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9: 
Flight

Bulson, 13–14 May 1940

(See Map 5. Also Maps 4 and 6)

The French gunner who fled before his girlfriend arrived from Paris was not the only soldier who deserted his position in the Sedan sector during the evening of 13 May. He might even have been a participant in what a post-mortem report referred to as the ‘unexpected and unpleasant incident’ that occurred at 6 p.m.1

The incident was observed by staff officers standing outside the French 55 Division’s headquarters, situated near the Bulson to Chémery road, at Fond Dagot (see the number 6 linked with caption 6 on Map 5, pp. 516–17).2 They were astonished to see a column of fleeing soldiers, who, all of a sudden, poured out of Bulson and headed south, away from the Germans. According to the writer of the report:

They speed past, with clusters of men hanging on to the vehicles like grapes. They are panic-stricken, and shout that the enemy and their tanks have just arrived at Bulson. Some of these fugitives are completely out of control, and fire their guns in all directions. Shots whistle through the branches [of the trees] at the very moment when General [Pierre] Lafontaine [commander of 55 Division] comes out of his headquarters on hearing the commotion… Most of the fugitives have no weapons, and many of them are clutching suitcases.3


Some of the fugitives were approached and interviewed. Most were gunners who had been in position between Bulson and Haraucourt.4 They all claimed that German armoured vehicles or tanks had been just 250 metres away when they had left Bulson, and would have captured them had they not fled.5 The long procession of fleeing men was only stopped after vans and lorries had been driven into the road to create a barrier. This was reinforced by Lafontaine’s infantry commander, Colonel Fernand Chaligne, who stood in front of the roadblock brandishing his pistol.6 While the men were rounded up into groups to defend the area around the divisional headquarters, in case the Germans really were in Bulson, the artillery officers who had also retreated merely watched without offering any assistance. They included Lieutenant-Colonel Dourzal, who was supposed to be in charge of the heavy artillery around Bulson: he walked up and down with his hands behind his back.7

Fortunately, all the men obeyed the commands of their general and his colonel, and at around 7 p.m., when no Germans, let alone any German tanks, had appeared over the horizon, and after a report had arrived from the infantry commander in charge of the area to the north of Bulson that confirmed all was relatively quiet on the road leading from Chaumont to Bulson, these gunners, who just an hour before had run for their lives, made their way somewhat shamefacedly back to their positions.8

Lafontaine and Chaligne must have hoped they had nipped the panic in the bud. But men all over the countryside at the back of 55 Division were fleeing from these same phantom tanks, tanks that so many reported but which no one had actually seen. Shortly before the incident south of Bulson, a French infantry captain witnessed a similar scene at Maisoncelle. He reported seeing:

A wave of lorries, cars, cyclists, motorbicyclists, horse riders, artillery vehicles, as well as troops on foot without any weapons, pass at top speed down the main road, coming from Raucourt and Bulson, and moving towards Artaise and Chémery.9 I alert my men on sentry duty. The crowd is so thick at the crossroads by the western exit from the village that I order all my sections to leave, so they can be protected from this defeatist atmosphere… This panic has been caused by a lieutenant engineer, or someone who claimed to be a lieutenant engineer, mounted on a side car, who shouted out again and again in the middle of the crowd which surrounded him: ‘Save your lives. They are coming! They are chasing us from Bulson.’10


An almost identical scenario was observed at Vendresse, three and a half miles west of Chémery, where an officer reported having seen an artillery captain mounted on the running-board of a lorry, shouting to anyone he passed, ‘Run! The Boches are coming!’11 Echoes of this incident reached General Huntziger’s ears at the 2nd Army’s headquarters in Senuc at around 9 p.m. that night.12 According to a witness who was present when the report was made, Huntziger treated the men who made the claims as if they were liars, and pointed out that they appeared to have mistaken the French 7th Tank Battalion, which was moving up to assist 55 Division, for the enemy.13

The anarchic scenes were not confined to villages and towns immediately behind 55 Division’s front line. Colonel Sarin, a military policeman attached to 55 Division, was amazed to discover how far south the panicking soldiers had fled. He has described how, on the way from Grandpré to Buzancy on 13–14 May, he tried to shunt a lorry off the road and was nearly lynched:

When I intervened, one of these men, a colossus – who had seen my adjutant’s, my driver’s and my uniform – advanced towards me, waving his gun high over his head so that he could hit me with its butt. ‘You bastard!’ he said to me. I took out my pistol. But one of his men, whom I heard referred to as ‘My adjutant’, placed himself between us, and said: ‘Leave him. We’re all going to end up being put in prison.’ Meanwhile, a large crowd which had gathered around us… let me know what they intended to do. ‘Kill him!’ some of them shouted, pointing at me. Any resistance would have been hopeless, and would only have resulted in a one-sided massacre.


A bloody end to the incident was only avoided because Sarin and his men, realizing that discretion was the better part of valour, ran away from those threatening them, and made good their escape.14

The next day Sarin witnessed more anarchy: at Vouziers, he saw soldiers going on the rampage.15 They began by stealing food, sometimes from homes still inhabited by their owners. But then events spiralled out of control, with the men indulging in an orgy of destruction. They smashed absent householders’ furniture, crockery and works of art, and tore up their precious photographs before defecating and urinating on the beds, where they had fallen asleep after finding nothing else to destroy.

Notwithstanding all this mayhem and hysteria, it is now generally agreed that there were no German tanks on the French side of the Meuse during the early evening of 13–14 May when the trouble behind the front line started. That is not to say that no German armour was seen. It is just possible that the vehicles which had caused such terror were German armoured cars: after the campaign, a repatriated French prisoner reported that at one point during the evening some of these vehicles were spotted crossing the river on rafts.16 It seems unlikely this was before the 6 p.m. panic at Fond Dagot. When the captured commander of Blockhouse 103 was taken across the river on a pontoon pulled by a boat at 7 p.m., there was not a tank or armoured car to be seen.17 The first reliable sighting of a tank on the French side of the river appears to have been that made by a Lieutenant David of the 147th Fortress Infantry Regiment who saw twenty panzers between Glaire and Bellevue before he was taken over the river on a bridge at 8.30 p.m.18 Even then they do not appear to have advanced to the south. At about 10 p.m. the chief of staff of one of 55 Division’s infantry regiments assured General Lafontaine that he had not seen any of ‘these phantom tanks’ by the time he left Chaumont between 8 and 8.30 p.m.19

So who was responsible for the rout, given this verdict? It seems that the panic may have had its genesis in a report made by an artillery commander at 5.30 p.m. on 13 May. According to this report, German armoured vehicles were patrolling several hundred metres away from his headquarters south of Chaumont.20 This intelligence was quickly demonstrated to be wrong after it had been checked with the officer commanding the Frénois district, whose headquarters were in Chaumont.21 But the French gunners in the area appear not to have believed the denial, and continued to experience a malaise concerning their security.

An hour later a similar message reached Lieutenant-Colonel Dourzal, the sector’s heavy-artillery commander, at his headquarters in Bulson.22 He was told that guns – possibly attached to tanks – had been heard firing 400 to 500 metres from the artillery batteries deployed at Chaumont.23 Dourzal’s reaction to this disturbing message was to be critical. If he had done his duty, and had coolly checked whether German tanks really were in the vicinity, the chain of events that led to disaster might have been broken there and then. Instead, he inflamed the situation by telephoning Colonel Poncelet, his superior officer based at Flaba, to tell him a battle was being fought 500 metres from his headquarters.24 He then sought permission to retreat. On being asked whether he could confirm that the firing was German, he confirmed it was. Shortly afterwards, another officer in Dourzal’s headquarters rang Colonel Poncelet to say that they were about to be surrounded.25 This latter report appears to have been provoked by a report from a French motorcyclist who at 6.55 p.m. told someone in Dourzal’s headquarters that there were tanks in the woods near Bulson, and they should get out while they could.26 On hearing all this from officers he trusted, Colonel Poncelet readily agreed that Dourzal and his artillery should retreat.

Poncelet, who was X Corps’ heavy artillery commander, subsequently moved out of his own headquarters without warning Dourzal and, on his way south, he repeated what Dourzal had told him to the officer in charge of the artillery with the neighbouring 3 North African Division, adding that by the time he left Flaba, the tanks had arrived there too.27 Poncelet’s move extended the depth of the rout. Later that night when Dourzal arrived at the Flaba headquarters, he found them empty, and continued south – that is, away from the position where, given that there were in fact no German tanks near Bulson, he should have been holding the line. He only halted at around 5 a.m. the next morning when he bumped into Colonel Poncelet. Poncelet had been told by the head of X Corps’ artillery based at La Berlière to return to his position at Flaba, given that the intelligence he had received was wrong.28 But by then the rout was in full flow, and it was too late to stop it.

Since German stormtroopers and sappers were already taking control of the French side of the River Meuse before the French artillery began to flee, it seems unlikely that the Bulson incident affected the outcome of the German attempt to establish a bridgehead across the river. However, there is little doubt that the clogging up of the roads behind the front line, and the slowing down of the movements of the 2nd Army’s reserves – exacerbated by their commanders’ fear that they might be ambushed if German tanks really were approaching – played a crucial role in hampering the French attempts to counter-attack.

These difficulties were aggravated a hundred times by the style of French leadership. The soldier who should have had most influence on the way in which the first counter-attack was mounted was X Corps’ commander General Grandsard, who had direct control over the divisions in the Sedan sector. He was a general of the old school, who had not understood that French strategy must change in line with Guderian’s new mobile tactics. It was this failure to move with the times that persuaded him on 13 May to conclude that it would take the Germans several days to mount a serious attack on the Meuse.29 He later claimed that his analysis would have been different had he realized the Germans would have air superiority during the attack.30 The Luftwaffe’s support enabled Guderian’s panzer divisions to proceed without the artillery that they would otherwise have needed to pound the French into submission.

Although General Huntziger was partly to blame for not sending the French 71 Division up to the Sedan front in time, Grandsard’s complacent acquiescence with the 2nd Army commander’s slow reaction to the German attack made him equally responsible. Also, no one but Grandsard could be blamed for his decision to base his headquarters at La Berlière, some twelve miles to the south of the front line at Sedan. This, combined with the fact that he allowed his subordinates to believe they must report back to him before taking any important decisions, was to put French troops at a serious disadvantage in comparison with those fighting under his opposite number in the German hierarchy.

General Guderian, the German XIX Corps commander with responsibility for the attack at Sedan, took enormous risks during the battle to be with, or near, his soldiers at the front. He was nearly killed or captured at least twice as the Germans approached the Meuse. A French shell had narrowly missed him at Bouillon, north of the river, and while he was flying near the front line, the pilot had lost his way and had flown over the French positions in a slow, unarmed Fieseler-Storch plane, a situation that might well have enabled French gunners to shoot down and capture not only the new German attack plan, but their general as well.31

But keeping up with the troops brought with it important advantages. Apart from anything else, the presence of the general near the front line boosted his men’s morale and was reassuring. Schützenregiment 1’s Lieutenant Colonel Balck seems to have been very glad to see him when he insisted on crossing the Meuse on one of the first boats. Balck greeted him with the words, ‘Joyriding in canoes on the Meuse is forbidden’, referring to an earlier pep talk delivered by Guderian stating that crossing the Meuse would be no picnic.32 There was another valid reason for Guderian’s stance. It meant that whenever there was a hitch, his subordinates could seek his advice straight away.

The need to refer back to Guderian was, however, limited by the entrepreneurial culture he fostered: German officers were expected to make up their own minds on how to achieve the objectives Guderian set, and how to act in a crisis. An example of this occurred during the evening of 15 May. The men in Schützenregiment 1 were wilting, following some of the hardest fighting of the campaign at La Horgne, two miles north-east of Bouvellemont, when, notwithstanding opposition from his officers, Balck ordered them to take Bouvellemont itself. Bouvellemont is fourteen miles south-west of Sedan. Balck later described his response to his officers’ opposition in the following terms: ‘It was one of those situations where whatever orders were given, the men would not obey them. So I said, “If you don’t want to advance, I will take the village by myself,” and I set off towards Bouvellemont… I had walked… 100 metres. Then everyone got moving. Men and officers who, seconds before, could not carry on, caught up.’ Balck’s persistence was rewarded with the capturing of the village without a bullet being fired.33 Guderian was too modest to claim that his guiding principles inspired Balck, but whether or not they did, it is likely that some of the entrepreneurial spirit advocated by Guderian filtered down to at least some of the small groups of men who made the initial breakthrough.

Knowing how important it was to act quickly, given the rapid response rate of the Germans, it is almost painful to read about the slow build-up of the French counter-attack. Crucially, Grandsard had failed to impress upon the commanders of his reserves that they must be ready to move at a moment’s notice. As a result, although he gave his first order between 2.45 and 3.15 p.m. on 13 May – that is, before he even knew that any Germans had crossed the Meuse – telling the 213th Infantry Regiment to advance to a position around Bulson, there were extraordinary delays before it was put into effect.34 It took over an hour for the written order to travel from Grandsard’s headquarters at La Berlière to the 213th Regiment’s headquarters at Chémery, another hour for Lieutenant-Colonel Pierre Labarthe, the regiment’s commander, to call in his three battalion commanders from the surrounding countryside where their men were deployed, and another ninety minutes before these same commanders could get their men on the move after returning to their battalions.35 Consequently it was around 7 p.m. before the regiment was even ready for action.

If only Grandsard had been present once these French troops began their march northwards, he could have insisted that they continued to advance despite the news passed to Labarthe by a staff officer from 55 Division that German vehicles armed with machine-guns were advancing from Chaumont to Bulson. He might also have told Labarthe that the long line of French vehicles heading south out of Chémery during the night of 13–14 May were relying on incorrect rumours. As it was, in Grandsard’s absence, Labarthe was persuaded that the march should be suspended until he had a clearer picture.36

Similar reasons held up the advance of the three other units within Grandsard’s reserves: the 205th Infantry Regiment, and the 4th and 7th Tank Battalions, whose commanders had also been ordered to go with their men up to the Bulson line. (The delays are explained in note 37.)37 Grandsard only heard about the delays at his headquarters between 9 and 10 p.m. on 13 May, when a X Corps staff officer made it back from Chémery after an excruciating journey through crowds of fleeing French soldiers.38 The delays might not have been fatal, had Grandsard been able to telephone 55 Division’s commander, Lafontaine. Unfortunately when Lafontaine asked permission to move his headquarters back from Bulson to Chémery, so that, as ordered by Grandsard, he could command the counter-attack, Grandsard had not mentioned that Lafontaine should maintain the telephone connection between La Berlière and the old headquarters until another had been established with the new headquarters. Lafontaine failed to take this basic precaution on his own initiative. Because of the omission the telephone equipment at the Fond Dagot headquarters was dismantled and, at this critical time, Grandsard’s only contact with Lafontaine was by messenger, a slow method of communication, given the congested roads.

Even at this late stage, the French could have advanced in time and secured the Bulson heights if Lafontaine had been decisive. Admittedly, he had a difficult decision to make. The commander of the 7th Tank Battalion, who had arrived in Chémery at around 10.30 p.m. on 13 May, had told him that his tanks would probably not arrive before 6 a.m. the next morning. His excuse was that the roads were still full of retreating soldiers and vehicles. Also, Lafontaine had no idea where 205th Infantry Regiment and the 4th Tank Battalion had harboured for the night. This led him to wonder whether he had enough troops and equipment to hold back the Germans at Bulson.39 Although at around 10 p.m. he was assured by an officer who had been at Chaumont that not one German tank had been sighted there prior to the officer’s departure shortly after 8 p.m., Lafontaine’s position was made still more difficult by another depressing report.40 At 1 a.m. on 14 May, Colonel Chaligne warned him that the troops north of Bulson were not strong enough to hold back the Germans without the support of the 213th Regiment.41 This must have led him to fear that if he ordered his infantry to advance during the night, they really might meet German tanks.

Nevertheless, a more pugnacious character might have seized the opportunity to advance to the Bulson line in the knowledge that his troops might at least stall the Germans until reinforcements arrived – and perhaps Lafontaine would have acted in this way, had he been told that the 3ième Division Cuirassée (the 3rd Armoured Division) had been ordered to come to the rescue. Grandsard, who was given this welcome news during the early hours of 14 May, does not appear to have passed it on to Lafontaine.42 But Lafontaine was not feeling bullish on the night of 13–14 May. Whereas a German in Guderian’s corps, faced with similar choices, might have realized that his commander would expect him to give the offensive option a chance, Lafontaine appears to have been guided by the French practice, which required an officer to check with his superior before attempting anything risky. So it was that Lafontaine, rather than charging forward towards the Germans while he still could, left Chémery at around 2 a.m., and drove southward, away from the enemy, in an attempt to reach General Grandsard at La Berlière.

Perhaps if the roads had been clear, his action would not have seemed so ill advised. But the roads were far from being clear. After being held up by numerous traffic jams, his progress was finally halted altogether near Stonne by mines that had been placed across the road and by French soldiers who, not realizing that he was on their side, fired at his car. By 3 a.m. he was back at Chémery and, once there, he merely carried on waiting.43

In the meantime, General Grandsard, who had been left wondering whether the Germans were about to emerge from Bulson, finally spoke to one of his commanders on the telephone. Colonel Chaligne, whose telephone at Fond Dagot had been connected, rang at 2.15 a.m. on 14 May to tell Grandsard that his men were still holding the line to the north of Bulson.44 This enabled Grandsard to order that the counterattack should go ahead at dawn, and that Chaligne should take charge of it if Lafontaine failed to return in time.

During the telephone conversation, the first intimation that 55 Division was to counter-attack, Grandsard told Chaligne that his written orders were already on their way to the division’s headquarters at Chémery. That prompted Chaligne to drive there with his verbal version. Both arrived at around 4 a.m., and it was only then, more than twelve hours after Grandsard had first ordered his reserves to advance, that Lafontaine finally sat down to work out the details of the counterattack.45 It was 5.30 a.m. before the final written order was handed to Lieutenant-Colonel Labarthe.46 He was, if anything, even less keen on the attack than General Lafontaine. On being handed the order, Labarthe commented that he and his men were being sent on a ‘suicide mission’.47 However, at 6.30 a.m. his troops began at last to move towards Bulson and Connage, to be followed a quarter of an hour later by the tanks that were to support each of the 213th Regiment’s three battalions.48

The rapid German response to the threat posed by the counter-attack only serves to underline the slowness of the French. At 6.50 a.m. on 14 May, intelligence from a reconnaissance plane told Lieutenant-General Friedrich Kirchner, commander of the 1st Panzer Division, that the French counter-attack, consisting of tanks and infantry, was forming up.49 Shortly after 7 a.m., the first German tanks set out to meet the French armour. In other words, the Germans began their own counterattack within ten minutes of identifying their target, whereas it had taken the French more than twelve hours to launch their troops into the attack. At the time Kirchner was inside the bridgehead on the French side of the Meuse, and therefore could send his tanks to attack the French as they rolled off the bridge spanning the river at Gaulier. He was supported by Guderian, who, on visiting the bridge, had ruled that tanks should be sent across before any other vehicles.50

The first group of German tanks consisted of one company commanded by a Lieutenant Heinrich Krajewski. His report, describing as it does how close the French came to winning the race to capture the heights south-west of Bulson, highlights the importance of moving quickly:

Carefully we drive through Bulson, which is not occupied by the enemy, and drive slowly up the heights, one hundred metres south-west of the village. As soon as the first vehicles reach the top, we come under heavy fire. Two of our tanks are hit by an anti-tank gun and burn… One of the fires is extinguished… I stand twenty metres behind the burning tank with shells flying all around me, and try in vain to see where the enemy is hiding… Wild thoughts cross my mind. Two of my tanks have already been destroyed… Should I go back to the division to report the attack? But if we go, we would be leaving the infantry behind to face the tank attack alone. So I decide to carry on.


Krajewski’s account records the evasive action he took as the French carried on firing:

I run towards my company with my arms spread wide. My men understand what I want them to do, and fan out on the right side of the road. The French tanks have to climb up a steep hill, and already the first of these tanks appears on the edge of the hill. The fight against them starts 300 to 400 metres away. I run back to my tank, climb into it and give orders to shoot. But my tank is hit. Its gun is out of action. We are being overcome. I jump down, and run to the next tank. It has already been hit, and is also out of action. One of the other vehicles is also out of the fight. The nearest tank to me is 400 metres away. I cannot reach it, so I hide in the grass and watch the battle which now involves just three of our tanks…

These tanks shoot one tank after another, but these last parts of my company are not strong enough to cope with the enemy which is growing stronger all the time. My tanks must be short of ammunition already. Suddenly I realize that two of our remaining tanks are out of action after being hit. There is only one left… It must run out of ammunition any minute. Then all of a sudden everything changes. I suddenly see numerous shells exploding near the enemy… I look around, and behind a trench I see the cannon and turret of a German tank. I sigh with relief. The reinforcements have arrived just in time.51


What Krajewski had seen was the arrival of the next batch of tanks that had driven to the rescue immediately after crossing the Gaulier bridge over the Meuse. Minutes later, the French tanks were retreating, and the French infantry, who must have had such high hopes of victory after the Germans’ initial losses, had to watch the sad spectacle of their countrymen in flight once again, this time pursued by real tanks spitting fire.

Thus did the German panzers deal with the eastern arm of the French counter-attack. Meanwhile the 1st Panzer Division’s General Kirchner had ensured that the western arm was obstructed by a thin line of anti-tank guns. Reports written after the action by Lieutenant Beck-Broichsitter, commander of an anti-tank platoon attached to the Grossdeutschland regiment, suggest that if his six-gun platoon had not been intercepted by Kirchner at one of the crossroads on the French side of the Meuse as it travelled south, and diverted to the south-west, the French tanks they encountered to the east of Connage would have been minutes away from the German bridge over the Meuse with no opposition in their path apart from infantry.

Lieutenant Beck-Broichsitter has described how his men spotted the French tanks as they emerged from a wood 800 metres away to their right.

They push through the willow trees as if they are big game coming out of the forest. Everyone has to be very disciplined, and we have to hold our fire, or we will reveal where we are hiding. Somehow everyone stays calm, and this gives us a sort of inner superiority. One of our comrades even takes out his camera and takes a picture before putting it away again. We count at least eight tanks. We can now hear their engines and the clanking of their chain tracks. They are moving directly towards us. They are 350 metres away. One of the platoon leaders happens to look at me. I nod. Fire! A flame shoots up out of one of the tanks. Another tank turns in circles. The next tank stops but carries on firing. From another tank smoke comes up. The next tank is evacuated by its crew.


In spite of their losses, the French tanks carried on attacking, but each time they advanced, they were knocked out by the German gunners. Beck-Broichsitter’s account criticizes the French tactics, which saw them sending in the tanks one at a time, or in small groups: ‘Simultaneous attacks would have been very difficult for us. But attacking in waves in this manner means they lose their courage after seeing their burning comrades.’52

According to Beck-Broichsitter, ‘The gunners usually hit with their first shots. Then they aim at different spots on the tank until they find a weak area which can be penetrated by our shells.’ His admission that the anti-tank guns could not always penetrate the 1.6-inch thick armour of the FCM tanks employed by the 7th Tank Battalion suggests that the German guns might have been even less successful against the French Char B1 bis tanks of the 3rd French Armoured Division, whose armour was almost an inch thicker (see note 53 for tank details).53 The latter would have been counter-attacking during the night of 13–14 May if the French generals had not dithered. Eventually the French attack was beaten off, thanks to anti-tank-gun reinforcements and assistance from more German tanks, which had at last crossed the Meuse, and come up to support the gunners.54

Back at Chémery, Lieutenant-Colonel Labarthe, commander of the 213th Infantry Regiment, was wounded by one of the German tanks he had hoped his comrades would shoot up during the counter-attack. He managed to limp away, hidden in the smoke from some burning petrol cans, which had been hit by a shell that had narrowly missed him.55 His escape was only temporary, however. At 4 p.m., he was captured in the house in Chémery where he had taken refuge.

General Grandsard’s fate, and that of the commanders of the heavy artillery and two of the divisions under his control, was just as ignominious. General Lafontaine, having seen his 55 Division melt away under the onslaught, evaded the Germans, only to be relieved of his command two days later. General Joseph Baudet, commander of 71 Division who, during the Bulson incident, had taken even the French practice of keeping well clear of the front line to extreme lengths by abandoning his headquarters and fleeing many miles to the south, also lost his job, after his division, deprived of its leader, failed to fight to the finish.56

As for Colonel Poncelet, he was inconsolable. Having realized that the steps he and his officers had taken fell well short of the standard expected of a French officer, he made his report, then committed suicide on 24 May.57 These events resulted in Grandsard being left in command of a mere shell, consisting of just one division. It was taken out of his hands and passed to General Jean Flavigny, the man who, because he had also been handed the 3rd Armoured Division, represented the last French hope of stopping the panzers before they left their bridgehead at Sedan, and driving them back over the Meuse.58









10: 
Battle of the Bulge

Mont Dieu, Sedan, Flavion, 14–15 May 1940

(See Map 5. Also Map 1)

On that dreadful night of 13–14 May, when General Doumenc found General Georges weeping at Château des Bondons, the first step Doumenc took to resolve the crisis was to order the three French armoured divisions to come to the rescue. Had these units been able to counter-attack swiftly, there was every chance that the German tide could have been turned. If, for example, General Flavigny had been able to order the French 3rd Armoured Division to mount its counter-attack alongside Lieutenant-Colonel Labarthe during the early hours of 14 May, it is just possible that the bulge in the French line at Sedan would have been substantially diminished, if not wiped out entirely, by the end of that day.

On paper at least the 3rd Armoured Division was formidable. Its 160 tanks included seventy of the huge B1 bis models, whose armour was thicker than the thickest armour on the heaviest German tank. (The most vulnerable areas on a Char B1 bis were protected by armour that was 2.4 inches thick while the armour on a Panzer 4 was nowhere in excess of two inches thick.)1 B1 bis tanks also carried not just one, but two powerful cannons: a 47mm gun in the turret, and a 75mm monster in the hull, in addition to its two machine-guns. That made the Char B1 bis the pride of the French Army.

But at 4 a.m. on 14 May, when Flavigny met General Antoine Brocard, the Armoured Division’s commander, to plan the counterattack, he was shocked to discover that the tanks were not only not ready to start advancing immediately, but they would not be ready for another twelve hours. They could not even be expected in their first assembly area at Le Chesne, fifteen miles south-west of Sedan, until 6 a.m. It would then take around six hours to fill them with petrol, another two to move the five miles to their positions to the north of the Mont Dieu forest, and two more hours to refuel them again.2 In short, they would not move forward from the designated counter-attack start line until 4 p.m.3 It is no wonder that General Georges, who had already committed the 1st and 2nd French Armoured Divisions and General Prioux’s Cavalry Corps to the northern arm of the German attack, in the mistaken belief that the main thrust was in the north, burst into tears of despair after hearing about the Sedan breakthrough in the south (see Chapter 1). So, how had this unexpected delay come about?

If the French high command had been doing their job, they would at the very least have concentrated their 3rd Armoured Division as soon as the German attack commenced, and might even have moved it to within striking distance of one section of the front line so that it could be ready to advance at a moment’s notice. This was particularly important, given General Georges’ concern about the sparse reserves. However, as late as 12 May, the division was still in the Rheims area, its tanks dispersed over fifteen miles of countryside. When the order was given to move to Le Chesne during the late afternoon of 12 May, General Brocard worked out that the tanks could not be assembled there until two days later.4

Gamelin’s and Georges’ failure to marshal their forces represented a dereliction of duty and led to a stand-off between Flavigny and Brocard when they met at 4 a.m. on 14 May at the 2nd Army’s headquarters in the village of Senuc.5 Flavigny refused to accept that the tanks could not be made ready more rapidly, while Brocard believed that Flavigny’s expectations were unrealistic. Their simmering disagreement was brought to a head by Flavigny’s demand that the tanks should be ready by 11 a.m. After Brocard had explained why that was impossible, Flavigny reluctantly agreed to delay the advance until after midday but told Brocard to stop making excuses and to comply with his instructions.6

To understand what happened next, it is important to take into account Flavigny’s personality and his frame of mind during the afternoon of 14 May, as he attempted to carry out his mission. At about 10 p.m. the previous night General Huntziger had ordered him to hold the 2nd Army’s back-up line, north of the forest of Mont Dieu, between Stonne and the Canal des Ardennes, then to advance towards Sedan to recapture the lost ground.7 The 5ième Division Légère de Cavalerie, also under Flavigny’s command, was to advance with the counter-attack on the west side of the Canal des Ardennes, at the same time holding the bridges over the canal so that the Germans could not break out to the west. The infantry element of the counter-attack was to be provided by the 3ième Division Motorisée, whose troops on 13 May were in and around Briquenay, Thénorgues, Savigny-sur-Aisne and Monthois, the latter, the furthest south, being nineteen miles south-west of Mont Dieu.8 Even as he was being given these orders, Flavigny had felt uncomfortable. From the moment on 12 May when he had first heard that the French cavalry had retired across the Meuse, he had sensed that something was wrong. ‘The resistance offered appeared rather short,’ he noted later in his report.9 The report also records his anxiety concerning the troops placed at his disposal: ‘Was it possible to pull off the second part of my mission [the counter-attack] with such weak forces and with infantry which had to move more than 40 kilometres? I realized that war was not always straightforward, and I would have some ups and downs, but I never dreamed that with just a few officers, without services or communications, I would be asked to lead an army corps into battle with the assistance which was less than is normally allocated to the commander of a battalion.’10

During the early hours of 14 May, he caught up with the 3ième Division Motorisée, which was moving to the front to assist with the counter-attack, and was so struck by the order and discipline of the troops that, as he wrote later, ‘My hopes were raised.’ But they were soon dashed by the long lines of French soldiers fleeing in the opposite direction, and by the demoralizing and demoralized reports from 3 Division’s officers, who told him that German tanks were already on the way from Chémery to Tannay, and were unstoppable because French anti-tank guns could not penetrate their armour.11 Flavigny was himself forced to take cover on several occasions from German air attacks targeting the area south of Chémery as well as the front line.12

By the time he arrived at Les Alleux, where he discovered that the 3rd Armoured Division’s tanks had still not arrived at the counterattack’s start line, he was already in a very negative, even defeatist, frame of mind. He tore a strip off Brocard for the delay, and demanded to know why the tanks were so late. His frustration was not assuaged by more of General Brocard’s excuses. According to Brocard, the division could not be expected to operate like an experienced well-trained unit: its men had not completed their training programme; the division had rudimentary radio communications; some of the tank gunners had had little practice in firing the guns; and there were no personnel attached who could repair the tanks quickly when they broke down.

All of these factors contributed to what Flavigny did next. Even though the French high command was relying on him to send in the tanks immediately, and in spite of the fact that the armoured division might never have a better chance to thwart the German attack, he decided that it would be unsafe to proceed into battle during the late afternoon and early evening. His conviction that this was so can only have been strengthened by the knowledge that if he ordered the tanks to advance, they would come up against the same panzers that had repulsed, and eventually decimated, the 7th Tank Battalion that morning. When Brocard protested that the time of day should not make a difference because the evenings remained light until late, Flavigny ignored him. The attack was called off. Flavigny then exacerbated what has generally been seen as his mistake by ordering the tanks to take up defensive positions across the front in the area to be covered by his corps. They were to act as ‘corks’, bottling up German attempts to advance down all the main roads over a twelve-mile area.13 This was how he interpreted Huntziger’s order that he must block the German advance, and counter-attack. The only problem was that his blocking made it impossible to mount a quick counter-attack the next morning.

By the early hours of 15 May when Huntziger, urged on by a frustrated General Georges, told Flavigny to get on with the counter-attack, some of the tanks had been sucked into local battles at the positions allocated to them the night before. Thus, at 9 a.m. when Flavigny summoned Brocard to his Senuc headquarters to tell him the attack must get under way at 1 p.m., he was told that fewer Char B1 bis tanks were available for action than there had been the night before – twenty-seven compared with sixty-two – and that it would be impossible to assemble even this number by his deadline.14 Some of the twenty-seven needed petrol, a repetition of the problem that had infuriated Flavigny the day before. The only difference this time was that the delay had resulted from his own orders. Others had been caught up in the fighting at Stonne, and it would take time to extricate them from the battle.

Flavigny was forced to agree that the attack could not take place until 3 p.m. His report describes what happened as the second deadline approached:

You can imagine my astonishment when at 14.30 the general commanding the 3ième Division Motorisée [General Paul Bertin-Boussu] and the commander of the Armoured Division’s tank brigade walked into my office. ‘The attack cannot start at 1500 hours,’ the former said to me, ‘because the tanks have not been able to take on supplies. There are only eight [Char B1 bis] tanks available.’ I replied sharply: ‘You have an order. Carry it out. You have twenty Hotchkiss tanks [lighter H39 tanks whose 37mm guns were no match for those on the Char B1 bis].15 Attack with them.’16


But by this time, Flavigny’s authority appears to have evaporated. Notwithstanding his orders, the counter-attack was adjourned once more, and was finally called off at 5.15 p.m.

Worse still, the commander of one of the heavy tank companies had moved his tanks forward before he heard that the order had been rescinded. By that time two more tanks had been put out of action by German anti-tank guns, and all the other tanks in the company had been damaged. The company commander was missing.17 It was a sorry end to what had seemed the best chance to cut off the German panzers as they advanced out of the bridgehead towards the west.

The 3rd Armoured Division was not the only force called upon to attack the Germans in their Sedan bridgehead. On the night of 13 – 14 May, General François d’Astier de la Vigerie, Commander-in-Chief of Forces Aériennes de la Zone d’Opérations Nord (ZOAN), met up with Air Marshal Arthur Barratt in Chauny, and asked him if his planes could bomb the bridges over the Meuse in the area around Sedan.18 At first Barratt, no doubt remembering how he had been reined in twenty-four hours earlier by Air Marshal Sir Cyril Newall after the attacks on 12 May, demurred. But, as d’Astier de la Vigerie recalled after the war, when he quoted the words of General Billotte, ‘Victory or defeat is passing over those bridges’, Barratt’s hard-boiled exterior softened. ‘I will send six Battles at dawn,’ he told d’Astier de la Vigerie. ‘Let me have the targets.’ But when d’Astier de la Vigerie asked Barratt to let him see the British pilots’ reports on their return, Barratt replied pessimistically, ‘There won’t be any reports since none of them will return.’19

The number of planes Barratt was prepared to risk over Sedan was dramatically increased during the afternoon of 14 May, after all of those used during the first early-morning flight returned safely.20 No fewer than seventy-one bombers were sent to attack the German bridges and columns. No one who witnessed the performance of the AASF could have called into question the British pilots’ bravery, as time and again their diving attacks were met with a hail of anti-aircraft fire, and plane after plane was shot down. However, their success rate was less clear-cut. Although General Georges congratulated the British aviators on slowing the German advance, there was no confirmation that they had destroyed any German bridges over the Meuse.21

An interesting insight into what it was like to be in a British air crew over the Meuse on that day has been provided by Len Clarke, a twenty-one-year-old wireless-operator air-gunner in 12 Squadron, whose plane was among the first wave sent in during the afternoon. At 3 p.m. Clarke, along with all surviving members of 12 Squadron, was called into the operations hut near the Amifontaine airfield and told the situation was ‘critical’. His flight’s mission was to bomb one of the bridges erected by the Germans over the Meuse near Donchery. After the meeting large brown envelopes were handed round into which the crews were to put their personal belongings. They would be handed to their next of kin if they did not return. Clarke held on to his watch, cigarettes and lighter. He also retained a crucifix he had been given on the outbreak of war by a friend, who had told him to keep it with him at all times. It was a kind of lucky charm.

The squadron’s five planes took off at about 3.30 p.m., and minutes later the three Fairey Battles within Flight A reached the Meuse.22 As Clarke’s plane, flown by Sergeant Reg Winkler, and two other Fairey Battles approached their target, Clarke was puzzled to observe the German fighters pursuing them turning away. He soon realized why as the plane was buffeted by flak. ‘For the first time I was really frightened,’ Clarke wrote. The flak made an eerie sound as it hit the plane. It was the rattling sound of stones being dropped into a tin can, and there were a lot of stones being dropped. It was not just the noise that was unnerving. While looking around for German fighters, Clarke saw the Fairey Battle on their right drop its bombs, then dive, trailing smoke. ‘Well, we can’t hang around for him,’ said Winkler, and added, ‘Hang on, chaps, here we go.’ Clarke hung on as Winkler, who had almost overshot the target, put the plane into a dive so deep that Clarke was moved to inquire if he was OK. He was relieved when Winkler replied that he was.

Clarke felt the plane shudder as its four bombs were released. Then it swept upwards. Clarke looked down at the bridge and noted that two houses at its eastern end were on fire. Smoke was wafting over the bridge. ‘I think you hit it,’ he told Winkler.

‘Good,’ Winkler replied.

But they were soon being buffeted by flak again, to such an extent that Winkler gave up his attempt to take evasive action. Then Clarke saw debris falling off the plane leading their flight. Seconds later it plunged to the ground. His concern for the crew was abruptly diverted by a loud bang he heard inside their own plane, followed by the sight of flames sweeping into the cockpit from the engine. Clarke watched as Winkler, who had received a flesh wound in his neck, smartly slid back the hood, and attempted to stay clear of the flames by standing up in the cockpit like a jockey riding in a steeplechase. That prompted Clarke to ask if he could control the plane. Winkler’s response was terse. ‘Bale out!’ he shouted. ‘And make it snappy!’

Clarke was the first of the three men to jump, and his account describes what happened next:

I experienced that unique sensation of falling into a bottomless pit before being jerked into silent downward flight. Looking across, I could see the smoke trail left by our aircraft, and two parachutes close to the ground in the distance. Shortly afterwards, I almost dropped into the canal leading from the River Meuse, all my weight going on my right leg, as I hit the canal towpath, my left leg sinking deeply into soft ground…

A German motorcycle combination was fast approaching, and feeling rather ludicrous, I put up my hands as directed by the two Germans holding Tommy guns… I was the first British airman the Germans had encountered… Naturally they regarded me with some curiosity… I had a cut on the back of my head which they bandaged, and I was plied with cigarettes, fruit and some coffee. The English speakers introduced me to that familiar phrase of later days, ‘For you the war is over.’

During this time a Hurricane flew over, and the Germans let rip with their rifles. The pilot, recklessly I thought, did a few aerobatics at low level, for which the Germans cheered, then flew off. Soon after a Fairey Battle… came streaking past at ground level on full boost, smoke pouring from its exhausts. The aircraft showed signs of damage, and the rear position was unmanned. The tanks and other guns opened up, and surrounded the aircraft with shell bursts, but it disappeared over a ridge. A few seconds later a column of smoke shot up into the air, and the sound of an explosion followed. The Germans shrugged and exclaimed: ‘Es ist Krieg.’ [That’s war.]23


The planes Clarke had seen shot down were just a few of the British and French aircraft lost that day. Forty out of the seventy-one British bombers failed to return to their bases, which persuaded Barratt that the Fairey Battle bombers should never again be used for daylight raids, except in the most exceptional circumstances.24

That decision, combined as it was with Flavigny’s failure to send the 3rd Armoured Division into battle, marked the end of the battle for Sedan. During the afternoon of 14 May, Guderian famously asked a 1st Panzer Division staff officer whether he thought the division should head off towards the west or remain on the eastern banks of the Canal des Ardennes, facing south. The staff officer replied, ‘Boot them. Don’t just spatter them,’ meaning that the former option was preferable.25 Guderian evidently agreed, and the 1st and 2nd Panzer Divisions’ commanders were both ordered to turn west to break through the remaining layers of French defences. Although fierce fighting continued at Stonne for several days (described in note 26), the French had been comprehensively defeated.26

But what had happened to the second tumour that had been swelling at Houx ever since the night of 12–13 May? As at Sedan, efforts to cut it off were made by local corps commanders – in this case, 2 Corps’ General Jean Bouffet and XI Corps’ General Martin, whose 5 Division (2 Corps) and 18 Division (XI Corps) were respectively responsible for the fronts to the north and south of the railway bridge near Houx.27 However, once again, French officers demonstrated they were unequal to the task of mounting a quick counter-attack. The result was that XI Corps’ only threat to the German bridgehead on 13 May came from a company of relatively light tanks, which, after several delays, finally attacked that evening. The infantry commander who had been ordered to support them was unable to marshal his forces in time to participate at the start and the tanks’ effort was inconclusive. Lacking the thick protective armour of the heavier tanks in the armoured divisions, and the number of vehicles that might have been on hand had the French high command not been deceived by the matador’s cloak, the available armour captured its first objective, a wood near Grange, but never received the reinforcements that were needed if its second objective, the previous front line along the Meuse, was to be recaptured. (Details of XI Corps’ and 2 Corps’ unsuccessful counter-attacks are in note 28.)28

The second counter-attack, planned by 2 Corps, was also delayed by the French inability to call up infantry quickly. This attack, when it finally went ahead at dawn on 14 May, also succeeded in taking its initial target, the village of Haut-le-Wastia, a mile and a half to the north-west of XI Corps’ counter-attack’s first objective. But by then, the Germans were already pushing XI Corps’ troops further back from the river. In order to fall into line with the retreating troops to the south, 2 Corps’ victorious tanks were ordered to withdraw from the village they had captured before they could drive on to the Meuse.

As if that was not bad enough, a third swelling was growing at Bouvignes, three miles to the south of Haut-le-Wastia. A German crossing was made there at dawn on 13 May, thanks in part to the bravery of infantry in Schützenregiment 7 from Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division, but as at Houx, it was also due to the French failure to bring troops swiftly to the river line from the Franco-Belgian border. Because of this, there were not enough French soldiers in place to secure the western banks of the river, and even if there had been, those available had not been furnished with enough heavy weapons to ensure a sufficiently stout resistance. For example, only twenty-one of the fifty anti-tank guns that 18 Division’s troops were supposed to possess ever made it to the front line.

Nevertheless, as the war diary for the 2nd Battalion, Schützenregiment 7 records, the French gunfire at Bouvignes was so intense that ten and a half hours passed after the initial crossing before other companies within the battalion were able to follow. For several hours after the first crossing, which was made by a twenty-man force, French gunfire sank any boats that the Germans attempted to row across the Meuse. Eighty-seven Germans lost their lives or were wounded during the fighting. Notwithstanding this, the Germans carried on probing as they destroyed more and more French guns until they eventually succeeded in clearing the way for other companies within the battalion to cross.

The almost reckless bravery exhibited by the Germans can be contrasted with the safety-first and ill-thought-out tactics of the French defenders. The 2nd Battalion, Schützenregiment 7 war diary describes how French armour cornered the attackers at 9 p.m. when they were still vulnerable with their backs to the river. Although the Germans retreated to sloping ground where it was difficult for the tanks to operate, there was nothing to stop the French calling up infantry reinforcements and heavier weapons to annihilate the invaders while still in a contained area. Instead, the war diary reports that the French tanks just turned round and left the battlefield, thereby permitting the Germans to consolidate their bridgehead.29 The next day, the resulting bridgehead was extended to include Onhaye, and with tanks as well as German infantry across the river, the French XI Corps’ infantry disintegrated.30 By the end of 14 May, some of the panzers that had been ferried across the river into the bridgehead had reached Anthée, five miles to the west, cutting off XI Corps’ troops to the north from those to the south, and preparing the way for Rommel’s great thrust, which, on the night of 16–17 May, was to take the 7th Panzer Division to the French frontier (see Chapter 11).

The rout of XI Corps was to have disastrous consequences for General Emmanuel Libaud’s XLI Corps, which was still holding the line of the Meuse between the XI Corps’ Dinant sector and X Corps’ Sedan sector.31 At midnight during the night of 14–15 May, Corap telephoned Libaud to instruct him to abandon his front line along the western banks of the Meuse, so that the troops in XLI Corps could stand shoulder to shoulder with XI Corps’ new position further to the west. The 9th Army’s new line stretched from Marcinelle (south of Charleroi) to Signy-l’Abbaye in the south. (It is shown in Map 5 on pp. 516–17.)32 This order appears to have caused the disintegration of the units in XLI Corps, many of which were fortress troops armed with guns that could not easily be transported to a new position.

Corap’s order also appears to have opened the floodgates in so far as General Georg-Hans Reinhardt’s XLI Panzer Corps was concerned. Until the night of 14–15 May, XLI Corps’ 6th Panzer Division had been bottled up within the area enclosed by the loop of the Meuse south of Monthermé.33 The French troops had maintained their line across the neck of the loop, thereby frustrating Reinhardt’s attempts to exploit the crossing of the Meuse that his men had achieved on 13 May.34 At 5 a.m. on 15 May, German flame-throwers finally broke through the French cordon, which, because of the retreat order, was no longer being supplied with ammunition or reinforcements, and the way was opened for the third principal panzer thrust to the west.35 By the end of the day the 6th Panzer Division had reached Montcornet, a staggering thirty-five miles to the south-west, leaving in its wake a trail of destruction every bit as devastating as Rommel’s more celebrated thrust on the night of 16–17 May. The 6th Panzer Division’s breakthrough heralded the beginning of the end for the French 9th Army, which broke up as different units and parts of units retreated to different defence lines. During 15 May, General Corap was relieved of his command and replaced by General Giraud.36

But where was the armoured division that could be used against Rommel? General Georges’ diary shows that on 13 May he had been inclined to send the 1ière Division Cuirassée de Réserve (1st French Armoured Division), which had been harbouring near Charleroi, some thirty miles south-east of Brussels, in case it was needed against the northern arm of the German attack, to Corap’s 9th Army. The 13 May entry in Georges’ diary suggests he would have thus strengthened Corap’s hand if the local counter-attacks ordered by the French XI and 2 Corps had been mounted, and shown to be inadequate, more quickly.37 The next morning Billotte protested that he needed it as his reserve when Georges asked for it to be sent to relieve Corap.38 Half an hour later Billotte relented, and it was agreed that the armoured division should be released to move against Rommel immediately.39

If Georges had been directly in touch with the 1st Armoured Division’s General Marie Bruneau, the tanks could have been given their ‘marching’ orders at 11 a.m. on 14 May. Unfortunately the French command structure did not cater for such a rapid response. It was 1 p.m. before the order was passed to Bruneau via General Blanchard’s 1st Army.40 The armoured division’s progress was further delayed by the crowds of refugees on the roads, and the first heavy Char B1 bis tanks arrived in the area around Flavion at around 8 p.m.41 Bruneau’s initial plan, squared with XI Corps’ General Martin, was to make a thrust towards the Bois de Weillen, one mile to the north of the Dinant to Anthée road, during the evening of 14 May.42 The idea was to take the pressure off Martin’s front line, and to destroy some German tanks in the process.

Martin hoped that at least some of his infantry would hold long enough to be in place to exploit the thrust, but he was to be disappointed. The report by 18 Division’s General Camille Duffet records how, after learning that his men were not standing up to the Germans, Martin exploded: ‘All I ask is that they don’t b— off [as soon as the Germans appear].’43 However, before the evening was over, he realized his troops were on the run to such an extent that his first priority had to be the shoring up of his defences. He therefore issued the order that required Bruneau to cancel the counter-attack so that the 1st Armoured Division could be used to bolster what was to become XI Corps’ portion of the 9th Army’s new Marcinelle to Signy-l’Abbaye defence line. Martin’s portion ran from Jamagne, a mile and a half north-west of Philippeville, down to Forge du Prince, eighteen miles south-west of Givet.44 It was another example of a French general attempting to use the one weapon that might have stopped the German panzers for an inappropriate task. Ironically the effect of Martin’s gaffe was nullified by the communication problems that were making it so hard to reorganize the retreating French forces. Bruneau did not receive the order until after his armour had made contact with the Germans.

However, Bruneau’s plan to counter-attack was hampered by the basic problem built into all the French armoured divisions: the heavy tanks needed refuelling even after relatively short moves, yet the French had not devised a speedy method of achieving this. The Germans overcame their refuelling difficulties by transporting petrol to the front in cans. Once the cans were in the vicinity of the panzer divisions, all the tanks nearby could be refuelled simultaneously on any terrain. The French, on the other hand, had the petrol brought to the front in lorries, which, not being tracked, could not be used over rough ground. Even when the French armour was refuelled on a road, the vehicles’ petrol tanks had to be filled up consecutively rather than simultaneously, which took much longer than the German method. If the tanks harboured on bumpy terrain, the refuelling time was even more protracted. The problem was exacerbated by the fact that the Char B1 bis tanks used up their petrol more quickly than the German panzers.45

General Bruneau had to cope with an additional complication during the night of 14–15 May. In the rush to deploy, contact was not maintained with the petrol tanker lorries, which went missing during the move. Because of this, the plan to send the tanks on to counter-attack near Dinant that day had to be abandoned, and the tanks, which were short of fuel, remained in and around Flavion, their commanders no doubt hoping that the tankers would find them and give them the petrol they needed before the Germans appeared.

The French fuel tankers were finally tracked down at Oret, some five miles north-west of Flavion, at 7 a.m. the next morning, but this was too late for them to be able to replenish the petrol supplies of many of the tanks.46 Shortly after 8 a.m., the French B1 bis tanks to the west of the Ermeton-sur-Biert to Flavion road were discovered by reconnaissance units from Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division, which, by the end of 14 May, had taken control of the area from Dinant to Anthée.47 However, the expected full-on clash between French and German tanks did not take place immediately because Rommel had ordered his tank commanders to avoid being sucked into a time-consuming battle; their first priority was to carry on towards Philippeville. After the first bruising encounter, the French tank crews watched Rommel’s panzers speeding off to the west before they were assaulted by a second wave of tanks from the 5th Panzer Division.

The incomplete records of units involved in the ensuing battle and the limited number of witness statements left behind by participants only permit a snapshot of the fighting near Flavion to be presented. One such account by Sergeant Nökel, a twenty-two-year-old tank commander from the 5th Panzer Division, describes events indicative of what was going on all over the battlefield. His Panzer 3 was ferried across the Meuse at Houx notwithstanding the earlier difficulties in sending tanks across the river: a Panzer 4 tank toppled off its ferry into the river with one member of the tank crew inside. He survived by jumping into the water before the tank sank, but after that incident many of the 5th Panzer Division’s heavy- and medium-weight tanks had to cross at the bridge built in the 7th Panzer Division’s sector near Dinant.48

The Panzer 3 was a medium tank, having thinner armour (1.2 inches thick) and a less powerful gun (37mm) than those on the heavy Char B1 bis tanks it came up against near Flavion.49 That explains Nökel’s misgivings, revealed in the following extract from his account, when he saw a group of Char B1 bis tanks lumbering towards him for the first time; there were twenty-five of them and they seemed even more menacing once it was realized that German shells were bouncing off their armour as if they were harmless peas.

The tanks’ silhouettes was getting larger, and I was scared. Never before had I seen such huge tanks… My company commander gave clear instructions over the radio describing which targets to aim at, and the enemy tanks were just 200 metres away before he gave the order to fire. As if they had been hit by lightning, three of the enemy tanks halted, their hatches opened and their crews jumped out. But some of the other tanks continued towards us, while some turned… presenting their broadsides to us. On the… side of the tank there was an oil radiator behind some armour. At this spot, even our [smaller Panzer 2] tanks’ 20mm guns could penetrate the armour, and the French tanks went up in flames immediately if they were hit there. It was then that our good training made such a difference. The information about the vulnerability of the enemy tanks was quickly circulated to all our tanks. Then we shot bullet after bullet at the French tanks, so that within the fifteen minutes it took us to repulse the attack, nineteen enemy tanks were either burning or immobile.


But the French tanks were not beaten yet. As Nökel’s account reveals, some outflanked the Germans and shot up four panzers from the rear, including the tank commanded by Nökel’s best friend.

His tank received a direct hit and then it brewed up. There was nothing I could do to save him… I was glad when our company commander ordered us to move. I could not see anything to the front as the wind was blowing black smoke towards us… All I knew is that I wanted to escape from this inferno. Then my driver suddenly shouted: ‘Everyone get out! French tank ahead!’ I turned, and saw there was an enemy tank just five metres away from us. You can never know in advance how quickly you can move until you have been in danger. The crew leapt out of our tank, and took cover behind it. But nothing stirred in the enemy tank. The engine was off, the hatches closed.


It was only then that Nökel, suspecting he might be safe after all, moved his tank out of the line of fire of the French gun. Then they moved in for the kill. His gunner fired at the tank at point-blank range, presumably aiming at the weak point in its armour, and the French colossus blew up as its ammunition caught fire. ‘The enemy’s crew appeared to have abandoned their tank,’ wrote Nökel, omitting to mention the significant point that the French tank, like so many others on the battlefield, was stranded, having run out of petrol.

Nökel’s account also records the moment when, shortly afterwards, he and his tank crew were themselves on the receiving end of shells fired by a French tank’s guns:

I saw the muzzle flash of the third shot. I told my driver to reverse immediately. All I could hear was the grinding of the gears. That was quickly followed by a blue, yellow and red flame which flashed up before me. I felt the tank being thrown back, and I smelt the sulphurous odour which I have never forgotten … After my tank was hit my eardrums were hurting, and I couldn’t hear anything.


According to Nökel, that did not stop him and three of his five-man crew scrambling out of the tank yet again. Only the driver was missing: ‘I approached the front of my tank, and saw that the upper part of the front hull was buckled inwards behind the driver, where there was a hole in the armour. The driver’s body was hanging half out of the hatch.’50

Fortunately the driver was still alive, and after he had been pulled out and placed on the back of the tank, Nökel climbed in, doing his best not to be distracted by the blood on the driver’s seat, and drove the tank back to the German lines, where it was repaired. Others remained to carry on the fight, however. Eventually, after General Bruneau finally received the order telling him that his division was supposed to be retreating to a new line rather than standing and fighting, the order to withdraw trickled down to the front line, and those French crews still manning tanks complied, leaving the Germans in control of yet another battlefield.51

There were precious few French tanks left. Only thirty-six of the 160-odd tanks deployed by the 1st Armoured Division at the beginning of the battle drove away. The battalions of Char B1 bis tanks had been decimated: only eleven limped off the battlefield.52 Many of the abandoned tanks had merely run out of fuel, like the one encountered by Nökel. Consequently the full strength of the division was never properly tested. Even more importantly, another opportunity to make a decisive counter-attack had been lost.

At least the 1st Armoured Division had gone down fighting. Like the 3rd Armoured Division, the 2ième Division Cuirassée de Réserve (2nd Armoured Division) did not even have that consolation.53 Having been bamboozled by the matador’s cloak, General Georges had initially ordered the 2nd Armoured Division to join the 1st Armoured Division near Charleroi, which would have been a good launching pad for a timely intervention in the northern tank battle. But there were not enough railway wagons to take the whole division, so while the tanks were transported by rail, the artillery and supply vehicles took to the roads. Thus the division was split up, and on 14 May, at the most critical stage in the battle, its commander General Albert Bruché was forced to admit to General Blanchard that he had no idea where his tanks were.

Nevertheless General Bruché was told that when the tanks reappeared, he should use them to support General Corap’s 9th Army. However, when his liaison officer reported to Corap’s headquarters, the officer discovered that the 2nd Armoured Division had been reassigned to another commander.54 In the meantime General Georges had redirected the road column to Signy-l’Abbaye at the southern end of Corap’s new defence line. The tanks were to proceed by rail to Hirson and then go to Signy-l’Abbaye by road.55 The division’s units were just executing this manoeuvre when they were hit by the tanks of Reinhardt’s XLI Panzer Corps which were heading towards the west. After one of the 2nd Armoured Division’s artillery batteries had been decimated by the panzers during the late afternoon on 15 May, the artillery retreated to the south, while the French tanks, which retreated as soon as they unexpectedly made contact with the Germans, were scattered around the French countryside to the north without any means of support. Thus yet another of Georges’ aces from his fast-dwindling pack was squandered before it could be played, and there were not many left.









13: We Stand and Fight

The River Escaut, 21 May 1940

(See Map 9. Also Map 1)

By 20 May, an enormous gulf separated what British generals knew about the mortal peril that endangered the BEF from the south and what the foot-soldiers knew as they fought in the north. On 20 May Lord Gort was so worried that he warned General Billotte that the BEF could not be maintained in its current position if the planned counter-attack against the southern arm of the German offensive failed. Yet on that day, British soldiers who had retreated from the River Dyle and who had been ordered to hold back the northern arm of the German attack along the River Escaut were doing just that, oblivious to the scale of the danger approaching from their rear.1 Their suspicion that the BEF was in trouble was allayed by a series of deceptive messages coming from their own Commander-in-Chief. The most misleading of all, circulated to battalion commanders on 21 May, stated: ‘News from the south reassuring. We stand and fight. Tell your men.’2

Gort’s troops had been ordered to hold a thirty-two-mile front along the west and south banks of the ‘canalized’ River Escaut. As on the Dyle, British troops were sandwiched between Belgian forces to the north, and French to the south. However, whereas just three divisions had held the BEF’s twenty-two-mile front on the Dyle, seven were guarding the British sector of the Escaut, which ran from north of Oudenarde to Maulde.3 (See Map 9 on p. 521.) One soldier on that long stretch of riverbank, whose
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