Battlefield Diaries

One Pager: Episode 6

D-Day: First Men In
June 1944: All across England, the Allied Expeditionary Force prepares to initiate the boldest invasion attempt in the history of modern warfare.  Nearly 7,000 ships, 12,000 airplanes, and 175,000 fighting men are primed to storm Hitler’s Fortress Europe.  Among these ranks are more than 20,000 airborne troops.  They will be the first to breach the heavily defended Atlantic Wall by glider and parachute into occupied France.  On 5 June, at 2200 hours, paratroopers of the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions are given the order to “Chute up!”  Soon, the roar of C-47 and Halifax engines will course over the runways of England.  Operation Neptune, the Allied mission to establish a massive beachhead along the coast of Normandy, is now underway.

The primary D-Day mission of the 82nd “All American” Airborne Division is to capture and secure the small town of Sainte-Mère-Église, their soon-to-be Normandy headquarters.  It lies about five miles West of what will become Utah Beach at H-Hour, 0630, 6 June 1944.  Roughly two miles to the West of town runs the Merderet River with its two crossings at la Fiere and Chef-du-Pont, the primary objectives of the 1st Battalion, 505th PIR.  In order to prevent Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Panzer Divisions from decimating the invasion forces on the beach, these inconspicuous bridges over flooded terrain must be secured by airborne forces for at least four days until the 4th Infantry Division reaches the Merderet from Utah.  However, obtaining their objectives will prove to be much more difficult than perceived.

Just before midnight, in the first minutes of D-Day, pathfinder planes of the Allied airborne invasion force approach the Cotentin Peninsula.  They have flown South from the English midlands, cutting sharply to the East in order to make their drops behind the Utah beach invasion zone.  As they reach the West Coast of the peninsula, a low fogbank obscures visibility to nearly zero.  This, compounded with heavy AAA, causes the 19 pathfinder planes to veer off course, in some cases severely.  Nevertheless, the pathfinder teams must use any means necessary to guide their men, already en route, as close to the correct drop zones as possible.

Over the next few hours, thousands of paratroopers drop from the sky into occupied France.  
Fortunate few hit their DZ.  Many fall victim to Rommel’s most devious anti-invasion trap.  The year before, he ordered the La Barquette Locks closed at high tide, thus flooding the low-lying areas of the Douvre and Merderet Rivers and a creating massive swamp that spanned all the way to the beaches.  Aerial photography revealed only tall grasses, leading pre-invasion strategists to forecast “ground here probably soft”.  The Allies lose hundreds of men and precious equipment.

By 0400 on D-Day, American paratroopers liberate the first French town from Hitler’s clutches.  The 3rd Battalion, 505th PIR, under LTC Edwin “Cannonball” Krause, successfully captures Sainte-Mère-Église and sets up headquarters in Mayor Alexandre Renauld’s office.  Back in England, Krause had declared to his boys, “Tomorrow morning I will be sitting in the Mayor's office in Sainte-Mère-Église and this flag will be flying over the Town Hall.”  He remains true to his word, and thus begins the hardest part of their mission – keeping the Germans out.
***
Cast:

Bob Murphy: Pathfinder, A Company, 505th PIR, Author “No Better Place to Die.”

At age 17, Bob aksed his father, a WWI infantry sergeant, to forge his birth certificate so that he could enlist in the Army.  He made his first combat jump with the 505th “Panthers” into Casablanca on 10 May 1943, before his 18th birthday.  He later volunteered for pathfinder school in England and landed outside of Sainte-Mère-Église shortly after midnight on 6 June.  When finished with his pathfinder duties, he rendezvoused with his company at the la Fiere bridge under Lt. John “Red Dog” Dolan, where he would fight to hold the little bridge for three straight days until it was finally crossed by the 3rd Battalion, 325th GIR on 9 June.  No German would ever cross that bridge, except as a POW.  He was wounded by shrapnel in the battle for Montebourg, but returned to the 505th in time for Operation Market Garden.

Howard Manoian: A Company, 505th PIR

Howard underwent parachute training at Fort Benning, Georgia and shipped off to England as a replacement.  His first combat experience was on the pre-dawn morning of D-Day.  Like many paratroopers, he was misdropped and landed in the town of Sainte-Mère-Église where he attached to Golf Company for two days, defending the town from German attacks.  On 8 June, he was able to link up with Alpha Company and was immediately put on the line of combat at La Fiere.  He continued fighting until 17 June, when he took three bullets and was transported to the Evacuation Hospital at Utah.  He was wounded again in the hospital when a mortar shell exploded in his ward, but returned to the 505th in time for Operation Market Garden.  Today, Howard spends summers at his home in Chef-du-Pont.

Roy Creek: Captain, E Company, 507th PIR

At 0230 on 6 June, Captain Creek floated down through the thick fog.  As he broke through, he saw what appeared to be soft ground beneath him.  When he hit, he splashed into the neck-deep water of the Merderet Marsh.  Later that day, he and his company marched South to Chef-du-Pont where they were to take the town and bridge over the Merderet.  After several hours of fighting, all but 34 of his men were called away to la Fiere to support the 1st Battalion of the 505th PIR.  Soon after, a full company of German infantry and artillery reduced that number to twenty.  Luck soon stroke as glider and paratrooper reinforcements arrived just in the nick of time, and Creek and his men were finally able to gain control of the bridge.

Francis Lamoureuix: Pathfinder, G Company, 508th PIR

Despite his position as an ordinance instructor at Aberdeen Proving Grounds, which would have kept him out of battle, Francis volunteered for parachute school in November of 1942 and then again for pathfinder school in England.  At age 24, he was an “old” paratrooper.  The 508th objective was to destroy two bridges over the Douvre River at Beuzeville-la-Bastille and Etienville, but due to misdrops and heavy German resistance, they were unable to complete them.  Instead, Francis found himself stranded on Hill 30 with LTC Thomas Shanley and 200 paratroopers, where they boldly fended off German attacks for two days without reinforcement of any kind, all the while securing the vital Chef-du-Pont causeway.

Wayne Pierce: Captain, C Company, 325th GIR, Author Let’s Go!

Upon completing Officer Training School, Wayne served as an S-4 in Tunisia until wounded in September 1943.  He arrived in Normandy on D+1 by CG-4A glider and was promoted to 1st Battalion staff, 325th GIR upon arrival.  Two days later, he would be commanding C Company after they were nearly annihilated on the morning of 9 June in the charge of the la Fiere causeway.  That morning, he witnessed the heroics of Pfc. Charles De Glopper, who would receive the Congressional Medal of Honor, post-humus.  Wayne and his men also aided in the defense of “Timmes Orchard” with LTC Charles Timmes and the 2nd Battalion, 507th PIR.

Ted Liska: Sargent, 12th Infantry Regiment, 4th Division

Sargent Liska first saw combat on the morning of D-Day as he waded ashore from the LCI that carried him to Utah Beach.  No more than 500 yards onto the beach, he marched past the Assistant Divisional Commander, Brigadier General Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., standing with his walking stick, sans helmet, directing infantrymen over the sea wall.  From there, he fought his way to Sainte-Mère-Église and on through Normandy for more than two months until being injured by shrapnel at the Battle of Mortain.  Today, he lives in Paris and works at the American Embassy.  He has upheld his D-Day pledge to honor the men who died by returning to Utah Beach every June 6th since 1946, minus two years when serving in Korea and Vietnam.  He was also chosen to serve as a French interpreter for Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1951 and 1963 when the former President toured Normandy.

Other Interviews:

Andre Heinz, a French Resistance fighter.

Henri-Jean Renaud, witness and son of D-Day mayor of Sainte-Mère-Église, Alaxandre Renaud.
5 additional French civilian D-Day witnesses in the Sainte-Mère-Église and Utah Beach areas.
Shoot Locations:

Utah Beach and the Utah Beach Museum, Normandy, France

Sainte-Mère-Église and the 82nd Airborne Museum, Normandy, France

La Fiere Bridge and the La Fiere Manoir, Normandy, France

Chef-du-Pont, Normandy, France

Shanley’s Hill (Hill 30), Normandy, France

Timmes Orchard and the Merderet Ford, Amfreville, Normandy, France

The Caen Memorial, Caen, France
