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Normandy: June 6, 1944 – The long-awaited Allied invasion of occupied Europe commences.  Four major areas are selected and coded: Gold, Sword, Utah, and a deathtrap called Omaha.  All four are divided into sectors.  Omaha Beach was divided into ten sectors, west to east: Charlie, Dog Green, Dog White, Dog Red, Easy Green, Easy White, Easy Red, Fox Green, Fox White, and Fox Red.
The responsibility of the initial assault on Omaha fell on two Regimental Combat Teams (RCT), two tank battalions, and two battalions of Rangers.  The largely inexperienced 29th Infantry Division would land two battalions in the western four sectors, followed by a third battalion.  Tank battalions were to support the landings, including the other six sectors comprised of more Rangers and the 1st Infantry Division.
Following a 40-minute navy bombardment and a 30-minute air offensive, the landings were scheduled to kickoff at 0630.  By 0800, artillery support was envisaged to land followed by the main buildup at 0930.  The men on Omaha were expected to breech the German defenses within two hours, exit the beach an hour later, and establish a bridgehead five miles deep by the end of the first day.  Perfection is a scarce achievement in war, and military history confirms the first thing to fall apart with a battle plan is the battle plan.

AN ALLIED AIRCRAFT SCATTERS GERMAN SOLDIERS CONSTRUCTING INVASION BARRIERS IN MAY OF 1944.
When compared to the enormous navy salvos hurled on enemy occupied Pacific islands, the navy bombardment on Normandy wasn’t even in the same league.  Navy destroyers came in close, so close several almost ran aground, to duel point blank against fortified German gun entrenchments.  Nevertheless, the brave destroyer crews could only do so much.  The air armada was at least impressive: 448 B-24 Liberator heavy bombers hit targets at 0600 but were under strict orders to avoid hitting the troops approaching the beaches.  As cloudy skies created uncertainty, the bombers overshot their intended target.  Only three bombs hit near the beach area.
At sea, the approaching landing craft were battling heavy swells and German artillery.  A dozen landing craft were swamped, the others only staying afloat because soldiers were bailing out the seawater with their combat helmets.  Direct hits from German coastal guns caused men and landing craft to simply disappear. One landing craft jam-packed with soldiers pulled away from its mother ship then vanished.  No trace of the boat or its human cargo was ever found. 
The gruesome landing on Omaha Beach depicted in the movie ‘Saving Private Ryan’ accurately showed the suffering, but the truth of lives lost would have depicted very few men in the first wave of the 29th Infantry Division making it off landing boats or getting off the beach alive.  Twenty seven of the initial 29 tanks of the 741st tank battalion never touched sand.  Many are still beneath the waves.  

SMOKE STREAMS FROM A LANDING CRAFT AFTER MACHINE GUN FIRE HITS AND DETONATES A G.I.s HAND GRENADE
Much too late, disembarking infantry often found their landing craft had dropped ramps on sandbars 50 to 100 yards from the beach.  The soldiers had to wade through neck high water with heavy backpacks amid enemy small arms fire, mortars, artillery, and interlocking heavy machine gun fire.  If they made it to the beach, they still had 200 yards of open beach to navigate and more times than not it was the wrong sector.  Strong currents steadily pushed landing boats eastward and off course.  Many units had lost all their officers and senior NCOs, leaving them leaderless and without direction.
The Germans had erected formidable defensive positions.  Even if the landing crafts somehow evaded 200 Belgian Gates lashed with mines, a line of logs driven into the sand pointing seaward capped with anti-tank mines, a continuous line of 450 ramps sloping toward the beach with mines attached and designed to force landing crafts to ride up and either flip over or detonate the mine, and lastly a continuous line of hedgehogs about 150 yards from the beach.
Dodging deathtraps in the ocean was a punishing precursor for dodging death on the beach.  On Omaha, the Germans awaited the invaders in 15 Widerstandsnesters (resistance nests) better explained as ‘strongpoints’, with interlocking trenches, tunnels, mines, and barbed wire.  Along with basic light machine guns and rifles, heavy weaponry included at least 60 light artillery pieces, the heavier ones in eight gun casemates with the lighter ones sheltered in 35 pillboxes.  Eighteen anti-tank guns covered the beach area as did well-placed rifle pits and 85 machine gun emplacements.  Every inch of Omaha Beach could be hit with a bullet or shell.
Wounded soldiers unable to move in the surf drowned as the tide rolled in; others retreated to the sea and immersed their bodies underwater for limited protection, men had lost their weapons and equipment, those with weapons found them in need of cleaning after dragging them through saltwater and sand, and most of the radios were lost.  Into the chaos came the second wave of boats; they fared no better, the slaughter continued.
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FIRST ASSAULT TROOPS ON OMAHA BEACH.  SOME BRAVING A HAIL OF BULLETS, OTHERS SEEKING COVER BEHIND A TANK
Germans were reporting successes.  Even as late as 1330, the German 352nd Division reported the invaders had been thrown back into the sea.  Apparently the German troopers of the 352nd were plagued with bad vision.  Through the chaos and death and destruction, gumption alone had forced the Americans off the beaches. 
An unidentified Lieutenant in the Easy Red sector prodded his men with the statement, “Are you going to lay there and get killed, or get up and do something about it?”  A four man unit led by a captain and 2nd lieutenant fought a two hour battle and neutralized a German gun emplacement just as another wave of boats hit the beach, thus saving many lives.  Colonel George Taylor hit the beach around 0830, analyzed the situation then hollered, “Two kinds of people are staying on this beach, the dead and those who are going to die – now let’s get the hell out of here!”  He patched together broken and demoralized units into effective fighting forces, put the nearest NCO in charge of various bands of stragglers, then moved inland.
[image: ]By early afternoon, Gutsy navy ships finally silenced a German strong-point guarding the approaches to Vierville.  Albeit, the success could not be exploited due to the limited number of survivors trapped on the beach.  Of the 2,400 tons of supplies scheduled to be landed that day, only 100 tons made it ashore.  Omaha beach was on the verge of failure.  The Commander of the First Army, Lieutenant General Omar Bradley, considered evacuating the men from the bloody beaches of Omaha.
Limited successes were overshadowed by disaster after disaster as the situation on Omaha Beach seemed to be a total loss.  An accurate figure of the June 6, 1944 casualties on Omaha Beach still evades historians, with guesswork varying between 2,000 and 4,700 killed, wounded, or missing, with the heaviest losses suffered in the first landing.  A guesstimate with a spread of 2, 700 souls meant a successful landing took top priority while the grim job of graves registration took the lowest priority.  
I was recently given information on the stories of two men from the 29th Infantry who were in the first boats hitting the beaches of Omaha.  Just two men, out of thousands, yet their stories are indicative of losses so severe an accurate casualty figure lacks consistency.  And this is their story. 
[image: ]The son of a country doctor, Doctor Robert B. Ware grew up with nine siblings in Amherst, Virginia.  After graduating from Virginia Polytechnic Institute in 1937, he attended the Medical College of Virginia before joining the staff at Lynchburg General Hospital. Knowing that America was most likely on the verge of entering a world war, Doctor Ware volunteered to serve in the Virginia National Guard and reported for duty in 1940.  On June 6, 1944, Doctor Ware had been assigned 1st Battalion Surgeon and scheduled to ride with the 29th Infantry Division onto the beach at Omaha.  Before men scrambled down the nets into landing crafts, Ware’s commanding officer asked him, “Do you want to be in the first waves of men to hit the beach or can you wait until the beach is secure?”
A young wife back in America and a two-year old son awaited his return.  Unquestionably Doctor Ware thought of his young family back home and could have chosen to go in later when it was much safer, but he knew the heaviest casualties would be in the first waves where his medical talents would certainly be required.  Doctor Ware responded to his commanding officer, “I want to go in early.  That’s where the greatest casualties will be and that is where I will be needed the most.”
[image: ]CAPTAIN ROBERT WARE - 1943
The ocean was choppy.  Men got seasick.  German artillery and mortars peppered the approaching landing crafts.  Somehow Doctor Ware, part of his medical staff, and about 16 soldiers made it to the beach.  Ware knew many of the young men; they hailed from his hometown area.  As the landing craft hit sand, the doors opened so the men could disembark.  Doctor Ware was among the first off the landing craft.  A German machine gun opened up.  Doctor Ware fell, almost cut in half, mortally wounded.  The murderous fire continued.  Not one soldier or medical personnel survived.  The entire human cargo of the landing craft perished right there at the edge of the water.
A radio operator, Bob Sales, was already in the water having survived the landing of another boat earlier.  Now Sales was struggling to stay alive on the beach.  Sales recalled what he witnessed on Omaha, “It really didn’t matter exactly which of those earliest boats you were on because the machine guns were killing the men as fast as they got off.”
When Sales’ landing craft approached the beach, the British coxswains (drivers) saw water turned red with blood, corpses drifting aimlessly, and heads bobbing in the ocean. One of the coxswains shouted, “We can’t go in there.  We can’t see the landmarks…we’re pulling off!”
Captain Ettore Zappacosta pulled out his Colt .45 and tells the drivers, “By God, you’ll take this boat straight in.”  They did.  About 75 yards from the beach, Zappacosta yells, “Drop the ramp!”  Zappacosta is first off and is immediately hit.  He yells, “I’m hit!” and falls forward.  The medic, Thomas Kenser, sees the captain face down in the water and yells, “Hold on…I’m coming!” and jumps from the landing craft.  Kenser is shot dead while in the air.  A lieutenant, Tom Dallas, makes it to the edge of the sand and no further.  A burst of machine gun fire blows his head apart.
Bob Sales is next.  Lugging a heavy SCR 300 radio on his back as he exits the boat, his boot heel catches on the edge of the ramp and he tumbles into the sea. The weight of the SCR 300 radio pulls him down.  Sales ditches the now unworkable radio and resurfaces to hopefully dodge the certain death of Omaha.  He hugs a piece of driftwood to keep from drowning.  It takes Sales over two hours to travel the few yards to the beach.  Two other soldiers from dissimilar companies join him and all three flatten themselves behind the driftwood as bodies wash up then wash back out to sea.  If they recognize a face among the dead, they pulled the body ashore.  If the face is unfamiliar, the corpse is claimed by the sea.
Sales remembered watching Doctor Ware’s boat attempting to land.  “Doctor Ware was one of the first off of his landing craft and I could see a machine gun firing from the beach.  It cut him down.  He dropped right there.”
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PFC BOB SALES: THE SOLE SURVIVOR OF ONE LANDING CRAFT
Sales and other soldiers took cover behind beach obstacles but discovered there was really no place to hide on Omaha.  He and many of his comrades crawled back inch by inch into the ocean to lay on their backs with only their noses poked up to breath-in life-saving oxygen.  As a courageous medic darted to and fro giving aid, Sales and a couple other survivors eventually joined the rescue efforts and pulled wounded men out of the water so they could be treated by the medic.  Tumbling off his boat and sinking to the bottom of the ocean saved Bob Sales’ life – he was the only survivor of his landing craft.
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 EARLY JUNE, AMERICAN SOLDIERS FINALLY MOVING INLAND
Sales lived to fight on.  Six months after D-Day he was wounded in both eyes and spent 18 months in hospitals. His heroism in one battle earned Sales the Silver Star.  He said, “During those six months of combat that I was in, I saw a lot of heroes, but I put Doctor Ware at the top of the list.”
Bob Sales had lied about his age and joined the National Guard at the age of 15.  He fought on Omaha Beach at the age of 18.  Bob Sales reported for his final inspection on February 23, 2015 and was at long last reunited with the boys of the 29th Infantry Division. 
Two men, two boats, one survivor, the story of Omaha Beach.  Thousands of crosses and Stars of David are neatly aligned in the American cemetery situated atop the bluff overlooking Omaha.  Doctor Robert Ware rests at peace beneath one of those crosses.
In 1988, tiny fragments of iron globules, glass, and shrapnel from munition explosions were discovered still embedded in the sand of Omaha Beach.  Scientists estimated the particles will remain intact for two more centuries. 
“This operation is not being planned with any alternatives.  This operation is planned as a victory, and that the way it’s going to be.  We’re going down there, and we’re throwing everything we have into it, and we’re going to make it a success.”
                                                      - General Dwight D. Eisenhower -
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