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    1. NEXT STOP: BERLIN?


    The front line had ceased to exist, and every Allied fighting man in Normandy was presently fixated by one momentous contemplation: It won’t take long to finish it now. Recently, one of Hitler’s own insiders had endeavored to assassinate him, thereby hoping to avert the ruinous destiny toward which Germany was relentlessly being led by the führer. That effort had failed, but still those Allied soldiers who had observed the current condition of the German Army in Normandy could readily perceive that Germany’s calamitous end was indeed imminent. General Eisenhower’s top-secret intelligence summary for August 19, 1944, had stated that belief bluntly: “The enemy has lost the war.”


    German soldiers, whom in the recent past Allied troops had respected as formidable and highly motivated warriors, were streaming out of Normandy in a form that could only be described as a mob, ditching all their military paraphernalia and abandoning hundreds of burning tanks and trucks in a tableau that Ike noted “could only be described by Dante.” If this was victory, it was undeniably sweet.


    The GIs of the U.S. Army’s 29th Infantry Division had been involved in the Normandy fighting from the beginning, and to prove it, they had more than 12,000 casualties—including 2,300 dead—in little more than two months in the line. If any outfit deserved to be in on the kill in Normandy, it was the 29th Division, but that was an honor its exhausted members would gladly forego.


    

    The date was August 21, 1944, and the 29ers had been out of the line for four glorious days. It was amazing how a soldier’s state of mind could be healed by a few days out of earshot of German guns. A GI could never get used to the heart-stopping jolt triggered by the thunderous blast of a nearby enemy shell or the ripping burst of a machine gun, and he had seen the enemy kill so many comrades with those weapons that it was easy for him to draw the depressing conclusion that sooner or later he too would become a statistic. In a rear-area rest camp, however, decent food, hot showers, new uniforms, and USO shows with Hollywood stars again made life worth living. Letters from home could be read and reread with the attention they deserved and replied to with as much sentiment and detail as the censor’s knife would allow. Above all, after perusing the clever division newsletter, 29 Let’s Go, with its blaring headlines depicting the steady decline of the Nazis in Normandy, not a single 29er could harbor any doubt that his side was going to win the war—and soon. The latest news proclaimed that in Paris the French Resistance had risen against the hated German occupiers and that Allied troops would arrive within a few days to complete the job. After four years of Nazi occupation, Paris’s liberation would surely trigger a celebration the world would not forget. Would the Germans recover? Or would the Allies’ next stop be Berlin?


    Whatever the answer to those questions, the war was shifting to new locales far beyond Normandy and was about to drag the 29th Division with it. Regrettably, within the next week the exhilarating confidence of the Normandy triumph would vanish as the surprised 29ers discovered that the war was far from over. Evidently, those enemy soldiers who had avoided death or capture when the Allies’ pincers snapped shut in Normandy were just as resolute as ever and were willing to die for their führer—as long as they took the lives of some good Americans with them. The 29ers were about to learn that there would be a hard fight ahead after all.


    On August 21 the top U.S. Army field commander in Normandy, Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley, ordered the 29th Division to proceed with all possible speed to Brittany, that ancient Celtic land protruding into the Atlantic, pointing like an extended index finger toward the New World. The 29ers could not fail to notice that the journey to Brittany would carry them exactly in the opposite direction from Berlin, and even the greenest 29th Division replacement fresh from the States could comprehend that if there were German soldiers in Brittany, they were about to be cut off from their fatherland. They might nevertheless put up a stiff fight, but the inviolable principles of military operations would determine their fate. Sooner or later they would run out of food and bullets, and then they must submit. If the 29ers still had a role to fulfill in this war, it would surely be much more desirable to fight surrounded German soldiers in Brittany than those defending their homeland on the Rhine River or in Berlin.


    

    But only time would tell whether the 29th Division’s next job would be as tough as Normandy or the proverbial piece of cake that all 29ers yearned for.


    2. TAKE BREST!


    Military history proves that no general can succeed in war unless he wholly comprehends the intricate science of military logistics, for even the toughest soldiers will fail if they are not well armed and well fed. General Bradley adhered to that cardinal principle when he ordered the 29th Division to move into Brittany posthaste. At Brittany’s far western tip lay the port of Brest, one of France’s most impressive natural harbors, and if Bradley’s soldiers needed to be armed and fed in the future, Brest would be a logical place for that war materiel to be delivered


    According to General Eisenhower’s Overlord plan for the invasion of northwest Europe, formulated in early 1944, Brest should have been under Allied control by August 1, 1944, fully operational and actively receiving thousands of troops and tons of supplies shipped directly to France from the United States—the identical purpose Brest had served in World War I for General Pershing’s American Expeditionary Force. The fact that Brest was still under German control in late August 1944 had triggered alarm among Ike’s staff, since without Brest many logisticians found it difficult to envision how they could provide the vast amount of supplies that would be required to support a forceful Allied offensive beyond Paris to the Rhine River and into the heart of Germany in the summer and fall of 1944. True, any military operation as immense as Overlord needed to be sufficiently flexible to adapt to shifting circumstances, but for the moment Ike and Bradley could not perceive any decent alternatives that would reduce or eliminate the Allies’ need for Brest.


    Bradley’s intelligence officers had at first suggested that the job of taking Brest would not be too difficult. Reports indicated that not many Germans were deployed in Brittany, and those who were present were reportedly demoralized and poorly equipped and had been surprised by the abruptness of the American breakout from Normandy. There was solid evidence that the enemy had retained a first-class Fallschirmjäger (para-chute) division in Brittany, but it apparently was moving toward the Normandy front rather than retreating into the Brest fortifications.
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    Northwest Europe


    

    Senior American generals had initially professed supreme confidence that Brest could be seized before the Germans could man its defenses adequately. On August 1 the audacious commander of the U.S. Third Army, Lt. Gen. George S. Patton, had issued a direct order to Maj. Gen. Robert Grow of the 6th Armored Division: “Take Brest.” This was a daunting challenge, as Brest was more than 200 miles away through territory that not a single Allied soldier had so far entered during the campaign, and up until that time Allied movements of more than a few miles per day had been almost unheard of. Nevertheless, Grow’s outfit was thoroughly trained to carry out lightning thrusts of this kind, and its commander—an ex-cavalryman, like Patton—was eager to demonstrate that his men were fully capable of turning the innovative method of warfare known as blitzkrieg upon its originators in an even more deadly form.


    Patton had fully expected that the 6th Armored Division could do the job, and on August 1, displaying the characteristic bravado that habitually got him into trouble, he blurted to Grow that he had laid a wager of five British pounds with his insufferable rival, Gen. Sir Bernard Montgomery, that the 6th Armored could be in Brest by August 5, four days hence. Grow’s men did not reach the Brest environs until August 7; much to Patton’s chagrin, Monty would be five pounds wealthier. Even so, after the Germans had contained the Allies in Normandy for nearly eight weeks, the 6th Armored Division’s lightning move gained countless headlines in the civilian and military press. But Grow’s blitzkrieg would signify nothing unless he could push his men just a few more miles from the environs of the city, through the enemy’s formidable defenses, directly into Brest proper—and this the enemy was resolved that he would not do.


    The German commander in Brest, Col. Hans von der Mosel, had contemptuously rejected a surrender demand by Grow on August 8, so the 6th Armored had to attempt to take the city by storm. Unhappily for Grow, the Germans had far more defenders than he expected, and furthermore, the execution of a frontal assault against fixed enemy fortifications was unquestionably not the kind of mission for which a U.S. Army armored division was designed. It had less than one-third the infantry strength of a standard American infantry division, and against an unbroken cordon of German defenses, the armored division’s prized mobility would be of no value. In a roughly analogous situation in June, when the Americans made a massive effort to seize the port of Cherbourg in Normandy, Bradley had to allocate three infantry divisions to do the job, and it took them a week of extremely hard fighting to do it. At Brest, the task had appeared just as arduous, and asking a single armored division to carry it out risked disaster.


    

    Grow’s predicament had been worsened by an erroneous intelligence report broadcast to Patton by a Third Army reconnaissance outfit on August 6: “Brest is ours.” With all the positive news that had burst forth from the Allied armies lately, the report seemed entirely plausible, but it was of course untrue. Even worse, Grow had little chance of making it come true. That disheartening reality finally hit home on August 12 when Grow received orders to abandon his effort to take Brest and move east, leaving only a small containing force to keep an eye on the German garrison, which had swelled with the arrival of the first-class parachute division that Allied intelligence had identified in Brittany several weeks earlier.


    If the Americans still wanted Brest, they were going to have to fight hard for it, and Bradley would have to find one or more outfits other than Grow’s to take up that difficult job.


    3. A QUESTION OF STRATEGY


    Back in Normandy, the members of the 29th Division observed the developments in Brittany with indifference. After all, the lead headline in the 29 Let’s Go newsletter had recently proclaimed “Yanks in Brest!” and even if that detail turned out to be wholly incorrect, who cared? The war was obviously going to be decided on the main battle front, far from Brittany, and since the Allies were nearing Paris and the German Army in Normandy had been smashed, Brest was someone else’s concern. The 29th Division had contributed manifestly to the destruction of that enemy army, and when the 29ers pulled into their rest camps on August 16 and 17, 1944, the only thing on their minds had been relaxation—a glorious period of tranquility, long overdue, for which the worn-out combat veterans had yearned for months. It was a shame that so many good 29ers had recently been buried deep in the Norman soil and had not lived to soak up this blissful serenity.


    The first hint that something was amiss turned up when the 2nd Infantry Division, the 29th’s long-time fighting partner at St. Lô and Vire, was suddenly pulled out of its nearby bivouac and packed into hundreds of U.S. Army trucks to begin a lengthy journey to Brittany. Soldiers’ scuttle-butt spread the word that its destination would be Brest, where it would join Grow’s covering force from the 6th Armored Division and Maj. Gen. Donald Stroh’s 8th Infantry Division. With such a substantial body of troops, Bradley was obviously resolved to crush the resolute German defenders of Brest ruthlessly and with all possible speed. But the recent Cherbourg experience had ingrained in Bradley the need to apply crushing power when confronting German troops entrenched in sturdy static defenses, and in his view he needed at least three infantry divisions to complete the job—the same number he had committed at Cherbourg.


    

    The final addition to that trio would be the 29th Division, which Bradley called back into the war after a rest of only five days. On August 21 the men of the Blue and Gray would head for Brest to join what promised to be a violent and swift campaign that could have only one end: the annihilation or capture of the entire German garrison. Lamentably, what the 29ers were about to endure would undeniably be violent— but certainly not swift—and ironically, hundreds of men who had just scrutinized the blaring “Yanks in Brest!” headline in the 29 Let’s Go newsletter would die in the struggle to ensure that that premature pronouncement came true.


    The 29th Division would gain no momentous headlines of that kind in the Brest backwater because by then the most crucial events in the European theater would be occurring hundreds of miles away. Consequently, the effort to capture Brest would be almost forgotten by history, a hurtful oversight to the men who had stormed Omaha Beach on D-Day, taken St. Lô six weeks later, and would ultimately lose 3,000 comrades to death and wounds over the next month in Brittany. The GIs who would survive the Brest campaign, however, could never forget that campaign because it was among the toughest fighting that the 29th Division was subjected to throughout World War II.


    To 29er veterans who witnessed the intensity of the struggle for Brest, it was disheartening to hear the inference by historians half a century after the event that Bradley’s decision to commit three of the U.S Army’s twenty-two available divisions in France to seize Brest—when the war in all likelihood would be decided elsewhere—was a critical mistake. In 1995 one prominent historian labeled the American effort in Brittany as “a huge military embarrassment to the Allies” and castigated Bradley for his “failure” of generalship and “lack of resolve” in challenging an “outdated” Overlord plan. That kind of second-guessing, however, entirely misses the point that the seizure of Brest was a fundamental pillar of the Overlord plan for the liberation of western Europe, a scheme that went far beyond Bradley’s realm as commander of a single army group.


    In a highly volatile military environment, Bradley had no crystal ball to foretell the military situation in France a week or month in the future. The only factors on which he could base his decision to shift three infantry divisions to Brest with all possible speed were the operational situation in Normandy in mid-August 1944 and his responsibility to fulfill directives from his superior, General Eisenhower. Ike had provided not the slightest hint to Bradley that the liberation of Brest was no longer a priority according to the outlook of supreme headquarters. Indeed, on August 7 Eisenhower wrote to his boss, U.S. Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall, detailing three major goals in the ongoing campaign in France, one of which was “to secure the Brittany ports quickly.” The following day Marshall cabled Ike and was in complete agreement, pointing out that the swift seizure of Brest would allow the U.S. Army to speed up its movement of fresh divisions from the States to the European theater by conveying them directly to France rather than through English ports first. Ike concurred, an attitude he emphasized when he wrote to Montgomery on August 19: “We are promised greatly accelerated shipments of American divisions directly from the U.S., and it is mandatory that we capture and prepare ports and communications to receive them.”


    

    That notion certainly filtered down to Bradley, who largely had no choice in the matter: Brest must be taken as a matter of the highest priority. True, as Ike pointed out to Monty in his August 19 letter, the Allies’ main concern was “the destruction of the remaining enemy forces on our front,” but Bradley’s decision to commit only three American divisions—less than one-seventh of his combat outfits present in the theater—to the Brest venture detracted very little from Eisenhower’s main goal. In truth, two of those divisions—the 2nd and 29th—were in rest camps when Bradley ordered them to Brest in mid-August because by then they no longer could fit into the front lines in Normandy. Finally, Bradley well understood that speed was essential. In the grand scheme of Operation Overlord, the liberation of Brest was overdue. To correct that problem, Bradley intended to crush the German defenders of Brest with overwhelming force, just as he had done at Cherbourg. Given the mood of the time, Bradley’s judgments with regard to Brest can by no stretch of the imagination be categorized as a “failure” of generalship, accompanied by a “lack of resolve.” He did what he knew he had to do, and at the moment he did it, there was not a single voice of dissent.


    4. GET STARTED NOW


    And so it would be Brest. To reach that place, the 29th Division’s commanding general, Maj. Gen. Charles Hunter Gerhardt Jr., would be obligated to move 14,000 men and all their heavy equipment more than 200 miles with little more than a day’s lead time for his staff to make thorough arrangements. His division would have to move out on August 21 and be in position for a concerted attack on Brest along with the 2nd and 8th Divisions by the morning of August 23. To reach their objective on time, Gerhardt’s truck convoys would have to navigate a complicated and meandering route over unfamiliar roads, none of which could be likened to an American highway, traversing territory that only recently had been occupied by the enemy and had not been totally secured. Further, there was always the danger of enemy air attack—a remote possibility, but one that defenseless truck units always feared.


    

    This was unquestionably a thorny undertaking, one that only a highly competent and experienced staff could work out. The move was further complicated by the fact that the 29th was an infantry division whose soldiers normally had to march on foot to reach their destination. But there was certainly no time for that now: U.S. First Army would have to provide the 29th Division with six quartermaster truck companies straight away, increasing the division’s inadequate complement of trucks by 300. Each of these celebrated General Motors “deuce and a half” trucks could carry twenty-five troops, and upon those trucks’ arrival at the 29th Division’s rest camps in Normandy, not a single 29er would have to walk to Brest. For this welcome support, the grateful infantrymen could thank America’s vast vehicle production lines, which by the end of World War II would churn out 800,000 trucks of this type—a figure that surely filled the German architects of blitzkrieg with envy.


    That the U.S. Army had by the summer of 1944 matured into a first-class military organization, far superior to its opponents in mobility, was proven by the 29th Division’s arrival near Brest approximately thirty-six hours after its departure from Normandy, intact and ready to join in an advance against the German defenses the following day. Countless training maneuvers, both in the States and in England, had obviously yielded considerable dividends to the men who had made this relocation work smoothly.


    As usual the 29th Division Reconnaissance Troop, commanded by Capt. Edward Jones, led the way. With its twenty-five jeeps and thirteen M-8 Greyhound armored cars, this 155-man outfit made good time. To avoid the Germans who 29th Division intelligence reports had indicated were still lingering along the north coast of Brittany, Jones’s men followed an inland route, passing through remote villages with distinctive—and unpronounceable—Breton names such as Médréac, Plouguernevel, Huel-goat, and Landivisiau. Jones recalled, “Our maps were not the best; but we managed.” All the while he kept in constant communication with division headquarters with his special long-range AM radio set, notifying his demanding boss, “Uncle Charlie” Gerhardt, that the route was clear and that the divisional truck convoys back in Normandy could commence the long journey to Brest.
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    From Normandy to Brittany


    

    The pure scenic beauty of the Breton countryside was stunning, and to those men of the recon troop used to the ravages of war in Normandy, Brittany seemed a new and delightful world. About thirty miles east of Brest, in the Montagnes d’Arrée mountain range, Jones’s column climbed a lonely road just north of Roc Trévezal, a 1,300-foot peak that is the highest in Brittany. The rocky mountainsides of this locale, swept by an incessant wind, were treeless, a peculiar feature to GIs who hailed from the east coast of the United States, but something the 29ers had gotten used to in their old training grounds on Dartmoor and Bodmin Moor back in England. From a military standpoint, Roc Trévezal was a perfect observation post, and the best part about it was that not a single German could be spotted anywhere in the vast vista of western Brittany that was visible from its summit.


    Another notable feature of Brittany was its inhabitants, a sturdy race of seafarers and peasants, many of whom believed passionately that their unique culture set them apart from the rest of France. Indeed, the Breton language, known as Brezhoneg, resembles the Celtic family of languages, such as Welsh or Cornish, much more than it does French. During World War II, Brittany’s isolation and its citizens’ independent streak made it a rich breeding ground of resistance to the Nazi occupation, a detail that the 29ers immediately discerned as they pressed on toward Brest. In every Breton village through which the 29th Division would pass, local partisans who no longer felt any need to hide would offer valuable intelligence on the whereabouts of the enemy. Even better, Jones remembered that “people were out along the roads and greeted us like conquering heroes”— actions that for the most part the Normans had not demonstrated in the recently concluded campaign. “They gave us eggs, onions, tomatoes—just about anything. They were grand people,” Jones observed.


    Had the Germans in western Brittany had any intention other than fleeing into Brest, the 29th Recon Troop might have been in trouble. It was far out in front of the main body of the 29th Division, and as Jones recalled, “I had moved the troop fast—too fast—as our supply trains could not keep pace. We arrived in St. Renan [about seven miles northwest of Brest] almost out of food and fuel. By taking some fuel from here and there, we were able to keep mobile and retain the ability to fight if we had to, although if we had had a big fight and one that lasted some time, we would have been forced out of the vehicles to fight as infantry. It was the only time I was ever caught in such a situation.”


    

    Jones’s men reached their destination about noon on August 21, just as the main body of the 29th Division, still back in Normandy, was about to set forth on the same momentous journey that the recon troop had just accomplished. A 210-mile motor march, however, was much more diffi-cult for a group of 14,000 men than it was for 155. To facilitate the process, Gerhardt had sent out plentiful detachments of military policemen in Jones’s wake with orders to man critical road intersections so that the 29th Division did not go astray—an event that the general must avoid at all costs, as he in all likelihood would be the one to shoulder the blame. Each battalion in the 29th Division, ranging in size from about 500 to 850 men, would move in its own convoy of approximately thirty-five trucks, most with accompanying one-ton cargo trailers stuffed with the trappings that all U.S. Army units needed to participate in modern warfare. Each of the division’s three regimental combat teams—115th, 116th, and 175th— would be comprised of five such convoys: one for each of the regiment’s three infantry battalions; one for its direct support artillery battalion; and one for headquarters, service, and attached medical and engineer personnel. A detachment of about 100 infantrymen in jeeps would scout well in front of each regimental convoy to ensure that the enemy did not lurk somewhere ahead, lying in wait to ambush the main column.


    The movement appeared simple and neat on paper, but getting it started in the constricted and labyrinthine hedgerow country of Normandy required teamwork and timing seemingly as difficult as the Omaha Beach invasion. Gerhardt decreed that the 116th Infantry would lead the way, with a departure time of 8 P.M. on August 21, 1944. Division orders mandated that the convoys must keep going after dark, a requirement that any truck driver familiar with Normandy’s narrow and winding roads must have received with skepticism. Just two hours before the 116th was set to start out, however, First Army headquarters signaled the 29th Division: “There will be no troop movements at night. You can move until 9 P.M. and then get off the roads until daylight. . . . The reason is because there are too many accidents at night.”


    It made sense for the division to postpone the 116th’s departure until dawn of August 22, but the impetuous Gerhardt reacted to the First Army order by pronouncing: “We’ll go ahead and get started now.” Only about 100 trucks could get moving before dark on August 21, but to the general, at least it was a start. And if those trucks kept going a little past the 9 P.M. deadline, who would notice? After all, it didn’t actually get dark at this time of year in northern France until almost 10 P.M.


    

    When the 29th Division finally got on the road in its entirety sometime before noon on August 22, its truck columns stretched more than 40 miles from head to tail—the equivalent of the distance between Washington, D.C., and Baltimore. The division’s Piper L-4 “Grasshopper” aircraft— those diminutive and nimble “air observation post” scout planes in which Gerhardt himself habitually took joy rides—droned and swooped overhead; their pilots kept a sharp lookout on the snakelike progression of the convoys below, reporting any difficulties directly to Uncle Charlie by radio.


    For a while, the trucks roared and jolted down the roads without difficulty. But when they reached what passed in Normandy for a main thoroughfare, the trucks’ occupants could readily fathom that the 29th Division was in truth just a tiny cog in a giant military machine, one that was about to achieve a magnificent victory. It seemed as if the entire U.S. Army was on the move, and sharing the roads with all the diverse units and vehicles comprising that horde was anything but easy. The commander of the 110th Field Artillery Battalion, Lt. Col. John P. Cooper, observed: “Almost bumper to bumper, huge trailer trucks packed with rations, gasoline, and ammunition sped south while empty vehicles bowled along north to the beaches. So dense was the traffic that the division column found it almost impossible to cut into it, and delays resulted, which extended back to the initial point. About noon, when the 110th halted briefly for a roadside lunch, the unit got back in the stream of traffic only with great difficulty and delay.”


    About fifteen miles into the journey, when the procession of trucks reached the key crossroads village of St. Hilaire du Harcouet, there was one salient fact upon which all 29ers could agree: virtually all of the endless columns of U.S. Army vehicles were turning to the left, roaring to the east toward Paris, while the 29th Division was turning exactly in the opposite direction, headed for Brittany. Missing out on the City of Light was unfortunate, but on the whole, Brittany seemed the preferable option. Contacts in battalion and regimental intelligence sections had asserted that the Germans in Brest were not too numerous and were about ready to give up, and if those rumors were true, getting home in one piece seemed a reasonable possibility.


    Furthermore, as the trucks turned west out of St. Hilaire, a sense of entering a fresh new world became increasingly palpable to the 29ers. So this was Brittany—not much different from Normandy so far, other than the fact that the observable signs of war were becoming fewer by the minute. The 29th Division was on its own now, a truth that dawned on the GIs as they peered out the backs of their deuce and a halfs and noticed that the traffic jams of Normandy had vanished. Presently, the trucks picked up speed, and conversation and sleep suddenly became almost impossible because of deafening engine noise, exhaust fumes, and the rutted roads. To make up time lost to traffic jams in Normandy, convoy commanders permitted their drivers to accelerate, sometimes up to 50 miles per hour—two and a half times the prescribed rate of daytime movement.


    

    The first sizeable village beyond St. Hilaire was one with a thoroughly English name: St. James. From the high ground just east of that village, the 29ers could see the ancient Benedictine abbey of Mont St. Michel, whose lofty steeple emerged from the coastal flatlands nearly fifteen miles in the distance like the Emerald City in the Land of Oz. Just south of the D30 road followed by the 29th Division truck convoys, the municipality had recently donated pasture land for a U.S. Army cemetery, and only in the past week or so had those fields been cleared and partially filled with the graves of those members of the 8th Infantry Division who had recently died in combat. What fate had in store for the 29th Division was anybody’s guess, but no one could possibly have realized then that nearly 350 of those thousands of 29ers now roaring by that cemetery in Army trucks would die in combat over the next month at Brest and would eventually find a final resting place in those same fields just outside St. James.


    Such disheartening thoughts, however, were far from the 29ers’ minds. At the moment, the most noticeable detail of the long journey to Brittany was that the Bretons were elated to see the 29th Division. The executive officer of Cooper’s 110th Field Artillery Battalion, Maj. Donovan Yeuell, observed:


    The roads were lined with happy, smiling people: grateful old men and women, cigarette-starved and chocolate-hungry young farmers, pretty blond Breton girls, and laughing children, all greeting us as the beneficent liberators and offering us all they could in wines, eggs, and poultry as tokens of their sincere appreciation. I am sure that nobody, not even the Parisians, was more grateful than these warm-hearted, freedom-loving people of Brittany. It somehow made the coming battle for Brest seem easier to face.


    Cooper added: “Everyone enjoyed the ride hugely. . . . The universal greeting was the ‘V-for-Victory’ sign, made with outstretched fingers.”


    

    Further evidence of the inhabitants’ exhilaration was a sign stretched across the main street of one Breton village proclaiming “Welcome To Our Liberators”—in English. As the 1945 official history of one of the 29th Division’s regiments declared, “Tuesday, August 22, was one of the most glorious days in the history of the 115th Infantry.”


    It was long overdue.


    5. SUMMER SOLDIERS


    In its three and a half years of active service, the 29th Division had endured seemingly endless periods of rigorous training and achieved several military successes that contributed profoundly to the Allies’ effort to trounce the abhorrent Nazi regime. The June 6, 1944, assault on Omaha Beach and the St. Lô and Vire offensives in July and August were missions that only an expert military unit could carry out, and the division’s fulfillment of those tasks had revealed to Ike and Bradley just how effective the 29th Division’s training had been.


    Nothing, however, could adequately prepare the division for its imminent assault on Fortress Brest for the simple reason that the 29th Division of Omaha Beach had ceased to exist. Virtually every regimental, battalion, and company commander of Blue and Gray infantry units had turned over—in some cases a half-dozen times. That turnover was even more severe for the GIs at the sharp end of the 29th Division spear—those in rifle platoons who had engaged the enemy for countless weeks in what was euphemistically referred to as “close” combat. If there were any riflemen left in the 29th Division’s Brest procession who were veterans of Omaha Beach, in all likelihood they had already been wounded and subsequently returned to their platoons from a rear-area hospital upon recuperation. Everyone else was a replacement. Even the 29th Division’s beloved assistant division commander, Brig. Gen. “Dutch” Cota, was gone. Cota had been an inspiration to every 29er since the training days in England and had stood at the front with the fighting men on the sands of Omaha Beach and in the rubble of St. Lô and Vire, but now he was in charge of the 28th Infantry Division and was about to lead his new outfit through the streets of Paris in the liberation parade.


    General Gerhardt would greatly miss him and all the other absent combat veterans. All the tough training back in Cornwall and Devon meant nothing anymore if no one who had benefited from it remained in the division. Could the new men and their leaders measure up? They had had almost no time to learn Gerhardt’s peculiar ways—and in truth had barely gotten a chance to know their comrades’ names. The potency of the Blue and Gray Division had always derived from its unshakable brotherhood, and the new men would be walking in the footsteps of some formidable soldiers.


    

    The crucial issue was whether the U.S. Army was training infantry recruits back in the States effectively enough so that they could pass out of a forgettable and gloomy replacement depot directly into the front lines and perform as proficiently in combat as men who had been together for months or even years. Given the enemy’s formidable fighting tenacity, many hardened combat veterans professed skepticism about the replacements’ reliability. But Gerhardt had no reservations: To him, as soon as a new man sewed the divisional blue and gray ying-yang patch on his left shoulder, it would not take him long to realize that he was part of a winning team. The Normandy campaign, however, had established that many new arrivals did not live long enough at the front to grasp that concept. In the end, only the inevitable assault on Fortress Brest would prove whether the new 29ers were just as good at war as their predecessors.


    Much more important to Gerhardt would be the aptitude of new officers to lead men capably in the chaos of battle. The general had always been much tougher on company commanders and field-grade officers than he was on privates, and so many new infantry leaders had assumed commands within the division lately that some old-timers wondered how the newcomers could adhere to Gerhardt’s impossibly high standards.


    Brest would prove there was little reason to fret. The majority of the fresh leaders—replacement officers and men who had been promoted to new commands from within the 29th Division—were competent commanders and ultimately would contribute markedly to the division’s luster rather than detract from it. Perhaps Gerhardt was right after all: there was something about that blue and gray patch that made a soldier into a better warrior.


    It had taken more than a year, but Gerhardt had finally cast off his old mindset that officers with National Guard backgrounds could not rise above the command of an infantry battalion, an organization of about 800 men. In the interwar period, the Regular Army had habitually viewed the National Guard with skepticism, and as Gerhardt was a West Pointer and traditional cavalryman of the old school, for most of his prewar career, he had held to the standard conviction of his peers that “summer soldiers” who had learned the rudiments of soldiering one night per week and for two weeks during annual training could not possibly lead sizeable units in battle against the expert enemy practitioners of blitzkrieg. But even Gerhardt had to admit that a man’s performance under fire was a much better indicator of his leadership proficiency than his military origins, and for the first time in years, those few surviving National Guard officers in the 29th Division who had proved themselves in battle could speak of their soldierly backgrounds with dignity.


    

    When the Blue and Gray Division set out for Brest, two of its three regimental commanders were men who had distinguished themselves in long careers in the Maryland National Guard. Lieutenant Colonel Louis Smith of the 115th Infantry was a 1920 graduate of Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore who joined the 5th Maryland Infantry in 1921. He had been an English major in college, but Smith abandoned the world of great literature and instead absorbed himself in the much more intricate science of electrical and mechanical engineering. In a long career with the Baltimore Gas and Electric Company, Smith became one of the country’s most respected members of that field. The forty-seven-year-old Smith was short and somewhat chubby, but Gerhardt eventually gathered that he was just as talented at military skills as he was at his civilian job.


    Another member of the National Guard whom Gerhardt had grudgingly come to respect was Lt. Col. William Purnell, commander of the 175th Infantry. A prewar fixture in the Maryland National Guard, Purnell had joined the “Dandy 5th of Maryland”—the same regiment he now commanded—in 1924. Purnell had the looks of Clark Gable, an exceptional mind sharpened by a law degree from Harvard University, and all the trappings of a good soldier. Those who saw Purnell in combat remembered him as one of the bravest soldiers they had ever seen. On June 7, 1944, the day following the D-Day invasion, Purnell had grabbed an M-1 rifle and stalked German snipers in houses beyond Omaha Beach. (He recalled with amusement, however, that the first time he attempted to fire that rifle, it jammed.) With traits such as those, the forty-year-old Purnell seemed destined to gain an exalted position in the Blue and Gray Division, but in the recent past, Gerhardt had twice passed him over when filling a vacancy in the 175th’s top command slot. Only on July 30, when regimental commander Col. Ollie Reed had been killed at Villebaudon, did Purnell get his chance. According to Gerhardt, the looming battle at Brest would determine whether or not Purnell and Smith could perform up to the standards he expected of West Pointers.


    There was a world of difference in status between a regimental CO and the much less exalted job of battalion commander, but to Gerhardt, the effectiveness of the 29th Division depended on the quality of the men who led his battalions, particularly the commanders of the division’s nine infantry battalions. Those outfits bore the brunt of the division’s combat load, and one of the general’s customary proverbs declared, “This war is won at battalion level.” In truth, his proclivity to relieve battalion COs who did not meet his rigorous standards instilled in the officers who currently held those commands a persistent fear of losing their jobs in disgrace— and in some cases an abiding dislike of their commanding general. However, one new man who came to the division shortly before the journey to Brest, Maj. Randolph Millholland, quickly became one of Gerhardt’s favorites and in fact developed into one of the most effective and admired battalion commanders in the 29th Division in World War II.


    

    Millholland was yet another old-timer from the Maryland National Guard who had served for more than ten years as a noncommissioned officer in the 1st Maryland Infantry, the designation by which the 115th had been known in the interwar years. That he possessed an exceptional ability to inspire men to fight well had clearly been established by his dynamic leadership of the 29th Ranger Battalion, a special unit of volunteers drawn from the 29th Division in early 1943 that Millholland had successfully led through the impossibly tough British commando school in Scotland. That unit had been disbanded in late 1943, after which Millhol-land was assigned to a Ninth Air Force unit that was analyzing how fighter-bombers could best support infantrymen—techniques that would prove invaluable in the Brest campaign. The thirty-seven-year-old Mill-holland had spent most of his military career with the 29th Division but ironically had missed its notable accomplishments at Omaha Beach, St. Lô, and Vire. Now he was back, and the Blue and Gray Division was a much better fighting organization because of it.


    General Cota’s departure for the 28th Division had left an opening in the 29th’s assistant division commander slot, but all 29ers agreed that no human being could ever adequately replace Dutch Cota. Nevertheless, General Bradley had to try. If his recent record in Normandy was a valid indicator of his leadership skills, the man selected for the job, Col. Leroy Watson, was a peculiar choice. A member of the same 1915 West Point class as Bradley and Ike, Watson had been a major general just a few weeks previously and had held the exalted job of commanding general of the 3rd Armored Division during the Normandy breakthrough near St. Lô in late July. However, he had run afoul of his demanding corps commander, Maj. Gen. Joseph Lawton Collins, who relieved Watson of command—an event that had caused Watson’s rank to be reduced by two grades.


    Normally, such an indignity would cause the slighted officer to seek passage on the next freighter heading back to the States, but Watson had gamely asked Bradley for permission to remain in the theater and ultimately to regain a combat command in any role Bradley deemed appropriate. His classmate Bradley was impressed and granted Watson’s wish. A call in late August from Twelfth Army Group headquarters to Gerhardt in the 29th Division war room settled the matter. Watson, who only recently had been senior to Gerhardt, would now have to accept much lesser command authority, and as a colonel, his role as “assistant” division commander was blurred by the fact that the 29th Division’s artillery chief, Brig. Gen. William Sands, outranked him. Above all, Watson did not seem the type who could match Dutch Cota’s vitality; in all fairness, not a single person in the U.S. Army in 1944 could.


    

    Since his arrival in Europe in July 1943, Gerhardt had been fortunate to serve superior officers who were more forgiving than General Collins. That situation could change in Brittany, however, as Gerhardt would now have to take orders from two men who had never before worked with the 29th Division and were unfamiliar with Gerhardt’s unusual personality.


    One of these was the commander of the U.S. Third Army, the fearsome Gen. George S. Patton, a man who had habitually made the lives of mere division commanders decidedly stressful. Patton held responsibility under the Overlord plan for taking Brest, and therefore, Gerhardt would apparently have to prove himself all over again to this most demanding of generals. But Patton had mellowed in recent months because of the distinct possibility that the supreme commander would send him home at reduced rank if, as Ike noted, he did not learn “to keep his mouth shut.” Furthermore, Patton and Gerhardt—both old cavalrymen—shared a passion for horsemanship and would have much common ground when recalling the old days of the Regular Army, before the rush to mechanization had forced horses out of the U.S. Army for good. In truth, some might describe Gerhardt as a younger and smaller version of Patton.


    In the end, however, Patton’s relationship with Gerhardt and the 29th Division would be distant because the Third Army commander’s mind was elsewhere. Brest was still important, but as the 29th Division truck convoys were racing into Brittany, Patton’s leading armored spearheads were racing in precisely the opposite direction, 350 miles to the east, and had already reached the Seine River southeast of Paris. In that exhilarating rush, it seemed as if virtually no enemy troops stood between the Third Army and Germany. If Patton sought glory, he would not find it at Brest. Obviously, he would not have much time to spare for the 29th Division in the upcoming weeks—which, as far as the 29ers were concerned, was probably a good thing.


    

    The immediate boss to whom Gerhardt would have to answer on a daily basis during the assault on Fortress Brest would be Maj. Gen. Troy Middleton. Bradley had designated Middleton’s VIII Corps as the responsible command for the liberation of Brittany, and by August 23, 1944, with the arrival outside Brest of the 2nd, 8th, and 29th Divisions—as well as two elite ranger battalions—Middleton seemingly had the force necessary to capture that key objective within the next week.


    Unlike Gerhardt, the fifty-four-year old Middleton was an unassuming man, hobbled by arthritis—an infantryman to the core who had once rejected an offer to join the cavalry with a declaration that would have made Uncle Charlie’s blood run cold: “I just don’t like a horse.” Over his military career, Middleton had forged a deep bond with frontline soldiers, a sentiment that derived from his service as a U.S. Army enlisted man prior to World War I, when it took him more than two years to rise from private to corporal; from his experience in the trenches on the Western Front, in which he was speedily promoted and became the youngest regimental commander in the American Expeditionary Force; and from his time as commanding general of the 45th Infantry Division from October 1942 to December 1943, a period that included the arduous and costly Sicily and Salerno invasions. The most famous 45th Division enlisted man of them all, the soldier-cartoonist Bill Mauldin, once inscribed one of his legendary “Willie and Joe” cartoons for Middleton with the dedication: “With love and respect from a pair of his senior dogfaces”—a message that one suspects would have been far more subdued had it been offered to Gerhardt.


    It would take some time for Gerhardt and his staff to get used to their new commander, but that was of no consequence. Under Middleton’s direction, the 29th Division and all the other units assembled outside Brest had a job to do, and now the time had come to start doing it.


    6. A LOUSY PLACE FOR WAR


    Middleton could have simply tried to starve the Germans out. Within seven or eight weeks, the Germans in Brest would—in theory—begin to run out of the items they needed to live and fight, and Middleton’s plentiful artillery could have accentuated their mounting discomfort by keeping up a steady barrage on every fighting position and rear-area installation within enemy lines. Such a tactic could save considerable American lives, but supreme headquarters had made it plain that there was no time for that.


    On August 23, 1944, the day the 29th Division truck convoys arrived in the Brest environs, the only functional French port of substantive size under Allied control was Cherbourg, and given the swelling number of Allied troops on the continent, that place was woefully inadequate to handle the massive influx of men and supplies the Allies would need to maintain the initiative. True, the Allied armies were advancing rapidly, and several substantial French harbors seemed on the verge of liberation. None of them, however, offered as immediate a solution to the Allied logistical nightmare as Brest—assuming Middleton could seize it quickly. Ike needed Brest now, and Middleton would have to attack aggressively to fulfill that goal. Besides, had Middleton attempted to starve the Germans out, the enemy would have been free to thoroughly wreck Brest’s harbor installations, and in that unfortunate event, the Allies might never get to use it. From the American perspective, therefore, every GI hoped the upcoming task would not evolve into a siege, for that sort of methodical military operation would take time and would not offer Ike immediate relief for his mounting supply problems. If Middleton attacked aggressively, Brest should be in American hands by September 1, 1944—or so the top brass thought.


    

    [image: ]


    The Environs of Brest


    

    Brest was a city of about 100,000 souls, many of whom had long since departed their homes to avoid what was about to occur. Brest is situated on high ground on the north side of a natural harbor, known locally as the Rade de Brest (Brest Roads), seemingly vast enough to hold the entire U.S. and Royal Navies combined. The German scheme for the defense of this crucial place was straightforward. In a semicircle whose radius extended about four miles from the city center, the Germans had established fighting positions that would cover any conceivable land approach to Brest from north, east, or west. Should the Americans penetrate those lines, the enemy had established stronger fallback positions much closer to the city, in part tied into sturdy French forts dating back in some cases to the seventeenth century. Although those ancient fortifications had been designed in a wholly different military era, they would nonetheless severely challenge the GIs who would shortly be ordered to capture them.


    For the 29th Division, the Brest campaign officially began on the evening of August 23, 1944, as the last of the truck convoys from Normandy pulled into their destination at the little village of Plouguin, about ten miles north of the city. The 115th Infantry’s 2nd Battalion, under the command of Lt. Col. Tony Miller, was the first outfit to enter the front line, relieving a battalion of the 8th Division at the crossroads hamlet of Tréléon at 6 P.M. Miller wasted no time in pushing patrols south toward Brest to feel out the enemy defenses. They advanced more than two miles and encountered only sporadic German resistance.


    

    Back at Plouguin, the new site of the Blue and Gray war room, Gerhardt and his staff were categorically optimistic, and the report from Miller’s patrols helped to fuel that optimism. Middleton had ordered fifteen corps-level artillery units to support VIII Corps’ impending offensive against Brest. Some of these units were armed with super-heavy 8-inch and 240mm howitzers, and when that firepower was combined with the abundant Eighth and Ninth Air Force fighters and bombers scheduled to join in the attack, the 29th Division would have some impressive support. Even the aged Royal Navy battleship, HMS Warspite —a veteran of the 1916 Battle of Jutland and the much more recent D-Day invasion— would assist the Yanks with its massive 15-inch guns. How could the enemy expect to stand against such an extraordinary display of firepower? On August 23, an observer from Bradley’s headquarters attached to the 29th Division stated what every 29er wanted to hear: “This job at Brest should not be too hard for all the troops we are getting here.”


    Such positive sentiments were apparently corroborated by a drunken enemy paratrooper captured by the 115th Infantry, who reported that a senior German officer had recently been dismissed from Fortress Brest by the garrison commander because he “didn’t believe Brest could be defended and wanted to surrender.” Gerhardt was of course delighted by that news. The 29th Division would surely be entering Brest soon, and to prepare for that moment, the general ordered his infantry commanders to start training their men in street-fighting tactics.


    But the 29th Division would not be doing any street fighting for nearly one month, and in that interval, it would lose more than 3,000 men. In retrospect, that kind of ferocious enemy resistance would amaze the 29ers, particularly because the Germans at Brest had no realistic chance of winning. Middleton, however, grasped from the beginning that the enemy certainly would not be a pushover, a conclusion he had reached as a consequence of the fighting that had only just recently ended at St. Malo, a minor harbor on the north coast of Brittany just west of the abbey of Mont St. Michel. In the aftermath of the Normandy breakout in early August, Bradley had ordered Middleton to seize St. Malo, even though it did not possess much strategic importance for either side. It took the VIII Corps’ 83rd Infantry Division two weeks and much heavy fighting to do the job; even as Middleton was preparing for his assault on Fortress Brest on August 23, the tenacious Germans still held on to a key island immediately adjacent to the St. Malo harbor entrance, thereby preventing Allied cargo ships from discharging their loads. In response to an American surrender demand, the German garrison commander at St. Malo had offered a reply that should have foreshadowed the enemy’s attitude at Brest: “[I am] a German soldier, and a German soldier does not surrender.”


    

    To Allied fighting men, such illogical talk was mere bluster. Plenty of dedicated German soldiers had surrendered in this war, and if they didn’t, they would soon die. Still, to Gerhardt, whose men were about to initiate the attack on Brest, the contemplation of the enemy’s fierce resistance at St. Malo must have been disconcerting. If the Germans had fought so resolutely for a comparatively minor objective, what would they do to defend Brest, a site of much more critical importance? Furthermore, the German defenders of St. Malo had been caught up in the Allies’ Normandy breakout and could prepare only modest defenses because of time constraints. But at Brest the enemy had been permitted more than three weeks to gather all their outlying units throughout western Brittany and prepare for the task ahead. One of them was a fresh parachute division, and from their experiences in Normandy, the 29ers knew how hard those exceptional enemy paratroopers would fight. How many Germans had made it into the Brest enclave before Middleton had effectively sealed them off from the outside world was anyone’s guess, but that number was unquestionably large.


    In the end, the only way to ascertain the Germans’ strength and resolve at Brest was to seek out and attack them, and the 29th Division was about to do just that. One of the prime factors that could contribute to that attack’s success was intimate knowledge of the terrain, but clearly, the 29ers had not been on the ground long enough to gain a decent level of familiarity. The best company commanders, platoon leaders, and their senior NCOs could do was to scrutinize the newly issued maps of the Brest area with as much care as time would allow—and then hope for the best.


    Hasty briefings by regimental and battalion COs had at least revealed with a fair degree of clarity the 29th Division’s role in the upcoming campaign. Middleton’s plan of attack was simple. (How could it be otherwise when there was no reasonable alternative to a frontal attack on the enemy’s defensive lines enclosing Brest?) The VIII Corps’ first step was to trap the enemy in Brest by sealing off any possible avenue of escape. As that cordon tightened, the Americans’ grip on the enemy would sooner or later amount to a stranglehold. Middleton had three infantry divisions at his disposal—the 2nd, 8th, and 29th—and on his situation maps, his staff divided the American perimeter into three arcs, each of which would become a divisional sector. The 8th Infantry Division held the center; the 2nd Division, on the left, held the eastern arc; and the 29th Division, on the right, the western arc.


    When all was ready, the offensive would jump off with a concerted attack by all three divisions, backed by the might of the air force—weather permitting. The obvious object was to punch through the enemy’s outer defenses and head straight for that part of Brest that Ike’s logisticians wanted most, its harbor side. But even if the Americans could not penetrate into the city proper by a lightning stroke, Middleton hoped that
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    9th Infantry Division Organization August 25, 1944


    
      
        	
          DIVISION HEADQUARTERS

        
      


      
        	
          Commanding General

        

        	
          Maj. Gen. Charles Hunter Gerhardt, Jr.

        
      


      
        	
          Assistant Division Commander

        

        	
          Col. Leroy Watson

        
      


      
        	
          DIVISION STAFF

        
      


      
        	
          Chief of Staff

        

        	
          Col. Edward McDaniel

        
      


      
        	
          G-1 (Personnel)

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Cooper Rhodes

        
      


      
        	
          G-2 (Intelligence)

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Paul Krznarich (“Murphy”)

        
      


      
        	
          G-3 (Operations)

        

        	
          Lt. Col. William Witte

        
      


      
        	
          G-4 (Supply)

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Louis Gosorn

        
      


      
        	
          SPECIAL STAFF

        
      


      
        	
          Adjutant General

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Robert Archer

        
      


      
        	
          Antitank Officer

        

        	
          Maj. Sewell Watts

        
      


      
        	
          Civil Affairs

        

        	
          Maj. Asa Gardiner

        
      


      
        	
          Chaplain

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Harold Donovan

        
      


      
        	
          Chemical Officer

        

        	
          Maj. Newton Cole

        
      


      
        	
          Engineer Officer

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Robert Ploger

        
      


      
        	
          Finance Officer

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Louis Lucas

        
      


      
        	
          HQ Commandant

        

        	
          Maj. Lloyd Marr

        
      


      
        	
          Inspector General

        

        	
          Lt. Col. José Castillo

        
      


      
        	
          Judge Advocate

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Joseph Howard

        
      


      
        	
          


          Ordnance Officer

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Philip Root

        
      


      
        	
          Provost Marshal

        

        	
          Maj. Vern Johnson

        
      


      
        	
          Quartermaster

        

        	
          Lt. Col. William Putnam

        
      


      
        	
          Signal Officer

        

        	
          Maj. Murray Little

        
      


      
        	
          Special Services

        

        	
          Maj. Thomas Dukeheart

        
      


      
        	
          Surgeon

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Edward Beacham

        
      


      
        	
          DIVISION ARTILLERY

        
      


      
        	
          Commanding General

        

        	
          Brig. Gen. William Sands

        
      


      
        	
          Executive Officer

        

        	
          Col. H. Ridgely Warfield

        
      


      
        	
          110th Field Artillery Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. John P. Cooper

        
      


      
        	
          111th Field Artillery Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. David McIntosh

        
      


      
        	
          224th Field Artillery Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Clinton Thurston

        
      


      
        	
          227th Field Artillery Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Neal Harper

        
      


      
        	
          DIVISION TROOPS

        
      


      
        	
          121st Engineer Combat Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Robert Ploger

        
      


      
        	
          104th Medical Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Arthur Eriksen

        
      


      
        	
          DIVISION SPECIAL TROOPS

        
      


      
        	
          Commanding Officer

        

        	
          Maj. Lloyd Marr

        
      


      
        	
          29th Cavalry Reconnaissance Troop

        

        	
          Capt. Edward Jones

        
      


      
        	
          29th Military Police Platoon

        

        	
          Maj. Vern Johnson

        
      


      
        	
          29th Quartermaster Company

        

        	
          Capt. Frank Hines

        
      


      
        	
          729th Ordnance Company

        

        	
          Capt. Harold Price

        
      


      
        	
          29th Signal Company

        

        	
          Capt. Arba Williamson

        
      


      
        	
          29th Division Band

        

        	
          CWO William Fisher

        
      


      
        	
          115TH INFANTRY

        
      


      
        	
          Commanding Officer

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Louis Smith

        
      


      
        	
          Executive Officer

        

        	
          Maj. Harold Perkins

        
      


      
        	
          S-3 (Operations)

        

        	
          Maj. William Bruning

        
      


      
        	
          1st Battalion

        

        	
          Maj. Glover Johns

        
      


      
        	
          2nd Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Anthony Miller

        
      


      
        	
          3rd Battalion

        

        	
          Maj. Randolph Millholland

        
      


      
        	
          


          116TH INFANTRY

        
      


      
        	
          Commanding Officer

        

        	
          Col. Philip Dwyer

        
      


      
        	
          Executive Officer

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Harold Cassell

        
      


      
        	
          S-3 (Operations)

        

        	
          Maj. Maurice Clift

        
      


      
        	
          1st Battalion

        

        	
          Maj. James Morris

        
      


      
        	
          2nd Battalion

        

        	
          Maj. Charles Cawthon

        
      


      
        	
          3rd Battalion

        

        	
          Maj. William Puntenney

        
      


      
        	
          175TH INFANTRY

        
      


      
        	
          Commanding Officer

        

        	
          Lt. Col. William Purnell

        
      


      
        	
          Executive Officer

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Arthur Sheppe

        
      


      
        	
          S-3 (Operations)

        

        	
          Capt. Henry Reed

        
      


      
        	
          1st Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. Roger Whiteford

        
      


      
        	
          2nd Battalion

        

        	
          Maj. Claude Melancon

        
      


      
        	
          3rd Battalion

        

        	
          Lt. Col. William Blandford
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    29th Infantry Division Casualties August 24–September 19, 1944
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    Appendix III


    


    Medal of Honor Citation Staff Sergeant Sherwood H. Hallman Company F, 175th Infantry, 29th Infantry Division General Orders No. 31, April 17, 1945


    For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty. On 13 September 1944 [the actual date was September 11], in Brittany, France, the Second Battalion in its attack on the fortified city of Brest was held up by a strongly defended enemy position which had prevented its advance despite repeated attacks extending over a three-day period. Finally, Company F advanced to within several hundred yards of the enemy position but was again halted by intense fire. Realizing that the position must be neutralized without delay, Staff Sergeant Hallman ordered his squad to cover his movements with fire while he advanced alone to a point from which he could make the assault. Without hesitating, Staff Sergeant Hallman leaped over a hedgerow into a sunken road, the central point of the German defenses, which was known to contain an enemy machine-gun position and at least thirty enemy riflemen. Firing his carbine and hurling grenades, Staff Sergeant Hallman, unassisted, killed or wounded four of the enemy, then ordered the remainder to surrender. Immediately twelve of the enemy surrendered and the position was shortly secured by the remainder of his company. Seeing the surrender of this position, about seventy-five of the enemy in the vicinity surrendered, yielding a defensive organization which the battalion, with heavy supporting fires, had been unable to take. This single heroic act on the part of Staff Sergeant Hallman resulted in the immediate advance of the entire battalion for a distance of 2,000 yards to a position from which Fort Keranroux was captured later the same day. Staff Sergeant Hallman’s fighting determination and intrepidity in battle exemplify the highest tradition of the armed forces of the United States.
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    29, Let’s Go

    

    SPECIAL EDITION

    Tuesday, September 19, 1944

    by Corporal Jean Lowenthal, HQ Company,

    29th Division


    Brest, France—Systematically and methodically, mile by mile, fort after fort, the gallant men of the 29th Division, commanded by Maj. Gen. Charles H. Gerhardt, have closed in on the fortress of Brest. It has been a violent, severely contested battle. The Blue and Gray has broken through the most heavily defended citadel in Europe. Today we are victorious. Nothing under the sun—the concrete, the steel, all the gigantic four years of bastion-building, nothing has been able to hold us. The forts are smashed. The Germans, in their thousands, are captured. Brest, the greatest harbor in all France, is ours.


    The siege has lasted 25 days. Our magnificent artillery has been heaving shells into the enemy every inch of the going; it and the Air Corps have cleared the way for the doughboys, who, in the ultimate end, have gone in to clinch the day.


    First to go down in our great series of victories which led to the final liberation of Fortress Brest was Le Conquet Peninsula. And then came Fort Keranroux—the crux of the defense system around the city. The 175th Infantry Regiment mauled that strongpoint mercilessly until it collapsed. It was a terrific undertaking. When Keranroux had been laid to waste, the road suddenly opened. The Nazis had been struck a mortal blow which sent them reeling backwards.


    


    Back to Fort Montbarey, where the 116th Infantry Regiment took over the reins—the men who had led the Allied spearhead onto the beaches and into Normandy. Their gallant actions have multiplied two-fold since that momentous campaign. The 116th surrounded Montbarey and then went past it—and in the end took the fort right down to the last defender. They pushed forward without swerving, without once faltering, and they leaped up in this final battle of Brittany with the same magnificent brilliance as in Normandy.


    The final decisive battle was fought by the 115th Infantry Regiment at Recouvrance, the heart and key to the whole defense system at Brest. Ramcke, commander of Fortress Brest, had declared his intentions to fight here until the last man. The 115th was committed to go in and “keep on poopin’” until the Kraut should be driven from his last mammoth ditch, right down to the edge of the water. And this they did. The men of the 115th surmounted the last gigantic obstacle. They took the Hun down in his deep subterranean citadel—down in his submarine pen, the hard core of an underwater fleet that has been the scourge of the ships that sail the seven seas of the world. The culmination of this great day was the end of German resistance in the entire Blue and Gray battle zone. Down in the pens the 115th Infantry bagged 6,000 Germans.


    Meanwhile, over in the city proper, the 2nd Battalion, 175th Infantry, led by Maj. Claude C. Melancon, scaled the city wall and cleared the path for the final liberation of Brest itself. This wall was a tremendous barrier. Other U.S. Army troops had been bogged down behind it for almost a week. After Keranroux, the 2nd Battalion, 175th, went down there and jumped the wall—opened the way for the U.S. troops to enter the city.


    The final pressure ended at 0745 hours yesterday morning when the commander of the German bulwarks at the Ecole Navale (the location of the submarine pens) hoisted his white flag and asked for conditions for surrender. General Gerhardt sent word to the Nazis to “come on out of there and make no bones about it.” The enemy accepted these terms.


    Your correspondent went in with Maj. Tony Miller and his party when they occupied the fort. It was Major Miller’s battalion that had squeezed the last life-breath from the die-hard Nazis at Brest. The terms were settled in a battered house on the main street in St. Pierre. Lt. Col. Louis G. Smith, commander of the 115th Infantry Regiment, presided. The Germans were all spit-and-polish to the end. It was decided that they would form before their own pillboxes and march out of the naval fortress into St. Pierre. They were given time to break up their rifles before surrendering.


    


    The place was a shambles when I got there. The fortifications are beyond human comprehension—the majority of them, in spite of the years of constant air bombardment, still stand. Down deep in their lair the Nazis have been living like kings. They have had every conceivable luxury. The submarine pen itself is perhaps the strongest thing of its kind that has ever been constructed by man. I saw General von der Mosel, Admiral Kähler, and Colonel Kroh surrender. General Ramcke has escaped. I saw the cream of the German Navy, Marines, Paratroopers, and Air Corps go down—smashed forever. The 29th Division has scored another historic victory.


    
      

      

    


    


    Appendix V


    


    Attached Units, 29th Infantry Division August 25–September 19, 1944


    The following VIII Corps, Ninth U.S. Army, and British units were attached to the 29th Infantry Division during all or part of the siege of Brest:


    • Company A, 709th Tank Battalion (M4 Sherman)


    • B Squadron, 141st Regiment, Royal Armoured Corps, “The Buffs” (Crocodiles)


    • Troop A, 86th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron (M8 armored car)


    • Troop E, 86th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron (M8 SP howitzer)


    • Companies A and B, 86th Chemical Mortar Battalion (4.2-inch mortar)


    • 333rd Field Artillery Battalion (155mm howitzer)


    • 557th Field Artillery Battalion (155mm SP gun)


    • 771st Field Artillery Battalion (4.5-inch gun)


    • 2nd Ranger Battalion


    • 5th Ranger Battalion


    • 821st Tank Destroyer Battalion (3-inch, towed)


    • Company A, 644th Tank Destroyer Battalion (3-inch, SP)

    



    


    The following U.S. Army field and evacuation hospitals treated wounded from the 29th Infantry Division:

    



    • 53rd Field Hospital


    • 100th Evacuation Hospital


    • 102nd Evacuation Hospital


    • 107th Evacuation Hospital


    • 108th Evacuation Hospital
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