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THE ASSAULT PHASE OF THE
NORMANDY LANDINGS.

The following Despatch was submitted to the
Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary
Force on the i6th October, 1944, by Admiral
Sir Bertram H. Ramsay, K.C.B., M.V.O.,

' Allied Naval Commander-in-Chief, Ex-
• peditionary Force.

Office of Allied Naval Commander-in-Chief,
Expeditionary Force,

London, S.W.I.
*6th October, 1944.

Sir,
I have the honour to forward my report of

the opening phase of Operation " Neptune,"
the period covered being from my appoint-
ment as Allied Naval Commander, Expedition-
ary Force, on 25th October, 1943, to the with-
drawal of the Naval Task Force Commanders
on 3rd July, 1944. The report is lengthy owing
to the need to CQver, if only superficially, the
very many different aspects of what is acknow-
ledged to be'the greatest amphibious opera-
tion in history. Because the report is so bulky,
I have decided to write this covering letter
in a form which will enable those who wish
to do so' to obtain a. bird's eye view of the
operation as a whole, including the preparatory
period and the ibuild-up," without going into
detail.

2..Because, in the event, the movements of
over 5,000 ships and craft.proceeded smoothly,
and to plan, and because, despite bad weather,
the Allied armies and air forces were landed
and reinforced, if not quite as quickly as the
optimum planning figure, at least more quickly
than the enemy reinforced his forces by land,
it may now appear that the size and com-
plexity of the • naval problem was somewhat
exaggerated. This was not the case. That

the operation proceeded smoothly and accord-
ing to plan was the result of the hard work
and foresight of the many thousands concerned
in its preparation and of the determination and
courage of the tens of thousands in the Allied
navies and merchant fleets who carried out
their orders in accordance with .the very highest
traditions of the sea.

Magnitude of the Operation and need for Close
Control.
3. From the outset of detailed planning it

was clear that success would be largely de-
pendent upon the ability to exercise close and
continuous control of the thousands of ships and
craft taking part. This overall control would
have to embrace.control of loading of all types
of shipping and craft, control of convoy sail-
ing, control of tugs, and control of ship re-
pairs. Without it time would inevitably be
lost and the best use could not be made of the
great resources given to the operation to estab-
lish our forces ashore and then to reinforce
them as quickly as possible. As other services
and authorities besides the navy were inti-
mately concerned with many of the problems
connected with the rapid reinforcement of the
Expeditionary Force, it was found necessary
during planning to set up new organisations to
control various aspects of the operation during
the vital first few weeks in which the tempo
of the initial assaults had to be maintained at
the highest pitch. TUROO, BUCO, GOREP
and COTUG* accordingly came into being and
were instrumental in the success achieved.

4. iBecause the assaults were .to be carried
out on a narrow front and because 'British and

* Admiralty footnote:
T.U.R.C.O.—Turn Round Control Organisation;
B.U.C.O.—Build-Up Control Organisation;
C.O..R.E.P.—Control Repair Organisation;
C.O.T.U.G.—Control Tug Organisation.
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U.S. forces had to share port facilities in the Isle
of Wight area, it was evident that co-ordina-'
tion of naval plans in some detail would be
necessary on my level as .the Allied Naval Com-
mander-in-Chief. This was effected smoothly
due to the loyal support of both -Task Force
Commanders, but I am aware that the U.S.
naval authorities -had to exercise considerable
restraint in submitting to a degree of control
by superior authority on a level higher than
that to which they were accustomed. In their
reports the U.S. naval commariiders have com-
mented that in their view my orders extended
to too much detail. No argument, however,
that 'has been produced since the operation
has led me to change my opinion that full co-
ordination in detail was necessary on the
•highest naval level.

Development of the Plan.
5. An outline plan for the operation had been

prepared by *C.O.S.S.A.C. in July, 1943, and
was approved by the Combined Chiefs of Staff
at the Quebec Conference. Its; soundness was
proved later in detailed planning as in no
respect were its fundamentals altered, though"
its scope and range were extended. On the
naval side, as the plan developed so the naval
requirements grew, and for some months we
were planning without being certain that our
full demands would be met. "This uncertainty
was a constant anxiety to me and was only
removed at the eleventh hour.

6. The naval problem that had to be faced
can be briefly summarised as first the breaking
of the strong initial crust of the coast defences
by assault together -with the landing of the
fighting army formations; and secondly to com-
mence, and continue without a'pause for five
or six weeks, their reinforcement at as high
a rate as possible. The first required the co-
ordination of the movement of thousands of
ships and landing craft and aircraft and then
of their fire power, the second lthe co-ordina-
tion of the activities of hundreds of thousands
of men and women of all services, both in the
United Kingdom and off the .French coast,
marshalling, loading, sailing, unloading and
returning at least eight ship convoys a day in
addition to ten or twelve landing craft groups.
Considerations of time and space 'did not permit
the use of any unexpected manoeuvre to confuse
the enemy: we had simply to drive ahead in
great strength and to ensure that the organisa-
tion was as efficient as it could be, as the time
factor w.as all important.

7-. The one fundamental question on which
there had to be early agreement was whether
to assault during .darkness .so as to obtain the
greatest measure of surprise on; the beaches,
or whether to assault after daylight and to
rely on the greatly increased accuracy of air
and naval bombardment under; these condi-
tions. The decision which was made, to make
a daylight landing, was in accord with experi-
ence in the Pacific against strong defences,
when the assaulting force possessed decisive
naval and air superiority, and I am convinced
that this.is the correct answer; under these
conditions. When the decision was made there
were no beach obstructions in 'place on the
"Neptune" beaches. Their later.appearance

would almost certainly have caused the decision
to be-revised, .had it been originally made in
favour of darkness, and it was very fortunate
that no change was necessary as. all training,
and, to some extent, development of weapons
was affected. .It should, however, be noted
that there -was by no means general agreement
as to a daylight attack, and that even after
the initial decision had been agreed between
the three Comrnanders-in-Chief of the Expedi-
tionary Force at least two ""vain efforts were
made to change it. ^

Administrative Planning.
8. Administrative Planning for a major cross-

Channel operation had been carried on in the
United Kingdom since May, 1942, by a skeleton
staff. As a result, preparations were far
advanced before the operational plan took
shape and the logistic requirements of the latter
were able to be fully met:

Enemy Miscalculations. .
9; 'Because the power of manoeuvre at sea.

was so limited the need for keeping the enemy
uncertain as to our precise objectives was para-
mount. Characteristic wireless traffic accom-
panying training and movements of assault .
forces had to be controlled. I understand that
the success of the radio measures taken was-

• an important contributory factor in securing,
surprise. Other measures included the berthing
of dummy landing craft in Dover 'and N<$re
Commands before D day and the parking of
PHOENIX and WHALE Units* at Selsey and
Dungeness. Arrangements were also made with
the Admiralty for the large number of com-
mercial ships thaot were destined for the Thames
and ships for loading to sail in later " Nep-
tune " convoys to wait in Scottish ports until
the operation began. Thus the concentration
of shipping automatically spread itself through-
out the ports of the United Kingdom and,
although most congested on the South Coast,
it was not confined to that area.

10. Tactically, a naval diversion employing-
light craft was carried out in the Straits of
Dover to support the air bombardment in this;
area simultaneously with the main assaults,,
whilst a similar diversion was made in the
neighbourhood of Cap d'Antifer. In b6th of
these and also off Cap Barfleur radio counter-
measures were employed by aircraft and by
the surface craft taking part to give an appear-
ance to enemy radar similar to that presented
by the real forces. . We now know that these
were very successful and wer,e an instrumental
factor in enabling our forces to continue for so
long towards .the enemy coast before their
composition could be determined.

Security.
11. Complete security was maintained, and!

it is considered that the very highest satisfaction,
may be felt-that, despite the many hundreds,
who were-for months aware of all the details,
of the plan, so far as is known there was no-
leakage. Some anxiety was felt on one or two-
occasions over individual cases in which orders
or maps were distributed or opened contrary
to the instructions given, but no harm is be-
lieved to have come of these isolated incidents,
and, when the very large number of documents •

* Admiralty footnote: C.O.S.S.A.C.—Chief, of - * Admiralty footnote: PHOENIX and WHALE
Staff, Supreme Allied Commander,; General Sir Units were components "of the'artificial (MULBERRY).
Frederick Morgan. * , . : . . » harbours^ • • • < • ' . •
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is considered, it is perhaps remarkable that so
few grounds for anxiety existed before full
briefing commenced.

MULBERRY Project.
12. The suggestion that artificial harbours

should be constructed in the assault area was,
it is believed, first made by Commodore J.
Hughes-Hallett, when serving as Chief of Staff
(X) to Commander-in-Chief, Portsmouth, who
suggested the use of sunken ships for this
purpose. The original designs for such har-
bours, which were, however, to be constructed
of sunken concrete caissons, were prepared by
the War Office. It was apparent soon after
taking up my appointment that much greater
naval supervision of the preparations and an
experienced naval staff to conduct the operation
were necessary and I asked the Admiralty to
appoint Rear-Admiral W. G. Tennant, to take
charge of this matter. From the outset Admiral
Tennant was uncertain of the ability of the
concrete PHOENIX Units to withstand even
a moderate gale; and their placing had been
estimated under the most favourable condi-
tions to take at least 14 days. It was pn his
suggestion that 70 obsolete ships were prepared
as block ships, which could be placed in two
or three days and thereby speedily provide
some shelter over the 40 miles of beaches be-
fore the PHOENIX breakwaters could be
built. His foresight was proved in. the gale
that blew from igth to 22nd June, as these
blockships alone gave some shelter to the hun-
dreds of landing craft and barges on a lee shore
and greatly reduced the number that was dam-
aged, as well as making it possible to continue
unloading on a small scale.

13. The construction of the units for the
MULBERRIES was an undertaking of con-
siderable magnitude and coming at a time when
all efforts were already centred on the prepara-
tions for " Neptune " proved difficult to com-
plete to schedule. As the completion fell be-
hind, the difficulties were accentuated by the
shortage of tugs, as a regular phased pro-
gramme was essential if all units were to be
moved (into their assembly positions before
D day. Vigorous and continued representations
for more and more tugs for " Neptune " were
made, both in the United Kingdom and to the
U.S.A., and, although there was still not a
sufficiency to meet the full towing programme,
by D day the MULBERRY units were in the
main ready and in .their assembly areas, thanks
to the initiative and -resource displayed by
Admiral Tennant and his staff. A full report
of the operations of the construction of the
MULBERRIES and GOOSEBERRIES • (craft
shelters) has been compiled and has been for-
warded under separate .cover. In conception
and execution these harbour shelters were
unique. The damage wrought Iby the June
gale to MULBERRY A, which necessitated the
abandonment of the completion of this harbour,
does not detract in any way from the value
of the idea, for, had it been constructed simi-
larly to MULBERRY B, there is reason to sup-
pose that it might have survived to the same
extent.

Pre-D Day Reconnaissance.
14. During planning it was necessary to carry

out certain reconnaissances in.the " Neptune "
area to check the depths of water, both over

A a

drying rocks and also in the MULBERRY
sites, and to examine the nature of the cbeaches,
as geological estimate had reported unfavour-
ably regarding the latter. This reconnaissance
was carried out between November, 1943, and
January, 1944, being confined to the dark moon
period in each month. Combined Operations
Pilotage Parties were employed,, using first
L.C.P. (Sy)*, which were towed towards the
French coast by M.L.s, and later X-craftf.
Their missions were carried out successfully and
skilfully, and, so far as is known, only on one
occasion was a party sighted toy the enemy.
As diversions for these reconnaissances, opera-
tions were carried out between the Channel
Island and the Pas de Calais' (both inclusive).
Initially these operations consisted of small
scale raids, but were later replaced by offshore
reconnaissance by L.C.P.(L)J, similar to the
" Neptune " reconnaissance. The diversion
operations were planned by Combined Opera-
tions Headquarters and executed by the appro-
priate Home Naval Commands.

Administration of Ferry Craft.
15. Previous operations have shown the

great difficulties in administering the craft of
the ferry service during the first few weeks
before naval shore facilities are properly estab-
lished. The problem in " Neptune " was
greater than ever before, 1,500 craft and barges
and 15,000 .personnel having to be provided
for, but, although, there were individual failures
and resulting hardship, reports show that in
general the measures taken proved successful
in maintaining the morale and efficiency of
officers and men who perforce had to work long
hours for days on end.

Salvage, Repair and Fuelling Organisations off
beaches.

16. As the plan envisaged the use of the
beaches for a period of three months it was
evident that provision would have to be made
on a scale hitherto unknown for the salvage,
repair-, fuelling and watering of the great
number of ships and craft that would be
damaged or that would require fuel or water
off the enemy coast. A considerable salvage
fleet had to be assembled and special ships and
landing barges were fitted for repair work and
others to carry fuel and water. Naval parties
were trained to assist in craft repairs ashore and
were attached to the Assault Forces. Owing to
the widespread damage caused by the four ,
days' gale the salvage repair organisation was
tested far beyond anything contemplated and,
although it seemed at one time that it would
be unable to compete, yet in the end it may be
said to have triumphed, assisted as it had to
be by additional resources from the United
Kingdom.

Training and Rehearsals.
17. The training facilities and assault firing

areas were originally provided for a three-
divisional assault, and the extension of the plan
to include five assaulting divisions introduced
some difficulties in providing adequate facilities
for the two new divisions. But due to the great
co-operation shown by all concerned, to the

Admiralty footnotes:
* L.C.P.(Sy)=—Small personnel landing craft fitted ,

for survey duties.

{ .X-craft—2-men submarines.
L.C.P.(L)—Landing Craft Personnel (Large).
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unselfishness of the Commanders whose divi-
sions were already nearly trained, land to the
initiative and drive of the Commanders of the
new divisions who had to fit a six months'
programme into three, all difficulties were over-
come, and on the day Forces G and; U* carried
out their assaults with the precision of yet
another rehearsal. , '

18. It had always been felt that the enemy
might -react, when large scale exercises were

•carried out in the Channel. He did not do so
until exercise " Tiger," which was the final
rehearsal for Force U, when during the night
of ayth/28th April three groups ;of E-Boats

.penetrated-the-patrols covering Lyriie Bay and
delivered a successful attack on the (last convoy
to sail to the exercise consisting of eight L.S.T. f
Two L.S.T. were sunk and one wa|s damaged,
and there was a regrettably high loss of life.
Naval defensive measures on this occasion were
undoubtedly on the weak side and this incident
underlined the need for every available war-
ship and craft to take part in the opening
phases of " Neptune " when the enemy must be
expected to attack our convoys with everything
at his disposal.

19. The final rehearsals for the other four
assault -forces .took place on 4th May under the
code name of " Fabius ".' Opportunity was
taken to exercise the simultaneous sailing from
the Isle of Wight area of the three forces based
there and also to try out the arrangements
whereby A.N.C.X.F.J would assume control of
all operations in 'the Channel. So far as the
naval assault forces were concerned the exer-
cises were satisfactory, but a freshening south-
westerly wind in the afternoon of the first day
caused the full programme to be curtailed to
avoid damage to landing craft. Enemy reac-
tion to " Fabius " was negligible, being con-
fined to an aircraft attack on a destroyer in
one of the covering forces. That it was not
greater, and indeed that our naval preparations
proceeded with so little interruption, must be
largely attributed. to the very high degree of
air superiority achieved in the months before
D day. • Enemy air reconnaissance was slight
and infrequent.

Mining.'
20. Sea mining is carried on continuously

by the Admiralty and by Bomber Command,
but for some months before " Neptune " the
mining programme was planned to afford direct
.assistance to the operation both as regards loca-
tion and timing of each . lay. Considerable
'success is known to have been" achieved by
mines laid during this period under plan
" Maple," which was really an integral part
of operation " Neptune."

Meteorological.
21. Early in planning it was appreciated that

the decision which you as Supreme Commander
would have to make to launch the operation
would be one. of the most difficult, and far-
reaching of the whole war. Not only was good
weather necessary for the assaults, but also for
the period ' immediately following them, to
ensure a good start for the build-up. The
meteorologists were doubtful of their ability to
forecast the weather more^than 48 hours ahead
for certain, which was barely sufficient to cover
the hour of the assaults, as Force U from
Devonshire had to sail 36 hours before H hour.*
To assist the .forecasts, two additional U.S.
and two British warships were stationed in the
Atlantic to transmit weather reports for some
days before D day. For security this pip-

vcedure was also adopted before exercise
"Fabius" and this, in addition', served %>
practise the meteorological team concerned in
making their deductions.

Availability of Landing Ships and Craft.
22. During planning there were frequent dis-

cussions as to what percentage availability of
' landing ships and craft should be taken- for the
operation. The original planning figures of
90 per cent, for L.S.T. and 85 per cent, for

. L.C.T. and L.C.I". (L)f were challenged by'
Washington who held that the U.S. Navy could
achieve a higher standard of maintenance.

Admiralty footnotes:
* H hour—The hour at-which the first flight of

'landing craft "touch down "-on the beach in an
assault. ' Formerly known as zero hour.

f L.C.I.(L)—Landing Craft, Infantry (Large).

Admiralty footnotes :

* The organisation of the Expeditionary Force was as follows :-

Force Assembly Ports . Assault Area

Assault Force U f • • •

„ O ...

Follow-up Force B ...

First Build-up Divisions

Assault Force G f • • •

;. ,, J -
„ s ...

"Follow-up Force L ...
First Build-up Divisions

'•Western Task Force (American)
Torbay, Brixham, Dartmouth and Salcombe

Weymouth, Portland and Poole

Plymouth, Falmouth, Helford River and
Fowey

Bristol Channel ports ...

Eastern Task Force (Briti,
Southampton, Solent and Spithead

Southampton, Solent and Spithead ...

Portsmouth, Spithead, Newhaven and Shore-
hain :

The Nore and Harwich
Thames ... ... ... ...

Western flank of U.S. area
(UTAH beach)

Eastern flank of- U.S. area
(OMAHA beach)

U.S. area
\

Western flank of British area
(GOLD beach)

Centre of British area (JUNO
beach)

Eastern'flank of British area
(SWORD beach)

British area1

* f These fdrces were additional to the original plan.

L.S.T. — Landing Ship, Tanks. • < •
A.N.C..X.F. — Allied Navai Commander-in-Chief, Expeditionary Force.
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British Admiralty opinion, on the other hand,
supported these estimates in view of the ex-
tremely heavy burden that would be thrown on
all the repair facilities on the south coast
shortly before the operation. Experience
in the Mediterranean had shown that a
greater numbei of ships and craft always
offered for .loading for an assault than had
been expected, as the incentive of action
had a clearly salutary effect on repairs
previously deemed essential. While I there-
fore really expected the planning figures to be
exceeded I was very loath to gamble on this
and I on-ly accepted higher figures for U.S.
L.S.T. of 95 per cent, after .Rear-Admiral A. G.
Kirk, U.S.N. (Naval Commander, Western
Task Force) had agreed them. In the event,
due to the splended efforts of COMLANCRAB-
ELEVENTHPHIB* (Rear-Admiral J. Wilkes,
U.S.N.), and his staff, the record overall figure
of 99.3 per cent, for all types of U.S. landing
'ships and landing craft was attained. The
similar British figure was 97.6 per cent., and,
in my opinion, the very highest credit is due to
all concerned in the maintenance and repair
organisations of both countries for this achieve-
ment, which is the more outstanding when it is
remembered that the majority of the assault
ships and craft had to be used -continuously
during months of training before the operation.

Increasing Enemy Naval Activity.
23. Although the enemy were slow to react

to our much publicised invasion preparations
from the end of April onwards, enemy naval
activity in the Channel did increase. On 29th
April in an engagement between two Canadian
destroyers, who were covering a minelaying
operation off He de Bas, and two Elbing class,
one of our destroyers and one of the enemy's
were sunk. Throughout the month of May
enemy E-Boat activity in the Central Channel
increased, and it was apparent that more
E-Boats were being moved to Cherbourg and
Havre. Our destroyers and light coastal forces
operated by Commanders-in-Chief, Portsmouth
and Plymouth, were, however, able to keep
the enemy in chefck and to inflict casualties
on him.

24. The first enemy U-Boat was reported in
the Western Channel on 20th May, which

'necessitated a change in the dispositions of our
covering forces. The Admiralty had some
weeks earlier announced their intention of
allotting four A/U Support Groups to Com-
mander-in-Chief, Plymouth, to operate in the
Western Channel and to co-operate with
Coastal Command in sealing this approach to
the " Neptune " convoy routes. The Air
Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Coastal Com-
mand, had similarly made new dispositions to
be effective some weeks before D day in antici-
pation of the movement of the U-Boat battle
to the Channel. Coastal Command threw
themselves into the preparations for " Nep-
tune " with as much enthusiasm as any unit
in the Allied Expeditionary Force, 'and I

- personally and the whole Naval Expeditionary
Force are deeply indebted to them for the
efficiency of the measures they adopted, which
was reflected by the very small scale of U-Boat
attack that eventuated.

* Admiralty footnote:
COMLANCRABELEVENTHPHIB — Commander

Landing Craft and Bases, nth Amphibious Force.

25. No weapon that the.enemy might have
employed before D day against our forces
caused me more anxiety than the potentialities
of minelaying. Mines were employed de-
fensively on a considerable scale in the Bay
of the Seine during the months prior to D day
and caused the naval plan largely to be framed
round the requirements for sweeping our forces
through the enemy's minefields. In the six
weeks before D day the enemy also consider-
ably intensified his minelaying off the south
coast of England, using aircraft on a scale
which had not been attempted for over two
years and introducing two new types of mine.
This minelaying was confined to moonless
periods. Had D day been in such a period it
is doubtful 'whether the Portsmouth channels
could have been cleared in time. As it was,
no interruption was caused to the rehearsals
nor to the assembly of our forces and it is
considered that the enemy missed a great oppor-
tunity in not still further extending this form
of attack. That he did not attempt more was
yet another result of the air superiority we
achieved before D day. Towards the end of
May some aircraft minelaying was combined
with night air 'bombing attacks on a light
scale on so'uth coast ports, but very few casual-
ties were caused to ships and'personnel.

D Day and H Hour.
26. No single question was more often dis-

cuss^ed during planning than that of H hour.
As H hour was linked to tidal conditions,
D day was dependent on it. Until obstructions
appeared on the assault beaches, the argument
was largely confined to the determination of
the ideal balance between a sufficiency of light
for.aimed air and naval bombardment and the
minimum daylight approach, taking into con-
sideration the number of days to which post-
ponement in the case of bad weather would be
acceptable in view of the different tidal con-
ditions on later days. But as beach obstruc-
tions 'in some numbers were erected on 'the
beaches, the need to deal with these dryshod,
and therefore to land below them, overcame
all previous arguments and H hour and D day

owere finally largely determined by. the position
°of these obstacles.

27. As on the western (U.S.) beaches the
obstructions were known to be in place further
down the beach than on the eastern (British)
beaches and as in Force J's sector near low
water there were some rocks which would be
a danger to the assault craft, it w.as finally
necessary to select five different H hours,
ranging over a period of one hour and twenty-
five minutes. Anxiety was felt on two counts,
first, that the earlier H hours in the U.S. Sector,
coupled with their requirements to arrive in
the transport area earlier relative to H hour-
than the British, might prejudice surprise in the
west before it was lost in the east, and second,
that so many H hours might confuse some or
many of the ships and craft taking part. In
the event the lack of alertness of the enemy

• obviated the first and good briefing prevented
the second.

28. Owing to the need to take account of the
latest photographic reconnaissance showing the
exact positions of the obstacles, the final de-
cision as to D day and H hour was not made
until I7th May. when 5th June was selected,


