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Author’s Note

On a gloriously bright morning last summer I stood on the deck of a Portsmouth car ferry with my kids and a score of other holidaymakers to enjoy our approach to the coast of Normandy. It was a little after six o’clock – the light still gentle enough to throw everything into clear focus. To the west of the port of Ouistreham the sun was rising on a seemingly endless stretch of empty beach. It was a startling and, for me, unexpected view of a strip of coast I had spent the last six weeks studying in books and archive film. I don’t know how many of those who stood at the rail beside me were sharing the same thoughts of sixty years ago, a memory perhaps of flickering black-and-white faces, anxious, sick, waiting for a ramp to fall, smoke rising above sand littered with the detritus of war. Later that morning we walked along the shingle bank at Omaha and I tried to explain to my boys why young soldiers from a country 3,000 miles away died at this spot. History can so easily become a catalogue of distant events, as shapeless and strange as the shattered German concrete above Omaha appeared to my children. So few of my generation and the next know what it is to experience war, although they are still fought in our name. ‘War? You see sights you never want to see again, sounds you never want to hear,’ one of the veterans of Omaha we interviewed recalled. John Burke treated the wounded on the beach on D-Day:


I’m walking somewhere today and I hear the air gushing through telephone wires and it sounds like a mortar – I still cringe up. It’s not going to the movies and feeling good about it, walking out and going home and getting dinner. You stay in your hole – all day, all night, rain, snow, cold, people shooting at you. War is fear. There’s no place to go. It was the same thing, day after day. You just say to yourself, when is it going to end?



The Second World War was fought for the most part by very young men, in their teens and early twenties, many of whom had never been more than a few miles from home before they joined the army. During the research for this book and the TV series it accompanies, I was struck by how deeply their memories of sixty years ago are etched. Memories of fear, pain and loss painted in intense primary colours. Memories too of an extraordinary comradeship. These vivid recollections are at the heart of this book and the BBC series, and I owe a great debt of gratitude to those who were prepared to share them with me. Many have done so, not from pride or pleasure at the recollection of the past, but as an act of remembrance.

A good deal will be written and broadcast this year to mark the sixtieth anniversary of the D-Day landings. This book and the BBC series it accompanies are an attempt to tell the story of the campaign in north-west Europe beyond the beaches. It is surprising how often people assume that once the Allies were ashore the final defeat of Germany was little more than a formality, but the decisive battles of the campaign were fought in the hedgerows and wheat fields of Normandy. As one senior Allied planner noted before D-Day, ‘the crux of the operation is... likely to be our ability to drive off the German reserves rather than the initial breaking of the coastal crust’. It is impossible to tell the full story of the campaign in north-west Europe in three one-hour television programmes. This book is able to tackle more, but sadly even here there are gaps, such as the part played by the French Resistance, and men and women on the Home Front. This is primarily the soldier’s story. I have tried to strike a balance between the strategic debates that shaped the campaign and the life of those in the field who fought it day after day. I am acutely conscious, of course, that the campaign in the west was fought against the backdrop of the titanic struggle in the east, and that it was the soldiers of the Red Army who claimed the final ‘prize’ – Berlin.

Of the many people who were involved in the production of the television series on which this book is based I would particularly like to thank my colleagues Rosie Schellenberg, Lucy Heathcoat-Amory, David List, Martina Hall, Adam Levy and Frank Stucke. They played an equal part in the research and the interviews that are at the heart of the series and this book, and I am greatly in their debt. I am also grateful to our series consultant, Jack Livesey of the Imperial War Museum, who read this book in draft form and has been a much-valued critic. In the United States, the historian Patrick O’Donnell was generous with his advice and contacts. The Creative Director of BBC History, Laurence Rees, asked me to make the series, and it has benefited immeasurably from his sure editorial touch. Executive Producer John Farren steered it through the proposal stage, and Penny Heard and Helen Cooper have, with cool efficiency, kept the production on course. I have the unfailing ‘eye’ of Joanne King to thank for unearthing the marvellous images in the book.

I am very grateful to Rupert Lancaster at Hodder, who commissioned the book and was supportive throughout. He refused to flinch when the deadlines imposed by the broadcasting schedule began to rush towards us. I am also grateful to Hugo Wilkinson for tidying up the notes on sources and Ian Paten, who copy-edited the manuscript and improved it in the process.

Above all I wish to thank my wife, Kate Mavor, and my children, Lachlan and Finn, for their extraordinary patience and support. Too much of the work on the book was crammed into their time, but they were always interested and enthusiastic.

Andrew Williams

February 2004
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