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Translator’s Note
 
The German Wehrmacht was composed of the three branches of service: Kriegsmarine, Luftwaffe and Heer. Heer is the German word for ‘Army’ in the sense of the national Army. ‘Army Group A’ for example is the translation into English of ‘Heeresgruppe A’.

Lesser than Heer and Heeresgruppe in the military structure were the many army corps – ‘XIV Armeekorps’, ‘V Armeekorps’ and the numbered armies, ‘4. Armee’, ‘6. Armee’.

The difficulty can be seen particularly in the translation of OKH (Oberkommando des Heeres = Army High Command) and AOK (Armee Oberkommando = Armee High Command), both of which occur frequently throughout the book. To avoid confusion therefore both will be referred to exclusively in acronym form.



Preface

In late May and early June 1940 a battle took place in northeastern France that had been, for many, unthinkable only a few weeks earlier: on 20 May armored formations of the German Wehrmacht reached the English Channel at Abbeville. This meant that the entire Allied Army Group 1, comprising 29 French, 22 Belgian, and 12 British divisions, with approximately 1.2m men, was encircled in arguably the biggest encirclement operation in the history of warfare. The Germans reduced the pocket step by step and this operation reached its climax in the battle of Dunkirk which raged until early June. When the weapons fell silent on the beaches of Dunkirk, the Wehrmacht had achieved an operational and even strategic victory: Belgium was defeated, and France was practically defenceless; she would not be able to hold out much longer and would surrender on 22 June. Finally, the British Army had been thrown back into the Channel and would not play a role on the continent for several years. The outcome of the entire campaign in the West had practically been decided on the beaches of the English Channel. And yet, the battle of Dunkirk has gone down in history – especially in Britain – as what can nearly be described as a British victory. How can this discrepancy be explained? The British succeeded in evacuating the bulk of their expeditionary force back to England – although they lost all of their equipment – and so the British Army did not vanish on the shores of the Channel. The Belgians and the French were less lucky and most of them fell into German captivity. But why did the Germans let the British escape? This question has been debated ever since the last British boats left the beaches of Dunkirk. Over the years, several views and arguments have been put forward; for instance, that Hitler did not want to humiliate the British, or that Hermann Göring had promised that the German Luftwaffe could give the British Army the coup de grâce.

The academic debate surrounding this topic was opened in Germany with the book that you, the reader, are currently holding in your hands in the English translation. It was published in 1958 in a series that covered many important battles of the war. Most of these volumes were written by former senior officers. This book on Dunkirk was not. It was written by a rising star on the German academic firmament, Dr (later Professor) Hans-Adolf Jacobsen. After his military service in World War II and five years in Soviet captivity as a prisoner of war, he went to university and gained his PhD with a thesis on the German plans for the invasion of the West in 1940. In 1969, he became a full professor at the University of Bonn and, for many years, he was one of the most prominent historians in Germany. The same can be said of his adlatus, who wrote the sections of this book on the Allied actions and reactions. Dr (later Professor) Klaus-Jürgen Müller in his later life became a doyen of the academic study of the period of National Socialism.

The fact that they approached the topic through their academic lens gives it a different perspective to that of many other books in this series. And yet they did not regard their arguments as finite. For the historian, sources are the spring of life and, in 1958, the authors did not have access to all the files required to write an all-encompassing history of the battle of Dunkirk. Many of the relevant sources had been requisitioned by the Allied powers in 1945 and, at the time of writing, were still being held overseas. It would be the task of future generations of historians to analyse these sources once they had been returned to Germany.

This means that there are gaps in the analysis and the authors were the first to acknowledge these – they do so in the foreword to the book. This begs the question: why is this book still relevant? It is relevant for a number of reasons: first, it shows the understanding of the battle of Dunkirk from a predominately German perspective as it was understood in the late 1950s. This in itself makes it a significant source. The most important aspect is, however, that the authors were able to utilise the knowledge and understanding of former German senior generals who had held important positions in 1940 – the names are listed at the end of the authors’ foreword. So, albeit indirectly, the book offers a path into the mindset of the German military leadership in 1940 and the views and ideas that these officers had held in 1940. It is this fact in particular which makes the book relevant even today.

Dr Matthias Strohn, M.St., FRHistS

Head Historical Analysis,
 
Centre for Historical Analysis and Conflict Research Camberley

Senior Lecturer,
 
Royal Military Academy Sandhurst

Reader in Modern War Studies,

University of Buckingham




Foreword

‘The correct historical account provides the harshest criticism.’

MOLTKE

The miracle of Dunkirk in 1940 will probably always be one of the most significant and fascinating research problems of World War II. The achievement of the Allies in retrieving 360,000 men of their expeditionary force from the Flanders Pocket was almost as brilliant as the planning and execution of the German offensive in the West itself.

National Socialist propaganda spoke of the ‘greatest battle of destruction of all time’ when proclaiming the first, undoubtedly astounding, victory on 4 June 1940, but after concluding the evacuation of their troops the British could claim with pride and satisfaction that despite the military defeat they had pulled off a success of unexpected enormity. This gave them not least that mental power of resistance which they maintained throughout the war to its victorious conclusion.

How could Dunkirk happen? Since 1945 many military men and historians have applied themselves to this question. The majority have come to the conclusion, based on their own first-hand experiences or insight gained from the existing sources, that this ‘miracle’ was primarily the result of the famous ‘Halt Order’ to the German panzers approaching Dunkirk (25 May 1940). As British historians have also demonstrated with justification, the importance of this order has been exaggerated up until now and a false conclusion drawn. In the light of more recent sources, very careful studies are being undertaken to determine the validity of the various hypothesesin this matter. German research is only now embarking on its attempts to place World War II on a scientific footing. It has not been able to deal with Dunkirk 1940, the culmination and at the same time the conclusion of the first phase of the Western campaign, the consequences of which would lead Germany swiftly into diminishing political and military heights, in the framework of a large investigation.

At one point the research had only a limited selection of documents available to it (the Army and Luftwaffe archives are still to be found today – thirteen years after the war ended – in the United States and Great Britain!) and also lacked a detailed study of the antecedents of the campaign. As will be shown, these documents are an important pre-condition to understanding the whole problem of Dunkirk. We thank H. Meier-Welcker, the first German author to have dug deep below the surface with his research on the ‘Halt-Order’, and to whose pioneering preliminary studies the author feels indebted.

What has been particularly noticeable in the research on this subject hitherto is how most writers begin with an investigation of one area only, namely who gave the order to halt the panzers and motorized units, and what reasons played a role in the decision. Undoubtedly that is right provided that the investigation does not simply stop there. It is equally important to study what the order of 24 May 1940 actually said. What in it remains uncertain? Who decided when the fast troops should continue their advance; Hitler, the OKH, or Rundstedt, the then Commander-in-Chief of Army Group A? Furthermore, what occurred in the decisive days from 24 to 26 May 1940 on the Allied side, and why could the German leadership not close off the encirclement after 26 May in time to prevent the withdrawal of the enemy force which did not get fully under way until 27 May? And finally, what was the true significance of the Dunkirk incident for the future course of World War II?

The historical investigation which follows, and which is supplemented by comprehensive documentation on the 1940 campaign in the West – published by this author – (also appearing simultaneously from Musterschmidt Verlag, Göttingen) – is considered to be a contribution to the foregoing questions. It will throw light principally upon the most important decisions and policy measures of the senior commanders, on the Allied but especially on the German side – to a certain extent synchronous – and depict the general course of the first phase, rather than attempt to offer an operational study. For the latter purpose adequate sources are lacking and it will have to be put on hold until a more propitious time.

The fighting from 10 May to 22 May therefore appears only as a resumé based on the various war diaries. If the operations of the Luftwaffe seem to have been left on the sidelines, it is due mainly to the inadequate situation as regards the sources.

On the whole we believe we can provide the reader with a research result which, though undoubtedly still requiring many individual corrections, does give an approximately accurate picture of the true events surrounding Dunkirk in 1940. Moreover, in contrast to numerous postwar representations, it is based on a careful weighing of all currently available sources.

We show how many details in the existing literature have been presented incorrectly (though maybe honestly from the subjective point of view) or coloured, so that many legends remain to be discarded. It is no wonder, therefore, that most judgements are false, not to mention dictated by wounded vanity or personal motives. The majority of the works on Dunkirk, we maintain, can no longer hold their ground today when subjected to a critical examination by the historian.

As regards his own representation the author has made clear the basic principle: ‘how very much the judgement afterwards, in contrast to the military commanders actually engaged in the fighting, can see behind the curtain between the two Fronts’, giving objectivity, impartiality and unpretentiousness pride of place over those who had to act, ‘in the uncertainty and friction of the fighting.’ No lesser a personality than Moltke pointed to that when he wrote in 1861: ‘…it is endlessly more difficult to act than to judge in retrospect.’

For their reading through of the manuscript and offering advice and pointers I am especially grateful to:

Col-General* F. Halder
 
Col-General* H. Hoth
 
Col-General* H. Reinhardt
 
General of Infantry* G. Blumentritt
 
Luftwaffe General* Deichmann
 
General of Artillery* W. Warlimont


Lt-General* G. Engel
 
Colonel* Greffrath
 
Colonel Dr H. Meier-Welcker
 
Professor Dr H. Gackenholz.

My co-worker Dr K. J. Müller (Hamburg) who authored all chapters relating to the Allied operational measures expresses his thanks above all for their valuable suggestions to:

Colonel* Goutard (Paris)

J. Venwelkenhuyzen (Brussels)
 
(The asterisk* following the rank in the lists above indicates retired status.)

Hans-Adolf Jacobsen
 
Koblenz-Pfaffendorf, August 1958



[image: image]
Map 1: Overview of the area of Operation Gelb
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Map 2a: Allied Offensive, May 1940
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Map 2b: ‘Fall Gelb’/Sichelschnittplan according to the orders of OKH of 24 February 1940
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Map 2c: Schematic sketch of the Heer and Luftwaffe Advance for ‘Fall Gelb’, 10 May 1940
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Map 3: Gains of 12. Armee up to Aisne–Oise
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Map 4: Breakthrough of 4. Armee to the Channel




[image: image]
Map 5: Situation on the evening of 20 May 1940
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Map 6: Situation on the evening of 24 May 1940

*Moving up on the southern flank/wing … another 25 divisions behind
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Map 7: Overview of Flanders and Artois
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Map 8: Situation on the evening of 26 May 1940
 
*Battle missions for 27 May 1940
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Map 9: Situation on the evening of 27 May 1940

*Exit positions from lines reached from evening of 26 May to evening of 27 May
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Map 10: Situation on the evening of 28 May 1940
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Map 11: Situation on the evening of 29 May 1940
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Map 12: Fronts around Dunkirk, 30 May–1 June 1940
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Map 13: Situation at Dunkirk on 1 June 1940
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Map 14: Situation at Dunkirk on 3/4 June 1940 between 2030 and 0300



[image: image]



CHAPTER I

Operational objectives and deployment

On 1 September 1939 Hitler unleashed military conflict with Poland and set in train World War II.1 When the Western Powers involved themselves in this conflict as a result of their pact of mutual assistance, his initial hope was that the declarations of war were made for the sake of appearances and he would not be opposed seriously.

Clearly it was during the Polish campaign that there ripened within him the plan for the ‘final reckoning’ with the Allies, which seemed to him unavoidable. At the end of September he communicated his intention to the surprised commanders-in-chief of the three Wehrmacht services and ordered that immediate preparations be made for an offensive in the West and that the first operational plan be formulated.2 Only reluctantly and opposing it with all means within their province of responsibility did the OKH resign itself, for on the one hand it doubted it could meet the requirements in men and materials for such an objective and on the other had hopes that a political understanding could be reached to prevent the situation developing into a new world conflagration.

By the middle of October 1939 Hitler’s decision was irrevocable: at the earliest possible point in time (the first target date he mentioned being 12 November 1939) he wanted to destroy the Western Powers militarily in a campaign which would sweep through Holland, Belgium, and Luxemburg. The breach of neutrality had no importance for him; as he revealed to his generals on 23 November 1939, nobody would enquire into it if Germany emerged victorious. The tangible opposition to his attack plans in the winter, the uncertain weather, the invasion of Norway, and the unsatisfactory operational planning forced him to postpone unleashing the offensive until May 1940.3

On 24 February 1940 the concept of ‘Fall Gelb’ came about. This has gone down in modern history as the ‘Sichelschnittplan’ (Sichelschnitt = cut of the scythe) and was based primarily on achieving victory in the West in 1940.4

As the strategic aim of the offensive this proposed: ‘…Attack “Yellow” has as its purpose a swift occupation of Holland so as to withdraw Dutch sovereign territory from Britain’s grasp: and an attack through the territories of Belgium and Luxemburg to destroy strong elements of the Anglo-French army, thereby laying the foundations for the destruction of the enemy’s military might.’

At a conference of commanders on 13 March 1940, the Army Commander-in-Chief, Col-General von Brauchitsch, specified the objective precisely as having the primary aim of separating the British from the French and inflicting a decisive blow against the former!5

In contrast to the military assessment of 1939, the concentrated effort now lay along the southern wing of the German armies preparing to attack. The basic thinking behind the operation was for Army Group A (Col-General von Rundstedt) to use a powerful force of motorized and panzer units to tear apart the enemy front between Liège and Sedan, in order to encircle to the south everything which the enemy threw into Belgium and wipe it out in combination with Army Group B (Col-General von Bock) north of Liège.

It was the job of Army Group B to swiftly occupy Holland, drawing as many enemy forces as possible towards itself in central Belgium and so tie them down there. The rapid attack of this Army Group would leave the enemy uncertain for some time as to where the German concentration of effort (Schwerpunkt) was focussed and prevent an enemy action against the inner flank of the encircling wing. The success of this bold operational plan depended upon it.6

In this respect OKH ordered individually:
 
‘Objective of Army Group B is to quickly occupy Holland using rapid forces and so prevent the establishment of a link between Dutch and Anglo-Belgian forces. By a quick and powerful attack, the Belgian frontier defences will be broken down and the enemy forced back across the Antwerp-Namur Line. Fortress Antwerp is to be closed down in the north and east, Fortress Liège from the north-east and north of the Meuse.


‘18. Armee will, by rapid occupation of all Holland (including Fortress Holland), prevent enemy forces becoming established along the Dutch coastal region.

‘Simultaneous with the advance of forces north of the Waal against the eastern front of Fortress Holland, the coast between Holländisch Diep and Westerschelde is to be captured by means of rapid forces thrusting south of the Waal, thus frustrating the attempt of Anglo-Belgian forces to link up with Dutch forces. This will create the conditions for a surprise penetration into the southern front of “Fortress Holland” in cooperation with German airborne troops.

‘The Scheldt Estuary is to be blocked off towards Antwerp and secured. At the same time the province of Groningen is to be occupied by weaker forces using platoons of panzers. The surprise occupation of the northern dam of the Ijssel is to be aimed for.

‘The early occupation of the West Frisian islands is important for the purposes of the German Luftwaffe.

‘6. Armee will move out from the Venlo–Aachen Line (inclusive of these towns) in such a way that it quickly crosses the Meuse and penetrates the Belgian frontier defences with the least consumption of time. It will then advance farther north to the Liège–Namur Line in a generally westerly direction.

‘Orders concerning the sealing off of Antwerp and Liège will come through Army Group B.

‘Objective of Army Group A is, covered by the left flank of the full attack against enemy action from the protected region around Metz and Verdun, to force the crossing of the Meuse between Dinant and Sedan (including both towns) as quickly as possible, in order then to proceed under protection of the flanks as quickly and as strongly as possible into the rear of the Northern French border fortified zone in the direction of the Somme Estuary. For this purpose AOK 2 will be available in addition to AOK.

‘Ahead of the Army Group A front, strong rapid forces are to drive ahead in deep formation against the Meuse sector Dinant-Sedan. Their objective is to break up advanced enemy forces in southern Belgium and Luxemburg, to capture the west bank of the Meuse in a surprise attack and create favourable conditions for the continuation of the advance in a westerly direction.

‘4. Armee will break through the fortified border zone between Liège and Houffalize and after closer disposition of Army Group A close off Fortress Liège to the south-east and south and – rapid forces to Dinant and Givet taking precedence – with cover facing Namur, force the crossing of the Meuse between Yvoire and Fumay (towns not included) for further advance in a westerly direction via Beaumont and Chimay.

‘12. Armee will break through the Belgian border fortifications either side of Bastogne and, closely pursuing the advancing rapid forces ahead of its front, force a crossing of the Meuse between Fumay and Sedan (both towns included) in such a way that as quickly as possible strong forces linked to 4. Armee can continue the advance across the Signy le Petit–Signy l’Abbaye line westwards.

‘16. Armee, advancing fast from the Wallendorf-Mettlach Line close behind the right wing, will capture first the general Mouzon–Longwy– Sierck Line, covering along this line the southern flank of the entire advance and keeping contact with the fortified Saar Line south of Mettlach after agreement with 1. Armee. After reaching the line ordered, attachment to Army Group C is foreseen. After meeting up, close contact is to be maintained with the Army Group.

‘Army Group C will by means of feints and threatening movements combined with a powerful attack tie down the opposing forces – point of concentration of effort in the area west of the Pfalz Woods – and hold itself ready to support a rapid build-up of a strong defensive front in the area of 16. Armee. It is aimed to absorb 16. Armee into the area of the Army Group later.’7

To support and aid the rapid advance of Army Group B, for the first time airborne infantry (Luftlande=LL) and paratroopers were deployed in the Dutch-Belgian area. These had basically three objectives:

1. 7. Fl. Div. (Student) was to break up the so-called ‘Fortress Holland’ (see Map 1) in vertical encirclement and keep open the most important bridges at Moerdijk, Dordrecht and Rotterdam until the arrival of 18. Armee.

2. 22. Airborne (LL) Div. had to occupy The Hague and unseat the Dutch Government.

3. The paratroopers of Sturmabteilung Koch, 7. Fl. Div., received a dual task: to capture intact the three bridges Canne, Vroenhofen and Veldvezelt over the Albert Canal (Belgium) and to keep them open for the advance of 6. Armee, and also neutralize the heavily fortified Belgian Fort Eben-Emael in cooperation with Infantry Regiment 151.8


[image: image]

* See hereto: Fall Gelb, op. cit. p.244ff: Mueller-Hillebrand op.cit Vol II, p.39ff, 43ff, 122ff (with further details)

** These units correspond approximately to the divisions of Army Group B brought up and Army Group A. The distribution of forces makes clear that the Allies had the mass of their divisions in the central-Belgian region (opposite Army Group B.)
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CHAPTER II

The German operations, 10–21 May 1940

(Maps 1–5)

1. The capitulation of the Netherlands and the advance to the Dyle (northern flank) 10–15 May 1940 (Maps 1, 2a, 2b, 2c)

In the morning hours of 10 May heavy air attacks against neutral and enemy airfields, traffic facilities and transport installations, barracks, HQ staffs and industrial centres began the German campaign in the West. The mass of the operationally ready Dutch and Belgian military aviation, and elements of the French Air Force, were wiped out (see Map 1) and enemy signals centres heavily damaged.1

Without a declaration of war, German troops marched into the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxemburg in order to pave the way for ‘the destruction of the military instruments of power’.2 The 18., 6., 4., 12. and 16. Armees invaded from the North Sea to the Moselle (from right to left).

The borders were crossed at 0535 hrs. 1. Cavalry Division on the right flank of 18. Armee reached the general line Adorp–Assen–Havelte– Meppel3 by 1800 hrs against weak resistance, mainly roadblocks and other obstacles. At the same time X Armee Korps advanced to the Ijssel, brushing aside enemy border protection troops. Arnhem, Zwolle, and Deventer were taken in the course of the afternoon.

The concentration of effort of 18. Armee lay with XXVI Armee Korps whose objective was to capture the Meuse bridges between Ravenstein and Gennep by surprise attack or powerful thrust.


Probably the korps succeeded – after the crossings at Gennep (iron railway bridge) and Mook were captured intact – during the course of the first day in penetrating the Peel defensive line, although despite air support they were unable to make the breakthrough. As was noted by the 18. Armee War Diary, the attack ‘proceeded generally as had been calculated previously by AOK.’4

Towards midday General Putzier reported on the situation of the airborne and parachute troops: ‘The operational goal of seizing the bridges at Moerdijk and Rotterdam intact and so create access to Fortress Holland’ had been achieved and secured. On the other hand, the attempt to ‘neutralize the Dutch Government by surprise attack and take the capital’ had failed.5

It was necessary, therefore, that for 11 May the Army’s top priority was to restore contact with the airborne troops in ‘Fortress Holland’. Col-General von Bock, Commander-in-Chief of Army Group B ordered at 2130 hrs: ‘… The most important thing for 18 Armee is to break into the Peel defensive line immediately and throw forward strong fast units against Breda.’6 For this purpose 9. Panzer Division was to be ready to set off next morning from Mook and Gennep, and SS-V. Division to cross the Rhine between Rees and Wesel.

Although the Dutch military commanders were prepared for the German attack, they were surprised and confused by its violence. From the outset they lost the initiative. On 10 May Commander-in-Chief General Winkelmann ordered III Army Corps to withdraw from the area east of Hertogenbusch to behind the Waal Line (south-west of Culembourg) while the Light Division was to move back to the northern bank of the Merwede (between Dordrecht and Gorinheim). On the night of 10 May the Peel Division took avoiding action behind the Zuid-Willems Canal. At the same time I Army Corps, the Dutch Army’s operational reserve, was tied down between Rotterdam and The Hague by German 22. Airborne Division.7

For a fast advance by 6. Armee on 10 May, everything depended upon capturing several more bridges intact.

At midday, the following picture had developed ahead of the German Army’s front sector:

At Maastricht, the main centre of effort of IV Armee Korps (i.e. the first operational breakthrough location for Army Group B, while Gennep was the second), despite the deployment of Special Commando Unit Hokke, the Dutch blew up all three bridges over the Meuse, delaying by almost 24 hours the motorized advance of XVI Armee Korps.8 IV Armee Korps pioneer units began building temporary bridges at once after occupying the town. On the other hand paratroopers captured the important bridges at Vroenhoven and Veldvezelt over the Albert Canal (0600 hrs) which they then held until the arrival of 4. Panzer Division spearhead at midday. Even the airborne landings on Fort Eben Emael were completely successful.9 However, numerous bridges were down or had been seriously damaged by explosives ahead of the other Armee Korps.

Supported throughout by ground-attack aircraft of VIII Flying Korps, on the afternoon of 10 May, 6. Armee (right flank from Roermond to Turnhout–Bechelen, left flank from Aachen to Liège–Namur) reached:


	IX Armee Korps: 	The line Horst–Sevenu–Roggel destroyed bridges 6 km east of Weert

	XI Armee Korps: 	Horn–Kinroy–Eelen

	IV Armee Korps: 	Meuse–Scheldt-Canal and set up bridgeheads at Eysden–Boorsheim–Neerhaven and on Albert Canal at Vroenhoven and Veldvezelt
 
	XXVII Armee Korps: 	Bridgeheads west of Eysden–Fouron St Pierre–Limbourg–Henri Chapelle




On 11 May, 6. Armee continued its advance, concentrating its effort around and west of Maastricht. While XXVII Armee Korps covered deeply staggered left side towards Liège, the bridgeheads at Maastricht had to be extended, primarily for strong, fast forces (XVI Armee Korps) crossing the Albert Canal and heading south-west.10

At 0930 hrs on 11 May, Air Fleet 2 air reconnaissance reported the first motorized transport movements on the Antwerp–Roosendaal road. Two hours later they confirmed units of all branches heading for Tilburg and Breda. These were advanced elements of Seventh French Army (1st Light Mechanized Division) hurrying to support the Dutch. The big question was: would they succeed in restoring communication with Fortress Holland before 18. Armee had joined the airborne and parachute troops? Flying Korps Putzier was directed to intercept this enemy group immediately. Their attack was apparently effective, for the French vanguard was broken up to the extent that the French commander decided to stay where he was and await reinforcements.

At the same time, XXVI Armee Korps broke through the Peel defensive line. The decisive obstacle for the motorized advance had therefore fallen. At 0630 hrs the leading elements of 9. Panzer Division crossed the Meuse by the bridge at Gennep; its spearheads were sighted at Volkel at 1000 hrs, and at Uden at 1045 hrs. This speedy advance enabled the Division to reach the Zuid Willems Kanal at Vechel by late afternoon. The SS-V. Division joined them shortly after.

On the Ijssel Front, X Armee Korps was approaching the general line Ede–Wageningen on the Grebbe Line, while 1. Infantry Division captured the banks of the Zuider Zee between Herlingen and Lemmer and prepared for the crossing into Fortress Holland.11 The advance of 6. Armee, meanwhile, had also made good progress.

On the morning of 11 May, pioneers completed the first temporary bridge at Maastricht. XVI Armee Korps, to which 4. Panzer Division (already heading for Tongern), 3. Panzer Division and 20. Motorized Division were attached. The objective of this Korps was to strike deep into the flank of the enemy at Gembloux in order to prevent French forces reaching the Dyle defensive line, and also to cut off the enemy retreating from Liège. This would also confirm the enemy in his belief that the centre of effort of the German offensive was here.

At the same time, the battle for the Belgian Fort Eben Emael was reaching its climax. At 0700 hrs the first assault troops of Pioneer Battalion 51 had made contact with the assault group Witzig of 7. Flying Division. In cooperation with reinforced Infantry Regiment 151, towards 1300 hrs German paratroopers obtained the capitulation of this modern fortified installation (radio signal to AOK 6, 1535 hrs).12

During the evening, IV Armee Korps proceeded from Lengerloo on the Albert Canal to Bilsen for Gellick. The operations of XXVIII Armee Korps ran into the stubborn resistance of III Belgian Army Corps at Eysden–Wonck–Visé denying them twice over a crossing of the Meuse: additionally they had no bridging equipment. In the northern sector, IX and XI Armee Korps drove advanced Dutch and Belgian forces back to the Albert Canal (Heeze–west of Venlo–Hechtel–Houthalen–north of Hasselt).13

Col-General von Bock reported to the Army Commander-in-Chief (Col-General von Brauchitsch) the intentions of 6. Armee for 12 May as being: ‘Forced forward drive of the south flank of the … Army in order to penetrate the Namur–Leuven Line as quickly as possible and fight through. The Army Group reserves have been distributed accordingly.’14

The AOK had expected the first decisive encounter for 18. Armee to be against strong enemy forces in the Breda area on 12 May, and it was important to establish contact with the paratroopers around the Moerdijk Bridge dropping zone. 7. Flying Division had radioed repeatedly: ‘All bridges safely in our hands.’15

Air reconnaissance had confirmed the Roosendaal–Wuestwezel Westmalle–Breda area free of enemy and around 1155 hrs enemy troops were even retreating towards Antwerp. The expected fighting on the left flank of 18. Armee therefore did not materialize. 9. Panzer Division pushed forward unopposed via Loon op Zand to Gertruidenberg (northeast of Breda) and at 1825 hrs, assisted by reconnaissance detachment Lüttwitz, made contact with the paratroopers on the bridge at Moerdijk. The commander of Army Group B, Col-General von Bock could therefore make the observation in his notes: ‘… Having regard to the enormous difficulties of terrain, an outstanding achievement.’16 18. Armee had carried out its first important objective: the Dutch field army, which had begun to disengage into ‘Fortress Holland’, was isolated.

Meanwhile on the southern flank of the advance, XXVI Armee Korps had quickly taken Best and Merle (16 km south of Breda) and now went forward towards Antwerp shielded by advanced elements. On the way, sections of the beaten Peel Division, worn down by air attacks, fell into its hands.17

The attempts of X Armee Korps to penetrate the Grebbe Line had come to grief twice as a result of extremely stubborn and skillful enemy resistance but shortly before 1800 hrs it achieved the first breakthrough at Grebbe-Berg (north of Rhenen).18

On the same day, ground-attack aircraft of Flying Korps zbV 2 battered various important points of enemy resistance. Over Holland and northern Belgium there were almost no air defences, while anti-aircraft fire was becoming noticeably weaker.19

OKH (Army High Command) assessed the enemy situation in general as follows: Apparently the enemy had the intention to defend ‘in Fortress Holland, in Antwerp, in the Dyle Line and along the Meuse from Namur to the seam with the front of French forts.’ Previous reports had probably not confirmed what British forces were expected to support the Dutch, although the evening report of Foreign Armies West (OKH) at 2345 hrs emphasized the landings of French troops on the island of Walcheren.20

The intentions of 18. Armee for 13 May remained unchanged. In the Army Order the objective was to begin the attack on Fortress Holland from south and east while covering towards Antwerp.21

The same day, XVI Armee Korps of 6. Armee, with the constant support of VIII Flying Korps on the wings and flanks (also covered by the advance of 269. Infantry Division to Noville), advanced as ordered in the direction of Nivelles to prevent at all costs the enemy force, which had retreated from the Albert Canal positions, settling behind the Dyle. At 0845 hrs the spearhead of 4. Panzer Division reported its location as Waremme, south of which was a Luftwaffe drop zone for fuel.

Concurrently 20. Motorized Division closed up around Heerlen while 3. Panzer Division had reached Looze, its advanced elements having detached to head for Engelmanshoven. At 1015 hrs 4. Panzer Division had taken Hannut with an advanced group at Burdinne (18 km north-east of Namur). Here for the first time they ran across French armour of 2. and 3. Mechanized Divisions (First Army) which apparently had orders to cover the retreat of the Belgians to Gette and Dyle and give their own motorized forces time to set up in the Dyle Line. General Hoepner (Commanding-General XVI Armee Korps) therefore considered himself forced to halt the advance and allow 3. Panzer Division to catch up.22

Meanwhile on the northern wing, IX Armee Korps – which had wiped out the remnants of the Dutch Peel Division at Widerweerten – XI and IV Armee Korps were making westwards with all the forces at their disposal, and in the evening they reached the line Reul (Holland)–south of Moll–south-east of Diest–St. Trond. At the same time XXVII Armee Korps was proceeding towards the north-eastern and eastern fronts of Fortress Liège. It was the objective of AOK 6 that the powerful southern wing would enclose and roll up the Allied positions in the south by an enforced and ruthless advance, but they encountered bitter resistance in the Hannut-Pervez sector from the French mechanized units. Repeated air attacks by VIII Flying Korps were necessary to provide XVI Armee Korps the chance to draw breath.23,24 (see Map 2)

On the morning of 13 May, the enemy situation in front of 18. Armee was at first uncertain. At 1020 hrs ‘long enemy motorized columns’ were reported ‘travelling from Antwerp to Breda heading towards the left wing of 9. Panzer Division’. It was assumed from the warships and other craft at Den Helder and the Hook of Holland that British land forces might be marching into Fortress Holland. The OKH situation report of 11,45 hrs spoke of French landings on the island of Walcheren. Amongst other things mention was also made that on the morning of 13 May ‘fifteen transporter ships had been observed at Flushing.’ All this provided a clue that the purpose of the landings might serve ‘to protect the seaway to Antwerp’ although it was conceivable that ‘a naval operation using light forces against the bridges at Rotterdam or Moerdijk’ might be intended.25

Undoubtedly these reports and the situation along the whole front created for OKH an atmosphere of constant ‘high tension’. Would the objectives of the war policy be fulfilled before Allied units set foot in Holland?

After 9. Panzer Division had joined the paratroopers at Moerdijk, AOK regrouped its forces. For the attack on Fortress Holland it was now prepared to throw in the newly arrived XXXIX Armee Korps, 7. Flieger Division, 22. Airborne Division, the 254th, 9. Panzer Division, and the SS-Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler. This finally guaranteed a uniform command structure to embrace all units proceeding from the south to attack ‘Fortress Holland’. The purpose of this Armee Korps was to launch the attack with its centre of effort based on Rotterdam–Dordrecht and relieve 22. Airborne Division. The mass of the Army artillery was also distributed here.26

At 0700 hrs the motorized units of 9. Panzer Division began their advance in a single column across the Moerdijk bridge, passed through Dordrecht during the day, arriving towards 1800 hrs in the southern suburbs of Rotterdam, which had been occupied since 10 May by airborne troops (Infantry Regiment 16) who had held it against a superior enemy. A second column together with XXVI Armee Korps covered the line Rijsbergen (south of Breda)–Baarle–Nassau facing Antwerp.

Here weak attacks by the French 1e. Mechanized Division were warded off with the help of the Luftwaffe, resulting in the enemy withdrawing to the Antwerp fortifications, this was also a consequence of the unexpected German crossing of the Meuse in the Army Group A sector.27

Meanwhile X Armee Korps was finding it tougher going. In the Grebbe Line the Dutch offered stubborn resistance. When the korps attacked with Stuka support at 1500 hrs, they reached the western and eastern sides of Scherpenzeel but were then bogged down. There were no indications that the enemy would weaken. Probably they were attempting to hold out in the expanded defensive positions for as long as they could until their allies brought up fresh forces in support.

AOK therefore issued orders at 1630 hrs to begin the combined attack against ‘Fortress Holland’ from the north, east, and south on 14 May 1940. XXXIX Armee Korps was to push forward with its main effort across the Dordrecht–Rotterdam Line to Utrecht, resume contact with the encircled elements of 22. Airborne Division, and secure the area from Breda to Roosendaal facing Antwerp until XXVI Armee Korps could take over.28

On the left wing of Army Group B (6. Armee), Panzer Korps Hoepner (XVI Armee Korps) had meanwhile reached the railway line Huppaye Eghezée against stubborn opposition and joined up with 20. Motorized Division in the area south-west of Tongern. While IV Armee Korps was mopping up the sector between greater and smaller Gette (west of St. Trond) that afternoon, XI Armee Korps was split between the northern edge of Diest and ‘deeply stretched out’ advancing towards Hall. That morning, French armoured units had attacked IX Armee Korps (right wing of 6. Armee) at Moll. From a captured French divisional order it transpired that this armour had the task of providing cover for strong units being brought up before and during their transportation.

During the course of the day, the korps forced the crossing of the Canal d’Embranchement east of Moll and Meerhout but was not able to effectively prevent enemy action against the outer flank of 18. Armee. The main problem arose in that Army Group B had had to release VIII Flying Korps to Army Group A (crossing of the Meuse) that afternoon. For 14 May, the objective for 6. Armee was to advance towards Nivelles and penetrate the Dyle Line between Wavre and Namur.29

Meanwhile Foreign Armies West (OKH) had made the following assessment of the enemy situation: Endless transport movements were occurring on railways and roads in the Brussels-Antwerp area originating from the Lille-Maubeuge region. This indicated that from now on the BEF and First French Army were being brought into Belgium under cover of Seventh Army, operating since 10 May on the left side of the Allied northern wing. According to German calculations, by 14 May north of the Sambre Line – therefore opposite 6. and 18. Armees – the enemy could throw into the struggle more or less the following divisions: 12–13 of Seventh French Army, 7– 9 of the British Army, 6–8 of First French Army and in addition 15 Belgian divisions, though in the opinion of OKH these were barely ‘capable of attacking.’ Nevertheless, these 40–45 divisions were opposed by 21 divisions of Army Group B (including Army Group Reserves) and ‘in the case of need’, General Halder, Chief of the Army General Staff believed, ‘these forces can be strengthened from the depths of 18. Armee.’ He noted in his diary furthermore that ‘if the enemy should attack, we are strong enough and the bringing up of reserves will not be required’, concluding, however, that ‘success in attacking apart from winning territory (by Panzer Korps) Hoepner is hardly to be expected’.30 Army Group Command B also concluded from these observations that ‘the enemy is bringing up new forces from the depths’. Col-General von Bock remarked in his notes: ‘… At 1100 hrs the first railway transports were reported, also soon after numerous motorized columns, crossing the French-Belgian border. Now they are coming! French have landed at Flushing … the picture is slowly become clear … that perhaps the enemy will embark upon his attack across this line (Namur–Leuven–Antwerp)’.31

At 1630 hrs Army Group B HQ received a report issued by Army Group reconnaissance (at 1615 hrs) with the information: ‘Unloadings at about 1530 hrs at Ghent (here motorized units), at Courtrai, in Gramont (here tanks), at Ath, at all railway stations on the Brussels–Leuven stretch.’32

Thus the Battle for Belgium was approaching its climax. Despite the surprising initial successes of the German forces, the outcome was not certain. All the same, the enemy had completed the hoped-for change of direction by his north-west wing and in doing so had fulfilled one of the most important preconditions for the success of the ‘Sichelschnitt Plan’!

On the night of 13 May, Army Group Command B urged 18. Armee once more to take ‘Fortress Holland’ quickly because the possibility existed that ‘British forces’ were reinforcing the enemy at Amsterdam: they ordered that once Rotterdam was occupied, 9. Panzer Division was to proceed to Amsterdam. The escape of the beaten Dutch Army from the northern part of the ‘Fortress’ had to be prevented.33

Not until the early hours of 14 May did it become certain that ‘in the night the enemy, by leaving behind a skillful fighting rearguard and under cover of the thick morning fog, had abandoned the Grebbe Line.’ Both the Army Group order and also the new situation had been taken into the reckoning in the new instruction of AOK 18 at 0811 hrs in which instructions were given that: ‘XXXIX Armee Korps is to advance en masse to Amsterdam-Leiden. It is important to capture “Fortress Holland” before the main body of the Dutch Army escapes the new waterline … or can even be deployed against Rotterdam.’34 In order to take ‘Fortress Holland’ faster, the Commanding General of 18. Armee, General von Küchler, ordered XXXIX Armee Korps to issue an ultimatum demanding the surrender of Rotterdam, the decisive gate for entry into the Fortress. The destruction of the city was to be threatened and ‘if necessary’ carried out.

Despite the negotiations begun on the morning of 14 May between the Germans and the Dutch, the bombing ordered for 1500 hrs could not be stopped in time. Sixty per cent of the bombers which took off dropped their payload (60–90 tonnes of 50-kg and 250-kg bombs) on the Old City which was almost totally destroyed, not least because the spreading fires could not be extinguished sufficiently quickly.35

At 1530 hrs, XXXIX Armee Korps reported to AOK 18: ‘Bombing attack 1500 hrs could not be halted. Occurred during negotiations. Continuation in question. Attack postponed provisionally.’36

Under the influence of the heavy air raid, all connections cut off, the Dutch military commander of the city decided to offer unconditional surrender. At 1710 hrs he appeared personally at the XXXIX Armee Korps command post so that at 1830 hrs General Schmidt was able to inform AOK 18 that the city had changed hands.


That same evening, SS-Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler went through the burning city and relieved the southern group of the encircled 22. Airborne Division while elements of 9. Panzer Division reached the northern exit and the road to Amsterdam. At 1800 hrs, AOK 18 issued the order for the continuation of the attack against ‘Fortress Holland’.

It never came to it, however. In view of the almost hopeless operational situation, the destruction and capitulation of Rotterdam (Utrecht had also capitulated), and the Allies having given it up, at 2030 hrs General Winkelmann, Commander-in-Chief of the Dutch armed forces, made a radio broadcast offering the cessation of hostilities with the exception of the island of Zeeland.

At 1020 hrs on 15 May accompanied by staff officers, he went to Rijsoord to complete the capitulation in ‘a dignified manner previously laid down by the Commander-in-Chief, 18. Armee.’ After General von Küchler had expressed the high esteem of the German Wehrmacht for the defeated enemy, he made known the conditions. At 1145 hrs both men signed the instrument of capitulation to end the campaign in the Netherlands after five days of fighting.37

As at 1400 hrs on 14 May, 6. Armee had reached the general line Oostmalle–Aarschot–Longueville–Longchamps area (north of Namur). By evening XVI Armee Korps straddled Ernage. ‘It had stood the whole day advancing slowly while exchanging fire with enemy tanks and suffered the difficulties of a forefield destroyed according to a plan,’ the Army War Diary recorded. In the subsequent push against the Dyle defences (well built with anti-panzer obstacles) the foremost elements of IX Armee Korps arrived in the evening at the area 20 kilometres west of Herenthals, XI and IV Armee Korps as far as Aarschot–east side of Leuven–district north-east and south-east of Wavre. XXVII Armee Korps surrounded the northern front of Namur and saw to the remaining Liège forts.

On the afternoon of 15 May it was apparent that all efforts by the armee to penetrate the Dyle Line had come to nought. Therefore Col-General von Reichenau decided at 1630 hrs to halt the advance along the whole front and re-start it on 17 May after a plan had been drawn up. (The front here ran from Nylen–Bael–Rotsclaer–Hamm–Ottignies– Gembloux–Meuz–Leuxe–Tillier).38


2. The Breakthrough on the Meuse Front (Southern Wing) 10–15

May 1940 (Maps 1–4)

At this stage we now turn to the front sector of Army Group A. While the northern wing of the German advance (Army Group B) – as depicted – drew the enemy towards itself in central Belgium, the southern wing (Army Group A) had moved up smartly to the Meuse. The success of the bold German operational plan depended decisively on the breakthrough here being made in time so that the fast units heading west for the Somme estuary, covered by advanced infantry divisions on the flank, could push forward before the enemy had recognized the build-up of this concentration and brought up his operational reserves to this threatened sector. In the Wehrmacht bulletin of the opening days therefore, the successes in Belgium and Holland were emphasized deliberately in order to mask the measures in the southern sector!1

Great demands were made of Panzer Group Kleist within Army Group A. The difficulties of organization were large (arranging 300 kilometres of long individual columns on the march, supplying them with fuel, ammunition and provisions, traffic control). Moreover panzer and motorized units – a total of 41,100 vehicles (including 1,250 panzers and 302 armoured reconnaissance cars) – had to move through trackless terrain (thick woodland, deeply indented river valleys, few and narrow roads) and then cross the Meuse. For this purpose Group Kleist split down into three sub-groups:

1. Sub-group: XIX Armee Korps (Guderian) with 1., 2., 10. Panzer Divisions and Infantry Regiment Grossdeutschland.

2.
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