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Beaches, Bunkers, Barbed Wire, and Blood:

The Disastrous Raid on Dieppe

The Allied attack on Dieppe in 1942 was a costly failure.  Worse, it was unnecessary.  It was planned as a dress rehearsal for the Normandy invasion; however, the lessons learned at Dieppe and later applied at Normandy were already well known but had simply been forgotten.  The attack was executed with valor and heroism but should never have been attempted.

Background


Several historians have given credit for the success of Operation OVERLORD to a much smaller-scale amphibious operation on a port along the west coast of France almost two years earlier.  The raid on Dieppe, Operation JUBILEE, was executed on 19 August 1942 with combined British, Canadian, and American forces using naval, air, and ground combat services in a joint operation.  The operation resulted in a tremendous loss of life, ships, and aircraft.  It was by any measurement a complete failure.  Were the lessons learned from this failed raid critical to subsequent battle plans, or could these lessons have been predicted? 

To understand the rationale for the ill-fated raid on Dieppe, it is important to first understand the strategic landscape.  Recognition of major offensives, alliances, and political and military leadership priorities establishes the backdrop for the conception of Operation JUBILEE.

By the summer of 1942, German and Italian forces had successfully invaded and controlled much of Europe.  The German army had occupied France since June 1940.  The German navy was winning the Battle of the Atlantic.  “U-boats had sunk a higher tonnage of merchant shipping in the quarter ending March 1942 than in any previous period, and this was on the increase” (BR.:1).  In North Africa, German and Italian forces occupied Libya, Tunisia, and parts of Egypt, creating a significant challenge for the Royal Navy’s Mediterranean Fleet.  This threat in the Middle East forced the Allies to conduct extensive operations in North Africa, which had a delaying effect on any large-scale invasion of Western Europe.  Further to the east, the German army had invaded Russia, pushing its front to Moscow and Stalingrad by the winter of 1941.  


The expanding conflict forced the development of alliances between the United Kingdom, the United States, and the Soviet Union.  Following establishment of these alliances, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin expressed the need for a second front in Western Europe to relieve the pressure from the German advance on the Eastern Front.  British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and United States President Franklin Roosevelt felt they were not yet prepared to invade Western Europe, given the requirement of forces needed to defeat Axis operations in North Africa and contain the Japanese in the Pacific Theater.  Yet Stalin’s insistence on a second front continued.  British and American media echoed the call to action.  Then in June 1942, German forces under the command of Erwin Rommel captured Tobruk, Libya, causing political pressures that threatened Churchill’s position as Prime Minister.  By this time Churchill was eager to take action and quickly replaced Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes, Chief of Combined Operations, with Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten.


Combined Operations Headquarters had successfully executed two small-scale raids along the coast of France just prior to the arrival of Mountbatten.  These successes had led to planning for a more robust operation against the French port of Dieppe.  Mountbatten approved the plan, Operation RUTTER, scheduled for execution in early July 1942.  Combined Operations leadership believed the successful operation might deflect the public’s outcry for action and Stalin’s demands for a second front.  Although Operation RUTTER was aborted because of weather, the same basic plan was resurrected for execution the following month.  


The raid on Dieppe, now named Operation jUBILEE, would include a coalition ground force selected by the Commander-in-Chief, Home Forces, Lieutenant General B. L. Montgomery.  The force selected was predominantly Canadian.  Of the 6,088 troops a total of 4,963 were from a Canadian Infantry Division.  Some historians have speculated that the decision to use primarily Canadian troops was an issue of expendability—it was too risky to use all British troops.  One Canadian veteran of the ill-fated operation, Cecil Law, wrote:

The SSRs [South Saskatchewan Regiment], as they were abbreviated then, arrived in Britain as part of the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division between May and December 1940.  By the summer of 1942 they had been trained as hard as any infantry division has been trained including commando type combat training and extensive training in Combined Operations, the name given at that time to training in assault landing procedures.  Though they had little combat experience overall, a small number of men and officers were veterans of the First World War.  Up to battalion level the Second Canadian Division were as fit and well-trained as any division then in Britain.  The reputation of the Canadians for First World War heroics still lingered on (Law:2).

Mission Planning


Combined Operations Headquarters (COHQ) was established to plan raids against enemy territory and provide advice on combined enemy assaults.  Though staffed by all three services, COHQ was an independent organization commanded by a Director of Combined Operations.  The first director, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes, was appointed in July 1940.  Lord Louis Mountbatten, Advisor on Combined Operations, succeeded him in October 1941.  In March 1942, Mountbatten’s title was changed to Chief of Combined Operations.  As Chief, Combined Operations, Mountbatten was a full member of the Chiefs of Staff.  He played a key role in the development of offensive operations against enemy targets, most notably the raid on Dieppe in 1942.

Why Dieppe

The pressure was mounting on Churchill to aid the Soviet Union by opening a second front.  Churchill had proposed raids in Norway and the Cherbourg Peninsula (Ford:9).  Both were rejected.  It was then suggested by the Chiefs of Staff to look at the area near the Pas de Calais coastline, an area within fighter range, and plan for a large-scale raid.  Successful or not, the raid would help satisfy the overall sentiment for establishing a second front.  A successful operation might deflect much of the outcry, while an unsuccessful one would reinforce those who felt that vastly more detailed preparation was needed for any cross-Channel invasion (Law:2).


Seven areas were examined and all rejected.  The next port looked at was Dieppe.  Dieppe was a town that contained several military objectives and was also thought to have weak defenses.  The most positive reason to use Dieppe was the proximity of British fighter support.  However, Dieppe posed several problems.  Most worrisome to COHQ was the need for low wave heights and good weather.  Under these circumstances, COHQ stated that the window of opportunity for a raid was limited to about two days a month on average.  Despite these worries, Dieppe was regarded as the only worthwhile target and also the most practical from the viewpoint of distance, defenses, and beaches (BR.:7).  On 4 April 1942, Mountbatten gave orders to his staff to draw up plans for an attack on Dieppe (Ford:9).

The Chiefs of Staff offered two different scenarios for the Dieppe raid.  The first scenario envisioned a frontal assault preceded by flank attacks at Puys and Pourville-sur-Mer while parachute and glider-borne troops simultaneously captured two batteries at Berneval and Varengeville-sur-Mer (Combined:2).  The second scenario dispensed with an initial frontal assault and landed two battalions at Puys and two at Pourville-sur-Mer, with two more as a floating reserve, while a seventh battalion and a battalion of tanks landed at Quiberville (Combined:2).  The army was in favor of the frontal assault while the Navy had reservations.  After several hours of discussions on the pros and cons, the Chiefs of Staff agreed on a frontal assault.  The frontal attack on Dieppe would take place after initial attacks on both flanks preceded by a heavy bombardment.  On 25 April 1942, formal planning began under the codename Operation RUTTER.

Operation RUTTER had several objectives, both political and military.  Politically, RUTTER would show the world England was willing to open a second front.  It would also portray the British as an offensive threat, taking the fight to Nazi-occupied Europe.  By including the Canadians, RUTTER would provide valuable battle experience to the Canadian army.  Militarily, the key objective was to create a joint fighting force and prove individual services could work together to plan and execute an extensive raid on enemy positions.  The plan called for six key objectives:

1.  Destroy enemy defenses in the vicinity of Dieppe

2.  Destroy the aerodrome installations at St.-Aubin-sur-Scie

3.  Destroy R.D.F. stations, power stations, dock/rail facilities, and petrol dumps

4.  Remove invasion barges for own use

5.  Remove secret documents from German Divisional Headquarters

6.  Capture prisoners (Buckley:230)

The overall intention of Operation RUTTER was to land in the vicinity of Dieppe and capture the town using a combination of forces that was to include infantry, airborne, and armored fighting vehicles.  These forces would receive support by bomber and fighter aircraft.  The naval plan called for the use of eight destroyers, seven infantry landing ships, and several other supporting boats.  The army plan called for two infantry brigades, a battalion of tanks, and airborne troops.  The air force plan called for five squadrons of support fighters, one squadron of fighter/bomber aircraft, and several bomber aircraft (Combined:4).  Naval, army, and Royal Air Force (RAF) commanders would exercise command of the operation.  Naval and army commanders would operate from a destroyer while the RAF commander would operate from a base in England.

The assault on Dieppe consisted of 13 phases.  The first phase would occur the night preceding the initial assault.  The plan called for high-level bombing attacks on German defenses.  The main objectives of a high-level attack were to disorganize the defense, tire the garrison, and cause material damage to installations and aircraft (Combined:5).  The second phase, the flank attack, would begin 30 minutes after the beginning of nautical twilight and attack positions to the east and west of Dieppe.  Simultaneously, paratroops would attack the German Divisional Headquarters south of Dieppe.  The frontal attack would follow 30 minutes after the flank attack while a reserve unit stayed at sea.  Bomber support, fighter support, fighter cover, naval support, demolition and removal of barges, covering force, and withdrawal of forces completed the assault plan.  After several discussions within COHQ, the plan to use high-level bombing (phase one) was dropped.  Commanders thought it would alert the German forces and take away the element of surprise.  

The key to the overall success of Operation RUTTER was 48 hours of clear weather, smooth water, and correct tides.  The weather turned out to be the driving factor in delaying Operation RUTTER for several weeks.  The first opportunity was on 21 June and had to be cancelled due to weather.  Weather continued to be bad, and Operation RUTTER was officially cancelled on 7 July 1942.  The next favorable time for attack would not occur until August when Operation RUTTER resurfaced and changed to Operation JUBILEE.

With the resurrection of the operation, several changes were made to the original plan.  Airborne troops were taken out of the plan completely, mainly due to uncertainty of the weather conditions.  The flank attacks were now pushed back 30 minutes to the beginning of nautical twilight and air attack reinforcement was to be provided by smoke-carrying aircraft.  The plan as finally completed in early August included a ground assault of four flank attacks followed by a main frontal assault on Dieppe 30 minutes later.  The landing zones were coded east to west.  Yellow 1, Yellow 2, and Blue were landing zones to the east.  Red and White were the frontal landing zones while Green, Orange 1, and Orange 2 were landing zones to the west (Combined:8).  The forecast finally showed good weather for a period of 48 hours.  Tides were good, and Operation JUBILEE was scheduled to begin on 18 August 1942.

The great Prussian Field Marshal von Moltke stated that “no plan survives contact with the enemy.”  This was certainly true of Operation JUBILEE.  The raid had been planned in detail with a written order exceeding 200 pages of instructions and graphics.  Participating units had been trained and were prepared when the execution directive was issued.  An operational overview of execution covering the conduct of operations by ground combat, air force, and naval service components through the four major phases of staging, movement, assault, and withdrawal is necessary to understand key lessons learned.  

Operational Overview


The Command-in-Chief, Portsmouth, issued the execution order for Operation JUBILEE at 1000 on 17 August with an established H-hour and D-day of 0450 on 19 August.  For ground combat forces under the command of Major-General John Hamilton Roberts (Canada), loading of tanks was to take place the evening of 17 August.  The troops would assemble for loading of naval transport vessels the afternoon and evening of 18 August.  The naval component under the command of Captain John Hughes-Hallett (United Kingdom) had transport vessels readied at the four staging ports:  South Hampton, Portsmouth, Shoreham, and New Haven.  The air component under the command of Air Vice-Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory (United Kingdom) conducted final preparations for execution at its nine sector airfields.  Dispersion of staging areas was critical to overall operations security.  Training missions were common—this was intended to appear as though it were another routine training mission.
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As the force components finalized preparations for movement, two lanes were cleared and marked through the German minefield in the English Channel.  At 2125 on 18 August, the flotilla began moving to the link-up point on the near side of the enemy minefield.  There were some minor challenges in the movement schedule; however, the overall movement to the link-up point was successful.  The flotilla continued moving through the marked lanes in the enemy minefield and into position for downloading onto landing craft approximately ten miles off the coast from Dieppe.  Ten miles was believed sufficient to prevent detection by German radar.  Landing craft were loaded with few difficulties and prepared for movement to the assigned beach objectives by 0330.  Then at 0347, the Group 5 formation, located on the northern flank of the assault force, was spotted by an enemy patrol of approximately eight small vessels.  Although the German force headquarters could see the engagement, it was not unusual for coastal patrols to engage one another.  The German coastal defenses did not interpret the contact as a potential amphibious assault.  At this point, the element of surprise, extremely critical to the operation, had not been lost.  All assault elements continued to move toward their assigned beach objectives.  The first wave of air squadrons lifted off from their home bases as planned at 0422.
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The assault began as planned with an aerial bombardment to destroy and obscure coastal battery positions in the vicinity of the main attack objective beaches White and Red (Dieppe).  The supporting ground attacks on both the east flank (Blue and Yellow beaches) and west flank (Green and Orange beaches) landed within minutes of H-hour (0450).  First elements of the main attack landed at their objective beaches at 0523 as planned.  The heavy obscuration provided by close air support enabled the lead elements of the main attack to have some initial success.  The obscurant began to dissipate at approximately 0600.  As trail battalions, including the tank battalion, landed in the objective area, they came under heavy direct and indirect fire, suffering significant casualties.  Penetration beyond the landing site became impossible.  Naval gunfire initially provided effective support, but the loss of communications between the assault forces and ships left only uncoordinated engagements on targets of opportunity.  A significant tragedy occurred when Major-General Roberts misinterpreted a situation report as indicating success in the main attack—he therefore committed the operational reserve to the main objective.  Lead elements of the reserve were destroyed as they entered the objective area.  Trail elements were turned around and sent back to assembly areas.  At 0900, having recognized destruction of the main attack, Major-General Roberts ordered the withdrawal of forces.


Landing craft returned to the objective beaches under direct and indirect fire to load up remaining elements of the failed raid.  There were many individual acts of heroism in the last hours of the operation.  The raid on Dieppe ended at 1240.


The battle losses from the raid on Dieppe were staggering.  Personnel casualties for ground forces were 59.5 percent—3,623 of 6,088 troops.  Air force casualties were 13 percent—153 of 1,179 airmen.  Navy casualties were 7.2 percent—550 of 7,750 sailors.  Major equipment losses were 27 of 30 tanks, 106 of 650 aircraft, 33 of 179 landing craft, and 1 of 8 destroyers.  Was the supposed “test” worth the significant loss of life and equipment?

Causes of Failure:  An Operational Perspective

“Don’t worry men, it’ll be a piece of cake!”

—Major-General John H. Roberts to his officers on the eve of the Dieppe raid (Pitt:1)

“At 1240 hrs Captain Hughes-Hallett and MajGen Roberts ran HMS Calpe close inshore off Red Beach for final inspection….  No troops could be seen on the beach; it was all over” (Ford:90).

Despite the valor, determination and bravery of the Canadian servicemen involved in the landings, the operation was a resounding military disaster.  The casualties of the raid were horrific by any account.  Over 6,000 men took part in the landings, and only 2,078 returned to England.  The Canadians lost 56 officers and 906 enlisted members with a combined arms total of 3,623 killed, wounded, or captured.  “In nine hours of battle the Canadians lost more prisoners than they would in 20 months of action in Italy” (Ford:91).

In the following weeks, many of the Allies, especially the Canadian public, began to ask why the raid had failed so miserably.  A critical analysis of the raid indicates it failed in four operational areas.

Poor Operation Planning

COHQ presented the original plan on 25April.  It called for an assault by commandos on the heavy batteries located on the headlands east and west of the port of Dieppe.  Coinciding with the commando raid, the plan called for a direct frontal assault on the port, which would be preceded by a heavy air bombardment.  In addition, glider-borne troops would land behind Dieppe and assist the sea-borne troops and tanks in capturing the airport at St.-Aubin-sur-Scie.  The raid would execute smoothly in two tide cycles, and then the troops would return to their ships.  It was obvious that this plan was too ambitious to be considered a commando raid and that it would require regular Army troops and considerable air and naval bombardment support.  The size of the raid now enticed the Royal Air Force to be an aggressive participant.  A raid of this size would surely draw the Luftwaffe into an all-out air battle, an ulterior motive the RAF strongly desired. 

The plan was significantly modified on 5 June to emphasize tactical surprise and to eliminate the heavy aerial bombardment.  Army officers believed that bombardment of the port would create too much debris blocking tanks from completing their objective.  In addition, the Admiralty stepped in and refused to allow any heavy ships (battleships or cruisers) to enter the dangerous waters for fear that German bombers would sink them.  And finally, the glider landings and troop support were scratched because of weather restrictions. 

Despite expressed anxieties about the new plan by Churchill and General Montgomery, General Sir Alan Brooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, indicated that Dieppe or some operation on a divisional scale was indispensable as a preliminary to the invasion of France.  Approval was given to continued planning (Kirkpatrick:166).

This change in the participating forces and the subsequent planning planted the seeds for operational failure of the raid. 

First, Dieppe was planned not as one battle but as eight separate actions that had no synergistic effect on each other.  Forces were apportioned to just meet their individual objective action rather than to provide overwhelming firepower.  “Execution of the raid called for only 16% of the assault force to be held in reserve while on D-Day 33% of the force was held in reserve” (Russ:3).  This left the commander no ability to exploit success.  Second, the plan was inflexible and relied too heavily on sequential success and the element of surprise.

The result was a complex plan dependent on surprise and sequential success with no room to absorb unexpected variables.  Unfortunately, these variables quickly overwhelmed the force.  Troop-carrying ships unexpectedly ran into a small German coastal convoy and a brief battle ensued.  The 3 Commando raid force for Yellow beach was in disarray.  The main landing assault occurred in the daylight instead of darkness and 30 minutes behind the flank assaults. This sequential delay in addition to the first wave of tanks hitting the beach 10 minutes later was devastating to the landing force as the Germans were ready to mount a stiff defense. 

By now, the inflexible battle plan was further eroded by poor and ineffective communications decimated by the fog of war on the beachhead.  With landing forces pinned down on the beach, the German snipers adroitly targeted officers and soldiers with communications equipment.  “Communications from ground units to the battle staff on the command ship Calpe ranged from inadequate to non-existent” (Kirkpatrick:197).  At one point out of confusion, Major-General Roberts committed his reserve force to a beach where the battle was already lost.

The end result was an extremely complicated and interwoven plan that failed because it was under-resourced and relied heavily on surprise, timing, and a weak enemy.

Poor Intelligence and Interpretation of Geography


Throughout the years, military historians have debated the choice of Dieppe as raid port for this operation.  One point is certain:  the geography and enemy defense preparations were not well understood and incorporated into the landing plan.  The port geography did not lend itself well to a raid with the force structure assigned to complete it.  Chalk cliffs ranging from 30’ to 100’ formed two headlands flanking the port entrance.  The beach itself was short and composed of sand and flintstone or shingles 3”-6” in size.  The headlands and cliffs provided excellent defensive positions.  The Germans had two years of occupation and skillfully used the geography to mask strong defensive fortifications.  Large-caliber gun positions were placed within the cliff structures and were undetectable by photographic reconnaissance.  Concrete obstacles blocked the port streets, effectively stopping any tank advance without engineer support.  Numerous undetected pillboxes and reinforced bunkers surrounded the port and headlands, all with extremely effective lines of fire to the beach. 


All this came as a surprise to the brave men who stormed the beaches.  From a planning perspective, it was an intelligence disaster as force structure and employment were modified based on intelligence of a perceived softly defended port.  German defense information on Dieppe existed in the form of French underground reports, but the British were highly skeptical because of a fear of German spy infiltration.  “An after-action report of the German 81st Corps put it succinctly:  The Englishman had underestimated the strength of the defenses, and therefore at most of his landing places—especially at Puits and Dieppe—found himself in a hopeless position as soon as he came ashore” (Kirkpatrick:173).

Poor Naval Gunfire Support and Planning

From a military planning perspective the lack of dedicated large caliber naval gunfire support during the landing was devastating.  Only eight destroyers (4” guns) and one gunboat covered the entire landing.  This small flotilla had limited pre-landing bombardment (not to take away the element of surprise) and once forces were ashore provided only sporadic and inaccurate fire support.  The caliber of guns proved ineffective against hardened pillboxes and the defensive positions in the cliffs.  Accuracy was poor due to ineffective ship spotting and forward deployed spotters who could not communicate effectively or were killed in initial landings.  In addition, this small escort force did not detect the unsuspecting German convoy on its radar, nor did it receive any communications to assist the dispersed landing craft personnel (LCPs) in the brief naval engagement prior to the beach landings.

In a remarkable disconnect in the modified planning of the raid on 5 June, the Admiralty left the RAF with the responsibility to shatter the defenses of Dieppe because of the lack of escort support.  Later in the planning cycle the Army staff determined that bombing the port would create too much debris and withdrew that part of the planning mission.  The end result was an amphibious landing without naval gunfire preparation or effective support and no heavy bombardment to minimize the direct German opposition on the beachhead.

Limited and Distracted Air Support


RAF commanders were thrilled that the raid on Dieppe would bring the elusive Luftwaffe into a large-scale battle.  The numeric advantage now favored the British, and the proximity of airfields across the Channel would enable the RAF to maintain a constant fighter presence over the landing area.  As discussed earlier, the original plan called for RAF aircraft to conduct heavy bombing raids in preparation for the landings.  The Army was very concerned that the bombing and debris would eliminate the surprise aspect of the raid and inhibit the movement of the advancing tanks in the port once they landed.  Therefore the air-to-ground mission was modified to one bombing run on known German gun positions, a strafing run to precede the commandos, and a final laying down of a smoke screen.  The remainder of the air tasking was to provide air cover and aggressively engage the Luftwaffe fighters and bombers as they arrived over the port airspace.


This plan was significantly flawed as it offered almost no continuous air-to-ground support and only collateral support to the lightly defended naval ships and landing craft.  In the eyes of the RAF, their mission focused completely on the anticipated air-to-air battle.  The results were predictably bad:  the initial bombing run failed to knock out any gun positions and the strafing runs were only modestly successful.  At first the smoke screen did succeed in obscuring the landing craft approach for several minutes.  Once the screen dissipated, though, the first wave found itself in a violently opposed landing scenario.


The raid did succeed in bringing out the Luftwaffe in mass and by 1000 a full-on air battle was in progress.  The fighting was intense.  Although the short-range RAF Spitfires had the numerical advantage, they found themselves only able to maintain a 30-minute engagement time.  This constant requirement to return to base evened the odds for the Luftwaffe as they could engage for longer periods of time and refuel to turn around much faster than their adversaries.  In the end, “the Germans lost 48 aircraft and the British lost twice as many as they destroyed—hardly a successful battle of attrition” (Schreiner:93).  To be fair though, the Luftwaffe was significantly weakened on the Western Front by this battle and never regained the initiative in the skies over France for the duration of the war.


All this time, below the air battle the amphibious landing was falling apart, and by 1030 all the ships were under constant attack from German dive-bombers.  The lack of planning flexibility or communications capability left the embarked battle staff virtually no ability to call in air support for the struggling men ashore.  Even if Major-General Roberts had had the air-to-ground flexibility, his ground communications were so bad that his staff could not possibly have directed any bombing counterruns.

A Silver Lining—The Lessons Learned

“Dress rehearsals never run entirely smoothly, but they are very necessary to the success of the first night.  And Dieppe was never intended to be anything but a dress rehearsal.”


—Quentin Reynolds (Reynolds:277)

“The Duke of Wellington said that the Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton, and I say that the Battle of Normandy was won on the beaches of Dieppe.”

—Lord Louis Mountbatten (Whitehead:174)

The glaring conclusion from the preceding analysis is that the Dieppe raid as executed should never have been attempted.  Planning was amateurish, intelligence was weak, and naval and air support was almost nonexistent.  The attack was made, however, and over 3,000 Canadians became casualties.  Almost immediately, Allied leaders sought to deflect their responsibility for the debacle (Ford:91).  Mountbatten blamed “the ‘incompetence’ of General Roberts ‘who wouldn’t follow my plan and insisted on a frontal assault without preliminary bombing’” (David:117).  In the end,  “Major-General Roberts unfairly became the official scapegoat and was never to command troops in the field again” (Pitt:5).  Yet despite the terrible losses and the blame game that followed, in one sense the attack paid dividends.  In its aftermath, planners subjected the raid to intense study (Raid:3).  They gleaned valuable lessons that were applied with effect on the beaches of Normandy less than two years later (Raid:3).  Sadly, most of these lessons “had been taught in previous wars and simply forgotten” (Robertson:vii-viii).  The sacrifices to relearn them should not have been necessary.  However, the silver lining is that the lessons were relearned.

Prior to Dieppe, planners assumed that a successful Allied return to the continent required the seizure of a port.  Without the logistics capability provided by a port, they concluded, a bridgehead in Europe could not be sustained (Pitt:5).  Dieppe invalidated this assumption by demonstrating the improbability of taking a port on D-day (Young:153).  Logistics support was still vital, obviously, but other means besides a port would be necessary to secure it (Pitt:5).  According to Mountbatten, “The total lesson learned from Dieppe was unquestionably that you cannot in fact capture a port by frontal assault without having such heavy bombardment and bombing as to destroy the port facilities for which you are trying to capture it” (Whitehead:174).

Since Dieppe demonstrated the infeasibility of taking a port in the initial assault, planners had to develop alternatives to ensure the vital flow of supplies to troops lodged across the Channel.  Their solution included the Mulberry Harbor and PLUTO (Pipe-Line Under The Ocean) (Pitt:5 and Whitehead:187).  Mountbatten again:

So we learned that we must land across open beaches…and because the weather is so bad in the Channel, we certainly, within three or four days, would have been unable to continue to supply across these beaches.  For the Normandy invasion, we therefore developed a portable prefabricated harbour known as Mulberry.  It was much scoffed at at the time, but it saved the invasion.  And this would not have had backing unless there’d been the experience of Dieppe to prove that it was necessary (Whitehead:174).

Interestingly, the Germans drew the wrong conclusion in this regard, though their commander warned otherwise.  Enumerating the “lessons deduced” after the battle, Field Marshal von Rundstedt, Commander-in-Chief, West, wrote in an after-action report:

All Commands must therefore take the greatest care to benefit by these experiences for our coastal defences and for the training and education of our troops.  It would be a mistake to think that the enemy will organize his next operation in the same manner.  He will learn lessons from the errors and lack of success this time, and will act differently next time (Extracts:20).

However, instead of assuming the Allies would learn from their blunder and attack a less easily defended area in the coming invasion, the Germans became convinced that a successful Allied attack would have to be directed at a port.  After all, the Dieppe raid had been aimed at a port—and the Germans had decisively repulsed it.  This faulty planning assumption resulted in their bolstering defenses in port areas at the expense of the more vulnerable open beaches (Pitt:6).

The Germans also drew another faulty conclusion.  They decided to focus their efforts on static, coastal defenses instead of mobile forces further to the rear, intending to stop the expected invasion on the beaches (Ford:92).  They came to this conclusion for two reasons.  First, it had worked at Dieppe (Ford:92).  They stopped the attack cold at the waterline.  Second, attacks by the RAF further inland had made it difficult for the Germans to reinforce their defenses at Dieppe.

The Germans in France, following the Rundstedt plan, have their main defensive force some forty miles back of the coast.  Good roads lead to the coast, and their theory had been to have plenty of mobile units ready to be rushed coastward from this forty-mile position.  Because of the great RAF work in covering the roads leading to Dieppe, the Germans have had to revise their plans.  Today they have moved more troops to the coast itself (Reynolds:265-266).

As a result, Hitler commanded his forces to create an unbreachable “Atlantic Wall” extending from the North Sea to the Atlantic coast of France (Ford:92).  This later proved disastrous for Germany when the Allies broke out of Normandy in 1944 (Buckley:269).

Another lesson relearned by the Allies was the absolute necessity of a heavy air and naval bombardment to weaken defenses and keep defenders’ heads down as the attackers struck the beaches (Leasor:247).  The original plan for Dieppe called for just such a bombardment but was later revised (Villa:185).  The new plan relied instead on surprise.  “No action of ours must forewarn the enemy, hence there could be no preliminary bombardment….  Surprise landings, it was also considered, might well be the best—perhaps the only—way of securing a port with most of its facilities intact” (Buckley:267).  Furthermore, planners feared that a bombardment would cause casualties among French civilians and would fill the streets with debris, making them impassable for Allied tanks (Hogan:20).  When surprise failed, the frontal assault was doomed.  This mistake was not repeated.  In North Africa, General Eisenhower applied the lessons of Dieppe by incorporating preliminary bombing as part of Operation TORCH (Reynolds:268-269).  Furthermore, OVERLORD “was preceded and covered by the heaviest naval and air bombardment that could be devised” (Buckley:268).

The lack of landing craft was another lesson driven home by the Dieppe operation.  To secure a permanent beachhead, it was essential to put a large force ashore in one lift (Ford:92).  Otherwise attacking forces would have to be committed piecemeal, inviting defeat before sufficient concentration could be achieved.  Before 1942, there were only enough landing craft available to permit operations of less than a thousand men.  After 1942, the situation had improved slightly, allowing raids such as Dieppe comprising several thousand troops (Jordan:202).  This was far short of what was required for invasion on the scale of OVERLORD, however.  In addition, the landing craft needed to be armored to protect the troops inside from small arms fire (Pitt:6).

Poor intelligence also proved fatal at Dieppe.  Intelligence failed to provide adequate information on both the composition and size of German forces and the geography of the landing zones (Pitt:6).  Enemy defenses were underestimated largely due to an overreliance on intelligence derived from aerial reconnaissance (Hogan:20).  This intelligence was ten days old and did not alert the attackers to the presence of much of the firepower they were to encounter.  For example, the heavy guns in Dieppe, some of the mortars aimed at the beaches, and many of the machine guns and bunkers went undetected (Reynolds:263-264).  Two years later in Normandy the intelligence was far better.  It should have been far better at Dieppe, too.

Another shortcoming of Operation JUBILEE remedied during OVERLORD was the lack of airborne support.  Originally part of the plan, the airborne forces were replaced with commandos largely over concerns about the weather.  Had they been employed, they would have been able to complement the efforts of Allied airpower in blocking enemy reinforcements attempting to reach the front lines (Ford:92).  General Eisenhower quickly implemented this lesson in Operation TORCH when he “brought plenty of parachute troops with him to North Africa and used them to grab airfields and rear positions” (Reynolds:267).

At Dieppe the tanks arrived about ten minutes late for the frontal assault.  Once ashore concrete barriers prevented them from advancing into the town.  Eventually, all 27 tanks that hit the beach had to be left behind (Buckley:265).  Nevertheless, Dieppe proved that tanks could be amphibiously landed in France (Reynolds:272).  Furthermore:

[t]hough they were unsuccessful in effecting a breakthrough into the town and beyond, the reports of the infantry are unanimous in paying tribute to the covering fire which they put up, particularly during the final stages, and also to the imperviousness of their armour to the German anti-tank fire.  It has been asserted…that not one of them was actually pierced by German anti-tank shells and that the losses suffered in action were due solely to broken or damaged tracks or to the failure of their engines (Buckley:265).

The lesson was that tanks had to attack in concert with the infantry and had to be committed in ways that would allow them to effectively maneuver to provide the punch needed to penetrate enemy lines (Ford:92).

Another problem brought to light at Dieppe was the lack of an adequate reserve force to exploit success.  Too much of the force was committed to the initial assault, leaving too weak a force afloat.  This resulted in too much rigidity in execution, severely limiting the commander’s prerogatives (Combined:40).

The deficiency in providing reserves was exacerbated by poor communications capabilities.  For example, a garbled radio transmission led Major-General Roberts to believe his troops in the frontal assault on Dieppe were on the verge of a breakthrough.  Consequently he ordered his reserve to reinforce the attack where, instead of ensuring victory, they became part of the slaughter (Buckley:268).  To resolve this problem, planners identified the need for redundant communications channels using different methods of communication, such as wireless links, visual signals, and loud-hailers.  In addition, they pointed to the need for a joint solution to allow better communications between the services.  For this purpose they recommended that a special command and control headquarters ship be outfitted to improve interoperability between the services (Combined:40).

After the battle planners documented a host of other lessons learned, such as the need for special training and carefully timed assaults, the importance of operations security, the need for better training in aircraft recognition to prevent fratricide, the proper use of smoke for concealment, and the benefit of providing light or self-propelled artillery to accompany the troops inland once the beaches had been secured (Combined:37).  The point to bear in mind, however, is that none of the lessons described here required the sacrifice of over 3,000 Canadians.  These lessons were highlighted and applied with success in Operations TORCH and OVERLORD.  From that perspective, these lessons ensured that the Dieppe operational failure was not repeated on the shores of North Africa or Normandy.  However, any attempt to justify Dieppe on the basis of lives saved in later operations smacks of rationalization.  The lessons were already known and did not have to be relearned at such a high cost.

Furthermore, it would be difficult to argue that Dieppe had any logical relation to either TORCH or OVERLORD, except that it has been argued (and no doubt was put forward by responsible men at the Chiefs meetings) that any serious assault on Hitler’s West Wall must have more than mere paper experience from which to draw and plan realistically.  Of course it was claimed after the event that the lessons learned at Dieppe were vital for the eventual success of OVERLORD.  This may be true, but the linkage between cause and result must be suspected of having been forged by the natural desires or wish to explain a disaster (Jordan:207).

Costly Failure

From the lessons we learned at Dieppe all subsequent landings in the Mediterranean and elsewhere benefited directly.  But the effects on the Overlord casualties were fantastic.  In the 1944 D-Day landings of 156,000 men who took part in the assault, there were only 2,500 casualties, or one man in 60.  So twelve times as many men, including of course many Canadians survived the D-Day assaults and I am convinced that this was the direct result of lessons we learned at Dieppe.

—Lord Louis Mountbatten (Mountbatten:30)

Looking back, the casualties of this memorable action may seem out of proportion to the results.  It would be wrong to judge the episode solely by such a standard.  Dieppe occupies a place of its own in the story of the war, and the grim casualty figures must not class it as a failure…tactically it was a mine of experience….  Strategically the raid seemed to make the Germans more conscious of danger along the whole coast of occupied France.

—Winston Churchill (Schreiner:83)

The above two quotations about Dieppe set the tone for justification of the raid.  Historians, military leaders, and surviving participants have debated for years the value of lessons learned from this raid and how it paved the way for a successful Operation OVERLORD nearly two years later.  Proponents of this thought process credit the raid for codifying the need for naval gunfire support and heavy bombardment at the cost of surprise.  In addition, it reinforced the need for good intelligence, thorough planning, redundant communications, and flexibility in maneuver.  Finally, it spurred new military technology and tactics specifically designed for OVERLORD.

There is no doubt that the failure of the Dieppe raid accentuated all the lessons learned mentioned above.  However, the attack on Dieppe was unnecessary, a costly failure, and any perceived lessons learned attached to the after-action report were already known or could easily have been derived without having nearly 1,000 Canadian, British, and Americans die to bring them to light.    

The foundation of this argument lies in a review of amphibious landing doctrine preceding World War II.  The U.S. Marine Corps had developed The Landing Operations Doctrine, US Navy 1937, and the British followed with an independent effort, Manual of Combined Operations 1938.  There were numerous similarities, but in 1941 when the Americans reviewed the British manual, their general comment was “that it paid little attention to the air side of combined operations” (Evans:23).  In late 1941 and early 1942 the United States conducted two joint Army-Navy exercises where tactics involving air and naval support were designed and rehearsed.  “A close liaison in amphibious tactics was maintained at all times between British and the U.S. Navy, and these exercises were observed by British Officers of the Combined Operations Headquarters” (Smith:37).  These exercises created the foundation of the U.S.-led amphibious landing on the coast of North Africa.  This planning of a frontal assault on a defended port by Admiral Hewitt and Major General Patton called for heavy naval bombardment and close air support from four assigned aircraft carriers.  British officers of the Combined Headquarters were aware of this tactical plan for a frontal assault but did not apply it to planning a frontal assault on Dieppe.  The British were enamored with their earlier raid success by commandos at St. Nazaire whose tactical foundation was derived from the element of surprise.  Unfortunately, the raid on Dieppe grew to a “reconnaissance in force” size with the main objective now as a frontal assault with regular Canadian Army troops.  Still the British and Canadian planners maintained a raid-planning mentality emphasizing surprise rather than heavy bombardment and close naval support associated with a frontal assault.  As previously described, this was a critical planning miscalculation that never should have occurred.  The attack on Dieppe was fundamentally different from previously successful raids and warranted a more critical review of plans.  This was especially true in light of the concurrent planning for Operation TORCH both in the United Kingdom and the United States during the summer of 1942.  

The inability of the British and Canadian planners to make the operation planning leap from a tactical raid emphasizing surprise to a frontal-assault plan was critical to understanding why this military action failed and was unnecessary.  Nearly every published lesson learned was directly caused by incorrectly applying a raid-planning mentality to a military mission objective that demanded a frontal assault, close naval and air support, good intelligence, and a straightforward plan with maneuver flexibility.

Furthermore historians generally state that poor communications and poor interpretation of intelligence and geography were valuable lessons learned from Dieppe.  Communications will always be the Achilles’ heel of any operation.  However, it is difficult to fathom that a robust and realistic training period could not have identified this weak link and adequately resolved any problems prior to the landing.  As for intelligence failure, it is unconscionable that German defenses were not better understood in a port only 60 nautical miles across the English Channel. 

Finally, it should be noted that both the British and the Americans were planning much more ambitious and ultimately successful amphibious landings in North Africa.  Prior to Dieppe Winston Churchill had convinced President Roosevelt that a 1943 invasion of France was not in the Allies’ best interest and that all resources should be focused on campaign plans in the Mediterranean.  This would open a second front and force the Germans to strengthen their southern flank at the cost of their Eastern Front efforts.  Operationally, there was every reason to believe that these Mediterranean campaigns by their size and breadth would truly provide a better crucible for military lessons learned than a half-day raid on a French coastal port.  

Therefore, a reconnaissance-in-force size landing was unnecessary to derive military lessons learned when Operations TORCH, HUSKY, and the landings on the Italian mainland would offer ample opportunity to improve combined operations.  With this in mind, COHQ could have focused on continued execution of only small commando raids on the shores of France.  This constant probing of German defenses would have achieved the same strategic success as one Dieppe-size reconnaissance-in-force operation and quieted the political pressure to do something on the Western Front.

It is challenging by any measure to see how the failed raid on Dieppe saved thousands of lives at Normandy or that, as Winston Churchill stated, “tactically it was a mine of experience.”  Unfortunately, the Dieppe raid was an act of valor and heroism that was unnecessary, a costly failure, and never should have been attempted.
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