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Still Fighting for the Myth: German Wehrmacht Of-
ficers’ Reports for the U.S. Historical Division in the
Context of the Historiography on the Allied Normandy
Breakout

Christian von Gersdorff, writing in service of the U.S.
Army Historical Division about his experience as Chief
of Staff of the German Seventh Army in the months im-
mediately following the Allied landing at Normandy in
June, 1944, sums up the German dilemma in the follow-
ing words: “Despite a frank and lucid estimate of the sit-
uation by the High Command of the German forces in
the west, Supreme Command did not alter its decisions,
though the overall situation was so obvious that no re-
alistically thinking person could entertain any doubts.
However, Supreme Command deceived itself and the
German people with its belief in Providence. The over-
riding principle of command remained: "We’ll manage
somehow’” (p. 19).[1] This illusionary perspective, cer-
tainly intensified by the attempted military coup of July
20, continued to determine the German High Command’s
practice until it was much too late to seek the "politi-
cal solution® that a number of high-ranking Army com-
manding officers on the western front began to dare
to recommend openly when it became clear that Allied
forces had gained a foothold on the French coast.

Caught between the unrelentingly orthodox battle-

field ideology of the high command, the advancing Allied
forces and, not least, their own professional ethos, Ger-
man Army commanders in the West found themselves
in a hopeless situation. This volume offers previously
unpublished texts written by five of the major actors in
this drama, thus providing interested readers with per-
haps one of the most detailed accounts available in the
English language of the German operations in reaction
to the Allied advance after D-Day up to the destruction
of the German defense of northern France in the Falaise
pocket in August, 1944. It represents the eighth volume
in a series the publisher calls “World War II German De-
briefs” which, to date, has made available previously un-
published accounts by German officers on tank warfare
on the Eastern Front, the Afrika Korps, the Luftwaffe’s
response to Allied strategic bombing, the Battle of the
Bulge, and the Ardennes Offensive. Reflecting American
fascination with D-Day and the Allied invasion, this is
the third book in a subseries covering the events from
the Allied landing to the withdrawal of surviving Ger-
man forces through the Falaise gap. This was a period of
high drama for both Allied and German forces. Since the
birth of the Allied coalition warfare strategy in 1941, the
British and the Americans had been in disagreement as
to when and how to attack the continent, making Op-
eration Overlord a test of the coalition. The Germans
had, of course, long awaited the cross-Channel attack,
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some commanders fearing that any Allied foothold on the
mainland, meaning the opening of a second front, would
end in defeat for Germany. A debate raged between two
schools of thought on operative practice, specifically on
the best use of available tank forces and the most effec-
tive form of coastal defense and fortification.[2] Battle-
field commanders realized that the German forces lacked
adequate manpower, munitions and supplies, as well as
the support of the other branches of the Wehrmacht, to
continue to hold Normandy for very long.

The great bulk of the texts presented were written
by Generalmajor Rudolf-Christoph von Gersdorff and SS-
Obergruppenfuehrer and Generaloberst der Waffen-SS
Paul Hausser.[3] These authors spark the interest of mil-
itary historians for several reasons. First, not only were
they commanders on the western front, but their com-
mand centers were caught in the Allied encirclement of
the German Seventh Army by Falaise, where Gersdorff
managed to lead troops through a small gap, preventing
their capture, and Hausser was severely injured in the
fighting. Using the captured war diaries, reports to the
High Command, and other source material, including in-
terviews with important actors, Hausser and Gersdorff
were able to paint very detailed pictures of the course of
events and the German decision-making process, provid-
ing a synthesized narrative that is very close to the source
material. In addition, Gersdorff, as a representative of
the oppositional forces in the German officers’ corps that
plotted to assassinate Hitler, and Hausser, as the father
of and moving force behind the Waffen-SS, appear at first
glance to represent two opposing perspectives.[4] How-
ever, the texts themselves reveal no such tensions and the
attempt on Hitler’s life is mentioned only peripherally.[5]

The editor of the series, David Isby, emphasizes the
value of Gersdorff’s and Hausser’s writings in compar-
ison to the very influential high commanders’ memoirs
of the 1950s and 1960s, and in this he is correct. Despite
this insight, he makes no attempt to explain the context
in which the documents published in this volume were
written, a set of circumstances that goes a long way in
explaining their sobriety and focus on operational and
tactical detail.[6] This is an appreciable omission and a
barrier to the proper historical interpretation of the ma-
terial. For the authors of the studies reproduced here
were prisoners of war or, later, paid employees of the
U.S. Army, writing in the service of the “Operational
History (German) Section” of the U.S. Army’s Histori-
cal Division. Bernd Wegner has delineated the difficult
situation of the authors of this series of over one thou-
sand individual studies and has also presented a thor-

ough analysis of the spirit in which these German officers
reported their experiences to their captors. Given that
they were asked to record their roles in combat against
the Allies and in response to the growing admiration
of the Americans for the Wehrmacht’s combat perfor-
mance, the captive officers grasped the chance to perpet-
uate this recognition. The resulting texts constituted, as
Wegner terms it, “erschriebene Siege”-“victories through
writing” Former Generalstabschef des Heeres Gener-
aloberst Franz Halder, who soon became the elder states-
men of the project, in concert with the “control group” of
former OKH commanders he put together as the project’s
supervisory board, was determined to ensure that the
studies represented the Wehrmacht as purely and deeply
professional, and extremely honorable. Within this con-
text, the authors limited themselves to recounting chains
of events and recording commanders’ decisions, while
at the same time avoiding any hint of criticism of the
Wehrmacht as an institution.[7]

The volume presents a number of Gersdorff’s thirty
texts for the Historical Division, composed to outline
the western army’s defense of French territory after the
Allied invasion of June 1944. As in Gersdorff’s case,
Hausser’s texts represent a selection from a larger body
of material concerning the fighting in Normandy. Isby
has split Hausser’s original text, covering the activities
of the Seventh Army from July 7 to August 20, into six
parts in order to intersperse these between the six Gers-
dorff chapters. These “B-series” texts (the title meaning
that they were completed before July 1948) are comple-
mented by earlier manuscripts of Historical Division’s
“A-series” (meaning they had already been translated
into English by mid-1946) by General der Panzertruppe
Heinrich Eberbach and General der Panzertruppe Hein-
rich Freiherr von Luettwitz, as well as a further “B-series”
report by General der Artillerie Wilhelm Fahrmbacher.
These additional accounts provide the perspectives of di-
visional and corps commanders who had particular roles
to play in the German attempts to restrain the Allied at-
tempt to break through German lines of defense along the
Normandy coast. All of the texts presented are available
in the Foreign Military Studies series RG 338 in the U.S.
National Archives, and have been used by many English-
speaking military historians for research on the Allied
breakthrough. Those who wish to check the transla-
tions can refer to the original German texts housed at the
Bundesarchiv-Militaerarchiv in Freiburg and listed along
with all the other Historical Division studies in the ZA1
index.

In addition to the lack of contextualization, other in-
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consistencies and omissions make the reports difficult
for historians to use. Perhaps it is nitpicking to wish
that the editor had provided more information on the B-
Series and the aims of the overall historiography. Isby
does not inform the reader about the dates of composi-
tion for the texts, nor does he indicate, aside from pro-
viding the series numbers in Gersdorff’s list of sources,
that Gersdorff availed himself not only of the war diary
of the Seventh Army, but also of the Hausser and Eber-
bach texts in this volume as well as another by Luettwitz,
when preparing the account published here. Because
this volume presents material with such a high level of
detail, readers might well have welcomed recommenda-
tions of solid historiographical writing and source mate-
rial for further reading. In addition, General der Artillerie
Wilhelm Fahrmbacher is consistently and carelessly mis-
named “Fahrmacher,” while General der Panzertruppen
Heinrich Eberbach appears as “Hans.’[8] This latter mis-
take, however, may have been adopted from the National
Archive index; the Bundesarchiv-Militaerarchiv index
lists Eberbach as “Hans,” while the English-language sub-
ject index prepared by the Historical Division knows him
as “Heinz.” The editor has carefully noted the sources of
the many maps interspersed in the text, but the quality
of the reproductions leaves much to be desired. More
than one appears without its key. The photographs used
as illustrations, taken from the National Archives and a
private collection, depict Allied and German weaponry
and soldiers. Most images of German weaponry are Al-
lied documentary photographs of tanks and arms cap-
tured or destroyed in Normandy. Regarding the Nazi-
era line drawings reproduced to illustrate the situation of
the German forces, one wonders if it serves any histor-
ical purpose to use images employing iconography and
stylistic means typical for the Nazi depiction of German
soldiers. In doing so, the volume perpetuates the myth of
the “Frontsoldat” that Nazi and Wehrmacht propaganda
were able to anchor in the German collective conscious-
ness.

Does Fighting the Breakout represent an important
addition to English-language published material avail-
able on the German operations between the Allied op-
eration “Cobra” to the German withdrawal through the
Falaise gap? It is certainly a major improvement over
the journalistic imprecision and stylization in Paul Car-
rell’s 1960 Invasion—They’re Coming! (first English edi-
tion 1962, reissued 1984). In considerable contrast, but
available only in German, Dieter Ose’s Entscheidung im
Westen 1944. Der Oberbefehlshaber West und die Abwehr
der Alliierten Invasion (1982), a Cologne dissertation su-

pervised by Andreas Hillgruber and published in the In-
stitute for Military History’s series, is based on a much
wider range of primary source material than was avail-
able to Gersdorff and Hausser, and provides an indispens-
able multi-perspective account of the events. If Ose’s is
the definitive account to date for reconstructing the Ger-
man perspective, the most accessible narrative on this
topic is to be found in the Institute for Military His-
tory’s Das Deutsche Reich in der Defensive. Strategischer
Luftkrieg in Europa, Krieg im Westen und Ostasien 1943-
1944/45 (2001), the seventh volume of the official German
history of World War II, “Das Deutsche Reich und der
Zweite Weltkrieg” Those who do not read German will
have to wait until September, 2005, when this work is to
appear in English translation as The Strategic Air War in
Europe and the War in the West and East Asia, 1943-1944/5,
edited by Horst Boog, Gerhard Krebs, and Detlef Vogel.

In the meantime, other global histories of the Sec-
ond World War, particularly Gerhard L. Weinberg’s and
the operational perspective offered by Williamson Mur-
ray and Allan R. Millett, do a fine job of indicating the
overall significance of the Allied overcoming of German
defenses in Normandy from the perspective of both sides
while at the same time providing readers with a cer-
tain depth of detail.[9] The official histories of the three
participant Allied nations, although written in the 1960s
without the benefit of important source material, were
nonetheless able to incorporate some German sources,
and thus the German perspective, and are still today,
along with the “Germany and the Second World War”
series, important starting-points for research on combat
operations.[10] The level of detail offered in Ose’s mono-
graph on “The Decision in the West” is matched from the
American perspective by the volumes in Normandy and
Northern France on the U.S. Army series on the “Cam-
paigns of World War II” issued by the U.S. Army Cen-
ter for Military History. Other classic studies which,
among other themes, treat the Allied breakout in Nor-
mandy stem from Ralph Bennett, Russell F. Weigley, and
Carlo D’Este.[11]

Thus, despite a great deal of fine literature, we must
acknowledge a deficit of English-language detailed oper-
ational studies on the German army’s struggle in Nor-
mandy in the late summer of 1944. Isby’s series clearly
serves its purpose, providing interested readers with a
magnified view of German battlefield decision-making
under extreme duress. Nonetheless, it seems inadvisable
to recommend this volume for use by readers who have
not mastered the finer points of Wehrmacht historiogra-
phy. As do the memoirs of higher commanders, these
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texts elevate the conflict between commanding officers
on the front and those of the High Command as well as
Hitler to an ideological level. Although those conflicts
did exist, they represent, first, the inevitable difficulties
in communication between theoreticians and practicians
forced to cooperate in war and, second, the Wehrmacht’s
fixation on operational analysis and practice to the ex-
tent that intelligence, personnel, and logistical consider-
ations were not drawn upon in high-level decision mak-
ing processes.[12] In other words, it is more a reflection
of the mythification of the German Army’s officers’ corps
when these conflicts are interpreted as this group’s fun-
damental political disagreement with the Nazi war aims,
even from the standpoint of those officers who plotted
to assassinate Hitler after they realized that German de-
feat was inevitable. As Wegner points out, this short-
sighted perspective long dominated German historiogra-
phy of the Second World War, and is still to be found in
more recent studies.[13] Christian Gerlach and, in a more
thorough fashion, Johannes Huerter have recently ex-
plored the involvement of Oberstleutnant Henning von
Tresckow’s insurrectionary circle in the genocide of the
European Jews and war crimes against Soviet civilians
and prisoners of war on the Eastern Front, while many
of these men were part of the General Staff of the Army
Group Center. Gersdorff himself was the Group’s Gen-
eral Staff intelligence officer (Ic) and thus responsible for
contact to the SS-Einsatzgruppen. Huerter, an historian
at the Munich Institute for Contemporary History who is
not one to engage in rash Wehrmacht-bashing as a matter
of principle, comes to the conclusion that Tresckow and
his circle were by no means fundamentally opposed to
Hitler’s decision to attack the Soviet Union, and that they
were well-informed of and corroborative in the earliest
mass murders of Jewish civilians. National-conservative
anti-communism, feelings of racial and cultural superi-
ority, and outright anti-Semitism made the initial crimes
against humanity appear less horrific when weighed
against the chance to strike at the heart of the Soviet
Union. Only when it became apparent that the military
risk had not paid off and the mass murders took on geno-
cidal dimension did ethical second thoughts come to play
arole for the young staff officers of the Army Group Cen-
ter.[14] In contrast, Fighting the Breakout seems to build
on the supposed tension created by confronting Gers-
dorff’s texts with those of Waffen-SS-man Hausser, as the
introduction makes a particular point of mentioning the
former’s involvement in the assassination plot.

Another specter raised by Fighting the Breakout is
the issue of allegedly weak Allied combat performance

in Normandy due to an overly cautious, by-the-book ap-
proach and lack of bravado in leadership. German of-
ficers, writing both as prisoners of war for the Ameri-
cans (as did Gersdorff and Hausser) and as veterans mus-
ing over past accomplishments in private memoirs, long
made this assertion and contrasted it with what they
perceived as the superior heroic sacrificial will of Ger-
man troops, a perspective that has passed down into a
great deal of subsequent historical writing. Dieter Ose’s
study of the “decision in the West,” for example, touts
German “heart” over the Allies’ mass of sheer material
strength (which may remind the sensitive reader of the
contemporary German awe of the de-humanized Soviet
“Dampfwalze” advancing towards the German border in
1944), while Martin van Creveld and Richard Overy also
have emphasized Allied material superiority in the face of
German operational and tactical brilliance. Even today,
the professional “Schneid” of the German officer radiates
great appeal not only for German historians, but also for
many military historians in other nations. This swash-
buckling style of combat leadership offers an apparently
admirable model for military manliness, while at the
same time postulating itself as the be-all and end-all of
Wehrmacht soldierliness. In this autistic professionalist
view, the political, ideological, and general cultural di-
mensions of German combat practice during World War
I remain unexamined.

Incidentally, American historians have recently at-
tempted to improve the reputation of the American in-
fantry forces in Europe, often arguing with an almost
equal amount of certainty for their own military’s cul-
tural superiority.[15] Russell Hart has contributed a more
balanced account that weighs the long-term learning
curves of the German, American, British, and Canadian
forces as the setting for their respective short-term ca-
pacity to adjust to western theater combat conditions
in Normandy in the summer of 1944, and in doing so,
explores the source material in great detail.[16] Other
recent American studies mirror the German military
perspective, in that they explore and compare Allied
and German “field-grade” commanders and operations
in Normandy within the framework of case-studies for
the U.S. military as a learning institution, thus meeting
the needs of that institution to learn from past experi-
ence.[17] At the same time, they fail to provide the ade-
quate contextualization that other historians expect and
that represents the very element that makes military his-
tory more than a highly specialized discipline, but rather
a field accessible and fruitful for a wider community of
scholars.
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As the book’s editor states (p. 9), these texts are by
no means the only important primary sources available
on the Allied invasion in Normandy and its consequences
for the German armed forces, nor are they of any sensa-
tional significance among the array of available materi-
als. Furthermore, historians sensitive to the wider cul-
tural implications of wartime operational practices will
do well to confine their reading neither to eye-witness
accounts, such as those in this series, nor to historical
studies limited to combat operations such as Ose’s. Such
historians will recognize the need to extend the field of
vision to include long-term structural developments and
the wider-scale cultural impact of warfare, and to seek
a more complete range of information, perhaps by ex-
ploring the role of German western front commanders
in supporting and sustaining the German war of con-
quest and annihilation or the construction of historical
myths around the Wehrmacht that started with much of
the writings in the Historical Division studies, or by con-
sidering German operational and tactical traditions and
practices within the context of their historical develop-
ment since the nineteenth century, as Hart and, most re-
cently, Isabel Hull have done.[18]
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