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STRENGTH AGAINST WEAKNESS: THE CAMPAIGN IN WESTERN EUROPE,
MAY-JUNE 1S40 by MAJ John T. Nelsen [I, USA, S1 pagses.

. —- -p~This monograph is a campaign study in the practics of
cparational art, as viewsd through the prism of military theory.
The Following aspscts of military theory are among those
considered: centsr of gravity, decisive and objective points,
deception, doctrine, friction, fog of war, direct and indirect
approaches, theater of war, theater of opsrations, zons of
agperations, theater of bhattle, combinations, and offensive and
defensive culminating points. In addition, the following related
aspects of campaign planning and execution are analyzad: ths use
of operational rssarves, branches and sequels to campaign plans,
planning assumptions, synchronization in space and time,
synsrgism of combat power, approach to command and control, and
mass and concentration.

Ths Campaign in Western Europe was really twc ssparats
campaigns conducted sesquentially. The fFirst, popularly known as
the ("Battle of Flanders and Northern France® (10 May-S5 June), is
the central focus of this study. In this campaign thes Garmans
broke the back of the Allisd armies so completsly that victory in
the follow—on campaign was virtually assured. This first
campaign thus offers richer insights into the practics of
opasrational art. For this reason, the second campaign, usually
called thes “Battle of Francs;”’will be treated only as an
epilogus.—~——

This study finds that a one-sided claim of sither German
brilliance or Allied ineptness by itself cannot sxplain the
outcome. Rather, both wera complementary dimensions of the same
phenomenan. In their planning and sxecution, the Allies--and
espscially the Franch——-demonstratsd a virtual bankruptcy of
cresativity, imagination, and understanding in applying military
theory to operational art. Largely bscauss of this, they failed
to forsseas that the calculus of war had changed fundamentally
since World War I and that thes Germans had davelcped dynamic,
creativa applicatiaons of new tachnology which rendsred old

. methods anachronistic.

The Garmans integratad new weapans such as the tank and
the airplane into a concept of warfighting designed to defeat an
opponant who fought in the slow, mesthodical styles of World War I.
From tha perspective of military theory and opsrational art,
German campaign planning and execution wers superb. In the Final
analysis, their success was largely a triumph of the intsllect.
The vast gulf bstusan Allied ineptness and German skill led to a
strategically decisive result which swspt France from ths ranks
of the gresat powers and propsllsd Germany into hegemony over
Western and Central Europe.
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*Gur leaders, or those who acted for them, werse
incapabls of thinking in terms of a ’'new’ war.
In other words, tha Garman triumph was,
essantially a triumph of intesllect-—-and it is
that which makes it so psculiarly serious.,”

Marc Bloc 1

I. Introduction

Modarn history records few svents as astonishing as the
rapid and overwhelming defsat of Allied forces in Wastern Europe
during May and Junes 1940. A simple comparison of materisl and
manpowsr offers no sxplanation. The Germans and the Allias wera
roughly equal in strength. Tha Allied defeat came about so
suddenly and completely that aven dadicated students of war found
it scarcely comprahensible. To what can one attribute this
"magnificent” German victory and this “catastrophic” Alliad
defeat? The question has remainsd a burning ons, especially in
France, whers the disgrace and humiliation of this painful defeat
still ignites passionate and polemic interpratations.

The purposas of this study is to analyzs this campaign from
the parspective of military theory in order to gain despsr
insights into the practice of opesrational art. Hopafully, such
insights will shed more light both on tha enduring military
questions associated with this campaign and, by extasnsion, on the
practice of aperational art in gesneral.

The Campaign in the West (1940) was rsally two ssparats
campaigns conducted saquentially. The first, popularly called
the "Battle of Flanders and Northern France (10 May-5 June),” is
the ceantral focus of this study. In this campaign tha Germans
broke the back of ths Allisd armiss so completsly that victory in

the follow-on campaign was virtually assured. This first




campaign thus offers the richest insights into the practice of
operational art. For this rsason, ths sscond campaign, usually
termed the "Battle of France (5-25 June), will be trsated only as
an epilogus.
11. Strategic Setting

In September 1938, Germany invaded Poland. As a
conssquence, France and Great Britain, who had pledged to uphold
Polish soversignty, declarsd war on Germany and began to
mobilize. Becauss of their military unpresparedness, the British
and the Fresnch were unable to assist Poland directly.
Nevertheless, by the end of 1939 the French had mobilized some
five million men and fielded ninety-nine divisions. During the
same times the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), consisting of
nine divisions and sizsbles air force elsments, had deployed to
Northern Francs.

The French and the British--the Alliss--wers still at war
with Germany, but it was not a "shooting war.” Throughout the
fall and winter of 1938-40, the Western Front was quiet. Thas

expected German offensive naver materialized although there wers

several alerts. The war sesmed illusory for tha Allisd troops
deploysd on Francs's borders and soon became known as ths
Sitzkrieg, or "sitting war.”

Belgium and the Netherlands carsfully upheld their nesutral
status to avoid provoking the Germans. Consequently, thay
refused to work closely with the French and British forces to

coordinate the dstails of common defense, although thsy intanded

to Fight alongside the Allies if Germany invaded their countriss,




:@e In April 1940, German forces swiftly overran Danmark and

invaded Norway. The RAllies deployed a small expeditionary fForce

i% to help the Norwegians, but it was unable to do mors than hold aon
1

3t

%Q to the arsa around Narvik. It was still thers in May 13940.

I11. TIhe Campaign Plang
o When Hitler attacked Poland, he had no war plan to fight

o France or Britain. He regarded the Allisd threat of war in the
avent of German aggression against Poland as a bluff. When war

O was declared, Hitler immediatsly directed the German Army High

3§' Command (the Qbarkgmmandg des Heeres, or OKH) to prepars a

. campaign plan against Western Europa. He intended to attack as

spoon as possible after conquering Poland.

'59 OKH was far from sanguine about Germany’s ability to take on

vt Anglo-French forces so soon after the Polish campaign. Its

;P leaders feslt that the Army was neither adequately trainad nor

%; sufficiently equipped. They Feared ancther stalemate war if

%i' Germany attacked prematurely. Despite these concerns Hitler

k; directsd OKH to complete the planning.

?? The resulting plan, published an 18 Octcber 1833 with the

5& code name of PLAN YELLOW, rasflected OKH’s desp-seated daoubts. Thae
}i plan sought only the capturs of Belgium and the Netherlands as a
ﬁ% protective buffer for tha Ruhr, Germany’s industrial hesartland,
'Q. and as an air-naval base for future operations against Britain.
o Ths plan (MAP A) called fer Army Group B (8 panzer divisiaons, 4
%ﬁ motorized divisions, 30 infantry divisions) to conduct the main
%« attack through the Low Countries. It was to defeat tha Dutch and
B Belgian fForces, and then mest "head-aon” the laft wing of the

s
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Anglo-French forces, which weres expscted to advance intoc Belgium
from Northern Franca. The intent was to drive them back across
the Somme River. Army Group A (22 infantry divisions) was to
mount a supporting attack through the Ardennes in order to
protect the left flank of Army Group B. Hitler approved the
plan, sxpecting that its successful sxscution would causs thes
Allias to sus for psaca.

This version of PLAN YELLOW was never carried out.

Adverse weather forced pastponesment of the operation repeatedly
during Novembsr and Dacember, allowing mors tims to debate the
plan’s sogundness. The new chief of staff of Army Group A,
Gensrallesutnant Erich von Manstein, opposed thes plan bacauss it
offered no chances for a decisive victory. He propossd instead to
direct the main attack farther south; rather than mersly push thes
Allied left wing back, he wanted to sncircle and annihilate it.
OKH rejected Manstsin’s ideas, but a numbar of leading generals
argusd in their favor. Meanwhile, Hitler himsalf bsgan to
conceive of & powerful thrust through the Ardsnnas.

The impstus to resvaluats PLAN YELLOW received a big boast
in January 1S40, when a small plane carrying two Luftwaffe majors
strayed into Belgium, ran out of fuel, and had to make a forced
landing. 0On board wers top sscrat documents relating to
Garmany’s invasion of Belgium and the Netherlands. Tha documents
fell into Allied hands and soon led to Dutch and Belgian
mobilizations. With PLAN YELLOW compromised, Hitler ordered an

indefinits postponemsnt of the offensive with the intant to

replan the whole operation "on a new basis.”
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This postponsment, the compraomise of the original plan, and
Manstein’s persuasive arguments had a telling effect on OKH. It
conductasd war games and found Manstein’s concept feasible. In
addition, it becams increasingly clear that the Alliess intsnded
to advance into Belgium with their best units as scon as Germany
attacksd, thus sstting themselves up for tha kind of sncirclament
advocated by Manstein. Alsg, it became apparsnt that Anglo-
French forces would not enter Belgium, an officially neutral
state, until Germany violated its borders. This meant that any
German thrust through the Ardennes could anticipate swift passage
without mesting major enemy formations. Basad on these
considecations, OKH fleshed ocut Manstein’s rough concept,
modified and refined it, and cast it in the form of a new PLAN
YELLOW. Hitler enthusiastically accepted it.

The new plan (MAP B) aimed at destroying Allied forces north
and west of Sedan. Army Group B (30 divisions including 3 panzer
divisions) was to attack into the Netherlands and defeat Dutch
forces rapidly, while simultaneously striking through Belgium;
its purposs was to draw the Allies’ left wing, the bulk of Army
Group 1, as far into Belgium as possible and then lock it in
combat. The idea was to portray Army Group B as tha German main
sffort, thus dscsiving the Alliss so as to achisve operational
surprise later. Army Group A (7 panzer divisions, 3 motorized
divisions, 35 infantry divisions) would meanwhile march rapidly
through the Ardennes, cross the Msuse River on a hroad front, and
await further instructions; presumably, it was to continue the

attack to the English Chanmnsl to completms thas encirclement of the
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4 Allied left wing. Army Group C (19 infantry divisions) was to

b remain on ths defensive opposite the Maginot Line in order to tie

o down French forces thers. An additional 42 infantry divisions
EE would follow Army Group A in strategic resercvs.

3; Within Army Group A, Rundstedt organizaed five of his panzer
# divisions and his three motorized divisions into a panzer group
Q of three corps undar Genarallsutnant Ewald von Kleist.2 This

g: concentrated force of over 126% tanks was designated as Army

i; Group A’'s main effort. Within Panzer Group Kleist, General

;f Guderian’s XIX Panzer Corps (3 panzsr divisions and a regimeant of
'% motorized infantry), followad closely by the XIV Motorized Corps
L (3 motorized divisions), would maks the main attack to cross the
f% Mause at Sedan; Gensralleutnant Reinhardt’'s XL1 Panzer Corps (2
:; panzer divisions) was to cross the Meuse farthesr north at

e HonthermG. Also within Army Group A was the XU Panzer Corps (2
%3 panzer divisions), commanded by Generalleutnant Hoth. With its
;S S24% tanks, this corps was to advance under the opsrational

E; control of the Fourth Army to cross the Meuss at Dinant. Thus,
*§‘ ths concentrated weight of Rundstsdt's saven panzer divisions and
& thres motorized divisions would be focused at thres major

- crossing areas along a SO-mile stretch of the Meuse. The

I remaining 35S infantry divisions of Army Group A, organizsd into
> three field armies, were to follow as fast as forced marches

. allowed.

w

’I Unlike the German plan, The Allied war plan—--developed

;§ mainly by the Franch High Command--did not sesk an immediate

; decisive result because that was considered impossible.
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Remembering the devastating effects of firepower in WW I, the
French generals placed their faith in the overwhelming
superiority of the defense over the offsnss. As a rasult, they
adhersd vigorously to thas notion that a well-prepared, continuous
line of defense would halt any German offensive, cresate a
stalemate as in World War I and cause the Germans to suffer
disproportionate casualtiss. In the meantime, ths Alliss would
gear up their economic and military might so that they would
sventually overuhsim the Germans in a strategic offensive of
their own. The Allied aim in the short term was thus not to
scors a knockout blow against Germany, but rather to prsvent the
Gearmans from scoring one.

Ths French axpected the main German thrust to come through
Balgium as in World War I. In their visw, the strong
fortifications along the Maginot Line rendered any German
offensive against it hopeless, while the Ardennas arsa was
thought too constrictive to support a massive movement of troops.
Therefaores, the Germans had to mount their main thrust through the
Low Countries.

General Maurics Gamelin, the wartime Allied Commander-in-
Chief, had by Novembsr 1833 developed the so-called Dyle Plan.
According to the plan, the Allied left wing would advances into
Balgium and occupy defensive positions to be prepared by Belgian
forces along a line running beshind the Oyle and Meuse Rivers.

The distance involved posed a resal challenga. Could the Dyle
Line be reached and stresngthened befors the Germans arrived? The

French assumed that the Belgian forces could hold their forward
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defenses along the German border for at lesast five days befors

having to Fall back to the Dyle Line. This would provids the
time needed by Anglo-French forces to get into position.

Onces fully occcupied, the Dyls defenses would consist of five
armies disposed as follows, from wast to east (MAP C): The
Belgian Army (22 divisions), the BEF (S (motorized] divisions, 1
tank brigade), the First French Army (4 infantry divs., two light
mechanized divs.,3 motorized divs.,l Fortress div.), thes French
Ninth Army (S infantry divs.,l motorized infantry div., 2 cavalry
divs.), and the French Second Army (5 infantry divs., 2 cavalry
divs.). Army Groups 2 and 3 defended the Maginot Line with four
armies (43 divs.). The Frsnch Ssventh Army (2 motorized infantry
divs., 1 light mechanized div., 4% infantry div.) was to serve as
a mobils reserve, backed up by a strategic reserve of 22 divs.,
including three nswly-formed armored divisions. Thus, the Allied
plan both sent powerful forces intoc Balgium and rstained a largs,
mobile raserve to deal with the unaxpected. Gamelin, howaver,
soon committed the best of thoss reservss.

Although the Dyle Plan brought Allied forces quickly to
assist the Belgian Army, it offered to provide no real support
for tha ten Dutch divisions fighting farther north. Gamelin was
so concerned about this that in March 1940 he added the Breda
Variant to the war plan. The Seventh Army was now to advance 100
miles beyond the Dyle Lins along the Chamnsl Coast into ths
Netherlands to the vicinity of Breda-Moerdijk. By so doing, it

was to act as a connecting link between the Dyle Lins and the

Dutch forces, giving the latter thas additional support and




S sncouragement needed to keep them in the war. Army Group 1 was

also given two armored divisions and two infantry divisions from

%@: the strategic raserve to assist it with the resulting extended
;gé. frontags. Thus, while the Dyle Plan committed ninstesn Allied
e divisions into the Low Countries, the Breda Variant committed
kqj . thirty. The Breda Variant rsduced the mobile forces in the

ig% strategic resarve to one undertrained and underequipped armored

division and on®s motorized division available for smploymant in
o Northern France. Herein lay ssads of disaster.
T The German and French war plans offer considerable food for

thought concerning the concept of a center of gravity.

%w, Clausswitz suggested that a force'’s center of gravity conveys the
.'.Oi )
:%é} notion of density of mass and the ability to generate combat

G power at decisive points. A blow which unbalances an snemy’s

1gﬁ center of gravity will ultimately destroy the coherence of his
O attack or defenss. Such a blow is most effectively rendsred by
i one’'s own center of gravity, "the hub of all (combat] power and

X movemant.” Clausswitz emphasizsd that determining the enemy’s

h? center of gravity and caoncentrating enough force against it to

.ga cause its overthrow is central to thes art of campaigning, that

aca is, oparational art. At thas sames time, he noted, one must take
fﬁy all precautions to protect one’s own center of gravity. He

e
s
C

asserted further that svery major battle Cand, by extension,

avery campaignl] involves collisions hatwesn opposing centars of

o, gravity.3
:-'2&
f%k The Germans correctly identified ths Allisd centsr of

Vo gravity as its left wing, thoses forces of Army Group 1 advancing
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into Belgium. This wing contained their bast-trained, best-
squippaed forcas. It contained most of the Allies’ mobile forces
as wsll. Included wers all thrass French light mechanizad
divisions (sach having 174 tanks and roughly the squivalent of a
light panzer division), two of the thres armored divisions (150
tanks sach), saveral British tank-heavy brigades and rsgiments
(620 tanks), and 1% out of 168 British and Frsnch motorizesd
divisions. The unhinging of this force would defeat the Allied
defense plan; the destruction of this force would sffectively snd
the Allied coalition and make it impossible for the French Army
to reconstituts a viable defense. This would bring the war to a
rapid conclusion.

The Germans considared their strategic csnter of gravity to
bs Army Group A, together with all its allocatsd air support.
PLAN YELLOW sought to focus this force initially against the
wsakest part of the French defensaes, tha arsa mannad by the Ninth
and Second Armies. The concept was to shatter those formations,
racs ta the Channel against only light resistancs, and encirclae
the Allisd strategic center of gravity. This is an sxample of
the indirect approach. The Germans wanted to mansuver their
center of gravity initially against French wesaknesss, avoiding
enemy strength until their center of gravity was in paosition to
striks a crushing blow against the sxposed rear and flank of the
opposing center of gravity while it was locked in combat
frontally. If Army Group C (19 divs.) wers ables to hold thes
French divisions opposite it in the Maginot Line (43 divs.) from

entering the battle, this plan would enable thes Germans to

10
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concentrata 107 divisions against 74 Allied divisions in a way
that their opponents could be defsated piscemesal and sequentially
in a seriss of battless and sngagemsnts-—-in sach instance by
overwhalmingly superior combat powesr. By so doing, ths Germans
wers alsg protecting their own center of gravity, committing it
only when the odds were strongly in its favor. Such thinking is
the sssance of sound campaign planning.

Unlike the Germans, the Alliss intsnded to use a direct
approach to mest the snemy’s strategic center of gravity hsad-on
with their own. Thay sought to meet strangth with strength.
While such an approach ssldom produces decisive results, it was
consistent with the Allied aim--to produce a stalemats. The
critical failure was in misidentifying the German center of
gravity.

Because the Allies wers so convinced that the main Gesrman
thrust would come through the Low Countriss, they failed to do
any real contingsncy planning. They had no branchss to thsir
plan--for example, in the svent that the main thrust came through
the Ardennes. If that happened, it was asrgusd, the Gsrmans would
take so long to rsach the Mesuse, let alone attack across it, that
the Allies would have plenty of warning to redeploy forces; ad
hgc planning was to be mores than adsquats because there would be
s0 much time to react. For this reason, thers was little Allied
concern about retaining a large mobile ressrve; the mobile forces
advancing into Belgium could be redeploysd to handle major
unexpected threats. Ths premise behind this thinking was that

the tempo of war had not changed dramatically from that of WW I.
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i As svents would quickly show, this premise was fatally flawed.
The Allisd plan was bassd on ssveral other ironclad

““ assumptions which, in effect, attempted to factor out uncertainty
th from the equation of war. The French went to war in 1S40
e canfident that they would master any situation which might
,@ develop. UWarfighting is an inherently uncertain and risky
KX enterprise. Such uncertainty is heightsned when one assumes ths
B strategic defensive and yields the initiative to the snemy from
v the onsat, as the Allies did. By Failing to maintain a sizable
3 mobile reservea, Gamelin largsly deprived himself of ths means to
influence svants if any of his major assumptions proved false, or
gt if the combined effects of ths unknown, friction, the fog of war,
B chance, and decsption created unanticipated thresats or
" opportunities. Branch plans and an adsquate rsssrve ars thus
¥y assential ingredients in preserving a commander’s fressdom of
ah action.

The German and Allied war plans suggest a thsorstical
structure with which to view the battlefield. Jomini
K characterized a theater of war as encompassing all thes territory
of the canflict. For both sides in this war, the theater of war
included the Low Countriss, Francs, and Garmany west of ths
ne Rhine. A theater of operatigns, wrote Jomini, is a sector of the
b whols war area in which major subordinate formations cperate with

a certain degreses of indepsndence; one could add that it is the

ﬁ% scane of integrated ground and air forcaes dirscted toward the
ﬁ? attainment of operational goals. Formations which define

theaters of operation thus formulate their own campaign plans.
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For both the Germans and the Allies, the army groups’ arsas of
responsibility constituted theaters of opsrationa. All the army
groups prepared their own campaign plans based on the overall war
plan. Additionally, it was at ths army group lavel that air and
ground operations were initially integrated toward ths
achisvemant of military-strategic goals.4

A zanae of opneratigns is a major contiguous portion of a
theater of operations in which a formation intsgrates air-ground
operations to achisve major portions of campaign aims. Given
this definition, the field armiaes’ arsas of responsibility for
both sides in this conflict constituted zones of operations.S It
was there that major aoperations-—-that is, the process of linking
battles and major unit movements toc form major phases of
campaigns—-~were conducted. Lastly, the concept of thaater of
hattle must be defined as that contiguous portion of a zone of
operations in which a formation fights battles, a series of
rslatsd sngagements. In this war, the areas of responsibility of
the corps, and occasionally those of the divisions, should be
characterized as thsaters of battlis. It was at this command
lavel that bhattles were fought. Divisions, brigades, rsgiments
and battalions gensrally fought the engagsments—--that is,
localized combat encountsrs of relatively short duration.

IV. Ihe Clash of Arma

The German offensive opened with stunning success. In the
early hours of 10 May, the Luftwaffes destroyed most of the small
Belgian and Dutch air forces on tha ground and seriously weskensd

Anglo-French air strength by raiding over Fifty airfislds in
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France. The result uwas the rapid sstablishmsnt of air
superiority. Shortly thersaftsr German paratroops and air-

landed forces descended on the Hague, Rotterdam, Mosrdijk, and

-

Dordracht, seizing airfislds and kay bridges. The Dutch,

o ..
-

recovering from their surprise, struck back in force at ths
airheads, but ths Germans there, receiving massive Luftwaffe

N support, held on to most of their gains. Meanwhile, Eightsenth

| Army (1 panzer div.,9 infantry divs.) of Army Group B seized a
railroad bridge intact and pesnatratsd the Dutch initial defsnsive

line, forcing its abandonment late on 10 May. By 12 Hay, panzer

R, R

units had linked up with tha airborns slamants holding the key

0 bridges at Moerdijk and Dordrecht, effectively cutting off the

3 French Saventh Army from any hopes of linking up with the Dutch

¥ Army toward which it was advancing. Thus, thes Breda Variant was
already a lost causs. The shattered remnants of the Dutch forces
K fell back toward Rotterdam, whers they surrendsred on 14 May,
five days into the campaign.

Army Group B’s main attack was mads by the Sixth Army (2

W o

panzer divs., 21 infantry divs.) along the Maastricht-Liege

Iy
XA

Ll

~

approach. Rirborne forces quickly captured Fort Eben-Emasl and
key bridges over ths Albert Canal and Maas Rivaer. Tha Germans
immediately exploited with panzer spearheads driving toward Liegs
& and the Dyle River. With their forward defenss line decisively
penstrated by mobile forcas at multiple locations, the Balgians

& were forced toc fall back toward the Dyla Line on 11 May.

W» Thess vigorous German thrusts, supported by overwhslming air

- powsr, convincad Gamelin of something he wanted to belisve--that
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Army Group B was the German main effort. German succeasses were
already thresatening tao unravel the entire French war plan. The
Breda Variant had failed. Dutch and Belgian forces had quickly
»\A given up fortifisd defensive linss which were supposed to hold
B for a long time. It was becoming a concsrn whather the Anglo-

¢ French forces could rsach the Dyle Line befors the Germans. The
attention of tha Allied High Command bescame riveted sven more
intensely and narrowly on davelopments in the Low Countries, OF

P course, this was exactly what tha Germans wantad.

ok
Ezt Completely unhindered by Luftwaffe interdiction, the Allied
fh left wing reachad the Dyle Line on 12 May. To their horror,
kﬂ howsver, the Anglo-French forces discovered that the Belgians had
géa fuiled to construct the fortified positions in depth along this
'Q? line as promissd. This was a colossal failure in Allisd
iﬁ' coordination which undermined a kesy assumption--that tha German
g& attack would be met from beshind prsparsd defensive positions.
%ﬁ Hectically, hasty positions wers prepared as Genseral Piroux’s

‘}_ French Cavalry Corps (two light mechanized divs.), deployed

éé; forward to buy as much time as paossiblae. This Corps had over 300
;g‘ tanks, but its mission nacessitated dispersion across a broad

p frontags. In addition, this corps was rsquired not Jjust to
%53 scresn, as originally planned, but to defend and delay as long as
2% ' passible againat overwhelming odds. Piroux’s unit performed
h% brilliantly. Fighting tenaciously, it inflicted disproportionata
gﬁ casualtiess on ths Germans and was able to delay their arrival at
lgﬁ the Dyle Line until 15 May.
o Whils Army Group B and Army Group 1 were praparing to lock
o
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horns in Belgium, Army Group A moved to the Msuse sven faster
than axpected by the most optimistic German planners. Moving
along three routes, its lead slements reached the river by
nightfall on 12 May. French cavalry and the rugged Ardennes
terrain had only impercsptibly slowed the march. Ths two French
cavalry corps (sach consisting of two cavalry divisions) sent to
the Ardennas sast of the Meuse wers ineffective in slowing the
Germans for ssveral reasans. Thay lacked air suppart while the
German columns enjoyed massive support. The German advance was
spearhsaded by armor-heavy faorces which rapidly gained fire
superiority over and ocutmansuversd the French cavalry at avery
point of contact. Lastly, the Fresnch cavalry was focused on
withdrawing back across the Msuss in time so that all the bridges
would bs blown before the Garmans arrived. Tha French cavalry
thus fell back rather rapidly, avoiding decisive sngagsmsnt.

If Army Group A was the German stratsgic centsr of gravity,
then Army Group A’'s operational center of gravity was its mobile
Eorca;agpearhaading the advance, combined with all the air power
supportiﬁg them. In terms of ground forces, this center of
gravity consisted of Hoth’s XU Panzer Corps moving toward Dinant,
and the three corps composing Panzer Group Kleist: Reinhardt's
XL1 Panzer Corps headed for nontharmé; Guderian’s XIX Panzer
Corps closing on Sedan, and Generallsutnant Wistsrscheim'’'s XIUVU
Motorized Corps following Guderian. The success of Army Group
A’'s campaign plan was inaxtricably linked to the succass of thesse
Forces. Success hinged on the kind of speed, shock power, and

firepowsr which only mobile forces, backsd by copious air
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support, could provida. The defeat of this force would mean ths

defsat of Army Group A’s plan; this, in turn, would mean the
strategic failure of the entirs German war plan. One seas here a
direct linkage batwesn the operational and stratsgic centasrs of
gravity, as well as bstwesn the aims associatsed with sach.

Ona can discern a tactical center of gravity within Army
Group A’'s operational centser of gravity: Guderian’s XIX Panzer
Corps together with all its air support. Its attack, dirscted at
Sedan, was Panzer Group Kleist'’'s designated Sghwsrpunkt.6 This
forces had threes of tha saven panzer divisions within Army Group
A's operational center of gravity. The defeat of this forces
would leave the opesrational center of gravity with insufficient
strength, both on the ground and in the air, to accomplish its
mission in the time required. Furthermore, the defsat of this
force would deny access to ths major valleys in Northern France
through which the main German thrust would have to go in order to
reach the Channel Coast fast snough. Also, if Guderian Failed,
the remaining forces in the operational center of gravity would
be extremely vulnerable to Allied countsroffensives from the
south. 0One again sees a direct relationship bstween centers of
gravity--in this case bstwean the tsctical and the opsrational.

Army Group A’'s spearhead was about to thrust into the
weakest defended arsa of the entire Allied lins: the arsa along
the Meuse River from Dinant to Sedan (Map D). The Franch forces
there, the Ninth Army under General Corap in ths north and the
Second Army under General Huntziger in the south, wers

predominately reservist. They wers undertrained and
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underequippad--possessing fesw tanks, antiaircraft guns, or

antitank guns. This was supposed to have been thae ”sleespy” part
of the line; few took ssriously the prospect of a ssrious German
f attack thers. The Ninth Army’s forces, advancing from Northern ;
Ii France to take up their positions along the Meuses in Belgium, §
! wera not fully in position when the Germans arrived. In thas
south, Huntziger'’s forces opposites Sedan, owing to a belated

reshuffling of divisions, were still not settlsd into thair

-

! pasitions.

- -

In the visw of most Frsnch commanders, thers was causs for

- .

concern, but certainly not for alarm. While snamy lsad alements
) had rsached the Meuse, it was a long-standing assumption that the
9 Germans would require at least five more days to concentrate
o snough infantry, heavy artillery, bridging, and ammunition to

force a crossing. After all, tha river was viswed as an ideal

)

-

tank ditch. Consequently, French reactions lacked a resal ssnss

- -
> "’

of urgency at all levels during the next few days. There seemad
plenty of time to occupy assigned positions and bring up
) additional reserves. All still seemed well in hand.

Gamelin remained convinced that the main German thrust was
daveloping through the Low Countries. The Gesrmans wissly
allocated enough forces to Army Group B, including massive air
support in the opening days, to maks that assumption belisvable.
'y Their plan for an early "knockout blow” against the Dutch and a
swift breakthrough of the initial Belgian defenses was all
designed to "confirm” Anglo-French sxpectations. Thus, the

German thrust through the Ardennaes was assessed initially as
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%S little more than a stronger—-than-anticipated gypporting attack.
}ﬁ One finds in this instance strong avidence for the

?' contention that the bhest decsption plans area thaose which

éi eancourage an opponent toc believe what he is already predisposed
?3 to believe. The Allisd air reconnaissance effort over the

;@ Ardennes was largely superficial. Nonethelass, some pilots

fz | raported seeing at night long columns of vehicles with

” headlights on advancing toward the Meuss. Tha columns were over
&E a hundred miles long. For the most part, thass rsports wers

é? dismissed as wild exaggerations. The Allied intelligence effort
24 was orisnted more toward confirming the anticipated than toward
é\ an cbjective smarch for truth. This was a sure sign that

:f.% assumptions had bscome entrenched beliefs.

;‘ German actions along the Meuse failed to conform to French
fz expectations. On 13 May, the Germans gained thres footholds

és{ across the river-—at Houx (near Dinant), nOntharmé, and Sedan.

.\ At this stags, the German gains were very tenuous, vulnerable to
oy a determined counterattack. 0Only small infantry units with no

Ei tanks or heavy guns wsre across. But no counterattacks camas.

ﬁt The French commanders were content to contain the bridgeheads and
:5 to await the arrival of rsinforcemants. Thus, the French let a
g% valuablae opportunity slip by.

E% At Sedan, Guderian’s crossing was supporced by virtually all
0 available madium bombers and Stuka dive baombers on the Waestern
:ﬁs Front. They cams wave-after-wave all afterncon on 13 HMay,

;‘ constantly bombarding and neutralizing French artillery positions
) while thas crossings took place. The bombers were accompanied by
b
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anough fighters to swesp the French air force from the
surrounding skies. Thess continucus attacks had a devastating
psychological effect on the defendsrs’® maorale; the full impact
was felt that svening, when rumors of German tanks across the
river started a cascading panic that caused the two divisions and
the corps artillery opposing Gudsrian to abandon thair positions
and fles to the rear.

This German attack at Sedan illustratss the notion of a
comhinatign—-— the action of two or more combat units whoss
actions are synchronized in time and space to achieve a
synergistic effect gig;i;gig an enamy forcs. In this case, the
two Forces involved were the supporting Luftwaffe elements and
Guderian’'s troops conducting the river crossing. This is what
could ba termed an air-ground combination. By themsalvea, the
assault troops wers outnumbered by the defsnders, who fought from
bunkers and trasnches supported by substantial artillery. There
was no reason to sxpect the assault troops toc throw back the
defendars and seize a sizables bridgehead, espescially since mast
of Guderian’'s artillery had not yet arrived. By themselves, the
air attacks would hardly have been decisive. In conjunction with
the ground assault, however, the asrial bombardment forced the
defenders "to ground”, neutralized effective French direct and
indirect fires, and allowad the assault troops to sscurs a
bridgehead in short order. The combined effect of the air and
ground assaults, focused at the same point and time, was much
greater than the sum of their individual actions, had they bsan

focused simultaneously at different points or at the sams point
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oL but at different times.

On 14 May, German armor poured across the Mause into the

&& three bridgeheads. Attacking vigorously to the wast, the armored
KRV

t

4%- spearheads began to shatter the center and left of Ninth Army's

l¢

line. At this paoint, the French had three out of their four
' n armored divisions and a mechanized division en route to, or
{ % already in, the vicinity. Gamelin had ordered them to move on l2

May, with the idea that they would be allocated to thes Second and

;u% Ninth Armies for employment in counterattacks. What happened

_gg? next was a comedy of errors. The 3d Armored Division and ths 3d
E&? Light Mechanized Division arrived just south of Sedan early on 14
féﬁ May; but rather than counterattack, these forces were dispersed
.%g in a twelve-mile long defensive line south of Stonne. This

ﬁ\x allowed Guderian to bring across the bulk of his combat power and
i@% fortify his southern flank. The French had missed tha

g&% opportunity to strike Guderian in force when he had very little
ﬂ%& armor on the west bank. For unexplained reasons, the French 3d
-/

Armored Division and 3d Light Mechanized Division naver

"~
AN

counterattackad. Instead they were smployed defsnsively to

P
ke
e

LR A o b b

protect the rear approaches toc ths Maginot Line. 0On 14 May,

;?ﬁ Hoth'’s XU Panzer Caorps penetrated Ninth Army’s left fFlank,

‘ 4

iB‘: exploited deep, and found the lst Armored Division, which was
K1

‘e UK

3&@ moving forward to counterattack. Unfortunately for the French,
T the Germans arrived as the division was refusling and destroyed
&

h' it in place. The next day, Reinhardt’'s XLI Panzer Corps

QQ'.Q

ﬂ%: surprised and destroyed the 2d Armored Division as it was moving
YES} forward administratively by road and rail. In effect, Gamelin
’:":t:’:

jém.:’:‘
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committed his only available mobile reserves with no real plan to
concentrate them at specific points., They were sent to reinforce
the two threatened French armies without any provision to
coordinate the ensuing counterattacks. The result was a was a \
disjointed ”"pushing” of forces forward which failed to create an
operational center of gravity. This led ta the piacameal
destruction of these armored resarves by ovaerwhelmingly superior
forces. While such a use of reserves was in step with French i
doctrine, it was out of step for the character of war which the
Germans were conducting.

Late on 14 May, Corap ordered a general withdrawal to a new
defensive line some 12-16 miles to the emast. The full force of
friction was evident in the ensuing events. Contradictory orders

were issued about the location of the new line; some units were

never informed; some units were overrun en route by the advancing
panzers; and some units just panicked. The end result was the
dissipation of combat powsr and the hopeless disintegration of
Ninth Army. QOvernight, it simply disappeared as a coherent
fighting force. If friction involves the debilitating wastage of
combat power in the process of accomplishing some task, then this
turn of events may serve as a supreme axample.

While Ninth Army was disintegrating, the Second Army, its
left wing shattered, fell back to the south. This openad up a
fFifty-mile gap in the Allied defenses in exactly the direction
Army Group A intended to advance. With three panzer spesarheads
roughly abreast, the Germans marched swiftly westward aon 1S5 May.

Not until late on 1S5 May did General Gamelin realize the

a2e
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full gravity of the situation. Before then, he appears to have
cherishaed the illusion that the German attack across the Meuse
could be stopped and the front stabilized.7 There were two major
reasons for this. First, Gamelin sst up a new command structure
in January 1340 which essentially isolated him, the primary
military decision-maker, from developments on the battlefield.
For reasons still unclear, he divided the French High Command’s
single headquarters into three smaller onas: Gamelin, as Allied
Commander-in-Chief, kept most of the Intelligence Division and
part of the Operations Division at his headquarters in Uincennes
(near Paris). He designated his deputy, General Georges, as
Commander-in-Chief of the Naortheast, giving him direct command
over French forces in Northern France (minus the strategic
reserves); Georges received for his headquarters in LeFerte (40
miles east of Paris) the rest of the Operations and Intelligence
Divisions. A third headquarters, GHQ@ Land Forces, was placed
under General Doumenc, and located at Montry, about midway
batween the other two. This headquarters contained the Supply
and Transport Divisions. Thus, Gamelin created another command
tier baetween himself and the fighting units, and created
confusion among subordinate commands regarding where to send
various reports. Neither Gamelin’s nor George’s intelligence and
operations sections were large enough to digest incoming reports
and make the necessary assessments. Response was slow. At his
headquarters, Gamelin had no radios or teletypes. All
communication was dependent on couriers and a limited number of

telephone lines, which proved inadequate for passing large
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amounts of information in a timely fashion. As a result,
information was many hours old by the time it reached Gamelin or

Georges.

Second, senior French commanders at all levels were stunned
by the tempoc of the German advance. Repeatedly, they issued
instructions to fall back to new positions which the panzers had
already seized. By WW I standards, Gamelin’s dispatch of the
lst, 2d, and 3d Armored Divisions to the Meuss on 12 May should
have taken care of the threat. However, the German pace of
advance was so fast and the penetrations were so deep that it was
beyond French comprehension that most of these formations could
be destroyed piecemeal en route. There should havé baen plenty
of time to move forward and get set before encountering the
Germans. Neither Gamelin nor most of his generals had imagined
such tempos possible. As an outgrowth of such thinking, French
commanders along the Meuse often sent ”rosy” reports to Gamelin
and Georges, espacially from 12 to 14 May. The actions taken, it
was asserted, were certain to stop the enemy. Only when they
were fully engulfed in catastrophe did these commanders forward
truly realistic assessments. As a consequence, French commanders
were late in anticipating German movements and in formulating
timely responses. It seemed that every order was hopelessly
ovarcome by events, given the time it took to transmit,
coordinats, and execute it. It was as if French command at all
levels operated in slow motion while their adversaries worked at
normal speed.8

Now, realizing disaster at hand, Gamelin activated the Sixth
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Army Headquarters under General Touchon on 1S5 May. It was to
assume control over elements fraom Carap’s army which, in fact,
had already disintegrated. Touchon was also to assume command of
sgveral infantry divisions which Gamelin was ordering to move
from behind the Maginot Line to the threatened breakthrough area.
Given the pace of the German advance, those divisions had no
realistic prospect of arriving in time to affect the outcome.
Again, Gamelin was largely out of touch with the situation at the
front. Surprisingly he did not order the Allied left wing to
fall back from Belgium to Northern France. Had Gamelin done so
at this point, it is conceivable that the decisive encirclemant
sought by the Germans could still have been avoided. But Gamelin
did not fully realize the German intentions. He thought their
cbjective was Paris, not the Channel Coast. His Focus was on the
immediate task of reconstituting a defensive line in the east; he
failed to consider adequately what to do if that effort failed.
In this, he was guilty of one of the greatest faults of the
operational commander, myopia--the failure to anticipate, plan,
and act in the near term in order to shape favcrable situations
at least several days into the future. By WW I standards he did
not yet have to think of pulling back from Belgium; there seemed
to be plenty of time before that decision had to be made. The
problem was that WW I standards did not apply. The time to act
was already at hand.

On 17 May, both OKH and Rundstedt became very concerned
about the possibility of a French counterattack from the Uerdun-

Chafghs area against the lightliy-held base of Guderian’s salient.

s

Lo )

.‘.'A f'.‘f's‘h:!f



- e m w =

Guderian was ordered to halt until the Twelfth and Sixteenth
German Armies, which were foot-mobile and which had fallen far
behind the panzers, crossed the Meuse and began securing Army
Group A’'s left flank. Guderian exploded with rage; he correctly
sensed that the French were in disarray and that a continued
swift advance would secure a great victory of annihilation. To
halt now, he argued, would allow the enemy precious time to
recover and redeploy, perhaps enabling him to reesstablish a
viable defense line. He was given permission to conduct a
"reconnaissance in force,” under the guise of which his entire
corps advanced at full spsed. No French counterattack came.
Historians rightfully credit Guderian with real genius in
assessing the situation, and in exercising determination to
follow through with the plan at a point when his superiors were
taking counsel of their fears. His actions, in effect a direct
vioclation of orders, maintained the momantum of the attack and
placed his corps in a position to spring the trap on Army Group
before it could escape. His actions must be contrastad with
those of Georges and Gamelin, who failed to orchestrate a strong
counterattack from Verdun toward Sedan. Such an attack, had it
developed before 18 May, would surely have forced OKH to halt

Guderian and redirect a significant portion of his force back

1

toward Sedan, Here again, the French missed a golden opportunity

to wrest initiative from the Germans.
By 138 May, the German Twelfth and Sixteenth Armies were
lining the southern flank across the Meuse. The next day,

Guderian’'s spearhead secured the Abbeville area adjacent to the

26

ety "u’}‘\i?f;' ‘u“‘,;e‘f."e'.*‘l;il‘af‘ by

(R MW N
¥ ',‘Q"‘g‘ 5”'“:“;




R R
b
o
é% Channel Coast (MAP D). The corridor to the sea, although
i tenuous, was established. The rest of Panzer Group Kleist soon
f; arrived to widen it. The Allied left wing’s lines of
?Q‘ communications to Northern France were severed. Within a few
B days, the German Second and Ninth Armies arrived to protect ths
i%& extended southern Flank of Army Group A.
égf In the meantime, on 18 May Gamelin had finally realized the
H“. German intent to destroy the Allied left wing. He worked with
1$? Georges to develop a plan for a concerted attack against the
fﬁi spearhead of Panzer Group Kleist. Army Group 1 would attack
k& southward in force against the flank and rear of Army Group
;ﬁ; Kleist as it approached the Coast. This plan had some merit and
:§i might have enjoyed some success if it had been exscutsd on 18 or
%& 18 May, when Guderian’s salient was narrow and vulnerables.
ﬁx This plan was placed on "hold” when General Maxime Weygand
g&g replaced Gamelin on 19 May. Weygand, astonishingly impervious to
%& the need for immediate decisions, decided to allow a few days to
P&‘ make his own assessment before issuing any orders. Like Gamalin,
;ﬁg he was completely out of touch with the pace of svents.
ﬁﬁ Actions by Army Group 1 became increasingly disjointed and
ﬁﬂ . uncoordinated. The BEF conducted a limited counterattack south
&; near Arras on 21 May, unsupported by the French First Army. On
:%% . c2 May, the First Army attacked near Cambrai, unsupported by the
3?1 British. These unsuccessful, limited efforts spent the remaining
Evﬁ of fensive powsr of the Allied left wing.
Ek& Nevertheless, Weygand announced his so-called "Weygand Plan”
Q%ﬂ on 22 May. It envisioned the reconstituted French Seventh Army
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Channel Coast (MAP D). The corridor to the sea, although
tenuous, was aestablished. The rest of Panzer Group Kleist soon
arrived to widen it. The Allied left wing’'s lines of
communications to Northern France were severed. Within a few
days, ths German Second and Ninth Armies arrived to protect the
extended southern flank of Army Group A.

In the meantime, on 18 May Gamelin had finally realized the
German intent to destroy the Allied left wing. He worked with
Georges to develop a plan for a concerted attack against ths
spearhead of Panzer Group Kleist. Army Group 1 would attack
spguthward in force against the flank and rear of Army Group
kleist as it approached the Coast. This plan had some merit and
might have enjoyed some success if it had been gxecyutsd on 18 or
19 May, when Guderian’'s salient was narrow and vulnerable.

This plan was placed on "hold” when General Maxime Weygand
replaced Gamelin on 19 May. Weygand, astonishingly impervious to
the need for immediate decisions, decided to allow a few days to
make his own assessment before issuing any orders. Like Gamslin,
he was completely out of touch with ths pacs of avents.

Actions by Army Group 1 bscame increasingly disjointed and
uncoordinated. The BEF conducted a limitesd counterattack south
near Arras on 21 May, unsupported by the French First Army. On
22 May, the First Army attacked near Cambrai, unsupported by the

British., These unsuccessful, limited efforts spent the remaining

of fensive pouwer of the Allied left wing.
Neverthelass, Weygand announced his so-called "Weygand Plan” !

on 22 May. It envisioned the reconstituted French Ssventh Army
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soguth of the Somme attacking northward the next day to link up

L T

with a strong Army Group 1 attack southward. It was a pipedream.
) By that time, the Germans had 7 panzer divisions and 3 motorized
R\ divisions in the area of the proposed counterattack with two

infantry armies about to arrive. Army Group 1’s attack never
4 materialized, while that of the Seventh Army was promptly
! repelled.
Attacked vigorously on all sides and in the air as well as
. cut off from supplies, Army Group 1l's pasition steadily
. deteriorated. By now it faced the combined strength of two
' German army groups and virtually all available Luftwaffe planes.
- ‘The end was in sight when on 24 May Hitler halted the advance of
J all ten panzer divisions, allowing the British to stiffen their
. defenses and begin a withdrawal to Dunkirk. This halt order was
one of Hitler’s mast controversial decisions, and was issued over
y the protests of OKH. It is clear, however, that Rundstedt and
Kleist supported the decision. Apparently they were concerned
with readying the panzer forces for the upcoming campaign into
¢ the heart of France. Hitler also considered the marshy Dunkirk
terrain unsuitable for armor. Furthermore, he considered the
infantry, supported by virtually the entire Luftwaffe, capable of

completing the destruction of Army Group 1. That the French and

British mavies would be able to svacuate so many From the Dunkirk
= beaches was unfathomable to the German leadership before the

3 fact.

On May 26, Hitler lifted the halt order for the panzers.

Near the coast, the improved British defenses and flooded

. 28

RN pefbt CAMANTL tAM X
. Ll R R M G i G



achieve a true synergistic effect. In short, to use a physics
analogy, they got no real leverage or mechanical advantage from
their combat power. The Allies sought to apply strength against
strength. They miscalculated that such an approach would be
adequate.

This campaign also illustrates the idea of a decisjive pgint.
This notion must be considered along with the concepts of mass,
concentration, synchronization, and center of gravity. Decisive
points are points the potential seizure of which in the offense
(or the retention of which in the defanse) promisas to have a
marked influence on the outcome of an sngagement, battle, major
operation, or campaign. Those decisive points which a commander
decides to seize or retain form a subset called gbigctive pojints.
A key challenge to the campaign planner is to chocse those
ocbjective points the seizure or retention of which will best
accomplish the aims of the campaign. This involves the
concentration of combat power, synchronized in time, to achieve
local superiority--preferably overwhelming superiority--at an
gblective pojnt. Operational art involves linking the seizure or
retention of objective points, simultaneously or in sequence, so
as to expose the enemy’s center of gravity to destruction while
protecting one’'s own center of gravity. Ideally, this involves
massing the combat power of one’s center of gravity at a serises
of objective points over time; the aggregate effect of this
should place the opposing force’s center of gravity in a position
of extreme disadvantage--causing a cascading decline in its

ability to focus combat power and thereby setting up its

31

W ORI i




'g destruction.8

In this campaign, Army Group A’s crucial objective points
weres the major crossing sites over the Meusa, as well as
'i Abbeville near the Channel Coast. 1t focused its center of

gravity--its panzer and motorized infantry divisions plus all

kﬁ available air support--at these points to achieve local
NG superiority. The aggrsgate effect was to paosition the German
strategic center of gravity such that it could strike a mortal
blow into the vulnerable flank and rear of Army Group 1, the
oﬁ' Allied strategic center of gravity.
According to the Allied war plan, virtually every potential
oy main avenue of approach for the Germans intoc the Allied defenses-
e ~from the Channel Coast to Switzerland--was, in effect,
Ay considered an objective point. The Allies planned simply to hold
f‘ along the antire line. In short, they expected to be strong
;ﬁ everywhere. In fact, they were insufficiently strong at the
cbjective points chosen by the Germans. As suggested earlier,
4, the notion of an objective point is linked with the concepts of
S mass and concentration. By making every potential decisive point
ﬁ an objective point, the Allies failed to apprsciate the need to
Ky concantrate combat power to achieve superiority at selected
o points. The Allies simply diluted their combat power.
Q; Moreover, this failure was deeply rooted in doctrine,
~ especially for the French. For them, the lessons of WW I
ﬂ( emphasized the destructiveness of firepower, the strength of the
defense, and the ascendancy of the methodical battle. Defense

had become synonymous with the concentration of firepower. New
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weapons such as the tank and the antitank gun were integrated

into formations so as to "thicken” the infantry-artillery
firepower combination as in World War I. The French tank was
generally considered an infantry support weapon. It had none of
the features which would allow it to operate in larger, massed
armor formations over extended distances. It was slow, had a
short cruising range, and mounted no radio. Armar doctrine
stressed the use of tanks in a widely dispersed fashion,
aspecially in the defense.

French doctrine lacked an appreciation for the large, mobile
force to act as an operational reserve. After the battles of the
Marne, the French front in WW I was never again decisively
broken. Most German penetrations were shallow, or tactical, in
nature. They were contained and defeated by providing
reinforcements to front-line divisions and corps, which
orchestrated a series of tactical counterattacks. The French
assumed that in the future the dominance of defensive Firepower
would make any enemy attack a slow process. French commanders
would have ample time to reinforce front-linme forces to prevent a
deep penetration. For this reason, the newly-formed armored
divisions were not structured for independent operations; they
had only a modicum of infantry and artillery and only a very
primitive communications capability. In the counterattack, their
role was not to act in concert with other armored divisions, but
to assist in the advance of larger infantry-heavy formations--
usually corps or infantry divisions.10

The use of aircraft fFor direct support of ground units,

33




Al

oy

A e A
-

-

o s P
st A RERET
* ~ Lo L

thereby increasing applied combat power exponentially at decisive

paints, was not envisioned. Fighter aircraft were intended to

escort bombers and fight enemy aircraft. Bombers were intended
for interdiction missions or strategic bombing bshind enemy
lines. As a result, aircraft were dispersed to provide
continuous antiaircraft, interdiction, and reconnaissance support
for all the fFront-line armies in roughly equal proportion.
Consequently, they were vastly outnumbered by the concentrated
massing of German aircraft at objective points.ll1 At Sedan, for
example, French troops differentiated friendly from enemy planes
as follows: If the planes appeared in formations of forty, they
were German; if the planes appeared in groups of two or three,
they were French.l12

Finally, this campaign causes one to reflect upon
Clausewitz’s fFamous assertion that "the defensive form of warfare
is intrinsically stronger than the offensive.” If this is sao,
then how can one explain the French defeat? In order to address
this question, two concepts must be considered: the culminating
Roint of the attack and the cylminating point of the defense. In
essence, Clausewitz suggested that the attacker loses combat
power at a faster rate than the defender, all things being equal.
The attacker could, therefore, reach a point of exhaustion where
he no longer has the means to sustain the attack and beyond which
caontinued offensive operations risk overextension , counterattack
and defeat. This is termed the culminating point of the attack.
The culminating point of the defense is reached when the defender

accrues no advantages in waiting furthsr. This culminating point
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?¢g usually occurs when the defensive positions are at the point of
jk“ being fractured--(i.e., when the defender’s inertia is being
f;ﬁ broken). The French were convinced that the great lesson of WW I
;gf was the devastating, dominant role of defensive firepower,
E-1 especially from prepared positions. They believed that no rapid
:: operational breakthrough was possible. Defensive firepower would
;gg exhaust any attacker and force him to this culminating point
fhmJ before the defense was psnetrated beyond tactical depth. This
LAY would allow time for reserves to be brought up to contain the
;ﬁg penetration, and eventually to reduce it via limited-objective
%;3 counterattack.13
ti, The Germans, however, developed what is often termed
tigé "Blitzkrieg tactics,” which involved the caoncentration of such
E;{j massive combat power at objective points that they could
! overwhelm the defenders and achieve deep breakthroughs. Even
X more important, this could be done so swiftly that the defender’s
&? reserves would be unable to arrive before the defenses were
;)y fractured beyond repair. In brief, the Germans found the
\:é doctrinal formula--based on speed, mass, and concentratiaon--to
?q) cause a defender, fighting in the French style, to reach his
::i culminating point before the attacker, fighting in the German
iié style, reached his culminating point.

%g Vv, i : h con mpaign
;:‘ Following the defeat of Army Group 1, German forces
%:é redeployed for a follow-on campaign aimed at France’'s total
%:\ military collapse. Hitler had issued a new war directive an 28
E;é May with the code name of PLAN RED. On S5 Jumne the Germans
i
{M‘ 35
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attacked. The outcome came as no surprise. The Allies were now
greatly outnumbered. The French could field but BS divisions
(including three partially reconstituted armored divisions and
three weakened cavalry divisions). Of these, 17 were fortress
troops or second-line reserve formations. Many were
understrength, and most were short key equipment. Morale was
generally low. The British had units equivalent to two divisions
in line on the Lowsr Somme. Against these forces, the Germans
had 143 divisions (including ten rsfurbished panzer divisions) to
employ. In addition, the Luftwaffe enjoyed complete air
superiority.

In the West, Army Group B (50 divs.) mounted the main
supporting attack on S June (MAP E)., It was to drive rapidly to
the Seine River, after which a decision would be made about the
vltimate direction of its attack. Army Group A (45 divs.
including 4 panzer divs.) was to mount the main attack four days
later to separate Army Groups 2 and 4 and to pin the fFormer
against the Maginot Line. On 1% June, Army Group C (24 divs.)
was to attack through the Maginaot Line at Saarbruecken and
Colmar; it was to link up with Army Group A to encircle French
forces behind the Maginot Line.

The Allies fought tenaciously, but had lacked enough time to
build a credible defense-in-depth. With so few mobile forces,
the RAllies were incapable of falling back and reconstituting a
viable defensa once the Germans pasnetrated their initial linmes in

Farce. In the west, Army Group B quickly ruptured the Allied

line near Abbheville and exploited with several corps, reaching




the Seine by S June. In the eastern portion of Army Group B’s
zone, the French defenses held on stubbornly at first, denying a
clean breakthrough to Panzer Group Kleist (reconfigured with 4
panzer divs. and organized into @ panzer corps), which led the
assault. However, on 8 June Weygand orderad Army Group 3 to fall
back to the Seine in the attempt to resstablish a continuous
defense line in the west. Already the French were reeling when
on 9 June Army Group A attacked. After heavy fighting, Panzer
Group Guderian (4 panzer divs. organized into two panzer corps)
broke through at Chal®ns and raced southward. To his right,
Panzer Group Kleist broke through at Chateau-Thierry in Army
Group B's area and also exploited southward. This sealed the
fate of the French armies. The French attempted a retreat, but
it soon turned into a rout. These two panzer groups immediately
went into the pursuit.

Meanwhile, Army Group B’s panzers overran Brittany and
Normandy, forced the remaining British fForces to evacuate by sea
from Cherbourg, and captured Paris. By 17 June, Kleist's and
Guderian’s Panzer Groups (now both under Army Group A) had
reached the Loire River at Nevers and the Swiss border
respectively. This meant that French troops near the Maginot
Line were surrounded. Guderian attacked north and east to reduce
the pocket, while Kleist cantinued the pursuit southward. In the
far sast, Army Group C penetrated the Maginot Line at
Saarbruecken and Colmar (1%-15 June) to assist in the
encirclement of French Army Group 4. The entire French Army was

now either surrounded, or reeling in complete disarray with
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strong German forces hot on its trail. The end was near. The
French asked for an armistice on 17 June, and it took effect on
@S June. So ended the grand campaign in the Waest.

It is important to emphasize that the German PLAN RED was a
second war plan which was not developed until PLAN YELLOW was
well underway. It was not seriously envisioned before 10 May.

It was developed as a sequel to exploit Garman success in the
first campaign by completely destroying the French capacity to
resist further in the second. The strategic aim of PLAN RED was
much more far-reaching than that of PLAN YELLOW, which only
sought to force France and Britain to make peace based on their
setbacks in Northern France and the Low Countries. PLAN RED
sought a dictated peace based on decisive victory and the near-
total conquest of all France.

Operational art is usually defined in terms of linking
battles and major operations to achieve campaign goals. In this
instance, the Germans demonstrated that operatiocnal art may also
invalve linking separate campaigns within the context of a grand
campaign to achieve military-strategic goals in a theater of war.

VI. Conclugion

The more one studies this campaign, the clearer it becomes
that the claim of either German brilliance or Allied inaeptness by
itesslf cannot explain the outcome. Both were operative factors.
They were two complementary dimensions of the same phenomenon.

The Germans developed a doctrine and a corresponding force
structure during the interwar years which promised to restore the

kind of mobility to the battlefield which had disappeared on the
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Waestern Front in WW I. They had integrated new weapons such as
the tank and the airplane into a concept of warfighting which
emphasized mass, concentration, and speed. They succaessfully did
so with the intent of defeating an opponent who fought in the
slow, methodical style of WW I.

In addition, they planned and executed their campaign in a
way to place their strength against Allied weakness. Deception,
synchronization of combat power at objective points, the indirect
approach, the use of combinations to create synergistic effects,
the orientation on destruction of their opponent’s center of
gravity, and paralyzing speed in execution were amang the kesy
notions used to focus their strength in a8 decisive way. Tactical
successes were set up by initial employments; these successas
were then exploited swiftly and linked together to achisve
operational successes, which in the aggregate had a decisive
strategic result. From the perspective of operational art and
military theory, the German performance was superb.

No such comment can be made about the Allies, especially the
French. Their vision of the future battlefield was Fatally
flawed. They failed to foresee that the calculus of war had
changed fundamentally since WW I and that the Germans had figured
out dynamic, creative applications of new technology which
rendered old methods anachronistic. The French faith in
defensive firspower convinced them that they could be strong
everywhere; in fFact, their lines were penetrated virtually at
will wherever the Germans sought to focus combat power. The

British historian Michael Howard once postulated that "the task

33




of military science in an age of peace is to prevent the
doctrines from being too badly wrong.”l4% Given their adversary,
the French tragedy was that their doctrine was largely out of
touch with the times.

Once penetrated, the French were unable to adapt to the
tempo of war imposed on them; their respaonses were ”too little,
too late.” As a result, the French missed several excellent
opportunities to counterattack in a timely fashion to wrest the
initiative from their adversary. They demonstrated a distinct
lack of appreciation for concentration of combat power at
selected objective points, synchronization in space and time, and
the synergistic employment of forces. The assumptions upon which
both their doctrine and their campaign plan were based had becoms
articles of fFaith; this made French military leaders insensitive
to developments which affected the continuing viability of their
doctrine and plans. The French plan visualized no immediate
sequels or branches. It envisioned a single, successful grand
clash of arms followed by stalemate. It arrogantly disregarded
the effects of chance or friction in upsetting the best laid
plans. As a raesult, reserves were depleted or dispersed so that
they would be unable to react in force to the unexpscted. IF
this campaign highlights German skill in applying operational
art, it similarly demonstrates a bankruptcy of creativity,

imagination, and understanding in its application by the French.
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1. nMarc Bloc, men viden in .
translated hy Gerhard Hopk1n5 (Naw York: Norton, 1968), p. 36.

2. A panzer group was a temporary formation of armor-heavy
forces For the accamplishment of specific missions. It was the
equivalent of a field army in size but, unlike the normal field
army, had no organic logistical force structure. It consisted aof
an operational maneuver headquarters and whatever other forces
were assigned to accomplish assigned missions.

3. Carl von Clausewitz, Qn War, edited and translated by Michael
Howard and Pater Paret (Princseton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1376), pp. 485-86 and 488-83; and James J. Schneider and
Lawrence L. Izzao, ”"The Theory of the Center of Gravity”
(Unpublished paper, School of Advanced Military Studies, US Army
Command and General Staff College, Ft. Leavenworth, Kansas, circa
1886), pp. 1-B.

t. Baron de Jomini, The Art gof War, translated by G.H. Mendsll
and W.P. Craighill (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1862; reprint
ed., Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, no date), p. 67-68.

S. Included under the rubric of field armies are the panzer
groups and the BEF.

6. The German word Schwerpunkt means "center of gravity” and was
the word used by Clausewitz in the original German text of Qp War
to express this concept. Every German plan or order designated a

sSchwerpunkt as standard procedurs.

7. Jacques Benoist-Mechin, Sjixty Days That Shoogk the West: The
Fall of France, 1940, edited by Cyril Falls and translated by
Peter Wiles (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1863), pp. 97-98.

8. Andre Beaufre, 1340: The Fall of France, translated by
D. Flowsr (London: Cassell, 1867, p. 173; Jeffery A. Gunsburg,
Do - : m n

the West, 1940 (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1373),
pp. 188, 19S.

9. Jomini, The Art of uar, p. 63; Clausewitz, Op War, pp. 184-
97, 204; Schneider and [zzo, "The Theory of the Center of
Gravity,” pp. B8-12.

10. Robert Allan Doughty, Iha Seeds of Disaster: The Development
of French Acmy Doctrine, 1919-1939

= (Hamden, Connecticut: Archon
Books, 1388S), pp. 174-30.
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11. Guy Chapman, gng_ﬂggngg_ﬁgllgpggg (Londen Cassell, 19683,
p. 351; Len Deighton, i

E;ll_gﬁ_ﬂgnh;g& (Londan: Jonathan Cape. 1979; reprint ed., New
York: Ballantine Books, 1382), p. 169.

12. John Williams, The Ides of May: The Defsat of France, May-
June 1940 (London: Constable, 1968), pp. 166-67.

13. Clausewitz, Qn War, pp. 358-53, 383, Se8.

14. Michael Howard, "Military Science in an Age of Peace,”
n nj vji nstj n
Studies 119 (March 187%): 7.
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