
Major General J. Milnor Roberts, Chairman of the Board of the Dwight D. Eisenhower Society, 1992-2009, spoke at Eisenhower 

National Historic Site World War II Weekend, September 2005:  

I was there at D-Day, June 6th of ’44 and now I am here with you to share my experience on that fateful day, 60 years 

ago. How’s my memory? [Touches his head, chuckles.]  Well, thank you for inviting me.  I am delighted to be here. I just 

celebrated my 87th birthday, that’s four score and 7. [Chuckles from Roberts and audience] I have trouble believing that 

but then I look at my birth certificate.  I like to think they made an error, but they probably didn’t. 

Well, concerning D-Day, I was really spared, the first of many occasions, by being selected as a senior aide-de-camp for 
the commanding general, Leonard Gerow, of the 5th U. S. Corp in the First Army. He would be in charge of the invasion 

of Normandy. It’s interesting to me on reflection to be the senior of anything even though I was of the tender age of 25 and a captain.  I 
was known as the old man by some, the really young G.I.s who were 18 or 20 years old. 

One of the capabilities for the position as senior aide to the general was a knowledge of the French language. I would soon learn how 
fortunate I had been to study French in college and be able to speak and understand it. Parlez-vous français? [Another chuckle.]  

Shortly after being re-assigned to the general, I was handed the plans for the invasion of Normandy. I was ordered to study them and to 
memorize them.  I had three days to achieve this and I shall never forget how the order read.  The First United States Army consisting of 
the 5th and 7th Corps associated U. S. and Allied Naval, Air Forces and the British Second Army will conduct a simultaneous assault on the 
continent of France.  That’s sort of a mouthful there.  [Chuckles.] The 5th Corps, 28th and 29th Infantry Divisions will attack the beach at 
Omaha, reduce enemy resistance, that’s a nice way to put it, secure Vierville Sur Mer beach heads and advance southward toward St. Lo 
to cover the landing of troops and supplies in the First United States Army. Under the orders and plans for the D-Day invasion that were 
developed before and coordinated by Prime Minister Churchill and General Eisenhower, are the following statistics. About 70, 500 
Americans, about 83,000 British and associated Canadians.  Three forces were afloat on D-Day. The assault Omaha and Utah units were 
put ashore in assault waves.  The task force on Omaha Beach, actual personnel instruments, were put 34,250 and on Utah Beach 
36,250. The task force to be landed on D-Day plus 1 was a total of 26,000. The British landed on three beaches, Gold, Juno and Sword. 
The Center for Military History in Washington concurs with these figures. 

The army casualties, American casualties, in Normandy campaign from 6 June to 24 July ‘44 and for Canada’s combat divisions for army 
were 54,099.  Air units 6,706 for a total of 63,000.  Thank God I was not in those numbers and I was spared again. 6 June ’44, I boarded 
the USS [Charles] Carroll and left the shores of England to board the LCI and the LCVP that would take us to Omaha Beach.  As we 
approached, we could hear the deafening roar of fire and we could see the cloud of smoke and water spouts all around us as bullets hit 
the water.  We were hit by 88s about a mile out.  Then as we got closer, we were hit by automatic weapons machines.  The LCI, by the 
way, is a Landing Craft Infantry, in case you don’t understand the term.   

Every minute we were getting hit harder. The Germans were hitting us with everything they had- the full force of German guns and 
cannons. The LCI in which we were travelling hit a sand bar. We were pretty far from shore and the water was deep. The skipper had 
been shot and killed as he tried in vain to dislodge the craft.  We were being hit by every kind of bullet and cannon. Water was splashing 
all around us. It was all waves and tossing and sickening.  My companion and I, we had been twins as we were the same rank, age and 
we even looked alike, and incidentally he was a graduate of the University of Maryland ROTC, and he and I were the same year level, 
like twins. Well we were looking at those to leave the LCI as fast as we could. But all of us were ducking the fire of the weapons aimed at 
us.  

I’ve been asked how I did survive the landing and I can say the first reason is that I did not inflate my air belt. Because I had looked 
around at some of the guys who had gone ahead of me who had inflated the air belt and as soon as they got in the water they turned 
over because they were top heavy, and I thought to myself, “You don’t want to do that.” So I didn’t inflate my air belt. And because I’m 
tall enough really to breathe between the waves.  So I watched those leaving the LCI and turned themselves upside down, they had a 
real problem.  Most of them drowned unfortunately.  I was just tall enough to jump the waves.  We were fighting for our breath. My 
buddy was not far away at all, who could jump the waves with our weapons overhead as much as possible with bullets hitting the water 
all around us.  We feared stepping into a deep chasm on the floor of the channel.  About the ammo to climb out [of a chasm] because of 
the weight   All of us were terrified. We feared drowning or being shot. I noticed as we got closer to the shore the water changed color.  
After crawling ashore there was hardly a place left to crawl or stand without having to crawl over the bodies of our fallen comrades. 

Yes, it was that bad.  At that hour the thing had been going on for about five hours. And these casualties were something else. Its 
estimated that 6,700 Americans were killed in the ten hours since the first assault began at dawn.  As I crawled by an Allied tank, I could 
hear the men inside screaming. A tank had been hit and was on fire but there was nothing any of us could do. The sight and sound will 
live with me the rest of my days as will the sight of my buddy who made it to shore with me only to be hit squarely in the head with a 
bullet piercing his helmet. I’ll never forget that sight either.  Snipers were everywhere. I could not fire back until I had taken my rifle 
apart and tried to clean it. The salt water and sand had taken its toll on my equipment. I was diving in and out of the bushes, hiding 
behind the bodies of my comrades, crawling and fighting my way to the top of the cliff. I was trying to throw grenades at the German 
snipers. I made it safely to the top. From that vantage I saw the most incredible sight few have ever seen or will ever see again.  It was a 
sight of hundreds and hundreds of ships and boats of every size and shape. Destroyers, cruisers, battleships, merchant vessels, spotters 
and supply ships. It was almost unbelievable. And you thought you could almost leap from one ship to another, there were so many. 



As I looked down, I could see the LSTs, the Landing Ship Tanks, unloading men and equipment as they opened their huge gaping doors.  I 
remember one in particular. It was LST 325. And guess what? That dear old lady of a ship survived and went on to win several battle 
stars.  And most interesting of all, in 1996 my wife, Priscilla, was given the assignment to bring that vessel home, through congressional 
and legislative action, and she did.  And in January 2001, LST 325 proudly came home from Greece and now is alive and well in Mobile, 
Alabama.  But that’s another whole story. [Currently moored in Evansville, Indiana.] 

Back to the invasion of June 6th.  One wonders how could security and the codes on the secrecy of the invasion be kept from the 
Germans. The plans of Prime minister Churchill and General Dwight Eisenhower for obviously brilliant and drawing the information that 
was available all based on deception. Those secrets were, thank God, preserved. Otherwise it would not have been a successful invasion 
of Normandy on June 6, 1944. It will remain a mystery given the enormity of the invasion and the numbers of forces involved that the 
location of the assault was never worked, or rather discovered by the Germans.   The deception works.  General Gerow arrived safely 
later in the afternoon of June 6th. I had prepared a tent for him. We were all set up for the next steps in trying out the plans.  During and 
after the success of the invasion on Omaha, my orders were to implement the organization of reconnaissance [which] continued for 
several weeks. Being able to converse with the French provided very useful information.  Especially routes taken by the Germans.  I 
learned where they were hiding, I learned the condition of the roads, and I knew which roads were short cuts to get there.  This was the 
importance of knowing a little of the French language.  

What we learned from the French villagers prepared us as we moved inland against the Germans. As we advanced through Normandy in 
June and July, we found the people overjoyed that the Americans had beaten back Hitler’s forces causing them to retreat.  By August 25, 
1944, we entered Paris in the southwest. A day I’ll never forget. The Parisians were as enthusiastic as the villagers had been and they 
gave our soldiers a lot of attention tossing flowers of welcome and all sorts of things. I thought if they had had palm branches, they 
would have laid them for us.  As it was, one enthusiastic and generous Frenchman tossed a bottle of wine to one of our G.I.s riding in a 
Jeep. The soldier had just taken off his helmet to wave at the crowd and didn’t see the missile in the form of a wine bottle.  [Crowd 
chuckles.]  Well, you guessed it. He was crowned by the bottle of wine and later we heard he got the Purple Heart for being wounded! 
[Laughter from the audience.]  Well after all he’s in action and he’s hit in the head.   

I participated in a total of five campaigns. You might recognize some of the names of the next four.  The Battle of the Bulge, the 
Seigfried Line, the bridge at Remagen, and I was there in Pilsen, Czechoslovakia on May 8, 1945 when Victory in Europe, V-E Day, was 
declared.  And by the way we were very happy to be in Pilsen. Why, have you ever heard of Pilsner beer?  Well, that’s where it came 
from. And we were able to sample the local product to some extent. We were told we would be sent back to the states to prepare for 
the invasion of Japan. Thank you, President Truman, and your decision to drop the bomb which ended World War II. We will never know 
how many thousands of lives were saved by that decision.   

Now we fast forward to June 6, 2004, 60 years later. Along with a hundred other D-Day veterans we were selected to travel to France to 
receive the French Legion of Honor. Looking back, we only hoped to survive D-Day. Never did we dream we would be recognized-an 
honor more than we expected. The trip was a near to perfection as could be expected. Thanks to the team at the Department of 
Veterans Affairs, in just a matter of a few weeks they planned, executed the successful entry of Americans in Paris.  This reminded me 
very forcefully of the first entry of Paris.  This is no small task moving 100 World War II veterans and their companions and family 
members from hotel to bus to lunches, dinners, to celebrations without a glitch. This is an amazing success story for the Veterans 
Administration. If you know anybody from that outfit, you can tell them they are a great organization. Although this was a happy 
occasion on a smaller scale, never the less this performance of excellence reminded me of General Eisenhower and his team and the 
hundreds of details that had to be attended to carry out the planned plans successfully. You might find this situation interesting.  As we 
departed from the aircraft in Paris, we noticed a bright red carpet leading from the steps across to the administration building where a 
reception was waiting. And we followed those before us and stood on the sides of the red carpet facing various French officials, military 
officials and a band unit.  We looked at each other, to the left, to the right, wondering which dignitaries from which country would come 
down the red carpet to greet us. Finally, after singing our respective national anthems, we were told to step on the red carpet and 
proceed ahead. You see, none of us thought the red carpet was for us. But it was. That is how the trip went from there.  

The award ceremony was held on June 5 at Paris Hotel zClarion.  Hundreds of officials were in attendance and each of the D-Day 
veterans stood to be pinned by the Minister of Defense.  We wore our new medals the rest of the trip.  All of us felt 
humbled and yet very proud of our French Legion of Honor medals. On June 6th, our special day, we visited 60 years 
later, we visited the cemetery at Omaha Beach.  We heard a speech by President Chirac and the next by our 
President Bush. Our representatives from the V. A. were making sure that all was going as planned. Many of our 
cabinet-level members were there including Secretary Powell and Condoleezza Rice.  Hundreds of Americans were 
there to honor our fallen comrades and to witness the ceremony.  After his speech, President Bush stepped down 
and shook our hands and said thank you to we veterans in the front row.  He even reached over my shoulder and 
shook Priscilla’s hand. [Chuckles.] So both of us have warm and good memories of that day. We D-Day veterans were 
instructed to wear the French Legion of Honor for the rest of the time we spent in France.  We were thanked then by 
strangers, and by the service personnel in restaurants, and frequently that led to a toast or a bottle of wine or 
champagne.  I don’t recall turning it down either. [Chuckles from audience.] All in all, it was a good trip for us. We 
recalled our memories and told our stories to each other. We remembered our fallen comrades and thanked God we 
were free and alive in this great nation.  Thank you very much and God bless America.  [Applause from audience.]  

 


