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Exercise Fabius - May 1944  

 
Exercise Fabius was held in May 1944 in preparation for an Allied attack on the German 
army in France. 
 
On 5th June 1940 Hitler’s army had invaded and captured France. The French government fled to the 
south-west of France and on 22nd June 1940 the new French President, Marshall Pétain signed an 
armistice with the Nazis. By this time the Germans had occupied the whole length of the Channel 
coast. 

In 1940 the Nazis seemed very powerful but by 1944 they were in a much weaker position as by then 
Germany’s ally Italy had surrendered and Germany was fighting the forces of the Soviet Russia and 
the USA as well as Britain and the British Empire. 

World War II  
 
1939 September 1 - Germany invaded Poland. World War II began.  
 
1939 September 3 - France and Great Britain declared war on Germany.  
 
1940 April 9 to June 9 – Germany captured Denmark and Norway.  
 
1940 May 10 to June 22 - Germany took over much of Western Europe including the Netherlands, 
Belgium, and northern France.  
1940 May 30 - Winston Churchill became leader of the British government.  
 
1940 June 10 - Italy entered the war on the side of Germany 
 
1940 July 10 - Germany launched an air attack on Great Britain known as the Battle of Britain. By 
October 1940 the German airforce had been defeated. 
 
1940 September 22 – Japan entered the war on the side of Germany  
 
1941 June 22 - Germany attacked Soviet Russia with a huge force of over four million troops.  
 
1941 December 7 - The Japanese attacked the US Navy in Pearl Harbour. The next day the US 
entered the war on the side of Britain. (The British side was known as The Allies.) 
 
1942 June 4 - The US Navy defeated the Japanese navy at the Battle of Midway.  
 
1942 July 10 - The Allies captured the Italian island of Sicily.  
 
1943 September 3 - Italy surrendered to the Allies; however Germany helped Mussolini to escape 
capture.  
 
1943 8 November - 1 December Churchill, Roosevelt, Stalin met in Teheran, Iran, where they 
discussed the planned 1944 cross-Channel invasion.  
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Stalin; Roosevelt; Churchill. 

 
1943 4-6 December Churchill and Roosevelt met in Cairo, Egypt, and agree that the US General, 
General Eisenhower would command Allied Forces for the planned invasion of Europe.  
 

  
US General Eisenhower Sir Miles Dempsey Commander of the 2nd Army 

By 1944 the Allies had decided that the time was right to invade the Normandy beaches and push 
the Nazis out of France. The attack was codenamed Operation Neptune and the landings 
commenced on Tuesday, 6 June 1944 (D-Day) 

1944 June 6 - D-day and the Normandy invasion. Allied forces of Britain, USA, Canada, and Free 
France invaded France with a huge force of over 150,000 soldiers and gained a victory that became 
the turning point for World War II in Europe. Paris was liberated from Nazi control on August 25 
1944. 
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1  

The troops who landed in Normandy on D Day landed on 5 different beaches - Utah; Omaha; Gold; 
Juno; and Sword. 

(D Day stands for Day Day, as distinct from H Hour!) 

2 

                                                           
1 kids.britannica.com  
2 www.longisland.com 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=PAlQytmPIZyV0M&tbnid=xVwb7cf_GfQBuM:&ved=0CAQQjB0&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.longisland.com%2Farticles%2F06-02-08%2Fjune-6-1944-normandy-france-the-invasion-began.html&ei=lBaeUojgDsin0AWgkYGAAQ&bvm=bv.57155469,d.ZGU&psig=AFQjCNG9jjq80L7we-ruJ9X9DocQx2MNCA&ust=1386178478950940


4 
 

The invasion of Normandy was no easy task. It required the co-operation and co-ordination of the 
British and American navies, armies and airforces. The Germans had heavily fortified the coast with 
mines, pillboxes, gun pits and barbed wire on land and mines, iron spikes and log-ramps at sea. 
Success against such a formidable opposition needed extensive planning and attention to detail. 

Before Operation Neptune actually happened the Allies organised a practice exercise known as 
Exercise Fabius. The aim was for the Allied troops to practice landing on a beach – using British 
beaches as substitutes for Normandy beaches. The aim was to give the troops experience in their 
tasks. Every effort was made to duplicate the conditions to be met on the Normandy beaches, and 
planning orders called for the exercise to resemble Operation Neptune "as closely as limitations of 
equipment and facilities will permit." The exercise was planned to start on 2 May 1944, but bad 
weather delayed it till the next day.3 

Fabius consisted of six separate exercises: 
 
Fabius 1 - elements of the 1st Infantry Division and 29th Infantry Division (United States) (Force 
Omaha) practiced amphibious landing at Slapton Sands, Devon 
Fabius 2 - elements of the 50th Infantry Division (Force Gold) practiced landings at Hayling Island.  
Fabius 3 - elements of the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division (Force Juno) practiced landings at 
Bracklesham Bay.  
Fabius 4 - elements of the 3rd Infantry Division (Force Sword) and associated units practiced landing 
at Littlehampton. 
Fabius 5 and 6 - American and British forces practiced loading men and supplies in the Thames 
Estuary. 
 
Fabius 4 involved troops landing at Littlehampton – on the West Beach (Climping Beach.) The troops 
in this operation were known as Force Sword because they were training to land on Sword Beach in 
Normandy. 
 
The Force Sword men came from the British 3rd Infantry Division which, in 1944, was commanded by 
Major General Tom Rennie. The Division was a collection of brigades which had been combined for 
the Normandy campaign. There was a total of 25,000 men. 

 
 

 
Insignia of the 3rd Division 

 
 

                                                           
 
3 Gators of Neptune pg 152 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hayling_Island
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bracklesham_Bay
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/3rd_Infantry_Division_%28United_Kingdom%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Littlehampton


5 
 

Chain of Command: 
Name Number of men Commander 

Division 10,000 – 15,000 Major General 

Brigade 3,000 – 5,000 Brigadier 

Battalion 300 – 1,300 Colonel 

Company 80-225 Major 

Platoon 26-64 Platoon leader 

 
Brigades in the 3rd Infantry Division 
 

Brigade Battalions 

8th Brigade (Assault Brigade)  
Ist wave of assault 

1st Battalion Suffolk Regiment 
2nd Battalion East Yorkshire Regiment 
1st Battalion South Lancashire Regiment 
 

185th Brigade  
2nd wave of assault 

2nd Battalion Royal Warwickshire Regiment 
1st Battalion Royal Norfolk Regiment 
2nd Battalion King's Own Shropshire Light Infantry 
 

9th Brigade  
3rd wave of assault 

 

2nd Battalion Lincolnshire Regiment 
1st Battalion King's Own Scottish Borderers 
2nd Battalion Royal Ulster Rifles 
 

27th Armoured Brigade 13th/18th Royal Hussars 
1st East Riding Yeomanry 
Staffordshire Yeomanry 
 

79th Armoured Brigade 5th Battalion Kings Regiment (Liverpool) 
8th (Irish) Battalion Kings Regiment (Liverpool) 
The Buckinghamshire Battalion 
22nd Dragoons 
5th Assault Regiment Royal Engineers 
 

1st Special Service Brigade No. 3 Commando  
No. 4 Commando  
No. 6 Commando  
No. 45 (Royal Marine) Commando 
 

4th Special Service Brigade No. 41 Commando (Royal Marines) 
No. 46 Commando (Royal Marines) 
No. 47 Commando (Royal Marines) 
No. 48 Commando (Royal Marines) 
 

Divisional Units 7th Field Regiment RA 
33 Field Regiment RA 
76 Field Regiment RA 
20th Anti-Tank Regiment RA 
92nd Light Aircraft Regiment RA 
2nd Battalion Middlesex Regiment Machine Gun 
3rd Recce Regiment Northumberland Fusiliers 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Warwickshire_Regiment
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Norfolk_Regiment
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Ulster_Rifles
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In Exercise Fabius 4 the troops had to land on the beach between Bognor and Littlehampton. For the 
exercise the soldiers were driven to Portsmouth and were taken by paddle steamers to large fleet of 
ships, known as LSIs, anchored in the Solent - underneath barrage balloons. (LSI stands for Large Ship 
Infantry.)  One of the LSIs used was HMS Glenearn. Force 'S' Commander, Major-General Rennie and 
Rear-Admiral Fitzroy Talbot watched the exercise from Glenearn’s deck. Other LSIs involved were 
HMS Empire Broadsword and HMS Empire Battleaxe. 
 

 
HMS Glenearn. The ship was armed with six 4” anti-aircraft guns, four pom-pom guns (quick-firing 2 

pounder guns) and 8 Oerlikon cannons 
 
 

 
Troops embarking on a LSI during Exercise 'Fabius', 6 May 1944 ©Imperial War Museum 
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The barrage balloons were tethered to barges or trawlers. They were used to defend against low-
level aircraft attack by damaging the aircraft on collision with the balloons’ cables. 
 

 
Barrage balloons at Littlehampton4 

 
The purpose of the LSIs was to transport troops a few miles off the landing beaches. They sailed out 
to a location about 10 miles offshore then the troops were lowered into the sea in smaller craft 
called LCAs on davits not unlike the operation of lifeboats on modern ships. (LCA stands for Landing 
Craft Assault). These LCAs delivered the troops onto the beaches and returned to their mother ship 
where they were hoisted back on board in readiness for their next operation. HMS Glenearn carried 
1087 troops and two Landing Craft Assault (LCA) Flotillas of twelve craft each. 
 
The LCAs were small shallow barges with a crew of four and armed with Bren guns. They were 
constructed of hardwood planking and clad with armour plate of three sixteenths inch thick steel 
sheeting. The inside walls were lined with cork to ensure that the boat would not sink. LCAs were 
forty four feet long, ten feet wide and weighed ten ton and they could ferry an infantry platoon to 
shore at 7 knots (13 km/h). Men generally entered the boat by walking over a gangplank from the LSI 
as the LCA hung from its davits. When loaded, the LCA was lowered into the water. The men sat in 
three rows of ten or eleven running the length of the boat. There were two steel doors in the bow of 
the landing craft and in front of these was the ramp. On arrival on the beach the ramp was lowered 
and the bow doors opened to allow disembarkation. 5 
 

                                                           
4 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/in_depth/photo_gallery/3762407.stm 
5 http://www.combinedops.com/Empire%20Battleaxe.htm 
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LCA 1059 in the davits, it was lost during the Normandy landings.6 

 
It is possible that some of the LCAs were actually constructed in Littlehampton at Osborne’s ship 
yard. An employee, Tony Hammond remembered:  

“My father and brother were transferred from Lady Bee at Shoreham Harbour to William Osborne at 

Littlehampton, and it was here that I started a seven-year apprenticeship as a marine engineer under 

the guidance of Ron Cobden, a first class mechanic who pre-war had raced Austin Sevens at 

Brooklands. 

It was 1944, I was 14 years of age and worked a 42 hr week for just 50p. It turned out that my very 

first job was on board one of the legendary MTBs (Motor Torpedo Boats). The four Packard engines 

were connected to what seemed to be miles of copper pipe and I had to fix electrical bonding strips to 

each of the rubber connections. I also worked on Tank Landing craft, which were drawn up a slipway 

on the west bank of the river Arun close to the harbour mouth. Their foundations can still be seen 

today.”7 

8 

                                                           
6 http://www.strijdbewijs.nl/landing/landeng2.htm 
7 http://www.pasttimesproject.co.uk/lsl_browse.php?subsite=ll&story=933 
8 Littlehampton Through The Wars pg55 
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There numerous other vessels involved in the flotilla. An Army film from the time recorded an oil 
tanker, two 'War Emergency' destroyers, three other assault ships from Assault Group S.3, an 
Admiralty tug towing 'Whale' floating road sections and  a United States Navy LCI.9 In fact the group 
included 5 Destroyers and 5 command boats as well as mine-sweepers and landing craft.10 
 

 
- - - - -Route for Ships                       Route for craft 11 

 
Peter Watson from Littlehampton witnessed the Exercise: 
 
“I was working at a boat-yard when a young work-mate came clattering down from the spotting 

tower from which a look-out was kept for enemy aircraft. ‘Come and look at this’ he yelled, and when 

I got up there, what an amazing sight there was to see. Spread out all over the ocean, as far as the eye 

could see, was a vast fleet of grey ships of all shapes and sizes. It was, of course, a practice for the 

invasion of France, D Day.” 12 

  
Also involved in the operation were LCTs (Landing Craft Tanks) which could carry four tanks or other 
vehicles. These had a ramp at the front that dropped for vehicles to go ashore. An open space 
behind the ramp, the tank deck, held vehicles. There were several different designs and sizes.  
 

LCTs 

                                                           
9 Imperial War Museum A70 16-1 
10 ADM 179/445 
11 ibid 
12 Wartime Littlehampton pg 153 
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In Exercise Fabius LCTs landed Churchill bridge-laying tanks (AVRE) and Sherman Crab flail tanks onto 
the 'invasion' beach. 
 

 
 
The Sherman Crab tank was equipped with two 
arms which held a rotating roller on which over 40 
chains were attached. The roller was driven by the 
tank's engine and when engaged, caused the 
chains beat the ground, exploding any mines. 
Clearing a 9 strip feet wide, it could detonate 
mines up to 4 inches deep. It travelled at about 1 ¼ 
mph, and could explode up to 14 mines before it 
would need to have its chains replaced.13 

  
 
 
 
 
The Churchill bridge-laying tank carried a 
folded up bridge which could be used to cross 
obstacles such an anti-tank ditches or bomb 
craters up to 10m wide. This bridge also made 
it possible to climb an anti-tank wall and drop a 
bundle of brushwood over the other side to 
permit the descent. 
 

 

 
 
The operation involved mine sweepers clearing the sea, then the LCAs set off and bombarded 
targets on shore with rockets. Then the LCTs landed tanks about 3,000 yards from the beach and 
they came onto the beach to clear the mines, then the men landed. A field of 10 dummy mines with 
dummy snag lines had been laid in the sea and a zone of obstacles had been laid in the centre of Red 
Beach for the training of clearance units. Smoke from a smoke generator based at Middleton was 
used to screen the troops laying these.14 
 
On Littlehampton beach the work of the tanks was observed by exercise umpires, notably the 2nd 
Army’s commander, Lieutenant-General Miles Dempsey.  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
13 http://worldwar2headquarters.com/HTML/normandy/HobartsFunnies 
14 ADM 179/445 
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A report by Dr Hubert Lucking from Middleton conjectured that Churchill might also have been 
present, but in fact Churchill watched Fabius III at Bracklesham Bay. 
 
“A grand rehearsal of the Invasion took place off the Elmer Coast; ambulances, WVS Headquarters, 

and balloons were stationed off The Hard. Red Hats and Gold Braid took over the chief houses and it 

was said that Churchill himself came to inspect the preparations.” 15 

 

 
Red Beach, Bailiffs Court, White Beach, Communication Centre, Windmill, Green Beach.16 

(Was the Fort the Communications Centre?) 
 
The exercise went off without mishap. The Churchill bridge-layers moved up the beach to span an 
anti-tank ditch at the top of the beach and the infantrymen filed through this gap in the beach 
defences to search a pillbox. Also landed on the beach were Valentine DD tanks and Sherman tanks. 
 

 

 
Valentine DD (Duplex Drive) tanks were 
a type of amphibious tank. They had 
flotation screens around the tank, which 
enabled them to float. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
15 Quoted in D Day West Sussex –papers held by Middleton WI. 
16 ADM 179/445 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bracklesham_Bay
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Sherman tanks driving ashore from landing 
craft during Exercise 'Fabius', 6 May 194417 
 
Sherman tanks were an American design. 
 

 
 
 
While all this activity was underway RAF Spitfires provided overhead cover. 
 

 
18 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
17©Imperial War Museum 
18 D Day West Sussex pg 23 
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Raymond Mitchell, a Dispatch Rider with the Royal Marines, recalled the landing: 
 
“When the LCIs carrying the two Commandos had been eased out of the small creek into the wide 

expanse of Southampton Water, they became only one part of a vast assemblage of shipping. In every 

direction lay untold numbers of ships and landing craft of all types, shapes and sizes. We steamed out 

of the fairway, moved to buoys until dusk when, together with a large part of the armada, the LCIs 

cast off and sailed off into the night. 

Early next morning 41 Commando’s LCIs were moving in a line abreast, towards the shore to carry 

out mock attacks on objectives in and around Littlehampton. The craft were rammed on to the beach, 

the ramps splashed down into about three feet of water and everyone sprinted rather wetly ashore. 

With no specific role in the attack, we Despatch Riders simply tagged along behind, to be told in due 

course that the Commando had ‘achieved its primary objectives’ by 08.30 hours. The unit’s part in 

the exercise was over by noon, but it was evening before a train arrived to return us to Hastings.” 19   

 

 
After the landing the 8th Brigade’s task was to ‘capture’ Yapton while the no 41 Commando Unit had 
to take Littlehampton and the no 4 Commando Unit had to take Middleton. The 27th Armoured 
Brigade had to advance on Arundel and capture Kithust Hill.20 Arundel was supposed to represent 
Caen. 
 
Peter Cruden, who was a member of No 6 Commando, described the events: 
 
“So close to D Day, Exercise Fabius was quite a large gathering of landing craft and soldiery to get 

together as any enemy reconnaissance plane could have seen what was going on. But we never saw a 

German plane in daylight in those days and no doubt the RAF would have been out in force making 

sure the whole thing was not being seen. 

 

I think we boarded at Warsash and sailed round between Bognor and Littlehampton, landing at about 

9.0am, more or less the same timing as on D Day. I seem to remember it was a rather nice spring 

morning and the weather was calm, quite different from the real thing. The mines obviously had been 

cleared away from the landing area, as well as the steel anti-invasion obstacles, except I think, those 

on the very top of the beach. I believe one of the DD tanks did hit a mine when moving up the beach 

on rehearsal. I suppose there was a certain amount of background effects put on in the form of smoke 

and explosions to make the whole thing more warlike. 

 

I had been stationed in Littlehampton during the summer of 1943 and had exercised a lot in the area, 

so I knew exactly where I was. No 6 Commando was to lead off the beaches on D Day. No 4 

Commando had a specific job to attack some batteries to the west, so on this occasion I think they 

went off towards Middleton. No 3 and No 45 Commando were to follow No 6 Commando inland.   

Anyway, the landing was almost a dry one. I don’t remember getting wet above the knees. 

 

We speed-marched past Climping church, past Ford Airfield, over the railway line and on to the main 

bridge in Arundel. My troop turned right and kept on going to about Poling which had an RAF 

tracking station in those day. One of our troops had bicycles and they kept to the west of the Arun, 

past the Black Rabbit public house for a few miles. There were a lot of high- powered people 

watching the exercise, I believe. Certainly there were a lot of 6 Airborne about, as the 1st Commando 

Brigade was to link up with them on the Orne bridges.” 21 

 
 

                                                           
19 Commando Despatch Rider pg 23 
20 D Day West Sussex pg 24 
21 Quoted in D Day West Sussex.  WSRO MP 3730 
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22 WO 199/3076 
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Another soldier, Richard Harris, who also took part in the Exercise, recalled his experience 
 
“I suppose we were a pretty unlikely lot to fling at Hitler’s much vaunted Atlantic Wall. We were 

green, both from inexperience and from prolonged sea sickness. In the event, the tablets with which 

we had been issued to combat mal-de-mer, were worse than useless. Most of us were under twenty, I 

being eighteen at the time, and we had joined the 1st. Btn. Suffolk Regt., which was in the Assault 

Brigade of the 3rd British Infantry Division, about six weeks before D. Day. On completion of our 

Primary and Corps training, which took sixteen weeks, we were sent to a Young Soldiers Battalion 

and after a few more weeks were drafted to the Suffolks. 

 

On May 3rd 1944, we embarked on the Infantry Landing Ship Empire Broadsword for what we 

thought was the Invasion. After sailing all night, somewhere in the direction of France, we were 

lowered in assault craft at dawn and stormed the beaches of Angleterre, between Littlehampton and 

Bognor Regis.  

 

We later learned that this was one small part of a gigantic amphibious rehearsal, coded Exercise 

Fabius. Soon after, to ensure absolute security, we were wired in at our camp among woods at 

Horndean, Hampshire, and were allowed no contact whatsoever with the outside world. 

 
In the ensuing days, we were briefed; shown water level panoramic views of our landing beaches, and 

learned and memorized the features of a large-scale model of the battalion’s D Day objectives. These 

were two strongly fortified positions housing batteries of 105 mm guns. Of the landing area itself, 

known as Sword Beach, we would expect to see a flat landscape fronted by sea-side villas, with 

perhaps a light-house visible to the extreme left. Our instructions were, that having found the vital 

gap in the wire defences, we should cross the first lateral sea-front road and make for the second, 

running parallel to it, by way of one of the several narrow roads which joined the two laterals, 

Thereafter we should make our way as quickly as possible inland to a rendezvous. After several 

briefings one could form a fairly clear mental picture of the landing beaches and how we should 

proceed to our objectives.” 23 

 

The Imperial War Museum has four films of Exercise Fabius 4 but only one of them can be viewed 
online: 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060008444 
 
According to official sources Fabius 4 was a great success and nothing was changed for the real 
Normandy Invasion – Operation Neptune. But Reg Butler a Littlehampton policeman at the time 
reported: 
“Quite a few soldiers were killed during the exercises at Climping in preparation for D Day. I did 

coroner’s office work, and had to attend inquests.”24 

 

Exercise Fabius was Top Secret so obviously there were no newspaper reports of its events. 
However, such a huge operation must have been witnessed by a very large audience so it is 
surprising that no accounts have emerged over the years. There are plenty of accounts of Fabius I 
and Fabius III involving the Americans and the Canadians respectively, but nothing I can find about 
Fabius IV at Littlehampton. Which is rather odd. 
 

Hilary Greenwood 
December 2013 

 

                                                           
23 http://www.arrse.co.uk/sappers/41004-d-day-normandy-arnhem-sappers-sword-beach-bremen-52.html 
24 Wartime Littlehampton pg 153 
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Sherman tank crews of 1st East Riding Yeomanry are distracted by a girl on a horse, during Exercise 

'Fabius', 6 May 1944. Location Unknown. ©Imperial War Museum 
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