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ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

The battle of Carentan marked the culmination of the US Army’s D-Day amphibious operation in Normandy. The Operation Neptune plans expected that Omaha and Utah Beaches would be connected within a day or two. This did not occur and led to a series of pitched battles between the two landing beaches lasting over a week. Carentan was at the center of these battles, since it controlled the road network between the two beachheads, as well as many of the critical river crossings.


[image: A modern photograph showing a column of men dressed as soldiers walking along a town street, with crowds watching from behind temporary metal railings and bunting strung from buildings in the background.]

Carentan hosts numerous commemorations every June, such as this parade of 101st Airborne Division reenactors marching through the town on June 8, 2019, on the 75th anniversary of D-Day. (Cpl. Kevin Payne, US Armed Forces Network Media Center)



Utah and Omaha were separated by the Vire and Douve river estuaries. The ground was marshy on the western side of the estuaries near Carentan. The Germans attempted to exploit this liquid geography by obstructing the river tributaries to further flood the area. They expected that this would limit the ability of an Allied invasion force from moving out of the beachhead into the flat farmland beyond. Furthermore, the flooding would complicate any attempts at airborne landing. Carentan controlled many of the bridges and locks in the area and so was vital to this scheme.

The Operation Neptune plans recognized the importance of this geography. The D-Day missions of the 101st Airborne Division were to secure the causeways that provided exit from Utah Beach over the flooded areas behind the landing area. The other critical missions on D-Day were to secure the bridges and locks along the Douve River that led to Carentan. The importance of Carentan led the German 7.Armee to deploy one of its few elite units in Normandy, Fallschirmjäger-Regiment.6 (FJR.6).

The 101st Airborne Division was unable to quickly capture Carentan due to severe dispersal during the parachute drops on D-Day morning. Many troops missed their intended drop zones, and the paratroop units had considerable difficulty coalescing into organized formations due to the pre-dawn darkness and terrain difficulties. The division was not ready to advance from the drop zones toward Carentan until D+1, June 7. By this time, FJR.6 had managed to establish defensive positions in and around the town of Saint-Côme-du-Mont on the main route to Carentan. It took two days of fighting for the 101st Airborne Division to overcome the German defenses in Saint-Côme-du-Mont.

The advance from Saint-Côme-du-Mont to Carentan was hampered by the flooded areas separating the two towns. The only firm footing was a causeway that was elevated above the flooded marshes. This causeway was badly exposed to German machine-gun and artillery fire. It was so narrow that only a single battalion could approach Carentan on the road. At considerable cost, a parachute infantry battalion fought its way across the causeway on D+5, June 11. This completely undermined the German defense of Carentan and FJR.6 retreated.

Senior German commanders recognized that Carentan was essential to the defense of the Cotentin peninsula and the port of Cherbourg. As a result, the 17.SS-Panzergrenadier-Division (17.SS-Pz.Gren.Div.) was assigned to counterattack the 101st Airborne Division and regain control of Carentan. The German counterattack on D+7, June 13, was initially successful but was eventually repulsed by the intervention of the US 2nd Armored Division. By June 15, the US Army had moved the newly arrived XIX Corps into the area between Utah and Omaha Beaches, ending any further opportunities for a German operation against Carentan.

The battle for Carentan has achieved popular attention in recent years due to its depictions in two Steven Spielberg productions. It was featured in two episodes of the popular Band of Brothers series and also inspired the concluding scene in the film Saving Private Ryan, the fictional “battle of Ramelle.”




CHRONOLOGY

D-Day (June 6)


	0130hrs 101st Airborne Division begins parachute landings in Normandy 

	0600hrs 84.AK orders FJR.6 to move toward Utah Beach

	0900hrs 506th PIR attacks two batteries of AR.191 at Holdy and Brécourt Manor

	1900hrs I. and II./FJR.6 deploy outside Saint-Côme-du-Mont

	2100hrs Mission Keokuk, a glider reinforcement consisting of 32 Horsa gliders, arrives in Landing Zone L

	2200hrs 84.AK instructs FJR.6 to attack Sainte-Mère-Église the next morning

	2200hrs Gen. Taylor alerts units of 101st Airborne to attack Saint-Côme-du-Mont the following day



D+1 (June 7)


	0430hrs 101st Airborne Division begins to move against Saint-Côme-du-Mont

	0630hrs Major von der Heydte changes plans and instructs FJR.6 to shift to defense of Saint-Côme-du-Mont

	0900hrs Lt. Col. Turner’s 1/506th PIR leads 101st Airborne Division toward Vierville

	1100hrs Lt. Col. Strayer’s 2/506th PIR reaches Angoville-au-Plain

	1130hrs Turner’s 1/506th PIR reaches Beaumont

	1430hrs Squadron from 353rd Fighter Group bombs two Douve River bridges

	1530hrs Elements of Hauptmann Preikschat’s I./FJR.6 clash with Capt. Shettle’s 3/506th PIR detachment

	1600hrs Main body of Preikschat’s I./FJR.6 ambushed by Col. Johnson’s detachment near La Barquette lock



D+2 (June 8)


	0445hrs US artillery begins bombardment of Saint-Côme-du-Mont

	0800hrs Co. H, 506th PIR enters outskirts of Saint-Côme-du-Mont

	1015hrs II./FJR.6 begins retreating from Saint-Côme-du-Mont

	1700hrs FJR.6 completes retreat from Saint-Côme-du-Mont to Carentan



D+3 (June 9)


	Morning Gen. Taylor assigns 502nd PIR the mission to lead attack into Carentan via the causeway

	Afternoon Lt. Ralph Gehauf, S-2 of 3/502nd PIR, flies a reconnaissance mission over the causeway 

	Midnight Lt. Col. Cole’s 3/502nd PIR advanced to start of causeway at Le Pont de Douve

	Midnight 101st Airborne Division artillery begins bombardment of German positions north of Carentan



D+4 (June 10)


	0100hrs 1/327th GIR crosses Douve River north of Carentan

	0130hrs Lt. Gehauf leads a reconnaissance party over causeway

	0700hrs Three battalions of 327th GIR cross over Douve River and capture Brevands

	Afternoon Gehauf’s patrol reaches the far side of Bridge No. 4 on the Carentan causeway

	1400hrs Co. A, 1/401st GIR meet a 29th Division patrol near Auville-sur-le-Vey, the first tentative link-up of Utah and Omaha Beaches

	Dusk Most of Lt. Col. Cole’s 3/502nd PIR reaches Bridge No. 4

	2330hrs Two Fw-190A fighter-bombers of III./Schlachtgeschwader 4 attack 3/502nd PIR on the causeway



D+5 (June 11)


	0530hrs US artillery begins bombardment of German defenses near Carentan causeway

	0615hrs Cole blows his whistle and starts the bayonet charge against the Ingouf farm

	0900hrs 327th GIR begins to advance down the Canal de Vire et Taute toward Carentan

	1000hrs Lt. Col. Cassidy begins moving the 1/502nd PIR over the causeway to reinforce Cole’s 3/502nd PIR

	1100hrs Two companies of II./FJR.6 counterattack paratroopers at the Ingouf farm

	1600hrs Von der Heydte decides to withdraw from Carentan 

	Evening 506th PIR moves across the causeway through the 502nd PIR toward Hill 30



D+6 (June 12)


	0500hrs 327th GIR and 501st PIR move down Canal de Vire et Taute into northern Carentan

	0500hrs 506th PIR advances into Carentan from the south

	0700hrs Carentan is in US hands

	Afternoon 501st PIR assaults Hill 30



D+7 (June 13)


	0005hrs Bradley’s headquarters receive Ultra alert of German attack on Carentan

	0100hrs 2nd Armored Division alerts Combat Command A (CCA) to move to Carentan

	0315hrs CCA, 2nd Armored Division on the road

	0530hrs 501st and 506th PIR begin to attack to the southwest

	0530hrs Kampfgruppe of 17.SS-Pz.Gren.Div. begins offensive to the northeast

	0600hrs 506th PIR is hit by the German attack

	0630hrs 6./SS-Pz.Gren.Regt.37 attack halted by 501st PIR

	0950hrs I./SS-Pz.Gren.Regt.37 reports “Attack at a standstill”

	1000hrs Reinforcements from 2/502nd PIR reach 506th PIR

	1030hrs CCA reaches eastern outskirts of Carentan

	1415hrs CCA begins counterattack against I./SS-Pz.Gren.Regt.37



D+8 (June 14)


	0600hrs CCA advances into the staging area of the German advance in an arc from Baupte to Méautis



D+9 (June 15)


	Morning 30th Division of XIX Corps takes over defense of the sector between Carentan and Isigny






OPPOSING COMMANDERS


GERMAN

The supreme commander for German forces in the west (OB West, Oberbefehlshaber West) was Generalfeldmarschall Gerd von Rundstedt. His headquarters controlled three army groups in France: Heeresgruppe B on the invasion front, Heeresgruppe H in the Low Countries, and Heeresgruppe G in central and southern France. Heeresgruppe B had been commanded by Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel since the autumn of 1943.
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On May 17, 1944, Rommel met with Generalleutnant Wilhelm Falley (left), commander of the 91.Luftlande-Division, and Major Hanns Becker (right), commander of Ost-Bataillon.439, at Château Haute in Picauville.



Defense of the Cotentin peninsula was assigned to the 7.Armee (AOK.7) commanded by Generaloberst Friedrich Dollmann. This field army controlled the French coast from the mouth of the Loire near Saint-Nazaire eastward to the Pas-de-Calais and included all German army units in Normandy and Brittany. After serving as commander of AOK.7 in the 1940 French campaign, Dollmann remained in command during the Occupation. He was in poor health and died of a heart attack on June 28, 1944, less than a month after D-Day. He was eventually replaced by General der Waffen-SS Paul Hausser.

The Basse Normandie (Lower Normandy) sector, including the Cotentin peninsula, was the responsibility of the LXXXIV.Armee Korps (84.AK) commanded by General der Infanterie Erich Marcks. He was assigned to the 84.AK in France on August 1, 1943 as part of the process to refresh the command structure in France with experienced Russian Front veterans. The 84.AK headquarters was located at Saint-Lô, south of Omaha Beach. Marcks was killed by an air attack on June 12, 1944; he was replaced by General Dietrich von Choltitz.

The II.Fallschirmjäger Korps under General der Flieger Eugen Meindl was established in Brittany in May 1944. During the course of the Carentan fighting, it was moved to the Saint-Lô area to reinforce the 84.AK. Curiously enough, for a time it was subordinate to 84.AK, an unusual situation of a corps headquarters under another corps headquarters. Meindl had been an artillery officer in World War I, serving in a mountain artillery unit at the outbreak of World War II. He switched from the Heer to the Luftwaffe paratroop force in 1940 and had his first combat jump in the 1940 landing at Narvik. His unit took part in the costly landings on Crete in 1942. He was decorated with the Knight’s Cross and his skilled leadership led to his appointment as a Luftwaffe corps commander in November 1943.
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Major Friedrich August Freiherr von der Heydte, commander of Fallschirmjäger-Regiment.6.



The unit most closely associated with the defense of the Cotentin peninsula was the 709.Infanterie-Division (b), commanded by Generalleutnant Karl-Wilhelm von Schlieben. The “b” indicated Bodenständig (static), meaning a low mobility division intended for coastal defense. Following the D-Day landings, this division was pushed northwestward toward Cherbourg, playing little role in the Carentan fighting. In May 1944, the division was reinforced by placing the newly formed 91.Luftlande-Division behind it in the center of the Cotentin peninsula. It was commanded by Generalleutnant Wilhelm Falley, who was killed early on D-Day while returning to his headquarters from a staff exercise. He was replaced by Oberst Eugen König. An infantry battalion and two artillery batteries of this division were subordinated to Fallschirmjäger-Regiment.6 but most of the division fought north of the Carentan sector.

The unit most closely associated with the Carentan fighting was Fallschirmjäger-Regiment.6, commanded by Major Friedrich August Freiherr von der Heydte. He had joined the Reichswehr in 1925 and the Nazi Party in 1933, but spent most of the prewar years as a lawyer and academic. He was a cousin of Oberst Claus Graf Schenk von Stauffenberg, best known for his leadership in the assassination attempt against Hitler in July 1944. Von der Heydte served as an infantry antitank officer in the 1939 campaign in Poland, switching to the Fallschirmjäger force in 1940. An early evaluation of him described him as “a very impassioned officer characterized by flexibility, verve, and a pronounced mental attitude for operations. He relishes independent decision-making and responsibility. Open, decorous in opinions, reliable. To summarize – a personality of high warrior quality.” He served as a battalion commander during the airborne landings on Crete. He commanded the Fallschirm-Lehrbataillon of the Ramcke Fallschirm-Brigade in North Africa. He was decorated with the Iron Cross in 1939 and 1940, and the Knight’s Cross in 1941 for his leadership. He served on the divisional staff of the newly formed 2.Fallschirmjäger-Division but was severely injured in an aircraft accident in 1943, which required four months of hospitalization. The head of the Fallschirmjäger force, Generaloberst Kurt Student, personally recommended him for accelerated promotion and he was appointed to lead the FJR.6 in January 1944. Following the war, von der Heydte continued his legal career and served for a time in the resurrected Bundeswehr.
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Brigadeführer Werner Ostendorff, commander of 17.SS-Pz.Gren.Div. “Götz von Berlichingen.”



Arriving later in the Carentan battlefield was the 17.SS-Panzergrenadier-Division, commanded by Brigadeführer Werner Ostendorff. He joined the Reichswehr in 1925 and transferred to the SS in 1935. He served in SS-Division “Das Reich” as the division’s chief-of-staff and held the post until June 1942, when Paul Hausser selected him as his chief-of-staff for the first Waffen-SS corps, later the II.SS-Panzer-Korps. He saw extensive combat on the Russian Front and was decorated with both classes of Iron Cross, and the Knight’s Cross. Ostendorff was assigned command of the new 17.SS-Panzergrenadier-Division “Götz von Berlichingen” in January 1944. He was wounded near Carentan on June 16, 1944, temporarily giving up command. He remained with the division until late 1944, eventually being transferred in 1945 to command the 2.SS-Panzer-Division “Das Reich” in Hungary, where he died from wounds incurred in March that year.



AMERICAN

Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley commanded the First US Army at the time of the D-Day landings, including the V Corps at Omaha Beach and the VII Corps at Utah Beach. He had an exceptional group of senior officers under his command who would later rise to the highest ranks of the US Army.

The Utah Beach sector was directed by the VII Corps, led by Maj. Gen. J. Lawton Collins. He attended the US Military Academy at West Point and graduated 35th in the class of 1917. He commanded the 25th “Tropic Lightning” Division during the Guadalcanal campaign and received his nickname “Lightning Joe” from the division’s nickname. He was one of a small number of divisional commanders transferred from the Pacific to Europe in 1944 to bring combat experience to the European Theater of Operations (ETO). Collins is widely regarded as one of the most successful US Army corps commanders of the war, famous for his exceptional leadership in Operation Cobra in July 1944 and the Ardennes campaign in 1944–45. Collins was Army Chief-of-Staff from August 1949 to August 1953 during the Korean War.

Maj. Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor commanded the 101st Airborne Division. Taylor attended West Point, graduating fourth in the class of 1922. In July 1942, Taylor became chief-of-staff of the 82nd Infantry Division, then commander of its divisional artillery after the 82nd converted to an airborne division. He served in combat with the 82nd Airborne Division on Sicily and in Italy in 1943. One of his most remarkable adventures came in late 1943 when the US Army planned an airborne operation to drop the 82nd Airborne Division near Rome to capture the city should Italy switch sides. Under Eisenhower’s personal direction, he secretly traveled behind the lines to Rome to meet with Italian prime minister Marshal Pietro Badoglio. Taylor advised against the planned air drop when the Italians warned him that the Wehrmacht was moving forces into the Rome area in anticipation of an Italian defection. This cloak-and-dagger adventure prevented a major military debacle. Taylor was appointed to lead the 101st Airborne Division after its first commander, Maj. Gen. William Lee, suffered a heart attack on February 5, 1944. After the war, Taylor commanded the Eighth US Army during the final combat operations of the Korean War in late 1953, and in 1955 became the Army Chief-of-Staff. Due to his opposition to President Eisenhower’s “New Look” military reforms, he became associated in later years with the Democratic Party. He was a very prominent advisor in President John F. Kennedy’s and Lyndon B. Johnson’s administrations during the Vietnam War.
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Maj. Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor, commander of the 101st Airborne Division, in Normandy in June 1944.



Although Taylor was a veteran of the Sicily air-drops, most of his regimental commanders were not, due to the small number of US airborne operations prior to D-Day.
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Brig. Gen. Anthony C. McAuliffe, assistant divisional commander, 101st Airborne Division.
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