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THE STAKES OF D-DAY
Objective

· To recognize the significance of OPERATION OVERLORD on the outcome of World War II

The invasion of Western Europe by British and American forces on June 6, 1944 was the climatic event of World War II. Plans for its success were two years in the making, as the Allies stockpiled stupendous amounts of materials in England. The Germans knew it was coming, so elaborate efforts had to be made to deceive them as to the time and place of execution. Despite some extremely unfavorable weather and unanticipated resistance on Omaha Beach, the operation turned out to be one of the most impressive successes in military history. By the end of the first day, the Allies had a firm toehold on the Normandy coast. By the end of July, there were more than a million Allied troops in northern France, and Patton’s Third Army had broken through German defenses for the race to Paris.

On June 5, 1944, a German army commander filed the following secret dispatch to field units: “Intelligence reports normal signal (radio) activity. The invasion does not yet appear to be imminent.” A few hours later, the first Allied troops stormed ashore at Normandy. The D-Day invasion had begun, but the heaviest German reserves were 150 miles to the northeast, having reacted to an elaborate Allied deception about the time and place of the invasion.

“Operation Fortitude South” was one of the best-kept secrets of the war. It employed captured German spies, “dummy” forces and misleading radio reports to convince Germans the invasion would take place north of the actual site. Gen. Omar Bradley, commander of American ground forces in the invasion, called it “the biggest hoax of the war.” . . . Basically, the operation was aimed at convincing the Germans that the invasion—which they were expecting in the summer of 1944—would take place on the northern French coast at Pas de Calais, 150 miles northeast of the Normandy beaches. The Pas de Calais site seemed the best logistically—there the English Channel was at its narrowest, only 21 miles.

The Allies, under U.S. Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, set up a shell command known as the 1st U.S. Army Group (FUSAG), led by one of America’s ablest commanders, George S. Patton Jr. The battalion was the only U.S. Army unit created solely for the Calais hoax. FUSAG’s shell headquarters were a transmitting station in a London suburb of Wentworth. The FUSAG scenario involved three basic ingredients:  Relay of the phony invasion plan through captured German spies in England, and who were double agents controlled by the Allies; radio transmissions from a network of stations controlled by McCrary’s unit, the 3103rd  Signal Service Battalion; and deployment of dummy camps, landing craft, planes, gliders, and other invasion paraphernalia. 

According to the “story,” FUSAG included an assault army massing behind Dover and a follow-up army maneuvering above London in East Anglia. By May 1944, 11 divisions, four corps, and two armies of Patton’s non-existent 1st U.S. Army Group had all reported into their networks with trappings of normal pre-invasion activity—exercises, practice landings and even airborne maneuvers. Meanwhile, British intelligence had access to classified German reports on growing indications of a huge invasion force massing under Patton in East Anglia. By the time D-Day arrived, and Eisenhower had made the fateful decision to move toward Normandy early on June 6, Germany had 18 or 20 divisions of its 15th Army behind Calais, perhaps twice as many as those defending the beaches to the south. Even after the Allies gained a toehold on the French coast, the deception emphasis switched to convincing the Germans that Normandy was merely a diversion and that the big invasion was yet to come to Calais. It never came, but it wasn’t until July 20—seven weeks after D-Day—that Germany started shifting significant reserves south from Calais.1 “It was an amazingly successful operation,” McCrary said.

“Bullets tore holes in the water around me and I made for the nearest steel obstacle . . .” said Robert Capa, the only photographer to go ashore with the first troops. “Fifty yards ahead of me, one of our half-burnt amphibious tanks stuck out of the water and offered me my next cover. . . . Between floating bodies I reached it, paused for a few more pictures and gathered my guts for the last jump to the beach . . .” Lieut. Edward Tidrick was hit in the throat when he jumped into the water. Another bullet hit him as he lay on the beach. He gasped out a last command:  “Advance with the wire cutters!” There were no cutters; they had been lost in the blood-streaked water. Everywhere there was noise, explosions, gunfire, and wrenching cries for help. “Medico! Medico! I’m hit! Help me!” Aboard one landing craft, a German shell struck a flamethrower strapped to one soldier’s back. The explosion set the whole landing craft on fire, and it burned all day long, the fire punctuated by explosions from the craft’s ammunition supply.

Captain Charles Cawthon of the 29th Division managed to reach cover under the embankment at the far end of Omaha Beach, and there he found that his gun was clogged with salt water and sand. “The embankment was strewn with rifles, Browning automatics and light machine guns, all similarly fouled,” he recalled. “Except for one tank that was blasting away from the sand toward the exit road, the crusade in Europe at this point was disarmed and naked before its enemies.” Several officers desperately tried to move their pinned-down men off the beach. But there were only four heavily defended exit roads and the bluffs ahead. “They’re murdering us here!” cried Colonel Charles D. Canham, commander of the 116th Regiment, a blood-soaked handkerchief around his wounded wrist. “Let’s move inland and get murdered.”

Brigadier General Norman (“Dutch”) Cota, assistant commander of the 29th Division, waved his .45 pistol as he strode heedlessly through the gunfire. When he found a cluster of soldiers in the shelter of the embankment, he asked them who they were. They said they were Rangers. “Then, goddammit,” said the general, “if you’re Rangers, get up and lead the way.” They did. Under the cover of a brushfire that had been started by the Navy shelling, 35 men managed to scale the bluffs and get behind the German gun positions.

The ships, meanwhile, kept ferrying in more troops, more guns, more supplies. Major Stanley Bach of the 1st Infantry Division managed to scribble a few notes:  he saw a landing craft hit three mines. “Navy men go flying through the air into the water. They never come up.” He saw a shell hit a beached landing craft, “flames everywhere, men burning alive.” And again:  “Direct hit on 2 ½ -ton truck gasoline load; another catches fire . . . men’s clothes on fire . . . attempt to roll in sand to put out flames.”2
Against this Atlantic Wall, on June 6, 1944, American, British and Canadian troops stormed ashore to the beaches of Normandy as the vanguard of the greatest amphibious operation in all history. Brought to the coast in an invasion fleet of 3,200 transports and landing craft, they were supported from the sea by 800 fighting craft of all sizes and from the skies by thousands of planes. While landings from the sea were made in four separate areas on the coast north of Bayeux and Caen, three divisions of Allied troops were also dropped behind the beaches by parachutes and gliders in what was probably the greatest air-borne operation yet undertaken. By the close of D-Day, that is, at the end of the first twenty-four hours, 250,000 Allied troops had been successfully landed in Normandy. Their immediate task was to hold and consolidate their beachheads. This they did. By June 8 contact had been established between the sea-borne and air-borne troops. Despite the much-vaunted strength of Hitler’s Atlantic Wall, it had been successfully breached. Allied sea, air, and land forces had carried through the “greatest and most successful combined operation of its type in military history.”3 
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2”June 6, 1944,” Time, 28 May 1984, 21-22.
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DIRECTIONS:  Read the handout “The Stakes of D-Day” and answer the following questions. Include the question as part of your response.

1. When was D-Day?
2. List the Allied invasion landing sites and the Army group each landing was associated with – be sure to specify which landing site(s) had paratrooper landings. (Refer to D-Day Map from class).
3. Why might the writer conclude that the D-Day invasion was the “greatest and most successful combined operation of its type in military history”? USE SPECIFICS.
4. Where was the main German force when the Allies landed at Normandy?

5. Why did the Calais landing seem logistically sound to the Germans?

6. List three methods the Allies used to contribute to the hoax involving the D-Day landing.

7. How long did it take before Hitler realized the Normandy landing was the “real thing”?
8. What would have been the long-range consequences on the following if D-Day had failed:  (a) the outcome of the war (b) the war in the Pacific (c) the possible use of the atomic bomb on Germany?
9. Take out a sheet of computer paper. Based on the video clips you watched about D-Day (the U.S. Propaganda Newsreel, the Airborne perspective, and the Omaha Beach perspective), create a drawing that includes visuals that represent each component of the D-Day invasion – air, land, sea, and the fight on Omaha Beach, (4 COMPONENTS). Include COLOR.

