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To all who fell at Arnhem – Allied and German





‘I crawled right under the brushwood and saw and heard the bullets splashing the ground and hitting the branches and tree stumps all round me. I was sure this was going to be the end and kicked myself for doing such an idiotic thing; trying to take a strong German position on my own. I swore that if ever I got out of this hopeless position I would never again be such a bloody fool. I lay completely still, bullets whizzing about me. I wondered if I wanted to pray; that is what everybody is supposed to do in a position like this; but I just did not feel like it, and to calm and steady myself I watched a colony of ants go about their well-planned and systematic business.’




ABOUT THE BOOK


The action recorded here took place between 17 September and 25 September 1944. Arnhem Lift was first published in January 1945 (without the author’s knowledge!). Not only is it an extraordinary story, dealing as it does with a German Jewish refugee who ends up flying a Horsa into the disaster, it is also believed to be the very first book published about the battle – to the fury of the military and to great public acclaim. In 1950, Louis Hagen married Anne Mie, a Norwegian artist, with whom he had two daughters, Siri and Caroline. Dividing his time between London and Norway, Louis Hagen established Primrose Film Productions and went on to create 25 children’s films. He returned to Arnhem twice, first in 1948 to show his fiancée where he had fought, and again in 1994 for the 50th Anniversary. He had not planned to attend as he felt ‘the idea of parading with hundreds of old veterans like myself wearing rows of medals and red berets did not appeal.’ Louis Hagen died on 17 August 2000 at the age of 84. He rests at Asker in Oslo, Norway.
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PREFACTORY NOTE TO THE FIRST EDITION


When the author of this book arrived home on leave, after fighting right through the Arnhem action, everybody wanted to hear his story. After telling it several times, he began to find the repetition irksome, so he spent the rest of his leave writing it all down, while the events were still vivid in his mind. Any more friends who asked him for the story would get a type-written document! That is his explanation of how it came to be written.


Then someone suggested he should publish it. A copy arrived on my desk. After glancing through a few pages, I settled down to an absorbed reading of what I found to be a remarkable piece of reporting. Other urgent matters were left aside, and willy nilly I had to read on to the end. I believe that other readers will find it equally compelling.


This young soldier had no public in mind, beyond a few personal friends, when he set down his adventures. This may account for the intimate quality of his writing. But there can be no doubt he has a flair for picking out those details and moments which we all want to hear about – the touches of unexpected realism which help us to visualise and live over again the incredible heroic episode of Arnhem.


I have struck nothing quite like this diary for giving the actual feel and flavour of modern war at its most spectacular. This is the story of one man’s battle. It doesn’t purport to describe the action as a whole. It gives instead a series of ultra-vivid images and experiences. Like real life, it is inconsequent and surprising. It is also straightforward and free from egoism. In spite of the grim nature of the ordeal, the author seems to have come through with a sense of elation rather than with the despair and nervous exhaustion which the First World War seems to have produced in most of those who have written about it. This resilience gives an effect of balance and composure to the story, which is very remarkable considering the hectic and often horrible things that happen throughout it.





C.M., 1945




FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION


This is the story of the First British Airborne Division’s great fight to hold the Arnhem Bridge as seen and experienced by a Glider Pilot.


It is my purpose here to paint very briefly the bigger picture of the Airborne Operations in Holland, a picture which only the gallant survivors were to learn from me when they returned to Nijmegen after their withdrawal from the Arnhem perimeter.


The Second Army was faced with increasing opposition by reformed German Battle Groups, in difficult country and with a series of water obstacles barring the way into Germany. Winter was approaching. The First British Airborne Corps (First British Airborne Division, 82nd US Airborne Division and 101st US Airborne Division) were ordered to seize and capture a corridor over 40 miles long which included the great bridges at Grave (River Maas), Nijmegen (River Waal) and Arnhem (Neder Rijn). The Second Army was to drive through this corridor and debouch into the North German plains, thereby turning the defences of the Rhine.


The Airborne Operation was successful in capturing the corridor and bridges, except for the essential gap between Nijmegen and Arnhem bridges. Owing primarily to the almost uncanny recovery by the German Army which had just suffered defeat in Normandy and on the Seine, and bad weather for air operations after the first two days, the Second Army were unable to reach Arnhem Bridge in time to achieve the complete breakthrough and the relief of the hard-pressed First Airborne Division.


This Division’s outstanding action and the successful operations of the two fine American Airborne Divisions, though failing in their final object of passing the Second Army through into Germany, ensured the retention and consolidation of the high ground at Nijmegen, pushed the Second Army, with incredibly few casualties, through over the 40 miles of difficult country and over two great rivers, and provided the springboard from which 21 Army Group launched its final assault on Germany early the next year.


Without the First Airborne Division’s heroic stand at Arnhem, which protected the northern flank of the battle and contained considerable German reserves, no such results would have been possible.





Lieutenant-General Sir Frederick A.M. Browning KBE, CB, DSO


October 1952
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


When I fought in the Battle of Arnhem, I was a lighthearted young German who had been born into a wealthy Jewish family of bankers. I had been brought up by liberal and devoted parents in idyllic surroundings near Potsdam, on the outskirts of Berlin, a lovely small town where the Prussian royal families had for centuries spent their summers in elegant and luxurious houses on the shores of Lake Jungfernsee.


Now I am an Englishman nearing 80, [Louis is writing this in 1993] still lighthearted, married, with two children and two grandchildren, living comfortably in Highgate, six miles from the centre of London.


This book tells the story of the events that were partly responsible for my transformation.


When I was a boy I was so full of the physical joys of life that I learned very little at school. I was more interested in ‘taking dares’. I was dared to come into class with a false beard, or riding on a horse. I was dared to eat a live frog. I did all these things, and my reports were very bad. My parents decided it was a waste of time to keep me at school. One day, when I was about sixteen years old, I heard my father say to my mother, ‘There’s no point in torturing the boy any longer. We’d better enrol him as an apprentice engineer.’ So I left school and went to start at the bottom in the BMW works, where my father and grandfather were on the board of directors. I enjoyed this new working environment and I learned a lot, without losing my high spirits.


One day I stupidly wrote a vulgar postcard about Hitler’s Brownshirts to my sister Nina.1 She left it lying around and it was picked up by one of the maids. This maid had been stealing my mother’s jewellery and was about to be sacked. She threatened to take the card to her boyfriend – who was one of Hitler’s storm troopers – unless my mother withdrew the accusation of stealing.


This was in 1934 and neither of my parents had any idea how seriously the new National Socialist authorities would treat the incident. So the maid was sacked; she went to her boyfriend, and soon after that storm troopers appeared at the BMW factory to arrest me. I was taken under guard and shut up in Torgau, an old castle which had been turned into a concentration camp. I was with a mixed group of men who were considered ‘racially inferior’ like Jews or Gypsies, or were thought to be politically dangerous, like communists and freemasons. The camp was run by Nazi storm troopers who enjoyed humiliating and torturing elderly Jews, or boys like me who had been brought up with more money and education then they had enjoyed. I was kicked off my straw palliasse in the middle of the night and made to crawl about naked on all fours while I was beaten for the amusement of the drunken guards. We had to empty latrines with our bare hands and carry the contents away in heavy iron containers that cut into the skin of our palms.


I was comforted by a fat, middle-aged communist called Wolfgang who became my friend. One day, while I was playing chess with Wolfgang, I noticed a group of men crowding round the window facing the courtyard. We got up to see what they were looking at but before I could get there Wolfgang pulled me back: ‘There’s nothing there, Budi. Let’s get on with the game.’ But I insisted on seeing what was happening: if ever I got out, I wanted to be able to tell people what was going on.


What was happening was the cruellest, most shocking thing I have ever seen. It was a very hot, sunny day; a group of SA men in shirtsleeves were standing round the farmyard pond where there were usually a few ducks swimming and a couple of pigs cooling themselves in the mud. There were neither ducks nor pigs in the pond, but instead four prisoners splashing around, entirely covered in mud, moving as if in slow motion because of its dragging weight. They were trying to crawl out of the pond but whenever they reached the edge, the SA men kicked them back in, laughing and shouting. I could not go on watching and turned away. Later I learnt that none of them survived.


When the guards could think of nothing better to do, they gave each of us a bucket of water, then chased us round the courtyard. If we spilt any, they beat us. I was young and very fit and I managed, but some of the older men were soon exhausted in the blistering heat and collapsed. They were then kicked and beaten until they got up and started running again. The weakest were chased into the muddy pond to ‘cool down’ before, covered in mud, they had to start running again.2


After six weeks of this I was rescued. One day, standing to attention in the courtyard, I saw the gates open. A large black Mercedes drove through, flying the swastika flag. In it was the father of one of my friends at school – a judge.3 I heard him ask for me. I was escorted to the guard-house where the Commandant informed me that if I ever revealed what was going on in the castle ‘We will get you, wherever you are, and bring you back, and then you will never get out.’


After my concentration camp experience my parents realised how dangerous it was for their five children to stay in Germany; my father thought it unnecessary, however, to make preparations for himself and my mother to leave. He used to say ‘This Hitler business is too crazy; it won’t last’. He thought the Nazis would not do anything to him because he had been decorated when a naval officer in the First World War and was head of one of the oldest and most respected banking families.


Arrangements were made to get me out of Germany as quickly as possible. It was not easy, in spite of my family’s many connections abroad, because at this time thousands of Jews were also desperately trying to leave. One country after another tried to control the flood of refugees from Germany; they all had problems with unemployment and were in a severe economic depression. It was almost eighteen months before a business friend of my father, Sir Andrew McFadyean, arranged for me to emigrate to England in January, 1936.


Sir Andrew, Chairman of the Liberal Party, was adept at getting German refugees into England: among others, he rescued the Hamburg banker, Sigmund Warburg, who founded the well-known London bank, S.G. Warburg. Sir Andrew managed to get me a job with the Pressed Steel Company at Cowley, near Oxford, which made car bodies for Austin, Morris and other British car manufacturers. I found that my apprenticeship at BMW helped me a great deal.


The job lasted almost three years. Then one day I was summoned to see Mr Muller, the Managing Director. He told me with some embarrassment that no foreigners were now allowed to work in factories engaged in war work; he had no option but to dismiss me. He assured me that he deeply regretted this because he had only had good reports about my work. He asked me what my private circumstances were and what I would do now. I told him that I had no family in England and no private money because my family were not allowed to send money out of Germany, and that my permit was valid only for the Pressed Steel Company. Mr Muller arranged for my salary of £3 per week to continue and promised that he would try to help me.


Ironically, only three years earlier the Managing Director of BMW, Herr Popper, had called me to his office and told me that one of the most embarrassing things he had ever had to do was to dismiss me – the Ministry of War would not in future permit ‘non-Aryans’ to work in factories producing armaments.


Mr Muller soon arranged for me to be transferred to the sales and service department of a subsidiary, Prestcold Refrigerators, in London. But when war broke out even this job folded because I was then officially classified as an ‘Enemy Alien’.


Now I was jobless I kept myself busy as a carpenter, building stage sets for small experimental and club theatres. I got hardly any pay and had to give up my flat, so I stayed with various friends and often slept on the stage wrapped in one of the curtains. I actually enjoyed this free and easy life.


I was of course elated at the prospect of the Nazis’ downfall and like most of my friends, I went to one of the many recruiting offices to volunteer for the army. An officer there told me that I would be informed when and where I was to join His Majesty’s Forces. As all the others who had volunteered were awaiting their call-up papers, I was not worried when I did not hear anything for a long time.


At last I did get a notice, forwarded by Sir Andrew, to appear at a tribunal to decide whether I was an anti-Nazi or a dangerous enemy alien, to be interned for the duration of the war. Sir Andrew offered to appear at this tribunal, but I told him I did not think this was necessary as my case was so clear – I was of Jewish extraction and had been imprisoned in a Nazi concentration camp.


When I appeared at the tribunal, the chairman, before he even asked me to sit down, barked at me, ‘How is it you arrived here in your own car?4 You were supposed to report regularly to the police, not to be away from your home overnight and not to travel more than five miles from your registered address. You complied with none of these regulations and the police were only able to trace you through Sir Andrew McFadyean.’ He went on dressing me down for several minutes. Luckily for me Sir Andrew had decided to attend the tribunal and now offered to testify on my behalf. He said that he had known me and my family for over fifteen years, that I had no close family in this country and had only English friends, and therefore had not realised that aliens had been supposed to register with the police when the war started. His testimony saved me from internment – probably in Australia or Canada – and after a further strong reprimand from the chairman I was free, until my call-up, to return to my jolly life in the theatre.


It did not last long, however. A few days later I was arrested as a deserter because I had not reported for military service. I was stuck in a cell in Notting Hill police station. Without a fixed address, I had of course never received the call-up notice. My guardian angel, Sir Andrew, again saved me and, after I had spent two nights in the cells, I was escorted by military police to the Pioneer Corps training camp at Westward Ho! near Bideford in Devon. The other recruits cheered when I answered my name at the next morning’s roll-call. For weeks they had got used to the dead silence whenever my name had been called.


I soon caught up with the military training, marching, polishing boots and brasses, laying out equipment, making my bed accurate to the millimetre and presenting arms with broomsticks. We were not issued with rifles because there were not enough for the huge number of recruits – and possibly because we were not yet entirely trusted. Nor could we yet hope to become commissioned or non-commissioned officers. By the time the British Expeditionary Force was being evacuated across the Channel from Dunkirk, we so-called Pioneers were stationed along the Devon coast defending our newly adopted country with sticks and clubs. But it was a lovely hot summer and we swam and sunned ourselves whether we were on guard duty or not.


When our initial training was over we were sent to dig latrines in remote open country where airfields and army depots were to be built. Although the work was hard and we were often very wet and cold, we were in good spirits. At last, and at least, we were doing something to defeat German fascism. Most of us came from an educated Jewish middle class, so there was none of the usual barrack-room obscenity. Everyone was most civilised and one often heard conversations like this: ‘Nehmen Sie bitten den Eimer, Herr Doktor. Er ist aber sehr schwer’; ‘Vielen Dank, Herr Professor. Ich schaffe es schon.’ (Please take the bucket, Doctor, but it is very heavy’; ‘Many thanks, Professor, I think I can manage.’)


We were a strange collection – professions, academics and a few musicians and writers – and our motto was light-hearted: ‘Vy vorry? Ve vill vin ze var’.


Slowly the War Office began to trust us (as far as I know there was not a single case of espionage among the 15,000 or so ‘enemy aliens’ in the British forces during the entire war), and one by one other units and regiments became open to us. I soon found out that I was not the type for a military career and decided to volunteer for anything that would relieve the boredom and might teach me something or offer me a new experience.


First I volunteered for the Army Fire Brigade, then for the Ordnance Corps, then the REME (Corps of Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers), the Artillery Assault Corps, and many others. I was invariably accepted; I was the right age and physique and I could read and write. The many journeys to and from these selection boards gave me plenty of opportunity to get lost on the way so that I could visit my friends in London and Oxford.


One of the very last regiments that was prepared to accept ‘enemy aliens’ was the Army Air Corps’ Glider Pilot Regiment, which was officially formed on 24 February 1942. Of course I immediately volunteered for this: to become a pilot was the ultimate goal, not only for me, but also for thousands of other soldiers of all ranks.


I have never been to an interview in such a state of excitement. I felt that if I was accepted I would be the luckiest man alive. I still remember how I disliked being treated as a third-class citizen in Germany and a foreigner in Britain. Becoming a British pilot would be a miraculous change.


When I stood in front of the selection board I was trembling, and when the chairman, a colonel asked me, ‘Where do you come from?’ I became speechless. If I said ‘Potsdam’ would I have to go into a lengthy and complicated explanation? If I said ‘Oxford’ would they call me a liar?


‘Relax, man, and answer. We’re not going to bite you,’ the colonel said, smiling. His easy manner brought me back to my senses. So I said ‘Potsdam, Sir’ and after a moment of surprise he asked me to explain. I did so and then he said, ‘My second question would have been, “Why did you volunteer?” but that of course is obvious.’


Two weeks later (it was now late in 1943) I was queuing up for my flying gear at the RAF airfield at Denham, just outside London. Flying did not come easily to me and it was rumoured that unless we were ready to go solo after seven hours’ tuition in the air we were ‘out’ and would have to return to our army units. Luckily I had a kind and understanding instructor.


We trained in the famous de Havilland Tiger Moth, a beautiful open two-seater biplane designed in 1923. Day after day flying lessons went on, some lasting for only a quarter of an hour. Every minute in the air was recorded in my log-book, but as the seven hours crept nearer, I could not imagine being all by myself. When the flight book recorded eight hours and fifteen minutes my instructor jumped out of his seat and said, ‘It’s all yours. I don’t dare to watch. I’m going to have a cup of tea in the canteen.’


I took off and stopped thinking of anything else except flying. It was suddenly a wonderful feeling to be all by myself in the endless sky. I flew the prescribed circuit inspired by the joy of flying alone. My landing was OK – not perfect, but good enough not to damage the undercarriage. I was over the first hurdle.


But we could not get our ‘wings’ until we had passed tests on the theory of navigation, aircraft recognition and the principles of flight. I did not find this easy and had to spend all my spare time revising. I was continually interrupted by kit and rifle inspections, interminable drill parades and random roll-calls organised by a sadistic Army sergeant-major who was determined that we should not succumb to the lax RAF ways.


One day I was studying hard in my Nissen hut when the door was flung open and the sergeant-major barked out, ‘You lazy lout! Why aren’t you on parade?’ I explained that I had been excused parades so that I could get ready for the next test. ‘You’ve got all night to do that,’ he said ‘I wish I had,’ I replied, ‘but your stupid regulations mean we have to be in bed with lights out at ten o’clock.’ He stared at me, then roared, ‘Now you’re insulting a superior officer. You’ll regret this, young man. Report to Company Office, 1830 hours.’ I realised that the sergeant-major had had it in for me for some time. And the Duty Officer sided with him – without even asking for my side of the story. ‘We don’t need people like you,’ he said coldly. ‘Hand in your kit. Get your travelling papers and return to your unit. Dismiss!’


I went to say goodbye to my instructor. All he said was, ‘What nonsense! We can’t lose good chaps like you. I’ll talk to the Squadron Leader.’ I spent a very long and tense ten minutes. Then he came back, patted me on the shoulder and said, ‘Go back to the stores and collect your gear before it’s issued to someone else.’ I could have hugged him, but made do with a half-choked ‘Thank you, Sir.’


Before I got my wings as a second pilot, a new directive announced that all Germans and Austrians in front-line units had to be issued with new identity papers, with English-sounding names and British places of birth and next-of-kin. The reason for this was that, if any of us were taken prisoner and the Germans discovered our nationality, we would be tortured for information and then shot as traitors.


I went home to Oxford and there my closest friends, Jean and Peter Medawar,5 suggested the name ‘Lewis Haig’ – a name I kept until a year or two after the war. The army thought it a great name because of the even more famous whisky. I was registered as born in Oxford and the Medawars were listed as my next-of-kin.


I never got my First-Class Glider Pilot wings because, on 17 September, 1944, we were ordered into action. Our destination was Arnhem, a small Dutch town on the lower Rhine. What happened then is described from Chapter three onwards.


Notes


1 The note read ‘Toilet paper is now forbidden, so there are even more Brown Shirts.’


2 The description of murder in the duck pond is taken from Louis Hagen’s unpublished biography.


3 This was the father of Claus Furhmann, a boy Louis had befriended at school. Apparently the relationship then was mutually beneficial, Claus helping Louis with his school work, Louis acting as Claus’s minder. Though Louis could not have known at that time quite how beneficial the friendship would prove to be.


4 Enemy aliens were forbidden to own or drive cars.


5 Later Sir Peter Medawar, OM, CH, CBE (1915–1987), the distinguished medical scientist and Nobel Laureate.
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THE BACKGROUND


After five long years of a land war against Germany, which had flowed from Poland to the Low Countries, Scandinavia and France, North Africa, Greece and Italy, the focus moved back to Britain in 1944. Here, in June of that year, the joint American/British forces mounted the greatest sea/air invasion in history. Three million men, half a million motor vehicles and tanks and three complete mobile harbours were ferried or flown or towed over 100 miles of English Channel.
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