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Fisenhower’s call 1o proceed with D-Day was anything but ineviiable

By Michacl Korda

T HAS BEEN 65 YEARS since D-Day—the
:i early fune day when the United States
and its allies launched a massive attack on
the shores of Normandy in a bid to liber-

. ate western Europe from the Nazis, Tt's
been long enough for most people who still
remember the date to have come to think
of its success as natural and foreordained.

But of course it was neither of these
things. Supreme Allied Commander of
the Allied Expeditionary Force Drwight D.
“Tke” Eisenhower hiﬁmé]f gavé"if no bet-
ter than a 5050 chance of success, even
if the weather was good and everything
went right. As it turned out, the weather
was 50 bad that he had to postpone the in-
vasion by 24 hours once the troops were
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already aboard the ships and boats. Bat-
talion after battalion was forced to Jand
miles from where they were supposed to
be, facing terrain totslly unlike what they
had trained for. High seas and nervous
coxswaing under fire for the first time

to the invasion force.

“landed” mény troops into water
that came over their heads. Men
laden with more than 100
pounds of equipment and am-
munition sometimes sank to the
bottom and drowned, their
bodies  eventually- washing
ashore to join those who had
been killed the moment their
feet touched the beach. N
When we think of the
forces under Tke’s command
on the night of June 4, as he
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.~General Eisenhower, abeve, understood that the D-Day
plan to attack the Mazis at Normandy,
suceess even with good weather. Despite the ing
gave the ge ahead and issued the Order of the

faced the question of whether to postpone
the invasion once more, they seem—in
. these days when placing 40,000 combat
troops somewkere is a huge political and
mulitary decision—overwhelming: he had
over a million men, 5,000 vessels of afl

invasion, the large Allied
stood no better than 3 50-50 chance of

ement conditions, Eisenhower
Bay, left, which was handed oyt

sizes, including battleships, and 10,000 air-
craft. On the morning of June B, if he de-
cided to go on that date, he would land
73,000  Americans, 66,000  Britons,
and 20,000 Canadians on the shores
of Normandy. |

These were big numbers, but facing
them was a German army still better
trained, rmore experienced, better armed,
and _rpgﬁ\}atcd by a high degrée of fanat-

ical zeal; an overwhelmingly strong ar-
mored force that could reach the invasion
beaches in 24 to 48 hours; formidably
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Three days after Normandy, American troaps of the 8th Infantry Re

begin the drive that would eventually lead to Maxi surrender.

well-planned fortifications; and, in"the
person of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel,
one of the war’s most daring and brilliant
battlefield commanders. Victory was no
sure thing

On the moming of June 6 it was stll
Just’postible for Hitler to win the war,
however slim the mar-
gin, Failure on D-Day
and the withdrawal of
- the surviving troops
" might have encouraged .
Stalin and Hitler to em-
brace, might have cost
FDR the election in No-
vember, and might have
led to making the defeat
of Japan Ainerica’s first
priority. Cestainly D-
Day could not have been
easily or quickly repeated. British man-
power was strained to the utmost, and a
whole new army could hardly have
been formed.

Ike could not know that Hitler had
kept the four strongest German armored
divisions under his control, to be released
enly on his explicit command. Nor could
Eisenhower know that he had succeeded
in fooling the Geermans into believing that
the invasion would come in the Pas de

@n!me B it
was still just

Calais, and that any landing in Normandy
would be a feint, intended to draw Ger-
man forces away from the real invasion
beaches. He could not know that Rommel
had gone home on leave to celebrate his
wife’s birthday. Had Rommel been at his
headquarters in Normandy on the morn-
ing on june 6 he
would have real-
ized that this was
the real invasion,
and his prestige
might have been
sufficient to per-
suade the Fithrer
to.release the four
" Panzer divisions
-from the Pas de
-Calals in dme to
bring them to the
beaches of Normandy on the morning of
June 7, while the Allies still had no mean-
ingful amount of armor or artillery on
shore. But it was not to be. Rommel raced
back to Normandy too late: by the
evening of June 6 the Allied beachhead
wis TAT enough in shore to survive, and
Hitler had lost his last chance.
Tke’s decision to proceed on June 6
was perhaps the single most crucial deci-
sion of the war, and it was up to him to

giment raily behind a

concrete wall en Utah Beach, ready to

make it. He did not call Washington or
London for advice, although he had a
scrambied line to 10 Downing Street and
another to Washing-
ton in his trailer, He
chain-smoked,

drarik coffee, in be-
tween  rainstorms
walked

around the trailer,

restlessly

and at 930 pm. | Michael Korda, -
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in-chief of Simon
[:-& Schuster,

give him the latest,
slightly more opi-

mistic weather re-

port, sat sifently for
five minutes in front of his ground com-
mander Gen. Bernard Montgomery, his
air comrander Sir Trafford Leigh-Mal-
lory and his naval commander Admiral
Sir Bertram Ramsay, and then said; “Tam
quite positive I must give the order. . . . [
don’t like it, but there itis. . . . I don’t see
how we can do anything else.” _
"Then he stood up and walked back to
lus trailer in the rain. The order had been
given. The invasion would take place on
June 6. Nothing could stop it now. €3
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