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Troopers of the US 3rd Armored Division in the vicinity of Hoton on the northern shoulder of the Bulge, awaiting orders to advance down the Liege-Bastogne Road.
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Soldiers of 15th Scottish Division with armour and half-tracks waiting for engineers to bridge a mine crater before advancing to the River Elbe.






INTRODUCTION

VE-DAY IS A LANDMARK IN HISTORY

The 11 months between the landings in Normandy and VE-Day saw some of the toughest fighting endured by the Western Allies in the Second World War, indeed in both World Wars. This book looks at the whole north-west European campaign right up to the surrenders in May 1945. As it reached its climax with the Western Allies penetrating the Reich, the scenes which greeted the soldiers liberating the concentration camps could have left none of them in any doubt as to why they were fighting, and the rightness of the Allied cause.

The balance of the Allied forces, fighting what their overall commander, General Eisenhower, described as a “great crusade”, changed considerably during the course of the fighting. It is a common misconception that for the British the fighting in the Second World War was nothing like as costly as in the First. In fact, it was safer to be on the Somme in 1916, than in Normandy in 1944. After five years of war, these casualties weighed heavily on the British manpower base.

For the Americans, the campaign in north-west Europe was the moment in which their armies blossomed into their full power. Until then it was possible to view the British as equal partners on land. From Normandy onwards this was no longer the case. By the end in Europe, the Americans fielded five armies to the British one.

The Canadian contribution to D-Day included the 21,500 men of the Canadian 3rd Infantry Division landed on Juno Beach, bombarding and escorting warships, and about half the squadrons assigned to 83 Group, Second Tactical Air Force. By war’s end, the First Canadian Army had committed to the fray every volunteer for overseas duty the dominion could muster.

The campaign also saw the emergence of another army, the French. Two troops of Number 10 Inter-Allied Commando, about 120 men, commanded by Captain Philippe Kieffer landed with the 1st Special Service Brigade in Normandy. By August 1944, the numbers of Frenchmen in uniform fighting for their country’s liberation had been swelled to over 260,000 by General Leclerc’s 2nd Armoured Division, and General de Lattre de Tassigny’s Army B (later First French Army).

The Allied air forces and navies played an indispensable part, often unseen and far away from the actual land fighting, in supporting the armies. Logistics – that unglamorous activity, so often ignored by historians – was absolutely crucial for success. At one stage, the campaign nearly foundered because supplying the fighting tip was accorded a low priority in the higher commanders’ plans. Insufficient attention was given to the problem of moving supplies, especially petrol forward of the beaches, and to the early opening of the port of Antwerp after its capture.

Allied forces elsewhere contributed mightily to the success of the campaign. The landings in Normandy and subsequent campaign would not have been possible without the support of the Red Army. From 1941 to May 1945, the Soviet Union engaged the major part of the German Army in one of the bloodiest battles in history. On 6 June over 200 German divisions were deployed on the Eastern Front, leaving some sixty to face the Allies in the west. The Soviet Union lost over 11 million dead and missing in battle and 6 million prisoners.

Allied armies fighting in Italy pinned down 23 German divisions in Italy, keeping them from reinforcing Normandy.

I hope that the memorabilia, especially, will bring home to readers that however much the generals plan, without the rifleman, gunner, tank crew or truck diver, the most brilliant schemes are worthless. In the end, it is ordinary people, doing extraordinary things that win the day. The consequences of those extraordinary deeds are still with us today, and we should never forget the debt we owe.
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NORTH-WEST EUROPE

Allied Advances 6 June 1944–7 May 1945
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D-DAY

TUESDAY 6 JUNE 1944

The landings in Normandy on 6 June 1944 were a stupendous success. At the time some senior Allied commanders were not so confident of the outcome. General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Allied Supreme Commander, wrote a letter accepting all the blame to be published in the event of failure. Because of bad weather the landings had been postponed by 24 hours, but, based on the forecast that the gale would blow itself out, Eisenhower eventually made the courageous decision to go ahead. The weather worked in the Allies’ favour because many of the senior German commanders were absent from their headquarters – including Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, commander of the invasion beaches, who was visiting his wife in Germany. Lacking an accurate weather forecast, they believed that the conditions were too rough for an amphibious or airborne operation.


D-DAY BEACH LANDINGS

UTAH BEACH

Planned H-Hour: 06.30

Assaulting Division: US 4th Inf

Men Landed: 23,250 Casualties: c.200

OMAHA BEACH

Planned H-Hour: 06.30

Assaulting Division: US 1st Inf with elements attached from US 29th Inf

Men Landed: 34,250 Casualties: c.2,000

GOLD BEACH

Planned H-Hour: 07.25

Assaulting Division: British 50th Division

Men Landed: 24,970

Casualties: c.1,000

JUNO BEACH

Planned H-Hour: 07.45

Assaulting Division: Canadian 3rd Division

Men Landed: 21,500 Casualties: c.1,000

SWORD BEACH

Planned H-Hour: 07.25

Assaulting Division: British 3rd Division

Men Landed: 28,845 Casualties: c.630
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21st Army Group badge.
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General Eisenhower talks to Lieutenant Strabel of the 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division (the "Screaming Eagles") at Greenham Common airfield on 5 June 1944, just before the division emplanes.




“IKE” aged 54 on D-Day, had a meteoric rise from obscurity, never having experienced war before being appointed to command the Allied force for the invasion of North Africa in 1942 and subsequently Sicily in 1943. He was selected by Roosevelt, to which Churchill begrudingly agreed, to command the invasion of north-west Europe. His genius lay in his ability to keep a team of strong-willed naval, air and ground commanders working together towards the common goal of victory.
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Pathfinders of British 6th Airborne Division synchronizing their watches before boarding an Albemarle at RAF Harwell. Left to right are Lieutenants Robert de Latour, Donald Wells, John Vischer and Captain Robert Mahood.
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Le Régiment de la Chaudiere, follow-up battalion of 8th Brigade, 3rd Canadian Division, landing on Juno Beach in Landing Craft Assaults (LCAs).



Soon after midnight on 6 June 1944, the British 6th Airborne Division landed by parachute and gliders east of the River Orne and Caen Canal, and the US 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions landed north and north-west of Carentan, on the Cotentin Peninsula. Their tasks were to protect the flanks of the beachhead, silence German batteries and seize key bridges and routes.

Soon after dawn the seaborne assault began, preceded by a massive sea and air bombardment. In the west, Lieutenant General Omar Bradley’s US First Army landed on Omaha and Utah Beaches, while in the east and centre, Lieutenant General Miles Dempsey’s British and Canadian Second Army landed on Sword, Juno and Gold Beaches. Of the 156,000 troops landed by sea and air, some 84,000 were British and Canadian. Nearly 80 per cent of the naval support was British and Canadian, as was half the huge air armada.

The German reaction had been slow and unco-ordinated, thanks to conflicting information and orders. The airborne landings, although badly scattered, served to conceal where the main Allied effort was to be made. Small parties of Allied airborne soldiers fought lonely battles, sometimes miles from the bridgehead, and tied down German troops that otherwise might have taken part in attacks on the seaborne troops. The seizure of the Orne and Caen Canal bridges forced the Germans to divert troops via Caen, a six-hour detour. The delays imposed on the 21st Panzer Division to switch their main effort from east of the river and canal, enabled the British to repulse counter-attacks by the only armoured formation encountered by the Allies on D-Day, and potentially the most formidable division in the lodgement area.


“MONTY” was a highly professional and single-minded soldier who had served throughout the First World War, and who had made his reputation in the Western Desert, Sicily and Italy in the Second. He was a perfectionist, conscious that by 1944, after five years of war, Britain’s limited manpower had to be husbanded carefully. Contemptuous of those lacking his experience and skilled approach to command in war, his outspokenness made him an uncomfortable partner and subordinate in a coalition.
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By nightfall, the Allies had gained a foothold in France. Surprise had been achieved; the troops had fought courageously and skilfully. Not all the D-Day objectives had been achieved, though. The outcome on Omaha Beach hung in the balance for much of the day. Only the bravery of the two American assaulting divisions, the 1st (“Big Red One”) and the 29th, supported by destroyers closing on the coast and firing point-blank at the guns pinning down troops on the beach, carried the day. There were gaps between the British-Canadian and the American beaches, and a dangerous salient at Douvres between the Canadians and British I Corps. But the Allies under General Montgomery were ashore, and ready to start the Battle of Normandy.
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Follow-up wave of infantry wading ashore from a Landing Craft Vehicle Personnel (LCVP) at Omaha Beach.
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Eisenhower’s handwritten note, wrongly dated, taking full personal responsibility for the D-Day landings. This was to have been published if they had failed.
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Meteorological Office weather map for Monday 5 June 1944, showing the deep depression centred off the north-east coast of the British Isles and resultant high winds in the English Channel, which forced Eisenhower to postpone the invasion by 24 hours.
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THE BATTLE OF NORMANDY

WEDNESDAY 7 JUNE–FRIDAY 25 AUGUST 1944

The Battle of Normandy saw some of the toughest fighting in the Second World War. Some British and Canadian infantry battalions had casualties that exceeded those of the Battle of the Somme in 1916, despite overwhelming Allied air superiority. Much of the terrain favoured the German defenders – well-trained soldiers, equipped with superior tanks and the deadly shoulder-held panzerfaust anti-tank weapon.

The commander of the Allied armies in Normandy, General Sir Bernard Montgomery, planned to keep attacking on his left to draw in the bulk of the German armour, while the Americans on the right were to capture Cherbourg first, followed by turning around, smashing south through Mortain, out via Le Mans and on to the Seine. The burden of the grinding battles to pin the German armour was borne by the Canadians, British and the Polish Armoured Division. At times Montgomery was criticized by Churchill and Eisenhower, for lack of progress in these battles, particularly around Caen. But he stuck to his plan, and his confidence in Bradley’s American soldiers was fully justified. By 27 June, Cherbourg was in their hands, and Bradley could now turn and start fighting south through the bocage, densest in the American sector. By 24 July, he had forced the Germans back and captured the key town of St Lô, and by 31 July, Avranches was in American hands. On 1 August, Lieutenant General George S. Patton’s US Third Army, having arrived in Normandy, was unleashed to burst out towards Brittany, Nantes, Angers and Le Mans. A counter-attack by the German Seventh Army ordered by Hitler at Mortain was defeated between 6 and 10 August, and the expanding American torrent gathered momentum.

After bitter fighting, especially by the Poles and Canadians between Caen and Falaise, the remnants of 20 German divisions were pinned inside a pocket between Trun, Argentan and Chambois. Here, squeezed between the Polish Armoured Division and the Canadian II Corps on the north, the British XII and XXX Corps to the west, and the US V Corps, which included the French 2nd Armoured Division, to the south, the Germans fought to stave off disaster. At one stage no less than three panzer divisions, attempting to relieve their trapped comrades, furiously attacked the Polish Armoured Division. The Poles, with a score to settle, resisted bitterly and suffered heavy casualties, but they succeeded in closing the pocket on 19 August.
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The battle for Caen. British infantry clearing snipers in Le Bijuale.




LIEUTENANT GENERAL OMAR BRADLEY saw no active service in the First World War, becoming a protégé of General Marshall, the US Army Chief of Staff, before the Second. After commanding the US II Corps in Sicily under Patton, he was promoted over Patton’s head when the latter was pilloried for slapping a soldier in hospital. Bradley was a painstaking commander of the US First Army in Normandy, and subsequently 12th Army Group, eventually commanding four armies, more troops than any other American in history.
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Badge of the US Third Army.
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Badge of the Ist Polish Armoured Division.
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After the break-out from Normandy, American infantry passing knocked-out German armour as they advance from St Lô, covering 97 miles in the first 10 days.




CHARLES DE GAULLE as the leader of the Fighting French, again set foot on French soil on 14 June 1944, almost exactly four years after calling on Frenchmen everywhere to continue fighting. Like Churchill, de Gaulle was an indomitable character who came to personify his nation. On 25 August, with occasional shooting to be heard, he marched through Paris to a jubilant welcome, having told Eisenhower that unless he allowed Leclerc to liberate the city, he would order the move himself.
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Death and destruction near Chambois in the Falaise Pocket. Allied air superiority turned roads in daylight into death traps for the Germans.



The Allied air forces hammered the pocket, causing huge casualties, and eventually resistance ceased. In a broad swathe the Allies advanced to the Seine, and crossed it at several points. Bradley planned to cross the Seine astride Paris and take the city by encirclement, avoiding fighting in the streets. The possibility of a Communist uprising in Paris, and Hitler’s threat to burn the city brought matters to a head, and after an argument with Free French leader Charles de Gaulle, Eisenhower authorised troops to enter the city. The advance was led by General Jacques Leclerc’s French 2nd Armoured Division. Considerable German resistance was encountered in the approaches to Paris, but at 9.30 p.m. on 24 August, Leclerc’s leading elements had reached the Hotel de Ville, Major Jacques Massu being the first to salute the Unknown Warrior at the Arc de Triomphe.
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Excited crowds throng around a tank of General Leclerc’s French 2nd Armoured Division as it drives into the heart of Paris on 25 August.




MULBERRY was the name given to two artificial harbours, each the size of Dover harbour, which were towed across the Channel: A for the Americans and B for the British. By taking their own harbours with them, allowing them to supply the beaches, the Allies fed the German belief that a major port or ports would have to be captured very early, and therefore the Pas de Calais must be the objective for the main Allied landing.
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A Sherman tank rolls across the floating roadway connecting one of the piers of “Port Winston” to the beach at Arromanches.



The German commander finally surrendered to General Leclerc on the afternoon of 25 August.

The Allies had reached the Seine and Paris 10 days ahead of the 90 days forecast for the advance from the Normandy beachhead. Their success was costly: the Allied armies suffered 209,672 casualties including 36,976 dead between D-Day and crossing the Seine 77 days later. In addition, some 28,000 aircrew were lost in operations over France before D-Day and in the subsequent battle.

The battle for Normandy cost the Germans some 1,300 tanks, 3,500 guns, and 20,000 vehicles. More than 40 German divisions had been destroyed with the loss of 450,000 men, of which at least 50,000 were dead.
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