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    Preface

    In1982, while serving with Central Army Group headquarters in Heidelberg, Germany, I made a pilgrimage to the Luxembourg grave of Gen. George S. Patton Jr. I found that it had been moved to the front of the cemetery since countless visitors had beaten a path across the manicured grass to pay their respects at the original location. The new location created the impression that Patton, even in death, still led his Third Army. At the Combat Training Centre in Gagetown, Canada, I later heard distinguished military historian Martin Blumenson suggest that the greatly admired Patton was as much a poet as a soldier. Later still, at a U.S. Naval Institute conference in Wheaton, Illinois, I listened to former war correspondent Andy Rooney express a far less flattering view of Patton as a commander of American troops. The contrast was thought-provoking and reminded me that while I had visited the grave of Patton and even that of Canadian war poet John McCrae, who wrote “In Flanders Fields,” I had not made the effort to visit the grave of the commander of the First Canadian Army, which fought in line with Patton’s Third.

    I also realized that the reason that Patton was so often compared to Bernard Law Montgomery and Omar Bradley—even though both commanded army groups one level above Patton—was simply because Patton was the only field army commander popularly perceived to be noteworthy. Having attended and conducted numerous battlefield tours of Normandy with the Canadian Land Forces Command and Staff College, this struck me as somewhat unfair since other field army commanders won the beachhead and created the conditions for the advance into Germany. Such discrepancy prompted me to undertake a series of research trips to write a book about the less universally hailed commanders who led Allied field armies to victory on the Western Front in World War II.

    Lt. Col. Dr. John A. English

    Honorary Lieutenant Colonel,

    The Brockville Rifles

    Milton on the St. Lawrence

    Kingston, Ontario

  


  
    

    Introduction

    SevenAllied field armies bore the brunt of the fighting against the forces of the Third Reich on the Western Front during the last two years of World War II. As eventually deployed from the English Channel to the Swiss border, they were the First Canadian Army, the British Second Army, the U.S. Ninth Army, the U.S. First Army, the U.S. Third Army, the U.S. Seventh Army, and the French First Army.1 Of the seven officers who commanded these armies, however, only Gen. George S. Patton Jr. of the U.S. Third Army has truly been remembered. Whereas Patton is almost a household name, the other field army commanders—Harry Crerar, Miles Dempsey, William Simpson, Courtney Hodges, Alexander Patch, and Jean de Lattre de Tassigny—are hardly recognized. Historians have written numerous books about Patton, and publishers appear eager to produce even more, but there is only one published biography of Patch, one just released on Crerar, and none yet on Dempsey or Simpson. A biography of Hodges did not appear until 2006.2 De Lattre has rated several biographies in French, but only one in English. That Patton has been so highly celebrated compared to his peers has been partly explained by the assertion that members of the press, usually war correspondents, first establish military reputations in their wartime reporting. Only later, with some perspective, do historians judge performances and sustain or revise earlier impressions.3 This book aims to offer some perspective on the performances of those generals besides Patton who led field armies across Western Europe.

    This work will focus on Patton’s peers—the forgotten Allied field army commanders of the Western Front—and the battles and campaigns they fought with their armies in the Allied coalition. Their early development and military advancement will be recounted briefly, along with the growth and structure of their respective field armies. Their method and style of operational command, such as how they handled their staffs and subordinates, will then be examined against the battlefield performance of their armies. In addition to encouraging interest in field army commanders who have remained in the shadows for so long, this operational focus should illuminate the achievements of troops in the six field armies other than Patton’s Third.

    Before scrutinizing individual field army commanders it is necessary to review the organization and functional responsibilities of the various levels of Allied land and air forces on the Western Front. Some discussion of the importance of general staff systems is also required to understand how large, modern ground forces actually carried out their operations. A brief look at the development and structure of the Anglo-American alliance should also serve to place the coalition operations of Allied field armies in context. Finally, the relative strengths of Allied forces deployed on the Western Front will be examined to determine their effect on the implementation of military strategy.

    ALLIED ORGANIZATION

    By the end of the war in 1945, three Allied army groups operated on the Western Front. From north to south, these were the Anglo-Canadian 21st Army Group under Field Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery, the U.S. 12th Army Group under Gen. Omar N. Bradley, and the U.S. 6th Army Group under Gen. Jacob L. Devers. Army groups, which were not used in the Pacific or Southeast Asian theaters, were unique to the European theater, reflecting German field formation structure for large-scale continental operations.

    The 21st Army Group had been set up in July 1943 to plan and execute Operation Overlord. After the battle of Normandy, it controlled the operations of Dempsey’s British Second and Crerar’s First Canadian Armies. The 12th Army Group, formed on 1 August 1944, directed Hodges’s First, Patton’s Third, and later Simpson’s Ninth Armies. The 6th Army Group came into being on 15 September 1944, following the U.S. Seventh Army’s invasion of southern France, its junction with the Third, and the concurrent establishment of the French First Army. Under Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF), the theater-level command headed by Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, army groups directed operations on a scale considered too large for a single field army headquarters to handle.

    In the Anglo-American terminology of the day, theater operations fell into the military strategic realm below national grand strategy. Army groups directed military strategic operations below theater level. In doing so, they assigned zones of action to field armies, attaching or detaching corps and divisions to support specific operational plans, but they played little part in army supply and administration except to estimate the means required, allocate resources, and provide general supervision. The principle was that field armies administered themselves according to procedures set by theater headquarters, drawing supplies directly from Communications Zone installations. Although army groups were intended to guide field armies through small, mobile, and flexible headquarters, the headquarters of the 21st and 12th Army Groups tended to duplicate theater and field army functions, which naturally increased manpower and inhibited mobility. For example, Bradley exercised close control over his armies—to the point of moving specific divisions—and saw his staff swell from 200 to 900 officers, more than the officer strength of an infantry division. In comparison, the 6th Army Group limited its headquarters to 311 officers and 1,221 enlisted personnel, largely because of Devers’s insistence that it should be patterned after a corps and function with fewer staff than an army headquarters.4

    In theory, army group commanders directed military strategic operations but did not carry them out. This was the responsibility of field army commanders, who executed broadly stated tasks or missions assigned by group commanders. The size and composition of field armies varied with circumstances, generally fitting the nature of the operation to be undertaken. Seen as the fundamental unit of strategic maneuver by the Americans, the field army’s only permanent structure was its headquarters. As a rule of thumb, a field army usually had half its personnel in combat divisions and the other half in army- and corps-level ancillary troops to support and sustain the combat divisions. Ancillary troops usually consisted of signal, engineer, intelligence, military police, ordnance, and other specialist arms and services.

    Army-level responsibilities included determining objectives and priorities, developing plans and concepts of operations, and assigning achievable objectives to corps along with sufficient resources to attain them. This involved allocating divisions and supplementary fighting assets, the most important of which were brigaded heavy and medium artillery regiments, engineer bridging units, and specialized armored vehicles such as flamethrowers and flail tanks. Other army-level responsibilities included supporting corps administratively and logistically, providing high-level intelligence, arranging the application and control of air support, and coordinating operations that involved two or more corps. Beyond supervising corps operations, a field army commander could influence the battle through the commitment of reserves and additional artillery, air strikes, boundary adjustments, shifting and regrouping formations, operational maneuver, and personal inspiration. To do this, he had to develop a feel for battle, position himself where he could best obtain information and personally communicate with subordinates, and have a sound grasp of terrain and time factors associated with force deployments. He also had to know the strengths and weaknesses of his own forces as well as those of the enemy.

    The primary responsibility of the field army commander was to think and plan as far ahead as rationally possible, to focus not on the close battle being fought, but on the distant battle to be fought. This meant looking well beyond operations currently in progress to those he intended to conduct in the future, along with all the associated logistical support requirements. His main role was to plan as much as two or three operations in advance and issue orders not hours ahead, but days and even weeks in advance. Yet if the immediate operational situation demanded, it was his duty to intervene directly in the conduct of the ongoing battle.5

    In at least one respect, the field army commander’s role in the provision of high-level intelligence was unique. With the exception of the French First Army, army commanders and their closest advisors enjoyed access to Ultra, the British naval code-name for intelligence derived from the decryption of high-grade ciphers from different sources but most notably from radio messages sent by German Enigma enciphering machines. Dedicated signals liaison units headed by Ultra officers fed army commanders decrypts of the Germans’ most secret communications, which, if confirmed by another source, could be released downward to corps commanders. So far as is known, the only two corps commanders with direct access to Ultra were Maj. Gen. Lucian K. Truscott, who had received such intelligence at Anzio, and Lt. Gen. Guy G. Simonds, who commanded the First Canadian Army during the Battle of the Scheldt.

    Although Ultra produced certain intelligence coups—for example, locating a panzer group headquarters in Normandy and detecting the German withdrawal from southern France on 17–18 August 1944—it normally had to be corroborated with other sources in order to determine enemy strengths and dispositions. The Germans rarely discussed tactical plans in wireless transmissions, and because of changing situations in the field, they often modified the broad higher-level plans that the Allies intercepted through Ultra. Since Ultra alerts commonly arrived twelve to twenty-four hours after the event, they were usually too late to be of any value to divisions and smaller units, especially during fluid operations; Bradley pointed to Ultra’s discovery of the German attack at Mortain as such a case.

    While insufficient evidence exists to cross-compare how Ultra affected the decisions of the field army commanders under discussion, it does appear that commanders who relied too heavily on Ultra ran as much risk as those who depended too little on it. Truscott’s overly cautious reaction to the announced presence of the 11th Panzer Division east of the Rhone on 22 August 1944 stands as an example of the former. Overreliance on Ultra may also have skewed intelligence estimates before the Battle of the Bulge when Ultra predictions seemed to indicate an attack in the Aachen area rather than through the Ardennes.6 Still, Ultra could increase an army commander’s confidence by providing him with more battlefield knowledge than his subordinates.

    Another unique function of a field army commander was the coordination and allocation of air support. To ensure the best use of resources, air assets were commanded at the highest possible level, and like artillery, they were controlled through a functional chain of command. Air force commanders enjoyed coequal status with their army counterparts. Until the end of the Normandy campaign, the Allied Expeditionary Air Force under Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory controlled all tactical air operations on the Western Front, where each Allied army group and field army was supported by an affiliated air formation.7 Air Marshal Sir Arthur “Maori” Coningham’s 2nd Tactical Air Force, which consisted of No. 2 (Bomber) Group and two composite air groups of fighters and fighter-bombers, worked with the 21st Army Group. No. 84 Group, Royal Air Force (RAF), commanded by Air Vice-Marshal L. O. “Dingo” Brown and later by Air Vice-Marshal E. C. Hudleston, supported the First Canadian Army. No. 83 Group, RAF, under Air Vice-Marshal Harry Broadhurst, supported the British Second Army.8

    Lt. Gen. Hoyt S. Vandenberg’s U.S. Ninth Air Force supported the 12th Army Group. The U.S. First Army received air support from the IX Tactical Air Command under Maj. Gen. Elwood R. “Pete” Quesada and the U.S. Third Army from the XIX Tactical Air Command under Brig. Gen. Otto P. Weyland.9 After 1 October 1944, Brig. Gen. Richard E. Nugent’s XXIX Tactical Air Command supported the U.S. Ninth Army. Around the same time, U.S. Maj. Gen. Ralph Royce’s multinational 1st Tactical Air Force (Provisional) began coordinating air support for the 6th Army Group since the French First Army started receiving dedicated air support through General Gerardot’s 1st French Air Corps. All the while, from August 1944, Brig. Gen. Gordon P. Saville’s (later Brig. Gen. Glenn O. Barcus’s) XII Tactical Air Command provided air support to the U.S. Seventh Army.10 Ideally, the closest possible association between field army and air headquarters was warranted in order to ensure optimal tactical air coordination.* All requests for strategic heavy bomber support from RAF Bomber Command and the U.S. Eighth Air Force also had to be processed at field army level through supporting air headquarters.
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    In order to direct operations, a field army commander had to maintain the closest possible continuous contact with his corps commanders. He also had to stay in touch with his division commanders. One level below a corps, the division was essentially the building block of the corps and the largest single fighting formation with a fixed structure and permanently established strength. According to Gen. James Gavin, it was the division that “cut the mustard,” carrying out the tough job of fighting tactical engagements while keeping troop morale up in the face of heavy losses and adverse conditions.11

    Frontline divisions fell into two basic categories, infantry and armored, the first akin to a sledgehammer, the second to a weapon of opportunity.12 Both types were structured to include only those elements thought to be essential to their operations in order not to dissipate fighting personnel by dispersing them too widely. An infantry division contained three brigades or, in the U.S. Army, three semipermanent regimental combat teams, along with supporting arms and services. An armored division consisted of an armored brigade and an infantry brigade or, in the U.S. Army, three tank battalions and three infantry battalions. In action, the American armored division usually split into three combat commands—Combat Command A (CCA), Combat Command B (CCB), and Combat Command Reserve (CCR)—each a tailored mix of tank, infantry, and artillery battalions with reconnaissance, engineer, tank destroyer, antiaircraft, and supporting services. The British and Canadian armored division similarly proved most effective when formed into four battle groups (two under each brigade, which coordinated artillery support), each consisting of an armored regiment (equivalent to an American battalion) and infantry battalion.

    Each division’s artillery was structured to support only one brigade or regimental attack, allowing artillery brigades to be pooled at army level for more flexible and concentrated distribution to corps and divisions as the tactical situation dictated. The same principle governed the use of armor, engineer, and other combat-support assets, with independent armored brigades being assigned to add punch to Anglo-Canadian infantry divisions and independent tank battalions to American infantry divisions.13

    Since single-division attacks against the Germans generally were not productive, the fighting power of a corps was required. If the division was the great combat unit, ventured American general Walton Walker, the corps was the great operations unit.14 Unlike a division, a corps consisted of only a permanent headquarters and, like a field army, was task-organized for the specific operation to be undertaken. For reasons related to the ease of working together, however, certain ancillary troops—such as heavy artillery not integral to divisions, antiaircraft batteries, artillery survey units, medium armored car reconnaissance, engineer companies, supply transport columns, and ordnance workshops—became permanently affiliated with individual corps.

    The corps was the highest tactical level of command and the key headquarters for employing all combat elements in proper tactical combinations. As a general rule, while divisions fought the close-in battle looking forward roughly twenty-four hours, corps looked forward about three days, always keeping in mind that divisions needed twelve to eighteen hours to execute an order. Although the number of divisions allocated to a corps varied according to the tactical situation, any corps headquarters was expected to handle efficiently up to three infantry divisions, three armored divisions, or any combination of the two types. In certain instances, several corps controlled more than three divisions.15

    A corps usually operated within a territorial corridor covering the line of communication along which it moved. The task of the corps commander, who could easily make or break an operation, was to plan the battle with the forces at his disposal, issue orders, and then supervise their execution. In consultation with his principal staff and artillery, engineer, air support, and logistics advisers, the commander initially worked out the battle plan, which included plans for maneuver and fire, alternative courses, and counterbattery fire. Upon finishing the plan, the commander conferred with his divisional commanders to fine-tune the details and then gave his orders.16

    GENERAL STAFFS

    Staffs are so important to the exercise of the effective command of ground forces that they warrant more than just passing mention. As Napoleon discovered in Russia, there were definite limits to the size of an army that could be controlled by one person. Military genius—always rare—was no longer sufficient to shore up the generalship of increasingly large forces. First instituted by Prussians to compensate for lack of competence among aristocratic commanders appointed more for social reasons than military ability, a general staff system provided field commanders with specially trained advisors capable of offering expert counsel and overseeing the detailed execution of orders. This general staff differed qualitatively and functionally from all previous military staffs, which were often little more than personal suites or retinues of commanders.

    Within the Prussian army, general staff officers acting as chiefs of staff at field army and corps levels became so effective that they gained the institutionalized right to share in the operational decision-making process. Empowered to communicate directly with the chief of the general staff at the side of the kaiser, they not only advised their respective commanders, but also assumed joint accountability for decisions taken. Unlike normal subordinates who tended to give as little offense as possible in their advice to superiors, the chief of staff was duty-bound to press his candid, unsolicited advice on his commander and urge him to make a rational decision based on the facts. Established convention further obligated the commander to listen to this advice before making a decision, which the general staff officer then adopted as his own. The commander was not similarly obliged to listen to any other staff officer.

    This system, which to the uninitiated appeared to countenance insubordination, had the wider effect of elevating function and knowledge over hierarchy; it was not uncommon for junior general staff members to give orders to higher-ranking officers and have them obeyed.17 Even though general staff officers eventually occupied most command positions, it remained an unwritten rule for some time that corps chiefs of staff could enter their opinions in war diaries when they fundamentally disagreed with the responsible commander’s decision.18 By the end of World War I, highly competent chiefs of staff actually commanded the armies of princes and nobles. The importance of the chief of staff had been most famously underscored by the German victory at Tannenberg in 1914, which many argued had been won by the chief of staff, Maj. Gen. Erich Ludendorff, rather than the field army commander, Col. Gen. Paul Hindenburg.19

    The organizational institution of the general staff was arguably the greatest military innovation of the nineteenth century. Rooted in staff and war colleges that provided a higher level of military education and training than cadet schools like Sandhurst, Saint-Cyr, and West Point, the general staff grew into a collective brain that developed a more systems-oriented approach to waging war in which no individual was indispensable. The staff and war colleges, nurseries of the general staff, dispensed practical expertise and taught a common doctrine for fighting, ensuring that both commanders and staffs would be capable of responding promptly and logically to most situations on the battlefield.20 To ease transfers and compensate for casualties, every general staff officer had to be able to take over the work of another and apply to it the same body of basic ideas and principles of operational and tactical thought. When applied to the employment of all arms and services, such uniformity of doctrine and practice facilitated command efficiency and made possible massive field army deployments.

    The increasingly complex problems of large modern armies related to the movement and concentration of personnel and materiel for combat also increased the need for staff to obtain factual information and prepare and issue plans and orders in the commander’s name. As general staff officers inevitably rose to assume command positions because of their superior military knowledge, it also became easier for higher commanders to grant similarly indoctrinated subordinate commanders greater initiative and freedom of action in the execution of operations. In turn, such decentralization reduced inherent bureaucratic friction and encouraged innovation at lower levels, which permitted the army at large to adapt more quickly to changing circumstances.21 As the introduction of the general staff considerably raised the knowledge threshold of armies, the staff and war colleges also became the most important stepping-stones along the path leading to high field command.

    Although the French and Americans emulated the Germans in establishing army general staffs, the structures of their systems varied from the model. In the German system, a chief of staff coordinated staff work at army and corps levels, but below corps, the Ia (principal general staff officer), looked after operational and training matters and supervised the Ic, who was responsible for reconnaissance and intelligence, and the Ib, who headed up logistics. In comparison, after the Franco-Prussian War in 1870–71, the French established an état-major général de l’armée organized into three bureaus—the first for personnel and supply, the second for intelligence, and the third for operations and training. Because of the huge increase in materiel and ammunition required in World War I, a fourth bureau for logistics, which subsumed the supply function of the first bureau, was introduced in 1917. At all levels, a chief of staff coordinated the work of the four bureaus.

    Like the French, war experience convinced the Americans of the need for a general staff. As a result of the Spanish-American War, the U.S. Congress in 1903 adopted an almost exact copy of the general staff system established by the Prussians. In the course of World War I, however, the Americans switched to the French variant. By 1918, the American Expeditionary Force’s staff had five sections: administration and personnel (G1), intelligence (G2), plans and operations (G3), supply (G4), and training (G5). Three years later, the U.S. Army formally adopted this system, omitting the G5 section, which was later reintroduced to assume the civil-affairs function of G1. By World War II, the chief of staff in an American divisional headquarters coordinated the work of four assistant chiefs of staff—each heading G1, G2, G3, and G4 sections—and various artillery, engineer, signal, finance, ordnance, chemical, medical, and quartermaster advisers. In its essential features, this system also prevailed at corps headquarters. At army level, the headquarters establishment eventually increased to 330 officers and 740 enlisted personnel, which the chief of staff controlled through two deputies: a deputy chief of staff for operations who supervised the G2, G3, and G4 sections and a deputy chief of staff for administration who supervised the G1 section and administrative special staff.22

    The British Army’s general staff established after the Boer War in 1899– 1902 presented yet another variant. The general staff system introduced in 1906 intentionally rejected the German model for fear that it would produce a too powerful chief of the general staff within the British government. Thus, the British general staff was not unified like the German, French, or American models in which field formation staff branches reported to one chief of staff (or Ia). In fact, the original British staff system appeared to give greater power to administration and logistics than operations. An army council chaired by the secretary of state for war headed the staff system and comprised civil, financial, and four military members. The first military member was the chief of the general staff (renamed chief of the imperial general staff, or CIGS, from 1909), who as primus inter pares assumed responsibility for staff coordination and operational matters (G), including intelligence, training, and doctrine. The second military member, the adjutant general, looked after administrative matters (A), including personnel, mobilization, and army schools, while the third military member, the quartermaster general, took care of facets pertaining to material needs (Q), such as supply, quartering, and movement. A fourth military member, the master general of ordnance (MGO), retained responsibility for armament, fortification, and procurement. With the exception of the MGO, staff representation on the army council was projected down throughout the field army, with Q discharging MGO’s responsibilities. The appointment of staff officers to A and Q branches jointly rather than separately after 1913 further enabled senior administrative (AQ) appointments to supervise the work of both.23

    During World War II, the senior G staff officer in a British Com -monwealth division was a general staff officer, grade 1 (GSO1), in the rank of lieutenant colonel; his assistants were a GSO2 and a GSO3 in the ranks of major and captain, respectively.24 The senior administrative-quartermaster staff officer was the assistant adjutant and quartermaster general, who had under him a deputy assistant quartermaster general and a deputy assistant adjutant general. At corps headquarters, the senior operations staff appointment was the brigadier, general staff (BGS). Assisting him was a GSO1 who supervised the work of two GSO2s for operations, a GSO2 for intelligence, a GSO2 for air, a GSO2 for staff duties, a GSO2 for liaison, and several GSO3 staff officers. The senior corps administrative-quartermaster staff officer was the deputy adjutant and quartermaster general, also in the rank of brigadier, who was assisted by administrative staff officers exclusively responsible for administrative and quartermaster matters.

    Since Montgomery had been a believer in the German chief of staff system since 1918 and had always employed it in his commands, he formally introduced the “chief of staff principle” within the 21st Army Group.25 Its stated purpose was to authorize the chief of staff to make all decisions in implementing the commander’s policy, thereby relieving him of the task of coordinating the work of the staff so that he could devote his full attention to the prosecution of operations. The result was that at corps level, the BGS was redesignated the chief of staff. At field army level, with roughly 200 officers in the headquarters establishment, the chief of staff coordinated the staff work of the operations branch, which was headed by a BGS, and the administrative-quartermaster staff, which was headed by a deputy adjutant and

    quartermaster general. Army headquarters, like corps and divisional headquarters, was also physically divided into forward operations staff and rear-ward administrative-quartermaster staff components. Within the operations staff, the BGS supervised the G sections for operations, air, intelligence, and staff duties while the chief of staff directly supervised the plans, liaison, and administrative-quartermaster sections.26

    Except for differences in nomenclature and the organizational position of intelligence, the American and Montgomery-modified British staff systems were quite similar, with operations and administrative heads reporting to one chief of staff.27 Both recognized that given the complexity of modern warfare, no commander was likely to prevail without a competent staff, but a good staff could conceivably save a less-than-competent commander. In suggesting that an average divisional commander would always do well if he had a good GSO1, Montgomery expressed a common view.28 Although neither incorporated the unique role of the German general staff officer, both placed a high premium on the selection of competent chiefs of staff and attempted to balance personal strengths and weaknesses in the appointment of commanders and their principal staff officers. Both staff systems also warned against the danger of a staff officer being a yes-man but stressed that once command decisions were taken, they were to be loyally implemented.

    As set forth by Bradley to his U.S. First Army headquarters in 1944, the staff had three chief purposes: first, to advise the commander with frankness and honesty; second, to implement the decisions made by the commander; and third, to serve the troops by visiting subordinate units and looking for ways to help them.29 Like Bradley, Crerar expected the staff officer to be frank in offering advice, even if it entailed arguing against a commander, though, one suspects, not as forcefully as a German general staff officer. For the most part, this called for intelligent anticipation and entailed gathering timely and accurate information to enable the commander to analyze, decide, and give direction. Ideally, the commander’s decision flowed from an appreciation or estimate of the situation that logically determined the best course of action. Neither Crerar nor Simpson, however, was above asking staff officers to produce appreciations or estimates for operations. This, too, required complete loyalty, and Crerar in particular viewed a disloyal staff officer as thoroughly pernicious. If one were out of sympathy with his commander, Crerar stressed, the only course to follow was to resign or keep one’s mouth shut.30

    COALITION WARFARE

    The American and British staff systems employed on the Western Front in World War II were meshed at the very top by a coalition infrastructure that reflected America’s deliberate choice to deal with Britain above all others. The roots of Anglo-American staff integration can be traced back to secret American-British Conversations (ABC) that took place in Washington between January and March 1941. The British representatives carefully referred to themselves as the United Kingdom delegation, but the Americans deliberately chose to call them British and considered them representative of the Commonwealth as a whole, thus formally excluding Canada and other British dominions. The conversations resulted in a plan, called ABC-1, stipulating that in the event of American involvement in a two-ocean war, the priority of both Allies would be to defeat Germany first.31

    The development of ABC-1 and the congressional passage of Lend-Lease on 11 March 1941 effectively marked the beginning of the grand alliance between the United States and Great Britain. Under the terms of the agreement that traded American destroyers for British bases in the Western Hemisphere, signed in London on 27 March 1941—the same day that the ABC conference concluded—the United States established a security zone in the western Atlantic. On 7 July, fifteen days after Germany attacked the Soviet Union, U.S. Marines relieved British Commonwealth garrisons in Iceland, Trinidad, and British Guiana. In September 1941, as agreed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill at Argentia, Newfoundland, the United States assumed strategic control of the western Atlantic. The U.S. Navy thus moved beyond protecting only American commerce to escorting ships of other flags in Atlantic convoys. Since the U.S. Navy had effectively joined the North Atlantic convoy system coordinated by the Royal Navy’s Western Approaches Command, the Royal Canadian Navy’s Newfoundland Escort Force fell under the strategic direction of the commander in chief of the U.S. Atlantic Fleet.32 Arguably, this transfer of the major part of a belligerent navy to American command signalled the entry of the U.S. into the European war.33

    After Pearl Harbor ignited a truly global war, the U.S. State Department drafted an initial plan that called for a supreme war council of representatives from the United States, Great Britain, China, and Russia. Roosevelt rejected the plan on the grounds that only Britain and the United States could formulate and implement a truly global strategy and, more practically, determine the allocation of resources worldwide. Besides, the Soviet Union was not at war with Japan, and China was not at war with Germany.34 At the Arcadia Conference held in Washington from 22 December 1941 to 14 January 1942, Roosevelt and Churchill accordingly approved the formation of the Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee, which would have the responsibility for determining the strategic direction of the Allied war effort.35 The Combined Chiefs of Staff consisted of the British Chiefs of Staff and the American Joint Chiefs of Staff.36 They made their most important decisions during a series of major conferences at which Roosevelt and Churchill jointly presided. The Combined Chiefs of Staff met in permanent session in Washington, with the heads-of-service delegations of the British Joint Service Mission representing their respective British chiefs. The head of the British mission, Field Marshal Sir John Dill, represented Churchill and the British Chiefs of Staff, which Churchill chaired as minister of defence.37

    Perhaps because of the firmness with which the Joint Chiefs of Staff rejected Australian and New Zealand pleas for representation on the Combined Chiefs of Staff, the Canadian government never applied for membership and willingly left the strategic direction of the war to Roosevelt and Churchill, who eventually allowed Canada to send one officer to represent the Canadian Cabinet War Committee at the Combined Chiefs of Staff. A Canadian military officer thus represented a national political authority in front of a largely military authority.38 The result was that Canada was almost entirely excluded from deliberations. The Canadian government received no advance warning of the invasion of Sicily despite the involvement of Canadian troops, and although Canadian forces constituted 20 percent of the Normandy invasion force, Canadian prime minister Mackenzie King learned of D-Day only when a Royal Canadian Mounted Police constable roused him from his sleep early on 6 June 1944.39

    Most nations strive to have their own interests served in any alliance, and the Americans demonstrated considerable strategic acumen before and after Pearl Harbor in this regard. For the first time, the United States undertook strategic consultations with an ally prior to the start of hostilities.40 So long as it looked as though Britain might fall or make a separate peace, the U.S. focused on shoring up the defense of the Western Hemisphere, but after the Battle of Britain, the Americans felt emboldened enough to contemplate action abroad. Yet it was not until after Germany attacked the more formidable Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 that the Americans assumed an openly belligerent role in the North Atlantic and began sinking German submarines. Allying more intimately with the British Empire than any other power gained the Americans privileged access to a quarter of the world’s land surface without having to be concerned about such things as port entry and fly-over rights. The British also offered a matchless array of world-ranging air, naval, and ground forces and bases. The establishment of Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF) without effective staff representation from any Dominion or other minor power participating in Operation Overlord further helped ensure eventual American dominance on the most decisive Allied front.

    SIZE OF ALLIED FORCES

    The United States could not have fought a two-ocean war and Eisenhower could not have carried out his broad-front strategy without British, Commonwealth, and French forces.41 In fact, the United States could only have replaced them with the twenty-one U.S. Army and six U.S. Marine divisions it sent to fight in the Pacific. Recognition of this reality and concerns about shipping more American forces to Europe figured prominently in the American decision to equip and field French forces for operations on the continent.

    The numbers of non-American forces deployed on the Western Front speak for themselves. Following the invasion of Normandy, the British and Canadians fielded four corps of ten infantry and three armored divisions by 1 July, while the Americans had four corps with eleven infantry and two armored divisions. By 15 September, Eisenhower commanded three army groups, seven field armies, an Allied airborne army, and fifty-five divisions on the Western Front. Four of the armies and twenty-eight divisions were American. Three of the armies and twenty-seven divisions were non-American and included fourteen British (excluding the 79th), three Canadian, one Polish, and eight French divisions. On 3 January 1945, American ground force strength totaled forty-nine divisions, but other Allies still fielded twelve British (two having been disbanded), three Canadian, one Polish, and eight French divisions. At the end of the war, Eisenhower commanded ninety-one divisions, of which sixty-one were American, fifteen British, five Canadian, one Polish, and nine French (an additional French division screened the Italian border and another operated in the area of Bordeaux). Of 28,000 combat aircraft, 13,155 were non-American.42

    However one compares coalition contributions, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that the United States’ coalition partners were more important to the advancement of American interests than commonly perceived. According to Western Front strength returns of 30 April 1945, the Americans fielded 2,618,023 troops, compared to 835,208 British, 183,421 Canadians, 413,144 French, and 34,518 other Allies. From 6 June 1944 to 7 May 1945, the Americans suffered an estimated 135,576 combat dead, the British 30,276, the Canadians 11,695, the French 12,587, and other Allies 1,528. Even in the end, non-Americans provided more than a third of the forces that contributed to victory on Western Front.43

    Although British divisional counts often include the 79th Division— which was a parent organization for special armor rather than a fighting division and therefore not counted here—such figures almost never take into account the eight independent armored brigades that roughly equaled three extra divisions.44 Moreover, Anglo-Canadian divisions were larger fighting entities than American divisions. An Anglo-Canadian infantry division establishment totalled 18,347 troops as compared to 14,253 in a U.S. infantry division; with four instead of three rifle companies per battalion, Anglo-Canadian divisions contained some 8,400 infantrymen, compared to 5,211 in American divisions. Unlike U.S. infantry divisions that were pared down to 14,037 in January 1945, Canadian infantry divisions retained their large structure, which the army attempted to maintain at full strength.

    An Anglo-Canadian infantry division also had a seventy-two-gun divisional artillery, compared to the forty-eight guns supporting a U.S. infantry division.45 The British 25-pounder gun-howitzer was as good as or better than the U.S. 105mm howitzer. According to later observations of the veteran combat commander Gen. James A. Van Fleet, British Commonwealth divisional artillery could bring all of its fire to bear on a single target in seconds, which American artillery could not do.46 The British Firefly, a modified U.S. Sherman, was furthermore the only Allied tank capable of matching heavy German panzers since its 17-pounder gun could easily penetrate the 100-millimeter frontal armor on the Tiger at 2,000 yards. Anglo-Canadian armored divisions, with 14,964 troops and 246 medium and 44 light tanks, were also larger than their American equivalents, which had 10,937 troops and 186 medium and 77 light tanks.47

    In the following chapters, the forgotten Allied field army commanders will be considered in the order of their initial SHAEF deployment from north to south on the Western Front. On the left of the line, the northernmost First Canadian Army became operational in Normandy on 23 July 1944, with fifty-six-year-old Harry Crerar as its commanding general and Canadian national commander. Crerar assumed command of the First Canadian Army in March 1944, after it had been assigned a follow-up role similar to that of Patton’s U.S. Third Army. As the head of Canada’s first field army, Crerar was acutely conscious that he followed in the footsteps of the highly competent Gen. Sir Arthur Currie, who had led his celebrated Canadian Corps from victory to victory in World War I. Unfortunately, Crerar got off to a bad start when he attempted to fire his sole corps commander, British lieutenant general John Crocker, the day after the First Canadian Army became operational. Crerar went on to liberate the Channel ports, but temporary illness compelled him to sit out the Battle of the Scheldt. Arguably Canada’s greatest contribution to Allied victory in Europe, the protracted struggle to open the Scheldt Estuary to shipping fell to his innovative subordinate, Lt. Gen. Guy G. Simonds, who conducted First Canadian Army operations with creative brilliance. Crerar nonetheless later directed nine British as well as his own Canadian divisions in the Battle of the Rhineland—almost half a million troops, more than any Canadian in history.

    Miles “Bimbo” Dempsey, who led the British Second Army ashore in Normandy was a World War I veteran like Crerar. At age forty-eight, he was the youngest and longest continuously serving Allied army commander on the Western Front. Yet while Dempsey commanded Britain’s greatest field army in World War II, he remains an enigma and stands among the least well known of his peers. An outstanding map reader who had commanded a brigade and corps in combat, he epitomized the decent, quiet type of practical leader who easily gained the confidence of subordinates with whom he interacted regularly. He was highly respected by the Canadians, with whom he had served as a corps chief of staff. In operations from Normandy to the Baltic, Dempsey further displayed a good “fingertip” feel for battle and, always forward, did not hesitate to intervene in corps operations when he thought it necessary. The seldom acknowledged 300-mile advance of his British Second Army from Falaise to Brussels in ten days compares favorably with Patton’s dash of more than 400 miles in twenty-six days.

    Courtney Hodges, commanding general of the U.S. First Army, was one year older than Crerar and also a World War I veteran. Hodges went ashore in Normandy as Omar Bradley’s deputy commander in the First and replaced him as commander on 1 August 1944, when Bradley ascended to command the 12th Army Group. Patton thought little of Hodges, but Marshall, Eisenhower, and Bradley all praised him. Hodges’s reputation as a field army commander nonetheless suffers because of his conduct of the Battle of the Huertgen Forest. Here, in an “American Passchendaele,” he persisted in fighting the Germans on ground of their own choosing with tunnel vision reminiscent of the worst of World War I generals. By mid-December, just before the Battle of the Bulge, his First Army had been bled white, with five divisions rendered combat ineffective. Although Hodges has also been criticized for his exercise of command during the Battle of the Bulge, he appears to have been saved by the performance of his staff and army at large. The lucky seizure of the undestroyed Ludendorff railway bridge at Remagen later served to salvage a reputation tarnished by these earlier struggles. In the end, Marshall selected Hodges and his headquarters for further service in the Pacific theater.

    Bill Simpson, whose U.S. Ninth Army became operational on 5 September 1944, appears to have been a more affable figure than Hodges, though he remains the least well known of the four American army commanders on the Western Front. Significantly, Simpson had not been a first choice for field army command, and in August 1944, Eisenhower had even recommended selecting combat-experienced corps commanders over him.48 Simpson’s greatest sin may have been that he got along far too well with the British as part of the 21st Army Group and remained under their shadow too long. Originally, Simpson’s Ninth Army deployed between the U.S. First and Third Armies, but when it looked as though Hodges’s First might be placed under Montgomery, Bradley switched the Ninth to the northern flank of his 12th Army Group. As a consequence of the Battle of the Bulge, from mid-December 1944 to 4 April 1945, Simpson’s 300,000-strong Ninth Army operated as part of Montgomery’s 21st Army Group. A West Point classmate of Patton’s and a World War I veteran the same age as Crerar, Simpson conducted Operation Grenade, the meticulously planned and well-executed southern pincer that complemented Crerar’s Operation Veritable thrust from the north in the Battle of the Rhineland. After Grenade, Simpson’s Ninth Army carried out the northern envelopment of the Ruhr pocket and, on reverting to 12th Army Group command, raced to the Elbe. To the end, Simpson maintained that he could have beaten the Russians to Berlin, though in what relative strength remains uncertain.

    In his modest, earthy demeanor, Simpson somewhat resembled Alexander “Sandy” Patch, who, like Dempsey, considered it unprofessional to seek publicity. Patch had commanded a corps on Guadalcanal and, at age fifty-four, followed in the footsteps of Patton as commander of the U.S. Seventh Army, but his exploits remain largely unsung. Probably the least healthy Allied army commander, he suffered from a lung ailment that put him in his grave a month before Patton. Some also suspected that his intense grief over the death of his only son in action in October 1944 might have adversely affected his ability to command. When Patton dashed off to his greatest glory in the Bulge, thereby escaping the dead end of fame in the mud of Lorraine, Patch’s Seventh Army took over twenty-five miles of the Third Army’s front. This was a lucky break for Patton, but too bad for Patch, who was actually in a position at the time to cross the Rhine. The supreme irony was that Patton’s dash left his old Seventh Army, now commanded by Patch, very much on the sidelines. Patch’s earlier execution of Operation Dragoon, the almost perfect amphibious landing in southern France, nonetheless remained an impressive achievement, as did his almost unnoticed defense against the last German counteroffensive, Operation Nordwind, in January 1945.

    For Operation Dragoon and the subsequent advance up the Rhone Valley, Patch had French forces under his command. Indeed, French Army B under fifty-five-year-old Jean de Lattre de Tassigny constituted two-thirds of the Seventh. With the creation of the 6th Army Group on 15 September, Army B was redesignated the French First Army. Of all Allied field army commanders, de Lattre attained the highest distinction, being made a Marshal of France posthumously, but his performance on the Western Front has often been unfairly maligned. Inspired by the iconic Napoleon, de Lattre’s dramatic and unpredictable command style sorely tested his staff and American allies, but his capture of Toulon and Marseilles and subsequent drive through the Belfort Gap represented laudable feats of arms. His was the first Allied field army to reach the Rhine. Although closing the Colmar pocket later posed a problem, the overall performance of the French First Army proved relatively impressive for a formation that had to resort to maneuver for lack of artillery and deal with structural problems not faced by other Allied armies. De Lattre also led his army as a political instrument, using it to secure France’s postwar position as a great power.

    With this introductory background covered, we can now turn to the individual Allied field army commanders.

    Footnote

    * For details, see Appendix.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER ONE

    In the Shadow of Sir Arthur

    GEN. H. D. G. CRERAR, FIRST CANADIAN ARMY

    Gen. H. D. G. “Harry” Crerar stares out of historical photographs a stranger to most observers. Barely remembered in his own country, he has been even more forgotten internationally. His place in history has nonetheless been assured since he commanded the first and last field army ever deployed by Canada. Like Patton’s U.S. Third Army, the Allies designated the First Canadian Army as a follow-up force for the invasion of Normandy. It became operational on 23 July 1944 and fought to the end of the war on the coastal flank of Bernard Montgomery’s 21st Army Group from the area of Caen up to the Weser River in Germany. Except for the period from 27 September to 7 November 1944, when Lt. Gen. Guy Simonds assumed his duties and fought the Battle of the Scheldt, Crerar directed the First Canadian Army’s operations until the end of the war. Arguably, he was the most important Canadian general of the war; no one else had such a profound effect on the raising, fighting, and eventual disbanding of the greatest land force ever fielded by Canada.1 Crerar’s performance as a field army commander—while favorably assessed in terms of his uniqueness as a Canadian2—has been criticized from an operational perspective. His exercise of field command as Canada’s highest-ranking general also contrasted sharply with British and American practice, which saw top-ranked generals such as Sir Alan Brooke and George Marshall remain at seats of government to advise political leaders.

    The field command pattern followed by Crerar mirrored that of World War I, in which Canada’s most senior general, Sir Arthur Currie, led the Canadian Corps into legend. The creation of the First Canadian Army on Easter Monday, 6 April 1942, was highly symbolic, for it was on Easter Monday, 9 April 1917, that the Canadian Corps under British general Sir Julian Byng captured the heavily fortified bastion of Vimy Ridge. In the darkest year of the war, this small but spectacular Canadian victory provided a bright ray of hope. On the heights of Vimy Ridge, Canada built its greatest memorial to its 60,000 war dead.

    The remarkable fighting performance of Canadian troops in World War I convinced official historian Col. C. P. Stacey that “the creation of the Canadian Corps was the greatest thing that Canada had ever done.”3 In fact, the Canadian Corps, with its larger, permanently allocated divisions, was the equivalent of a shock army within British imperial forces. Currie, the first Canadian-born commander, went on to lead the corps through the so-called Hundred Days of Victory from 8 August to 11 November 1918, cracking some of the strongest points of the German line. From the surprise attack at Amiens on 8 August 1918—“the black day of the German army”—the field forces of the British Empire, employing artillery, tanks, and aircraft in support of infantry, advanced relentlessly across sixty-two miles to break the back of the German Army on the Western Front. To an extent perhaps greater than any other fighting formation, the Canadian Corps spearheaded this last great British imperial offensive that sent the kaiser’s army reeling back, to be saved from ultimate destruction only by the eleventh-hour armistice.

    Crerar wanted the Canadian Army of World War II to emulate and even surpass the success of Currie’s illustrious Canadian Corps.4 Born in Hamilton, Ontario, to a well-connected family on 28 April 1888, Crerar had served in the Canadian Corps with distinction. Educated in private schools in both Canada and Switzerland—among them elite Upper Canada College—he attended the Royal Military College in Kingston, Ontario, graduating in 1909. When World War I broke out, he was a lieutenant in the non-permanent active militia. Trooping overseas in 1914 as a captain with the 3rd Brigade, Canadian Field Artillery, he saw action with the 1st Canadian Division at Ypres. In 1915, Crerar took command of a battery and, two years later, commanded the 3rd Brigade as an acting lieutenant colonel. Awarded the Distinguished Service Order in June 1917, he assumed the appointment of brigade major of the 5th Canadian Divisional Artillery after completing a staff course in England. In the course of his duties, he became a close friend of the corps’ counterbattery staff officer, Lt. Col. A. G. L. “Andy” McNaughton, who would rise to become chief of the general staff after the war. In 1918, McNaughton saw to it that Crerar went to corps headquarters to understudy and later succeed British lieutenant colonel Alan Brooke, who was then staff officer, Royal Artillery, in the Canadian Corps and would become the chief of the Imperial General Staff in World War II. As staff officer, Royal Artillery, Crerar planned artillery support during the Hundred Days, and promoted to brevet lieutenant colonel, he later took over from McNaughton as counterbattery staff officer.5

    On repatriation to Canada, Crerar opted to stay in the army’s tiny permanent-force artillery as a major. Initially an artillery staff officer in Ottawa, he passed staff college preparatory examinations and entered the British Army Staff College, Camberley, in 1923. After graduation, he assumed a post as a general staff officer, grade 2, in the War Office in London, where he was placed in charge of a section dealing with home defense. Returning to Canada in 1927, Crerar served as commander of B Battery of the Royal Canadian Horse Artillery and, briefly, as a professor of tactics at the Royal Military College. When Major General McNaughton became chief of the general staff in 1929, he called Crerar to National Defence Headquarters to take on several general staff appointments dealing with army reorganization and defense planning. In 1932, Crerar served as military adviser to the Canadian delegation at the Disarmament Conference in Geneva. Two years later, he attended the Imperial Defence College in London, where he again studied under Brooke. On returning to Canada in 1935, he assumed the duties of director of military operations and intelligence in the rank of colonel and, on promotion to temporary brigadier in August 1938, took over as commandant of the Royal Military College.

    Called back to Ottawa at the outbreak of war in order to put the finishing touches on the army’s mobilization plans, he began to lobby superiors and politicians for overseas duty. When selected to be brigadier, general staff (BGS), at Canadian Military Headquarters in Britain, he also asked to be promoted to major general so he could deal with his British comrades on a more equal footing. Although authorities in Canada denied the request, McNaughton, who had taken the 1st Canadian Division to Britain in December 1939 and was now the senior Canadian commander overseas, considered it more favorably, and in late January 1940, Crerar was promoted to the rank of acting major general.6

    As BGS, Crerar handled the initial organization of Canadian Military Headquarters and implemented reception arrangements for quartering and training Canadian troops in Britain. After the cataclysmic fall of France in June 1940, however, the minister of national defence, on the advice of McNaughton, decided to recall Crerar to Ottawa and appoint him chief of the general staff. The Cabinet War Committee had meanwhile authorized the formation of a Canadian Corps of three divisions. Faced with the prospect of a longer war after Dunkirk, the government further announced that a fourth division would be recruited. Passed by Parliament in June 1940, the National Resources Mobilization Act also introduced conscription for home defense, but to placate public opinion in Quebec, service overseas remained voluntary.

    To his lasting credit, while others focused narrowly on home defense and looked to the United States for protection, Crerar maintained a strategic emphasis on taking the war to the enemy by supporting embattled Britain. In his view, this called for expanding the Canadian Expeditionary Force from corps to army size. On 11 August 1941, he estimated that sufficient manpower existed in Canada to field an overseas army of two corps—each with one armored and two infantry divisions—for a war period of more than six years. In the event, the Overseas Army Programme for 1941–42 called for the creation of an overseas field army headquarters to command and administer a Canadian corps of three divisions and a Canadian armored corps of two divisions. The inclusion of two additional independent army tank brigades, however, came close to meeting Crerar’s original proposal. Largely because of his political and military maneuvering as chief of the general staff, Head -quarters, First Canadian Army, came into existence in April 1942, with McNaughton as its commanding general.7

    Crerar’s efforts appear all the more remarkable because the Canadian government’s policy gave priority to the air force, navy, and war industry. Prime Minster William Lyon Mackenzie King personally opposed fielding a large army for fear of triggering conscription for overseas service. Possibly for reasons related to this, he also opted not to play a strategic role in the war, discouraging all proposals to form an Imperial War Cabinet and Commonwealth Committee of Prime Ministers as established during World War I. He later agreed to leave the higher strategic direction of the war to Churchill and Roosevelt through the Combined Chiefs of Staff.8

    Canadian public opinion had nonetheless demanded the deployment of the Canadian Army overseas to serve in operations with British forces. By the end of 1943, the overseas army reached a peak strength of nearly a quarter of a million men.9 The provision of ancillary troops posed a major problem, however, since they constituted a personnel commitment equal to the fighting elements of the 1 and 2 Canadian Corps.* With a Royal Canadian Navy of 92,000 and Royal Canadian Air Force of 215,000 battling for manpower from the same volunteer pool, the First Canadian Army was never able to operate as an entirely Canadian entity. To ensure the completion of its rear-echelon services, the British War Office contributed more than 9,000 men per division as a permanent commitment. Since the Canadian Army did not possess any heavy artillery, British regiments also had to be attached to the 1 and 2 Canadian Army Groups Royal Artillery as required.10

    While in Ottawa fighting for the expansion of the Canadian Army overseas, Crerar continued to press for personal promotion,11 this time to the rank of lieutenant general by virtue of his office. His unbridled ambition, alleged vanity, and manner by which he quite correctly insisted on being consulted on all matters of military policy also apparently rubbed the minister of national defence, Col. James L. Ralston, the wrong way. Indeed, on one occasion, Ralston said that he hated Crerar and despised the Canadian general staff from top to bottom, but he was sorely pressed to think of a replacement chief of the general staff.12

    As things turned out, Crerar’s ambition to command an army field formation solved the minister’s problem. Before he left for Canada in July 1940, Crerar had made plain to McNaughton that he wished to command a division. On learning in late 1941 of plans to remove the commander of the 2nd Division because of age, Crerar asked and received permission from both McNaughton and Ralston to replace him. After Crerar’s promotion to lieutenant general finally came through on 19 November 1941, he offered to take a reduction in rank to command the division. This did not prove necessary, however, since McNaughton—because of illness or “breakdown” brought on by nervous strain—went on sick leave between November 1941 and March 1942.13 Since command of the 1 Canadian Corps had devolved temporarily to Maj. Gen. George R. Pearkes of the 1st Canadian Infantry Division, Crerar, on the recommendation of the departing McNaughton, passed over divisional command to take direct charge of the corps in an acting capacity. He had meanwhile turned over his duties as chief of the general staff to his friend Maj. Gen. Kenneth Stuart, whom the minister apparently found much more to his liking.14 As Canada’s top-ranking general and national commander overseas, Crerar nonetheless continued to play a powerful and influential role at National Defence Headquarters.

    From 23 December 1941, when he returned to Europe, Crerar enjoyed unbroken corps command until he took over the First Canadian Army on 20 March 1944. As commanding general of the 1 Canadian Corps, he initially came under the command of Bernard Montgomery, who was then heading Home Forces Southeastern Command. One of Crerar’s first acts, taken on the advice of his good friend Brooke, was to allow Montgomery to review his corps. This produced a purge of officers with which Crerar readily concurred.15 Unquestionably, Crerar learned a great deal from Montgomery, who approved of Crerar’s handling of the 1 Canadian Corps in subsequent exercises. Crerar’s performance on Exercise Spartan in March 1943 drew special praise from Brooke, who noted that he had improved his corps beyond all recognition.16

    In marked contrast, McNaughton’s poor performance as commander of the First Canadian Army on the same exercise later cost him his job. Crerar hastened his exit by more than once complaining to Brooke and others about his patron’s utter inability to command a field army. Significantly, Crerar and McNaughton also differed on the deployment of the First Canadian Army. Whereas McNaughton adamantly insisted that it be kept together and fight only as a complete entity, Crerar favored getting it into action as soon as possible. Having had a hand in sending Canadian troops to Hong Kong in November 1941 and mounting the Dieppe raid in August 1942, Crerar did not oppose splitting the army.17 The Canadian government’s dispatch of the 1st Canadian Infantry Division and 1st Canadian Army Tank Brigade to Sicily in July 1943 finally settled the matter, and McNaughton relinquished command in December 1943. In the meantime, the 5th Canadian Armoured* Division and Crerar’s corps headquarters had also been sent to Italy, ostensibly to gain battle experience but reflecting, as well, Mackenzie King’s growing suspicion that casualties in the projected invasion of Normandy could be heavy and might be avoided by sending troops elsewhere.18

    Up to this point, the First Canadian Army had been designated an assault army for the invasion of France, but now, reduced to only one national corps, it was reinforced by a British corps and relegated to a follow-up role as an >Anglo-Canadian field army. Until the last two months of the war, the First Canadian Army boasted more British troops than Montgomery’s Eighth Army had at Alamein in 1942.19 By agreement, it was also to have British staff officer representation not exceeding 50 percent. Crerar officially learned in Italy that he was to command the First Canadian Army. Unfortunately, although the 1 Canadian Corps took over an active sector of the front in February 1944, he was unable to acquire any real operational experience beyond coordinating patrols.

    On return to England after a month in the line, Crerar had little more battle experience than when he had left. He had nonetheless managed to upset many of the officers and men of the 1 Canadian Corps by flooding the unit with paperwork and insisting on rigorous adherence to dress regulations in a British imperial army that took perverse pride in ignoring regulation dress.20 A perceived personal slight also caused him to clash with Guy Simonds, who had won his battlefield spurs as commander of the 1st Canadian Infantry Division and now led the 5th Canadian Armoured Division. Unhappy that the younger rising star had also sacked a Canadian brigadier without seeking his concurrence, Crerar expressed reservations to Montgomery about Simonds’s suitability for higher command. He also took the extraordinary step of having his senior medical officer and a visiting army psychiatrist examine Simonds’s correspondence to determine his mental competence.21

    Crerar’s complaints about Simonds failed to sway Montgomery, who retained the highest confidence in the younger Canadian, but they did sow doubts in the British general’s mind about Crerar’s fitness for field army command.22 In contrast to Montgomery, who constantly strove to reduce complexity to simplicity, Crerar tended to dwell on staff detail that a higher commander might have been well advised to avoid. Methodical and precise to the point of pedantry, Crerar typically put everything on paper. C. P. Stacey described his austere and rather frigid personality as peculiarly Canadian, “grimly cold as a codfish on a slab,” and one that did not endear him to his troops. Of average height at 5 feet, 8 inches, and somewhat withdrawn, Crerar cut more of a professorial than military figure in Canadian battledress uniform. Yet while Montgomery had once referred to him as an awfully nice chap, though dull and stodgy, there was an element of terror in Crerar’s manner of command. Stacey personally witnessed him publicly berate his light aircraft pilot, much to the embarrassment of many observers within earshot.23 This certainly accorded with Maj. Gen. Harry Foster’s assessment that on the surface Crerar appeared to be a gentlemanly, inoffensive sort of man, but there was an unpleasant mean streak in him.24

    Crerar’s long-established role as kingmaker in the promotion and appointment of officers to senior command positions also made him a formidable bureaucratic force in the Canadian Army at large. His heavy involvement in Canadian national administrative matters further buttressed his personal power but absorbed so much of his time that it clearly demonstrated that a field commander should not be burdened with such responsibilities. That Canadian National Defence Headquarters felt compelled to seek Crerar’s approval on army matters at home and abroad was also misguided. Canada’s top-ranking general should have been in Ottawa looking after national strategic interests and absolving field commanders of all concerns except fighting.25

    As a corps commander, Crerar established a specific headquarters routine for receiving information and making decisions. At approximately 0700 hours each day, he telephoned the general staff duty officer to obtain reports of any incidents of importance during the night. Following this, he received briefings at breakfast from his BGS and deputy adjutant and quartermaster general on items to be discussed at the daily operations and administrative-quartermaster conference at 0830. After the conference, the BGS and the deputy adjutant and quartermaster general reported to him to settle any business that arose at the meeting. Conditions permitting, Crerar would then usually go forward to visit subordinate headquarters and units at locations arranged by his aide-de-camp. On returning to corps headquarters around 1600, he received further briefings from his BGS and deputy adjutant and quartermaster general on actions carried out or pending and advised them of any orders he had issued during his visits. He then dealt with paperwork until dinner around 2000. Before or after dinner as necessary, the BGS—accompanied by the general staff officer, grade 2 (intelligence), and general staff officer, grade 1 (operations)—again met with Crerar to discuss troop dispositions, intentions, and actions.

    Crerar also established a drill so that no time would be lost in the preparation of appreciations leading to the development of operational plans.26 As a first step, he gave the BGS and deputy adjutant and quartermaster general the objective he wanted to attain. The BGS thereupon collated and coordinated the appropriate information as well as the responses of various general staff officers and the deputy adjutant and quartermaster general relating to factors affecting the attainment of the objective; in the standard format of an appreciation, the BGS submitted these to Crerar. Based on the information received, Crerar then personally selected the alternative courses of action, weighing the arguments for and against each. Following this, Crerar chose the plan he believed was best suited to the attainment of the objective. Thereafter, detailed orders and instructions coordinated by the BGS were issued to everyone concerned. Prior to their issue, Crerar also endeavored to address commanders on the aim, operational objectives, and, in general, the means and methods available.27

    Crerar adhered to an almost identical routine within the First Canadian Army headquarters, which has been described as smooth-functioning, relatively happy, and comfortable. Here, “Uncle Harry” Crerar seems to have been more popular with his senior staff than with his forward troops.28 Comprising approximately 200 officers, the headquarters was almost entirely Canadian, with the number of British staff officers never exceeding 15 percent (let alone the authorized 50 percent ceiling). Largely self-contained, the headquarters deployed into main (operational) and rear (administrative) elements. Crerar’s tactical headquarters included nine officers and eighty-nine other ranks,* but he rarely strayed far from main in the exercise of command, often preferring to fly to reduce transit time.29

    At main, Crerar’s chief of staff, Brig. C. Churchill Mann, directly supervised the staff duties, plans, and liaison sections, while Col. G. E. Beament (later BGS) headed the general staff branch comprising the operations, intelligence, and air sections. Crerar’s rear headquarters—under the deputy adjutant and quartermaster general, Brig. A. E. Walford and later J. F. A. Lister—coordinated administrative and quartermaster activities.30 Armored, artillery, engineer, signals, survey, camouflage, and chemical warfare sections attached to the general staff were also located at rear headquarters. Significantly, Mann’s role as chief of staff seems to have been somewhat undercut since Crerar tended to immerse himself in the details of staff work. Beament later alleged that Crerar did not really want a chief of staff, just a good managing clerk to see that everything ran smoothly at headquarters. Crerar also relied heavily upon Lt. Col. G. F. C. Pangman, general staff officer, grade 1, for plans, whose six-officer section drew up copious appreciations for imminent and future operations to help the army commander formulate his plans. When Beament once suggested to Crerar that it was a commander’s responsibility to make his own appreciation, the latter reportedly blew his top.31

    From 12 August 1944, No. 84 Group, RAF, commanded by South Africa–born Air Vice-Marshal Leslie “Dingo” Brown, provided tactical air support for the First Canadian Army. Before this time, No. 84 Group had remained under the operational control of No. 83 Group, RAF, commanded by Air Vice-Marshal Harry Broadhurst and principally affiliated with the British Second Army. Along with No. 2 (Bomber) Group, these composite air groups of fighters and fighter-bombers made up the bulk of Air Marshal Sir Arthur “Maori” Coningham’s 2nd Tactical Air Force, which had been formed to work with the 21st Army Group. Although nearly half the squadrons in No. 83 Group were Canadian, none in No. 84 Group was.32 Out of twenty-six Spitfire, Mustang, and Typhoon attack squadrons, five were Polish, three Czech, three French, two Norwegian, one Belgian, and one New Zealand.33 Arguably, this “united nations” composition accorded with the multinational makeup of the First Canadian Army, which regularly included a British corps, a Polish division, and at various times Belgian, Dutch, and Czech brigades.34

    The routine collocation of No. 84 Group headquarters with that of the First Canadian Army as well as the establishment of a joint battle room further encouraged a close army-air relationship that streamlined the air support request system.35 Decisions about sorties to be flown were made the previous evening at joint conferences between senior representatives of each service. In addition to requests for air support emanating from the various staff sections at the First Army headquarters, those originating from the field were forwarded through air support signal unit channels from visual control posts (VCPs) located near the front. The response time of the tactical air support system, fine-tuned since June 1944, could under ideal conditions be as quick as fifteen minutes.36 Still, in Mann’s view, relations between air group and army headquarters “were only on a cordial basis superficially” and deteriorated after Coningham relieved Brown in November 1944 for allegedly being too cooperative with the army. Australia-born Air Vice-Marshal Edmund Hudleston, who took over on 10 November 1944, apparently proved less cooperative, though he had extensive experience in tactical air support operations in the Mediterranean theater.37

    Crerar’s First Canadian Army did not become operational until 23 July 1944, seven weeks after D-Day and twelve days after Simonds’s 2 Canadian Corps had deployed under the British Second Army. By this time, the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division Group, which included the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade, had been in action for forty-eight days. Having landed on D-Day as part of Lt. Gen. John T. Crocker’s British 1 Corps, it had advanced farther inland than any other Allied division, attacked Carpiquet in Operation Windsor on 4 July, and participated in the capture of Caen in Operation Charnwood from 8 to 10 July. On 11 July, the 2 Canadian Corps took the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division and 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade under its command and, with the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division and 2 Army Group Royal Artillery, launched a secondary attack code-named Atlantic on 18 July in support of Operation Goodwood, an attack delivered by the British 8 Corps. Operation Atlantic called for the 3rd Division to clear the industrial outskirts of Caen east of the Orne while the 2nd Division advanced south from Caen to seize the area of Verrières Ridge. Dogged German resistance and counterattacks brought Atlantic to a standstill, however, with the 2nd and 3rd Divisions suffering 1,149 and 386 casualties, respectively. On 25 July, the 2 Canadian Corps struck again, this time in support of Operation Cobra, a major attack delivered by the U.S. First Army. The object of the Canadian attack, Operation Spring, was to apply pressure to prevent the seven panzer divisions facing the British front from reinforcing the two panzer divisions facing the American front farther to the west.38

    The 2 Canadian Corps did not revert to the command of the First Canadian Army until 31 July 1944, in accordance with Montgomery’s plan to delay the introduction of Crerar’s army. Until the British Second Army gained sufficient space to the northeast, east, and southeast of Caen, there was neither sufficient frontage nor depth for the deployment of another army. The Second Army’s battle area could accommodate the 2 Canadian Corps as a fifth corps, but not all the ancillary troops that would accompany Headquarters, First Canadian Army. Instead, Montgomery decided to bring in Crerar’s headquarters and army troops after the arrival of the 2 Canadian Corps and have them take over the eastern sector of the 21st Army Group— initially with the British 1 Corps and later with the 2 Canadian Corps under command.39 Such an arrangement ensured that Simonds commanded all Canadians in France for a period, a desirable situation since Montgomery considered Simonds far and away the best Canadian general, “the equal of any British corps commander, and . . . far better than Crerar.”40 Perhaps because of his experience with Crerar in Italy, Montgomery had lost faith in the commander of the First Canadian Army. On 7 July, he wrote to Brooke expressing “grave fears that Harry Crerar will not be too good; however, I am keeping him out of the party as long as I can.” Brooke, for his part, still believed in his old friend Crerar and, more fully attuned to Dominion sensitivities, replied, “It is evident that the Canadians are very short of senior commanders, but it is equally clear that we shall have to make the best use of the material we have. . . . I want you to make the best possible use of Crerar. . . . You can keep his army small and give him the less important role.”41

    As if to reinforce Montgomery’s fears, on the day after the First Canadian Army became operational, Crerar attempted to fire Crocker, his only corps commander. The dispute centered on command and tactics and revealed the nature of working relationships at the higher levels of command where disagreements between superiors and subordinates have been neither uncommon nor necessarily unhealthy.42 Montgomery, who had been drawn into the affair by Crerar’s request to remove Crocker, was forced to sort the matter out. While allowing that Crocker could be a somewhat difficult subordinate, he reproached Crerar for using formal orders rather than persuasion to harness Crocker’s proven experience. A World War I veteran, Crocker had fought in France in 1940 and commanded the 6th Armoured Division and 9 Corps in North Africa. Montgomery declined to transfer Crocker, but he agreed to speak with him to straighten out the relationship. Montgomery then counseled Crerar that an army commander should give his corps commanders a task and let them decide how to carry it out. While keeping in touch, he must stand back from the detailed tactical battle—the province of his corps commanders—and intervene only if he thinks the effort is not going to succeed. To reinforce this point, Montgomery warned that in an army of only one corps—in which he might not have enough to do—the higher commander might be inclined to command that corps himself and become involved in details that are the province of his subordinates. Montgomery further suggested—no doubt in direct reference to Crerar’s written instruction to Crocker—that the best results were obtained by dealing verbally with corps commanders, who could then present their views. In Montgomery’s view, Crocker was a very experienced fighting commander who had to be led rather than driven.43 This turned out to be sound advice as Crerar and Crocker later got along very well.44

    With the Crocker dispute behind him, Crerar advised Simonds on 29 July to commence planning a thrust down the Caen-Falaise road to coincide with projected operations by the U.S. First and British Second Armies. On 4 August, Montgomery followed with a formal order for the First Canadian Army to launch a heavy attack from the Caen sector in the direction of Falaise no later than 8 August and, if at all possible, the day before. The main object of this operation, code-named Totalize, was to cut off the enemy forces facing the British Second Army as it advanced from the west.

    The promise of this undertaking and especially the historic nature of the date were not lost on Crerar, who clearly envisioned it as an opportunity for Canadian arms to conduct a decisive attack similar to that delivered by the Canadian Corps at Amiens in 1918. On 5 August, in an address to senior officers that suggested that the potentially decisive period of the war had been reached, Crerar stressed his firm conviction that “a highly successful, large-scale operation, now carried out by one of the Armies of the Allied Expeditionary Force, favourably placed for that purpose, will result in the crushing conviction to Germans, even of the S.S. variety, that general defeat of the German Armies on all fronts has become an inescapable fact.” Expecting a quick termination of the war to follow, Crerar entertained high hopes that the results of Totalize would be historically decisive. He expressed little doubt that the First Canadian Army could make 8 August 1944—the anniversary of the decisive Battle of Amiens—an even blacker day for the Germans than that same date twenty-six years before.45

    Crerar later claimed that he established the basic plan for Totalize and that the tactics adopted for it were based on an earlier directive he had issued.46 He did, however, credit two innovations to Simonds: the night employment of strategic bombers on targets close to friendly troops on each flank of the attacking front and the use of improvised infantry armored personnel carriers. Crerar stressed that if 8 August 1944 were to become another historic date, all ranks had to firmly grasp the vital importance of maintaining the momentum of the attack. He went on to underscore the importance of keeping the initiative, condemning the general tendency to consider objectives on the ground an end rather than a means of killing the enemy. He further cautioned that on reaching an objective, everyone must swiftly prepare for a quick but determined small-scale tank-infantry counterattack by the Germans. Warning that to surrender to German SS troops was to invite death, Crerar exhorted the infantry to drive on using their own weapons in the absence of “laid on” support. He criticized the far-too-prevalent attitude that without a colossal scale of artillery or air support, continued advance of the infantry was impossible.47 Despite such exhortations, however, Crerar gave quite another impression to Montgomery, who commented that the desperately anxious Crerar, worried about fighting his first battle at the head of the first Canadian field army, had “gained the idea that all you want is a good initial fire plan, and then the Germans all run away!”48

    The developing operational situation gave credence to Crerar’s assessment that a golden opportunity lay before the First Canadian Army. Following the successful breakout of the U.S. First Army from St. Lô on 27 July, the German Seventh Army on 6 August launched a major five-division counterattack toward Mortain in order to stem the rapidly accelerating American advance through Avranches. A subsequent Canadian advance to the area of Falaise would thus have caught the Germans in full stride as they struck west, rupturing the right rear flank of the Seventh Army and sealing off its main body around Mortain. In any case, Totalize forced enemy logistical elements to withdraw southward, which deprived the Seventh Army of its rear installations and necessitated resupply to be provided by the Fifth Panzer Army. The commander in chief in the west, Field Marshal Günther von Kluge, also quickly grasped that his Seventh Army risked being cut off at the base by Totalize. On 8 August, he remarked that a breakthrough had occurred near Caen the like of which he had never seen.49 For these reasons as well as the tantalizing prospect of what might have been, this particular operation is likely to continue to attract the attention of Canadians.

    Despite Crerar’s claim to basic authorship of Totalize, however, the weight of evidence indicates that it was largely the brainchild of Simonds. In response to Crerar’s direction of 30 July, Simonds produced a remarkable written appreciation and outline plan for mounting an armored night attack in the wake of strikes by strategic bombers during darkness, using armored personnel carriers to transport infantry.50 Much has been written on Totalize, often in excruciating antiquarian detail, but only its most salient aspects need be discussed here. The plan ultimately submitted to Crerar by Simonds called for a corps attack by three infantry and two armored divisions; two armored brigades; two complete Army Groups Royal Artillery plus the support of two more; a searchlight battery for movement lighting in the event of low cloud cover; four squadrons of special armor with flail tanks, engineer assault vehicles, and flamethrowing Crocodiles; and the whole of the available air effort. Noting that the enemy front was manned by the 1st SS Panzer Division on the right and the 9th SS Panzer on the left, each disposed with one infantry regiment back and one forward with all tanks and self-propelled guns in support, Simonds expected very heavy fighting. The presence of the 12th SS Panzer Division in close reserve also meant that a counterattack was likely on the eastern flank. Simonds thus envisioned one “break in” phase to penetrate the foremost defensive zone along May-sur-Orne–Tilly-la-Campagne–La Hogue and a second to pierce the partially prepared position to the rear along Hautmesnil–St. Sylvain. Given the open nature of the ground—ideally suited to German long-range antitank weaponry—he deduced that the defense would be most handicapped by bad visibility, smoke, fog, or darkness when the advantage of long range was minimized.51

    The first phase called for a night attack on the Fontenay-le-Marmion–La Hogue position by two infantry divisions in armored personnel carriers, each supported by an armored brigade, under the cover of a rolling barrage. The task of the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division, committed west of the Caen-Falaise road with the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade under its command, was to secure the line Caillouet-Gaumesnil and ensure the “mopping up” of St. Andre, May-sur-Orne, Fontenay-le-Marmion, and Rocquancourt. East of the road, the 51st (Highland) Division, with the 33rd British Armoured Brigade under its command, was to capture the areas of Lourguichon Wood, Garcelles-Secqueville, Cramesnil, St. Aignan de Cramesnil, and Secquevillela-Campagne. There was to be no preliminary artillery bombardment during the first phase, though commencing at H-Hour, RAF Lancaster bombers were to obliterate the areas of May-sur-Orne, Fontenay-le-Marmion, and La Hogue–Secqueville.

    The second phase, expected to commence after noon the following day with a massive air strike, called for the 4th Canadian Armoured Division to dash southward along the Caen-Falaise road to seize Point 206 between Fontaine-le-Pin and Potigny. Simultaneously, the 1st Polish Armoured Division was to pass through the 51st Division and advance directly east of the Caen-Falaise road to take Point 159 overlooking and dominating Falaise. Each armored division was to have one medium artillery regiment under its command and the support of medium bombers and fighter-bombers to deal with possible threats from the 12th SS Panzer Division. To enable them to blast their way forward, two Army Groups Royal Artillery, each with five medium regiments, were also made available, one to each division. This phase was to be heavily supported by fighter-bombers, medium bombers, and American B-17 heavy bombers.

    While the 2nd Canadian Infantry and 51st (Highland) Divisions secured the right and left flanks around Bretteville-sur-Laize and Cavicourt, respectively, the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division was to remain in reserve north of Caen, prepared to move on Simonds’s order to take over the areas of Hautmesnil, Bretteville-le-Rabet, and Point 140 east of the Caen-Falaise road. New intelligence that the powerful 1st SS Panzer Division had been relieved by the 89th Infantry Division and fallen back to the second German defensive line (in fact, it had left to participate in the Mortain offensive) served to accentuate the importance of carrying out bomber strikes before launching the ground attack in phase two.52

    Crerar’s role in all of this, while touching on intelligence, artillery, and logistical matters, centered heavily on arranging air support since it was the one area in Totalize planning that remained the sole prerogative of the First Canadian Army. In the event, two VCPs coordinated close air support for the 2 Canadian Corps. Because strategic bombing support had to be requested through No. 83 Group and the Allied Expeditionary Air Force headed by Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, making the case for the tactical employment of strategic bombers—which many top airmen considered a misuse of air power—required considerable effort.53 Crerar’s chief of staff had to spend two days in England presenting the arguments.54

    Heavy bomber strikes in darkness raised concerns about troop safety and initially left the commander in chief of Bomber Command, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, cool to the idea. He would agree to carry out the task only if his “master bombers” were satisfied that red- and green-colored concentrations fired by 25-pounders could be clearly identified in the dark. It took a trial on the night of 6 August to confirm that targets indicated by colored marker shells could be satisfactorily identified at night. H-Hour for the commencement of the first phase of Totalize would thus remain 2300 hours on 7 August, from which time both flanks of the 2 Corps armored-infantry thrusts would be protected by heavy bombing. Air support for the second phase, now estimated to start at 1400 hours on 8 August, was more comprehensive and, because of a last-minute change, became largely the responsibility of the U.S. Eighth Air Force, with coordination to be effected through No. 83 Group. The overall effect of entrenching air support timings meant, of course, that all land force movement would be contingent on bomber strikes.55

    In the heat and dust of 7 August, Simonds’s maneuver elements formed up in concentrated columns of tanks, special armor, and armored personnel carriers. An armored and infantry brigade constituted the main assaulting force in both the 2nd and 51st Divisions. After dark, all columns rolled closer to the start line, and at 2300 hours, 1,020 Lancaster and Halifax bombers commenced to drop a total of 3,462 tons of bombs on flank targets identified by red artillery marker shells in the east and green in the west. At 2330 hours, both divisions crossed the start line in their respective formations. Fifteen minutes later, a rolling barrage began, fired by 360 guns in nine field and nine medium regiments, advancing 100 yards a minute in 200-yard lifts to a depth of 6,000 yards. Altogether, 720 guns, each with up to 650 rounds, supported the attack. To assist the columns in keeping direction, a Bofors tracer barrage coordinated by corps was fired over divisional thrust lines. Artificial moonlight and wireless radio directional beams, two per divisional front, were also employed. Although the movement of the armored columns by night proved a harrowing experience despite all navigational aides, it nonetheless worked brilliantly, and within hours, chaos produced success.

    The rapid advance of the 51st (Highland) Division took it past Tilly to secure Lorguichon by 0445 hours, Garcelles-Secqueville by 0530, and Cramesnil by 0730. With the exception of Tilly, which, though bypassed, held out until 1200 hours, the division had seized all of its first-phase objectives, including St. Aignan-de-Cramesnil, and was ready for the 1st Polish Armoured Division to pass through. Similar success attended the 2nd Division’s attack, which rolled around Rocquancourt southward into the debussing area between Cramesnil and Caillouet. By 0600 hours, leading elements of the 2nd and 51st Divisions were fighting in the vicinities of their first objectives and had nearly cleared them.56 While mopping-up operations against rearward enemy pockets continued, the first phase of Totalize was successfully completed for the relatively light total of 380 casualties. Though many did not know it, the road to Falaise also lay open.57

    The first phase of Totalize had also been a resounding success in terms of timing, and Crerar rushed forward to offer congratulations.58 Simonds’s decision to pause for six hours before the initiation of the second phase, however, guaranteed the loss of momentum that Crerar had specifically sought to avoid. Indeed, the pause invited the Germans to mount the counterattacks that Simonds had feared and hoped to avert by striking deep into the German defenses in phase one. The commanders of the 4th Canadian and 1st Polish Armoured Divisions had also warned him of the potential danger of such a long pause between phases. Simonds, under the erroneous perception that the formidable 1st SS now defended the second German defensive zone, nonetheless insisted that the armored divisions await the support of heavy bombers. He apparently did not want a repeat of Atlantic, during which he had decided to exploit a successful advance by launching a follow-up offensive against seemingly light German opposition only to receive a bloody nose from the counterattacking 1st SS. Similarly vicious German reactions during Spring likely reinforced his decision to pause. Yet as Crerar so correctly pointed out, losing the momentum of the attack was something that should have been avoided at all costs—especially when in this case, the loss was self-imposed and not forced by enemy.59 Waiting for the second bomber strike guaranteed a loss of momentum. The limitation on forward reconnaissance imposed by the bomb line further highlighted the wisdom of Simonds’s earlier admonition that there was nothing more dangerous than to sit down in front of the Germans and not know what they were up to.60
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    Operation Totalize, 7–10 August 1944

    The best time to have launched a second attack upon the Germans was when they were reeling and disorganized, unable to recover immediately because of severe disruption. This opportunity presented itself on the morning of 8 August, when the shattered German defense was in turmoil, but it was a fleeting moment that should have been seized by continuing to press the attack. The inescapable fact remains that the momentum of the first-phase attack, which exceeded expectations, could have been maintained only by keeping up the pressure in phase two. Every passing minute allowed the Germans time to catch their breath and regroup. That neither Simonds nor Crerar actually knew that the route to Falaise lay open was of less consequence than recognizing the historical reality that breakthroughs have not always been easily discernible.

    Vague and imprecise information about the enemy should never preclude fighting for information or quick and aggressive action by reserves. In Operation Cobra, for example, the U.S. VII Corps commander, Maj. Gen. J. Lawton Collins, ordered one division to pass through another despite the risk of congestion and generally chaotic conditions. His later decision to commit the 3rd Armored Division was even based on bad information. Yet his unleashing of exploiting forces before breakthrough elements had secured their immediate objectives turned out to be one of the vital decisions of the Cobra operation.61

    Maintaining similar momentum in Totalize would have necessitated either moving the bomb line and launching air strikes farther south—an almost impossible task given coordination and time constraints—or canceling the bombing attack altogether to enable the armored divisions to strike directly toward their assigned objectives.62 Although target timings had been confirmed with the U.S. Eighth Air Force, canceling the bombing should have been no more difficult than it was around 1330 hours when Simonds personally called Crerar to stop all bombing since it was also falling on friendly forces.63 Had the armored divisions attacked mid-morning rather than in the afternoon, they would have encountered far less coordinated resistance and beaten serious German counterattacks to the punch.

    Clausewitz, in his often overlooked but still perceptive analysis, had a great deal to say about the consequences of waiting. Waiting was not just the main characteristic of defense, but its chief advantage, the very method by which defense approaches its goal. Time permitted to pass unused naturally accumulates to the credit of the defender. Any omission on the part of an attacker, whether from poor judgment, fear, or neglect, tends moreover to accrue to the benefit of the defender in the sense that he “reaps what he did not sow.”64 Nowhere was this better illustrated than in Totalize, when German counter-moves escalated to serious counterattacks north of the bomb line between 1230 and 1340 hours. Although these ripostes, centered on St. Aignan-de-Cramesnil, were beaten back, they served as spoiling attacks that shook Canadian confidence and morale. The German forces so engaged also fell back on cohesive defensive positions along the general line Gouvix–Hautmesnil–St. Sylvain, which had meanwhile been better prepared by rearward German troops frantically digging in and coordinating defensive arcs of fire. Plans to strengthen the German defense had also been set in motion with the reassignment of the 12th SS Panzer Division’s Kampfgruppe Wünsche from the area of Grimbosq, where it had been fighting the British Second Army, to the heights west and northwest of Potigny and the narrow passage between the Laison and Laize Rivers.

    When Simonds’s armored divisions finally attacked at 1355 after bomber strikes between 1226 and 1355 (roughly the period of German counterattacks north of the bomb line), they got nowhere. Within an hour, the Poles lost forty tanks to enemy antitank and tank fire, and by 1600, their advance stalled completely with a paltry gain of not quite a mile and a quarter. The 4th Canadian Armoured Division did not fare much better, barely getting to Hautmesnil for an advance of just under two and a half miles.65 On the basis of the evidence on German countermoves and deployments, it is hard to imagine that Canadian arms could have done any worse had they opted to cancel the bombing and attack earlier. By maintaining the momentum of the attack, they would at least have stood a chance of forcing the situation to develop to their advantage, rather than waiting to let it develop to the advantage of the defenders.

    Excuses have been made for the lackluster performance of Simonds’s armored divisions during the second phase of Totalize. Inexperience has arguably topped the list,66 though much has also been made of the road congestion and enemy fire from pockets of resistance that reportedly held up the forward deployment of divisional artilleries integral to attacking armored divisions. The realization that the attack was not to go in until about 1400 hours, after heavy bombing strikes, did not induce any sense of urgency that may have goaded these divisional artilleries into more aggressive forward movement. That gunners expected predesignated gun positions to be perfectly sanitized and clear of all enemy mortar and machine-gun fire was also unreasonable in the circumstances. Artillery incurred only 8 percent of casualties, as compared to the infantry’s 76 percent, and should have been forced to accept greater risks and clearance tasks in gun position areas.67 As for congested road movement, it could have been greatly diminished by restricting the forward movement of the rear and administrative echelons of first-phase assault divisions and giving priority to the forward movement of the attacking armored divisions in the second phase. Had the strike been waived and high command attention turned to the staff problem of getting fighting troops and supporting artillery forward, the tempo could have been sustained. The roughly six-hour wait for the commencement of phase two, however, contributed to the tendency of the first-phase assault divisions to tidy up the battlefield and bring their rear echelons forward, increasing congestion. The armored divisions had meanwhile been standing by on notice to move and, given the relatively short distances involved, should have been able to get their fighting echelons forward before the congestion increased.68 Again, all of this would have required a greater degree of urgency and staff attention that could have been ordered in the circumstances.

    The supreme irony is that the bombing was hardly worth the wait since it proved largely ineffective and partly counterproductive. Because of enemy antiaircraft fire and heavy clouds of dust and smoke, only 70 percent of the U.S. Eighth Air Force’s bombers managed to attack, and only three of four targeted areas were adequately bombed. Moreover, of the 492 bombers that attacked, two 12-plane groups mistakenly bombed elements of the 2nd Canadian Armoured Brigade, 2 Canadian Army Group Royal Artillery, 9 Army Group Royal Artillery, and the 1st Polish and 3rd Canadian Divisions, killing 65 soldiers and wounding another 250.69

    Although this friendly fire did not prevent the 1st Polish Armoured and 4th Canadian Armoured Divisions from crossing the start line for the attack on time, the American bombing had not fatally crippled the now-recovered German defenses. Contrary to popular belief, the bulk of roughly eighty 88-millimeter antitank guns—most of them belonging to three Luftwaffe flak regiments—were deployed south of Potigny; only the divisional batteries were forward. It was thus mainly the 12th SS Panzer Division’s resourceful handling of its tanks that stemmed the 2 Canadian Corps’ attack.70

    The additional irony was that at 1830, Simonds attempted to regain the momentum lost during the pause by directing the 4th Armoured to press on through the night to secure Bretteville-le-Rabet and Point 195, the highest feature before Falaise. Although this ended in disaster for the Worthington Force battle group (named for the commander of the 28th Canadian Armoured Regiment, which was accompanied by three companies from the Algonquin Regiment) sent to secure Point 195, it also demonstrated just what might have been accomplished by an aggressively handled armored force headed in the right direction. Setting out at 0200 on 9 August, Worthington Force drove deep into German territory and, five hours later, arrived not on Point 195 but, because of a nighttime map-reading error, roughly four miles to the east on Point 140, where it was annihilated. Had the force been unleashed in daylight at 1100 hours on 8 August, it might well have been on Point 195 by 1600 hours or even earlier.71

    To argue that Totalize had to turn out as it did is tantamount to accepting the inevitability of history. Crerar was the only one who could have overruled Simonds, and had he been a more experienced field army commander, perhaps he would have done so, opting to hit the enemy immediately to ascertain his true strength while seeking to shape a more favorable development of the situation. That Simonds should have been overruled is reasonably clear, but it would have taken a field army commander with the requisite Fingerspitzengefühl, or fingertip feel, to do it. Crerar was certainly aware of the adverse implications of the loss of momentum in an attack, but he obviously did not think that he could do much to influence matters.72 Simonds did not therefore receive the counseling or prodding that might have been expected from a field army commander.

    Having expended so much effort in arranging strategic bomber support, the one area of Totalize planning that was solely the prerogative of the First Canadian Army headquarters, Crerar may also have been reluctant to request a cancellation for fear of jeopardizing future support from “Bomber” Harris, with whom he had developed a cozy relationship.73 His recent dispute with Crocker may additionally have disposed him to refrain from interfering in corps operations. As he later remarked, under normal conditions, he as army commander would not give a direct order to a division or tell Simonds which troops should be employed to carry out assigned tasks, though “he might suggest that, say, the P.A.D. [Polish Armoured Division] seemed to be well placed to do the job.”74 The result was that Crerar gave loose rein to his corps commanders. Yet the essence of Montgomery’s counsel centered on when a field army commander should and should not interfere in corps operations.

    Arguably, Crerar could have directed Simonds to smash straight through immediately or outflank the Germans from the west via Claire Tizon, as was eventually done by the 2nd Division. According to the former operations officer of the 12th SS, Hubert Meyer, it may also have been wiser to send the reserve 3rd Division to outflank the Germans to the east. Crerar instead blamed the Poles, charging that the 4th Armoured Division’s advance had been checked by the “dog fight” that developed between the 1st Polish Armoured Division and German elements in Quesnay Wood. Had the Poles contained the enemy there and pushed on with the bulk of their strength, they would have widened the front and increased the depth for a tactically decisive advance. As it was, when dark came, they had advanced less than a few hundred yards south of the start line.75

    The failure of Totalize necessitated mounting another corps attack, Operation Tractable, which under cover of smoke rather than darkness thundered down the Caen-Falaise road in daylight. This time, Crerar ensured that he would be unable to influence the battle by opting to fly back and forth along the west side of the Caen-Falaise road, attempting to “escort” heavy bombers and prevent them from bombing short as occurred in Totalize. As Tractable dismally disappointed in this respect76
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