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PREFACE TO THE 1999 EDITION





  In the fifty-five years since the Allied success at Normandy, a clearer picture has emerged of just what it took to bring American troops to victory on Omaha Beach. For the soldiers who participated in Operation Tiger, one of the many training exercises for D-Day carried out along the British coast, what should have been a routine trial turned frighteningly real. On the night of April 26, 1944, two convoys of LSTs were intercepted by German E-boats patrolling from Cherbourg. In the fighting that followed, 198 Navy men and 441 soldiers were killed.




  The events of that night would remain shrouded in secrecy for decades;· overshadowed by the need to protect the upcoming Normandy invasion. For years these casualties would be lumped together with those of D-Day. Only the rumors that circulated along the English coast hinted at greater doings—rumors that have persisted until today.




  Since the original edition of The Invasion Before Normandy was published, I have received a number of letters from participants in Operation Tiger, both officers and enlisted men, apprising me of details. Both the U.S. Army and the U.S. Navy have responded to the demand for information, adding accounts of the affair in their Historical Centers. The Battle of Slapton Sands has surfaced in the popular media as well, as a documentary film produced by ITN in Britain.




  On a more personal level, the Exercise Tiger Association, a national commemoration foundation, has been formed, and it holds annual ceremonies honoring the participants, living and dead, in Operation Tiger. The mystery of the secret battle of Slapton Sands is a mystery no longer—the relentless push for answers has yielded knowledge and, perhaps more importantly, allowed for the proper acknowledgment of the sacrifices made by American troops.




  To all those who responded to my original requests for information, again, thanks. And to those who added to the information—thank you very much.











  
INTRODUCTION





  Early in 1984, nearly forty years after the end of World War II, a strange and nasty rumor coursed across the fields and beaches of the southwest English countryside. It hinted of dark doings by high authority in the penultimate year of the war, as the Western Allies were preparing to invade Adolf Hitler’s Fortress Europe.




  Several hundred bodies of American soldiers were said to be buried in a huge, unmarked grave in a pasture on a Devon farm owned by Nolan Tope. Curiosity seekers began coming to the farm to poke about, although they were not welcomed by the owner. Mr. Tope scoffed at the rumors and indicated he would prefer not to have unwanted visitors wandering about his farm during spring lambing.




  The story, fired by some longtime residents of the area who claimed knowledge of at least part of the dreadful secret, would not die down. Dorothy Seekings was the most outspoken resident. In the spring of 1944, said Ms. Seekings, when she was twenty-three years old, she had seen the bodies. She knew they were Americans because they wore American uniforms.




  There had been strange doings in Devon during that winter of 1944. The whole section around the South Hams area where the farm is located had been taken over by the American military. Some three thousand residents of farms and villages had been ejected from their homes, promised compensation for damages, and told to go away and keep silent. It was a tribute to the English character that virtually no one objected loudly.




  “It was a question of doing your bit for the war effort,” said John Hannaford, a butcher at Torcross who was seventeen in 1944. “We were told to get out and it was a year before we were allowed to return.”




  Ms. Seekings was a rare exception, and only because her father was a baker, and the American troops in the training establishments in the Dartmouth area needed his services, and he, in turn, needed his daughter’s help to deliver the baked goods.




  The American bodies, said Ms. Seekings, had been laid out on the ground like rows of cord wood—while bulldozers dug the mass grave. Ms. Seekings was cautioned at the time never to mention what she had seen. For forty years, not knowing quite what her secret was, she kept it. But in the spring of 1984, when England and France prepared to celebrate with lavish ceremonial the 40th anniversary of the beginning of the liberation of Europe from Hitler’s Nazi occupation, her story came out.




  “The bodies were in American uniforms,” she told a British newspaperman who was poking around among the rumors. “There were great mounds of earth in the field and I was told they were going to be buried there. I certainly never heard that they were moved.”




  Who were these hundreds of American dead, so dishonored by their own countrymen that they were buried in a mass grave, and the manner of their deaths concealed from the world by military secrecy?




  Was there any truth to the story?




  What Ms. Seekings said, had been true at a point. Several years ago, while beginning research for a book on World War II, I had letters from several participants in the D-Day activities which referred to mysterious doings on the Devon coast in the spring of 1944.




  David A. Roop, in 1944 Lieutenant Roop, chief engineer of LST 515, wrote me:




 

    There was a naval engagement in the English Channel that cost the lives of approximately 750 American soldiers and sailors. I have never read of this engagement nor heard of any acknowledgment by the United States government that it ever happened.




  I was there. It was between ... LSTs ... and an unknown number of German E-Boats. All ships were loaded with army troops, equipment, vehicles and tanks.




  If the ship’s log of the LST 515 from April 25, 1944 to May 3, 1944 were perused, you sir, would have a scoop.




  I firmly believe that the 750 who died were lumped into the casualties suffered at Normandy.







  Actually, Mr. Roop’s contention was a little off on the facts, although, since he relied on sheer memory, that is not surprising. A few references to the events of late April 1944 are to be found in books about the invasion of France. The official U.S. Army history volume, Cross Channel Attack, by G. A. Harrison, mentions the happenings, without, however, a great deal of detail, or any mention of the mass burial, For my purposes at the time, the story was one of those odd little sidelights of history which seem interesting, but hardly worth exploring for their own sakes, more properly the province of a daily newspaper, magazine, or television report than the subject of a book.




  And that is what happened.




  A New York Times reporter named Jon Nordheimer heard the tale of the Devon coast and began to do some investigating. He consulted American military records at the U.S. National Archives and Carlisle Barracks and learned the secret of the mystery. The 750 Americans—:749, in fact—were victims of an attack by German motor torpedo boats on an American convoy bringing troops to the South Devon coast to participate in one of the last exercises of the Allied forces prior to the invasion of Normandy on June 6, 1944.




  It all began with Winston Churchill during the darkest times of the war against Hitler, when he foresaw that one day the Allies would invade Fortress Europe and therefore secured a commitment from President Franklin D. Roosevelt to place the European war on the American agenda ahead of the war against Japan. In 1942 the Allies began the planning that led to this disaster off the south Devon coast. The exercise that was interrupted by German submarines was a rehearsal for the landings on Utah beach at the base of the Cotentin Peninsula of Normandy that would occur six weeks later.




  Here is the story of what happened.
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  Planning




  WINSTON CHURCHILL was the progenitor. In the dismal days of 1941 when Britain was battling for survival, largely alone, the Americans as yet not totally committed, and the commonwealth unable to give the volume of support that could bring victory, Churchill still reserved a corner of his mind for consideration of that day when a decisive assault could be made against German-occupied Europe. To be sure, the British prime minister was not the most avid advocate of the cross-channel attack, but he did get everyone else thinking. His grand design called for forty armored divisions and a million other troops to land in Europe in 1943.




  By the spring of 1942 Churchill’s prodding (and Stalin’s nagging for a second front) had elicited from the American Joint Chiefs of Staff a plan for the use of forty-eight divisions. The attack was to be made across the English Channel. The strike force was to hit on selected beaches between Le Havre and Boulogne, initially using six divisions, supported by airborne troops. Harry Hopkins called it “a frontal assault upon the enemy in northern France in 1943,” and the Americans even had a name for it: Operation Roundup.




  For the next two years Churchill continued to believe that the assault should be made on what he called “the soft underbelly of Europe,” the Balkans, or that it should be diffused to many areas, thus giving the Germans more than they could handle anywhere. But this view received no American support, and British objections to the hammerlike cross-channel thrust were met by American belief that the British were still suffering from the trench warfare syndrome of World War I, during which the cream of Britain’s (and France’s) youth had been decimated in hammer attacks against a powerful foe.




  Churchill was careful never to close a door, no matter his own beliefs. “...I had to work by influence and diplomacy in order to secure agreed and harmonious action with our cherished ally, without whose aid nothing but ruin faced the world . . .”




  The planning began. By the summer of 1942, Churchill saw that preparations for the cross-channel attack had to be separated from operations. In June Harry Hopkins introduced Churchill to General Dwight D. Eisenhower and General Mark Clark, and they spent an hour discussing the cross-channel attack. Churchill was shrewd enough to recognize that the meeting had a special significance. Gradually he was abandoning his countersuggestions for feints and lesser attacks elsewhere. Also, by July 1942, it seemed doubtful if an assault across the English Channel could be mounted in 1943, and the words “or later” had begun to be heard in inter-Allied conversations.




  Churchill had always fancied his own code names for military and naval operations. He detested “Roundup,” partly because it was a pure Americanism, “this boastful, ill-chosen name.” Quietly he made his own plans. It was assumed throughout England that a Briton would be in charge of the invasion.




  The Americans had no such assumption. On the contrary, President Roosevelt knew very well that American public opinion would not countenance the employment of a major U.S. force under a foreign commander. Most of the British did not recognize that reality, nor did they understand that most Americans were far more concerned with the war against Japan than with the one against Germany. For until the U-boat campaign of 1942 the Germans had really never done anything to the United States, and as the plans for the invasion of Europe were begun, the full effect of that German foray on the sea had not yet been totally appreciated in America.




  Clearly the attitudes of the Americans presented a difficulty for the British. Soon the question had to be brought into the open: who was to lead this cross-channel attack, an American or a Briton?




  The British believed it should be one of their own because they, after all, had the experience in fighting the Germans. Up to and after the Casablanca Conference, the British believed the Americans would take a secondary role, supplying the force, but letting the British lead. Politically speaking, however, it was apparent from the beginning that if the cross-channel attack was to have major American support, the overall commander had to be an American—a fact Churchill soon appreciated. Churchill never lost sight of the politics of the war, nor of the innate anti-British feelings of many Americans. Because of his enlightened self-interest as well as his personal leanings, Britain could count on President Franklin Roosevelt. But Roosevelt, as Churchill knew, had a constituency that had to be considered. The American military men could not take a back seat, even if they had been willing to do so.




  There came the first rub. The British military had very little respect for the American army. On a trip to America in June 1942, Churchill and Major General Sir Hastings Ismay, the prime minister’s chief of staff and deputy secretary to the War Cabinet, visited South Carolina to observe American armor, infantry, and airborne troops in maneuvers. “To put these troops against continental troops would be murder,” said General Ismay. The chief of staff’s observation about the quality of the American soldier was representative of the British military and extended all the way up the ladder. The only American general the British really respected was George C. Marshall. Churchill suggested his name as commander of the combined operation that would attack Fortress Europe. President Roosevelt indicated his general approval, but no decision was made. It was always Roosevelt’s way to avoid a difficult decision until the last, and besides, by November 1942 it was apparent to British and Americans that the 1943 date for the cross-channel attack was going to be impossible. The resources could not be pulled together and moved across the Atlantic that quickly. The year 1943 would have to be a year of lesser operations, while the planning and the supply problems of the major invasion were resolved.




  Once it was mutually recognized that the cross-channel attack was even further away than had been expected, in order to keep the Germans off balance and placate Stalin, several lesser operations were carried out late in 1942 and in 1943: the invasions of North Africa, Sicily, and Italy. To the Americans, there was never any question but that these were sideshows. The buildup of divisions, air power, and naval power for the cross-channel attack continued in England.




  Before that, however, by mid-November 1942, the planning of the European war had reached a crisis stage, “a sort of combined deadlock,” Churchill called it. The British feared that the Americans were leaning toward abandoning the European theater and concentrating their efforts against Japan. Harry Hopkins had told Churchill that the war against Japan had captured the American public fancy far more securely than the war against the Germans. President Roosevelt felt constrained to reassure Churchill that “we of course have no intention of abandoning ‘Roundup.’”




  By January 1943, Churchill had won a point: the name of the cross-channel attack was changed from Operation Roundup to Operation Overlord. The target date was moved to the first half of 1944. At the Casablanca Conference in January 1943, the British and the Americans agreed to establish a combined staff to prepare a definitive plan for the invasion. It was agreed that the overall commander would be an American, but the Americans were not ready to name anyone. The unknown’s chief of staff would have to be British. He would be known as COSSAC—“Chief of Staff, Supreme Allied Commander (designate).”




  The British already had a good deal of experience in such planning, most of it coming to nought, under the Combined Operations Headquarters established early in the war to think out such operations as the Dieppe raid. These were the commandos, and the chief of the headquarters was Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten. But Mountbatten was much too highly placed to do for this sort of job, and needed was a less definitely British establishment type, someone who had shown an ability to get along with Americans. Chosen tentatively was Lieutenant General Frederick Morgan, newly appointed commander of the British I Corps, who was then scheduled for the North Africa theater of General Eisenhower. Morgan had one other attribute: he firmly believed in the cross-channel attack, unlike many of the British generals, who instinctively recoiled from “the butcher’s bill” of a frontal assault against the Germans.




  On March 12, 1943, Morgan was told to report to General Ismay. He was instructed to produce a master plan, virtually overnight, for the organization of a staff. On his second attempt he came up with something the British chiefs of staff could accept as a beginning. Morgan was invited to lunch at Chequers, the country estate of the prime minister, and there it was decided that he “would do.”




  From the outset, mounting a joint operation was a Herculean task. Consider one small point: the difference (.003 caliber) between British and American rifles. Were the Americans, or the British, to retool? The answer was neither. The British and American forces would be kept severely apart at the operational level. The British would fight with British and the Americans with Americans. But they would fight together, against a common enemy. That was the thrust of the cross-channel attack planning from the outset.




  General Morgan became COSSAC. He immediately appointed an American, Brigadier General Ray W. Barker, as his deputy. Staff officers were British and American; navy, army, and air force officers each had his Allied counterpart. Administration was joint. Only the responsibility for intelligence was handed over to the British because of their network of agents across the channel and their four years’ experience in the field.




  COSSAC was to plan for three immediate tasks:




  The first plan was to pin down the German forces in Western Europe so they could not move east against the Russians. This was a direct result of Stalin’s demand for a second front, a demand that the Western Allies were not prepared to meet in 1943.




  The second plan was a contingency plan for a hasty return to the European continent if the German armies suddenly disintegrated under the weight of so many blows struck from so many directions.




  The third plan was the most important, the COSSAC plan for a full-scale assault against Fortress Europe. The date was now changed, and an assault as early as possible in 1944 was to be prepared.




  These requirements were thrust upon General Morgan almost casually, one day in March 1943. Then came the snapper: the British chiefs of staff, who were taking the responsibility for this initial phase of planning, wanted immediate results. General Morgan was instructed to have his three plans ready by early July.




  Morgan set to work. He was given the task of preparing the way for an unknown commander, and he had not been told that it was going to be an American.




  From the outset the combined staff had to operate within the framework of British-American distrust, a factor discussed fully by General Morgan in his memoirs. The approach of Briton and American to nearly every military problem was different. For instance, in the Battle of Britain, the British had been well served by their Spitfire fighters. One of the Spitfire fighter’s basic qualities was short range, the range sacrificed in favor of speed. That quality was a negative for operations into the heart of Germany. The Americans wanted long-range fighters, to protect heavy bombers on daylight bombing missions. The British leaned on their experience: night bombing was the way.




  It was one of hundreds of major and minor differences of opinion, and bit by bit, these disagreements had to be overcome. General Morgan:




  “There were incessant clashes of personality, and these, moreover, occurred not only between nation and nation or between service and service. It is no use denying that there are Americans who cannot take British just as there are British who cannot take Americans. At the same time there were cases on the COSSAC staff of British officers who inspired the admiration and affection of their American colleagues, but who lacked the power to collaborate with their own British comrades, and vice versa.... There was little time for argument or for the negotiation of personal reconciliations. It was necessary to resort to surgery rather than to medicine.”




  That spring of 1943, the staff of the still unchosen Supreme Allied Commander set up shop in Norfolk House on St. James’s Square in London, a place appropriate for two reasons: it was the birthplace of King George III, the last ruler of both England and America, and as the former offices of any number of “planners,” it was the homesite of so many unfulfilled and sometimes ridiculous plans that the military public tended to regard anything that came out of Norfolk House as a joke. So, hopefully, would enemy agents. General Morgan and his staff connived to secure a mess, or club, for the staff members, including dining facilities and a bar. In wartime London this was virtually a miracle.




  Given the amenities, the staff of the supreme commander set to work to plan an offensive into the heart of the enemy’s country. Actually the planners had to work in three directions at once: first, to plan a diversionary operation, to fool the Germans, second, to plan a pick-up-the-pieces operation, or several of them, to take advantage of German collapses in one area or another, and third, to plan for that major assault across the channel.




  The whole was seriously endangered from time to time by eruptions from within the British establishment, calling for major operations in the Mediterranean. Prime Minister Churchill wielded his famous red pen one time to produce a memo outlining an attack in the Mediterranean involving the whole of British and American might. This memo upset the Americans more than a little. And on the British side, there was a basic distrust of American intentions; the British did not want to set up a trans-channel operation and then be left by their allies holding the bag.




  As for the first plan, diversion, from the beginning it was given enormous emphasis by the British, somewhat to the surprise of the Americans. But the problem of forces indicates why it was essential that the Germans be fooled from the beginning. In 1943 the Americans had only a single combat division in England. In the early months of 1943, the British had to depend on their own resources to try to fool the Germans into believing the invasion was coming in one area. The area chosen was the Pas de Calais region, the shortest passage across the English Channel from England to France. It was the logical point of invasion, just as it had been the jumping-off point the Germans had proposed to use in their 1940 preparations to capture the British Isles.




  The media were encouraged to speculate on the invasion site, and at least one magazine hit on the right solution, but this was genially ignored along with all the other journalistic ventures into military planning that put the invasion in Norway, along the Dutch coast, on the Cotentin peninsula, or elsewhere. One beauty of this sort of war was that the authorities did not have to do anything to save the day. The important matter was to keep the Germans off guard. COSSAC concentrated its efforts on making everything look as though a troop and supply buildup was being made in southeast England, whereas the real concentrations had to be made in southwest England. A program of improving roads and airfields in the southeast was begun to fool the Germans.




  General Morgan and his staff had one thing going for them: the logical German mind. OKW, the German general staff, believed that since this area was the shortest distance between the two warring regions, it should logically be the focal point of attack. Why should the Allies consider going west to Normandy and then having to double back toward Paris and Berlin? Why indeed? The Germans had planned their invasion of Britain from the Pas de Calais toward the southern counties. Was it not obvious that the British would do the same in reverse to save materiel, men, and time?




  So, as many landing craft as could be spared from actual operations and training (and it was not a great number) were brought around to southeastern England. Where more were needed, the camouflage experts constructed fakes, called bigbobs and wetbobs, which from the air seemed very real, down to the detail of laundry drying on the halyards and smoke drifting from the smokestacks.




  The first allied deception operation was called Operation Starkey and was aimed at convincing the Germans that the invasion, when it arrived, would be concentrated against the Pas de Calais. It was to include a feigned amphibious landing called Operation Harlequin.




  The Royal Air Force and the U.S. Eighth Air Force were dragooned into planning a major “air battle.” Early in August i 943 the increase of activity in southern England brought about an increase in Luftwaffe reconnaissance and bombing along the south coast. The Germans, it seemed, were taking the bait. But the weather turned bad, and British Bomber Command refused to divert as much effort to this game as the COSSAC planners wanted. The navy had been called upon to send several warships to bombard the German-held coast across the channel, but the admirals refused to risk their ships for a ploy. Still, the amphibious game was played out on September 8, 1943; the minesweepers swept channels virtually in the mouths of the German coastal batteries on the French side of the channel. Up the channel after them came an armada of merchant ships and naval vessels, carrying thousands of troops. Operation Harlequin was the army aspect of the game. Overhead flew flocks of fighter and bomber planes, and onto the beaches came the infantry—many of whom had really believed that Operation Harlequin was going to be an invasion across the water. It was not, and the Germans did not seem to rise to the bait. The end of it, it appeared, was a dull thud. The press, which had been quietly encouraged to exercise its right of speculation, had built up the whole operation as the real invasion, and when it turned out to be just an exercise they were indignant. In that sense, Operation Starkey was less than an unmitigated success. But it did have important positive results that were not immediately seen. One, was the realization by many high-ranking British and American officers who observed the operation that the logistical difficulties that would arise in an invasion were far more complex than anyone had recognized. (If a general commanding invasion forces needed an armored division badly, but the line of advance called for delivery of an infantry division, the Operation Starkey plan had no provision for the sort of flexibility that was needed.)




  Second, and even more important as it was to turn out, was the conclusion, etched into the German military mind, that the Pas de Calais was indeed scheduled to become the target for the invading Allies. The German Oberkommandwehrmacht (OKW) were not fooled into believing that Operation Starkey was any more than an exercise, but that did not prevent them from believing that when exercise became invasion, the drill would be much the same, although on an accelerated level. That belief, which the Allies did not fully realize they had succeeded in reinforcing, would turn out to be very important indeed in the first month after June 6, 1944.




  In the summer of 1943, Operation Starkey took an enormous amount of the energy of General Morgan and his staff, but their most important task was the creation, virtually from thin air, of a workable plan for the invasion of Hitler’s Festung Europa. One of the very real difficulties was that old psychological bugaboo of the British military establishment, as mentioned earlier, the fear of bogging down in trench warfare, or worse, of being trapped at the water’s edge. The British did not have to go back to 1915 for that second possibility, the difficulties of Dunkirk and the St. Nazaire and Dieppe raids had brought nightmares to enough minds.




  The first raid, St. Nazaire, had been carried out in April 1942. The raid had involved an attack on the port and lock facilities at this important French port. The old U.S. destroyer Campbeltown (turned over to the British in the early stages of the American aid program) was intentionally run aground and jammed into the locks. The raiding party then made its escape. There was one apparent failure: the three tons of explosive in the bows of the destroyer did not explode. The next day, however, after hundreds of Germans had come aboard to inspect the vessel, the explosive charge went off creating carnage and knocking out the lock for the rest of the war. It was a successful raid but also a reminder always to expect the unexpected.




  The second lesson of 1942 was from the Dieppe raid.




  Dieppe is a small port on the English Channel, in the district of Seine Maritime, about halfway between Le Havre and Boulogne, definitely on the Pas de Calais side of the channel. In the spring of 1942 the British chiefs of staff were looking for a spot to launch a raid, partly to keep the Germans off balance, partly to learn about some of the difficulties involved in putting a force ashore in Fortres Europe. Dieppe appealed because intelligence reports indicated it was garrisoned by only a single battalion of second-rate troops and service troops, about 1,400 men in all. On July 3 the Allied troops, mostly Canadians, embarked from the Isle of Wight for Dieppe, but bad weather postponed the attack for four days. German aircraft found the raiders’ vessels and attacked. The landing was called off, and the troops disembarked from their ships. General Bernard Montgomery, who was then commander of the Southeastern Command and thus in charge of the operation, tried to get it canceled because he feared that security had been completely compromised, and the element of surprise was going to be lacking.




  Prime Minister Churchill disagreed. He said that a major raid had to be made for several purposes. One was to answer the constant stream of Russian complaint regarding the failure of the Western Allies to open a second front. More important from a military point of view was undertaking a raid to show the difficulties involved. Without it, said Churchill, no responsible commander would undertake the planning of an invasion of Europe across the channel. Churchill discussed the need for a large-scale military operation with Lord Louis Mountbatten, the Chief of Combined Operations, and Mountbatten agreed that the only thing they could do on short notice was to carry out the Dieppe plan. Five thousand troops were committed to an action on the French coast.




  General Montgomery was proved correct. The Germans were quite aware that an amphibious operation was being planned; after all, they had already attacked it once. Dieppe was the obvious place for it, and so they moved up reinforcements and made plans for a powerful defense. They could calculate as well as the British the best times in terms of weather and tides. One of the good times was between August 10 and August 19. When the British arrived on August 17, the Germans were ready for them.




  Ostensibly the Canadians had limited objectives: to destroy some radar installations and gain some other information. Actually Dieppe was a sacrificial mission, and four-fifths of the men employed became casualties.




  When it was all over, the British had learned a great deal, most of it negative, but all of it invaluable for the future.




  They learned they did not have enough landing craft, and that the ones they had were not of the right kind. They had not appreciated the need for naval gun support and air support. The commandos had been trained superbly and were in excellent condition, but the organization of the amphibious raid was inept.




  Out of Dieppe came a great truth: the invasion of Europe could succeed only if it comprised three major factors:




  1. Security. The enemy must not know where the invasion was coming.




  2. Surprise. The enemy must not know when the invasion was coming.




  3. Concentration of force. The strength of the invasion must be mighty, and the enemy must not know how many troops were to be employed. The follow-up troops must move swiftly so that the foothold gained could be strengthened before the Germans had time to rush reinforcements to the area.




  To accomplish this latter, it was soon seen that the major problems concerned the ports. The usable ports grouped themselves into two segments. On the one hand was the Pas de Calais area, where the invaders would have to get hold of either Le Havre or Antwerp. (The ports of Boulogne, Dunkirk, and Calais had been so badly damaged that they could be ruled out.) The alternative was to drive for Cherbourg, which would put the Allies onto the Cotentin Peninsula, which the Germans might seal off, creating a most unpleasant situation. Needless to say, the Germans had built mighty defenses at all these ports and could be expected to fight bitterly for them.




  To resolve the difficulty, General Morgan assigned a team of American staff members to come up with a plan of assault against the Normandy area, and a British team to plan for the assault against the Pas de Calais. This was done, but it was still necessary to choose between them. The British advocates of Pas de Calais would not budge, nor would the advocates (American and some British) of Normandy. Beneath this quarrel were the opponents to any cross-channel attack at all, who for a time seemed to have won the day.




  The problem was then attacked from a new direction by Lord Louis Mountbatten, who continued on as Chief of Combined Operations. Mountbatten had a peculiar position as a relative of the royal family and a debonair air which masked a bright and inquiring mind. He was known in the British military establishment as an enfant terrible for his unorthodox approaches to problems. This time he dragged the teams up to Scotland, where he maintained a headquarters at Largs, and forced them to talk over their various difficulties and listen to one another, instead of sitting up late at night writing negative reports.




  Out of all this came an agreement that there would be a cross-channel attack. And from that, with a good deal of guidance from General Morgan, came the decision that the attack would be made against western Normandy rather than the Pas de Calais. This decision was made in June 1943,just a year before the fact, and the invasion then was projected for the end of May 1944.




  And so, on July 15, 1943, the voluminous plan was completed and sent off to the British chiefs of staff. Since it was basically a British plan, it presupposed the predominance of the British army. The key point in the minds of the planners was Caen, the capital of Normandy. After Caen was taken, then the troops would wheel to the right into the Cotentin Peninsula and capture Cherbourg. In two weeks they should have Cherbourg, with forward elements at Mont St. Michel, Alencon, and Trouville. Further than that the planners could hardly plot; the enemy’s reaction would have to be taken into consideration.




  The British chiefs of staff considered the whole supreme command structure to be their own and the COSSAC plan to be theirs, too. The Americans on the staff warned time and again that if the British chiefs of staff went to a Combined Chiefs of Staff meeting and pulled out the Overlord plan as a fait accompli, then the fat would be in the fire, and the whole operation might collapse in the bonfire of a Combined Chiefs argument. Morgan wanted to send a delegation to present the plan to the Americans; the British chiefs objected, and Morgan got around it by sending a delegation of Americans on a less formal basis, proving that General Morgan knew of more than one way to skin a cat.




  On August 3 the British chiefs of staff went off to the Quadrant Conference at Quebec. A British detachment of COSSAC went along, too, and briefed Prime Minister Churchill on the way aboard the Queen Mary. So when Prime Minister met President, they both had been given the benefit of briefings from elements of COSSAC. And so good a job of planning had COSSAC done that both political leaders accepted the commitment. Out of the conference came the decision that Operation Overlord was to be the major effort of the United States and Britain in 1944.




  The plans then came up for implementation. It was estimated that by the end of 1943 nearly a million American servicemen would be in England. By March 1944, the figure would hit 1.25 million. But there were worries; one of the most serious was a perennial shortage of landing vessels and crews to man them; a new worry was security. Until this point security involved only the people of Norfolk House and the higher echelons of the British and American services. But bringing a million Americans into Britain and focusing the attention of the press on the project posed a whole new security problem. Security was to be the key problem in the whole of the invasion. General Morgan summed it up by saying that every chance of leakage had to be eliminated, if possible.
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  Enter Eisenhower




  IN THE spring of 1942 the Americans began pressing for a second front in Europe, in accord with the decision arrived at by Prime Minister Churchill and President Roosevelt at the Arcadia Conference the previous December.




  But where was that second front to be? General Marshall, the U.S. Army chief of staff, assigned Brigadier General Dwight D. Eisenhower the task of preparing an offensive strategy. Eisenhower had come up from Fort Sam Houston, Texas, to be chief of the Army G-3, or Operations Section. Many officers and political leaders on both sides of the Atlantic still believed the adventure of crossing the channel was too risky. Eisenhower showed how, by establishing overwhelming air superiority, the army forces could be ferried across the channel and, given adequate naval support, could gain a foothold there. This attitude represented General Marshall’s own thinking, so it was quickly approved by him, and then by his opposite numbers in the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Ernest King of the navy and General H. H. Arnold of the U.S. Army Air Forces. Marshall then took the plan to President Roosevelt, who approved it that very day and sent Marshall to London to present the plan to Prime Minister Churchill and the British chiefs of staff.




  In London the plan was also approved. But the British wanted the whole plan shelved until 1943. The year 1942, which Roosevelt wanted to mark the second front, was deemed impossible. Marshall admitted that it would be impossible to achieve the level of troops, weapons, and ships to deliver them before the last months of the year. And the last months of the year were the time when nobody wanted to launch an invasion across the English Channel. One good storm could destroy the whole operation.




  The most important outcome of the Marshall visit to London that spring was the decision that the cross-channel assault was to be the primary offensive in Europe when its time came.




  When General Marshall returned to Washington, almost immediately he sent Eisenhower to London to draw up a plan for the organization of American forces in Europe. Eisenhower spent ten days there and returned to give General Marshall a plan for unified command of all American forces in Europe. As it was with General Morgan, Eisenhower was writing his own ticket. A few days later he was appointed to command American forces in Europe.




  What were these forces to do? As Marshall and Eisenhower now agreed, there was no chance of launching a major cross-channel attack in 1942. At the time that Eisenhower was appointed to this new post, Prime Minister Churchill happened to be in Washington, and there he learned that in North Africa General Rommel had just taken Tobruk from the British forces. The talk at the White House turned to the possibility of staging an amphibious operation against French North Africa to take the pressure off the British.




  Before June was out, Major General Dwight D. Eisenhower had headed for Europe to assume command of the European Theater of Operations for the U.S. Army. His bases were in Britain and Iceland. His command consisted of two American divisions in Britain and some air force units in Northern Ireland. There was much talk about a second front, but virtually nothing with which to bring it about. The British, who really did not like the whole concept of a charge across the English Channel, had seen how slight was the American presence and used that as an argument against Operation Sledgehammer—the invasion of France. Even the first American air force operation against the Germans was not carried out until July 4. The British now began to give signs of wanting to reconsider the whole idea of the cross-channel attack. General Marshall was furious and he went to Admiral King, who all along had wanted to prosecute the war against Japan first. They agreed that in view of the British attitude this should be the course of the United States and took that plan to President Roosevelt.
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