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D-Day 75th Anniversary Edition: Foreword

The Allied invasion of Normandy in June 1944 was almost certainly the most ambitious operation in the history of warfare. The tipping point between triumph and disaster was impossible to predict. Winston Churchill was in a nervous frenzy of mixed feelings. He had never favoured the plan of a cross-Channel attack. The whole strategy had been forced upon him by Joseph Stalin and President Roosevelt at the Teheran Conference the previous November. They had both insisted on the Allied armies based in Britain advancing on Germany through north-west Europe. Churchill’s dream had in fact been to attack into central Europe from north-east Italy to prevent its occupation by the Red Army, but the mountainous terrain alone would have made that impossible. So now he had to conceal his fears for the gigantic project of Operation Overlord and to support it.

As a small island nation, Britain had preferred a peripheral strategy ever since the eighteenth century. This meant using the Royal Navy to wear down a numerically superior opponent, especially in the Mediterranean, before tackling enemy armies on the European mainland with coalition warfare. The Americans, on the other hand, believed in a ‘continental strategy’ – a massive clash of land forces to destroy the enemy head on. Roosevelt had compromised over the Mediterranean in 1943, allowing Churchill the invasions of Sicily and the Italian mainland, but now the time had come to engage the Wehrmacht in north-west Europe.

Churchill, who talked proudly of the Grand Alliance, also acknowledged privately that ‘There is only one thing worse than fighting with allies, and that is fighting without them!’ General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander, had to expend much of his energy in trying to keep inter-Allied tensions under control.

In the days just before the invasion, Churchill’s unsettled state, and President Roosevelt’s refusal to acknowledge General Charles de Gaulle’s provisional government, led to the biggest explosion of all. It produced a lasting resentment. Even twenty years later, in 1964, de Gaulle refused to attend the anniversary commemorations of D-Day because he still felt bitterly that France had been ‘treated like a doormat’ by its British and American Allies. Nobody wore national spectacles like Charles de Gaulle. In his view, the liberation of France in 1944 was simply the end of his country’s thirty-year war with Germany.

The planning for Operation Overlord was meticulous. Nothing was left to chance. The instructions issued by military, naval and air staffs ran to many hundreds of pages. In true British style, nervousness was camouflaged with jokes. Operation Overlord became known as Operation Overboard. A spoof set of instructions circulated just before the invasion defined the objectives as:


a. To provide some employment for a very great number of officers.

b. To prove that the cardinal principles of administration, movement and common sense may all be disregarded or overcome by improvisation.

c. To re-establish the NAAFI firmly on the Continent of Europe.



With so much at stake, American and British planners alike suffered from ‘pre-D-Day jitters’, but one of General Omar Bradley’s staff officers, the wonderfully named Colonel Charles Bonesteel III, observed later: ‘The British had a much greater fear of failure.’ This was true, with memories of the hurried evacuations from Norway, Dunkirk, Greece and Crete, as well as the disastrous raid on Dieppe in 1942.

Individual soldiers contemplated the crossing and the fighting ahead with various degrees of dread. Only those units which had fought in North Africa and Italy had any idea of the reality of battle. None of the others could imagine what it would be like, especially the way that it could provoke the most volatile emotions (which is why the study of warfare should examine fear and the attempted suppression of fear, because that, paradoxically, is probably the greatest source of violence). It is important to go into the whole question in some detail because of the very high number of troops who suffered from battle shock, otherwise termed combat fatigue. The psychological casualties on the Allied side in Normandy were considerable – some 30,000 cases in the US forces alone. Significantly, both American and British army psychiatrists were struck by the fact that comparatively few German prisoners appeared to be suffering from combat fatigue, even when they had endured far more intense shelling and bombing than Allied troops had.

As the Germans recognized, the British were very brave in defence but often far too cautious in attack. There are numerous reasons for this, including the tendency for British military myths to focus on heroic defence – the squares at Waterloo, the sieges of Lucknow and Rorke’s Drift. It must also be remembered that by 1944, after nearly five years of hostilities, there was a considerable war weariness. And as the end came in sight, men wanted all the more ardently to survive, and they became reluctant to take risks. Britain and Canada also had started to suffer from a severe shortage of manpower, unlike the Americans, and this was one of the reasons for Montgomery’s caution. Churchill soon feared that Britain would not have much of an army left by the time Berlin was reached, and would thus lose what little remaining influence it had on the peace settlement at the end.

The British Army had other more systemic flaws. Perhaps even more than the United States Army, the British Army had been marked by the social and political tensions of the inter-war years. Soldiers and NCOs had become far more politicized than their father’s generation in the First World War. As a result, a trades union mentality influenced attitudes to what could be expected of them. American and Canadian observers were amazed by the British soldier’s expectation of regular tea and smoke breaks.

On D-Day itself, an American liaison officer reported: ‘There was also a feeling amongst many of the men that having landed, they had achieved their object, and there was time for a cigarette – and even a brew up – instead of getting on with the task of knocking out the enemy defences and pushing inland.’ ‘The British army couldn’t fight for three and a half minutes without tea,’ a Canadian Glengarry Highlander remarked with cheerful exaggeration. A week later, when part of the 7th Armoured Division attacked Villers-Bocage, troops stopped for a break in the town before throwing out reconnaissance patrols or taking up fire positions, with disastrous results when the panzer ace Michael Wittmann charged into the town with his Tiger tank.

The other British failing came from a demarcation mentality, of not doing anything which was not strictly your job. Sappers, as a Canadian observed, did not believe it was their task to fire at the enemy when not engaged on an engineering task, and infantry refused to help ‘fill a crater or get a vehicle out of difficulties’. There was little of that attitude in either the German or the American armies.

The main drawback of the British regimental system had been its refusal to contemplate major structural reform. It was incapable of adopting a German panzergrenadier or American armoured infantry organization to work closely with tanks. In fact, the systematic introduction of armoured personnel carriers took another twenty years. They finally reached the British Army of the Rhine in 1965. Infantry battalions and tank regiments were attached in armoured brigades, and sometimes worked very well together, but with the notable exception of the Guards Armoured Division, they never integrated on a divisional basis. Only armoured reconnaissance regiments had their own mounted infantry as an integral part of the unit.

German units were, on the whole, far more professional. This came mainly as a result of their training system, their experience on the eastern front and their doctrine of Auftragstaktik, which was a commander’s obligation to achieve an objective on his own initiative. Auftragstaktik gave them a much greater flexibility of response. The Allied armies were essentially civilian armies, and they could not exert the same sort of pitiless discipline to overcome fear. Also, the Germans were deeply influenced by the idea promoted through propaganda that they were fighting to defend their country from annihilation, while the Americans and British just wanted to get the war over with and return home.

We should always be wary of any generalization. In their book Soldaten, Sönke Neitzel and Harald Welzer write: ‘It is high time to stop overestimating the effects of ideology.’ They rightly argue that ‘soldiers could murder Jews without being anti-semites and fight fanatically for the fatherland without being committed National Socialists.’ Nevertheless, many German soldiers were deeply influenced by propaganda. Particularly in the Waffen-SS, they believed that Germany would still destroy the western Allies and then defeat the Red Army.

Much has been written about the fighting qualities of armies in the Second World War, especially the difference between the armies of democracies and the armies of dictatorships. You could not have expected the average citizen from a western democracy to have fought in the same way as a member of the Wehrmacht or the Red Army. Americans, Britons and Canadians alike did not regard it as shameful to give up after a certain level of suffering or hopelessness was reached. Phrases like ‘Fight to the last man!’ were seen as rhetorical, not literal. And we today would be most uneasy if they had fought in Normandy in the same way as the Waffen-SS.

In comparing the armies much less has been said, on the other hand, about the similarities if one studies the performance of average as opposed to elite troops. The evidence indicates that only a small proportion of front-line forces truly engage in combat. An initial study in the British Army was carried out in Italy by Major Lionel Wigram. Wigram estimated that in most platoons only a handful of men really did the fighting. Another small group of men were likely to run away at the first opportunity. Those in the main group in between would follow the fighters if things went well, or the potential deserters if they went badly. General Montgomery was so horrified by the report that he had it suppressed.

The Germans divided their soldiers’ combat performance into four categories, which were essentially the same as Wigram’s breakdown except that they split the main group in the middle in two.


Die Einsatzfreudigen – those who enjoy fighting

Die Einsatzwilligen – those prepared to fight

Die Einsatzgehemmten – those reluctant to fight

Die Einsatzflüchtigen – those who will flee from their duty.



The American combat historian Brigadier General S. L. A. Marshall went into the subject in much greater detail soon after the war. And even though some of his research has been shown to be very dubious, there can be little doubt about the overall conclusion that only a minority of soldiers in a conscript army actually shoot at the enemy. The Red Army was no different, as I found in the Russian archives. Soviet officers argued during the war that a weapons inspection should be carried out immediately after an engagement with the enemy. All those found to have clean barrels should be executed immediately as ‘deserters’.

British, Canadian and American commanders all shared one belief. To reduce their own losses, they would always rely on a massive artillery bombardment, and on several occasions heavy aerial bombing. The Battle for Normandy led to the deaths of 35,000 French civilians and the serious wounding of probably another 100,000 more. The terrible paradox about democracies at war is that because of the pressure at home from the press, public opinion and politicians, commanders will try to reduce their own casualties by any means. That usually leads to an excessive reliance on high explosive, both bombs and shells, in an attempt to neutralize the enemy without exposing their own men. This is bound to lead to excessive civilian casualties, and the Battle for Normandy unfortunately provides an outstanding example.

Seventy-five years have now passed since that grey day in June 1944 which began the liberation of western Europe from Nazi occupation. One might have expected interest to diminish with the passage of time and the deaths of participants, yet there are more museums in Normandy and more visitors than ever before.

As family groups stand on the bluffs above Omaha Beach and look out across the vast Baie de la Seine, the largest amphibious landing in history still grips their imagination. You cannot help but try to put yourself in the place of the Allied soldiers coming ashore in their landing craft under heavy fire, sick with fear and thrown around by the waves. Others try to share the feelings of a German defender in one of the positions nearby, as the vast invasion armada emerged in the wan light of dawn. But the great emphasis on the landing beaches distracts the casual visitor from a brutal truth. Even with the horrors of Omaha Beach, casualties on D-Day were far less than had been expected. The real carnage came later, and further inland, during the Battle for Normandy.

We think of the fighting in Normandy as a desperate struggle between the Americans and British on one side and the Germans on the other. But in fact it was the most multinational clash of the whole war. On D-Day itself, the invading and bombarding forces did not just consist of British and American formations and units. Warships and other vessels came from many Allied countries – France, Poland, Norway and Belgium. Squadrons of aircraft overhead were manned by Canadians, New Zealanders, Australians, Rhodesians, Poles, French, Belgians, Dutch and Norwegians. The crews of Coastal Command’s 224 Squadron, one of the many guarding against U-boat attempts to come round from the Bay of Biscay to attack the invasion fleets, contained no fewer than nine nationalities, including a Swiss and two South Americans. Both a French and a Polish armoured division would take part in the desperate fighting to close the Falaise pocket in August.

Within the Wehrmacht, meanwhile, non-Germans – such as Poles, Czechs, Alsatians and Luxemburgers – had been forced into units defending the Atlantic Wall. They also included many taken prisoner from the Red Army on the eastern front. One of the first to surrender to American paratroopers was thought to be Japanese, but he was in fact Korean. His name was Yang Kyoungjong.

In 1938, at the age of eighteen, Yang had been forcibly conscripted by the Japanese into their Kwantung Army in Manchuria. A year later, he was captured by the Red Army after the Battle of Khalkhin Gol and sent to a labour camp. The Soviet military authorities, at a moment of crisis in 1942, drafted him along with thousands of other prisoners into their forces. Then, early in 1943, he was taken prisoner by the German Army at the Battle of Kharkov in Ukraine. In 1944, now in German uniform, he was sent to France to serve with an Ostbataillon at the base of the Cotentin Peninsula inland from Utah Beach. After time in a prison camp in Britain, he went to the United States where he said nothing of his past. He settled there and finally died in Illinois in 1992.

In a war which killed more than sixty million people and had stretched around the globe, this reluctant veteran of the Japanese, Soviet and German armies had been comparatively fortunate. Yet Yang remains perhaps the most striking illustration of the helplessness of most ordinary mortals in the face of what appeared to be overwhelming historical forces.

Antony Beevor

London, January 2019
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1

The Decision

Southwick House is a large Regency building with a stucco façade and a colonnaded front. At the beginning of June 1944, five miles to the south, Portsmouth naval base and the anchorages beyond were crowded with craft of every size and type – grey warships, transport vessels and hundreds of landing craft, all tethered together. D-Day was scheduled for Monday, 5 June, and loading had already begun.

In peacetime, Southwick could have been the setting for an Agatha Christie house party, but the Royal Navy had taken it over in 1940. Its formerly handsome grounds and the wood behind were now blighted by rows of Nissen huts, tents and cinder paths. Southwick served as the headquarters of Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay, the naval commander-in-chief for the invasion of Europe, and also as the advanced command post of SHAEF, the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force. Anti-aircraft batteries on the Portsdown ridge were positioned to defend it as well as the dockyards below from the Luftwaffe.

Southern England had been enjoying a heatwave compounded by drought. Temperatures of up to 100 degrees Fahrenheit had been recorded on 29 May, yet the meteorological team attached to General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s headquarters soon became uneasy. The group was headed by Dr James Stagg, a tall, lanky Scot with a rather gaunt face and a neat moustache. Stagg, the leading civilian weather expert in the country, had just been given the rank of group captain in the RAF to lend him the necessary authority in a military milieu unused to outsiders.

Since April, Eisenhower had been testing Stagg and his team by demanding three-day forecasts delivered on a Monday which were then checked against the reality later in the week. On Thursday, 1 June, the day before the battleships were due to sail from Scapa Flow off the north-west tip of Scotland, weather stations indicated some deep depressions forming over the North Atlantic. Rough seas in the English Channel could swamp the landing craft, to say nothing of their effect on the soldiers cramped on board. Low cloud and bad visibility presented another great threat, since the landings depended on the ability of the Allied air forces and navies to knock out German coastal batteries and defensive positions. General embarkation for the first wave of 130,000 troops was under way and due to be completed in two days’ time.

Stagg was plagued by a lack of agreement among the different British and American meteorological departments. They all received the same reports from the weather stations but their analysis of the data simply did not match up. Unable to admit this, he had to tell Major General Harold R. Bull, Eisenhower’s assistant chief of staff, that ‘the situation is complex and difficult’.

‘For heaven’s sake, Stagg,’ Bull exploded. ‘Get it sorted out by tomorrow morning before you come to the Supreme Commander’s conference. General Eisenhower is a very worried man.’ Stagg returned to his Nissen hut to pore over the charts and consult the other departments yet again.

Eisenhower had other reasons for ‘pre-D-Day jitters’. Although outwardly relaxed, with his famous open smile for everyone whatever their rank, he was smoking up to four packs of Camel cigarettes a day. He would light a cigarette, leave it smouldering in an ashtray, jump up, walk around and light another. His nerves were not helped by constant pots of coffee.

Postponing the invasion carried many risks. The 175,000 soldiers in the first two waves risked losing their fighting edge if cooped up in rough weather on their ships and landing craft. The battleships and convoys about to head down British coasts towards the Channel could not be turned round more than once without needing to refuel. And the chances of German reconnaissance aircraft sighting them would increase enormously.

Secrecy had always been the greatest concern. Much of the southern coast was covered with elongated military camps known as ‘sausages’, where the invasion troops were supposedly sealed off from contact with the outside world. A number of soldiers had, however, been slipping out under the barbed wire for a last drink at the pub or to see sweethearts and wives. The possibilities of leaks at all levels were innumerable. An American air force general had been sent home in disgrace after indicating the date of Operation Overlord at a cocktail party in Claridge’s. Now a fear arose that the absence from Fleet Street of British journalists called forward to accompany the invasion force might be noticed.

Everyone in Britain knew that D-Day was imminent, and so did the Germans, but the enemy had to be prevented from knowing where and exactly when. Censorship had been imposed on the communications of foreign diplomats from 17 April, and movement in and out of the country strictly controlled. Fortunately, the British security service had captured all German agents in Britain. Most of them had been ‘turned’ to send back misleading information to their controllers. This ‘Double Cross’ system, supervised by the XX Committee, was designed to produce a great deal of confusing ‘noise’ as a key part of Plan Fortitude. Fortitude was the most ambitious deception in the history of warfare, a project even greater than the maskirovka then being prepared by the Red Army to conceal the true target of Operation Bagration, Stalin’s summer offensive to encircle and smash the Wehrmacht’s Army Group Centre in Belorussia.

Plan Fortitude had several aspects. Fortitude North, with fake formations in Scotland based on a ‘Fourth British Army’, pretended to prepare an attack on Norway to keep German divisions there. Fortitude South, the main effort, set out to convince the Germans that any landings in Normandy were a large-scale diversion to draw German reserves away from the Pas-de-Calais. The real invasion was supposedly to come between Boulogne and the Somme estuary during the second half of July. A notional ‘1st US Army Group’ under General George S. Patton Jr, the commander the Germans feared the most, boasted eleven divisions in south-east England. Dummy aircraft and inflatable tanks, together with 250 fake landing ships, all contributed to the illusion. Invented formations, such as a 2nd British Airborne Division, had been created alongside some real ones. To increase the illusion, two fake corps headquarters also maintained a constant radio traffic.

One of the most important double agents to work for British intelligence on Fortitude South was a Catalan, Juan Pujol, who had the codename ‘Garbo’. With his security service handler, he constructed a network of twenty-seven completely fabricated sub-agents and bombarded the German intelligence station in Madrid with information carefully prepared in London. Some 500 radio messages were sent in the months leading up to D-Day. These provided details which together gradually made up the mosaic which the Double Cross Committee was assembling to convince the Germans that the main attack was to come later in the Pas-de-Calais.

Subsidiary deceptions to prevent the Germans moving troops to Normandy from other parts of France were also dreamed up. Plan Ironside conveyed the impression that two weeks after the first landings a second invasion would be launched on the west coast of France directly from the United States and the Azores. To keep the Germans guessing, and to prevent them moving the 11th Panzer-Division near Bordeaux north into Normandy, a controlled agent in Britain, known as ‘Bronx’, sent a coded message to her German controller in the Banco Espirito Santo in Lisbon: ‘Envoyez vite cinquante livres. J’ai besoin pour mon dentiste.’ This indicated ‘that a landing would be made in the Bay of Biscay on about the 15th June’. The Luftwaffe, clearly fearful of a landing in Brittany, ordered the immediate destruction of four airfields close to the coast. Another diversion, Operation Copperhead, was mounted in late May when an actor resembling General Montgomery visited Gibraltar and Algiers to suggest an attack on the Mediterranean coast.

Bletchley Park, the highly secret complex about fifty miles north-west of London which decoded enemy signals, adopted a new watch system for Overlord from 22 May. Its experts were ready to decrypt anything important the moment it came in. Thanks to these ‘Ultra’ intercepts, they were also able to check on the success of Fortitude disinformation provided by the main ‘Double Cross’ agents, Pujol, Dusko Popov (‘Tricycle’) and Roman Garby-Czerniawski. On 22 April, Bletchley had decoded a German signal which identified the ‘Fourth Army’, with its headquarters near Edinburgh and two component corps at Stirling and Dundee. Other messages showed that the Germans believed that the Lowland Division was being equipped for an attack on Norway.

Ultra decrypts revealed in May that the Germans had carried out an anti-invasion exercise, based on the assumption that the landings would take place between Ostend and Boulogne. Finally, on 2 June, Bletchley felt able to report: ‘Latest evidence suggests enemy appreciates all Allied preparations completed. Expects initial landing Normandy or Brittany followed by main effort in Pas-de-Calais.’ It looked as if the Germans really had swallowed Plan Fortitude.

Early on 2 June, Eisenhower moved into a trailer hidden in the park at Southwick under camouflage nets. He dubbed it ‘my circus wagon’, and when not in conference or visiting troops, he would try to relax by reading westerns on his bunk and smoking.

At 10.00 hours that Friday, in the library in Southwick House, Stagg gave Eisenhower and the other assembled commanders-in-chief the latest weather assessment. Because of the continuing disagreement among his colleagues, particularly the over-optimistic American meteorologists at SHAEF, he had to remain Delphic in his pronouncements. Stagg knew that by the evening conference he must produce a firm opinion on the deterioration of the weather over the weekend. The decision to proceed or to postpone had to be made very soon.

At the same meeting, Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, the air commander-in-chief, outlined the plan ‘to establish a belt of bombed routes through towns and villages thereby preventing or impeding the movement of enemy formations’. He asked whether he was free to proceed ‘in view of the civilian casualties which would result’. Eisenhower announced his approval ‘as an operational necessity’. It was decided to drop leaflets to the French to warn them.

The fate of French civilians was just one of many worries. As supreme commander, Eisenhower had to balance political and personal rivalries, while maintaining his authority within the alliance. He was well liked by Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, and by General Sir Bernard Montgomery, the commander-in-chief of 21st Army Group, but neither rated him highly as a soldier. ‘There is no doubt that Ike is out to do all he can to maintain the best of relations between British and Americans,’ Brooke wrote in his diary, ‘but it is equally clear that he knows nothing about strategy and is quite unsuited to the post of Supreme Commander as far as running the war is concerned.’ Monty’s characteristically terse judgement on Eisenhower after the war was: ‘Nice chap, no soldier’.

These opinions were certainly unfair. Eisenhower demonstrated good judgement on all the key decisions over the Normandy invasion and his diplomatic skills held a fractious coalition together. That alone represented a considerable feat. Brooke himself acknowledged that ‘national spectacles pervert the perspective of the strategic landscape’. And nobody, not even General George S. Patton, was as difficult to deal with as Monty, who treated his supreme commander with scant respect. At their very first meeting he had ticked off Eisenhower for smoking in his presence. Eisenhower was too big a man to take such things badly, but many of his American subordinates felt he should have been tougher on the British.

General Montgomery, despite his considerable qualities as a highly professional soldier and first-class trainer of troops, suffered from a breathtaking conceit which almost certainly stemmed from some sort of inferiority complex. In February, referring to his famous beret, he had told King George VI’s private secretary, ‘My hat is worth three divisions. The men see it in the distance. They say, “There’s Monty”, and then they will fight anybody.’ His self-regard was almost comical and the Americans were not alone in believing that his reputation had been inflated by an adoring British press. ‘Monty,’ observed Basil Liddell Hart, ‘is perhaps much more popular with civilians than with soldiers.’

Montgomery had an extraordinary showman’s knack which usually radiated confidence to his troops, but he did not always receive a rapturous response. In February, when he told the Durham Light Infantry that they were to be in the first wave of the invasion, a loud moan went up. They had only just returned from fighting in the Mediterranean and had received little home leave. They felt that other divisions which had never left the British Isles should take their place. ‘The bloody Durhams again’ was the reaction. ‘It’s always the bloody Durhams.’ When Montgomery drove off, all ranks were supposed to rush to the road to cheer him on his way, but not a man moved. This caused a good deal of angry embarrassment among senior officers.

Monty had been determined to have seasoned troops to stiffen the untried divisions, but this idea was greeted with a good deal of resentment by most of his desert veterans. They had been fighting for up to four years abroad and considered that it was now the turn of others, especially those divisions which had not yet been committed in any theatre. A number of former Eighth Army regiments had not been home for six years, and one or two had been away for even longer. Their resentment was strongly influenced by wives and girlfriends at home.

The US 1st Division, known as the ‘Big Red One’, also grumbled when picked yet again to lead the way in a beach assault, but its experience was badly needed. A major assessment report on 8 May had rated almost every other American formation allocated to the invasion as ‘unsatisfactory’. American senior officers were stung into action and the last few weeks of intensive training were not wasted. Eisenhower was encouraged by the dramatic improvement, and privately grateful for the decision to postpone the invasion from early May to early June.

There were other tensions in the Allied command structure. Eisenhower’s deputy supreme commander, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, loathed Montgomery, but he in turn was deeply disliked by Winston Churchill. General Omar Bradley, the commander of the First US Army, who came from poor Missouri farming stock, did not look very martial with his ‘hayseed expression’ and his government-issue spectacles. But Bradley was ‘pragmatic, unruffled, apparently unambitious, somewhat dull, neither flamboyant nor ostentatious, and he never raised hackles’. He was also a shrewd commander, driven by the need to get the job done. He was outwardly respectful towards Montgomery, but could not have been less like him.

Bradley got on very well with Eisenhower, but he did not share his chief’s tolerance towards that loose cannon, George Patton. In fact Bradley barely managed to conceal his intense distrust of that eccentric southern cavalryman. Patton, a God-fearing man famous for his profanity, enjoyed addressing his troops in provocative terms. ‘Now I want you to remember,’ he once told them, ‘that no bastard ever won a war by dying for his country. You win it by making the other poor dumb bastard die for his country.’ There is no doubt that without Eisenhower’s support at critical moments, Patton would never have had the chance to make his name in the coming campaign. Eisenhower’s ability to keep such a disparate team together was an extraordinary achievement.

The most recent dispute produced entirely by D-Day jitters came from Air Chief Marshal Leigh-Mallory. Leigh-Mallory, who ‘made everyone angry’ and even managed to rile Eisenhower, suddenly became convinced that the two US airborne divisions due to be dropped on the Cotentin peninsula faced a massacre. He repeatedly urged the cancellation of this vital element in the Overlord plan to protect the western flank. Eisenhower told Leigh-Mallory to put his concerns in writing. This he did, and after careful consideration Eisenhower rejected them with Montgomery’s full support.

Eisenhower, despite his nervous state and the appalling responsibility heaped upon him, wisely adopted a philosophical attitude. He had been selected to make the final decisions, so make them he must and face the consequences. The biggest decision, as he knew only too well, was almost upon him. Quite literally, the fate of many thousands of his soldiers’ lives rested upon it. Without telling even his closest aides, Eisenhower prepared a brief statement to be made in the event of failure: ‘The 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 navy did all that bravery and devotion to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it is mine alone.’

Although neither Eisenhower nor Bradley could admit it, the most difficult of the five landing beaches was going to be Omaha. This objective for the American 1st and 29th Infantry Divisions had been closely reconnoitred by a British team from COPP, the Combined Operations Beach Reconnaissance and Assault Pilotage Parties. In the second half of January, the midget submarine X-20 had been towed close to the Normandy coast by an armed trawler. General Bradley had requested that, having checked the beaches selected for the British and Canadian forces, COPP should also examine Omaha to make sure that it was firm enough for tanks. Captain Scott-Bowden, a sapper, and Sergeant Bruce Ogden-Smith of the Special Boat Section swam ashore, each armed only with a commando knife and a Colt .45 automatic. They also carried an eighteen-inch earth auger and a bandolier with containers into which they put their samples. The sea was unusually flat and they only just escaped discovery by German sentries.

The day after his return, Scott-Bowden was summoned to London by a rear admiral. He arrived at Norfolk House in St James’s Square just after lunch. There, in a long dining room, with maps covered by curtains along the walls, he found himself facing six admirals and five generals, including General Bradley. Bradley interrogated him carefully on the beach-bearing capacity. ‘Sir, I hope you don’t mind my saying it,’ Scott-Bowden said to him just before leaving, ‘but this beach is a very formidable proposition indeed and there are bound to be tremendous casualties.’ Bradley put a hand on his shoulder and said, ‘I know, my boy, I know.’ Omaha was simply the only possible beach between the British sector on the left and Utah beach on the right.

As soon as the invasion troops moved off for embarkation, the civilian population rushed out to wave goodbye. ‘When we left,’ wrote a young American engineer who had been billeted on an English family, ‘[they] cried just as if they were our parents. It was quite a touching thing for us. It seemed like the general public seemed to know pretty much what was going on.’

Secrecy was, of course, impossible to maintain. ‘As we passed through Southampton,’ wrote a British trooper in an armoured regiment, ‘the people gave us a wonderful welcome. Each time that we halted we were all plied with cups of tea and cakes, much to the consternation of the Military Police escorting the column, who had strict orders to prevent any contact between civilian and soldier.’

Most troops were moved in army trucks, but some British units marched, their hobnailed ammunition boots ringing in step on the road. Old people, watching from their front gardens often with tears in their eyes, could not help thinking of the previous generation marching off to the trenches in Flanders. The helmets were a similar shape, but the battledress was different. And soldiers no longer wore puttees. They had canvas gaiters instead, which matched the webbing equipment of belt, yoke, ammunition pouches and pack. Rifle and bayonet had also changed, but not enough to make a noticeable difference.

The troops had sensed that D-Day must be close when twenty-four-hour leave passes were offered. For the less enthusiastic soldier this provided a last chance to disappear or get drunk. There had been many cases of soldiers going absent in the pre-invasion period, but relatively few cases of outright desertion. Most had returned to duty to be ‘with their mates’ when the invasion was on. Pragmatic commanding officers did not want to lose men to a military prison. They left it up to the individual to redeem himself in battle.

Soldiers noticed that officers had suddenly become much more solicitous of their men. Film shows were laid on in the closed camps. A more generous ration of beer was available and dance music played from loudspeakers. The more cynical spotted that quartermasters had suddenly become generous, an ominous sign. The poet Keith Douglas, a twenty-four-year-old captain in the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry, wrote to Edmund Blunden, that poet of the previous war, ‘I’ve been fattened up for the slaughter and am simply waiting for it to start.’ Douglas was one of a number of men who harboured a strong sense of imminent death and spoke to their closest friends about it. It is striking how many turned out to have been right, and yet perhaps such a belief somehow turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy. Douglas went to church parade on the last Sunday. He walked afterwards with the regimental padre, who recorded that Douglas was reconciled to his approaching death and not morbid about it. In the view of a fellow officer, he was fatalistic because he felt that he had used up his ration of luck in the desert war.

Almost everyone hated the waiting and longed for the worst to be over. ‘All are tense and all are pretending to be casual,’ commented an American infantryman. ‘Bravado helps,’ he added. Many thought of their girlfriends. Some had married them in haste to make sure that they would benefit from a pension if the worst happened. One American soldier bundled up all his pay and sent it to a jeweller so that his English fiancée could select a ring ready for their wedding on his return. It was a time of intense personal emotion. ‘The women who have come to see their men off,’ noted a journalist shortly before, ‘nearly always walk to the very end of the platform to wave their elaborately smiling goodbyes as the train pulls out.’

A few men cracked under the strain. ‘One night,’ recorded a member of the US 1st Infantry Division, ‘one of the soldiers put on two bandoliers of ammunition and his hand grenades, grabbed a rifle, and took off. Nobody had seen him do this, but the moment they became aware, a search party was formed. The search party found him. He refused to give up, so he was killed. We never did know whether he just didn’t want to die on the beach, or he was a spy. Whatever he did, it was dumb. He was a sure dead man versus a maybe.’ Perhaps he had had a premonition of what lay ahead on Omaha.

While tanks and troops were still being loaded on to landing ships that Friday evening, Group Captain Stagg conferred again over secure landlines with the other meteorological centres. He had to give a firm report at the conference due to start at 21.30 hours, but there was still no agreement. ‘Had it not been fraught with such potential tragedy, the whole business was ridiculous. In less than half an hour I was expected to present to General Eisenhower an “agreed” forecast for the next five days which covered the time of launching of the greatest military operation ever mounted: no two of the expert participants in the discussion could agree on the likely weather even for the next 24 hours.’

They argued round and round until time ran out. Stagg hurried to the library in the main house to present a report to all the key commanders for Overlord.

‘Well, Stagg,’ Eisenhower said. ‘What have you got for us this time?’

Stagg felt compelled to follow his own instinct and overlook the more optimistic views of his American colleagues at Bushey Park: ‘The whole situation from the British Isles to Newfoundland has been transformed in recent days and is now potentially full of menace.’ As he went into detail, several of the senior officers glanced out of the window at the beautiful sunset in slight bewilderment.fn1

After questions about the weather for the airborne drops, Eisenhower probed further about the likely situation on 6 and 7 June. There was a significant pause, according to Tedder. ‘If I answered that, Sir,’ Stagg replied, ‘I would be guessing, not behaving as your meteorological adviser.’

Stagg and his American counterpart, Colonel D. N. Yates, withdrew, and soon General Bull came out to tell them that there would be no change of plan for the next twenty-four hours. As they returned to their tented sleeping quarters, the two men knew that the first ships had already left their anchorages. Stagg could not help thinking of the black joke made to him by Lieutenant General Sir Frederick Morgan, the initial chief planner of Overlord. ‘Good luck, Stagg. May all your depressions be nice little ones, but remember we’ll string you up from the nearest lamp post if you don’t read the omens aright.’

Early the next morning, Saturday, 3 June, the news could hardly have been worse. The weather station at Blacksod Point in western Ireland had just reported a rapidly falling barometer and a force six wind. Stagg felt ‘all but physically nauseated’ by the weather charts and the way the teams still analysed the same data in different ways. That evening, at 21.30 hours, he and Yates were summoned. They entered the library, its shelves emptied of books. Mess armchairs were arranged in concentric arcs, with commanders-in-chief in the front row and their chiefs of staff and subordinate commanders behind. Eisenhower, his chief of staff, General Walter Bedell Smith, and Tedder sat on three chairs facing the audience.

‘Gentlemen,’ Stagg began. ‘The fears my colleagues and I had yesterday about the weather for the next three or four days have been confirmed.’ He then launched into a detailed forecast. It was a gloomy picture of rough seas, winds up to force six and low cloud. ‘Throughout this recital,’ Stagg wrote later, ‘General Eisenhower sat motionless, with his head slightly to one side resting on his hand, staring steadily towards me. All in the room seemed to be temporarily stunned.’ Not surprisingly, Eisenhower felt compelled to recommend a provisional postponement.

It was not a good night for Eisenhower. His aide, Commander Harry Butcher, came to him later with the news that Associated Press had put out a tape stating, ‘Eisenhower’s forces are landing in France.’ Even though the agency cancelled the story twenty-three minutes later, it had been picked up by CBS and Radio Moscow. ‘He sort of grunted,’ Butcher noted in his diary.

When Stagg went off to his tent at about midnight, having heard of the provisional postponement, it was strange to look up between the trees and see that ‘the sky was almost clear and everything around was still and quiet’. Stagg did not attempt to sleep. He spent the early hours of the morning writing up detailed notes of all discussions. When he had finished the forecast was no better, even though outside all remained calm.

At 04.15 hours on the Sunday, 4 June, at yet another meeting, Eisenhower decided that the twenty-four-hour postponement provisionally agreed the night before must stand. Without maximum air support, the risks were too great. The order went out to call back the convoys. Destroyers set to sea at full speed to round up landing craft which could not be contacted by radio and shepherd them back.

Stagg, who had then gone back to his camp bed exhausted, was taken aback when he awoke a few hours later to find that the sky was still clear and there seemed to be little wind. He could not face the other officers at breakfast. But later in the day he felt a certain shamefaced relief when the cloud and wind began to increase from the west.

That Sunday was a day of endless questions. Surely the tens of thousands of men could not be kept cooped up on their landing craft? And what of all the ships which had put to sea and had now been ordered back? They would need to refuel. And if the bad weather were to continue, then the tides would be wrong. In fact, if conditions did not improve within forty-eight hours, Overlord would have to be postponed for two weeks. Secrecy would be hard to maintain and the effect on morale could be devastating.
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2
Bearing the Cross of Lorraine

Eisenhower was far from being the only one to be awed by the enormity of what they were launching. Churchill, who had always been dubious about the whole plan of a cross-Channel invasion, was now working himself up into a nervous state of irrational optimism, while Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke confided to his diary that there was ‘an empty feeling at the pit of one’s stomach’. ‘It is very hard to believe that in a few hours the cross Channel invasion starts! I am very uneasy about the whole operation. At the best it will fall so very very far short of the expectation of the bulk of the people, namely all those who know nothing of its difficulties. At the worst it may well be the most ghastly disaster of the whole war.’

‘The British,’ observed a key American staff officer, ‘had a much greater fear of failure.’ This was hardly surprising after the long years of war, with bitter memories of Dunkirk and the ill-fated Dieppe raid. Yet whatever their reasons, they were right to have refused to invade the Continent any earlier. An overwhelming superiority was necessary, and the US Army had had many harsh lessons to learn in North Africa, Sicily and Italy.

Churchill once remarked that the Americans always came to the right decision, having tried everything else first. But even if the joke contained an element of truth, it underplayed the fact that they learned much more quickly than their self-appointed tutors in the British Army. They were not afraid to listen to bright civilians from the business world now in uniform and above all they were not afraid to experiment.

The British showed their ingenuity in many fields, from the computer which decoded Ultra intercepts to new weapons such as Major General Percy Hobart’s swimming tanks and mine-clearing flails. Yet the British Army hierarchy remained fundamentally conservative. The fact that the special tanks were known as Hobart’s ‘funnies’ revealed that inimitable blend of British scepticism and flippancy. The cult of the gentleman amateur, which Montgomery so detested, would continue to prove a considerable handicap. Not surprisingly, American officers regarded their British counterparts as ‘too polite’ and lacking a necessary ruthlessness, especially when it came to sacking incompetent commanders.

Churchill himself was a great gentleman amateur, but nobody could accuse him of lacking drive. He took a passionate interest in military operations – in fact rather too much, in the view of his military advisers. A stream of ideas, most of them utterly impractical, poured forth in memos that produced groans and sighs in Whitehall. General ‘Pug’ Ismay, Churchill’s military adviser, had to deal with the Prime Minister’s latest inspiration at this historically symbolic moment. Churchill wanted to ‘display some form of “reverse Dunkirk” for Overlord with small [civilian] boats landing infantry to follow up and supplement proper assault troops after beaches have been cleared’.

The Prime Minister’s obsessive desire to be close to the centre of action had prompted him to insist that he sail with the invasion fleet. He wanted to watch the bombardment of the coast from the bridge of the cruiser HMS Belfast. He did not warn Brooke, knowing that he would disapprove, and tried to justify his demand on the grounds that he was also Minister of Defence. Fortunately the King dealt with this in a masterly letter on 2 June: ‘My dear Winston, I want to make one more appeal to you not to go to sea on D-Day. Please consider my own position. I am a younger man than you, I am a sailor, and as King I am the head of all the services. There is nothing I would like better than to go to sea but I have agreed to stay at home; is it fair that you should then do exactly what I should have liked to do myself?’

Churchill, in a ‘peevish’ frame of mind at being thwarted, ordered up his personal train as a mobile headquarters to be close to Eisenhower. Brooke wrote in his diary, ‘Winston meanwhile has taken his train and is touring the Portsmouth area making a thorough pest of himself!’ There was one bright moment on that eve of D-Day. News arrived that Allied forces under General Mark Clark were entering Rome. But Churchill’s attention was about to be taxed with an almost insoluble problem. General Charles de Gaulle, the leader of the Free French, who used the Cross of Lorraine as his symbol, had arrived in London that morning. Pre-D-Day jitters, combined with political complications and de Gaulle’s patriotic egocentricity, were to lead to an explosive row.

The central problem of relations with de Gaulle stemmed from President Roosevelt’s distrust. Roosevelt saw him as a potential dictator. This view had been encouraged by Admiral Leahy, formerly his ambassador to Marshal Pétain in Vichy, as well as several influential Frenchmen in Washington, including Jean Monnet, later seen as the founding father of European unity.

Roosevelt had become so repelled by French politics that in February he suggested changing the plans for the post-war Allied occupation zones in Germany. He wanted the United States to take the northern half of the country, so that it could be resupplied through Hamburg, rather than through France. ‘As I understand it,’ Churchill wrote in reply, ‘your proposal arises from an aversion to undertaking police work in France and a fear that this might involve the stationing of US Forces in France over a long period.’

Roosevelt, and to a lesser extent Churchill, refused to recognize the problems of what de Gaulle himself described as ‘an insurrectional government’. De Gaulle was not merely trying to assure his own position. He needed to keep the rival factions together to save France from chaos after the liberation, perhaps even civil war. But the lofty and awkward de Gaulle, often to the despair of his own supporters, seemed almost to take a perverse pleasure in biting the American and British hands which fed him. De Gaulle had a totally Franco-centric view of everything. This included a supreme disdain for inconvenient facts, especially anything which might undermine the glory of France. Only de Gaulle could have written a history of the French army and manage to make no mention of the Battle of Waterloo.

Throughout the spring, Churchill had done his best to soften Roosevelt’s attitude, knowing that the Allies had to work with de Gaulle. He encouraged Roosevelt to meet him. ‘You might do him a great deal of good by paternal treatment,’ he wrote, ‘and indeed I think it would be a help from every point of view.’

Roosevelt agreed to see him, but he insisted that de Gaulle must request the meeting. To issue an official invitation would imply recognition of de Gaulle as France’s leader. The President stuck to his line that the Allied armies were not invading France to put de Gaulle in power. ‘I am unable at this time,’ he wrote, ‘to recognise any Government of France until the French people have an opportunity for a free choice of Government.’ But since elections could not possibly be held for some time, this would mean that the administration of liberated areas would be carried out by AMGOT, the Allied Military Government of Occupied Territories.

This acronym represented a deadly insult, both to de Gaulle and to the Comité Français de Libération Nationale in Algiers. On 3 June, the day before
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1. The Allied commanders before D-Day: (front) Tedder, Eisenhower and Montgomery; (behind) Bradley, Ramsay, Leigh-Mallory and Bedell Smith.
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2. Generalfeldmarschall von Rundstedt visits the 12th SS Panzer-Division Hitler Jugend: (left to right, standing) Rundstedt, Kurt Meyer, Fritz Witt and Sepp Dietrich of 1 SS Panzer Corps.
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3. Rommel inspects the Atlantic Wall.
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4. Eisenhower with members of the 101st Airborne at Greenham Common, 5 June, immediately before their take-off. His aide, Commander Harry Butcher, is just behind.
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5. Pathfinders of the 6th Airborne Division synchronize watches immediately before take-off.
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6. A Royal Canadian Navy landing craft approaching Juno beach, 6 June.
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7. US medics tending a wounded soldier with plasma on Omaha beach.
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8. A medic with wounded Rangers below the cliffs at Pointe du Hoc.
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9. Part of the 4th Infantry Division moves inland from Utah beach.
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10. Major General Rod Keller and staff of the Canadian 3rd Infantry Division immediately after landing at Bernières-sur-Mer.
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11. German prisoners of the Canadians carrying a wounded soldier back towards Juno beach.
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12. A Sherman tank of the Second Army driving through Douvres-la-Délivrande, north of Caen.
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13. Utah beach, 9 June.
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14. Obersturmführer Michael Wittmann of the 101st SS Heavy Panzer Battalion (left in black) with his gunner from the eastern front, Balthazar Woll (hands on hips).
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15. A sergeant in the East Yorkshires cleaning a sniper rifle while another soldier sleeps.
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16. An American soldier and a dead German soldier on the outskirts of Cherbourg, 27 June.
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17. 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers (15th Scottish Division) at the start of Operation Epsom, 26 June.
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18. German panzergrenadier pioneers with a mine detector on a Panther tank.
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19. Young Waffen-SS panzergrenadiers with a Mauser Model 98 rifle and shoulder-launched Panzerfaust on right.
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20. American infantry advancing through a gap in a bocage hedgerow made by a Rhino tank.
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21. American 105 mm howitzer gun crew in action in the bocage.
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22. The great war correspondent Ernie Pyle heating up a meal on a Coleman stove given to him by the 90th Infantry Division in Normandy.
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23. Two panzergrenadiers of the 12th SS Panzer-Division Hitler Jugend in the ruins of Caen.
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24. Cromwell tanks waiting for Operation Goodwood to begin, 18 July.
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25. Goodwood: 1st Battalion Welsh Guards in action near Cagny, 19 July.
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26. French women accused of collaboration horizontale being paraded with their heads shaved through Cherbourg, 14 July.
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27. Operation Cobra: effects of the bombing, 25 July. A dead German soldier has been thrown across the 75 mm barrel of a Sturmgeschutz III assault gun.
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28. After the Roncey pocket: Robert Capa’s shot of a 2nd Armored Division MP, Lt Paul Unger, searching an SS prisoner who had put on a civilian raincoat in an attempt to escape.
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29. An exhausted GI sleeping in the street after the capture of Marigny, 28 July.
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30. Elderly refugees in La Haye-du-Puits, 28 July.
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31. Operation Bluecoat: the advance with Bren-gun carriers and a flail tank, 30 July.
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32. German prisoners sent back to Cherbourg for evacuation to England.
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33. Patton, Bradley and Montgomery putting on smiles for the camera at 21st Army Group headquarters.
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34. Refugees in Saint-Pois, 10 August.
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35. Mortain after its destruction by 30th Division artillery. ‘I want Mortain demolished … so that nothing can live in there,’ the division’s chief of staff had ordered on 11 August.
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36. Two Canadians – the second one is a sniper – advancing into Falaise, 16 August.
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37. A road cleared through the destruction of the Falaise pocket.
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38. Patton’s spearhead with tank destroyers crossing the Seine on a pontoon bridge.
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39. Three Resistance fighters in the Latin Quarter descending the rue de la Montagne Sainte-Geneviève, 22 August.
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40. The Liberation: a Parisienne kissing one of General Leclerc’s Fusiliers Marins, 25 August.
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41. General von Choltitz signing the surrender of Paris, 25 August.
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42. General de Gaulle and Leclerc (without his kepi) at the 2ème DB’s temporary headquarters in the Gare Montparnasse, 25 August.




Glossary

To help clarify the distinction between German and Allied divisions in the text, I refer on the one hand to the 352nd Infanterie-Division (German) or on the other to the 90th Infantry Division (American). The German version here is, of course, a slight hybrid – in German it would be the 352. Infanterie-Division.

When it comes to regiments, it should be remembered that references to a British or Canadian regiment imply a single battalion. An American or German regiment, on the other hand, usually included three battalions and was the size of a brigade.



	BCRA
	Bureau Central de Renseignements et d’Action: General de Gaulle’s secret and special operations service, led by Colonel André Dewavrin, known by his nom de guerre of ‘Passy’.



	bocage
	dense Norman countryside of small fields surrounded by large hedgerows on thick banks, often with sunken lanes in between.



	DUKW
	US amphibious transport vehicle built by General Motors.



	FFI
	Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur: organization of the Resistance into the semblance of an army under the command of General Koenig in London.



	Fifi
	slang for a member of the FFI.



	FTP
	Francs-tireurs et Partisans: Communist-led part of the Resistance.



	Hiwi
	German abbreviation of Hilfsfreiwillige or volunteer: mainly Soviet prisoners of war who had been coerced through starvation in camps to serve the German army as auxiliaries. A few became passionately loyal to their German masters. Those captured by the Allies were returned to Stalin. Some were shot, but most died in labour camps.



	Jäger
	German Army equivalent of light infantry or chasseurs.



	Jedburgh
	American, British and French three-man teams, consisting of two officers and a radio operator, parachuted into France before and during the battle for Normandy, their task being to train and advise Resistance groups.



	Kübelwagen
	Made by Volkswagen, this was the Wehrmacht’s slightly larger and heavier counterpart to the Jeep.



	LCT
	landing craft tank.



	LST
	landing ship tank.



	Landser
	German equivalent of a GI or ordinary soldier, but usually indicating an experienced front-line infantryman.



	Luftlande
	(as in 91st Luftlande-Division) German air-landing division trained to land in gliders in support of a drop by Fallschirmjäger or paratroop units.



	OB West
	Oberbefehlshaber West, or Commander-in-Chief West: designation of the headquarters of Generalfeldmarschall Gerd von Rundstedt (and later Generalfeldmarschall von Kluge) at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, just outside Paris.



	OKH
	Oberkommando des Heeres: the Supreme Command of the Army, which in practical terms was responsible for the eastern front.



	OKW
	Oberkommando der Wehrmacht: the Supreme Command of the Wehrmacht, which directed all other theatres, especially OB West, during the battle for Normandy.



	ORA
	Organisation de Résistance de l’Armée: the most conservative wing of the Resistance, stemming from those French troops permitted by the Armistice who set up their own groups following the German reoccupation of the demilitarized zone in November 1942.



	OSS
	Office of Strategic Services: American counterpart to SOE.



	Ost-Battalion
	a battalion formed from Osttruppen.



	Osttruppen
	‘Eastern troops’: former Red Army prisoners of the Germans, mostly from General Vlasov’s ROA, who served in German uniform under German officers and NCOs in France.



	Panzerfaust
	the simple and effective shoulder-launched anti-tank rocket-propelled grenade mass-produced for German infantry.



	‘Peep’
	slang for Jeep.



	PIAT
	Projector Infantry Anti-Tank: the inferior British equivalent of the bazooka.



	ROA
	Rosskaya Osvoboditel’naya Armiya: Russian Liberation Army of former Red Army soldiers, led by General Andrei Vlasov.



	SAS
	Special Air Service: British special forces, organized into two brigades for the invasion of Europe, but including French and other national units and sub-units.



	SHAEF
	Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force.



	SOE
	Special Operations Executive: the organization set up by Churchill in 1940 to promote resistance in German-occupied Europe.




For a table of comparative ranks between the American, British and German armies, as well as the Waffen-SS, see www.antonybeevor.com.
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