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n
Cross-Channel Trip

Three days after the first Allied landing in France, 1 was in the
wardroom of an LCIL (Landing Craft, Infantry, Large) that was bobbing
in the lee of the French cruiser Montcalm off the Normandy coast. The
word “large” in landing-craft designation is purely relative; the wardroom
of the one [ was on is seven by seven feet and contains two officers’ bunks
and a table with four places at it. She carries a complement of four
officers, but since one of them must always be on watch there is room
for a guest at the wardroom table, which is how | fitted in. The Mmltm}lm
was loosing salvos, each of which rocked our ship; she was firing at a
German pocket of resistance a couple of miles from the shoreline. The
suave voice of a B.B.C. announcer came over the wardroom radio: “Next
in our series of impressions from the front will be a recording of an
artillery barrage.” The French ship loosed off again, drowning out the
recording. It was this same announcer, I think—I'm not sure, because
all B.B.C. announcers sound alike-——who said, a little while later, “We
are now in a position to say the landings came off with surprising ease.
The Air Force and the big guns of the Navy smashed coastal defenses,
and the Army occupied them.” Licutenant Henry Rigg, United States
Coast Guard Reserve, the skipper of our landing craft, looked at Long,
her engineering officer, and they both began to laugh. Kavanaugh, the
ship’s communication officer, said, “Now, what do you think of that?” I
called briefly upon God. Aboard the LCIL, D Day hadn’t seemed like
that to us. There is nothing like a broadcasting studio in London to give
a chap perspective.

I went aboard our LCIL on T hursday evening, June Ist. The litt}e
ship was one of a long double file that lay along the dock in a certain
British port. She was fast to the dock, with another LCIL lashed to her
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on the other side. An LCIL is a hundred and ffty-five feet long and
about three hundred dead-weight tons. A destroyer is a big ship indeed
by comparison; even an LST (Landing Ship, Tanks) looms over an LCIL
like a monster. The LCIL has a flat bottom and draws only five feet of
water, so she can go right up on a beach. Her hull is a box for carrying
men; she can sleep two hundred soldiers belowdecks or can carry five
hundred on a short ferrying trip, when men stand both below and top-
side. An LCIL has a stern anchor that she drops just before she goes
aground and two forward ramps that she runs out as she touches bottom.
As troops go down the ramps, the ship naturally lightens, and she rises a
few inches in the water; she then winches herself off by the stern anchor,
in much the same way a monkey pulls himself back on a limb by his tail.
Troop space is about all there is to an LCIL, except for a compact engine
room and a few indispensable sundries like navigation instruments and
anti-aircraft guns. LCILs are the smallest ocean-crossing landing craft,
and all those now in the European theater arrived under their own
power. The crews probably would have found it more comfortable sailing
on the Santa Maria. Most LCILs are operated by the Navy, but several
score of them have Coast Guard crews, Ours was one of the latter. The
name “Coast Guard” has always reminded me of the little cutters plying
out to ocean liners from the barge office at the Battery in New York, and
the association gave me a definite pleasure. Before boarding the landing
craft, I had been briefed, along with twenty other correspondents, on
the flagship of Rear Admiral John L. Hall, Jr., who commanded the task
force of which our craft formed a minute part, so I knew where we were
going and approximately when. Since that morning I had been sealed off
from the civilian world, in the marshalling area, and when I went aboard
our landing craft I knew that I would not be permitted even to set foot
on the dock except in the company of a commissioned officer.

It was warm and the air felt soporific when I arrived. The scene
somehow reminded me more of the Sheepshead Bay channel, with its
fishing boats, than of the jumping-off place for an invasion. A young
naval officer who had brought me ashore from the flagship took me over
the landing craft’s gangplank and introduced me to Lieutenant Rigg.
Rigg, familiarly known as Bunny, was a big man, thirty-three years old,
with clear, light-blue eyes and a fleshy, good-tempered face. He was a
yacht broker in civilian life and often wrote articles about boats. Rigg
welcomed me aboard as if we were going for a cruise to Block Island, and
invited me into the wardroom to have a cup of coffee. There was stand-
ing room only, because Rigg’s three junior officers and a Navy com-
mander were already drinking coffee at the table. The junior officers—
Long, Kavanaugh, and Williams—were all lieutenants (i.g.). Long, a
small, jolly man with an upturned nose, was a Coast Guard regular with
twenty years’ service, mostly as a chief petty officer. He came from
Baltimore. Kavanaugh, tall and straight-featured, was from Crary, North
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Dakota, and Williams, a very polite, blond boy, came from White Deer,
Texas. Kavanaugh and Williams were both in their gxtremeiy' early twen-
ties. The three-striper, a handsome, slender man thh prematurely white
hair and black eyebrows, was introduced to me by ngg as the C.O. of a
naval beach battalion that would go in to organize boat trafﬁf: on a
stretch of beach as soon as the first waves of Infantry had take_n it over.
He was going to travel to the invasion coast abgard our landing craft,
and since he disliked life ashore in the marshaling area, he had come
aboard ship early. The commander, who hgd a drawl hard ’to matgh
north of Georgia, was in fact a Washingtonian. He was an Annap(‘)hs
man, he soon told me, but had left the Navy for severql years to practice
law in the District of Columbia and then returned to it for 'the war. His
battalion was divided for the crossing among six LCILs, which would g0
in in pairs on adjacent beaches, so naturally he had much more detailed
dope on the coming operation than normally would come to, say, ﬁie
skipper of a landing craft, and this was to make conversations in the tiny
wardroom more interesting than they otherwise would have bee‘n.

Even before I had finished my second cup of cotfee, I realized that
I had been assigned to a prize LCIL; our ship was to beach at H Hour
plus sixty-five, which means one hour and five minutes after the first
assault soldier gets ashore. “This ship and No. X will be' the ﬁrst LCILs
on the beach,” Rigg said complacently. “The first men will goinin Sf]?all
boats, because of mines and underwater obstacles, and Navy dyemohtlon
men with them will blow us a lane through element C—that s sunken
concrete and iron obstacles. They will also sweep the lane of mines, we
hope. We just have to stay in the lane.” '

“These things move pretty fast and they make a fairly small target
bow on,” Long added cheerfully.

The others had eaten, but I had not, so Williams went out to tell the
cook to get me up some chow. While it was being prepared, I went out
on deck to look around.

Our landing craft, built in 1942, is one of the first class of LCILs,
which have a rectangular superstructure and a narrow strip of open deck
on each side of it. Painted on one side of the superstructure I noted a
neat Italian flag, with the legend “Italy” underneath so that there would
be no mistake, and beside the flag a blue shield with white vertical stripes
and the word “Sicily.” There was also a swastika and the outline of an
airplane, which could only mean that the ship had shot.dt,)wn a German
plane in a landing either in Sicily or Italy. Under Britain’s double sum-
mer time, it was still light, and there were several groups of sailors on
deck, most of them rubbing “impregnating grease” into shoes to make
them impervious to mustard gas. There had been a great last-_minute
furor about the possibility that the Germans might use gas against the
invasion, and everybody had been fitted with impregnated gear and two

A. J. LIEBLING " 487

kinds of protective ointment. Our ship’s rails were topped with rows of
drying shoes.

“This is the first time I ever tried to get a pair of shoes pregnant, sir,”
one of the sailors called out sociably as I was watching him.

“No doubt you tried it on about everything else, I guess,” another
sailor yelled as he, too, worked on his shoes.

[ could see I would not be troubled by any of that formality which
has occasionally oppressed me aboard flagships. Most of the sailors had
their names stenciled in white on the backs of their jumpers, so there
was no need for introductions. One sailor I encountered was in the
middle of a complaint about a shore officer who had “eaten him out”
because of the way he was dressed on the dock, and he continued after |
arnived. “They treat us like children,” he said. “You'd think we was the
pea-jacket navy instead of the ambiguous farce.” The first term is one
that landing-craft sailors apply to those on big ships, who keep so dry
that they can afford to dress the part. “The ambiguous farce” is their pet
name for the amphibious forces. A chief petty officer, who wore a khaki
cap with his blue coveralls, said, “You don't want to mind them, sir. This
isn’t a regular ship and doesn’t even pretend to be. But it’s a good working
ship. You ought to see our engine room.”

A little sailor with a Levantine face asked me where I came from.
When I told him New York, he said, “Me too—Hundred twenty-second
and First.” The name stenciled on his back was Landini. “I made up a
song about this deal,” he said, breaking into a kind of Off to Buffalo.
“I'm going over to France and I'm shaking in my pants.”

Through the open door of the galley, 1 could watch the cook, a
fattish man with wavy hair and a narrow mustache, getting my supper
ready. His name was F assy, and he was the commissary steward. He
appeared to have a prejudice against utensils; he slapped frankfurters and
beans down on the hot stove top, rolled them around, and flipped them
onto the plate with a spatula. | thought the routine looked familiar and 1
found out later that in his civilian days Fassy had worked in Shanty
restaurants in New York.

While I was standing there, a young seaman stenciled Sitnitsky
popped his head into the galley to ask for some soap powder so he could
wash his clothes. F assy poured some out of a vast carton into a pail of
hot water the boy held. “Not recommended for delicate fabrics,” ” the
steward read from the carton, then roared, “So don’t use it on your
dainty lingerie!”

Since the frankfurters and beans were ready, I returned to the ward-
room. There the board of strategy was again in session. The beach we
were headed for was near the American line, only a mile or two from
Port-en-Bessin, where the British area began. Eighteen vears before, I
had walked along the tops of the same cliffs the Americans would be
fighting under. In those days I had thought of it as holiday country, not
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sufficiently spectacular to attract le grand tourisme but beautiful in a
reasonable, Norman way. This illogically made the whole operation
seem less sinister to me. Two pillboxes showed plainly on photographs
we had, and, in addition, there were two houses that looked suspiciously
like shells built around other pillboxes. Our intelligence people had fur-
nished us with extraordinarily detailed charts of gradients in the beach
and correlated tide tables. The charts later proved to be extraordinarily
accurate, too.

“What worries me about landing is the bomb holes the Air Forces
may leave in the beach before we hit,” the commander was saying when
[ entered. “The chart may show three feet of water, but the men may
step into a ten-foot hole anywhere. I'd rather the Air Forces left the
beach alone and just let the naval guns knock out the beach defenses.
They’re accurate,”

The general plan, I knew, was for planes and big guns of the fleet to
put on an intensive bombardment before the landing. A couple of weeks
earlier, [ had heard a Marine colonel on the planning staff tell how the
guns would hammer the pillboxes, leaving only a few stunned defenders
for the Infantry to gather up on their way through to positions inland.

“We're lucky,” the commander said. “This beach looks like a soft
one.”

His opinion, in conjunction with frankfurters and beans, made me

happy.

We didn’t get our passengers aboard until Saturday. On Friday I
spent my time in alternate stretches of talk with the men on deck and
the officers in the wardroom. Back in Sicily, the ship had been unable to
get off after grounding at Licata, a boatswain’s mate named Pendleton
told me. “She got hit so bad we had to leave her,” he said, “and for three
days we had to live in foxholes, just like Infantrymen. Didn't feel safe a
minute. We was sure glad to get back on the ship. Guess she had all her
bad luck that trip.”

Pendleton, a large, fair-haired fellow who was known to his ship-
mates as the Little Admiral, came from Neodesha, Kansas. “They never
heard of the Coast Guard out there,” he said. “Nobody but me. I knew I
would have to go in some kind of service and I was reading in a Kansas
City paper one day that the Coast Guard would send a station wagon to
your house to get you if it was within a day’s drive of their recruiting
station. So I wrote 'em. Never did like to walk.”

Sitnitsky was washing underclothes at a sink aft of the galley once
when | came upon him. When he saw me, he said, “The fois’ ting I'm
gonna do when I get home is buy my mudder a Washington machine. I
never realize what the old lady was up against.”

Our neighbor LCIL, tied alongside us, got her soldier passengers
late Friday night. The tide was low and the plank leading down to our
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ship from the dock was at a steep angle as men came aboard grumbling
and filed across our deck to the other LCIL. “Didjever see a goddam
gangplank in the right place?” one man called over his shoulder as he
eased himself down with his load. 1 could identify a part of a mortar on
his back, in addition to a full pack. “All aboard for the second Oran,”
another soldier yelled, and a third man, passing by the emblems painted
on the bridge, as he crossed our ship, velled, “Sicily! They been there,
too.” So I knew these men were part of the First Division, which landed
at Oran in Africa in 1942 and later fought in Sicily. I think I would have
known anyway by the beefing. The First Division is always beefing about
something, which adds to its effectiveness as a fighting unit.

The next day the soldiers were spread all over the LCIL next door,
most of them reading paper-cover, armed-services editions of books.
They were just going on one more trip, and they didn't seem excited
about it. T overheard a bit of technical conversation when I leaned over
the rail to visit with a few of them. “Me, I like a bar [Browning automatic
rifle],” a sergeant was saying to a private. “You can punch a lot of tickets
with one of them.”

The private, a rangy middleweight with a small, close-cropped head
and a rectangular profile, said, “I'm going into this one with a pickaxe
and a block of TNT. It’s an interesting assignment. I'm going to work on
each pillbox individually,” he added, carefully pronouncing each sylla-
ble.

When I spoke to them, the sergeant said, “Huh! A correspondent!
Why don't they give the First Division some credit?”

“I guess you don't read much if you say that, Sarge,” a tall blond
boy with a Southern accent said. “There’s a whole book of funnies called
“Terry Allen and the First Division at El Guettar.””

All three men were part of an Infantry regiment. The soldier who
was going to work on pillboxes asked if I was from New York, and said
that he was from the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn. “I am only sorry
my brother-in-law is not here,” he said. “My brother-in-law is an M.P.
He is six inches bigger than me. He gets an assignment in New York. 1
would like to see him here. He would be apprehensive.” He went on to
say that the company he was with had been captured near the end of the
African campaign, when, after being cut off by the Germans, it had
expended all its ammunition. He had been a prisoner in Tunis for a few
hours, until the British arrived and set him free. “There are some nice
broads in Tunis,” he said. “I had a hell of a time.” He nodded toward the
book he was holding. “These little books are a great thing,” he said.
“They take you away. I remember when my battalion was cut off on top
of a hill at El Guettar, I read a whole book in one day. It was called
‘Knight Without Armor.” This one I am reading now is called ‘Candide.’
It is kind of unusual, but I like it. I think the fellow who wrote it, Voltaire,
used the same gag too often, though. The characters are always getting
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killed and then turning out not to have been killed after all, and they tell
their friends what happened to them in the meantime. I like the charac-
ter in it called Pangloss.”

Fassy was lounging near the rail and I called him over to meet a
brother Brooklynite. “Brooklyn is a beautiful place to live in,” Fassy said.
“I have bush Number Three at Prospect Park.”

“I used to have bush Number Four,” the soldier said.

“You remind me of a fellow named Sidney Wetzelbaum,” Fassy said.
“Are you by any chance related?”

Ileft them talking.

Our own passengers came aboard later in the day. There were two
groups—a platoon of the commander’s beach battalion and a platoon of
amphibious engineers. The beach-battalion men were sailors dressed like
soldiers, except that they wore black jerseys under their field jackets:
among them were a medical unit and a hydrographic unit. The engineers
included an M.P. detachment, a chemical-warfare unit, and some de-
molition men. A beach battalion is a part of the Navy that goes ashore;
amphibious engineers are a part of the Army that seldom has its feet dry.
Together they form a link between the land and sea forces. These two
detachments had rehearsed together in landing exercises, during which
they had traveled aboard our LCIL. Unlike the Coastguardsmen or the
Infantry on the next boat, they had never been in the real thing before
and were not so offhand about it. Among them were a fair number of
men in their thirties. I noticed one chief petty officer with the Navy
crowd who looked about fifty. It was hard to realize that these older men
had important and potentially dangerous assignments that called for a
good deal of specialized skill; they seemed to me more out of place than
the Infantry kids. Some sailors carried carbines and most of the engineers
had rifles packed in oilskin cases. There were about a hundred and forty
men in all. The old chief, Joe Smith, who was the first of the lot I got to
know, said he had been on battleships in the last war and had been
recalled from the fleet reserves at the beginning of this. He took consid-
erable comfort from the fact that several aged battleships would lay down
a barrage for us before we went in. You could see that he was glad to be
aboard a ship again, even if it was a small one and he would be on it for
only a couple of days. He was a stout, red-faced, merry man whose home
town was Spring Lake, New Jersey. “I'm a tomato squeezer,” he told me.
“Just a country boy.”

Cases of rations had been stacked against the superstructure for the
passengers’ use. The galley wasn't big enough to provide complete hot
meals for them, but it did provide coffee, and their own cook warmed up
canned stew and corned beef for them for one meal. The rest of the time
they seemed simply to rummage among the cans until they found some-
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thing they liked and then ate it. They ate pretty steadily, because there
wasn't much else for them to do.

Our landing craft had four sleeping compartments belowdecks. The
two forward ones, which were given over to passengers, contained about
eighty bunks apiece. Most of the crew slept in the third compartment,
amidships, and a number of petty officers and noncoms slept in the
fourth, the smallest one, aft. I had been sleeping in this last one myself
since coming aboard, because there was only one extra bunk for an
officer and the commander had that. Four officers who came aboard
with the troops joined me in this compartment. There were two sittings
at the wardroom table for meals, but we managed to wedge eight men in
there at one time for a poker game.

There was no sign of a move Saturday night, and on Sunday morn-
ing everybody aboard began asking when we were going to shove off,
The morning sun was strong and the crew mingled with the beach-
battalion men and the soldiers on deck. It was the same on board every
other LCIL in the long double row. The port didn'’t look like Sheepshead
Bay now, for every narrow boat was covered with men in drab-green field
jackets, many of them wearing tin hats, because the easiest way not to
lose a tin hat in a crowd is to wear it. The small ships and helmets pointed
up the analogy to a crusade and made the term seem less threadbare
than it usually does. We were waiting for weather, as many times the
crusaders, too, had waited, but nobody thought of praying for it, not
even the chaplain who came aboard in mid-morning to conduct services.
He was a captain attached to the amphibious engineers, a husky man [
had noticed throwing a football around on the dock the previous day. He
took his text from Romans: “If God be for us, who can be against us?”
He didn’t seem to want the men to get the idea that we were depending
entirely on faith, however. “Give us that dynamic, that drive, which,
coupled with our matchless super-modern weapons, will ensure victory,”
he prayed. After that, he read aloud General Eisenhower’s message to
the Allied Expeditionary Force.

After the services, printed copies of Eisenhower’s message were dis-
tributed to all hands on board. Members of our ship’s crew went about
getting autographs of their shipmates on their “Eisenhowers,” which
they apparently intended to keep as souvenirs of the invasion. Among
the fellows who came to me for my signature was the ship’s coxswain, a
long-legged, serious-looking young man, from a little town in Mississippi,
who had talked to me several times before because he wanted to be a
newspaperman after the war. He had had one vear at Tulane, in New
Orleans, before joining up with the Coast Guard, and he hoped he could
finish up later. The coxswain, I knew, would be the first man out of the
ship when she grounded, even though he was a member of the crew. It
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was his task to run a guideline ashore in front of the disembarking sol-
diers. Then, when he had arrived in water only a foot or two deep, he
would pull on the line and bring an anchor floating in after him, the
anchor being a light one tied in a life jacket so that it would float, He
would then fix the anchor—without the life jacket, of course—and re-
turn to the ship. This procedure had been worked out after a number of
soldiers had been drowned on landing exercises by stepping into unex-
pected depressions in the beach after they had left the landing craft.
Soldiers, loaded down with gear, had simply disappeared. With a guide-
line to hold onto, they could have struggled past bad spots. I asked the
boy what he was going to wear when he went into the water with the line
and he said just swimming trunks and a tin hat. He said he was a fair
swimmer.

The rumor got about that we would sail that evening, but late in the
afternoon the skipper told me we weren’t going to. I learned that the first
elements of the invasion fleet, the slowest ones, had gone out but had
met rough weather in the Channel and had returned, because they
couldn’t have arrived at their destination in time. Admiral Hall had told
correspondents that there would be three successive days when tide con-
ditions on the Norman beaches would be right and that if we missed
them the expedition might have to be put off, so I knew that we now had
one strike on us, with only two more chances.

That evening, in the wardroom, we had a long session of a wild,
distant derivative of poker called “high low rollem.” Some young officers
who had come aboard with the troops introduced it. We used what they
called “funny money” for chips—five-franc notes printed in America and
issued to the troops for use after they got ashore. It was the first time I
had seen these notes, which reminded me of old-time cigar-store cou-
pons. There was nothing on them to indicate who authorized them or
would pay off on them—ijust “Emis en France” on one side and on the
other side the tricolor and “Liberté, Egalité, Fraternite.” In the game
were three beach-battalion officers, a medical lieutenant (j.g.) named
Davey, from Philadelphia, and two ensigns—a big, ham-handed college
football player from Danbury, Connecticut, named Vaghi, and a blocky,
placid youngster from Chicago named Reich. The commander of the
engineer detachment, the only Army officer aboard, was a first lieutenant
named Miller, a sallow, apparently nervous boy who had started to grow
an ambitious black beard.

Next morning the first copy of the Stars and Stripes to arrive on
board gave us something new to talk about. It carried the story of the
premature invasion report by the Associated Press in America. In an
atmosphere heavy with unavowed anxiety, the story hit a sour note,
“Maybe they let out more than Stars and Stripes says,” somebody in the
wardroom said. “Maybe they not only announced the invasion but told
where we had landed. 1 mean, where we planned to land. Maybe the
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whole deal will be called off now.” The commander, who had spent so
much time pondering element C, said, “Add obstacles—element A.P.”
A report got about among the more pessimistic crew members that the
Germans had been tipped off and would be ready for us. The Allied high
command evidently did not read the Stars and Stripes, however, for Rigg,
after going ashore for a brief conference, returned with the information
that we were shoving off at five o’clock. I said to myself, in the great
cliché of the second World War, “This is it,” and so, I suppose, did every
other man in our fleet of little ships when he heard the news.

Peace or war, the boat trip across the English Channel always begins
with the passengers in the same mood: everybody hopes he won't get
seasick. On the whole, this is a favorable morale factor at the outset of
an invasion. A soldier cannot fret about possible attacks by the Luftwaffe
or E-boats while he is preoccupied with himself, and the vague fear of
secret weapons on the far shore is balanced by the fervent desire to get
the far shore under his feet. Few of the hundred and forty passengers on
the LCIL I was on were actively sick the night before D Day, but they
were all busy thinking about it. The four officers and twenty-nine men
of the United States Coast Guard who made up her complement were
not even queasy, but they had work to do, which was just as good. The
rough weather, about which the papers have talked so much since D
Day and which in fact interfered with the landing, was not the kind that
tosses about transatlantic liners or even Channel packets; it was just a bit
too rough for the smaller types of landing craft we emploved. Aboard our
LCIL, the Channel didn’t seem especially bad that night. There was a
ground swell for an hour after we left port, but then the going became
better than I had anticipated. LCTs (Landing Craft, Tanks), built like
open troughs a hundred feet long, to carry armored vehicles, had a much
worse time, particularly since, being slow, they had had to start hours
before us. Fifty-foot LCMs (Landing Craft, Mechanized) and hfty-foot
and thirty-six-foot LCVPs (Landing Craft, Vehicles and Personnel),
swarms of which crossed the Channel under their own power, had still
more trouble. The setting out of our group of LCILs was unimpressive
—just a double file of ships, each a hundred and fifty-five feet long,
bound for a rendezvous with a great many other ships at three in the
morning ten or fifteen miles off a spot on the coast of lower Normandy.
Most of the troops traveled in large transports, from which the smaller
craft transferred them to shore. The LCILs carried specially packaged
units for early delivery on the Continent doorstep.

Rigg turned in early that evening because he wanted to be fresh for
a hard day’s work by the time we arrived at the rendezvous, which was
to take place in what was known as the transport area. So did the com-
mander of the naval beach battalion. I stood on deck for a while. As soon
as I felt sleepy, 1 went down to my bunk and got to sleep—with my
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clothes on, naturally. There didn’t seem to be anything else to do. That
was at about eight. T woke three hours later and saw a fellow next to me
being sick in a paper bag and I went up to the galley and had a cup of
coffee. Then I went back to my bunk and slept until a change in motion
and in the noise of the motors woke me again.

The ship was wallowing slowly now, and I judged that we had arrived
at the transport area and were loafing about. I looked at my wristwatch
and saw that we were on time. It was about three. So we hadn’t been
torpedoed by an E-boat. A good thing. Drowsily, I wondered a little at
the fact that the enemy had made no attempt to intercept the fleet and
hoped there would be good air cover, because 1 felt sure that the Luft-
watfe couldn'’t possibly pass up the biggest target of history. My opinion
of the Luftwaffe was still strongly influenced by what I remembered from
June, 1940, in France, and even from January and February, 1943, in
Tunisia. I decided to stay in my bunk until daylight, dozed, woke again,
and then decided I couldn’t make it. I went up on deck in the gray pre-
dawn light sometime before five. I drew myself a cup of coffee from an
electric urn in the galley and stood by the door drinking it and looking at
the big ships around us. They made me feel proletarian. They would stay
out in the Channel and send in their troops in small craft, while working-
class vessels like us went right up on the beach. 1 pictured them inhabited
by officers in dress blues and shiny brass buttons, all scented like the
World’s Most Distinguished After-Shave Club. The admiral’s command
ship lay nearby. I imagined it to be gaffed with ingenious gimmicks that
would record the developments of the operation. I could imagine a terse
report coming in of the annihilation of a flotilla of LCILs, including us,
and hear some Annapolis man saying, “After all, that sort of thing is to
be expected.” Then I felt that everything was going to be all right, be-
cause it always had been. A boatswain’s mate, second class, named Bar-
rett, from Rich Square, North Carolina, stopped next to me to drink his
coffee and said, “I bet Findley a pound that we'd be hit this time. We
most always is. Even money.”

We wouldn't start to move, I knew, until about six-thirty, the time
when the very first man was scheduled to walk onto the beach. Then we
would leave the transport area so that we could beach and perform our
particular chore—landing one platoon of the naval beach battalion and
a platoon of Army amphibious engineers—at seven-thirty-five. A prelim-
inary bombardment of the beach defenses by the Navy was due to begin
at dawn. “Ought to be hearing the guns soon,” I said to Barrett, and
climbed the ladder to the upper deck. Rigg was on the bridge drinking
coffee, and with him was Long, the ship’s engineering officer. It grew
lighter and the guns began between us and the shore. The sound made
us all cheerful and Long said, “I'd hate to be in under that.” Before dawn
the transports had begun putting men into small craft that headed for

A. J. LIEBLING " 495 «

the line of departure, a line nearer shore from which the first assault
wave would be launched.

Time didn’t drag now. We got under way sooner than 1 had some-
how expected. The first troops were on the beaches. The battleship Ar-
kansas and the French cruisers Montcalm and Georges Leygues were
pounding away on our starboard as we moved in. They were firing over
the heads of troops, at targets farther inland, Clouds of yellow cordite
smoke billowed up. There was something leonine in their tint as well as
in the roar that followed, after that lapse of time which never fails to
disconcert me. We went on past the big ships, like a little boy with the
paternal blessing. In this region the Germans evidently had no long-
range coastal guns, like the ones near Calais, for the warships’ fire was
not returned. This made me feel good. The absence of resistance always
increases my confidence. The commander of the naval beach battalion
had now come on deck, accoutered like a soldier, in greenish coveralls
and tin hat. I said to him cheerfully, “Well, it looks as though the biggest
difficulty you're going to have is getting your feet in cold water.”

He stood there for a minute and said, “What are you thinking of?”

I'said, “I don’t know why, but I'm thinking of the garden restaurant
behind the Museum of Modern Art in New York.” He laughed, and 1
gave him a pair of binoculars I had, because I knew that he didn't have
any and that he had important use for them.,

Our passengers—the beach-battalion platoon and the amphibious
engineers—were now forming two single lines on the main deck, each
group facing the ramp by which it would leave the ship. Vaghi and
Reich, the beach-battalion ensigns, were lining up their men on the port
side and Miller, the Army lieutenant with the new beard, was arranging
his men on the starboard side. I wished the commander good luck and
went up on the bridge, which was small and crowded but afforded the
best view.

An LCIL has two ramps, one on each side of her bow, which she
lowers and thrusts out ahead of her when she beaches. Each ramp is
handled by means of a winch worked by two men; the two winches stand
side by side deep in an open-well deck just aft of the bow. If the ramps
don’t work, the whole operation is fouled up, so an LCIL skipper always
assigns reliable men to operate them. Two seamen named Findley and
Lechich were on the port winch, and two whom I knew as Rocky and
Bill were on the other. Williams, the ship’s executive officer, was down
in the well deck with the four of them.

We had been in sight of shore for a long while, and now I could
recognize our strip of beach from our intelligence photographs. There
was the house with the tower on top of the cliff on our starboard as we
went in. We had been warned that preliminary bombardment might
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remove it, so we should not count too much upon it as a landmark:
however, there it was and it gave me the pleasure of recognition. A path,
was to have been blasted and swept for us through element C and the
mines, and the entrance to it was to have been marked with colored
buoys. The buoys were there, so evidently the operation was going all
right. Our LCIL made a turn and headed for the opening like a halfback
going into a hole in the line. I don’t know whether Rigg suddenly became
solicitous for my safety or whether he simply didn’t want me underfoot
on the bridge, where two officers and two signalmen had trouble getting
around even without me. He said, “Mr. Liebling will take his station on
the upper deck during action.” This was formal language from the young
man [ had learned to call Bunny, especially since the action did not seem
violent as yet, but I climbed down the short ladder from the bridge to the
deck, a move that put the wheelhouse between me and the bow. The
upper deck was also the station for a pharmacist’s mate named Kallam,
who was our reserve first-aid man. A landing craft carries no doctor, the
theory being that a pharmacist’s mate will make temporary repairs until
the patient can be transferred to a larger ship. We had two men with this
rating aboard. The other, a fellow named Barry, was up in the bow.
Kallam was a sallow, long-faced North Carolinian who once told me he
had gone into the peacetime Navy as a youth and had never been good
for anything else since. This was his first action, except for a couple of
landings in Nicaragua around 1930,

The shore curved out toward us on the port side of the ship, and
when I looked out in that direction I could see a lot of smoke from ’What
appeared to be shells bursting on the beach. There was also an LCT
grounded and burning. “Looks as if there’s opposition,” I said to Kallam,
without much originality. At about the same time something splashed i117
the water off our starboard quarter, sending up a high spray. We were
moving in fast now. I could visualize, from the plan I had seen so often
in the last few days, the straight, narrow lane in which we had to stay
“On a straight line—like a rope ferry,” I thought. The view on both sidéé
changed rapidly. The LCT that had been on our port bow wag now oﬁ
our port quarter, and another LCT, also grounded, was now visible. A

number of men, who had evidently just left her, were in the water, some

up to their necks and others up to their armpits, and they didn’t look as
if they were trying to get ashore. Tracer bullets were sfﬂ'pping afound
them apd they seemed perplexed. What | hate most about tracers is that
every time you see one, you know there are four more bullets that vou
don’t see, because only one tracer to five bullets is loaded in a machine-
gun belt. Just about then, it seems in retrospect, [ felt the ship ground

I }ooked down at the main deck, and the beach-battalion men we-re
already moving ahead, so I knew that the ramps must be down. I could
hear Lpng shouting, “Move along now! Move along!,” as if he were
unloading an excursion boat at Coney Island. But the men needed no
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urging; they were moving without a sign of flinching. You didn't have to
look far for tracers now, and Kallam and I flattened our backs against the
pilot house and pulled in our stomachs, as if to give a possible bullet an
extra couple of inches clearance. Something tickled the back of my neck.
I slapped at it and discovered that I had most of the ship’s rigging draped
around my neck and shoulders, like a character in an old slapstick movie
about a spaghetti factory, or like Captain Horatio Hornblower. The rig-
ging had been cut away by bullets. As Kallam and I looked toward the
stern, we could see a tableau that was like a recruiting poster. There was
a twenty-millimeter rapid-firing gun on the upper deck. Since it couldn’t
bear forward because of the pilot house and since there was nothing to
shoot at on either side, it was pointed straight up at the sky in readiness
for a possible dive-bombing attack. It had a crew of three men, and they
were kneeling about it, one on each side and one behind the gun barrel,
all looking up at the sky in an extremely earnest manner, and getting all
the protection they could out of the gunshield. As a background to the
men’s heads, an American flag at the ship’s stern streamed across the
field of vision. It was a new flag, which Rigg had ordered hoisted for the
first time for the invasion, and its colors were brilliant in the sun. To
make the poster motif perfect, one of the three men was a Negro, Wil-
liam Jackson, from New Orleans, a wardroom steward, who, like every-
body else on the LCIL, had multiple duties.

The last passenger was off the ship now, and I could hear the stern
anchor cable rattling on the drum as it came up. An LCIL drops a stern
anchor just before it grounds, and pays out fifty to a hundred fathoms of
chain cable as it slowly slides the last couple of ship’s lengths toward
shore. To get under way again, it takes up the cable, pulling itself afloat.
I had not known until that minute how eager [ was to hear the sound of
the cable that follows the order “Take in on stern anchor.” Almost as
soon as the cable began to come in, something hit the ship with the solid
clunk of metal against metal—not as hard as a collision or a bomb blast;
just “clink.” Long velled down, “Pharmacist’s mate go forward. Some-
body’s hurt.” Kallam scrambled down the ladder to the main deck with
his kit. Then Long velled to a man at the stern anchor winch, “Give it
hell!” An LCIL has to pull itself out and get the anchor up before it can
use its motors, because otherwise the propeller might foul in the cable.
The little engine that supplies power for the winch is built by a farm-
machinery company in Waukesha, Wisconsin, and every drop of gaso-
line that went into the one on our ship was filtered through chamois skin
first. That engine is the ship’s insurance policy. A sailor now came run-
ning up the stairway from the cabin. He grabbed me and shouted, “Two
casualties in bow!” I passed this information on to the bridge for whatever
good it might do; both pharmacist’s mates were forward already and there
was really nothing else to be done. Our craft had now swung clear, the
anchor was up, and the engines went into play. She turned about and
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shot forward like a destrover. The chief machinist’s mate said afterward
that the engines did seven hundred revolutions a minute instead of the
six hundred that was normal top speed. Shells were kicking up water-
spouts around us as we went; the water they raised looked black. Rigg
said afterward, “Funny thing. When I was going in, 1 had my whole
attention fixed on two mines attached to sunken concrete blocks on
either side of the place where we went in. I knew they hadn't been
cleared away—just a path between them. They were spider mines, those
things with a lot of loose cables. Touch one cable and you detonate the
mine. When I was going out, 1 was so excited that [ forgot all about the
damn mines and didn’t think of them until I was two miles past them.”

A sailor came by and Shorty, one of the men in the gun crew, said
to him, “Who was it?” The sailor said, “Rocky and Bill. They're all tore
up. A shell got the winch and ramps and all.” I went forward to the well
deck, which was sticky with a mixture of blood and condensed milk.
Soldiers had left cases of rations lying all about the ship, and a fragment
of the shell that hit the boys had torn into a carton of cans of milk. Rocky
and Bill had been moved below decks into one of the large forward
compartments. Rocky was dead beyond possible doubt, somebody told
me, but the pharmacist’s mates had given Bill blood plasma and thought
he might still be alive. I remembered Bill, a big, baby-faced kid from the
District of Columbia, built like a wrestler. He was about twenty, and the
other boys used to kid him about a girl he was always writing letters to.
A third wounded man, a soldier dressed in khaki, lay on a stretcher on
deck breathing hard through his mouth. His long, triangular face looked
like a dirty drumhead; his skin was white and drawn tight over his high
cheekbones. He wasn’t making much noise. There was a shooting-gallery
smell over everything and when we passed close under the Arkansas and
she let off a salvo, a couple of our men who had their backs to her
quivered and had to be reassured. Long and Kavanaugh, the communi-
cations officer, were already going about the ship trying to get things
ticking again, but they had little success at first.

Halfway out to the transport area, another LCIL hailed us and asked
us to take a wounded man aboard. They had got him from some smaller
craft, but they had to complete a mission before they could go back to
the big ships. We went alongside and took him over the rail. He was
wrapped in khaki blankets and strapped into a wire basket litter. After we
had sheared away, a man aboard the other LCIL velled at us to come
back so that he could hand over a half-empty bottle of plasma with a
long rubber tube attached. “This goes with him,” he said. We went
alongside again and he handed the bottle to one of our fellows. It was
trouble for nothing, because the man by then had stopped breathing.

We made our way out to a transport called the Dorothea Dix, which
had a hospital ward fitted out. We went alongside and Rigg velled that
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we had four casualties aboard. A young naval doctor climbed down the
grapple net hanging on the Dix’s side and came aboard. After he had
looked at our soldier, he called for a breeches buoy and the soldier was
hoisted up sitting in that. He had been hit in one shoulder and one leg,
and the doctor said he had a good chance. The three others had to be
sent up in wire baskets, vertically, like Indian papooses. A couple of
Negroes on the upper deck of the Dix dropped a line, which our men
made fast to the top of one basket after another. Then the man would
be jerked up in the air by the Negroes as if he were going to heaven.
Now that we carried no passengers and were lighter, the sea seemed
rough. We bobbled under the towering transport and the wounded men
swung wildly on the end of the line, a few times almost striking against
the ship. A Coastguardsman reached up for the bottom of one basket so
that he could steady it on its way up. At least a quart of blood ran down
on him, covering his tin hat, his upturned face, and his blue overalls. He
stood motionless for an instant, as if he didn’t know what had happened,
seeing the world through a film of red, because he wore eveglasses and
blood had covered the lenses. The basket, swaying eccentrically, went
up the side. After a couple of seconds, the Coastguardsman turned and
ran to a sink aft of the galley, where he turned on the water and began
washing himself. A couple of minutes after the last litter had been
hoisted aboard, an officer on the Dix leaned over her rail and shouted
down, “Medical officer in charge says two of these men are dead! He says
you should take them back to the beach and bury them.” Out there,
fifteen miles off shore, they evidently thought that this was just another
landing exercise. A sailor on deck said, “The son of a bitch ought to see
that beach.”

Rigg explained to the officer that it would be impossible to return to
the beach and ordered the men to cast off the lines, and we went away
from the Dix. Now that the dead and wounded were gone, I saw Kallam
sneak to the far rail and be sicker than I have ever seen a man at sea. We
passed close by the command ship and signaled that we had completed
our mission. We received a signal, “Wait for orders,” and for the rest of
the day we loafed, while we tried to reconstruct what had happened to
us. Almost everybody on the ship had a battle headache.

“What hurts me worst,” Lechich said, “is thinking what happened
to those poor guys we landed. That beach was hot with Jerries. And they
didn’t have nothing to fight with—only carbines and rifles. T hey weren't
even supposed to be combat troops.”

“Idon’t think any of them could be alive now,” another man said.

As the hours went by and we weren’t ordered to do anything, it
became evident that our bit of beach wasn’t doing well, for we had
expected, after delivering our first load on shore, to be emploved in
ferrying other troops from transports to the beach, which the beach-
battalion boys and engineers would in the meantime have been helping
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to clear. Other LCILs of our flotilla were also lying idle. We saw one of
them being towed, and then we saw her capsize. Three others, we heard,
were lying up on one strip of beach, burned. Landing craft are reckoned
expendable. Rigg came down from the bridge and, seeing me, said, “The
beach is closed to LCILs now. Only small boats going in. Wish they'd
thought of that earlier. We lost three good men.”

“Which three?” I asked. “I know about Rocky and Bill.”

“The coxswain is gone,” Bunny said. I remembered the coxswain,
the carnest young fellow who wanted to be a newspaperman, who,
dressed in swimming trunks, was going to go overboard ahead of every-
one else and run a guideline into shore.

“Couldn’t he get back?” I asked.

“He couldn’t get anywhere,” Rigg answered. “He had just stepped
off the ramp when he disintegrated. He must have stepped right into an
H. E. shell. Cox was a good lad. We'd recommended him for officers’
school.” Rigg walked away for the inevitable cup of coffee, shaking his
big tawny head. I knew he had a battle headache, too.

A while afterward, I asked Rigg what he had been thinking as we
neared the coast and he said he had been angry because the men we
were going to put ashore hadn’t had any coffee. “The poor guys had
stayed in the sack as late as they could instead,” he said. “Going ashore
without any coffee!”

Long was having a look at the damage the shell had done to our
ship, and I joined him in tracing its course. It had entered the starboard
bow well above the waterline, about the level of the ship’s number, then
had hit the forward anchor winch, had been deflected toward the stern
of the boat, had torn through the bulkhead and up through the cover of
the escape hatch, then had smashed the ramp winch and Rocky and Bill.
It had been a seventy-five-millimeter anti-tank shell with a solid-armor-
piercing head, which had broken into several picces after it hit the ramp
winch. The boys kept finding chunks of it around, but enough of it stayed
in one piece to show what it had been. “They had us crisscrossed with
guns in all those pillboxes that were supposed to have been knocked off,”
Long said. “Something must have gone wrong. We gave them a perfect
landing, though,” he added with professional pride. “I promised the com-
mander we would land him dry tail and we did.” Long has been in the
Coast Guard twenty vears and nothing surprises him; he has survived
prohibition, Miami and Fire Island hurricanes, and three landings. He
1s a cheerful soul who has an original theory about fear. “] always tell my
boys that fear is a passion like any other passion,” he had once told me.
“Now, if you see a beautiful dame walking down the street, you feel
passion but you control it, don’t you? Well, if you begin to get frightened,
which is natural, just control yourself also, I tell them.” Long said that
he had seen the commander start off from the ship at a good clip, run
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well until he got up near the first line of sand dunes, then stagger. “The
commander was at the head of the line about to leave the ship when
young Vaghi, that big ensign, came up and must have asked him for the
honor of going first,” Long said. “T hey went off that way, Vaghi out
ahead, running as if he was running out on a field with a football under
his arm. Miller led the soldiers off the other ramp, and he stepped out
like a little gentleman, too.” The space where the starboard ramp had
once been gave the same effect as an empty sleeve or eye socket.

It was Frankel, a signalman who had been on the bridge, who told
me sometime that afternoon about how the wounded soldier had come
to be on board. Frankel, whose family lives on East Eighteenth Street in
Brooklyn, was a slender, restless fellow who used to be a cutter in the
garment center. He played in dance bands before he got his garment-
union card, he once told me, and on the ship he occasionally played hot
licks on the bugle slung on the bridge. “A shell hit just as we were
beginning to pull out,” Frankel said, “and we had begun to raise the
ramps. It cut all but about one strand of the cable that was holding the
starboard ramp and the ramp was wobbling in the air when I saw a guy
holding on to the end of it. I guess a lot of us saw him at the same time.
He was just clutching the ramp with his left arm, because he had been
shot in the other shoulder. I'll never forget his eyes. They seemed to say,
‘Don’t leave me behind.” He must have been hit just as he stepped off
the ramp leaving the ship. It was this soldier. So Ryan and Landini went
out and got him. Ryan worked along the rail inside the ramp and Landini
worked along the outside edge of the ramp and they got him and carried
him back into the ship. There was plenty of stuff flying around, too, and
the ramp came away almost as soon as they got back. That’s one guy
saved, anyway.” Ryan was a seaman cook who helped Fassy in the galley,
and Landini was the little First Avenue Italian who had made up the
special song for himself.

Along about noon, an LCVP, a troughlike ffty-footer, hailed us and
asked if we could take care of five soldiers. Rigg said we could. The craft
came alongside and passed over five drenched and shivering tank soldiers
who had been found floating on a rubber raft. They were the crew of a
tank that had been going in on a very small craft and they had been
swamped by a wave. The tank had gone to the bottom and the soldiers
had just managed to make it to the raft. The pharmacist’s mates covered
them with piles of blankets and put them to bed in one of our large
compartments. By evening they were in the galley drinking coffee with
the rest of us. They were to stay on the ship for nearly a week, as it
turned out, because nobody would tell us what to do with them. They
got to be pretty amphibious themselves. The sergeant in command was
a fellow from Cleveland named Angelatti. He was especially happy about
being saved, apparently because he liked his wife. He would keep repeat-
ing, “Gee, to think it's my second anniversary—I guess it's my lucky




* 502 » WRITERS ON WORLD WAR ii

day!” But when he heard about what we thought had happened to the
men we put ashore, he grew gloomy. The tanks had been headed for that
beach and should have helped knock out the pillboxes. It hadn’t been
the tankmen’s fault that the waves had swamped them, but the sergeant
said disconsolately, “If we hadn’t got bitched up, maybe those other guys
wouldn’t have been killed.” He had a soldier’s heart.

On the morning of D Day-plus-one, our LCIL was like a ship with a
hangover. Her deck was littered with cartons of tinned rations. There
was a gap where the starboard ramp had been and there were various
holes in the hull and hatches to mark the path of the anti-tank shell.
Everybody aboard was nursing a headache. We hung around in the
Channel, waiting for orders and talking over the things that had hap-
pened to us. The men in the engine room, which was so clean that it
looked like the model dairy exhibit at the World’s Fair—all white paint
and aluminum trim—had sweated it out at their posts during the excite-
ment on deck and the engine-room log had been punctiliously kept. On
the morning of D-plus-one, Cope, the chief machinist's mate, a tall,
quiet chap from Philadelphia, told somebody that from the order “Drop
stern anchor” to the order “Take in on stern anchor,” which included all
the time we had spent aground, exactly four minutes had elapsed. Most
of us on deck would have put it at half an hour. During those four
minutes all the hundred and forty passengers we carried had run off the
ramps into three feet of water, three members of our Coast Guard com-
plement of thirty-three had been killed, and two others had rescued a
wounded soldier clinging to the end of the starboard ramp. The experi-
ence had left us without appetite. I remember, on the afternoon of D
Day, sitting on a ration case on the pitching deck and being tempted by
the rosy picture on the label of a roast-beef can. 1 opened it, but I could
only pick at the jellied juice, which reminded me too much of the blood
I'had seen that morning, and I threw the tin over the rail.

By D-plus-one we were beginning to eat again. That morning I was
on the upper deck talking to Barrett, when we saw a German mine go
_off. It threw a column of water high into the air and damaged a ship near
it. German planes had been fiddling around above our anchorage during
the night, without bombing us; evidently they had been dropping mines,
We had seen three of the planes shot down. Barrett looked at the water
spout and said, “If we ever hit a mine like that, we'll go up in the air like
an arrow.” It was Barrett who had bet a pound, even money, that we
would be hit during the action. I asked him if he had collected the bet
and he said, “Sure. As long as we got hit whether I take the money or
not, I might as well take it.” In the wardroom, Kavanaugh, the commu-
nications officer, talked to me about Bill, one of the Coast Guard boys
who had been hit. Kavanaugh, who had censored Bill's letters, said, “Bill
began every letter he ever wrote, ‘Well, honey, here I am again.” " Long,
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the engineering officer, told me about a patch he had devised that would
expand in water and would close up any underwater holes in the hull,
and seemed rather to regret that he had had no chance to try it out. Rigg
kept repeating a tag line he had picked up from Sid Fields, a comedian
in a London revue: “What a performance! What a performance!” But the
most frequent subject of conversation among both officers and men was
the fate of the fellows we had put on the beach. We had left them
splashing through shallow water, with tracer bullets flying around them
and only a nearly level, coverless beach immediately in front of them
and with a beach pillbox and more of the enemy on a cliff inshore blazing
away with everything they had. We had decided that hardly any of our
men could have survived,

Late that afternoon our landing craft got an order to help unload
soldiers from a big troopship several miles off the French shore. We were
to carry the men almost as far as the beach and then transfer them to
Higgins boats. One of our ramps was gone and the other one was not
usable, and it would have been superfluous cruelty to drop a soldier with
a full pack into five feet of water, our minimum draught. We gathered
from the order that the Germans were no longer shooting on the beach;
this, at least, represented progress.

The soldiers who lined the decks of the transport, all eager to get
ashore at once, belonged to the Second Division; they wore a white star
and an Indian head on their shoulder flashes. A scramble net hung down
the port side of the vessel, and soldiers with full equipment strapped to
their backs climbed down it one by one and stepped backward onto our
landing craft. As each man made the step, two seamen grabbed him and
helped him aboard. It often took as much time to unload the soldiers
from a big ship as it did for the ship itself to get from Britain to the
Norman coast, and it seemed to me that a small expenditure on gang-
planks of various lengths and furnished with grapples, like the ones used
in boarding operations in ancient naval battles, would have sped these
transfers more than a comparable outlay for any other device could
possibly have done. While we were loading the men, a thirty-six-foot
craft approached us on the other side. There were two other thirty-six-
footers there side by side already. The newest thirty-six-footer got along-
side the outer one of the pair of earlier arrivals and the crew boosted up
a man who had been standing in the stern of the boat and helped him
on to the other craft. The man made his way unsteadily across both of
the intervening thirty-six-footers to us, and men on the boats passed his
gear, consisting of a typewriter and a gas mask, along after him. He was
in a field jacket and long khaki trousers without leggings. The clothes
were obviously fresh out of a quartermaster’s stores. He wore the war
correspondent’s green shoulder patch on his field jacket. His face and
form indicated that he had led a long and comfortable life, and his eves
betrayed astonishment that he should be there at all, but he was smiling.
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Some of our Coastguardsmen helped him over our rail. He said that he
was Richard Stokes of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, that he had been a
Washington correspondent and a music critic for many years, that he
had wanted to go overseas when we got into the war, and that he had
finally induced his paper to send him over. He had got airplane passage
to Britain, where he had arrived two weeks before, and had been sent to
the invasion coast on a Liberty ship that was to land men on D-plus-one,
“It seems just wonderful to be here,” Stokes said. “I can hardly believe
it.” He had been very much disappointed when he found out that be-
cause of the violence of the German resistance, the Liberty ship was not
going to land her passengers for a couple of days. The ship’s captain had
said to him, “There’s another crowd going ashore. Why don’t vou go
with them?” Then the skipper had hailed a boat for him. “And here |
am,” said Stokes. “It’s too good to be true.” He was sixty-one years old,
and the world seemed marvelous to him. He said he had never been in a
battle and he wanted to see what it was like.

We got all our soldiers—about four hundred of them-—aboard and
started in toward the same stretch of shore we had left in such haste
thirty-six hours before. The way in looked familiar and yet devoid of the
character it had once had for us, like the scene of an old assignation
revisited. The house with the tower on top of the cliff was now gone, I
noticed. The naval bombardment, although tardy, had been thorough.
Scattered along the shore were the wrecked and burned-out landing craft
that had been less lucky than ours. Several of our men told me they had
seen the LCT that had been burning off our port quarter on D Day pull
out, still aflame, and extinguish the fire as she put to sea, but plenty of
others remained. Small craft came out to us from the shore that had so
recently been hostile, and soldiers started climbing into them, a less
complicated process than the transfer from the troopship because the
highest points of the small craft were nearly on a level with our main
deck. I could see occasional puffs of smoke well up on the beach. They
looked as if they might be the bursts of German shells coming from
behind the cliff, and I felt protective toward Stokes. “Mr. Stokes,” I said,
“it seems to be pretty rough in there.” He didn't even have a blanket to
sleep on, and he didn’t have the slightest idea whom he was going to look
for when he got in; he was just going ahead like a good city reporter on
an ordinary assignment. He watched two boats load up with soldiers and
then, as a third came alongside—I remember that the name painted
inside her ramp was “Impatient Virgin”—he said, “Mr. Liebling, I have
made up my mind,” and went down and scrambled aboard, assisted
by everyboc}y who could get a hand on him. He got ashore all right and
did some fine stories. A couple of weeks afterward he told me, “]
}C()uid,flrt stand being within sight of the promised land and then coming
hack.
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There was nothing for us to do during the daylight hours of D-plus-
two, but toward eight o’clock in the evening we got an order to go out to
another troopship and unload more Second Division soldiers, who were
to be taken to a beach next to the one where we had landed on D Day.
The ship was an American Export liner. Several other LCILs were also
assigned to the job of emptying her. I was on our bridge with Rigg when
we came under her towering side, and the smell of fresh bread, which
her cooks had evidently been baking, drove all other thoughts from our
minds. Rigg hailed a young deck officer who was looking down at us and
asked him if he could spare some bread. The officer said sure, and a few
minutes later a steward pushed six long loaves across to our bridge from
a porthole at approximately our level. They were an inestimable treasure
to us. Everything is relative in an amphibious operation; to the four-man
crews who operate the thirty-six-foot LCVPs, which are open to the
weather and have no cooking facilities, an LCIL seems a floating palace.
They would often come alongside us and beg tinned fruit, which they
would receive with the same doglike gratitude we felt toward the mer-
chantman for our bread.

The soldiers came aboard us along a single narrow plank, which was
put over from the port side of the troopship to our rail, sloping at an
angle of forty-five degrees. We pitched continuously in the rough water,
and the soldiers, burdened with rifles and about fifty pounds of equip-
ment apiece, slid rather than ran down the plank. Our crew had arranged
a pile of ration cases at the rail, right where the gangplank was fastened,
and the soldiers stepped from the end of the plank to the top case and
then jumped down. We made two trips between the merchantman and
the small boats that night, and only one soldier fell, and was lost, be-
tween the ships during the whole operation. That, I suppose, was a good
percentage, but it still seemed to me an unnecessary loss. On our first
trip from ship to shore, while we were unloading soldiers into small boats
a couple of hundred vards off the beach, there was an air raid. The
soldiers standing on our narrow deck, with their backs to the deckhouse
walls, had never been under real fire before, but they remained impassive
amid the cascade of Bofors shells that rose from hundreds of ships. Much
of the barrage had a low trajectory and almost scraped the paint off our
bridge. On one ship some gunners who knew their business would hit a
plane, and then, as it fell, less intelligent gun crews would start after it
and follow it down, forgetting that when a plane hits the water it is at the
waterline. An anti-aircraft shell traveling upward at an angle of not more
than twenty degrees wounded a good friend of mine sleeping in a dugout
on the side of a cliff ashore a couple of nights later.

A beach-battalion sailor came out to us on one of the first small
boats from the shore. He was a big, smiling fellow whom we had brought
from England on our first trip to the invasion coast, one of “those poor
bastards” we had all assumed were dead. The cooks hauled him into the
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galley for sandwiches and coffee, and within a couple of minutes officers
as well as men were crowding about him. Nearly everybody we asked
him about turned out to be alive—the commander of the beach battal-
ion; Miller, the Army lieutenant; little Dr. Davey; Vaghi and Reich, the
poker-playing ensigns; Smith, the beach battalion’s veteran chief petty
officer; and others whom we had got to know on the ship. They had had
a rough time, the sailor said. They had lain for five hours in holes they
had scooped in the sand when they went ashore, while one or two Amer-
ican tanks that had landed shot at pillboxes and the pillboxes shot back.
Then some infantrymen who had landed in small boats at H Hour
worked their way up the beach and took the German positions, releasing
our friends from the position in which they were pinned down. They
were living on the side of a hill now and getting on with their work of
organizing traffic between ship and shore. It was very pleasant news for
us aboard the landing craft. We worked all night unloading soldiers, but
the Coast Guard crew didn’t mind: they were in a good mood.

Early the next day, D-plus-three, I thumbed a ride ashore to go
visiting. I hailed a passing assault craft, a rocket-firing speedboat, which
took me part of the way and then transferred me to an LCVP that was
headed inshore. The LCVP ran up onto the beach, dropped her bow
ramp, and [ walked onto French soil without even wetting my feet. This
was the moment I had looked forward to for four years minus nine days,
since the day I had crossed the Spanish frontier at Irin after the fall of
France. Then the words of de Gaulle—“France has lost a battle but not
the war"—were ringing in my ears, for I had just heard his first radio
speech from London, but I had not dared hope that the wheel would
turn almost full circle so soon. There was the noise of cannonading a
couple of miles or so beyond the cliffs, where the First Division was
pushing on from the fingerhold it had made good on D Day, but on the
beach everything was calm. T roops and sailors of the amphibious forces
had cleared away much of the wreckage, so that landing craft coming in
would not foul their hulls or anchor chains; metal road strips led up from
the water’s edge to the road parallel with the shore. Men were going
about their work as if there were no enemy within a hundred miles, and
this was understandable, because no German planes ever arrived to mo-
lest them as they unloaded vehicles and munitions for the troops up
ahead. To men who had been in other campaigns, when a solitary jeep
couldn’t pass down a road without three Messerschmitts” having a pass
at it, this lack of interference seemed eerie, but it was true all the same.
During the first week after the invasion began, 1 didn't see one German
plane by daylight. Almost in front of me, as [ stepped off the boat, were
the ruins of the concrete blockhouse that had fired at us as we ran in on
D Day. The concrete had been masked by a simulated house, but the
disguise had been shot away and the place gaped white and roofless. |
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had more a sense of coming home to the United States Army than to
France, for the first M.P. of whom I inquired the way to the command
post of the beach battalion said he didn’t know. This is S.O.P., or stan-
dard operating procedure, because a soldier figures that if he tells you he
knows, he will, at best, have trouble directing you, and if the directions
turn out to be wrong you may come back and complain. He has nothing
to lose by denying knowledge.

I walked along the beach and met a beach-battalion sailor. He was
cqually unknowledgeable until I convinced him that | was a friend of the
commander. Then he led me two hundred vards up a cliff to the place I
had asked about. The commander was not there, but a Lieutenant Com-
mander Watts and a Lieutenant Reardon, both New Yorkers, were. They
had gone ashore on another landing craft, but I had met them both
while we were in port in Britain awaiting sailing orders. They had landed
five hundred yards up the beach from us and had, of course, got the
same reception we got. The command post was installed in a row of
burrows in the face of the cliff from which the Germans had fired down
on the incoming boats and the beach on D Day; now it was we who
overlooked the beach. In the side of another cliff, which was almost at a
right angle to this one, the Germans had had two sunken concrete pill-
boxes enfilading the beach, and I realized that the crossfire had centered
on our landing craft and the others nearby. Meeting these men reminded
me of what the First Division soldier had said to me a few days earlier
about “Candide™ “Voltaire used the same gag too often. The characters
are always getting killed and then turning out not to have been killed at
all, and they tell their friends what happened to them in the meantime.”
Watts said that after they had left their landing craft, they had run
forward like hell and then had thrown themselves down on the beach
because there was nothing else to do. The forepart of the beach was
covered with large, round pebbles about the size, I imagine, of the one
David used on Goliath, and when the German machine-gun bullets
skittered among them the stones became a secondary form of ammuni-
tion themselves and went flying among the men. “We had infantry up
ahead of us, but at first they were pinned down too,” Watts said. “A
couple of tanks had landed and one of them knocked out a seventy-five
up on the side of the hill, but in a short while the Germans either
replaced it or got it going again. Then, after a couple of hours, two
destroyers came and worked close in to shore, although there were plenty
of mines still in there, and really plastered the pillboxes. The infantry
went up the hill in the face of machine-gun fire and drove the Germans
out of the trench system they had on the crown of the hill. T'll show it to
you in a couple of minutes. It’s a regular young Maginot Line. By night-
fall we felt fairly safe. We found out later from prisoners that the Three
Hundred and Fifty-second German Field Division had been holding
anti-invasion exercises here the day before we attacked. They had been
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scheduled to go back to their barracks D Day morning, but when scouts
told them about the big fleet on the way in, they decided to stay and give
us a good time. They did.” It wasn’t until a week later, in London, that |
found out that because of this untoward circumstance our beach and
those on either side of it had been the toughest spots encountered in the
landings, and that the losses there had not been at all typical of the
operation.

[ was delighted to discover Smith, the old chief petty officer, reclin-
ing in a nearby slit trench. He was looking very fit. He was forty-seven,
and [ had wondered how he would do in the scramble to the beach. He
had not only made it but had gathered a large new repertory of anecdotes
on the way. “A guy in front of me got it through the throat,” Smitty said.
“Another guy in front of me got it through the heart. I run on. I heard a
shell coming and I threw myself face down. There was an Army colonel
on one side of me, a Navy captain on the other. The shell hit. I was all
right. I looked up and the captain and the colonel was gone, blown to
pieces. I grabbed for my tommy gun, which I had dropped next to me.
It had been twisted into a complete circle. I was disarmed, so I just laid
there.”

While I was listening to Smitty, Reardon, talking over a field tele-
phone, had located the commander somewhere on top of the cliff, along
the German trench system, which had been taken over by the amphibi-
ous engineers as billets. Watts and [ decided to walk up and find him.
We made our way along the face of the cliff, on a narrow path that led
past clusters of slit trenches in which soldiers were sleeping, and got up
to the crest at a point where some Negro soldiers had made their bivouac
in a thicket. We followed another path through a tangled, scrubby wood.
The Germans had left numbers of wooden skull-and-crossbones signs on
the tree trunks. These signs said “Achtung Minen” and “Attention aux
Mines.” Whether they indicated that we had taken the enemy by surprise
and that he had not had time to remove the signs put up for the protec-
tion of his own and civilian personnel, or whether the signs were put
there for psychological purposes, like dummy guns, was a question for
the engineers to determine. Watts and I took care to stay in the path.

We found the commander, who was in good form. He said that he
had lost only a couple of the forty-five beach-battalion men who had
been on the landing craft with us but that in the battalion as a whole the
casualties had been fairly heavy. “Not nearly what I thought they would
be when I left that boat, though,” he said.

The trench system was a fine monument to the infantrymen of the
First Division who had taken it. | couldn't help thinking, as I looked it
over, that the German soldiers of 1939-4] would not have been driven
from it in one day, even by heroes, and the thought encouraged me.
Maybe they were beginning to understand that they were beaten. There
were no indications that the position had been under artillery fire and 1
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could see only one trace of the use of a flamethrower. As I reconstructed
the action, our fellows must have climbed the hill and outflanked the
position, and the Germans, rather than fight it out in their holes, had
cleared out to avoid being cut off. They had probably stayed in and
continued firing just as long as they still had a chance to kill without
taking losses. As the French say, they had not insisted. The trenches
were deep, narrow, and so convoluted that an attacking force at any
point could be fired on from several directions. Important knots in the
system, like the command post and mortar emplacements, were of con-
crete. The command post was sunk at least twenty-five feet into the
ground and was faced with brick on the inside. The garrison had slept in
underground bombproofs, with timbered ceilings and wooden floors. In
one of them, probably the officers’ quarters, there was rustic furniture, a
magnificent French radio, and flowers, still fresh, in vases. On the walls
were cheap French prints of the innocuous sort one used to see in
speakeasies: the little boy and the little girl, and the coyly equivocal
captions.

An engineer sergeant who showed us through the place said that the
Americans had found hairnets and hairpins in this bombproof. I could
imagine an Oberstleutnant and his mistress, perhaps the daughter of a
French collaborationist, living uneventfully here and waiting for some-
thing in which the Oberstleutnant had unconsciously ceased to believe,
something that he wished so strongly would never happen that he had
convinced himself it would happen, if anywhere, on some distant part of
the coast. I thought of the Frenchmen I had known in 1939, waiting in
a similar mood in the Maginot Line. The sergeant, a straight-featured
Jewish fellow in his late thirties, said, “Those infantrymen were like
angels. I tell you, I laid there on the beach and prayved for them while
they went up that hill with nothing—with bayonets and hand grenades.
They did it with nothing. It was a miracle.” That made me feel good,
because the infantry regiment involved had long been my favorite outfit.
The commander was sardonic about one thing. “You remember how I
used to worry about how my men would fall into bomb holes and drown
on the way in because the Air Forces had laid down such a terrific
bombardment?” he asked. “Well, I defy you to find one bomb hole on
this whole beach for a mile each way.”

The commander and Watts accompanied me back to the shore. On
the way, we stopped at a field hospital that had been set up under canvas.
There 1 talked to some Italian prisoners who were digging shelter
trenches. They were fine, rugged specimens, as they should have been,
because since the Italian surrender they had undoubtedly had plenty of
exercise swinging pickaxes for the Todt organization. Their regiment of
bridge-building engineers had been disarmed by the Germans in Greece
and the men had been given the choice of enrolling in Fascist combat
units or in labor service, they told me. They had all chosen labor service.
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They seemed to expect to be commended for their choice. They had
built many of the trenches in the district. “We wouldn't fight for Hitler,”
they assured me. I thought that the point had been pretty well proved.
Now they were digging for us. They said that all Germans were cowards.

We went down to the shore, and the commander, who, being beach-
master, was in charge of all traffic alongshore, hailed a Duck for me.
The Duck put me on an LCVP, which took me back to my ship. On the
way out, [ realized that I had not seen a single French civilian the entire
time ashore.

When I came aboard our landing craft, Long, the engineering offi-
cer, grinned at me.

“Did you notice a slight list, sometimes on one side, sometimes on
the other, the last two days?” he asked.

['said, “You mean the one you said must be on account of the crew’s
all turning over in their sleep at the same time?”

“Yes,” he said. “Well, today we found an open seam down in the
stern. She started to list that night the big bomb dropped next to us, but
you were sleeping too sound to get up. So maybe we'll go back to port.
She has no ramps, the forward anchor winch is sheered in half, and she
may as well go into the yard for a couple of days.”

The morning of D-plus-four, Rigg signaled the command ship for
permission to put back to Britain. As soon as the signalman blinked out
the message, every man on board knew there was a chance we would go
back, and even fellows who had expressed a low opinion of the British
port at which our flotilla had been stationed looked extremely happy.
While we were waiting for an answer to our request, an LCIL that acted
as a group leader, a kind of straw boss among the little ships, passed near
us, and the lieutenant on her bridge ordered us over to help tow a barge
of ammunition. We were to be paired with another LCIL on this job.
The barge, a two-hundred-and-fifty-tonner, was loaded with TNT, and
the idea was for one LCIL to make fast on each side of her and shove
her in to shore. The Diesel motors of an LCIL, although they can move
their craft along at a fair speed, haven’t the towing power of a tug. The
two L.CILs bounced about in the choppy sea for quite a while as we tried
to get towing lines aboard the big barge that would hold. Even after we
finally got started, every now and then the lines would snap; and we
would bounce against the side of the barge, as we put more lines aboard
her, with a crash that disquieted us, even though we had been told many
times that the explosive was packed so carefully that no jouncing would
possibly set it off. We were very happy when the barge grounded on the
beach according to plan and we could cast off and leave her. Just before
we had finished, the group leader came along again and an officer on her
bridge shouted over to us through a megaphone, “Report to control-ship
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shuttle service!” This meant that we were going back to Britain; control
ships organize cross-Channel convoys. We were not sorry to g0.

By Sunday, D-plus-five, when we at last got started, the water had
smoothed out so much that the Channel was like the Hyde Park Serpen-
tine. The flat-bottomed LCIL will bounce about in the slightest sea, but
today our craft moved along like a swanboat. The water was full of ration
cartons, life jackets, and shell cases, and on the way over we picked up
one corpse, of a soldier wearing a life jacket, which indicated that he had
never got ashore. Since German planes were dropping mines every
night, the lookout was instructed to keep a sharp watch for suspicious
objects in the water, and this was almost the only thing it was necessary
to think about as we loafed along. A seaman from Florida named Hur-
witz was lookout on the bow in the early morning. “Suspicious object off
port bow!” he would bawl, and then, “Suspicious object off starboard
quarter!” Most of the suspicious objects turned out to be shell cases.
Finally, Hurwitz yelled, “Bridge! The water is just full of suspicious
objects!”

The main interest aboard now was whether we would get to port
before the pubs closed, at ten o'clock in the evening. Long was getting
unheard-of speed out of his motors and it seemed that we would make
the pubs easily. Then we happened upon a British LCT that was all
alone and was having engine trouble. She asked us to stand by in case
her motors conked out altogether. We proceeded at four knots. When
the British skipper signaled to us, “Doing my utmost, can make no
more,” which meant that our chance of beer had gone glimmering, Rigg
made a gesture that for delicacy and regard for international relations
must have few parallels in navy history. He ordered a signal that may
someday be in schoolbooks along with Nelson’s “England expects every
man to do his duty.” “Never mind,” he signaled the crippled LCT. “We
would have been too late for pub-closing time anyway.”
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