STEPHEN E. AMBROSE

D DAY FAILLS

Atomic Alternatives in Europe

" ften, in military history, the dominees fall where the wind blows them.

= We have seen that happen with the influence of weather in the preter

naiural wetness of 1529 the breezes that disrupted the Spanish Ar-
mada, and George Washington’s fog-aided escape after the Battle of Long Island. But
rarely have the whims of weather produced more far-reaching consequences than they
did at D Day. June 6, 1944 wimnessed not just a genuinely decisive military event,
but, in a sense, a political one that determined which ideological path Western Europe
would follow in the next half century. What if the Allied invasion of Normandy had
been called off or had failed? What if the famous window——a brief break in the storm
battering the continent—had not opened, and Dwight D. Eisenhower had withheld
the go-ahead or had gone through with the invasion amynway? Would the storm have
become for the Germans a force multiplier, giving them the edge thar Allied decep-
tions—auttich caused Hitler and his generals ro divert divisions to other possible inva-
sion sites—had taken awav? In this speculation by Stephen F. Ambrose, failure would

have resulted in alternatives that ranged from unpleasant io frightening.
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#Af history is enjoving a resurgence of popularity, one of those chiefly responsibly is
Professor Ambrose. He has written (at the lavest count) twenty books, including ).
tivolume biographies of Dwight D. Eisenhower and Richard M. Nixon, as well as j
three most recent bestsellers, UNDAUNTED COURAGE, the story of the Lewis ang Clark
expedition, his two accounts of the end of World War 1T in WesTERN E UROPE, [D Dy

and CITIZEN SOLDIERS, and most recently, COMRADES.
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D DAY FAILS

more. vigorousty? Hardly possible. Negotiate with Hitler? Unthinkable.
Muddle on and hope for the best? Most likely.

[n the United States, meanwhile, Roosevelt—who had also bet the
house on Overlord—would have been secure from a no-confidence vote,
Bat he had a preéidential election coming up in five months. Without a
vigorous display of American military might—and where would that
have come from?—he would have lost the election. The Tom Dewey Ad-
ministration would have had a mandate—to do what? Prosecute the war
in the Pacific with more vigor, that's what.

Failure on D Day would not have spared Hitler the problems of a
two-front war, because of the Allied forces still intact in Britain, always
posing a threat. Still, he would have been free to transfer at least some of
his army in France to his Bastern front. Perhaps more important, he could
have used the D Day failure to split the strange alliance of West and East.
How hard would it have been for Goebbels and the Nazi propaganda
machine to convince Stalin that the capitalists were ready to hght to the
last Russian? It is not inconceivable that Hitler and Stalin would have
groped their way back to 1939, when they were partners, and reinstated
the Nazi-Soviet pact. It is also possible that Stalin might have overrun
Germany, then Prance, and the war in Europe would have ended with the
Communists in control of the continent. The Red Army would have been
on the English Channel. It is hard to imagine a worse outcome.

With the mounting Soviet threat and Operation Dragoon stalled in
the South of France, Britain and the United States would have increased
the severity of the bombing raids over Germany. A climax would have
corne late in the surmmer of 1945, with atomic bombs exploding over
German cities. What a finish that would have been,

After that, things get extremely murky, as they always do in what if
history the farther one goes away from a single event. The vacuum in &
Central Europe devastated by atormic bombs would have sucked in
armies from the outside—the Red Army from the east and the Allied

armies from Britain, Would they have clashed? If so, would the United



WHAT [F?

States have used a bomb or two against the Soviets? Or would they have
cooperated (as they in fact did in 1945), drawing a line through Central
Europe?

In the Pacific in the summer of 1945, with the United States ex.
pending her atomic arsenal against Germany and Stalin free to transfer
some part of his armies from the German to the Japanese front, the Red
Army would have invaded the northern Japanese home islands. In this
scenario, Japan would have been spared the atomic bombs but subjected
to a Communist dictatorship in the northem half of a divided country,
This was exactly what Stalin was planning and would have done if the
Japanese had not surrendered to the Americans first. Had Stalin gotten
into Japan, who knows when, and if, the Russians ever would have left

That the consequences of a failure on D Day would have been cata-
strophic is obvious; what they would have been is anyone’s guess; what
stands out for me is that one of the consequences would not have been 3
Nazi victory. Almost surely, however, one of the consequences would
have been a Communist victory in furope. A Communist Germany,
France, Low Countries, and Italy would have meant no NATO and a POs-
sibility of a Communist Great Britain. Relations with the Soviet Union
would have been impossibly difficult and dangerous. That is a terrible
prospect—but it might have happened if the Germans had beaten us on

the beaches of Normandy.
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FHE SOVIET INVASION OF JAPAN

We now know that the Soviet 'i}giic)n, whose armies had raced across Manchuria
and down Sakhalin fsland in Augast 1945 intended to invade Hokkaido, the
northernmost of the Japanese home islands. That invasion would have taken place
two months before Operation Olympic, our invasion of the south island, Kyushu
While Emperor Hirohito's surrender declaration awaited the official signing in
Tolkya Bay on September 2, the Soviets continued o gobble up territory and were
poised to make a leap to Hokkaido, That amphibious Janding would have been an
improvised affair, but no matter: OF Cold War confrontations that almost hap-
pened but dide’t, none is more frightening in its potential for fatal mischiel

[*'s not just that the Soviets would, in just over two weeks and at minirnal
cost, have picked up a large share of the Japanese marbles that had { taken the Al
lies almost four years and thousands of lives to gather. -their landing force had es-
rablished so much as a beach hold on Hokkaido—and American raiders had
apparently gone ashore there with little resistance that summer—the Soviets
would have had a legitimate claim to the island, a significant {and no doubt trou-
blemaking) rofe in the formal surrender preparations, and a zone of a partitioned
Tokyo, Just think of the Cold War implications of a Berlin in the Pacific. {Looking
on the positive side, we could have blockaded the Soviet zone of Tokyo in re-
sponse to Stalin's blockade of Berdin in 1948, which might have ended that cri-
sis—or created a more general one.} Consider, too, the deadening effect of a Soviet
Hokkaido on Japan's reconstruction—or the inhibiting effect that a hostile occu-

pying force on a home island would have had on ouwr decision to intervene in




Korea, using Japan as a base. The chances for future regional and international
conflict seem infinite. |

We are lucky that the Pacific war ended when it did. If the war had gone on
for even a week or two longer, the entire East-West geopolitical situation might
have changed irrevocebly. In retrospect, it begins to seem that when Harry S Tru-
man warned Stalin to keep away from the Japanese home islands—and the Soviet
dictator reluctantly called off the Hokkaido speration at the eleventh hour—our
accidental president made one of his most important decisions, one that ranks
with his decision to drop the bomb.

If he hadn’t, I might not be writing these words today.

Robert Cowley is the founding editor of MHQ: The Quarterly Journal of Mili-

tary History.
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