
        
            
                
            
        

    

D-DAY
History in an Hour

Rupert Colley

[image: image]




CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Introduction

Background

Deception

Eisenhower

The Atlantic Wall

Bombing

Training

Eve of the Invasion

6 June: D-Day (the 1,738th day of the war)

Five Beaches

The Battle of Normandy

Liberation

What Might Have Been…

Appendix 1: Key Players

Appendix 2: Timeline

Appendix 3: D-Day and Battle of Normandy Statistics

Appendix 4: Normandy Cemeteries

Copyright

Got Another Hour?


About the Publisher




INTRODUCTION

D-Day, 6 June 1944, was a date that altered the course of history. The invasion of Occupied France by Allied forces, codenamed Operation Overlord, had been years in the planning and subject to the utmost secrecy. The Germans knew that an attack would come but when and where was the subject of much speculation for Adolf Hitler and his generals. For the operation to succeed, it was vital for the Allies to maximize the element of surprise. The Allied commanders, planning the assault, could not allow the enemy to meet the attack in strength at the very moment it was at its most vulnerable – the time it took to land troops on the beaches of Normandy. The stakes could not have been higher – the liberation of Western Europe from the occupying forces of Nazi Germany, ahead of the assault on Germany itself and, ultimately, the defeat of Hitler.

In order to trick the Germans into believing the invasion would take place elsewhere, the Allies embarked on an elaborate campaign of deception. The ruse worked and on D-Day 156,000 Allied troops managed to land along a fifty-mile stretch of Normandy coastline. It was vital, also, to maintain the deception even after D-Day to oblige Hitler into keeping much of his force back in preparation for a possible assault elsewhere.

D-Day was, for the Germans, the beginning of the end. Now the prospect of liberation from Nazi rule was within reach. The sixth of June was the day that millions of people across occupied Europe had hoped and waited for. Among them was 14-year-old Anne Frank. On 22 May 1944, Anne wrote in her diary, ‘All of Amsterdam, all of Holland, in fact the entire western coast of Europe all the way down to Spain, are talking about the invasion day and night, debating, making bets and… hoping. The suspense is rising to fever pitch.’

This, in an hour, is the epic story of D-Day.




BACKGROUND

D-Day initiated the end-game of what had been an unprecedented struggle for supremacy in Europe. If the Second Battle of El Alamein in 1942 had been what Winston Churchill called ‘the end of the beginning’, then D-Day was perhaps the beginning of the end.

Almost five years before D-Day, on 1 September 1939, Hitler had launched the German invasion of Poland. Two days later, Great Britain and France had declared war on Germany – and so the Second World War had begun. While German forces then struck Poland from the west, from 17 September, forces of the Soviet Union attacked from the east.

With Poland crushed between two totalitarian heavyweights, Hitler focused his attention on Scandinavia. On 9 April 1940, German forces attacked both Denmark, which capitulated within six hours, and Norway, which held out until 10 June.

On 10 May, Hitler launched the German invasion of Western Europe. By 28 May, Luxembourg, Belgium and the Netherlands had surrendered. On 10 June, Germany invaded France. On the same day, Benito Mussolini, fascist dictator of Italy, keen to share in Germany’s spoils of victory, declared war on France and Britain. British troops, sent to aid the French, were forced back to the French port of Dunkirk before being evacuated back to Britain. On 22 June, France, under its new prime minister, Philippe Pétain, surrendered. The dark years of Nazi occupation had begun.

During the summer of 1940, the Battle of Britain raged above the skies of southern England as the RAF saved Britain from the German Luftwaffe, while, soon after, Britain endured the Blitz, the aerial bombardment of its cities.

In 1941, the German juggernaut continued on its course of destruction. Greece fell, as did Yugoslavia. Then, on 22 June, Hitler launched the invasion of the Soviet Union, opening up the Eastern Front, which, over the coming four years, would experience the most brutal fighting perhaps ever seen.

The war became truly global when, on 7 December 1941, Japan attacked the American fleet anchored at Pearl Harbor, on the Hawaiian island of Oahu. Four days later, Hitler and Mussolini declared war on the USA.

The Dieppe Raid

In August 1942, Winston Churchill, Britain’s wartime prime minister, flew to Moscow and there met for the first time the Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin. Stalin had been urging Churchill to open a second front by attacking Nazi-occupied Europe from the west, thereby forcing Hitler to divert troops to the west and alleviating in part the enormous pressure the Soviet Union found itself under. Now, as Churchill prepared to meet Stalin, German forces were bearing down on the strategically and symbolically important Russian city of Stalingrad.

Churchill knew that if Germany were to defeat the Soviet Union then Hitler would be able to concentrate his whole military strength on the west. But although tentative plans for a large-scale invasion were afoot, to act too quickly, too hastily, would be foolhardy. Churchill withstood Stalin’s pressure. There would be no second front for at least another year. But, in the meantime, Churchill was able to offer a ‘reconnaissance in force’ on the French port of Dieppe, with the objective of drawing away German troops from the Eastern Front. Whether Stalin was at all appeased by this morsel of compensation, Churchill does not say.
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German soldiers defending the French port of Dieppe against the Anglo-Canadian raid, 19 August 1942. (Photo: Bundesarchiv, Bild 101I-291-1213-34 / Müller, Karl / CC-BY-SA)

Thus in the early hours of 19 August 1942, the Allies launched Operation Jubilee – the raid on Dieppe sixty-five miles across from England. Two hundred and fifty-two ships crossed the Channel in a five-pronged attack. They carried tanks together with 5,000 Canadians and 1,000 British and American troops plus a handful of fighters from the French resistance. Nearing their destination, one prong ran into a German merchant convoy. A skirmish ensued. More fatally, it meant that the element of surprise had been lost – aware of what was taking place, the Germans at Dieppe were now waiting in great numbers. What followed was a disaster as the Germans unleashed a withering fire from cliff tops and port-side hotels. A Canadian war correspondent described the scene as men tried to disembark from their landing craft: the soldiers ‘plunged into about two feet of water and machine-gun bullets laced into them. Bodies piled up on the ramp.’ Neutralized by German fighters, overhead support from squadrons of RAF planes proved ineffectual. Only twenty-nine tanks managed to make it ashore where they struggled on the shingle beach, and of those only fifteen were able to advance as far as the sea wall, only to be prevented from encroaching into the town by concrete barriers.

The Dieppe Raid, which had lasted just six hours, was a costly affair – 60 per cent of ground troops were killed, wounded or taken prisoner. The operation left 1,027 dead, of whom 907 were Canadian. A further 2,340 troops were captured, and 106 aircraft shot down. An American, Lieutenant Edward V. Loustalot, earned the unenviable distinction of becoming the first US soldier killed in wartime Europe.

Despite the failure of Dieppe and the high rate of losses, important lessons were learned – that a direct assault on a well-defended harbour was not an option for any future attack; and that superiority of the air was a prerequisite. Churchill concluded that the raid had provided a ‘mine of experience’. In charge of the operation, Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, cousin to King George VI, would later say, ‘If I had the same decision to make again, I would do as I did before… For every soldier who died at Dieppe, ten were saved on D-Day.’ Hitler too felt as if a lesson had been learned. Knowing that at some point the Allies would try again, he said, ‘We must reckon with a totally different mode of attack and in quite a different place.’

PLANNING

Casablanca Conference

Meeting in January 1943, Churchill and US president Franklin D. Roosevelt agreed that a cross-Channel invasion was a necessity, and that plans for such a venture should be initiated. But at this stage both the prime minister and the president had alternative priorities: for Churchill, the focus of the war in Europe would be centred on Italy, starting with an invasion of Sicily; while Roosevelt’s main concern was the ongoing war in the Pacific.

Stalin, although invited, was not present at Casablanca – preoccupied by the ongoing battle raging round Stalingrad. Another Allied leader conspicuous by his absence was the head of the Free French forces, General Charles de Gaulle.

De Gaulle had been living in exile in London since the fall of France in June 1940. Philippe Pétain’s Vichy government, collaborating with the German invaders, had, in absentia, found de Gaulle guilty of treason and sentenced him to death. De Gaulle’s relationship with his allies was far from cordial. Roosevelt, in particular, disliked the Frenchman, refusing to acknowledge the self-proclaimed leader in any way that might enhance de Gaulle’s political standing. The Allies were not about to liberate France merely to install de Gaulle into power. Instead, Roosevelt insisted, following liberation there would be a provisional military government in place until elections could be held. Roosevelt and Churchill pointedly kept de Gaulle in the dark regarding the invasion plans and, indeed, only informed him two days before the event.

COSSAC

As a consequence of Casablanca, in March 1943, Lieutenant-General Sir Frederick Morgan was charged with the initial planning of a cross-Channel invasion of occupied Western Europe, codenamed Overlord, to include a naval assault, codenamed Neptune. Morgan, leading a team of fifty, was given the title Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander (COSSAC), though the Allies had yet to decide who their Supreme Commander should be. Undeterred, the COSSAC team, based in London’s St James’s Square, began work.

The Germans had fifty-nine divisions posted in France. The puzzle for COSSAC was how to land enough men as practicably possible to withhold the Germans until sufficient reinforcements were brought over. Attacking a port, as illustrated by the Dieppe Raid, was out of the question, so instead Morgan and his teams proposed an invasion via a beach. But where? Air superiority was vital (another lesson from Dieppe) so it had to be within operational reach of England. Two years previously, the BBC had urged people to send the War Office their photographs and postcards of coastal Europe. The British public responded with enthusiasm, sending in almost 10 million snaps which COSSAC now pored over, looking for clues and snippets of information. Meanwhile, air reconnaissance crews flew over the coasts of occupied Europe, collecting information regarding the lay of the land; their missions rarely disturbed by the overstretched German Luftwaffe who were otherwise engaged on the Eastern Front. The sorties covered the whole coast – from the Netherlands down to Spain – far more than was necessary but vital not to give German intelligence any idea of where the invasion might take place.

Small-scale raids on the French coasts were charged with taking photographs, collecting sand and soil samples to be analysed to ensure the beaches could sustain the weight of heavy tanks, and capturing Germans who then endured interrogation.

It soon became apparent that there were only two options – the area around Calais, the Pas-de-Calais, or, 140 miles to the west, the beaches of Normandy on the Cotentin Peninsula. Although Normandy was still well within range of fighter planes, Calais had the advantage of being the nearest, just twenty-one miles, from the southern coast of England hence the greater chance of an invading fleet remaining undetected as it crossed the Channel. Calais was also much nearer to the German border than Normandy. But Calais had the distinct disadvantage of being heavily protected by divisions of German tanks, and it was the most obvious point to expect an invading force to land.

Thus, Morgan proposed Normandy.

COSSAC planned accordingly. Morgan envisaged troops landing on a thirty-mile expanse of beach, while airborne troops would capture the Norman capital of Caen, eight miles inland. Having secured a foothold, the land troops would then capture the port of Cherbourg to the west of the Cotentin Peninsula, thus enabling the means for supplies to be shipped over.


Meanwhile, planning began on a simultaneous invasion from the south of France, codenamed Operation Dragoon.

The Mulberry Harbours

A problem that vexed Morgan and his team was that without access to a port, the transport ships lacked a harbour that had sufficiently deep enough water. Vital to the success of the invasion would be the Allies’ capacity to bring in reinforcements and supplies (necessarily via transport ships) quicker than the enemy. The ingenious solution was to build two inflatable harbours in England (one for the Americans, the other for the British and Canadians), tow them across the English Channel, and plant them near the beaches. Churchill approved of the proposals, with orders to ‘Let me have the best solution worked out. Don’t argue the matter. The difficulties will argue for themselves.’ The harbours, each designed to be the size of the port of Dover, consisted of a series of large watertight concrete chambers to be anchored down as pier heads, linking a long stretch of steel roadway.
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A concrete caisson being towed by a tug to form part of a Mulberry Harbour.

To ensure the provision of calm water off the Normandy coast, some sixty old merchant ships, codenamed Corncobs, were to be sailed across the Channel and then sunk in rows, thereby recreating the conditions of a sheltered harbour.

Meanwhile, work began on the world’s first undersea oil pipeline, 70 miles long from the Isle of Wight to Cherbourg. PLUTO (Pipe Line Under The Ocean) would pump a million litres of oil a day into northern France, reducing the reliance on tankers.

Engineers also designed airfields that could be constructed on site in Normandy to allow easier disembarkation for later waves of troops and, in the opposite direction, quick evacuation of the wounded.

Hobart’s Funnies
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A ‘Crab’ tank in action.

The British, under the inspiration of Percy Hobart, Bernard Montgomery’s brother-in-law, invented various aids for the landings, ‘Hobart’s Funnies’, to help advancing soldiers get on and across the beaches. Perhaps the most commonly used was the amphibious tank, the ‘Duplex Drive’, or DD, nicknamed by the troops as ‘Donald Duck’. Equipped with propellers and encased within a ‘flotation screen’, it could, having been launched from a landing craft several miles out, ‘swim’ ashore, where it would shed its screen and operate as an ordinary tank, providing vital assistance to the first waves of infantry soldiers attacking the beaches. The slow-moving Crab tank was equipped with a rotating drum with heavy, flailing chains that could detonate mines in its path. There were tanks that could unroll long, canvas paths so that vehicles behind wouldn’t sink into the sand; tanks that carried flamethrowers, and waterproofed tanks capable of diving to depths of nine feet to remove broken-down vehicles or push away ones that had come stuck; and tanks loaded with ramps that could act as mobile bridges. The ingenuity was stunning. Necessity, with Percy Hobart’s help, was the mother of invention.

(Since May 1941 and the capture of Germany’s Enigma coding machine from a German U-boat, British codebreakers, primarily based in Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire, had been able to decode and read German communications. In the lead-up to D-Day and during the subsequent Battle of Normandy, the intelligence gleaned from Enigma provided vital information to the Allies regarding German movements and plans, often resulting in modifications to their own plans and allowing Allied troops to be on the ready.)




DECEPTION

The Allies knew that preparing an armada consisting of vast numbers of men, vehicles and equipment could hardly go undetected by German intelligence, the Abwehr. Thus, in a massive operation codenamed Bodyguard, great efforts were made to deceive the enemy into believing that any landings in Normandy were a mere feint while the real invasion would take place elsewhere. The principal elements of Bodyguard were Operations Fortitude North and Fortitude South. The objective of Fortitude South was to mislead the Germans into thinking that the main thrust of an Allied attack would arrive at Calais. The greater the proportion of the Germany army the Allies could keep away from Normandy, the more time to land successive waves of men and the increased chance of securing a firm foothold on the continent before the Germans rushed in the bulk of their troops.
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An inflatable tank.

The Allies established a fake army, the First United States Army Group (FUSAG), based near Dover, opposite Calais, commanded by one of the USA’s most famous generals, George Patton, Jr. There were dummy tanks and gliders to fool German air reconnaissance, fake radio messages, fake military camps and headquarters, and dummy oil tanks. The commanders even trained a soldier-cum-actor, M. E. Clifton James, to impersonate Montgomery and sent him out to Gibraltar and North Africa. (Clifton James, who had lost a finger during the First World War, had to have a prosthetic one made, and, for the duration of the operation, was obliged to stop smoking and drinking – Montgomery did neither.)

Agents were used to feed false information to the Germans; the most valuable being a Spaniard, Juan Pujol Garcia, a double agent codenamed ‘Garbo’, after Greta, in Britain and ‘Arabel’ in Germany. In the six months leading up to D-Day, Garbo sent the Germans over 500 messages, many of them containing correct information to help maintain his ‘reliability’. The Germans trusted him as a ‘well-regarded source’, never realizing where his true loyalty lay. Garbo helped reinforce the idea that the main thrust of an Allied invasion would be directed at Calais or possibly Norway, and would probably take place sometime in July 1944. Indeed, to prove to the Germans the extent of Arabel’s loyalty, on 6 June, Garbo even sent the Germans an urgent message warning them that Operation Overlord had just been launched, but timed so that the Germans had insufficient notice to react with any real effectiveness. Thus, the Germans’ trust in their Arabel was complete, and they utterly believed him when he messaged again to warn them that the assault on Normandy was only a diversionary attack to distract German attention from the main thrust due in Calais. Thus, as the first waves of troops headed for the Normandy beaches, the German command held their tanks back in readiness near Calais. Had this vital ruse failed, and had the Allied soldiers met the full force of the panzer divisions, the result might well have been very different.

Meanwhile, Fortitude North aimed to deceive the Germans that a joint Anglo-Soviet invasion would land at Trondheim on the coast of Norway. Another fake army was established, the British Fourth Army, based in Edinburgh, and false information fed to the Germans by two Norwegian double agents, codenamed Mutt and Jeff (although the British later had their doubts about ‘Mutt’ and subsequently interned him). Indeed, at the launch of Overlord, some 400,000 German troops were, in the event, needlessly stationed at the ready on the coast of Norway. Other plans aimed at deceiving the Germans included false attacks via Spain, the west coast of France, the west coast of Italy, plus Albania, Greece, Romania and Sweden. The deception worked: far fewer Germans were stationed at the beaches because Hitler had them posted across north-west Europe, while German troops bet each other on where the invasion would land.

Operation Fortitude’s second objective, following D-Day, was to persuade the Germans that the invasion of Normandy was but a feint, and that the main Allied landings were still to come in the Pas-de-Calais. By the time the Germans fully realized that they had been deceived, it would be too late.

In late June 1943, COSSAC’s draft plans for the invasion were presented to a conference held in Scotland, chaired by Mountbatten. Having received Mountbatten’s approval, and confirmation that Normandy was indeed the preferred point of invasion, the plans were then presented to Churchill and Roosevelt, and the Canadian prime minister, William Mackenzie King, at the Quadrant Conference held in Quebec that August. It was here that the Allies prioritized the defeat of Germany over that of Japan, and set the date of 1 May 1944 for ‘D-Day’. (The term ‘D-Day’ was a commonly used term during the war signalling the planned day of attack. The ‘D’ merely stood for Day. The hour of attack was similarly termed ‘H-Hour’, the ‘H’ standing for Hour.)

Italy

It was also at the Quadrant Conference that the Allied leaders decided to invade mainland Italy within the month. Allied troops had landed on the island of Sicily the previous month, on 10 July, where they had enjoyed an ecstatic welcome from the islanders. On 25 July, the Italian fascist dictator, Benito Mussolini, had been ousted from power and had since been held in captivity by the new Italian government. By mid-August, German forces had withdrawn from Sicily by crossing over the narrow Strait of Messina on to the Italian mainland. On 3 September, the Allies invaded. Five days later, Italy surrendered and swapped sides to join the Allies.

The first of the so-called ‘Big Three’ conferences, the big three being Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin, was held in Tehran, 28 November to 1 December 1943. It was at Tehran that Stalin agreed, on the condition that the second front would be opened by May 1944, to launch a counteroffensive against Germany from the east, and, once Germany had been defeated, to join the Allied war against Japan.

Meanwhile, in Britain, preparations and intense training ahead of D-Day had begun in earnest.




EISENHOWER
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Dwight D. Eisenhower and Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder.

With three-quarters of the ground forces being American, it was inevitable that the overall commander of Operation Overlord was, likewise, going to be an American. Sure enough, in December 1943, the command structure for Operation Overlord was decided: the Supreme Commander was to be a Texan, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, with a Scotsman, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, his deputy. In charge of ground forces, both US and British, was to be General Sir Bernard Montgomery, Britain’s hero of El Alamein. They were to be joined by Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay and Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, commanding the naval (Operation Neptune) and air divisions respectively. (Four years earlier, Ramsay had made his name by overseeing the mass evacuation of 330,000 soldiers stranded at Dunkirk. Both men, Ramsay and Leigh-Mallory, would die in plane accidents before the war’s end.)

The following month, Eisenhower set up his headquarters first in London’s Grosvenor Square, then, from March 1944, in Bushy Park, near Hampton Court. His team, the Supreme Headquarters of the Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), replaced COSSAC as the driving force planning the invasion of occupied Europe. Montgomery expanded Morgan’s three-beach proposal on the Cotentin Peninsula to five, and extended the target area from thirty to fifty miles, with airborne attacks on both the western and eastern flanks. The Americans would land on the two western beaches, codenamed Utah and Omaha, while the British would attack via the middle and eastern beaches, codenamed Gold and Sword, and between these two, the Canadians would land at Juno. The town of Caen, Montgomery decided, needed to be captured within the first twenty-four hours, followed swiftly by Cherbourg. (In the event, it would take Anglo-Canadian forces until 9 July to capture Caen.)

The expansion of Morgan’s original plan entailed greater numbers of landing craft, ships and, vitally, troops; hence, to have more time to prepare, the launch date was pushed back first to 1 June, then, from mid-May, to 5 June 1944. War production went into overdrive in an effort to meet SHAEF’s demands in time.

On Christmas Eve 1943, President Roosevelt broadcast one of his ‘fireside chats’, in which he said, ‘The war is now reaching the stage where we shall all have to look forward to large casualty lists – dead, wounded and missing. War entails just that. There is no easy road to victory. And the end is not yet in sight.’

By the spring of 1944, over 2 million troops had amassed across southern England – thirty-nine divisions, of which twenty divisions were American, fourteen British, three Canadian, one Polish and one French. Among these divisions were troops from Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Belgium, Norway, the Netherlands, Czechoslovakia, Rhodesia, Denmark and India.




THE ATLANTIC WALL
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Artillery position, part of the Atlantic Wall (Photo: Bundesarchiv, Bild 101I-263-1583-35 / Valtingojer / CC-BY-SA)

Hitler knew an invasion would at some point materialize. On 23 March 1942, in his Führer Directive No. 40, he declared, ‘In the days to come the coasts of Europe will be seriously exposed to the danger of enemy landings.’ Appointing 66-year-old Field Marshal Karl Gerd von Rundstedt in command, he ordered the building of a defensive perimeter known as the Atlantic Wall. Employing 2 million labourers from across Nazi-controlled Europe, many of them slave workers, construction began on a line of fortifications that, once completed, spread 2,800 miles along the coast of the whole of Western Europe – from the northern tip of Norway, along the coasts of Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium, along France’s Channel and Atlantic coasts down to the border of neutral Spain in the south. Consisting of some 700 concrete gun batteries and 12,250 fortified bunkers at intervals rarely more than a hundred yards, it was guarded round-the-clock by 300,000 troops. These troops were far from Hitler’s crack troops, but were, instead, often made up of the oldest and youngest men and POWs captured on the Eastern Front and forced into working for the Germans.

In February 1944, Hitler appointed one of his ablest generals, Erwin Rommel, to oversee the defence of France. Rommel, who had gained fame during Germany’s defeat of France four years earlier and in North Africa where he earned the sobriquet ‘the Desert Fox’, believed that to prevent the Allies from securing a presence on continental Europe, they had to be contained on the beaches and driven back to the sea within ‘the first twenty-four hours’. Declaring the French section of the Atlantic Wall to be inadequate, Rommel ordered the immediate bolstering of defences, with the laying of mines both on the beaches, in places up to a thousand mines deep, and inland, eventually numbering some 6 million, and the installation of obstacles underwater, such as lethal metal spikes. In April 1944, on Rommel’s orders, the Germans planted huge numbers of wooden poles, fourteen to sixteen feet long, sticking out of the ground in fields behind the beaches to disrupt and damage potential Allied paratroopers or gliders. The poles, nicknamed ‘Rommel’s asparagus’, were linked by wire and often armed with a mine.

Rommel also wished to have all nine German panzer divisions available in northern France near the beaches to help repulse any invasion. His superior, Rundstedt, wanted the tanks positioned north of Paris, out of reach of Allied firepower, from where they could be moved as required at short notice. Rommel argued that Allied air superiority would simply destroy the panzers once they tried to move into position. Refereeing this battle of wills, Hitler compromised and allocated three divisions to Rommel, and the rest to Rundstedt.

Several ports along the Channel and Atlantic coasts were re-fortified and designated fortress status, with Hitler personally advising on their design. Each fortress was assigned a commandant, who, on promising to fight to the end, swore an oath of allegiance.

French civilians were ordered to hand in their radios. Anyone caught listening to the BBC faced harsh consequences. In England, as D-Day loomed ever closer, security was also stepped up. Civilians were banned from visiting areas along the English Channel and North Sea. Europe-bound letters were censored and subject to prolonged delays between posting and delivery.




BOMBING
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Bomber Command: a Bristol Blenheim in action.

Meanwhile, as initially discussed at Casablanca five months earlier, from June 1943, the Allies had launched Operation Pointblank, the strategic saturation bombing of Germany by American bombers by day and British bombers by night. The destruction of strategic strongpoints in Germany and the undermining of German resolve were seen as prerequisites to the invasion.

Towards the end of March 1944, Eisenhower faced a major disagreement on how Allied aerial strategy should be prioritized. The commanders of the Bomber Command campaign, Britain’s Arthur Harris and his American counterpart, Carl Spaatz, urged the continuation of Operation Pointblank. ‘Bomber’ Harris believed that he could win the war with his Lancaster bombers, rendering an invasion of occupied France unnecessary. Trafford Leigh-Mallory, commander of Operation Overlord’s air divisions, insisted the priority should be the strategic bombing of German transport facilities in France, an operation codenamed the ‘Transportation Plan’ that had commenced earlier in the month. At a crisis meeting held on 25 March, Eisenhower found in favour of the latter.

The ‘Transportation Plan’ paid great dividends over the coming months leading up to the invasion. Over 200,000 sorties destroyed or damaged points of German military value, including railway lines and depots, bridges (all bridges across the rivers Seine and Loire were destroyed), power stations, radar stations, etc., disrupting defensive preparations. Almost 2,000 Allied planes were brought down and 12,000 Allied airmen lost their lives, but their efforts greatly helped hinder the German response on 6 June and beyond.

But, as well as the crewmen lost, there was another heavy price – some 15,000 French and Belgian civilians were killed and almost 20,000 wounded during these air raids. Churchill questioned the legitimacy of causing such heavy fatalities on the very people the Allies were hoping to liberate. His air chiefs disagreed, arguing it was a price worth paying and that without their work, the number of Overlord casualties risked being far higher. Not convinced, Churchill took the issue to Roosevelt. The president, while regretting the ‘attendant loss of civilian life’, ordered a continuation of the raids.

On 21 May, the Allies launched Operation Chattanooga Choo-Choo, a sustained bombing campaign against German trains and rolling stock in northern Europe, the object being to diminish Germany’s capacity to reinforce their armies once Operation Overlord had been launched. Such was the success of Chattanooga Choo-Choo, the German command was forced to immediately repair the extensive damage inflicted on its railway network, employing slave labour and POWs.

The French resistance played a vital role in the lead-up to D-Day, carrying out constant acts of sabotage against the fabric of German occupation and the French collaborationist government and its police force, the Milice. The risk of capture or denunciation was high, with the invariable result of intensive questioning and torture at the hands of the Gestapo.




TRAINING

As D-Day approached, training intensified. Troops were told only what they needed to know; they certainly had no idea about when or where they’d be going into action. Troops trained embarking and disembarking from landing craft. (The flat-bottomed Landing Craft, Assault vessels (LCA) weighed ten tons each, could carry thirty-eight men and travel up to ten knots per hour, while the much larger Landing Ship, Tank (LST) carried 300 men and sixty tanks. Both vessels could sail right on to a beach.)
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US troops in training for the Normandy landings.

It was at one such training exercise, one that involved the use of live ammunition, that tragedy struck. Twenty-three thousand American troops, the entire invading force of Utah beach, and 300 vessels were rehearsing on Slapton Sands in south Devon on 27 and 28 April 1944 in an exercise codenamed Tiger. It was designed to acclimatize troops as accurately as possible to what they could expect at Utah during the real thing, right down to a number of pretend dead bodies strewn around. Six villages in the area had seen the evacuation of their 3,000 inhabitants. They’d been told they would one day be allowed back. But when, no one knew. Thirty thousand acres of land around Slapton Sands, chosen because of its similarities to the intended target area of Utah beach, had been sealed off with barbed wire and sentries. On the 27th, during Exercise Tiger, poor communication resulted in a number of troops being fired upon by their own ships.

The following day, even greater casualties occurred when a patrol of nine German torpedo boats bumped into a convoy of American landing craft, LSTs, quite by accident. The convoy was being escorted by a British corvette (a small warship specifically designed for escort duties) but the main escort, a destroyer, had been involved in a collision the day before and was temporarily out of action while receiving repairs. At 01.30, the German patrol began firing on the LSTs. Some of the American soldiers mistook the German attack for part of the exercise. Many troops aboard LSTs drowned, having not been instructed on how to fasten their inflatable life jackets and laden down in full battle dress. Fuel caught fire and many men suffered terrible burns. Between the two events, 946 servicemen were killed and some 200 wounded (a greater number of casualties than suffered on the actual attack on Utah beach).

The tragedy of Exercise Tiger was kept hidden, the dead swiftly buried, and survivors sworn to secrecy, lest it should damage morale. Doctors, treating the wounded, were to ask no questions. The extent of the disaster was not fully known until the 1970s. Ten of those declared missing, presumably dead, were of high enough rank to be carrying extremely secret instructions and plans. The commanders feared that some of these men might have been picked up by the Germans and taken prisoner. Had such a scenario manifested, the whole operation would have been in serious jeopardy. Much to all-round relief, divers accounted for all ten corpses.




EVE OF THE INVASION

1 June

On Thursday, 1 June, Eisenhower moved his HQ to Southwick House, north of Portsmouth. Meetings were held twice a day. The intense work and preparations of the previous months had prepared the way. Now, everything depended on the one thing even Eisenhower couldn’t influence – the weather.
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Group Captain James Stagg.

The weather played a huge part in the timing of the launch of Operation Overlord. In the days leading up to the invasion, Eisenhower received regular updates from his chief meteorologist officer, James Stagg, which included reports on tide movements and the position of the moon. The forecast was not good – the clement weather of late May was, according to Stagg, about to give way to a prolonged bout of rain, high winds and heavy cloud. The pressure on Stagg was immense, probably not helped by Frederick Morgan’s earlier quip, ‘Good luck, Stagg… but remember, we’ll string you up from the nearest lamppost if you don’t read the omens right.’ The longer the delay, the more time the Germans had to prepare, and the greater the opportunity of them learning more of Allied plans. The element of surprise was Eisenhower’s greatest weapon.

Each branch of the armed services required specific conditions in order to launch a successful attack. The army needed a rising tide in the hours before dawn; the airborne forces needed clear moonlight, while the navy required calm waters. Meteorologists favoured the days of 5, 6 and 7 June. After that, the tides would change. The next period that would meet all conditions would fall on the five days starting 17 June.

The Allies weren’t the only ones to assess June’s weather. The Germans believed that their enemy would need four consecutive days of fair weather before launching an invasion; thus the forecast ruled out early June – and, thanks to the British codebreakers, Eisenhower knew this. Indeed, the weather on 5 June was so foul, the Germans had to recall their Channel patrols. To add to the Germans’ disadvantage, the Allies controlled the Atlantic off Ireland; therefore the German forecasters had no access to emerging weather patterns coming in from the west and so, unlike Stagg, were not privy to the expected lull in poor weather.

In the morning of 1 June, the Daily Telegraph inadvertently caused alarm at SHAEF when its crossword included a clue to which the solution was ‘Neptune’. It wasn’t the first time – within the previous month, the crossword had included the answers ‘Utah’, ‘Omaha’, ‘Juno’, ‘Sword’, ‘Gold’, ‘Overlord’ and ‘Mulberry’. Surely, someone was sending messages back to Germany? MI5 tracked down the crossword compiler, Leonard Dawe, to his Surrey home and, to use Dawe’s phrase, ‘turned inside out’ until they were satisfied it was purely a fluke.

That evening, the BBC broadcast into France the opening three lines (‘The long sobs / of the violins / of autumn’) of a poem entitled ‘Autumn Song’ by popular French poet Paul Verlaine (originally published in 1866) as the prearranged call to action to cells of the French resistance. The Abwehr, intercepting it, knew it had to be significant, but knew not how.

2 June
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Eisenhower’s Order of the Day

On 2 June, the first Allied warships set sail from their ports at Belfast, Scapa Flow and the Clyde. Elsewhere, in twenty-two ports across southern England from Falmouth in the west to Newhaven in the east, troops prepared to embark. Among them were specially assigned reporters and photographers, including Life magazine’s most famous photographer, Robert Capa. Each man was issued with Eisenhower’s Order of the Day. The 243-word missive began:


Soldiers, Sailors, and Airmen of the Allied Expeditionary Force! You are about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we have striven these many months. The eyes of the world are upon you. The hope and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with you. In company with our brave Allies and brothers-in-arms on other Fronts, you will bring about the destruction of the German war machine, the elimination of Nazi tyranny over the oppressed peoples of Europe, and security for ourselves in a free world. Your task will not be an easy one. Your enemy is well trained, well equipped and battle-hardened. He will fight savagely.


The Allies’ highly effective ‘Transportation Plan’, the strategic bombing of France that had begun in early March, continued, including a number of ‘deception sorties’. On the night of 3/4 June, ninety-six Lancaster bombers attacked and totally destroyed the radar station at Urville-Hague near Cherbourg, the Germans’ primary listening station in Normandy. Ten days later, on 13 June, a German report conceded that their ‘coast defences have been cut off from the supply bases in the interior… large scale strategic movement of German troops by rail is practically impossible at the present time’.

3 June

Rommel, also believing the poor weather would rule out an invasion, decided to return home to Germany, first to visit his wife, Lucie, on the occasion of her fiftieth birthday (a devoted husband, Rommel wrote daily to her while away on duty), followed by a trip to see Hitler at the Berghof to argue his case for moving more panzer divisions to the beaches. He planned to be back in France on 8 June.

4 June

Meeting at 4.15 a.m. at Southwick House, Eisenhower and colleagues listened as Group Captain Stagg offered his latest update. The forecast for 5 June was still not good – poor weather threatened to disrupt Allied plans. Heavy cloud would impede bombing, while low cloud would hinder airborne operations. Stagg, relying on forecasts from three different and sometimes contradictory sources, still reckoned that there would be a respite in the foul weather blowing in from the Atlantic to the west, and therefore 6 June might provide a twenty-four-hour lull and acceptable visibility between two bouts of depression. D-Day, Eisenhower decided, was to be set back by a day. Ships already out at sea had to be recalled. Troops geared up for action had to endure an agonizing extra twenty-four hours of waiting.

Just as worrying now for Eisenhower was news that the Germans had moved one of their crack divisions into the area facing Omaha beach. It was too late to change plans or even to warn the American troops heading for Omaha.

Eisenhower knew that 6 June would provide the last opportunity. After that the high tides of the new moon period would cease and delay an invasion by at least a whole two weeks.

By now, Churchill decided that Charles de Gaulle needed to know what was happening. The leader of the Free French, who, in May 1943, had relocated to Algiers, was called back to England. Initially, de Gaulle refused, still angry that Roosevelt was refusing to acknowledge him as the president of a liberated France. But come back de Gaulle did. On the evening of 4 June, near Portsmouth, Eisenhower and Churchill met with de Gaulle and informed him of the impending invasion. Eisenhower informed the Frenchman that he himself would be broadcasting a proclamation soon after the landings, exhorting the French nation to play their part. Inflamed, de Gaulle demanded to know ‘by what right?… What will you tell them?’

At 9.30 p.m., Eisenhower chaired another meeting. Captain Stagg confirmed his earlier forecast – although far from ideal, the weather on the 6th would be favourable. The fact that Eisenhower knew the enemy had effectively ruled out an invasion during these early days of June countered the less than ideal weather conditions. Conditions were as good as they were going to get. The time had come. At 9.45 p.m., 4 June, Eisenhower issued his order: ‘OK, we’ll go.’ The largest amphibious invasion in history was launched.

5 June
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Dwight D. Eisenhower addresses US paratroopers prior to D-Day.

A brief early morning meeting at Southwick House confirmed Eisenhower’s order the previous evening. There were to be no more delays. All along the south coast, British troops listened as their commanders read aloud a message from Montgomery, starting with the words, ‘The time has come to deal the enemy a terrific blow in Western Europe’; and finishing with, ‘Good hunting on the mainland of Europe.’

Commanders issued their orders; officers were permitted to open sealed envelopes that contained the location of the landings; troops, while still kept in the dark as to their precise destination, were issued with French money and phrase books, so they knew, at least, what country they were heading for. Among the vital supplies issued were self-inflating life jackets and twenty-four-hour ration packs that included pouches of self-warming meals.

During the course of the evening, Eisenhower, unannounced, visited three airfields starting at Newbury in Berkshire where the first US airborne troops were due to depart. He shook many hands and wished his men good luck. ‘Don’t worry, General, we’ll take care of this thing for you,’ one typically upbeat soldier told him. He watched as they boarded their planes. With tears in his eyes, Eisenhower saluted as each of the hundreds of planes took off. ‘Well, it’s on,’ he said to his driver, as he walked glumly back to his car. ‘No one can stop it now.’ Knowing that the casualty rates among these men would be high, he added, ‘It’s very hard to look a soldier in the eye when you fear that you are sending him to his death.’
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Message drafted by Eisenhower in event of the D-Day invasion failing.

At some point on 5 June, Eisenhower wrote a short dispatch, mistakenly dated 5 July, to be read in the event of failure:

Our landings in the Cherbourg-Havre area have failed to gain a satisfactory foothold and I have withdrawn the troops. My decision to attack at this time and place was based on the best information available. The troops, the air, and the Navy did all that bravery and devotion to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it is mine alone.

Later that evening, at 9.30 p.m., the BBC broadcast the next lines from Verlaine’s poem: ‘Wound my heart / with a monotonous / languor.’ Again, the Germans, realizing some hidden meaning, issued an invasion alert. But their field commanders, suffering from ‘alert fatigue’, failed to act; anyway, surely the BBC would not be daft enough to announce the invasion over the airwaves? Meanwhile, on the night of 5 June, the resistance managed to carry out almost a thousand acts of sabotage.

In Italy, late on 5 June, American troops led by General Mark Clark liberated the city of Rome, the first Axis capital to fall. It was a significant occasion, but Clark was thoroughly put out that his moment of fame had been eclipsed by D-Day.

That night, Churchill, as he got ready for bed and having informed Stalin that the invasion was about to take place, said to his wife, Clementine, ‘Do you realize that by the time you wake up in the morning, twenty thousand men may have been killed?’

Meanwhile, back in Germany, Rommel was wrapping his wife’s presents for her birthday in the morning.




6 JUNE: D-DAY (the 1,738th day of the war)

Even as H-Hour approached, ingenious and precisely executed deceptions continued. Under Operations Taxable and Glimmer, a squadron of Lancaster bombers released strips of tin foil by the thousand to give the impression on the German radar screens of a large convoy approaching Calais at a rate of eight knots per hour. To create the illusion, the bombers had to fly very low and release the exact amount of strips at precisely the right time and location. In Operation Moonshine, a small flotilla of gunboats sailing towards Calais, armed with twenty-eight radar reflective balloons, received German radar pulses and returned them magnified many times over to give the impression of a large fleet of ships heading at them. Again, the deception worked, and the Germans brought their big guns into action, firing at strips of aluminium fluttering through the night sky.

Pegasus Bridge
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Pegasus Bridge three days after its capture by British paratroopers.

Sixteen minutes past midnight on Tuesday, 6 June 1944, a British Horsa glider crash-landed at exactly its intended spot – within fifty yards of a 200-foot-long road bridge crossing the Caen Canal, codenamed Pegasus Bridge, five miles from the coast. (Built in 1934, the bridge had a motorized hinge to allow shipping traffic to pass by beneath.) Within two minutes, another two gliders, each containing thirty soldiers, had also landed. The gliders, having been towed across the Channel by bombers, had released themselves three miles from their target from a height of 8,000 feet. The obstacles planted by the Germans, ‘Rommel’s asparagus’, were not as dangerous as feared and the gliders merely sliced through them. If anything, the wooden stakes helped bring the gliders, flying down at ninety miles per hour, to a quicker, if rather abrupt, landing, mostly causing the men inside nothing more than bruising (although there was one fatality).

The ninety soldiers of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, led by one Major John Howard, were the first to go into action in Occupied France. Five hundred yards further on from Pegasus Bridge was the 350-foot-long bridge over the River Orne (codenamed Horsa Bridge). Both bridges were of vital importance – German reinforcements intending to reach the coast would have to cross the canal and river via these bridges and, likewise, Allied forces would need them if, assuming they had got that far, they were to advance further inland. Howard’s men needed to take the bridges intact. The Germans, totally taken by surprise, offered little resistance as the infantrymen stormed the bridges, securing them within fifteen minutes. As Howard would later say, ‘We had caught old Jerry with his pants down.’

The infantrymen then held the bridges against counterattacks until reinforcements reached them almost thirteen hours later – a group of commandos accompanied by the rousing sound of bagpipes. The nearby café, the Café Gondrée, became perhaps the first dwelling in Occupied France to be liberated. Its owner, Georges Gondrée, overcome with joyful emotion, dug up ninety-eight bottles of champagne he had buried in June 1940 to hide them from the Germans, and invited the soldiers to join him in a toast to freedom.

Merville Battery

Another immediate target for the Allies was the fortified German Merville Battery. Its heavy guns, if allowed to be operational, would pose a serious threat to troops landing on Sword beach. But most of the paratroopers assigned to the task had been dropped too far away, together with much vitally needed equipment, including lights to guide in supporting gliders. Without the lights to guide them in, the three gliders, expected to crash land on the battery, missed their target. Although limited to a mere 150 men out of the planned 600, the commander, Lieutenant Colonel Terence Otway, knew he could not wait. Despite desperate odds, Otway led his men into the attack and, following hand-to-hand fighting, succeeded in neutralizing the battery. The price was heavy – half his 150 men were killed.

Across the Channel advanced the first wave of the huge armada that made up Operation Neptune, the naval element of Overlord – the first of the 5,500 ships that sailed on 6 June, carrying the first of the 156,000 men to go into combat on D-Day. In front of them, clearing the way through the aquatic minefields off the Normandy coast, were 255 wooden-hulled minesweepers. Patrol planes combed the western approach to the Channel, searching for and sinking German U-boats.

Aircraft carrying paratroopers of the US 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions skirted the edges of the armada lest they should accidentally be shot at. At 1.30 a.m., as they approached the French coast, they came under attack from anti-aircraft fire. Many troops were dropped far from their intended drop zones, in some cases up to thirty miles away, and had to navigate through the dark in a foreign country to find their colleagues. Some of those unfortunate enough to land in marshland or rivers drowned, weighed down by their heavy equipment. Others were shot at and killed by Germans as they landed. In an operation codenamed Titanic, 500 dummy parachutists were also dropped. Known as ‘Ruperts’, they were designed to explode on landing, while soldiers accompanying the Ruperts played sound recordings of gunfire, shouting and explosions. The Germans were certainly under the impression they were being swamped from all sides, greatly overestimating the number of airborne troops that had landed, committing troops away from the beaches.

With Rommel away from the scene, his deputy, Hans Speidel, failed to take the threat seriously, still believing the main invasion would not come for days and, when it did, it would be focused on Calais. The grand deception was still working.

At 3 a.m., Britain’s double agent Garbo issued his message to German intelligence, warning them that the invasion was coming. By the time they received it they had been left with no time to prevent the attack from advancing.




FIVE BEACHES

At 5.50, forty minutes before H-Hour, 138 Allied ships, positioned between three and thirteen miles out, began their tremendous bombardment of the German coastal defences. Above them, 1,000 RAF bombers attacked, followed in turn by 1,000 planes of the USAAF. Between them, the aircrews flew 13,688 sorties over the course of D-Day alone.

From their ships, soldiers, weighed down with weapons and seventy pounds of equipment, scaled down scramble nets and into their landing craft. It took over three hours for the vessels to cross the eleven or so miles to the coast. The men, trembling with abject fear, shivering from the cold and suffering from severe seasickness, endured and held on as their tightly packed vessels were buffeted by six-foot high waves and eighteen miles per hour winds. At 6.30, H-Hour, the first US troops landed on Omaha and Utah beaches.

On all five landing spots, the most dangerous task fell to the men whose job it was to explode and neutralize the German mines littered across the beaches in order to clear a path for the first full wave of troops coming up directly behind them. The courage to attempt such a task is beyond imagination. The fatality rate among these courageous select was horrendously high, reaching 75 per cent.

Omaha
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US troops landing at Omaha beach on D-Day.

The defences around Omaha were formidable. Rommel’s men had placed thousands of ‘dragon’s teeth’ (small concrete pyramids) on the beach, designed to take out the base of landing craft, and topped with mines. Gun emplacements had the entire length of beach within their range. The naval bombardment and the subsequent aerial one, although effective elsewhere, had made little impact on Omaha. Ten landing craft were sunk. Men, leaping into water too deep, drowned, weighed down by their equipment. The US soldiers, led by General Omar Bradley, facing the strongest and most experienced German troops from the 352nd Infantry Division, jumped from their landing craft into a barrage of gunfire. All but two of the DD amphibious tanks were sunk, their crews trapped inside, depriving the advancing Americans of covering fire. With Omaha beach offering little in the way of shelter or protection, casualties among the Americans were appallingly high. Many returned to the freezing waters and floated on their backs, keeping their noses above the waterline.

Among the second wave, landing an hour later, was photographer Robert Capa. Under relentless fire Capa managed to take 106 pictures. (On returning to the Life offices in London with the unprocessed films, a laboratory assistant accidentally destroyed all but eleven of Capa’s photographs.)

The congested beach at Omaha had become a killing field, littered with bodies, burning tanks and equipment. The noise of screams, gunfire and bombardment filled the air. Terrified men, sprinting as best they could across the expanse of beach, found a degree of cover at the base of the cliffs – if they managed to get that far. Many did not. At 8 a.m., as destroyers came close enough to pound and weaken the German defences, sufficient numbers had congregated to begin the climb up the cliffs. By 11 a.m. a contingent broke out and captured the village of Vierville. Their colleagues, still pinned down on the beach and with the tide now coming in, were in danger of being pushed back to the sea. But the German soldiers, in maintaining their constant barrage, were close to exhaustion. Finally, at 2 p.m., the first beach exit was cleared. By 4 p.m., tanks and vehicles were able to move off the beach. By the end of the day, 34,000 troops had been landed on Omaha beach at the cost of 2,400 killed or wounded.
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Wounded US soldiers after landing on Omaha beach.

Back in Germany, Rommel was told of the invasion at 10.15 a.m. Although assured that the attack was little more than a feint, Rommel, having been ordered by Hitler to push the invaders back to the sea by midnight, immediately embarked on the long drive back to France. He arrived at his French HQ at 6 p.m. Hitler, staying at Klessheim Castle near Salzburg in Austria, also thought that the invasion was little more than a diversionary tactic. Still believing the main thrust of the invasion would appear at the Pas-de-Calais, he kept most of his forces under alert – and, crucially – inactive. Hence, the immediate German response was, on the whole, lacklustre and haphazard. Eventually, at midday, Hitler ordered a panzer counterattack. It was all he could do – Germany’s aerial response was nullified by the Allies’ vast supremacy in the air. The Luftwaffe simply did not possess the resources to match the combined forces of the RAF and the USAAF. In response to the Allies’ 13,688 sorties on D-Day, the Luftwaffe managed to respond with only 319, shooting down just one Allied plane.

Utah

While the American troops on Omaha beach struggled to gain a foothold, their colleagues to the west, on the three-mile-wide Utah beach, faced relatively lighter opposition. However, this did not diminish the daunting task that still faced them. The objective of those landing at Utah was the occupation of the nearby port of Cherbourg, which, Eisenhower hoped, would provide the Allies’ first port for delivering further troops and supplies from England.


Luck played into the Allies’ hand at Utah. Strong currents had forced the landing crafts a mile south of their intended target. There the US 4th Infantry had come across a lightly defended stretch of coastline.

Utah beach was secured within a couple of hours, having forced the German defenders into surrender. By opening a number of sluice gates, the Germans had deliberately flooded the fields behind the beaches at Utah to restrict movement inland, but the Americans managed to advance over the causeways. By midday, they had linked up with the paratroopers of the 101st Airborne Division who, together with the 82nd, had been dropped two to five miles inland. By midnight, 23,250 troops had landed in France via Utah beach at the cost of 210 men killed or wounded, considerably less than the casualties sustained during Exercise Tiger on Slapton Sands, and had advanced four miles inland.

Sword
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British tank coming ashore on Sword Beach on D-Day.

The objective of the British commandos landing on Sword beach was to advance towards the city of Caen, eight miles inland. By 8 a.m., they were already breaking out behind the five-mile wide beach, the furthest east of the five beaches, and advancing on the nearest German-held villages, hoping to reach Caen by nightfall. Behind them, arrived more waves of British troops. By 1 p.m., the commandos had linked up with the paratroopers guarding Pegasus and Horsa bridges over the Caen Canal and River Orne. But heading towards them was a division of 127 panzers.

Hitler’s panzers, realizing the enemy had taken Pegasus Bridge, were forced to cross the Orne at a bridge further south, hence losing valuable time. Meanwhile, at 8 p.m., the 192nd Panzer division threatened to split the British and Canadians at Sword and Juno beaches but was eventually repulsed by aerial attacks and Allied tanks that had already secured their position on Sword. By midnight, 29,000 British troops had been landed at Sword for the cost of 630 casualties and had penetrated six miles inland.

In Caen, the Gestapo hastily gathered eighty of their prisoners, leading members of the French resistance, and executed them. Having done their work, as Allied bombs rained down on the town, they prepared to evacuate south to the town of Falaise, taking with them resistance members that had been spared for further interrogation.

Gold

The five-mile-wide Gold beach, the central beach, was to be the site for one of the two Mulberry Harbours. The objective for the British troops landing at Gold was the capture of nearby Bayeux and to enable east–west communication along the Caen–Bayeux road. Landing at 7.45 a.m., troops secured three beach exits within the hour.

By 9 p.m., troops had reached the outskirts of Bayeux and seized the town of Arromanches. By midnight, having landed 25,000 troops for fewer than 400 casualties, they had linked up with Canadians at Juno beach.

Juno
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German soldier captured by Canadian troops near Juno beach, 7 June.

The objective for the Canadian troops landing at Juno was to link-up with their British colleagues landing at Gold and Sword beaches either side of them. Beach mines destroyed a third of the landing craft. Despite coming under heavy fire, they secured the first beach exit within three hours. By midnight, 21,000 troops had landed via Juno, at the cost of 1,200 casualties, and the advance guard had pushed seven miles inland.

At 9.32, the morning of D-Day, the BBC announced the invasion: ‘D-Day has come. Early this morning the Allies began the assault on the northwestern face of Hitler’s European fortress.’ Next came a pre-recorded message from Eisenhower, extolling the French resistance to play their part as previously instructed and telling all citizens of occupied Western Europe: ‘the hour of your liberation is approaching’. At midday, Churchill addressed the House of Commons. De Gaulle, having initially refused to broadcast to the French people, finally relented and did so: ‘Submerged for four years but at no time reduced nor vanquished, France is arising to do its part there.’ Pétain was also quick to the airwaves, urging French citizens to ‘Obey the orders of the Government… The circumstances of battle will lead the German army to take special measures in the zones of combat. Accept this necessity.’

In her diary for 6 June, Anne Frank wrote,

Is this really the beginning of the long-awaited liberation? The liberation we’ve all talked so much about, which still seems too good, too much of a fairy tale ever to come true? Will this year, 1944, bring us victory? We don’t know yet. But where there’s hope, there’s life. It fills us with fresh courage and makes us strong again.

And so as 6 June became 7 June, the Allies had landed 156,000 men in France for the loss of about 9,000 casualties, of whom 4,571, over half, had been killed.




THE BATTLE OF NORMANDY

During the following morning, 7 June, British troops captured Bayeux with relative ease; the first French city to be liberated.
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British soldier inspecting identity cards of French civilians, Normandy.

In the days following D-Day, both the Allies and the Germans fought for control of Normandy and the Cotentin Peninsula. The Allies’ first objective was to connect the gains they had made on 6 June on and around the five beaches. On 12 June, this was achieved when, after an intense house-to-house battle, the 101st Airborne Division captured the village of Carentan. The Allies now controlled an area, a bridgehead, forty-two miles wide and, at its deepest, fifteen miles deep. From this base, the US troops laid siege to Cherbourg and the British and Canadians to Caen.

As planned, the defunct merchant ships were tugged or, in some instances, sailed across the Channel and then sunk in rows, forming the sheltered conditions for the two Mulberry Harbours. The harbours, which themselves were towed across by 150 tugs, were pieced together and ready for use within two days – the British one at Arromanches, off Gold beach, and the US harbour off Omaha beach. Within the first two weeks, almost 500,000 men had poured in via the harbours or the beaches, together with almost 100,000 vehicles. But on 19 June, severe gales destroyed the American harbour and rendered the British one almost unserviceable for several days. Later, on 12 August, the first PLUTO pipeline, running from the Isle of Wight to Cherbourg, became operational. Over the coming weeks, another seventeen lines were laid. By March 1945, the PLUTO lines were pumping up to a million gallons of fuel each day into France.

Meanwhile, in June, having secured their bridgehead, the Allies now had to break out of the Cotentin Peninsula but in this they were, for the time being, frustrated. The Germans rushed in reinforcements – although Allied bombing and resistance sabotage delayed them – and encircled the Allies within their bridgehead. The battle now became a war of attrition as opposing forces fought field for field, town for town. The terrain of Normandy, dense hedgerows and sunken lanes, known by the locals as bocage, favoured the defence and proved difficult for the Allied tanks. In mid-July, the Americans nullified the German advantage, to an extent, by inventing what they called a ‘hedgebuster’, akin to a large garden fork, which they attached to the front of their tanks, making them capable of quickly cutting through the hedges.
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US troops during the Battle of Cherbourg.

The Battle for Cherbourg raged on. Although well entrenched, the German defenders soon began to run out of food and supplies and after three weeks of constant battle and aerial bombardment were on the point of exhaustion. Closing in, US troops took the town on 27 June. The German general commanding Cherbourg, Friedrich Dollmann, having been informed that he was to be court-martialled for losing the town, died of a supposed heart attack the following day. The town’s harbour facilities had been so severely damaged that it took until mid-August for the port to be rendered even partially accessible.

Germany
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Flats in London’s East End damaged by a V-2 rocket attack.

While his armies tried to contain the enemy within the Cotentin Peninsula, and in retaliation for the bombing of German cities, on 13 June Hitler unleashed on London the first of his long-awaited new, super weapons – the flying bomb, the V-1 (or ‘Doodlebug’). Three months later came the even more frightening V-2, first used against London on 8 September. The V-2, flying faster than the speed of sound, caused much devastation and fear in south-east England. In response, Allied bombers, in an operation codenamed Crossbow, targeted manufacturing sites. Nonetheless, at the peak of the bombing up to eight V-2s were landing on British soil per day. Nothing in Britain’s armoury could cope: radar, anti-aircraft guns, fighter planes were all rendered obsolete against these new weapons of terror but, despite the damage they inflicted, they arrived too late in the war to make an impact on its outcome.

On 2 July, Hitler replaced Rundstedt, who, lacking the necessary gumption, had become too pessimistic for the Führer’s liking. In his place, full of optimism, arrived Field Marshal Günther von Kluge. Within days, Kluge, realizing the precariousness of the situation and that Rundstedt’s pessimism was perhaps well founded, also succumbed to melancholy. Kluge’s responsibilities were enhanced to that of the Supreme Field Commander West when, on 17 July, Rommel was wounded while travelling in his car by a British fighter plane and had to be invalided back to Germany.

Even six weeks on, Hitler was still under the illusion that a second, much bigger invasion would come at any time and hence remained determined not to commit the full force of his resources into Normandy. Continued reports from top (double) agent Arabel helped sustain the illusion. The fictional First US Army Group, commanded by George Patton, was still perceived as a threat, ready to spring into action at any moment.

The Germans had several other disadvantages to contend with – having to fight the Allies on one side and deal with the resistance on the other; their supplies of war material were running low and, unbeknownst to the German command, much of their communication was still being intercepted by Bletchley Park’s codebreakers, giving the Allies crucial information as to German plans and manoeuvres. Further afield, on the Eastern Front, on 22 June, Stalin had launched Operation Bagration, the Soviet Union’s great counteroffensive against the Nazis.

On 20 July, Hitler survived an assassination attempt in his Wolf’s Lair in East Prussia, the ‘July Bomb Plot’, perpetuated by Nazi officers who hoped to shorten the war with his removal. Hitler, although shaken, suffered only superficial injury and those responsible were soon rounded up and executed. The finger of suspicion fell on Kluge. It was known that the field marshal had previously met with anti-Hitler conspirators. On 17 August, while in France, news came through that he was to be replaced by Walter Model. On being ordered back to Berlin, Kluge, fearing what lay in store, committed suicide by swallowing a cyanide pill.

Rommel was to become another victim. Although not directly involved, Rommel had previously voiced sympathy for the plan. Once his endorsement had come to light, he was given the option of honourable suicide or subjecting himself to humiliation and the kangaroo court of Nazi justice, and his family deported to a concentration camp. He chose the former and, on 14 October, accompanied by two generals sent by Hitler, Rommel poisoned himself. He was, as promised, buried with full military honours, his family pensioned off.




LIBERATION

Meanwhile, throughout France, the resistance continued to play their part – aiding the Allies wherever possible. Reprisals were often swift and brutal. On the 10 June, SS soldiers of the Der Führer regiment entered the small village of Oradour-sur-Glane, near the city of Limoges in central France, and murdered almost every inhabitant – 642 civilians, including 205 children. (When Rommel heard of the atrocity, he sought, unsuccessfully, Hitler’s permission to punish the perpetrators. Following the war, a new village bearing the same name was built while the original village remains as a memorial. Adolf Diekmann, who led the massacre, was killed in action nearly three weeks later.)
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Canadian troops in action during the Battle of Caen.

In Normandy, thrice the British, led by Montgomery, tried to capture Caen in operations named after English racecourses – Epsom, Charnwood and Goodwood – each attempt more ferocious than the last. Progress was slow, the fighting intense. Caen had been Montgomery’s objective within the first twenty-four hours following D-Day. In the event, it took five weeks, until 9 July, by which time the town was flattened and 6,000 civilians had been killed.

Eisenhower’s deputies felt that Montgomery was being overcautious, and conspired to have him replaced. Churchill too was having his doubts about the hero of El Alamein. Eisenhower almost agreed with them. But Monty had a plan, and in executing it he refused to budge, even if it took time to come to fruition. He intended to draw the bulk of the Germans to the east of the bridgehead to allow the Americans to break out from the west which, indeed, they eventually did.

On 25 July, while the Germans were preoccupied to the east of the Allies’ bridgehead, US general, Omar Bradley, launched Operation Cobra. Bradley’s troops captured the town of Saint Lô, leaving it 95 per cent flattened, and from there advanced to Avranches at the base of the Cotentin Peninsula. From Avranches, the advance was able to drive west and south, into Brittany, and eastwards.

A German counterattack launched on 7 August floundered – again in large part because the Allies had intercepted German communications and were ready for the coming onslaught. Allied air supremacy again played a major part. The counterattack having failed, Hitler ordered the withdrawal of his troops from Normandy. As Kluge tried to retreat, Allied forces approaching from different directions squeezed his forces around the town of Falaise. The fighting around Falaise was intense. Eisenhower, on visiting the town following its capture, compared it to a scene of Hell as envisaged by Dante: ‘It was literally possible to walk for hundreds of yards at a time, stepping on nothing but dead and decaying flesh.’ Such was the extent of ‘decaying flesh’, both civilian and military, and the fear of disease, the Allies declared the area an ‘unhealthy zone’.

By now Hitler had replaced Kluge with Field Marshal Walter Model.

The Allies had closed the gap at the ‘Falaise Pocket’ by 20 August. Up to 15,000 German troops had been killed at Falaise, and another 50,000 taken prisoner, but still nearly 50,000 had managed to escape eastward towards Belgium.

Meanwhile, on 15 August, a secondary Allied attack, Operation Dragoon, landed in the south of France and rapidly advanced northwards.
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General Charles de Gaulle and entourage set off from the Arc de Triomphe down the Champs Elysees to Notre Dame for a service of thanksgiving following the city’s liberation, 26 August 1944.

The German army in France was now shattered, and the Allies rapidly advanced southwards from the Cotentin Peninsula. With the enemy about to enter Paris, Hitler ordered his commander there, Major-General Dietrich von Choltitz, to destroy much of the city. Choltitz refused and surrendered as, on 25 August, the French general, Jacques-Philippe Leclerc, led the Allies into the city. They were ecstatically welcomed and the witch-hunt for collaborators began immediately.

The following day, De Gaulle made his triumphant return to Paris.

On 1 September, Canadian troops captured Dieppe, just over two years after their failed attempt in August 1942. On the 3rd, British troops entered Brussels to an equally joyous reception and, two days later, liberated Antwerp. On the 10th, US troops liberated Luxembourg.

On 17 September, Montgomery launched Operation Market Garden, the biggest airborne operation in history. Its objective was to cut through the Siegfried Line, Germany’s line of defences on the Dutch–German border. In doing so Monty planned to capture the bridges over the River Rhine, near the town of Arnhem, thereby opening the road to Berlin. Faulty radio transmitters severed communication between the British troops, and determined resistance by the Germans doomed the operation to failure. Any hopes of finishing the war by Christmas 1944 were now dashed. Instead, seven months of hard fighting were still to come.

On 16 December 1944, Hitler launched a last-ditch and ultimately doomed counteroffensive through the Ardennes Forest in Belgium. The Battle of the Bulge, as it became known, held up the Allied advance by about six weeks. From the end of January 1945, German forces were on constant retreat as the Allies pressed forward.

With the Soviet Union’s Red Army approaching from the east and the US and its allies from the west, it was not so much a case of if Germany could be defeated, but when. The aerial bombardment of German cities continued – Dresden, for example, was flattened in February 1945. The full extent of Nazi horror was exposed as, one by one, the death camps were liberated. Still Hitler refused to surrender. On 30 April, with Soviet troops fighting within yards of his bunker beneath the German Reichstag, he committed suicide. On 7 May, Germany unconditionally surrendered to the Western Allies, and, the following day, to the Soviet Union. The war in Europe was over.

The war in the Pacific continued for another three months. With the USA bombing Japanese cities at will, Japan’s situation was hopeless. Unable to secure Japan’s surrender, the USA dropped an atomic bomb on the city of Hiroshima on 6 August 1945. Two days later, the Soviet Union entered the war against Japan. The following day, 9 August, the USA dropped a second atomic bomb, this time on the city of Nagasaki. Finally, on 2 September, Japan surrendered. After six years and a day, the Second World War had come to an end.




WHAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN…

The debt we owe to those who took part on D-Day and the subsequent Battle of Normandy is immense. The invasion of 6 June 1944 changed the course of history.

In retrospect, given the Allies’ intense preparation, and the extent of Germany’s dwindling resources and overstretched commitments, East and West, the success of the invasion seems almost inevitable. But of course that was far from the case. The prospect of failure loomed large in the minds of Eisenhower and his political masters, and for all those involved and for all those who, under the yoke of Nazi oppression, awaited liberation. The outcome of the war and the make-up of a post-war Europe would have been very different had, on 6 June, the invasion of Normandy failed. The story of D-Day would have marked the continuation, not the beginning of the end, of Europe’s new Dark Age. Had the Allies’ invasion of France been repulsed, had the Germans triumphed during the Battle of Normandy, had the Germans not been so emphatically deceived, it would have spelled disaster for the Allies and the cause of freedom. Germany would have been on full alert for a repeat attempt, which would have taken another year or more to prepare, had it taken place at all. The USA would have turned its attention and its resources to the war in the Pacific. Hitler would have had a free hand to concentrate his efforts in defeating the Soviet Union in the East. Had he failed, which, in all likelihood, would have been the case, Stalin’s troops, having overrun Berlin, would have advanced into western Germany and, from there, into Western Europe. The post-war map of Europe would have looked far different – instead of an ‘Iron Curtain’ separating East from West, the curtain would have separated North and South, dividing Britain from a Europe dominated throughout by Stalin. Much of Western Europe would have suffered continued subjugation – only under a different master and different uniform. The Cold War, as chilly as it was, would have been that much colder.

May we never forget…
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A poppy on Juno beach, 6 June 2004




Appendix 1: Key Players

DWIGHT ‘IKE’ EISENHOWER (1890–1969)
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Dwight D. Eisenhower

Born in Texas into a family of German immigrant pacifists, Dwight Eisenhower, the third of seven boys, was brought up in Kansas. He attended the West Point Military Academy, graduating in 1915. Although he rose to the temporary rank of lieutenant colonel during the First World War, he never saw any action; a drawback, as he saw it, that caused him embarrassment and was later used against him as an example of his lack of frontline experience.

Eisenhower married his wife, Mamie Geneva Doud, in 1916. (But during the Second World War he became very close to his driver, Kay Summersby. When Eisenhower visited US troops on the eve of D-Day, Summersby accompanied him. Whether they had an affair is open to speculation, although Summersby clearly said so. In 1975, after the death of Eisenhower, Summersby wrote her autobiography entitled Past Forgetting: My Love Affair with Dwight D. Eisenhower.)

During the interwar years, while stationed in France, he wrote a guide to the battlefields of the Great War, as it was still known.

In 1939, Eisenhower, or Ike, was a 49-year-old lieutenant colonel (now no longer temporary). Yet, within three years, he had been appointed ahead of 366 more senior officers to take command of US forces in Europe. Based in Britain, he commanded Operation Torch, the Allied landing in North Africa; and, in 1943, oversaw the invasion of Italy. As Supreme Commander of Allied Forces, appointed in December 1943, he masterminded the D-Day landings, the Battle of Normandy and the subsequent push into Germany.

Despite his lack of combat experience, Eisenhower was known for his diplomacy, bringing together a sense of collaboration between the British and Americans, and his ability to cope with conflicting egos, especially with the likes of Montgomery and Patton.

Following the liberation of Nazi-occupied France, Eisenhower favoured a ‘broad thrust’ into Germany rather than the quicker but riskier narrow front favoured by Bernard Montgomery.


He served briefly as Governor of the US Zone in post-war Germany, before returning to the USA and becoming Army Chief of Staff. He was courted by both the Republican and Democrat parties ahead of the 1948 presidential election, but refused to be drawn in. Instead, Eisenhower became President of Columbia University and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, during which time he wrote his bestselling Crusade in Europe. In 1951, he was appointed the Supreme Commander of the newly created North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), serving for just fifteen months.

In 1953, standing as a Republican, Eisenhower became the thirty-fourth US President, serving two terms. The first Republican president for twenty years, he oversaw the ending of the Korean War, sent the first US troops to South Vietnam and, in 1956, stopped the Anglo-French invasion of Suez. Although he had a serious heart attack in 1955, and a series of minor ones throughout his time as president, he fought and won a second term the following year. As president, Eisenhower was much criticized for allowing Senator Joseph McCarthy, with Vice-President Richard Nixon’s backing, too much of a free hand in exposing supposed communists within American society. It was only as McCarthy started to attack the military, most famously, George C. Marshall, Eisenhower’s old mentor, that Eisenhower finally and rather belatedly intervened.

Eisenhower refused to stand behind Nixon during the 1960 presidential election. Nixon narrowly lost to Democrat, John F. Kennedy.

Dwight D. Eisenhower died, aged 78, on 28 March 1969.

OMAR BRADLEY
 (1893–1981)
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Omar Bradley

Born in 1893 in Missouri, Omar Nelson Bradley fought on the Western Front during the last months of the First World War. His father, a schoolteacher who had married one of his pupils, died in 1906 while Omar was still only thirteen.

In 1943, during the Second World War, Bradley led US troops on to Sicily. The following year, based in London, he was given command of American troops assigned to the Normandy landings. His immediate commander was Bernard Montgomery. After a battle of attrition, he led the capture of Cherbourg, then the advance into the town of Avranches. On 1 August 1944, Bradley was given command of the US Twelfth Army Group, consisting of one and a quarter million troops, the largest US army ever assigned to a single general. Bradley’s army fought in the Ardennes, during the Battle of the Bulge, December 1944–January 1945, and his soldiers were among the Allied troops who shook hands with their Soviet counterparts on the River Elbe in April 1945.

Post-war, Bradley served on the US Joint Chiefs of Staff and in 1950 was appointed ‘General of the Army’, the highest rank in the US army. He oversaw US strategy during the Korean War and retired in 1953, a month after the end of the war. Although retired, he advised President Lyndon Johnson on military policy during the Vietnam War.

His memoirs, A Soldier’s Story, were published in 1951.

Omar Bradley died on 8 April 1981, aged 88, and is buried at Arlington National Cemetery.

ROBERT CAPA (1913–54)
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Robert Capa.

‘If your photographs aren’t good enough, you’re not close enough.’

Considered one of the greatest war photographers, Robert Capa’s images, especially those taken during the Spanish Civil War and the D-Day landings, are among the iconic images of the twentieth century.

Born Andre Friedmann in Budapest in 1913, he had, by the age of 18, turned into a political radical, opposed to the authoritarian rule of Hungarian regent, Miklós Horthy. In 1931, Friedmann was arrested and imprisoned by Hungary’s secret police. On his release, after only a few months, he moved to Berlin where he studied journalism and political science while working part-time as a darkroom apprentice. In 1933, alarmed by the rise of Nazism, Friedmann, who was Jewish, moved to Paris.

Two years later, while in Paris, Friedmann met Gerta Pohorylle, a German Jew who had also fled Hitler’s Germany. Together they worked as photojournalists, fell in love and, in an attempt to make their work more commercially appealing, pretended they both worked for the famous American photographer, Robert Capa. Friedmann took the photos, Pohorylle hawked them to the news agencies and credit was given to the fictional Robert Capa. (The name ‘Capa’ was chosen as homage to the American film director, Frank Capra.)

In 1936, Friedmann, having now assumed the name Robert Capa, and Pohorylle, who had also changed her name, becoming Gerda Taro, travelled to Spain to cover the Civil War, which had erupted in July that year. It was in Spain that Capa took the photo, first published in September 1936 by French magazine Vu, and later in Life magazine, that made him a household name – The Falling Soldier, a photograph of a Republican soldier supposedly at the moment of death from a sniper’s bullet. The photo has been the subject of much debate. While Capa’s defenders, particularly his brother, maintain its authenticity, others accuse Capa of having staged the scene. Research shows that the photograph was taken some thirty-five miles away from where Capa said it had been, in an area that saw no fighting on the day the shot was taken. Perhaps more damning is that the photo bears no evidence of a bullet wound.

On 25 July 1937, while Capa was away in Paris, Taro was injured in Spain, crushed by a reversing Republican tank. She died the following day, a week short of her twenty-seventh birthday. Grief-stricken, Capa travelled to China to document the Sino-Japanese War.

With the outbreak of war in 1941, following Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, Capa was in New York, and started working for various magazines, including Life and Time. Sent to Europe, he accompanied American troops during the 1943 advance through German-held Sicily, and, in October, the battle for Naples.

In April 1944, he transferred to London ahead of the planned invasion of Normandy. He landed with the second wave of troops on Omaha beach on 6 June, D-Day. Sheltering from German gunfire and shaking with fear ‘from toe to hair’, Capa managed, over the course of two hours, to take 106 shots of American soldiers fighting and struggling on the beach. He quickly returned to London to have the four rolls of film developed. Unfortunately, a laboratory assistant dried the pictures too quickly, thereby melting three rolls and half the fourth. The only surviving eleven photographs were, as a result of the blunder, blurred. Since dubbed the ‘Magnificent Eleven’, part of the set was originally published in Life on 11 June.

Following the war, Capa became an American citizen and, in 1947, founded Magnum Photos in Paris with French photographer, Henri Cartier-Bresson. He continued his travels, working in Israel and the Soviet Union, where he took photos for the novelist John Steinbeck on his tour of the country.

Although Capa had decided not to work in any more war zones, in 1954 he accepted Time’s request to cover the war in French Indochina, modern-day Vietnam. On 25 May, in the city of Thái Bình, Capa stepped on a mine and was killed. He was 40.

JUAN PUJOL GARCIA (1912–88)
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Juan Pujol Garcia

Juan Pujol Garcia was unique among Second World War agents – he was the only one to offer his services as a double agent as opposed to all others who had been captured and ‘turned’. Bespectacled, balding and timid, Pujol was not the image usually associated with a double agent, let alone Britain’s most effective one.

Born in Barcelona in February 1912, Pujol was working on a chicken farm when, in 1936, the Spanish Civil War broke out. He managed to fight for both the Republican side and the Nationalists. He was committed to neither and hated the extreme views they each represented. By the end of the war, he was able to claim that he had served in both armies without firing a single bullet for either.

He emerged from the experience with an intense dislike for extreme ideologies and, for the ‘good of humanity’, sought to help achieve a more moderate system. Three times he approached British services in Lisbon and Madrid, offering to spy for them, only to be turned away without an interview. Undeterred, Pujol decided to become a double agent. He offered his services to the German Abwehr service based also in Lisbon, proposing to spy on the English, claiming that as a diplomat working in London, he knew England well. His audacity was certainly impressive – he had never visited England nor could he speak the language, and he had forged a British passport without ever having seen a real one. Incredibly, the Germans fell for the story, put him through an intensive training course, and supplied him with the tools of the trade – invisible ink, cash, and a codename, Arabel – and sent him on assignment to England with instructions to build a network of spies.

This Pujol did. Soon, he had a team of agents working for him. They included disillusioned men and women, disaffected English nationals, and people prepared to betray Britain in return for wine. Between them, they supplied Pujol a steady stream of information which, in turn, he passed on to the Abwehr.

But it was all false. Pujol never went to England. Instead, he ensconced himself in Lisbon and armed with a Blue Guide to England and various books he found in the library, made everything up. He reported on non-existent troops, and routinely mixed up his pounds, shillings and pence. The Germans seemed not to notice. He even had the nerve to post his reports from Lisbon letterboxes, telling his German paymasters that among his agents was a pilot who regularly flew to Portugal, posting his correspondence locally.

Soon, the British were intercepting his messages and were delighted at the amount of false information being fed to the enemy. They determined to track him down. But in April 1942, Pujol approached them. This time, not surprisingly, they took his offer more seriously. Given the codename Garbo, Pujol began working with a Spanish- and German-speaking Security Service officer, Tomás (Tommy) Harris.

The Germans were so impressed with the work of their Arabel and his network of agents that they rarely bothered to recruit further agents. For the British, it was imperative that the Abwehr continued to trust Arabel. Thus, the information Pujol and Harris fed them was often accurate but of low importance, or of high value but timed so that by the time the Germans received it, it was too late to do anything.

Soon, Pujol’s team of fictional agents numbered twenty-seven, each with their own backstory, supposedly based across Britain. Some were caught, imprisoned or, as Arabel told the Germans, had become untrustworthy. On one notorious occasion, a Liverpool-based agent had died. The Secret Service even had his obituary published in the local newspaper, and Arabel got the Abwehr to pay the agent’s ‘widow’ an annual pension.

Pujol played a major role in keeping much of German strength focused on a possible invasion at the Pas-de-Calais. The difficulties the Allies had landing on Normandy, particularly via Omaha beach, would have been that much greater if it had not been for the efforts of Britain’s Spanish double agent.

Such was Pujol’s success, he was awarded an MBE by Britain’s King George VI and an Iron Cross, personally authorized by Hitler (a rare event for a foreigner of the Reich). Pujol was perhaps the only individual to be so highly decorated by both sides.

Following the war, Pujol faked his death in Angola, and settled to a quiet life with his family in Venezuela. Pujol died in Caracas on 10 October 1988, aged 76.

BERNARD MONTGOMERY (1887–1976)
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Bernard Montgomery

The son of a bishop, Bernard Montgomery, or ‘Monty’, was born in London but spent his early years in Tasmania. He fought during much of the First World War, and was twice badly wounded. An obstinate individual, he fell out with his mother to such an extent that when she died in 1949, he refused to attend her funeral. Training to be an army officer at Sandhurst, he was demoted for having set a fellow student on fire, and during the First World War he allegedly caught a German by kneeing him in the testicles.

The early death of his wife in 1937 from septicaemia, caused by an insect bite, devastated Monty and from then on, he devoted himself entirely to his career.

Self-confident in the extreme, prone to odd headwear, Montgomery was adored by his men, especially during the desert campaigns in North Africa during which he made his name by defeating Erwin Rommel at El Alamein. But he frequently clashed with his American counterparts and, because of his immense self-pride, took offence easily. Having planned the successful invasion of Sicily, he believed himself worthy of being in overall command of the Italian campaign, and took great umbrage at having to work under Dwight D. Eisenhower.

In December 1943, Montgomery was appointed land commander, again under Eisenhower, for Operation Overlord, the planned invasion of France. His D-Day objectives included the capture of Caen within the first twenty-four hours. In the event, it took several weeks and proved costly, for which he was heavily criticized. During the chaotic days of mid-June, his American counterparts felt that Montgomery’s strategy was too cautious and hoped to have him replaced, a view endorsed by Churchill. But Montgomery held on to his post and his tactics did draw much enemy attention to the east of the Allies’ bridgehead, allowing the Americans to successfully break out from the west.

He clashed with Eisenhower again over how to proceed through Germany. Montgomery energetically advocated a narrow push, a ‘pencil-thrust’, but Eisenhower’s preference for a broad thrust prevailed. Montgomery’s carefully planned airborne assault on Arnhem in 1944 ended disastrously, and was again costly, but his efforts in relieving the beleaguered Americans during the Battle of the Bulge helped restore his reputation.

Montgomery resented Eisenhower being given the responsibility of land operations for the push into Germany. He believed Eisenhower’s ‘ignorance as to how to run a war is absolute and complete’. On 4 May 1945, at Lüneburg Heath in Lower Saxony, Montgomery formally accepted the surrender of all German forces in North-western Europe.

Post-war, Montgomery worked as Chief of the Imperial General Staff until, in 1951, he joined the newly formed NATO, becoming Deputy Supreme Commander, a post he retained until his retirement seven years later.

When, during his retirement, he was asked to name the three greatest generals in history, he replied, ‘The other two were Alexander the Great and Napoleon.’ He wrote his memoirs in which he criticized many of his former colleagues and commanders.

Bernard Montgomery died on 24 March 1976, aged 88.

ERWIN ROMMEL (1891–1944)


[image: image]

Erwin Rommel

‘We have a very daring and skilful opponent against us, and, may I say across the havoc of war, a great general.’ Winston Churchill on Erwin Rommel.

Born on 15 November 1891, Erwin Rommel was, among the Nazi High Command, one of the few deemed worthy of some admiration. As Churchill suggests, he was respected as a master tactician; the supreme strategist who, in 1940, helped defeat France and the Low Countries and then found lasting fame when sent by Hitler to North Africa where, commanding the Afrika Korps, he earned the sobriquet ‘the Desert Fox’. Germany, his nation, adored him, his troops loved him, Hitler treasured him and his enemies respected him. His Afrika Korps was never charged with any war crimes and prisoners-of-war were treated humanely. When his only son, Manfred, proposed joining the Waffen SS, Rommel forbade it.

In June 1944, Rommel was sent to northern France to help co-ordinate defences against the expected Allied Normandy invasion but was wounded a month later when one of the RAF planes strafed his car. Rommel returned home to Germany to convalesce.

On 20 July 1944, Hitler survived the ‘July Bomb Plot’, the attempt on his life by disaffected Nazi officers. Rommel, although not involved and actively against any plan to assassinate Hitler, did support the idea of having him removed from power. Once his association with the plotters, however tenuous, came to light, his downfall was inevitable and swift.

On 14 October 1944, Hitler dispatched two generals to Rommel’s home to offer the fallen field marshal a bleak choice. Manfred, aged 15, was at home with his mother when the call came. He waited nervously as the three men talked in private, and then as his father went upstairs to speak to his mother. Finally Rommel spoke to his son and told him of Hitler’s deal.

Writing after the war, Manfred, who died in November 2013, described the scene as his father said,

‘I have just had to tell your mother that I shall be dead in a quarter of an hour… The house is surrounded and Hitler is charging me with high treason. In view of my services in Africa I am to have the chance of dying by poison. The two generals have brought it with them. It’s fatal in three seconds. If I accept, none of the usual steps will be taken against my family, that is against you.’

‘Do you believe it?’ asked Manfred.

‘Yes, I believe it. It is very much in their interest to see that the affair does not come out into the open. By the way, I have been charged to put you under a promise of the strictest silence. If a single word of this comes out, they will no longer feel themselves bound by the agreement.’

Manfred continued,

‘The car stood ready. The SS driver swung the door open and stood to attention. My father pushed his Marshal’s baton under his left arm, and with his face calm, gave Aldinger (Rommel’s aide) and me his hand once more before getting in the car… My father did not turn again as the car drove quickly off up the hill and disappeared round a bend in the road. When it had gone Aldinger and I turned and walked silently back into the house.

‘Twenty minutes later the telephone rang. Aldinger lifted the receiver and my father’s death was duly reported.’

Having died from ‘the injuries sustained during the RAF attack in France’, Erwin Rommel was, as promised, buried with full military honours, accorded an official day of mourning, and his family pensioned off.

Writing after the war, Churchill wrote that Rommel was deserving of ‘our respect, because, although a loyal German soldier, he came to hate Hitler and all his works, and took part in the conspiracy to rescue Germany by displacing the maniac and tyrant. For this, he paid the forfeit of his life.’

CHARLES DE GAULLE (1890–1970)
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Charles de Gaulle

Charles de Gaulle fought with great distinction during the First World War, and was thrice wounded. At the Battle of Verdun he served under Philippe Pétain, whom he greatly admired and who was to become his mentor. During the battle, on 2 March 1916, de Gaulle was taken prisoner by the Germans. He tried unsuccessfully to escape five times and was only released following the armistice in November 1918.

Following the First World War, he served in Poland, Germany and the Middle East. He became convinced that future wars should rely on tanks and aircraft, thus avoiding the static stalemate of the previous war. Indeed, de Gaulle’s belief in mobile warfare, which he espoused in a number of books, won him many enemies within the French High Command, not least from his old friend, Pétain, and may have been the cause for the lack of further promotion within the army.

With the German invasion of France in 1940, the prime minister, Paul Reynard, appointed de Gaulle to the ministry of war, thus de Gaulle’s military career abruptly gave way to politics.

Having served just ten days in Reynard’s government, de Gaulle fled to England shortly before his country’s surrender to Germany. On his arrival in London, Churchill recognized him as the ‘leader of all free Frenchmen, wherever they may be’.

On 17 June, Reynard was replaced by the 88-year-old Philippe Pétain. Pétain immediately sought an armistice with the Germans, labelled de Gaulle a traitor, had him stripped of his rank and ordered him executed in absentia.

On 18 June, in a broadcast from London, de Gaulle extolled his countrymen to continue the fight, asserting that France was not alone. ‘The flame of the French resistance must not be extinguished and will not be extinguished.’ His words soon spread and became the battle cry of the Free French movement.

De Gaulle became the self-appointed leader of the ‘Free French’. In May 1943, de Gaulle moved to Algiers, a French colony, and there established the French Committee for National Liberation (FCNL). A year later, the ever-confident de Gaulle renamed the FCNL the Provisional Government of the French Republic with him as its president.

Churchill considered de Gaulle a ‘man of destiny’ but their relationship was never an easy one. De Gaulle’s relationship with US president Franklin D. Roosevelt was even worse, the president refusing to acknowledge de Gaulle’s self-appointed political title.

Roosevelt had instructed Churchill to exclude de Gaulle from having any input into the planned invasion of France. On the eve of the invasion, however, Churchill decided that de Gaulle had to be informed. De Gaulle had been angered by Roosevelt’s insistence that come liberation, he planned to install, not a provisional government headed by de Gaulle, but a provisional Allied military government. When Churchill urged de Gaulle to seek a rapprochement with Roosevelt, de Gaulle responded angrily, ‘Why should I lodge my candidacy for power in France with Roosevelt? The French government already exists.’

De Gaulle was asked to broadcast a message to the Free French. But on reading Eisenhower’s speech, due to be delivered before his, de Gaulle was furious that the American made no mention of him or the Free French. Finally, however, de Gaulle made his speech.

De Gaulle wanted to return to France at the first possible opportunity. Churchill refused permission until a week after D-Day. On 14 June, almost four years to the day since leaving, de Gaulle set foot on French soil, and, visiting the recently liberated town of Bayeux, was greeted with much enthusiasm.

Two months later, on 25 August, Paris was liberated. The following day, de Gaulle made his triumphant return. In his speech, he proclaimed, ‘Paris outraged, Paris broken, Paris martyred, but Paris liberated! By herself, liberated by her own people, with the help of the whole of France!’

On 10 September 1944, the Provisional Government of the French Republic was formed. At its head as prime minister was Charles de Gaulle. In October, his administration was finally officially recognized by the Allies but de Gaulle was deeply offended that France was not invited to the ‘Big Three’ conferences at Yalta and Potsdam with Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin.

On 13 November 1945, following elections, de Gaulle was confirmed in his post as provisional head. However, he didn’t last long. Disillusioned with coalition politics, de Gaulle resigned in January 1946.

Later, in 1958, de Gaulle was elected president and served until his resignation in April 1969.

He died of a heart attack on 9 November 1970, two weeks short of his eightieth birthday. Upon his decease, Georges Pompidou, the new president, announced his predecessor’s death with the words, ‘General de Gaulle is dead. France is a widow.’




Appendix 2: Timeline

1939



	1 September

	Germany invades Poland.




	3 September

	Great Britain and France declare war on Germany.





1940



	10 May

	Germany invades Western Europe.




	26 May

	Start of the Allied evacuation from France at Dunkirk.




	14 June

	German forces occupy Paris.




	18 June

	Charles de Gaulle broadcasts his ‘Appeal of 18 June’ from London urging the French to continue the fight against the Nazi invaders.




	22 June

	France surrenders.




	11 July

	Philippe Pétain, already prime minister, becomes president of the French Vichy government.





1941



	22 June

	Hitler launches Operation Barbarossa, Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union.




	7 December

	Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.




	11 December

	War declared on the USA by Germany (and Italy).





1942



	23 March

	Hitler issues his Führer Directive No. 40, ordering the construction of what became known as the ‘Atlantic Wall’.




	19 August

	The Allies’ ill-fated Dieppe Raid.





1943



	14–24 January

	Casablanca Conference at which Churchill and Roosevelt agree that a cross-Channel invasion is a necessity.




	March

	Frederick Morgan, given the title Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander (COSSAC), is charged with the initial planning stages of a cross-Channel invasion, codenamed Overlord.




	June

	The Allies launch Operation Pointblank, the strategic bombing of Germany by the USAAF and the RAF.




	10 July

	Allied forces land in Sicily.




	August

	The Quadrant Conference held in Quebec accepts Morgan’s plans, prioritizes the defeat of Germany over that of Japan, and sets 1 May 1944 as D-Day.





	December

	General Dwight D. Eisenhower is appointed the Supreme Commander for the planned invasion of France, and his team, the Supreme Headquarters of the Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) is assembled.





1944



	February

	Hitler appoints Erwin Rommel to oversee the defence of France.




	March

	The Allies launch Operation Transportation, the strategic bombing of German facilities in occupied France.




	27–8 April

	US troops training at Slapton Sands in Devon for the landing at Utah beach are fired upon by friendly fire and a German patrol. Nine hundred and forty-six American servicemen are killed.




	May

	D-Day is postponed to 5 June.




	2 June

	The first warships set sail for Normandy from their ports within Britain.




	3 June

	Rommel, believing poor weather would rule out an invasion, returns home to Germany.




	3–4 June

	Lancaster bombers destroy the radar station at Urville-Hague near Cherbourg, the Germans’ primary listening station in Normandy.




	4 June

	Eisenhower postpones D-Day by twenty-four hours. Ships already out at sea are recalled.
At 9.45 p.m., Eisenhower issues his three-word order launching the invasion of Normandy, ‘OK, we’ll go.’




	5 June

	Eisenhower visits US troops about to embark for the invasion.
US general, Mark Clark, leads the Allied liberation of Rome.





D-Day, 6 June



	00:16 hours

	British and American gliders and paratroopers drop behind enemy lines into Normandy.




	00:35

	Pegasus and Horsa bridges secured by British airborne troops.




	02:00

	First wave of bombers are launched, attacking German targets in France.




	03:30

	Assault troops begin boarding landing craft.




	04:30

	British troops capture Merville Battery.




	05:30

	Allies begin bombardment of the beaches.




	06:30

	H-Hour on Omaha and Utah beaches.




	07:00

	The first landing wave on Omaha beach becomes pinned down under heavy enemy fire.




	07:30

	H-Hour on Sword and Gold beaches.




	07:45

	H-Hour on Juno beach. On Utah beach, American troops begin advancing inland.





	10:15

	Rommel is informed of the Allied invasion and hastens back to France.




	13:30

	On Omaha beach, American troops advance inland.




	16:30

	The German 21st Panzer Division assaults the Allies at the Sword beachhead.




	18:00

	British advance towards Caen held back.




	23:59

	All five Allied beachheads have been secured.





Post D-Day



	7 June

	British troops capture Bayeux.




	10 June

	SS soldiers murder inhabitants of Oradour-sur-Glane.




	12 June

	Allied troops link up their positions over the five beaches.




	13 June

	Germany launches the first V-1 attack against London.




	19 June

	Severe gales destroy the American Mulberry Harbour and damage the British one.




	22 June

	Stalin launches Operation Bagration, the Soviet Union’s counteroffensive against Germany.




	27 June

	US troops capture Cherbourg.




	2 July

	Hitler replaces Karl Gerd von Rundstedt with Günther von Kluge.




	9 July

	British troops capture Caen.




	17 July

	Rommel is injured by a British fighter plane and is invalided back to Germany.




	20 July

	Hitler survives the ‘July Bomb Plot’ assassination attempt at his Wolf’s Lair.




	25 July

	US Operation Cobra launched.




	30 July

	American troops capture Avranches.




	7 August

	German counterattack launched.




	12 August

	First PLUTO pipeline, running from the Isle of Wight to Cherbourg, becomes operational.




	15 August

	Secondary Allied attack, Operation Dragoon, lands in the south of France.




	17 August

	Kluge commits suicide.




	20 August

	Falaise Pocket closed.




	25 August

	Paris liberated.




	26 August

	De Gaulle returns to Paris.




	3 September

	Brussels liberated.




	8 September

	Germany launches the first V-2 against London.




	17 September

	Start of Operation Market Garden.




	14 October

	Rommel forced into committing suicide.




	21 October

	US troops capture Aachen, the first German city to fall into Allied hands.




	23 October

	The Allies recognize General de Gaulle as the head of France’s provisional government.




	2 November

	Canadian troops capture Zeebrugge; Belgium is now entirely liberated.




	16 December

	Hitler launches his Ardennes offensive, the Battle of the Bulge.





1945



	7 March

	US troops cross the Rhine.




	23 April

	Soviet troops enter Berlin.




	25 April

	Soviet and US forces meet at the River Elbe.




	30 April

	Hitler commits suicide.




	4 May

	German forces in the Netherlands, Denmark and north-west Germany surrender.




	7 May

	German unconditional surrender to the West.




	8 May

	German unconditional surrender to the East.




	6 August

	Atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima.




	8 August

	Soviet Union declares war on Japan.




	9 August

	Atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki.




	14 August

	Japan agrees to surrender.




	2 September

	Formal Japanese surrender.








Appendix 3: D-Day and Battle of Normandy Statistics

D-Day numbers killed:

American 2,499;

British 1,641;

Canadian 359;

Norwegian 37;

French 19;

Australian 13;

New Zealand 2;

Belgian 1;

Allied total 4,571

German 4,000 to 9,000

Battle of Normandy casualties

The exact number of casualties sustained during the Battle of Normandy is not known. The intense and chaotic nature of the battle, the length of time and geographical spread have made it impossible to provide numbers with any sense of precision. However, historians have provided estimated numbers of those killed, wounded or missing:

German: 30,000 killed, and 290,000 wounded or missing.

American: 29,000 killed, and 106,000 wounded or missing.

British: 11,000 killed, and 54,000 wounded or missing.

Canadian: 5,000 killed, and 13,000 wounded or missing.

French: 12,000 civilians killed or missing.

Total: 75,000 military personnel killed, and 463,000 wounded or missing, plus 12,000 civilians killed or missing.

The D-Day armada

On D-Day, the Allies landed around 156,115 troops in Normandy:
73,000 American;
61,715 British;
21,400 Canadian.

Number of troops landed per beach:

Utah beach: 23,250
Omaha beach: 34,250
Gold beach: 24,970
Sword beach: 28,845
Juno beach: 21,400

On D-Day, 11,590 aircraft took part. Allied aircraft flew 13,688 sorties, with the loss of 127 aircraft; 2,395 aircraft and 867 gliders were used to transport 15,500 US airborne troops and 7,900 British airborne troops across the Channel.

On D-Day, 6,939 Allied ships were included as part of Operation Neptune: 1,213 warships, including seven battleships, 4,126 landing ships and landing craft, 736 ancillary craft and 864 merchant vessels;

24 warships and 35 merchant ships or auxiliaries were sunk, and 120 vessels damaged.

Assigned to Operation Neptune were 170,701 personnel: USA: 52,889; Britain: 112,824; and 4,988 from other Allied countries.

By the end of 11 June (D + 5), 326,547 troops, 54,186 vehicles and 104,428 tons of supplies had been landed in France via the five Normandy beaches.

(These figures are estimates only and can vary according to sources. The figures for the D-Day armada are taken from the D-Day Museum website.)




Appendix 4: Normandy Cemeteries

Today, about twenty-seven cemeteries dotted around northern France pay testament to the courage and sacrifice of those who fell on 6 June 1944 and the following weeks. The main cemeteries are as follows:

The Normandy American Cemetery at Colleville-sur-Mer, situated on a cliff overlooking Omaha beach, contains the graves of 9,387 American servicemen.

The Bayeux War Cemetery contains the graves of 4,648 servicemen, mostly from the Invasion of Normandy.

The Bretteville-sur-Laize Canadian War Cemetery contains the graves of 2,782 Canadian servicemen.

La Cambe German Cemetery contains the graves of 21,222 German servicemen.

The Urville Polish Cemetery contains the graves of 696 Polish servicemen.

In addition to the cemeteries of the Battle of Normandy is the Dieppe Canadian War Cemetery which contains the graves of 707 Canadian and 234 British servicemen. The cemetery at Dieppe is unique in that it was the only one to be established by Germans stationed in France.

[image: image]

American Cemetery at Colleville-sur-Mer, France.
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