WHY GEN. DWIGHT EISENHOWER THREATENED
TO QUIT JUST BEFORE D-DAY

BEFORE THE INVASION, THE ALLIED COMMANDER WAS AT ODDS WITH THE AIR FORCE OFFICERS AND
CHURCHILL OVER A CONTROVERSIAL PLAN.
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As the Supreme Commander of Allied forces in Europe and leader of the D-Day invasion, Gen.
Dwight D. Eisenhower became legendary for his ability to get officers and armies from different
nations to work together to defeat Nazi Germany.

But if needed, he was also willing to take a more confrontational approach.

Just a few months before the critical D-Day invasion, Eisenhower threatened to quit his command
and go back to the United States. Eisenhower had been in heated talks with British Prime Minister
Winston Churchill over a controversial plan to bomb the French railway and road system ahead of
the Normandy

Invasion.

The so-called Transportation Plan, largely devised by British zoologist-turned-military strategist
named Solly Zuckerman with the help of British Air Marshal Arthur Tedder, called for diverting
Allied strategic bombers that had been hammering German industrial plants. Instead, Eisenhower
wanted them to temporarily shift to a new mission—crippling the transportation infrastructure that
the Germans might use to move troops and equipment to the coastal region, thus hindering them
from rushing to counter the Allied invasion force.

“Eisenhower wanted to use our heavy strategic bombers, the big four-engine planes that were
built to destroy German cities and the economy, and send them to wreck the French roads and
railway system,” explains Robert Citino, executive director of the Institute for the Study of War
and Democracy and Senior Historian at the National World War 2 Museum in New Orleans.

Allied Chiefs Air Marshal Arthur Tedder, General Dwight D Eisenhower, and Field Marshall Bernard L.
Montgomery watch tank maneuvers on February 25, 1944, in preparation for the D-Day landings.




For Eisenhower, the switch in bombing seemed like a no-brainer. He knew that landing a massive
invasion force and overcoming the elaborate layers of defenses that the Germans had built along
the coast would be an incredibly difficult task, and the consequences of a failure would be
catastrophic.

“He thought he had to do everything possible to make sure Rommel couldn’t kick them off the
beaches,” explains military historian Carlo D’Este, author of biographies of both Eisenhower and
Churchill. “The Transportation plan played into that. He probably thought, we’ve got to have
every advantage we can get, to avoid a disaster.”

Winston Churchill with General Eisenhower while strolling along the platform during a halt of the special train
in which the party traveled before D-Day on May 15, 1944

But Arthur “Bomber” Harris, head of the Royal Air Force’s strategic bomber command, and his
American counterpart, Gen. Carl “Tooey” Spaatz, didn’t see it that way. They weren’t under
Eisenhower’s command, and their crews were accustomed to attacking massive industrial plants
and German cities, not railroad switches and stations scattered across the countryside. To them, it
seemed like a waste of resources, a diversion from their real mission.

“They wanted to keep bombing German cities,” Citino says. “They thought that was the quickest
way to end the war. That might seem like the height of naivete today, but people believed it at the
time. The air forces wanted to prove that they could win the war on their own. You want to bomb
Berlin, and instead, you’re being told to bomb some podunk French village because it’s got a
railway crossing.”

“That was probably Eisenhower’s biggest frustration—his lack of control over the air forces, and
their unwillingness to listen to him and desire to go their way,” D’Este says.

To make matters even worse for Eisenhower, the Transportation Plan had another, even more
powerful opponent—Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who already was feeling uneasy about the
invasion, since the depleted British army—"they were running on fumes,” D’Este explains—
couldn’t afford another punishing setback. Added to that was another dilemma. Eisenhower
wanted to drop bombs on France, an Allied country that the British and Americans were supposed
to be liberating, and in addition to destroying the railroads, the raids ran the risk of inflicting
casualties among the French civilian population.

While Churchill’s concerns about collateral damage were genuine, “to be honest, the humanitarian
debate was very much second line,” Citino says. “The real question was who could win the war
more quickly.” The strategic bombing brass insisted that Germany already was on its last legs and
that they could win the war in six months on their own. “They said, let us devise our plan,” Citino
explains. “We’ll bomb oil production facilities, chemical plants, ball bearings plants inside
Germany. But it’s really about oil.”

Eisenhower told his opponents that their Oil Plan, as they called it, wouldn’t do him much good. As
historian Stephen E. Ambrose has written, Eisenhower argued that the Germans had hidden oil
and gasoline in camouflaged depots across France, so knocking out their plants in Germany
wouldn’t help the invasion that much.

On March 22, Eisenhower dictated a memo that detailed the history of the dispute.




By the time he finished it, he was so irked that he bluntly stated that if his opponents didn’t give
in quickly, he planned “to take drastic action and inform the Combined Chiefs of Staff that unless
the matter is settled, at once | will request relief from this Command.”

He made the threat more explicit in a conversation with Tedder, the British officer who backed
Eisenhower’s plan. “By God,” Eisenhower told him, “You tell that bunch that if they can’t get
together and stop quarreling like children, | will tell the prime minister to get someone else to
run this damned war. I’ll quit.”

The threat worked. The prime minister did express his misgivings in a subsequent meeting with the
British War Cabinet, where according to Ambrose; he warned that Eisenhower’s plan “will smear
the good name of Royal Air Forces across the world.” Eventually, he too decided to sign off on the
Transportation Plan, though he tried to diffuse the responsibility by putting the question to
President Franklin Roosevelt for final approval.

FDR told Churchill that military considerations trumped the humanitarian question and that the
bombing should proceed.

Eisenhower’s gambit had worked. “Eisenhower, who always claimed not to know anything about
politics, actually was a supremely political general,” Citino says. “l think he knew exactly what
impact his threat to resign would have.”

D’Este concurs, noting that the incident showed how well Eisenhower understood Churchill. “If you
go back to 1942 and look at the reasons that Eisenhower and Churchill hit it off, one of the reasons
that Churchill liked Ike so much was that Ike was willing to stand up to him,” D’Este says. “lke
knew that.”

Even so, according to D’Este, Eisenhower deftly avoided backing Churchill into a corner, by
directly giving him an ultimatum that would have threatened him with loss of face. Instead, he
made the actual threat to others, whom he knew would report back to the prime minister that lke
was at the end of his patience. “l don’t think it would have been hard for Eisenhower’s feelings to
get back to Churchill,” D’Este says.

General Dwight D. Eisenhower, wearing the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force patch on his
left shoulder.

Tedder, who had taken the risk of siding with Eisenhower—“he thought Churchill was going to sack
him,” D’Este notes—undoubtedly breathed a sigh of relief, before carrying out Eisenhower’s plan.
By D-Day, the Allies had dropped 76,000 tons of bombs—which Ambrose calculated was about
seven times the explosive power of the Hiroshima A-bomb—on French railways.

Though some accounts question the effect of the bombing, Citino has no such doubts. “It was
extremely effective,” he says. As a result, “the German army had a very difficult time getting
around France.”

In the end, the way Eisenhower threatened to quit only showed the depth of his dedication to
making D-Day a successful operation and defeating the Nazis. It also demonstrated the deft
political skill that eventually would help him to reach the White House.

EISENHOWER’S “IN CASE OF FAILURE” MESSAGE

General Dwight D. Eisenhower sounded confident before the Normandy Invasion. “This operation is
planned as a victory, and that’s the way it’s going to be.




We’re going down there, and we’re throwing everything we have into it, and we’re going to make
it a success,” he said. Operation Overlord was a massive campaign—an invasion of 4000 ships,
11,000 planes, and nearly three million men. Despite a year of strategizing and a boatload of
confidence, Eisenhower had a quiet plan in case his mission failed. If the armada couldn’t cross
the English Channel, he’d order a full retreat.

One day before the invasion, he prepared a brief speech just in case: "Our landings in the
Cherbourg-Havre area have failed to gain a satisfactory foothold and | have withdrawn the troops.
My decision to attack at this time and place was based on the best information available. The
troops, the air, and the Navy did all that bravery and devotion to duty could do. If any blame or
fault attaches to the attempt it is mine alone.”

Although the allies suffered about 12,000 casualties—with an estimated 4900 U.S. troops killed—
155,000 successfully made it ashore, with thousands more on the way. Within a year, Germany
would surrender.
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