
World War II:

 D-Day

Allied: 156,000 American, British, Canadian, and French troops; 
6,939 Allied ships; and 11,590 aircraft (including 2,395 transport 
planes and 867 gliders) under the command of Supreme Allied 
Commander General Dwight D. Eisenhower. Primary subordinate 
commanders: Adm. Sir Bertram H. Ramsay (Allied Naval Forces), 
Lt. Gen. Omar N. Bradley (U.S. Army Group), Gen. Sir Bernard L. 
Montgomery (British Army Group), and Air Marshal Sir Trafford 
Leigh-Mallory (Allied Expeditionary Air Forces).

German Forces: Approximately 300,000 troops across the invasion 
area in Army Group B, under the command of Field Marshal Erwin 
Rommel. Rommel reported to Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt 
(Commander-in-Chief, OB West).

Prior to D-Day, World War II had been raging across the European 
continent for over four years. Since Adolf Hitler’s forces invaded 
Poland on 1 Sept. 1939, most of Western Europe had fallen under 
Nazi control. The Allies knew they would have to invade the 
continent and attack into the heart of Germany to break Hitler’s 
grip on Europe and defeat the Nazi regime. Operation Neptune/
Overlord, commonly referred to as “D-Day,” would be the invasion 
to secure a foothold in northern France and allow for the final 
offensive. The Normandy invasion would be the largest combined 
air-sea assault landing in history. This massive feat would finally 
enable the Allies to deploy forces on the continent, of sufficient size 
and scale, to bring about the beginning of the end of Hitler and his 
Third Reich. 

Actions by the Allies – In the late 1930s, as soon as war with 
Germany seemed unavoidable, American leaders developed a 
“Europe First” strategy. Remarkably, this strategic framework 
survived the shock of Pearl Harbor and the declaration of war 
against Japan. As early as 1941, American and British chiefs of 
staff held secret meetings to coordinate ideas on attacking into 
Germany – ideas that would form a basis for a joint British-
American invasion of the European continent.1 
Taking a lesson from WWI, U.S. and British leaders agreed, early 
on, that the operation required a single commander. In December 
1943, Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower was chosen for the job. Even 
though Eisenhower (West Point class of 1915) was relatively 

junior, he had experience with invasions, as he had commanded 
the successful Allied invasions of North Africa (Operation Torch, 
November 1942) and Sicily (Operation Husky, July 1943). But it 
wasn’t just his experience that mattered; Eisenhower was chosen 
because he had the temperament to keep the complex, often 
contentious, alliance together.2 

Early in the planning process, the Allies 
chose Normandy for several reasons. It was 
close to Cherbourg and its deep-water port, 
it was near enough to allow continuous air 
support from bases in England, and it had 
beach characteristics that would support an 
amphibious landing. The Allies were careful to 
avoid the obvious, more narrow crossing site at 
Pas-de-Calais. 

Neptune/Overlord would be a two-pronged 
attack, beginning with a large-scale parachute and glider assault 
behind the Normandy beaches to seize key terrain and disrupt 
the Germans’ ability to maneuver and reinforce their positions. 
This vertical envelopment would be immediately followed by an 
amphibious assault across the English Channel to penetrate and 
destroy German coastal defenses and secure the lodgment area. 

Going into the operation, the Allies held 
several advantages. Through the Ultra code-
breaking tool, the Allies were decrypting 
German field communications. This allowed 
Eisenhower to understand enemy troop 
locations and dispositions. The Allies also 
created an elaborate deception plan known 
as Operation Bodyguard. Using fictional 
field forces, fake radio traffic and troop 
movements, and even dummy paratroopers, 
this plan worked to deceive the Germans of Allied intentions. 
The most notable component of Operation Bodyguard was 
Operation Fortitude South with the fictitious 1st U.S. Army 
Group, commanded by Lt. Gen. George S. Patton, which worked 
to convince the Germans that the invasion would come at Calais. 
Lastly, the Allies held a distinct advantage in both air and sea power. 

Although Neptune/Overlord was set to begin on 4-5 June, a severe 
storm forced Eisenhower to delay it by 24 hours. D-Day would 
commence in the pre-dawn hours of 6 June.

Strategic/Operational:
1) Maneuver – D-Day was a masterstroke of maneuver at both the strategic and operational levels of war. Using deception and surprise, 
the Allies maneuvered their forces by air and sea to mass strength against enemy weakness. Because the Allies were able to fix Germany’s 
defenses along a broad front – which they did through deception – they were able to mass forces for a narrow attack and punch through the 
relatively thin defensive line. 

2) Deception – Operation Neptune/Overlord demonstrates the value of strategic deception in warfare. By creating the elaborate deception 
plan known as Operation Fortitude, the Allies prevented Hitler from concentrating his combat power at the decisive place and time. 
Fortitude South went a step further, using Patton’s reputation, fake equipment, fake radio traffic, and even fake rehearsals to confirm Hitler’s 
biases about Calais. These deception operations proved crucial to Overlord’s success.

3) Intelligence – The Allies had a clear intelligence advantage leading up to D-Day. Using a code-breaking technology called Ultra, 
the Allies were not only able to intercept, but decipher, German communications. This advantage was complemented by the French 
underground who, along with their valuable sabotage operations, were able to report on enemy troop movements and dispositions to 
complete the intelligence picture. The Germans, on the other hand, after their spies in England had been arrested – with some turned into 
double agents – could only guess at American and British intentions. As they fixated on Calais, the bad weather around Normandy caused 
them to let down their guard. In the end, the Germans’ lack of military intelligence forced Rundstedt and Rommel to overextend their 
resources as they tried to defend everywhere at once.

4) Logistics – The success of Overlord rested firmly on a foundation of unparalleled logistics. Gen. Omar Bradley’s quote, “Amateurs 
study tactics; professionals study logistics,”16 evokes this importance. D-Day was a vast and thorough logistics operation in every respect. 
Experts painstakingly calculated the precise amounts of supplies that would be required by the invasion and follow-on forces, staged them, 
then moved them ashore under adverse and austere conditions. Even port operations were meticulously planned, with the Allies pre-
manufacturing two artificial ports (code-named Mulberry Harbors) in England and towing them across the Channel. They were operational 
within three days of the invasion. And even though the Mulberry at Omaha Beach was destroyed by a violent storm on 19 June, the Gold 
Beach Mulberry would continue to be the Allies’ primary port until Antwerp was captured and reopened in the autumn of 1944.  

Tactical:
1) Unity of Command versus Overcentralized Command – The Allies had a single commander in 
Gen. Eisenhower with the responsibility and authority for all aspects of the operation. Although some of his 

decisions – like delaying D-Day by 24 hours – were agonizing, Eisenhower had the authority to make these 
calls. The Germans, on the other hand, hindered the ability of their tactical commanders through an 

overcentralized form of command. Although Rommel was commander of Army Group B, responsible for 
defending along the Atlantic Wall, he didn’t have the authority over critical resources such as naval or air 
forces. Only Hitler, who believed that Normandy was just a diversion and that the “real” invasion would 
come at Pas-de-Calais, had the power to reposition German forces or commit most of the reserves. 
Compounding Rommel’s problems was Hitler’s doctrine that every foot of ground was to be held at all 
costs and not given up voluntarily.17 In this overcentralized command environment, it was too late for 
the Germans to make the adjustments necessary to defeat the invasion once they realized Normandy 

was the Allied main effort. 

2) Allied Air and Sea Superiority – Because the Allies had overwhelming command of the sea 
and sky, they were able to conduct Neptune/Overlord without serious opposition from German 

air and naval forces. This was a significant tactical advantage that rendered the Germans incapable 
of disrupting the flow of the thousands of Allied vessels and aircraft crossing the Channel. Further 
tipping the scales, Allied air power was able to decimate German reinforcements when they finally 

took to the roads. 

3) The Germans’ Overextended and Static Defense – Despite the impressive numbers of mines, 
obstacles, and fortifications, the Atlantic Wall was overextended and served as little more than a thin crust. 
With 800 miles to defend, the Germans were forced to spread their forces dangerously thin. Furthermore, 
several of Germany’s coastal-defense divisions were static with no means of mobility, condemning many 
of them to stand and die in the face of the Allied assault. Rommel was simply unable to properly reinforce 
his coastal defenses or provide for defense-in-depth. And without effective airpower or mobile reserves, 
once the Allies broke through the outer shell of the Atlantic Wall, the Germans couldn’t stop them. 
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