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On June 6th, 1944, nearly 156,000 Allied soldiers crossed the English Channel and stormed the beaches of Normandy. By nightfall, they had secured a foothold on the coast of occupied France. It was the largest seaborne invasion in history. By the end of the month, over 850,000 troops had landed, and less than a year later, Germany surrendered.

Most people know that story or at least the broad outline of it. What they do not know is how much of it depended on deception.

The Allies had good reason to be cautious. Germany had bulldozed France, Belgium, and the Netherlands in a matter of weeks in 1940, and Adolf Hitler had been anticipating a cross-channel invasion ever since, stationing significant forces along the northern French coast to meet it. Then there was the shadow of Gallipoli. In 1915, a British naval attempt to break through the Dardanelles had failed within weeks, triggering a land campaign on the Gallipoli Peninsula that dragged on for eight months and cost both sides somewhere north of a quarter-million casualties. Winston Churchill, who had championed the original naval plan as First Lord of the Admiralty, was now the British prime minister. The memory followed him. The failure had convinced a generation of Allied planners that a frontal seaborne assault against a prepared enemy was close to suicidal without a way to thin the defenses first. A successful invasion of France would require meticulous preparation and genuine surprise, which was harder to manufacture than troops or ships. 

There was pressure coming from another direction too. Joseph Stalin had been demanding for years that the Western Allies open a second front and relieve the Soviet Union, which had been locked in a brutal war of attrition with Germany since 1941. The eventual Allied plan, Operation Overlord, with the seaborne landings codenamed Operation Neptune, went through years of planning and more revisions than anyone cared to count before it was finalized. The stakes were simple yet enormous. If the landings failed, the consequences for the entire Allied war effort would be very hard to recover from.

Operation Fortitude was one of the largest ever deceptions attempted in the history of warfare. Its purpose was to convince the German High Command that the Allied invasion of France, which everyone knew was coming, would hit somewhere other than Normandy. Operation Fortitude was a suboperation of the broader Allied deception strategy, codenamed Operation Bodyguard, and it was planned by the London Controlling Section (LCS), a secret British department set up specifically to coordinate Allied strategic deception. Execution of it fell to the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) under US General Dwight D. Eisenhower, drawing in military intelligence, turning enemy agents, and coordinating multiple deception units.

Operation Fortitude ran in two directions at once. Fortitude North worked to persuade the Germans that the Allies would strike Norway first, pushing south through Denmark toward Berlin. Fortitude South, the more consequential of the two, built the fiction that Pas de Calais, the patch of French coastline closest to England, was the real invasion target. Fake armies, fabricated radio traffic, and a carefully managed network of double agents fed false intelligence to the Abwehr (the German military intelligence service) for months. It worked. On D-Day, the Wehrmacht (the Nazi armed forces) had roughly fifty thousand men defending the actual landing zones while the German 15th Army, a far larger force, sat waiting at Pas de Calais. They kept waiting even after the landings began because Hitler and much of the German High Command believed Normandy was a feint, a belief reinforced by ongoing deception and deeply embedded expectations about where the real blow would fall.

The chapters that follow tell the full story. We start with the war in 1943 and the situation that made Operation Overlord both urgent and, frankly, frightening to plan. From there, we will examine the difficult negotiations through which British Prime Minister Churchill, US President Franklin Roosevelt, and their military staffs worked out an invasion strategy, as well as Operation Fortitude itself, including the people who designed it, the spies who carried it out, and its execution. The war was not decided at Normandy by soldiers alone. Operation Fortitude had quite a lot to do with it.
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Map of the plans of Operation Bodyguard, including Fortitude North and Fortitude South.

ErrantX, CC BY-SA 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Operation_Bodyguard_subordinate_plans.png
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Chapter One – The War in 1943
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By the middle of 1943, the war was starting to turn, though it had taken four years and a staggering number of casualties to get to that point. It had started in September 1939, when Germany and the Soviet Union invaded Poland separately under the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and divided the country between them, bringing Britain and France into the conflict. After quickly overrunning Poland, the Germans turned north, taking Denmark in April 1940 and then fighting a campaign through Norway that lasted until June, securing vital iron ore supply routes that the war machine depended on. On the Western Front, the Wehrmacht swept through the Low Countries and outflanked the Allied defenses, taking Paris by mid-June. Around 338,000 British and French troops were pulled out from the port of Dunkirk. They had been saved, but most of their equipment had been left behind. France was divided between a German-occupied north and a puppet government in the south, based in the town of Vichy.

Following the French collapse, the Luftwaffe (the Nazi air force) spent three months trying to bomb Britain into submission. The Battle of Britain, as it became known, ended with the Royal Air Force still intact and Hitler quietly shelving his invasion plans. By mid-1941, Germany had pushed into the Balkans and taken Greece and Yugoslavia. Operation Barbarossa, Germany’s assault on the Soviet Union, the largest land invasion in history, came in June. The Germans and their allies drove deep into Soviet territory before stalling outside Moscow in December. Through a combination of direct occupation, puppet states, and allied regimes, Nazi Germany by that point controlled most of continental Europe west of the Soviet border. The German army, when it got its coordination right, had looked genuinely unstoppable.

December 1941 was a turning point in more ways than one. The Red Army halted the Germans outside Moscow and pushed them back despite having suffered around four million casualties over the course of Operation Barbarossa. Stalin had managed to pull what seemed like an endless supply of reinforcements from the Soviet east, and the Germans had badly miscalculated how much the country had left to give. Then, on December 7th, Japan attacked the American naval base at Pearl Harbor, killing nearly 2,400 people. The United States declared war on Japan the next day. Britain declared war on Japan within hours. Germany and Italy declared war on America three days after that. Crucially, Japan did not attack the Soviet Union. The two countries had a non-aggression pact, and Japan honored it, which allowed Stalin to bring his Siberian divisions west.

For the first half of 1942, the fighting in Europe centered on the south. Germany launched Case Blue, pushing toward the Soviet oil fields in the Caucasus, and the campaign got swallowed up in Stalingrad. Six months of brutal street-by-street fighting in a city on the Volga River ended with the German 6th Army encircled and destroyed. Total casualties on both sides ran close to three million. The Soviets, now receiving American Lend-Lease supplies, launched a counteroffensive in November and recaptured much of the ground across what is now southwestern Russia.

By early 1943, the myth of German invincibility was coming apart. The Wehrmacht had not broken the Soviet Union, and the Red Army now outnumbered it along much of the front. Meanwhile, the Allies had been grinding through the Axis in North Africa. The fight had started in 1940 between the British and the Italians before Germany stepped in to shore up a struggling ally. Operation Torch, a joint Anglo-American invasion of French North Africa, launched in November 1942 under General Dwight D. Eisenhower, squeezed what remained of the Axis forces from both sides. In May 1943, some 275,000 Axis troops surrendered in Tunisia, and the African theater was done.

North Africa mattered because it opened Italy. Allied forces landed in Sicily in July 1943, and the campaign almost immediately produced something nobody had quite planned for. Prime Minister Benito Mussolini was ousted when his own Grand Council voted against him. King Victor Emmanuel III seized the moment. He had Mussolini arrested and a new government installed. That government wasted little time putting out feelers to the Allies. Italy signed a separate armistice on September 3rd, although it was only announced publicly five days later, on September 8th. Hitler was furious. German forces moved fast, occupying northern and central Italy, disarming the Italian military, and taking up to 800,000 Italian soldiers prisoner. Over twenty thousand Italians were killed in the process. The Germans set up a puppet state and dug in. Italy was technically out of the war, but the fighting on the peninsula would drag on for another two years.

On the Eastern Front, Germany made one last serious attempt to take back the initiative. The Battle of Kursk in early July 1943 was the last major German offensive on that front. It was the largest armored engagement in history, drawing in thousands of tanks across both sides. The Red Army had anticipated the attack and spent months building defensive lines. The Germans advanced a few miles and stalled. Then the Soviet counterattacks began. German losses ran to around 200,000. After Kursk, the Wehrmacht never launched another large offensive in the east, and the Soviets spent the rest of the year pushing west toward the Dnieper River, back into Ukraine and Belarus.

That was the state of things on November 28th when Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin sat down together in Tehran for the first time. Germany was battered but still in control of most of Europe, and Hitler had not given up on the idea that he could turn things around. But the Allies had momentum that they had not had a year earlier. In Tehran, they made the commitment that would drive everything that followed. They agreed to a joint Allied invasion of occupied France in May 1944. The planning had been going on for months already, but now it had a hard deadline. However, there was a problem that could not be solved with ships or soldiers alone.  
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Chapter Two – Targeting France
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The idea of an Allied invasion of France from Britain had been on the table long before anyone started drawing up serious plans for it. From the moment Hitler abandoned his own plans to invade Britain (after the Luftwaffe failed to gain air superiority in 1940, leading him to postpone his invasion plans indefinitely), the possibility of a cross-Channel assault had existed, at least in theory. The Germans knew it too, which is part of what made the eventual deception so effective. But theory and execution are different things, and throughout most of 1941 and 1942, the Allies were in no position to mount anything of the kind.

What changed things was the United States’ entry into the war. Churchill and Roosevelt had actually met before America officially joined in August 1941, at Placentia Bay off the coast of Newfoundland, where they issued the Atlantic Charter, a joint statement of postwar principles that signaled the two countries were already thinking as allies. Once America was in the fight after Pearl Harbor, cooperation deepened fast. By January 1943, when the two leaders met in Casablanca, enough had gone right in North Africa that a more concrete push toward planning an invasion became possible.

What came out of Casablanca was not a plan exactly; it was more of a decision to start making one. The Allies agreed to set up a dedicated planning organization for the cross-Channel invasion, and in the spring of 1943, British Lieutenant General Frederick Morgan was appointed to lead it. His title—Chief of
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