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PART II

The Division during the Defensive Battles against the Allied Invasion in Normandy
(continued from Volume I)





CHAPTER 5.4
Preparation of Operation ‘TOTALIZE’ and Defense Against It. Fighting in the Bridgehead of Grimbosq on 7 and 8 August 1944

The actions by Aufklärungsgruppe Olboeter in the area east of the Vire at the dividing line between Panzergruppe West (from 3.8. onward “Panzerarmee West”, then 5. Panzerarmee) and 7. Armee offer some insight into the developments there. These had come about as a consequence of the American “COBRA” and the British “BLUECOAT” operations. Events were moving quickly toward a critical peak and demanded decisive countermeasures from the German leadership. The gravity of the situation was clearly expressed in an order of the OKW of 2 August 1944. The countermeasures, as a consequence, were accordingly severe. The text follows verbatim:


The enemy breakthrough on the western wing of the beachhead front can only be parried by a decisive counterattack of strong German Panzer forces.

Our superior tactical experience must be used to return the situation to a positive state. The combat-inexperienced and difficult-to-move Infanterie Divisions must not be brought into this torn wing, while the bulk of the Panzer units is tied down at the still coherent main line of defense in infantry defense further to the east, and remains there. Thus, the Führer has ordered:

‘The front line between the Orne and Vire rivers is to be curled inward to the north, using mainly Infanterie Divisions. If necessary, a new main line of defense, with the front line pulled back, must be established along a general line Thury-Harcourt-Vire-Fontenermont, and held.

‘The Panzer units in action at that front until now must be pulled out and moved to the left wing as a complete body. The attacks by these, at least four, Panzer units must destroy the enemy tank forces which have broken through to the east, southeast and south. Without any regard to the enemy breakthrough in Brittany, contact must be established with the western coast of the Cotentin peninsula near Avranches or north of it.’1



The acting chief of the Wehrmacht operational staff, General Warlimont, carried the OKW order for the counteroffensive to Supreme Commander West on 2 August. He explained the order and its impact on Panzerarmee West at its command post during the following day. This conversation was recorded in a file note for the war diary of Panzergruppe West as follows:



Meeting with the acting chief of Wehrmacht operational staff, General der Artillerie Warlimont (Gen. W.) on 3.8.1944.




Present:Supreme Commander Panzerarmee West (S.C.)

commanding General I. SS-Panzerkorps,

Chief Panzerarmee West,

Ia Panzerarmee West,

Oberstleutnant i.G. (general staff) von Kluge,

Major i.G. Buchterkirch, staff of inspector general of the Panzer troops.




S.C. provides a briefing on the present situation at Panzerarmee West.

…

S.C.: It appears that the situation at Panzerarmee West and 7. Armee cannot be held in the long run.

Gen. W.: However, positions have been held there until now. If this can be done for another month or two, the battle of this summer has not been lost. The English people have been promised the end of the war for this year. If that does not occur, there is one more big chance for us (significant impact on morale by V 1s)!

S.C.: The situation at 7. Armee demands that an overall decision must be taken.

Gen. W.: If the Normandy front of 120 kilometers cannot be held, then it won’t be possible further back at all (Seine-Marne-West-wall). There can also be no question of it since no supply system is in place there. It is necessary to pull four Pz.-Divs. out of the Panzerarmee West sector in order to push through to Avranches and cut off the Americans.

Commanding Gen. I.SS-Pz. Korps: If the SS-Divisions are pulled out south of Caen, the enemy will attack there and break through.

Gen.W.: The SS-Divisions there are not in the right spot since they are, immobile, part of the front line and the enemy’s point of main effort is not there.

S.C.: Advancing Infanterie Divisions must be put into action as soon as possible. However, the SS-Divisions must be put in readiness to the rear in order to prop up the front. The principal question remains how we can hold the front in the long run in view of the enemy being vastly superior in materiel.

Gen.W.: Two more SS-Brigades can be brought in from Denmark.

S.C.: Bringing up these SS-Brigades takes 8–10 days. That is too long. Pulling out the SS-Divisions from the present front line and action into the direction of Avranches takes at least three to four days. No-one knows what the situation there will be by then.






[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]




Gen.W.: … Within the foreseeable future, the impact of action by completely new weapons will be felt. There, too, the perpetrators of 20 July have slowed things down … The first 1,000 new fighters will enter combat during the second half of August.2



This order meant that, in addition to 2. and 116. Panzer Divisions which had been attached to 7. Armee as early as the end of July, and to 21. Pz.-Div. and II. SS-Panzerkorps which were in combat against the English in the area northeast of Vire, 1. and 12. SS-Panzerdivisions were to be pulled out for the counterattack. Thereafter, the Caen sector would be stripped of all Panzer forces.

Among the Infanterie Divisions, scheduled to relieve the Panzerdivisions in the Caen sector, was 89. Inf.-Div. The following report on its condition may indicate what could be expected of it. It was a division in the ‘44’ structure and, according to the assessment of its first general staff officer “… well equipped with personnel and materiel, judged against the conditions of the time.” The division had two Infanterie regiments of three battalions and a Füsilier battalion, mobile on bicycles, each. Further, it had one Pionier battalion, whose 1. Kompanie was also mobile on bicycles, and one field reserve battalion. The Artillerieregiment had four Abteilungen of which two were equipped with light German field howitzers 10.5 cm and one with heavy French 15.5 cm field howitzers. The fourth Abteilung was an anti-tank/anti-aircraft Abteilung with 8.8 cm guns. The Panzerjäger companies of the Infanterie regiments had 5 cm and 7.5 cm Pak. The Panzerjägerabteilung had available one company with 7.5 cm Pak, while the assault gun battery and the Flak-Kompanie were still being moved up. Based on the experiences of “EPSOM” and “GOODWOOD”, the provision of anti-tank weapons for the western theater of war was totally inadequate. The division’s commanders and officers were mostly front line experienced, and a similar core of NCOs and men, as well as young, quickly trained replacements with a good attitude, as stated in the report by the first general staff officer. After the start of its formation in March 1944 in Norway, the division was moved by rail into the area northeast of Rouen in early July. There, it relieved parts of 17. Luftwaffe-Feld-Division. It continued its combat training, moved to the area southeast of Dieppe at the end of July, and was then sent toward the invasion front. Thus, time for training had been very tight. Nevertheless, the Ia judged: At the time the order for action arrived, “… the Division was ready for offensive missions. Leadership and troops were aware of their own value in battle and looking forward to action.”3

On 31 July, when the success of the American offensive had become obvious by the capture of Avranches, General Eisenhower urged that the German Panzer units be tied down on the eastern wing. He sent a radio message to General Montgomery on the same day in which he said, among others:



Bradley (supreme commander of the First US Army, Author) has sufficient infantry to secure all terrain gained and enable the tank forces to continue their pressure and encircle the enemy. Through energetic action by the Canadian Army, in order to prevent withdrawal of enemy forces from the Caen area, as well as Dempsey’s [Second British Army] and Bradley’s coordinated attack, it will be possible to clear the terrain west of the Orne once and for all.4



The Canadian Army had received respective orders from Montgomery as early as 21 July. It then saw the opportunity to become active again.

Tilly-la Campagne, which had already been attacked several times without success, was planned to be captured by the newly arrived 4th Canadian Armoured Division, together with parts of the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division. Through this, the Canadians wanted to decisively reduce the possibility of German observation of the Canadian assembly area south of Caen for a major attack along both sides of the road Caen-Falaise. As well, the new division was to be given an opportunity to gather its first combat experiences. Repeated attacks by parts of both divisions on 1 August were repelled by the “Leibstandarte”. However, the observation post in the church of St. Martin-de Fontenay, which had been reinforced into a strongpoint and was defended by a unit of the “Hohenstaufen” Division, was captured. Montgomery demanded further action by the Canadians in order to tie down German forces in that sector. Two more Canadian attempts to capture Tilly through surprise attacks during the following night were fought off, causing significant losses.

During the night of 3–4 August the Canadians tried to destroy the mining towers and the pit installations immediately south of St. Martin-de Fontenay. This operation, too, failed. The silence on the German side during the following day let the enemy assume that the positions had been abandoned, as was the case west of the Orne near St. André on 4 August. Because of the threatening developments on its left wing, Panzerarmee West had pulled back the main line of defense along a line from the northern tip of Forêt de Grimbosq to the southern edge of Aunay. The Canadians attacked May-sur-Orne from St. André-sur-Orne in the late afternoon of 5 August. The defenders were ready and repelled the attack, causing severe losses to the attackers. Another attack in the evening also failed. Further attacks on Tillyla Campagne, undertaken during the same day were also repulsed, with significant losses to the attackers.

The actions of that day merely brought the enemy the dearly paid-for recognition that the existing German positions were manned as before and energetically defended.5

These results could not satisfy General Montgomery. In his Directive No. M 516 of 4 August 1944 he ordered the Canadian Army to mount a major attack from the Caen area in the direction of Falaise. Specifically, he said:


Objective of the operation:


	a) Breakthrough through the enemy positions south and southeast of Caen in order to capture as much terrain as is necessary to cut off the enemy forces which are now facing the Second Army, and to impede their withdrawal to the east, if not making it impossible altogether.

	b) In a general way, to destroy enemy personnel and materiel in preparation for the greatest possible enlargement of the success.6




An essential factor for the preparation and execution of the operation, as well as defending against it, was the terrain. What did it look like?

Between Caen and Falaise stretches an elevated plain which is bordered in the east first by Route Nationale No. 13 and then by Route Départemen-tale D 40 from Vimont to St. Pierre-sur-Dives, the western border is formed by the Orne valley. Route Nationale No. 158 leads in a straight line across the highest points of this gently undulating terrain for a distance of twenty-four kilometers from Caen-South to Potigny. Thereafter, with a few bends to avoid the sources of the Laison river, it runs the distance of nine kilometers to Falaise. It starts in Caen-Vaucelles at an elevation of approximately thirty meters and rises to seventy-six meters near Tilly-la Campagne, 122 meters at Cramesnil, 127 meters south of Cintheaux, 132 meters southeast of Grainville-Langennerie and 183 meters north of Potigny. It then drops to 160 meters in Potigny and 139 meters at the Laison northwest of Soulangy, climbing to 152 meters at the crossroads 1.5 kilometers northwest of Falaise. The road then crosses the Ante valley, which is only at sixty-two meters, by way of a high bridge and reaches the walls of Falaise with the old castle where William the Conqueror was born in the year 1028. Only the Laison valley cuts through the high plateau east of Route Nationale No. 158 from the southwest to the northeast, bordered by a number of villages and wooded areas along the banks and slopes. The deep valley of the Laize river approaches the road near from the west to within fifteen kilometers, and the open terrain on that side of the road is reduced to two kilometers. The river valley is covered with extensive forests. The terrain west of the Laize is broken and thus not suited for a sweeping tank attack. On the other hand, the terrain east of Route Nationale offers good possibilities for evasion in an east-erly direction as soon as one has passed the Muance valley west of St. Sylvain. Although there is no major road cutting all the way through the terrain, the network of roads is quite suitable there for armored units. In general, it can be stated that the terrain was excellently suited for a major attack by tank and motorized forces in the year 1944, especially its northern section. It did not offer the defender a natural obstruction ahead of his front line.

The II Canadian Corps, which was scheduled to carry out the operation, had been constantly reinforced since the end of Operation “GOODWOOD”. At the beginning of August 1944 it consisted of the 2nd and 3rd Canadian Infantry Divisions, the 51st British Highland Division, the 2nd Canadian and the 33rd British Armoured Brigades, and the 1st Polish Armoured Division. Strongest possible air support had been promised for the planned operation. The plan of attack assumed that the German main line of defense in the attack sector ran from la Hogue via Tilly-la Campagne to May-sur-Orne, and that a rear position had been partially prepared along the general line St. Sylvain-Hautmesnil. It was further assumed, correctly, that the German command expected an attack there so that no surprise was possible in that respect.

Only the timing and available materiel could not be known to the German side. The formation of a bridgehead across the Orne to the rear of the left wing of the German defensive front line, before the start of the major attack, was seen as an important prerequisite for the successful breakthrough across the forward German positions. The operation, named “TOTALIZE”, was to be carried out in three phases:


	Phase 1: Night attack by two infantry divisions—2nd Canadian and 51st British—and two tank brigades—2nd Canadian and 33rd British—without air preparation to break through the German positions between la Hogue and Fontenay-le Marmion;

	Destruction of reserves possibly assembled there and making the terrain in the May-sur-Orne-Fontenay-le Marmion area and the wooded area southeast of la Hogue impassable. At the start of the attack, a short fire attack by medium artillery on the forward enemy positions. Under its cover, tanks and infantry, mounted on armored vehicles, were to advance on the first attack objectives.

	Phase 2: 4th Canadian Armoured Division and 3rd Canadian Infantry Division were to break through the rear position between St. Sylvain and Hautmesnil;

	All available medium bombers and heavy daylight bombers, as well as fighter-bombers, were to support the attack, strong artillery was available, on call.

	Phase 3: The two tank divisions, 4th Canadian and 1st Polish Armoured, were to enlarge the breakthrough after Phase 2 and capture the dominating hills north and northwest of Potigny (183 and 1945), then seek and maintain contact with the German troops facing them.7




In Directive No. M 517 of 6 August 1944, General Montgomery made clear the significance for the German side of the sector southeast and south of Caen. He described it as the “hinge” of the German front. It would be extremely troublesome to the German command if the positions along both sides of the road to Falaise, or even the city of Falaise were lost “… during the next day or the two next days …” He ordered the First Canadian Army to start the attack during the night of 7–8 August and, if possible, to take and hold Falaise.8


On the side of the defender, only 89. Infanteriedivision was facing the two armored divisions, three infantry divisions and two tank brigades of the attacker in the sector from la Hogue to the Orne northwest of St. Martin-de Fontenay. At the Orne, 271 Infanteriedivision was adjacent. Its positions stretched along the river to two kilometers north of Thury-Harcourt and consisted only of a chain of strongpoints. The 89. Inf.-Div. had only begun relieving “LAH” on 5 August. On that day, 271. Inf.-Div. had pulled back to the west bank of the Orne, and on the following day to the steep east bank, in the course of shortening the front line. While 89. Inf.-Div. had taken over the reinforced positions of “LAH”, 271. Inf.-Div. had to rely on its own resources. The only reserve of the general command of I. SS-Panzerkorps, in charge of this sector, was the “HJ” Division. Its Aufklärungsgruppe Olboeter was in action in the Vire area under the command of II SS-Panzerkorps. However, the order for the counterattack near Mortain provided that this division, too, would be moved there. The Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 101, as mentioned previously, was part of Kampfgruppe Wünsche. During the next days, the 89. Inf.-Div. would have been without any support by Panzers or mobile anti-tank forces in case of an enemy attack.

As already noted, the plan for Operation “TOTALIZE” envisaged the formation of a bridgehead across the Orne behind the left wing of the German defensive position. The withdrawal of the front line of Panzerarmee West to the west of the Orne, in order to save forces, offered a good opportunity for this. The 53rd (Welsh) Infantry Division and 59th Infantry Division of XII Corps were able to swiftly follow the withdrawing infantry divisions since they could use the undamaged bridges near Evrécy and Avenay.9

They were ordered to establish the Orne bridgehead in four phases:


	Phase 1: 59th Infantry Division is to form a bridgehead across the Orne near Brieux, 5.5 kilometers north of Thury-Harcourt, with support from the tank unit 107th Battalion Royal Armoured Corps.

	Phase 2: 53rd Infantry Division is to take over Brieux bridgehead.

	Phase 3: 59th Infantry Division is to establish a bridgehead near Thury-Harcourt and capture Hill 205, one kilometer west of Meslay, and Hill 192, southeast of 205.

	Phase 4: If the attack by 59th Infantry Division from the bridgehead progresses well, 53rd Infantry Division will attack past it and advance on Falaise. If the hills are not captured by 59th Division, 53rd Division will capture them and then attack further in the direction of Falaise.10




On 6 August, from 18.40 hours on, the 271. Inf.-Div. observed enemy rocket fire in the Grimbosq (nine kilometers west of Bretteville-sur Laize) and Thury-Harcourt sectors. Enemy assault squads attacked in other sectors of the front line of I. SS-Panzerkorps. During the night 6-7 August, the 176th Infantry Brigade of 59th Infantry Division, supported by the tank unit 107th RAC, succeeded in crossing the steep banks of the Orne near Grimbosq and south of it after a two-hour barrage, and established two bridgeheads. In the morning of 7 August, two tank companies crossed the river near le Bas, immediately west of Brieux, to support the infantry. The Füsilierbataillon of 271. Inf.-Div. mounted a counterattack in the early morning hours to eliminate the bridgehead near Grimbosq. It was repulsed, causing high losses, as was a second attack which was noted in the reports of the opposite side.11

Since the 271. Inf.-Div. had no prospects of a decisive success with its own forces against the obviously strong enemy, supported by tanks, the general command sent Kampfgruppe Wünsche into a counterattack. The Kampfgruppe, after the pull-out of Aufklärungsgruppe Olboeter, consisted of the staff of the Panzerregiment, the staff of I. Abteilung with 3. Kompanie (Panthers) and 8. Kompanie (Panzer IVs), one company of heavy Panzerabteilung 101 (Tigers), I./26 and III./26 without the staff and one company. The I. Panzerabteilung of “LAH”, which belonged to the Kampfgruppe, had moved to the west together with the Division.

During the course of the day, the enemy had enlarged his bridgehead and fortified his positions. The bridgehead stretched from Lasseray (one kilometer north of Grimbosq) in an arc via the eastern edge of Grimbosq—eastern edge of Brieux to south of Brieux where the destroyed bridge across the Orne and the river crossing were located. The enemy had advanced securing forces up to the Forêt de Grimbosq. The front line of the 271. Inf.-Div. had been ripped open along a width of several kilometers. Speed had become a matter of urgency.

During the march to the assembly area, the Panzers of Kampfgruppe Wünsche came under attack from fifty-four Mitchell bombers. Flak fire damaged thirty-six bombers, some so severely that they were unable to return to England.12 After the Forêt de Grimbosq had been cleared by III./26, the Kampfgruppe assembled in its southern and eastern sectors for the attack. The III. Artillerieabteilung had been attached to it as support. The attack started at 19.00 hours. Initially, it progressed well. Panzers and infantry penetrated into Grimbosq and Brieux. Parts of I./26 were able to advance to the bridge in le Bas, as reported by Unterscharführer Förster. He took up position there with two guns of the Panzerjägerzug of 4./26. However, he was forced to blow up these two captured Russian guns (nicknamed “Ratsch-bumm”) when all ammunition had been used up. During the violent fighting, twenty-eight tanks were knocked out, two of them by III./26. The attack then stalled in the barrages from the enemy artillery. The grenadiers dug in and the Panzers took up favorable ambush positions.13 The enemy had excellent observation possibilities from the hills west of the Orne, e.g. Hill 162 west of Goupillières. In contrast, Grimbosq is located at an elevation of only 100 to 120 meters. The German artillery was unable to observe the Orne valley and the river crossings.

Former members of 3. Kompanie of Panzerregiment 12 report on the armor battle, first Sturmmann Hermann Linke:



It was in the late afternoon of 7 August 1944. We were driving down a lane in the forest. Gradually, the wood thinned. But what we saw next could not be called a forest any more. Only tree stumps were left. All of the trees had been ripped apart by the artillery to a depth of approximately 200 meters. Outside of the forest was a large orchard. In it, there was not one tree either which had not been shredded by artillery fire. We took up position at that edge of the wood. In a valley ahead of us, some 800 meters away, flowed the Orne.

The attack started in the evening, together with the infantry. As the Panzer engines were started, the enemy artillery fire set in again. The barrages were increasing in ferocity and soon we could not see any more grenadiers. Suddenly, the Panzer to our left took a hit and caught on fire immediately. To our right sat the Panzer of Untersturmführer Alban. My commander, Oberscharführer Mende suddenly said: ‘Alban has left his Panzer and is leaping from Panzer to Panzer. He must be crazy to leave his vehicle during this artillery barrage’. When he had reached us, Alban shouted: ‘Disengage!’ They probably did not want to transmit this order by radio.

Then, there was a terrible bang. A shell exploded immediately next to our Panzer. Immediately, we all thought of Untersturmführer Alban. Mende said to the driver: ‘Drive back slowly, maybe we can give Alban some cover that way!’ But we could not see anything of Alban. So, Mende ordered to drive forward again, hoping to spot Alban.

Then we saw him. He was leaning against a tree stump, dead. I had never been a hero, but now I had to get out. I jumped to my killed Zug leader and secured his pay-book and other papers he carried with him.

The enemy had observed our movements and concentrated his fire on us. The fire was so heavy that we were not able to take our killed Zug leader with us. In order not to get knocked out ourselves, we had to pull out as quickly as possible.

By carrying the order to disengage in person, Alban had probably saved all our lives and had sacrificed his own. He was a brave soldier and a shining example for his men.



Next, Unterscharführer Heinz Freiberg:


Our order was to secure Grimbosq and a section of terrain at the edge of town. First, Untersturmführer Bogensberger, Unterscharführer Frey and I received orders to relieve the Tigers of the Korpsabteilung, securing inside the town. However, the only street was so narrow that the Tigers had to be pulled out first before we could reach our position. We waved a greeting to the Tigers as they drove by us and then started out. Frey was at the point, then came I and behind me, Bogensberger. On our way, we encountered grenadiers of the Krause Kampfgruppe. They reported that the Tommies had pushed forward immediately after the Tigers pulled out, and already occupied half of Grimbosq. The thick smoke and fog allowed us no visibility at all, but it also hid our presence from the enemy. Despite that, tremendous fire, particularly from infantry weapons, was directed at us and our grenadiers suffered high losses. Then, the order to withdraw to the edge of town came. So, we drove back to our new position with the grenadiers. There, a Tiger joined us, but it departed again right away after an ineffectual explosion close-by. It was likely that its mission was just to ensure we had reached the right position.

Thus, we were sitting with three Panzers of our Kompanie on a piece of road some 200 meters long. Frey was at the point, I was in the middle and in the rear, next to a house, Bogensberger. He had a very good field of fire to the right. During a suddenly mounted artillery attack, Frey was wounded. He then drove back with his Panzer.

So, only Bogensberger and I were left in our position together with our crews. The detonations of the explosive shells suddenly stopped and we were covered with smoke grenades. This meant that we had to watch out especially carefully. It was clear to all of us that something would happen after the smoke. And that was just the way it went. As soon as the veil of smoke had lifted we came under a hail of tank and anti-tank shells. My vehicle received violent fire from the other bank of the river. I kept my Panzer on the move by constantly driving back and forth, so as not to get hit. Despite that, we managed to knock out one anti-tank gun and a truck. Throughout that time, Bogensberger radioed in regular intervals to find out how we were.

When these questions stopped, I looked to the rear and saw Bogensberger’s vehicle sitting immobile, its gun hanging down on the right. His Panzer was under constant fire from super heavy machine guns. As we drove up to Bogensberger’s Panzer, we took a hit to the turret which knocked off all our spare track links. The shell fragments had also damaged the periscope. That meant, open the hatch and take a chance at looking around. I could not believe my eyes when I spotted, on the right, three enemy tanks which had taken up positions approximately 800 meters away. Only their guns showed over top of the embankment. Nothing else to do but into gear and fifty meters forward again. The periscope was quickly replaced so that we could ‘see’ again. That was really necessary since two anti-tank guns were setting up position on the opposite bank. They were knocked out with six explosive shells.

Since Bogensberger had still not answered on the radio, I had my radio operator get out and run back to Bogensberger’s Panzer. After a short time he returned, wounded, and reported that Bogensberger and all of his turret crew had been killed. Now, we were all on our own, since we had no radio contact with anyone. In order to disengage without being observed we had to get off the road and drive around a slope through swamp-like terrain. This, we managed to do. However, we came under fire from the side which had been free of the enemy until then. Still, we succeeded in regaining the road some way behind Bogensberger’s Panzer and picked up twelve wounded comrades, some of them critically. With our Panzer, which had taken seven hits, we set out slowly. But soon after the village we lost the left track which had also been hit. The damage was repaired within fifteen minutes and we continued on our way.

Soon after, we met the Abteilung commander to whom I reported on the situation. After handing over the wounded, I was ordered to drive back, despite the Panzer being badly damaged, and take up positions again near the entrance to Grimbosq. Another order, to tow Bogensberger’s vehicle out during the night, was not carried out since the order to withdraw arrived before midnight. We were not at all angry about that.14



The general command ordered the continuation of the attack for the next day in order to smash the bridgehead. During the night, the enemy reorganized his forces. The commander of 43rd Tank Brigade went to the front himself and sent the two badly battered companies back into action. In addition, he brought up a third company to the river. It crossed the Orne at first daylight. Another unit of the Brigade, the 147th RAC, was assembled to relieve the 107th RAC. The bridgehead was to be held by all means. Because of the enemy reinforcements and German losses, the attack of 8 August was not successful either. A report by Hauptscharführer Friedrich Heubeck, a forward observer of III. Artillerieabteilung, gives an indication of the bitterness of the fighting. He wrote:


At first, we moved forward at good speed until our counterattack stalled under enemy fire. The infantry had dug in and was ordered to hold the positions they had reached. Since an enemy counterattack was to be expected, I calibrated my fire, preparing for a barrage. It was not long at all before the counterattack with strong tank support started. The Grenadierkompanie, where I was, suffered very high losses. In order to stop the tank attack, or at least to make it more difficult, I ordered firing of smoke grenades and anti-tank shells. That showed some success. My observation post was located in a hollow and I had to climb out every time to correct the fire. Then I spotted enemy tanks coming through the wall of smoke. One of them made me out and hammered a shell right in front of my feet. I was somewhat lucky, after all. The severity of the wounds was only established later in hospital. A bullet had lodged in my left lung, a piece of shrapnel was stuck in my right chest, pieces of shrapnel were found in my left and right arms, but it could have been even worse.

Since the position could no longer be held and almost none of the infantry men were still alive, I ordered my two uninjured radio operators to destroy the radio equipment and to get out. I was not able to go with them. The two took me to a house close-by. Soon after, I saw the first Englishmen outside the windows. I did not want to fall into their hands alive. Then I heard track noises from a German Panzer, heard German words. The door opened, my two radio operators came in and told me that there was a Tiger outside to pick me up. While retreating, my radio operators had encountered the Panzer. They had told the crew about me and they really got me out. We returned without losses. I still managed to report to Obersturmbannführer Wünsche at the command post. Later, I found myself in the field hospital where I was immediately operated on.15



The fighting near Grimbosq on 7 and 8 August had caused significant losses:





	
	Officers
	Killed NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	Wounded NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	Missing NCOs
	Men





	Pz.Rgt.12
	3
	1
	6
	-
	6
	8
	-
	-
	-



	I./ 26
	-
	2
	5
	-
	8
	48
	-
	-
	-



	III./26
	-
	-
	7
	-
	3
	17
	-
	-
	7



	III./AR12
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Total
	3
	3
	18
	-
	18
	73
	-
	-
	7







The total losses were twenty-four killed, ninety-one wounded and seven missing. This amounted to a total of 122 losses.16 The enemy personnel losses are not known. The Kampfgruppe lost nine Panthers, the enemy twenty-eight tanks.

Thanks to the quick reaction by 271. Inf.-Div. after the formation of the bridgehead, in particular the determined counterattack by Kampfgruppe Wünsche, the dislodging of the left wing of 89. Inf.-Div., facing north, had been prevented. However, the enemy succeeded in tying down Kampfgruppe Wünsche and prevented it from being available for action at the northern front on 8 August. The enemy had not been able to establish, as ordered, a bridgehead near Thury-Harcourt, not to even mention their other wide-ranging goals.

While the battles near Grimbosq were still going on, decisive developments had occurred at the northern front of I. SS-Panzerkorps. At 21.40 hours on 7 August, the Heeresgruppe ordered that the “HJ” Division also set out to reinforce the Panzergruppe in action with 7. Armee. The directed assembly area was around la Capelle, northwest of Condé. The chief of staff of I. SS-Panzerkorps reported that one Panzergrenadierbataillon, one Artillerie and one Werfer Abteilung, one Panzerkompanie, one Batterie of 8.8 cm Flak and one Kompanie of four-barrel Flak [an error—it must have been a 2 cm single barrel] could be available as early as the night of 7 to 8 August. The elements in action near Grimbosq could probably follow on 8 August from 10.00 hours on, after the bridgehead had been eliminated.17 An hour later, at 23.45 hours, Brigadeführer Kraemer reported to the Panzerarmee that bombs were constantly being dropped between Boulon and Grimbosq. Heavy artillery fire was concentrated on the German main line of defense. He judged this to be the preparation for a major attack and requested that the “HJ” Division not be withdrawn but left with the Korps. Another hour later, Oberstleutnant von Kluge, a son of the Feldmarschall, advised the Armee that the “HJ” Division continued to be available to the Panzerarmee. However, all measures were to be taken to prepare for a move into the sector of 7. Armee. This decision, which ran counter to the demands of the OKW, would have significant consequences. The general command continued to have available an armored unit if the enemy attack really came on the next day. However, it was split into three groups of which two were tied down in action, one of them many kilometers distant.18

Several important personnel changes, the timing of which cannot be determined exactly, must be mentioned before the rapid developments of the next ten days monopolize all attention. Three new commanders were transferred to the Artillerieregiment and took on their duties: Sturmbannführer Oskar Drexler as Regimental commander; Haupt-sturmführer Hage-meier as commander of I. Abteilung and successor to Sturmbannführer Eric Urbanitz who had taken over the Korpsartillerieabteilung at the end of July; Sturmbannführer Günter Neumann as commander of II. Abteilung and successor to Sturmbannführer Schöps who had been killed on 27 June. Sturm-bannführer Karl Bartling, who had led the Regiment on an acting basis since the beginning of July, took back the command of III. Abteilung.





CHAPTER 5.5
The Canadian-British Operation ‘TOTALIZE’. Defensive Battles near St. Sylvain and at the Laison Sector from 8 to 11 August 1944

The descriptions of the events which led to the establishment of the British bridgehead near Grimbosq, and of the German counterattack, have anticipated the developments in the sector of 89. Inf.-Div. It had taken over the positions of “LAH” Division on both sides of Route Nationale No. 158 which runs from Caen to Falaise. The main thrust of the Canadian-British “TOTALIZE” operation was directed against this division. The picture of the situation, which the enemy used for the planning of the operation, was improved during the first days of August. During the night of 5–6 August, a soldier of 89. Inf.-Div. deserted to the enemy. In addition, an ambulance of that Division got lost and ended up in the Canadian positions. This allowed the enemy to determine that the “LAH” Division had been relieved. However, he did not know that it was on the march to Mortain but assumed that it probably had taken up a second line.1 That impression was possibly reinforced by the fact that Kampfgruppe Wünsche had set up sixty-five dummy Panzers in the area around Billy and Conteville (3.5 kilometers north of St. Sylvain) as well as north and northwest of St. Sylvain during the night of 2–3 August.2

The enemy apparently drew the conclusion from this changed picture of the situation that it would be possible to break through the German positions more rapidly than if “LAH” Division had still held them. Thus, the two Allied tank divisions were to be brought up to the ‘starting line’ as early as the morning of 8 August. Additionally, it was assumed that they could push through directly to their ultimate attack objectives in Phase 2. Accordingly, the 4th Canadian Armoured Division had to capture Hills 180 (immediately east of St. Germain-le Vasson), 195 (two kilometers southeast of it), and 206 (two kilometers west of Potigny). Attack objectives of the 1st Polish Armoured Division were Hills 165 (two kilometers west of Olendon), 170 (two kilometers southwest of Olendon), and 159 (three kilometers north-northeast of Falaise). The 3rd Canadian Infantry Division was to be ready during Phase 2 to advance via Bretteville-le Rabet and capture Hill 140 which dominated the Laison sector west of Rouvres. In its place, the infantry divisions had to take over the securing of the flanks. The supreme commander of the First Canadian Army anticipated a great victory which would bring a quick end to the war.3

On 7 August 1944 at 23.00 hours, as scheduled, the aerial bombardment of the villages on the flanks of the combat sector, where the armored units would break through, started. They were: la Hogue, Secqueville-la Campagne, Garcelles-Secqueville, St. Aignan, Cramesnil, Fontenay-le Marmion and May-sur-Orne. A total of 1,020 Halifax and Lancaster bombers dropped 3,462 tons of bombs on these villages. The rising smoke soon obscured visibility so that the last third of the bomb load was not dropped for security reasons. Ten aircraft were shot down by German Flak.4 Grenadierregiment 1055, in action with 89. Inf.-Div. on the right, reported a German bombing raid on the enemy positions opposite, which showed good results. The men came out of their foxholes to watch this spectacle, not seen for a long time. In reality, this was not a German air attack but enemy bombs missing their mark. A few minutes later, Grenadierregiment 1056, which was in action to the left, reported a massive enemy bombing attack on the German main line of defense and well into the main battlefield. During the bombing attack, an infantry Zug had left its positions and moved forward to evade the bombs. There, it encountered an enemy who was ready for attack and totally surprised. After the end of the bombing, the Zug had returned unharmed, bringing along enemy prisoners.5

One half hour after the start of the bomb attack the armored enemy units mounted their attack. The 51st Highland Division, together with the 33rd British Armoured Brigade, attacked in three columns east of the road Caen-Falaise. In each column, four vehicles were driving side by side with only one meter distance between them, the vehicles behind followed at a distance of three meters. Each column had a heavily armored spearhead of two platoons of Sherman tanks, two platoons of flail tanks for mine removal, and one platoon of tank assault engineers. These latter had as their mission the marking of the attack sector with tape and lights. The main body followed behind the spearhead. It consisted of a large number of tanks and an infantry battalion in armored vehicles. These were various types of vehicles which had been ‘borrowed’ from other units. Among others, the main body of each column had heavy machine guns, anti-tank guns and bulldozers. The columns were made up of approximately 1,900 men each, with 200 armored vehicles. Behind the three narrow columns of the Division followed a group of tanks as their support. Further, this group was to secure space for the deployment of the armored units and to win a starting base for the infantry attacking on foot. In the same formation, the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division, together with the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade, attacked in four columns to the west of the Route Nationale.

Searchlights were beamed at the cloud cover to facilitate orientation. In addition, radio beams and driving by use of compass, which had been practiced, were to help maintain direction.6 In order not to endanger their own troops, enemy artillery did not fire at the start of the attack. It opened fire, however, at 23.45 hours. Initially, 360 guns laid a barrage of 3,700 meters width on both sides of the Route Nationale. This wall of fire moved forward at ninety meters per minute. A total of 720 guns was available for the various tasks. The artillery fire reached all the way to the command post of 89. Inf.-Div. which was located in the vicinity of Bretteville-sur-Laize. With its start it was clear that the expected major enemy attack had begun.7

Despite all the technical precautions, most of the columns lost direction and reached their attack objectives with considerable delays. That was partially a result of deteriorating visibility due to haze, smoke and dust thrown up by the tracked vehicles, partly also due to defensive fire from individual pockets of resistance and of the artillery. Contact within the columns was occasionally lost although the tail lights of the vehicles had been turned on. Individual vehicles ended up in other columns and were fired at by their own troops. The point vehicles of one attack group dropped into a bomb crater and blocked the way.

In the attack sector of the 51st Division the armored groups were successful in capturing Garcelles, St. Aignan and Cramesnil during the night. The woods immediately south of St. Aignan were occupied in the morning hours of 8 August. The attack on la Hogue was initially bloodily repelled with the help of the neighbor on the right, 272. Inf.-Div. When Hill 75 west of Secqueville, which had also been held with support from 272. Inf.-Div., was lost, the parts of 89. Inf.-Div. in action there moved into the prepared secondary position on both sides of St. Aignan. The enemy thrust then hit also the left wing of 272. Inf.-Div. The forest east of Secqueville was lost. A counterattack by an Infanteriebataillon was fought off. The 272. Inf.-Div. pulled back its left wing to the line Chicheboville-Conteville. After St. Aignan was lost, British tanks attacked from there to the east but were repulsed near Conteville and Poussy.8

One strong point, particularly bitterly fought for, was Tilly-la Campagne. Stacy wrote about it:


Tilly-la Campagne, then held by 89. Infanteriedivision, was defended for some time in a manner reminiscent of the ‘Leibstandarte’. The first attack by the 2nd Battalion of the Seaforth Highlanders was beaten back. Then, a part of the 5th Seaforth went into action. The resistance faltered when a company of the 148th Regiment Royal Armoured Corps [tank company] showed up around seven o’clock. In the end, the bloodstained ruins of Tilly fell into British hands.9



To the west of the Route Nationale, the columns of the Canadian Armoured Brigade and the 4th Canadian Infantry Brigade also had problems orienting themselves. The Royal Regiment of Canada pushed past Rocquancourt to the east instead of west of the village. The Royal Hamilton Light Infantry, which should have advanced even further to the west, thrust right through the center of the village. The 3rd Battalion The Essex Scottish completely lost its way. The fourth Canadian column, the 8th Canadian Reconnaissance Regiment was stopped shortly before reaching its objective, Hill 122. The Royal Regiment of Canada finally reached its goal of Gaumesnil after a considerable delay. The Royal Hamilton dug in approximately 1.5 kilometers northwest of Gaumesnil. Supposedly, they had found their attack objective, the quarry at the intersection of the road St. Aignan-Bretteville-sur-Laize and the old Roman road, occupied by Panzers and self-propelled guns. The most westerly Canadian column, the Essex Scottish, had only been able to re-assemble at 08.55 hours in the vicinity of Rocquancourt. It came under fire, lost a considerable number of vehicles and only reached its attack objective, Caillouet, around noon.10

The infantry of the 6th Canadian Infantry Brigade, attacking on foot, also had problems. Most successful was the South Saskatchewan Regiment. It advanced closely behind the moving barrage and penetrated into Rocquan-court, capturing the village at 00.45 hours. The attack of Les Fusiliers Mont-Royal battalion on May-sur-Orne was fought off. The same fate awaited The Cameron Highlanders of Canada battalion which attacked Fontenay-le Marmion. Trusting the effect of the bomb attacks, neither of the two had received any artillery support. It became evident that the bombers had not been able to completely break the 89. Infanteriedivision’s determination to resist. Finally, May-sur-Orne was captured at approximately 16.00 hours with support from flame thrower tanks. Fontenay-le Marmion, too, was only captured in the early afternoon of 8 August, following bitter and eventful battles, with the support of the Saskatchewans who attacked the German defenders from Rocquancourt into their deep flank and the rear.11

Around noon of 8 August, the attackers had generally reached the objectives laid down for Phase 1. They were only lagging behind on the western wing. Thanks to aerial bombardment by more than 1,000 bombers, the concentrated action by more than 600 tanks and more than 700 artillery guns, the superior Canadian-British forces had achieved a great success. They had managed to break through the positions of 89. Infanteriedivision at a width of approximately six kilometers. The Infanteriedivision, just moved into the positions and without Panzers and heavy mobile anti-tank weapons, had not been able to withstand that assault.

As scheduled for Phase 2, the enemy could now advance into the depth of the terrain along the road Caen-Falaise. He was close to a battle-deciding, huge success. Only those parts of the worn-out 12. SS-Panzerdivision not already in action at other hot spots could be thrown at the enemy: at that time one Panzerabteilung with thirty-nine Panzer IVs, one Kompanie of heavy SS-Panzerabteilung 101 with approximately ten Tigers, one Kompanie of Panzerjäger IVs, one Panzergrenadierbataillon (Kampfgruppe Waldmüller), the Division- and Korpsbegleitkompanie (escort companies), three Artillerieabteilungen (without one battery “Wespen”—wasps) and Werferabteilung 12. In addition, parts of III. Flakkorps and Werferregiment 83 were still in action in the sector of I. SS-Panzerkorps. It was obvious that these forces would not be able to withstand the attack by strong tank units with their usual air support.


In the course of 7 August, the Division—without those parts in action—had been moved from the area Vieux Fumé-Maizières-St. Sylvain-Bray-la Campagne into the area south of Bretteville-sur-Laize, i.e. west of the Route Nationale. This was done in order to be closer to the center of the Korps sector and in the vicinity of the hot spot which was taking on form through the establishment of the enemy bridgehead near Grimbosq and Brieux.12 The bombing raids of the late evening had also caused alarm at the Division. Contact was sought through scouting parties with the units of 89. Infanteriedivision in action at the front line so as to learn immediately of any developments. During the night, Sturmbannführer Waldmüller moved one Panzerjäger Zug forward to Cintheaux at the Route Nationale.

Even before dawn on 8 August, the Divisional commander, Oberführer Kurt Meyer, drove to the front with several messengers to establish a personal understanding of the development of events on the spot. The first incoming reports were alarming. According to them, a breakthrough across the positions of 89. Inf.-Div. along a wide stretch seemed to have occurred. Several strong points were supposedly holding out. There was no contact with them. Garcelles was still in German hands, however, tanks were reported in St. Aignan. The situation in Rocquancourt and May-sur-Orne was unclear. If the enemy had broken through the total depth of the main battlefield on a wide front, a new defensive front line could only be established, given the existing ratio of forces, behind the Laison sector and on both sides of Potigny. That could be done only with the help of 85. Infanteriedivision which was advancing and whose point units had reached the Trun area. It was necessary to gain time and to stop the enemy as far north of that line as possible, or at least delay his advance.

Bretteville-sur-Laize was impassable due to massive bombardments. Oberführer Meyer drove cross-country to Cintheaux where he encountered Waldmüller’s Panzerjägerzug. The village was under artillery fire. He spotted German soldiers, in complete disarray, moving south along both sides of the Route Nationale. Here is Panzermeyer’s report:


For the first time during those long and cruel years of nations killing each other I see fleeing German soldiers. It is impossible to talk to them any more—they have gone through the hell fire of the raging battle and stumble emaciated, their eyes full of terror, past us. Mesmerized, I stare at the leaderless soldiers. My uniform sticks to my skin. Cold sweat of responsibility breaks from all pores. Suddenly, I know that the fate of the city of Falaise and thus the safety of the two armies depends on my decision. I am standing upright in my Volkswagen, driving in the direction of Caen. More and more shaken soldiers are moving in the other direction, fleeing to the south. Without any success I am trying to bring the moving front line to a stop again. The terrifying bombing raids have unnerved the units of 89. Infanteriedivision. Shell fire covers the road and sweeps it clean. The flight only continues to the left and right of that straight road. I jump from the car and stand alone on the road. Slowly, I walk toward the front line and speak to the fleeing comrades. They hesitate, stop, look at me incredulously as I stand, armed with a carbine, on the road. These boys probably think that I have lost my mind. Then, they recognize me, wave their comrades to come closer and organize the defense on the hill of Cintheaux. The village must be held at all cost in order to gain time for the two Kampfgruppen. Time is of the essence.13



The Divisional commander met the supreme commander of 5. Panzerarmee, General Eberbach, in Urville. He, too, had wanted to get a direct impression of the situation of the front line units in their immediate vicinity. The supreme commander agreed with Panzermeyer’s assessment of the situation and supported his decisions for a counterattack. In the meantime, the Division had been ordered by I. SS-Panzerkorps to stop the enemy breakthrough in a counterattack and, if possible, to throw it back. Thus, it ordered:


	Kampfgruppe Waldmüller, reinforced by II. Panzer-abteilung and one Tigerkompanie, is to capture the hills south of St. Aignan in a counterattack;

	the Korpsbegleitkompanie (escort company) is attached to Kampfgruppe Waldmüller, is to move to the right of it and join its attack;

	the Divisionsbegleitkompanie with attached 1. Kompanie of SS-Panzerjägerabteilung 12 is to capture, advancing by way of Estrées, the hill west of St. Sylvain, and will be attached to Kampfgruppe Waldmüller;

	Kampfgruppe Wünsche is to immediately break off the counterattack near Grimbosq and Brieux, disengage from the enemy, occupy the hills west and northwest of Potigny and will defend the narrow passage between Laison and Laize;

	the Artillerieregiment with attached Werferabteilung 12 is to support the attack from positions in the vicinity of the Route Nationale;

	the Flakabteilung is to establish an anti-tank barrier on both sides of the Route Nationale in line with Bretteville-le Rabet;

	the Aufklärungsgruppe under the leadership of Untersturmführer Wienecke is to maintain contact with the left wing of 272. Inf.-Div. and reconnoiter into the gap assumed to exist from there to the west;

	the Divisional command post will be set up in la Brêche du Diable below Tombeau de Marie Joly (1.5 kilometers east of Potigny);

	the Divisional commander will remain with Kampfgruppe Waldmüller.

	No verified information can be offered regarding the strength and positions of the Luftwaffe Flak and the Werfers. It is merely known that, on 8 August, 3. Batterie of Werferregiment 83 of Werferbrigade 7 was in position near Soignolles, securing a sector from St. Sylvain to Urville (both inclusive) in a depth of 7.5 kilometers (thus including St. Aignan). Both batteries of I. Abteilung were probably in action in the vicinity.14




Kampfgruppe Waldmüller was sent off to Bretteville-le Rabet without delay to assemble there. The attack was scheduled to start at 12.30 hours.

In the meantime, the enemy had completed his preparations for Phase 2. The 1st Polish Armoured Division and the 4th Canadian Armoured Division had advanced to the assembly areas of the infantry divisions in the morning hours of 8 August. The infantry divisions had left these areas at the start of the attack. At dawn, the Poles assembled in the area southeast of Cormelles (three kilometers southeast of the Orne bridge in Caen). The Canadians assembled in the area between Fleury-sur-Orne and the Route Nationale, except for one tank unit which was located east of the road.15

The start of the attack, for the tank divisions, had been scheduled for

13.55 hours. The time period of 12.26 hours to 13.55 hours had been set aside for the preparatory bomb attack. The rearward line for the bomb drop ran from the northern edge of Robertmesnil (1.2 kilometers southeast of St. Aignan) via the northern edge of Gaumesnil to the southern edge of the quarry 1.5 kilometers west of Gaumesnil. The attacking units would only be able to approach this line with the end of the bomb attack. The advance to the starting line did not come about without delays caused by artillery fire and infantry fire from strong points which were still holding out, in particular from the hills west of Verrières.16

The 1st Polish Armoured Division was led into the sector east of the Route Nationale around 10 A.M. It rolled on into its assembly area which it reached in time for the start of the bomb attack.17 It was to join the attack by the 4th Canadian Armoured Division on the east and advance to Hill 165 (two kilometers west of Olendon), Hill 170 (three kilometers southwest of Olendon) and Hill 159 (three kilometers north-northeast of Falaise).

The plan of attack for the 4th Canadian Armoured Division envisaged that the 4th Armoured Brigade, advancing east of the Route Nationale, would by-pass Cintheaux and Hautmesnil to the east. It would first capture Bretteville-le Rabet and then advance on Hills 195 and 206 northwest and west-southwest of Potigny. In order to achieve this, the Brigade had formed a spearhead consisting of the Canadian Grenadier Guards (tanks) and The Lake Superior Regiment (armored infantry) under the command of Lieutenant Colonel W.W. Halpenny. Its mission was to occupy or capture the hills near Potigny. It received orders at 08.45 hours to advance from its assembly area north of Troteval Ferme (one kilometer north of Verrières). However, it only started out slowly, probably because of congestion along the route of advance, around noon.18


The 10th Infantry Brigade had been given the objectives of capturing Cintheaux and Hautmesnil and then to clear the attack sector of any centers of resistance.19

The 8th US Air Force showed up over the target area at 12.55 hours. The Canadian artillery had been issued signal shells one hour previously. Their red smoke was to mark the targets and the artillery was able to open fire just in time. The attack objectives of the 678 airborne four-engined bombers were St. Sylvain, Cauvicourt and the Ferme La Ruette located one kilometer southeast, Hautmesnil, Gouvix and Bretteville-sur-Laize. The batteries of III. Flakkorps, in position in the target area, opened fire despite themselves coming under enemy artillery fire or being caught in the hail of bombs. They were successful in shooting down nine four-engined bombers.

Their massive and well-aimed fire also hit one of the lead bombers. It carried out an emergency bomb drop before having reached its target, thus causing the aircraft of its own squadron following behind to drop their loads of bombs short, i.e. on their own troops assembled for the attack. A large number of bombers was forced off course so that only 492 aircraft were able to drop their loads of bombs, a total of 1,487 tons. Several other aircraft may also not have reached their action area for other reasons. There was an additional erroneous bomb drop on their own troops. One of the lead bombers had made a mistake in identifying its target and dropped its bombs on the southern outskirts of Caen, Faubourg de Vaucelles, through which a Canadian battalion was driving at the time. This caused approximately 100 casualties. The Polish anti-aircraft unit lost eight dead and twenty-eight wounded. The total Allied losses on the ground were approximately sixty-five dead and 250 wounded. In addition, four guns and fifty-five vehicles were lost. Much worse, however, was the confusion which had been caused.20

The Poles started their attack hesitantly at 13.30 hours. The II Canadian Corps reported that the two tank divisions had crossed the starting line at 13.55 hours.21

Into that advancing attack by the Poles and Canadians thrust the counterattack of Kampfgruppe Waldmüller. The Divisional commander, who directed the counterattack from the spearhead, reported on it:


I met Waldmüller north of Bretteville-le Rabet. Together we drove to Cintheaux to determine the present situation. Wittmann’s Tigers were already in position in cover of a hedge east of Cintheaux without having taken part in the fire fight so far. Cintheaux was under artillery fire while the open terrain was fairly free of fire. From the northern edge of the village we spotted massive tank columns north of the road to Bretteville-sur-Laize. The tanks were assembled in packs. The same picture offered itself south of Garcelles and at the edge of the forest southeast of the village. Seeing these concentrations of tanks almost took our breath away. We could not comprehend the behavior of the Canadians. Why did those overwhelming tank forces not push on their attack? …

Waldmüller and I agreed that we could not let the tank units start out against us. The enemy tanks must not be allowed to drive another attack. An enemy tank division sat attack-ready on either side of the road. That attack could not be allowed to get started-we must attempt to grasp the initiative.

I decided to defend the village of Cintheaux with all the forces already in action there, to attack at lightning speed east of the road with all available soldiers and thus to upset the enemy plans. I determined the forest southeast of Garcelles as the target of the attack …

During the last briefings with Waldmüller and Wittmann we watched a single bomber approaching. It flew across the terrain several times and then set a visual marker. The bomber appeared to us to be some sort of airborne command post. I immediately ordered the attack so that the troops would be out of the bombing sector. Once more I shook Michel Wittmann’s hand and mentioned the extremely critical situation. Our good Michel laughed his boyish laughter and climbed into his Tiger. Until that moment, 138 enemy tanks had become his victims. Would he increase that number of victories or become a victim himself?

The Panzers rolled speedily northward. At high speed, they crossed the open areas and took advantage of small breaks in the terrain to fire. The Panzer attack pulled the grenadiers forward. Widely dispersed, they advanced on the target of the attack. I was located at the northern edge of Cintheaux while the enemy artillery laid concentrated fire on the attacking Panzers. Michel Wittmann’s Panzer raced right into the enemy fire. I knew his tactic during such situations: Get through! Don’t stop! Into the dirt and reach a free field of fire. All the Panzers hurled themselves into the steel inferno. They had to prevent the enemy from attacking, they had to disrupt his timetable. Waldmüller pursued with his infantry, the brave grenadiers following their officers.

During the all-destroying artillery fire a machine gunner yelled at me, pointing into a northwesterly direction. Lost for words in the face of the terrific Allied power I watched an endless chain of large four-engined bombers approaching. Ironical laughter from some young grenadiers let us forget that terrible danger for a fraction of a second. A typical boy from Berlin shouted: ‘What an honor, Churchill is sending one bomber for each of us!’ Indeed, the boy was right. More bombers came flying at us than there were German grenadiers lying in the dirt there! There was only one escape: Get away from the village and into the open terrain! As quick as lightning the defenders of Cintheaux leapt into the green fields north of the village and waited for the dropping of the bombs. We had guessed correctly: Village after village was leveled. It did not take long before large fires blazed into the skies. With a certain amount of glee we observed that the Canadians were also being looked after by the American bomber fleet …

The last waves flew overhead of the strongly attacking Waldmüller Kampfgruppe without dropping a single bomb on the Panzers. The bombers attacked their targets as ordered without concern for the, by this time, changed situation …

As Kampfgruppe Waldmüller approached the woods, it immediately engaged Polish infantry. The grim duels of Panzers against tanks were fought by the fighting vehicles of the 4th Canadian Armoured Division and Michel Wittmann’s Tiger’s.

At times, the Tigers could hardly be recognized. Very well-directed artillery fire hammered down on the Tigers and Panthers [read: Panzer IVs]. In the meantime, we had moved back into our old positions in the ruins of Cintheaux. The village immediately came under an attack from due north and was under direct fire from Canadian tanks. Action on their flanks by a few Tigers of the Wittmann group kept the Sherman tanks away from Cintheaux. We observed massive enemy movements in the direction of Brettevillesur-Laize one kilometer in front of us. One attack after the other faltered at our strong front line. We were unbelievably lucky—the opposite side did not carry out one single concentrated attack. The Divisionsbegleitkompanie reported its position west of St. Sylvain. It was battling the spearhead of the 1. Polish Armoured Division and it had knocked out several tanks. The Poles no longer dared to leave the Cramesnil forest …

The battle had already been lasting for hours. The wounded assembled south of Cintheaux. They were transported away under enemy fire.22



Sturmmann Helmut Wiese took part in the attack by Kampfgruppe Waldmüller as the driver of a Panzer IV of 5. Kompanie. He gave an account of his experiences:


After inspecting our target, discussing possible danger spots and driving tactics, we mounted and informed Arno, our gunner, Karl, our loader, and Egon, the radio operator. Their first combat action was now before them. Ready to go, ready to fire. ‘Panzer, march!’ Our nerves tight to the breaking point, each alone with his thoughts, complete silence inside the vehicle, only the engine was humming. So we crawled and crept slowly toward the hilltop. What was waiting for us on the rear slope? Otto [Panzer commander Unterscharführer Otto Knoof] was standing in his hatch. ‘Slowly, a little higher!—Stop! Turret three o’clock, aim at the edge of the woods!—Again, nothing—Helmut, let’s go, march!’ I geared up and opened the throttle all the way. We crested the hilltop, I spotted the edge of the woods and steered toward its left corner. We wanted to go around it so we could see what was behind it. Then, a violent rattle on the outer walls, machine gun and rifle fire. Our turret MG was firing. I recognized a rapidly firing enemy machine gun, spotted the flat helmets. De-clutching on the right, aiming the hull MG, firing—all that happened in a flash. There, at the corner of the woods, enemy soldiers moving a gun into position! Report to the turret, again aiming the hull MG. Our gun was firing with the Panzer moving at full speed. ‘Stop! Stop! Back! Back! Faster!’ Otto shouted that order. I knew the engine was at full speed, it could not go backward any faster. I turned toward the instruments, we were way past the maximum allowable number of revolutions, the time was sixteen minutes before sixteen hours. Just as I was about to look out of my sight slit I was blinded by a flash of light. There was a bang as if a soda pop bottle had smashed into a stone floor. Hit to the forehead, alive, those were my thoughts. Then, the Panzer was shaking as if in the grip of a giant fist, brightness, howling, shrieking noises, totally inhuman. Smell of sulfur, complete silence. Then, Otto’s voice: ‘Bail out, Panzer’s on fire!’ I unlatched my hatch, pushed it open, it moved only a few centimeters. Flames immediately blazed through the opening. The turret skirt sat above. I saw how Egon, our radio operator, pulled his legs from his hatch. That was the way. Across the transmission, the radio, my breath stopped, it was getting so hot, I had to get out, I could not take it any more.—Far away, a face. Arms stretching toward me. Shouts: ‘Helmut, get out!’ Pulling, ripping, fresh air. I was outside, jumped off, letting myself drop.—Egon had come back and pulled me out. Thanks, comrade! Egon helped me to get up, I was standing again. Bullets whistled by and hit the hull. We leapt to the side away from the enemy, there was Otto. What about Arno and Karl? Otto pointed to the turret, its side hatches were still closed and yelled: ‘Both were killed outright, I was still inside!’ I could not believe it. Arno Eltus from Königsberg in East Prussia, my gunner. Since Hasselt we had been together with Otto, always in the same Panzer. We lived through our first actions, victories, always the three of us together. And now he was gone, just left inside the turret. What a terrible realization.

Dark smoke billowed from the open hatches. We ran into the direction of our front line. Suddenly I heard: ‘Helmut, you’re on fire!’ I rolled on the ground, Otto and Egon helped extinguish the flames. Again, machine gun bullets were whistling by us. We ran and ran. Finally, we reached the rear slope, found German soldiers, houses. A squad of soldiers addressed us but I did not hear or comprehend anything. I could see but not recognize, felt pain, severely burning pain. Then it turned all black around me and silent. I made out that I was in a room, was lying on the ground, unable to move, in pain, moaning. Someone was looking after me but I could not see him. Then, I suddenly understood. The voice said: ‘Quiet, stay calm. You’re at our dressing station, and safe.’ Again, everything turned black. Suddenly, Otto appeared and said: ‘I’ll get you out of here at nightfall and take you along.’ That made me happy. Again, all was dark. The floor was shaking, noise from the engines, voices shouting: ‘The Panzers are getting out!’ I was deeply disappointed, Otto had promised he was going to fetch me. Then, daylight shone through the door, strange uniforms appeared, a clear questioning voice: ‘Who be here from the ‘As-As’?’ Infantry bullets, artillery explosions, being rapidly loaded into an ambulance, severe pain, another blackout. The tent hospital in Caen, transport by ship, I lived through that as in a trance and was mostly unconscious. On 21 August, in Leeds, I realized and understood that I had been captured. I could tell from my hospital documents that the dressing station where I had been taken had been handed over to members of the 1st Polish Armoured Division in the morning of 9 August.23



The Poles attacked with two tank units, the 2nd Tank Regiment and the Lancers Regiment, at the point. Each unit consisted, in accordance with the structure of British and Canadian armored divisions, of three companies with eighteen Sherman tanks each. Of the thirty-six tanks from two companies of the 2nd Tank Regiment attacking as the first wave, twenty-six were knocked out soon after the start of the attack. Two officers had been killed, most of the tank drivers burned. The 24th Lancers advanced more carefully. They stopped inside a wide hollow and waited for the results from their forward reconnaissance. Because of the intensive fire from artillery and Panzers, the unit did not dare attack. Still, it lost fourteen tanks. After that, it pulled back behind the Canadian positions. At 15.10 hours, the Poles had reported to II Canadian Corps that twenty Tigers were in action in the area southeast of St. Aignan-de Cramesnil, dominating the terrain on the other side of the road leading through the village with their fire. The Poles also reported that they had suffered losses and were regrouping.24

The Canadian attack also started slowly. In the course of the afternoon, however, and after bad losses, it achieved small gains of terrain. Gaumesnil withstood the assault by superior forces for some time but was captured at 15.30 hours by The Royal Regiment of Canada which belonged to the 4th Infantry Brigade of the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division. Presumably, the town could only be captured after the few Tigers, which had been engaging the attacking Canadian tanks, had been knocked out. Among them was also the commander of the Tigerabteilung, Hauptsturmführer Michel Wittmann.

The medical officer of Schwere Panzerabteilung 101, Hauptsturmführer Dr. Wolfgang Rabe, M.D., observed the battle of the Tigers from some distance away. Four of them had taken up positions along a country lane leading in a northerly direction from Cintheaux, approximately 300 meters away from the Route Nationale. They were sitting between a high, thick hedge and a row of low bushes running parallel on its left. Dr. Rabe wrote:


Wittmann and four or five Tigers were east of the road leading to Caen. I was off to the side. The Tigers came under fire, reported to be directly from English 15 cm guns. Several Tigers went up in flames and I tried to determine whether anyone was getting out. Since I could not see anybody, I assumed that some had left the Panzers by way of the ground hatch and I tried to get closer. That was not possible either since, as soon as I left the ditch in an easterly direction, I came under fire. We waited for another one or two hours, to see if any crew member might still show up. Toward evening I drove over to Brigadeführer Kraemer (chief of staff of I. SS-Panzerkorps, Author) and reported to him on what had happened. He directed me, as I was the longest serving officer of the Abteilung, to lead the remnants of the Abteilung back and assigned me to Wünsche.25



When Obersturmbannführer Max Wünsche learned that Michel Wittmann was missing, he had a search started for him. Untersturmführer Horst Borgsmüller reported:


I was given an order to search for Wittmann and his crew to the right and left of N 158. My driver, Sturmmann Klein, and I drove first in the direction of Hautmesnil. Dusk was setting in and I could not make out any details. After some time we came under machine gun fire from the right of the road. The search of the terrain and the dressing stations was unsuccessful. I heard from some Grenadiers that Tigers had been knocked out by enemy anti-tank guns to the right of the road. Obersturmführer Wendorf of the Tigerabteilung could not tell me anything either. On orders from Hauptsturmführer Isecke I drove once more in the direction of Grainville during the night. The command post of Obersturmbannführer Mohnke was located there. He warned me against driving on since the enemy had already closed in. We tried to go on for a short distance. Then flares shot into the sky and we came under fire, again from the right.26




Some French citizens from St. Aignan-de Gaumesnil saw a Tiger sitting in that area at a country lane leading from St. Aignan to Gaumesnil after the fighting had stopped. Four more Tigers were seen along the country lane from St. Aignan to Cintheaux. One of those had its turret ripped off. The battle diary recorder of the Tigerabteilung, Rottenführer Herbert Debusmann, was assigned to collect ammunition in that area while still a prisoner of war in 1947. He still found all five previously mentioned destroyed or immobilized Tigers as well as two Panzer IVs in the vicinity. The turret of one Tiger, with the number 007, had been ripped off. It had been the commander’s Panzer. Obersturmbannführer von Westernhagen, the Abteilung commander, had not taken part in this battle, sidelined by an illness. Among other matters, Herbert Debusmann related in his report:


The turret of ‘007’—it was in the very rear of the four Panzers—was lying on the ground several meters away from the hull. I do not believe that the question whether Michel Wittmann was in this Panzer can be answered. The fact was that he disliked using a staff Panzer or commander’s Panzer since they carried approximately thirty fewer shells, because of their ground-to-air radio equipment, than the other Panzers. Some 1,500 meters away from that spot, in the direction of Caen but further away from the Route Nationale, sat another Tiger of 2. Kompanie. It had not been knocked out but looked completely serviceable. It showed no damage to the tracks and I could not determine any other mechanical defect. The Panzer had not been blown up and was still carrying its full supply of ammunition.27



Since no members of the Tiger crews who fought near Cintheaux survived the war, maybe not even the Normandy battles, nothing totally reliable may ever be established regarding the last battle of Michel Wittmann.

The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of Canada, of the 4th Canadian Armoured Division, and The South Alberta Regiment—the reconnaissance unit of that division—captured the bitterly fought-for town of Cintheaux at 18.00 hours. Two companies of the Argylls advanced further along the Route Nationale and took Hautmesnil. The command post of I./25, part of Kampfgruppe Waldmüller, was located south of the intersection of the road from Cauvicourt to Gouvix with the Route Nationale. While Sturmbannführer Waldmüller accompanied the attacking troops, the adjutant, Untersturmführer Willy Klein, had established a base there with members of the staff company and stragglers of 89. Inf.-Div. That base was held against all attacks on 8 August.28

The 3. Batterie of Werferabteilung 12 was in position approximately two kilometers further west. Under the command of Obersturmführer Bay it fought off all attacks until evening. The Batterie chief was seriously wounded, but it was possible to pull out the battery at the fall of darkness.29

The enemy movements in the direction of Bretteville-sur-Laize, which the Divisional commander had observed, were part of the attack by the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division on that town. Supported by artillery and a tank unit, two battalions captured the town. However, in the evening they withdrew to the higher northern bank of the Laize river. During this withdrawal they suffered severe losses from German artillery fire.

After the enemy had advanced to Bretteville-sur-Laize and had taken Hautmesnil, the left flank of Kampfgruppe Waldmüller was open. It did not have a contact on the right either. Thus, it could no longer hold the line it had reached with its counterattack and where it had later changed over to defense. At approximately 16.00 hours General Eberbach considered a withdrawal, during the night of 8–9 August, to a line Moult (2.5 kilometers southeast of Vimont)-St. Sylvain-les Moutiers (three kilometers southeast of Grimbosq). He also contemplated throwing into battle the newly arriving parts of 85. Inf.-Div. The general command of I. SS-Panzerkorps agreed with these intentions. “HJ” Division would move to a line St. Sylvain-Brettevillesur-Laize (exclusive), 271. Inf.-Div. would mainyain contact on the left. Further, it was planned to move the approaching 85. Inf.-Div. into a second position along a line Condé-sur Ifs-Grainville.

That decision was based on outdated reports and an incorrect picture of the enemy. However, the units fighting at the front line did not have a clear picture of the enemy situation since there was no longer a continuous front. Communications frequently broke down during the heavy fighting, or reports were only rarely provided. The Ia was forced to trust that the Divisional commander at the front had an overall view of the situation and would contact the Divisional command post if significant decisions were required.

Three conversations, held between Feldmarschall von Kluge and General Eberbach in the evening, indicate the gravity of the situation, and the difficult struggle to find solutions. These exchanges were recorded in the war diary of 5. Panzerarmee. General Eberbach (GE) informed the Feldmarschall (FM) on the situation at 21.00 hours:


GE: At I. SS-Pz.-Korps: the enemy air preparation there is worse than on 18 July. It lasted throughout the night (having started last night at 10 P.M.) The enemy has penetrated the main line of defense, with a large number of tanks, approximately 500.

FM: What, 500 tanks?

GE: Yes, at Chicheboville alone there were 200 constantly throughout the day. The enemy broke through our main line of defense there and advanced to St. Aignan. It was only recaptured in a counterattack. Then renewed carpet bombing, ‘HJ’ smashed to the point where only individual Panzers returned. The enemy advanced further south to Gaumesnil and continues to push on. The I. SS-Pz.-Korps has established a defensive line of Pak and Flak which it has held until now. It is questionable if this line can be held tomorrow when the enemy attacks in earnest. The new Inf.-Div. has practically been reduced by 50 percent, the same holds true for the ‘HJ’. I would be happy if I could assemble twenty Panzers tonight, including Tigers. At 271. Inf.-Div., the attack continued throughout the day. Parts of ‘HJ’ are in action there. They suffered heavy losses from enemy barrages …

Facing LXXXVI.A.K. are the 7th English Armoured Division, 8th English Armoured Brigade, 27th English Armoured Brigade, 50th and 53rd English Infantry Divisions. During fine weather tomorrow, the enemy will resume his attacks and attempt to further break through in the direction of Falaise …

FM: We have to accept the fact that the decisive time here will be tomorrow or the day after.



Thereafter, the Feldmarschall searched for possibilities to reinforce I. SSPanzerkorps. If the front line north of Falaise did not hold, 7. Armee and the left wing of 5. Panzerarmee were threatened with encirclement and destruction. As a last resort, troops which were also indispensable there, would have to be used. The Feldmarschall again called General Eberbach at 22.20 hours and 23.30 hours.


22.20 hours: long distance telephone conversation between Feldmarschall von Kluge and General Eberbach:

FM: If one of the Panzer divisions, which I took away from you, was returned to you, what would you then be lacking most?

GE: Above all, I lack Panzers.

FM: Do you have a commander who understands how to handle Panzers? Where is the ‘HJ’ command?

GE: The commander of ‘HJ’ telephoned me this afternoon from St. Aignan. He was there to organize the defense.

FM: That is ‘Fast Meyer’! Have you had any news from him since?

GE: No news. That was before the carpet-bombing.

FM: Early or during the night?

GE: I am referring to the carpet bombing which took place again at around noon. I have had no more news from him since.

FM: If I were to send you a Panzer unit, would that help you?

GE: Yes, Sir, it would.

FM: Do you have a man who could lead it?

GE: Yes, Wünsche.


FM: He is still there? Well! I’ll see if I can still send you a Panzerabteilung.

GE: If it would be possible.

FM: Maybe one more Panzerabteilung from AlenÁon. During the night, of course.

GE: Maybe we are lucky and have fog. Could it come to Falaise? I would have fuel available there.

FM: Yes, I will call you again right away.




23.30 hours: Continuation of the telephone conversation Feldmarschall von Kluge and General Eberbach:

FM: Has the situation got worse or better?

GE: One cannot say better. The enemy seems to be reorganizing his units. He carried out all his attacks with tanks and without infantry. Based on the evening reports I have the impression that he is moving forces away, even from opposite LXXXVI. A.K., in order to put them into action in the main breakthrough area at the Caen road in the direction of Falaise. I believe that he will attack tomorrow more intensely and on a wider front, extending from the left wing of I.-SS-Pz.-Korps to LXXXVI. A.K. The enemy has advanced with very strong elements from Hautmesnil to Langannerie. I hope that it will be possible to destroy the enemy, reported not to be very strong (twelve tanks), in Langannerie tonight and to hold the line St. Sylvain-Bretteville.

FM: Which forces will you use to do that?

GE: With parts of LXXXVI. A.K. (Kampfgruppe), parts of ‘HJ’. No contact with Meyer, only Wünsche is there until now.

FM: The Panzers of 9. Division will set out from Argentan to Falaise so that they will be half way tomorrow morning. That is a difficult decision for me, largely giving up on an order issued to me. I cannot think of another solution, I have no other forces left. If this keeps going the same way tomorrow, we will be unable to stop it.

Arrange for an efficient superior officer of Panzerarmee 5 command or of I.-SS-Pz.-Korps to be at the railroad crossing 800 meters south of Falaise along the road from Argentan to Falaise, road fork south of the rail line, at 05.00 hours. I understand that these forces will not be sufficient in the long run.30



The Panther Abteilung of 9. Panzerdivision (Heer), scheduled to provide the reinforcement, had only approximately one dozen battle-ready Panzers. For that reason, II. SS-Panzerkorps was ordered to release one Panzerabteilung of 9. SS-Panzerdivision “Hohenstaufen”. At 23.50 hours, the Korps reported that the Abteilung was tied down in the front lines and that, instead, Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 102 with, at that moment, thirteen battle-ready Tigers was being sent off.31

By the evening, the enemy had advanced east of the Route Nationale with forty to fifty tanks and reached the area north of Langannerie. There, Flakabteilung 12 had stopped him. The enemy now stood in the deep flank of Kampfgruppe Waldmüller. In the meantime, Kampfgruppe Wünsche had reached the Potigny area by way of Tournebu and Ussy. It had started to prepare for defense along a predetermined line north of Potigny. The Divisional command became convinced that defense was possible only on the high terrain north of the Laison sector. Kampfgruppe Waldmüller, threatened by encirclement, had first to fight its way there. Thus, the Division ordered:


	Kampfgruppe Waldmüller (reinforced I./26) will defend itself on the hills north of Maizières, north of Rouvres to Hill 140 inclusive, northwest of Assy. For this, 1. Kompanie SS-Panzerjägerabteilung 12 will be attached to it;

	Kampfgruppe Krause (reinforced I./26) will defend itself in the sector of the hills north of Ouilly-Hill 183 at the Route Nationale;

	III./26 will defend itself on the high terrain around Hill 195 (three kilometers northwest of Potigny) and will absorb all arriving stragglers of 89. Inf.-Div.;

	Panzerregiment 12 with attached heavy SS-Panzerabteilung 102 will assemble in the Quesnay forest (two kilometers northwest of Ouilly). From there, it will carry out limited attacks to enable the setting up of the defenses and prevent a breakthrough by enemy tank forces along the Route Nationale;

	Artillerieregiment 12 with attached Werferabteilung 12 will take up position south of the Laison in such a manner that it can go into action anywhere in the sector of the Division;

	Flakabteilung 12 will take up positions along the Route Nationale north of Potigny with the two 8.8 cm batteries so that it can destroy enemy tanks which have broken through. The 4. Batterie (3.7 cm) and the attached 14./26 (2 cm) are available for air defense; Aufklärungsgruppe Wienecke will establish and maintain contact with 272. Inf.-Div.;

	the Divisionsbegleitkompanie will leave Kampfgruppe Waldmüller and assemble in Montboit (1.5 kilometers east of Ouilly) as Divisional reserve;

	the Divisional command post will remain at la Brêche-du-Diable.



The first parts of 85. Inf.-Div. would not arrive in the combat area before the morning of 9 August. The defense of the hills north of the Laison was able to ensure an orderly assembly according to plan. At 22.00 hours, the artillery of “HJ” Division was in position, the Panzerregiment had assembled in the Quesnay forest. The I./26 and III./26, without Aufklärungsgruppe Olboeter which was still approaching from Vire, prepared for defense in the predetermined sectors. During the night, Flakabteilung 12 and the parts of III. Flak-Korps in action south of Langannerie changed positions.

The Kampfgruppe of I./25, under the command of Untersturmführer Willi Klein, which had defended itself resolutely in the southern section of Hautmesnil against all attacks, withdrew from its position shortly before dawn on 9 August and joined with I./25 near Soignolles. When daylight arrived, observation from the village church tower indicated that I./25, together with the attached Korps and Divisional escort companies and the 1. Kompanie of Panzerjägerabteilung, were encircled. Sturmbannführer Waldmüller sent his adjutant with two men to the Divisional command post to obtain further orders. They met Oberführer Meyer at the Route Nationale, reported the situation near Soignolles and requested further orders. The Divisional commander ordered defense north of the Laison sector and sent a message to Waldmüller that his Kampfgruppe would be brought out by Panzers.32

The 89. Inf.-Div. organized its units during the night 8-9 August. The remnants were primarily sent into defensive action west of the Route Nationale. The right wing was located near Grainville, its front facing northeast. From there, the front line in the morning of 9 August ran south of Urville and further along the eastern edge of the hills behind the Laize to the area of Bretteville-sur-Laize.33 The 271. Inf.-Div. also moved its front line to the rear and established contact on the right with 89. Inf.-Div. south of Bretteville. From there, the forward positions ran in a westerly direction through the Forêt de Cinglais—from the western edge of the forest in a southwesterly direction one kilometer south of les Moutiers—via la Maisonnière to the Orne river, one kilometer northwest of Croisilles.34 During the night, 272. Inf.-Div. strengthened the positions it had moved into at noon of 8 August, improved anti-tank measures, reorganized the artillery, and brought all available reserves behind the left wing.35

The results of Attack Phase 2 were disappointing for the Canadian command. Despite the immense expenditure of air force and tanks it had not been possible to reach the second attack objective, the hills northeast and north of Falaise and near Potigny. After the breakthrough across the positions of 89. Inf.-Div., it was above all the few Panzers of II. Abteilung, a few Tigers, 1. Panzerjägerkompanie, as well as the grenadiers of I./25 and the two escort companies with their heavy weapons, who prevented the breakthrough in the depth. The commanding general of the II Canadian Corps, General Simonds, ordered his two tank divisions to continue their attack during the night, using lowest possible light sources, in order to gain favorable starting positions for the next day. He ordered the 4th Canadian Armoured Division to further enlarge the bulge in the front near Langannerie. The 1st Polish Armoured Division was ordered to reconnoiter in the direction of the attack and to prepare for an attack on Cauvicourt (one kilometer east of Hautmesnil) at first light and to capture it.


Contrary to this order, the Canadian Grenadier Guards tanks withdrew to Cintheaux and Gaumesnil after dark, as they had been taught during training. Around dawn they advanced again to attack Bretteville-le Rabet. The third tank unit of the 4th Canadian Armoured Brigade—the British Columbia Regiment—with the attached Algonquin Regiment was ordered by the brigade commander to capture Hill 195 by dawn. To the surprise of both sides, the execution of that order took place in a manner completely different from what was expected.

The 01 of the “HJ” Division, Obersturmführer Meitzel, had been assigned to the Panzerregiment. In the early morning hours of 9 August, he attempted to establish contact, from Quesnay, to Kampfgruppe Waldmüller which was reported near Hill 140. He drove along the southern slope of the ridge of hills in a captured English light armored reconnaissance vehicle and then turned north toward Hill 140. To his surprise, he came under fire from there and spotted Canadian tanks instead of German infantry. Luckily, his reconnaissance vehicle was not hit so that Meitzel was able to turn around and report to Obersturmbannführer Wünsche. The Divisional commander observed that event from Tombeau Marie Jolie through his binoculars. Feeling apprehensive, he immediately telephoned Obersturmbannführer Wünsche in the Quesnay forest, told him of his observations, and requested more detailed information. Wünsche had already alerted his Panzer Kampfgruppe and was waiting for Meitzel to return. After Meitzel’s observations had been reported to him, the Divisional commander drove at high speed to the command post of the Panzerregiment. There was a danger of an enemy tank unit breakthrough across the position which was still being built and where, especially in that sector, not one single German infantryman was deployed.

Max Wünsche immediately sent out two Panzer platoons with orders to destroy the enemy who had broken through, and to capture Hill 140.

Meitzel drove back in his reconnaissance vehicle in order to gain a more detailed picture of the enemy. He reported on it later:


As I approached the attacking tanks once again, my armored car was hit. I was hurled out into the air, then slammed into the turret of my vehicle and broke my right arm. A few moments later I was captured by a Canadian tank crew.

I had barely reached the Canadian hedgehog defensive position on Hill 140 when our 8.8 cm guns started to fire on Canadian tanks and infantry. Tigers and Panthers advanced in order to encircle the positions on the hill. One Canadian tank after the other was knocked out and ended up in smoke and flames. Some crews which had lost their tanks tried to reach a small wood close-by and escape the blazing ‘hedgehog’ of exploding tanks. They took me along. Soon after, the wood came under sustained attacks from fighter-bombers to relieve the hard-pressed Canadians. My suggestion to the Canadians, to break through to our command post, was refused, with thanks. Only after further fighter-bomber attacks did they change their minds.

I arrived at our command post again in the late afternoon with twenty-three Canadians and a broken arm.



Among the prisoners was Captain J. A. Renwick. From the interrogation, during which the Captain from the British Columbia Regiment provided no tactical information, and from the questions the Canadians had directed at the previously captured Obersturmführer Meitzel, the following picture of the situation evolved: The German counterattack at noon of 8 August had stopped the enemy attack near St. Sylvain and Hautmesnil. In order to recapture the initiative, the 4th Canadian Armoured Division had apparently sent the 28th Armoured Regiment (British Columbia Regiment) and two infantry companies of the Algonquin Regiment for a night attack on Hill 195 northwest of Potigny. That action was probably meant to open up the narrow passage between the Laison and the Laize, enabling a rapid breakthrough to Falaise. Because of an error in orientation during the night, the combat group had captured the unoccupied Hill 140 instead of Hill 195. Obersturmführer Meitzel had been asked for the “… wide asphalt road …” which they had looked for in vain. During the night, the enemy force had thus overtaken the Waldmüller Kampfgruppe which had moved to Soignolles and had orders to capture Hill 140.

The “HJ” Division learned later that Bataillon Waldmüller had been pushed to the east and awaited darkness in broken terrain in order to reach the German lines during the night. The Divisionsbegleitkompanie had encountered a similar fate. It had been overtaken by the Poles. Both arrived in their predetermined areas, totally exhausted, in the evening of 9 August. The men of Bataillon Waldmüller dug in on Hill 140 and to the west of it, reinforced by two bicycle companies of 85. Infanteriedivision.36

The entries in the war diaries of the other side portray the following picture, as relayed by Stacy.

The combat group of the British Columbia Regiment with the attached Algonquin Regiment started its attack to capture Hill 195, near Potigny, from Gaumesnil in the early morning hours of 9 August. Initially, it encountered only minor resistance. East of the Route Nationale it met the “Halpenney Force” combat group, assembling for the attack on Bretteville-le Rabet. The commander of the British Columbia Regiment, Lieutenant Colonel D.G. Worthington, wanted to avoid the enemy who was located near Bretteville. He swung to the east, planning to turn westward later. Because of the restricted visibility of the early morning, the combat group became disoriented as it marched cross country. A single tank section found the right direction, advanced between Bretteville and Estrées and reached Hill 151 (two kilometers north of Hill 195). When the section leader noticed that he had lost contact with his unit, he turned around. The main body of the combat group continued to roll in a southeasterly direction. At 06.45 hours it reported that its objective was 1,800 meters away and that it was preparing to capture it. At 07.55 hours, the combat group reported its location as Hill 195 which it had found free of the enemy. It now awaited reinforcements. In reality, two Canadian tank companies, less one section, and two infantry companies were located on the wide round top of Hill 140, one kilometer northwest of Assy. The remainder of Worthington’s combat group was located to the rear as a reserve.37

Between 08.08 and 08.41 hours, the combat group reported contact with the enemy and that ten tanks had been knocked out. It requested artillery support. The Brigade asked for the location of the enemy. It was reported as approximately 450 meters south of the Canadian position. The Brigade directed fire into the indicated area. When it then requested a report on the accuracy of the fire it did not receive any answer. Since no reports were coming in from the Worthington combat group, the Brigade ordered the 21st Armoured Regiment (tanks) at 10.00 hours to assemble near Gaumesnil and advance to Hill 195 in order to reinforce Worthington. It took two hours for the unit to bring back its elements which had been assigned to other units. The Regiment started out after 14.30 hours. At 16.05 hours, it reported that it had reached the road connecting Soignolles and Bretteville. When the Regiment attempted to cross the open terrain between Estrées and Bretteville, it encountered strong resistance and lost twenty-six tanks.38

A squad of armored half-tracks was sent by the 10th Infantry Brigade before noon to the Worthington combat group to transport back the wounded. When it returned, however, even its leader could not give reliable information on the location. During the course of the day, tanks were spotted at quite a distance. They were assumed to be Polish. At first, they opened fire on the Canadian troops. However, when yellow smoke signal markers were fired, they stopped firing. Thereafter, these tanks were observed coming under fire from German Panzers. They withdrew after having lost several fighting vehicles. At 15.00 hours, eight battle-ready tanks arrived at the Brigade, sent back by Worthington. They had made it back unchallenged and had not caused any counter measures. The combat group came under renewed attack at 18.30 hours. The attack was repelled by infantry and the crews of the knocked-out tanks. At approximately that time, Lieutenant Colonel Worthington was killed by a mortar shell. At dusk, when another German attack advanced, a portion of the combat group surrendered. The remainder withdrew and was taken in by the Poles.39

During these battles for Hill 140, which were carried out with great valor on both sides, the 28th Armoured Regiment lost forty-seven tanks and 112 men, of whom forty were killed and thirty-four captured.


On 9 and 10 August, the Algonquin Regiment lost 128 men, of whom forty-five were killed and the same number captured. Most of these losses probably occurred on 9 August.40

The I./25 had set up defenses during the night 8–9 August in the area around Soignolles. The 1. Kompanie of the Panzerjägerabteilung was located there as well. The Divisionsbegleitkompanie had moved into a defensive position between St. Sylvain and the Ch‚teau du Fosse, located approximately one kilometer southwest of the town. The Muance creek, running on its right wing in a northeasterly direction, offered sufficient protection from tanks. The Korpsbegleitkompanie was in position to the left of the Divisionsbegleitkompanie. Around noon, the 1st Polish Armoured Division attacked Kampfgruppe Waldmüller. The Panzerjägerkompanie knocked out a number of enemy tanks. The Korpsbegleitkompanie was wiped out by that attack, the Divisionsbegleitkompanie was overrun from the south at approximately 14.00 hours. However, it was able to hold on and withdraw to the woods two kilometers southeast of St. Sylvain in the evening. Unterscharführer Leo Freund of the Divisionsbegleitkompanie reported on the battle:


We moved into a position between St. Sylvain and the Ch‚teau du Fosse. The position was located in the middle of open terrain. In front of us was a wide and easily observed field of fire, in our back a huge harvested grain field, the sheaves standing upright. A wooded area was behind the grain field. The enemy attacked in the afternoon. We could see the tanks rolling toward us a long distance away. However, the first push was directed at our neighbor on the left, the Korpsbegleitkompanie. But then, all hell broke loose in our corner also. Suddenly, enemy tanks were sitting among our fox holes. One of the tanks was even right next to the Kompanie command post, located in a fair-sized camouflaged depression in the ground, covered with tree trunks. The two 7.5 cm Pak guns, attached to the Kompanie, fired without pause at the enemy tanks now coming at us from dead ahead. After several of them had been knocked out, the others stopped, suddenly and as if frightened, but to our relief. They opened fire on the two Pak guns. In the meantime, two of the tanks driving around among our positions, had been destroyed, including the one next to the Kompanie command post. The other two or three immediately withdrew in the direction of the chateau. Our two Pak guns had been silenced by the concentrated enemy fire. But suddenly, the forward observer of our I.G. Zug, Unterscharführer Kurt Breitmoser, appeared next to me and yelled: ‘Let’s go, come over to the Pak!’

The two guns were sitting not far from us. One of them was destroyed, but the other still seemed in working order. However, all the crews were casualties. We loaded for the first time and Kurt Breitmoser pointed the gun deliberately at the tank closest to us. Direct hit! We were able to fire two more shells, then there was a sudden bang and we were hurled backward a few meters, landing in the sand. I was unharmed, but Breitmoser had been wounded in the head. His face was covered with blood and he hurried back to find a medic. However, it did not take long before Breitmoser showed up again, his head bandaged up to the eyes. In answer to our surprised looks and questions he only said: ‘There’s no way I can leave you alone here, even if there isn’t a helmet to fit me.’

During the evening we withdrew eastward across the grain field to the wooded area. The enemy infantry first tried to pursue us. However, after our MGs had set the sheaves of grain on fire with tracer bullets, the enemy attack, carried out with great superiority, was fought off.

Inside the wooded area we felt as if we were in a mouse trap. All around us was open terrain and we were glad that we could move to Condé-sur-Ifs during the same night.41



After the fall of darkness, I./25 and the attached Panzerjägerkompanie were also able to disengage from the enemy and arrived in the new sector during the night. The Divisionsbegleitkompanie formed the rearguard and withdrew to Condé-sur-Ifs at approximately 23.00 hours.42

In the history of the 1st Polish Armoured Division, reports on the battles of 9 August 1944 state that the 1st Polish Armoured Regiment (tanks) came across the burned-out Canadian tanks near Hill 140. The unit continued its attack. It was able to surprise the German infantry and push into the ravine near Rouvres at the Laison river. Although the tanks were not accompanied by infantry, they took some prisoners. These picked up their weapons again and fired on the dismounted crews. During the confusion, Major Stefanowicz saw no alternative but to retreat. He ordered the wounded loaded onto the tanks and drove back to his starting position. He lost twenty-two tanks, twenty-four men were killed or wounded. He reported that his unit had destroyed thirteen German Panzers, ten guns, fourteen mortars and four Pak.43 No reports from the German side are available on the battle near Rouvres since the bicycle battalion of 85. Inf.-Div. was in action there. It can only be confirmed that two Paks of the Divisionsbegleitkompanie were knocked out during the preceding fighting. The reported destruction of thirteen German Panzers must be based on an error.

A description of the course of the fighting on 9 August 1944 at the neighboring divisions must be given here. At 272. Inf.-Div., 9 August proved to be relatively quiet. Toward evening, several enemy attacks from Bellengreville were repelled. Later, the enemy penetrated into Béneauville south of Vimont and was stopped with the last available reserves at the 981 Regimental command post. The 272. Inf.-Div. handed over the Troarn sector to 346. Inf.-Div. The freed-up Füsilierbataillon was moved behind the left wing of 272. Inf.-Div. as a reserve. The left boundary of the Division with I. SS-Panzerkorps was moved and, from then on, ran from St. Sylvain (I.SS)-le Bû (LXXXVI)-Maizières (I.SS) to Vendeuvre (I.SS). The new main line of resistance ran from east of Vimont via Hill 86 (west of Moult)-northwestern edge of the forest north of Navarre-northwest of Billy-western edge of Fierville-Hill 50 (southeast of St. Sylvain)-northeast of Soignolles.43

Throughout 9 August, platoons, squads and individual men arrived at 89. Inf.-Div. They had held on to strong points during the previous day and had withdrawn during the night. They were returned to their regiments. The Füsilierbataillon was dissolved and distributed to the two Infanterie regiments. The enemy achieved several deep penetrations along the whole length of the Divisional front line during the day. These were either cleared up through counterattacks or cut off. The Divisional command post was moved from Potigny to St. Loup (4.5 kilometers north of Falaise).44

The 271. Inf.-Div., in its new positions, was also attacked by infantry and tanks but was generally able to hold on.45

The war diary of 5. Panzerarmee offers an indication of the considerations by supreme commands of the Armee and Heeresgruppe B during 9 August 1944. After a visit to the divisions by General Eberbach, 5. Panzerarmee reported to Heeresgruppe B at 09.55 hours that it would be necessary, during the coming night, to withdraw the LXXXVI. A.K.—in action to the right of I. SS-Panzerkorps—across the Dives. A withdrawal of I. SS-Panzerkorps to a line north of Maizières and north of Rouvres was contemplated since a Polish tank division was reported in the area of Soignolles and south of it.

In a change to his order of the previous day, Feldmarschall von Kluge ordered that the Pantherabteilung of 9. Panzerdivision, which had just arrived at I. SS-Panzerkorps, be immediately returned to 7. Armee. The 5. Panzerarmee requested at noon that this Abteilung remain in the forest of Ouilly, where it had been stopped, until the evening since the infantry could not withstand the attack by itself. The Schwere SS-Panzer-abteilung 102 under Sturmbannführer Hans Weifl arrived at I. SS-Panzerkorps before noon. It was attached to the “HJ” Division. At 15.20 hours, Feldmarschall von Kluge informed General Eberbach that he “… had to take over command of the assault group on Avranches on the personal order of the Führer.” During this temporary action, SS-Oberstgruppenführer Sepp Dietrich was to command 5. Panzerarmee on an acting basis. During that occasion the Feldmarschall emphasized that “… it was the express wish of the Führer to carry out the planned assault on Avranches. He, himself, was as certain as ever that a success could lead to a turning point in the situation, a failure to the collapse of the whole front.” For that reason, the Feldmarschall ordered the immediate departure of the Pantherabteilung of 9.Pz.-Div. He refused the requested withdrawal of the right wing of the Armee behind the Dives. At 21.20 hours, 5. Panzerarmee reported to the Heeresgruppe that the total Panzer inventory of I. SS-Panzerkorps was only fifteen Panzer IVs, five Panthers and fifteen Tigers (after Tigerabteilung 102 was assigned). Stopping a breakthrough toward Falaise by the superior enemy was no longer possible.

In its daily report of 9 August 1944, 5. Panzerarmee stated its intention to move into the following line east of the Orne:


Western edge of Moult-western edge of Airan-western edge of Bray-la Campagne-western edge Fierville-western edge of the forest southeast of St. Sylvain-edge of the woods 800 meters northwest Hill 111-Hill 88-southern edge of Estrées-southern edge of Grainville-northern edge Bois de St. Germain-Cingal-Thury-Harcourt-St. Pierre-Lesay. It further expressed the fear that, if the enemy attacks continued at the previous level of force at I. SS-Panzerkorps and LXXIV. Korps adjacent on the left, those lines could not be held with the available forces.

Massive movements of tanks on the road Caen-Falaise in a southerly direction gave rise to the expectation that the enemy would continue his attacks to break through in that area with new, strong forces. At the front line of I. SS-Panzerkorps “… three to four large enemy tank units were observed.46



The supplement to the daily report of 5. Panzerarmee contains changes in the Panzer strength of I. SS-Panzerkorps and information on the distribution of the Panzers. “HJ” Division had, in the meantime, reported the following Panzers battle-ready in its sector: ten Panzer IVs, five Panthers and eight Tigers. The 89. Inf.-Div. reported three Panzer IVs, and 271. Inf.-Div. seven Panzer IVs. The ten Panzer IVs reported by the two Inf.-Divs. were provided, without question, by Panzerregiment 12, so that the Division had a total of twenty action-ready Panzer IVs. One of the two Tiger companies of Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 102 was assigned and moved to 271. Inf.-Div. in the evening. Its seven Tigers were, however, not included in the supplement to the daily report. Thus, I. SS-Panzerkorps had available an action-ready total of twenty Panzer IVs, five Panthers and fifteen Tigers. The 2. Kompanie of Panzerregiment 12 (Panthers) was still on the march from the area around Vire.47 Despite the high losses he had suffered on 8 and 9 August, the enemy had still available a multiple of that figure of tanks. The forward line of the II Canadian Corps, in the evening of 9 August, ran from St. Sylvain via Soignolles-Langannerie-St. Germain-le Vasson to Urville. The attacks of the day had not resulted in any noteworthy gain of terrain, despite the fact that no reinforcements, other than the bicycle battalion of 85. Inf.-Div., had taken part in the fighting. In contrast, the Corps had suffered significant losses, particularly in tanks. General Simonds, the commanding general, insisted that the attack was pushed ahead. He ordered the 4th Armoured Division again to capture the high terrain northwest and southwest of Potigny (Hills 195 and 206) and, if the situation was favorable, to advance in the direction of Falaise. The 1st Polish Armoured Division was ordered to capture Hill 140 and advance across the Laison to the hills immediately north of Falaise.

The infantry of the 4th Armoured Division was scheduled to first take Hill 195 and then the tanks would push forward from there to Hill 206.

The Argyll and Southerland Highlanders of Canada started a silent attack during the night of 9 to 10 August 1944. They “… simply advanced in a row toward the hill, up the slopes to the peak and dug in there.” That is the way it is stated in the history of that battalion. At dawn all of the battalion was prepared for defense and all counterattacks, which started at that time with rocket launcher support, had been repelled. In the meantime, The Lincoln and Welland Regiment had advanced on the right flank of the Argylls and occupied Hill 195 which lies opposite St. Germain-le Vasson. As a result of that progress, the 22nd Armoured Regiment was ordered, in the early morning of 10 August, to Hill 194 in order to advance to Hill 206. According to the Canadian report, during the issuance of orders north of Hill 195, a violent German counterattack took place in which remote controlled “Goliath” Panzers took part. The attack was fought off, but the 22nd Armoured Regiment lost several tanks. A Canadian artillery observation aircraft spotted twenty-four 8.8 cm guns. In view of that massive anti-tank capability, the planned attack on Hill 206 was abandoned. The 22nd Armoured Regiment remained on Hill 195. The 21st Armoured Regiment was also moved there as further reinforcement.48

As the Divisional commander, Oberführer Kurt Meyer, wrote in his recollection of events, he hurried to Hill 195 after the din of firing had woken up him from a short nap. There, he witnessed the counterattack by III./26, several Panzers and the remote controlled Panzers. The enemy had broken through the defenses, which were only based on individual strong points, and was about to capture all of the hill. The Canadian spearheads had been thrown back and the hill was held.49

The war diary of 5. Panzerarmee noted for 10 August that the enemy had succeeded in occupying Hill 195 south of Grainville. Continuing, it was further stated that the prevailing impression was that, after reorganizing and concentrating his forces, the enemy would start a major attack on 11 August. In addition, it was noted that the constant firing on enemy tank assemblies had caused shortages of ammunition, in particular for the light and heavy field howitzers. The available amounts would, on no account, be sufficient for the expected major battles.50

The occasionally contradictory reports and statements are probably based on the fact that Hill 195 has a rounded top, approximately 1.5 kilometers wide, running southwest-northeast for approximately two kilometers, before it drops off more markedly in the west toward the Laize valley and in the east toward the Route Nationale. One may assume that the Canadians were holding the highest point of the top while Kampfgruppe Olboeter was in position at its southern slope, holding on to that position. Olboeter, himself, had probably arrived only during the night with the Aufklärungsgruppe from the area east of Vire. Holding that position was decisive for further developments. Without doubt, the observed 8.8 cm Flak guns were an important support in anti-tank activities. However, the high construction of the guns reduced them to only restricted usefulness against tanks. Only at long distance were they able to fight tanks effectively without being knocked out quickly by them. Once spotted however, they were favorite targets for artillery and fighter-bombers. The Flak combat squads, consisting of two 8.8 cm Flak guns, had not been a success. Instead, they had suffered disproportionately high losses. The 8.8 cm Flak batteries with four 8.8 cm guns and several 2 cm Flak guns were much more effective against low level air attacks if they could operate from the depth of the field, approximately four kilometers back. The Canadian decision to initially discontinue the attack on Hill 206 because of the 8.8 cm guns they had spotted is thus difficult to understand. Since the position of these guns had been located, they could also have been neutralized by artillery. Very likely, however, more guns were assumed to be there which had not yet been detected. Possibly, however, the major reason for that decision was the large overestimation of the strength of the German forces after the annihilation of the Worthington combat group near Hill 140 on the previous day.

At 10.00 hours, General Simonds conducted a briefing with his divisional commanders and issued the following orders for the continuation of the stalled attack: The 3rd Canadian Infantry Division, which was located farther to the rear and had not yet seen serious combat during that operation, would attack at 16.00 hours with the attached 2nd Armoured Brigade and the support of two army artillery units and the artillery of the 1st Polish Armoured Division. As its first objective, it would have to achieve the crossing of the Laison east of Potigny in order to then capture the dominating range west of Epaney (Hill 175). The 3rd Division was to follow behind the 1st Polish Division, capture Hill 140, cross the Laison and advance on Sassy.

During the previous day, the Quesnay forest had already proved to be a major obstacle. Panzers dominated the open terrain to the east, north and west from there. Thus, Quesnay forest had to be captured first. That mission was handed to The North Shore Regiment (on the east) and the battalion The Queen’s Own Rifles of Canada (on the west) as well as the battalion Le Régiment de la Chaudière following behind them. The “HJ” Division had fought against them in June and at the beginning of July near Caen.

The attack only started at 20.00 hours. It encountered the “mass” of the Panzerregiment which consisted of only 23 Panzers by then. The only infantry in the Quesnay forest was a part of Kampfgruppe Krause. Infantry and Panzers waited until the enemy had come very close before opening fire. Because of the small distance between attackers and defenders, the artillery was unable to fire effectively. The spearhead companies of The Queen’s Own Rifles were cut off. All officers and NCOs were lost. A corporal, just promoted, assembled the remnants. The battalion withdrew with the approval of the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division. It had lost twenty-two killed and sixty-three wounded. The North Shore Regiment, which had suffered severe losses from misdirected Allied bombs, consisted of only three companies. It went around the northern edge of the Quesnay forest and penetrated into the woods despite the heavy fire from rocket launchers. According to Canadian reports, several small squads reached the southern edge of the forest. They withdrew after coming under Canadian artillery fire. The communications system within the battalion broke down and the attack was broken off. The battalion lost twenty-two killed and fifty-eight wounded.51

The 1st Polish Armoured Division had been ordered to follow behind the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division, to capture Hill 140, cross the Laison, and then take Sassy. To do that, the 3rd Rifle Brigade was assembled in the area around Estrées. The history of the Polish Division indicates that the attack was put off due to heavy German artillery fire. However, it is likely that the deciding factor was the failure of the attack on the Quesnay forest. The 9th Battalion of the Brigade did not receive the counter-order and started an attack on Hill 111, located 1.5 kilometers northwest of Hill 140, in the evening. Together with it, the 10th Rifle Regiment and a tank reconnaissance unit, consisting of three Cromwell tank companies, attacked. The tanks were at the point. During the advance they came under artillery fire but did reach Hill 111 with one company. According to Polish reports, hand-to-hand combat with German troops took place there. The Poles suffered significant losses. A second attack was also repelled. Only after reinforcements arrived was Hill 111 captured as night fell.52 It is questionable if the Poles were indeed on Hill 111 Northwest of Hill 140. The positions of the left wing of I./25 were located on Hill 140, certainly not Hill 111. It is possible that Hill 111 (two kilometers northwest of Rouvres) was meant, although the mention of Hill 140 contradicts that. In position on Hill 111 near Rouvres was the bicycle-equipped Grenadierbataillon of 85. Inf.-Div. In addition, 1. Kompanie of Panzerjägerabteilung 12 was in action for anti-tank defense. It was the backbone of the valiantly fighting Grenadierbataillon. Sturmmann Walter Gömann reported on the action of the Panzerjägers:


On 10 August, when 1. Kompanie encountered the Polish tank division, I was there as a combat supply driver. I was hauling fuel for our Panzers which, because of the fighter-bomber activity, was not an enjoyable job. We were very happy when our armorer, Unterscharführer Ortlep, came to the front in order to readjust the guns. He had just installed the cross hairs on the muzzles and was looking for a prominent landmark. As he was doing that, he spotted two enemy tanks and knocked them out within three minutes.53




The diary of Untersturmführer Helmut Zeiner, at the time Zug leader in 1. Kompanie, indicates that, on 10 August, the Kompanie chief, Obersturmführer Georg Hurdelbrink, and his gunner, Rottenführer Fritz Eckstein, knocked out eleven tanks, and Obersturmführer Rudolf Roy knocked out seven tanks. Untersturmführer Zeiner’s Panzer was not ready for action, it had to be taken back to the workshop in the morning. During the previous day, he had knocked out one tank from his position at the edge of the forest—presumably in the area of Hill 111.54

The Polish war history reports that German units undertook a counterattack during the night. They by-passed the Polish positions (near Hill 111) and reached Soignolles with weak forces. The Polish battalion held on to its position until the night of 11–12 August. The study by Oberstleutnant i.G. Kurt Schuster, the Ia of 85. Inf,-div. shows that Grenadierregiment 1053 and III. Artillerieabteilung moved into their predetermined positions in the evening of 10 August. Some of those positions had to be taken by an attack. The right wing, advancing across the predetermined forward line, repelled an enemy reconnaissance unit, supported by tanks, in the area northwest of le Bû-sur-Rouvres.55 This supports the theory that Hill 111 in question was the one located northwest of Rouvres.

The attack by the 1st Polish Armoured Brigade and the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division with the attached 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade had been fought back by the battle-weary remnants of the “HJ” Division and the approaching Grenadierregiment 1053 of 85. Inf.-Div. They had inflicted considerable losses on the enemy. That success was thanks to the perseverance of the Panzergrenadiers and Grenadiers, but primarily to the Panzers and Panzerjägers as well as the artillery. The outstanding successes achieved by 1. Kompanie of Panzerjägerabteilung 12 since 8 August were recognized by awarding the Knight’s Cross to the Kompanie chief, Obersturmführer Georg Hurdelbrink, one of his Panzer commanders, Oberscharführer Rudolf Roy, and a gunner, Rottenführer Fritz Eckstein.

In addition to the men in combat at the front line, the motorcycle messengers, drivers of supply vehicles and the repair services contributed significantly to the achieved success. The two reports following will illustrate the accomplishments of those men. Sturmmann Paul Kamberger reported:


At the beginning of August 1944 I was detailed with my side-car motorcycle from the command Abteilung of the Division staff to the supply Abteilung. My co-driver was my comrade Gerd K. We were supposed to take turns during the many drives. We were not overly happy with the assignment in the knowledge that, as one went farther away from the vicinity of the front to the rear, the skies got busier. Those pests were hated by all vehicle and motorcycle drivers. Frequently, during the next weeks, I had to deliver messages to the front or to the rear bases. Those drives often took more than one day. During dawn, one was able to cover maybe one or two kilometers, driving slalom around burning or burnt-out vehicles wrecks, which had been caught during the night, and past bomb craters or pieces of vehicles scattered about. Then, when daylight came, the comrades from the other field post number showed up, those damned fighter-bombers. Driving alone was like being blind during a new moon night: You could not see or hear a thing. You only noticed that someone was sitting on your neck when the asphalt on the right and left was riddled by bullets from on-board weapons. And then you were still lucky, the pilot had aimed poorly! Then one had the time it took the aircraft to veer off and approach again, to find cover. The duel of pilot against motorcycle messenger did not always end in our favor! How often did we have to wait until the fighter-bomber and his friends sought another field of activity after determining that, apparently, nothing else could be found in this area.

During one of my runs I lost Gerd, my co-driver. We were passing a column of Panzers, being waved past by each of the Panzer commanders. Suddenly, the last but one Panzer gave a small jerk, or was that maybe just my exhausted imagination after the long drive? Slowing down and driving off to the side between the trees brought me back to being wide awake immediately. I had missed a small dip in the ground, Gerd’s leg, hanging out of the sidecar, got caught on a tree trunk-and there we had a nice mess! I drove him to the closest field hospital, his leg broken, and from then on I was alone with my guilty conscience.56



Sturmmann Heinrich Peyers remembered it this way in a letter:


On 10 August 1944 we found ourselves in a bombing raid. The largest part of the Kompanie had been scattered. Kurt Fritzsch and I were to fetch ammunition and provisions from supplies in my VWKübel. Although the supply troops had already moved, I found them as darkness fell. Together with my sergeant, I loaded our crate and drove back to the command post, this time on the main road Falaise-Caen in the vicinity of Bretteville. The command post was located in a manor house which was connected to the main road by a tree-lined lane. Some two to three kilometers from our command post I met some men from a Heer division who had previously been together with us. The told us that they had been ordered to withdraw but that our unit was still in the same position as in the afternoon. Barely one kilometer farther on I suddenly found myself on the road between two tanks. I first thought they were ours, but then a Tommy looked out of the turret hatch. You can imagine how quickly I was gone in my vehicle. Regrettably, I could not go back but had to start my escape forward. I had planned to reach our lines by driving along a country road, one I had used with Kurt Fritzsch in the afternoon to avoid aircraft. It seems that the tanks had alerted the infantry by radio of my approach. In any case, a group of infantrymen was waiting for me, hammering my car with their sub-machine guns. Thank God, I was so fast that their presents slammed into the rations and the motor behind me. Then I got caught by an armored car which they had driven across the road. That was the start of my captivity. After numerous interrogations and other chicaneries I was finally moved to England on 20.8.1944.57



The enemy did not attack the unit on the right, 272. Inf.-Div., on 10 August. Only loose contact existed with it through Aufklärungsgruppe Wienecke. Assemblies of infantry and tank units near St. Sylvain and Soignolles were battled by the Divisional artillery with good results.58 The day brought intense enemy attacks and continued crises to 271. Inf.-Div. On its left wing, the enemy succeeded in penetrating with tanks near le Moncel and Croisilles (four and two kilometers, respectively, northeast of Thury-Harcourt). A possible breakthrough to the road Thury-Harcourt-Falaise threatened to roll back the Divisional front line. The Division succeeded in setting up a sparsely manned new defensive front south of the line Espins-Thury-Harcourt and to reinforce it by the following day.59

The enemy found himself forced to break off Operation “TOTALIZE” and to reorganize his forces for a future continuation of the attack. The spearhead troops of the II Corps were on Hill 195, three kilometers northwest of Potigny. In the evening of 10 August, they were fifteen kilometers away from their starting position. They had only managed to form an eight kilometers wide corridor (between St. Sylvain and Bretteville-sur-Laize) in the direction of Falaise, their major attack objective. It was another eleven kilometers to Falaise. This German defensive success, with all due respect to the valor of the soldiers of 89. and 271. Inf.-Divs. and the attached rocket launchers and Luftwaffen Flak, was primarily thanks to the decimated “Hitlerjugend” Division which, according to the opinion of the enemy, was “only a shadow of its former self” when he started that operation. Every member of the Division knew that he stood in a position decisive for the outcome of the battle, and that every individual had to count.

Based on available enemy reports, the supreme command of 5. Panzerarmee assessed the situation in the evening of 10 August 1944 as follows:


There are strong enemy reconnaissance probes along the whole front and massive assemblies of tanks and infantry are observed in Bellengreville, Conteville, St. Sylvain, Soignolles, Estrées, Grainville, Urville, Barbery and south of les Moutiers. These villages are under constant and concentrated artillery fire, observed to be very effective. This indicates that the enemy has used today to determine the exact manpower situation of our own main line of defense. The enemy is also assembling for more attacks aimed at breaking through our lines. Renewed major attacks are thus to be expected on 11 August.60



Soon after midnight on 10 August, the enemy again attacked the positions in the Quesnay forest, just as the relief by parts of 85. Inf.-Div. began. He was able to achieve a penetration. A counterattack, probably by I./26, started at 02.40 hours. It was able to restore the previous situation by noon. Approximately at noon, thirty tanks were observed advancing from Grainville to the southwest. They were effectively battled by concentrated artillery fire. German Panzers knocked out 11 tanks. The enemy attack was broken off.61 Presumably, this was the relief of the 4th Armoured Division by the 3rd Armoured Division on the opposite side.

The sector of the Division was completely taken over by 85. Inf.-Div. during the night 11–12 August. The hand-over took place at 21.00 hours on 12 August. The senior general staff officer of 85. Inf.-Div., Oberstleutnant i.G. Kurt Schuster, wrote about this later in a study:


In order to avoid unnecessary losses to enemy activity during relief activity during the day, and to provide the troops, tired out from the march, a chance for a short rest period, the parts of 12. SS-Panzerdi-vision which were to be relieved, remained in their positions for one more day. This, despite the heavy losses they had suffered during the major battles of the previous day, and is an exemplary display of comradeship of the front line soldier.62



The “HJ” Division moved into an area northeast of Falaise as Korps reserve. One company of Panzers, the remnants of Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 101, Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 102 (less one company) and two self-propelled rocket launcher batteries were attached to it. The Korps reserve had available, combat-ready, seventeen Panzer IVs, seven Panthers and eleven Tigers. In addition, it had two companies of Panzerjäger IVs (tank destroyers) of SS-Panzerjägerabteilung 12. The number of battle-ready Panzerjägers is not known.63

During the period of 8 to 12 August 1944, the “HJ” Division suffered the following losses. The losses during the fighting near Grimbosq are not counted here. They have already been detailed previously.






	
	Officcers
	Killed NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	Wounded NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	Missing NCOs
	Men





	8 August
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Pz. & Pz.-Jg.
	1
	3
	11
	1
	13
	25
	-
	1
	5



	Pz.Gren.
	1
	1
	18
	3
	6
	40
	-
	-
	15



	Art. & Werfer
	-
	2
	20
	1
	6
	43
	1
	-
	1



	Total Day
	2
	6
	49
	5
	25
	108
	1
	1
	21



	9 August
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Pz. & Pz.-Jg.
	-
	4
	10
	1
	4
	18
	-
	-
	-



	Pz.Gren.
	-
	1
	13
	-
	6
	24
	-
	4
	36



	Art. & Werfer
	-
	-
	1
	-
	1
	8
	-
	-
	-



	Total Day
	-
	5
	24
	1
	11
	50
	-
	4
	36



	10 August
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Pz. & Pz.-Jg.
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-



	Pz.Gren.
	-
	-
	3
	-
	2
	11
	-
	-
	1



	Art. & Werfer
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	3
	-
	-
	-



	Total Day
	-
	-
	4
	-
	2
	16
	-
	-
	1



	11 August
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Pz. & Pz.-Jg.
	-
	1
	2
	-
	1
	2
	-
	-
	-



	Pz.Gren.
	-
	-
	2
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-



	Art. & Werfer
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	3
	-
	-
	1



	Total Day
	-
	1
	5
	-
	1
	6
	-
	-
	1



	12 August
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Pz. & Pz.-Jg.
	-
	1
	3
	2
	5
	10
	-
	-
	-



	Pz.Gren.
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	1
	1
	-
	-



	Art. & Werfer
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	4
	-
	-
	-



	Total Day
	-
	1
	4
	2
	5
	15
	1
	-
	-



	8–12 August
	2
	13
	86
	8
	44
	195
	2
	5
	59







The total losses were 101 killed, 247 wounded and 66 missing. This amounted to a total of 414 losses.

The totals are for: “Pz. & Pz.-Jg.”: SS-Panzerregiment 12, SS-Panzerjägerabteilung 12 and Schwere Panzerabteilung 101; “Pz.Gren.”: Divisionsbegleitkompanie, I./25 and I./26; “Art. & Werfer”: SS-Panzerartillerieregiment 12 and Werferabteilung 12. The lists of losses of Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 101 and I./26 are not complete. Of the missing on 9 August, two returned to their unit on 16 August and one on 27 August.64

After the end of the battles in the Laison sector, the staff of SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 26 was also withdrawn and moved to the area where it had been located at the start of the invasion. Obersturmbannführer Wilhelm Mohnke, the Regimental commander, was assigned disciplinary responsibility for all elements of the Division withdrawn for refitting. The combat-ready parts of the Division, forming the Korps reserve, consisted of:


	Operations squadron of the Divisional staff,

	Divisionsbegleitkompanie in the strength of one Zug, Staff of SS-Panzerregiment 12,

	I./SS-Panzerregiment 12 and 7 battle-ready Panthers,

	II./SS-Panzerregiment 12 and 17 battle-ready Panzer IVs,

	I./SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 25 with the strength of approximately 2 companies,

	I./SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 26 with the strength of approximately 2 companies,

	III./SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 26 (armored personnel carriers), with the strength of approximately 2 companies;

	SS-Panzerartillerieregiment 12, without the two light field howitzer batteries of II. Abteilung which had been eliminated by bombs, Werferabteilung 12 with 3 batteries;

	SS-Flakabteilung 12 with 1 battery of 8.8 cm Flak, 1 battery of 3.7 cm self-propelled Flak and one-Kompanie of 2 cm self-propelled Flak (14./26);

	SS-Panzerjägerabteilung 12 with 2 companies Panzerjäger IVs, Aufklärungsgruppe Wienecke of SS-Panzeraufklärungsabteilung 12, the radio operations platoon and parts of the communications company of SS-Panzernachrichtenabteilung 12 (communications).






CHAPTER 5.6
Operation ‘TRACTABLE’. Defensive Battles North of Falaise and in the Falaise Encirclement from 13 to 19 August 1944

The basic concept of the Allied invasion plan envisaged the encirclement and destruction of the German troops fighting in western Normandy, west of the Seine river from its mouth to Paris, and north of the Loire river from Orléans to the estuary. The breakthrough of the US First Army near Avranches fulfilled an important requirement for the execution of that plan.

The German leadership recognized the threatening danger and ordered a counterattack by at least four Panzer divisions in order to cut off and destroy the enemy forces which had broken through to the south. In preparation, the Panzer divisions were to assemble in the area northeast and east
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of Mortain and then, advancing via Mortain and to the north of the city, break through to Avranches. The counterattack by 116. and 2. Panzerdivisions and 1. and 2. SS-Panzerdivisions started during the night of 6 to 7 August 1944. Mortain was captured. A gain of a few kilometers to the west was achieved on the right wing. Through the “ULTRA” radio intelligence, the enemy was informed, in detail, of the German plans and the strength of the troops in action. During the course of 7 August, when the visibility improved and was, finally, excellent, the Americans were able to effectively deploy their superior air force. The attack by the German Panzer divisions had been promised the support by 1,000 fighters. That was not realized to anywhere near that extent. The counterattack soon stalled. In the meantime, General Patton and a part of his Third US Army had broken out into the open terrain near Avranches and swung to the east. Its spearheads crossed the Sarthe river near Le Mans. All German Panzer divisions deployed in Normandy, except for the “HJ” Division, were then located behind the left wing of 7. Armee and on the left wing of 5. Panzerarmee, well west of the Orne. Thus, the Allied supreme command saw the possibility of encircling them already west of the Dives. On 11 August, General Montgomery issued a new directive-M 518. It stated, inter alia:


… Intentions


	8. It remains unchanged, as indicated in Figure 5 of M 517. It must clearly be our intention to destroy the enemy forces between Seine and Loire.






The outline of the plan


	9. For the moment, the plan outlined in M 517 will be modified as indicated below. We will now concentrate our forces in order to encircle the main enemy forces so that we can possibly destroy them in their present location.






First Canadian Army


	10. The Canadian Army is to capture Falaise. That has first priority. It is vital that it happens quickly.

	11. The Army will then capture Argentan with armored and mobile forces.

	12. A firm front line to the east between Falaise and the sea must be held.






Second British Army


	13. The Second Army will advance its left wing to Falaise. That is of primary and vital priority. Sufficient forces will be made available to the Corps on the left to allow it to push forward, rapidly, to Falaise.

	
14. After Falaise has been taken, by either the Second Army or the Canadian Army, it will be held by the Second Army.

	15. From Falaise, the Second Army will operate to the west and south …1






The new directive differed from Directive M 517, issued on 6 August, mainly in two points, regarding the Falaise area: The Canadian Army had been unable to capture Falaise until then and it appeared questionable whether it would succeed in that at all within a short period of time. That is why the Second British Army was also ordered to rapidly advance on Falaise and take the town if the Canadians had not been successful in doing so. The Second British Army had originally received orders to advance with its strong right wing to the Seine by way of Argentan, l’Aigle, Dreux and Evreux. Now, it was to capture the area around Falaise with a strong left wing and then advance to the west and south. Obviously, the encirclement of the German forces west of the Orne was planned.


THE DEFENSIVE BATTLES NORTH OF FALAISE FROM 13 TO 16 AUGUST 1944

General Montgomery’s Directive M 518 clearly indicated that the city of Falaise would be of special significance in the coming battles. There was no effective east-west road between the two major points of Argentan and Falaise. That was clear to the German supreme leadership as well as to the command of I. SS-Panzerkorps and the Division which was in action in that sector. The forces available for the defense of the area north of Falaise would barely be able to carry out that difficult mission. The right border of I. SS-Panzerkorps ran between Ernes and Maizières-south of le Bû-toward the southern tip of the wood north of le Bû and further along the eastern edge of St. Sylvain. The forward line of 85. Inf.-Div., in action on the right in the Korps sector, was the same as that of “HJ” Division on the day of the handing over: southern tip of the wood north of le Bû-Hill 111 (two kilometers northwest of Rouvres)-northwestern edge of the adjoining forest-Hill 111 (2.5 kilometers northwest Assy)-northern edge of the Quesnay forest. The 89. Inf.-Div. maintained contact at the Route Nationale. The front line ran from there via the southern slope of Hill 195-eastern edge St. Germain le-Vasson-northern edge of Placy-northern edge of Thury-Harcourt. The Laize immediately west of St. Germain formed the dividing line between 89. and 271. Inf.-Divs.2

Infantry divisions were positioned in the front lines. Experience had shown that they had insufficient anti-tank weapons. A natural tank obstacle would significantly increase their defensive strength. To a limited extent, the valley of the Laison was such an obstacle. The location of the main line of defense to the north of the valley was advantageous for the “HJ” Division. With its Panzers and Panzerjägers it possessed freedom of movement for its offensive defense there and was not dependent on a few narrow river crossings. The Laison creek would have been a favorable main line of resistance for the 85. Inf.-Div. It cannot be determined why 85. Inf.-Div. had to take over the positions of “HJ” Division. It is conceivable that the 272. Inf.-Div., adjacent on the right, was unable to extend its left wing still farther to the south.

The 85. Inf.-Div. had been established from February to May 1944 north of the Somme as a Division of the 25th Wave (Note: German divisions were raised in waves, i.e.: at least several at one time. Translator’s note). Its senior general staff officer, Oberstleutnant i.G. Kurt Schuster, wrote in his study in the year 1946:


… When leaving for action at the invasion front, the Division was fully prepared for defense, and prepared for offense with limitations. The Division, above all, did not have sufficient armor-piercing weapons (no Pak at the Grenadierregiments, no assault guns) and not enough artillery …



On the day the invasion started, the Division was combat-ready. On orders of Armeeoberkommando 15 (AOK), it had moved into the highest stage of readiness in the early morning so that it would be ready to march within two hours.


The marching orders, impatiently and eagerly awaited by the troops, did not arrive for some time. The troops remained far away from combat action for almost two more months …3



The combat troops started their march to the invasion front in the evening of 31 July. The foot-soldiers were transported by massed vehicles into the assembly area south of the Seine. The river was crossed at seven ferry locations north of Rouen and between Quillebeuf and Gd. Couronne during the period of 4 to 6 August 1944. Despite the considerable enemy air activity, thanks to efficient discipline and camouflage, the troops suffered no signifi-cant losses. That, although the crossings stretched into dawn because of the short nights. After assembly in the area east and southeast of Bernay, the Division marched, in very small groups, along secondary roads on both sides of the main route of advance; Bernay-Orbec-Livarot-Falaise. The main road was heavily used by the supply traffic for the combat troops. As early as the afternoon of 6 August, the spearhead of reinforced Grenadierregiment 1053 reached le Mesnil-Jaquet (nine kilometers west of Falaise). The Division was assigned to I. SS-Panzerkorps. Previously, it had been ordered into action with II. SS-Panzerkorps. Because of the imposed radio silence, the order to change direction did not reach the Regiment until the early morning hours of 9 August. This is another example of the disastrous impact of the wrong picture of the enemy by Fremde Heere West. But, it also clearly shows how the existing difficulties during the advance could be overcome despite the destroyed bridges and enemy air supremacy.4

The only reserve of I. SS-Panzerkorps consisted of the “HJ” Division. Its combat-ready parts had the strength of a Regiment Kampfgruppe and were, in addition, worn-out. Thus, it is more correct to speak of a “Kampfgruppe ‘HJ’ Division”. It was located in the area north of Falaise, ready to be sent into action at the respective hot-spots.

Although the previous Canadian plan of breaking through to Falaise by forming strong points on both sides of the Route Nationale had not led to success, the II Canadian Corps adhered to it. The orders for Operation “TRACTABLE” stated, regarding the enemy picture and action:

The focal point of the German defense is located in the area of the Quesnay forest and Potigny. To the east, the German positions extend along the Laison. Anti-tank defenses are carried out by 85. Inf.-Div. and 12. SSPanzerdivision “HJ” in the left portion of this sector. “HJ” Division is defending the Laison sector to Condé-sur-Ifs.5


At the present, there is no definite indication on which other units can be freed in the west to support ‘HJ’. At this time, ‘HJ’ is the one outstanding, first class unit between us and Falaise…. The area across which ‘HJ’ is distributed cannot be exactly determined. It appears, however, that it has moved into positions behind the shield formed by infantry of 271., 89., and 85. Infanteriedivisions…. In the Quesnay area, III. Bataillon of Grenadierregiment 1054 has been spotted in the forest south of the village. Prisoner statements seem to confirm the assumption that two battalions, significantly reinforced by tanks of ‘Hitlerjugend’, are in position there.6



To be put into action:

The 4th Canadian Armoured Division with attached 8th Infantry Brigade in the eastern attack sector to attack the enemy positions on the hills north of the Laison valley between Maizières and Montboint. Attack target of the 4th Armoured Brigade is Versainville (2.5 kilometers northeast of Falaise). It will be followed by the 8th Canadian Infantry Brigade as the first wave. It will clear the Laison valley from Maizières to Rouvres, its attack objective is Sassy. The 10th Canadian Infantry Brigade will follow as the second wave. It will overtake the 8th Brigade and capture the villages of Perrières and Epaney northeast of Versainville. Also in the second wave will be the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division to the west of the 4th Armoured Division. The attached 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade will take Hills 170 and 175, west of Epaney. The 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade will clear the Laison valley from west of Rouvres to Montboint inclusive.

Support by artillery and air force:


The attack will take place during the day. In order to eliminate observed fire from all German weapons, the artillery will provide smoke screens ahead of our own front line and on the flanks. This will be followed, in the course of the attack, by a moving wall of fire from smoke and explosive shells. Fire will be concentrated on observed gun positions.

Strategic bombers will attack the fortified Quesnay forest two hours after the start of the attack, as well as Soumont (northeast of Potigny), Fontaine-le Pin and several areas west of the attack sector. Immediately prior to the start of the attack, medium bombers will attack gun and mortar positions, as well as tank ambush positions in Maizières, Rouvres and Assy.

Start of the attack: 14 August, 12.00 hours.

It was planned that the 4th Armoured Division would capture the bridges across the Ante creek near Damblainville and Eraines during a third attack phase. Then, taking advantage of the success, to advance south and southeast and link up with the XV US Corps in the area around Trun.7

In the afternoon of 11 August, a scouting party of the 18th Armoured Car Regiment—a reconnaissance unit—reported that German troops appeared to be withdrawing in the Urville sector (three kilometers southeast of Bretteville-sur-Laize). The II Corps thus ordered the 2nd Infantry Division, an infantry brigade reinforced by a tank unit, to cross the Laize at Bretteville and attack toward the south. The brigade, further reinforced by artillery and another tank unit, reached the hills north of Moulines in the morning of 12 August. By evening, the town had been captured, with considerable losses. Several Tigers of 2. Kompanie of Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 102 supported the defense by the parts of 271. Inf.-Div. in action there. During the following day, the Canadians formed a bridgehead across the Laize near Clair-Tizon (five kilometers west of Potigny). In the evening they attempted to enlarge it but were repelled with heavy losses.8

At 13.00 hours on 12 August, the enemy started an attack with tanks and infantry on the left wing of LXXXVI. A.K. German artillery fire forced the tanks to turn away to the west. Enemy infantry managed to penetrate into the northern sector of le B˚. Seven tanks were knocked out.9

In the evening of 13 August, an officer of the 8th Reconnaissance Regiment lost his way with his armored car and drove into the German positions. The officer was killed during the encounter, his driver was captured. A document from the 2nd Canadian Division was found on the dead officer. It contained the fundamental points of the Canadian attack plan. Based on the document, in Stacy’s opinion, a Panzerjägerkompanie was sent into action above the Laison in the Canadian attack sector even before the start of the attack. In Schuster’s study, the capture of the document is confirmed, but not the presumed reinforcement.10

During the night from 13 to 14 August, Kampfgruppe Krause (I./26 and Divisionsbegleitkompanie) was moved from Olendon (eight kilometers north-northeast of Falaise) to Villers-Canivet (six kilometers northwest of Falaise). As well, parts of the Artillerieregiment in action with 85. Inf.-Div. and III./26 were brought in to eliminate the enemy bridgehead near Clair-Tizon. In the morning of 14 August, III./26, with the attached Divisionsbegleitkompanie, attacked the bridgehead from the area northwest of Ussy. The enemy was thrown back across the river. The positions of the Divisions-begleitkompanie subsequently came under carpet bombing, but no losses were suffered. Parts of the Kompanie set up a blocking position west of la Cressonerie (1.2 kilometers west of Ussy).11

In the course of 13 August the general situation had further deteriorated. The XV US Corps had penetrated into the area south of Argentan. AlenÁon, the supply bases of 7. Armee, was in enemy hands. An armored reconnaissance party of SS-Panzeraufklärungsabteilung 12, whose cadres were refitting in the area around Rugles (fifty-five kilometers northeast of Argentan), reconnoitered on 13 August from l’Aigle via Ste. Gauburge, Ste. Colombe to Sees. Near Marmouille it encountered an American column driving in a southerly direction. The scouting party, led by August Zinflmeister, at first fired at two trucks, equipped with anti-aircraft guns, with machine pistols at close range. The gun of the armored car had jammed. The enemy answered the fire with bazookas and infantry weapons. Because of the repeated jamming of the gun, the scouting party had to withdraw. In le Mesnil-Froger it came under enemy artillery fire. The Aufklärungsabteilung reported the results of the reconnaissance mission to the Division and the Korps. It constructed securing positions and continued to carry out combat reconnaissance. The fear of imminent encirclement was confirmed to the Division command. It had become all the more important to hold the northern front on both sides of Falaise.13

In the morning of 14 August, Oberführer Kurt Meyer, together with Obersturmbannführer Max Wünsche, scouted the terrain north of Falaise. Their intention was to determine where to set up rear positions in the eventuality of an enemy breakthrough during his expected renewed attack on Falaise from the north. Hill 159 (three kilometers north of Falaise) dominated the city and the Ante sector, adjoining on the east, from the north. The Panzerregiment and Panzerjägerabteilung 12 were scheduled to set up strong points, when ordered, on that flat hilltop and at several prominent spots south of the road St. Pierre-sur-Dives. Since the Division command reckoned with the possibility of an enemy breakthrough at the right border of the Korps, it took special precautions. The Panzerspähtrupp (scouting detail) of Untersturmführer Albert Wienecke received orders to maintain contact with the command post of 85. Inf.-Div.at the Dives crossing near Jort. As well, it was to observe and report developments at 272. Inf.-Div. adjoining to the right. The 3. (8.8 cm) Batterie of Flakabteilung 12, under the command of Untersturmführer Hartwig, was deployed on Hill 66 immediately east of Couliboeuf to block the Dives crossings on both sides of that town.

In the morning of 14 August, the Canadian divisions assembled for the attack along the road from St. Sylvain to Bretteville-le Rabet. The “starting line”, which was to be crossed at “X” hour, ran through Soignolles and immediately north of Estrées. In his order of the day, which arrived during the assembly, General Crerar, the supreme commander of the First Canadian Army, emphasized once more the great importance of the operation. “… Hit him immediately, hit him hard, and continue hitting him. Through today’s operation we can significantly contribute to expedite the Allied victory …”14

At 11.37 hours the artillery started firing marker shells for the medium bombers. Shortly thereafter it fired smoke screens which were meant to give cover to the flanks and the front of the advancing columns. In succession, the bombers attacked the German positions in Montboint, Rouvres and Maizières for a quarter of an hour. Taking part in that action were twenty-five Mitchells and twenty-eight Bostons. At 11.42 hours, on orders received by radio, the tank columns began moving. Clouds of smoke and dust covered the battlefield and hampered the tank drivers’ orientation. They were mostly using the sun as a marker. At the same time, the German anti-tank forces on the hills south of the Laison were blinded by the smoke and dust. The tanks and infantry following behind on armored vehicles were able to very quickly break through the German infantry positions north of the Laison. They reached the valley after a short time. Although the creek is only narrow and not very deep, the valley proved to be a significant obstacle to the tanks. When the AVRES—special tanks to remove obstructions—finally arrived, they were able to construct crossings quickly, using fascines they had brought along. Other tanks found opportunities to cross in Rouvres.

Simultaneously with the attack by the 4th Armoured Division and the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division in the sector of 85. Inf.-Div., the 51st British Highland Division started its attack to the east of them. It captured le B˚ on the left wing of 272. Inf.-Div. in the sector of LXXXVI. Korps and continued to advance to the southeast. The tanks of the 4th Canadian Armoured Brigade took advantage of that thrust. Swinging wide, they found Laison crossings north of Ernes and in the village itself. They then turned to the southwest, thus pushing into the flanks and the rear of the artillery in position southeast of Maizières. It was destroyed in a short fight.

The tank attack in the Maizières-Rouvres sector south of the Laison only re-started in the late afternoon. The delay was mainly caused by a mixing of the units. Olendon and Sassy were taken toward evening. The 4th Armoured Division reported in the evening that it had captured fifteen officers and 545 NCOs and men.15

The 85. Inf.-Div. had deployed its reserves, Füsilierbataillon 85 and two Pionier companies of Pionierbataillon 185, to prevent an enemy breakthrough. They were able to hold rear positions south of Sassy and south of Olendon.

Contact with the 272. Inf.-Div. adjoining on the right was lost in the afternoon. A gap of almost five kilometers in width had been created up to Condé-sur-Ifs. The command post of Grenadierregiment 980 was located there. It defended the village valiantly. The 272. Inf.-Div. brought in all available tank hunter squads, Pak and captured tanks. The enemy who had penetrated into the village was thrown back and the village cleared.16

The attack in the sector of the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division followed a similar course. The infantry on armored vehicles arrived at Ch‚teau Mont-boint ahead of the tanks and was held up by machine gun fire. The MG positions were overcome by flame throwers mounted on tracks. One of the two Tigers in action there was reportedly knocked out.17 During their further advance, the Canadians reached Hills 175 (two kilometers west of Epaney) and 184 (two kilometers northeast of Soulagny) and 160 (two kilometers south of Montboint) before nightfall against the tenacious resistance by Grenadierregiment 1054, the Tigerkompanie and a group of Panzers from Panzerregiment 12.

At 14.00 hours, the attack by heavy bombers on villages along both sides of Route Nationale commenced. A total of 3,723 tons of bombs were dropped by 417 Lancasters, 352 Halifax and forty-two Mosquito bombers. Two aircraft were shot down, one of them probably by Allied anti-aircraft guns.

As already on 8 August, a portion of the carpet bombing hit Canadian and Polish troops, in particular in the areas around St. Aignan and Hautmesnil. The losses were significantly higher still than on 8 August and they caused confusion and bitterness.18

At 272. Inf.-Div. the attacker advanced to Bonnoeil (12.5 kilometers northwest of Falaise) and his tanks reached Leffard (eight kilometers northwest of Falaise) in the afternoon. When a crisis occurred in the evening, the Kampfgruppe of Panzerregiment 12 was moved behind the threatened right wing of 271. Inf.-Div. and assembled in the area around Martigny-Pierrepont (two kilometers south of Leffard). It remained under the command of the “HJ” Division. The commander of II. Panzerabteilung, holder of the Knight’s Cross Sturmbannführer Karl-Heinz Prinz was killed on 14 August 1944 near Torps, two kilometers west of Soulagny.19

In the early afternoon the I. SS-Panzerkorps requested approval from 5. Panzerarmee to pull back the main line of resistance to the line Sassy-Aubigny (2.5 kilometers north of Falaise)-Noron (3.5 kilometers west of Falaise). The Armee ordered the Korps at 15.30 hours to hold the line Ernes-Soulagny-Bonnoeil under all circumstances for the remainder of 14 August. Otherwise, the only major road to the west would be cut off. Brigadeführer Kraemer believed that he could not hold that line since the enemy was already located in St. Germain, three kilometers east of Bonnoeil, and was attacking with superior forces (three infantry divisions, one armored division, two tank brigades). The 5. Panzerarmee requested from the Heeresgruppe that the 21. Panzerdi-vision, in the west, be pulled out and moved behind I. Panzerkorps in order to prevent a breakthrough of the enemy to Falaise.


Toward evening, I. Korps reported to 5. Panzerarmee that the front had been penetrated in numerous locations and that the existing main line of resistance could no longer be held. In the course of the night, the Korps would withdraw to a line from the southern edge of the woods northwest of Vendeuvre (connecting there with LXXXVI. A.K.)-Hill 78 (one kilometer southeast of Sassy)-Hill 175 (two kilometers northeast of Soulagny)-Glatigny (one kilometer southwest of Soulagny)-Leffard-Tréprel-le Val-la Hère (connecting there with LXXIV. A.K.). In case the Panzers of 11. Panzerdivision promised to the Korps for the following day, did not arrive, it would be unable to hold Falaise against a renewed enemy attack. In the course of the evening, Feldmarschall von Kluge arrived at the Armee command post. He approved the requested move of the 21. Panzerdivision behind the I. SSPanzerkorps.20

Only weak forces were still available for the continued defense of the sector west of the Dives and north of the Ante—on both sides of Falaise. The 85. Inf.-Div. had lost the bulk of its infantry and artillery. It could no longer establish a cohesive front line. The 89. Inf.-Div. had suffered only minor losses. Although the 271. Inf.-Div. had taken significant losses, it was still at a relatively high combat-readiness and capability. The Kampfgruppe of the 12. SS-Panzerdivision had been further weakened by partition. Still, it formed the only mobile reserve of the Korps.

The Infanteriedivisions moved into new positions during the night. These could be manned, in many cases, only as strong points. In its left sector, the positions of the 272. Inf.-Div. ran from the western edge of Vieux-Fumé via Magny-la Campagne-Favières-Hill 79 (1.5 kilometers east of Ernes)-western edge of the forest northwest of Vendeuvre. Contact with the right wing of the 85. Inf.-Div. was to be sought near Hill 80 (one kilometer southwest of Vendeuvre).21

The 85. Inf.-Div. established a line of strong points with small groups of infantry, Pioniers and one company of Feldersatzbataillon 185 (field reinforcement battalion) on the hills immediately west of the Dives between Vendeuvre and Bernières-d’Ailly, and along the northwestern edge of the wooded area on les Monts d’Eraines. The mixed Luftwaffen-Flakabteilung, in action in the sector of that Division, was pulled out during the night despite the objection by the Division. Its mission had been to block the Dives crossings on both sides of Jort.22

In the left sector of the Korps, at the 271 Inf.-Div., almost unnoticed by the enemy, it had been possible to set up a fairly cohesive main line of resistance from Leffard via Pierrepont to Tréprel and to man it with three Kampfgruppen. The artillery went into position with three Abteilungen in the area Noron-St. Martin-de-Mieux-Fourneau-le Val, and with one Abteilung around Rapilly. An anti-tank front was set up in the Noron area along the road from Falaise to Pont-d’Ouilly using the remaining anti-tank guns in order to prevent a tank breakthrough to Falaise.23 A Tigerkompanie of Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 102, with several Panzers, was also in action there.

The “HJ” Division pulled back its Panzergruppe to the previously explored positions north and northeast of Falaise. The two companies of Panzerjägerabteilung 12 were in ambush positions, split into several small units, on the northwest slopes of the Monts d’Eraines and in the woods southeast of Epaney. They formed the anti-tank element of the Grenadiers of the 85. Inf.-Div. in action there at several strong points. The Panzers of Panzer-regiment 12 set up ambush positions on Hill 159 (three kilometers northeast of Falaise). Grenadiers of 85. Inf.-Div. who had lost their units were incorporated into the defensive front line. During the night of 14-15 August, Kampfgruppe Krause moved to Soulagny (five kilometers northwest of Falaise on the Route Nationale). The I./26 prepared for defense at the northern edge of Soulagny on both sides of the road. Two Tigers of Schwere SS-Panzerabteilung 102 were in position there to support I./26. The Divisionsbegleitkompanie was adjacent on the right. Its positions were located in the open field. Its neighbor on the right was III./26. Stragglers of the 85. Inf.-Div. were incorporated into the positions there as well. The III. Abteilung of Artillerieregiment 12 took up positions southeast of Falaise behind the Ante. A depot, holding ammunition for heavy field howitzers, was located by chance. That meant that sufficient ammunition was available for a while. The Panzer scouting party of Untersturmführer Wienecke remained in position near Jort, the 8.8 cm Flak battery of Untersturmführer Hartwig near Morteaux-Couliboeuf. The I. Abteilung of Werferregiment 83 was also in action in the Falaise sector. The firing position of 3. Batterie was located north of Damblainville and covered the sector Damblainville-Jort-Olendon. Nothing is known about the actions of the other two Abteilungen of the Regiment. They were, probably, also in action in the sector of I. SS-Panzerkorps.

In the course of 14 August, Montgomery once again changed his Directive M 518 of 11 August 1944 regarding the capture of Falaise. The First Canadian Army now received the order to take Falaise. Previously, it had been left open whether that mission would be carried out by the First Canadian or the Second British Army. At the same time, and with particular emphasis, the Army was ordered to thrust to the southeast and capture Trun, thus linking up with General Patton’s forces coming from the south. At that time, the Americans stood immediately south of Argentan, approximately twenty-five kilometers southeast of Falaise. The boundary between the British/Canadian 21st Army Group and the American 12th Army Group ran approximately thirteen kilometers south of Argentan. General Patton, the supreme commander of the Third US Army, was determined to attack across that boundary to the north. The supreme commander of the American Army Group, General Bradley, prohibited the action, and General Eisenhower approved that decision. It is likely that an excellent opportunity was wasted.24


In the morning of 15 August, the First Canadian Army continued its attack. At approximately 11.00 hours, the enemy attacked the positions of III./26 and the Begleitkompanie with infantry and fifteen tanks. In the afternoon, I./26 in Soulagny also came under attack from infantry, tanks and flame thrower tanks. While Soulagny could be held, the 1st Battalion Canadian Scottish Regiment, attacking from Hill 175, managed to gain a foothold on Hill 168 after a long, bitter battle. The supporting tanks of the 1st Hussars were prevented from following their infantry by the two Tigers. A report by the other side stated on the action of the Grenadiers of III./26 and the Begleitkompanie: “… they prefer death to surrender.” The Canadian battalion lost thirty-seven killed and ninety-three wounded in that battle. Those were the most serious losses it had suffered in one day until that time. The III./26 lost four killed, thirteen wounded and twenty missing. The Begleitkompanie suffered five wounded.25

In the evening, The Royal Winnipeg Rifles and the 2nd Armoured Brigade attacked Soulagny from the direction of Hill 184. The attack was supported from the north by the Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry Highlanders. The enemy was able to penetrate deeply into the village. However, with the support of a Tiger, he was thrown back again. The enemy lost ten tanks.26 The commander of the Tiger reported on that action:


The company chief of the Grenadiers came over. He asked us to drive forward in our Tiger and get his men out. They were still holding fast in their foxholes along the Route Nationale and had long since been outflanked. Despite his orders to block any attack near St. Pierre, our commander immediately agreed. An infantryman himself, he understood the plight of those men.

After a fast cross-country drive in the direction of Soulagny, we saw what was happening with the Grenadiers. The company chief quickly briefed us on the extent of his positions and then disappeared to join his men. After a short period of observation, our presence paid off. The reported tanks showed up between the houses of Soulagny. We made out six Shermans, driving line astern slowly past the positions, covering the foxholes with constant fire. It was true that no-one could have made it out of there. It would only have been a question of hours before the last of the Grenadiers had paid with his life for holding out. Finally, when all six tanks showed themselves in all their bulk, our commander gave the order to fire. In accordance with time-tested tactic, the commander fired first on the point tank and then at the one to the rear. There was total confusion. The tanks had been playing that game a few times already without being bothered by anyone. Now, suddenly, two of them stood in flames. We did not leave them any time to think. The other four tanks, too, were set on fire in a short time. They had hardly found time to locate our position and fire a few shells. Suddenly, from the opposite direction as the tanks, a column of armored personnel carriers appeared on the battlefield. In the light of the late afternoon sun we could clearly recognize the white stars on the vehicles. Otherwise, there might have been doubts if our own Panzergrenadiers were possibly attacking from that direction.

But there was no question now. In quick succession, our explosive shells and machine gun salvos hit the fully loaded armored personnel carriers. Within a short time, the whole column sat burning and smoking in the open terrain.

There was nothing to be feared from that corner for the next few hours. Terrible, how quickly those men, as young as we, had been surprised by death in the middle of their impetuous and youthful zest for action! But next, it was back to our starting position at St. Pierre, as directed in our original orders.27



The 4th Armored Brigade attacked in the direction of Hill 159 from the Olendon area, by-passing Epaney to the west. There, the Panzers of Obersturmführer Max Wünsche were waiting for the enemy. The enemy attack gathered momentum only in the course of the afternoon. Oberführer Kurt Meyer reported on the battle for that important hill outside Falaise:


… Within a short time, the hill is a boiling mass. Shell after shell drills into the ground, laying open the innards of the hill. Our Panzers are sitting in dispersed ambush positions. They are waiting for the dark shadows which will soon have to push out of the black wall of smoke and dust. The first enemy tanks sit burning in the terrain. Enemy infantry is nailed to the ground by well-aimed MG salvos. Do we have any nerves left? Can we still be called human? Our gaze returns time and again to the wall which is nourished by steel and fire. We no longer hear the whistle, the bursting, the roar and the disgusting howl of exploding shells. Every movement in the wall makes our breathing stop. Is there another mass of tanks pushing out of the wall? Will yesterday’s spectacle repeat itself? Will we find ourselves lying under the screaming tracks of rattling tanks? None of all that happens. The enemy tanks keep their distance—they do not overrun us. They are stalled in front of Hill 159 …28



The III. Artillerieabteilung played a significant part in the defensive success.

Further to the east, the enemy attacked Perrières and Epaney. Both villages were lost. However, the tenaciously fighting parts of Grenadierregiment 1054, with the support of 12 Panzerjägers of the “HJ” Division, succeeded in preventing a breakthrough to the south.29


The 1st Polish Armoured Division had repeatedly attacked the Quesnay forest on 14 August and was repelled, suffering losses. During the following night, the Germans withdrew from the forest and it was occupied by the Poles. On 15 August, the division, on orders of the II Canadian Corps, moved to the eastern wing. It then would advance via Jort and Trun to Chambois and there join up with the spearhead of the Americans attacking from the south. The 10th Mounted Rifle Regiment (PSK), the armored reconnaissance unit of the division, equipped with Cromwell tanks, scouted in the direction of Jort and Vendeuvre. That sector was defended by a Pionierkompanie of 85. Inf.-Div. Three Pak of that division were located in the Jort bridgehead. After the withdrawal of the Luftwaffe Flak-Abteilung from the Vendeuvre bridgehead, only Panzerfausts were available as anti-tank weapons there. The Pioniers in Vendeuvre blew up the bridges across the Dives when the first tank approached. Attempts to ford the river failed, with the loss of one tank which was knocked out by a Panzerfaust. The company of the Polish reconnaissance unit was relieved by the 9th Polish Battalion, an infantry battalion. During the night of 15–16 August it succeeded in forming a bridgehead. The Poles attacked near Jort, supported by Canadian artillery and tank destroyers. The western bridge across the Dives had been blown up, the other prepared for demolition. Despite the marshy banks outside the town, the Poles managed to bring two tanks across the river, and to pull a further six across, using steel cables. Thus, they stood in the rear of the German bridge guards on the eastern bank who held their positions into the night. During that attack, the tanks and tank destroyers on the western bank were reported to have been engaged by two German Tigers. Three Polish tanks were knocked out during the battles, some by Panzers, others by Pak. Five tanks were damaged. One Tiger was reported knocked out. It is improbable that Tigers were in action there. The Tigerkompanie was fighting, in the afternoon, near Soulagny, northwest of Falaise. Panzerjägerabteilung 12 was in action in the eastern sector. The 1st Polish Armoured Regiment and the 1st Polish (Highland) Battalion (infantry) were brought up to reinforce the troops attacking Jort.30 The Wienecke Panzer reconnaissance unit, located near Jort, constantly reported to the Division the development of the situation which grew more and more threatening. The “HJ” Division was unable to reinforce the defenses of the 85. Inf.-Div. there. Later, contact with the Wienecke Panzer reconnaissance unit broke off. Polish reconnaissance forces, which had crossed the Dives north of its position, attacked the Wienecke unit and destroyed it. Untersturmführer Wienecke, three NCOs and nine men went missing. One wounded NCO was able to escape. Albert Wienecke was initially taken prisoner but managed to escape. After a long time of crisscrossing enemy-held territory, he was able to secure civilian clothing and make his way to the German lines. His report to the Divisional staff was very valuable but, at the same time, cause for concern.


The 272. Inf.-Div., adjoining on the right of the 85. Inf.-Div., had moved into new positions during the night to 15 August. It sought to establish contact near Hill 80 (2.5 kilometers west of Vendeuvre). That movement was still under way in the morning of 15 August. Only around noon was a securing front line established, but it was given up in the course of the afternoon when the Poles attacked Vendeuvre.31

As on the right wing of I. SS-Panzerkorps, an extremely critical situation also developed on its left wing on 15 August. Tanks advanced during the course of the afternoon west of the Route Nationale from the north, and reached the Falaise-Pont d’Ouilly road. A report by the 89. Inf.-Div. that the enemy had penetrated into Falaise turned out to be wrong. However, in the evening, parts of the 4th Canadian Infantry Brigade stood one or two kilometers west of the city. Further to the west, at the 271. Inf.-Div., the enemy attacked during the day, focusing the attack near Leffard and Tréprel. The defensive positions, established during the previous night, were broken through at both points. Martigny was abandoned after bitter fighting. Parts of Infanterieregiment 977 set up a blocking position southeast of the village and, in cooperation with the anti-tank barrier, forced enemy tanks, attacking on the hills west of Noron, to turn away. On the Division’s western wing, tanks pushed into Pierrepont and advanced to the high terrain south of Tréprel. Withdrawing troops set up a blocking position on the road Pont d’Ouilly-Falaise and were able to stop the enemy attack there.32

At twelve noon, I. SS-Panzerkorps reported to 5. Panzerarmee that the 85. Inf.-Div. was almost annihilated and only had one-and-one half battalions and two 8.8 cm guns available. Further, that the 12. SS-Panzerdivision only had 15 Panzers left. The promised Panzers of 11. Panzerdivision and the promised personnel reinforcements had not arrived. The Korps complained about the inadequate support by III. Flak-korps. The batteries were quite far to the rear, some of them still south of Falaise, deployed to combat aerial targets and not available for ground action. The Korps proposed that all Flak forces within its sector be reorganized into Flak combat units. That request was approved by III. Flakkorps. It is questionable to what extent it could still be carried out. That process proves that, during combat on 14 and 15 August, the 8.8 cm Flak, feared by the enemy—contrary to his assumption—did not play a role in anti-tank action.33

In view of the extremely critical situation, 5. Panzerarmee ordered, on its own since Feldmarschall von Kluge could not be reached, at 21.00 hours the withdrawal of LXXXVI. A.K. behind the Dives to a line Houlgate (at the Dives Channel estuary)-le Ham-Cléville-Mezidon (seven kilometers north-northwest of St. Pierre-sur-Dives)-western edge of Courcy-hill one kilometer east of Morteaux-Couliboeuf-southern edge of the forest south of Perrières-northern edge of Versainville-southern edge of Aubigny-Hill 203 (?) 1.2 kilometers east of Pierrepont-Pont d’Ouilly.34


The pullback of the front line of LXXXVI. A.K. led, at the same time, to a shortening of the front. That made it possible to withdraw one Grenadier-regiment of the 272. Inf.-Div. and move it to the left wing as a reinforcement. The battalions, however, were able to go into action in their new sectors only one after the other. During the night of 15–16 August, the 85. Inf.-Div. established a new defensive front of strong points along the line Lieury-Courcy-Louvagny. It was manned by approximately 300 survivors of Artillerieregiment 185. They had been assembled during the previous night and organized for such a mission. The Division collected the remains of its infantry during the night 15–16 August, supplied them and reorganized them under the leadership of the commander of Grenadierregiment 1053.35

At that point, “HJ” Division should have linked up. After the withdrawal of the infantry of the 85. Inf.-Div., which had fought in the wooded terrain of the Monts d’Eraines together with Panzerjägerabteilung 12, no forces were available for that. The 8.8 cm Flakbatterie of Untersturmführer Hartwig was deployed on the right wing of the “HJ” Division, on the eastern bank of the Dives near Morteaux-Couliboeuf, without contact on the right. The Dives crossing near Couliboeuf was secured by a few Panzers on the western bank. The two Panzerjäger companies, together with some stragglers from 85. Inf.-Div., formed a bridgehead on the hills immediately north of Damblainville. The crossing near Eraines was guarded by III./26 of Sturmbannführer Olboeter. The majority of the Panzers—approximately ten—stood near Versainville. The Krause Kampfgruppe prepared for defense at the -northern and western edge of Falaise. It consisted of I./26, the Divisionsbegleitkompanie and two Tigers of Schwere SS-Panzer-abteilung 102.

The remnants of 89. Inf.-Div. defended a narrow sector west of Falaise. The 271. Inf.-Div. fortified its positions, into which it had moved during the afternoon and evening of 15 August, during the course of the night. It deployed all available heavy weapons on the right wing to cover Falaise.

General Crerar, supreme commander of the First Canadian Army, ordered the II Canadian Corps on 15 August, to start an attack by its two armored divisions on Trun, after the capture of Falaise. Consequently, General Simonds issued orders to the 4th Canadian Armoured Division in the morning of 16 August, not to carry out the planned attack on the high terrain north of Falaise. Instead, to cross the Ante near Damblainville, to advance farther along the road Falaise-Trun and so to close the gap between the First Canadian Army and the Third US Army. The 1st Polish Armoured Division was ordered to attack alongside the 4th Armoured Division from the area around Jort in a southeasterly direction and to also establish contact with the Americans.36

During the night of 15–16 August, the Poles established a bridgehead across the Dives near Vendeuvre. During that operation, they were harassed by German aircraft which dropped parachute flares and, afterwards, light fragmentation bombs. Polish engineers built a temporary bridge and a Bailey bridge across the Dives. That allowed the whole of the 10th Polish Armoured Brigade to advance into the bridgehead which had been established in the morning by joining up the Vendeuvre and Jort bridgeheads. The parts of 85. Inf.-Div., in position opposite, covered the Polish positions and assembly area with intensive and effective mortar fire. In the course of the day, the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division relieved the Poles in the bridgeheads, thus freeing them for the attack on Trun. In the afternoon, the 8th Polish Battalion (the infantry battalion “Bloody Shirts”) started an attack on Barou-en-Auge, Norrey-en-Auge and Hill 151 (probably Hill 159, two kilometers southeast of Norrey). It pushed into the gap between the left wing of 85. Inf.-Div., near Louvagny, and the securing positions on the right wing of “HJ” Division. Untersturmführer Hartwig moved his 3. Flakbatterie into a new position in order to be able to fire on the enemy appearing in his flank. As they set up the position, they surprised Polish tanks and knocked them out. Untersturmführer Hartwig was mortally wounded. The Poles reported having captured Hill 151 (159?) by evening.37

The enemy attacked to the north along both sides of the Dives from the Vendeuvre area. His thrust disrupted the movement of Grenadierregiment 980 which had been ordered to establish contact with the right wing of 85. Inf.-Div. behind the Dives. The enemy captured St. Pierre-sur-Dives, advanced to Ouville (3.5 kilometers north of the city), but was thrown back to St. Pierre by a counterattack.38 Simultaneously, tanks attacked in an east-erly direction. They, too, were repulsed and pulled back to St. Pierre. Captured enemy documents indicated the direction of the thrust as toward Lisieux by way of Livarot.39

The attack by the 4th Canadian Armoured Division on 16 August got under way only slowly. Despite the vastly superior attacking forces, it made little progress. Untersturmführer Borgsmüller of the Panzerregiment provided a report on the mood of the troops:


Around noon I had to go and look for Panzerjägers in the forest of Monts d’Eraines. They were reported above Ste. Anne-d’Entremont (three kilometers north of Damblainville). In fact, that is where they were. An Untersturmführer received me with these words: ‘Do you want to see tanks?’ He pointed to the road. They were sitting down there, lined up in rank and file. Regrettably, they were not our Panzers. The road, as far as one could see, was full of tanks. My God, when they start their attack! Why did they not do just that? If only we had had such an opportunity! Now, back to the command post.

That almost went wrong. Exactly where we had driven only a few minutes previously, at the road junction near Hill 138 (two kilometers southwest of the town), we ran directly into tracked enemy vehicles. Enemy infantry was standing alongside. We were not separated from them by even ten meters. I yelled at the driver: ‘Get away to the left!’ He reacted immediately and we raced at full throttle along the country lane in the direction of Damblainville toward the cover of a slope. Then we heard the salvos from the enemy’s automatic weapons. They hit the ground to the right and left of our BMW. I could almost feel the bullets hitting my back, but luck was with us.40



The Panzerjägers and the few infantrymen accompanying them prevented an enemy breakthrough to Damblainville. In the course of the day, the enemy succeeded in breaking through the line near Versainville. With a few Panzers, the Panzerregiment fought off a breakthrough to the Ante.41

There will be reports further on regarding the progress of the battle for the city of Falaise. Before that, developments at 89. Inf.-Div., 271. Inf.-Div. and in the general situation must be described. No reports are available for 16 August on 89. Inf.-Div. The enemy report on the situation on the German side stated: “… Tonight it was reported that the Bois du Roi is free of the enemy with the exception of a few individual riflemen and stragglers. Members of Grenadierregiment 1056 were taken prisoner …”42 The regiment mentioned was part of 89. Inf.-Div. At first, the enemy did not attack on the sector of 271. Inf.-Div. Only toward evening did a strong enemy combat group of infantry and tanks break into the right wing. The anti-tank guns in position there were initially lost but were recaptured by their crews. Finally, the villages of Noron and Miette (one kilometer southeast of Noron at the Ante crossing) were lost.43

At the Eberbach Panzergruppe, the enemy pushed to the north and northeast in the course of 16 August with strong infantry and tank forces by way of La Ferté-Macé (twelve kilometers west of Carrouges). In the sector of the breakthrough between Alençon and Argentan, the enemy succeeded in capturing Ecouche and in advancing in the direction of Falaise with strong armored units to a point that the British and American spearheads were only eighteen kilometers apart. In the opinion of Supreme Command West “… an encirclement of the bulk of 5. Panzerarmee, 7. Armee and Panzergruppe Eberbach …” was in the making.44 Feldmarschall von Kluge telephoned Generaloberst Jodl in the afternoon and stated: “… It would be a disastrous mistake to embrace a hope today which cannot be fulfilled, and no force in this world is able to do that, not even through an order which is issued in that respect. That is the situation! …” Generaloberst Jodl replied that the sense of the Feldmarschall’s words was clear to him, and that a short radio massage along those lines would be sent. Feldmarschall von Kluge continued, saying that he required a certain freedom of action so that he could lead back the armies across the difficult Orne sector.45 A Führer order arrived in the afternoon approving the withdrawal across the Orne and the Dives. The cornerstone of Falaise was to be held.46 Based on that, Feldmarschall von Kluge ordered the 5. Panzerarmee: “… It is essential that the bottleneck in the north and in the south be held, with sufficient cover. To do this, it may become necessary to move one Panzerdivision into the breakthrough sector of St. Pierre. It is further planned to assemble the bulk of the Panzer units in the area east of Evreux on both sides of the Eure …”47

The commander of 21. Panzerdivision, Generalmajor Feuchtinger, reported to I. SS-Panzerkorps at 11.30 hours. The bulk of his division, scheduled to assemble south of Falaise in the Bois de St. André, was still west of the Orne. The Korps intended to put the division into action at the focal point of Morteaux-Couliboeuf in order to keep the bottleneck open. The Armee approved that plan. For the coming night, the Korps ordered the withdrawal of the front to the line Mittois (four kilometers east of St. Pierre-sur-Dives)-Lieury-northern edge of Courcy-northern edge of Morteaux-Couliboeuf-northern edge of Damblainville-northern edge of Falaise-Les Loges (eight kilometers west-southwest of Falaise), with contact to the neighbor on the left.48 Because of the deteriorating situation, 272. Inf.-Div. had to pull back its left wing to Fourneaux-le Val (three kilometers southeast of Les Loges).49






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
SITACKPOLLE
BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
The
History of
the Hitler
Youth
Panzer
Division

HUBERT
MEYER






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg
Karte 7: Operation TOTALIZE Map 7: Operation TOTALIZE
Abwehrkimpfe vom 8.-11. August 1944 defensive battles August 8-11 1944

deatsche vrdee Lne am 7./8 August 1984
egungen am & Augst
egungen am . Augest
vegungen am 0. August

L,
Chicheboville:

& 7o schwere Bombar i v | hase






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg
Karte 8: Operation TRACTABLE
Abwehrkimpfe vom 14.-16. A

Map 8: Operation TRACTABLE
defensive battles August 14-16 1944
dessche vt L am W Asust M0






