


  SECTION 1


  


  The First Battle for Caen from 6 to 10 June 1944


  


  CHAPTER 1.01 Developments within the Bridgehead on Both Sides of the Mouth of the Orne River on 6 June 1944


  The 12. SS-Panzerdivision “Hitlerjugend” marched initially into the area around Lisieux and then to the area southwest of Caen during the course of 6 June. At the same time, decisive developments were taking place at the coast of Normandy where the Allies had landed and in the two air landing zones. Only the course of the battles in the British-Canadian landing zone, in particular in the Caen area, will be examined here in broad outlines.


  Units of Panzergrenadierregiment 125 of the 21. Panzer-division, which were stationed in the vicinity of the air landing zone of the 6th Airborne Division northeast of Caen, had, as already mentioned, attacked the British paratroopers and airborne landing units without orders from above. At 04.30 hours, the 7. Armee had requested action by the 21. Panzer-division east of the Orne river from Heeresgruppe B. General-leutnant Speidel decided, however, that such action was not immediately required.1 Parts of the II. Bataillon of Panzergrenadierregiment 192 of this Division had advanced, as ordered by Feldmarschall Rommel, already at the beginning of May into the area Anisy-Villons-Cairon-Buron-la Bijude (some eight kilometers northwest of Caen). They were ordered by the 716. Infanteriedivision at 03.10 hours, under the command of Grenadierregiment 736, to commence an attack on the enemy bridgehead near Bénouville. They had been able to push into the town, but the determined resistance by the British paratroopers prevented them from reaching the bridges across the Orne canal and the Orne river. This would have required support by Panzers. The Panzerregiment of the 21. Panzer-division was ready to march at that time with the I. Abteilung in an
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  area some ten kilometers northeast of Falaise and with the II. Abteilung in the area near Fresné-la-Mère, five kilometers east of Falaise. The Division was still without combat orders from the Heeresgruppe.2 Only at 06.15 was it attached to the 7. Armee, when the 7. Armee had reported that the enemy had opened fire from the sea on the coastal defense line at the mouth of the Orne river and near Asnelles (eleven kilometers northeast of Bayeux).


  The 7. Armee attached the 21. Panzerdivision to the LXXXIV A.K. at 07.00 hours with the mission to destroy the airborne enemy east of the Orne river. At that time, the landings from the sea in the British-Canadian sector had not yet begun. However, they could be predicted since fire on the coastal defense positions from the sea had already been reported. The Armee obviously calculated that it would be possible to neutralize the airborne enemy east of the Orne river before the landings from the sea began. However, at 09.25 hours already, it became obvious that this decision had been a mistake. General Marcks, the commanding general of the LXXXIV. A.K. requested the attachment of the “HJ” Division for action west of Caen against the enemy who had been landed by sea, since the 21. Panzerdivision would be needed as a ‘mobile reserve’ to the right of the Orne river. A good hour later, at 10.35 hours, he advised the Armee that he wanted to send the 21. Panzerdivision into action west of the Orne river because of the changed situation. Since the Division was far to the rear at the time, a re-routing would still have been possible.3


  This change in the mission of the 21. Pz.Div. had a very negative impact. The Assault Gun Abteilung 200 was, at this time, marching through Caen on its way to support the 8./Panzergrenadierregiment 192 which was stuck near -Bénouville. Since the Panzerregiment was now ordered to attack to the west of the Orne river, the Division wanted to add another armored unit to its Panzergrenadierregiment 125. It was in battle against paratroopers and airborne troops east of the Orne river. The Assault Gun Abteilung 200 was ordered to turn back and deploy through Caen to the east shore of the Orne river. It was needed at Bénouville. The 21. Pz. Div. was split into two parts: Panzergrenadierregiment 125, without I. Bataillon, and the Assault Gun Abteilung 200 were tied down in battle with paratroop and airborne units to the right of the Orne river, the bulk of the Division was supposed to attack west of the Orne. Parts of it had already been in battle for hours. The 8. Kompanie of Panzergrenadierregiment 192 was fighting near Bénouville. The I. Abteilung of Panzerartillerie-regiment 155 was in a fire fight from positions in the area of Mathieu. It had suffered significant losses through air attacks and fire from the sea. Heeres-Flakabteilung 305, together with the Flak command Caen, was in action to the northeast of the city. Finally, Panzerjägerabteilung 200 with twentyfour 8.8 cm guns was in position in the area northwest and west of the city.4 Massive action by the whole Division in a narrow area was thus no longer possible. But the loss of time, too, caused by the change in mission, had to have a negative impact.


  While the bulk of the Division was on the march into the area north of Caen, the enemy had already been able to break through the coastal defenses in a number of spots and pushed his attack further inland. The Canadians who had landed near Courseulles advanced southward for approximately three kilometers during the morning. The units which had landed after the assault battalions were able to assemble only slowly on the narrow beach for a further advance. Immediately to the east, another Canadian brigade had taken Bernières after heavy fighting until 12.30 hours. The following brigade could start out towards the south only at 15.00 hours because of the crowding at the beaches. The German batteries, mostly in open firing positions, could have caused havoc here, but they had already been put out of action by aerial bombardment and shelling from the sea.


  The 3rd British Infantry Division had captured Hermanville at 09.30 hours. The 8.8 cm Pak of Panzerjägerabteilung 200, in position on a hill near Périers, had successfully fought back a tank attack from Hermanville so that the British infantry had reverted to defense there. To the east, a bitter battle for valiantly defended positions had only been decided through the action of a commando of the 1st Special Services Brigade from Ouistreham. There, too, congestion had considerably delayed the advance, in particular as German artillery was able to fire on the beaches occasionally, with significant effect. Shortly after 13.00 hours, parts of the 185th Infantry Brigade set out on foot along the road to Caen, which was their mission objective. The tanks which were supposed to carry them were still stuck in the traffic jam at the beaches.


  The Canadians had been able to take St. Aubin on their left flank. Further to the east, the strong points in Langrune-sur-Mer were holding out. Since the right, westerly, flank of the 3rd British Infantry Division had been unable to capture Lion-sur-Mer, a link-up between the two divisions of the I Corps was not established. Between them was an open gap of five kilometers width which offered good prospects for a counterattack.


  The troops of the 21. Pz.Div. scheduled for action west of the Orne had to cross the river at Caen. The city had been bombarded by heavy Allied bomber squadrons. The streets were partly blocked by rubble, clouds of smoke wafted through the town. The bulk of the troops crossed the Orne river by the street bridge along Route Nationale No. 158. Parts of Panzerregiment 22 used the bridge near Colombelles, 4.5 kilometers to the northeast. Two Kampfgruppen (battle groups) were formed. The “Gepanzerte Gruppe (armored group) Oppeln” under the command of the commander of Panzerregiment 22, Oberst (col.) von Oppeln, consisted of I./Panzerregiment 22 (without 4. Kompanie); II./Panzerregiment 22 (with only approximately 5 Panzer IVs per company); I.(armored)/Panzergrenadierregiment 125 (without 1 Kompanie); 1.(armored)/Panzerpionierbataillon 220; and III./Panzerartillerieregiment 155. It deployed in the area west of Hérouville and west of Point 23 (approximately one kilometer north of Calix). Its attack objective was the coast between the mouth of the Orne and the eastern edge of Lion-sur-Mer.


  “Kampfgruppe (Panzergrenadierregiment 192) Rauch”, consisting of Panzergrenadierregiment 192 (without II. Bataillon); 2./Panzerpionierbataillon 220; and II./Panzerartillerieregiment 155 was commanded by the commander of Panzergrenadierregiment 192, Oberst Rauch. It deployed in the area around St. Contest. Its objective was the coast near Lion-sur-Mer.


  “Kampfgruppe von Luck” was deployed east of the Orne. It was made up of 4./Panzerregiment 22; Panzergrenadierregiment 125 (without I. Bataillon); Panzeraufklärungsabteilung 21 (Panzer reconnaissance); and Sturmgeschützabteilung 200 (assault gun Abteilung). This Kampfgruppe was commanded by Major von Luck.


  Kampfgruppen “Oppeln” and “Rauch” were ready to attack at 16.00 hours. Some units, in particular the Panzer-regiment, were still on the march or had been taken out of action during the march. Eight Typhoons, for instance, had attacked the column of the Panzerregiment at the edge of Caen and damaged six Panzers.


  At approximately 16.20 hours, Kampfgruppen “Oppeln” and “Rauch” began the attack. When the first Panzer IVs rolled out of the wooded terrain near Lebisey to advance to the north, they received fire from British tanks in the Biéville area which had been captured by the British.


  Four Panzer IVs were knocked out. The attack was broken off. However, the I. Abteilung of Major von Gottberg managed to advance further west via Epron and Cambes into the area of Mathieu. There it received heavy fire from British anti-tank guns and from tanks in the hills near Périers which had been taken by the British in the meantime. After six Panzer IVs had been knocked out and one British seventeen-pound anti-tank gun had been destroyed, Major von Gottberg tried, swinging even further to the left, to capture the hills near Périers. In the vicinity of Mathieu he again received heavy fire from tanks and anti-tank guns and lost three Panzer IVs. The attack was broken off.


  It is surprising that the hills near Périers had been occupied by British tanks and anti-tank guns. During the morning, 8.8 cm Pak and infantry of the 21. Panzerdivision had still successfully fought off an attack from Hermanville from those same hills. Since the positions on these hills were of significant importance, the development of the situation there must be explored in some detail.


  In accordance with the position map of 716. Infanterie-division, the staff of Panzerjägerabteilung 200 of 21. Panzer-division was located in St. Pierre, to the west of Fontenay- le-Pesnel (17.5 kilometers west of Caen), before the start of the invasion. At the same time, the 1. Kompanie was located near St. Croix (7.5 kilometers northeast of St. Pierre), the 2. Kompanie north of Mesnil Patry (thirteen kilometers west-northwest of Caen) and the 3. Kompanie near Camilly (eleven kilometers northwest of Caen). Only the 5. Kompanie of Sturmgeschützabteilung 200 (assault guns) is shown in the vicinity of the hills near Périers, namely in Cambes (4.5 kilometers southwest of Périers).


  Generalleutnant Richter, commander of the 716. Infanterie-division stated in his study that he ordered Panzerjäger-abteilung 200 in the early morning hours of 6 June between 6 and 7 A.M. “to depart the area Brécy-Basly-Camilly [seventeen kilometers west, six kilometers northwest, and ten kilometers west of Périers] to the north and make contact with the II./726 which was in urgent need of armor-piercing weapons.” For unknown reasons the Abteilung only departed at around 11 A.M. and encountered enemy tanks already at the Seulles valley. It knocked out several tanks there, but did not reach the II./726 which then bled to death further north.5 Generalmajor Feuchtinger, commander of the 21. Panzerdivision wrote in his study that a company of Panzerjägerabteilung 200 was sent out at 08.05 hours to engage enemy tanks near Asnelles (approximately three kilometers east of Arromanches on the beach). Soon after, the bulk of the Abteilung had been brought up. It encountered enemy tanks in the Seulles valley at 11.00 hours. According to Werner Kortenhaus, the whole Abteilung with the exception of three Pak 8.8 cm, which remained in position near Périers, had been drawn off to the west.6


  The development of the fighting for the important hills of Périers on the German side can, because of the contradictory and incomplete information, no longer be stated with certainty. It is only certain that they were not held by sufficiently strong anti-tank and infantry forces during the decisive hours. Thus, they were lost before the counterattack by “Gepanzerte Gruppe Oppeln” reached them in the afternoon. This counter attack was fought off, three Panzer IVs were lost.


  “Kampfgruppe Rauch”, attacking further to the left was able to make good headway. It pushed exactly into the gap between the 3rd British and the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division. During the further advance, the III./Grenadierregiment 736 with the 15 cm self-propelled batterie “Graf Waldersee” joined this attack from the area north of Plumetot. This Kampfgruppe had already reached the beach near Lion-sur-Mer during a counterattack before noon, but had to withdraw when it was attacked on the flank and in the rear. Around 19.00 hours the reinforced Kampfgruppe Rauch reached the beach near Luc-sur-Mer where a few German strongpoints had withstood all attacks so far. The Kampfgruppe prepared to advance further along the coast and to cut off the English, who were advancing to the south, from their supply bases. Then an event occurred which brought about a decisive turn-around.7


  Around 21.00 hours a large number of enemy aircraft approached from the Channel. Approximately 250 aircraft with transport gliders in tow, and with fighter protection, brought the 6th Airlanding Brigade to reinforce the bridgehead east of the Orne river. No German aircraft threatened them. The Flak, if it had not already been overcome, was only of minor effectiveness since it was constantly being attacked by fighter-bomber squadrons. The fleet of aircraft continued unimpeded. The transport gliders disengaged and landed in the planned landing zone east of the Orne river. At the same time, supply containers on parachutes were dropped. Some of them landed to the west of the Orne. The 21. Panzerdivision developed the impression that the enemy, at least some of them, were landing to the rear of the attacking Kampfgruppen “Rauch” and “Oppeln”. The “Rauch” Kampfgruppe broke off its attack. A British attack with tanks from the Cresserons area threatened its rear. Faced with this seemingly hopeless and threatening situation, Oberst Rauch decided to withdraw initially to Anguerny and later, on the order of the LXXXIV. Korps, to the area of Epron. All the wounded and the prisoners were taken along. The 1. Kompanie of Panzergrenadier-regiment 192 had come across the radar station near Dourvres-la Délivrande during its withdrawal. It had been reinforced as a major strong point and so far withstood all attacks. The Kompanie was incorporated into its defense as welcome reinforcements.


  The “Oppeln” Kampfgruppe also withdrew approximately to its starting positions. It established contact with the “Rauch” Kampfgruppe to its right. The remaining Panzers, except for the 4. Kompanie in action to the right of the Orne, were distributed along the sector from the Orne to Epron and dug in. This was done because of the lack of sufficient anti-tank guns. The 8./Panzergrenadierregiment 192, battling the constantly increasing numbers of paratroopers near Bénouville and almost encircled, also had to withdraw to the south. It took up defensive positions at the southern edge of Blainville. It established contact with “Kampfgruppe von Luck” across the Orne river. Only dispersed units of the 716. Inf.Div., together with the “Graf Waldersee” battery and parts of the II./736 were available for the defense of Epron to the west.8


  By dusk, the enemy had managed to form two landing zones in the area north and northwest of Caen, but had not been able to link them up. The front line of the westerly one ran at midnight of 6 June from Arromanches via Sommervieux (4.5 kilometers northeast of Bayeux)-Vaux sur Seulles-Creully-west of Pierrepont-Cainet-south of la Fresne Camilly-south of Fontaine Henry-west of Basly-west of Colomby-northeast edge of Villons les Buissons-Anisy-northeast of Anguerny-east edge of Basly-half way to Bény/Douvres-from there in a northeasterly direction to the beach between St. Aubin-sur-Mer and Langrune-sur-Mer. Inside this beachhead were the 50th (Northumbrian) Infantry Division with the 8th Armoured Brigade and the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division with the 2nd Armoured Brigade.9


  The front line of the easterly beachhead extended from the eastern edge of Lion-sur-Mer to the west of Hermanville, via the hills east of Périers, west of Biéville and south of Blainville to the Orne river. There, the airlanding zone connected. Its front positions were located from south of Ranville-south of Hérouville-the western edge of the Bois de Bavent-crossroads west of le Prieure-Bréville to the Orne river near Sallenelles. However, these positions were not fully connected. They were a defensive front based on individual strongpoints.10


  The weak forces of “Kampfgruppe von Luck” had been unable to push back the lines of the beachhead. They had only managed to cut it off to the south. However, it had not been the mission of the 6th Airborne Division to expand its beachhead during the first day. The forces of the 21. Pz.Div. which were in action to the left of the Orne river had been able to stop the attack of the British on the right from Biéville on Caen, four kilometers from the northern edge of the city. This, despite the failure of the attack by the “Gepanzerte Gruppe Oppeln”. To the west of the road Caen-Luc sur Mer a dangerous gap had remained. Luckily, it coincided with the gap between the two beachheads. The important airfield of Carpiquet to the west of Caen was practically undefended. Only dispersed units of the 716. Inf.Div. and a small Kampfgruppe from the 21. Pz.Div. with a few 8.8 cm Paks faced the Canadians, who were some six kilometers from the edge of Caen, from there to the area northeast of Bayeux.


  Under the existing circumstances, an enemy landing in the sector of the 716. Inf.Div. could not be prevented. A list of the most important shortcomings includes, without order of priority: a lack of advance warning; an absence of sea mine barriers; an absence of obstructions ahead of the beach outside of the low tide water line; and the loss of most of the artillery through barrages from warships and air attacks before and after the start of the landing. This was caused mainly by insufficiently reinforced firing positions. The lack of prime movers made it impossible to change positions rapidly, there were insufficient communications connections between observer positions and the firing positions; the insufficient numerical strength of the 716. Inf.Div. (7,771 men) made a defense from the rear, and in the right sector to the rear, only possible in a limited manner; the attachment of two unreliable Eastern battalions; insufficient anti-tank forces close to the beach against the first wave of landing enemy tanks.


  The lack of sea and air reconnaissance and the non-arrival of Kriegsmarine (navy) fighting units, apart from a single attack by speedboats, and of appreciable fighter and dive-bomber units, need hardly be mentioned in this context. Had they been available in sufficient force, the invasion would not have taken place.


  It had not been possible during the first day to restrict the beachheads or to break them up. This, despite the actions by the operative reserves, and although the 21. Panzerdivision was in close vicinity to the beachhead as Heeresgruppen reserve. Among other reasons, some tactical decisions can be listed as causes for this. Even the deployment of the 21. Pz.Div. by the Heeresgruppe on 6 June proved to be impractical. Since the most advanced units of the II./Panzergrenadierregiment 125 and the II./Panzergrenadierregiment 192 were located only ten kilometers and seven kilometers respectively from the beach, it was unavoidable that they would become involved in local actions immediately after an enemy landing. The same was true for the I./Panzerartillerieregiment 155 and Panzerjägerabteilung 200. Both had to go into action separately, which they did, under the command of the 716. Inf.Div. However, attaching Heeresflakabteilung 305 to the Flak Command Caen appears reasonable. It was necessary, in any case, to defend the road junction and the river crossing at Caen as effectively as possible against air attacks. On top of that, an enemy landing on both sides of the Orne river would lead to a splitting of the Division. The most advanced units of the 21. Pz.Div. were located partly to the right, partly to the left and north of the river crossing at Caen. A joint action was thus impossible from the beginning.


  The late release of the 21. Pz.Div. by Heeresgruppe B and the subsequent contradictory orders prevented early action by the still available units. In addition, the absence of the commander of the 21. Panzerdivision, Generalmajor Feuchtinger and of his first general staff officer, for non-official reasons, and their late return to the Division caused lost time (Generalmajor Feuchtinger reported to the 7. Armee for the first time only at 05.20 hours by telephone). It is not known if there was any reconnaissance by Panzeraufklärungsabteilung 21 in the area north of Caen. In any case, the Division did not know at the start of the attack that there existed a gap, inviting a counterattack, between the two beachheads, or where it was. Otherwise, it would surely not have deployed two separate Kampfgruppen but rather concentrated all available forces under its direct command. Such an attack would have had an excellent chance of success.


  In the previous chapter it was stated that the “Hitlerjugend” Division with Panzergrenadierregiment 25, two half companies of Panzer IVs, and the III. Artillerieabteilung could have been ready to attack west of Caen on 6 June at 18.00 hours. This, even if it had started out only at 11.00 hours in accordance with the prepared “Deployment C”. One could imagine the results if this Kampfgruppe, made up of the concentrated 21. Pz.Div. (without II./125), had pushed into the still open gap, and if Panzergrenadierregiment 26, as well as the I. Panzerabteilung and the I. and II. Artillerieabteilung, had followed during the night. These contemplations have no other reason but to show that in the existing framework, and without assuming ideal conditions, there was a real possibility to contain the landings in the British sector along the coast. At the same time, this would have created a favorable starting position to smash, initially, the two British-Canadian beachheads. Even the air-landing bridgehead could then not have been held by the enemy. It must be stated at the same time, that errors in judgment and wrong decisions on various levels prevented this.


  The first day of the invasion battles showed with frightening clarity that not only the fighting troops were taking part, but that the civilian population in the invasion area was not spared either. This population was exposed not so much to the action by the land forces, but rather to the Allied air force. The civilian population was evacuated as far away as possible to areas to the rear from actions by the ground forces, but the air force caught up with them during their escape, and even in their shelters. Caen, as one of the hot spots, was a victim of heavy air attacks even during the day of the landing. Just how the start of the invasion affected the population in the vicinity of Caen, and in the city itself, was recorded by Monsieur P. At the time, he lived in Verson, seven kilometers southwest of the city, and attended secondary school in Caen. He wrote:


  
     Around midnight of the night of 6 June an air-raid warning woke up the whole family. The sky looked like a beehive, large squadrons of aircraft flew overhead. The Flak at the Carpiquet airfield spit out its deadly shells. Without pause, the tracer bullets traveled along their bright paths. Steel was hitting the roofs. Suddenly, in the light of the Flak search-lights, I spotted a “Liberator” being hit. It was on course to Verson, dropping paratroopers. In the morning we found a number of man-size dummies filled with explosives hanging in the trees near the church. Around 5 A.M. I discussed the situation with some German soldiers. They probably belonged to the 21. Panzerdivision whose command post was located near St. Pierre-sur-Dives. Their motorbikes, ready for the march, were camouflaged under the apple trees in our meadow. We thought that this chaos indicated a large-scale operation.


  At about 6 A.M. I witnessed a drama: a German He 111 was about to land at Carpiquet. Suddenly, a line of P-51 Mustangs showed up, we first thought they were German fighters, and dove on the hapless bomber. It was soon blown out of the sky.


  The martyrdom of Caen began at approximately 13.30 hours. Medium and heavy bombers dropped explosive and incendiary bombs on the city. I could clearly see the bombs falling from the bomb bays. The inhabitants were at their lunch tables. Because of that, the losses were grave. The center of the city, in particular, suffered greatly. Some 1,500 victims were buried under the ruins of the houses. After this air attack, refugees walked past our house.


  In the evening of this memorable day, our whole family went to the house of friends. They lived close to the church. My mother was afraid of air attacks on the main street of Verson.11




  


  CHAPTER 1.02 Planning of the Counteroffensive by the I. SS-Panzerkorps


  Even the general command of the I. SS-Panzerkorps was not aware of the developments in the situation in the Caen area when it was advised of the intentions of the 7. Armee. This information was received, upon the request of the I. SS-Panzerkorps, from the Ia of the 7. Armee on 6 June at 16.00 hours. It was only advised that the plan was to “unite” the three Panzerdivisions, the 21., “HJ”, and Panzer-Lehr, plus the 716. Inf. Div., in the right sector of the LXXXIV A.K. under its command. At that time, the order of the 7. Armee to the Panzergruppen command West of 15.00 hours was still valid. It stated that the 21. Pz. Div. and the “HJ” Division, attacking under the command of the LXXXIV A.K., was to “drive the enemy who had broken through into the sea and destroy him”. The Panzer-Lehr-Division was ordered only to initially capture the area Flers-Vire.


  The chief of staff of the I. SS-Panzerkorps, Brigadeführer (1 star gen.) Fritz Kraemer, drove shortly after 16.00 hours via Mantes-Trun-Falaise to the area south of Caen. On the recommendation of the 7. Armee supreme command, the Korps battle command post was to be set up in the woods twenty kilometers northwest of Falaise (probably in the Forêt de Cinglais). The commanding general, Obergruppenführer (three-star gen.) Sepp Dietrich, drove to St. Pierre-sur-Dives where the command post of the 21. Pz. Div. was located. There he met its Ia, Oberstleutnant i.G. (lieutenant colonel, general staff) Freiherr (baron) von Berlichingen who informed him along general lines of the actions of his division. His commander was at the battle command post of the 716. Inf. Div. at the northwestern edge of Caen. Since he had not taken along any radio communications facilities, he could hardly maintain any connections with the three Kampfgruppen of his division, and he had only an incomplete picture of the situation. Brigadeführer Kraemer was trying in the meantime to establish a telephone connection to the AOK 7 (7. Armee supreme command) in Le Mans. He was successful only around 24.00 hours because the relay station in Falaise was hampered by fires and by the destruction of the city by the bombing raids.1


  The Supreme Command West had informed the AOK 7 that the OKW (supreme command, Wehrmacht) had demanded the destruction of the enemy in the Calvados beachhead by the evening of 6 June through the concentration of all available forces. The chief of the general staff of the 7. Armee stated that this was impossible to achieve by the evening of 6 June in view of the immense superiority of the enemy. However, all measures had been taken to “commence a counterattack as soon as possible”.2 This was a fundamental change in the judgment of the situation. At 16.20 hours, the commander of the 7. Armee had still reported to the Heeresgruppe B his overall impression of the situation that strong enemy forces were located at the break-through spot, but that “at the present time, no special operational concerns” existed. He believed he could clear up the situation in the Cotentin with his own forces.3 The only situation he considered to be critical at the time was in the Calvados sector, in the British/Canadian bridgehead.


  Brigadeführer Kraemer was informed during his telephone call that it was the intention of the 7. Armee to attack the enemy who had broken through east of Bayeux with the “HJ” Division, the Panzer-Lehr Division and the 21. Pz.Div. “from the direction of Caen in the direction of Lion-sur-Mer” under the command of the I. SS-Panzerkorps.4 The commander of the Panzer-Lehr Division, Generalleutnant Bayerlein, had received orders from the 7. Armee at approximately 17.30 hours “to further advance into the assembly area in a line Thury-Harcourt-Aunay-Caumont”. He was initially assigned directly to the 7. Armee and was supposed to link up with the I. SS-Panzerkorps to which he would probably be attached later. After a long and unsuccessful search, this link-up was achieved only on 7 June at 16.00 hours. After the attachment of the Division, the I. SS-Panzerkorps sent a communications officer with the necessary documents to the Orne bridge in Thury-Harcourt during the night. The chief of staff found him dead on the road at approximately 7 A.M. on 7 June. He and his motorcycle had been run over by a truck.


  It was the intention of the Panzerkorps to first await the assembly of the Panzerdivision and then, after all available air power had been brought in, the possible strength of which was unknown, to attack the bridgehead. The 21. Pz.Div. was ordered to hold the line it had reached, to carry out attacks with limited objectives on the enemy with the reinforced Panzerregiment and to give the impression of stronger Panzer forces. A continuous main battle line would not be necessary for this. The units in action to the right of the Orne river were to be pulled across to the left shore during the night 6-7 June. The 716. Inf.Div. was ordered to continue to hold the still defended strong points, to assemble the dispersed units and, with them, to prepare for defense north of Caen. All other troops still located there were assigned to it for this. The artillery Abteilung of the Korps (heavy SS-Artillerieabteilung 101) was given the order to take up positions south of Caen. The artillery commander would use it and the artillery of the 21. Pz.Div. and of the 716. Inf.Div. to support the attack and defense by the two divisions. The “HJ” division was ordered to assemble immediately southwest of Caen and to be prepared to attack. The Panzer-Lehr Division was given the adjoining area to the west around Evrecy. These orders, and the intentions of the Panzerkorps connected with them, could not be carried out. The 7. Armee informed Feldmarschall Rommel of the situation on 7 June at 04.00 hours. Generalleutnant Pemsel told him “that the three Panzer forces attached to the I. SS-Panzerkorps had been brought into the assembly areas and ordered to begin the counterattack without any other considerations and with all available forces.”7 The situation on the Cotentin was now also considered to be critical, caused by additional American landings. Three divisions, the 77. Inf.Div., the 17. SS-Panzergrenadierdivision “Götz von Berlichingen” and the 3. Fallschirmjäger-Division (paratroopers) were brought into this area for action. In view of the doubled serious threat—at the base of the Cotentin and at the coast of Calvados—the opinion of Feldmarschall Rommel won out. Namely, that the bridgeheads had to be smashed by an immediate attack of all available forces if the enemy had not already been destroyed at the beach during the landing.


  A concerted attack by the three Panzerdivisions in the course of 7 June or even in the morning of this day was not possible. The 21. Pz.Div. was tied down in action on both sides of the Orne. The 716. Inf.Div. had no forces worth mentioning left who could have defended the northwestern part of Caen and the Carpiquet airfield. Only the ‘coast defense sub-group Luc’ still held its positions on both sides of Luc-sur-Mer in a width of approximately four kilometers, and the radar station near Douvres had withstood all attacks. The reinforced Panzer-grenadierregiment 25, units of the II. Panzerabteilung and the III. Artillerieabteilung of the “HJ” Division had reached the assembly area, originally ordered by the LXXXIV A.K., by early morning. Regiment 26, the I. Panzerabteilung, the I. and II. Artillerieabteilung, the Flakabteilung and the Pionierbataillon were still on the march. The advance units of the marching columns of the Panzer-Lehr Division had reached a line approximately Argentan-Domfront (fifty-five kilometers southeast and seventy kilometers southwest of Caen respectively) in the morning of 7 June. The division was strung out over a considerable length. Its first fighting units could reach the Caen area only in the morning of 8 June.8 Thus, in the course of 7 June, the only units of the “HJ” Division able to attack were the Panzergrenadier-regiment 25 and a portion of the II. Panzerabteilung with fire support from the III. Artillerieabteilung. It was unclear if any part of the 21. Pz.Div. was in a position to join the attack.


  


  CHAPTER 1.1 Attack by SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 25, the II. Panzerabteilung and the III. Artillerie-Abteilung North and Northwest of Caen on 7 June 1944, and Transition to Defense


  Standartenführer (colonel) Kurt Meyer had rushed ahead of his regiment to the battle command post of the 716. Infanterie Division. It was located in a bunker in the la Folie area. He arrived around midnight of 6 June and met the commander of the 716. Inf. Div., Generalleutnant (two-star general) Richter and the commander of the 21. Panzerdivision, Generalmajor (one-star general) Feuchtinger. He was briefed on the situation. It was bleak. The 716. Inf.Div. had obviously been smashed. The way to Caen seemed open to the enemy. Feuchtinger did not have a completely clear picture of the situation of the various Kampfgruppen of the 21. Panzerdivision. He drew Meyer’s attention to the possibility that the town and airfield of Carpiquet were already in enemy hands. Meyer ordered immediate reconnaissance. It reported an hour later that Carpiquet, Rots and Buron were free of enemy forces. Dispersed units of the 716. Inf.Div. had been found in Buron; les Buissons had been captured by the enemy.


  Just as Meyer was about to leave the bunker to return to his command post, located in a small cafe in St. Germain-la-Blanche-Herbe at the west exit from Caen, he received a telephone call from Brigadeführer Witt. At that time, Witt was at the divisional command post of the 21 Panzerdivision in St. Pierre-sur-Dives. Witt was briefed on the situation. He informed Meyer of the order from the I. SS-Panzerkorps that the 21 Panzerdivision was to attack to the right of the railroad line Caen-Luc sur Mer, the 12. SS-Panzerdivision to the left, at 16.00 hours on 7 June and drive the enemy into the sea.1


  The 21. Panzerdivision had attacked on the left of the Orne on 6 June with only two Kampfgruppen. Another one was in action against the airborne enemy to the right of the river. After breaking off the attack, the Division sought to reach the river. Its left flank was located near Epron. To the left of it there were only stragglers from the 716. Inf.Div. and small groups of the 21. Pz.Div., probably from Panzerjägerabteilung 200. A wide gap thus existed on the right border of the assembly area of the “HJ” Division, approximately along a line from the eastern edge of Verson-Rots. The division commander could not say anything at this time regarding the expected arrival of Panzergrenadierregiment 26, the I. Panzerabteilung and the other two Artillerieabteilungen. They had a significantly longer march route. Thus, he ordered the reinforced Panzer-grenadierregiment 25 to attack to the right of Regiment 26. To do this, it had to be pulled from its assembly area located on the left flank, to the right in order to link up with the left flank of the 21. Pz.Div. As a condition for the assembly, Brigadeführer Witt ordered that the area around the Carpiquet airfield had to be secured under all circumstances. It would likely be a priority objective of the enemy.


  The attack by Regiment 25 was to be supported by the III. Artiller -ieabteilung, which was marching with the regiment, and those units of the II. Panzerabteilung which had arrived by then. The Mue creek was designated to be the dividing line between the two Panzergrenadier regiments.


  Around 3 A.M. Standartenführer Meyer verbally issued the attack order to his reinforced regiment. Two Panzergrenadier battalions would attack in line, the I. on the right side, the II. on the left, and the III. staggered in the left rear. To do this, the I. Bataillon had to assemble on the left flank of the 21. Panzerdivision between Epron and la Folie. The II. Bataillon had to assemble near Bitot, the III. southeast of Franqueville on the back slope south of the road Caen-Bayeux. A platoon of heavy infantry guns (13./25) and a platoon of light Flak (14./25) was assigned to each battalion. The whole of the 16. (Pionier-) Kompanie was attached to the I./25. The III. Artillerie-abteilung was to take up positions so that it could have an impact on all of the attack sector of the regiment and on the open left flank. A battery of heavy field howitzers was to cooperate with each of the battalions. The Panzerregiment was ordered to support the attack on a wide front together with the units of the II. Abteilung which had arrived. The 15. (Aufklärungs-) Kompanie was ordered to secure the left flank. The forward regiment command post was set up in the Ardennes abbey.


  The division moved its command post from the Forêt de Grimbosq, where it had been located during the night, to the southwest exit from Caen in the Venoix quarter, along the route Caen-Villers Bocage.


  The Panzergrenadier battalions advanced during the night up to the road Caen-Bayeux. There they dismounted and marched on foot to their assembly areas. Their vehicles were camouflaged and left south of the city. Standartenführer Meyer observed these movements from his command post:



   The commander of the I. Bataillon of Regiment 25 reported to me. He is quickly briefed and informed of the situation. A short handshake expressed it all. We know that we must set out on a difficult course. The battalion jumps off the vehicles and the trucks disappear into the dark. No vehicles drive through the city, they all swing to the south . . . The grenadiers wave at me. Calmly, without overt emotions but with the firm determination to stand the test, they head for their baptism of fire.2




  The III. (heavy) Artillerieabteilung set up its command post in the Ardennes abbey. From the two low towers of the abbey church one could observe all of the attack sector of the regiment. It was even possible to observe into the attack sector of the 21. Panzerdivision and to the left across the wooded valley of the Mue creek to the line of hills to the west. The attack sector covered a gently undulating plateau. As if on a theater stage, villages with their orchards, stands of trees and small wooded areas, were staggered into the distance, scattered among the corn and beet fields, and the livestock pastures. Tethered balloons were visible in the sky on the horizon. They were meant to secure the landing fleet from low level air attacks. The objective, the coast, seemed within reach. The 7. Batterie (heavy field howitzers) took up firing positions on the northwestern edge of Caen. Its observation post was located at the I. Bataillon. The 8. Batterie (heavy field howitzers) set up positions at the northern outskirts of St. Germain-la-Blanche-Herbe. Its observation post was located in one of the towers of the Ardennes abbey, a forward observer was with the II. Bataillon. The 9. Batterie (heavy field howitzers) had its firing positions at the southern edge of St. Germain-la Blanche-Herbe. Its observation post was also in a tower of the Ardennes abbey, one forward observer was with the III. Bataillon. The 10. Batterie (10 cm guns) established its firing positions in the Orne valley south of Venoix. Its observation post was located with one of the others in one of the towers of the Ardennes abbey.3


  Standartenführer Kurt Meyer moved into his forward command post in the Ardennes abbey around 9 A.M. The drive there in his VW jeep resembled a rabbit hunt since numerous fighter-bombers kept the area under surveillance. In one of the abbey towers, Sturmbannführer (major) Bartling reported to him that the III. Artillerieabteilung was ready to open fire. The three battalions had already reported their completed assembly. The II. Panzerabteilung was still missing. Meyer saw the II. Bataillon in position in front of him. Its scouting parties were just disappearing into the undergrowth in the direction of the enemy. Around 10 A.M. the first Panzers finally appeared. Sturmbannführer Prinz reported that approximately fifty Panzer VIs were ready for action. The rest was expected during the course of the day and the following night. The Panzers rolled into their assembly areas: The 8. Kompanie with 5 Panzers into the sector of the I. Bataillon, the 7. and the 6. to the right and left of the Ardennes abbey, the 5. Kompanie southeast of Franqueville in a position on the back slope south of the road Caen-Bayeux with the III. Bataillon, the 9. as a reserve to the rear of the 5. Kompanie.4


  In the meantime, the enemy had also assembled for the attack on Caen. The 3rd (British) Infantry Division was ready to attack in the sector assigned to the 21. Panzerdivision, its right flank reached into the sector of the 12. SS-Panzerdivision. The 2nd Battalion The Royal Ulster Rifles, reinforced by a company of East Riding Yeomanry (tanks) was to advance past the positions of the 1st Battalion The King’s Own Scottish Borderers (K.O.S.B.) in Le Mesnil-1.5 kilometers northeast of Cambes-towards Cambes and on to Caen. This was right in the attack sector of the I./25.(5) During the night the Ulster Rifles had assembled at Hill 61 (1.8 kilometers northeast of Périers-sur-leDan). At 10.00 hours they reported the village free of the enemy, at 12.15 hours they reached the road Douvres-Caen. At 14.00 hours they were assembled in the woods northeast of Le Mesnil.6


  The spearhead battalion of the 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade, the North Nova Scotia Highlanders, had reached the hill north of Villon-les Buissons at midnight of 6 June. A scouting party on Carriers, sent out toward Anisy, came under fire there and withdrew without its vehicles. The battalion The Queen’s Own Rifles of Canada, part of the 8th Brigade but attached to the 9th, advanced via Anguerny and captured Anisy. The de la Chaudière Regiment, also part of the 8th Brigade, and the 27th Armoured Regiment settled down to rest for the night at Colomby-sur-Thaon.7 The de la Chaudière Regiment was attacked on its left flank at approximately 02.00 hours by several armored personnel carriers of the 21. Panzerdivision. The Canadians lost one platoon, the Panzer grenadiers lost several prisoners.8


  The spearhead of the 9th Brigade assembled on 7 June at 07.45 hours for a further advance, with the Carpiquet airfield as its objective. It consisted of the North Nova Scotia Highlanders and the 27th Armoured Regiment (The Sherbrooke Fusiliers Regiment). The Stuart tanks of the tank reconnaissance unit advanced at the point. They were followed by the “C” Company of the Highlanders, mounted on their Carriers. Next were a platoon of medium machine guns, a platoon of anti-tank gunners, two groups of engineers and four anti-tank guns (6 pounders). The main body, made up of the other three infantry companies, followed behind, mounted on their Sherman tanks.9


  As it advanced, the spearhead came under rifle and machine gun fire from an orchard north of les Buissons, and from an 8.8 cm Flak or Pak immediately west of Villons-les Buissons. This resistance was broken by a pincer movement attack. Obviously, units of a Panzergrenadierbataillon of the 21. Panzerdivision were in action there since three armored personnel carriers were knocked out. Villons-les Buissons was cleared by 09.00 hours. When the Canadian spearhead left the town it came under fire from an 8.8 cm Flak or Pak at the entrance to the village of Buron. The gun was knocked out by a tank.10


  Buron was captured after the weak resistance by stragglers from the 716. Inf.Div. had been overcome at approximately 11.50 hours. The spearhead pushed through the town and advanced further towards Authie. While the “D” Company combed the town, the “A” and “B” Companies on their Shermans drove around it and rolled forward in the direction of Authie. Buron was under heavy mortar fire. “D” Company suffered losses from rifle and machine gun fire. At approximately 14.00 hours, the point units of the North Novas and the “C” Squadron of the Sherbrooke Fusiliers found themselves in action against several machine guns. They were overcome by tanks. The North Novas requested artillery support but the observation officer reported that his artillery was still outside range. It needed more time to change positions. The only fire support available would be from a cruiser, but due to an error in the communications link it could not come into action. Several groups of tanks advanced further south and reached the entrance of the town of Franqueville, probably soon after 14.00 hours.11


  Standartenführer Kurt Meyer tensely observed the battlefield through his binoculars. He had noticed a large tank unit assembling in the area south of Colomby-sur-Thaon. After some time he recognized that enemy tanks were rolling past the II./25 from Buron in the direction of Authie. He immediately directed that fire could only be opened on his order. In the meantime, Untersturmführer Porsch was reconnoitering with his four Panzer IVs along the road Franqueville-Authie. At around 14.00 hours he unexpectedly encountered Sherman tanks of the Sherbrooke Fusiliers which were approaching from Authie. In a brief fire fight three of his Panzers were knocked out, Hauptscharführer Müller, Oberscharführer Auinger and Unterscharführer Klempt. It would have been indefensible to wait until the planned start of the attack at 16.00 hours. The apparently surprised enemy had to be attacked right away. Meyer immediately ordered the commander of the Panzerregiment, Obersturmbannführer Max Wünsche, who was standing next to him, to assemble the Panzer companies which were located in the left sector. At the same time he ordered the commander of the III./25, Obersturm-bannführer Karl-Heinz Milius to join the attack by the Panzers with his battalion. Wünsche issued the order “Attention! Panzers, march!” by telephone to his command Panzer. It, in turn, issued the order by radio to the II. Abteilung and the assembled companies on the left. The 6. Panzerkompanie, located immediately to the left of the abbey, and the 5. started out without delay. Their fire caught the surprised enemy in the left flank. Within a short time several Shermans were in flames and exploded. The 6. Kompanie destroyed more than ten enemy tanks and lost five Panzer IVs. After this first halt to fire the Panzers advanced in the direction of Authie, accompanied by the Panzergrenadiers of the 9. Kompanie on foot. Authie was quickly taken. The Panzers of the 6. Kompanie bypassed the town and pushed forward in the direction of Buron. Sturmmann Hans Fenn, gunner in the I. Zug (platoon) of the 6. Panzerkompanie, wrote about this battle:


  
     Obersturmführer Gasch, who was not part of the originally planned exercise, had also arrived in the meantime. He took over the command of the point platoon, the I. Zug. We took a lot of prisoners whom we sent backwards to the grenadiers without getting out of our Panzers. We advanced further through the gently rolling terrain. I. Zug suddenly found itself on a wide open plain and under fire from the Canadian anti-tank guns. Four Panzer IVs of my platoon were immediately on fire. We, in the fifth Panzer IV, took a direct hit between the side and the turret as we were making the big mistake of trying to turn while under fire from the anti-tank guns. We had been unable to knock out the Canadian anti-tank guns firing from 1,500 to 2,000 meters distance. The shell ripped off my Panzer commander’s leg. He was Oberscharführer Esser. As I heard later, he still managed to get out of the turret. Because it was a phosphor shell, the whole Panzer was immediately in flames. I lost consciousness since the rubber cover of my gunner’s hatch charred and jammed the hatch, preventing me from getting out immediately. Somehow, sub-consciously, I managed to crawl to the loader’s hatch. I can only remember the moment clearly when I fell from the hatch to the ground, head first. With severe third degree burns I walked back in the direction of our grenadiers following behind. They stared at me as if I was a ghost, that is the way I must have looked. Our medic NCO drove me to the field hospital in the chief’s car.12




  Sturmmann (lance corporal) Karl Vasold of the 9./25 experienced the attack in this way:


 
    The order came: Let’s go! March! Attack on Authie with Panzer support. We came under a lot of fire and experienced our first losses. Canadian tanks at the edge of town were knocked out, the first house-to-house combat took place, the town was captured. The next attack was on the Château de St. Louet, west of Authie. There was concentrated defensive fire from Canadian anti-tank guns. Some of our Panzers were on fire. Critically wounded Panzer comrades were coming to the rear. They had lost hands, suffered severe burns. They were taken back to Authie. There was much coming and going. Only then we received fire from enemy artillery and the situation became risky. We also took fire from enemy tanks at Buron. They were poor gunners, the explosions were either ahead or behind us. We assembled at the edge of town and discussed the situation.13




  The commander of the Canadian spearhead ordered his infantry companies to take up defensive positions north of Authie. “A” Company dug in southeast of Gruchy. “B” Company was held down in Buron by concentrated fire from German artillery and heavy infantry weapons.14


  The 9., 10. and 11. companies of Regiment 25 and the two Panzer companies—6. and 5.—immediately continued the attack on Buron and Gruchy. They were supported by heavy concentrated fire from the III. Artiller -ieabteilung, directed by Sturmbannführer Bartling on the tower of the Ardennes abbey, and by heavy and light infantry guns, mortars, and heavy machine guns. The “A” Company of the North Nova Scotia Highlanders was overrun north of Authie. The Panzer-grenadiers thrust into Buron. As the Panzers approached the southern edge of town, a barrage from the Canadian artillery rained down on them. The Panzers and Panzergrenadiers suffered significant losses. The Canadian artillery occasionally fired on their own lines since the location of their troops was obviously unclear. Some Panzers took on wounded and withdrew in the direction of the Ardennes abbey. There they were ordered by Standartenführer Meyer to immediately attack again and to support the Panzergrenadiers in their hard struggle for Buron. A medic of the III. Bataillon, Rottenführer (corporal) Paul Hinsberger, reports on this action:


  
     The defense by the Canadians was so strong that the Panzers had to turn back. Accompanied by Canadian barrages, they drove back to their starting position along the country road in line with Cussy. My four stretcher bearers, among them temporary stretcher bearers I had appointed, loaded the seriously wounded onto the retreating Panzers. Among them were also Canadian wounded. As the Panzers arrived at their starting positions, Panzermeyer suddenly showed up and ordered the Panzers to counterattack. My stretcher bearers and I were worn out by the exhausting work and we did not manage to unload all of the wounded from the moving Panzers which barely stopped. A Panzer missed me by the width of a hair. Three of my stretcher bearers took part in the counterattack. The other one and I administered first aid to the wounded. Panzer-meyer ordered me to take the wounded immediately to the Ardennes abbey.15




  Sturmmann Vasold continues in his report:


  
     We were on the attack on Buron with the remaining Panzers. Again, house-to-house fighting. Many prisoners were taken. We pushed past the edge of town. Heavy machine gun fire, we pressed our heads into the ground. There was no possibility of further advance. We had to withdraw again. A Panzer gave us cover fire.16




  The dramatic battle is impressively described with few and matter-of-fact words in the War Diary of the 27th Armoured Regiment:


 
    C-Squadron was sent forward on the left to push into the enemy flank. Lieutenant Fitzpatrick’s unit dropped off infantry immediately north of Authie and lost two of its three tanks within 60 seconds. He took up position with the remaining tank in an orchard just south of Authie. There he noticed that his 17-pound gun did not work because of damage to the locking mechanism. He observed the German attack and fought it with machine gun fire. The German attack consisted of two waves of infantry, then the Panzers advanced slowly and purposely. The infantry of the North Novas withdrew to positions directly south of les Buissons. As it turned out, only five men of C-Company and few of A-Company made it there. German infantry pursued them, recaptured Buron and then attacked D-Company of the North Novas with bayonets. Our tanks rolled past D-Company and retreated with only minor losses.




  The to and fro of the battle is also described in detail in the War Diary of the North Nova Scotia Highlanders:



   We were unable to reach A-Company by radio, but Major Learment was in contact with it by his radio. We learned that A-Company was encircled by Panzers and infantry and unable to withdraw into the ‘Fortress’ just being formed by the battalion. Soon after, the positions south of Buron came under heavy artillery and mortar fire. When Panzers then attacked our flanks, the position became indefensible. Since the rest of the battalion did not have a field of fire towards the flanks, Major Learment had to expect encirclement if he stayed in his position. Major Learment who led the two point companies, with Captain Wilson who led the remains of B-Company, was ordered to retreat to the previously dug trenches behind D-Company. The battalion prepared to defend itself to the last. When the Panzers came around the flanks, the remaining tanks of the 27th Canadian Armoured Regiment, the self-propelled anti-tank guns in the woods of les Buissons, and all light infantry weapons opened fire over the heads of their own troops on the north edge of Buron. The enemy returned our fire with 7.5 and 8.8 mortars and with everything else he had. Under this fire, enemy infantry advanced and penetrated the trenches of D-Company. It was impossible to stop them since our men had to stay in their cover positions in order to avoid our fire which went over them and that of the enemy. Because of the high stands of grain they had no field of fire. Machine guns fired into the trenches and hand grenades were thrown into them. The 10th and 16th Platoon ran out of ammunition, were encircled and had to surrender. The guards had to take cover from the heavy fire by our artillery and two groups of 16th Platoon took advantage of this moment to flee and return to their company. At about this time a man from D-Company reported to the staff of the battalion that the forward positions had been overrun, were out of contact and needed help immediately. The commander ordered an immediate counterattack without any further preparations. A savage battle followed as we attacked with the remaining twelve tanks under cover of strongly concentrated fire, directed by a forward observation officer, on the forward positions of D-Company. The artillery fire hit the enemy in the forward positions, and with the help of the tanks they were driven out of Buron towards Authie. Our tanks caused them heavy losses, and the large numbers of enemy soldiers were overrun in a few moments. Buron was recaptured, but since we could count only on a portion of D-Company and the remains of B- and C-Company which were not sufficient and since it turned dark, these positions could not be held through the night. For this reason, permission to withdraw was requested from the Brigadier.18




  At 15.00 hours, Standartenführer Meyer had ordered the I. and II. Bataillon to also be ready for the attack as soon as the respective battalion on the left had reached the same line. The II. Bataillon did not have any enemy directly in front of it. The closest enemy units in its attack sector were at Anisy, namely the battalion The Queen’s Own Rifles of Canada. However, the battalion on its left was exposed to the fire, on its left wing and during the advance on its left flank, from units of the North Nova Scotias and the 27th Armoured Regiment. These units had advanced via Buron on Authie or had remained in Buron. The right wing of the battalion bore the brunt of the 2nd Royal Ulster Regiment and the supporting tanks of the East Riding Yeomanry, attacking from Le Mesnil towards Cambes.


  After the III./25 and the Panzers of 5. and 6. Kompanie had captured Authie and were advancing further on Buron, the II./25 of Sturmbannführer Scappini and the 7. Panzerkompanie joined the attack. The line-up was: to the right the 7. Kompanie under Obersturmführer (1st lieutenant) Heinz Schrott, to its left the 5. under Hauptsturmführer (captain) Kreilein, and staggered to the left rear the 6. Kompanie under Hauptsturmführer Dr. Thirey. The 8. (heavy) Kompanie, led by Hauptsturmführer Breinlich, had not yet arrived. The Panzers under the command of Hauptsturmführer Bräcker followed close behind in a wide wedge formation. St. Contest was captured without significant difficulties. Sturmbannführer Scappini was at the point platoon of the 7. Kompanie, together with its commander, his adjutant, Obersturmführer Franz Xaver Pfeffer, and the battalion physician, Dr. Sedlacek. Scappini ordered a short halt so that the companies to the left rear could catch up. While the staff was reconnoitering in the terrain, they were surprised by three advancing Canadian tanks. The staff took cover immediately, but they had obviously been already spotted. They came under heavy fire from the tank guns. Sturmbannführer Scappini received a fatal wound. The regimental commander, who had come forward by motorcycle to determine the situation, ordered Obersturmführer Heinz Schrott to take over command of the battalion. Obersturmführer Kurt Havemeister took over from him. The Panzers of 7. Kompanie forced the three tanks to retreat. The battalion advanced further and was able to take Malon and Galmanche without encountering serious resistance, bothered only by artillery fire.19


  I. Bataillon, assembled to the right of II., had Anguerny, nine kilometers north of Caen, as its first attack objective. After II. and III./25 had eliminated the threat on the left flank, I. Bataillon began the attack at 16.15 hours. To the right was 1., to its left was 3., and to its left was the 2. Kompanie. The attack was supported by units of 8. Kompanie SS-Panzerregiment 12 under the command of Obersturmführer Hans Siegel. Five Panzer IVs had arrived prior to the start of the attack.


  The advance went smoothly to the southern edge of the town of Cambes. After the Panzergrenadiers of 1. Kompanie had already pushed through the section of town extending south and reached a wooded area north of Cambes together with 3. Kompanie, Sherman tanks appeared to the left of the village ahead of 2. Kompanie and the wooded area and opened fire. Riflemen in the trees, light and heavy machine guns made a further advance very difficult. At the same time, strong artillery and mortar fire on the wooded area north of Cambes set in. Constant fighter-bomber attacks increased the impact of the enemy fire. Schütze (private) Emil Werner of 3. Kompanie reports on the progress of the attack, as his company experienced it:


 
    The time had come for the attack on Cambes. The order came ‘Let’s go! March!’Everything went well until Cambes. We could see the village very well from our location. At the edge of town we received infantry fire. All hell broke loose. We stormed a church in which sharpshooters were entrenched. Here I saw the first dead comrade from our company. He was SS grenadier (private) Rühl. I turned him over myself, he had taken a bullet in the head. We had not seen any Englishmen yet, but already we had dead comrades. Then the situation was becoming very critical. My group commander was wounded in the arm and had to go back. SS grenadier Grosse from Hamburg jumped past me towards some bushes, his machine pistol at the ready. He shouted ‘hands up! hands up!’, and was successful. Two English soldiers came out with their hands up. As far as I know, Grosse was awarded the Iron Cross II for this feat. Now, Untersturmführer (2nd lieutenant) Gscheider quickly came up next to me. Both of us took full cover next to a German Wehrmacht truck which had been abandoned under a tree. Untersturmführer Gscheider pointed at a house with his finger and said to me: ‘Werner, fire into that’. This, I did. Untersturmführer Gscheider took an explosive bullet into the cheek. He could no longer talk and went back. A few seconds later, Unterscharführer (sergeant) Hatzke showed up and yelled: ‘Let’s go! March!’ We spotted several enemy tanks sitting behind a high wall.20




  The Panzers of 8. Kompanie now started the attack. One of them dropped out with a mechanical problem. The other four advanced to the west past Malon, spotted enemy targets west of the wooded area north of Cambes and opened fire on them. Obersturmführer Siegel reports:


 
    Mine was the Panzer at the point. Since the stops to fire were becoming more and more risky, I raced towards the edge of the woods for cover. A shell exploding in the treetops turned out to be our undoing. The treetop fell down on us from great height and hit the center of the vehicle in such an unfortunate way that the leafy branches cut off our visibility completely, the turret got stuck, and we were thus out of action. We quickly turned back and forth but were unable to strip the monster from us. I bailed out and wanted to get into another Panzer. In the meantime, however, two of my vehicles had driven forward past me. They both were hit when they next stopped to fire. One lost a track, the other kept exchanging fire for a while yet. The fourth Panzer had slid sideways into a shell crater and was also stuck. The Panzers were out of action even before they were really involved in any.21




  In the meantime, Panzergrenadiers had knocked out three Sherman tanks using Panzerfäuste (bazookas) in close combat. Sturmmann Köpke of 1. Kompanie knocked out two, Sturmmann Würfs of I. Zug (platoon) destroyed one enemy tank.


  A report by Unterscharführer (sgt.) Helmut Stöcker, a member of I. Zug of the heavy Infanteriegeschützkompanie (infantry gun company) which supported the attack by the I./25, also shows the drive and the great dedication with which the attack was led.


  “The attack was to be pushed forward as quickly as possible by the infantry. Because of the short range of our guns, we had to advance with the infantry lines into action without any armor, just with our prime movers. Everything went well until the infantry encountered heavy fire and the attack stalled. We now stood before Cambes on an open plain with our vehicles and guns. Under the assumption that the infantry would advance further, our platoon pulled ahead towards Cambes. We really had no choice since we would have probably been wiped out within the next ten minutes. We reached Cambes and dove into a ravine. Suddenly, there was the sound of tracks in the village. Some fifty meters in front of us, a Sherman came out of a side road. It stopped in the intersection and spotted us and our guns. The turret of the tank immediately swung towards us and before we knew what was happening, the first shell was fired. We saved ourselves by jumping to the left over a locked gate. We found ourselves on a farm. Some of the crews were only about one and a-half meter away from the guns when the first shell slammed through the tractors and guns. We were fortunate since it was probably an anti-tank shell which kept going. If it had been an explosive shell, we would have had it. Because of the great weight of our supplies we did not carry armor-piercing weapons. Fortunately, a single infantryman of the I./25 happened to be lost and joined us at the front. He had one Panzerfaust. After some accurate planning, a Sherman was knocked out by this single Panzerfaust. This blocked the major intersection. We made our way back to the lines of the I./25. The guns remained with the enemy. Together with the commander of the Panzergrenadierkompanie we contemplated how to get to the one gun which was still ready for action. The decision was that it had to be brought back during the next night.”


  One of the anti-tank guns of the 14./25 was close to the heavy infantry gun platoon. The commander of the anti-tank platoon has been missing since.


  The Ulster Rifles had come under heavy artillery and mortar fire as they crossed through Le Mesnil. In the diary of the 3rd British Infantry Division, “Assault Division”, it is reported, among others:


  
     Nothing was known of the enemy’s location since the woods and park at Cambes were surrounded by stone walls more than three meters high. The approach brought many losses caused by infantry and mortar fire from the small wooded area. Captain Aldworth led two platoons on the left side of the woods, Captain Montgomery led the other two on the right side. They immediately came under cross-fire from machine guns. When his company was forced to retreat, John (Aldworth) did not come back with it. When the battalion captured the small forest two days later, he was found dead at the point of his men. Right in front of him lay several dead ‘SS-Stormtroopers’. He had pushed deeper into the woods than anyone else. Because of the high walls and the density of the woods, the tanks were unable to provide effective support. The battalion was ordered to retreat to Le Mesnil [where the battalion King’s Own Scottish Borderers was in position] until the attack could be supported.22a




  The I. Bataillon could not pursue this retreat. The enemy covered the small wooded area with strong barrages from artillery and mortars. The advanced observer of 7. Batterie, which depended on cooperation with I. Bataillon, was killed. His radio was destroyed, preventing further support by German artillery. German Panzers had been rendered inactive. The neighbor on the right, units of the Panzerregiment 22 of the 21. Panzerdivision, had not been assembled so that the right flank of the Bataillon remained open. Under these circumstances, Sturmbannführer (major) Waldmüller decided to halt the attack, disengage from the enemy and to take up defensive positions at the southern edge of Cambes. The commander of 1. Kompanie reported on this:


  
     The drive and determination of the attack were so great that disengagement from Cambes caused problems. Individual groups had doggedly worked their way forward. In some cases, and depending on the terrain, they had advanced significantly, in the broken terrain-the village and the woods. They all had the will to reach the sea. It was difficult to enforce the order to withdraw. It encountered dis-belief and was carried out only with hesitation. Still, the withdrawal movement did not have a negative impact on the superb fighting spirit.23




  The withdrawal succeeded without enemy pursuit or significant interference. The companies dug in for defense along a line from the railroad embankment west of la Bujude—south of a crossroads 150 meters south of the southern exit from Cambes-crossroads east of the edge of the town of Galmanche. The sequence was 1. Kompanie, 3. Kompanie, 2. Kompanie. A link-up was established to Panzerregiment 22 on the right and to the II./25 on the left near Galmanche. The enemy covered the positions with barrages.


  Since the point units of Regiment 26, the I. Panzerabteilung and the other two Artillerieabteilungen had only reached the assembly area at noon, or were even further to the rear, the Division had been anxious about the left, open flank of Regiment 25. At 16.00 hours it had ordered the Divisionsbegleit-kompanie (escort company), in positions to defend the Division command post in Venoix, to find out if the bridge across the Mue creek in the town of Rots was in enemy hands. If there was only a guard at the bridge, it was to be overcome, the bridge secured and reconnaissance conducted to the northern edge of Rots. A group of motorcycle riflemen and a 2 cm Flak gun were deployed to carry out this order. The Flak group and a machine gun group, led by the company commander, Obersturmführer Guntrum, pushed into the town from the east. In the center of town they received fire from all directions and were unable to advance to the bridge. The group of motorcycle riflemen, approaching the bridge from the south, also came under heavy fire. Two vehicles were destroyed by anti-tank shells. Since Rots was obviously occupied by at least two infantry companies and three anti-tank guns, the leader of the reconnaissance party decided to pull back. The motorcycle group was then used together with a newly brought up heavy machine gun unit, under the command of Untersturmführer Stier, for defense at the southern edge of the village. During this reconnaissance action, six NCOs and men were killed, one man was wounded, one missing.24


  To the west of the Mue creek, the enemy had already reached or even crossed the road Caen-Bayeux. The neighbor to the right of Regiment 25, the 21. Pz.Div., had not commenced the attack. Since further forces were initially unavailable, the Division had ordered Standartenführer Kurt Meyer in the late afternoon to break off the attack for the time being, after reaching favorable position and to switch to defense. From one of the towers of the Ardennes abbey he had already spotted tanks rolling into Brettevillel’Orgeilleuse from the north, and west of the Mue creek. They threatened his left, open flank. His I. Bataillon had to switch to defense already south of Cambes and a counterattack by tanks on Buron was under way. Thus he had already ordered to break off the attack for the time being.


  The 21. Pz.Div. had not reported to the I. SS-Panzerkorps that it would not commence an attack, nor had it informed the “HJ” Division of it. In a report by its commander there is only a short statement covering this:


 
    The Korps advised that the 12. SS-Division would link up with the Panzerdivision (21.) even during the night, and that both divisions would carry out an attack west of the Orne river before noon on 7.6.


  But there was no counteroffensive since during the course of 6.6. (this should read 7.6. Author) only one Panzergrenadierregiment and one Panzerabteilung from the 21. Pz.Div. arrived before 16.00 hours to link up on the left of the 21. Pz.Div. These forces were insufficient for a joint attack.25




  The 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade had ordered the North Nova Scotia Highlanders in the evening to recapture the rest of les Buissons. The other battalions, the Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry Highlanders and the Highland Light Infantry of Canada, had linked up there and begun to dig in.26


  According to reports from members of Panzerregiment 12 and the III./25, Panzers and infantry began a counterattack during the same evening and occupied Buron from which the Canadians had withdrawn. The 5. Panzerkompanie secured the northern edge of Gruchy.


  When the order arrived at the II./25, which was on a speedy advance, to break off the attack and switch to defense, it was hard to understand. The Bataillon had the impression that it would not encounter any strong enemy forces during further advance. This was correct. The companies dug


  

  
     



  

  

  

  

  

  


  CHAPTER 1.2 Securing the Left Flank and Reconnaissance to the North and Northwest by the SS-Panzeraufklärungsabteilung 12 on 7 June 1944


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
     



  

  

  

  

  

  

  
     



  


  CHAPTER 1.3 Assembly of SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 26 on 7 June, and Preparations for the Offensive on 8 June 1944


  

  

  

  

  

  


  CHAPTER 1.4 Intentions and Decisions on 7 June 1944


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
     



  

 
    



  

 
    



  

 
    



  

  
     



  

  

  

  
     

  

  

  

  



  

  


  CHAPTER 1.5 Attack in the Left Battle Zone of the Division from 8 to 10 June 1944, and Transition to Defense


  

  ATTACK BY SS-PANZERGRENADIERREGIMENT 26 ON NORREY, BRETTEVILLE-L’ORGEILLEUSE, PUTOT AND BROUAY. SECURING NEAR AUDRIEU BY SS-PANZERAUFKLÄRUNGSABTEILUNG 12 ON 8 JUNE 1944
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  NIGHT ATTACK BY THE 1. AND 4. KOMPANIE OF SS-PANZERREGIMENT 12, THE 15. (AUFKLÄRUNGS) KOMPANIE OF SS-PANZERGRENADIERREGIMENT 25 AND THE I./SS-PANZERGRENADIERREGIMENT 26 ON NORREY AND BRETTEVILLEL’ORGEILLEUSE ON 8–9 JUNE 1944




  

  

  

  

  
     



  

  

 
    



  

 
    

  

  

  

  



  


   



  


   

  



  

  
     



  


   

  



  

  
     



  

  

	
	Officers
	Dead NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	Wounded NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	Missing NCOs
	Men



	Pz.Rgt.
	2
	3
	7
	4
	3
	23
	-
	-
	-



	Rgt. 25
	1
	5
	13
	1
	1
	14
	1
	1
	7



	2./A.R.
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	4
	-
	-
	-



	I./26
	-
	2
	10
	-
	6
	42
	-
	1
	-



	Total
	3
	10
	30
	5
	11
	83
	1
	2
	7






  

  

  
     

  

  

  

  



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  ATTACK BY 3./SS-PANZERREGIMENT 12 ON NORREY ON 9 JUNE 1944

  
  

  
  
  

  
     

  



  

 
    

  

  

  

  
  

 
    



  

  
     



  

  

  

  

  

  
     

  

  

  



  

 
    



  

 
    



  ATTACK BY SS-PANZERPIONIERBATAILLON 12 ON NORREY ON 10 JUNE 1944

  
  

  

  
     

  

  



  

  
     



  
  
  

  

 
    



  

  

  DEFENSIVE FIGHTING BY SS-PANZER-AUFKLÄRUNGS ABTEILUNG 12 AND III./SS-PANZER-GRENADIERREGIMENT 26 ON 9 AND 10 JUNE 1944

  
  

  

  

  

  
     

  

  



  

  

  

  DEFENSIVE FIGHTING BY SS-PANZER-GRENADIERREGIMENT 25 FROM 8 TO 10 JUNE 1944
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  About Hubert Meyer


  


  Born in 1913 in Berlin.


  Graduated from secondary school in 1913, studied chemistry during summer semesters from 1932 until 1934, passed basic exam.


  Joined Regiment “Deutschland” of the SS-Verfügungstruppe (Special Disposal Troops) in August 1934.


  In 1936-37 attended the third course at the officer cadet school (war school) Bad Tölz, graduated.


  Transferred to the position of Zug (platoon) leader in the 10. Kompanie (company) of the Leibstandarte on 1 May 1937.


  Participated in the Polish Campaign from 1 to 29 September 1939 as Zug leader in the 10. Kompanie of the Leibstandarte.


  Participated in the Western Campaign from 10 May to 24 June 1940 as the adjutant of III. Bataillon of the Leibstandarte.


  Participated in the Balkan Campaign in Yugoslavia and Greece from 6 to 30 April 1941 as company chief of the 12. Kompanie of the Leibstandarte. Participated in the Russian Campaign 1941/42 from 2 July to 8 August 1941 as company chief, as previously—wounded for the first time—and from 20 November 1941 to July 1942 as company chief, as previously. Transferred to the artillery regiment of the Leibstandarte for preliminary general staff training.


  Participated in the battles for Charkow from 22 January to 9 March 1943 as Hauptmann (captain) at the staff of the 1. Regiment of the Leibstandarte and as leader of the III. Bataillon of the 1. Regiment—wounded for the second time; transferred to the Divisional staff.


  Attended the tenth war course at the war academy of the Heer (army) from 15 June to 30 September 1943, achieved qualification for the position of first general staff officer of a Panzer (tank) division.


  From 1 October 1943 to 8 May 1945, first general staff officer of the 12. SS-Panzerdivision “Hitlerjugend”—from 7 September to 31 October 1944, simultaneously, acting Divisional commander.


  From 8 May 1945 to 8 April 1948, captivity and internment by the Americans.
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