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event of World War II surprised or shocked contemporaries more
den collapse of France in the summer of 1940. The quick German
:rned strategic assumptions that had gone virtually unchallenged by
establishments of the major powers for a quarter of a century. The
virtual invulnerability of modern fortress systems, in the primacy
ive, in the battlefield dominance of artillery and perhaps most of all
litative and qualitative superiority of a French Army which had
ly been viewed for a generation as the world’s finest military
en totally shattered by the "lightning war" unleashed by the German

h a complete reversal of form and expectation had somehow to be
The first such explanations tended to concentrate on the awesome
e Wehrmacht, on the thousands of modern tanks and aircraft with
superbly prepared Germans had simply overwhelmed the French and
tsurprisingly, this version of the fall of France successfully fostered
ls’ propaganda machine. German newsreels and military
ies invariably showed the elite motorized and Panzer forces and
ominently the powerful Mark III and Mark IV tanks. Seldom seen
58 of the German Army slogging on foot with its nineteenth century
n transport and artillery. Many allied analysts only learned after the
e Germans had used large numbers of captured Czech tanks, or the
d and undergunned Mark II’s and even Mark [ training tanks, never
)t combat, to have even rough parity with the allies. If the Germany
achieved decisively superiority in 1940, it was certainly not in the
d quality of its armor.”

second way of explaining the French defeat in 1940 was to blame the
, corruption and defeatism within France itself. A considerable
f self-flagellation emerged during and after the war, blaming defeat
he moral paralysis of the French Left caused by the Hitler-Stalin Pact
r on the lack of warlike ardor of the French Right which supposedly
Hitler to Leon Blum.? In addition, another series of books appeared
meentrated on the military failures of a French High Command
y superannuated generals, fixated by defensive-mindedness and the
plex, and morally crippled by their memory of the huge casualties
y France in the First World War.*

While there are elements of truth in these explanations, this paper
that while the Allied and German forces were basically equal in the



number of men and equipment they put into the field and also basi
military technology, that is, in the quality of their machines
systems, that the Germans possessed one decisive element of supe
explains the one-sided outcome of the campaign. That element
was their operational and tactical doctrine. :

The term "operational" to describe a separate level of w
strategic and tactical first occurs in Prussian-German military
from the period when the elder Moltke was Chief of the
operational theory and doctrine we now associate with that
thought developed from a number of different elements. A
theoretical basis drawn from the writings of Clausewitz;
position of Prussia-Germany; the military impact of vastly i
railroad transportation and telegraphic communications; the sp
and disadvantages of that uniquely Prussian system of military
education and mobilization introduced during the great reform |
the nineteenth century and critically modified by Roon and Bisn
and finally the tactical and command imperatives created by impi
specifically the breech-loading "needle-gun,” and the breech
cannon of vastly increased range and accuracy. All of these el
related and influenced operational thought. Nonetheless, it w
examine each of them separately.

The dictum of Clausewitzian thought most directly l'el
operational theory is his conviction that war is "an act of vio
force our opponent to submit to our will. "5 The enemy wi :
points out, if he is "either disarmed in fact or placed in such a
is threatened with being disarmed. " This is accomplished thro
threatened destruction of the enemy’s armed force which cou
through decisive battle. To fight and win such a decisive
principal object of all German operational theory. Justas Cl
"absolute war" the ideal embodiment of his Niederwerfungsst
of annihilation, so too an "absolute battle," or Cannae,
operational goal. It was Moltke’s great successor, Schlieff
Hannibal’s defeat of a Roman army by a double envelopmen
encirclement and then the destruction of the Roman
Kesselschlacht--as the ideal operational battle, the model to be
Schlieffen’s book on Cannae,® which incidentally was added
reading list of the U.S. Army in the nineteen-twenties, was
influenced by the Historian Hans Delbrueck whose monument
History of the Art of War in the Framework of Political His
translated into English and published by the Greenwood Press
who pointed out that Sadowa, Moltke’s 1866 victory ov
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vas incomplete. Even though it led to a successful termination of the
aitle was not decisive since the Austrian Army escaped. The defeat
at Sedan in 1870, however, was in his view the perfect Cannae. This
elschlacht--double envelopment, encirclement, surrender/destruction
force--remained the dominant goal of all German operational thinking
5. The Schlieffen Plan itself, Tannenberg, Hermanstadt in the
| Campaign of 1916, Kiev in 1941 and Kursk in 1943 are all examples
rvasive this concept has been throughout modern German military
Prussia’s geographical position could hardly have been worse from a
oint of view when Moltke took over as Chief of Staff in 1867. The
was surrounded on three sides by major powers--France in the west,
the east and Austria in the south--each possessing larger populations
r resources. Prussia had been at war with each during the previous
ears. Indeed, during the Seven Years War she had fought all three at
 problem of planning and preparing to fight a multi-front war was
particularly critical to the Prussian staff. If victory could only be
irough a decisive battle of annihilation against the principal military
ach enemy in turn and if such battle should occur as early as possible
lict, then an equal deployment against each enemy was not possible.
lausewitz had pointed out that an army had to be strong both in total
at the critical point.” The only solution, therefore, was to accept
e risks on one or more fronts while concentrating overwhelming
he critical point--that point or area where decisive results were to be
his 1s the principle of the Schwerpunkt.

apply the principle of the Schwerpunkz either to the initial strategic
t at the outbreak of war or to subsequent operational and tactical
equires considerable moral courage from commanders. Yet it has
tant element of German military practice from the elder Moltke to
. In 1866 Moltke stripped the Russian frontier and screened off the
Austria’s South German allies while concentrating against Benedeck
- In 1870 the Upper Rhine provinces were left virtually unguarded
inant force could be gathered in the north. The Schlieffen Plan of
h mobilized only one eighth of the German Army against Russia
1 eighths were concentrated against France represents perhaps the
mple of this principle in operation. In his original memorandum of
ffen called for a ratio in the West of seven to one on the Belgian and
ers, and he was unmoved by a war game variant which had Russian
pying Berlin during the third week of the war. The German
of 1939 which had the overwhelming bulk of the German Army and
including all of their Panzer and motorized infantry units
d against Poland while the Siegfried Line was manned by only
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minimal and immobile forces demonstrates how consistent German
been in this regard. 4

The improvement of European roads since Napolec
development of the railroad had by Moltke’s time enormously
speed at which armies could be mobilized, maneuvered, and conc

movements of larger units even at considerable distances from him
other. Moltke and his bright young men of the General Staff
soldiers to understand the consequences of these development
however, not uniformly favorable to them.

Prussia could mobilize more speedily and effectively th
nation. Prussia was also the only European state to have &
permanent Army Corps organization after Waterloo. Still a Pr
Corps of 30,000 men required an entire road for its movements
day to deploy from the march to fighting formation. As even |
concentrated in the decisive area, suitable roads would become ev
a result a large army consisting of several Army Corps would bec
un-maneuverable once it had concentrated. It could only fight
it actually occupied and only in the general direction it was |
Prussian answer was not to do as Napoleon did, that is, to move
separately and to concentrate before giving battle, but rather to u
battlefield itself during the battle.

This presented almost insurmountable difficulties of
coordination. The vital initial mobilization and deployment
beginning of a conflict was no problem. This could be planned |
every action rehearsed, even contingency provided for. From t
however, conditions would change rapidly. Unforeseen
difficulties of terrain and weather, the inevitable disorganization
units, and the errors and mistakes --in short Clausewitz’s fric
war--made even the best of plans obsolete in a matter of hours

No commander in chief could hope to deal with the
conditions. The answer had to be decentralized command. The C
Chief must permit his army commanders, and they, in
commanders, great freedom of action. To prevent this freedom
degenerating into chaos, there must be a clearly understood con
and a unified and accepted doctrine. 4

Above all there must be trust. Senior commanders
subordinates to act correctly. Commanders on all levels m
commanders of units on both flanks to support any actions th
might take and must be ready themselves to provide such supp
a great deal easier said than done. There were many failures an
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1866 campaign in Bohemia and in the French Campaign of 1870.
the new system of command more than justified itself in battlefield
jowa and Sedan.
as well that they did, for the very efficiency of the reformed
em of Prussia in mobilizing forces equal to Austria in 1866 and
rior to France in 1870 (in spite of much larger populations in both
arried with it a price. The comparatively large forces Prussia
d equipped in a few short weeks were virtually all she could ever
gone they could not be replaced. Prussia/Germany was relatively
he first weeks of war than she would ever be again. Victory
| to be won quickly or perhaps not at all. This fact gave special
he search for a decisive battle at the earliest possible moment.
Sedan proved to German military thinkers that such battles could
victory in war. The failure of the Schlieffen Plan in 1914 did not
nviction. The Polish, Norwegian and French campaigns during
of World War II served only to confirm and strengthen German
ck and decisive victory through early battles of annihilation.
barossa in 1941 represents both the operational success and the
egic failure of traditional Germany military thinking during the
| War.
Prussian military was the only one in Europe to draw the correct
sions from the Crimean and Italian Wars of the 1850s. While the
itary world was blinded by the success of the mass bayonet shock
jed by the French Army in those conflicts, the Prussians alone
it it was the lethality of modern fire power--even with the muzzle-
jssion cap rifles of the day--that was the dominant fact of modern
Fhe Roon reforms therefore vastly accelerated the rate at which the
ng Neyse needle-gun was being acquired by the Prussian infantry.
ew breech-loading rifled cannon was issued to the artillery.
66 the Prussian Army was completely outfitted with these modern
new rifles presented the same kind of command problems on the
fo smaller units that separated maneuver had imposed on the
el to larger units. To maximize the effects of the increased
oldiers outfitted with the new rifle and to minimize the casualties
ny firepower, it was necessary to disperse units over much larger
efore. Meanwhile those armies such as the French and Austrian
wbraced shock tactics were using massed battalions in tight
ispersal required decentralized command similar to that imposed
. In this case, however, it was very junior officers or even non-
officers who would have to be trusted to act independently. This
lved by creating a simple and unified tactical doctrine which was
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constantly practiced and rehearsed in peacetime maneuvers. In ad
and social incentives were offered in order to retain highly quali
commissioned officers in uniform. This resulted over a period
creation of a corps of non-commissioned officers that became |
military world. 4
The real key however to the success of the new operati
doctrine and to the tactical excellence which was the precon
success was the evolution of the General Staff under Moltke
The Germans created an intellectual military elite with diseri
procedures; and with a rigorous three year education in tactics
command and staff responsibilities, military topography, fi
science and politics at the Kn'egsakademie.” This was followe
demanding troop and staff assignments for military leaders. T
serve both as the creator of new doctrine and the defender o
understand how the General Staff could serve at the same time E
of innovation and guarantor of intellectual tradition, let us exan
role played by the future Field-Marshal Erich von Manstein i
campaign of 1940. ‘
The original plan for the invasion of France had b
prepared by OKH only in response to Hitler’s repeated and insi
A warmed-over and diluted rehash of von Schieffen’s World ‘;
called for the German Army to be organized into three army g
South Army Group C under Colonel General Ritter von Lee
mainly second line infantry formations, was to pin down the F
the Maginot Line by threatening but not actually carrying out ar
system of fortifications.
Army Group A under Colonel General von Rundstedt i
to attack through the Ardennes Luxembourg and Southern Belg
down Allied Forces and to serve as a hinge for the principal attac
There, Colonel General von Bock and his Army Group B wou
Schwehrpunkt of the planned offensive, and he was therefore ass
of the German armor and motorized infantry formations. '
Von Bock was to wheel through the Netherlands and nos
then turn south driving any French and British forces in front
had occupied the Channel ports whose capture had eluded the G
the first war. E
When this plan reached the Army Groups, Manstein,
general and serving as Rundstedt’s chief of staff, was appalled.
this operation a totally predictable rehash of Schlieffen but it dig
the first war, at any strategically decisive results. Even if suce
leave an intact and unbroken front still facing the German forces
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, in a 1914-18 war of attrition. In short, the OKH Plan was
rategie.'” It is worth noting that the French High Command
nans to follow this exact strategy and had confidently planned
rench forces and virtually the entire BEG into Belgium and
 of Holland as soon as the Germans attacked."

1 submitted for Rundstedt’s approval a very different alternative
elt would produce decisive results. There then followed weeks
respondence with OKH, proving that the "not invented here"
s much to the German Army as to any other organization. By
ith his famous military intuition intervened to order OKH to
sment Manstein’s plan, Manstein had already had Heinz

For his pains, Manstein was removed from his critical staff
gned to command an infantry corps in the third echelon, from
ar in the rear of the Panzer and motorized units that would
ncept, Manstein watched Operation Sichelschnirt in action.
litary operations have been more aptly named. Sichelschnitt was
le of Prussian-German operational theory in action. As in the
rsion, von Leeb’s Army, made up entirely of infantry units, was
4 French divisions in the Maginot Line. Von Bock’s Army
_:: however was given a very different mission. No longer
or the German attack, von Bock was given strong airborne forces
ny Panzer units as were necessary to appear to be the point of
my Group B was to be the "matador’s cape” which would draw
s north to meet the anticipated German threat. It was a role for
ident and aggressive Bock was perfectly suited.

gal change was to be in the mission of Army Group A in the
tedt’s forces were now to provide the Schwerpunkt. They were
e which would harvest the Allied armies that von Bock was to
As the attack began Guderian and von Rleist’s powerful Panzer
mpanied by all available army and SS motorized infantry formation
‘through the difficult but not impassable French and Belgian
ard the vital Meuse crossings between Namur and Sedan.

was easier said than done. East-west roads through the Ardennes
narrow. Even using both lanes of the narrow roads for one way
moring normal march intervals by moving virtually bumper to
ong narrow columns would stretch back to the Rhine and beyond.
| accepting considerable military risk. The mass of vehicles lined
 mile would present a rich and vulnerable target for enemy air
ctive Luftwaffe air cover was vital as was the inclusion of powerful
rtillery units, also under Luftwaffe command, that were included
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in the crowded columns of vehicles. These would later prove
protecting the all important bridges over the Meuse once the ¢
made. Until they reached open country the tank columns re
vulnerable to any aggressive enemy response. Even a powerful G
division does not present a difficult tactical problem to an of
advancing on a front of only two tanks. 1
Fortunately for Germany the French and British cooperate
the Manstein conception. The energy and violence of von Bo¢
north, featuring a spectacular assault from the air on the po
Eben Emael, convinced the Allied High Command that the Germ
were making their main effort in the north. They therefore orde:
Plan D, the pre-planned advance of the French British forces to
Dyle River. Also the French Air Force and the RAf were ins!
absolute air priority to the northern sector. Rundstedt’s lead
faced only light resistance from the mostly second line French
Ardennes and were able to reach the Meuse in force and on s¢
Allies were totally aware of the threat.
It is at this point that the uniquely German combination
brilliance and tactical flexibility would decide the outco
campaign. The French High Command, which now belatedly i
real German intention, began to move reinforcements toward |
sector confident that the Germans would not attempt a crossing b
artillery forces and ammunition were brought forward. The ling
was eminently defensible and the High Command was confid
two to three days it would take the Germans to bring up the
the river line would be made impregnable. The doctrine of the
would once again be proven as it had so often in World War
for the High Command, Guderian had no intention of waitin
anything else. Using his tanks, firing at point blank range fo
and carefully pre-planned support by the Luftwaffe, his infantry
across the river immediately while combat engineers worked
ferry a few vital tanks across, then to build the bridges that
divisions to cross in strength. Within 48 hours the bulk of the Pa
their supporting motorized infantry was across the Meuse, re-fu
and ready to advance again--this time over open country beauti
armored operations. :
While in a strict sense the German crossing of the
tactical achievement, it presented the French High Command
nasty operational and strategic dilemma. Those powerful Ge
west of the Meuse had several options all of which presented
the defenders. First and most obviously they could drive stra
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, communication, and administrative heart of the French
as well as the nation’s capital. A second option would be to
st into the rear of the Maginot Line, trapping the 44 divisions
tem and effectively laying bare France’s eastern defenses. The
d be to drive west and north toward the channel to cut off the
h divisions facing von Bock in Belgium.

ristically both Gamelin and the French Generals of the front
junter what they viewed as the greater threats while
empting to restore an "unbroken” defensive line. Huntzinger
nd Army to build a "shoulder” in the South against the
1an attack or what would otherwise be the open flank of the
At the same time Corap’s Ninth Army was peeling back from
otect against the anticipated drive toward Paris. Between the
th French Armies there now opened a gap of some eighty
gh which Guderian’s tanks now poured out toward the Channel
5 intended. "’

s still some serious fighting and high drama ahead. Dunkirk
e of France had yet to take place. But for all intents and
mpaign was over as soon as the now united ten Panzer divisions
sembly point at Sedan and began their drive to the coast. At
t operational concept envisioned by Manstein weeks before
ed. The rest was mere detail.
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