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[image: ]On the eve of D-Day, a US Army infantry unit ‘somewhere in England’ is briefed on the invasion by Captain Robert C. Crisson.
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Introduction


The evening after D-Day, the naval shore base at Haslemere in Surrey held one of its regular dances. A young sailor, no more than 19 years old, slipped in and sat next to Wren Maureen Bolster. Just one look was enough to tell her where he’d returned from – his eyes were bloodshot and he was shaking all over. All the man could manage to say was, ‘Make me forget it, please make me forget it – I’ve just got to.’ A few days later, in another part of the country, a mother received a letter from her son serving as a lieutenant with the East Yorkshire Regiment. Although he too had witnessed the bloodshed of the Normandy beaches he wrote, ‘I did not feel afraid, but rather elated and full of beans…’

   This is not a book about military strategy – I’m not interested in explaining the movements of every regiment on D-Day – instead it’s about those contrasting experiences that reveal a great deal about what it was like to take part in the largest invasion the world has ever known.

   Just like my previous book The Assassination of JFK: Minute by Minute, this book has plenty of fascinating details that I feel bring history to life. For example Lord Lovat brushing sand from his brogues in the middle of the battle on Sword Beach; troops who have been blinded by flame-throwers being treated by medics while sitting in seaside deckchairs; General Montgomery’s photos of enemy generals on a wall in his caravan, so he can get an insight into their character.

   The variety of experiences of D-Day is reflected in the stories I’ve discovered. Sometimes the 6th June seems just like a 1950s war film with cockney corporals shouting, ‘Come out and fight, you square-headed bastards!’ Sometimes it’s chaotic, especially in the first few hours. One commando veteran of Normandy said, ‘War to the uninitiated is like a Marx Brothers film. Everything is a terrific balls-up, not from the generals’ perspective, but from the soldiers’ perspective.’

   The chaos of war often meant that the participants had little sense of time. Captain Walter Marchand, a battalion surgeon on Utah Beach, broke off from treating patients to write in his diary, ‘It is now noon – God, the five hours passed like lightning…’ A Canadian chaplain wrote later, that in action, ‘like a hospital patient, you lose all idea of time…’ This means that sometimes I’ve had to estimate when events occurred or rely on statements such as ‘just before sunset’; but more often than not I’ve benefited from the military obsession with logging events, either in diaries (with a surprising number being updated throughout the day at sea and even on the beaches), written accounts or regimental records. If there’s no clue to exactly when an event took place, but I feel that it is worthwhile including, I have added ‘about’ before the time. Times are given as Double British Summer Time (GMT+2) unless stated.
         

In April 1942, the Admiralty, keen for information on potential invasion beaches in Europe, appealed over the BBC for the public to send them pre-war postcards or holiday snaps of France and the Low Countries. They were used to provide an incomplete, but vital ‘photographic map’ of the coast of Europe. This book is something like that – by telling the stories of some of the assault troops, airborne forces, sailors, politicians, civilians and medics, I hope to paint a picture of what D-Day must have been like – the chaos, the horror and the bravery.
         


D-Day Acronyms
         

LCT: Landing Craft, Tank

LCVP: Landing Craft, Vehicle, Personnel (or Higgins Boat)

LCI: Landing Craft, Infantry

LCG Landing Craft, Gun

LCM: Landing Craft, Mechanised

PIAT: Projector, Infantry, Anti-Tank

AVRE: Armoured Vehicle, Royal Engineers
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May 1944


Two employees of one of the most successful toymakers in the world are arriving at a security checkpoint in the south of England. In their truck they have two gigantic plywood maps – one covering the coastlines of Scandinavia, Germany and Holland, the other covering Belgium and France. Each map is 15 feet high and 20 feet wide, and has been made by Chad Valley, by Royal Appointment ‘Toymakers to HM The Queen’ (her daughters Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret are known to enjoy playing with their dolls).

   But it is the company’s skills as makers of jigsaws – cut by hand with fret saws, ensuring that no two are alike – that has led to this unique commission.

   The truck is at a checkpoint outside Southwick House, a stately home on the outskirts of Portsmouth, also the base of SHAEF (Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force). This means that Chad Valley, makers of jigsaws, teddy bears and train sets, has made the map on which the long-awaited invasion of Nazi-occupied Europe will be plotted.
         

The two Chad Valley men know that only one map is needed. The other has been created as a decoy – no one must know where the invasion will take place. In the truck the men also have their suitcases. Once they’ve fixed the chosen map to a wall in Southwick House, neither of them will be allowed to leave the building until the invasion of Europe has begun.
         


The peoples of Europe have suffered. Do everything you can to make them know that with your coming, their suffering is eased and may soon be over. Bear in mind continuously that the operation for which we have been assembled in Great Britain – the invasion of Europe – must be successful, or we have lost World War II.  

   Think that over.
            

Advice to US Troops in Army Talks magazine, May 1944
            




For more than two years, there has been talk of an invasion of occupied Europe by Britain, the United States and their allies. An invasion would ease the pressure on the Soviet Union, fighting a bloody campaign against Germany on the Eastern Front since June 1941. 
            

There’s growing optimism that the war is being won and that a Second Front will swiftly finish the Germans off. The changing mood in Britain is shown in the titles of the BBC’s annual Christmas programme. In 1940 it had been Christmas Under Fire; in 1941 To Absent Friends; in 1942 The Fourth Christmas and in 1943 it was We Are Advancing!
            

In Britain, the slogan ‘Second Front Now’ has been painted on walls across the country (the majority allegedly done by pro-Russian firemen on night shifts) and its timing endlessly discussed in food queues, pubs and work canteens.
            




         




         


[image: ]In the foreground Bill Millin with his bagpipes walks from a landing craft onto Sword Beach; Lord Lovat is wading in the water to the right of the column of men.
               






  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         

Monday 5th June 1944


‘OK, let’s go.’


4.15am
         

In the Map Room in Southwick House, all attention is on the newly installed map of the coastline of northern France.

A storm is battering the building so fiercely that its walls seem to be shaking. In the old library on the ground floor, a tall, nervous 43-year-old Scottish meteorologist named Group Captain James Stagg is standing in front of some of the most powerful military men in the world. Stagg hasn’t slept all night. D-Day was to have been today, but was postponed; for the invasion to be launched tomorrow, a decision has to be made by 5am.

   Watching him intently, seated in armchairs and sofas, are the men who head SHAEF: General Dwight D Eisenhower, Eisenhower’s chief of staff Major General Walter Bedell Smith, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay, Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory and the man who is the senior ground force commander for the invasion of Europe, General Sir Bernard Montgomery. Everyone is in immaculate battledress, except Monty, who is sitting in the front row wearing a high-necked fawn pullover and light corduroy trousers.

   Previous meetings with Stagg have begun with banter and pleasantries. There is none of that today. They want his weather forecast for the next 24 hours. What he’s about to say will affect the lives of millions.
         

The whole of Europe is waiting.


The Germans know that an invasion is imminent – they just don’t know exactly where and when it will be. In November 1943 Hitler had told his chiefs of staff, ‘All signs point to an offensive against the Western Front no later than spring 1944, and perhaps earlier…’  

   The Nazis occupy Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, France, Poland, Serbia and Greece, and the peoples under their control are desperate to be liberated. The Nazis have introduced slave labour on a monumental scale. In Poland alone there are 5,800 different camps including forced labour camps, prisoner-of-war camps, concentration camps and death camps. The total number of Jews gassed at Auschwitz-Birkenau since 1942 is two million with a further 500,000 shot or starved to death. Hans Frank, the Nazi governor of Poland, said in 1943, ‘Once we have won the war, then for all I care, mincemeat can be made out of Poles, Ukrainians and all the others who run around here.’ 
            

For almost two years, Otto and Edith Frank have hidden with their daughters Margot and Anne in a secret annexe on the top floor of an old building by an Amsterdam canal. In June 1942, Anne was given an autograph book with a red and white checked cover as a birthday present, and since they went into hiding has used it as a diary. 

   On 22nd May 14-year-old Anne wrote in it, ‘All of Amsterdam, all of Holland, in fact the entire western coast of Europe all the way down to Spain, are talking about the invasion day and night, debating, making bets and… hoping.’
            

Those who are hoping will not have long to wait. In the Channel, some of the troops are already waiting in ships and landing craft. They have been there for several days in very cramped conditions. They were ready to set off on the 4th but the expedition was postponed because of the appalling weather. 

   Briefed with maps and photographs (including the holiday snaps of the Normandy coast sent in by the public in 1942), they don’t yet know their destination as place names have been blacked out. However, some enterprising Royal Engineers in 82 Assault Squadron have worked out that if they wet a handkerchief and give a photo a rub, the names are decipherable. When one unit of Free French Commandos saw their map of Sword Beach with all the names covered, they recognised the beach straight away. One of them had even worked on the lock gates of one of the targets – the Caen Canal. Sadly for the Frenchmen, because of that knowledge, they were all confined to barracks until their ship sailed.
            

In May, one of the generals whose job it is to lead the invasion, American General Omar Bradley, was walking past Speaker’s Corner in Hyde Park where a man on a soapbox was urgently calling for ‘a Second Front now!’. Bradley wrote later, ‘I thought of how little comprehension he had of what the Second Front entailed, of the labours that would be required to mount it.’
            

It is now two years since the millions of people who sent their holiday photos to the Admiralty each received a letter thanking them for ‘their valuable contribution to the war effort’. People are getting impatient, especially as since January, German bombers have returned for night sorties over English cities, a campaign nicknamed ‘The Little Blitz’.
            

Since mid-May, there has been so much movement of troops and trucks on the roads of the south of England that in Dorchester employers have given their workers an extra 15 minutes at lunch-time just to cross the streets. The narrow lanes of English villages in Hampshire, Sussex, Kent, Dorset and Devon have been clogged with jeeps and tanks, often knocking down gable ends and fence posts.
            

One hundred and fifty thousand troops are waiting in army camps across Britain, with vast amounts of ammunition and supplies hidden in woods and forests. Ten thousand firemen and fire-women have been moved to the south of England and south Wales to guard them. Eisenhower joked that it was only the large number of barrage balloons floating above Britain that kept her from sinking under the sea. 

   The army camps have signs to deter curious locals, saying, ‘Do Not Loiter. Do Not Speak To The Troops.’ In the past two years over 163 air bases have been built to cater for all the fighters, bombers, transports and gliders needed for the invasion. For weeks, docks from Essex to South Wales have been crammed with military and commercial shipping. In Southampton, ships are berthed eight abreast and its schools taken over by troops, and to store equipment.
            

Daytrippers have been banned from visiting the coast from East Anglia to Cornwall. Churchill had been unconvinced by the need for this plan and asked the things the public shouldn’t be allowed to see to be written down for him on a single sheet of paper. Faced with a long list of construction sites, training areas, top-secret equipment, and embarkation locations, the prime minister relented.
            

Hospitals in the south of England have been cleared of civilian patients and scrubbed from top to bottom. The beds are ready for casualties – grey blankets have been spread on them to take men with dirty, bloody uniforms. Trolleys are piled high with towels, soap, flannels, razors and pyjamas for men who’ve lost their possessions. Cages have been built on the common at Portsmouth to hold German prisoners of war.
            

Over the past few days, Group Captain James Stagg has exasperated some of the top brass with his pessimistic forecasts. Yesterday, when Stagg walked in, Admiral Sir George Creasy muttered, ‘Here comes six foot two inches of Stagg and six foot one inch of gloom…’ 

   But General Eisenhower trusts the dour-looking meteorologist. He has been testing Stagg by getting him to make three-day forecasts, and then on the fourth checking the results. 

   When in 1943 Stagg had joined the planning staff for Operation Overlord (the code name for the invasion of France) the army, navy and the air force all gave him a list of the weather conditions they needed for a successful invasion. Their minimum requirements were for the paratroopers a late-rising moon, and for the navy calm waters for the landing craft, a low tide to expose beach defences early in the day to allow for 17 hours of daylight to land multiple waves of troops, plus an inshore wind to blow smoke away from their targets. Stagg worked out that they might have to wait 150 years before the perfect weather arrived to please all of them. However, he’d told them that a full moon and early low tide could be guaranteed on 4th, 5th, 6th and 7th June 1944.
            

Eisenhower grumbled earlier to his English driver Kay Summersby, (with whom he’s been having an affair for over a year) that although military textbooks say that the weather is neutral, during his campaigns in North Africa and Italy the weather was always partisan in favour of the Germans. It seems the same is true now.
            

Last night, Stagg told Eisenhower there was in fact good news – there should be a brief break in the bad weather that had caused D-Day to be postponed, from this afternoon until tomorrow afternoon the 6th June, but that he would know more in the morning…
            




4.17am
         

The rain is hitting the windows of the library in Southwick House hard. Eisenhower says, ‘Now, go ahead, Stagg.’

   Stagg manages a smile.

   ‘Well, I’ll give you some good news. Gentlemen, no substantial change has taken place since last time, but as I see it, the little that has changed is in the direction of optimism.’

   The good weather he has predicted should last until tomorrow afternoon – 6th June. Visibility should be good and the winds no more than Force 4. Eisenhower has been pacing up and down, but now he stops and says quietly, ‘OK, let’s go.’

   The room is full of the sound of cheering. Stagg thinks his audience look like ‘new men… it was a marvel to behold’. Stagg fields a few questions and then the room rapidly empties, leaving Eisenhower alone.
         

Stagg heads to his tent in the grounds of Southwick House to try and get some sleep. A British general had said to him a couple of days ago, only half joking, ‘Remember, if you don’t read the runes right, we’ll string you up from the nearest lamppost…’


‘In the middle of 1942… our commander came round and said they were looking for volunteers for hazardous underwater work; the qualifications were that you had to be able to swim and were single; as I qualified for both these things, I put my name down…’ 
            

Lieutenant George Honour
            




         


7.00am
         

Thirty feet down off the coast of Normandy, ten Royal Navy sailors are existing on a diet of baked beans, soup and tea. They are in X20 and X23, two X-class midget submarines, and the same wind that’s battering Southwick House has created a swell that’s making them roll around on the bottom of the seabed and tug at their anchor ropes. The crews know that it must be stormy on the surface. Their fear is that they will be wrecked on the beach and Operation Overlord will be exposed.
         

The subs have been there, still and silent, for two days. Their job, when D-Day comes, is to surface and erect an 18-foot telescopic mast fitted with navigation lights and a radio beacon to guide British and Canadian landing craft away from rocks and safely towards their invasion beaches. 

   They are so close to France that yesterday, through his periscope, one of the subs’ commanders, Lieutenant George Honour, watched German soldiers swimming and playing with a beach ball. ‘Little do they know what’s coming their way,’ he thought. 

   Each sub has a crew of five, crammed into a craft only 50 feet long, with barely five feet of headroom. The crews share a love of adventure. Sub Lieutenant Jim Booth, serving with Honour, wrote to the Admiralty two years ago complaining that the war ‘wasn’t exciting enough’, and so they suggested he joined X-class submarines.  

   The crew sleep one at a time on four-hour rotations on a hard board in the battery compartment. The lack of oxygen and the smell of diesel from the engine (the same as a London bus) adds to the feeling of suffocation. The Americans declined the British offer to use these lightships for their invasion beaches, fearing if they were discovered, their intention would be all too plain, and months of planning would be wasted. The British have accepted that risk.
            



         


7.30am
         

In ports and at sea, naval officers are breaking open their sealed orders and discovering their D-Day destination.


‘D-Day’ was first used by the US Army in the final months of the Great War, to indicate the day of the start of a military operation, keeping the precise date secret. ‘D’ simply stands for ‘day’. By 1943 ‘D-Day’ had come to mean the invasion of Europe. The landings on the Normandy beaches will start at ‘H-Hour’.
            

The most obvious place for an invasion would be across the English Channel at its narrowest point – just 20 miles – at the Pas-de-Calais. The short journey would mean that there would be a greater chance of retaining the element of surprise and hence reducing the opportunity for a German counter-attack. However, the Pas-de-Calais is very strongly defended, for the simple reason that it’s the obvious route. The Germans have concluded that for the invasion to succeed, the Allies must capture a port, to bring ashore the vast amount of supplies they’ll need. In fact, a raid on Dieppe on the north coast of France in August 1942 taught the Allies that to attack a well-defended port would be suicidal – 3,000 troops were killed or captured. 

   SHAEF has identified a 60-mile stretch of coastline in Normandy as suitable. Although it’s about five hours away by boat, and in places has plenty of cliffs and rocks, it has no major ports, its defences are weaker and its beaches are wide and have firm sand.
            

The Allies have chosen five invasion beaches between the villages of Vareville to the west and Ouistreham to the east. Each has been given a code name – the British and Canadians chose Gold, Juno and Sword at random from a list of names supplied by the British Army that could be clearly heard by radio operators in the heat of battle. The American names for their beaches, Utah and Omaha, were chosen by their generals. Winston Churchill had insisted that whatever names were chosen they should be dignified, as no mother would want to hear that her son was reported dead or missing on a beach named ‘Bunny Hug’.
            




7.45am
         

The words ‘Thank You’ have been written in chalk on the pavement outside some of the houses of Southampton and Portsmouth, where troops and tank crews have been parked for the last few nights. Now the streets are empty.

Marjorie Box is standing in her street in Holbury on the outskirts of Southampton, tears streaming down her face as she waves goodbye to the soldiers who’ve been outside her house. In her kitchen she has a large number of ingredients given to her by their commanding officer, so she could bake them all a cake. Marjorie realises now that was just a ruse to give her and her family some scarce and badly needed rations.


No Army Council Instruction has ever succeeded in stopping the British soldier from fraternising with children – especially if you’re driving a ‘duck’ [amphibious vehicle] with a life-size painting of Donald on its side.
            

Alan Melville, BBC war correspondent
            




9.00am
         

The biggest invasion force the world has ever seen is mobilising. In all, D-Day involves over 6,203 vessels – 1,213 warships, 4,126 landing craft and 864 merchant vessels (liners, tankers and tugs) providing supply and support. They will all converge on an area south of the Isle of Wight code-named Area Z, but soon nicknamed ‘Piccadilly Circus’. British and Canadian forces are concentrated around Essex, Sussex and Hampshire, American forces in Dorset, Devon and Cornwall.
         

General Eisenhower is on the South Parade Pier in Portsmouth watching the loading of British troops onto landing craft.

   ‘Good old Ike!’ they’re cheering.

   The landing craft are 350 feet long and can take up to 200 men. Others are designed to take tanks directly to the Normandy beaches; the tanks disembarking via large bow doors (modern day roll-on roll-off ferries are the direct descendants of these ships). Most of these ships have made a journey across the Atlantic to get here.
         

General Eisenhower is talking to some of the British troops, and his naval aide Captain Harry Butcher is watching. He can tell that the conversations are lifting his boss’s anxious mood.

Ernest Bevin, the Minister for Labour, is watching the Durham Light Infantry embark at Southampton. A soldier shouts to him, ‘Ernie, when we have done this job for you, are we going back on the dole?’ Bevin’s eyes fill with tears.

As the troops made their way through the ports, they’d been told by the commanding officers not to talk to civilians, but it’s been difficult. War correspondent Alan Melville is travelling with a British regiment, and he can see in the faces of the people on the streets that they know this is no exercise.

   Twelve-year-old Peter McElhinney is standing in a Portsmouth street watching the troops march by. A young GI empties all his money and cigarettes out of his pockets and pushes them into the astonished boy’s hands.

   ‘Here, kid, take this. I won’t be coming back from where I’m going.’

   Another soldier in a truck passing though Portsmouth throws a football to some boys in the street. On it was written, ‘We have no further use for this and I hope it will give you a lot of pleasure.’
         

In nearby Gosport, one American GI marching past teenager Jean Charlesworth blurts out that he is afraid.

   ‘You will be all right, I know it,’ she says.
         

Margaret Woodhead is worried she’s done the wrong thing. A few days ago she had been walking along Langstone Harbour near Hayling Island, past some army tents on a playing field. A soldier came up to her and said, ‘Can you post a letter for me? We’re not allowed out of here and I would like my wife to get this.’

   Margaret had hesitated and wondered if he was a spy passing a message to the Germans, telling them where he’s stationed. She’d posted it, but now she fears that D-Day might be affected because of what she’s done.
         

A row of tanks from the Grenadier Guards has been parked in four-year-old Shirley Whittle’s street in Bedhampton for the past few days. Her family has become quite attached to one of the crews, and has given them a Union Flag to fly from the turret of their tank. (The crew will fly it proudly through the hard-fought campaigns in France and Germany, and in May 1945, post it back to Shirley.)


D-Day is the most closely guarded secret in British history. The few who know the date of the invasion receive top secret files with ‘Bigot’ stamped on them. (This is a reversal of ‘To Gib’ stamped on documents sent to Gibraltar.) ‘Are you Bigoted?’ is a question sometimes used in the corridors of power to determine who is in the know. It bewilders many people.
            

A plastic model of Omaha Beach has been created to brief the officers who will lead the assault. To ensure secrecy, individual parts have been made in different states of the US, and then assembled once in the UK.
            

Security around the date for D-Day has been tight, but there have been a few lapses. At a cocktail party at Claridge’s (known as ‘Little America’ because of the number of US soldiers staying there) Major General Henry Miller, of the US 9th Air Force, complained about his supply problems but said that they would be over by D-Day, which would come ‘before 15th June’. Even though he was an old friend, General Eisenhower demoted Miller to the rank of colonel and had him sent back to the States. Soon after, Miller retired.
            

At the moment, MI5 are concerned about the Daily Telegraph crossword. Number 5801 on 2nd June had contained the clue: ‘Britannia and he hold on to the same thing.’ The answer is Neptune, the code word for the amphibious invasion. Could it be just a coincidence? they wonder. They are suspicious, as in the past few weeks, four other code words have appeared in the crossword. 

   3rd May: ‘One of the US’ (Utah) 

   23rd May: ‘Red Indian on the Missouri’ (Omaha) 

   31st May: ‘This bush is a centre of nursery revolutions’ (Mulberry – the code name for floating harbours that have been built secretly over the past few months) 

   1st June: ‘But some big-wig like this has stolen some of it at times’ (Overlord) 
            

Yesterday, two MI5 agents went to the Surrey home of schoolteacher Leonard Dawe, who since 1925 has been the Daily Telegraph’s crossword compiler. In August 1942 one of Dawe’s clues, ‘French port (6)’, appeared two days before the disastrous Dieppe raid, leading to an investigation by the War Office. It was ruled to be a coincidence. 

   Having spoken to Leonard Dawe, MI5 are convinced that the appearance of the code words is, yet again, an incredible coincidence. 

   (However, in 1984, Ronald French, a former pupil of Dawe’s, will claim that he had inserted the words into the teacher’s blank puzzles; Dawe then came up with the clues. French said he heard the code words from troops stationed near the school.)
            



‘If you think you’re going to get scared, you’d better get off this bucket right now’


About 9.45am
         

At his dacha outside Moscow, Stalin is in full flow talking with Yugoslav guerrilla commander Milovan Djilas.

   ‘Perhaps you think that just because we are allies of the English we have forgotten who they are and who Churchill is? There’s nothing they like better than to trick their allies… And Churchill? Churchill is the kind of man who will pick your pocket for a kopeck, if you didn’t watch him! By God, pick your pocket for a kopeck! President Roosevelt is not like that. He dips in his hand only for bigger coins.’

   Stalin then mocks the invasion plans, saying that it will be called off ‘if there’s fog in the Channel’. He’d been promised in November by SHAEF that the invasion would take place by 1st May. 
         


10.00am
         

A small black tug named Chokka is steaming through Southampton Water. It normally supplies ammunition to troop ships, but right now it’s on its way to rescue three landing craft that have broken down near the Needles. At the helm is Wren stoker Rozelle Raynes. She and two other Wrens had been woken up at 5am by having cold water thrown over their faces by their commanding officer Lieutenant Horace Sherwood. He’d told them their morning’s mission and said, ‘I know some of you would rather stow away on a ship that’s bound for France, but the navy won’t allow that, and this is the best I can do for you!’

   On the Chokka, Rozelle is stunned by the huge armada of ships at anchor around her – minesweepers, destroyers, cruisers, trawlers and ocean tugs. A soldier is leaning over the stern of a landing craft, and above the noise of her tug’s engine Rozelle can just make out what he’s shouting.

   ‘You’re the last bit of Old England we’ll see for a while, girls, and you sure look worth fighting for!’
         


4th of June, I went to a party at a friend’s house. As I stood there with people dancing all around me, I had this strange feeling that I was like a little god, because I could see into the future. I wanted to warn all my friends to go into hiding, but of course I couldn’t say anything, not even to my parents, because I was sworn to secrecy. I stood there wondering how many of my friends would survive. 
            

André Heintz, member of the French Resistance
            



In Caen, the ancient capital of Normandy, 24-year-old schoolteacher André Heintz is tearing down posters that the Germans have put up overnight mocking the Allies’ victories in Italy.
         

André is a member of the French Resistance, and this is a small act of defiance compared with what else he does to further their cause. André helps forge identity cards for those avoiding Service de Travail Obligatoire – forced labour in Germany – or Jews fleeing persecution. More often the identity cards are for Allied airmen who’ve been shot down. Their French is usually so terrible that he has to say on their card that they are deaf and dumb. 

   Heintz also gathers information on troop movements. One of his techniques is to join a queue at Caen bus station. If a garrison has moved out of a village, it is usually such a relief that it always comes up in conversation. When he gets to the front of the queue he pretends he’s forgotten to buy a ticket, and joins a separate queue. Another method is talking to friends who do the laundry for German soldiers; they tell him the unit numbers that are on the inside of the soldiers’ shirt collars.  

   Heintz’s mother once overheard a German soldier tell a shopkeeper that if there were a landing he would ‘behave like the mussels’ – stay in his shell and not fight back. Another small but useful piece of intelligence he’d passed on to his contact by the coast, who then somehow sent it on to London. André is a firm anglophile. When he was 15 he spent six months at Bristol Grammar School to improve his English. They nicknamed him ‘57’ after the varieties of the famous food company.
            



10.30am
         

On board the destroyer USS Corry, her officers are being briefed about their destination. They will be providing cover for the troops landing on Utah Beach. One of her junior officers, Ensign Robert Beeman, is shocked to see the chart shows Utah is overlooked by 77 large German guns. Where Corry is to drop anchor will be in range for almost all of them.

   Two days before, Art Lindh, the communications officer, had appeared at Beeman’s door, looking pale and shaken. He’d looked at him and said, ‘If you think you’re going to get scared, you’d better get off this bucket right now.’

   Beeman had been mystified by what he meant, but now he understands.
         

Not everyone has been fully briefed. On an LCT heading away from Southampton, one of her crew says to Sergeant James Bellows of the Royal Hampshire Regiment, ‘We’re in a bloody hurry today, aren’t we?’ Where are we going this time – Hayling Island?’

   ‘No, France,’ Bellows replies.

   ‘Don’t mess about, mate. Where are we going?’

   ‘France!’ Bellows and his unit tell him, and to prove it they show the sailor their French currency.
         


11.00am
         

The tug Chokka is heading back to Southampton with the three broken-down landing craft in tow. Wren Rozelle Raynes is looking at a thousand grey dots on the southern horizon with tears in her eyes.
         

A few miles from the Normandy town of Sainte-Mère-Église, 11-year-old Geneviève Duboscq is walking with her mother along a country road. In her mother’s basket, under some dandelion leaves, is a pair of wire cutters. Every few yards they stop and cut a section out of a telephone cable running alongside the road and throw it over the hedge. It will now be harder for the German garrison in Sainte-Mère-Église to make contact with the outside world.
         


11.30am
         

At the headquarters of the 22nd Panzer Division in Normandy, Captain Curt Fromm is answering the phone. On the other end is a Frenchwoman he doesn’t know.

   ‘Captain Fromm, all of us wish you the best of luck in the next few hours.’

   The woman hangs up. Fromm is perplexed by the call – is this a warning? He starts gathering up his valuables to give to a fellow officer who’s about to head to Germany on leave. Fromm is concerned they might get destroyed in an air raid.
         

Many of the German troops in northern France have enjoyed a comfortable life, exchanging their cigarette rations for fine Normandy meat, cheese and butter. Many of the soldiers are very young and have had no experience of war. One infantry officer wrote, ‘It is really sad to see these children’s faces in grey uniforms.’ 

   Many of the 7,800 soldiers manning the fortifications in Normandy are not German at all, but Poles and Russians who have been forced to fight for the Nazis. They were usually given the choice of conscription or being labelled ‘politically undesirable’, which meant imprisonment in a concentration camp.
            



Someone once asked me, ‘What was that boat [a landing craft] like to drive?’ I said, ‘It was like driving a bulldozer in the water.’ 
            

Marvin Perrett of the US Coast Guard
            




Midday
         

General Eisenhower is in his large trailer hidden in woods close to Southwick House. It has a bedroom, living room and a study, plus a switchboard and a small kitchen. The General is playing a game of draughts with his aide Captain Harry Butcher. He is losing.

On the fortifications on the Normandy coast, those soldiers off duty are lying on their wooden bunks in the cramped dugouts, smoking, writing letters home, listening to the gramophone or (strictly against the rules) the BBC. Those on duty outside are seeking shelter from the wind and rain, or to ease the boredom, are taking potshots at homing pigeons that might be carrying messages to England from the French Resistance.

The heavy cruiser USS Tuscaloosa is sailing up the English Channel towards the Isle of Wight. On board is 46-year-old Colonel David Bruce – the London chief of the unremarkably named Office of Strategic Services. In fact, the OSS is the main wartime US intelligence agency, and will be a forerunner of the CIA.
         

Bruce has been based in England since 1940 – first as a member of the American Red Cross and then from 1942 as a member of the OSS. A firm Anglophile, Bruce has believed from the outbreak of war that Britain’s cause is also America’s. At a Red Cross convention he described the British as ‘that extraordinarily brave and gallant race’. 

   Travelling with Bruce is the head of the OSS, General William J ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan. They are on board the Tuscaloosa to observe the US landings on Utah Beach. Tuscaloosa will lead the shore bombardment. For the past few months the OSS has been training agents to operate in Occupied France – they currently have 13 agents sending vital information about German military strength. Donovan has asked Bruce to keep a diary during Operation Overlord – against OSS rules – but then Donovan doesn’t care much for rules. He was forbidden by Washington to fly to England, let alone to be on a warship bound for France.
            


The Tuscaloosa is sailing past two massive troop convoys; Colonel Bruce can count 67 barrage balloons flying above the ships. Above them, they have a reassuring escort of Spitfires. Bruce will shortly pass a four-row wide convoy of 350-foot Landing Craft, Tanks known as LCTs, which is a breathtaking five and a half miles long.

   Bruce can’t believe that a task force this huge won’t be spotted by the Germans. The day before he’d written in his diary, ‘Perhaps too much hope has been founded on the element of surprise…’
         


12.30pm
         

At the last minute, General Eisenhower manages a draw in his game of draughts, which he sees as a good omen.


1.00pm/Midday European Time
         

At the Berghof, Adolf Hitler’s headquarters in the Bavarian Alps, his personal doctor Dr Theodor Morell is arriving for his daily appointment. Morell has been treating Hitler since 1936. Hitler is a hypochondriac and willingly takes the 28 different pills and injections that Morell gives him every day. Hermann Goering has nicknamed him ‘Der Reichsspritzenmeister’, which loosely translates as ‘Master of the Imperial Needle’.
         

In March 1939 during a tense meeting with Hitler, the Czech President Emile Hácha had fainted after the Führer told him that the German Army was mobilised and about to crush his country. It was the ever-obliging Dr Morell’s glucose injection that revived Hácha, allowing the reluctant president to give the order that his troops weren’t to fire on the invading Germans. 

   But now Hitler is genuinely ill. He is 54 but looks older. His eyes are bloodshot, his hair is greying, his left arm trembles, and he has a worsening heart condition.
            


At Downing Street, as usual, Churchill is having a large lunch with plenty of wine.

Fifty-one-year-old Field Marshal Erwin Rommel has travelled from his headquarters at La Roche-Guyon north-west of Paris, to be at his home in Herrlingen in south-west Germany, to celebrate his wife’s birthday tomorrow. He’s gathering some flowers in his garden for a birthday bouquet. As well as spending a few days’ leave at home, Rommel has an appointment to see Hitler at the Berghof to ask for five extra panzer divisions to be brought close to the Normandy coast. The bad weather over the past few days in the English Channel has served the Allies well. Rommel, known as ‘The Desert Fox’ after his campaigns in North Africa with the Afrika Korps, is convinced that no invasion will take place in such conditions, hence his trip home. German forecasters have not spotted the break in the weather that Stagg and his team have.
         


Rommel is a quiet man, who never smokes, has little interest in food and drinks only one glass of (watered-down) white wine a week. He is a man of habit who always goes to bed at 10pm and sleeps until 3am. 

   In the First World War, Captain Rommel was awarded Germany’s highest award for bravery, Pour le Mérite. His commanding officer called him ‘a commander of genius whom his troops followed with blind trust anywhere’. During the invasion of France in 1940, as commander of the Afrika Korps, Rommel proved himself to be a tactical genius, much respected by Hitler. Even after his defeat at El Alamein in 1942 at the hands of Montgomery, Hitler still trusts him. On 5th November 1943, Hitler gave Rommel the command of Army Group B and the task of inspecting Germany’s defensive capacity on the north coast of Europe, the so-called ‘Atlantic Wall’. 
            

The army is Rommel’s life and he can think of little else. His former chief of staff, Major General Alfred Gause, says of him that Rommel has no close friends, except one – the army. Once in North Africa, a staff officer pointed to a field of flowers growing in a valley. 

   ‘Isn’t that a wonderful sight?’  

   ‘Yes,’ agreed Rommel, ‘it’s a good place for 80,000 mines.’ 

   The story has spread around the army, so now whenever an officer points out a spectacular view, someone else chips in with, ‘Yes, it’s a good place for 80,000 mines!’
            




1.55pm
         

Out in the Channel, on board the British troop ship Princess Ingrid, almost every soldier is on the upper boat deck waiting for a church service to begin. Suddenly a gust of wind catches the cloth covering a makeshift altar, and a small silver cross falls on the deck and breaks in two. The padre and the troops are distraught at the terrible omen. Ronald Seaborne, a naval telegraphist, thinks that now he knows exactly what the phrase ‘fear of God’ means. He wrote later, ‘It is one thing to face up to the worst that human beings can do to one another, but it is much, much more difficult to cope with the thought that the wrath of God is about to strike…’
         

On another troop ship, Captain Arthur Rouse of the South Lancashire Regiment is listening to Lieutenant Colonel R P Burbury tell his men what their regiment expects of them. He then turns to Rouse and whispers, ‘You say something now. Give them a bit of an uplift.’

   ‘My God,’ Rouse thinks, ‘Henry V had more warning than this…’
         

LST 530, destined for Gold Beach, is pulling out of her West Country port. Earlier, her American skipper Lieutenant Commander Tony Duke had been pondering what he should say to the 600 British troops on board by way of inspiration. Their British commanding officer came up on the bridge and said to him, ‘Careful, young fellow, most of my men have seen the worst of desert warfare and a good many of them were in France and evacuated through Dunkirk. So I’d advise you to go easy, go quick, and don’t get dramatic or emotional.’
         

Before they left port, one of Duke’s crew had come up to him and confessed that he had lied about his age when he joined the navy, he was in fact only 15, and didn’t want to sail to Normandy. Duke had told him that he had to go. 

   ‘Well, Captain, I’m scared, and I want to get off – now!’  

   Duke suggested that the young sailor report to him on the bridge every hour.  

   ‘That way, I’ll be able to see how you’re doing, and you’ll be able to see how I’m doing.’
            



About 2.00pm
         

Fourteen-year-old David Montgomery is at school at Winchester College. He’s not far from Portsmouth, but his father, General Montgomery, knows that as the commander of the British and US ground troops, if he went to say goodbye to his son, it would be obvious to everyone that D-Day was imminent.

   Monty is writing a farewell note to David.

   ‘When you get this, the second front will be well on its way. I am sending you a copy of my message [to the troops] and some photos. Goodbye and God bless you…’
         

General Montgomery won’t see David for another six months. 

   When Monty won the battle of El Alamein, church bells had rung out in celebration. At last Britain had a hero – a general who actually won battles. Montgomery, with his straight talking and unconventional uniforms, became a public idol. He admires Eisenhower. 

   ‘He is just the man for the job… I would trust him to the last gasp.’ Although when they first met in May 1942 the meeting didn’t go well. 

   ‘Who’s smoking?’ 

   ‘I am,’ Eisenhower said. 

   ‘I don’t allow smoking in my office,’ Monty replied. 

   In his small caravan (captured in the desert from an Italian officer) in the grounds of Southwick House, Monty keeps photographs of enemy generals, including Rommel. It helps him decide what kind of person he is ‘and how he was likely to react to any moves I may make against him.’ 

   Montgomery has been touring army camps for the past few weeks to raise morale. In one camp he asked a young Welsh soldier, ‘What’s your most valuable possession?’ 

   ‘It’s my rifle, sir.’ 

   ‘No, it’s not. It’s your life. And I am going to save it for you…’
            


Most D-Day troops are writing or have written letters home. Private Sidney Verrier of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, who is taking off tonight from Tarrent Rushton airfield and parachuting into Normandy, has written, ‘I’m off to the long-awaited “Second Front”… now then, Mum, if you don’t worry, I won’t be worrying, so keep your chin up… there is only one thing I wish, that is to have Dad on one side and Uncle Jack on the other side of me to tell me when I go wrong… remember me to all relations and folks. I love ’em all.’
         

In his tent in the woods near Southwick House, General Eisenhower is breaking the news to reporters from Reuter’s, the BBC and NBC that Allied troops and planes attack Normandy tomorrow. Eisenhower is pretending to be relaxed. The reporters are pretending to be nonchalant at the news.

Eisenhower has good relations with the press. In May he had assembled all the correspondents accredited to cover the Second Front at a club in London.  

   ‘I’ve been informed by the newspapers that an operation is pending…’ (Much laughter.) 

   ‘Our countries fight best when our people are best informed. I will never tell you anything false… I have no doubts as to the outcome of the future but I have no illusions as to the magnitude of the task… it will be no basket of roses.’
            



2.10pm/1.10pm European Time
         

Having read the latest intelligence report on ‘Allied Intentions’, the man in charge of the army in France, 69-year-old Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, is leaving his office to have lunch with his son Hans, at his favourite Parisian restaurant, the Coq Hardi. The intelligence report suggests that recent Allied bombing raids in the Dieppe area probably mean the invasion will be launched across the Pas-de-Calais, but ‘imminence of invasion is not recognisable’.
         


Born into an aristocratic family with a strong military history, von Rundstedt was responsible for the planning for the highly successful invasion of Poland in 1939. Although loyal to Hitler, in private he refers to the Führer as ‘that Bohemian corporal’.
            

The report on von Rundstedt’s desk is evidence that an Allied deception plan called Operation Fortitude is working well. The Allies have known that it is impossible to disguise their invasion preparations from the Germans, but what they can do is deceive them as to where the troops are headed. The Operation has two strategies – Fortitudes North and South. Fortitude South’s aim is to convince the German High Command that the Normandy invasion is just a diversion for the main Pas-de-Calais attack. 

   The original plan for Fortitude South was to send six divisions to Kent to simulate a threat to the Pas-de-Calais. Montgomery vetoed the idea – he needed the men too badly. So a fake army was created, called the First US Army Group, and led by Lieutenant General George S Patton, whose high profile would serve the deception very well. The First US Army Group has its own signals unit to transmit fake radio traffic 24 hours a day.
            

Technicians from Shepperton Film Studios have built a fake oil storage depot near Dover; it was even visited by King George VI. Fake aircraft, inflatable tanks and lorries have been positioned in fields, and 255 landing craft made of canvas and wood moored in rivers on the Suffolk and Norfolk coast. The landing craft are moved around after two or three days to give the impression that they are being used for rehearsals. There is a whole army company – the 82nd Camouflage, devoted to leaving marks of tracks and feet in fields, as if they’d been used for military manoeuvres. 

   Fortitude North’s aim is to make the Germans think that Norway will be the next target after the invasion of France. 

   Thanks to Bletchley Park’s decoding of the German’s Enigma code, the Allies know that Operation Fortitude is working, fooling von Rundstedt, Rommel, and Hitler himself. Almost a fortnight after D-Day, the Germans will still be fearful of ‘the real Second Front’. 
            

Field Marshal von Rundstedt and Field Marshal Rommel disagree strongly on how to defeat any invasion. Von Rundstedt has ordered that the main panzer regiments remain inland, away from the long range of naval guns and ready to attack the Allies if they should penetrate the coastal fortifications of Hitler’s Atlantic Wall. Rommel, after his experiences in North Africa, knows that if you lack air superiority, then moving tanks across country is almost impossible. (The Germans have effectively surrendered the skies over northern France; their army has a joke: if you see a black plane it’s British, if you see a white plane it’s American, when you see nothing at all, it’s the Luftwaffe.) 

   But for the moment, von Rundstedt’s plan is backed by Berlin; it will play a major part in the outcome of D-Day.
            




3.00pm
         

A unit of Free French Commandos is getting on board their troop ship at Warsash, near Southampton. One smiles as he says to the military embarkation control officer on the gangplank, ‘No return ticket please.’
         


Most of the commandos deserted the French Navy after France capitulated to the Germans, and made their way to England from fishing ports in Brittany. One even sailed in a rowing boat from Morocco. 
            

D-Day is a truly international operation. Gearing up to drop into Normandy or land on the beaches, along with the French, British, Americans and Canadians, are Poles, Norwegians, Belgians, South Africans, Australians and New Zealanders.
            




About 3.30pm
         

Lieutenant General George S Patton, the flamboyant and outspoken commander of the 3rd United States Army, is in the middle of addressing his men at a base in the south of England. Patton, wearing his trademark outfit of polished helmet, full dress uniform, riding boots and riding crop, intends to motivate them. His Smith and Wesson Magnum is hanging by his side. He dominates any situation; Marlene Dietrich (with whom he’s alleged to have had an affair) said, ‘He looks like a tank too big for a village square.’

   The majority of his audience has never been in a battle and they are very nervous. Patton is famous for his plain speaking.

   ‘I don’t want to get any messages saying, “I am holding my position.” We are not holding a goddamned thing. Let the Germans do that. We are advancing constantly and we are not interested in holding onto anything, except the enemy’s balls. We are going to twist his balls and kick the living shit out of him all of the time. Our basic plan of operation is to advance and to keep on advancing regardless of whether we have to go over, under, or through the enemy. We are going to go through him like crap through a goose…’

   Some of the soldiers are scribbling down what Patton’s saying.

   ‘There is one great thing that you men will all be able to say after this war is over and you are home once again. You may be thankful that 20 years from now when you are sitting by the fireplace with your grandson on your knee and he asks you what you did in the great World War II, you won’t have to cough, shift him to the other knee and say, “Well, your Granddaddy shovelled shit in Louisiana.” No, sir, you can look him straight in the eye and say, “Son, your Granddaddy rode with the Great 3rd Army and a son-of-a-goddamned bitch named Georgie Patton!”’
         


Once asked about his colourful language, Patton said, ‘It may not sound nice to some bunch of little old ladies at an afternoon tea party, but it helps my soldiers to remember. You can’t run an army without profanity… an army without profanity couldn’t fight its way out of a piss-soaked paper bag.’ 
            

Patton proved himself in North Africa and Sicily to be a ruthless and inspiring leader, but his mouth has a tendency to get him in trouble. Eisenhower once told Kay Summersby that Patton was like a time bomb. 

   ‘You can never be sure when he’s going to go off. All you can be sure of, is that it will probably be at the wrong place at the wrong time.’  

   As if to prove Eisenhower right, a few weeks before D-Day, Patton spoke to a meeting of the Women’s Voluntary Service in Cheshire.  

   ‘…it is the evident destiny of the British and Americans to rule the world…’ The next day the Washington Post accused him of a blatant insult to Russia. Eisenhower told him to ‘keep your goddamned mouth shut’.
            




3.45pm
         

Twenty-two-year-old Sergeant Frank Murray of the US 18th Infantry is lying on a bunk of a troop ship pulling out of Weymouth Harbour; his best friend in the bunk opposite is reading out loud a letter he’s just received from a former girlfriend back home. A few weeks ago he’d written to her to say that he’d met a Scottish girl and they were in love. She had replied, ‘Instead of being a war bride, I hope your girlfriend’s a war widow.’

   Murray is shocked that anyone could write such a thing. Sadly, his friend will be killed in Normandy.
         


4.00pm
         

General Eisenhower and Admiral Creasy have come to see meteorologist James Stagg in his office in Southwick House. They’re concerned that the sky is still cloudy and the wind is still up – Stagg had told them that better weather was on the way. Stagg reassures them.

   ‘They are coming along, sir; there’ll be good breaks in the cloud by dark tonight and reduced winds.’

   As Stagg bends to show the general the latest weather chart, Eisenhower puts his hand on his shoulder.

   ‘Good, Stagg: keep it up a little longer.’
         


5.00pm/4.00pm European Time
         

Hitler is having a late lunch. The Führer is a vegetarian, and at every meal says to his guests, ‘The elephant is the strongest animal; he also cannot stand meat.’

A medical officer with the 24th Lancers sailing for Gold Beach from Southampton writes in his diary how he’s taking a ‘deeper than normal interest in these last glimpses of England… The girls look a lot more attractive when we know we won’t see any for a long time to come…’

LCI 92 is pulling out of Portland Harbour in Dorset. Combat photographer Seth Shepard is taking pictures of the armada of ships around him. The other LCIs look top heavy with all their troops on deck. LCI 92 is only a year old but is already a veteran of the landings in North Africa, Sicily and Italy.
         


When the vast invasion fleets moved out silently into the windy English Channel, it was as if a million trumpets began to blow again, a great heartfelt chorus of sanity and freedom, heavy with menace for the Nazis, thrilling with hope for those whom they had enslaved. 
            

Padre Iain Wilson, 1st King’s Own Scottish Borderers
            




6.00pm
         

Albert Kings of the 1st Worcesters is on a troop ship pulling out of Newhaven docks. Someone by him kneels down to pray and others are joining in. Those with families at home are crying unashamedly. Albert is thinking of his wife whom he married in March and wondering if she will be a widow before the year is out. He wrote later, ‘I tried to look ahead to better times but I knew it would only be brought about by our efforts. I was determined to do my best.’

The sound of bagpipes is echoing across the waters of the Solent. Standing in the bows of LCI 519, first in a line of 22 ships, piper Bill Millin, dressed in kilt and full battledress, is playing stirring martial music, and it’s being relayed over the ship’s loudspeaker. Rupert Curtis, the flotilla officer for LCI 519, is watching.

   ‘The skirl of the pipes worked some strange magic that evening, for it set the troops in the waiting transports cheering from ship to ship…’

   Millin has been asked to play by the commander of the 1st Special Service Brigade, Lord Simon ‘Shimi’ Lovat, the 25th chief of the Clan Fraser of Lovat. He is a soldier from a bygone age; his aristocratic leadership more in keeping with the Peninsular War of the early 19th century than the Western Front of the 20th.
         

Scottish and Irish regimental pipers had traditionally played in battle, but by the start of the Second World War, the War Office had banned them. Lovat had told Bill Millin that he wasn’t bothered what the War Office said. 

   ‘You are going to lead the biggest invasion in the history of warfare.’  

   Lord Lovat was once described by Winston Churchill as ‘the mildest-mannered man that ever scuttled a ship or cut a throat’. In March 1941 Lovat was part of the successful commando raid on the German-held Norwegian Lofoten Islands, which resulted in the destruction of 11 ships, 18 factories and the capture of 216 POWs, parts of an Enigma machine and its logbook. When a telephone exchange was captured, the commandos took it in turns to send telegrams ‘in basic English’ to Hitler, Goebbels and Goering. Lord Lovat will prove himself to be one of the most memorable of all the D-Day officers.
            


‘The finest way to die is in the excitement of fighting the enemy’


7.00pm
         

At No 10 Downing Street, Prime Minister Winston Churchill is dining with his wife Clementine. It’s rare for the couple to eat alone; there is usually work that Churchill has to do while they’re eating or someone of importance to be entertained.

   Churchill is restless. The 69-year-old prime minister is desperate to travel to Normandy with his troops.
         

In his lifetime Churchill has fought in the trenches during the Great War, and in 1898 even led a cavalry charge at the Battle of Omdurman in the Sudan. Since the outbreak of war Churchill has always refused to leave London – even during the heaviest bombing. Travelling to Washington in 1943 on the Queen Mary, he dismissed any fears about the threat of U-boats. 

   ‘The finest way to die is in the excitement of fighting the enemy,’ he declared. 

   In the last week Churchill has received two blunt letters from King George VI telling him he must not go to France. 

   ‘My dear Winston… I am a younger man than you, I am a sailor, and as King I am head of all the services. There is nothing I would like better than to go to sea but I have agreed to stay at home; is it fair that you should then do exactly what I should like to do myself?’ 

   Churchill has waited a long time for this moment. As far back as 25th July 1941, even before the US had entered the war, he had told President Roosevelt that Europe would be liberated by a huge number of tanks being landed onto beaches from specially adapted merchant ships when ‘the opportunity is ripe’.
            


At the Berghof, Hitler, Eva Braun, General Kurt Zeitzler and Joseph Goebbels are watching the latest newsreel with reports of the war. They are waited on by SS bodyguards dressed in white waistcoats and black trousers.

The Berghof is safer than Berlin, which is constantly being attacked by Allied bombers, and Hitler has been based here for over four months. 

   Goebbels’ wife Magda is happy to miss an evening at the Berghof. 

   ‘He can be Führer all he likes, but he always repeats himself and bores his guests,’ she says.
            



7.20pm
         

Kay Summersby, a member of the British Mechanised Transport Corps, a former model, and Eisenhower’s mistress, has driven the general to Greenham Common Air Base in Berkshire in his Cadillac staff car. Their affair began two years ago and Eisenhower takes Kay everywhere – she even attended the crucial conference between Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill in Tehran in 1943. He’s now talking, hands in pockets, with the American 101st Airborne Division, due to take off in a few hours. Reporters take notes and cameramen take pictures. Kay Summersby is getting a lot of attention from the paratroopers.

   A soldier from Kansas named Oyler is telling Eisenhower that he’s afraid.

   ‘Well, you’d be a damn fool not to be. But the trick is to keep moving. If you stop, if you start thinking, you lose your focus. You lose your concentration. You’ll be a casualty. The idea, the perfect idea, is to keep moving.’

   Eisenhower will tell Kay later, ‘It’s very hard really to look a soldier in the eye, when you fear that you are sending him to his death.’

   At this moment Eisenhower’s wife Mamie is on her way to West Point Military Academy in New York, where their son is about to graduate as an army cadet.
         

Major General Maxwell Taylor has been in command of the 101st for only a couple of months. Having spoken to General Eisenhower, he is now walking away gingerly, trying not to show that he’s injured his right knee that afternoon playing squash – he doesn’t want the general to stop him flying. There is a parachutists’ tradition that all officers jump into a combat zone with their men – this drop will only be Taylor’s third.
         


Twenty-four thousand paratroopers from the Allied airborne forces are a key part of Operation Overlord. The US 101st and 82nd Airborne divisions will parachute into drop zones near the town of Sainte-Mère-Église to protect the west flank of the troops landing by sea, while the east flank will be protected by the British 6th Airborne Division landing between Cabourg and the Orne River. 
            

The parachutists got dressed for action a few hours ago. Their equipment includes a main chute, reserve chute, Mae West life jacket, M-1 rifle, .45 pistol, 4 knives, a cartridge belt, 4 blocks of TNT, an anti-tank mine, a first-aid kit, gas mask, canteen of water, 3 days’ supply of rations, 7 grenades, a blanket, an overcoat, a change of underwear. 

   They have to be helped into their planes as they can barely walk. 
            

Their dog tags have being taped together to prevent them making a noise. Some have bought commando knives while on leave in London. Some have cut-throat razors. Others have shaved their heads to make it easier for wounds to be treated by medics, while some have shaved their heads just to look like Mohicans. Faces are black with soot or boot polish. They want to look as invisible and as intimidating as possible. 
            

Airborne forces are a new dimension of warfare. The first parachute regiment in the world was formed in 1936 as part of the Russian Red Army. The Luftwaffe 7th Air Division soon followed, and in 1940 proved itself in battle by helping to capture Belgium and Holland. The success of the 7th Air Division spurred the British and Americans to follow suit. 

   The US 101st Airborne was formed in August 1942 and became known as the ‘Screaming Eagle Division’, taking its number and name from a famous Civil War division. 

   The day after they were founded, the first commander of the 101st, General William Lee, declared, ‘The 101st has no history, but it has a rendezvous with destiny.’ 

   In tribute to their founder, the paratroopers shout ‘Bill Lee!’ when they jump from a plane. 

   The 82nd was formed about the same time as the 101st and took the name the ‘All American Airborne Division’. 

   Both will play a key part in the Normandy landings.
            




7.30pm
         

‘This is London calling with messages for our friends. Listen carefully, here are some personal items of information. It is hot in Suez… it is hot in Suez…’

   In his cellar, Guillaume Mercader, the French Resistance chief for the stretch of coast between Omaha and Utah beaches, is listening to coded BBC messages on his radio.

   Many are meaningless to Mercader; then the announcer says, ‘The dice are on the table. The dice are on the table…’

   That means the invasion is coming tomorrow. Mercader knows he has to get a message to the Resistance headquarters in nearby Caen about anti-aircraft guns he’s seen being installed that afternoon. He runs up his cellar stairs four at a time.
         


7.50pm
         

Admiral Don P Moon is on his flagship USS Tuscaloosa, relieving the anxiety he feels by hitting a punch bag he’s had installed in his cabin. Moon is in charge of Task Force U – the ships heading for Utah Beach. He’s ordered that a signal be flashed to all the ships in the Task Force U convoy, calling for the men to be ‘brave and cheerful’.
         

The men need encouragement. In April, Task Force U had a disastrous dress rehearsal at Slapton Sands in Devon, involving the 4th Infantry Division and the 101st and 82nd Airborne divisions. It was chaotic – air support never arrived and the beaches became gridlocked in the confusion. But confusion turned to tragedy when eight LCTs were attacked by German torpedo E-boats who had just happened to stumble across the exercise. Two landing craft were sunk, and 197 sailors and 441 soldiers died. The survivors were kept away from the public. No one knew about the deaths at Slapton Sands until after the war.
            



8.00pm
         

In the French port of Le Havre, E-boat skipper, 34-year-old Lieutenant Commander Heinrich Hoffmann is on the phone to his wife in their home in Marburg in Germany, talking about their young son.

   Suddenly she says, ‘Heinrich, I am restless tonight. Is there anything afoot?’

   ‘Things are very quiet, darling. Nothing is going to happen tonight.’
         


About 8.30pm
         

A coded telegram is being sent to Stalin from Churchill telling him about the departure of the armada.

   ‘…tonight we go.’
         


8.45pm
         

On board the troop ship Empire Battleaxe, the decks are crowded with hundreds of men. The soldiers of the 1st Suffolk Regiment have gambled away their English money and are starting on the French currency they’ve been given.

   Albert Pattison is a platoon sergeant with the 1st Suffolk. In May 1940, at Dunkirk, aged only 17, he swam two miles out to sea, desperate to reach one of the small boats so that it could take him home to England. Now the Empire Battleaxe is taking him back to France.

   Albert thought that Dunkirk was terrifying, but the waiting on the cramped ship and the prospect of the battle ahead is worse still. 
         


Some of the British soldiers heading to France have not been home for four years, but the vast majority had never faced a German soldier or panzer tank. Almost two-thirds of the troops destined for Normandy are either volunteers, have little combat experience or are conscripts called up since 1939. 
            

Some of the American troops are veterans of the campaigns in North Africa and Sicily but most have never been in battle before. The typical GI is about 20 years old with only six months’ training. 

   The British and American troops who have seen active service are understandably unhappy about being sent to the front line again. As General Omar Bradley said later of the men who had fought in two Mediterranean campaigns, ‘Few believed that their good fortune could last them through a third…’ 
            




The Führer is continually praising Rommel’s work. The Field Marshal has an old score to settle with the British and Americans, he is burning with rage and has used all his cunning to perfect the defences. He is his old self again. 
            

Joseph Goebbels’ diary, 16th May 1944
            



‘More waves, Lieutenant Grant!’


9.00pm
         

Group Captain James Stagg is looking at the sky. To his relief he can see that there are breaks in the cloud over Southwick House. His prediction seems to be coming true.

Colonel David Bruce, the London branch chief of the US Office of Strategic Services, is on board USS Tuscaloosa to observe the assault on Utah Beach in the morning. The cloud may be breaking up over Southwick House but in the Channel the sea is rough. Bruce is concerned about the weather, but more concerned about what the troops sleeping, writing and gambling around him will face on the beaches. He knows in detail the defences the Germans have put in place.
         


The RAF and USAAF have systematically photographed the whole coast from Spain to Holland – flying sometimes as low as 25 feet in a straight line for minutes at a time at considerable risk. A report in March 1944 by the 67th Tactical Reconnaissance Group stated simply, ‘It soon became apparent that such flying is an anti-aircraft gunner’s dream…’
            

Hitler is convinced that the Allied invasion will only succeed if they are able to capture a port on the Channel coast. So in 1942 he ordered that the ports of France, Belgium and Holland should be ringed by pillboxes that he himself designed. The Führer’s rough sketches were then constructed, without any alteration, by the German Corps of Engineers. Armaments Minister Albert Speer overheard Hitler boast that his designs ‘met all the requirements of a front-line soldier’. 

   Towards the end of 1943, Field Marshal Rommel had argued with Hitler that his plans were a mistake. 

   ‘We must repulse the enemy at his first landing site. The pillboxes around the ports don’t do the trick. Only primitive but effective barriers and obstacles all along the coast can make the landing so difficult that our countermeasures will be effective.’ 

   Speer noted that Rommel avoided saying the required courteous ‘mein Führer’. He could get away with such disrespect, as Hitler admired him as a soldier. 

   To Speer’s and Rommel’s disgust, Hitler nevertheless ordered the defences to go ahead, leading to the construction of 17,300,000 cubic yards of concrete – costing 3.7 million DM and depriving armaments factories of iron they desperately needed. 

   As Speer noted, writing drily in his Spandau prison cell 20 years later, the Allies made Hitler’s concrete coast irrelevant – by bringing their own port with them. 

   For the last two years, vast man-made floating harbours, code-named Mulberries, have been under construction at secret locations all over Britain (there is no significance in the code name; it was just the next on the official list). In Conway, North Wales, there has been lots of speculation about the concrete blocks being built along the River Morfa. Locals were told that it was a new jam factory. Once towed over to France in sections, they will create two harbours the size of Dover, able to handle 2,500 vehicles a day. 

   The idea of the Mulberries was sold to Churchill by Louis Mountbatten, then British chief of Combined Operations, when they were on board the Queen Mary on their way to a summit with President Roosevelt. In one of the liner’s bathrooms, a Mae West life preserver was placed in the bath, to act as a Mulberry, surrounding 20 paper boats. The most junior officer present was handed a loofah, and told to make waves with it, to prove just how effective a Mulberry would be. 

   ‘More waves, Lieutenant Grant!’ called Mountbatten.
            



Tugs are on standby to start towing the first sections of the Mulberries over to Normandy later today.

Over dinner in his home in Germany with his wife and son, Rommel is talking about mines made of glass, and how they’re effective because they’re impossible to find with conventional detectors.

In November 1943, Hitler put Rommel in charge of the defence of the whole European coast from the Spanish border to Norway. He’d used mines to great effect in North Africa (at El Alamein they became known as his ‘devil’s gardens’) and so by the end of May, under his orders, six million have been laid in minefields along the coast. He’s designed most of the defences himself – metal-tipped wooden spikes built on the sea floor on the approaches to the beaches, often with mines attached (if mines aren’t available, they’ve been tipped with captured French artillery shells); ‘Czech hedgehogs’ 5-foot-high steel triangles, also with mines, tetrahedrons covered in barbed wire. 

   Behind the beaches, low-lying areas have been flooded, and in fields, stakes and tree trunks have been placed at intervals of 20 feet to deter parachutists and gliders, by a workforce of local conscripted labour and Italian prisoners of war. These defences have been nicknamed ‘Rommel’s asparagus’ by the French.  

   Whenever Rommel came to inspect the defences, French workers were told by the Germans that they had to take their caps off in his presence. As a result, none of the French wore caps on inspection days.  

   Rommel’s plan is that the more defences he has, the more the Allied troops will have to train to deal with them, giving him more time for his fortifications. He wants them completed by 20th June.
            


‘It may well be the most ghastly disaster of the whole war’


About 9.15pm
         

T Osbourne is a 15-year-old seaman serving on the rescue tug HMS Assiduous, anchored in Southampton Water. An American tug has moored up alongside Assiduous, and although her crew are being very generous with sweets and chocolate to the young sailor, he’s shocked by their language.
         

Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, chief of the Imperial General Staff, is writing in his diary.

   ‘I am very uneasy about the whole operation. At best it will fall so very very very far short of the expectation of the bulk of the people, namely all those who know nothing of its difficulties. At the worst it may well be the most ghastly disaster of the whole war. I wish to God it were safely over.’
         

Churchill has his doubts too. At an Overlord planning meeting attended by the King on 15th May, he’d said that he was haunted by the prospect of the English Channel ‘running red with the blood of British soldiers, extinguished like the soldiers of the Western Front, the men of Ypres and Passchendaele…’ 

   General Eisenhower also fears a terrible defeat. In January he wrote a letter to his chiefs of staff. 

   ‘…this operation marks the crisis of the European war. Every obstacle must be overcome, every inconvenience suffered, every priority granted, and every risk taken to ensure our blow is decisive. We cannot afford to fail.’ 

   For the past few weeks, to ease the stress he’s under, Eisenhower has been reading paperbacks about the Wild West or playing golf in his office. He’s smoking over 40 Camel cigarettes a day. 

   Earlier today he wrote a letter of resignation, which is now in his wallet. 

   ‘Our landings have failed… the troops, the air and the Navy did all that bravery and devotion to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it is mine alone.’ 

   The general is hugely popular in the States. A Hollywood studio has just offered him $150,000 for permission to make a film about his life. Earlier in the week Eisenhower wrote to his brother saying that the film should stress the ‘initiative, effort and persistence’ of the American family, and that the $150,000 should be used to help American students get to British universities. 

   Eisenhower served in the infantry and in tanks in the 1920s but made a name for himself as a member of the War Department’s General Staff as someone able to grasp complex issues quickly and to get army, navy and air force leaders to work together.
            



9.30pm
         

The biggest invasion force the world has ever known is converging on the area south of the Isle of Wight code-named Area Z, or ‘Piccadilly Circus’. Soon the 2,700 ships will make a ninety-degree turn out of Area Z and head for France down channels swept clear of mines and marked with buoys. There are five task forces: Force S to land on Sword Beach, Force G on Gold Beach, Force J on Juno Beach, Force U on Utah Beach and Force O for Omaha Beach.

   Each task force has a channel, 40 miles long but only 400 yards wide, leading to the Normandy beaches. Closer to the coast, the five channels become ten – half for slow ships, half for fast ships.

   None of the ships are receiving messages from the outside world, but in case the Germans should become suspicious at a reduction in wire traffic, meaningless messages are being sent from ship to ship. Vital signals are being communicated by carefully shaded spotlights. Overhead, Spitfires provide air cover.
         

It is an international fleet including ten warships of the Royal Norwegian Navy, 43 Norwegian merchant ships, three French, two Belgian and six Polish warships, a Dutch cruiser, and two more from the Royal Hellenic Navy, and 800 Danish sailors.

On USS Tuscaloosa, Colonel David Bruce is with Admiral Moon and the ship’s officers, enjoying a dinner of steak and vegetables, with vanilla ice cream and chocolate sauce to follow.
         

On board LCI 92, combat photographer Seth Shepard is taking advantage of the fact that no-one else is in the head (ship’s toilet) and is trying to shave. Shephard’s cut himself only once, which he thinks is pretty good considering how rough the sea is.

HMS Glasgow is moving to the front of the line of ships forming Task Force O. Glasgow’s padre and the crew start to say Nelson’s Prayer before the Battle of Trafalgar.

   ‘May the Great God whom I worship grant to my country and for the benefit of Europe in general a great and glorious victory, and may no misconduct in any one tarnish it, and may humanity after victory be the predominant feature in the British fleet, for myself individually I commit my life to Him who made me…’
         

As they steam past the Texas, her ship’s company hears the prayer over Glasgow’s tannoy, and take off their helmets.
         


9.50pm
         

Churchill is in the underground Map Room in Great George Street, not far from No 10. Clementine comes in to wish her husband good night. The prime minister is anxious.

   ‘Do you realise that by the time you wake up in the morning twenty thousand men may have been killed?’
         


10.00pm
         

As they’ve done for the last two nights, X20 and X23, the two Royal Navy X-class midget submarines, are braving the stormy weather and surfacing, so that the commando crews can listen for a radio signal. It may contain a message that will tell them if the invasion is on for tomorrow. The crews are grateful for the opportunity to get some fresh air and take it in turns to walk on the submarine’s small deck. They pick up, very faintly, their call sign: ‘Padfoot… Padfoot… Padfoot…’
         


10.15pm/9.15pm European Time 
         

‘Blessent mon coeur 

   D’une langueur 

   Monotone.’ 

   (‘Wound my heart 

   With a monotonous languor’)

   In a studio at the BBC’s Bush House, an announcer is reading some lines of a 19th-century poem by Paul Verlaine. It’s a coded message to the French Resistance that the invasion will begin within 48 hours and that they should start attacking targets on the rail network.
         

At the headquarters of the German 15th Army close to the Belgian border, intelligence officer Lieutenant Colonel Hellmuth Meyer is listening to the broadcast. He knows exactly what it means, because a member of the French Resistance on the payroll of German Intelligence has told them.

   Meyer rushes into the office of the 15th Army’s commanding officer General Hans von Salmuth, who is playing bridge with other officers, with the news.

   ‘I’m too old a bunny to get too excited about this,’ the general replies.

   Meyer nevertheless sends teletype messages to the headquarters of Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, Commander in Chief OB (Oberbefehlshaber) West, and to the OKW (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht) Supreme Command of the Armed Forces.

   ‘Teletype No 2117/26. Urgent. Message of BBC, 21.15, June 5 has been decoded. According to our available records it means “Expect invasion within 48 hours, starting 00.00, June 6”’
         

Although German Intelligence is sure that radio messages on the BBC will be signals for the start of the landings, the German military are not so sure.

   ‘What sort of general would announce a forthcoming invasion on the radio? You can forget it,’ says General Blumentritt, Field Marshal von Rundstedt’s chief of staff.
         


10.20pm
         

The midget submarine commando crews have received a coded message that D-Day will commence in just a few hours. They must be in position by 4.30am, ready to erect their telescopic navigation masts to guide the landing craft.

Twenty-year-old Second Lieutenant Stuart Hills of the Sherwood Rangers is on an LCT as part of Task Force G. On her deck are six Shermans, securely fastened by steel hawsers and with chocks under the tracks to keep them from moving. The crew have stretched a canvas canopy over the tanks, but are still getting wet from the sea spray. Hills and his men are trying to cook a meal, but the vomit slopping around the deck is rather off-putting. A short while ago in the captain’s cabin, they discovered their destination – Gold Beach.

Fussing around the convoys heading south are blue and white camouflaged corvettes and destroyers trying to keep their ships in position. Terse instructions over loud-hailers echo over the water.

The sun has only just set over the Channel. In June 1944, Britain is operating Double Summertime, two hours ahead of GMT, to maximise evening light. But for some it has disadvantages. An air raid warden in the south of England reported that a GI with a British girl on his arm and desperate for privacy said to him, ‘Say, doesn’t it ever get dark in this goddamn country!?’
            


Percy Wallace is a coastguard on St Alban’s Head in Dorset. All day he’d looked down from the high headland at the landing craft, tugs and warships sailing past. By now the sea is almost empty.

   Percy is climbing into bed next to his wife Dora.

   ‘A lot of men are going to die tonight. We should pray for them.’
         


I couldn’t go right off to sleep but the last thing I remember was the one shaded light hanging down over the mess table, swinging back and forth and sending its faint rays over the tiers of three bunks, most of them filled with sleeping forms, relaxed and trusting and not knowing what hell they would be facing in less than ten hours. 
            

Seth Shepard, combat photographer
            




About 10.30pm
         

On a troop ship in Task Force J heading for Juno, 24-year-old Lieutenant James Doohan has won £3,600 playing craps. It’s tucked safely in his uniform. Doohan volunteered within days of war breaking out, but after five years in the Canadian Army, the Normandy landings will be his first introduction to warfare.

On an LST heading for Juno Beach, Sergeant Kenneth Lakeman of the Royal Corps of Signals watches one of his men, clearly on edge, prising open a packing case with an unfamiliar serial number on it. The man goes pale. The box is full of white crosses.

   ‘God, I don’t mind going to my death, but to take my own cross…’ he says, deeply upset.
         

Troop ship USS Samuel Chase flashes a signal to the ships around her, ‘Mass is going on.’

   On board the Samuel Chase is photographer Robert Capa, described by the magazine Picture Post a few years before as ‘the greatest war photographer in the world’. He’s wandering around the Samuel Chase with his Contax camera. The ship seems to him to be divided into three groups – the gamblers on the upper deck playing poker with cards and money on stretched-out army blankets; the letter-writers hidden in corners scribbling last messages for home; and the planners down in the bowels of the ship scrutinising a model of Omaha Beach and pushing small boats towards the shore.
         

Capa is certainly prepared to take risks for his pictures. In December 1943, near Monte Cassino in Italy, he was hit by shrapnel three times and the soldier next to him was killed. 

   His graphic photographs of the campaign in Italy for Life magazine provoked a strong reaction from readers; one wrote to the editor that America needed images like Capa’s, ‘…to slap us in the face and keep us awake to realities’. 
            



10.35pm
         

On all the large landing craft and troop ships, men are playing cards, reading, sleeping and praying. Two US Rangers are fighting – their commanding officer wants any disputes settled before they hit the beach. Some are unable to face the prospect of battle. On a ship transporting men from the Kings Own Light Infantry, a soldier has deliberately shot his own hand with his rifle. On another, a GI has stabbed his hand with his bayonet.

On LCI 519, flotilla officer Lieutenant Commander Rupert Curtis, who has been hand-picked by Lord Lovat to land 4 Commando on Sword Beach, is listening outside Lovat’s wardroom.

   Curtis can hear cheerful laughter as Lord Lovat talks with his colonels Derek Mills-Roberts and Peter Young.

   ‘There was no doubt in their mind about the outcome,’ Curtis recalled.

   In fact, fuelled by the discovery of half a bottle of gin, Lovat and his fellow officers are studying a paperback discovered below decks – Dr Marie Stopes’s Marital Advice Bureau for Young Couples.
         

LCI 528 is sailing through heavy seas south of the Isle of Wight, her destination Sword Beach. On board, as part of the British 4 Commando contingent, are 177 of the Free French volunteers, men who have escaped to Britain and undergone rigorous commando training.

   They’ve just been told they will be the first from 4 Commando on the beaches, a symbolic gesture the Free French have welcomed. One commando, Count Guy de Montlaur, is delighted that a former casino at Ouistreham, now a German observation post, will be his target.

   ‘It will be a pleasure. I have lost several fortunes in that place.’
         

Another of the Free French, Corporal Maurice Chauvet, is at this moment writing his diary in a tiny cabin he’s sharing with 24 other men in the bows of LCI 528. He’s relieved to know finally their destination – there had been rumours that they were headed for Norway or even Africa.

   ‘It had not sunk in that we were actually landing in France. I needed to see those proper names on the map, then the operation meant something: liberation.’

   Chauvet fled the French Navy in 1941 and as a result has been condemned is his absence to ten years’ hard labour by the puppet Vichy government.

   In a corner of the cabin, Chauvet can see a young boy who married his English girlfriend just before they sailed from Southampton. She’s pregnant and the boy is convinced he will die in Normandy, and he wants the child to have his name.
         

The Ben-my-Chree, a former Isle of Man passenger ferry, is heading to Omaha Beach with over 200 US Rangers on board – an elite fighting force modelled on the British Commandos. The man who was to lead Able Company, Major Cleveland Lytle, is drunk. He’s convinced that their mission is suicidal, and as a result he’s already been demoted.

   The Rangers have an extremely dangerous mission – to capture the gun emplacements at the western end of Omaha Beach on the 100-foot cliffs known as the Pointe du Hoc. Lytle has heard rumours that according to the Resistance the emplacements aren’t operational as the guns have yet to arrive. He’s claiming at the top of his voice to his fellow officers that their mission is pointless. Medical officer Captain Walter Block tries to intervene, and Lytle punches him. Other officers join in to restrain Lytle, and he is taken to his cabin.
         


10.45pm/9.45pm European Time
         

At Rommel’s headquarters at the chateau of La Roche-Guyon, 40 miles north-west of Paris, his chief of staff, Major General Hans Speidel is having a discussion with close friends about how to assassinate Hitler.

   Having dinner with Speidel are his brother-in-law Dr Horst, war correspondent Major Wilhelm von Schramm, Rommel’s naval advisor Admiral Friedrich Ruge and author Captain Ernst Jünger. Jünger has brought with him a 30-page blueprint for Germany and Europe once Hitler is dead, called ‘A United States of Europe’.
         

The army is at the centre of opposition to Hitler. In 1943 there were six attempts on the Führer’s life by army conspirators, so now Hitler is suspicious of the army and constantly changes his itinerary at the last moment. The closest that army officers have come to success was in March 1943 when a bomb was placed in Hitler’s plane, but the bomb failed to explode. 

   Although Speidel is taking advantage of Rommel’s absence (he’d telephoned his friends saying, ‘The old man has gone, I suggest you come over for dinner tomorrow so we can really have a night and discuss things…’), the field marshal is also part of the conspiracy. But rather than get rid of Hitler by assassination, Rommel would rather he’d be forced to make peace with the Allies and then tried in a German court of law.
            



Each paratrooper had to learn the whole operation by heart… We even knew that the German commandant of St Côme-du-Mont owned a white horse and was going with a French schoolteacher who lived on a side street just two buildings away from a German gun emplacement…
            

Donald Burgett, US 101st Airborne Division
            




11.00pm
         

The American 101st ‘Screaming Eagles’ Airborne Division is taking off into the night sky above Greenham Common. General Eisenhower is on the roof of their headquarters, watching the planes disappear with tears in his eyes.

   ‘Well, it’s on. No one can stop it now,’ he says.

   Eisenhower knows that Air Chief Marshal Leigh-Mallory is convinced that the 101st and the 82nd Airborne divisions will be all but wiped out. He told Eisenhower the casualty rate could be as high as 80 per cent.
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