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OVERVIEW
On June 6, 1944, known as D-Day, American forces landed on the northern coast of France
(Normandy) in an all-out attempt to bring the war to an end. Ernie Pyle, one of the most
famous American war correspondents, arrived on the scene the following day and described
the incredible sight. Excerpts from his account appear here.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• How does Pyle describe the scene at the beach the day after D-Day?
• Which side had the advantage during this battle? Why?

O

wing to a last-minute alteration in the arrangements, I didn’t arrive on
the beachhead until the morning after D-day, after our first wave of
assault troops had hit the shore.
By the time we got there the beaches had been taken and the fighting had
moved a couple of miles inland. All that remained on the beach was some
sniping and artillery fire, and the occasional startling blast of a mine geysering
brown sand into the air. That plus a gigantic and pitiful litter of wreckage
along miles of shore line.
Submerged tanks and overturned boats and burned trucks and shellshattered jeeps and sad little personal belongings were strewn all over those
bitter sands. That plus the bodies of soldiers lying in rows covered with
blankets, the toes of their shoes sticking up in a line as though on drill. And
other bodies, uncollected, still sprawling grotesquely in the sand or half hidden
by the high grass beyond the beach. That plus an intense, grim determination
of work-weary men to get that chaotic beach organized and get all the vital
supplies and the reinforcements moving more rapidly over it from the stackedup ships standing in droves out to sea. . . .
Ashore, facing us, were more enemy troops than we had in our assault
waves. The advantages were all theirs, the disadvantages all ours. The Germans
were dug into positions they had been working on for months, although they
were not entirely complete. A 100-foot bluff a couple of hundred yards back
from the beach had great concrete gun emplacements built right into the
hilltop. These opened to the sides instead of to the front, thus making it hard
for naval fire from the sea to reach them. They could shoot parallel with the
shore and cover every foot of it for miles with artillery fire.
Then they had hidden machine-gun nests on the forward slopes, with
crossfire taking in every inch of the beach. These nests were connected by
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networks of trenches, so that the German gunners could move about without
exposing themselves.
Throughout the length of the beach, running zigzag a couple of hundred
yards back from the shore line, was an immense V-shaped ditch fifteen feet
deep. Nothing could cross it, not even men on foot, until fills had been made.
And in other places at the far end of the beach, where the ground was flatter,
they had great concrete walls. These were blasted by our naval gunfire or by
explosives set by hand after we got ashore.
Our only exits from the beach were several swales or valleys, each about a
hundred yards wide. The Germans made the most of those funnellike traps,
sowing them with buried mines. They also contained barbed-wire
entanglements with mines attached, hidden ditches, and machine guns firing
from the slopes.
All this was on the shore. But our men had to go through a maze nearly as
deadly before they even got ashore. Underwater obstacles were terrific. . . .
The Germans had masses of great six-pronged spiders—made of railroad
iron and standing shoulder-high—just beneath the surface of the water, for
our landing craft to run into. They had huge logs buried in the sand, pointing
upward and outward, their tops just below the water. Attached to the logs
were mines.
In addition to these obstacles they had floating mines offshore, land mines
buried in the sand of the beach, and more mines in checkerboard rows in the
tall grass beyond the sand. And the enemy had four men on shore for every
three men we had approaching the shore.
And yet we got on. . . .
Our men were pinned down for a while, but finally they stood up and
went through, and so we took that beach and accomplished our landing. In
the light of a couple of days of retrospection, we sat and talked and called it a
miracle that our men ever got on at all or were able to stay on. . . .
I walked for a mile and a half along the water's edge of our manymiled
invasion beach. I walked slowly, for the detail on that beach was infinite.
The wreckage was vast and startling. The awful waste and destruction of
war, even aside from the loss of human life, has always been one of its
outstanding features to those who are in it. Anything and everything is
expendable. And we did expend on our beachhead in Normandy during those
first few hours.
For a mile out from the beach there were scores of tanks and trucks and
boats that were not visible, for they were at the bottom of the water—
swamped by overloading, or hit by shells, or sunk by mines. Most of their
crews were lost. . . .
There were LCT's turned completely upside down, and lying on their
backs, and how they got that way I don't know. There were boats stacked on
top of each other, their sides caved in, their suspension doors knocked off.
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In this shore-line museum of carnage there were abandoned rolls of barbed
wire and smashed bulldozers and big stacks of thrown-away life belts and piles
of shells still waiting to be moved. In the water floated empty life rafts and
soldiers’ packs and ration boxes, and mysterious oranges. On the beach lay
snarled rolls of telephone wire and big rolls of steel matting and stacks of
broken, rusting rifles.
On the beach lay, expended, sufficient men and mechanism for a small
war. . . .
The strong, swirling tides of the Normandy coast line shifted the contours
of the sandy beach as they moved in and out. They carried soldiers’ bodies out
to sea, and later they returned them. They covered the corpses of heroes with
sand, and then in their whims they uncovered them. . . .
And standing out there on the water beyond all this wreckage was the
greatest armada man has ever seen. You simply could not believe the gigantic
collection of ships that lay out there waiting to unload. Looking from the
bluff, it lay thick and clear to the far horizon of the sea and on beyond, and it
spread out to the sides and was miles wide.
As I stood up there I noticed a group of freshly taken German prisoners
standing nearby. They had not yet been put in the prison cage. They were just
standing there, a couple of doughboys leisurely guarding them with tommy
guns.
The prisoners too were looking out to sea—the same bit of sea that for
months and years had been so safely empty before their gaze. Now they stood
staring almost as if in a trance. They didn't say a word to each other. They
didn't need to. The expression on their faces was something forever
unforgettable. In it was the final, horrified acceptance of their doom.
Source: Excerpt from Brave Men by Ernie. Pyle. Copyright © 1944 by Henry Holt & Co. Reprinted by
permission of the Scripps Howard Foundation.
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