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1 Battle Situation, 20 May 1940



Captain Victor Veniel was desperately tired. He had flown five sorties since dawn; now, at six o’clock in the evening, grimy and unshaven, his body clammy with the sweat that had poured from him as he sweltered under the hot May sun in the cramped cockpit of his Bloch 152 fighter, he wanted nothing more than to bathe some of the tension away, snatch something to eat and fall asleep.

His day’s work, however, was not yet done. He still had to wade through the stack of documents on his desk, the mound of forms and orders that seemed to grow bigger every day. They all had to be filled in: combat reports, statistical returns, observations of mechanical defects – defects such as the continual jamming of the Bloch 152’s cannon, a perpetual and deadly nuisance that showed no signs of being rectified because no one higher up appeared to be interested in signing the necessary authorization. That very day two pilots of Veniel’s unit – No. 3 Squadron, Fighter Group II/I of the French Air Force – had been shot down when their cannon jammed in the middle of a dogfight with Messerschmitts.

Wearily he brushed a hand over the stubble on his face and resigned himself to his task. France might be crumbling in ruins around their ears, but the staff at group HQ still insisted on having the paperwork done on time. Providing replacement aircraft and pilots, apparently, was of secondary importance.

Veniel looked up as his office door opened. It was Captain MacMahon, the group’s adjutant. MacMahon told Veniel that he was to report to the group commander, Captain Robillon, immediately. It seemed that there was some sort of urgent mission in the offing; the order had come in just a few minutes ago, direct from French Air Force GHQ.

Thankfully Veniel left his papers and went to the operations room, where Robillon was waiting. The latter, a highly experienced fighter pilot with icy blue eyes and a whiplash voice that brooked no question of his authority, put Veniel in the picture as far as he was able. At 06.30 the following morning, 20 May, Veniel was to fly to Le Bourget, on the outskirts of Paris, with three flights of fighters. He was to report to Commandant Daurat, the CO at Le Bourget, who would give him further instructions. The fighters were to provide an escort for an aircraft carrying a VIP whose identity Robillon did not know.

The next morning, Veniel took off from Buc – the group’s base – at the head of eight fighters. The ground crews had worked all night to make them serviceable, repairing battle damage. Fifteen minutes later they landed at Le Bourget, on schedule. As he climbed from the cockpit, Veniel was greeted by Commandant Daurat, commander of the GHQ Air Transport Flight. The two were old acquaintances.

To his consternation, Veniel learned that Daurat had no information at all about the proposed mission. He had been awakened at 2am by a telephone call from a GHQ staff officer, who had told him to prepare a fast bomber for a vital mission in a few hour’s time. The problem, as Daurat had soon discovered, was that no bombers were available. Finally, in desperation, he had telephoned the Air Force test centre at Saint-Inglevert and asked the CO there if he could spare a machine. There was only one: a twin-engined Amiot 354, France’s latest and fastest bomber. It had not yet entered service and was still undergoing its trials. Nevertheless it would have to do.

A messenger roared up on a motor cycle and addressed Daurat. A general had arrived on the airfield; he was waiting in Daurat’s office and he was not, it seemed, in a pleasant mood. Daurat jumped on the motor bike and sped away towards the operations room; Veniel and his pilots stayed where they were, wondering what was going to happen next.

While they waited, they watched with interest as a brand new Amiot 354 landed and taxied in. It parked close to the fighters, the polished metal of its wings and fuselage contrasting sharply with the dark grey camouflage of the other machines. Three crew members climbed from the Amiot, and the pilot came over to introduce himself to Veniel. His name was Captain Henri Lafitte, and he was a test pilot. Like Veniel, he was completely in the dark about the true nature of the mission.

Veniel cast an eye over the bomber, and was reassured by the sight of twin machine guns protruding from its rear turret. Lafitte smiled wryly. The guns were wooden dummies, fitted at the last moment. It was unlikely that they would fool the German fighter pilots.

A staff car approached and halted a few yards away. Commandant Daurat got out and opened the rear door. Veniel brought his pilots to attention as he glimpsed the gold braid of a general’s kepi.

The man who emerged was old, but bore himself stiffly erect as he returned their salute. Veniel immediately recognized him from photographs he had seen: the piercing eyes, the hollow cheeks, the mouth set in a firm line. Their VIP was General Maxime Weygand, commander-in-chief of all French forces on land, at sea and in the air.

Weygand. Despite his seventy-three years, despite his obvious tiredness, he bore himself with pride and youthful vigour. He might have been one of Napoleon’s generals, stepping from a page of history when all Europe lay at France’s feet, instead of an old man summoned from across the sea in a desperate bid to rally the tottering French armies and exhort them to stand firm against the panzers that were debouching across the plains of Flanders. This was the man who, nearly a quarter of a century earlier, had been the shadow of the great Marshal Foch; it was Weygand who had been at Foch’s right hand on that fateful day in November 1918, when the Armistice terms had been presented to the defeated Germans in the Marshal’s special train at Compiegne.

His critics – and there had been many – had often cast doubt on his powers of leadership, drawing strength from the fact that he had never commanded troops in battle. In 1920 he had been sent to Poland as France’s representative on an Allied mission whose task had been to advise the Poles in their fight against the invading Russians, and there were those who claimed that he had been the mastermind behind the Polish success. Two years after his return to France he had been appointed high commissioner in Syria, and 1931 had seen him elevated to the post of commander-in-chief of the French Army.

In 1939, after four years of retirement, he had been recalled to the colours and sent back to Syria as military commander. He was still there on 10 May 1940, when the Germans launched their offensive against France and the Low Countries. On the eighteenth he had been in Cairo, conferring with General Wavell, the British commander in Egypt, when an urgent signal arrived from French Premier Paul Reynaud summoning him to Paris.

He left immediately, hoping that his aircraft would reach Paris that same evening after refuelling at Tunis. The machine, however, encountered strong headwinds and the pilot was forced to turn back and refuel at Mersa Matruh in Egypt, losing three precious hours. His homecoming seemed to be dogged by misfortune; when the aircraft finally touched down in France on the morning of the nineteenth, at Etampes airfield, its undercarriage collapsed and Weygand had to scramble clear through a gun turret, shaken but unhurt.

He arrived at Vincennes, the French GHQ, at 15.30 that same day, and had an interview with the commander-in-chief, General Maurice Gamelin – the unhappy man who was about to be made the scapegoat for the series of military disasters that had overwhelmed the French armies in the field during the past week. It was only now, in the course of Gamelin’s briefing, that Weygand began to appreciate the full magnitude of these disasters and the dire peril that confronted his nation.

Briefly, the situation outlined by Gamelin was as follows. When the Germans struck on 10 May, the formations on the left of the Allied defensive line – the French First and Seventh Armies and the British Expeditionary Force – had swung forward into Belgium to confront the armoured spearheads of the German Army Group B under Field Marshal Fedor von Bock. By the fourteenth, after preliminary fighting, the situation appeared to have stabilized, with the Belgian Army defending the line from Antwerp to Louvain, the BEF in position along the river Dyle between Louvain and Wavre, and the French First Army on their right between Wavre and Namur. The Seventh Army meanwhile had pushed on up the coast and crossed the frontier into Holland.

The Allies, in fact, had acted precisely as the Germans had hoped and anticipated; for the decisive battle was not to be fought in Belgium. The main effort was to be made in the centre by von Rundstedt’s Army Group A, whose divisions – including nine armoured – were to break across the river Meuse and establish bridgeheads for a drive to the sea.

During the first forty-eight hours of the campaign, while the Allies raced forward to counter the threat from Army Group B, the armoured columns of Army Group A – led by two panzer corps under General Ewald von Kleist – had been pushing steadily on over the twisting mountain roads of the Belgian Ardennes, across terrain that French military strategists had claimed could not be negotiated by tanks. By Whit Sunday, 12 May, the left wing of Kleist’s panzer group – XIX Panzer Corps, under General Heinz Guderian – had reached the Meuse on either side of Sedan, and the following day it launched its attack across the river in the wake of a massive air bombardment. Sedan was the weakest point of the French defensive line; it was in this sector that the right flank of the Ninth Army joined the left flank of the Second, and there was little cohesion between the two. Moreover the French divisions were manned for the most part by untried reserve troops.

By the morning of the fourteenth Guderian had succeeded in establishing a strong bridgehead on the west bank of the Meuse in Second Army territory, and the French were crumbling rapidly before the onslaught. Further north, at Monthermé, the right wing of Panzergruppe Kleist – Reinhardt’s XLI Panzer Corps – had met stiffer resistance, but here too a crossing of the Meuse had been forced by the 7th Panzer Division led by a dashing and as yet unknown general, Erwin Rommel.

Throughout the fourteenth the French Air Force and the RAF attempted to bomb the Meuse bridgeheads; the damage they caused was insignificant and they suffered appalling losses from the 20-mm flak and the prowling Messerschmitts. By nightfall both the French Second and Ninth Armies were collapsing before the mounting German pressure; the panzers were breaking through everywhere, flooding through a sixty-mile breach in the defences. On the fifteenth both XIX and XLI Panzer Corps broke out of their bridgeheads and began to drive rapidly westwards, pausing only to let their supporting infantry catch up. On the sixteenth Rommel’s 7th Panzer, decimating the French ist Armoured Division en route, raced on fifty miles to Avesnes. That evening XLI Panzer Corps reached the river Oise near Vervins, while to the south XIX Panzer Corps pushed on to the river Serre. By the morning of the seventeenth French resistance on the upper Oise fell apart and the westward plunge of the panzers continued; it was still not yet clear whether their primary objective was Paris or the Channel coast. What was apparent, however, was that the speeding panzers were driving a dangerous corridor between the Allied armies; to the north of it lay the Belgian Army, the French First Army and the British Expeditionary Force, in contact with von Bock’s advancing Army Group B, while to the south the battered French armies that had recoiled before the shock of Army Group A were desperately trying to regroup along the river Somme and form a defensive shield against a German drive southwards.

Such, broadly, was the battle situation described to Weygand by Gamelin on that afternoon of 19 May. Gamelin, to give him credit, had realized that the rapid advance of the panzers had left the German flanks dangerously exposed; on the eighteenth, air reconnaissance had confirmed that the enemy tanks were once again a long way ahead of their supporting units. Winston Churchill, newly appointed British prime minister, summed up the situation in picturesque fashion early on the nineteenth in a cable to Gamelin:

‘The tortoise has protruded its head very far from its shell. Some days must elapse before the main body can reach our lines of communications. It would appear that powerful blows struck from the north and south of this drawn-out pocket could yield surprising results.’

It was a time for decisive action, for Gamelin to take a firm hand in the conduct of the battle. So far he had been content to leave the burden of decision on the shoulders of General Georges, the French C-in-C North-East, and now, at this crucial stage in the battle, he showed no inclination to alter this policy. At 09.45 on the nineteenth, he shut himself away and penned his one and only operational directive to Georges. Under the heading ‘Personal and Secret Instruction No. 12’, it ran:



Without wishing to interfere in the conduct of the battle now being waged, which is in the hands of the Commander-in-Chief of the North-East Front, I consider that, at the present time:


	There are grounds for extending the front of our Eastern Armies and those covering Paris towards the west, and for maintaining the link with No. 1 Army Group. [Author’s note: Comprising the French First, Seventh and Ninth Armies in the north.]

	That, as regards No. 1 Army Group – rather than let it be encircled, we must act with extreme audacity; first by forcing, if necessary, the road to the Somme, and secondly, by throwing in particularly mobile forces against the rear of the panzer divisions and the motorized infantry divisions which are following them. It seems that there is, at present, a vacuum behind this first echelon.

	We must prepare with all our might for a Second Army offensive, also involving the Sixth Army’s right, striking towards the Mézières bridges.








It was immediately clear to General Georges that this ‘instruction’ was nothing of the sort; rather, it was a series of personal observations and suggestions. Nevertheless Georges decided to act upon it and at once set about translating it into operational terms.

It was at this juncture, in the afternoon of the nineteenth, that Weygand arrived on the scene. After his briefing by Gamelin, he went to see Georges at La Ferté-sous-Jouarre, GHQ North-East, returning to Paris at 18.30 for a meeting with Reynaud and Marshal Philippe Pétain, who at Reynaud’s invitation had joined the government as deputy premier twenty-four hours earlier. At this meeting Reynaud asked Weygand to take over the reins from Gamelin. After a lengthy discussion, Weygand said: ‘Very well. I accept the responsibility you are putting on me. You will not be surprised if I do not promise victory, or even give you hope of a victory.’1 On this far from optimistic note, he retired for his first real sleep since leaving North Africa.

He was back in the C-in-C’s office at Vincennes early the next morning, looking much refreshed. There was a brief, cool meeting with Gamelin, during which the latter formally handed over to his replacement. Afterwards Gamelin left Vincennes for ever, a solitary and pathetic figure, bidding goodbye to no one.

Weygand’s first act as generalissimo was to cancel Gamelin’s ‘Instruction No. 12’, a move which he considered prudent given the lack of firm intelligence on the enemy’s movements, but which in fact served only to add to the confusion already surrounding General Georges and his subordinate commanders. Nevertheless Weygand took another immediate decision which, when it reached his commanders in the field, brought sighs of relief: the roads leading to the front were to be cleared at once, and civilians were to be permitted to move only between 18.00 hours and midnight. Had Gamelin made this decision several days earlier, its influence on the early stages of the campaign might have been considerable; at least part of the German success so far was due to the fact that Allied reinforcements – particularly armour and artillery – had lost much vital time in forcing their way along roads congested with streams of refugees.

Weygand believed, rightly, that the Allied forces north of the corridor driven seawards by the panzers were now in a critical position; it was becoming clear that the enemy planned first to eliminate these forces by crushing them between the hammer and anvil of Army Groups A and B before swinging southwards into the heart of France. Weygand’s main problem was that all direct communication with General Billotte, commanding Army Group One, had been severed by the speeding panzers; any news he received from the north came very much secondhand, via London. A visit to Georges at La Ferté that morning strengthened his belief that a personal call on the commanders in the north was imperative if he was to make a clear assessment of the situation, and he advised Reynaud of his intention that afternoon. His original intention was to journey to Abbeville by train, but Reynaud dissuaded him. It was just as well; unknown to Weygand, Abbeville was at that moment within sight of Guderian’s leading tanks. Instead, the c-in-c agreed to make the trip by air and asked the Air Force to provide a fast machine. He also sent messages to King Leopold of Belgium, Lord Gort and General Billotte, requesting a meeting in Ypres on the afternoon of the following day, 21 May.

Weygand considered a meeting with Lord Gort to be of prime importance; the intentions of the BEF’s commander had to be clarified with all possible speed. Weygand’s concern stemmed from news of a telephone call made by Gort’s chief of staff, Lieutenant-General Pownall, to the War Office in London on 19 May. Gort had just had a visit from a depressed General Billotte; the two men had discussed the possibility of closing the dangerous gap created by the panzers by means of strong counter-attacks, but Gort soon realized that: ‘Clearly he had little hope that they would be effective … I was unable to verify that the French had enough reserves at their disposal south of the gap to enable them to stage counter-attacks sufficiently strong to warrant the expectation that the gap would be closed.’2

In Gort’s view, this left the Allied armies in the north with two alternatives. Either they could fall back on the line of the river Somme – a move that might have disastrous consequences, for it would mean that the Belgian Army would have to abandon its own territory to fall in with the plan or else go on fighting alone, with the certainty of early defeat – or they could retreat towards the Channel ports and there form a secure bridgehead from which the British Expeditionary Force could be evacuated if the situation demanded it.

These were the proposals telephoned to the War Office by Pownall; the French Army monitoring service eavesdropped on the conversation and passed on the information to General Georges, laying emphasis on the remarks concerning the possible evacuation of the BEF. It was the French General Staff’s first inkling that the British were seriously considering such a move.

What the French did not know was that even at this stage the British Government, still failing to realize the gravity of the situation, had already rejected Gort’s proposal for a withdrawal on the Channel ports. The chief of the Imperial General Staff, Field Marshal Lord Ironside, had told a meeting of the War Cabinet late on the nineteenth that he was flatly opposed to any such plan, advocating that a retreat southwards from Belgian territory offered the best solution. Churchill’s War Cabinet agreed, and within hours Ironside was on his way to France with the appropriate instructions. He arrived at Boulogne in the early hours of 20 May, and reached Gort’s command post at Wahagnies at 06.00. By 08.00 he was in conference with Gort, and it was only now that he realized the impossibility of a swing to the south; the Germans had advanced faster and further than anyone had anticipated, and it was too late. If the seven divisions of the BEF abandoned their defensive positions along the river Escaut – to which they had retreated from the Dyle in the past few days – and marched south at this juncture they would run headlong into the panzer divisions that were spearing towards the coast, and would in all probability be destroyed.

It was not yet too late, however, to hope that a major French counter-offensive from the south might sever the neck of the German ‘tortoise’; neither Gort nor Ironside yet realized the complete chaos that attended the French armies south of the panzer corridor. They felt that if the French were in a position to mount a counter-offensive, the BEF could assist it greatly by striking a blow southwards with the Expeditionary Force’s two remaining divisions, the 5th and 50th, supported by tanks. The attack would preferably be launched around Arras, against which a German advanced guard was thought to be moving. In fact, the ‘advanced guard’ was Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division, supported by the ss Totenkopf (Death’s Head) Motorized Infantry Division, although the British did not know this at the time. The overall plan, therefore, was to extend the British defensive line southwards past Arras, cutting through whatever enemy units were encountered and at the same time relieving the threat to the town’s garrison. It was clear that any British effort along these lines would be strictly limited, but Gort resolved to implement the plan in the absence of any further orders from the French.

After his conference with Gort, Ironside – accompanied by General Pownall – set off to find General Billotte at the latter’s headquarters under Vimy Ridge, near Lens. After a tortuous journey over roads crammed with refugees they located both Billotte and General Blanchard, commanding the French First Army. Ironside was horrified to find that the French generals appeared to have lost their nerve completely. Billotte, in particular seemed to be on the edge of a nervous breakdown, his whole body trembling; he was in the grip of deep despair. Ironside, towering head and shoulders over the Frenchman, seized him by the tunic in exasperation and shook him in an effort to bring him round. He finally persuaded the reluctant Billotte to agree to a French counterattack towards Cambrai in support of the British push at Arras, but he left Lens shortly afterwards without much conviction that the French would lend much support, if any.3

Gort agreed completely, and went ahead with the plan for an independent British attack at Arras. To co-ordinate the operation he selected Major-General Harold Franklyn, commanding the 5th Division. On paper the troops at Franklyn’s disposal consisted of his own 5th Division and Major-General G. le Q. Martel’s 50th, together with the Ist Army Tank Brigade, but in reality Franklyn’s command – known as ‘Frankforce’ – was much smaller. For various reasons each of the infantry divisions could field only two brigades each instead of the usual three, while the Tank Brigade – which had a hundred tanks on its inventory – could muster seventy-three. Of these, only sixteen were Mk II ‘Matildas’, armed with a two-pounder gun; the rest were Mk Is, armed with medium machine-guns.

The planning went on throughout the twentieth. Franklyn was not told that the primary object of his attack was to support a possible French counter-offensive from the south; his orders were principally to ‘support the garrison in Arras and to block the roads south of Arras, thus cutting off the German communications (via Arras) from the east’.

During Ironside’s earlier visit to Billotte at Lens, the commander of Army Group One had promised that French support for Frankforce’s mission would take the form of an attack towards Cambrai by two divisions of General Rene Altmayer’s V Corps, but by 18.00 on the twentieth no liaison officer from V Corps had arrived at headquarters to discuss co-ordination. In fact shortly after Ironside’s visit Billotte had sent an emissary to Altmayer to urge the latter to co-operate fully with the British, but the emissary – Major Vautrin – had found Altmayer prostrate on his bed, in tears.

Altmayer pulled himself together somewhat and told Vautrin that it was impossible to attack on the twenty-first, as the British wished; one of the French divisions scheduled to take part, the 25th Motorized, had no hope of being in position before the twenty-second. Later, Vautrin reported to Blanchard:



In spite of the fact that I had told him of General Gort’s insistence that the attacks should begin next day, since in front of Douai and Arras there was only the rear of the German armoured divisions, and that the main body of normal divisions had not yet entered the area, General Altmayer, who seemed tired out and thoroughly disheartened … told me that one should see things as they are, that the troops had buggered off, that he was ready to accept all the consequences of his refusal and go and get himself killed at the head of a battalion, but he would no longer continue to sacrifice the army corps of which he had already lost nearly half.’4





It was nearly midnight when Gort learned, by letter from Blanchard, of Altmayer’s negative reaction. The best v Corps commander could do was to provide cover for Frankforce’s western flank with the aid of detachments of the 3rd Light Armoured Division, under General Prioux. Neither could Gort secure any promise of air support for the operation; the French Northern Air Operations Zone had been notified but had not been supplied with any times or targets, and the RAF’s Advanced Air Striking Force in France was so depleted after the fearful losses it had sustained during the first week of the campaign as to be virtually ineffective. Nevertheless Gort was determined to carry out the plan. Frankforce would launch its attack at 14.00 hours on 21 May.

Meanwhile, on the night of the twentieth to the twenty-first, General Weygand was snatching a few hours’ sleep at Vincennes after having finalized – or so he thought - the arrangements for his flight north the following morning. It was with considerable anger that he learned, on arrival at Le Bourget, that no one had been given details of the mission. Calming down somewhat, he held an impromptu briefing in a hangar with Captain Lafitte, his pilot, and Captain Veniel, leading the fighter escort.5 First of all they would set course for Abbeville, following the valley of the Somme, then turn towards Cambrai or Valenciennes. They would then make a reconnaissance of the Lens-Béthune area, landing at Norrent-Fontès to refuel. GHQ had arranged for Weygand to be picked up there and taken by road to Ypres for his meeting with the Allied commanders. Altitude for the flight was to be 2,500 feet, out of range of enemy small-arms fire and below the level of most medium and heavy flak.

Weygand’s Amiot took off at exactly 09.00. The eight fighters of the escort slipped protectively into place above it and on either side. The sky was cloudless, with near-perfect visibility. The formation passed over Beauvais airfield; shortly afterwards there was a nasty moment when the pilots spotted three German Dornier 17 bombers, escorted by a dozen Messerschmitts, above and to the right. The enemy formation, however, maintained a steady course towards the south and quickly disappeared.

Poix slid by on the starboard side, and now the pilots began to see the first real signs of war. The autoroute leading south from the town was jammed solid with vehicles of every description, ranging from heavy lorries to horse-drawn carts; a panic-stricken exodus was under way. The scene of confusion fell behind as the aircraft droned over the lush, dark green landscape of the Somme valley. Ahead of them a haze of smoke hung over the horizon; underneath it lay Abbeville, and heavy fighting seemed to be going on around the town. The sight came as a severe shock to the Frenchmen; they had not realized that the panzers had advanced so far. The roads beneath were once again congested, this time with armour and military transport. The stark black crosses on the roofs and turrets of the vehicles left no doubt as to their identity.

The aircraft turned north-east towards Arras. Tracer drifted up lazily from a concentration of enemy armour, and a moment later clusters of black puffs burst around the formation as the 20-mm flak opened up. Splinters ripped through the Amiot, a few feet from where Weygand was sitting at the navigator’s plotting table, intent on his maps. He never even raised his head. Lafitte opened the throttles and the bomber surged forward, leaving the danger behind.

The formation passed to the south of Arras, over more military convoys. Although fires were burning here and there, the town itself was quiet and there was no sign of fighting; Frankforce’s counter-offensive in the Arras sector had not yet developed. Cambrai, a few miles further on, presented a different picture. The centre of the town was in flames and fighting appeared to be in progress in the surrounding countryside, although the drifting pall of smoke made it hard to see exactly what was happening. A lot of flak started to come up and the formation turned west, heading for Norrent-Fontès, near the Belgian border.

The Amiot touched down without incident on Norrent-Fontès airfield while the fighter escort circled watchfully overhead. Then the fighters came in; one’s undercarriage refused to come down and the pilot made a belly landing, climbing unhurt from the cockpit. He would continue his journey in the bomber.

Captain Veniel went over to where Weygand and the bomber crew were standing. The general was in a towering rage. GHQ had informed him that an Air Force group was still based there; it turned out that the group had departed three days ago. Norrent-Fontès’ only inhabitant was a small and incredibly scruffy private, who now stood off to one side looking overawed by the close proximity of so much gold braid. When the group left, he had been told to stay behind and look after the airfield’s fuel dump pending further orders. The orders had not arrived, but he had stolidly remained at his post. Veniel accompanied him to the fuel dump; it contained 20,000 litres of petrol, stacked in 20-litre drums. The pilots descended on it and were soon hard at work refuelling their machines.

Meanwhile Weygand and his aide had set out in search of a telephone, driven by the little soldier in a broken-down truck that was the airfield’s sole remaining transport. In a nearby village they found a post office, from where Weygand eventually managed to get through to Army Group One. Over a badly distorted line, he learned that General Billotte had sent out cars to search for him –but no one knew in which direction.

Back at Norrent-Fontès, the pilots were awaiting Weygand’s return. Suddenly, a car drove up in a cloud of dust and a French army officer jumped out. The man seemed panic-stricken.

‘What are you doing here? The Boches are only ten kilometres away, and they’re advancing at sixty kilometres an hour. Get out, while you still can.’

Veniel asked the man if he had seen anything of Weygand. The officer became even more agitated.

‘How am I supposed to recognize anyone in this muck-up ? If he’s gone towards Hazebrouck he’s been taken prisoner, that’s for sure. Go on, get out! You haven’t much time.’

The officer ran back to his car and drove off at high speed. The pilots looked at one another, torn by uncertainty. What if Weygand had been taken prisoner, and the Germans were as close as the staff officer had indicated? At any moment the Stukas might appear overhead and blast their aircraft into smoking wreckage.

They waited for twenty minutes, their nerves in knots. Veniel was about to give the order to take off when a vehicle came lurching round the hangars; it was the little soldier’s truck. Weygand and his aide got out, the general in obvious distress.

‘Captain,’ he said to Veniel, ‘the situation is lamentable. I had never dreamed that such chaos existed. The roads are so clogged that movement is almost impossible. We must keep cool, or we’re finished.’

Weygand pondered for a few moments, poring over his map. Finally, he decided to take off for the airfield at Saint-Inglevert, near Calais. It was just possible that the transport sent out by Billotte might be waiting for him there.

The formation was airborne by noon. A few minutes later they sighted the Channel, with Boulogne over on the left. Veniel noticed a forest of barrage balloons over the port. With Calais dead ahead the formation let down slowly towards Saint-Inglevert, the Amiot landing first. It was only when Veniel taxied in that he saw the bomb craters that pitted the airfield. The Stukas had been here; it was a miracle that the Amiot and its escorting fighters had landed safely.

Weygand came over and shook each pilot by the hand. He instructed them to wait for him until 19.00 hours; if he had not returned by that time they were to fly back to Le Bourget. Then the general set off into Calais in a car his aide had somehow managed to commandeer.

The pilots pushed their aircraft into the shelter of some bombed-out hangars and settled down to wait, smoking nervously. From time to time formations of German bombers cruised overhead, their passage followed by the drum-roll of explosions in Calais. 19.00 hours came, and there was no sign of Weygand. The pilots waited for another hour, then took off and set course for Paris. Their mission was over; what had become of the general was no longer their concern. It was enough that they were returning to base in one piece.

On leaving Saint-Inglevert Weygand had, in fact, gone to the Hôtel de ville in Calais, which served as the Allied headquarters. There he found General Champon, head of the French Military Mission to the Belgian Army, who told him that King Leopold would be waiting for him in Ypres town hall at 15.00 hours. Weygand completed his journey in a staff car over roads fearfully congested with refugees, finally arriving at Ypres shortly before 16.00. King Leopold was there, together with members of his general staff and some cabinet ministers, but both Lord Gort and General Billotte were absent. The only British representative present was Admiral Sir Roger Keyes, who was attached to King Leopold but who had no military authority.

In the course of the next four hours Weygand held three separate meetings with the Belgians. The first took the form of a confrontation between Weygand and Leopold, the latter supported by his ADC, General van Overstraeten. Weygand insisted that the Belgian Army’s defences along the river Escaut were too thinly stretched and urged the Belgians to retreat further west as soon as possible, taking over and strengthening part of the line held by the British Expeditionary Force. This would enable the British to release two divisions to take part in Weygand’s projected offensive southwards. Leopold objected on the grounds that his army was exhausted after the strenuous forced marches it had made over the past few days; through General van Overstraeten, he put forward a tentative plan to fall back on Ostend, where his forces would form ‘a vast bridgehead’. Once again Weygand tried to persuade the king to change his mind, stressing that in 1914 the Belgian Army had successfully fallen back and put up a stout defence on the line of the river Yser; they could do so again. This, however, would mean abandoning all but a few square miles of Belgian territory, and would create a tremendous logistics problem in that all the Belgian Army’s stores would have to be moved to new depots at short notice. Then there was the problem of the refugees, who had brought the movement of military traffic to a virtual standstill; food supplies were also becoming critical, with sufficient stocks of flour in Belgium to last only another two weeks.

This first meeting ended with no decision having been reached; Leopold promised merely to consider Weygand’s proposals and advise the general of his decision later. Weygand had the distinct impression that the king had already resigned himself to defeat, and according to the Belgian premier, M. Pierlot – who saw Leopold a few minutes later –‘The king considered the position of the armies in Flanders almost, if not quite, hopeless.’

At this juncture General Billotte arrived, having spent several hours on Weygand’s trail. He was accompanied by General Fagalde, commander of the French XVI Corps. Weygand lost no time in outlining his scheme to Billotte; it involved a drive southwards by the French First Army from Cambrai in conjunction with an offensive northwards by French forces from the Somme, the two arms of the pincer to meet in the region of Bapaume. Billotte, harrassed and weary, pointed out that the First Army was in no condition to launch a major attack; indeed, it could barely hold its own against the German onslaught. In Billotte’s opinion, only the British Expeditionary Force was still sufficiently battleworthy to carry out a large-scale offensive operation.

Everything now hinged on Lord Gort’s attitude and appraisal of the situation; but Gort had still not appeared. Weygand waited for the British commander until 19.00, and was debating whether to stay the night in Ypres when Admiral Abrial, commanding the French Naval Forces (North), arrived with the warning that it would no longer be possible for Weygand to fly out because of heavy enemy bombing attacks on the few remaining serviceable airfields in the area. Abrial had placed a 600-ton torpedo-boat at Weygand’s disposal and the general joined it after dark at Dunkirk. An air raid was in progress and the boat had a harrowing passage out of the harbour, travelling at full speed amid geysers of water thrown up by exploding bombs. The boat eventually reached Cherbourg as dawn was breaking, and from there Weygand continued his journey to Paris by road. He arrived in the capital at 10.00 on 22 May.

The previous afternoon, while Weygand was still making his tortuous way north, Frankforce’s counter-offensive at Arras had unfolded on schedule. It was carried out by a force much reduced in size from that originally envisaged, consisting of two territorial battalions of the Durham Light Infantry and two tank battalions, with weak detachments of Prioux’s Cavalry Corps providing flank cover, the whole supported by a field battery of the Royal Artillery and an anti-tank battery.

Led by Major-General Martel, the force struck southwards round the west of Arras in two mobile columns, its objective to reach the Cojeul river by nightfall. The right-hand column ran into opposition almost at once, coming up against motorized infantry of Rommel’s 7th Panzer in the village of Duisans. The village was taken after a stiff fight and two companies of infantry were detached to hold it. The rest of the column pushed on to capture Warlus and Berneville, advancing as far as the Arras–Doullens road; here, the infantry were pinned down by heavy German mortar and machine-gun fire. The Luftwaffe also took a hand, the Stukas bombing the British positions unopposed. There was no Allied air cover. Martel’s tanks, however, carried out a manoeuvre round the left flank and swept down on the village of Wailly, where they raced full tilt into the SS Totenkopf Motorized Infantry Division which had just arrived. The sudden appearance of the British tanks sowed panic among the German troops, who suffered heavy losses in the ensuing confusion. Soon afterwards, however, the tanks were stopped by a battery of German 88-mm guns, firing over open sights, and were forced to withdraw leaving several of their number in flames.

The left-hand column, meanwhile, had enjoyed better fortune, its armour virtually wiping out a motorized column at Dainville and leaving the supporting infantry to round up over four hundred prisoners – the largest ‘bag’ of enemy troops in a single engagement since the campaign began. The column pushed on rapidly and some of its advanced units actually reached the Cojeul, but the main body of the armour – the tanks of the Fourth Royal Tank Regiment – became involved in a fierce fight with Rommel’s forces and, without supporting infantry, had to relinquish the ground they had won.

By the end of the afternoon it was clear that the forces committed to the British counter-attack – which had advanced ten miles – were in no position to hold the ground they had gained. Moreover Rommel’s armoured division was recovering quickly from its surprise and would soon be driving on around Arras to threaten the British rear west of the town. General Franklyn, therefore, saw no alternative other than to abandon the operation; he had received no orders to the contrary, and in fact had received no instructions at all from GHQ since his meeting with Gort the previous evening.

At the time, Franklyn had no way of knowing the full extent of the impact made on the enemy by Frankforce’s relatively puny counter-attack. It was by far the most determined opposition so far encountered by the Germans, and quite apart from the material losses inflicted on Rommel’s forces the British blow presented the German High Command with a strong psychological shock, especially as it was generally believed that the British effort had involved no fewer than five divisions. Field Marshal von Rundstedt, commanding Army Group A, later stated that: ‘A critical moment in the drive came just as my forces had reached the Channel. It was caused by a British counter-stroke southward from Arras on 21 May. For a short time it was feared that our armoured divisions would be cut off before the infantry divisions could come up to support them. None of the French counter-attacks carried any serious threat as this one did.’

Rundstedt, in fact, was so alarmed by the Arras operation that he ordered a temporary halt to the movement of von Kleist’s armoured group towards Calais and instructed the 6th and 8th Panzer to swing back towards Arras to counter a threat that no longer existed. Meanwhile Rommel’s supporting infantry were instructed to move up to the Arras area with all speed. The British attack was reflected throughout the German command, even up to Hitler himself, in a new mood of nervousness and caution which was to have a far-reaching effect on the events of the next few days.

As far as Lord Gort was concerned, however, the counter-attack had failed, and failure meant the end of any hope of a breakthrough to the south; he was not aware of Weygand’s efforts to contact him. The previous evening he had received a copy of a signal from Churchill to Admiral Keyes, advising the latter that Weygand intended to visit King Leopold, but since then there had been no further word. Weygand’s subsequent messages to Gort appeared to have gone astray, which was hardly surprising in the general communications chaos. General van Overstraeten had also tried to reach Gort by telephone, without any success, and in the end had set out to search for him by car, together with Admiral Keyes. They drove to Hazebrouck, where Gort was reported to have his command post, but it was no longer there; they located it an hour later at Prémesques, between Lille and Armentières. They picked up the BEF commander and took him back to Ypres, only to find that Weygand had departed an hour earlier.

Gort learned the details of Weygand’s projected offensive secondhand from General Billotte; the Englishman was far from enthusiastic, pointing out that the Arras counter-attack had fallen short of expectations (or so it was then believed) and that the BEF’s reserves were now fully committed. But the Belgians had reluctantly agreed to co-operate by withdrawing to the river Lys, and Gort was strongly urged to lend his support by General Fagalde; the latter had seen considerable service as a liaison officer with the other BEF of 1914, rising to the post of French military attaché in London four years later, and he knew enough about the British troops and their capabilities to realize that their full participation represented the only chance of success for Weygand’s scheme, however slight.

In the end Gort gave in; the only alternative to the march south was still a general withdrawal to the Channel ports, and this was likely to be a risky venture. The German tanks had already reached the sea at Abbeville and were now menacing Calais and Boulogne. If the Belgians would take over the left of the British line, he conceded, relieving the 44th Division, and the French the right, releasing the 2nd and 48th Divisions, it might just be possible to mount an offensive – but not before the twenty-sixth, for in his estimation it would take four days for the Allies to complete their movements.

So the meeting ended, with no satisfactory conclusion having been reached; the best that could be hoped for was a compromise. Gort and Billotte set out for their respective headquarters, distinctly unhappy men who both sensed a tragedy in the making. For Billotte, the tragedy was more immediate; on the way back to Bethune his car skidded and crashed into the back of a lorry. Billotte sustained severe head injuries and died two days later without regaining consciousness. His accident was a mortal blow to the Allied cause, for he was the only senior Allied commander who had been able to discuss the projected counter-offensive at first hand with both Gort and Weygand; with his death, any real hopes of co-ordination were shattered. To make matters even worse, it was another three days before the dithering French High Command appointed a successor to command Army Group One in the shape of General Blanchard, formerly commander of the First Army; his place in that capacity was taken by the able cavalry leader, General Prioux.

Meanwhile in Paris the French Government had at last begun to wake up to the full gravity of the situation. Standing before the Senate in the afternoon of 21 May, the lonely figure of Paul Reynaud had catalogued the disasters that had befallen France’s armies in the north to an assembly that seemed torn between horror, bewilderment and stark disbelief. Now the députés, who had themselves been wrapped in apathetic slumber for so long, were clamouring for blood like jackals and demanding the summary punishment of those they held responsible for France’s grief; men such as General Corap, commander of the hapless and broken Ninth Army, whose principal ‘crime’ was that he had adhered to a strategy that had become outmoded with the advent of the armoured assault group and the dive-bomber. Reynaud promised justice, and action too; for the honour of France now rested on the shoulders of two great men – Philippe Petain, hero of the defence of Verdun in 1916, and Maxime Weygand, who possessed ‘the secrets of Marshal Foch’. Somehow, these men were to perform the miracles that would rescue France from her position of grave peril.6
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