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Preface


On 22 June 1940 a delegation representing the French government signed an armistice with Nazi Germany conceding military defeat on the field of battle. Adolf Hitler was now at the height of his power. Soon after the end of the campaign in France, Hitler made his first and only visit to Paris, accompanied by the architect Albert Speer. A cinema photographer was present to record the event. Speer, who was thirty-five years old in 1940, had been commissioned by Hitler to rebuild Berlin. Speer had belonged to Hitler’s inner circle during the heady period of the mid to late 1930s. The two men had enthusiastically studied architectural drawings for a futuristic Berlin, sometimes into the early hours of the morning. To inspire their dreaming, a model city populated by monumental ministerial buildings and great boulevards had been set up in the former exhibition rooms of the Berlin Academy of Arts.1 Speer had been summoned to Hitler’s field headquarters near Sedan for the visit to Paris, a city that had fascinated Hitler since his youth.


The aircraft carrying the party landed at Le Bourget airfield near the French capital at 5.30 a.m. on 23 June. Three large Mercedes sedans awaited them. The civilians had been dressed in field-grey uniforms to match their military colleagues. Hitler later regaled his dinner guests with the story of his time in Paris:




I paid my visit very early in the morning, between six and nine. I wanted to refrain from exciting the population by my presence. The first newspaper-seller who recognised me stood there and gaped. I still have before me the mental picture of that woman in Lille who saw me from the window and exclaimed: ‘The Devil!’2





The motorcade drove through the suburbs of Paris to the neo-baroque opera house, a long-time favourite of Hitler’s. Speer noted his reaction. ‘He seemed fascinated by the Opera, went into ecstasies about its beauty, his eyes glittering with an excitement that struck me as uncanny.’3 The party proceeded to see the sights of Paris, driving past the Madeleine, down the Champs-Elysees, stopping at the Eiffel Tower and Hotel des Invalides. The Pantheon and church of Sacre Coeur in Montmarte were among the final sights. Hitler told Speer: ‘It was the dream of my life to be permitted to see Paris. I cannot say how happy I am to have that dream fulfilled today.’4 Hitler wanted the remodelled National Socialist Berlin to be even more beautiful than the French capital.


At the Invalides Hitler had stood and gazed at the tomb of Napoleon for a considerable time. He later remarked: ‘That was the greatest and finest moment in my life.’5 Hitler and Napoleon are the two great conquerors of modern European history. It should not be a surprise that Hitler drew inspiration from the life of Napoleon. From the end of the eighteenth century, revolutionary France and Napoleon had for a generation inflicted warfare and misery upon Europe and beyond in a bid to establish and maintain French hegemony. As a military commander, Napoleon had aggressively manoeuvred his forces to fight decisive, war-winning battles and campaigns.6 A decisive brand of warfare has been favoured by the great tyrants of history since Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar. The armies of National Socialism were marching the same roads of Europe once taken by Napoleon’s Grande Armee.


The art of warfare in the Napoleonic period was to be a major influence on the German military. In June 1815 a Prussian army joined with a Britishled coalition force at Waterloo to turn possible defeat into one of the greatest decisive victories in history. In a series of wars from 1864 to 1871 Prussian military efficiency unified the German states under Prussia’s leadership. Paris was besieged and the King of Prussia was proclaimed German Emperor in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. The sword had helped to build a united Germany.


By the end of the nineteenth century, the new German state was among the strongest in Europe and had a crucial role to play in the harmony of the Continent given its central geographic position.7 Kaiser Wilhelm II and his advisers, however, had grand and disruptive ambitions. They wanted to establish Germany as a world power. Supporters of this policy spoke vaguely of ‘a place in the sun’ for Germany and ‘Weltpolitik’ or ‘world policy’.8 When war broke out in 1914, German planning was unequivocally offensive and based on an acceptance of the need for pre-emption.


The German Army overran Belgium and parts of northern France in 1914, but a costly stalemate had followed. An armistice came into force on 11 November 1918 with the German Army in retreat, though still in possession of most of its conquests in western Europe. Unlike the vanquished Tsarist, Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires, however, Germany emerged from the First World War as a united nation. Shortly after the 1919 Treaty of Versailles was negotiated, the French Marshal Ferdinand Foch commented that it was no more than a twenty-year truce.


When the next European war began in 1939 many of the same nations were involved in another conflict to determine Germany’s role in Europe and the world, a problem that the First World War had failed to solve. In the interwar period there had been a revolution in political ideology brought about by the advent of fascism and Nazism. The Nazi leadership understood that another stalemated war would inevitably end in Germany’s defeat. Nazi Germany’s political and military leaders aimed for rapid and decisive victories in battle in a revival of the old Napoleonic style.


By the 1940s military science had recreated the possibility of a decisive battle, something that had been missing on the western front during the glacial campaigns of national attrition of 1914–18. Motorised vehicles and aircraft restored an annihilating form of combat to Western warfare. During the Second World War new ideologies and new machines of war would carry destruction across the globe. The armies and commanders of the major participants would determine the course and shape of the conflict through the battles they won and lost. Military technique and strategy can change the course of history.


I would like to express my thanks to all those who have helped me during the preparation of this book, in particular Martin Sheppard, Tony Morris, David Cuthbert and Eleanor Hancock. I am grateful to the State Library of Victoria for a Creative Fellowship in 2004. The State Library of Victoria’s world-class collection of published material has been an invaluable support throughout the research and writing of all my work. Lastly, my publisher, Jonathan Reeve, and editor, Robin Harries, came to the rescue at just the right moment to summon this book into existence.




1


The Invasion of Poland


The military provisions of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles were designed to destroy Germany’s ability to strike against her neighbours. The vast army of Wilhelmine Germany was disbanded. Next to the French border, the Rhineland was demilitarised and occupied by Allied forces. The Reichswehr, the new German military, was restricted to 100,000 men for border and internal policing duties. The Versailles treaty denied Germany tanks, military aircraft, a general staff, and other sophisticated weapons, including poison gas and heavy artillery. The Reichswehr’s men were long-service regulars to avoid the creation of a large, trained reserve. Indeed the growth and toleration of paramilitary bodies in Weimar Germany was partly caused by the lack of any other organised reservist force.1


Germany in the 1920s was characterised by a democratically elected civilian government that sought to revise some of the provisions of the Versailles treaty by diplomacy. The Reichswehr had no chance of successfully opposing the French Army, especially with Allied occupation forces in the Rhineland until 1930. In eastern Germany there was also the possibility of war against the new Polish state, to which both Germany and the Soviet Union had lost a lot of territory. Geography meant that Germans could never cease to take the threat of land warfare seriously. Germany’s open borders and potential enemies on either side continued to encourage thinking about military affairs. In secret the Germans bought arms from the Soviets during the 1920s, and operated air force and tank training facilities on Soviet soil. The Kazan tank school in Russia continued until 1933. Arms control had only increased interest in new weaponry in Germany, and created a need for theoretical understanding in light of the limited availability of certain types of equipment. The Reichswehr was a hothouse of skilled and motivated veterans, unburdened by obsolete equipment and the need to train annual classes of conscripts. There was time available to devote to the study of warfare, a contributory factor to German weapons development throughout the Weimar and Nazi periods.2


The economic crisis of the Great Depression helped to bring Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party to power by electoral means in January 1933. A very different strategic environment was quickly established in Europe. Hitler had a distinguished record of trench service in the 1914–18 war. He had been wounded and had won the Iron Cross First Class, but had not advanced beyond the rank of lance-corporal. Nonetheless, Hitler’s close political association with General Ludendorff during the 1920s had helped to round out his military education. Ludendorff had been one of the German Army’s most important commanders during the First World War. After 1933, Hitler rapidly expanded the German military to the great approval of professional officers. The nature of the Nazi Party’s rise to power had given Hitler a strong understanding that surprise, risk and decisiveness were vital to making gains in public life. Those principles were just as relevant to warfare, and provided him with a personal military creed that guided his actions in the years ahead.


In March 1935 Hitler announced the reintroduction of conscription and the creation of a new air force. The military provisions of the Versailles treaty had become a dead letter. (By the end of 1936 the international naval limitation treaties of 1922 and 1930 had also collapsed due to Japanese non-compliance.) A huge process of expansion and Nazification enveloped the German military, which had never lost its high status within German society. The 1920s had seen the proliferation of motor vehicles across the civilian economies of the Western world. In consequence, motorisation and new machinery would play central roles in the reformed German armed forces.


The 1920s German Army had been strong in horsed cavalry but, unlike in Britain, the temptation to use the cavalry as a framework for new mechanised formations was resisted. The motor transport troops of the infantry divisions were the principal founders of the panzer (tank) arm. A signals specialist named Heinz Guderian became Chief of Staff to the Inspector of Transport Troops. Guderian had given a great deal of thought to mechanised warfare.


Born in 1888 in East Prussia and the son of an army officer, Guderian had attended the War Academy in Berlin on the eve of the First World War. He had served mainly in staff postings from 1914–18. Guderian was well read in French and English. He had carefully studied the use of Allied tank forces in the later part of the First World War.3 By 1918 armoured vehicles had begun to make an impact on Western Front battlefields, but they were slow-moving and prone to breakdown.4 During the 1920s more mechanically reliable and faster tanks had replaced the monsters the British had used in 1916–18 against German troops. Tank formations could now attempt cross-country manoeuvres over longer distances. Guderian wanted to concentrate all tanks in mobile divisions that included large bodies of motorised infantry and artillery. Many senior panzer commanders and staff officers were not tank specialists, but former infantrymen and artillerymen. This contributed mightily to the development of the combined-arms panzer division.5 With all arms able to travel at the same speed, the impact of tanks would be much greater.


In 1934 the Panzer Mark I was introduced, a fast vehicle armed with machine guns. A Mark II was quickly ordered with a larger three-man crew and a 20mm cannon as the main weapon. The first panzer division was soon formed. Guderian was appointed to command the 2nd Panzer Division, and by late 1938 he had become Commander of Mobile Troops.6 This period was a time of great optimism and excitement for the German officer corps as massive expansion caused rapid promotion.


There was some resistance to the creation of panzer divisions, but this should not be exaggerated. The panzer force could not have been expanded so fast and could not have assumed a central role in the German army without a great deal of high-level support. The German High Command ensured that panzer forces were developed in a manner that complemented the existing structure of the army, much of which was still tied to marching infantry and horse-drawn artillery. The reformers could also count on the approval of Hitler, who had written in Mein Kampf, ‘The general motorisation of the world ... in the next war will make its appearance in an overwhelming and decisive form. In this important field Germany has ... shamefully lagged behind.’7 The main impediments to a more comprehensive mechanisation of the German military between 1933 and 1939 were a lack of raw materials such as oil and iron ore, and the sheer extent of the rearmament programme, which had to expand the existing industrial base and provide for the air force and a steel-consuming navy.


The build-up of the panzer force from scratch was complemented by the formation of a new German Air Force, the Luftwaffe. The German military had been at the forefront of aerial warfare from 1914–18, only to see the Treaty of Versailles sweep that away. The Reichswehr had contained a small group of air force officers, but the roots of the revived Luftwaffe lay more in a strong civilian aviation sector. Versailles treaty restrictions had only applied to civilian aircraft for a short period. By the late 1920s the partly government-owned Lufthansa airline had become the most important civilian air service in Europe. The head of Lufthansa, Erhard Milch, went on to become the State Secretary in the new Nazi Air Ministry. At the outset, the Luftwaffe drew heavily on civil aviation for aircrew and industrial plants. Competent army officers were transferred to senior posts in the air force. The Luftwaffe’s commander, Herman Goering, was able to use his Nazi Party position to gain scarce resources for the rapid expansion of his service.8


In the Spanish Civil War from 1936–39 a small military force sent by Hitler to assist General Franco put into practice new army and air force techniques and equipment. The Condor Legion operated both air force and armoured units. The Panzer Mark I, 88mm flak gun, Heinkel bomber and Messerschmitt Bf 109 fighter all made their combat debut in Spain. In August–September 1936 German transport aircraft flew Nationalist troops from Africa to mainland Spain at a vital moment in the conflict. Wolfram von Richthofen, a cousin of the Red Baron and Chief of Staff of the Condor Legion, strongly advocated dive-bombing after it became apparent that high-level bombing was often inaccurate. Abysmal bombing accuracy at night and in poor weather encouraged the Germans to develop a guidance system for blind bombing using radio signals.9


General von Thoma later described Spain as ‘a European Aldershot’ for his tanks. On 12 July 1938 the News Chronicle published details of a lecture by General von Reichenau, who claimed that ‘two years of real war experience have been of more use to our yet immature Wehrmacht, to the offensive power of the people, than a whole ten years of peaceful training could have been’.10 Large Italian, Soviet and International Brigade contingents added to the multinational flavour of what was predominantly a localised civil war. Ironically, many more Germans and Austrians died fighting against Franco’s forces in the International Brigades than in the Condor Legion.11


German and Italian bombing of Madrid inspired dire prophecies from resident war correspondents, as did the 26 April 1937 plastering of the town of Guernica by forty-three aircraft. Hundreds of people – mostly civilians – were killed. The Luftwaffe’s performance in Spain did much to heighten exaggerated foreign estimates of its size and effectiveness. The Luftwaffe had become a powerful weapon in international diplomacy. On his return from a meeting with Hitler in September 1938, the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain remarked to his Cabinet colleagues that his aircraft bound for London had flown up the Thames. Chamberlain’s fertile imagination had foreseen German bombers following the same route. The Luftwaffe’s twin-engine bombers could certainly hit capitals such as Warsaw, Paris and Prague without much difficulty. In August 1938 the French Chief of the Air Staff returned from Germany to tell the French government that their air force would not last much more than two weeks against the might of the Luftwaffe.12


The reformed German military could look forward to the early possibility of war as Hitler set about overturning the Treaty of Versailles, and unifying the German peoples of central Europe into a greater Germany. In 1936 the Rhineland was remilitarised; in March 1938 Austria was absorbed; in September 1938 the German-speaking areas of Czechoslovakia were annexed; the rest of Czechoslovakia was dismembered in March 1939. The so-called Rome–Berlin Axis hardened into an alliance, and a new supreme military command – Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) – was formed, under Hitler’s leadership, to control all the German armed forces. Hitler was already titular commander of the German armed forces, and he assumed the powers of War Minister as well. In addition to the fighting in Spain, the military manoeuvres caused by the unification of Germany and Austria had taught valuable lessons about the mobilisation of reserve units, and the logistics of mechanised warfare. Transport aircraft had helped carry troops to Vienna.


Hitler’s ideas about nationalism and a social-darwinian belief in the strength of the German people were not particularly new. These ideas had powered the Kaiser’s Germany a generation before. Hitler, however, had additional plans for large-scale permanent conquest and settlement beyond Germany’s eastern borders. Lebensraum – or ‘living space’ – was to be achieved at the expense of Slavic peoples. This philosophy had been set out in the rambling Mein Kampf, which had been written (or dictated) by Hitler mainly in 1924 in the prison fortress of Landsberg. As a first decisive step Poland would have to be dealt with, despite the ten year Polish-German non-aggression pact of 1934.


Germany had lost significant eastern border lands to Poland in 1919, in particular the corridor to the Baltic Sea driven across the heartland of eastern Prussia. From late in 1938 the Nazis began to apply pressure to Poland over the status of Danzig, the autonomous city alongside East Prussia established by the Treaty of Versailles. Initial German demands were focused on the return of Danzig, and control of a railway across the corridor dividing the bulk of Germany from East Prussia. After the occupation of Prague in March 1939 Berlin’s demands on Poland intensified. Yet Hitler’s secret intention was to destroy Poland as a state. He explained to his military commanders on 23 May 1939 that Poland was to be attacked at the first good opportunity. ‘Danzig is not the subject of the dispute at all. It is a question of expanding our living space in the East, of securing food supplies, and of settling the Baltic problem.’13 The political and cultural elite of Poland were to be destroyed and large swaths of territory annexed to Germany. The ‘strategic window’ when Germany’s military lead over its neighbours was greatest seemed to beckon in the summer of 1939. 14


Shocked by repeated German aggressions, and the recent carve-up of Czechoslovakia in particular, Britain and France guaranteed the security of Poland on 31 March 1939 with a public promise. France and Poland had been military allies since 1921. On 7 April Italy invaded Albania and the Anglo-French guarantee was extended to Greece and Romania. Hitler either disbelieved or did not fear that guarantee. He was keen to test his new war machine and thundered: ‘I had experience with those poor worms Daladier [French Prime Minister] and Chamberlain in Munich. They will be too cowardly to attack. They won’t go beyond a blockade. Against that we have our autarchy and the Russian raw materials.’15 The German nightmare of a war on two major land fronts was removed by the signing of a non-aggression pact with Stalin on 23 August 1939, whereby the Soviets would join Germany to partition Poland and received German acknowledgement that the Baltic states were a Soviet sphere. Anglo-French attempts to reach an alliance with the Soviets during 1939 had come to nothing. The Poles would not permit Soviet troops to enter Polish territory, and no meaningful Anglo-French accommodation with Moscow could be arranged without that condition. The Polish Commander-in-Chief, Marshal Edward Rydz-Smigly, had declaimed: ‘With the Germans we are risking our freedom. With the Russians we lose our soul.’16


A quick German campaign was devised for Poland. OKH – the German army’s high command – had begun planning in April 1939. The possibility of Anglo-French intervention made it vital to defeat Poland rapidly. Press correspondents would subsequently popularise this notion with the expression ‘blitzkrieg’ (lightning war). In the summer of 1939 the German army was partly mobilised under the guise of routine manoeuvres. Twenty-fifth anniversary commemorations of the German victory over the Russians at Tannenberg in 1914 provided cover to ship extra troops to East Prussia. Annual summer training exercises helped Generals Heinrich von Brauchitsch and Franz Halder, the army’s Commander-in-Chief and Chief of Staff, to finalise their schemes.17


Two German army groups were to be deployed against Poland under the command of Generals Fedor von Bock and Gerd von Rundstedt; over a million and a half German troops in fifty-four divisions, including six panzer, four ‘light’ armoured and four motorised infantry divisions. The remaining formations were infantry divisions relying on horse-drawn artillery and supply wagons. As Poland was an agricultural country, motorised units were likely to face serious refuelling, repair and maintenance problems.


Army Group South was to thrust north east from Silesia and Slovakia towards Warsaw, whilst Army Group North advanced across the Polish Corridor to join German forces in East Prussia for a sweep south eastwards. These two giant pincers were to destroy the Polish Army in a campaign of annihilation west of the great rivers of central Poland. A light covering force linked the two army groups and shielded the road to Berlin. According to Captain F.W. von Mellenthin, a staff officer involved in the Polish campaign, ‘This conception of a weak centre with two powerful attacking wings was traditional in German strategy, and found its roots in Count von Schlieffen’s classic study of Hannibal’s victory at Cannae.’18 Two air fleets totalling over 2000 aircraft were deployed along the Polish frontier, including almost all the Luftwaffe’s dive-bombers. 19 A small army group remained in western Germany in case of war with France and Britain, supported by two air fleets relatively strong in fighters.


The Poland that was awaiting the Wehrmacht’s onslaught was a relatively new player in the international order. The revival of the Polish state in 1918–19, after an interval of over a century, had been a triumph for Polish nationalism. Poland’s western and northern borders had been established by the peace treaties that had ended the First World War. However, to the east a war with the Russians had almost ended in disaster in 1920, only to rapidly reverse course and conclude in victory and large scale territorial conquest. The Polish state’s eastern frontiers, established by the Treaty of Riga in March 1921, had annexed large non-Polish minorities. What had started as a desire for self-determination for Poles had degenerated by 1921 into a land grab at the expense of a temporarily weak neighbour. The population of Poland by 1939 was over thirty million, of which only sixty per cent were ethnic Poles.20 Poland had recommenced its existence with a liberal constitution, but in 1926 Marshal Josef Pilsudski, a popular hero from the war of 1920–21, had backed a coup. A new constitution had strengthened the powers of the executive against parliament. There was broad and enduring support in Poland for Pilsudski’s regime.


National survival was vital for the Polish people precisely because they knew it could never be taken for granted. The army played a central role in the Polish state. By the mid 1930s the national government was spending half its budget on the military.21 The army had thirty active divisions, eleven cavalry brigades, two mechanised brigades and another nine reserve divisions. The Poles had a long military tradition, though mostly in the service of other powers. Senior officers had spent time in either the German, Austro-Hungarian or Russian militaries during the First World War. Leadership at a regimental level was sound, though staff and command training had been neglected. The typical Polish soldier was a tough, well-motivated, sturdy peasant from one of the country’s many small farms. A well-developed system of peacetime conscription based on the French model ensured there was a large pool of reservists available to bring the active and reserve divisions up to strength upon mobilisation. In theory Poland had almost two million reservists under the age of fifty. A large force of cavalry armed with sabres, but organised as efficient mounted infantry, had an important role in the army in light of the undoubted success of mounted troops in the campaign of 1920. A lack of roads suitable for motor vehicles in eastern Poland, and the severity of the wet season, were other reasons for persevering with mounted forces. 22


The Poles were rich in manpower but poor in equipment. Poland was not a ‘motorised’ society and in 1939 had only a small fraction of the motor vehicles and farm tractors possessed by the peoples of France or Germany. The nation lacked heavy industry to equip the military through local production, nor was the currency sufficiently strong to import large quantities of armaments. The Polish Air Force possessed only 400 largely obsolete aircraft.23 Many Polish fighters were slow, gull-winged aircraft with a fixed undercarriage. The army’s 300 tanks were a mixture of British, French and locally built light tanks. Over 500 two-man tankettes armed with a machine gun served as armoured cars. A Polish infantry division was armed with an effective 37mm anti-tank gun, but the division’s forty-eight field guns would be outnumbered by the seventy-four guns of a similar German division. A lack of radio communications equipment hampered the operation of Polish headquarters at all levels.24


Marshal Rydz-Smigly, Inspector-General of the Armed Forces since the death of Pilsudski in 1935, faced a difficult challenge in preparing for possible war against Germany. There were few fortifications in western Poland as the Soviet Union had been perceived as the main military threat in the 1920s. The west of the country was flat and an extension of the North German Plain. The Carpathian Mountains in the south, and the Pripyat marshes in the east, would play little role in a war against the Germans. The great rivers running south to north through the centre of Poland were significant military obstacles in flood season but not in summer. Rydz-Smigly decided to deploy his forces along the borders with Germany in a straightforward manner. Seven corps-sized ‘armies’ lined the frontiers. A force at Gdynia at the northern end of the corridor to the sea, and a general reserve, completed the nine formations that reported directly to the Polish high command in the absence of any intermediate headquarters.25 If the Germans attacked, the Poles would doubtless be forced to give ground, but possible French retaliation against western Germany, and poor weather late in the year, gave reason to hope for survival.


In a number of respects the Polish strategic plan had been hopelessly undermined by the presence of German forces poised around three sides of western Poland, in an arc from East Prussia in the north to occupied Slovakia in the south. The threat from the south had only come into existence with the final dismemberment of Czechoslovakia early in 1939. The Polish Army was virtually in the jaws of the German pincers from the outset of the campaign. Polish forces in Pomerania, at the entrance to the corridor leading to the Baltic coast, and the western Poznan salient were particularly exposed. The Poles might have concentrated their forces around Warsaw to fight a prolonged battle behind the river system running through the centre of the country. Yet much industry, mines, and a large part of the ethnically Polish population was concentrated in the west of Poland. Cracow was close to the south western frontier. The army had to deploy sufficiently close to the western frontier to permit the mobilisation of reservists in an orderly fashion. There was also the possibility that the Germans might simply occupy lightly defended border regions to undermine Poland, rather as the occupation of the Sudetenland had heralded the destruction of Czechoslovakia.26


The invasion of Poland – Case White – had been scheduled for 26 August, but Hitler postponed the operation late on the preceding day after news was received that the British guarantee to Poland had been formally signed. There were problems recalling all German units in time and minor skirmishes took place before news of the cancellation reached all troops. Rumours of the German build-up had been carried into Poland by Polish refugees. High-level German reconnaissance flights across the frontier had become common. Radio silence and the use of telephone landlines by German forces helped to maintain secrecy in respect to the exact timing of the invasion.


The Polish army had partly mobilised during the summer of 1939 for mid-year manoeuvres. Polish general mobilisation was ordered at 1 p.m. on 29 August, but after British and French protests the order was reversed the following morning. The British and French were mistakenly concerned that a premature Polish mobilisation might deepen the crisis. The Poles could not risk offending their allies. Most of the small Polish navy, however, sailed for Britain on 30 August, and the air force was successfully dispersed to its war stations. Perhaps 1,100,000 men were mobilised for the army during the September campaign, but only 700,000 were in position on 1 September.27


On the night of 31 August German troops staged a faked attack on a German radio station at Gleiwitz. This was later used in propaganda to justify the war with Poland, as were claims that Germans in Poland were being persecuted. The invasion began at dawn on 1 September. The German battleship Schleswig-Holstein, which had been at Danzig on a courtesy visit, opened fire on nearby Polish fortifications. France and Britain declared war on Germany in support of Poland, though the Anglo-French ultimatums did not expire until 3 September.


On the opening day of war the spearheads of five German armies began to slice through the Polish front. The sheer length of the Polish-German and Polish-Slovakian frontiers meant that defending formations were stretched. Dry September weather promised good flying conditions and the likelihood that rivers would be at their most fordable. Massed tanks and motorised infantry pushed quickly through gaps punched in the Polish front. SS troops followed behind the army to deal with designated enemies of National Socialism.


In the Polish Corridor on the morning of 1 September a thick ground mist had reduced the possibilities of air support. General Guderian oversaw the advance of his XIX Panzer Corps from an armoured command vehicle. Radio-equipped motorised headquarters helped overcome the confusion caused by rapid changes in unit locations. One of Guderian’s staff later commented that, ‘from the outset it was realised that without a comprehensive communication network, the concept of high mobility and deep penetration by panzer divisions was unthinkable’. As the advance got underway Guderian’s vehicle was bracketed by friendly artillery firing into the mist, one of the disadvantages of a senior officer getting close behind the fighting troops.28


In the Polish Corridor some panzer units were held up for a number of hours when they ran out of fuel, but by the following day the German Fourth Army had linked up with the Third Army in East Prussia. Two Polish infantry divisions and a cavalry brigade had been broken up in the fighting. The Polish garrison at the northern end of the corridor was isolated. Stories began to circulate in the press of Polish cavalry charging German tanks. Whilst horsemen doubtless manoeuvred in the presence of enemy armoured vehicles, war correspondents who claimed any more than that were either gullible or overly inventive. On the opening two days of the campaign Polish troops in the fortifications at Mlawa, to the immediate south of East Prussia, offered stout resistance to the German invaders. On the night of 2/3 September Polish cavalry managed to penetrate East Prussia, though they were soon obliged to withdraw.


In the south west of the country, Army Group South made good progress on 1 September in clear weather. Cracow fell by 6 September and Lodz came under threat. Armour of the Tenth Army headed directly for Warsaw. After five days of war General Halder at OKH (army high command) wrote in his diary: ‘The enemy is practically beaten.’29 Motorised units could overrun soldiers retreating on foot with alarming rapidity.


The Luftwaffe heavily attacked Polish aerodromes, railway stations and rail-track from the outbreak of war. Damage to the railways, often single-track, badly hampered Polish reservists trying to reach their units after the delayed mobilisation. General Wladyslaw Anders recalled that on 4 September:




I went by car to Mlawa [near the frontier with East Prussia]. I could only get there by a circuitous route, and on the way passed through burning villages. The bodies of many civilians lay in the streets, among them those of children. Once I saw a group of small children being led by their teacher to the shelter of the woods. Suddenly there was the roar of an aeroplane. The pilot circled round, descending to a height of fifty metres. As he dropped his bombs and fired his machine guns, the children scattered like sparrows. The aeroplane disappeared as quickly as it had come, but on the field some crumpled and lifeless bundles of bright clothing remained. The nature of the new war was already clear.30





In the heat of summer, refugee columns and cattle blocked roads and threw up clouds of dust.


Heavy air attacks were launched against Warsaw, the outskirts of which were reached by the spearhead of Army Group South on 8 September. Tanks of the 4th Panzer Division entered the south-western suburbs that evening but were beaten back by artillery fire. The defenders hastily threw up barricades and overturned tram cars to block streets. The previous day, the Polish High Command had left Warsaw for Brest-Litovsk, over a hundred miles to the east. Rydz-Smigly’s headquarters had been struggling to control so many subordinate formations in a fast-moving campaign. The telegraph and telephone system had broken down.


In the west of Poland the three infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades of the Poznan Army had been bypassed in the opening week of the German offensive. The Poznan Army turned about and began to march eastwards towards Warsaw. They were joined from the north and south by retreating units of other Polish formations. About noon on 10 September this Polish force collided with Rundstedt’s Army Group South. The rapid advance to Warsaw had badly stretched German infantry formations trailing in the wake of motorised panzer troops. The German 30th Division was marching north east in columns strung out over twenty miles. An improvised Polish attack fell upon the division and 1500 German prisoners were taken.


Panzer units nearing Warsaw were swung back to support German forces hastily gathering to block the Poznan Army’s passage eastwards. A large Polish force was surrounded in the vicinity of Kutno, a town on the River Bzura. After initial attempts to break the German line in a south eastern direction, a further effort was made north eastwards towards the River Vistula on 16 September. This thrust was repelled with heavy losses and the Polish perimeter collapsed the following day. 40,000 prisoners were taken. Some detachments of Poles crossed the Bzura but were broken up east of the river. The Kutno-Bzura battle was proclaimed by the victorious Germans as a ‘second Tannenberg’. As this was taking place, the southern arm of Army Group South destroyed Polish forces in the Radom area to capture another 60,000 prisoners.31


By 17 September the Germans had thrown a screen around Warsaw. The Luftwaffe bombed the Polish capital and the German Third Army approached the suburbs of Praga on the eastern bank of the Vistula. Negotiations to evacuate the civilian population broke down. Guderian’s reinforced panzer corps embarked on a wide turning movement far to the rear of the Polish capital. In southern Poland the defending army had retreated eastwards across the San river. A Polish officer wrote that it ‘was not like the march of an army; it was more like the march of some biblical people, driven onward by the wrath of Heaven, and dissolving in the wilderness’.32


The war in Poland was transformed on 17 September when Soviet forces advanced across Poland’s eastern frontier in accordance with the secret clauses of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact. The Poles were taken by surprise. The German Foreign Minister had been urging the Soviets to join the campaign from an early stage. The Soviets, however, had delayed their intervention. Major logistical hurdles had to be overcome as fresh formations were hurriedly mobilised in the Russian interior. A local war in the Far East had also been underway against Japan on the border of Manchuria and Outer Mongolia for the past several months. An armistice and cease-fire had only been recently arranged. To justify an invasion of Poland, Moscow simply declared that the Polish state no longer existed. The Soviets claimed they were restoring order and protecting Belorussian and Ukrainian peoples. Britain’s treaty with Poland only covered aggression by Germany. Soviet intervention did not result in war with Britain and France.


Two Soviet army groups crashed through negligible resistance in eastern Poland. Between half a million to a million Soviet troops were involved.33 The Polish High Command’s hopes to form a last bridgehead near the Romanian border vanished, as did the possibility of large-scale resistance in the forests and swamps of eastern Poland. The Polish High Command initially ordered its forces to fight the Soviets, but soon rescinded the instruction and advised troops to negotiate with the Red Army. The garrisons of Warsaw and other defended cities were ordered to fight on. Soviet forces cut the route to Romania within days of their invasion, and the door was open to Hungary only for a little longer. Some Polish troops crossed into the Baltic states. In total, the Polish government and up to 100,000 troops escaped to neutral territory, mainly Romania, along with the remaining aircraft of the decimated Polish Air Force.34


The River Vistula was the initial German-Soviet partition line. German forces that had advanced as far as the River Bug were ordered to withdraw westwards. Fleeing refugees did not know which way to turn. Some mingling of German and Soviet troops was inevitable but few incidents resulted. General von Bock of Army Group North felt that Soviet troops lacked discipline and were poorly turned out. He was equally unimpressed by the obvious influence political commissars wielded. When the partition line was redrawn further eastwards another round of redeployment was needed. The Soviets received control of 51.6 per cent of Polish territory and 37.3 per cent of the population.35


Whilst the Red Army pressed into eastern Poland, the capital was subjected to a steady stream of German air attacks. Leaflets dropped from the air urged surrender. Warsaw’s civilian population was 1,300,000 and the pace of the German advance had trapped many inside the city. Perhaps sixty per cent of Warsaw’s people lived in one or two room flats, and there were heavy civilian casualties during the siege of such a crowded city. Food supplies ran low and dead horses were stripped of their flesh. The diplomatic colony in Warsaw watched events on the world’s behalf until they were evacuated.


Thirteen German divisions and a thousand guns ringed the Polish capital. The defending force was also large, and had been supplemented by local militia and police. On 22 September Hitler observed the shelling of the city from a nearby church tower. He wanted Warsaw captured before the arrival of the Red Army. Preparations were made for an assault and over 400 aircraft took part in a renewed bombing effort. Junkers Ju 52 transports were used to unload incendiaries. Behind heavy artillery fire German troops made cautious gains. On the evening of 26 September the Polish General Juliusz Rommel sent envoys across the lines to meet the Germans. Warsaw capitulated on the afternoon of 27 September. 140,000 Polish prisoners were taken, including thousands of wounded.36 The nearby garrison of Modlin and a further 24,000 men surrendered in the days ahead. Organised resistance to the dual invasions had ended by early October. Many German troops were soon boarding trains for the return journey to the Reich’s western borders.


Along the western frontier of Germany, the French and British did little directly to help Poland during September. Relief and delight in Poland at the Anglo-French declarations of war had been short-lived. Pre-war promises had led the Polish leadership to expect more from their allies.37 In May 1939, after four days of negotiations, the French Supreme Commander, General Maurice Gamelin, had informed a delegation from Poland’s High Command that if Poland was attacked by Germany the French Army would commence limited operations into western Germany three days after mobilisation. A full-scale offensive was promised for fifteen days after mobilisation. In private, however, Gamelin said there was little sense to making pacts with Poland until an agreement could be made with the Soviets that was acceptable to Warsaw. Anglo-Polish military discussions in May and July saw the British promise air action against Germany. In July the Anglo-French-Polish relationship was furthered in a decisive fashion when the British and French gratefully received from Polish codebreakers duplicates of the Polish-built version of the German Enigma machine used to encipher radio messages. For a number of years the Poles had been working hard to build up their capacity for signals espionage.38


In contrast to Anglo-French negotiations with Poland, when British and French leaders met there was never any doubt that Anglo-French military commitments to Poland were merely goodwill gestures. A range of British and French political and military figures were aware that no offensive preparations were in place. Anglo-French discussions over the summer of 1939 had decided upon a war strategy that would place an emphasis on economic blockade and the liberation of German-occupied territory after a victorious conclusion to the war had been negotiated. On 28 July the British chiefs of staff had reported that assistance to Poland could only really be made in the air: ‘As a general point, we would emphasise that the fate of Poland will depend on the ultimate outcome of the war, and that this in turn will depend on our ability to bring about the eventual defeat of Germany, and not on our ability to relieve pressure on Poland at the outset.’39 On 27 August Gamelin was alleged to have said, ‘I know the Polish Army quite well. Their soldiers are excellent and their officers well up to their job ... The Poles will hold out at least six months and we shall come to their aid through Romania.’40 Anglo-French diplomatic appeasement of Berlin had thoroughly infected Anglo-French military planning for war against Germany.41


On 3 September 1939 German forces in the west had totalled thirty-three divisions. These were backed by a relatively strong air force. The defences of the West Wall were poor in comparison to the Maginot Line and all panzer formations had been sent to Poland. Initially sixty-seven French divisions had been mobilised, but only nine divisions were involved in a hesitant advance beginning on 7 September across the Franco-German frontier towards the outposts of the West Wall and the Saar region. Minor gains were portrayed as triumphs in the Allied press. By 12 September, when Gamelin ordered a halt, French troops had only advanced five miles into Germany. About twenty German villages had been occupied.42 The lack of intensity to the French attack had very quickly let the Germans know that little was intended. French forces withdrew to the Maginot Line after the collapse of Poland without having made any discernible impact on events in the east.


Poland’s leaders had waited in vain for effective intervention by their allies. On 6 September the Polish ambassador to France had requested that air attacks and a land offensive be launched against Germany. On 9 September Gamelin was given a message from Marshal Rydz-Smigly which asked: ‘Has the French Air Force yet gone into action against the German Air Force and German territory? I have not yet noticed any lessening of German air activity on the Polish front.’ The following day Gamelin replied to the Polish military attaché in Paris, Colonel Fyda:




More than half of our active divisions in the north east are engaged in combat. Ever since we crossed our frontier the Germans have offered us vigorous resistance. None the less we have made progress. But we find ourselves engaged in a war of position against an organised adversary, and I do not yet have at my disposal the necessary artillery ... we can claim with justice to be keeping on our front a large part of the German Air Force. I have therefore exceeded my promise that I would mount an offensive with the main bodies of my forces by the fifteenth day after the first day of Polish mobilisation.43





General Stanislaw Burhardt, head of a Polish military mission, arrived in Paris on 10 September to meet with Gamelin.44


German commanders were relieved and puzzled that the western Allies had done so little on land during September. When Mellenthin inspected the West Wall’s defences after returning from Poland he noted:




Few of the strongpoints were sited to fire in enfilade and most of them could have been shot to pieces by direct fire, without the slightest risk to the attackers. The West Wall had been built in such a hurry that many of the positions were sited on forward slopes. The anti-tank obstacles were of trivial significance, and the more I looked at the defences the less I could understand the completely passive attitude of the French.45





Knowledgeable German officers believed that a lot of German territory could have been taken west of the Rhine during September by a determined French offensive. Winston Churchill later suggested that September 1939 would have been the ideal time for Anglo-French forces to move into Belgium to form a more secure western front, if only the Belgian government had been willing to discard its self-delusory neutrality.46


On 1 September an American correspondent in Berlin, William Shirer, noted in his diary: ‘Curious that not a single Polish bomber got through tonight. But will it be the same with the British and French?’ There had been no celebrations in Berlin when war broke out, and considerable public fear of air attack.47 The German population need not have worried. RAF Bomber Command confined its activities to dropping millions of leaflets over western Germany – so-called ‘confetti warfare’ – even when it became apparent that Polish cities were being pounded by live munitions. The irony of this was only too apparent and a contemporary joke told the tale of an airman who was chastised for dropping a still tightly tied bundle of leaflets – ‘Good God, you might have killed someone!’48 The French were just as keen to avoid strategic bombing in case the Germans retaliated against an exposed Paris, and, in any case, the French Air Force lacked a strong force of bombers. RAF aircraft attacked German warships in port, though losses were heavy and little damage inflicted. The British government was immensely relieved that London had not come under immediate attack from the Luftwaffe.


At sea, however, matters were different for Britain whilst the Polish campaign unfolded. During August submarines had left Germany to cruise Britain’s sea lanes. The pocket-battleship Graf Spee sailed for the South Atlantic. On the evening of 3 September the submarine U-30 torpedoed and sank the liner Athenia, 250 miles north west of Ireland. 112 people died, including twenty-eight Americans. By the end of September the Royal Navy had destroyed the first two of many U-boats sunk during the war, but forty-one Allied merchant ships amounting to over 150,000 tons had also gone to the ocean’s floor. Convoys were swiftly introduced for merchant ships sailing to the United Kingdom, and the large majority of torpedoed ships were not in a convoy at the time of their sinking. The punishment, though, was not all one-way. By the end of September 325 German merchant ships of almost three-quarters of a million tons had been swept from the seas to seek refuge in neutral ports or risk capture by Allied warships. Germany’s high seas trade in vital war materials had been stopped.49


Some major blows befell the Royal Navy in the early weeks of war. The fleet aircraft carrier Courageous was torpedoed on 17 September during an anti-submarine patrol in the Bristol Channel. She was sent to the bottom along with 519 lives. In the early hours of 14/15 October Lieutenant-Commander Guenther Prien’s U-47 penetrated the negligently incomplete defences of the Home Fleet’s main anchorage at Scapa Flow in northern Scotland. The old battleship Royal Oak was torpedoed and capsized. 833 officers and men died. U-47 successfully escaped.50 With the western front inactive, the extent of the war at sea strengthened Britain’s position in her alliance with France.


By the end of the short campaign in Poland the defenders’ military losses had amounted to 70,000 killed and 133,000 wounded. 700,000 servicemen had been made prisoners of war by the Germans. The Soviets had rounded up another 230,000 prisoners.51 German officers had been impressed by the courage of the Poles. According to General Erich von Manstein, ‘The enemy’s losses in blood were undoubtedly very high indeed, for he had fought with great gallantry and had shown a grim determination to hold out in even the most hopeless situations.’52 The Polish soldier had fought bravely, but the Polish high command had lost control of the battle almost from the outset. The Polish leadership had greatly overestimated their country’s military capacity.


German casualties in Poland were 11,000 dead, 30,000 wounded and 3,400 missing.53 A prominent German fatality had been General Werner von Fritsch, a former commander-in-chief, who had been killed near Warsaw visiting an artillery regiment. The wide gap between German and Polish losses is not hard to explain. The Germans possessed many more tanks and aircraft than the Poles. Hitler had visited Guderian in the course of touring German forces. Guderian had driven him back along the line of advance in northern Poland. They had passed the wreckage and debris of a Polish artillery regiment pulverised on the march. Wrote Guderian: ‘At the sight of the smashed artillery regiment, Hitler had asked me, “Our dive bombers did that?” When I replied, “No, our panzers!” he was plainly astonished.’54 Even an ordinary German infantry division had been able to unleash twice the firepower of a Polish division. The Red Army’s casualties in Poland were officially reported as 737 killed and 1,862 wounded.


German losses in armoured fighting vehicles and assault guns had numbered 173, though many more had been damaged.55 The Luftwaffe had lost 285 aircraft and another 279 were badly damaged and written off. Of 435 operational Polish aircraft, ninety-eight were flown by their crews to Romania.56 The rest had been destroyed. The war, though, was far from over for the Polish armed forces. With the Royal Air Force and Allied armies, Poles would continue to fight Nazi tyranny in several theatres of war in the years ahead.


On 5 October Hitler flew to Warsaw. He told gathered journalists: ‘Take a good look around Warsaw. That is how I can deal with any European city.’57 Photographs of bomb-damaged Warsaw appeared in newspapers in neutral countries to reinforce that point. In addition to unprecedented aerial bombardment of civilian centres, widespread atrocities had taken place behind the front of advancing German forces. Complaints from the army about the conduct of SS troops in Poland had been brushed aside by Hitler. General Halder at OKH recorded in his diary for 10 September that General von Bock had reported: ‘SS artillery of the armoured corps herded Jews into a church and massacred them. Court-martial sentenced them to one year’s penitentiary.’ Senior army commanders made feeble protests, but in practice the army in Poland had willingly cooperated with SS and police auxiliaries at a local level.58 The German Army had always taken a tough stance against alleged partisans suspected of sniping, whether in France in 1870–71 or Belgium in 1914. Summary executions of Polish prisoners of war also took place during the campaign. In a forest near Ciepielow on 9 September German infantry executed 300 Polish troops after capture. The German commander declared the Poles to be partisans and had them take off their uniform tunics prior to execution.59


To an extent that high-ranking German officers would subsequently struggle to acknowledge, the Polish campaign helped to break in the German Army to the world view of National Socialism. Nazi propaganda that the east was inhabited by racial enemies who deserved to be destroyed had often been well absorbed by impressionable young soldiers. This was as important a development for modern warfare as the new fighting methods of blitzkrieg.60


Poland now faced a partition between the Germans and Soviets. Parts of the German zone – the corridor to the sea in particular – were annexed to the Reich, and the remainder turned into a colony known as the General-Government. Forced labour, ‘ethnic cleansing’ and executions became commonplace. Polish elite groups, such as the nobility, professions and clergy, were targeted in a deliberate bid permanently to dismember Polish society. The Soviets deported over a million Polish citizens and plundered at will. Polish prisoners, civilian and military, found themselves scattered across the Soviet concentration camp system.61 Many Polish officer prisoners were murdered by the Soviets, 5,000 at Katyn Wood in April–May 1940 in particular. The bodies of thousands more officer prisoners would never be discovered.


An increasing level of atrocity in Poland was paralleled by events within Germany. A Nazi-directed euthanasia campaign was launched against elderly and physically or mentally handicapped German patients in hospitals and institutions. Hitler backdated a written decree, secretly authorising the programme, to 1 September. The Nazi euthanasia expert Dr Pfannmueller summed up the philosophy behind the euthanasia programme: ‘The idea is unbearable to me that the best, the flower of our youth, must lose its life at the front, in order that feeble-minded and asocial elements can have a secure existence in the asylum.’62 Victims were poisoned and then cremated. There were protests in Germany against these practices, despite the rigours of the Nazi dictatorship, but tens of thousands of people would be killed over the next two years. Among the SS and medical profession, the euthanasia programme created a cadre of men with experience in systematic and bureaucratic killing which would be utilised against other Nazi enemies.


Late in September 1939 it was decided to start the ghettoisation of the Jewish population in German-occupied Poland. The road from random and sporadic atrocity to an organised genocide was well underway. The killing of civilians had become a military operation to be carried out by a part of the German state’s military forces, with assistance from other parts of the military when required. By the end of 1939 executions in Poland by the SS and their auxiliaries had probably run into tens of thousands.63 By the war’s end six million Polish citizens would be dead, roughly half Jewish and half ethnically-Polish. This was between a fifth and a quarter of the entire 1939 population, man, woman and child.


The opening phase of war in 1939 had been entirely satisfactory for the German leadership. Poland had been swiftly overrun. Russia had become an ally. In 1914 Russia had been part of an enemy coalition. Hitler’s belief in his ability as a strategist had been given a tremendous boost.


The German high command had pushed aside the moral dimension to the army’s campaign in Poland, but its operational performance was subjected to a more stringent review. The extent of the victory encouraged panzer commanders to believe more strongly in the destiny of their new technology and methods. It had been generally accepted in the army that tanks were useful in a tactical situation, but the Polish campaign firmly established that panzer forces were an instrument able to deeply penetrate an enemy front.64 Panzer divisions could pursue a beaten enemy to the point of disintegration, thus turning a battlefield success into a decisive victory of overarching strategic significance. Modern radio communications, motorised supply columns and repair shops had proved as important to success as the specific performance of tanks in close combat. The ‘Light’ armoured divisions used in Poland were earmarked for conversion and upgrade to panzer divisions. The Panzer Mark IIIs and IVs had performed well and increased production of those types would gradually replace older tanks. 88mm anti-aircraft guns had proved effective weapons when firing directly at ground targets. The Luftwaffe learnt how to leapfrog forward to quickly bring captured aerodromes into operation.


The army’s review was not confined to the mechanised divisions. The standard of training across the infantry divisions had been patchy. The recently mobilised reserve divisions needed further hard training. Most infantry divisions still literally relied on horse-power to propel their guns and transport. The Polish campaign had revealed problems with the military’s supply of horseshoes. Horses requisitioned from German farms had differently sized feet from the standard army horses.65 This, too, was a problem worthy of serious attention.


In the wake of the fall of Poland there was no possibility of peace between Germany and the Anglo-French coalition. The campaign in Poland had only proved Hitler’s regime to be more predatory and less trustworthy than previously believed. From October 1939 two great armies faced each other behind their respective defences along the Franco-German frontier. The ‘Phoney War’ was in full swing, to provide an absurd contrast to the maelstrom of the Western Front from 1914–1918.
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The Fall of France


During September 1939 the German Army had rapidly overrun Poland without provoking a retaliatory French attack on the Rhineland. No serious Anglo-French offensive was under consideration in 1939 or even 1940 for that matter. The western allies had agreed to prepare for a long war. The lesson of 1914–15 seemed to be that a unilateral French offensive against Germany would achieve little. The four and a half million French military casualties of the First World War, including over a million and a third dead, made the French reluctant to launch great offensives. They would wait for the British Expeditionary Force to be built up towards maximum strength. Maybe after that something might be attempted.


The French Army sat within the Maginot Line during the winter of 1939–40. The line was a state-of-the-art chain of defensive works built at great cost along the Franco-German border after the French had evacuated the Rhineland in 1930. The Third Republic suffered from many changes of government and too many political parties, but the construction of the Maginot Line had achieved broad support as a prudent defensive measure. The French can hardly be blamed for fortifying a possible and, indeed, likely future battlefield. There were few natural defensible geographic features on the French side of the frontier. The recently regained territory of Alsace-Lorraine was vulnerable and a rich source of iron ore. The French in the 1930s clearly had no territorial aspirations beyond their existing metropolitan borders. The Maginot Line was also a timely post-depression public works programme.1


France had a long and distinguished record of using fortifications to defend its borders; from Vauban’s fortresses of the reign of Louis XIV to the modern forts of Verdun in 1916. Traditionally the primary aim of frontier fortifications was to gain time for the field army to mobilise, but that goal had given way to the concept of fortifications as an impassable barrier in their own right. The Maginot Line, named after the French War Minister at the time the first phase of the project was approved, has been likened to a land-based fleet of warships. Well-sited and armoured gun turrets were connected by underground railway lines. The garrisons lived and worked in underground barracks and storehouses. The entire length of the line, however, was by no means dominated by sophisticated forts. Existing frontier fortifications were incorporated in the line wherever that was practical. Easily defendable terrain was lightly fortified. The River Rhine was an integral part of the southern end of the line. The main technical criticism of the Maginot Line was that it was a relatively thin chain of fortifications, and lacking the depth of the fortified zones that had become common in France by the later period of the First World War.2


The Maginot Line had been built to help make up for the fact that France had only two-thirds the population of Germany. In 1919 the French population had been thirty-nine million as against fifty-nine million Germans. After the annexation of Austria in 1938 the relative populations had worsened, from the French viewpoint, to forty-two million against seventy-six million.3 The ‘hollow years’ of 1935–40, caused by the low birth rate during the First World War, hurt France especially, denying the French Army hundreds of thousands of recruits in their fighting prime. In Germany the same problem had been warded off to a substantial extent by a higher birth rate and the acquisition of Austria and the Sudetenland.


The Maginot Line had not been extended northwards along the border between France and Belgium. This was due to a number of factors, including expense, the water-logged nature of parts of the ground and the close proximity of French industry and mines to the frontier. Until 1936 France had a military alliance with Belgium; another reason not to lock Belgium out of the French system of defence. Yet in 1936 the Belgium government had myopically proclaimed their neutrality. The Belgian Army was mobilised in 1939, but to all practical purposes Belgian neutrality equated Nazism with the Anglo-French coalition. That was a poor reward for Anglo-French efforts to liberate Belgium from German occupation in the war of 1914–18.


After the partition of Poland between Germany and the Soviet Union, the question confronting Hitler was what to do next. Hitler turned quickly to the task of defeating France, after which Britain might be compelled to make a separate peace. Then the British overseas empire and the new German empire in Europe could co-exist. On 9 October 1939 Führer Directive No. 6 ordered the German armed forces to prepare plans for an offensive in western Europe, an offensive to win ‘as large an area as possible in Holland, Belgium, and northern France as a base for conducting a promising air and sea war against England and as a protective area for the Ruhr’.4 As in 1914, Belgium was to provide the invasion route into France.


German planning for an attack against France was soon in hand. Hitler wanted to launch an invasion as early as possible. He told his generals: ‘For the first time in history we have only to fight on one front. The other is at present open. But nobody can be certain how long it will remain so.’5 Bad weather and Allied passivity meant there was no urgent reason for a winter attack. Further postponements caused the date for the German offensive in the west to be put back to the spring of 1940. This delay allowed further planning debates to take place within the German military hierarchy. The views of General von Rundstedt of Army Group A and his Chief of Staff, General von Manstein, steadily won over their colleagues on the General Staff. Rundstedt and Manstein had seen the success of mobile forces with their own eyes during the Polish campaign. Rundstedt, in his mid-sixties, had the persona of an unyielding, aristocratic Prussian, but he was adaptable and shrewd. He had spent most of the First World War on the eastern front and was accustomed to the idea of sweeping military manoeuvre.


On 7 February 1940 Rundstedt’s Army Group A held a war game at Koblenz attended by OKH’s Chief of Staff, General Halder. The outcome of the war game suggested that the plan favoured by Manstein to push panzer and motorised forces through southern Belgium to the River Meuse in northern France was practicable. This thrust would split the Allied front. A week later another war game at a subordinate army headquarters attended by Halder confirmed that impression. In the meantime Manstein had privately explained his plans to an approving Hitler. The Kaiser had become a virtual prisoner of his general staff during the First World War, but Hitler had every intention of being an active player in military planning when he wished.6


By late February OKH (army high command) had developed a revised plan known as Sichelschnitt, ‘the cut of the sickle’. The initial attack, at the northern end of the western front, was to be made against Holland and Belgium by Army Group B. If British and French forces advanced into Belgium in response so much the better; Army Group B might act as a ‘matador’s cloak’ to draw their enemy forward. A small Army Group C opposite the Maginot Line would, it was hoped, be sufficient to keep French divisions fixed in their fortifications. The main attack was to be made by Rundstedt’s Army Group A, which was centrally located between Army Groups B and C. Army Group A, with seven panzer divisions, was to drive through the Ardennes Forest in southern Belgium and Luxembourg to north-eastern France and the River Meuse. At a conference on 15 March Hitler asked General Guderian, a panzer corps commander, what might happen afterwards if armour could successfully cross the River Meuse. Guderian replied:




Unless I receive orders to the contrary, I intend on the next day to continue my advance westward. The supreme leadership must decide whether my objective is to be Amiens or Paris. In my opinion the correct course is to drive past Amiens to the English Channel.7





In response, Hitler nodded quietly, but this question was never clearly fixed in advance. That German planning was constantly evolving made it harder for Allied intelligence to decipher their enemy’s intentions. The continual postponements of the German offensive across the winter of 1939–40 had undermined specific warnings that were received from time to time.


The French were not afraid of a German attack. Allied confidence was based on the sheer size of the combined British and French Empires and Allied mastery of the oceans. Certainly the loss of Russia to the Nazi camp had been a blow, and the French government’s ban of the Communist Party caused discord among its large French following, but French draft evaders in 1939 were no higher than in 1914, perhaps one and a half per cent of recalled reservists. Marc Bloch, the future author of Strange Defeat, a condemnation of the French war effort, gave little sign of pessimism in his letters before May 1940.8


In the coming battle for France much would depend on the quality of the French Army, its commanders, equipment and methods. Some French divisions were of relatively high quality. These divisions included formations kept up to full strength in peacetime to train the current intake of conscripts, and regular divisions from the garrison of North Africa. There had been a great deal of fighting in Morocco in the 1920s and 1930s, though this did not take place on terrain that was favourable to experiments in mechanised warfare. The French Army was particularly strong in artillery, the dominant arm of 1914–18, but weak in mechanical transport, nine-tenths of which had to be requisitioned from civilian sources.9 New model 25mm and 47mm anti-tank guns were effective weapons, but there were not enough to adequately equip the whole army. Some anti-tank guns were horse-drawn. Like the bulk of the German infantry, the French infantry was still heavily dependent on their own feet for transport.


Upon mobilisation French military depots had been flooded with reservists. Over half a million men, however, had to be sent back to their jobs in industry, which was both disruptive for combatant formations and a prime demonstration of bureaucratic inefficiency. Reservists were of widely differing quality. After initial military service a Frenchman spent no less than twenty-seven years in the reserve; three in the ‘ready’ reserve, sixteen in the first-line Series A reserve and eight years in the second-line Series B reserve.10 Series B men were typically in their forties and this was an indication of the extent to which the French had to stretch their manpower to be competitive in a war against Germany. The British Lieutenant-General Sir Alan Brooke, a harsh judge at the best of times, wrote of a column of Ninth Army Series B men at a 1939 Armistice Day parade:




Corap [the Ninth Army’s commander] requested me to stand alongside him whilst the guard of honour, consisting of cavalry, artillery and infantry marched past. I can still see those troops now. Seldom have I seen anything more slovenly and badly turned out. Men unshaven, horses ungroomed, clothes and saddlery that did not fit, vehicles dirty, and complete lack of pride in themselves or their units. What shook me most, however, was the look in the men’s faces, disgruntled and insubordinate looks.11





French conscripts had served for three years until the early 1920s, but this had been reduced to only one year by 1930. An unduly short service period did not allow enough time to teach recruits how to use mechanised equipment.12 Only in 1935 was a two-year period reintroduced to make up for the onset of the ‘hollow years’. All too often older Series B men had received little training in the first period of their service and had forgotten what they knew in the years since. New types of equipment were a complete mystery to many reservists.


The Phoney War period did not see much improvement in general troop preparedness, as unusually cold weather in the winter of 1939–40 and work on defences interfered with training. This was especially true for men of the Second and Ninth Armies lining semi-built frontier defences to the north of the Maginot Line. With hindsight, there appears to have been an ominous unwillingness on the part of the French Army’s regular cadre to force reservist officers and men through a tough programme of training. The state of virtual truce that held along the active front did little to develop military preparedness either. A British war correspondent asked a French sentry why he did not fire on a German washing himself across a river. He was told, ‘if we fire they will fire back’.13


Senior officers in the French Army tended to be elderly men who had often already been generals in the First World War. The average age of army commanders was sixty-five, corps commanders sixty, and commanders of divisions were in their late fifties. Partly as a consequence, French military thought had been insufficiently affected by recent military events, particularly the campaign in Poland. So far as the French Army was concerned, Poland was a backward state and not a first-rate power. A similar patronising attitude had been adopted towards the Spanish Civil War, which was dismissed as an old-fashioned conflict between under-equipped infantry, rather than a trial run for new weaponry and methods. The prophetic role played by small numbers of modern aircraft and tanks in Spain was not as obvious to contemporaries as it is today.


The French supreme commander was General Maurice Gamelin, a sixty-eight year-old who had his headquarters, the Grand Quartier General, near Paris at Chateau de Vincennes. Lacking radio communications, the Vincennes headquarters was later described as a ‘submarine without a periscope’. Gamelin had passed out top of his class at St-Cyr. He had been a senior staff officer and divisional commander in the First World War. During the 1920s he had headed a military mission to the Brazilian Army and had led the suppression of a major rebellion in Syria, before holding down senior general staff posts from the turn of the 1930s. Gamelin’s predecessor at the summit of the French military hierarchy had been General Weygand, who had also been sixty-eight at the time of his retirement.


Gamelin wore a tight tunic and high-laced boots. Andre Maurois wrote of Gamelin: ‘His short, stiff moustache, his small eyes and thin-lipped mouth gave him an indecipherable aspect, which no spontaneous gesture served to clarify.’14 Whilst looking fit for his age, Gamelin was facing the likelihood of retirement at some point during the war. He had few obvious thoughts on mobile warfare or modern equipment and training. He did not visit troops often and frustrated his subordinates with his indecisiveness. His tendency to promote consensus within the military command ensured that the views of his most senior colleagues dominated questions of tactics and organisation. Daladier, one of the Third Republic’s many Prime Ministers, is alleged to have said that the supreme commander’s words were ‘like sand running through one’s fingers’.15 Nonetheless, Gamelin was an intelligent man with cultured interests and a flair for diplomacy. He had absorbed the political atmosphere of the Third Republic well, and kept his headquarters near Paris partly for that reason.


French command arrangements did not make Gamelin’s task any easier. As commander of all French land forces, Gamelin was responsible for troops in Syria, North Africa and the Alps facing Italy. To share the burden, and directly face the German threat, General Alphonse-Joseph Georges was appointed commander of the North Eastern Front. Gamelin and Georges, a straightforward soldier, did not see eye to eye. Georges had been badly wounded in a 1934 terrorist attack that had assassinated the King of Yugoslavia and the French Foreign Minister.16


In terms of equipment, the French Army had been undermined during the pre-war period by domestic political turmoil that had delayed vitally needed increases in military spending. In 1938 German military spending had been 16.4 per cent of national expenditure, as against 8.5 per cent in France and 8.3 per cent in Britain.17 A portion of the French military budget had to be invested in a large navy that included seven battleships, with more under construction.


The relatively low level of French military spending hurt the development of armoured vehicles for the army, though a belatedly launched rearmament programme had yielded significant results. By 1940 the French Army had at least as many tanks as the German Army.18 On paper the French tank force, which comprised 3,063 vehicles by one estimate, compared well to their German counterparts in terms of speed, armour and gun-power.19 By the spring of 1940 the French Army had three divisions of light and medium tanks (DLMs – Division Legere Mecanique).20 There were another three divisions comprising heavy tanks (DCRs – Division Cuirassee de Reserve) and a fourth division was in the process of formation. This would give the French seven specialised armoured divisions. Still, only half of French tanks were allocated to the armoured divisions. Independent tank battalions accounted for the other half of French tanks. These tank battalions were distributed in penny-packets among the infantry divisions.


Nevertheless, though the number of French tanks was impressive by 1940, there were major drawbacks to French tank design that rendered French armoured vehicles dramatically inferior to their marginally less numerous German counterparts. French tanks had been designed to carry small crews; so small that the fighting power of their vehicles was badly retarded. French light tanks and some medium models only carried a two-man crew. The medium Somua S-35 had a three-man crew, and the heavy Char B1 had a four-man crew.21 French tanks were also cursed with a one-man turret, meaning that the turret man had to be commander-loader-gunner rolled into one. As a consequence, leadership, rate of gun fire and accuracy were all horribly compromised.


Another design problem with French tanks was that four out of five tanks did not have a radio.22 Radio was vital to the rapid manoeuvre of a tank formation, and was at least as important to armoured warfare as any other characteristic of tank design. The larger crew in a German tank permitted a specialised radio operator, as well as better handling of the gun and command function. In no sense was the typical French tank of 1940 as effective as a similar weight German tank of the period. The rushed design and creation of French armoured units on the eve of war was the main source of the problems.


The French Army did not stand alone in the defence of their country. As in 1914–18, Britain was committed to the defence of France. Britain, however, did not have army conscription prior to 1939. The mobilisation strength of the British Army consisted of the regulars and reservists available in the United Kingdom and part-time territorials. The raising and training of a large citizen army was likely to take the better part of two years. In the spring of 1940 the British Expeditionary Force in France comprised only 400,000 troops.23 A number of fresh divisions were being formed in the United Kingdom, but the government had no intention of sending them across the Channel until they had attained a reasonable standard of training and equipment. This was a luxury the French could not afford in respect to their own low-grade divisions.


The most noteworthy thing about the BEF, apart from its limited size, was that it was fully motorised, unlike the German and French Armies. There were few horses left in the British Army and this reflected the great spread of motor transport in British civilian life. In contradiction to this, the development of British armoured forces had lagged well behind the German and the French, though the British had pioneered tank warfare in the First World War.24 The British had lost their lead in building armoured vehicles in the early 1930s due to cutbacks in military spending and the preferential treatment given to obsolete cavalry regiments. As late as 1935 the Secretary of State for War, Alfred Duff Cooper, had said in the House of Commons that for the cavalry to exchange their horses for motor vehicles ‘was like asking a great musical performer to throw away his violin and devote himself in the future to the gramophone’.25 (Duff Cooper wrote a sympathetic biography of Field-Marshal Earl Haig.) With the survival of the cavalry regiments at stake, decisions had eventually been made to give them light tanks and armoured cars at the expense of creating additional specialised tank units. In the spring of 1940 the BEF had only 300 tanks.


The BEF’s commander was Lord Gort, a former Chief of the Imperial General Staff and highly decorated First World War veteran. Gort was well liked by those who knew him. A Frenchman described him as having the personality of ‘a jovial battalion commander’. Gort was no intellectual or administrator, nor was he keen on foreigners.26 In the winter of 1939–40 Gort contributed little to the planning debates of the Allies, his task not made any easier by the multi-layered nature of the French High Command, and his own responsibilities as both an army commander and BEF Commander-in-Chief. Gort could appeal over Gamelin’s head to his own government in an emergency.


The BEF was joined in France by a Royal Air Force contingent, but in the air the Allies were at a serious numerical disadvantage relative to the Germans. The French had neglected their air force, whilst the British kept a large part of their powerful RAF in the United Kingdom. In the spring of 1940 the RAF had 456 aircraft based in France, just a fraction of its global first-line strength. The French Air Force had only become an independent organisation in 1933 and had in total 2,330 mostly obsolete aircraft, of which 1,735 were in the European theatre.27 The French Air Force had been starved of funds, only for that state of affairs rapidly to change on the eve of war. Employment in the French aircraft industry had risen from 35,000 in 1938 to 230,000 in May 1940.28 New high-performance fighters were on the verge of mass production. In contrast, the Luftwaffe had over 4,000 operational aircraft in the western theatre at the start of May 1940, the great bulk of which were modern. Logically, the French neglect of their air force was reflected in a shortage of anti-aircraft guns for the army.29


As the Allies were not planning an offensive in 1940, it became a question of waiting for the first German move. Gamelin was counting on the Germans invading Belgium, as they had done in 1914. If that happened, he intended to advance strong forces into Belgium to parry the blow. This would avoid the error of 1914, when French miscalculations had allowed almost all of Belgium and large parts of north-east France to fall into German hands in one swoop. north and central Belgium was the destination for the bulk of Allied forces earmarked for Gamelin’s counter-offensive. The forests and hills of southern Belgium were less suitable terrain for a large army.


French planning had been given a jolt when a German aircraft crashed just across the Belgian frontier, near the town of Mechelen-sur-Meuse, on the morning of 10 January 1940. Aboard the aircraft was Major Helmuth Reinberger, the commander of a paratroops school. The pilot had become lost in heavy cloud flying to Cologne and the engine had failed. Despite the ban on carrying secret documents by aircraft, Reinberger had papers in his possession which he was unable to burn prior to capture. The material revealed something of the expected German offensive into Belgium, but German plans seemed also to include an invasion of Holland. This information was discreetly passed to the Allies. Gamelin became convinced that Allied forces should link up with the Dutch in the event of a German invasion. At the northern end of the front the French Seventh Army was detailed to dash all the way to the Dutch border and beyond to Breda. Alas for the French, the Dutch were planning to pull back from their frontier to concentrate on defending the area around Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague.30


General Georges was opposed to the Breda thrust, as he felt Holland was too distant, but Gamelin ordered the new plan to be put in place on 20 March 1940. Roughly thirty Allied divisions were ready to advance into Belgium and Holland, whilst forty divisions watched Germany from the Maginot Line and twenty-two divisions were held in reserve.31 Once the German offensive in the Low Countries had been parried, the French High Command expected that the front would settle down to a new round of static trench-style warfare, and, after an eventual successful Allied offensive, a political settlement would end the war.


Despite his optimistic plans for a counter-offensive into Belgium, in the spring of 1940 another threatening scenario was preying on Gamelin’s mind. He believed that the German army group opposite the Maginot Line was almost twice as strong as it actually was. He was concerned that the Germans might try to turn the Maginot Line from the south through Switzerland. Allied estimates of German tank strength were highly alarmist. In April 1940 the Anglo-French liaison committee estimated the Germans to have 5,800 tanks (4,000 Mark Is and IIs and 1,800 Mark IIIs).32 The Deuxieme Bureau (French military intelligence) favoured an even higher estimate. They placed German tank strength at 7,000-7,500. French military intelligence assumed that the Germans attached independent tank battalions to their infantry formations, much as the French Army did. The Deuxieme Bureau had a long established habit of exaggerating German strength.33


Behind the Allied armies, the political instability of the Third Republic had not been restrained by the advent of war. Paul Reynaud replaced Daladier as French Prime Minister on 21 March 1940, a move ostensibly brought about by disquiet over the failure of the Allies to aid Finland against the Soviets. Daladier was demoted to another senior post within the new government. The Daladier ministry of April 1938 to March 1940 had been relatively long by Third Republic standards, and had successfully driven forward a major rearmament programme. The incoming Reynaud ministry was still settling down when, to the surprise of the Allies, the first German move in 1940 was the invasion of Norway and Denmark early in April. A naval expedition involving almost all German warships, supported by airborne troops, rapidly established a firm grip on Norway’s long seaboard. The Royal Navy had been caught unawares in waters they felt they controlled. A small Allied ground expedition to Norway was beset by confusion and had only a limited impact until its eventual evacuation. The German occupation of Norway loosened the Allied sea blockade of the North Sea. Germany’s vital supply of iron ore from Sweden was firmly secured.


Unimpressed by Gamelin’s dilatory response during the Norwegian campaign, the newly installed Prime Minister Reynaud was keen to replace the Supreme Commander. He told a colleague, ‘It would be criminal to leave this nerveless philosopher at the head of the French Army’. Daladier, however, had a long political association with Gamelin and supported the general in Cabinet, threatening to break up the new government by resigning if the Supreme Commander was dismissed. As late as 9 May Reynaud again tried at a Cabinet meeting to secure authorisation to replace Gamelin, and considered resignation himself when he could not secure sufficient support. He was soon to be overtaken by events.34


After further postponements, due to poor weather, the great German offensive began on 10 May. Many German commanders were unsure of its prospects. Optimistically, Hitler told his staff prior to the assault: ‘You are about to witness the most famous victory in history!’ The attack was a surprise. The use of telephone landlines by the German military had eliminated the possibility of Allied intelligence uncovering German plans by intercepting encoded radio signals.35


On paper the German Army and the newly expanded alliance of western European states (with the inclusion of Holland and Belgium) fielded armies of similar strength. Of the German Army’s 156 divisions, 136 were deployed for the offensive in the west. The remainder were in Scandinavia, Germany and eastern Europe. Allied strength on the western front, excluding a number of French divisions watching Italy, was also 136 divisions: ninety-four French, ten British, twenty-two Belgian and ten Dutch.36


During the winter of 1939–40 the Wehrmacht’s five panzer divisions had been expanded to ten. In May 1940 German tank strength was 2,574.37 Only 628 of these tanks were medium Mark III and Mark IV vehicles. The rest were light tanks, command tanks and Czech-built tanks. German tank types were mixed within divisions to allow medium tanks to support and protect more vulnerable light tanks. Hitler’s pact with Stalin had made possible the massing of the great bulk of the German Army in the western theatre.


The initial German target was the Low Countries. The Belgian Army had a mobilisation strength of 600–700,000. King Leopold III of Belgium, in his late thirties and an old Etonian, directly commanded the Belgian Army, as his father Albert I had done in the First World War.38 At 4.30 on the morning of 10 May Belgian soldiers garrisoning the fort of Eben Emael, near the junction of the Albert Canal and River Meuse a few miles south of Maastricht, received the shock of their lives when German glider-borne troops landed on the roof of the fort. Gliders towed by transport aircraft were employed, as a parachute drop was likely to disperse the attackers. Eben Emael had not been designed with an assault from the air in mind. The specially trained Koch Storm Detachment used explosive charges to knock out the turrets of the fort. Eben Emael, more powerful than any single Maginot Line fort, surrendered before midday on 11 May, along with a battalion-sized garrison.39 Airborne troops were also used to seize nearby bridges. German mechanised columns on the ground raced to link up with their airborne comrades. German troops soon began crossing the breach made in the main Belgian defence line. The Belgian authorities had wasted no time inviting Allied forces to enter their country. General Gaston Billotte had been appointed commander of the Allied army group destined to operate in the Low Countries.


The German offensive in the west achieved early success. The Dutch Army was crushed in five days. When the advance guard of the French Seventh Army reached Breda in Holland they met German troops instead of Dutch. Rotterdam was heavily bombed on 14 May, by which time the Queen had already left for Britain in a warship. Nonetheless, the Dutch government, colonial empire, navy and merchant shipping remained with the Allied cause, despite the German conquest of the Netherlands.


The German High Command was pleased with the way events were developing. Hitler later recalled:




It was wonderful the way everything turned out according to plan. When news came through that the enemy was moving forward along the whole front, I could have wept for joy; they had fallen into the trap ... they had believed ... that we were sticking to the old Schlieffen Plan.40





By 12 May the Belgian Army was in full retreat from the Albert Canal towards the left flank of the British Expeditionary Force, which was digging in along the River Dyle in front of Brussels. South of the BEF, the French First and Ninth Armies continued the line to Namur and the southern arm of the Belgian Meuse.


Gamelin had left only weak forces guarding the Ardennes region of Luxembourg and south east Belgium. With fighting underway further north in the Low Countries, this sector became the central pivot of the entire front from the North Sea to Switzerland. Allied commanders, however, believed that the Ardennes forest was too dense for a large mechanised army. But the tanks of seven panzer divisions were moving through the Ardennes, unspotted by Allied aerial reconnaissance. The main German blow was heading towards the junction of the French Ninth and Second Armies.


General Charles Huntziger’s Second Army held a sector from the northern end of the Maginot Line at Longwy to the River Meuse near Sedan, the scene of the crushing French defeat at Prussian hands in 1870 that had ended Napoleon III’s Second Empire. Huntziger had extensive colonial experience. He was still under sixty years of age and a possible successor to Gamelin. Huntziger’s best divisions were on his right flank to guard the immediate northern end of the Maginot Line. Against the Meuse, General Grandsard’s X Corps held the left flank of the Second Army’s line with, from left to right, the Series B 55th and Series B 71st Divisions and the regular 3rd North African Division. On 12 May the 71st Division was only settling into the centre of the corps line after two nights’ forced marching. Grandsard wrote of his Series B troops that:




cases of ill-will were rare, but the ardour for work, for training and the desire to fight, were even rarer. Nonchalance was general; it was accompanied by the feeling that France could not be beaten, that Germany would be beaten without battle ... the men are flabby and heavy ... In the artillery the men are older, the training is mediocre.41





Grandsard’s Series B divisions were below establishment in anti-tank guns. The 71st Division was also understrength in men and partly recruited from ‘red-tainted’ suburbs of Paris.


To the left of X Corps was the right-flank division of the neighbouring Ninth Army. This was also a Series B division. The Ninth Army’s commander was General Andre Corap. Corap, sixty-two and heavy in build, had won fame in North Africa in 1926 for his role in the capture of Abd-el-Krim, the leader of tribal forces that had waged a full-scale war against Spain and France. Maurois wrote of Corap that he was ‘unmilitary in appearance, and running to fat around the middle. He had trouble getting into a car.’42 The Ninth Army had pushed its left flank into Belgium to defend the line of the Meuse south of Namur.


Traffic jams in the Ardennes did more to disrupt the advance of the panzer divisions leading Rundstedt’s army group than French and Belgian reconnaissance troops on horseback. Guderian, commander of the XIX Panzer Corps, wanted to rush the line of the River Meuse at the first opportunity. Aerial photographs had revealed French frontier defences north of the Maginot Line to be surprisingly weak.43 Suspicions were starting to deepen within the French High Command as to the direction of the main German thrust.44


By 12 May panzer troops had already reached the east bank of the Meuse and the Belgian town of Houx. Major-General Erwin Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division captured Houx, after which an undefended weir was discovered that led to an island midstream and a lock gate leading to the other bank. This structure had not been destroyed by the Allies in case it lowered the water level of the Meuse upstream. That night Rommel’s divisional motor-cycle battalion crossed the river by the weir to make a small dent in the Ninth Army’s line.


There was no time to waste and General Ewald von Kleist, the commander of Army Group A’s Panzer Group, ordered Guderian to assault across the Meuse either side of Sedan at 3 p.m. on 13 May. Guderian’s panzer corps was the most southern of the three panzer corps approaching the Meuse. On the far side of the river the French could hear the engines of tanks roaring. General Grandsard of X Corps believed that the Germans would have to pause to bring up their heavy artillery and ammunition before crossing the river, but the Germans were planning to use the Luftwaffe in that role. This was another unexpected surprise for the Allies in a war proving full of novelties.


In the morning of 13 May German medium bombers attacked the French behind the Meuse without much opposition from Allied fighters. A heavy bombardment by Stuka dive-bombers in the early afternoon sunshine helped directly to soften up the defenders. Sergeant Pruemers of the 1st Panzer Division watched the Stukas.




Simultaneously, like some bird of prey, they fall upon their victim and then release their load of bombs on the target ... Each time the explosion is overwhelming, the noise deafening. Everything becomes blended together; along with the howling siren of the Stukas in their dives, the bombs whistle and crack and burst ... We stand and watch what is happening as if hypnotised; down below all hell is let loose!45





The 550-pound bombs were inaccurate but a frightening experience for infantry crouching in their bunkers and trenches. French artillery positions were vulnerable to the unexpected severity of the assault from the air.


German 88mm anti-aircraft guns fired directly at French positions on the far side of the Meuse. These weapons proved to be effective against ground targets. Mid-afternoon, infantry of Guderian’s corps began crossing the sixty-yard wide river by rubber boat. Sedan, unlike Houx, was on French territory and there had been twenty years to finish the uncompleted local fortifications. The panzer and motorised infantry making the assault crossing had been well blooded in the Polish campaign, and were as fine a body of ‘Special Force’ quality troops as could be found in the world of 1940. The German Army magnified its effectiveness by using its very best troops at the lance-point of major operations.


German troops crossing the river were badly shot up in places but sufficient numbers reached the far bank to create a bridgehead. By evening Guderian’s corps had a firm foothold across the river, the thrust supported by the elite Grossdeutschland and 1st Rifle Regiments to secure the dominant heights of La Marfee, south west of Sedan. The French 55th Division caved in before the fury of the attack. Panic is alleged to have begun with the artillerymen. The withdrawal of the divisional command post during the night added to the confusion. To the right of the 55th Division, the neighbouring 71st Division also began to give way. As General Joseph-Aime Doumenc, Gamelin’s Chief of Staff, later commented:




Crediting our enemies with our own procedure, we had imagined that they would not attempt the passage of the Meuse until after they had brought up ample artillery: the five or six days necessary for that would have easily given us time to reinforce our own dispositions.46





The Germans bridged the Meuse overnight and formed a pocket south of the river, three miles wide and four to six miles deep. Piecemeal counter-attacks by local French reserves had achieved little by the following morning.


On 13 May, whilst Guderian’s troops were crossing the Meuse further south, General Rommel personally supervised the reinforcement of his division’s bridgehead across the river near Dinant and Houx. Panzers directly fired on French bunkers and machine gun posts across the Meuse as troops paddled on the water in rubber boats. French counter-attacks lacked strength and a bridgehead a couple of miles deep and three miles wide was created. That night it became possible to start ferrying tanks over the river, 120 yards across at this point. In response, the French 1st Armoured Division, newly released from general reserve, began approaching the expanding bridgehead. Zouaves and Algerian Tirailleurs of the 4th North African Division were also sent by General Corap from the Ninth Army’s reserve to reinforce an improvised defence line.


The next day, 14 May, Rommel added further to his growing reputation as an energetic front-line commander. The tank in which he was travelling was twice hit by shells. Rommel was wounded in the cheek and the tank had to be abandoned.47 The panzers carved deeper into the French front. According to the military historian Sir Basil Liddell Hart, the forty-eight year-old Rommel, a Wurttemberger and son of a school teacher, would come to personify the ‘dynamism of Blitzkrieg’. Both thoughtful and audacious, he was able to base his decisions on what he saw with his own eyes, something that was particularly important as a new form of warfare was unfolding that a senior officer could not have seen earlier in his career.48 Rommel was not a tank specialist, nor a general staff officer, but he had a brilliant record from the First World War, having won the Pour le Merite against the Italians in 1917. He had come to Hitler’s attention in 1938 as a colonel who had written a book about his experience as an infantryman. During the Polish campaign Rommel had again been under the Führer’s eye as commander of the guard of Hitler’s field headquarters. Rommel had subsequently asked for command of a panzer division, as he had been impressed by the tank force’s achievements in Poland. Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division was understrength in armoured vehicles, with only three of the usual four tank battalions, and half its tanks were Czech tanks. Guderian and Rommel were not the only thrusting panzer leaders, but they would be the most famous of the French campaign.


At Sedan on 14 May the 55th and 71st Divisions continued to fall apart, the first of a steady stream of French divisions to more or less vanish from the order of battle. On the heights beyond the Meuse near Thelonne, Sergeant Schulze of the 10th Panzer Division observed: ‘We found their artillery positions left as if they had fled. Some of the guns were still loaded; the enemy had not had time to render the weapons unserviceable.’49 In the meadows on the banks of the Meuse Guderian saw thousands of French prisoners. He made the vital decision to wheel his panzers westwards, rather than continue to attack southwards from the breach his corps had wrought in the French front.
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