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[image: images] Foreword – A Recollection


On a hot summer’s afternoon in 1944, a three-year-old boy was playing with a tennis ball in the narrow road outside his home, a cottage in a Kentish village. There was no traffic to disturb the quiet. Petrol was strictly rationed and the family car, a Morris, was on blocks in the garage. The boy kicked the ball across the road. It fell into the shallow ditch. The boy followed and climbed down to retrieve it.


At that moment he heard a noise, a steadily increasing roar. Something was coming. He looked down the lane and saw a motorbike with a side-car. He waited for it to pass. The driver waved, the boy waved back. Behind the bike was another and another and dozens more; and then trucks, all painted the same dirty greens and browns, open trucks with soldiers in the back. They, too, waved at him. The boy watched, amazed and awed, as the wheels rolled by and the men waved; and then frightened because the thought that went through his mind was that he couldn’t get home for tea.


I was that boy and this was my first memory, still vivid after 50 years. Perhaps it was the week before D-Day, when troops were being taken to the camps from which they would embark. Perhaps earlier, when teams were storing equipment in side-roads and fields. In any event, I was just one of thousands of children who stood watching and waving at such convoys winding through the lanes of southern England that summer, preparing for the greatest amphibious assault ever, the assault that would eventually roll up the German empire in the west.


The memories of those children, reinforced by hearing about, and then reading about, those who fought, lived and died, soon became part of a much wider experience, linking millions. The build-up to D-Day, the day itself, the campaign that followed, the whole monumental operation has entered the psyches of many nations – Britain, America and France, of course, but also Canada, and to a lesser extent of other occupied nations contributing to the liberation forces. It is also an integral part of German history.


The events retold in this book reverberated across the world and down the years, in anecdote, history, photograph and film, echoing now into the third and fourth generations. These are not merely historical events. They are deeply personal to thousands who still remember them vividly. Even if you were not there, if you did not see the convoys, if you were not born, the chances are that you can still find some connection with those who played a part in the campaign.


As I did.


My wife’s father, Charles Christian Wertenbaker, was a war correspondent reporting for Time magazine, joining 9th Division with photographer Robert Capa for the advance on Cherbourg. When I started work on this book, I came across his account of the advance, recorded in one of the first “instant” books, Invasion! His view, partial and close-up and soon out of print, includes details easily buried by the business of distilling events into history:




“One could be carried away by sentiment and say that the oppressed French welcomed their liberators with tears of joy, but that would not be the whole truth … The people of this part of France were not hungry, as many of us had thoughtlessly expected them to be. Calvados is rich in milk, butter, cheese, eggs, beef, veal, cider, applejack and horseflesh, and the countrymen are sturdy and long-lived … The Germans who occupied Calvados were not ruthless to the people … the wars of 1870 and 1914 had left people without the bitter personal hate of the Germans other Frenchmen felt … When the Americans and the British came, therefore, the people did not welcome them with unmixed joy. At first, when the bombs rained down and shells poured in from the sea on their town, villages and fields, crumbling their houses, destroying their cattle, killing and wounding many people … they wondered if it would be to any good purpose. They were afraid the invaders would be driven back into the sea … Later, when they saw the masses of men and weapons streaming through the countryside and looked up through the dust at the skies full of zebra-striped planes, they decided the Allies were there to stay … The welcome they offered then, as they waved from the roadsides and took wine to thirsty soldiers in the towns, was more real because it was tentative and restrained.”





Reports like this were legion at the time. The flow of reportage, documents, accounts, diaries, reminiscences, photographs and film that began then has never ceased. If gathered, it would fill libraries and take lifetimes to absorb. If told in depth, the story would be the equivalent of several national epics. So this is not – could not be – an “in-depth” approach. It can fulfil only a limited task, focusing on the cutting edge of the Normandy campaign, on the men, events and commanders who made the running.


This means there are many things omitted. Every phrase, every generalization hides a human world of suffering (and sometimes exhilaration). Every action – even “minor” engagements, too insignificant for mention in the most detailed military history – might become a peak experience for the participants, if they survived. Never again would they live with such intensity. If they died, their deaths spread ripples of grief through circles of families and friends. Each survival, each death touched dozens, perhaps hundreds. No one history can do justice to these events or be a memorial to add tho those along the coast of Normandy: the cemeteries, the regimental plaques, the gaunt ruins of German gun emplacements and the museums.


Nor is there much indication here of the immensity of the occupation that followed in the wake of the campaign itself, of the suffering of the French people, of the burden thrown upon German friends and families at home by the doomed efforts of their men at the front, of the equivalent campaigns raging in Italy, on the Eastern Front, and in the Pacific, let alone of the role played by the campaign in the formation of the post-war world.


At most, this is a recollection, in tranquillity, of the terrible realities that, 50 years ago, helped to make our relative tranquillity possible.


John Man


London, 1994
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1 OVERLORD





There was never any doubt about Churchill’s intentions. “We shall go back!” he insisted to the House of Commons only hours after the British had been driven off the mainland of Europe at Dunkirk in June, 1940. At the time it looked like whistling in the dark. For a year Germany ruled almost supreme, balked of her final conquest in the West by British fighter pilots. Britain stood alone, bloodied, sapped, declining, with no possibility of vengeance.


Through the first half of 1942, disaster piled upon disaster. Hitler consolidated his rule on Europe, driving ever deeper into Russia. In Africa, the British were being forced eastwards into Egypt. In the Atlantic, the U-Boats sank Allied merchant ships at will. In the East, Japan had seized much of southeast Asia and threatened India, raising the specter of a link-up with German forces heading east through the Caucasus.
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Weary British and French POWs are marched away from the beach at Dunkirk


Yet in German success also lay the roots of Allied hope. Hitler’s invasion of Russia in June 1941 forced Russia and Britain into unlikely alliance. Then after Japan attacked the United States navy at Pearl Harbor in December, Hitler too declared war on the United States, practically dictating American involvement in the European war as well as the Pacific one. By two unlooked-for chances, Britain had the world’s two greatest nations as Allies. At the turn of the year, America committed herself to a vast build-up of her forces in Britain. Sometime, almost certainly, the British would go back.


But when? And how? Stalin demanded instant action – “The Second Front Now!” in the words of a popular catch phrase. But it was the two western Allies who had to plan and attack, and they each had their own ideas about when and how. The most widely accepted British view was there could be no invasion without vastly superior forces. German weapons and tanks outclassed the British ones, its troops were seasoned and formidable. An invasion would have to be planned step by step, without committing to a fixed timetable. Better be safe and certain with a policy of slow strangulation than risk failure in a short, sharp strike. The Americans, on the other hand, saw no reason not to mobilize their immense resources, fix the day, aim hard and true for the heart of the Reich, and win. They wondered at the British penchant for prevarication, while the British tended to dismiss the Americans as naive and inexperienced.
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There was some truth behind all these views. But there was a bottom line: Stalin desperately needed all the help he could get, and the other Allies needed to help him. If Russia collapsed, an army of three million would be released for action in the west. If that happened, an invasion would become unthinkable.
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Some of the amphibious exercises undertaken by the Germans in 1940 in preparation for the planned German invasion of Britain


All three Allies, therefore, were pushing in the same direction. Indeed, Britain had in small ways stated her intentions in action by sending commandos on several daring raids. In early 1942 the commando organization the Combined Operations Command, acquired a new chief, Lord Louis Mountbatten, who turned from morale-boosting adventures to the business of full-scale invasion. In the United States, Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall ordered emergency plans for the invasion of France, proposing a landing later that year to establish a bridgehead, with a second and larger assault in the Spring of 1943.


The British were hesitant. They suggested there should be an invasion of North Africa first. That was agreed by the Americans in the Summer of 1942. In return, the British agreed to a dress-rehearsal of the invasion. Everyone at that time accepted that the invasion would have to be launched through a major port. Mountbatten fixed on Dieppe.
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The Dieppe Raid of August 19, 1942, had a number of aims. Besides rehearsing a sea-borne assault, the raid would test assault vehicles, probe German defences, capture prisoners and documents, and draw German forces away from the Eastern Front. In addition, it would give the Canadian army, 150,000 men camping under-used and bored in the English countryside, something to do.


The raid was a disaster. There was no preceding bombardment, in deference to the French population. In the approach, the raiders ran into a German convoy, and completely lost the chance of a surprise attack. On the flanks, commandos silenced clifftop batteries, but the beaches turned into killing-fields. When the 29 tanks came ashore, they were bottled up and picked off. Of the 5,100 troops who landed, 3,658 failed to return. Almost 1,000 men died, half of them Canadians. By comparison, the Germans lost under 300 men. The German High Command rightly concluded the raid was an amateur undertaking.


Nevertheless, the raid had a positive side. After Dieppe, Hitler was sure the Allies would launch the invasion proper against a port. On the other hand, the Allies now knew that if they did, they would fail. They also knew that surprise was vital, however hard to achieve. Pre-landing bombardment, specialized armored vehicles, landing craft designed to minimize casualties – Dieppe had none of these, and all would be needed in an all-out invasion. Mountbatten later wrote that each death at Dieppe saved 10 on D-Day.


In November, 1942, with British morale revived by their own successes in the desert, the Americans fulfilled their promise to invade North Africa with the largest amphibious landing to date. As the two Allied armies fought towards each other, Churchill and Roosevelt met in Casablanca. There, in January, 1943, the British got their way. There would be no invasion that year. Instead, the Allies would continue their push northwards from Africa into Sicily, and soften up Germany with a bomber offensive. Perhaps, as Churchill and the commanders of both the British and American bombing operations hoped, the bombers could actually force Germany to surrender without the need for an invasion. In any event, Churchill made a firm commitment: if there was no surrender, then the invasion would come the following year.
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Canadian and British troops march to a collection point after the failed Dieppe Raid. These men were then sent on to prisoner of war camps in Germany


Planning started in earnest. There was as yet no commander of the operation, but at least it acquired a boss, Lt General Frederick Morgan, Chief of Staff to the (still-to-be-appointed) Supreme Allied Commander (COSSAC). In May, the Allies set a date: May 1, a year hence. Six months later, the proposal had hardened. Stalin was told, and agreed. Now, whatever British misgivings, however exhausted the British economy was, there would be no turning back.




British apprehensions were well based. The German war machine was simply too strong. Weapon for weapon, man for man, they outclassed both the Americans and the British, even in 1944. In November, 1943, 4,000 Germans overwhelmed 5,000 British defenders on the island of Leros. Even after the stunning victory by Montgomery at El Alamein in October, 1942, it took three months – far longer than planned – for the two Allied armies to meet. In early 1944, the advance through Italy was stalled for four months, first at Monte Cassino, and again when the British tried to outflank the Germans with a landing at Anzio. As the weeks passed, the British remained nervous of an assault that, in early 1944, seemed a dubious enterprise.


Meanwhile, the build-up continued, under Morgan’s leadership. COSSAC – Morgan’s title, and by extension the title of his organization – tackled a task of unprecedented size and complexity. Based in Norfolk House, St James’s Square, COSSAC’s rapidly growing British and American staff set themselves a daunting goal: the defeat of Germany. That goal demanded a three-pronged approach: plans for a diversionary attack on the Pas de Calais to encourage the Germans to concentrate on the wrong place; plans for an instant invasion in case Germany collapsed; and Overlord itself, the full-scale invasion against a still determined foe. It was this last operation that increasingly dominated COSSAC’S work. It would take over a million soldiers, thousands of ships and tanks, millions of tons of supplies. No one knew how much, or where it would all come from, or when. The only fixed point was the date: May 1.
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The first major tactical question to solve was where to invade. There was a mass of information on winds, tides, coastal defences, enemy troops, and airfields all along the 3,500 miles of coast from Norway to Spain. As a result of an official request broadcast by the BBC, the public sent in over 10 million holiday photographs and postcards, providing topographical details from which a specialist team at Oxford University drew up maps of astonishing accuracy.


In fact, the practical choice was much narrower than the full 3,500 miles. The overriding needs were firstly for beaches, and secondly for beaches that could be dominated by Allied fighter planes. The closer to Britain the better. In addition, the invasion force would need to seize several ports through which the vast mass of men and materials could pour.




There were in the end only two possible sites: the closest, the Pas de Calais, and the Normandy coast near Caen.


As the closest, the Pas de Calais was at first glance the most obvious, and for that reason already heavily defended. At second glance, though, Calais was rather less suitable. Even without its heavy defences, its high cliffs, narrow beaches and small ports made it less than ideal.


That left Normandy, more weakly defended, still within reach of fighter cover, with broad beaches and a large port, Cherbourg, through which supplies could flow. True, the Channel was 100 miles wide here, but it faced the center of Britain’s south coast, with its many fine harbors where ships could gather in force, and in secrecy. Morgan became certain this should be the spot, though it took until June, 1943, to convince Combined Operations Headquarters. Even then, the decision had to be confirmed. The swimmers and canoeists of the Combined Operations Pilotage Parties spent many nights on those beaches gathering sand samples to ensure the going was firm enough for heavy vehicles.


That, of course, was only the start of an immense and daunting planning operation. To take just one problem: how would the invasion be supplied and reinforced after the landings? Morgan, who had been told to plan for no more then three divisions, assumed it would take two weeks to capture Cherbourg. Meanwhile, the invasion called for the landing of some 12,000 tons and 2,500 vehicles a day. To plan on delivering such a weight of equipment across open shallows was to court disaster. The Channel’s weather was notoriously fickle, with good weather seldom lasting more than five days. These problems suggested an audacious solution: artificial harbors.
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A Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress of the 91st Bomb Group, 8th Airforce, flies low over the town of Groisette, France, January 1944


Churchill had proposed such a scheme back in 1917. Now he did so again, and COSSAC set about building two immense artificial harbors, known by their codename, Mulberries. These were to be made in sections, over 200 of them, the largest being barges some 200 feet long and 60 feet high, all of which would be towed across and sunk to form two harbor walls, themselves protected by 74 cargo boats and obsolete warships. To tow these unwieldly structures into position through high seas, winds and tides would take every heavy-duty tug on both sides of the Atlantic.


The disaster of Dieppe suggested further innovations. In the invasion proper, demolition of mines would have to be done by machines. A tank expert, Major General Sir Percy Hobart, was given the task of equipping a whole armored division with a variety of odd-looking tanks. These, the “funnies,” would swim ashore supported by canvas “skirts,” churn their way through minefields with chain flails, unravel their own coconut carpets from huge forward mounted bobbins to get themselves over soft ground, and turn themselves into bridges and ramps.


Dieppe had also shown the need for more effective covering fire. Bombing and shelling barrages from the sea were not enough. The assault forces would have to land with heavy guns, mortars and rockets ready for use. And the key to the whole landing would be the landing craft themselves, LST’s, or Landing Ships, Tank. Some 3,000 would be needed. In the Summer of 1943, it did not seem there could possibly be enough of them. In Britain, new LST’s took a quarter of all the steel used in ship-construction.




[image: images]


British equipment for European liberation. Long lines of Bofors light A-A guns ready at an equipment depot somewhere in southern England


These were a few of the grand issues. But such an operation also demanded the care of minutiae, like the amount of sacramental wine for pre-invasion communicants, and the numbers of condoms soldiers might need – not for the usual purpose, but as handy devices to stretch over rifle-muzzles to prevent salt water getting in, while keeping the gun ready for instant action (an idea that came to nothing).


Meanwhile, invasion planners also found themselves to be victims of differing Allied agendas, disputes that pointed to quite fundamental differences in long-term political objectives. Churchill still spoke of launching massive invasions along the south of France and the Balkans. The Americans suspected the British of ulterior motives, of hoping that Russia and Germany would simply fight themselves to a standstill, leaving Britain to dominate an exhausted Europe. In their turn, the British accused the Americans of wishing to abandon Eastern Europe to Russia, and wondered at the Americans’ apparent double-talk, planning for assault while actually being more interested in victory in the Pacific. At times, both sides doubted if the other was really serious about invading Europe at all.
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British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, talks to troops of the 101st U.S. Airborne Division as part of the “Churchill—Ike” tour in England on March 23 1944


In fact, during late 1943, the invasion of Europe seemed an increasing certainty, with an increasing possibility of success. As German victories were reversed, as the Battle of the Atlantic slowly turned in favor of the Allies, America geared itself to total war. Production rose, recruiting increased and men and materials poured into Britain. America might, after all, have 1.3 million men ready for the invasion, and Britain her planned 1.75 million. In addition, there would be 150,000 Commonwealth troops, and 40,000 from the occupied countries of Europe.


All this posed unprecedented problems to Britain’s Victorian railway system, twisted roads and antiquated ports. The railway tunnels, for instance, were too narrow for tanks to be transported on flatcars. Cargo backlogged by bottlenecks in the English ports piled up in New York, so that eventually British imports had to be trimmed to allow the build-up to continue.


All this while, until the Autumn of 1943, COSSAC had been awaiting its SAC – its Supreme Allied Commander. Churchill had wanted to appoint a British officer. But as the Americans came to dominate the build-up, it was agreed the commander should be American. Roosevelt took his time. In the end, there was only one obvious candidate, Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower. He had been in on the invasion plans almost from the start. Though his first battlefield command had been quite recent, in North Africa the previous year, he had a unique blend of military professionalism and diplomatic charm that proved vital in reconciling the conflicting demands of two governments, six services, and tough, demanding personalities too numerous to count.
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In December he was appointed, and COSSAC became SHAEF, the Supreme Headquarters of the Allied Expeditionary Force. Eisenhower arrived in January and shifted the ever-expanding operation from central London to Bushy Park, near Hampton Court, creating a tent town of some 750 officers and 6,000 men. Here he could concentrate on the immense task ahead.


He had a talented and experienced team. His deputy was Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, former RAF chief in the Middle East and Eisenhower’s colleague in the Mediterranean. Naval forces were under Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay, planner of the North Africa invasion and the Dunkirk rescue. Head of the joint air force was Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, veteran of the Battle of Britain and the Dieppe raid. Eisenhower brought in his own long-established chief of staff, Lt. General Walter Bedell Smith, and retained the invasion’s original genius, Morgan, as deputy chief of staff. Ground forces were given to General Sir Bernard Law Montgomery, abrasive and egocentric, but a hero to the British after his victories in North Africa.
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General Dwight D. Eisenhower gives the order of the day – full victory or nothing – to soldiers of the 101st U.S. Airborne Division


Quickly, old plans changed, amidst considerable and often rancorous controversy. The three divisions for the assault were raised to five. They would attack on a broader, 59-mile front, spanning the coast from Caen to the Cotentin Peninsula. The western beaches, though, gave on to cliffs, valleys and flooded areas, with restricted – and vulnerable – crossing-points to the interior. It would take a powerful airborne assault to secure them.


The greatest disagreement was over the question of bombers. Both British and American bomber barons, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris and Lt. Gen. Carl Spaatz, believed bombing alone would do for Germany, without the need for an invasion. Eisenhower wanted to use some of the bombers to soften up northern France, destroying roads, bridges and railways, wrecking German chances of sending in reinforcements after the invasion. That idea, and Eisenhower’s demand to have overall command of the bombers, led to a head-on confrontation. It was only resolved in his favor when he threatened to resign and Roosevelt backed him.


By early 1944, one million Americans had transformed southern England. Camps blanketed huge areas. Fields, marshalling yards, railheads and ports were crammed with tanks, trucks, armored cars, and planes.




Training intensified. Tank crews became adept at piloting the floating tanks with their “duplex drive” combination of tracks and propellers – DD’s, or Donald Ducks, as they were known; glider pilots learned how to crash land in the dark; demolition teams practised on mined obstacles; infantrymen did their inadequate best to prepare for the moment when the ramps went down and they faced waist-deep water and hails of lead. Troops assaulted replicas of German batteries, American Rangers tackled cliffs with the help of fire-brigade ladders. Once, training became part of the war. On the night of April 27-28, a convoy of landing-ships ran into a group of German E-boats, which sank two of the Allied vessels, killing 639 Americans.


With the new rise in troop numbers, the shortage of landing craft again became critical. Another 1,000 were needed. To ensure there would be enough, the date of the invasion was postponed by a month – until June 3. On this day and the two following, conditions would again be right – the moon full for the bombers, the tide low around about dawn for the sea-borne invaders – and there would be more time for training.
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A German observer looks out from his concrete gun emplacement on the Normandy coast


But the delay also meant a tougher task, for it gave the Germans more time to harden the Atlantic Wall defences they had been building since 1942. In those two years, blockhouses and gun-emplacements loomed over the coast of continental Europe from Norway to Spain. From Normandy to Calais, work proceeded at a frantic pace, driven forward by Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, appointed in January, 1944, to command Army Group B in north France. He drove his men hard, for he knew that in other respects the German forces were in danger, a danger created from their own confused command structure. Rommel commanded two armies (the 7th and 15th). But the seven divisions of tanks which should have been available to him had their own commander, General Leo Geyr von Schweppenburg. Rommel, tank commander par excellence, demanded total control. Hitler compromised, giving Rommel three of the tank divisions, with their own HQ, 47th Panzer Corps, still being established in early June, and setting up the remaining four as a reserve under the control of the Army’s Supreme Headquarters (OKW) – which meant under his direct command through 1st SS Panzer Corps based in Rouen. In effect, over half the tanks within reach of Normandy needed Hitler’s own orders to respond. This was to prove a decisive flaw on D-Day itself and for the battles that followed.
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