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I want to tell you what the opening of the second front entailed, so that you can know and appreciate and forever be humbly grateful to those both dead and alive who did it for you.

Ernie Pyle, war correspondent


Preface

THE LIBERATION OF occupied Europe had been the Allied goal ever since the evacuation of Dunkirk in May 1940, when 330,000 beleaguered troops were rescued from the advancing Wehrmacht. But the early years of war had dealt the Allies such a string of crushing defeats that any talk of a cross-Channel offensive was wishful thinking. Although Hitler had cancelled his planned invasion of Britain in the autumn of 1940, his forces in North Africa and Russia had swept from victory to victory.

By the winter of 1942 the tide had begun to turn. In Russia, German forces were trapped at Stalingrad and would soon surrender – a humiliating defeat for the Wehrmacht. In North Africa, the British Eighth Army had beaten the enemy at El Alamein. And in the Pacific theatre, the Americans – who had entered the war after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 – were making significant gains.

The tide was also turning in the North Atlantic, where German U-boats were being successfully targeted by heavily armed Atlantic convoys. By the late spring of 1943, Admiral Karl Dönitz would admit to having ‘lost the Battle of the Atlantic’.1 It was a costly loss, for it would enable large numbers of American troops and supplies to pour into Britain.

At the Casablanca Conference in January of that year, President Franklin Roosevelt had persuaded a reluctant Winston Churchill to establish a new Allied planning staff: its role was to prepare for an invasion of occupied France. The top job went to Lieutenant General Frederick Morgan, who was given a ten-word brief: ‘to defeat the German fighting forces in North-West Europe’.2

The formal decision to press ahead with this cross-Channel invasion was taken by Churchill and Roosevelt at the Trident Conference in the spring of 1943, by which time Morgan’s staff had increased dramatically. Yet it was not until December that General Dwight Eisenhower was appointed Supreme Allied Commander, with General Bernard Montgomery as commander of the 21st Army Group, comprising all land forces earmarked for the invasion. The organization hitherto led by Morgan was renamed: henceforth, it was to be known as Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), with its headquarters at Norfolk House in London. In March 1944 it moved to Bushy Park, west London, with an advance headquarters at Southwick House in Portsmouth. Eisenhower’s staff numbered more than 900.

Morgan had envisaged an amphibious landing of three divisions. Allied troops would assault the gently shelving beaches of Normandy, where the coastal defences were weaker than at the Pas de Calais. But Eisenhower and Montgomery both felt that Morgan’s troop numbers were too small; they added two more divisions to the planned invasion – now codenamed Operation Overlord – along with a major airborne component. They also expanded the landing zone to cover fully sixty miles of Normandy coastline, stretching from Sainte-Mère-Église to Lion-sur-Mer.

Some 156,000 soldiers were to assault five D-Day beaches: Utah, Omaha, Gold, Juno and Sword. The first two were assigned to the Americans, Juno to the Canadians and Gold and Sword to the British.

The goal for the invasion day was ambitious: a near contiguous beach-head stretching along much of Normandy’s coast, with only a small gap between Utah and Omaha beaches. It was to extend fifteen miles inland and was to include the cities of Caen and Bayeux.

The imperative was to secure the coastal landing zone. First, there would be an intense pre-dawn bombardment from the air to obliterate the German coastal defences. This would be followed by a big-gun naval attack, with smaller rocket ships providing additional firepower. Next, an army of amphibious tanks would emerge from the sea and blast away any remaining guns. Specialist tanks would follow, along with armoured bulldozers. Then, once passages had been cleared through the beach debris in the opening hours of the first day, large numbers of infantry troops would be landed, followed by thousands of tons of supplies.

The logistical challenge was unprecedented. The number of American troops stationed in England had risen to 1.5 million by spring 1944, fully twenty divisions. There were also fourteen British divisions, three Canadian, one French and one Polish. These troops required thousands of jeeps and armoured vehicles, as well as artillery pieces, shells and ammunition. On D-Day itself, 73,000 American troops would be landed in Normandy, along with 62,000 British and 21,000 Canadian.

Secrecy and deception were to be of paramount importance to the operation’s success: the Allies intended to dupe the Germans into thinking they would be landing at the Pas de Calais. To this end, they mounted Operation Fortitude, complete with phantom field armies, fake wireless traffic and the brilliant use of double agents working under the Double Cross System, whereby captured Nazi spies transmitted false intelligence back to Germany.

The commando raid on Dieppe (August 1942), the invasion of Sicily (July 1943) and the landings in Italy two months later gave a taste of the dangers to come. The amphibious landings at Salerno had faced stubborn resistance from German panzers, while those at Anzio came close to disaster. Yet Overlord was on a far more ambitious scale. Although the aerial bombardment of German coastal defences was a key ingredient, it was by no means certain that saturation bombing would destroy the coastal bunkers.

An additional concern was the lack of combat experience among Allied forces: many young conscripts had yet to be tested in battle and would require leadership from units that had already seen action. Yet even experienced troops often lacked the fighting spirit of the Germans. In virtually every previous engagement with the enemy – wherever the Allies had fought with equal numbers – the Wehrmacht had defeated them.

Allied forces would be doing battle against a formidable German military machine. Despite the hammering it was receiving on the Eastern Front, its soldiers displayed extraordinary bravado. Their fighting spirit was supported by superb weaponry. The Wehrmacht’s Panther and Tiger tanks combined both power and strength: the thinly armoured British Cromwells and American Shermans were simply no match. Nor was Allied infantry weaponry as efficient as its German counterparts. The Wehrmacht’s MG42 machine gun fired 1,200 rounds per minute; the Allies’ Bren gun less than half that number.

Hitler’s army in France and the Low Countries numbered fifty divisions – some 850,000 men – with the 15th Army defending the Pas de Calais and the 7th Army defending Normandy. Together they comprised Army Group B, commanded by Field Marshal Erwin Rommel.

Rommel disagreed with his superior, Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt (Commander-in-Chief West), about how best to defeat the anticipated Allied invasion. Von Rundstedt thought it impossible to prevent the coastal landings and argued that German panzer divisions should be held inland in readiness for a counter-attack. His idea was to entrap the advancing Allied forces in an armoured pincer movement.

But Rommel wanted Allied forces defeated immediately, while still on the beaches. To this end, in January 1944 he had embarked on a programme to strengthen the coastal defences, reinforcing concrete bunkers, planting anti-tank obstacles on the beaches and setting underwater minefields in the coastal shallows. By June of that year, some 6 million mines had been laid.

As an additional defence, potential landing fields had been studded with slanted poles to prevent the landing of gliders, while low-lying coastal meadows had been flooded so as to hinder the movement of Allied troops. This newly strengthened front line, the so-called Atlantic Wall, represented a significant obstacle to the Allied invasion.

Germany’s defence of the skies above Normandy was entrusted to Luftflotte 3. This was a woefully ill-equipped force that had lost many of its planes to the Home Air Force, charged with defending northern Germany. Although there were some notable fighter aces in Luftflotte 3, they would find themselves facing an overwhelmingly superior Allied force that numbered more than 11,500 planes. These Allied aircraft faced far greater danger from ground-based anti-aircraft guns – a key part of the Atlantic Wall – than they did from Luftflotte 3.

Some of the coastal construction work had been undertaken by French conscripted labour, one of the many humiliations endured by Normandy’s civilian population. Ever since the German occupation in 1940, the French had suffered a slew of indignities. A fledgling resistance soon sprang into being across France and by 1944 the Calvados branch of the Organisation civile et militaire, working along the Normandy coastline, was collecting intelligence about German defences and forwarding it to SHAEF.

The French resistance had also received air-drops of weaponry and explosives. The plan was for saboteurs to go into action in the hours before the invasion, destroying key bridges, railways and communication wires.

The Allied landings in Normandy were originally planned for 1 May 1944, but logistical difficulties caused them to be postponed for a month. By June, everything was in place. One thing alone had the ability to disrupt the invasion and that was the atrocious English weather.
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Prologue

THE WIND HAD stiffened since lunchtime and now it was blowing a gale. It was sweeping in from the English Channel, a short sharp blast that was tugging at trees and snatching at the late spring blooms. In the formal gardens of the Abbaye aux Dames, the neatly clipped topiary had been whisked to a tangle.

For nine long centuries the abbey had loomed over the skyline of Caen, in northern France, a brooding monument to piety and power. Home to canonesses and nuns, saints and sinners, its God-fearing sisters had swished through the cloisters as they headed to the twilight service of evensong. They had prayed here until the revolution, when the candles were snuffed and the chanting faded.

But now, in the spring of 1944, the abbey had become home to a new type of novice. Eva Eifler was an unwilling German conscript who had spent that stormy June afternoon squinting at the clouds from one of the abbey’s top-floor windows. With her prim dress and oval-rimmed spectacles, she might have been mistaken for a schoolmistress or governess, but she was too shy to be the former and too young to be the latter. Just eighteen years of age, and bashful to boot, there was still much of the child to be found in her awkward gait and gawkish smile.

Fräulein Eifler had been sent to Caen as a wireless operator with the Luftwaffe. Her job was to listen to messages, transcribe them on to paper and then forward them to be decoded. It was work that required intense concentration. ‘Nothing was allowed to disturb me.’ These words were drummed into her from the outset. ‘Two seconds of inattention or disruption and I could miss the beginning of a message.’ One mistake, one little slip, could send a Luftwaffe pilot to his death.

Now, as she stared at the sky on the afternoon of Monday, 5 June 1944, she was pleased to see yet more storm clouds banking up in the west. There would be little air activity that night, which meant a quiet time at work. It was a rare piece of good news. She had been working night shifts for the better part of a month and was suffering from extreme fatigue. She had no idea that events outside her control were about to turn the world on its head.

Fräulein Eifler’s life had taken its first unwelcome twist in the previous year when she was drafted into the obligatory Reich Labour Service, bringing her schooling to an abrupt end. Shortly afterwards, while still just seventeen, she was sent to a training academy in the coastal port of Danzig where she learned to transmit military telegrams in Morse. Once proficient, she was ordered to pack her bags and prepare for a new life in France – one in which her loyalty was to the Luftwaffe and her duty was to the Nazi state.

She was distraught at the prospect of being wrenched from her siblings and confessed to being ‘very nervous to be leaving my parents for the first time’. Life was so happy at home. But she had no choice in the matter. After the briefest of farewells she was transported into a world in which family and acquaintances no longer had any place. She had never felt so lonely in her life.

She was not entirely by herself. She shared her lodgings in the Abbaye aux Dames with four other young girls who also worked for the Luftwaffe. The five teenagers spent much of their time together, more out of solidarity than friendship, for it was dangerous to be alone in a city whose population was outwardly hostile. They tried to avoid ‘even the smallest interaction with the civilians’ lest any conversation be misconstrued. The only exception was their dealings with the local baker’s daughter, a kindly girl who brought them ‘chocolate biscuits in the shape of boats’.

If circumstances had been happier, the Abbaye aux Dames might have been a fine place to live: a palatial Benedictine convent founded by Matilda of Flanders. On the brighter days of spring, the sun tipped liquid light through the plate-glass windows and played a merry dance on the walls and floors. But the girls’ working life was spent in an underground bunker known as R618: it was situated in the centre of town, deep below Place Gambetta. The R stood for Regelbau – one of hundreds of ‘standard design’ bunkers constructed from heavily reinforced concrete. Secure and virtually indestructible, it was one of the Luftwaffe’s principal telecommunications centres.

It was a grim place to work and Fräulein Eifler loathed every minute of her time there. ‘The air was confined and humid, the light was artificial, and the accumulated weariness of the night made my eyes prick. I hated this room in which I was forced to spend most of my life. I had become some sort of robot.’ She felt that her youth ‘was being stolen’ by the Nazis. The only bright point came during a ‘severely chaperoned’ trip to Paris in order to have her broken spectacles repaired. While she was there, she spent her hard-won savings on a pink negligée for her wedding night. It was an odd purchase given that she had neither fiancé nor suitor, and she surprised herself by making it. Hitherto, her only interaction with the opposite sex was with the coarse young lads who lurched around her desk in the bunker making jokes laden with innuendo.

The evening of Monday, 5 June had begun like any other. It was around 7 p.m. when Fräulein Eifler got changed into her grey-blue Luftwaffe uniform, with its lightning-flash symbol on the upper sleeve. Soon after, she set off for work in the company of the other girls, going on foot from the Abbaye aux Dames to Place Gambetta.

Their shift began punctually at 8 p.m. ‘Each one of us had taken her seat at her work place,’ she said, seated in front of a control panel linked to the port of Cherbourg. Fräulein Eifler sat perched on the edge of her chair with headphones clamped to her ears. She was soon transcribing the first of the incoming messages from field stations across Normandy. To her ears, they always sounded like gibberish. ‘Endless lists of letters and numbers – A-C-X-L-5-O-W – that didn’t mean anything to me.’ As soon as each message had been transcribed, she would hand it to an officer who would take it to be decoded in the adjoining room.

This particular night was quieter than most. The weather had taken a turn for the worse and the girls were told that ‘nothing abnormal was expected or signalled’. But as the clock slowly ticked its way towards midnight, Fräulein Eifler detected a change to the pace of the incoming messages. ‘The movement suddenly accelerated.’ There was a sense of urgency. They were coming faster. Every few seconds. And then, at exactly 01.00 hours, ‘everything erupted’.

Messages began arriving at a stupefying rate from right across the coastal zone. Some came from the Cotentin peninsula. Others came from the countryside to the east of the city. They came from the Orne, the Dives and from Sainte-Mère-Église. Fräulein Eifler found herself ‘working faster and faster, and as soon as I had finished, a hand behind me grabbed the paper straight away’. She didn’t have time to turn around, nor even ask for a coffee. ‘I was glued to my table, in front of jumbled-up alphabets.’

She lost all sense of time and had no clue as to how long she had been at her post. She knew that something momentous was happening – ‘I could feel it’ – but she had no idea of exactly what was taking place. ‘Poised on my chair, headphones on, I wrote; I wrote like a maniac. I wrote until my wrists ached.’

In the small hours of the morning, when she was close to fainting from exhaustion, she felt a hand on her shoulder. It was an officer in the marines, coming to relieve her. Her night shift was finally at an end.

‘What’s happened?’ she asked. ‘Is it something serious?’

‘Something serious.’ He repeated the words in a grave tone of voice. Then he took his seat without adding anything more and began jotting down the latest message to be transmitted through the headphones.

Eva Eifler was drained by her work that night. She had a cramp in her hands and a crick in her neck. She noticed that her four girlfriends looked similarly exhausted. All had ‘the same haggard, anxious look’.

The five of them followed each other into the control room that adjoined the one in which they worked. And it was only now – to their utter astonishment – that they realized what was taking place. ‘The spectacle was incredible. On one wall, an enormous map of the French Channel coast was pinned with little markers and different coloured flags’ – hundreds of them. Each flag denoted an Allied parachutist who had been dropped into the heart of Normandy. Those garbled messages that Fräulein Eifler had been transcribing were the very first reports of the Allied landings.

A soldier was standing in front of the map and adding or moving the flags, depending on the messages being received. New intelligence was arriving every second. Eva felt the atmosphere turn as chill as the grave. ‘The look in everyone’s eyes was tense. Their gestures were rapid and hasty. Yet no one was shouting.’ Senior officers had been arriving all night and the room was now abuzz with commanders, many of them crisply dressed types in Nazi uniform. There was even a general or two. She had never seen that before.

As she stood there, staring at the map, she suddenly felt very frightened indeed. This, then, was it. This was the long-awaited Invasiontag. She had never imagined that she would be one of the very first people to know that D-Day had begun; that Allied paratroopers had started to land.

She stared at the map for a few more minutes, trying to take in the enormity of what was taking place. Then she rejoined her friends and they made their way back to their lodgings in the Abbaye aux Dames. ‘We tried to reassure ourselves, but we had only questions without answers.’ The sky was darkly menacing and the gutters were dripping with rain. Eva had a knot in her stomach and felt ‘dumbfounded and anxious’.1

She was worried for herself and she was worried for her family. But most of all, she was worried about what the coming day would bring.


6

At German Headquarters

FIFTY MILES to the west of the parachute landings, at the 84th Army Corps headquarters in Saint-Lô, General Erich Marcks was enjoying a glass of chilled Chablis, one of the many deliciously ill-gotten perks of life in France. Marcks was in unusually good humour. The clock had just struck midnight (occupied France was an hour behind British Double Summer Timefn1) and it was his birthday. He was turning fifty-three, although he looked somewhat older, and had the air of an old warhorse, with a vulpine face ‘expressing self-discipline’ and a strong will ‘that might have been that of a scholar’. But his most striking feature was his artificial leg, a souvenir of the Eastern Front, that ‘creaked as he rose to greet his visitors’.1 He sounded like an antiquarian relic from the reign of old King Friedrich, all stiff back and aching bones.

On this particular night, his visitors included Major Wilhelm Viebig, Major Friedrich Hayn and Lieutenant Colonel Friedrich von Criegern, all senior staff of the 7th Army. They had arrived at the general’s operations room with a birthday cake, the bottle of chilled Chablis and the intention of introducing a touch of levity into General Marcks’s life. But they knew the celebration would be perfunctory, just like the general himself. He was a no-nonsense puritan with a frosty disdain for frivolity: ‘ascetic, with a thin face, strong, earnest and absolutely correct in his manner’.2 Commander of the 84th Corps, Marcks was in charge of the divisions manning the Normandy beaches.

The cork was popped, a toast was raised and the Chablis briefly savoured. ‘In a few minutes the ceremony was over.’3 And then the general turned back to the huge situation map of the south coast of England, which showed the disposition of the thirty Allied divisions preparing for the invasion – Canadians in the east, British in the middle and Americans in the west. Marcks was studying intently ‘the little flags, the red or blue lines and curves, the shaded ovals and overlapping curves’.4 He was paying particular attention to the five airborne divisions set out neatly on the maps.

There was good reason for his attentiveness. On the very next morning, at dawn on 6 June, all the divisional commanders of the 7th Army were due to meet in Rennes in order to discuss how best to deal with an Allied landing on the Cotentin peninsula. General Marcks himself was to play the role of an Allied paratrooper commander, deploying his forces from the air. The others were to demonstrate ‘how they would wipe these paratroopers out’.5

Marcks was taking the exercise extremely seriously. After examining the map of the Allied forces, he turned to a second map – this time of Normandy – that marked the various developments over the previous two months. It made for uncomfortable viewing. Allied bombing targets had been highlighted in red pen and they revealed an alarming pattern to the destruction.

Marcks’s bony finger slid across the map from east to west as he joined up the red dots: Hamm, Maastricht, Amiens, Rouen, Caen, Cherbourg – all the major railway junctions had come under heavy aerial bombardment. So had the subsidiary lines, such as the one connecting Metz with Bar-le-Duc. And it was not just railways that had been targeted. The road bridges over the Seine between Paris and Rouen had been knocked out, along with those over the Loire at Orléans and Nantes. As Marcks studied the map, he got a chilling insight into the Allies’ strategic planning. He felt sure that their aim was to trap the 7th Army on a small island of land. It was every general’s nightmare.

One of the trio of officers with General Marcks that night was Friedrich Hayn, his intelligence expert. Along with the Chablis, Hayn had brought a birthday message that was rather less welcome. He warned Marcks that ‘methodically and with ever-growing accuracy, the Allies were aiming at inshore targets.’6 These included the Ginsterhöhe radar station, the V1 site south of Cherbourg and several synthetic fuel plants. The German 7th Army was in a precarious situation.

General Marcks was studying a plan of German artillery positions when the field telephone rang loud and shrill in the operations room. It was precisely 1.11 a.m. – an unforgettable moment, according to Hayn. ‘The general’s body stiffened, his right hand clutched the edge of the table and with a jerk of his head, he beckoned to his chief of staff to listen in.’ The message was as stark as it was sensational: enemy parachutists were landing in huge numbers along the banks of the River Orne. The report, said Hayn, ‘struck us like lightning’.7

There followed a heated discussion in the operations room. Some felt the paratroopers were merely liaison parties sent to help the French resistance. Hayn disagreed. ‘Too close to our front line,’ he said. ‘The resistance people would never risk that.’ He was adamant that they had come to capture positions of tactical importance. If so, ‘the situation had become serious indeed’.

The men were still discussing the landings when the phone rang again. It was 1.45 a.m. ‘Enemy parachutists south of St Germain de Varreville and at Sainte Marie du Mont.’8 Colonel Hamann, acting commander of the 709th Division, had just received the reports from Valognes. There were also rumours of parachutists landing at Sainte-Mère-Église and on both banks of the Merderet River.

Hayn was by now seriously alarmed. ‘Three jumping areas near our front line. Two of them, moreover, near important passages across our flooded districts.’9 He turned to General Marcks and gravely informed him that the invasion was imminent. Marcks was not so sure. ‘Let’s wait and see.’10 But he was sufficiently worried to cancel the wargame planned for the following morning: he ordered the various divisional commanders to remain at their posts.

‘The kriegsspiel [wargame] is countermanded: the gentlemen are requested to return at once to their units.’11 Some of the generals were successfully contacted, but others could not be reached. General Hellmich, General von Schlieben and Lieutenant General Falley were already en route to Rennes.

News of the landings was swiftly phoned through to Rommel’s headquarters at La Roche-Guyon. The duty officer, Lieutenant Borzikowski, immediately raised the alarm, waking everyone by sounding the sirens. Among those roused from his sleep was Rommel’s personnel officer, Colonel Leodegard Freyberg. He sat bolt upright in bed, listened to the sirens for a moment and decided ‘it was just another false alarm’. He was about to go back to sleep when there was a heavy pounding on his door. He switched on the light and found himself staring at his chief clerk, Sergeant Heine, in full combat dress.

‘Are you crazy, Heine? What’s happening to you?’

‘Sir, the invasion has begun. All personnel must immediately proceed to their respective bunkers.’

Freyberg threw off his bed covers and immediately got dressed. ‘Well this is it,’ he thought. ‘At last it’s started.’12

But not everyone was convinced. Rommel’s chief of staff, Hans Speidel, glanced at the overcast night sky and felt sure that it was a false alarm. ‘Darn it, that’s odd! That’s no way to start an invasion, and in weather such as this, of all things!’13 He decided not to trouble Rommel until he was sure that this was indeed the start of the landings.

‘This is the invasion.’ From his base in Cherbourg, General Max Pemsel, the 7th Army’s chief of staff, put in a frantic call to General Hans von Salmuth, commander of the 15th Army. But the general was sceptical, for he refused to believe the Allies would land in such bad weather.

‘Have any sea landings taken place?’ he asked.

‘No,’ said Pemsel. ‘Not one man has landed. Nothing so far.’

General von Salmuth thought it was a fuss about nothing. He hung up the phone and said to one of his staff, ‘Now I’m going to sleep.’14

By now, reports were being received from across Normandy. Many were wired through to Caen, where Eva Eifler was struggling to keep up with the transmissions coming through her headphones. It was impossibly exhausting. No sooner were they deciphered and transcribed than they were forwarded to General Marcks, as well as to all the commanders in the coastal area.

Hayn felt as if everyone had been given a shot of adrenalin. ‘Our Army Corps Command Post was humming like a beehive.’15 But he also felt a profound sense of disquiet. The old general had been wrong-footed by the paratrooper landings and it was some time before he was prepared to accept that this might indeed be the invasion.

‘Alarm coast!’ He suddenly snapped these two words to Wilhelm Viebig, his chief of operations. It was a codeword that everyone knew: it signified that the Allied invasion was under way.

‘Alert!’ A call also flashed out from the 15th Army’s wireless operators. It was the invasion. This was it. The 7th Army’s operators responded in kind.

‘Alert! Alert!’16

While General Erich Marcks and his staff tried to make sense of what was going on, others were getting more direct experience of the Allied paratrooper landings. Walter Ohmsen, the senior commander of the huge gun battery at Crisbecq, was studying the night sky with his field glasses when he heard a thunderous roar sweeping in from the sea. Ohmsen harboured no illusions as to what would happen next. For the last six weeks, his battery had been relentlessly pounded by enemy bombers.

There was good reason why it was being targeted. Crisbecq was situated on the eastern coast of the Cotentin peninsula, less than five miles to the north of Utah Beach, and Allied reconnaissance planes had spotted a serious danger lurking inside this concrete and steel redoubt. It was armed with three long-barrelled 210mm Czech Kanone that had a range of twenty-one miles and were powerful enough to punch a hole in the largest battleship. They also presented a formidable threat to the planned beach landings, for they were within range of every beach from Morsalines to Pointe du Hoc.

Sub Lieutenant Ohmsen was almost thirty-three years of age (it was his birthday on 7 June) and one of a breed of professionals who had joined the navy during the Weimar Republic. After fifteen years at sea, he was more used to life on the waves than on dry land. But Crisbecq’s proximity to the coast had led to it being placed under the direction of the Kriegsmarine, the German navy, with Ohmsen as its commander, so he spent his days staring at the sea rather than sailing on it.

There was a touch of the hangdog about Ohmsen, a look that was accentuated by his jug ears and tired eyes. He was suffering from severe sleep deprivation after weeks of aerial raids that had caused extensive damage to his armour-plated home. Forty of his men had been injured and their living quarters reduced to ruins. The trenches and foxholes that surrounded the battery had also been destroyed. After such intensive carpet-bombing, Crisbecq looked like the surface of the moon.

‘Let’s hope the enemy waits till we are ready.’17 These words were the constant refrain of Ohmsen’s colleague, Corporal Hermann Nissen. But Ohmsen knew that his men would never be ready unless the bombing raids came to a halt.

He made his final inspection of the day’s work at 11 p.m. on 5 June: his men had spent much of the afternoon repairing the communications wires damaged after the previous night’s raid. Now they had changed back into their naval dress uniforms with their characteristic gold buttons and epaulettes.

Once the inspection was complete, Ohmsen ordered two gun crews to man each battery, some fifty men in total. The rest were sent to relax in the nearby Château de Fontenay, a fine country manor requisitioned as their billet. Ohmsen
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7

Landing by Moonlight

ONE OF THE key Allied objectives that night was the capture of Sainte-Mère-Église, a two-horse town that had shuffled through the centuries with only a nod and a wink to the outside world. Here, the unhurried traditions of rural France could be found in abundance: an early rise, a generous déjeuner and a long evening in which to catch up on the gossip.

Sainte-Mère-Église only awoke from its slumbers on market day, when local spinsters would peddle their home-churned butter and cream. Few paused to consider that their little town might be a place of vital strategic significance; that Sainte-Mère-Église was the glittering goal for American paratroopers in the early hours of Tuesday, 6 June.

Yet even a cursory glance at the map would have revealed why it was so important. Not only was it situated just five miles from Utah Beach, but it straddled the main road that ran through the Cotentin peninsula: as such, it was a crucial artery for the German army. At the peninsula’s northern end stood the coastal port of Cherbourg, with its vast docks and deep harbour – deep enough for the Titanic to have called here on her fateful maiden voyage. An hour’s drive to the south stood the town of Carentan, with its canal and its interchange of roads. Between the two stood Sainte-Mère-Église. Control the town and you controlled everything.

The curtain-raiser to that night’s events had occurred at around 10 p.m., when Raymond Paris, a young lodger at the notary’s house, had been roused by a violent banging on the front door. He opened the upstairs window and saw two of his friends standing in the street below.

‘Come quickly!’ they shouted. ‘There’s a fire at Julia’s place.’1

He glanced towards the elderly lady’s house on the far side of the town square and could see a dull glow coming from inside. It was the home of Juliette Pommier, who took care of children in the village.

Paris woke his father, a local fireman, and the two of them rushed into the square to get a water-pump from the storehouse. In doing so, they risked serious punishment. The German curfew had begun an hour earlier and no one was allowed outside without a laissez-passer – something that the fireman did not have. But Paris and his father took the risk. They went to knock on the door of another fireman, who sounded the general alarm, and within seconds windows and doors were opening as everyone sought to find out what was happening.

Paris junior grabbed a pump, along with buckets, hoses and nozzles, and then he and his father quickly made their way to the house. ‘It was hard work for us, because the hoses were very heavy and we were soon out of breath.’2

The alarm bell was clanging loudly and it brought dozens of people rushing into the square. Everyone was urged to form a human chain in order to fight the fire, which was fast spreading out of control.

The mayor of Sainte-Mère-Église, Alexandre Renaud, arrived a few moments later, by which time much of the house was engulfed in flames. ‘The men were running with their canvas buckets. They threw their contents into a huge tub.’ But no matter how much water they put on the fire, it continued to spread.

The strong wind was scarcely helping matters. It was fanning the flames horizontally and Monsieur Renaud was alarmed to see that ‘pieces of burning paper and straw were being blown towards the barn, which was twenty metres away and full of straw and wood.’3

The crowd in the square had been joined by a group of young German soldiers, who had come to watch the local inhabitants trying to extinguish the fire. Among them was Rudi Escher, a twenty-year-old conscript from Coburg in Bavaria. He and his army comrades had spent the hour before dark larking around in the church square. Now, they kept themselves amused by watching the locals trying to douse the flames.

Eventually even this got boring and they were about to go to their barracks when they heard a sharp cry from one of their fellow soldiers at the top of the church tower. An aeroplane had just passed over very low and he could see ‘eight or ten parachutists starting to descend’. For Escher and his friends, this was the worst possible news. ‘We thought it was the crew ejecting from a crippled plane,’ and this meant only one thing. ‘Our orders were to track down and capture any enemy parachutists.’ They abandoned all thoughts of going to bed. ‘We grabbed our weapons and went off in the direction where we thought they had landed, leaving two sentries in the church tower.’4

It was dark in the fields and the men could scarcely see their own boots, let alone the enemy parachutists. After an hour or so, they gave up their search and returned to Sainte-Mère-Église, where Raymond Paris was still directing efforts to douse the flames. As he picked up yet another bucket, he became aware of a loud roar and glanced at the sky. He saw ‘an enormous wave of aeroplanes coming from the west to the east’5 and had a brief thought that this could be the start of the Allied invasion. But the planes swung north and headed in the direction of Crisbecq battery.

Monsieur Renaud had also been watching the aircraft and was still looking at the sky when he got the shock of his life. ‘Just at that moment, a big transport plane, all lights ablaze, flew right over the tree-tops.’ It was flying so low that everyone instinctively ducked as its vast shadow swept across the square. It was immediately followed by a second plane, and then a third. Within seconds, they were coming ‘in great waves, almost silent, their great shadows covering the earth’.6

Raymond Paris could scarcely contain his excitement: this, surely, was the start of the invasion. It was still not completely dark, for there was a full moon. He could quite clearly see ‘that the side doors of the aeroplane were open’.7

Everyone was now looking at the sky, staring at the planes, waiting for something to happen. And then, quite without warning, ‘what looked like huge confetti dropped out of their fuselages and fell quickly to earth’.8

‘Paratroopers!’ cried the mayor.

‘That’s it!’ said Paris sharply. ‘It’s the invasion!’9

Inside one of those planes, American pilot Julian ‘Bud’ Rice was wiping a stream of sweat from his forehead as he gazed at the fire below. He had just emerged from a dense bank of coastal fog: now, he could clearly see the T-light on the ground. It marked the drop zone for the paratroopers aboard his plane. He cut the throttle in a desperate attempt to slow the engines of his lumbering Douglas C-47 Skytrain. As he did so, all hell broke loose from the ground. Anti-aircraft bullets burst upwards, tearing through the plane’s metal shell and piercing holes in the tail. Rice knew that if a single bullet pierced the gas tank in the wing, the entire plane would explode. ‘Scary?’ he said to himself. ‘You bet!’10 Yet it was also exhilarating. He had spent more than eighteen months training for precisely this sort of mid-air drama and felt ready for anything.

Just twenty-two years of age – and decked in leather cap and flying goggles – Rice looked every inch the professional pilot. Indeed there was a sense in which he’d been awaiting this moment all his life. At the age of seven, he had watched Charles Lindbergh take off from a Panama airfield in his famous monoplane, Spirit of St Louis. The young Rice had vowed that one day he, too, would become a pilot. Now, his moment had come.

The drama unfolding in the night sky above Sainte-Mère-Église had begun earlier that evening when he and his fellow pilot, Larue Wells, had been summoned to a packed operations room at Cottesmore airfield in Rutland. Addressing the crowd was their jaunty lieutenant colonel, Walter Washburn, who brought news that was extremely exciting. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘you will be taking part in the largest airborne armada ever created.’ His rhetorical flourish was packed with a punch. They were to drop 13,000 paratroopers behind enemy lines on the Cotentin peninsula.

More than 800 aircraft were to take part in Missions Albany and Boston, crossing the English Channel in an aerial convoy so vast it would stretch back fully 300 miles. It was an operation that carried huge risks. The planes were to fly in a succession of V formations, like migrating birds, and would be so close to each other that their wingtips would be almost touching. There was to be no radar or radio communication and they would have to fly across the Channel at just 500 feet in order to escape detection by German radar stations.

Lieutenant Colonel Washburn did not mince his words when detailing the dangers. The pilots would face German flak, anti-aircraft fire and possibly dense sea fog. ‘Watch your airspeed,’ he told them, a warning that carried a nasty sting in its tail. The planes were to be so heavily laden that their engines would fatally stall if they fell below 100 mph. Once stalled, they could not be restarted.

Washburn also warned that there were only enough navigators for one in ten of the planes taking part in the operation. The other nine would be flying blind. Julian Rice knew exactly what this meant: ‘Dead reckoning navigation and straining eyesight by lead pilots and navigators looking for the dim amber wing lights of the other groups.’

Yet even these wing lights were to be switched off soon after leaving the English coastline. As the giant formation swept out across the Channel, the only guide for Rice, Wells and all the other pilots would be the small-cupped blue lights on the plane in front of them, lights that ran along the upper fuselage. ‘Hang in close and tight,’ advised Washburn in a spirit of breezy confidence, ‘so you don’t lose your way.’ He made it sound as if they were off for a stroll in the park.

Many of the pilots gathered in the operations room had questions, but Washburn’s briefing was at an end. ‘Keep the formation tight,’ was his last injunction. ‘Give your troops a good trip. Good luck. Let’s go!’

As he strode out of the room, he paused, turned and offered one final warning. ‘No paratrooper is to be returned to England,’ he said. ‘Any paratrooper refusing to jump will be court-martialled.’11 It was a parting shot that left a chill in the air.

Julian Rice’s squadron was to play a particularly crucial role on that night’s mission. The planes were carrying the American paratroopers12 whose specific task was to capture Sainte-Mère-Église. A mission of such importance required a commander fit for the task. Edward ‘Cannonball’ Krause was just such a man. A veteran survivor of Biazza Ridge in Sicily, where his men had fought off a ferocious German panzer attack, Krause had a fearsome reputation among all who served under him. With his cropped hair and crumpled fatigues he looked every inch the professional soldier, yet there was something unsettling about the blank expression and detached gaze. Few liked him and most feared him. One labelled him ‘a psycho’ who would kill anything that stood in his way. Another criticized his ‘very abrasive personality’ and added, ‘I doubt if many people would have nice things to say about him.’13 Few did, yet Krause had trained his men to within a whisker of their lives, turning them into a hardened force of elite fighters. If anyone could be entrusted to capture the most important goal in the Allies’ western landing zone, it was Cannonball Krause and his men of the 3rd Battalion.

On the previous evening, he had gathered them together at the Cottesmore airbase and delivered an electrifying call to arms. Bill Tucker was one of those assembled on the tarmac and was particularly impressed when ‘Blood and Guts’ Krause whipped a tattered American flag from his pocket, as if he were a magician with a box of tricks. ‘This was the first American flag to fly over Gela, Sicily,’ he said, ‘and the first American flag to be raised over Naples. And tomorrow morning, I will be sitting in the Mayor’s office in Sainte-Mère-Église and this flag will be flying over that office.’

Tucker had long felt ambivalence towards his commander. ‘I continued to both like and dislike Krause.’14 Yet he had little doubt that he meant what he said about capturing the town and even less doubt that he would achieve it.

There was good reason why Krause was so confident. Experience had taught him that a highly trained group of assault troops could wreak havoc on enemy defences if they had the twin advantages of darkness and surprise. Under the cover of night, sentries could be stalked, positions ambushed and gun emplacements wrested from sleeping guards. For the attack on Sainte-Mère-Église he favoured the knife over the gun. It was silent, terrifying and deadly effective.

It was gone 9 p.m. on 5 June when the paratroopers marched out to their respective planes. The C-47s stretched as far as the eye could see. Bill Tucker tried to count them all, for it was a means of keeping his nerves at bay, but he quickly gave up. He felt both anxious and excited, with ‘a sense of tremendous anticipation’ about everything that was to come.

The deepening twilight had long since swallowed the planes at the far end of the airfield and time seemed to have been placed on pause. Tucker felt there was ‘a quiet feeling in the air, something like when the birds and monkeys in the jungle all stop making noises’.15 He knew that the entire jungle would soon be asleep: the perfect time to strike at the German defences in Normandy.

Pilot Julian Rice was already at the controls of his plane when the twenty-one paratroopers in his ‘stick’ arrived. He watched as they hauled themselves aboard, got strapped into their canvas seats and prepared for take-off. He could sense the tension: only the powerfully built jumpmaster seemed to have total confidence in what lay ahead. Rice studied him as he boarded the plane, his face darkened with black smudges. ‘He looked to me like he could win the war single-handed.’

Rice went through the pre-flight check and then ‘threw in a prayer or two’16 for good luck. He knew they would need both prayers and luck if they were to make it safely to France. He fired the engines of his C-47 at the same time as all the other pilots. The noise was so deafening that it shook the earth beneath them. Bill Tucker’s nerves were lost to ‘the beat and roar of hundreds of aircraft engines’.

At exactly 11 p.m., a green flare signal could be seen coming from the control tower. Everyone knew what it meant: ‘The invasion was on!’17 No more postponements; no more last-minute glitches. Within seconds, the first of the C-47s was preparing for take-off. At the allotted moment, Rice taxied to the end of the runway and locked the tail wheel in position. Then, with a confident thrust of his fist, he ‘shoved the twin throttles to the firewall’.18 The engines roared as the plane gathered speed down the runway, giving a shudder and groan before lumbering into the night air above Cottesmore.

Bill Tucker twisted his head slightly to get a final view of the ground. ‘Along each side of the runway there were literally hundreds of people lined up two and three deep: US and RAF ground personnel, ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service) English girls, cooks and bakers.’ He was struck by the fact that everyone was as still as statues. ‘They just stared at our plane and without moving there seemed to be a tremendous gesture of a salute and perhaps a blessing.’19

Julian Rice had flown any number of missions, yet he still experienced a moment of panic as the plane left the ground. It hit a twisting vortex of prop-wash – disturbed air – caused by the C-47 just ahead of him. The turbulence was so powerful that it threatened to hurl the plane back to the ground. But Rice fought the controls and managed to keep it airborne. Soon after, they were joined in the moonlit sky by the seventy-one other planes of their group. Once all were airborne, they assembled into their pre-arranged V formations.

So long as the amber wing lights were illuminated, it was relatively easy to keep together. But these were switched off as they passed over the Isle of Portland and out into the English Channel. Thereafter, their only guide was the small blue fuselage light on the plane in front.

On several occasions this light faded into the darkness, leaving nothing but the moonlit silhouette of the adjacent plane. Rice and his comrades called this their ‘sweat time’. They knew they were never more than 100 feet from a catastrophic mid-air collision. A fortnight earlier they had come close to experiencing just such a collision while participating in a practice exercise. From nowhere, Rice had seen flashing navigation lights coming towards him at high speed. He managed to dodge them but the plane behind was not so fortunate. The two aircraft rammed into each other at high speed – ‘the sky lit up’20 – as they both exploded in mid-air. Twelve men were killed in the crash.

Now, as they passed to the east of Guernsey, Rice glimpsed a magnificent sight being played out below them. ‘The English Channel was striped with the wake of thousands of ships heading for the landing beaches of Omaha and Utah.’ This was Force O and Force U – a naval armada on such a scale that it outclassed even the aerial convoy in which he was taking part. The ships were ferrying to Normandy the American troops that would be landing on Omaha and Utah beaches in just seven hours.

‘Lord keep us safe … Lord keep us safe.’ Above the roar of the engines, Rice could hear these distant words replaying themselves over and over in his headphones. It was some time before he realized that it was the sound of his own prayers.

The skies over the Channel were clear and the coastline of Normandy was visible as a finely etched line against the dark sea. But now, as the planes approached land, a most alarming sight could be seen looming in the night sky. Rice knew in an instant that they were heading into disaster.

‘Suddenly, without warning, the shit hit the fan.’ As he piloted his plane over the French coastline, the entire formation flew into a dense wall of fog. It swallowed everything. Not only did the blue lights disappear, but the entire formation vanished. Rice couldn’t even see the wings of his own plane, let alone any others. Such a perilous situation demanded an immediate action known as emergency dispersal manoeuvre, whereby the pilots broke formation and spread out in the fog-bound sky. It was not for the faint-hearted. ‘I shoved the fuel mixture to rich, boosted the throttle setting and revs-per-minute to climb mode, synchronized prop pitch, kicked the hard left rudder and pulled back the yoke.’21

In the rear of the plane, the paratroopers wondered what the hell was going on. They gripped their safety harnesses and clutched their stomachs as the plane screamed its way out of the fog-bank, climbing at a near impossible angle. Many regretted the steak and ice cream they had eaten before take-off. Bill Tucker managed to hold his somewhere between his stomach and his throat, but his friend Harry Baffone lost the battle ‘and had to use his helmet to throw up’.22

To Rice and Wells, ‘those few minutes in the soup felt like an eternity.’ When they broke out of the fog, planes were scattered everywhere. The night sky was filled with C-47s, each following its own erratic trajectory. The danger was far from over. Indeed, it was only now about to start. ‘A heavy barrage of enemy anti-aircraft shells burst right, then left. Black-gray flak clouds were everywhere.’

On the ground, the German anti-aircraft batteries had an unrivalled view of the moonlit planes as they weaved across the sky. ‘Machine-gun tracer streams were searching us out. Staccato rat-a-tat of bullets pierced the tail assembly.’ This gave a severe jolt to the elevator controls and the plane lurched downwards as it headed for the ground. Rice and Wells fought to keep control of the craft, wrenching the nose heavenwards again. ‘The sky was now a smoky yellow haze. Exploding shells filled the air with turbulence, which jerked our plane up and down like a yo-yo.’ They were not the only ones in danger. Scores of other planes were weaving a random passage across the sky as they took evasive action.

As the C-47s passed over the town of Sainte-Mère-Église, Rice got his first clear view of the fire below. The men needed to jump – and soon – for they were exactly on target. Pathfinder parachutists had landed just a few minutes earlier in order to set up their T-lights on the designated dropping zones: Rice could clearly see the T-light intended for the men on board his plane, but they were travelling so fast that to let them out now would condemn them to a speedy death. Their parachutes would be shredded by the air speed.

Rice had clocked up more than 800 hours of flying time and knew there was only one way to slow a C-47 in mid-air – a two-man manoeuvre that would be both rough and brutal. ‘Co-pilot Wells extended the flaps and lowered the landing gear in order to produce instant drag, while I kicked the rudder and yanked the elevator and aileron controls.’

It was like slamming on the brakes. There was a violent shudder as the plane seemed to hit a solid wall of air. ‘Sorry, guys,’23 mouthed Rice to the paratroopers behind. Seconds later, he flicked on the green jump light. They were travelling at 118 mph – terrifyingly close to the speed at which the engines would fatally stall – and flying at a height of 750 feet. For the twenty-one paratroopers on board, it would be like jumping off the eightieth floor of the Empire State Building, a perilous but mercifully short jump, albeit under heavy German gunfire.

‘Stand up and hook up.’24 The red light flashed and the men got in line. ‘Jesus Christ, we don’t get paid enough for this,’25 shouted Bill Tucker’s friend Larry over the roar of the engines. ‘Check equipment.’ But there was barely time. The red light flashed to green and the jumpmaster pushed them out. ‘Twenty-one. Okay. Twenty. Okay. Nineteen. Okay.’26 As Tucker leaped into the void, he heard Krupinski yell, ‘Son of a bitch. I’m hit again.’27

Paratrooper Ken Russell knew he was in trouble before he even left the plane. The fire in Sainte-Mère-Église was lighting the night sky and picking out the men as sharply defined silhouettes. In those long seconds in the air, Russell had a bird’s-eye view of those who had jumped before him. ‘Lieutenant Cadish, H.T. Bryant and Laddie Tlapa landed on telephone poles down the street.’ They were impaled. ‘It was like they were crucified there.’

He saw another of his comrades hit by machine-gun fire while still in the air. Unfortunately, the lad was armed with powerful gammon grenades and the resulting explosion was as harrowing as it was catastrophic. ‘He was blown away. Instantaneously. I looked around and there was just an empty parachute coming down.’

Russell himself felt shells and bullets jerking at his chute as he drifted towards the ground. He once again looked down and got another shock. The heat of the fire was sucking the parachutists downwards and pulling them into the burning building. One of his friends – he thought it was Vanholzbech – was dragged into the heart of the inferno. ‘I heard him scream. I saw him come down into the fire and the chute come down. He didn’t scream any more.’

Russell was caught in his own nightmare. He was heading straight for the church tower of Sainte-Mère-Église, along with one of his comrades. ‘I hit first, and a couple of my suspension lines, or maybe more, went around the church steeple.’ He slid down the slate roof, which shredded both his clothing and skin until he came to a sudden halt, hanging by the fragile suspension lines, suspended and helpless like a fly in a web. As he looked up, he saw John Steele also land on the church. His chute had wrapped itself over the steeple.

From his precarious vantage point, Russell witnessed his friend John Ray land just in front of the church. As he did so, a red-haired German soldier ran out from behind the building, glanced upwards and noticed both himself and Steele dangling there like trapped insects. The German was about to take aim at them both when distracted by John Ray. In a flash he swung his gun towards Ray and shot him in the stomach.

Russell knew that he would be next. He didn’t stand a chance. But Ray, ‘while he was dying in agony, got his .45 out’. He took aim and shot the German soldier in the back of the head, killing him. Seconds later, he also died of his wound.

Russell’s platoon of some thirty-six men was one of many that had suffered a catastrophic landing. If all had gone to plan, they would have come down just outside the town, regrouped and then launched a concerted attack on the German garrison. Instead, they had been impaled, shot and landed in impossible positions in the heart of town. Worse still – although Russell did not know this at the time – only four of them were still alive.

He knew he had to get down from the church roof as a matter of urgency. He reached for his trench knife, cut the parachute risers and tumbled headlong into the street below. He was fortunate not to break a bone.

‘After jumping to the ground, I dashed across the street and the machine-gun fire was knocking up pieces of earth all around me.’ He dived for cover into a grove of trees close to the edge of town, feeling like ‘the loneliest man in the world’. He had never wanted to be a soldier: he was a young student from Maryville, Tennessee, who should have been graduating that very evening.

As he crawled out of the coppice, he spied a German soldier shooting at paratroopers still coming down from the sky. The only weapon he had was a gammon bomb and he now prepared to throw it at the German. ‘Scared to death’ was how he felt. It was ‘the first time I’d ever used them’. He lobbed it through the air and it blew up right on target. ‘The gun stopped.’ Russell had killed his first German.

As he stumbled across a field, he spied another paratrooper who had landed far from his drop zone and was hopelessly lost.

‘Do you know where you’re at?’

‘No’.

‘I don’t either.’28

The two of them teamed up and decided to go in search of others. Russell was unaware that his commander, Edward Krause, was crouched in a field just a few hundred yards away.

Krause himself was lucky to be alive. As his plane had emerged from the coastal fog-bank, it had come within thirty feet of colliding with another three aircraft. Even the cool-headed Krause had been ruffled. ‘As close to being crashed in the air as I ever hope to.’ But his troubles were far from over. The plane was still taking evasive action when he jumped, plunging to earth from an altitude of more than 2,000 feet – ‘the longest ride I had in over fifty jumps’. Worse still, four planes passed beneath him as he descended to the ground. ‘I really sweated that out.’29

Ever the professional, he landed on target and set up a command post before starting to gather his troops. He decided not to assault Sainte-Mère-Église until he had several hundred men, enough to give him a reasonable chance of capturing the town. He still had high hopes of being in the mayor’s office before dawn.

Sixteen-year-old Pentecôte, the butcher’s daughter, had been hiding in the family cellar when the first wave of planes flew overhead. As she listened to the low roar from outside, she heard her uncle calling to her.

‘Oh my God!’ he cried. ‘Come, look at this. We’ll never see this again!’30 She rushed to the front door just in time to see the first of the parachutists arrive.

Young Henri-Jean Renaud, the mayor’s son, was also at home when he heard the thrum of plane engines. He leaned out of the window and saw ‘successive waves of planes which passed over at very low altitude’. When his mother, Simone, saw him and his brother hanging out of the window, she pulled them back inside. ‘No, no!’31 she shouted, and told them to get down on their knees and pray.

A few minutes later Henri-Jean heard the front door opening. It was his father bringing the news. ‘It’s really the landing,’ he cried. ‘It’s not a commando raid. It’s just too big. It’s the liberation!’32

Raymond Paris was still in the market square. ‘Some of the parachutists landed as close as four or five metres from where I stood. I could see them pulling on the strings of their parachutes to cushion their landing.’33 One fell into the lime trees next to the town pump and Paris and his friends went to help.

The sight of the parachutists momentarily stunned the Germans, among them Rudi Escher. He saw ‘a lot of airplanes about us and the dark sky full of bright parachutes’.34 When he looked more closely at the church, he noticed that ‘one was hanging from the spire’.35 This was John Steele.

Escher and his comrades swung into action as soon as they recovered from the shock. Raymond Paris was standing about fifteen metres from the town pump when ‘a nearby German soldier suddenly lifted his machine gun to fire on a parachutist.’ Paris was appalled. ‘I tapped him on the shoulder saying, “Don’t shoot – civilian,”’36 to distract him. The parachutist was very lucky, for the German soldier held his fire.

Others were not so fortunate. Mayor Renaud watched in dismay as another paratrooper tumbled into the still-burning house. ‘Sparks flew and the fire burned brighter.’ He saw another man shot in the legs as he was about to land. A third crashed into a tree and desperately sought to get down before being spotted. But the German flak was already trained on him. ‘The machine guns fired their sinister patter. The poor man’s hands fell and the body swung to and fro from the cables.’37

The situation spun even faster out of control when a huge transport plane crashed to the ground close to the town’s sawmill. It erupted into a sheet of flame.

Paris was by now seriously alarmed. ‘There was the sound of the bell, the noise of the airplanes, the bursts of automatic gunfire, the shouts and cries of the German soldiers, the cries of the French and the screams of the women, who obviously were terrified.’38

Rudi Escher and his German comrades were also alarmed. ‘With Americans landing everywhere, we were afraid for our lives.’ They had no desire to fight. Some discussed what to do while others went to gather equipment and canisters discarded by the newly landed paratroopers. ‘We got some cigarettes and chocolate and thought we were doing pretty well out of it.’

The telephone line to their command post, a mile out of town, was still working. One of Escher’s men called and asked what they should do. ‘We were told, initially, to stay put.’ This was the worst possible news, for ‘there was by now quite a bit of shooting’ and the situation was becoming increasingly dangerous.

‘While we were standing by the church wondering what to do, one of our men’ – Alfons Jakl – ‘fell down dead, shot through the heart.’ This persuaded the men to flee the town while they still could. ‘Leaving our dead comrade behind, we retrieved our bicycles, which were stored in a barn, and cycled back to our unit.’ They rode in single file, ‘one behind the other, each of us frightened of being shot by the Americans’.39 Their flight from Sainte-Mère-Église left a window of opportunity for the Americans, for there were now fewer than two dozen German troops still inside the town. A key section of the German front line was extremely vulnerable.
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