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World War II has been the focal point of study for many historians. There exists an

incredulous amount of interesting facts worthy of attention during this period and scholars have

dug in their hands abundantly. However, as fascinating as the common narrative has been, it is

the less common knowledge one comes across that ignites interest even more so. The average

person can correlate some understanding when they hear the terms, “D-Day,” or “Normandy

Invasion.” Yet, most would stand ignorant to the amount of deceptive planning which took place

prior to the aforementioned event and therefore, contributed to much of its success. This

deception has been given the name, Operation Bodyguard. 

Once Allied High Command selected Normandy as the landing site for a west coast

invasion of Germany, planning had begun immediately. The code name for the invasion itself

was Operation Overlord. But the deceptive strategy, which became the overall stratagem,

became Operation Bodyguard. “Operation Bodyguard consisted mainly of five different

operations: Fortitude, Graffham, Royal Flush, Zeppelin and Vendetta.” Each of these

sub-categories were paramount to the success of the overall mission. Collectively, they helped

exaggerate the size of Allied troops, fake a planned invasion of both Norway and Crete - which

helped deter enemy troops away from Normandy, and convince the German High Command of

Spain as a potential Allied member with a false plan to invade southern France. Ultimately,

Operation Bodyguard has been declared the most significant factor in Operation Overlord’s

success. It helped delay the 15th Army in the Pas de Calais for several weeks giving the Allied

forces much needed time to solidify their units and thus gain victory at Normandy. 

Many innovative technologies and communications tactics were utilized during this

significant operation. In fact, the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) efforts included the use
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of double-agents and false radio traffic with the US Army. Initial involvement was to dissect

Nazi espionage and gain an understanding of how Nazi officials viewed the United States’

military readiness. They became intrigued to discover Nazi interest in U.S. research of atomic

energy. Consequently, this knowledge sparked the U.S. to race Germany in the development of

the atomic bomb. All of the FBI’s involvement in Operation Bodyguard, from January of 1942

until Nazi defeat in 1945, was secretly done at a charming old estate known as the Benson

House. It still resides today in Wading River, New York, and overlooks Long Island Sound.   

But even more vital to Operation Bodyguard’s success were the collected German spies

who turned sides thanks to the work of British intelligence officers. The British proved highly

skilled at identifying Nazi spies. “After the war, it was discovered that all but one German spy

sent to Britain was either captured or had turned themselves in during the war. The one exception

committed suicide.” These German recruits turned double-agents, were given both false and

accurate information to simultaneously persuade German intelligence and maintain a lucrative

credibility. They were extremely effective and helped convince German High Command of the

false Allied narrative molded by Operation Bodyguard. 

Then there were the now famous visual deceptions giving the appearance of a massive

troop buildup. This “phantom” fighting force was spearheaded by none other than General

George Patton. Equally feared and respected, his public declaration of command lended

substantial credibility in the eyes of German intelligence. Dummy aircraft, decoy landing crafts,

and inflatable Sherman tanks, which used innovative rollers to simulate real tire tracks, were
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fashioned and deployed.  The creation of this fictitious army was so well done, it absolutely

convinced the German High Command of its false prowess.   

Yet, the deception did not end there. In 1944, an Australian actor by the name of M.E.

Clifton James, who possessed a satisfying resemblance to Allied General Bernard Montgomery,

was tasked to impersonate him in Gibraltar to convince German intelligence that an invasion on

the motherland could not possibly be imminent with such leadership still so far away. It appeared

completely contradictory to consider an Allied invasion scheme when a significant portion of the

team had such vast real estate between the two opposing forces. “Since Allied code-breakers had

been successful in deciphering Germany’s secret communications, they knew that the Nazis had

fallen for the deception as D-Day approached.” Truth to say, every option of deception at the

disposal of the Allies had been used to increase their chance of victory and putting an end to the

war.   

In modernity, our nation faces continual challenges with the global war on terrorism and

the unending loom of imminent threats. This makes for excellent reflection on the planning

perspectives of Operation Bodyguard since it was the largest and most complex multinational

joint-effort operation in the history of warfare. Lessons can certainly be derived from the

strenuous planning and creative preparation which led to the liberation of France and defeat of

the Nazi regime. For instance, the major objective for a military deception strategy is to influence

or cause the opponent to perform or sustain certain actions. Operation Bodyguard did just that!

How? By keeping a significant portion of German forces (Wehrmacht/Luftwaffe) totally
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uncommitted in Norway, Denmark, and northern France that would otherwise had been

detrimental to Allied plans.

A second lesson to be learned is essentially, “how to keep a secret.” Any and all

knowledge of the intent to deceive and the execution of the plan must be disallowed to the enemy

at all costs. This was accomplished with the help of the FBI. It is also evident that timing is

everything. Careful timing of the executive directives is crucial to a successful deception

operation. Being late or “jumping-the-gun” would have cost the Allies dearly. Lastly, one cannot

forget about integration. Operation Bodyguard was fully integrated into the overarching, basic

operation of Operation Overlord – the grand invasion of Normandy and by extension, Germany.

Had the German High Command caught wind of these Allied plans, the world may have become

drastically different as we know it today. 

It was Tuesday, June 6th, 1944, when over 150,000 Allied soldiers landed on the beaches

of Normandy to execute Operation Overlord. Due to careful planning and strategic deception, a

bulk of Nazi defense forces stood poised 150 miles away when Normandy was being invaded.

That would be nearly 78 years ago today. This is a gifted amount of time to pass for many

generations to take advantage of the sacrifices made during such a global conflict as World War

II. Operation Overlord really was a last-shot effort of Allied forces to gain victory. Beyond all of

the technological and tactical factors, Normandy was considered to produce a strong likelihood

of failure. But as history shows, the Allied forces achieved their victory and the world is better

for it. With the Third Reich being disempowered and Hitler found dead, Europe was free from

the Nazi reign of terror. After the fall of the Berlin wall, Germany was able to develop a more,
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“democratically based economic system that has since expanded beyond its meager beginnings

and improved the lives of hundreds of millions of Europeans.” 

All of these factors have made a difference in my life and the lives of every single person

breathing today. Democracy is prevalent and tyranny is not. There exists no credence to a master

race theory, there are no concentration camps, and absolutely zero tolerance for crimes against

humanity. Citizens are not institutionalized to follow a mandated dogma, but free with the liberty

of choosing their own philosophy and faith. Hatred is not being stirred with eugenics and agenda

driven narratives, but usurped with civic liberties and inalienable rights. Remembering the past

allows us to validate the present and have hope for the future. We live in the land of the free,

because of the brave.
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