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			For Colonel Marc Axelberg,

			First Sergeant Danny Laakmann,

			and Lieutenant Colonel Scott Rutter

			
				“He said unto his host ‘Fight this day for your brethren.’”

				1 Maccabees 5:32
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			Author’s Note

			They’re almost all gone now. I remember them well. When I was growing up, many of the neighborhood adults fought in World War II. The man across the street served as a Marine on Iwo Jima. A girl’s father two doors down flew as a gunner on bombers launching out of England and he brought home a wife from that green island. Her lilting accent provided endless fascination. (My own dad was one of the younger ones; he’d fought in Korea as an infantry sergeant.) When it came my time to join the U.S. Army, my first division commander had been a draftee in World War II. In years to come, I met plenty of former privates, corporals, tech sergeants, staff sergeants, petty officers, chiefs, and junior officers. As for Second World War generals, well, I’d seen Patton, watched The World at War, and read all the books. But I’d never met a general.

			That changed when I went to The Citadel, a state military college in Charleston, South Carolina. In 1977 or 1978—can’t recall the exact date, but it was during my senior year—I received an opportunity to meet a former Citadel president, four-star General Mark W. Clark, West Point Class of April 1917, veteran of World War I, World War II, and Korea, and best known for his command of the Fifth Army in the brutal Italian Campaign of 1943–1945. Prime Minister Winston L. S. Churchill called Clark “the American Eagle.” Even in his dotage, you could tell this man had been a general commanding hundreds of thousands of soldiers. He radiated authority.

			Three cadets went to see Clark. A faculty officer, a Marine veteran of Vietnam, gave us ground rules. The general will talk. You’ll listen. If you get to ask a question, be careful. Do not mention Salerno, the Rapido River, Cassino, or Anzio. And above all, don’t ask the general about his Jewish mother. His Jewish mother? I’d never read about that. Still, I’d been a cadet long enough to know how to keep my mouth shut. That I could do.

			When ushered in to meet Clark, we all stood at attention until the great man motioned us to sit. His wood-paneled study featured walls covered with plaques, maps, photographs, and mounted weapons: swords, bayonets, pistols, and rifles. Clark started speaking—low rumbling, all bass, no treble. He talked in measured phrases.

			Clark explained the difficult nature of Italian combat and the constant need to work with British allies. He liked the French mountain troops and thought a lot of the Canadians. The Poles fought bravely. Letting the Red Army take over their homeland—tragic, mused the general. As he described key maneuvers and former comrades his eyes lit up. He’d been there and done that, as we say today.

			A cadet asked about Clark’s work with General George C. Marshall, the U.S. Army chief of staff. In the summer of 1941, before Pearl Harbor, Marshall summoned Clark. “One day,” Clark offered, “the chief said, ‘Clark, I need the names of a hundred officers fit to command divisions.’” Clark drew up that list, and he proudly remembered all the fine men he’d recommended: Eisenhower, Bradley, Patton, his classmates Collins and Ridgway, and all the rest. Before the country even joined the war, Clark knew who would command its forces in battle. He was one of them.

			A second cadet—not me—spoke up. He ventured a bit outside the lines. Was there anyone you did not name that turned out to be a good commander?

			Clark paused. He steepled his long fingers. Then he answered.

			“Maurice Rose.”

			I’d never heard of him. But then again, what did I know? Clark continued.

			“He was outstanding,” Clark said. “Top armored division commander. Very brave. The Germans killed him right near the end of the war.”

			Clark then moved on to other matters. I never did ask him anything. Don’t miss a chance to say nothing, I guess. Spurred by Clark’s comment, I determined to learn about this Maurice Rose. I found out some things back in 1977–1978. Then real life and my own military service got in the way. In the four decades-plus that followed, I also commanded an armored division in combat. Lately, though, I’ve been learning a lot more about Maurice Rose. There’s a reason General Clark said his name.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Carentan D+7

			
				He who has not fought the Germans does not know war.

				British Army saying1

			

			It was the hinge of the whole beachhead, and the Germans knew it. They had a nose for such things, a kind of predatory sense that led them right to weak spots and gaps and cracks. Well, the little Normandy town of Carentan amounted to all of those. Hit it and drive to the sea. That would split off the American landing forces at Utah Beach from those at Omaha Beach. And it just might unravel the entire Allied assault on Adolf Hitler’s vaunted Atlantic Wall.

			The Americans had landed 219,290 troops and 26,434 vehicles in the first week ashore. To their east, the British, Canadians, and a few Free French combined to field similar numbers. Off the American beaches steamed dozens of warships, including the great gray battleships USS Arkansas, USS Texas, and USS Nevada. Overhead flew hundreds of bombers and fighters.2 And yet somehow, as usual in every war—including the greatest of all—the locus of maximum crisis at Carentan came down to a few hundred dirty, tired young Americans with hand weapons.

			The Germans knew that as well. Maybe not the average privates. As in the Allied armies, the junior rankers had a lot to learn. Many of the German rank and file were nervous teenagers and glum middle-agers who’d never fired a rifle except on a range. But leading them were enough cagey veterans, quick-thinking officers, and hard-eyed sergeants who’d mastered their bitter trade on the Russian front.3 That battlewise cadre knew the deal. And the deal was to blow away the thin line of Americans, smash through at Carentan, and reach the English Channel.

			Leading the way, as usual, would be the German tanks, the deadly panzers, a term well known to both sides and drawn from the official designation panzerkampfwagen (armored battle vehicle). The Germans named their latest panzers for the great hunting cats—panthers and tigers—but all of them, the new and the old, the big (49–77 tons) and the midsized (25–30 tons), existed to crush and kill.4 Panzer cannons punched smoking holes through bunkers, buildings, and opposing tanks. Panzer machine guns tore apart trees, sandbags, thin-skinned trucks, and men unlucky enough to face that lethal stream of hot bullets. Worst of all, panzers bulled right ahead through mud, asphalt, rock, barbed wire, foxholes—with or without men in them—churning away with steel treads. Bullets and shell bursts might well kill you. A tank could smear you into the dirt. What remained wouldn’t look human.

			Panzers didn’t just slay men. The driving German tanks stunned them, unmanned them, and turned their guts to water. Early in the war, troops facing panzers broke and ran in Poland, France, and Russia. In the 1940 campaign, the men of one unfortunate French artillery regiment abandoned their loaded cannons and took off screaming at the mere rumor of approaching panzers.5 German armor attacks could do that to you.

			Back stateside, U.S. Army training noncoms taught you from the book. And the book told American riflemen to hold their ground.6 Other weapons will stop those metal beasts. Don’t panic. Don’t break. Don’t run.

			It sounded great in blank-fire drills on the far side of the Atlantic. But on the dusty ground west of Carentan, who really believed it? Until June 13, 1944, in the U.S. sector, men fought men. But those in their holes at dawn could hear the engines snorting and the heavy metal clanking in the far trees. As Lieutenant Preston Jackson bluntly put it: “An infantry soldier just can’t beat a tank.”7

			The Germans knew that, too.

			

			—

			“Over the course of the war, 2nd Battalion, 506th PIR [Parachute Infantry Regiment] participated in many battles, but without a doubt the toughest fight of the war was the German counterattack on June 13, 1944.” So wrote then Lieutenant Richard D. “Dick” Winters of the 101st Airborne Division’s Company E (“Easy” in phonetic radio terms of the time), 2nd of the 506th, the tough paratroopers made famous in their twilight years by historian Stephen E. Ambrose, film star Tom Hanks, and HBO Films as the Band of Brothers.8 Winters led these Americans throughout the war. And in his view, the “tightest spot” of World War II happened that June day at Carentan. The desperate clash merited a full episode in the miniseries. But that came decades later.

			Nobody was thinking about a Hollywood production as dawn grayed the Normandy sky on June 13, 1944. It was a week since D-Day, D+7 by official reckoning. Word came down the line. The Germans looked to be bound for Carentan, then the beach. Winters and his weary paratroopers had to stop them.

			The depleted regiments of the 101st Airborne Division aligned just west of Carentan. The Americans formed an arc from the northwest to the southeast. To the north stood the 502nd, then an impassable swamp, then Winters’s battered 506th and their neighbors of the 501st, another marsh, and finally the glider men of the 327th. All four regiments had been part of the bloody final attack to take Carentan on June 12, 1944. That key city had been designated as an American D+1 (June 7, 1944) objective. The Germans evidently thought otherwise.9

			With Carentan at last in hand, the good news was that the 101st Airborne Division had finally come together after their badly scattered night jump in the first hours of June 6. The bad news was that they’d been fighting hard for a week. Food had been scarce. Most men had slept an hour or two here and there, if that. It added to the frictions already endemic in war. As one post-battle report on Winters’s 506th summarized: “It appears to have been the case that most of the participants were by that time so exhausted that they had only vague impressions of what happened.” The observer went on: “There are many missing pieces—arguments about objectives, disagreements about orders and messages, even disputes as to where certain units were when the action began.”10 U.S. airborne troops were well trained, well disciplined, and well led, and that élan kept them going when lesser outfits would have long ago faltered. But there were limits. The 101st Airborne men teetered on that fine edge.

			On paper there should have been more than 8,000 Americans there in the shallow foxholes outside Carentan. In reality, the entire 101st Airborne Division fielded about half that number. The division’s D-Day night parachute assault had gone just about exactly wrong, with most planeloads ending up well off the designated drop zones. Men landed in flooded swamps and drowned. Others fell to surprised German defenders. Most of the 101st Airborne paratroopers formed up in makeshift teams, sometimes with 82nd Airborne strays mixed in, and did what they could, achieving a lot despite the scrambled start. By June 13, Winters’s 2nd of the 506th amounted to 300 effectives, if that. His own company commander, like so many others, was gone, dead, or lost somewhere in the marshes and the back stretches of the Atlantic Wall.11

			To stop panzers, the paratroopers needed help. Somewhere in Normandy—maybe upended in a watery grave—were the 101st Airborne’s 57mm antitank guns, but nobody in the 506th saw any at Carentan. Antitank mines would have been handy. Those also weren’t on hand. For Winters and his men, their personal anti-panzer arsenal came down to the thirteen-pound 2.36-inch (60mm) M9 rocket launcher, which looked like a 4.5-foot-long pipe with a handle on the center bottom and a small sight on the center top. Supposedly the 3.33-pound shaped-charge rocket could zip out 150 yards and knock out a tank. G.I. wiseacres called it the “bazooka” after an ungainly trombone invented by popular radio comedian Bob Burns.12 Burns played it for laughs. But hunting panzers with a bazooka was no joke. To ensure a hit, a soldier needed to close to fifty yards and aim at the side, back, top, or bottom of the panzer. Getting that near a moving German tank, typically surrounded by alert enemy infantrymen on foot, amounted to a very high-risk proposition.

			Far more useful than the daredevil bazooka was the SCR-300, the backpack radio. Artillery forward observers used the similar SCR-619.13 These radios allowed Winters and others to call for field artillery missions. Excellent American fire direction techniques allowed the massing of fires from multiple cannon batteries within range. Army radios also offered a channel to the powerful arsenals directed by U.S. Army Air Forces’ forward air controllers and U.S. Navy shore fire-control parties. The airplanes dropped bombs, shot rockets, and strafed with heavy machine guns. Big battleship cannons could range up to ten miles inland.14 The Germans in Normandy lacked both of these devastating capabilities.

			The U.S. Army’s field manuals told you to start banging away as soon as you spotted the opposition. Bring in the air, then the battleship guns, next the artillery and the mortars, and finally the machine guns and the rifles and (God help you) the bazookas, grenades, pistols, and bayonets.15 This kind of gauntlet of fire made all the sense in the world. And when it worked, as it often did, it stopped the Germans—sometimes even their panzers—cold.

			Well-schooled at great cost in North Africa, Sicily, and Italy, the Germans very much respected American firepower. Still, Winters and his fellow paratroopers owned none of it, minus a few small mortars. If you wanted the storm of bombs and shells, you had to ask via a “call for fire.” It was not an order, but a request. Sometimes the answer was no. But when you got the OK, as you usually did, artillery in particular was quite responsive, mere minutes away. Fighter-bomber aircraft and U.S. Navy support took longer to arrange, maybe twenty minutes to a half hour. In theory, the big, long-range stuff showed up first, while the hostiles remained far way. In practice, unless you got lucky with aerial spotting, or a well-sited outpost, or just plain combat-savvy guesstimation, the Germans would be right on top of you before any of the heavy fires arrived.

			German leaders knew this well. To get ahead of devastating American supporting fires, any German attack had to go fast—panzer speed. At Carentan on the morning of D+7, the Germans formed for battle in a thatch of trees about five football fields away to the southwest—a few farm fields away. Their panzers would cover the intervening distance in two minutes, with German infantry on the run at most a few minutes behind. Could the U.S. artillery get there quickly enough? Dick Winters and his paratroopers bet their lives on it.

			The best way to stop a panzer would be a U.S. Army M4 Sherman tank. But the 101st Airborne Division had none of those. That morning, the Germans had way too many.

			

			—

			Right after dawn, both sides opened up with machine guns, rifles, and mortars. The Germans endeavored to kill enough Americans to crack the line. The U.S. paratroopers saw the enemy tanks—couldn’t hear them anymore with all the explosions—and concentrated on killing the hostile infantry. German artillery began pummeling the American lines. A few minutes later, U.S. howitzers joined the fight, hammering at the foe’s positions in the trees. As Winters wrote later, the Americans employed “everything we had,” opposed by “I’m sure everything they had.” He called it a “hail of firepower going in both directions.”16

			Thirty-seven German panzers rolled forward, trundling around the edges of open fields. American reports identified enemy tanks, but in fact they were StuG IV (sturmgeschütz: assault gun, model IV), turretless, low-slung tracked armored vehicles, each with a wicked long-barreled 75mm cannon and the usual 7.92mm machine guns, too.17 The panzers fired at each halt. Most of their high-velocity 75mm shots went over the dug-in Americans. The machine gun rounds, though, began to do their vicious work among the 506th foxholes.

			Nazi propaganda films and U.S. Army newsreels of the era liked to show fleets of tanks racing across open prairies, dozens of armored war wagons bouncing along at thirty miles an hour like some overwhelming charge of the heavy brigade. It looked great on the silver screen, very exciting. And it would never work in real war. Tank attacks over actual ground didn’t look at all like that. That proved especially so in the patchwork Norman countryside of small pastures and crop fields bounded by dirt walls topped by greenery—the hedgerows, the infamous bocage that characterized most of the region that wasn’t underwater or true beachfront.

			As the Germans came forth, what did Winters and his paratroopers see? Captain Ralph Ingersoll, a well-known prewar journalist who witnessed U.S. and German tank operations in Tunisia, explained:

			
				They [the tanks] advanced hesitatingly, like diffident fat boys coming across the floor at a party to ask for the next dance, stopping at the slightest excuse, going back, then coming on again, and always apparently seeking the longest way round. When they do have to cross a plain they postpone the evil moment as long as possible by clinging to the lower slopes of the nearest ridge until some invisible force pushes them unhappily into the open. When they follow a road, they zigzag in a series of tangents to it, crossing it occasionally and staying on it only when there is no other way through difficult country.18

			

			If a panzer crew came out in the open, they risked death by too many means. So smart tankers used the ground just like a stalking rifleman would. While Ingersoll might have found it less impressive than some wild steel onrush, in the long run, it did the job. Panzers working the terrain tended to burst out of a low place and vegetation right onto defending rifle troops. Panzer men loved that. The defenders? Not so much.

			The Germans knew war, and they used all their weapons with great skill. Panzers followed their own supporting artillery concentrations, “leaning in the barrage,” as the old sweats liked to say. With hatches clapped shut, armored vehicles could shrug off almost anything but a lucky direct hit by an exploding shell. And by slam-dancing with the German-delivered shrapnel bursts, the panzers could follow them right into their foe’s foxholes. The Americans would be ducking down from the last artillery explosions just as the roaring steel monsters arrived.19

			But there was more. Following the panzers were dozens of lithe figures in mottled camouflage smocks, pairs hop-scotching from tree trunk to hummock to ditch, weaving steadily forward, using the steel bulk of the StuG IVs to shield their brief sprints. You hardly saw them, mostly hints of movement in the distance. You might get a brief glimpse of a helmet, or spot a blur of dappled cloth. Framing these fleeting targets in a rifle sight wasn’t easy. They appeared and disappeared like ghosts.

			The Germans’ infantry machine guns fired to protect their comrades’ moves. When the Americans could raise their heads and catch a look, they might have seen that those to the north had the usual German coal-scuttle helmets with cloth camouflage covers; they came from the 17th SS Panzergrenadier Division “Götz von Berlichingen” (a notorious sixteenth-century German mercenary knight), as did the rumbling StuG IV panzers. The SS troops, stoked up with nazified Teutonic ardor, advanced with a “murderous zeal,” as a fellow German noted. The men to the south wore cut-down, nearly rimless German airborne helmets; they came from the 6th Parachute Regiment, worthy foes indeed. A 101st Airborne assessment later mentioned that “a high percentage of the attacking force carried light machine guns and machine pistols.”20 These guys meant business.

			Yet good as they might be, the Germans had not come fast enough. This particular morning, the American supporting fires got there in time. The Germans paid for it. After an initial surge, the foot troops and their StuG IV panzers were stuck out there, gone to ground in the sunken farm trails and at the base of the hedgerows about halfway to their goal, from 500 to 150 yards out. German participants described the punishment inflicted by American artillery and mortars and a “hail of bombs and rocket fire from the air support.”21

			The firefight went on for much of the morning. It went as most engagements do, by fits and starts. A volume of shooting would build up then die down—nobody had unlimited ammunition, after all. Clutches of artillery shells showed up at odd intervals. American fighter planes swept down to bomb and strafe with their machine guns. It all resembled two beefy wrestlers grappling for position. Neither gained advantage. And neither quit.

			That granted, the Germans were also tired. Their 6th Airborne Regiment paratroopers had defended Carentan tenaciously for a week before being finally forced out the day before. They were as exhausted as the Americans. The 17th SS Division Panzergrenadiers also seemed punchy. They’d endured days of relentless Allied air attacks as they motored 236 tortuous miles from southwestern France to the Normandy front.22

			One game German StuG IV kept going, with a few more strung out behind playing follow the leader down the edge of a hedgerow berm. In days to come, attacking Americans would find out all too much about the limiting effects of the Norman hedgerows. But southwest of Carentan on D+7, the crazy-quilt of barriers and thickets favored the U.S. defenders. The lead German panzer hugged a low earthen wall. If it kept going, it would crash right onto the positions of Winters’s Company E.

			Company E’s 2nd Lieutenant Harry F. Welch had seen enough. He ordered Private John McGrath to go to it with the bazooka. “Lieutenant,” McGrath replied, “you’re gonna get me killed.” But he grabbed a loaded bazooka. Welsh followed with extra rockets, just in case.

			The German panzer sat at the halt, hatches closed. Inside, the enemy crew was probably trying to find their way using the little slit periscopes that fringed the leader’s and driver’s positions. That could be difficult in sunny open terrain. In the shadows and overhanging bushes near Carentan, it took extra effort to peer out and estimate. The Germans didn’t dare open the lid. There had been too much U.S. hot metal flying around.

			With their adversary hesitant, McGrath and Welsh crept along a hedgerow. Their quarry remained stationary on the other side, engine rumbling. Seventy yards. Sixty yards. Fifty yards—close enough. The private scrambled up the berm, reared up, looked down, sighted, and fired.

			The round hit squarely on the enemy gun mantlet.

			And bounced off.

			Seeking its tormentor, the StuG IV pivoted blindly toward the source.

			McGrath’s lieutenant didn’t hesitate. He loaded another rocket and tapped the bazooka man’s helmet. McGrath waited on his side of the hedgerow.

			The StuG IV began to climb over the dirt barrier. The treads churned out sticks and leaves and clods of mud as the thing slowly edged up. The bow crested, then the flat metal underside between the tracks.

			Belly shot.

			McGrath took it.

			The rocket slammed into the weak bottom plate and the StuG IV slid back, smoking, finished.23

			One down, thirty-six to go . . .

			It was all too much for some of the American paratroopers. In ones and twos, the men in Company F of the 506th began legging it toward Carentan. In Winters’s words, the paratroopers “broke and ran.” Shaken by the continuing German mortar barrage, gunfire, and advancing panzers, Company D “also retreated,” recalled Winters. The official 101st Airborne Division post-combat account dressed it up rather laconically: “The 501 was immediately pinned down by heavy small-arms fire but managed to hold its position. The 506 was again struck by a heavy enemy counter-attack and forced back to within 500 yards of the west edge of the city [Carentan].”24

			Sergeant Donald G. Malarkey of Company E stayed in his hole despite his right hand having been mangled by German mortar fragments. There were at least nine other Company E wounded, some completely out of it. There was no going back, either, no trip to an aid station. No trip anywhere except a German prison camp (maybe) or the final destination, the place every soldier feared most. Malarkey remembered the dire situation: “The Germans were relentless. We were close to being overrun. Tired. Losing guys. And hope.”25

			To the north of Malarkey, Winters, and the dwindling ranks of Company E lay that stretch of marshland, no-go for tanks. To the south were the empty foxholes of Company D. Short on ammunition, down to sixty or so men left, Winters and his band of brothers lived out their regimental motto: Currahee, Cherokee for “stands alone.”26 Smoke and dust drifted in the air. One more solid German push might well end it. From all around, the paratroopers heard the unmistakable growl of dozens of heavy gasoline engines.

			

			—

			The tanks came, all right. But they came from the east, painted olive drab with white stars. They came in force. And they came spitting fire.

			Dick Winters exulted: “What a wonderful sight it was to see those tanks pouring it on the Germans with their heavy .50 caliber machine guns and then plowing straight into the hedgerows with all those fresh infantry marching alongside the tanks as though they were on a maneuver back in the states.” He saw the American Shermans engage the German StuG IV panzers. Winters thought he saw one stricken German vehicle blow up, then another. The accompanying armored infantry advanced by rushes, tree to tree, ditch to ditch, pressing the fight. The Germans backed away. By sunset, the 2nd Armored Division and the 101st Airborne held a line two miles west of Carentan. The day had cost nearly two hundred paratroopers and fifty-three armored soldiers killed and wounded, but the enemy threat to Carentan was dead. So were some 500 Germans.27

			In the days and years that followed, different accounts offered various times for the moment the 2nd Armored Division showed up. The official history goes with 10:30 a.m. The tank headquarters listed 10:30 a.m. as the arrival of lead elements but also noted that the tank-led U.S. counter-push began at 2:00 p.m., with a second attack at 5:30. Malarkey thought midafternoon. Winters figured 4:30 p.m.28

			It mattered not. What counted was that it happened. Winters, Welch, Malarkey, McGrath, and the rest of the Band of Brothers didn’t know it, but there was a reason the supporting fires had been so timely and the tank column arrived right where it needed to be. Way up the chain, Lieutenant General Omar N. Bradley commanding First Army had access to the decrypted German message traffic produced by the Ultra program at Bletchley Park, Great Britain. The Bletchley team intercepted and cracked the German order to the 17th SS Panzergrenadier Division and the 6th Parachute Regiment. In the early evening of June 12, 1944, Bradley phoned Major General Leonard T. “Gee” Gerow, commander of V Corps. Without any reference to Ultra—Gerow wasn’t cleared, nor were those below him in the hierarchy—Bradley told Gerow to move a designated tank battalion and a specific armored infantry battalion (riflemen that used half-track trucks) to back up the 101st Airborne Division at Carentan. When Gerow bristled at the micromanagement—U.S. Army corps commanders usually get a mission rather than an exact troop list and a directed location—Bradley sent preemptory written guidance. He softened it a bit, as was Bradley’s way, but left no doubts. “Sorry to have to bother you but consider this highly important,” wrote Bradley.29

			Bradley also told Gerow exactly who to put in charge. He was a commander who Bradley knew well from Tunisia and Sicily, a man who got things done. As expected, the general did the job at Carentan, too.

			Men of the 101st Airborne saw that particular senior officer in action west of Carentan. He didn’t ride a tank. He walked with a purpose, alone, upright, personally scouting the way for his G.I.s. He kept his .45 automatic pistol in his hip holster. The dirty paratroopers marveled at the tall soldier’s knee-high polished brown cavalry boots and green metal helmet with a single silver star.30 Who the hell was this guy? Georgie Patton? Was he here?

			It wasn’t Patton, although that’s who hand-picked the general for a moment such as this. The brigadier’s own armored troopers knew exactly who he was. They called him “the immaculate, ruthless killer of Germans.”31

			Enter Maurice Rose.

		

	
		
			I

			NORMANDY AND BEYOND

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Lightning Joe’s Lament

			
				There are more tired division commanders than there are tired divisions.

				General George S. Patton, Jr.1

			

			Brigadier General Maurice Rose knew what he was doing in Normandy. Too many of his Allied peers did not. Though the human cost was high, the mighty D-Day landings came off pretty effectively, smashing through the hard crust of Adolf Hitler’s Fortress Europe. What came next didn’t go well at all.

			The senior people should have seen the trouble coming. Overall Allied ground force commander in Normandy General Bernard Law “Monty” Montgomery made his reputation on carefully planned operations. His famous triumph at El Alamein, Egypt, in 1942 marked a turning point in the war against Germany. Weeks before the first landing craft touched sand, Monty charted his view of how the war would go in the three months after D-Day. The British general worked with his staff to create a map with successive phase lines marked for D-Day through D+90. He forecasted taking Carentan on D+1, Caen about D+3/4 (maybe even on D-Day), Cherbourg by D+8, St. Lô at D+9, Coutances on D+12, Falaise by D+17, Avranches and Mortain at D+20, Argentan on D+25, and the French capital city of Paris by D+90.2 The map was neat and flat and made of high-quality paper.

			Actual ground in Normandy was another matter altogether. Seen from an airplane, the bocage country looked like a patchwork quilt with uneven pieces: triangles, squares, rectangles, strips, and other odd shapes, each delineating a field of a quarter to a third of an acre. Around every area stood a dirt wall up to four feet thick and up to fifteen feet high, topped off by thick shrubbery and stands of trees that added another three to fifteen feet of height. Most of these sturdy barriers had been in place since the era of William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy circa 1066. The bocage proved sodden, cut up by narrow dirt roads, and only too resistant to Allied bulldozers and high explosives.3 Plus, it was full of Germans.

			Monty’s neat timetable didn’t allow for any of that. It went right out the window. By late July, Carentan and Cherbourg had been taken, both well behind schedule. The south part of Caen town remained in German hands, as did Falaise and Avranches. As for Paris? It might as well have been on the back side of the moon. The Allies were stuck in Normandy, chopping their way forward hedgerow by hedgerow. To go a mile and a half through typical Norman bocage, one of Maurice Rose’s U.S. Army tank companies of seventeen M4 Shermans could expect to face thirty-four separate earthen ramparts. To breach them demanded a half ton of demolition charges per hedgerow, in total seventeen tons of high explosives.4 And that only shifted the dirt.

			Killing the Germans cost extra, a lot extra. By one estimate, along with all the tank rounds, rifle bullets, and aerial bombs, it took about 200 artillery rounds to eliminate a single German defender. At that rate, it would require seven million U.S. artillery shells to wipe out the 35,000 or so German combat troops facing the Americans in Normandy. Put another way, American gunners needed to fire their maximum rate for a hundred days—and hope the Germans didn’t reinforce, counterattack, or shoot back. Even the well-supplied U.S. Army struggled to meet such profligate requirements. The Germans, of course, did not cooperate in the least.5 All of this pain, and more, came with the hedgerows of Normandy.

			“I couldn’t imagine the bocage until I saw it,” said Lieutenant General Omar N. Bradley after the war. Not prone to swearing, a frustrated Bradley called the Norman terrain “the damndest [sic] country I’ve seen.”6 Somehow, in all of the concentration on getting ashore under fire—admittedly a huge challenge—Monty, Bradley, and the rest of the top leadership paid almost no attention to the ground behind the waterfront. Then Brigadier General James M. Gavin of the 82nd Airborne Division said it best: “Although there had been some talk in the U.K. before D-Day about the hedgerows, none of us had really appreciated how difficult they would turn out to be.”7

			Bradley surely didn’t anticipate the problem. Figuring out the battlefield belonged to Bradley, who didn’t come across as a military savant. Rather, he reminded you of the guy who lived next door. These days, if Americans remember him at all, it’s thanks to the brilliant portrayal by Karl Malden in the 1970 movie Patton. In one of the film’s many face-offs between everyman Bradley and the larger-than-life Patton, the two argue about a unit’s position. Patton offers an airy dismissal, and Bradley retorts, “I can read a map.”8

			Well . . . maybe.

			The American First Army commander liked to pride himself on his grasp of infantry tactics and spent endless hours studying military maps. His superior in Sicily—and subordinate in France—Lieutenant General George S. Patton, Jr., found this affectation annoying.9 After seeing Bradley in command in Tunisia and Sicily, Patton recognized that his infantry counterpart might be a pleasant fellow and a decent sort, but the man could not translate the squiggles on a map to the actual ground. Bradley knew the weapons ranges and the doctrinal frontages but found it impossible to envision it all on real dirt. The old military joke that when the ground and the map disagree, go with the ground. Bradley invariably went with the map, and it’s not clear he quite understood that, either. He just didn’t get it.

			Had Bradley spent enough time under fire, experience might have helped him bridge the gap, to fill in the hole in his talents. But after his 1915 graduation from the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, New York, the future First Army commander spent World War I guarding copper mines in Butte, Montana, then training new troops at Camp Dodge, Iowa, getting ready for a deployment order that never came. Between the world wars Bradley attended U.S. Army schools and taught at some, too, including the Infantry School at Fort Benning, Georgia, and his alma mater, West Point.10 His calm, studious demeanor reminded many of a Missouri schoolteacher, which he might well have been had he not chosen to serve in uniform. In any event, it all added up to years of theoretical map studies and not much practical hands-on troop command, let alone messy field exercises. The grand masters like Carl von Clausewitz spoke of a general’s coup d’oeil, the ability to size up crucial ground at a glance, envisioning combat moves in time and space.11 Napoleon and Wellington could do it. So could Lee and Grant in their time. Patton, too, had that gift, as did Maurice Rose. Not Bradley.

			Limited brushes with the enemy made little impact. Sent forward in World War II at the behest of his West Point classmate General Dwight D. “Ike” Eisenhower—another very savvy American senior leader who missed the Great War of 1914–1918—Bradley experienced some close calls from hostile air attacks and artillery in North Africa and Sicily, but didn’t follow Patton’s example of seeking frontline action.12 Bradley thought that to be grandstanding, not generalship.

			At the request of the genial Eisenhower, well-known (and widely read) combat correspondent Ernie Pyle wrote stories about Omar Bradley, the modest “G.I. General.” Other than proving that even Ernie Pyle could be buffaloed by Ike the smiling four-star, the Pyle articles played well on the home front and seem to have made Bradley happy. Bradley’s own soldiers ignored the press buildup and the low-key, self-effacing Bradley, too.13 They never saw him up front. He was just a name somewhere back there. Way back there.

			By nature, Bradley preferred to run his war from a command post with good wire and radio communications and lots of well-marked map sheets. He didn’t even move off the heavy cruiser USS Augusta and onto land in Normandy until D+4, June 10, 1944. Patton had been on the beach early in both the Morocco and Sicily assaults, seeing, being seen, and generally raising hell with friend and foe alike.14 That wasn’t Omar Bradley’s style.

			Now as his First Army bogged down in the Normandy bocage, Bradley stared at his eight-foot-tall map board and looked at the aerial photographs and just couldn’t figure it out. Naturally, Patton would have known what to do. Of course he would. Patton knew all about the bocage. The mercurial cavalry general read Edward A. Freeman’s magisterial The History of the Norman Conquest, toured the area before World War I, and spoke fluent French.15 The Patton method would be to go to the nearest hedgerow and pitch into things, getting subordinates energized to try stuff, to experiment, to solve the puzzle. He’d generate action, but there’d be a maintenance bill. In his wake, Patton left a lot of broken crockery. He talked too much to journalists, bad-mouthed the British, and in Sicily slapped two soldiers hospitalized with battle fatigue, all incidents that Bradley abhorred, as did Ike. So Patton, who’d led Seventh Army in Sicily, topped out at command of Third Army. He wasn’t in Normandy yet. Bradley was.

			Those G.I. general puff pieces meant nothing in the high summer of 1944. To deal with “the Gethsemane of the hedgerows,”16 Omar Bradley chose a way that suited him. He found a general who could read the map, the ground, and the enemy.

			

			—

			Joseph Lawton Collins looked like a general: handsome, stalwart, with piercing dark eyes and a square jaw. He had coup d’oeil, all right, taking it all in rapidly, deciding quickly, and issuing clear orders. Collins demonstrated a knack for going right to the problem point and applying effective pressure. He wasn’t afraid of getting shot at, but he saw his role as getting others to face fire and get results. Day and night, you’d find him restlessly prowling division, regimental, and battalion command posts, poking and prodding. Joe Collins was all about achieving outcomes and doing so with urgency. His nickname was “Lightning Joe.”

			He earned that one on Guadalcanal in command of the 25th Infantry Division, the “Tropic Lightning” Division. Few would call the bloody, protracted jungle slugfest on Guadalcanal any kind of blitzkrieg. But the Americans won and Collins and his soldiers did their part. When combat veteran Collins came to Europe to take command of VII Corps, he said his troops had bestowed the title on him.17 Maybe so. He made sure the “Lightning Joe” moniker made it out to the press. Reporters like colorful generals. Collins wasn’t anywhere near the Patton or MacArthur level of outsized personality. Still, by D-Day, Lightning Joe he was. Now he had to live up to it.

			He did so. Collins was probably the best division commander in the U.S. Army in the Pacific theater of operations and then the best corps commander in the European theater of operations. After the war, he’d go on to wear four stars and become U.S. Army chief of staff, the pinnacle of any soldier’s dreams.18 Yes, he was ambitious and not shy about it. But like Babe Ruth pointing to the fence then smacking a home run, Collins backed it up time after time.

			Collins was a man in a hurry. When the United States joined the Great War, Collins and his classmates graduated early from West Point in April 1917. He missed the shooting war but at age twenty-two commanded a battalion in the occupation of prostrate Germany in 1919. In World War II, Collins became the youngest division commander in the Pacific and the youngest American corps commander. Good enough for most—but not for Lightning Joe Collins. By June 1944, Collins’s classmate Mark W. Clark already wore three stars and commanded Fifth Army in Italy; Clark’s soldiers liberated Rome on the eve of the D-Day landings in Normandy. Another classmate, Matthew B. Ridgway, commanded the 82nd Airborne Division and was leading the way in the Norman hedgerows, rifle in hand. Ridgway was marked for corps command, too. Collins intended to get ahead of both Clark and Ridgway, and to do that, he needed to deliver success with VII Corps. Ridgway’s deputy, Brigadier General Jim Gavin of West Point’s Class of 1929, summed up Joe Collins as “runty, cocky, confident, almost to the point of being a bore.”19

			Aside from his sometimes obvious self-promotion—not unusual in general officers, although most favored Bradley’s more understated style—Collins shared a trait with German Colonel General Eduard Dietl, the tough-as-nails commander way up north on the Finnish-Russian front. The line went that Dietl was the best officer in the German army. The problem apparently involved Dietl’s belief that every other German officer should be that way, too.20 Collins certainly subscribed to that idea, at least with regard to subordinates. Perfect was good enough.

			Because the majority of Collins’s subordinates did not measure up to their general’s exacting standards, the VII Corps commander chose to just do it himself. Collins handled the thinking. He directed minor tactics, to include personally placing battalions on the ground.21 Joe Collins just needed good executors who did exactly what they were told to do. His consistent micromanagement filled in the blanks. Collins didn’t encourage initiative, although he appreciated it in the rare cases when it arose. As for those who couldn’t keep up, Collins had a quick trigger. Stumblers got fired. As the VII Corps crossed Europe, Lightning Joe torched a lot of colonels and generals. If you kept your job under Collins, you knew how to carry out your orders regardless of terrain, weather, time, Germans, or casualties. In retrospect, it seems heartless. But heartless measures win wars, especially against an opponent as tenacious as the Nazi Germans.

			The Germans in the bocage stymied Bradley and Montgomery and a host of other corps and division commanders. Not Lightning Joe. He’d already dealt with awful terrain on Guadalcanal and New Georgia, not to mention unyielding adversaries, on the other side of the world. While Bradley fretted in front of his maps and Monty worried about the schedule, Collins went to work.

			

			—

			“Send a bullet, not a man.”22

			That solved it. It took about six weeks to figure out the details, but Lightning Joe grasped the top line right away. He’d learned it on Guadalcanal.23 And he applied the method in the Norman countryside.

			The decision to rely on volume of weapons, not numbers of people, was baked into the American cake from the outset of World War II. It’s an old adage that generals refight their last war, and the American generals of World War II certainly did. George Patton relived his tank exploits from the Great War. Omar Bradley immersed himself in his maps and musings from the campaigns he fought on paper teaching at West Point and Fort Benning. Lightning Joe Collins saw Guadalcanal in the thickets of the bocage. Maurice Rose re-created his stirring armored drive on Palermo, Sicily. Middle-aged men like to revisit their glory days. Generals are no exception.

			The greatest of them all, U.S. Army Chief of Staff General George Catlett Marshall, late of the Virginia Military Institute (VMI) and the 1917–18 American Expeditionary Force, intended to get the world war right this time. In the Great War, the Americans bummed and borrowed British and French arms, suffered a grim bloodletting in the Meuse-Argonne Forest, and then saw the war end in an unsatisfying armistice that let the likes of Adolf Hitler claim Germany hadn’t really been defeated. In this round, Marshall determined to use American economic might, the country’s greatest strength, to crush the enemy decisively, to go right at the heart of Germany—no harebrained diversions into the Eastern Mediterranean basin, no quixotic expeditions to the Mesopotamian desert, no monkeying around in Norway, no sideshows, no delays, no wasted months. “We had to go brutally fast in Europe. We could not indulge in a Seven Years’ War,” said Marshall.24 He determined to win this one much sooner. Marshall chose every senior U.S. Army general: Ike, Patton, Bradley, Collins, and most of the division commanders, too. They saw things his way.

			Marshall’s vision shaped the U.S. war effort. By head count in 1944, the United States had plenty of men (and women, too) in uniform, some 12 million in all. But once you deducted the two-ocean U.S. Navy (3.4 million), the six division (and supporting aviation) U.S. Marine Corps (600,000), and the globe-spanning U.S. Army Air Forces (2.4 million), you ended up with a relatively small U.S. Army ground contingent of 89 divisions and supporting combat and service forces (5.8 million), with some 40 percent of that in stateside and rear-area tail, not frontline teeth. America’s Soviet allies raised more than 400 divisions for the Red Army (11 million) and needed every one of them; throughout the war, the Russians squared off with more than two-thirds of Adolf Hitler’s troops. The British Army (2.9 million), in action worldwide since 1939, relied on 40+ divisions. The German Army (8 million) fielded more than 300 divisions. Despite its large population, the United States didn’t follow suit. The official history of the U.S. Army refers to the “90 division gamble,” the belief that rather than recruit hundreds of divisions, American industrial power, seapower, and airpower could effectively substitute things for bodies.25 Send a bullet, not a man.

			The British reasoned that way, too, but they didn’t possess U.S. economic muscle. To fill in their gaps, London’s leadership relied on Imperial and Dominion organizations and American numbers. Even so, by the summer of 1944, Great Britain, its dominions, and its colonies were down to the bottom of the barrel. Monty’s military lineup in Normandy represented almost all the British Empire had left.26 For their struggle against the Germans, the British would definitely be sending bullets—and tanks and shells—not men. On the western side, any major casualty toll must be borne by the Americans.

			Generals like Omar Bradley, George Patton, Maurice Rose, and Joe Collins knew that, but didn’t like it. For them, ripping through young G.I.s constituted the last resort, and only after every mechanical and explosive option had been tried. That accorded well with American moral traditions of individual rights and self-worth, and the 90 division force cap demanded it anyway. There weren’t enough U.S. Army ground elements to burn. Ammunition and armaments must suffice.

			To Lightning Joe, that meant working the artillery, the air, and the tanks. Although he, like Bradley, came from the infantry, Collins knew his branch lacked the tactical skill to close with the enemy. As Collins learned on Guadalcanal, G.I. rifle platoons tended to make contact, hit the dirt, and call in supporting fires. Cavalryman Patton thought “the poorer the infantry, the more artillery it needs; the American infantry needs all it can get.”27 And why not use that firepower? U.S. Army rifle troops knew the score. Send a bullet, not a man.

			Young Americans ended up in the U.S. Army infantry by default. The U.S. Navy and the Army Air Forces insisted on getting the brightest enlistees, the ones displaying a technical bent. On the ground side, those with mathematical abilities joined the artillery and the engineers, while the mechanically inclined went to tank, tank destroyer, and ordnance (maintenance) outfits. The Marines, the Airborne, and the Rangers demanded first dibs on aggressive, physically fit young men. Those who’d make fine sergeants and lieutenants in standard rifle companies ended up in the ranks in these elite volunteer units. Dick Winters and his hard-fighting 101st Airborne Division Band of Brothers benefited. Average U.S. Army line infantry outfits did not. American rifle platoons tended to be populated by those left over after all these cullings. Many were undersized. A few proved less educated. True, some proved to be very able indeed. There were rarely enough of those natural soldiers. As for the remainder, the Germans supplied a very abrupt—and costly—education.

			A young officer who survived the lethal gunfights in the bocage and ended his service as a four-star general remembered a typical forty-man platoon. “You would always end up with a good sergeant or a good officer and three or four men doing all the work,” said then Major William E. DePuy of the hard-luck 90th Infantry Division. “Unfortunately,” he concluded, “the rest contributed to the casualties.”28 Whatever George Marshall’s aspirations to preserve G.I. lives, the German army refused to play along. They kept right on killing Americans.

			The casualty problem compounded itself as the campaign continued. Because the U.S. Army sent forth only 89 divisions—not even the allowed 90—every American division committed to combat had to remain in action. German, Russian, and British leaders attempted to rotate their combat units off the line now and then to add new soldiers, refit, rest, and retrain. Not so the United States. G.I. veterans stayed at it “for the duration,” as the saying went, meaning you came home when the war ended. The number of old hands dwindled after every firefight. When men fell wounded, they had to be replaced. Those replacements arrived as individuals from stateside training camps and waited in forward transit depots, “repple depples.” When a unit reported losses, replacements were pushed forward by truck and then foot to join engaged rifle platoons. In theory, it resembled feeding machine gun bullets into an open bolt. In actuality, though, people are not neat, rigid, unfeeling bullets. Especially in the deadly bocage, American replacements faced a steep learning curve bridging the gap between training exercises and true war. Remaining veterans didn’t trust the newcomers. Too many newly arrived individuals died unintegrated, unloved, and unknown. And those casualties required more replacements, “the invisible horde of people going here and there but never seemingly arriving.”29 It was impersonal, inhuman, and un-American. But that’s the way it went.

			With his infantry of questionable quality, faced with dense terrain held by resolute Germans, Lightning Joe Collins sought solutions. From the first day he went ashore at Utah Beach, Collins recognized the scale of the problem. American infantry lacked the tactical acumen to advance by rushes, alternately firing and moving from cover to cover to clear the hedgerows. American artillery shells had to be targeted properly, not simply tossed en masse into the next tree line. American air support needed defined friendly and enemy positions, no easy matter in these all too similar geometric hotboxes, this chess board from hell. As for the tanks, well, they had two choices. Drive down the few obvious farm roads, all covered by German 88mm (3.5-inch) antitank guns and the like—not good. Or, the tanks could try to top the berms. But that almost guaranteed an antitank rocket in the underbelly, just as the 101st Airborne had done to the German panzers at Carentan. Naturally, maddeningly, the Germans in Normandy owned their own, more effective versions of the U.S. bazooka, the tube-like, reloadable 88mm panzerschreck (tank fright) and the one-shot panzerfaust (tank fist).30 So showing a Sherman’s bottom to Germans was a bad idea, too.

			At First Army headquarters, Bradley offered his two cents’: “Can’t we run tanks up there and chew those ditches apart with a few shells and a burst of machine gun fire?”31 No, Brad, that wouldn’t work. But even as Bradley turned back to his maps and paperwork, he planted a seed with Joe Collins. Cracking the hedgerows required unleashing the tanks, and that had to be done with American firepower, not waves of precious riflemen. Could Collins and his subordinates figure out how to do it?

			Early attempts went by the book. Each American division commander looked at the field manual and issued attack orders as if on maneuvers back in the Carolina pine woods. Officers drew neat lines on the map, marking off doctrinal frontages: 1,000 yards per infantry battalion, 500 yards per rifle company. Battalions advanced with two companies forward and one in reserve, two up and one back, the approved school solution at Fort Benning, Bradley’s old stomping ground. Regiments put two battalions forward and one back. Divisions employed two regiments up and one back. The formula worked every time on classroom map problems and stateside maneuvers. It went over fine in Morocco, Tunisia, and Sicily, despite occasional bloody noses.32

			In Normandy, wide frontages and two-up, one-back failed miserably. A thousand-yard front concealed four or five hedgerow compartments. American rifle companies under German fire found themselves split into frantic, milling knots of desperate men, caught on narrow dirt roads and impaled on earthen barriers. Those who spilled into the grassy open centers of the bocage patches were pinned down, cut down, and pummeled by German mortars and artillery.33 Better-trained U.S. infantry might have tried night attacks. Those didn’t occur much.

			What about sending bullets, not men? In the dense bocage, it didn’t much matter how many shells the American howitzers fired or how many bombs the P-47 Thunderbolt fighters dropped. Too often, American supporting artillery and air hit G.I.s. After all, by U.S. Army practice, anything striking within 600 yards—which is to say almost every projectile used in every hedgerow cell fight in Normandy—earned the warning “danger close,” meaning friendlies must expect a random number of overs and shorts, and allow for hot metal screaming out of each impact to a bursting radii up to a hundred yards wide for the bigger munitions.34 Accurate target location prevented a lot of that. The challenge, however, involved finding the dug-in, camouflaged Germans.

			Those guys rode it all out. German old-timers had seen worse in the Ukraine and coached the newcomers how to hide, shoot low, and get hits. When Americans tried to take a bocage box, German defenders fired back in volume and held tight. If somehow the U.S. troops gained the upper hand, surviving German soldiers invariably dropped back, sidestepped, or even advanced to another hedgerow. The ground itself was always in play, and the Germans seemed to own the only copy of the complete playbook. The Germans schooled one division after another: the 4th, the 9th, the 79th, the 82nd Airborne, the 83rd, the 90th, then all the rest.35 The blood-soaked cycle ran full-tilt. Lather, rinse, repeat.

			German infantry defended each bocage patch by dominating the corners on their end. If American riflemen got over or through the first wall, German MG34 and MG42 machine guns—accurate, high rate of fire, the best in the war—opened up, firing at knee height, grazing the grass tops. The machine guns were squirreled into the base of the German-held corners, and you rarely saw the guys shooting them. If you made it into the open area, the Germans focused machine gun and rifle fire on the point of entry, the fatal funnel. Casualties stacked up. Progress stalled. That’s what Collins and his VII Corps had to crack.

			On June 9, 1944, Bradley ordered Collins to drive west twenty miles across the base of the Cotentin Peninsula and then swing north twenty miles to capture the port of Cherbourg.36 The directive accorded with the usual Bradley thinking: big hand, flat map, and absolute disregard of the messy, dangerous details. Collins, though, knew what to do.

			Getting across the Cotentin, then north to Cherbourg, meant fighting through hedgerows by the gross. But Lightning Joe was a quick study, “independent, vigorous, heady, capable and full of vinegar.”37 He’d already seen what Germans in the bocage did. Like the Japanese on Guadalcanal, the Germans were dedicated but immobile—not enough panzers and trucks. If the Americans could crunch through a series of hedgerows, they just might get through the enemy defenses and then be able to drive through the German rear echelon.

			Ideally, Bradley would have given Collins the 2nd Armored Division, the tankers that bolstered the American paratroopers at Carentan. But Bradley’s innate caution kept Brigadier General Maurice Rose and the rest of the armor force tied down near the junction between VII Corps and V Corps, just in case the Germans tried another counterthrust. So Collins had to use his own four divisions. The 9th Infantry Division and the 82nd Airborne Division were veteran, well-led outfits, and the 4th Infantry Division certainly showed mettle starting at Utah Beach. They all together did the business in nine days, reaching the far coast on June 18, 1944. Eight days later, with the beaten-up, half-strength 82nd Airborne finally on its way back to England to stage for future jumps and the new and well-disciplined 79th Infantry Division added to Collins’s team, Cherbourg fell.38 The port was a mess, but Joe Collins and VII Corps had shown some lightning for sure. By contrast, Bradley’s other corps marked time and floundered in the bocage.

			Collins sent bullets, not men. He insisted on very narrow frontages—one hedgerow corral at a time per rifle company—and swapped out lead battalions up to three times a day: one up, then the next, then the next. This kept the forward units fresh, let passed-up battalions treat casualties and resupply, and even allowed time to reconnoiter, plan, and rest, no small things in the heat and humidity of the Norman summer. Most importantly, swapping out U.S. lead elements maintained steady pressure on the Germans.39 They never got a respite from the flaying administered by American firepower.

			Since the Germans anchored their defenses with their superb machine guns emplaced in the back corners of each bocage enclosure, Collins demanded that his rifle platoons focus right there using all fires, starting with their own M1919 .30 caliber machine guns, M1918 Browning Automatic Rifles (the famous BARs), and trusty Garand M1 rifles. American infantrymen liked to engage known targets, as learned on training ranges back home, but in contested hedgerows G.I.s hardly ever saw live Germans. The U.S. troops learned to fire at dirt puffs, muzzle flashes, and the slightest glints of metal or hints of motion. If even those telltale clues proved furtive, the Americans simply banged away at the preferred German hangouts in the far corners.40 These bocage cell tactics resembled those used by today’s American infantry for close quarters room-clearing in enemy-held buildings. Dominating the corners drove the effort.

			Bringing in effective artillery isolated each German bocage patch and added to the killing weight against those far corners. With the shells coming in “danger close,” attacking American riflemen learned to shelter in the lee of the near dirt mounds and let the howitzers pound the far berm. Gunners set artillery fuses for delay to allow the shells to burrow deep before bursting, which did nicely in ripping open hostile bunkers. Then, to nail Germans huddled in open trenches and holes, the American artillerymen mixed in rounds with “quick” settings to blow instantly on impact with the dirt. To kill even more moving or exposed Germans, American artillerymen employed time fuses that popped above the ground, showering down jagged hot metal fragments. Forward observers accompanied every rifle platoon to call in and adjust these supporting fires. In addition to observers on the ground, the VII Corps put up L-4 Piper Cub spotter planes to direct field artillery. Collins emphasized taking the high ground, whether atop a near berm, on the crest of a low Norman hill, or looking out the window of a droning high-wing propeller plane.41 Seeing the target took you a long way toward hitting the target.

			American close air support also required an overhaul. Collins worked with the Army Air Forces pilots to get forward air controllers where they belonged—forward, with lead rifle elements, not hanging around the regimental command post six hedgerows back. With their bulky, high-powered ground-to-air radios mounted in jeeps and even tanks, the airmen learned to move right with the lead units. Major William E. DePuy of the 90th Infantry Division offered little praise for the airmen or anyone else in Normandy, but he remembered that bringing forward air controllers alongside the fighting infantry “worked pretty well. In fact, it worked very well.”42

			Tanks played a role, but Collins wasn’t satisfied that they contributed all they could. In the VII Corps advance to Cherbourg American M4 Shermans stayed mostly on the narrow country roads. The Shermans relied on their 75mm (almost 3-inch) cannons and onboard machine guns to back up nearby rifle platoon efforts.43 Shooting over the earthen mounds was OK, but not always effective.

			To bore into the bunkered-in Germans, the tanks had to smash into the bocage boxes. That required bulldozers, but the exposed drivers couldn’t survive the spasms of hostile gunfire. A dozer blade rigged for M4 Sherman tanks sometimes did the job, but these proved awkward to use, slowed the vehicle on open roads, and acted as a “shoot me” sign for eager German panzer crews. Knocking out American dozer tanks became an enemy priority because they were rare commodities, only four per U.S. tank battalion, not nearly enough. Frantic First Army requests for 278 more blades went up the chain of command. It would take weeks, maybe months, to ship the implements from factories across the ocean in the United States.44 Dozer blades weren’t the answer.

			Lacking anything more reliable, American tankers turned to their friendly combat engineers with their numerous satchels of high explosives. When the demolitions worked well, the Sherman tanks popped through breached hedgerow walls. Plowing ahead out of a big black gout of dirt sometimes caught the Germans flat-footed. But the smarter opponents learned to key their panzer crews, 88mm gunners, and panzerfaust men on the site of such an explosion, a fatal funnel all the way. Even when the wall-busting worked, charging American M4 Sherman tankers often outran their accompanying infantry and ended up isolated in open fields, much to the delight of the Germans. To keep the riflemen and tanks together, and let each spot for the other, soldiers wired field phones to the rear of the Shermans.45 It helped in teamwork. That granted, while the U.S. infantry, artillery, and air made significant gains, the tanks weren’t quite there yet.

			Even after the new tactics became widely known and adopted, the question remained: Could American commanders, especially generals, carry out such operations? Ever anxious for action and often well forward poking around, Major General Joe Collins applied what even he termed “severe pressure” on subordinate generals and colonels. Most figured it out at grave human cost. Few proved as adept or quick-witted as Collins himself. Although it galled him to do so, Lightning Joe grudgingly permitted each newly arrived division’s leadership at least one ugly smashup in the first encounter with Germans in the bocage. For the 83rd Infantry Division, that opening round on July 4–5, 1944, resulted in more than 2,100 casualties, a regiment wiped out while the rest learned in the hardest possible ways how to prevail in the Norman hedgerows. Still, as Collins observed, the 83rd started “showing signs of settling down.”46 The 83rd proved a good organization thereafter.

			Thus despite Collins’s misgivings, perhaps influenced by the less exacting Bradley, each U.S. division commander in Normandy merited one free cock-up. Some didn’t need it. Most did. After that first failure, though, look out. In VII Corps, repeated fumblings guaranteed the wrath of Lightning Joe. In his usual style, and with Bradley’s full backing, Collins fired those who kept floundering. On June 13, 1944, after days of bloody confusion and multiple failures, Collins relieved the commander of the 90th Infantry Division, a particularly snake-bit organization. Bradley called the 90th Infantry Division “one of the worst-trained to arrive in the ETO [European theater of operations],” and noted its “deplorable condition.” Two regimental commanders were also removed.47 The VII Corps commander insisted on results. In the advance to Cherbourg, he got them. That was no small thing in the stalemated Norman summer of 1944.

			Still, taking a trashed French port city almost two weeks behind schedule did not a victory make. Omar Bradley’s other corps commanders lacked Collins’s abilities, preferring to muddle through from their distant command posts. Their troops struggled in the bocage, barely grinding forward. As the Germans defending near Carentan observed, the Americans hadn’t really gone anywhere except Cherbourg, a dead end on a backwater peninsula.48 Paris remained far, far away, and the Germans continued to hang on like grim death itself. So far, Collins hadn’t quite figured out how to spring the U.S. tanks. But that was clearly in the near future. If Collins could find the right combined arms recipe, and the right leader, Lightning Joe might well get the Americans clear of the bocage altogether.

			

			—

			On the eastern end of the Normandy lodgment, Montgomery’s British forces also sent bullets, not men. They, too, found a way to beat the bocage and the Germans, and the method showed promise. The British approach boiled down to a massive air and artillery bombardment and then a tank/infantry assault through the resulting moonscape, rolling over what remained of the German defenders. After D-Day, the British tried it three times in a series of attacks named for English horse racing tracks: Operation Epsom on June 26–28, Operation Charnwood on July
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