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Prelude

General Dwight D. Eisenhower was a slight built man and not someone who looked like a powerful leader.  However, looks can be deceiving.  Today, as supreme commander of the allied forces in WW2, he had a momentous decision to make.   For the last two days, he had been in conference with his top field commanders at Southwick House in the south coast city of Portsmouth.  They had adjourned at 9:00 p.m.  the previous night.   This morning he had arisen at 3:30 a.m. and was on route back to Southwick House.  He knew that today was to have been the day of the invasion, but he had postponed it because of bad weather reports.  As the rain lashed the coast this morning, he was relieved he had done so.  His Cadillac staff car had collected him from his quarters; he greeted his long-time personal driver, Lieutenant Kate Somersby, with a warm smile.  The two were close, and rumour had it that their relationship was more than platonic; however, it remained just that, a rumour.  He looked out through the rain splattered windscreen and winced at the occasional heavy burst that slammed into the staff car.

His mind had gone back to the previous evening, when he and his top commanders had discussed the storm and its effect.  Group Captain Bragg, the RAFs top weather man, had predicted this storm, and had also said he expected it to abate and give a window of relative calm for several hours, starting during the early hours of June 5th.  The meeting had been a relatively casual affair with the men who would decide the fate of the invasion, seated around the library in easy chairs.  This was a brainstorming session.  Eisenhower wanted input and opinions.  Representing the Royal Air Force was Air Vice Marshal Trafford Leigh Mallory, the legendary fighter controller from The Battle of Britain, and Air Chief Marshal Arthur Tedder.  Represented from the British Navy was Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay, and from the Army the famed British General Bernard Law Montgomery, of Alamein fame.  Known as Monty to his friends and others who disliked him (such as American General S. Patton, who was not present), being sidelined on the East coast partly for political reasons, and partly because Eisenhower knew that the German intelligence would have agents following his every move as the presumed leader of the invasion force.  That also suited the Supreme commander; however, he also knew that he could delay this decision no longer.  They assembled over 150,000 men, 12,000 aircraft, and almost 6,000 vessels at ports and airfields across the country.

A build up could not be hidden for long from the Germans.  Besides himself, Eisenhower’s chief of staff, Major General Walter Bedell Smith, and General Omar Bradley, were all present, together with their aides.  Notably absent was the French president in exile, General Charles De Gaulle, who had argued the previous day that the Overlord plan was wrong, and they should scrap it and adapt his plan.  With so much at stake, Eisenhower had listened diplomatically, but was in no mood to listen to a commander who had lost his last campaign, and with it, his country.  So De Gaulle was not at this crucial meeting.

The meeting divided with Leigh Mallory advising caution and expressing a preference to postpone to June 19th.  Tedder and Ramsey also advised against June 6th.  Montgomery, like Patton, was an optimist; he said he could see no reason to delay, with the storm building both inside and outside the mansion.  Eisenhower had called an adjournment, stating he would grab a few hours’ sleep and decide in the morning.  The meeting would convene at 0400 hrs.

That was then, and this was now.  As Kate pulled the car up outside the main door, she smiled and wished him luck.  He replied, “We all need that, Kate.” the waiting MPs saluted as he entered.  The library and adjoining operations Centre was a hive of activity.  Naval Wrens were moving pointers around on a large wall map, a gigantic mural covering the entire wall, and showing the English Channel, and British coasts.  Red lines showed invasion routes between the two countries, and all lines converged on 5 beaches on the northern French coast, called Normandy.  

He entered the conference room and called for the latest weather report; Stagg smiled as he handed it over.  The forecast confirmed the weather clearing and the rain abating shortly, then a clearer spell of undetermined length.  The boys back home may refer to this as a sucker hole, designed to temp you out into the sun before blasting you with a tornado.   And they may be right; it was a gamble either way.  All eyes were on the Supreme commander.  For an agonizing few minutes, he stayed silent after reading the report.   He stood by the crackling log fire, deep in thought.  The room went quiet and waited for his decision.

Troopships and marshalling areas around the English coast were filled with thousands of huddled troops.  Thousands of aircraft spread across multiple airfields all over southern England, waited for a telephone call.   In Southwick House they also waited, all eyes on the supreme commander.  Finally, Eisenhower turned to the staff officers; he nodded and said firmly.

“OK!  Let’s go.”

Later, he dictated his order of the day to be transmitted to all allied forces as they departed.  The order read: 

“SUPREME HEADQUARTERS ALLIED 

EXPEDITIONARY FORCE Soldiers, Sailors, and Airmen of the Allied Expeditionary Force!

You are about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we have striven these many months.  The eyes of the world are upon you.  The hope and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with you.  In company with our brave Allies and brothers-in-arms on other Fronts, you will bring about the destruction of the German war machine, the elimination of Nazi tyranny over the oppressed peoples of Europe, and security for ourselves in a free world.

Your task will not be an easy one.  Your enemy is well trained, well equipped and battle-hardened.  He will fight savagely.

But this is the year 1944.  Much has happened since the Nazi triumphs of 1940-41.  The United Nations have inflicted upon the Germans great defeats, in open battle, man-to-man.  Our air offensive has seriously reduced their strength in the air and their capacity to wage war on the ground.  Our Home Fronts have given us an overwhelming superiority in weapons and munitions of war, and placed at our disposal great reserves of trained fighting men.  The tide has turned! The free men of the world are marching together to Victory!

I have full confidence in your courage, devotion to duty and skill in battle.  We will accept nothing less than full Victory!

Good luck! And let us beseech the blessing of Almighty God upon this great and noble undertaking.

Dwight D. Eisenhower”

They relayed the message to ships and read it out over the Tannoy systems.  Commanders, section leaders, and NCOs, to the waiting troops and to RAF and USAAC units at their briefings across southern England read it.  Operation Overlord was underway.
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Ike and staff at Southwick House, June 1944
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The Calm before the storm

Point du Hoc; 2100 hours, June 5th, 1944

It had been raining off and on the whole day.  Not a heavy rain, but the kind that gradually saturates the ground and any human being unlucky enough to be out in it.  Such a person was Unteroffizier Rudolf Karl, of the Heeres Küsten artillery no. 1260; who, this evening, slowly trudged through the muddy puddles atop the cliff of Pointe Du Hoc in northern France.

He was an artillery spotter, sent to check the area that had recently been a heavy gun emplacement; with five 105mm guns and a crew of 40 men.  Now it was a wet.

Rain lashed out on the countryside, which usually afforded a magnificent view of the English Channel on a normal summer’s day.

But not today.  The visibility was not even fair.  The beach below was all but obliterated by the fine rain, and the wind that had risen in the last hour.  At most, the sea view was minimal.  This was not any normal day.  It was the evening of June 5th, 1944, and France was in its 5th year of war.  Rudolf scanned the area; most of his men had already sought refuge from the driving rain in the concrete blockhouses.   But Rudolf was unphased by the rain.  Summer rain, he dubbed it.  It was wet - but warm, did not chill the body, and dried off quickly.  He smiled at the complaints of some of the young privates in his platoon.  They were green recruits, conscripted into the army and had never seen combat.  Just as well, he thought.   Most were fresh out of school and talked boldly about how they hoped the allies would come so they could show them what a real soldier can do.  He half expected them to flee at the first sign of the enemy.  A concept reinforced when a Luftwaffe ME110 reconnaissance plane had flown overhead yesterday, sending them running for cover screaming “Spitfuer.” 

The cliffs above Point du Hoc were potted with craters, the result of almost daily bombardment by naval ships out to sea, and bombing raids.  The men had endured them for weeks now, and the strain was telling.   

Still, the rumours of invasion had been circulating for months, and they would probably be true one day; but not today, or tomorrow, and not here.  The allies would choose the Pas-de-Calais, a point where the English Channel was at its narrowest, only 22 miles.  On a clear day, you can clearly see the white cliffs of the English coastline on the horizon from there.

So the waiting game went on.  He had been in the area the year before and could view them through binoculars.  But this year, that had all changed.  The region around Calais had become an armed camp, under direct military control.  They enforced strict control over entry and demanded a military pass.  Miles of barbed wire and gun emplacements lined the coast line.  Even here in Normandy, 124 miles from Britain, the defences were solid.  Heavy iron girder structures called hedgehog’s littered the beach.  These X shaped obstructions were invisible at high tide and were designed to tear the bottom out of ships and landing craft.  

Rudolf thought back to 1940, when it was all so different; the huge armada of ships and landing craft were being assembled for the invasion of England.  Each day, the English were being relentlessly pounded into submission by the largest air fleet in history.  The war should have been over long ago.  Of course it wasn’t, then, and now it has turned against Germany.  By all accounts, the British and their American allies were now assembling an armada of their own.   

Yesterday, after sustained bombing and shelling from enemy warships out to sea, the high command had ordered the heavy 155 millimetre guns, that had been in position, to be moved inland to prevent them being destroyed by the bombardment.  They were now about a mile distant, trained on the two beaches on each side that flanked Point du Hoc.

A Kübelwagen that turned off the road, interrupting Rudolf’s thoughts.  Its foul weather screens up, so he could not see the occupant, but he guessed it was his battery commander, Oberlutnant Frida Eberling.   He pulled up his collar and walked to the vehicle.  To his surprise, Eberling got out of the vehicle to meet him.

“Guten Abend Rudy, are you keeping dry?”

The Unteroffizier saluted and smiled.

“Jawohl Herr Leutnant, it is not so bad, though the men are not too happy.  Is there news of the invasion?”

Eberling shook his head and let out an audible chuckle.  

“When is there not news?  The allies are coming here, the allies are coming there, or perhaps over there.”  He smiled at Erik’s puzzled look and patted him on the shoulder.

“Regardless, not here and not in this weather; a fierce storm is raging in the channel and in Britain, even the seagulls are grounded.   But Kesselring has said we must stay alert, so the Major told the Kapitan. The Kapitan told me, and I am telling you.  So we now all know.  Ja?” 

He patted Erik lightly on the shoulder.  

Erik smiled.  He Liked this young officer, there was nothing aloof about him, he always seemed jocular and happy-go-lucky.  However, he knew the men would be eager for news, so he pressed the question.  

“So what does the high command feel, really?  About the likelihood of an invasion this summer?” 

Erik’s question was not unexpected, and the Oberlutnant was ready for it.

“Well, we know the allies have assembled an invasion fleet on the South coast.  And they have appointed an American General Dwight Eisenhower, as overall commander.  Also, their top General Patton has taken command of forces around Dover and Kent.  As for the Wehrmacht high command, well, most feel the invasion will come at Calais. Some of Kesselring’s staff have suggested here in Normandy as a main
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