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THE D-DAY EXPERIENCE

The Eve of ‘The Day’

By the spring of 1944 the cocky defiance of 1940 in Britain was replaced by a war-weary desire to finish the job. The night-life gaiety of the West End of London packed with Allied troops from every nation to enjoy this was a veneer, flimsily cloaking the unknown outcome of the likely decisive year of the war. Would the invasion to launch the Second Front really cost 50 per cent casualties? Had the Germans developed secret weapons? How many dancing couples enjoying themselves in London would be parted by violent death this year? ‘We knew D-Day was coming but nobody knew when,’ confided twenty-six-year-old Wren officer Moyra Macleod, working with Naval Planning Staff, to her diary: ‘The sea was absolutely chocker-block. Torbay was jammed with craft, you could almost walk from one to the other. It was the most exciting thing.’

   Excitement was tinged with war-weary fatalism. It had been a long wait. Housewife Clara Milburn had questioned the calls for a Second Front in her diary two summers before. ‘One has no doubt that as soon as we can do it, we shall,’ but there was risk, because she added, ‘only no more Dunkirks for us.’ ‘Invasion’ no longer meant the Germans may come, ‘now it is spoken of as a settled plan with the date fixed’, a secret, ‘but it is the invasion of the Continent this time.’ This became increasingly apparent up and down the country; Clara Milburn living near Coventry found local roads blocked off and soldiers guarding restricted entrances. ‘We found the Straight Mile closed,’ she recorded. ‘I was told it was packed with tanks all getting ready for the invasion.’ Driving on she saw ‘many double roads have one side closed, and one sees scores of vehicles massed on either side of the road.’ There was a flurry of Luftwaffe bombing raids in the spring of 1944 designed to impede these preparations. War-weariness was exacerbated by the lack of a known date. ‘Haven’t you noticed that nearly everybody looks ten years older?’ declared a forty-five-year-old Chelsea man to a Mass Observation reporter. ‘That dreadful bombing at the World’s End has offended a lot of people.’1

   ‘Thank God. At last,’ declared Lieutenant H J Sweeney in D Company the 2nd Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Regiment (Ox and Bucks) glider infantry, shortly due to land in one of the first gliders in Normandy. ‘We had been waiting for this day for years and years. Finally here we were about to take part.’ Twenty-year-old Parachute signaller Harry Reid claimed, ‘I don’t think any of us could see beyond D-Day.’ There could be no thought of future prospects until it was over. ‘We were being conditioned to do everything in relationship to that.’2 It was the event that shaped all training and preparations for the immediate future. Parts of the British Army had been engaged in the Western Desert, North Africa and Italian campaigns and others in the Far East, but the vast majority of it had tediously trained in England awaiting this day. D-Day was high risk symbolically as well as psychologically. As with the catastrophic fall of France four years earlier, most British people would recall what they were doing at the moment D-Day was announced. Despite progress on other fronts there was recognition that the war could only start to come to an end when Allied soldiers stepped ashore in France. Germany too recognised the potential emotional ambiance of this moment, relishing the opportunity to bloody the Allied nose and throw them back into the sea. They could negotiate an acceptable peace from the resulting stalemate.

   The invincibility of the so-called ‘Atlantic Wall’ had a tangible resonance fed by German propaganda newsreels about massive guns set in reinforced concrete emplacements surrounded by imposing bunkers and wire. In the spring of 1944 the German Army Wehrmacht magazine proclaimed the existence of ‘The Armoured Coast’. War correspondent Oberleutnant Walter Köhler reported ‘no less than 9.3 million cubic metres of concrete had been built into the 2,100 kilometre coast along the Channel and Atlantic and more than 6,000 guns direct their barrels against the enemy.’ In reality there were too few heavy guns, only 15 per cent of shelters at the anticipated landing points were bombproof and only four of 50 million mines had been laid, but the perception was it was a formidable obstacle. Information from landed frogmen, low-flying air reconnaissance and the French Resistance indicated that in places it was. There were ‘Belgian Gates’ to snag landing craft at low tide, ramps and stakes mixed with star-shaped metal ‘hedgehogs’ studded with mines, designed to rip out the bottom of landing craft. Beaches beyond were registered by machine-guns, mortars, anti-tank guns and artillery. Sea walls were festooned with barbed wire bunkers and fortified houses. Anti-tank ditches and minefields were in abundance at beach exits, covered by infantry and hidden gun emplacements.3

   ‘Worst of all,’ declared Sergeant Ian Grant, a cameraman due to land with 45 Commando, the French Maquis had identified underwater pipes leading out from concrete bunkers that could set the sea on fire 1,000 yards from the shore. ‘They would then act like a chain of flame-throwers, thus setting up a virtual wall of flame, through which our line of landing craft would have to navigate.’ Flail Tank crewman Joe Minogue due to land on Gold Beach recalled being jauntily told by his Division Commander Major General Percy Hobart, ‘we’re expecting 70% casualties you know, but if any of you chaps get there I’ll see you the day after D-Day.’ There was realisation from Prime Minister Churchill down to the lowliest private soldier that this enterprise could not afford to fail. Royal Marine Ken Oakly, who had barely survived the amphibious landings in Sicily the year before, recalled a pep talk given by a senior officer the night before the invasion: ‘Many of you will not survive the first assault wave, some of you might survive the second, but not to worry, we shall just pass over you until we have captured the beach. That’s the thing that must be done. You must capture the beach.’4

   The date of the impending invasion was unknown. ‘My fiancée said “we’ll get married on such-and-such day,” ’ recalled Alastair Pearson, the Commanding Officer of 8 PARA soon to jump over Normandy. ‘And it dawned on me that a I wouldn’t be there, and b it was perilously close to D-Day.’ Commando Peter Wild remembered ‘we’d have to tell lies’ to their girlfriends; ‘we’d arranged to take Wrens out that night, never to turn up!’5

   The risk of this enterprise not succeeding was considerable. Thirty-seven Allied divisions were available in Britain to face fifty-eight German combat divisions in France. Deception played a huge role, diverting German attention to a mythical First Army Group commanded by the American General George Patton which was anticipated to land in the Pas-de-Calais area and another poised to assault Norway. The German Fifteenth Army, with twenty divisions, including two panzer, covering the 550 kilometre Somme-Calais area, would be held waiting as the main Allied blow descended on the Seventh Army in Normandy, holding more than twice the distance, some 1,600 kilometres with six fewer divisions and only one panzer. The Allied D-Day plan intended to checkmate the German defence by moving ten to fifteen Allied divisions against five spread out German divisions during the first five days of the assault.6

   ‘Just before D-Day there were soldiers everywhere,’ recalled Chief Wren Katherine Andrews. ‘We didn’t know when the invasion would be of course, so it just seemed as if one minute they were there, and the next they had just vanished.’ Soldiers were confined to transit camps. Ursula Norton, a young child in Southsea near Portsmouth, recalled soldiers sitting on the beaches waiting to embark. She was with her three-year-old cousin Malcolm and ‘one man with a beard hugged us both and burst out crying’. ‘I remember him telling me he had a little girl just like me he had left behind.’ They were asked to post letters as ‘I think they had been ordered not to write home at that late date.’ Wren Moyra Macleod remembered the poignancy of men ‘giving me envelopes’ saying ‘would you please post this, this is for my family you know, this is money for the stamps.’ She was visibly affected by the moment, ‘it began to be very moving.’ Dawn Gould had to wave goodbye to her American fiancé through the wire of a transit camp. ‘I didn’t get right close to him, because it was not allowed.’ They were engaged for three weeks. He did not come back.

   ‘Confinement within a wall of barbed wire was all about lectures; constructional and destructional,’ recalled Sergeant Ian Grant with 45 Commando. Memories were of ‘boredom; eating, sleeping; sprawling in a tented city’ with ‘warm, spring sunshine giving promise of the summer ahead’. The incongruous part was that everyday life continued around them as if nothing had happened. Buses turned around the terminus as usual carrying people back to Southampton’s homes, shops, cinemas and pubs. ‘Was it real?’ he asked himself, ‘us and them?’ Some men were afloat as early as 1 June, an unwelcome move because, Grant discovered, ‘after the scent of clean sea air, the atmosphere below was foul’, a cocktail of ‘nauseous fumes’ from diesel mixed with fresh paint applied to the interiors. Parachute and glider troops at transit camps inland alongside airfields were equally uncomfortable. Nineteen-year-old airborne glider soldier Denis Edwards was ‘cooped up for several days’: ‘It was hot inside our small tents and I suspect that like me, few of the others slept very soundly. On my mind was the thought that the task that had been allocated to us seemed so great and our force so small.’ He recorded the atmosphere in his diary: ‘nerves were taut and the air seemed charged with tension.’7

   Weather conditions in May were remarkably good while waiting, with a glorious heatwave, but as the day approached freak gales battered the country and south-westerly winds tore up the English Channel. A long line of depressions began to develop in the Atlantic, threatening disastrous consequences for the shipping due to launch on 5 June. Nothing like it had been seen in June for forty years. The navy needed winds no stronger than 12 mph, good visibility and no prolonged high winds in the Western Approaches for the days immediately preceding the operation. Sid Capon, due to jump with 9 PARA against the Merville Battery covering the Orne estuary, recalled: ‘It is a bloody awful day, wind and rain that was to get worse as the day went on. The solid ground had now turned to mud and it is now evening and we awaited to get on the lorries that were to take us to the waiting aircraft.’

   The operation was scrubbed. ‘Gentlemen, back to your tents’, they were told. ‘It’s been delayed for 24 hours.’ It could not have been worse. Bed rolls meticulously packed into parachute containers had to be re-opened. Sid Capon’s battalion was earmarked for a virtual suicide mission, to storm a vital German battery. Heavy losses were anticipated. ‘We go back to our tents and sleep and awake in the morning and my thoughts were if there had not been the 24 hour delay our task would have been completed at Merville.’

   ‘I suppose it gave a lot of fellows another 24 hours of living,’ reflected airborne signaller Harry Reid. All Sid Capon could think of was ‘now we must go all through the procedure again’. Some of the fleet had sailed and had to be recalled.8

   On 5 June a high pressure ridge was assessed to be shadowing the cold front sweeping over the Channel so the decision was ‘Go’. ‘Next morning there was no hesitation and we sped away in trucks,’ recalled Sergeant Ian Grant heading for the dockside, ‘racing through Southampton’s streets, with passers-by knowing full well what was about to happen – blowing kisses, weeping and cries of good luck.’

   Nursing Sister Brenda McBryde remembered a services dance at the coastal town of Littlehampton, a still evening, enjoyed by those cooling off on the flat roof as the sea quietly lapped below on a deserted beach. A scarcely perceptible vibration ‘began to overcome the muffled fox-trot beat they could hear outside’. The noise grew louder and louder until: ‘ “Look!” somebody cried out in amazement and we watched a cloud of tiny specks in the sky behind us, fanning out and multiplying as formation after formation of planes rose from the land thundered overhead on their way out to sea.’

   The noise was deafening and soon brought out the dancers below who gazed up at swarms of Lancasters, Stirlings and Halifaxes, some towing gliders, moving purposefully across the sky towards France. A great sigh of ‘Ah-ah-h-h’ went up from all those watching ‘as we realised we were witnessing the opening of the Second Front’, Brenda McBryde recalled. ‘It was a moment of elation and awe.’ Alastair Pearson, flying overhead with his parachute battalion, knew the wedding was off, but his fiancée Joan, did not: ‘It didn’t honestly dawn on her until the morning of D-Day when an old boy she knew asked her if she’d heard the aeroplanes go over last night. She said she hadn’t and he said, “Well you’d better turn on the news, because there’ll be no wedding on Tuesday!” ’9

   Troops buffeted at sea were steadily coming to terms during last-minute briefings with the intricacies of scaling the mythical ‘Atlantic Wall’ at the very moment their airborne compatriots were flying over it. Flying across in the face of a much weakened Luftwaffe was likely achievable, holding on until the seaborne troops arrived was another matter.

From the Sky

‘At the airfield we sorted ourselves into sections and platoons and were provided with a hot cup of tea and sat on the edge of the runway smoking and cracking jokes,’ remembered Private Denis Edwards, part of the glider coup de main that was to land on the Orne River and Canal bridges. ‘Whilst we all affected an air of total unconcern I am sure the others, like me, had stomachs that were churning.’ Airborne signaller Harry Reid had never appreciated until confined to the transit camps why there were so many wireless operators until ‘I learnt that they expected 50% casualties on the landing, and that’s sobering.’ There was trepidation: ‘It would be true to say that we knew we were in for a very, very difficult time, and I think you could get quite emotional about that because you had to work out whether in your heart, in your mind, whether what you were going to do, what was expected of you, was worth putting your life on the line.’ But he reflected, ‘there was no way back was there?’

   Soldiers had less to ponder than officers and commanders and busied themselves smearing hands, necks and faces with camouflage grease. ‘As one wag pointed out,’ remarked Edwards: ‘Cor blimey – we don’t need no bleedin’ weapons – just the sight of us will scare ’em to death!’ Airborne Sapper Tom Barrett assembled with 9 PARA for the drop on the Merville Battery. ‘By this time we were definitely shaking and the ‘planes for locating the dropping zones were already away.’10

   Officers churned the plan over through their minds. The British 6th Airborne Division was to protect the left flank of the Allied invasion and secure the area east of the River Orne to enable Montgomery’s 21st Army Group to break out at a later date. Six American parachute regiments from the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions were to fly in and protect the opposite western flank of the invasion. They loaded 13,00 men upon 822 transport aircraft taking off from nine airfields. The British loaded another 7,000 men in six battalions from airfields south of Oxford, which were carried in 266 transport aircraft and 344 gliders with air landing infantry and heavy equipments. It was a challenging plan. Brigadier James Hill commanding the 3rd Parachute Brigade had to capture the bridges across the Orne River and Canal, silence a vital enemy battery covering Sword beach, destroy five bridges across the River Dives, and secure the prominent ridge line between the River Orne and Dives. Tasks covering some twenty-five square miles had to be secured by his division during the hours of darkness from past midnight to the seaborne H-Hour at 0700 hours on D-Day morning. It was the practical difficulties of achieving these as yet unseen objectives on the other side of the Atlantic Wall that taxed the intellects of these commanders as they made ready.

   ‘Remember,’ Hill later explained, ‘the country was strange to us – infested by Germans and it was a dark night as well – no mean task.’ They were short of aircraft. Hill remembered Major General Richard Gale, the commander of the 6th Airborne Division ‘was so upset about no aeroplanes that he managed to persuade Bomber Command to let him have aeroplanes from bombing Berlin and that sort of thing’. Of course ‘you cannot train parachute aircraft in a month’, Hill commented and this was soon apparent to the emplaning soldiers. Corporal C D Weightman with 12 PARA, on meeting the aircrew and shaking hands with the skipper, was told ‘either in innocence or to pull our legs, “I haven’t dropped paras before.” ’ Eyes rolled skyward; ‘that was a great start,’ he recalled.11

   ‘Fully dressed and kitted up we looked like a string of pack mules,’ observed glider soldier Denis Edwards. Packing a personal container for a parachute assault involves an interminable debate over what to take, the dilemma of load priorities: ammunition versus rations and the rest. The finished bundle must be parachutable and has to be suspended on a harness within the claustrophobic and bucking confines of an aircraft in flight at night. Major A R Clarke with 13 PARA packed a sten gun, spare magazines with 9mm ammunition, two pounds of plastic explosive (HE), two 36 hand grenades, two full belts of Vickers .303 ammunition, wire cutters, radio batteries, small pack and webbing harness, forty-eight hours’ worth of rations, water and cooking and washing kit. Further heavy items were spread about his pockets: a loaded .45 automatic pistol, medical kit, another 2 lb of HE, knife, survival kit, toggle rope and all the other personal things a soldier feels he needs to take into battle. With his parachute, he carried an all-up weight of 110 to 120 lb, which meant he could barely stand unaided.12

   The simplicities of life became all-important at the airfield before take-off. Should one accept the final tea and biscuits? Air sickness may result while a final nervous pee could involve the unbuckling of pre-checked parachute equipment and maybe a complete rejig of personal equipment stowage; a decision not to be taken lightly. As soon as one man felt the need to urinate, everybody else would want to go. Sergeant R A Pead with the 9 PARA mortar platoon recalled ‘sitting about waiting to get into our equipment and move, playing cards to pass the time. You have a queer feeling in the stomach – a kind of sinking feeling, and the frequent trips to the latrines.’ He did well at cards and sent the winnings home to his wife because ‘it was no use where I was going’. Little sleep was achieved over the previous forty-eight hours with laborious packing and preparation interrupted by the postponement. Small pleasures raised morale. George O’Connor with 13 PARA noticed a small note attached to his parachute from the female packer, which read ‘Good luck’ and was signed ‘Elsie’. He never forgot it. ‘It’s many years since, but thank you, Elsie, the ’chute worked OK.’

   Soldiers going to battle become aware of their mortality and felt the need to communicate with their God. This was a generation of churchgoers. Some were hard-bitten veterans but the vast majority, as James Hill explained, were twenty-one years old, ‘not a great age you may think’ and ‘they had never seen a shot fired in anger before, with the exception of myself and three officers’. Major Clarke attended the 13 PARA airfield service feeling it ‘to be the most natural in the world’. They knelt, scratching and bruising knees from the weight of their equipments on the perimeter gravel in the act of contrition: ‘So all six hundred of our battalion, led by Padre Boy Foy, acknowledged our need and our dependence, our fear and yet our trust, our inadequacies and yet our resolve.’13

   More than half of them were destined to become casualties. ‘Whether you are an atheist or have no ideas of God or anything else, you pray,’ pointed out James Hill. He insisted his command attend church parades once a month. Many of his men later conceded this provided comfort. Hill explained:


You have to pray to something. Now those chaps had all been to church, into the garrison church, and when they were flying in their aeroplanes they may have felt we don’t know anything about God. He doesn’t mean anything else but we have been into his House and that gave him a lift and that came back to me on several occasions.


The order came to emplane, and as Sergeant Pead with 9 PARA passed between ‘lines of men who were not going with us at that time’ he saw many had tears in their eyes. ‘They knew what the chances were,’ he realised. ‘I had a job to clamber into the plane,’ remembered George O’Connor, ‘a member of the ground staff gave me a shove and I was aboard.’ At 2200 hours Denis Edwards heard the ‘emplane’ order and ‘gave the earth by the runway a hard stamp in the hope that a little bit of English soil would accompany me on my journey’. The jokes and air of good humour were a fragile veneer cloaking real tension. ‘It’s too late now mate – yer shouldn’t ’av joined!’ Edwards became even more scared as he buckled into glider seat 12A, because unlucky 13 was not a recognised number. The sounds and smells of engines spluttering into life were sufficient to trigger psychological and physical reactions. Adrenalin comes first with the fitting of the parachute harness, a definite action that signifies the operation is definitely on. The second adrenalin rush comes with the start-up of engines; individuals had now to come to terms with what was about to happen.14

   Movement and direction inside taxiing aircraft can be discerned through bumps, sudden spurts and halts, accompanied by the bird-like chattering of rudders and control cables. Adrenalin surged again as the heavily laden aircraft accelerated down runways, one after the other, an interminable rise and fall of engine note. ‘At 2256 hours the steady hum of the bomber engines suddenly increased to a deafening roar,’ recalled Denis Edwards as his glider set off with a violent jerk and ‘twang’ as the slack on the tow cable was taken up by the tug plane. ‘My muscles tightened,’ he remembered, ‘a cold shiver ran up and down my spine, I went hot and cold and sang all the louder to stop my teeth from chattering.’ Inside the parachute aircraft the bumping and lumbering developed into a lurch, another change of engine note and steady vibration as they rose into the air. They were airborne; there was no turning back. ‘I thought it was going to shake to pieces before it left the ground,’ remembered George O’Conner taking off with 13 PARA. There was a ‘clunk’ as the wheels of his Dakota transport aircraft clamped into their pockets. ‘I could hear sighs of relief and everyone began to talk at once.’ By the time the aircraft formed up in streams and were vectored towards the coast the troops began to settle down for an average two-hour flight.15

   Oberst Oelze, commanding a Luftwaffe radar unit on the occupied island of Guernsey, telephoned the German 84th Corps HQ at Saint- Lô in Normandy shortly after midnight with news of a disturbing intercept. His Freya and Würzburg radar screens had spotted formations of four-engine bombers, followed almost immediately by other unidentified aircraft at regular intervals. They might be gliders. Seventh Army in Normandy was in its fourth year of an uneventful and largely peacetime occupation. The weather had been indescribable. It was a routine evening with units of the 21st Panzer Division on exercise near the proposed landing areas with practice ammunition. A phlegmatic duty staff officer at Corps HQ teased the radar operators on Guernsey reminding them they should watch their alcohol consumption and ‘be on the look out for small ghosts only’. Leutnant Raimond Steiner meanwhile, manning a coastal bunker at Franceville beach with Artillery Regiment 1716, was intimidated by a vast fly-past of enemy aircraft, recalling ‘the vibration in the air caused the sand in the dunes to crumble’.16

   Lights were dimmed inside the aircraft. Sergeant Pead with 9 PARA recalled how quiet things had become. ‘I should imagine each of us had our own thoughts and fears.’ George O’Connor flying with 13 PARA conducted a familiar debate with himself while pretending to sleep. ‘What was I doing here?’ he pondered. ‘I was about to parachute into a foreign country and kill or be killed, what for?’ His thoughts echoed those of his fellows from similarly deprived social backgrounds. His generation was convinced the post-war world must offer a new deal for ordinary people. ‘The country had done nothing for me, except kept me poor and hungry.’ He resolved: ‘If I live through this I might get a better future, for helping the country out, I might even get a home for my wife and myself. I wasn’t worried about a home “fit for heroes to live in” as promised by the government, even a room of our own would do for a start.’17

   Inside the gliders was noisy. Denis Edwards remembered ‘a continual high-pitched scream of wind and slip-stream forcing its way through the cracks and crevices in the thin fabric of the fuselage’. The door left open in flight to enable an easy exit on touch-down intensified the noise. Air pockets and a buffeting slipstream made it difficult to prepare for action within the dimmed interiors of parachute transports. Major E S Lough with HQ 5th Parachute Brigade recalled: ‘we had only a faint light in the aircraft and considerable difficulty was encountered in getting the right kit bags to the right chaps and in finding the quick-release pins, some of which had come undone.’ It took them nearly forty minutes to sort themselves out before being ready to hook up.18

   Flying transport aircraft in a ‘Vic’ or ‘V’ formation of threes for parachute dropping is not easy in darkness. ‘Formation flying is not part of a transport pilot’s expertise,’ claimed Flight Lieutenant Bristow of 575 Squadron, ‘and here we were on a particularly dark night.’ Having lost sight of the aircraft ahead, he closed up, only to quickly discover ‘there were four of them’, so he throttled back, preferring to take his chances alone. Peering through his cockpit window trying to pick out the enemy coastline ahead, he recalled: ‘Shortly before we made landfall something exploded on the land right ahead. A vast sheet of yellow flame lit up the sky for a second or two, and in that I saw a line of aeroplanes all going in the same way, all at the same height, and I was part of this mad game of follow-my-leader.’19

   ‘Prepare for action!’ was the call-point over the sea nearing the coast when it became a struggle to fit equipments to parachute harnesses in dimmed aircraft interiors, buffeted by the slipstreams of those converging for the drop zones ahead. Exertion and the realisation that this was it produced sweat, the stench of nervous flatulence mixed with the sour smell of vomit, as aircraft started to bob and weave. As the Stirlings neared the coast, the jump-floor hatches were opened in readiness for despatching. Dakota aircraft generally flew with open doors. Lieutenant Richard Todd with 7 PARA recalled, ‘all 20 of us, cumbersome, heavily laden figures, jostled and swayed while all the aircraft yawed in search of the exact line of flight.’ Action stations! and Stand to the door! meant ‘we hooked up our static lines and shuffled to our jumping positions’. Todd was jumping number one, which meant he straddled the broad end of the jump hole: ‘For what seemed an age we flew like this. Looking down, I could see the crests of waves. The wind and engine noise was shattering.’

   Dispatchers busied themselves among the paratroopers, colliding with them as aircraft jinked up and down and side to side, as they completed equipment checks. Nervously looking through open doors, men could make out the ships and invasion craft on the moonlit water below. ‘The most magnificent sight,’ recalled Private T. Buckley with 12 PARA, gazing through his Stirling hole, ‘thousands of ships, battleships, destroyers, corvettes, tank-landing craft and others.’ He found it awe-inspiring, ‘a wonderful sight which I will never forget.’ Then came the indistinct line of surf below indicating one and a half minutes to go. Red lights came on above the exit doors reflecting a pronounced red glow visible even at the back of the stick, deep inside the aircraft interior. Excited paratroopers repeated the dispatcher’s warning cry Red on! They were thundering into the final approach to the drop zones.20

   Aircraft slowed down and began to lose height. Major Clarke, a company commander with 13 PARA, heard the dispatcher sing out Carbourg! And then ‘we were into the flak. It came up at us rather like fireworks.’ ‘Suddenly our aircraft is all swaying and the ack-ack from the enemy guns send us into turmoil,’ recalled Sid Capon with 9 PARA. Moments of sudden weightlessness were replaced by crushing weight on bent knees as gravitational pull compensated over air pockets. Men were thrown left and right against fuselage walls as aircraft weaved and yawed to avoid flak bursts. Some luckless paratroopers attempting to maintain balance fell out of doors into the sea; a lonely death but drowning was accelerated by the weight of equipment. ‘Something hit us,’ Clarke recalled, ‘the sound was rather like that of a dustbin being emptied.’ Sergeant Pead with 9 PARA ‘could see the tracers creeping up towards the plane and flashing by, the flak was knocking on the fuselage.’ The pilot took evasive action ‘which threw us about a bit’. Aeroplanes throttled back to jump speed and began to vibrate inside as they slowed almost to stalling speed to facilitate a safe exit. Turbulence increased as slipstreams merged. Paratroopers fought for balance so they could achieve the vital clean exit. All eyes were on the red light, willing it to change to green.21

   An unbalanced exit is a paratrooper’s nightmare. Failure to achieve this precondition can result in snagging the aircraft door, twisting parachute lines, tearing equipment and weapons free or, worse still, impeding the full deployment of the parachute canopy. ‘I was about to stand up, when I was nearly thrown out of the door by another blast of gunfire,’ recalled George O’Connor. ‘Not yet lad,’ restrained his dispatcher. ‘I regained my breath and noticed the rest of the lads were rolling about on the floor, they were so tightly packed together they were getting tangled up.’ This was potentially catastrophic in the confines of a bucking aircraft; not knowing whether they were still hooked up. If not, the parachute would not deploy and they had no reserve. His stick was definitely not ready to jump. His aircraft suddenly banked and turned, the red light came on, followed almost immediately by the green. The dispatcher shouted Go! and started to push the number one and two out of the plane, ‘as he pushed me out, I heard him shouting Good luck, lads!’ His chute opened with a snap amid tracer rounds flashing and cracking past.

   Major Bill Collingwood’s aircraft was hit by flak crossing the coast; he was Brigadier James Hill’s brigade-major. ‘He was blown out of the door and left dangling and spinning underneath,’ Hill recalled. ‘He had a 60lb kit-bag attached to his right leg.’ As the aircraft limped back over the English coast the crew managed to haul him back on board. On arrival at Odiham, the emergency airfield, he commandeered a jeep, and despite his damaged right leg, flew back in a glider the next day. ‘What an example of sheer guts and mental toughness!’ Hill exclaimed.22

   ‘When the light went on to jump I think we were all on our hands and knees,’ remembered Sergeant Pead with 9 PARA, ‘and the weight of our equipment made it awkward for us to get to our feet.’ Nevertheless, he got to the door ‘and fell out, that was the only way’. Glancing about, ‘it seemed like the 5th of November, tracer bullets flashing by and fires burning below.’ Sid Capon had a similarly untidy exit:


The amber glows of the flak outside can be seen. ‘What the effing hell’s happened?’ We are all sent sprawling and again within the turmoil the shout of Red Light! Followed immediately by Green Light Go! No fucker told us about anti-aircraft fire and what it does to a plane. Everyone is scrambling out of the aircraft, it’s twisting and swaying and eventually I reach the door and jump. No it’s not a jump, I have fallen out in a heap. I am clear of our plane and floating to earth and not taking any notice of what is happening around me.23


Once out, the slipstream hits the face, the shadow of the aircraft passes over, and there is a glimpse of feet and a welcome rush of cold air to replace the previously clammy confines of the aircraft interior. The taut snap of the parachute harness tightening brings with it a frightened exhalation of breath. There is blessed silence after the buffeting slipstream and roaring aircraft now receding in the distance. Corporal E D Weightman with 12 PARA landed in water up to his waist. ‘It was pitch black, and I was trying to get myself orientated, I heard the sounds of someone gasping and spluttering.’ Private Eric Barley ‘took a piece of soil and squeezed it in my hand and thought “this is France.” ’ Most of them were completely alone in the dark. ‘I didn’t feel afraid but tensed up,’ Barley remembered. Men sought to orientate themselves as in the distance the distinctive ripping sound of German spandau machine-guns sounded through the night.24

   One hour before, the glider coup de main by five glider-borne platoons of the Ox and Bucks, led by Major John Howard, secured the bridges over the Orne River and Canal. It was perhaps the outstanding glider action of the war, an amazing feat of night navigation and flying, because as Denis Edwards on board emphasised, ‘they have to make a one-off decision as they swoop towards the ground at a speed of between 70 and 90 mph.’ Most paratroopers feared to land in a glider. Link arms! was the call from the senior pilot aboard Denis Edward’s glider as they held tight and braced themselves for touch-down.

   It began ‘with the usual slight bump, a small jerk and a much heavier thump’ as the glider careered along, shuddering and bumping up and down at high speed ‘like a bucking bronco’. They were taken aback to see the darkness lit by ‘a stream of brilliant sparks’, mistaken for tracer defensive fire, as the wheels were ripped off and the skids scoured over stony ground. ‘There followed a sound like a giant sheet of cloth being viciously ripped apart, then a God Almighty crash like a clap of thunder and my body seemed to be moving in several directions at the same time.’ Quite often pilots crashed through cockpit windscreens or the platoon inside was heaped to the front or men ejected through the open door on impact.

   Ominous silence followed; ‘the peace after all the din was unexpected and quite uncanny,’ Edwards recalled, until men began to unstrap themselves and move around the interior. Despite their dazed state of mind they realised the drag parachute that reduced the landing speed to 60 mph had enabled them to plough into the tangled wire emplacements just outside the outermost trenches. Passing the two injured and moaning pilots, still strapped in their seats, who had catapulted beyond the glider, the coup de main force attacked. Within ten minutes the bridges were secured. German sentries had not been alarmed by the succession of crashes and bangs, believing it to be the not too unfamiliar sound of shot-off aircraft bits raining down. Lieutenant Fox, one of the assaulting platoon commanders, was irritably told to ‘f—k off’ by three German soldiers found sleeping afterwards in an outlying bunker. Surprise was complete.25

   Few military plans survive crossing the start-line and parachute operations dependent on a myriad of technical, weather-related and enemy variables are no exception. Denis Edwards had a grandstand view of the arrival of the main parachute force. ‘The first few planes flew over with little opposition but those that followed ran into heavy flak,’ he noticed, ‘and at least one was hit, set on fire, and came hurtling down like a comet from about 3,000 feet.’ He hoped the paras on board had got out. He then observed ‘the para force was getting a hell of a pasting from ack-ack from the now fully alerted ground forces and I was thankful that we had come down first.’ BBC war correspondent Guy Byam, having just jumped, looked up and saw: ‘The whole sky is a fantastic chimera of lights and flak, and one plane gets hit and disintegrates wholesale in the sky, sprinkling a myriad of burning pieces all over the sky.’

   The plan was beginning to unravel. Lieutenant H J Sweeney, one of Howard’s platoon commanders watching the arriving reinforcements alongside Edwards, noticed ‘one disheartening factor’ and that was ‘they seemed to be flying in all directions at once, quite unlike the steady stream we had seen on exercises’.26

   Many paratroopers overshot their drop zones and landed in areas flooded by the Germans in the Dives valley. Men drowned in three feet of water, disorientated and weighed down, panicked by folds of suffocating wet silk. Sapper Tom Barrett overshot his drop zone by thirty miles. His aircraft, evading flak, was flying too fast. ‘The slip stream was terrific,’ he estimated, pitching out at perhaps 200 mph, nearly twice the permitted drop speed. His overweight container snapped the fastenings on his parachute harness and his kit was torn away, plummeting out of sight.

   George O’Connor with 13 PARA came to the aid of a paratrooper who was descending upside down with his feet entangled in his rigging lines. As they moved off the drop zone they passed another paratrooper impaled on one of the anti-glider landing pole obstructions. James Hill descended into four feet of water which subsequently ‘entailed five hours cold and very hard work negotiating the numerous underwater obstacles such as farmers fences, Dannert wire, black-thorn hedges and deep submerged irrigation ditches from 10 to 15 feet in width’ to get out. Each man was encumbered by some 60lb of equipment. They passed parachute ‘blossoms’ denoting the submerged remains of men who had drowned, dragged down by their equipment in deep ditches. ‘We were able to help each other with the aid of toggle ropes to negotiate the obstacles and swim when it was necessary to do so.’ After emerging from the flooded area his group was almost annihilated by a low-flying attack from an Allied fighter bomber. He barely survived with part of his left buttock blown away. They had to leave the mortally wounded survivors behind after administering morphine. The dying men cheered them on, it left an indelible memory with James Hill.27

   The British 6th Airborne Division assembled with about 40 per cent of its strength that first night, marginally better than the 38 per cent achieved by the 101st US Airborne Division and 33 per cent achieved by the US 82nd. Only 40 per cent of 7 PARA due to relieve Major John Howard at the Orne River bridges turned up during the night. Sixty per cent of 12 and 13 PARA began to establish themselves around the glider landing zones at Ranville, while 8 PARA and the 1st Canadian PARA were widely dispersed, but carried on with their plans as best they were able. ‘My advance party dropped at ten minutes to one,’ recalled Alastair Pearson the CO of 8 PARA. ‘I knew quite well something had happened because instead of the sky being full of parachutes there were singularly few.’ He had only 170 men after two hours and one of his soldiers accidentally shot him in the hand. It was a bad start.

   When Sid Capon rallied with 9 PARA he remembered, ‘Blimey, I thought on arrival, there is no bugger here!’ About fifty men were lying around at the alert but only a further hundred filtered in. Lieutenant Colonel Terence Otway the battalion commander had been told by his brigade commander, ‘Your attitude of mind must be that you cannot contemplate failure in the direct assault.’ Every landed soldier was acutely aware there could be no more Dunkirks. Six hundred paratroopers had been allotted to this task, but fewer than 200 turned up in time. They penetrated the Merville battery shortly before dawn, losing nearly 50 per cent of the assault force. General Montgomery was relying upon three airborne divisions to, at the minimum, restrict the immediate deployment options of the five enemy divisions in situ, in order to guarantee a successful amphibious assault by a further five Allied divisions. All that was on the ground operating in a coherent and directed manner was a conglomeration amounting to one airborne division. Reinforcements would land at dawn and scattered elements of three divisions had at least surmounted the Atlantic Wall, but would it suffice?28

From the Sea

At dawn on D-Day ship outlines began to take shape through the early morning haze. ‘As full light began to come one saw the ships and planes,’ declared Major Iain Macleod with the 50th Northumbrian Division, ‘a sight so paralysing that tears came to my eyes.’ He reflected: ‘It was as if every sea had yielded up her wrecks. It was as if every plane that had ever been built was there, and, so it seemed in fantasy as if dead crews were there too.’

   Awestruck by this massive assembly of fighting power, Iain Macleod felt moved ‘out of sheer delight at being part of that company in such a place’, to quote Henry V – ‘And gentlemen in England now abed  . . .’

   D-Day was possibly the final British enterprise to have such a dramatic and decisive impact on the outcome of the war. The United States mounted a similar effort on the right flank, but the British people of this generation regard D-Day as their victory. It was conducted from their shores, under their gaze, carried in their ships, and assumed a symbolism like that of the Battle of Britain. Much of the British Army that fought in north-west Europe passed over the Normandy beaches. Many had waited two to four years to return in reconstituted BEF form as the 21st Army Group, to avenge the humiliation of Dunkirk. British ingenuity, largely neglected by the Americans, invented ‘the Funnies’, specialised armoured vehicles that enabled tanks to land on open beaches to surmount the much vaunted Atlantic Wall. ‘Of course we had American officers with us and they worked very closely with us,’ explained Captain Goronwy Rees with the D-Day planning staff, ‘but the original conception of the plan was a British one and the detailed planning of it was also, I would say, about 90% British.’ Swimming Duplex Drive (DD) tanks quickly ashore enabled a considerable lodgement to be achieved within the first twenty-four hours. D-Day was indeed ‘the Day’.29

   The appearance of the fleet was as shocking to the Germans as it was impressive to the Allies. Grenadier Robert Vogt, an infantryman with 726 Regiment atop the Arromanches cliffs opposite the British approach, declared: ‘What I saw scared the devil out of me. Even though the weather was so bad, we could see a huge number of ships. Ships as far as the eye could see, an entire fleet, and I thought, “Oh God, we’re finished! We’re done for now!” ’

   SS-Obersturmführer (Lieutenant) Peter Hansmann, a reconnaissance commander with the 12th SS Hitlerjugend Division, was driving the same sector of coast when he picked up the mass of shipping through binoculars and saw ‘up to the horizon – ships, masts and command bridges’. In the background ‘flashes blinked at irregular intervals, but incessantly – naval artillery!’ White stripes denoting the wash of approaching landing craft were faintly visible ‘extending from the cliffs at Arromanches to the horizon east of the Orne estuary – all coming towards us!’ The Germans soon had a nickname for this imaginary township that winked and smoked off the coast, they called it ‘the Golden City’.30

   Sergeant Ian Grant filmed 45 Commando assembling on deck and checking out ammunition and weapons and equipment, ‘the special knives they carried inspected with loving attention’. ‘We got into the boats,’ the landing craft, recalled Lieutenant Hugh Bone with the 2nd East Yorkshire Regiment, ‘the padre said some prayers.’ They clambered down the grappling nets on ships’ sides into violently pitching craft. ‘You sat on a little piece of wood, three rows set one behind the other’ in Landing Craft Infantry (LCIs) ‘and kept our heads down’. Commando Ken Oakly remembered, ‘as we boarded the craft we could hear the huge shells being fired by the battleships, it was awe-inspiring.’ Men instinctively shrank and ducked as ‘they whistled overhead, shells weighing about a ton each’.

   The landing craft began to circle their parent ships beyond the range of German guns off-shore as they formed up prior to release. Most were to spend an average of three hours in the square-shaped unwieldy craft that rolled and yawed with every wave. Before long soldiers began to retch from seasickness, becoming so ill they were distracted from the perils ahead. John Russell in the Kings Own Scottish Borderers (KOSB) from Dundee recalled after a breakfast that had turned men green ‘many a man was glad to face the Germans rather than stay on the boat’. BBC correspondent Frank Gillard saw the naval commander look at his watch before putting the microphone to his face and announce: ‘Off you go then – and good luck to you.’31

   The landing craft set off negotiating the lines of bombarding ships: past battleships with 14-inch guns about seven miles offshore, then the destroyers with 5-inch guns between five and three miles offshore, and finally moving by destroyers at one or two miles, pounding the beaches with direct fire support. One observer saw:


The squat grey mass of the largest battleship, the Warspite, flung swelling clouds of incandescence out of the long trunks of her 15-inch guns. The flames as long as towers, unrolled into clouds of smoke as big as castles. A noise like an express train at speed followed, as the projectile was thrust through the high air into France.


BBC correspondent Robin Duff observed the aerial bombing on land that preceded the assault. ‘The beaches shook and seemed to rise into the air, and ships well out to sea quivered with the shock.’ Soldiers observing from approaching landing craft could almost tangibly feel the weight of high explosive crashing against the German positions. Duff could see ‘some of the tenseness of expectation left the faces of the men who were going into land and was replaced by a smile of the utmost relief ’.32

   It was assessed that it required about 500 ships and craft varying from 100 to 15,000 tons to put a division ashore with its weapons. About seven divisions were coming ashore on D-Day; an intimidating spectacle to the German defenders. The preliminary assault in the British sector was to pit five British brigade groups against six dispersed German companies on the shoreline, with a similar number in depth. Odds were ten to one favouring the attackers at any given point, supported by pulverising naval gunfire. On board B-turret in the battleship Warspite eighteen-year-old gunner John Cooper recalled: ‘Firing continued. The shock of discharge, hiss of air blasts, rattling of rammers, and banging about of the main gun-loading cages began to deaden the senses.’

   It was gruelling work, Cooper remembered, as his filthy blackened gun crew watched their chief gunner taking a gulp of fresh air while remarking, ‘as much as I love a whiff of cordite, there is something to be said for the ozone!’

   German coastal artillery was almost loath to respond to this paralysing fire. Oberstabsfeldwebel (Sergeant Major) Buskotte attempting to shoot back with two surviving guns directed from his commander’s observation post on Franceville plage, received backlashes of fire that churned over the battery position every time they opened a desultory fire. ‘It’s all very well for the Herr Leutnant to give orders from down there,’ [from his beach OP] he shouted into his radio hand-set, ‘because it’s here where we shall always catch it!’33

   DD ‘swimming’ tanks were released at about the three mile point. Many of their flimsy rubberised canvas screens were swamped in choppy water, while others were run over by parent launching craft, pitched forward by uncontrollable swells. ‘Being a bloody sailor in a bloody tank was taking patriotism too far,’ complained Lieutenant Stuart Hills with the Nottinghamshire Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry. The task of these DD tanks was to land just ahead of the infantry and engage beach pillboxes and provide supporting fire as they attacked. Major General Hobart’s ‘Funnies’ were task-orientated specially landed armoured vehicles. Sherman ‘Crab’ flail tanks were to beat the beaches with revolving flailing chains to detonate paths through minefields for the assaulting infantry. Crews anticipating a two-thirds casualty rate were unenthusiastic. ‘At least 16 of the troop might be wiped out,’ recalled Lieutenant Ian Hamilton, leading such a group, and neither were they permitted to stop for the wounded. ‘Not very cheering,’ he remarked. In order to get over the sea walls, Churchill Armoured Vehicle Royal Engineer (AVREs) were to blast entry points with 290mm mortars ejecting a 40lb projectile nicknamed the ‘flying dustbin’. Other AVREs carried fascines to bridge ditches, lay ‘Bobbin’ non-slip carpets of coarse material to negotiate slippery slopes and trackways to bridge gaps and climb sea walls. The plan depended on these assets arriving in sequential order where required on obstacle-strewn beaches under fire; an ambitious undertaking.34

   As the landing craft wallowed toward shore navy ratings peering over the top of the rising and falling ramps measured progress and shouted back the information as best they could. Crammed together, cold, violently seasick and lashed by spray each time ramps banged and crested another wave, the soldiers simply endured. Many referring to water-colour map sketches, steered by church spires. Off Juno beach Lieutenant Blois-Brooke aboard a Landing Craft Assault (LCA) was taken aback as it grew light at ‘the appalling number of church spires there was on the French shore’. His confidently predicted scheme was beginning to unravel. ‘I had already encircled the churches I would use to fix our position,’ he recalled, ‘but daylight revealed so many I couldn’t pick out my selected ones!’ Soaked with sea water and retching on the floor of the landing craft, the soldiers could not have cared less. Men were keyed-up; willing it to be ‘all right’, suppressing a desire to panic and hoping nobody would notice their inner turmoil. ‘Everybody had butterflies in their stomachs,’ recalled one soldier during the run-in to the beach. ‘Everyone was quiet, not their usual jovial selves and I suppose everyone had their own anxieties – as you normally did, realising what a great Armada it was and if we should fail, what a chaos it would be.’ Landing craft stank from diesel and stale vomit with sea water sluicing about their feet and knees.35

   Ahead of the landing craft the DD tanks battled on toward the shore. Lance Corporal Patrick Hennessey with the 13th/18th Hussars had already watched two of his squadron flounder. ‘We were buffeted about unmercifully, plunging into the troughs of the waves and somehow wallowing up again to the crests.’ They were under way for an hour. ‘It was a struggle to keep the tank on course,’ he recalled, ‘but gradually the shoreline became more distinct and before long we could see the line of houses which were our targets.’ Every wave that slapped the flimsy canvas screen reminded the crews of their precarious situation.

   As landing craft approached the obstacle belt a desultory fire from the hard-pressed German defenders opened up. ‘I heard someone in the craft say “Oh God”,’ remembered deckhand Marine Neale aboard a LCA. ‘Many of the lads had been sick during the journey and the stench in the craft was fairly high,’ he recalled, but the sound of firing switched attention to more pressing problems. ‘It is strange how emotions transfer themselves.’ All were distinctly fearful. ‘I heard someone sobbing and felt the urge to do the same, but just then machine guns started to fire and you could hear the bullets whipping by.’ The problem was now for the unwieldy shaped rectangular craft to negotiate the fearsome array of jagged metal and poles tipped with mines just protruding from the water ahead of them. John Russell with the KOSB at Sword Beach recalled ‘craft weren’t coming in close enough and the men were getting drowned because they were hitting them before they could get into shallow water’.36

   ‘By now we could hear the enemy machine guns, the explosions of enemy mortars on the beach, we clutched our weapons,’ recalled Lieutenant Hugh Bone with the 2nd East Yorks. ‘Now was the moment, stuff was falling pretty close to us.’ Lieutenant Commander Denis Glover commanding LCI 516 saw the ‘lines of bristling stakes’ stretched out in rows as they came in towards Sword Beach. They had now to erratically steer through the obstacles under steadily escalating German fire:


Whang, here it comes – those whizzing ones will be mortars and the stuff is falling all around us. Can’t avoid them, but the mines and collisions I can avoid. Speed, more speed. Put them off by speed, weave in and out of these bloody spikes, avoid the mines, avoid our friends, avoid the wrecked craft and vehicles in the rising water, and get these troops ashore.


‘Some of the men were talking, some smoking, some vomiting quietly into brown bags of grease-proof paper,’ recalled another infantryman:


The wind was bringing to them now the sounds of shells bursting ashore. Each man could feel each thudding detonation somewhere inside him. The talking stopped. Men took up their rifles and machine guns; there was the click of bolts being drawn and rammed home. The slow wallowing motion of the craft eased; they were coming into shallower water.


Pinned inside cramped landing craft bobbing among the beach obstacles, soldiers were helplessly dependent upon coxswains getting them through, while at any moment they may be hit by a shell. Landing craft were engaged by pillboxes on esplanades and at the water’s edge. Naval officer Douglas Reeman, observing from a Motor Torpedo Boat off Sword Beach, likened the seaborne landings to a dramatic cavalry charge. ‘Shell-bursts hurled towering columns of water all around them.’ Desperately striving to ground, ‘it was heart-stopping to see them moving steadily through the smoke and falling spray.’ Landing craft coming up behind could not only see the punishment being meted out, they could hear it over radio loudspeakers. ‘We were listening on the intercom to one of the landing crafts in distress,’ recalled Alex Wentworth from West Kilbride. ‘We’re breaking up, we’re going! This is what we heard, then panic: We’re going, Good luck, lads.’ Boat after boat was hit by ‘vivid blobs of tracer licking out from the shore’, Reeman observed. Shells shrieked low, skimming the surface in straight lethal lines, ‘flat trajectory cannon fire, probably from some antitank guns close to the shore’. These were the bunkers the DD tanks were designed to silence.37

   Squat grey shapes lurched crab-like on shore as tracks gaining contact with shelving sand pulled tanks out of the water. ‘Of course you must understand,’ commented Sergeant Leo Gariepy, a Canadian tank commander on Juno Beach, ‘that the DD tank in the water looks like a little, very unharmful canvas boat; there’s only about 15 inches of rubberised canvas that shows.’ Open-mouthed German gunners had not anticipated tanks until well after an initial infantry assault. ‘It’s only when we’re coming out of the water,’ Gariepy explained, ‘when they realised there were tanks, but by then we were a little too close to their heavy calibre guns on us and they were firing over our heads.’ Small explosive charges dropped the water-resistant screens and the tanks were in action; ‘Seventy – five, HE, action – Traverse right, steady on. 300 – white fronted house – first floor window, centre. On – Fire!’

   ‘Within a minute of dropping our screen,’ Lance Corporal Hennessey recalled, ‘we had fired our first shot in anger.’38 Casualties on the British beaches were completely variable. Troops of the first assault wave ran into a wall of fire in certain areas whereas in others they simply walked ashore. The 2nd East Yorks lost 200 men in the first few minutes, while initially the Lancashires were relatively unscathed.

   As landing craft nosed into the beaches soldiers peering through opening ramp doors saw house tops rocking up and down as the breaking surf rose and fell. Motioned through ramp doors by navy ratings, heavily laden troops struggling with equipments and scaling ladders for sea walls clumsily and jerkily shouldered their way through restricted LCA exits. Immediately waist-deep in water, fearful soldiers worked legs through the foaming surf as fast as they were able past twisted girder hedgehog obstacles. Ahead was often a thirty-yard dash to the protection of a sea wall. Diesel and sick smells were dispersed amid a stiff sea breeze tinged with salt spray and the pungent smell of cordite. The staccato crack and thump sounds of incoming machine-gun fire was interspersed with louder body thumping barks of bunkered anti-tank guns. ‘There were
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