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Troops watch activity on Omaha Beach as their LCVP
landing craft approaches shore on D-Day, June 6, 1944
(U.S. Army Signal Corps/U.S. National Archives)

Why Normandy Still Matters

Seventy-Five Years On, Operation Overlord
Inspires, Instructs, and Invites Us to Be

Better Joint Warfighters

By Bryon Greenwald

he 50-mile stretch of French
‘ coastline running from midway
up the Cotentin Peninsula east
] . ] to the Orne River is hallowed ground
Dr. Bryon Greenwald is a Professor of History in

the Joint Advanced Warfighting School at the for all who cherish democracy and the
National Defense University. rule of law and the freedom and eco-

nomic prosperity those values permit.
There, on June 6, 1944, Allied forces
conducted an enormous amphibious
invasion across five beaches—Utah,
Omabha, Gold, Juno, and Sword—that
caught the Germans by surprise and

58 JPME Today / Why Normandy Still Matters

JFQ 95, 4" Quarter 2019



initiated the end of Nazi reign over
Europe. The invasion not only enabled
American, British, Canadian, French,
and other forces to join the Russians in
defeating Germany, but it also allowed
them to advance far enough east to
prevent Soviet suzerainty over most of
Western Europe after the war. In its
success, Operation Overlord ushered
in an open, democratically based eco-
nomic system that has since expanded
beyond its meager beginnings and
improved the lives of hundreds of mil-
lions of Europeans.

This article celebrates the success and
sacrifice of Operation Overlord on its
75" anniversary, acknowledges both the
achievements and mistakes made in plan-
ning and execution, and asks readers to
compare the abilities of the current joint
force with those of World War II. Geared
to those who are familiar with, but not
expert in, the critical components of the
operation, this article reviews key aspects
of the invasion and offers insight into the
difficulty of orchestrating such a compli-
cated joint and multinational endeavor
at a time when radio communications
were in their analog infancy. The article
also provides teaching points for emerg-
ing military strategists and planners and
critiques the operation. Finally, the article
asks the reader to question whether to-
day’s joint force could achieve something
similar, not in size or scale, but sophis-
tication, even with the benefit of global
digital command and control suites.

As anniversaries go, the 75" anniver-
sary of Operation Overlord holds special
significance. As with all the major battles
of World War 11, it will certainly be one of
the last major anniversaries where any of
the participants are still living.! As such,
their sacrifice in that mighty endeavor
should not go unnoticed. And although
it occurred almost a lifetime ago, the
Allied eftort to plan and execute the
invasion still provides an extraordinary
opportunity to examine the difficulty
of planning and conducting integrated,
all-domain, and joint and combined
forced-entry operations against a lethal
enemy whose antiaccess//area-denial
preparations were immense—some-
thing that today’s joint force is just now

reexamining after spending nearly a gen-
eration in counterinsurgency operations.
Finally, as Russia and China continue to
act aggressively on the world stage, this
anniversary may turn out to be one of the
last to occur during the relatively peaceful
interregnum in Great Power competition
the world has enjoyed since the end of
the Cold War. Thus, 75 years after air-
borne troops leapt into the dark French
night and thousands of aircraft and hun-
dreds of warships protected dog-faced
soldiers as they spilled from plywood
landing craft on to fire-swept beaches, the
efforts of our forefathers to plan and con-
duct Operation Overlord should inspire
us, instruct us, and invite us, as a joint
force, to improve our ability to plan and
execute all-domain operations.

An Inspiration for All

The invasion of Normandy inspires us
by its sheer audacity, its enormous size
and scale, and, of course, the personal
courage of those involved. To describe
the invasion as audacious, however,
understates the precarious, one-shot,
roll-of-the-dice nature of the event. At
the tactical level, the Allies prepared

for the attack almost within eyesight of
German forces. At their closest points,
Britain and the European coast are a
mere 20 miles apart. Many of the 120
German radar sets clustered from Calais
to Guernsey could easily spot ships and
aircraft moving in the English Channel.?
Portsmouth and Southampton, two

of the main ports from which British
forces would sail, are only 100 miles
from Normandy. In today’s strategic
environment, that would be the same
as launching an invasion from an inter-
mediate staging base like Taiwan toward
mainland China or from Kaliningrad to
Sweden.

At the operational level, the Germans
expected the attack, but could not pin-
point exactly where or when it might
occur. Many suspected the Allies would
attack across to the Pas-de-Calais, con-
tinue through the German industrial
base in the Ruhr, and on to Berlin. This
avenue offered the most direct route and
gave Allied aircraft the greatest amount
of loiter time over the invasion area,

but it also meant capturing a heavily
defended port and fighting through the
majority of German forces, including
Panzer divisions, in the west. Some senior
German leaders, however, suspected that
the attack might come elsewhere. The
failed Anglo-Canadian attempt to attack
the heavily defended port at Dieppe in
August 1942 proved just how difficult
that approach would be in the future and
hinted at an over-the-beach invasion.

Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel,
in charge of all western defenses from
the Bay of Biscay to Denmark, initially
leaned toward Calais, but considered a
Normandy invasion likely. He focused his
attention on what the Allies would call
Omaha Beach because its long concave
waterfront resembled Salerno, which the
Allies had assaulted in September 1943.
Even Adolf Hitler had a premonition of
an attack in Normandy, but hedged his
bet by predicting the Allies would invade
in both places.? Fortunately, in doing so
he unwittingly supported the Allied de-
ception plan designed to make the attack
on Calais appear as the operational main
cffort.

Finally, the assault was strategically
audacious. Other amphibious assaults
during the war were no less daring,
difficult, or deadly, but they were es-
sentially “away games” for both sides,
fought by the Allies against second-tier
or lesser forces that were unprepared,
undersupplied, isolated, or retreating.
With Operation Torch in North Africa,
the Allies conducted an error-filled assault
on Vichy French forces in a secondary
theater and later defeated Rommel’s be-
leaguered army in Tunisia.* In Operation
Husky, the successtul yet flawed amphibi-
ous landing on Sicily, the Allies learned
the difficulty of transitioning from ship
to shore and air to ground against a
wounded but deadly enemy.® Even in the
Pacific, as ferocious as the fighting from
Tarawa to Okinawa was, the Americans
isolated the Japanese, cut their air and
naval support, and pounded them relent-
lessly with naval gunfire, artillery, and
aviation.® Victory in those battles was
bloody, but never in doubt. Moreover,
while all those amphibious assaults
carried tactical and operational risks,
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their outcome was not in question, and
beyond North Africa, even their failure
could not derail Allied strategy.

The invasion of Normandy, however,
was fought on German ground, although
their lease on French territory was only
4 years old. And while Hitler’s boasts
of Festuny Europa (Fortress Europe)
and the impenetrable Atlantic Wall were
largely just that, once he placed Rommel
in charge in early 1944, the defenses
improved dramatically. With characteristic
energy, Rommel revitalized languid units
and layered the coast with hundreds of
pillboxes and tank traps, thousands of
obstacles, and millions of mines, many
deviously placed to be underwater at high
tide.” And unlike in other amphibious
assaults, the Germans could reinforce the
assault area with Panzer and other units
from as near as the Pas-de-Calais and as
far away as the Eastern Front.

Beyond all of these tactical and op-
erational factors, Normandy posed the
likelihood of strategic and political failure.
If Rommel had succeeded in throwing
the Allies back into the Channel, the
chance of a follow-on Allied attack within
a year or two was extremely remote.
While General George Patton’s Third
Army was sitting in England in reserve,
it would take time to reconstitute losses
in landing craft. Besides, not only was
Prime Minister Winston Churchill already
antsy and given to visions of a repeat of
Gallipoli, the Somme, and Passchendacle,
with Allied blood filling the Channel, but
the British were also running out of men
and had started cannibalizing divisions
for infantry replacements even before the
invasion started.® There was simply no
more ink in the British well to spill on a
second attempt. Operation Overlord was
their only opportunity.

Exacerbating an initial defeat in
France, any Allied pause to regroup
would have allowed Hitler to expand his
V-weapons campaign, which was already
ravaging London. The combination of
the two might have caused Churchill’s
government to fall and resulted in a ne-
gotiated peace. Finally, an Allied defeat in
Normandy would have freed the major-
ity of German units to turn back to the
cast, where they might battle Russia to a

stalemate and possibly a negotiated peace
as well. Overlord really was a one-shot
effort.

Despite a shortage of British man-
power and barely enough transport to
conduct the invasion, the size and scale of
the operation was breathtaking. Today’s
strategists and operational planners can
only begin to fathom the magnitude
of the combined force and complex-
ity involved in marshalling, moving,
and synchronizing its effects in a world
where analog communication was dif-
ficult and digital technology nonexistent.
Crammed into England at over 2,000
camps and airfields were over 1.5 million
American and 600,000 British service-
men organized into 20 U.S. and 16
British, Canadian, and Polish divisions
as well as scores of other ground, sea,
and air forces. Another 37 U.S. divisions
were to follow, either through England
or directly from America.” The initial
invasion launched five divisions destined
for four nearly contiguous beaches run-
ning east to west—Sword, Juno, Gold,
and Omaha—and one outlier on the
Contentin Peninsula closer to the port of
Cherbourg near Utah Beach. Three other
divisions followed in trail.

Transporting these forces across the
Channel from 171 British ports at night
under radio silence were nearly 7,000
vessels operated by almost 200,000
sailors, coastguardsmen, and merchant-
men in Operation Neptune, a supporting
operation to Overlord that focused on
the crossing and beach landings. This
armada included 138 destroyers, cruisers,
and battleships. These warships provided
this fleet’s seapower, but the landpower
needed to retake Europe arrived on 46
different types of landing craft, approxi-
mately 4,200 in all, including the critically
short landing ship tank or “long slow
target” capable of carrying half an armor
battalion and depositing it on the beach
via its massive bow doors.!® This enor-
mous and diverse force rendezvoused
about 13 miles south of the Isle of Wight,
in Area Z, or as it was called “Piccadilly
Circus,” and led by 300-odd minesweep-
ers, chopped across the Channel in 5 and
then 10 lanes averaging about 800 yards
wide in search of the midget submarines

that marked the boundaries of the inva-
sion area. Ahead of these forces, two U.S.
and one British airborne division, 23,400
troops in all, dropped at night to secure
key points behind Utah Beach and seal
the eastern flank along the Orne River
from counterattack. Moving these men
were almost 1,400 transports and over
760 gliders (416 with U.S. forces and at
least 250 with British). Blasting the far
shore and sweeping the skies over this
force were nearly 4,500 bombers and
4,000 fighters. By sunset at 10:06 p.m.
local time, the Allies had placed over
155,000 men, 1,550 tanks, and 12,500
vehicles ashore.!!

Beyond its size and scope, what
one soldier in the German 716" Static
Infantry Division described as a “gigantic
city at sea,” the force contained several
specialty vehicles that spoke to the value
of innovation and organized industrial
strength.'? Operating with the inva-
sion force were Duplex Drive tanks that
could swim ashore albeit under the right
conditions; Crocodiles, tanks turned into
tracked flamethrowers; Crabs, flail tanks
fitted with heavy chains on a rotating
cylinder that cleared minefields; Bobbins,
tanks that rolled out a reinforced canvas
road to drive on as they moved forward;
Armored Ramp Carriers (ARKSs), tanks
that carried deployable ramps instead of
turrets; and Ducks (DUKWs), 6-wheeled
amphibious vehicles for moving men,
105-mm howitzers, and supplies ashore.!?
Finally, chugging along just behind the
force were a flotilla of tugs hauling three
miracles of modern industry—two artifi-
cial floating harbors and a pipeline under
the ocean (PLUTO).

Given the difficulty expected in
seizing a heavily defended deep-water
port intact, the Allies, largely through
British initiative, decided to bring two
enormous ports with them. While logisti-
cians intended to protect all five invasion
beaches with “gooseberries” or artificial
breakwaters, two beaches—Omaha
and Gold—would serve as sites for the
Allies two artificial floating harbors,
codenamed Mulberries. Consisting of
several unique elements, including float-
ing steel pier heads and roadways and
massive hollow concrete breakwaters
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Following three Allied airborne divisional drops, five U.S., British, and Canadian divisions assaulted the Normandy beaches (Courtesy West Point

Department of History)

for the inner harbor, these structures
consumed about 661,000 U.S. tons

of concrete and 100,000 U.S. tons of
steel and took 45,000 men 8 months to
construct. Although a tremendous storm
(June 19-22) destroyed the American
Mulberry at Omaha, the British port at
Gold Beach survived and proved useful
throughout the Normandy campaign.!*
Lastly, if 19th-century armies marched

on their stomachs, modern armies mo-
tored forward on petroleum. To keep
their highly motorized and mechanized
armies moving, the Allies developed and
laid hundreds of miles of steel PLUTO.
Unfortunately, while engineering
marvels, these pipelines suffered from ac-
cidents with ships’ anchors and breakage
that limited their timely transport of fuel.
This shortfall led to an early adaptation of
existing transport capacity, the Red Ball
Express, as supply officers commandeered
7,000 2.5-ton trucks to transport 4,000

tons of fuel, mostly in 5-gallon jerricans,
on one-way highways to supply points in
the First and Third U.S. Army areas.'®
Notwithstanding the countless acts
of bravery noted over the last generation
of contflict in Afghanistan and Iraq, the
personal courage demonstrated during
Operation Overlord by men at all levels
still inspires and serves as an example to
us all. From Supreme Allied Commander
General Dwight D. Eisenhower through
component commanders and senior
leaders, to the engineers, Seabees, med-
ics, and infantrymen that first landed in
Normandy, their actions and level of per-
sonal responsibility represent our better
selves even in the darkest of times.
Consider Eisenhower’s example of
humble strategic leadership. At 4:30
a.m. on June 4, he postponed the inva-
sion for 24 hours due to extremely bad
weather, knowing that there were only
4 days—the 5" 6™ 19™ and 20"—in

June that provided the right combination
of a late rising moon and early morning
rising tide to create the opportunity for a
successful assault. Seventeen hours later,
as wind and rain lashed the windows of
his temporary headquarters at Southwick
House near Portsmouth, Eisenhower re-
ceived a forecast update indicating a mild
break in the weather for June 5 and 6.
After polling his commanders, he calmly
assessed the situation, wondering aloud,
“How long can you hang this operation
on the end of a limb?” He committed to
launch the assault with a final go/no-go
weather update at 4:15 a.m. on June 5.
At that meeting, after receiving confirma-
tion that the weather break would hold,
he announced without any pomp, “Okay,
we’ll go.” He then returned to his private
trailer where he handwrote a note taking
complete and personal responsibility for
the invasion if it failed and stuffed it in
his wallet. Finally, he visited Greenham
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While fixing German attention on Dover, England, Allied forces consolidated and sailed toward Normandy. Hours earlier, paratroopers and glider forces
took off to seize key objectives on the Orne River and Cotentin Peninsula (Courtesy West Point Department of History)

Common airfield to meet paratroopers
from the 101% Airborne Division, staying
to watch the last of their aircraft take off,
saluting with tears in his eyes and know-
ing that by dawn many of those he met
would be dead.'¢

Then there was the calmness and
clarity of men under fire, men like Rear
Admiral John Leslie “Jimmy” Hall, Jr.
Known in modern joint parlance as the
Commander, Amphibious Task Force,
Hall directed the assault on Omaha
Beach from the USS Ancon. In the midst
of the assault, he cautioned a very anx-
ious Major General Clarence Huebner,
Commander of the 1% Infantry Division,
to be patient and let the stalemated situ-
ation on Omaha develop further, thereby
preventing Huebner or First Army
Commander General Omar Bradley from
issuing what would have been a disastrous
order to evacuate the beach.!” Another

example is Brigadier General Theodore
Roosevelt, Jr., the Assistant Commander
of the 4" Infantry Division, who landed
2,000 yards off course with the first
wave at Utah Beach and calmly decided
that “we’ll start the war from here.”!®
Brigadier General Norman “Dutch”
Cota, Assistant Division Commander of
the 29" Infantry Division, on landing in
the second wave at Omaha Beach, found
the men leaderless and not moving.
Walking westward under fire, he admon-
ished troops to “get off the beaches,”
encouraged the “Rangers to lead the
way,” and then, after machine gun fire
had stalled an attack, personally led a
charge through a gap in the wire and up
the bluft east of Vierville-sur-Mer that
enabled men from the 116" Regimental
Combat Team (RCT) to outflank
German defensive positions at the D-1
(Vierville) draw. Regimental commanders

like Colonels Charles Canham (116
RCT) and George Taylor (16" RCT)
similarly led from the front and exhorted
men to advance."

The Rangers scaled the 100-foot
clifts of Pointe du Hoc while dodging
German grenades and rifle fire, and
lieutenants, sergeants, and privates led
platoons, squads, and confused groups
of men forward—always forward. Finally,
any of the thousands of frightened men
who, scrambling to exit their Higgins
boats, “tumbled out just like corn cobs
off a conveyor belt” and were hit by fire
from German machine gun nests cover-
ing “Bloody Omaha.”?® One only has
to read the names on the 29" Infantry
Division and Engineer Special Brigade
monuments or walk up the slopes behind
Omaha Beach about 500 yards to a great
granite obelisk engraved with the names
of the 627 men from the 1% Infantry
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Division who died that day, including 3
names etched in gold signifying that they
won the Medal of Honor, to realize that
uncommon valor was a common occur-
rence on June 6, 1944.

Instruction for Today
Despite the passage of time, Opera-
tion Overlord continues to offer valu-
able lessons across a range of critical
topics. Chief among these lessons is the
importance of getting the overarching
war policy correct through coher-
ent and clear-eyed national security
policy planning. To paraphrase Carl
von Clausewitz, senior leaders should
avoid turning the purpose of war into
something alien to its nature—a mistake
many contend the United States made
in Iraq. Other lessons include the need
to align strategic goals with higher
policy ends, the criticality of determin-
ing and sequencing of essential tasks,
and the value of developing an opera-
tional approach to achieve strategic
and operational objectives and then
planning in reverse from the point of
success to ensure forces and actions are
arranged, sequenced, and supported
appropriately in time and space.
Lessons on Policy Planning and
Strategic Alignment. Against the
backdrop of the Vietnam War and the
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, Operation
Opverlord stands as an example of what
coherent policy, grand and theater strat-
egy, all-domain operational design, and
organizational acumen can achieve. At
the level of Allied policy, in late summer
1940, with Germany having conquered
most of Western Europe and now
bombing and preparing to invade Great
Britain, U.S. Army and Navy leadership
shrugged off decades of planning for a
potential war with Japan and came to
the conclusion that the survival of Great
Britain and its Empire was in the best
interest of the United States. As the now
historic memorandum sent by Chief of
Naval Operations Admiral Harold Stark
to President Franklin D. Roosevelt in
November 1940 stated, “If Britain wins
decisively against Germany, we could
win everywhere; but . . . if she loses
the problem confronting us would be

very great; and while we might not Jose
everywhere, we might, possibly, not win
amywhere.”* Thus, despite planning for a
war with Japan since 1907, the national
security apparatus recognized the greater
threat and adjusted its overarching policy
accordingly. That the Nation would
remain committed to this policy after the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor speaks to
the quality of analysis and the strength of
its conclusion.

This tectonic shift in policy quickly
led the United States and Britain to ex-
pand senior military staff talks on global
strategy and resulted in a series of Allied
decisions over the next few years that
framed the overall strategic direction
for the rest of the war. As they applied
to Normandy, these decisions were to
avoid negotiated settlements and seek
the complete defeat of the Axis nations;
defeat “Germany First”; invade North
Africa in 1942 instead of attempting
a cross-channel attack; resource the
Combined Bomber Offensive to attack
German forces, resources, and cities; and
invade Northwest Europe in 1944.2
All these decisions demonstrate to con-
temporary officials, as Clausewitz notes,
the importance of understanding the
political purpose of war and the need to
work hard to get the policy and strategy
aligned as correctly as possible. For as
the Germans learned, no amount of op-
erational or tactical virtuosity can rescue
a military force from bankrupt strategic
direction.?®

Lessons on Determining and
Sequencing Essential Tasks. Before
tackling any of its strategic objectives,
however, the United States had to com-
plete a series of essential tasks. It needed
to raise, organize, train, and equip the
military forces of all four Services (Army,
Army Air Forces, Marines, and Navy)
to a level where they could fight and
sustain a series of global campaigns for
years.?* Before contemplating an attack
on Europe, the Americans needed to
sustain the British, who were rebuilding
their own military after Dunkirk and
suffering a 60 percent decrease in food-
stuffs and fuel due to the success of the
German U-boat campaign against com-
mercial shipping in the Atlantic.?® Thus,

American and British forces needed to
win the Battle of the Atlantic before they
could ever reasonably consider beginning
the necessary logistical buildup to sup-
port an invasion of the continent. Finally,
the Allies had to win control of the air to
allow any invasion force a modicum of
freedom of maneuver.

In 1942, Army Chief of Staff General
George C. Marshall and his Chief of
War Plans, Brigadier General Dwight D.
Eisenhower, pressed for a direct attack
on the Germans as soon as possible, and
certainly not later than 1943. Thus, prior
to the decision to invade Normandy,
the most instructive decision from both
a geopolitical and strategic perspective
was Roosevelt’s July 1942 decision to
invade North Africa, which he made
against the wishes of his military advisers.
Hailed by some today as an example of
the value and need for civilian control of
the military, the decision makes complete
sense in hindsight. Roosevelt wanted
American troops in combat against the
Germans in 1942, but neither the British
nor the American militaries were ready
to conduct a contested amphibious land-
ing against the Germans on the coast of
France.?® The British, who had already
lost several battles to the Germans and
who at that point would have to provide
the majority of forces, were accord-
ingly reluctant. And as the clumsiness
of American operations in North Africa
indicated, U.S. troops and their leaders
were simply not ready to take on German
forces in an amphibious assault.?”” Even
Marshall later intimated that the idea of
landing 25 divisions in Europe in 1942
might have been “suicidal.”?® Moreover,
as much as General Eisenhower lamented
about “wasting resources all over the
world,” the fact remained that shipping
and amphibious craft, two important re-
sources for globally integrated operations,
were in short supply—so much so that
in 1944, Eisenhower, as Supreme Allied
Commander, requested a 1-month delay
in launching Operation Overford in order
to obtain more “long slow targets.”?

Eventually, the Americans and British
overcame their collective difficulties
in North Africa and began to prepare
for an invasion of Europe. In February
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1943, they formed an integrated plan-
ning headquarters under the Chief of
Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander
(COSSAC), British Army Lieutenant
General Frederick Morgan, and selected
Normandy as the site of the invasion.
In May 1943, as American and British
soldiers defeated the Germans near Tunis
and captured 275,000 soldiers, their
leaders met in Washington, DC, at the
Trident Conference and set the date for
Operation Overlord as May 1944. In the
meantime, they would attack through
Sicily and on to Italy with the goal of
knocking Italy out of the war and forc-
ing the Germans to send reinforcements
to stop the Allies. This decision meant
the Allies, in a supporting effort to the
overall campaign in Europe, would
fight a determined German enemy up
the mountainous Italian boot on some-
thing of a shoestring as the British and
Americans withdrew units and diverted
supplies to begin the buildup for the in-
vasion of France.®

Lessons on Opevational Design and
Avrvanging and Sequencing Fovces in
Space and Time. Although not without
issues, the quality of the operational
design and joint/combined planning for
Operation Overlord offers today’s lead-
ers and planners an excellent example of
integrated all-domain operations.3 As for
operational art and design, Allied plan-
ners developed an operational approach
that envisioned the arrangement of real
and fake forces in England such that the
Germans viewed the area near Calais as
the main objective and reinforced it ac-
cordingly with the bulk of their Panzer
units. If successful, this action would give
the Allies a better chance to get ashore
as a coherent fighting force; to defeat a
smaller, less powerful German reaction
force; and to win the race to build up
more combat power than the Germans
could bring to bear in the assault area.
Then beginning with the strategic guid-
ance to “enter the continent of Europe
and . . . undertake operations aimed at
the heart of Germany and the destruc-
tion of her Armed Forces,” the COSSAC
staft developed a concept of operations
that integrated the multifaceted decep-
tion story with a three-division assault

between the Orne and Vire rivers. In late
1943 and early 1944, Eisenhower and
his ground commander, British General
Bernard L. Montgomery, assessed the
plan and found the force too weak. They
drove further refinement and expanded it
from three to five divisions, increased the
airborne forces from less than one divi-
sion to three, and added Utah Beach as
an objective in order to facilitate captur-
ing the vital port of Cherbourg.??

Appropriately, the staff identified the
key component of the German defense
in the west as the Panzer divisions and
corps. Known in today’s doctrine as the
operational center of gravity, the Panzers
were the only force with enough mobil-
ity and power to threaten the Allied
landings; they were the glue that held
the German defense together. The foot-
mobile infantry had neither the speed
nor the punch to stop the Allies, and the
Luftwaffe could not provide significant
air support because it was defending the
skies over Germany from the Combined
Bomber Offensive. To protect the land-
ing sites from armored counterattack,
the planners used a combination of
information, intelligence, joint fires, and
maneuver to fix Panzer units near Calais
and impede the movement of other
Panzer units into the assault area.?

First, they reinforced the Fortitude
South deception plan by deploying live
units to mix with fake ones in eastern
England and Scotland and broadcast
scripted radio traffic to support the
cover plan and augment the action of
those units.?* Second, planners assigned
electronic warfare assets, ships, and
bombers to execute tactical deception
plans (Operations Taxable and Glimmer)
on the night of June 5-6 to trick German
radar operators, shore lookouts, and
intelligence personnel into believing the
Allies were attacking north and east of
Le Havre.*® Third, using Ultra decrypts,
overhead imagery, agent reports, and
radio intercepts they identified the gen-
eral locations of several Panzer units and
targeted them for bombing, both before
and after the assault.®

Fourth, as part of the Transportation
Plan, the Allies used bombers as part of
their operational fires to drop the bridges

over the Seine and the Loire rivers, essen-
tially carving out a section of France and
isolating it from German units to the east
and south of the rivers. Fifth, they used
air interdiction to destroy railheads and
marshalling yards across France to force
Panzer units on to roads, where they
would consume precious fuel and could
be hit by air or subject to sabotage by the
French Resistance. In all these air attacks,
the British and American air forces were
careful to spread out their attacks, striking
twice as many targets outside the Seine/
Loire area as in it, to mask their intent

to land in Normandy. Sixth, to create

a tactical deception and assist inbound
airborne forces, planners in Operation
Titanic dropped special operations forces
with amplifiers and recorded combat
noise, thousands of rifle and machine gun
simulators, and 200 dummy half-sized
paratrooper “dolls” or, as the Germans
called them, Explosivpuppen, in key areas
throughout Normandy to confuse the
Germans and draw off anti-paratrooper
reaction forces.?

Finally, planners dropped the 6"
British Airborne Division to the east of
the Orne River and Caen Canal to blow
up bridges over the Dives River, destroy
an artillery battery capable of hitting
Sword Beach, and capture the bridges
at Bénouville and Ranville, which they
did with an amazing glider assault.®® On
the west end of the assault area, the 82"
Airborne Division secured the key road
junction at Sainte-Mére-Eglise and two
bridges over the Merderet River, while
the 101 Airborne Division captured
critical elevated causeways and provided
the 4" Infantry Division with a way
across the flooded lowlands and off of
Utah Beach.

In the end, the combined effect
of these actions did indeed delay and
impede the movement of Panzer and
other units. Even after the Normandy
landing, Ultra decrypts confirmed that
Hitler remained convinced the main
attack was still to come in the area of
Calais and would not release the Panzer
units there until early August. Closer
in, the destruction of the bridges over
the Dives River and the defense at the
bridge at Ranville forced the 21+ Panzer
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Panoramic view of Omaha beachhead after it was secured, mid-June 1944 (U.S. Coast Guard/U.S. National Archives)

Division to endure countless air attacks
while driving around Caen to attack
British and Canadian units from the
south instead of more directly from the
cast. Operation Titanic succeeded in
dispersing elements of the first-rate 352"
Infantry Division and delayed Task Force
Meyer (915" Infantry Regiment) from
counterattacking forces struggling ashore
at Omaha Beach.® Finally, the interdic-
tion of bridges and railheads forced

the 27¢ SS Panzer Division, Das Reich,
located near Montaubon in Brittany, to
travel north toward Normandy intermit-
tently by rail and road. At great risk, the
French Resistance blew up fuel dumps,
sabotaged rolling rail stock, destroyed rail
lines, and organized small ambushes. All

told, the Das Reich division took 17 days
to move the 350 miles from Montaubon
to Normandy, a journey that should have
taken just 3 days.*

Not Everything Will Go According
to Plan, Failuves to Anticipate and
Preparve Will Occur, and Mistakes Will
Happen. Despite its ability to deceive,
delay, and disrupt the Germans, the
Allied assault was not a complete suc-
cess. As darkness fell on Normandy, the
Allies had achieved none of their D-Day
objectives other than getting ashore. At
Utah, the 4™ Infantry Division had yet
to link up with the 82 or 101% airborne
divisions. At Omaha, the beachhead was
barely a mile deep and the beach itself
was a disaster. At Gold, the 50™ British

Division after a tough fight had failed to
take either Port-en-Bessin-Huppain or
Bayeux or link up with the Americans

at Omaha. At Juno, the 3* Canadian
Division advanced farther than any other
unit, but failed to secure the high ground
near the Carpiquet airfield west of Caen.
And finally, at Sword Beach, the British
3 Division failed to take Caen.

At the tactical level, the tail end of the
storm that initially delayed the invasion
and caused the Germans to believe that
nothing would happen on June 6 made
bombing by sight difficult and sailing in
small craft treacherous. But beyond the
weather, errors in judgment cost lives
and wasted tactical efforts, particularly
on hard-fought Omaha Beach. B-24
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Equipment and armored vehicles, some damaged, stretch across sands in Normandy where Allies
seized beachhead, June 6, 1944 (Courtesy AP Photo)

Liberator pilots forced to bomb using
radar and flying perpendicular to Omaha
feared hitting the approaching landing
craft. As a result, the lead pilots held their
fire for an additional 5 to 20 seconds
and 450 bombers ended up dropping
their 13,000 bombs harmlessly on crops
and livestock miles behind the German
defenders. At sea, 6,000 meters (more
than 3 miles) off Omaha, Army lieuten-
ants and Navy and Coast Guard ensigns
discussed the sea state with its 4-foot
chop. Some considered it too dangerous
to launch their Duplex Drive swimming
tanks and artillery-carrying DUKWs

that far out. Others debated and made
the fateful decision to launch anyway. In
one case, 27 of 32 Duplex Drive tanks
and most of the artillery foundered and
sunk. A number of Soldiers drowned and
the Americans lost a great deal of the
firepower they needed to suppress the 35
German pillboxes, 8 huge bunkers, and
85 machine gun nests guarding Omaha
Beach.*!

Exacerbating these tactical errors were
organizational decisions made by First
U.S. Army Commander General Bradley
that limited the amount of naval gunfire
support or specialized armored vehicles
available to the troops on Omaha. In the
spring, Army Chief Marshall sent Bradley

one of the Army’s experts in amphibious
warfare, Major General Charles Corlett,
from the Pacific. Despite a wealth of
advice, Bradley and Eisenhower displayed
no interest in learning from Corlett, view-
ing efforts in the Pacific as “bush league.”
Corlett warned Bradley that he did not
have enough naval gunfire to support the
landings properly or enough ammunition
for the upcoming land battles, both of
which were ultimately proven correct.
Moreover, despite Montgomery’s en-
couragement, Bradley dismissed the value
of flail and other types of tanks offered by
the British—only to wish later that he had
them at Omaha.*?

At the operational level, intelligence
failures influenced events on D-Day and
beyond. First, Allied intelligence com-
pletely missed or “lost” the location of
the 352" Infantry Division, a first-rate
unit initially thought to be near St. Lo,
but which the Germans moved forward
in May. On D-Day, it stretched from
the Vire River to Arromanches, with at
least two infantry battalions and a light
artillery battalion bolstering the defense
of elements of the second-rate static
716" Infantry Division at Omaha Beach.
Second, the Americans utterly misunder-
stood the nature of the bocage country
that filled the Normandy region south

of the immediate beach area. With thick,
impenetrable Norman hedgerows and
sunken ox-cart tracks bordering thousands
of small farm fields, the area was superb
defensive terrain that armor could not
breach, traditional artillery could not hit,
and infantrymen could not enter without
coming under withering machine gun and
mortar fire.** The terrain provided such

a series of natural obstacles that a two- or
three-man team could defeat a platoon,

a platoon might defeat a company, and a
company could slay a battalion. The Allies
had over 1 million photographs of the
Normandy area and hundreds of intel-
ligence reports, including one from April
1944 by Bradley’s First Army that warned
that fighting there “be given considerable
study.” As Bradley later stated, “I couldn’t
imagine the bocage until I saw it.” It was
“the damnedest country I’ve ever seen.”**
One battalion commander was more suc-
cinct, noting later that “we were rehearsed
endlessly to attack the beaches, but not
one day was given to the terrain behind
the beaches.”*® This failure to recognize
and react to the potential difficulties posed
by the bocage country cost the U.S. Army
dearly as divisions were bled white fight-
ing south to the St. Lo-Périers Road, the
jumping off point for the “breakout” on
July 25.

On D-Day, U.S. forces suffered ap-
proximately 12,000 casualties, including
8,230 Americans. From D-Day until July
31, Bradley’s First Army took 100,000
casualties, including 9,939 in the 29"
Infantry Division and 7,876 in the 4%
Infantry Division, both of which fought
through the bocage. Eighty-five percent
of the casualties were infantrymen.*

Finally, perhaps the greatest fail-
ure in planning and leadership was
Montgomery’s inability to take Caen,
his D-Day objective for the 3 British
Infantry Division at Sword Beach.
Montgomery and his army, corps, and
division commanders failed to plan
backward from their objective. They
did not factor in likely confusion on the
beach, consider the likely exhaustion and
culmination of their initial and follow-on
forces, anticipate German counterattacks
by elements of the 21 Panzer Division,
and provide for additional forces to
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pass through and take Caen. While the
Germans certainly had a role to play with
their staunch defense at the Hillman
strongpoint and along Périers Ridge,

it is clear that the 3 British Infantry
Division faced too many tasks and suf-
fered too many diversions that frittered
away its combat power.*” In essence,
Montgomery, Licutenant General Miles
Dempsey, Licutenant General John
Crocker, and Major General T.G. Rennie
ignored the timing and tempo of opera-
tions, did not mitigate known risks, and
failed to arrange their forces such that
they would have the staying power neces-
sary to seize their admittedly ambitious
objective in the face of likely opposi-
tion.*® Despite relentless Allied air and
résistant attacks, the Germans managed
to reinforce the area with Panzer forces.
In some of the largest tank battles of the
war, Montgomery and Dempsey would
spend the next 45 days attempting to
envelop Caen and capture the key opera-
tional terrain on Hill 112 that opened the
path to Paris and beyond.* Meanwhile,
the Americans, due to their own failures
to anticipate and prepare for fighting in
the bocage, would slog forward, grind-
ing through divisions and wearing down
Germans forces until their own breakout
in Operation Cobra on July 25.

The study of Operation Overlord
teaches today’s commanders and planners
that designing an all-domain operational
approach that keeps the enemy off bal-
ance and synchronizes the integrated
joint and combined actions of thousands
of aircraft and ships and hundreds of
thousands of men under the watchful
eyes of the enemy is excruciatingly hard
to do, let alone do well. It requires an
uncommon level of operational under-
standing and joint knowledge. Overlord
also warns us to expect that our adversar-
ies may be both lucky and good, and as
well-equipped and trained as we are. It
cautions those conditioned by decades of
all-domain dominance against less than
first-tier opponents to expect that even
the best plans will go awry and, unlike the
Americans in the bocage, we should plan
and train for that eventuality as well.

In the end, success in Operation
Overlord was “a close run thing.” It

succeeded in part because of America’s
overwhelming ability to build and deploy
a vast array of ships, landing craft, air-
craft, tanks, and artillery; in part because
of the individual and collective courage
of the Allied servicemembers who fought
it on the ground, on the sea, and in the
air; and in part because the operational
design and combined planning for the
invasion synchronized all aspects of
Allied capability sufficiently enough to
provide the slimmest of margins when it
mattered most.

An Invitation to Improve

More than answers, Operation Overlord
invites us to ask questions of ourselves
and our ability to operate jointly. Spe-
cifically, could we do it again? Not in
size, but in effect? Could the United
States or NATO repeat an operation as
complex as Overlord? Are our generals
and admirals, colonels and captains,
and perhaps most important, the iron
majors and commanders who sweat out
the critical details, educated and savvy
enough to conceptualize, organize,
and synchronize an integrated joint/
combined operation of Overlord-like
complexity against a peer competitor?

Beyond our ability to conceive, plan,
and synchronize such a complex event,
the legacy of Operation Overlord invites
us to consider if we are ready in unit
manpower, equipment, and training
readiness to execute combined operations
of similar sophistication against Russia,
China, or Iran as described in recent dis-
cussions of globally integrated operations.
Is the Navy seaworthy? Can the Air Force
get more than 60 percent of its aircraft
airborne at any one time? Are the Army
and Marine Corps robust enough to field
full-up brigades and divisions without
cutting late deploying units to the bone?
Are we practiced enough in our Service-
based skills that we can even attempt to
integrate jointly?

For the joint force, this calls into
question whether we can integrate seam-
lessly above Service level, on the fly,
at night, under radio silence, without
GPS, just as the forces did in approach-
ing Normandy. Are we resilient enough
to take a punch on the chin (like our

forefathers did at Bataan, Kasserine Pass,
or Anzio) and recover? Or are we too
fragile—too unprepared intellectually, too
thin in necessary force structure, or too
technologically dependent—to win the
battles, campaigns, and wars we portend
with Great Power competition?

Finally, do we have the requisite
mental and command flexibility, or-
ganizational diversity, and depth to
recover from an adversary’s first bloody
surprise moves and fight back to tactical,
operational, and strategic positions of
dominance? Do we have, as the Capstone
Concept for Joint Operations 2030
asks, the “strength, agility, endurance,
resilience, flexibility, and awareness” to
recover and adapt? Today, are we in a
joint “Boxer’s stance” ready to react,
punch, and counterpunch, just as the
men in Normandy did 75 years ago? Will
we be a “globally integrated, partnered
joint force that is designed and able to
out-think, out-maneuver, and out-fight
any adversary under conditions of disrup-
tive change”?! Or will we be like the
French in 1940, who had none of those
qualities and subsequently lost so over-
whelmingly that their first battle became
their last?

In 1946, General Eisenhower and
Chief of Naval Operations Admiral
Chester Nimitz established the Armed
Forces Staft College in Norfolk, Virginia,
to capture and teach the joint lessons of
World War II—lessons that the Army
and Navy (as well as the Air Force and
Marines) learned the hard way in the
Pacific, North Africa, and Normandy,
and sadly have relearned in numerous
campaigns since then. Eisenhower later
commented that “separate ground, sea
and air warfare is gone forever. If ever
again we should be involved in war, we
will fight it in all elements, with all ser-
vices, as one single concentrated effort.
In the current era of Great Power com-
petition that demands coherent policy
and strategy and excellence in all-domain
integrated operations, we can ill-afford to
relearn the hard lessons that Eisenhower
and Allied forces learned so expensively
during Operation Overlord 75 years ago.
We must not only continue to teach the
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joint lessons of World War II and other
conflicts, but we must also improve our
Service and joint readiness and prepare
leaders from all Services to think, act,
and behave jointly so that we can plan
and execute the next Overlord with some
anticipation of success. JFQ
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