
Some recollections of “The Longest Day” - D-Day 1944
Peter Craske (June 3, 2009)

Sixty-five years ago (this week), a massive Allied  invasion force of British, American and Canadian service men and women punched into the defences of Nazi Europe. Their success, on June 6th 1944, was a turning point in World War II. As an R.A.F. navigator, flying with the Sixth Airborne Division, I took a very small part in this huge undertaking on D-Day, and I’d like to tell you a little about that; also what went on before and after D-Day, because the day itself was only the end of one phase, and the beginning of another in World War II.

When speaking or thinking of D-Day, one’s thoughts usually go to those who landed on the beaches and fought their way ashore against tremendous enemy resistance. But I’d like to talk a little about one part of the other, often unrecognized part of the invasion force that put them there - those who sailed the ships, navigated the landing craft, bombarded the coast, manned the radar systems and so on. 

Flying with the Air Force is usually thought of in terms of gallant Spitfire fighters, or daring Lancaster Bombers. There were, however, many other flying tasks, certainly less glamorous and no less dangerous and demanding. It can be said that a modern army is useless without transportation - by land, water or in the air. My war experience supports that statement.

I served with 512 Squadron which was one of those lesser known elements of the Air Force - a Transport Squadron charged with the job of dropping paratroops, towing gliders of the army’s Airborne Divisions, and a myriad of other mundane jobs – all very necessary to the overall effort. 
It involved flying unarmed aircraft who by their very function, flew at slow speeds and were a sitting target for any predatory German fighters that came along. Also, by Air Force policy, and the nature of our jobs carrying passengers of one sort or another, we did not carry parachutes for the crews of our aircraft.
At the risk of boring you, I’ll take a very few minutes to go back a little to set the scene for June 6th 1944.

1938 was the year before World War II started, but also the year that it had become evident to the world that Hitler was determined to take over Europe. I was sixteen years old and had just graduated from secondary school. As did many of my schoolmates, I volunteered to train for emergency services to help in the event that war broke out – and it certainly looked as if that were going to happen.

By September 1939, Hitler’s political and military forces had taken over the Sudetenland and Austria, then overwhelmed Czechoslovakia and devastated  Poland with highly organized “blizkriegs”  - lightning dive bombing and tank attacks. 

The Allies – at that time Britain and its commonwealth members, and France, declared war as the only way to stop Hitler and his ambition. Within weeks, the Germans invaded Belgium, Holland, Norway and France. France capitulated, leaving Britain and the Commonwealth members alone.

As I said, I had joined the London Auxiliary Fire Service and signed up for the Royal Air Force. In the fall of 1940, Hitler launched massive bombing raids to try to destroy London, Coventry, Manchester and other large cities in England, and killing thousands of civilians.
Despite all this bombing, flying bombs and V rockets, Britain did not surrender and Adolph Hitler had to change his plans. 

Early in 1941, I received my call-up notice to report to the RAF, and trained as Air Navigator. In this capacity as a member of the R.A.F. Ferry Command, I flew planes, purchased from the United States, across the Atlantic. 
In 1941, The Japanese, who had allied themselves with Hitler and Italy’s Mussolini, attacked the United States base at Pearl Harbour, opening the door for the US to officially declare war on the axis powers, and adding its tremendous resources and manpower to those of other allies.

By 1943, the British Isles had become a fortress, occupied, not only by the British, but also by thousands of Commonwealth soldiers – Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders, Indians, Ghurkas from Nepal, Zulus from Africa. There were the Americans, and also  fighters from a dozen other countries  including French, Belgian, Dutch, Norwegian, Czechoslovaks, and Polish soldiers who had made their way across the English Channel to continue their fight for their homelands. 
All were preparing for the day when they would cross the Channel to the continent of Europe and take it back from the Nazi occupiers.

By the spring of 1944, Britain, which normally had some 48 thousand people packed into one tiny island, had become one huge crowded armed camp.  
Meticulous invasion plans had been prepared and everything was ready to co-ordinate the huge force of men, women and materials that would have to be moved. Members of all the services had been trained in the thousands of different tasks that needed to be carried out. 
The resistance movements inside Europe had been organized and prepared by secret agents who were dropped by parachute, in the dead of night, into the fields of France, Holland and Belgium. 


The date for the invasion had been set for June 5th 1944 – a day when favourable high tides would allow the landing ships to storm the coastal shores and land their troops.  If the weather conditions were right, it would be a night when the tides would be right for the ships; also a date when astronomers forecast that the moon would make it dark, when secrecy was necessary to hide the approach to the shores, but later would rise to illuminate the beaches as the actual landings were made.

By June 3rd, the hundreds of thousands of service men and women involved were moved to the seaports with all their gear, their trucks, tanks ammunition, gasoline and all the other million things that a massive fighting force requires to attack and to succeed.

The troops themselves were not aware of the final time and date of the action – there would be too much risk of somebody talking out of turn and giving enemy spies advance notice of the coming invasion. Finally, however, on June 4th, they were partially briefed and from then on were confined to their camps with armed guards and no facilities for outside contact. They were all ready to go on the morning of June 5th.

But Mother Nature had other ideas. A tremendous storm blew up in the English Channel in the afternoon and evening of June 4th, causing the soldiers, who were already in their ships waiting to go, unbelievable misery from seasickness, cold and wet. Clearly there was no way they could endure those conditions for the twelve hours it would take to cross the Channel and still be able to fight when they arrived.
The operation had to be delayed – to continue would have invited disaster. On the other hand, waiting even a few days longer, would mean a month before the tides were again favourable. And it would be impossible to maintain secrecy from the enemy for that length of time. This was particularly important as the Allied Commanders had chosen to land on the beaches of Normandy, rather than in the Pas de Calais, as a series of deceptions had caused the German High Command to expect.  

The wizards of the meteorological services, who, in those days did not have the sophisticated radar and satellite facilities as our present day weathermen, consulted their maps and charts and forecast that the storm would be marginally better the following day but return again soon after. 

General Eisenhower and the Allied High Command decided that they had no alternative but to take the very short window available, despite very poor conditions. The die was cast – the invasion would go forward the next day June 6th. 
The Americans were to land on the two western beaches, Utah and Omaha, on the Cherbourg Peninsula; the British on the two eastern beaches, Gold and Sword, in northern Normandy not far from the City of Caen. 

The Allied plan of attack called for three airborne divisions, two American and one British, including the 1st Canadian Parachute Battalion, to airdrop and take control of key points on the land approaches, the night before the seaborne invaders landed from their ships.

Achieving these objectives, would prevent the enemy from bringing up reserves to attack the troops landing on the beaches, and so ensure that the main invasion forces, once they had landed on the coast, could advance inland more quickly.

With that introduction in mind, let me quote from my Royal Air Force flying log book.  



June 5th 1944  2100 Hours    Aircraft: Dakota FZ647
Operation “Tonga”  D-Day minus 1.
17 Paratroops dropped on Zone Z, south of Ouistreham, Normandy, France.

Only a brief, one line entry in my log book. One of thousands of similar entries, in similar log books of allied aircrews as they started the greatest combined military operation of all time. One that was destined to start taking back Europe from Hitler’s Nazi domination.


I had been posted back to England from my TransAtlantic duties in the spring of 1943 and had spent a year in intensive training in paratroop dropping, glider towing, short landing and take-off techniques, and the use of the then secret on-board radar that would allow us to drop our troops with an accuracy that, up to that time, had not been possible. It was the forerunner, although comparatively primitive, of to-day’s GPS, and we put it into practical trials during the so-called “leaflet raids”, where we dropped warnings to the people of Europe of impending action.   

During the evening of June 5th, a cold, blustery day with low clouds, gusting winds and with heavy showers of driving rain racing across the Wiltshire hills, we were briefed on the operation and then kept incommunicado to ensure secrecy.

As dusk started to darken the sky, we lined up our aircraft along the taxi path of the RAF Station at Broadwell in Gloucestershire, about 75 miles from London, and roughly the same distance from the South coast of Britain.

We loaded our aircraft, Dakota FZ647, one of fifteen from our station, with 17 heavily armed paratroopers of the 6th Airborne Division, loaded with arms, ammunition, and other equipment. In the fading light, their faces blackened, they looked creatures from another planet.
They filed onto the plane and sat on rows of benchlike seats along the sides of the fuselage. 
Along the roof was a cable to which they would attach their rip cords to automatically open their parachutes at a safe distance from the plane as they jumped out in the target area.

The C-47 Dakota, commercially known as the DC3, and in Air Force vernacular “The Gooney Bird” or the “Vomit Comet”, was small by to-day’s standards. It officially had a payload of 9000lbs and the combined weight of the men, their armaments and equipment, came right up to the absolute limit. This meant that, when we took off, we would have to use every bit of the runway before literally dragging ourselves into the air. 

And so, late that evening, the night before the storming of the beaches we left South West England. Our task was to land the paratroops at a rendezvous point several miles inland, where they and their comrades from other planes, would take control of the bridges that crossed over the Orne River at Ouistreham.

In the air, we climbed and headed for a rendezvous area where we joined with planes from other squadrons on the same mission. Joining the stream, we headed for France, bumping around in the residual turbulence of the storm which had caused the delay in the operation.

Nearing the jump area, I was using the radar to make sure that we were right on target, giving the pilot instructions on course changes, and advising the jumpmaster the distance to go. He was lining the men up close together, ready to jump, their lines to the overhead cable. Approaching the target area he warned them, and then at exactly the right moment, he yelled “Jump, Jump, Jump”, rapidly pushing each man out of the door into the slipstream of the airplane. As the dropped, their ripcords tightened and automatically opened their parachutes.
The closer they jumped out of the plane, the less spread out they would be as they landed, and the more effective their operation.

I don’t have time to-day to go into all the details of the operation on the ground, but if anyone is interested , I can offer an upload of an excellent piece entitled “Vanguard of Invasion” written by Wilfred P. Deac. 

After dropping our paratroops on the designated spot, we swooped down to a few feet above the ground and flew back to England so close to the waves that we had salt caked on our propellers when we landed. There was method to our madness. The German Messerschmitt fighters flew very fast and could not make tight turns or dives.  As they dived to attack us, they had to pull out way up at relatively high altitude to avoid diving into the sea - so this tactic led to a much reduced chance of our being shot down.

At the same time, as we carried out our part of this operation in the broken cloud and darkness, hundreds of other aircraft were in the air, each with its own dropping zone, each with its own critical target for the paratroops to hold, or enemy strongpoint to surprise and overwhelm. From time to time we would see one of the aircraft stagger and fall to the ground, often in flames, as fire from the ground or enemy aircraft took their toll on our slow moving transport planes.

Arriving back at our base in England, our aircraft were quickly serviced and we took off again. This time we were towing heavy Horsa gliders loaded with men, jeeps and even field artillery; it had a tail that could be jettisoned and a nose that was hinged for easy loading of heavy equipment.  
This was a very slow flight since the loaded gliders weighed almost as much as the aircraft – 15500 lbs while the empty Dakota was only 17000 lbs! The danger from enemy aircraft was much greater.
The great armada of airplanes and gliders flew across the Channel in a stream that stretched over fifty miles, flying six abreast almost nose to tail. Try to imagine it!  I was in the sixth aircraft to reach our target, and the end of the stream was still going out from the English coast as we arrived back.

Meantime the major body of the Airborne divisions jumped or landed their gliders for the main attack. Again the weather was un-co-operative – many of the paratroops were blown off target by the strong winds and were scattered far and wide across the countryside. Some landed in marshes and drowned before they could cut their parachutes clear. The parachute of one unfortunate paratrooper was caught on the tip of the steeple of a church, and he hung there until an enemy sniper picked him off.

One particular Horsa glider, relying on its special capability to literally stand on its nose, pancaked a landing right on top of a German strongpoint to successfully destroy it.  
Gradually, despite all the drawbacks, the men rallied, collected together and started to move to take their assigned targets.

The next stage was the actual sea landings. By now the heavy bombers and the offshore                     ships of the Navy had used their big guns to plaster the defences on the beaches so that the landing ships would have a better chance of putting their troops on the shores. 
The landing craft themselves had sailed not knowing exactly where they were going – only opening their sealed orders after sailing. Once at sea, conditions were terrible – the stormy, rough waters of the English Channel made the troops seasick. Pitching and tossing, soaking wet, puking and shivering, each of the soldiers went through his own particular hell – conditions certainly were not very good for landing an invading force.

They landed however, and, despite their sorry state, somehow managed to get ashore, fight through the beach defences and, ultimately, overcome the German troops dug in their concrete machine gun bunkers.

On D-Day, some 200,000 allied forces were moving across the Channel in ships, and at the same time, 14000 flights were being made by the Air Forces. There were 5300 ships and landing craft involved, together with 1200 airplanes. By the first evening 156,000 soldiers had landed in France with 1500 tanks; some 20,000 of them were killed or wounded in the action. On that first day 2500 allied soldiers lost their lives.
  
After three days, the allied forces were well established despite the sudden arrival of the 21st German Armoured Panzer tank division which had by chance, been sent to the Normandy area for rest and recuperation and not detected by intelligence. Luckily for the Allies – it had been partially immobilized by Hitler’s paranoia. Panzers could only move on direct personal order from Hitler – and he was asleep with strict instructions not to be disturbed!
. 
Part of the invasion planning involved the formation of artificial harbours on the coast by sinking merchant ships filled with cement to create breakwaters, thus providing shelter for transport ships to bring in the supplies required for the huge army. These took a few days to set up, and, in the meantime, our transport aircraft were used as flying trucks.

Soon we were making regular flights back and forth, loaded with ammunition, special troops, medical supplies including a complete field hospital, even 5 gallon jerry cans of high octane gas to keep the Spitfires in the air when the advance moved faster than the supply trucks could keep up. A Dakota could carry about three and a half tons of payload – imagine that in terms of cans of gas, and the explosive result when a German aircraft scored a hit on one of the planes.

As the advance continued towards Paris, I was involved in one special Air Service operation that involved loading an armoured Jeep with machine gun mounted on the windshield, racks of hand grenades on the back, and a team of four SAS Commandos, into the back of a C-53 Dakota, (that’s a C-47 with extra doors in the back) and flying them to a secret field  in France, behind the German lines. From there they made disruptive hit and run attacks on the enemy. They lived on what they scrounged from the countryside and the resistance, and used gas, munitions and guns captured from the enemy as they went along. In Paris, still occupied by the German army, they would scream around the corner in their armoured jeep, firing the machine gun at a German guard post or other installation, toss a few grenades and be gone before the enemy even knew they were there. They caused a lot of havoc and gave the French a big boost in morale. 

The crew in each of our planes included an army nurse, and on our return trips to Britain, we carried 20 wounded soldiers in stretchers hanging from canvas webbing slings hanging from the roof of the plane. A great many soldiers who were wounded in Europe in the morning, were thus safely cared for in military hospitals in England before supper time. Even better than on the TV show MASH!

And that’s how we continued, carrying anything and everything  – at times flying five or six trips a day from the UK to temporary airstrips made by laying sheets of perforated steel on the ground to help make landing a heavily loaded aircraft easier. These airstrips were located right behind the lines of the advancing troops, in many cases measured in yards! So close that on one occasion a German Tiger Tank landed a shell just under our tail as we took off. 

Things continued in this manner until the war in Europe ended almost a year later.

For me, only ten days past my 22nd birthday on D-Day, taking part in this huge operation was just a job to be done– notwithstanding the scared feeling of being surrounded by so much danger, and the inevitable loss of many of my comrades.
 
During the following months, in addition to these regular operations, I took part in other similar special operations such as the notorious Market Garden operation at Arnhem and Nijmegen (A Bridge Too Far); the airborne crossing of the Rhine River at Wesel; the liberation of Holland, and many, many other lesser known operations including the rescue and flying out those imprisoned in the notorious concentration death camp at Belsen-Bergen.

For Hitler, D-Day was the beginning of the end of his dreams of world domination. A year later, after much more fighting, the Allies finally reached Berlin and the Nazis capitulated. The war in Europe was over, but my service was not.
 
My Squadron was now sent to eastward to fight the Japanese in the Pacific Theatre -  Burma, Malaya, Siam (Now Thailand), Indo-China, Borneo, Indonesia, Singapore - a completely different experience. Luckily, the Japanese folded before we had to repeat the invasion process a second time.

But that’s an entirely different story for another time. 


