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			The Normandy Landings

			Key information

			
					When: 6 June 1944

					Where: On the Normandy coast of the English Channel (Calvados and Cotentin)

					Context: World War II (1939-1945)

					Belligerents: The Allies against the Third Reich

					Commanders and leaders:	Bernard Law Montgomery, British General (1887-1976)

	Dwight David Eisenhower, U.S. General (1890-1969)

	Gerd von Rundstedt, German Marshal (1875-1953)

	Erwin Rommel, German Marshal (1891-1944)




					Outcome: Allied victory

					Victims:	Allied camp: approximately 10 000 dead, wounded, missing or taken prisoner

	German camp: approximately 4 000 dead and 6 000 wounded




			

			Introduction

			On 6 June 1944, from 6am, the Allied forces, mainly composed of American, British and Canadian troops, carried on ships along with weapons and tanks, landed on the beaches of Normandy. ‘Neptune’ was the first stage of Operation Overlord, designed to defeat the Third Reich of Adolf Hitler (1889-1945). Since the Battle of Britain (August-October 1940) and the armistice signed by France in 1940, the major scenes of conflict between the Wehrmacht (German army) and the Allied troops moved away from Western Europe towards Eastern Europe and Africa. After three years of German victories, the British and the Russians, initially supported by and then joined by the Americans at the end of 1941, progressed to the heart of the European fortress through a series of landings. After taking over North Africa, then a part of Italy, the Allies were now targeting the French coast to liberate the occupied territories and penetrate into Germany. The landing of 6 June 1944 set in motion the final, decisive phase of World War II.

		


		
			Political and social context

			A global conflict

			The landing of 6 June 1944 was both the first stage of a large-scale operation to undermine the German troops and liberate the occupied territories, and the completion of a strategy implemented several years previously.

			After a blitz campaign began on 10 May 1940, Marshal Philippe Pétain (1856-1951) signed an armistice with Germany on behalf of France on 22 June. 

			However, the Allies continued to fight against Germany, and Britain obtained help from the USSR to complete its goal. Both countries benefitted from the “lend-lease” law, initiated by Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882-1945), who was then President of the United States, and which was passed by the Congress in March 1941, aiming to support them materially while preserving U.S. protectionism. But the attack on the naval base at Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941, by the Japanese forces, pushed the U.S. to take an active part in the war. While the Americans were fighting in the Pacific, the Russians were facing the German troops on the Eastern Front, in Crimea, Caucasus, and the British troops faced the Afrikakorps of the General Erwin Rommel in North Africa. The Axis forces maintained power over the Allies until the fall of 1942, when the situation took a decided turn.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Rome-Berlin Axis was an alliance created on 23 October 1936, between Germany and Italy. Four years later, the act of the tripartite – which saw the creation of the Berlin-Rome-Tokyo Axis – was signed. Through this treaty, the countries involved recognized the domination of:

					
							Germany over Europe;

							Italy over the Mediterranean;

							Japan over the Pacific and East Asia.

					

					To face the growing threat exerted by these totalitarian countries, many states came together to form what was known as the “Allies”. In particular, this involved the United States, the Soviet Union and Great Britain – nicknamed the “Big Three” – and the Free France from 18 June 1940, Belgium, the Commonwealth countries (Australia, Canada and New Zealand) and the British colonies, Norway, the Netherlands, Poland, Yugoslavia and China. These countries demonstrated solidarity and implemented major joint operations involving several countries, unlike Germany, Italy and Japan.

				

			

			In Africa, General Bernard Law Montgomery emerged victorious from El Alamein (Egypt, October-November 1942) against the German Erwin Rommel. In Eastern Europe, the sixth German Army of Friedrich Paulus (German Marshal, 1890-1957) capitulated in Stalingrad (February 1943) and the Red Army troops began their inexorable march towards Germany.

			In addition, the American industry accomplished a lightning-fast conversion to the production of war weapons, thereby strengthening the Allied position in the naval battles of the Atlantic and the Pacific.

			In Italy, the U.S. landing on 10 July 1943 marked the fall of Benito Mussolini (Italian statesman, 1883-1945) and the signing of an armistice between the new Italian government and the Allies (3 September 1943).

			Despite these various setbacks, the power of resistance of the German army maintained the extreme tension of the conflict and the outcome remained uncertain. It was becoming increasingly urgent for Allied leaders to find a decisive strategy, which led to the foundations of Operation Overlord being laid at the Teheran Conference (November-December 1943).

			A peripheral attack strategy

			From 1942, the British, Americans and Russians agreed on the need to multiply fronts to thwart the aims of Adolf Hitler, weaken the Wehrmacht and relieve the Red Army of the German pressure on the Eastern Front. Although Winston Churchill (1874-1965), British Prime Minister, wished to focus on the Balkans and North Africa – in line with his own strategic interests, including the Suez Canal -, he accepted, as a pledge of good faith towards his U.S. and Russian Allies, an intervention in Western Europe.

			A first landing therefore took place in France, in Dieppe, on 19 August 1942. Operation Jubilee was conducted primarily by the Canadian troops who lost nearly a quarter of their men, and was a defeat for the Allies. The strategy that involved harassing the Wehrmacht in various points of conflict was nonetheless maintained. On 8 November 1942, the U.S.-British troops, supported locally by the French Resistance, landed in Morocco and Algeria, French territories defended by the armies of the Third Reich and the Vichy Regime. Operation Torch allowed the Allies to gain a foothold in North Africa and defeat the troops of Erwin Rommel.

			Two months later, Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt agreed on new landings, this time in Western Europe, at the Casablanca Conference (13-24 January 1943), from which Joseph Stalin (Soviet statesman, 1878-1953) was absent. Their first target was Sicily, aiming for Benito Mussolini’s Italy. Therefore, on 10 July 1943, Operation Husky launched the Italian campaign which was ended by the Armistice of Cassibile on 3 September, between the Italians and the Allies. This did not cause the Germans to depart, and they continued to defend Italy, constantly pushing the Allies back until the end of the conflict.

			To defeat the Wehrmacht, the Allies now needed to demolish Fortress Europe whose main defense was the Atlantic Wall.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Atlantic Wall was a defense set up in 1941 by the Germans on the coasts of Norway, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium and France. The main ports were turned into fortresses and tens of thousands of fortifications (small bunkers, artillery, etc.) were scattered along the coast.

					Inland, Erwin Rommel drowned the lowlands and set up his famous “asparaguses”, which were wooden stakes planted in the ground to prevent landings of gliders and parachute drops. He would also have liked to have armored tank divisions near the beaches, to immediately repel any attempts at landing, while Marshal Gerd von Runstedt preferred to position them at the back to repel the Allies within the territory during an armored counter-attack. As this controversy could not be resolved, three divisions were stationed near the coast, while the rest remained in the land. However, none of these divisions could be moved without the consent of Adolf Hitler, which would later create many problems. 

				

			

			Preparations for Operation Overlord

			Operation Overlord was part of this wider strategy of landings and penetrating the crucial points of the African and European territories. After four years of conflict, it was no longer enough to attack the German army from the outside to weaken them, and the Allies needed to change to a frontal attack.

			At the Casablanca Conference, Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt lay the groundwork for a major operation in France. The COSSAC (Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander) was created and directed, under the leadership of British General Frederick E. Morgan (1894-1967), to schedule the operation for the spring of 1944. Under the code name ‘Overlord’, the operation was to take place in two stages:

			
					The first phase was Operation Neptune, which scheduled the landing of troops and material by sea, and the deployment of men by air – this was the attack phase;

					The second phase consisted of consolidating the bridgehead created and repelling the German army within the territories – this was the Battle of Normandy.

			

			The Normandy beaches were chosen as a landing place, with the British coast as a base, for several reasons:

			
					fortifications there were less important;

					the Germans did not expect to be attacked on this territory which was so far from the heart of Germany.

			

			The coast between the Cotentin peninsula and Le Havre port was divided into two areas: one was allocated to the U.S. Western Task Force, the second to the Anglo-Canadian Eastern Task Force. Five beaches were selected to conduct amphibious operations: Utah and Omaha were assigned to the U.S. troops; Gold, Juno and Sword were chosen for the British and Canadian troops.

			From 28 November to 2 December 1943, during the Tehran Conference which brought together the three Allied leaders for the first time, Joseph Stalin validated the U.S.-British project, preferring it to the British proposition to land in the Balkans and in Italy.

			On 6 December 1943, the SHEAF (Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force), commanded by American General Dwight D. Eisenhower, replaced COSSAC and completed preparations for Operation Overlord.

			The plan of attack was organized around three main objectives. First, the troops had to undergo intensive training. The exercises were held in Britain on beaches selected due to their similarities with those of Normandy (Slapton Sands, Culbin Sands, etc.). The last repetition (Operation Exercise Tiger) took place between 3 and 9 May 1944.

			
				
					Good to know 

					During training, German submarines coming from Cherbourg and patrolling the Channel met the LSTs (Landing Ship Tank) carrying men from the 4th U.S. Infantry Division and the 7th Corps of the U.S. Army, who were due to land on Slapton Sands beach. The outcome was devastating: more than 600 men were killed and three LSTs were destroyed, jeopardizing the striking force of the Allies on D-Day.

				

			

			The construction of artificial ports destined to receive the supply of men, equipment and fuel for the second phase of the operation was launched in the Thames Estuary.

			Finally, at the same time, it was necessary to distract the enemy through a policy of massive disinformation. General Erwin Rommel, head of the German troops of Army Group B responsible for defending the Channel coast from January 1944, expected a landing, but did not know where it would take place. Operation Fortitude was deployed to convince him that it would occur in the Pas-de-Calais, near the English coast. This vast misinformation campaign led by Colonel John Bevan (1894-1978) was based on the desire to convince the enemy that the Normandy landings were a diversion to mask a larger scale operation that would take place in the Pas-de-Calais. To do this, John Bevan used all kinds of tricks, from the circulation of false information, to the creation of a ghost army on fictitious training grounds, to the use of inflatable tanks exposed to the view of the Germans reconnaissance aircraft. His efforts were rewarded: indeed, the German army focused on the coasts of the Pas-de-Calais.

			On 1 June, the British radio station BBC broadcast the first message launching Operation Overlord to warn the French Resistance of the impending attack: the message consisted of the first verse (“With long sobs / the violin-throbs / of autumn wound / my heart with languorous / and monotonous sound”) of the famous poem by Paul Verlaine (1844-1896), entitled Autumn Song (1866).

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Dwight David Eisenhower, American General

			Born on 14 October 1890, Dwight D. Eisenhower originated from Texas. He grew up in a very modest family and in 1911 he enrolled at the Military Academy at West Point. He was deployed during the First World War (1914-1918) in the tank training centers. Noticed by General George Marshall (1880-1959), he was called by him to the General Staff of Washington in December 1941, just after the attack on the American base of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese. He quickly became Deputy Chief of the operations to defeat the German troops and recapture Europe. Far from being a mere strategist, he took part in the operations he planned and played an important role as mediator between the British and American military leaders, thanks to his diplomatic skills. He led the landing in North Africa in November 1942, then those of Sicily and Italy from May to September 1943. At the end of November 1943, he left the Mediterranean to settle in London as head of the Allied Forces in Europe. As head of SHEAF, he participated in developing Operation Overlord, and in particular the planning of the actual landing. Once again, he was required to mediate between the Generals involved in the operation, the British Bernard Law Montgomery, the American George Patton (1885-1945) and the French Charles de Gaulle (1890-1970). Originally scheduled for 5 June, the landing was postponed by one day due to bad weather.

			The success of his work led him to lead the NATO forces after the conflict ended. In addition, he ran for U.S. presidency in 1952. He won the election and renewed his mandate four years later. His legislature was marked by his usual diplomacy, particularly in relations between the United States and the USSR during the Cold War (1945-1990). He died on 28 March 1969.

			Bernard Law Montgomery, British General

			A British officer born on 17 November 1887 to a pastor father, Bernard Law Montgomery was trained in weaponry at the military school of Sandhurst and took part in the First World War on the French Front, where he was seriously wounded. Appointed General in 1937, he commanded the 3rd British Division during the campaign in France. Posted in North Africa, his first confrontation with the German Marshal Erwin Rommel took place in 1942 in Libya, where he was first held in check by the troops of the Afrikakorps. He got his revenge at the Battle of El Alamein in Egypt. After the Allied victory in North Africa, he joined Dwight D. Eisenhower first in Sicily, then in London, where he collaborated with the American General for the implementation of Operation Overlord. He directed the land forces throughout the Battle of Normandy, despite his stormy relationship with Dwight D. Eisenhower. He then participated in the conquest of Germany, where, after the war, he commanded the British occupation troops between 1945 and 1946. He retired in 1958, after having been deputy commander of the NATO forces. He died on 24 March 1976.

			Erwin Rommel, German Marshal

			Born on 15 November 1891 in Germany, Erwin Rommel became a lieutenant in 1912. Awarded the Order of Merit following his exploits during World War I, he remained in

			
			
			Gerd von Rundstedt, German Marshal
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