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The Front Cover:

The figures of the two GIs from the 116th Infantry, titled “Ever Forward,” the motto of the regiment, stands on the beach at Vierville-sur-Mer and was created by French sculptor Yannec Tomada at the request of the 116th Regimental Association. It was dedicated on June 6, 2014 as part of the 70th Anniversary celebrations. The dedication, in both French and English, reads:

In commemoration of the determined effort by the soldiers of the 29th Division’s 116th Infantry Regimental Combat Team who landed the morning of June 6, 1944 on this section of Omaha Beach, known as Exit D-2, to open the Vierville Draw behind you to begin the liberation of Europe.
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Normandy veterans at Utah Beach on June 6, 2014


MAPS

Normandy—American Sectors

Normandy—British & Canadian

Sectors

Bayeux

Normandy American Cemetery

Omaha Beach

Utah Beach (American DZs & LZs)

Utah Beach—Today

Gold Beach

Juno Beach

Sword Beach

Liberation of Paris


INTRODUCTION

We have had it happen to us more than once. Driving along on a vacation trip we unexpectedly spied a sign marking an old battlefield or a military museum. We wondered if was worth a stop—wondering if it was worth the delay. Should we have known something about the site before we left home? To this day, we still don’t know.

This is where we hope our guidebook, The D-Day Visitor’s Handbook: Your Guide to the Normandy Battlefields and WWII Paris, will prove invaluable to the military history traveler who is visiting the holy grail of World War II sites—the Normandy landing beaches. Our goal has been to provide current information about the battlefields, museums, memorials, and even military cemeteries.

The inherent problem with published guidebooks, and there are many good ones for the sites we cover, is not only are they expensive and bulky, but they become obsolescent and dated very quickly. Road nets change, new monuments and memorials are dedicated, older monuments are moved to new location, museums change their displays and hours of operation, to say nothing of their admission prices.

The Normandy battlefields we visit are a perfect example. In the past few years, several new museums and exhibits have opened. Others have closed. New memorials and monuments are dedicated every few years. When the road from Caen to Bayeux to Cherbourg, N13, was rebuilt into a modern divided-lane highway a number of years ago, it radically changed access to the German La Cambe cemetery. There is now a roundabout off D514 at the turnoff to the American Normandy Cemetery. And, more change is inevitable.

Because of these ever-changing conditions, we decided to publish this updated guidebook along with its associated website, www.militaryhistorytraveler.com in an effort to keep you informed of the most current information possible. We think by this means we can provide you with a more comprehensive understanding of what you will encounter on the D-Day beaches.

Although we have tried to keep it compact enough to not be a burden when you fly, this revised edition has grown and now contains many more pages than our original 2014 effort, with a new cover, new photographs, redrawn maps, revised museum entries, and other updated information based on our recent reconnoiter of the beaches.

We suspect that you will probably not be travelling alone, and that your family or companions may not share your enthusiasm for military history, so we also intend to include information not found in the usual battlefield guide—information on local sites of interest, lodging, dining, non-military museums where they exist, and book and movie reviews.

We look for your contributions and critical input on our website, as well as Amazon, as we go forward. We also hope you have an exciting and informative trip when you visit the Normandy D-Day beaches.

STEPHEN T. POWERS AND KEVIN DENNEHY

DENVER, COLORADO

FEBRUARY 2019
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OMAHA AND UTAH BEACHES, AMERICAN DROP ZONES

In the three-quarters of a century since the end of World War II, the Normandy battlefield has become sacred ground to Allied soldiers of that era in the way that the Gettysburg, Antietam, Verdun, and the Somme battlefields did for their predecessors. Today, hundreds of monuments, plaques, and memorials dot the Norman landscape. And there will be more to come. It’s as if the WWII generation is saying to the rest of us, “Here we stood, here we made our statement, our sacrifice for human freedom.” It’s a battlefield more honored, more revered by Americans, than any of the hundreds of other WWII battlefields, with the possible exception of the Arizona Memorial at Pearl Harbor.

It’s impossible, of course, in our limited space to take you to every one of these sites to explain the meaning and significance of the monuments and memorials that stand there. The best we can hope to do is guide you to many of the more important. In The D-Day Visitor’s Handbook we have concentrated on the landing beaches, American, British, and Canadian, along with their flanking airborne drop-zones.

Getting There

We assume that if you have not arranged for a guided tour of the Normandy beaches, you will have access to a rental car. Probably the simplest course to follow would be to rent a car in Paris and drive to Bayeux on A13-E5, the Autoroute de Normandie. It’s not as intimidating as you may think. Once you find the Paris périphérique, it’s only a matter of time before you reach the exit to the Autoroute, but be sure you enter the Autoroute going the correct direction, which is indicated by the name of the Port (exit) toward which you are heading. It’s about 240 kilometers (149 miles) from Paris to Bayeux, with numerous rest stops along the way.

Even if you have a navigation system with a European map database, be sure to acquire the most recent Michelin maps of France (#989) and Normandy (#231). They will prove invaluable in planning your excursions.

The Normandy beaches are very well signed, better than any other WWII battlefield of comparable size, but if you feel the need for additional navigational help we recommend that you bring along a laptop or tablet with Google Earth installed. To use it, open the app, and then enter your destination town, city, or point of interest, and then click on “Search.” For routes, driving times, and distances between two localities, fill in the names of your beginning and ending points, and then click on “Get Directions.” Like digital magic, the globe on the right side of your screen will rotate to France and then zoom in on Normandy. If you have never used this navigational aid, try it out before you leave on your trip and you will be hooked.

En route to the beaches, you should stop at the Memorial Center for History and Peace in Caen. Don’t let the name mislead you; this museum is one of the finest military museums in the world. Opened just before the 50th anniversary of D-Day, the museum exhibits take you through an engrossing tour of the events leading to the 1939–45 war in Europe and the war itself, focusing ultimately on D-Day and its aftermath. The museum tour ends with a film that makes an eloquent plea for world peace. Exhibits make use of artifacts, photographs, ship models, actual combat aircraft, and the latest A/V technology to tell this compelling story.

If you can possibly arrange it, take the elevator down to the quiet water garden to spend a few minutes contemplating what you have just seen. Memorial houses a bookstore and souvenir shop, a library-documentation center, and restaurants on the main floor.

If you decide not to drive and don’t mind being restricted in what you see, guided tours of the beaches can be arranged through the Memorial Museum or the Juno Beach Center (see contact information in the museum section), Holts Battlefield & History Tours in England through their website, and many other tour agencies. It’s actually possible to rent a jeep in Caen, with or without a guide. Contact Lerat in Caen. If you are up for a long lunch break on the drive down from Paris, you might leave the A13 Autoroute at Vernon (exit 16) to visit Claude Monet’s country home located just outside the village of Giverny. Drive through Vernon and across the Seine, and then immediately pick up D5 southeast to Giverny. Although Giverny is not a WWII site, it’s a short drive and well worth the detour, especially in the summer when the gardens are in full bloom. Expect a crowd, so make online reservations in advance. Also, be sure to browse through the gift shop inside the Monet compound and those in the village.

You might also consider visiting the new Musée des Impressionnismes and the village of La Roche-Guyon, farther along D5, where Field-Marshal Rommel established his headquarters in the local château.

Guides and Routes

It has become commonplace to break this complex, extensive battlefield into discrete itineraries for the purpose of guiding the visitor around the area. Tonie and Valmai Holt’s Battlefield Guide to the Normandy Landing Beaches (1999) splits the battlefield into five itineraries. The March to Victory (1986, 1994) by John T. Bookman and Stephen T. Powers does it in three. The informative, free pamphlet The D-Day Landings and the Battle of Normandy (2001), published by the Calvados, Manche, and Orne tourist departments describes eight tours. The routes designated by the tourist offices are now signed with a post carrying a stylized, silhouette bird, the name of the route, and important information about the site. The routes we suggest you take correspond roughly to the ones marked, “D-Day-Le Choc” (shock or onslaught). Look for signs along the way.
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Keep in mind that the smaller “D” roads in Normandy can be quite narrow and winding. Drive and park accordingly.

There are also 10 distinctive monuments, likened to a ship’s prow, erected by the Comité du Débarquement (hereafter: CD monuments) many years ago that mark important sites on the Normandy beaches. (There are a total of 20 of these monuments, counting those located inland as well as on the beaches.) The work of the Comité, along with that of the Coastal Conservation Trust in acquiring important sites, makes Normandy one of the best preserved and best signed of all World War II battlefields.

The sites that you should consider visiting while exploring the Omaha and Utah Beach areas are:


• Mémorial, Musée pour la Paix in Caen for an overall view of WWII and the role of the D-Day landings in the Allied victory.

• Bayeux (the Musée Mémorial de la Bataille de Normandie, the British Commonwealth Cemetery and Memorial and the Bayeux Tapestry).

• The American Cemetery at St. Laurent-sur-Mer.

• The Vierville (D-1) Draw area memorials.

• The Pointe du Hoc.

• The Richard Winters and Easy Company memorials.

• The memorials and Musée du Débarquement Utah Beach at La Madeleine.

• Ste.-Mère-Église and the Musée Airborne.



Give Mémorial and Bayeux a half-day each. The tour outside of Bayeux can be completed in another day and a half if you don’t linger at any of the sites. That means that you will need at least three days to do justice to the American beaches and drop zones alone. An abbreviated tour of Omaha and Utah Beaches would include just the American Normandy Cemetery, the Pointe du Hoc, and La Madeleine.

Mémorial

The museum is located off the northern half of the Caen ring-road (N814 that becomes N13-A46 as you leave Caen). The turnoff is well signed and parking is ample near the museum. See our section on museums for further details.

Bayeux

Since we are advising you to stay in Bayeux, it seems appropriate to begin your battlefield tours there.

Bayeux was liberated on D-Day by elements of the 50th British Infantry Division, a fact attested to by a plaque across from the south side of the cathedral. The town was fortunate in that it was neither bombed nor fought over during the invasion, thus it escaped the destruction visited upon other Norman towns such as Caen, Falaise, and St.-Lô.

Bayeux and Vicinity

As you enter the city, you can’t help but notice the imposing bronze statue of Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower standing before a triumphal arch where the N13 divides. It is a copy of the statue that has long stood in Grosvenor Square in London.

You may want to visit the Musée Mémorial du Géneral de Gaulle (10 rue Bourbesneur), housed in the old governor’s mansion in the center of Bayeux, where you can find mementos of De Gaulle’s visit to Bayeux on June 14, 1944. There is also a plaque commemorating his visit as well as the speech he gave in the nearby Place Charles De Gaulle, two blocks west of the cathedral.

Two sites off the Boulevard Fabian Ware are well worth visiting—the Musée Mémorial de la Bataille de Normandie and the nearby British
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British Commonwealth Cemetery and Memorial, Bayeux
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Accommodations in Bayeux

Before we begin our account of the American participation in the D-Day invasion of France, let’s digress for a moment to discuss accommodations in the Bayeux area.

We think that the most advantageous base from which to visit the American beaches and drop zones is the city of Bayeux, with the much larger Caen a second possibility. More than likely, by the time you read this advice, it will be too late to make reservations at most Bayeux hotels for the 75th Anniversary of D-Day. Even if you will not be visiting the invasion beaches on June 6, 2019, it is wise to make hotel reservations as far in advance of your trip as possible.

In Bayeux, four hotels stand out: the three-star Le Lion d’Or with its excellent restaurant (71 rue St.-Jean), the Hôtel D’Argouges, housed in a small 18th century château (21 rue St.-Patrice), the newer, more expensive, Churchill, opened in 1986 at 14 rue St.-Jean, and the very highly rated and expensive Villa Lara (6 Place du Quebec). These hotels are all centrally located and within walking distance of Bayeux restaurants and historical sites.

The Ibis, Campanile, and Novotel chains operate less expensive hotels on the outskirts of town. The Campanile De Bayeux is within walking distance of the town center and offers an excellent buffet breakfast for a modest price.

These hotels and others can be booked through the online sites: www.tripadvisor.com, www.expedia.com, www.booking.com, or www.orbitz.com. The TripAdvisor site also offers evaluations by recent visitors that may provide some help in your choice of accommodations, although be aware that some entries may be planted.

If you are camping, we can recommend Le Château de Martragny, a member of “Les Castels” chain (www.les-Castels.com), located off N13, near the village of Martragny, 8 km east of Bayeux. The spacious camping areas surround an 18th century château that serves as a residence for the owners. Le Château de Martragny is open from May to 15 September.

There are several campgrounds near Utah Beach as well. Once again, one of the travel websites will be useful in booking accommodations.

Dining

If you stay at the Lion d’Or (high end) or the Campanile (chain), a full restaurant is available in-house; most of the other hotels only have breakfast service. There are also several restaurants facing the Place St.-Patrice, numerous small sidewalk cafes along the rue St.-Jean (Le Drakkar, 27 rue St.-Jean, is typical), and some fast food places off rue St.-Martin. All are easily accessible on foot from any of the hotels that are centrally located.

The TripAdvisor website now conveniently rates 76 Bayeux restaurants, with Au Ptit Bistrot (31T rue Larcher) and La Rapiere (57 rue St.-Jean) currently holding down the top two spots.

In season, the moules marinière are excellent in Normandy. If you are adventurous, try the tripe à la Caen, a regional specialty, and don’t forget to order some Camembert or Pont-l’Evêque for your after-dinner cheese course with a snifter of Calvados, the local apple brandy.

Regional specialties you won’t want to miss

Camembert and Pont l’Evèque cheeses. Local, aged Camembert made from unpasteurized milk is soft and pungent—the full monty. You will either love it or hate it. Pont l’Evèque is its milder, nutty cousin. Ste.-Mère-Église produces its own Petite Sainte Mère-Église. Try it after you visit the Airborne Museum.

Calvados and Cidre. Calvados gives up little or nothing to its more famous cousins from the Cognac region to the south. The cider is much less alcoholic and a delight to drink.

Tripe a là Caen. Like Camembert, the local tripe dish is not for the faint of heart. Some local Bayeux restaurants have it as a menu staple.

Moules marinière. While steamed mussels are not unique to Normandy, the local variety are simply wonderful. Norman restaurants also specialize in a variety of seafood dishes.

Shopping

Small shops are scattered throughout the central part of the city. There is a supermarche along the Boulevard D’Eindhoven and a hypermarche off N13, halfway between Bayeux and Caen.

The gift shop in Memorial sells a wealth of D-Day mementos and souvenirs at reasonable prices, as do the gift shops in other D-Day museums.

Other attractions in or near Bayeux

Besides the sites associated with the D-Day beaches, and related monuments and memorials, Bayeux offers the traveler a number of interesting attractions:


• The Bayeux Tapestry is displayed in its own museum on the rue de Nesmond. The admission price also includes an informative film. Access to the extensive gift shop does not require an admission ticket.

• Cathedrale Notre-Dame. The Cathedral, dominating the center of the city, is classic French Gothic dating from the 12th century. It contains some interesting stained glass and both WWI and WWII memorials.

• Saturday market in the Place St.-Patrice. This market is one of the great open-air markets in Europe. Booths contain everything from fruits and vegetables to local cheeses and handcrafts to live chickens and ducks. On one of our trips, two local chefs were selling a seafood paella out of a yard-wide pan. Try to make sure you have a free Saturday morning in Bayeux so you won’t miss it.

• Other street markets. In the summer, vendors have set up booths along the rue St.-Jean and near the Cathedral that offer an amazing variety of local products. St. Lô and Carentan also hold markets on Saturday mornings.

• Musèe Baron Gèrard. A ticket to this museum is included with the one to visit the Bayeux Tapestry. The museum, located on the Place des Tribuneaux, has displays of ceramics, local lace and porcelain, and paintings and furniture from the 16th through 19th centuries. Open daily 0900 to 1900, June–August; hours are shortened during the remainder of the year.



Tapestry and Embroidery
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Bayeux Tapestry: The world’s first propaganda poster?

The Bayeux Tapestry: This medieval masterpiece commemorates the Norman conquest of England in AD 1066. Today, the tapestry is housed in a permanent gallery in the Bishop’s Palace in Bayeux where it is displayed in a long Plexiglas-protected, horseshoe-shaped case (the tapestry is actually a scroll 70 meters long and about 50 centimeters wide) under subdued lighting. Viewing the tapestry and accompanying film will take an hour or more, but if time is pressing, the tapestry alone can be seen in half that time. Expect crowds in the summer. Bayeux Tapestry, 13 bis rue de Nesmond. Open daily, 0900–1900 from June through September. Opening times vary from October to May. Admission charged.

The Overlord Embroidery: Across the Channel, housed in the D-Day museum in Portsmouth, England, now renamed The D-Day Story, is the Bayeux Tapestry’s modern counterpart, the Overlord Embroidery. Commissioned in 1968 by Lord Dulverton, the Embroidery was designed by Miss Sandra Lawrence and produced by the Royal School of Needlework. In a series of thirty-four panels (272 feet in total length), it depicts the events leading up to and including the 1944 invasion of Normandy. Many of the panels were taken from photographs, thus include historic personages as well as more scenic overviews. Open daily from April to October (except December 24–26), 1000–1730 (1700 in winter). Admission charged. (www.theddaystory.com).

Port-en-Bessin

Probably the most direct way to reach Omaha Beach from Bayeux is to take the Boulevard D’Eindhoven as it swings north around the city until you reach the D6 exit. From there it’s only 9 km to Port-en-Bessin, roughly the dividing line between Gold and Omaha Beaches.

Just before you reach Port-en-Bessin, you will pass the Château La Chenevieve, now a luxury hotel, but in 1944 was being used as a German command post, and the Musée des Epaves du Débarquement, a museum displaying equipment and other items relating to the landings recovered from the sea off the landing beaches.

If you wish, drive down into Port-en-Bessin along the long estuary, after first negotiating the roundabout named after Gen. De Gaulle.

Port-en-Bessin is today an active fishing port with a number of seafood restaurants scattered around the waterfront area. On D-Day morning, the 47th Royal Marine Commando captured the port. A CD monument on the outer mole commemorates that assault, as does a plaque on a German blockhouse near the waterfront. The port is still guarded by a small 17th century blockhouse designed by the Marquis de Vauban, Louis XIV’s military architect.

A sign as you enter the town proclaims Port-en-Bessin to be the “First Oil Terminal of Liberty” because of the fuel landed here before the first of the PLUTO (Pipe Line Under The Ocean) installations were in operation.

Omaha Beach

You will now have to backtrack back to D514, the two-lane road that runs well back from and parallel to the coastline. Driving west will soon take you to Colleville-sur-Mer, where you will pick up the signs to the Normandy American Military Cemetery and Memorial. As you drive through Colleville, you pass the reconstructed village church (Notre Dame) that displays two billboard-sized photographs showing its destruction on D-Day. There are two interesting private museums, the Big Red One Museum and the Overlord Museum not far beyond the church; both are worth a stop if only to examine the various armored vehicles displayed on their grounds.
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The Normandy American Cemetery—final resting place for more than 9,300 Americans

The Normandy American Military Cemetery and Memorial

Turn off the roundabout by the Overlord Museum down the drive leading to the cemetery and park in one of the large lots on its east side. Be sure to lock your car and take valuables, such as purses and cameras, with you. Car break-ins are not unusual near the Normandy historic sites. If the day is warm, you might also consider carrying a bottle of water; it can be a long, hot climb back up the bluffs from the beach.

From the parking lots you can cross the road to the north and then hike to the 1st Infantry Division and the 5th Engineer Special Brigade memorials that stand atop the remains of the Wiederstandnesten-62 (abbreviated hereafter as WN-00) strong point overlooking Fox Green Sector.
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