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Praise

A SUNDAY TIMES  BESTSELLER

‘Fascinating and absorbing … What emerges from this compelling tale of organic evolution and frequent recklessness is the indomitable and pioneering spirit of those involved and how often their courage and daring was badly squandered by those further up the chain. It is very much the men’s characters that form the beating heart of this book – eccentrics, mavericks, ridiculously brave but also very human too … The Red Devils were mostly young men, as vulnerable as any other soldier. Yet what they achieved, as David makes clear in this hugely entertaining book, was remarkable’

James Holland, Daily Telegraph

‘In the past the story of paratroopers has been told as an adjunct to wider campaign histories, which diminishes their extraordinary contribution. David, a gifted military historian, instead knits all those stories together into a single continuous narrative, told in the words of those who were there. He starts with the birth of the airborne force in bleak 1940 and ends with the last glorious days of the war. Along the way there are thrilling victories and ghastly tragedies … David recounts battles with enthralling detail, never from a detached distance. He specialises in a worm’s-eye view of the war’

The Times
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Introduction

‘GUY JUMPED. FOR A second, as the rush of air hit him, he lost consciousness. Then he came to himself, his senses purged of the noise and smell and throb of the machine. The hazy November sun enveloped him in golden light. His solitude was absolute … He experienced rapture, something as near as his earthbound soul could reach to a foretaste of paradise … He was a free spirit in an element as fresh as on the day of its creation.’[1]

In Unconditional Surrender, Evelyn Waugh captures perfectly the intense, almost ‘out of body’ spiritual experience that parachuting was for some of the airborne pioneers. The novel, the third in Waugh’s celebrated Sword of Honour trilogy, was published in 1952. Yet Waugh knew of what he wrote. In December 1943, as part of his training for the SAS, he attended a parachute course at a ‘secret house near Ringway’ airfield in Manchester. The house was Tatton Hall, a neo-classical mansion whose extensive parkland had been loaned to the RAF by its eccentric owner and aviation enthusiast, the 4th Baron Egerton, to train Britain’s wartime parachutists. Between 1940 and early 1946, almost 60,000 British and Allied trainees made their first drops at Tatton. Waugh was among them. He noted in his diary:


We did two jumps. The first was the keenest pleasure I remember. The aeroplane noisy, dark, crowded; the harness and parachute irksome. From this one stepped into perfect silence and solitude and apparent immobility in bright sunshine above the treetops. We were dropping at 700 feet only, so that the pleasure was brief. All too soon the ground seemed to be getting suddenly nearer and then, before one had time to do all one had been told, one landed with a great blow.[2]



Waugh’s first drop went well enough. He told his wife Laura that he had ‘felt absolutely no reluctance to jump – less than in taking a cold bath’. But on the second, he landed awkwardly and cracked the fibula in his left leg, preventing him from completing the course and earning his ‘wings’. The same fate befalls his fictional alter ego in Sword of Honour, Guy Crouchback, who injures himself on his first drop. Then 39 years old, Waugh never completed a combat jump and saw out the conflict writing Brideshead Revisited and acting as a liaison between the British Army and Tito’s partisans in Yugoslavia.

But thousands of other British airborne pioneers did go to war by parachute and glider and, in the process, helped to realise what American diplomat Benjamin Franklin had envisaged as early as 1783: ‘ten thousand men descending from the clouds’ in balloons to attack an enemy’s ‘third flank’, his relatively undefended rear area. Franklin’s ideas had long been dismissed as science fiction. Yet in just a few short years in the early 1940s they became a reality.[3]

Britain came late to the airborne party. In the 1930s, when many of Europe’s powers – Italy, Soviet Russia, Germany, Spain, Poland and France – were developing a parachute and airlanding capability, Britain confined its airborne efforts to troop resupply and transportation. Only after defeat in Belgium and France, and the miracle of the Dunkirk evacuation, did Winston Churchill call on 5 June 1940 for the raising of ‘parachute troops on a scale equal to 5,000’ as one way of taking the fight to Nazi Germany’s ‘Fortress Europe’.[4]

Certainly, fear of the exact opposite – an invasion of Britain by German parachutists – was something that preoccupied government and civilians for much of the war. The alarm was first raised in the House of Commons on 13 May 1940 – just three days into Germany’s blitzkrieg campaign – when a concerned MP asked Anthony Eden, the Secretary of State for War, whether, ‘in order to meet the imminent danger of enemy parachute landings in this country’, he would consider raising a ‘voluntary corps composed of older, responsible men to be armed with rifles and Bren guns and trained for instant action in their own localities’.

Eden said yes. The matter had been ‘receiving urgent attention in the light of recent events’, and he hoped to make an announcement ‘at a very early date’. He was as good as his word. On 14 May 1940, Eden appealed on BBC radio for people to join the newly raised Local Defence Volunteers – later renamed the Home Guard (and depicted on British television in the 1970s in the popular sitcom Dad’s Army) – and within six days more than 250,000 people had answered the call. One of their key roles, Eden’s deputy Sir John Grigg told the House of Commons on 22 May, was to act as ‘parashootists’ who would ‘deal with small enemy parties landing from the air’.

On 4 June – as part of his rousing ‘We shall fight on the beaches’ speech – Churchill warned of the dangers of enemy ‘parachute landings’. A couple of weeks later, the Ministry of Information issued every household with a pamphlet entitled, ‘If the Invader comes – what to do and how to do it.’[5]

But even as the invasion threat receded with defeat for Germany in the aerial Battle of Britain in 1940, the War Ministry was responding to Churchill’s call by creating its own airborne capability. These forces – the legendary ‘Red Devils’ – were some of the finest combat troops of the Second World War. They began as a single parachute battalion of 500 men and grew into three 10,000-strong airborne divisions: the 1st, 6th and 44th Indian, each composed of parachutists and glider-borne troops. Wearing their distinctive maroon berets, steel helmets and Dennison smocks, they served with distinction in every major theatre of the conflict – including North Africa, Sicily, mainland Europe and the Far East – and played a starring role in some of the most iconic airborne operations in history: the Bruneval Raid of February 1942; the capture of the Primosole, Pegasus and Arnhem Bridges in July 1943, June 1944 and September 1944 respectively; and Operation Varsity, the biggest single-day parachute drop in history, near Wesel in Germany in March 1945.

The difference between parachutists and glider troops was stark. The former leapt from planes at altitudes as low as 400 feet, and oscillated towards terra firma beneath a flimsy silk canopy. The latter effectively crash-landed in a large box of steel, plywood and fabric that was ‘not unlike a section of the London Tube railway in miniature’. Both methods of insertion were extremely hazardous, but few of the Para Boys would have swapped places with the Glider Lads, and vice versa. John Howard, the hero of Pegasus Bridge, was genuinely surprised when a fellow officer moved from gliders to parachutes because he could imagine few worse situations than jumping out of an aircraft, praying his canopy would open and unsure where he would land. It was, in his view, infinitely preferable to arrive by glider with a pilot in charge. The Para Boys felt just as strongly that they didn’t want to ‘prang into action’.

Their rivalry was enhanced by the fact that parachutists received more risk money than glider lads: two extra shillings a day, compared to a single shilling, the cause of much ill feeling among the glider troops. The one thing they all had in common was that they had volunteered for highly dangerous duty: the sooner the better.[6]

A parachutist was free to choose what he took with him, as long as he kept within the load quota. Company Sergeant Major Jack Harries of Merville Battery fame, for example, jumped bearing a Sten gun and four magazines, two Mark 36 Mills grenades, a phosphorus grenade, three Gammon bombs, gas cape, camouflage net, knife, ground-to-air recognition triangle, mess tin, 24-hour ration pack, map, message pad, entrenching tool, bootlaces, spare socks, singlets and briefs, small towel, washing and shaving kit, pay book, handkerchiefs, writing paper and envelopes, binoculars, torch, French money, shell dressing, pack of contraceptives, toilet paper, toggle rope, boiled sweets, boot polish and brush and comb. He also had an escape kit which included a compass hidden in a brass button, a four-inch metal file, silk maps sewn into his trousers and smock, and half a bottle of brandy. Most also had a kit bag containing up to another 65 pounds of equipment that, once they had jumped, would dangle beneath them on a rope.[7]

Handicapped during its early years by inter-service rivalry and a chronic lack of suitable aircraft and equipment, Britain’s airborne force gradually expanded, learned from its mistakes, and developed a number of roles that included small-scale raids (Colossus, Biting and Freshman), fighting like traditional infantry (North Africa and India) and, its favoured option, dropping behind enemy lines to secure vital ground and infrastructure in conjunction with a ground offensive (Ladbroke, Fustian, Tonga, Market and Varsity). It was in this latter role that Britain’s airborne forces made their most significant contribution to Allied victory during D-Day and the Crossing of the Rhine; even at Arnhem, where they ultimately came up short, their superhuman fighting qualities meant a flawed operation almost succeeded in shortening the war.

Along the way, guns were pulled on American pilots, mistakes were made, lives were lost and taken. Yet all the time the airborne force was learning from its mistakes and finessing its equipment and tactics. It ended the war with a fearsome reputation. But that was as good as it got: the development of helicopters in the 1950s meant that mass paratroop drops and glider landings were soon a thing of the past.

This is the first book to join up the dots and tell the story of Airborne across the whole war, drawing on multiple archives, published memoirs, unpublished diaries and letters, and interviews with participants. Since the publication of The Red Beret by Hilary St George Saunders in 1950, and T. B. H. Otway’s official history of Airborne Forces of the Second World War a year later, fragments of the story have been told by, among others, Cornelius Ryan, W. F. Buckingham, Antony Beevor, Lloyd Clark and Mark Urban. But Sky Warriors is the first book to knit all those stories together into a single continuous narrative, told in the words of those who were there.




PART I

Beginnings, 1940–42





1

Operation Colossus 
– Southern Italy, 10–12 February 1941

‘FIFTEEN MINUTES TO TARGET,’ came the word from the cockpit. Sergeant ‘Taff’ Lawley woke the men and there was a burst of activity as equipment was checked, parachute static lines sorted out and the plywood exit doors unbolted.

After what seemed to Lieutenant Tony Deane-Drummond a very long quarter of an hour, the tail-gunner appeared from his perch and shouted: ‘You are due to drop in under a minute. Get cracking.’

The intercom had failed and for about 10 seconds there was pandemonium as the plywood doors were hauled open and the first two paratroopers swung their legs over the edge of the hole. Through it, they could see the lights of Calitri flash by. Then the red light came on, signalling five seconds to go. Random thoughts flashed through Deane-Drummond’s mind. This is unreal. What am I doing sitting over a hole looking down at Italy? He glanced at his men and wondered what they were thinking. They ‘looked cheerful but pale’.

Operation Colossus was the first British airborne mission of the war. The assault on the Apulian aqueduct in southern Italy by X Troop of the 11th SAS Battalion (later the 1st Parachute Battalion) in January 1941 had the hopelessly ambitious strategic objective of preventing Italy from fighting a war on two fronts. Yet, if X Troop could blow up the aqueduct and sever the water supply in Apulia for a time, it would achieve a propaganda victory to boost British morale and spread fear among the Italians. Crucially, it would prove – after much investment and exhaustive training – that Britain’s fledgling airborne forces really could make a difference.

The River Ofanto flashed by in the pale moonlight. It could not be long now. The red light changed to green. ‘Number One!’ shouted Lawley. The first paratrooper dropped through the hole. Numbers Two and Three followed. Lawley then pressed the release switch for the containers and their coloured parachutes which fell from the bomb bay. After a slight pause, he counted out Numbers Four and Five. The latter was Deane-Drummond. He remembered a ‘tearing gale, a slight jerk’, and then ‘swinging gently in blissful silence a few hundred feet above the ground’.

Dropped at 500 feet, it took Deane-Drummond just 15 seconds to reach terra firma. He landed perfectly in a ploughed field barely 100 yards from the aqueduct which ‘stretched below and in front of him across the steep little ravine of the Torrente Tragino, the bottom of which was covered with scrub and small trees, and led up to a small hill beyond’. Over the brow of the hill was a second aqueduct crossing another stream, the Fosse della Ginestra. On Deane-Drummond’s left the mountainside ‘rose steeply with a group of farm buildings 50 feet above him’. Across the ravine to his right, ‘a track led away from the farthest pier of the aqueduct, dipped over the hill in front, came into view again by some farm buildings on the other side of the Ginestra and ran along the slopes of the valley past the confluence of the two streams down towards the main road, the railway and the River Ofanto’.[1] Well done the pilot, he thought to himself.

The containers had dropped nearby and, having opened them and distributed the weapons, he divided his section into two and ordered them to search the two clusters of farm buildings and bring the occupants back to the aqueduct where he would be waiting. It was deathly quiet. His plane had been due to drop third, but there was no sign of anybody else. Had they lost their way? If so, and he and his men were on their own, they would have to do the best they could with the explosives they had brought. But the chances of doing any serious damage were not good.

By 10 p.m., his men had returned with the Italian peasants from the farm buildings: 12 men and another 12 women and children. Five minutes later, to his intense relief, he heard more planes overhead. They were Whitleys that, one after the other, turned for a run in over Calitri and dropped their loads. As the parachutes floated down, the Italian peasants grouped near the aqueduct ‘continually crossed themselves in amazement’, while their children leapt in the air and clapped their hands. ‘Angeli, angeli!’ they shouted.

A short while later, hearing a ‘loud crashing’ through the bushes and thorn ash in the valley below, Deane-Drummond’s men prepared to fire. But when the trees parted out came Major ‘Tag’ Pritchard, ‘a little out of breath, as his plane load had been landed about a mile away down by the river’. Pritchard was accompanied by Sergeant ‘Clem’ Clements, the first man out of the plane, who had almost dropped in the wrong place. But the pilot realised his error in time and switched the light back from green to red, causing Clements to be grabbed by his colleagues and held with his feet dangling through the hole until the plane had made another circuit. They were still dropped too close to the Ofanto, causing Lance Corporal Harry Boulter of the North Staffordshire Regiment to land awkwardly on rocks and break his ankle. He was being helped along by two of his comrades.

Following soon after were the parties led by Captain Lea and Second Lieutenants Paterson and Jowett. All had been dropped late, between a half and three-quarters of a mile below the target, because the signalling lights in their planes had malfunctioned. There was no sign of Captain Daly and his section of sappers. Even more worrying was the news that some of the planes had failed to drop their containers, giving Paterson and the remaining sappers only a third of the explosives that had been allocated for the mission.[fn1]

With time getting on, Pritchard gave out his orders: Daly, Jowett and Deane-Drummond’s sections were to take up covering positions in a semi-circle to the north and downstream of the target, and also covering the approaches to both aqueducts; the Italian peasants were to be used to collect the heavy 50-pound boxes of guncotton, a request they readily agreed to as it ‘would give them something to talk about for the rest of their lives’; and Paterson, now the senior sapper, was to make a quick survey of the aqueduct and decide how best to destroy it. Everyone was to assemble at the far end of the Ginestra aqueduct when the job was done.

Paterson found the aqueduct much as he had been led to expect from his study of the intelligence – in the form of a written description, photographs and diagrams – but with two important exceptions. The central pier ‘was in the middle of the stream and 30 feet high, not squat as shown in the diagram’; and the piers were made not from masonry, as in the description, but reinforced concrete which required six times more explosive to destroy. Short of explosives, and unable to attack either the centre pier or the conduit itself (the planned alternative if the piers were indeed made of reinforced concrete), the young Canadian ‘decided to concentrate on the western pier, which was most easily reached’.

He therefore piled 640 pounds of explosive against the base of the western pier ‘at ground level on the uphill side and tamped with earth and stones’. He also placed ‘two necklace charges’ weighing 160 pounds on the upper part of the pier, one on the top under the water way and one on the ledge at the top of the base. This took time because ‘mud had to be pressed in behind the guncotton slaps to make good contact’.

Just before midnight, once Paterson had collected enough explosives to blow the western pier, Pritchard sent a runner to Deane-Drummond, who was on watch on the track that led from the Ginestra to the road that ran parallel to the Ofanto, to stop the carrying parties. He intercepted the last porter who was carrying two boxes on his shoulders. ‘It seemed such a pity to waste it,’ recalled Deane-Drummond, ‘so I put it under one end of a small bridge carrying the track which led to the main aqueduct. This would delay the repair work.’[2]

At 12.15 a.m. on 11 February, with the main charges on the aqueduct in place, the sappers withdrew to the far end of the Ginestra aqueduct. At the same time the local men were taken back to the farm buildings ‘where two or three were trussed up to encourage the others, warned by the interpreter that the sentry outside the door would shoot to kill, and locked in with the women and children’. There was no sentry.

Shortly before 12.30 a.m., Paterson ‘fired a one pound guncotton slab, the warning signal that the main charge was to be blown a minute later and that the protective parties were to join the sappers’. Paterson and Pritchard lit the fuses and ran for cover over the brow of the hill towards the Ginestra. At the same time, Deane-Drummond ordered Corporal Watson of the Royal Engineers to fire the charge at the little bridge. Once he had done so, the pair ran to safety.

Boom! A huge explosion rocked the aqueduct followed, 30 seconds later, by a Whoomf! at the small bridge.[3] It had gone up in a ‘cloud of flying concrete, rails and bits of masonry’. The civilians in the cottages started to wail, and a woman ran out of the house with a baby in her arms when the bits started thudding down on the roof. The small bridge had been ‘neatly cut and one end lay in the bed of the stream’.

Pritchard and Paterson went back to inspect the aqueduct, and found the western pier collapsed and the water way broken in two. ‘The two halves,’ read the official report, ‘were sloping up to the abutment and the centre pier, with the broken ends in the bed of the torrent. Water was flooding down the ravine.’

The others were waiting impatiently at the Ginestra aqueduct. When Pritchard and Paterson appeared with grim faces, Deane-Drummond and the others feared the worst. Surely 700 pounds of guncotton had been enough?

Pritchard put up his hand to still the babble of voices and said: ‘Listen.’

They strained their ears and, sure enough, could hear the sound of a great waterfall. The aqueduct had been cut. They cheered spontaneously, ignoring the fact that they were in enemy country and their noise ‘must have been heard a good mile or two away’.

Operation Colossus had, against all odds, succeeded.[4]

Now came the problem – intrinsic to parachuting behind enemy lines – of how to get out. As agreed beforehand, ‘Tag’ Pritchard now split his force into three small parties to give it the best chance of making the rendezvous with the submarine at the mouth of the Sele river on the night of 15/16 February, a distance of 50 miles.[fn2] He and Tony Deane-Drummond would lead the first party (which also included the Italian speakers Fortunato Picchi and Private Nastri), Christopher Lea and ‘Pat’ Patterson the second, and George Jowett and Flight Lieutenant Lucky the third.

Lucky, who wore ‘ribbons from the 14–18 War’, was one of three Italian speakers in the party. The other two were Private Nicola Nastri of 11th SAS Battalion, who would travel under the pseudonym Private John Tristan to protect him from Italian reprisals, and a 44-year-old civilian called Fortunato Picchi, a former head waiter at the Savoy Hotel ‘who was fanatical both in his hatred of [Mussolini’s Fascists] and his love of Italy’. Picchi was, at face value, an odd choice to take on such a dangerous mission. A ‘suave polite little man’, with a bald top to his head and ‘slight middle-aged spread’, he had no military experience.[5] He was selected because he had volunteered to return to his homeland as an SOE agent. His SOE report stated: ‘non-politically minded, but anti-fascist. An idealist, an excellent worker and organiser who cannot allow failure. Wants above all things for everyone to be treated fairly.’

What role the SOE envisaged for Picchi is unknown. But, in line with SOE operations elsewhere, it is likely that he was being sent back to Italy to coordinate fellow resisters to Mussolini’s rule and provide vital intelligence for future British/Allied operations. To protect his identity, Picchi used the alias of a Free Frenchman called ‘Private Pierre Dupont’.[6] For security reasons, this was all kept from the men of X Troop who assumed Picchi would return with them.

Before departing, the men were ordered to lighten their loads by ditching their heavier weapons, including Brens and tommy guns. This still left each man carrying ‘a 30-pound pack containing five days’ rations, mess tin, water bottle and miniature primus stove’. For arms they kept only their Colt automatic pistols and their two hand grenades.

Their plan was to climb the mountain behind the aqueduct and then follow the contours until they reached the highest point of the pass over the Apennines ‘before moving down the north side of the Sele valley towards the Mediterranean’. Lance Corporal Harry Boulter, however, would be left behind: having broken his ankle on landing, it would be impossible for him to keep up. Pritchard and Deane-Drummond both shook his hand and wished him luck, with the latter trying to convey by expression rather than words how important it was that Boulter did not crack under questioning. The lance corporal responded: ‘On your way, you lot. Don’t waste time on me. I’m the lucky one. I’ve got out of that bloody long march over the mountains.’

As they set off, dogs began to bark. ‘It seemed impossible,’ noted Deane-Drummond, ‘that we would not have all Italy on our heels by the morning. This was going to be no easy walk over the Scottish moors. We bent our backs and laboured slowly through the mud and up the hills.’[7] With their rubber-soled jump boots slipping on the slick ground, it was heavy going and they stopped every three-quarters of an hour to munch chocolate or sip a little water until they were ‘sufficiently recovered to continue’. On and on they tramped, pulling themselves up the sides of the steep little gorges by their hands and then slithering down the other side on their bottoms.

At 7 a.m. they found a ‘nice, sheltered little ravine in which to lie up during the day’. There was a stream nearby and plenty of cover, so they took off their equipment and tried to sleep. They had walked for about six miles, but were still only three and a half miles from the aqueduct, as the crow flies, and would have to double their mileage on future nights if they were to reach the coast in time.

After a ‘wonderful three hours’ rest’, they were woken at 10 a.m. by the sound of a low-flying plane that was obviously looking for them. They kept perfectly still, their faces to the ground, until the plane flew away. Soon after, they pulled Primus stoves from their packs and boiled water to make sweet tea or a greasy porridge of biscuits and pemmican. The latter, made from meat extract with added fat, was an old polar explorers’ standby that tasted like ‘concentrated greasy Bovril’. Deane-Drummond found it ‘quite nauseating’, though it assuaged his hunger.

From their hiding place they could see peasants at work in the fields and, beyond them, the village of Calitri perched on the side of the mountain. The sun was shining and a light breeze ‘brought the delicate smell of wild thyme, mint and rosemary’ wafting over them, though they were in ‘no position to appreciate such muted pleasures’. Deane-Drummond’s chief concern was a 300-foot-high cliff, a quarter of a mile ahead, that they would have to scale that evening.

When night fell, they donned their packs and, having crossed a fast-flowing stream, set off up the cliff using a goat track that ‘Tag’ Pritchard had spotted earlier that day. ‘With some difficulty we pulled ourselves up the slope of mud and shingle,’ noted Deane-Drummond, ‘using every bit of scrub or long grass as we scrambled up to the top. All our reserves of energy had been used up to climb that hill and we were to feel it later on.’[8]

No one felt the strain more than Fortunato Picchi, the middle-aged former Savoy waiter, who ‘appeared to be suffering from some chest disorder and coughed continuously’. Yet he was determined to keep pace with the others and managed to do so.[9]

They crept slowly on in single file ‘with ears strained for any unusual sound’. They could see a few cottages against the skyline, and assumed they must be the outskirts of the village of Pescopagano. Before them stretched mile after mile of wild and seemingly impassable country, every natural hillock and glade distorted by the moonlight into ‘grotesque and weird shapes’. Few landmarks could be picked out, so they decided to march by compass to a large crossroads near the source of the River Sele. They were always walking ‘either up or down along the side of a hill’, but did manage to find a small road.

Deciding it was too risky to walk along the road, they kept it a quarter of a mile below them as a guide, ‘trying to avoid the scattered little farmhouses which were becoming more numerous’. At every brook they threw themselves flat to drink the ice-cold water. With some of the men close to exhaustion, Pritchard ordered a halt for a brew. The hot sweet tea was ‘like nectar’.

At 1 a.m. on 12 February, having not seen any traffic for some time, they took to the road and ‘damn the risk’. Five or six miles later they came to a crossroads that, they reckoned, was the highest point of their route to the coast. It was now downhill all the way and their only concern was to find a place to hide up before dawn. Looking down into the valley, they could see it ‘stretching for miles in the moonlight, with rugged cultivated sides’, dotted with innumerable farmhouses, and it seemed unlikely that ‘things would continue so well’.

A light clopping of hooves on the road ahead brought them out of their reverie. They were too tired, and there was too little cover, to make a run for it, so Pritchard formed them into single file and told Private Nastri to call the step in Italian. A pony cart laden with vegetables came into view. Fortunately, its female peasant driver was fast asleep. With this mini-crisis averted, they left the road. Deane-Drummond’s ‘feet ached as they had never ached before’, and his whole body was ‘limp with exhaustion’.

With dawn approaching, they needed a hiding place. The maps indicated that a nearby hilltop was covered with woods, so they headed for it, climbing steadily through ploughed fields. Shivering and exhausted, they were kept going by the fear of being discovered in the open at dawn. But the woods failed to materialise. Pritchard and Deane-Drummond climbed a little higher and found a cluster of boulders and juniper bushes that would have to do. It was far from ideal, but they were ‘unable to move another step from sheer exhaustion’.

They soon fell asleep in their makeshift hideout. When Deane-Drummond woke at dawn, an hour later, it felt as if every bone in his body ached and shivered; his clothes were ‘soured with sweat’ and his teeth could ‘not stop chattering’. He looked out and saw, barely 100 yards away, an Italian peasant looking intently in his direction. As the peasant began to walk away, Pritchard sent Fortunato Picchi after him to tell him they were a party of Italian and German troops on an exercise. When Picchi returned, he said he thought he had convinced the farmer, but that there were a lot of women and children who had also seen the fugitives. Some of them had run off down the hill to a nearby village, possibly to alert the carabinieri.

Pritchard was in a quandary. If he ordered the men to move, it might attract more attention. So they remained where they were, in acute suspense. Some ‘half naked and filthy Italian children with a few mongrel dogs’ were the first to appear. They sat down 100 yards away, sucking their thumbs and gazing at the paratroopers as if they were ‘men from the moon’. A minute or two later, a man came over the hill behind them, accompanied by two pointers and holding a shotgun. ‘He seemed very frightened,’ wrote Deane-Drummond, ‘as he pointed his shotgun straight at Tag and kept up a running commentary, which of course was unintelligible to us.’

Gradually more people arrived, ‘typical Italian peasants with nut-brown faces and long dirty black dresses’. Picchi tried to convince the man with the shotgun that they meant no harm, but he was having none of it. He waved his gun aggressively, insisting that they lay down their arms. Pritchard consulted with Deane-Drummond, telling him that he was minded to give the order. When the lieutenant disagreed, Pritchard said: ‘All right, Tony, you throw a grenade at those people on the right and I will throw mine over there.’

Deane-Drummond knew he could never do that. Men, women and children were everywhere and there were bound to be casualties among them if they tried to fight their way out. The best they could hope for was ‘a few extra hours of freedom at the price of a particularly odious and inglorious action’. Reluctantly he agreed with Pritchard who told the men. There was a shocked silence, followed by an incredulous voice: ‘Aren’t we going to make a fight of it, sir?’

Pritchard’s face betrayed his anguish. ‘I’m sorry,’ he replied, ‘but we have to give in.’

As soon as they dropped their pistols, the peasants came surging up to them and took all their equipment, much to Deane-Drummond’s ‘chagrin and disgust’. The date was 12 February 1941. He wrote later: ‘I have never felt so ashamed before or since, that we should have surrendered to a lot of practically unarmed Italian peasants.’[10]
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‘Are you ready for the fight?’
– UK, June–July 1940

EIGHT MONTHS EARLIER – on 22 June 1940 – a small parade was held at Cambrai Barracks in Perham Down, Hampshire, to mark the formation of Britain’s first airborne unit. The day was unusually cool and overcast for midsummer – a contrast to the previous few weeks of exceptionally fine weather – and the seven officers and 55 men were wearing a variety of uniforms and cap badges from units and corps across the British armed forces: gunners, sappers, Royal Ordnance Corps, Royal Army Service Corps, Royal Armoured Corps, light infantry, line infantry and the Royal Tank Regiment.[1] All had answered the call, first issued on 12 June, for ‘volunteers for special service who are willing to join a parachute unit’.[2]

Addressing the men of C and D Troops of the newly raised No. 2 (Parachute) Commando[fn1] was their commanding officer, Major Ivor Jackson. Commissioned into the Royal Tank Corps (later Regiment) in 1925, Jackson had spent two long stints on secondment to the RAF. This personal knowledge of the air arm had convinced the War Office that he was ideally suited to command airborne infantry. Yet Jackson had no combat experience and would later be criticised by some of his officers as out of his depth. What he did not lack, however, was enthusiasm. ‘He was very keen about the whole thing,’ noted Corporal Ernie Chinnery, one of those on parade. ‘He was a firm man, but not harsh, then aged about 37 who had been trained by the RAF as a pilot.’

A long-serving member of the 17/21st Lancers[fn2] – the famous ‘Death or Glory’ cavalry regiment that had only switched from horses to armoured cars in 1938 – Chinnery had recently been posted to Perham Down as an instructor in the 54th Armoured Training Regiment. Piqued, he immediately volunteered for the parachute Commando. ‘I’d been in the Army for 12 years,’ he recalled, ‘so I wasn’t prepared to spend the next few years in a training unit … I went and put my name down.’

It helped that Chinnery was supremely fit and itching to see action. ‘Are you ready for a fight?’ he was asked at his interview.

‘Any time.’

He had never seen an aircraft, let alone ridden in one, but he would ‘sooner go and fight overseas than let those buggers come over here’.[3]

The raising of these airborne pioneers was a direct – and, some might argue, desperate – response to the recent defeat of Allied forces on the continent, prompting the chaotic evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk. On 3 June, with the heroic rescue all but complete, Prime Minister Winston Churchill wrote to Major General Hastings ‘Pug’ Ismay, military secretary to the War Cabinet (and the link between the prime minister and his chiefs of staff), warning of possible German air and sea landings on British soil. He specifically demanded the raising of ‘self-contained, thoroughly equipped units of say 1,000 up to not less than 10,000 [men]’ to tie up enemy troops by raiding the German-held coastline of Europe. ‘How wonderful it would be,’ wrote Churchill, ‘if the Germans could be made to wonder where we were going to strike next instead of forcing us to try to wall in the island and roof it over. An effort must be made to shake off the mental and moral prostration to the will and initiative of the enemy from which we suffer.’[4]

Two days later, Churchill sent Ismay a second and more detailed minute on the subject. ‘We have got to get out of our minds,’ he warned, ‘the idea that the Channel ports and all the country between them are enemy territory. They must become “no man’s land” … Enterprises must be prepared, with specially trained troops of the hunter class who can develop a reign of terror down these coasts, first of all on the “butcher and bolt” policy; but later on, or perhaps as soon as we are organised, we should surprise Calais or Boulogne, kill and capture the Hun garrison, and hold the place until all the preparations to reduce it by siege or heavy storm have been made, and then away.’

It was imperative, he continued, to end the ‘passive resistance war’. The Chiefs of Staff must come up with measures for a ‘vigorous, enterprising, and ceaseless offensive against the whole German occupied coast-line’. He envisaged sending tanks across the Channel in ‘flat-bottomed boats’ for raids deep inland that would ‘leave a trail of German corpses behind them’. The lives of ‘ordinary’ German troops – those left to guard the coastline – ‘must be made an intense torment’. To that end, he expected to hear proposals for organising and transporting the ‘striking’ forces; a ‘proper system of espionage and intelligence’; the use of 15-inch guns on railway mountings to fire across the Channel; and the ‘development of parachute troops on a scale equal to 5,000’.[5] Having hinted at the creation of an airborne force in his 3 June memo, Churchill was now, two days later, effectively ordering his military chiefs to make it happen.

On 9 June, the War Office responded by asking the British Army’s Southern and Northern Commands to collect the names of up to 40 officers and 1,000 other ranks who were prepared to join a ‘special force of volunteers for independent mobile operations’.

Known as ‘Commandos’ – a nod to the Afrikaans horsemen who had given the British so much trouble during the Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902 – they would be composed of fit young men who could swim and were immune to sea-sickness. Particularly sought after were men who had seen active service and could drive a motor vehicle. Officers were expected to have ‘personality, tactical ability and imagination’, while the men sought were those of ‘intelligence and independence’, who could ‘behave without supervision’.[6] Most of the Commandos were to operate as amphibious troops and carry out coastal raids, hence the concern about sea-sickness. But, thanks to Churchill, one Commando – No. 2 – would have a parachute capability.

The prime minister’s interest in airborne matters went back to 1912, when he began to take flying lessons himself. In 1917, as Minister of Munitions, he had first suggested the deployment of troops from the air. Almost two decades later, he warned against parachute landings in the north-west of England in a 1936 paper entitled ‘Invasion by Air’, reissuing it after Dunkirk. But the trigger for Churchill’s 5 June 1940 directive for the raising of 5,000 British parachutists was the enemy’s largely successful use of airborne troops in the recent Norway and Low Countries campaigns.[7]

The theory of using a skyborne force to attack an enemy’s open rear flank went back to the late 18th century, when Benjamin Franklin, American ambassador to France and one of the Founding Fathers of the United States, witnessed one of the Montgolfier brothers’ manned hot-air balloon flights in Paris in 1783. ‘Five thousand balloons capable of raising two men each, could not cost more than five ships of the line … And where is the Prince who can afford so to cover his country with troops for its defense, as that 10,000 men descending from the clouds might not in many places do an infinite deal of mischief before a force could be brought together to repel them,’ he wrote.[8]

Hot-air balloons, of course, were too vulnerable to enemy fire and adverse weather conditions to be a viable option for military operations. The game-changer was the invention of a working aeroplane by the Wright brothers in 1903, and its subsequent adoption by the military for reconnaissance, air-to-air combat and bombing missions during the Great War. By the 1920s, most of the great powers possessed multi-engined planes of sufficient size and power to make air transportation possible.

The irony was that it had been the British who had pioneered the use of planes to transport troops and supplies in the interwar years, using parachutes, for example, to replenish forces in Kurdistan in 1923. Since then, however, it had lagged behind, leaving other military powers to adapt air transport for a direct battlefield role.

It was the Italians who were the first to use parachutes to deliver soldiers from the air straight into combat – or, at least, that was the theory. In 1927, using the static-line Salvatori parachute (a canopy and suspension lines in a bag stitched to the back of a modified jacket), they established the world’s first military parachute-training course near Milan. Though development slowed thereafter – partly because of the death of the new arm’s commander in a training accident – the Italian armed forces contained several parachute battalions by the late 1930s. They would not make their active service debut, however, until the capture of the Greek island of Cephalonia in April 1941.[9]

Long before then, the Italians had been overtaken in airborne development by both Soviet Russia and Germany. In 1928, an aviation detachment of the Red Army carried out an ‘air-landing assault’ on guerrillas in Turkestan. By 1934, Soviet air-landing units were more than 10,000 strong, backed by a ‘dedicated training organisation and a coherent operational doctrine’. Following trials in 1930, the Red Army had also embraced the parachute as a means of troop delivery. In March 1936, Minister for War Duff Cooper told the House of Commons that ‘the invention of flying … has worked a tremendous change in every form of human activity and especially in all questions of defence’, citing as evidence the Russian Army’s ‘very interesting experiment’ near Kiev of the summer before, recorded on film, in which ‘one could see 1,200 men descending simultaneously by parachute, and such heavy weapons as tanks, not to mention machine guns, being conveyed simultaneously with the men to the scene of battle’.

Another MP, Major-General Knox, questioned the Soviet film as ‘excellent propaganda but nothing else’. Later in 1936, however, the future British field marshal Lord Wavell witnessed with his own eyes a similar feat near Minsk: more than 1,200 Soviet paratroopers, flown 100 miles and dropped in ‘enemy’ rear areas to seize bridges and an airfield, into which an entire infantry division was air landed.

Some combat experience was gained by Red Army paratroopers who dropped during the Winter War with Finland (1939/40) and the occupation of Bessarabia in June 1940. A year later, the Soviets claimed to possess 15 airborne brigades, totalling 100,000 men.[fn3][10]

In the 1930s, inspired by the Soviet example, the Spanish, French and Poles would all experiment with different types of airborne troops, although the French had inexplicably disbanded their two-company Infanterie de l’Air by the outbreak of war. The British, meanwhile, confined their airborne efforts to troop resupply and transportation. Part of the problem was doctrinal: while the British Army was trying to mechanise its ground troops, the RAF was preoccupied with aerial bombing and, to a lesser extent, imperial policing. This left neither service committed to airborne innovation. There was also the issue of inter-service rivalry and funding. ‘The RAF may have possessed the necessary transport aircraft,’ wrote William F. Buckingham in Paras: The Birth of British Airborne Forces, ‘but parachutes and all their ancillary training and storage equipment were expensive.’[11] Who would pay – the RAF or the British Army?

This left the field clear for the Germans who were to make, after the Soviets, the greatest advances in airborne warfare in the 1930s. Hermann Göring, the future Reichsmarschall and head of the Luftwaffe (Air Force), set up the first German parachute unit in April 1935. Originally part of the Prussian paramilitary police, it was integrated into the Luftwaffe in October 1935 as the parachute wing of the Herman Göring Regiment. By early 1936, the Luftwaffe parachute-training school had opened at Stendahl in eastern Germany, and the term Fallschirmschützen (parachute soldiers) had been superseded by Fallschirmjäger (parachute hunters), after the formation of the 1st Jäger Battalion in January 1936.

At around the same time, the Heer (German Army) set up its own parachute capability. Perhaps inevitably, the two services disagreed over the size and employment of airborne troops: the Luftwaffe wanted to deploy small teams of parachutists as saboteurs, whereas the Heer ‘leaned towards Soviet practice and saw parachute troops as a spearhead for large-scale air-landing operations in support of ground forces’. A third school of thought, proposed by Kurt Student, head of the Luftwaffe’s training schools, was the creation of a self-sufficient airborne force with integral transport aircraft, close air support and artillery. It would operate under a tactical doctrine that Student dubbed the ‘drops of oil’ method: seizing multiple landing zones behind enemy lines which would expand and link up, ‘first with each other and then with advancing ground forces’. German airborne doctrine would contain elements of all three ideas.[12]

The opportunity to put these ideas into practice came in May 1940 when Hitler insisted that the German assault on the Low Countries be spearheaded by elements of the Luftwaffe’s 7. Flieger-Division[fn4] (paratroopers) and the army’s 22. Luftlande-Division (air-landing, or glider, troops). For the most part, these operations in Holland and Belgium had a considerable impact on the campaign as the German airborne troops seized vital airfields, road and rail bridges, and, in the case of glider troops from ‘Assault Battalion Koch’, the strategic Belgian fortress of Eben Emael and three nearby crossings over the Albert Canal. The only setback was the failure to capture airfields in central Holland, costing Group North 90 per cent of its aircraft and a high proportion of officers and men captured or killed. Some of the captives – both the Luftwaffe’s Fallschirmjäger and Heer air-landing troops – were shipped by the Dutch to British POW camps, and their pictures appeared in The Times on 20 May and 21 June 1940. It was, therefore, no coincidence that the original British parachute troops of 2nd Commando wore the same step-in cotton duck jump smocks and high-leg, side-laced boots favoured by the Germans.[13]

On 4 June, as the last of 338,000 British and French troops were being rescued from Dunkirk,[fn5] and with the success of German airborne operations fresh in mind, Frederick Cocks, MP for Nottingham Broxtowe, asked Secretary of State for War Anthony Eden if he intended to organise a British corps of parachutists and gliders. Eden’s response was evasive, yet that same day the War Office issued an internal memorandum entitled ‘Creation of a Parachute Corps’. ‘The idea,’ it noted, ‘has real possibilities at the present time. The objection will come from the RAF e.g. provision of special equipment and troop carrying aircraft. Will you make a short preliminary investigation into the possibilities of putting it into effect.’[14] A day later, Churchill wrote to Ismay, demanding action on his earlier recommendation to raise ‘hunter class’ raiding units, and specifically the ‘deployment of parachute troops on a scale equal to 5,000’.[15] 

Churchill was under enormous pressure as he attempted to square support for metropolitan France – locked in an unequal fight with Nazi Germany and, from 10 June, Mussolini’s Italy – with, as he put it, ‘the need to create an effective army at home and to fortify the island’. The immediate priority was the re-forming and re-equipping of the BEF, while simultaneously arming and organising the population, and bringing home from the Empire ‘whatever forces could be gathered’.[16] But he was also determined to take the initiative, hence his demand for the creation of Commando and airborne units.

On 22 June – as the first elements of Jackson’s No. 2 (Parachute) Commando paraded at Perham Down and, more significantly, the French government signed the armistice with Germany that left Britain to fight on alone – Churchill reminded Ismay of his earlier request:


We ought to have a corps of at least 5,000 parachute troops, including a proportion of Australians, New Zealanders and Canadians, together with some trustworthy people from Norway and France … I hear something is being done already to form such a corps, but only I believe on a very small scale. Advantage must be taken of the summer to train these forces, who can, none the less, play their part meanwhile as shock troops in home defences. Pray let me have a note from the War Office on the subject.[17]



Ismay reassured the prime minister that Lieutenant General Alan Bourne, newly appointed Director of Combined Operations (with responsibility for training the Commandos and planning their operations), had the matter in hand. ‘His proposals,’ wrote Ismay, ‘include the organisation and training of 5,000 parachute troops.’[18] 

This was not true, and Ismay was either being deliberately obtuse or had confused the total number of commandos with parachutists. The real situation was revealed at a meeting in the War Office on 20 June at which Brigadier Otto Lund, the Deputy Director of Military Operations, explained that just one of the 11 Commando units being raised – each numbering 500 men – would have a parachute capability. ‘Only one parachute Commando can be raised at present,’ said Lund, ‘as the RAF cannot train more, but other Commandos might be converted to parachute units at a later date.’[19]

The RAF’s reticence was regrettable but not surprising. Still fixated on strategic bombing, and soon to be fighting the desperate air battle for Britain’s survival,[fn6] it was unwilling to devote more than a few of its precious resources to training paratroopers. Yet the Air Ministry did agree to provide RAF Ringway, near Manchester, as the location for its new parachute training facility.[20] Known as the Central Landing School (CLS), it would be run by a dozen instructors – six officers and six NCOs – led by 48-year-old Squadron Leader Louis Strange. A decorated Royal Flying Corps aviator of the Great War – awarded the DSO, MC and DFC – Strange had been recalled for active service in December 1939 with the lowly rank of acting Pilot Officer, and was awarded a Bar to his DFC in late May 1940 for flying a patched-up and unarmed Hurricane fighter from an abandoned airfield in France to RAF Manston, avoiding pursuers ‘with a near suicidal display of low flying’ and landing his ‘badly shot-up machine safely’.

Strange only got the opportunity to command the CLS when the squadron leader originally chosen by the Air Ministry broke his leg in a parachute training accident. His appointment, wrote one historian, was both ‘whimsical and serendipitous, as he was an extremely capable military maverick with a long-standing habit of bending or simply ignoring rules and regulations if he thought it necessary’. He was, therefore, the ‘right man in the right place at the right time for the establishment of a British airborne force, and he swiftly embarked upon his new task in his own inimitable style’.[21]

Inevitably, Strange’s task of setting up the parachute school at Ringway was ad hoc and rushed. ‘Aircraft, parachutes and training staff are assembling as soon as they are available,’ wrote Group Captain Geoffrey Bowman of the Air Staff to Lieutenant General Bourne on 29 June. ‘No definite date can yet be given when instruction can commence, owing to the impossibility of forecasting the date by which aircraft can be modified for parachute dropping and when sufficient training type parachutes can be produced.’

Possessing no specialist aircraft to carry paratroopers, the RAF had decided to convert the Mark II Armstrong Whitworth A38 Whitley, a 30,000-pound twin-engined medium bomber nicknamed ‘the Elephant’. One had been ‘modified completely and [was] awaiting dropping tests’, explained Bowman. The remaining five would come through ‘more quickly’, one every three days. As for parachutes, the first 100 would be delivered ‘by the end of the week’, during which time the instructional staff, Army and RAF would draw up a syllabus of instruction.[22]

Bowman’s letter was followed by one to Bourne on 4 July from Air Commodore Jack Slessor, the Air Staff’s director of plans. ‘I am rather uneasy about the air side of the development of parachute troops,’ wrote Slessor, ‘and am afraid if we are not careful that it will be a case of more haste less speed. I am also a bit afraid that if we go too fast we may have unnecessary training casualties which will be a set-back …’ He added:


The fact is that, until two or three weeks ago when the Prime Minister told us to develop the 5,000 parachute troops, we had, rightly or wrongly, not made any preparations, either in the sphere of aircraft or personnel, to raise any parachute troops at all. That may show lamentable lack of foresight on the part of the Air and General Staffs in the past, but we need not worry about that now. The point is that the development of what amounts to a completely new arm of the Service required a technique which we have never considered, material which we have never thought of providing, and a special personnel whom we have never thought of training, is not a thing that can be done in the twinkling of an eye; and I am rather afraid that we have tried to go ahead too fast in aiming to start the first course at the Parachute Training Centre so soon.

We have only just got the first aircraft of the six which we are modifying for this purpose. We have no instructors with any experience of this particular work – the parachute training in the Air Force has hitherto been entirely confined to the use of the parachute as a means of saving life.



It was Slessor’s understanding that the first 100 volunteers – C and D Troops of Major Jackson’s No. 2 Commando – were due to report to Ringway to begin their parachute course on Monday 8 July. He would, he told Bourne, ‘very much rather put that off for a week so as to give the newly appointed Commandant and his staff some time to get the thing organised, and incidentally to train some instructors’. He ended the letter by acknowledging the ‘necessity for getting on with this as fast as possible’. Yet it had ‘taken the Germans three or four years to create a parachute corps’, and he was ‘anxious not to prejudice the success of the new organisation by trying to rush it unduly at the beginning, especially as morale and confidence are such an important factor in this respect’.[23]

Bourne’s response on 5 July acknowledged Slessor’s concerns, but at the same time, he could ‘foresee a very important role for parachutists in bringing the war home to the Germans – after the blitzkrieg and when we have reasonable air proportions – and so helping to end the war’. He was, as a result, ‘anxious for the development of the parachute arm’.

He also made the point that the first 100 men from Jackson’s No. 2 Commando were available for parachute training now, with others coming forward ‘at the rate of 100 every fortnight’, and he did ‘not want to keep them in suspense longer than can be helped’. He therefore agreed to delay the start of the course until 15 July, but wanted to move the No. 2 Commando volunteers up to the Ringway area before that ‘to get settled in and do some ground training’, adding: ‘Will this be a nuisance to you?’[24]
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‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news’ 
– UK, July–September 1940

ON 5 JULY 1940, Major Jackson’s C and D Troops were moved north to the village of Benchhill, south of Manchester, and billeted on a large housing estate. They had spent their first 10 days at Perham Down ‘doing all sorts of training, mostly map reading and going out in twos and threes on initiative tests, getting to rendezvous points all over Salisbury Plain’. Volunteers were expected to weigh no more than 250 pounds ‘when fully clothed and lightly equipped’, to be capable of passing ‘comfortably through a circular aperture, 3 ft in diameter when wearing equipment and parachute’, and to possess ‘no physical disabilities which might render them unsuitable for parachute work’, such as ‘thin skulls and weak ankles’.[1]

Each troop was brought up to war establishment strength of 3 officers and 47 men. Ernie Chinnery’s C Troop was commanded by a gunner, Captain J. M. Bayley, with two sappers – Second Lieutenants George ‘Pat’ Paterson and Ivor Davies – as section leaders. Raised in the Canadian city of Kelowna, British Columbia, the 21-year-old Paterson had been studying forestry at Edinburgh University when the war broke out. He immediately enlisted in the Royal Engineers and in June 1940, a month after receiving his commission, volunteered for special service. Tall and strikingly handsome, with blue eyes and brown hair, Paterson was ‘exceptionally popular with officers, NCOs and the men’.[2]

D Troop had a Royal Marine in charge, Captain R. G. Parks-Smith, and subalterns from the Royal Fusiliers (Lieutenant R. H. Gardner), and the Royal Army Service Corps (Second Lieutenant I. C. D. Smith). Each troop, in addition, was composed of 24 NCOs and 23 privates.[3]

On 6 July, after parading in the car park of the Sharston Hotel, the two troops were marched three miles to Ringway airfield. ‘It was a historic moment for us,’ recalled Chinnery. ‘We were the very first parachute unit, although we hadn’t jumped yet. All the time we were wondering what the jumping was going to be like, but we didn’t do any for a few days, just bags of PT. Then we were split up into groups of six each. They took us over to an aeroplane and said, “We’re going to give you some flights to get you used to flying.”’[4]

Meanwhile, Squadron Leader Strange and his staff – including an adjutant, intelligence officer, chief flying instructor, three pilots (all, oddly, unqualified on the Whitley), a chief and assistant chief landing instructor, a chief PT instructor and Major John Rock, RE, the official representative of the War Office – were putting the finishing touches to the training syllabus, including the best way to exit the modified Whitley. There were two options. One was the so-called ‘pull-off’ method, by which the parachutist jumped from the plane’s open tail, from which the rear gun turret had been removed. One airborne pioneer recalled: ‘My God, that first jump. We crawled into the fuselage of a Whitley … and so to the rear turret, where the victim squatted in prayer and trepidation gripping a cross-bar. You pulled
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General Sir John Dill, Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), inspecting parachute troops at the Central Landing Establishment at RAF Ringway near Manchester, December 1940.
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Parachute troops on parade in front of a Whitley bomber at Ringway, January 1941.
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The Tragino Aqueduct.
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X Troop (No. 11 Special Air Service Battalion) who participated in Operation Colossus – February 1941.
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A ‘stick’ of parachute troops entering a Whitley at Ringway, April 1941.
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Parachute troops jump from a Whitley during a demonstration for the king near Windsor, 25 May 1941.
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Parachute troops, bare-headed and wearing ‘jump jackets’, in Norwich during exercises in Eastern Command, 23 June 1941.
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Low-level oblique of the ‘Würzburg’ radar near Bruneval, France, taken by Sqn Ldr A.E. Hill on 5 December 1941. Photos like this enabled a raiding force to locate, and make off with, the radar’s vital components in February 1942 for analysis in Britain.
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Wing Commander Charles Pickard, CO of No. 51 Squadron, inspects a captured German helmet with troops from 2nd Parachute Battalion after the Bruneval raid, 28 February 1942.
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Major General F.A.M. ‘Boy’ Browning observes paratroop training at Netheravon.
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Paratroopers inside the fuselage of a Whitley, August 1942.
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Vermork heavy water plant in Norway, target of Operation Freshman.
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Officers from the 2nd Battalion, Parachute Regiment resting near Beja after returning from a drop on Depienne. From left to right: Captain Stark, Lieutenant Brayley and Major Ashford.
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A jeep being loaded in a Waco glider, prior to Operation Ladbroke in Sicily, July 1943.
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British airborne troops wait to board an American Waco CG-4A glider, July 1943.
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The Primosole Bridge after its recapture, July 1943.
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Primosole Bridge, 1943: the Royal Engineers are shown repairing damage to the bridge over the Simeto after its recapture.
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British airborne troops approaching Taranto in a landing craft, during the invasion of Italy, 14 September 1943.
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Major General Richard Gale, commanding the 6th Airborne Division, addresses his men (4–5 June 1944)
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Major General Richard Nelson Gale OBE MC, the commander of 6th Airborne Division, talking to troops of 5th Parachute Brigade before they emplane at Royal Air Force Harwell on the evening of 5 June.

[image: ]

Halifax glider-tugs along with Horsa and Hamilcar gliders waiting at RAF Tarrant Rushton to take off for Normandy.
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Discarded parachutes and Airspeed Horsa gliders lie scattered over 6th Airborne Division’s landing zone near Ranville in Normandy, 6 June 1944.

[image: ]

Transport moving across the Caen Canal bridge at Bénouville on 9 June 1944. The crossing was renamed Pegasus Bridge, after the mythical winged horse on the shoulder flash of British airborne forces.
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An aerial view of the Merville Gun Battery, after an air bombardment on 3 June 1944.
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General Sir Bernard Montgomery (right) talking to Maj Gen Windy Gale and Brigadier Nigel Poett of the 6th Airborne Division after both men had been decorated by the commander of the United States 1st Army, General Omar Bradley, on behalf of President Roosevelt at General Montgomery’s headquarters in Normandy. July 1944.
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Douglas Dakotas dropping paratroops of 1st Airborne Brigade on to Dropping Zone (DZ) ‘X’, at Heelsum, west of Arnhem, 17 September 1944.
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Generalmajor Friedrich Kussin, Arnhem garrison commander, lies dead in his car after being ambushed by No. 5 Platoon, B Company, 3rd Parachute Battalion, 1st Airborne Division, on 17 September 1944.
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German SS troops search equipment left behind during the fighting on 17 September.
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Men of the 2nd Battalion, South Staffordshire Regiment entering Oosterbeek along the Utrechtsweg on their way towards Arnhem, 18 September 1944.
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Aerial view of the bridge over the Neder Rijn, Arnhem; British troops and destroyed German armoured vehicles are visible at the north end of the bridge, 19 September.
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Lieutenant John Hollington Grayburn (1918–44), VC.
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Maj Gen Urquhart outside his HQ at Hartenstein, 19 September.
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Survivors of the 2nd Parachute Battalion’s Support Company (including Private Albert Adams, left, with Bren gun) defending the Oosterbeek perimeter, c. 21 September 1944.
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A German StuG III assault gun at Arnhem.
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Allied tanks of British XXX Corps cross the road bridge at Nijmegen during its capture, 20 September.
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Sergeants J. Whawell and J. Turl of the Glider Pilot Regiment search for snipers in the ULO (Uitgebreid Lager Onderwijs) school in Kneppelhoutweg, Oosterbeek, 21 September 1944.
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British paratroops being marched away by their German captors. Some 6,500 of the 10,000 British paratroops who landed at Arnhem were taken prisoner, a further 1,485 had been killed.

[image: ]

A German photo of Arnhem bridge immediately after the battle.
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Indian paratroops jumping from Douglas C47 Dakota transport aircraft as they run up to the dropping zone south of Rangoon, 1945.
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Brigadier Poett talking with Field Marshal Montgomery during the Battle of the Bulge in January 1945. Left to right: Major-General Eric Bols (CO 6th Airborne Division), Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, Brigadiers Edwin Flavell (6th Airlanding Brigade), James Hill (3rd Parachute Brigade) and Nigel Poett, and Lieutenant Colonel Napier Crookenden (CO 9th Parachute Battalion).
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Glider troops after landing near Wesel, as part of Operation Varsity, 24 March 1945.
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British airborne troops study a sign outside Hamminkeln during operations east of the Rhine, 25 March 1945.
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British airborne troops with a 6-pdr anti-tank gun in Hamminkeln, 25 March 1945.
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