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British 5.5in. (140mm) medium
gun firing in support of
Operation Bluecoat north of the
River Orne. This type of gun fired
a 45kg shell to a maximum range

of 14,800 metres. Each medium
regiment had 16 of these guns.
(Imperial War Museum, B9174)




American infantry checks out a
dead German soldier on the
outskirts of St L6. The fighting to
capture the town was among the
worst that US First Army
endured during the entire
Normandy campaign. (US
National Archives)

ORIGINS OF
THE BATTLE

¢ istory has shown that the Allied landings in Normandy on 6 June
- 1944, Operation Overlord, were a great success. A firm lodgement
N was gained by British, Canadian and American forces that day,
which the Germans proved incapable of eliminating. The landings were
achieved with fewer casualties than had been expected, enemy
resistance was lighter than had been feared, and the Allies proved
capable of building up men and materiél within the beachhead faster
than the enemy’s ability to move his forces against the landings. None of
the original D-Day objectives were achieved on the day, however, and the
strategically important city of Caen remained in enemy hands.
Furthermore, the Allied forces were slow in expanding their lodgement,
with none of the Allied team willing to risk losing the
initiative, or worst still, being evicted from Normandy. Most of the first
few weeks were, therefore, spent containing the inevitable German
counterattacks against the lodgement and building up a firm base of
supplies and manpower.

The Allies then implemented the next stage of Overlord. For the
Americans this entailed the capture of Cherbourg and the clearing of the
Cotentin Peninsula. For the British, the thorny problem of the capture of
Caen and an advance onto the flat ground before Falaise dominated
their thinking. Montgomery, Commander British 21st
Army Group, knew that such an offensive against Caen
by his forces would attract fierce resistance from the
enemy, for a breakthrough there into what was good
tank country would leave the road open to Paris and the
whole of northern France. Montgomery’s efforts did
indeed attract the bulk of German Panzer forces that
were moving into Normandy against the landings. Set
piece attacks by the British to take the city of Caen or to
outflank it were all halted by German armour with little
new ground taken and a heavy toll of casualties suffered.
Caen did not fall until 9 July, and even then the
southern part of the city and the gateway to the Falaise
plain was still held by the enemy.

Cherbourg was captured on 27 June by the
Americans and they finally cleared the Cotentin
Peninsula two days later. General Omar Bradley’s forces
were then embroiled in bitter fighting amid the thick
bocage countryside of Normandy, where small fields,
sunken lanes, steep banks and high hedges created a
dense patchwork of natural defences that the Germans
used to full advantage. Advances were measured in
yards through countryside almost impenetrable to




tanks. Bradley’s next goal was the town of St Lo, which was to be used as
a springboard for the Americans’ great breakout battle, Operation
Cobra, with the aim of propelling their forces into Brittany and on to the
River Loire.

The struggle to overcome the German bocage defences and seize St
L6 lasted a gruelling five weeks, with the ruins of the town not falling to
the Americans until 18 July. Further to the east in the British sector,
Montgomery’s set piece battles to secure the whole of Caen and
manoeuvre on to the flat land to the south-east continued with a great
armoured attack, Operation Goodwood, in which he hoped to break
through onto the Falaise road. Goodwood ground to a halt after two days
with only minimal gains and the loss of over 400 tanks. These heavy
Allied material losses finally led Hitler to consider the possibility that the
Allied landings in Normandy were their main effort and that further
large-scale landings in the Pas de Calais region were unlikely. As a result,

Tiger tank from 101st SS-Heavy
Tank Battalion (schwere
SS-Panzer Abteilung 101). The
battalion was in action in
Normandy throughout the whole
of the campaign. This tank was
from Michael Wittmann’s 2nd
Company. (Bundesarchiv, 1011-
738-0217-18)

Armourers arming a Spitfire IX
with a 250lb bomb under each
wing and a 500lb bomb under
the centreline. The aircraft is
being prepared for a sortie from
an airfield in Normandy in
support of ground troops.
(Imperial War Museum, CL723)



The spectacular results of a
direct hit by a low-flying aircraft
on a German ammunition truck.
The destruction meted out by
marauding fighter-bombers
caused immense disruption to
enemy supply lines and forced
most German transport to move
by night. (Imperial War Museum,
HU52383)

some of the divisions held in reserve by German Fifteenth Army in the
Calais area were released and sent to Normandy.

By the end of July the situation in Normandy was gradually turning
in favour of the Allies. Since the beginning of the month there had been
no doubt that the lodgement was too strong for the enemy to eliminate,
but now the time had come to begin a breakout. Montgomery
continued his strategy of drawing the bulk of the enemy’s armoured
formations over to the British sector to weaken those forces facing the
Americans in the west. Throughout July Monty ordered Lieutenant-
General Dempsey’s Second Army to continue with its offensives, both
large major operations and smaller repositioning attacks, to tie down
German tank divisions. Towards the end of July Bradley was ready to
launch his big attack to shatter the German line in the west.

Once Operation Cobra was under way, Montgomery would attack
simultaneously with both Second Army and the newly organised
Canadian First Army, commanded by General Henry Crerar, to prevent
the enemy switching his armour across to counter the Americans.
Montgomery knew these would be grinding, attritional battles against
the substantial Panzer forces facing him, but there was a hope that the
massive pressure being applied along the whole of the line might enable
the British to achieve a breakout of their own.
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CHRONOLOGY

1944

25 July General Omar Bradley’s US First Army launches its long awaited attack to break
the German line, Operation Cobra, which begins with a massive carpet-bombing raid
on enemy positions. This is followed by a ground attack by US VII Corps. Enemy
forces collapse under the weight of the American attack and by the next day are
being pushed aside by the armour of US VIII Corps.

27 July American forces break right through the German line and achieve a penetration of
ten kilometres (six miles).

30 July US 4th Armoured Division seizes the town of Avranches, and then captures the
bridge at Pontaubault intact the next day, opening the route into Brittany.

30 July Montgomery launches Operation Bluecoat with VIII and XXX Corps attacking
southwards towards Vire from the western side of the Biritish line. Good progress is
made by LtGen O’Connor’s VIl Corps and a clean breakthrough is achieved, but
progress gradually slows as German C-in-C, Generalfeldmarschall Gunther von Kluge,
shifts three Panzer divisions into the area to halt the attack. On the eastern flank, XXX
Corps, performance is disappointing and Montgomery later replaces both the corps
commander, LtGen Gerard Bucknall, and the commander of 7th Armoured Division,
MajGen George Erskine.

1 August US Third Army becomes operational under Gen George Patton and is launched
through the Avranches gap into Brittany and southwards towards the River Loire.

3 August Hitler orders von Kluge to assemble a strike force of Panzer divisions to attack
towards Mortain and Avranches, cutting off those American formations that have
advanced southwards towards the Loire and into Brittany.

4 August The German line in front of the British is shortened when von Kluge pulls out
his Panzer divisions and replaces them with infantry prior to the start of the Mortain
offensive. The new line now runs from the River Orne at Thury Harcourt, through Vire,

A group of German NCOs lead a
party of prisoners into Canadian
lines. Two of the men at the front
wear the Infantry Assault Badge
(rifle, eagle and oak leaf laurel)
on their left breast. This
decoration was awarded to
troops who had taken part in
three successful attacks on
three different days. (Harold G.
Aikman/National Archives of
Canada, PA-116509)

LEFT An American 81mm M1
Mortar firing in support of an
infantry attack in Normandy. The
mortar had a minimum range of
100 metres, a maximum range of
over 3,000 metres and could fire
a 3kg bomb. (US National
Archives)

RIGHT A convoy from a Canadian
field artillery regiment sends up
clouds of dust as it passes
through the rubble of Falaise on
17 August. The town had been
reduced to a ruin by the time
Canadian 2nd Division captured
it from the Panzergrenadiers of
the 12th SS-Panzer Division
‘Hitlerjugend’. (Ken Bell/National
Archives of Canada PA-145557)



American troops being welcomed
as liberators by the French
population. Most of the towns
and villages captured in the early
fighting had been bombed to
rubble, but as the German Army
began to collapse, whole areas
were seized without a fight,
much to the relief of the French
population. (US National
Archives)

The Polish cemetery at
Langannerie just to the west of
the Caen-Falaise highway, close
to where the Polish 1st
Armoured Division entered the
battle. (Ken Ford)

and then southwards past Avranches. Its realignment allows British XII Corps in the
north to advance rapidly across to the Orne south of Caen.

7 August Operation Totalise is launched by Canadian Il Corps after a heavy bombing raid
on German defences south of Caen. The Canadians attack along the line of the
Caen-Falaise road but are stopped after three days of fighting by a scratch force of |l
SS-Panzer Corps. Operation Llittich, the German armoured counterattack at Mortain,
begins but is aimost immediately halted by the Americans with few enemy gains.
Further attacks over successive days fail to achieve the breakthrough required by
Hitler and the Panzer forces are driven back by the Americans.

8 August Patton’s forces liberate Le Mans. Bradley orders Patton to turn his XV Corps
northward to Argentan to meet up with the Canadians who are pushing southwards
towards Falaise to cut off German Seventh and Fifth Panzer Armies in a pocket.

12 August Major-General Haislip’s XV Corps reaches the outskirts of Argentan and is
ordered to halt there to await the arrival of the Canadians. However, as Operation
Totalise winds up, the latter are bogged down 55 kilometres to the north near Falaise.
General Courtney Hodges, now in command of US First Army, and Gen Dempsey,
Commander British Second Army, continue to press German Seventh Army from the
north and west. Hodges' men take Mayenne and then swing north-east to meet up
with US XV Corps to add further pressure on German Seventh Army, commanded by
Obergruppenfihrer Paul Hausser, from the south, while Dempsey’s forces strike
through the hilly area of the ‘Suisse Normande'.

14 August Canadian Il Corps launches a new attack towards Falaise, Operation
Tractable. Slow progress is made but Falaise is not reached until 16 August.

15 August Lieutenant General Jacob Devers’ US Sixth Army Group begins landing forces
in southern France in Operation Dragoon. Hitler now realises that his forces in
Normandy are in danger of being annihilated and orders a general withdrawal to the
River Dives. Generalfeldmarschall von Kluge goes missing after his staff convoy is hit
by Allied aircraft en route to Hausser's HQ. His mobile signals trucks are knocked out
and he remains out of touch with events for a whole day. Hitler suspects something
treacherous is afoot and replaces von Kluge with Generalfeldmarschall Walther Model
as C-in-C (West).

16 August Patton’s forces liberate Orléans and reach Chartres two days later.

17 August Patton’s 79th Division reaches the River Seine and seizes a bridgehead across
the river on 19 August.

18 August The German escape route from the shrinking Falaise pocket is now confined
to the area between Trun and Chambois along the route of the River Dives. The
outlook becomes even bleaker for the Germans when Trun is captured by the
Canadians and 1st Polish Armoured Division seizes Mont Ormel, leaving it overlooking
the German escape route through the valley of the Dives.

11
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19 August The Poles link up with Americans in Chambois and close the pocket, but lack
sufficient strength to seal it completely.

Night 19/20 August Most of the German commanders and troops within the pocket
attempt a large-scale breakout. Their escape to the east is blocked by MajGen
Maczek'’s Polish 1st Armoured Division on Mont Ormel and fierce fighting develops.

20 August German Il SS-Panzer Corps counterattacks towards the gap to help keep it
open. Polish 1st Armoured Division is surrounded on Mont Ormel, but supplied from
the air holds on in the face of heavy counterattacks.

21 August Additional Canadian and American troops arrive to strengthen the cordon

between Trun and Chambois and the gap is closed for the last time, finally ending any

hope of escape for the surrounded German troops.
25 August Paris is liberated and Dempsey’s Second Army makes its first crossing of the
River Seine at Vernon. The Battle of Normandy is over.

US infantry clearing an enemy-
held village on the approach to
St L6 in early July. The heavy
fighting encountered during the
fighting for the town slowed
down US First Army’s advance
to a crawl. The same determined
enemy resistance to British
Second Army’s attempts to take
Caen led some critics to fear
that the battle for Normandy had
reached a stalemate. (US
National Archives)



General Sir Bernard Montgomery
with his army, corps, and

divisi | commanders in
Normandy. Front row (left to
right) MajGen Thomas (43rd Div),
LtGen Bucknall (XXX Corps),
LtGen Crerar (Canadian First
Army), Gen Montgomery (21st
Army Group), LtGen Dempsey
(British Second Army), Air Vice
Marshal Broadhurst (83 Group,
2TAF), LtGen Ritchie (XIl Corps).
Second row (left to right) MajGen
Bullen Smith (51st Div), MajGen
Keller (Canadian 3rd Div),
MajGen Graham (50th Div),
MajGen Roberts (11th Armoured
Div), LtGen O’Connor (VIIl Corps),
MajGen Barker (49th Div), LtGen
Crocker (I Corps). Back row (left
to right) MajGen Macmillan (15th
Div), MajGen Gale (6th Airborne
Div) and MajGen Erskine (7th
Armoured Div). (Imperial War
Museum, B5916)

OPPOSING
COMMANDERS

etween 6 June and the end of July 1944, the Allied team in

Normandy remained remarkably intact. No senior officers were

removed and replaced even though there was criticism at home
regarding the slow progress that the two armies were making in France. In
marked contrast to this, during the same period the German Commander-
in-Chief (West), GFM von Rundstedt, was replaced, Seventh Army
commander, Generaloberst Friedrich Dollmann, committed suicide, and
an army group commander (Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel) and
an army commander (General Geyr Freiherr von Schweppenburg)
replaced due to injuries suffered in Allied air attacks. Before the battle for
Normandy was finally over, another Commander-in-Chief (West) (von
Kluge) was replaced, later committing suicide, an army commander
(Hausser) was wounded by shell fire and another army commander
(Eberbach) captured by the British. Normandy was a very dangerous
posting for Germany’s senior commanders."'

ALLIED COMMANDERS

The Allied Supreme Commander, General Dwight D. Eisenhower,
maintained overall control of the Allied effort in Normandy. Direction
of the campaign on the ground was the responsibility of General Sir
Bernard Law Montgomery as commander of 21st Army Group. His two
army commanders, General Sir Miles Dempsey (British Second Army)
and General Omar Bradley (US First Army) led the British and
American contingents. All of these commanders had brought with them

a wealth of experience from campaigns in North

Africa, Sicily and Italy. Most of their corps and divi-
sional commanders had likewise seen extensive
action in those campaigns.

For two months the lodgement in Normandy
was too small an area in which to employ more than
two armies. As more ground was taken and the

attrition, Eisenhower began to assemble more and
more troops ready for the breakout. These were to
be contained in two new armies, which were to
become operational once room to deploy them
had been won.

1 For additional information on the German and Allied commanders in the
Normandy theatre during this period, see Campaign Series volumes 100 D-Day
1944 (1) Omaha Beach, 104 D-Day 1944 (2) Utah Beach and the US Airborne,
105 Sword Beach and the British Airborne, 112 Gold & Juno Beaches, 88
Operation Cobra 1944, and 143 Caen 1944.

German armies were worn down by a war of
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Lieutenant-General George S. Patton Jr. was to command US Third
Army, which was brought to Normandy ready to exploit the American
breakout into Brittany and north-west France. The 59-year-old Patton
was one of America’s most famous generals, having won an impressive
reputation as an aggressive commander in Tunisia and Sicily. During his
early career he had taken part in General Pershing’s punitive expedition
against Mexico in 1916 and stayed with the general as his ADC in France
in 1917. Patton led the US Army’s first tank engagement in the World
War I with 304th Tank Brigade. Between the wars he was one of the early
pioneers of tank warfare and rose to command 2nd Armored Division
in 1940. He headed the Western Task Force in the Torch landings in
Morocco, commanded US II Corps in Tunisia and helped to plan the
invasion of Sicily. Here Patton commanded US Seventh Army and
demonstrated his reputed vigour and aggression, but also displayed
some of his less admirable traits. In two incidents he ‘slapped’ American
servicemen in military hospitals suffering from battle fatigue. He was
passed over by his superior, Eisenhower, in favour of Omar Bradley as
commander of the US land forces in the Overlord invasion of France. He
did later redeem himself in the eyes of the Allied Supreme Commander
and was once again given an army command.

As Patton’s Third Army became operational, Gen Bradley would be
promoted to command of US Twelfth Army Group, with US First and
Third Armies under his direct command. Taking over US First Army from
Bradley at that point would be General Courtney Hodges, a West Point
class mate of Patton’s. Hodges had entered the army as an infantry private
in 1906 and was commissioned three years later. During World War I he
rose to command an infantry battalion. He remained in the service after
the armistice and spent the next 20 years climbing slowly up the chain of
command in the USA until he made Lieutenant General in February
1943. He then headed HQ Third Army preparing it for operational
service in France. In early 1944 he arrived in England as Bradley’s deputy
in US first Army. He had not seen active service since World War I but had
proved himself an able if unassuming administrator.

The Canadian Lieutenant-General Henry Crerar was to command
Montgomery’s other army in north-west Europe, Canadian First Army.
Crerar had served as an artillery officer in World War I, rising to the rank
of lieutenant-colonel. Between the wars he helped build and train

FAR, LEFT LtGen Brian Horrocks,
commander British XXX Corps.
Horrocks took over the corps
from LtGen Bucknall after XXX
Corps became bogged down
during Operation Bluecoat. He
was one of Montgomery’s most
trusted and reliable generals.
Monty had a high regard for
Horrocks who had served as a
corps commander with Eighth
Army in North Africa. (Imperial
War Museum, B9301)

LEFT MajGen L.O. Lynn,
Commander 59th (Staffordshire)
Division; LtGen Neil Ritchie,
Commander Xl Corps and
MajGen A.K. Ross, Commander
53rd (Welsh) Division in
conference at Ross’ HQ in
August. (Imperial War Museum,
B9165)

LtGen George Patton Jr (left),
LtGen Omar Bradley (centre) and
Gen Sir Bernard Montgomery,
(right) in jovial conversation after
Monty had presented medals to a
number of American officers on
6 July. Relations between these
generals were often very
strained, sometimes bordering
on outright hostility as the
campaign progressed. (Imperial
War Museum, B6551)



RIGHT MajGen Charles Foulkes,
Commander Canadian 2nd
Division, with his ADC in his
armoured car in Falaise. Foulkes
was later sent to Italy in
November 1944 to command
Canadian | Corps, then returned
with the corps to Holland in
February 1945 to join Canadian
First Army. (Michael M.
Dean/National Archives of
Canada, PA-132732)

FAR, RIGHT Senior commanders
of 21st Army Group: LtGen
Courtney Hodges (US First Army),
LtGen Henry Crerar (Canadian
First Army), Gen Bernard
Montgomery, LtGen Omar
Bradley (US 12th Army Group)
and LtGen Miles Dempsey
(British Second Army). Although
Bradley commanded his own
army group after 1 August,
Montgomery still retained overall
control of land forces until the
end of the battle of Normandy
when the Allied Supreme
Commander Gen Eisenhower
moved his headquarters to
France. (Imperial War Museum,
B9473)
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MajGen J. Lawton Collins,
Commander of US VIl Corps,
which undertook the main effort
in Operation Cobra. Collins had
received the nickname ‘Lightning
Joe’ during his service on
Guadalcanal in the Pacific. The
name was derived from the
shoulder patch of the 25th
‘Tropic Lightning’ Division which
he commanded. (Imperial War
Museum, 5919)

Canada’s small volunteer army. Crerar later held divisional and corps
command in World War II during periods of training, but had had only
two months’ battle experience as head of Canadian I Corps in Italy in
February and March 1944 before he took command of Canadian First
Army. Crerar’s army contained only one Canadian corps, its II Corps,
the remainder of its troops being British and Polish.

GERMAN COMMANDERS

During the Normandy fighting, Hitler was not only titular head of the
German Army, but also exercised great power over all major, and often
minor, decisions regarding the conduct of the campaign. The dictator’s
continual interference in the strategy and tactics in Normandy led to a
feeling of impotence in German High Command in the field.
Generalfeldmarschall Hans Giinther von Kluge was Commander-in-
Chief (West) and was responsible to Oberkommando der Wehrmacht
(OKW) in Berlin, but this in effect meant that he was answerable to
Hitler himself. Von Kluge had had a long military career and was among
the top five generals of the Army List when war broke out in 1939. He
had served in World War I and had remained a career officer rising to
Generalleutnant in 1935 and full General der Artillerie the following
year. He fought in the Polish campaign, in France and later in Russia
with his 4th Army where he gained a strong reputation as a sound and
shrewd strategist. He was promoted to Generalfeldmarschall in 1940.
Von Kluge was continually frustrated in Normandy by Hitler’s
insistence that no ground be given up and refusal to allow even tactical
withdrawals. Both von Rundstedt and Rommel had previously incurred
the Fihrer’s wrath by suggesting that Normandy should be abandoned
and a new line based on the Seine established. Behind this shorter line,
the Panzer divisions could be grouped and used in their correct role as a
mobile strike force rather than forced to act in a practically static
defensive role holding the overextended line in Normandy. When, on 19

July, Army Group B’s commander GFM Rommel was wounded by British

fighters, von Kluge also assumed direct responsibility for this formation in
addition to his role as C-in-C (West). Army Group B included German
Fifteenth Army, still based around Calais and in the Low Countries,
together with Seventh Army and Panzer Group West in Normandy. This

15
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ABOVE, LEFT Generalfeldmarschall Giinther von Kluge who took over as Commander-
in-Chief (West) from von Rundstedt in early July. Von Kluge had commanded 4th Army
in France and Russia, then replaced Bock in command of Army Group Centre on the
Eastern Front. Von Kluge performed extremely well in Russia and became one of
Hitler’s favourite field commanders. Von Kluge’s handling of the Normandy battle and
his loose association with the conspirators of the 20 July plot on the Fiihrer’s life led
Hitler to lose confidence in him and he was relieved of his command on 16 August and
summoned to return to Berlin. He committed suicide en route. (Bundesarchiv, 183-
2004-0524-500)

ABOVE, RIGHT SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Paul Hausser, Commander German Seventh
Army. Hausser was the first SS general to command an army and took over in
Normandy against the wishes of both GFM Rommel and GFM von Rundstedt.
Nevertheless, he was well respected as a result of his performance in Russia and was
regarded by Guderian as one of the outstanding German commanders of the war. He
was wounded during his escape from the encirclement south of Falaise, but later
returned to command Army Group G towards the end of the war. (Bundesarchiv 146-
1977-093-33)

brought him closer to the fighting in Normandy and gave him direct
control of Seventh Army and Panzer Group West.
SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Paul Hausser was given command of German
Seventh Army, at the age of 64, on the death of Generaloberst Friedrich
Dollmann in early July. A former general in the Imperial army, Hausser
had retired from service in 1932 with the rank of Generalleutnant. In 1933,
when the forerunner of the Waffen-SS the SS-Verfiigungstruppe was being

formed, Hausser joined Himmler’s new organisation to take charge of

training. In 1941 he assumed command of the SS-Division (motorised)
‘Reich’ in Russia, and was wounded later that year, losing an eye. He later
commanded the II SS-Panzer Corps on the Eastern Front and took part in
the great tank battle at Kursk. He gained an impressive reputation in
Russia and even had the temerity to withdraw his surrounded corps from
Kharkov against Hitler’s orders. He redeemed himself by retaking the city
with the same troops four weeks later. In June 1944 he was in Normandy
leading II SS-Panzer Corps against the British. Both von Rundstedt and
Rommel opposed his elevation to command of Seventh Army, arguing that
such a post should be filled by a regular Wehrmacht general. Hausser was

General der Panzertruppen
Heinrich Eberbach, who had
commanded Panzer Group West
since early July. While a colonel
on the Eastern Front, his tanks
advanced over 128 kilometres in
a day to capture Orel from the
surprised Russians.
(Bundesarchiv, 146-1976-096-08)



SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Josef
‘Sepp’ Dietrich, Commander |
SS-Panzer Corps, was an old
comrade of Hitler from the days
of the Munich beer halls. He was
a brave and belligerent general
eager to obey the orders of his
Flhrer, but later became
disillusioned with Hitler’s
conduct of the battle in
Normandy. (Bundesarchiv, 183-
J06632)

the first SS officer to command a German field army. His performance in
Normandy justified Hitler’s decision to promote him and, despite being
severely wounded in the face by a shell fragment during the Falaise
fighting, he went on to command Army Group G at the end of the war.
Guderian described him as one of the most outstanding of the wartime
commanders.

General der Panzertruppen Heinrich Eberbach commanded Panzer
Group West (later renamed Fifth Panzer Army) in Normandy. He
succeeded Geyr Freiherr von Schweppenburg in control of most of the
Panzer divisions facing the Allies in France. Eberbach was an officer cadet
in World War I, rising to the rank of Oberleutnant attached to the Turkish
general staff. After the war he left the army and joined the police. In 1935
he rejoined the Panzer troops of the Wehrmacht and had risen to
command 35th Panzer Regiment by the outbreak of World War II. He later
fought in Russia and rose from the rank of Oberst to full general in four
years!

SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Josef ‘Sepp’ Dietrich commanded I SS-Panzer
Corps during most of the fighting, but later rose to command Fifth Panzer
Army towards the end of the Normandy fighting. He had been fighting
against the invasion since D-Day. He was one of Hitler’s oldest companions,
one of the first Nazi stormtroopers. He served in World War I as an enlisted
man and rose to the equivalent rank of sergeantmajor. Dietrich was a
rough and ready soldier with more that a touch of the ‘bully boy’ about
him. His rise in the Nazi hierarchy was mainly due to his close association
with Hitler — bodyguard and chauffeur — and his ability to carry out his
leader’s wishes. He took part in the purge of Ernst Rohm'’s SA Brownshirts
in June 1934, during the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ and was involved in
the summary executions of many of the SA’s senior leaders. Dietrich led
the motorised Infantry Regiment ‘Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler’ in France in
1940 and then in Greece and Russia. The unit earned a formidable combat
reputation during the fighting in Russia. In 1944 he brought the I
SS-Panzer Corps to France and was in action with the British immediately
after the D-Day landings. Dietrich continued to prosper both during and
after the Normandy campaign, rising to command Fifth Panzer Army and
then Sixth SS-Panzer Army in the Ardennes and Hungary. Dietrich was a
great admirer of Hitler, but became a stern critic of his Fiihrer’s military
abilities towards the end in Normandy. Dietrich’s own capabilities as a
senior commander also drew criticism, with most of his contemporaries
believing he had been promoted beyond his abilities.

Many of the German division and corps commanders in Normandy had
acquired a great deal of experience on active service on the Eastern Front
and elsewhere. Several of their senior commanders were men of proven
ability, including SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Willi Bittrich, commander II
SS-Panzer Corps, who had fought in Russia with the SS-Division ‘Reich’ and
SS-Panzergrenadier Division ‘Hohenstaufen’, and Generalleutnant Fritz
Bayerlein, commander Panzer Lehr Division, who had served on
Guderian’s staff in Russia and Rommel’s in North Africa.
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OPPOSING FORCES

fter almost two months of combat with the Allied forces, the

German Army in Normandy was reaching crisis point. It was

proving to be no match for its modern mechanised American
and British adversaries. Although the fighting in Normandy had already
demonstrated that the German forces were still capable of determined
resistance and certainly had some skill in defensive fighting, the overall
quality of the German Army in the West had deteriorated markedly.
Although some of Germany’s most powerful units had been sent to the
Normandy Front in the immediate aftermath of the invasion, many of
those units fighting alongside them had suffered as a result of the savage
fighting on the Eastern Front. Even those units that had not served in
Russia had often seen the best of their personnel and equipment
stripped away in desperate attempts to make good the horrendous losses
suffered in the East.

2

GERMAN FORCES

Generalmajor Ruldolf-Christoph Freiherr von Gersdorff, Chief of Staff of
German Seventh Army, cited several reasons for the Germans’ failure to
match the Allies in Normandy. Firstly, he considered that the operations
staff in position on D-Day and the early part of June at army, corps and
division level consisted of many over-age officers who were not accustomed
to combat. The demand for senior officers on the Eastern Front and in
Italy had absorbed the best personnel. General Dollmann and the staff at
Seventh Army, for example, had not seen combat since the invasion of
France in 1940. They had no practical knowledge of modern armoured
warfare and the organisation and practices of their staff had not adapted
to the changes in warfare over the last four years. Their reactions to an
invasion by a highly mechanised and powerfully supported Allied army
were slow and predictable. A programme of replacing many of these
unsuitable commanders was begun early in 1944, but was still far from
complete by the middle of the summer.

Another important factor was that the overwhelming majority of
German infantry divisions were so-called static divisions, mainly formed
for coast defence and garrison duties. Their ranks included many second-
rate personnel or non-Germans whose loyalty to the Reich was
questionable and who were not up to the demands of frontline combat.
Their equipment and transport was so inadequate that the units were
classified as unfit for mobile warfare. Most of their transport was horse-
drawn, even then the artillery regiments of these static divisions often did
not have the full complement of draught horses, but were only able to
move one battalion at a time with the aid of horse-team units. Gersdorff

Panzerkampfwagen VI Tiger | in
France from an SS unit. The
Tiger was present in Normandy
in relatively small numbers, but
its fearsome reputation resulted
in Allied soldiers describing
virtually every tank that attacked
them as being a Tiger. In the
foreground is a Volkswagen
amphibious car, the
Schwimmwagen. It first appeared
in Russia in 1942 as a light
reconnaissance vehicle capable
of dealing with the many streams
and rivers that dotted the
countryside. (Bundesarchiv,
1011-299-1804-06)



Most Allied casualties in
Normandy were as a result of
mortar fire. Here the crew of a
15cm German Nebelwerfer 41
are loading the weapon with six
34kg rockets. The Nebelwerfer
could discharge six rocket-
propelled mortar bombs in ten
seconds, and fire three salvos in
five minutes. It had a maximum
range of almost 7,000 metres.
(Bundesarchiv, 1011-299-
1821-27A)

A German gun-aimer protects his
ears as a Morser 18 21cm gun
fires towards the British lines
from its field position east of the
River Orne. This heavy artillery
piece could fire a 113kg shell a
maximum distance of 18,700
metres. The difficulty in
transporting a gun of this size
made it vulnerable to Allied
spotter aircraft and counter
battery fire. (Bundesarchiv,
1011-721-0377-37A)

points out that some of the units were equipped with a variety of weapons
of foreign manufacture with the corresponding complications for supply
of ammunition and spares. Their anti-tank and anti-aircraft equipment
was, in Gersdorff’s words, ‘utterly inadequate, obsolete and unsuited to
large-scale combat.’

The overwhelming Allied air superiority was also a key factor in
tipping the scales against the German forces in Normandy. The
Luftwaffe was unable to play even a modest role in supporting German
forces in the fighting. Luftwaffe strength had never recovered from the
punishing assault on its airfields and aircraft by Allied air power in the
run up to D-Day. In addition, the bulk of what was left of its strength was
heavily committed to trying to counter the increasingly intense Allied
bombing campaign against the Reich itself. Their mastery of the air
allowed the Allied air forces to attack German lines of communication
and supply with impunity, compounding the supply crisis that plagued
the German Army in France. It also rendered daytime movement by
German units all but impossible.
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In addition to those units involved in the
fighting, a further German infantry corps,
XXV Corps, was committed to the defence of
Brittany. This corps contained four divisions,
but all of these divisions had been obliged to
provide troops to Seventh Army, usually rein-
forced regimental combat teams of between a
third and half of their divisional strength. The
troops had been diverted to Normandy in July
on the basis that a further Allied landing in
Brittany was unlikely. The remaining German
garrison in Brittany was therefore relieved of
its obligation to guard the coastline against
invasion. With the weakening of the forces sta-
tioned there, OKW directed that the fortified Brittany ports of Brest, St
Malo, St Nazaire and Lorient be maintained at a specified level to
prevent them falling into Allied hands. The 319th Infantry Division,
commanded by Generalleutnant Graf Schmettow, was, however, to be
left in position garrisoning the Channel Islands. Repeated requests by
Seventh Army for its release were all rejected; Hitler would not willingly
give up the one area of British territory that he had conquered.

The two German armies confronting the Allies in Normandy were of
entirely different composition. On the western side of the battlefield
German Seventh Army contained a preponderance of infantry divisions
with few armoured formations. On 24 July, just before the start of the
Allied breakout battles, SS-Obergruppenfiithrer Paul Hausser’s Seventh
Army fielded ten divisions, of which just three were armoured. By
contrast, on the eastern side, General der Panzertruppen Eberbach’s
Panzer Group West (retitled Fifth Panzer Army on 1 August) had 13
divisions, seven of them Panzer formations.

Two months of heavy fighting in Normandy had reduced the strength
of all German divisions both in men and matériel. The war on the Eastern
Front was consuming manpower and machinery at an unsustainable rate.
Further fighting in Italy and the need to garrison all the occupied
territories from Norway to Greece also drained resources. Calls for
reinforcement and replenishment by von Kluge in Normandy bought little
response from OKW because there were just not enough resources to go
around. It was proving impossible to replace the losses on all fronts. Every
man, tank and gun lost in the fighting in Normandy was being keenly felt.

The paucity of reinforcements and supplies affected the way German
units were deployed. Those that were in the line usually fought with
remarkable skill and resilience. The front line was often held with static
troops with a secondary line manned by stronger forces situated
somewhat further back. Allied attacks were invariably followed by
determined enemy counterattacks timed to catch the advance just as its
troops were beginning to consolidate their gains.

German artillery, while not matching the levels enjoyed by the British
and Americans, was efficient and present in sufficient numbers. The
presence of Luftwaffe III Flak Corps in Normandy with its large
complement of 88mm dual-purpose anti-aircraft/anti-tank guns gave the
divisions in the line a superb additional source of fire support, although
there was often some heated discussion between the army and the

A PzKpfw V Panther tank with its
long 75mm gun pointed to the
rear. The Panthers were in
Normandy in sufficient quantities
to take a heavy toll of Allied
armour. It was designed in
response to the Russian T-34
medium tank and incorporated
similarly sloped armour. The
Panther was considered as
probably the best of Germany’s
tanks. (Bundesarchiv, 1011-705-
0264-01)




Luftwaffe as to how the guns should be best used. This fire support was
supplemented by three brigades of multi-barrelled Nebelwerfer mortars,
7th 8th and 9th Werfer Brigades, which could both heavily disrupt
attacking infantry and inflict high casualties.

ORDER OF BATTLE

German forces in Normandy and north-west France, July-August 1944
The organisation of corps and divisions within the German Army in Normandy was fluid,
with units being switched to different sectors of the line in response to Allied attacks.
The order of battle below is therefore a ‘snapshot’ of the various armies, corps and
divisions in Normandy at the start of the Allied breakout battles on 24 July 1944.

C-in-C (West) — Generalfeldmarschall Glinther von Kluge
Army Group B — Generalfeldmarschall Glnther von Kluge

German Seventh Army - SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Paul Hausser
Il Parachute Corps - General der Fallschirmjager Meindl

3rd Parachute Division — General der Luftwaffe Schimpf

352nd Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Kraiss

LXXXIV Corps - General der Infanterie Dietrich von Choltitz
Panzer Lehr Division — Generalleutnantt Fritz Bayerlein
5th Luftwaffe Division — General der Luftwaffe Wilke
17th SS Panzer Division — SS-Oberflihrer Baum
2nd SS Panzer Division ‘Das Reich’ — SS- Oberfiihrer Heinz Lammerding
91st Airborne Division — Oberst Eugen Koenig
243rd Infantry Division — Oberst Bernhard Klosterkaemper
275th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Hans Schmidt
353rd Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Paul Mahimann

XXV Corps - General der Infanterie Fahrenbacher (Based in Brittany)
77th Infantry Division — Oberst Rudolf Becherer
265th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Walther Duewert
266th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Karl Sprang
319th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Graf Schmettow (Based in the
Channel Islands)
343rd Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Josef Rauch
2nd Parachute Division — Generalmajor Hermann Bernhard Ramcke

Panzer Group West (Later Fifth Panzer Army) -

General der Panzertruppen Heinreich Eberbach

LXXXVI Corps - General der Infanterie von Obstfelder
711th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Josef Reichert
346th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Erich Diester
21st Panzer Division — Generalmajor Edgar Feuchtinger
16th Luftwaffe Field Division — Generalleutnant Karl Sievers

| SS Panzer Corps - SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Josef Dietrich
1st SS-Panzer Division ‘Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler’ — SS-Brigadefiihrer Theodor Wisch
12th SS-Panzer Division ‘Hitlerjugend’ — SS-Oberfihrer Kurt Meyer

11 SS Panzer Corps - SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Willi Bittrich
9th SS-Panzer Division ‘Hohenstaufen’ — SS-Oberflihrer Sylvester Stadler
10th SS-Panzer Division ‘Frundsberg’ — SS-Brigadefihrer Heinz Harmel
277th Infantry Divison — Generalleutnant Albert Praum

XLVII Panzer Corps - General der Panzertruppen Hans von Funck
2nd Panzer Division — Generalleutnant Heinrich von LUttwitz
276th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Kurt Badinski
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326th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Viktor von Drabich-Waechter
116th Panzer Division — Generalleutnant Gerhard Graf von Schwerin

Moving up at that time:
272nd Infantry Division — Generalleutnant August Schack
271st Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Paul Dannhauser
LXXIV Corps HQ — General der Infanterie Erich Straube

Arrived in Normandy before the end of the campaign:
9th Panzer Division — Generalleutnant Walter Scheller
89th Infantry Division — Oberst Roesler
85th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Kurt Chill
708th Infantry Division — Generalleutnant Hermann Wilck

ALLIED FORCES

In marked contrast to the woes of the enemy, Allied supplies and
reinforcements continued to arrive in Normandy at a prodigious rate.
Numbers of new divisions were being trained and equipped in the USA
ready for redeployment to Europe and the industrial resources of the two
strongest democracies in the world were dedicated to total war with their
factories and shipyards producing war materials at a rate the Germans
could only dream of. By the end of the campaign 2,052,299 men, 438,471
vehicles and 3,098,259 tons of supplies were landed in Normandy. For the
greater part of the fighting in Normandy troop reinforcements were
plentiful, but by the end of the battle the British Army was reaching its
manpower limits. Its numbers began to decline as the war went on,
resulting in the breaking up of divisions to replenish losses in other units.
The crisis of American manpower was not reached until much later in
the war.

From a purely numerical viewpoint, the Allies were absolutely
dominant. Eisenhower had two tactical air forces (RAF 2nd Tactical Air
Force and US 9th Air Force) directly supporting his ground forces and
could also call on the use of two strategic air forces (RAF Bomber
Command and US 8th Air Force). Armoured divisions and brigades had
their losses of tanks replenished as required — the British lost over 400
tanks in Operation Goodwood but all were almost immediately replaced,
keeping the three armoured divisions up to strength. Fuel, ammunition
and transport vehicles poured into the expanding
Allied beachhead through artificial harbours and
along miles of pipelines. The logistical support
given to the fighting forces was staggering.

After almost two months fighting in
Normandy many lessons had been learnt by both
sides. For the enemy, the complete Allied air
superiority meant all movement had to be carried
out with caution, particularly during the day, and
effective camouflage was essential to avoid the
attentions of Allied fighter-bombers. Allied forces
could move reasonably freely but German
ambushes were frequent. The fighting in the
close countryside of the bocage suited the enemy,
who forced the Allies into a slow, ponderous

A preserved Tiger tank, outside
Vimoutiers, still guards the spot
on the road where it ran out of
fuel after its escape from the
pocket in August 1944. (Ken
Ford)




An American 51mm anti-tank
gun in action in the thick
Normandy bocage near St Lé.
The 51mm gun was a direct copy
of the successful British 6-pdr
anti-tank gun and was widely
used in American infantry
divisions throughout the war. Its
2.83kg shell could penetrate
70mm of armour at 1,000
metres. (US National Archives)

American M8 Greyhound
armoured cars probe their way
through a recently captured
French village during the break-
out. The 7.6-ton M8 Greyhound
was the most widely deployed
armoured car in the US Army. It
had a top speed of 90kph and
was armed with a 37mm gun and
a ring-mounted .50in. Browning
heavy machine gun. The
Greyhound also saw service with
the British Army. (US National
Archives)

advance, with Allied casualty rates similar to those of World War 1. The
attacking infantry called upon heavy artillery support to blast gaps in the
enemy defences, but was often reduced to probing cautiously along each
lane and across each field in search of an unseen enemy. All the
advantages of air support, artillery and superior numbers often counted
for little on a battlefield where visibility was no further than the next
hedgerow. The fighting in the centre of the lodgement was an
infantryman’s war.

The advantage swung further in the Allies’ favour with the introduction
of two new armies into the action. On 23 July, after the slight gains south
of Caen made by Operation Goodwood had carved out a little more room
for manoeuvre, LtGen Crerar’s Canadian First Army was made
operational. Initially, Crerar took just British I Corps under command and
assumed responsibility for the sector on the eastern flank round Caen,
whilst Canadian II Corps remained with British Second Army. A little later
Canadian II Corps joined its parent organisation and eventually Crerar’s
army contained all the Canadian divisions in Normandy, the Polish First
Armoured Division and British I Corps.

In the American sector, LtGen George Patton’s Third Army became
operational on 1 August, combining with US First Army to form US
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Twelfth Army Group. General Omar Bradley then
assumed command of this new army group and was
replaced as commander of US First Army by LtGen
Courtney Hodges. Until Gen Eisenhower decided to
take direct command, however, Gen Montgomery
continued in operational control of both of the Allied
army groups in Normandy.

ORDER OF BATTLE

Allied forces, Normandy, July-August 1944
BRITISH ARMY?
C-in-C 21st Army Group — Gen Sir Bernard Law Montgomery

British Second Army - LtGen Sir Miles Dempsey
British VIl Corps - LtGen Richard O’Connor
Guards Armoured Division — MajGen Allan Adair
11th Armoured Division — MajGen G.P.B. ‘Pip’ Roberts
15th Scottish Division — MajGen G.H.A. MacMillan

British XII Corps - LtGen Neil Ritchie
53rd Welsh Division — MajGen R.K. Ross
49th West Riding Division — MajGen E.H. Barker
59th Staffordshire Division — MajGen L.O. Lyne

British XXX Corps - LtGen G.C. Bucknall (later LtGen Brian Horrocks)
British 50th Northumbrian Division — MajGen D.A.H. Graham
43rd Wessex Division — MajGen G. Ivor Thomas
7th Armoured Division — MajGen G.W. Erskine

Canadian First Army - LtGen Henry Crerar
Canadian Il Corps - LtGen Guy Simmonds
Canadian 2nd Division — MajGen Charles Foulkes
Canadian 3rd Division — MajGen Rod Keller
Canadian 4th Armoured Division — MajGen G. Kitching
Polish 1st Armoured Division — MajGen S. Maczek

British | Corps - LtGen John Crocker
3rd Division — MajGen L.G. Whistler
6th Airborne Division — MajGen Richard Gale
51st Highland Division — MajGen D.C. Bullen-Smith

US ARMY?
US Twelfth Army Group — Gen Omar Bradley

US First Army - LtGen Courtney Hodges
US V Corps - MajGen Leonard Gerow*

US VII Corps - MajGen Lawton Collins
3rd Armored Division — MajGen Maurice Rose
1st Infantry Division — MajGen Clarence Huebner
4th Infantry Division — MajGen Raymond Barton
9th Infantry Division — MajGen Manton Eddy
30th Infantry Division — MajGen Leland Hobbs

Inside the tented operations room of an RAF Group
Control centre in Normandy. Here army and air force
personnel work together to direct aircraft on to
targets identified by Visual Control Points (VCP) at
the front. The VCP usually consisted of an RAF and
an army officer in a half-track or scout car up with
the leading battalions, relaying back targets
requested by the infantry. The army officer was in
direct contact with Brigade and the RAF officer with
the Group Control Centre. This information allowed
sorties by low-flying fighter-bombers to be vectored
onto the targets. (Imperial War Museum, CL563)

Tank recovery and repair unit of Royal Electrical and
Mechanical Engineers (REME) at 8th Armoured
Brigade’s workshop. The men are unpacking a new
engine for one of the brigade’s Sherman tanks. The
stencilling on the packing case denotes it was for
an M4A1 Sherman, which means that the engine is
a Continental R-975 air-cooled radial engine similar
to that used in aircraft. (Imperial War Museum,
B8888)



A group of American Gls talk
tactics whilst they wait to be
called forward into the line. (US
National Archives)

US XIX Corps - MajGen Charles Corlett
2nd Armored Division — MajGen Edward Brooks
28th Infantry Division — MajGen Norman Cota

US Third Army - LtGen George Patton Jr

US VIl Corps - MajGen Troy Middleton
6th Armored Division — MajGen Robert Grow
2nd Infantry Division — MajGen Walter Robinson
8th Infantry Division — MajGen Donald Stroh
83rd Infantry Division — MajGen Robert Macon
29th Infantry Division -MajGen Charles Gerhardt

US XII Corps - MajGen Gilbert Cook
35th Infantry Division — MajGen Paul Baade
4th Armored Division — MajGen John Wood

US XV Corps - MajGen Wade Haislip
79th Infantry Division — MajGen Ira Wyche
5th Armored Division — MajGen S. Leroy Irwin
French 2nd Armoured Division — Général de Division Jacques Leclerc
90th Infantry Division — BrigGen Raymond McLain

US XX Corps - (MajGen Walton Walker)
7th Armored Division — MajGen Lindsay McD Silvester
5th Infantry Division — MajGen Stafford Irwin
80th Infantry Division — MajGen Horace McBride

2 This is the order of battle during the breakout battles of late July and early August.

3 With the arrival of Third Army in Normandy there was much shifting of divisions between corps and corps
between armies during the fluid days of the breakout. Given here is a representation of where the divisions were
during the period leading up to the forming of the encirclement and in the drive to the Seine.

4 US V Corps was pinched out of the fighting after Cobra and rejoined US First Army during closing of the Falaise-
Argentan pocket.




OPPOSING PLANS

ALLIED PLANS

he original pre-invasion plan called for Second Army to capture

Caen and the wide Falaise plain to the south, while US First Army

secured Cherbourg and the Cotentin Peninsula. Then, after a
short pause to reorganise, British and Canadian armies would break out
towards the Seine and Paris. The Americans would then force their way
into Brittany and capture the vital Atlantic ports, before swinging round
to the east to come alongside Montgomery’s forces. All of these
manoeuvres were expected to take place against an enemy that would
fall back gradually as superior force was applied to him. There never was
any thought of wide-sweeping movements by mobile forces; it was always
going to be a long slog.

These plans had to be amended slightly when Dempsey’s Second
Army failed to capture Caen, being drawn into a long period of very
costly fighting trying to take the city. Dempsey drew almost all of the
German armour to his sector as Panzer Group West tried to stop the
British achieving a breakthrough towards Falaise and the Seine. The
enemy saw the British efforts as the main danger and continued to resist
Montgomery’s attacks on this sector of the line with its most powerful
forces. Frustration at being confined to a relatively narrow area led to
criticism of Montgomery’s methods. This in turn changed the Allies’
original policy. Eisenhower came to believe that the main breakout
would have to be made in the west. Montgomery’s forces now had to
attract as much of the enemy strength to the British sector as possible
with large, set-piece attacks. Continuously switching pressure back and

PzKpfw VI Tigers of 2nd
Company, 101st Heavy SS-Tank
Battalion moving up to the front
in Normandy just after the
invasion. Company commander
Hauptsturmfiihrer Michael
Wittmann is alleged to be in the
lead Tiger, No 205.
(Bundesarchiv, 1011-299-1804-
07)



A headquarters’ tank of Polish
10th Cavalry Brigade, Polish 1st
Armoured Division, looking down
on the deployment of the brigade
in open country south of Caen.
(Imperial War Museum, HU52366)

forth along the line would force the enemy to maintain powerful forces
in the British sector to prevent a breakthrough. By tying down these
Panzer divisions, the British would allow the Americans to launch a
breakout battle in the west against lighter forces.

This left the infantry of German Seventh Army trying to contain the
Americans. After the capture of Cherbourg, Bradley began his moves
southwards, attempting to carve out a big enough beachhead to
accommodate the many new divisions arriving from the USA. These moves
were tenaciously resisted by the enemy, aided by the close countryside of
the Normandy bocage. Once St L6 had been captured, Bradley planned to
launch Operation Cobra, an attack on a narrow front with overwhelming
force to create a gap that could be exploited by his superior mobile forces.
At the right moment he would launch Gen Patton’s newly arrived Third
Army through the gap and drive into Brittany to capture the Atlantic ports.

While this was taking place at the western end of the line,
Montgomery would continue to plug away at Falaise with his new
Canadian First Army, all the while threatening to break through to the
Seine. Between these two operations, Dempsey’s Second Army would
push forward to guard the Americans’ left flank south of St L6 and
engage as many of the enemy as it could. With all of this pressure being
applied, von Kluge would have to begin to withdraw his armies towards
the Seine. A great opportunity would then open up for the Allies to
outflank his forces as they retired north-eastwards across France. Further
pressure would be applied to this withdrawal with new landings in the
south of France when Gen Jacob Devers’ 6th Army Group landed along
the Mediterranean coast near Cannes on 15 August. His US Seventh and
French First Armies would then advance up the Rhone valley towards
the German border against German Nineteenth Army, also threatening
to outflank German First Army stationed in central France and along its
Atlantic Coast.

Eisenhower’s ground forces would be supported every step of the way
by RAF 2nd Tactical Air Force and US Ninth Air Force. These both
contained ground-support fighter-bombers able to strike individual
targets as small as a single tank or vehicle as well as medium bombers to
attack larger targets and built-up areas. Eisenhower could additionally
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call on the support of the heavy strategic bombers of RAF Bomber
Command and US Eighth Air Force. Their Lancaster, Halifax, Flying
Fortress and Liberator bombers could carpet bomb wide tracts of land
prior to major operations, to saturate enemy positions with high
explosive. The employment of these strategic aircraft was a source of
controversy, however. They had a poor reputation for accuracy and were
involved in numerous ‘friendly fire’ incidents. The leaders of both these
air forces, Air Chief Marshal Arthur Harris and LtGen Carl Spatz, were
both unhappy about using their bombers as a battering ram for the
army, feeling that such raids interfered with the strategic bombing
programme against German industry, in their view a better use of their
aircraft and capable of winning the war in itself.

As the Allies planned their battles to break the German line, they
were confident that the enemy lacked any appreciable reserves and
knew that almost everything he had available was already in the front
line. The ‘Ultra’ team at Bletchley Park in England were decoding many
of the German radio messages: passing between: Normandy: and OKW
and their contents showed that von Kluge'’s forces were near to collapse.
Operation Cobra would break through the western flank of the line while
Montgomery held the attention of the bulk of German forces in the east.
If everything proceeded according to plan, the Germans in Normandy
would have to withdraw or face annihilation.

Once the Allies had landed in Normandy, the German Army’s original
plan was to fence them in and then to sweep them back into the sea.
When this proved to be impossible, all efforts were then directed just to
contain the beachhead while the new V (vengeance) weapons were
developed to attack Britain and to demoralise the nation into submission.

It soon became clear in late June to both of the senior commanders
in Normandy, Rommel and von Rundstedt; that the Allies were not

Sherman tanks of Canadian

4th Armoured Division moving
through a French town. The
performance of the division
attracted a lot of criticism during
its first battle along the
Caen-Falaise road and its
commander, MajGen Kitching,
was replaced by MajGen Foster
on 21 August 1944. (Ken
Bell/National Archives of Canada,
PA-135957)
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A PzKpfw V Panther under cover
in a Normandy orchard. After the
first few ks of the ir ion
German Panzer divisions were
rarely used in any concentration
in Normandy, but were

itted pi | to stiffen
local defences or in infantry/tank
counterattacks to retake lost
ground. The nature of the terrain
and the dominance of Allied
aircraft made large tank attacks
by the enemy impossible; they
often became no more than well-
armoured mobile pillboxes.
(Bundesarchiv, 1011-313-1004-
21)
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