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Troops of the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division come ashore at Juno Beach on the outskirts of Bernières-sur-Mer on D-Day.
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A trio of infantrymen move cautiously forward on a patrol in the Baron and Eterville area south-west of Caen.
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INTRODUCTION


IT WAS THE LARGEST-EVER AMPHIBIOUS OPERATION, AND IS ONE OF THOSE EVENTS FOR WHICH THE MUCH-MISUSED PHRASE “TURNING POINT” IS INDEED APPROPRIATE.


Yet there is more to the summer of 1944 than D-Day, crucial though it was. First, we must acknowledge the role played by Russia in eating the heart out of the German army. D-Day is seen in its proper context only if set alongside the Russian Belorussian offensive, which destroyed German Army Group Centre on the Eastern Front that summer.


Second, D-Day was made possible by the Western Allies’ efforts elsewhere. Strategic bombing weakened the German industrial base and diverted resources to the defence of the Reich. The long and painful slog up Italy by the men nicknamed “D-Day dodgers” forced the Germans to commit troops who would have been valuable on the Eastern or Western fronts. Nor should we forget that while D-Day was the much-publicized beginning of the end of the war in Europe, in Burma Bill Slim’s 14th Army battled on far from the spotlight.


D-Day also relied on naval superiority, so long and so bitterly fought for. Without the Battle of the Atlantic there could have been no D-Day. Though the emphasis of this book is on land operations in France, no historian can be unaware of the part played by the naval plan, Operation Neptune, in enabling the landings to take place in the first instance. Almost 7,000 vessels, from battleships to landing craft, were assigned to Operation Neptune. Most were British, American and Canadian, but it is an indication of the breadth of the coalition that there were French, Norwegian, Dutch, Polish and Greek vessels too.


Last, D-Day’s importance all too often obscures the significance of the Normandy campaign as a whole. Getting ashore was only part of the challenge, though challenge it certainly was. The force disembarked in Normandy had to be sustained with food, ammunition and reinforcements along sea lanes kept open by Allied navies, and supported by aircraft from strategic bombers to those ubiquitous Dakotas which helped revolutionize the evacuation of casualties.
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TUESDAY 6 JUNE 1944


THE PLANNING


ON 12 FEBRUARY 1944 GENERAL DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER, SUPREME COMMANDER, ALLIED EXPEDITIONARY FORCE, WAS DIRECTED TO “ENTER THE CONTINENT OF EUROPE AND, IN CONJUNCTION WITH OTHER UNITED NATIONS, UNDERTAKE OPERATIONS AIMED AT THE HEART OF GERMANY AND THE DESTRUCTION OF HER ARMED FORCES.”


It had been clear from December 1941 that the defeat of Germany was the principal Allied war aim, although there were challenges to overcome before an invasion of Europe was possible. War industry had to be developed, and sea and air communications maintained: winning the Battle of the Atlantic against German submarines would be crucial. Germany was worn down by land, air and sea, with her industrial capacity eroded by the growing weight of Allied strategic bombing. The war against Japan forced America and, to a lesser degree, Britain, to devote resources to the Far East, and the relationship with Russia, whose leader Joseph Stalin repeatedly demanded the opening of a second front, had to be developed.


While the Allies were united in their opposition to Germany, they had practical and cultural differences. The British sometimes struck the Americans as over-cautious and preoccupied with imperial concerns, while the Americans sometimes seemed brash and headstrong. Nevertheless, there were sufficient good working relationships within the alliance, notably that between US President Franklin D. Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, to ensure that strategy moved inexorably in the right direction.
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Band of Brothers? The Allied commanders, 1 February 1944. From left to right: Bradley, Ramsay, Tedder, Eisenhower, Montgomery, Leigh-Mallory, and Eisenhower’s chief of staff, Walter Bedell Smith.
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Envelope used for circulating SHAEF meeting minutes.
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US War Bonds poster used in the campaign to raise money to meet the cost of the invasion.





Operation Bolero saw the concentration of US men and equipment in Britain. After the Allied invasion of North Africa in November 1942, an Allied conference at Casablanca outlined plans for the invasion of Europe in 1944. Although a Supreme Allied Commander was not yet nominated, the British Lieutenant General F. E. Morgan was appointed “Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander (designate)”, Cossac for short. The Washington conference in May 1943 elaborated the forces that he would have at his disposal, and ordered that a draft of the plan for what was now called Operation Overlord should be ready by 1 August. The planners were helped by the fact that much work had already been done on similar projects. The Dieppe raid of August 1942, when a Canadian division had been landed with disastrous results, was amongst the landings from which planners could draw lessons.


The Cossac team considered three invasion areas: the Pas de Calais, Normandy and Brittany. The latter was ruled out by distance, both from Britain and from Allied objectives in Europe, and the Pas de Calais was too obvious. It was decided that Normandy, with its large port at Cherbourg, was a better choice. The outline plan envisaged an amphibious assault by three divisions, with airborne divisions dropped on both flanks. There were still unanswered questions, notably who would actually command the invasion, and how enough landing craft could be made available. But in December 1943 it was announced that Eisenhower would take command, with Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder as his deputy. All three component commanders were British: General Sir Bernard Montgomery would command ground forces, Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay naval forces, and Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory air forces. Montgomery recognized that the blow delivered by the Cossac plan was unlikely to be sufficiently heavy, and in early 1944 he expanded it to comprise an amphibious assault by five divisions with drops by three airborne divisions.
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After the raid: Dieppe, 19 August 1942, where 2nd Canadian Infantry Division suffered more than 3,300 casualties. Fire support was hopelessly inadequate, and planners had not assessed the effect of shingle on tank tracks.





‘I AM VERY UNEASY ABOUT THE WHOLE OPERATION. AT THE BEST IT WILL FALL SO VERY VERY FAR SHORT OF THE EXPECTATIONS OF THE BULK OF THE PEOPLE, NAMELY THOSE WHO KNOW NOTHING OF ITS DIFFICULTIES. AT THE WORST IT MAY WELL BE THE MOST GHASTLY DISASTER OF THE WHOLE WAR. I WISH TO GOD IT WERE SAFELY OVER.’


FIELD MARSHAL SIR ALAN BROOKE, CHIEF OF THE IMPERIAL GENERAL STAFF, 5 JUNE 1944
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A Sicilian beach seen from a British landing craft. Two Allied armies invaded Sicily in July 1943. The amphibious landings went comparatively well, but airborne operations were marred by poor weather.








6 JUNE 1944


OPERATION NEPTUNE


NAVAL FORCES ASSIGNED TO OPERATION NEPTUNE (THE NAVAL ASSAULT PHASE)




NAVAL COMBATANT VESSELS: 1,213


LANDING SHIPS AND CRAFT: 4,126


ANCILLARY SHIPS AND CRAFT: 736


MERCHANT SHIPS: 864





TOTAL: 6,939





BRITISH/CANADIAN: 79%


US: 16.5%


OTHER ALLIES: 4.5%





133,000 men landed from the sea
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The insignia of the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF). The flaming sword represents avenging Allied forces; the black, the darkness of Nazism; and the rainbow, the liberty to come.
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General Montgomery’s appreciation of the Cossac D-Day plan, 1 January 1944.
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Minutes of the SHAEF meeting held on 2 June 1944, marked Top Secret, during which the plan for the bombing on D-Day and subsequent days was discussed in view of civilian casualties.
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TUESDAY 6 JUNE 1944


THE LEADERS


THE LEADERS OF THE FORCES THAT CLASHED IN NORMANDY PRESENTED A SHARP CONTRAST.


Dwight Eisenhower, born in 1890, the son of a railway worker, was commissioned in 1913. He saw no action in the First World War, but worked closely with US Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall and, although decidedly junior, commanded the North African landings in 1942. Eisenhower emerged as a skilful conciliator rather than a flamboyant leader. He had deep reserves of moral courage, and though he can be criticized for spending too long looking up to the military/political level rather than down to the operational/tactical level, his common sense and good nature were invaluable strengths. While Tedder, his British deputy, was devoted to him, the prickly but experienced Montgomery argued that Eisenhower had no real grasp of his task. Ramsay was a hard-working and level-headed naval officer who did much to make Operation Neptune, the naval part of the invasion plan, work well. Leigh-Mallory was an experienced fighter commander, on poor terms with the “bomber barons” whose heavy aircraft froze off the invasion sector. He got on badly with both Coningham, whose Allied Second Tactical Air Force provided air cover in Normandy, and Montgomery, who thought him over-cautious.


The German Commander in Chief West was Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt. Born in 1875, Rundstedt served throughout the First World War, retired on age grounds in 1938, but commanded army groups in 1940 and 1941. He was brought back from retirement to be Commander in Chief West in March 1942. Rundstedt was brave, honourable and conventional. He did not enjoy Eisenhower’s power, for neither German air nor naval forces in the west (small though both were) answered to him, and his authority was so circumscribed by Hitler that he quipped that the only troops he could move were the sentries at his gates.


Rundstedt clashed with Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, whose Army Group B held the invasion area. Rommel, his reputation made in North Africa, threw his energy into the improvement of beach defences. He argued that the invasion had to be stopped on the beaches, so German armour must be committed early. His experience convinced him that the traditional solution of identifying the main thrust and concentrating to meet it would not work in the face of Allied air power. Hitler imposed a compromise solution, which was to leave the armoured divisions of Panzer Group West too far from the coast, and only a single armoured division, 21st Panzer, came into action on D-Day.


The Allies enjoyed advantages before the first shot was fired. Although there was some friction in their chain of command, the structure was logical, and the supreme commander had the temperament for his task. The German system, in contrast, mirrored the conflicting power blocs of the Third Reich, with the heavy hand of Hitler all too apparent.
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Ramsay had retired from the navy before the war, but was the directing brain of the Dunkirk evacuation in 1940. He made a characteristically level-headed contribution to Allied planning in 1944.
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Although Eisenhower lacked great operational experience, his engaging manner and easy style made him a natural coalition commander.
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Early in 1944 Montgomery was given command of 21st Army Group comprising all Allied land forces committed to D-Day.
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Tedder had commanded the Mediterranean Allied Air Forces before being appointed Eisenhower’s deputy. He was a staunch supporter of Ike’s, but had little time for Montgomery.
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Leigh-Mallory, a First World War pilot, played a prominent part in the Battle of Britain, and headed Fighter Command from 1942. His tenure as Eisenhower’s air commander was marred by personality clashes.
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Rundstedt, born in 1875, had actually retired in 1938, but commanded army groups in 1940 and 1941. After another spell of retirement he became Commander in Chief West in 1942.
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Rommel had an outstanding First World War record as an infantry officer, and was a divisional commander in 1940. He shot to prominence as commander of Axis troops in North Africa.
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Eisenhower’s handwritten note, wrongly dated, taking full personal responsibility for the D-Day landings. This was to have been published if they had failed.












[image: ]


JUNE 1944


GERMAN FORCES & DEFENCES


FOR THE GERMANS, THE WEST WAS “A POOR MAN’S WAR” OVERSHADOWED BY THE STRUGGLE AGAINST THE RUSSIANS.


Rundstedt was responsible for the whole of France and the Low Countries, with 1st and 19th Armies of Army Group G covering the area south of the Loire, 7th and 15th Armies of Army Group B dealing with the Loire to the Dutch border, and Armed Forces Netherlands holding Holland. He had to do much with little. General Blumentritt, his chief of staff, complained that there was insufficient motor transport: infantry divisions had to rely on horses. Air attacks had reduced the flow of fuel, ammunition and spares, and many units had to detrain so far back that they were already tired by the time they came into battle. Some formations, like the SS Panzer divisions, were very good indeed, but others had been worn down by combat in the east and had not yet been fully reconstituted. Coastal divisions had weak artillery and little inherent mobility. Many of their officers and men had already been wounded, and one division was composed entirely of men with stomach ailments. The Germans made wide use of Osttruppen, recruited from amongst Russian prisoners of war and comprising a variety of national and ethnic groups: there were no less than 21 “Russian” battalions in the 7th Army alone. Blumentritt identified 25 different types of division which varied in composition, with requirements for spares and ammunition which made them a quartermaster’s nightmare.




[image: ]


This propaganda shot shows a fast-firing MG 34 machine gun in a beach bunker. The soldier on the right has two stick grenades to hand.





Although the Germans were certain that the Allies would indeed invade – in November 1943 Hitler issued a directive foreseeing an offensive “not later than the spring, perhaps earlier” – they were unsure as to time and place. Most generals, deciding on the basis of traditional military education, thought the Pas de Calais, the most direct route, a more likely objective than Normandy. Hitler, reasoning intuitively, suspected that Normandy was more probable, but General Walter Warlimont admitted that his comrades were “not quite convinced” by this. The Germans were in a state of acute air inferiority, although many generals argued that this had less effect on the outcome of individual battles than it did on movement behind the lines. “It was like pitting a racehorse against a motor car,” wrote one.
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FRIEDRICH DOLLMANN


was commissioned into the Bavarian field artillery in 1901 and spent the First World War in regimental and staff appointments. He commanded 7th Army in the 1940 campaign, earning the Knight’s Cross and promotion to colonel general. Dollmann remained in the same post, and by 1944 lacked any recent combat experience. Criticized by Hitler for permitting the fall of Cherbourg, Dollmann probably committed suicide at Le Mans on 28 June, though formal records attribute his death to a heart attack.
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Identity disk of one of the Organization Todt construction workers. The disk was discovered in 1988 on the site of a POW camp for Germans at Foucarville, behind Utah Beach. In the spring of 1944 Organization Todt, under the direction of Albert Speer, had committed around 18,000 men to Atlantic Wall building duties.
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A Maschinenpistole 40 (MP 40), a German sub-machine gun developed during the war. These were in limited supply and were issued only to select troops.
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A 1943 German photograph shows the erection of beach defences. These anti-landing obstacles were primitive by the standards of the Atlantic Wall in June 1944.
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Rommel is briefed at what the original caption calls “his anti-invasion headquarters”. He was in fact based at the Duc de la Rochefoucauld’s château at La Roche-Guyon, between Rouen and Paris.





Yet it was not that simple. The Germans had some first-rate weapons, like the 88mm anti-tank gun, and tanks like the Panther and Tiger. Until defeats in the east and west in mid-1944 struck fatal damage to its replacement system, the German army took more time and trouble to train senior NCOs than the British and Americans took to train junior officers. And if the fighting on the Eastern Front had done terrible damage to the Germans, it had also left them with a hard-forged nucleus of experienced junior commanders, men like Michael Wittmann, who almost single-handedly stopped the British 7th Armoured Division on 14 June, and Hans von Luck, whose determination did so much to thwart British plans in Operation Goodwood the following month. Allied policy of offering Germany only unconditional surrender persuaded many German soldiers, even if they had little sympathy with the Nazis, that failure in Normandy would result in the invasion of their homeland. The defenders of Normandy were certainly not supermen: but this was an army with proud traditions, fighting with its back to the wall against adversaries who enjoyed quantitative superiority but often lacked experience and the sheer killer instinct.
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