The War Starts Here for Us
Just prior to D-Day, the 30th Infantry Division was located in various towns scattered along the south coast of England, with the Division Hq. being at Chesham, northwest of London, the 117th Regiment at Hemel Hempstead, the 119th Regiment in the area of Buckinghamshire, and the 120th Regiment was headquartered in the Royal Hotel in Bognor Regis, about 25 miles east of Southampton.
For those not aware of the Army’s organization, a Regiment is basically composed of about 3,000 men – too many for I hotel to hold them all, so the Companies of the Regiment were scattered in billets, (confiscated homes for the use of the military personnel for the duration),  throughout the town of Bognor Regis and several of its suburbs and surrounding villages.

I was with Company “M”, of the 3rd Battalion, and we were billeted in several homes in the adjacent suburb of Felpham.  Houses were ‘named’ rather than numbered, and I lived in a house named “Sunniyat”, situated on Summerly Lane.

Then came D-Day, 6 June.  We knew that this was the day and the real thing, after many false alerts, because of the roar of the planes overhead from midnight onwards.

Fortunately, we were not in the first wave of the invasion.  This task was assigned to the 1st, 29th and 4th Infantry Divisions.  Later this was followed by the 2nd, 9th and the 30th Infantry Divisions.  The 82nd and the 101st Airborne Divisions were the very first troops – paratroopers – to land in Normandy, in the early hours of the morning of 6 June 1944.  These are the ones that we heard roaring overhead on the night of 5-6 June.
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It soon became our turn to go to the Marshalling Area, where we were quarantined and ‘locked in’ for a few days while waiting for our scheduled time of embarkment. This was in an area just outside of Southampton. Here we were out of touch with the outside world.  No one in or no one out, no letters could be mailed, just marking time, and checking equipment, reading, sleeping, playing card games, whiling away  the time, thinking of family back home and lots of time for worrying.

Finally our call came, and we were trucked from our Marshalling Area to the docks where our transports lay awaiting us. On our particular Landing Craft Infantry, (LCI), was loaded the 3rd Battalion of the 120th Regiment, the Service Company and Cannon Company of the 120th.

After being loaded aboard the assigned vessel, in which we were packed like sardines, just prior to midnight of the 12th of June, we pulled out into the English Channel to a point just south of the Isle of Wight.  This point was called “Piccadilly Circus” and was the point at which all of the vessels rendezvoused and formed into packets, depending on the order in which they were to go, and their destination.
Somehow, by error, the LCI that we were on was a U.S. vessel, commanded by Canadians and under the control of the British dispatchers, and, it became a part of the wrong convoy in leaving ‘Piccadilly Circus’ and thence crossing the Channel. What could be more conducive to errors than this mixed control situation??

On our somewhat rough trip across the English Channel, and being dedicated land-lubbers, each man was issued a ‘sanitary bag’, so as to keep the floor of the vessel neat and tidy.  Needless to say, more than a few ‘sanitary bags’ broke or overflowed, and the steel deck was a slippery and slimy mess!  Being packed in like sardines, movement was limited, and most of those in need, could not make it to the railing in time.  One poor guy, being very sick, could not make it to the side of the vessel to throw up overboard.  Being a ‘neat person’, and not wanting to mess up the deck 
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any more than it already was, he dutifully threw up in his helmet!  Along with the vomit, came his false teeth!   What to do?  It didn’t take him long to figure it out!  Why, quite naturally, he reached into his helmet and retrieved his false teeth – and stuck them back into his mouth!!  Needless to say, in spite of being very hungry, we did not eat much breakfast that morning!!
So, the 3rd Battalion, Cannon Company and Service Company of the 120th Regiment, landing on the 13th of June, did not take the brunt of the initial assault, but it was there early on, and evidence of the terrific carnage that befell our predecessors was a horrible and frightening sight. Only upon reaching and landing on Utah beach, did we realize that something was wrong.  We had been told and oriented on sand table models, that Omaha Beach, our targeted landing area, was all cleared and out of range of mortar and artillery, and that we would land on a very narrow beach and would be facing substantial cliffs, and then we were to march up through a draw, or ravine, between two of these impressive cliffs.  Not so!!  Our approach was to a wide beach with no cliffs, and sporadic mortar and artillery shells were landing on the beach.  This was Utah Beach, NOT Omaha Beach, for which we had been oriented!
When the error was discovered – we were notified by the Beach-Master – after disembarking the entire Battalion and the Service Company, we had to immediately re-embark and ‘get out of there’.  With the tide going out, rapidly, the Service Company was not able to get its vehicles back on the LCI, so they were left to fend for themselves.

In the meantime, with the tide going out, and as we boarded the LCI, it became bottomed on a sand bar.  During this time, a few enemy mortar and artillery shells fell in the area, but only one was a direct hit on our LCI, and there were very few minor personnel casualties.  Another nearby LCI came to our rescue, and with ropes thrown to our vessel, was able to drag us off the sand bar, and we proceeded 
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on our merry way to Omaha Beach, where we should have been landed several hours earlier.

I can well remember this incident on this day, as it was my 27th birthday, and this was the biggest reception, although not very friendly, that I had ever received – even to date!

As for my own experience in the landing, it certainly was unique, and I, along with my Company, had the dubious honor or experience of landing on Utah Beach AND Omaha Beach on 13 June 1944. It is believed that this was only Battalion that had the honor of making a combat landing on both beaches!
Prior to disembarking from our LCI at Omaha Beach, we were sternly warned that when we went over the side and down the rope ladder/netting, to be extremely cautious that we had our weapons under control and well secured, and to hold them high above our heads as we waded ashore.  “This was your protection of your life, and there would be NO immediate replacements”!  “Hang on to it – keep it dry”!!  

Over the side we went, and who was the first one to drop and lose his rifle?  Yes, our Company Commander, Capt. Phil Chandler, the very one who had been so emphatic on the warning to us to hang on to your weapon!  He did not hear the end of that episode for a long time, and he was very embarrassed about it.

As we landed on Omaha Beach in the late afternoon, it was still littered with many vehicles that had been knocked out during the first few days of the invasion, and much equipment that had been damaged, was scattered all about on the Beach.

Dozens of wounded soldiers were lined up on the Beach, awaiting transportation back to England, where they would be cared for in Field Hospitals located there. Most of the men had received all of the medical treatment that was available to them at the time, and further procedures and treatment were only available back in 
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England.  Most were heavily sedated, and many were moaning and groaning from the pain of their wounds, and this was not a very encouraging sight for us who had not yet received our baptism of fire from the enemy.
There were many Military Policemen around the area directing traffic, and to prevent looting of abandoned vehicles and supplies.  They directed us off of the Beach to a narrow lane that had been cleared of enemy mines earlier by the Engineers, which had the warning signs , “Mines”, and white tape on each side of the path.  This was called a “Draw”, and was actually a narrow ravine leading up the hill to the top of the cliffs overlooking the beach.  This road was about 1 kilometer up to the village of Vierville-sur-Mer.  All of the men of our Company M were struggling up this long hill carrying all of their equipment in the loose sand, making it very difficult walking.
Here I was very fortunate.  Our Battalion Commander, being landed late, and with all of the rest of the Regiment having moved on forward and into an assembly area, ‘somewhere’? we were not sure as to where to go.  I was delegated to go forward by jeep and find out where the Regiment was located in the general assembly area, then report back and lead the Battalion to that location.  Of course I had a map of the area where we were supposed to go, so I followed my instinct as to where the Regiment might be.  After much searching and making inquiries along the way, I finally found the Regiment’s location, and was shown the specific area where our 3rd Battalion was to bivouac for the night. 

 I immediately returned to the Battalion Headquarters, still on the road leading up to Formigny, and informed the Battalion Commander where we were to go, and he instructed me “to lead the way”. I was quite content to lead the way, riding in a jeep, rather than walking!!
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We drove westward and then southward along some narrow farm roads, bordered by hedgerows, to the vicinity of Oubeau and ending up in a settlement of le Hameau Femelle.  This was the designated assembly area for the 3rd Battalion of the 120th Regiment.

This was our first introduction to the famous Normandy “Hedgerows”, which we will see much more of in the coming few months. We never trained for ‘hedgerow fighting’ while we were in England, so this was a new experience for us, and we had to improvise our tactics and defense as we went along.

What are “Hedgerows” that I speak of?  Well, they are the local version of fences between the fields.  They have been created by the farmers over the centuries of farming in this area.  As the farmers were plowing their fields and came upon rocks, they would pile them along the circumference of the field that they wished to lay out to separate their cattle from their crop fields.  As the years went by, the piles became higher.  Soil accumulated among the rocks.  Seed from trees, shrubs and weeds in the adjoining areas settled among the rocks and sprouted in the soil.  More rocks were piled up through the continuing years, until this time when the “Hedgerows” reached a height of 8 – 10 feet in places, but more normally, 6 to 8 feet in height and about 10 – 12  feet through at the base.  They would leave a 10 – 12 foot opening from a road into each of these fields for access for cattle or farm wagons.

These Hedgerows were formidable barriers when trying to go cross country with tanks or other vehicles.  Entry to each field could only be made through the one entrance to each field, purposely left.  The enemy knew exactly where these entry points were, and they had them zeroed in with their artillery, thus denying us access to any of the fields in our route of march.  Since they were too high for tanks to go over, the only alternative was to go through them.  With these solid barriers of rocks and tree roots, it was impossible to dig one’s way through, so we had to make a very 
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small hole and fill it with TNT or dynamite, and ‘blow our way through’.  Eventually the tanks were equipped with long spikes on the front of their ‘dozer tanks’, and they would punch them into the hedgerow, and lift them, as a fork lift does today, and this would create a narrow passage through the hedgerow.
We were then joined with the rest of the 120th Regiment, and settled in for the night.  The next morning, the 14th, we started preparing for our first contact with the enemy.  We displaced from this assembly area, and moved by a winding back road route to the settlement of St. Pellerin.  Our very first combat headquarters was set up in an apple orchard, but the next day, the Regimental Hq. moved into the settlement and took over the substantial chateau of Mr. Paul Fremont, and stayed there for a day or two.  Then we relieved a part of the 101st Airborne Division and a part of the 29th Infantry Division, at the village of Mont Martin-en-Graignes, and then planned our first attack.
The 29th Infantry Division had already taken Mont Martin-en-Graignes in the preceding days, but  on the 13th had been driven back and gave up this territory that they had worked so hard  to attack and capture.

At this point I was designated as the Regimental / 3rd Battalion Liaison Officer, as close contact between the Battalion Headquarters and the 120th Regimental Headquarters had to be maintained, since phone and radio contact were not reliable.  In many instances phone lines had not yet been laid between the various headquarters, and at times, radio silence had to be maintained.

On the 15th of June 1944, the 120th Regiment of the 30th Division made its first contact with the enemy, and we were to remain in nearly continual contact with the enemy until 8 May 1945.
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