
To what extent were German mistakes the main reason for Allied success in the D-Day landings?

For some time before the eventual D-Day landings of 1944, Stalin, the Russian Head-of-State, had been pressing his fellow Allies into establishing a Western Front in mainland Europe, in the hope that this would result in a relinquishing of the pressure his own Red Army faced on Europe’s Eastern Front. This, combined with the increased strengthening of German defences in Western France, and the possible development of German Nuclear power, convinced the Allied Generals to press ahead with the development of plans for a liberation of France. The culmination of these plans, entitled ‘Operation Overlord’, resulted in the launching of the single largest invasion effort ever seen in warfare, an event so important that British Prime Minister Winston Churchill was led to describe it as “much the greatest thing we have ever attempted”
. 

The outcome of the D-Day landings was Allied occupation of Western France, which over the following months increased to include the whole of France, and by mid 1945, Germany itself. The successful execution of the landings played a significant role in the ultimate downfall of Hitler’s Nazi regime, and as such, is often regarded as a great Allied victory. Careful planning, excellent application, and ability in combat are often cited as areas in which the Allies excelled, but they were by no means the only reasons for the success of the landings. Through many of their own actions, the Nazis hindered their chances of deterring the invasion force, before, during, and also after the landings, which poses the question, rather than Allied excellence, to what extent were German mistakes the main reason for Allied success in the D-Day landings?


The Allied landing forces were unquestionably assisted in their assignments by the inadequacy of the German coastal defence system. The plethora of steel bunkers, minefields, barbed-wire fences and concrete walls which constituted Hitler’s famed ‘Atlantic Wall’, the Nazi’s principal protection from an Allied invasion attempt, were penetrated with relative ease, leading historian S.Ambrose to regard the ‘Wall’ as “one of the greatest blunders in military history”
. Ambrose bases his assessment on the speed with which the Allies were able to infiltrate the German structure that was supposed to provide the first severe impediment to them at their landing zones, and goes on to suggest that “once it had been penetrated, even if only by a kilometre, it was useless”
. These particularly emotive criticisms levelled at the Wall by Ambrose, a critically acclaimed WW2 historian, perhaps indicate willingness on his part to faintly exaggerate and overstate the wall’s shortcomings. It should be taken into account that Ambrose’s work, although factually based, has a broader target audience than what may usually be associated with a wartime book, and so as to keep the casual reader’s interest and attention, certain sections, including German inefficiency, may have been glorified somewhat. 

The foremost problem for the Nazi’s in constructing their coastal defences, was almost entirely self-inflicted, as they found that the enormous quantity of land that they had acquired during the initial years of the war, would now have to be protected from a potential Allied offensive. Although an Allied invasion had been predicted some months prior to the landings, their major problem, as Hitler himself commented, was that the expected incursion could occur “on any long sector of the long Western Front from Norway to the Bay of Biscay, or on the Mediterranean – the South coast of France, the Italian coast, or the Balkans”
. This statement from Hitler emphasises the extent to which Germany had over-stretched her resources, and once again earns criticism from Ambrose, who continues to take a dim look on Germany’s military tactics, holding Hitler personally responsible for their bleak circumstances. He castigates the Fuhrer for “fighting a three-front war”
, blaming him for making Germany “over-extended far worse than she had been in World War 1”
. Although once again his comments may be put to question, Ambrose’s judgements appear accurate when it is considered that Hitler’s increasingly diminishing troops were stretched over roughly 11,000 kilometres of land, 6,000 of these being on the Western coastline alone. The failure to defeat Russia on Europe’s Eastern Front ruthlessly exposed Germany’s Western flank, as troops that would undoubtedly have prevented the D-Day Landings had they been stationed in France, were forced into bitter battles with Stalin’s Red Army inside Russian territory. The strain Hitler had placed on Germany’s resources was to be crucial in the defeat at the D-Day Landings. 


Although shown that German error was influential in impeding the construction of her coastal defence system, the Allies utilisation of their aerial dominance both before and after the landings contributed significantly to their success on the Normandy coastline. In the 2 months preceding the landing of the Allied invasion force, the British and American strategic air forces dropped approximately 195,000 tons of bombs on targeted areas, causing the destruction of various German communication lines and Nazi military bases. In his memoirs, Winston Churchill lavishes praise on the work of the combined air forces, commenting that successful Allied attacks had weakened German defences to the extent that out of 120 pieces of German radar equipment in use on the Normandy coastline, “on the night before D-Day not one in six was working”
. 


As the British P.M, Churchill may be inclined to overstate the success of the Allied air force attacks, to enhance the view of his own Allies being dominant in the air, but his comments are reinforced by contemporary historian M.Hastings, who tells of how the bombing campaigns played ‘a critical role in restricting the movement of German reinforcements after D-Day’
, and how ‘its success was a tribute to the qualities and training of the Allied aircrew’
. By having the benefit of assembling his judgments roughly 40 years after the landings had occurred, Hastings has been able to form his opinions from the evidence available, and as an award-winning writer, his views carry much credence. His British nationality should be considered however, as possible patriotism may have influenced his opinions slightly, leading him to perhaps over-emphasize the British contribution to the landing effort, in an attempt to elevate the work of his countrymen. This would appear not to be the case though, as the views of Churchill and Hastings are both supported by those of the opposing Luftwaffe staff, who acknowledged that "the outstanding factor both before and during the invasion was the overwhelming air superiority of the enemy.”
 The overpowering excellence of the Allied air forces not only affected the maintenance of the Nazi’s internal communication structure, but also severely dampened German morale.


Hastings tells of how the “Luftwaffe had not only lost its strength, but its will”
, and this suggestion that the Nazi’s had begun to accept defeat is emphasised by a biographer of Rommel who claims that he “was convinced that the invasion could not, in fact, be defeated and was secretly proposing an armistice with the Allies”
. Just as the bombing campaign had demoralised morale in the German camp, the opposite affect it had on the Allies was just as pronounced. General Montgomery later wrote Air-Marshal Arthur Harris, and informed him to “tell your brave and gallant pilots how greatly the Allied soldiers admire and applaud their work”
, a particularly telling statement considering it’s source – Montgomery being the Allied invasion commander. It should be considered however, that rather than writing Harris simply because of a genuinely positive judgment of the RAF’s work, Montgomery may have been looking to boost the spirits of the air force, as praise coming from the Allied commander would have a productive effect on the men’s morale, benefiting the war effort. The two-fold effect of Allied air supremacy – both limiting the German systems of defence and diminishing morale – contributed vitally to the Allied triumph in the D-Day landings.


The decisive factor in the Nazi’s defeat may be attributed to their inability to foretell where and when the invasion force would arrive, severely inhibiting their response to the landings. German uncertainty over where the Allied invasion was to take place can be seen in the remarks of one of the Nazi’s key generals at the time of the D-Day landings, General von Runstedt. After the war, von Runsdedt spoke of how he expected the invasion to occur on the beaches of Pas-de-Calais, as it “seemed to us much better, strategically, from your (the Allies) point of view – because it was so much closer to Germany”
. Taken from 1948, these comments reflect German confusion as to where the landings may occur, and the reliability of his remarks seem considerable given the lack of need to conceal the truth post-war, and also the unfavourable light that it places the Nazi’s in. If he were lying, it would appear strange that he would do so to make the German’s appear incompetent. 


Nazi confusion over the desired Allied landing area was due, in much part, to the excellent work of British secret service personnel, more specifically - ‘Operation Fortitude. The title ‘Operation Fortitude’ is the collective codename for the number of various deception operations used by the Allies prior to the Normandy Landings to convince the Germans the invasion was occurring elsewhere, an operation whose success was paramount to the Allied victory campaign. A.C.Brown, an applauded espionage Historian, comments on the effectiveness of Allied attempts to influence the Germans into thinking an invasion attempt would be based in Scandinavia, labelling “Fortitude North, and the diplomatic, political and economic warfare campaigns associated with it”
, “extraordinarily successful”
. Brown’s opinions appear to be accurate when details of the Nazi concentration of troops in Norway are considered – as many as 13 army divisions with approximately 170,000 troops were stationed to repel an invasion attempt never planned by the Allies. Akin to ‘Fortitude North’, the title ‘Fortitude South’ represents the invention of an Allied landing invasion further south, on the beaches of Pas-de-Calais. In addition to troop movements designed to arouse the suspicion of German spies, the Allied intelligence teams created fake installations, landing craft, air bases and tanks, all seemingly poised to be launched at Calais. The productiveness of this operation can be seen in how Hitler and the German High Command responded to the landings at Normandy.


Walter Warlimont, a senior member of German High Command, spoke after the war of how “on 5 June 1944, the day before the invasion, German Supreme Headquarters had not the slightest idea that the decisive event of the war was upon them”
, indicating that the Nazis were caught completely unaware of the Allied attack. The credibility of Warlimont’s remarks are not difficult to distinguish, for although the possibility of a vendetta against Hitler may have influenced his writings, his leading role in the German Headquarters certainly indicates his ability to reflect on the reaction of the Nazi High Command, and gauge it’s significance on the war. 


The confusion talked of by Warlimont is emphasised when the reaction of Hitler to the Allied invasion attempt is considered. Whereas prior to the invasion he commented that “the enemy’s entire landing operation must under no circumstances be allowed to last longer than a matter of hours or, at most days”
, when hearing of the Allied invasion on the Normandy coastline, Hitler dismissed it, with a close aide noting that “he was convinced that this was not the main invasion, and he kept repeating that over and over again”
. Although the possibility remains that this may have simply been a show of boldness from Hitler, an attempt to convince his officers that he was in control of the situation, the likelihood of this would appear sparse, as it would largely undermine the Nazi war effort, and heavily increase the chances of defeat. It appears as though Hitler was genuinely fooled, and as a result, with the effects of ‘Fortitude South’ influencing his decision-making, he remained convinced that the Normandy landings were nothing more than a minor invasion, designed so as to take German emphasis away from the Pas-de-Calais region, despite suggestions to the contrary from his supporting staff. 


 Although the confusion of the German High Command in the build-up and immediate aftermath of the D-Day landings appears understandable - they had to rely on information provided, which had been influenced by the excellence of the Allied deception – the apparent sluggishness of Hitler’s actions afterwards is less so. The slowness and reluctance of him to take advice from fellow members of the Nazi Hierarchy leads Swiss Military Historian Lt. E.Bauer to criticise Hitler on both his response to the D-Day landings, and his poor constructing of the German High Command. Bauer condemns Hitler for being “convinced up to July 24, that the only purpose of the Battle of Normandy was to trick him into lowering his guard in the Pas-de-Calais”
, but goes further in criticising the make-up of OKW, by claiming that “the lack of co-ordination between the three arms was to have catastrophic consequences for Germany”
. Having a military background of his own, Lieutenant Bauer would appear to have sufficient expertise in the field of command with which to make reasoned and sound judgements on the German Command structure, and thus his criticisms of the OKW are both applicable and valid. It could be argued however, that because of Bauer’s military know-how, he would be more inclined to look down on any German ineptness and highlight it to a more pronounced degree than a historian ignorant of the Army would do. 


As well as being slow and lethargic in his response to the D-Day landings, Hitler draws more damnation from E.Bauer when the efficiency and structure of the German Command is considered. Bauer’s main criticism of the German Command is that it inhibited Generals Rommel and von Runstedt from moving troops stationed away from the landing area towards them, when the landings initially occurred. Bauer tells of how they “had received orders to wipe out the Allied landings in the shortest time possible, but were refused the means necessary to carry out their orders.”
 The ‘means necessary’ that Bauer referred to, were Hitler’s two most prized Panzer divisions, stationed inland for counterattack purposes, which von Rudstedt attempted to transfer to the Normandy beaches when the landings began. Such was Hitler’s mistrust of his Generals though, he had ordered that any decision taken by military personnel should be authorised by him, and when news of the landings broke, Hitler was asleep. Knowing that a lack of sleep for the Fuhrer could lead to him being unreasonable and rash in his decision-making, officers neglected to wake him, thus restricting the movement of the Panzer divisions so badly needed by those defending the coastline. Hastings concurs with Bauer’s observations, and goes as far to suggest that “had Rommel’s request to place a second panzer division near St Lo been granted, the consequences for the American landings on D-Day would have been incalculable, conceivably decisive”
. Of all the errors committed by the Nazi’s in connection with the D-Day landings, the failure to provide adequate manpower with which to defeat the enemy would appear to be the greatest of all.


Although the Germans managed to hold the British and American forces up to the extent that they reached Germany far later than they had anticipated, the D-Day landings were a huge success for the Allies. By achieving their aims at Normandy, they had opened up a gateway for entry into mainland Europe, eventually resulting in the downfall of the Third Reich. The Allies had excelled in their preparation and planning for the landings, through their working of ‘Operation Fortitude’, and their destruction of German communication systems through their aerial dominance beforehand. To a certain extent, they had forced the Nazi’s into mistakes, as the German’s confusion over where the landings were arriving, and their inability to mobilise troops were a direct result of the outstanding work by the Allies. That is not to say that German errors did not contribute to their defeat at the landings however, as their poor defence structure, weak mobilization of troops, and inefficient command system were key factors in the landing’s success. Hitler’s assessment before the landings, that “if the enemy here succeeds in penetrating our defence on a wide front, consequences of staggering proportions will follow within a short time”
, were proved correct.
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