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After their experiences in the first 

World War the British and French 

assumed that any new war with 
Germany would be similar to WW1 – a 

massive static engagement between two 

huge armies.   

 
So, the French built the Maginot Line, 

named after the French Minister of 

War, André Maginot.  It ran along the 

entire French border with Italy, 

Switzerland, Germany, and 

Luxembourg and consisted of massive 

defensive fortifications.  It did not 

extend to the English Channel as it 

was assumed that Belgium could be 

defended.  The Maginot Line was 

designed to resist attacks by aerial 

bombardment, artillery and ground 

forces.  It even included air 

conditioning and underground railways 

for reinforcements.  The strategy was 

that the Maginot Line would blunt any 

invasion and allow time for 

mobilisation and counterattack by 

allied forces. 

 

However, when the Germans 

attacked in 1940, they did some lateral 

thinking.  They discarded the tactics of 

the previous conflict and came up with 

a new kind of war, blitzkrieg.  It 

involved fast-moving armoured 

divisions led by concentrations of 

tanks.  They also used paratroopers 

and gliders. They invaded through the 

Low Countries, bypassing the Line to 

the north. The French and British had 

anticipated this and placed strong 

armies along the Belgian border. 

Unfortunately, there was a fatal 

weakness in the Allied plan.  The 

Ardennes forest was lightly defended 

because it was assumed that this 

rough terrain would be unsuitable for 

tank attack.  The Germans, aware of 

this flaw, advanced rapidly through the 

forest and across the river Meuse. 

They encircled and cut off the British 

and French forces in the north.  The 

Allies were forced to retreat to 

Dunkirk where they were evacuated.  

The Maginot line proved useless. 

France fell in a matter of days. 

 

Very often in business the market 

leader builds a Maginot Line to defend 

against competitors.  The successful 

challenger is generally the one who 

finds a way around the bulwark. 

Insurance in the UK was sold through 

high street insurance brokers until a 

small start-up called Direct Line 

started.  The founder Peter Wood set 

up a telephone only service which 

used computer databases to give fast 

accurate quotes over the telephone. 

It came to dominate the market.  In a 

similar fashion the upstart Amazon 

bypassed all the retail giants with their 

huge investments in city centre stores. 

 

Never assume that a Maginot Line will 

protect you against an agile opponent. 
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