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“An Incredible Degree 
of Rugged and Realistic 
Training”
The 4th Infantry Division’s 
Preparation for D-Day
Stephen A. Bourque, PhD 

A t 0640 hours, 6 June 1944, twenty LCVPs 
(Landing Craft, Vehicle, Personnel), generally 
called Higgins boats, stopped just short of the 

French coast at La Madeleine, near Sainte-Marie-du-
Mont on the Cotentin Peninsula. On signal, the ramps 
lowered, and six hundred soldiers from the 1st and 2nd 
Battalions of Col. James Van Fleet’s 8th Infantry Regiment 
jumped into chest-deep water and waded for one hun-
dred yards past obstacles toward the smooth beach. The 
soldiers’ movement in the icy water was slow as they 
approached the defenders from the 3rd Company, 919th 
(German) Infantry Regiment, who were attempting to 
recover from the Ninth Air Force’s intense and accurate 
attack on their positions and the massive naval bombard-
ment that had shifted fires only a few moments earlier. 
The attackers swept through the still-shocked defenders 
and began moving inland. Ten minutes later, the sec-
ond wave landed and started expanding the bridgehead. 
Adjusting to landing about 1,200 yards south of the 
intended beach, the regiment continued forward toward 
the causeways and linked up with the 101st Airborne 
elements that had landed the previous night.

Col. Herve Tribolet’s 22nd Infantry Regiment 
arrived on the shore at 0745 hours and, as rehearsed, 
turned north. It headed up the coast to destroy 

German defenders on the beach and artillery batter-
ies still bombarding the landing area and the fleet. 
By noon, Col. Russell (Red) Reeder’s 12th Infantry 
Regiment was ashore, pushing cross-country through 
the gap between the other two regiments. Throughout 
the day, tank, tank destroyer, artillery, air defense 
artillery, and engineer battalions moved in support 
of their respective regiments or began working on 
the innumerable tasks assigned by the 4th Infantry 
Division G-3. By the end of the day, Van Fleet’s regi-
ment had accomplished its primary task of joining with 
the 101st Airborne Division. The other two regiments 
had expanded the division’s bridgehead, allowing other 
elements from the VII Corps to begin coming ashore. 
Through it all, the 4th Infantry Division command-
er, Maj. Gen. Raymond O. Barton, who had landed 
at 0934 hours, watched his soldiers in action. Besides 
occasionally directing traffic to clear the few roads in 
the marsh-infested area, he had almost nothing to do. 
When asked by subordinates for instructions, he told 
them to execute the plan as practiced.1

Belying Helmuth von Moltke’s often quoted dictum 
that “no plan of operations extends beyond first en-
counter with the enemy’s main strength,” almost every-
thing went according to schedule.2 Although problems 
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U.S. soldiers of the 8th Infantry Regiment, 4th Infantry Division, move over a seawall on Utah Beach during the Allied invasion of Europe on 
6 June 1944. (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army Center of Military History)

in water navigation delayed the assault by about ten 
minutes and shifted the landing by 1,200 yards, almost 
no one but the first troops ashore even noticed. The 
German defenders on the beach offered only mod-
erate resistance, and it was primarily their artillery 
batteries, positioned farther inland, that inflicted most 
of the division’s 311 casualties—killed, wounded, and 
missing.3 By the early evening, when Barton arrived at 
his command post at Audouville-la-Hubert to begin 
adjusting the plan for the following days, his command 
was in good shape and either on or close to all its initial 
objectives. His soldiers had accomplished thousands of 
individual tasks that day as well as driving the German 
919th Grenadier Infantry Regiment away from the 
beach area. How did this happen?

Most Americans consider D-Day as a singular 
event: the physical landing of Allied forces, by air and 
sea, on the Normandy coast. But as soldiers know, 
many months, if not years, went by before a single 

Higgins boat touched down on Omaha or Utah beach-
es. For Americans, the preparation began in 1940 as the 
United States expanded its military forces. By 1941, 
the U.S. Army’s Ground Forces, led by Lt. Gen. Leslie 
McNair, directed a series of large-scale maneuvers in 
Louisiana and the Carolinas, evaluating and training 
corps and armies. Specialized unit training for combat 
in mountains, deserts, and amphibious operations often 
followed these general maneuvers. One unit that par-
ticipated in this extensive preinvasion training program 
was the 4th Infantry Division, one of the three infantry 
divisions to participate in the Normandy invasion on 6 
June. Activated on 1 June 1940, the War Department 
directed its organization as a motorized division, and 
three years later, reorganized it as a standard infantry 
division. Starting in October 1943, it had a specific task: 
be the lead division in an assault against the German 
Atlantic Wall. Based on a focused training program 
developed that month, training began with general 
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amphibious practice in the United States, a second 
phase with more sophisticated ship-to-shore exercis-
es, and a third phase that rehearsed the invasion. The 

result was an efficient 
and productive assault 
on 6 June.4

Phase 1: 
Training on 
Fundamentals 
in the United 
States

The onset of war in 
Europe in 1939 inter-
jected a sense of realism 
into the U.S. Army’s 
organization and train-
ing. For most, it was 
not a surprise as many 
veterans of the First 
World War sensed that 
they would again return 
overseas to finish the 
job from the previous 
war.5 Gen. George C. 
Marshall and other se-
nior leaders began plot-
ting a course to create 
a ground force capable 
of doing battle on the 
continent. The German 
offensive against France 
and the Low Countries 
that accelerated that 
effort included a 
significant expansion 
of the Regular Army 
and improved train-
ing for the National 
Guard. Between the 
German invasion of 
Poland (September 
1939) and the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor 
(December 1941), 
the War Department 
created two armored 

divisions and reactivated six infantry divisions.6 Among 
these was the 4th Infantry Division, reactivated at Fort 
Benning, Georgia, on 1 June 1940.7

Almost immediately, replacements began flow-
ing into Fort Benning and its three regiments: the 
8th, 22nd, and 29th Infantry (later replaced by the 
12th). Congress enacted the Selective Service Act 
in September 1940, increasing the influx of recruits 
heading to their new units.8 Until June 1941, the Army 
had yet to expand its system of replacement centers, 
so the first time these inductees came face to face 
with the U.S. Army was when their noncommissioned 
officers met them getting off their bus. Over the next 
few months, sergeants instructed them in what has 
traditionally been called the school of the soldier.9 In 
addition to the standard tasks of wearing the uniform, 
marching, military discipline, and marksmanship, 
the 4th Division’s recruits also had to participate in a 
unique aspect of training: driving and motor vehicle 
maintenance. As a motorized division, it had many 
trucks, tracked vehicles, and jeeps. Many of the recruits, 
who had grown up during the Great Depression, had 
no experience with driving vehicles nor how to keep 
them moving. But it was not long before the division 
was rolling across the southeast.10

In August 1941, the 4th Motorized Division joined 
the remainder of the IV Corps during the Third Army 
Maneuvers in Louisiana. These lasted for ten days and 
were in preparation for the major exercises scheduled 
by the General Headquarters, U.S. Army (GHQ). At 
the end of the exercise, the division returned to Fort 
Benning for only a short period because, in November, 
the 4th Motorized participated with the rest of Maj. 
Gen. Oscar W. Griswold’s IV Corps in the GHQ-
directed Carolina Maneuvers. For ten days, it maneu-
vered as part of the largest concentration of motor-
ized troops in America’s history.11 Returning to Fort 
Benning on 3 December, it had not yet unpacked when 
the Japanese navy attacked the Pacific Fleet.12 The 
troopers remained alert for the next month, waiting 
to be dispatched to defeat an Axis incursion along the 
coast. Of course, it did not happen, and the command 
moved from Fort Benning to its new quarters at Camp 
Gordon, Georgia, later that month.13 In July 1942, its 
former chief of staff, Maj. Gen. Raymond O. Barton, 
returned to command the 4th Motorized Division. 
Immediately, the division was back in the field.
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While Barton’s soldiers 
were out training, Gen. 
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 
forces were in their last 
phase of destroying the 
German and Italian 
armies in Tunisia. At the 
Casablanca Conference in 
January 1943, the political 
and military leaders agreed 
that the Allied subsequent 
tasks were to clear Sicily, 
invade Italy, and knock 
the junior Axis power out 
of the war. As a result, the 
War Department sought 
to get its best-trained unit 
still in the United States 
into the next phase of 
combat. As the “Rolling 
Fourth” returned to Camp 
Gordon, Barton received 
orders to move the di-
vision to Fort Dix, New 
Jersey. By the second week 
of April, the division was 
on the move, this time by train-hauling all its equip-
ment.14 When they arrived, the troops continued to 
train with more weapons firing, small-unit attacks on 
fortified positions, and air-ground operations. Mortar 
crews received special training attention since they 
gave the infantry battalion commander his best fire 
support for close-in combat.15

This well-trained unit was not deploying to Italy 
due to its organization as a motorized division. In the-
ory, there would be one of these for every two armored 
divisions, essentially replicating how the Germans 
had developed their panzer grenadiers to support 
their panzer divisions. However, because of the large 
amount of shipping required to get it overseas, as much 
as a standard armored division, it did not deploy. By 
the end of July 1943, the War Department decided to 
discard the motorized structure and redesignate these 
units as infantry divisions. On 24 August, GHQ or-
dered Barton to turn in his motorized equipment and 
prepare to move to the Amphibious Training Center, 
Camp Gordon Johnston, on the Florida Coast.16

Privately, a member of the GHQ staff let Barton 
know the 4th Division would be part of the assault on 
France, code name Overlord. In September, he flew to 
England for a general briefing on his role and to exam-
ine potential training and bivouac areas. When he ar-
rived at Gordon Johnston in early October, he and his 
staff prepared a training memorandum (Number 73), 
published on 14 October, which spelled out the divi-
sion’s training plan for the next nine months. It identi-
fied three training phases: the first was an introduction 
to amphibious operations and honing small-unit skills 
in Florida between 18 October and 31 December. 
Phase 2 would commence after the division arrived 
in the United Kingdom in January and, although not 
stated in the memorandum for security reasons, would 
focus on more sophisticated ship-to-shore operations. 
Once the assault plan was firm, Barton’s command 
would concentrate on practicing for the invasion.17

The War Department had established the 
Amphibious Training Center in October 1942 near the 
beach town of Carrabelle, Florida, about sixty miles 

4th Infantry Division commanders pose for a photograph at Brent Knoll Camp, England, on 30 May 
1944. Front row (left to right): Brig. Gen. Harold W. Blakeley (4th Division Artillery), Maj. Gen. Ray-
mond O. Barton, and Col. James Rodwell (Chief of Staff). Back row (left to right): Col. James Van Fleet 
(8th In fantry), Col. Hervey A. Tribolet (22nd Infantry), Col. Russell P. Reeder Jr. (12th Infantry), and 
Gen. James E. Wharton (1st Special Engineer Brigade). (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army)
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southwest of Tallahassee. The training area was large 
enough to accommodate an entire reinforced infantry 
division. While the instructional program was always 
in flux, depending on the unit, it generally consisted of 
several different phases:
•  Embarkation operations
•  Activities while afloat and en route to the landing 

location
•  Movement from the ship to the shore
•  Initial assault operations18

In addition, staff officers participated in a separate 
course emphasizing the role of the headquarters in 
planning for all phases of the assault. Finally, the center 
taught a series of special subjects, including swimming, 
physical conditioning, knife and bayonet fighting, and 

automatic weapons firing from 
landing craft. By the time the 
4th Infantry Division arrived in 
September 1943, the center had 
been in operation for more than a 
year and was changing from a pure-
ly Army endeavor to a joint Army-
Navy operation.19

For Phase 1, amphibious oper-
ations were the most crucial task, 
followed by other essential skills 
such as mine laying, sanitation, 
patrolling, and night operations. 
During assault training, the divi-
sion used live ammunition when 
possible and emphasized the use of 
the bayonet. In addition to regular 
exercises, officers and noncommis-
sioned officers attended schools 
on leadership and tactical subjects. 
Physical fitness was essential, and 
the division conducted long-dis-
tance cross-country runs at least 
once a week. They would practice 
marching, with full gear, from 
distances of fifteen to twenty-five 
miles.20

The details for much of the 
training was a 271-page syllabus 
titled “Shore to Shore Amphibious 
Training.” It covered nearly every-
thing a unit could expect to expe-

rience, from loading the vessels to landing on the far 
shore, communicating during the passage to the coast, 
and the beach organization after landing. It also had a 
series of tutorials for commanders and staff on how to 
write an amphibious order. This program ended with 
a series of exercises designed to put everything the 
soldiers and their leaders learned into practice.21

The training program was challenging and demand-
ing. Soldiers working with the 4th Engineer Special 
Brigade got seasick for the first time as they spent hours 
offshore, bobbing in their landing craft. They landed 
at night on beaches on local islands and the Florida 
coast. They hiked at night to build physical fitness while 
avoiding the day’s heat. They went swimming every 
afternoon to learn how to escape a sinking ship and 

Map of the Slapton Sands Training Area, Devon, England, circa 1944. (Map courtesy of the 
National Archives of the UK, ADM 116/5082)
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reach the shore. Combat teams practiced, for the first 
time, as units comprising infantry, engineers, medics, 
and artillery. While not on the prescribed training plan, 
the division ran a modified “Ranger” training plan for 
select members of each regiment. Capt. Oscar Joyner 
Jr., a former Amphibious Training Center staff member 
who was now with division G-3, ran this program. Its 
essence was on essential individual skills such as map 
reading, land navigation, use of explosives, detecting 
mines and booby traps, and scaling defensive walls. As 
the historian for the 22nd Infantry noted, “Probably 
no phase of the training of the regiment was more 
useful or more thoroughly detested than the time spent 
at Camp Gordon Johnston, Florida.”22 By the end of 
November, these young men were in the best physical 
condition of their lives, lean from the exercise and tan 

from hours in the sun. They were ready for the next 
training phase in England.23

Phase 2: General Amphibious 
Training in the UK

The 4th Infantry Division began its journey to Europe 
by leaving Camp Gordon Johnston on 1 December. 
Wheeled vehicles moved by convoy the 450 miles from 
the coast to Camp Jackson, South Carolina. There, it 
cleaned or replaced worn-out clothing and equipment. 
The division started moving again at the end of December, 
this time to Camp Kilmer, New Jersey, where they pre-
pared for deployment. War Department inspectors and 
offices from various agencies moved soldiers through 
one last series of predeployment checks during the day. 
Soldiers received physical examinations and lectures on 

In this photograph released 12 June 1944, Army troops on board a Landing Craft, Tank prepare to ride across the English Channel to 
France. Some of these men wear the 101st Airborne Division insignia. (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Navy via the National Archives)
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security, and they removed all their unit patches and 
insignia. The men filled in the change of address cards and 
sent them home with any items they were not permit-
ted to take with them. The War Department alerted the 
division for deployment at the end of December, and its 
advanced party, led by Col. James Rodwell, the chief of 
staff, departed New York Harbor on 27 December. Finally, 
Van Fleet’s 8th Infantry was first, leaving on 10 January 
on the RMS Franconia, a Cunard liner. By 19 January, the 
entire division was at sea. It took thirteen days to cross 
the icy Atlantic Ocean. By the end of January, the whole 
division had arrived at Liverpool, and the debarkation 
process began.24

The Ivy Division’s movement was part of Operation 
Bolero, the U.S. Army and Army Air Forces’ deploy-
ment to England. The Bolero Combined Committee 
(London) supervised the “reception, accommodation, 
and maintenance of US forces in the United Kingdom.”25 
This group coordinated with all British national and 
local government elements to ensure the process was as 
smooth as possible. It supervised the terrain and facilities 
for American troops and designated billeting areas. From 
Liverpool, the division’s soldiers boarded trains and moved 
to their encampment areas in the large peninsula in south-
west England called Devon (or sometimes Devonshire). 
One reason the committee selected this location is that it 
made amphibious training in English and Bristol Channels 

relatively easy. It was also close to the 
embarkation ports and the ultimate 
landing areas in western Normandy.26 

As soon as he arrived, Barton report-
ed to Lt. Gen. Omar N. Bradley, the 
commander of the First U.S. Army, to 
get his briefing on what was to expect 
over the next few months.27

The headquarters was at a lovely 
early eighteenth-century man-
sion in Tiverton called Collipriest 
House. The division artillery head-
quarters was in the nearby village 
of Cullompton, with the battalions 
scattered near their supported 
regiments. Col. Harry Henderson’s 
12th Infantry Regiment moved into 
the area around Exeter. Van Fleet’s 
8th Infantry centered its command 
on Honiton, and Tribolet’s 22nd 

Infantry moved into various villages in and around 
Newton Abbot. The distance from division headquar-
ters to the various headquarters could be over forty-five 
miles, making it a challenge for Barton and his staff to 
interact with his commanders, who now were pretty 
much on their own when not on training exercises.28 

As soon as the regiments were in place, they began 
small-unit training to prepare for the more extensive 
exercises. Training space in the British countryside was 
at a premium. Soon, the American theater command 
arranged for the division to practice at an area they called 
the U.S. Army Assault Training Center, located between 
Braunton and Barnstaple. Here, the division’s troops could 
practice with infantry weapons, tanks, artillery, and air 
support, all using the same ammunition they would use 
in combat. At Braunton, soldiers learned or refreshed 
their memories on organizing boat teams, leading assault 
groups, and overcoming “hedgehogs” and other obstacles 
enemy defenders could use to stop the division’s assault.29 
Since Barton had decided to lead the invasion with the 8th 
Infantry, he sent it immediately to Braunton. Its special-
ized training included assault amphibious techniques, 
reduction of beach defenses, and assault against fortified 
locations. As the division historian noted, “The training at 
Braunton was well organized, intensive, interesting, and 
of immense practical value to its recipients.”30 The re-
mainder of the division spent February practicing with its 

The Collipriest House in Tiverton, England, served as headquarters of the 4th Infantry Divi-
sion from February to May 1944. (Photo courtesy of Geograph)
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new equipment at the company and battalion levels. This 
training included live-fire exercises and shooting direct 
and indirect fire over the assaulting troops.31

On 23 January, Eisenhower, now the supreme allied 
commander, notified the Combined Chiefs of Staff 
that he had approved a significant modification in the 
invasion concept. Because the Allies’ posture for men 

and material had improved since the original invasion 
plan’s development, they could now assault another 
beach, called Utah, on the Cotentin Peninsula. Bradley 
assigned this mission to the 4th Infantry as part of the 
VII Corps. The division had the task of seizing that 
beach, linking up with two divisions of airborne forces 
dropped inland, and turning north to lead the effort to 
capture the port at Cherbourg.32 Since Eisenhower and 
Bradley’s staffs had not yet worked out the invasion’s 
details, Barton and the 4th Infantry Division continued 
execution of Phase 2 of his October training plan.33

Meanwhile, from February until 5 June, the division 
commander participated in an almost daily sequence of 
visits, meetings, and inspections. Barton’s diary records 
each of these, consuming more than half of the time 
he had available to prepare his command. The U.S. 
secretary of war, the British prime minister, and almost 
every general officer and staff colonel in both armies 
made their way to his headquarters at Tiverton. Barton 
met with members of the corps headquarters almost 
daily. With more than thirty years of infantry service, 
“Tubby” Barton knew and had served with many of the 
American officers. Therefore, in this environment of 
constant activity, there was little time for reflection and 
contemplation by a division commander on the eve of 
one of America’s most important battles.34

The division needed to hone its general amphibious 
skills as part of Phase 2 training. The 8th Infantry had 
begun this process at Brauton in late February. It start-
ed for the 12th Infantry with Operation Muskrat, on 
12 March. At Plymouth, three assault transport ships 

awaited them: the USS Dickman, the USS Barnett, and 
the USS Bayfield, which would be the corps and division 
command post during the invasion. They headed north to 
the Firth of Clyde, southwest of Glasgow, Scotland. There, 
they dropped anchor, and for the first week, the battalions 
practiced various drills such as reaching boat stations 
under blackout conditions, debarking over the sides of the 

ships, and wearing full gear with ladders, nets, and ropes. 
Throughout the week, soldiers experienced cold rain and 
the expected seasickness caused by bouncing around in 
the late winter coastal waters. For the following week’s ex-
ercise, a detachment from the 1st Engineer Special Brigade 
boarded the three ships. Now, the soldiers put their train-
ing to use as they organized into boat teams, scurrying 
down the transports’ sides and into their assigned Higgins 
boats. They formed up into assault waves and approached 
the hostile shore. Then they jumped into the icy water, 
often up to their armpits, and waded to shore. It was a 
harrowing experience with the constant danger of injury 
or drowning, and everyone was always wet and cold.35

Barton had watched the final exercise from a high 
point overlooking the beach until thirty minutes after 
the troops landed. He then went down to the beach. He 
was displeased by what he found. The soldiers seemed 
listless and unmotivated. In most cases, they were going 
through the motions, not using the terrain for cover and 
hiding from direct enemy fire. More importantly, leaders 
were not taking charge and making corrections from his 
perspective. He found Henderson and took him up and 
down the beach, pointing out what he saw. The regimental 
commander had not been with the division very long, and 
Barton was not impressed with what he discovered.36

The 22nd and 8th Infantry went through similar 
exercises. Tribolet called his training series Mink, which 
occurred at Slapton Sands. Unlike the 12th Infantry, he 
only had to qualify two battalions since the 3rd Battalion 
would train with Van Fleet’s regiment. He practiced 
the same drills as the Muskrat exercise. Meanwhile, the 

Then they jumped into the icy water, often up to their 
armpits, and waded to shore. It was a harrowing expe-
rience with the constant danger of injury or drowning, 
and everyone was always wet and cold.
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8th Regiment, including the 3rd Battalion of the 22nd 
Infantry, moved to Dartmouth and continued its assault 
training in another exercise called Otter during the same 
period. Since Van Fleet would be first on the shore, he 
demanded that its practice be more in-depth with an 
increased sense of urgency.37

Phase 3: Preparing for Neptune
By mid-March, the First Army and VII Corps com-

manders and staffs had made most of the central planning 
decisions. Although the VII Corps would not publish 

Field Order #1, Neptune, until 
28 May, Barton knew that Maj. 
Gen. J. Lawton Collins, the 
corps commander, had assigned 
the 4th Infantry Division the 
task of landing on the Cotentin 
Peninsula, linking up with 
the 82nd and 101st Airborne 
Divisions, and driving north 
toward Cherbourg. It was time 
for him to move to Phase 3 of 
his training plan, preparing for 
the invasion.38

The first significant inva-
sion rehearsal was Exercise 
Beaver; running from 27 to 
30 March, this would be a 
full rehearsal of the antici-
pated assault, with the 8th 
and 22nd Infantry leading 
the way. Now, the regiments 
were combined arms orga-
nizations called regimental 
combat teams. In addition 
to the infantry, the division 
assigned them tank platoons, 
engineers, medics, signal 
troops, and a direct support 
artillery battalion. In many 
cases, these attachments 
would continue for the war’s 
duration. For this exercise 
and the invasion, the 1st 
Engineer Special Brigade and 
the 1106th Engineer Group 
joined the 4th Division. Since 

this was a VII Corps-directed activity, Collins and 
his headquarters also controlled the 101st Airborne 
Division’s 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment and 
received support from the Ninth Air Force.39

The exercise would take place at the Assault Training 
Center at Slapton Sands on the south Devon coast, west of 
Dartmouth. It was a seven-mile-long beach, and possessed 
terrain similar to that which the Americans would en-
counter in June. Of special note was the Slapton Ley, a salt 
marsh just behind the beach that mirrored almost exactly 
the situation at Utah Beach.40

Maj. Gen. Raymond O. Barton, commanding general of 4th Infantry Division, transmits instructions 
over a radio on 27 April 1944 while on the USS Bayfield off the coast of England during Exercise 
Tiger. (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army via the National Archives) 
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Using the draft 4th Infantry Division field order as 
a guide, the 8th Regimental Combat Team led the way, 
followed by the 22nd and 12th Regimental Combat 
Teams. It was the first significant rehearsal of the 
division’s assault plan. Disembarkation and the beach 
assault went generally according to schedule. The as-
sault units secured a bridgehead and moved inland. But 
Barton was not happy with the performance of some of 
his companies and battalions.41

The following day, the exercise continued. It was 
time for the logistics units to begin supporting the 
combat teams on the shore. The European Theater 
Service of Supply landed about 1,800 tons of food, fuel, 
and ammunition, allowing everyone to practice resup-
ply operations. That evening, the combat units began 

returning to their Devon camps. At the same time, the 
division commander and his operations group went to 
Plymouth and met the naval task force commander, 
Adm. Don P. Moon, Collins, and the VII Corps staff. 
As a training exercise of this scale, it exposed many 
flaws in unit training and Army-Navy cooperation. 
Many participants remembered it as a too confusing 
event. Based on his performance over the last month, 
Barton replaced one of his regimental command-
ers, Col. Harry Henderson, from the 12th Infantry. 
Bradley sent him Col. Russell P. “Red” Reeder Jr., one of 
Marshall’s young protégées who had just arrived in the 
theater to replace him.42

Early discussions about Exercise Tiger began almost 
as soon as Eisenhower and British Gen. Bernard L. 

American troops land on a beach in England 25 April 1944 during Exercise Tiger, the final dress rehearsal for the invasion of Nazi-occupied 
France. (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Signal Corps via the Library of Congress)
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Montgomery, the ground force commander, arrived in 
England in February, and they agreed to add another 
invasion beach. Bradley, therefore, ordered Collins 
to start planning for the exercise on 1 April, with the 
execution date during the last week of the month. As 
this was a dress rehearsal, the task organization was 
the same as the corps would employ on Utah Beach in 
June. The 4th Infantry Division would land as sched-
uled by sea, supported by the 1st Engineer Special 
Brigade to clear the beaches of mines and obstacles. 
It was not practical to use large amounts of aircraft 
to ferry the airborne troops from the 82nd and 101st 
Airborne Divisions; these troops arrived by truck to 
simulate the link-up with the forces landing by sea on 
D (execution day) +1. That same day, the logistics train 
of quartermaster, medical, and other sustaining units 
would also rehearse its landing and establishment of 
the supporting element on the invasion beach.43

Using the draft VII Corps Field Order #1, Neptune, 
as the guide, Barton and his staff prepared Field Order 
#1, Exercise Tiger, on 18 April.44 The division would 
employ its three regiments, now configured as combat 
teams with all supporting engineers and tanks, precisely 
as planned for the invasion. Van Fleet’s Combat Team 
8, reinforced by the 3rd Battalion, 22nd Infantry, led 
the way and would move to Lower Ley to secure the 
causeway location. Tribolet’s Combat Team 22, minus 
the battalion under Van Fleet’s control, would be the 
next wave. Its mission was to land on the beach, secure 
a causeway, and take command of its 3rd Battalion. 
Then, it was to continue the attack along its assigned 
avenue of advance. Reeder’s Combat Team 12 landed 
next with the task to secure a river crossing location. 
The 1st Engineer Special Brigade was mixed among 
the division, supporting the landing and improving the 
beach for follow-on forces and supplies. Finally, follow-
ing the assault troops would be divisional, corps, and 
army supply units, practicing the movement of needed 
ammunition and food from ship to shore. This training 
event was as close to the invasion as the VII Corps staff 
could plan and execute.45

Over thirty thousand soldiers headed to the embar-
kation ports on 22 April, arriving at assembly areas off 
Devon’s south coast a few days later. Thursday, 27 April 
was a beautiful day for a practice invasion, and the live-
fire bombardment was ready to go. However, for various 
reasons, Moon postponed the assault from 0730 to 0830 

hours, never something to try at the last minute. The 
element of friction, described by Carl von Clausewitz, 
took charge.46 Not all the ships got the word. Companies 
E and F, 8th Infantry, received the change of orders and 
held back. However, Company G, the reserve unit, never 
got the message and continued ashore as scheduled. They 
were alone on shore as the Navy began its rescheduled 
bombardment. Fortunately, the heavy guns hit no one, 
but some explosions got a little too close to some of the 
troops on the beach.47

The division had other problems; Barton and senior 
commanders sensed a lack of energy across the com-
mand. Soldiers failed to employ the fundamental aspects 
of cover and concealment as if it were an invasion. Part 
of the problem was the absence of the regimental com-
manders with the initial landings. Van Fleet and Tribolet 
were stranded on a “free boat.” Theoretically, they had 
the option to land anywhere, thus placing the regimental 
commanders where needed. However, the British skip-
per had other ideas and did not get them onto the beach 
until much later. When Barton landed, he received 
a profane-laced narrative from Van Fleet, who had 
been denied the chance to correct the problems in his 
team. Not long after, around 1045, Barton encountered 
Montgomery; Adm. Bertram H. Ramsay, commanding 
the Allied Naval Force; and Lt. Gen. Courtney Hodges, 
Bradley’s deputy commander, on the beach. Not know-
ing the landing problem’s background, Montgomery 
confronted the division commander. “Where the devil 
are regimental commanders, now General, they must 
be with the troops during the landing.” Quite offended, 
Barton replied, “Now listen to me, General, you better 
tell that to your British skipper, my commanders would 
be in here but for his inefficiency.” Montgomery pulled 
back and discussed the issue with Ramsay.48

Although this was the most critical training event for 
the 4th Infantry Division, Exercise Tiger has also gone 
down in history as one of the U.S. and British Navy’s 
most significant failures in the European Theater of 
Operations. Early in the evening on 27 April, a convoy 
of eight LSTs (Landing Ship, Tank) departed Plymouth 
and headed for an assembly area in Lyme Bay, east of the 
exercise landing area. These large vessels, each four hun-
dred feet long and capable of carrying twenty tanks and 
more than two hundred soldiers, were the backbone of 
the Allied invasion force. Onboard this convoy was the 
follow-up force for the landing, including soldiers and 
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equipment providing engineer, logistics, medical, and 
communications support. Many of these were from the 
1st Engineer Brigade. Shortly after midnight on 28 April, 
nine German torpedo boats left Cherbourg harbor to in-
vestigate the reported activities near Plymouth. Making 
contact with the Allied vessels around 0200, they en-
countered the LSTs and began their attack. When it was 
over, and British patrol ships arrived to chase them away, 
the German vessels had sunk two landing craft (LST 507 
and LST 531), damaged two more, and killed approxi-
mately eight hundred Allied soldiers and sailors. Fearful 
that news of their success could tip off the Germans to 
the impending invasion, Allied headquarters slapped a 
security quarantine around the area. They warned med-
ics and those aware of the disaster to say nothing. Senior 
officers of both nations and services pointed fingers at 
each other, assigning blame for the tragedy. Like most 
military actions, the event’s details remained classified 
until the war’s end.49 Like many such instances, however, 
most considered it the price of preparing for the invasion 
and moved on. Moon had the grace to send a note to 
Collins to “express my deepest sympathy for their (1st 
Engineer Special Brigade) losses suffered on our first 
joint contact with the enemy.”50

Conclusion
The U.S. Army’s assault on the Normandy coast 

did not just happen. It took many months of training 
and practice to ensure that all the complex aspects of 
the invasion would come together to produce tacti-
cal success. The 1st and 29th Infantry Divisions had 
training programs similar to the 4th Infantry Division 
in preparation for their assault on Omaha Beach. It was 
the same for the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions 
that practiced for their night drops before the naval 
assault. The British and Canadian soldiers, who would 
land on Gold, Juno, and Sword beaches, also partici-
pated in extensive amphibious training programs. As 
historian Peter Caddick-Adams pointed out in his 
introduction to Sand & Steel, “When compared with 
the Germans, most servicemen who assaulted northern 
France had experienced an incredible degree of rugged 
and realistic training that put them at the peak of phys-
ical fitness, acclimatized them to battle, and equipped 
them mentally and physically well enough to win.”51 
For Raymond O. Barton’s Ivy Division, this rugged and 
realist training began on the warm shores of the Gulf of 
Mexico and ended on the frigid shore of Slapton Sands 
eight months later.   
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