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All societies have had conflicts by which they are known—a moment never
forgotten even if little is known about the clashing participants. Troy had a wooden
horse, the Spartans had a pass, and Marie Antoinette lost her head over cake. Long
after the fall of the American empire, men will study our American moment, 6 June
1944—D-Day. On this day, Canadian, British, and American forces breached Fortress
Europe and seized a foothold on the way to defeating fascism. At Omaha Beach, the
1st Infantry Division charged its engineers with the daunting task of clearing the
beach of obstacles and mines. The 20th Engineer Battalion of the 1140th Engineer
Combat Group maintained the audacity and tempo required for the 1st Infantry
Division to seize its Normandy objective.
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U.S. Navy Seabees constructed this floating dock at Normandy soon after D-Day.
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While World War II raged in the South Pacific, it was first fought only on the
periphery of Europe. Allied ground forces could only battle with the Axis in Africa
and Italy, naval forces routinely fought in the North Atlantic, and the air forces
of both sides had moments of victory. Still, to end the Third Reich, the Allies needed
to bring the ground war to Berlin. The approach into Europe required a certain amount
of deception, and deception meant difficulty. Landing in Italy to maneuver north into
Germany would prove futile once Allied forces reached the Alps and neutral Switzerland.
As deception though, it was brilliant. The coast of France, however, was where the
main advance had to be conducted. Over the course of months, British and American
leaders gathered in Britain to plan Operation Overlord, the invasion of Europe. It
would be led by Supreme Allied Commander General Dwight D. Eisenhower. The Ist and
Oth Infantry Divisions and the 2nd Armored Division would reposition from the
Mediterranean to England for training.
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The initial entry of the Allied forces would not be easy. The Normandy beaches
were heavily fortified with steel and concrete barriers and manned by thousands of
soldiers. Although the Germans believed that Allied forces would enter Europe from
across the English Channel, they foresaw an invasion farther north. This belief was
due 1n part to articles that Colonel Paul W. Thompson had been publishing about
invading Europe since 1940. AU.S. Army engineer, Colonel Thompson had begun planning
the invasion even before the declaration of war. He commanded the 1st Engineer Special
Brigade on D-Day. Wherever the eventual beachhead, the Germans continued to fortify
and deny space all along the French shore.
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Once the planning of Operation Overlord began, it was apparent that five
beaches—code-named Juno, Sword, Gold, Utah, and Omaha—would be required to land
many troops. U.S. forces would focus on Utah Beach (assigned to the 4th Infantry
Division) and Omaha Beach (assigned to the Ist Infantry Division—the Big Red One).
To land the equipment needed for the invasion to succeed, General Eisenhower would
require weeks of secure and sustained entry at Normandy. D-Day served only to begin
the initial assault to defeat the German over watch. This included five battalions
of combat engineers. In the days that followed, 10 more battalions of Army engineers
and six naval engineer units would land on Omaha Beach to build up the foothold seized.
An operation known as Mulberry Harbor established a portable harbor from 8 to 25 June

1944. Although short-lived, 1t created the necessary harbor infrastructure and
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initial lodgment required for follow-on forces.

The Germans emplaced extensive obstacle belts to deny the space to Allied forces.
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The Big Red One faced only three obstacles at Omaha Beach: the beach itself, the
100-foot cliffs beyond 1t, and the obstacles emplaced by the Germans. All of them
were covered by machine gun fire. As natural obstacles, the cliffs jut out from pebbly
sand, which made foot maneuver difficult and provided excellent vantage points and
fields of fire for the Germans. This stretch of beach had 8,000 yards of frontage;

the villages to the rear were Colleyville, St. Laurent, and Vierville. The beachfront



was divided into seven lanes: Dog Green, Dog White, Dog Red, Easy Green, Easy Red,
Fox Green, and Fox Red. These entry lanes corresponded roughly to five natural draws
that led inland to the villages. These draws became known as exit roads. Once prepared,
the exit roads became transit routes for vehicles, tanks, and artillery pieces
intended to support the ground forces that were seizing forward areas.
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The German obstacle belt was emplaced under the management of Field Marshal Erwin
Rommel. He reported to Field Marshall Gerd von Rundstedt, which caused some
animosities, since responsibilities were assigned by Adolf Hitler. A number of
constraints hampered Field Marshal Rommel’s creativity in designing his engagement
area. There were 50 German divisions in France, with nine designated for coastal
defense, but the principal fighting of the war was not in France. Therefore, these
divisions were at less than full strength (1n some cases, at only 50 percent strength)
and were led by inexperienced cadre. Often, these units were used to backfill
divisions on the Eastern Front.
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Field Marshal Rommel began his defense with a tidal zone obstacle design 1n the
littorals of the coast, using underwater mines and Teller mines atop long, wooden
poles to accommodate the tide. These mines were connected to each other with ant

handling devices and wire. In total, 31,000 mines and 517,000 nonexclusive obstacles
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were strung along the Atlantic Wall to deny the space. Most of these were emplaced
inland from the littoral region to hamper paratroopers rather than landing craft.
The obstacles at Omaha were manned by the German 352d Infantry Division, a “Type 44"
division. This type of division included just over 12,000 soldiers, of whom 6,800
were combat troops. This was more than 5,000 fewer soldiers than the older model German
division. Arguably, this reduction to their force contributed to the success of the
Allied invasion.
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On D-Day, one 1n every 12 American Soldiers was a combat engineer. He carried
the same basic load of equipment and ammunition as his infantry counterpart, plus
40 pounds of explosives. The explosives were used to destroy the mines that prevented
Allied equipment from moving inland. The engineer also carried Bangalore torpedoes,
5-foot cylindrical explosives that were used against minefields and wire obstacles.
His mission was simple: exploit the gaps that led to the five draws inland. Combat
engineers were required to clear and mark these lanes. This simple plan was boldly
executed as defined by the Army’s characteristic of audacity.
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The larger landing craft carried tank dozers, which were medium tanks with a blade
on the front. They represented the heaviest equipment that was at the disposal of

the engineers. These engineer vehicles were assigned to only a few battalions. Of
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16 that were sent toOmaha Beach, only six actually landed. The 20th Engineer Battalion

tank dozers never arrived. The battalion obstacle clearance was strictly a manual

process.
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Allied vehicles landed on Omaha Beach.
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The battalion boarded landing craft, loaded with explosives and ammunition, 1n
Bournemouth for the assault on France. The first elements to land received little
enemy fire. Friendly fire, however, was abundant. Once the ramp went down on their
landing craft, the Soldiers jumped into armpit-deep water and waded ashore, where
there was little cover and where most obstacles were booby-trapped. Alpha Company,
supporting the 16th Infantry Regiment of the 1st Infantry Division, landed in the
vicinity of Colleville. There, the beaches were still being prepped with artillery
fire from the battleships and destroyers in the English Channel. Alpha Company arrived
later than planned, and the unit became strung out more than a mile from its intended

beachhead, which did not aid in massing an effort at a decisive time and place. Also,



the 3d Platoon landing craft was hit by a German artillery shell before making 1t
ashore, leaving 27 men in the company to accomplish the mission. They maneuvered
several hundred yards to establish exit E-3. The unfavorable circumstances and the
crowded beach made 1t impossible for the engineers to remain on schedule, but they
continued to push forward. The landings, which occurred between 0700 and 0800 hours
on D-Day, would not secure an exit road until much later in the day, even though the
roads were only a few hundred meters away.
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Bravo Company supported the 18th Regimental Combat Team of the 1st Infantry
Division. The company landed near St. Laurent (Easy Red) at about H + 120 minutes.
The company advanced to the beach under much heavier fire than Alpha Company had
received, because the Allied artillery preparation there had ceased. Unfortunately,
the naval gunfire had not silenced the German fortifications and gun emplacements,
so the company received fire from 32 fortified positions. Their landing had not put
them 1n position to clear mines, obstacles, and debris from their intended routes
across the beach. It was not until Charlie Company landed at H + 300 minutes that
Bravo Company could maneuver across the beach. Charlie Company was supposed to support
the 26th Regimental Combat Team, but became separated from that unit after landing.
The only hope that Charlie Company had of achieving mission success was to work with
Bravo Company toward the same exit route. Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP)
3-90, Offense and Defense, states, “Commanders never permit the enemy to recover from
the shock of the initial assault. They prevent defenders frommassing effects against

the friendly decisive operation." Leading the infantry, the engineers moved inland
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to clear lanes and establish exit road E-1. For 1ts achievements, the 20th Engineer
Combat Battalion received a unit citation.

Bift £ 32 % 1) L F7 % ISBB Py %38 B HH1204 48PF 5 ¥ i 87
(M8 E )T F . T kP RAMESE L4 ARl giT
K b’“r"lB;%réw‘i“iﬁlﬁ%ﬁp%ki WA I R4 o 2 F s RE L
4O E IR miﬁﬁ% Fp gl > Flpt > B F i R 32B B0 4 5T

° \é/x@ e [ 8 7 T\L.Ll'_ F.%]%ﬁ?’ /‘%‘K,Z]:t T w F-‘?—Fﬂi;}"'g‘ 7% A% M ’hi é"\iﬁﬁ‘
ﬁﬁ%’““m&%AﬁQéfé%’Béﬂy S AR o Cid
7% X 20 PR 0 R o RSB ’%""*’E =470 o Cif vl —
#F A e BB L e & TR K - iErEp 2 g o ADRP 3-90 (s #
B ) r#;q%ﬁ:"é‘zu LEFRERO B RFORRY IR ELTH

™

PR R S AR T DL RIR G 2 H A
5 a:;f«e::wm FAEH BB B SRR @R 20 E
£19 24 -

The days that followed led to tasks inColleville and farther inland. Now detached
from the Ist Infantry Division for the first time since the war began, the 20th Combat
Engineers supported the 1171st Engineer Combat Group and aided 1n bridge
reconnaissance and minesweeping operations. By 18 June, the battalion had planned
and rigged the demolition of all bridges in the vicinity of Castillon, Rouxeville,
and Foulognes the new footprint of 1st Army.
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The Corps of Engineers 1s as old as the U.S. Army 1tself. A small percentage of
engineers are responsible for field fortifications and demolitions. These engineers
are commonly referred to as sappers, an occupational term in armies around the world
for soldiers whose main purpose 1s to provide mobility to maneuver forces. It 1s the
responsibility of the sapper to aid the infantryman with attacks to maximize his
efforts in manipulating the characteristics of the offense:

m Surprise.
m Concentration.
m Tempo.

m Audacity
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On D-Day, tempo and audacity carried the day. The tempo that the engineers
achieved allowed the infantry to maintain the initiative and disrupt enemy forces
as prescribed in Army Doctrinal Publication (ADP) 3-0, Unified Land Operations.
Landing on a beach and breaching obstacles under heavy fire that resulted in 40 percent
casualties was thedefinition of audacity. As stated in the same publication, audacity
1s a simple plan of action, boldly executed.
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The actions of the 20th Combat Engineers and sappers that fateful day proved how
well-trained engineer battalions can lead the Army to successful lodgments and then
fight as infantry when necessary. Their versatility and agility contributed greatly
to the massing of combat power on the objective. Within days, the engineers had
transitioned once again from the tactical offense to stability and reconstruction
operations for First Army. In the words of the renowned correspondent Ernie Pyle,
“Even the infantry took its hat off to them—for not infrequently, the engineers were
actually ahead of the troops.”
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