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NO RM ANDY, 1944-1984

‘WE HAVE NOT FORGOTTEN’
D-Day: They came from  the sky and the sea; in the hedgerow country 

and the coastal towns a grateful France remembers

Harold studley of Watertown, mass., at American military cemetery in st. laurent-sur-mer. normandy.

B y  Charles E. Claffey 
G lobe Staff

ST E .-M E R E -E G L IS E . 
Normandy -  In the ear- 

      ly  m orn ing  o f  D-Day, 
June 6. 1944, Robert 
Constans witnessed the 

 beginning o f what he
and his French Resis- 
tan ce  com rades  had 

been working toward for four years: "I 
looked  up and saw the paratroopers 
j umping. The sky was full o f them. I will 
n ever forget that sight." The long-prom
ised Allied invasion had begun.

Now. 40 yea rs  la ter. Constans. a 
short, w iry man in his early 60s. is the 
m ayor o f Ste.-Mere-Eglise. the first Nor

man town liberated by the Allies.
" We have not forgotten," Constans 

says o f the American paratroopers o f the 
US 82d Airborne Division and the Allied 
troops th a t liberated  h is  tow n  and 
France -  a nation that had not fully re
covered from the blood-letting o f World 
W ar I when in 1939 the German Army 
once again massed at its borders. -

Nor have Constans and his friends in 
the Resistance forgotten, or forgiven, the 
brutalities that took place during the 
German occupation.

On June 6, President Ronald Reagan 
will Join Queen Elizabeth II o f Great Brit
ain. French President Francois Mitter
rand and Canadian Premier Pierre Elliot 
Trudeau In cerem onies in Normandy 
m arking the 40th anniversary of D-Day.

West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl 
has not been invited, primarily because 
o f strong pressure brought by former Re
s is tan ce  m em bers who s till harbor 
strong anti-German feelings .

O f the French government's  rejection 
o f overtures by the West German chan
cellor to attend the ceremonies, Constans 
said in an interview in his office that "It 
was a right decision, a good decision" to 
exclude Kohl.

On May 8, the 39th anniversary of 
Victory in Europe (VE) Day. officials and 
French World W ar II veterans gathered 
in front o f city and town halls in places 
like St. Lo, Caen. Villers-Bocage and 
Bretteville for ceremonies marking the 
end o f  the w ar in Europe in 1945 with

observances that included special words 
o f gratitude for American and British 
forces.

A t Villers-Bocage, totally destroyed 
during the war and now rebuilt, medals 
were conferred on French Army veter
ans. some o f them partly crippled from 
war wounds, a few of them brushing 
away tears.

Like most o f the towns in Normandy. 
Ste.-Mere-Eglise is full o f reminders of 
the war -  and there will be more in the 
next few weeks as this town and many 
others in Normandy prepare for 40th an
niversary ceremonies and observances.

There are reminders such as streets 
named Rue Robert Murphy, after a for
mer paratrooper o f the 82d Airborne, 
now a Boston attorney: Gen. Ridgway

Lane, a rural path that marks the site of 
the command post o f the then command
er of the 82d Division. MaJ. Gen. Mat
thew Ridgway: Rue Capt. Rex Combs, 
a fte r  a com pany com m ander o f  the 
508th Regiment. 82d Airborne: and two 
miles away, at LaFiere. on the Merederet 
River, the unmarked foxhole occupied by 
Brig. Gen. James M. Gavin, deputy com- 
mander of the 82d.

Then there is the church In the center 
o f town. Its foundation dating from the 
11 th century, the present structure from 
the 15th century. From the church bel
fry. John Steele, a paratrooper o f the 
82d. dangled helplessly from his para
chute harness for three hours In the ear
ly morning o f D-Day. playing dead while
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German tank on utah beach, normandy.

N o rm a n d y , 1 9 4 4 -1 9 8 4

□
This part o f Normandy is mostly 

dairy-farming country, and the land and
customs have changed little over the cen
turies. The ancient hedgerows, in and 
around which German and Allied infan
tryman fought- still define the bound
aries of Norman farms as they did a mil
lennium ago.

About seven miles west of Ste.-Mere- 
Eglise is Utah Beach, the tight flank of 
the Allied invasion force. It was at Utah 
that the men of the American 4th Infan
try Division waded ashore on D-Day and 
into the gunfire of the German 716th In
fantry Division, a unit made up mostly of 
wounded veterans, reservists and foreign 
"volunteers."

Utah, like most of the Allied landing 
beaches -  American. British-Canadian 
and French -  has Its own memorial, mu
seum and markers to commemorate the 
invasion.

There is no marker at German 
Strongpoint W5. one of Its platoons com
manded by 2d Lt. Arthur Jahnke, then 
23, a veteran of the Russian front who 
had won the Knight’s Cross. Germany's 
highest award for bravery, as a platoon 
leader. Wounded, he had been sent to a 
reserve unit In Normandy a few months 
before D-Day.

In moving Victory in Eu
rope (VE) Day ceremonies 
in Normandy this month, 

officials and French 
World War II veterans 

gathered in front of city 
and town halls in places 
like St. Lo, Caen. V illers- 
Bocage and Bretteville for 
observances. At Villers- 
Bocage, totally destroyed 
during the war and now 

rebuilt, medals were 
conferred on French 

Army veterans, some of 
them partly crippled 

from war wounds, a few 
of them brushing 

away tears.
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his comrades dropped an around him In
the village square.

Inside the church, two stained glass 
windows, one of them a gift from the 82d 
Airborne Division, depict the landing of 
the American paratroopers on D-Day.

Across the street from the church, 
there is an airborne museum whose un
paid curator Is Philippe Jutras. an 
American and a former Maine state legis
lator who has lived here since 1972 with 
his wife, a native of the town, who owns 
a local clothing store. Jutras, 68, is a re
tired Army warrant officer who served In 
Normandy.

Jutras pointed across the street to a 
farmer named Jules Guyot. whose war
time claim to fame Is that soon after the 
Allies arrived In town. Guyot was some
how mistaken for a German, arrested, 
and interned in a prison camp in Eng
land until October 1944 when the mis- 
take was discovered and he was repatri
ated to Ste.-Mere-Eglise. His only com- 
ment, then and now, on his incarcer
ation was that "the English food was ter
rible."

Driving along the nearly 60 miles of 
Normandy coastline that comprised the 
Allied invasion beaches, one is struck by 
the scope of Operation Overlord the code 
name for the assault on Fortress Europe. 
The area involved in the landings ap
proximates the coastal distance from 
Duxbury to Provincetown, along the in- 
ner side of Cape Cod.

The extreme ocean tides of Normandy
figured prominently in the timing of the 
Allied invasion. At low ebb, vast stretch- 
es of beach are exposed, which made it
critical for the Allies to land at the time 
of highest tide. At low tide in Arro- 
manches, where the British landed, a 
''Mulberry" bridge (a segment of an arti- 
ficial harbor) built 40 years ago stands 
out In bold relief in the sea -  an uninten- 
t i o n a l  to Allied engineering 
skills.

The cliffs and bluffs overlooking the 
beaches sometimes rise as high as 150
feet at irregular intervals along the
coastline German bunkers, pillboxes and
American Sherman tanks often form the 
centerpieces of museums and memorials

Near one of these bunkers at Omaha 
Beach. German Strongpoint WN62
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Jahnke's strongpoint was  well-forti
fied an 88-mm. gun. bunkers with 
flanking 50-mm. guns, a 75-mm anti
tank gun and machine gun nests. It does 
not look like the kind of place from 
which it would be easy to dislodge a 
skilled, well-armed  defender.

As the first American troops piled out 
of their landing craft at 6:30 a m . the 
time of the first landings. Jahnke at first 
thought they were too far away -  500 
yards -  to commence firing that they 
should be allowed to come to within 100 
yards But wave after wave of GIs 
streamed onto the beach, and Jahnke al
most immediately gave the command to 
open fire.

By noon of D-Day. Jahnke's platoon 
was decimated, the strongpoint overrun 
and he himself almost buried alive by a 
shell burst. Wounded, he was pulled legs
first out of his dugout by his American 
captors.

Before the day was over, the first ele
ments of the 101st Airborne that had 
dropped In and around Ste -Mere-Eglise 
had achieved the Allied objective: to join 
up with the troops of the 4th Division ad
vancing inland. And Jahnke was on a 
ship bound for a prisoner of war camp in 
England.
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French wwii veteran at villers-bocage ve day ceremony


