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PREFACE

This paper was prepared for the Warfare Studies Branch of the Air Command

and Staff Colege, Maxwell AFB, Alabama. It presents a review and analysis of

General of the Army Omar N. Bradley's role in the planning and execution of

Operation Cobra and the Falaise Gap maneuvers which were conducted by Allied

forces in France during the summer of 1944. Analysis of these military operations

was accomplished using he ACSC strategy process model and the principles of war

as stated in AFM 1-1. This is one in a series of analyses of great warriors being

compiled by the Warfare Studies branch for possible use by future ACSC course

officers. The author's goal in writing this paper was to provide insight into the

process by which strategy and the principles of war are applied in planning and

executing large scale military operations.
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Chapter One

INTRODUCTION

Studying history is often the best means of preparing for future events. Since

the beginning of civilization, great leaders have studied warriors of the past with the

intent of profiting from their successes and learning from their failures. This

practice continues in modern times.

The purpose of this paper is to study a great warrior of modern times, General

of the Army Omar N. Bradley, who at the height of World War II commanded 1.3

million American combat troops in France. In order to give insight into the process

by which strategy and the principles of war are applied in planning and executing

large scale military operations, the author will review and analyze General Bradley's

role in planning and executing military operations during the liberation of France in

World War II. Analysis will be accomplished using the ACSC strategy process model

and the principles of war as stated in AFM 1-1. The military operations that will be

studied are Operation Cobra and the Falaise Gap maneuvers. Operation Cobra was

started on 25 July 1944, 50 days after the Allies landed at Normandy. The Falaise

Gap maneuvers began soon after the completion of Operation Cobra and lasted until

21 August 1944. The review and analysis of events and decisions made during these

two major operations will be accomplished in chapters two through six.

Chapter two provides a brief biography of General Bradley, while chapter

three describes the planning and execution of Operation Cobra and the Falaise Gap

maneuvers. Chapter four analyzes the planning and execution of Operation Cobra and
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the Falaise Gap maneuvers using the ACSC strategy process model. Chapter five

analyzes Bradley's application of the principles of war as stated in AFM 1-1 during

these two major operations. Chapter six .,onsists of four discussion questions designed

to stimulate thinking on how military operations in support of Operation Cobra and

the Falaise Gap maneuvers might be related tc the ACSC strategy process model

and/or the principles of war. One possible answer with rationale is included for each

question.
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Chapter Two

BIOGRAPHY OF GENERAL OF THE ARMY OMAR NELSON BRADLEY

12 February 1893 - Born in Clark, Missouri (3:10; 6:38)

191t - Appointed to US Military Academy Missouri (3:10)

1 June 1915 - Commissioned as a second lieutenant in the infantry after
graduating 44th in the West Point class of 1915 (3:10; 6:38)

i July 1916 - Promoted to permanent first lieutenant (3:11; 6:38)

17 June 1918 - Promoted to temporary major (3:11; 6:38)

September 1919 - Became professor of military science and tactics at South
Dakota State College (6:38)

22 .January 1920 - Reverted to rank of captain following World War 1 (3:10-11)

1921) - Ordered to a 4-year tour as instructor in mathematics at West
Point (3:10; 6:38-39)

25 June 1924 - Promoted to permanent major (3:11)

L925 - Graduated from the Advanced Course at The Infantry School,
Fort Benning, Georgia, and ordered to duty in Hawaii (3:10)

1926 - In charge of National Guard and Reserve Affairs for the
Hawaiian Islands (3:10)

1929 - Graduated from Command and General Staff School and was
assigned to Fort Benning as instructor in tactics and weapons
at the infantry School (3:10; 6:39)

1934 - Graduated from the Army War Uollege and was assigned to
West Point where he served initially as an instructor in tactics
and later became plans and training officer (3:10; 6:39)

1939 - Became Assistant Secretary of the General Staff (3:10)

20 lebruary 1941 - Promoted to temporary brigadier general and assigned as
Commandant of the Infantry School at Fort Benning (3:10; 6:39)
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15 February 1942 - Promoted to temporary major general and assigned as
Commander of 82nd Infantry Division at Cnamp Clairborne,
Louisiana (3:10; 6:39)

June 1942 - Assigned as Commander of the 28th Infantry Division at Caimp
Livingston, Louisiana (3:10; 6:39)

Early 1943 - Selected by General Eisenhower to be his personal
repre-ntative in the field in North Africa (3:10; 6:39)

16 April 1943 - Became Commander of the US 1I Corps (3:10; 6:39)

2 June 1943 - Promoted to temporary lieutenant general (3:12; 6:39)

10 June 1943 - Invaded Sicily with US 11 Corps (3:10)

1 September 1943 - Promoted to permanent brigadier general (3:12)

7 September 1943 - Released from command of US II Corps and called to England to
assist General Eisenhower in planning the Normandy Invasion
(3:11; 6:39)

16 October 1943 - Became Commanding General, Ist Army Group, which Ifter
became the 12th Army Group (3:11; 6:39)

6 June 1944 - Commanded landing of 1st Army Group at Utah and Omaha
beaches, Normandy (3:11; 6:39)

1 August 1944 - Assumed command of the 12th Army Group, which eventually
comprised the combat forces of the First, Third, Ninth and
Fifteenth Armies (3:11; 6:39)

12 March 1945 - Promoted to temporary general (3:12; 6:39)

15 August 1945 - Became Administrator of Veterans' Affairs (3:11; 6:39)

7 February 1948 - Became Chief of Staff, United States Army (3:11; 6:39)

16 August 1949 - Sworn in as the first Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in
the Department of Defense (3:11; 6:39)

22 Septemcr 1950 - Became America's fourth 5-star Army general (3:I; 6:39)

August 1951 - Reappointed Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff (3:10)

1951 - Published A Soldier's Story, a memoir (6:39)

Aiiguist 1953 - Retired (6:39)

Suimmcr 1979 - Began taping for A General's Life, an autobiography (2:669)

8 April 1981 - Died pf a clot in the brain at age 88 (2:670)

4



Chapter Three

DESCRIPTION OF OPERATION COBRA AND THE FALAISE GAP MANEUVERS

STATUS OF ALLIED AND GERMAN FORCES IN FRANCE
PRIOR TO OPERATION COBRA

On 6 June 1944, Allied forces initiated Operation Overlord, the invasion of

northern France (2:244). After seven weeks of fighting, the deepest Allied

penetrations were about 30 miles inland on a front of only 80 miles (See Figure 1)

(1:321).

By the 23rd of July, the Allies had landed a total of 1,361,000 troops in France

and had suffered 122,000 casualLies. Furthermore, the Allied European Forces had 34

divisions in place and a large, immediately available reserve of American divisions in

England waiting to enter the battle. There was hardly enough room for the Allies to

maneuver and little room for additional troops. Since the 6th of June, the advance of

American troops had been measured in yards instead of miles. There were, however,

two bright spots. The Allies controlled the air, and the supply situation was basically

good. Landing craft continued to bring material in over the beaches, and the first

supplies were brought in through Cherbourg on the 19th of July (1:321-322).

The Germans in France, meanwhile, had 26 divisions in place, six of them

armored. Allied intelligence, however, indicated that the Germans were stretched to

the limit (1:322). The German Fifteenth Army, still intact in Pas de Calais, was

pinned down by an Allied plan called "Fortitude" which was designed to make the

Germans think Overlord was merely a feint and that an Allied invasion would take
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place at Pas de Calais (1:322; 2:219). If the Germans saw through Fortitude, their

ability to reinforce would be greater than that of the Allies. Neither side, however,

was gaining much ground. The newspapers were full of the word "stalemate" (1:321-

322).

GENERAL BRADLEY PLANS OPERATION COBRA

The stage was set for Operation Cobra--a plan by General Bradley, Commander

of the US First Army, to break through the German lines at Saint Lo (see Figure 2).

In contrast to the usual Kmerican preference for broad front assaults, this was to be

a narrow, concentrated attack on a 7,000 yard front (5:250). The break through at

Saint Lo was to be immediately preceded by a massive air bombardment and

spearheaded by General Joe Collins and his aggressive VII Corps (1:322; 5:250). When

Collins broke through, Bradley planned to throw the whole weight of the US First

Army, some 15 divisions, into the assault (2:272). In addition, General Eisenhower

intended to rush divisions over from England, activate General Patton's US Third

Army, and send it racing to open the ports in Brittany (1:322). Initially, Operation

Cobra was planned to start on the 19th of July (see Figure 2) (2:272).

A key feature of Operation Cobra would be a massive, paralyzing air attack on

the Germans in a rectangle three and one-half miles wide and one and one-half miles

deep. This would take place south of the Saint Lo-Periers road to which Collins'

troops would advance prior to the "jump-off" (1:322; 2:276). There was no room for

error. A mistake could bring a "rain of bombs" on the Allied troops. To minimize the

chances for error, Bradley proposed a plan for Allied aircraft to approach the

bombing rectangle on a course parallel to the east-west Saint Lo-Periers road and, of

cou 3e, south of it. So directed, Allied planes would not fly over their own troops.

Thus, if the aviators dropped bombs long or short of the target area the bombs would

fall on the German side of the Saint Lo-Periers road (2:276).

6



MONTGOMERY SUPPORTS OPERATION COBRA

WITH OPERATION GOODWOOD

To clear the way for Operation Cobra, Field Marshal Montgomery, Commander

of the British 21st Army Group, planned an offensive to draw the Germans to the

Allies' east flank, away from Bradley's US First Army. Montgomery's offensive,

Operation Goodwood, was planned as an all-out thrust at Caen with an armored corps

consisting of three tank divisions. It too would be preceded by a massive aerial

assault (2:273).

Montgomery launched Operation Goodwood on the 18th of July. To initiate the

offensive, over 2,000 bombers dropped nearly 8,000 tons of bombs into the German

front. At first the attac<' went well. The British armored corps advanced three miles

into the German lines and for a time seemed on the point of a clean breakthrough.

Unfortunately, the British advance was slowed by the onset of rain and the thousands

of large bomb craters the air assault had created. The Germans launched a limited

counterattack which gained no ground but inflicted heavy losses on the British

(2:2 75).

Montgomery abruptly halted the offensive on the 20th of July after the ruins had

turned the battle ground into a "sea of mud." The British had gained only the rest of

Caen and the ground about six miles to the south of the city. The cost was high:

4,000 casualties and 500 tanks-over one-third of all the tanks in Montgomery's

command (2:275).

Tactically, Operation Goodwood improved the chances for success of Operation

Cobra. Montgomery had drawn the bulk of the German panzers to his front, and

Allied intelligence indicated that German Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge had

committed all of his reserves to oppose the British at Caen.
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FINAL PREPARATIONS ARE MADE FOR OPERATION COBRA

In preparation for Operation Cobra, General Collins' men pushed forward to the

Saint Lo-Periers road. At a cost of 5,000 casualties on the 18th of July, the

Americans gained the vital heights of Saint Lo. By the 20th of July, they had

reached positions commanding the Saint Lo-Periers road (5:249).

Meanwhile, Bradley refined his Cobra plan. On the 19th of July, he flew to US

Air Force headquarters in England for a final discussion of the bombing with Air

Chief Marshal Leigh-Mallory and other senior air force officers. According to

Bradley, the conference resulted in three important agreements. The airmen agreed

that the bombers would fly a parallel approach on the Saint Lo-Periers road to avoid

hitting Allied troops. At the same time, to further minimize the chances of bombing

Allied troops, Bradley agreed to withdraw Collins' forces some 1,500 yards north of

the Saint Lo-Periers road. It was also agreed that the planes would drop no bombs

larger than 100 pounds in order to avoid heavy cratering of the bombing rectangle

(2:276-277).

BAD WEATHER CAUSES A FALSE START OF OPERATION COBRA

Operation Cobra was delayed by the same torrential rain and low clouds that

sealed the fate of Operation Goodwood. Finally, on the 24th of July, the weather

forecast was good. The order was given and 1,600 aircraft had launched when a

heavy cloud cover moved over the target area (2:279; 5:253). Leigh-Mallory, who was

in Bradley's command post, sent a message cancelling the attack. Unfortunately, it

wais too late to stop all the planes. Some 400 bombers reached France and dropped

their bombs. Many bombs fell behind American lines, killing 25 and wounding 131.

One reason for the error was that the planes flew a course perpendicular to the

Snint Lo-Periers road rather than parallel to it as Bradley felt he had been assured

(2:279).
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Bradley launched an immediate investigation to find out why the airmen had

bombed on i perpendicular course rather than a parallel one. To his astonishment,

the air force senior officers claimed they had never agreed to bomb parallel to the

road (2:279). They argued that a parallel approach would maximize Allied aircraft's

exposure to enemy flak, present the narrowest rather than the widest target, and

cause air congestion over the target (2:276). To make matters worse, the airmen

would agree to a second attack only if it was perpendicular to the road. Fearing the

Germans were on to him, Bradley accepted what the airmen offered and reset the

"jump-off" for the followirg day, the 25th of July (2:279-280).

EXECUTION OF OPERATION COBRA

The next morning, the forecasters' promise of brighter weather was fulfilled. At

0700, 901st Panzergrenadiers telephoned division headquarters and reported,

"American infantry in front of our trenches are abandoning their positions. They are

withdrawing everywhere." Despite every indication from their intelligence to the

contrary, the German staff accepted the withdrawal of Collins' infantry as evidence

that the major Allied attack would come south of Caen on Montgomery's front

(5:253).

At 0938, the fighter-bombers opened their first 20-minute assault on the

German front line (5:254). In total, over 2,400 aircraft flew perpendicular to the

target and dropped some 4,000 tons of bombs and napalm. Despite desperate efforts

by the US ground troops to identify their positions with yellow panels and smoke

markers, reports of "shorts" immediately flooded into Bradley's command post (2:280;

5:254). The Americans suffered 111 dead and 490 wounded at the hands of their own

airmen (2:280).

Following the air assault, Collins' VII Corps hesitantly began to attack amid the

shambles created by the bombing of their own forward areas. The men soon
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discovered that the German Panzer Lehr Division which they faced was battered but

still unbroken. Some German troops had even moved rapidly forward to occupy ground

the Americans had evacuated to provide an air safety zone. General Collins' troops

were even more disheartened to meet fierce artillery fire which they had confidently

expected to find suppressed by the bombing (5:255).

The heavy opposition Collins' men initially encountered was, in fact, "merely

the valiant and instinctive reaction of a few tough Germans." The bombing had done

a great deal of damage. Official Army historian Martin Blumenson wrote,

Bombs buried men and equipment, overturned tanks, cut telephone wires,
broke radio antennas, sent messengers fleeing for foxholes or the nearest
crater. Communications with forward echelons were completely disrupted.
The bombardment transformed the main line of resistance. . . into a
frightening landscaped of the moon. . . . No less than a thousand men must
have perished in the Cobra bombardment. About one-third of the total
number of combat effectives. . . were probably killed or wounded, the
survivors dazed. Perhaps only a dozen tanks or tank destroyers remained in
operation. Three battalion command posts of Panzer Lehr were demolished.
The attached parachute regiment virtually vanished. Only local and feeble
resistance was possible against attacking American infantrymen (2:280-
281).

It was a tribute to the efforts of the British and Canadians that von Kluge's

fears, as well as his principal forces, were still decisively fixed upon the eastern

flank. Against the 14 British and Canadian divisions, the Germans still deployed 14 of

their own, including six panzer divisions. The Americans, on the other hand, faced

only It seriously weakened enemy divisions, two of them armored. It was against this

weak spot in the German lines that 15 American divisions would soon be committed

(5:255).

Even during the first encounters following the bombing, General Collins sensed

the confusion and lack of coordination within the German lines. Accordingly, he

calted on his reserves and threw Huebner's Big Red One into the fight. He then

committed his armor: Ted Brooks' 2d Division and Leroy Watson's 3d Division (2:281).
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While the German positions were resisting fiercely, they did not appear to form a

(!ontinous lbelt or delenses. 'Thcy could be outflanked and bypassed (5:255).

The rapid advance of American tank columns which followed was primarily due

to the employment of the "Rhino", the American principal secret weapon for

Operation Cobra. A "Rhino" was a Sherman tank with a set of steel "tusks" welded

onto the front. Before the "Rhino" was invented, neither German or Allied tanks

could get through the Norman hedgerows unassisted. The "Rhinos" restored battle

field maneuverability to Bradley's armor by spending an average of only two and

one-half minutes cutting through each hedgerow. Henceforth, while the German tanks

remained restricted to the roads, the Shermans possessed the power to outflank them

across country (5:251-252, 256-257).

On the afternoon of the 25th of July, Collins ordered his mobile columns to

start moving. By nightfall, elements of 1st Division were outside Marigny (see Figure

2). The next morning, across the entire VII Corps front, units began to shake free

froi1 engagerTents with the Germans and move fast across country, reporting that

resistance was crumbling before them (5:256).

The entire Allied offensive rapidly gained momentum. Pockets of resistance at

crossroads halted the American tanks only long enough for the infantry 'to jump down

and pour fire into them (5:25;-252).

On the 26th of July, VIII Corps, commanded by General Troy Middleton, joined

the offensive on Collins' right flank. General Middleton used the 8th and 90th

Divisions to lead his attack because their positions alone possessed clear paths in

front through the floods and swamps. Initially, both divisions bitterly disappointed

Bradley by failing to gain ground. First light on the 27th of July, however, revealed

that the Germans in front of the 8th and 90th Divisions had gone, compelled to pull
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back because of theircrumbling left flank. The Germans left only immense mine

fields to delay the advance of VIII Corps (5:258).

Meanwhile, as darkness fell on the 26th of July, General Maurice Rose of 2nd

Armored's Combat "Command A" raced on. His men's progress had been dramatically

rapid, a tribute to the careful training of his tank companies before the attack,

along side the foot soldiers of 22nd Infantry. At 0300 on the 27th of July, they had

reached the first objective of Cobra, a road junction north of Le Mesnil-Herman. By

noon the same day, 9th Division was also clear of all organized German resistance

and moving fast. Since the rear areas were alive with German stragglers and

retreating units, armored escorts were provided for the American supply columns

racing to follow the lead troops (5:251-252).

Operation Cobra had succeeded. General Collins' VII Corps had reached

Coutances, and the VIII Corps under General Middleton, to Collins' right, had taken

Granville and Avranches (see Figure 2) (1:324). The Germans, now completely routed,

retreated in haste or surrendered (2:281).

Operation Cobra, a major turning point in the war, would go down in history as

the "St Lo Breakout." Seven agonizing weeks had passed since D-day and all that

time the terrain, the weather, and the tenacious German troops had kept the Allies

bottled up in the Cotentin Peninsula. The Allies, at last, were moving out at

breathtaking speed. One phase of the war had ended, another had begun (2:282).

GERMAN FORCES YIELD TO ALLIED ADVANCES

The offensive nov entered a new and bloodier phase. As the American columns

lay strung out over miles of unfamiliar country, German units began to fight with all

their customary ferocity to escape entrapment. General Bradley, however, knew that

US First Army forces were dominating the battlefield and that the Germin assaults

12



reflected the "thrashings of desperate men," rather than a genuine threat to the

American front (5:260). /
ly tle lIat days of .Jaly 1944, the cerntan army in Normandy had been reduee l

to such a condition tlnt only a few fanalics of the German high comimand still

entertained hopes of avoiding defeat, far less of achieving victory. Furthermore, any

faint prospect of replacing the huge casualties in the west vanished in the wake of

the Russian summer offensive which dest:royed 28 German divisions in five weeks.

Many German units were shattered ruins of their old selves, sustained by a fraction

of the men and a tiny fragment of the armor and gun power that they had carried

into battle weeks before. Attrition, not maneuver, had been decisive in reducing

Field Marshal von Kluge's formations to a state in which they could no longer sustain

the sagging line. German forces lacked both the mobility to race the Allies to the

beaches and the fighting power to seal the gaps, even where they could reach these.

Field Marshal von Kluge reported to Hitler,

W:l.-her the enemy can still be stopped at this point is questionable. The
enemy air superiority is terrific, and smothers almost every one of our
movements. . . Losses in men and equipment are extraordinary. The
morale of our troops has suffered very heavily under constant murderous
enemy fire, especially since all infantry units consist only of haphazard
groups which do not form a strongly coordinated force any longer. In the
rear areas of the front terrorists, feeling the end approaching, grow
steadily bolder. This fact, and the loss of numerous signal installations,
makes an orderly command extremely difficult (5:277).

Wholesale collapses in morale resulted in the mass surrender of German units

swamped by the American advance. Many German divisions had disintegrated, leaving

scattered bands of demoralized stragglers roaming north-west France without

cquipment or leadership. It was astonishing that the German east-west front held

together at all. Yet tfe surviving fragments of the old elite units still disputed the

Allied advance at every stage (5:277-278).
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AMERICAN COMMAND STRUCTURE CHANGES

At this pivotal moment in the Allies' fortunes, the long-scheduled shift in the

American command structure took effect. On 1 August 1944, Lieutenant General

Hodges assumed command of First Army, Patton's Third Army formally came into

being, and Bradley stepped up to command of 12th Army Group which consisted of

First ind Third Armies. Until the Supreme Iloandquartors of AllIled IHurol)Cnr Forc,

(SIIAfF) could establish a forward command post on the continent, Bradley received

his operational instructions from Montgomery, but, in fact, Eisenhower was assuming

command of the land battle (1:325; 5:266).

PATTON RACES TO CAPTURE SUPPLY PORTS

On the 1st of August, Patton began his race through Brittany. The pre-Overlord

plans placed great emphasis on Brittany and its ports. The plans called for Patton to

concentrate all his forces on capturing the ports in the city of Brest. But with the

German left flank wide open, Eisenhower wanted to send only one of the four corps

of Patton's army into Brittany, devoting the "great bulk of the forces to the task of

completing the destruction of the German Army" (1:325).

In fact, two of Patton's corps swept across the bridge at Pontaubault into

Brittany. Bradley was cautious and determined not to embark on reckless adventures

south-eastwards unless he was certain of holding the Avranches "elbow" in their rear.

"We can't risk a loose hinge," he said (5:280). Bradley feared a German counter-

attack north-westwards could break through to the coast and cut off Patton's

armored divisions from their fuel and supplies. Once Patton's supply lines were

broken, his army could be rolled up from the renr. Bradley himself later accepted

responsibility for the decision to swing large American forces west into Brittany

(5:280).
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While the British Second and US First Armies continued to attack, contain, and

destroy the Germans in Normandy, Patton's Third Army moved rapidly, Patton took

lZennes on the 3rd of August and got as far as Le Mans, almost halfway to Paris,

five days later. The air forces gave Third Army all possible support. Fighters and

fighter-bombei's protected the flanks while the heavy bombers continued to interdict

behind the German lines. Additionally, French Resistance activities added

immeasurably to the German woes. The Germans were reduced to moving troops by

night, and their supply deficiencies were acute (1:325-326).

Bradley wrote of Third Army's great sweep in early August, "Patton blazed

through Brittany with armored divisions and motorized infantry. He conquered a lot

of real estate and made big headlines, but the Brittany campaign failed to achieve

its primary objectives" (5:281). Bradley was referring to the rapid seizure of the

western ports in a useable condition (5:281).

According to Max Hastings, author of Overlord, tne true architects of Patton's

rush through Brittany were Collins and his VII Corps, who had broken the German

line in Operation Cobra, and the British and Canadian armies, who still faced the

bulk of Field Marshal von Kluge's effective formations. There was no German front

in the west, merely a disorganized number of German units retreating with all the

speed that they could muster into the fortified ports where they were expected to

make a stand (5:281).

Most of the Germans opposing Patton's forces were given time to withdraw into

Brest, whose garrison swelled to 38,000 men and whose defenses held until the 19th

of September. Far more seriously, the vital turn east towards Mayenne and Alencon,

intended to initiate the rolling up of the main German front in Normandy, was

delayed by days because of the German resistance at Brest (5:282-282).
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