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INTRODUCTION


The Market Garden operation, and particularly the battle that raged in and around Arnhem and Oosterbeek for nine days in September 1944, has attracted a remarkable amount of attention and a formidable amount of material has been published about it, by participants and by both popular and academic historians. There are many reasons why it has proved to be such a ‘popular’ battle. It was an unparalleled event; by far the greatest airborne operation there had ever been. It was dramatic and innovative, and it captured the imagination of the public throughout Europe and the United States. It has that special aura of a romantic and, in a sense, glorious defeat.


Another reason that it has been of enduring interest is that it is very rare to be able to study a divisional battle in such isolation. The battle area is relatively small and can be studied on the ground to a worthwhile degree in a fairly short space of time. For anyone who has the opportunity to visit the city of Arnhem and town of Oosterbeek, I can thoroughly recommend Major John Waddy’s book A Tour of the Battlefields of Arnhem, and also Major and Mrs Holt’s Battlefield Guide to Operation Market Garden for those who wish to see the bigger picture of the campaign as a whole.


Although this book is focused on the struggle of the British 1st Airborne Division and the attached 1st Polish Parachute Brigade, it is important to remember that their fight was part of a much larger offensive; there would have been no strategic value in capturing what is now called the John Frost Bridge over the Lower Rhine without also gaining control of a chain of river crossings from Neerpelt to Nijmegen.


Perhaps the single most important factor which has kept the battle alive in the public consciousness is the remarkable courage exhibited by so many men in such a short space of time and in such a small area. To some extent echoes of the events at Arnhem have drowned out examples of outstanding soldiering in other parts of the campaign. The 82nd and 101st Airborne divisions of the United States Army carried out their tasks with stupendous vigour and professional ability, and with many acts of astonishing courage. The assault at Nijmegen is one example; soldiers of Colonel Reuben Tucker’s 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment boarded boats that they had never seen before and undertook an attack of a kind that they had never been trained for under heavy fire and in broad daylight. This outstanding feat of arms is, rightly, a famed example of exceptional courage and tenacity, but it has, perhaps, overshadowed the determination and achievements of the other elements of the US Airborne divisions. It is somehow typical of the entire Market Garden operation that once the 504th had stormed the bridge and the British armour had crossed it, the day’s operations ground to a halt.


If the Market Garden offensive – and the Arnhem battle in particular – is a tale of bravery and ability in a particularly trying military environment, it is also a tale of confusion, professional incompetence and eventual failure in which sheer common-or-garden bad luck played a conspicuous part. It is a little bit too easy to point the finger at several senior commanders for a mixture of slap-dash work and wishful thinking. It does no harm to remember Clausewitz’s (the famous military theorist) warning that the things required to achieve victory in war are very simple, but that in war even the very simplest things are exceptionally difficult to achieve and, of course, the old military dictum that ‘no plan survives contact with the enemy’.


It is impossible to escape the conclusion that Allied officers at all senior levels – British and American, army and air force – failed to really take account of the enemy. Of the senior officers briefed before the landings only two – General Sosabowski and Brigadier Hackett – seem to have been at all concerned about the possibility that the German Army might have some influence on the progress of the operation.


For the Germans, Arnhem was really the last battlefield victory in the western theatre. If the military environment was challenging for the Allies, it was no less so for the Germans. They had to overcome the confusion of a long retreat in front of an enemy with massive air superiority, and at a time when their ability to replace men and material had been overstrained for years. Few could have been in any doubt that they were in the course of losing the war, but they were not yet ready to give up the struggle.


Although the troops of the main body of the German Army at Arnhem – 9th and 10th divisions of General Bittrich’s 2nd SS Panzer Corps – had had some training in anti-airborne operations in 1943, the majority of those divisions were dead, wounded or prisoners by September 1944. Many of the troops who fought the British at Arnhem were not highly trained, experienced and motivated troops, but army and SS trainees or sailors and airmen waiting for re-assignment and re-training. The shock of being handed a rifle and a few rounds of ammunition before being thrown into the battle – often under officers and NCOs that they did not know – must have been dreadful. The fact that they were able to withstand an enormous onslaught on the ground and in the air, and not only contain, but defeat, a body of troops like the 1st Airborne Division is a testament to astonishingly good staff work, and to the training and commitment of the ordinary German soldier. That they did so with courage and a considerable degree of humanity – and in several incidents chivalry – is all the more remarkable.





TIMELINE








	1940


	10/11 May


	German glider troops seize the Belgian fort of Eben-Emael in the first airborne operation in Western Europe, inspiring Churchill to order the formation of an airborne force to total 5,000 men







	22 June


	No. 2 Commando is assigned to a parachute and glider role







	22 November


	No. 2 Commando is re-named 11th Special Air Service Battalion and becomes the foundation of British airborne forces







	1941


	 


	1st Parachute Brigade and 1st Airlanding Brigade are formed as the basis of 1st Airborne Division under the command of Lieutenant General Browning







	10 February


	The first British airborne venture, Operation Colossus, is mounted to seize and destroy an aqueduct in Calibri, southern Italy. The operation fails to achieve its objective







	27/28 February


	Operation Biting is mounted to capture German radar equipment at Bruneval and is a success







	September


	Formation of 1st Polish Parachute Brigade at Leven, Scotland under Major General Sosabowski. The Poles invented and developed many techniques and practices which had a profound effect on the development of Allied airborne forces. The brigade was initially raised for operations in Poland in support of the Polish Government in exile







	10 October


	1st Airlanding Brigade formed under Brigadier Hopkinson







	1942


	November


	1st Parachute Brigade and other elements of 1st Airborne Division are deployed to North Africa. Units are in action between 12 and 29 November at Bone, Beja, Souk-el-Akra and Pont du Fahs







	1943


	July


	Elements of the airborne forces are deployed in Operation Husky, the invasion of Sicily. Towards the end of the year 1st Airborne units are withdrawn to Britain to train for the invasion of North-west Europe







	1944


	January


	Major General Urquhart takes command of 1st Airborne Division







	June


	A plan to land 1st Airborne near Caen as part of the Normandy campaign is abandoned due to the risk of high losses. Over the next two months at least a dozen proposed operations were abandoned either because they were unfeasible or because the advance to the Seine was so rapid that the planned objectives were overrun before the operation could be mounted







	19–25 August


	The battle and liberation of Paris







	1 September


	Eisenhower assumes command of all Allied forces in Europe, superseding Montgomery







	2 September


	Allied troops enter Belgium







	3 September


	British Second Army liberates Brussels







	4 September


	Montgomery is given control of 1st Allied Airborne Army and starts to formulate a plan to renew the offensive in North-west Europe







	7 September


	11th Armoured Division crosses the Albert Canal







	10 September


	Eisenhower accepts Montgomery’s ambitious plan for a massive airborne operation to seize the road from Neerpelt to Arnhem – Operation Market Garden







	11 September


	15th Scottish Division crosses into the Netherlands







	16 September


	Air strikes in support of Market Garden begin throughout the Arnhem–Nijmegen–Eindhoven–Grave areas







	17 September


	First lift of the British 1st Airborne Division lands at Arnhem as the American 101st and 82nd Airborne divisions land around Nijmegen and Eindhoven







	18 September


	The second lifts of the three airborne divisions arrive







	19 September


	Poor weather conditions in Britain prevent the deployment of the infantry battalions of 1st Polish Parachute Brigade







	20 September


	Nijmegen Bridge is captured by 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment







	21 September


	The infantry battalions of 1st Polish Parachute Brigade are dropped around Driel on the south side of the Lower Rhine. Arnhem Bridge is recovered by the Germans







	24 September


	Lieutenant General Horrocks’ XXX Corps reaches the Lower Rhine







	25 September


	Horrocks and Browning agree that Market Garden should be abandoned and 1st Airborne is withdrawn from Oosterbeek through the night













HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
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1. North-west Europe, 1944. (Courtesy of Lloyd Clark, Arnhem)





The Normandy landings of 6 June 1944 opened a new front in the war against Nazi Germany. As a consequence of a thorough deception campaign, the Germans were taken completely by surprise, indeed for some weeks Hitler persisted in believing that the Normandy landings were no more than a deception and that the main Allied effort would be made at Calais. The initial landings were very successful and the Allied armies were firmly ensconced within days; however, the Germans reacted with incredible efficiency and the battle stalled at Caen, leading to a fierce struggle in the bocage of Normandy instead of a rapid breakout into the more open countryside of western France. Eventually the heavy losses in Normandy and the dramatic thrust of American armies from the Cotentin peninsula caused a collapse of the German defence, trapping a huge portion of the combat strength of German Army Group B at Falaise.


The loss of thousands of Wehrmacht and SS troops, and great quantities of equipment, destabilised German strategy, compromising their ability to react to US and British operations. This was not simply a matter of battlefield losses. In the months before the Normandy invasion British and American air strikes had demolished the transport infrastructure that the Germans required to move new formations to the Normandy front and to replenish the units that were already engaged. Allied commanders had expected a rather different schedule. Capturing Caen had been a much more difficult project than had been anticipated, and had held up operations to a considerable degree, but neither Montgomery, who was the senior commander on the ground, nor his superior, Eisenhower had envisaged a German collapse.


When Brussels fell to the British divisions of 21st Army Group (the parent group of Second Army), they had been in action continuously for almost exactly three months. Supply problems and exhaustion were now major factors and the campaign faltered. In addition to the challenges faced by the armies, there was also profound disagreement among the Allied commanders about the next step. Eisenhower took the view that the general strategy should be to pressure the enemy on a broad front. British historians have taken this to mean a front hundreds of miles long, from the channel to the south of France. This was not at all what he had in mind. As long as Patton and Devers were making good progress and destroying the enemy, Eisenhower was reluctant to bring their operations to a dead halt, but on the other hand, so long as the British and Canadian armies were making similar progress in the north, he was not eager to interrupt them in their pursuit of an enemy who, in July and August, was looking like it might collapse completely, allowing a rapid advance into Germany. Equally, he was aware that the logistical effort available was not up to the task of supporting all of the Allied armies at the rates of advance that had occured during July and August.


Two influential figures were unhappy about the situation. Montgomery and Patton both believed that the Germans were on the verge of a total strategic and tactical breakdown and that one axis of advance with all of the resources of the Allies firmly behind it would knock Germany out of the war much more quickly than a combination of advances. Naturally, each believed that they were the man for the job and that his force was better suited for a major strategic strike into Germany.


What was not in question was that some action was needed. If the Germans were reeling under the blows they had already received, the last thing that was wanted was to allow them any opportunity to recover. Both men had valid points, but on balance, Eisenhower decided that Montgomery should have priority over Patton and that he should mount a major new offensive which would carry Allied forces though the Netherlands, across the remaining geographical barriers facing the northern army group: the rivers of Waal, Maas and Rhine, and on into Germany. Montgomery’s forces would thus bypass the heavily fortified Siegfried Line, then move into the industrial heartland of Germany. In order to achieve this objective, Montgomery was given command of the three divisions of 1st Airborne Corps from the newly named 1st Airborne Army.
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