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Preface

A new regiment, with a new way of getting to war, is a start-up story for military historians. It is about whose ideas won through, how the doubters were routed and how that instinctively conservative institution that is the military went from grudging acceptance to full embrace.

This challenge was made all the harder because Britain was a late entrant into the airborne warfare business. In Germany and the Soviet Union large numbers of parachutists had been trained in the 1930s and many exercises conducted to try out new tactics. It was the best part of two years after the outbreak of war before serious preparations began in Great Britain and the call went out to find the first few thousand volunteers.

Many have commented upon the tribal nature of the British Army. Those who would establish a new regiment must endow it with the symbols, rites and ethos that bind its people together and bring them success in battle. That story forms a big part of this book.

I don’t think it matters whether the person telling such a story has been a member of the tribe in question. Although I did serve long ago and for a short time in the army, it wasn’t in the Rifles, whose origin story I told in a previous book, or the Parachute Regiment either.

Indeed, I didn’t have much to do with ‘Paras’ during my Cold War soldiering experience decades back, though I have encountered them in quite a few operational situations as a journalist – from Kosovo to Iraq and Afghanistan. I have tried to set to one side the modern stereotype of ‘the Paras’ as rapid deployment shock troops imbued with ‘airborne aggression’. That’s got more to do with recent worldwide conflict, particularly the Northern Ireland and Falklands campaigns and the experience of a generation of professionals.

The wartime founders of this clan were also volunteers, but from an army largely stocked by conscripted soldiers. That meant they were very diverse, coming from all over, embracing a wide range of professional backgrounds and religious beliefs. They also spanned the political schisms of that time, suffused as they were with class antagonism.

So, we find a gravedigger and a docker sharing a trench in Tunisia under the command of an assistant manager at Marks & Spencer. There are communists and reactionary Tories shoulder to shoulder on that same hillside. Their fellowship resulted not just from a common enemy, but from common experience of the ordeals of airborne training.

Indeed, the wartime national service system brought some quite extraordinary people into airborne forces. If you want to discover, for example, how it came to be that 140 unarmed pacifists parachuted into Normandy with the 6th Airborne Division, read on.

Although the struggle to field large units of paratroopers went on for years, once they were ready for action they were swiftly committed to a series of campaigns in arenas ranging from North Africa to Italy and from Normandy to the Rhineland. Along the way there were terrible operational miscalculations as well as heroics.

This story about the soldiers forming a new regiment inevitably centres on those who fought and shed their blood. But I didn’t want to write the type of book that simply quotes lengthy chunks of later veteran accounts. Instead, I wanted to place particular emphasis on letters or journals written at the time rather than post-war reminiscences, although I have, of course, drawn extensively on those and various types of authentic record.

While telling the story of a group of men at the outset of a conflict, bound together through trials and tribulations, was the treatment adopted in my books Rifles, Fusiliers and The Tank War, it would prove a little more complex to deliver in the case of the Parachute Regiment. My wartime armoured corps story was able to focus on one of many battalions of the Royal Tank Regiment (the 5th), because, being representative of the bigger story, it had been in all the key battles that needed to be covered. In the case of airborne forces that isn’t possible. So instead of trying to tell every unit’s story in one volume, a treatment that would produce a book both lengthy and superficial because of its need to tell a little of everyone’s story, I have opted for a more focused approach that allows the bonds and rivalries of a small number to be followed through all of the regiment’s key wartime moments. As with those previous books, you will meet half a dozen near the start whose individual fates span the gamut of the regiment’s wider war: hard fighting, wounding, capture, death and decoration.

So the 2nd Parachute Battalion (as part of the 1st Airborne Division) provides the main focus for weaving together personal stories for much of this book, but if I had simply told its story I would have left an enormous amount uncovered. The formation of a second division in England in 1943–44 (confusingly, the 6th Airborne, so named as a deception measure) provided forces for many of the regiment’s most important wartime actions, from Normandy to the Rhine Crossing. Clearly, I had to find a way to relate their experiences also.

This account therefore takes the formation of one of the first units, the 2nd Battalion, and links the stories of men who served in it. Several were subsequently carried by the tides of war to other places, allowing the reader to follow their trajectory. Indeed, one of those we find early on in the story goes on to lead the 7th Parachute Battalion, part of that 6th Airborne Division, and becomes our guide, via copious papers he left to posterity, through those episodes in 1944–45 in which the 2nd Battalion played no part.

Similarly, while the focus of this account is the Parachute Regiment rather than the wider supporting cast of ‘enablers’ that made up the airborne forces as a whole, the careers of some of those we first find messing together in the 2nd Battalion take us to other elements, such as signallers and medical orderlies who effectively became part of parachute units on operations, although they wore different badges on their maroon-red berets.

As will become apparent, the question of how to define the ethos and tactics of the new regiment produced different answers in the 1st and 6th Airborne Divisions. Returning to the start-up analogy, it is almost as if there were rival teams trying to prevail.

I would make one more point about my approach to these ‘organizational biographies’. While the testimony of those fighting within a unit is critical to such a narrative, the assessment of those whose lives have depended upon each other in battle is quite understandably conditioned by mutual loyalty and solidarity. Unless you want to write hagiography, it is necessary to check those views regularly and ask what their higher commanders, other units and, of course, the enemy thought of a particular battalion’s performance in action. That’s an approach I’ve taken with all the books of this kind that I’ve written. After all, it was enemies of the Parachute Regiment who dubbed them the Red Devils.
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1. First Blood

It was night, early in 1942 and a formation of twelve bombers was reaching its cruising altitude over the Channel. Being February, it was freezing. The aircraft were heading south, towards the coast of German-occupied France, and the pilots knew it would not be long before they were picked up on German radar. They were on course for Le Havre, but not to deliver the air raid their enemy might have expected.

In the bays beneath the aircraft were containers rather than bombs, steel tubes full of weapons, ammunition and other kit. Nestling in the fuselage of each aeroplane were soldiers, men tasked with mounting the biggest parachute assault yet attempted by Britain in the war. An enormous amount was riding on the success of their mission, not least because the war up to that point had seen the army brought low by a series of defeats from Norway to Dunkirk and Singapore.

The officer commanding those men was lost in thought as he huddled for warmth under a blanket, rehearsing the details of their secret mission in his mind. Major J. D. Frost, Johnny Frost to his brother officers, had been given the task of leading the raid. A solidly built six-footer, the twenty-nine-year-old had squeezed himself into the aircraft, half hoping the mission might be called off; there was just so much a stake it was nerve-wracking.1

Frost, like most of C Company, was a proud Scot. As the men had filed up to the planes before take-off, he had ordered a piper to play the marches of their various regiments.

That night the hopes of an entire corps of men, elite volunteers to the cause of airborne warfare, rested on his shoulders. There were enemies below, who would soon be trying to kill them, and then there was the foe back home, those in Whitehall who wanted to throttle the whole parachute experiment, something they considered one of Winston Churchill’s mad hobby horses.

The omens were hardly auspicious. One year earlier, the first British parachute raid of the war, Operation Colossus, had ended in failure in Italy. All thirty-five men had been captured and the submarine sent to evacuate them failed to arrive. Operation Squatter, in November 1941, featuring L Detachment of the Special Air Service, was another disaster: only twenty-one of the fifty-five men dropped had returned.

Like many of the soldiers flying on that February night over the dark waters of the Channel, Frost had been tested in combat before. Born in India into an army family, he had led Arab levies in Iraq the previous year, surviving numerous skirmishes, and was hardly a man to let the mere business of getting shot at unnerve him. During breaks in his military duties, he had also managed to ride to hounds with a Baghdad hunt and pot many a game bird with his shotgun.

Under pressure, Frost often displayed a mordant wit and an outward indifference to danger. But inwardly, bumping along in the turbulent night skies, the wheels were turning in his mind: would they reach their objective? How many of them would die? And could he contain an unbearably full bladder, the result of too much tea before take-off, for long enough to get down to terra firma without wetting himself?

As their planes neared the French coast the men sang ‘Lulu’, ‘Annie Laurie’ and ‘The Rose of Tralee’ to the throb of the bombers’2 twin engines. The flak would start soon and they all knew that casualties were highly likely. Given what had happened on the previous missions, it was quite possible that none of them would be going home.

Paratroopers called these planes, which were Whitley bombers, ‘flying coffins’. ‘The windowless fuselage of a bomber is oppressive, dark and lowering to the morale of most men,’3 wrote one corporal who volunteered early for the new regiment. ‘No smoking can be permitted, no movement is possible … men are huddled in cramped positions on the floor, unable to stretch their legs, unable to relieve themselves … and unable to see what is going on outside.’

If that wasn’t bad enough, the men of C Company of the 2nd Parachute Battalion were trussed up in their parachute harnesses with Sten guns, ammunition pouches, explosives and all manner of other equipment strapped to them. In short, it was so grim that when the red lights blinked on, one by one, announcing they were close to their drop zone, many of them couldn’t wait to escape the aircraft’s confines.

A Royal Air Force crewman got up and opened the hatch in the floor, admitting a blast of icy air into the fuselage and allowing those sitting nearest to glimpse the snow-blanketed Normandy landscape below. Frost inched forward until he was sitting with his legs dangling into the void, awaiting the green lamp. In another Whitley, the interior was briefly lit with flashes from the German flak trying to shoot them down.

Their mission had been codenamed Operation Biting. In Frost’s secret orders, marked ‘Not to be taken in aircraft’, their target was referred to as HENRY. The objects of that night’s raid were: ‘to capture various parts of HENRY’4; to take prisoners who had been in charge of HENRY; and to gather ‘any documents referring to him’ found in a nearby ‘Lone House’. In fact, they were there not to dismember a person, rather to attack a German height-finding Würzburg radar station and remove its key components and operators to a nearby beach for recovery by the Royal Navy to the south coast of England. The low-UHF band Würzburg radar had emerged as a key element in an air defence system that was taking a rising toll in Royal Air Force bombers, so the boffins wanted to unravel its mysteries.

The moment came – green light; a little early in a couple of the leading bombers – and the paratroopers started dropping through the hatches. For each one, a second or two of falling, gripped by the icy slipstream, before the crack of an opening chute and the reassuring tug in the harness as their silk canopy filled with air.

When exiting the planes, speed was of the essence, for a few seconds’ delay could add a hundred yards to the separation between two men reaching the ground. It was a drill they had practised many times, repeated until it became second nature. For Frost, who’d studied their objective for hours on end, as well as planning C Company’s mission rehearsals, the opening of his chute was followed by a welcome panorama as he gazed below: ‘I was able to recognize the ground as being identical with that depicted by the model, maps and photographs.’5

As he landed, there was the soft crunch of snow underfoot. Frost collapsed his parachute and then, before proceeding to any other business, opened his flies and took a pee, ‘it had become essential and was also a gesture of defiance’.6 Seeing their leader anointing French soil, many of the other paratroopers did likewise.

Then, taking other matters in hand, they moved about the drop zone, pinpointing the containers that had been parachuted down with them and breaking out weapons, explosives and all the other paraphernalia necessary to their mission. Under the plan presented to Frost as a fait accompli by the Combined Operations people, his 120 men were divided into five parties, each one named after a famous admiral.

Happily for those planning the mission, one Würzburg station sat on a clifftop in Normandy within striking distance of raiding forces. The radar unit was emplaced just to seaward (and west) of a chateau, the ‘Lone House’ in Frost’s orders, in turn close to a presbytery with a group of buildings where soldiers guarding the area were stationed. These facilities on the upland were about one kilometre to the north of a village, Bruneval, which, set in a deep draw or ravine, gave access to a beach. That was where the paratroopers would be picked up by a group of landing craft standing offshore.

As the groups gathered themselves in the drop zone they soon realized that some people and equipment seemed to be missing. Two ‘sticks’, or groups of paratroops (twenty men in all), had been dropped too early, landing a couple of kilometres to the south. And for those who had made it to the correct area, a few hundred metres inland of HENRY, atop the same upland, there was another unwelcome discovery. The container holding a radio needed to contact the Royal Navy had also gone astray.7 But neither mishap could be allowed to stop the mission.

Standing facing west, towards the coastal clifftop and their objective, Major Frost gathered the main strike force, sixteen men in the party that he was to lead to the radar installation itself, with another twenty to take the chateau and quell any local resistance. The party included an RAF radar technician who would identify and remove its key parts, a linguist who would interrogate prisoners, and a group of Royal Engineers who would help to transport the key components to the beach. Another group of men, codenamed Nelson, were to set off down the slope into the Bruneval draw in order to secure their line of withdrawal to the beach, where the Germans had placed coastal defences including strongpoints dominating the route to and from the sea. These would have to be put out of action. The third main group of soldiers, codenamed Rodney, would take up a central position on the upland, able to act as a reserve should Frost’s men or the beach party get into difficulties. As things turned out, there was one more group moving across the snowy countryside that night: the men who had been dropped south of Bruneval had immediately orientated themselves in order to move north under the leadership of a twenty-year-old second lieutenant named Euan Charteris.

While their leader may have been so callow that his nickname was ‘Junior’, there was plenty of experience in the small group of men that moved with him across the frozen Norman countryside.8 Two were veterans of fighting on the North-West Frontier in India and one had fought in the Spanish Civil War.

Even before Frost led his soldiers off from the main forming-up point, at around 1.15 a.m., a German patrol from the local defence force, the 1st Kompanie Infanterie-Regiment 685, had radioed in that an enemy landing appeared to be underway.9 Canopies from Charteris’s group had been spotted as they floated down.

Although the local German troops had been conducting an exercise that evening, the raiders were able to move into position close to their objective undetected. As the main assault party crunched forward, one of the Rodney group lay on the snow with his Bren gun levelled at the presbytery. He listened to a small group of Germans, ‘going away from the camp and [they] were in a laughing mood’.10 He held his fire.

Frost led his men swiftly to the chateau and, seeing that another team was ready to take the nearby Würzburg, blew his whistle, the signal for the mayhem to commence. Entering the building, they found only one defender there, who was swiftly cut down with sub-machine-gun fire.

At the Würzburg, grenades and Stens were used to gain control, another three Germans being killed in the violence. ‘In a matter of minutes the apparatus was dismantled, packed into special protective bags,’11 one of the officers present noted. While that vital work was going on, a couple of other men went chasing after a Luftwaffe technician who had fled the assault. Running in a blind panic away from the attack, he went over the cliff edge, just managing to grab a handhold as he fell.12 Sergeant Gregor McKenzie, at thirty-nine probably the oldest man in C Company, hence his nickname ‘Father’, managed to haul the German back to safety. Frost’s men had captured their technician. McKenzie relieved the prisoner of his watch, insisting it was a gift for saving him.

To the south, another German soldier had died in a moment of black comedy.13 Lost in the dark after being sent out in a patrol to investigate reports of parachutists dropping in the area, Adolf Schmitz tagged onto the rear of a group moving through woods near Bruneval. When Schmitz struck up conversation with the rearmost, that man, one of Second Lieutenant Charteris’s group, exclaimed, ‘Oh my God, it’s a bloody German!’ Schmitz unslung his weapon but was instantly shot by the paratroopers who had turned to face him.

The night sky was echoing to gunfire in several different places, adding to the defenders’ confusion and indeed Frost’s. He couldn’t account for the shots coming from the direction of Charteris’s party because he had no idea where they were. But as the German non-commissioned officers barked orders, their resistance began to coalesce. Several defenders in the presbytery started firing with light machine guns towards the Würzburg emplacement and chateau, where one of Frost’s men was killed as he emerged from the building.

Down near the beach, the defenders were holding their own against the Nelson party sent down to clear the way. The heavy firing was echoing around the Bruneval ravine as Frost hurried his men away from the radar station and chateau, towards the beach.

Having photographed the interior of the Würzburg control cabin and removed its signal generating and processing equipment, Frost’s men set explosive charges and moved off. The seized components were placed in a two-wheeled trolley parachuted in for the purpose in a weapons container. It was manhandled down a path towards the beach, accompanied by much swearing as the icy way became steeper and the soldiers continually lost their footing.

An hour after dropping, the mission was approaching a kind of crisis. There was effective fire from several enemy strongpoints, one of which directly obstructed Frost’s path south to the pick-up point. His sergeant major had been seriously wounded by machine-gun fire here, having taken three shots to the stomach. The Nelson group, meanwhile, was still having difficulty overcoming defensive positions that dominated their way to the beach. Opening up with their Bren guns and Enfield rifles, they were giving as good as they got. This impasse was broken when, to the surprise of British and Germans alike, Charteris led his men to attack the defenders from the south just as the Nelson group renewed its assault from the north. A further German prisoner was taken on the outskirts of Bruneval. The fighting to clear the way down to the beach had taken more than an hour.

By about 3.15 a.m., Frost’s men had successfully fought their way down to the shingle. They had the trolley with its precious radar parts, and a couple of prisoners. But several of their own men were missing. Some had been dropped off target, others separated during the fighting. The defenders had been neutralized, but Frost knew this was a temporary state of affairs, since the Germans could bring far greater numbers to bear and would soon organize once it was light. They also had unlimited supplies of ammunition, unlike the raiders. C Company needed to get the Navy in to pick them up as soon as possible. But the Senior Service couldn’t be reached.

One vital radio needed to contact the flotilla of landing craft and gunboats offshore had been lost.14 The other sets they had with them had failed to work throughout the raid. The communications plan gave two back-up modes of communication: a signal lamp and flares fired from a Very pistol. A signaller using a lamp flashed away without receiving an answer. One flare after another had been shot into the sky, also ineffectually.

Looking up from the beach to the steep cliffs that rose on each side of the Bruneval draw, Frost knew that once the Germans were on the crests, firing down onto the tiny beach, his men wouldn’t last long. ‘The job was done,’15 one of the officers observed. ‘The longer you stayed the more you were going to be in trouble.’ Indeed, every minute now counted against the parachutists, helping the enemy bring more troops into play, bringing the dawn light closer and with an ebb tide making things harder for their Navy rescuers, if they ever appeared.

‘With a sinking heart’, Frost would later note, ‘I moved off the beach with my officers to rearrange our defences in the entrance of the village and on the shoulders of the cliff. It looked as though we were going to be left high and dry once more and the thought was hard to bear.’16

He could only forestall the danger for a short while. Once the Germans had taken the clifftops, the beaches could be raked with fire and his men massacred.

But then there was a cry from one of his men. About an hour after they had first cleared their way down to the water, the Royal Navy had been sighted. ‘God bless the ruddy navy, sir!’17 one of Frost’s signallers shouted. The first of their six landing craft made its way in to the pick-up point.

One by one, Frost’s men fell back to the beach from the defensive positions they had taken. Officers and sergeants tried to do it with some semblance of order, reassembling the different groups sent on the mission. But several men were missing and a gun battle between British soldiers on the incoming landing craft and Germans lining the clifftops was growing in volume and intensity.

Stepping into the icy water, Frost supervised the loading of the injured and the radar parts onto the first landing craft as others carried wounded men down. But the firefight was building, and some Germans began lobbing grenades down onto the shoreline. At the same time, the ebb tide was exposing rocks, giving those piloting the landing craft a trickier channel to navigate. ‘Our evacuation plan went by the board,’ Frost recalled, and as the first couple of loaded craft headed out to sea, he realized that, while the mission’s objective might now have been met, he didn’t know exactly how many men had got away, or how many were still unaccounted for and might be left behind.18 All he knew was that nobody, least of all the Royal Navy, wanted to hang about as the cliffs echoed to gunfire.

By this time the last of the escape vessels was loading, and a thirty-year-old sergeant, Macleod Forsyth, was having to take charge of it. Forsyth, a miner’s son from Stirling, could hear German machine-gun bullets ricocheting across off the metal sides of the craft he’d just dragged himself onto. Tracer rounds were buzzing over their heads as the parachutists flattened themselves against the protection of its steel flanks. The coxswain gunned the craft’s engine, trying to pull it back from the shingle and out to sea. But nothing happened. They were stuck fast on a rock exposed by the tide. Forsyth could feel the weight of fire increasing and felt sure that they were about to die or be taken by the enemy.

The coxswain turned to Forsyth and told him the only hope lay in lifting the craft free.

Wading into the water, Forsyth got a handhold under the vessel, calling to his fellow soldiers, ‘Christ! Lift this or we’re prisoners!’19 Some others dropped into the surf to help him. That lightened the landing craft somewhat, and with a concerted heave, the parachutists got it free of the rocks and piled back in. Opening the throttle the coxswain, ‘sped off much too quickly before the ramp was closed and we were in water nearly up to our knees’.20

As it finally pulled away from the coast, the Germans treated Forsyth’s boat to a final blast of machine-gun fire, but none of those crouching inside was hit. As soon as they were out of range, they began bailing out the water with their helmets, working at it with all the frenzied energy generated by their deliverance. Picking up speed, the craft headed out. A couple of soldiers spotted flashing torches on the beach and assumed it must be some of those left behind signalling, poor bastards.
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2. Lap of Honour

The Bruneval raid was over. Major Frost’s force had spent just over three hours in France, successfully removing key parts of the Würzburg radar, taking two prisoners and generally sowing mayhem in that small corner of Normandy. As they headed out to sea and the dawn light grew on the horizon, Frost did not know exactly how many men had been left behind. But once the tally was done it would reach eight: two killed and six who hadn’t made it to the landing craft and had fallen into the hands of the enemy.

Out at sea, Frost and others transferred to motor gunboats (MGBs) able to speed them across the Channel at thirty knots. There was euphoria aboard, backs were slapped and mugs of rum taken. They heard the sailors’ side of the mission too – about how they had dodged German torpedo boats on their way in.

When the flotilla was close to the south coast, a flight of Spitfires flew low over them, dipping their wings in homage. And once the lead MGB got into the Solent at around 10 a.m. a cacophony began. ‘Every vessel in port clanged their bells and sounded their fog sirens as our convoy moved in,’1 one officer recorded. As they tied up in Gosport, ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ was playing over one of the warships’ speakers. The festive mood was such that even the two German prisoners were handed a beer as they came up the MGB’s gangway. Six wounded men were stretchered off gingerly, with ambulances on the quayside waiting to take them to the town’s Haslar Royal Naval Hospital.

If the welcome for C Company of the 2nd Battalion was ecstatic on that bright, freezing, February morning in 1942 it was because the nation was sorely in need of something to celebrate. Just a fortnight before, two German battleships had successfully forced a passage though the Channel, leading The Times to thunder about the worst humiliation of British sea power for centuries. At almost the same moment, the army had suffered a grievous blow with the fall of Singapore to the Japanese. Over 80,000 had been taken prisoner, along with a huge loss of materiel. ‘These are black days!’ the Chief of the Imperial General Staff had confided to his diary.2

Such was the need of a tale of heroism to lift public spirits that the BBC broke news of the Bruneval raid even before the last gunboats had tied up in Gosport. Hours later, the London Evening Standard splashed with banner headlines ‘Army, Navy and RAF Raid N. France in the Dark’.3

‘I expect the scientists wanted the radar,’ concluded Sergeant Forsyth, ‘but it was a big morale booster because at that time, my God, we were losing everywhere.’4 The sergeant had taken part in the first full-scale parachute course, organized at Manchester’s Ringway aerodrome, the previous November. As a regular army non-commissioned officer (NCO) who’d joined up in 1933, serving with the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders before volunteering as a parachutist, he was very much the sort of man Major Frost hoped could instil grit and professionalism among the younger recruits, many of whom had been conscripted.

Forsyth, however, was nobody’s idea of a lackey for the army hierarchy or the officers set over him. His father, who’d been a trade union organizer in the mines, had been dismissed from one job after another by colliery bosses. Young Macleod’s dad had supported his decision to join up if doing so meant he escaped a life of back-breaking toil down the pits. Once in uniform, Forsyth had soon realized he had little tolerance for barrack-room bull – the spit, polish and parade-ground drill that characterized so much of garrison life – and hungered for action. Hence, he had volunteered for special service, becoming a paratrooper.

Following their return, Forsyth and the others had been taken by lorry to Tilshead Camp on Salisbury Plain, the place they’d gone to during the final phase of preparations for Operation Biting. On one hand, he was bemused by the joyous reception they received, having only seriously worried for his own fate at the moment his landing craft was stuck aground. But on the other he could take pride in what they had achieved. As parachutists they were all volunteers, inculcated with the belief that they were the elite of the army. Until then, the sergeant reflected, too many people had felt, after Dunkirk and all the other setbacks, that the Germans were ten feet tall, but now his fellow citizens understood, ‘they weren’t so clever, we caught them with their trousers down around their ankles, they hadn’t a clue’.

Only a minority of the 2nd Battalion’s 570 men had taken part in the raid.5 As news of it broke, A Company had been involved in exercises up north and other men were on courses at Ringway or doing duty at the regiment’s main base near Chesterfield. One sergeant in A Company noted that factory workers cheered them as they came back from training: ‘We basked in the reflected glory.’6 Another found that in the pubs, ‘[we] could have had any amount of free beer’.7 When that soldier protested that his men hadn’t taken part in the raid, a generous punter tapped his nose, remarking, ‘We know you can’t talk.’

The importance of the moment and public hunger for information were such that censorship restrictions were relaxed to a degree, Major Frost’s name and photograph appearing in newspapers as well as other details about Britain’s airborne forces. Interest went worldwide. The French newspaper Le Figaro gave its readers a breathless account, while in the south of France another paper announced, ‘British Parachutists Launch a Raid on the French Coast’ on its front page. Even the New York Times carried an inside photospread on what it described as a ‘successful foray’ into occupied France. The interest derived not just from the fact that the British had a rare bit of good news to impart but also from the method chosen for the raid: airborne operations were a novelty, a thing hitherto associated with the Nazis’ Blitzkrieg victories rather than the plodding operations of their foes.

One write-up they were not able to read at the time was the one penned by the Wehrmacht commander in Bruneval. In his own report, Frost had stated, ‘German casualties are estimated at a minimum of 40 killed.’8 When eventually obtained, the enemy after-action report would state that in fact two Wehrmacht and three Luftwaffe personnel had been killed during the raid. Even so, the German assessment of Operation Biting would have brought great satisfaction to those conducting the debrief in England, had they been able to read it.

‘The operation of the British commandos was well planned and was executed with great daring,’ the German officer had written, adding that ‘the British displayed exemplary discipline when under fire’.9 Lessons drummed into the parachutists about the limited supply of ammunition that an airborne soldier could carry into action had clearly been learned, for the enemy commander noted that one group of the raiders had been under German fire for half an hour without returning a shot.

In Britain, sufficient details had been trumpeted publicly for soldiers who had joined what were, by March 1942, the army’s four parachute battalions to find themselves the subject of intense public curiosity. As the new regiment grew, its volunteers, sporting the uniforms and insignia of their many different parent units, had added the marks of airborne distinction.

The first to be sewn onto their khaki battledress were the ‘wings’ awarded to those who’d completed seven training jumps at Ringway. By the time the public was devouring news of Bruneval, further markings had been added below the wings sewn at the top of the right sleeve: a square patch of maroon cloth with an image of Bellerophon riding his winged horse Pegasus embroidered upon it and a rectangular one with the word ‘Airborne’ on it. The men retained the distinctive headgear of their many regiments and corps, as well as some of the other distinctions of dress – Major Frost, for example, was loath to be parted from the tartan trousers, or truibhs, of his Cameronian Rifles. Within C Company, the object of so much national attention at that moment, the headgear was far from uniform, there being Highland bonnets of various kinds and glengarries, reflecting the different traditions of the Scottish regiments. Sergeant Forsyth noted that ‘there were Seaforths, Camerons, Black Watch, Argylls, KOSBs and Pontius Pilate’s Bodyguard – the Royal Scots – and the CSM was a Black Watch man’.10

Lance Corporal Arthur Maybury from B Company noted that when he went out publicly in uniform, ‘one felt like something out of Madame Tussaud’s, so great was the curiosity’.11 Wearing wings caused strangers to ‘forget their British restraint’, bombarding the travelling soldier with questions, and was ‘a certain method of ensuring free drinks and bus-rides’. Maybury, a twenty-eight-year-old from Wanstead in east London, had been a freelance journalist before the war and, a slim 5ft 9in tall, found that he defied outsiders’ expectations that recruits to the new corps would be hulking bruisers.

Maybury’s father had been a professional soldier, killed in the First World War. As an only child, Arthur therefore carried his mother Edith’s hopes and welfare on his shoulders. A man of vivid imagination, Maybury hungered for adventure, and there must have been some conflict between the risks he took to find it and his sense of obligation to his mother.

What kind of men had volunteered? A lot of the early cadre of what was briefly called 2nd Commando, then the 11th Special Air Service Battalion before it became the 1st Parachute Battalion of the new Army Air Corps, were, in the words of one of its officers, ‘what you call Soldiers of Fortune who wanted to get into the war at any cost’.12

‘It was really a mercenary battalion,’13 another early arrival in the 1st Battalion concurred. ‘We had a high proportion of public schoolboys in the ranks … men who’d fought in the Spanish [civil] war and one or two from the Foreign Legion.’ During the summer of 1941 there had been a good deal of weeding out of those early members, with men who failed to keep up with long route marches or skill at arms tests returned to unit, or RTU’d, a fate dreaded by many.14

The expansion of this single unit to three battalions, begun in September 1941, had brought in a wider cross-section of volunteers and soon enough a 4th Battalion began forming also. Appeals posted in garrisons across the length and breadth of the army yielded thousands. A desire to escape the boredom of barrack-room life, thirst for action and the appeal of an extra two shillings a day in parachute pay were factors that proved dominant in recruitment.

Those who answered the call were initially sent to Hardwick Hall, an Elizabethan stately home in Derbyshire. Like many grand houses taken over by the army, its grounds were soon filled with Nissen huts, where the uncertain volunteers stayed while being subjected to intense physical training.

One soldier from the Essex Regiment who appeared there early in 1942 recorded that they spent five weeks at Hardwick.15 After three days of medical and other tests, they were taken on a ten-mile forced march. Each week the loads carried during these outings were increased. Of nineteen volunteers from the Essex Regiment who arrived in his batch, only ten made it through and onto the next stage of training.

Among those sharing Nissen huts in the grounds was an array of backgrounds that enthralled Lance Corporal Maybury: ‘ex-clerks, insurance agents, salesmen, labourers, farm-hands … artists, musicians, dustmen, policemen, students and theatrical folk’.16 Most amusing to him, with his writer’s eye, was a recruit who had been part of a ‘Strong Jaw Act’, a circus performer who had toured Europe hanging from a trapeze by his teeth. ‘One would walk into a barrack-room or office’, Maybury wrote, ‘and be startled by a pair of boots dangling at eye level.’ It was the strong-jaw man suspended from one of the rafters.

Along with the diversity of regiments and origins came a variety of beliefs. While many professed a mainstream Church of England credo, there were all manner of others from Irish Catholics to Scottish Presbyterians and Welsh Methodists. There were a good many atheists too, including communists, such as two members of Forsyth’s company who had fought in the Spanish Civil War, one with the International Brigade.17 The adventurers and ardent anti-fascists hungered to take the fight to the Nazis. There was a similar motivation among dozens of Jews who had joined the new regiment.

Michael Lewis, who’d grown up as Colman Michael Weisenberg, was the son of Yiddish-speaking immigrant parents who worked the East End rag trade.18 He’d changed his name before the war because he found it easier to get work as a clerk that way. Lewis’s beliefs tended towards socialism and he rejected religion, regarding it as the source of many of the world’s problems. Others, though, still chose to define him that way.

Lewis got through Hardwick and made his way to the next stage of training, the parachute course at Ringway aerodrome near Manchester. While there, he’d overheard fellow recruits in his hut betting that ‘the Jew’ wouldn’t make it through – but then listened to some of his messmates take the wager, insisting that ‘Lou’ was as tough as the rest. He knew he could not fail them.

Like so many of those who passed through this training, Lewis found it was the initial jumps from a platform hanging beneath a tethered barrage balloon that proved the hardest. When the cable between the dirigible and the ground was unwound the balloon might climb to anything between 200 and 300 metres above the airfield. Once the brake was applied, the instructor would open a hatch in the floor of the platform hanging beneath the balloon and invite the first of the four or five recruits it usually carried to take the plunge.

As if the prospect of dropping through the air for a second or two before the static line tugged the parachute out wasn’t terrifying enough, the stillness of being that high without any of the sensory distractions of being in an aircraft unnerved many. Stupidly, Lewis, who was first up, ignored advice not to look down through the hatch, ‘I was lost, the whole world was filled with the noise of my heart in my ears and my chest and then the instructor roared out “Number One!”’

He dropped, feeling that dramatic acceleration before the crack of his canopy opening and the tightening of the harness around his body confirmed that he was not going to die. Once he’d landed, Lewis felt euphoric and made a beeline for the Naafi and a cup of sweet tea. But, like many, he found his second drop even harder because then he knew what to expect.

The balloon jumps were followed by leaps from an aircraft, usually a Whitley, the men dropping down through the hatch in its floor. Some recruits baulked even at this stage, finding the stress of repeatedly hurling themselves into the void was just too much, but not Lewis.

Swelling with pride when he passed out of Ringway and sewed parachute wings on his battledress, Private Lewis had realized, ‘we were being blended … made into a cohesive new unit, sharing this coming danger, this common experience’.19 At that point, only C Company, among the 2nd Battalion troops, had faced the enemy; but for many of them the training was hazard enough.

While Lewis completed his course at Ringway late in 1941 without injury, many others were less fortunate. Both Major Frost and Sergeant Forsyth had picked up bad sprains on landing, causing them to have to finish their qualifying jumps on later courses. Lance Corporal Maybury had found great pleasure leaping out of planes – until breaking his leg on his final descent at Ringway just before Christmas 1941.

The qualifying process and the risks it involved became important factors in mitigating differences of class as well as of religion, politics or cap badge. After all, the vast majority of people in Britain at the time had never been in an aeroplane, far less leapt out of one mid-flight.

Their experience was so rare, and so relatively dangerous, that graduating from parachute training became a defining moment for these soldiers. The hard physical conditioning of Hardwick Hall eliminated some, then the business of jumping, initially a couple of times from the unnerving stillness of a barrage balloon and then from a ‘flying coffin’, separated those who had the nerve from those who did not.

As often with intense shared experiences, those who had been through it marked their bond with the adoption of their own slang: the ‘Roman candle’ was a chute that had failed to open, usually resulting in death; ‘ringing the bell’ was hitting your head or face on the side of a bomber’s floor hatch as you exited; and ‘jibbing’ was refusing to jump. Even among many of those who passed the Ringway course, a fear remained that at some future point their nerve might go and they would be cast back into that great sea of otherness that formed the rest of the army. As events would transpire, parachuting into battle would prove rather a rare experience, even among the pioneers. But for those joining the Bruneval boys early in 1942 there was a hunger not just for action, but for the kind of daring jump that had just been performed in France.

Both Lewis and Maybury (once his leg had healed) were posted to B Company in the 2nd Battalion. Their boss at the time was an officer who rejoiced in the name Major Richard Geoffrey Pine-Coffin. He didn’t use that first name, so hereafter is referred to as Geoffrey. The younger son of a landed Devon family with generations of service to the Crown, Pine-Coffin, like Frost, was another pre-war regular army officer in a unit where the exigencies of war had already made such men an endangered species.20

By the time of Bruneval, Pine-Coffin had already been an army officer for fourteen years. He had tasted the bitter defeat of the Dunkirk campaign along the way. Although one might have expected a ‘blimp’ or caricature of the officer class, Pine-Coffin was something of an original, defying easy characterization. But coming from a clan with such long traditions of service, the army had become a surrogate family, one in which he was deeply aware of his responsibility to those under his command.

‘Tall, lean and tough, with long-nosed, quizzical, features, he was the quintessential military leader,’21 wrote one of the officers who served under him. ‘He had been one of the earliest officers to volunteer for parachute duties and was a man of extraordinary bravery, but still a caring, wise commander, whose planning always took in the welfare of his men. Quiet-spoken and almost gentle in his manner, there was no tough-guy swagger about Geoffrey Pine-Coffin.’

Thirteen months prior to Bruneval, Pine-Coffin’s wife had died, leaving him with a three-year-old son, Peter, to bring up. The conditions of war and service life were such that he was unable to parent the boy personally, relying on a cousin and, later, boarding school, but the knowledge that Peter would become an orphan if his father were to die in action undoubtedly weighed upon him.

Pine-Coffin, Lewis and Maybury had been members of the same stick during training jumps, the military gentleman of impeccable pedigree along with the son of Jewish East End tailors and the Wanstead boy who lived by his wits. ‘Even men of very high rank indeed’, Maybury realized, ‘become human and conversational under the influence of fuselage camaraderie.’22 The stress of waiting to leap into thin air was a great leveller, Johnny Frost would have agreed, writing later about, ‘the learner parachutists’ smile, which has no joy or humour in it’.23

During one of their training jumps, Private Lewis had watched Pine-Coffin drift – narrowly avoiding being impaled on a church steeple – before being delivered, of all places, to a graveyard. It just was too good for the men, buoyed up by the gallows humour of jump school, who christened their leader ‘Wooden Box’. As for the major himself, he shared the joke, returning to the graveyard at Durweston in Dorset to take a photograph for his album.

In the 2nd Battalion’s March return of twenty-four officers Frost and Pine-Coffin were two of the four regulars, with all of the experience and training that implied.24 The rest were graded ‘War Service’ or had come via the Territorial Army. As the months went on, that regular cadre would fall even lower, often to just one or two leaders. In the Sergeants’ Mess it was much the same story. Even as they drank to the success at Bruneval, men like Sergeant Forsyth, NCOs with the age and maturity to correct a national service soldier in the regulation manner, were in a minority.

This question of how to meld men from so many disparate backgrounds together while harnessing their volunteer enthusiasm would prove one of the great challenges for Frost and others in positions of command. As a small minority among the citizen soldiers who had flooded in, the regulars of the 1930s would have to deal with it. And their task was all the harder because, in establishing a new form of warfare, the ethos of this new warband was being defined as they went along.

Initially, officers in the new regiment fell back on the army’s well-established principle of banding men from different parts of the country together to strengthen camaraderie. In the 2nd Battalion, this meant sending cockneys to A Company, northerners to B and Scots to C. However, this principle was soon compromised, with a detachment of Irish going to A Company and Londoners like Lewis or Maybury to B.25

As for the rest of the army, they regarded the airborne experiment with a mixture of curiosity, disdain and envy. There were plenty of COs – commanding officers – who had packed off the parachute volunteers of 1941 to Hardwick Hall, telling them they were mad. Some had exploited the trawl for men to get rid of undesirables from their own units.26

Then there were the War Office types who suspected that the whole experiment would be slowly throttled by the Royal Air Force, which had better things to do with its bombers. And, indeed, RAF resistance, among other things, had seen to it that the whole airborne project had advanced with glacial slowness.

Nineteen months had elapsed between Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s fiat in June 1940, ordering ‘we must have a corps of at least 5,000 troops’, and the use of just 120 of them in France. The PM’s initial order, just weeks after taking office, was one of a clutch of ideas he had to take the war to the enemy following the expulsion of the British Expeditionary Force from France.

A few weeks after giving the order for the formation of an airborne arm, Churchill had signed off on the creation of the Special Operations Executive, with the directive to ‘set Europe ablaze’ by the organization of resistance groups in occupied countries. His initial thoughts about parachute troops were linked in part to this idea of spreading mayhem at a time when the strategic situation banished his country from regular military operations on the Continent. Thus, SOE agents trained alongside the early airborne recruits at Ringway and French resistance members had played an important role in the preparation of Bruneval.

For the more restive types among those staring out to sea on the Kent coast, in their second year of utter boredom awaiting a German invasion or marching browned-off recruits around a parade square in Catterick, wondering how they might possibly do something more worthwhile, the idea of taking part in secret operations of this kind held a natural appeal. Trudging back to his billet after a day’s bitterly cold training in Northern Ireland, Lieutenant Jack Grayburn of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry was one of them. A keen amateur rugby player who had left his job at a bank to sign up, Grayburn wrote in his journal, ‘the news almost exclusively with the all-services raid on a radio location plant on the coast of France … most successful too’.27

Some weeks later Grayburn impatiently recorded, ‘I feel that the best part of this war is over and now there only remains intense boredom with very occasional excitement attached.’ It would take a while longer for him to find the path to the action he craved.

The fortunes of these six men were now linked: Forsyth, who knew he was as good as any man set over him by the privilege of rank; Lewis, who had escaped the ghetto to find a new family; Maybury, for whom the characters he met day to day provided the richest writer’s material he could ever have dreamt of; Grayburn, who yearned for battle; and Frost and Pine-Coffin, whose service to the king also provided the route for their personal ambitions. During the three years that followed Bruneval all of them would shed blood for their country. They would earn many decorations on the battlefield, but two of the six would not survive and one would face disgrace in the regiment.

On 2 March 1942, though, the atmosphere was one of celebration combined with anticipation. Given that millions of people were serving the war effort, the actions of just one company of paratroopers had created a remarkable effect. For the apostles of this new form of warfare it was a moment to be seized. So it was that a staff car was sent around to the Officers’ Mess at Tilshead to collect Major Frost. He had run a bath in the expectation of a quiet evening in the Mess. Instead, he digested the news brought to him by an officer from divisional headquarters. Frost had been summoned to brief Churchill in person and to take part in his next battle, the one against the enemies of airborne forces in Whitehall.
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3. Whitehall Warriors

Darkness had long since fallen by the time Major Frost’s staff car reached the outskirts of London. On the way up he had passed countless signs of a nation at war. Military convoys choked the roads, uniformed figures thronged the pavements, hundreds of barrage balloons floated over the capital. The streets were pocked with bomb sites, shells of great buildings tumbled during the Blitz.

Having received the summons to brief the War Cabinet, Frost had donned the uniform of the Cameronian Rifles, smartening himself up as best he could in the short time available. He cut a fine figure, well over six feet in his regimental headgear, his dark moustache and hair trimmed neatly.

On the ride up he was a little uneasy.1 He had not yet been able to debrief everyone on the raid, and probably worried that some eagle-eyed minister or even Churchill himself might ask a question to which he did not know the answer. Frost could not have been unaware of the tensions over airborne operations that divided the chiefs of staff.

The recent disasters in Singapore and the Channel had left the army and navy with much to prove. However, thanks to the Royal Air Force’s success in the Battle of Britain the threat of heavy bombing and invasion had by the spring of 1942 lifted in the British Isles. As a consequence, Frost found the RAF ‘almost unbearably cocky’,2 and army officers were feeling like second-class citizens.

More widely, following their invasion of the Soviet Union the previous summer, Adolf Hitler’s armies were still writing off huge numbers of Red Army troops, even if their initial progress had slowed. In the North African desert, meanwhile, the progress of the war ebbed and flowed. While the strategists had already realized that large airborne forces might be needed for the liberation of Europe, even the most optimistically minded of them did not think that would happen any time soon.

Frost’s car pulled up outside an address in Birdcage Walk. He got out and passed through a sandbagged entrance that would admit him to the heart of wartime government. It was in this building’s underground sanctum that the military and political leadership came together to chart the course of a worldwide struggle. Arriving in the briefing room, bathed in yellowish light, Frost saw that someone had brought to London the Bruneval model that he had used in Tilshead Camp to brief his officers before Operation Biting.

The first of the principals to arrive was Clement Attlee, the Labour Party leader and a member of the national unity government directing the war. He led Frost into a gentle conversation, under the mistaken assumption he was simply a briefing officer, only to be startled when the tall Scot revealed he had led the raid. It was not often that those actually fighting the war briefed the top brass in person.

Filing into the room came the service chiefs: Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, First Sea Lord
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1. Lieutenant Colonel Johnny Frost, while he was CO of the 2nd Battalion.
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2. Lieutenant Jack Grayburn longed for action through most of the war and found it in the 2nd Parachute Battalion.
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3. Sergeant Major Macleod ‘Maxie’ Forsyth, one of the pre-war regular NCOs who joined the fledgling airborne forces.
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4. Corporal Arthur Maybury, a pioneer member of the 2nd Battalion who later went into intelligence work.
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5. Lieutenant Colonel Richard Geoffrey Pine-Coffin, on the day in 1945 that he took his son to Buckingham Palace.
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6. Sergeant Mike ‘Lou’ Lewis, another early member of the 2nd Battalion, who became a gifted war photographer.
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7. Sidney Cornell was decorated and promoted for his bravery in Normandy fighting with the 7th Parachute Battalion.
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8. Lieutenant Richard ‘Dicky’ Spender, a poet who discovered that he relished war while fighting with the 2nd Battalion in Tunisia.
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9. Major General Richard ‘Windy’ Gale was instrumental in defining the command culture of the new regiment.
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10. Brigadier Gerald Lathbury commanded the 1st Parachute Brigade in Sicily and at Arnhem.
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11. Probably the most storied wartime commander in the Parachute Regiment, Alastair Pearson was awarded the Distinguished Service Order four times.
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12. Midwife to the Parachute Regiment and Airborne Forces more widely, Lieutenant General Frederick ‘Boy’ Browning had a network of military and political contacts second to none.
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13. This low-level photograph taken by Flight Lieutenant Tony Hill revealed the Würzburg radar and nearby chateau, providing the start point for Operation Biting.
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14. Quayside crowds in Portsmouth greeting Johnny Frost’s returning men after the Bruneval raid.
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15. Wing Commander Charles Pickard, who led the formation of Whitley bombers to the Bruneval drop, with men of the 2nd Battalion and a trophy of the raid.
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16. One of the many ‘synthetic’ training devices adopted to prepare men for their first drop and make up for the shortage of suitable aircraft was the ‘fan trainer’, which allowed practice landings at different speeds.
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17. At Hardwick Hall, would-be recruits to the Parachute Regiment were put through extensive physical training, both on the assault course and with repeated route marches.
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18. Having passed Hardwick, aspirant paratroopers were sent to No. 1 Parachute School at Ringway, near Manchester, where they practised all aspects of jumping before making their first drop from a balloon.
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19. Another view of training at Ringway: ‘knees together, elbows in’, students learn how to land without injury.
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20. The calm before the storm. A pre-deployment tea with (left to right) Arthur ‘Chalky’ White, Maud Selman, her son Fred Selman, and Mike ‘Lou’ Lewis.
[image: ]
21. Officers from A Company of the 2nd Battalion after the Oudna debacle: Captain Ronald Stark, Lieutenant Desmond ‘Slapsey’ Brayley and Major Dick Ashford, who sports a non-regulation beret picked up from French stores.
[image: ]
22. The arduous Tunisian campaign exposed the men to the rigours of a North African winter while moving to one threatened sector after another to thwart enemy advances. This photo features the 1st Parachute Battalion.
[image: ]
23. This aqueduct in the Tamera valley provided a landmark in the Tunisian landscape and a rallying point for these 1st Battalion men after a night patrol.
[image: ]
24. General Dwight Eisenhower visits the 1st Parachute Brigade in May 1943, soon after its return from the Tunisian front. Airborne forces figured prominently in his plans for the next stage of the war.
[image: ]
25. The Tunisian campaign was distinguished by several battles between British and German paratroopers, who here had captured Private Gavin Cadden, a veteran of Dunkirk and Bruneval whose luck ran out at Oudna.
[image: ]
26. After posting to the Army Film and Photographic Unit, Mike Lewis put up sergeant’s stripes and was here pictured by a memorial to those, including so many of his friends, who had fallen in the Tunisian battles.
[image: ]
27. Containers for dropping stores by parachute being prepared in the run-up to 1st Airborne Division’s operations in Sicily.
[image: ]
28. A model maker puts finishing touches to a diorama used for briefing the men of 1st Parachute Brigade about their target in Sicily, the Primosole Bridge.
[image: ]
29. General ‘Windy’ Gale in full flow, giving 6th Airborne Division a pep talk prior to D-Day.
[image: ]
30. Men of the 22nd Independent Parachute Company, Pathfinders for the main Normandy drop, synchronize their watches prior to taking off from RAF Harwell in Oxfordshire.
[image: ]
31. Members of the 225th Parachute Field Ambulance, crammed into a Stirling bomber on their way to Normandy, among them scores of conscientious objectors who, unarmed, acted as medics, orderlies and stretcher bearers.
[image: ]
32. This scene at RAF Tarrant Rushton gives a sense of the organization involved in landing 6th Airborne Division, each glider (mostly the heavy Hamilcars) being connected by rope to its Stirling tug, ready to depart in sequence.
[image: ]
33. Drop Zone N became Landing Zone N as scores of gliders landed there on 6 June 1944, there being 355 of them dispatched in support of 6th Airborne Division, mostly carrying heavy equipment and stores.
[image: ]
34. Critical to the success of Operation Tonga, was the landing of a coup de main party on the night of 5/6 June adjacent to the bridges over the Orne and the nearby canal. Four of the six assigned Horsas landed close to their targets, deploying assault troops.
[image: ]
35. Having landed on the evening of 6 June, the passengers on a Horsa dubbed ‘Charlie’s Aunt’ wasted no time unloading the jeep and cargo trailer on board.
[image: ]
36. Troops crossing the canal bridge at Bénouville. Once taken by airborne forces, it became an important asset for moving men and equipment within the Allied bridgehead.
[image: ]
37. Another jeep-and-trailer combination speeds into action, this heavily laden vehicle belonging to 6th Airborne Division’s Royal Army Service Corps company, which delivered supplies.
[image: ]
38. A pair from the 6th Airborne Division’s provost (or military police) company guarding a junction near Ranville in the airborne bridgehead.
[image: ]
39. Men of No. 4 Commando linking up with paratroops from the 7th Battalion in Bénouville on 6 June 1944.
[image: ]
40. Panzer IVs of the 21st Panzer Division were used to launch a number of counter-attacks against 6th Airborne Division, but generous provision of anti-tank weapons and artillery support meant they made little progress.
[image: ]
41. Men of 6th Airlanding Brigade, mostly from the Ox and Bucks bridge-storming party, pictured a few days after the Normandy landings in nearby Bénouville. The man on the left has a captured sub-machine gun.
[image: ]
42. Many of the fallen were initially interred in Normandy graveyards, in this case three men of the 7th Parachute Battalion and a member of the Royal Engineers.
[image: ]
43. The sky full of aircraft and parachutes above the Dutch countryside on 17 September 1944, as Operation Market Garden got underway. This remarkable image was captured by a reconnaissance Spitfire.
[image: ]
44. Men of the 1st Battalion, the Border Regiment, one of the airlanded battalions that arrived to the west of Arnhem on the first day of the operation.
[image: ]
45. Sergeant Mike Lewis captured film of Dutch locals greeting their liberators. This still shows members of 21st Independent Parachute Company (including the sergeant, who jumped with his arm in plaster) and one 3rd Battalion man.
[image: ]
46. A party of German prisoners captured soon after the landings being escorted near the Wolfheze asylum, about ten kilometres north-west of Arnhem.
[image: ]
47. An aerial view showing the elevated roadway leading off the main bridge at Arnhem with the burnt-out remnants of the SS column that was ambushed there on the morning of 18 September 1944.
[image: ]
48. A German photographer in Arnhem snapped these captured British paratroopers being led away. Their maroon-red berets are evidently worn with pride.
[image: ]
49. A 3-inch mortar team in action during the Cauldron battle on 21 September 1944. Mike Lewis’s AFPU colleague Sergeant Dennis Smith captured many dramatic images of this fight.
[image: ]
50. Another image from Sergeant Smith, men of the 1st Parachute Battalion trying to fight their way into Arnhem on 17 September. They did not succeed, so the 2nd Battalion remained isolated.
[image: ]
51. Many of those pressed into action during the Cauldron battle were not infantrymen by training: here two glider pilots hunt for a sniper in Oosterbeek on 21 September.
[image: ]
52. Major General Robert ‘Roy’ Urquhart outside his HQ at the Hartenstein Hotel. Although Sergeant Lewis, who filmed him, and Sergeant Smith, who took this image, tried to make him look like a man in charge, poor communications and a period spent hiding from the Germans at the outset meant his role was limited.
[image: ]
53. Allied forces did eventually liberate Arnhem, but not until April 1945 when this image of an unknown paratrooper’s grave was taken near the bridge defended by the 2nd Battalion.
[image: ]
54. Shortly after being appointed Colonel Commandant of the Parachute Regiment, Field Marshal Montgomery, sporting a maroon-red beret, visited its troops in the Ardennes to confer awards. Among them, right behind the man with a Sten gun, is Sergeant Sid Cornell.
[image: ]
55. The Ardennes battles of December 1944 and January 1945 were bitterly cold as well as costly for the 13th Battalion. This image of an airborne sniper team in action shows the snow suits adopted at this time.
[image: ]
56. An airborne view of the Operation Varsity Rhine-crossing operation gives some idea of the smoke that obscured many landing and drop zones. Some came from burning buildings, but the Allies also deployed smoke generators to cover the river assault itself.
[image: ]
57. This somewhat staged-looking shot features a 6-pounder anti-tank gun flown in to Hamminkeln during Operation Varsity. This weapon, carried in a Horsa, was vital to airborne operations from Sicily onwards.
[image: ]
58. Lieutenant Colonel Pine-Coffin (right) pictured during a roadside rest on 30 April 1945. The facial wound he suffered the previous month is still fresh.
[image: ]
59. Men of the 6th Airborne Division marching across northern Germany in April 1945, the handcarts and backpacks giving an idea of the heavy burdens endured during this long, victorious journey.
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