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Prologue

On 25 and 26 July 1944, the First US Army finally achieved the ‘Breakout’; the breakthrough along the Normandy front following Operation Cobra. The group then chased the Germans towards Coutances and Avranches, so as to not allow them to reconstitute a cohesive front. On its right, the Third US Army entered the line to advance on Brittany (to the west), and to the Loire region (to the east), on the back of the Normandy front. To aid this push on the German front, XXX Corps, supported to the west by VIII Corps (starting from the Caumont-l’Eventé salient), launched the ‘Bluecoat’ offensive through the rugged and difficult bocage [farmland criss-crossed by dense hedgerows, trees and sunken roads, which is typically associated with the Normandy landscape], which made any progress slow.

In order to try and cut the Allied forces in two Hitler launched Operation Lüttich, which involved a German counter-attack near the American positions at Mortain. However, because the attacked needed armoured units, these had to be removed from other areas along the front, thus weakening those areas in question. On 7 August 1944, 145 panzers were launched in this counter-attack and headed far to the west before having to retreat hastily following the failure of the offensive, which had unfortunately been launched just as II Canadian Corps was launching Operation Totalize in the area around Falaise. These 147 tanks would be sorely missed in the face of this new Allied offensive. South of Caen, where the 9.SS-Panzer-Division Hohenstaufen and 1.SS-Panzer-Division Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler had heroically resisted Operation Spring by holding onto the impregnable May-sur-Orne, the Troteval farm and Tilly-la-Campagne (names which now resounded in glory for the German Army), two weak divisions relieved the following panzer units; the 271.Infanterie-Division relieved the Hohenstaufen in order to deal with Operation Bluecoat, and the 89.Infanterie-Division relieved the Leibstandarte to participate in the counter attack at Mortain. The situation was in the Allies’ favour, especially as the Americans were now advancing towards the south of the Normandy front. It was now time for Montgomery to re-launch the attack on Falaise after the successive failures of Operations Goodwood and Spring. A carpet of bombs should be enough to settle the fate of the German support points, before the advance to the south could begin...

[image: Image]
At 13:45 on 8 August, 1,500 tons of bombs were dropped on the German front between Bretteville-sur-Laize, Cintheaux and Saint-Sylvain in preparation for the two advancing Canadian and Polish armoured divisions. The plumes of smoke can be seen on the horizon. (IWM)





Part One

Operation Totalize

Beyond the former line of support points along the German front, the RN178 road runs straight towards Falaise over a gently undulating terrain of wheat fields. There are almost no obstacles, except for a few villages grouped together, small woods and bushes, but there are no hedges, as in the bocage. It is, therefore, an ideal ground for Allied armoured columns. However, there is a negative counterpart to all these advantages: the open terrain also favours the longest range of the German 88 guns, which were quite numerous in the sector, as well as the twenty Tiger tanks available in the area.

For Montgomery, the German sector located to the south of Caen remained of decisive importance, in spite of the failures of Operation Goodwood to the east of the town, then of Operation Spring to the south of it. He insisted on its importance in his directive of 6 August 1944, describing it as the ‘hinge’ of the German front. The situation for the German command would be particularly critical if the positions on either side of the road leading to Falaise, or even the town itself fell, ‘... tomorrow or during the next two days ...’. Thus, the First Canadian Army decided to launch an offensive for the night of 7-8 August, with the aim of seizing Falaise. The offensive would be called Operation Totalize.

[image: Image]
1. On 4 August Montgomery issued his M-516 directive ordering II Canadian Corps to launch a new offensive towards Falaise. (IWM)
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2. Lieutenant General H. D. Crerar commanded the First Canadian Army. On the eve of Operation Totalize he sent an enthusiastic message to his troops.




[image: Image]
Excerpt from a rare Allied map prepared for Operation Spring, accurately detailing the German positions on both sides of the road leading from Caen to Falaise. From north to south, note the strong positions north-west of Garcelles-Secqueville, east of the main road. Rocquancourt appears to the west. A pencil inscription indicates the general direction along the axis of the main road. Further ahead, just before Cintheaux, a network of tunnels is marked on the map. The Allies knew the Germans’ ability to use such an underground network to come up behind their opponents, as the grenadiers from the Hohenstaufen had previously done in the area around May-sur-Orne. A network of trenches can also be seen in an arc around Hautmesnil. In the north-east corner (top right), note that the woods have been cut down and that the convoy shelter pits were sheltered by the opposite slope between Saint-Aignan-de-Cramesnil and Conteville. (Private Collection)




The operation was conceived following Montgomery’s M-516 directive of 4 August, which ordered the Canadian Army to launch a major offensive in the direction of Falaise from the area south of Caen:


[The] Purpose of the operation: a) The breakthrough of the enemy’s positions south and south-east of Caen. Gain as much ground as possible in the direction of Falaise in order to cut the enemy forces now facing the Second Army and hinder their retreat to the east, or make it impossible. (b) In general, destroy the enemy’s personnel and equipment in preparation for a possible extension of success.



The II Canadian Corps were to carry out this new offensive. After being strengthened since Operation Goodwood, at the beginning of August, it comprised of the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division, the 4th Canadian Armoured Division, the 33rd British Armoured Brigade and the 1st Polish Armoured Division. It also needed strong air support. The corps would launch its attack across the area from La Hogue to May-sur-Orne, then pass through Tilly-la-Campagne, following the main line of the German front. However, the Allied Command believed that the Germans were expecting an attack in this sector, which was indeed the case, and so as a preliminary to this operation, the plan was to establish a bridgehead on the Orne, on the back of the German front line.

The main attack would be launched in three phases:

First phase: two infantry divisions (2nd Canadian ID and 51st British ID) would attack at night, without preliminary aerial support, in order to break through the German positions between La Hogue and Fontenay-le-Marmion.

Second phase: the withdrawal position between Saint-Sylvain and Hautmesnil would be broken through by an armoured division (4th Canadian Armoured Division) and an infantry division (3rd Canadian Infantry Division). This attack would be supported, during the day, by all medium and heavy bombers, as well as fighter-bombers, with heavy artillery available.

Third phase: this would be led by two armoured divisions, the 4th Canadian Armoured Division and the 1st Polish Armoured Division. Their mission would be to widen the gap after phase two and then take the high ground to the north and north-west of Potigny (Hills 183 and 195). They would then try to maintain contact with the German troops.

Since the departure of 1.SS-Panzer-Division LAH for the Mortain sector, only two German infantry divisions opposed this powerful Canadian corps, which comprised of two divisions and two armoured brigades, as well as three infantry divisions. On 5 August, the 89.Infanterie-Division arrived to relieve the LAH, and was now facing the area from La Hogue to the Orne, north-west of Saint-Martin-de-Fontenay. The 271.Infanterie-Division took up position along the eastern bank of the Orne, within the narrowing front, having relieved the Hohenstaufen. Like the 89.Infanterie-Division, its position lined up along the river, facing the eastern bank, up to 2 kilometres north of Thury-Harcourt, although the positions only really constituted a succession of support points. This area was under the control of the I.SS-Panzer-Korps and the only available reserves consisted of elements from the 12.SS-Panzer-Division Hitlerjugend, although this division was also intended to be involved in the counter-attack on Mortain. This meant that the 89.Infanterie-Division would be on its own, with no panzers, against the Canadian Corps’ offensive . For now, these elements from the Hitlerjugend were using panzers from the Kampfgruppe Wünsche, which included the schwere SS-Panzer-Abteilung 101 and its powerful Tiger tanks.

[image: Image]
This American map shows the 12th Army Group’s plan of attack on 8 August 1944. Even before the end of the German offensive at Mortain, the First US Army were ordered to advance on Domfront and Flers to join XXX (British) Corps which was advancing, with great difficultly, to Condé-sur-Noireau as part of Operation Bluecoat. Meanwhile, the Third US Army was ordered to circle behind the German Army, towards Alençon and Argentan, and join the II Canadian Corps, who had been ordered to take Falaise.




[image: Image]
1. A sign indicating the First Canadian Army’s HQ. Note the number 17 in the top right-hand corner indicating Prince Edward’s Light Horse, which was assigned to provide protection. This panel was found about twenty years ago near Ouilly-le-Tesson. (Private Collection)
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2. Prince Edward Island Light Horse metallic cap badge.




The Grimbosq Bridgehead

As discussed above, the operation would be preceded by establishing a bridgehead to the rear of the German front, and would be launched from the west bank of the Orne. This possibility was afforded to the Allies thanks to the withdrawal of the Panzerarmee to the west of the Orne and the abandonment of Hill 112 in order to shrink the front and reserve forces. Thus, two divisions from XII Corps, the 53rd (Welsh) Infantry Division and the 59th Infantry Division, which had followed the retreating German infantry divisions, were able to seize the bridges in the Evrecy and Avenay sectors. These two divisions were then ordered to build bridgeheads east of the Orne. The operation would take place in four phases:

First phase - The 59th Infantry Division would establish a bridgehead on the Orne, near Brieux, 5.5 kilometres north of Thury-Harcourt, with tank support provided by the 107th Battalion Royal Armoured Corps.

Second phase - The 53rd Infantry Division would then take over the bridgehead.

Third phase - The 59th Infantry Division would then establish a bridgehead near Thury-Harcourt, take Hill 205, 1 kilometre west of Meslay, and Hill 192, to the south-east of the former.

Forth phase - If the 59th Infantry Division were able to advance from the bridgehead established near Thury-Harcourt, the 53rd Infantry Division would cross it and push on to Falaise. If Hills 205 and 192 were not taken by the 59th Infantry Division, the 53rd Infantry Division would take them instead, before continuing to Falaise.

At 18:40 on 6 August, the British soldiers from XII Corps released artificial smoke in the Thury-Harcourt and Grimbosq sectors. During the night of 6-7 August, the artillery sent a rain of fire down on the German sector for two hours, before the 176th Infantry Brigade (59th ID) managed to cross the steep bank of the Orne, near Grimbosq, and to the south of it town, supported by the 107th RAC (tank battalion). On the afternoon of 7 August, two tank companies advanced across the river and then west of Brieux, on the eastern shore, towards Lower Grimbosq, in order to support the infantry. Meanwhile, in the morning, the battalion of fusiliers from the 271.Infanterie-Division had led a counter-attack to reduce the Grimbosq bridgehead, but was pushed back at the cost of many casualties for the Germans. The same would happen again following a second counter-attack.

The British were now firmly established on the eastern shore, supported by two tank companies, as elements from the 271.Infanterie-Division were unable to repel this already powerful force. As a result, the German commander-in-chief sent in the Kampfgruppe Wünsche in a counterattack. This particular Kampfgruppe was made up of staff from SS-Panzer-Regiment 12, the staff from the regiment’s 1st Battalion, with the 3rd Company (Panther) and 8th Company (Panzer IV), a company from schwere SS-Panzer-Abteilung 101 (Tiger), and the grenadiers of 1./26 and III./26 (minus its staff and a company).

The situation became critical during the day, and the British bridgehead strengthened from Lasseray (1 kilometre north of Grimbosq) via Grimbosq (to the east of the village) and Brieux (to the east) to the south of the locality, where the destroyed bridge over the Orne and the crossing point were located. The forward British elements had by now reached the forest of Grimbosq, as the front held by the 271.Infanterie-Division was several kilometres wide. Engaging the Kampfgruppe Wünsche now became a priority. However, during its march to the combat zone it was attacked by fifty-four bombers. Its Flak guns fired back immediately, damaging thirty-six, indeed so much so that some of the planes would not return to England.

[image: Image]
SS-Sturmbannführer Max Wünsche, commander of Kampfgruppe Wünsche. (Heimdal)



The III./26 was sent in to clear out the Grimbosq Wood, allowing the rest of the Kampfgruppe to attack from the south and south-west of the forest. It was supported by the Hitlerjugend’s 3rd artillery group of (III./SS-AR.12). The Kampfgruppe attacked at 21:00 and made good progress, as panzers and infantry penetrated into Grimbosq and Brieux. The southern branch of the attack, with elements from the I./26, advanced to the bridge at le Bas de Grimbosq, according to the report by SS-Unterscharführer Förster, who was in position with two Russian guns (‘Ratschbumm’) from the 4./26’s tank section. However, he was forced to destroy them once all of the shells had been fired. At the end of a violent battle, twenty-eight tanks were destroyed, two of them by III./26, but the counter-attack’s initial success was soon stopped by the intervention of the British artillery. British observers could look out over the area from Hill 162, west of Goupillières, as Grimbosq is only 100-120 metres above sea level on the eastern shore. The grenadiers had to dig in and the German artillery was unable to see the Orne Valley and the crossing points. The panzers suffered under the terrible effects of the artillery, which caused the death of SS-Untersturmführer Alban, as reported by a veteran of SS-Panzer-Regiment 12’s 3.Panzer-Kompanie, SS-Sturmmann Hermann Linke, who recounted the battle near Grimbosq as the panzers were forced to retreat to more favourable positions:


It was in the late afternoon of 7 August. We were driving down a lane in the forest. Gradually, the wood thinned. But what we saw next was no longer a forest. Only tree stumps remained. All of the trees had been ripped apart by the artillery to a depth of about 200 metres. Outside of the forest was a large orchard. There too, there was not a tree that had not been shredded by artillery fire. We took up position at the edge of the wood. The Orne River flowed down in the valley, about 800 metres from us.

The attack started in the evening, together with the infantry. As the panzers’ engines were starting up, the enemy artillery fire resumed. The barrages were getting louder and stronger, and soon we could no longer see the grenadiers. Suddenly, the panzer on our left took a hit and caught fire immediately. On our right was SS-Untersturmführer Alban’s panzer. My commander, SS-Oberscharführer Mende suddenly said, ‘Alban has left his panzer and is leaping from one panzer to another. He must be crazy to leave his vehicle during this artillery barrage’. Alban shouted, ‘Disengage!’ He probably did not want to transmit this order by radio.

Then there was a terrible bang. A shell exploded right beside our panzer and we all immediately thought of SS-Untersturmführer Alban. Mende said to the driver, ‘Drive back slowly, maybe we can give Alban some cover that way.’ But we could not see him, and so Mende then gave the order to move forward again, hoping to catch sight of Alban. That’s when we saw him. He was leaning against a tree trunk, dead. I had never been a hero, but now I had to get out. I jumped towards the dead body of my platoon commander and secured his pay-book and other papers he had with him.

The enemy had observed our movements and concentrated his fire on us. The fire was so heavy that we were unable to take the body of our commander with us. In order not to get knocked out ourselves, we had to pull out as quickly as possible. By carrying the order to disengage in person, Alban had probably saved all of our lives and sacrificed his own. He was a brave soldier and a shining example for his men.



[image: Image]
Untersturmführers (second-lieutenants) Alban (left) and Bogensperger (right) were platoon leaders in 3rd Company (Panther) in SS-Obersturmführer von Ribbentrop’s SS-Panzer-Regiment 12. (KP 3.Pz.Kp./G.Bernage)



SS-Unterscharführer Heinz Freiberg was another veteran from the Panzer-Regiment. He reports that another platoon commander from 3./12 (Panther), SS-Untersturmführer Bogensperger was killed not too far away. Under such conditions, the German Command decided to continue the attack the next day in order to destroy the bridgehead. However, during the night, the British reorganised themselves so that they would be able to hold the bridgehead whatever happened. As a result, the new German counter-attack on 8 August would also fail. The fighting around Grimbosq resulted in a total loss of 122 men for Kampfgruppe Wünsche, including 24 killed, 91 wounded and 7 missing. SS-Panzer-Regiment 12 would lose 3 officers (including Alban and Bogensperger), 1 non-commissioned officer and 6 men (killed), while another 6 officers and 8 men were wounded. A total of 9 Panther tanks would be lost. Casualties from I./26 included 2 sub-officers and 48 men, while III./26 lost 7 men (killed) with 3 non-commissioned officers and 17 men wounded, and 7 men missing. The III./SS-AR 12 would lose a warrant officer. For their part, the British lost 28 tanks.

The Grimbosq Bridgehead

On 6 August, 176th Brigade, 59th Division, crossed the Orne near Bas de Brieux (near Grimbosq). The 271.ID fought fiercely, but the English were able establish a bridgehead. Kampfgruppe Wünsche counter-attacked on 7 and 8 August with Panther tanks and Tigers from 2nd Company.

[image: Image]
Map showing the fighting that took place for the Grimbosq Bridgehead. (Heimdal/H. Meyer)




[image: Image]
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1 & 2. Captured English prisoners from 59th Division. They were entrusted to the 271.Infanterie-Division.



[image: Image]
3. This soldier is being questioned by Sonderführer Tillmann. (Bundesarchiv)




[image: Image]

[image: Image]
4 & 5. These two British photographs were taken on 14 August and show the bridge over the Orne that the Tigers of 2nd Company fought so hard to keep. A class 9 Bailey bridge was set up on the destroyed stone abutments, and a class 40 Bailey bridge (see Image 4) was built directly over the river. (IWM)



However, the intervention of the 271.Infanterie-Division and Kampfgruppe Wünsche at the bridgehead prevented the 89.Infanterie-Division collapsing of its left flank. Despite their bridgehead, the British would remain temporarily blocked, unable to extend it, and this decisive action remained limited within the context of Operation Totalize.

However, at the time of the fighting, at 21:40 on 7 August, Heeresgruppe B ordered the transfer of the Hitlerjugend Division to reinforce the Panzergruppe, who were fighting next to the 7th Army. The transfer operations were activated and Kampfgruppe Wünsche was to follow at 10:00 on 8 August, after the destruction of the Grimbosq bridgehead. But two hours after the order arrived, at 19:45 on 7 August, SS-Brigadeführer Kraemer told the Panzerarmee that shelling was taking place in the Bretteville-sur-Laize sector and between Boulon and Grimbosq. Meanwhile, violent Allied artillery fire was falling on the German front line, which was the sign of an imminent offensive, and Kraemer requested that the Hitlerjugend Division remained at the disposal of I.SS-Panzer-Korps. It would eventually stay in the sector and thus play an important role in Operation Totalize.

[image: Image]
1. Thaon, 8 August. The Royal Winnipeg Rifles (RWR) head to the front ready for Operation Totalize after an eight-day rest period. (F. Jeanne via RWRA)



[image: Image]
2. Bren Gun Carrier No.3 follows behind. Note the Tac Sign 55 which identifies the vehicle as belonging to the RWR. (F. Jeanne via RWRA)




The 12.SS-Panzer-Division was no longer at full strength, having suffered casualties following two months of heavy fighting, and some of its elements had been detached to the west (Kampfgruppe Olboeter). It currently comprised of Kampfgruppe Wünsche (as we have seen), which gathered all available panzers, Panthers at the Grimbosq bridgehead;, thirty-nine Panzer IVs, and around twenty Tigers (2nd and 3rd companies of SS Panzer-Abteilung 101), three grenadier battalions (I./25, I./26, III./26) and artillery (SS-Panzer-Artillerie-Regiment 12 and SS-Werfer-Abteilung 12).

On I./SS-Panzer-Korps’ right flank, to the east, the 272.Infanterie-Division would play an intermittent role against the left flank of the Allied offensive. But overall, the balance of power was very much in II Canadian Corps’ favour, which launched 60,000 men and more than 600 tanks into battle, meaning the odds were about three to one for men, and ten to one for tanks.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]
3 & 4. Tank crews from 4th Canadian Armoured Division gathered together south of Caen, at Vaucelles, Colombelles and Fleury, where these soldiers were photographed. (PAC)




[image: Image]
An AVRE tank from the 79th British Armoured Division advancing through Vaucelles, a suburb south of Caen, en route to the front. The special tanks from this division would be sent to the front of Operation Totalize in order to clear minefields and various other obstacles that might block path of the other tanks. (PAC)



The 12 Manitoba Dragoons

This was the II Canadian Corps reconnaissance group and was launched into battle on 9 August 1944. 13 August was a black day for this unit, when nine vehicles were destroyed. C Squadron was in contact with elements of the 51st Infantry Highland Division in the Saint-Sylvain area. The unit would then participate in the closing of the Falaise Pocket.

[image: Image]
1. Staghounds from A Squadron seen south of Caen, before Operation Totalize. (PAC)
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2. A Staghound from A Squadron similar to the one seen in the foreground of Image 1. (Thierry Vallet)



[image: Image]
3. Profile of Staghound belonging to Lieutenant Cambell, commanding officer of B Squadron’s 8th Troop, in which Garry Geres worked as the radio operator. (Thierry Vallet)



[image: Image]
4. Metal cap badge of the Manitoba Dragoons. (F. Jeanne)




[image: Image]
1. A Priest/Kangaroo loaded with infantry before the battle on 7 August. The Allies had no armoured HGVs, such as the excellent German SPW. During Operation Goodwood, the tanks had advanced forward without any accompanying infantry and had suffered considerable losses (about half of those engaged). During this new offensive, new armoured troop transport vehicles were ‘adapted’ by taking the chassis from self-propelled Priest vehicles and removing their 150 mm guns, thus giving them the suggestive name ‘unfrocked priests’ or Kangaroos. One of these machines is seen here, showing its additional armour plating that had been added to provide further protection for the infantrymen onboard. The transformations were done in haste and as the markings could not be painted on, they were quickly added with chalk instead. This Kangaroo belongs to the command company (Coy HQ) of the 7th Battalion Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders (No. 69), 3rd Brigade (154th Brigade), 51st Highland Division. Photograph by Sergeant Wilkes. (IWM 8804)



[image: Image]
2. Another photograph taken on 7 August, shortly before the offensive. Cromwell tanks are seen passing through the southern suburbs of Caen in order to join the offensive’s starting line. A sign has been erected on the side of the road to indicate that Operation Totalize would be a new stage on ‘the road home via Berlin’. (IWM 8776)
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1. The South Alberta Regiment.
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2. The Governor General’s Foot Guards.



[image: Image]
3. The Canadian Grenadier Guards (CGG).
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4. The British Columbia Regiment.
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5. The Lake Superior Regiment.
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6. The Argyll and Sutherland Regiment.
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7. The Lincoln and Welland Regiment.



[image: Image]
8. The Algonquin Regiment.





The Canadian Corps

The 4th Canadian Armoured Division provided the other armed force of the offensive, and was part of the 1st Canadian Army and II Canadian Corps, commanded by Major General George Kitching. It was created in Canada in 1942 and transferred to Great Britain from the autumn of 1943. It landed in Normandy in the last week of July 1944, taking over from the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division on the night of 30-31 July. By 2 August it was already advancing towards Tilly-la-Campagne, although it failed to capture this position, and then came to a halt at La Hogue on 5 August. However, it was now preparing for the new operation and was comprised of an armoured brigade, as well as an infantry brigade.

– Reconnaissance was provided by the 29th Reconnaissance Regiment, The South Alberta Regiment.

– The 4th Armoured Brigade aligned the 21st Armoured Regiment (The Governor General’s Foot Guards), the 22nd Armoured Regiment (The Canadian Grenadier Guards), the 28th Armoured Regiment (The British Columbia Regiment) and a motorised infantry battalion attached to The Lake Superior Regiment.

– The 10th Infantry Brigade aligned The Lincoln and Welland Regiment, The Algonquin Regiment, and The Argyll and Sutherland Regiment (Princess Louise’s).

– It also included artillery from the 15th and 23rd Field Artillery Regiments, 5th Anti-Tank Regiment and the 8th Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment. In addition, engineering support was provided by the 4th Canadian Armoured Divisional Engineers and communication and information was provided by the 4th Canadian Armoured Divisional Signals.

Two Canadian infantry divisions would also join the offensive.

The 2nd Canadian Infantry Division was under the command of Major General Charles Foulkes. Born on 3 January 1903, he was a lieutenant in the Royal Canadian Regiment in 1926, made captain by 1930, lieutenant colonel in 1940, brigadier in September 1942, then finally major general in 1944, when he took command of division on 11 January.

– Its 1st Infantry Brigade (4th Brigade), aligned The Royal Regiment of Canada, The Royal Hamilton Light Infantry and The Essex Scottish Regiment.

– Its 2nd Infantry Brigade (5th Brigade) aligned The Black Watch (Royal Highland Regiment) of Canada, Le Régiment de Maisonneuve and The Calgary Highlanders.

– Its 3rd Infantry Brigade (6th Brigade) aligned Les Fusiliers Mont-Royal, The Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders of Canada and The South Saskatchewan Regiment.


Reconnaissance was provided by the 8th Reconnaissance Regiment (14th Canadian Hussars) and artillery was provided by the 4th, 5th and 6th Field Artillery Regiments, the 2nd Anti-Tank Regiment, the 3rd Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment, the Toronto Scottish Regiment (machine guns and mortars), the 2nd Canadian Divisional Engineers and the 2nd Canadian Divisional Signals.

The division was formed at Aldershot in 1940 and participated in the landing attempt at Dieppe in August 1942. It landed in Normandy in the first week of July 1944, attached to the II Canadian Corps with the 51st ID, and took part in Operation Atlantic from 18 July onwards. It then unsuccessfully attacked the Verrieres ridge on 20 and 21 July, before taking part in Operation Spring from the 25th. The Black Watch had lost 324 men after finally taking Verrieres, but now remained stuck at May-sur-Orne, Saint-André-sur-Orne and Saint-Martin-de-Fontenay. However, all this meant that the men knew the area well.

The 3rd Canadian Infantry Division, commanded by Major General R.F.L. Keller, had been fighting in the Battle of Normandy since 6 June 1944. It was formed on 20 May 1940 and was chosen in July 1943 as the first Canadian division to land in Normandy. It fought bravely in the fighting to the west of Caen against the Hitlerjugend, and was the first to enter the city on 9 July. It was attached to the II Canadian Corp as of 11 July, along with the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division. It proceeded to participate in Operation Atlantic on the 18th and Operation Spring on the 25th, before finally being relieved by the 4th Canadian Armoured Division on the night of 30-31 July and being sent to the rear to recuperate. On 7 July it was recalled in order to participate in Operation Totalize and would be in action on the night of 9-10 July.

– Its 7th Brigade comprised of The Royal Winnipeg Rifle Regiment (The Winnipegs), The Regina Rifle Regiment (the Reginas) and the 1st Battalion The Canadian Scottish Regiment.

– Its 8th Brigade comprised of The Queen’s Own Rifle of Canada, Le Régiment de la Chaudière and The North Shore (New Brunswick) Regiment.

– Its 9th Brigade comprised of The Highland Light Infantry of Canada (HLI), The Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry Highlanders (Glens or SDG) and The North Nova Scotia Highlanders (Novas or NNSH).

Reconnaissance was provided by the 7th Reconnaissance Regiment (17th Duke of York’s Royal Canadian Hussars) and artillery by the 12th, 13th and 14th Régiments, the 3rd Anti-Tank Regiment and the 4th Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment.

The Canadian Corps also included the 51st (Highland) Division, a British unit, which was commanded by Major General Tom Gordon Rennie. He had been injured on 12 June while in charge of the 3rd Infantry Division, and then took over command of 51st Division on 26 July following the dismissal of Major General C. Bullen Smith. The division comprised of three battalions of the Black Watch, a regiment that had first been created in 1740.

– Its 152nd Brigade comprised of the 2nd and 5th Battalions The Seaforth Highlanders, and the 5th Battalion The Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders.

– Its 153rd Brigade aligned the 5th Battalion The Black Watch, and the 1st and 5th/7th Battalions The Gordon Highlanders.

– Finally, its 154th Brigade was made up of the 1st and 7th Battalions The Black Watch, and the 7th Battalion The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders.
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Three soldiers from the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division have set up a 3-inch mortar position in a ditch. Judging by the orientation of the gun, they are about to fire on a close-range target. (PAC)




[image: Image]
[image: Image]

Men from the 4th Light Anti-Aircraft, 3rd Canadian Infantry Division, pose for the photographer behind their 40 mm Bofors gun. On the whole, these guns would have little to fear from the Luftwaffe. However, on the night of 7-8 August, their tracer shells helped to mark the attack lanes during Phase I (nocturnal), of Operation Totalize. (PAC)




The 51st (Highland) Infantry Division

The 51st (Highland) Infantry Division saw action in the French Campaign (1939-1940), during which many of its number were taken prisoner. Reconstituted in Great Britain, it went on to serve in Egypt, Libya, Tunisia and then in Sicily (1942-1943), before being repatriated to England to begin training for the Normandy Invasion. Its first elements landed on Gold Beach in the evening of 6 June, before taking part in Operation Epsom. From 7 August it was attached to the II Canadian Corps, with whom it fought during Operation Totalize.
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51st Highland Division cloth badge.
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Black Watch cap badge. (Private collection)
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1. A group of soldiers from the 51st Infantry Division photographed at the beginning of August,1944.
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2. Sergeants D. Stevenson, A. Dixon and W. Keay, from Kirkintilloch, Dunfermline and Perth pose for the photographer. All three belong to the Black Watch Regiment (154th Infantry Brigade), as indicated by the piece of tartan cut in the shape of the order of the thistle, which is sewn below the horizontal bands indicating the division’s 3rd brigade. Just above them is the formation badge.
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3. Private J. Chalmers, from Perth, helps Private G. Jack, from Kirkfield Bank, Lanarkshire, with his equipment. These two men also belong to the Black Watch Regiment.
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4. Armoured Personnel Carriers (APCs) from the 7th Battalion Argyll and Sutherland (154th Infantry Brigade) heading towards the front in preparation for the attack (Operation Totalize). A sign on the right displays the emblem of the 51st Infantry Division. Along with the previous two images, this photograph was taken on 7 August 1944.
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5. Armoured vehicles advance down a road in the Secqueville area on 9 August 1944. The sign on the right again shows the emblem of the 51st Infantry Division. (IWM)





The German forces opposing the offensive

The 89.Infantrerie-Division would bear the bulk of the offensive. The unit had been formed in January 1944 in Bergen near Celle, in northern Germany, as a division of the 25th wave, and trained in Norway from March to June. It was commanded (from February to September 1944) by Generalleutnant Conrad Oskar Heinrichs. In June, it was ordered to join the western front and four trains arrived at Le Havre and in the Amiens sector on 26 June, although by this time the rest of the trains carrying the men had not yet reached the OB West. Like the 84.ID and 85.ID (which would also see combat in Normandy), the division was low on numbers, with only 8,000-8,500 men. In fact, it comprised of only two infantry regiments; the Grenadier-Regiment 1058 and the Grenadier-Regiment 1056. Its artillery regiment (189) comprised of three groups and it also had an anti-tank group (Panzerjäger-Abteilung 189) with a single battery, and a battalion of fusiliers, the Füsilier-Battalion 189. On 3 August, it was placed under the authority of I.SS-Panzer-Korps and the next day its units were approaching the front. The Grenadier-Regiment 1056 was already in the Falaise/Bretteville-sur-Laize area, along with III./Artillerie-Regiment 189 and Panzerjäger-Abteilung 189. The Füsilier-Bataillon 189 and II./Artillerie-Regiment 189 were near Thiberville, while I./Artillerie-Regiment 189 was still south of Lisieux (according to OB West I Nr. 6450/44 g.Kdos, 4.8.44, T311, R28, F7035148). The division was in line by 6 August, reinforced by 13 Sturmpanzer IVs, which had been provisionally detached from Sturmpanzer-Abteilung 217 (from OB West Ia Nr. 6526/44 g Kdos 6.8.44, TR 311, R28, F7035220 and Pz.Gr.West Ia Nr. 801/44, g.Kdos, 7.8.44, Nachtrag zur Tagesmeldung 6.8, T313, R420, F8714118).

On the left flank was the 271.Infanterie-Division, which had been formed in November 1943 in the centre of Germany, from the former staff of the 137.ID and a large number of soldiers from this division, which had been dissolved after two years of fighting on the Eastern front. It took the number of an old 271.ID, which had been formed at the beginning of the summer of 1940 in Wehrkreis (military region) V and was made up of elderly soldiers who were to be sent to France in case the country continued to resist. As the campaign in France only lasted six weeks, the division was dissolved and its number was reassigned to a new division formed in Wehrkreis XIII. It completed its training in Holland and then joined the Montpellier sector, in the South of France. It quickly reached full strength, having just 119 men on 1 April 1944, but 11,617 men plus 1,004 Hiwis (volunteers from the USSR) by 19 June. It had 330 machine guns and 72 sub-machine guns, 58 8 cm mortars, 19 7.5 cm infantry guns, 6 15 cm heavy infantry guns, 32 10.5 cm howitzers, 22 7.5 cm Pak guns, 188 motorcycles, 158 light vehicles, 164 trucks, 38 self-propelled vehicles and 4,484 horses! It comprised of three infantry regiments; the GR 977, 978 and 979. The Artillery-Regiment 271 (four groups) had 3-4 guns for the 1st, 2nd, 4th, 5th, 9th, 10th and 11th batteries. The 12th had 3 guns, the others 4 (Anlagen zum KTB Nr.2 LVIII, Pz.Korps Ia, Gliederung 271. New Div.I.7.44, T314, R1496, F000963). The Panzerjäger-Abteilung 271 was a single company (Panzerjäger-Kompanie). The division was sent to the Normandy front at the end of June, embarking from Lyon on 1 July. It headed first for Rouen, because at the time, the plan was to send it to the Pas-de-Calais. Then, on the night of 13-14 July, its first elements (II./GR 979 and Panzer-Kompanie) arrived in the area north of Thury-Harcourt. On 15 July, 47 trains were scheduled to leave and 23 of them arrived with men. Three days later, the following elements arrived: II./GR.978, 3., 8. and 9./AR 271 at Livarot, II./AR 271, 13e and 14./GR 979 at Falaise, the Pionier-Bataillon 271, III./AR 271 (partially) were at Bernay, the 1st and 2nd batteries of AR 271 were at Brionne, most of the IV./AR 271 was at Chartres, I./GR 978 and the 7th battery of AR 271 were in Houdan, while the I./GR 971 was in Rouen. On 23 July, the bulk of the division took over from the 10.SS-Panzer-Division Frundsberg in the sector of Hill 112, west of the Orne. The other elements arrived the following day, but part of the units were still in the Livarot/Saint-Pierre-sur-Dive/Mézidon sector. Then, during the retreat to shorten the front line, the 271.ID moved to hold the eastern bank of the Orne between the left flank of the 89.ID and Thury-Harcourt, relieving the 9.SS-Panzer-Division. This was its position on the eve of Operation Totalize. From December 1943 to October 1944, the division was commanded by Generallutnant Paul Danhauser.

Sturmpanzer IV ‘Brumbär’ (sd.Kfz. 166)

Sturmpanzer-Abteilung 217 was the only unit to have been equipped with Sturmpanzer IVs during the Battle of Normandy, and had short 15 cm howitzers mounted on an armoured cockpit on a Panzer IV chassis. Although the gun’s low speed made it ineffective against tanks, it was otherwise useful against fixed targets. The battalion comprised of three companies of fourteen vehicles each and three others for the command company. Its organisation was similar to that of Sturmpanzer-Abteilung 216, which saw action at the Battle of Kursk. This unit was first stationed in the Reich (at Grafenwöhr), and on 24 June 1944 received orders to join the Normandy front, reaching the area around Condé-sur-Noireau/Le Bény-Bocage and Vire on 18 July. However, it did not appear to have all of its allocated panzers and it would only be used sparingly. On 21 July, its 2nd Company was in the 21.Panzer-Division’s sector and was attached to the division two days later. On 24 July it comprised of eleven Sturmpanzer IVs, with two in repair. On 29 July it was attached to the 1.SS-Panzer-Division LAH. The next day, it lined up nine panzers, with two in repair. On 30 July, 3rd Company was transferred from the II.SS-Panzer-Korps to the LXXIV Korps. On 6 August, thirten Sturmpanzer IVs from this battalion were with the 89.Infanterie-Division (Pz.Gr.West Ia Nr. 853/44 g. Kdos, 10.8.44, Nachtragzur Tagesmeldung 9.8., T313, R420, F87141177). On 9 August, ten of these panzers were in action with the Hitlerjugend and only one with the 89.ID. On the 10th, only five were operational with the HJ, and the situation was the same the following day. On 11 August, 1st Company was attached to the 271.Infanterie-Division (Pz AOK 5 Ia Nr 899 /44g. Kdos, 12.8.44, Nachtrag zur Tagesmeldung 11.8., T313, R420, F87141187). According to a report of 16 August, the battalion’s losses from 1-15 August were ten killed, thirty-five wounded and twelve missing. Out of 772 men, 69 were missing. A total of seventeen Sturmpanzer IVs were combat ready, but fourteen were under repair (predicted to be ready in less than three weeks). The battalion’s tanks would see action equally between the 89.ID and the HJ, as the two units fought side by side.
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1. Generalleutnant Conrad-Oskar Heinrichs had been in command of the 89.Infanterie-Division since February 1944. As an Oberst (colonel), he had previously commanded Infanterie-Regiment 24 of the 21.Infanterie-Division and had received the German Cross in Gold on 18 April 1941, then the Knight’s Cross on 13 September 1941. He next took command of 290.Infanterie-Division with the rank of Generalmajor. This photograph was taken during that time and he is seen decorating one of his soldiers. During the Battle of Normandy he was 54-years-old and would be killed, along with his aide-de-camp, near Liège, on 8 September 1944. (Charita Collection)
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2. Oberst Roesler commanded Grenadier-Regiment 1056, one of the 89.Infanterie-Division’s two infantry regiments. (Charita Collection)
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1 & 2. As early as 9 June 1941 there was a plan to produce an armoured vehicle with a powerful 15 cm gun that could be brought close to opposition lines thanks to its protective armour. On 14 October 1942, the ALKETT company proposed to install an sIG (heavy infantry gun) on a Panzer IV chassis. The 15 cm shell was considered effective for street fighting.
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1. Tank helmet from the 1st Polish Armoured Division showing the Polish eagle. Found at Ussy, near Falaise.
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2. Helmet from the 6th Armoured Regiment (First Hussars), one of the three components of the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade (an independent Canadian armoured brigade) that was present in Normandy from 6 June 1944, along with the 10th Armoured Regiment (The Fort Garry Horse) and the 27th Armoured Regiment (The Sherbrooke Fusiliers Regiment).
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3. Helmet from the Régiment de Maisonneuve, one of the regiments from 5th Brigade, 2nd Canadian Division.
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4. Helmet from the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders of Canada, one of regiments from 6th Brigade, 2nd Canadian Division.
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5. Black Watch helmet. The regiment was was part of the 51st Highland Infantry Division.
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6. Helmet from the Royal Canadian Medic Corps. (Private Collection/E.G./Heimdal)





The 1st Polish Armoured Division

The 1st Polish Armoured Division was commanded by Major General Stanislaw Maczek, who had been a colonel in the 10th (Motorised) Cavalry Brigade in Poland as early as October 1937 (the brigade had been formed in the spring of 1937). After fighting in Poland, the brigade retreated to Hungary and the men headed for France at the end of October 1939. Following the defeat of France, many of its members made their way to Britain, where the idea of reconstituting a Polish armoured unit quickly re-emerged, thanks to the efforts of General Sikorski. The remnants of the 10th Brigade settled in Scotland, establishing its headquarters at Forfar. Due to their travels throughout Europe, German propaganda described the brigade’s men on the radio as ‘General Sikorski’s tourists’. However, they would eventually prove to be very formidable opponents and the decision to regroup them in an English armoured division, the 1st Polish Armoured Division, was taken on 25 February 1942 on the orders of General Sikorski.

Even after intensive training, its numbers were still inadequate as there were too many older soldiers. The division was inspected by Marshal Montgomery on 13 March 1944 and a month later, on 13 April, General Eisenhower’s inspection prompted more sympathy among the Poles. By the time of Operation Overlord, the division comprised of 885 officers, and 15,210 non-commissioned officers and men. Its resources included a reconnaissance unit, an armoured brigade, a detached infantry brigade, divisional artillery, and engineering and service units, just as any other British division.

– Reconnaissance was provided by the 10th Polish Mounted Rifles, equipped with Cromwell tanks and commanded by Major Maciejewski.

– The 10th Polish Armoured (Cavalry) Brigade was commanded by Colonel T. Majewski, with Major Marian Czarnecki as his Chief of Staff. It was known as the ‘Schwarze Brigade’ (Black Brigade) by the Germans, in reference to the colour of the uniforms worn by the tank crews. The men also wore black berets, unlike their British counterparts, who wore khaki ones. The brigade, commanded by Colonel Wladislawdec, was equipped with Sherman tanks and included the 1st Polish Armoured Regiment, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Stefanewicz (its regimental insignia bore the coat of arms of Saint-Nicholas); the 2nd Polish Armoured Regiment; the 24th Polish Lancers Regiment and the 10th Polish Dragoons Regiment.

– The 3rd Polish Infantry Brigade, or 3rd Rifle Brigade, included the 1st Polish (Highland) Battalion; the 8th Polish Battalion (or 8th Rifle Battalion); the 9th Polish Battalion (or 9th Rifle Battalion), which was known as Flanders, and the 1st Polish Independent HMG Squadron.

– The division’s artillery was provided by the 1st Polish Motorised Artillery Regiment; the 2nd Polish Motorised Artillery Regiment; the 1st Polish Anti-Tank Regiment, and the 1st Polish Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment.

– Other units included the Engineers (10th and 11th sappers), as well as medical services, military courts, reserve squadrons etc.

The 1st Polish Armoured Division joined the front only shortly before Operation Totalize, on 30 July 1944. Edward Podyma was originally from Poland, but had been living in Normandy, near Potigny, where a large Polish community had settled in the area in the 1920s, due to the iron mines:


How did I find myself in this war? I received mobilization orders from the Polish Army (in France) on 11 June 1940, more than two months before my eighteenth birthday. I first had to go to a recruiting centre in Coëtquidan, 45 kilometres south-west of Rennes. In June 1940, the situation escalated quickly and there was no alternative but to defend our cause. Those who choose to continue the struggle headed for England. After four years of training in Scotland we were eager to see some action, but we didn’t land on the Normandy coast until 30 July 1944, at Courseulles-sur-Mer.



Other units, especially the armoured ones, disembarked at Arromanches. The division gathered to the south of Bayeux before finally setting out for the front on 6 August. Besides Corporal Podyma, other Poles from the Potigny area included Michal Kuc, who had arrived in Normandy in 1924 and worked as a miner in Saint-Rémy-sur-Orne. He was now the driver for the brigade commander, Major Wladislawdec’s tank. Meanwhile, Stephan Barylak, who had arrived in France at the age of seven, had also been signed up in Coetquidan before travelling to England. In April 1942 he was incorporated into the 24th Lancers. All three men worried about their families, and whether or not they would encounter them during this offensive, especially when destiny saw fit to bring them so close to the Polish colony of Potigny.
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1. Cloth badge for the 1st Polish Armoured Division, which was worn on the sleeve. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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2. Black epaulettes worn by both men and officers of the division. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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3. Cap badge for the 2nd Polish Armoured Regiment. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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4. Honorary cloth badge for the 2nd Armoured Regiment showing the coat of arms for the city of Breda. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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5. Enamel cap badge worn by officers of the 24th Polish Lancers Regiment. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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1. Enamel cap badge for the 24th Polish Lancers Regiment. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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2. Cloth badge for the 10th Dragons displaying the Lanarkshire coat of arms. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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3. Cap badge for 10th Dragons. (Private collection)



[image: Image]
4. Cap badge for the 9th Battalion with the Flanders coat of arms. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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5. Cloth badge for the 1st Polish Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment. (Arromanches Militaria, F. Coune)
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6. An anti-aircraft Crusader III AA MK3 TANK from the 1st Polish Armoured Regiment. Note the letters ‘PL’ for Poland and the number 51 for the unit.




The 1st Polish Armoured Division
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Nationality badge worn on top of sleeves of both arms, along with the division badge which was worn on the left arm.
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1. Soldiers from the 1st (Polish) Armoured Division photographed in Scotland before the invasion. The division’s emblem and the shoulder badge are clearly visible on the battledress of the soldier in the foreground. (Polish Institute)



[image: Image]
2. During a visit on 6 August 1944, Montgomery is seen talking to one of the division’s officers. General Maczek, the division’s commander, can be seen to the right of Montgomery. (IWM)
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3. A Sherman tank from the 1st (Polish) Armoured Division has just landed at Arromanches (early August 1944). (IWM)
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4. From 8 August 1944 (Operation Totalize), the 1st Polish Division was engaged alongside the 51st Highland Infantry Division, south of Caen. Officers are seen here studying the map one last time. (IWM)
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[image: Image]
5 & 6. Tanks lined up on the starting line, waiting for the order to move. (IWM)
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Cap badge showing the Polish eagle. The emblem was also painted onto the helmets of the Polish units.
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The order has just been given and the steel monsters are seen rattling towards the front line. Images 5, 6 and 7 were taken on 8 August 1944 by Sergeant Wilkes. (IWM)



1st Polish Armoured Division
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1. Tank crew helmet showing the Polish eagle. (Arromanches Militaria)
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2. The interior of the same helmet with the name of its owner, presumably, inscribed inside the rim. (Arromanches Militaria)
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3. Infantryman’s helmet. The design is English, but it still shows the Polish eagle. (Arromanches Militaria)
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4. A tank crew member’s beret with embroidered polish badge and star, portraying the rank of second lieutenant/Podporucznik. (Arromanches Militaria)




Three Polish veterans from 1st Polish Armoured Division
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1. Edouard Podyma drove a Sherman tank in the 10th Armoured Brigade’s command squadron, whose mission was to observe enemy artillery. Captain Sevigny took command of the tank he had been driving at Jort.
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2. Edouard Podyma leaning on his tank.
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3. His ID tags showing his surname, first name, year of birth and religion (most Poles were Catholics (Kat)).
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4. His pay book.
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5. Edouard Podyma (left) and Michel Kuc (right) in 1994 at Hill 262, Boisjos, (E. Podyma and Heimdal photos)
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1. Michal Kuc was born in 1921, in Poland. He arrived in Normandy in 1924 and went to England in June 1940. He was incorporated into the command company of the 3rd Fighter Brigade, where he drove Cromwell tank. (MK)
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2. Michal Kuc photographed in the Netherlands, next to a Sherman tank. (MK)
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3. Michael Kuc’s personal belongings, including ID tags and decorations. He died in 2007. (Heimdal.)
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4. Stefan Barylak was born in Poland and lived in Gouvix, Normandy. He left for England on 22 June 1940 and joined the 24th Lancers (one of the three tank regiments of the 1st PAD), where he drove a Sherman tank. (E. Barylak)
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5. Stefan Barylak in 1994 on Mount Ormel. He landed at Graye-sur-Mer on 31 July 1944 and saw action from 8 August. On 12 August he found himself in Gouvix, in front of his parents’ house, but was unable to visit. He helped to liberate Potigny on 15 August and arrived at Chambois on 19 August, where he stayed until 22 August. He was wounded in Belgium on 8 September 1944 and died in 2007. (Heimdal)




Lieutenant Cramer’s P47 crashes at Cintheaux on 7 August
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1. On 7 August 1944, First Lieutenant Bryant Louis Cramer was returning from a reconnaissance mission south of the German front at la Roche. His P-47 Thunderbolt type D-16 (Serial number 42-75193) was part of 514th Squadron (under the command of Captain George Ruddel), 406th Group, 9th US Air Force. He had taken off from the A13 airfield and was to return there after completing his mission. By the end of the day, there was mist up to 6,500 feet and visibility was just 1 mile. Captain George Ruddel was leading the three-flight squadron when he noticed light Flak (DCA) fire over the German lines. Lt Cramer was commanding the second element of Blue Flight (2nd Squadron), on the captain’s right. Due to the Flak fire, Lt Cramer banked right and became isolated from the rest of the squadron. Despite the mist preventing any clear line of sight, Captain Ruddel could see that Cramer was on his own and radioed him to rejoin the formation. However, he was suddenly caught in a high concentration of Flak. Thirty seconds later, Cramer sent out a distress call and added that he had to ditch his aircraft. Captain Ruddel could no longer see Cramer’s P-47, and asked him what the problem was. Lt Cramer confirmed his position on the right, and announced that he was evacuating his aircraft. After another thirty seconds, Captain Ruddel saw a huge explosion of flames in the middle of the German lines. Lt Cramer’s aircraft had crashed near the hamlet of Robertmesnil La Bruyère, a dozen metres or so east of where Michael Wittmann’s Tiger would be destroyed the following morning. (Michel Samson)
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2. The remains of Lt Cramer’s equipment, including his oxygen mask and headphones. There is also a (folded) section of the parachute canopy, and a piece of the aircraft itself. Despite the explosion, some of the remains were well preserved and were discovered in 1997. (Private collection)
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3 & 4. Michel Samson with Lieutenant Cramer’s daughter. Bryant Louis Cramer is now buried in Colleville American Cemetery (Image 4). (MS)
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5. What was left of the aircraft following the fighting. The photograph was taken by Paul Samson using film recovered from a German truck. (MS)




Operation Totalize

At 23:30 on 7 August, the leader of II Canadian Corps, Lieutenant General Simonds, launched the offensive following the preliminary bombardment. In total, 1,020 RAF heavy bombers had dropped 3,462 tons of bombs on targets that had been marked by coloured artillery shells laid on the edges of the area to be hit, thus framing the corridor for the offensive. In the west; May-sur-Orne and Fontenay-le-Marmion. To the east; La Hogue, Secqueville-la-Campagne, Garcelles-Secqueville and Saint-Aignan-Cramesnil. The smoke obscured the entire area meaning that a third of the bombs could not be dropped. In addition, ten planes were shot down by Flak and the Grenadier-Regiment 1055, on the right flank, thus resulting in the bombs actually landing on Allied positions. It was not to be the last time such ‘friendly fire’ affected Allied troops in this operation. Seeing the bombs falling on their adversaries, the men from 89.Infanterie-Division come out of their individual foxholes to admire the show. During the bombardments on the left flank (west of the RN178 road), on the positions of Oberst Roesler’s Grenadier-Regiment 1056, a platoon left its position and advanced forward, taking the Canadian soldiers who were ready to attack by surprise. The grenadiers then returned to their positions after the bombing had finished, bringing Canadian prisoners back with them.

[image: Image]
Allied artillery opens fire on German positions during the night. (PAC)
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A Panther tank, probably from the Hohenstaufen, near Fontenay-le-Marmion. (D-Day Academy)



Lieutenant General Simonds had planned the operation around an unusual time frame and with equally unusual methods; a nocturnal aerial bombardment before an equally nocturnal attack. Errors were avoidable. The battlefield was once more (as it was for Operation Spring) illuminated by artificial lights, with headlights directed towards the sky creating an ‘artificial moonlight’ on both sides of the RN158 road, aided by the green glows of the marker shells that created a central boundary between the two forces of attack. It was time for the offensive to begin. To the west of the RN58, the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division moved into the attack, preceded by the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade, in four columns. To the east, the 51st Highland Division, preceded by the 33rd British Armoured Brigade, in two columns. Each column was preceded by two Sherman tank sections, along with two flail tank sections to clear any mines, and engineers. Each column included 1,900 men and 200 armoured vehicles. A further group of tanks followed behind to support the armoured and infantry columns. The exploding shells illuminating the clouds from underneath made it easy for the men to navigate, as they followed the beams of light and took their bearings on their compasses. The advance was marked with conventional coloured lamps placed on stakes 1.5 metres high every 5 metres. The direction they needed to follow was given by the DCA tracing shells, which were continually aimed due south.

Allied artillery only opened fire at 23:45, when the two parallel forces approached their starting line (the road from Saint-André-sur-Orne to Hubert-Folie). On a front 3,700 meters wide, 300 guns launched an artillery barrage that advanced 200 metres per minute; all of the units were mechanised, hence the fast pace. Lessons had been learned from Operation Goodwood’s failure : the British and Canadians had not had armoured personnel carriers such as the excellent German SPWs. In the rush, the 150 mm guns from self-propelled ‘Priests’ were removed and reinforced with armour plates , converting them for armoured troop transport. They were consequently nicknamed ‘Unfrocked Priests ‘or ‘Kangaroos’ and carried the infantry alongside the tanks. The Allies also had 720 guns for various targets, some even reaching the 89.Infanterie-Division’s CP located at Bretteville-sur-Laize. But despite all these precautions, many columns went the wrong way and arrived late at their objectives. This was, in part, due to the lack of visibility caused by the fog, smoke, and dust raised by the caterpillars, but also because of fire from isolated resistance pockets and artillery. The columns were distended, with some vehicles ending up in other columns and being hit by ‘friendly fire’, while some lead vehicles fell into bomb craters and blocked the way.

To the west, 4th Brigade, 2nd Canadian Infantry Division, was at the forefront of the advance in the midst of the fog and dust. It advanced in four columns behind the flail tanks. Each was centred on the brigade’s three battalions and on the 8th reconnaissance regiment (14th Canadian Hussars). Seventy-seven Kangaroos carried the infantry companies, accompanied by the Sherman tanks from 2nd Armoured Brigade, followed by the Tank-Destroyers from 2nd Anti-Tank Regiment, and the Bren-Carriers of the Toronto Scottish Regiment (machine guns). Meanwhile, 5th Brigade remained in reserve, while 6th Brigade would have the task of neutralising the German defensive points at May-sur-Orne (the objective for the Fusiliers Mont-Royal, with the support of flame-throwing tanks), Rocquancourt (South Saskatchewan) and Fontenay-le-Marmion (Camerons).
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The bell tower at Rocquancourt showing the damage after the fighting and how it appears today. (PAC)




The infantry from 6th Canadian Brigade, which was on foot, came into difficulty as they attacked a part of the front which was only defended by two infantry battalions from the GR 1056 (Oberst Roesler) and some assault cannons. However, Rocquancourt was taken at 0:45 by the South Saskatchwan. The attack by the Fusiliers Mont-Royal was pushed back at first; the bombardments having clearly not been able to crush the powerful resistance of Colonel Roesler’s grenadiers. May-sur-Orne would not be fully taken until 16:00 on 8 August and would then only fall with tank support from the 1st Hussars. Roesler’s grenadiers had remained determined, in spite of the deluge of fire they had endured.

[image: Image]
The devastated main road through May-sur-Orne. The Fusiliers Mont-Royal fought here against the fierce resistance of the 89.Infanterie-Division, until the afternoon of 8 August. (PAC)



At Rocquancourt, which had been reduced to a heap of ruins (although the church bell tower still stood), a force of nearly 300 armoured vehicles advanced through the middle of the night in the smoke and dust, as well as through German fire and smoke bombs, all of which caused the armoured vehicles from 4th Brigade to veer off course. The Essex Scottish had to take Caillouet, but needed to reorganise near Rocquancourt at 8:55, losing vehicles under fire in the process, and would not reach its destination until noon. The Royal Hamilton Light Infantry (RHLI) was halted by artillery fire at Gaumesnil quarry and had to dig in 1.5 km north-west of the area. Indeed, by dawn on 8 August the Royal Regiment of Canada would be the only one to arrive at its objective east of Gaumesnil, but it still suffered losses. nevertheless
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A vehicle from the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division’s 11th Company, R.C.E. (Engineers), is seen patrolling through the ruins of May-sur-Orne, which had finally been captured on 9 August. The church bell tower is visible in the background. (PAC)



To the east of the RN158 road, the 51st Highland Division advanced from the Bourguébus/Hubert-Folie sector in two armoured columns, following the same principle as the Canadians. Its 154th Brigade (1st and 7th Black Watch, 7th Argylls) on Kangaroos, 350 armoured vehicles and tanks, accompanied by the 33rd Armoured Brigade in two columns of four advance vehicles only 20 metres apart, advanced under the DCA’s spotlight and via the coloured shells. However, the attack on La Hogue was pushed back at first by elements of the 89.Infanterie-Division, supported on the right flank by the 272.Infanterie-Division. But when Hill 75, located to the west of Secqueville and also held with the support of 272.Infanterie-Division, was finally lost, elements of the 89.Ifanterie-Division who had fought there fell back to their second position on either side of Saint-Aignan. The attack also now clashed with the left flank of 272.Infanterie-Division, and the wood east of Secqueville was taken by the Germans. A German counter-attack was repulsed and the 272.Infanterie-Division consequently pulled its left flank back to Chicheboville/Conteville. The 1st Black Watch finally reached its objectives at 06:00, including Saint-Aignan. The 7th Black Watch reached Garcelles-Secqueville, which it would hold with the Churchill tanks from the 148th RAC, while the 7th Argylls and the Churchill tanks of the King’s Own (whose commander was killed in his tank) would cling on to Cramesnil from 04:30.

[image: Image]
Lieutenant General H.D.G. ‘Harry’ Crerar, commander of the First Canadian Army. These two images were taken in the winter and Commander Crerar is seen wearing a jacket initially intended for RAF or RCAF flight crews. (PAC)
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A a new generation of armoured infantry transports was born as a result of Operation Totalize: the ‘Kangaroos’, which were created using the chassis of Canadian Ram tanks. The REME (Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers) had already created this type of vehicle in early July to repair other armoured vehicles abandoned in No Man’s Land. This one is from the 30th Armoured Brigade Workshop, 79th Armoured Division.



After the capture of Saint-Aignan, British tanks attacked in an easterly direction, but were beaten back near Conteville and Poussy. Behind the attacking force, the 132nd Brigade (2nd and 5th Seaforth Highlanders, Camerons) had to clear the areas that the two armoured columns had missed, on foot. At Tilly-la-Campagne, the 2nd Seaforth was repulsed by grenadiers from Grenadier-Regiment 1055 (89th), who clung on to the ruined village. Despite reinforcements, the 5th Seaforth was still unable to succeed and required the help of a tank platoon from the 148th RAC, who attacked the German grenadiers from the rear. At 09:30, an officer and thirty survivors from Grenadier-Regiment 1055 finally surrendered.


The Two Armoured Brigades

The first phase of the offensive, led by infantry divisions, was supported by two armoured brigades. To the west, the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division was supported by the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade with three tank regiments: the 6th Armoured Regiment (also called the First Hussars); the 10th Armoured Regiment (The Fort Garry Horse) and the 27th Armoured Regiment (Sherbrooke Fusiliers Regiment). To the east, the British Armoured Brigade who supported the 51st (Highland) Infantry Division was the 33rd Armoured Brigade, also with three tank regiments: 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry (1st Northants); the 144th Regiment RAC (until 22 August) and the 148th Regiment RAC (until 16 August).
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8 August

Faced with this stampede and deluge of fire, the Kommandeur of 12.SS-Panzer-Division Hitlerjugend, SS-Oberführer Kurt Meyer, headed out over the terrain in his Volkswagen before dawn, accompanied by liaison officers, to assess the situation. The information they gathered together was not reassuring: the 89.Infanterie-Division’s positions would be broken along a wide front and although some of the support points would still hold, contact with them would be broken. Tanks were reported in Saint-Aignan and if the breakthrough succeeded, the only option was to establish a new defensive line behind the Laison sector, on either side of Potigny. This could only be done effectively with the help of a new division, the 85.Infanterie-Division, which was on its way (on foot and by bicycle), and whose first elements were already in Trun. However, time was needed in order for it to reach the front line and stop the offensive to the far north, or at least slow down the Allied advance. For the moment, Kurt Meyer (nicknamed Panzermeyer) saw only defeated men who had ‘cracked’ under the violence of the bombardment, and who had retreated south in disarray. Some of the men were bravely trying to hold the ruined villages along the front lines, clinging on for hours in front of the Allied steamroller of armoured vehicles and infantry. Some had even tried to counter-attack. But this vision of a routed army had a shocking effect on SS-Oberführer Meyer:


For the first time during these long, gruesome years of genocide, I was seeing German soldiers running away. They were unresponsive. They had been through hellfire and stumbled past us with fear-filled eyes. I looked at the leaderless groups in fascination. My uniform stuck to my body; the heavy burden of responsibility made me break out in a sweat. I suddenly realised that the fate of Falaise and the safety of both armies depended on my decision.

I stood up in the Volkswagen and moved in the direction of Caen. More and more confused soldiers approached me as they fled southwards, as I vainly tried to stabilise the collapsing front. The appalling bombardment had unnerved the units of the 89.Infanterie-Division. Rounds landed on the road, sweeping it empty. The retreat could only continue off to the sides of the road. I jumped out of the car and was alone in the middle of the road.

I slowly approached the front and addressed the fleeing soldiers. They were startled and stopped [what they were doing]. They looked at me incredulously, wondering how I could stand on the road armed with just a gun. The young soldiers probably thought I had cracked. But then they recognised me, turned around, and waved to their comrades to come and organise the defence around Cintheaux. The place had to be held at all costs to gain time for the Kampfgruppen; speed was imperative.
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1. 8 August. German infantrymen from Grenadier-Regiment 1055 (89.Inf.-Div.) have been captured by Scottish soldiers from the Argyll Highlanders, 51st Highland Division. The prisoners are unharmed and their various decorations and wound badges indicate that the three leading men (including two non-commissioned officers) are experienced soldiers. At Tilly-la-Campagne, the 5th Seaforth needed tank support in order to defeat the grenadiers from this unit, which was finally forced to surrender at 09:30. Among those who surrendered were an officer and thirty survivors, some of whom might be those seen here. (IWM)
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2, 3 & 4. In the early afternoon of 8 August, the Canadians from 3rd Canadian Infantry Division were mistakenly bombed by the Eighth US Air Force at Cormelles, resulting in heavy casualties. The commander, General Keller, was wounded and had to be evacuated. (PAC)
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1. Waves of tanks and armoured vehicles from the 4th Canadian Armoured Division are massed on their starting line opposite the ruins of Tilly-la-Campagne on 8 August. (PAC)



Measures had to be taken immediately in order to prevent a collapse of the German front in this sector. Panzermeyer met General der Panzertruppen Heinz Eberbach, the leader of the 5.Panzer-Armee, at Urville. Eberback wanted to get an idea of the situation near the advanced positions, agreeing with Meyer’s analysis and with his planned counter-attack. In the meantime, I.SS-Panzer-Korps had already ordered the Allied breakthrough to be halted and, if possible, pushed back:

– Reinforcements would be provided by the HJ Division’s 2nd panzer battalion (thirty-nine Panzer IVs) (II./SS-Pz.-Rgt.12) and a Tiger tank company (around ten). Kampfgruppe Waldmüller (III./26, III Battalion SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 26) was to take the high ground south of Saint-Aignan (east of the RN178) in a counter-attack. The Korps-Begleit-Kompanie would be attached to KG Waldmüller on its right, and would also join the attack.

– The Divisions-Begleit-Kompanie (HJ Division), along with 1st Company, SS-Panzerjäger-Abteilung 12 (also attached to KG Waldmüller), would advance on Estrées and take the high ground to the west of Saint-Sylvain.

– KG Wünsche would immediately suspend its counter-attack near Grimbosq and Brieux, disengage, and then occupy the high ground west and north-west of Potigny. It would then defend the area between Laison and Laize (on the western flank of the Allied breakthrough).

– The HJ’s artillery regiment (SS-Pz.-Art.-Rgt.12), with SS-Werfer-Abteilung 12, would support the counter-attack along the positions near the main road.


– The Flak group (HJ Division) would establish an anti-tank barrier on both sides of the mainl road, at Bretteville-le-Rabet.

– The reconnaissance group (SS-Pz.Aufkl.-Abt.12), under the command of SS-Untersturmfürher Wienecke, would maintain contact with the left flank of 272.Infanterie-Division (to the east) and would reconnoitre the existing gap, most likely in a westerly direction.

The 12.SS-Panzer-Divsions’s CP was located in a place that in other conditions might have been rather romantic, being under the tomb of Marie Joly, at the Breche au Diable (just under 1 mile east of Potigny). Kurt Meyer would remain with KG Waldmüller during the counter-attack.

It is impossible to provide the numbers and positions of the Nebelwerfer (rocket launchers) and Luftwaffe Flak positions. The 12.SS-Panzer-Division’s former chief of staff, Hubert Meyer, stated that, ‘we knew the Werfer-Regiment 83’s (Werfer-Brigade 7) 3rd battery was in position near Soignoles (south of Saint-Sylvain) and covered an area from Saint-Sylvain to Urville to a depth of 7.5km. Other batteries from the 1st group had to be engaged in the same sector. KG Waldmüller set off to Brettevillele-Rabet to assemble there and the attack was to begin around 12:30.’ It is also important to note the presence of III.Flak-Korps in the west, in the Laize sector, which would play a significant role in the counter-attack with its formidable 88mm guns.
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2. Tanks from the 4th Canadian Armoured Division (4 CAD) dealt a heavy blow on the enemy, but suffered heavy losses for their baptism of fire. Seen here is a Cromwell tank (left) and a Sherman tank (right). (PAC)
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3. A Cromwell tank from a Canadian reconnaissance unit goes on the attack. (PAC)
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4. A Sherman tank from the 4th Canadian Armoured Division prepares for the offensive. It has been reinforced at the front to reduce the impact of German shells. (PAC)




By noon, all of the first phase objectives of Operation Totalize had been achieved along a line exceeding 5-7 kilometres south of where the front had been the day before. To the west, the Canadians counted 344 losses, 72 in the initial (armoured) breakthrough and 262 infantrymen who had advanced on foot to try and liquidate the various pockets of resistance (May-sur-Orne would hold until 16:00). To the east, the 51st Highland Division suffered losses due to the tragic bombardment error (including 17 losses in the 5th Black Watch alone) and 260 casualties as of midnight on 8-9 August.
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1. SS-Sturmbannführer Hubert Meyer took part in all of the Leibstandarte’s campaigns. After having commanded an infantry company, he attended the military academy and became 1st Chief of Staff (Ia) of the HJ Division. His detailed history on the unit is a valuable testimony to the various combat actions that took place. (G.B.)



Phase II was now put into action. To the west, General George Kitching’s 4th Canadian Armoured Division (4 CAD) arrived to occupy the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division’s positions on its former starting line. To the east, General Stanislaw Maczek’s 1st Polish Armoured Division was positioned on the former starting line of the 51st Highland Division. These two armoured divisions had not yet experienced what it meant to be under fire, and it would prove to be a terrible baptism for the Canadian division. The 4 CAD was to be divided into three battle groups. The first was the Halpenny Force (under the orders of Lieutenant Colonel Halpenny, commander of the 22nd CAR), comprising of the 22nd Canadian Armoured Regiment (22nd CAR) or Canadian Grenadier Guards (CGG) with the LSR, the 96th Anti-Tank Battery and a squadron of flail tanks. They had little time to prepare; their orders only reaching them at 17:00 the day before (see Brigadier General William J. Patterson, Soldiers of the Queen, The Canadian Grenadier Guards of Montreal 1859-2009, p.232).

As for the division’s infantry brigade, Brigadier Megill’s 10th Canadian Infantry Brigade (the Algonquins) was still in the Vaucelles area (south of Caen) on the morning of 7 August. They had witnessed the night-time hell and were already knew what their objectives were: Bretteville-le-Rabet and Falaise. In the morning, their convoys had been hit on the road from Falaise to Ifs, where they had to wait for most of 8 August until the bombardment in the afternoon. The infantrymen of the Lincs’ (Lincoln and Welland) had left Caen on foot and remarked that at midnight, ‘the sky was as bright as daylight.’ In the middle of the morning on 8 August, they were ordered to head for Rocquancourt, and the regiment’s journal describes the march:


[It was] like a day of horror under the artillery fire; limestone buildings were pulverized, houses were without windows and roofs, and the air was polluted by the pestilence of death. The unit had to dig in again while the plans were developed at the brigade command post. The men had soon learned the necessity and routine of digging shelters because they were targeted by the mortars. They could even be hit by a shell in a trench. So you dug here and there for your own safety. It became your home. (Geoffrey Hages, The Lincs, a History of the Lincoln and Welland Regiment at War, 2007, pp.27-29).



In this sector the hard limestone was close to the surface, making the task of digging any form of shelter difficult, but the men would remain here until nightfall.
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2. MPs from the 2nd Canadian Prévoté Company, 2nd Canadian Infantry Division, provided security among the lines and accompanied infantry and armoured regiments throughout the front. They organised the traffic and were responsible for the PoW camps. Here, some of them have put up a sign saying ‘relax now and drive slowly’. (PAC/D-Day Academy)
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1. Another sign accompanied by a suggestive cartoon. (PAC/D-Day Academy)
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2. A II Canadian Corps metal sign indicating a one way system called Rathbone that was found in the area. (JLC)
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3. A soldier painting one of the humorous signs. (PAC/D-Day Academy)
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4. A similar sign with additional wording:‘Old soldiers never die – they dig! And fade away into a slit trench!’ (PAC)





Phase II

The Canadians from 4AD assembled between Fleury-sur-Orne and the main road, with the exception of a tank battalion which would advance east of the road, while the Poles gathered to the south-east of Cormelles . This new attack would be preceded by a bombardment scheduled between 12:26 and 13:55. However, the Eighth US Air Force did not reach its targets until 12:55. The Bomb Line passed through the great Aucrais quarry, at Caillouet, in the west, to Robertmesnil. But once again, the bombardment would hit Allied units. The batteries of III.Flak-Korps opened fire against this armada, even though they were already coming under fire from Allied artillery, managing to take down nine four-engined B-17s. A large number of aircraft were unable reach their targets and out of 658 bombers, only 497 aircraft managed to drop a total of 1,487 tons of bombs. One of the lead bombers became disorientated and dropped its load on the Poles positioned in the suburb of Vaucelles, south of Caen, resulting in thirty-six casualties (eight killed and twenty-eight wounded). The total Allied casualties from such bombarding errors amounted to 315 (Polish division and 3rd Canadian ID), of which sixty-five were killed and 250 wounded. In addition, four guns and fifty-five vehicles were destroyed, causing profound disruption. The head of the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division, Major General Keller, was among the wounded and had to be evacuated. In The Story of the Algonquin Regiment, Major G.L. Cassidy writes: ‘The generally accepted idea was that the Germans had captured some of the flying fortresses and had joined the armada for a surprise bombardment. Whatever the reason, the depressing event was experienced by all of the troops, who then feared that the whole operation would be compromised.’
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Phase I of the operation had allowed the Allies to capture May, Fontenay-le-Marmion, Rocquancourt, Garcelles, Secqueville, and even Saint-Aignan, which would play an important role at the beginning of the next phase. At the start of Phase II, the HJ Division’s counter-attack using Tigers, Panzer IVs (I./12) and the KG Waldmüller would fail. However, over the next two days the 4th Canadian Armoured Division would suffer a disaster at Hill 140 (east) and heavy losses to the west at Hill 195, with the failure marking the end of Operation Totalize. (Heimdal, after H. Meyer)
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Kurt Meyer took command of 12.SS-Panzer-Division following the death of Fritz Witt. He attempted to stem the rush of Allied armoured vehicles with skill and determination. (SS-KB Woscidlo/G.B.)
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A rare colour photograph taken by SS-KB Woscidlo, the Hitlerjugend war correspondent, showing SS-Sturmbannführer Hans Waldmüller, commander of I./25 and Kampfgruppe Waldmüller. (Heimdal)



In his account, Kurt Meyers describes the decision he took with Waldmüller to counter-attack:


I met Waldmüller north of Brettevillele-Rabet and we moved to Cintheaux together to orientate ourselves. Wittman’s Tigers were already east of Cintheaux, hidden behind the hedgerows, and had not engaged in the fire fight up to that point. Cintheaux was under artillery fire, but the open terrain around it did not seem to be receiving any fire. From the northern outskirts of the village we saw the dense columns of tanks north of the road to Bretteville-sur-Laize. It was the same view to the south of Garcelles and to the edge of the wood located to the south-east of the area. The sight took our breath away. We did not understand the Canadians’ actions, why did such a powerful armoured force not continue its attack? Waldmüller and I decided that we must not let these ‘squadrons’ of tanks reach us and the enemy tanks must not be allowed to attack. On either side of the road, an armoured division stood ready for attack. The offensive must not resume; we had to seize the initiative. I decided to defend Cintheaux with the forces already in position there, and to attack east of the road at lightning speed road using all the available soldiers in order to upset the enemy’s plans. The wood located to the south-east of Garcelles was our objective ... During my last discussion with Waldmüller and Wittmann we had seen a single bomber flying over the area several times, followed by the flares. I gave the order to attack immediately so that we could get out of the area that was going to be bombed. I shook Michel Wittmann’s hand once more and remind him that the situation was particularly critical. The good man laughed his youthful laugh and climbed into his Tiger, which up until that point had destroyed 138 enemy tanks. Would he increase this score, or would he be the victim this time?

The panzers rapidly rolled north, crossing the open terrain at full speed and using the undulating ground to shoot at the enemy tanks. The grenadiers followed the panzer attack and advanced towards their objective. I was at the northern edge of Cintheaux when the enemy artillery launched a destructive bombardment on the attacking panzers. Michel Wittmann’s panzer fired in the midst of the enemy fire. I knew his tactics on such occasions: keep going, do not stop! All of the panzers rushed into the steel hell; they knew they had to prevent the enemy from attacking and disrupt his plans. Waldmüller followed with his infantrymen; the brave grenadiers following their officers.

A machine gunner cried out to me in the all-destructive artillery fire. He pointed to the north-west. Speechless when confronted with the overwhelming power of the Allies, I observed an endless chain of large four-engine bombers approaching us. The ironic remarks of a few grenadiers allowed us forget the great danger for a fraction of a second. A young soldier from Berlin shouted out, ‘What an honour, Churchill has sent a bomber for each of us!’ Actually he was quite right. More bombers were approaching than we had grenadiers on the ground!

There was only one way to save ourselves at that point: get out and move into the open terrain. The men defending Cintheaux left the estate at lightning speed and waited for the bombs to drop in the fields to the north. We had been right: village after village was being flattened. It did not take very long before large fires sent flames skywards. We noted with pleasure that the American bombing fleet had also hit the Canadians. The last waves flew over the vigorously attacking KG Waldmüller, without dropping a single bomb on an armoured vehicle. The aircrew had engaged the targets they had been assigned without worrying about how the situation might have changed in the meantime...


Kampfgruppe Waldmüller had approached the patch of woods and was already fighting the Polish infantry. The grim duel of tank against tank was being conducted between the vehicles of the 4th Canadian Armoured Division and the Tigers of Michel Wittmann. Occasionally, the Tigers could hardly be recognised. Well-guided artillery fire was being directed against the Tigers and the Panthers [author’s note: these had to be Panzer IVs]. In the meantime, we had reoccupied our old positions in the ruins of Cintheaux. The estate was being attacked from due north and came under the direct fire of the Canadian tanks. Flanking fire from a few of Wittmann’s Tigers helped to keep the Shermans away from Cintheaux. We observed strong enemy movements 1 kilometre in front of us, heading in the direction of Bretteville-sur-Laize. Attack after attack collapsed in front of us. We had incomparable luck: our opponents did not launch a single concentrated attack against us. The Divisions-Begleit-Kompanie reported its location as west of Saint-Sylvain. It was fighting the lead elements of the 1st Polish Armoured Division and had destroyed several armoured vehicles. The Poles no longer attempted to move out of the woods at Cramesnil ... The fighting had lasted several hours. The wounded were collected south of Cintheaux and evacuated under enemy fire.



As we know, Saint-Aignan was occupied by the 1st Black Watch from 06:00, along with tanks from 148th RAC and 144th RAC or 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry (1st Northants), as well as tanks from the 33rd Armoured Brigade. The British now occupied positions north and east of Saint-Aignan, with the 1st Northants’ CP being located in an orchard north of the locality. The tank unit’s A Squadron was in position south of Saint-Aignan and in the small wood to the south-west, facing Cintheaux. The squadron had three sections made up of three classic Sherman tanks and a Sherman Firefly tank. The latter was armed with a 76.2 mm long barrel and used APDS tank shells that could pierce 19.2 cm armour plating from 1,000 metres. It was this A Squadron from the Northants who would face the Tigers’ counter-attack, and we will return to these units later.
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One of the last photographs taken of Michael Wittmann. (S.C.)



It is important to remember the course of events before this attack. The Tiger’s 2nd Company had been engaged with KG Wünsche’s Panther tanks against the Grimbosq bridgehead and, despite being recalled, would not be available to counter-attack. Instead, the Tigers from 3./s.SS-Panzer-Abteilung 101 would be committed. Around 06:00, the head of 3rd Company, SS-Hauptsturmführer Heurich, had gone north with his vehicle without receiving orders from Wittmann, who was in command of the Tiger tank battalion under the authority of KG Wünsche. The aide-de-camp, SS-Hauptscharführer Höflinger, went to stop Heurich and told him to wait for orders. At about 07:00, a seemingly nervous Wittmann, (unusual for this normally calm and balanced Bavarian), went first to the battalion’s headquarters with Doctor Rabe and then to 3rd Company. He arrived at Cintheaux around 11:00 where he found the Tigers belonging to SS-Untersturmführer Willi Iriohn, SS-Hauptsturmführer Franz Heurich, SS Oberscharführer Rolf von Westernhagen, SS-Oberscharführer Peter Kisters and SS-Unterscharführer Otto Blasé (all members of 3rd Company), as well as those of SS-Untersturmführer Helmut Dollinger (communications officer) and SS-Hauptscharführer Hans Höflinger (aide-de-camp). Together with the Tiger of SS-Hauptsturmführer Michael Wittmann, this meant that only eight Tiger tanks were ready for the counter-attack.
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Dr Rabe.
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Helmut Dollinger.
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Franz Heurich.
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Hans Höflinger.



A few weeks later, SS-Hauptscharführer Höflinger would provide the following testimony of these few hours:


I was woken up exceptionally early at dawn on this hard day. This was because Heurich’s company had left its position, without orders from the Kommandeur, and advanced on the road towards Caen. Michel immediately wanted to know what was going on and for that reason, as I was the aide-de-camp, I had to get to the company as soon as possible and find out what was happening. I did this and then reported to Michel. After a brief pause, which I was accustomed to on his part, he ate his breakfast, a little nervously, and then ordered me to take the two staff tanks to where Heurich’s company was located. This I did before returning very quickly in my Schwimmwagen to report back to Michel.

We then left together, him in a Kübelwagen, me in a Schwimmwagen, for Meyer’s command post to attend a meeting. When it was over, we discussed whether or not we would accompany the attack. The communications officer, Untersturmführer Dollinger, was with us. All of a sudden, Michel said, ‘I have to go because Heurich will not.’ That day, Heurich led his first fight and it was dangerous. After a few hours, we returned to the panzers, which were on the road at Cintheaux. I did not have to accompany the attack at first, but all of a sudden the situation changed. It made me nervous because Michel was uncertain in his decisions. Shortly afterwards, we climbed into our engines and camouflaged them from any aerial observation.
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This contemporary staff map shows the area where most of the fighting took place on 8 August 1944, including Tilly-la-Campagne, Garcelles, St. Aignan, Poussy, St. Sylvain and Cintheaux. Of particular note is Saint-Aignan, where the 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry were well-positioned on the morning of 8 August, camouflaged behind a small wood and thick orchards from where its tanks were able to stop the Tigers leaving Cintheaux.




SS-Hauptsturmführer Wittmann set off in Tiger 007, accompanied by the experienced SS-Unterscharführers Hein Reimers (driver) and Karl Wagner (gunner), both veterans of the Russian Campaign, as was SS-Sturmmann Rudi Herschel (radio operator). The crew was completed by SS-Sturmmann Günter Weber (loader). Wittmann, Dollinger and Iriohno’s Tigers were to the right of the RN158 road, and were probably joined by Kisters’ and a fifth Tiger. Höflinger and von Westernhagen’s Tigers advanced down the left side of the road, the company commander’s vehicle (Heurich), also advanced on the right, but behind the others. On the right, over to the east, was KG Waldmüller with I./25 and the Panzer IVs from II./SS-Panzer-Regiment 12, who moved in a northerly and north-easterly direction. What follows is the testimony of Hans Höflinger, who describes the Tiger attack:


We set off together, Michael to the right of the road and myself on the left. There were still four of us [Tigers], with von Westernhagen on the same side as me. There was a small wood about 800 metres to the right of Michael that would play at part in our destiny. We drove for 1.5 km and I received a radio message from Michael which only confirmed my apprehension regarding the small wood. We came under heavy anti-tank fire and Michel once again tried to contact me on the radio, but the message was interrupted. When I looked to the right, I realised that Michael’s panzer had stopped. I sent him a radio message but received no answer. My panzer then took a direct hit and I had to evacuate immediately as the vehicle was already beginning to burn fiercely. I lept out with my crew and we headed for the rear. I looked at what was happening and was completely shocked; five of our panzers had been destroyed. The turret on Michael’s tank was turned towards the right and hanging forward. None of the crew was left. Along with Heurich, I now began looking for who still had his panzer. I approached Michael’s panzer in von Westernhagen’s vehicle but couldn’t reach it. Dr. Rabe also tried, but in vain ... The exact time was 12:55, along the Falaise-Caen road, near Cintheaux.



The history of the 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry, written by one of its veterans, Ken Tout (A Fine Night for Tanks, the Road to Falaise, Sutton Publishing, 1998) provides a better explanation of what happened. After a ‘night of horror’ (remembering that in spite of the overwhelming Allied superiority and the disintegration of certain elements of the 89.Infanterie-Division, which Kurt Meyer had witnessed), many of the division’s elements fought back with great resistance, clinging on to certain villages, such as May, causing heavy casualties for the Allies who had attacked in the middle of the night. After leaving Cormelles, the unit passed through Bourguébus and crossed the start line, before reaching Garcelles then Saint-Aignan. The 1st Northants entered Saint-Aignant early in the morning, along with a tank unit from the 33rd Armoured Brigade (independent), accompanied by the 1st Black Watch, the infantry unit of the 51st Division. The tanks took up position in a circular arc south of Saint-Aignan: Captain Boardman’s A Squadron pointing towards the south and west (towards the Falaise road) and C Squadron pointing towards the south and east, towards the open terrain. B Squadron was kept in reserve, to the rear, while infantry from companies A and B, 1st Black Watch, took up position in trenches either behind or close to the tanks.

For C Squadron, the morning was still calm and peaceful as the sun broke through the early mist. In front of the village, the fields gently descended down to a thick hedge punctuated by large trees. Afterwards, the ground opened up towards the buildings of the Robertmesnil farm. Everything was calm, even though the unit was only 3 miles from the front line. No. 2 Troop from C Squadron advanced to a position between the trees in the hedge, without spotting any threat. While all eyes were surveying the terrain, discussions were taking place over the internal radio: ‘Why are we not going to take the other ridge?’ To which Commander Ken Snowdon replied, ‘We are already quite far forward and are sufficiently isolated enough here!’ Breakfast was taken while branches were cut down from the trees to help camouflage the tanks – an important precaution given what was to come. The illusion of peace lasted until 10:30, when mortar bombs began to hit the area. Over the radio came the message, ‘Medics forward, “Big Sunray” is wounded’. “Big Sunray” was the nickname of the 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry’s leader, Lieutenant Colonel Doug Forster. Stretcher carriers ran to the middle of the CP. Forster had been speaking with the Hon. Peter Brassey, head of B Squadron, when they were both injured by a mortar shell; Forster in the neck and Brassey in his hand. Major Wyckeman now took command of the unit, while the deputy commander was a Welshman, Captain Llewellyn. Forster had been a retired Hussar, but had gone back into service at the beginning of the war. His authority had helped keep the unit together and his loss was a hard blow for the Yeomen to bear.

The 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry at Saint-Augustine, 8 August 1944
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1. Men from C Squadron, 1st Nothants, load heavy 17-pound shells into the ‘Hanging Hougton’ Firefly for the night march (7-8 August). From left to right: Sergeant Ginns, Trooperr Capocci, Lance Corporal McKenzie and Trooper Reid. Note the ‘trophy’ German helmet that has been placed at the front of the Sherman, and the name of the tank painted on the side. (IWM B8793)
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2. Men from 3 Baker crew, C Squadron, 1st Northants, preparing the Sherman’s 75 mm gun on 7 August before the night march. From right to left: Troopers Jackson, Tucker and Hicken, Corporal Snowdon, and Ken Tout. (IWM B8795)
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3. Ken Tout was a member of C Squadron, 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry. His excellent history of the unit is called A Fine Night for Tanks. (K. Tout/DR)
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4. Major Ton Boardman would play a decisive role in the destruction of the Tiger. He would later become Baron Boardman. (K. Tout/DR)
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5. Trooper Joe Ekins, a tap dancer from Bedfordshire, was a gunner in A Squadron and became an expert Tiger destroyer. After this action, however, he would become a radio operator. (K. Tout/DR)




Further action took place around 11:15, when Lieutenant Bill Heaven ordered Jim Stanley to bring his tank closer to Sergeant Thompson’s. Leaving the shelter, he was seen by a German assault gun (in position near Robertmesnil), which immediately destroyed Stanley’s tank. The sound of the StuG (perhaps a HJ Jadgpanzer IV) caught the attention of the Yeomen, who opened fire spontaneously without any orders. Around noon, Major Wykeman finally saw the Polish tanks (which had been stuck in traffic jams), arriving on his left rear (to the east). The bombardment then intervened and even hit the positions of the Yeomen and the Black Watch. Captain Llewellyn heard the planes arriving, making a noise like ‘an express train’: ‘The tanks start to shake. Darkness descended as we were sprayed with dirt and stones for a few seconds ... I thought it was the end of the world.’ The Scottish infantrymen in their trenches suffered particularly badly from the effects of the bombardment. A young man from Cornwall began to cry and tremble uncontrollably, before beginning to walk straight ahead from the front line in what was known as a “deathwish walk”.

Suddenly, the Tigers attacked parallel to the main road, heading straight for the sector to the west of Saint-Aignan. A message came over the radio: ‘Hullo, William 3 Charlie [codename of a Sherman Firefly tank]. Silhouettes of three enemies at a distance of 1,200 yards along the road. Resembling Tigers - 3 Charlie, over.’ The danger was real because the men knew that in general, three to five tanks had to be used in order to destroy a panzer. This formidable and powerful tank weighed around 53 tons and was armed with an 88.

According to the squadron’s diary, the Yeomanry’s communications officer, Captain Boardman, was in the middle of the squadron’s 3rd section. He ordered the tanks to open fire at once. Tom Boardman remembers this important battle:


One of my sections radioed to me regarding the arrival of an armoured vehicle [according to him it was Wittmann’s Tiger] and I moved my Sherman towards it. We opened fire and I called for one of our four Fireflies with a 17-pounder. Had I known who was in command of the Tiger and his reputation, I would have tried to gather forces larger than those I had at my disposal. It was sad enough to know that we only had four Fireflies in the squadron that were capable of piercing a Tiger’s armour, and that I had only one in my disposal.

I was surprised to see that the German tank commander had driven his tanks to within range of our guns, thus offering us an easier target. The Tigers presented their flanks towards the orchards where A Squadron was positioned. But now our main problem was the fact that the guns on our Sherman tanks were unable to pierce the armour on their tanks. I believe Wittmann was expecting possible resistance from the Bretteville-sur-Laize sector, to the west.



And so the Tigers continued to advance north through the fields on both sides of the RN178. Wittmann then announced over the radio that he had noticed a threat on the right flank. At 12:40, Captain Boardman ordered Sergeant Gordon to open fire; the Tigers were only about 730 m away. Trooper Joe Ekins was the gunner in Gordon’s Firefly and fired two shells at the last of the three Tigers he saw in front of him. At this point, the Tigers had not yet spotted the squadron’s tanks, which had, of course, been well-camouflaged. After the first shots, Wittmann radioed a message that was heard by Höflinger: ‘Marsch! Achtung! Achtung! Pak von rechts! Rückwärts ...’ [‘Move! Watch out! Watch out! Anti-tank guns on the right! Back up…’] Ekins then observed that the second Tiger had seen the Sherman, and, turning to the right, had fired three shots in this direction, but the Sherman moved out of the way and escaped the Tiger’s fire. However, a shell did hit the turret hatch and wounded Sergeant Gordon, who immediately evacuated the vehicle and was replaced by Lieutenant James, the section chief. Under James’ orders, at 12:47 Ekins hit the second Tiger, which exploded in a column of flames. The third Tiger was caught in the crossfire of the other Sherman tanks and was probably suffered damage to its driving mechanism as it began to turn in circles. Ekins fired another two shells towards it at 12:52 and it caught fire. Eric Reutledge, Captain Boardman’s gunner, declared, ‘I could see them coming through the corn fields. I fired first and they stopped. Afterwards things became turbulent as several Shermans got between us and the Tigers and everyone had to watch where he was.’ Meanwhile, Captain Boardman stated, ‘The shots from my tank and the other tanks in the platoon could not penetrate the Tigers’ armour, but apparently damaged the third badly enough that it had to stop.’

However, Patrick Agte (Michael Wittman and the Waffen SS Tiger Commanders of the Liebstandarte in WWII, V.2), who has studied this fight in detail and taken many witness statements from veterans, raises a number of questions:

[image: Image]
A Canadian Firefly tank in open ground displaying its imposing 17-pounder gun. On some vehicles, the end was painted in a sand-colour to make it look like a regular model. This was the only vehicle able to compete with the Tiger tank.




Curiously, the English war diary entries mention the destruction of only three Tigers, although two others were knocked out. The fourth advanced further north and was either knocked out or abandoned south-west of Cramesnil, near the main highway from La Jalousie to Cramesnil, near Hill 117. The fifth Tiger, that of Höflinger, was knocked out on the other side of the main road. The three knocked-out Tigers, about whose fate there are concrete details on the enemy’s side, were probably all accounted for by Trooper Ekins.

Accurately matching the kills registered by the English with the appropriate Tigers is not without its problems. It is a fact that a total of five Tigers were destroyed: those of Wittmann, Dollinger, Iriohn, Höflinger and Kisters. The vehicles belonging to Blase, von Westernhagen and Heurich were spared. We know the turret numbers of two of the destroyed Tigers: 007 and 314. Contrary to speculation, 007, a command vehicle, must be allocated to Wittmann, even though his aversion to command tanks – on account of their reduced ammunition capacity – was well known. Höflinger brought two command tanks to Cintheaux, where the tanks had assembled for the attack. As he and Wittmann later went to a conference with Meyer, Höflinger in a Schwimmwagen and Wittmann in a Volkswagen (Kübelwagen), they both climbed into the panzers that were waiting for them to take part in the attack. Höflinger describes how, after it was hit, the turret of Wittmann’s Tiger was displaced to the right and tilted forward. That was its condition immediately after the Tiger was knocked out. Furthermore, it is absolutely certain that the turret was blown off shortly afterwards by the violence of the exploding ammunition – possibly accelerated by the burning fuel in the fighting compartment – and thrown several metres away from the tank. This is confirmed by the only existing photograph of 007, taken by a French civilian soon after the engagement.
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1. Tiger 007. (Thierry Vallet)
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2. The only known photograph of Tiger 007 with its broken turret. (S.Varin/Heimdal)
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3. Iriohn’s Tiger 314 photographed by Paul Samson in 1945. (Samson)
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4. Paul Samson’s sister and a friend sitting on top of Tiger 314. (Samson)
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1. The wreck of Höflinger’s Tiger on the left-hand side of the Falaise road. Michel Samson found a Typhoon rocket near the tank, while another rocket was found next to a Panzer IV and Wittmann’s Tiger. (Samson)
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2. A destroyed Panzer IV, photographed by Paul Samson. (Samson)




Patrick Agte believes that a direct hit caused the Tiger to catch fire and the exploding ammunition would have been enough to blow off the turret. But the French civilians who examined the wreckage of the tank, including the landowners Paul Samson and his son Michel, declared that there was not a single shell impact in the carcass of Tiger 007 (see boxed text). A rocket from a Hawker Typhoon was found near 007 and another was recently discovered in the area. But no German veteran remembers having seen a Typhoon attack and no logs report an attack being made in the area on that day. Typhoons were reported in the area on the following day, so the rockets may have been fired by pilots wanting to take a pot shot at the wreckages.


The ‘Norman thesis’

The role played by 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry’s 1st Squadron in the destruction of the Tiger north of Cintheaux, on 8 August 1944, is generally well-established. On the other hand, the destruction of Tiger 007 poses more of a problem. The wreck remained in situe for a while and consequently the local civilians were able to examine it at leisure before the machine was scrapped in 1948. One of the first to observe it was the owner of the field, Mr. Paul Samson (20-years-old at the time), who explored the wreck in great detail. There were also two other curious locals, Serge Varin (who died in 2009) and one of his friends, who scoured the tank with a camera and took the only known photograph of the wrecked 007. All the witness statements of those civilians who examined the wreck agree that Tiger 007 received no single shell impact. However, the rear did have a gaping hole which could only have been caused by a shot from above

What follows is Serge Varin’s statement:


When I photographed the turret-less Tiger tank in the spring of 1945 after it had been destroyed in the fields around Cintheaux, I could not have imagined that the image would become of considerable interest some forty years later. I had been crisscrossing the nearby battlefields on my bicycle, along with my trusty Kodak, since the previous autumn, and it was only a chance stop that led me to discover the tank. It was about 60 metres from the road and was hidden at the time by a high hedge. The fact that the broken turret lay on the ground several metres away aroused my curiosity. I immediately noticed the wide gap at the back near the base of the turret, and that the engine’s ventilation grilles had been twisted and torn off. Having climbed onto the machine, I noticed that the devestated interior had been completely ravaged by an explosion, which had no doubt reached the ammunition store, and had certainly casued the turret to become detatched. I walked around the tank and saw no evidence of shell impacts on the main body, nor did the turret show any clear evidence of being hit by such an impact, meaning the damage could only have been caused by a projectile that had arrived vertically, or from a very open angle. I presumed it was the work of one or more rockets; a conviction that was reinforced when I discovered (and photographed) an unexploded example of such a projectile nearby. The obvious explanation was that it had been fired by an aeroplane; an opinion that was subsequently shared by friend who had also seen the tank, and then further corroborated by the owner of the field, who until 1948 (when the vehicle was taken for scrap) had had ample time to examine the wreck. The tank had been moving when it was hit and had kept going until it lost the use of its tracks, which no doubt happend after the internal explosion effected its gearing system. Following the discovery of the tank commader’s identity, several of his former opponents among Allied armoued units have tried to take the credit for the fall of the Panzertruppen ace. However, I believe these claims are both unconvincing and unlikley. As far as I’m concerend, the destruction of Tiger 007 was a result of the unknown exploits of a Typhoon pilot, who himself perhaps disappeared in the turmoil of the day’s violent events. On 8 August 1944, Michel Wittmann had presumably pulled back from his group and come out from the protection of the hedge to join his comrades, only to be taken by surprise and attacked by an aeroplane that appeared from behind. One question naturally arises and concerns the long-ignored location of the bodies of the tank crew1: the burial would normally have been done immediately after the fighting, and was usually carried out by prisoners under the watchful eyes of Allied soldiers. A cross might have been summarily erected that later disappeared, possibly blown away by artillery fire following the Germans’ retreat; a hypothesis submitted by the owner of the field in light of the many shell holes that littered the ground. It could be said that without this photograph, which allowed the search to be directed, the remains of the prestigious panzer commander and his companions would probably have been buried forever.
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1 Exhumed near the tank’s former resting place in March 1983.
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1. A map of the battlefield based on the Samson family’s field research, showing the location of all the wreckages. (Heimdal)
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2. One of the pylons carrying the power line (shown on the map), which dates from 1938. (E.G./Heidmal)
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1. Aerial photograph from August 1944 showing the locations of the Tigers. Note their tracks and that the turret of Tiger Wittmann was still attached to the main body of the vehicle.
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2. Looking southwards, the chateau grounds are on the right, while Wittmann’s grave is located by the telegraph pole. (E.G./Heimdal)



[image: Image]
3. Looking northwards, one can see the wood (on the right) behind which the P-47 was shot down, while directly ahead, behind the trees, is Saint-Aignan, where the English were positioned. (E.G./Heimdal)



Patrick Agte uses the testimony of the Tiger battalion’s signals officer, SS-Untersturmführer Helmut Dollinger, to provide further information:


On 8 August, at about noon, we attacked the English who had broken through south of Caen. The enemy secured his point of penetration through the massed employment of artillery, tanks, fighters [possibly Typhoons?] and bombers. Nevertheless, we succeeded in advancing about 3 km. Heavy anti-tank guns, which we could not make out at first, opened fire on us from excellent positions. The enemy succeeded in knocking out several tanks. As the leading tank, ours was hit and knocked out. The shell struck the turret of the tank and caught fire at once. I myself was wounded in the forehead and lost consciousness for a few minutes. However, before I did so I was able to give the order to bail out.

When I came to again and got out myself, we came under heavy artillery fire. Beneath the tank I found my driver, the artillery observer, and the second radio operator (SS-Sturmmann Alfred Bahlo), who advised me that Oberscharführer Schott was lying on the rear deck aft of the turret. We got him down immediately and were able to drag him down underneath the tank, when the artillery opened fire again and the anti-tank guns also began firing at us. Oberscharführer Schott was still fully conscious, telling me that he was in no pain and asking me to dress his wounds. His right arm had been torn off and the right side of his body had been hit by shrapnel.

After much effort, we managed to carry him out of the firing zone. Everyone in the crew had been wounded. I was able to summon a doctor and a Volkswagen. By this time, Oberscharführer Schott had lost consciousness; his face was peaceful and calm. He showed no signs of pain. These were difficult moments, for we knew that he was beyond human help. The doctor loaded us both onto the Volkswagen, but Oberscharführer Schott died near Falaise without ever regaining consciousness. I too, was also unconscious again by this time.



It is worth noting that Dollinger’s Tiger was a command vehicle, with an antenna like 007’s, and was the first to be destroyed. According to research conducted on the Samson family land, this would have been Tiger 009, the furthest forward of the destroyed tanks, which makes sense because it was also the first to have been destroyed. Michel Samson has also confirmed that he found pieces of porcelain from a radio antenna at the site of the wreck.
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Johann Schott.
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1. Part of the caterpillar track from Wittman’s tank discovered by the Samson family. (Private collection)
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2 & 3. Photographs taken by Paul Samson in 1945 of Dollinger’s Tiger 009. (Samson)




The testimony of SS-Sturmmann Alfred Bahlo, who was member of the same Tiger crew, provides further information:


I was the medium wave-radio operator (providing communication with the division) and machine gunner in Dollinger’s tank. My commander, Dollinger was a Untersturmführer and a signals officer for the battalion. Oberscharführer Schott was the ultra-short-wave radio operator (communication with the other tanks) and loader. This division of roles only happened in the so-called ‘headquarters’ tanks. The driver and gunner were both Unterscharführers, but I have forgotten their names.

The hit which our panzer took penetrated the wall on the right side. The shells in the fighting compartment exploded and Oberscharführer Schott was badly wounded. I myself received a minor injury in my neck. Where the defensive fire came from, I do not know; there was talk later of a Canadian anti-tank front. Myself, Untersturmführer Dollinger and the driver got out of the tank, followed by Oberscharführer Schott, who was seriously hampered by his injuries and whom I had to help climb out. I tried to get one of the retreating tanks to take Schott with them, but failed because Untersturmführer Iriohn (the third tank) did not open his turret hatch, while the fourth tank was knocked out right in front of my eyes immediately afterwards. Dollinger and I then carried Schott on a makeshift stretcher to the Caen-Falaise road where we loaded him into a Kübelwagen, which then drove away. On the way we passed Hauptsturmführer Wittmann’s destroyed panzer, whose turret had been blown off. I then proceeded to make my way on foot to the aid station.



The battalion’s medical officer, SS-Hauptsturmführer Wolfgang Rabe, observed the Tiger battle from a distance. He saw four of the vehicles on the road leading north-east from Cintheaux, positioned between a high, thick hedge and a row of bushes running parallel on the left. What follows is the written testimony he sent to Hubert Meyer for his history of the 12.SS-Panzer-Division:


Wittmann and four or five Tigers were east of the road leading to Caen. I was off to the side. The Tigers came under fire, reported to be directed from English 15 cm guns. Several Tigers went up in flames and I tried to determine whether anyone was getting out. Since I was unable to see anyone, I assumed some had left the panzers by way of the ground hatch and I tried to get closer. That was not possible either because as soon as I left the ditch I came under fire. We waited for another hour or two to see if any of the crew might still show up. Towards evening, I drove over to SS-Brigadeführer Kraemer [chief of staff of I.SS-Panzerkorps] and reported to him on what had happened. As I was the longest serving officer of the Abteilung, he directed me to lead the remnants back and assigned me to Wünsche.



Upon learning that Michel Wittmann was missing, SS-Sturmbannführer Wünsche ordered SS-Untersturmführer Horst Borgsmüller to go and look for him;


I was given orders to go and search for Wittmann and his crew on either side of the RN158 road. My driver, Sturmann Klein, and I drove first in the direction of Hautmesnil. Dusk was setting in and I could not make out any details. After some time we came under machine gun fire from the right side of the road. Our search of the terrain and the dressing stations was unsuccessful. I heard from some grenadiers that Tigers had been knocked out by enemy anti-tank guns to the right of the road. Obersturmführer Wendorf of the Tigerabteilung could not tell me anything either. On orders from Hauptsturmführer Isecke, I drove once more in the direction of Grainville during the night. Obersturmbannführer Mohnke’s CP was located there and he warned me against driving further as the enemy had already closed in, but we tried to continue for a short distance. The flares shot into the sky and we came under fire, again from the right.



After the fighting had ended, French civilians observed a Tiger on the road leading from Gaumesnil to Saint-Aignan, and four others on the road from Cintheaux to Saint-Aignan, of which one had had its turret blown off. The battalion’s secretary, SS-Rottenführer Herbert Debusmann, was a prisoner of war in 1947 and worked in the area clearing mines. He came across the five destroyed Tigers as well as the two Panzer IVs. The battalion insignia was still clearly visible on the vehicles and according to his report:


The turret of 007 (at the rear of the four panzers) was lying on the ground several metres away from the hull. Some 1,500 metres away from that spot, in the direction of Caen but further away from the main road, sat another Tiger from 2nd Company. It had not been knocked out and looked completely serviceable. It showed no damage to the tracks and I could not determine any other mechanical defect. The Panzer had not been blown up and was still carrying its full supply of ammunition.



The body of panzer ace, SS-Hauptsturmführer Wittmann remained missing until the beginning of 1983. On 23 March of that year, Paul Samson, from Cintheaux, was ploughing one of his fields near Gaumesnil, where the Tiger had been destroyed. He unearthed human remains at the site of an old shell-hole, near the main road, where the body had been quickly buried after the fighting, but had since been forgotten about (the cross having disappeared). He immediately reported his discovery to Monsieur Otto, the administrator of the German military cemetery at La Cambe. The remains of four bodies were collected, along with the remnants of their black uniforms, a leather jacket, an officer’s belt buckle, a Waffen-SS belt buckle, a 6.35 calibre gun, bits of leather, uniform buttons, an earpiece and a Waffen-SS ID tag. Through the collective effort of experts and relatives of those from I.Panzerkorps, including Heiner Kugel and Hilde Helmke (Wittmann’s widow), it was possible to identify the crew members: SS-Hauptsturmführer Michael Wittmann, commanding officer (born 22.04.14); SS-Unterscharführer Heinrich Reimers, driver (born 11.5.24); SS-Unterscharführer Karl Wagner, gunner (born 31.5.20); SS-Sturmann Rudolf Hirschel, radio operator (born 3.1.24); SS-Sturmann Günther Weber, loader (born 21.12.24). The latter had been transferred from the Luftwaffe to the Waffen-SS, and his Luftwaffe badge had been found a few metres from the main burial site. Their remains were reburied in the La Cambe cemetery at an official ceremony on 3 June 1983. SS-Unterstumführer Willi Ihrion is also buried there.
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1. One of the last photographs of Michael Wittmann, taken in the turret of his Tiger.
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2. Karl Wagner, gunner.
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3. Hein Reimers, driver.
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4. Rudi Hirschel, radio operator.
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5. SS-Ustuf. Porsch, a platoon leader in 5/12. He took part in the counter-attack on 8 August and was killed at Saint-Aignan.



But the Yeomen had not finished with the panzers. While A Squadron achieved a decisive success over the Tigers, the attack by KG Waldmüller, and in particular that of Heinz Prinz’s panzers, would put them in a difficult position and where the Tigers had failed, this time the Panzer IV’s almost succeeded. Suddenly, Trooper Wellbelove from No. 2 Troop, C Company, 1st Northants, saw four panzers (which were actually the Panzer IVs of SS-Sturmbannfführer Heinz Prinz’s II./12) who had sneaked through a dip in the terrain known locally as the ‘Petite Ravine’ (small ravine). The ravine points north-east, towards Conteville, and passed in front of Saint-Aignan (where C Squadron was), and towards the Polish positions. Faced with this menace, the four tanks from No. 2 Troop advanced between the two settlements bordering Saint-Aignan in order to gain a good viewpoint from the high ground at Robertmesnil. Corporal Giles ordered Wellbelove to fire at the enemy vehicles, but even though the Westinghouse turret rotation system was one of the fastest, the Panzer IV had soon disappeared in the deep ravine. For his part, Sergeant Finney saw two Panzer IVs on the other side of the Falaise road, about 1,800 yards away. He hit the second of the two, which started to burn, but a Panzer IV emerged from the ravine and the nearby Sherman tanks were too high up to hit it, not to mention being further hampered by branches and countless apple trees. Major Gray Skelton saw his A Squadron disintegrate amidst columns of flames and black smoke. He asked for artillery support, which unfortunately landed on the Yeomen’s tanks. Sergeant Finney’s tank reeled in the middle of all of the explosions and Skelton immediately radioed the artillery observer and ordered Finney to head to the right and try to take the panzers in a pincer movement. At this time, Joe Crittenden had his eyes pinned on the episcope:


We had not gotten far when there was a dull thud, and dust and pieces of paint flew down before my eyes. The commander shouted ‘bale out!’. There were no flames in the turret, and I turned it by hand to clear the pilot’s hatch, before finding myself on the ground. Looking around, the crew had completely disappeared. I walked to the edge of the orchard where the infantry were digging ... I finally arrived at 2 Troop where Stan Bailey handed me a bottle of Scotch that helped clear my head. (Ken Tout, A Fine Night for Tanks, the Road to Falaise, p. 117)



In fact, a bullet had hit the top of the tank, destroying the episcope and hit the helmet of Corporal Bowden, although he was only knocked backwards and just suffered a scratch. However, the situation was more precarious for other tank crews and shortly afterwards, the same tank was hit again. This time, Corporal Bowden was killed . Meanwhile, C Squadron had set out on a hunting party on both sides of the road, intent on destroying the tanks and panzers. Corporal Giles’ tank was hit, but the crew managed to get out unscathed, except for Wellelove, who started running in the wrong direction and was mown down by machine gun fire as he ran towards the enemy. His body would later be found the following day by a Polish chaplain. A group of survivors from L Troop (C Squadron) came across the head of a Highlander infantryman, only to realise that there was no body attached to it, and that the head would continue to watch them regardless.

At 13:35 the Polish tanks finally arrived on the left flank and began a cavalry charge towards the German positions. Upon seeing this, Captain Boardman desperately tried to warn them of the danger by radio, but in vain, and as the vehicles headed out into the open ground they presented magnificent targets for the panzers. The Poles launched two tank regiments: the 2nd Polish Armoured Regiment and the 24th Lancers, articulated according to the British model with eighteen tanks per company. Out of the thirty-six tanks from the two companies in the 2nd regiment’s first wave, twenty-six were destroyed shortly after the attack began and two officers were killed. The 24th Lancers then advanced with caution, stopping in a sunken road and waiting for the results of the reconnaissance. Thanks to both artillery and panzer fire, it lost fourteen tanks before retreating behind the British positions. In total, the Poles had lost forty tanks right at the beginning of their first engagement.

To counter the threat from the ravine, which had just proved its effectiveness against the Poles, the leader of C Squadron, David Bevan, sent in his 3 Troop just as Waldmüller’s grenadiers surged forwards armed with Panzerfausts. Captain Ken Todd guided the tanks, before his own vehicle was hit. He evacuated his burning tank from the turret with Martin, while Hoult and Hood escaped from the pilot’s hatch. Marchant’s suit was on fire and Todd had to help extinguish the flames, although the former still suffered from burns. Further casualties then occurred, including Lieutenant Faulkner’s tank, among others. Around 14:00 Waldmüller’s grenadiers launched an attack that put the defensive islet of Saint-Aignan (an Allied position in the middle of the plain) at risk: the danger for the British was great. Finally, however, the wheat fields, which had provided protection for the advancing grenadiers, were set on fire by tank tracers, resulting in many of the grenadiers either burning or suffocating. By 15:00 the situation had been ‘stabilised’ and while Kurt Meyer could have hoped for a victorious counter-attack, the Yeomen had won the battle. It was a satisfactory result for the British and the next day they were able to count the wreckages on the battlefield. The Yeomanry had lost four tanks during the night march and sixteen during the attack (along with twelve men killed and fifty-one wounded) and had destroyed twenty panzers: five Tigers, four Panthers, six Panzer IVs and five self-propelled guns. Accoridng to Hubert Meyer:


The losses among elements of 2nd Battalion, who had thirty-nine combat-ready panzers, are not known, but the figure of six appears correct. Panthers did not see action in this area. The Jagdpanzer IVs from SS-Panzerjäger-Abteilung 12 (in cases where they were confused with self-propelled guns) fought near Saint-Sylvain, outside the British tanks’ range. The self-propelled guns from the artillery regiment’s 1st group were not in forward positions on the battlefield.



But the paradox was that the ‘elite’ vehicles, including the formidable Tigers, were destroyed without inflicting any casualties, while the Panzer IVs experienced real successes by destroying thirty-six tanks (sixteen British and forty Polish), for the loss of only six. This ratio of 1-6 shows that good ground conditions are essential for success; open terrain versus a ravine or orchards and hedges. Altogether, the Polish division lost sixty-six tanks and twelve guns during Operation Totalize. The 2nd Polish Armoured Regiment only had twenty-three Shermans out of forty-three, four Fireflies out of nine, and nine Stuart tanks out of eleven. Meanwhile, the 24th Lancers reported thirty tanks as being destroyed or under repair on the evening of 8 August. In his book, Ken Tout notes that the Allies received replacement tanks in an almost continuous stream, which was not the case for the Germans. As for the Canadian tanks, they were to experience a much worse fate, as we will see.


Cintheaux, at the heart of the battle
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1. A panoramic view of the Samson family farm. The father was mayor at the time. His son Paul recovered some intact film and a Tarnjacke in an abandoned Waffen-SS truck. This film allowed him to take the exceptional photographs of the battlefield seen in this chapter. (E.G./Heimdal)
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2 & 3. Looking east from the Samson farm towards the RN178. (Samson/E.G./Heimdal)
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4 & 5. The Canadian vehicles in Image 4 have travelled from the Laize sector and are heading south, past the Samson farm. (Samson/E.G./Heimdal)
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6. Paul Samson posing with an unexploded bomb that fell on Cintheaux during Ooperation Goodwood, on 18 July 1944. (Samson)
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7. An ‘S’ inscribed on the wall of the Samson farm signifying schwere (heavy guns). (E.G./Heimdal)
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1. The Tarnjacke found by Paul Samson in the HJ Division’s abandoned truck. (Private collection/F. Coune/Heimdal)
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2. An inscription engraved by a Canadian soldier on a tree trunk that was being used as a pillar in the Samson’s pantry, 9 August 1944. (E.G./Heimdal)



Phase II of Operation Totalize involved two armoured divisions: the 1st Polish Armoured Division on the left (east), as we have seen, and Major General George Kitching’s 4th Canadian Armoured Division on the right. An outflanking manoeuvre had to be made on the right flank, to the west, by the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division, who attacked Bretteville-sur-Laize. Supported by artillery and a tank battalion (1st Hussars), two infantry battalions (Maisonneuve and Calgary Highlanders) took the village and by the evening had established a position on the north bank of the River Laize. However, German artillery, in particular the formidable guns of III.Flak-Korps, would inflict heavy casualties on the Canadians . The advance, as well as that of the 4th Canadian Armoured Division, threatened KG Waldmüller’s entire western flank and as a consequence, the HJ Division had to suspend its counter-attack and move on to the defensive. At around 16:00 General Eberbach took note of the situation and authorised the German retreat on the night of 8-9 August, on a line passing (from east to west) through Moult (2.5 kilometres south-east of Vimont), Saint-Sylvain, and Moutiers-en-Cinglais (3 kilometres south-east of Grimbosq). Meanwhile, elements from the 85.Infanterie-Division were to be launched into action as and when they arrived. I.SS-Panzerkorps, who were responsible for the area, endorsed these decisions. The 12.SS-Panzer-Division would hold the line passing through Saint-Sylvain and Bretteville-sur-Laize, with the 271.Infanterie-Division doing the same on the left wing (to the west). The 85.Infanterie-Division would have to take up position along a line passing through Condé-sur-Ifs and Grainville. This was purely theoretical for the time being, however, as the Germans had no clear idea of what the situation actually was.

Going back in time slightly, General Kitching’s 4th Canadian Armoured Division had set off from their positions in the early afternoon. At the front was the reconnaissance unit (the South Alberta Regiment) and elements of the division’s infantry (the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, from Ottawa), under the command of Colonel Stewart. The Argylls had crossed through Rocquancourt and by 16:00, when the 2nd Canadian Division had advanced to Laize, the Argylls were ordered to seize Cintheaux using Major J.A. Farmer’s A Company and Major Stockloser’s D Company, supported by two troops (one troop = four tanks) from the South Alberta Regiment. After crossing the line held by the 2nd Division, the attack began at 18:00 with A Company to the left (east) and B Company to the right. One of the tanks accompanying A Company was destroyed by an 88 after it had crossed the start line. Despite this, the Argylls seized Cintheaux in only a quarter of an hour, taking forty-two prisoners in the process. However, the four tanks accompanying D Company found themselves in front of four 88 guns that were positioned behind a hedge to the south-west of the locality. Luckily, the Germans did not see them coming and the troop commander set off on foot to reconnoitre the position, which was then attacked by the 75 mm guns, destroying the weapons and killing their crews. Suddenly, the troop commander saw a large 210 mm gun and two armoured cars on a ridge to the south. Both were being towed and were subsequently destroyed within minutes. After clearing the area, an anti-tank gun about 200 yards to the south was eliminated. Now that Cintheaux had been taken, the Argylls continued southwards towards Hautmesnil, which still had to be taken, even though night was beginning to fall. However, because of the ensuing darkness, Lieutenant Colonel Stewart ordered the unit to stop in front of their objective and the attack was postponed until dawn the next day. Since the morning, I./25’s CP had been located here, south of the crossroads of the Gouvix – Cauvicourt road, with the RN158 road to the west. SS-Sturmbannführer Waldmüller had accompanied his troops during the attack, while his deputy officer, SS-Untersturmführer Willy Klein, had formed a support point here, along with the battalion’s command company and isolated grenadiers from the 89.Infanterie-Division. Now he found himself face to face the Argylls.

The Brumbär at Cintheaux

The remains of at least three Brumbär (Sturmpanzer) were collected in a scrapyard to the south-west of the village and have been largely saved, thanks to the efforts of Paul Samson.

This second phase of Operation Totalize had been disappointing for II Canadian Corps, which had not achieved its expected objectives. It was also disappointing for the First Canadian Army staff, who then had to order the tanks to advance without delay and support the infantry who were experiencing difficulties on the ground.
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1. Here we can see the well preserved cannons of two of the Brumbär. The one on the left still holds one of the shells that has sunk back into its Kugelblende (spherical shield).
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2. A close-up of a 75 mm shell still firmly embedded in the thick shield.
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3. A cylinder head riddled with impacts caused when the machine exploded.
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4. A view of the undercarriage, a typical example of a Panzer IV engine.
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5. The guns still bear traces of the sand-coloured paint.
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6 & 7. Additional armour plating from one of the Brumbär, front and back with the bracket.
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8. Part of the machine’s caterpillar tracks. (E.G./Heimdal -Thanks to Michel Samson)



9 August

By 22:00 the previous evening, artillery from 12.SS-Panzer-Division had taken up positions south of the Laison in order to provide cover for the HJ Division’s sector. Meanwhile, panzers from KG Wünsche gathered in the Bois du Quesnay. During the night, SS-Flak-Abteilung 12 and elements from III.Flak-Korps changed their positions and settled north of Potigny on the RN158 road, in order to destroy the tanks that might break through the lines. The 4th/12 (3.7 cm) and 14./26 (2 cm) were to provide anti-aircraft fire. KG Klein left the southern part of Hautmesnil shortly before dawn and regrouped with I./25 near Soignolles. Overnight, the remains of 89.Infanterie-Division were in position west of the RN158, establishing contact with the 271.Infanterie-Division to the west.

Although Falaise and even Potigny were not yet in sight, General Simonds ordered the 4th Canadian Armoured Division to advance to Langannerie, while the Polish armoured vehicles were to reconnoitre the area around Cauvicourt before capturing it. At Hautmesnil, companies B (Major D.F. Coons) and C from the Argylls, advanced on the village at dawn. They had successfully captured it by 09:30 and had taken twenty-five prisoners. They then proceeded to the immense quarry where the tunnels had been used to store German equipment. After coming under mortar fire, Sergeant Page was killed and Lieutenant M. N. Mac Dougall was wounded. The 10th Infantry Brigade (4 CAD) continued its mission, while the Lincoln and Welland set off to clear Grainville, the Argylls were sent to Vielle-Langannerie, arriving there at about 16:00. They suffered severe sniper fire and also learned that a German counterattack was in progress. However, backup was ordered and supplied, with fifteen or twenty Typhoons helping to resolve the problem and causing heavy casualties among the Germans. The battalion would enter Langannerie at around 18:00, where it would take up its positions. Thus, while the 10th Canadian Infantry Brigade was able to achieve its objectives, the armoured vehicles of 4 CAD would not have the same success.

At 03:30, in accordance with the command’s requirements to accelerate the advance, the tanks did not take the usual precautions. As we have already seen, behind the Canadian Grenadier Guards of Montreal was the main component of the Halpenny Force, whose mission was to pass through Cintheaux and advance another 4 kilometres to take Bretteville-le-Rabet. It was then to advance another 4 kilometres to secure Hill 195, before finally proceeding another 2 kilometres to Hill 206; the highest point on the Caen-Falaise road.

The Halpenny Force had the ambitious task of being the lead element for all of General Kitching’s 4 CAD. The day before, Major Smith’s No. 3 Squadron had suffered casualties as it tried to force a way through Cintheaux. Major Smith’s tank had been destroyed, along with that of Lieutenant F. Fisher, who was killed along with his gunner, Corporal T. Ryan. According to the unit’s history, it was this delay at Cintheaux that allowed the Germans to reorganise themselves. Out of the twenty tanks engaged from No. 3 Squadron, nine were destroyed. The advance resumed on 9 August at 03:30, with No. 2 Squadron in the lead, followed by No. 1 Squadron, with No. 3 Squadron guarding the rear. Each squadron of tanks from the Grenadiers Guards (CGG) was accompanied by a company from the Lake Superior Regiment (LSR), which formed part of the Halpenny Force. Consequently, by 06:00 No. 1 Squadron had taken Bretteville-le-Rabet with the help of a company from the LSR, and captured sixty prisoners.

Meanwhile, tanks from the British Columbia Regiment (BCR), accompanied by Algonquin infantry, formed the Worthington Force (under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Worthington, BCR commander), who were ordered to seize Hill 195, 6 kilometres to the south-west, on the other side of the RN158. Unfortunately, the group set off at night and got lost in the darkness due to the lack of landmarks. As a result, they mistook the paved road leading to Estrée-la-Campagne and Maizières for the Falaise road, which headed south-east instead of south. It lost five Sherman tanks as it left Estrées and by 08:30, found itself on the high ground between Hills 111 and 140, wrongly believing it to be Hill 195. In fact, the group was actually 9 kilometres east of its designated objective! Meanwhile the Worthington Force, along with its fifty tanks, was near the Bois du Quesnay where the panzers of KG Wünsche were gathered, and Kurt Meyer would be quick to react to this intrusion. The ‘01’ of the HJ Division, SS-Obersturmführer Meitzel, had been seconded to the panzers and was in Quesnay. That morning he had tried to establish contact with KG Waldmüller, which was to be positioned close to Hill 140. He set off in his small British reconnaissance armoured vehicle along the southern slope of the hills, before heading north towards Hill 140, but instead of meeting the German infantry, he saw the Canadian tanks. He managed to turn back, unharmed, and reported what he had seen to SS-Obersturmbannführer Wünsche. Kurt Meyer had also observed the situation through his binoculars from his CP, which was installed near the tomb of Marie Jolie. Two armoured groups were then engaged to take on the Canadian force. It was at this point that Meitzel set off in his vehicle to observe the situation:
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This colour photograph was taken at the bottom of the quarry at Hautmesnil and shows Private L. B. Roy (left) of the Cameron Highlanders proudly displaying his souvenir with one of his comrades. (PAC)





The tanks were attacking again and as I approached, my reconnaissance tank was hit. I was thrown into the air and crashed down on the turret of my vehicle, breaking my right arm. A few moments later I was captured by a Canadian tank crew. I had barely reached the Canadian position around Hill 140 when our 8.8 cm guns began firing at the Canadian tanks and infantry. The Tigers and Panthers advanced one after the other and were caught up in the smoke and flames. Some of the [Canadian] crews who had lost their tanks tried to reach the nearby wood to escape the pack of exploding vehicles, taking me with them. Soon, the fighter-bombers were continually attacking the wood to relieve the Canadians ... I suggested we try to break through to our CP, but they rejected my proposal. However, after another attack they changed their minds. Late in the afternoon, I arrived at the division’s CP, along with twenty-three Canadians and a broken arm.



It was a complete failure for Canadians , who desperately reported back from their current position, which they still mistakenly believed to be Hill 195. Moreover, they came under ‘friendly fire’ from Allied aircraft (as Meitzel points out), who had mistaken them for Germans on the assumption that there should not have been any Canadians there in the first place. Wondering what happened to Worthington, the 4th Armoured Brigade ordered tanks from the Governor General’s Foot Guards to mount a relief column at 09:14 then again at 10:00. Around 15:00, Lieutenant Colonel D.G. Worthington returned eight tanks to the brigade, which arrived unharmed. The German attack resumed at 17:00. According to Stacey (The Victory Campaign, p.241), ‘It was about this time that Lieutenant Colonel Worthington, who had fought calmly and courageously throughout the day, was killed by a mortar shell. At dusk, at the time of the last German attack, those Canadians who were able to do so escaped, most of them reaching the Polish lines.’ As Major G.L. Cassidy writes (The Story of the Algonquin, 1990, p.85), ‘The end came quickly. The Tiger tanks opened the way from the south, stopping out of range of the PIATs and methodically destroying hedges and positions. Under their covering fire, the enemy’s infantry slipped from the woods to the west and launched a rapid assault that overwhelmed the position of Lieutenant Rod Blais on the far right flank.’ The British Columbia Regiment lost forty-seven tanks out of the fifty-two that had been engaged in the morning, 112 men were lost, including forty killed and thirty-four taken prisoner. The Algonquins lost 128 men, including forty-five killed and forty-five taken prisoner. The rescue force, arriving on the open ground between Estrées and Bretteville, lost twenty-six tanks. In total, seventy-three Canadian tanks from the 4 CAD were lost in this area. It had been a disaster.
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1. The beautiful medieval chapel near the tomb of Marie Jolie, near Potigny, where the HJ Division’s CP was located on 8 August. (E.G./Heimdal)
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2. Tanks from the 4th Canadian Armoured Division advancing south. (PAC)
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3. A munitions truck burns on the open terrain near Cintheaux during the advance towards Faliase. (PAC)




But the losses would not stop there. Hill 195 was eventually taken, but by the Argylls. Indeed, upon learning that the hill was yet to be captured, the battalion had chosen to resume the attack, which would be launched at 22:00. The battalion progressed along on a single line to Hill 195, led by Lieutenant Johnston and his scouts, shortly before midnight. The battalion then left Langannerie following behind its colonel (wearing his Scottish beret instead of his steel helmet), who walked before his men through the corn and through the night. They would arrive at their position at 04:50, an hour before dawn.

10 August

Shortly before dawn, the Argylls of Major Coons’ B Company arrived at Hill 195 and surprised a German trench that was caught up in the melee. For the time being, the Canadians had to dig in as German mortar shells began to rain down on their new positions. As the artillery barrage became more intense, the Canadian casualties increased, but reinforcements soon arrived. The Halpenny Force had been ordered to secure Hill 195 and after assembling at 03:00, it set off for its objective at 08:15. No. 2 Squadron took the lead and came under enemy fire from the Bois du Quesnay, in the east. It lost seven tanks, including the squadron leader’s. The Force had reached Hill 195 by mid-morning, but the position was thought to be too ‘dangerous’; it was too exposed and open to anti-tank fire. Lieutenant Colonel Halpenny decided to dig in, instead of continuing on to Hill 206 as expected. But communications had been cut and the 4th CAB (Armoured Brigade) staff only learned of the situation at 13:00. A German counter-attack, supported by Werfers, was pushed back by Canadian tanks, but the Grenadier Guards lost another eleven tanks, including ‘Grenadier’, which was hit for the second time after already being repaired at the beginning of the day and having been brought back as a command tank. The Germans had a ‘formidable curtain of 88s’ facing the Canadians, with Allied aerial observation spotting twenty-four 8.8 cm guns preventing any advance towards Hill 206. The German attack was launched by III./26, accompanied by panzers and ‘robot tanks’ (Goliath tracked mines). A few carriers from the New Brunswick Regiment arrived to provide reinforcements, as well as tanks from the Grenadier Guards, who also suffered losses when three of them were destroyed. It was a nightmare position, but the Canadians and their armoured vehicles were stuck there. Meanwhile, the Lincoln and Welland regiment reached Saint-Germain-le-Vasson, north-west of Hill 195, and after coming across elements from the 89.Infanterie-Division, veered off in the direction of Hill 195. The Lincolns (also known as the ‘Lincs’) would take up positions west of Hill 195, thus providing protection on its right flank, but they would also come under German fire and counter-attacks. In total, the unit would suffer fifty-three casualties on 10 and 11 August. In addition, 3rd Division’s 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade was expected to relieve 10th Brigade in the evening. At 21:00, the Argylls were relieved by the Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry Highlanders (SDG), who arrived during a new German attack launched by KG Olboeter (who had returned from the Vire area the previous night and taken up position on the southern slope), which had been in progress since 19:00. After being relieved, 10th Brigade was brought back to Cauvicourt where it would spend two days at rest.

On this day the Governor General’s Foot Guards reported the loss of twelve Sherman tanks between Bretteville and Hill 195. However, despite this new failure and the increasing loss of tanks, General Simonds held a meeting at 10:00 to re-launch the offensive. The 3rd Canadian Infantry Division would remain behind the attack at around 16:00 hours (one of its battalions has already reached Hill 195, as we have seen) supported of the 2nd Armoured Brigade. It would send the North Shore regiment (to the east) and the Queens Own Rifles of Canada (to the west), while the Chaudière Regiment would take the Bois du Quesnay, east of the main road. The attack started at 20:00 and hit twenty-three panzers and a section from KG Krause. The Germans were waiting for them and opened fire at the last moment: twenty-two were killed and sixty-three wounded among the Queens, while the North Shore suffered twenty-two killed and fifty-eight wounded: a total of 155 casualties. The 1st Polish Armoured Division had to force a way over the Laison, to the east of Potigny, and after crossing it were able to take the ridge west of Epaney.

11-13 August

After the failure of the 8th Canadian Brigade at the Bois du Quesnay the day before, all the front line divisions were relieved. Two Canadian infantry divisions, the 2nd and 3rd, took over the 4th Canadian Armoured Division and the 1st Polish Armoured Division, while the 51st Highland Division supported the left flank to the east. As Operation Totalize had not fully succeeded in its objectives, these new units were ordered to clear out the area so that 500 tanks and three guns could be set up ready for a new offensive. To the west of the main road, two Canadian armoured brigades (the 4th and 5th) were engaged in heavy fighting south of Bretteville-sur-Laize. On the German side, the HJ Division’s sector had officially been taken over entirely by the 85.Infanterie-Division on 12 August by 21:00. The 12.SS-Panzer-Division’s remarkable defensive effort had helped to stop Operation Totalize completely, but at the cost of 414 men. Between 8 and 12 August, 101 had been killed, 247 were wounded and 66 were missing. These heavy losses suffered by the 4th Canadian Armoured Division would lead to the dismissal of General Kitching.
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1. A very rare cap badge from the VII Recce (17th Duke of York’s Royal Canadian Hussars), the 3rd Canadian Infantry’s reconnaissance unit.
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2. A Sherman from A Squadron, British Columbia Regiment (4 CAD) has fallen into a bomb crater during the overnight advance to Hill 140. (PAC)
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3. A Sherman tank passes by a destroyed vehicle near Hill 195 on 10 August. (PAC-132963)





Part Two

Operation Tractable

Monday 14 August

For this new operation, the Canadian corps mustered a considerable force against the few thousand German defenders, who still clung on to the area with only twenty tanks. From west to east, these were:

– The 2nd Canadian Infantry Division (Maj Gen G. Foulkes), with Falaise as its objective.

– The 3rd Canadian Infantry Division, which would attack west of Epaney to take Hills 170 and 175 and continue north-east of Falaise.

– The 4th Canadian Armoured Division (commanded by Major General George Kitching), which had already suffered heavy casualties during Operation Totalize (forty-seven tanks had been destroyed). It would be supported by the 8th Infantry Brigade (seconded from the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division), and its objective was the north of the Laison valley between Montboint and Maizières.

– The 1st Polish Armoured Division (Major General Maczek), which was ordered to take the Dives Valley; a crucially important task.

At 11:37, Canadian artillery shells were laid down to mark the targets for the medium bombers and shortly afterwards a smoke screen was sent up to provide cover for the advancing soldiers. For fifteen minutes the bombers from 2nd Tactical Air Force, including twenty-five B-25 Mitchells and twenty-eight A-20 Bostons, bombarded the German positions at Montboint, Rouvres and Maizières one after the other. At 11:42, the tank columns received orders over the radio to launch the attack. However, confusion soon set in due to the smoke and dust as the tank drivers, who mainly used the sun to help navigate, were unable to orient themselves. Similarly, the German anti-tank defence, located on the high ground south of Laison, was also blinded by the smoke. This meant that the tanks and the accompanying infantry, who were following behind on armoured vehicles, were quickly able to break through the German infantry positions north of Laison and reach the valley. The valley itself was heavily wooded and was consequently a problem for the tanks, but special AVRE tanks arrived to help forge a way through.

On the German defensive front’s eastern flank, beyond the Canadian Corps, the 51st British Highland Division attacked beyond the lines of 85.Infanterie-Division and broke through on the left flank of the 272.Infanterie-Division, taking Le Bû. The Scottish division then continued south-east, aiding the main thrust of the 4th Canadian Armoured Division, which had managed to find crossing points on the River Laison, in the Ernes sector. Facing south-west, the armoured division arrived at the rear of the German artillery, which was soon destroyed after a short fight.

[image: Image]

At the centre of the advance, the heavy bomber attack on the areas either side of the RN158 road began at 14:00. In total 417 Lancaster bombers, 352 Halifaxes and 42 Mosquitos dropped 3,723 tons of bombs, and 2 planes were shot down. As on 8 August, some of the bombs fell on Allied, Canadian and Polish troops; but this time the losses were even greater, leading to further confusion and anger among the troops.

The impact of the bombing on the Canadians was so terrible that some of the soldiers began wandering aimlessly over the battlefield. Others burrowed into their trenches or individual foxholes and refused to get out, while some entered into an almost trance-like state. Sergeant George Blythe (NCO 1C, B Section, No 13 Provost Company), was a non-commissioned military police officer on the Caen-Falaise road, and was tasked with helping the ambulances evacuate the wounded. He assisted one of these unfortunate infantrymen:


I met an infantryman walking hastily on the road to Falaise. He came towards me and asked me to arrest him saying, ‘I’d rather be killed outright than go back there!’ I tried to explain that if I put him under arrest, he would be charged with desertion. He merely repeated the same words: ‘I’d rather be killed than go back there!’ As you know, most of the sergeants and officers were allowed a bottle of alcohol a month, and I had just received my monthly ration that day. I suggested we drink a little and that he have something to eat, spend the night here, and discuss it all over the next morning. I told him that if he decided to return to his unit tomorrow morning, I would accompany him and talk to his major. After a good night’s sleep, he had thought it all over and was almost happy to be able to rejoin his unit. I explained to his major that he had gotten lost and was looking to rejoin his unit. I never saw the guy again, but I was happy to have been able to help him. (In Watchdog, a History of the Canadian Provost Corps, Andrew Ritchie, The Canadian Provost Corps Association, 1995, p.73)



To the east, the open breach cut off all connection with 272.Infanterie-Division. The gap was 5 kilometres wide and reached as far as Condé-sur-Ifs, where the Grenadier-Regiment 980’s (272.Infanterie-Division) CP was located; all available resources were collected and the area was retaken. The advance was also quite fast in the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division’s sector; the machine gun nests were cleared out with flamethrowers mounted on ‘Wasps’. One of the two Tigers in the area, No. 424, was reportedly destroyed. From Montboint, the advancing tanks reached Soulangy, south-east of Potigny. On the left flank (west), in the 271.Infanterie-Division’s sector, Leffard was taken, 8 kilometres north-west of Falaise. In this sector, the KG Hitlerjugend sent reinforcements to ward off the danger and it was for action here, near Torps (2 kilometres west of Soulangy), that SS-Sturmbannfuhrer Karl-Heinz Prinz, commander of 2nd Battalion SS-Panzer-Regiment 12, was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. The Germans only had meagre numbers of men to hold the north of the salient against a tidal wave of Allied tanks. The 85.Infanterie-Division suffered the heaviest losses, with the Allies taking around 1,000 prisoners on that day, mostly from this division. The 89.Infanterie-Division suffered a little less and despite heavy casualties, the 271.Infanterie-Division was still a decent fighting force. The KG Hitlerjugend was very spread out, but as the Korps’ only mobile reserve, it returned its panzers to recognized positions to the north and north-east of Falaise. Meanwhile, the tank destroyers constituted the main anti-tank defence for the 85.Infanterie-Division.
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Hautmesnil, near Cauvicourt, 8 kilometres south of Caen. The quarries along the Falaise road were used for extracting ‘Caen stone’, which was then kept in German supply depots before the Cameron Highlanders from Ottawa seized it on 10 August. The 10th Canadian Brigade also suffered under the accidental American bombardment in this area on 14 August. (PAC)
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Karl-Heinz Prinz.
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1. The results of an RAF bombardment in the Grainville/Robertmesnil sector that fell too short. (PAC)
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2. On 14 August, a squadron of M4 Shermans from the Governor General Foot leaves its meeting point south of Bretteville-le-Rabet. (PAC)
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3. Another image showing the consequences of the aerial bombardment error on 14 August. This time, a fuel and ammunition depot has been hit. The extreme proximity of the troops on the ground made it difficult for the heavy bombers to accurately aim their weapons from high altitudes. (PAC)
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1. The 3rd Anti-Tank Regiment (3rd Can. ID) makes its way towards Olendon and Assy chateau on 14 August, alongside thousands of vehicles from II Canadian Corps. (PAC)
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2. A 5.5 (155 mm) gun from 12th Battery, 7th Canadian Ordnance Regiment, fires from Bretteville-le-Rabet towards Hill 195 on 15 August. (PAC)




Left flank: The Canadian Scottish Regiment’s attack

The Canadian Scottish Regiment’s War Diary gives a very good description of the landscape that the Canadians in 7th Brigade had to cross as they made their way up the Falaise road for Operation Tractable: ‘When we reached the top of the hill, we looked all around us. It was the most dramatic sight we had seen. Further south, fields of wheat unfolded as far as the eye could see. It was an ocean of wheat, spotted with vehicles and troops of all shapes and sizes.’ Losses had been suffered on 9 August due to German shelling, although other casualties were due to severe cases of influenza and gastroenteritis. Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Cabeldu was one of the sick and was replaced by Major Lendrum, while Major Desmond Crofton was temporarily appointed second-in-command. Monday, 14 August was a hot day. The sun was stifling and the fields were literally being cooked by the heat. In the afternoon, a Signal Platoon jeep driven by Sergeant J. Paterson returned from a depot accompanied by a US Army Air Force soldier called ‘Georgia’ Rudisil, who had been with the platoon from 1940 to 1942, after which time he was transferred to the US Army. He told Paterson that he had hitch-hiked to see his old friends on the front line. He was welcomed by his old comrades who gave him a uniform, and proceeded to spend two weeks with the Canadian Scottish, before leaving at the end of August. His officers even provided two letters to help smooth the rough reception he would receive upon his return. The Canadian Scottish’s positions were under continual fire and the regiment’s vehicles were parked in an orchard behind the village of Soignolles. In only a few minutes, six trucks were hit by shells, detonating all the ammunition and gasoline. The Half-Track and its No. 19 radio were hit by shrapnel and the communications officer was also injured. The situation was rather confusing as the battalion had to be able to decamp in thirty minutes and at 18:00, the battalion received the order to move towards its objective: Hill 175, located between Tassily, Epaney and Soulangy, a few kilometres south of Soignolles. In less than half an hour, the battalion was in motion and crossed the Laison between Montboint and Rouvres. West of Olendon, the Canadian Scottish merged with tanks from the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade. During the march, the Canadians saw the charred carcasses of destroyed vehicles and guns from both armies.

Shortly after 22:00, a break was granted 1.5 kilometres from the objective. The Winnipegs and units from the 4th Canadian Armoured Division were located to the east, but in the west, there was no Allied unit. The column, formed by the four fighting companies, the Support Company, tanks from the 2nd Armoured Brigade, RCA artillerymen with their guns, engineers, etc., was spread out over more than a kilometre. The advance by the leading company (A Company) was rather difficult. Lieutenant Stu Chambers and Captain Matthew almost groped their way forward ‘with God’s help’. Shortly afterwards, Major Lendrum, the provisional commander of the battalion, followed the advance very closely from his carrier. C Company, commanded by Captain V. Schjelderup, led the way. Schjelderup was a D-Day veteran and had been injured while leading 13th Platoon on 6 June: ‘Advancing in those conditions was roughly equivalent to a night patrol, but the main difference lay in the responsibility’. The sound of the column was impressive and the soldiers began to think that no one had any idea where they were heading. At 01:00, the battalion reached its objective without any casualties and the men dug in on the hill. The next day, Major Lendrum and the intelligence officer, Lieutenant Burge, went to the 2nd Armoured Brigade’s HQ where Lendrum was informed that he was to take Hill 168. The attack was set for 11:30, which left little time for the battalion to get organised. No reconnaissance could be conducted and officers had very little intelligence on the area. Lendrum barely had time to plan the tank attack, whose starting line was located east of the Falaise road. The axis of the attack was over a large expanse of wheat fields divided by thin hedges. This meant that each company would be on its own and lead separate attacks. Lendrum was given a 1st Hussars squadron and B Troop from the 33rd Battery (6th Canadian Anti-Tank Regiment, II Canadian Corps). However, these tanks had already taken part in the advance the day before and were almost out of petrol. There were now only a few minutes left before the attack. The equipment was checked and the companies and platoons were deployed in combat formation. At 11.30 the troops set off. The Canadian Scottish passed the first hedge and were soon caught out by small arms fire and machine guns. The tanks fired their shells in support, but even though they used their most powerful charges, they were still unable to reach the German troops as the shells fell just a few hundred metres from the starting line.
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1. The Fort Garry Horse on the war path as it aligns its tanks along the open terrain near Bretteville-le-Rabet on 14 August. (PAC)
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2. 14 August. A motorcycle scout from the 3rd Antitank-Regiment (3rd Can. ID) protects himself from the dust driven up by 1,000 armoured vehicles as they rush into the Laison Valley. (PAC)
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On the morning of 14 August, squadrons from the 17th Duke of York’s Royal Canadian Hussars (7th Reconnaissance Regiment) were ready on their starting line. The unit had been ordered to take the high ground north of Falaise and to clear the Laison Valley of any remaining German resistance. At 11:42, the engines roared into life and the tanks moved forwards, but were soon bogged down on the banks of the Laison. Meanwhile, the Canadian infantry, who had gotten lost as they approached their objective due to the thick clouds of artificial smoke that had been released to hide their advance, now had to fight on the wet banks. Lieutenant Ayer from the Hussars, equipped with light tanks, crossed the ford, while B Squadron managed to cross the river under heavy machine gun and anti-tank fire, despite suffering heavy casualties. C Squadron lost three vehicles and six men were killed. According to the inscription on the inside rim, the helmet shown here belonged to Corporal Wilburn Wright (ID number D/3557), who was born on 18 March 1913 in Verdun, Quebec, and who had enlisted in the 17th Duke of York’s on 20 February 1941. He was posted to C Squadron HQ and was killed during this action. He is buried at Brettevillesur-Laize cemetery. In 2005 his helmet was found in a farm in Soumont-Saint-Quentin. (Private collection, JLC)




Captain Bailey, 2IC of D Company said, ‘I have never seen such intense machine gun fire. Tracer bullets even passed between my legs.’ Major Henderson, D Company commander, led his men on the left flank. He radioed the M10 tanks who were supposed to provide support to the battalion, but support was impossible. Meanwhile, two men come forward with a PIAT and aimed it at the panzer that was blocking the company’s progress, but the rocket smashed into the side of the German tank without doing any damage. The Germans retaliated with their 88 and rear machine gun, killing the two Canadians from the PIAT team and injuring many others. Casualties continued to mount and many D-Day alumni were killed or wounded in the assault. Major Henderson arrived near the summit: ‘D Company, now practically halved, slowly descended the slope beyond Hill 168. We were attacked by Tigers. The crews got out and used their machine guns on the ground. The enemy was tenacious. He did not leave his position and died where he stood. We found a young machine gunner with his pistol in his mouth and the back of his skull blown away. There were no prisoners.’ Soon after, Major Henderson lost radio contact with his commanding officer, Major Lendrum.


[image: Image]
1. Engineers from 3rd Canadian Infantry Division have just laid a bridge over the Laison in Rouvres on 16 August. The ruined church in the background was restored after the war. This M4 Sherman from the British Columbia Regiment had become bogged down on 14 August as it tried to ford the river. (PAC)
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2. The same place today. (E.G./Heimdal)
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3. The church has been perfectly restored and its spire rebuilt. (E.G./Heimdal)
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4. Wilburn Wright’s grave in Bretteville-sur-Laize. (JLC)




Looking around him, Captain Bailey spotted a tank that had managed to get between between his company and A Company. He sent one of his men to tell the tank commander to fire on the enemy tanks. The soldier returned and reported to his commander that the tank was, in fact, an enemy tank. As the Canadian Scottish War Diary points out, this scene was repeated several times: ‘A soldier from D Company called out to a tanker who was sitting in the tank turret. He signalled to the commander to move around, but the latter laughed and sank down into his turret. The tank retreated to get out of reach of the infantry and the soldier was slightly embarrassed when he realised he had confused a friendly tank with an enemy vehicle.’

The men from the Canadian Scottish were on their own and soon realised that no support could be given. A Company, who were supporting D Company, was also decimated, after having to deal with panzers. Sergeant Ronald Bland remembers:


On the morning of 15 August I was leading our platoon because our officer had been wounded a week earlier. Our company was supporting D Company. Sergeant George Lorimer was my second-in-command. We moved under machine gun fire until we reached the top of the hill. A wide valley stretched out in front of us. We received orders to dig in and hold our positions. I took off my gear and George Lorimer, Walter Smolkowski and I started digging our trenches. I passed the word on to the three platoons. As I came back, I turned around to pick up my shovel and suddenly found myself on the ground and unable to move. I called out to Walter and George, but there was no answer. I called over Leo Netzel, one of my corporals, and asked him what had happened to George and Walter. He told me that Walter was dead and that George was unconscious. Someone began treating my wounds and then the stretcher bearers arrived and loaded us onto a Bren Carrier. We were taken to the Regimental Aid Post where we were placed side by side with a tag saying we were to be sent to the Field Ambulance Unit. Once there, I heard a voice saying that the person to my left had just died; it was my friend George. I had eleven bits of shrapnel in my body. I thought back to what George had always told me, that his most cherished wish was to have been able to see his wife and baby again.
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On 14 August, the 1st Polish Armoured Division suffered the same fate as the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division when the Air Force accidentally missed their intended targets. (Sikorki Institute, D-Day Academy)




Major Lendrum realised that the M10s from the 6th Anti-Tank Regiment could not bring him the expected help and that he only had his Anti-Tank and Mortar Platoons to rely on. They were forced to fire and reload many times in order to provide the best support for the infantry that was struggling against the German tanks. Captain Compton-Lundie, commander of the Anti-Tank Platoon, decided to get as close as possible. Four six-pounder guns drawn by carriers headed down Hill 175 and climbed up Hill 168. The gunners were preparing their position when a barrage of artillery fell on them. Two were killed while three others were seriously injured. As a result only four men, instead of ten, had to use two guns and so infantrymen from A Company were told what to do. Seeing this, Major Lendrum rushed towards his artillery observer and asked for covering fire. Sadly, the fire fell too short, and visibility was further reduced as the shells fell directly on the Canadian companies on the hill. The commander of Bren Carrier Platoon was wounded and Major Lendrum’s radio was destroyed during the fire. He now had no contact with Brigade HQ, his only option being to send his intelligence officer 800 metres south on foot and give his instructions to Major Crofton, his second. Not keen on this method, Lendrum instead went in search of the only other radio that was still working, that belonging to the Mortar Platoon. Companies B and C suffered the same fate as the other two companies on the line. German snipers and machine guns were well-dug in and very well camouflaged. B Company’s acting commander, Captain D. Pugh, assisted by his CSM and a transmitter, was trapped in a ditch. Pugh screamed over his radio for tank support, but because of transmission problems, the only answer he received was a BBC announcement for the Music While You Work programme. An equally funny scene took place a few metres away: Lieutenant W. Wardroper had been wounded after a bullet had passed through his flask and into his thigh. Private Wing Hay immediately ran over to help his leader and saw the water flowing out of the flask and onto the wound. He looked around him, and seeing Lieutenant Gallagher approaching, pointed at the flask with a big smile and shouted, ‘Look, Chief! He is anemic!’ Very few prisoners were captured and there were many cases of German suicides reported. The road between Epaney and Saint-Pierre-Canivet was finally reached and all kinds of weapons were seen nearby: Brens, Enfields, Stens, grenades, bayonets, mortars, PIATs ... Anything that could be fired had been used to keep the gap open. Meanwhile, the orchard on the left flank of the attack remained a real wasps’ nest and the only radio that was still usable belonged to A Company. For their courage shown during the battle, company sergeants major Grimmond, Proverbs and Nimmo received the following decorations: the Distinguished Conduct Medal, the Croix de Guerre with Silver Star and the Croix de Guerre with Bronze Palm.
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Detail of Canadian Scottish attack on Hill 168. (E.G./Heimdal)
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The attack seen in the context of the surrounding area. The Canadians suffered counterattacks from SS-Sturmbannführer Heinz Prinz’s Panzer IVs, and also faced what was left of the Hitlerjugend’s Division-Begleit-Kompanie.



Hill 168 was taken at around 15:30. Four hours of very violent fighting had been enough for the Canadians to take this hill from the Hitlerjugend’s Waffen SS and the two Tigers from SS-Panzer-Abteilung 102. Captain Bailey, second-in-command of D Company, was wounded in the action: ‘On the way back, a sniper fired at me and another enemy tank passed near me. Our tanks had finally begun to advance, but they had already suffered losses. It was not their day. When I arrived at the RAP I saw dead and wounded everywhere. The regimental infirmary was even bombed. Our poor doctor, Captain J. Morrison, was struggling to handle so many injuries.’ There were only forty-six men left in D Company. Major Henderson had given all he could. Captain Matthews, acting commander of A Company notes: ‘At the end of the battle, he literally fell into my arms, exhausted.’ Henderson would receive the DSO for his action in this battle. As a report says, the Canadian Scottish were ‘dead tired, hungry, thirsty and exhausted by the tension of the battle’. Thirty-four soldiers had died and ninety-three were wounded. As in any military operation, many events did not unfold as they had originally been planned: the lack of armoured support, the artillery bombardment falling too short, the radio breakdown etc. Victory was therefore only achieved thanks to the courage of the infantry. On the evening of 15 August, 7th Brigade was ready to advance further south.

The Final Assault North of Falaise

Right flank: the Royal Winnipeg Rifles’ attack

On 12 August, the Royal Winnipeg Rifles were stationed in the village of Rénémesnil, north of Estrées-la-Campagne. In the afternoon, the battalion came under attack by a German barrage and lieutenants G. Reid from C Company and Glen Hughes from the Support Company, as well as other soldiers, were killed. The medical officer, Captain Caldwell, was injured by shrapnel from a shell that exploded near battalion headquarters. He nevertheless continued with his work, but still needed treatment himself. Afterwards, he was relieved from his position by Captain S. M. Medine. In the late afternoon of 14 August, Major Fulton’s D Company led the advance to the 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade’s position on the high ground north of Falaise. As the companies advanced in single file past the German positions, they saw corpses strewn over the ground, along with vehicles and other pieces of abandoned weaponry. During these hot summer days, the dust raised by the passing vehicles and by the shells from the German guns wove its way into the slightest folds of the men’s clothing, covering their hair and sticking to their skin. Around midnight, the column stopped after having travelled about 10 kilometres. Fulton gathered together his platoon commanders and junior officers, including Lieutenant Douglas Kirkpatrick and Captain Clifford Chadderton, to discuss the situation. No German soldiers had been encountered, which was somewhat disturbing. The night was calm and visibility was good. As the advance continued, the men began to relax and some of the Winnipeg companies even seemed cheerful. However, this euphoria was short-lived when a loud guttural voice rose up in the darkness. Everyone dived to the ground as tracer bullets passed through the air. Five Canadians were injured and had to be evacuated. Fulton sent a reconnaissance group to investigate and they found a German position near a road up ahead. The advance was once again re-launched towards to the high ground around Falaise, which was also the objective for 7th Brigade. An order was given to dig foxholes for the rest of the night. The breakthrough by the Winnipegs, far behind the German lines, was one of only a few that succeeded in Normandy. At dawn on 15 August, troops under Brigadier Foster, commander of the 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade, and tanks from 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade were firmly entrenched on the high ground north of Falaise, with only a few kilometres still separating the Canadians from the Norman town. The day began calmly enough, although Major Carvell’s A Company did come under fire from German artillery. In the afternoon, Regimental Sergeant Major Mickey Austin found himself face to face with a German sniper as he hunted for enemy soldiers. A professional soldier, Austen had great charisma, and his presence, flair and improvisational talent had allowed him to escape from many delicate situations since D-Day. He received the Military Cross for his action at Carpiquet on 4 July and was both feared and respected by his men and junior officers, who were often much younger than him. In the Laison sector, north of Soulangy, he arrived back in a jeep with his driver, having found a 50-calibre machine gun and put it on the vehicle’s bonnet. A young lieutenant jumped up from his trench and stopped him. With a look of annoyance, Austin asked him what was going on and if he wanted to come with him, to which the officer replied that he was unable to leave his platoon. Austin looked at him and shook his head in disgust before heading over to a farm where they were keeping German prisoners. He was still quite on edge when he returned to HQ to interrogate the German prisoners. Here is the somewhat amusing summary of the conversation that took place: ‘Have you ever been a sniper?’ The German answered ‘No’. ‘Um ... did any of your brothers ever snipe?’ ‘No’, replied the German soldier again. ‘Hmm ... Have any of your cousins ever been a sniper?’ The conversation only ended when the scared German shouted his innocence at the RSM.
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Canadian infantrymen from the 2nd Infantry Division, resting between combats. (PAC)
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15 August 1944, near Potigny. Polish soldiers make contact with families of Polish miners who had settled in the region. (Sikorski Institute - D-Day Academy)
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1. On 16 August, A Company, Régiment de Maisonneuve (2nd Can. ID) passed through Bons-Tassilly en route to Falaise. B Company followed behind. (PAC)
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2. B Company, Régiment de Maisonneuve, in Bons-Tassilly on 16 August. (PAC)
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3. The church at Bons-Tassilly has been remarkably restored. (E.G./Heimdal)




[image: Image]
A Canadian-made gas mask carrier from March 1943. It belonged to a soldier from the British Columbia Regiment and was found near the Falaise road. (F. Jeanne)



Following a meeting at Brigade HQ, Lieutenant Colonel Meldram held a meeting with his company commanders at 17:30. Shortly after, the leading companies approached the starting line for the attack on the village of Soulangy. At 18:15, Major Carvell’s A Company managed to force their way into the village, despite strong German resistance, with the men from 85.Grenadier-Division having a particularly rough time. A counter-attack was launched by elements from the Hitlerjugned’s SS-Panzerjäger-Abteilung 12 and A Company was ordered to pull back due to the approaching tanks from KG Wünsche. At this point, Lieutenant Art Dyson grabbed a PIAT, ran forward, and fired at the tank. This time, the PIAT exploded and the tank began to burn immediately. Before he had time to reload, a second tank advanced towards the company’s positions and began to open fire. Lieutenants Dyson and MacFarlane and a large number of Winnipegs were injured, and casualties within A Company were around 50 per cent. Major Norman Wilson-Smith’s C Company was in position on the right of the village, and suffered under German machine gun fire. Lieutenant C. Sundell was injured during the attack. B Company, which was kept in reserve, also found itself continually under fire from German 88s and mortars. At 21:00 the companies were ordered to regroup north of the village. The fighting had been intense, with twenty-one Winnipegs being killed in the clash.


The Royal Winnipeg Rifles (RWR)
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1. Lieutenant Colonel Meldram, commanding officer.
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2. Major Norman Wilson-Smith, Commander of C Company.
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3. Lieutenant C.H. Sundell, C Company, was wounded on 15 August during the attack on the village of Soulangy.
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4. Major Lockie Fulton, Commander of D Company.
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5. Corporal James Maxwell Henry was killed while leading his platoon in Soulangy on 15 August. He was the first Canadian to have crossed the Orne in Caen and to patrol along the right bank with two of his men.
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6. Major Carvell, A Company commander.
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7. Douglas Kirkpatrick, (left), D Company, would be killed in action on 28 August near Calais, and Arthur Dyson (right), A Company, who was wounded during the attack on Soulangy.
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1. Padre Horton, Captain Medine and Captain Caldwell. (F. Jeanne via RWRA)
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2. Aubigny, 15 August. RWR soldiers search German prisoners, probably from the 85.Infanterie-Division. (PAC)
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3. Soldiers from the South Saskatchewan are using a captured Schwimmwagen. (PAC)




At noon the next day, 16 August, Lieutenant Colonel Meldram received the order to bypass Soulangy and to attack the village of Aubigny further south, before making contact with units from the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division. Progress was slow as the engineers needed to clear the roads of mines and debris. The men from C Company were the first to enter Aubigny, managing to capture some soldiers from 85.Grenadier-Division in the process, who reported that small pockets of SS resistance were still to be found further east.

Falaise was close, and the Canadians would be in the town the following day…
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4. Beret, title and equipment belonging to a medic from the Canadian Grenadier Guards. (Masson)
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5. A helmet from the 15th Field Ambulance, 4th Canadian Armoured Division, which has been struck by a shell. (Masson)
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The Cintheaux Polish military cemetery stands alongside the Caen-Falaise road, opposite the site where the Tigers were destroyed, and is a testament to the terrible fighting that took place in this area. (E.G./Heimdal)




On D-Day everything that could go wrong did go wrong. Lesser men would have given up, with the force having navigated towards the wrong headland, been continuously under fire as they motored back towards Pointe du Hoc, shipping water in the rough seas, craft sinking and few of the saturated grapples reaching the cliff top. None the less determined Rangers with German infantry hurling grenades down on them struggled up the cliff but the guns were not there.
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Turn the page to read an excerpt.


Introduction


The Pointe du Hoe [sic] battery was considered the number one priority in the bombardment plan for it was the only enemy position which covered both of the beaches and transport areas.

Admiral Kirk, Commander Western Task Force



If there is any doubt about the priority afforded to the Pointe du Hoc Battery or, as it was known to the D-Day planners, Battery No. 1, Admiral Kirk’s post-operational report certainly dispels it. He continues:


Originally there were six 155 mm guns (French type GPF) with an estimated range of 25,000 yards, in open concrete emplacements. It was strategically located atop a 90-foot-high coastal bluff, remote from any large landing beach, surrounded by wire and minefields and extremely well protected on the flanks by prepared strongpoints. Personnel and ammunition shelters were underground and constructed of heavily reinforced mass concrete. Machine gun positions and communication trenches were well dug in and camouflaged.



[image: Image]
One of the two newly-built but not commissioned casemates showing plenty of battle damage.



The action by Colonel James Rudder’s 2nd Ranger Battalion, indeed the entire Provisional Ranger Group, in their first battle is without doubt an epic of American military history. The military qualities of ingenuity, the self-confidence of specially-selected and trained troops, determination and fortitude were shown by Colonel Rudder and Colonel Schneider and their men down to the lowest-ranking Ranger.

All of this is self-evident in the story of the preparations for D-Day, scaling the cliffs at the Pointe and at the western end of OMAHA Beach. These achievements alone make a great story, but add in the manner in which Ranger Group C landed on OMAHA and led the way up the bluffs while Rudder’s men held out at Pointe du Hoc awaiting relief makes it a truly remarkable story of endeavour.

Those who are not intending to visit Pointe du Hoc may be interested in a companion DVD also available from Pen & Sword.

As ever I am grateful to the Pen & Sword team who have nurtured this book through to publication; in particular Matt Jones who has overseen the process, Pamela Covey who did the editing with remarkable patience and Noel Sadler who designed the book. It is, however, a coincidence that Noel has a personal connection to the events here recounted; his Uncle Bill served as a Royal Navy bowman aboard one of the Ranger’s landing craft heading for Dog Green sector of OMAHA beach. He recalled that the Rangers, probably C Company 2nd Battalion, had a substantial fried breakfast, but the long transit in the landing craft through the rough sea made most of them seasick. He also recalled that his landing craft had problems with one of the sandbanks off the beach and had to make several attempts to get over it.

Tim Saunders

Warminster   

August 2017 
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Chapter One

Origins of the US Rangers

In American military history, the term ‘ranger’ was first used in print in the 1750s in The Boston Weekly News-Letter:


All Gentlemen Volunteers and Others that have a mind to serve His Majesty King GEORGE the Second for a limited time in the Independent Companies of Rangers now in Nova Scotia, may apply to Lieutenant Alexander Callender at Mr Jonas Leonard’s at the sign of the Lamb at the South End of Boston, where they shall be kindly entertained, enter into present pay, and have good quarters, and when they join their respective companies in Halifax, shall be completely clothed in blue broadcloth, receive arms, accoutrements, provisions and all other things necessary for a gentleman ranger.



The main theatre of war throughout the eighteenth century was Europe, but the likes of the Seven Years’ War were effectively world wars that included fighting for control and influence in North America between France and the emerging British Empire, along with their supporters and foes among both settlers and indigenous peoples. These sub-conflicts are referred to as the French Indian Wars and were distinctly different to the disciplined and formulaic Frederican style of European warfare with its reliance on fire-power and shock tactics.

The ‘rangers’ are, however, synonymous with the American War of Independence or American Revolutionary War in which the vast, remote and wooded lands of North America contrasted with the more open European countryside and spawned a different style of fighting with the militias (of both sides) being supplemented by irregulars armed with mostly their own musket or the long Pennsylvania rifle. The latter, with its small bore, was a favourite among hunters who were used to taking fleeting shots at their quarry as it minimized damage to furs. Among these semi-irregular forces were His Majesty’s Independent Companies of American Rangers. Major Rogers approached the British military authorities with an offer to form a number of companies of backwoodsmen and Indian fighters.

[image: Image]
An eighteenth-century ranger. The Queen’s Rangers fought for the British during the Revolutionary War.



The Standing Orders that Major Rogers wrote deliberately in common prose for his companies can easily be followed in the ethos of the Rangers some 170 years later:

• Don’t forget nothing. Have your musket clean as a whistle, tomahawk scoured, sixty rounds, powder and ball, and be ready to march at a moment’s notice. When you are on the march act the way you would if you were sneaking up on a deer, see the enemy first.

• Tell the truth about what you see and what you do. There is an army depending on us for correct information. You can lie all you please when you tell others about the Rangers, but don’t lie to a ranger or an officer.

• Don’t never take a chance you don’t have to. When on the march single file far enough apart so one shot can’t go through two men. If we strike swamps or soft ground, we spread out abreast, so it’s hard to track us. When we march we keep moving till dark, so as to give the enemy the least possible chance at us.

• When in camp, half the party stays awake, while the other half sleeps. If we take prisoners, we keep ’em separate till we have time to examine them so they can’t cook up a story between them.

• Don’t ever march home the same way. Take a different route so you won’t be ambushed. Each party has to keep about 20 yards ahead, 20 yards on each flank and 20 yards in the rear so the main body can’t be wiped out. Every night you will be told where to meet if surrounded by a superior force.

• Don’t sit down without posting sentries.

• Don’t sleep beyond dawn; dawn’s when the French and Indians attack.

• Don’t cross the river by the regular ford. If somebody is trailing you make a circle, come back on your own tracks and ambush the folks that’s aiming to ambush you.

• Don’t stand up when the enemy is aiming at you; kneel down, lie down or hide behind a tree. Let the enemy come till he’s almost close enough to touch, then let him have it and jump up and finish him off with your tomahawk.

Outbreak of the Second World War

The United States joined the allies in the First World War as a response to unrestricted German submarine warfare, rapidly expanding her army and suffering more than 300,000 casualties on the Western Front. In the aftermath of the war, however, with isolationism and a lack of credible military threat to her borders the US army shrank rapidly. In the foreword to the army chief of staff’s post-war report describing the state of the US army in July 1939, a staff officer wrote:


For the feat of transforming the miniscule interwar Army to the great force that defeated the Axis in Africa, Europe, the Pacific, and Asia, no one could claim more credit than [General George C.] Marshall. When he took office, the 174,000-man U.S. Army ranked nineteenth in size in the world, behind Portugal and only slightly ahead of Bulgaria. Its half-strength divisions were scattered among numerous posts, its equipment obsolete, its reliance on the horse increasingly anachronistic.



US industry rose to the matériel challenge of not only supplying Britain but designing and manufacturing a whole new range of equipment for the US army in a very short time, based largely on commonality of parts. In an army that rapidly burgeoned to 8.3 million men by the end of the war from fewer than 100,000 prewar active duty soldiers and an underfunded National Guard, military knowledge and experience was inevitably thinly spread in 1942. In addition, General Marshall was only too aware that this was a war of mobility that was very different from the positional warfare of 1917–18. Pamphlets based on British experience helped but what was needed was knowledge and practical experience on which to base the training of that rapidly-expanding US army.

Colonel Lucian Truscott, shortly to be brigadier general, was instrumental in developing the Rangers based on the British Commandos. In May 1942, he was assigned to the Allied Combined Operations Staff under Lord Mountbatten. Here at the heart of the planning for taking the battle to the enemy Truscott believed that some of the necessary knowledge and experience could be gained during the growing number of increasingly large raids on enemy-held territory alongside British Commandos. As a well-respected officer, Truscott applied to Washington and received permission to raise an American Commando-type unit.
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US troops instructing British tank crewmen on a Lend-Lease Lee/Grant tank in the Western Desert.
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The cover of an early-war US pamphlet based on British experience.



With events moving fast, on 1 June 1942 Colonel Truscott drafted a letter of instructions for Major General Chaney, then commander of US Army Forces British Isles, to sign. It directed Major General Hartle, commanding V US Corps and the American forces in Northern Ireland, to organize the new unit as quickly as practicable. The letter gave guidance for the organization of an American ‘commando unit for training and demonstration purposes, which was to be the first step in a program specifically directed by the Chief of Staff for giving actual battle experience to the maximum number of personnel of the American Army.’

[image: Image]
Colonel Lucian Truscott photographed between the two world wars.
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Combined Operations badge.



The name ‘commando’, however, was too typically British for American taste, being redolent of the disliked Empire, so the US army looked back into their own military traditions and came up with the name Rangers; a name that encapsulated the American backwoodsmen’s tactics used by irregular units during the wars of the eighteenth century. More than that, the very word ‘ranger’ perfectly summed up the Commando ethos required of an American soldier in a way that needed little explanation to the average GI. Just in case anyone was in doubt, Major Rogers’ orders dating back to the Revolutionary Wars formed the basis of what is with some modifications today still the essence of the Ranger Creed.

There is still some debate as to whether it was intended to raise an American ‘Commando’ unit as a permanent part of the US order of battle in the European theatre or, as many consider, the unit was to be a temporary expedient to gather that knowledge and experience, i.e. for ‘demonstration purposes’.

In the early summer of 1942 the first US troops starting to arrive in the United Kingdom’s province of Northern Ireland found themselves in what was essentially a military backwater with little of the army training activity with armoured forces, etc. that was under way in mainland Britain. Consequently, the 34th Red Bull Infantry Division (activated National Guard from the mid-west states) provided most of the volunteers from which the US troops in Northern Ireland would revive a great American military tradition and form the new generation of US Rangers. Other American units also contributed volunteers including Captain William O’Darby, a bored V US Corps Headquarters officer thirsting for action.

How O’Darby became the first Ranger commanding officer reflects a similarity with the British Commandos: being in the right place at the right time and grasping an opportunity! On the first Sunday in June Major General Hartle was on his way to church in Belfast accompanied by the chief of staff and en route discussed the need to find a first-rate officer to command the new battalion. The general’s aide-de-camp, artillery Captain O’Darby, was immediately suggested and readily agreed to the assignment and went on to become one of the most successful US combat officers of the war.

The 1st US Ranger Battalion started to form in the town of Carrickfergus, with rapidly-promoted Major O’Darby in charge. Working to General Chaney’s instructions, Major O’Darby set about interviewing more than 1,000 volunteers. He would only consider
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Major William O’Darby: the first Ranger commander of the modern era.




fully trained soldiers of the best type [who] were to be sought, and officers and NCOs were to have superior leadership qualities with special emphasis placed upon initiative, sound judgment, and common sense. All men were to have a high level of physical stamina, have natural athletic ability, and be without physical defects.



While no age limit was prescribed for US Ranger candidates, it was pointed out that British Commandos had an average age of 25 and men joining the Ranger Battalion had to be capable of the same exertion and endurance expected of their British counterparts. In addition,


military and civilian skills, such as self-defence, marksman-ship, scouting, mountaineering, seamanship, small boat handling and demolition are especially desirable. Men who are familiar with railway engines, power plants and radio stations and who know how to destroy them most effectively on raids are also to be sought.



The first task was to select officers, and these included Max Schneider who subsequently commanded the 5th Rangers on D-Day. Among those recruited were the essential specialists such as medical and communications officers. This was followed on 11 June by interviews of the 700 enlisted men who had volunteered as a result of a cryptically-worded appeal. During a ten-day period in early June 1942, the number of candidates found to be suitable by the officer interview boards and who passed the enhanced medical examination was whittled down to 575. Taking into account a projected failure and injury rate, Major O’Darby’s officers were dispatched on further recruiting drives around units in Northern Ireland:


The 1st Ranger Battalion was officially activated on 19 June 1942 and the candidates were immediately into ten days of preliminary ‘beat-up’, predominantly physical training in Northern Ireland. On 28 June, the Rangers shipped across from Larne to Scotland and the Commando Depot at Achnacarry. Here they undertook the standard commando course undertaken by British Royal Marines and Army candidates, run by the renowned trainer Lieutenant Colonel Vaughn and his British staff. The emphasis was on physical robustness, agility of mind and body along with realistic tactical exercises. These involved the full range of commando environments such as cliff-climbing, boat-handling and speed marches with all exercises containing a high proportion of live ammunition. There were the usual casualties including three Ranger candidates wounded during the live firing exercises.



The majority of Major O’Darby’s Rangers qualified for the coveted green beret of the British Commando and the dagger by the end of July. The beret was, of course, not adopted by the Rangers but the Commando dagger was. At this point the yellow and blue Ranger diamond and tabs still lay in the future. These distinctions of dress, so common later in the war, had not yet been authorized.

On 1 August, most of the 1st Ranger Battalion moved to Inveraray on the west coast of Scotland where they undertook four weeks of continuation training and exercises in the form of amphibious training with the Royal Navy using the latest assault landing craft.
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The Commando dagger – also carried by the US Rangers.



Being very much modelled on and initially expected to work alongside the British Commandos, it is no surprise that to start with the Ranger organization closely reflected that of its British counterpart. There were, however, some differences from the outset, particularly with weapons and equipment in which American equivalents of British weapons were used, for instance with the American 60mm mortar being substituted for the Commandos’ 2-inch. At this stage the Rangers serving in the European theatre were essentially amphibious raiders and only had the same limited, almost theoretical, parachute capability as their British counterparts.

[image: Image]
British Commando Lord Lovat with the first batch of US Rangers, summer 1942.
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Basic Ranger battalion organization.



At this stage the 1st US Ranger Battalion came under the Commando Group for operational tasking but remained under the command of the 34th US Infantry Division for administration and logistics.

Operation JUBILEE: The Dieppe Raid

Almost immediately on completion of the Commando course, in pursuit of their task to gain practical combat experience, five officers and forty-six Rangers were sent to join British and Canadian forces preparing for a significant operation. Brigadier Truscott had been made aware of the on/off Operation JUBILEE, the proposed raid on the port of Dieppe on the north coast of France.
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The 1st Rangers boat training at Achnacarry in Scotland.
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President Roosevelt.



Following the costly success of the Saint-Nazaire raid, Headquarters Combined Operations had been planning a raid on an altogether different scale involving three Commando units and the best part of 6,000 infantry from the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division. In the British Official History ‘Grand Strategy’ series is a record of the meeting held in the White House on 9 June 1942: ‘Mr Roosevelt had stressed the great need for American soldiers to be given the opportunity of fighting [in the west] as soon as possible.’

Also, having been persuaded to adopt the Germany-first policy by Churchill, the public relations advantage of Americans being seen to be fighting the Germans at this early stage in the war was not lost on President Roosevelt.
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The bloody aftermath of the Dieppe raid.



Consequently, the Rangers were distributed among both Commando and Canadian infantry units in order to gain as wide a cross-section of experience as possible. The resulting action on 19 August is considered to be the first involvement of US soldiers in combat and fighting alongside the British and Canadians, in which they suffered their first casualties from enemy action. The cost to the Rangers was two officers and four Rangers killed in action, with four men being among those captured during the chaos of the withdrawal. Brigadier Truscott and the now Lieutenant Colonel O’Darby had much to think about!

With US military power expanding exponentially, the Dieppe raid was the only operation in which members of the 1st Rangers fought ‘under instruction’ of the British. With Operation TORCH – the Allied invasion of North Africa – being planned and involving several corps of American troops, there was no longer a need for the Rangers to take part in British operations to gain knowledge and experience.

The Rangers left Scotland in shipping of Force O, a part of the Central Task Force heading to attack the Algerian port of Oran. The attack by the 1st Ranger Battalion on the Vichy French Arzew coastal gun battery was immediately successful and proved to be one of the few well-executed parts of operations to capture Oran.

[image: Image]
The 1st Ranger Battalion capturing a French coastal battery at Arzew, east of Oran, December 1942.
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Ranger training in North Africa, early 1943.



As a result of the impressive performance during Operation TORCH, the 1st Rangers provided cadres to form the 3rd and 4th Ranger battalions. The three battalions would operate as a Ranger Group during operations in the Mediterranean.

Rudder’s Rangers

Meanwhile, another cadre had already been sent back to the United States to train and form the nucleus of the 2nd US Ranger Battalion. On 1 April 1943, following the selection of nearly 600 men primarily from the 29th, 76th and 80th divisions, the battalion was activated at ‘Tent City’ Camp Forrest, Tennessee under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Saffarans. As, however, with the 1st Rangers’ selection process, men came from other parts of the army including the Air Corps to join the new battalion. In the case of the 2nd Rangers, almost half the candidates were returned to their units as a result of the intensity of the physical and military training.

The basis of Ranger physical fitness was a 5-mile march in one hour, a 9-mile march in two hours and a 25-mile speed march. All these tests were to be completed with weapons, equipment and various weights. A unit history stated: ‘If a man fell out on a hike, he would be considered physically unfit for Ranger service and would be transferred from the organization.’

Captain Ralph Goranson of Company C commented on this period of the 2nd Rangers’ development:


To get into the Rangers, you had to volunteer. At any time during training, you could volunteer out because of physical requirements, mental requirement, or just the fact that you just didn’t fit. We had a high turnover at the beginning, but as we got ready to leave in early September of ’43, we had a pretty crew put together in each of our Ranger companies.



Major James E. Rudder took over command of the 2nd Rangers on 30 June 1943 with a battalion only partly formed and with the formation of a 5th Battalion taking a further cadre of trained men from his unit. Consequently, additional volunteers were called from the 79th, 100th and 106th US Infantry divisions to bring the 2nd Battalion up to strength and to form the 5th. All this required Major Rudder to reorganize his battalion and in the process continue to return to unit those who were not up to his exacting standards of military competence and discipline. Under his command there was a distinct increase in the tempo of physical training and a move from ‘Tent City’ into barracks at Camp Forrest.

In early September the 2nd Battalion, now physically fit and Ranger-qualified, started a programme of continuation training, first moving to Fort Pierce in Florida for a two-week amphibious assault training package, which was followed in mid-September by another move north to Fort Dix in New Jersey. Here the Rangers were put through an intense small-arms training course focusing on and then cross-training on heavier weapons including machine guns, the bazooka and mortars. With the expectation that as a last resort Hitler would use chemical weapons, training in the use of gas masks and fighting while wearing them was undertaken.

[image: Image]
Major James Earl Rudder, a reserve officer activated in 1941 who gained rapid promotion and notice thanks to his military ability.



Finally, with the build-up for the Cross-Channel attack and D-Day well under way, the 2nd Ranger Battalion boarded the crowded British liner Queen Elizabeth in New York on 11 November 1943. Stripped of her comforts, she was bound for the Scottish port of Greenock. A long, cold and slow train journey south then followed to Bude on the north coast of Cornwall.

Ranger Owen Brown describes what was waiting for them:


We arrived at Bude, Cornwall on December 2, 1943. 500 rangers were greeted with 500 pairs of boxing gloves and a few miles of rope for our training on the cliffs of Cornwall. We climbed the cliffs along the Cornish coast and hiked the hills inland, just for conditioning.



At Bude, in common with British Commando practice, the Rangers were billeted four to a civilian house rather than barracks, which of course required self-discipline and planning to be on parade at the right time with the right kit. Even though Rangers were only based at Bude for three weeks, it was a memorable and gentle introduction to the ‘Brits’ but sadly most of the ‘belles of the town’ had already been secured by American artillerymen who had been in camps nearby for some time.

In wintry conditions, on the sheer cliffs of Devon and Cornwall, many with narrow tidal beaches, the Rangers were trained in the art of scaling cliffs under the instruction of Commandos.

The presence of the Rangers in Bude in what would otherwise have been another austere, heavily-rationed wartime Christmas for the local people was a bonus. The Rangers, who were ordered to spend the festive season in the town rather than London, supplemented their host family’s meagre rations and shared the bounty of items available from the Post Exchange (PX, the US military equivalent of the NAAFI) that many civilians had not seen for several years.

After their first Christmas away from home, the Rangers moved to billets in Titchfield and the surrounding villages in Hampshire, conveniently close to HMS Tormentor at Warsash, from where the Commando Group’s landing craft operated. Rumours were soon circulating that this was planned in order that they could take part in raids on the enemy-held coast. Indeed, such a raid was in preparation with Calais being the objective for two Ranger companies in late January, but due to heavy seas the raid was cancelled, much to the frustration of the ninety-four Rangers who had been training hard for the mission. Another raid on the Channel Island of Herm was similarly called off, with frustration mounting.

Training continued with the emphasis on amphibious landings, attack and reconnaissance tasks once ashore and in early February the Rangers moved to the Isle of Wight to incorporate climbing the chalk cliffs of Freshwater Bay in their training.
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Major Max Schneider.



Meanwhile, the 5th Ranger Battalion, after struggling to find men of sufficient quality, was activated on 1 September 1943 at Camp Forrest under the command of Major Carter. Following a very similar package of training to the 2nd Battalion they followed the 2nd Rangers to England, where Major Max Schneider took command. He had been executive officer (second-in-command) of the 4th Rangers in Sicily and Italy where the battalion suffered very heavy casualties in the Battle of Cisterna, a failed attempt to break out of the Anzio beachhead. The 4th Battalion was disbanded and, consequently, Schneider was available for reassignment, bringing vital combat experience to the Ranger Force in North-West Europe.
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