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Note


The majority of the dialogue and conversations in this narrative nonfiction book are not meant to be a word-for-word transcript. Rather, the author leaned on recollections of conversations with his father and knowledge of his personality, values, and manner of speech to re-create what dialogue that occurred over eighty years ago might have sounded like. In this, he also used his more than twenty years of experience in the US Army to re-create what is the common language of soldiers. Of course, with most of the eyewitnesses long deceased, the author relied on varying levels of conjecture to fill in the remaining gaps. Every effort was made to make the book as factually accurate as possible, including diligent research, personal interviews, and the inclusion of information from the personal records of the people involved in the story.

The views expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the Department of Defense or the US government, and the public release clearance of this publication by the Department of Defense does not imply Department of Defense endorsement.
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1

First Blood on Hill 91

JULY 10–15, 1944

Sam Hogan wiped the sweat off his brow. His leather tanker’s-helmet liner was saturated, and the perspiration stung his blue eyes. Racing in all directions, his mind was a frenzy of thoughts and recollections. He tried to check off in his head some of the myriad “must-dos” learned over countless classes and field exercises preparing for this very day. Use the folds in the terrain to protect your tanks and men from hidden enemy cannon. He squinted to fight the burning and to narrow his vision in the vain hope of sighting the hidden enemy. An enemy waiting in ambush will likely see you before you see them.

More words of the Armored Force Field Manual, the bible of US tankers, echoed in his head: Painstaking and meticulous attention to detail may mean the difference between success and failure of an operation and life and death of the individual.

Time slowed to a crawl. Adrenaline put his body on high alert and made him aware of everything. His hands were slippery as he clenched field glasses to his chest. Churning acid flooded his stomach. A loud rhythmic beating, his heartbeat, amplified by the snug-fitting football-style crash helmet, pounded in his eardrums. He took a deep, slow breath in an attempt to slow his heart rate and calm his nerves.

Standing with his head and shoulders outside the hatch of his command tank, the twenty-eight-year-old army lieutenant colonel took one last look through his field glasses and swallowed hard. Somewhere across the fertile patchwork of chocolate-brown fields and loam-green hedgerows were the German positions—heavy tanks, antitank guns, and dug-in infantry waiting to repel the recently arrived invaders. Sam could smell his own sweat mixed with fuel fumes—hot, smoggy air escaping up through the commander’s hatch into the relatively cooler summer air.

Ahead in the rolling Norman fields stood the forward elements of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Army Group B. Led by veterans of the Russian front, fitted with state-of-the-art equipment—camouflage uniforms, Mark V Panther tanks, and handheld antitank rockets, forerunners of the modern rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) and Javelin missiles.

Initial reports from the other US battalion commanders were that even the Sherman medium tank was hopelessly underarmored and undergunned compared to the German Panzerkampfwagen tanks—or “panzers.” As a result, Sam’s light tanks were only good for reconnaissance missions, to guard command posts, and to screen his battalion’s flanks. This dismal fact effectively cut his offensive armor strength by a third before a shot was even fired.

As his Third Battalion cautiously treaded forward, he spotted the burnt-out, collapsed hulk of a US light tank, destroyed during the previous day’s assault by the Thirty-second Armored Regiment—a sister unit to his own Thirty-third Armored Regiment within the Third Armored Division. Some infantry and US tanks had taken the hill ahead before being driven back, with heavy casualties. The dark, ashy patch was mute testimony to a white-hot inferno of fuel and tank ammunition.

Try as he might, Sam couldn’t spot the guns that had destroyed the American tanks the day before. Every clump of twisted, bombed-out shrubbery, every earthen wall, every gnarled tree root could be hiding a well-camouflaged antitank cannon. One position, a darker shade of brown than its surroundings, an angled shape in the shadows, suggested a half-hidden man-made silhouette, perhaps a PAK-43 antitank gun—a low-to-the-ground, long-tubed, high-velocity cannon with killer optics.

Inside Hogan’s M4 Sherman command tank, four other soldiers shared the cramped interior with their commander. The gunner, Technician 5 Clement Pierre “Clem” Elissondo—a hard-charging émigré to California from the Basque region of France—and the loader, Corporal Edward Ball, sat next to Sam’s legs as he stood peering through the commander’s hatch. Below and in front of them in the tank’s hull was Corporal Addison Darbison. Amid this deadly landscape, Addison worried that his younger brother William might soon follow his example and enlist in the tank corps instead of a safer, “rear echelon” specialty. He scanned the field through a tiny periscope in the stuffy confines of his hull position and spotted the same burnt-out tank husk Sam had seen a moment ago. He prayed his brother would remain safely back from the front lines in a support outfit.

On Darbison’s right, separated by the loud metallic gearbox, was the assistant driver and bow gunner, Private Robert Begany.1 The men sat at their stations, focused and still but for the beads of sweat running profusely over brow and cheek. Some muttered soft prayers. Some ran through the mental checklist of what they’d need to do if their tank was hit.

The armored fist of Sam’s command deployed around him in a giant arc almost two kilometers across. He couldn’t see them all—they sat in the middle of Normandy’s bocage-hedgerow country. Solid walls of packed earth and dense trees enclosed each farmer’s field. This was broken terrain and couldn’t have been more perfectly designed as a scourge for advancing tanks.

To his left and right, two companies of Sherman medium tanks—G and H, each composed of fifteen tanks with five crewmen per tank—were in attack formation with the River Vire protecting their left flank. Infantrymen—foot soldiers—rode on the backs of the rearmost tanks, ready to jump off and attack any German tank-hunter teams. Missing was the C Company of light M3 Stuart tanks—they were a few kilometers back guarding a flank.

Behind Sam in the assembly area—the spot from which they had first prepared for the attack, well out of enemy artillery range—were his support elements. Supply troops waited to bring up ammunition and fuel, medics anxiously prepared for an influx of their comrades suffering from grievous wounds, and staff officers tracked every detail of the upcoming battle. Between the tanks and the supply units were Sam’s indirect-fire assets: mortars, five-foot-tall tubes mounted in the back of open-topped, front-wheeled, rear-tracked, lightly armored M3 half-tracks. These, along with the snub-nosed M8 assault guns, were poised to unleash hell in the form of explosive rounds that could rain down in high arcs upon the enemy.

On July 10, after a series of nighttime marches under radio silence and through traffic jams in the narrow and muddy country roads, amid a constant haranguing from higher brass to “get forward” and “get bloodied,” Sam found his battalion in its current predicament. These orders from the higher-ups went against Sam’s ethos of “fight smart, not hard.” Sam feared needlessly wasting lives in frontal attacks. But it was well-nigh impossible to find an open flank on an enemy that was to his front and sides with his back to the English Channel.

The battalion’s mission was to capture Hill 91, so named for its elevation in meters on a military map. To the locals, the hill was Hauts Vents—“High Winds.” Hauts Vents overlooked a small village, Pont-Hébert, named for its bridge, where—God willing—a forced crossing of the River Vire would place the allies on the road to Saint-Lô and off the Normandy perimeter. The quaint little town, with its stone bridge and idyllic two-story, redbrick, half-timbered homes, straddled both sides of the river.

Thankfully, French villagers had evacuated to nearby salt mines before US artillery destroyed the imposing Gothic brick church steeple that’d been used by the Germans to call in artillery strikes on the approaching Americans. The stone bridge was heavily damaged as well. And now, more metal and fire were headed to the hapless little town.

Sam stood with his knees bent, chest-deep inside the turret of his command tank, and fumbled briefly for the switch to the throat microphone connected to his tanker’s helmet. Sam was hyperalert—his eyes darted around the tunnel vision of focus. He was conscious of the summer heat, and the stench of tank exhaust stung his nostrils, suddenly more pungent, but a slight breeze picked up from the English Channel and blew cool against the moisture on his exposed neck. He looked at his watch—11:15 A.M.—said a quick, silent prayer to himself, and gave the order to advance.

“Guidons, guidons, this is Blue Six—MOVE OUT!”

The transmission crackled and hissed over radios down to the company commanders and then to their respective tank and infantry platoons. In a haze of gasoline exhaust, with shimmering heat rising off the top rear decks as their Detroit engines churned, the Sherman tanks lunged forward. Sam watched the two tank companies move as enormous masses of steel, lumbering up the green fields and spreading wide swatches of mud. The tank treads left impressions in the soft earth that pointed like arrows toward the uncertainty of the German line.

SAM HOGAN WAS ONE OF the youngest lieutenant colonels in the US Army. He was a lean six feet tall, with an aquiline nose, strong chin, and piercing blue eyes. A West Pointer, he was firm in personality and convictions; but to armchair generals and colonels pressuring him to move his people forward from the safety of a command post ten kilometers behind him, he could be irreverent and understatedly sarcastic. On the way into this first battle, in response to hectoring from the one-star general over the radio to “get up there” through a sea of muddy road and backed-up traffic, Sam responded, “You’re coming in broken, over,” then squelched him off.

But Hogan’s “war face”—all business, steely-eyed, with thin, downward-sloping lips—could and did relax into an easy, disarming, dimpled grin that betrayed his sense of humor and his kindness to others. He was buoyant and optimistic in spirit yet strong and unyielding in principles.

Back in the United States during training, he was always there to welcome the new draftees off the train with a smile and a firm handshake. “Welcome! We’re glad to have you on the team.” Whether they were former bankers or poor sharecroppers from the Rio Grande Valley, he treated everyone with equality, dignity, and respect.

At gunnery practice in England, he pressed his tank crew hard until their tasks became second nature. Unlike the majority of the other tank crews, his needed to be even sharper, because Sam had to focus on leading the entire unit as well as his own command tank. “Gunner! Enemy tank, eleven o clock, eight hundred meters!” There were multiple targets to engage. Gunner Clem Elissondo quickly turned the powered turret but overshot it in his haste. He returned to the spot and put the optics on the cutout target. “Sir, I see him!” The loader meanwhile made the 75-mm cannon ready with a high-explosive (HE) round, replying, “HE up!” The command went out to fire as Clem stomped on the trigger pad below him, shouting, “On the way!” as everyone made sure they avoided the violent recoil of the cannon.

A hit! But the initial overshoot had cost them valuable time, and the stopwatch had run out. “We missed the last target” was all Sam had to say. His soldiers hated to disappoint him. Afterward, the usually über-confident Elissondo was glum. Sam reassured him: “Keep at it, Clem. Next time you’ll hit the bull’s-eye.”

Throughout their training, Sam, and his commanders by his example, never skipped out on sharing a hardship or task that the soldiers endured. That caring leadership earned him the love of his soldiers from the beginning.

Now the young lieutenant colonel from rural Texas found himself responsible for the lives, welfare, and mission accomplishment of five hundred soldiers moving swiftly on fifty-four tanks and dozens of wheeled vehicles toward the front line.

Off the landing beaches, they had removed waterproof covers on their tank’s hatches and armament, received extra ammunition from division, and sent out small patrols to probe the line and ease some of the green troops’ jitters. It was time to find out what he and his men were made of.

The beautiful early-afternoon sun cast a soft, peach-tinted glow on the pastoral landscape of rolling hills that sloped up to the ridge overlooking Pont-Hébert. Around them were fields of green apple orchards framed by thick hedgerows and tall firs. The formation straddled a sunken road. Golden dandelions and purple wildflowers lined the country path, sprinkled here and there on the green grass like fallen stars from a twilight sky.

But as the tanks climbed, the battle line came into view. The stench hit first, then the sight of bloated bodies. Dead cows littered the landscape, their legs sticking stiffly up in the air in grotesque rigor mortis. The black-and-white animals rotted in the summer heat. These bovines, famous for the delectable milk and cheese they produced during happier times, had fallen victim to artillery fire. As the tanks advanced farther, they encountered the first clumps of human bodies, some clad in German gray, others in US olive drab. A few of the ones in gray were flattened and ground into the earth by tank treads—picturesque French farmland soiled by Dantean horrors.

Sam’s left flank was supposed to be held by elements of the 119th Infantry Regiment of the US Thirtieth Infantry Division—composed of North Carolinians, its nickname was “Old Hickory” in tribute to Andrew Jackson, who was known for his toughness and willingness to suffer hardships next to his soldiers2—but that flank had been left unguarded.

There had been poor coordination between the two units, plus some bad blood over the giant traffic jams in the narrow country lanes as the Americans had tried to surge forward through what resembled a funnel of roadways that led to the enemy line. The day before, the Thirtieth Infantry Division commander, Major General Leland Hobbs, had berated Sam’s immediate commander, Brigadier General John J. Bohn, in the clear over the regimental radio net: “Get your tanks on Vents by 1700 or you’re fired!”3

That pressure rolled on down the chain of command. Every soldier felt it. The hill had been briefly occupied on the previous day by six tanks from Lieutenant Colonel Roswell “Rosie” King’s First Battalion, Thirty-third Armored Regiment, before being mistakenly bombed by US artillery. The greenhorn Americans had succumbed to the fog and friction of war, combined with the rookie jitters, and then were driven off by powerful forces of the German Panzer Lehr Division. The result was Hobbs’s making good on his promise to fire Bohn, with Rosie King’s tanks pulling back to lick their wounds. This left Sam’s battalion up to bat. The top of the ridge was within three hundred meters.

“Red Platoon is taking hits of shrapnel—over.” Radio silence, broken by unseasoned tank crews. That pinging, metal-on-metal sound on their Sherman hulls and turrets was not artillery fragments. It was only the spent metallic links that held together the long belts of machine gun ammunition aboard the American P-47 fighter-bomber aircraft. The links rained down like hail as they flew above the formation and fired on German targets close to the tankers’ front.

The sounds of real artillery and sniper fire grew closer and closer. A sharp crack here, the dull thud of a howitzer round leaving its tube there—the sounds of war closed in and rose in frequency. Then the cracks of rifle fire began, a sharp crescendo into sustained bursts punctuated by loud rips of machine gun fire as the front tanks made contact and returned fire.

Sam scanned the horizon, sweeping from left to right, then back toward the center. He decided it was time to button up—he popped down and closed the tank’s hatch above him. Artillery bursts were exploding ahead, and a sliver of flying metal to the forehead or neck would take a soldier out permanently.

The group of tanks moved southwest now; the steep terrain and hedgerows meant the sunken road was their only way up. The old roads were so narrow that the Shermans’ hulls avoided the muddy walls saddled with overgrowth by mere inches. It was impossible to turn the tanks around or retreat. It dawned on each tank crew member looking out: this terrain was an ambusher’s dream.

As the advance continued, the terrain ahead became steeper and steeper. Once onto the northern ridgeline of Hill 91, the plan was to stay off the little country roads as much as possible. But well-sighted German antitank cannons had badly mauled Rosie King’s tanks the day before. They must have been hiding in the hedgerows that overlooked the entire length of the road on its approach south.

Furthering their hardships, artillery fire covered all crossroads along the likely avenues of approach to Pont-Hébert. Days before, the Germans had painstakingly aimed—in artillery parlance, “registered”—their artillery cannons from ten kilometers back. The heavy rounds were now landing and exploding just where they wanted them to. Once registered, all the enemy artillery needed to do was adjust their guns’ elevation and direction toward the predesignated firing coordinates—day or night, rain or shine. Even without forward observers’ “eyes-on,” they could easily drop their deadly explosives on the advancing Americans.

Going cross-country presented challenges, too, as the hedgerows constricted formations and channeled them toward antitank-gun kill zones nearer to German infantry armed with deadly Panzerfaust (“armored fist” in German) antitank rockets or the US bazookas’ bigger and deadlier counterpart, the Panzerschreck (“terror of armor”).

The Panzerfaust—the direct ancestor of today’s handheld antitank rockets, like the ubiquitous RPG—was a nasty little weapon that anyone could fire with little training. The mass-produced, disposable rocket had a sixty-meter range that was ideal for close combat and produced deadly effects inside American tanks. Its charge punched through a tank’s hull, creating a large hole in up to two hundred millimeters of armor. On impact, the warhead—about the size and shape of a football—collapsed in on itself, injecting a mass of molten metal through the hole, picking up additional fragmentation (“spalling”) from the tank’s interior hull, and showering those white-hot shards of metal on the soldiers within.

The wedge of tanks rumbled forward. Sam saw—then, seconds later, heard—the US artillery strike the hedgerows about two kilometers in front of his forwardmost tanks. A group of three P-47 Thunderbolts screamed overhead; their tail fins glistened in the sun as they searched for targets. As the hilltop came closer into view, Sam saw the smoking wrecks of several of Rosie King’s Sherman tanks: dark, dead stains of soot and burned ground against the barren hilltop.

He worried that the sloping terrain bordered by hedgerows was channeling the twenty-one Shermans off the sunken road like a giant funnel right into a trap. He observed that, as the tank formation climbed the slope, they were becoming visible to more hedgerows to their left, near the village called Belle Lande—which, according to intelligence, was supposed to be in the hands of General Hobbs’s troops. But suddenly, from the little village, dark German tanks and cannons surged forward to firing positions. Their intel from division had been wrong. Their flank was not just open—it was in enemy hands.

Sam roared a command to pour fire into those positions at their ten o’clock, but it was too late. The tree line three hundred meters to his front exploded with flashes of bright light, immediately followed by the solid lightning of green tracer rounds—projectiles impregnated with a burning substance making them shine brightly, even in daylight—fixed for a moment in the distance as they zoomed directly toward the US formation like shooting stars.

The telltale RRRRRIP of the MG42 machine gun, with its twelve-hundred-round-per-minute firing rate, rang out between concussive blasts of cannon. The tracer rounds helped the enemy gunners hit home with their streams of bullets.

A cacophony of noise erupted from the company and battalion radio nets—tank, platoon, and company commanders screaming out the direction of the muzzle flashes and calling for suppressive fire to take out the 75- and 88-mm antitank guns that fired at them.

Out of the corner of his periscope, Sam saw an incoming antitank round smash the hull of one G Company Sherman. It jolted to a sudden stop, and acrid black smoke poured from the gunner’s, driver’s, and commander’s hatches. Sam held his breath and saw one crewman escape the stricken vehicle. Five slow seconds passed, but through the smoke, Sam saw two more soldiers jump out as the ammunition ignited. Then a roaring eight-foot-high column of orange fire shot straight up through the open hatches. Sam blinked his eyes and tried to refocus on the battle raging before him—rather than on the two tankers who he knew remained on board.

Sam looked ahead at the tree line and barked at his gunner, “Antitank gun eleven o’clock. Load HE.”

Loader Edward Ball responded over the intercom, “HE up!”

“Fire!”

The tank rocked back as the 75-mm round screamed away in a flash of smoky orange. Cordite filled the crew’s lungs and obscured the view out of their periscopes. Through his periscope, Sam saw an explosion of dust and tree branches mixed with smoke kicked up from the clump of trees ahead. Too much going on to see if they had hit the mark. He switched his comms to the Fires net—the radio frequency used solely for talking with the operators of his artillery and mortars, and the observers directing their fire. Sure enough, his artillery liaison was already calling in artillery on the positions in front. Their hard training was paying off.

He switched back onto the battalion net. “George Six, How Six, move your platoons through the objective—get defilade on your left flank!” Defilade—putting a hillside or fold of the earth between your tank and the enemy’s guns—was their only hope. Sam knew there was no way to attempt a flanking movement. Those damn hedgerows and the bend in the river ahead channeled them in. The battalion was taking fire from two sides, and both of the companies were engaged: antitank guns to their front and German tanks to their left.

They would just have to charge through to the top of the hill.

In front and below Sam’s legs, Clem Elissondo poured fire from his turret-mounted machine gun, all the while yelling curses in a mix of English and French. Chaos reigned. The tanks on the right hopelessly fired at the hedges, hoping to hit camouflaged antitank guns that they couldn’t clearly see. They continued to fire main gun shells and coaxial .30-caliber machine gun fire, poured round after round into where tank commanders thought they’d seen a muzzle flash. Anything to suppress this ambush.

Several tankers identified German tanks and fired on them. But their hearts sank into their stomachs as they saw their main gun rounds hit home, then slice up toward the sky in a ricochet off the German tanks’ heavy, sloping armor. Frustrated curses echoed through the comms.

Two more US tanks stopped in their tracks and spewed smoke and fire as the German 75-mm high-velocity rounds penetrated the Sherman frontal and side armor through and through. But there was no way back, no retreat. Sam’s two tank companies continued their advance.

Sam never heard the round that hit his tank—it traveled faster than sound. He felt a sharp crunch of metal on metal, saw a flash, and felt a jolt. They were hit. Tunnel vision. A ringing in the ears. A deep consciousness of time as it slowed to a crawl.

Through a haze of smoke and adrenaline, Sam looked on as an orange glow in front and below him surged from the driver’s position. Unbearable heat built up in an instant inside the cramped turret and hull. Sam saw the round’s path—right through the driver’s position on the left side of the hull. In just a few short moments, smoke darkened everything. Sam’s lungs burned, but he managed to yell out the order over the intercom.

“BAIL OUT!”

Nobody needed additional encouragement. Sam saw the soldier below him, Clem Elissondo, ejecting himself quickly out of the gunner’s hatch. Sam pulled the locking lever, struggled to lift his own heavy hatch, and after a moment of wrestling with the mechanism, feeling like his pants were about to catch on fire, he was greeted by blue sky. He jumped out in two swift bounds from the commander’s hatch, then rolled off the back of the tank. One soldier who’d witnessed Sam’s escape observed later, “Colonel, you jumping out of that tank reminded me of when you peel a banana three-quarters of the way down and then squeeze.”

With one sudden roar and a fireball soaring nearly a dozen feet out of the tank’s open hatches like the afterburner of a jet, the stricken Sherman’s remaining on-board ammunition exploded all at once. The bright orange turned to black sooty smoke as the inside was consumed.

“Where is Darbison?!” Sam was accounting for his crew but came up short looking for the tank’s driver. Clem Elissondo, slightly injured, hoped that Darbison had crawled out of the bottom escape hatch, but nobody had seen him, and nobody could get anywhere near the blazing Sherman. The group needed to find cover quickly or get into another armored vehicle before a machine gun round or chunk of artillery shrapnel whizzing by found its mark. Their grim hope was that the impact of the round against the driver’s side had meant a quick and painless death for the young Oklahoman.

Sam’s second-in-command, Captain Carl Cramer, stayed on radio and directed the tactical movements of the companies during the five minutes it took Sam to jump onto another Sherman. It felt like an eternity: the formation moved past him as a tank with bumper number H-4 ground to a halt. He climbed the road wheels up to the tank’s hull, then took a step up on the turret, hesitating for the briefest moment.

In this moment, Hogan considered the fiery death he’d just escaped in the tank that now smoldered fifty meters behind them. He considered Darbison’s sacrifice. His ears were still ringing as he took one look inside the dark, dank, lime-green interior of this fresh tank.

Sam then looked ahead to the hilltop objective erupting with dust, fire, and smoke. The young colonel knew that, even in this brief moment, he had already hesitated too much. He had to get in and keep driving on. If anyone saw him hesitate it could destroy morale. How could he ask his tankers to saddle up and ride into battle again if he couldn’t do so himself? They’d need to do it again and again, even after surviving hits to their tanks, if they were to win this war. Airbursts rang out behind his ears as shell fragments pinged harmlessly against the Sherman’s hull.

Well, if a bullet or a shard has your name on it, it’s gonna get you no matter what, Sam thought as he suppressed mental images of German antitank rounds slicing through both sides of the armored hull. He willed his long limbs into the confined space, dropped in, adjusted the hard metal seat, connected his helmet mike to the intercom, and once again breathed that hot, musty air.

“Driver, get this thing going and catch up with the formation.” He gave the gunner, Sergeant Guidrey, a hearty slap on the back. The Sherman lurched forward as Tech 5 Ronald Davison stepped on the gas from the cramped confines of his compartment in the hull.

H Company was somehow holding its own on the exposed left flank, though now out of sight as they hugged the reverse slope of Hill 91 to avoid being in the sights of the German tanks. Sam had complete confidence in the commander. Captain John R. Barclay was a consummate, caring professional with serious tactical chops.

Months earlier, he had become a minor celebrity among the Third Armored Division officers. Back in England, during the buildup and while still a lieutenant, he was picked to demonstrate Sherman tank gunnery to visiting VIPs. A widely circulated morale-building photograph showed a serious, brow-furrowed Lieutenant Barclay as he pointed out targets over a map board, binoculars draped around his neck, steel helmet cinched down, chin strap secured. To his right was Supreme Allied Commander General Dwight Eisenhower, who looked on while appearing to be quite cold. To Barclay’s left was none other than Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, who also looked like he was freezing under his double-badged black beret. Barclay, clad only in tanker coveralls and helmet, was the picture of professionalism, casually pointing to targets for his tank, looking much tougher than the frigid VIPs. He’d had no time to let his fifteen minutes of fame get to his head. He trained his H Company tankers hard and ensured all their needs were met so that they’d have the best possible chance to come home to their families.

Now, undergoing their baptism of fire, Barclay and his tankers performed deeds that would make their command proud. A Sherman led by Sergeant Dean Balderson charged down the left side of the hill to protect the battalion’s flank from any German attack coming from Pont-Hébert across the river. As the tank crossed a small apple orchard, the Sherman’s gunner, Corporal “Swede” Anderson, spotted three Mark IV panzers. Their turrets turned in the direction of the US attack, ready to take out the battalion’s Shermans as they crested the hill, silhouetted perfectly against the blue summer sky.

Balderson called out the direction:

“Gunner, enemy tank eleven o’clock.”

“Fire!”

A high-explosive 75-mm round rocked out of the barrel and screamed toward the enemy tank. The Americans held their breath, worried that their rounds would once again ping uselessly off the heavy German armor. But, in an explosion of fire and smoke, the first round set the panzer’s ammunition on fire. Before the other two tanks could react, Balderson ordered loader Bill Wilson to get another HE round in the breech.

“Fire!”

The second Mark IV was on fire within three minutes of the first. The third panzer began turning its turret toward the advancing Sherman.

“Gunner: load AP!” Wilson screamed.

“Ready!”

“Fire!” Balderson yelled. Swede Anderson craned his neck and yelled, “On the way!” He set his eye on the gunner’s periscope to look for the dreaded ricochet off the panzer’s tough frontal armor, but the AP did its job and the third tank exploded in sparks and smoke. Balderson and his crew hooted and hollered in short-lived exuberance and adrenaline release—their luck in this situation was lost on no one.4 If the three enemy tanks had been Mark V Panthers, the result might have been different.

Back in the center of the staggered line of tanks, artillery screamed in from behind. The two companies attempted to stay in wedge formation as the falling shells churned clods of dark brown mud fifteen feet in the air. The fact that this was “friendly” artillery made it no less dangerous—it was coming in from the division assembly area a few kilometers back at Saint-Jean-de-Daye. “Incoming!!” echoed in frantic calls over the company nets and shouts over the din of engines. Sam quickly switched to the regimental net. “Ozone Three-Seven, this is Blue Six, check fire, check fire!” Repeated radio calls to cease fire were ignored until Sam got on the horn and barked at the US artillery, “Lift fire for fifteen minutes!” The immediate pause confirmed that, yes, in fact those were “friendly” rounds kicking up dirt and steel behind them. As if the German mortars and direct fire weren’t enough. No time to stew, though, the barrage had lifted and there was more to deal with out front.

The pause allowed for a renewed push. Ground pounders of the Thirty-sixth Infantry Regiment under Colonel Dorrance Roysdon—the fired General Bohn’s former second-in-command and now the senior commander—surged ahead from their cover in a sunken road, which anchored the axis of advance. Sam heard Roysdon call out commands as the infantry moved forward in five-second rushes toward the gray shapes milling about in the hedgerows before them. “I’m up! They see me! I’m down!” The little mnemonic learned in training, whispered under their breath or recited mentally, helped them time their rushes—just enough time to move and get back down before a German got you in his sights and pulled the trigger.

Sam called out his remaining tanks, forming a skirmish line to shield the foot soldiers and support them by withering fire of 75-mm cannons and bow- and turret-mounted machine guns. Bow gunners fired off ammunition until the overheated barrels smoked. US artillery whizzed overhead and detonated timed fuses at treetop level—the German infantry was showered with molten steel that traveled at five hundred feet per second. The US tanks and infantry gained momentum, but explosions beside and behind him told Sam that the Germans were not to be pushed off easily.

From the stale confines of the turret, Sam pressed his grimy forehead to the periscope and turned—all around him was smoke, dust, and fire. Of the twenty-one tanks that had rolled out that morning, only ten remained. They lurched forward and spewed small puffs of machine gun fire, punctuated by the occasional loud explosions and recoil of the main gun.

Screw it, he thought, I have to get a better look. He popped the hatch and peered out, instantly deafened by the din of battle. To his left and down the hill, at least one camouflaged position in Belle Lande was engulfed in smoke. His front line of tanks and accompanying infantry had clawed their way to the first line of positions about halfway up the slope. This appeared to be the military crest of the hill, the first spot from which they could observe all of the ground below. The position would command both sides of the river and any bridge that crossed it.

Another flash came surging from a German assault gun, this time to Sam’s ten o’clock. The high velocity 75-mm round shot low and fast in a flash of white. The high-quality German optics scored an easy hit on the front mantle of a tank in the center of H Company. It was Barclay’s command tank.

“Antitank gun, ten o’clock!” sounded inside the remaining tanks. No sound was coming from Barclay’s stricken tank. Lieutenant Ed Wray, H Company’s second-in-command, did not hesitate for a moment. He directed his own tank to shift fire toward the enemy gun and pumped two high-explosive rounds into it until flames leapt out of the crew compartment. Back on the battalion net, he radioed, “Blue Six, this is How Seven, How Six is hit, and I’ve taken command.” Sam acknowledged, a relieved look mixed with a little pride crossing his soot-covered face. They had rehearsed this many times in exercises. A salty old sergeant or captain, a veteran of the Great War, would interrupt the tank maneuvers with the bark: “L-T, your commander is dead; you’re in charge. Drive on with the mission.” Again, the hard training was paying off in combat.

Inside tank number H-6, Barclay’s Sherman, the armor-piercing round passed through the mantle and out the other side. The impact sent shards of the lining of the tank in all directions. John bled from cuts to his neck and arms but made sure everyone was out before he crawled out the top hatch and rolled off the back, over the hot engine compartment, and onto the muddy ground. An armored ambulance pulled up and evacuated the bleeding and concussed crew members to the battalion aid station two kilometers back off the hill. The little open-top, half-tracked ambulance ground gears and tore up the soft ground with its tracks as it quickly got out of the kill zone.

The advance continued another fifty meters, when German mortars and artillery suddenly opened up on the formation. The artillery rounds—thirty-six pounds of metal and high explosive with a blast radius of fifty meters—caused the accompanying infantry to dive for cover in the sunken road and the clumps of hedgerows on either side. This slowed the US advance enough for two German assault guns and a dozen armored infantrymen to reoccupy the crest. Unlike the short-barreled, slow-firing US assault guns, the German assault guns, or Sturmgeschütz, made effective tank destroyers with their high-velocity 75-mm cannons. Just the long gun’s muzzle brake at the tip was almost the length of the entire US gun tube.

The US attack was spending itself out on the slope too quickly. The combination of uphill movement, constricting terrain, and both friendly and enemy fire were taking their toll. Colonel Roysdon and Sam exchanged knowing glances; they both knew that the best thing to do was to keep driving forward, away from the area pinpointed by the German artillery forward observers.

Roysdon, tommy gun in hand, rallied the infantrymen with shouts at the top of his lungs. Sam stood in the turret and waved ahead what few tanks remained. The line re-formed quickly, grimly determined looks on the clammy, mud-caked faces of the infantry. In an instant, both GIs and tanks laid down a wall of lead at the line of hedgerows and bushes where the German infantry had ducked for cover.5

Supported by their own mortars, the American tanks and infantry pushed ahead hard another fifty meters. After five hours of hard back-and-forth fighting, the sunset cast a soft orange glow on a scene of chaos and devastation. The German defense petered out as US artillery and return fire destroyed antitank guns. The unit to the Third Battalion’s left pushed ahead into Belle Lande, cleared the village, and secured the line up to the Vire and Pont-Hébert. One final push got the remaining tanks on the hill and onto the objective.

And just like that, the initial push was over. Thirteen Germans were now prisoners.

But the battle was far from finished. The Germans wanted the hill back at all hazards.

Sam directed Captain Cramer and Lieutenant Wray via radio to spread out their remaining tanks on the reverse slope of the hilltop and use the terrain to hide their vulnerable under armor. He dismounted, going to each tank and talking to the tank commander and any of the crew that weren’t in the middle of cross loading ammunition or digging fighting positions. A line of infantry occupied foxholes in front of and behind the tanks. The defense was set.

Sam got on the radio and checked on Major William “Stewart” Walker’s handling of the wounded to the battalion aid station three kilometers back at the bottom of the long hill. His hardworking medics, led by Captain Louis “Doc” Spigelman, had their work cut out for them. They stabilized young boys with horrific burns and puncture wounds, tended to the wounded with expert care, all the while reassuring and encouraging them, Trooper, you’re going to make it, just lie back and relax. John Barclay’s wounds were bad enough to require evacuation to a field hospital closer to the beachhead. As for their warhorses, Sam didn’t have to tell Walker that after his first task, the companies needed more ammunition and fuel in expectation of the next advance—or a brutal German counterattack.

The Germans were masters of the counterattack. The shrewd military commanders of the German forces were keen to exploit an enemy that had just pushed them off their position. The first few minutes before troops can dig in, they are vulnerable as they search the empty fighting positions, take care of their wounded, redistribute ammunition among themselves, and generally become familiar with the area they’ve just captured. This was the time for the Germans to gather whatever they had and hit back hard. Ingrained in them was an almost reflexive instinct to aggressively counterattack, from their officers and sergeants all the way down to their rank-and-file soldiers.

Just like a boxer counterpunching. Get hit? Hit back—as hard as you can.

But the Americans were well trained, too, and company commanders and platoon leaders gathered in anticipation of this incoming counterpunch. A harsh mix of adrenaline and fatigue glowed in their eyes, ringed by dark circles of soot and grime from time spent behind gunsights encircled by clouds of dust and gunpowder smoke. Despite the tension, excited conversations broke out. The tankers spread the word that the Sherman’s 75-mm AP rounds were ricocheting off the thick frontal armor of the German panzers, especially the Mark V Panther.

They had yet to encounter the even heavier panzers armed with deadly 88-mm cannons and also named after hunting felines, the Mark VI Tiger and King Tiger. The vaunted “88” was originally an antiaircraft cannon first put to use against tanks by Rommel in North Africa.

Attached to a carriage as large as a farm tractor or mounted on a tank, the 88’s barrel—almost as long and as thick as a utility pole—gave it range and muzzle velocity high enough to shoot down bombers at altitude. It could slice a Sherman through and through. That heart-stopping experience was yet to come.

The awe-inspiring capability of the Tiger tank had been solidified three weeks earlier and thirty-five miles east at Villers-Bocage. A handful of Tiger tanks under Captain Michael Wittman held off the entire British Twenty-second Armored Brigade of sixty Sherman, Cromwell, and Stuart tanks. In only fifteen minutes, Wittman’s Tigers destroyed over thirty British vehicles, including twenty-three tanks. The tankers had heard the stories, and now they knew with fearful certainty what they were up against.6

The American AP rounds were ineffective against the Panthers they encountered. Captain Carl Cramer, of G Company, made a recommendation: “My guys are having good results firing HE rounds at the tanks. The round won’t penetrate but concussion stuns the crew inside, shatters the onboard optics, and jams their turret mechanisms.”7

Sam nodded. “That’s good, but plan your artillery fire to take out their escorting infantry. Expect their artillery to fire in preparation—infantry should shelter under our tanks in their foxholes. We have to hold this hill. We’re the only thing protecting the Thirtieth Division’s exposed flank.” His commanders saluted, then sprinted back to their company sectors.

There was no time to stop and think. No time to wonder if they would get reinforced quickly enough to hold out. Time oscillated: either compressed or dragged out, depending on the effect of stress or of waiting. He could feel an adrenaline dump coming—the crash after the emotional intensity of battle—and needed to shake himself out it. He thought about Barclay and hoped that he would survive his wounds. He was also thankful that the hard-charging Ed Wray was there to take over. His company needed his leadership now, as the sun disappeared over their hard-won hilltop.

A few hours later, out of the impending dusk, the distant sound of enemy tank treads squeaked in from the west, and the infamous Panzer Lehr Division came into view. Officers and sergeants of the German Armor Training Center, arguably the German army’s most tactically proficient soldiers, led this unit. The Panzer Lehr’s commander, General Fritz Bayerlein, was about to throw his 901st and 902nd Panzer Grenadiers at the American positions with twenty tanks. Their armored infantry rumbled to battle on half-tracks instead of on foot.

No rest for the weary.

Deadly blasts of fire and counterfire burst forth in the night and spoiled the relative peace on the captured hill. German artillery had a direct line of sight on the US positions and fired on them in a desperate tactic. In no time, the American force was on the receiving end of every type of artillery fire. Sam ordered his radio operator over the deafening sounds exploding around them: “Tell Division we’re taking heavy artillery fire, they’re hitting us with everything but Hitler’s mustache. We need air support and artillery counterfire!”

The German artillerymen were experts—they used air bursts to take out infantry who sat in their foxholes and point-detonated high explosives to damage or destroy US vehicles. These cunning tactics separated or killed the infantry, thereby leaving the tanks vulnerable to antitank rockets and unable to hold their ground. US half-track crews and infantry dug holes obsessively to find a level of protection against this “steel rain.” These brutal tactics taught the survivors to “dig in deep” as soon as they arrived at a new position.

On the US side, the battalion mortars—three half-tracks each mounting an 81-mm tube in the open bay—fired back furiously. Star cluster rounds burning white hot with phosphorus illuminated the river valley below for the tankers. Sergeants John Grimes of Missouri and Robert Cordell of Texas ran themselves ragged. They counterfired in response to the German fire, then repositioned their tracks within the tight perimeter in order to dodge the Germans’ return barrage. Attempting to take cover in a trench, Grimes’s half-track received a large shrapnel hole through its quarter inch of side armor. The crew mounted back up and were able to shrug off the blown-out front tire thanks to run-flat inner tubes, and repositioned yet again to fire another three-round volley of 81-mm HE rounds back at the Germans.

The German tanks surged across the river and up the slope, but their infantry straggled far behind after receiving the first volleys of US mortar and artillery fire. Perched on their tanks, Sam, Ed Wray, and Carl Cramer helped call in a massive artillery mission from a battalion of 105-mm howitzers in support. The converged sheaf of high-explosive shells threw off tracks and knocked out optics on the platoon of German Mark IV tanks and assault guns. Shermans aiming down the hill set two more ablaze. The massive cannons firing back and forth lit up the river valley and the German positions like a full moonlit night.

US artillery in direct support of their divisions fired furiously. Bean counters would later tally nine thousand rounds fired by the Thirtieth Division Artillery and six thousand fired by the Third Armored Division cannon cockers on July 11 alone.8

Sam Hogan was all for it. There’s no such thing as excessive expenditure of ammunition if it saves the lives of your troops.

The US riposte stopped the German attack in its tracks. The survivors pulled back to positions five hundred yards to the south. Shell-shocked German prisoners expressed fear and admiration for the US artillery.9

The following morning came cloaked with intermittent rain. The defensive line stayed down as artillery whistled in. To defecate, infantrymen rotated their bodies out of their foxholes, did their business, then rolled back into their holes, covering the mess with a few spadefuls of dirt to keep the smell and flies at bay. Officers and sergeants stayed busy distributing what little water resupply had made it up the hill, as well as ammunition and petroleum and oil for the tanks. All of these tasks were performed during the day in sprints, conducted in between the volleys of artillery fired by the Germans. It would’ve been better to resupply at night, but the Germans had a say in the matter.

The rain breaking offered no relief as the US position was strafed from the cloudy skies. The culprit this time was the army’s own P-47s—foiled by the low visibility, they unwittingly fired on the US soldiers. Air Liaison Captain Ted Cardon called them off with an angry transmission on his UHF radio, but not before six soldiers among Roysdon’s infantry were wounded. Many exhibited symptoms of “combat exhaustion,” but there was little Doc Spigelman and his medics could do—every man was needed.

The enemy took advantage of the chaos to launch another probe and attempt to find a weak spot in the US line. Furious fire from the wedge of Hogan’s tanks halted the attack, but not before an antitank cannon hidden in the hedges took out another command tank. Once again, Sam heard nothing before the loud crunch of metal defeating metal. Not again! he thought in the split second before yelling “Everybody out!” In seconds that felt like minutes, Sam and his crew bailed out through their respective hatches as smoke filled the rapidly heating interior. Everyone emerged from their respective hatches—except one. The armor-piercing round had gone straight through the driver’s position, killing Tech 5 Ronald Davison instantly.

Sam dusted himself off and mounted another tank. This was not a spare, but the enlisted tank commander was happy to take a break helping at the aid station. Sam plugged his helmet into the intercom and let out a sigh. What next?

However, day two on the hill passed with both sides exchanging fire at long distance as they licked their wounds and prepared for another day of combat.

Like clockwork, on July 13 an artillery preparation heralded another charge of German assault guns. Infantry surged out of the hedgerows and along the road leading up to Hill 91 from the south. Ed Wray called in mortar fire and directed his H Company tanks to take out the assault guns. From his command tank in the center, Sam alerted Cramer to prepare to shift two tanks over to the right flank to bolster Ed’s four Shermans. One assault gun shrugged off the US mortar fire, stopping long enough to send two 75-mm rounds whizzing at the US positions. A request for P-47 air support to stop the attack was denied, as there were no fighter-bombers in the area. Frustrating, as the day before they had been firing on their own troops with no problems.

Sam could hear Ed Wray directing the fire—indefatigably encouraging his tankers and infantry. As the German formation approached the slope of Hill 91, their attack slowed. US mortar rounds exploded over their heads in black puffs of smoke and shrapnel. This was another benefit of the battalion’s own mortars—they could fire in any weather, night or day. The Germans faced a line of Sherman tanks looking down at them and, with only two assault guns left, they finally abandoned the attack and sprinted off to the cover of the hedgerows to either side.

But on the right flank, Carl Cramer’s G Company Shermans were in a fight for their lives as German infantry surged up the hill under cover of the hedgerows. Enemy mortar fire pinned down the defending US infantry in their foxholes, which allowed several figures in camouflage smocks and “coal-bucket” helmets to fire their Panzerfaust rockets. One Sherman went up in flames as the warhead ignited the onboard fuel tank. The crew managed to bail out before the inferno consumed them, and they rolled on the churned up soil to extinguish the flames that scorched their backs. Cramer turned his turret toward the tree line and hosed it down with .30-caliber machine gun fire. This finally bought them some silence from the German patrol.

Back in the center of the defensive line, radio calls back to Division yielded little good news. To the west, Mark V Panther tanks of the 901st Panzer Grenadier Regiment dueled with the tank destroyer battalions of the Thirtieth Infantry Division. The Germans also rushed forward the Third Fallschirmjager (Parachute) Division to prevent the Americans from crossing the Vire and capturing Saint-Lô. Sam’s men knew they had to hold on for a few more hours, but how many was anyone’s guess—and the enemy always had a say in the matter.

By day three on the hilltop, everyone was coated in dust and debris. The soldiers operated on a mix of epinephrine, cigarettes, murky canteen water doused with coffee, and the occasional can of quickly eaten Spam and dehydrated crackers. They nervously and obsessively checked downhill and looked to the sky above for incoming fire. The hours of darkness provided little respite except for the added difficulty of aiming for the German gunners. The US soldiers took turns to sleep, thirty minutes on, thirty minutes off. Those on guard clutched their weapons firmly as sounds of enemy diesel engines and yelled commands in guttural German drifted up to Hill 91 in the cool Norman breeze.

On July 15 at 3:00 P.M., as the exhausted and hungry soldiers on Hill 91 were about to give up hope of being relieved, a dust-covered .30-caliber machine gun position on the western picket of the hilltop position received the friendly passage-of-lines password from an American patrol. Sam’s depleted and exhausted troops were to be relieved by soldiers from the Old Hickory division.

New soldiers took over foxholes and fresh tanks moved up into the track prints of the previous occupants. Each sergeant and officer showed his replacement where the sectors of fire were and what to watch out for from the Germans. Still alert, though fading, Third Armored Division tankers and infantry backtracked down the hill toward an assembly area whose coordinates were radioed in by higher headquarters.

A short, bleary-eyed march north led them to their battalion area. After the previous seventy-two hours, Lieutenant Jake Sitzes’s smiling face was a sight for sore eyes. Jake was a young maverick platoon leader in C Company. Before the attack, Jake’s light tanks had been detached to guard the right flank as they passed through the forward lines. There they stayed during the battle for Hill 91, but they had not remained idle. Jake, his commander, Captain Ben Creamer, and the rest of C Company had laid out a battalion camp with baths and breakfast ready for the exhausted and dirty tankers from their sister companies. After a bath and hot breakfast of fried Spam and eggs (blessedly fresh instead of the usual powdered variety), Sam was filled with renewed hope that maybe he could survive the war.

The Third Battalion, Thirty-third Armored Regiment of the Third Armored Division had largely survived its baptism of brutal, close-up combat. But Sam considered the casualties. Seven killed in action. He knew the names and faces of every one of the killed and wounded. He had met most of these men during the Thirty-third Regiment’s initial training in the bayou around Camp Polk, Louisiana, in 1941. They got to know each other as only men who sleep, eat, and fight together can—from the early days of training in Louisiana all the way to Europe. Corporal Addison Darbison, the driver of Sam’s destroyed tank, was one of several missing in action. He was likely dead after the hit by an 88-mm round through the hull. His body was never found.

Also missing in action were two members of H Company. Their tank was one of the first hit on the morning of July 11. An antitank round hit the rear of the Sherman’s turret, immediately setting it ablaze. In the turret were the gunner, Tech 5 Robert Scheelk, and the tank commander, Sergeant Frank Matthews—they had been killed instantly. Loader Private Irving Fried managed to get out, but later died of his wounds. Only the driver, Private Harry T. Masram, escaped the inferno.10

It was obvious the Germans had been targeting the tanks containing the commanders. The battalion lost all six of them. H Company’s commander, Captain John R. Barclay, had survived, but nobody knew if his shrapnel and burn wounds would heal enough for him to return. He was an officer who knew his tactics and knew how to take care of his men and machines. The losses were heavy but were not in vain. The Americans had stopped a major German counterthrust dead in its tracks and helped render the Panzer Lehr Division ineffective.

Sam lay down within earshot of his command post. He was exhausted but couldn’t sleep. The adrenaline dump meant his body was spent but his mind still raced. Their first battle was over. Tomorrow was another day—but he had never expected to lose so many, including one of his company commanders, on their first combat action. How many more battles awaited his outfit? How many more men would have to die? He was too wound up to sleep.

He thought back to his momentary hesitation in battle. What if soldiers had seen him hesitate to mount up into the turret of another Sherman after getting one shot out from under him? Word would have spread, and the entire unit’s morale could be in jeopardy because of his one moment of indecision.

Think pleasant thoughts, he reminded himself. You’ve got to get some sleep. His mind began to wander to thoughts of sunny days riding his horse along the Rio Grande. His parents, Dodge and Mary, on the farm in Texas and the warm smile of his wife, Belle. He recalled happy days during his graduation from West Point, the sunbeams dancing on Belle’s auburn hair with Trophy Point and the meandering Hudson as a backdrop.

He thought back to West Point and long cold nights in gray barracks. Sam had always felt grateful and indebted for the first-rate free education funded with US-taxpayer dollars. The discipline and the hard winters had prepared him to lead men in the worst of conditions. The academy had given him an opportunity to move out of rural south Texas and make something of himself.

Then his mind flashed back to the sight of that green lightning coming at him out of an enemy gun at three thousand feet per second.

The debt is paid, he thought. He drifted into the dreamless slumber of complete exhaustion.
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Preparing to Unleash Hell

JULY 16–31, 1944 

The morning after the battle at Hill 91 began in a beautiful salmon-colored sunrise turning into a clear, blue-sky morning. A beautiful morning that didn’t do justice to the soldiers who’d died the day before and didn’t foreshadow the bloodier days that lay ahead. For a frontline leader in World War II, mid-July 1944 was like the start of a race of unknown length and duration—and one where you were commanded to sprint.

There were only a few honorable ways out of this race before its finish: death, severe wounds, or “getting fired.” In the case of firings—different from being relieved of command for cowardice or ineptitude—a higher commander deemed a subordinate “not aggressive enough.” You were fired and the next leader in the chain moved up to your hot seat. A combat officer worth his salt feared this fate almost as much as death, because it meant delivering his troops into the unknown hands of an unproven commander.

But it was better not to dwell on those things and take events a day at a time. There was much to do. Sam rose early and had an eye-opening shave with cold canteen water out of his steel helmet. He went for a short drive in his “peep.” In contrast to the more numerous foot-borne infantry divisions, fully motorized tank divisions had a wide inventory of tracked and wheeled vehicles. Small 4x4 cars used for scouting, towing antitank cannons, or the transportation of officers
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