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“They got the lot of us in the end”

Epilogue
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French civilian workers began to place crosses on graves on a temporary American cemetery at Omaha Beach.



In one sense, D-Day marked an end to years of planning and anticipation, but for all its historic significance, bravery, and sacrifice, June 6, 1944, mostly represented a beginning, the start of a hard, violent ten-month fight through occupied Europe to defeat the Third Reich. The Rangers at Pointe du Hoc would have to survive for three days before US forces finally reached them, and after the initial success of the landings, it took 77 days—and thousands more lives—just for the Allies to break out of Normandy. The ongoing combat would devastate large swaths of the Norman countryside. Some 19,000 French civilians were killed and hundreds of thousands more lost their homes; by the time Caen—just a few miles inland, a city so close the British hoped to reach it on the first day—was finally liberated in mid-July just a quarter of the city survived.

Surviving the Normandy campaign itself would be a rare badge of honor for those who fought in it. Many units were so ravaged by the landing and subsequent fighting that the veterans who survived could be counted by name.

As the fighting advanced through the Normandy hedgerows, the Allies unloaded a staggering amount of war matériel into Europe over the course of the rest of June, including 570 Liberty ships, 372 LCIs, 905 LSTs, and 1,442 LCTs. As Samuel Eliot Morison wrote, “Admiral Ramsay estimated that in supplies alone, the daily tonnage handled in France during this period was one-third of the normal import capacity of the United Kingdom.” The one millionth Allied soldier arrived in France on July 4. Along the way, the Mulberry floating harbors more than proved their worth, even though the American Mulberry at Omaha Beach was destroyed by a massive storm in late June. The Gold Beach Mulberry, though, continued operating for months. As much as a quarter of all the Allied supplies for the European invasion were flowing through the Gold Beach Mulberry in October.

For all of those who survived D-Day, the morning of June 7 marked the start of the rest of their lives—lives forever altered by the events of June 6.

Pvt. John E. Fitzgerald, 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne: At about 3:00 a.m., a sergeant woke me and said we would be moving out soon. I had to stop for a minute to remember where I was. My whole body felt as if I had just returned from a three-day binge.

Andy Rooney, correspondent, Stars and Stripes: The war didn’t end on D-Day. When we got out into the French countryside, it was only beginning.

Alexandre Renaud, Mayor, Sainte-Mère-Église: The battle began again in earnest at dawn on Wednesday.

German counterattacks on June 7 came from all sides. At the western side, a new force of tanks and 200 infantry began to advance across the La Fière Causeway.

Sgt. Robert M. Murphy, pathfinder, Company A, 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne: At 1000 on D+1, the enemy attack began. More Germans were attacking than our meager stockpile of ammunition could conceivably handle. Our platoon strength was dwindling rapidly. The machine gun ammunition supply in the frontline was now down to one box per gun. Sergeant Owens, standing in the key position, had lost all but 15 men. He sent me, the 1st Platoon runner, over to tell Lt. Dolan that we were out of ammunition, could not stand another tank and infantry attack, and needed to move back. What should we do? I got out of my hole and ran back to the incline and across the road where Dolan was looking down at the bridge with a few wounded men nearby. I told him what Owens had said. “Stay where you are,” Dolan said. He took a piece of paper from a little notepad, wrote something on it, and told me, “Here—give this to Sergeant Owens.” Ducking incoming shells and bullets, I ran back to Owens and gave him the note. Owens opened it, looked at it, and said, “We stay.” I said, “What’s it say?” and he said, “There’s no better place to die.”

1st Lt. John J. Dolan, Company A, 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne: We held the bridge until relieved. In Company A alone, in those three [days] in all, we had 17 known dead and about three times that number wounded. The rest of the battalion also had heavy casualties.

Sixty miles away on the eastern, British end of the beachhead, Canadian troops advanced inland through the village of Authie, and ran into a particularly fierce—and bloody—fight as their tank columns, moving fast and overextended from artillery support, ran into the first major counterattack by the 12th SS Panzer Division, populated by many fresh teenaged Hitlerjugend who would demonstrate in the following Normandy campaign a uniquely savage brand of warfare. In the ensuing battle, the Canadian infantry and tanks destroyed 34 top-of-the-line German Mark IV tanks, while suffering more than 300 casualties—the North Nova Scotia Highlanders, known as the “North Novies,” lost 84 dead alone. Some 120 Canadians, meanwhile, were taken prisoner.

Trooper Hubert Thistle, wireless operator, Sherman tank, C Squadron, Sherbrooke Fusiliers: The next day, the 7th, was the day we were actually engaged in a heavy battle. It’s getting on in the afternoon, we were in the lead tank, and the next thing I knew the other three tanks had high-tailed it back. That’s the last we saw of those three tanks. We got hits on three of their tanks—we had a gunner, Freddie, a crack shot. The next hit was ours—an 88 hit right under my foot in the turret. Lt. McLean gave the order to bail out. We jumped where there was some high grass, and we had to crawl on our belly. We looked through the bush—it’s the Jerry’s. The 12th SS. That was the end of the road as a fighting man.

These were young SS—they took out our watches, anything we had. They took us to Abbaye d’Ardenne. Eighteen Canadians got killed [there] in cold blood. We saw them, right in front of this barn. They took us in this barn—five of us, and lined us up. We are next. Had a sniper all ready to go, when in came some high-ranking officer and stopped him. Just a split second, another five would have been amongst the eighteen.

* * *

Lt. Anthony Drexel Duke, commander, LST-530: We went on with the business of the war which was to load up more troops and more tanks and so forth and turn around and go back to France. We did that 42 times over the next several months. We carried, I don’t know, 20 to 25,000 men, untold tonnage of weaponry.

Don Whitehead, correspondent, Associated Press: “With the American Troops in France, June 9”: Four days after landing amid bitter fighting on the beach the American troops in this sector have launched an attack to push their beachhead deeper into Normandy. This was accomplished as a result of the unprecedented speed with which troops, guns and supplies were landed once the crust of the enemy’s opposition was broken.

Gen. Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Allied Commander, SHAEF: A captured enemy document, written by a division commander, perhaps pays as great a tribute to all the forces responsible for supply of the front-line troops as could be found. He wrote: “I cannot understand these Americans. Each night we know that we have cut them to pieces, inflicted heavy casualties, mowed down their transport. We know, in some cases, we have almost decimated entire battalions. But—in the morning, we are suddenly faced with fresh battalions, with complete replacements of men, machines, food, tools, and weapons. This happens day after day. If I did not see it with my own eyes, I would say it is impossible to give this kind of support to front-line troops so far from their bases.”

Trooper H. W. J. Smith, gunner, C Squadron, Westminster Dragoons: The advance pressed on. Place names were seen that meant little to us at the time, but in later years are written in the history books. Some events stay with you as though they happened yesterday, like the day we were pulled back, put on to lorries and taken to Bayeux to get a hot shower in the town’s public bathhouse; or the day we came across the remnants of a Canadian armoured division that had been destroyed at a French chateau. A fierce battle had taken place and numbers of German dead were all around, the acrid smell of death stays with you forever.

Capt. Joe Dawson, letter to his sister, June 12, 1944: Just a line to say I’m OK and have managed to get along this far. The news has covered the situation pretty well, though words can never describe the hell that was created on the beach that I stormed. God was with me, and I survived to get the job done, but it was terrible. Am returning to the front after having a little medical attention to a couple of items that I received on D-Day. Am fit as a fiddle, and I’ll be paying my respects to Jerry again soon. Well, darling, just keep your fingers crossed, and know that everything goes well over here. We’re on the final road now, and it shouldn’t be too long before we manage to finish the job.

Peggy M. Hart, Voluntary Aid Detachment, Cambridge Military Hospital, Alder-shot: When the casualties from Normandy started to arrive it suddenly became “all hands to the pumps.” Even the “up patients” were allocated tasks to assist, such as cleaning and washing up. Everyone had a job to do and had to make sure it was done. But they all joined in cheerfully, even the officers. “Off duty” was virtually non-existent. From D-Day the 6th June I did not have one day off until the end of August, by which time I, and everyone else because we were all in the same situation, was suffering from exhaustion.

Maj. Gen. Matthew Ridgway, commander, 82nd Airborne: For thirty-three days the division was in continuous action in the peninsula. From time to time we thought we’d have a chance to rest and lick our wounds—“lie down to bleed a while, then rise to fight again,” in Mr. Shakespeare’s phrase—but these hours of inaction were brief. When we were finally withdrawn, forty-six out of every hundred infantrymen had been killed or so severely wounded they had to be evacuated to England. Many others had suffered minor wounds which they ignored to keep on fighting. One thousand two hundred eighty-two men were dead, and 2,373 had suffered serious wounds. We had gone into battle with four regimental and twelve battalion commanders. In the course of the fight, fifteen of these infantry leaders had been killed, wounded or captured. I doubt very much that any major unit during the war suffered heavier casualties and kept on fighting.

Pvt. Harry L. Reisenleiter, 508th Parachute Regiment, 82nd Airborne: The regiment and the division continued on in the war and we made the drops in Holland. By the way, the casualties in Normandy were right at 80 percent, and the casualties in Holland were approximately the same, and after we were pulled out of Holland, we were also sent then to the Battle of the Bulge to try to stop the German offensive which turned out to be the last big offensive of the war. We were attached again to the British 2nd Army on the northern end of the Bulge, and we were successful of stopping the enemy short of Liège. And from the Battle of the Bulge we were moved from the Ardennes Forest down in to the Hürtgen Forest and the campaign down there.

S.Sgt. Harry Bare, Company F, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: I fought with my outfit until war’s end. Suffered—I would say—a minor wound in February of 1945. After getting out of the hospital, I again rejoined my outfit, and at war’s end, arrived back home in January of 1946. I was discharged about January 13th as a 2nd Lt. with seven American medals, one French, including the Combat Rifleman’s Badge and the Presidential Unit Citation.

Pfc. Jacob N. Cutler, military policeman, 1st Army: Then, we crossed into Germany, we just marched across Germany. Crossing into the Rhineland—the Rhine River—was the big thrill. Of course, it was not a very impressive river. I think the Hudson River is bigger or nicer, but it’s a famous river. Now we were in the heart of Germany, now we went through and we saw the destructions that our planes did, all the bombed-out facilities and whatnot.

We went across Germany. I entered the Buchenwald concentration camp. I was a bodyguard for the Jewish chaplain, I was Jewish like him. It was only a few days after it had been freed. We saw many of these victims. It’s a bad memory. These people were being fed by the soldiers. They couldn’t feed themselves. The dead bodies were stacked like cordwood because the Germans had been routed and couldn’t clear the area. We saw the gas chambers. Made me happy when I saw the destruction in Germany. We had no use for any Germans.

While the fighting continued, the military compiled lists of the dead and wounded and started to make the sad notifications back home. It was almost a month before Bedford, Virginia, began to understand the unprecedented loss it had experienced on June 6. On just one July day, nine telegrams arrived from the War Department in Bedford, saying the town’s sons had died in Company A on the beach at D-Day. Indeed, across the rest of the country and other Allied nations, it often took months to sort through the notifications of who was dead, wounded, or missing.

Elizabeth Teass, clerk, Western Union Office, Bedford, Virginia: I had a job to do and a responsibility. I don’t remember crying, but it was shocking to get so many messages and keep them confidential and find someone to take them out to the families. It was one quiet, still little town. Everybody’s heart was broken. With a lot of the boys, if you didn’t know them, then you knew members of their family. It was a very sad time. Fine young men had gotten killed.

Telegram to the parents of Cpl. Clayton H. Dermer, Headquarters Company, 2nd Battalion, 501st Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne, in Willard, Ohio: NSBG88 42 GOVT=WASHINGTON DC 5 914 A / MR GUY B DERMER = / WILLARD VILLAGE = /THE SECRETARY OF WAR DESIRES ME TO EXPRESS HIS DEEP REGRET THAT YOUR SON CORPORAL CLAYTON H DERMER HAS BEEN REPORTED KILLED IN ACTION ON EIGHT JUNE IN FRANCE LETTER FOLLOWS = / ULIO THE ADJUTANT GENERAL.*

Lt. Col. W. B. K. Gordon, Commanding Regiment, letter, October 23, 1944, to the parents of Hubert Thistle: Dear Mr. Thistle, I have your letter of October 1st in regard to your son. I quite realize the strain under which you and your wife have been laboring not having any definite news of him. He was the wireless operator in Lt. Ian McLean’s tank. The tank was hit on D plus 1, June 7th. The driver of the crew, Trooper Redman, got back. We believe the remainder were taken prisoner. Lt. McLean has recently been announced as a prisoner of war. I feel therefore that there is every chance that your boy is a prisoner of war, but it may be well over two months before you have any definite word.

For those who survived the battles and the rest of the war, the experiences of D-Day and combat changed them forever.

Pfc. Robert Sales, Company B, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: You never got used to combat. Every damn morning, you got up wondering if you were going to live through the day. You didn’t sleep too damn much—the Germans would send out patrols, and they wouldn’t shoot you because that would alarm everybody. They’d cut your throat. That’s why most of the time we slept two to a hole. Neither of you were ever really sound asleep.

James Bentham, 3rd British Division: By the time we arrived at Bremen in Germany, my battalion had been reinforced four times and there were only three of us remaining from the original complement of men who landed on D-Day. All the others had either been killed or wounded.

T/5 Bayer Noen Ross, combat medic, 3rd Battalion, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st Division, writing in his diary, September 1, 1944: I’m not the same fellow who went in the Army two years ago. I never thought one person could see this much horror in a lifetime! I feel like I’m 76 instead of 26.

George Nicolson, Company D, 7th Battalion, Green Howards: I survived until 13 August, when I was wounded in the head by shrapnel. By then I was the last surviving member of the platoon that came ashore on D-Day. The officer and two men were killed on D-Day, and the rest were wounded. They got the lot of us in the end.

Howard Melvin, Company I, 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne: We had 146 guys including eight officers in Company I go out the gates of the camp in England, and we had forty-seven who came back.

T/4 Dwayne Burns, radioman, 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division: Maybe I led a charmed life. I fought through the invasion, jumped into Holland on September 17, fought in the Battle of the Bulge and on into Germany. As far as I know, I’m the only one in F company who didn’t get the purple heart.

After the formal surrender of Germany was signed, General Eisenhower’s chief of staff, Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith, recalled: “The staff prepared various drafts of a victory message appropriate to the historic event. I tried one myself and, like all my associates, groped for resounding phrases as fitting accolades to the Great Crusade and indicative of our dedication to the great task just completed. General Eisenhower rejected them all, with thanks but without other comment, and wrote his own. It read: ‘The mission of this Allied force was fulfilled at 0241 local time, May 7, 1945.’ ” Then, after the fall of Japan, it was time for the fighters to come home.

Frank R. Feduik, pharmacist’s mate, 2nd Class: We left from Belfast, Ireland, after VE Day was proclaimed. I remember them telling us that we would be one of the first ships to be ordered back to the United States and they kept their word. We loaded up with supplies to come home.

Pvt. J. Robert Patterson, 474th Antiaircraft Artillery Automatic Weapons Battalion: We returned home on an American ship. Of course, the war was over. We came back to a place called Camp Patrick Henry. Interestingly enough, we hadn’t had any ice cream or any milk products and we were crazy for ice cream.

Frank R. Feduik: Our convoy took approximately 23 days through the North Atlantic. It was a very rough journey and it seems that some days we just went backwards. I remember it seemed being up near 50 feet, coming down and the ship just vibrating, bowing, we could see the front end of the ship actually bend. We had to tie ourselves into our bunks in order to sleep. We arrived in Norfolk, VA and were given a nice reception by the ships in the harbor.

Pvt. J. Robert Patterson: When I left the Army, they gave me a spec number and they gave me a piece of paper. The spec number was to help me get a job. My trade in the Army was a combat machine gunner. When I got out of the Army, the fellow gave me a paper and he said, “Here’s a number. This is what they taught you in the service. I think you’re going to have a little difficulty getting a job at this trade.” And he was right: 50 years later, I still have never found an advertisement for anybody that wanted a combat machine gunner.

Pvt. Maynard Marquis, Company H, 115th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: About 2:00 a.m. on Saturday, February 2nd, 1946, I hit the door of the house I left 32 months before. Free at last! What did I have to show for those 32 months of blood, sweat and tears? I was much smarter. I had nightmares that would last for years. I had a purple heart in a fancy little box.

Pvt. J. Robert Patterson: One night we went down to the PX and we had ice cream and we had milk-shakes and sundaes and everything else. We were going back to sleep and we were coming up a wooden pathway that they built so you wouldn’t be in the mud and there was a Black soldier coming down the street and there were three of us. He looked at us and we looked at him and he said, “Get out of the way, white man. I’m never gonna step aside for a white person again.” I think that was perhaps the first time we got the message that there was a new world ahead of us. And perhaps the world of 1940 was gone.

1st. Lt. Richard “Dick” Winters, Company E, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne: I married Ethel Estoppey in 1948. We have two children. I returned to Pennsylvania, to farm and to sell animal health products. In 1951 I bought a farm along the foothills of Blue Mountain—seven miles east of Indiantown Gap. That’s where I find the peace and quiet that I promised myself on D-Day.

* * *

Pfc. Felix Branham, Company K, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: There is not a day that D-Day does not cross my mind.

Capt. Jack Dulaney, Ranger: I dream about D-Day all the time. In it I’m going back, but this time I don’t get shot. But it’s always the most frustrating dream. I’m in civilian clothes; I don’t have a gun; I don’t have my helmet; I can’t find my ammunition. I’m trying to borrow a gun from somebody. Yet here I am with all these Germans around me.

Pvt. Waylen “Pete” Lamb, Headquarters Division, 501st Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne: I don’t remember names too well, but sometimes when I’m alone with my memories, I can still see the faces of those wonderful guys, and get a lump in my throat remembering how I was a part of their team.

Pfc. Henry Basey: I feel like I’ve come a long way in these years, but there’s some things that just never leave you. The scent of the dead is like nothing else. Sometimes I can still smell it. Sometimes I can’t stay in the house by myself because I feel like I did then.

James Bentham, 3rd British Division: Some of their names I have forgotten, but their deeds that morning and their faces as they lay on that beach, I shall never forget.

Pvt. Maynard Marquis: It’s too bad we have to have wars, but I think we always will. People never change. Only the weapons change.

Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: These people gave us a chance and they bought time for us so that we can do better than we have before. Every time I come back to these beaches—or any day when I think about that day—I say, once more, we must find some way to work to peace, and to gain an eternal peace for this world.

Pvt. Buddy Mazzara, Company C, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st Division: I still think the principles a lot of men died for that day are still important and we should preserve them.

S.Sgt. Waverly B. Woodson, Jr., combat medic, 320th Barrage Balloon Battalion: We raised our family. I got two girls and a boy. We got lots of land here in Clarksburg, Maryland, and we’re happy. I did get a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star. Joann, my wife, made a display case for it, and we hung it up near the door. On the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day the French government recognized me. It sent three of us on a weeklong, all-expenses-paid trip to France, where they gave me a medal during a ceremony on Omaha Beach. I don’t know why they chose me, but it was a wonderful thing. I was the only Black man of the three. I think it was the French’s way of saying, “Thanks.”

Seaman Richard A. Freed, Sr., US Coast Guard: I have been back to Normandy probably three or four times. I have gone back, and I have taken my children back, and when you stand up over the beach there’s a cemetery—when you look how peaceful it looks now, all those crosses, you can’t help but think, what a terrible, terrible waste. I also visited the German cemeteries there on Normandy, and you see they were 18- and 19-year-olds, on average. We were all children up until that moment.

Pvt. Frank Palys, Regimental S-2 Section, 506th Parachute Regiment, 101st Airborne: I was just a young kid, like the rest of them, trying to free the world from the Nazis. We did that, but we still haven’t learned a damn thing.

Pvt. Don Malarkey, Company E, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne: There is not a day that has passed since that I do not thank Adolf Hitler for allowing me to be associated with the most talented and inspiring group of men that I have ever known.

Holbrook “Hobie” Bradley, correspondent, Baltimore Sun: I’ve been through quite a bit in my lifetime, both as a journalist and later as a foreign service officer for the United States. I was with the United States Information Agency, first with the State Department and then with the USIA. I ended up in Korea, and then Vietnam. But, in looking back on this whole period, the landing on D-Day was the high point of my life.

Charles R. Sullivan, 111th Naval Construction Battalion (SeaBees): Normandy and D-Day remain vivid, as if it only happened yesterday. What we did was important and worthwhile. How many ever get to say that about a day in their lives?



___________

* This telegram was, unfortunately, the second such announcement to arrive at the Dermer household: The Dermers previously lost their other son, Sgt. Wayne E. Dermer, who was killed in 1943 in the Pacific campaign in New Georgia.


Sources, Methods, and Acknowledgments

It’s often hard to know as a writer when you begin to write a book; they often gestate for years, churning over in the mind during quiet moments of washing dishes, reading, or walking, and the emotional commitment and intellectual interest necessary to research and write an entire book usually come long before an official book deal is inked. For this book, for me, there were three pivotal moments in the life of this book.

In some ways, I’ve probably been working toward this book ever since June 6, 1993. That Sunday morning, a month shy of my twelfth birthday, I opened the comics in the local Burlington Free Press on the floor of my parents’ living room in Montpelier, Vermont, and was instantly caught by the day’s edition of Peanuts. It was perhaps the most startling edition of Charles Schulz’s cartoon he ever drew—a dramatic departure from his normal fare. That Sunday, a year before the grand celebrations of the fiftieth anniversary, Schulz depicted the D-Day invasion across three stark panels. It began with a view of the German coastal bunkers, then re-created the famous scene of soldiers heading ashore in a Higgins Boat, and lastly, in an oversized panel that filled maybe a quarter of a newspaper page, he showed Snoopy, dressed as a GI, scared, huddled in the tide among metal beach obstacles. The only words that appeared in the entire comic were a simple caption: “June 6, 1944, To Remember.” I was at age 11 already on the track of being a history nerd and the bleak cartoon began my lifelong interest in the day. I tore it from the paper and it hung on the wall of my childhood bedroom for years. Today, still, now framed, it’s in my office.

Fast-forward a few decades, and, soon after agreeing to write this book, I was on vacation in Wells, Maine, and walked into a used bookstore there that specialized in military history. Inside the chaotic, overcrowded barn—shelves and floor overflowing with piles of books, maps, and pamphlets—I spoke out loud for the first time, “I’m writing a book on D-Day,” and the proprietor, George Arrington, launched into what turned into an afternoon-long master class on the historiography of D-Day, as he—knowing where every book in the cavernous barn was located—climbed among his store’s piles, handing me volume after volume. I walked out with two full cartons of books and a lifetime’s worth of downloaded knowledge.

The best part of this book, though, was meeting and spending time with Paul “Woody” Woodadge, the self-proclaimed “Limey” historian in Bayeux who has dedicated three decades to understanding the fight for Normandy, from D-Day through the campaign’s conclusion 77 days later at the Falaise Gap. Woody was my narrator across those Normandy sites during my weeklong research trip, which began by traveling across the English Channel from Portsmouth to Ouistreham’s Sword Beach. I have never met anyone anywhere who knew as much about a single subject as he does about the invasion and battle of Normandy. (“Every footstep here is a life lost,” he said, as we paced 110 steps up Juno Beach, where the Queen’s Own Rifles came ashore.) We hiked in hedgerows, down one beach draw and up another, crouched in German Tobruks and bunkers, and journeyed to the old mill site near the Chateau de Bernaville where General Wilhelm Falley was killed after his staff car came under attack by paratroopers, the marks of the crash still visible 79 years later on the mill wall. We walked Omaha Beach at low tide, seeing it just as the assault waves would have as they landed, and imagined—looking up at the vast sand reaches of the beach—what it must have been like to see how far away safety was that morning. Joined for the trip by my friend Jon Murad, we stood in the town square of Sainte-Mère-Église as the church bells tolled noon, imagining how their incessant bonging would have resonated among the fire of that June evening so long ago, and we walked the churchyard of L’église Notre-Dame de Ranville, where uneven rows of tombstones mark where the first D-Day graves were dug even before dawn on the morning of June 6, 1944. He shared with us, too, the story he excavated personally of the medics at the church in Angoville-au-Plain who treated Germans and Americans alike that day, which he published in his own book Angels of Mercy.

After I had spent months studying D-Day from afar—focused often on the big decisions of the Ikes and Montys of the day—Woody taught me to see the fight as individual soldiers did, to understand D-Day less as one big fight or even as five separate beaches, but as 167,000 individual experiences and battles, to look at the land where Jimmie Monteith bravely held a vital draw off Omaha Beach, to see the trees where paratroopers hung up and died at the hands of German tormentors, to see the view from the resistance nests where German machine-gunners looked out, surprised, at the giant invasion fleet, to marvel at the skill of Jim Wallwork to land his glider in the tiny space astride Pegasus Bridge, and to stare at the small, unassuming stone bridge at La Fière where so many died. (My most unexpected new life skill from the trip is it taught me to identify at a glance the difference between German concrete poured in 1942 and that poured in 1944.) Then and in the months following, Woody provided dozens of references and tips, and he mined his own lifetime of archives for stories, reports, and details—including Noël Dubé’s unpublished account of blowing the antitank wall at the Vierville Draw and his great-uncle Cyril Rand’s memoir of coming ashore at Sword Beach—fielded questions from me on dozens of subjects, read an early draft, and pointed out areas for improvement.

It’s through Woody’s influence—although, to be fair to him, not his explicit recommendation if he doesn’t care for my approach—that I chose to zoom in and highlight specific mini-stories, like the battles for Brécourt Manor and the La Fière causeway, the sinking of the USS Corry, Stanley Hollis’s day on Gold Beach, and even Exercise TIGER, which typically gets only passing mentions in comprehensive D-Day histories. Regardless, I’m deeply indebted to him for helping to shape this story and for all of his work to keep the story of Normandy alive—and as true as possible—and I’m forever appreciative, too, to my friend Jon for accompanying me on the research trip and his beloved family—Vonnie, Cady, and Mac—for letting him take the time to join me.

Along the way of researching and assembling this book, I’ve been pleasantly surprised to be universally warmly welcomed to the subject by so many other scholars and historians who have graciously shared their own research, files, and interviews, including Linda Hervieux, whose groundbreaking work Forgotten excavated the story of the Black soldiers of D-Day, and who then generously shared with me Waverly Woodson’s first-person account, and Stephen Rabe, who wrote an important book, The Lost Paratroopers of Normandy, about a unit who ended up far off-track that night in Graignes.

Canadian journalist and historian Ted Barris, who didn’t know me from Adam, cheerfully—and almost instantaneously—excavated decades-old transcripts of interviews with Canadian D-Day veterans that made up the research for his own book, Juno: Canadians at D-Day, June 6, 1944. The Canadian side of D-Day is woefully understudied by history, and Barris’s transcripts—and the other first-person accounts he gathered—stand as one of the best collections anywhere and are, at this point, literally impossible to re-create.
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