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Author’s Note



In US military terminology, “D-Day” is the start of any major operation or invasion—a purposefully vague expression, as planning for such complex maneuvers must begin long before a specific date and time are chosen. Its first recorded use, as best as anyone can determine, is found in a September 1918 field order—the singular “D” standing for the word “Day” (just as its cousin, H-Hour, is really just a shortening of “Hour-Hour”). Across the years since World War I, in World War II and beyond, there have been many D-Days: Sicily, Tarawa, Saipan, Okinawa, Leyte, Inchon during the Korean War, the 1983 invasion of Grenada (Operation Urgent Fury), and the 1989 invasion of Panama (Operation Just Cause), among others.


But history remembers only one.


June 6, 1944, is one of the most famous single days in all of human history. The official launch of Operation OVERLORD, the long-anticipated invasion of western Europe, it marks a feat of unprecedented human audacity, a mission more ambitious and complex than anything ever seen, before or since, and a key turning point in the fight for a cause among the most noble humans have ever fought. Though there have been other days over the course of the last century that have re-routed our collective historical trajectory, one could argue that none has had more of an impact than the day 160,000 troops stormed the beaches of Normandy. When we say “D-Day,” there’s no doubt what day we mean.


At a strategic level, the mission of the Allied forces on June 6 was to establish a beachhead and begin the liberation of France and Europe from Nazi occupation, which had been in effect since 1939. The full plan, which took years to assemble and execute—bringing together men, planes, tanks, and ships from every corner of the world—involved the largest air and sea armadas ever assembled, spread across a battlefront more than sixty miles long, over five different beaches—their code names forever immortalized in history, Utah, Omaha, Gold, Juno, and Sword—and affected nearly a million combatants, not counting the French and British civilian populations in the war zones, let alone the families across six continents who waited anxiously for word of their loved ones’ fates. Somewhere between 10,000 to 20,000 Allied and Axis combatants and civilians wouldn’t live to see the end of the day.


Military victory was only one part of the overarching goal. Five years earlier, the Nazi shadow had startlingly, steadily, and powerfully begun to overtake much of the Western world, occupying various territories and major cities, and inspiring a coalition of fascist leadership known as the Axis Powers—Germany, Italy, and Japan—that threatened the very existence of global democracy. If OVERLORD failed, it might be years before the Big Three Allies—the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union—could reattempt an invasion, leaving them little choice but to sue for peace with Adolf Hitler, consigning the continent to an era of authoritarian darkness and further untold horrors upon its citizens.


Precisely because it is a day of such drama and such high stakes, there is no shortage of existing material on D-Day. From the immediate aftermath to decades-later reflections, there have been plenty of excellent books written and published on the subject by the likes of Forrest Pogue, Samuel Eliot Morison, Cornelius Ryan, Stephen Ambrose, Rick Atkinson, Douglas Brinkley—and many, many, many more—that provide down-to-the-minute details about the day, as well as blockbuster films and television series that have immortalized the actions and sacrifices of servicemen—Band of Brothers, The Longest Day, Saving Private Ryan. Some histories have zeroed in on specific beaches, units, and aspects of the invasion that the French refer to as Le Débarquement (the landing), while others have centered largely on the personal stories of those involved at various levels. Ernest Hemingway, who rode in with a wave of infantry headed to Omaha Beach’s Fox Green (though he did not make the landing), said it best: “You could write for a week and not give everyone credit for what he did on a front of 1,135 yards.”


But among and across so many histories, there turns out to be a fuller, richer story still waiting to be told.


* * *


The story of D-Day writ large is not as simple as the one we usually tell ourselves. The reality of D-Day and Operation OVERLORD has, across 80 years, been almost entirely swallowed by mythology, lore, and Hollywood. In telling the story anew here, for a generation born long after the fortieth-and fiftieth-anniversary festivities popularized and celebrated the “Greatest Generation,” I hope to broaden the understanding of D-Day itself, and to acknowledge the full scope of the event’s complexities and nuances, as well as its high points.


That begins with the question of who was there. The story of D-Day is overwhelmingly white and male, and the experiences of the myriad women and people of color who participated in aspects of OVERLORD have historically been forgotten or relegated to side-histories. (Correspondent Martha Gellhorn, who stowed away in a ship’s toilet overnight to become one of the first women to arrive at the landing site, for example, is still largely shorthanded as Ernest Hemingway’s third wife; similarly, eight decades later, the heroism on Omaha Beach of Black medic Staff Sgt. Waverly B. Woodson, Jr., has still never been properly acknowledged by the U.S. government.) All told, about 2,000 Black soldiers took part in the invasion, mostly drivers and stevedores, but across the entire operation, the Allied force included just a single unit of Black troops, and their story was not told in depth until 2010, when Linda Hervieux resurrected with great effort their memories and contributions in her book Forgotten.* In and across northern France, liberation came at a terrible cost—the destruction of whole towns and the deaths of thousands of civilians—and a full, true accounting of D-Day’s bloody cost begins long before June 1944. More Allied soldiers were killed preparing and practicing for D-Day than in the invasion itself, as historian Patrick Caddick-Adams has recently calculated. D-Day was also as international a day of combat as any in human history. There were 15 nationalities formally represented in the naval forces off the Normandy shore, including 600 Danish sailors, and the defenses onshore were a mix of Germans with conscripts and prisoners from Poland, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, and a host of other countries. The British unit known as 10 Commando included French, Belgian, Dutch, Norwegian, and Polish troops, as well as a unit that consisted almost entirely of Jewish refugees from across Nazi-occupied Europe.


More broadly, there are four particular myths that have emerged around D-Day, each of which I try to take on and reframe in this book. One, that it was tenuous and almost failed; two, that the Atlantic Wall was impenetrable; three, that Omaha Beach was a disastrous killing zone; and four, that the British and Canadian beaches were a cakewalk. While all of these have kernels of truth, none are exactly true in the way that popular history and mythology remembers. Understanding the nuance and reality of that day does not in any way decrease or subtract from the heroism of the participants, but instead enriches our understanding of the human experience of that incredible day of days.


To find the true story of D-Day and assemble this book, I collected somewhere north of 5,000 personal stories, memoirs, and oral histories from combatants and participants from books, documents, newspapers, magazines, official reports, videos, and audio recordings. They range from hand-scrawled letters written aboard ships bound for France on the night of June 5 to local historical society pamphlets and doorstop-sized official military histories to Winston Churchill’s Nobel Prize–winning six-volume memoir and retelling of the Second World War to in-the-field interviews by wartime correspondents with Stars and Stripes and Yank magazine, as well as those with surviving veterans assembled for the fiftieth anniversary in 1994 by Time and Newsweek—even the archives of the Pennsylvania newspaper The Morning Call, which in 2015 launched an ambitious oral history project of local veterans. A handful of books provided uniquely valuable resources, particularly George Koskimaki’s D-Day with the Screaming Eagles and Russell Miller’s Nothing Less than Victory. The first rough draft of this manuscript contained nearly 1.4 million words of personal testimony and oral history, snippets, quotations, and stories compiled from more than 100 published sources, as well as archival materials from more than a dozen major and minor archives from multiple countries and continents, from the Library of Congress’s Veterans History Project to the Portsmouth D-Day Story Museum. At the Imperial War Museum in London, I sifted through boxes filled with hundreds of postcards, sent in as part of a contest by the Sunday Express newspaper for the thirtieth anniversary of D-Day of British remembrances of that day; through the National World War II Museum in New Orleans, which started as a museum focused on D-Day, I paged through hundreds of oral histories from the unparalleled archives of the Eisenhower Center, where Stephen Ambrose and Ronald Drez collected the memories of thousands of D-Day veterans in the 1980s and 1990s. Ohio University, meanwhile, has done the incredible work of digitizing the voluminous veteran questionnaires Cornelius Ryan used to write his World War II classics, The Longest Day, A Bridge Too Far, and The Last Battle, and which, collectively, are some of the most contemporaneous memories gathered.


Across these multitudes, some memories were recorded within days of June 6, 1944, others years or decades afterward. Some represent full-length memoirs, stretching to scores and even hundreds of pages, while others amounted to just a single sentence, observation, or paragraph—a brief snippet delivered to a passing war correspondent in the combat zone or a local reporter years later. Some benefited from reliance on documentary contemporaneous evidence, others unfurled from memory alone. History has mostly taught us about D-Day in black-and-white (the blurry news images of Robert Capa and other brave military combat photographers fill our mental images and textbooks), but those who lived June 6, 1944, felt and remembered it as an overwhelming sensual experience, one filled with explosive color—orange flames, green water, khaki uniforms, and seething red blood—vivid smells, from cordite to apple blossoms, and unforgettable sound, from the tiny clicks of the metal crickets given to paratroopers to recognize one another in the dark and the donging church bells of Sainte-Mère-Église to the overwhelming crescendo of the naval beach bombardment and the shells of the USS Texas at dawn. And, then of course, there was what was perhaps the defining sensory perception of D-Day: The chilling and all-consuming cold that came as thousands of troops plunged (willingly and unwillingly) into the choppy seawater of the English Channel and then spent the day of the invasion wearing waterlogged, uncomfortable uniforms.


In the end, after much editing, whittling, and carving, the story ahead features 700 individual voices from all sides of the conflict that day. Those memories captured in these pages, regardless of when they were put to paper or audio recording, were surely fallible, as all are. Traumatic memories even more so. I have tried to rely on the most trusted resources possible and cross-checked what details are available to ensure that the memories herein are as accurate as they can be. Throughout, I have lightly edited quotes for clarity, striving to balance the speaker’s original words with the precision of recorded history. I have for historical accuracy corrected some dates, names, or other obviously incorrect technical details—such as when someone refers to a ship’s “sixteen-inch guns” when the ship actually had fifteen-inch guns. At the same time, I have chosen to keep out-of-date references, like those of negroes and Indians, that reflected natural speech at the time.


Wartime promotions and assignment changes happened frequently—personnel were particularly shifted around and units reshuffled in the weeks leading up to the invasion itself—and so to avoid confusion, speakers are usually identified only by the title, rank, or position they held on D-Day itself, June 6, 1944. In the case of certain speakers, like Winston Churchill, Bernard Montgomery, or Fred Morgan, the lead D-Day planner in 1943, where their own professional evolution is an important part of the narrative, I have identified them by their contemporaneous title or position. For each speaker, I have included as much biographical and descriptive information as history recorded; sometimes, particularly in contemporaneous articles, there was only a rank, last name, or general description of a speaker.


Collectively, the oral histories that make up this book and the archives I drew upon are an invaluable and irreplaceable national and international treasure, a collection of stories from a generation who famously didn’t like to share them. I’ve now spent better part of a decade immersed in oral history, and normally I talk about how the goal is to find the ordinary and the extraordinary—the people who have the most average, and thus representative experiences, and also those who have the most atypical experiences. But what is so remarkable about D-Day is how ordinary the extraordinary was that day—the tens of thousands of people who had that June Tuesday the most remarkable of human experiences, at the height of combat and at the limits of human survival.


It’s here—at the human level—where we find the greatest and most true story of D-Day. D-Day stands as not just one of the greatest stories of courage of our time, but also perhaps the greatest story ever told about leadership—leadership at the top and leadership at the bottom. The first third of this book, which concerns the planning and mobilization of Operation OVERLORD, is a story dominated by big, historic figures—Winston Churchill, Dwight Eisenhower, George Marshall, Bernard Montgomery, Omar Bradley, Bertram Ramsay—and the big, world-shaping decisions they make and plans they forge. Then, in essence, the big leaders disappear from the action itself. The remainder of the book is the story of ordinary men who found themselves thrust into almost unimaginable drama, fighting, and combat, and how, in turn, they rose to the moment and how their small moments of leadership, sprinkled across sixty miles of landings, were enough to win the day. D-Day would not have succeeded without the young Coast Guard coxswains piloting landing craft in the hairy surf, the barely-out-of-their-teens paratrooper sergeants in thick Norman hedgerows confronting German soldiers younger still, or the lieutenants who rallied forward on the beaches a stricken soldier here and an injured comrade there. And, conversely, it would not have been the success it was for the Allies without the equally important counter-lesson of the German reaction—as a divided, top-down, hierarchal, and confused chain of command failed to act and its battlefield leaders failed to lead at the moment it most mattered.


D-Day would not be the triumph we honor and remember without the most ordinary of men, figures like Dick Winters, Stanley Hollis, John Ahearn, John Howard, Marcus Heim, Len Lomell, Waverly Woodson, Jr., and countless other names—men plucked from civilian life, sometimes just weeks or months before—whom you will come to read about as Operation OVERLORD unfolds.


The greatest names in the pages ahead, as it turns out, are the ones you don’t know.





___________


* Not a single Black soldier, sailor, airman, Marine, or Coast Guard personnel was originally awarded the Medal of Honor in World War II, and only in 1994 did President Bill Clinton award seven such distinctions to troops recommended by a panel brought together to rectify that slight.




“A day unlike any other”


Foreword
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An LCVP carrying troops, including 2nd Lt. Gardner Botsford (right, in profile), nears Omaha Beach as D-Day begins.





Capt. Henry Seitzler, Army Air Forces, 6th Engineer Special Beach Brigade: Pardon me if I stop every once in a while. These things are so very real. Even after all these years I can see it again in my mind, just like it was happening right now.


Andy Rooney, correspondent, Stars and Stripes: There have only been a handful of days since the beginning of time on which the direction the world was taking has been changed for the better in one 24-hour period by an act of man. June 6th, 1944, was one of them.


Ernest Hemingway, correspondent, Collier’s Weekly: No one remembers the date of the Battle of Shiloh. But the day we took Fox Green beach was the sixth of June.


Oberleutnant Gustav Pflocksch, deputy commander, Widerstandsnest 28 (Juno Beach), Grenadier-Regiment 736, 716 Infanterie-Division: This battle was the beginning of the end of the war.


W. B. Courtney, correspondent, Collier’s Weekly: Not only as a military event but in the grave political economic and social fates it held, there has been nothing ever before to equal it. Beyond comparison, this is the most stupendous enterprise to which modern free men ever dedicated their fortunes and lives.


Ronald Reagan, 40th president of the United States: Here in Normandy the rescue began. Here the Allies stood and fought against tyranny in a giant undertaking unparalleled in human history.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Allied Commander, Allied Expeditionary Force: These men came here—British, and our other allies, Americans—to storm these beaches for one purpose only, not to gain anything for ourselves, not to fulfill any ambitions that America had for conquest, but just to preserve freedom.


Andy Rooney: No one can tell the whole story of D-Day because no one knows it. Each of the 60,000 men who waded ashore that day know a little part of the story too well.


Ernest Hemingway: You could write for a week and not give everyone credit for what he did on a front of 1,135 yards.


1st Sgt. Leonard G. Lomell, platoon leader, Company D, 2nd Ranger Battalion: I’ve kept a low profile for fifty years, as have most of my men. We didn’t write articles, books, make speeches or publicize the performance of our duties. We knew what each other did and we did our duty like professionals. We weren’t heroes, we were just good Rangers.


Sgt. Schuyler W. “Sky” Jackson, 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne: How do you describe the greatest military operation the world has ever seen when you yourself saw only one tiny piece of the vast and deadly jigsaw puzzle?


Trooper Joe Minogue, gunner, B Squadron, Westminster Dragoons: That summer day, June 6, 1944, D-Day, is etched indelibly on the windows of my mind. I can hear it, smell it, feel it, as though it happened only 24 hours ago.


Seaman Exum Pike, USS PC-565: The battle scene was the most awesome terrible thing a human being could ever witness. Looking back on that day, after these many years, I have two grown sons and as I have often told them boys I have no fear of hell because I have already been there.


Pvt. Buddy Mazzara, Company C, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st Infantry Division: D-Day was an experience you would never want to live through again. But I am glad I was there.


2nd Lt. Gardner Botsford, intelligence officer, Division Headquarters, 1st Division: Nobody on that beach was aware of anything that wasn’t right in front of his nose—and, Lord knows, that was enough. The human mind, when under great tension, closes its doors, shutters its windows, and focuses on the insignificant. When I waded ashore onto that Normandy beach, I was entering the stage set of a truly stupendous world event. All I recorded was snapshots of tiny fragments, snapshots with no anchor in time or meaning.


S.Sgt. John B. Ellery, Company B, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st Division: With D-Day in Normandy as a ten, I haven’t had an adventure that rated more than a two since I landed on the Easy Red Sector of Omaha Beach on June 6, 1944.


2nd Lt. Gardner Botsford: Sample snapshot: the hundreds of cumbersome life-preserver belts littering the water’s edge, jettisoned by the troops as they reached shore. Snapshot: a makeshift aid station sheltered behind some rocks, where a medic was injecting morphine into the arm of a wounded soldier who wasn’t going to make it. Snapshot: five or six German prisoners—all of them in their teens—sitting in a declivity on the beach with their hands on their heads and looking just as terrified as the nervous private guarding them.


Andy Rooney: We all have days of our lives that stand out from the blur of days that have gone by, and the day I came ashore on Utah Beach—four days after the initial invasion—is one of mine.


Pvt. J. Robert Patterson, 474th Antiaircraft Artillery Automatic Weapons Battalion: I’ve been married. I have six kids. I own my own business. I think the thing I’m proudest of, if I really had to remember anything—family, sure, kids, sure—but I am proud I was there on June the 6th.


Pvt. John Hooper, Headquarters Company, 115th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: I doubt that any single event in my life equaled that day’s event. My marriage in 1951, and later, two fine sons, has never had such an impact as did that first day’s action on the Normandy coast in a sector known as “Easy Green.”


Andy Rooney: There were heroes here no one will ever know because they’re dead. The heroism of others is known only to themselves.


Sgt. Donald L. Scribner, Company C, 2nd Ranger Battalion: A lot of good men gave their lives that day, and I hope that no one ever forgets it. I know I won’t.


Andy Rooney: It was one of the most monumentally unselfish things one group of people ever did for another.


Lt. John J. Reville, Company F, 5th Ranger Battalion: When I landed D-Day morning, I had 35 men in my platoon and in my boat. The battalion lasted in action seven days. At the end of seven days, there was myself and four men left.


Sgt. Schuyler W. “Sky” Jackson: When my daughter Lynne asked me the other evening, “Daddy, what was D-Day?,” I found myself stumped. How do you explain to an 8-year-old that D-Day was courage and compassion, fear and confusion?


Andy Rooney: If you are young and not really clear what D-Day was, let me tell you: It was a day unlike any other.


Emil “Moe” Vestuti, fire controlman, 3rd Class, USS Corry (DD-463): I get tied up talking about it to my family even today because those feelings are still inside.


S.Sgt. Myron “Mike” Ranney, Company E, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne: A grandson asked, “Grandpa, were you a hero in the war?” “No,” I answered, “but I served in a company of heroes.”


Robert Capa, photographer, Life magazine: Once a year, usually sometime in April, every self-respecting Jewish family celebrates Passover, the Jewish Thanksgiving. When dinner is irrevocably over, father loosens his belt and lights a five-cent cigar. At this crucial moment the youngest of the sons—I have been doing it for years—steps up and addresses his father in solemn Hebrew. He asks, “What makes this day different from all other days?” Then father, with great relish and gusto, tells the story of how, many thousands of years ago in Egypt, the angel of destruction passed over the firstborn sons of the Chosen People, and how, afterwards, General Moses led them across the Red Sea without getting their feet wet.


The Gentiles and Jews who crossed the English Channel on the sixth of June in the year 1944 ought to have—once a year, on that date—a Crossover day. Their children, after finishing a couple of cans of C-rations, would ask their father, “What makes this day different from all other days?” The story that I would tell might sound like this.


Pfc. Felix Branham, Company K, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: I never want to spend another day like that, but thank God—and only thank God—that I’m here to say that I can tell someone else the story of my experiences.


Andy Rooney: If you think the world is selfish and rotten, go to the cemetery at Colleville-sur-Mer overlooking Omaha Beach—see what one group of men did for another on D-Day, June 6th, 1944.





PART I


A WORLD AT WAR





“Has the last word been said?”



War Begins
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The Allied evacuation from Dunkirk marked the emotional low of the start of World War II.





Pvt. John Barnes, Company A, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: It’s hard to know where to begin. I could start at Omaha Beach, Dog Green Sector, D-Day, June 6, H-Hour, 6:25 in the morning. It went on for 11 months up to the Elbe River in May 1945, with A Company, 116th Infantry, 29th Division. I was a rifleman, assistant flame thrower, platoon runner, company runner, and, in the end, battalion runner. Of course, it started earlier.


Capt. R. J. Lindo, naval artillery liaison, 2nd Battalion, 18th Infantry Regiment, 1st Division: It’s been very difficult for me to get started and to know where to begin and end.


Pvt. J. Robert Patterson, 474th Antiaircraft Artillery Automatic Weapons Battalion: As Alice in Wonderland said, “You have to begin at the beginning.”


Time magazine, September 11, 1939: World War II began at 5:20 a.m. (Polish time) Friday, September 1, when a German bombing plane dropped a projectile on Puck, fishing village and air base in the armpit of the Hel Peninsula. At 5:45 a.m. the German training ship Schleswig-Holstein lying off Danzig fired what was believed to be the first shell: a direct hit on the Polish underground ammunition dump at Westerplatte. It was a grey day, with gentle rain.


Ens. George McKee Elsey, Map Room watch officer, the White House: Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union quickly overran Poland, bringing declarations of war from England and France.


The invasion of Poland by Adolf Hitler’s Germany upended the foreign policy of British prime minister Neville Chamberlain, who for years had tried a strategy of “appeasement” amid Hitler’s increasingly bellicose rhetoric and actions in Europe. Chamberlain had hoped to avoid war and only cautiously rearmed Britain amid Germany’s rising threat, and as late as January 1939 believed that he and Hitler had a path for a “long peace” in Europe. Following the invasion, though, he was quick to issue an immediate ultimatum, with France, announcing they would declare war if Germany didn’t withdraw.


Acting Lt. Gen. Bernard L. Montgomery, British Army: I had taken over command of the 3rd Division on the 28th August. Partial mobilisation was then in process and full mobilisation was ordered on the 1st September, the day on which the Germans invaded Poland and an ultimatum was sent to Germany. In September 1939 the British Army was totally unfit to fight a first-class war on the continent of Europe.


Pauline Edmondson, schoolchild, Sidcup, Kent, England: I was twelve and Peter, my brother, was seven. All through the summer [of 1939] preparations for war were being made. The summer went by until September 2nd, which sticks in my mind, because it was such a hot day. It was a Saturday, and we were all up early, for we all knew that this was the weekend—short of a miracle—that war would be declared. Sand and sandbags had been delivered to all the houses, and we spent all that day filling the bags. They were then stacked all round the front of the house, so the windows were barricaded about halfway up.


Barbara Clare (Fauks), schoolchild, East Acton, United Kingdom: In 1939 we went down to visit my uncle in the country. We could see men practicing with guns, so we knew that the war was coming. When we got back to London, we didn’t stay long, because most of the schoolchildren were shipped out of the city for their own protection.


Grace Bradbeer, driver, Women’s Voluntary Service, United Kingdom: Another very early problem which rural areas had to deal with was the surge of evacuees who arrived in numbers both great and small. Every part of the British Isles was affected by this as those from the big towns and cities and from exposed positions on the coasts tried—indeed were encouraged—to get away as quickly as possible.


Barbara Clare (Fauks): There was a concern about the threat of air raids against the city. It was terrible to be separated from our parents. In fact, Mum and Dad didn’t even know where we were going. The authorities took us first to our school and then marched us to the train station. I was crying, Mum was crying, and my sister Evelyn was crying. My cousin, who was a little older and later served in the war, went to the movie house not long after our evacuation. He saw me in the newsreel because there had been a cameraman present as our group of children was going away from home.


Grace Bradbeer: People came not only as families or individuals but also in parties—schools, nursing homes, colleges and so on; in fact one school from Acton, London, turned up in a small South Devon town three days before war was declared and was welcomed by locally organised billeting officers who found room for all. The official number of government-sponsored evacuees was 1,200,000 by the end of the war.


On September 3, with no withdrawal in sight by Germany, Britain moved to declare war, followed by France, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. The Soviet Union, under Joseph Stalin, had signed a nonaggression pact, and after Germany had annexed the western portion of Poland, it invaded and annexed eastern Poland in September as well.


Pauline Edmondson: We all gathered round the wireless to listen to Mr. Chamberlain’s speech. I sat on the back steps to listen to the broadcast. Big Ben’s chimes came over the air at 11 am, and Mr. Chamberlain announced that Britain was now at war with Germany.


Neville Chamberlain, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, radio address, September 3, 1939: I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street. This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by 11 O’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.


William Shirer, correspondent, CBS News, broadcasting from Berlin, September 3, 1939: The world war is on.


Mollie Panter-Downes, London correspondent, The New Yorker, writing September 3, 1939: Now that there is a war, the English, slow to start, have already in spirit started and are comfortably two laps ahead of the official war machine, which had to await the drop of somebody’s handkerchief. In the general opinion, Hitler has got it coming to him.


Britain spent the winter of 1939 and the beginning of 1940 racing a quarter million troops to Europe to support France and its allies in the Low Countries, Belgium and the Netherlands. Though the United States had been allied with the United Kingdom and France during the First World War, the nation had gone through a period of isolationism in the 1930s, and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, now in his second term and about to be elected to a third, announced that it would remain neutral in the conflict.


In April 1940, Germany invaded Denmark and, after it surrendered in six hours, then Norway. That fresh crisis caused Chamberlain, under pressure, to resign as prime minister, to be replaced by Winston Churchill on May 10, 1940. That same day, Hitler’s forces charged across the borders of the Low Countries, overrunning Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Belgium, and advancing into France. By late May, the mostly British and French Allied armies were in full retreat, pinned down near the coastal city of Dunkirk. There, in the space of about a week, some 335,000 troops were evacuated from Europe to England—saving the British Expeditionary Force and the Allied Belgian and French armies, but forcing it to leave much of its equipment on the beach to fall into Nazi hands. In less than a year, continental Europe had been largely lost to the Axis Powers, and the newly installed Churchill feared Britain would be the next target.


John Gunther, correspondent, NBC News, May 9, 1940: Bulletin from Berlin: Adolf Hitler in an order of the day to his troops declared that the fight that begins today will decide the fate of the German nation for the next 1,000 years. “Do your duty.”


Winston Churchill, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom: Now at last the slowly gathered, long-pent-up fury of the storm broke upon us. Four or five million men met each other in the first shock of the most merciless of all the wars of which record has been kept.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley, commander, First Army: To trace the strategy of our cross-channel invasion to the beginning, we must go back to the midnight of June 2, 1940, and to the beach off Dunkirk where a British major general made his way in a small boat through the wreckage of an armada offshore. In the light of fires set by German bombers he searched the harbor and beaches for Allied troops awaiting debarkation. Satisfied that none had been left behind, Major General Harold Alexander, commander of the 1st Division, ordered his skipper to steer for England. He was the last of more than 335,000 Allied soldiers to quit the continent at Dunkirk for the withdrawal to Britain.


Winston Churchill: After Dunkirk, and still more when three weeks later the French Government capitulated, the questions whether Hitler would, or secondly could, invade and conquer our island rose, as we have seen, in all British minds.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: The war seemed all but lost only nine months after it had started.


Winston Churchill, speaking to the House of Commons, June 4, 1940: The British Empire and the French Republic, linked together in their cause and in their need, will defend to the death their native soil, aiding each other like good comrades to the utmost of their strength. Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail.


Brig. Gen. Charles de Gaulle, chairman, French National Committee, appeal of June 18, 1940, aired on the BBC, upon reaching the shores of England: But has the last word been said? Must hope disappear? Is defeat final? No! Believe me, I speak to you with full knowledge of the facts and tell you that nothing is lost for France. The same means that overcame us can bring us to a day of victory. For France is not alone! She has a vast Empire behind her. She can align with the British Empire that holds the sea and continues the fight. She can, like England, use without limit the immense industry of the United States. This war is not finished by the battle of France. This war is a world war. Whatever happens, the flame of the French resistance must not be extinguished and will not be extinguished.


Winston Churchill, speaking to the House of Commons, June 4, 1940: We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island—whatever the cost may be—we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this Island or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until, in God’s good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.


Britain, still largely alone on the world stage standing against Hitler’s war machine, rallied to its own defense—beginning what amounted to a last-minute no-holds-barred effort to preserve its freedom against the looming German invasion, known as Operation Sealion. But as days turned to weeks, and weeks turned to months, Hitler realized he was ill equipped to carry out a cross-Channel invasion and settled, instead, on a terror-bombing campaign from the sky to weaken and force Great Britain to capitulate.


Maj. John Dalgleish, Planning Staff, Royal Army Service Corps: Within one week of that great fighting speech, the first Commandos were formed from independent infantry companies of the British Army. They took up their stations along the South East Coast. They blacked their faces, replaced their heavy ammunition boots with rubber-soled soft shoes, collected a motley assortment of small craft, and prepared themselves for their initial task of raiding operations against the continental coastline.


Winston Churchill: Our armies at home were known to be almost unarmed except for rifles. There were in fact hardly five hundred field guns of any sort and hardly two hundred medium or heavy tanks in the whole country. Months must pass before our factories could make good even the munitions lost at Dunkirk. Can one wonder that the world at large was convinced that our hour of doom had struck? Deep alarm spread through the United States, and indeed through all the surviving free countries.


Mollie Panter-Downes: London was as quiet as a village. At places where normally there is a noisy bustle of comings and goings, such as the big railway stations, there was the same extraordinary preoccupied silence. People stood about reading the papers; when a man finished one, he would hand it over to anybody who hadn’t been lucky enough to get a copy, and walk soberly away.


One morning, this week, postmen slipped official pamphlets in with the mail, telling householders just what to do if Britain is invaded. Official advice is to stay at home unless told by the proper authorities to leave, “because, if you run away, you will be machine-gunned from the air, as were civilians in Holland and Belgium.”


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: Reluctant to risk a makeshift assault against the British navy, the Wehrmacht settled down on the coast until the Luftwaffe softened England.


Winston Churchill, speaking to the House of Commons, June 18, 1940: What General [Maxime] Weygand called the Battle of France is over. I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilization. Upon it depends our own British life, and the long continuity of our institutions and our Empire. The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this Island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be free and the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands. But if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, “This was their finest hour.”


Over the summer of 1940, the Luftwaffe battled the roughly 3,000 pilots of the Royal Air Force in the skies over Britain in an attempt to gain air superiority. Thanks to the Herculean efforts of the RAF and an astounding industrial production effort, known as the “Harrogate program,” which saw England churn out 500 fighters a month through that summer, as well as an extensive ground-spotting network, and the British military’s early development of a radar-type system that could detect incoming German flights and guide fighters toward them, the British were able to hold. Meanwhile, the war expanded into the Mediterranean, as Italian forces targeted British-held Malta, Somaliland, and Egypt in North Africa.


Maj. Ralph Ingersoll, intelligence officer, Planning Staff, Allied Expeditionary Force: In the fall of 1940, the Empire had had the narrowest squeak in its entire history. It had survived against seemingly impossible odds—and miraculously. In surviving, it had found its soul. It was really united under Churchill’s personal leadership.


Mollie Panter-Downes: The skill and audacity of the RAF youngsters have so captured the public imagination that the fliers are spoken of with almost poetic admiration, as though they were knights on wings.


Winston Churchill, speaking August 20, 1940: The gratitude of every home in our Island, in our Empire, and indeed throughout the world, except in the abodes of the guilty, goes out to the British airmen who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in their constant challenge and mortal danger, are turning the tide of the World War by their prowess and by their devotion. Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.


Harold Bird-Wilson, 17 Squadron, No. 11 Group, RAF: You read many stories nowadays of pilots saying they weren’t worried and weren’t frightened when they saw little dots in the sky, which gradually increased in numbers and grew in size as they came from the French coast towards the English, over Kent and towards London. I maintain that if anybody says that they weren’t frightened or apprehensive at such an occasion then I think he’s a very bad liar, because you cannot help but get worried. I openly admit that I was worried and I was frightened at times.


In September, British leaders were able to breathe a temporary sigh of relief: Hitler began dismantling the facilities at Dutch airfields where German paratroopers had been expected to embark for England. The invasion was off, for now. On September 7, 1940, the Luftwaffe, recognizing that it would not win air superiority over Britain, adjusted its strategy and began an intense bombing campaign against England, which came to be known as the Blitz, in the hope of breaking the British spirit and forcing its capitulation. At the start, London was attacked on 56 out of 57 straight days; the air campaign would continue for eight months, into the spring of 1941, killing more than 40,000 civilians.


Edward R. Murrow, correspondent, CBS, reporting September 8, 1940, from London: An air-raid siren called Weeping Willy began its uneven screams. Down on the coast the white puff balls of anti-aircraft fire began to appear against the steel blue sky. The first flight of German bombers were coming up the river to start the 12 hour attack against London.


Pauline Edmondson: My mum and dad and everyone else who lived around us began to fix up their shelters. My father built two bunks in ours—one for Peter and one for my mother—and hung a hammock for me in the gangway. It took me ages to learn to stay in it, I was always falling out. My father never slept in the shelter; he had a chair in there which he sometimes sat on, but most of the time he was outside doing his duty as a warden. When the raids were really bad, bombs would be whizzing down, guns banging away, and shrapnel all over the place, but my dad didn’t get so much as a scratch.


Ronald Allen, Leytonstone, London (age 10): I was visiting my grandparents who lived in Plumstead near the Woolwich Arsenal. Up until then, most of the raids had been on air fields. We’d had lots of warnings, but no actual raids so we just thought it was another scare.


Edward R. Murrow: They were high and not very numerous. The Hurricanes and Spitfires were already in the air climbing for altitude above the nearby aerodrome. The fight moved inland and out of sight.


Up toward London we could see billows of smoke fanning out above the river. It went on for over two hours and then the all-clear. Before 8 p.m., the sirens sounded again.


Ronald Allen: We went down into the Anderson shelter in the back garden and then the ack-ack guns started firing so we knew this time it was different. The drone of the aircraft could be heard and then the first bombs started falling. I hadn’t heard a bomb before so when I heard this rushing whooshing sound I thought it was a crowd cheering like in a football match, not the whistling sound depicted in films. The noise of the guns and falling bombs was deafening—the ground shook and we all hung on to each other for courage.


Edward R. Murrow: The fires up the river had turned the moon blood red; the smoke had drifted down until it formed a canopy over the Thames. The guns were working all around us. The bursts looking like fireflies in a southern summer night.


The Germans were sending in two or three planes at a time, in relays. They would pass overhead, the guns and lights would follow them, and in about five minutes we could hear the hollow drop of the bomb. Huge pear-shaped bursts of flame would rise up into the smoke and disappear. The world was upside down.


Ronald Allen: My mother, sister and I tried to get home, but had to get off the tram at New Cross Gate because only dock workers were allowed to cross the river. I’ll never forget the sight of the Surrey docks all ablaze as we tried to get back on that tram. We had to spend the night in a public shelter in New Cross Gate as the night bombing started. It was Sunday morning before we got home to Leytonstone and my dad was waiting outside the house. I’ll never forget the sight of him standing there. He had probably been there for hours, wondering whether we were alive or dead.


Raymond Hickey, chaplain, North Shore Regiment: Night after night, just as darkness was falling, up would go the awful wail of the sirens. In all directions people would run to cold cement air raid shelters; on would go the searchlights that swept the sky like giant northern lights; from a distance would come the unmistakable ou, ou, ou of German planes; with a deafening roar, our anti-aircraft guns would open up—you huddled as small as you could, covered your head, held your breath, and waited for bombs that came with a terrifying whistle, and shook the earth with an awful blast and covered the place with death and destruction.


Hazel Roberts, schoolchild, Essex (age seven): As we all looked skywards we watched as wave after wave of German Heinkel and Dornier bombers headed over our houses towards London. Suddenly I shouted to my brother, “Here come our boys!” as I saw our Spitfires emerging from behind the clouds. The Spitfires roared in—there were only a small number of our planes against all the might of the German Luftwaffe. We saw planes blown to pieces, both German and British, and wreckage was strewn all over a large area.


Edward R. Murrow: There are no words to describe the thing that is happening. A row of automobiles, with stretchers racked on the roofs like skis, standing outside of bombed buildings. A man pinned under wreckage where a broken gas main sears his arms and face. The courage of the people, the flash and roar of the guns rolling down streets, the stench of air-raid shelters in the poor districts.


Grace Bradbeer: Soon, rationing of food began to be proposed, though it was not finally brought in until early in 1940. All over the country, farmers were encouraged to use every scrap of available land for the growing of food crops and for grazing but at the same time they were hampered by the call-up which took away so much agricultural labour. Only a few younger men were allowed to remain in order to help cope with the extra strain put upon the farms, and the Women’s Land Army stepped into the breach almost at once.


After its stunning and overwhelming victories across Europe in 1939 and 1940, Hitler turned Germany’s attention to the Soviet Union. Ignoring the nonaggression pact his government had signed with Stalin and following Germany’s new combined-arms strategy—uniting armor, infantry, and airborne forces in rapid advances that overwhelmed an enemy’s defenses—Hitler launched a massive invasion of the Soviet Union. In June 1941, hundreds of thousands of troops poured across the Soviet border as part of Operation Barbarossa. Joseph Stalin, who trusted in the nonaggression pact for too long, failed to prepare until it was too late. Even at great cost in men and weapons, Germany made significant advances into the Soviet Union, which quickly found a new alliance with Great Britain. The cascading developments greatly distressed President Roosevelt, who understood the impact of Germany’s growing power on both the Western and Eastern Fronts. He offered support to the Soviets, but continued to struggle over the domestic politics of whether to further involve the United States in the conflict.


Averell Harriman, US presidential envoy to the UK: Roosevelt was very much affected by World War I, which he had, of course, seen at close range. He had a horror of American troops landing again on the continent and becoming involved in the kind of warfare he had seen before—trench warfare with all its appalling losses. I believe he had in mind that if the great armies of Russia could stand up to the Germans, this might well make it possible for us to limit our participation largely to naval and air power.


Franklin Roosevelt, President of the United States, message, August 30: I deem it of paramount importance for the safety and security of America that all reasonable munitions help be provided for Russia, not only immediately but as long as she continues to fight the Axis powers effectively.


Averell Harriman: The overriding motivation of President Roosevelt in giving every bit of help that was possible was that he wanted to keep the Russians in the war. He wanted to err on the side of generosity, rather than skimping the aid we sent.


By December 1941, the United States had begun to tiptoe toward war. Its Lend-Lease program of “lending” weapons, ships, airplanes, and other supplies to Great Britain and the Soviet Union had helped both militaries survive the worst of the German offensives. Understanding the stakes of whether Western democracy would survive the encounter with the authoritarian Nazi regime, Roosevelt and Churchill had outlined that summer what was known as the Atlantic Charter, a vision for a secure peace at the end of the war. In the Pacific, the Imperial Japanese forces were on their own offensive and Roosevelt had been trying to negotiate a path to avoid conflict there too. In the end, though, he found the decision for war wasn’t his to make.


Ens. George McKee Elsey: On Saturday evening, December 6, 1941, some former Harvard graduate students and I had dinner. We speculated about how soon we would be at war with Germany, eager as Hitler was to wage all-out submarine war against us and end our support of England. I guessed about six weeks, the time it would take for the Germans to regain the initiative in Russia and capture Moscow. We had an answer the next day—but it was not war with Germany.


Franklin Roosevelt: December 7, 1941—a date which will live in infamy.


Live NBC News Bulletin, 4 p.m. ET, Sunday, December 7, 1941: Hello, NBC. Hello, NBC. This is KGU in Honolulu, Hawaii. I am speaking from the roof of the Advertiser Publishing Company Building. We have witnessed this morning the distant view of the severe bombing of Pearl Harbor by enemy planes, undoubtedly Japanese.


Franklin Roosevelt: The United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.


Live NBC News Bulletin, 4 p.m. ET, Sunday, December 7, 1941: The city of Honolulu has also been attacked and considerable damage done. This battle has been going on for nearly three hours. One of the bombs dropped within fifty feet of KGU tower. It is no joke. It is a real war.


Eleanor Roosevelt, First Lady of the United States: I was going out in the hall to say goodbye to our cousins, Mr. and Mrs. Frederick Adams, and their children, after luncheon, and, as I stepped out of my room, I knew something had happened. All the secretaries were there, two telephones were in use, the senior military aides were on their way with messages. I said nothing because the words I heard over the telephone were quite sufficient to tell me that, finally, the blow had fallen, and we had been attacked.


Pvt. Edward J. Jeziorski, 507th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne: I enlisted in the New Jersey National Guard in April 1940. I participated in maneuvers in South Carolina in 1941. On the evening of December 7, 1941, as we arrived in Culpeper, Virginia for bivouac, many civilians came up to talk to us about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. We were thunderstruck. We couldn’t figure out where in the world Pearl Harbor was located.


Winston Churchill: It was Sunday evening, December 7, 1941. [US ambassador John Gilbert] Winant and Averell Harriman were with me at the table at Chequers.


Averell Harriman: The Prime Minister seemed tired and depressed. He didn’t have much to say throughout dinner and was immersed in his thoughts, with his head in his hands for part of the time.


Pamela Churchill, daughter-in-law to the Prime Minister: The Battle of Britain was over, but the outcome of the war still hung in the balance.


Winston Churchill: I turned on my small wireless set shortly after the nine o’clock news had started. There were a number of items about the fighting on the Russian front and on the British front in Libya, at the end of which some few sentences were spoken regarding an attack by the Japanese on American shipping at Hawaii, and also Japanese attacks on British vessels in the Dutch East Indies.


Averell Harriman: I was thoroughly startled, and I repeated the words, “The Japanese have raided Pearl Harbor.”


Winston Churchill: We all sat up. By now the butler, Sawyers, who had heard what had passed, came into the room, saying, “It’s quite true. We heard it ourselves outside. The Japanese have attacked the Americans.”


Averell Harriman: The Prime Minister, recovering from his lethargy, slammed the top of the radio down and got up from his chair.


Winston Churchill: At the Mansion House luncheon on November 11 I had said that if Japan attacked the United States a British declaration of war would follow “within the hour.” I got up from the table and walked through the hall to the office, which was always at work. I asked for a call to the President. In two or three minutes Mr. Roosevelt came through. “Mr. President, what’s this about Japan?” “It’s quite true,” he replied. “They have attacked us at Pearl Harbor. We are all in the same boat now.”


Averell Harriman: The inevitable had finally arrived.


Winston Churchill: No American will think it wrong of me if I proclaim that to have the United States at our side was to me the greatest joy. I could not foretell the course of events. I do not pretend to have measured accurately the martial might of Japan, but now at this very moment I knew the United States was in the war, up to the neck and in to the death. England would live; Britain would live; the Commonwealth of Nations and the Empire would live. How long the war would last or in what fashion it would end, no man could tell, nor did I at this moment care. Hitler’s fate was sealed. Mussolini’s fate was sealed. As for the Japanese, they would be ground to powder.


Eleanor Roosevelt: It was a little while before I was free to go and talk to my husband—until really late in the afternoon or early evening, and when I did go in, I thought him looking very strained and tired, but he was completely calm. His reaction to any great event was always to be calm—if it was something that was bad, he became like an iceberg. There was never the slightest emotion that was allowed to show.


He was on a whole almost most relieved to know the worst that had to be faced, and that this country could eventually meet it. This feeling was something one always expected of him. I have never known him not to be ready to face the worst that could happen, but always to be hopeful about the solution that could be found.


Winston Churchill: All the rest was merely the proper application of overwhelming force. No doubt it would take a long time. I thought of a remark which Edward Grey had made to me more than thirty years before—that the United States is like “a gigantic boiler. Once the fire is lighted under it there is no limit to the power it can generate.” Being saturated and satiated with emotion and sensation, I went to bed and slept the sleep of the saved and thankful.





“They were not going to have a war without me”



War Comes to America
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The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, including the burning USS Nevada, shocked America. Three years later, it would be the only ship from Pearl Harbor also at D-Day.





Americans woke up on Monday, December 8, to a new reality, one that would remake almost every area of life in the weeks and months ahead as the country’s government, industry, and people turned to war. Detroit automakers who had made and sold some three million cars in 1941 stopped manufacturing cars almost entirely and retooled to churn out tanks, airplanes, and other wartime necessities. (The US would manufacture just 139 cars, total, during the rest of the war.) Meanwhile, the generation that had defended Europe against German aggression three decades earlier now watched the country prepare again to send its boys overseas to perform the same mission. Within a year, the military was inducting every month a drafted force roughly equal to the entire size of the prewar army. Altogether, about 10 million of the 16 million people who would serve in the armed forces during the war were draftees. Millions of women flowed into US factories to work the wartime assembly lines as men left for fighting overseas.


Brig. Gen. James M. Gavin, assistant division commander, 82nd Airborne: The impact of Pearl Harbor was immediate and dramatic.


Maj. John Dalgleish, Planning Staff, Royal Army Service Corps: Britain and the United States became allies overnight. The massive manpower resources of a nation of 120,000,000 people were showered on this tiny country, which had set a ceiling of some 3,000,000 men as the maximum strength of her armed forces.


Lucille Hoback, 12-year-old sister of two brothers serving in the 29th Division, Bedford, VA: Everybody was very worried because we thought it meant the boys would be sent off to war. That day, my father never left the radio. In the coming days, there was a rush of local men eager to sign up.


Cpl. Elisha Ray Nance, Company A, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: We kept our feelings to ourselves. There wasn’t much to say. The president had laid it on the line. We were going to war.


Lt. Charles Mohrle, P-47 pilot, 510th Squadron, 405th Fighter-Bomber Group: I was residing in Dallas when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. I volunteered for service with the Army Air Corps the following day.


S.Sgt. Harry Bare, Company F, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: I was young, in good shape, and they were not going to have a war without me.


As preparations began stateside to activate America’s industrial might, government leaders overnight shifted their focus and planning from passive support, like Lend-Lease, to an active military strategy across both the Pacific and European Theaters. Night and day, Roosevelt met with his cabinet and advisers to discuss how best to take on and fight back against the main Axis Powers of Italy, Japan, and Germany.


Fleet Adm. William D. Leahy, Chief of Staff to the President: Roosevelt, early in the war, had marked out a broad strategy of a two-ocean war against the Axis in Europe and the Japanese in Asia.


Ens. George McKee Elsey, Map Room watch officer, the White House: The United States and Great Britain were in agreement that the enemy to defeat first was Germany. American planners assumed this would mean a return in force to the Continent and that the attack should be directly across the English Channel. The British, remembering Dunkirk, were not so sure.


Maj. Ralph Ingersoll, intelligence officer, Planning Staff, Allied Expeditionary Force: In the month of August, in 1942, a Commando-type force, largely of Canadians, under the command of Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, crossed the English Channel and forced the heavily fortified harbor of Dieppe. They landed tanks, fought their way some miles inland and stayed on the Continent of Europe for approximately twenty-four hours. Presently, what was left of the raiders fought their way back to their boats and returned to England. They suffered extremely heavy casualties—and began a military controversy which raged with varying intensity from that date until the successful invasion of Normandy in June of 1944. Was Dieppe a success or a failure? The British were proud of the heroism displayed at Dieppe, but often, during the planning of the later invasion, took the position that Dieppe had demonstrated how difficult it was to establish a beachhead on the far shore of the Channel. When the Americans became too optimistic, wounded veterans from Dieppe were frequently introduced into conferences to remind us of the hazards we talked so glibly of overcoming.


Brig. Gen. James M. Gavin: By the summer of 1942 the German empire extended from the Pyrenees to the outskirts of Moscow and, with the exception of Switzerland and Sweden, from the Mediterranean to the Arctic. It had been an impressive diplomatic and military performance, and there was good reason for many Americans to doubt that we, with the British, could successfully engage and destroy the German colossus.


The Axis Powers, strained by battlefield losses and complicated logistics, found themselves reaching the limits of their offensive capabilities and land gains, and the US and Britain began planning for their own counterattacks—debating whether it was better to strike continental Europe first, or tackle the Axis stronghold in the Mediterranean by invading North Africa. Ultimately, the Allies realized they were nowhere close in either manpower or equipment to mounting an operation as extensive as a cross-Channel invasion and instead opted for a smaller first foray, a landing in North Africa, where the Allies began to roll back the Axis gains amid heavy fighting against German forces led by Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. But they knew, at the same time, that the only way to someday bring Germany and Hitler to defeat was to bring the battle to the European continent.


Fleet Adm. William D. Leahy: The first meeting of the Combined Chiefs of Staff over which I presided occurred on July 30, 1942. The war situation in general was reviewed, but most of the discussion concerned details of a projected operation in North Africa which had the code name of “Torch.”


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan, Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander (COSSAC): The study of history didn’t bring much comfort. Julius Caesar and William of Normandy had done the job in the reverse direction. Napoleon had funked it; so had Hitler. Also in the reverse direction. There was no real precedent, even of failure, going what was now our way.


Fleet Adm. William D. Leahy: The Russians could not have been more disappointed than our own Army people that plans for a 1942 cross-Channel invasion had to be abandoned. There was much grumbling about the British and considerable criticism of Churchill. The Prime Minister was convinced that England was not ready to undertake such a major effort, and I did not think that we were either. I personally was interested in the safety of the United States. A cross-Channel operation could have failed and we still would have been safe, but England would have been lost.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley, commander, First Army: They would have to calculate every move, weigh every ton, in terms of its ultimate effect upon that Channel invasion. Every move throughout the world must be subordinated to it.


Brig. Gen. Charles de Gaulle, chairman, French National Committee: No other operation would bring matters to a head.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: The Battle for Germany [would] start with the conquest of that Channel. From the moment Alexander cast off from the beach at Dunkirk, a Channel crossing became the inevitable forerunner to Allied victory in the West.




“Normandy gave us the greatest hope”


1943
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The Allied commanders gathered throughout 1943 to plan the start of the second front in Europe.





The groundwork for the Allied invasion of the European continent began in 1943, as Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin, the leaders of the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union, respectively, discussed and debated how to defeat Hitler’s Germany in a series of high-level conferences that spanned the globe. The first took place in Casablanca, in mid-January. Stalin was unable to attend due to the military situation in Moscow, but Roosevelt and Churchill moved forward with their plans to meet, and ultimately decided at that conference that the natural next step was to launch an effort to invade France in 1944.


The invasion would be led by a Supreme Allied Commander, and while the government leaders weren’t ready to name that person, they knew that planning needed to commence immediately for an invasion. Their solution was to appoint a planning staff, headed by the awkwardly named “Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander.” Allied commanders charged the new office, which would be based in government offices in London known as Norfolk House, with developing not just plans for a major cross-Channel invasion, originally code-named ROUNDUP, but also a plan for a rapid, unexpected cross-Channel movement, code-named SLEDGEHAMMER, that would be used if the Third Reich collapsed unexpectedly.*


Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith, Chief of Staff, SHAEF: At the Casablanca Conference in January, 1943, General Morgan was appointed Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander, though it was eleven months before a supreme commander was selected. The initials of the new designation spelled out COSSAC, and COSSAC became the code name of the headquarters in London.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan, COSSAC: It is the simple fact that until the beginning of April 1943 what became later Operation OVERLORD, the great invasion of Europe, consisted almost exclusively of myself. However, from the first week in April onwards things began to change very fast.


Maj. Goronwy Rees, 21 Army Group Planning Staff: As far as the planning was concerned, it was an essentially British operation. Of course we had American officers with us and they worked very closely with us but the original conception of the plan was a British one and the detailed planning of it was also, I would say, about ninety percent British.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: Admiral Andrew B. Cunningham wanted to give me a few words before he went off to the southward. Our interview was measurable almost in seconds, for all he wanted to say to me was this: “Now look here, General, get this quite clear. During this present war I have already evacuated two British armies, and I don’t intend to evacuate a third. Good luck to you.”


Ginger Thomas, Wren, COSSAC: I joined the Wrens [WRNS, Women’s Royal Naval Service] in March 1943, when I was 22 years old. Until then I had been working as a shorthand typist in the Town Clerk’s Office in Swansea. The first time I met General Morgan was in a huge room with maps covering the walls. He was sitting behind a desk, and said, “Sit down sailor.” I was the only Wren working on his staff, and I suspect it was his way of putting me at ease. He called me “sailor” until the day he died.


Maj. John Dalgleish, Planning Staff, Royal Army Service Corps: By the end of May plans were sufficiently developed to establish a Q Planning Branch. This branch was completely segregated from the other staffs, and a 24-hour guard of military policemen was mounted at the approaches to the offices being used for planning. No one not directly connected with planning was allowed in these offices.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: One lived at this time in an atmosphere of code-names. Conversation consisted largely of a list of code-names with suitable conjunctions. There were times when we sincerely hoped that we were confusing the enemy as effectively as we seemed to be confusing ourselves.


Maj. Ralph Ingersoll, intelligence officer, planning staff, Allied Expeditionary Force: In May the original plan for the invasion of northwest Europe was being written by COSSAC and it had already been given the name of OVERLORD.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: The name OVERLORD was personally approved by the Prime Minister.


Maj. Ralph Ingersoll: Throughout the war the Prime Minister took a very personal interest in the selection of code words describing future operations. You could almost always read his attitude in the word he chose.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: It was confirmed that the target date for the operation was to be May 1, 1944, and that the outline plans were to be in the hands of the Combined Chiefs of Staff by the 1st August, 1943. Five infantry divisions were to be simultaneously loaded in the landing craft and shipping to be made available, with two more divisions to follow up immediately. We were also to count on two airborne divisions so that there would be a total of nine divisions in the assault and immediate follow-up.


* * *


Settled on their new mission’s name—OVERLORD—the Allied leaders studied and debated three big questions: Where, and when, would an invasion happen, and who would lead it? They turned their attention first to the question of location, examining maps and studying geographical features to determine the best strategic choice. Calls went out to the British public to send in vacation photographs, postcards, and guidebooks for the European coast—and millions of such offerings filled the walls of planners’ offices as they studied one beach versus another. Options were limited, but all were considered, from Norway in the north to Brittany in the south. None presented outstanding benefits, and so the group kept searching until they settled upon a strip of beaches in the south of France that would pose the least logistical and strategic issues.


Winston Churchill, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom: The first question was where a landing in force could best be made.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: Past projects had considered raids or assaults on almost every section of the coast between Brittany and Belgium.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley, commander, First Army: COSSAC’s planners broke the coast line down into six prospective areas of attack. Those areas included the North Sea coast of Holland and Belgium; the Pas de Calais shore within artillery range of Dover; the mouth of the Seine near Le Havre; the Caen coast and the Cotentin Peninsula with its promising port of Cherbourg; the Brittany peninsula with its girdle of ports including the enemy submarine base at Brest; and lastly the Biscay coast as far south as Bordeaux. The North Sea coasts of Germany and Denmark had been rejected from the start, for both were well beyond the range of Allied fighter aircraft.


Winston Churchill: Each of these had its own advantages and disadvantages, which had to be weighed up under a whole set of different headings and varying, sometimes uncertain, factors. Of these the principal were beaches; weather and tides; sites for constructing airfields; length of voyage; near-by ports that could be captured; the nature of the hinterland for subsequent operations; provision of cover by home-based aircraft; enemy dispositions, their minefields and defences.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: In the initial examination, four of those six zones were discarded as prohibitive risks. The coasts of Holland and Belgium were thought too distant from the airfields of Britain. Few passable exits ran from those beaches, and the soft sand dunes there threatened to slow down the movement of supply. If we were to assault the mouth of the Seine near Le Havre, our forces would be perilously split on both sides of that river and as a consequence each might be defeated in detail. Those beaches under the nose of Le Havre could be brought under fire from the harbor defenses. And the ones north of the Seine could be counterattacked by troops from the Pas de Calais.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: It was easily seen from the start that there were not a great number of alternatives to be considered for the making of the main effort. These seemed to whittle themselves down to only two.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: The first was the Pas de Calais, across the narrowest point of the Channel where 20 miles of choppy water separate Calais from the cliffs of Dover. As the German marshaled his troops and poured concrete into his Atlantic Wall, it became evident that he had bet on the Pas de Calais as the point of Allied attack. The remaining area comprised the 60-mile sector that ran from Caen on the east across the Carentan estuary and the Cotentin east shore to within easy reach of Cherbourg. From the enemy’s point of view this remote provincial beach, 200 miles from Paris and 400 from the Siegfried Line, seemed to offer fewer inducements for attack than the Pas de Calais. As a result it was left largely unfortified until shortly before the invasion when Hitler intuitively sized it up as a prospective target for Allied attack.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: There was no alternative if we were to keep to our timetable and attack within the year.


Winston Churchill: Normandy gave us the greatest hope.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: The landing beaches were just one x in an algebraic expression that contained half the alphabet.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: Our troubles were only beginning. To turn that outline into a blueprint would take nine more months of tactical planning.


Maj. John Dalgleish: What a plan! To weld together, in knowledge, experience, and ability, a million men!


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan, writing in his final report, July 15, 1943: An operation of the magnitude of Operation OVERLORD has never previously been attempted in history. It is fraught with hazards, both in nature and magnitude, which do not obtain in any other theatre of the present world war. Unless these hazards are squarely faced and adequately overcome, the operation cannot succeed.


* * *


With the location and scope of the operation largely settled, it had advanced about as far as it could without a clear commander. Time, everyone knew, was of the essence. The war was rapidly progressing, and Roosevelt and Churchill were not only trying to monitor the progress of OVERLORD, but were also in the midst of navigating pressures from Stalin, the other member of the “Big Three,” to launch a cross-Channel invasion in order to aid the Soviet Union forces fighting brutal and costly battles in the east against Nazi forces, and the still-dangerous conflict on the Atlantic with German U-boats. Still, progress was being made—Operation TORCH had succeeded in North Africa and the initial forays into southern Europe appeared promising.


Gen. Lord Hastings Ismay, chief military adviser to Winston Churchill: Things were moving fast. The landings in Sicily on 10 July had been successful, in spite of rough seas and a serious mishap to our airborne troops. The enemy were putting up a stout resistance but were being pressed steadily back, and it looked as though the island would be ours in a matter of weeks.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: There was good news coming from the Pacific, where General MacArthur was beginning to climb up the map again. India seemed safe from the Japanese. Rommel had been chased out of Africa, and we had made a spectacular bag of prisoners. The Russians were still in the war and coming along well too. There were few bombs dropping in England now. On the other hand, Germany was at last getting a proper foretaste of what was coming to her in this line.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Allied Commander, SHAEF: In July the Germans opened their last great offensive on the Eastern Front, but made little progress, with bitter loss. At the end of July came the fall of Mussolini.


Maj. Ralph Ingersoll: The comeback from the awful days that followed Dunkirk had been spectacular.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: In the matter of troops and their equipment and of air strength, things looked good. The United States was getting things rolling in fine style. The figures were so big as to be hard to grasp. The estimate in August 1943 was that men imported into the United Kingdom from the United States would total not far short of a million by the end of the year and one million and two hundred and fifty thousand by March 1944. That was one worry disposed of. But the craft and shipping situation seemed to be getting worse instead of better. It seemed almost that it would have been possible to make an immense saving in clerical labour in government offices by having actually printed on all stationery, as well as the usual letterheads, the opening gambit “Owing to the acute shortage of shipping of all kinds . . .” This had become the unvarying alibi to cover refusal of demands for everything from a new pencil to an additional staff officer.


The natural names to command the operation were the respective highest-ranking officers in the two Allied militaries, namely Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) Alan Brooke on the British side and Army Chief of Staff Gen. George C. Marshall in Washington, but the leaders of both nations understood they needed to look elsewhere for OVERLORD’s commander.


Gen. Lord Hastings Ismay: The Prime Minister had originally thought that General Brooke should have the supreme command, and had so informed him. But when he realised that after the initial landings the Americans would have a large and ever increasing preponderance of the forces engaged, he felt bound to tell Roosevelt that the Americans were entitled to the appointment. Those of us who knew what was afoot felt sure that General Marshall would be selected; and this was undoubtedly Roosevelt’s original idea.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: If ever a man deserved the appointment, that man was General Marshall. Yet in the army hierarchy of command the appointment of General Marshall as Supreme Commander would have entailed a stepdown from his post as Army Chief of Staff. But stepdown or no, had General Marshall left Washington to go to Europe, no one could have taken his place.


Fleet Adm. William D. Leahy, Chief of Staff to the President: George Marshall possessed self-discipline to a remarkable degree. I believe Roosevelt wanted to give him the job. From a professional soldier’s viewpoint, it would have been considered a fitting reward for the thankless, back-breaking task of moulding a citizens’ army into a splendid fighting force that had consumed all of Marshall’s energies for three years.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: No one but General Marshall could have allocated manpower and resources between the European and Pacific wars as resolutely as he did. Among the Western Allies three of these giants towered above all others during this last World War—Roosevelt, Churchill, and Marshall. Together they probably influenced the lives of more men than any other triumvirate in the history of mankind.


Unable to spare Marshall, Roosevelt named a new, and somewhat unexpected candidate: Dwight D. “Ike” Eisenhower, a career military man who had served in World War I and spent time in the Philippines between the wars. As the Second World War began, he was promoted rapidly and experienced one of the fastest climbs of any officer in history—a lieutenant colonel in March 1941, he was a four-star general just 35 months later in February 1943. Since Pearl Harbor, he had held a number of key strategic roles in the armed forces, and in November 1942 had been named Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force of the North African Theater of Operations and overseen the invasion of Sicily.


Fleet Adm. William Leahy: The President selected General Dwight D. Eisenhower as Supreme Commander of “Operation OVERLORD.” He told me about his decision as we were flying from Cairo to Tunis on December 7. His selection was something of a surprise.


Gen. Lord Hastings Ismay: Whatever arguments there may be about the motives which influenced the President, there is no doubt that his decision yielded the happiest results.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: In terms of experience, tact, and perspective, Ike was admirably equipped for the job.


Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith: When General Eisenhower was appointed Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force to cross the Channel and destroy the German armies in western Europe, we were still at our headquarters in North Africa.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: As his chief of staff, Eisenhower named the brilliant, hard-working Bedell Smith. Since 1942, the two had become inseparable partners. Their relationship had been fused into so much an entity of command that it was difficult to tell where Ike left off and where Bedell Smith began. In contrast to the suave and amiable Eisenhower, Smith could be blunt and curt. Yet like his chief, he was articulate and expressive, sophisticated, and discreet during those diplomatic crises that occasionally erupted at SHAEF. “Bedell, tell them to go to hell,” Eisenhower once said in referring to a mission to SHAEF, “but put it so they won’t be offended.”


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: Prior to leaving my Headquarters in North Africa I was able early in December 1943 to see a copy of the Outline Plan of OVERLORD and to discuss it with Field Marshal—then General—Sir Bernard L. Montgomery, who was to command 21 Army Group, and with my Chief of Staff Lieut. Gen. (then Maj. Gen.) Walter B. Smith. I instructed them to consider the plan in detail upon their arrival in England because, while agreeing with the broad scope of the operation and the selection of the assault area, I nevertheless felt that the initial assaulting force were being planned in insufficient strength and committed on too narrow a front.


Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith: It was not until Christmas Eve, 1943, that President Roosevelt announced in the course of a radio fireside talk that General Eisenhower was to be Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary Force, when we struck at Fortress Europa. It followed that the designation of his headquarters would be Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force, and from the initials of these words the accepted abbreviation of SHAEF came into existence.


Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan: On January 17, 1944, General Eisenhower took command.





___________


* These code names were a source of confusion early on, until standardized. On July 6, 1942, Churchill wrote to FDR, “Our code-words need clarification. By ‘Bolero’ we British mean the vast arrangements necessary both in 1942 and 1943 for the operation against the Continent. The Joint Anglo-American Staffs committees are all working on this basis. They are not operational, but purely administrative. What you in conversation have called ‘Operation Bolero’ we have hitherto been calling ‘Sledgehammer.’ The name ‘Round-up’ has been given to the 1943 operation. I do not much like this name, as it might be thought over-confident or over-gloomy, but it has come into considerable use. Please let me know whether you have any wishes about this. The ‘Gymnast’ you and I have in view is, I think, the variant called by your Staffs ‘SeraiGymnast.’ I also use the word ‘Jupiter’ to describe an operation in the Far North.” That certainly clears it up, doesn’t it?




“A majestic, inevitable, but terrible task”


The Start of SHAEF
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SHAEF’s leadership in early 1944: Front row (left to right): Sir Arthur W. Tedder; Gen. Dwight Eisenhower; Lt. Gen. Bernard Montgomery.
Back row (left to right): Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley; Adm. Sir Bertram H. Ramsay; Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory; and Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell Smith





With a Supreme Commander chosen, the rest of the invasion leadership fell into place. Sir Arthur Tedder would serve as deputy commander under Eisenhower, and then all three of the main service commanders were to be British as well: Gen. Bernard L. Montgomery would oversee the armies involved, which would be known as 21 Army Group; Adm. Bertram Ramsay would lead the naval side, known as the Allied Naval Expeditionary Force, and Air Chief Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory would lead the air forces.


Under them would serve four primary combat commanders: Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley led the US First Army, and Lt. Gen. Miles Dempsey headed the British Second Army, including the Canadian 3rd Division; the American naval forces, known as the Western Task Force, would be commanded by Rear Adm. Alan Kirk, while the British Eastern Task Force would be led by Adm. Philip Vian. As 1944 began, the Allies found themselves just months away from the target invasion date even as they formed their leadership team. In their first meetings, they began to debate and digest the outline of the plan for Operation OVERLORD and were dismayed by what they found.


Gen. Lord Hastings Ismay, chief military adviser to Winston Churchill: 1944 will always live in my memory as the year of destiny. Our fate, nay the fate of the whole free world, depended upon the outcome of OVERLORD, and for the first six months of the year, thoughts of that supreme adventure dominated all our minds. Momentous events, such as the landing at Anzio, the prolonged and bitter fighting for Cassino, and the stupendous, and at times immensely costly, bombing of Germany, were dwarfed by comparison.


Gen. Bernard L. Montgomery, commander, Allied ground forces (21 Army Group): I had been appointed to act as Land C-in-C for a combined operation of greater magnitude than had ever been attempted in the whole history of warfare. The greater portion of the troops and of the subordinate headquarters, though well trained, lacked battle experience. It was vital to inject new blood, and to bring in more senior staff officers with battle experience.


Winston Churchill, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom: I was gratified and also relieved to find that Montgomery was delighted and eager for what I had always regarded as a majestic, inevitable, but terrible task.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley, commander, First Army: Psychologically the choice of Montgomery as British commander for the OVERLORD assault came as a stimulant to us all. For the thin, bony, ascetic face that stared from an unmilitary turtle-neck sweater had, in little over a year, become a symbol of victory in the eyes of the Allied world. Nothing becomes a general more than success in battle, and Montgomery wore success with such chipper faith in the arms of Britain that he was cherished by a British people wearied of valorous setbacks.


Gen. Bernard L. Montgomery: General Eisenhower had placed me in command of all the land forces for the assault. For this we had two armies—the Second British Army under [Miles] Dempsey and the First American Army under Bradley.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: The news that I was to command this Army Group came to me suddenly and indirectly: I read it in a morning paper. On January 18 as I turned through the lobby of the Dorchester Hotel bound for breakfast at the mess across the street, I stopped to pick up a copy of the four-page Daily Express. The clerk at the counter grinned. “This won’t be news to you, sir,” he said—and pointed to a story in which Eisenhower had announced that “51-year-old Lieut.-General Omar Nelson Bradley, who led the U.S. Second Corps in Tunisia and the invasion of Sicily, is to be the American Army’s ‘General Montgomery’ in the western invasion of Europe”—but it was.


Settling into their new SHAEF headquarters in London, the invasion’s newly appointed generals, field marshals, and admirals took charge, debating whether the original plans laid out by General Morgan’s COSSAC, much of which were already under way logistically, would actually lead to a victory in Europe.


Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith, Chief of Staff, SHAEF: I flew to England in early January. General Morgan showed me the OVERLORD preparations and my first reaction was one of absolute astonishment.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Allied Commander, SHAEF: The directive from the Combined Chiefs of Staff was very simple, merely instructing us to land on the coast of France and thereafter to destroy the German ground forces. Its significant paragraph read, “You will enter the continent of Europe and, in conjunction with the other Allied Nations, undertake operations aimed at the heart of Germany and the destruction of her Armed Forces.”


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: COSSAC had proposed that we embark on a shoestring in the most decisive assault of the war.


Brig. Gen. James M. Gavin, assistant division commander, 82nd Airborne: It was a grossly inadequate force for the task and undoubtedly would have been an oversize Dieppe.


Gen. Bernard L. Montgomery: The more I examined the proposed tactical plan, based on Morgan’s outline plan, the more I disliked it. The front of the assault was too narrow; only one Corps HQ was being used to control the whole front, and the area of the landing would soon become very congested.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: I felt that a three-division assault was in insufficient strength, and that to attain success in this critical operation, a minimum of five divisions should assault in the initial wave. Field Marshal Montgomery was in emphatic agreement with me on this matter, as were also Admiral Ramsay and Air Chief Marshal Leigh-Mallory, even though a larger assault force raised great new problems from both the naval and air points of view.


Gen. Lord Hastings Ismay: General Montgomery arrived in England early in January. He at once insisted that a bridge-head of adequate depth and strength could not be built up sufficiently quickly, unless the frontage of the attack was doubled from twenty-five to fifty miles.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: By the time Eisenhower arrived in England, Montgomery was waiting with his recommendations that the OVERLORD plan be strengthened and widened to include the Cotentin coast.


Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith: We set up a conference for January 21.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: In addition to Tedder, Montgomery, Smith, and myself, the commanders included Leigh-Mallory for the Allied Air Forces and Ramsay for the navy. Tooey Spaatz also attended, although as chief of the Strategic Air Forces he did not yet come under Ike’s SHAEF command.


Rear Adm. Alan G. Kirk, commander, Western Naval Task Force: At this stage it was not contemplated that the American navy should do very much in the invasion of Normandy. The plan called for three British landings on the west of the Seine River—actually the Orne that flows into the sea at Ouistreham. Then we would have just one landing, what later became Omaha Beach.


Maj. John Dalgleish, Planning Staff, Royal Army Service Corps: The first limiting factor was the availability of shipping. In fact, shipping was the predominant factor from the inception of the outline plan to D-Day and after.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: As had happened in every other amphibious operation of the war, Morgan was hamstrung from the outset by a shortage in landing craft. Lift for five divisions was all that could be spared from world-wide allocations of landing craft. As late as 1944 landing-craft production lagged far behind our needs.


Maj. Gen. Francis “Freddie” de Guingand, Chief of Staff, General Montgomery: I put it this way in defense of the COSSAC planners—who would also have liked these modifications—but they were having to plan on certain given assets, and such changes would mean an additional allotment of landing craft, ships and aircraft. It required the appointment of a Commander who could bang the table and say what he wanted.


Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith: Eisenhower was resigned to the fact that the shortage of landing craft, which had plagued him so gravely during the Salerno landings, would never permit an assault with twelve divisions. “But I must have at least five,” he insisted. “Five divisions in the first assault and two to follow up.”


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: In addition to increasing the assault force from three to five divisions, I felt that the beach area to be attacked should be on a wider front than that originally envisaged. Particularly, it was considered that an attack directly against the Cotentin Peninsula should be included in the plan, with a view to the speedy conquest of Cherbourg. In the event that our troops were able to attain a high degree of surprise in the attack, they would be in a better position to overwhelm the strung-out defenses before the enemy could regroup or mass for a counterattack. Conversely, in the event of strong resistance, we would be more advantageously situated, on a wider front and in greater force, to find “soft spots” in the defense.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: In COSSAC’s plan, the nearest port of Cherbourg lay dangerously distant from the beachhead. The tentative point for attack had been located on a 25-mile stretch of the shingled Normandy beach, almost midway between Le Havre and Cherbourg.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: We decided to extend this area eastward to include the Ouistreham beaches, feeling that this would facilitate the seizure of the important focal point of Caen and the vital airfields in the vicinity. Westward, we decided that the assault front should be widened to include the Varreville beaches on the eastern side of the Cotentin Peninsula itself. A strong foothold on the peninsula and a rapid operation to cut its neck would greatly speed up the capture of the port of Cherbourg.


Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith: The Normandy beaches had just enough capacity to allow an increase in the assaulting force to five divisions, provided we were prepared to accept some added difficulties.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: The only available beach on the Cotentin Peninsula [what would come to be known as Utah Beach] was a miserable one. Just back of it was a wide lagoon, passable only on a few narrow causeways that led from the beaches to the interior of the peninsula. If the exits of these causeways should be held by the enemy our landing troops would be caught in a trap and eventually slaughtered by artillery and other fire to which they would be able to make little reply. To prevent this, we planned to drop two divisions of American paratroopers inland from this beach, with their primary mission to seize and hold the exits of the vital causeways.


Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: I had emphasized both to Montgomery and Smith the necessity for an airborne drop behind that beach. For while Utah was broad and flat and therefore suitable for seaborne assault, its exits were limited to several narrow causeways traversing a flooded marshland. As long as the enemy held those causeways he could pin us to Utah Beach.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: It was [Air Chief Marshal Leigh-Mallory’s] feeling, both then and subsequently, that the employment of airborne divisions against the South Cotentin would result in landing losses to aircraft and personnel as high as 75 percent to 80 percent. In the face of this estimate, however, I was still convinced of the absolute necessity of quickly overrunning the peninsula and attaining the port of Cherbourg, vital to the support and maintenance of our land forces.*


Gen. Lord Hastings Ismay: Eisenhower estimated that the revised plan required at least another thousand landing-craft, over and above the three thousand odd originally contemplated—double the number of mine-sweepers, and an increase of almost fifty per cent in the number of ships of war which would be necessary for escorts and bombardment. He proposed that these requirements should be met by postponing OVERLORD from early May to early June, reducing the landing in the South of France (ANVIL) to a threat, and drawing upon the United States Navy for the additional ships of war.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: My planners had advised me that a month’s additional production of assault craft in both Great Britain and the United States would go far toward supplying the deficiency foreseen for the earlier date.


Maj. Gen. Francis “Freddie” de Guingand: Eventually on February 1st it was agreed by the Combined Chiefs of Staffs and the British and American Governments, that D-Day should be put back until June 1st or thereabouts.


Gen. Dwight Eisenhower: We indicated that the exact date of the assault should be left open and subject to weather conditions prevailing during the first week of June.


Maj. Gen. Francis “Freddie” de Guingand: There was, of course, a lot of detail work still to be done, but from that moment all the staffs knew what was wanted and could get to work in earnest.





___________


* Not everyone was impressed with Eisenhower in these initial meetings: The head of the British military, Field Marshal Lord Alan Brooke, spent much of the spring writing caustic notes about Ike in his private diary—but then again, as a typical entry, this from January 24, 1944, shows, Brooke didn’t seem to be impressed by most people: “Left home 8 am. Had a long [meeting] at which Eisenhower turned up to discuss his paper proposing increase of cross Channel operation at expense of Southern France operation. I entirely agree with the proposal but it is certainly not his idea, and is one of Monty’s. Eisenhower has got absolutely no strategical outlook and is really totally unfit for the post he holds from an operational point of view. He makes up, however, by the way he works for good cooperation between allies. After lunch Monty came to see me and I had to tell him off for falling foul of both the King and the S of S in a very short time. He took it well, as usual.


Long Cabinet from 6 to 8.15 pm with Winston in great form. He was discussing Stalin’s latest iniquities in allowing Pravda to publish the bogus information that England was negotiating with Germany about a peace. He said: ‘Trying to maintain good relations with a communist is like wooing a crocodile, you do not know whether to tickle it under the chin or to beat it on the head. When it opens its mouth you cannot tell whether it is trying to smile, or preparing to eat you up.’ After dinner another meeting from 10 to 12 midnight, to discuss artificial harbours for the invasion. Here again he was in very good form.”




“Zig-zagging all over the place”


Crossing the Pond
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By the start of 1944, US troops were arriving in England at the rate of 5,000 per day, crossing the Atlantic in fast ocean liners or large, slow convoys.





The buildup of US military personnel in Great Britain was called Operation BOLERO and began, officially, in May 1942—even before there was a plan for an invasion of the continent. The buildup accelerated, though, as the huge logistical needs of COSSAC and SHAEF’s plans materialized over the course of 1943 and early 1944. The ever-growing stream of personnel and matériel, the vast majority of which would come on fast-moving troopships or large, slow convoys, grew, as Winston Churchill called it, “in the first year to a trickle, in the second to a river, in the third to a flood.” Eventually, millions of men and women would be brought to the UK in the name of the war effort.


Shipping literal armies across the ocean required dodging and, ultimately, defeating the fleets of German U-boats who hoped to starve England of necessary resources through a naval blockade. The titanic fight known as the Battle of the Atlantic—the longest fight of World War II—took the lives of more than 72,000 sailors and resulted in thousands of Allied merchant ships and warships being sunk. As technology and tactics advanced—most notably, the Allies succeeded in breaking the German military’s Enigma code system, allowing them to eavesdrop on U-boat deployments, and early iterations of radar allowed for better targeting at sea—the Allies broke the stranglehold on Europe imposed by marauding U-boats and devastated nearly three-quarters of the German submarine fleet, sinking nearly 800.


In the face of the danger, a trio of Cunard Line ships, Queen Mary, Queen Elizabeth, and Aquitania, were reactivated for transport. The Queen Mary, designed to carry 2,000 passengers in the height of 1930s luxury, would regularly ferry as many as 15,000 troops at a time—racing across the Atlantic at speeds of 30 knots to outrun any U-boats, as did the Queen Elizabeth. The Aquitania carried about 8,000 men per crossing.


Among the first wave of US troops to cross to England was the 29th Infantry Division, which would end up spending nearly two years waiting in England for the invasion. Their trip across the Atlantic in September 1942, at the height of the Battle of the Atlantic, would end up being one of the most dramatic—and tragic—of any US troop crossing.


Lt. Alister Satchell, cipher officer, RMS Aquitania, Royal Australian Navy Volunteer Reserve: The Port of New York, which embarked over three and a quarter million troops between 1942 and 1945, moved almost double the numbers handled by the second busiest port, San Francisco. The Army established holding camps known as “Port Staging Areas” near the major ports of embarkation, and New York was served principally by Camp Shanks in the state of New York and Camp Kilmer in New Jersey. Each of these staging areas had a holding capacity of between 25,000 and 30,000 men, and from mid-1943 until 1945, they operated at or close to these limits.


Sgt. Warner “Buster” Hamlett, Company F, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: In September of 1942, the 29th Division set sail from Camp Kilmer, New Jersey, on the Queen Mary, headed for England. The Queen Elizabeth also carried members of the 29th Division.


Pfc. Felix Branham, Company K, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: We had to remain below deck, and everybody was in turmoil. First of all, it was pouring down raining when we got aboard the ship, and the fellows were already homesick—knowing that we were bound for a foreign shore, how long we would be gone, or if we would ever come back, I’m sure was going through some of their minds. But we were all eager, adventurous. We were young fellows. We wanted to see the world at any cost.


Seaman Alfred Johnson, crewman, RMS Queen Mary, Merchant Navy: The Queen Mary was carrying about 15,000 American troops to join the Allied Forces. She was known as a “hornets nest” in the war as there were lots of nationalities on the ship.


Pfc. Felix Branham: I had never seen the ocean until I went aboard the Queen Mary, like a lot of us had. I was a small town boy.


Sgt. Roy Stevens, Company A, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: We were berthed close to the privates so we could keep an eye on them. You knew where they were and they knew where you were. For most of those boys, it must have been almost like being on a trip with Mom and Dad.


Pfc. Felix Branham: We were fed two meals a day, which consisted of corned beef, some powdered eggs occasionally. We would have pickles and mustard and mackerel, and golly, we were so hungry, because the food was just terrible. Later at night, we were down below in our hammocks, in our quarters, hardly room to turn around in, or anything like that. These British soldiers would come around and sell us sandwiches or corned beef, or whatever, for about 35 or 40 cents—35 and 40 cents back in 1942 was a lot of money.


Pvt. John Barnes, Company A, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: Somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, I celebrated my nineteenth birthday. Maybe “celebrated” is not the correct word—“passed” is more like it. It was a gray day, and we made an uneventful crossing.


As the Queen Mary entered the Irish Sea on October 2, 1942, five British destroyers and a cruiser, the HMS Curacoa, met the troop liner to provide an escort and protection as it approached the English coast, where U-boats sallied from their Brittany port of Brest often lurked, waiting for convoys to attack. The Queen Mary, however, was still traveling at 26.5 knots, 1.5 knots faster than its new escorts.


Signal message from HMS Curacoa to Queen Mary, 12:30 p.m.: I AM DOING MY BEST SPEED 25 KNOTS ON COURSE 108. WHEN YOU ARE AHEAD I WILL EDGE ASTERN OF YOU.


Seaman Alfred Johnson: A cruiser called HMS Curacoa met us 200 miles off the coast to escort us into Greenock. I could see her clearly as I was on the aft [deck].


Lt. Patrick Holmes, air defense officer, HMS Curacoa: It was thrilling to watch the “grey ghost,” as the Queen Mary was nicknamed because of her wartime camouflage. She gained on us slowly, sometimes over a mile-and-a-half away on our port quarter, and at other times more or less dead astern on the starboard leg of her zigzag. There is no finer sight in the world than a great passenger ship at full speed in a heavy sea, if the passengers were close-packed American troops—over ten thousand of them.


Seaman Alfred Johnson: We could see our escort zig-zagging in front of us—it was common for the ships and cruisers to zig-zag to confuse the U-boats. In this particular case however the escort was very, very close to us.


Lt. Patrick Holmes: By 2 p.m. [the Queen Mary] was nearly level with us about a mile away on our port side and steaming parallel with us. Then she turned slowly towards us and that turn of 25 degrees was at first misinterpreted on our bridge as merely a yaw to starboard. We got a magnificent view of her as she approached—her bow wave gleaming in a slant of sunlight, her decks crowded with Gls, wisps of smoke streaming from her three funnels.

OEBPS/images/f0xii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
D-DAY

THE ORAL HISTORY

The Turning Point of World War Il
By the People Who Were There

GARRETT M. GRAFF

monoray





OEBPS/images/f0xxi-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Contents



		Author’s Note



		Foreword



		Part I — A World at War



		War Begins



		War Comes to America



		1943



		The Start of SHAEF



		Crossing the Pond



		The American Invasion



		Building the Atlantic Wall



		Keeping Secrets



		Operation FORTITUDE



		The Mulberry Plan



		At Slapton Sands



		Exercise TIGER



		The Transportation Plan



		Picking the Date



		Into the Sausages



		Keep Calm and Carry On



		Learning the Details



		Spring in Normandy with the Germans



		The D-Day Weather Forecast







		Part II — The Landing



		A Note on Chronology and Military Terminology



		Gen. Dwight DEisenhower’s Order of the Day



		Paratroopers Take Off



		Operation COUP DE MAIN



		The 6th Airborne Arrives in Normandy



		The Paratrooper Skytrain



		Night in the Hedgerows



		Liberation Comes to Sainte-Mère-Église



		NEPTUNE Rises



		Confusing the Enemy



		Ashore in Normandy



		In the Air Over the Beaches



		Heading Ashore at Utah



		Naval Forces at Utah



		The Second Wave at Utah



		The Rangers at Pointe du Hoc



		Omaha Beach



		Into the Devil’s Garden



		Ashore at Omaha



		Getting Off Omaha Beach



		Afloat Off Omaha Beach



		Jig Sector, Gold Beach



		The Green Howards Take King Sector



		Ashore at Juno



		Sword Beach



		The News Spreads







		Part III — The End of D-day



		Holding the Eastern Flank



		The Walking Wounded



		The Battle of La Fière Bridge



		Afternoon for the Germans



		End of D-Day







		Epilogue



		Sources, Methods, and Acknowledgments



		Source Listings



		Source Notes



		Image Credits



		Picture Section



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start















		iii



		iv



		v



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		xxiii



		xxiv



		xxv



		xxvi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		vi











OEBPS/images/f0003-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg









OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Turning Point of the 20™ Century
By the People Who Were There

PULITZER PRIZE FINALIST FOR WATERGATE









OEBPS/images/f0034-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0042-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





