman hedgerows were, in fact, impenetrable jungles. They had been growing in Normandy for centuries, cultivated by farmers as wind breaks. Because of the length of time that they’d had to mature, their bases were essentially solid masses of roots and suckers that could not be penetrated. Jungles of tropical succulents could be hacked through with a machete. The hedgerows had the consistency of razor wire.

Unlike the hedges of home, the hedgerows of Normandy were the height of trees. Indeed, they were trees. This fact had eluded the interpreters of aerial reconnaissance photos, who saw them only from straight up and imagined them to be no taller than shrubs.

Because they were so thick and impenetrable, the hedgerows were like a maze. They were as opaque as stone walls. Driving or walking between them on the narrow country lanes, the troops found it easy to become confused and disoriented. They couldn’t see what was going on behind the hedgerows that surrounded them on all sides. They couldn’t see whether there was a German machine gun or another American patrol. Troops often got lost and were forced to backtrack, often getting themselves more lost.

As with most terrain features, the hedgerows favored the defenders. The Germans had mapped the hedgerows and were using them as traps. The fields that were bounded by the hedgerows became kill boxes for German gunners. An American patrol in the open trapezoid bounded by a fortress of hedgerow was like so many pins in a shooting gallery—virtually defenseless.

The third factor cited in Eisenhower’s memo, the weather, had been a nightmare. June and July of 1944 were the wettest June and July that had been experienced in Northern France and on the English Channel since the nineteenth century. Relentless wind and rain made operations on the channel miserable and turned the roads ashore into rivers. The marshland of the Cotentin Peninsula became a cold and slippery bayou.

Bad weather and poor visibility also grounded the Allied tactical air armada that was proving to be essential to any gains that ground forces were able to make. Some tactical bomber units were grounded for nearly two weeks straight, and those who did manage to get to the front found targets obscured by fog and low clouds. Poor weather generally favors the defender, and this was especially true that summer in Normandy.

Just to make matters even worse, a horrific storm blew in on June 19 and raged for three days. It disrupted communications and made life miserable for the troops ashore. Meanwhile, the violent waves that it kicked up in the English Channel destroyed the Mulberry artificial harbor at Omaha Beach and severely damaged the British Mulberry at Gold Beach.

Because there were so few paved roads in this part of Normandy, moving men and materiel was a difficult task. Vehicles moved at the pace of a slug, and gridlock was constant. Of course, the only bright side was that the distances to be traveled were short because the Allies had not penetrated very far into Normandy!

Leading the Allies into Europe

As we discuss the unfolding of events in Normandy and Europe, it would be useful to provide a brief sketch of the Allied chain of commandf—rom SHAEF to the field armies—in the summer of 1944. As noted earlier, the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces was United States General Dwight David “Ike” Eisenhower, whose headquarters was SHAEF. He held this job on D-Day, and he would continue in the post until World War II in Europe finally ended on VE-Day, May 7, 1945.

The ground forces commander for the Allied Expeditionary Force was the colorful General (later Field Marshal) Sir Bernard Law Montgomery, who had achieved notoriety—and hero status—for his decisive 1942 victory in North Africa over the German forces under the command of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. Montgomery’s 21st Army Group was composed of the two field armies mentioned earlier. These were the United States First Army, commanded by General Omar Nelson Bradley, and the British Second Army under Lieutenant General Sir Miles Dempsey, to which Canadian divisions were attached.

Offstage during Operation Overlord and the opening weeks of the Battle of Normandy were two additional armies, each commanded by lieutenant (three-star) generals. These were the Canadian First Army, under Lieutenant General Henry D. G. “Harry” Crerar and the United States Third Army, which would be under the command of Lieutenant General George Smith Patton Jr. Both would be on the ground within sixty days of D-Day.

Each of the Allied numbered field armies would be composed of between two and four corps. These would, in turn, each contain two or three—occasionally more—divisions.

The corps were adaptable organizations that were assembled within the numbered field armies from whatever grouping of divisions was necessary to accomplish a given mission within the context of a given campaign. As we shall see, divisions were frequently “borrowed” back and forth by the corps as the Allied armies marched and wheeled across Europe.

The division was then, and is today, the basic building block of a ground army. There were essentially two types of divisions employed by the United States Army in the European Theater of Operations in World War IIt—he infantry division and the armored, or tank, division. Ideally, each American corps contained one of each, or two infantry divisions and one armored division. Airborne divisions were based on infantry divisions, but were designed to go into battle by parachute. Once on the ground, however, an airborne division functioned pretty much as an infantry division. In the US Army, they are numbered within the same sequence of numbers as infantry divisions, while armored divisions have a separate series of numbers.

In World War II, a United States infantry division was composed of about 15,000 soldiers organized into three infantry regiments, each of which consisted of three battalions.

At least one regiment out of the three would be “motorized,” with trucks available to carry the foot soldiers more quickly from one action to the next. However, Quartermaster Corps truck battalions could be, and often were, attached to divisions so that all the personnel could be moved quickly. There were also four artillery battalions assigned to the division and equipped with 105mm and 155mm howitzers. Infantry divisions also often had a tank battalion and a tank destroyer battalion assigned to them.

Parenthetically, German infantry divisions of the summer of 1944 numbered between 12,000 and 14,000. Prior to a reorganization program earlier in 1944, a German division had been larger, numbering about 17,000 men. The German divisions were typically superior to American divisions in terms of the number of machine gun and mortar teams assigned, but inferior to American divisions when it came to transportation. The German divisions had fewer motor vehicles, relying to a greater extent on horse-drawn vehicles and on the foot soldiers of the infantry to actually travel by foot.

American armored divisions were slightly smaller than infantry divisions in terms of head count, usually numbering about 11,000 men, with their tank crews manning more than 260 M4 Sherman medium tanks. The armored division was subdivided into three tank battalions, three battalions of armored infantry, and three battalions of self-propelled artillery. For actual tactical operations, the armored division was subdivided into three combat commands. Designated as Combat Commands A, B, and R (meaning primary, secondary, and re-serve), these could contain any number of tanks and men that the division commander thought was necessary for a given operation, and were not limited to a strict regiment-size mix of people and equipment.

In addition to the combat troops within the divisions, the numbered field armies had large numbers of support troops that “worked for” other organizations such as the Quartermaster Corps, the Signal Corps, the Medical Corps, and the Corps of Engineers—rather than the combat corps that were designated with Roman numerals. Typically, a combat corps would be supported by members of these corps that numbers as many or more people than the combat corps itself.

In addition to Montgomery, who had commanded ground forces during Operation Overlord, there were the officers who commanded the sea and air components of the Allied Expeditionary Force operations in Europe during Operation Overlord. The naval forces commander would be Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay. Technically, there was no overall air commander, but Eisenhower’s deputy, Air Chief Marshall Sir Arthur Tedder of Britain’s Royal Air Force performed the role of coordinating whatever air components would be assigned to the task of supporting troops in the field.

Allied air power in Europe during the summer of 1944 would perform both a tactical mission—supporting ground forces at the front—and a strategic missions—triking industrial and transportation targets within Germany itself or at other locations well behind enemy lines. The strategic mission involved the Royal Air Force Bomber Command under Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris and the US Army Air Forces (USAAF) Eighth Air Force under Lieutenant General Carl “Tooey” Spaatz.

On the tactical side, air forces were under the umbrella of the Allied Expeditionary Air Force (AEAF), under the command of Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory. Units assigned to the AEAF were drawn from the USAAF Ninth Air Force (especially its IX Tactical Air Command), the Royal Air Force Second Tactical Air Force, and the Royal Air Force Air Defense Command.

The air operations would be vital, but it would be the soldiers on the ground who took the chances and took the ground.

Patton and “Fortitude”

Third Army’s Lieutenant General George Smith Patton Jr., who would emerge as the central figure in ground operations in France over the coming months, was a mercurial and controversial character. He had graduated from the United States Military Academy at West Point in 1909, and had been a medalist in marksmanship at the 1912 Olympic Games. He then went on to command the US Army’s tank corps in combat in World War I. He was an officer with an almost obsessive sense of duty, who once commented that “the greatest privilege of citizenship is to be able to freely bear arms under one’s country’s flag.”

In the interwar period, at a time when the US Army officially downplayed the usefulness of tanks, Patton became an outspoken advocate of armored (tank) forces, and the sort of mobile warfare that they made possible. When traditionalists thought of tanks as a minor weapon to be used only in support of infantry action, Patton advocated tanks as spearheads, commenting that “the tank must be used boldly. It is new and always has the element of surprise. It is also terrifying to look at as the infantry soldier is helpless before it.”

His ideas would be professionally vindicated in 1939-1940, when the German army conquered most of Europe using fast mobile warfare based on the deployment of large numbers of tanks.

In World War II, Patton commanded armored units in North Africa and had demonstrated an uncanny brilliance as a commander of troops in combat as he rose quickly through the ranks. He also developed a reputation as a man who was ruthless with the enemy in combat. “War is simple, direct, and ruthless.” Patton shrugged. “It takes a simple, direct, and ruthless man to wage it.”

In March 1943, he was given command of II Corps, and in July 1943, he was promoted to command the United States Seventh Army for the invasion of Sicily. His swift capture of Messina assured his reputation for tactical brilliance. Both the Allied leadership and the German General staff recognized him as the most gifted field commander of three star or higher rank that the Allies had on the ground in Europe.

While many senior US Army officers were uneasy with Patton’s aggressiveness and his flamboyance, they respected his uncanny tactical brilliance. He was an avid student of military history with an encyclopedic knowledge of military campaigns from the time of the Caesars and Alexander the Great through those of Napoleon Bonaparte and Robert E. Lee. As Patton once said, “To be a successful soldier, you must know history.”

Patton’s stellar career was sidetracked after a controversial incident in Sicily on August 2, 1943, in which Patton slapped a pair of shell-shocked soldiers, calling them cowards. Patton’s war record made him a natural to command United States ground forces for Operation Overlord, but when the “slapping incident” was described publicly in a broadcast by reporter Drew Pearson in November 1943, the general became an official pariah.

Said Patton of the incident, “I am convinced that my actions in this case were entirely correct, and that had other officers had the courage to do likewise, the shameful excuse of battle fatigue instead of cowardice would have been infinitely reduced … I love and admire good soldiers and brave men. I hate and despise slackers and cowards.”

Of cowardice, Patton had explained that “All men are afraid in battle. The coward is the one who lets his fear overcome his sense of duty.”

In reference to Pearson and the media, he observed that “I have written more damn letters, I suppose a thousand, to the mothers of private soldiers whom I happen to know have been killed, but that never comes out. I kick some SOB in the ass who doesn’t do what he should, and it comes out all over the whole damned country.”

By the end of 1943, the Patton star that had shone so brightly in North Africa and Sicily, had faded. An officer who had been his junior earlier in the war was now leapfrogged over Patton to become second only to Eisenhower himself among high-ranking US Army ground leaders within SHAEF. This former Patton subordinate who became the penultimate American officer in the European Theater was General Omar Nelson Bradley.

A West Point classmate of Eisenhower’s, Bradley had graduated with Ike as a member of the class of 1915. It was known as “the class that the stars fell on,” because more of its graduates became high-ranking generals than any other. Indeed, both Eisenhower and Bradley would eventually rise to five-star rank, the highest possible.

Bradley had been Patton’s deputy commander at II Corps in North Africa and had taken command of the corps when Patton moved up to take over the Seventh Army. With Patton out of the limelight as 1943 turned to 1944, Bradley had become classmate Ike’s favorite son, and Eisenhower named him to command the United States First Army. Bradley was a skillful administrator and an excellent organizer. His reputation was forged by his ability to take on extremely complex tasks and to execute them with precision.

Of course, Eisenhower also recognized Patton for everything he was—and which Bradley was not. Eisenhower had known Patton for years and appreciated his capabilities. Ike even liked Patton. While Eisenhower and Bradley had that special bond that evolved from being classmates at West Point, Eisenhower knew that Patton was ideal for the role of a field army commander. In a series of memos in April 1944 to US Army Chief of Staff General George Marshall, Eisenhower had written that Patton had “demonstrated [the] ability to get the utmost out of soldiers in offensive situations.”

Eisenhower also told Marshall that Patton displayed an “extraordinary and ruthless driving power … at critical moments.”

In his memoirs of World War II, Eisenhower wrote that “for certain types of action [Patton] was the outstanding soldier our country has produced.”

Ike knew that he needed Patton’s skill on the battlefield. He knew that this would be essential to winning the upcoming war in Europe. He knew that he would have to bring the misbehaving general in from the cold.

Eisenhower had decided to capitalize on the German perception that Patton was the best field commander in the Allied armies, so he made Patton the centerpiece of an elaborate ruse that he concocted to confuse the Germans. Eisenhower’s idea was to create the impression that the cross-channel invasion of northern France would occur, not in Normandy, but in the Pas-de-Calais region. This was logical, because only thirty miles separated this area from England. As the nearest point on the continent to England, it would be the easiest and most obvious place for an invasion, and it would be the easiest place to run supply lines to support an army after an invasion.

The Germans would also find it logical that Eisenhower would choose Patton to command such an operation. The fact that Patton had recently been relieved of the command of the Seventh Army, made it certainly plausible to observers in Berlin that he had been summoned to England to assume another important command.

Eisenhower went about seeing to it that references to the invasion of France in the Pas-de-Calais were deliberately leaked to German intelligence. Through these leaks, the enemy “learned” that the invasion, code named Operation Fortitude, would be spearheaded by the newly formed “First US Army Group (FUSAG)”-which was also referred to as “Army Group Patton” to underscore Eisenhower’s choice of its commander. Eisenhower went so far as to have large numbers of dummy tanks and other equipment repositioned throughout southeast England opposite the Pas-de-Calais where German reconnaissance aircraft could photograph the “invasion preparations.”

The phony First Army Group (properly written as 1st Army Group) was not to be confused with the entirely distinct, and real, First Army. The 1st Army Group was apparently a formidable force, but all the evidence of troops and tanks was contrived. The 1st Army Group existed solely as an administrative unit, although its sizable staff generated the amount of paperwork that an outside observer, such as a German spy, would expect of a real army group. It would continue to exist “on paper” until October 1944, when it was finally “disbanded.” FUSAG’s role in winning the war was simply as a cover for the equally false Operation Fortitude. In fact, “Fortitude” was never actually an invasion code name, but the code name of the deception .

In the week prior to the real Operation Overlord invasion, Eisenhower had ordered a massive air campaign against the highway and rail net of northern France in order to “isolate the battlefield.” A major part of this effort was directed at the area around Calais in an effort to convince the Germans that the invasion was actually going to take place there.

The Operation Fortitude ploy was an amazing success. When the actual invasion of Normandy did occur on June 6, 1944, the Germans were so completely convinced of the Pasde Calais ruse that they were certain that the Normandy invasion was merely a diversion. Adolf Hitler himself ordered that the tanks of the German Fifteenth Army should remain in the Pas-de-Calais to defeat Patton and he would not permit it to be redeployed to defeat the Normandy invasion. The Fifteenth Army would stand by waiting for the fictitious FUSAG until July. Even then, it was not entirely clear to the Germans that Normandy was the real cross-channel invasion site.

Of course, Patton would eventually arrive in France, but not by leading FUSAG ashore at Calais. In early 1944, Eisenhower had given Patton command of the newly organized United States Third Army which was earmarked to be sent into Normandy after the First Army had succeeded in securing a foothold in Normandy through Operation Overlord.

The Enemy

Facing the armies commanded by Eisenhower, Montgomery, Dempsey, Bradley, and Patton, the German forces in France were under the command of Oberbefehlshaber West, the German Army field command for the Western Front. Oberbefehlshaber West, in turn, answered to the German Armed Forces High Command in Berlin, the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, which answered only to Adolf Hitler himself.

Oberbefehlshaber West contained four armies. The Nineteenth Army was on the southern coast of France, the First Army was in central and western France, and the Fifteenth Army controlled Belgium and northern France from the Belgian border to the Seine River. Facing Operation Overlord directly would be the German Seventh Army in Brittany and Normandy. Coincidently, it had been the Seventh Army that had spearheaded the German victory over France four years earlier in June 1940. A key element of Seventh Army would be Panzer Group West and amalgam of four tank corps.

General Friedreich Dollman, who had commanded the Seventh in 1940, was still in charge on D-Day, running things from his headquarters at a chateau near Le Mans. Owned by the Countess du Houssoix, the flamboyant palace had, in 1918, housed General John J. Pershing, the commander of the American Expeditionary Force in World War I.

Dollman was a controversial character around whom a number of conspiracy theories would swirl. When he “died of a heart attack” at the Houssoix chateau shortly after the Americans captured Cherbourg, there were rumors that he’d committed suicide, being distraught over having allowed his command grow flabby during four years of quiet occupation duty. There were also rumors that he had been asked to commit suicide.

At the time of the invasion, the commander of Oberbefehlshaber West was Field Marshal Karl Rudolf Gerd von Rundstedt, with his headquarters in Paris. A legendary Prussian military genius, the sixty-nine-year-old von Rundstedt had been one of the senior commanders who had overseen the unprecedented buildup of Germany’s Wehrmacht during the late 1930s. He had retired in 1938, but Hitler had called him back a year later to plan and execute the invasion of Poland that started World War II. In 1940, he had guided the Blitzkrieg in the West that swallowed France. In 1941, von Rundstedt had guided the unstoppable Wehrmacht into the Soviet Union and deep into the Ukraine. In 1942, as commander of Ober-befehlshaber West, he had been the architect of the Atlantic Wall.

Meanwhile, both the Seventh and Fifteenth Armies were part of Army Group B, commanded by General Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, the legendary commander of German forces in North Africa in 1942 and 1943. Rommel was to the German armies what Patton was to the Allied armies. He was regarded as an aggressive commander and a brilliant tactician. It was widely understood that the defeat of Rommel’s Afrika Korps a year earlier in Tunisia had been attributable to inability of the Wehr-macht to provide the Afrika Korps with supplies, and not to Erwin Rommel’s abilities as a field commander.

Rommel defended Normandy and developed plans for a counterattack utilizing the resources of the Seventh Army. He would have liked to have been able to make use of the Fifteenth Army, but Hitler, as well as many of the serious people at the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, still believed that the invasion of the Pas-de-Calais region was going to happen soon.

Despite having had half of his forces denied him, Rommel still had several advantages. Defenders generally have the advantage in any action, and Rommel had the benefit of a terrain situation that greatly favored defense. Nor was Rommel as hampered by the weather as the Allies. His supply lines were on land rather than on the treacherous waters of the English Channel. Like the terrain, the horrible weather in June and July became Rommel’s ally because, more often than not, it grounded the tactical air power upon which the invaders depended so dearly.

By mid-June through a shortage of tanks, Rommel had clearly missed the chance to push the Allies off the beaches and back into the sea. Had he been able to make use of the Fifteenth Army and its tanks, he might have been able to defeat Overlord, but that opportunity had slipped away. Nevertheless, he had made the Allies pay dearly for Cherbourg in June, and he had succeeded in fighting them to a stalemate elsewhere.

Rommel’s Achilles heel was the fact that the Allies had almost complete air superiority over the battlefield. The German Luftwaffe was able to mount only token attacks on the Allied positions, while large numbers of Allied tactical warplanes were able to roam with virtual impunity over the German positions and to range deep into France to attack Rommel’s supply lines. This forced the Germans to move men and materiel mainly at night.

During July, there would be an extensive change of leadership in the West. At the top, Hitler named General Field Marshal Günther von Kluge—a tough, veteran army commander who’d served on the Eastern Front—to succeed von Rundstedt as head of Oberbefehlshaber West. Von Rundstedt had angered Hitler by suggesting that France might be indefensible, and the Führer had suggested that it might be time for the old soldier to think about going back into retirement.

Replacing the deceased Dollman at Seventh Army would be an SS general named Paul Hausser. The key component of the German Seventh Army would be the LXXXIV Korps under General Dietrich von Choltitz. Contained within the LXXXIV Korps were eight divisions, including the Panzer Lehr Division under General Fritz Bayerlin and the 2nd SS Panzer Division—nicknamed “Das Reich”—under SS Standartenführer Christian Tychsen.

Another Eastern Front tank commander, General Heinrich Eberbach, took over Panzer Group West when its previous commander had the temerity to question Hitler’s authority. By the first week in July, Rommel remained as the only pre-invasion face in the upper echelon of the chain of command in the West—and his days were numbered.

Machines

If the Allies held a material edge in terms of their superiority in the air, the Germans had a clear advantage on the ground in terms of armor. German industry had, by 1944, created the best tanks—known in German as Panzers—yet seen in the history of mechanized warfare.

The standard German tank in mid-1944 was the Krupp-manufactured Panzerkampfwagen (PzKpfw) IV, or simply Panzer IV. It had been in use against the Soviets on the Eastern Front for two years. Panzer IVs weighed between eighteen and twenty-five tons, depending on the specific model, and carried a 75mm gun. The forward armor for most Panzer IV models was between 30mm and 50mm thick.

A newer tank that was first delivered to Oberbefehlshaber West units in June 1944 was the extraordinary Panzerkampfwagen (PzKpfw) V, that was best known as the Panther, a name that was reported to have been bestowed by Hitler himself. The Panthers were developed and manufactured by the industrial firms of Daimler-Benz and MAN (Machinenfabrik Augsburg-Nürnberg). Panthers weighed forty-three to forty-five tons and each carried a high-velocity 75mm gun. The armor on the forward hull varied in thickness from 60mm to 80mm depending on the specific model.

Theoretically, each German army panzer division in 1944 contained one battalion each of PzKpfw IVs and PzKpfw Vs, although there were more Panzer IVs than Panthers overall, and SS Panzer units were always favored with more Panthers than were regular army divisions.

Most feared of German tanks was the legendary Pan-zerkampfwagen (PzKpfw) VI, best known as the Tiger. These enormous vehicles weighed up to fifty-seven tons and carried 88mm high-velocity guns. Their forward armor was 100mm thick. Developed and produced by Henschel, the Tiger beat out a competing design by Ferdinand Porsche, who is better remembered for his postwar sports cars. Tiger tanks had first seen action on the Eastern Front in September 1942, and were widely used there by 1944. Though they equipped most SS panzer units, Tigers were still relatively rare in Normandy in the summer of 1944.

Other German vehicles that were available in France during the summer of 1944 included self-propelled guns, or “tank hunters,” which were essentially heavily armored tank chassis with fixed guns rather than turrets. The Jagdpanther (Hunting Panther), which Allied troops would often encounter in Normandy, was a Panther chassis with an 88mm gun.

The 88mm gun was the ubiquitous German artillery weapon by 1944. Not only were the huge weapons used on armored vehicles, they were the standard heavy field artillery piece and the standard antiaircraft gun. To the Allied troops, the phrase “eighty-eight” became synonymous with German artillery. When German heavy guns were seen or heard, they would automatically be referred to by the Allied troops as “eighty-eights,” rather than as “enemy artillery,” regardless of what the actual bore of the weapon was. More often than not, however, the guns were, in fact, 88mm guns.

On the other side, the standard American tank was the M4 Sherman. It was also widely used by British and Canadian forces, as well as by Free French armored units. Sherman tanks weighed between thirty-three and thirty-five tons depending on equipment and had two-inch forward armor. Most of the M4s in use in Normandy in June and July of 1944 carried a short-barreled 75mm gun, but later models introduced soon afterward carried a much more effective long-barreled 76mm gun.

Nearly fifty thousand Sherman tanks were built by a number of manufacturers, including American Locomotive (ALCO), Baldwin Locomotive Works, Detroit Tank Arsenal (Chrysler), Federal Machine & Welding, Fisher Tank Division (General Motors), Ford Motor Company, Lima Locomotive Works, Pacific Car & Foundry, and Pullman Standard.

While the Sherman was the primary tank used by British forces, the latter armies also used large numbers of British-made Churchill tanks, which weighed forty tons and carried a 75mm gun. Canadian troops used a nearly indistinguishable variation on the Sherman that was known as the Grizzly.

All of the above tanks carried a crew of five. The crews of the German tanks consisted of the driver, a gunner, a loader, a radio operator, and the tank commander. Rather than a dedicated radio operator position, the Allied tanks carried a backup driver, who also operated a forward firing machine gun that was located in the hull.

In one-on-one combat, the Shermans were no match for the German tanks. The latter were invulnerable to a forward attack from the Sherman’s 75mm gun. Even from the side, the German equipment, especially the Panther and Tiger, could often survive a hit from the M4 Sherman’s gun. Allied antitank weapons, such as the famed bazooka with its 2.36-inch rocket, were effective against the German tanks, but only with a properly aimed shot.

The Allied gunners had to surmount a long learning curve in order to find and overcome the weak spots in the German armor. Eventually, however, the Allies were able to defeat the Germans through the Sherman’s superior maneuverability and by superior numbers. If the Shermans were no match for the German tanks in one-on-one combat, then the trick was to avoid one-on-one combat and use a flock of maneuverable Shermans against a smaller number of Panthers.

The numbers told a big part of the story. American industry would turn out ten Shermans for every Panther that the Germans built.

In Normandy, hedgerows were largely impenetrable to anyone’s tanks, although a Tiger could often bully its way through one. The German advantage was in their knowing the lay of the land. The American advantage would come in the form of the so-called Rhino Shermans. Numerous efforts were made to develop a means of cutting through the hedgerows. Bulldozers were ineffective, because the hedgerows had to be cut rather than pushed.

Initial efforts to breach a hedgerow involved using explosives. On July 10, it was accidently discovered that a forklike device used to punch holes for the explosives could be used to lift part of the hedgerow.

The technological breakthrough came when Sergeant Curtis Culin of the 102nd Cavalry Recon Squadron invented the Rhino. It involved welding tusklike scrap steel to the front of a Sherman tank in such a way that it would cut through a hedgerow like scissors. General Bradley was so impressed with Culin’s invention that on July 14, he ordered Rhinos to be mass produced, using steel salvaged from German antitank barriers that had been placed on the invasion beaches.

Forging Ahead

For Allied leaders, the deadlock in Normandy demanded a reassessment. The German side viewed their own situation as being much more desperate than that of the Allies, but their tenacious defense gave SHAEF the impression of a force that could and would hold its own.

The Allies had expected to have broken out of the beachhead area by early July, and to be on their way to the goal of capturing additional French ports, such as Brest, that lay farther west on the Breton Peninsula. The Allies had also intended that they would have broken through the German line at Caen, and would have penetrated into the rolling hills south of the hedgerow country where they would have more room to maneuver.

None of this had come to pass.

The German defenses had far exceeded expectations. The Allies controlled only about 20 percent of the ground that they had expected to control. They needed a plan.

As many as four proposals called for variations on another Operation Overlord—amphibious landings farther to the west in Brittany. This would bring Allied troops ashore in such a way as to outflank the German defenders in Normandy. These ideas were rejected because most of the troops that had been trained for amphibious warfare were already committed to the fight. Instead, the plan would be to continue to push the German defenders on the existing front in Normandy.

The American First Army would launch an attack on the western edge of the Cotentin Peninsula, driving south through La Haye-du-Puits toward Coutances. The latter was seen as the key to the city of Avranches, which was at the neck of the Cotentin. By capturing Avranches, the Americans would be able to outflank the German LXXXIV Korps, control the Cotentin Peninsula, and have an open door to Brittany.

By this time, the First Army consisted mainly of two corps, VII Corps under Major General Joseph Lawton “Lightning Joe” Collins with six divisions and VIII Corps under Major General Troy Houston Middleton with five divisions.

In the planned action, the First Army’s VIII Corps would hit the German left flank at a point west of St. Lô. This operation jumped off during a driving rainstorm on July 3 with artillery support. There would be no air support because of the weather.

Unfortunately, Rommel had anticipated such a move and had heavily reinforced the area, and the VIII Corps attempt at a breakthrough was largely blunted. Slightly to the east, a similar attack by VII Corps was launched on the Fourth of July. They managed to secure a bridgehead across the Vire River, but this narrowed the Corps advance because the narrow bridgehead produced a bottleneck effect and by July 10, VII Corps had been stopped by the German Panzer Lehr Division.

That same day, the Associated Press quoted General Eisenhower as having said that “long and bitter fighting must be expected.”

While the Yanks were attempting to push forward on the Cotentin Peninsula, the British were making a concerted effort to blast their way through to Caen with heavy support from Royal Air Force heavy bombers. In essence, the British had decided to destroy Caen in order to capture it. In the face of the attack, Rommel and Eberbach chose to withdraw south of the Orne River, which flows generally through the middle of Caen. Only on July 9 were the British finally tentatively sending their first patrols into the city—thirty-three long days after D-Day.

For the Americans farther west, the capture of St. Lô and its pivotal crossroads remained a major goal. By mid-June, it was said that the failure to have yet captured it only served to magnify its significance in the overall scheme of things. The Germans, meanwhile, had intercepted American communications that stressed the desire for St. Lô, and they had dug in to defend it. A major effort against the city by the First Army was launched on July 11, but, as had been the case with the drive through La Haye-du-Puits toward Coutances a week earlier, poor weather prevented tactical air support. The ground forces used only artillery to pummel the German defensive positions on the hills that guarded the approaches to St. Lô.

The ensuing week saw some of the most bitter fighting that Allied troops had yet faced in Normandy. The Americans advanced, but they did so inch by inch and in the face of withering enemy artillery and machine gun fire. The Germans counterattacked with undiminished ferocity, making headway in some sectors, and wearing down the already weary Yanks everywhere.

American troops finally entered St. Lô on the afternoon of July 18, but German artillery fire would continue to rain down on them, and enemy troops mounted an attempt to recapture the city. It was only when the Germans undertook a general withdrawal from the entire sector on July 19 that the Americans could call the city secured.

The battle of St. Lô had become a symbol of American determination to overwhelm the enemy at all costs, but it had also been a symbol of German determination to make the Yanks pay dearly for every square inch of Normandy. Between them, the 29th Infantry Division and the 35th Infantry Division had suffered more than 5,000 casualties at St. Lô alone.

It had been six weeks since D-Day, and the First Army as a whole had taken 40,000 casualties. On top of this figure, cases of combat fatigue, or shell shock—later to be called posttraumatic shock syndrome—added as many as another 10,000 to the total. It was a high price to have paid considering that in the nearly three weeks preceding the capture of St. Lô, the front had been advanced by less than ten miles. As had been the case for the British at Caen, the Yanks had discovered that they had to destroy St. Lô in order to liberate it.

The comparisons to World War I were heard more often now. On July 11, The New York Times editorial page had commented that “The battlefronts themselves are only now beginning to approach the great battlefields of the last war, where German resistance must be expected to develop to its greatest strength.”

The editorial went on to underscore the differences between 1918 and 1944 on the political and diplomatic fronts, noting that the Allies this time were demanding an “Unconditional Surrender” rather than offering Woodrow Wilson’s “Fourteen Points.” Within Germany, there was no sign yet of an internal civil collapse as had occurred in 1918. The editorial included the sober assessment that “Victory in this war is likely to be far more difficult and costly than it was in 1918.”

On July 18, as the Americans were mopping up on the St. Lô front, the British launched their methodical three-day Operation Goodwood, a coordinated air-ground effort to widen their bridgehead across the Orne River near Caen. General Montgomery executed Goodwood so cautiously that many predicted he would be sacked by SHAEF for his timidity. Enormous bomb tonnage was dropped on the German Seventh Army lines, but Montgomery’s ground forces moved slowly and methodically. On July 20, he went so far as to order Dempsey to withdraw his armor and replace it with infantry. It was later claimed that Montgomery had no intention of achieving and exploiting a breakthrough with Operation Goodwood. In light of the reason that the Allies were fighting in Normandy, this seems odd.

Montgomery’s slow progress, often characterized as lethargic and timid by those who would come to favor Patton’s approach, was born of a more methodical nature and of a fear of the ghosts of the previous generation. With memories of the terrible World War I battles such as the Somme, he was unwilling to commit large forces to battles that might end in huge casualties traded for nominal ground gained.

Having spent some time with Montgomery in Normandy, New York Times correspondent Drew Middleton wrote in mid-July that “the cautious manner in which General Montgomery has approached his present tactical problem is not surprising. He is no slashing ‘hell for leather’ attacker but an extremely cautious soldier who dislikes shedding the blood of his own men needlessly and who therefore prefers to wait until he has assembled an overwhelming force.”

In rebuttal to such strategy, one is reminded of Patton’s oft-repeated maxim: “Success in war depends on the ‘golden rules of war,’ speed, simplicity, and boldness … We can conquer only by attacking.”

As the Allies marked the forty-fourth day since D-Day, Lieutenant General Sir Miles Dempsey’s British Second Army had managed to penetrate about ten miles inland from the invasion beaches, while the Yanks had captured all of the Co-tentin Peninsula. In terms of objectives, the British had finally taken Caen, and the Americans had captured St. Lô—both at great cost. At this point, neither exhausted force seemed capable of breaking out and pushing south.

Things had bogged down so badly by July 10, that Eisenhower had warned during a press conference in Normandy against “rosy optimism,” predicted “heavy losses,” and said that the Allies would have to fight hard for every foot they gained.

Secretary of War Henry Stimson, speaking to the United States on a nationwide radio broadcast on July 25 after an inspection tour to France, commented that the end of the war in the European Theater was “not yet apparent.”

Günther von Kluge had been ordered to hold the Allies, and he was doing so.

Reflecting on the battles that the Yanks felt as though they’d only just barely won in Normandy, Raymond Goguen would observe a year later in the official history of the 329th Infantry Regiment that “considering the high price in American lives, we lost.”

The July 20 Plot

As gloomy as things appeared for Eisenhower and the Allied leadership during the third week of July, their troubles paled by comparison to an especially bad turn that befell the apex of the German chain of command on July 20. It would be a political turning point that would cast its shadow across German morale for the remainder of the war.

Though it was difficult for the Allies to gain ground, they were gaining ground, and every yard gained by the Allies was a yard lost by the Germans. The mood in Berlin was growing as dark and foreboding as the leaden overcast that was blanketing Normandy.

There were supply problems and difficulties at the front, but the nearly total Allied air superiority was a nagging reminder of a serious tactical inadequacy that the Germans simply could not adequately address. This could not have been brought into sharper focus than through a July 17 strafing attack that had critically wounded Erwin Rommel himself.

The growing dissatisfaction—even within the German general staff—was about to boil over.

Three days after Rommel was injured, Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg, a Wehrmacht staff officer, entered Adolf Hitler’s “Wolf ’s Lair”—his Eastern Front command center at Rasten-berg in East Prussia—carrying his briefcase. He left it next to the map table where Hitler was working with his staff and stepped out of the room to make a phone call. Moments later, the bomb in von Stauffenberg’s briefcase detonated. Had the case not been moved a few feet by someone working at the map table, history might have taken a very different course. As it was, the explosion wounded Hitler, but did not kill him.
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