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Summary

This study examines the strategic position of the Netherlands in the period from September
1939 to May 1940, from an international perspective. The battle for the Netherlands was not
in fact decided in the days of May 1940, but rather during the preceding months. It was during
these months that the Netherlands were preparing themselves for a possible attack. Berlin was
still considering whether the Netherlands should be included in the German campaign to con-
quer Western Europe, while in London, Paris and Brussels discussions were ongoing on the
question of the feasibility of a military operation in aid of the Netherlands. When World War
II broke out on 1 September 1939, nothing definite with regard to the Netherlands had been
decided by the Germans, nor by the Allies. Neither party had any detailed battle plans for the
Western front. Only in the winter of 1939-1940 were operational plans developed by the
German and Allied military leaders in which the position of the Netherlands was reviewed a
number of times. Dutch military policies were also extensively adapted during mobilisation.
The most important sources for this research are the diplomatic and military archives in the
Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, the United Kingdom and France. Archival material in the
United States has also been consulted. Although they were not directly involved in the
European conflict of 1939-1940, the Americans were regarded as relatively objective and
well-informed observers. Archival material studied abroad includes messages from diploma-
tic and military attachés to foreign missions to The Hague, and reports by the military intelli-
gence services in the respective countries. In addition, the archives of the various military high
commands have been consulted, as well as those of French and German units deployed in the
Netherlands. Records of the Dutch Ministry of Defence, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
have been culled for, among other things, reports by diplomatic missions abroad, Dutch mili-
tary intelligence services, and messages from the Dutch High Command and the Field Army.
Moreover, unpublished reports and diaries of some of the politicians, diplomats and military
personnel involved have been analysed.  
The introductory chapter describes in general terms how the Netherlands responded to the
threat of war in the prelude the First and Second World Wars, and how this was manifested in
foreign and defence policies. In addition, the role of the Netherlands in the war strategies of
the major European powers, especially those of Germany and the United Kingdom, will be
discussed. As a relatively small country, but in a strategically crucial position, the Netherlands
felt under threat of possible aggression by any of the major European countries. When inter-
national tensions started rising around 1900, the Dutch reinforced their military power by trai-
ning more men and purchasing modern weaponry. The extent to which the Netherlands suc-
ceeded in keeping out of the First World War by its own devices is difficult to establish. It is
true to say, however, that the Dutch government, with its steadfast but also flexible policy of
neutrality and by a relatively forceful defence policy, contributed in important ways. Thanks
to the modernisation of the defence forces undertaken from 1901, by 1914 the Netherlands
had a creditable military deterrent at its disposal, which was a serious consideration for the
warring parties when the occupation of the Netherlands was at stake.
After the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, the Netherlands cashed in on the peace dividend, and
extensively cut back its armed forces. After Hitler took over power in 1933, however, there

406



were growing fears in the Netherlands that the country would be drawn into another European
war. Developments in military technology in the First World War, especially the sophisticati-
on of airplanes and tanks, and the construction of fortifications along the Franco-Belgian bor-
der had increased the Netherlands’ strategic importance for the warring parties, but also its
vulnerability. From 1935, the Dutch defence budget was raised substantially. Rearmament was
slow to take place, however. In the late 1930s the United Kingdom was also concerned about
a possible German invasion of the Netherlands. Before the outbreak of the Second World War
German high command had not made concrete plans for an attack on the Netherlands. Hitler
and the German air force command did recognise the strategic importance of the Netherlands
in a possible war of Germany against France and the United Kingdom. 
The second chapter deals with the position of the Netherlands in the German plans for the
offensive against Western Europe between September 1939 and May 1940. The main focus is
on the question regarding German considerations for their decision to also attack the
Netherlands. In September 1939 the Germans were highly apprehensive of an Allied offensi-
ve on the Western front. While the majority of German forces were fighting in Poland,
German defences of the western borders were vulnerable. However, to the Germans’ great
relief a large-scale Allied attack, for instance through Belgium and Holland on the German
Ruhr Area, failed to occur. In 1939-1940 Germany did not hold military ascendancy over the
Allies. It is true that the German forces had more airplanes, but the United Kingdom and
France had more men, tanks and artillery at their disposal. In the autumn of 1939 the German
army leaders expressed serious objections against the offensive against Western Europe orde-
red by Hitler, but he broke their resistance against the plans. The conflict did result in a seri-
ous breach of trust between the General Staff (OKH) and the German leader, so much so that
in November 1939 Hitler openly accused the German High Command of sabotage.
The first German plan of attack on Western Europe (Fall Gelb) of 19 October 1939 was an
unimaginative improvisation, which, if it had been carried out, would have had a slim chance
of success. The German army leaders had slight confidence in the operation, which envisaged
a main attack through Belgium and the Dutch province of Limburg. The Armee Abteilung N
was to occupy the Dutch northern and eastern provinces up to the Grebbelinie. In the second
German plan of operations of 29 October 1939, the Netherlands occupied a fundamentally dif-
ferent position. If the German offensive as desired by Hitler in early November 1939 had been
carried out, only the south of Limburg would have been involved in the conflict as an area to
be marched through. The rest of the Netherlands would have been left undisturbed by
Germany. By the Holland Weisung of 15 November 1939 the conquest of the Netherlands up
to the Grebbelinie again became part of the German plan of attack. The German offensive on
Western Europe was postponed time and again, however. German doubts about the sincerity
of Dutch neutrality were growing, also because of the Venlo incident, when two English secret
agents operating in the Netherlands were captured by the Germans, and because simultaneou-
sly in the Netherlands and Belgium the alarm was raised about an expected German invasion
both in November 1939 and January 1940.
There are many indications that early in 1940 Hitler’s interest in the operation against the
Netherlands was growing. The importance accorded to the occupation of the Netherlands had
clearly been increasing in the course of the months following the mobilisation of Dutch for-
ces in September 1939. The third version of Fall Gelb of 30 January 1940 meant that substan-
tially more and better quality units were made available for the operation against the
Netherlands. Hitler remained hopeful until the last moment that the Netherlands would not
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resist invasion by the Germans. German high command, however, was not so much afraid of
the power of resistance Dutch forces might put up, but rather of the British and French res-
ponse to any attack on the Netherlands. Only the new plan of attack of 24 February 1940 offe-
red Germany the solution of the impasse on the Western front. In the final version of Fall Gelb
hardly any changes had been made concerning the operation against the Netherlands in com-
parison to the earlier plan of 30 January 1940. By a rapid occupation of the Netherlands, the
aim was to prevent Allied troops from getting a foothold in Fortress Holland. The shift of
focus of the German offensive against Western Europe to the south, however, made the attack
upon the Netherlands a minor operation.
From the entire planning of the German offensive on Western Europe it becomes clear that the
occupation of the Netherlands was not to be taken for granted. The position of the Netherlands
in the German plan of attack between September 1939 and March 1940 was subject to sub-
stantial changes. The conclusion can be drawn that Hitler’s decision to involve the
Netherlands in the German plan of attack for Western Europe was not motivated by a wish to
exploit the Dutch economy, nor by the exigencies of military operations. That Germany did
take great interest in the occupation of the Netherlands is shown by the fact that the German
army command deployed a substantial part (around 10%) of all available forces against the
Netherlands. In view of the power relations between the German and Allied armed forces
these were units which were urgently needed elsewhere on the Western front. That the
Netherlands had to be occupied in any case was to prevent Dutch soil from being used at any
time by the Allies for ground and air attack on the Ruhr Area, which was crucial for the
German war industry. In contrast to 1914, in 1939-1940 the German commanders doubted the
sincerity of Dutch foreign policy as well as the power of the Dutch defences. According to
Hitler, sooner or later the Netherlands would succumb to Allied military, diplomatic and eco-
nomic pressure and would abandon its ‘opportunistic’ neutrality. The risk of an Allied attack
from the Dutch flank on the Ruhr Area, even for a gambler like Hitler, was too dangerous to
contemplate.
The third chapter analyses more closely the position of the Netherlands in the military strate-
gic policy of France, the United Kingdom and Belgium, focusing especially on their conside-
rations whether to help the Netherlands in case of a German attack. The Allied defeat in 1940
was for a long time ascribed by the French to the enormous German supremacy in troops and
material. Over the past 20 years this picture has been distinctly qualified. When the Allied and
German forces of 10 May 1940 are compared, it turns out that the Allies had a small advan-
tage in number of troops, tanks and artillery. The Germans, on the other hand, had more pla-
nes and more modern weapons systems like antitank and antiaircraft artillery. All in all, the
conclusion must be that the two opposing armies were matched. The battle was to be decided
by the way in which forces were deployed. 
The Allies soon agreed on a grand strategy. On the Western front tactics would remain defen-
sive until the forces had been built up sufficiently to carry out a frontal attack on Germany.
About the advance defences in Belgium, possible peripheral operations, or the strategic air
offensive the French and the British mainly disagreed. This was one reason why all efforts by
the Allied commanders at drawing up operational plans hardly yielded results during the
Drôle de Guerre. The strategic and operational initiative lay with Germany, and the Allies
were restricted to responding to the German actions.
From October 1939 there was a growing conviction with the Allies that a large-scale German
attack on Western Europe was imminent. They were assuming that the most obvious route for
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a German offensive would lead through Belgium and the southern Netherlands. This assess-
ment by the British and French commanders was largely congruent to the actual German plans
at the time. The United Kingdom urged the French to set up a support operation for the
Netherlands. When Gamelin presented his Zeeland Operation the British appeared not to be
prepared to offer military support, with the exception of the deployment of a couple of
destroyers. Over the months, the French supreme commander’s plans became ever more
adventurous. Gamelin forced through the Breda manoeuvre in the face of opposition from his
staff, and in aid of the Dutch he was prepared to jeopardise the entire French 7th Army, which
had originally been intended as a strategic reserve. By this move, Gamelin in fact made his
prestige dependent on the operation in support of the Netherlands. The measures taken by the
Allies to move their lines of defence to the Netherlands and Belgium constituted the correct
response to the German plans of attack from October and November 1939. Fall Gelb was furt-
her developed, however, to the definite version of 24 February 1940, whereby the focus was
no longer on the north but on the centre. From early 1940 the Allies received ample informa-
tion on the imminent German offensive. The improvement in weather conditions from the
middle of April also raised the odds that Germany would move to the attack. For the Allies
the great surprise on 10 May 1940 was not the moment, but the execution of the German plan
of attack.
A major problem for the Allies in their plans for an advance to the Northern Netherlands was
the discouraging attitude of Belgium. The months-long attempts by the United Kingdom and
France at a rapprochement to Belgium between September 1939 and May 1940 had hardly led
to any positive results. After the November alarm of 1939, military information was exchan-
ged on a substantial scale, especially by the military attachés. The Allies, however, also wan-
ted to make definite military agreements with the Belgians about the admission of their troops
even before the start of the German offensive, for instance in the case that only the
Netherlands would be attacked. In spite of the increasing pressure from the Allies, the
Belgians refused to give up their neutrality. The irritation of the headstrong attitude of the
Belgians in April 1940 ran to such high levels that the Allies decided to violate Belgium’s neu-
trality by setting foot on Belgian soil in case of a German attack targeted solely at the
Netherlands. That this was no empty threat was apparent from the planned Allied operations
in Scandinavia in the spring of 1940, where the neutrality of both Sweden and Norway was to
be violated. It is clear that in spite of all shenanigans, the Allies and the Belgians were at each
other’s mercy. In case of a German attack, the Belgians were completely dependent on Allied
help, while France and the United Kingdom could not allow Belgium, and so in fact also the
Netherlands, to fall into the hands of the Germans. 
The Belgians, however, were highly disappointed by the fact that the plans for an Allied
advance did not reach beyond the river Dyle, and did not include the main Belgian line of
defence on the Albert Canal. This meant that a large part of Belgian territory would be aban-
doned. The Belgians continued to try to convince the French to let their troops advance to the
Albert Canal. A number of times possible Belgian support for an Allied campaign in aid of the
Netherlands was used to increase pressure. Concerning the question of how Belgium was to
deal with a German attack on the Netherlands, a number of considerations played a role. The
Belgian commanders were aware of the fact that the Belgian position would be seriously thre-
atened by a German occupation of the Netherlands. From the provinces bordering on the
Netherlands, the Germans would be able to attack from both the North and the East. Although
for this reason Belgium was in fact highly dependent on the Netherlands, in practice the
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Belgians did not want to throw in their lot with the Dutch. Indeed, the Dutch government had
not shown too much regard for the interests of their southern neighbours. Just like in World
War I, the Dutch would certainly not come to the aid of the Belgians in case their neutrality
was violated by a German attack. Moreover, in Belgian eyes the Dutch had opted for a self-
centred defence policy by seriously neglecting their defences south of the great rivers. Finally,
the Belgians had a low esteem of the fighting power of Dutch forces. They even doubted the
Dutch will to resist. According to the Belgian commanders operations in support of the
Netherlands would have little chance of success. Ultimately, up to the time of the German
attack, especially at the instigation of King Leopold III, Belgium was to insist on its neutrali-
ty, while the Allies were left to ponder the question how the country would react to a German
infringement of Dutch neutrality.
The United Kingdom had an outspoken opinion with regard to the Netherlands. Already in late
January 1939 the Allies had been informed that any German attack on the Netherlands would
be regarded as a casus belli. The Netherlands was strategically placed between the United
Kingdom and Germany. It was of great concern to the British that the Germans might want to
use Dutch navy and air force bases for attacking the United Kingdom. With regard to British
policy in the case of the Netherlands in 1939-1940, there is evidence to show that there was
an enormous discrepancy between the major political and strategic importance ascribed to the
maintenance of Dutch independence on the one hand, and on the other the extremely meagre
military contribution the British were prepared to make in support of the Netherlands in case
of a German invasion. Eventually, the Netherlands were abandoned and British military ope-
rations were limited to an attempt at destroying Dutch navy and air force bases and strategic
oil reserves. At the same time the British had no qualms about putting pressure on the Dutch
government to consult with the Allies on military issues, and to persuade the French to under-
take military action in aid of the Netherlands, all in violation of neutrality. With regard to the
French allies, the United Kingdom clearly used a policy of ‘passing the buck’.
The French operation in support of the Netherlands was controversial with the British as well
as with the French High Command. In spite of the fact that the Breda manoeuvre ultimately
did not contribute to the defence against the German attack in May 1940, the plan cannot be
regarded as a strategic blunder of decisive importance in the French defeat. After all, suppor-
ting the Netherlands had only involved a couple of divisions. Gamelin’s motivation for the
Breda manoeuvre was based on political and strategic considerations, rather than on military
operational ones. For political and moral reasons France did not want to abandon the
Netherlands. 
The fourth and final chapter describes the Dutch perception of the danger of a German inva-
sion, paying special attention to Dutch security policies in response to the threat of war. The
inescapable conclusion is that there were important differences between Dutch military poli-
cies in 1914 and those of 1939. At the start of World War I the Dutch took into account the
possibility of both a German invasion and a British landing. In addition, the Field Army made
a serious effort to defend the southern Netherlands against any enemy advances. After World
War II broke out in September 1939, the Dutch with the concentration of their armed forces
(Concentratie Blauw) opted for a non-neutral policy almost entirely targeted at defending the
heart of the country against a German invasion, something that did not remain unnoticed by
foreign observers.
The fact that neutrality was at the basis of Dutch foreign policy could count on broad politi-
cal and societal support during the period of mobilisation. Neutrality was both aim and means,
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and it determined Dutch actions on the international stage. The choice for a policy of neutra-
lity had a pragmatic (it served Dutch national interest), and an idealistic (it served European
interests) justification. The foreign governments, however, only had an eye for the pragmatic
not to say opportunistic side of Dutch foreign policy. Indeed, they were not convinced of the
sincerity of Dutch intentions of maintaining neutrality. The Germans regarded Dutch neutra-
lity as insecure, in view of the country’s dependent relationship with the United Kingdom. The
Allies were afraid that, under heavy German pressure, the Netherlands could decide for the
Danish option, where a part or even all of its territory would be ceded to Germany without
further ado. The way in which the warring great powers dealt with Dutch neutrality may at
best be regarded as expedient, in view of the great pressure on Dutch trade, espionage activi-
ties and violations of airspace.
Attempts by the Netherlands to modernise its armed forces during the interbellum had failed,
which is why in 1940 the country had an army which, as to equipment, organisation and doc-
trine, still stemmed largely from World War I. The Dutch armed forces largely lacked profes-
sionalism, well-trained and experienced troops, and modern weaponry such as tanks, anti-tank
and antiaircraft guns. Because of these shortcomings the Dutch Army was only able to carry
out static defence operations, which were restricted to only a part of the territory since they
depended on fortifications. Foreign observers were only too aware of the weakness of the
Dutch forces. Only the defensive power of the areas that could be flooded, a method with a
long history, made any impression.
Early November 1939 the Netherlands was warned from various sides against the German
invasion in the middle of that month. The intelligence about the German plan of attack from
the Dutch military attaché in Berlin, major Sas, but also that from the Dutch military attaché
in Paris and Brussels, lieutenant-colonel Van Voorst Evekink, proved to be very accurate. In
the reports from the foreign missions in The Hague during the days of November it can be
concluded that the German threat was being taken very seriously, and it was reason for the
Dutch government to take numerous diplomatic and military measures. The November alarm
also caused the issues surrounding Dutch military policies and Allied warfare to be made the
subject of discussion. Late in 1939 the Dutch supreme commander (OLZ), Reijnders, had a
serious disagreement about his plan of defence with the Dutch Minister of Defence,
Dijxhoorn, and the commanders of the Field Army.
In January 1940 a second major alarm was struck during the period of mobilisation. The war-
ning from Rome was confirmed by Sas and others. In spite of the fact that the army comman-
ders and the Dutch military intelligence service (GS III) in connection with the inclement wea-
ther, had doubts whether the Germans would indeed attack around 15 January 1940, again
military and diplomatic measures were still taken. Shortly after the January alarm the conflict
in the Dutch army leadership about war policies came to a head. Reijnders was dismissed and
replaced by Winkelman. The new OLZ could command more trust with the government, and
so had more elbow room than his predecessor. Winkelman’s defence plan was aimed more at
the concentration of the limited Dutch troops behind the fortifications in the heart of the coun-
try. He chose the Grebbelinie as his main line of defence. In addition, Winkelman was incli-
ned to give up the Peel-Raam position, the most important defence line south of the Dutch
rivers, but in his instructions of 30 March 1940 a definite decision had not yet been taken.
The German invasion of Denmark and Norway on 9 April was the reason for the third great
alarm during the period of mobilisation. According to Sas the attack on Western Europe would
start within days. Since the Dutch military attaché had correctly predicted the German attack
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on Scandinavia, his warning carried even more weight now. Again, the Dutch commanders
took no risks, and Dutch forces were put on high alert. The April alarm was also reason for
intensifying contacts through the military attachés with the Belgians, the French and the
British concerning possible future Allied military support of the Netherlands. Winkelman did
choose for an isolated policy when in early April he decided to clear the Peel-Raam position
immediately after a German invasion.
German preparations for the start of their offensive on Western Europe on 10 May 1940 did
not go unnoticed in the Netherlands. Although the historian De Jong and the post-war
Parliamentary inquiry committee criticised the fact that in the night of 9 May 1940 not all of
the Dutch Armed Forces were prepared for action, it is true that Dutch Army leadership took
numerous measures after Sas had warned of a German attack. The Belgians, the French and
the British were also informed by the Dutch. The German attack on 10 May 1940, therefore,
was certainly not unexpected.
Much of the post-war criticism of Dutch policies during the period of mobilisation suggests
that the danger of a German invasion was underestimated. This view is incorrect, however.
After the outbreak of World War II on 1 September 1939 the Dutch received warnings from
all sides about the danger of a German attack. The information about the German threat given
by Sas, Van Voorst Evekink and others proved to be excellent. The Dutch government did not
want to take the risk of not responding to the numerous warnings it received during the peri-
od of mobilisation. At all the invasion alarms Dutch troops were put on high alert and poten-
tial allies were warned. Materials from international and diplomatic archives show that during
the mobilisation period more secret contacts took place between the Dutch commanders and
the Allies, as well as with the other neutral countries, Belgium and the United States, than has
been generally assumed until now. The contacts mainly concerned the exchange of confiden-
tial information about the German threat and the coordination of Dutch military policy with
Belgium and the Allied aid operation. Many of these contacts took place with the agreement
of ministers Van Kleffens and Dijxhoorn, who were responsible in the Dutch government for
security policy and who operated relatively autonomously. 
The Dutch political and military leadership can therefore perhaps be blamed for a lack of ini-
tiative and forcefulness, but they were not naive. The German threat was taken very seriously
by most of them. The problem was, however, that the weak military forces seriously hampe-
red Dutch military policy. The lack of troops, professional staff, fighting experience and
modern weaponry condemned the Dutch Army to a static war in fortifications, meaning that
only part of Dutch territory could be defended. The great weakness of the Dutch defence plan
of 10 May 1940 was that from an operational point of view it was not geared to Allied warfa-
re, but at the same time, from a strategic viewpoint, it was entirely dependent on Allied sup-
port. According to plan, the Dutch army was to wait behind the lines north of the rivers for the
arrival of French and British relief forces. The initiative was left to the enemy, while the Allies
were to be responsible for the main action. Winkelman’s decision to pull back most of his
troops from Noord-Brabant, in the light of the main German attack and the French support
operation, was, to say the least, unfortunate. The dilemma for the Dutch government, howe-
ver, was that the military and diplomatic measures which, because of strict neutrality, had to
be taken entirely independently, would never be sufficient for resisting a German attack. The
question is whether the very accurate indications by Sas and others constituted sufficient jus-
tification for a radical breach of Dutch neutrality policies, let alone that openly siding with the
Allies even before 10 May 1940 could have prevented the German invasion and subsequent
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occupation. More probably Dutch collaboration with the Allies would have given the suspici-
ous Germans a certain reason for starting an invasion. Under the circumstances, maintaining
neutrality was the only chance, although a slim one, of staying out of the war. The policy of
neutrality was a product of pragmatic considerations, rather than idealistic ones. In fact, it was
not a well-considered choice but a continuation of a tradition deeply rooted in politics and
society. For the Netherlands in its strategic position, and because of its military weakness,
there was no acceptable alternative to neutrality.
Foreign policy was geared towards convincing other countries of the Dutch will to remain
neutral, and the aim of defence policy was to demonstrate that to a certain extent the
Netherlands could in fact do so. However, developments in the period between September
1939 and May 1940 show that the Netherlands failed in this respect. That is not to say that the
Dutch government was itself responsible for the German invasion. The fact that the Dutch
policy of armed neutrality was not convincing cannot count as a justification for the aggressi-
on by Hitler Germany. Neither can it be said with any certainty whether stronger Dutch defen-
ces, for instance by the purchase of more armaments from 1935, or an even more strictly fol-
lowed policy of neutrality would have stopped the Germans from invading the Netherlands.
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