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Author’s Note

In US military terminology, “D-Day” is the start of any major operation or invasion—a purposefully vague expression, as planning for such complex maneuvers must begin long before a specific date and time are chosen. Its first recorded use, as best as anyone can determine, is found in a September 1918 field order—the singular “D” standing for the word “Day” (just as its cousin, H-Hour, is really just a shortening of “Hour-Hour”). Across the years since World War I, in World War II and beyond, there have been many D-Days: Sicily, Tarawa, Saipan, Okinawa, Leyte, Inchon during the Korean War, the 1983 invasion of Grenada (Operation Urgent Fury), and the 1989 invasion of Panama (Operation Just Cause), among others.

But history remembers only one.

June 6, 1944, is one of the most famous single days in all of human history. The official launch of Operation OVERLORD, the long-anticipated invasion of western Europe, it marks a feat of unprecedented human audacity, a mission more ambitious and complex than anything ever seen, before or since, and a key turning point in the fight for a cause among the most noble humans have ever fought. Though there have been other days over the course of the last century that have re-routed our collective historical trajectory, one could argue that none has had more of an impact than the day 160,000 troops stormed the beaches of Normandy. When we say “D-Day,” there’s no doubt what day we mean.

At a strategic level, the mission of the Allied forces on June 6 was to establish a beachhead and begin the liberation of France and Europe from Nazi occupation, which had been in effect since 1939. The full plan, which took years to assemble and execute—bringing together men, planes, tanks, and ships from every corner of the world—involved the largest air and sea armadas ever assembled, spread across a battlefront more than sixty miles long, over five different beaches—their code names forever immortalized in history, Utah, Omaha, Gold, Juno, and Sword—and affected nearly a million combatants, not counting the French and British civilian populations in the war zones, let alone the families across six continents who waited anxiously for word of their loved ones’ fates. Somewhere between 10,000 to 20,000 Allied and Axis combatants and civilians wouldn’t live to see the end of the day.

Military victory was only one part of the overarching goal. Five years earlier, the Nazi shadow had startlingly, steadily, and powerfully begun to overtake much of the Western world, occupying various territories and major cities, and inspiring a coalition of fascist leadership known as the Axis Powers—Germany, Italy, and Japan—that threatened the very existence of global democracy. If OVERLORD failed, it might be years before the Big Three Allies—the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union—could reattempt an invasion, leaving them little choice but to sue for peace with Adolf Hitler, consigning the continent to an era of authoritarian darkness and further untold horrors upon its citizens.

Precisely because it is a day of such drama and such high stakes, there is no shortage of existing material on D-Day. From the immediate aftermath to decades-later reflections, there have been plenty of excellent books written and published on the subject by the likes of Forrest Pogue, Samuel Eliot Morison, Cornelius Ryan, Stephen Ambrose, Rick Atkinson, Douglas Brinkley—and many, many, many more—that provide down-to-the-minute details about the day, as well as blockbuster films and television series that have immortalized the actions and sacrifices of servicemen—Band of Brothers, The Longest Day, Saving Private Ryan. Some histories have zeroed in on specific beaches, units, and aspects of the invasion that the French refer to as Le Débarquement (the landing), while others have centered largely on the personal stories of those involved at various levels. Ernest Hemingway, who rode in with a wave of infantry headed to Omaha Beach’s Fox Green (though he did not make the landing), said it best: “You could write for a week and not give everyone credit for what he did on a front of 1,135 yards.”

But among and across so many histories, there turns out to be a fuller, richer story still waiting to be told.

* * *

The story of D-Day writ large is not as simple as the one we usually tell ourselves. The reality of D-Day and Operation OVERLORD has, across 80 years, been almost entirely swallowed by mythology, lore, and Hollywood. In telling the story anew here, for a generation born long after the fortieth-and fiftieth-anniversary festivities popularized and celebrated the “Greatest Generation,” I hope to broaden the understanding of D-Day itself, and to acknowledge the full scope of the event’s complexities and nuances, as well as its high points.

That begins with the question of who was there. The story of D-Day is overwhelmingly white and male, and the experiences of the myriad women and people of color who participated in aspects of OVERLORD have historically been forgotten or relegated to side-histories. (Correspondent Martha Gellhorn, who stowed away in a ship’s toilet overnight to become one of the first women to arrive at the landing site, for example, is still largely shorthanded as Ernest Hemingway’s third wife; similarly, eight decades later, the heroism on Omaha Beach of Black medic Staff Sgt. Waverly B. Woodson, Jr., has still never been properly acknowledged by the U.S. government.) All told, about 2,000 Black soldiers took part in the invasion, mostly drivers and stevedores, but across the entire operation, the Allied force included just a single unit of Black troops, and their story was not told in depth until 2010, when Linda Hervieux resurrected with great effort their memories and contributions in her book Forgotten.* In and across northern France, liberation came at a terrible cost—the destruction of whole towns and the deaths of thousands of civilians—and a full, true accounting of D-Day’s bloody cost begins long before June 1944. More Allied soldiers were killed preparing and practicing for D-Day than in the invasion itself, as historian Patrick Caddick-Adams has recently calculated. D-Day was also as international a day of combat as any in human history. There were 15 nationalities formally represented in the naval forces off the Normandy shore, including 600 Danish sailors, and the defenses onshore were a mix of Germans with conscripts and prisoners from Poland, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, and a host of other countries. The British unit known as 10 Commando included French, Belgian, Dutch, Norwegian, and Polish troops, as well as a unit that consisted almost entirely of Jewish refugees from across Nazi-occupied Europe.

More broadly, there are four particular myths that have emerged around D-Day, each of which I try to take on and reframe in this book. One, that it was tenuous and almost failed; two, that the Atlantic Wall was impenetrable; three, that Omaha Beach was a disastrous killing zone; and four, that the British and Canadian beaches were a cakewalk. While all of these have kernels of truth, none are exactly true in the way that popular history and mythology remembers. Understanding the nuance and reality of that day does not in any way decrease or subtract from the heroism of the participants, but instead enriches our understanding of the human experience of that incredible day of days.

To find the true story of D-Day and assemble this book, I collected somewhere north of 5,000 personal stories, memoirs, and oral histories from combatants and participants from books, documents, newspapers, magazines, official reports, videos, and audio recordings. They range from hand-scrawled letters written aboard ships bound for France on the night of June 5 to local historical society pamphlets and doorstop-sized official military histories to Winston Churchill’s Nobel Prize–winning six-volume memoir and retelling of the Second World War to in-the-field interviews by wartime correspondents with Stars and Stripes and Yank magazine, as well as those with surviving veterans assembled for the fiftieth anniversary in 1994 by Time and Newsweek—even the archives of the Pennsylvania newspaper The Morning Call, which in 2015 launched an ambitious oral history project of local veterans. A handful of books provided uniquely valuable resources, particularly George Koskimaki’s D-Day with the Screaming Eagles and Russell Miller’s Nothing Less than Victory. The first rough draft of this manuscript contained nearly 1.4 million words of personal testimony and oral history, snippets, quotations, and stories compiled from more than 100 published sources, as well as archival materials from more than a dozen major and minor archives from multiple countries and continents, from the Library of Congress’s Veterans History Project to the Portsmouth D-Day Story Museum. At the Imperial War Museum in London, I sifted through boxes filled with hundreds of postcards, sent in as part of a contest by the Sunday Express newspaper for the thirtieth anniversary of D-Day of British remembrances of that day; through the National World War II Museum in New Orleans, which started as a museum focused on D-Day, I paged through hundreds of oral histories from the unparalleled archives of the Eisenhower Center, where Stephen Ambrose and Ronald Drez collected the memories of thousands of D-Day veterans in the 1980s and 1990s. Ohio University, meanwhile, has done the incredible work of digitizing the voluminous veteran questionnaires Cornelius Ryan used to write his World War II classics, The Longest Day, A Bridge Too Far, and The Last Battle, and which, collectively, are some of the most contemporaneous memories gathered.

Across these multitudes, some memories were recorded within days of June 6, 1944, others years or decades afterward. Some represent full-length memoirs, stretching to scores and even hundreds of pages, while others amounted to just a single sentence, observation, or paragraph—a brief snippet delivered to a passing war correspondent in the combat zone or a local reporter years later. Some benefited from reliance on documentary contemporaneous evidence, others unfurled from memory alone. History has mostly taught us about D-Day in black-and-white (the blurry news images of Robert Capa and other brave military combat photographers fill our mental images and textbooks), but those who lived June 6, 1944, felt and remembered it as an overwhelming sensual experience, one filled with explosive color—orange flames, green water, khaki uniforms, and seething red blood—vivid smells, from cordite to apple blossoms, and unforgettable sound, from the tiny clicks of the metal crickets given to paratroopers to recognize one another in the dark and the donging church bells of Sainte-Mère-Église to the overwhelming crescendo of the naval beach bombardment and the shells of the USS Texas at dawn. And, then of course, there was what was perhaps the defining sensory perception of D-Day: The chilling and all-consuming cold that came as thousands of troops plunged (willingly and unwillingly) into the choppy seawater of the English Channel and then spent the day of the invasion wearing waterlogged, uncomfortable uniforms.

In the end, after much editing, whittling, and carving, the story ahead features 700 individual voices from all sides of the conflict that day. Those memories captured in these pages, regardless of when they were put to paper or audio recording, were surely fallible, as all are. Traumatic memories even more so. I have tried to rely on the most trusted resources possible and cross-checked what details are available to ensure that the memories herein are as accurate as they can be. Throughout, I have lightly edited quotes for clarity, striving to balance the speaker’s original words with the precision of recorded history. I have for historical accuracy corrected some dates, names, or other obviously incorrect technical details—such as when someone refers to a ship’s “sixteen-inch guns” when the ship actually had fifteen-inch guns. At the same time, I have chosen to keep out-of-date references, like those of negroes and Indians, that reflected natural speech at the time.

Wartime promotions and assignment changes happened frequently—personnel were particularly shifted around and units reshuffled in the weeks leading up to the invasion itself—and so to avoid confusion, speakers are usually identified only by the title, rank, or position they held on D-Day itself, June 6, 1944. In the case of certain speakers, like Winston Churchill, Bernard Montgomery, or Fred Morgan, the lead D-Day planner in 1943, where their own professional evolution is an important part of the narrative, I have identified them by their contemporaneous title or position. For each speaker, I have included as much biographical and descriptive information as history recorded; sometimes, particularly in contemporaneous articles, there was only a rank, last name, or general description of a speaker.

Collectively, the oral histories that make up this book and the archives I drew upon are an invaluable and irreplaceable national and international treasure, a collection of stories from a generation who famously didn’t like to share them. I’ve now spent better part of a decade immersed in oral history, and normally I talk about how the goal is to find the ordinary and the extraordinary—the people who have the most average, and thus representative experiences, and also those who have the most atypical experiences. But what is so remarkable about D-Day is how ordinary the extraordinary was that day—the tens of thousands of people who had that June Tuesday the most remarkable of human experiences, at the height of combat and at the limits of human survival.

It’s here—at the human level—where we find the greatest and most true story of D-Day. D-Day stands as not just one of the greatest stories of courage of our time, but also perhaps the greatest story ever told about leadership—leadership at the top and leadership at the bottom. The first third of this book, which concerns the planning and mobilization of Operation OVERLORD, is a story dominated by big, historic figures—Winston Churchill, Dwight Eisenhower, George Marshall, Bernard Montgomery, Omar Bradley, Bertram Ramsay—and the big, world-shaping decisions they make and plans they forge. Then, in essence, the big leaders disappear from the action itself. The remainder of the book is the story of ordinary men who found themselves thrust into almost unimaginable drama, fighting, and combat, and how, in turn, they rose to the moment and how their small moments of leadership, sprinkled across sixty miles of landings, were enough to win the day. D-Day would not have succeeded without the young Coast Guard coxswains piloting landing craft in the hairy surf, the barely-out-of-their-teens paratrooper sergeants in thick Norman hedgerows confronting German soldiers younger still, or the lieutenants who rallied forward on the beaches a stricken soldier here and an injured comrade there. And, conversely, it would not have been the success it was for the Allies without the equally important counter-lesson of the German reaction—as a divided, top-down, hierarchal, and confused chain of command failed to act and its battlefield leaders failed to lead at the moment it most mattered.

D-Day would not be the triumph we honor and remember without the most ordinary of men, figures like Dick Winters, Stanley Hollis, John Ahearn, John Howard, Marcus Heim, Len Lomell, Waverly Woodson, Jr., and countless other names—men plucked from civilian life, sometimes just weeks or months before—whom you will come to read about as Operation OVERLORD unfolds.

The greatest names in the pages ahead, as it turns out, are the ones you don’t know.



___________

* Not a single Black soldier, sailor, airman, Marine, or Coast Guard personnel was originally awarded the Medal of Honor in World War II, and only in 1994 did President Bill Clinton award seven such distinctions to troops recommended by a panel brought together to rectify that slight.


“A day unlike any other”

Foreword
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An LCVP carrying troops, including 2nd Lt. Gardner Botsford (right, in profile), nears Omaha Beach as D-Day begins.



Capt. Henry Seitzler, Army Air Forces, 6th Engineer Special Beach Brigade: Pardon me if I stop every once in a while. These things are so very real. Even after all these years I can see it again in my mind, just like it was happening right now.

Andy Rooney, correspondent, Stars and Stripes: There have only been a handful of days since the beginning of time on which the direction the world was taking has been changed for the better in one 24-hour period by an act of man. June 6th, 1944, was one of them.

Ernest Hemingway, correspondent, Collier’s Weekly: No one remembers the date of the Battle of Shiloh. But the day we took Fox Green beach was the sixth of June.

Oberleutnant Gustav Pflocksch, deputy commander, Widerstandsnest 28 (Juno Beach), Grenadier-Regiment 736, 716 Infanterie-Division: This battle was the beginning of the end of the war.

W. B. Courtney, correspondent, Collier’s Weekly: Not only as a military event but in the grave political economic and social fates it held, there has been nothing ever before to equal it. Beyond comparison, this is the most stupendous enterprise to which modern free men ever dedicated their fortunes and lives.

Ronald Reagan, 40th president of the United States: Here in Normandy the rescue began. Here the Allies stood and fought against tyranny in a giant undertaking unparalleled in human history.

Gen. Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Allied Commander, Allied Expeditionary Force: These men came here—British, and our other allies, Americans—to storm these beaches for one purpose only, not to gain anything for ourselves, not to fulfill any ambitions that America had for conquest, but just to preserve freedom.

Andy Rooney: No one can tell the whole story of D-Day because no one knows it. Each of the 60,000 men who waded ashore that day know a little part of the story too well.

Ernest Hemingway: You could write for a week and not give everyone credit for what he did on a front of 1,135 yards.

1st Sgt. Leonard G. Lomell, platoon leader, Company D, 2nd Ranger Battalion: I’ve kept a low profile for fifty years, as have most of my men. We didn’t write articles, books, make speeches or publicize the performance of our duties. We knew what each other did and we did our duty like professionals. We weren’t heroes, we were just good Rangers.

Sgt. Schuyler W. “Sky” Jackson, 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne: How do you describe the greatest military operation the world has ever seen when you yourself saw only one tiny piece of the vast and deadly jigsaw puzzle?

Trooper Joe Minogue, gunner, B Squadron, Westminster Dragoons: That summer day, June 6, 1944, D-Day, is etched indelibly on the windows of my mind. I can hear it, smell it, feel it, as though it happened only 24 hours ago.

Seaman Exum Pike, USS PC-565: The battle scene was the most awesome terrible thing a human being could ever witness. Looking back on that day, after these many years, I have two grown sons and as I have often told them boys I have no fear of hell because I have already been there.

Pvt. Buddy Mazzara, Company C, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st Infantry Division: D-Day was an experience you would never want to live through again. But I am glad I was there.

2nd Lt. Gardner Botsford, intelligence officer, Division Headquarters, 1st Division: Nobody on that beach was aware of anything that wasn’t right in front of his nose—and, Lord knows, that was enough. The human mind, when under great tension, closes its doors, shutters its windows, and focuses on the insignificant. When I waded ashore onto that Normandy beach, I was entering the stage set of a truly stupendous world event. All I recorded was snapshots of tiny fragments, snapshots with no anchor in time or meaning.

S.Sgt. John B. Ellery, Company B, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st Division: With D-Day in Normandy as a ten, I haven’t had an adventure that rated more than a two since I landed on the Easy Red Sector of Omaha Beach on June 6, 1944.

2nd Lt. Gardner Botsford: Sample snapshot: the hundreds of cumbersome life-preserver belts littering the water’s edge, jettisoned by the troops as they reached shore. Snapshot: a makeshift aid station sheltered behind some rocks, where a medic was injecting morphine into the arm of a wounded soldier who wasn’t going to make it. Snapshot: five or six German prisoners—all of them in their teens—sitting in a declivity on the beach with their hands on their heads and looking just as terrified as the nervous private guarding them.

Andy Rooney: We all have days of our lives that stand out from the blur of days that have gone by, and the day I came ashore on Utah Beach—four days after the initial invasion—is one of mine.

Pvt. J. Robert Patterson, 474th Antiaircraft Artillery Automatic Weapons Battalion: I’ve been married. I have six kids. I own my own business. I think the thing I’m proudest of, if I really had to remember anything—family, sure, kids, sure—but I am proud I was there on June the 6th.

Pvt. John Hooper, Headquarters Company, 115th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: I doubt that any single event in my life equaled that day’s event. My marriage in 1951, and later, two fine sons, has never had such an impact as did that first day’s action on the Normandy coast in a sector known as “Easy Green.”

Andy Rooney: There were heroes here no one will ever know because they’re dead. The heroism of others is known only to themselves.

Sgt. Donald L. Scribner, Company C, 2nd Ranger Battalion: A lot of good men gave their lives that day, and I hope that no one ever forgets it. I know I won’t.

Andy Rooney: It was one of the most monumentally unselfish things one group of people ever did for another.

Lt. John J. Reville, Company F, 5th Ranger Battalion: When I landed D-Day morning, I had 35 men in my platoon and in my boat. The battalion lasted in action seven days. At the end of seven days, there was myself and four men left.

Sgt. Schuyler W. “Sky” Jackson: When my daughter Lynne asked me the other evening, “Daddy, what was D-Day?,” I found myself stumped. How do you explain to an 8-year-old that D-Day was courage and compassion, fear and confusion?

Andy Rooney: If you are young and not really clear what D-Day was, let me tell you: It was a day unlike any other.

Emil “Moe” Vestuti, fire controlman, 3rd Class, USS Corry (DD-463): I get tied up talking about it to my family even today because those feelings are still inside.

S.Sgt. Myron “Mike” Ranney, Company E, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne: A grandson asked, “Grandpa, were you a hero in the war?” “No,” I answered, “but I served in a company of heroes.”

Robert Capa, photographer, Life magazine: Once a year, usually sometime in April, every self-respecting Jewish family celebrates Passover, the Jewish Thanksgiving. When dinner is irrevocably over, father loosens his belt and lights a five-cent cigar. At this crucial moment the youngest of the sons—I have been doing it for years—steps up and addresses his father in solemn Hebrew. He asks, “What makes this day different from all other days?” Then father, with great relish and gusto, tells the story of how, many thousands of years ago in Egypt, the angel of destruction passed over the firstborn sons of the Chosen People, and how, afterwards, General Moses led them across the Red Sea without getting their feet wet.

The Gentiles and Jews who crossed the English Channel on the sixth of June in the year 1944 ought to have—once a year, on that date—a Crossover day. Their children, after finishing a couple of cans of C-rations, would ask their father, “What makes this day different from all other days?” The story that I would tell might sound like this.

Pfc. Felix Branham, Company K, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: I never want to spend another day like that, but thank God—and only thank God—that I’m here to say that I can tell someone else the story of my experiences.

Andy Rooney: If you think the world is selfish and rotten, go to the cemetery at Colleville-sur-Mer overlooking Omaha Beach—see what one group of men did for another on D-Day, June 6th, 1944.


PART I

A WORLD AT WAR


“Has the last word been said?”

War Begins
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The Allied evacuation from Dunkirk marked the emotional low of the start of World War II.



Pvt. John Barnes, Company A, 116th Infantry Regiment, 29th Division: It’s hard to know where to begin. I could start at Omaha Beach, Dog Green Sector, D-Day, June 6, H-Hour, 6:25 in the morning. It went on for 11 months up to the Elbe River in May 1945, with A Company, 116th Infantry, 29th Division. I was a rifleman, assistant flame thrower, platoon runner, company runner, and, in the end, battalion runner. Of course, it started earlier.

Capt. R. J. Lindo, naval artillery liaison, 2nd Battalion, 18th Infantry Regiment, 1st Division: It’s been very difficult for me to get started and to know where to begin and end.

Pvt. J. Robert Patterson, 474th Antiaircraft Artillery Automatic Weapons Battalion: As Alice in Wonderland said, “You have to begin at the beginning.”

Time magazine, September 11, 1939: World War II began at 5:20 a.m. (Polish time) Friday, September 1, when a German bombing plane dropped a projectile on Puck, fishing village and air base in the armpit of the Hel Peninsula. At 5:45 a.m. the German training ship Schleswig-Holstein lying off Danzig fired what was believed to be the first shell: a direct hit on the Polish underground ammunition dump at Westerplatte. It was a grey day, with gentle rain.

Ens. George McKee Elsey, Map Room watch officer, the White House: Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union quickly overran Poland, bringing declarations of war from England and France.

The invasion of Poland by Adolf Hitler’s Germany upended the foreign policy of British prime minister Neville Chamberlain, who for years had tried a strategy of “appeasement” amid Hitler’s increasingly bellicose rhetoric and actions in Europe. Chamberlain had hoped to avoid war and only cautiously rearmed Britain amid Germany’s rising threat, and as late as January 1939 believed that he and Hitler had a path for a “long peace” in Europe. Following the invasion, though, he was quick to issue an immediate ultimatum, with France, announcing they would declare war if Germany didn’t withdraw.

Acting Lt. Gen. Bernard L. Montgomery, British Army: I had taken over command of the 3rd Division on the 28th August. Partial mobilisation was then in process and full mobilisation was ordered on the 1st September, the day on which the Germans invaded Poland and an ultimatum was sent to Germany. In September 1939 the British Army was totally unfit to fight a first-class war on the continent of Europe.

Pauline Edmondson, schoolchild, Sidcup, Kent, England: I was twelve and Peter, my brother, was seven. All through the summer [of 1939] preparations for war were being made. The summer went by until September 2nd, which sticks in my mind, because it was such a hot day. It was a Saturday, and we were all up early, for we all knew that this was the weekend—short of a miracle—that war would be declared. Sand and sandbags had been delivered to all the houses, and we spent all that day filling the bags. They were then stacked all round the front of the house, so the windows were barricaded about halfway up.

Barbara Clare (Fauks), schoolchild, East Acton, United Kingdom: In 1939 we went down to visit my uncle in the country. We could see men practicing with guns, so we knew that the war was coming. When we got back to London, we didn’t stay long, because most of the schoolchildren were shipped out of the city for their own protection.

Grace Bradbeer, driver, Women’s Voluntary Service, United Kingdom: Another very early problem which rural areas had to deal with was the surge of evacuees who arrived in numbers both great and small. Every part of the British Isles was affected by this as those from the big towns and cities and from exposed positions on the coasts tried—indeed were encouraged—to get away as quickly as possible.

Barbara Clare (Fauks): There was a concern about the threat of air raids against the city. It was terrible to be separated from our parents. In fact, Mum and Dad didn’t even know where we were going. The authorities took us first to our school and then marched us to the train station. I was crying, Mum was crying, and my sister Evelyn was crying. My cousin, who was a little older and later served in the war, went to the movie house not long after our evacuation. He saw me in the newsreel because there had been a cameraman present as our group of children was going away from home.

Grace Bradbeer: People came not only as families or individuals but also in parties—schools, nursing homes, colleges and so on; in fact one school from Acton, London, turned up in a small South Devon town three days before war was declared and was welcomed by locally organised billeting officers who found room for all. The official number of government-sponsored evacuees was 1,200,000 by the end of the war.

On September 3, with no withdrawal in sight by Germany, Britain moved to declare war, followed by France, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. The Soviet Union, under Joseph Stalin, had signed a nonaggression pact, and after Germany had annexed the western portion of Poland, it invaded and annexed eastern Poland in September as well.

Pauline Edmondson: We all gathered round the wireless to listen to Mr. Chamberlain’s speech. I sat on the back steps to listen to the broadcast. Big Ben’s chimes came over the air at 11 am, and Mr. Chamberlain announced that Britain was now at war with Germany.

Neville Chamberlain, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, radio address, September 3, 1939: I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street. This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by 11 O’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.

William Shirer, correspondent, CBS News, broadcasting from Berlin, September 3, 1939: The world war is on.

Mollie Panter-Downes, London correspondent, The New Yorker, writing September 3, 1939: Now that there is a war, the English, slow to start, have already in spirit started and are comfortably two laps ahead of the official war machine, which had to await the drop of somebody’s handkerchief. In the general opinion, Hitler has got it coming to him.

Britain spent the winter of 1939 and the beginning of 1940 racing a quarter million troops to Europe to support France and its allies in the Low Countries, Belgium and the Netherlands. Though the United States had been allied with the United Kingdom and France during the First World War, the nation had gone through a period of isolationism in the 1930s, and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, now in his second term and about to be elected to a third, announced that it would remain neutral in the conflict.

In April 1940, Germany invaded Denmark and, after it surrendered in six hours, then Norway. That fresh crisis caused Chamberlain, under pressure, to resign as prime minister, to be replaced by Winston Churchill on May 10, 1940. That same day, Hitler’s forces charged across the borders of the Low Countries, overrunning Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Belgium, and advancing into France. By late May, the mostly British and French Allied armies were in full retreat, pinned down near the coastal city of Dunkirk. There, in the space of about a week, some 335,000 troops were evacuated from Europe to England—saving the British Expeditionary Force and the Allied Belgian and French armies, but forcing it to leave much of its equipment on the beach to fall into Nazi hands. In less than a year, continental Europe had been largely lost to the Axis Powers, and the newly installed Churchill feared Britain would be the next target.

John Gunther, correspondent, NBC News, May 9, 1940: Bulletin from Berlin: Adolf Hitler in an order of the day to his troops declared that the fight that begins today will decide the fate of the German nation for the next 1,000 years. “Do your duty.”

Winston Churchill, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom: Now at last the slowly gathered, long-pent-up fury of the storm broke upon us. Four or five million men met each other in the first shock of the most merciless of all the wars of which record has been kept.

Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley, commander, First Army: To trace the strategy of our cross-channel invasion to the beginning, we must go back to the midnight of June 2, 1940, and to the beach off Dunkirk where a British major general made his way in a small boat through the wreckage of an armada offshore. In the light of fires set by German bombers he searched the harbor and beaches for Allied troops awaiting debarkation. Satisfied that none had been left behind, Major General Harold Alexander, commander of the 1st Division, ordered his skipper to steer for England. He was the last of more than 335,000 Allied soldiers to quit the continent at Dunkirk for the withdrawal to Britain.

Winston Churchill: After Dunkirk, and still more when three weeks later the French Government capitulated, the questions whether Hitler would, or secondly could, invade and conquer our island rose, as we have seen, in all British minds.

Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: The war seemed all but lost only nine months after it had started.

Winston Churchill, speaking to the House of Commons, June 4, 1940: The British Empire and the French Republic, linked together in their cause and in their need, will defend to the death their native soil, aiding each other like good comrades to the utmost of their strength. Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail.

Brig. Gen. Charles de Gaulle, chairman, French National Committee, appeal of June 18, 1940, aired on the BBC, upon reaching the shores of England: But has the last word been said? Must hope disappear? Is defeat final? No! Believe me, I speak to you with full knowledge of the facts and tell you that nothing is lost for France. The same means that overcame us can bring us to a day of victory. For France is not alone! She has a vast Empire behind her. She can align with the British Empire that holds the sea and continues the fight. She can, like England, use without limit the immense industry of the United States. This war is not finished by the battle of France. This war is a world war. Whatever happens, the flame of the French resistance must not be extinguished and will not be extinguished.

Winston Churchill, speaking to the House of Commons, June 4, 1940: We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island—whatever the cost may be—we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this Island or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until, in God’s good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.

Britain, still largely alone on the world stage standing against Hitler’s war machine, rallied to its own defense—beginning what amounted to a last-minute no-holds-barred effort to preserve its freedom against the looming German invasion, known as Operation Sealion. But as days turned to weeks, and weeks turned to months, Hitler realized he was ill equipped to carry out a cross-Channel invasion and settled, instead, on a terror-bombing campaign from the sky to weaken and force Great Britain to capitulate.

Maj. John Dalgleish, Planning Staff, Royal Army Service Corps: Within one week of that great fighting speech, the first Commandos were formed from independent infantry companies of the British Army. They took up their stations along the South East Coast. They blacked their faces, replaced their heavy ammunition boots with rubber-soled soft shoes, collected a motley assortment of small craft, and prepared themselves for their initial task of raiding operations against the continental coastline.

Winston Churchill: Our armies at home were known to be almost unarmed except for rifles. There were in fact hardly five hundred field guns of any sort and hardly two hundred medium or heavy tanks in the whole country. Months must pass before our factories could make good even the munitions lost at Dunkirk. Can one wonder that the world at large was convinced that our hour of doom had struck? Deep alarm spread through the United States, and indeed through all the surviving free countries.

Mollie Panter-Downes: London was as quiet as a village. At places where normally there is a noisy bustle of comings and goings, such as the big railway stations, there was the same extraordinary preoccupied silence. People stood about reading the papers; when a man finished one, he would hand it over to anybody who hadn’t been lucky enough to get a copy, and walk soberly away.

One morning, this week, postmen slipped official pamphlets in with the mail, telling householders just what to do if Britain is invaded. Official advice is to stay at home unless told by the proper authorities to leave, “because, if you run away, you will be machine-gunned from the air, as were civilians in Holland and Belgium.”

Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley: Reluctant to risk a makeshift assault against the British navy, the Wehrmacht settled down on the coast until the Luftwaffe softened England.

Winston Churchill, speaking to the House of Commons, June 18, 1940: What General [Maxime] Weygand called the Battle of France is over. I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilization. Upon it depends our own British life, and the long continuity of our institutions and our Empire. The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this Island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be free and the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands. But if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, “This was their finest hour.”

Over the summer of 1940, the Luftwaffe battled the roughly 3,000 pilots of the Royal Air Force in the skies over Britain in an attempt to gain air superiority. Thanks to the Herculean efforts of the RAF and an astounding industrial production effort, known as the “Harrogate program,” which saw England churn out 500 fighters a month through that summer, as well as an extensive ground-spotting network, and the British military’s early development of a radar-type system that could detect incoming German flights and guide fighters toward them, the British were able to hold. Meanwhile, the war expanded into the Mediterranean, as Italian forces targeted British-held Malta, Somaliland, and Egypt in North Africa.

Maj. Ralph Ingersoll, intelligence officer, Planning Staff, Allied Expeditionary Force: In the fall of 1940, the Empire had had the narrowest squeak in its entire history. It had survived against seemingly impossible odds—and miraculously. In surviving, it had found its soul. It was really united under Churchill’s personal leadership.

Mollie Panter-Downes: The skill and audacity of the RAF youngsters have so captured the public imagination that the fliers are spoken of with almost poetic admiration, as though they were knights on wings.

Winston Churchill, speaking August 20, 1940: The gratitude of every home in our Island, in our Empire, and indeed throughout the world, except in the abodes of the guilty, goes out to the British airmen who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in their constant challenge and mortal danger, are turning the tide of the World War by their prowess and by their devotion. Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.

Harold Bird-Wilson, 17 Squadron, No. 11 Group, RAF: You read many stories nowadays of pilots saying they weren’t worried and weren’t frightened when they saw little dots in the sky, which gradually increased in numbers and grew in size as they came from the French coast towards the English, over Kent and towards London. I maintain that if anybody says that they weren’t frightened or apprehensive at such an occasion then I think he’s a very bad liar, because you cannot help but get worried. I openly admit that I was worried and I was frightened at times.

In September, British leaders were able to breathe a temporary sigh of relief: Hitler began dismantling the facilities at Dutch airfields where German paratroopers had been expected to embark for England. The invasion was off, for now. On September 7, 1940, the Luftwaffe, recognizing that it would not win air superiority over Britain, adjusted its strategy and began an intense bombing campaign against England, which came to be known as the Blitz, in the hope of breaking the British spirit and forcing its capitulation. At the start, London was attacked on 56 out of 57 straight days; the air campaign would continue for eight months, into the spring of 1941, killing more than 40,000 civilians.

Edward R. Murrow, correspondent, CBS, reporting September 8, 1940, from London: An air-raid siren called Weeping Willy began its uneven screams. Down on the coast the white puff balls of anti-aircraft fire began to appear against the steel blue sky. The first flight of German bombers were coming up the river to start the 12 hour attack against London.

Pauline Edmondson: My mum and dad and everyone else who lived around us began to fix up their shelters. My father built two bunks in ours—one for Peter and one for my mother—and hung a hammock for me in the gangway. It took me ages to learn to stay in it, I was always falling out. My father never slept in the shelter; he had a chair in there which he sometimes sat on, but most of the time he was outside doing his duty as a warden. When the raids were really bad, bombs would be whizzing down, guns banging away, and shrapnel all over the place, but my dad didn’t get so much as a scratch.

Ronald Allen, Leytonstone, London (age 10): I was visiting my grandparents who lived in Plumstead near the Woolwich Arsenal. Up until then, most of the raids had been on air fields. We’d had lots of warnings, but no actual raids so we just thought it was another scare.

Edward R. Murrow: They were high and not very numerous. The Hurricanes and Spitfires were already in the air climbing for altitude above the nearby aerodrome. The fight moved inland and out of sight.

Up toward London we could see billows of smoke fanning out above the river. It went on for over two hours and then the all-clear. Before 8 p.m., the sirens sounded again.

Ronald Allen: We went down into the Anderson shelter in the back garden and then the ack-ack guns started firing so we knew this time it was different. The drone of the aircraft could be heard and then the first bombs started falling. I hadn’t heard a bomb before so when I heard this rushing whooshing sound I thought it was a crowd cheering like in a football match, not the whistling sound depicted in films. The noise of the guns and falling bombs was deafening—the ground shook and we all hung on to each other for courage.

Edward R. Murrow: The fires up the river had turned the moon blood red; the smoke had drifted down until it formed a canopy over the Thames. The guns were working all around us. The bursts looking like fireflies in a southern summer night.

The Germans were sending in two or three planes at a time, in relays. They would pass overhead, the guns and lights would follow them, and in about five minutes we could hear the hollow drop of the bomb. Huge pear-shaped bursts of flame would rise up into the smoke and disappear. The world was upside down.

Ronald Allen: My mother, sister and I tried to get home, but had to get off the tram at New Cross Gate because only dock workers were allowed to cross the river. I’ll never forget the sight of the Surrey docks all ablaze as we tried to get back on that tram. We had to spend the night in a public shelter in New Cross Gate as the night bombing started. It was Sunday morning before we got home to Leytonstone and my dad was waiting outside the house. I’ll never forget the sight of him standing there. He had probably been there for hours, wondering whether we were alive or dead.

Raymond Hickey, chaplain, North Shore Regiment: Night after night, just as darkness was falling, up would go the awful wail of the sirens. In all directions people would run to cold cement air raid shelters; on would go the searchlights that swept the sky like giant northern lights; from a distance would come the unmistakable ou, ou, ou of German planes; with a deafening roar, our anti-aircraft guns would open up—you huddled as small as you could, covered your head, held your breath, and waited for bombs that came with a terrifying whistle, and shook the earth with an awful blast and covered the place with death and destruction.

Hazel Roberts, schoolchild, Essex (age seven): As we all looked skywards we watched as wave after wave of German Heinkel and Dornier bombers headed over our houses towards London. Suddenly I shouted to my brother, “Here come our boys!” as I saw our Spitfires emerging from behind the clouds. The Spitfires roared in—there were only a small number of our planes against all the might of the German Luftwaffe. We saw planes blown to pieces, both German and British, and wreckage was strewn all over a large area.

Edward R. Murrow: There are no words to describe the thing that is happening. A row of automobiles, with stretchers racked on the roofs like skis, standing outside of bombed buildings. A man pinned under wreckage where a broken gas main sears his arms and face. The courage of the people, the flash and roar of the guns rolling down streets, the stench of air-raid shelters in the poor districts.

Grace Bradbeer: Soon, rationing of food began to be proposed, though it was not finally brought in until early in 1940. All over the country, farmers were encouraged to use every scrap of available land for the growing of food crops and for grazing but at the same time they were hampered by the call-up which took away so much agricultural labour. Only a few younger men were allowed to remain in order to help cope with the extra strain put upon the farms, and the Women’s Land Army stepped into the breach almost at once.

After its stunning and overwhelming victories across Europe in 1939 and 1940, Hitler turned Germany’s attention to the Soviet Union. Ignoring the nonaggression pact his government had signed with Stalin and following Germany’s new combined-arms strategy—uniting armor, infantry, and airborne forces in rapid advances that overwhelmed an enemy’s defenses—Hitler launched a massive invasion of the Soviet Union. In June 1941, hundreds of thousands of troops poured across the Soviet border as part of Operation Barbarossa. Joseph Stalin, who trusted in the nonaggression pact for too long, failed to prepare until it was too late. Even at great cost in men and weapons, Germany made significant advances into the Soviet Union, which quickly found a new alliance with Great Britain. The cascading developments greatly distressed President Roosevelt, who understood the impact of Germany’s growing power on both the Western and Eastern Fronts. He offered support to the Soviets, but continued to struggle over the domestic politics of whether to further involve the United States in the conflict.

Averell Harriman, US presidential envoy to the UK: Roosevelt was very much affected by World War I, which he had, of course, seen at close range. He had a horror of American troops landing again on the continent and becoming involved in the kind of warfare he had seen before—trench warfare with all its appalling losses. I believe he had in mind that if the great armies of Russia could stand up to the Germans, this might well make it possible for us to limit our participation largely to naval and air power.

Franklin Roosevelt, President of the United States, message, August 30: I deem it of paramount importance for the safety and security of America that all reasonable munitions help be provided for Russia, not only immediately but as long as she continues to fight the Axis powers effectively.

Averell Harriman: The overriding motivation of President Roosevelt in giving every bit of help that was possible was that he wanted to keep the Russians in the war. He wanted to err on the side of generosity, rather than skimping the aid we sent.

By December 1941, the United States had begun to tiptoe toward war. Its Lend-Lease program of “lending” weapons, ships, airplanes, and other supplies to Great Britain and the Soviet Union had helped both militaries survive the worst of the German offensives. Understanding the stakes of whether Western democracy would survive the encounter with the authoritarian Nazi regime, Roosevelt and Churchill had outlined that summer what was known as the Atlantic Charter, a vision for a secure peace at the end of the war. In the Pacific, the Imperial Japanese forces were on their own offensive and Roosevelt had been trying to negotiate a path to avoid conflict there too. In the end, though, he found the decision for war wasn’t his to make.

Ens. George McKee Elsey: On Saturday evening, December 6, 1941, some former Harvard graduate students and I had dinner. We speculated about how soon we would be at war with Germany, eager as Hitler was to wage all-out submarine war against us and end our support of England. I guessed about six weeks, the time it would take for the Germans to regain the initiative in Russia and capture Moscow. We had an answer the next day—but it was not war with Germany.

Franklin Roosevelt: December 7, 1941—a date which will live in infamy.

Live NBC News Bulletin, 4 p.m. ET, Sunday, December 7, 1941: Hello, NBC. Hello, NBC. This is KGU in Honolulu, Hawaii. I am speaking from the roof of the Advertiser Publishing Company Building. We have witnessed this morning the distant view of the severe bombing of Pearl Harbor by enemy planes, undoubtedly Japanese.

Franklin Roosevelt: The United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.

Live NBC News Bulletin, 4 p.m. ET, Sunday, December 7, 1941: The city of Honolulu has also been attacked and considerable damage done. This battle has been going on for nearly three hours. One of the bombs dropped within fifty feet of KGU tower. It is no joke. It is a real war.

Eleanor Roosevelt, First Lady of the United States: I was going out in the hall to say goodbye to our cousins, Mr. and Mrs. Frederick Adams, and their children, after luncheon, and, as I stepped out of my room, I knew something had happened. All the secretaries were there, two telephones were in use, the senior military aides were on their way with messages. I said nothing because the words I heard over the telephone were quite sufficient to tell me that, finally, the blow had fallen, and we had been attacked.

Pvt. Edward J. Jeziorski, 507th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne: I enlisted in the New Jersey National Guard in April 1940. I participated in maneuvers in South Carolina in 1941. On the evening of December 7, 1941, as we arrived in Culpeper, Virginia for bivouac, many civilians came up to talk to us about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. We were thunderstruck. We couldn’t figure out where in the world Pearl Harbor was located.

Winston Churchill: It was Sunday evening, December 7, 1941. [US ambassador John Gilbert] Winant and Averell Harriman were with me at the table at Chequers.

Averell Harriman: The Prime Minister seemed tired and depressed. He didn’t have much to say throughout dinner and was immersed in his thoughts, with his head in his hands for part of the time.

Pamela Churchill, daughter-in-law to the Prime Minister: The Battle of Britain was over, but the outcome of the war still hung in the balance.

Winston Churchill: I turned on my small wireless set shortly after the nine o’clock news had started. There were a number of items about the fighting on the Russian front and on the British front in Libya, at the end of which some few sentences were spoken regarding an attack by the Japanese on American shipping at Hawaii, and also Japanese attacks on British vessels in the Dutch East Indies.

Averell Harriman: I was thoroughly startled, and I repeated the words, “The Japanese have raided Pearl Harbor.”

Winston Churchill: We all sat up. By now the butler, Sawyers, who had heard what had passed, came into the room, saying, “It’s quite true. We heard it ourselves outside. The Japanese have attacked the Americans.”

Averell Harriman: The Prime Minister, recovering from his lethargy, slammed the top of the radio down and got up from his chair.

Winston Churchill: At the Mansion House luncheon on November 11 I had said that if Japan attacked the United States a British declaration of war would follow “within the hour.” I got up from the table and walked through the hall to the office, which was always at work. I asked for a call to the President. In two or three minutes Mr. Roosevelt came through. “Mr. President, what’s this about Japan?” “It’s quite true,” he replied. “They have attacked us at Pearl Harbor. We are all in the same boat now.”

Averell Harriman: The inevitable had finally arrived.

Winston Churchill: No American will think it wrong of me if I proclaim that to have the United States at our side was to me the greatest joy. I could not foretell the course of events. I do not pretend to have measured accurately the martial might of Japan, but now at this very moment I knew the United States was in the war, up to the neck and in to the death. England would live; Britain would live; the Commonwealth of Nations and the Empire would live. How long the war would last or in what fashion it would end, no man could tell, nor did I at this moment care. Hitler’s fate was sealed. Mussolini’s fate was sealed. As for the Japanese, they would be ground to powder.

Eleanor Roosevelt: It was a little while before I was free to go and talk to my husband—until really late in the afternoon or early evening, and when I did go in, I thought him looking very strained and tired, but he was completely calm. His reaction to any great event was always to be calm—if it was something that was bad, he became like an iceberg. There was never the slightest emotion that was allowed to show.

He was on a whole almost most relieved to know the worst that had to be faced, and that this country could eventually meet it. This feeling was something one always expected of him. I have never known him not to be ready to face the worst that could happen, but always to be hopeful about the solution that could be found.

Winston Churchill: All the rest was merely the proper application of overwhelming force. No doubt it would take a long time. I thought of a remark which Edward Grey had made to me more than thirty years before—that the United States is like “a gigantic boiler. Once the fire is lighted under it there is no limit to the power it can generate.” Being saturated and satiated with emotion and sensation, I went to bed and slept the sleep of the saved and thankful.
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