
[image: img]


LANDING

ON THE EDGE OF

ETERNITY

TWENTY-FOUR HOURS AT OMAHA BEACH

ROBERT KERSHAW

[image: img]

PEGASUS BOOKS

NEW YORK   LONDON


This book is dedicated to my Father, Lesley Kershaw, Légion d’Honneur, who landed in the second wave on Gold Beach on D–Day, and to my Mother, whom he met in Hamburg, 1945.



CONTENTS

[image: img]

Some of the Voices from Omaha

Abbreviations and Glossary

Maps

Introduction

Prologue  • 1:00 A.M. June 6, 1944 

ONE • THE FAR SHORE • 1:00 A.M. TO 4:30 A.M.

The Plage d’Or • 1:00 A.M. to 4:00 A.M. 

Where the German Soldier Stands Nobody Gets In! • 3:00 A.M. to 4:30 A.M. 

TWO • FORCE “O” • MIDNIGHT TO 3:30 A.M.

The Funnel • Midnight to 3:00 A.M. 

GIs: Government Issue. • 1:30 A.M. to 3:00 A.M. 

“Strictly Power.” The Plan. • 2:30 A.M. to 3:30 A.M. 

THREE • THE STORM BREAKS • 2:00 A.M. TO 5:00 A.M.

“Whole World Against Us” • 2:00 A.M. to 4:55 A.M. 

“Bacon and Eggs on the Edge of Eternity” • 2:30 A.M. to 4:30 A.M. 

“A Series of Flashes on the Horizon.” The Bombardment • 5:50 A.M. to 6:20 A.M. 

FOUR • DEATH RIDE • 4:15 A.M. TO 6:30 A.M.

A Wild Death Ride • 4:15 A.M. to 6:15 A.M. 

Sie Kommen! • 5:00 A.M. to 6:30 A.M. 

France Looked Sordid and Uninviting • 6:15 A.M. to 6:30 A.M.

FIVE • FIRST WAVE FLOUNDERED • 6:30 A.M. TO 7:30 A.M.

Vierville Cliff Shoulder, Right • 6:30 A.M. to 7:20 A.M. 

Colleville Cliff Shoulder, Left • 6:30 A.M. to 7:30 A.M. 

SIX • POINTE DU HOC, “THE JIB” •6:40 A.M. TO 11:10 A.M.

The Cliff • 6:40 A.M. to 7:30 A.M. 

The Plateau • 7:30 A.M. to 11:10 A.M. 

SEVEN • WIN OR LOSE? • 6:45 A.M. TO 8:30 A.M.

The Center. Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer • 6:45 A.M. to 8:00 A.M. 

Leaders • 7:00 A.M. to 8:30 A.M. 

Stop the Boats • 8:30 A.M. 

EIGHT • THE CRISIS • 8:30 A.M. TO MIDDAY

Dilemmas • 8:30 A.M. to 11:00 A.M. 

More Infantry • 9:30 A.M. to 1:00 P.M. 

NINE • VILLAGE FIGHTING • 11:30 A.M. TO DUSK

Colleville, East • 11:30 A.M. to 7:00 P.M. 

Vierville, West • 10:00 A.M. to 1:30 P.M. 

Saint-Laurent, Center • 11:30 A.M. to Dusk 

TEN • TENUOUS FOOTHOLD • 4:00 P.M. TO MIDNIGHT

Kampfgruppe Meyer • 4:00 P.M. to 11:55 P.M. 

Pointe du Hoc. The Angle • Midday to Midnight 

Dusk to Darkness • 5:00 P.M. to Beyond Midnight 

Beyond 24 Hours

Bibliography

Endnotes

Illustrations

Index

Acknowledgments




SOME OF THE VOICES FROM OMAHA
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THE GERMANS

Oberleutnant Bernhard Frerking, commanding the 1st Battery of Artillery Regiment 352, had his forward artillery observation post located at strongpoint WN 62 at Colleville-sur-Mer. One of his soldiers claimed, “he kept human feeling awake in me during an inhuman war.”

Gefreiter Franz Gockel manned a water-cooled Polish machine gun at WN 62. He felt “like God in France,” but was surprised at the primitive state of the “Atlantic Wall.”

Oberstleutnant Ernst Goth commanded 916 Regiment, responsible for the forward sector of Omaha Beach. He was confident his men were well trained enough to give a good account of themselves.

Oberleutnant Hans Heinz was Goth’s Ordinance officer, a Stalingrad veteran who also had misgivings about the much-vaunted Atlantic Wall. A veteran Feldwebel had confided they could hold off successive waves of invaders, but once the ammunition ran out it would all be over.

Kurt Keller was a private in the reconnaissance unit of Fusilier Battalion 352. He was an ardent Nazi and disapproved of his NCO’s amoral relationships with the local French women. He was convinced the invasion would not succeed, declaring, “Where the German soldier stands, nobody gets through!”

Machine Gunner Wilhelm Kirchhoff, with Werfer Regiment 84, occupied a cliff-edge trench near the observation bunker on top of Pointe du Hoc. “Now we’re in for it,” his officer had confided when they saw the massive invasion fleet.

Generalmajor Dietrich Kraiss was the astute Russian Front veteran commander of the 352nd Infantry Division. He had trained it up to “crack” status, far superior to the “static” infantry divisions positioned left and right of Omaha Beach. The Americans did not know his division was there.

Oberstleutnant Karl Meyer commanded Grenadier Regiment 915, which was Kraiss’s operational Kampfgruppe reserve. During the early hours of the D-Day morning it was sent off in the wrong direction to combat American paratroopers that had landed well to the west of Omaha Beach. It would prove difficult to turn back.

Unteroffizier Henrik Naube manned a machine gun at WN 73 on the cliffs overlooking the Vierville draw. He thought the prospect of the Allies invading Germany one day to be unimaginable.

Gefreiter Heinrich Severloh was Oberleutnant Frerking’s aide and manned a machine gun at WN 62. Severloh did not fit into the Wehrmacht concept of blind obedience; he was an individual. His effectiveness behind the gun that day was to earn him the dubious title “the Beast of Omaha.”

Grenadier Karl Wegner manned a machine gun at beach level inside a bunker at WN 71 at Vierville-sur-Mer. After mistakenly declaring a fishing boat to be the invasion, he was nervously determined to conduct himself well. He could not believe the size of the fleet when it did appear.

Gefreiter Gustav Winter was the 75mm gunner inside a “concrete panzer” turret at WN 66, covering the beach at Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer at the center of Omaha Beach. He was an ex–panzer crewman, whose fingers and nose had been seriously damaged by frostbite in Russia. He was transferred to this lonely outpost with his loader, a young Czech-German boy, “who was not very bright, but very enthusiastic.”

Oberstleutnant Fritz Ziegelmann was chief of staff to General Kraiss, the cerebral foil to the astute and decisive practical general. Operational research had convinced him the invasion was on that night, and he had placed the division on alert. When American paratroopers landed in strength to the west, the division reserve was prematurely committed in the wrong direction.

THE FRENCH

Albert André was pressed by the Germans to work on the unfinished beach defenses in the center of Omaha Beach the previous afternoon, fitting a tank turret to WN 66. He did not think, with all the activity, that pressed labor would be required that day.

Michel Hardelay had to assist the Germans with the demolition of his own house at Vierville-sur-Mer to make room for beach defenses. His neighbor had ridiculed his attempts to build a family shelter trench, convinced the Allies would never land here. Hardelay was not so sure.

Suzanne Hardelay was a young child when the invasion came. The first thing she saw at Vierville was American legs striding past her basement.

Victorine Houyvet was a thirty-one-year-old schoolteacher living at Vierville. The first American she saw shot at her through the window while she was pulling her skirt on, hardly an auspicious introduction to the liberators.

Jean Marion, the French Underground chief at Grandcamp was aware the invasion was pending. “There’s so many ships out there,” he told his wife, “there’s no room for the fish.”

Louise Oxéant had set off with her ten-year-old son that morning on a donkey to milk her neighbor’s cows. The delayed bombing release for the approaching US air force Liberator armada intent on destroying the German defenses at Omaha would place her right in the eye of the storm.

Edmond Scelles was sixteen and lived at Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer. They had forty German soldiers billeted at their farm, and the alarm had been called. They moved out to occupy their beach positions seemingly totally confident.

THE AMERICANS

Private John Barnes was aboard LCA-911 with A Company the 116th Regiment heading toward Vierville off Omaha Beach. He had agreed to carry the heavy section flamethrower. Conditions were indescribable; everyone was seasick from the turbulence and they were constantly drenched by cold spray. The boat was alarmingly low in the water.

General Omar Bradley commanded the 1st US Army from aboard the cruiser USS Augusta ten miles offshore. He was concerned at the sea state, which would make his soldiers seasick and would compromise the launch of his DD tanks, vital to overcome the defending beach bunkers. Amazingly the Germans had not discovered their presence. He was frustrated and concerned he had no control of events onshore. Within three hours of landing he faced the dilemma whether or not to continue in the face of catastrophe.

Robert Capa was a celebrated combat war photographer working for Life magazine, who would land with E Company the 16th Regiment at Colleville, at the east side of Omaha Beach. He had chosen this hot spot because his maxim was, “if the pictures are not good enough, then you’re not close enough.”

Brigadier General Norman Cota was the unassuming assistant 29th Division commander, who landed one hour after the first wave. He possessed the inspirational command steel to get men moving off the beach.

Captain Joe Dawson commanded G Company of the 16th Regiment, which managed to land as a cohesive company group and was the first to climb the bluffs near Colleville. They achieved a decisive penetration of the German defenses.

Private Sam Goodgal with Sergeant Raymond Crouch were paratroopers from the 101st (US) Airborne Division who were mis-dropped into the sea off Pointe du Hoc that night. They were already on the beach when Rudder’s Rangers landed and joined in the assault.

Lieutenant Coit Hendley was in command of LCI(L)-85, which approached the beach late in the morning opposite WN 62. At twenty-three he had enjoyed the carnival atmosphere in England prior to the invasion with his WREN girlfriend Sylvia, who worked with naval communications. She believed his ship had sunk; his father saw the listing wreck in newsreels of the invasion back home in the United States.

Major General Clarence Huebner commanded the “Big Red One” 1st Infantry Division responsible for establishing the beachhead at Omaha. He was ten miles offshore and had no control or visibility of his subordinate units on the ground. By mid-morning he was contemplating failure.

Private Hu Riley landed near war photographer Robert Capa with F Company the 16th Regiment. This was his third landing under fire and was to prove the worst. He was to be immortalized by Capa’s photograph of “the face in the surf,” struggling, barely afloat, and under fire at the water’s edge.

Lieutenant Colonel James Rudder commanded the Ranger group that assaulted the seemingly unassailable cliffs at Pointe du Hoc to destroy a German battery. He was to lose nearly two-thirds of his force and the guns were not there.

Seth Shepard was a combat photographer aboard LCI(L)-92, heading toward Colleville. He was visibly impressed by the epic size of the invasion fleet and thought they would doubtless succeed. Within minutes of landing his ship was turned into a fireball.

Private David Silva landed with the 29th Division opposite WN 62 near Colleville. The war was the first time he had left home. It is conceivable he was hit by Heinrich Severloh’s machine gun fire. Severloh was to meet him after the war to ask forgiveness.

Sergeant Robert Slaughter landed with D Company the 116th regiment in the second wave, which was as much a disaster as the first. He got his friends to autograph his copy of Eisenhower’s “Great Crusade” speech before they set off. He was in shock at the devastating casualties they lost that day, and remembered this was just the first day of many fighting days to come in Europe.

Lieutenant John Spalding commanded a platoon with E Company the 16th Regiment that landed alone, in the sheltered lee from German fire between Colleville and Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer. They were the first Americans to scale the bluffs behind Omaha that day.

Sergeant Donald Wilson landed with F Company the 16th Regiment. He was a veteran of three landings under fire and knew what he was doing. He was totally unimpressed with the secrecy surrounding their sea approach, and chewed an apple on the landing craft run-in to bolster and impress his green troops. He was soon pinned down in the grisly surfline with the rest of his few surviving men.


ABBREVIATIONS AND GLOSSARY
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	2 IC
	Second in command



	Bocage
	Hedgerow terrain



	CO
	Commanding Officer



	DD
	Duplex Drive (amphibious tank) 



	DUKW
	Amphibious Vehicle. The “duck” was a thirty-one-foot, six-wheeled amphibious truck that could carry twenty-five fully equipped soldiers or 5,000 lbs of stowed cargo. Slow at sea, it could reach up to fifty mph on land.



	Heer
	German for Army. “Heeresgruppe” Army Group



	
Kampfgruppe 
	Battle Group



	Kriegsmarine
	German Navy



	LCA
	Landing Craft Assault. British built, designed to carry thirty-five men (thirty-two with equipment) and 1,700 lbs. It was just under forty feet long, thirteen tons, and capable of six knots.



	LCI (L)
	Landing Craft Large. These were 160 feet long and could land 188 men on lowered bow ramps, or transport 75 tons of cargo.



	LCM
	Landing Craft Mechanized. These were up to 56 feet long, the smallest landing craft able to land a tank, and capable of nine knots. It could carry sixty demolition engineers and their equipment.



	LCR
	Landing Craft Rocket



	LCT
	Landing Craft Tank. The largest version was 119 feet long and could carry three 50-ton tanks or 150 tons of cargo.



	LCVP
	Landing Craft Vehicle and Personnel. The so-called “Higgins boats” were about thirty-six feet long, could make nine knots, carried thirty-two to thirty-five men, and weighed eighteen tons.




	LST
	Landing Ship Tank. These were 328 feet long and could land 500 tons, generally becoming hospital ships after unloading to take the wounded back to England.



	Luftwaffe
	German air force



	Nebelwerfer
	German automatic rocket launcher



	OB West
	Oberkommando West [Supreme Command West]



	OKW
	Oberkommando der Wehrmacht. [German Armed Forces Supreme Command]



	Panzerschreck
	Bazooka



	Panzerjäger
	Anti-tank



	PAK
	Panzerabwehrkanone[ anti-tank gun]



	Ranks
	



	
	Comparative German US Officers



	
	
Generalmajor                    Major General



	
	
Oberst                                 Colonel



	
	
Oberstleutnant                    Lieutenant Colonel



	
	
Major                                  Major



	
	
Hauptmann                         Captain



	
	
Oberleutnant                       Lieutenant



	
	
Leutnant                              2nd Lieutenant 



	
	Comparative NCO ranks
	



	
	
Hauptfeldwebel                    Sergeant Major



	
	
Oberfeldwebel                      Master Sergeant



	
	
Feldwebel                             Sergeant



	
	
Unteroffizier                         Corporal



	
	
Obergefreiter                        Private first class



	
	
Grenadier                             Private



	SP
	Self-Propelled
	



	WN
	
Widerstandsnest [strongpoint]
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INTRODUCTION
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After a tense weather forecast conference on June 5, 1944 at Southwick House near Portsmouth, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the supreme commander of allied forces, scrawled a hastily composed note. “Our landings in the Cherbourg-Havre area have failed to gain a satisfactory foothold and I have withdrawn the troops,” he wrote. He crossed out the start of the next sentence three times. “My decision to attack at this time and place was based on the best information available.” It was his decision. “The troops, the air and the navy did all that bravery and devotion to duty could do.” Eisenhower was about to visit one of the tented camps of the 101st (US) Airborne Division, before they took off to Normandy. “If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt,” he carried on, “it is mine alone.” He was now to confront soldiers who would face the consequences of his “go” decision. That this was an anxious moment is reflected by the date he wrote beneath: “July 5th.” It was actually the 5th of June.

Eisenhower folded the note and tucked it inside his wallet and set off to meet the American paratroopers at Greenham Common near Newbury. Several weeks later the notelet was still inside his wallet and he passed it to his naval aide Commander Butcher, for posterity.

Two hours after H-hour on Omaha Beach the next day the prophecy rang ominously true. General Omar Bradley, commander of the American First Army, scanning the distant shoreline through binoculars aboard the USS Augusta, relived Eisenhower’s dilemma. Fragmentary reports coming from offshore reported the first wave had foundered and that a catastrophe was unfolding along that gray, indistinct line of beach. Twinkling flashes and bulbous clouds of black smoke boiling up from burning tanks and listing landing craft in the obstacle-strewn surf suggested failure. The remorseless conveyor belt of successive waves heading for the maw of this fiercely fought bridgehead had to be momentarily halted. Bradley needed to decide whether to redirect the landing effort to the British Gold Beach further east, where headway was being made toward Bayeux, or carry on. Nobody was aware the supreme commander had already tucked away a note that formed the basis for a press statement covering just such an eventuality. Bradley agonized over what he should do.

Groundbreaking research by American historian Joseph Balkoski has convincingly suggested that some 4,700 casualties were inflicted on American forces landing at Omaha on D-Day: more than were lost at Pearl Harbor at the outset of the war and among the costliest single day’s losses for the subsequent battles that would rage on the mainland of Europe. It has taken decades to realize the full extent of the damage inflicted, almost five times higher than the next worse loss suffered at D-Day on Juno Beach. Was General Eisenhower reluctant to admit that his hastily scrawled note, only to be released in the event of catastrophic failure, was almost in this league? Did it need to be concealed from the American public? Captain Charles Cawthon, who landed shortly after 7:00 A.M., nevertheless remembered at the time, “I do not recall any questioning of a frontal assault on prepared defenses from the unstable base of the English Channel.”1 Such an assault was an echo of the sterile tactics of the First World War.

Hollywood, beginning with Darryl F. Zanuck’s rendition of Cornelius Ryan’s The Longest Day, first brought the heroism of the assaults at Omaha and Pointe du Hoc vividly into the American consciousness. It also played to the global tensions of the Cold War. President Jimmy Carter was the first of five US presidents to visit the site. Addressing immaculately arrayed lines of bright white crosses against an emerald green setting at the cemetery at Colleville, above the beach, he declared, “We are determined with our noble allies here, that Europe’s freedom will never again be endangered.” With Cold War resonance, he encapsulated the significance of the Omaha battle to the American psyche. America’s first physical entry onto the strategic heartland of northwest Europe was at the cost of a grievous bloodletting. In an age less cynical than our own, freedom meant so much more in an emotionally charged sense, juxtaposed against another totalitarian menace, Soviet hegemony seeking to dominate Europe. Successive Hollywood feature films and countless TV documentaries culminated in 1998 with Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan, which offered both a poignant and viscerally gritty portrayal of the Omaha Beach landings. The critical and commercial acclaim the film engendered seemed to lead to a resurgence of American interest in the Second World War.

Four more successive American presidents sought to wrap themselves in the patriotic aura of reflected glory from Omaha Beach. President Ronald Reagan followed Carter at the fortieth anniversary when he spoke at Pointe du Hoc, emphasizing that the Rangers were “the champions who helped free a continent.” President Bill Clinton took up the theme in the same place ten years later, saying, “Like the soldiers of Omaha Beach, we cannot stand still. We cannot stay safe by doing so.”

The beach seemed to be turning into a European equivalent of the site of Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. President George W. Bush came twice to the cemetery, announcing at the sixtieth anniversary how “a strange turn of history called on young men from the prairie towns and city states of America to cross an ocean and throw back the marching mechanized evils of fascism.” He was echoed by the fifth to appear, President Barack Obama, on June 6, 2014. He probably unknowingly stood meters from the site, alongside French president François Hollande, at the spot where Lieutenant John Spalding crested the German-held bluffs for the first time. “This sacred place of rest for 9,387 Americans,” President Obama said, should be “seared into the memory of history,” insisting it “was democracy’s beachhead.” The battle on the Omaha Beaches resonates symbolically with Americans to tangibly demonstrate their attachment to Europe. 2

Landing on the Edge of Eternity is a story therefore well worth the telling. Its narrative has over the years become increasing emotionally embellished by films and the media. Second World War veterans are often embarrassed to be collectively addressed casually as “heroes.” The accolade is clear, but not everyone was a hero. They, more than others, are acutely aware of the soul-baring human frailties revealed in combat. Most were scared and carried on with a dogged determination that saved the day for the American landings, which were beset by some problematic planning. Some were rendered helpless and incoherent to orders because of the visceral shock they endured on landing. They were not in a fit state to do any more than survive. Others committed acts of extraordinary bravery, which had to be witnessed by superiors to be recognized for decorations, so many accomplishments that day went unrecorded. The assault at Omaha was committed frontally against well entrenched and prepared positions, defended by the most powerful infantry division stationed anywhere near the coast at the time. These were also brave men, despite fighting for a malign cause, and were also prepared to die. In between were French civilians, rarely written about, who died in the thousands.

One of the difficulties in an account following human stories over a twenty-four-hour period is to reconcile time and date discrepancies within different personal reminiscences. Wehrmacht and French civilian time was one hour later than Allied. Fading memories can often seek confirmation from alternative secondhand accounts in good faith.

The surviving 352nd Infantry Division telephone log is a remarkable document, preserving an authentic aura of firsthand immediacy. Recording this information in the din and confusion of a wartime headquarters, alongside vagaries in translation, makes it difficult at times to decide whether the time given for an event is a log of the action that occurred, or is the relaying of orders to expedite that activity. The log does authentically convey what all witnesses experience in conflict, namely confusion over what is really going on.

Eyewitness accounts have created a maze of contradictory information about the Omaha landings, influenced by strongly held views and the emotion implicit in the story they are telling. Recent documentary TV coverage often asks individuals to summon detail from the fringe of living memory. For this reason I have attempted to get as close to the origin of these events as is possible. Much of the recent German eyewitness material is at variance to earlier American accounts. In order to narrate a comprehensible story, it is advisable to simplify interesting but otherwise confusing detail with fair assumptions. My own personal memories of conflict come in snapshot form, and this has been the approach here. There are few certainties in the chaos of combat. Discussion about what happened after the event can be controversial, even minutes afterward, never mind decades later.

Films and TV documentaries tend to glorify the Omaha tale, told through iconic heroes, almost akin to Homer’s Iliad account. Objective truth is so much more difficult to achieve. There were heroes yes, but also human frailty in abundance. Successive American presidents saw it as representing the nation’s consciousness of who they are. American soldiers were brave, generous, and resolute in sacrificing thousands of their lives to free people they had never met.

The assault on Omaha’s beaches was exactly what German propaganda foresaw should be the consequence of trying to breach Hitler’s invincible “Atlantic Wall.” The first hours appeared to realize the Allies’ worst fears. If this resistance and intensity of firepower had been replicated on the other four beaches, the story of D-Day might have had a different outcome.


PROLOGUE

1:00 A.M. JUNE 6, 1944
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As many as five to six Douglas C-47 Dakota aircraft were visible in the opaque blue sky viewed through the open moonlit fuselage door. They flew in “Vs” of nine aircraft at seven-second intervals. Little lavender blue lights were all that could be seen from the aircraft interior. Parachute transports, 822 in all, had risen majestically into the night sky from airfields in southern England. With as many as five hundred planes on the same track, it was easy for crews not paying attention to overrun the aircraft ahead. Serial 10, which contained Company I of the 3rd Battalion, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment from the American 101st Airborne Division, flew inside this enormous stream, which droned south for fifty-seven miles before turning to port over a beacon launched in the English Channel below. The formation flew by the islands of Guernsey and Jersey before wheeling left again to cross the Cotentin Peninsula at fifteen hundred feet from the south. As they changed direction even more flights were taking off from English airfields. The date was June 6, 1944, D-Day, one hour past midnight, the start of the “Crusade” to liberate Nazi-occupied Europe. American paratroopers flying on board knew that to get back home to the United States, they would have to fight their way through France and Germany.

The men packed inside’constricted by parachute harnesses, overweight equipment, and weapons’slept, smoked, and thought of loved ones. Some joked a little but most sat in silence. A few were on their knees, lost in thought, not praying but coping with eighty to one hundred pounds of equipment by balancing it on canvas bench seats. Once they cleared the Channel Islands nervousness and tension increased, as they somberly looked out of open doors at the khaki-colored C-47s flying alongside, with their distinctive black-and-white D-Day striped markings on wings and rear fuselages. Cold winds came rushing and blustering through these doors and swirled around the rear of the aircraft. Private Leonard “Sam” Goodgal and Sergeant Raymond Crouch numbered three and four in their roster. The unit mission was to parachute onto Drop Zone D outside the small town of Les Drogueries and capture two wooden bridges spanning the Douve River. The American 101st and 82nd Airborne Divisions were tasked to secure the right flank of the Allied invasion. Their unit, the 101st, was to seize exits leading inland from Utah Beach, the westernmost landing point. The battalion and company objective to seize the Douve River bridges would enable American tanks to achieve the vital link up between Utah and Omaha beach, twenty-three miles apart, separated by the Vire River estuary.

Goodgal and Crouch had received no end of pep talks before taking off. General Eisenhower had told them “you are about to embark upon the Great Crusade,” pointing out, “your task will not be an easy one” and the enemy “will fight savagely.” British General Sir Bernard Montgomery breezily announced “good hunting on the mainland of Europe,” which predictably elicited a lot of black humor from soldiers’ responses. The most memorable advice came from their own commanding officer, Colonel Wolverton, who after a few preliminaries simply said:


“Men, you know that I am not a religious man, but I want you to pray with me now. I want you to get down on your knees, and don’t look down but look up to God with open eyes.”



“There was not a dry eye in the battalion,” Sergeant Robert Webb remembered, and it left Goodgal “fired up” for the operation, having alleviated some of his nervousness.

As the massive aerial armada made landfall, a vision of moonlit peaceful farmland passed serenely below before being abruptly extinguished by turbulent clouds. A huge bank of cumulonimbus had risen up across the flight path of the two divisions, immediately obscuring crew vision. The tightly compacted aircraft formations flew straight into it with pilots instinctively breaking away horizontally and vertically. Planes began to yaw and plunge, losing their tight V formation and fighting to maintain course as crews cringed at the prospect of colliding. Aircraft had just minutes to drop from the fifteen-hundred-foot approach to the seven hundred feet required for the run in to the drop zone. The flak that rose up to meet them when they came in sight of the coast clustered even more thickly as they lost altitude.

Veteran paratroopers stood up and began hooking up static lines as soon as they heard the distinctive noise of spent shrapnel rattling against the fuselage sides. They were left staggering for balance, or fell over when pilots took violent evasive action. Aircraft emerged from dense cloud into clear moonlight only to discover they were either completely alone or too close to other planes. Formations were scattered all over the Normandy countryside. Crouch and Goodgal’s aircraft plunged steeply, panicking troopers as loose equipment clattered perilously around them. Goodgal, hanging onto his static line felt,“this is it, I’m going to be killed right here.” “Jump! Jump!” the men at the back of the line screamed as the aircraft yawed and rose and fell as the pilot fought to regain control. Each upward and downward surge first lightened and then buckled legs under the excessive weights they were carrying.

As the aircraft finally leveled off a juddering impact was felt to starboard, which knocked men to the floor in a tangle of arms, legs, and equipment caught up in strop lines. Men laden with mortars and machine guns were too heavy to pick up. Lieutenant Floyd Johnston and Sergeant Neil Christiansen were the “chief” and jumpmaster, and were number one and two on the static line. Christiansen, who could see out of the door, told Crouch, next in line, that the starboard engine was on fire. The flickering glow from the flames was reflecting at the rear of the fuselage. At that moment the aircraft crew chief shouted they had overshot the drop zone and the pilot was going to go around again. But the C-47 was yawing to the right and already beginning to vibrate and shake as the starboard engine lost power. All the paratroopers pressed up toward the door yelling “Jump! Jump!” Clearly it was now or never, and a green light replaced the red glow over the door. “Get the hell out of here!” Crouch shouted at Johnson and Christiansen as they scrambled out the door. The fiery trail from the blazing engine was ejecting debris from the other side.

G force from the howling downward spiral of the plane was pressing the men backward up against the pilot’s cabin. Crouch and Goodgal had virtually to climb the angled fuselage floor against the rush of air to get out. Crouch fell out and hit the screaming slipstream in an un-aerodynamic posture that snatched away the leg bag and weapon from his parachute harness as he tumbled in the sky. Everything was lost in the inky blackness, lit only briefly by the blazing aircraft passing over his head. The opening shock of the parachute brutally strained his groin and limbs, but at least it had opened. Looking up he saw his ’chute had deployed, and another had popped open just above him. All around was cracking and zipping tracer fire. A flak gun was pounding upward nearby and a searchlight beam gyrated crazily about in the night sky. Looking down Crouch saw moonlight reflecting off water and seemingly a cliff edge, running off in both directions. They were on the coast. Out to sea the receding whine of the fiercely burning C-47 dropped lower and lower.1

The German gunners of the 2nd Battery Heeres-Küsten Coastal Artillery Regiment 1260 at Pointe du Hoc, four and a half miles west of Omaha Beach, were decidedly skittish. Two bombing runs by twin-engine aircraft had hit them on Sunday afternoon. The damage was so bad the Organization Todt decided to suspend all further construction work, it was too dangerous. The preceding day thirty-five American B-17 bombers had hit the site after 9:00 A.M. Over a hundred tons of bombs were dropped with at least fifty detonations inside the battery perimeter. Nineteen-year-old machine gunner Wilhelm Kirchhoff with Werfer Regiment 84, who had recently arrived to reinforce the battery, had managed to reach one of the underground shelters near the cliff edge, while twenty-five-year-old artillery observer Unteroffizier [lance corporal] Rudolf Karl took shelter in the concrete observation cupola on the Pointe du Hoc headland. Damage was again heavy. One of the gun pits and three personnel bunkers were struck, but they remained intact. Kirchhoff had spent the rest of the day clearing debris from communication trenches and bunker entrances.2

When a flaming twin engine aircraft appeared over the battery after midnight, all hell broke loose. Kirchhoff barely had time to duck down inside his machine gun emplacement, situated on the cliff edge, before the eastern and western flak emplacements began banging away. They spat up ragged lines of fiery tracers as searchlights tried to lock onto the stricken aircraft. Shouting and popping small arms fire rang out when parachutes were momentarily caught in the glare of the searchlights. Machine gun and rifle fire intensified as the parachutes descended, their one chance to get at the cursed Allied airmen. At least two parachutes appeared to land in the vicinity of the battery perimeter, maybe more out to sea.

Sergeant Crouch was in trouble. He had no weapon, and was under German small arms fire coming up from the ground. They “must have been cross-eyed” he later maintained, “because I could hear the bullets as they snapped past my head, but they never hit me.” Shooting did not die down until he floated beneath the level of the cliff edge. He realized with some trepidation that he was going to land in the sea, and inflated his automatic “Mae West” life jacket just as he splashed into the water. Overcoming initial panic from the shock of the cold water he managed to struggle out of his parachute harness, before he realized he could actually stand up. He was in waist-deep water.

Leonard Goodgal looked up after the shock of his parachute opening, but saw no other jumpers get out of the plane. Three ’chutes were ahead, two descended into the dark landmass while the third, just in front, was about to enter the water. He activated the release mechanism on his parachute harness as he splashed down and shot up to the surface, propelled by panic and the jolt of the cold water. Unlike Crouch nearby, his equipment and rifle were still attached to his parachute. “Is that you Sam?” he heard the other shout as he struggled out of his harness. They were both lucky.

A few miles to his right, on the top of the cliff face, Unteroffizier Henrik Naube with the 352nd German Infantry Division had come on duty shortly after midnight. He was manning the machine gun position at the western corner of the cliffs at the strongpoint [Widerstandsnest’WN] 73, overlooking Omaha Beach at Vierville-sur-Mer. “There was heavy bombing to the south again and a very high level of aircraft noise,” he recalled. Flak fire was curling across the sky “from points in a semicircle inland of us,” mixed with a succession of distant explosions. “We all agreed that something was up, something was going to happen soon,” he recalled. It was a moonlit night and they were able to fleetingly distinguish many “twin-engine types” of aircraft, but could not decide whether they were bombers or something else:


“Several times, we saw an aircraft on fire, heading out across the sea toward England, and in some cases these burning planes descended and appeared to hit the sea in the distance.”



Most of the aircraft were coming out of the hinterland and crossing the cliffs to their left before heading out to sea over Pointe du Hoc and also farther beyond, over the Vire estuary.3

The two American paratroopers wading ashore found they were trapped. Ahead lay the English Channel, whereas behind them was a sheer cliff, more than a hundred feet high, which overlooked a narrow stony beach. They had no idea where they were, except in the wrong place. On top of the cliffs were Germans, who had only just narrowly missed killing them. It was shortly after 1:00 A.M. June 6. They began to look for shelter and take stock of their situation. They had in fact landed along the narrow beach that ran from Omaha Beach to the German coastal battery that had fired at their stricken aircraft, at Pointe du Hoc.

Eleven miles south was the picturesque Château du Molay, which was the headquarters of General Dietrich Kraiss, the commander of the 352nd German Infantry Division. At around 1:00 A.M. his chief of staff, Oberstleutnant [lieutenant colonel] Fritz Ziegelmann picked up his telephone to receive a call from the staff of 84 Corps, his superior headquarters. It was succinct and to the point: “Enemy parachute troops have landed near Caen. Alarm Stage II.” Caen was over thirty miles away to the east. Ziegelmann notified the commanding general, he was not particularly surprised. Having recently been posted from the Quartermaster Department of the Seventh Army, he was well aware of the developing situation, which he had been monitoring for some time. He was the consummate professional German General Staff officer. The Luftwaffe had reported ever increasing concentrations of landing craft in southern English ports since April and May. “I was of the opinion,” he recalled, “that commencing with May, we could expect the invasion at any time.” He was in agreement with his wily veteran commander General Kraiss, a Knight’s Cross holder, who had excelled as an infantry division commander in Russia. Since his arrival at the newly established 352nd Division, he had trained it up to a “good–above average division.” Leave for commanders and General Staff officers had been canceled since April, with the very real expectation of a coming invasion. Kraiss was responsible for the “Bayeux Sector” of the Normandy coastline, which included the so-called French Plage d’Or or Gold Beach. This was the four and a half mile expanse of sandy beach which the Allies referred to in code as “Omaha Beach.”

Ziegelmann had shared his thoughts and analysis with Kraiss against a background of growing air attacks against the road and rail network in France and Belgium. In the 352 Division sector alone, twenty-seven carrier pigeons were shot down between March 20 and May 20, one of the regular courier conduits between the French Resistance and the Allies. Ceaseless air attacks had been occurring in the 84th Corps forward sector along the Norman coastline. Kraiss was especially alerted by the capture of a French resistance leader in Brittany, who under torture made statements about an invasion in a few days time. “All these things,” Ziegelmann assessed, “gave me a feeling of certainty that the invasion would come soon.” Tonight he was particularly suspicious of reports of large numbers of low-flying enemy aircraft coming in from the south and departing to the east and west.

By 2:00 A.M. Ziegelmann had placed all units on alert by telephone. About two hours later Oberstleutnant Ernst Heyna contacted him from his 914 Regiment headquarters at Neuilly-la-Forêt that thirty to fifty parachute aircraft had dropped paratroopers south of Brevands in the Vire estuary. Some had landed near Cardonville, near the gun positions of Artillery Regiment 352, which was just fifteen miles from Ziegelmann’s headquarters. One American “Oberleutnant” [first lieutenant] had apparently even landed next to the perimeter of the Pointe du Hoc coastal battery, “and after a short firefight was taken prisoner.” The 352 Division’s soldiers were now awake and streaming into their coastal bunkers and defense positions.4

Behind the Plage d’Or, soon to be called Omaha Beach, were four village communities. Cabourg, a small hamlet to the east, was linked to the villages of Colleville-sur-Mer, Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer, and Vierville-sur-Mer in the west. All were accessible from the east-west lateral minor road the Route Nationale 814, (RN 814, today the RD 514). These villages, no more than a kilometer from the beach, followed the curved outline of the bay between Cabourg in the east and Pointe et Raz de la Percée in the west. Vierville, with a population of about three hundred inhabitants, and Saint-Laurent were former holiday seaside resorts, whereas Colleville was a farming village. Each of the communities were accessible from the beach through five “draws,” or shallow ravines, created by natural erosion, providing access to the RN 814 inland approach road. German defenders filed into emplacements that blocked these beach exits, and further emplacements along the curve of the bay. French civilians still lived in the villages.

The enduring memory for the French was that this day began with noise. Hundreds of airplanes could be heard flying south to northeast over the Cotentin Peninsula. “A ceaseless storm,” one witness described, created by the constant drone of engines and the distant rumble and crack of antiaircraft artillery. Thousands of Normans were awakened from their deepest sleep by the obvious commotion going on around them. Ambulance driver Cécile Armagnac at Cherbourg, the northernmost point of the peninsula, recalled “unusual noises” to the south, with:


“. . . repeated and significant groups of airplanes passing over toward the east; machine gunning and antiaircraft fire close by; uninterrupted droning and humming toward the distant south; muffled rumbling’perhaps bombs; a halo of light, not unlike dawn.”5



Rumors abounded that Cotentin Peninsula was isolated, that it was not possible to get through to Saint-Lô. Madame Destorses, living in Maisy, the coastal town between the future landing beaches at Utah and Omaha, was “awakened by the sound of airplanes turning and scraping the roofs.” All this activity was surprising because up until now Normandy had been spared much of the intense bombing that had been going on in the Pas-de-Calais area, where an invasion was anticipated. Refugees had come from Paris and other towns in northeast France, and moved into the Normandy countryside for safety. Madame Destorses’s husband Marcel watched a large red column of smoke rising into the night sky over the city after one particularly loud explosion and announced, “it looks like les Perruques has been hit again.” Their young sons came out in their night clothes after a nearby blast smashed their windows. “The floor trembles like a tree shaken by a storm,” she recalled, and “dust falls everywhere.” She cradled her eighteen-month-old son, who had begun to wail, in her arms. “The bombs fall in bursts with a frightful noise,” she recalled, while her boys “are in their pajamas with their feet bare, paying no mind to the fact they are walking on broken glass.” She knelt by her son Yves’s cradle. “I pray with all my soul!” she remembered. “Be so good, my Lord, to bless our house with your presence tonight!” The air around stank of gunpowder.6

Fernand Broeckx was woken up at Colleville-sur-Mer at about 2:00 A.M. by the bombing in Maisy, over ten miles farther west. “We were not too alarmed,” he recalled, but the noise was sufficiently loud to get him up. “I went back to bed, but I was not able to get to sleep.” Michel Hardelay, aged thirty-one and living at Vierville nearby, was also alerted to “the enormous roaring of the Maisy bombing, near Grandcamp.” He got up to look out of the window, “but we could not locate the exact spot from Vierville.” German searchlights were sweeping the sky to the west and “in the light beams, we noticed some little white spots falling slowly like snow flakes, way off in the distance.” He later discovered they “were leaflets telling the population living by the shore to leave immediately.” “What was going on?” Everybody asked the pervasive question, “Is this it?” Le Débarquement, the coming invasion, was a complete unknown, until now a vague and threatening phenomenon.7

Bomb shelters were rare in France and even more so in Normandy. Unlike more responsive governments in England and Germany, nobody took the trouble in defeated France. The occupying authorities were more intent on shoring up the Atlantic Wall to repel the anticipated Allied threat; French civilians were not their concern. For the past four years, hostile aircraft flying across France had been regarded as a German problem. They were the problem, not what to do with the French. However, the intensification of Allied bombing raids across the French transportation network heightened awareness of local vulnerabilities and that of families. Estimating the altitude of bombers and then the likelihood of overshoots was no longer enough.

Michel Hardelay had left it all rather late and had begun digging a shelter two days before, “a plan that I had already postponed many times.” Listening clandestinely to radio advice on the BBC had encouraged him to begin collecting and salvaging building materials. His neighbor, intrigued by the emerging trench, asked, “What are you doing there?” “You can see,” Hardelay replied, “I am building a shelter for my mother, the maid, and myself.” He offered to enlarge the dig to accommodate five people if his neighbor wanted to help, but the neighbor snickered and shrugged his shoulders, saying they “won’t land here,” and left Hardelay to it. “He must have been sorry he did not accept my offer forty-eight hours later,” he remembered.

Sixteen-year-old Edmond Scelles was not particularly concerned at the sudden influx of German troops into Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer. “On June 5 the Germans were already alerted,” he recalled, but “every year there used to be some big exercises that were supposed to happen around this time.” Prieuré Farm, where he lived, set back from the beach, provided accommodation for forty German soldiers. They had requisitioned the top rooms, leaving his parents two rooms and a large kitchen below. Edmond had to sleep in the stable. The Germans were up and about tonight, obviously on maneuvers, he thought.

At 3:00 A.M. Hardelay, who had returned to bed at Vierville, was woken up again by the approaching roar of low-level aircraft. “I jumped to the window,” he recalled, because he heard “a whistling, and saw a flash coming from two bombs that exploded at the ridge of the cliff.” Six more bombs struck the cliffs, without apparently killing anyone or damaging anything. This time, “I got dressed completely and went to urge my mother and the maid, awakened by the explosions, to do the same.” He was agitated, going to and fro from the window every fifteen minutes to check what was going on, “to be ready for any eventuality.” At least, he thought, his rudimentary trench shelter had been completed.8

Below the cliffs on the stony beach beyond Vierville, the wet, exhausted, and shivering Sergeant Crouch and Private Goodgal wondered what to do next. The two undiscovered paratroopers had somehow to climb the one-hundred-foot cliff towering above to rejoin their regiment. They too heard the sound of heavy bombers overhead and the reverberating cracks of bombs hitting the cliff top, showering them with shale. Crouch thought “the whole cliff was going to come down” on top of them. It was the spur to move on, and they headed westward along the stony shore. Crouch sang “Pistol-Packin’ Mama” under his breath as they trudged along, looking for the path that would get them out. They appreciated they needed to increase the pace, because it would soon be light and patrolling Germans might discover them. They had no idea that the promontory sticking out into the sea ahead was Pointe du Hoc.9
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Come on Hein,” artillery Oberleutnant Bernhard Frerking woke his orderly, “it’s starting.” It was shortly after midnight, June 6, 1944. Frerking commanded the 1st Battery of Artillery Regiment 352. His twenty-year-old aide Gefreiter [corporal] Heinrich Severloh recognized the seriousness of the alarm and got moving, level 2 callouts meant “imminent danger” of landings. Little more was said. A horse was hitched to their traditional Norman charrette, a two-wheeled carriage, and they set off for Widerstandsnest WN 62. They had about three miles to cover from the Legrand family estate house at Houtteville, the battery’s position, to their artillery observation post at the eastern end of the Plage d’Or, or Omaha Beach. The cool night air was filled with the threatening drone of Allied aircraft flying in from the sea farther west. “I was happy to be with him,” Severloh remembered, “as we had a good relationship.” Things from now on would never be the same. The Legrand farm had “felt like home, I felt really comfortable there,” he remembered. Severloh was fiercely independent-minded, not the stereotypical Wehrmacht conscript. “Everything they said in the barracks was a load of crap, none of it was true,” he recalled. He was scathing about the unthinking discipline required of conscripts:


“Shut up, when you talk to me, that was the usual treatment. Leave the thinking to the horses, they’ve got bigger heads. It was 100% blind obedience and there was no tolerance for back talk and it was punished immediately.”1



Any illusions he might have had about the conduct of the war were expunged by his experience on the Russian Front, where he narrowly cheated death from fever and frostbite. Frerking his new chief, was tolerant, humane and paternal toward his men.

Frerking’s battery was one of three 105mm batteries set back from Omaha, with a fourth 150mm heavy battery sited between Grandcamp-les-Bains to the west and the beach. Their commander Major Werner Pluskat had been playing cards in the headquarters mess at a chateau near Ätréham, four miles from the coast. Alerted by the noise of antiaircraft fire he had telephoned division headquarters to find out what was going on. Prevailing gloom over the imminence of invasion was dispelled the1 night before when a troupe of German girls from a theater entertainment group entertained the mess. The soldiers’ concert was canceled with the alert, so the girls found themselves dancing and singing for the officers instead. Several, as Pluskat described “made time” with his officers, and why not? Everyone appreciated that 1944 would be the decision year, young lives were likely to be cut short and casual sex was an expression of life. Frerking, unable to contact Pluskat, suspected he might still be with the ladies.

Pluskat was undecided whether or not to get ready, “nobody at either regiment or headquarters seemed to take the whole thing seriously,” he recalled. Eventually his regimental commander got back to him. “It seems that the invasion is beginning,” he was laconically informed, “you’d better get all the men to their battle stations right away.” Allied intelligence had no knowledge of the existence of his four batteries. At 2:00 A.M. Pluskat reached WN 59, his advance bunker headquarters overlooking the cliffs at the eastern end of Omaha Beach. “Everything was terribly quiet and terribly silent,” he remembered, “there was absolutely nothing to be seen.” Turning to his ordnance officer Lieutenant Theen, he remarked “just another false alarm.” 2

German soldiers filed into their battle positions with the practiced ease of men who had rehearsed this on countless occasions over the previous two months. Box loads of ammunition were broken open, shells stacked alongside crew-served heavy guns, and machine gun belts made ready. Unteroffizier Ludwig Förster burst into the underground shelter at WN 62 housing men of the 3rd Kompanie 726 Regiment bellowing, “Alarm, the highest alarm level!” Eighteen-year-old Gefreiter Franz Gockel recalled, “we had been turned out so often, we couldn’t be bothered.” Most of the men in the foul-smelling bunk accommodation turned over and tried to go back to sleep. Förster insisted: “Men, this time it’s serious, Sie Kommen! They’re coming!” That got them up, “the tiredness was gone,” Gockel recalled. Machine guns, artillery pieces, and mortars were loaded. “We were soon standing at our posts combat ready.” 3

The nondescript “Beach 313,” identified by Allied planners and later code named Omaha Beach, lay in the middle of the German 84th Corps sector, the forward corps of the Seventh Army in Normandy. It was manned by the 352nd Infantry Division, reinforced by the 726th Regiment, with the 716th Division to its right, covering proposed British landing beaches. To its left was the 709th Infantry Division covering the coastline to Cherbourg, including the earmarked American “Utah Beach.” The Seventh Army with fourteen infantry divisions and one panzer division safeguarded nearly one thousand miles of Normandy coastline to the west. By contrast Fifteenth Army’s eighteen infantry and two panzer divisions covered the much smaller 340 miles of the Pas-de-Calais east of the Seine, where the invasion, encouraged by Allied deception, was really expected. This anticipation was reflected by its threefold superiority of heavy guns and concrete casemates. Fifteenth Army had 132 heavy guns in its sector of which 93 were in casemates, Seventh Army had 47 heavy guns in Normandy with only 27 under concrete.4

General Dietrich Kraiss commanded the Omaha sector and coastline west to the Vire estuary. Omaha was not the focus of his defense effort; that lay farther west, the concentration of force around Stützpunkt [base] Vire, in between the Utah and Omaha beaches. The strongpoint was packed with field and coastal artillery alongside five infantry battalions, which aimed to protect the port of Grandcamp-les-Bains and the Vire estuary itself. The German OB (High Command) West was convinced the Allies would need to attack a port—such as Cherbourg, Le Havre, Dieppe, Boulogne, Dunkirk, or Antwerp on the northern coast of France—to reinforce success.

The tactically astute Kraiss, a Russian Front veteran, could tell at a glance that the lethal configuration of geography immensely aided defense at the former tourist beach at the Plage d’Or. It nestled between the high shoulders of two stretches of cliffs, with the Plateau du Calvados east and Pointe et Raz de la Percée west. These sandstone cliff ramparts transitioned to a line of formidably steep grass-covered bluffs in between, 150 to 200 feet above sea level, set back from wide flat beaches. The bluffs were impassable to tanks or trucks. The only exits leading up from the beaches were via five ravines or draws, enabling access to the plateau and road network beyond. The Allies had labeled them as objectives: F-1 in the east through E-3, E-1, D-3 to D-1 in the west. The D-1 exit at Vierville was the only paved road leading up from the beaches, while the most substantial E-3 draw came through Colleville-sur-Mer. The German tactical defense concept was simply to close off all five draws with strongpoints and gun emplacements, with beach obstacles, mines, anti-tank ditches, and two huge concrete anti-tank barriers to prevent access to the road network beyond.

The local French had seen a transformation of their geography since the first arrival of the Germans on the beaches in June 1940. Vierville and Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer had been popular seaside resorts for visiting Parisians. Originally a narrow-guage railway had brought vacationers from the romantic village of Littry near Bayeux, ten miles inland. Even by the nineteenth century there was a grand casino on the beach with its exclusive restaurant and three-story hotel. The Hôtel du Casino became a rest center for German troops, the Château à Thann, the local German Kommandantur [headquarters]. Elegant villas alongside the promenade seawall between Saint-Laurent and Vierville formed the incongruous backdrop for Luftwaffe pilots sunning themselves on the beautiful beaches in the summer of 1941. Michel Hardelay remembered “concerts by the regulated music, sea or sunbathing” in Vierville:


“I saw them laying down on deck chairs, having drinks served on the beach by waiters wearing white gloves, listening to music or news, not hesitating to bring cable all the way from the house to the beach in order to get electricity.”



After the failure of the German offensive on Moscow Hardelay observed the first “green mouse” amid bright blue Luftwaffe uniforms, as army engineer officers started to survey the beaches. “The German pilots warned us that an engineering unit was coming to institute a ‘few changes.’” Demolition of seaside villas began and accelerated following the fall of Stalingrad in early 1943. The Germans began to construct Widerstandsnest WN 70 on the land just above Hardelay’s house, with its sea view. “They allowed us to use the path leading to our garden,” at first he recalled, and then by the beginning of 1944, “the access to our garden became completely forbidden, when the Germans started to mine the area above the cliffs.”

“Vierville was pretty before the war,” Edmond Scelles in the nearby village of Saint-Laurent recalled, “but everything was destroyed.” To add insult to injury, “the Germans requisitioned the French to destroy their own houses.” 5

In March 1942 the 716th Infantry Division arrived along this stretch of the Norman coastline, to provide much of the muscle that was to transform the picturesque Plage d’Or into Erwin Rommel’s “Devil’s Garden” of mined obstacles in the surf, covered by concrete bunkers. Fifteen Widerstandsnest, or strongpoints, were strung like beads between the cliff shoulders either side of the beach. They started at WN 60 to WN 63 in the east, covering access to Colleville. The cluster of emplacements between WN 64 to WN 68 in the center barred access to Saint-Laurent, with another strong group at WN 70 to WN 74 blocking the paved road leading up from Vierville to Route Nationale 814.

Initially the 716th Bodenstandige, or static infantry division, was responsible for the fifty-six-mile sector from the Orne estuary at Ouistreham in the east to the Vire estuary at Carentan in the west. These static division soldiers were older men with an average age of thirty-five to forty-five, or very young soldiers. The 716 Division was constantly combed of its young men to field replacements for units badly mauled in Russia. Like all static divisions, whose heavy equipment was essentially horse-drawn, every regiment lost one battalion to make up for losses on the Russian front. They were replaced by wounded convalescents and men with stomach or ear complaints, unsuited for hard campaigning. Gefreiter Gustav Winter, in the division’s 726 Regiment, was ironically an ex–panzer trooper manning a tank turret positioned on top of a concrete box dug into the shifting sand. His Betonpanzer or “concrete tank” as he called it, was set back from the beach in the WN 68 strongpoint, covering the ravine, or draw, leading up from the beach to Saint-Laurent.

Winter covered the sea front and beach. “I suffered very badly from frostbite during that first winter in Russia in 1941,” he recalled, having ridden in both the French and opening Russian Blitzkrieg campaigns. “I lost fingers on each of my hands,” in temperatures of -20 °F and -30 °F, “because my gloves were torn, also the tip of my nose, and my toes were damaged as well. . . . I was no longer the handsome panzer boy,” he confessed. Although he was transferred to be a training instructor, “it was felt that my frostbite wounds would unsettle the cadets,” so now he was on the coast in a panzer environment of sorts. “I learned to use the gun controls with my eight fingers well enough,” and unit fitters had adapted the gun controls to include additional grips. “My loader was a Czech-German boy who was not very bright, but very enthusiastic.”

By 1944 40% of Pvt. Winter’s static infantry division included Volksdeutch, ethnic Germans from the occupied territories. Gefreiter Heinrich Severloh at WN 62 had trained with such men, Poles and Upper Silesians, who did not speak a word of German. They were always one order behind, reliant on watching what everybody else did and then imitating the activity. “Despite the frequent comical situations, I found it really tragic,” he remembered. “I felt really sorry for the Poles.” Nevertheless, “they were regular fellows and good comrades.” Winter agreed, “We were a happy crew,” he reminisced, “Just the two of us.” 6

Serving alongside the old were the very young. Hitler’s decision not to send the youngest soldiers to Russia after the debacle at Stalingrad meant that many seventeen-to-eighteen-year-old soldiers conscripted in the 1925 conscript waves were sent to France. Hans Selbach and Franz Gockel ended up in WN 62, just north of Colleville. Selbach came in July and Gockel in October 1943, after just seven weeks recruit training. Gockel’s mother had written to him just before Christmas:


“You are so young and have only lived with your parents and have no idea of the danger threatening young men. Retain what you have learned.”



She was thankful he was at least in France. “God protect you,” she concluded.7

In March 1944, Rommel, the commander OB west moved General Dietrich Kraiss’s 352 Infantry Division forward from Saint-Lô to take over part of the 716 Division sector. Rommel knew the Normandy countryside well, having campaigned through it with his 7th Panzer Division advancing on Cherbourg in June 1940.The static division area of responsibility shifted eastward, toward the coastal area around Caen. Two battalions of Infantry Regiment 726 were retained in their present positions along the Omaha sector under 352’s command. They were reinforced with two battalions from the new division’s Regiment 916. Sited to their west were 914 Regiment and 915 Regiment, which became the 84 Corps reserve under Oberstleutnant Meyer, positioned inland. This was a substantial size quick reaction force, which included the division’s contingent of armored self-propelled assault guns. The reinforcement was a threefold increase of strength along Omaha Beach and was completely missed by Allied intelligence. Kraiss had prepared his division for likely operations in Russia. Such was the intensity of training imposed on his fledgling division that its men were convinced they were earmarked for the Russian Front that summer.

The new arrival was of entirely different character and lineage to the unit it replaced. The 352nd Division was the most powerful infantry unit in Normandy. The newly constituted division had been formed from the torso of the 321st Division, burned out in the Dnieper and Desna winter battles of early 1943. “Torso” because the core of the headquarters, support, and artillery units had remained intact, reinforced by survivors from the mauled 268 Infantry Division and Grenadier Regiment 546. These were veteran soldiers. Unlike static units, the 352nd was equipped with modern German-produced 105mm and 150mm artillery pieces as well as twenty-eight Stürmgeschütz III and Marder self-propelled assault guns. Although most of the division’s infantry were freshly conscripted Germans, 20% of its strength was battle hardened. Unlike the youngsters among the 726 Regiment personnel and 8% ethnic Germans and an Ost (Russian recruited battalion), the new unit was acknowledged Ostharte, tough enough to serve in the East. At its core were experienced Russland Kämpfer [Russian fighters] from the old Obergefreiter [senior lance corporal] who knew how to handle an MG 42, cook a chicken, and avoid undue risks to experienced thirty-five-year-old battalion commanders. This brought a different quality of combat cohesion to the Omaha sector. The 352nd Division retained a hint of its Friedensheer [peacetime] character, with former regular army men among its senior NCOs. It had recruited from the Niedersachsen area, with men known to be calm, dependable, and even a little stur, or stubborn in a crisis. The division was at full strength with 12,734 men, even though 505 of its officers were new and inexperienced.

Patrols were already out after midnight, covering the beach and bluffs. Gefreiter Heinz Bongard standing watch at WN 60, set above the cliff at the easternmost point of the beach, could see the entire four mile stretch of Omaha Beach by day. By night, with a full moon reflecting on the water, and with the tide in, he could see the dark outline of the curvature of the bluffs merging into shadow toward Pointe et Raz de la Percée, just beyond Vierville. Clusters of cascading flares, searchlights, and distant flashes could be seen in that direction.

On the other side of the F-1 draw Bongard could pick out the shadowy outline of the WN 61 emplacement. Inside the bunker were a high-velocity 88mm anti-tank gun and 50mm gun. This, with two 75mm guns, two more in WN 62 beyond, with a pair of 50mm guns represented a formidable concentration of flat-fire trajectory weapons reaching out into the middle of Omaha Beach. They intersected with another powerful 88mm and two 75mm guns shooting out toward them from the cluster of strongpoints at WN 71 to 73 at Vierville on the far western side of the beach. The two cliff-high shoulders of the beach had clusters of high-velocity anti-tank and powerful field guns that intersected in the middle of the beach, forming a perfectly contained killing area in between.

Patrols generally departed from WN 62, which was the most formidable bastion to the east of the beach. “When we walked the patrols,” remembered Gefreiter [corporal] Hans Selbach:


“We sometimes had to go the whole three and a half miles to Vierville. At low tide they went along the forward edge of the beach, and at high tide along the bluffs.”



The route was a tour of the Omaha defenses between Colleville, Saint-Laurent, and Vierville, along restricted pathways hemmed in by minefields. Each patrol of four men was led by an NCO. On this evening the patrols heard the unremitting drone of bombers passing overhead, mainly to the west. By day there were telltale condensation trails etched across the sky from high-flying reconnaissance aircraft. “The reconnaissance flights came nearly every day, also at low level to take photographs of our strongpoints,” Selbach remembered. “They were better informed than us.” Soldiers based at WN 62 followed an exacting routine of two watches each night and one or two long beach patrols every week, interspersed with digging and practice-drill alarms that came with ever increasing frequency.8

Patrols had to be alert. Six weeks before seven naval artillery spotters had disappeared into thin air, with all their radios and technical equipment, from the isolated villa where they were stationed on the beach. Two of these Kriegsmarine [Navy] gunners often passed WN 62 in the mornings to pick up milk and rations. It was not until their Port-en-Bessin headquarters asked for checks that realization dawned that something was amiss. It was assumed they had been spirited away by Allied commandos. There had been incidents on the beach in September 1942. An alert had been followed by a brief firefight and bodies on the beach. Albert André, one of the Saint-Laurent locals saw the prisoners taken on the beach. “The Germans had a black dog that woke them up,” he recalled. “They had him decorated with an Iron Cross.”

The patrol route followed a narrow track to WN 66, which overlooked the ravine leading up to Saint-Laurent, blocked by a massive concrete wall, with a narrow man-sized chicane. They then made their way back across the bluffs. Each patrol leg was a check of the defenses and sticking carefully to the route was paramount because of mines. Oberschütze Bruno Plota, a mortar man from WN 62 had previously taken two watch dogs on patrol, during which Treff, a privately owned dog, went off route and was torn apart by a mine explosion, which set off alarms along the entire beach. The other dog, Raudi, a Wehrmacht hound and Plota’s great favorite, panicked and ran off, only to be nearly cut in half by another mine blast. Plota had to bind the whimpering Raudi to a wooden post so that Lieutenant Claus, his superior officer, could come up and shoot the dog and put it out of its misery. It was a botched affair, which made the tragedy worse. Despite a shot to the head, the dog turned aggressive in its death throes and pulled on the line, barking fiercely, raising fears of yet another mine explosion. Claus’s pistol jammed, and he had to reload again before finally dispatching the dog. The bloodied remains among the mines had to wait for the incoming tide before nature could clear up the mess. It was a salutary reminder of the effectiveness of the obstacle belt.

Soldiers were well aware of the imminence of invasion. “We had no doubt the English and the Americans would make their move into Europe,” Gefreiter Heinrich Severloh remembered. “But everyone was hoping it would be somewhere else, not where we were.” Soldiers rarely reflected on the war, they were more concerned about when and where they might eat or sleep. “The war seemed far away in Normandy,” Severloh remembered. Tension was, however, palpably rising. Just three days before, 84 Corps had declared invasion was “imminent,” then on June 4 soldiers were told the invasion would come inside twenty-four hours. The Germans had no idea that General Eisenhower, the supreme allied commander, had postponed the date for twenty-four hours due to inclement weather. The 352nd Division was then informed it could stand down for a day to relieve pressure, almost immediately followed by a contradictory message that a landing was imminent. Skepticism was now universal; the weather was stormy. In any case it was generally accepted that the allies had to land near a port.9

Patrols moving beyond WN 62 had to traverse an isolated 830-yard stretch of undefended tortuous bluff line, with no emplacements, marked only by a single coil of barbed wire. When they reached WN 64 they passed a churned-up area that was like a huge building site. WN 64 was still at its foundation stage, box outlines marked by wooden shuttering and steel rods, prepared to receive poured concrete. Some 486 workers were milling about this site most days, primarily paid Moroccan labor alongside locally pressed Frenchmen. A single 75mm gun stood in an open emplacement, waiting to be installed. The 50mm gun bunker at WN 65 beyond had only been completed at the end of April. The ground about was scored by construction works. The defenses guarding the E-1 ravine in Allied plans leading up to Colleville were half complete. Emplacements shielding Saint-Laurent farther along at WN 66 and WN 68 were still being worked upon. WN 66 had only been started in April and the 50mm gun earmarked for WN 68 was in an open emplacement. Incomplete installations meant emplacements at WN 67 and 65 could not be mutually supported.

Sixteen-year-old Albert André had been pressed the afternoon of June 5 to work on WN 66. He remembered the casemate lacked a roof, gun, and gun turret, “but it had already been camouflaged to look like a passable imitation of a beach villa.” Its gun turret was loaded on the back of a French wood-burning gas truck that was stuck fast in a pothole. Two other pressed French locals were trying to push it out, but “were hardly making very strenuous efforts.” A huge concrete anti-tank wall blocked the Les Moulins D-3 draw where he was working. One of the two emplacements overlooking it was still encased in wooden shuttering, its concrete not yet poured. The 50mm gun was in an open pit mounted on a turntable, protected only by its steel gun shield, while another anti-tank gun and two mortars nearby were in open emplacements. At about 3:00 p.m. two American Lightning twin-fuselage fighter aircraft strafed the beach, stopping Germans planting anti-invasion stakes in the sand and causing all construction work to close down. “Tommy kommt,” one of the Polish ethnic German NCOs told André. Everyone had the impression something was about to happen. The demoralized Germans sent all the pressed labor home. This central area under construction, between the two primary strongpoint clusters east and west of Omaha Beach, was its Achilles’ heel. It meant eight of twenty-five anti-tank or field guns were still exposed in the open, which was 44% of the emplacements between Colleville in the east and Saint-Laurent in the center. WN 66 never got its tank turret.10

Patrols were wary of the local French, although in the 352nd Division area there was little interference from them prior to the invasion. “The Normans were people like us,” Franz Gockel appreciated shortly after arriving in 1943. “Reserved, but correct . . . Do not treat them like overwhelming victors, we were advised.”

Kraiss had ordered his men to be proper and polite at all times in their dealings with the locals. This was not so difficult. The majority of his young grenadiers were from farming areas in Germany and had much in common with the Norman farmers. Obergefreiter [senior lance corporal] Josef Brass, who served with 321 Pioneer battalion at Le Touquet south of Calais remembered, “Our units were never attacked by the Maquis [Resistance] because we were a combat unit with machine guns and support weapons.” They may have been disliked, but, “for the most part,” Brass commented, “the French people were amiable toward us.” Maquis victims tended to be “usually older men of supply and garrison units” and others “foolish enough to venture down dark lonely roads to get robbed and killed.” 11

Désiré Lemière was the local postman and a member of the Alliance French resistance group. He daily bicycled through the villages of Saint-Laurent and Colleville observing German routine, which was passed on to London. One of the “watering holes” for German patrols from WN 62 and off-duty personnel was the Pommier family’s grocery store and café on the Rue Principale, the main road through Colleville. The Café Violard in the vicinity of the church served wine, coffee, and beer from the small courtyard adjoining the grocery. It was a favorite haunt for soldiers from the 3rd and 4th companies of Grenadier Regiment 726, who garrisoned the WN cluster on the east side of Omaha Beach. This was also where one met the local girls. Just one month before, Lemière had been arrested by the Gestapo, having been betrayed by local collaborators. Three of his associates, another postman from Trévières village to the south, and the chief of the Saint-Laurent post office were arrested and executed. Désiré Lemière was languishing in Caen prison. Brutally interrogated by the Gestapo most days, he was returned to prison with clothing splattered with fresh blood. “Don’t worry,” he had written on a piece of sugar wrapping smuggled out to his family, “I’ll manage to come back, don’t be worried.” They never saw him again. He had barely twenty-four hours to live.12
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Cota's 29th Infantry group and the 5th Rangers outflanked the cliff shoulder to the west of Omaha beach and Dawson's G Company from
the 1st Infantry, the WN 62 complex to the east. Local German counter-attacks appeared at the center and then Colleville, but only
piece-meal, never arriving in greater than company strength.
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The German 155mm battery at Pointe du Hoc had already been neutralized by air
attacks. The epic Ranger assault penetrated the headland, found and destroyed the
guns and blocked the German reinforcement road from Grandcamp to Vierville at
Omaha. They were not relieved until D+2, by which time the remnants had been
compressed around Rudder's HQ.
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The Kampfgruppe Meyer, the primary reserve for Omaha, spent the entire day first prematurely marching west to contain the
American airborne landings. It then backtracked east, only to be overrun by the British break-through advance on Bayeux.
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The German defences at Omaha were virtually impregnable at the two cliff shoulders at either end of the beach. The Achilles heel was
the central sector of the beach, between WN 70 and WN 64, where incomplete bunkers were still under construction.





