JUNE 1944

Omaha Beach After D-Day
by Ernie PYIC

“And Yet We Gor On”

NORMANDY BEACHHEAD—(by wireless)—Due to a last-
minute alteration in the arrangements, I didn’t arrive on the
beachhead until the morning atter D-day, after our first wave
of assault troops had hit the shore.

By the time we got here the beaches had been taken and
the hghting had moved a couple of miles inlanfd. All ‘that re-
mained on the beach was some sniping and artillery fire, and
the occasional startling blast ot a mine geysering b{()\yn sand
into the air. That plus a gigantic and pitiful litter of wreckage
along miles of shoreline.

Submerged tanks and overturned boats and burned tmcks
and shell-shattered jeeps and sad little personal bclongnl'gs
were strewn all over these bitter sands. That plus the bodxes_
of soldiers lying in rows covered with blankets, the toes of
their shoes sticking up in a line as though on drill. And other
bodies, uncollected, still sprawling grotesquely in the sand or
half hidden by the high grass beyond the bcach.‘

That plus an intense, grim determination of Work—we:ary
men to get this chaotic beach organized and get gll the vxtz_ﬂ
supplies and the reinforcements moving more rapidly over it
from the stacked-up ships standing in droves out to sea.

* * x

Now that it is over it scems to me a pure miracle that we
ever took the beach at all. For some of our units it was casy,
but in this special sector where I am now our troops faced
such odds that our getting ashore was like my whipping Joe
Louis down to a pulp.

In this column I want to tell you what the opening of the
second front in this one sector entailed, so that you can know
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and appreciate and forever be humbly grateful to those both
dead and alive who did it for you.

Ashore, facing us, were more enemy troops than we had in
our assault waves. The advantages were all theirs, the dis-
advantages all ours. The Germans were dug into positions that
they had been working on for months, although these were
not yet all complete. A 100-foot bluff a couple of hundred
yards back from the beach had great concrete gun emplace-
ments built right into the hilltop. These opened to the sides
instead of to the front, thus making it very hard for naval fire
from the sea to reach them. T hey could shoot parallel with
the beach and cover every foot of it for miles with artillery
fire.

Then they had hidden machine-gun nests on the forward
slopes, with crossfire taking in every inch of the beach. These
nests were connected by networks of trenches, so that the
German gunners could move about without exposing them-
selves.

Throughout the length of the beach, running zigzag a
couple of hundred yards back from the shoreline, was an im-
mense V-shaped ditch 15 feet deep. Nothing could cross it,
not even men on foot, until fills had been made. And in other
places at the far end of the beach, where the ground is flatter,
they had great concrete walls. These were blasted by our naval
gunfire or by explosives set by hand after we got ashore.

Our only exits from the beach were several swales or val-
leys, each about 100 vards wide. The Germans made the most
of these funnel-like traps, sowing them with buried mines.
They contained, also, barbed-wire entanglements with mines
attached, hidden ditches, and machine guns firing from the
slopes.

This is what was on the shore. But our men had to go
through a maze nearly as deadly as this before they even got
ashore. Underwater obstacles were terrific, The Germans had
whole fields of evil devices under the water to catch our boats.
Even now, several days after the landing, we have cleared only
channels through them and cannot vet approach the whole
length of the beach with our ships. Even now some ship or
boat hits one of these mines every day and is knocked out of
commission.
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The Germans had masses of those great six—prongﬁd spi-
ders, made of railroad iron and standing sllo}xlder—h{g}'a, just
beneath the surface of the water for our landing craft to run
into. They also had huge logs buried in the sand, pointing
upward and outward, their' tops just below the water. At-
tached to these logs were mines. . ‘

In addition to these obstacles they had floating mines off-
shore, land mines buried in the sand of the beach, and more
mines in checkerboard rows in the tall grass beyond the sand.
And the enemy had four men on shore for every three men
we had approaching the shore.

And yet we got on.

* * *

Beach landings are planned to a schedule that 15 set far
ahead of time. They all have to be timed, in ()I:dCI’ for every-
thing to mesh and for the following waves of'tmops to be
standing off the beach and ready to land at the ngi}t moment.

As the landings are planned, some elements of the assault
torce are to break through quickly, push on inland, and attack
the most obvious enemy strong points. It is usually the plan
for units to be inland, attacking gun positions from behind,
within a matter of minutes after the first men hit the beach.

I have always been amazed at the speed C‘fallcd for in these
plans. You’ll have schedules calling for engineers to land at
H-hour plus two minutes, and service troops at H-hour plus
30 minutes, and even for press censors to land at H.—hour 'plus
—75 minutes. But in the attack on this special portion of the
beach where I am—the worst we had, incidentally—the
schedule didn’t hold.

Our men simply could not get past the beach. They were
pinned down right on the water’s edge by an inhuman wall ‘of
fire from the bluff. Our first waves were on that beach for
hours, instead of a few minutes, before they could begin
working inland. )

You can still see the foxholes they dug at the very edge of
the water, in the sand and the small, jumbled rocks that form
parts of the beach.

Medical corpsmen attended the wounded as best they
could. Men were killed as they stepped out of landing craft.
An officer whom [ knew got a bullet through the head just as
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the door of his landing craft was let down. Some men were
drowned.

The first crack in the beach defenses was finally accom-
plished by terrific and wonderful naval gunfire, which
knocked out the big emplacements. They tell epic stories of
destroyers that ran right up into shallow water and had it out
point-blank with the big guns in those concrete emplace-
ments ashore.

When the heavy fire stopped, our men were organized by
their officers and pushed on inland, circling machine-gun
nests and taking them from the rear.

As one oflicer said, the only way to take a beach is to face it
and keep going. It is costly at first, but it’s the only way. If
the men are pinned down on the beach, dug in and out of
action, they might as well not be there at all. They hold up
the waves behind them, and nothing is being gained.

Our men were pinned down for a while, but finally they
stood up and went through, and so we took that beach and
accomplished our landing. We did it with every advantage on
the enemy’s side and every disadvantage on ours. In the light
of a couple of days of retrospection, we sit and talk and call it
a miracle that our men ever got on at all or were able to stay
on.

Before long it will be permitted to name the units that did
it. Then you will know to whom this glory should go. They
suffered casualties. And yet if you take the entire beachhead
assault, including other units that had a much easier time, our
total casualties in driving this wedge into the continent of
Europe were remarkably low—only a fraction, in tact, of
what our commanders had been prepared to accept.

And these units that were so battered and went through
such hell are still, right at this moment, pushing on inland
without rest, their spirits high, their egotism in victory almost
reaching the smart-alecky stage,

Their tails are up. “We’ve done it again,” they say. They
figure that the rest of the army isn’t needed at all. Which
proves that, while their judgment in this regard is bad,
they certainly have the spirit that wins battles and eventually
wars.

Scripps-Howard wire copy, June 12, 1944
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“The Wreckage Was Vast and Stavtling”

NORMANDY BEACHHEAD, D Day Plus Two—(by wireless,
delayed)—1 took a walk along the historic coast of Nor-
mandy in the country of France.

It was a lovely day for strolling along the seashore. Men
were sleeping on the sand, some of them sleeping forever.
Men were floating in the water, but they didn’t know they
were in the water, for they were dead.

The water was full of squishy little jellyfish about the size of
vour hand. Millions of them. In the center each of them had a
;;recn design exactly like a four-leaf clover. The good-luck
emblem. Sure. Hell yes.

[ walked for a mile and a halt along the water’s edge of our
many-miled invasion beach. You wanted to walk slowly, for
the detail on that beach was infinite.

The wreckage was vast and startling. The awful waste and
destruction of war, even aside from the loss of human life, has
always been one of its outstanding features to those who are
in it. Anything and everything is expendable. And we did ex-
pend on our beachhead in Normandy during those first few
hours.

* * *

For a mile out from the beach there were scores of tanks and
trucks and boats that you could no longer see, for they were at
the bottom of the water—swamped by overloading, or hit by
shells, or sunk by mines. Most of their crews were lost,

You could see trucks tipped half over and swamped. You
could see partly sunken barges, and the angled-up corners of
jeeps, and small landing craft half submerged. And at low tide
vou could still see those vicious six-pronged iron snares that
helped snag and wreck them.

On the beach itself, high and dry, were all kinds of wrecked
vehicles. There were tanks that had only just made the beach
before being knocked out. There were jeeps that had burned
to a dull gray. There were big derricks on caterpiliar treads
that didn’t quite make it. There were half-tracks carrying
office equipment that had been made into a shambles by
a single shell hit, their interiors still holding their useless
equipage of smashed typewriters, telephones, office files.
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'Therc were LCT’s turned completely upside down, and
lying on their backs, and how they got that way I don’t k,now.

There were boats stacked on top of each other, their sides
caved in, their suspension doors knocked off.

In this shoreline museum of carnage there were abandoned
rolls of barbed wire and smashed bulldozers and big stacks of
thrown-away lifebelts and piles of shells still waiting to be
moved.

In the water floated empty life rafts and soldiers’ packs and
ration boxes, and mysterious oranges.

On the beach lay snarled rolls of telephone wire and big
rolls of steel matting and stacks of broken, rusting rifles.

) On the beach lay, cxpended, sufficient men and mechanism
for a small war. They were gone forever now. And yet we
could afford it.

We could afford it because we were on, we had our toe-
l}old, and behind us there were such enormous replacements
fo‘r this wreckage on the beach that you could hardly con-
ceive of their sum total. Men and equipment were flowing
from England in such a gigantic stream that it made the
waste on the beachhead seem like nothing at all, really noth-
ing at all.

* * *

A few hundred yards back on the beach is a high bluff. Up
th.ere we had a tent hospital, and a barbed-wire enclosure for
prisoners of war. From up there you could see far up and
down the beach, in a spectacular crow’s-nest view, and far out
to sea.

And standing out there on the water beyond all this wreck-
age was the greatest armada man has ever seen. You simply
could not believe the gigantic collection of ships that lay out
there waiting to unload.

Lpoking from the bluff, it lay thick and clear to the far
h'onzon of the sea and on beyond, and it spread out to the
sides and was miles wide. Its utter enormity would move the

“hardest man.

As1 stood up there I noticed a group of freshly taken Ger-
man prisoners standing nearby. They had not vet been put in
the prison cage. They were just standing thc;"e, a couple of
doughboys leisurely guarding them with Tommy guns.
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“This Long Thin Line of Personal Anguis
L

pY BEACHHEAD— (by wireless)—In the preceding
I:J(I)RMAT\{J@YHI}!EAES;{K the Lg—Day wrcck.agc among Eur\}mi:
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a mile or so and then put it b: ' ¢ be
S?)lri’z E;l(l)w why I picked it up, or why I put it back down.
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Soldiers carry strange things ashore with them. In every in-
vasion youw’ll find at least one soldier hitting the beach at
H-Hour with a banjo slung over his shoulder. The most
ironic piece of equipment marking our beach— this beach of
first despair, then Victory—is a tennis racket that some soldier
had brought along. It lies lonesomely on the sand, clamped in
its rack, not a string broken.

Two of the most dominant items in the beach refuse are
cigarets and writing paper. Each soldier was issued a carton of
cigarets just before he started. Today these cartons by the
thousand, watersoaked and spilled out, mark the |
first savage blow.

Writing paper and air-mail envelopes come second. T he
boys had intended to do a lot of writing in France. Letters
that would have filled those blank, abandoned pages.

Always there are dogs in every invasion. There s 3 dog still
on the beach today, still pititully looking for his masters.

He stays at the water’s edge, near a boat that lies twisted
and half sunk at the waterline. He barks appealingly to every
soldier who approaches, trots cagerly along with him for 4 few
feet, and then, sensing himself unwanted in all this haste, runs
back to wait in vain for his own p
boat.

ine of our

cople at his own empty
* * *

Over and around this long thin line of personal anguish,
fresh men today are rushing vast supplies to keep our armies
pushing on into France. Other squads of men pick amidst the
wreckage to salvage ammunition and cquipment that are sti]]
usable.

Men worked and slept on the beach for days before the last
D-Day victim was taken away for burial.

I'stepped over the form of one youngster whom [ thought
dead. But when | looked down [ saw he was only sleeping,
He was very young, and very tired. He lay on one elbow, his
hand suspended in the air about six inches from the ground.
And in the palm of his hand he held a large, smooth rock,

['stood and looked at him a long time. He seemed in his
sleep to hold that rock lovingly, as though it were his last link
with a vanishing world. T have no idea at all why |

1¢ went
to sleep with the rock in his hand, or wh

at kept him from
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dropping it once he was asleep. It was just one of those !mle
things without explanation, that a person remembers for a

long time.
8 % * *

The strong, swirling tides of the Normandy cqastline shift
the contours of the sandy beach as they move in and out.
They carry soldiers’ bodies out to sea, apd later they return
them. They cover the corpses of heroes with sand, and then in
their whims they uncover them. ~ X

As I plowed out over the wet sand of the beach on that first
day ashore, I walked around what seemed to be a couple (zf
picces of driftwood sticking out of the sand. But they weren’t
driftwood.

They were a soldier’s two feet. He was completely cgvercd
by the shifting sands except for his feet. The toes of his G.I.
shoes pointed toward the land he had come so far to see, and
which he saw so briefly.

Scripps-Howard wire copy, June 17, 1944

JULY~AUGUST 1944

Battle and Breakout in Normandy
by Ernie Pyle

“A Ghastly Relentlessness”

IN NorRMANDY—(by wireless)— Our frontlines were marked
by long strips of colored cloth laid on the ground, and with
colored smoke to guide our airmen during the mass bombing
that preceded our break-out from the German ring that held
us to the Normandy beachhead.

Dive bombers hit it just right. We stood in the barnyard of
a French farm and watched them barrel nearly straight down
out of the sky. They were bombing about half a mile ahead of
where we stood.

They came in groups, diving from every direction, perfectly
timed, one right after another. Everywhere you looked sepa-
rate groups of planes were on the way down, or on the way
back up, or slanting over for a dive, or circling, circling, cir-
cling over our heads, waiting for their turn.

The air was full of sharp and distinct sounds of cracking
bombs and the heavy rips of the planes’ machine guns and the
splitting screams of diving wings. It was all fast and furious,
but yet distinct, as in a musical show in which you could dis-
tinguish throaty tunes and words.

* * *

And then a new sound gradually droned into our ears, a
sound deep and all encompassing with no notes in it—just a
gigantic faraway surge of doom-like sound. It was the heavies.
They came from directly behind us. At first they were the
merest dots in the sky. You could see clots of them against the
far heavens, too tiny to count individually. They came on with
a terrible slowness.

They came in flights of 12, three flights to a group and in
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el

groups stretched out across the sky. They came in “familics
of about 70 planes each.

Maybe these gigantic waves were two miles apart, maybe
they were 10 miles, I don’t know. But I do know they came
in a constant procession and I thought it would never end.
What the Germans must have thought is beyond compre-
hension.

Their march across the sky was slow and studied. I've never
known a storm, or a machine, or any resolve of man that had
bout it the aura of such a ghastly relentlessness. You had the
feeling that even had God appeared beseechingly before them
in the sky with palms outward to persuade them back they
would not have had within them the power to turn from their
irresistible course.

I stood with a little group of men, ranging from colonels to
privates, back of the stone farmhouse. Slit trenches were all
around the edges of the farmyard and a dugout with a tin
roof was nearby. But we were so fascinated by the spectacle
overhead that it never occurred to us that we might need the
foxholes.

The first huge flight passed directly over our farmyard and
others followed. We spread our feet and leaned far back trying
to look straight up, until our steel helmets fell off. We’d cup
our fingers around our eyes like field glasses for a clearer view.

And then the bombs came. They began ahead of us as the
crackle of popcorn and almost instantly swelled into a mon-
strous fury of noise that seemed surely to destroy all the world
ahead of us.

From then on for an hour and a half that had in it the
agonies of centuries, the bombs came down. A wall of smoke
and dust erected by them grew high in the sky. It filtered
along the ground back through our own orchards. It sifted
around us and into our noses. The bright day grew slowly
dark from it.

By now everything was an indescribable cauldron of
sounds. Individual noises did not exist. The thundering of the
motors in the sky and the roar of bombs ahead filled all the
space for noise on earth. Our own heavy artillery was crashing
all around us, yet we could hardly hear it.

* * *
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The Germans began to shoot heavy, high ack-ack. Great
black puffs of it by the score speckled the sky until it was hard
to distinguish smoke puffs from planes. ’

And then someone shouted that one of the planes was
smoking. Yes, we could all see it. A long faint line of black
smoke stretched straight for a mile behind one of them.

And as we watched there was a gigantic sweep of flame over
the plane. From nose to tail it disappeared in flame, and it
slanted slowly down and banked around the sky in great wide
curves, this way and that way, as rhythmically and gracefully
as in a slow motion waltz.

Then suddenly it seemed to change its mind and it swept
upward, steeper and steeper and ever slower until finally it
seemed poised motionless on its own black pillar of smoke.
And then just as slowly it turned over and dived for the
carth—a golden spearhead on the straight black shaft of its
own creation—and it disappeared behind the treetops.

But before it was done there were more cries of, “There’s
another one smoking and there’s a third one now.”

Chutes came out of some of the planes. Out of some came
no chutes at all. One of white silk caught on the tail of a
plane. Men with binoculars could see him fighting to get
loose until flames swept over him, and then a tiny black dot
fell through space, all alone.

And all that time the great flat ceiling of the sky was roofed
by all the others that didn’t go down, plowing their way for-
ward as if there were no turmoil in the world.

Nothing deviated them by the slightest. They stalked on,
slowly and with a dreadful pall of sound, as though they were
seeing only something at a great distance and nothing existed
in between. God, how you admired those men up there and
sickened for the ones who fell.

Scripps-Howard wire copy, August 8, 1944

“The Universe Became Filled with a Gigantic Rartling”

IN NOrRMANDY—(by wircless)— It is possible to become so
enthralled by some of the spectacles of war that you are mo-
mentarily captivated away from your own danger.
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That's what happened to our little group of soldiers as
we stood in a French farmyard, watching the mighty bomb-
ing of the German lines just before our break-through.

But that benign state didn’t last long. As we watched, there
crept into our consciousness a realization that windrows of
exploding bombs were easing back toward us, flight by tlight,
instead of gradually forward, as the plan called for.

Then we were horrified by the suspicion that those ma-
chines, high in the sky and completely detached from us, were
aiming their bombs at the smokeline on the ground—and a
gentle breeze was drifting the smokeline back over us!

An indescribable kind of panic comes over you at such
times. We stood tensed in muscle and frozen in intellect,
watching cach flight approach and pass over us, feeling
trapped and completely helpless.

And then all of an instant the universe became filled with a
gigantic rattling as of huge, dry seeds in a mammoth dry
gourd. T doubrt that any of us had ever heard that sound be-
fore, but instinct told us what it was. It was bombs by the
hundred, hurtling down through the air above us.

Many times I’ve heard bombs whistle or swish or rustle,
but never before had I heard bombs rattle. I still don’t know
the explanation of it. But it is an awful sound.

We dived. Some got in a dugout. Others made foxholes
and ditches and some got behind a garden wall—although
which side would be “behind” was anybody’s guess.

* * *

I was too late for the dugout. The nearest place was a
wagon-shed which formed one end of the stone house.
The rattle was right down upon us. I remember hitting the
ground flat, all spread out like the cartoons of people flat-
tened by steam rollers, and then squirming like an cel to get
under one of the heavy wagons in the shed.

An officer whom 1 didn’t know was wriggling beside me.
We stopped at the same time, simultaneously feeling it was
hopeless to move farther. The bombs were already crashing
around us.

We lay with our heads slightly up—like two snakes—star-
ing at each other. I know it was in both our minds and in
our eyes, asking each other what to do. Neither of us knew.
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We sa‘id nothing. We just lay sprawled, gaping at cach other
in a tutile appeal, our faces about a foot apart, until it was
over.

There is no description of the sound and fury of those
bombs except to say it was chaos, and a waiting for darkness.
The feeling of the blast was sensational. The air struck you in
hundreds of continuing flutters. Your cars drummed and
rang. You could feel quick little waves of concussions on your
chest and in your eyes.

At last the sound died down and we looked at each other in
disbelief. Gradually we left the foxholes and sprawling places,
and came out to see what the sky had in store for us. As far as
we could see other waves were approaching from behind.

When a wave would pass a little to the side of us we were
gz}rmiously grateful, for most of them flew directly overhead.
fﬂmc and again the rattle came down over us. Bombs struck
in the orchard to our left. They struck in orchards ahead of
us. They struck as far as half a mile behind us. Everything
about us was shaken, but our group came through unhurt.

* * *

I can’t record what any of us actually felt or thought during
those horrible climaxes. I believe a person’s feelings at such
times are kaleidoscopic and uncatalogable. You just wait,
that’s all. You do remember an inhuman tenseness of muscle
and nerves.

'An hour or so later T began to get sore all over, and by
mid-afternoon my back and shoulders ached as though I’d
bcet} beaten with a club. It was simply the result of muscles
tensing themselves too tight for too long against anticipated
shock. And I remember worrying about War Correspondent
Ken Crawford, a friend from back in the old Washington
days, \yho I knew was several hundred yards ahead of me.

As far as I knew, he and I were the only two correspon-
dents with the Fourth Division. I didn’t know who might be
with the divisions on either side—which also were being hit
as we could see. ’

Three days later, back at camp, I learned that AP Photog-
rapher Bede Irvin had been killed in the bombing and that
Ken was safe.

We came out of our ignominious sprawling and stood up
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again to watch. We could sense that by now the error had
been caught and checked. The bombs again were falling
where they were intended, a mile or so ahead.

Even at a mile away a thousand bombs hitting within a few
seconds can shake the earth and shatter the air where you are
standing. There was still a dread in our hearts, but it gradually
cased as the tumult and destruction moved slowly forward.

Scripps-Howard wire copy, August 9, 1944

“Anybody Makes Mistakes”

In NORMANDY — ( by wireless)—With our own personal dan-
ger past, our historic air bombardment of the German lines
holding us in the Normandy beachhead again became a cap-
tivating spectacle to watch.

By now it was definite that the great waves of four-motored
planes were dropping their deadly loads exactly in the right
place. '

And by now two Mustang fighters, flying like a pair of
doves, patrolled back and forth, back and forth, just in front
of cach oncoming wave of bombers, as if to shout to them by
their mere presence that here was not the place to drop—
wait a few seconds, wait a few more seconds.

And then we could see a flare come out of the belly of one
plane in each flight, just after they had passed over our heads.

The flare shot forward, leaving smoke behind it in a vivid
line, and then began a gracetul, downward curve that was one
of the most beautiful things I've ever seen.

It was like an invisible crayon drawing a rapid line across
the canvas of the sky, saying in a gesture for all to see: “Here!
Here is where to drop. Follow me.”

And each succeeding flight of oncoming bombers obeyed,
and in turn dropped its own hurtling marker across the illim-
itable heaven to guide those behind.

Long before now the German ack-ack guns had gone out
of existence. We had counted three of our big planes down in
spectacular flames, and I believe that was all. The German
ack-ack gunners either took to their holes or were annihilated.

How many waves of heavy bombers we put over I have no
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idea. I.had c‘ountedi well beyond 400 planes when my per-
SOIIMI distraction obliterated any capacity or desire to count
only know that 400 was just the beginning. There
were supposed to be 1800 planes that day, and I believe it
was announced later that there were more than 3000
It sc".temed incredible to me that any German could come
out of that bombardment with his sanity. When it was over
even was grateful in a chastened way I had never experi-
enced before, for just being alive.
* * *
' I thought an attagk by our troops was impossible now, for
it l[s) an unnerving thing to be bombed by your own planes.
) ktimng the bad part a colonel I had known a long time was
Wi ngdup and down behind the farmhouse, snapping his fin-
gers and saying over and over to hi , ami
gers an himself, “goddamit, god-
As he passed me onc
: nce he stopped and stared
“goddamit!” ’P e said
A zt;nd I said, “There can’t be any attack now, can theres”
oyt “ M )
1L‘n he s‘gd No,” and began walking again, snapping his
ingers and tossing his arm as though h i
e was throwi :
at the ground. ‘ i g rods
, The leadlpg company of our battalion was to spearhead the
attack 40 minutes after our heavy bombing ceased. The com-
pa{}y bad been i}nt ’dlrcctly by our bombs. Their casualties
mad ulc]iu‘;g casualties in shock, were heavy. Men went to picce;
and had to be sent back. The ¢
. ompany was s
e pany shattered and
‘And ’ yet Company B attacked—and on time, to the
g?lfl;te. They attacked, and within an hour they sent word
ac that they had_ advanced 800 yards through German ter-
rlFory and were still going. Around our farmyard men with
stars (}):1 their shoulders almost wept when the word came
over the portable radio. The Ameri i j
. ican soldier can b 5t
when he needs to be. © et
Tl . * * *
i 1e(§c is one more thmg I want to say before we follow the
iroun troops on deeper into France in the great push you've
een reading about now for days.

I'm sure that back in England that night other men—
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bomber crews—almost wept, and maybe they did really, in
the awtul knowledge that they had killed our own American
troops. But I want to say this to them. The chaos and the
bitterness there in the orchards and between the hedgerows
that afternoon have passed. After the bitterness came the 50-
ber remembrance that the Air Corps is the strong right arm in
front of us. Not only at the beginning, but ce:dselcssly agd
everlastingly, every moment of the faintf:st daylight, the Air
Corps is up there banging away ahead of us. ‘

Anybody makes mistakes. The enemy makes them just the
same as we do. The smoke and confusion of battle bewilder
us all on the ground as well as in the air. And in this case the
percentage of error was really very small compared with the
colossal storm of bombs that fell upon the enemy. .

The Air Corps has been wonderful throughout this inva-
sion, and the men on the ground appreciate it.

Scripps-Howard wire copy, August 10, 1944

“This Weird Hedgerow Fighting”

ON THE WESTERN FRONT— (by wireless)—I know that all of
us correspondents have tried time and agaip to describe to
you what this weird hedgerow fighting in northwestern
France has been like. o

But [’m going to go over it once more, for we’ve been in it
two months and some of us feel that this is the two months
that broke the German Army in the west.

This type of fighting is always in small groups, so let’s take
as an example one company of men. Let’s say thcy are work-
ing forward on both sides of a country lane, and thxs. company
is responsible for clearing the two fields on either side of the
road as it advances.

That means you have only about one platoon to a field.
And with the company’s understrength from casualties, you
might have no more than 25 or 30 men in a field.

Over here the fields are usually not more than so yards
across and a couple of hundred yards long. They may have
grain in them, or apple trees, but mostly they are just pastures
of green grass, full of beautiful cows.
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The fields are surrounded on all sides by immense hedge-
rows which consist of an ancient earthen bank, waist high, all
matted with roots, and out of which grow weeds, bushes, and
trees up to 20 feet high.

The Germans have used these barriers well. They put snip-
ers in the trees. They dig deep trenches behind the hedgerows
and cover them with timber, so that it is almost impossible for
artillery to get at them.

Sometimes they will prop up machine guns with strings
attached, so they can fire over the hedge without getting
out of their holes. They even cut out a section of the hedge-
row and hide a big gun or a tank in it, covering it with
brush.

Also they tunnel under the hedgerows from the back and
make the opening on the forward side just large enough to
stick a machine gun through.

But mostly the hedgerow pattern is this: a heavy machine
gun hidden at each end of the field and infantrymen hidden
all along the hedgerow with rifles and machine pistols.

* * *

Now it’s up to us to dig them out of there. It’s a slow and
cautious business, and there is nothing very dashing about it.
Our men don’t go across the open fields in dramatic charges
such as you see in the movies. They did at first, but they
learned better.

They go in tiny groups, a squad or less, moving yards apart
and sticking close to the hedgerows on either end of the field.
They creep a few yards, squat, wait, then creep again.

If you could be right up there between the Germans and
the Americans you wouldn’t see very many men at any one
time—ijust a few here and there, always trying to keep hid-
den. But you would hear an awful lot of noise.

Our men were taught in training not to fire until they saw
something to fire at. But that hasn’t worked in this country,
because you see so little. So the alternative is to keep shooting
constantly at the hedgerows. That pins the Germans in their
holes while we sneak up on them.

The attacking squads sneak up the sides of the hedge-
rows while the rest of the platoon stay back in their own
hedgerow and keep the forward hedge saturated with bul-
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lets. They shoot rifle grenades too, and a mortar squad a
little farther back keeps lobbing mortar shells over onto the
Germans. ‘

The little advance groups get up to the far ends of the
hedgerows at the corners of the field. They first try to knock
out the machine guns at each corner. They do this with hand
grenades, rifle grenades and machine guns.

* * *

Usually, when the pressure gets on, the German defenders
of the hedgerow start pulling back. They’ll take their heavier
guns and most of the men back a couple of fields and start
digging in for a new line.

They leave about two machine guns and a few riflemen
scattered through the hedge, to do a lot of shooting and hold
up the Americans as long as they can.

Our men now sneak along the front side of the hedgerow,
throwing grenades over onto the other side and spraying the
hedges with their guns. The fighting is very close—only a few
yards apart—but it is seldom actual hand-to-hand stuff.

Sometimes the remaining Germans come out of their holes
with their hands up. Sometimes they try to run for it and are
mowed down. Sometimes they won’t come out at all, and a
hand grenade, thrown into their hole, finishes them off’

And so we’ve taken another hedgerow and are ready to
start on the one beyond.

This hedgerow business is a series of little skirmishes like
that clear across the front, thousands and thousands of little
skirmishes. No single one of them is very big. But add them
all up over the days and weeks and you’ve got a man-sized
war, with thousands on both sides being killed.

Scripps-Howard wire copy, August 11, 1944
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