CHAPTER XVI

HITLER’S RUN OF VICTORY

he German conquest of Poland in 1939 ang the
quent overrunning of western Europe in |9 43(;‘bse.
jandmarks in military history as decisive demonc T8
f the theory of high-spee.d meghgnized warfare:nstra.
ory which had been conceived in Britain but adopteq ina (t;
many, largely owing to the efforts of General Guderiap o
creator of the German panzer forces. Although the g, the
German generals viewed the new technique with Cautf‘lor
doubt, and had allotted means for its development ijp nl,ou’ |
limited measure than its exponents desired, it sufficed tq s
duce startling quick victories. The new technique not grcl;.
revolutionized warfare but changed the course of world b
tory. For the shattering effect of Hitler’s victories op ﬂ:'
sition and outlook of western Europe could not be l'epaire;
by his ultimate defeat. Moreover the immense effort thy
America was led to make in turning the scales against Hitle
resulted in the reorientation of world-power to the Westerp
hemisphere. The ascendency of Russia on the Eurasian Conti.
nent was another disturbing, and epoch-making, resulit,

The campaigns which produced the double revolution—in
warfare and the balance of world-power—were also very sig.
nificant examples of the strategy of indirect approach. In the
second and greater case, particularly, analysis of the oper-
ations in the West makes it clear that the new type mechanized
forces would hardly have succeeded without this accompani:
ment in strategy. But the effect was reciprocal. The mobility
and flexibility of mechanized forces endowed the indirect
approach with greater potentialities.

Poland, to her misfortune, provided an ideal demonstration
site for the combination. Her frontier with Germany W&
1,250 miles long, and had recently been extended a funl[et
500 miles through the German occupation of Czechoslovakia.
This had resulted in Poland’s southern flank becoming as &

222

tions O




HITLER’S RUN OF VICTORY 223

invasion as the northern flank facing East Prussia

ny's ¢ :
mﬁrg’e risks were increased by the way that the Polish forces

e deployed, the bulk of them being far forwarg ;
:ﬁient. T:he natural desire to cover Poland’s main ind:;;t:iha‘la
ures, which lay west of the Vistula, was dangerously but-

ed by national pride and military over-confidence,

The Polish army at peace strength was as large ag the
French and n(.)t.n.lthh smaller than the German. It comprised
30 infantry divisions and.12 cavalry brigades. But Poland’s
industrial resources were insufficient to make full use of her
man-power, or even furnish an adequate scale of equipment
for her active forces. On mobilization sHe could only increase
her number of divisions by a third, whereas Germany could
more than double hers, except for the armoured and
motorized ones—but this limitation on Germany's side was
offset by Poland’s almost complete lack of such modern type
forces.

That was the more serious because the Polish plain offered
fiat and fairly easy going for a mobile invader—though not
so easy as France would offer, because of the scarcity of
good roads in Poland, the deep sand often met off the roads,
and the frequency of lakes and forests in some areas. But the
time chosen for the invasion minimized these drawbacks.

Poland’s enveloped situation made it inviting, and easy, for
the Germans to pursue a strategy of indirect approach in the
physical form. But the effect was much enhanced by the way
they pursued it,

In the north, the invasion was carried out by Bock’s Army
Group, which comprised the 3rd Army (under Kiichler) and
the 4th Army (under Kluge). The former thrust southward
from its flanking position in East Prussia, while the latter
pushed eastward across the Polish Corridor to join it in en-
veloping the Poles’ right flank.

The greater role was given to Rundstedt’'s Army Group in
the south. This was nearly twice as strong in infantry, and
more in armour. It comprised the 8th Army (under
Blaskowitz), the 10th (under Reichenau), and the 14th (un-
der List), Blaskowitz, on the left wing, was to push towards
the great manufa uring centre of Lodz, and help to isolate
the Polish forcescltn the Poznan salient, while covering Re- -
thenaw’s flank, On the right wing, List was to push for
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racow and simultaneously turn the Poles’ Carpathi, |
fx:sing an armoured corps to drive through the mounta?nﬂ: nk,
es. The decisive stroke, however, was to be delivered by Rej.
chenau, in the centre, and for that purpose he was given th
bulk of the armoured forces. -

The invasion was launched on the 1st September 1939, and
by the 3rd—when Britain and France entered the war ag p,,
quired by their guarantee to Poland—Kluge’s advance had
cut the Corridor and reached the Lower Vistula, i,
Kiichler's pressure from East Prussia towards the Narey yyq
developing. What was more important, Reichenau’s armoureg
forces had penetrated to the Warta, and forcgd the Crossingg
there. Meanwhile List’s army was converging from both
flanks on Cracow. By the 4th Reichenau’s spearheads hag
crossed the Pilica, fifty miles inside the frontier, and two dayg
later his left wing was well beyond Tomaszow, while his right
had driven into Kielce.

The Commander-in-Chief of the German Army, Brau.
chitsch, ordered the drive to be continued straight ahead east.
ward to, and over, the Vistula, But Rundstedt and his Chief
of Staff, Manstein, took the initiative in varying the plan
when they gauged, correctly, that the main Polish armies
were still west of the Vistula and might be trapped there. Rei-
chenau’s left wing, led by an armoured corps, was directed
to swing northward on to the rear of the big Polish concentra-
tion around Lodz, and to establish a blocking position along
the Bzura River between Lodz and Warsaw. This northward
swerve met little opposition, being unexpected, and as a re-
sult of it this massed Polish force was cut off before it could
withdraw over the Vistula.

The advantage which the Germans had gained by their
deep strategic penetration—along the line of least expectation
and the line of least resistance—was now reinforced by the
advantage of tactical defence. To complete their victory they
had merely to hold their ground—in face of the hurried as-
saults of an army which was fighting in reverse, cut off from
its bases, with its supplies running short, and increasingly
pressed from the flank and behind by the converging eastward
advance of Blaskowitz’s and Kluge's armies. Although the
Poles fought fiercely, with a bravery that greatly impressed
their opponents, only a small proportion ultimately managed
to break out and join the garrison of Warsaw.

On the 10th the Polish Commander-in-Chief, Marshal
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Rydz, ordered his remaining forces to make a general

ot into south-eastern Poland, in the hope of organizing a
m'fence on a relatively narrow front for prolonged resis-
defee put this hope was frustrated. For while the ring west
'a"fh;, vistula was being tightened, the Germans were already
0 netrating deeply intp the. region east of the Vistula, and
# ing out a much wider pincer-manceuvre which outflanked
he potential defence-lines of the San and the Bug.

The far-back line of the Bug was reached and turned by a
remarkably indirect approach. At the opening of the in-
yasion, Guderian’s armoured corps had spearheaded Kluge's
4th Army in the thrust. across the Corridor, in the north-west,
to reach Germany’s: isolated province of East Prussia. It
raced on through this German territory and came up on the
extreme left, or eastern flank of Kiichler’s 3rd Army, facing
south. Crossing the river-line of the Narev on the 9th Sep-
tember, Guderian drove southward, and by the 14th reached
Brest-Litovsk on the Bug—a 100-mile drive down the base-
line of the great Polish salient. His spearheads then thrust on
a further forty miles to Vlodava, to meet the approaching
southern pincer formed by Kleist’s armoured corps. Thus the
collapse of the Polish armies ensured by the time that, on the
17th, the Russians crossed Poland’s eastern frontier.

smigW'

The Germans’ triumphant campaign in the West nine
months later was not so plainly an indirect approach in physi-
cal shape, but even more of an indirect approach psychologi-
cally. It was inspired by the idea of upsetting the opponent’s
balance in a compound way-—through achieving the unexpect-
ed in direction, time, and method, preceded by the fullest
possible distraction and followed by the quickest possible ex-
ploitation along the line of least resistance to the deepest pos-
sible range. Moreover it owed its success, above all, to a
baited gambit and ju-jitsu effect.

Early in October 1939, after overrunning Poland, Hitler is-
sued his first instructions for an offensive in the West. These
stated that, if it became clear that Britain and France would
not agree to end the war, he would take action at an early
da}g-because ‘a long waiting period’ would ‘strengthen the
gmlntary power of our enemies to an increasing degree’, while
1{ was likely to result in the neutrals swinging to the Allied
side, In his view, time was against Germany in every respect,
He expressed the fear that if he waited, as his military ad-



N

226 STRATEGY OF THE SECOND WORLD w5,
visers desire

overtake hers; tha : ,
ing, and limited, resources, and that it would Je,

posed to a fatal attaCR’ in the back from Russh\f:rhher &
that his pact with Stalin would not ensure Russjg'g . ¢ fo
a moment longer than suited Stalin’s purpoge, Hit] ‘ftra“ty
spurred him to force the French to make Peace, b b fegy
offensive, believing that once they dropped oyt of ?n €ary
Britain would come to terms. he Wap
Hitler reckoned that for the moment he haqg the
and equipment to beat France—because Germap Strengy,
a superiority in the new arms that mattered most, y, SSesseq
arm and air force have, at the present time, attaine © tan,
cal heights—not only as weapons of attack byt a]techni.
defence—that no other Power has reached. Their stratesf’ for
tential for operations is ensured by their organizay Bic
well-practised leadership, which is better than in gpy 2N
country.’ While recognizing that the Frencp had a g }; .°“}er
in the older weapons, particularly heavy artillery, hel,) a"°"‘3‘
that ‘these weapons are of no decisive significance whatsr
in mobile warfare’. With his technical superiority i: i
newer arms he could also discount the French superiorit tl?"
the r}:umbers of mobilizable soldiers, Wi
The heads of the German army shared Hitler’
fears, but not his short-term hopez. Feeling thla?tr tshle(i):-1 gf}:"m
were not strong enough to beat the Frendh, they considwes
it wiser to stay on the defensive in order to see whe:lr)ed
France and Britain became inclined for peace, or else :tr
:zr:lﬁ;:dazr:i z:;l;:;:? that would offer an opening for crushing
But Hitler overruled their objecti ;
eventually fixed for the second vJe:kl%nfs'NR:m?g:,n sbz: t:::
f::ervlv’zgﬂ:::ee r:i)ays on account of unfavourable reports on
Qi prospects and the railway transport situation,
tiz‘l‘"l;f short postponements—there were eleven in all—con-
sued—and this time cc’mﬁ mllled eInext warning order was is-
th ed. In the meantime, however,
e..rgia“ had undergone a radical alteration.
H original plan, designed by the General Staff under
alder, had been to make th i
elei : e main attack through central
glum—as in 1914. It was to b nﬁ
Group ‘B’ under Bock. whil s to be carried out by Army
» While Army Group ‘A’ under Rund-

d, the growth of the Allies’ armg
¢ a long-drawn war would exhal:‘s‘tent Woy
her eXisd
8
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delivered 2 secondary attack, on the left, through the
sted® nd wooded Ardennes. No big results were expected
hilly and all the armoured divisions were allotted to Bock, as
hcr"Ga eral Staff regarded the Ardennes as far too difficult
he Gen :
o atry for a tank drive.
count Manstein, who was Rundstedt’s Chief of Staff, consid-
duthat the plan was too obvious, and too close a repetition
crethe 1914 plan, thus being the line of attack that the Allies
of uld expect; and be ready to meet. Another drawback,
WO astein argued, was that it would strike the British army,
:{:ich was likely to be a tougher opponent than the French.
third drawback, in his view, was that even if it succeeded
s would only push the Allies back and gain the Flanders
coast. It would not lead to a decisive result, as an indirect ap-
roach could—Dby cutting the communications and cutting off
the retreat of the Allied armies in Belgium.

Manstein proposed that the centre of gravity should be
shifted from the right to the centre, and that the principal
thrust should be made through the Ardennes, as the line of
jeast expectation. He considered that the armoured forces
could be effectively used in that area, despite the apparent
difficulties of the ground, and his view was reinforced by
Guderian’s expert judgement.

The boldness of the new conception appealed to Hitler.
But the definite decision to change the original plan was pro-
duced by an extraordinary accident when, on 10th Janu-
ary, a staff officer who was carrying papers about the plan
Jost his way in a snowstorm when flying from Munster to
Bonn, and landed by mistake in Belgian territory. The Ger-
man High Command naturally feared that he might have
been unable to destroy the papers (and, in fact, his attempt
to burn them was a partial failure). Even then the Com-
mander-in-Chief and the Chief of the General Staff hesitated
to turn the plan round so completely as Manstein had pro-

- posed. Their resistance was only overcome after Manstein,
going behind the backs of his superiors, had seen Hitler per-
songelg and gained his decisive support for the unconventional
project.

During the interval, false alarms had led the Allies to show
their hand, and their intention of advancing in force deep
into B_elgium. That disclosure, too, strengthened the case for
changing the German plan in the way Manstein advocated.

Examining the course of events, it becomes clear that the
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ost certainly have failed tq
3:;“as the fall ﬁf I:]rance. For n,,f l;;(fi:ct ny
ave run head-on into th G
rg)axtn aczl\;angz :'g:t]ignhof the Franco-British fo:c::’r(;':‘gest a:rd
h:i:;,egadp?o fight its way forward through a stretey, of“c’ould
try filled with obstacles—rivers, canals and large gy, oun.
Ardennes might seem more difficult still, but if the .- The
could race through that wooded hill-belt of southerp, Bt:lm'ana
before the French High Command awoke to the dahgergmm
rolling plains of France would lie open to them—igey) i, l‘lhe
try for a great tank drive. . . 8

Manstein had also reckoned with the likelihoog of
Allies advancing into Belgium, and he counted on gajp;,
increased advantage from such a move on their pgy Ha."
calculations were shrewd. Under the plan framed by G, >
Gamelin, the Commander-in-Chief, the reinforced [eft Win
the Allied armies was to rush into Belgium immediately
German invasion opened, and to push eastward to the Jipe 0:
the Dyle, or beyond if possible. That Plan ‘D’ proved g fata]
as the Plan XVII of the French in 1914. It played Straighy
into the Germans’ hands, by giving their offensive the form
and effect of a flank counter-stroke. The further the Ajjig
pushed into Belgium the easier it became for the Germapy
Ardennes drive to reach the Allies’ rear and cut off their Jef;
wing.

Tie fatal outcome was made all the more certain because
Gamelin employed the bulk of his mobile forces in the dash
into Belgium and left only a thin screen of lower-grade di-
visions to guard the hinge of his advance—facing the exits
from the supposedly impassable Ardennes. When the hinge
was pierced he was not only thrown off his balance, but had
all the less chance of recovering it because the forces best fit-
ted for switching to close such a breach were deeply commit-
ted in Belgium. In rushing them forward he had largely cast
away his strategic flexibility. A

The danger to the hinge was obscured for the moment by
the Germans’ opening strokes in the Low Countries—so star-
tling that they acted as a supremely effective distraction. The
Dutch army was thrown into confusion by an airborne sWooP
on its rear combined with a violent assault on its front, and
capitulated on the fifth day. The Belgian army had its fol;
ward position pierced on the second day, and then fell b
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-Namur line as arranged, where it was joined
o the A;’iz;rpand French.
by heB"and, early on the 10th May, German airborne
Ho e a surprise swoop upon both the capital, The
forc®S * 4 the hub of the country’s communications, Rotter-
Hague -ﬁnultaneously with the assault on its frontier defences
dam—S" to the east. The confusion and alarm created by this
00““13ow in front and rear, were increased by the wide-
double men;;ce of the Luftwaffe. Exploiting the disorder, a
2 armoured division raced through a gap in the south-
Gcrmaﬂk and joined up with the airborne forces at Rotter-
ern ﬂag the third day. The Dutch, although strategically on
dam dofence, were forced to become the attackers in a tac-
t!‘e inse—-and were baffled in delivering assaults which they
bk snot equipped to drive home. On the fifth day Holland
werendered,' although her main front was still unbroken.
: l:[rej,e physically direct invasion of Belgium also had a psy-
chological indirectness of approach in the startling initial
coup that opened the path for the invaders. The ground at-
tack was carried out by the powerful 6th Army under Rei-
chenau. It had to overcome a formidable barrier before it
could effectively deploy, and only 500 airborne troops were
left to help this attack. They were used to capture the two
bridges over the Albert Canal together with Eben Emael,
Belgium's most modern fort, which flanked this waterline-
frontier. That tiny detachment, however, made all the differ-
ence to the issue. For the approach to the Belgian frontier
here lay across the southerly projection of Dutch territory
known as the ‘Maastricht Appendix’, and once the German
army crossed the Dutch frontier the Belgian frontier guards
on the Albert Canal would have had ample warning to blow

the bridges before any invading ground forces could cross
that fifteen-mile strip. :
Airborne troops dropping silently out of the night sky of-
fered a new way, and the only way, of securing the key-
bridges intact. Fort Eben Emael was paralysed by a glider
detachment of less than eighty men who descended on top of
it, and bottled up the garrison of 1,200 men for twenty-four
hours, until the German ground troops came up to capture
the fort and drive across the captured bridges into the open
Plains beyond, The menace caused the Belgian forces to re-

treat towards the Dyle line where the French and British
forces were just arriving,
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These airborne coups in Belgium and Hollapg e
ceived by Hitler himself, although (henr bril]iam|y sere Cop,
execution was directed by the audacious Genera] Stu‘écceszul

Meantime the armoured forces of Rundste dt,sen.
Group had been driving through Luxembourg and A
Luxembourg towards the French frontier. Tpe
them—>5 armoured and 4 motorized divisions~wﬂe

. 3 groy
under the command of General von Kleist, while the P
pal spearhead was Guderian’s corps, of 3 armoureq divig
After traversing that seventy-mile stretch of the Ao ™
and brushing aside weak opposition, they crossed the Frnnes.
frontier and emerged on the banks of the Meuseﬂar]ench
the fourth day of the offensive. Y on

It had been a bold venture to send a mass of tan,
motor vehicles through such difficult country, which hag 122d
been regarded by conventional strategists as ‘impassabe’ fo
a large-scale offensive, let alone for a tank operatiop, Bu;
that increased the chances of surprise, while the thick v
lglelped to cloak the advance and conceal the strength of

ow.

Yet, for all the surprise effect of this onrush of armouyr
had still to cross the barrier-line of the Meuse, Much ;le-
pended on the time of the crossing. General Doumenc, the
French Chief of Staff, later ruefully said: ‘Crediting our epe.
mies with our own procedure, we had imagined that they
would not attempt the passage of the Meuse until after they
had brought up ample artillery: the five or six days necessary
for that would have given us ample time to reinforce our dis-
positions.’

It is remarkable how closely these French time-calculations
corresponded to those of the German higher command. The
French chiefs had based their plans on the assumption that
no assault on the Meuse was to be expected before the ninth
day. That was the same timing that the German chiefs orig-
nally had in mind, At a war game in February, Guderian had
proposed that the armoured forces should attack the Meust
as early as possible without waiting for the mass of the infan-
try and artillery to come up, but his proposal had been
severely criticized by Halder, who considered that the ninth
or tenth day was the earliest time practicable for such an &
tack. At a conference in March, Hitler asked Guderian ¥ at
course he would propose taking after the capture of a bridg®
head. Guderian answered that it should be exploited imméc

Belgy,

Pulk o

€ pring;, |
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driving west towards Amiens and the Chann

“."ya:swef made heads shake disapprovingly at su:llm pr:?ti
is gut Hitler's nod was as good as a wink to Guderian

nci;/'heﬂ Gudel‘fan’s corps reached. the Meuse near Sedaﬁ on

o 13th May, its assault on the river-line was delivered that

th ¢ afternoon, and by evening a crossing .
s‘;mthe smaller spearheads, Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division,
qkewise achieved a crossing on the 13th at Dinant, fo
i iles to the west, and thus created a fresh distraction to the
Fre nch Command as well as a potential combination of dislo-
cating penetratlons.
By the afternoon of the 14th all three of Guderian’s panzer
divisions had crossed the Meuse, and after repelling a belated
French counter-stroke he made a sudden turn westward. By
the next evening he had broken through the last defence line
pehind the Meuse, anq the roads to the west—leading to the
Channel coast, 160 miles—lay open to the panzer forces.

That night, the 15th, Guderian was ordered by the more
cautious Kleist to halt the advance and keep the bridgehead
secure until the infantry arrived to take it over. After a
heated argument th'e order was modified to the limited extent
of allowing Guderian to widen the bridgehead. Taking the
fullest possible advantage of this permission he drove fifty
miles westward next day to the Oise! The rest of the panzer
forces joined in the westward surge, expanding the breach to
a sixty-mile width and swelling the tank torrent that was
pouring along the roads that ran across the back of the Al-
lied armies in Belgium.

The torrent had its path made easier because the French
Command was puzzled as to the course it was likely to take,
A special advantage of the break-through at Sedan was that,
being on a central axis, it could swing in any direction and
threaten alternative objectives. Was it aiming at the Channel
coast, or at Paris? While its advance seemed to be extending
westward, it looked at first as if this might equally portend an
early southwards turn towards Paris—and French imagina-
tion easily flew to such a possibility. The strategic flexibility
of the German plan was increased by the mobility of the in-
strument, and the combination impaled the opponent on the
horns of a dilemma.

The issue turned on the time-factor at stage after stage.
French counter-movements were repeatedly thrown out of
gear because their timing was too slow to catch up with the
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changing situations, and that was due to the fact that the
German van kept on moving faster than the French—or the
German higher command—had contemplated. The French,
trained in the slow-motion methods of World War I, were
mentally unfitted to cope with the new tempo, and it caused
a spreading paralysis among them. The vital weakness of the
French lay, not in quantity nor in quality of equipment, but
in their theory. Their ideas had advanced less than their op-
ponents beyond the methods of the First World War. As has
happened so often in history, victory had bred a complacency
and fostered an orthodoxy which led to defeat in the next
war,

On the German side, the higher commanders remained ap-
prehensive about the risks of such a deep strategic penetra-
tion by a handful of armoured divisions. Hitler himself
showed much nervousness, and in his anxiety about the
southern flank put a two-day brake on the westward drive, $0
that the 12th Army could come up and form a flank shield
along the river-line of the Aisne.

That delay jeopardized the German prospects, and might
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it them if the French had not been by now in such a
have sp.z state. Hitler’s hesitation foreshadowed a more costly
pa"a!yﬂthe following week. But so much time had been gained
one 1 preceding stages, and so much dislocation had been
' ;:i on the opposing side, that the pause on the Oise had
cauierious effect on the German prospects. Even so, it re-
n0 %d a significant difference of time-sense on the German
Ve, The gap between the new school and the old school
:;1:;'6 was greater than that between the Germans and the
Fr?gc:rotest at the halt 9rdered on the 17th, Guderian had
asked to be relieved of his command. But .later in the day he
was reinstated a.nd told th.at he could continue ‘strong recon-

naissance’. His interpretation of this was to push on with the
whole of his force almost as hard as previously. When the
prake was released, his pace became even faster and on the
20th May he swept into Amiens and reached the sea beyond
Abbeville—having cut the communications of the Allied ar-
mies in Belgium.

On the 22nd, after fretting over a further day’s pause im-
posed from above, he drove northward for the Channel ports
and the rear of the British army—which was still in Belgium,
facing th’e frontal advance of Bock’s infantry forces. On
Guderian's right in this nox:thward drive was Reinhardt’s pan-
zer corps, also part of Kleist's group. On the 22nd Boulogne
was isolated by Guderian's advance, and on the next day
Calais. This stride brought him to Gravelines, barely ten
miles f.rom I?unkirk. Reinhardt’s tanks also arrived on the
canal line Aire-St. Omer-Gravelines and seized bridgeheads
across it. But the continuation of the drive for Dunkirk—the
last escape-port left for the British—was stopped day b
Hitler's order. This saved the British army, vgﬁ:n ﬁzfﬁin;ydsz
s e o et P s il 2 Belgin
AREE 6w doin he. onts ree French armies on the left wing,
sumed, but by that time t‘;:sdczncelleg, and the advance re-
and tl;e establishment of this ;aecnlf-zhi;g 11)1:2 :tée?ﬁhgl:f
mans : -
gt 11430 A i, Y e f 224000 B
80, the Germans had taken . ili;)'ops’ sy, Freoch, Ryed
themselves of Sily 80,000 & million prisoners—at a cost to
éreat indirect approach. castalties—as a result of their

© cause of Hitler's fateful halt order will never be com-
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r. One motive, which he mentioned, was his §
lesttelli)i,s CIa‘::noured orm might become bogged—the ma,:;;
had been deeply lmpressf,d on him by pg
rsonal experience there, as 2 corppral., in World War. |
: his anxiety to maintain his armour intact
d knock-out, blow ggainst the French. A thiq
was the belief, fostered by Goering, that the German aj
force would suffice 10 prevent any large-scale escape by sea
from Dunkirk, of the trapped British forces. But investigation
that the most immediate cause was the psychologi.
f a small British counter-stroke with two tank bat.
talions, that d, at Arras on the 21st May,
against the flank of the German drive to the sea. It played on
the fears that Hitler and several of the German higher com.
manders had felt during this audaciously deep strategic pene-
tration, and shook their nerve at a crucial moment, Kleist re-
peatedly put 2 brake on Guderian’s drive. Kluge, the army
directly above Kleist, was inclined to stop any
tion at Arras was cleared up,

further advance until the situa
Rundstedt was naturally influenced by their anxiety. Thus,
when Hitler visited Rundstedt on the morning of the 24th, he

received a reinforcement of his own nervous doubts—and is-
sued his halt order immediately after the conference. On this
occasion Brauchitsch and Halder were for pursuing the pan-
zer drive, but on the level between Guderian and them Hitler

found ample backing for his fit of caution.
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for his next, an

of the campaign started on the
Germans entered Dunkirk. The

prelude to the new German offensive was itself astonishing—
in the way that the German panzer forces, which had just
previously been striking north-westward, were SO quickly
switched southward for a fresh stroke. Such rapidity of re-
concentration in another direction was fresh evidence of how
mechanized mobility had revolutionized strategy.
The new offensive was delivered against the new fronh
held b'y the remaining French armies, along the Somme an
the Axsne.. It was longer than the original front, while the
forces available to hold it were much fewer. For the French
had lost 30 of their divisions, besides the aid of their Allies,
eg;cept.for 2 British divisions. Weygand, who had replace
amelin, had collected in all 66 divisions, of which 17 Wer

The next, and final, stage
5th June—the day after the
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. the heavily forgiﬁed.Ma.ginot Line, with which the im-
0 ed Somme-Aisne line linked up.
va'sth;s second act, Rundstedt’s Army Group again played
thelndecisive part, though it was not cast for this in the plan,
.- of the ten German panzer divisions were allotted to Bock
SIX ge outset. But the planning was flexible and the battle
: tk a different shape as it developed, so that Bock’s strokes
0 ted the distraction which helped Rundstedt’s to become
%re:isive. The change of shape was a further proof of the ca-
p:cit)' for alternative courses newly provided by armoured
for;!:k’s armies struck on the 5th June, but Rundstedt’s not
until four days later, owing to the longer time taken in re-de-
ployment on that wing. In Bock’s attack the principal effort
was not so quickly or deeply successful as on the extreme
right—where Rommel’s panzer division broke right through
the French defence by the third morning.

This quick penetration owed much to a piece of audacity
on Rommel’s part that no orthodox opponent would have ex-
pected—what he tried, and achieved, would hardly have been
considered a practical possibility in any staff college exercise.
On his sector, the French had blown up all the road bridges
over the Somme, but had left intact a pair of rail bridges,
with a view to the maintenance of the counter-offensive
which they had dreamed of delivering. There can have
seemed little risk in preserving these bridges as the single line
rail-tracks were laid along two narrow embankments which
ran for nearly a mile through marshy riverside meadows,
Even for infantry to advance along these would be like ‘run-
ning the gauntlet’ on a tight-rope. Yet Rommel, having cap-
tured the bridges before dawn and gained a foothold on the
plateau beyond the river, pulled up the rails and sleepers, and
then ran his tanks and transport along the ‘tight-ropes’ under
shell-fire, suffering only one check, of half an hour, when a
tank was disabled in approaching one of the bridges.

By the first evening he had penetrated 8 miles deep, by the
second 20 miles, and next day swept forward a further 30
miles, gaining quicker progress by advancing across country
and thys by-passing the defended road-junctions. This deep
thrust split the French 10th Army. Other German divisions
xzres tl;:ov:h goggghtlérougg the wlideninhg ga&. OSr; .the nigthl: og

) ay, Rommel reached the Seine south o
Ouen, after a 40 mile swerving drive through a dislocated
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and confused defence which had been hastily strun

the approaches to Rouen and the Seine. Crossin aCrogy
gained before the French had begun to rally ang estab]}ve
defence of that broad river-barrier. Rommel's divl'sh a
switched round on the 10th for a 50-mile thrust tq the cunou
which he reached that evening, cutting off the retreat of
left wing of the 10th Army—S divisions (including thy 5"
Highland). These, surrounded, were forced to surrenge) st
St. Valéry on the 12th. at

Meanwhile the main right wing attack from the Somm,

had found the going more sticky. It was a pincer-stroke, |,
two panzer corps under Kleist, from the bridgeheads alreag
gained across the Somme at Amiens and Péronne, The yt
pincer, at Amiens, eventually broke through the French de.
fence on the 8th and then wheeled south towards the lower
reaches of the Oise, but the left pincer became hung up by
tough opposition north of Compiégne.

As Rundstedt’s Army Group, attacking the Aisne line on
the 9th, had there quickly broken through the French de.
fence, the German Supreme Command decided to pull back
to Kleist’s two panzer corps and switch them east, pass them
through the wide breach along the Aisne, and use them to
help in exploiting the French collapse in Champagne, This

rapid switch was a fresh example of the flexibility of mobile

armoured forces.

The decisive thrust was again made by Guderian—and it
was once more a striking demonstration of deep strategic
penetration combined with indirect approach. He had now
been promoted to command Rundstedt’s panzer group, and
his two corps concentrated on the Aisne near Rethel after 8
circuitous 200-mile move from the Pas de Calais. After the
infantry of the 12th Army had gained three small footholds
over the river around Chateau-Porcien, Guderian moved his
leading panzer divisions into the bridgeheads during the night.
They broke out next morning, the 10th, and drove forwa
with quickening pace, by-passing the villages and woods held
by the French. Then French armour came into action, and 8
series of tank battles took place, but a penetration of nearly
20 miles was achieved in the first two days. On the third &Y
Guderian’s right wing reached Chalons-sur-Marne, and on Ithg
fourth Vitry-le-Francois, nearly 60 miles from the start. J
left wing had now come up level after beating off flank COUto
ter-attacks. Guderian then drove on at increasing speed ™
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the Plateau de Langres—far behind the back
gnd ,":::'Line-—and raced south-eastward for the Swissoffrct):?
".""ch mont was reached in a 50-mile bound on the fifth
ier- ihe 14th June; the River Sadne on the 15th, by a similar
daYvn 4: and early on the 17th the leading division swept into
und; 2 on the Swiss frontier, 60 miles beyond the Saéne.

rlie W
pontd oke cut the communications of the large French

¢ IORY ¥ ¢ p
g;b::es till clinging to the N!agmot Line. Guderian’s other di-
Jisions were already wheeling nprth to the Moselle to bar

treat. A few hours previously, the French Govern-

ir 1 : gy .
thel with its armies in collapse, had decided to capitulate

and appealed for an armistice.

yet this decisive strategic victory on the Continent was
rendered indecisive on the higher strategic plane by Hitler’s
subsequent failure to conquer the island of Britain. Here he
aid the penalty for his halt order at Dunkirk. If he had pre-
vented the British forces escaping through this one remaining
polt-hole, Britain herself would have been so defenceless that
he might have conquered her even by hastily improvised in-
vasion. But having missed his supreme chance of trapping the
British army at Dunkirk, he could not hope to subdue her
without a wel}-orgamzed invasion in st.rength, and for that he
had made neither plans nor preparations. His belated steps
were too late, while his peace moves were too weak. When
the attempt to gain c?ntrol of the air over the sea approach
was fdef?ted ;3 the ‘Battle of Britain’ the invasion project
was foredoomed.

The insular obstacle continued to defy him—covered by
the grand antl-tgnk dxtch. provnc?ed by the English Channel—
and .developed into an_increasing threat to his schemes of
cf:gnt}llgental control. This frustration had fatal consequences

r him,

His run of victory continued in the following year—first at
the expense of the Ba!kan countries, and then at Russia’s—
tt;lefore it was checked in the depths of Russia. But he lacked
le resources to makf: sure of the results at which he was
aiming. For all the brilliance of his 1941 successes his decline
tc:p be dated from his failure in the ‘Battle of Britain'—and

is, in turn, can be traced back to his hesitating halt when

Dunkirk was within his grasp.



