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The Chase is On!

Sunday 27 August 1944 was a day of perfect summer weather in Normandy. The soporific sounds of a cricket match could be heard from a field at Saint-Symphorien-les-Bruyères, south-west of Evreux. In the adjoining pear orchard, Sherman tanks of the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry had just been refitted and repaired after the battle of the Falaise Gap, the culmination of the battle for Normandy. Bats, balls, pads and stumps had been smuggled ashore on one of their supply trucks. ‘Never let it be said that we invaded the Continent unprepared,’ wrote one of the players.

The regiment was supposedly on twenty-four hours’ notice to move, but just after lunch the order came to move out in an hour. Its tanks were on the road in seventy minutes, heading for the River Seine, which the first British formation, the 43rd Wessex Division, had crossed at Vernon the day before. British troops were rather jealous that General George Patton’s US Third Army had beaten them to a Seine crossing by six days.

On 29 August the Allied armies, now nearly a million strong, lunged forward from their bridgeheads east of the Seine, heading for Belgium and the German border. The battle for Normandy had finally been won, and the German army was in chaotic retreat. ‘Along the main supply routes’, an American officer wrote in his diary, ‘you see the evidence of our air effort against the enemy. Trucks have been bombed and strafed, rusted and twisted in wild profusion along the roads, occasionally a truck load of gas cans with the cans bulging out like a swollen dead cow, black and charred, or a train with mounds of bulging cans, twisted steel frames from the destroyed box cars.’

For British cavalry regiments, the chase was on. Lieutenant General Brian Horrocks, the commander of XXX Corps, mounted in the turret of a command tank, could not resist joining in. ‘This was the type of warfare I thoroughly enjoyed,’ he wrote later. ‘Who wouldn’t?’ With more than 600 tanks – Shermans, Churchills and Cromwells – the Guards Armoured Division, the 11th Armoured Division and the 8th Armoured Brigade charged forward on a frontage of eighty kilometres, ‘scything passages through the enemy rear areas’, he added, ‘like a combine-harvester going through a field of corn’.

The country between the Seine and the Somme was ‘open and rolling with wide fields, no hedges and good roads’. The dangerous Norman bocage of tightly enclosed pasture and sunken roads lay far behind them. The Sherwood Rangers adopted their old desert formation from the North African campaign, with a squadron of Shermans spread out in front, regimental headquarters just behind it and the other two sabre squadrons on the flanks. ‘To travel at top speed across hard, open country on a lovely morning,’ a cavalry troop leader wrote, ‘knowing that the Germans were on the run, was exhilarating to say the least, and everyone was in the best possible spirits. It was almost like taking part in a cross-country steeplechase.’

Church bells pealed at their approach. Almost every house was festooned in the French national colours of red, white and blue. Villagers, overjoyed to be spared the destruction of Normandy, waited to greet them with bottles of wine and fruit. Unshaven members of the Resistance, wearing armbands, tried to mount the leading vehicles to show the way. A staff officer with the Guards Armoured Division in a Staghound armoured car noticed ‘their odd assortment of weapons which they brandished with more exuberance than safety’.

From time to time a tank would run out of fuel. The vehicle then had to sit immobilized by the side of the road until one of the regiment’s three-tonners caught up and pulled alongside. Jerrycans would then be swung across to the crew members standing on the engine deck. There were the occasional short, sharp firefights when a German group, overtaken by the advance, refused to surrender. Clearing out such pockets of resistance was called ‘de-lousing’.

On the afternoon of 30 August, Horrocks felt the advance was still not fast enough. He ordered Major General ‘Pip’ Roberts to send his 11th Armoured Division through the night to take Amiens and its bridges over the River Somme by dawn. Although the tank drivers were falling asleep from exhaustion they made it to the bridges, and three-ton trucks brought in a brigade of infantry at first light to secure the town. Horrocks was close behind to congratulate Roberts on the success. After reporting on the operation, Roberts then said to his corps commander, ‘I have a surprise for you, General.’ A German officer in black panzer uniform was brought round. He was unshaven and his face was scarred from a wound received in the First World War which had removed most of his nose. Roberts, Horrocks noted, ‘was exactly like a proud farmer leading forward his champion bull’. His trophy was General der Panzertruppe Heinrich Eberbach, the commander of the Seventh Army, who had been surprised in his bed.

The next day, 1 September, was the fifth anniversary of the German invasion of Poland which had started the war in Europe. By a curious coincidence, both Allied army group commanders of the Normandy campaign happened to be sitting for portraits at their respective headquarters. Basking in the glow of victory after General George C. Patton’s triumphant charge to the Seine, General Omar N. Bradley near Chartres was being painted by Cathleen Mann, who was married to the Marquess of Queensberry. They could at least enjoy cool drinks on that beautiful day. The supreme commander, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, had just sent Bradley a refrigerator, with the message: ‘Goddamit, I’m tired of drinking warm whiskey every time I come to your headquarters.’

Field Marshal Sir Bernard Montgomery, wearing his trademark outfit of grey polo-neck sweater, corduroy trousers and black, double-badged beret, was sitting for the Scottish portraitist James Gunn. His tactical headquarters and caravan were in the park of the Château de Dangu, halfway between Rouen and Paris. Despite the messages of congratulation that morning on his promotion to field marshal, Montgomery was in such a bad mood that he refused to meet his host, the duc de Dangu, and members of the local Resistance. All Montgomery’s hopes of a joint offensive under his leadership into northern Germany had been dashed, because Eisenhower was replacing him as commander-in-chief land forces. Bradley was no longer his subordinate, but his equal. In Montgomery’s view, Eisenhower was throwing away the victory by a refusal to concentrate his forces.

Senior American officers, on the other hand, were far angrier at Montgomery’s promotion. It made him a five-star general, while Eisenhower, his superior, still had only four stars. Patton, whose Third Army troops were already close to Verdun in eastern France, wrote to his wife that day, ‘The Field Marshal thing made us sick, that is Bradley and me.’ Even a number of senior British officers thought that Winston Churchill’s sop to Monty and the British press to camouflage the implied demotion was a grave mistake. Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay, the Allied naval commander-in-chief, wrote in his diary: ‘Monty made a Field Marshal. Astounding thing to do and I regret it more than I can say. I gather that the PM did it on his own. Damn stupid and I warrant most offensive to Eisenhower and the Americans.’

The next day, Saturday 2 September, Patton, Eisenhower and Lieutenant General Courtney H. Hodges, the commander of the First US Army, met at Bradley’s 12th Army Group headquarters, where Lady Queensberry had put away her paintbrushes. According to Bradley’s aide, Hodges was ‘neat and trim as usual in his battle dress’, while Patton was ‘gaudy with brass buttons and the big car’. They were there to discuss strategy and the great supply problem. The unexpectedly rapid advance meant that they were outrunning the capacity of even the huge American military transport fleet. Patton begged Bradley that morning: ‘Give me 400,000 gallons of gasoline and I’ll put you in Germany in two days.’

Bradley had every sympathy. So keen was he that all available aircraft continue to supply Patton’s Third Army that he had opposed the plans for airborne drops ahead to speed the Allied advance. Patton, who longed ‘to go through the Siegfried Line like shit through a goose’, was already bribing the transport pilots with cases of looted champagne, but that was still insufficient. Eisenhower refused to budge. He was also being badgered by Montgomery, who demanded the bulk of supplies to enable him to mount the main attack in the north.

Allied diplomacy required the supreme commander to balance the rival demands of the two army groups as far as was humanly possible. This led to Eisenhower adopting a ‘broad-front strategy’, which satisfied neither commander.fn1 Eisenhower’s chief of staff, Lieutenant General Walter Bedell Smith, commented after the war on the problems with Montgomery and Bradley. ‘It is amazing’, he said, ‘how good commanders get ruined when they develop a public they have to act up to. They become prima donnas.’ Even the seemingly modest Bradley ‘developed a public, and we had some trouble with him’.

Eisenhower’s failure to resolve the competing strategies of Montgomery and Bradley was then made worse by an accident. After leaving 12th Army Group headquarters near Chartres that afternoon, he was flown back to his own command post at Granville on the Atlantic coast of Normandy. It was a grave mistake to have chosen a spot so far behind the rapidly developing battlefronts. In fact, as Bradley pointed out, he would have been better placed for communications if he had stayed in London. Towards the end of the flight back to Granville, his light aircraft developed engine trouble and the pilot had to land on a beach. Eisenhower, who had already damaged one knee, now wrecked the other one when helping to turn the aircraft round on the sand. He was confined to bed, with the leg in plaster, just before Bradley and Montgomery were due to meet. He stayed immobilized for a whole week, which proved to be a crucial one.

That same evening of 2 September, Horrocks arrived at the headquarters of the Guards Armoured Division in Douai. He felt frustrated by the need to hold back his troops that day to allow an airborne drop on Tournai. It had then been cancelled at the last moment due to bad weather and because the American XIX Corps had already reached the drop zones. So with a certain theatrical flourish, Horrocks announced to the assembled Guards officers that their objective for the next day was Brussels, some 110 kilometres further on. There was a gasp of delighted astonishment. Horrocks also ordered Roberts’s 11th Armoured Division to charge straight for the great port of Antwerp in Operation Sabot.

With the Welsh Guards preceded by the armoured cars of the 2nd Household Cavalry Regiment on the right and the Grenadier Guards group on the left, ‘the spirit of competition was irresistible and nothing could stop us that day,’ an officer recorded. The betting on who would reach Brussels first was intense. ‘Les jeux sont faits – rien ne va plus!’ was apparently the roulette croupier’s cry at 06.00 hours, as both contingents set off. The Irish Guards group in reserve followed a few hours later. ‘It was our longest drive, 82 miles in 13 hours,’ their 2nd (Armoured) Battalion noted in the war diary. But for some units the headlong advance did not turn out to be so sporting. The Grenadiers lost more than twenty men in a vicious engagement with a group of SS.

The unexpected appearance of the Guards Armoured Division in the Belgian capital that evening triggered an even greater jubilation than had been seen during the liberation of Paris. ‘The chief trouble was the mobbing of the crowds,’ the Household Cavalry noted as they were constantly brought to a halt by exultant Belgians, packed along the road a dozen deep, singing ‘Tipperary’ and making V for Victory signs. ‘Another universal habit of the liberated is to write messages of welcome all over the vehicles as they slowly nose their way through the crowd,’ wrote the same officer. ‘If you stop they swarm over the vehicle, cover it with fruit and flowers and offer wine.’ The Household Cavalry and the Welsh Guards ‘won the race by a short head’, although ‘it was a hazardous task, because every time one stopped to ask the way one was hauled from the car and soundly kissed by both sexes.’

German troops still held the aerodrome outside the capital and ‘fired five rounds of high explosive’ into the park in front of the Royal Palace, where Major General Allan Adair was establishing his command post under canvas. British troops were greatly helped by the Armée Blanche of the Belgian Resistance which ‘proved of enormous value for rounding up the many stray Germans who were trying to escape’. Civilians, when not kissing their liberators, hissed and booed and kicked any German prisoners they saw.

Many British soldiers were struck by the contrast with Normandy, where the welcome had often been half-hearted, amid the terrible destruction wreaked on their towns and villages. ‘The people dressed better,’ an officer wrote, ‘clothes seemed more plentiful, everyone looked clean and healthy, whereas France gave one the impression that everyone was shoddy and tired.’ But appearances of comparative prosperity could be misleading. The German occupiers had seized food supplies, coal and other resources for themselves, and more than half a million Belgians had been shipped off for forced labour in German factories. Belgium, however, at least benefited from the rapidity of the Allied advance. This saved it from the destruction of battle, last-minute looting and the usual scorched-earth tactics of the Wehrmacht. But to the south-east reckless attacks by the Belgian Resistance on retreating groups of German soldiers led to vicious and indiscriminate reprisals by SS units in particular.

The Germans were shaken by the rapidity of the Allied advance that day. An NCO described it in his diary as ‘An event that surpasses all expectations and calculations, and even puts our “Blitzkrieg” in the summer of 1940 in the shade’. Oberstleutnant Fullriede noted ‘the conversation of officers in the barracks. The western front has had it: the enemy is already in Belgium and on the German border. Roumania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Finland are asking for peace. It’s just like in 1918.’ Others blamed their first ally most of all. ‘The Italians are the most guilty,’ Unteroffizier Oskar Siegl wrote home. And some compared Italy’s ‘betrayal’ of Germany to that of Austria in the First World War. In some cases, this produced reactions of bewildered self-pity. ‘We Germans have only enemies in the world, and one has to ask why we are so hated everywhere? There is no nation which wants to know us.’

Allied generals also drew parallels with the end of the First World War. The optimism was such that Bradley’s 12th Army Group headquarters had already ordered up 25 tons of maps ‘for operations in Germany’. And Bradley’s aide Major Chester B. Hansen remarked that ‘everyone was getting as excited as a sophomore class on the eve before a dance.’ At 12th Army Group headquarters ‘everything we talk about now is qualified by the phrase “if the war lasts that long”.’

They had completely misunderstood the consequences of Oberst Claus Graf Schenk von Stauffenberg’s attempted bomb attack against Hitler on 20 July. Allied commanders assumed that this event had signalled the start of the German army’s disintegration. In fact its failure, and the repression which followed, meant the very opposite. The Nazi Party and the SS now had total control, and the general staff and all army formations would be forced to fight to the Führer’s last breath.

On the morning of 3 September, while Allied spearheads advanced on Antwerp, Brussels and Maastricht, Generals Bradley and Hodges flew to the headquarters of Lieutenant General Miles Dempsey’s Second British Army. The purpose was to discuss ‘future operations towards the Ruhr’ with Montgomery. Apart from Eisenhower, laid up with his bad leg in Granville, another absentee from the conference was Lieutenant General Henry Crerar, the commander of the First Canadian Army, who had insisted on staying in Dieppe to take a memorial parade for all of his countrymen killed in the disastrous raid of August 1942. He would have pointed out the difficulties of seizing the Channel ports and dealing with the German Fifteenth Army, which had retreated from the Pas de Calais to a pocket west of Antwerp on the Scheldt estuary. The port of Antwerp was also vital to any idea of advancing across the Rhine into Germany, yet both Montgomery and Bradley were fixated with their own diverging intentions: the British heading north, and the Americans heading east.

No proper minutes of this conference were taken, and afterwards Bradley became convinced that Montgomery had deliberately misled him. Bradley said that the airborne drop planned for the next day on the bridges over the River Meuse (or Maas in Dutch) around Liège should be cancelled. Montgomery apparently agreed. ‘We both consider’, the field marshal said afterwards, ‘that all available aircraft should go on transport work so that we can maintain momentum of advance.’ Yet later that very afternoon, at 16.00 hours, Montgomery ordered his chief of staff to ask the First Allied Airborne Army back in England to start working on another plan, a far more ambitious one. His new idea was to seize the bridges ‘between Wesel and Arnhem’ to launch his 21st Army Group across the Rhine north of the Ruhr. Montgomery evidently calculated that if he could be the first to establish a bridgehead over the Rhine, Eisenhower would have to give him the bulk of the supplies, and support him with American formations.

It was a great pity that Eisenhower had not been at the meeting. When Bradley found out that Montgomery had reneged on what had been agreed without telling him, he was furious. Montgomery refused to acknowledge what almost all other senior British officers had understood. Britain was now very much the junior partner in the alliance because the Americans were providing the bulk of the troops, much of the hardware and most of the oil. The idea that Britain remained a first-rate power was a fantasy which Churchill desperately tried to promote, even though he knew in his heart that it was not the case. In fact one could argue that September 1944 was the origin of that disastrous cliché which lingers on even today about the country punching above its weight.
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‘Mad Tuesday’

On Monday 4 September, the second day of celebration in Brussels, Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands broadcast a message from London: ‘Compatriots – You know our liberation is coming. I wanted you to know that I have nominated Prins Bernhard as commander of the Dutch forces under the supreme commander General Eisenhower. Prins Bernhard will be the commander of the armed resistance. Until soon. Wilhelmina.’

The German retreat through the Netherlands towards the Reich had begun on 1 September, and reached its peak four days later on what became known as Dolle Dinsdag – or ‘Mad Tuesday’. Rumours spread that Montgomery’s armies were already at the border, and a mistaken report by the Dutch Service of the BBC radio on the evening of 4 September even claimed that the Allies had reached Breda and Roermond. In Amsterdam people went out the next morning, expecting to see Allied tanks on their way in.

Most retreats are sorry sights, but the bedraggled, dejected mass of Wehrmacht stragglers from France and Belgium caused an unusual degree of jubilation, disdain and harsh laughter in the Dutch people after the humiliations of the arrogant occupation. ‘Never have we enjoyed anything as much as watching the disorderly retreat of this once great army,’ a woman in Eindhoven wrote. Some in improvised units, such as Kriegsmarine sailors formed into Schiffs-Stamm-Abteilungen, had trudged most of the way from the Atlantic coast. Others had seized any vehicle they could find along the way, cars such as old Citroëns with running boards and wood-burning trucks with smoke-stacks.

The spectacle, which fascinated and thrilled the Dutch, seemed to confirm the impression of total defeat. They took chairs out on to the side of the street to watch. The formerly invincible and mechanized Wehrmacht, which had crushed their country so easily in the summer of 1940, had now been reduced to stealing every imaginable form of conveyance, especially bicycles.

There had been 4 million bicycles in the Netherlands at the beginning of the war, half as many as the total population. The Wehrmacht had commandeered 50,000 at the beginning of July 1942, and now thousands more were headed for Germany, most of them loaded with soldiers’ equipment and booty as they pushed them along the roads. With no rubber for tyres, pedalling them on wooden wheels was heavy work. But their loss hit hard. The Dutch underground movement needed them for their couriers, and ordinary families relied on bicycles for seeking out food from farms in the countryside.

Most of the motorcars looted in France and Belgium also lacked tyres. Driven on the rims of their wheels, they made a noise which caused everyone to wince. The majority were occupied by German officers, and as an onlooker in Eindhoven noted, ‘Many vehicles had young women sitting in them – the sort that usually fraternised with Germans.’ These French, Belgian and Dutch women, who were presumably guilty of collaboration horizontale, clearly wanted to avoid a predictable fate at home. In Arnhem too, the neurologist Louis van Erp saw a number of German officers with ‘women on their laps, partly German, partly French women’. And the officers were flourishing bottles of brandy. In some towns the day was called ‘Cognac Tuesday’. German soldiers tried to sell some of the bottles and other items they had stolen. Only a few Dutch took advantage of the bargains offered, which included sewing machines, cameras, watches, textiles and birds in cages unlikely to survive the journey.

Some motorcars belonged to Dutch Nazi sympathizers in the NSB – the Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging. They knew that the southern Netherlands province of Brabant would prove too dangerous for them without German protection. Others fleeing vengeance included collaborators from France and arch-Catholic, pro-Nazi Rexists from Belgium. The loyal Dutch called members of the NSB the ‘wrong’ Netherlanders, or the ‘black Kameraden’, and saw them as somehow worse than the Germans. ‘The attitude of the Dutch population towards the NSB remains totally opposed,’ a German officer in Utrecht reported. ‘Better ten Germans than one NSBer is the general view, and considering the rejection of everything German, that really means something.’

Other vehicles included the odd omnibus and Red Cross ambulances packed with soldiers and their weapons, contrary to all the rules of war. There were German soldiers on horse-drawn farm-carts, loaded with chickens, ducks and geese in wooden cages; and trucks with stolen sheep and pigs. Somebody spotted two oxen stumbling about in a bus, and a nun saw a cow in an ambulance. Such sights produced a bitter smile at the shameless theft of food from occupied countries. There was the odd fire-engine and even a hearse with ostrich plumes covered in dust. Wehrmacht vehicles had branches from pine trees tied to the front in an attempt to sweep away the tacks and nails scattered on roads by members of the underground.

The exhausted footsoldiers, the ‘Moffen’ as the Dutch called their German occupiers contemptuously, looked dishevelled, bearded and black with dirt.fn1 Their appearance and that of their officers sitting back in cars caused a sensation once the dismal cavalcade crossed the Reich frontier. There were wild rumours and numerous black jokes. A Gefreiter heard from his family: ‘Yesterday evening people were saying that in Kaiserslautern the Führer himself was inspecting the cars.’ Civilians also resented the privileges of officers, and their treatment of the ordinary soldier, the Landser. ‘The “Gentlemen” travelled in their fully loaded automobiles, leaving the Landser in the lurch.’

A marked difference in attitude had developed in Germany towards the eastern-front soldier and his counterpart, the Westfrontkämpfer. There was a general suspicion that the German army in the west had been softened by its four years of easy occupation in France and the Low Countries. ‘The feeling of the civilian population towards the soldier on the western front is not altogether good,’ a woman wrote to her husband, ‘and I too am convinced that if the soldier of the eastern front had been in the west, then the breakthrough would not have happened.’

A gunner wrote home rather confirming the impression of collapse in the West: ‘I cannot convey what the scene is like. This isn’t a retreat, but a flight.’ Yet he went on to admit that it was a well-provisioned departure. ‘The cars were laden with Schnapps, cigarettes, and hundreds of tins of fats and meat.’ The German occupation authorities also engaged in last-minute plundering. Having already seized church bells to melt down, they hurriedly shipped raw materials, especially coal and iron ore, to the Reich, and held on to the engines and wagons. Such acts were justified on the grounds that they should not leave ‘an economic advantage’ to the Allies. A certain amount of scorched-earth actions were also carried out. In Eindhoven, a series of enormous explosions could be heard as the Germans destroyed installations on the airfield and blew up munition dumps. A huge pall of smoke blotted out the sun.

Transporting all these resources to the Reich was not easy. The Dutch underground carried out acts of sabotage during the first part of September. Yet a German officer observed that ‘the fact that railway traffic is almost at a standstill is not a question of fuel, but can be put down much more to the effects of English fighter pilots, who have shot to death the majority of locomotives.’ To the dismay and even anger of the Dutch government-in-exile in London, RAF fighter pilots could not resist the thrill of blasting railway engines with cannon fire, because it produced such a spectacular explosion of steam.

The only satisfaction for civilians was to see how NSB members and their families were made frantic by these delays in their desperation to escape to Germany. In a town south-west of Arnhem, their plight produced intense Schadenfreude. ‘It was a wonderful sight,’ a local called Paul van Wely wrote. ‘The station waiting room looked like a junk store with tramps. Crying faces and hanging heads.’ Around 30,000 NSB members and their families went to Germany where they were ignored in the disintegration of the last months of the war. As one historian put it, ‘Organised Fascism in the Netherlands virtually collapsed on 5 September.’

During what appeared to be an interregnum, and with the Dutch police more or less in hiding after their equivocal role during the occupation, underground groups kidnapped members of the NSB and even a few German officials. Some were freed soon afterwards by the German police. On that ‘Mad Tuesday’, the Reichskommissar, Dr Arthur Seyss-Inquart, declared a state of emergency.fn2 ‘Resistance against the occupying forces will be broken with arms, in accordance with the orders given to German troops.’ He went on to threaten death sentences for the slightest opposition.

Many German officers were angry that the Dutch were preparing to welcome their Anglo-Saxon liberators with flowers and flags. This was a typical Nazi confusion of cause and effect. Having treacherously invaded and occupied a neutral country, they still expected the population to remain loyal to them. ‘The Dutch are not just cowardly, but lazy and slow,’ wrote Oberleutnant Helmut Hänsel with bitterness.

Many ordinary soldiers did not, however, agree. Those who were sick of the war used to remark ironically: ‘My longing for a heroic death has been fully satisfied.’ Reich Germans residing or working in Holland, even the sixty-year-olds, were appalled to be mobilized during this crisis. ‘They wear civilian clothing under their uniforms hoping to escape,’ a sympathetic Dutchman observed, ‘but are never left alone.’

‘A very wet and stormy day,’ Admiral Ramsay noted in his diary. ‘British in Brussels and Antwerp. Latter port not badly damaged but of course it is useless until the estuary and approaches are cleared of the enemy.’ Ramsay’s concern did not register with his colleagues in khaki. They were still glowing with the success of their great advance.

The 11th Armoured Division’s progress into Antwerp ‘was extremely difficult owing to the great joy and enthusiasm shown by the enormous crowds’. The Germans had been so taken by surprise that only a few of them put up a determined fight. Most important of all, the Resistance had managed to secure the port installations and prevent any last-minute destruction by the Germans. Its members had also proved ‘of great assistance in dealing with snipers and prisoners’. The prisoners were locked up in empty cages in Antwerp zoo, one for German officers, NCOs and soldiers. Others held traitors and collaborators, and another held their wives and children, as well as young women accused of having slept with Germans. The animals had starved to death or been eaten during the occupation.

To protect the narrow Allied corridor to Antwerp, forces were pushed out sideways to defend it. The Sherwood Rangers reached Renaix south of Ghent after a 400-kilometre advance from their abandoned game of cricket eight days before. With their Sherman tanks they surrounded a German regiment, some 1,200 men strong. The German commander, ‘a stout, dapper little man with a bull neck’, insisted during protracted negotiations that his honour as an officer required at least an impression of fighting on. Time was wasted, but the Sherwood Rangers knew that this was better than even a one-sided battle which would take longer.

The German commander finally agreed that he and his men would march out that evening bearing arms, and would surrender on condition that no German soldier was handed over to the Resistance. The Oberst insisted on addressing his men for about fifteen minutes, assuring them that they had made an honourable surrender. He then nodded to his Stabsfeldwebel who shouted an order, and almost as one they smashed the butts of their rifles on the road. ‘Then each man raised his right hand and shouted “Sieg Heil!” three times,’ which seemed rather paradoxical at the moment of giving in. Members of the Resistance, deprived of their revenge, watched angrily as their former occupiers were marched off to a holding camp.

Horrocks’s two armoured divisions, having achieved their dramatic dash forward, halted where they were in Antwerp and Brussels to service their vehicles and rest. Horrocks, on his way to Brussels, was shot at by a German tank overtaken in the advance. Armoured cars of the 2nd Household Cavalry were sent back to patrol the road, while their corps commander set up his headquarters in the park of the Palace of Laeken. It was another day of celebration in the city, with a triumphal procession through the town. The Guards Armoured Division was followed by a brigade of Belgian troops brought forward to share in the event. A Guards officer called it ‘a most remarkable sight with literally the whole of Brussels lining the streets and cheering. Meanwhile batches of prisoners were being marched about by the members of the Belgian resistance’s Armée Blanche who, from time to time fired their rifles in the air.’

Shortly afterwards the Grenadier Guards group, one battalion of infantry and one of tanks, moved due east from Brussels to take Louvain (or Leuven in Flemish). For many in the regiment it brought back memories of an action there during the retreat towards Dunkirk just over four years before. Field Marshal Montgomery also returned to old haunts. He set up his headquarters at the Château d’Everberg fifteen kilometres east of Brussels on the road to Louvain. Montgomery knew the place well. This eighteenth-century building, restyled later, had been the 3rd Division’s headquarters just over four years before in the late spring of 1940. The chatelaine, the Princesse de Merode, was not overjoyed to see her visitors as she apparently remembered how Montgomery’s staff officers had depleted the wine cellar on the previous occasion. She could not help feeling that her home was being treated ‘just like a hotel’. Only that morning Luftwaffe fighter pilots from JG 51 – the famed Jagdgeschwader Mölders – had pulled out hurriedly, and three hours later the British arrived to take possession.

By the end of the first week in September, the fuel shortage had really started to affect both Montgomery’s 21st Army Group and Bradley’s 12th Army Group. Bradley’s aide Hansen wrote on 6 September that even corps commanders ‘were forced to go borrowing cans of gas to keep their cars fueled’. With none of the Channel ports yet open, supplies had to be brought all the way from western Normandy in a constant shuttle, known as the ‘Red Ball Express’, with thousands of trucks driven by African-American soldiers. ‘Huge Red Ball Express convoys’, Hansen added, ‘are speeding up the highways with tons and tons of gas, rolling at fifty miles an hour all night long with their bright lights illuminating the road.’
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The Guards Armoured Division in Brussels received orders to advance on to the Albert Canal and then on to Leopoldsburg, close to the Dutch frontier, before carrying on to Eindhoven. Only ‘slight opposition was expected’, with resistance harder ‘on the canals and bridges’. A large warehouse full of drink reserved for the Wehrmacht had been discovered, so the Irish Guards sent a truck and collected twenty-eight cases of champagne as well as wine and liqueurs to fuel their triumphant advance. The Guards managed to secure a foothold over the Albert Canal at Beringen, despite the Germans blowing the bridge. During the night, their sapper squadron erected a Bailey bridge to replace it.

By the middle of the next day, the Guards Armoured realized that ‘we would have to stop thinking in terms of flowers, fruit and kisses and get down to some steady stuff.’ Opposition had suddenly strengthened. ‘At one moment during that very complicated day, it even looked as if the bridge might go when a desperate force of one officer and forty SS troops crept onto the barges nearby after knocking out no less than forty supply vehicles.’ ‘Both the Welsh and the Coldstream had taken quite a knock,’ the war diary keeper noted, and added: ‘SS troops should all be either killed or wounded, but preferably the former.’

Observant Dutch civilians had already started to notice a change in German military activity, even while the columns of dispirited troops continued to pass through their town. One bystander in Eindhoven noted: ‘the retreat of the Germans continued on the Monday, but at the same time a counter-movement was seen to develop: a large formation of troops, heavily camouflaged with branches of trees, marched through the city in the direction of the Belgian frontier.’

The British capture of Antwerp on 4 September had created a storm at Führer headquarters in East Prussia, the Wolfsschanze. Hitler, on hearing the news, wiped from his mind the circumstances in which he had sacked Generalfeldmarschall Gerd von Rundstedt at the end of June and recalled him to duty once again as commander-in-chief west. Generaloberst Kurt Student was in Berlin on the island of Wannsee at the headquarters of the Luftwaffe’s Fallschirmjäger or paratroop arm when a call came through from the Wolfsschanze. Student, the architect of the Fallschirmjäger force, had commanded the airborne operations in the Netherlands in 1940 and in Crete the following year. The order from Hitler was ‘to build a new defence line along the Albert Canal and to hold it indefinitely’. Student’s formation was given the inflated designation of First Fallschirm Army. According to one of his more cynical officers, Hitler chose Student because ‘the Führer “the Greatest Commander of all time” said to himself: “Who shall defend Holland? Only he who conquered Holland can do that.” So Student came to Holland.’

Student was to take every paratroop unit he could lay his hands on, starting with Oberstleutnant Friedrich Freiherr von der Heydte’s 6th Fallschirmjäger-Regiment. He also brought in new formations, those in training establishments and even Luftwaffe ground crew turned into infantry battalions. Heydte, a veteran of the airborne invasion of Crete in 1941, was scathing about the way untrained Luftwaffe personnel were being designated as Fallschirmjäger. ‘Those new paratroop “Divisionen” are second-rate Flak field divisions,’ he told fellow officers. ‘It’s just pure vanity on Göring’s part … The point seems to be that he thinks: “If peace breaks out I don’t see why Himmler should be the only one to have a private army.” ’

The VI Luftwaffe Battalion (for special missions) was in fact a penal battalion brought back from Italy. It consisted of Luftwaffe airmen and ground crew convicted of crimes and officers sacked for incompetence. Their weaponry was pitiful and they were still wearing tropical uniforms. Even Heydte’s famous regiment was a shadow of its former self after its battles against the American 101st Airborne in Normandy. ‘The fighting strength of the regiment was weak,’ he reported. ‘The men were not yet welded together, the young replacements made up 75% of the strength, and they were barely trained. Hundreds of members of the regiment had never had a weapon in their hand and fired the first shots of their lives in their first engagement!’

Three of the new regiments were formed into the 7th Fallschirmjäger-Division. Student told his chief of staff, Generalleutnant Erdmann, to command it. Student was also given the 719th Infanterie-Division of coastal defence, and the 176th Infanterie-Division composed mostly of battalions with convalescents and the chronically sick. To command them, he had the headquarters of the LXXXVIII Corps under General der Infanterie Hans-Wolfgang Reinhard, ‘a calm and experienced troop leader’. Although he received a brigade of assault guns, including some heavy Jagdpanther tank destroyers, his ‘small and barely mobile’ army had only twenty-five tanks along a front which stretched for nearly 200 kilometres all the way from the North Sea to Maastricht.

Student’s Parachute Army was to come under the command of Army Group B. Having no artillery, Student ordered in flak units from Luftflotte Reich because their 88mm anti-aircraft guns were also devastatingly effective against tanks. ‘And then’, he wrote with only slight exaggeration, ‘one could admire once again the astonishing precision of German organisation and of the general staff. All these troops, which were strewn all over Germany, from Güstrow in Mecklenburg to Bitsch in Lorraine, were sent as “Blitz” transports to the Albert Canal. Here they arrived on 6 and 7 September, 48 to 72 hours after being alerted. The most remarkable aspect was that when the troops arrived at the stations, arms and equipment lay ready for five newly formed Fallschirmjäger regiments, having been brought in from other parts of Germany.’

There had been also some spontaneous reactions against the headlong retreat. On 4 September Generalleutnant Kurt Chill, with the remnants of his 85th Infanterie-Division, had halted at Turnhout on hearing that the British had entered Antwerp and Brussels. He turned his men around to redeploy along the Albert Canal. Chill’s division had been reduced to less than a single regiment in Normandy. It had retreated via Brussels, having picked up a battalion of barely armed replacements on the way. Purely by chance, General Reinhard had come across the 85th Division’s signals officer and was thrilled to hear that Chill had begun rounding up stragglers and seizing any artillery units still withdrawing. He was using them to man a defence line along the Albert Canal between Hasselt and Herentals.

The 85th Division thus became one of the key building blocks of Student’s Parachute Army. In many places, officers and the hated Feldgendarmerie – known as ‘chain-dogs’ or Kettenhunde because of the metal gorget worn on a chain round their necks – had seized stragglers at gunpoint and forced them into scratch units. In a retreat a Kampfkommandant was designated, and as one officer explained: ‘He is an officer who has the right to stop any officer up to and including the rank of Oberst, at any time, and to force him to go into action immediately, even at pistol point if necessary.’

On Tuesday 5 September, Student flew to see Model at Verviers near Liège. He argued that their only hope of obtaining enough troops to hold the line was General Gustav-Adolf von Zangen’s Fifteenth Army. Thanks to the British decision to halt at Antwerp and not secure the Scheldt estuary, Student did indeed start to receive reinforcements from the Fifteenth Army. Its men and guns were shipped in barges across the Scheldt estuary at night to avoid Allied air attack. This failure to trap such a large force was to have a major influence later in the month when these German troops were able to attack the western flank of the American paratroopers trying to defend the route north towards Arnhem.

Student went on to see General Reinhard of LXXXVIII Corps. On the way he passed shire horses pulling the wagons of the 719th Division. This provided a bleak reminder that Germany was now fighting a poor man’s war. On the next day, 6 September, when Generalleutnant Chill finally had a chance to report to Student, the two men heard that British tanks had crossed the canal at Beringen. Student ordered Chill to supervise a counter-attack with Heydte’s 6th Fallschirmjäger-Regiment and the battalion of the 2nd Fallschirmjäger. They were supported by an army Panzerjäger battalion of tank destroyers. Just north of Beringen at Beverlo, there was hard fighting in the village, with the Guards Armoured Division losing a number of tanks to Panzerfaust rocket-propelled grenades.

Allied commanders underestimated the energy of Generalfeldmarschall Walther Model, whom Hitler had brought in to take over Army Group B during the final crisis in Normandy. Model, a short, stocky man with a monocle, was totally unlike the sort of aristocratic staff officer whom Hitler loathed. From a modest background and with a popular touch, Model was unswervingly loyal to Hitler, who in turn had trusted him implicitly as his ‘fireman’ to resolve a crisis on the eastern front.

Model provoked mixed reactions among his own officers. While one regimental commander in an SS Panzergrenadier division said that ‘Model is the grave-digger of the Western Front,’ another from the same division clearly admired him. ‘He is a first-rate artist of improvisation. He is an exceptionally cold-blooded dog, extraordinarily popular with the men because he has a certain amount of feeling for them and doesn’t push himself forward in any theatrical sort of way, but is thoroughly hated by his own headquarters staff because he demands as much from them as from himself … Model is conceited and exuberant, always has new ideas, and at least three solutions to any awkward situation and is the complete autocrat. He won’t stand any contradiction.’ Another senior officer agreed that Model never let his subordinates get a word in edgeways, and was ‘a little Hitler’.

The retreat of the stragglers from France horrified General der Flieger Friedrich Christiansen, the Wehrmacht commander-in-chief for the Netherlands. He felt that their dishevelled appearance demoralized his own troops. At bridges over the main rivers, especially the Waal, men were halted and re-formed into scratch groups called Alarmeinheiten.

Christiansen, one of the three men who wielded power in the Nazi-controlled Netherlands, had been a seaplane ace in the First World War. He was not known for his intelligence, only for his passionate admiration for the Führer and his total subservience to Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring. His second-in-command was Generalleutnant Heinz-Hellmuth von Wühlisch, a gaunt old Prussian warhorse, who had gathered a staff of like-minded officers. Christiansen, however, had a deeply suspicious streak. He tried to recruit spies in the wake of the bomb plot against Hitler, because he regarded Wühlisch as a real or potential traitor. ‘He was guilty,’ Christiansen insisted after the war. ‘He committed suicide,’ he added, as if that proved his point.

In theory, the leadership of the Nazi administration in the country lay with an Austrian, Reichskommissar Dr Arthur Seyss-Inquart. Seyss-Inquart, a bespectacled lawyer, had in March 1938 been the organizer of Hitler’s Anschluss, turning their mother country into the Ostmark province of Großdeutschland. Seyss-Inquart became its governor and promptly ordered the confiscation of Jewish property. After the invasion of Poland, he became deputy to Hans Frank, the notorious Nazi in charge of the Generalgouvernement in Poland. Then, following the invasion and occupation of the neutral Netherlands in May 1940, this convinced anti-semite instigated the persecution of all Jews in the country. Tragically, Dutch officials had failed to destroy the administrative records before the Wehrmacht seized public buildings. The religious affiliation of each person marked in the official rolls identified the vast majority of the 140,000 Dutch and foreign Jews. Now in September 1944, Seyss-Inquart, greatly overestimating the strength of the Dutch underground movement, feared a general uprising, so he planned to make Rotterdam, Amsterdam and The Hague into centres of defence.

The third, and in some ways the most powerful, member of the Nazi triumvirate in the Netherlands was another Austrian, SS-Obergruppenführer Hanns Albin Rauter, the Höhere SS- und Polizeiführer. When the main German round-up of Jews took place in June 1942, there were strikes and protests, but apart from demonstrating great bravery they only increased the repression. Approximately 110,000 Jews out of 140,000 were deported from the Netherlands, and only 6,000 of these survived the war. The other 30,000 were in most cases hidden or smuggled out of the country by ordinary Dutch people. More than 1,500 of Arnhem’s 1,700 Jews were deported to concentration camps in Germany and murdered. A number, however, were hidden and saved by the underground, especially by Johannes Penseel and his family.

A fugitive from the Germans, whether Jewish or Gentile, who disappeared was known as an onderduiker, or ‘diver’. Some areas were better than others in hiding Jews. For example, as many as half of Eindhoven’s 500 Jews were concealed as divers and saved. Since armed resistance was almost impossible in a country lacking mountains and large forests, the Dutch underground concentrated on helping those in danger with fake identities and ration books, as well as collecting intelligence for the Allies and passing shot-down pilots along escape lines through Belgium and France to Spain.

Rauter was merciless. He proudly reported on 2 March 1944, ‘The Jewish problem in the Netherlands properly speaking can be considered solved. Within the next ten days the last full Jews will be taken away from Westerbork camp to the East.’ He also ordered many reprisals for acts of resistance, which were later termed ‘systematic terrorism against the Netherlands people’. Prominent Dutchmen were seized as hostages and executed. After a train had been blown up by the Dutch underground, the Germans seized as a hostage Count Otto van Limburg Stirum, the uncle of Audrey Hepburn, who was then living just outside Arnhem. He was executed with four others on 15 August 1942. Mostly the German authorities picked doctors and teachers as hostages. By 1944, their expectation of an Allied invasion made them nervous and cruel, with constant reprisals for sabotage or the killing of German personnel.

Mad Tuesday had its own tragic consequences. In the general panic, the SS decided to evacuate the remaining 3,500 prisoners in the concentration camp at Vught (known to the Germans as Konzentrationslager Herzogenbusch). Few Jews were left in the Netherlands by this stage, so most of the prisoners were Gentiles – Dutch, but also French and Belgian. Some 2,800 men were sent to Sachsenhausen and more than 650 women to Ravensbrück.fn3

The occupation of the Netherlands was probably the most brutal of all those in western Europe. German Nazis had hoped that the Dutch would join their cause as fellow Aryans. Rauter even insisted on referring to the Dutch SS as the ‘Germanic SS’. So the German authorities were first astonished, then enraged by the determined opposition from the great majority of the population. All students were ordered to declare their support for the Nazi regime. Any who refused were arrested on 6 February 1943 in mass round-ups. Those who escaped had to disappear and become divers too. Almost 400,000 citizens of the Netherlands were conscripted and sent to the Reich for Arbeitseinsatz, which effectively meant slave labour.

The country’s food supplies were systematically looted. Those living
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1. Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay (right) with Field Marshal Montgomery, who ignored his urgent requests to secure the Scheldt estuary to open the port of Antwerp.
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2. The vital bridge at Arnhem over the Neder Rijn, or Lower Rhine, photographed just before the war.
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3. A pre-war group of Dutch Nazis from the NSB, or Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging.
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4. Teenage Waffen-SS recruits.
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5. ‘Boy’ Browning (right) with the Polish paratroop commander Major General Sosabowski, an outspoken critic of his plans.
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6. Viktor Gräbner on 17 September receiving the Knight’s Cross, which he lived to wear for less than a day.
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7. Sepp Krafft, the commander of the SS troops who slowed the advance to Arnhem.
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8. The German command plans its response. (L to r) Model, Bittrich, a staff officer and Harmel (10th SS Panzer-Division).
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9. Walter Harzer (9th SS Panzer-Division Hohenstaufen).
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10. Horrocks, Montgomery and Prince Bernhard.
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11. Major General Maxwell Taylor, 101st Airborne.
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12. Brigadier General Jim Gavin, 82nd Airborne.
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13. The 21st Independent Parachute Company of pathfinders before boarding their Stirlings. Some twenty of its members were German Jews intent on revenge.
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14. Gliders of the 1st Airborne towed over the Neder Rijn with the flood plain of the Betuwe beyond.
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15. The air armada over the Netherlands.
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16. Glider landing zone north-west of Arnhem, 17 September.
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17. Brigadier General Anthony McAuliffe (left, later of Bastogne fame) with officers of the 101st Airborne.
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18. 101st Airborne parachute drop north-west of Son, 17 September.
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19. British paratroopers having tea with locals.
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20. A Sherman Firefly pushes past Irish Guards tanks destroyed in the first few minutes of Operation Garden.
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21. Another XXX Corps vehicle ambushed south of Valkenswaard.
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22. The liberation carnival of shaving the heads of Dutch women who had slept with Germans had ‘none of the sickening and almost animal glee that French crowds showed on similar occasions’.
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23. Proud members of the Dutch underground with weapons taken from the Germans including an MG-34.
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24. Crowds in Eindhoven on 19 September, cheering a very delayed Guards Armoured Division.
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25. British soldiers were amazed by the Dutch chalking messages of thanks and greeting all over their tanks.
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26. 101st Airborne welcomed between Son and St Oedenrode.
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27. German tanks for the Knaust Kampfgruppe arriving on a Blitztransport. The Allies never imagined how quickly the Germans could bring in panzers from right across Germany.
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28. Waffen-SS prisoners taken by the British 1st Airborne west of Arnhem.
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29. German artillery forcing a convoy to halt on Hell’s Highway.
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30. An RAF shot of the bridge showing the wreckage of Gräbner’s reconnaissance battalion.
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31. Kate ter Horst, the ‘Angel of Arnhem’, who calmed the wounded by reading from the Bible.
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32. Major General Roy Urquhart outside the Hotel Hartenstein.
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33. A Light Regiment 75mm pack howitzer east of the Bilderberg Hotel, 19 September.
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34. One of the Luftwaffe ground crew in action north of Oosterbeek, 19 September.
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35. A Stug III of the 280th Assault Gun Brigade near the Rhine Pavilion after the destruction of the 1st and 3rd Parachute Battalions.
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36. SS panzergrenadiers in Arnhem amid abandoned British equipment, 19 September.
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37. Civilians evacuated from the St Elisabeth Hospital.
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38. Polish paratroopers facing yet another cancellation due to bad weather.
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39. Sappers and 3rd Battalion Paras from the school north of the Arnhem bridge forced to surrender.
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40. Paratroopers from the 1st Battalion using a shell hole for defence.
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41. C Company 1st Battalion of the Border Regiment on 21 September preparing to repel a German assault on the western flank of the Oosterbeek encirclement.
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42. Luftwaffe anti-aircraft gunners of the Flak Brigade von Swoboda on the Amsterdamseweg engaging RAF supply flights.
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43. Desperate paratroopers trying to signal to the RAF pilots to drop their loads within the perimeter.
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44. A Waffen-SS half-track of the Hohenstaufen on the Dreijenseweg with supply parachutes caught on trees behind.
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45. American paratroopers under artillery fire close to Hell’s Highway.
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46. Walking wounded from Hotel Schoonord taken prisoner on 20 September.
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47. After the defeat of Frost’s battalion on Arnhem bridge, Kampfgruppe Brinkmann prepares to cross to the south into the Betuwe to face the British troops pressing up from Nijmegen.
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48. A mixture (l to r) of Waffen-SS, German army soldiers and Luftwaffe in the Betuwe, or ‘the Island’, between Arnhem and Nijmegen.

[image: Image]

49. On 24 September the Germans begin the forced evacuation of Arnhem and the surrounding areas. This act of reprisal for Dutch support to the Allies would also allow them to loot the city unhindered.
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50. On 14 April 1945, Canadian troops finally liberate a deserted and ruined Arnhem.
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51. A young victim of the Hunger Winter 1944–5.




Glossary



	Compo
	British army slang for its ‘composite’ rations in tins.



	Coup de main parties
	Assault troops to be landed by glider very close to an objective to seize it by surprise, like those who seized Pegasus Bridge in Normandy.



	Divers
	Onderduikers, literally under-divers, were those who had gone into hiding from the Nazis, including Jews, those evading forced labour, and members of the underground on the run.



	DZ
	Drop zone.



	Fallschirmjäger
	German paratrooper belonging to the Luftwaffe. By 1944 there were few Fallschirmjäger left who had taken part in parachute operations, such as the invasion of Holland and Belgium in May 1940, and the invasion of Crete in May 1941. Most were Luftwaffe ground crew transferred into so-called Fallschirmjäger regiments and divisions in 1944.



	Firing on fixed lines
	Machine guns can be set up by day with particular settings to allow them to be fired later in darkness on fixed lines at a certain height in a particular direction to cover likely enemy routes of approach.



	Forward air controllers
	Specially trained air force or army NCOs and officers in radio vehicles who could direct air strikes by radio.



	Jedburgh teams
	The British SOE (Special Operations Executive), in co-operation with the American OSS (Office of Strategic Services), trained small multi-national groups to parachute in to join local Resistance groups in 1944 to create mayhem behind German lines in the liberation of western Europe. During Operation Market Garden, a Jedburgh team was allocated to each airborne division, each with a Dutch officer, to liaise with local Resistance groups and organize their activities in support of the Allied forces.



	Kampfgruppe
	Battle group.



	KP (or LKP)
	The Landelijke Knokploegen (Fighting Group) was the main Dutch organization which engaged in sabotage. Between 500 and 1,000 strong.



	Landser
	The German name for an ordinary front-line soldier.



	LO
	The Landelijke Organisatie voor Hulp aan Onderduikers, the Central Government Organizations for Help to People in Hiding. This helped onderduikers, or ‘divers’ (qv), to survive by providing false or stolen ration books, and arrange their exfiltration from the Netherlands. Jews, shot-down Allied airmen and Resistance members on the run from the Germans were helped along escape lines running through Belgium and France to Spain.



	LZ
	Landing zone.



	MI9
	The British organization to help prisoners of war or those trapped behind enemy lines to escape.



	Micks
	Guards nickname for members of the Irish Guards.



	Moffen
	Derogatory Dutch name for Germans, more or less the equivalent of ‘Krauts’.



	Nebelwerfer
	German six-barrelled rocket-firing mortar which made a screaming, braying noise. This led to British soldiers calling it the ‘moaning minnie’ or the ‘screaming meenie’. Americans called it the ‘screaming meemie’.



	NSB
	Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging (National Socialist Movement).



	Oberst i.G.
	Oberst im Generalstab, or colonel of the general staff.



	OD
	The Orde Dienst (Order Service) had the mission of preparing for the return of the Dutch government from London as the country was liberated. Its organization was based on officers and civil servants of the original administration from 1940. Its duty was to gather intelligence and maintain order during the interregnum. Its intelligence arm was the GDN (Geheim Dienst Nederland). For example in Eindhoven, the GDN based itself in the local museum to camouflage the coming and going of informants.



	Orders group
	British army term for a meeting summoned by a commander to deliver operational orders and other instructions.



	PAN
	Partisanen Actie Nederland: this was another Resistance group separate from the KP and from March 1944 was particularly strong in Eindhoven and the surrounding area. It could call some 600 young men into action when necessary.



	PIAT
	The Projector Infantry Anti-Tank was the British counterpart to the American bazooka. It was spring-loaded and fired its bomb just over a hundred metres.



	Polder
	The low-lying areas and fields reclaimed in the Netherlands which usually lay below sea-level and were protected by dykes.



	Reichsarbeitsdienst (RAD)
	The Reich Labour Service.



	Royal Tiger
	The seventy-two-ton Mark VI Tiger II tank was called a Königstiger, but this has usually been wrongly translated as King Tiger, when in fact it refers to the Royal, or Bengal, Tiger.



	RVV
	The Raad van Verzet (Council of Resistance) helped onderduikers and carried out acts of sabotage. During Operation Market Garden, the government-in-exile in London gave the RVV the important role of organizing the railway strike which so enraged the Germans.



	SD
	Sicherheitsdienst, the SS intelligence agency. During the war it was part of the Reich Main Security Office along with the Gestapo (secret police) and other such agencies.



	Stick
	An aircraft load of paratroopers, usually about eighteen men.



	Stonk
	British Army slang for a mortar bombardment.







Illustration Acknowledgements

The majority of the photographs come from the Imperial War Museum and private collections via Robert Voskuil and Bob Gerritsen. Other photographs are from: 2, Aviodrome in Lelystad; 3, 26, Beeldbank WO2 – NIOD; 7, Ehrhard Schmidt; 11, 23, 25, 45, 51, Getty Images; 15, Air Historical Branch, Ministry of Defence; 17, S. L. A. Marshall Collection via USAMHI; 18, 24, Karel Margry Collection; 22, 36, Cornelius Ryan Collection of World War II Papers, Mahn Center for Archives and Special Collections, Ohio University Libraries; 27, Karl-Heinz Kaebel; 38, The Polish Institute and Sikorski Museum in London; 47, SS-PK Raske; 49, Sem Presser via Maria Austria Instituut. Every reasonable effort has been made to trace copyright but the publisher welcomes any information that clarifies the copyright ownership of any unattributed material displayed and will endeavour to include corrections in reprints.




VIKING

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia

India | New Zealand | South Africa

Viking is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.


[image: Penguin Random House UK]


First published 2018

Copyright © Ocito Ltd, 2018

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cartography by Jeff Edwards

Illustration of Arnhem Bridge here by Michael White from John Waddy, A Tour of the Arnhem Battlefields, Barnsley, 2011

    Cover photos: © bpk-Bildagentur and © Getty Images

ISBN: 978-0-141-94129-5




1: THE CHASE IS ON!


fn1 Eisenhower’s broad-front strategy was greeted with relief by the German high command, the OKW. ‘According to German conceptions,’ wrote a staff officer, ‘it remained a mystery why the enemy had failed to mass all his troops at one point and force a breakthrough … Instead, the enemy did the German command the favour of distributing his forces in a fan-type manner over the entire front.’


2: ‘MAD TUESDAY’


fn1 The Dutch word ‘Moffen’ for Germans was the equivalent of ‘Kraut’ or ‘Boche’ in English or French. It dated from the early seventeenth century when the areas of northern Germany just east of the Netherlands were referred to as the Muffe. The much richer and more sophisticated Dutch looked down on their inhabitants as unsophisticated and crude. The term was revived during the German occupation.



fn2 Seyss-Inquart’s full title of ‘Reichskommissar für die besetzten niederländischen Gebiete’ (‘Reichskommissar for the occupied Netherlandish areas’) reflected the earlier Nazi plan of incorporating the Netherlands into the Reich.



fn3 It has been suggested that, of all nationalities, the Dutch suffered the lowest survival rate in concentration camps because their bodies had been used to a diet of high fat content from dairy products. The sudden change to ‘an almost total lack of fat in the camp food’ proved devastating.


3: THE FIRST ALLIED AIRBORNE ARMY


fn1 The First Allied Airborne Army consisted of the American XVIII Airborne Corps, with the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions, and the 17th Airborne Division still in training; and the British I Airborne Corps, with the 1st and 6th Airborne Divisions, the Polish 1st Independent Parachute Brigade attached and the 52nd (Lowland) Division as an airlanding formation to be flown in later to a captured airfield.



fn2 ‘The commander in chief Northern Group of Armies, in conjunction with the Commanding General First Allied Airborne Army, will plan and direct the employment of the entire Airborne force which is made available to the Northern Group of Armies to expedite the accomplishment of its assigned missions.’



fn3 Eisenhower’s chief of staff, Lieutenant General Walter Bedell Smith, when asked after the war whether SHAEF dictated that the division at Arnhem should be the British one, replied: ‘No we did not dictate it but I am damned glad it was. The political fallout in the United States would have been disastrous if an American airborne division had been chewed to pieces in a British plan.’


5: THE DAY OF THE HATCHET


fn1 The explosive was from supplies dropped by SOE with the unfortunate Dutch agents captured on arrival as a result of British incompetence.



fn2 A myth arose just after the war that the plan for Market Garden had been betrayed to the Germans by a traitor in the Dutch underground called Christiaan Antonius Lindemans, known as ‘King Kong’ because of his size. Lindemans, born in Rotterdam, worked in his father’s garage. During the war he helped an escape line of the Dutch underground. In March 1944, he was recruited by Major Hermann Giskes, the Abwehr counter-intelligence chief in the Netherlands. The suggestion that the whole plan had been betrayed was never convincing because all German sources admit that they were taken completely unawares. Sentenced to death by a Dutch court, Lindemans committed suicide in prison in 1946.

According to the end-of-war report by Hugh Trevor-Roper, the historian and wartime intelligence officer, SS-Brigadeführer Walter Schellenberg, the head of the SD foreign intelligence department, received information in mid-September 1944 predicting an Allied airborne landing in Holland to seize a Rhine bridge, but he took no action in response.


10: THE BRITISH LANDINGS SUNDAY 17 SEPTEMBER


fn1 The presence in the Netherlands of Muslims from the 13th SS Division Handschar, which was then still fighting partisans in Yugoslavia, is surprising but not impossible, as they may have been attached to the XII SS Armeekorps.


12: NIGHT AND DAY ARNHEM 17–18 SEPTEMBER


fn1 The headquarters of the Wehrmacht commander-in-chief Netherlands was still so obsessed about an uprising of the Dutch underground that it stated in a signal on the morning of 18 September, ‘Arnhem road bridge occupied by terrorists’.


13: ARNHEM – THE SECOND LIFT MONDAY 18 SEPTEMBER


fn1 The Luftwaffe chief of staff described another Hitlerian rant that morning. ‘The Führer becomes violent with rage about the failure of the Luftwaffe, wants to know immediately how many and what fighter forces are committed for the defence of Holland. My telephone call to Luftwaffe Reich revealed that only minor forces were committed. The Führer used my report as an excuse for the severest reprimands: the entire Luftwaffe which is incompetent and cowardly, had deserted him.’



fn2 Each 24-hour ration pack contained meat cubes, concentrated oatmeal, boiled sweets, plain chocolate, cigarettes, benzedrine tablets and a powder of tea-leaves, sugar and dried milk ready-mixed for the addition of hot water.


14: THE AMERICAN DIVISIONS AND XXX CORPS MONDAY 18 SEPTEMBER


fn1 British officers believed that their veiled speech, mostly using nicknames, cricketing metaphors and schoolboy slang, was impenetrable to German listening stations. All too often this was not the case.


16: NIJMEGEN AND EINDHOVEN TUESDAY 19 SEPTEMBER


fn1 One volunteer whose services were rejected was called Jan van Hoof, a lanky boy scout. Bestebreurtje refused to use him as ‘he was very young and seemed very nervous’. Yet after the war a legend emerged in Nijmegen, promoted by a Jesuit priest, that Jan van Hoof had cut all the wires to the explosive charges on the bridge and thus saved it. This story is hard to credit. Jan van Hoof was killed very soon afterwards in the fighting, and would not have had a chance to get near to the bridge which was by then heavily guarded. And if he had cut the wires beforehand, why did he not tell Bestebreurtje, which was surely his duty in the circumstances? Once again the bridge’s survival came back to Model’s categorical order that it was not to be blown.


17: NIJMEGEN – CROSSING THE WAAL WEDNESDAY 20 SEPTEMBER


fn1 Eisenhower’s chief of staff, General Walter Bedell Smith, said after the war, ‘I doubted that the British armor could get up there [to Arnhem]. Ours might have.’ Brigadeführer Harmel, on the other hand, insisted that ‘they would have stood no chance once they got there, because by this time … Arnhem was in German hands.’


18: ARNHEM BRIDGE AND OOSTERBEEK WEDNESDAY 20 SEPTEMBER


fn1 Cain, the only winner of a Victoria Cross at Arnhem to survive the battle, was the father-in-law of Jeremy Clarkson.


19: NIJMEGEN AND HELL’S HIGHWAY THURSDAY 21 SEPTEMBER


fn1 In 1942, on Himmler’s orders, the SS took over this monastery called the Berchmanianum for his Lebensborn project. An SS Vorkommando from Munich adapted the monks’ cells and living space so that sixty ‘Aryan’ women and a hundred ‘race pure’ children could be housed there in ‘Lebensborn Gelderland’. No children were born there in the end because the place had not been finished until late 1943.


20: OOSTERBEEK THURSDAY 21 SEPTEMBER


fn1 It is worth remembering that the mortally wounded Elizabethan hero and poet warrior Sir Philip Sidney died in Arnhem from wounds received on the battlefield of Zutphen on 22 September 1586. Although hard hit, he had offered the last of his water to another casualty with the immortal words ‘Thy necessity is greater than mine.’ He had been fighting alongside the Dutch against the furia española of the Castilian infantry.



fn2 A platoon commander in the 21st Independent Parachute Company called Gerald Lamarque wrote a successful novel about the pathfinders at Arnhem called The Cauldron under the nom de plume ‘Zeno’. He wrote it in prison when serving a sentence for murder and received the Arthur Koestler prize.


21: BLACK FRIDAY 22 SEPTEMBER


fn1 The 82nd subsequently captured a panzergrenadier called Heinrich Ullman. He was sent back to the United States as a prisoner of war and, on being released, applied for US citizenship, joined the army and went into the 82nd Airborne at Fort Bragg.



fn2 DUKWs were six-wheeled amphibious trucks.


23: SUNDAY 24 SEPTEMBER


fn1 Horrocks never mentioned the Valburg conference in his memoirs. He claimed that he went straight from Driel to see General Dempsey at St Oedenrode. Even more astonishingly, he wrote: ‘It is always easy to be wise after the event but, knowing what I do now, I think it would have been better to have committed the 43rd Division on a different axis. Instead of passing them through the Guards on the 22nd, I should have ordered General Thomas to carry out a left hook across the lower Rhine much farther to the west and so attack the Germans, who were engaged with the 1st Airborne Division, from behind.’ He seems to have forgotten that this was precisely what Sosabowski had recommended, and what he had rejected out of hand. It is also worth repeating that Sosabowski’s plan of encirclement from the west was the only one accepted by the Dutch army’s staff college, when they failed any officer who proposed advancing straight up the Nijmegen–Arnhem road.



fn2 Skalka later claimed that he had made the approach, not Warrack. He said he had heard of the plight of the wounded from Harzer through German signals intercepts. According to his version, Skalka drove into the perimeter with a captured Tommy on the front of a Jeep waving a large white flag.



fn3 Harzer wrote from his prison camp after the war to Urquhart, hoping for a testimonial to the Hohenstaufen’s chivalrous behaviour. ‘As a result of the Nuremberg trial the entire Waffen-SS has been pronounced a criminal organization. I appeal to the British combat soldiers, in recognition of the fair battle at Arnhem, to remember that time and to acknowledge the fairness of conduct at least of those German soldiers who were involved in that operation.’ He asked without success for a letter back from Urquhart ‘confirming my statements’.


26: THE EVACUATION AND LOOTING OF ARNHEM 23 SEPTEMBER TO NOVEMBER 1944


fn1 In November 2017, one of these paintings stolen in Arnhem, a Dutch old master, The Oyster Meal by Jacob Ochtervelt, was finally returned to the daughter of its owner by the City of London Corporation after its provenance was confirmed.


27: THE ISLAND OF MEN SEPTEMBER TO NOVEMBER 1944


fn1 Airey Neave, the first officer to escape from Colditz Castle, became the moving spirit behind MI9 and after the war worked with the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg. He became a Member of Parliament and Margaret Thatcher’s favourite adviser until he was assassinated in 1979 by Irish republicans in a car-bomb attack at the House of Commons.


28: THE HUNGER WINTER NOVEMBER 1944 TO MAY 1945


fn1 The Netherlands official history records an estimated total of more than 3,600 civilian deaths in Operation Market Garden, including 200 in Arnhem, 100 in Wolfheze and 200 in Oosterbeek.



fn2 Rauter remained in hospital until he was arrested by British military police in May after the German surrender. The British handed him over to the Dutch authorities; he was tried in The Hague and finally executed in the prison of Scheveningen on 24 March 1949.



fn3 Seyss-Inquart was not shot, but hanged, on 16 October 1946 after being condemned as a war criminal at the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg.



fn4 Blaskowitz, whom Hitler distrusted because he had strongly criticized SS crimes in Poland, is said to have committed suicide in the prison at Nuremberg even though he knew he was going to be acquitted. Mystery surrounds his death. One theory holds that he was thrown from the window by members of the SS.



fn5 Nobody knew about the long-term effects, but one piece of recent research has indicated that ‘Girls born to Dutch women who were pregnant during a famine at the end of the Second World War had an above-average risk of developing schizophrenia.’ Another, earlier study indicated that those who had survived by eating tulip bulbs did better than those who had included wheat in their diet, but when they consumed American bread parachuted in at the liberation, they rapidly succumbed to coeliac disease.
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