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PREFACE


‘There has been no single performance by any unit that has more greatly inspired me or more highly excited my admiration’, wrote General Eisenhower to the Commander of the 1st British Airborne Division when the battle of Arnhem was over, ‘than the nine-day action of your Division between September 17 and 26.’


The battle was, indeed, one of the great epic tragedies which ennoble the history of the British Army. It was planned in the light of Intelligence which proved to be false; it was characterised by a succession of miscalculations and disasters; it ended in surrender and retreat. Out of nearly 9,000 men who had landed scarcely more than 2,000 returned; but it was a victory for the human spirit. It has a special quality, a flavour almost of mystique. Men who were there – Germans, Poles and Dutchmen as well as British soldiers – talk of it as though it were fought yesterday. It is, for many reasons, unique.


It is impossible for me to catalogue here the names of the many people in England, Holland and Germany who have spoken to me about the battle, or who have written to me about it, and to whom I am so grateful for the trouble they have taken on my behalf; but there are some who have been good enough to help me in a specially valuable way by providing me with information which I could not have obtained elsewhere or by letting me make use of personal documents and diaries from which I have quoted in my book. I want, therefore, particularly to thank Lieutenant-Colonel Th. A. Boeree, Lieutenant-General Sir Frederick Browning, K.C.V.O., K.B.E., C.B., D.S.O., Mr R.H. Cain, V.C., Mr Fred Davis, Mr David Dawson, Brigadier Anthony Deane-Drummond, D.S.O., M.C., Major-General H. Essame, C.B.E., D.S.O., M.C., Herr Otto Felder, Major-General J.D. Frost, D.S.O., M.C., Major-General G. de Gex, O.B.E., Mevrouw Ida Goch, Lieutenant-Colonel C.F.H. Gough, M.C., T.D., M.P., Lieutenant-General J.W. Hackett, C.B., C.B.E., D.S.O., M.C., Mr John Harris, Oberst Walter Harzer, Mijnheer P. Houten, Major Anthony Hibbert, M.C., Air Commodore W.N. Hibbert, Mijnheer Paul de Jong, General Sir Gerald Lathbury, K.C.B., D.S.O., M.B.E., Brigadier J.E.F. Linton, D.S.O., Colonel R.T.H. Lonsdale, D.S.O., M.C., Brigadier Charles Mackenzie, D.S.O., O.B.E., Major-General R.J. Moberly, C.B., O.B.E., Brigadier E.C.W. Myers, C.B.E., D.S.O., Major John North, Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Preston, Mr Cyril Ray, Major C.G. Sheriff, D.S.O., Mr Eric Spence, Brigadier W.F.K. Thompson, O.B.E., Major Brian Urquhart, Major-General R.E. Urquhart, C.B., D.S.O., Mijnheer A.A. Van Beelen, Mijnheer J.D. Waarde, Colonel G.M. Warrack, D.S.O., O.B.E., The Rev. R. Talbot Watkins, M.C., and Mr Clifford Williams.


I want also to thank Lieutenant-Colonel P.St.C. Harrison of the Regimental Headquarters of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers; Major D.M. Mayfield, T.D., of the Regimental Headquarters of the Parachute Regiment; Lieutenant-Colonel O.G.W. White, D.S.O., O.B.E., and the staff of the Dorset Regiment Museum, Dorchester; Lieutenant-Colonel J.K. Windeatt, O.B.E., of the Regimental Headquarters of the Devonshire and Dorset Regiment; and Mejuffrouw Greta Barmes of the Royal Netherlands Embassy.


For their help in my researches I want to thank Mr D.W. King, O.B.E., the War Office Librarian and his staff; the staff of the Imperial War Museum; Brigadier H.B. Latham of the Historical Section of the War Office; Mr L.A. Jackets and Mr W. Mervyn Mills of the Air Historical Branch of the Air Ministry; Mr L.W. Burnett of the War Office Records Centre; Sergeant D. Wrigley of the Airborne Forces Museum, Aldershot; Mr Richard Wiener; Miss Frances Ryan; Mrs St George Saunders of Writers’ and Speakers’ Research; Lieutenant-Colonel Roderick A. Stamey, Jr, of the office of the Chief of Military History, Department of the Army, Washington; Mr Sherrod East, Chief Archivist, World War II Records Division of the National Archives and Record Service of the Central Services Administration, Washington; and the Staffs of the Bundesarchiv, Koblenz and the Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, Freiburg im Breisgau.


For having read the proofs, in whole or in part, and for having made valuable suggestions for their improvement I am grateful to Brigadier Deane-Drummond, Brigadier Thompson, General Hackett, General Lathbury, Colonel Lonsdale, General Moberly, General Essame, Colonel Warrack, Brigadier Myers, General Urquhart and Oberst Walter Harzer.


C.H.




 

PART ONE


The Plan






1


‘The Most Momentous Error of the War’


‘One powerful full-blooded thrust across the Rhine and into the heart of Germany, backed by the whole of the resources of the Allied Armies, would be likely to achieve decisive results.’


Field-Marshal Sir Bernard Montgomery


On the evening of August 8th, 1944, ten days before he committed suicide, Günther von Kluge, Hitler’s Commander-in-Chief in the West, telephoned General Hausser of the 7th German Army. ‘A breakthrough such as we have never seen’, he told him urgently, ‘has occurred south of Caen.’


A fortnight later the Allied armies were streaming across France. Soon after dawn on August 25th, French and American armoured columns rattled down the Champs-Elysées and into the Boulevard St Germain. The people of Paris rushed out to greet them with flowers and wine, shouting and cheering, clapping their hands, reaching up to touch the unshaven, friendly faces. Paris was French again; the Germans were in full retreat; there was a feeling in the air that the war was as good as over.


With their armies rolling east before them, on an irregular front which stretched and looped for hundreds of miles across northern France, the Allied commanders could not feel such confidence. To maintain this rate of advance on so broad a front was impossible. The armies must either slow down or the already strained resources of administration and supply must be concentrated behind a single thrust into Germany. This was the inevitable choice.
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Sir Bernard Montgomery left no room for doubt as to what he thought should be done. He had already suggested to General Omar Bradley, commanding the US 12th Army Group, that after crossing the Seine his own 21st Army Group and Bradley’s 12th ‘should keep together as a solid mass of 40 divisions, which would be so strong that it need fear nothing. This force should advance northwards.’


Bradley recognised the merit of Montgomery’s plan; but Eisenhower, as Supreme Commander, could not agree to it. His reasons could be made to appear entirely military, but there were other reasons which he could not so readily give, both political and characteristic. On the day that Montgomery’s advice of a thrust in the north was offered to Eisenhower through Bradley, the principal New York newspapers made public the disturbing fact that Bradley’s Army Group, comprising General Patton’s 3rd US Army and General Hodges’s 1st US Army, was still under Montgomery’s ‘operational control’. While this may have been reluctantly acceptable to American opinion during the Normandy landings and initial operations – which were, as Eisenhower himself said, ‘a single battle requiring the supervision of a single battleline commander’ – it was not at all acceptable now.


Unlike Alexander, for whom Eisenhower had already stated a preference before the Normandy landings, Montgomery was not a popular figure with Americans in general, still less so with American Army officers in particular. ‘Montgomery was a general we did not like’, wrote Ralph Ingersoll, the American war correspondent. ‘We found him arrogant to the point of bumptiousness, bad-mannered and ungracious.’ And in August after the news of Bradley’s subordination to Montgomery had created such an uproar in the American Press, General Marshall, Chief of Staff in Washington, wrote urgently to Eisenhower telling him that in view of the ‘severe editorial reaction’ to the news of Montgomery’s continued influence, he should immediately ‘assume and exercise direct command of the ground forces’ himself. Eisenhower, well aware of the feeling amongst his staff at SHAEF, irrespective of what had appeared in the American newspapers, took Marshall’s advice and on August 23rd informed Montgomery that he intended to take over direct control of Allied operations as from September 1st. He said at the same time that he intended to continue the advance on a broad front as it was necessary not only to push forward in the north to secure a good sea port for an eventual thrust towards the Ruhr, but also to press on in the south so that General Patton’s 3rd US Army could link up with the French and American armies coming up from the Mediterranean. It was, in fact, this ‘necessity’ of advancing on extended and even diverging lines of operation that Eisenhower gave to Montgomery as his reasons for assuming overall control.


Eisenhower’s method of attack appeared to Montgomery both unimaginative and dangerous. ‘Administratively we haven’t the resources to maintain both Army Groups at full pressure’, Montgomery insisted with the determination and single-mindedness of an obdurate man who knows when he is right. ‘The only policy is to halt the right and strike with the left, or halt the left and strike with the right. We must decide on one thrust and put all the maintenance to support it. If we split the maintenance and advance on a broad front, we shall be so weak everywhere we’ll have no chance of success.’


He had not, he tried to make clear, a personal axe to grind. He was quite prepared to serve under Bradley if that should be considered advisable as, in his view, operations could only be successfully controlled by a single ground commander. He was, however, satisfied that the administrative resources available for a broad-front policy ‘would not stand up to the strain’, but that, on the other hand, ‘one powerful full-blooded thrust across the Rhine and into the heart of Germany, backed by the whole of the resources of the Allied armies, would be likely to achieve decisive results’. He was obsessed, he was later to confess, by the thought that the impetus of the Allied advance might not be maintained after the crossing of the Seine. Whatever happened, he told Eisenhower, the Germans must not be allowed time to reorganise and oppose in strength a crossing of the next and far greater obstacle, the Rhine. He felt sure that if the enemy were kept on the run, the Allies could cross the Rhine quickly, make north-west for the Ruhr and so draw the Germans into a fight on the north German plains which would give the Allied armour the advantage of a chosen battle-ground. Otherwise ‘the enemy would be given time to recover and we should become involved in a long winter campaign’.


It was a persuasive argument but Eisenhower held firm. There was, he insisted, one decisive factor which Montgomery did not appreciate. Even if it were agreed that his plan was strategically sound and logistically possible, this problem remained: the deep thrust in the north, which the British proposed, would entail his having to hold back George Patton’s 3rd US Army in the south. ‘The American public’, he told Montgomery, ‘would never stand for it.’


He may well have been right. Patton’s short sturdy figure, his tough little face under the star-splashed helmet, his flamboyant poses and well-known independence, the famous pearl-handled revolver in its open, cowboy’s holster and his undoubted success, were all a part of the American ideal of the ‘little old fighting general’, at once tough and emotional. Nor was Patton’s success a fortuitous one; he was a very good general and an expert in the art of military exploitation.


Eisenhower, not only as an American but as a diplomatist, a Supreme Commander and a realist in matters of this kind, felt that Patton must not be stopped. The public, he repeated, ‘would never stand for it; and public opinion wins war.’


‘Victories win wars’, Montgomery snapped with impatient logic, dismissing public opinion in a statement symptomatic both of his greatness and the limits of his vision. ‘Give people victory and they won’t care who won it.’


Patton and public opinion were not, of course, the only considerations. Eisenhower felt confident that what he was later to term Montgomery’s ‘pencil-like thrust into the heart of Germany’ would meet nothing but certain destruction. Apart from this, neither the British nor the Canadians had yet proved themselves capable of the verve and dash that Patton’s men were so splendidly displaying to an admiring world. It would be safer and wiser in the circumstances, he thought, for the whole Allied force to advance to the Rhine, obtain bridgeheads where possible and, when the dangerously long lines of communication had been shortened by the capture of the Channel ports and Antwerp and when the whole matter of supply and reinforcements had been re-established on a firmer base, to attack either in the north towards the Ruhr or along the southern axis through the Saar and Frankfurt or perhaps on both lines simultaneously, dependent upon conditions. Montgomery was accordingly given orders to secure Antwerp and push on towards that part of the Siegfried Line which covered the Ruhr, while Patton was authorised to continue east towards the Saar. The broad-front policy was confirmed.


Eisenhower was, however, prepared to give some priority to Montgomery; for the capture of the Channel ports and Antwerp was an essential prerequisite to the successful development of any attack into Germany. And so the advance into Belgium of Montgomery’s 21st Army Group – comprising the British 2nd Army under General Dempsey and the 2nd Canadian Army under General Crerar – was to be supported by the 1st US Army which was to ‘establish itself in the general area Brussels–Maastricht–Liège–Charleroi’. Later on, ‘up to and including the crossing of the Rhine’, Montgomery was, in addition, to have the support of the Allied Airborne Army which had recently been formed under the command of an American, Lieutenant-General Lewis H. Brereton.


On August 29th Montgomery’s advance was resumed. His commanders were instructed to be ‘swift and relentless … Any tendency to be sticky or cautious must be stamped on ruthlessly.’ If Patton could exploit an advantage, Montgomery was determined to show that he could too.


He was brilliantly served. By noon the following day the commander of his XXX Corps, the brave and gifted Lieutenant-General Brian Horrocks, had sent the 11th Armoured Division racing for Amiens. At dawn on the 31st, after driving all night in the teeming rain, the leading tanks rumbled into the cobbled town and took over the Somme bridges from the Resistance. The command post of the German 7th Army Headquarters was overrun and General Hans Eberbach was captured as he drove away, still in his pyjamas, in a Volkswagen. Two days later the Guards Armoured Division reached the Belgian border near Lille and two American divisions crossed it further south. On the afternoon of September 3rd the Guards drove into Brussels and by the evening of the next day Antwerp, too, had fallen. The 15th German Army was isolated in Flanders; the 7th had been routed.


Montgomery hoped that Eisenhower would surely recognise, at last, the chance for a final blow that lay within his grasp. The chance had been clear a fortnight before; now it was unmistakable. He sent a signal suggesting that the time was ideal for that ‘one powerful thrust’ he had already advocated. ‘We have now reached a stage’, he insisted, ‘where a really powerful and full-blooded thrust towards Berlin is likely to get there and thus end the war.’


The successes of the past few days, however, seem to have indicated to Eisenhower that a continued advance by all his forces, ‘to keep the enemy stretched everywhere’, would not only be safer but more rewarding. At the end of August he had spoken of the certainty of ‘one major battle before we break into Germany’ and of the necessity of not being ‘too optimistic about an early end of the war’; and after the war was over he wrote of his anxiety lest the enemy’s ‘considerable reserve’ in Germany would bring a single thrust to ruin. But at this period he seems to have believed that the whole defence of Germany’s West Wall was crumbling. ‘The defeat of the German armies’, he wrote on September 5th, ‘is now complete.’ A week later, Captain Harry Butcher, one of his staff officers at SHAEF, noted in his diary: ‘He felt for some days it had been obvious that our military force could advance almost at will, subject only to supply.’ And despite the growing difficulties of supply and administration Eisenhower still, even then, apparently hoped that the British drive to the Ruhr and the American drive to the Saar could be supported simultaneously. ‘We shall soon have captured the Ruhr and the Saar and the Frankfurt area’, Montgomery was surprised to read in a letter from Eisenhower addressed to himself and Bradley and written as late as September 15th, ‘and I would like your views as to what we should do next.’ But, in fact, by now the Supreme Commander was already engaged in a process of compromise and adjustment that was to bring both drives to a halt.


Urged by Montgomery to give priority to a northern thrust to the Ruhr, he was now increasingly badgered by Patton, supported by Bradley, to give more supplies to the Americans further south. Patton bitterly complained that he had already been held up for two days on the Meuse through lack of gasoline, and if he was to secure crossings over the Moselle he must have more. ‘My men can eat their belts’, he said. ‘But my tanks have gotta have gas.’


They were given it. On September 5th Bradley authorised Patton’s continued advance and the 3rd US Army went forward to the Moselle. The 1st US Army, ordered by Eisenhower to support the British on its left, was therefore obliged to help the advancing Americans on its right. And the British, having outrun their administrative resources, were forced to halt.


Within the following 10 days the Germans, suddenly relieved from the pressing force that had sent them hurtling back since August 30th, were able to reform and recover their strength. On September 4th there was only one weak division, together with a battalion of Dutch SS and a few Luftwaffe detachments, facing the spearheads of the 2nd Army. A fortnight later there was a formidable defensive line.


There was by then, too, a formidable force facing Patton who, also hamstrung by administrative difficulties, was compelled to slow down. ‘I believe’, wrote Ralph Ingersoll with a tendentious simplification of Eisenhower’s political problems that gives an unqualified but nevertheless not readily dismissible reason for this sad position, ‘that in August 1944 a Supreme Allied Commander … not necessarily a brilliant one but a bold and forceful man making at least good horse sense – could have ended the war by decisively backing either Montgomery or Bradley. But there was no such Supreme Allied Commander. There was no strong hand at the helm, no man in command. There was only a conference, presided over by a chairman – a shrewd, intelligent, tactful, careful chairman.’


Patton, as certain as Montgomery that he could push his way to victory if given the supplies and transport to do it, was understandably bitter when he discovered the predicament in which Eisenhower’s compromise was eventually to place him. It was, he afterwards commented, ‘the most momentous error of the war’. Montgomery, similarly discomfited, had reason to agree with him.






2


Operation Market Garden


‘Ike has decided that a northern thrust toward the Ruhr under Montgomery is not at the moment to have priority over other operations.’


Captain Harry C. Butcher


As the Allied armies slowly closed up towards the frontiers of the Reich, the enemy resistance stiffened.


Hitler had refused to accept as a possibility Eisenhower’s confident belief that the defeat of the German armies was complete. Garrison and training battalions, officer-cadet training schools, youth organisations, convalescent and invalid establishments had been hastily converted into infantry units and sent to the defence of the Siegfried Line. Goering added to these battalions, six paratroop regiments which, unknown to the Army General Staff were in process of re-equipment, and two other paratroop regiments made up of men in convalescent depots; he also promised to organise 10,000 men of the Luftwaffe, who had been grounded through lack of petrol, into army units. Determined and heroic as these efforts were, however, they did not much impress British Intelligence.


‘Both as regards quality and diversity,’ one of its officers reported sardonically, ‘the enemy force opposing us shows the effects of the recent measures in Germany to step up the national effort. Paratroops and pilots, policemen and sailors, boys of 16 and men with duodenal ulcers’ had all been taken prisoner during the past few days; and now ‘some deep sea divers’ had been captured. The depths had ‘indeed been plumbed’.
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Diverse and ill-trained, callow and seedy as they were, these hastily formed units were, nevertheless, putting up so determined a defence that the Allied advance was unmistakably faltering. General Dempsey directing the operations of the 2nd Army was already aware of a hardening German resistance. His leading units were being repeatedly held up by young Nazi soldiers defending what they had been told was the gateway to the Fatherland. In groups of isolated houses, from streams which cut across the sandy heath, hidden in inaccessible swamps, these fierce youths fought back with frantic bravery.


It was in these circumstances that Montgomery formed his plan of quickly breaking through the crust of German opposition after a series of airborne landings by the Allied Airborne Army which Eisenhower had made available to him. By seizing a succession of bridges between the Dutch frontier and the Neder Rijn, he hoped to be able to make the way clear for a rapid advance by the 2nd Army through Holland and on to the north German plains before the enemy had time to reorganise. He was, as he himself repeated often enough, ‘deeply impressed with the magnitude of the military problems of fighting an opposed crossing over the great water barriers of the Maas and the Rhine’ and wanted to avoid it at all costs. He hoped that if he could launch the 2nd Army in a fast and successful attack which would establish it on an extended line facing east between Arnhem and Zwolle, with a deep bridgehead across the Ijssel, he would be in a strong position from which to advance eastwards across the German frontier and threaten the Ruhr from the north. He felt convinced that once he had got as far as this Eisenhower could not but agree to give him the resources to complete the stroke upon which he had set his heart.


Although the intended route through Holland involved the crossing of several canals and rivers and was a circuitous approach to the Ruhr, it had three advantages. It was an unlikely route and the Germans might, therefore, be taken by surprise; it would outflank the Siegfried defences which ended in the area of the Reichswald; and the preliminary airborne operations could be carried out within reasonable distance of English bases.


There were admittedly five major water obstacles to cross – the Wilhelmina Canal about 20 miles beyond the Dutch frontier; the Zuid Willemsvaart canal 10 miles further north; then three roughly parallel rivers; the Maas (the Meuse), the Waal (the main channel of the Rhine) and the Neder Rijn (the Lower Rhine). But these would not be serious obstacles if bridges across them could be secured intact by the three divisions of the Airborne Army. One division could land in the 20-mile stretch between Eindhoven and Uden to capture bridges across the Wilhelmina and Zuid Willemsvaart canals and open up the road between them; a second division could land further north to capture the bridges over the Maas at Grave and over the Waal at Nijmegen; while a third division could land at Arnhem to secure the most northerly bridges over the 150-yards-wide Neder Rijn. As soon as all these bridges and the roads which linked them were in the hands of the Airborne Army, the British 2nd Army could roll forward to the Zuider Zee, cutting off all the Germans in western Holland and opening up the way to the Reich.


It was a bold plan, but a good one. General Bradley, although he spoke disdainfully of ‘a 60-mile salient to be driven up a side-alley route to the Reich’ and felt more strongly than Montgomery did that the operation would open up a dangerous gap between the 2nd Army and the already heavily committed 1st US Army, had to agree that it was highly imaginative. It came to be known as OPERATION MARKET GARDEN – MARKET for the airborne operation, GARDEN for the follow-through by the 2nd Army. Its success depended upon speed of execution and concentrated administrative support.


And no one was more clearly aware of the need for speed and concentration than the commander of the British 2nd Army. Indeed General Dempsey doubted that OPERATION MARKET GARDEN would succeed. His Intelligence staff reported mounting German activity in central Holland, with ‘considerable railway activity at Arnhem and Nijmegen’. Heavy and light flak ‘was increasing very considerably’. Dutch Resistance sources reported ‘that battered Panzer formations had been sent to Holland to refit’ and mentioned Eindhoven and Nijmegen as the reception areas. Now that the Americans were fully committed further south and so unable to offer much support, Dempsey thought it might be better to hold a firm line along the Dutch frontier, close to which there had already been heavy fighting along the Albert Canal, and strike out alongside the Americans in an easterly direction towards the Rhine at Wesel rather than in a northerly direction alone. He discussed this plan with Montgomery who seemed doubtful that it was a wise one, for both the RAF and the USAAF were afraid that their unarmed transport aircraft would suffer heavily in supplying armies advancing across the Rhine so close to the thick flak defences covering the Ruhr.


General Dempsey, nevertheless, believed that the dangers involved might well prove less than those encountered by ‘going off at a tangent into Holland’; and, on September 10th, he went to see Montgomery to press his point of view. But Montgomery told him that he had just had a signal from the War Office asking what could be done to capture or cut off the bases near the Hague from which the V2s, which had landed on London two days before, were launched. After this there could be no further discussion; the northern attack must be made.


That afternoon Montgomery flew to Brussels airfield to meet Eisenhower who was due to fly in from his headquarters at Granville. Montgomery was determined that his ideas for a single thrust in the north should prevail and, disdaining the uses of tact even in his moods of careful restraint, he behaved now in a manner which was scarcely less than insolent. His first request was that Eisenhower’s Chief Administrative Officer – Lieutenant-General Sir Humphrey Gale – should leave the aircraft in which the discussion was to take place, but that his own – Major-General Miles Graham – should remain. Eisenhower, conciliatory as always, agreed. Montgomery then and there, without further social preliminaries, told Eisenhower that he completely disagreed with his proposed method of advance; and, picking up a file of signals and messages he had had from the Supreme Commander, he pulled them each in turn to pieces. ‘He vehemently declared’, Eisenhower wrote later, ‘that all he needed was adequate supply to go directly into Berlin … If we would support his 21st Army Group with all supply facilities available he would rush right on to Berlin and, he said, end the war.’


Fluently and with fine disparagement of his critics Montgomery spoke for several minutes until, during a brief pause, Eisenhower leant forward, put his hand on his knee and said, ‘Steady, Monty! You can’t speak to me like that. I’m your boss.’


Exercising a self-control which years of dedicated training had made it possible for him immediately to achieve when he felt it to be necessary, Montgomery said quietly, ‘I’m sorry, Ike.’


And after this gentle rebuke and designedly gracious apology the two men came together in friendship if not in understanding. The discussion then continued without bitterness; but without agreement either. Montgomery pleaded his case for his ‘single powerful full-blooded thrust’; and had no success. Eisenhower reiterated his determination to advance on a broad front to the line which was ‘needed for temporary security’; and received no sympathy. All that the Supreme Commander would approve was Montgomery’s plan for OPERATION MARKET GARDEN. He had seemed at first reluctant even about this for it involved the withdrawal of transport planes from supplying purposes and, as he wrote afterwards, ‘it was difficult to determine whether greater results could be achieved by continuing the planes in supply activity. Unfortunately the withdrawal of planes from other work had to precede an airborne operation by several days to provide time for refitting equipment and for briefing and retraining of crews.’ In any event, he insisted, OPERATION MARKET GARDEN was merely an extension of his own strategic concept of a general eastward advance. Apparently he still hoped that a move towards the Ruhr need not have precluded a simultaneous move towards the Saar. Montgomery, on the other hand, was becoming more and more convinced that a successful assault on the Ruhr could only be made if he were given priority over all other operations. Already all the transport reserves of 21st Army Group were in use; new transport companies were promised from England but had not yet arrived; even tank transporters, with lengths of airfield track welded to their sides, were conveying essential supplies; most of the 2nd Army’s heavy artillery and anti-aircraft guns had consequently been grounded for some time. In order to get them on the move again, Patton’s Army would have to be held back. Moreover, unless orders were given to stop Patton’s advance there would be no possibility of Montgomery’s thrust to the Ruhr being supported by the American 1st Army under General Hodges which was already over-extended in the wide gap between them.


Eisenhower steadfastly refused to agree. He was still thinking, Captain Harry Butcher wrote in his diary the following day, ‘in terms of advancing on a wide front to take advantage of all existing lines of communication. He expects to go through the Aachen gap in the north and the Metz gap in the south’; to advance, in fact, against both the Ruhr and the Saar simultaneously. He told Montgomery that his Chief Intelligence Officer had provided him with information which suggested that the Germans would not be able to gather together more than 20 divisions all told for the defence of the West Wall within the month and that the Wall could not ‘be held with this amount, even when supplemented by many oddments and large amounts of flak’. He refused, therefore, to give Montgomery priority over Patton who was, in fact, already extending his front even further south and would soon, if undisturbed, have firm contact with the 6th US Army Group coming up from the Mediterranean. All that Eisenhower would concede was the promise of a ‘limited priority’ which would involve some additional supplies and transport being granted from American sources to help the operations of the Airborne Army in Holland.


‘Ike’, Montgomery wrote that evening to the Vice-Chief of the Imperial General Staff in London, ‘came to see me to-day. He is lame and cannot walk and we talked in the plane … I gave him my opinion on need to concentrate on one selected thrust. He did not (repeat not) agree … He said he did not mean priority for Ruhr and northern route to be absolute priority and could not scale down the Saar thrust in any way.’


Although Montgomery did not appreciate at the time how deep it had gone, a rankling resentment had already been caused amongst the Americans by Eisenhower’s decision that even a ‘limited priority’ should be given to the northern thrust. They had begun to feel strongly that their allies were getting the lion’s share. For the British had been given not only the use of the whole Airborne Army, (including two American divisions) and the support of the 1st US Army, but they were now promised supplies and transport which the American armies could not possibly spare. While the Americans thought that he had got too much, however, Montgomery continued strongly to insist that he had not got enough. He was, nevertheless, to be disappointed. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff, understanding the political difficulties, replied to Montgomery’s complaint of September 10th to say that although it was viewed sympathetically, ‘It would be difficult to interfere with Eisenhower on combined Chiefs of Staff level. Indeed it would probably do more harm than good.’


The promise of American help was, in any event, not enough to set Dempsey’s mind at rest; for so long as Patton was pushing forward with the 3rd US Army, the 1st US Army in the gap between himself and Patton could not adequately support and protect the advance of XXX Corps which was to lead his own army’s attack. Support would have to be provided, therefore, from within the 2nd Army by bringing up VIII Corps to the right of XXX Corps. Most of the transport of VIII Corps, however, was already in use by other units of 2nd Army, and the additional transport promised by Eisenhower would not be enough to make up the deficiency. Accordingly, on the day after the meeting at Brussels airfield, Montgomery told Eisenhower that OPERATION MARKET GARDEN could not take place as planned by September 17th. He would be obliged to postpone the attack until September 21st at the soonest and, because of this delay, ‘stronger resistance and slower progress’ must be expected.


As the whole success of the operation so largely depended upon its being executed with speed before the Germans gathered strength in Holland, the Americans reacted quickly to Montgomery’s disappointing estimate. Having allowed what he called ‘the attractive possibility of quickly turning the German north flank’ to lead him to approve a ‘temporary delay in freeing the vital port of Antwerp’ (the approaches to which were still blocked by German troops firmly dug in along the banks of the Scheldt estuary), Eisenhower was now desperately anxious to get OPERATION MARKET GARDEN under way. For until Antwerp – the third greatest port in the world – was usable, it was difficult to see, at least so long as the Channel ports held out as well, how any thrust into Germany could be satisfactorily maintained.*


And so, the day after Montgomery’s warning about the dangers of delay due to inadequate facilities for supply was received at SHAEF, General Bedell Smith – Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff – flew to Montgomery’s headquarters with the promise of several American truck companies and an American delivery of 1,000 tons of supplies a day to Brussels. Bedell Smith also said that the drive to the Saar would be stopped and that most of the American 12th Army Group’s supplies would be allocated to its 1st Army so that Montgomery could be adequately supported on his right. In addition, three American divisions were to be grounded. Hearing these assurances Montgomery supposed that Eisenhower had given way at last and had decided that his broad-front policy was unworkable. He felt relieved and delighted and suggested in a signal to London that the war might now be won ‘reasonably quickly’.


Bradley – the 12th Army Group’s commander – seems also to have had the impression that Eisenhower had given way to the British. On the day that Bedell Smith and Montgomery met in Belgium, Bradley spoke to Patton in France. Told that the British plan had been accepted by Eisenhower and that he would probably be asked to assume the defensive, Patton’s reply was characteristic. He would get so inextricably committed beyond the Moselle, he confided to Bradley, that no one would be able to stop him. According to Patton, Bradley agreed to this artful proposal and gave him ‘until the night of the fourteenth’ to carry it out.


Patton, as usual, was successful. By the agreed date he was heavily engaged and in a directive issued by Eisenhower on September 15th he saw further opportunities for the prosecution of his thrust in the south. For, although Eisenhower directed that the first ‘priority in all forms of logistical support’ – after Patton’s Army was established in position across the Moselle, and until the Rhine bridgeheads were won – was to be the operation in the north, at the same time he authorised Patton to advance ‘far enough for the moment so as to hold adequate bridgeheads over the Moselle and thus create a constant threat’. Thereafter Patton was authorised to carry out ‘a continuous reconnaissance’.


The loophole was enough. It gave Patton the excuse he needed to pursue what he liked to call his ‘rock soup method’. He could now, he himself frankly admitted, ‘pretend to reconnoitre, then reinforce the reconnaissance and finally put in an attack – all depending on what gasoline and ammunition we could secure’. And, as one of his officers commented, they ‘secured plenty’. Already the capture of over 100,000 gallons of petrol from the Germans had been concealed from Eisenhower; now Patton’s ordnance officers went so far as to represent themselves as ‘members of the 1st Army’ and secured ‘quite a bit of gasoline from one of the dumps of that unit’. This was the kind of enterprise that delighted George Patton’s heart. It might not be war, he commented without embarrassment, ‘but it was magnificent.’ Bradley tacitly supported him. And so the 12th Army Group’s supplies, instead of being allocated with priority to General Hodges’s 1st US Army, and thus to the support of Montgomery as Eisenhower had directed, continued to be divided between Hodge’s 1st Army and Patton’s 3rd.


Montgomery, accordingly, received far less American support for OPERATION MARKET GARDEN than Eisenhower had intended. The support, indeed, soon became negligible; for on September 11th Hodges crossed the German frontier near Prum and met the same defiant defenders that Patton had already encountered beyond the Moselle. All the resources of the 1st US Army were needed now in support of its own operations and the British would have to look out for themselves.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Clear-sighted, well-written and scrupulously fair . . .
it deserves to stand with the best’

THE BRILLIANT
PLAN THAT
TURNED INTO

AN EPIC

CHRISTOPHER HIBBERT






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		List of Illustrations, Maps and Diagrams



		Acknowledgements



		Preface



		PART ONE: The Plan



		1 ‘The Most Momentous Error of the War’



		2 Operation Market Garden



		3 ‘The Toughest and Most Advanced Assignment’



		4 ‘The Saviour of the Eastern Front’









		PART TWO: The Operation



		5 Sunday



		6 Monday



		7 Tuesday



		8 Wednesday



		9 Thursday



		10 Friday



		11 Saturday and Sunday



		12 Monday









		PART THREE: Post-mortem



		13 The Lost Prize









		Bibliography



		About the Author



		By Christopher Hibbert



		Plate Section



		Copyright













Page List





		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













OEBPS/images/img_27.jpg
v 1st. British Airborne Division

Operation Market Garden

@ 82nd. U.S. Airborne Division

@ 101st. U.S. Airborne Division
Amsterdam

&\\\\\Q =

<= Proposed route of 2nd. Army
from Meuse—Escaut Canal to
Arnhem

Zuider Zee

. ¢ Apeldoorn
Hilversum &\\\

& y
Heelsum?,. i ‘\\\\\Q N
L

he TN Deelen o
Utrecht &\\\‘ Ede OOS[:e en
2

Ve
Velp .
Doetinchem®.
N

Lower Rhine

%
ey ‘@ Canal

Eindhoven \\\

Valkenswaard

Turnhout
Meuse—Esraut Canal f'
Gheel ®

N

o 5 10 15 20 /

L L : ‘ ;)
Miles {

N






OEBPS/images/img_18.jpg
u urpeg

yoruny e

JeSnmg e

uPNIQITES °

dVVS
unpueiy e
&
2
2 tosteyD
S
uuog \e® o afarT
Pev spssnag
ausojonle .

JIoppassn( o

punanioqe’ 8 ® ﬂ/o_cﬁw
AHNA

2ddr]

1[0u30g o
youwwy ¢
waYdUN0(] &
opnmy » wofuiy P &

15U °

SN

4 O N vid d

v:w SN EN

o /PUE[IOH JO Y0OH

S .
3 A7 ydann © ondey ayL
sanouv o PRI opiy a5 e upio
Es—uhMumE<
o fuoppu(]
vag
Yyr4ioN

Sinquie o

udwaIg o

> Puaso

f T !
0ST 001 0s 0
sueq
> J[MATRID o
2 £
Qe 9T * E
suatury o T - - .

addor
: Smoqiay)

= jouuvyy ysrySug

ANVIONH

adoing
1SOM -JHION






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Arnhem

CHRISTOPHER HIBBERT

WCEN

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON

A Windrush Press Book





