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Troops of the 6th Airborne Division meet up with Commandos in Bénouville.
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Canadians landing at Juno Beach.
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US Army Rangers coming ashore at Pointe du Hoc.
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British troops advancing.
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Shermans assembling for Operation EPSOM.
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Hans Siegel’s 4 x Pz Mk IVs here
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The Battle for Saint-Lô: a Sherman Firefly and crew before Operation GOODWOOD.
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Heavy bombing during Operation TOTALIZE.
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Foreword

June 2019 witnessed the 75th anniversary of D-Day and the Allied assault of Normandy, and a wonderful week of commemoration it was too. On 6 June itself, I was at the British and Commonwealth cemetery at Bayeux for the memorial service there. The sun shone through white, cotton-wool clouds and a deep blue sky – it was a scene of calm, wistful and elegant beauty, befitting the occasion perfectly, and was certainly far kinder weather than that of 1944. Afterwards, as I wandered among the gravestones, I was hailed by a veteran, being pushed in his wheelchair. He’d just found the grave of a friend who had been killed all those years before in Normandy and wanted to talk about it. ‘We’d been shelled really badly,’ he told me, ‘and then he just got up out of his slit trench and ran towards the enemy. They cut him down.’ It was the shelling, he explained. It had got to the lad. Made him deranged. The old man told me he’d had a lucky escape too. Smoking is supposed to kill a man, but his cigarette case had stopped a bullet that had been heading straight for his heart. ‘So smoking saved my life.’ He grinned, then told me he was going to be one hundred years old in November and was looking forward to it. ‘My pal that was killed was twenty when he died,’ he added, then no one spoke for a moment, as we were all, I’m sure, thinking the same thing: that he had had an extra eighty years of life. Later, I learned he did make it to a hundred, and good on him too.

Since I first wrote this book, I have had more chance to think about those extraordinary events and to talk to others, from veterans to fellow historians to many others with an ongoing interest. It really is incredible the sway that Hollywood has had over the narrative of D-Day and the Battle for Normandy. Battlefield guides over there tell me the majority of the millions who visit each year make a beeline for Omaha Beach, the Cotentin Peninsula where the US airborne troops landed, and Pointe du Hoc – places made famous less by what actually happened but by films and television series. A day is usually all that’s needed for such a whistle-stop tour. This is not to sneer, however: it’s great that people are still interested but, inevitably, the story is so much more nuanced, so much more interesting than any film can ever hope to depict. It is this far richer tale I have tried to tell in this book.

I have, I admit, also tried to dispel a number of deeply entrenched myths. There has been a tendency over the past few decades to play down the achievement of the Allies and even denigrate their fighting prowess. It has been argued they were too slow, too stodgy and commanded by risk-averse generals lacking much tactical chutzpah. The Germans, by contrast, may have lacked numbers and the industrial backing of the Allies, but were tactically more astute, generally better, tougher soldiers, and had superior weaponry, albeit in not enough quantities.

I fundamentally disagree with this view. To walk the open land around Caen where the British and Canadians were fighting or the dense bocage where the Americans were in the western half of the front, is to marvel at just how hard it was to be on the offensive in Normandy. Yet more than that, the narrative emphasis has often been lop-sided and too land-centric, when, in reality, the Allies were fighting a co-ordinated battle on land, in the air and from out at sea. In air and naval power, they were operating at a different level of skill and dominance to any of the Axis powers, while their land forces were becoming increasingly effective. What’s more, much of the appreciation of the doggedness of the Germans and the excellence of their equipment has come from those Allied troops who found themselves fighting them. German testimonies, however, are even more in awe of Allied assets: their air power, fire power, the immense reserves of supplies, their doggedness and the relentlessness with which their forces ground down their own. Had Allied soldiers had to fight an enemy as well supported, they would have undoubtedly been even more impressed.

Another problem is that, for too long, the subject has also been told largely at the higher level of
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Men of the US 29th Infantry Division in Weymouth, southern England, before the invasion.
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American airborne troops with French civilians.
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American soldiers of the 3rd Armored Division beside a knocked-out StuG assault gun.



        
            Coming Soon …

            Brothers in Arms: One Legendary Tank Regiment’s Bloody War from D-Day to VE-Day
James Holland
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            Through compelling eye-witness testimony and renowned historian James Holland’s expert analysis Brothers In Arms brings to vivid life the final bloody scramble across Europe from the powerful perspective of one of the greatest tank regiments: the Sherwood Rangers.

            It took a certain type of courage to serve in a tank in World War 2. Encased in steel, surrounded by highly explosive shells, a big and slow-moving target, every crew member was utterly vulnerable to enemy attack from all sides. Living – and dying – in a tank was a brutal way to fight a war.

            The Sherwood Rangers were one of the great tank regiments. They had learned their trade the hard way, under the burning sun of North Africa, on the battlefields of El Alamein and Alam el Halfa. By the time they landed on Gold Beach on D-Day, they were toughened by experience and ready for combat.

            From that moment on, the Sherwood Rangers were in the thick of the action til the war’s end. They and their Sherman tanks covered thousands of miles and endured some of the fiercest fighting in Western Europe. The first British unit to cross into Germany, their engagements stretch from the Normandy beaches, to the bridges at Eindhoven, and the grinding crossing of the Siegfried Line and on into the Nazi heartland.

        

    

Prologue

SUNDAY MORNING, 25 OCTOBER 1942. The second day of battle along the Alamein Line in Egypt after two of the longest nights 21-year-old Lieutenant John Semken could remember. He had never known such exhaustion, and yet there was very little chance of him or the rest of his troop getting any sleep that day – not while they were sitting behind the Miteiriya Ridge in their tanks and still trying to bludgeon their way through the enemy’s lines – lines dense with millions of mines and wire entanglements.

The British Eighth Army had retreated here to the Alamein position at the end of June following the fall of Tobruk. Three hundred miles they had fled, from Libya all the way deep into Egypt until they were just 60 miles from the key city of Alexandria and only 75 or so from Cairo. Tobruk had been a humiliating defeat that should never have happened, and in truth, it was only the heroic hammering of the pursuing Axis armies by the Royal Air Force that had saved Eighth Army from something close to annihilation. Since then, both sides had been furiously laying minefields along the more than 40-mile length of the Alamein Line, for both Axis and British commanders had recognized that it was along this stretch of the Western Desert that the victors of the North African conflict would be decided once and for all. This was because, along more than 1,000 miles of desert coastline, only here was it impossible to outflank an army; and this in turn was because, some 40 miles south of the Mediterranean coast, the desert, largely flat and, to most eyes, featureless, suddenly fell away down a deep escarpment known as the Qattara Depression. A lone vehicle, perhaps, could find a route up from its depths, but not an outflanking army.

For Feldmarschall Erwin Rommel, the victor of Tobruk, and his German–Italian Panzerarmee, the Alamein Line was tantalizingly close to untold riches: Alexandria and Cairo, of course, but also the Suez Canal, the Middle East, oilfields beyond – and, who knew, possibly even a link-up with the armies of the Eastern Front in the Caucasus. Victory at Tobruk had prompted heady dreams indeed. On the other hand, the British now had considerably shorter supply lines, and if they could withstand Rommel’s army and then build sufficient weight of force, then fortunes could be emphatically reversed.

Scrappy, bloody fighting through July had ended in stalemate, which meant Rommel’s first great chance to take all of Egypt had passed. Then, at the very end of August, had come his attack on the low ridge of Alam Halfa – but here Rommel was facing a new British commander. General Bernard Montgomery had taken over at the helm of Eighth Army in early August and, fighting a purely defensive battle, had stopped the Panzerarmee in its tracks and put paid to Rommel’s last hope of a breakthrough. Now, seven weeks on from Alam Halfa, it was time for a retrained, revitalized and strengthened Eighth Army to attack in turn.

All through the long summer months both sides had continued to lay mines, so that vast fields of these deterrents, mostly of the anti-tank variety, lay buried in the sand all along that 40-mile stretch of the line, in an invisible but deadly barrier. To break the Germans and Italians here at the Alamein Line, Eighth Army had somehow to clear paths through these dense fields of mines and also through the wire entanglements before they could burst out the other side, move freely in the desert once more, and use their now greater materiel strength to fold up the Panzerarmee – and then force the shattered remnants to flee all the way back to Tobruk and beyond, over more than 1,000 miles.

So much desert, so much space for manoeuvre; but here, in the eastern lee of the low Miteiriya Ridge, Lieutenant Semken and his fellow tank men of the Nottinghamshire Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry were pegged in on this second morning of the battle, with almost no room for manoeuvre at all and with scant protection. True, the enemy could not see them where they were sheltering – any more than they could see the enemy – but if they stayed where they were, enemy artillery, firing over the shallow ridge, would catch them eventually. On the other hand, to press forward in broad daylight with insufficient space to move meant they would become sitting ducks.

Semken and his fellow officers had been briefed for the great battle just three days earlier. Two days before that, he and the men of C Squadron had been given brand-new American-built Sherman tanks, only recently arrived from the United States. At 30 tons apiece, each with two machine guns and a hefty 75mm main gun, these armoured beasts were a big step forward and the finest tank now serving in Eighth Army. So, a couple of days to familiarize themselves with these new machines and then they were off, trundling through the assembly area immediately behind the forward Alamein positions ready to head straight into battle.

As so often, the plan had sounded straightforward enough on first hearing. Montgomery aimed to punch two holes through the Axis minefields and defences, one in the north of the line and one further to the south. The northern one was to be the main breach; this was also where the enemy defences were strongest, but Monty believed it was best to hit the enemy head-on along a 10-mile stretch. The problem, though, was that it was impossible to expect the engineers to clear a 10-mile gap through the 3 miles or so of minefields. Instead, there were to be two corridors of three lanes, each of which would be just 8 yards across – no wider than a tennis court. The RAF would heavily bomb enemy positions in the days before the battle, which would then open with a barrage of 908 guns at exactly 9.40 p.m. on the night of Friday, 23 October. Fifteen minutes later, infantry and engineers would get going behind a further barrage of shells raining down from their field guns, and then the massed tanks, anti-tank guns and trucks of XXX Corps – the corps d’esprit, Monty had called it – would start moving forward down these impossibly narrow 8-yard channels, advancing for 3–5 miles until they were through the sea of mines and out into the wide open desert beyond.

That Friday night, the three squadrons of the Sherwood Rangers – A, B and C, with Headquarters Squadron following – had moved up through the dark to the final assembly areas. At one minute past midnight, and with the air up ahead still crashing and booming with the sounds of artillery battle, they were lined up in their tanks along the final defence line, anxiously awaiting orders to start moving.

To begin with, Semken had thought everything was going according to plan; he’d never seen such incredible organization and on such an immense scale. Although still very young, he had been with the Sherwood Rangers since 1940, having joined them in Palestine when they were still a mounted cavalry regiment, complete with horses. The horses had long gone, but it was only earlier that year – after a time as artillery – that they had finally become mechanized. Rommel’s attack at the end of August at Alam Halfa had been the Sherwood Rangers’ first action in tanks, so while they were not new to war, they had been most woefully new to mechanized warfare.

Back then, Semken had been the regiment’s navigation and intelligence officer and had watched, aghast, as the lead squadrons had charged towards the enemy, reminding him of the Light Brigade at Balaclava – and had been similarly shot to pieces. Cavalry charges, whether by horse or tank, belonged to an earlier age of warfare. It had been a shock for Semken to see for the first time one of their Grant tanks hit and burst into flames, incinerating the occupants; but then, within moments, more were ablaze. In all, seven had been destroyed and a further four knocked out. As lessons went, it had been a harsh one. The Sherwood Rangers still had a lot to learn.

Since then, they had trained hard, and on that opening night of the Alamein battle, Semken, for one, had felt confidence from the enormous scale of the force assembled. This, however, had soon begun to melt away, as the copybook organization of the assembly areas rapidly disintegrated once the mass of British armour began to squeeze into the narrow, poorly lit lanes. The combination of the grinding tracks of the tanks and the weight and volume of the vehicles soon reduced the sand to the consistency of talcum powder. Choking clouds of smoke and dust filled the air as thickly as the worst London smog. Ahead, engineers were valiantly trying to clear lanes as quickly as possible, but they couldn’t work swiftly enough. Not until around 4 a.m. did the Sherwood Rangers finally reach the eastern edge of the first enemy minefield. Halfway through, as they edged along the northern end of the long Miteiriya Ridge, they were stopped. They’d reached the end of the cleared lanes. Up ahead muzzle flashes of enemy artillery could be seen, while arcs of tracer criss-crossed the sky.

Minutes passed; then orders arrived over the radio for them to push on regardless, through the uncleared minefields. Engines were fired up again, adding exhaust fumes to the smoke and dust, and off they went, A Squadron in the lighter and older Crusader tanks leading the way. Miraculously, not one tank was hit, and eventually a sapper told them they had in fact made it through to the other side. Relief was short-lived, however, for now they were met by anti-tank and machine-gun fire. Pulling back was not an option, because more armour was pouring through the channel along which they had passed, adding to the congestion. Shells hurtled towards them and although they fired back, within minutes five of A Squadron’s nineteen Crusaders had been knocked out and were burning vividly in the last darkness of the night.

Four of B Squadron’s tanks were also hit and began flaming, and then a further four and three more Crusaders. One tank was hit but continued to roll forward, fire erupting angrily from its hatches. It finally ground to a halt, engulfed in flames. There was no sign of the crew, who had burned within its steel shell. Fortunately for John Semken and his crewmates, the Shermans of C Squadron had so far avoided the carnage, because unlike A and B Squadrons they were still stretched out behind, nose to tail, in the minefield.

Daylight revealed scenes of devastation, with burnt-out and still burning tanks littering the desert along with the corpses of British, Italian and German troops. Yet the light also showed up German corridors through the minefields, which enabled the Sherwood Rangers to pull back behind the eastern side of the Miteiriya Ridge. Firing continued through that first full day: orders were to hold fast while the sappers improved the existing lanes and more armour was brought up. A German counter-attack was successfully beaten off and seven panzers knocked out in turn. That night, the Sherwood Rangers were ordered to renew their attempt to burst through the enemy defences and out into the open beyond.

They had lined up – tanks as well as the echelon trucks carrying fuel, ammunition and supplies – when the Luftwaffe thundered overhead and dive-bombed them. A number of the ‘soft-skins’ were hit, their precious cargoes erupting in balls of flames. Twenty trucks were soon blazing. ‘It was,’ wrote Semken, ‘a night of hell.’

By dawn on this second day of the battle, Eighth Army were hardly much further into the enemy positions. Weight of numbers, and the near-constant RAF hammering of the Axis forces, would ensure eventual success; but for those such as the Sherwood Rangers, leading the way and now caught in the very heart of the bloodshed, this was small comfort.

As the fighting ebbed and flowed, the battlefield was never entirely quiet; shelling continued, so that the boom of the guns, the screaming passage of the shells and the subsequent explosions were almost constant, as were sounds of small-arms fire: the rat-a-tat of the Italian and British machine guns, the brrrp of the German. Mortar shells continued to fall on the desert ground, splattering shards of shrapnel and rock all around.

It was no wonder that by this second morning of the battle, after too long in his tank with no sleep, Semken was so exhausted. Now, though, there was a lull, and from the remnants of A Squadron, waiting near the Shermans of C Squadron, Semken saw his good friend Ronnie Hill clamber out of his Crusader, hurry across the open desert towards him and climb up on to the rear of the tank as Semken sat in the turret.

Although they were now in different squadrons, Semken and Hill were close friends. They had shared a tent with two others, Ken Graves and the Irishman Ronnie Hutton, during their long months from February to June that year training with tanks at Khatatba camp, north of Cairo in the Nile delta. Semken had thought it a vile place. It had been as hot as hell, with an incessant wind that whipped up the sand and got everywhere – in the eyes, up the nose, into food and tea and drink and every nook and cranny. Even in the shade the temperature was regularly over 100°. Despite this, the four of them had all laughed from dawn until dusk, bound by an intense camaraderie and a shared sense of humour centred on numerous in-jokes and phrases. All four were determined to derive fun from every experience, from morning PT to cooking the tedious daily rations. There was feverish debate about the respective merits and vices of Britain and Ireland, there were songs, and there was drinking. They had been the very best times Semken had experienced since joining the army.

Then in June they had been split up among the squadrons and the serious business of fighting had begun. All four had survived Alam Halfa, and in October both Semken and Hill had been given leave and had headed off together for Cairo. Twenty-six years old, with a mop of dark hair and a moustache, Hill was a born optimist; his eyes always twinkled with good humour, and it was never long before his face creased into a smile or broke into laughter. As far as Semken was concerned, he was an ideal close friend with whom to spend some leave.

They stayed at the Continental-Savoy Hotel, one of Cairo’s finest – and centrally located, overlooking Opera Square and Ezbekieh Park. With its popular grill-room, terraces, lush gardens and daily concerts, it gave officers on leave such as Semken and Hill a rare taste of luxury after the hardships of the desert. Perhaps even more importantly, the hotel had some 200 rooms with bathrooms and a permanent supply of hot and cold water. The two men got themselves ‘really clean’, ate sumptuously, went shopping and to the cinema – and even to the opera, to see Tobias and the Angel; after all, it was only just across the road from the Continental.

‘You would never believe that we were on the eve of a gigantic campaign,’ Hill had said to Semken one day as they had been jogging through the city in a gharry. Then he had said, ‘I suppose we don’t worry because each of us has the firmest conviction in his own survival whatever may happen to the next chap.’

And now, only a week later, here was Hill, clambering on to the back of Semken’s Sherman, his face as cheery as ever but their surroundings so markedly different. Cairo and the Continental-Savoy might as well have been a million miles away.

Whether Hill’s belief in his own immortality had convinced him it was all right to climb up on to Semken’s tank, or whether it had simply seemed like a safe enough pause in the fighting, was unclear – but the two friends had only been chatting a short while when there was a sudden and dramatic whine, an intake of air and then a crash, and Ronnie Hill disappeared. Or rather, he didn’t entirely disappear, because he had been blown to bits all over Semken, who was now drenched in blood and gore from his head to his navel. One moment they had been talking, the next Ronnie had been blown to smithereens, those twenty-six years of learning, of knowledge, of fun, of laughter, of emotions and feelings, all gone with the whine and crash of an enemy shell. And Semken had been left standing in his turret, miraculously uninjured and stupefied with shock.

That same day, General Montgomery realized it was time to pause, rethink and come up with a plan B for his battle. It meant a respite of sorts and allowed the battered Sherwood Rangers to be withdrawn to rest and refit. ‘I have never known such exhaustion,’ wrote Semken. ‘I was too tired to feel tired.’

The battle continued, Eighth Army slowly but surely grinding down the enemy. The revised plan, a renewed all-out attack labelled SUPERCHARGE, was launched in the early hours of 2 November; and about half an hour after it began, the Sherwood Rangers and the rest of 8th Armoured Brigade, of which they were part, rumbled clear of the minefields at long last. They pushed on, past the bodies of German and Italian dead, and made contact with their fellow brigade tank regiment, the Staffordshire Yeomanry. Ahead, an ambulance was scuttling about, picking up wounded. As dawn broke, a yellowish fog had descended over the desert battlefield. Spectral enemy tanks appeared and the Sherwood Rangers opened fire, knocking out two.

By that afternoon, SUPERCHARGE had done the trick; the Panzerarmee Afrika was all but broken. ‘The enemy line was crumbling,’ noted Semken, ‘and prisoners were beginning to come in, in large numbers.’ By 4 November, the fighting was effectively over. At around 11 a.m. that day, as the Sherwood Rangers rolled on alongside the tanks of the 1st Armoured Division across the Tel el Aqqaqir track and on beyond the German lines, a lone enemy officer could be seen standing near a burning tank, clutching a simple canvas bag. It was General Wilhelm von Thoma, the commander of the Deutsches Afrika Korps. His swift capture moments later signalled the end of the Battle of Alamein, although it was far from the end of the war in North Africa.

Four days later, Anglo-US forces landed in north-west Africa, part of a giant pincer movement to end the war in North Africa for good. While American and British troops advanced from the west into Tunisia, Eighth Army crossed North Africa from the east. John Semken and the men of the Sherwood Rangers continued fighting all the way across the desert, back past Tobruk, through Benghazi and on to Tripoli and then into Tunisia. They were still with 8th Armoured Brigade and Eighth Army when the war in North Africa finally came to an end on 13 May 1943. By that time, the Sherwood Rangers had learned much but also lost many, including two commanding officers and another of John Semken’s great mates, Ken Graves, killed at Wadi Zem Zem near Tripoli on 15 January 1943.

A relief, then, to have survived so far; but for Semken and the rest of the Sherwood Rangers, the war still had two whole years to run – and the final eleven months, from the summer of 1944 in Normandy, through the autumn across Belgium and Holland and the winter into Germany, would be as brutal, bitter and destructive as anything they had yet experienced. Statistically, not one of those tank men of the Nottinghamshire Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry fighting in north-west Europe had a chance of getting through those long final months of war unscathed. And all too many would never make it home.
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CHAPTER 1

Passage

THURSDAY, 1 JUNE 1944. After the blazing heat and azure skies of late May, the weather had become dramatically unsettled on the south coast of England. At B.9 camp near Fawley on the south coast of Hampshire, their final assembly area before embarkation for D-Day, B and C Squadrons of the Sherwood Rangers found themselves joining the Westminster Dragoons and beach demolition units, all fenced in under tight security waiting for the signal to ship out. Vast rows of tents were hidden in the woods and tree-lined fields, and sitting in one of them that evening was 31-year-old Lieutenant Eric ‘Bill’ Wharton, taking the opportunity to write to his beloved wife, Marion. Sunday, 4 June was her birthday; two days later, 6 June, was their fifth wedding anniversary, although since that wonderful day they had spent just four months together. War had torn them apart. He pined for her, and even more so now that she was pregnant with their first child. She had written to him at the end of April with this terrific news – the happy consequence of a blissful month’s leave with her at the start of the year. His good friend and fellow troop leader in B Squadron, Lieutenant Monty Horley, wanted to be a godfather, he had told her happily. So, too, did George Jones, his oldest friend in the regiment; they had been together since Wharton had joined the Sherwood Rangers back in the summer before the war.

Both he and Jones were from modest backgrounds. Bill had left school at fourteen and joined his father’s printing business in Retford in north Nottinghamshire. Both had joined the Sherwood Rangers before the war as troopers, but realizing there was an opportunity for advancement, Wharton had worked his way up through the ranks and then, once in the Middle East, had pressed hard to be given the chance for officer training. Much to his delight, Colonel Flash Kellett, the regiment’s commanding officer, had seen his potential and duly packed him off to OCTU – the Officer Cadet Training Unit – along with George Jones. In truth, since then Wharton had thrived, despite the pain of separation from his adored wife. In many ways, mixing with men from different – and often considerably more privileged – backgrounds, as well as the opportunity to travel, to train and to command, had brought him an education he’d never had as a boy. War was a terrible thing, and he desperately longed for it all to be over; and yet it had been the making of him too.

Above him, the sky was overcast and the air cooler than of late. ‘It has rained a little this evening,’ he wrote to Marion, ‘and brings to mind one of those pre-war days when you and I had intended to go to tennis only to change our plans because of a shower and go for a walk in the cool, fresh country around Babworth. As I look up now at the green leaves on the trees swaying in the breeze, I have a sudden pang of longing to be walking there with you.’ He found it hard to accept that five long years had passed since they had spent a summer together, and that this year, yet again, he would be missing both her birthday and their wedding anniversary. At least, though, they had spent some precious times together a few months earlier, including a ten-day holiday in Bournemouth. ‘I hope to be laughing at life with you again before so very many months,’ he added. ‘I will go on thinking of you through the coming days and looking forward with so much anticipation to seeing that smile of yours when we next meet.’ And with that he wished her goodnight, told her he would love her always, and signed off. It was his last letter before embarkation. The following day, Friday 2 June, the regiment was ordered to start moving out. Despite the turn in the weather, the invasion, at long last, was about to begin.

The Sherwood Rangers were not travelling all together. B and C Squadrons were assembled down on the coast at Calshot, south of Fawley, on Southampton Water, where they were loading up on to their landing craft, while A Squadron and Regimental HQ were embarking across Southampton Water next to the city itself. In all, split over the two embarkation points, there were 688 men in the regiment – 39 officers and 649 other ranks – along with 179 vehicles and 84 tanks: 61 Shermans (19 for each squadron plus 4 for Regimental HQ), a further 11 light ‘Stuart’ tanks, 6 close support tanks and a final 6 adapted anti-aircraft tanks. There were also a dozen armoured scout cars, 4 tracked universal carriers, 57 trucks, 11 cars, 8 motorcycles and 3 armoured recovery vehicles (ARVs). Moving just one armoured regiment from southern England to Normandy was no small feat of logistics; moving three Allied armies was a staggeringly complex enterprise.

C Squadron had been allocated four LCTs – landing craft, tanks. Before Trooper Arthur Reddish’s tank was ordered to reverse on to one of them, he bent down and picked up a pebble from the beach – a last keepsake from England before the great invasion. He wasn’t quite sure how he felt. At twenty-two, he was a very young man still, with no wife or girlfriend, only a widowed mother back home in Lancashire, to whom he sent a large part of his army pay. Young he might have been, but he had already tasted plenty of war. Like John Semken, Bill Wharton and many of the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry, he’d had his fill of the action in North Africa, having joined them before Alamein. He’d survived that battle without a scratch, serving in John Semken’s crew, but then had been badly burned at Wadi Zem Zem when his tank was hit; two of his crewmates had died, horribly, and eleven other tanks in the squadron – eleven out of nineteen – had been knocked out in that one engagement alone. It had been the same day Semken’s friend Ken Graves had been killed. A dark day for the regiment, though Tripoli, a great prize, had fallen six days later. Even as part of a victorious campaign, a regiment such as the Sherwood Rangers could suffer grievously.

Apart from a month back home at the beginning of the year, the Sherwood Rangers had been Reddish’s whole life for the past two years, and his current tank crew had stuck together since training for D-Day had begun back in February. Of that five-man crew, Corporal Doug Footitt, the gunner, and Sam Kirman, the loader and radio operator, were both twenty-five and, like Reddish, who was co-driver and machine-gunner, desert veterans. Their driver, 24-year-old Geoff Storey, had yet to taste battle, as had their fresh-faced tank and troop leader, Lieutenant Stuart Hills; he was just twenty years old and had gone straight from school to officer training at Sandhurst. Reddish wasn’t worried about the new boys, though. Hills, he reckoned, had already proved himself a good commander during training and Geoff Storey a reliable driver. Most important of all, they all liked one another and got on well. That was important.

On top of the four LCTs allocated to each of the three tank squadrons, there were yet more for the Regimental HQ and support vehicles. Landing craft of all sizes had been developed by the British and Americans. Realizing early in the war that if they were to win they would need to conduct amphibious operations, they set about producing these enabling vessels to deliver not just men but also vehicles, including tanks, as well as supplies and other forms of immediate fire-power directly on to defended beaches. LCTs were just one of the impressive and varied repertoire of landing craft. Nearly 60 metres long with a bridge at the stern and forward-dropping ramp at the bow, each of them could carry five 30-ton Sherman tanks and still have a draught of just 3 feet. Out at sea, they could manage some 8 knots and had a range, in theory, of up to 1,000 miles, although no one would have wished to cross an ocean in what was effectively a flat-bottomed raft. On a balmy summer’s night, however, they were perfectly well equipped to cross the English Channel. Certainly, on that sunny Friday afternoon at Calshot, no one in the Sherwood Rangers was especially worried about the crossing itself. More apprehension was attached to the prospect of pitching their special duplex-drive – ‘DD’ – Shermans into the sea some 7,000 yards – more than 3 miles – from the coast, and what reception they would get at their still secret destination for the opening of the second front.

The LCTs were lined up on what had been called ‘Tank Park Beach’ halfway between Calshot and Lepe, facing on to the Solent. Both B and C Squadrons had been equipped with – and especially trained to use – the extraordinary ‘swimming’ DD tanks which would, for the first time ever in history, deliver armoured support on to the invasion beaches ahead of the attacking infantry. A Squadron, equipped with ordinary Shermans, would land a little later, deposited directly from beached landing craft.

Lieutenant Hills’s troop were on serial 2006, along with Captain Bill Enderby – the squadron second-in-command – and his crew, so five tanks in all, each reversing slowly up the ramp, men in front of them guiding the drivers – left a bit, right a bit, give it some throttle – to the accompaniment of competitive banter being yelled along the beach. They might be leaving England, but the invasion was not upon them just yet. There were apprehension and nerves, of course, but not yet at fever pitch; still time for light-hearted exchanges. On serial 2006, Hills’s tank was the last to load, which meant they would be first off when the invasion was launched.

Once the LCT was loaded, the ramp went up, enclosing them in the long metal tin, engines growled into action, and they slipped back off the beach and out into the Solent, the stretch of water between the coast of southern England and the Isle of Wight. After some manoeuvring, they joined their flotilla, while other groups of landing craft also formed up. For Reddish it all felt rather familiar – just like the last major exercise they had undertaken.

‘It was a lovely summer evening,’ noted Stuart Hills in a journal he wrote soon afterwards, ‘but the excitement was pretty tense at the time.’ As a young man who had been training for this moment for almost two years, he felt no sense of sentimentality, just a surge of adrenalin and nervous excitement. But they weren’t heading across the sea just yet. The plan was to start assembling out in the Solent, a process that was to take much of the following day.

Unbeknown to the Rangers on that balmy early June evening, however, the meteorologists were starting to worry about a storm hurrying across the Atlantic. Some 25 miles away as the crow flies, in Southwick House near Portsmouth, the senior Allied commanders were facing the grim prospect of postponing the invasion. At 4.15 the following morning, after the latest weather reports, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander, agreed to delay for twenty-four hours. A final decision whether to go or not would be made early the following day, Monday, 5 June – the original date for D-Day. That meant all those now embarked on their invasion vessels would have to stay there, cooped up, penned in, waiting. For all those geed up to land at dawn the following day, a huge mental adjustment now had to be made. There was nothing to do, however, except sit it out. Games of cards, mugs of tea, letter-writing, repeated checks of machinery and equipment, attempted snatches of sleep – this was how those already locked into their landing craft had to spend the time.

Most of those who had been in the army for a while were used to hanging around and to plans changing at the last moment; it was an occupational hazard. Even new boys like Stuart Hills managed to take the delay in their stride. In any case, he was a fairly phlegmatic fellow – resilience was something he had had to develop as a boy, and it had stood him in good stead since joining the army.

Not all new subalterns straight out of Sandhurst were given much choice as to the regiment in which they ended up serving, but Hills and his best friend from school, Denis Elmore, had both been offered commissions with the Sherwood Rangers. For Hills there was a family connection: his father had served in the regiment in the last war, but had then made his career in Hong Kong, which was where Hills had been born in 1924. As was the way with many expat children, Hills was sent back to England for his schooling, first to a prep school in Sussex, aged just seven, and then on to Tonbridge. In all that time, he saw his parents together just twice – when they were both back in England on leave in 1933 and 1939 – and his mother during trips back to Hong Kong in 1934 and 1937. School holidays were spent with guardians or friends. It was just the way life was, and children such as Stuart had to sink or swim. Most managed to swim, building up strong foundations of independence and robust self-sufficiency. Bosom pals like Denis Elmore were vitally important, as were the structures of school life – and in Hills’s case that meant especially sports. Hills loved sport, and he particularly loved cricket, as did Denis, who was not only a scholar, but also extremely talented at all sports. By the time they were in their last year at Tonbridge, the pair were opening the batting for the 1st XI together. They even had the chance, in that summer of 1942, to play at Lord’s, the most famous cricket ground in the world and the spiritual home of the sport.

By this time, Hong Kong had fallen to the Japanese and Hills’s parents had been interned in the notorious Stanley camp, so he was even more on his own. Denis had been highly supportive, always managing to cheer up his friend whenever he was feeling low. Fortunately, Hills had hugely enjoyed his years at school, which for him had been as much a home as a place of learning; now, with his phlegmatic – and pragmatic – approach to life, he had been determined to put his best foot forward and, with Denis, had joined the Royal Armoured Corps the moment they left Tonbridge in the summer of 1942. At primary training at Bovington camp in Dorset, Hills and Elmore met Dick Holman, whose elder brother Jack was already in the Sherwood Rangers. The three became close and from Bovington were posted to Sandhurst for their officer training, even though, because of illness, Elmore was a month behind the other two. From there, all three joined the Sherwood Rangers. Hills arrived at Chippenham Park near Newmarket, where they began their training for D-Day, on 19 January 1944.

Denis Elmore and Dick Holman had both been posted to A Squadron, which was commanded by Major Stanley Christopherson, another of the desert veterans. A Squadron were in reserve for the invasion, which meant they would be landed directly on to the beaches about an hour after B and C Squadrons, and so had not undergone DD training. As a result, they were on landing craft alongside Regimental Headquarters, which included the tanks of the commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel John D’Arcy Anderson, Major Mike Laycock, the second-in-command, and the adjutant, Bill Wharton’s friend Captain George Jones. Jones had only just been pinched from A Squadron to take up the post of adjutant, and Christopherson had been most unimpressed to lose him: a family retainer on the Laycock family estate before the war, Jones had been commissioned through the ranks and had become a trusted troop leader. Many members of the regiment had a particularly close friend – a soulmate – and for Jones it was Lieutenant Neville Fearn, another A Squadron troop leader. That night, Christopherson, Fearn and Jones were all invited by the navy commander of their LCT to join him in the narrow ward room. Food was eaten, and plentiful amounts of alcohol consumed too – in fact, Jones became so drunk that Fearn had to hoist him over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift and cross four LCTs to reach their own berth. ‘The next morning,’ noted Christopherson, ‘George, our most efficient adjutant, was somewhat behind schedule, rather to the irritation of Colonel Anderson.’

Christopherson’s talisman for the invasion was not a pebble but a single nine of hearts playing card, which he’d accidentally trod on while at the final C.10 camp at Stoneham, just outside Southampton. A proliferation of messages had been distributed from Eisenhower and from General Montgomery, now the overall land commander for the invasion, as well as from Major-General Douglas Graham, the commander of the 50th ‘Tyne Tees’ Division, of which 8th Armoured Brigade – and within it, the Sherwood Rangers – were a part. Yet, for some reason he couldn’t put his finger on, Christopherson never liked being wished luck before going into action. He preferred his nine of hearts, which he’d placed in his wallet, where he intended to keep it until the war was finally over.

Christopherson was thirty-two, so among the older officers, and unlike many of his fellows, had had the chance in his early twenties to spread his wings and have some fun before getting down to the serious matters of adult life and work. A large part of his childhood had been spent in South Africa, where his father was managing director of Consolidated Gold Fields, but he too had been sent to England for his schooling. From Winchester College he was offered a place at Oxford, but instead decided to sail to South Africa before returning, aged twenty-three, to London and a post with a stockbroking firm in the City. Charming, good-humoured, good-looking, sporty, clever and blessed with an eternally optimistic view of life, he made friends wherever he went.

Although not especially militarily minded, he had joined the Inns of Court Regiment in the Territorial Army, which, on the outbreak of war, was immediately split up. Its members had been called up and Christopherson found himself posted to the Sherwood Rangers, back then a county yeomanry regiment full of Nottinghamshire squires, gamekeepers, horsemen and country folk. With them – and their horses – he was posted to Palestine. There, still wearing their leather riding boots and bandoliers, they took part in a sabres-drawn cavalry charge to quell Arab insurrectionists. For the most part, Christopherson thoroughly enjoyed this overseas deployment. He and his fellows had a wonderful time playing lots of cricket, riding, swimming in the sea, going on courses and enjoying jolly tented dinners in the mess and forays to Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and other landmarks – all alongside like-minded souls, many of whom were becoming the very greatest of pals.

One of those was Stephen Mitchell, with whom he was later in Tobruk during the siege of 1941. By that time, they’d had their horses taken away and had been converted to artillery, which was considered extremely infra dig. None the less, Christopherson had seen the bright side and had learned much. By the time the regiment became mechanized in early 1942 he had also recognized the innate seriousness of the business they were now embarked upon, and was determined that both his squadron and the regiment as a whole should become as polished and proficient as possible. The better they became, the better would be their chances of survival – and of winning the war.

If Christopherson had had any lingering doubts about his determination to lick the squadron into as fine a unit as possible, they had been dispelled first at Alam Halfa and then at Alamein, where he had led A Squadron, and with it the regiment, into battle. He’d been lucky to survive, especially having been wounded in the head by shrapnel on the second morning. Fortunately, the injury had not been severe; he’d been back with the squadron within a week and had survived the rest of the North Africa campaign unscathed.

He’d learned much along the way: that tanks were not cavalry, that they needed infantry alongside them to be their eyes and ears on the ground; and that they should work closely with the artillery too. He had also learned the importance of morale and of making sure all his men were properly looked after, and that in a regiment such as the Sherwood Rangers, a territorial yeomanry unit rather than one of the pre-war regular army, there was room for a broad mix of people of different backgrounds and skills: quiet doers, bon viveurs and eccentrics, city dwellers and country folk, fresh-faced boys and hardened veterans. All were to be embraced and all had a role to play. And so, in A Squadron, he now had new troop leaders such as Denis Elmore and Dick Holman, but also vastly experienced non-commissioned officers – NCOs – such as the diminutive Sergeant George Dring and Squadron Sergeant-Major Henry Hutchinson.

George Dring had been brought up in Lincolnshire, one of the prime recruiting areas for the Sherwood Rangers, and had joined the regiment back in 1935 as a farrier for the horses. Now just turned twenty-eight, he was also a celebrated amateur jockey and huntsman – a true countryman. In North Africa, he had realized his skill at reading the lie of the land could be put to very good use even once they’d converted to tanks, and at the Mareth Line in Tunisia he had frequently clambered out to take a ‘shufti’ and, in effect, stalked enemy targets on foot first before then bringing his tank successfully to bear. A quiet man, with a fair moustache on his top lip, Dring was utterly dependable and already something of a legendary figure within not only A Squadron but the whole regiment.

So too was Squadron Sergeant-Major Henry Hutchinson. Bigger both physically and in personality than Dring, Hutchinson was from Sutton-on-Trent and had joined the Sherwood Rangers back in 1936. The son of a farmer and Shire horse breeder, he too was a natural horseman – and, like Christopherson, also a keen cricketer, and the pair had formed a tight bond both serving together and playing cricket in Palestine in the early part of the war. Efficient, popular among the lads, and with a natural authority and gift of leadership, he had also proved himself to be fearless in battle. At Alamein, Hutchinson had rescued eleven of his wounded colleagues from no-man’s-land before being wounded himself, an episode for which he’d won the Military Medal – the equivalent of the Military Cross for non-commissioned troops.

Men like Dring and Hutchinson were the backbone of the squadron, indeed of the regiment, and gave the others confidence. They would, Christopherson knew, go the extra mile if they had to; they would provide inspiration to others when the chips were down or they found themselves in a difficult situation. Such men would be vital once they landed on the continent and the battle began.

Now, though, on the evening of 4 June, Christopherson felt confident enough in their training, which had been thorough, and in the competence of the regiment, which had come such a long way since last they’d left England’s shores – on the boat to France with their horses, Sam Browne belts and polished riding boots. There was now plenty of the right experience woven in among those new to combat, and they were supported by an impressively huge Allied war machine that included immense naval forces of nearly 7,000 vessels, including over 1,200 warships, more than 4,100 landing craft and air forces that amounted to over 3,500 aircraft. Some 20,000 American and British airborne troops were to be dropped and landed at either end of a 60-mile invasion front, followed by 135,000 men along five invasion beaches. For sheer scale, there had never been anything like it.

That Sunday evening, the wind began to whip up, just as the meteorologists had predicted. By 10 p.m., it was a howling gale and the rain was lashing down, clattering against the thin metal of the landing craft. Conditions on board the LCTs, even in the lee of the Isle of Wight, were deeply uncomfortable. None the less, in the early hours of Monday, 5 June, Eisenhower made the momentous decision that they should go ahead on the following morning, Tuesday, 6 June 1944. The invasion was on.

There was still a very stiff wind later that Monday evening, by which time the LCTs carrying the Sherwood Rangers were already well out into the Channel. Stanley Christopherson couldn’t help but marvel at the parts of the invasion fleet he could see all around him. It was reassuring. Nerves pricked at his stomach and he wondered whether invaders of bygone ages had felt the same; it reminded him of the sensation he always felt before going out to bat in a cricket match. Humiliating though it might be to get out quickly without scoring runs, the potential dangers facing him the far side of the Channel were far, far greater than anything a bowler could fling down at him. Still, it helped to give oneself more comforting points of reference at such a time.

Only once all the craft were out at sea was the cat let out of the bag as to their destination, although the broad outlines of army, corps and division plans had been explained beforehand, as well as a detailed plan for their own brigade, the 8th Armoured. Plans had been pored over, using models – complete with beaches, topography and villages, but all with coded names. Lieutenant John Bethell-Fox, one of Christopherson’s troop leaders, had put good money on it being Normandy; he had spent many holidays there as a boy and recognized the shape of the coastline. Out at sea, the commander of the LCT gave each of the five tank commanders a small dispatch case, securely sealed, which contained the latest printed maps with the correct names upon them as well as the latest intelligence on the German defences; Bethell-Fox had predicted correctly. This information had been collected for the most part by repeated photo-reconnaissance flights over much of north-west Europe in the build-up to the invasion; those pictures had then been skilfully interpreted by British and American teams at RAF Medmenham. It meant that their maps were now extraordinarily detailed, showing every bunker, casement and gun position, even machine-gun posts. Beach obstacles were also marked up, and there were helpful boxes overlaid in red ink, bearing such details as ‘EXIT BY RAMPING LOW BANK 2' – 4' FROM EAST – WEST’; it was even indicated where there was a post-and-rail fence in a gap where a masonry wall had been broken.

With the airborne troops securing the flanks, the main amphibious invasion force was to land on five beaches, the Americans in the western half of the 60-mile front on beaches now coded ‘Utah’ and ‘Omaha’. Utah was at the eastern base of the Cotentin peninsula; Omaha lay at 90 degrees to Utah, west of the small town of Arromanches-les-Bains in the centre of the invasion front; then came Gold Beach, immediately east of Arromanches, where some of the British would land; the Canadians would then land on Juno, while the remaining British would come ashore on the easternmost invasion beach, named Sword, which extended to the mouth of the River Orne at Ouistreham.

The Sherwood Rangers were to land on ‘Jig Green’, the westernmost quarter of Gold, in support of the 231st ‘Malta’ Brigade, one of the two attacking brigades of the Tyne Tees Division, so named because its battalions had spent the first three years of the war until the invasion of Sicily in July 1943 garrisoning the tiny British island of Malta in the centre of the Mediterranean. B Squadron was to support the 1st Battalion, the Hampshire Regiment, and C Squadron the 1st Dorsets, and they were to reach the beach at H minus 5 – five minutes before ‘H-Hour’, the moment the main invasion was due to land – just ahead of the Armoured Vehicles Royal Engineers (AVREs), specially adapted tanks that would clear the shoreline of mines and other obstacles. The infantry would hit the beaches almost immediately thereafter. On the American beaches this would be 6.30 a.m., but further east, where the tides were slightly different, the landings were due to take place at 7.25 a.m. That meant the Sherwood Rangers would be rolling on to the beaches at 7.20 a.m. It was hoped that heavy bombers forty-five minutes beforehand, as well as the combined weight of fire from offshore warships and then low sweeps by fighter-bombers, would have neutralized many of the enemy defences. Naval divers would also start dismantling mined beach obstacles, which would be under the water at H-Hour; accompanying the tanks would be not only the AVREs but also the ‘Crabs’ of the Westminster Dragoons – converted tanks with long, rotating metal chains up front that would ‘flail’ mines ahead of them. Teams of sappers – Royal Engineers – would also be landed to assist the AVREs in clearing lanes off the beach and beyond to the road that ran parallel with the shoreline towards the hamlet of Le Hamel and the village of Asnelles. On paper, at least, it seemed everything had been thoroughly and comprehensively thought through.
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CHAPTER 9

1 Den Brotheridge’s military death certificate has recently come to light and curiously states that he died of ‘Multiple Injuries, Aircraft (Glider crash.)’. It also says that his body was received at the mortuary in Portsmouth at 2.50 p.m. on 8 June. His grave, however, is in Ranville churchyard. The only conceivable explanation for this strange anomaly is that while still alive he was taken to the CCP, set up in a glider, and his bruised and badly wounded face was mistakenly believed to be a result of the crash rather than of a bullet. The reception of his ‘body’ must refer to his personal belongings rather than his mortal remains. It is inconceivable that the countless eyewitness accounts of his fatal wounding have been wrong. In war, many administrative mistakes occurred.

CHAPTER 10

1 The SAS had been briefly renamed the Special Raiding Squadron, and it was under this name that the attack in Sicily had been mounted. They had been renamed 1 SAS early in 1944.

CHAPTER 12

1 The impact of this shell can still be seen on the wrecked and abandoned gun at Longues-sur-Mer.

2 There has been some debate over precisely when the Sherwood Rangers landed. Skinner records ‘stand to’ was at 07.00 and that they beached at 07.25, but this cannot be so. Other sources make it clear he was an hour early in his diary, an entirely justifiable error in the circumstances. I have amended his timings to reflect this.

CHAPTER 13

1 Oberst von der Heydte of Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 6 later claimed he discovered that the gun battery at Brécourt had been abandoned at around 7 a.m., so had his own men take over. He must have mistaken this battery for another, however, as Winters was certain they were not Fallschirmjäger. The quality of the defenders suggests Winters was right.

2 This comes from the original after-action report into the actions at Pointe du Hoc, which was later significantly altered. Later in life, Lomell claimed he had destroyed all the guns, but I think the original report conveys the most accurate account of events. Why the report was so significantly changed is intriguing.

CHAPTER 15

1 German Kampfgruppen were named after their commanding officer.

CHAPTER 29

1 Hans von Luck’s account has often been called into question, but there were certainly tanks being knocked out later from Cagny and there were also Luftwaffe flak guns around Caen. Although not picked up by Allied aerial reconnaissance, the evidence of events suggests these were exactly as von Luck always claimed. I see no reason to doubt his version of events.
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