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DIVISION LECLERC

THE LECLERC COLUMN & FREE FRENCH 2nd ARMORED DIVISION, 1940–1946

INTRODUCTION

The Allied defeat in the Battle of France in May–June 1940 culminated with the German entry into undefended Paris on June 14. On June 17 a radio broadcast announced that a new regime headed by the 84-year-old Marshal Philippe Pétain had replaced the government of Premier Paul Reynaud, and would seek an armistice with Germany. The following day, far fewer Frenchmen heard a BBC broadcast from London by the French junior defense minister, BrigGen Charles de Gaulle, rejecting any armistice and calling on Frenchmen everywhere to continue the fight alongside Great Britain.

The Armistice announced on June 22, and endorsed overwhelmingly by a vote of parliamentary suicide on July 10, ceded the whole of northern and western France to German occupation, while the authoritarian Pétain regime, based in the city of Vichy, would govern a new “French State” in unoccupied central and southern France. It would retain a 100,000-man “Armistice Army,” plus more than twice that many colonial garrison troops in Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, the Levant, France’s colonies in West and Equatorial Africa, and in the Far East.

Reeling from the national disaster, and lacking any political alternative, a large proportion of the French public took hope from the paternalistic appeal of the admired Great War hero Pétain. The Army’s officer corps, also shocked and disoriented by defeat and the collapse of the Third Republic, faced painful choices. While the Occupation was bitter, it could be argued that legally they owed obedience to Pétain’s de facto government; their priority was to preserve what was left of the Army and the national territory, and to guard the French Empire which the Armistice had left them. In 1940 very few proved willing to risk everything by joining De Gaulle’s handful of refugees in beleaguered Britain, which itself faced the threat of German invasion. Nevertheless, from the moment De Gaulle made his intentions clear on June 18, a small group of soldiers, sailors and airmen resolved to follow him. Completely reliant on British resources and goodwill (both of which were more theoretical than practical at this moment of crisis), De Gaulle formed a government-in-exile, complete with tiny embryo armed forces designated the Forces Françaises Libres (Free French Forces – FFL), which took as their emblem the Cross of Lorraine.
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Captain Philippe de Hauteclocque (center), seen among fellow staff officers of the 4ème Division d’Infanterie during the “Phoney War” of winter 1939–1940. De Hauteclocque managed to escape the encirclement of the division around Lille during the night of June 4/5, 1940, but was wounded on June 14 while fighting with the 3ème Division Légère Mecanisée in the Aube region. When German troops entered his hospital, he escaped through a window and stole a bicycle. After warning his family of his intentions, he made his way first to Spain and then to Portugal, using false ID in the name of “François Leclerc.” Via the port of Lisbon, he managed to join De Gaulle’s Free French Forces in London on July 25, 1940.





Captain Philippe de Hauteclocque was among the first officers to join the FFL in Britain, despite his background in the solidly conservative, nostalgically monarchist, devoutly Catholic caste most likely to find Pétain’s appeal attractive. The son of a papal count, from a line of chevaliers that had served France since the Middle Ages, De Hauteclocque was born at Belloy-St-Leonard in Picardy on November 22, 1902. He had witnessed the Great War as a teenager, had lost two uncles in 1914, and had always expected to serve his country as a cavalry officer. He entered St-Cyr in 1922 and graduated from the Saumur cavalry school in 1925. De Hauteclocque served first in the 5ème Régiment de Cuirassiers in the French-occupied Sarre region of the Rhineland, before transferring to the 8ème Spahis in Morocco, where he saw active service leading irregular goumiers in the aftermath of the Rif War. He was decorated for valor in close combat in the Atlas Mountains during a second Moroccan tour in the 1930s. By 1940 the 38-year-old Capt de Hauteclocque was a trained staff officer, whose valuable experience of colonial warfare at the end of long supply lines had taught him to plan thoroughly, but always to be ready to improvise.
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By spring 1945, having officially changed his name to “Leclerc de Hautcloque,” the commander of the 2ème Division Blindée was the second most famous man in France, after Charles de Gaulle. At the age of only 43, in just over four years he had been promoted from captain to four-star general. As a passionately determined patriot, his absolute loyalty to Gen de Gaulle and his impatience with “politics” had led to quarrels both with ex-Vichy generals resentful of his meteoric promotion and unique esteem, and with senior US officers angered by episodes of disobedience. However, he enjoyed the respect of both Montgomery and Patton – not something that many men could claim. While he was a dashing and hard-driving commander, and subject to occasional bursts of fury (as when confronted by French prisoners from a Waffen-SS unit), he was a devout man who lived with great personal simplicity, and he earned warm loyalty among his officers and men.




Nom de guerre: from Captain de Hautcloque to Major Leclerc

For his escape to England, De Hauteclocque chose the inconspicuous name “Leclerc.” Taking on a false identity was a widespread practice among these “Gaullists of the first hour,” whose decision exposed their families to reprisals (having married young, De Hautecloque left behind a wife and no fewer than six children.) He could only hope that he would be counted by the authorities among the missing or presumed dead.

The Franco-British relationship underwent great strains in the wake of France’s defeat, especially after the Royal Navy’s attack on the Vichy French fleet at Mers-el-Kebir in July 1940 and the seizure of French warships in Allied ports. The number of French soldiers available to De Gaulle was at first negligible. Most of the 122,000 evacuated from Dunkirk had returned to France before the Armistice and were now in German captivity. Perhaps 2,000, more than half of them Foreign Legion returned from the Norwegian campaign, were still in Britain, but apart from individual officers few recruits for the FFL were forthcoming from Metropolitan France. De Gaulle therefore turned his eyes towards the substantial French forces in Africa; could they be persuaded to fight on?

Leclerc’s personal qualities and colonial experience had clearly impressed the general, who immediately promoted him to major, and gave him a mission appropriate to a much higher rank. With a couple of dozen others, he was ordered to make his way to Africa and rally France’s Equatorial African colonies to the banner of the FFL. Within ten days Leclerc was aboard an RAF Short Clyde flying boat on his way to Nigeria.





CHRONOLOGY

La Colonne Leclerc, 1940–43:





                    
                      1940:



                    

                




                    
                      July 26 

                    

                    Capt Philippe de Hauteclocque (“Leclerc”) arrives in London to join Gen de Gaulle’s Forces Françaises Libres (FFL).

                





                    
                      August 6 

                    

                    Maj Leclerc leaves UK for French Equatorial Africa via Nigeria.

                





                    
                      August 26 

                    

                    Colony of Cameroun rejects Vichy authority and declares for the FFL.

                





                    
                      August 27-28 

                    

                    Colonies of Tchad and French Congo declare for the FFL.

                





                    
                      August 27 

                    

                    Capt Louis Dio leads his company of the Régiment de Tirailleurs Sénégalais du Tchad (RTST) to join Leclerc.

                





                    
                      October 8 

                    

                    Gen de Gaulle visits Leclerc in Douala, Cameroun, and authorizes advance into Gabon.

                





                    
                      November 12 

                    

                    Leclerc’s force captures Libreville, capital of Gabon.

                





                    
                      November 25 

                    

                    Leclerc confirmed in his assumed rank of colonel.

                





                    
                      December 3 

                    

                    Col Leclerc appointed to command Régiment de Tirailleurs Sénégalais du Tchad.

                





                    
                      



                    

                





                    
                      1941:



                    

                





                    
                      January 11 

                    

                    Successful raid by British Army’s Long Range Desert Group and FFL element on Italian-held Mourzouk.

                





                    
                      February 16 

                    

                    Colonne Leclerc attacks Kouffra Oasis, capturing El Tag fort on March 1.

                





                    
                      April 10 

                    

                    Leclerc promoted général de brigade (two-star).

                





                    
                      



                    

                





                    
                      1942:



                    

                





                    
                      February-March 

                    

                    Leclerc conducts his first raiding campaign into the Fezzan (Italian southern Libya).

                





                    
                      December 16 

                    

                    Leclerc launches second Fezzan campaign, marching from Fort Lamy with objective of reaching Tripoli on Mediterranean coast.

                





                    
                      



                    

                





                    
                      1943:



                    

                





                    
                      January 13 

                    

                    Leclerc’s force reaches Mourzouk; first contact with British patrol at Hon.

                





                    
                      January 26 

                    

                    Leclerc reaches Tripoli and links up with British Eighth Army, placing his troops at Gen Montgomery’s disposal.

                





                    
                      February 20 

                    

                    Leclerc begins advance into Tunisia with his enlarged “L Force.”

                





                    
                      March 6 

                    

                    L Force first engages German troops.

                





                    
                      March 10 

                    

                    L Force wins victory at Ksar Rhilane. Colonne Volante placed under command of L Force.

                





                    
                      March 22 

                    

                    L Force engaged at Djebel Hatleb.

                





                    
                      March 29 

                    

                    Capture of Gabès.

                





                    
                      April 6 

                    

                    Battle of Oued (Wadi) Akarit.

                





                    
                      April 12 

                    

                    Battle of Kairouan.

                





                    
                      May 7 

                    

                    British capture of Tunis.

                




2ème Division Blindée. 1943–45:


                    
                      May 25 

                    

                    Leclerc promoted général de division (three-star).
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England, late July 1944: the halftrack named Brest identifies this column as the 2ème Section (platoon), 1ère Compagnie, I Bataillon/ Régiment de Marche du Tchad. The white star for Allied ground–air recognition was omnipresent on the division’s vehicles. The 2ème DB’s specific French markings were never fully standardized, and variations existed between units. The French flag, clearly seen here on the side door and front fender, was not marked on all this regiment’s halftracks. Note the pre-embarkation US Transportation Quartermaster bars above the divisional sign on the mudguard.







                    
                      May 30 

                    

                    L Force becomes 2ème Division des FFL, and moves to Sabratha, Libya.

                





                    
                      August 24 

                    

                    2ème Division des FFL moves to Temara in Morocco, and becomes 2ème Division Blindée (2 DB).

                





                    
                      



                    

                





                    
                      1944:



                    

                





                    
                      April 11 

                    

                    First elements of 2 DB embark for United Kingdom at Mers El Kebir, Algeria.

                





                    
                      April 22 

                    

                    First units of division arrive in UK; 2 DB is assigned to US XV Corps (Gen Haislip), Third Army.

                





                    
                      August 1 

                    

                    2 DB begins landings over Utah Beach, Normandy, simultaneously with Operation “Cobra” south of Cotentin Peninsula.

                





                    
                      August 10–12 

                    

                    2 DB liberates Alençon.

                





                    
                      August 13–14 

                    

                    2 DB advances to Argentan.

                





                    
                      August 19 

                    

                    2 DB transferred to US V Corps (Gen Gerow), First Army.

                





                    
                      August 21 

                    

                    Groupment Tactique Langlade helps close the Falaise Pocket. Without Gerow’s permission, Leclerc orders LtCol de Guillebon to reconnoiter German positions on approaches to Versailles.

                





                    
                      August 22 

                    

                    Leclerc obtains American agreement for drive on Paris.

                





                    
                      August 23 

                    

                    2 DB advances to Rambouillet staging area.

                





                    
                      August 24–25 

                    

                    2 DB penetrates, then liberates central Paris.

                





                    
                      August 26 

                    

                    2 DB parades through Paris with Gen de Gaulle, while fighting continues in northern suburbs.

                





                    
                      August 27 

                    

                    Capture of Le Bourget ends the fighting in immediate surroundings of Paris. Thereafter division is rested while awaiting resupply; returns to US XV Corps, Third Army.

                





                    
                      September 8 

                    

                    Leclerc orders GTs Langlade and Rémy to advance eastward into Lorraine.

                





                    
                      September 11 

                    

                    GT Rémy contacts elements of 1 DMI of Gen de Lattre’s French First Army at Montbard.

                





                    
                      September 12–13 

                    

                    GT Langlade almost wipes out 112. Panzer-Brigade at Dompaire.

                





                    
                      September 21 

                    

                    GTs Dio and Rémy cross Moselle and advance to Mortagne river.

                





                    
                      October 1 

                    

                    GT V (Guillebon) repulses German counterattack in Anglemont area. Due to supply shortages, division spends rest of month in static positions, while Leclerc prepares for attack on Baccarat.

                





                    
                      October 31 

                    

                    Liberation of Baccarat.

                





                    
                      November 10 

                    

                    Corps commander Gen Haislip orders Leclerc to support US 44th and 79th Inf Divs advancing towards Saverne in the Vosges hills of Alsace.

                





                    
                      November 12 

                    

                    Leclerc briefs staff and unit commanders on his personal plan to cross the Vosges and capture Strasbourg at the first opportunity.

                





                    
                      November 13 

                    

                    2 DB follows US 44th and 79th Inf Divs up Route Nationale 4 towards Saverne.

                





                    
                      November 16–18 

                    

                    Frustrated by slow advance, Leclerc sends units east to capture Vezouze river crossings and Badonviller.

                





                    
                      November 19–20 

                    

                    Leclerc sends 2 DB across the wooded hills via passes of Dabo and La Petite Pierre, achieving objectives within 48 hours.

                





                    
                      November 22 

                    

                    Capture of Saverne and Phalsbourg; Gen Haislip authorizes Leclerc to drive on Strasbourg.

                





                    
                      November 23–24 

                    

                    Liberation of Strasbourg.

                





                    
                      December 16 

                    

                    German Ardennes offensive opens north of US Third Army sector, dominating Allied attention.

                





                    
                      



                    

                





                    
                      1945:



                    

                





                    
                      January 2–3 

                    

                    2 DB moves west into Bitche-Sarreguemines area to protect northern Vosges.

                





                    
                      January 18 

                    

                    2 DB transferred to II Corps, French First Army for operations against Colmar Pocket.

                





                    
                      February 3 

                    

                    2 DB transferred to US XXI Corps for final stage of Colmar fighting.

                





                    
                      March 27 

                    

                    2 DB pulled out of the line for rest and reinforcement.

                





                    
                      April 8–17 

                    

                    2 DB armor and artillery units under Col de Langlade detached to l’Armée de l’Ouest to take part in reduction of Royan fortress on French Atlantic coast.

                





                    
                      April 22 

                    

                    GT Guillebon with divisional infantry cross Rhine at Benheim, attached to XV Corps, and thereafter advance to Augsburg.

                





                    
                      April 28 

                    

                    Bulk of 2 DB links up at Hall, under US XXI Corps.

                





                    
                      May 4 

                    

                    Advance elements of 2 DB enter Berchtesgaden.

                





                    
                      May 7 

                    

                    Unconditional surrender of German forces.

                





                    
                      May 25 

                    

                    Leclerc promoted général de corps d’armée (four-star).
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The preserved pennant of 9ème Compagnie, III/ RMT. Created mainly from a mixed Colonial force originally designated the Africa Free Corps, and led by veterans of the Leclerc Column, the RMT was organized on the model of a US mechanized infantry regiment in 1943 during the 2ème DB’s training. A distinct feature of the 9ème Cie was that it was mainly composed of former Spanish Republican soldiers, who had joined the Foreign Legion from French internment camps to continue the fight against fascism; see further details under Plate C. The motif at upper left is the “mosquito” badge of the Free French Forces, and the Cross of Lorraine has been incorporated with the anchor of the Colonial Troops.





1940–43: LA COLONNE LECLERC

Leclerc’s mission to persuade the local administrations and garrisons across the vast geography of France’s colonies in sub-Saharan Africa to rally to De Gaulle must have seemed dauntingly ambitious, but it was known that the obedience of some officers and officials to Vichy was wavering. His first objective was to contact the authorities in French Equatorial Africa (particularly the colonies of Tchad and Cameroun) to establish FFL control of the area, and from there to woo Gabon and the rest of French West Africa. The mission was timed to coincide with a Royal Navy operation to neutralize Vichy French naval forces at Dakar in Senegal. In the event, the attempt to land FFL troops on the Senegalese coast was a failure, and the Vichy navy’s will to fight proved greater than anticipated. Despite this setback for De Gaulle’s cause, the charismatic Leclerc quickly rallied a small core of supporters in Tchad to help him execute his plans. This was a testament to his character, given the natural suspicion that tough, cynical Colonial soldiers felt for an aristocratic cavalryman.

Cameroun was the first colony to declare its loyalty to the Free French on August 26, 1940, followed by Tchad and the French Congo over the following two days. Captains Louis Dio of the Régiment de Tirailleurs Sénégalais du Tchad (RTST) and Jacques de Guillebon of the Artillerie Coloniale were among the very first officers to heed Leclerc’s call to arms, and would go on to serve him tirelessly throughout the rest of the war. Dio, stationed at Douala, led his company of African riflemen to join Leclerc on August 27 – a symbolic act in the transformation of French Equatorial Africa into an FFL bastion. De Guillebon, a fine organizer who later filled staff roles, was charged with communications in Leclerc’s fledgling force as they prepared to expand their foothold.

Over the next two months Leclerc built a heterogeneous little force of Colonial infantry, cavalry, camel-riders, engineers and artillery around elements from the oversized RTST (the latter was a “regiment” only in name, actually mustering some 6,500 men in 30 companies divided between four regional commands). This collection of African soldiers with French officers, senior NCOs and some specialist rankers became known to posterity as La Colonne Leclerc; its officers were resourceful, all ranks were desert-hardened, but their weapons were obsolescent, their vehicles underpowered, and they were short of radios. While he prepared this improvised force, Leclerc attempted to persuade the political and military leadership of the West African colonies to join the FFL, but the authorities in the most important, Senegal, could not be convinced, and their garrison was too strong to threaten with force. Leclerc was able to welcome De Gaulle to Douala in October 1940, and he and his men were congratulated for their quick and relatively bloodless fulfillment of their mission. Operations against the Vichy French in Gabon began immediately, and succeeded by November 12 at the cost of 40 French lives and two Vichy naval vessels, but further progress in French West Africa proved impossible.
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Douala harbour, Cameroun, October 8, 1940: Maj Leclerc (center) welcomes Gen de Gaulle (right), leader of the FFL. For this important occasion Leclerc wears smart tropical whites, without the assumed ranking of colonel which De Gaulle would now confirm. Normally Leclerc was relaxed about his appearance, and was photographed in various hard-worn items of Colonial uniform.





On November 22, 1940 Leclerc’s efforts were rewarded with confirmation of his locally assumed rank of colonel and appointment as the military governor of Tchad, and on December 3 as CO of the Régiment de Tirailleurs Sénégalais du Tchad headquartered at Fort Lamy. Assisted by the experienced Saharan soldier LtCol Jean Colonna d’Ornano, Leclerc began laying plans for raids northwards against Italian forces in Libya. Britain’s Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) was already active in the area, though at the limit of its logistic range from Egypt, so it collaborated with Leclerc’s men in testing the viability of raiding Italian outposts in southern Libya with truck-borne columns. D’Ornano was killed at the head of the French contingent in the first joint LRDG–FFL raid on the Italian airstrip at Mourzouk on January 11, 1941, when they destroyed three Italian aircraft and looted the nearby fort, and during the next few months Leclerc’s camel troops set up supply dumps to support LRDG operations. He became convinced of the strategic value of long-range raids into Libya from Tchad; they provided a practical and visible means
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February 1941: Koufra
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February–March 1942: the Fezzan


December 1942–January 1943: Fort Lamy to Tripoli
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      M4A2 SHERMAN CORSE, 3ème PELOTON, 2ème ESCADRON/ 12ème RÉGIMENT DE CHASSEURS D’AFRIQUE; NW EUROPE, 1944-45


    

    



[image: ../img/9781472830074Art002_uniform.jpg]














Factional rivalries following Operation “Torch”
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L Force: Tunisia, March–May 1943





Note
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