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			Prologue

			Hordes of Parisians choked the streets on their journey to the Gare de l’Est. A mother used the time to tell her thirty-seven-year-old son André how proud she was of him and, looking into his tired eyes, told him that his decision to fight was the correct one. The son felt no fear, no excitement, just a desire to get to the front now that he had made his decision. On arriving at the station, he was keen to be on his way. He scythed through the masses which blocked his route to the platform from where his train was due to depart. He made slow progress through fretful soldiers who embraced ashen-faced women. Both were on the cusp of an entirely new and shocking reality of war. 

			What would André’s fate be? His mother could not help but recall a similar farewell to her brother, who had left her to fight the Prussians in 1870 and returned with a mortal illness. André had enlisted as a private soldier – just another poilu with a wife and young children – ignoring the opportunity to take a comfortable staff job in a headquarters away from the fighting. In fact, the only influence he had used as under-secretary of state for war was to ensure that he was assigned to a unit defending his beloved Lorraine. Consequently, on 1 August 1914, André Maginot slipped off to war without public fanfare or farewell. 

			André’s destination was Verdun, a city which lay in a vulnerable salient created by the German thrust through the heavily wooded Ardennes. The French had fallen back towards Sedan, Stenay and Verdun, but only Verdun held, protected by enhancements to Vauban’s original seventeenth-century fortifications. The totemic city remained in French hands that autumn, an achievement assisted in a small way by André’s reconnaissance patrols. At six foot three inches tall, he was not an inconspicuous figure on the battlefield clad in his horizon-blue jacket and red pantaloons but, unlike many others, he remained unharmed after fifty patrols. On 9 November 1914, however, the newly promoted sergeant’s good fortune came to an end. The day after he had been awarded the Médaille Militaire for his personal courage and leadership, André was leading a patrol when he was struck by a great blow to his left leg and then another to his knee. Lying in a pool of blood and in agony, he expected to die. 

			Six years later, on 10 November 1920, walking with the assistance of canes, his left leg useless, André Maginot, who was now minister of pensions, found himself in Verdun’s cold, damp underground citadel. In exquisite pain, he watched as Auguste Thien, a young soldier of the 123rd Regiment of Infantry who had been invited to make a choice, pointed to the sixth of eight caskets containing the remains of an unknown soldier. Three years later, on 11 November 1923, the casket was interred below the Arc de Triomphe in Paris in a ceremony during which Maginot, now minister of war, ignited an eternal flame on the tomb. 

			It was five years since the armistice that had ended the First World War. France was still in mourning, traumatized by the hideous destructiveness of protracted industrial warfare and fractured, just like the bodies and minds of so many of its surviving veterans. It was an experience that Maginot was determined to spare the next generation and he supported Marshal Philippe Pétain, France’s senior soldier and the Victor of Verdun, in his desire to fortify the common border with Germany. Completed after his death, the defences took André’s name – the Maginot Line – and so it was that a brave and principled man became forever associated with his nation’s defeat.1 

			Introduction

			They were conquerors, and for that you want only brute force – nothing to boast of when you have it, since your strength is just an accident arising from the weakness of others. 

			Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness 

			The Fall of France and the Low Countries in May and June 1940 was one of the most remarkable military campaigns in Western history and, arguably, one of the most distinguished victories ever won. The fighting in those weeks shocked the world, not for its protracted horror but for the lack of it. The Germans managed to conjure up a decisive victory over a first-class military power that was predicted by very few and which proved to be a significant step towards an increasingly global and destructive conflict. As such, it is an event that has retained a great vibrancy to all of those who have recognized its military and historical importance. There are few other campaigns that have raised more questions about its origins, conduct and outcome, and offered so many contrasting answers in response. Part of its fascination – and complexity – stems from the fact that its main participants had been fighting each other over much of the same terrain a little over two decades before. It is, of course, almost impossible not to contrast images of the Stuka dive-bomber and dust-coated panzer in a war of great movement with others of the heavy artillery and mud-encrusted rifles of that war of position fought earlier in the century. Whether either pair of images is an accurate representation of either conflict is a matter of debate, but the fact that they have seeped into Western consciousness is irrefutable and challenges us to remember that the two conflicts were separated by just a single generation and, moreover, that the 1940 campaign took place within living memory of the seminal French defeat by Prussia in 1870.

			The First World War was but the latest episode in a long history of Franco-German enmity. It was an antagonism that – together with Germany’s chronic anxieties about the East – was central to the history and development of Europe. It was an hereditary enmity nourished by territorial rivalry, the aspiration to dominate continental Europe, national pride and shame, and a desire for revenge. It was marked by centuries of threats, invasion, aggressive diplomacy and, on occasion, simmering antipathy which helped forge national identities. It led to bloodshed, and to twenty-three Franco-German wars from the mid-fourteenth century to the early sixteenth century alone. As one commentator has written: ‘For centuries, the history of France and Germany has been a continual effort of the two nations to get closer, to understand, to unite, to merge. Indifference was never possible for them; they had to hate or love one another, fraternize or go to war. France’s and Germany’s destiny will never be established nor assured individually.’1 The Treaty of Versailles – signed in late June 1919 in the same building where in 1871 a conceited Prussian king had proclaimed himself Kaiser – was an attempt by France to put a full stop to its old rival’s ambitions. But the Germans only perceived the terms of the treaty as a humiliation and determined to take their revenge.

			Franco-German enmity provides some useful context for an understanding of Hitler’s campaign against France, but that task is made much more difficult not only by the pain, humiliation and division caused by the French defeat in 1940, but also by the eventual German defeat in 1945. As a result, despite voluminous publications by academics and authors, attempts to hit the bullseye of Leopold von Ranke’s insistence that historians establish ‘what really happened’ have, in this instance, largely failed. Such attempts have been further hampered by the fact that any campaign is a fast-moving target, for with each passing decade events are reinterpreted to reflect changing times, themes and attitudes, writing styles and methods of research. Consequently, the 1940 campaign is no longer the province of the military historian alone for, in the words of Sir Michael Howard:

			The roots of victory and defeat often have to be sought far from the battlefield, in political, social, and economic factors which explain why armies are constituted as they are, and why their leaders conduct them in the way they do … Without some knowledge of the broader background to military operations one is likely to reach totally erroneous conclusions about their nature and the reasons for their failure and success.

			This book provides some new ideas about why events happened as they did in May and June 1940 from the perspective of a military historian who has been studying the subject for over a quarter of a century and has walked the battlefield many times. It offers new interpretations and challenges some enduring myths – of which this campaign has more than its fair share – about how Germany was able to achieve in six and a half weeks in 1940 what it could not achieve in over four years of fighting between 1914 and 1918. It will do so by asking three key questions: what preparations did the belligerents make for war and why? What were the belligerents’ fighting capabilities in 1940? And how well did the belligerents conduct operations during the campaign? In doing so, it seeks to establish how well those nations involved managed to blend their ability to conduct operations with their strategic ambitions, whether the Allies ever had a chance of defeating the Germans and, likewise, whether the Germans could have failed. It rejects the erroneous, lazy and dangerous argument that Hitler’s victory was somehow inevitable due to qualitatively and quantitatively superior forces using new, carefully honed and mechanized fighting methods that combined air and ground operations within a unifying plan. Yet it also hopes to cut through the complexity to see whether the campaign is an illustration of General James Mattis’s argument that ‘Ultimately a real understanding of history means that we face nothing new under the sun.’3 

			It is, of course, for readers to draw whatever lessons they think pertinent from what follows, although as they do so it should be remembered that an historian’s conclusions are made with the benefit of hindsight – and often with the luxury of source material which was not available at the time. Yet while an historian making criticisms from the comfort of an armchair and a commander making decisions in the heat of battle might not seem to have too much in common, both share the responsibility to make sense when there seems to be none and to create some degree of order out of chaos. And there was chaos aplenty on and over the battlefields of the Netherlands, Belgium and France in 1940.4

			Chapter one

			Ingredients

			There are always antecedent causes. A beginning is an artifice, and what recommends one over another is how much sense it makes of what follows.

			Ian McEwan, Enduring Love

			You live in interesting times. Interesting times are always enigmatic times that promise no rest, no prosperity or continuity or security. [In our age] there coexist a number of incompatible forces, none of which can either win or lose  … Never has humanity joined so much power and so much disarray, so much anxiety and so many playthings, so much knowledge and so much uncertainty.

			Paul Valéry, poet and philosopher, in a prize-giving speech at a Paris lycée in 19321 

			It was the end for Warsaw and Poland. After days and nights of pounding by the Germans, the nation’s leadership reviewed the situation. The city’s brave civilians could, and would, continue their resistance if necessary, but to what ends? Not for the first time in Polish history, the enemy was grinding Warsaw’s buildings into dust, its barely recognizable streets filled with thousands of dead. Further fighting was deemed to be futile and there seemed to be no hope of salvation. On 28 September 1939, a spokesman of the High Command announced in a clear, cold voice that ‘After twenty days of heroic defence … [and] practically the destruction of half the city’ an armistice had been agreed and conditions for capitulation were being discussed.2 It was a remarkable military achievement for Germany, which was now reaping the benefits of Hitler’s investment in the nation’s military machine. Swift and effective, the campaign filled the excited German chancellor with a confidence that was evident to senior officers at a Führer Conference on 27 September at which he announced his intentions to invade the West. A long-held ambition was to be realized: France was to be invaded and the humiliation of 1918 and 1919 avenged. Yet Hitler’s audience, still digesting events in Poland, was stunned by the news. Neither the army (Heer) nor the air force (Luftwaffe) believed that they could possibly be ready in time: disengagement and post-surrender duties would vie with the need to relocate, rearm and reorganize, to learn lessons and train and plan accordingly – the list was endless. Hitler had anticipated their concerns – in his view this was the apprehension of the feeble – but his attempt to remind the military professionals of victories over the old enemy in 1815 and 1870 was not relevant in the circumstances. Further attempts to reassure them with ideological mumbo-jumbo about the German soldier’s ‘natural superiority’ which, when combined with ‘experience and aggressiveness’, made a German division ‘worth more than a French division’ also failed to hit their mark.3 General Franz Halder, Chief of Staff to the Army High Command (OKH), could not hide his misgivings and expressed his belief that any invasion plans for the West would have to be delayed by months or even years if the necessary preparations were to be made. Hitler dismissed the opinion. ‘The relative strength will not improve in our best interests,’ he said testily. ‘The enemy strength will gradually improve ….’4 The meeting was left under no illusion that Hitler, as Supreme Commander of the German Armed Forces, sought invasion before the year was out.

			Hitler’s Führer Directive No. 6, dated 9 October 1939, provided a little more detail about his ambitions towards France and spoke of a ‘swift and shattering blow in the West’ in an attack through Luxembourg, Belgium and Holland. The aim was to: 

			[D]efeat as much as possible of the French Army and of the forces of the allies fighting on their side, and at the same time to win as much territory as possible in Holland, Belgium, and Northern France to serve as a base for the successful prosecution of the air and sea war against England and as a wide protective area for the economically vital Ruhr. 6

			Keen to instil a sense of urgency into proceedings and to guide OKH’s planning of the invasion, Hitler followed the directive with a Führer Conference the very next day. Here he asserted that an attack against France would prove ‘no more difficult than Poland’ although, he conceded, a decision might only be achieved after Germany had been ‘forced into positional’ warfare.7 Such a situation was deemed a distinct possibility because it was accepted that, despite significant improvements to the German military over recent years, any invasion would still need to outflank the Maginot Line to the north and so run into a waiting enemy in central Belgium. Altogether, it was an undertaking that horrified the generals as they considered the damage which was likely to be done to their still-developing military machine, and one they thought could well end in defeat.

			General Wilhelm Keitel, the chain-smoking head of Hitler’s strategic decision-making body Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) who was ‘temperamentally unequipped to deal with Hitler’8 and trusted his brilliance unreservedly, offered his resignation over the issue, but it was refused. General Walther von Brauchitsch, the commander-in-chief of the army who was becoming increasingly deferential to the Supreme Commander, nonetheless shared his field army commanders’ concerns that the operational challenges involved in the scheme were too great. One of their number was the dour General Wilhelm von Leeb, of whom a fellow officer said if he ‘ever tried to smile, it would crack his face’.9 He had recently been called out of retirement to command Army Group C, had lost a son in the Polish campaign and was one of several senior officers who used the word ‘insane’ to describe Hitler’s proposal.10 In the wake of the new directive, private conversations were had between old professional colleagues, but although they agreed that an invasion was ill-advised, it did not take them long to recognize the futility of encouraging an argument with a man whose mind was already made up. 

			Disagreement and friction between Hitler and his senior generals was not a new phenomenon and gained an edge as the Führer’s demands became more exacting and risky. Hitler felt threatened by the traditional and aristocratic Prussian officer class, with their influence, easy confidence, sense of entitlement and conservatism – didn’t these men want to fight? In return, the generals despised his lack of self-control, his political fanaticism, his cult of personality and the power he had accumulated, even if they did share his vision of a Germany returning to greatness. Most found their Führer and his associates boorish, stained by the politics of the gutter, and believed him ill-suited to be their country’s leader, let alone their Supreme Commander. Hitler had assumed this position in 1938 and exploited the officer corps’ abiding sense of honour by having them all swear a personal oath of loyalty and obedience to him: he needed to control these leaders of men and to harness their professionalism in order to achieve his political aims in Europe. To which end, he used OKW as his central military staff; it had been formed in 1935 to replace the War Ministry and direct the service commands and was comprised of both loyal and competent men. These officers took Hitler’s strategic ideas and translated them into orders that were passed on to the subordinate service commands, whose latitude of action was increasingly confined solely to operational issues. Further undermining their influence, Hitler rarely invited service chiefs to the same Führer Conferences and ruled by creating division. Disunited, the services posed less of a threat to OKW’s strategic plans.

			Hitler was particularly keen to neuter OKH since Germany was a great land power and the army had always directed strategy and acted as the politicians’ principal adviser on war policy. By succeeding in this, he made the General Staff less a focal point for military creativity and more an organization which turned his strategic whim into operational reality. Nevertheless, as the autumn of 1939 set in and winter loomed, Hitler believed that OKH was deliberately and unnecessarily vacillating over the production of its own plans. Frustrated and sensing treachery, he decided that it was time to reassert his authority and on 23 November held a command conference at the imposing new Reich Chancellery on Berlin’s Vossstrasse at which he reaffirmed: ‘My decision is unalterable. I will attack France and England at the best and soonest moment … I will stop at nothing and I will annihilate anybody who is against me.’11 OKH’s reaction was immediate, the tipping point had been reached, and staff officers – led by Halder – did their utmost to produce a plan that would satisfy the Supreme Commander.

			OKH’s concerns about Germany’s ability to emerge victorious in a campaign in the West remained undiminished, despite the successful outcome of the Poland campaign. The recent strengthening of the armed forces had been welcomed by the service chiefs, but it had been a long and arduous road to recover from the strict military provisions of the Treaty of Versailles. During the 1920s, a number of talented officers had seen the armed forces through intensive care, waiting patiently until strength could be regained. Nurturing both the physical and intellectual abilities of the new Reichswehr, a quasi-military organization, early in this period was General Hans von Seeckt. Intelligent and shrewd, as head of the ‘defence force’ from 1920 to 1926 he laid the foundations for a new, modern German military ready to contest industrialized warfare.12 It was von Seeckt who put the German military on a course that his successors duly followed, and Hitler took full advantage of this gift and, in full defiance of Versailles, openly rearmed. 

			Just weeks after coming to power in January 1933, Hitler announced to his ministerial colleagues that ‘billions of marks are necessary for German rearmament … the future of Germany depends exclusively and alone on the rebuilding of the armed forces. Every other task must take second place to rearmament ….’13 This, together with the reintroduction of conscription in 1935, was part of a process of mass mobilization for war. The German people, keen to right the wrongs of 1919, were carefully conditioned for war and came to believe their destiny was closely tied to the military and personal sacrifice. Meanwhile, the armed forces prospered in the knowledge that they were an essential part of Hitler’s vision. A glimpse of the future was provided in March 1936 with the reoccupation of the Rhineland by German troops. Although this risky operation involved just three battalions of infantry and two squadrons of aircraft, Hitler believed it essential if Germany was to confront the status quo successfully. As it was, France blinked first, and Germany stepped back into the international sunlight. The confidence that the episode gave Hitler further fuelled the nation’s preparations for war. Within a year, almost every area of economic life had been brought under the control of the Nazi state and the speed of rearmament was increased. By 1938, Germany was spending 17 per cent of its GNP on the military (it had been 3 per cent in 1914). This was twice the figure for both Britain and France, and in 1939 it rose to 23 per cent.14 Yet the tempo of rearmament was sometimes impossible to maintain. In 1936, for example, there was a plan to increase the army’s forty divisions to over 100 and to have them ready for action three years later. Within twelve months, however, the schedule was thrown into disarray as half of the 1937 target was missed. Hitler, though, displayed a stubborn unwillingness to accept reality, and he refused to acknowledge the army’s advice that they would not be ready for a general war until 1943. Such, in fact, was the senior officers’ pessimism that they argued that the Westwall – nearly 400 miles of defences on the border with France which sought to deter an attack in the West, and particularly one undertaken to aid France’s allies in the East – would not be completed until 1953.

			The military consistently challenged the demanding schedule required by Hitler’s unfurling foreign policy. In the wake of the Anschluss with Austria during May 1938, for example, while the army had concerns about aspects of their performance which demanded attention, Hitler looked to use force in Czechoslovakia. Major General Alfred Jodl, Chief of the Operations Staff of OKW, noted in his diary at the time: ‘Sharp controversy between Hitler and army leaders. Hitler says: we must go ahead this year, the army says we cannot.’15 The invasion of Czechoslovakia was eventually replaced by a negotiated settlement, but Hitler was furious that his clenched fist had been prised open into a handshake. As he eschewed anything that smacked of German weakness, the military had to fight a constant battle to make Hitler recognize the practicalities involved in the application of force. Yet while the military wanted to develop its strength and capability, Hitler was keen to strike as early as possible in order not to give his enemies more time to prepare. He could not help being vexed by the military’s persistent hand-wringing, even if he also knew that the Germans were still not ready for another war. His response was characteristic: the service chiefs would be brought into line and the population’s mental conditioning would be completed through a renewed propaganda effort. The armed forces were given another year to develop muscle – and, in Hitler’s eyes, a spine – and the populace to become hardened to the idea of war. Both would be tested at the end of the summer of 1939 by the invasion of Poland. But while the German people were relatively keen to see territory lost at Versailles regained, the generals recognized that the invasion would very likely lead to war with France and Britain. 

			As it was, by August 1939 the armed forces were on stand-by once again and a sense of anticipation gripped the nation. Uniforms were to be seen everywhere while barracks, training areas and new airfields sprang up across the country. By this time, Germany’s armed forces had grown to over 4,564,000 personnel – 3,737,104 in the army, 677,000 in the Luftwaffe and 150,000 in the navy – out of a population of 80 million. Yet such figures hint more at potential capability, and the generals were very aware that only 1.31 million troops were in active units, 647,000 were fully trained in reserve, around 1.8 million were partly trained and 808,000 had received no training at all.16 This meant that the field army of 103 divisions that had been raised in four waves was of widely varying quality. The first wave consisted of fifty-two active divisions – fifteen of which were armoured and motorized – with 78 per cent regulars and the remainder being reservists recently released from active duty. These divisions were fully trained and equipped. In contrast, the third wave was comprised of fourteen divisions containing men up to the age of forty-five who had not been trained since 1918, and a supply train that contained more horses than trucks.17 Indeed, equipment and weapons were in such short supply that the field army had thirty-four divisions that were only half-equipped.18 To this end, von Leeb informed Halder that the third-wave divisions were only fit for static defence and the fourth wave needed more training to be capable of anything. 

			But while past German military success had been firmly rooted in its army, air power was now a factor too, which meant that the Luftwaffe also had to be carefully developed. Central to this was the identification of whether it would be most effective at the strategic, operational or tactical level, or a mix of all three. Reichsminister of aviation and former fighter pilot Hermann Göring was keen on the strategic potential of heavy bombers to bring about a rapid and decisive victory. Even so, by 1935 Germany had proved unable to produce the 450 aircraft required and changed tack towards a more flexible air fleet. Evidence of this can be seen in August 1939, for by this date the Luftwaffe’s operational strength included 788 fighters, 431 long-range fighters, 361 dive-bombers, 1,542 medium bombers, 630 reconnaissance aircraft and 488 transport aircraft.19 It was an impressive force and certainly offered more potential than the navy, which became relatively neglected because, other than its U-boats, it was deemed to offer few strategic advantages. Indeed, as Admiral Erich Raeder, its commander-in-chief, noted: ‘The navy is not ready for the great fight with England. The only thing the fleet can do is to prove that it can sink honourably.’20 

			Yet although both the army and air force had mass by August 1939, their potential for offensive success depended on the application of the relevant fighting methods and how well those methods could be integrated into a suitable operational plan. Throughout the rapid development of air and ground forces under the Nazis, staff officers had to remain keenly aware of what Hitler might ask the military to achieve, against whom and where. It was these considerations, therefore, that shaped German doctrine and thence, procurement, organization and training.21 That doctrine was built on the foundations laid by von Seeckt and his successors which sought not only to provide the basis for a large army but also, through the hard work of a general staff – the brain of the army – an intelligent one. It demanded excellence in every facet of the Reichswehr in order to make it the best small force anywhere. Its officers, from whom the general staff were chosen, were rigorously and competitively selected, trained and educated. It was a system that produced a doctrine that was to remain influential throughout the opening years of the war, but also a general staff that was instinctively deferential to history and tradition, and therefore uncomfortable with the unorthodox and radical.22 

			— ¤ —

			German fighting methods were therefore developed in a conservative context, even if directed by von Seeckt’s belief that ‘The goal of modern strategy will be to achieve a decision with highly mobile, highly capable forces, before the masses have even begun to move.’23 As a result, by 1939 the German army had a doctrine emphasizing speed, aggression, combined arms and initiative. Yet while modern, it looked back in as many ways as it looked forward as that same doctrine incorporated traditional German concepts – for example, striking first, hard and deep – which were given a modern edge through the embrace of new technology and organizations. Even so, von Seeckt also advised that such methods were ‘useless if they are not guided by a grand idea and if they are not combined toward and aimed at the purpose of the campaign, yes, the entire war.’24 To him, local tactical advances were for nothing if not linked to wider operational success which would have a decisive strategic impact. Indeed, Prussian and later German military leaders had historically sought decisive battles of annihilation using swift and skilful troops – Frederick the Great in the eighteenth century, Helmut von Moltke in 1870, and Alfred von Schlieffen in his 1905 plan to outflank Paris, to name but three. Thus, during the inter-war years the operational concept that dominated was a war of movement (Bewegungskrieg) followed by a battle of annihilation at the operational level (Vernichtungsschlacht) which might include the battle of encirclement (Kesselschlacht). Doctrine facilitated this concept, and so it is worth exploring it in a little more detail.

			Army Regulation 487, Leadership and Battle with Combined Arms, was published in the early 1920s and, despite the restrictions of Versailles, referred to infantry assault battalions, artillery preparation and support, combined arms and the use of tanks (panzers) in an offensive setting. It emphasized surprise, initiative and infiltration tactics to penetrate weak points in the enemy’s defences as well as the requirement to find the point where a decisive action could be achieved (Schwerpunkt). It discussed the importance of the continuous battle, by-passing centres of resistance, maintaining the initiative and creating a psychological blow to create panic as breaches were widened by follow-up forces which then reduced the centres of resistance. It was a method that demanded rapid, ‘on the spot’ decision-making with subordinate commanders using their initiative to achieve their superiors’ intent. It was founded on the German tradition of Auftragstaktik (mission-orientated tactics) and sought to take advantage of fleeting opportunities. As a consequence, doctrine emphasized the requirement for excellent communications forwards, rearwards and laterally. Although Leadership and Battle with Combined Arms was duly revised to incorporate lessons learned and new technology, it was the foundation of German inter-war doctrine.25 Its heavy influence, therefore, can be found in Army Regulation 300, Troop Leadership (Truppenführung), which was published in 1933 and remained in use until 1945. The major difference between the two regulations lay in the weight given to motorized (wheeled transport without protection) and mechanized (armoured and armed transport – armoured fighting vehicles) commands, and armoured formations, which included motorized and mechanized units along with other elements. The 1933 doctrine recognized that all vehicles were now more reliable and possessed greater speed and range. This meant that, when married with the improved communications offered by high-powered and portable radios, armoured warfare demanded serious consideration. As one Wehrmacht general later observed: ‘The decisive breakthrough into modern military thinking consisted not of a breakthrough in armour weapons, but a breakthrough in the communications weapons.’26 Suddenly there was the possibility of restoring the operational opportunities for Germany that had proved so difficult to achieve in 1914. 

			The potential for motorization and mechanization to have a tactical and operational impact in a war of movement that could achieve decision was vigorously debated. Several schools of thought emerged among its advocates. Oswald Lutz, Walter Spannenkrebs and Heinz Guderian, for example, argued for tanks to be massed in all-tank armies with independent missions to intensify and fully utilize their firepower and mobility. Ernst Volckheim and Ludwig von Eimannsberger, however, believed that tanks should form part of larger combined arms formations with – in most cases – an emphasis on their tactical utility, particularly for infantry support.27 The massed tank school was far too radical for the senior generals to embrace comfortably. This was partly because they saw the inherent risks and difficulties in operations which aimed to strike at the enemy in depth, but also because of the threat this approach posed to the traditional arms, with tanks playing the lead and the rest of the field army in a supporting role. As a result, it was the combined arms school – a concept at the heart of German doctrine – that emerged victorious and led to a powerful yet flexible formation being developed. Following successful experimental manoeuvres with a full combined arms armoured division in 1934, the first three panzer divisions came into existence in October of the following year. It was a remarkable development. 

			A German panzer division was comprised of a tank brigade of two regiments and, commonly by the end of 1939, two motorized infantry regiments. Supporting arms included a regiment of artillery and motorcycle, reconnaissance, anti-tank, pioneer and signals battalions. Thus, despite their title, panzer divisions were not tank divisions but all-arms divisions which were also developed to co-operate with air power. It was a division, its supporters contended, that was stronger than the sum of its individual parts and, rather than operating independently, would work with the rest of the army to improve mobility. The massed tank school, however, saw the potential of the panzer divisions to enjoy independent operations if given the responsibility, for they had the ability to manoeuvre, and to assault and pursue a defeated enemy to his destruction. This was because the striking power of the formation was comprised of tanks – each division had a notional establishment of 561 – and these were generally swift and mobile.28

			The PanzerKampfwagen (PzKpfw) I was the most common tank and had a top speed of 22 mph, but was only lightly armoured and had but two machine guns. The similarly numerous PzKpfw II was also lightly armoured, although it was armed with a 2cm gun as well as a machine gun and had a top speed of 35 mph. The PzKpfw III and IV were far less common but more heavily armed and armoured. The Mk III boasted a 3.7mm gun and two machine guns and a top speed of 20 mph and armour up to 30mm thick. The Mk IV was similarly armoured, had the same top speed, a 7.5cm gun and two or three machine guns. The preponderance of PzKpfw Is and IIs made the panzer divisions far more inclined towards high mobility and far less so towards heavy contact and slugging it out against powerful enemy positions, especially if these included anti-tank guns. Such considerations were not immaterial to the debate about how these divisions might be used in an operational context. Indeed, having been given command of one of the new panzer divisions in October 1935, Guderian remained a passionate advocate of independent operations and, as more of these formations became available, argued for them to be massed together in panzer corps. To him, the panzer division, if correctly used, was a campaign-winning asset.

			One of the reasons that men like Guderian were convinced that panzer divisions were so useful was because they could fight at a distance from the main body, and particularly if supported by air power. Although it would seem reasonable that the Germans’ move away from strategic bombing, coinciding as it did with the birth of the panzer division, would see the Luftwaffe naturally gravitate towards the support of ground units, this was not the reality. Far from being a mere adjunct of the army, the Luftwaffe had evolved a doctrine that focused on the broader role of defeating the enemy’s armed forces through the breaking of his will and of supporting ground forces where required.29 The Conduct of the Air War, a regulation published in 1935, advocated gaining air superiority and air supremacy at the decisive point. This would allow for bombing strikes against enemy assets in depth, but also provide close air support when the circumstances of its impact might be decisive. The air power-panzer division combination therefore offered considerable potential and was brought to a relatively high degree of tactical effectiveness through trials in 1937 which included the largest manoeuvres undertaken since Versailles. During one exercise held in northern Germany during September, 3rd Panzer Division scored a stunning success. Moving rapidly, its armour, supported by air power, broke through the enemy, drove into his rear, cut his supply lines and created an encirclement while reinforcements were kept at bay by air power. By the fourth day of a seven-day exercise, the attackers had secured victory. Hitler made a personal visit with Mussolini to watch proceedings, moving from site to site by car and cheered by troops. A new era was dawning.

			By the end of 1937, the panzer division had made its mark in German military thinking and became the face of the army to the people. It was a period marked by Hitler’s support of the Nationalists in the Spanish Civil War with both air and armoured units, but not panzer divisions. It allowed the Germans to blood a small number of troops and test some concepts which saw, for example, the Luftwaffe increasingly called on to perform close air support missions. It was here that practical solutions to challenges were tested and some lessons learned – including the vital importance of air-to-ground communications and vice versa. Even so, the experience did not lead to a major Luftwaffe reorganization and although close air support was hardly neglected, in general terms the war was deemed to be of limited value in preparation for a war against first-class opponents. But Spain did offer valuable experience as regards planning and staff work, fighting experience with important weapons systems, and minor tactics; in other words those involving formations of company size and below. The same was also true of the March 1938 annexation of Austria – the Anschluss. The success of Guderian’s 2nd Panzer Division in racing 420 miles in just two days was remarkable, although not achieved without a third of its tanks breaking down, logistic frailty and horrendous traffic jams. The mistakes, however, demanded a solution and so subsequently mobile workshops were integrated into the panzer divisions for repair and recovery, lead elements of the divisions carried up to five days’ worth of vital supplies with them, and traffic control became better organized. 

			The German military machine had come a great distance in a short time by the summer of 1938, but it remained untested in the sort of conflict and against the sort of enemy that Hitler was hurtling towards. This is not, of course, an uncommon position for the military to be in but senior officers remained concerned by the risks inherent in such rapid evolution without the requisite time for reflection, adjustment and training. What the Germans had in fact developed was a two-speed army since they were unable to put such a large number of divisions on wheels. Even the flagship panzer divisions were under-strength, while the rest of the field army remained very largely unmotorized and unmechanized, instead relying on boot leather and beasts of burden. This proved a great challenge to those with responsibility for developing plans that were to incorporate both the motorized and mechanized elements of the army – there were six panzer divisions by the summer of 1939 – and the standard infantry divisions. Should operations be limited to the speed and ability of the traditional majority, or should the potential of the minority be unleashed in a vanguard of risky independent operations by massed panzer divisions in panzer corps? Put another way, should the Germans fight conservatively and with little hope of a decisive outcome, or radically by utilizing their costly mobile divisions in search of a decisive result? 

			The fact that no decision had been made about massing panzer divisions to seek such a decisive operational impact was partly due to a lack of relevant formations, but more to the conservative approach to fulfilling Hitler’s strategic ambitions. There was no Blitzkrieg (lightning war) concept in existence to shape a campaign and it certainly was not formalized in doctrine. Although the German army had used the word Blitzkrieg in military articles since 1935 to describe a swift and decisive operation or strategy, there was no unifying definition of the term at this time.30 Indeed, far from preparing for a Blitzkrieg, Germany was in the midst of preparing for a protracted, attritional war and it was the failure to properly prepare for such a war that was seen by the High Command as a reason why any attack on a first-class military opponent should be delayed. It was in this context that the debate between the traditionalists and radicals about how Germany should conduct operations developed. Might not, argued some, German military assets be used in such a way as to allow Germany to swiftly defeat the likes of France? It was a question that had not been answered when, in the summer of 1939, Germany planned her invasion of Poland and remained only partially answered eight months later when Hitler launched his attack in the West. 

			Hitler’s confidence in eventually overcoming France was based partly on his belief in ‘natural’ German superiority, but also because he considered his enemy to be ‘decadent’, ‘tired’ and ‘divided’ after a prolonged period of political and social division.31 France was, he believed, broken – its inter-war governments lasting, on average, a mere seven months – and thus ripe for the picking. There was more than a kernel of truth in this appraisal as the country’s leaders had failed to ensure its armed forces were sufficiently strong and possessed a robust strategy: France lacked a vital self-awareness and was consequently vulnerable to Germany’s arrogant aggressiveness. French historian and reserve officer Marc Bloch argued in his memoir Strange Defeat: A Statement of Evidence Written in 1940 that the armed forces reflected the weaknesses of France:

			In no nation is any professional group ever entirely responsible for its own actions. The solidarity of society as a whole is too strong to permit the existence of the sort of moral autonomy, existing in isolation, which any such total responsibility would seem to imply. The staffs worked with tools that were put into their hands by the nation at large. The psychological conditions in which they lived were not altogether of their own making, and they themselves, through their members, were as their origins had moulded them. They could only be what their totality of the social fact, as it existed in France, permitted them to be.32

			The situation was not helped by the poor relationship between France’s politicians and the military. This meant that the executive’s ideas regarding defence could not always be critically or properly evaluated by those who would put them into action and it led to mutual suspicion and mistrust. Such friction was not new as the French officer corps had feared the revolutionary ambitions of the political left for 150 years, while the left feared a large standing army’s potential as an instrument of repression. As a consequence, ever since Versailles a series of leftist governments had attempted to emasculate the army and reaffirm political mastery over those in uniform. The Superior War Council (SWC or Conseil Supérieur de la Guerre), the supreme body controlling military affairs in both peacetime and wartime, was consequently placed under civilian control. It consisted of senior army generals and members of the executive and was headed by the minister of war. The designated wartime army commander, the chief of staff, was its vice-president. The SWC became, de facto, a general staff under close civilian control and it lacked autonomy and dynamism and was slow to react. Even so, it played an important role as an advisory and consultative body across nearly all military matters but left a great deal of discussion about defence and military matters to councils, committees and the labyrinthine routines of bureaucracy.

			— ¤ —

			The French military decision-making system wanted for both efficiency and effectiveness, but it reflected a national inclination to hold the armed forces in check. The population was weary of war, guns and uniforms. Losses of 1.4 million men in the First World War (one in ten of the country’s population of military age) were greater – and proportionally higher – than those of any other western European belligerent.33 Furthermore, over half of the 6.5 million that served and survived the war had sustained injuries. The most visible were the 1.1 million mutilés – those that were maimed, disfigured or invalided – but there were millions of others who suffered from deafness or nightmares or were psychologically damaged. The First World War was an experience that had a fundamental impact on France during the inter-war years. As Omer Bartov has written: ‘[I]t is impossible to understand any of the major political, cultural, military or popular trends and attitudes without realizing that visions of war, memories of past massacres and fears of their recurrence dominated the minds of the French.’34 The result was that, when there were competing claims on dwindling national resources during exacting economic times, it was only the political right that stood against swingeing cuts to the military budget. This led directly to the cutting of the length of military service from three years to two in 1921, then to eighteen months in 1923 and finally to just twelve months in 1928. In line with this, the peacetime army was reduced from forty-one to thirty-one and then just twenty infantry divisions. It was a situation that was partially justified by the argument that, with a declining population, France just could not countenance a large standing army. In 1919, its population had been 39 million, with the prospect of 184,000 men being of military age by the mid-1930s. Germany, however, had a population of 59 million and 464,000 men of military age in 1933. It was only in 1935, when this disparity became dangerously obvious, that two-year military service was reintroduced in France.35 

			The latent German threat, although hardly a popular concern, remained a worry for the country’s leaders during the 1920s. As a consequence, despite appalling economic difficulties and a diminishing army, plans were put in place to ensure that France was prepared for renewed aggression from its angry and frustrated neighbour to the east. Thus in 1926 the country began to develop a national defence policy based on ‘total war’. In the whirlpool of short-term French decision-making, this was instead an attempt to take a long-term view in order to defend the population. The problem with the policy, though, was its lack of flexibility. An all-or-nothing strategy, one which demanded that the nation mobilize totally before committing the army, meant that France became unable to use military force in a more restrained manner.36 Yet while the policy at least offered some sort of plan, the military continued to express their concern that upon mobilization any mass national army needed to be a large, modern and flexible force capable of offence as well as defence. There was little to be gained, it was argued, from neglecting the armed forces and then dramatically expanding them only when absolutely necessary. 

			The difficulty was, of course, that maintaining a highly capable army meant considerable investment as this force would require the latest weaponry and equipment, a carefully constructed doctrine and relevant training and education, not to mention high morale. This, it seems, was far too much to ask and instead the army atrophied. It was simply directed to use the surplus weapons of the First World War, while the quality of its regular troops was diminished by poor opportunities for promotion in a shrinking force, increasingly uncompetitive rates of pay, unenticing living conditions and unedifying social standing. It was an army that looked hopefully to tomorrow while, unlike its German equivalent, it did little to prepare for it. Indeed, many decisions thoroughly undermined its future capability, such as that which directed that each active division be divided in three upon mobilization, with each part acting as the ‘hub’ for a new division which would be two thirds reservist. Thus it would become the job of the active personnel to train the reservists and act as a cadre for some of the mobilized units, although there was not the opportunity for reserve units to train with their wartime brother units or parent division. ‘Having accepted the concept of total warfare,’ argues Allan Doughty, ‘the French – including the High Command – thus viewed the military as a relatively rough and blunt instrument, not as a highly tuned, highly flexible force.’37 

			The choice of a defensive strategic stance with armed forces of a limited capability saw the French naturally gravitate towards the building of defensive positions. The High Command had been ruminating over the development of defensive works since Versailles and in May 1920 the SWC examined future German threats to France. The Council decided that it was essential to defend the heavily industrialized territory in the north-east of the country which contained the majority of French natural resources and the workforce critical to the fighting of an industrialized war.38 This area had been overrun by the Kaiser’s troops in 1914, but there was a desire not to fight on French soil again and an equally fervent wish to keep the Germans out of artillery range of the border. There was, however, also the threat of a surprise attack (attaque brusquée) across the historically sensitive and relatively long common border of Alsace-Lorraine. As the defence of this area would require more men to defend it than the frontier with Belgium, the recommendation from the SWC was to fortify the Alsace-Lorraine border. Although the industrial north-east was vital territory, the strategic depth offered by Belgium would give time for France to mobilize and race to meet the invaders, fighting them on another nation’s soil with its own forces in pre-prepared positions. This would be possible because since September 1920 there had been a Franco-Belgian military agreement which not only diluted French isolation, but added a prop to her strategy and morale. It was also a consideration, of course, that building fortifications on the French border behind the Belgians would not have been diplomatically astute.39 France needed all the friends it could get, and it was also hoped that German violation of Belgian territory would bring the otherwise isolationist Britain back into the great alliance as this would threaten that country’s own interests. It was then anticipated that after a period of attritional warfare, the Allies, their troops now seasoned by combat, could then – just as in 1918 – exploit the enemy’s weakness before attacking to victory. 

			The form that the defences of Alsace-Lorraine were to take was not quickly decided. In the early 1920s, a special commission under the SWC was established to look into the issue. The generals feared that strong, expensive, permanent defences were the thin end of a defensive wedge which would further fracture the military budget, severely compromise French strategic and operational flexibility, undermine capability and limit the potential for creative military thinking.40 Yet while the generals cogently argued for temporary and inexpensive defences which did not make offence impossible, their words made little impression on one of the best-known and most respected soldiers in the country, the victor of Verdun, Marshal Henri Philippe Pétain. In 1922, while minister of war, André Maginot inserted Pétain as Inspector General between himself and the High Command with the power to review all military decisions. It was an appointment which sought to ensure that the Marshal’s belief in a strong defence would be influential. And so it proved, for in October 1927, after protracted discussion, a decision was taken to construct deep underground fortifications in key areas of the Alsace-Lorraine front, and smaller blockhouses connected by other obstacles along the other parts of the common frontier with Germany. It took two years for the figures and plans to be drawn up and so it was not until January 1930, at the start of a new period of financial instability in Europe, that a very strong majority of the National Assembly voted in favour of the scheme. It was a massive capital investment at the start of what was to prove a desperate decade economically, but was seen as an efficient use of public finances considering the alternative of massive rearmament. The work was to be spread over four years and construction was to start immediately. The first phase would cover the frontier with fortifications along the joint front and continue along the border with Luxembourg to a point just beyond the Belgian frontier, stopping where the Ardennes began. This densely forested region consisted of hills and winding roads, rivers, streams and narrow bridges, forming a front facing the French border of around seventy-five miles in length. The nature of the terrain, together with the fact that here the River Meuse offered a considerable obstacle just within French territory, led to a decision not to fortify the region. It was argued that the Ardennes was too difficult for a motorized and mechanized force to negotiate successfully. Indeed, Pétain appeared before the Senate Army Commission in March 1934 to say that the sector was ‘not dangerous’.41 

			The initial Maginot Line construction phase was completed by 1935. It cost far in excess of the estimate and led to further defence cuts. Just as the generals had foreseen, when married with a national defence policy of total war, the ‘Great Wall’ marked a further shift away from a large, flexible and capable force and towards a defensively minded one which could not be used for a pre-emptive strike, or even limited offensive action across the German border. It was a stance defended by Pétain’s disciple, General Louis Maurin, who, when minister of war, said to loud applause in the Chamber of Deputies on 3 March 1935: ‘How could it be that we are still thinking of the offensive when we have spent billions to establish a defensive barrier? Would we be mad enough to advance beyond this barrier upon goodness knows what adventure?’42 The impact of the defensive total war strategy was starkly illustrated by France’s inaction in response to the German reoccupation of the Rhineland in 1936. The French had decided to dig in physically and mentally, leading to an oppressive ‘Maginot mentality’, eschewing the offensive, rejecting the initiative and reflecting a sense of vulnerability, fear, defensiveness, conservatism, feebleness and self-delusion. This mindset was ‘designed to guarantee France the greatest chance of surviving an unwanted war from which it had nothing to gain. Not a formula for decisive victory, it was meant to be proof against catastrophic failure.’43 However, events moved fast and soon after the completion of the Maginot Line and the reoccupation of the Rhineland, Belgium lost its confidence and, fearing that it might get drawn into a war with Germany due to its alliance with France, declared its neutrality. No longer could the French expect to be allowed easy access into Belgium; they would have to be invited, and any limited staff planning between the two states’ militaries would have to be secret. With Belgium taking a path away from France, Britain playing hard to get and the rise in German military expenditure threatening to catch Europe wrong-footed, French rearmament made its way back up the political agenda in 1936. 

			The remarkable aspect of the French undertaking rearmament at the end of the 1930s was that it was done in the teeth of continued popular anti-war feeling. Yet Edouard Daladier, who from December 1932 to May 1940 held the position of minister of war for all but twenty-eight months, provided vital stability and continuity of decision-making. Although a former pacifist, Daladier had come to recognize that fascism in Europe could not be removed without resorting to war. He therefore backed rearmament as part of a left-of-centre Popular Front government elected in May 1936 under Léon Blum – the first socialist prime minister of France – although it had ostensibly been elected to deliver social reform. Daladier managed to achieve increased defence spending and in September 1936 a programme of 14 billion francs was announced, to be divided evenly between the three services.44 With this new funding the Maginot Line could now be extended with defences running up to the North Sea coast – an insurance policy now that the Belgians had abandoned the French.45 Even so, the new defences that were to be built were lightest in the area where the French hoped to advance to contact with the Germans in central Belgium, and heavier – but not as heavy as the Maginot Line – across the Ardennes front. Here they merely consisted of ‘special dispositions’ – roadblocks, earthworks, demolitions and the like. This Maginot Line extension was barely completed by the end of 1939. Nevertheless, it seems that the French had forgotten the old military maxim: he who decides to defend everything, defends nothing. After visiting the Line in 1939, British corps commander Alan Brooke, who had been brought up and educated in France, wrote that the defences were ‘a masterpiece in its way and there is no doubt that the whole concept of the Maginot Line is a stroke of genius. And yet! It gave me but little feeling of security, and I consider that the French would have done better to invest the money in the shape of mobile defences such as more and better aircraft and more heavily armoured divisions than to sink all this money into the ground.’46 It was a point of view with which many of Brooke’s French colleagues agreed.47

			Rearmament could not come soon enough for the army and air force, even if the navy had soaked up a larger proportion of the defence budget, for it was a strategic force, vital for the maintenance of communications with the country’s colonies and the supply of raw materials and manpower from them. Yet renewed investment in ground and air assets did not mean that France immediately became transformed into a nation ready for war. Daladier recognized this during the 1938 Czechoslovakian Crisis. Prime minister for the third time from April 1938 to March 1940, he saw that time was needed for the military to bulk up, and for the population to share his belief in the need for war. Indeed, explaining the government’s pursuit of appeasement in 1938, French foreign minister Georges Bonnet later said:

			[The] Czechoslovak army would have been quickly overrun. England could do nothing, France hardly more. France did not have an air force, and General Gamelin [France’s Commander-in-Chief] admitted the impossibility of a strong ground offensive ‘within at least two years’.48 

			Recognizing that time was not on France’s side and that it did not hold the initiative, Daladier, supported by finance minister Paul Reynaud, provided the armed forces with what he expected to be a final financial boost at the end of 1938. Funding had averaged a little over 13 billion francs between 1931 and 1935, but by 1938 had risen to 29.1 billion francs and was increased to 93.6 billion francs in 1939.49 Yet finance was not the only issue; there was a difficulty turning francs into firepower after so many years of economic hardship in which there had been little investment in modern industrial technology, while there was also a lack of raw resources and skilled labour. The system groaned and creaked into action, however, and industry eventually started producing new weapons – weapons which the armed forces would require time to familiarize themselves and train with. Nevertheless, when in the wake of the capitulation of the Czech army and of Prague in March 1939 the French government offered guarantees to Poland, a turning point was reached and the population recognized not only that war was necessary, but that in all likelihood it would start soon over Poland.50 From this point on, the government would stand up to Germany and there was evidence that the people, albeit reluctantly, would stand shoulder to shoulder with it in using war as a political tool.Hitler managed to do what a generation of politicians in France had failed to do: unite the country in a common cause. As Richard Overy has written: ‘The ordinary Frenchman did not welcome war, but he welcomed Hitler less.’51 

			This left the French army and air force in a position where they were likely to face the Germans in a general war, relying on a defensive strategy and a doctrine based on lessons drawn from the First World War.52 Indeed, convinced as they were that Germany was the once and future enemy, largely reliant on those stockpiles of First World War weaponry and heavily influenced by Pétain, the French were more likely than not to adopt a conservative approach to operations. As it was, they sought mobility, but only inasmuch as it allowed for the wearing down of the enemy in a protracted attritional struggle which placed strength against strength. This was reflected in doctrine which was first formulated in the Provisional Instructions for the Tactical Employment of Larger Units in 1921 and continued in various forms through to 1939. Its supporting pillars were the Methodical Battle (Bataille Conduite) and supremacy of firepower (‘Le feu tue’, literally ‘Firepower kills’) in defence and attack. From the outset, regulations focused on the centralized use of massive artillery fire to dominate the battlefield, either fragmenting and destroying enemy attacks, or supporting the infantry in the offensive. As in the First World War, there was a central strand to this thinking: the artillery destroys and the infantry conquers. Thus in the attack, the infantry were limited to the effective range of the artillery and would advance in successive bounds of around three miles so as not to over-stretch logistics and communications. The aim was not the prompt exploitation of an enemy’s disintegration but instead the physical destruction of his troops and equipment. Moreover, any rapidity of movement was stifled by a highly centralized organization of the battle itself in which movement of all units and fire from all weapon systems were fully synchronized and strictly executed in accordance with prepared timetables and written orders. Such a system of control aimed to minimize casualties, marshal resources carefully, guide decision-making and ensure that officers played their part in a carefully choreographed battle. It all made for a very unresponsive chain of command, and it discouraged commanders from using their own initiative or seizing fleeting opportunities on the battlefield. 

			The Methodical Battle was, in essence, an offensive doctrine until the early 1930s. Armour was to be used to support the infantry in small groups. Yet despite technological developments in the 1920s, tanks remained tied to the speed and requirements of the infantry and were certainly not massed into formations for an operational impact. The 1921 Instructions had reflected this by clearly stating, ‘Tanks are not able to conquer or occupy terrain by themselves alone.’53 Aircraft, meanwhile, retained their First World War roles for reconnaissance, acting as the eyes of the artillery and harassing enemy positions. More radical ideas for the employment of tanks, in particular, gained little traction. General Jean-Baptiste Estienne’s 1919 Study of the Mission of Tanks in the Field argued for the massing of motorized and mechanized vehicles supported by aircraft. Despite Estienne having established the French tank force and its fighting methods in co-operation with other arms during the First World War, his theory was derided as impractical, not least because he advocated a 100,000-man army with 4,000 tanks and 8,000 other vehicles, and was quashed by the traditionally minded High Command. Thus, by 1929, the manner in which the French used tanks, as outlined in Instructions on the Employment of Combat Tanks, remained essentially backward-looking: they were to be nothing more than penny-packeted assets in support of the infantry.

			Although the French did not embrace new operational roles for armour, the 1930s saw tanks acquire a better blend of firepower, protection and mobility that enabled them to undertake different tactical tasks, even within the limitations of infantry support. The heaviest was the Char B1 – for infantry breakthrough – with a 47mm gun in the turret and a 75mm howitzer in the hull which could kill any other tank, and armour which could not be penetrated by enemy tank guns or most towed anti-tank guns. It was also the only French tank routinely equipped with radio. The Char B1 possessed only limited range and there were significant weaknesses in its design: like other French tanks, it had a single-man turret, an arrangement which required the commander both to load and aim the gun mounted there. Its complicated design and high cost, moreover, meant that few Char B1s were produced. The SOMUA S35, meanwhile, was a medium tank which specialized in exploitation and was, perhaps, the best tank of its type in Europe. It also had the 47mm gun and, for reasons of economy, the same turret as the B1, a fair turn of speed and armour that was impervious to German shells in most areas. The French also had a number of light tanks which, being less expensive and easier to manufacture, were most numerous. The Renault R35 was designed for reinforcing the infantry in breakthrough battles, but although it was heavily armoured, its 37mm gun lacked killing power. The cavalry also used armour for its role at the head of the main body and deployed the Hotchkiss H35/39, a tank very similar to the R35, while reconnaissance units used lightly armoured and armed armoured vehicles such as the AMR 35 ZT and the admirable Panhard 178 armoured car.

			The French therefore had a variety of tanks and other armoured vehicles but, although they were undertaking gradual mechanization, their conservative outlook ensured that they lagged behind the Germans in terms of the development of a balanced all-arms division. Nevertheless, by the mid-1930s, the French were planning on a move into Belgium which required mobility and thus at first five and ultimately seven infantry divisions became motorized, while one brigade in each of four light cavalry divisions was equipped with half-tracks and armoured cars. In 1934 France’s first Light Mechanized Division (Division Légère Mécanique or DLM) was introduced. A combination of reconnaissance units together with 220 light and medium tanks, truck-mounted infantry and towed artillery, it was a move towards a more combined arms formation. Four DLMs were eventually formed and were assigned the cavalry missions of reconnaissance and security which would lead the French forces into Belgium when the Germans attacked. Even so, the majority of French armour continued to be diluted through its dispersal – the numbers varied between forty-five and sixty tanks – in battalions for infantry support. The ideas of Estienne and his follower, Lieutenant Colonel Charles de Gaulle, whose 1934 book Towards the Professional Army called for a huge armoured army in all-arms divisions with a manoeuvre capability, were simply too expensive and radical for the taste of politicians and the High Command. As a result, the 1936 Regulations – summarized in Instructions on the Tactical Employment of Large Units, the doctrine with which the French army went to war – introduced some new concepts yet continued to acknowledge the dominance of the previous maxims. The Methodical Battle remained the model, firepower was ‘the preponderant factor of combat’ and where static positions were involved, defence was preferred over offence.54 

			Meanwhile, the French relied on radios only when there was no other means of communication available. The Methodical Battle did not require flexible communications as battles with a slow tempo meant that commanders could rely on field telephones and couriers. These would connect the various elements of the defensive system. First, an Outpost Line would alert the main position and endeavour to delay the enemy. The Principal Position of Resistance, the strongest and most important line, would then corral the enemy between natural and staggered, man-made obstacles to force him onto routes that were pre-surveyed artillery killing zones and covered by fire from mutually supporting positions. These positions, which included machine guns and anti-tank weapon systems, were to slow the enemy’s momentum and sap his strength. If the attacker was not destroyed in the principal line, he would then have to make his way past a number of strongpoints before being engaged at a Stopping Line, where he would be halted and counter-attacked. If the Stopping Line was broken, the French would then endeavour to colmater or plug a gap as a mobile reserve was moved smartly into the threatened area. 

			In theory, this was a sensible and well-judged defensive system, but it relied on completed and well-sited positions as well as well-trained and prepared troops who knew those positions well. The first phase of the Maginot Line was certainly more in keeping with these requirements than the second phase extension, which had yet to be completed. Moreover, upon mobilization the majority of divisions would be partially trained non-regulars with limited – if any – acquaintance with the area they were to defend and particularly so if it was deemed low-risk. In addition, it was a system that anticipated slow-moving German infantry with perhaps fifty supporting tanks concentrated in just over half a mile of front. However, since French anti-tank weapons were in theory to be deployed one every 110 yards and with only fifty-eight guns available per division, commanders had to consider carefully where to concentrate them. There were also too few anti-tank and anti-personnel mines and so the artillery – the old 75mm guns still packed a punch – had a crucial role in targeting, fragmenting and destroying enemy penetrations. 

			Of course, the great unanswered question – unanswered because it was not asked loudly, if at all – was how the system would cope if the German attack did not fit in with preconceived French ideas about its location, focus and strength. The French were just not organized and trained to react to the unexpected and to regain the initiative quickly. In such circumstances, the flexibility and mobility of the French air force would prove critical. Although in the 1920s the air force had been an appendage of the army, by the early 1930s it had been tempted by the independence offered by becoming a heavy bomber fleet and the politicians were keen on such a force’s ability to deter. In these circumstances, the air force gradually lost the ability to support the army although by 1937, four years after it had gained independence, it was still not entirely committed to strategic bombing. 

			As the air force drifted, caught between strategic and tactical pressures on its resources, air minister Pierre Cot had sought to add clarity in 1936 by favouring a massive enlargement of the bomber force. In keeping with the fast-moving times and constant political change in France, two years later the new air minister, Guy La Chambre, recognized that it would take too long to build Cot’s vision and, acknowledging the ever-increasing German threat to French airspace, changed tack to a plan that would see the air force fight for air superiority and provide support to ground forces. This too, however, ran into problems for, as with tank production, despite some good designs and technology, there was insufficient industrial capacity, too little skilled labour and too much poor organization to meet targets. Modern aircraft were only slowly built and, along with trained ground and air crews, drip-fed into the system. By the outbreak of war, along with 250 bombers, the French had 826 fighters. Inevitably, some of these were obsolete, although modern types like the Bloch MB 151 and precious Morane-Saulnier MS 406 could challenge the German Bf 109. The upshot of all this was that by the end of 1939 the air force, commanded by an elderly former bomber pilot, General Joseph Vuillemin, was, despite its size, the least effective and most confused military service. Its valuable aircraft were – like the tanks – to be parcelled out to units in small quantities to provide localized air cover across the front and were caught in a command and control maze.55 

			It was therefore the case that by the end of the 1930s, whether on the ground or in the air, the French had undermined their own ability to be in the right place at the right time and with the required numbers, weaponry and skills. To make matters worse, senior officers, although aware of flaws and foibles in the system, believed that they had a winning formula. Focused on their own defence, lacking contrary military experience and rejecting lessons from Spain, Austria and Czechoslovakia as not pertinent to their situation, the French took a tack and stuck to it no matter in what direction the wind blew. A generation of officers held on to the hard-won knowns – the lessons of the First World War – for dear life and would not be swayed from them as they settled into a velvet-lined rut. This was partly due to the unexceptional quality of the officer corps during this period, but also to the education of those officers, which emphasized an understanding of doctrine and procedures rather than the development of critical faculties and the application of initiative.56 It was a dangerous culture, claustrophobic and unquestioning, one in which officers sought reassurance and avoided creative thinking. Obedience was a virtue that was extolled and nowhere was this more clearly seen than in the Methodical Battle. It fostered a lack of imagination that was dangerous not only because French methods were not challenged by new ideas but also because the enemy’s options and how he might use his own initiative were not usefully explored. Thus, in short, the French failed to develop a capacity which allowed its military to anticipate the enemy and make adequate preparations to apply their will to the battlefield.57 

			In a system that so heavily leant on the past, that was chary of the radical, denuded battles of boldness and personality, and favoured procedure over flexibility and dynamism, it was hardly surprising that competent but uninspiring officers with good staff skills – men such as Gamelin and Vuillemin – rose to the top rather than charismatic leaders.58 They were not the sort of men to shake their services out of an unhealthy complacency because, as products of the French system and promoted for certain organizational abilities, they could not identify that complacency. There was a belief that, as in 1914, the outcome of a war would eventually favour France. General Weygand, for example, said in July 1939, the month before he was called out of retirement: ‘The French army is stronger than ever before in its history; its equipment is the best, its fortifications are first-rate; its morale excellent, and it has an outstanding High Command. Nobody wants war but if we are forced to win a new victory then we will win it.’59 Foreign observers tended not to demur from this view, clearly seeing impressive adult plumage from a distance, rather than the less impressive specimen close up. Indeed, Time magazine commented in August 1939, ‘[Gamelin] is head of what, by almost unanimous acclaim, is today the world’s finest military machine.’60 

			The British also proclaimed French military strength. Winston Churchill, seeking to give reassurance to the British people at a time of rearmament efforts in 1937, remarked that the French had an ‘incomparable military machine’61 and in the following year that the French army was ‘the most perfectly trained and faithful mobile force in Europe’.62 The plaudits became commonplace after London drew closer to Paris in the wake of Munich and continued even when staff talks and joint military planning began in early 1939 and the British general staff began to furrow its collective brow about French preparations. Nevertheless, Britain wanted to believe in French military strength as much as France did and so the nation bought into the popular French slogan ‘We shall win because we are stronger’. All the time, however, France adopted a swagger that was based on little more than a ‘mixture of faith, hope [and] resignation’.63 

			As was to be expected, it was the Germans that took the most objective view of French military capability. Berlin had identified weaknesses through agents and intelligence work by the late 1930s: the limitations imposed by France’s lack of manpower, the plethora of poor equipment, and the military’s lack of flexibility and grasp of modern mobile warfare. Indeed, Halder and his team had studied Germany’s latest enemy in detail and in August 1939 he wrote that the French army: 

			[R]esembles a weak man trying to carry machine guns, guns etc., on his back. Age classes of conscripts are small, and service for a long time has been only one year. Armament, too, is not in the best condition. Potential of army on the whole limited.64 

			Yet even such an assessment did not lead the Germans to feel that France was anything other than a first-class power. The First World War had taught them to respect defensive preparations and not to underestimate their enemy. The German ambassador to Paris from 1936 to 1939, German Count Johannes von Welczeck, was aware that agents in France were sending optimistic reports back to Berlin, ‘[telling] their masters what they wish to hear and not what they ought to know’. Von Welczeck, however, urged caution.65 It remained to be seen whether or not he was right.

			Chapter two

			Plans 

			On the afternoon of 26 August 1939, Albert Winkler was in a Bavarian wood engaged in a tactical leadership exercise. It was the last phase of his officer training which, apart from an NCO’s mistake during a live-firing exercise which had killed one of his comrades and a gash on his forearm caused by a grenade malfunction that required twenty stitches, had all gone well. He returned to his barracks that evening, a wooden hut infested with mosquitoes and lacking hot water, to be told that the commanding officer would be holding a briefing in ten minutes. Having stored his kit, Winkler immediately headed for an old gymnasium, which, unusually, was being patrolled by guards, and he noted that traffic had been held at the entry gate. Winkler’s heart began to beat just a little faster, his instincts telling him that something was afoot. The young men, some 150 in total, stood to attention as the lieutenant colonel limped onto a stage. He was in his early fifties, grey at the temples, his right upper lip curled into a permanent smile by a deep scar. Russia 1915. His stories had held the potential officers entranced, but each one of them had a point, lessons to learn. Their respect for him was undoubted and many said that they would gladly be led by him ‘into the mouth of hell’. Once he had been stood easy, Winkler retrieved a notebook and pencil from his breast pocket to take notes, as he always did when the colonel spoke:

			Gentleman, although your training has another two days to run, I can inform you that from midnight tonight, by order of General Brauchitsch, you will become commissioned officers with the rank of leutnant. My congratulations. You may well be wondering why this is the case. The reason for this is simple: the army needs officers and at 0400 hours tomorrow morning you will parade outside this building before being transported to the railway station. From there you will take a train to München and thence make your way to your units. War is about to break out in Europe. You will be heading east into Poland. It will, I am sure, be the first in a series of campaigns which the Führer has deemed necessary and I have little doubt that the war will be long. Remember your training. Trust your instincts. Rely on your comrades. Do your duty.1 * 

			The Polish campaign gave the German High Command an occasion to test their capability against a stronger enemy than previously, and it was still deemed to be winnable inexpensively and quickly. It was a stepping-stone to a war with the West, but it was not one that Hitler thought would lead to confrontation in the very near future as he believed France and Britain were too militarily weak and their populations too unsupportive to risk a war over Poland. Emphasizing the point to his senior generals, Hitler told them in August 1939: ‘Our enemies are little worms. I saw them at Munich.’2 With the West seemingly impotent and a non-aggression pact signed with Stalin by the end of August to ensure the passivity of the Soviet Union, Germany had created the chance to strike at Poland unfettered by fighting on another front. Hitler had, however, significantly underestimated the rapidly growing sense of outrage and fear generated latterly in Paris and London by the Munich Crisis and the later German occupation of the rest of Czechoslovakia. Although there was a desire in both capitals to win more time to strengthen their armed forces, both Édouard Daladier, the French prime minister, and Neville Chamberlain, his British counterpart, believed that the time had come to make a stand and had agreed in the spring that they would declare war on Germany if Hitler invaded Poland. Partial French mobilization took place in the last week of August as tensions began to rise, and full mobilization followed on 1 September when Germany attacked eastwards. The next day France and Britain issued an ultimatum demanding that Germany withdraw from Poland, or there would be war. Hitler, described by Halder at this time as ‘Worn, haggard, creaking voice, preoccupied’,3 had the ultimatum read to him by interpreter Paul Schmidt in the Reich Chancellery. ‘When I finished,’ recalled Schmidt, ‘there was complete silence. Hitler sat immobile, gazing before him … after an interval which seemed an age he turned to [Foreign Minister] Ribbentrop, who had remained standing at the window. “What now?” asked Hitler with a savage look.’4 

			The Allied stance had taken Hitler by surprise. They had torpedoed his loose schedule for an invasion of the West – he would now have to act sooner than planned because he did not want France and Britain to benefit from any delay to gain strength. Thus, from these declarations of war on Germany, which were announced on 3 September, the clock was ticking for both sides. Yet while Hitler believed that Germany was ready enough for general war, the High Command was extremely concerned that the combined strengths of France and Britain were better placed to win an attritional conflict. It was a belief articulated by Franz von Papen, a former general staff officer who had been briefly chancellor in 1933: ‘Germany can never win this War. Nothing will be left but ruins.’5 It was the ‘ruins’ of war that were still so fresh in the minds of the German people, who did not greet the onset of hostilities with Poland enthusiastically. There were no cheering masses in Berlin as there had been in 1914, only anxious, silent men and women looking mournful. 

			The French and British also failed to greet Hitler’s refusal to respond to the Allied ultimatum with unbridled joy. Sending the sons of the soldiers of 1914–18 off to war was a trauma that they had desperately hoped to avoid, and yet Hitler’s prediction that such a state of affairs would lead to mobs bringing down their governments proved wide of the mark. Indeed, some in France felt that for the first time in a generation the country appeared united against a common foe and were confident of success, even if there was likely to be a cost. Reserve Captain Daniel Barlone, a man in his forties, was called up on 23 August and wrote in his diary that his colleagues in Paris ‘fully believe that I shall be back in the office by next week’ and opined: ‘We do not doubt our victory, but wonder what price we shall have to pay.’6 

			While Hitler may have misunderstood the strength of feeling in France and Britain against his recent actions, OKH had nonetheless correctly advised him that the French were incapable of launching a major offensive against Germany while its forces were engaged in Poland. On 14 August Halder had noted: ‘[I]n view of what we know about French operational doctrine and the political difficulties which would first have to be overcome, such a thrust would be unlikely’.7 His forecast was accurate, for Gamelin’s nine-division-strong show of force against the Saar which began on 7 September, was half-hearted, ponderous and retreated not long after running into the defences of the Westwall. The British, meanwhile, did nothing of note and their planned bombing campaign of the Ruhr was reduced to a lame propaganda leaflet-dropping exercise because the French feared that the Luftwaffe would retaliate by raiding their cities. What might have followed had the British struck with bombs and the French been bolder can only be guessed at, but Halder was relieved that Allied reaction had been so timid as the German presence in the Saar was a scratch force of second-line divisions with no tanks or supporting aircraft.8 

			For their part, the Germans needed operations in Poland – Fall Weiss (Case White) – to be completed as quickly as possible in order not to expend valuable resources and to ensure the invasion of the West could now be launched without delay. With German or German-occupied territory on three of Poland’s four sides, Army Group North’s Third and Fourth Armies under Generaloberst Fedor von Bock formed one pincer while Army Group South’s Eighth, Tenth and Fourteenth Armies under Generaloberst Gerd von Rundstedt, who had recently been called out of retirement, formed the other. Between them, the aim was to catch the Polish army in a great Kesselschlacht – a task in which they would be assisted by the Soviet invasion of eastern Poland, which had been agreed as part of the non-aggression pact and began on 17 September. All the German armies involved were a mix of infantry, panzer and motorized divisions. Von Bock and von Rundstedt commanded three and four panzer divisions respectively, with one army in each Army Group containing a corps strike force consisting of a panzer division and two motorized divisions. In von Bock’s Fourth Army, for example, XIX Corps was the strike force. Commanded by Heinz Guderian, it consisted of 3rd Panzer Division, 2nd and 20th Motorized Divisions with the attached Panzer Lehr (Panzer) Battalion and a Reconnaissance Battalion. All thirty-four of Germany’s tank units – divisions, independent brigades and regiments – went to war in Poland: 2,820 tanks with 1,051 PzKpfw Is and IIs, 361 PzKpfw IIIs and IVs, and 301 35(t) and 38(t) tanks commandeered from the Czechs.9

			It was a campaign designed around the tenets of strike first, hard and deep, and operations were conducted in line with the doctrinal emphasis on speed, aggression, combined arms and initiative with air power. Although panzer divisions did not have independent missions, violent assaults by massed panzer columns made successful penetrations by driving reserves of tanks and motorized infantry deep into the rear of the Polish positions, preventing the defenders from re-forming their line or bringing up their reserves. The Luftwaffe, meanwhile, won air superiority and then supported ground forces through tactical missions by Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers and operational missions by Heinkel He 111s and Dornier Do 17s. The Poles could not cope with the mobility, tempo and intensity of German operations; their defences were unhinged within four days, and Warsaw fell on the twenty-seventh day of the campaign. It was little wonder Daniel Barlone was so shaken by the news that he felt compelled to write in his diary, ‘We refuse to believe in the smashing advance announced by the Germans. Besides, things will change.’10 The Poles lost 65,000 killed in action, 144,000 wounded and 587,000 prisoners of war while the Germans lost less than 16,500 killed, 30,000 wounded and 3,500 missing.11 

			The sheer speed and scale of German operations were such that strategic victory, albeit with the assistance of the Soviets, was assured. It had achieved OKW’s aims without a protracted fight and provided Hitler with a solid platform from which to launch an offensive in the West before the end of the year. OKW did, however, want time to relocate its troops and to identify and then apply the lessons learned in Poland: the French and British would pose a sterner challenge. While von Brauchitsch and Halder did what they could to forestall an early offensive in the West, the general staff and field commands collaborated closely and their conclusion was that yet more work was needed to improve logistics and to create the necessary tactical and operational momentum before any invasion of France could be attempted. Panzer divisions were big, hungry, thirsty organizations which occupied seventy miles of road space or eighty trains of fifty-five wagons on rail, and if they were moving fast, their supply was of the essence. The result of study and discussion about how this could be best facilitated led to the sharing of best practice as well as some innovation. Older ideas such as the attachment of mobile field workshops to panzer divisions became standard, as did the Rucksack-Prinzip (backpack principle), which saw each formation carry as many supplies as was practical to make them as self-sustaining as possible. Such developments were further enhanced by using the Luftwaffe to deliver fuel and ammunition to forward airfields and the panzer divisions then using trucks, which were increased in number, to retrieve the supplies and deliver them direct to the spearhead units. Highly mobile Luftwaffe units were also to keep in close contact with the leading elements of the divisions in order that they might open their own temporary airfields close to the front, which would allow short-range German aircraft to fly timely close air-support and interdiction missions. ‘This,’ Robert M. Citino argues, ‘was the true birth of the Air-Land battle.’ 12 

			Wherever the army and air force could better their performance in both old and new roles, they were willing to do so. Improving what was already in place was critical as time was short. There was a plethora of initiatives to achieve this. The infantry, for example, having been taken to task for being too slow to achieve objectives, found its leadership coming under intense scrutiny. The result was the establishment of a two-week ‘fundamentals of practical leadership’ course for junior officers and NCOs and something similar for battalion and regimental commanders but pitched at a higher level. OKH was keen to increase the army’s striking power, and so changes were instigated. With no resources to establish new armoured divisions from scratch, a practical alternative was found by adding a panzer regiment to light divisions in order to create four more panzer divisions. More motorized formations were also formed by each established division of this type losing a motorized infantry regiment, which then became the basis for a new motorized formation. Meanwhile, concerns over the vulnerability of light tanks in combat after the loss of 217 tanks in Poland13 were dealt with in two ways: first, by the ordering of more PzKpfw IIIs and IVs and second, by panzer commanders, who were aware of Germany’s own difficulties in tank production, developing new tactics that would protect their assets. Yet while a welter of influential adjustments were made over the autumn of 1939, one important organizational issue of potentially great importance was not grasped: the massing of panzer divisions for independent operations. It was an issue that went to the heart of German campaign-fighting methods, but it also challenged tradition and therefore the conservative nature of many in senior command. As the planning for the invasion of the West took shape, this was a confrontation that became increasingly inevitable and one which the Wehrmacht would ignore at its peril. 

			Franz Halder was well aware of the various debates swirling around the army about how tanks might best be used in future operations, but they were just one influence on his planning for Hitler’s offensive in the West. It was his job as chief of the general staff to draft plans that would fulfil OKW’s ambitions and so he had to have a firm grasp of what the army was capable if it was to be effective. His initial attempts revealed much about what he and von Brauchitsch believed the capability of the field armies to be in the immediate wake of Poland – mediocre. During the period termed the Phoney War or Sitzkrieg before the invasion of France, Halder did all that he could to ensure that his plans did not ask too much of the armed forces and were produced quickly enough, but not so quickly as to give Hitler the opportunity to launch a snap offensive. The first task of his staff officers was to give shape to Hitler’s broad scheme as outlined on 9 October in Führer Directive No. 6, which required an attack through Luxembourg, Belgium and Holland and into France in order to destroy the French army. Halder’s first draft plan, known as the First Deployment Directive, was produced ten days later. Army Group B would carry out two separate but related thrusts: the main force was to advance through central Belgium in two armies, including six panzer divisions, to converge on Brussels before arcing towards the River Somme, while a subsidiary attack would also be launched into the Netherlands with two more armies. Army Group A, meanwhile, would strike out to protect the left or southern flank of the advance into central Belgium. One of its armies would traverse the Ardennes with a single panzer division while, just to the south, the second would make a minor push through Luxembourg to the northern end of the Maginot Line. Army Group C’s part in the plan was to develop pressure on the Maginot Line in order to pin and fix French divisions in Alsace-Lorraine. The bear-like Keitel was underwhelmed by Halder’s offering, saying that it was ‘just the old Schlieffen Plan, with the strong right along the Atlantic coast’ and adding caustically, ‘You won’t get away with an operation like that twice running.’14 This was not entirely true, because the First Deployment Directive lacked the strategic ambition of Schlieffen’s projected encirclement of Paris as carried out in 1914 (the 1914 version of the plan was, of course, a bastardised version of the original) and merely advanced German forces to make contact with the enemy in Belgium. Indeed, this was exactly the sort of plan envisioned by the French themselves, and even Halder considered the plan a rushed ‘tangle’15 without a Schwerpunkt because the whole concept lacked emphasis on achieving a decisive result.

			Hitler, who dismissed OKW’s early plans as being akin to the ‘ideas of a military cadet’, sent the first draft back, demanding something that produced more ‘breakthroughs’.16 To focus the generals’ attention, Hitler announced that he wanted the invasion to commence on 12 November.17 Halder felt that his options were severely limited, and not only by the time constraint imposed by his Supreme Commander. At heart a conservative staff officer but with a good sense of what was and was not achievable, he struggled with the restrictions on his creativity imposed by the Maginot Line, the Ardennes and an army still in development. Nevertheless, the Second Deployment Directive was delivered on 29 October 1939, just ten days after his first attempt. In it, all three Army Groups kept their previous roles, but Army Group B was enhanced to give it the extra power to make a breakthrough at the expense of Army Group A’s Ardennes advance. Hitler received it with a coolness that made his dissatisfaction only too clear. He ordered Halder to produce a third version of the plan. Frustrated by Hitler’s lack of practical understanding of what could be achieved with the resources available and in the area selected, the general lamented in his journal: ‘None of the higher Hq. thinks that the offensive ordered by OKW has any prospect of success. No decisive success can be expected on ground operations.’18 Fedor von Bock, the serious and single-minded commander of Army Group B, agreed and confided to his diary: ‘The Führer knows that the bulk of the generals do not believe that attacking now will produce a decisive success.’19 

			It was in early November, just after the rejection of the Second Deployment Directive, that Hitler began to show a heightened interest in the wooded Ardennes region of Belgium and Luxembourg, a sector which abutted the German border and was assumed to be impossibly difficult ground to cross quickly. Halder was directed to enhance the push through the Ardennes in order to protect the southern flank of the main effort and, in so doing, take Sedan, where Napoleon III had been captured in 1870. Halder, however, saw Sedan as militarily unimportant and a stronger push through the region as an unwarranted dilution of resources. OKW was well aware, however, that vital supplies remained scarce and on 5 November von Brauchitsch met with Hitler and not only pointed out the army’s lack of readiness and the challenges imposed by the weather, but also invented mutinies, widespread ill-discipline and a lack of fighting spirit at the front. Hitler’s rage at such allegations led to him accusing von Brauchitsch of a lack of loyalty towards his own army and branding the general a liar as he spat, ‘Not one frontline commander mentioned any lack of attacking spirit to me!’ Von Brauchitsch had committed professional suicide, while his falsehoods had only diverted attention from what were very real resource difficulties.20 

			Von Bock’s diary is full of references on the resources theme: on 30 October he wrote, ‘[R]eplacement of materiel is far from adequate’;21 on 3 November, ‘Today the 4th Army reported that its divisions are nowhere near up to strength and ready for operations!’22 and on 12 November, ‘[Army Group B is] capable of a brief offensive; major operations only when timely replacement of everything, especially motor vehicles, is assured. Additional training time desirable in any event.’23 Added to these concerns was von Bock’s continuing unease about the plan’s lack of a clear focus. Thus, on hearing about the new emphasis that Hitler was seeking to put on the Army Group A area of operations, the humourless, arrogant and ambitious officer was moved to write: ‘Originally the point of main effort was supposed to lie with me, now there are three attack spearheads! I was right about my concern over the blurring of the point of main effort.’24 It seemed, as Halder had been complaining in recent weeks, that Hitler wanted a ‘breakthrough everywhere’.25 But although Hitler’s interference in the operational realm was not welcomed by OKH, the Ardennes sector was heavily laden with potential – a potential that had not been missed by Generalleutnant Erich von Manstein, the chief of staff to Army Group A.

			Von Manstein was a fifty-two-year-old Prussian aristocrat who had been beaten to the coveted appointment of chief of the general staff by Halder but not through any lack of self-confidence. He had dismissed his rivals’ early plans as ‘intellectually bankrupt’26 and, encouraged by Gerd von Rundstedt, the Prussian commander of Army Group A who had been an important figure in the reorganization of the Wehrmacht in the mid-1930s, immediately set about producing an alternative. Having had previous contact with his fellow officers and armoured warfare proponents Oswald Lutz and Heinz Guderian, von Manstein believed that Germany should seek a bold operational plan that offered the possibility for a decisive strategic result through the daring use of armoured forces and yet was in keeping with German military tradition. His ideas were given time to develop when in mid-November, with no agreed plan, deteriorating weather and concerns over resources, Hitler reluctantly postponed the launch of the offensive until ‘conditions improved’. The start date was subsequently postponed on a further twenty-eight occasions – well into 1940. It was early during this period, on 23 November, that Hitler held a command conference at the Reich Chancellery, the attendees of which included his three Army Group commanders: von Rundstedt, von Bock and Generaloberst Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb, the commander of Army Group C. Here he asserted his military authority, re-emphasized his aims and further detailed the deficiencies he found in Halder’s Second Deployment Directive. In doing so, he further undermined the authority of OKH, a point not missed by von Brauchitsch, who offered his resignation to Hitler that day over the issue, although it was not accepted and the army’s subservience only grew thereafter. This was the Führer’s final warning to stop dithering, cease whingeing and instead to act decisively to fulfil his will. It was an admonition that, despite Hitler’s clear ambition to subvert the traditional relationship between OKH and the head of state, and despite their own mutinous feelings, von Brauchitsch, Halder and the field commanders felt poorly placed to ignore. 

			While the Germans struggled through their preparations, the Allies embarked on their own. The central figure in this was General Maurice Gamelin, who upon mobilization had been made both commander-in-chief of land forces and Supreme Commander of the Allied forces. The diminutive sixty-six-year-old had been born into a Parisian family that had produced many generals over the centuries and from an early age had absorbed some of the skills required for high command. One of them was a calm assuredness that had been noted when he stood as a staff officer beside Joffre when the Germans were denied Paris in 1914, and in his appointments before being promoted to chief of the general staff in 1931. Since then his knowledge, confidence and tact had made him well-respected across the military, in political circles and by the populace at large. L’Époque opined in July 1939 that in war Gamelin would ‘more than fulfil the high expectations the nation has of him’27 and that same year Time described him as being exactly what the French like their generals to be – ‘mute and professional … the good grey little General leads a good grey little life’.28 Yet there were men of influence, including Paul Reynaud, the finance minister who was to become prime minister in March 1940, with a much lower opinion of the general’s abilities and who believed him to be devoid of bold ideas, fusty and too set in his ways. There was, though, little doubt that Gamelin was the personification of just the sort of officer that the French army sought to produce: professional, orthodox and systematic.29 

			On the day that Germany invaded Poland, Gamelin had established his war headquarters at Château de Vincennes in eastern Paris with a staff directed by Colonel Jean Petibon. It was from here that he sought to oversee the final developments of a trap that had been set for the Germans across central Belgium into which, he believed, France’s mortal enemy could not fail to fall. His army would then, with the assistance of Britain, destroy the German armies in an attritional – but thoroughly methodical – manner. It was a confrontation for which the French had been preparing themselves for the last twenty years but which Britain had studiously sought to avoid. There was no desire on the part of the latter’s politicians or people to go to war or to finance a hungry military machine, and as a result Britain was psychologically and materially late in readying itself for war.30 It had consistently reduced defence spending in the wake of the First World War, and it was not until Hitler’s Germany began to threaten Britain’s vital interests in 1934 that there was a reassessment of such expenditure. Initially, the Royal Air Force was the main beneficiary of this increase in funding, but Hitler’s increasing menace meant that spending was more broadly spread across all three services. It was a period during which Britain relied heavily on France to provide a ‘great army’ on the continent, the RAF to protect her islands and the Royal Navy to protect her empire. London also depended on a policy of appeasement towards Germany to provide the time in which to rearm, but by the Anschluss in March 1938 defence spending accounted for 38 per cent of all government expenditure.31 It was only after Munich, however, that the financial brakes on defence spending were finally and fully released.32 

			British rearmament was a compromised, extemporized and rushed process. Preparation for war was poorly co-ordinated as the services still scrapped for funding, took self-serving decisions and eschewed co-operation in what amounted to a strategic vacuum.33 By the outbreak of war, the RAF boasted a total of 832 fighters and 2,520 bombers.34 Bomber Command would undertake strategic bombing and attack targets of significance in any ground campaign, while Fighter Command would defend British airspace. Support for the army was not considered to be important; indeed, the Air Staff stated in Regulations that it would only happen ‘in exceptional circumstances’.35 There was also little emphasis on the need to win air superiority over the battlefield and Fighter Command was determined not to see its capability diluted by attempts to draw off its aircraft to fight over the continent.36 In the end, just fifteen squadrons were sent across the English Channel for dedicated army support, along with the light and medium bombers of the Advanced Air Striking Force (AASF) which would bomb targets in Germany from airfields across the English Channel while preparations were made to facilitate operations direct from British soil by aircraft with greater range. It was a decision that was to lead Lieutenant General Alan Brooke, the commander of the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF) II Corps, to make a typically insightful entry in his diary: 

			The feeling the [War Office] give me is that whilst concentrating on ensuring that they are going to win the war in 3 years from now they neglect to realize the danger of losing it this year! … [W]e are courting disaster against an enemy who adheres to the doctrine of concentrating of effort at the vital point at the right time. To contemplate bombing the Ruhr at a time when the Germans are using their combined army and air force effort in one mighty uniform attempt to crush the French and British forces to clear their way into France, is in my mind sheer folly.37 

			The BEF of which Brooke was a part had been formed after the start of joint staff talks with the French in mid-February 1939. Initially consisting of a general headquarters and two corps, each of two regular divisions together with its small RAF air component, by May 1940 it comprised ten infantry divisions, half of which were regular, and an armoured brigade, with the whole organized into three corps. Its fighting methods were an evolution of those used in the later stages of the First World War, but there had been some experimentation with mechanization and motorization since then. The result was a doctrine which bore all the hallmarks of a compromise between the old, limited, closely controlled battles and new experimental thinking.38 

			Such thinking could be seen in the establishment of the Experimental Mechanical Force – later called the Armoured Force – on Salisbury Plain in 1927. It was a small, prototype mechanized division consisting primarily of armoured fighting vehicles designed to co-operate with RAF bomber and fighter squadrons, but without infantry. During exercises over the next couple of years, this formation provided a number of important lessons, chief among them that it could achieve little without strong infantry support. Within the confines of what financial resources and deference to tradition would allow, the British army endeavoured to modernize in an attempt to avoid the stalemate of the First World War and, in the words of Field Marshal Sir George Milne, Chief of the Imperial General Staff and an advocate of mechanization, to aim for ‘mobility, activity and quickness from the beginning …’.39 Its doctrine in the late 1930s thus touched on armoured units attacking enemy centres of gravity and emphasized combined arms but this was not reflected in the development of balanced formations cut loose from the artillery. Instead, Britain motorized all of its infantry and offered support with quite separate tank brigades while the ability to exploit any opportunities or gains made on the battlefield lay with mobile divisions – little more than cavalry in light tanks – which, by the spring of 1940, took the shape of 1st Armoured Division. It was therefore an army that, due to its massive recent expansion, entered the war bursting with untrained and poorly equipped personnel. The BEF was its most capable component: brave, tenacious and well organized, but lacking relevant fighting experience and a rooted doctrine. Here was a force in transition which, although mobile, was probably better suited to defence than to high-tempo manoeuvre warfare.40 

			Neither the BEF nor the French army had any great concern about what they were likely to be asked to do as part of a co-ordinated Allied action to meet the German offensive. Both had the ability, if required, to move towards the enemy, settle into defensive positions and then fight a series of battles designed to grind the opposing forces down. This facility suited Gamelin’s nascent planning for countering a German invasion. The plan was founded on the 450-mile-long line of defences from the Swiss border to the North Sea incorporating seventy-two divisions. Second Army Group was in the Maginot Line, with First Army Group occupying the line north to the coast. With Allied intelligence indicating that the Germans were massing 116 divisions along their western border, Gamelin assumed that their main offensive effort would be north of the Ardennes and so decided to deploy the most mobile Allied troops to advance towards them. Although Belgium’s neutrality would preclude Allied troops from preparing defensive positions on its soil, Gamelin hoped that its own troops would make the necessary preparations so that, in the event of an invasion, the Allied troops could advance to occupy them. The entire plan hung on the ability of the Belgians to hold forward defensive positions long enough to give the French and British troops the time they needed to set themselves. Second-rate troops were deemed good enough to man both the Maginot Line and the Ardennes sector. Any attack through the difficult wooded Ardennes was, the High Command concurred, likely to be minor but, even if it happened to be more significant, they believed that it would take nine days for the enemy to penetrate the area and amass sufficient troops to launch an attempt to cross the Meuse. In such circumstances, reinforcements would immediately be moved into position in time to foil German plans. Map exercises conducted in May and June 1938 by General André-Gaston Prételat, at that time the commander of Second Army with responsibility for the Sedan-Montmédy region,41 concluded that the Germans could reach the Meuse with three corps in just sixty hours, but these findings were dismissed as unduly pessimistic. Indeed, there was a growing feeling that the High Command wished for war games to be used only to refine existing plans and not challenge decisions that had already been made. This stance was in keeping with the uncritical ethos that had permeated the French army, but it meant that no alternatives to a mechanized version of the 1914 Schlieffen Plan were considered as viable German invasion options.42 

			With French minds made up about where the enemy would place his main effort in an invasion, the question remained as to how far forward the Allies should push into Belgium before establishing a defensive line. Too far to the east and the Allies would struggle to reach it before the Germans arrived, but too close to the French frontier and the Belgian ‘buffer zone’ would have been unnecessarily surrendered to the enemy. During the autumn of 1939, while defences were prepared along the Franco-Belgian border by General Gaston Billotte’s First Army Group, a decision was made to advance to a line from the French border at Givet, up to Namur, across the Gembloux Gap – an ancient invasion route due to its lack of natural obstacles – and the Dyle River to Antwerp. This scheme, known as Plan D, demanded a challenging yet achievable advance for Billotte’s formations – which included the mobile BEF, the First Army with its attached Cavalry Corps and Seventh Army in reserve – while the Belgians fought on the Albert Canal, and it allowed key battles to be fought on Belgian soil away from the French border. By the first days of January, as the details of Plan D were being worked out and the necessary preparations made, OKW was still waiting for what it considered a suitable offensive plan by OKH. The hours of daylight were short, but for Halder’s discouraged staff officers the hours of work were long as they sought to produce an offensive that met Hitler’s requirements. It was while they were looking into how Hitler’s requirement for an enhanced push through the Ardennes might be incorporated into a wider operational plan, that events took a turn which resulted in Halder developing a plan that made the Ardennes thrust the main effort. 

			On the freezing morning of 10 January, Hitler received news for which he had been waiting since the late autumn: two weeks of clear weather would start in five days’ time. It took him just moments to decide that the invasion would be launched on 12 January. Time was of the essence and even though the Second Deployment Directive lacked finesse, it would catch the enemy cold and considerably weaker than if the attack was launched in the spring. However, when a light aircraft on an unauthorized flight from Münster to Cologne made an emergency landing at Vucht, just north of Maastricht on neutral Belgian territory by the Meuse, the Germans needed to think again. The aircraft contained fifty-year-old Major Helmuth Reinberger, a general staff officer in the airborne force who was carrying secret documents which provided enough detail for the enemy to deduce the context of the overall campaign. The capture of Reinberger, his pilot, the incompetent fifty-two-year-old reserve officer Major Erich Hoenmanns, and the documents by Belgian frontier guards on 10 January, was a potential disaster for the campaign.43 The Belgians inevitably asked themselves whether the event was an elaborately staged ruse to widely mislead and provoke the government into calling on British and French support, thereby giving the Germans a pretext to invade Belgium. After secretly recording conversations between the two officers and German air and army attachés, however, the Belgians had no reason to believe the documents to be fakes. The Germans, meanwhile, had to assume that the enemy now had the basic outline of their current offensive plans. Jodl’s diary for 12 January has a brief entry: ‘If the enemy is in possession of all the files, situation catastrophic!’44 Hitler, it was said, was simply furious. The offensive was postponed once more, and the opening offered by the fine weather was wasted by the idiocy of two junior officers. 

			Yet while the inadvertent death of the Second Deployment Directive might have caused a lesser general staff to panic, OKH did not and became more receptive to radical ideas. This coincided with Hitler’s own interest in developing the advance through the Ardennes even further than he had demanded in late November. His new focus had been stimulated by war games on 27 December and 7 January which, using intelligence that the French were developing a strong mobile reserve in the Verdun area, suggested that this posed a significant threat to the southern flank of the proposed German offensive. Thus, the Third Deployment Directive of 30 January, although not radically different from the previous plan, included two panzer divisions in Twelfth Army’s advance through the Ardennes to fall on Sedan and so protect the vulnerable flank. This left six panzer divisions for Army Group B’s main effort and one in reserve. Even so, the third iteration of OKH’s plan remained predictable and conservative and was still unlikely to achieve a decisive victory. It was in this barren landscape that von Manstein’s fertile imagination began to find a receptive audience. 

			The advancement of von Manstein’s ideas came about very largely due to fortunate happenstance. Army Group A’s headquarters was at the fashionable Hotel Riesen-Fürstenhof overlooking the Rhine in Koblenz, and for its day-to-day work its staff took over the headquarters building of 34th Division close to Deutsches Eck six miles to the north. It was here that von Manstein was to write seven memorandums – the first on 31 October 1939 and the last on 12 January 1940 – which provided alternatives to OKH’s plans. He had a good working relationship with his commander, the tough sixty-five-year-old von Rundstedt who, despite his rank, had the odd habit of dressing in his uniform as honorary colonel of the 18th Infantry Regiment and relaxed during the day with paperback detective novels. Von Rundstedt rated his chief of staff’s skills highly, liked to encourage his ideas and was content to leave details to him. Although essentially an old-school, traditional officer, von Rundstedt at least agreed with von Manstein that OKW’s plans ‘contained no clear-cut intention of fighting the campaign to a victorious conclusion’.45 Furthermore, Halder’s plan ran contrary to German military history, tradition and understanding of war while von Manstein’s scheme ran with them as he advocated Army Group A becoming the campaign’s armoured main effort to achieve a decisive result. Army Group B was to advance as the Allies expected in order to pin and fix Gamelin’s best formations in central Belgium while von Rundstedt’s panzer divisions sped to the Channel coast to effect an encirclement. Other formations would plunge simultaneously south having crossed the Meuse in order to thwart a Verdun counter-attack, pierce any developing defensive protecting Paris on the Aisne, and unhinge the Maginot Line position. It was a plan, von Manstein argued, that avoided protracted attritional warfare and offered the prospect of strategic victory in the next phase of operations because the Allies would already have lost the decisive battle.

			Von Manstein was an arrogant officer who did not suffer fools gladly, but he was not so self-confident as to offer his scheme up without having ensured that it was a practical proposal. Accordingly, by early 1940 he had discussed his idea with several other officers, but none were as enthusiastic or as important as Heinz Guderian. The most experienced armoured commander in the Wehrmacht and commander of XIX Panzer Corps was accommodated in a hotel adjacent to Army Group A’s headquarters. The two men knew each other from the War Academy in 1907,46 had met periodically since then and now discussed the feasibility of large tank forces passing through the Ardennes, where both men had served during the First World War. By the end of their detailed discussions, both Manstein and Guderian could see no reason why, with careful preparation, panzer divisions could not reach the Meuse within four days. Both men subsequently sensed a great opportunity: von Manstein to trump OKW’s plan and Guderian to command the spearhead formation in a campaign that could alter the course of history. Halder, however, had continually rejected his rival’s increasingly detailed memorandums not just because they contained proposals that were too radical for his taste, but because he believed them to be a form of insubordination. Indeed, by the new year Halder had become so piqued by von Manstein’s persistence that he convinced von Rundstedt that his chief of staff – whose ideas the commander of Army Group A now considered to be flights of fancy – should be ‘moved on’ to make better use of his talents and, on 27 January, von Manstein learned that he had been given command of a paper corps in a military backwater. His ideas, however, were not lost, for by the time he was preparing to move to a small town 120 miles north-east of Berlin, Hitler had already expressed his dissatisfaction with Halder’s Third Deployment Directive. 

			Despite his innate conservatism and his distaste for von Manstein’s methods, Halder nonetheless found himself increasingly enthusiastic about the main effort forging its way through the Ardennes and across the Meuse. It was a position confirmed by the outcome of an Army Group A war game held on 7 February. Organized by von Manstein to take place two days before he left for his new post, it convinced him that Halder was now coming round. As a consequence, OKH began to feed OKW the outline of the spurned staff officer’s plan. This process can be followed in Jodl’s diary entry for 13 February, which states:

			I hand over to the Führer a summarized report, from which the great possibility for formation of a centre of gravity south of the line Lüttich [Liège]-Namur becomes obvious (at least five times the strength of the forces committed north of that line). I bring to his attention that the thrust against Sedan is a tactical secret path, where one can be surprised by the God of War. If the French attack from the south flank, we must veer to the south.47 

			In fact, Hitler was already aware of the existence of von Manstein’s scheme after Rudolf Schmundt, his adjutant, had come across it while visiting the headquarters of Army Group A at the end of January. Schmundt subsequently arranged for the plan’s author to discuss his proposals with Hitler at the Reich Chancellery on 17 February. At the meeting the Führer revealed his enthusiasm for Army Group A’s strengthened attack. There was an important difference of focus, however, between the two men: while von Manstein looked for von Rundstedt’s spearheads to push west all the way to the coast as well as south behind the Maginot Line, Hitler was fixated on Sedan. The differences led the banished officer to write one final detailed memorandum on the subject which he sent to Army Group A:

			The aim of the offensive in the West must be to bring about a decision on land [emphasis in the original]. For the limited objectives given in the present deployment order, the defeat of [the] largest possible enemy grouping in Belgium and the seizure of parts of the Channel coastline, the political and military stakes are too high. The goal must be the final victory on land. Operations must therefore be directed [immediately] towards achieving a final decision in France, and the destruction of French resistance.48 

			Hitler, meanwhile, spoke to Jodl and asked him to order Halder to develop a new directive based on von Manstein’s concept. In fact, Halder was already working out the practical details of just such a plan and, having met with Hitler and von Brauchitsch on 18 February, produced the Fourth – and last – Deployment Directive six days later. It was this document that was to be enacted as Germany’s offensive against France and the Low Countries as Fall Gelb (Case Yellow). 

			Fall Gelb was a remarkably bold blend of ‘experience, intuition and understanding’. 49 Army Group B with three panzer divisions would attack into the Netherlands using Eighteenth Army and central Belgium using Sixth Army. Everything about von Bock’s advance was designed to make Gamelin believe that this was the main effort, and so the Luftwaffe was to initially focus on supporting Sixth Army while airborne forces would be deployed against the position known as Fortress Holland and the key bridges over the Albert Canal to aid the ground advance. The attack on the Netherlands had been questioned due to the country’s challenging terrain and the resources that would be required to force its capitulation. Göring, however, demanded the country as a base from which to launch future Luftwaffe operations against Britain while also noting that its occupation would deny the Allies a base from which they could bomb Germany. It was also believed that Fortress Holland might be reinforced by the Allies in the midst of their offensive and then used to threaten the Wehrmacht’s northern flank. The invasion of the Netherlands therefore became a subsidiary offensive for von Brauchitsch’s troops, but one of considerable import to Fall Gelb and German strategy. Meanwhile, as Army Group C demonstrated against the Maginot Line in order to contain its defenders, Army Group A was to move across Luxembourg and Belgian territory to reach the Meuse centred on Sedan. On the right, Fourth Army would be led by a panzer corps of two panzer divisions to cross the Meuse around Dinant while on the left, Twelfth Army would fall on Sedan using five panzer divisions and the motorized corps. Advancing through Luxembourg, the non-armoured Sixteenth Army was to seal off the left flank of the penetration south of Sedan and, by engaging the northern end of the Maginot Line, feign a turning movement to its rear in order to tie up French resources in the area.50 

			At this stage, it had not been decided whether the crossing of the Meuse was to be accomplished by the panzer divisions before the arrival of the infantry, or a pause to be taken for the infantry to arrive and assume the lead. Moreover, mindful of the old military dictum that ‘no plan survives first contact’, the Germans only formalized theirs as far as the Meuse for Army Group A in order to retain a degree of flexibility: much would depend on how the enemy reacted to the offensive. For now, the plan only speculated about what might happen after the Meuse had been crossed, but highlighted the possibility for ‘an operational probing attack by armoured and motorized elements and of pushing toward the mouth of the Somme river’.51 There was no mention of a simultaneous thrust south behind the Maginot Line. Halder had embraced a high degree of boldness, but he was not willing to put the entire operation in jeopardy for what he considered to be a non-essential manoeuvre when resources were tight and the co-ordination of the attacking formations was challenging enough already. 

			The plan was divisive. While von Manstein and Guderian lamented the fact that the Fourth Deployment Directive had clipped the radical wings of the original scheme and in so doing had preferred operational success to strategic victory, many seem to have regarded the plan as far too risky. Similarly, while some advocates of armoured warfare dubbed Halder the ‘gravedigger of the Panzer force’, some infantry generals who were uneasy at the potential of mechanization and motorization deemed the plan ‘crazy and foolhardy’.52 Having had command of the main effort taken away from him, von Bock wrote despairingly in his diary: ‘I can’t warm to this operation, because it has to bog down if the French haven’t taken leave of their senses … [and] Army Group B will be too weak to carry out the missions left to it.’53 There were also concerns expressed by a number of senior officers – particularly those from the traditional arms – that OKH was placing the relatively untried panzer divisions centre-stage while the tried and tested infantry languished behind as a support player. All of the old arguments about the vulnerability and weaknesses of armoured forces were brushed down and now given a specific operational context: Were armoured forces capable of penetrating the Ardennes quickly? Was it possible for panzer divisions to establish themselves across the Meuse without close infantry support? If armoured and motorized elements did exploit the river crossing, wouldn’t they risk dangerous exposure if they advanced far ahead of the infantry? The sceptical von Bock seemed to sum up the concerns of many when he wrote to OKH:

			You will be creeping ten miles from the Maginot Line with the flank of your breakthrough and hope the French will watch inertly! You are cramming the mass of the tank units together into the sparse roads of the Ardennes mountain country, as if there were no such thing as air power! And, you then hope to be able to lead an operation as far as the coast with an open southern flank 200 miles long, where stands the mass of the French Army!54 

			By this stage, von Rundstedt had completed his transformation from a supporter of von Manstein’s original idea to a doubter of the Halder plan. Recognising that his success depended on the achieving of operational surprise followed by speed and momentum, he had understandable concerns considering he needed to cross the Ardennes, the Meuse and then, most likely, conduct an extended dash to the coast. It was at this point that von Rundstedt’s traditional leaning came to the fore because he could not help but think that the operation’s risk could be significantly mitigated by the panzer divisions and infantry working together as they had in Poland. It was not for nothing that Halder noted in his diary that the commander of his main effort was ‘sceptical about the effectiveness of the armoured wedge. Is afraid that the second and third echelons would not be able to catch up.’55

			Just such issues were raised on 15 March 1940, when a meeting to discuss the Army Group A attack was held at the Reich Chancellery. The gathering included Hitler, Halder, von Rundstedt and his competent but utterly conventional new chief of staff, Georg von Sodenstern. The latter had taken an immediate dislike to OKH’s plan and was to have a considerable influence on his commander’s deepening reservations about it. On 22 February, in a formal submission to von Rundstedt, von Sodenstern wrote:

			I am not convinced that even the reinforced panzer and motorized units will manage to force the crossing over the Meuse in the kind of breadth that is necessary for operational purposes. Yes, I doubt, to begin with, that they will be in a position to cross the Meuse River even only here and there, holding the bridgeheads thus gained until the following infantry division would be able to make room for an operational exploitation featuring the necessary breadth and depth … But even if that should come off successfully, the panzer and motorized units by that time will be so ‘exhausted’ that sending them deep into enemy rear areas will no longer offer any chances of success.56

			Also present at the meeting were the senior commanders of Army Group A’s formations: Generaloberst Günther von Kluge commanding 4th Army, which included General Hermann Hoth’s XV Panzer Corps consisting of 5th and 7th Panzer Divisions and an infantry division; 12th Army’s General Wilhelm List; and 16th Army’s General Ernst Busch. They were joined by General Paul von Kleist, the fifty-eight-year-old commander of a new formation, a panzer group, who was an upstanding Prussian cavalryman and an officer who ‘never compromised with the Nazis or anyone else’.57 It was Panzer Group Kleist that would lead Twelfth Army – to which it was subordinated – to the Schwerpunkt on the Meuse, and the formation was put in the hands of a traditionalist such as von Kleist because the High Command wanted the formation to be used with restraint and for Guderian to be controlled. The panzer group itself consisted of the 1st, 2nd, and 10th Panzer Divisions in Guderian’s XIX Panzer Corps, 6th and 8th Panzer Divisions in Major General Georg Hans Reinhardt’s XXXXI Panzer Corps, and 2nd, 13th and 29th Motorized Divisions in General Gustav Anton von Wietersheim’s XIV Motorized Infantry Corps. Formed on 5 March to provide a distinct organization for the armoured spearhead, it consisted of 134,370 men and 41,140 vehicles including 1,222 tanks (which was half the total German number and were painted with a ‘K’ for Kleist for identification). If von Kleist’s vehicles had been placed nose to tail on a single road, they would have extended over 600 miles.58 It was just the sort of powerful concentration of panzer divisions that the traditionalists had feared, for at a stroke it made independent panzer operations far more likely and more viable. 
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