BEYOND
THE
BEACHES

Martin Blumenson

SOMEONE once said that a sue-
cessful amphibjous assuult dees not
end at the beaches. For what good is
getting ashore if you can't keep go-
ing?

Nowhere was this question an-
swered more tragically than in Nor-
mandy in July 1944, . The troops had
gotten ashore on D-day and had se-
cured a beachhead in the remaining
days of June, They had been superbly
teained for the landing operation,
rehearsed to the point of perfection
on the benches of England, But the
amphibious operation was just the
beginning. Moving into the interior
of Nermandy was to prove about as
difficndt a job as any troops anywhere
have ever faced,

There were many reasons why the
difliculty was great—the terrain was
an obstacle, the enemy was well en-
trenched, the weather was abominable,
and the troops were green, But most
of all, the troops were relatively un-
trained and almost completely un-
prepared for the job of continuing
the invaston once they had gotten
ashore,

The Orcrlord and Neptune plans
governing the Normandy invasion had
been so concerned with the problem
of getting troops ashore that most of
the invasion preparations had pointed
mainly toward the initial assault. In
compirison to the wealth of material
gathered by the armies on the com-
plexion of the coastal region, little
attention had been given to the ter-
rain immediately behind. Operational
techniques had not been developed,
nor had special equipment been de-
vised to operate in the Normandy
hedgerows. The combat units had de-
voted little time in England to train-
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ing for the type of warfare that
awaited them once they moved off the
beaches.

The higher headquarters respon-
sible for unit training might have
been more concerned. The nature of
the terrain alone warranted special
exercises and special training.

The Terrain

The battlefield that awaited the Al-
lied troops in July 1944 was ground
of a diversified nature. On the left of
the front was the Caen-Falaise plain,
gently rolling open country of culti-
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valed fields and pastures, dry and firm
ground suitable for large-scale armor ’
operations. In the center between the ~
Orne and Vire Rivers were the north-

ern fringes of a sprawling mass of

broken ground, small hills, low ridges |
and narrow valleys, all gradually ris-
ing in height toward the south. West ¢
of the Vire River in the Carentan
area was a marshy depression criss
erossed by sluggish streams and B

drainage ditches. On the extreme
right, between the marshland and the
Cotentin coast, was a cluster of hills
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- Caen-Faluise plain,

that dominated the countryside and
gave the Germans a solid anchor for
their left flank,

The most inviting terrain for of-
fensive warfare was, of course, the
But the Allied
traops operating in that portion of
the beachhead had been unable to get
to Caen, the gateway :to the plain and
the Seine Valley beyond, This made it
necessary to initinte offensive opera-
tions in the other portion of the
beachhead, in an area most unsuitable
for offensive warfare, an area most
favorable to the defense.

Hedgerows

Except for the Caen-Falaise plain,
the ground along the front was com-
partmientalized in character. Not only
did it impose logistical lHimitations on
the Allies, the ground severely re-
stricted maneuver. The natural fen-
tures of the aren were further em-
phasized by a man-made feature

. encountered at every turn. This was

the hedgerow which Norman farmers
for centuries have used to enclose
each plot of arable land, pasture us
well a5 orchard, no matter how small.

The hedgerow is a fence, half earth,
half hedge, The wall at the base is a
dirt parapet varying in thickness
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from one to four or more feet and in-

height from three to 12 feet. Growing
out of the wall is a hedge of hawthorn,
brambles, vines, and trees, in thick-
ness from one to three feet, in height
from three to 15 feet.

Originally property demarcations,
the hedgerows protect crops and cattle

.

from ocean winds and provide the in-

habitants with firewaod. Edging each
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1

Infantrymen behind a hedgerow fire on
the enemy

field, they break the terrain into nu-
merous walled enclosures, Because the
fields are tiny, about 200 by 400 yards
in size, the hedgerows follow no logi-
val pattern.

Openings in the hedgerows provide
entrance into each field for human
beings, cattle, and wagons. For pas-
sages to fields not adjacent to a road,
there are countless wagon trails wind-
ing among the hedgerows. They ap-
pear to be sunken lanes, and where
the hedgerows are high, the tops over-
arch and shut out the light, forming
a cavelike labyrinth, gloomy and damp.

From a tactical point of view, each
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»field is a tiny terrain compartment.
Several adjoining fields together form
a natural defensive position eche-
loned in depth. The abundant vegeta-
tion and the ubiquitous trees provide
effective camouflage, obstruct observa-
tion, hinder the adjustment of artil-
lery and heavy weapons fire, and

the prairies seem to be pastureland,
although the grass is neither bright
nor lush. A base of brown dims the
luster like a blight, and this is peat,
semicarbonized vegetable tissue
formed by partial decomposition iy
the water, plant masses varying in
consistency from turf to slime, Im-

Flooded lowlands hindered Allied vehicular movement

limit' the use of armor and the sup-
porting arms.
Marshes and Swamps

Around Carentan another condition
added to the problem of waging effec-
tive offensive warfare. This was the
existence of the prairies maréeageu-
ses, large marshes sometimes below
sea level. Open spaces that seem ab-
solutely flat, they are breaks in the
hedgerow country, and provide long
vistas across desolate bogs. Five ma-
jor swamps and many smaller
marshes comprise nearly half the avea
of what is called the Carentan plain.

From the height of an adjacent hill
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passable in the winter when rain and
snow turn them into shallow ponds, ;
the marshes in the summer are forage
ground for ecattle. Because the land i3
treacherously moist and soft, crossing
the bogs on foot is hazardous and
passage by vehicles impossible. Nu-
merous streams and springs keep the
earth soggy, and mudholes, stagnant
pools, and a network of canals and
ditches close the marshland to wheeled
traffic altogether except over tarred :
causeways.

Adjacent to the marshes and com-
prising the other half of the Carentan
Plain is hedgerowed lowland suitable
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{or farming, Barely above the level of
the swamps, the lowland frequently
appears to consist of islands or pen-
insulas, wholly or partially surrounded
by marshland. The excessive moisture
of the lowlands stimulates growth to
the point where the luxuriant vegeta-
tion is almost tropical in richness,
and the hedgerows, as a consequence,
are higher and thicker. Because of a
high water tuble, the ground is hardly
less soft than the neighboring
marshes,

Area Is Flooded

Since the swamps are impassable to
a modern mechanized army, the hedge-
rowed lowland of the Carentan plain,
although of precarious consistency,
- had to sustain the projected Allied of-
fensive operations. But the coexist-
ence of lowland and marsh presented
strietly limited avenues of advance. To
proceed inland the troops had to move
within well-defined corridors blocked
By huge hedgerows,

The Germans had emphasized this
natural vondition by tlooding mueh of
¢ the moist swampland and transform-

ing it into lakes. They had con-

structed conerete dams to keep fresh-
© water streams from reaching the sea
and had reversed the antomatic Jocks
of the dams originally constructed to
hold back the sea at high tide, In the
summer of 1944 most of the mursh-

Iand wax covered with water, not only

hecause of deliberate flooding, but
i also because of the large amount of
rainfall. The insular or peninsular
character of the corridors of advance
was thereby intensified.

To the Germans who held superior
ground on the hills that ring the
: marshes, the corridors of -advance
. were obvious. With excellent observa-
" tion of American movements, the Ger-
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mang were able to mass their fires
with accuracy and effectiveness.

Offensive Operations

Before the invasion a few Allied
oflicers had looked beyond the landing.
In the main they were convineced that
it was difficult if not impossible to
wage effective offensive warfare in the
hedgerow country against a strongly
established enemy. The poorly armed
French Chouans late in the 18th cen-
tury had utilized the hedgerows and
the swamps to fight an effective guer-
rilla war of ambush against the supe-
rior armies of the Republic. And there
wias no reason why the Germans,
firmly dug in, could not do the same
despite their deficiencies in numbers
and in equipment when compared to
those of the Allies. But the Allied
command expected enough progress to
be made on the Allied left through
Caen to ountflank the hedgerow coun-
try and facilitate advance in that un-
suitable area for offensive operations.

IPailure on the left made necessary
an attack on the right, and American
troops in that area prepared to jump
ofl across the damp spongy ground of
the Carentan plain. An advance of
some 20 miles across the waterlogged
terrain west of Carentan would get
the Amerjcan troops on firm dry
ground, terrain suitable for offense by
mechanized forces.

Most of the Americans facing the
hedgerowed and marshy terrain by
now were aware of the difficulties, but
the opposite had been true before the
mvasion. Then, American officers had
known little of the hedgerow country,
Few had seen hedgerows, and air
photos had given no real appreciation
of what they were like. If American
commanders had not been able to vis-
ualize hedgerow fighting, most of the
soldiers had not even been able to
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imagine a hedgerow. Not until the
American troops entered the hedge-
rows in June did they begin to have
an idea of how effectively the terrain
could be used for defense.

Special Studies Made

The hedgerow fighting in June wasx
so difficult that many units made spe-
cial studies of the problem. Most con-
cluded that the principles of tactics
taught at the service schools upplied
in this terrvain as elsewhere. The task
was to pin the enemy down with a
base of fire and maneuver an element
along a covered approuch to assaunlt
from the flank. In Normandy the lat-
eral hedgerows marked the successive
lines of advance, the positions for a
base of fire, and the enemy defensive
positions; hedges parallel to the line
of advance served as covered approach
routes.

A refinement emerged in this tech-
nique as tanks were added to infan-
try, both operating toward a short ob-
jective and in accordance with o <im-
ple plan. The objective was always the
next hedgerow. The plan was relu-
tively standard. As it usually worked
out, a tank platoon supporting an in-
fantry compuany fired through the lat-
ernt hedge marking the line of depar-
ture. The tanks spraved the flank
hedgerows and the far side of the field,
while the infantry, under this cover-
ing fire, advanced along the tlank
hedges to the nest lateral row and
cleared the enemy out at close range.

With the field thus secured, one
section of tanks moved forward while
the other remained at the rear to
eliminate enemy troops that might
suddenly appear from a concealed
point or an adjacent field. White phos-
phorus sheils from the 4.2-inch chemi-
cal mortars and artillery could be
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brought to bear on stubborn enemy
groups.

Costly Process

Although this seemed very well in
theory, it actually was not so easy.
Advaneing from one field to the next
and clearing out individual hedgerons
was a slow and costly procedure. It
exhausted the troops and brought
many casualties. Yet the plodding
technique seemed necessary because
maore rapid mbvement only bypassed
enemy groups that held up the el
ments that weve followmg,

Several drawbacks complicated this
simple type of smull unit attack. One
was the difheulty of moving tanks
through the hedgerows. The openings
1n the enclosures for wagons and cat-
tle were well covered by German ant-
tank gunners, and the appearance of
an American tank prompted an imme-
diate reaction. Although it was pos
sible for a tank to climb the <maller
hedgerow banks, the tank's most vl
nerable part, the relativelv hightlv ar

moted underbellv, was thus exposed to £

fire. Consequently, before a tank could
protrade its guns and advance through
i3 h(*(l;:(*!‘n\\'. 1T Wias necessary for en

wmeet~ to blast a1 hele throngh the

hedgerow wall and open passagee fo
the tonh. The esplosion mmmediteh
attracted Germus attention, and aite
tank weapons were not slow to omer
the new apening

In ~earch of 4 methed for speeding
up the advance of armored unit
through the hedgerons,  Ametican
units developed a number of ingemous
devices. One of these was the tank
dozer, which ordnance units ereated
by mounting blades on the front of
ordinary Sherman tanks. Although an
effective weapon, some of the hedge-
rows proved to be so thick that it be

came necessary for engineers using g
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 uichel charges first to open a hole,
which the tank dozers later cleared
and widened, Because this use of

demolitions and tank dozers was time
consuming, the search for other and
faster methods of punching through
the hedgerows went on,

The climax came when a sergeant
in the 102d Cavalry Reconnaissance
Syuadron welded steel serap from a

gt

tankers a morale 1ift, for the hedge-
rows had become a greater psycho-
togical hazard than their defensive
worth merited.

The sunken roads between hedge-
rows provided another hazard. They
were ustally so deep that they
screened men and light vehicles from |
observation. They were perfect for
ambush, Even the highways of the re-

EN e hatoe

Sunken roads proved perfect for ambush

destroyed enemy roadblock to o tank

to perfect a1 hedgecutter with several
y tusklike prongs, teeth that pinned

down the tank belly while the tank
- knocked a hole in the hedgerow wall
i+ by force. This device, named the Rhi-
. attachment, sliced through
the carth and growth, throwing hushes
‘;md brush into the air and keeping
| the nose of the tank down, The hedge-
docrtler was important in giving

haceros
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© gion, narrow tarred roads, lent them-

welves to defense, They were adequate
for the American mechanized forees,
but the hedgerows hning them gave
excellent conceniment to hostile troops.
Close Range Fighting

The fields were so small and the
hedgerows so numerons that the op-
posing troops fought at very close
range. Americans armed with the M!
rifle, & weapon more effective at Jong
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ranges, were, therefore, at a disad-
vantage, Submachineguns, more use-
ful for clearing hedgerows at short
ranges, and rifle-grenade launchers,
particularly suitable for firing over
hedges at short distances, were not to
be had in adequate numbers. White
phosphorus shells, effective in clear-
ing hedgerow corners of enemy
strongpeints, were also in short sup-
ply.

A ~erious hindrance in the hedge-
row country was the lack of observa-
tion posts. Counterbattery fire was
difficult to adjust beeause of the lim-
ited observation. Small cub  planes,
organie equipment of artillery units,
were excellent for reconnaissance, ob-
servation, and adjustment of fires, but
rain and overvast skies  frequently
kept them grounded.

The flat avea of irregularly <huaped
fields made 1t impossible for the troops
to anticipate the pattern of the hedge-
row enclosures. Hedgerows and fields
all resembled each other, and few ter-
rain featnres existed tooserve as gen-
eral nbjectives, asx geographical manrk-
ers, m as guiding pomts Small units
consequently  had  ditlieulty  identify-
ing their map loeations They often
became confused on direction, Con-
stant surveillinee by higher headqguar-
ters and frequent vegrouping of umts
were necessary in the interest of
maintaining the coriect orientation
toward objectives.

Tank-infantry Coordination

Another complieation was the ab-
gence of smooth-working tank-infan-
try-engineer-artillery teams. Preinva-
ston training had not developed them,
and instructions during combat, how-
ever exact, vould not produce them in
short order. Many infuntry command-
ers did not know how to use tanks
properly in support, and many tank
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commanders did not realize how best
to render assistance.

Developing operational procedures
and techniques between the infantry
and close support tanks could not be
left until their arrival in the combat
zone. And the infantry divisions had
not had sufficient training with sepa-
ate tank battalions, even though the
latter were normal division attach
ments, The only thing that could be
done Was to retain the same tank bat-
talion in attachment to the same divi-
sion for the entire campuaign. Even-
tuully, as mutual confidence developed,
tankers and infantrymen became
aware of the individual peculiarities,
Imitations, and strengths of each
other.

Communications

Perhaps the greatest problem ham-
pering tank-infantry coordination was
that of communication. How could an
mfantry platoon leader taking cover
in a diteh make known his wants toa
commutnder buttoned up in his tank?
Because voice command could not al-
be heard above the sounds of
battle and the noises of motors, hund
signals had to be worked out, ~moke
~ignals and pyrotechnies prearranged
Microphones or telephones connected
with the tank
svstem were attached to the outside
of tanks by signal companies. But the
development of smuoothly functioning

ways

imtercommuniviation

combinations had to wait the evolu- .
tion throngh combat of elements ae- .

customed to working in unison and
with a4 minimum of overt direction,
Added to the difliculties of the ter-
rain was the weather. Clammy, cold
rain through most of July kept the
swamps flooded, slowed road traffic,
concealed enemy movements and dis-
positimls; and left the individual sol-
dier wet, muddy, and dispirited.
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There was not much that could be
done about the weather. But the train-
ing in England before the invasion
should have anticipated the problems
that the terrain woukl impose. More
tank-infantry training with special
attention to communications woun bd
have improved coordination in hattle.
Additional  training  in o close-range
fighting would have helped.

As for the hedgerows, there are
hedgerows an Englnd, and some of
the training aveas were located in
what might be called the Knglish
hedgoerow countey, Buot training ofli-
wi~ ignored their existence, No spes
ab effort was made to teach the
fonps how 1o operate effectively in
the tlose s restricting torkain they
wouhd find so diflieult and dhogerous
m Noymandy.

The result was that the Ameriean
tronps who Tongrht what has sinee heen
termed the battle of the bedgerows
revenved thebr trmping in that type of
war{are doring the battle itself,
Throngh this Hooded pastoral region
of Normaidy, an arven of 10,000 {ittle
tields where German defenders were
thy into hedperow banks, American
tronps Torgght Trom field to field, from
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one hedgerow to the next, measuring
their progress in yards, Twelve divi-
sions fought in that battle, and they
were committed, on the average, for
little move than a week. They gained
less than seven miles, They suffered
mure than 10,000 casualties.

The hedgerow fighting that had ex-
hausted and depleted the muks also
mide the survivars combat wise. Each
unit now had a core of veterans who
oriented and trained replacements. An
assurance had developed that was par-
ticularly apparent in deahngs with
cnemy armor, and it had been proved
that even the German tank with the
strongest armor was  vulnerable to
Ameriean weapons, Not the teast
benefivial result of the hedgerow fight-
my was the experience that had welded
fighting teams together. Cooperation
amonge the arms and services had im-
proved simply beeause units had
warked together,

Tested by fire, the t ronps were
trained in battle. But much of the
suffering and many of the losses might
have been avoided had those respon-
sible for training before the invasion
realized that the battle would not end
it the beaches,
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