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         Britain’s finest hour

         In the summer of 1940, darkness was falling over Europe. The Soviet Union had formed an unholy alliance with Nazi Germany. Norway was all but occupied. And France would soon be overrun by Germans. In July, only Great Britain remained as the last defence against a Europe under the swastika’s brutal arms.

          
      

         But Britain was no longer the invincible empire that had subjugated more than a fifth of the Earth’s landmass over the previous 400 years, and the Battle of Britain would prove to be the British Empire’s last moment of glory.

          
      

         Led by Winston Churchill, the British rediscovered the virtues that had made a humble people the rulers of the world. Ingenuity, resourcefulness and – above all – indomitable courage enabled the Royal Air Force to take on the Luftwaffe and hold off the Germans.

          
      

         In June 1940, Winston Churchill called the battle Britain’s “finest hour”, and he was right. The British Empire would not survive for long after World War II, but the Battle of Britain was its magnificent swansong, and the thousands of British lives lost saved Europe from Nazi tyranny.
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      1. The Fall of France
     

    

    
     
      In 1940, France had the world’s strongest army and a bulwark of bunkers protecting its border with Germany. It was unthinkable that its defences would collapse in weeks – but France hadn’t reckoned on two German generals, Guderian and Rommel, who had studied Napoleon and developed a new tactic: blitzkrieg.
     

     
      By Mette Iversen
     

    

    
     Darkness covered the Eifel mountains in western Germany as Hitler’s war machine began rolling towards the Luxembourg border on the night of 10th May 1940. Greater in number than ever before, armoured cars, vehicles and foot soldiers moved over the ridges to the west.
    

    
     “Every hour that goes by, it becomes more lively on the approach roads, more and more troops quartered here in the Eifel are getting underway. We overtake marching, riding and driving columns. The noise of the motors gets on one’s nerves in this night of uncertainty. The drivers must exert the utmost powers of vision, so as not to end up in the roadside ditches. It’s pitch dark ... We realise why we came here so often to carry out peace-time operations,” a soldier reported.
    

    
     So far, only the army’s top brass knew the plan and scope of the operation, code-named Fall Gelb (Case Yellow), which the generals had just launched. But when the 1st Panzer Division led by General Heinz Guderian crossed the border into Luxembourg at 04.30, no one was in any doubt: the Germans’ enemies to the west would be defeated.
    

    
     A number of Third Reich soldiers were already in Luxembourg, disguised as innocent tourists, sabotaging lines of communication and keeping the roads clear for the invasion force. Luftwaffe pilots moved through the air, not even having had time to shave when commanders had woken them in the early hours of the morning and ordered them to prepare for the operation. As day dawned, bombers howled over Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Belgium and France, dropping their explosives over key roads, railway stations and military bases. The bombs destroyed six of the 18 aircraft that the Royal Air Force’s 114 Squadron had based at Conde-Vraux, halfway between the French border and Paris.
    

    
     From the air, the Luftwaffe pilots could look down on the spectacular sight of the new German Army in motion. Somewhere between 1,200 and 1,500 German tanks rumbled along on caterpillar tracks, flinging up dust on the small roads. Never before had so many tanks taken part in an attack at the same time, and German General Günther Blumentritt enthusiastically described the procession:
    

    
     “Like a giant phalanx, they stretched back for a hundred miles … Had this mass formation of Panzers been placed in single file, the tail-end would have been in Königsberg, in East Prussia, and the head of the column in Trier.”
    

    
    

    
     Guderian studied Napoleon
    

    
     The Allies were unprepared when Germany attacked the Benelux countries on 10th May 1940 and opened the gates to France. They were caught napping, both figuratively and literally. Not only did the soldiers attack at dawn but the Germans had also kept the plans so close to their chest that not even the divisions’ own officers knew the time of attack until the last minute. Moreover, the assault was not carried out as the Allies would have expected, but by using Germany’s new pioneering tactic, blitzkrieg, developed by General Heinz Guderian.
    

    
     The 41-year-old officer had been horrified how World War I had degenerated into an exhausting war of attrition, where the front didn’t move and a single man with a machine gun could wipe out hundreds of advancing infantry. Inspired by Napoleon’s dictum that “the art of war consists, with an inferior army, of always having more forces than your enemy at the point where you attack”, Guderian devised a strategy whereby the army would exert its full force at a selected point, take the enemy by surprise, penetrate its defensive lines, then proceed on to the next attack.
    

    
     Before then, tanks had mostly acted as scattered support for the infantry, but in Guderian’s war plans, massive columns of newly developed fast tanks would play a key role in the advance. As a further innovation in German war strategy, the Luftwaffe, which had fought its own battle for air supremacy during WWI, was now to cooperate with the armoured divisions by supporting the advance from the air and bombing enemy defensive positions and strategic hubs. Finally, Guderian insisted that all tanks be equipped with radios so that attacks could be coordinated quickly and effectively. The French had not thought that far ahead, therefore their tanks rarely carried radios, so when officers needed to give orders, they had to walk or ride with messages from vehicle to vehicle.
    

    
    

    
     Invasion force found easy way in
    

    
     From Luxembourg, Hitler’s war machine swept on into Belgium and the Netherlands, which were captured primarily from the air. However, the invasion of the Benelux countries was only the first step in Germany’s plan. The small countries were merely a shortcut, which the Germans used to bypass the almost impenetrable Maginot Line built by France along its border with Germany, thus securing almost unrestricted passage into France.
    

    
     Throughout the 1930s, France had constructed the Maginot Line as a defensive structure, consisting of heavy fortifications along its entire border with Germany, as well as a less fortified section on France’s northern border with Luxembourg and Belgium out towards the English Channel. The defensive line was a combination of bunkers, gun emplacements, reinforced machine gun positions and underground fortifications. According to France’s knowledge of warfare, the line was impregnable, so there was no plan B in case the enemy broke through.
    

    
     But that’s what the Germans did, while British and French soldiers were busy in the Benelux countries. Indeed, the coalition of French and British forces reacted exactly as Hitler’s generals had hoped when it became clear that the German armoured divisions were on their way through the Netherlands and Belgium. In a panic, the Allies sent virtually all their troops and equipment north to counter-attack in Benelux, leaving the Maginot Line weakened.
    

    
     “I could have wept for joy; they’d fallen into the trap! It had been a clever piece of work to attack Liége,” Hitler exulted on 10th May 1940.
    

    
     The French had indeed fallen into the trap, and other German armoured divisions were advancing through the Ardennes, ready to enter France at Sedan, one of the Maginot Line’s key points.
    

    
    

    
     Rommel crossed important river
    

    
     The diversionary tactics had worked so well that the New York Journal-American wrote, “It seems that the Germans are not interested in France this time,” when the paper appeared on 13th May 1940.
    

    
     The writer was wrong. While the paper was going to press on the other side of the Atlantic, German General Erwin Rommel, at the head of the 7th Panzer Division, was crossing the fortified River Meuse at the Belgian town of Dinant near the French border. As a lieutenant in World War I, Rommel had experienced swift, daring operations behind enemy lines. He was a risk-taking warrior, unafraid to take matters into his own hands. The rumour was that, like a cat, he had nine lives. Rommel continued his daring style in World War II as one of Hitler’s most trusted and valued generals, who gladly took up a gun to lead his troops through mud and darkness like any non-commissioned officer.
    

    
     If Rommel was a cunning, quick-witted cat, ready to adapt to any situation, his counterpart across the river, the French General André Corap, was a stubborn mule who didn’t give a damn about modern, mechanised lightning warfare. But Corap was soon to learn the hard way just how quickly Rommel’s soldiers could advance over ditches, barricades and, using rubber boats and pontoons, rivers such as the Meuse. When Rommel came across Corap’s soldiers on the river on 13th May, the German general was playing for high stakes.
    

    
     “I now took over personal command of the 2nd Battalion of the 7th Rifle Regiment and for some time directed operations myself. With Lieutenant Most, I crossed the Meuse in one of the first boats and at once joined the company which had been across since early morning. From the company command post, we could see Companies Enkefort and Lichter were making rapid progress. I then moved up north along a deep gully to Company Enkefort. As we arrived, an alarm came in: ‘Enemy tanks in front.’ The company had no anti-tank weapons, and I therefore gave orders for small arms fire to be opened on the tanks as quickly as possible.”
    

    
     Rommel gambled and, as luck would have it, his modestly equipped infantry managed to mount such a ferocious attack the French tanks turned and fled, while the enemy infantrymen came creeping forward to lay down their arms. Rommel immediately ordered his engineer troops to clear a path across the river.
    

    
     “A company of the engineer battalion was busily engaged in building eight-tonne pontoons, but I stopped them and told them to build the 16-tonne type. I aimed to get part of the Panzer Regiment across as quickly as possible.”
    

    
     Although the engineers worked furiously in the baking sun on the 110-metre-wide river, they only managed to secure passage for a few tanks during the night of 14th May. The next morning, just 15 tanks from the 7th Division stood on the west bank of the Meuse, forming an exposed spearhead. While the engineers toiled, French General Corap tried to rally forces from his 9th Army to drive the Germans back across the Meuse, but his lines of communication failed and the general hesitated to act, unable to form an overview of the situation. The counter-attack was therefore postponed several times and, apart from a half-hearted sortie, the French remained paralysed long enough for Rommel’s forces to establish a major bridgehead stretching for several kilometres along the western bank of the river.
    

    
    

    
     Sedan was France’s last hope
    

    
     Alongside Rommel’s advance, Guderian was busy coordinating a major blitzkrieg battle further south along the Meuse, where four armoured divisions were to cross the river and invade the area around the French town of Sedan, north-west of the most heavily guarded part of the Maginot Line. The XIX Panzer Corps was to advance at Sedan, the 2nd Panzer Division at Donchery, the 1st Division north of Sedan at the suburb of Glaire, and the 10th Division just south of Sedan. Ahead of the tanks, elite troops of the Infantry Regiment Großdeutschland and storm troopers were to cross the river and establish a bridgehead on the west side of the Meuse, while the Luftwaffe was to attack from above. If the Meuse could be crossed, all of western France would be open, and the success of the invasion depended on the German soldiers tasked with fighting their way across the river. At midnight on the night of 13th May, soldiers on foot and on motorbikes began to approach the river between trees, through the knee-high grass of the meadows and past bomb craters, while the French opened fire from across the river.
    

    
     German Sergeant Wilhelm Prümers recalled the uncertainty created by the darkness:
    

    
     “What must it look like on the other side?”
    

    
     French artillerymen were probably firing at the German storm troopers, who were fighting their way across the flowing waters of the Meuse in rubber dinghies, risking their lives. But historians have since wondered why the French command did not do everything in its power to stop the invasion force. Some 400 tanks stood idle at Sedan as the Germans advanced. It’s possible that French General Claude Grandsard was afraid to waste ammunition, or that his inaction was due to a simple error of judgement, as evidenced by his comment to a colleague.
    

    
     “The enemy would be unable to do anything for four to six days, because it would take them this long to bring up heavy artillery and ammunition and to position them,” Grandsard told General Henri-Jean Lafontaine.
    

    
     Grandsard clearly underestimated both the German soldiers and, especially, the Luftwaffe. The Stuka – or Junkers Ju 87, as the model was properly called – was the ace of blitzkrieg, and with wind sirens screeching a warning, Stukas howled in over the border region around Sedan.
    

    
     From 07.00 until late in the afternoon of 13th May, 250-kilogram German bombs rained down on communication lines and French artillery. Lieutenant General Bruno Loerzer and Major General Wolfram von Richthofen, who led the attack, ordered Stukas into the air with increasing intensity, and columns of smoke and dust from the explosions rose at shorter and shorter intervals. The Stukas operated in three groups of 40 aircraft each. The first group rose to a height of one and a half kilometres and plunged towards the target. Meanwhile, the second group hung at an altitude of just over three kilometres and prepared to bomb the targets that the first group had missed. A third group took on specific, isolated targets. At the same time, Messerschmitt aircraft moved through the air to protect the dive-bombers.
    

    
     From the ground, a German lieutenant peered up, fascinated, at the swarms of Stuka in the sky:
    

    
     “Three, six, nine, oh, behind them still more, and further to the right aircraft, and still more aircraft, a quick look in the binoculars – Stukas! And what we are about to see during the next 20 minutes is one of the most powerful impressions of this war. Squadron upon squadron rise to a great height, break into line ahead and there, there the first machines hurtle perpendicularly down, followed by the second, third – ten, 12 aeroplanes are there. Simultaneously, like some bird of prey, they fall upon their victim and then release their load of bombs on the target. We can see the bombs very clearly.
    

    
     “It becomes a regular rain of bombs that whistle down on Sedan and the bunker positions, Each time the explosion is overwhelming, the noise deafening. Everything becomes blended together; along with the howling sirens of the Stukas in their dives, the bombs whistle and crack and burst … We stand and watch what is happening as if hypnotised; down below all hell is let loose! At the same time, we are full of confidence … and suddenly we notice that the enemy artillery no longer shoots … while the last squadron of Stukas is still attacking, we receive our marching orders.”
    

    
    

    
     French soldiers received no air support
    

    
     On the French side, the generals complained about their situation to their superior, General Charles Huntziger, asking for air and anti-aircraft reinforcements, but Huntziger dismissed their plea, saying: “They must receive a baptism of fire.”
    

    
     The French soldiers in Sedan’s defences, however, were by no means prepared for such an ordeal. Instead of aiming their guns at the threat from the sky, the terrified men tried to save their own lives.
    

    
     “The gunners stopped firing and went to ground, the infantry cowered in their trenches, dazed by the crash of bombs and the shriek of the dive-bombers; they had not developed the instinctive reaction of running to their anti-aircraft guns and firing back. Their only concern was to keep their heads well down. Five hours of this nightmare was enough to shatter their nerves, and they became incapable of reacting against the enemy infantry,” said French General Ruby of his beleaguered soldiers.
    

    
     It was not until late in the morning that French pilots were finally ordered to come to the rescue, but by then the balance of power in the air weighed heavily in the German favour.
    

    
     “Between 10.00 and 11.00, a three-plane patrol flying over the area Carignan-Sedan runs into 50 enemy bombers protected by 80 Messerschmitts,” noted a French pilot in his squadron’s log.
    

    
     The Luftwaffe could therefore easily clear the way for German vehicles to tow guns to the riverbank. Soon after, they too began bombarding the French positions. The trembling soldiers in the machine-gun emplacements, however, had not yet seen the Germans’ most fearsome weapon. In the wake of lighter artillery fire, the heavy guns now rolled out; “88” was not just the gun’s nickname – the number also indicated the diameter of the barrel in millimetres. Smoke, dust and shrapnel blinded the French soldiers, while positions were shaken at best, crumbled at worst, as the Germans fired their 88s.
    

    
     When the howling sirens of the Stuka finally died down around 15.00 on 13th May, the Germans began ferrying soldiers in rubber boats across the Meuse, which at Sedan measured about 50 metres from bank to bank. Despite the bombardment by the Stukas, there was still life behind the debris in the French machine-gun positions, and among the Germans’ first ranks, many men had to give their lives on the banks or during the crossing. Sergeant Schulze of the 10th Panzer Division described the advance:
    

    
     “To begin with, we move forward well; the meadow is wet, finally we are wading up to our calves through the water, here and there shots fly over our heads. Barbed wire is cut through, and we move on ahead. In the next second, everything breaks loose. Machine-gun bursts whistle over us, there are strikes before, near and behind us. The enemy is shooting well. Under this fire it is impossible for anybody to get forward. The least movement … brings the fire down anew. We are lying in the water, we hug the ground very close, and are delighted when a particularly high grass hummock keeps us out of sight of the enemy.”
    

    
     Near the centre of Sedan, elite soldiers of the Infantry Regiment Großdeutschland celebrated their successful crossing of the Meuse, covered by heavy artillery. At a machine-gun emplacement hidden in a barn, the elite troops found a supply of soft drinks, which they cheerfully opened to quench their thirst. Earlier, the soldiers had forced French soldiers out of the barn with hand grenades. Senior Lieutenant von Courbiere rejoiced at the enemy’s speedy surrender:
    

    
     “The enemy are smoked out by hand-grenades; they are completely vanquished; they come out. Their faces reveal the psychological strain of this fighting. Close to each other they stand with their backs to their bunker and raise their hands; ‘Tirez!’ [‘We surrender!’] they cry.”
    

    
     Hitler’s troops had now crossed the Meuse at several points, but establishing a bridgehead on the west side of the river was not so straightforward. In the woods near the town of Onhaye, Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division was met by shellfire, but the general refused to stop the advance. He jumped into a captured British Mark III tank and continued forward.
    

    
     “Suddenly we came under heavy artillery and anti-tank gunfire from the west. Shells landed all round us and my tank received two hits one after the other, the first on the upper edge of the turret. The driver promptly
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Battle of Britain.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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