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  Tonight the sun goes down on more suffering than ever before in the world




  

    WINSTON CHURCHILL, 6 FEBRUARY 1945


  




  

    We were living an existence in which people’s lives had absolutely no value. All that seemed important was to stay alive oneself.


  




  

    LIEUTENANT GENNADY IVANOV, RED ARMY
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  INTRODUCTION




  A dictionary defines Armageddon: ‘The site of the decisive battle on the Day of Judgement; hence, a final contest on a grand scale’. The last campaigns of the

  Second World War in Europe locked in bloody embrace more than a hundred million people within and without the frontiers of Hitler’s Greater Reich. Their outcome drastically influenced the

  lives of many more. The Second World War was the most disastrous human experience in history. Its closing months provided an appropriately terrible climax.




  Armageddon has its origins in my earlier book Overlord, which described the 1944 D-Day invasion of Europe and the campaign in Normandy. The narrative ended with the American and

  British breakthrough in August, followed by a triumphant dash across France. Many allied soldiers believed that the collapse of Hitler’s empire must swiftly follow. I concluded

  Overlord:




  

    

      The battles in Holland and along the German border so often seem to belong to a different age from those of Normandy that it is startling to reflect that Arnhem was fought

      less than a month after Falaise; that within weeks of suffering one of the greatest catastrophes of modern history, the Germans found the strength . . . to prolong the war until May 1945. If

      this phenomenon reveals the same staggering qualities in Hitler’s armies which had caused the allies such grief in Normandy, it is also another story.


    


  




  The early part of this book is that story. The starting point was a desire to satisfy my own curiosity about why the German war did not end in 1944, given the allies’ overwhelming

  superiority. It is often asserted that in the west they had to overcome a succession of great rivers and difficult natural features to break into Hitler’s heartland. Yet the Germans’

  1940 blitzkrieg easily surmounted such obstacles. In 1944–5, the allies were masters of armoured and air forces greater than the Nazis ever possessed.




  Most works on the last months of the war address either the Eastern or Western Fronts. This one aspires to view the story as a whole. The Soviets were separated from the Anglo-Americans not only

  by Hitler’s armies, but by a political, military and moral abyss. I have attempted to explore each side of this, to set in context the battles of Patton and Zhukov, Montgomery and

  Rokossovsky. I have, however, omitted the Italian campaign. It exercised a significant indirect influence upon the struggle for Germany, absorbing a tenth of the Wehrmacht’s strength in

  1944–5, but its inclusion would have overwhelmed my narrative. Beyond archival research, I have met some 170 contemporary witnesses in Russia, Germany, Britain, the United States and Holland.

  This is the last decade in which it will be possible usefully to conduct such interviews. Many people recall their experiences vividly, but they are growing very old. Those fresh, fit, vital, often

  brave and handsome young men, whose deeds decided the fate of Europe sixty years ago, are today stooped and frail, the destiny of us all.




  It was helpful to me that a generation ago, when researching earlier books, I met American and British generals and airmen who held senior posts such as Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris,

  Generals ‘Pete’ Quesada, James Gavin, J. Lawton Collins, ‘Pip’ Roberts. Today’s surviving military witnesses rarely held ranks beyond that of major. For the

  perspective of senior officers, in this book I have drawn extensively upon unpublished manuscripts and oral-history interviews, of which rich collections exist in the United States, Britain and

  Germany. All historians are grateful for the recent flood of privately published veterans’ memoirs. Because this book portrays a human tragedy, rather than a mere battlefield saga, I have

  also interviewed Russian and German women. Their wartime experiences deserve more attention than they have so far received, other than as victims of rape.




  In Overlord, I argued that Hitler’s army was the outstanding fighting force of the Second World War. There has since been a revisionist movement against such a view. Several

  writers, notably in the United States, have written books arguing that authors such as myself overrate the German performance. Some of the revisionists cannot be acquitted of nationalistic

  exuberance. An American military historian of my acquaintance observed justly, and without envy, that a best-selling colleague had ‘taken to raising monuments rather than writing

  history’, by producing a series of volumes which pay homage to the American fighting man.




  A US veteran of the north-west Europe campaign praises the works of Stephen Ambrose, saying: ‘They make me and my kind feel really good about ourselves.’ There

  is absolutely nothing wrong with the creation of romantic records of military experience, which bring a glow to the hearts of many readers, as long as their limitations as history are understood.

  This book, too, tries to bring alive the experience of those who fought. Its chief purpose, however, is objective analysis. The defence of Germany against overwhelming odds reflected far more

  remarkable military skills than those displayed by the attackers, especially when all German operations had to be conducted under the dead hand of Hitler. Since I wrote Overlord, however, my

  own thinking has changed – not about the battlefield performance of the combatants, but about its significance. Moral and social issues are at stake, more important than any narrow military

  judgement.




  A cultural collision took place in Germany in 1945, between societies whose experience of the Second World War was light years apart. What the Soviet and German peoples did, as well as what was

  done to them, bore scant resemblance to the war the American and British knew. There was a chasm between the world of the Western allies, populated by men still striving to act temperately, and the

  Eastern universe in which, on both sides, elemental passions dominated. Although some individuals in Eisenhower’s armies suffered severely, the experience of most falls within a recognizable

  compass of what happens to people in wars. The battle of Arnhem, for instance, is perceived as an epic. Yet the entire combat experience of many British participants was compressed into a few days.

  Barely three thousand men died on the allied side. Among British veterans of north-west Europe, Captain Lord Carrington remembers with considerable affection his service with the Grenadier Guards

  tank regiment: ‘We’d been together a long time. It may sound an odd thing to say, but it was a very happy period. We were young and adventurous. We were winning. One had all one’s

  friends with one. We were a happy family.’ I do not extrapolate from this that British or American soldiers enjoyed themselves. Few sane people like war. But many found 1944–45 not

  unbearable, if they were fortunate enough to escape mutilation or death. Hardly any Americans felt the hatred for the Germans which Pearl Harbor, together with the Japanese cultural ethic expressed

  in the Bataan Death March, engendered towards the soldiers of Nippon.




  It is a sombre experience, by contrast, to interview Russian and German veterans. They endured horrors of a different order of magnitude. It was not uncommon for them to serve with a fighting

  formation for years on end, wounds prompting the only interruptions. The lives of Stalin’s subjects embraced unspeakable miseries, even before the Nazis entered the

  story. I have met many people whose families perished in the famines and purges of the pre-1941 era. One man described to me how his parents, illiterate peasants, were anonymously denounced by

  neighbours as counter-revolutionaries, and shot in 1938 at a prison outside Leningrad – the modern St Petersburg. A woman listening to our conversation interjected: ‘My parents were

  shot at that prison too!’ She employed the commonplace tones one might use in New York or London on discovering that an acquaintance had attended the same school.




  After she spoke, another woman said darkly: ‘You shouldn’t talk about things like that in front of a foreigner.’ In Russia, there is no tradition of pursuing objective

  historical truth. Even in the twenty-first century it remains difficult to persuade a fiercely nationalistic people to speak frankly about the bleaker aspects of their wartime history. Almost all

  important research on the wartime era is being done by foreigners rather than Russians who – led by their president – prefer to draw a veil across Stalin’s years. Some

  twenty-seven million Soviet citizens died in the war,1 while combined US, British and French combat fatalities amounted to less than one million. Yet respect

  for the achievement of the Red Army does nothing to diminish repugnance towards Stalin’s tyranny, entirely as evil as that of Hitler, and towards the deeds that were done in Russia’s

  name in eastern Europe. The Americans and British, God be thanked, inhabited a different universe from that of the Russian soldier.




  As for the Germans, a few years ago I stood in front of a television camera on Hitler’s rostrum at Nuremberg and said how much I admired the courage with which the post-war generation had

  confronted the Nazi legacy. After we finished filming our researcher, a young German woman who has worked on many documentaries about the period, intervened. ‘Excuse me,’ she said.

  ‘I think you are wrong. I believe our people are still in denial about the war.’ I have since thought a great deal about what she said, and concluded that she is partly right. Many

  young Germans are extraordinarily ignorant about the Nazi period. Some older ones seem less troubled by historic guilt today than when I first began meeting their generation, a quarter of a century

  ago. It is as if the horrors of the Nazi years were committed by people quite unrelated to the law-abiding pensioners who now occupy comfortable urban and suburban homes in

  Munich or Stuttgart, Nuremberg or Dresden, citizens in good standing of the European Union.




  A woman described to me how, in May 1945, she stood with her terrified mother and siblings in a villa on the Baltic when two Russian officers burst in. One began to harangue them in fluent

  German about the crimes of their country in the Soviet Union. ‘It was so awful’, she said, ‘having to listen to all this, when we knew that we had done nothing wrong.’ It

  was hardly surprising that she felt this, as a teenager back in 1945. It does seem remarkable that her view was unchanged in 2002. There is a growing assertiveness in Germany about the war crimes

  of the allies. I share the view of German historians such as Jorg Friedrich, that the British and Americans should more honestly confront their undoubted lapses, some of them serious. For instance,

  more than a few Germans were hanged in 1945 for killing prisoners. Such behaviour was not uncommon among allied personnel, yet it seldom, if ever, provoked disciplinary action. New Zealanders

  massacred medical staff and wounded men at a German aid station in North Africa in June 1942. No one was ever called to account, though the episode is well documented. The British submarine

  commander ‘Skip’ Miers systematically machine-gunned German survivors after sinking their ships in the Mediterranean in 1941. Any captured Nazi U-boat commander would have been executed

  in 1945 for such action. Miers, by contrast, received the Victoria Cross and became an admiral.




  I suggested to Jorg Friedrich in a television debate, however, that it might be wise for a German to hesitate before saying anything which implies a moral equivalence between allied excesses and

  the crimes of the Nazis. I admire the attitude of Helmut Schmidt, Germany’s former chancellor, whom I interviewed about his wartime service as a Luftwaffe flak officer. Asked his opinion

  about the behaviour of the Red Army in East Prussia, he responded: ‘You will never hear me, as a German, say anything that suggests a comparison between what happened in East Prussia and the

  behaviour of Germany’s army in the Soviet Union.’




  Some of Hitler’s old adherents remain impenitent, of course. Interviewing a former Waffen SS captain at his home, I noticed on the wall of the lounge his medals and unit badges, which

  twenty years ago would have been discreetly closeted. After listening to his remarkable tale, I said, intending irony, that he seemed to have enjoyed his experience as a soldier. ‘Ach,

  they were great days!’ he exclaimed. ‘The two biggest moments of my life were taking the oath to Hitler’s bodyguard in 1934, and Nuremberg in 1936. You have

  seen the films – the searchlights, the crowds, the Führer? I was there! I was there!’ Another proud veteran of Hitler’s Leibstandarte inquired whether I might be interested

  in helping him to write his memoirs.




  The vast majority of men and women who witness great events recall these solely in terms of personal experience. I met a German woman whose anger about the occupation of her house by GIs, the

  casual theft of cherished possessions, remained as great in 2002 as it had been in 1945. It would have been meaningless to suggest that she should set her grievances in the context of the mass

  murder of the Jews, the devastation of Europe, the destitution of millions. Only personal experience possessed real significance for her.




  I have described the military campaign for Germany, but have made no attempt to embrace every action. This book is a portrait, not an official history. It concentrates on episodes which seem

  especially significant, and individual experiences which illustrate wider truths. My purpose is to consider how and why things happened, or did not happen, rather than to rehearse familiar

  narratives. I have dealt briefly with matters discussed in Overlord, such as the importance of the inferiority of many allied weapons, and especially tanks, to those of the Germans. There is

  likewise little here about the Battle of Berlin. That story has been often told, most recently by the admirable Antony Beevor. For the Berlin battle, I have focused chiefly upon material hitherto

  unpublished, especially from Russian archives. Some episodes which must be discussed, such as Arnhem and the Battle of the Bulge, cannot fail to be familiar. Yet other sagas, such as those of East

  Prussia and the Dutch Hongerwinter, are amazingly little known. It seems fruitless to revisit the last days of Hitler and his fellow gangsters in the bunker, about which a huge popular

  pornography exists. This is a book chiefly about ordinary human beings, to whom extraordinary things happened. Although a few of the people I have interviewed are today famous men – Dr Henry

  Kissinger, Chancellor Helmut Schmidt, Lord Carrington – most, by intent, are not.




  I have devoted a chapter to prisoners of the Reich. Beyond the Jews who were explicitly destined for death, millions of other people were captives or slave labourers in Germany in 1945. It was a

  revelation to hear a survivor of several concentration camps observe: ‘In Auschwitz, you were either alive or you were dead. I have been in worse camps.’ Some soldiers ask: did it

  matter that the allies took so long to liberate Germany? It was an issue of vital moment for hundreds of thousands of Hitler’s subjects and captives who died in 1945, some of whom would have

  lived if their deliverers had been able to hasten just a very little more. Consider for instance Victor Klemperer, the Dresden Jew whose awesome diary records his fears and

  expectation of death, through almost every day of the war years. ‘Perhaps the annihilation of the English “air landing division” at Arnhem is an unimportant, soon to be forgotten

  episode,’ he wrote on 21 September 1944, ‘but it is extremely important to me today.’




  I hope that readers of this book will find much that is new to them, as its discovery was new to me. Even after fifteen years’ exposure to Western historians, Russian archives remain

  wonderful sources of new material. I feel no embarrassment about sometimes accepting conventional wisdom. After almost sixty years, it is unlikely that great secrets remain to be revealed about the

  conduct of the Second World War. The challenge is to improve our perspective upon it, and to reinterpret available evidence. Most new books which claim to have uncovered sensational revelations

  about the war prove to be rubbish. In the eighteenth century Oliver Goldsmith took a view noted by Boswell: ‘When Goldsmith began to write, he determined to commit to paper nothing but what

  was new; but he afterwards found that what was new was generally false, and from that time was no longer solicitous about novelty.’ I remain ‘solicitous about novelty’, but follow

  Goldsmith’s unwillingness to pursue innovation for its own sake. Many of the stories in this book are not state secrets – they simply represent the setting down of experiences which

  have been unremarked, and discussion of issues which seem neglected. One cautionary note is a commonplace for historians, yet bears rehearsing for readers. The statistics given in the text are the

  best available, yet many – especially those relating to casualties – are highly speculative. Error is inescapable when covering a huge canvas and addressing points which will never be

  conclusively resolved. All large numbers relating to the Second World War should be treated with caution.




  I have been writing books about this period for twenty-five years. Familiarity does nothing, however, to diminish one’s awe in the face of the summits of courage some men and women

  attained, the depths of baseness others plumbed. After listening for four hours to the story of a Hungarian Jewish survivor of the Holocaust who lives in New York’s Queens, my wife and I

  waited for a taxi to take us to Kennedy Airport to catch a flight to London. It did not arrive. I grew visibly anxious. ‘Relax!’ cried my hostess cheerfully. ‘It doesn’t

  matter. When you have been in a death camp, you come to see that missing an aeroplane is not very important!’ I blushed then, and I blush now, that I could have displayed before such a woman

  a preoccupation with trivia which is characteristic of the twenty-first century, and which our parents and grandparents perforce shed between 1939 and 1945. My own gratitude never diminishes, that

  our generation has been spared what theirs endured. I believe passionately in the truth of the words inscribed upon so many war memorials in the United States and Britain – ‘They died

  that we might live’.




  The first part of this book is chiefly about what uniformed combatants did to each other. Later, emphasis shifts to the human experience of all manner of people who found themselves in Germany

  in 1945. It should never be forgotten, however, that few of those wearing uniforms thought of themselves as soldiers. The tide of history had merely swept them into an unwelcome season’s

  masquerade as warriors. They, too, were ‘ordinary people’. It is sometimes suggested that too many books are written about the Second World War. Yet the stories still untold about the

  conflict’s human sagas are so extraordinary that it seems a privilege to make a modest contribution to recording them, and to setting them in the context of the most significant event of the

  twentieth century.




  

    Max Hastings


  




  Hungerford, England




  January 2004




  
 





  The Principal Commanders and their Forces




  Although the names of many military commanders who feature in this story will be familiar, it seems helpful to offer a brief guide to the chief protagonists on both sides, and

  their responsibilities.




  

    THE WESTERN ALLIES


  




  General Dwight Eisenhower, as Supreme Commander, directed Anglo-American operations in north-west Europe from SHAEF – Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary

  Force – located at Granville in Brittany in September 1944; later moved to Versailles and thence to Rheims. His chief of staff was US General Walter Bedell Smith. His deputy was the

  British Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder. The British General Sir Bernard Montgomery exercised operational control of the allied armies for D-Day and the Normandy campaign, but

  surrendered this to Eisenhower on 1 September 1944, with the consolation from Churchill of promotion to field-marshal.




  Under SHAEF’s control were the following ground forces:




  The US 12th Army Group, led by General Omar Bradley. Under his command were the US First Army (General Courtney Hodges); the US Third Army (General George

  Patton); and US Ninth Army (General William Simpson). The US Fifteenth Army (General Leonard Gerow) was activated in February 1945. Command of American corps sometimes shifted

  within the armies. At various periods of the campaign, the following US corps served in one or other of Bradley’s armies: III (Major-General John Millikin, then Major-General James

  van Fleet from 16 March 1945); V (Major-General Leonard Gerow, then Major-General Clarence Huebner from 16 January 1945); VII (Lieutenant-General J. Lawton Collins); VIII

  (Major-General Troy Middleton); XII (Major-General Manton Eddy, then Major-General Stafford Le R. Irwin from 20 April 1945); XIII (Major-General Alvan

  Gillem); XVI (Major-General John Anderson); XVIII Airborne (Lieutenant-General Matthew Ridgway); XIX (Major-General Charles Corlett, then Major-General Raymond

  McLain from 17 October 1944); XX (Major-General Walton Walker); XXII (Major-General Ernest Harmon); XXIII (Major-General James Van Fleet, then Major-General Hugh

  Gaffey from 17 March 1945).




  The US 6th Army Group in southern France and later southern Germany was commanded by General Jacob Devers. It comprised the US Seventh Army (General Alexander Patch) and First

  French Army (General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny). For most of the north-west Europe campaign, 6th Army Group – much smaller than 12th – contained five corps: US VI

  (Major-General Lucian Truscott, then Major-General Edward Brooks from 25 October 1944); XV (Major-General Wade Haislip); XXI (Major-General Frank Milburn), together with

  the French I (Lieutenant-General Emile Bethouart) and II (Lieutenant-General Goislard de Montsabert).




  American corps normally contained three divisions. Each infantry division consisted of three fighting regiments plus support troops. A US infantry regiment of 3,000 men was the equivalent of a

  British brigade. An American armoured division was normally divided for operational purposes into two ‘combat commands’ – heavy brigades. Among all the combatants, field artillery

  was integrated into divisions, while heavier guns came under the orders of corps or armies.




  The Anglo-Canadian 21st Army Group was led by Field-Marshal Sir Bernard Montgomery, whose chief of staff was Major-General Frederick de Guingand. Under its

  command was the British Second Army, commanded by General Sir Miles Dempsey. For most of the campaign, Second Army possessed four corps – I, VIII, XII and XXX, led respectively by

  Lieutenant-General John Crocker, Lieutenant-General Sir Richard O’Connor, Lieutenant-General Neil Ritchie and Lieutenant-General Brian Horrocks.




  First Canadian Army was commanded by Lieutenant-General Harry Crerar, and comprised I Canadian Corps (Lieutenant-General Charles Foulkes) and II Canadian Corps

  (Lieutenant-General Guy Simonds). A Polish armoured division served under Canadian command.




  A British or Canadian corps normally comprised two or three divisions, plus specialist troops – engineers, support and logistics personnel. Montgomery’s two army commanders also

  possessed six independent armoured brigades, which were deployed according to operational requirements. A division – at full strength about 15,000 men, much less for an

  armoured division – normally fielded three brigades, each composed of three battalions or armoured regiments. The triangular pattern persisted down the hierarchy, so that a battalion

  comprised three fighting companies, and each company three fighting platoons or tank troops.




  Eisenhower also possessed a strategic reserve, First Allied Airborne Army (Lieutenant-General Lewis Brereton), compromising I British (Lieutenant-General Frederick

  Browning) and XVIII US Airborne Corps (Lieutenant-General Matthew Ridgway). In September 1944, Brereton’s force contained two American and two British divisions. Two more American

  divisions were added in the spring of 1945, while the British 1st Airborne was removed from the order of battle after Arnhem. Brereton never exercised field command of his formations. These were

  placed under the orders of local commanders in north-west Europe as operational requirements demanded.




  

    THE SOVIET UNION


  




  Supreme Commander-in-Chief: Marshal Joseph Stalin




  Each Soviet ‘front’ – the equivalent of a Western allied army group – comprised anything from three to ten armies of 100,000 men, up to a million men in

  all. The ‘fronts’ in 1944–5 are listed here in north–south descending geographical order, from the Baltic to Yugoslavia:




  

    

      Leningrad Front: Marshal Leonid Govorov




      3rd Baltic Front: Colonel-General Ivan Maslennikov (terminated October 1944)




      2nd Baltic Front: General Andrei Eremenko then Govorov from February 1945




      1st Baltic Front: Marshal I. Kh. Bagramyan (merged into 3rd Belorussian 24 January 1945)




      3rd Belorussian Front: General I. Chernyakhovsky, then Marshal Alexandr Vasilevsky from February 1945




      2nd Belorussian Front: Marshal Konstantin Rokossovsky from September 1944




      1st Belorussian Front: Rokossovsky, then Marshal Georgi Zhukov from November 1944




      1st Ukrainian Front: Marshal Ivan Konev




       4th Ukrainian Front: General I. Ye. Petrov, then General A. I. Yeremenko from March 1945




      2nd Ukrainian Front: Marshal Rodion Malinovsky




      3rd Ukrainian Front: Marshal Fydor Tolbukhin


    


  




  The Soviet Union used the same nomenclature for its formations as the Western allies – armies, corps, divisions, brigades, regiments, battalions – but all were much

  smaller than their Anglo-American counterparts. A Soviet rifle division usually comprised between 3,000 and 7,000 men. Formations were granted the honorific title of ‘Guards’ for

  distinguished conduct in action. ‘Shock’ and ‘Tank’ armies fulfilled the functions their titles suggest. Elite formations were trained and equipped to a much higher standard

  than the huge armed rabble which followed the spearheads, of whom little was expected save an ability to occupy ground and absorb enemy fire.




  

    GERMANY


  




  

    

      Army Commander-in-Chief: Adolf Hitler




      Chief of Staff of the High Command of the Armed Forces (OKW): Field-Marshal Wilhelm Keitel




      Chief of the Operations Staff of OKW: Colonel-General Alfred Jodl




      Chief of the General Staff of OKH (Army High Command): Colonel-General Heinz Guderian, then General Hans Krebs from 28 March 1945




      Commander-in-Chief of the Replacement Army: Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler


    


  




  If this structure sounds ambivalent and confusing, so it was to senior German officers at the time, reflecting rival centres of power within the Nazi military hierarchy. Hitler

  changed operational commanders so frequently that it would be wearisome to list all incumbents. The following were the principal holders of some major operational posts in the last months of the

  war:




  

    German forces in the west


  




  Commander-in-Chief West: Field-Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, then Field-Marshal Albert Kesselring (from 10 March 1945)




  Army Group B (Field-Marshal Walter Model) comprised Fifth Panzer Army (Lieutenant-General Hasso von Manteuffel to March 1945), Seventh Army (General Erich Brandenburger,

  then from 20 February 1945 General Hans Felber, then from 25 March 1945 General Von Olstfelder) and Fifteenth Army (General von Zangen). Sixth SS Panzer

  Army (Colonel-General Sepp Dietrich) was also under command until January 1945




  Army Group G (Colonel-General Paul Hausser) comprised First Army (General Otto von Knobelsdorff, then General Hermann Foertsch) and Nineteenth Army (General Wiese to

  16 February 1945, then Foertsch)




  Army Group H (Colonel-General Kurt Student from November 1944 to January 1945, then Colonel-General Johannes von Blaskowitz) comprised First Parachute Army (Student then

  General Alfred Schlemm) and Twenty-fifth Army (Günther Blumentritt then from March 1945 Kleffel)




  

    German forces in Italy


  




  Army Group C (Field-Marshal Albert Kesselring to March 1945, then General Heinrich von Vietinghoff)




  

    German forces in the east


  




  Army Group Centre, which became AG North in January 1945 (General Hans Reinhardt to January 1945, then Colonel-General Lothar Rendulic to March 1945, then

  Walter Weiss to April 1945)




  Army Group Vistula, organized in East Prussia in January 1945 (Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler then Colonel-General Gotthard Heinrici)




  Army Group North Ukraine, which became AG Centre in January 1945 (General Josef Harpe, then from January 1945 Field-Marshal Ferdinand Schörner)




  Army Group South Ukraine, which became AG Ostmark in April 1945 (General Johannes Friessner until December 1944, then General Otto Wohler, then from April 1945 Rendulic)




  Army Group E (Colonel-General Alexander Lohr)




  Army Group F, until disbanded in March 1945 (Field-Marshal Maximilian von Weichs)




  Army Group Kurland (Rendulic in January 1945, von Vietinghoff to March 1945, then Hilpert)




  German forces were organized on roughly similar lines to those of the allies but there was vastly more movement of corps and divisions between commands and fronts. The Waffen

  SS was responsible organizationally to Heinrich Himmler rather than to the Wehrmacht, but its formations were placed under the orders of local commanders as operational

  requirements and the whims of Hitler dictated. In this text, SS officers are described by their military, not SS ranks.




  
 





  
1




  TIME OF HOPE




  Allies of a Kind




  The first of September 1944 marked the fifth anniversary of the German invasion of Poland, outbreak of the Second World War. The struggle had already continued for nine months

  longer than the earlier conflict, once called the Great War. The 1914–18 conflict cost the lives of a mere nine million people. Its successor would account for at least five times that

  number, the overwhelming majority of whom died in the Soviet Union or in China (where their passing remained largely unremarked by Westerners, then or since).




  The British people somewhat flattered themselves about their own role. France, Britain and the dominions were the only belligerents voluntarily to have entered the conflict against

  totalitarianism as a matter of principle in support of Polish freedom, rather than as victims of aggression or in hopes of booty. Churchill’s brilliant defiance in 1940 mitigated

  Hitler’s triumph in western Europe that year. Without his genius, it is likely that Britain would have sued for peace. At no time after June 1940 was there a possibility that British arms

  could defeat Germany, or even play the principal part in doing so. Yet it was characteristic of British self-indulgence that, when Hitler invaded Russia in June 1941, some thoughtful people

  recoiled in disgust from the notion of fighting alongside the bloodstained Soviets, even though their participation opened up the first, perhaps only realistic, prospect of overcoming Hitler.




  In Evelyn Waugh’s great novel Sword of Honour, the British officer Guy Crouchback embraces war in 1939 as a crusade against the modern world in arms. His faith is lost, however,

  when he finds his country allied with the Russians. That was fiction, yet in cool reality the head of the British Army, Sir John Dill, said in 1941 that he considered the Russians ‘so foul

  that he hated the idea of any close association with them’. Dill’s successor as Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Alan Brooke, initially regarded the Soviets

  with both moral and military contempt. Churchill’s government embarked upon a huge propaganda campaign, to convince the British people that ‘Uncle Joe’ Stalin and his nation were

  worthy friends of freedom. This was so successful that in 1945 it proved a painful task to shatter public delusions, to break the news that perhaps the Soviet Union was not quite such a good thing

  after all.




  Yet if the accession of the Soviet Union as an ally prompted equivocal sentiments, that of the United States provided cause for unstinting celebration. ‘So we had won after all!’

  Winston Churchill exulted, on hearing news of Pearl Harbor in December 1941. Between that date and May 1945, the United States devoted 85 per cent of its entire war effort to the struggle against

  Germany. Yet, paradoxically, few Americans ever felt deep animosity towards the Germans, of the kind which they cherished towards the ‘yellow barbarians’ who had attacked them at Pearl

  Harbor. ‘I didn’t work up a great hate of the Germans,’ said Nicholas Kafkalas, a twenty-four-year-old captain commanding an armoured infantry company of 10th Armored Division in

  north-west Europe. ‘They were pretty good soldiers. A lot of Americans felt less engaged against the Germans than against the Japanese.’ By the autumn of 1944, largely armed and

  equipped by the industrial might of the United States, the allies were in no doubt of victory. But the gratitude of the weary, battered, hungry British people was mingled with resentment as they

  watched Americans in their tens of thousands, brash and fresh, clean and rich, pour off the ships on their way to join Eisenhower’s armies. The New World’s soldiers came to harvest the

  fruits of victory without, as the British saw it, having endured their share of the Old World’s pain.




  A thirty-two-year-old academic serving as a combat historian with the US Army in September 1944 read British newspapers. He noted the fears these expressed, that the Americans would claim to

  have won the war on their own. ‘Unfortunately [for the British], nothing can stop our people from claiming the victory,’ Forrest Pogue wrote presciently.




  

    

      They believe the British slow, they over-emphasize their [own] total contribution. The British will never get full credit for their part in winning the war, since their

      greatest glory was holding on in the 1939–42 period. This was negative type of fighting, and will fade . . . Russia will be played down, perhaps, in later years at home . . . Hers was the

      positive sacrifice that broke Germany and made the landing [in Normandy] possible. However, ours was the voice and the helping hand that encouraged England to keep fighting,

      that replaced the terrific loss of matériel suffered by the Russians.


    


  




  All this was true.




  Winston Churchill, whose irrational stubbornness in 1940 had averted Hitler’s triumph, enjoyed the years of victory much less than he had expected. Like his people he was weary, as well a

  man of sixty-nine might be. He suffered increasing ill-health. He was made wretched by consciousness of his shrinking power in the Grand Alliance of Britain, the United States and the Soviet Union.

  He was haunted by apprehension that Hitler’s tyranny in eastern Europe would be supplanted by that of Stalin. In 1940, Britain’s prime minister had been warlord of the sole bastion of

  resistance to the Nazis. In 1942, even if the Soviets treated him with the morbid suspicion due to an old imperialist and adversary of revolution, the Americans deferred to his greatness and to his

  nation’s experience of war. From 1943 onwards, however, Churchill’s influence upon the Grand Alliance dwindled almost to vanishing point. The Soviet Union displayed the icy arrogance it

  considered appropriate, as paymaster of the vast blood sacrifice necessary to bring Hitler’s empire to bay. The United States made plain its intention to determine strategy in the west and

  invade Normandy in summer 1944 – Operation Overlord – as its forces waxed in might while those of Britain waned.




  ‘Up till Overlord,’ wrote Churchill’s private secretary when it was all over, ‘he saw himself as the supreme authority to whom all military decisions were referred. Now,

  he is by force of circumstances little more than a spectator.’ Churchill himself acknowledged this: ‘Up to July 1944 England had a considerable say in things; after that I was conscious

  that it was America who made the big decisions.’ In 1944, the United States produced as many weapons as all the Axis powers together – 40 per cent of the entire armaments employed by

  all the combatants on every front in the Second World War. Tensions grew between Britain’s prime minister and America’s president: ‘Roosevelt envied Churchill’s genius, and

  Churchill increasingly envied Roosevelt’s power,’ in the words of the historian John Grigg. The warmth of public exchanges between the two men masked a private coolness, and especially

  the consequences of Roosevelt’s impatience with Churchill, which became ever more marked in the last months of the war.




  While Roosevelt’s life reflected the highest ideals, he was a much less sentimental and more ruthless man than Churchill. Roosevelt possessed, claims his most recent

  biographer, ‘a more perceptive and less romantic view of the world than Churchill’. This proposition is justified insofar as Roosevelt recognized that the days of empires were done,

  while Churchill’s heart refused to accept the signals of his brain that it was so. Yet any claim of Roosevelt’s superior wisdom becomes hard to sustain convincingly in the light of the

  president’s failure to perceive, as Churchill perceived, the depth of evil which Joseph Stalin and the Soviet Union represented. It may be true that the Western allies lacked the military

  power to prevent the Soviet rape of eastern Europe, but posterity is entitled to wish that Roosevelt had allowed himself to appear less indifferent to it.
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  The British considered that neither the president nor the US Army chief of staff George Marshall, for all his greatness as lead manager of America’s war effort,

  exercised the mastery of strategy that was needed to finish the war quickly. ‘As [Roosevelt’s] grip slackened during the last year of his life,’ argues one of the best historians

  of Anglo-American relations at this period, ‘. . . the President became in some ways a liability in terms of the effective conduct of United States and Allied business . . . his refusal to

  face the facts concerning his own state of health . . . suggest, not so much heroism, as is usually argued, but irresponsibility and an undue belief in his own indispensability, if not a love of

  power.’ Even if this verdict is too harsh and ignores the likelihood that an elected replacement president in January 1945 would have been less impressive than Harry S. Truman, it is hard to

  dispute the assertion that Roosevelt’s judgement was flawed, his grasp upon events visibly slipping, from his 1944 re-election campaign until his death in April the following year.




  Yet American vision about the most important strategic decision of the western war, the assault on the continent, had proved superior to that of the British. As late as the winter of

  1943–4, Churchill continued to fight a rearguard action for his cherished Mediterranean strategy. He pursued the chimera of penetrating Germany through Italy and Yugoslavia. He remained

  instinctively anxious to defer an invasion of north-west Europe, which he feared could become a bloodbath reminiscent of the First World War. Painful experience of the limitations of allied forces

  against those of the Wehrmacht, the greatest fighting machine the world had ever seen, dogged his consciousness. The prime minister always acknowledged that a confrontation in France must come

  sooner or later. But he remained uncharacteristically dilatory about its timing. General2 Sir John Kennedy, Britain’s Director of

  Military Operations, wrote after the war that he doubted whether the invasion of Normandy would have taken place before 1945 but for the insistence of the US chiefs of staff: ‘American

  opinion on the landing in France in 1944 was, without a shadow of doubt, “harder” than ours.’ Franklin Roosevelt could claim personal credit for insisting that D-Day should take

  place when it did. Marshall, likewise, declared with some justice that one of his own principal wartime achievements was to resist Churchill’s follies.




  In the summer of 1944, American confidence in Overlord was triumphantly vindicated on the battlefield. After ten weeks of bitter fighting in Normandy, German forces collapsed in rout. The broken

  remnants of Hitler’s forces staggered away eastwards, leaving almost all their tanks and guns wrecked upon the battlefield. The allies had expected to fight river by river and field by field

  across France. Instead, Paris fell without a fight. In the early days of September, British columns streamed into jubilant Brussels, where they received a far warmer welcome than they had

  encountered from the French, among whom political and psychological wounds ran deep. ‘One got the impression that the Belgians felt they had done their bit by eating their way through the

  war,’ said Captain Lord Carrington of the Guards Armoured Division, one of many allied soldiers astonished by the plenty he found in Belgium, after years of privation at home in Britain.

  Courtney Hodges’s US First Army approached the frontiers of Germany. The vanguard of George Patton’s US Third Army reached the upper Moselle. Huge expanses of territory lay undefended

  by the Nazis. A few feeble divisions, supported by mere companies of tanks against the Anglo-American armoured legions, manned the enemy’s line. For a few halcyon days, allied exhilaration

  and optimism were unbounded.




  Meanwhile in the east, the Soviet Operation Bagration boasted triumphs to match those of the Americans and British. Indeed, the Russians’ achievement was much greater, since they faced

  three German divisions for each one deployed in France. Between 4 July and 29 August, the Red Army advanced more than 300 miles westwards from the start line of its northern summer offensive. The

  fervour of the Russians’ loathing for their enemy was intensified by the desert they found in Belorussia as the Germans retreated – crops ploughed into the ground, all livestock gone, a

  million houses burned, most of the population dead or deported for slave labour. Private Vitold Kubashevsky of 3rd Belorussian Front had already lived through two years of war, but recoiled in

  horror from what he now saw in Belorussia. Once he and his platoon noticed a stench emerging from a shed beside a church, and entered to find it stacked with the rotting corpses

  of local peasants. When correspondents reported on a Nazi death camp found at Maidenek in Poland, where the ashes of 200,000 people were still piled in the crematorium, some Western media –

  including the BBC – refused to publish their dispatches, suspecting a Soviet propaganda ploy. The New York Herald Tribune said: ‘Maybe we should wait for further corroboration of

  the horror story . . . Even on top of all we have been taught of the maniacal Nazi ruthlessness, this example sounds inconceivable . . .’




  By September, the Red Army had recovered all but a small fragment of the Soviet territories lost since 1941. Stalin’s people, who had achieved their decisive victory over Germany at Kursk

  in July 1943, now stood at the borders of East Prussia, and on the Vistula within a few miles of Warsaw. The Germans clung to a mere foothold in Lithuania. Further south, the Russians had driven

  deep into Rumania, and held a line close to the capital, Bucharest. Only in the Carpathian Mountains did the Germans retain a narrow strip of Russian soil. German casualties were horrendous.

  Fifty-seven thousand captives from the Fourth Army were marched through the streets of Moscow on 17 July. Muscovite children jeered and threw stones. A watching six-year-old was so conditioned by

  propaganda images of the enemy that she noted her own astonishment on seeing that these Germans possessed human faces. She had expected to see the features of wild beasts. Most Russian adults

  looked on in grim silence. Yet a Western correspondent watching the shuffling parade of Germans was surprised to hear an old Russian woman mutter: ‘Just like our poor boys . . . driven into

  the war.’ Between July and September, Hitler’s forces lost 215,000 men killed and 627,000 missing or captured in the east. One hundred and six divisions were shattered. Total German

  losses on the Eastern Front that summer – more than two million men killed, wounded, captured and missing – dwarfed those of Stalingrad. It was little wonder that Stalin and his

  marshals were dismissive of Anglo-American successes in France. A recent American study has described Bagration as ‘the most impressive ground operation of the war’. Yet if its gains

  were awesome, so was its human price. Russia’s summer triumphs cost the Red Army 243,508 men killed and 811,603 wounded.




  In the second week of August, Marshal Georgi Zhukov – who had brilliantly orchestrated the summer operations of the two Belorussian Fronts – together with Marshal Konstantin

  Rokossovsky, his subordinate at 1st Belorussian Front, considered with Stalin the possibilities of an early thrust west across Poland, on an axis which would lead finally to Berlin. This was

  rejected, chiefly because Rokossovsky’s forces were exhausted by their long advance, and also because Stalin perceived opportunities elsewhere. Russia’s warlord

  committed his forces, first, to new operations on the Baltic front, where some thirty German divisions held out in coastal enclaves, some of which they retained until May 1945; and, second, to a

  series of major offensives in the Balkans, where several countries lay ripe for Moscow’s taking.




  Militarily, the Balkan campaign was rational but not essential. Politically, however, from Stalin’s viewpoint the temptation was irresistible. On 20 August, the Red Army launched a million

  men into Rumania, whose people were known to be ready to abandon Hitler’s cause. Allied bomber attacks were destroying the country’s oil industry. For many months, the Rumanian

  government had been exploring the possibilities of a deal with Moscow to change sides. Now, the Soviets advanced twenty-five miles on their first day in sectors unconvincingly defended by

  Bucharest’s forces. On 23 August, after a coup in the capital, Rumania announced its defection to the allies. German intelligence, always the weakest arm of Hitler’s war effort, was

  taken wholly by surprise. Rumania would now provide the Red Army’s path to the Danube delta, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Austria and Czechoslovakia. Some 70,000 German troops staged a

  fierce, brilliant breakout from Soviet encirclement, but many more found themselves cut off. The Red Army entered Bucharest on 31 August, having covered 250 miles in twelve days. The Rumanian Army

  had fought alongside the Germans, albeit ineffectually, throughout Hitler’s campaigns in Russia. Now, when a Rumanian delegation arrived in Mosow and was shown into the office of

  Stalin’s foreign minister, Molotov demanded contemptuously: ‘What were you looking for in Stalingrad?’




  In Bucharest, the Rumanian Jewish writer Iosif Hechter described in his diary a mood of:




  

    

      bewilderment, fear, doubt. Russian soldiers who rape women . . . Soldiers who stop cars in the street, order the driver and passengers out, then get behind the wheel and

      disappear. This afternoon three of them burst into Zaharia’s, rummaged through the strongbox, and made off with some watches . . . I can’t treat these incidents and accidents as too

      tragic. They strike me as normal – even just. It is not right that Rumania should get off too lightly. This opulent, carefree, frivolous Bucharest is a provocation for an army coming from

      a country laid waste.


    


  




  When Hechter and his kind, delivered from the spectre of the death camps, clapped wildly as Soviet columns marched through the streets, other Rumanians

  ‘looked askance at the “applauding yids” ’. Hechter gazed upon the weary, filthy, often ragged Red soldiers and reflected: ‘Ils ne payent pas

  d’apparence’ – ‘They don’t look much, but they are conquering the world.’




  Though the Soviets’ pace slowed as difficulties of supply and maintenance overtook their armies, they maintained their push throughout September. The battle for Rumania cost the Germans

  some 230,000 men, and the Soviet Union 46,783 dead and 171,426 wounded, along with 2,200 tanks and 528 aircraft. To maintain a perspective between east and west, we should note that one of the

  least bloody Soviet operations of 1944–5 thus incurred greater casualties than those of the British and Canadians in the entire campaign for north-west Europe. Bulgaria, however, fell without

  a shot being fired. As soon as Russian troops crossed its border on 8 September, they were greeted by their supposed Bulgarian adversaries assembled in parade order with red banners unfurled and

  bands playing.




  Hardly a single one of the Soviet soldiers now pouring into eastern Europe had ever before set foot outside his own country. They were fascinated, and sometimes repelled, by a host of novelties.

  ‘Russians had a stereotype of Poland as a bourgeois capitalist state hostile to the Soviet Union,’ writes a Russian historian. ‘I can’t say we liked Poland much,’

  wrote a Russian soldier. ‘We saw nothing nothing noble there. Everything was bourgeois and commonplace. They looked at us in a very unfriendly way. They just wanted to rip off their

  liberators.’ Russian soldiers were ordered to respect Polish property, yet few took heed. When a man was reprimanded for stealing a sheep, his comrades protested. ‘Come on, we

  said,’ one of them remembered, ‘what’s a sheep? This man has been fighting since Stalingrad.’




  Lieutenant Valentin Krulik could not understand why Rumanian peasant houses allowed cooking smoke to seep out through their front doors, until he learned that the state imposed a chimney tax.

  After the desperate poverty of the Rumanian countryside, he and his men were bewildered to find the capital, Bucharest, ablaze with lights, its shops open and full of goods. As Major Dmitry

  Kalafati led an artillery battery through the first Bulgarian villages in his Willys jeep, their vehicles were bombarded with water melons. The first Bulgarian troops they met said simply:

  ‘We’re not going to fight you Russians.’ Kalafati drove unimpeded for miles across Bulgaria and into Yugoslavia in his cherished jeep with the commander of 3rd Ukrainian Front.

  The Russians liked Yugoslavia, but some found the Yugoslav people, and especially Tito’s communist partisans, conceited and condescending: ‘They seemed to look down on us.’

  Lieutenant Vladimir Gormin, one of the Russian gunners supporting the Yugoslavs, admired the partisans’ spirit, but was doubtful about the tactical merits of their

  practice of advancing into action behind an accordionist singing nationalist songs. Yulia Pozdnyakova’s signals unit was billeted for a time in the immense castle of a Polish count. Among the

  flowerbeds were stone reliefs of Poles who had fought with Napoleon’s army in Russia in 1812. The young Russian girl felt very angry: ‘I was indignant that anybody could have lived like

  this count, waited upon hand and foot. I had never seen anything like it in Russia – the huge baths, the marble statues of naked women. It seemed all wrong.’




  It is the nature of every soldier in every war to focus overwhelmingly upon his own prospects of life and death, rather than to think much about distant battlefields. The men of the Red Army

  cared little for the doings of their allies, save that they were thankful for American trucks and canned meat. Among many other commodities, the United States supplied to the Soviet Union 500,000

  vehicles, 35,000 radio sets, 380,000 field telephones and a million miles of signal wire. Few Russians were ever allowed to know that they marched to Berlin in boots manufactured by the US under

  Lend–Lease, or that much of the Soviet Union’s aircraft production was made possible by American aluminium supplies. Moscow never acknowledged that, from late 1943 onwards, only 20 per

  cent of the Luftwaffe was deployed on the Eastern Front, because the remainder was fighting the Western allies over Germany.




  American ships which delivered vast consignments of equipment were rigidly quarantined in Russian ports. Every member of their crews was treated as a prospective spy and political seducer of

  Soviet citizens. ‘Three of our agents have been introduced into the dock unloading crews,’ the local NKVD chief reported to Lavrenti Beria, overlord of Stalin’s security

  apparatus, when an American freighter docked at Sebastopol. ‘The main purpose is to prevent possible attempts to plant US agents in the port, and to prevent possible provocation by hostile

  elements among the crew, and to prevent any contact between port staff and the crew. Female agents who have received most detailed briefings will be kept in close touch with officers who come

  ashore.’ Yet Roosevelt continued to believe that he could do business with Stalin in a way that Churchill could not. The US ambassador in Moscow, Averell Harriman, who had become converted to

  a deeply sombre view of the Soviet Union, visited Roosevelt in November 1944 to urge the need for much greater American toughness towards Stalin. He emerged despondent: ‘I do not believe that

  I have convinced the President of the importance of a vigilant, firm policy,’ he wrote. Many Americans were more troubled by the residual imperial ambitions of their

  British ally than by the designs of their Russian one upon eastern Europe. ‘The British would take land anywhere in the world, even if it were a rock or a sandbar,’ Roosevelt observed

  caustically to his secretary of state. A letter-writer to the San Francisco Chronicle complained that ‘American boys spilled their blood in Europe to protect the mighty Empire . . .

  Yesterday in her dark hour England whimpered for aid against the arrogant. Today, the winning of her battle made certain by the blood and wealth of America, England is arrogant.’ Washington

  strove manfully to sustain a working relationship with Moscow, despite relentless Soviet slights.




  Russians nursed a contempt, not discouraged by Stalin, for the belated achievement of Overlord. ‘We spoke very little about the Second Front,’ said artillery officer Major Yury

  Ryakhovsky. ‘We never felt any weakening of German pressure because of what the Western allies were doing – indeed, we didn’t feel they were doing much. Their campaign was merely

  a splinter in Germany’s side.’ ‘It was a pity the Americans and British did not start fighting sooner,’ said Lieutenant Pavel Nikiforov sardonically, observing that he

  himself had been wounded in action three times before the first allied soldier stepped ashore on D-Day.




  Soviet behaviour towards the West throughout the Second World War conformed to an historic pattern identified by the historian Orlando Figes: ‘complex feelings of insecurity, of envy and

  resentment towards Europe . . . define the Russian national consciousness’. A Rumanian who visited Russia in September 1944 was awed by the hardships being endured by the population, and

  noted a mixture of arrogance and inferiority complex in Russian attitudes towards the world: ‘They are aware of their great victories but at the same time fear they are not being shown

  sufficient respect. This upsets them.’ The Russians scorned the political hypocrisy which they perceived in their Western allies. The Anglo-Americans exercised their consciences about the

  future governance of Bulgaria and Rumania while appearing wholly indifferent to Soviet expressions of concern about continuing fascist dictatorship in Spain. Here were characteristic bourgeois

  double standards. The Yugoslav partisan leader Milovan Djilas wrote after a meeting with Stalin in June 1944: ‘I was filled with admiration for the ruthless, inexhaustible will of the Soviet

  leaders. And with horror for the endlessness of the cunning and evil that surrounded Russia.’ John Erickson, British chronicler of the Red Army, speaks of a mood of ‘embattled

  isolation’ among both Soviet soldiers and civilians.




  The Russians revealed to the Western allies next to nothing about their operational plans. American pleas to deploy liaison officers at Soviet Army headquarters were

  summarily rejected. For all the public courtesies exchanged between Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin, a spiritual divide separated Russia from its Western partners, which would become an abyss as

  the season approached to garner the spoils of victory. That majestic wartime phrase ‘the Grand Alliance’ masked the reality that the Anglo-Americans and Russians were joined only by the

  purpose of destroying Hitler. Whatever Roosevelt’s suspicions of Churchill, the war aims of the United States and Britain were largely unselfish. Those of the Soviet Union were not.

  Stalin’s ambitions now embraced a lust for vengeance and conquest on a colossal scale. This was understood by every German who had participated in his nation’s three-year rampage across

  the Soviet Union, or who was aware of what had taken place. It sometimes seemed that the Western allies were mere intruders, uncomprehending eavesdroppers, upon the death struggle taking place

  between the two rival tyrannies in eastern Europe.




  At no time during the autumn and winter was the entire Eastern Front tranquil. But, for five months between mid-August 1944 and mid-January 1945, the line in Poland remained almost static. The

  Red Army could not have sustained simultaneous operations in Poland, on the Baltic front and in the Balkans. The Russians needed hard ground to move tanks, and precious little was available in

  Europe before the turn of the year. It remains just plausible that Stalin could have pushed towards Berlin, and thus ended the war sooner, had the Soviet Union conducted strategy solely in

  accordance with military objectives. Instead, however, Stalin chose to secure the Balkans before amassing munitions for a new offensive on the Vistula river in central Poland, the decisive front

  against the Wehrmacht. Zhukov’s armies began an autumn and winter of patient preparation, gathering their strength and extending their immense supply lines before launching Russia’s

  mighty blow, towards the heart of Germany.




  ‘Everything Is Going So Wonderfully Well’




  The peoples of the democracies liked to suppose themselves better informed than those of the tyrannies concerning both the war and the world in which they lived. Yet in the

  autumn of 1944 many American and British soldiers fighting in the west shared an indifference and an ignorance about the misty struggle in the east which mirrored attitudes

  within the Red Army towards the Western allies. ‘In those days, we knew so little about the Russians,’ said Major William Deedes of 12th King’s Royal Rifle Corps. ‘We were

  amazingly ignorant about what they were doing. We were much more interested in listening to Vera Lynn on the radio.’ Field-Marshal Montgomery, visiting the Polish division under his command,

  blithely inquired of its commander whether, at home, Poles communicated with each other in the Russian or German language. He would no doubt have been amazed to be informed that Poland had a longer

  independent history than Russia. American and British generals were aware of Soviet victories, but knew nothing of Soviet intentions. They were entirely preoccupied with the next phase of their own

  war, the thrust towards the Rhine. They took for granted the pre-eminence of their own operations, because such is human nature.




  American and British soldiers had fought battles in France through June and July which inflicted sufferings upon the infantry as grievous as any of the war, and which indeed matched the unit

  casualties of some 1916 actions. The British 4th Wiltshires, for instance, had been gravely depleted. In September the battalion’s companies were reduced to eighty-odd men apiece, and many

  platoons were led by NCOs rather than officers. Captain ‘Dim’ Robbins, a company commander, said: ‘Normandy had been a shattering experience for us. We hadn’t realized the

  Germans were quite that good, even though they had nothing like what we had.’




  Many men of the British Army were very tired. A few had fought through France in 1940. More had served in Egypt, Libya, Tunisia in 1941 and 1942, through Sicily and Italy in 1943. Even those who

  remained in England without seeing combat had lived for years amid bombing and rationing, squalor and ruins and family separation. Most felt that they had ‘done their bit’ and, in the

  case of the Mediterranean veterans, more than their bit. Before D-Day, in 5th Royal Tanks a mutiny was only narrowly averted. Returning home after three years with Eighth Army, they were told that

  they must fight another great battle, and were deeply distressed. 6th Green Howards, who had campaigned through the desert, Sicily and Normandy, were so depleted by September that the unit was

  broken up. ‘We thought: that’s it then. Some other buggers can carry on now,’ wrote one of the survivors, Private George Jackson. ‘But no, we were all split up and sent to

  reinforce other units that were desperately short of personnel. It seemed unfair, to say the least. Some of my mates were not really young, had wives and kids, while fit young

  men were still in England driving lorries or doing army accounts.’




  Meanwhile American sensitivity about the relative feebleness of the British contribution was growing. Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana complained in Congress: ‘It is hard for me to

  understand why we, with the biggest army in the world, should find it necessary to draft more men when we have four times as many in the war as the British.’ Some important Americans, their

  president foremost among them, were morbidly suspicious of what they perceived as Churchillian attempts to sacrifice American lives in support of the restoration of the British Empire. The United

  States had accepted in 1942 the policy urged upon it by the British of ‘Germany first’. But many Americans, including a few at the summits of command, regarded the European war as

  regrettable business to be concluded before their country settled accounts with its principal enemy, Japan.




  The divide between the Western allies and the Germans and Russians was most strikingly reflected in their attitude to casualties. Stalin’s commanders looked forward to the last phase of

  the struggle for Europe with their customary indifference to death and suffering, save insofar as these influenced the Red Army’s ability to fight its next battle. The leaders of Germany had

  conducted a romance with death for more than a decade. They still cherished hopes of final victory, though it was already plain that Hitler would settle almost equally willingly for a climactic

  bloodbath worthy of the Third Reich’s place in history.




  General Dwight Eisenhower’s citizen soldiers, by contrast, were united in September 1944 by relief that after Normandy the end was in sight. Enough blood had been shed. It was good to

  believe that now it was a matter of mopping up. After the breakout in France, in Captain ‘Dim’ Robbins’s words: ‘we were told that the German Army was wrecked. It was just a

  question of crossing the Rhine.’ Men thanked their stars for approaching deliverance, and many resolved to take as few chances as possible in the last days. On 28 August, the British Air

  Ministry circulated a memorandum to all RAF commands about precautionary measures for celebrations of the end of the war. There should be no extravagant or destructive displays, it warned.

  Commanding officers should ensure that personnel had no unauthorized access to firearms, explosives or pyrotechnics. ‘Everything is going so wonderfully well,’ Colonel George

  Turner-Cain, commanding the British 1st Herefords, wrote in his diary on 1 September, ‘with the Huns showing little fight. Most seem content to give themselves up.’

  Four days later, he recorded: ‘Rumours flying in streams. Swiss radio says Hitler has gone to Spain and peace has been declared.’




  Many Germans seemed eager to abandon the struggle. ‘A Jerry gives himself up to us in a cabbage field,’ Trooper John Thorpe of the 2nd Fife & Forfar Yeomanry wrote in his diary

  on 2 September. ‘The water is running out of his clothes, he’s covered in mud and shaking with cold and fright. We give him a biscuit and hand him over to our infantry.’

  ‘Dear Mum,’ Lieutenant Michael Gow of the Scots Guards wrote home on 1 September, ‘Isn’t the news splendid? At last it seems that the German withdrawal, which in many

  respects was as masterly as our advance, has turned into a rout.’




  The weary remnants of I SS Panzer Corps found themselves approaching the little town of Troisvierges, just inside Luxembourg, on their retreat into Germany. ‘We could not believe our

  eyes,’ said Captain Herbert Rink, one of its battle-group commanders.




  

    

      Down in the town stood the entire population along the main street, flowers and drinks in hand. They were clearly waiting for the liberation forces . . . We did not have

      much time, if we wanted to beat the Americans to the town . . . We raced out of the forest . . . turned down the main street, keeping a watch to the south, and drove slowly past the waiting

      people . . . Never in my life have I seen people so quiet and embarrassed. They did not know what to do with their flowers. They looked at the ground. Their hands sank in a helpless

      gesture.


    


  




  Fortunately for the people of Troisvierges, the Americans were indeed close behind the SS half-tracks.




  A Dutch doctor, Fritz van den Broek, was on holiday with his family near Maastricht. He gazed in wonder upon the spectacle of German occupation troops fleeing eastward on dolle Dinsdag

  – ‘Crazy Tuesday’, as the Dutch christened 5 September – laden with the booty of half Europe – paintings, furniture, carpets, clocks, even pigs. The doctor thought,

  ‘Well, that’s it then,’ and took the train complacently home to Dordrecht, untroubled even by the interruptions to his journey caused by strafing Spitfires, to wait out the few

  days that seemed likely to intervene before liberation. ‘It was a glorious feeling when we heard of the allied breakout,’ said twenty-year-old Theodore Wempe, a Dutch Resistance worker

  in Apeldoorn. ‘The Germans seemed completely panic-stricken. We expected each day to be the last of the war’.




  ‘This period was made up of fruit,’ wrote Brigadier John Stone, chief engineer of the British Second Army. ‘Belgians stood by the roads with baskets of

  grapes, pears, apples, plums and peaches. If you stopped for a moment, presents were pressed on you, and a refusal hurt the offerer very much.’ ‘As we went across France with no

  resistance of any moment in front of us, we were racing towards Germany,’ recorded General Omar Bradley’s aide Colonel Chester Hansen. ‘I thought they might quit.’ In the

  first week of September, 67 per cent of Americans questioned for a Gallup poll said that they expected the war to be over by Christmas. The British embassy in Washington reported to London on the

  national mood: ‘Early victory in the European campaign continues to be taken for granted.’ The Allied Control Commission for Germany was ‘called upon to make itself ready to

  operate in Berlin by 1st November’. ‘Until mid-September,’ observed Sergeant Forrest Pogue, ‘the intelligence estimates all along the lines were marked by almost hysterical

  optimism.’




  On 4 September, for planning purposes the British Cabinet accepted 31 December as the likely date for the end of the war. The US War Production Board in Washington cancelled some military

  contracts, on the assumption that the material would not be needed. On 8 September the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Alan Brooke, told the prime minister that, while the chiefs of staff

  did not ignore the possibility of continued German resistance, it seemed unlikely that the Nazis could survive the winter. Churchill, almost alone, dissented. He wrote to the Joint Intelligence

  Committee: ‘It is at least as likely that Hitler will be fighting on 1 January as it is that he will collapse before then. If he does collapse before then, the reasons will be political

  rather than military.’ More than any other man at the summit of Anglo-American power, the prime minister respected the fighting power of the German Army and had grown painfully familiar with

  the limitations of the armies of the democracies.




  Yet what could the enemy fight with? Ultra, the wonderful fount of intelligence which poured forth to allied commanders from Bletchley Park the daily riches of decoded German signals traffic,

  detailed the enemy’s weakness. An intelligence estimate on 12 September suggested that the Germans could deploy only nineteen divisions for the defence of the West Wall – the frontier

  fortification of Germany also known as the Siegfried Line – reinforced with a further five or six by the end of the month: ‘The West Wall cannot be held with this amount, even when

  supplemented by enemy oddments and large amounts of flak.’ A jubilant intelligence summary by British Second Army on 5 September suggested that partisan activity against the allies would

  henceforward pose a more serious threat to the allied advance than the wreckage of the German Army:




  

    

      [It] is tolerably certain that the enemy has not kept at home a reserve which is well enough trained or equipped to hold an invading force at bay for long, particularly if

      the latter includes armour . . . But invasion of Germany is different to invasion of France. The population will not be friendly . . . pockets left may be more than a nuisance, and sniping,

      minor attacks on single vehicles, staff cars etc may be prevalent. Even if a breakthrough proves relatively easy, the enemy left behind will have to be cleaned up. The population, which may be

      provided with small arms, will need to be disarmed.


    


  




  American commanders shared this mood. Bradley’s aide recorded on 5 September: ‘Brad believes the Germans may either fold up with our crossing of the Rhine, or . . . as long as the SS

  has its hold, we may be forced into a guerrilla clean-up of the entire country, a costly and troublesome process.’ Nor did the enemy seem to dissent. Field-Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt told

  Hitler on 7 September that it would be six weeks before the West Wall could be manned and made defensible. Meanwhile, Army Group B – the principal German force in the west – possessed

  just a hundred tanks with which to confront the allies’ 2,000. Ludwig Seyffert, a general commanding the German 348th Division, told interrogators after his capture on 6 September: ‘The

  allies should be in the heart of Germany in less than two months.’ On 4 September, Corporal Joseph Kolb wrote home from the beleaguered German garrison at Calais: ‘I am still alive, but

  perhaps this will be my last letter of all to you. How we shall end up I don’t know – either dead or in captivity.’ Likewise Private Fritz Gerber: ‘Our only hope is to be

  taken prisoner. Now, my dear ones, I send you my last greetings from the West, and should we not see each other again in this world, we must hope to be reunited in another one above.’

  Sergeant Helmut Günther, serving with the ruins of 17th SS Panzergrenadiers on the Moselle, said: ‘We were amazed that it took the allies so long to engage us. We were utterly exhausted.

  Yet we were given the chance to catch our breath and regroup at Metz. It seemed extraordinary.’




  Inside the Third Reich, among informed people with no connection to Hitler’s regime, there was a desperate impatience for the end. Only peace could bring a halt to relentless death. Allied

  victory would mean a chance of life for millions of captives, not least those who had dared to oppose Nazi tyranny. ‘For the thousands locked up by the Gestapo and for those who were still waiting to be picked up,’ wrote Paul von Stemann, a Danish journalist who spent the war in Berlin, ‘it seemed to be a race with their lives at stake.

  “If they can only hold on till October,” somebody said, “the allies will be here and they will be safe.” Somebody else said: “The war cannot last till Christmas

  – it is only a matter of perseverance.” ’ Von Stemann was startled to hear Germany’s official military spokesman, Major Sommerfeldt, observe casually one day in September

  that he expected the allies to break through the Siegfried Line at any time, ‘and then the war will be over in 14 days’. Off the record or not, Sommerfeldt’s words seemed to the

  journalist a revelation of despair within the Wehrmacht.




  Throughout Germany, by an order of 24 August Reich Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels closed theatres, cabarets and drama schools, and disbanded all orchestras except those essential for radio

  broadcasting. Only scientific and technical literature, school books and ‘certain standard political works’ continued to be published. The working week was extended to sixty hours, and

  a ‘temporary’ ban on holidays was imposed. Frau Keuchel of Betzdorf wrote to her husband: ‘It is dreadful to read the communiqués and realize that Tommy is progressing

  further, or rather coming nearer, every hour. Here, people are full of fears . . . No doubt you will have heard of the complete ban on holidays and now, to cap it all, the 60-hour working week. If

  I was to fulfil this, I would have to leave Betzdorf at four in the morning to get to the office!’




  From Weichselstadt in Poland, Frau Kaiser wrote to her husband, a sergeant-major on the Western Front: ‘My nerves are bad . . . Your little girl is very sick – food poisoning and

  high fever. Even the doctor doesn’t know what has caused it. I think it is the war. The food is bad and the bread is terrible. What will become of us? You are so far away and I am so alone.

  Day and night we hear the rumble in the distance. Everyone has to dig trenches, Poles and Germans alike. Couldn’t you manage to get yourself captured in one of the encirclements?’ Frau

  Strauch, a sergeant’s wife, wrote in similar vein: ‘Today is Sunday, overcast and cold, and my state of mind matches the weather. I could cry. Yet I still cannot believe that God will

  permit that we Germans should be ruled by murderers like the Russians.’




  On 3 September, Field-Marshal Walter Model, ‘the Führer’s fireman’ who had succeeded as C-in-C of Army Group B after the suicide of the defeated Günther von Kluge,

  issued an order of the day to his men: ‘We have lost a battle, but I tell you – we shall still win this war. I cannot say more now, although I know that there are many questions burning

  on the lips of every soldier. Despite everything that has happened, do not allow your confident faith in Germany’s future to be shaken . . . This hour will separate the

  real men from the weaklings.’ Model’s enigmatic words reflected only his hopes for Hitler’s new rockets and jet fighters, none of which offered a realistic prospect of averting

  defeat. The Americans later computed that 24,000 conventional combat aircraft could have been built with the German resources squandered on ‘wonder weapons’. Yet the short, stocky,

  frankly uncouth commander of Army Group B remained unswervingly loyal to Hitler. For all Model’s competence as a commander, his behaviour, like that of many of his colleagues, reflected a

  refusal to confront reality. Rational military analysis led inexorably to despair.




  Yet an astonishing number of German soldiers remained convinced that the war might be won. A straw poll was conducted among eighty-two prisoners of the Luftwaffe’s 6th Parachute Division.

  Asked whether they still believed Germany would prevail, even in captivity thirty-two men replied ‘certainly’; fifteen ‘possibly’; nine ‘doubtful’; sixteen

  ‘impossible’; and ten refused to express an opinion. Captain Hans-Otto Polluhmer, former signals officer of 10th SS Panzer, nursed feelings of guilt, ‘a belief that I had let the

  side down’, even as he languished at Camp Polk, Oklahoma, after being captured at the Falaise Gap. Many of Polluhmer’s fellow prisoners still believed victory attainable, and some of

  them physically assaulted ‘weaklings’ who revealed doubt. Eugen Ernst, a Wehrmacht reserve colonel captured in Holland, wrote to his family from prison camp in England, asserting boldly

  that he expected Germany’s new wonder weapons would soon arrive and turn the tide of the war. An American survey of German PoWs showed that more than two-thirds still expressed belief in

  their Führer as late as November 1944. The Nazis’ assiduous cultivation of the warrior ethos had created some young fanatics of the Waffen SS who simply liked fighting for its own sake,

  even now that they were losing the war. A captain of 1st SS Panzer said: ‘We reached a point where we were not concerned for ourselves or even for Germany, but lived entirely for the next

  clash, the next engagement with the enemy. There was a tremendous sense of “being”, an exhilarating feeling that every nerve in the body was alive to the fight.’




  Private Bruno Bochum harboured no such sentiments. Like many of his comrades, the nineteen-year-old flak gun captain simply considered himself to be in the business of survival. Most of his

  battery’s 20mm guns were lost during their retreat from Brussels. At one moment, they found themselves fleeing eastwards, while a column of British armoured cars raced them on a parallel

  road. By the time Bochum’s group reached the Albert Canal, just one of their guns was left, together with a hundred gunners. The wreckage of the canal bridge was

  negotiable by men on foot, but impassable to vehicles. They pushed their truck and gun into the canal, and swarmed across the bridge girders under British fire. Then they walked day and night in

  search of their unit, constantly losing stragglers. Bochum somehow evaded the questing military police, who were rounding up fugitives like himself, made his way home to Mönchengladbach, broke

  into his family’s empty apartment and sank gratefully into a bath: ‘We recognized that the war was lost, but there was nothing we could do to hasten its ending.’ After considering

  his predicament, he saw no choice save to quit Mönchengladbach and rejoin the remains of his unit, with which he then served to the end.




  ‘Throughout August,’ wrote a British staff officer, ‘strategic policies remained confused . . . In the atmosphere of indecision combined with euphoria.’ The first of the

  errors which denied the Anglo-Americans a breakthrough into Germany in 1944 was made on 21st Army Group’s front. On 4 September, the British 11th Armoured Division exulted as its men reported

  to Second Army that they had overrun the giant port of Antwerp in Belgium, with its facilities intact. This was a real stroke of fortune. Every officer in the allied armies knew that supplies, and

  ports for unloading them, were now the vital factor in enabling the allies to finish the war. At that moment, had they chosen to do so, the British could have driven onwards up the forty-mile coast

  of the Scheldt which linked Antwerp to the sea with nothing to stop them. The battered German Fifteenth Army, comprising 100,000 men who had lost most of their transport, would have been isolated

  if the British had advanced just a few miles further. For Fifteenth Army’s commander, General Gustav von Zangen, the arrival of 11th Armoured in Antwerp was ‘a stunning surprise’,

  which presaged doom for his forces.




  Yet now the British made one of the gravest and most culpable errors of the campaign. They failed to perceive, as the Germans at once perceived, that Antwerp was useless as long as the allies

  did not command its approaches. No ship could negotiate forty miles of German coastal artillery and minefields. The Royal Navy had repeatedly warned both SHAEF and 21st Army Group that it was

  essential to secure the banks of the Scheldt before the port could become operational. Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay wrote to SHAEF, copied to Montgomery, on 3 September, the day before 11th Armoured

  Division reached the docks: ‘Both Antwerp and Rotterdam are highly vulnerable to mining and blocking. If the enemy succeeds in these operations, the time it will take to

  open ports cannot be estimated . . . It will be necessary for coastal batteries to be captured before approach channels to the river route can be established.’ Even as the tanks of 11th

  Armoured deployed in Antwerp, Belgian Resistance leaders warned of the vital importance of the Scheldt. Exhausted British officers, sated by the dash across Belgium they had just accomplished,

  brushed the civilians aside. Many of the liberators were so weary that they fell asleep in the tanks where they halted.




  While the British celebrated, refuelled and rearmed, the Germans acted. Von Zangen was ordered at once to move his forces across the Scheldt, to occupy the island of Walcheren, commanding the

  river estuary from the north-east, and to secure an escape route northwards into Holland for the rest of his army. ‘Pip’ Roberts, the slight, energetic thirty-eight-year-old commander

  of 11th Armoured Division which had occupied Antwerp, believed the British would thereafter be driving on eastwards, towards the Ruhr. The northern fragment of Holland seemed to him irrelevant. His

  division’s post-war history observed apologetically: ‘Had any indication been given that a further advance north was envisaged, these bridges might have been seized within a few hours

  of our entry.’ As the Germans blew the Albert Canal bridge a few hours after the arrival of Roberts’s men, ‘I realised that I had made a great error . . . This sort of situation

  is just like boxing; if your opponent seems a little groggy, you must keep up the pressure.’ Roberts was too self-critical. It seems wrong to place responsibility for British failure upon

  either himself or his corps commander, Horrocks. It was not their business to identify strategic objectives. Blame must be laid at the doors of Eisenhower, Montgomery and possibly Dempsey,

  commanding Second Army. Each man had by this stage of this war enjoyed ample opportunities to recognize the importance of speed in all dealings with the Germans on the battlefield. Yet none made

  any attempt to galvanize Roberts’s tired soldiers. Given Montgomery’s contempt for his Supreme Commander’s lack of strategic insight, the British field-marshal might have been

  expected to see for himself the pivotal importance of the Antwerp approaches.




  Over the days that followed 11th Armoured’s arrival at the port, the Germans used boats and ferries, chiefly by night, to carry out an operation as skilful and as important as their

  withdrawal from Sicily into Italy across the Straits of Messina a year before. In sixteen days, they moved 65,000 men, 225 guns, 750 trucks and 1,000 horses across the waterway north-west of

  Antwerp. While some men were left to hold the Scheldt approaches, the remainder escaped across the base of the Beveland Isthmus into Holland, to play a critical role in

  thwarting the British through the battles that followed. The German evacuation was comprehensively monitored by British decoders at Bletchley Park. Every enemy movement was reported to SHAEF and

  21st Army Group. Yet no effective action was taken to interdict the Scheldt. The area was heavily mined by the Germans, and thus allied warships could not intervene from the North Sea. RAF aircraft

  of 84 Group repeatedly attacked the enemy’s ferry crossings, and sank some ships. But the Germans were able to maintain an effective shuttle through the hours of darkness, when

  fighter-bombers could not interfere.




  Only on 13 September, nine leisurely days after Antwerp was seized, was belated action begun to clear the Scheldt approaches. First Canadian Army was given the task. Its infantry divisions,

  however, were still committed to securing the French Channel ports. The only available formations were the Canadian 4th and 1st Polish Armoured Divisions. Tanks were wholly unsuitable for canal

  country, and the Canadians’ infantry support was very weak. When the Algonquin Regiment set out in assault boats to cross the Leopold Canal and clear its north bank in advance of an armoured

  thrust, the unit met disaster. German counter-attacks battered its frail bridgehead into submission. On 14 September the survivors retired, having lost twenty-nine men killed, fifty-eight wounded

  and sixty-six taken prisoner – 42 per cent of the battalion’s already depleted strength. The retreating Canadians were ferried back across the canal under heavy fire by volunteers among

  their German prisoners, who seemed eager not to be deprived of the privilege of captivity.




  Tactical responsibility for this débâcle was divided. General Harry Crerar, commander of First Canadian Army, was poorly regarded by his British colleagues – ‘quite

  unfit to command troops’, in Montgomery’s withering words. Montgomery lambasted Crerar on the evening of 3 September for having missed an army commanders’ meeting earlier that

  day, because the Canadian was attending a memorial service for the victims of the disastrous 1942 raid on Dieppe. ‘The C-in-C intimated that . . . the Canadian aspect of the Dieppe ceremonial

  was of no importance compared to getting on with the war.’ Crerar’s deputy, Lieutenant-General Guy Simonds, Canada’s outstanding soldier of the campaign, from the outset

  identified the importance of seizing the Scheldt approaches. He urged this on Crerar, suggesting that the French ports were a far less urgent priority. But after the Canadian general’s

  bruising encounter on 3 September he showed no appetite for renewed debate with his army-group commander: ‘Crerar refused to raise the issue with Monty.’ The

  consequence was that most of the Canadians persisted with the marginal task of clearing encircled French ports of Germans, while the Scheldt approaches received nothing like the urgent commitment

  they needed.




  It was acknowledged that the Canadians’ mission would require stronger forces. The operation was abandoned until men became available. Amazingly, for three weeks the Germans were left in

  peace to fortify their positions. This was the first of many instances of lethargy that would dog the allied campaign. In the happy hangover that followed victory in France, 21st Army Group acted

  ineffectually. The contrast is extraordinary between the sluggishness of the victorious allies and the energy of the shattered Wehrmacht. Whatever the requirements of rest and resupply, again and

  again the allies paid with the lives of their men for an insouciant attitude to time. The Germans used each day of delay to reinforce their positions, and thus to increase their capacity to resist

  when an attack belatedly came.




  Montgomery, never eager to acknowledge error, nonetheless admitted afterwards that the Antwerp–Scheldt disaster – and it was indeed a strategic disaster – was among his most

  serious blunders of the war: ‘a bad mistake – I underestimated the difficulties of opening up the approaches to Antwerp . . . I reckoned that the Canadian Army could do it while

  we were going for the Ruhr. I was wrong.’ The field-marshal’s chief of staff, the highly respected Freddie de Guingand, was exhausted and in poor health. De Guingand ‘blamed

  himself specifically for the delay in gaining early use of . . . Antwerp.’ Yet Brigadier Charles Richardson, who was also serving on Montgomery’s staff, detected in the field-marshal at

  this time a diminishing receptiveness to counsel, as he ‘grew steadily more aloof and remote’. The fumbled handling of Antwerp was among the principal causes of allied failure to break

  into Germany in 1944. It was not merely that the port was unavailable for the shipment of supplies; through two months that followed, a large part of Montgomery’s forces had to be employed

  upon a task that could have been accomplished in days if the necessary energy and ‘grip’ been exercised at the beginning of September, when the enemy was incapable of resistance.




  All along the front, the Germans now began to improvise a defence with the energy and ingenuity which they invariably displayed in such circumstances. At the heart of Germany’s

  extraordinary fighting performance in the last year of the Second World War was the Kampfgruppe, the ‘battle group’, an ad-hoc assembly of infantry and armour, army and

  Luftwaffe, flak and service personnel, cooks and laundrymen, placed under the command of the most senior available officer. ‘Transport, signals and heavy equipment were

  almost non-existent,’ observed a British Second Army intelligence report. ‘. . . Battle groups were formed from regiments or from stragglers and were named after their commanding

  officers; they varied in strength from 100 to 3,000. Many went into battle so quickly that the men did not know the name of their battle group. Food and ammunition were short, but some of these

  groups fought with great and at times fanatical determination.’ No one pretended that such formations were satisfactory substitutes for the balanced divisions deployed by the allies. Yet the

  achievements of the Kampfgruppen were considerable. Battle groups lacked the coherence, transport and artillery support to mount major attacks. But in defence – and defence was now the

  business of the German Army – their contribution was critical to Hitler’s survival through the months ahead.




  The dash across France and Belgium created a crisis for the supply of the allied armies. In Patton’s legendary phrase: ‘My men can eat their belts, but my tanks

  gotta have gas.’ An American heavy armoured division embraced 4,200 vehicles of all kinds, and required a combat load of 300,000 gallons of fuel, equivalent to 300 GMC trucks each carrying

  1,000 gallons in five-gallon cans. By early September, American spearheads were operating more than 300 miles from their only source of supply, the beaches and small ports of Brittany and Normandy.

  Allied pre-invasion bombing had systematically devastated the French rail system. The British had passionately opposed the Americans’ August landing in the South of France. Yet Marseilles was

  to prove an invaluable asset, because the rail links of southern France were much less heavily damaged than those of the north. Supplies were soon moving more easily to the American armies from the

  Mediterranean than through the Channel ports.




  In the short term, however, almost every shell, gallon of fuel and ration pack had to be shipped by road or – in dire circumstances and at huge cost – by air. The US Transportation

  Corps in 1943 had demanded 240 truck companies for the campaign in Europe. Only 160 companies were allocated, of which most were equipped with light trucks, rather than the heavy vehicles the

  truckers had wanted. The British found themselves handicapped by an inexcusable technical failure. In September, 1,400 three-ton Austin trucks had to be withdrawn from service with

  Montgomery’s armies because of faulty pistons. This deficiency was found to extend to every available replacement engine. Unlike the Americans, who equipped their armies

  with standard vehicle types using readily interchangeable spare parts, the British Army was dependent on contracts with a wide variety of civilian vehicle manufacturers. In consequence, the armed

  forces were obliged to service some 600 different models, which created chronic difficulties. Around Antwerp, Montgomery’s armies were obliged for a time to commandeer thousands of

  horse-drawn wagons abandoned by the Wehrmacht, to make good its shortage of vehicles for the haulage of supplies.




  Waste was prodigious, and contributed mightily to allied logistical difficulties. Everywhere the armies went, in their wake lay great trails of discarded equipment and supplies. After coming

  upon a heap of 650 abandoned overcoats and 200 gas cans, the commanding general of the US 36th Infantry Division lamented men’s ‘utter disregard of property responsibility’. Each

  day of the campaign, the US Army lost 1,200 small arms and 5,000 tyres. The roads and fields of Europe were strewn with discarded American ration packs, and especially the detested powdered lemon

  juice. Of twenty-two million fuel jerrycans shipped to France since D-Day, half had vanished by September.




  It was a remarkable feat to move some 89,939 tons of supplies by road to the armies between 25 August and 6 September, but the achievements of the ‘Red Ball Express’ trucking columns

  have been much exaggerated. They consumed 300,000 gallons of gasoline a day on their own account, and reckless abuse of vehicles disabled them at a frightening pace – 700 fifty-hundredweight

  trucks were written off for every week of the Red Ball’s operation. Each ‘division slice’ of the US Army required 650 tons of supply a day – more than three times the German

  allocation – to keep it eating and fighting, which translated into a total of 18,600 tons of supply a day for the US armies in the first half of October, rising to 20,750 by that

  month’s end. An armoured division required 25,000 gallons of fuel a day to keep rolling, never mind fighting. Even an infantry division consumed 6,500 gallons. There were serious maintenance

  problems. By mid-September, the US 3rd Armored Division possessed only some seventy-five ‘runners’ out of its established tank strength of 232, a shortfall matched in most other

  formations. In the ten days ending 7 September, the British 7th Armoured Division lost twelve tanks to enemy action, and thirty-eight to mechanical breakdown; 11th Armoured Division lost six to the

  enemy and forty-four to breakdown.




  Patton’s tanks reached the Moselle after staging the longest and fastest drive across France made by allied forces. On 2 September, however, their fuel supplies dried up. Third Army

  received just 25,390 gallons, when its divisions needed at least 450,000 gallons to resume their advance. Eisenhower’s planners examined Patton’s case for giving his

  formations overriding priority for fuel. If they did so, it seemed possible that he could get some ten or twelve divisions to the Rhine. But all the most vital strategic objectives were in northern

  Germany, rather than the south where Patton’s path lay. A drive by Third Army would leave its flanks open across 300 miles of hostile territory. Even when Germany’s forces were so

  desperately reduced, given the Wehrmacht’s genius for counter-attack there seemed an overwhelming likelihood that American hubris would be punished.




  Third Army received sufficient fuel through mid-September to establish precarious bridgeheads across the Moselle. It was denied licence, however, to attempt any substantial strategic advance for

  the rest of that month. Patton fumed: ‘I am being attacked on both fronts, but not by the Germans.’ Here was weakness in the allied supreme command. If Eisenhower did not intend Patton

  to drive on into Germany, he should have halted Third Army at the Meuse, and diverted its fuel supplies to Hodges’s First Army, much of which was immobilized, yet which possessed a vastly

  better prospect of penetrating Hitler’s West Wall. Patton was delighted when one of his formations hijacked a load of fuel destined for First Army, yet in truth such action was recklessly

  irresponsible. Patton said to Bradley on 14 September, ‘Don’t call me till after dark,’ as he strove to entangle his Third Army so deeply on the Moselle front that Eisenhower

  would feel obliged to support its operations. Far from being matter for laughter, this was a grotesque way to allow any subordinate commander to drive strategy from the bottom. Montgomery was wrong

  about many things, but he was surely right that grip and discipline were essential at the summit of the allied armies. Patton’s crossings of the Moselle in early September were a waste of

  resources unless they conformed to a coherent SHAEF strategy. Third Army was allowed to parade the eagerness and egotism of its commander, at great cost to the interests of the other American

  armies. Likewise, Eisenhower allocated a million gallons of fuel to forces besieging Brest on the French Atlantic coast, a further dispersal of vital resources in favour of a marginal

  objective.




  It has become a cliché of the north-west Europe campaign that the allies’ difficulties of supply were insuperable, given their lack of an operational big port in France. Yet for

  most of the war the United States displayed a genius for overcoming logistical obstacles, surmounting shortages that seemed intractable to the weary and impoverished British. Why did that genius

  fail in September 1944? The officer in overall charge of supply for the allied armies was among the least impressive senior soldiers America sent to Europe in the Second World

  War. General John C. H. Lee was regarded even by his colleagues as vain, self-important, self-indulgent and undisciplined. Patton dismissed him as ‘a glib liar’. Lee was colloquially

  known as ‘Jesus Christ’, the only American general to wear stars on both the front and back of his helmet. There was immense anger within the fighting army when it was learned that Lee

  had descended upon Paris following its liberation and established himself and his sprawling empire of bureaucrats in sybaritic comfort, occupying no fewer than 167 of the French capital’s

  hotels. There was a disease among the service units of the allied armies, from which Lee was the most notorious sufferer, known as ‘Paris fever’. At the most critical period of the

  allied supply crisis, Lee allocated transport to ship to the city 11,000 men and 560,000 square feet of hutted accommodation for his own headquarters. ‘The movement naturally produced strong

  criticism from combat commanders,’ the US official historian comments drily.




  In late August and September, senior American officers believed that Lee, the man responsible for finding urgent means to carry the armies into Germany, was chiefly preoccupied with his own

  creature comfort. A US Army report of 1 December condemned in withering terms the ‘lethargy and smugness’ that had been displayed throughout the campaign by some ComZ –

  Communications Zone – personnel. ‘Lee . . . never ceased to be a controversial figure,’ in the understated words of the official historian.




  It is a serious criticism of Eisenhower that he failed to focus upon Lee’s shortcomings, and to replace him, when the Supreme Commander was foremost among those who recognized the

  tyrannical influence of logistics upon the battlefield. General Everett Hughes, ETO (European Theater of Operations) chief of staff, puzzled over Eisenhower’s indulgence of Lee and observed

  sourly to his diary: ‘Alexander the Great loved flatterers.’ Even an administrator of genius might have been dismayed by the supply problems facing the allied armies in September

  1944. But Lee’s failure to prepare contingency plans for a rapid allied advance seemed deplorable to field commanders. Again and again, US Army inspectors uncovered scandalous lapses and

  snarl-ups in the supply system. Bradley urged irritably: ‘Many of our ground forces have done the impossible; let [ComZ] try the impossible for a while. I am not convinced they are doing all

  they could.’ Likewise Patton: ‘Hell, have ’em get off their asses and work the way our troops have.’




  An energetic and imaginative officer occupying the post so indolently filled by Lee might have found ways to move fuel and supplies to the allied spearheads in eastern

  France, to maintain the pace of their advance. This could have been decisive, in enabling Eisenhower’s armies to exploit their summer successes before the Germans regrouped. In the event, the

  momentum triumphantly achieved in August was tragically lost in September. Hitler’s armies used every day of grace they were granted, to create defensive lines on the borders of Germany

  against the allied host.




  Montgomery Triumphant




  In the early days of September, there occurred one of the most notorious of many confrontations between Eisenhower and Montgomery. The fact that these did not end in a

  disastrous fracture of allied relations reflected the self-control and political discipline of the Supreme Commander. For all Eisenhower’s limitations as a strategist, his wisdom and

  generosity of spirit in the management of the Anglo-American alliance were worthy of the highest respect. He recognized the need to defer whenever possible to the sensitivities of the British,

  battered and wearied by five years of war, bleakly conscious of their shrinking power. Eisenhower would never jeopardize the vital interests of the United States, but he would go far to avoid

  trampling upon the fragile self-esteem of the British nation. As far as possible, he humoured the conceit of its most famous soldier.




  The British commander was a highly gifted professional, ‘an efficient little shit’, as one of his own generals confided to the Canadian Harry Crerar. Montgomery considered clearly

  and planned meticulously. ‘The difference between him and other commanders I had known was that he actually thought, as a scientist or a scholar thinks,’ wrote Goronwy Rees, an

  academic who served on Montgomery’s wartime staff. Montgomery was acknowledged as a master of the setpiece operation. Whereas Eisenhower called for options from his planners, then made a

  choice, the British soldier believed that it was the business of generals to determine courses of action, and then invite staffs to execute them. If his vanity was a crippling weakness, it was

  balanced by a remarkable ability to inspire the confidence of his subordinates from top to bottom of the British Army. ‘We had total faith in Monty,’ said Lieutenant Roy Dixon of the

  South Staffordshire Yeomanry. ‘He achieved results, and he kept a lot of us alive.’ Montgomery retained the trust of his own soldiers until the end of the war, assisted by the fact that

  only a handful of British and American officers were aware of the depth of his egomania and the gravity of his wrangles with the Supreme Commander. Doubts persisted, however,

  about Montgomery’s capacity for flexible thinking, for making a rapid response to evolving opportunities. He had battered several smaller German armies into defeat, but he had never managed a

  wholly successful envelopment, cutting off a retreating enemy. He possessed a shrewd understanding of what could, and could not, realistically be demanded of a British citizen army. But he had done

  nothing on the battlefield to suggest that his talents, or indeed those of his troops, deserved eulogy. The British had fought workmanlike campaigns in North Africa, Italy and France since their

  victory at El Alamein in November 1942. But their generals had nowhere shown the genius displayed by Germany’s commanders in France in 1940, and in many battles since.




  Montgomery himself was a strange man, respected by his subordinates yet often causing them bewilderment and dismay. Like many able soldiers of all nationalities, notably including Patton,

  MacArthur and the leading Germans, the field-marshal possessed an uncongenial personality. Monastically dedicated to the conduct of war, he seemed oblivious of the loathing he inspired among his

  peers. After the field-marshal relieved Eighth Army’s armoured corps commander back in North African days, the victim declared in his London club: ‘I’ve just been sacked because

  there isn’t enough room in the desert for two cads as big as me and Monty.’ A member of Montgomery’s staff told a bizarre story from the north-west Europe campaign. One of the

  field-marshal’s young liaison officers returned to duty after recovering from wounds, and found himself summoned to Montgomery’s caravan. He was ordered to remove his clothes. The

  bemused young man stood naked at attention before his commander, who observed that he wished to ensure that he was fully fit for duty again. ‘Right!’ said Montgomery after a few

  moments, in his usual clipped bark. ‘You can dress and go now!’ According to one of his staff, that episode caused considerable surprise even at a headquarters well accustomed to

  ‘Master’s’ foibles.




  Montgomery’s most serious weakness, which he shared with other prominent British officers, stemmed from a refusal to acknowledge that in north-west Europe it was now essential for the

  British to defer to the overwhelming dominance of the United States. Sir Alan Brooke, senior British chief of staff and Montgomery’s mentor, matched the disdain of 21st Army Group’s

  commander for American military judgement, though he concealed his sentiments better. Sir Arthur Tedder, Eisenhower’s deputy, quailed before the shameless nationalism of

  the British media, which he feared ‘was sowing the seeds of a grave split between the Allies’. The absence of common courtesy, far less diplomacy, in Montgomery’s dealings with

  the most senior American commanders was extraordinary. His status as a British national hero caused him to consider himself beyond any risk of dismissal. Whatever the doubts of others about his

  limitations, 21st Army Group’s commander was confident that he possessed the stuff of genius, while the Americans remained rank amateurs in the conduct of war.




  Still bitterly resentful that, after exercising overall command of allied ground forces in Normandy, on 1 September he had been obliged to surrender this authority to Eisenhower, he urged that

  it was time for a big decision. Instead of merely allowing the allied armies to advance on a broad front towards Germany, it would be vastly more effective, he said in a signal to SHAEF on 3

  September, to throw the full weight of allied logistics behind a single heavy punch: ‘I consider we have now reached a stage where one really powerful and full-blooded thrust towards BERLIN

  is likely to get there and thus end the German war.’ This would be commanded, of course, by himself, and involve a drive for Germany on an axis north of the Ruhr by some forty British and

  American divisions.




  This proposal was certainly not politically viable, was probably also logistically impossible and militarily unsound. Characteristically, however, Eisenhower did not reject the

  field-marshal’s proposal with the clarity which was essential if any message was to penetrate Monty’s rhino-hide skin. ‘There was a confusion of purpose at the very moment when

  the Wehrmacht was desperately piecing together ad hoc divisions from the remnants of the old,’ wrote Brigadier Charles Richardson, one of Montgomery’s senior staff officers. ‘It

  can be argued that in view of the prize at stake – victory in Europe in 1944 – the attempt [to drive for Germany on a northern axis] should have been made in late August while the

  Wehrmacht was still reeling. That it was not made was due primarily to the formidable political obstacles barring the way to such a decision; these were brushed aside by Montgomery but fully

  appreciated by Freddie [de Guingand, 21st Army Group’s chief of staff].’




  Eisenhower never for a moment accepted the British view about a ‘single thrust’ in the north. He made plain, in terms which everyone save Montgomery understood, that whatever

  advances the British made in the north, US forces would meanwhile address the Siegfried Line further south, on the German frontier. At a big press conference in London on 31 August, he asserted that ‘General Montgomery’s forces were expected to beat the Germans in the north; General Bradley’s to defeat them in the centre; and the Mediterranean

  forces, under General Jacob Devers, to press from the south.’ Harry Butcher, Eisenhower’s aide, described his master’s plan as being ‘to hustle all our forces up to the

  Rhine’. Nowhere in his career did the Supreme Commander reveal talent as a battlefield general. Few even among his biographers attempt to stake such a claim for him. Yet he displayed a

  greatness as chief manager of an alliance army for which he deserves the gratitude of posterity. No plausible candidate has ever been suggested who could have managed the personalities under his

  command with Eisenhower’s patience and charm.




  Montgomery was surely correct in supposing that a ground-force commander was needed, to provide the focus and impetus of which Eisenhower was incapable. But none of the available candidates,

  least of all himself, could credibly fill the role. To understand what took place in north-west Europe in 1944–5, it is important to note that no American or British general possessed the

  experience in manoeuvring great armies which was commonplace among their Russian and German counterparts. American and British staff colleges before the Second World War taught officers to fight

  battles involving tens of thousands of men, not millions. Many times Churchill was driven to despair by the difficulty of identifying British commanders capable of matching those of the Wehrmacht.

  ‘Have you not got a single general . . . who can win battles?’ the prime minister cried out to Brooke early in 1942. The US Army produced at least five outstanding corps commanders,

  whereas the British and Canadians boasted only two officers at corps level – Horrocks and Simonds – who could be considered competent. Lieutenant-General Sir Richard O’Connor,

  commanding VIII Corps, did nothing for his staff’s confidence in him when he observed cheerfully in Holland one day: ‘Whatever balls-ups I make, chaps, I know you’ll see me

  through.’ At divisional level too, the Americans were better served than the British, but it is hard to argue that either ally’s general officers matched those of Germany. Exceptional

  professional skills coupled with absolute ruthlessness rendered many German – and Russian – generals repugnant human beings but formidable warriors. The democracies recruited their

  generals from societies in which military achievement was deemed a doubtful boon, if not an embarrassment. The American and British armies in the Second World War paid a high price for the

  privilege of the profoundly anti-militaristic ethos of their nations.




  Montgomery was a superb planner and trainer, but he was always most comfortable directing a static battle, of the kind with which he had become familiar a world war earlier.

  He failed repeatedly in exploitation. Bradley was a steady, likeable officer who possessed solid virtues as commander of 12th Army Group, but showed no greater gifts than Eisenhower in the creation

  of grand strategy. In the last stages of the war, he became prey to jealousies and frustrations which caused him not infrequently, and almost literally, to sulk in his tent. Only Patton showed

  himself at ease in the imaginative direction of large forces. Had he not been disgraced for the notorious ‘slapping incidents’ in Sicily3 –

  behaviour curiously characteristic of a German or Soviet general rather than an American one – he might have commanded 12th Army Group in north-west Europe. Patton’s critics point out

  that he suffered as many difficulties as other American generals, in persuading Third Army’s infantry to show the determination against tough German opposition to match their

  commander’s vaulting ambition. Patton’s streak of recklessness and absolute lack of diplomatic skills disqualified him from the highest commands. Yet at 12th Army Group or at First

  Army, he might have provided an impetus that was to prove sorely lacking between September 1944 and May 1945.




  The management of alliances is very hard. Battlefield decisions must be constantly subordinated to national sensitivities. Marlborough suffered huge frustrations alongside the Dutch in the

  eighteenth century, echoed a hundred years later by those of Wellington among the Spanish, yet they were responsible for forces scarcely larger than a corps in the armies of the Second World War.

  It has sometimes been suggested that, if MacArthur had been transferred from the Pacific to north-west Europe in 1944, he could have provided the strategic vision which Eisenhower lacked. Yet

  MacArthur’s ignorance of Europe and his loathing for the British rendered him an implausible candidate for alliance command. Some historians of the Second World War have underrated the

  animosity, jealousy and mistrust between senior American and British officers, which it required Eisenhower’s rare diplomatic gifts to overcome. The cautious Kansan regarded the avoidance of

  disaster as his most vital responsibility. He sought to defeat the German armies in north-west Europe by a measured series of advances. He saw no virtue in excessive haste, and

  certainly none in excessive casualties. He had been given a mandate to accomplish the defeat of Germany which took no heed of political matters, foremost among these the shape of post-war Europe.

  Eisenhower handled himself throughout as a corporate chairman rather than a director of armies.




  One of Patton’s biographers has described how Third Army’s commander felt ‘almost with a physical pain the absence of consistent direction from the top . . . trying to follow a

  conductor who did not quite know or failed to comprehend the delicate nuances of a score’. Yet it remains debatable whether even the greatest of captains could have steered the citizen

  soldiers of the Anglo-American alliance into Germany in 1944 faster than the slowest ship in the convoy was capable of steaming. More will be said of this below. Just once in the entire campaign

  did Eisenhower endorse an imaginative, dramatic initiative to end the war quickly. In September 1944, he astonished his own staff, and deeply irked his American subordinates, by supporting a plan

  presented by Montgomery for a lightning British dash to the Rhine.




  Despite Eisenhower’s dislike for Montgomery, it is reasonable to surmise that somewhere in Ike’s heart in the autumn of 1944 was a recognition that the British general knew more

  about the battlefield direction of armies than he did himself. Montgomery’s behaviour in Normandy had been abrasive. Yet the British officer had managed that battle with notable competence,

  without losing his nerve amid savage fighting and some alarming setbacks. ‘I am no Montgomery-lover,’ wrote Bedell-Smith, Eisenhower’s chief of staff, after the war, ‘but I

  give him his full due and believe that for certain types of operation he is without an equal . . . Normandy is such an operation.’ If this proverbially cautious British commander now believed

  that he could achieve a bold stroke against the Germans, it must be worth the gamble to let him try. The rewards of success could be immense.




  The decision was made at a meeting on 10 September. Eisenhower accepted the British field-marshal’s plan for a thrust through Holland to seize a bridge across the Rhine at Arnhem, opening

  a path to the Ruhr. For this purpose, the British would be reinforced by SHAEF’s strategic reserve, the First Airborne Army awaiting orders around airfields in England. The British would also

  be granted a special allocation of fuel and supplies, diverted from the American armies. Eisenhower and his staff were bemused to hear from Montgomery soon after the 10 September meeting that, if

  the Rhine crossing at Arnhem could be secured, he now envisaged a northern drive through the Ruhr towards Berlin by some sixteen or eighteen divisions. SHAEF found it difficult

  to imagine that such a relatively small force could break the German front, any more than Patton’s Third Army could make a war-winning advance on its own. The logisticians also doubted

  whether even sixteen divisions could be fuelled and supplied in Germany without the use of Antwerp.




  Omar Bradley was among those who urged Eisenhower to forget the Arnhem plan and commit Montgomery to clearance of the Antwerp approaches. But SHAEF authorization for the airborne operation had

  been granted and was not rescinded. As late as 15 September, the Supreme Commander himself remained not merely optimistic but euphoric. He believed that within a week or two at most the allied

  armies would have closed up on the Rhine. ‘The Germans will have stood in defense of the Ruhr and Frankfurt, and will have had a sharp defeat inflicted upon them . . . Clearly Berlin is the

  main prize,’ he wrote in a circular to his commanders. ‘There is no doubt whatever, in my mind, that we should concentrate all our energies on a rapid thrust.’ Bradley’s

  aide likewise wrote on 15 September: ‘Brad and Patton agree neither will be too surprised if we are on the Rhine in a week . . . General anxious to slam on through to Berlin.’




  The struggle to destroy Hitler brought together in Europe an extraordinary mingling of humanity. World war had displaced tens of millions of people, some by choice and most by

  compulsion. Everywhere the shadow of conflict extended, there were men, women and sometimes children who had been arbitrarily removed from their natural abodes and relocated upon alien soil, among

  people they had never known before. Some in consequence found themselves in rags, others in uniform. The war created a host of temporary new loyalties and placed all manner of citizens of many

  nations in unfamiliar circumstances, united only by the demands of defeating the enemy and, if possible, surviving to go home. Within Eisenhower’s huge command, there were men from every

  corner of the United States and the British Isles, as well as Frenchmen, Poles, Canadians, Belgians, Dutchmen and a smattering of representatives from scores of other nations. Consider one small

  unit, the RAF’s 268 Squadron, flying Typhoons on reconnaissance missions for First Canadian Army: in September 1944 this comprised seven Canadians, two Australians, three Trinidadians, one

  Maltese, one Scot and one Welshman. They were later joined by two Poles and an Indian. It is little wonder that such men emerged from their wartime experience as a very internationally minded

  generation.




  Eisenhower’s forces were now formed into three army groups, containing twenty-eight American divisions, eighteen British and Canadian, one Polish, and eight makeshift

  French formations, manned chiefly by undisciplined maquisards. The latter were included in the order of battle for their political rather than military value. The Germans in the west

  mustered forty-eight infantry and fifteen panzer and panzergrenadier divisions, but these possessed only 25 per cent of their proper strength and equipment. The allies outnumbered the Germans by

  twenty to one in tanks. Against the Luftwaffe’s western strength of 573 serviceable combat aircraft, the allies could deploy some 14,000.




  Yet the allies’ exhilaration about the inroads they had made upon their enemy’s strength in Normandy might have been moderated had they paused to consider that Hitler still disposed

  of more than ten million uniformed men. The Wehrmacht’s strength had peaked at 6.5 million in 1943, and now stood at 3.4 million, but that of the Waffen SS was still increasing, towards a

  summit of 830,000 at the beginning of 1945. Millions of foreigners from Hitler’s empire had been armed and garbed in German uniform, and some fought with the desperation of the damned. It was

  true that many of the Germans being mobilized were untrained, poorly armed and not yet embodied in coherent formations. A million men wasted rations in the uniform of Göring’s Luftwaffe,

  which in the air was almost moribund. A large proportion of German recruits would have been rejected for service in the American or British armies on grounds of age or physical infirmity. The

  Russians discovered that among their vast summer haul of captives was a Wehrmacht soldier who had spent two years in a British prison camp before being repatriated as unfit for military service.

  The Volkssturm, Germany’s Home Guard, was a minimal asset. Yet granted the German genius for transforming the most unpromising human material into serviceable fighting units, the sheer mass

  of Germany’s surviving men at arms demanded more respect than it received from allied commanders in early September 1944. Even in the sixth year of the Second World War, some senior

  commanders experienced difficulty in grasping the titanic scale of the conflict, and the resources available to a ruthless and boundlessly ingenious enemy.




  The allies possessed overwhelming material advantages, above all in the might of the Red Army. But fighting soldiers were quicker to perceive the gravity of the task they still faced than those

  at rear headquarters. The optimism of allied commanders was fed by a daily diet of intercepted signals between Germany’s generals, proclaiming their desperation. At the sharp end, however, renewed fighting along the allied front cooled optimism. On 14 September, Colonel Turner-Cain wrote in his diary: ‘The national press is at last more sober in

  its estimate of when the war would end. They now talk of three months instead of next week. Their idiotic optimism had a peculiar effect on men’s morale, and one could feel them saying to

  themselves: “Why should I put myself at risk of being killed or wounded if the war is to end next week?” Hence they were a bit sticky about doing anything aggressive.’ The British

  forces’ shortage of manpower, which was to dog their operations from Normandy to the Elbe, was already exercising its baleful influence. Most companies in Turner-Cain’s battalion were

  reduced to two officers, and some to two platoons. Replacements proved to be a ragbag of men unwillingly transferred from the Service Corps, military police and disbanded units.




  Eisenhower sustained hope in Montgomery’s breast about a British charge into Germany by writing to him: ‘My own choice of routes for making the all-out offensive . . . is from the

  Ruhr to Berlin.’ Perhaps, after all, the Supreme Commander would grant 21st Army Group’s commander his triumphal march on Hitler’s capital. It would be time enough to review grand

  strategy, however, when it was seen whether Eisenhower’s ‘choice’ was attainable by way of a British bridge across the Rhine. While the commanders of America’s armies fumed

  and fretted about the gasoline famine which Montgomery’s grand play had forced upon them, in the third week of September 1944 western allied leaders’ eyes focused upon a single road to

  the prim, neat Dutch town of Arnhem.
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  THE BRIDGES TO ARNHEM




  The Drop




  Winston Churchill sent a note to the British chiefs of staff in August 1943, cautioning them against giving frivolous codenames to actions involving deadly peril. No wife or

  mother, he said, wanted to remember that her husband or son had died in an operation christened ‘Bunnyhug’ or ‘Ballyhoo’. Yet the planners of the assault on the Dutch

  bridges came close to breaching Churchill’s injunction, by giving a codename of such notable banality as ‘Market Garden’ to a battle that would have tragic consequences for many

  people of five nationalities.




  In the last year of the war, allied commanders often found themselves constrained by decisions made long before, in very different strategic circumstances. Ships and tanks were designed and

  committed to mass production before it became plain that other types of war machine could better serve navies and armies. Likewise, back in 1940 and 1941 the Germans had achieved spectacular

  successes with parachute troops. The imaginations of even such austere officers as Marshall and Brooke were seized by the possibilities of airborne assault. Both the British and Americans hastened

  to create parachute units, for which some of their boldest and best soldiers volunteered. British paratroopers carried out several notable small-scale raids. One British and two American airborne

  divisions achieved great success on D-Day in disorganizing the German defences. But sceptics drew attention to the fact that, wherever lightly armed, air-landed forces encountered serious

  opposition, they suffered heavily. The cost of paratroops in personnel and resources was enormous. US and British airborne divisions showed outstanding fighting skills in Normandy. Critics asked

  why they could not simply be used as elite infantry rather than reserved for a parachute role, the relevance of which seemed increasingly doubtful. The Germans, indeed, never

  again deployed their Fallschirmjäger for massed drops after suffering terrible losses in Crete.




  But the allied Airborne Army had been created, and the apostles of the new art of envelopment from the sky were determined that it should be used. ‘Brereton [US commander of First Airborne

  Army] seems determined to use paratroops, as is Browning,’ wrote Bradley’s aide Colonel Chester Hansen on 1 September. ‘They have had any numbers of schemes . . . [Brad] had to

  remind [Brereton] of the parallel here with Patton’s envelopment by sea [in Sicily], when it was not necessary.’ Major-General James Gavin of the 82nd Airborne, a passionate advocate of

  parachute war, voiced the impatience of many comrades about the failure to find them a role in what looked like the last act of the north-west Europe campaign. The brilliant thirty-seven-year-old

  ‘Slim Jim’ Gavin, a former ranker who had reached West Point by way of a Brooklyn orphanage, wanted his division either thrown into action or transferred to Asia: ‘I am for the

  latter. This affair is practically wound up.’




  Although the Airborne were considered crack troops, they could not carry into battle the heavy weapons essential for sustained survival on the battlefield against enemy armour and artillery.

  Lacking significant transport, they could only occupy and hold ground below or close to their dropping points. But when the plan to seize the bridges to the Rhine was conceived in the first days of

  September, just a fortnight after the German Army in the west had suffered catastrophe in the Falaise Gap, it seemed unlikely that the airborne invaders would face much opposition. Many men felt as

  assured as Major Bill Deedes that ‘This is the end, this is it, we’ve beaten them.’ Deedes’s unit took Lille with a squadron of tanks and a company of riflemen: ‘There

  seemed no limit to what we could achieve.’




  Release of the files of German signals intercepted by Bletchley Park has conclusively demonstrated allied knowledge that 9th SS and 10th SS Panzer Divisions were refitting in the Arnhem area.

  Commanders had no need of the aerial photographs which were the focus of thirty-five years’ post-war controversy. The German formations were, however, shadows of their old selves. They still

  possessed their reconnaissance battalions, together with a regiment apiece of armoured infantry, and an assortment of weak support elements. But they mustered only around twenty tanks between them,

  along with some 150 armoured cars and half-tracks. Allied commanders should have paused to consider that, while the latter posed no great threat to allied armoured divisions, they still posed a

  formidable challenge to paratroopers, chiefly dependent on small arms. Yet when Bedell-Smith raised with Montgomery the issue of the panzers, the field-marshal ridiculed his

  doubts.




  Lieutenant-General Frederick ‘Boy’ Browning, the corps commander who would lead the airborne landing, was a forty-one-year-old Guardsman who aroused mixed feelings. His aristocratic

  mien received more respect than it deserved from some British colleagues. Although a junior officer of proven courage in the First World War, he had never seen action in Hitler’s war. He

  possessed a certain celebrity as husband of the novelist Daphne du Maurier, yet Americans found him the sort of mannered Englishman they liked least. Gavin wrote in his diary on 6 September:

  ‘[Browning] unquestionably lacks the standing, influence and judgment that comes with a proper troop experience . . . His staff was superficial . . . Why the British units fumble along,

  “flub the dub” as the boys say, becomes more and more apparent. Their tops lack the knowhow, never do they get down into the dirt and learn the hard way.’ But Browning’s

  eagerness for Market Garden was plain. ‘We called it Operation KCB,’ a 1st Airborne Division intelligence officer, Captain John Killick, said sardonically, noting a belief among his

  comrades that its principal objective was to win Browning a knighthood. Killick described the airborne commander as ‘that popinjay’, referring to the general’s preoccupation with

  his own turn-out. Many even among the British would have been happier to see command of Market Garden in the hands of the able and combat-experienced American airborne commander Matthew

  Ridgway.




  Gavin disliked the plan from the outset: ‘It looks very rough. If I get through this one, I will be very lucky. It will, I am afraid, do the airborne cause a lot of harm.’ The Polish

  Parachute Brigade commander, Stanislaw Sosabowski, whose men were scheduled to reinforce the British on the third day of the operation, also expressed fierce reservations. The British regarded the

  Pole as an absurd figure. Staff officers sometimes giggled like schoolboys when Sosabowski held forth emotionally at planning meetings. ‘But later’, said John Killick, ‘we

  realized that some of the things he said, some of the difficulties he raised, were serious and valid.’




  If legend is correct, that ‘Boy’ Browning suggested before the drop that Montgomery’s plan represented an attempt to advance ‘a bridge too far’, then the remark

  confirms his critics’ views about the general’s meagre intellect. Market Garden could not succeed partially, by winning some of the bridges north-east of the British front. To justify

  the whole operation, it was essential to seize the Rhine crossing at Arnhem. Anything less would be meaningless, an assault into a cul-de-sac.




  The overwhelming flaw in the plan was that it required the British Second Army’s tanks to relieve in turn the 101st Airborne at Eindhoven and Son, the 82nd at Nijmegen

  and the 1st Airborne at Arnhem along a single Dutch road. It was impossible for the vast armoured column to leave the tarmac, because the adjoining countryside was too soft to accommodate tanks,

  and in some places was heavily wooded. On the advance to Arnhem, the overwhelming superiority of the allied armies over the enfeebled Germans became irrelevant. The outcome would be determined by a

  contest between the defenders and the needle point of the British force – which effectively meant a single squadron of tanks and its supporting infantry. If the advance bogged down, 1st

  Airborne Division would be left unsupported to hold the most distant objective – the bridge at Arnhem – for longer than any force in the short history of airborne warfare. The plan

  called for the tanks of XXX Corps to get there in forty-eight hours. Even that interval seemed perilously long if the Germans could deploy tanks against the paratroopers.




  These hazards were known to the men who planned the operation, above all to Montgomery himself, normally the most cautious of commanders. His chief of staff, Freddie de Guingand, was ill in

  England. De Guingand telephoned from his sickbed to suggest that the airborne operation was being launched too late to exploit German disarray, and that XXX Corps’s push to Arnhem was being

  made on too narrow a front. Montgomery dismissed these strictures, asserting that de Guingand was ‘out of touch’. The field-marshal’s enthusiasm for Market Garden was so

  uncharacteristic that it has puzzled some historians. Yet his motives do not seem hard to read. Bitterly chastened by his removal from the allied ground command, he was determined to sustain the

  primacy of his own role in the battle for Germany. In consequence, he focused his entire attention on the issue of how the enemy’s front might be broken in Holland, where the British stood.

  He displayed no interest in other opportunities further south, on the front of Bradley’s US 12th Army Group. David Fraser, a Grenadier officer in north-west Europe, later a general and

  biographer of Brooke, said: ‘Montgomery’s jealousy of Eisenhower affected his decisions at every stage.’ This seems just.




  The British field-marshal, like most of his fellow commanders, believed that the Germans in the west were broken and that the allied task was now to exploit the victory achieved in Normandy only

  three weeks earlier. In the euphoria of September 1944, Montgomery and his colleagues concluded that the normal rules governing engagement with the German army could be

  suspended. The British planners persuaded themselves that the hard part was over, that they were now engaged in gathering the spoils of victory. They threw away all that they had learned since 1939

  about the speed of reaction of Hitler’s army, its brilliance at improvisation, its dogged skill in defence, its readiness always to punish allied mistakes. Market Garden was an operation that

  might have succeeded triumphantly, as several British African offensives succeeded triumphantly, if the defenders had been Italians of Mussolini’s army. Instead, however, on the ground in

  Holland were soldiers of Hitler.




  The first elements of three airborne divisions landed by parachute and glider in the early afternoon of Sunday 17 September, ninety minutes before the tanks spearheading XXX

  Corps crossed their start line on the Meuse–Escaut Canal. Private Bob Peatling, a signaller with the British 2 Para, was thrilled to be seeing action at last. Although he had joined the army

  in 1942, he had never heard a shot fired in earnest: ‘We feared we’d never get into it unless we got cracking. I had no idea what battle would be like, but there was a wonderful feeling

  that Sunday.’ A keen boy scout in his childhood, Peatling packed in his kit for Arnhem two books on scouting, to read in his leisure hours on the battlefield. One was entitled Rovering to

  Success.




  Jack Reynolds’s mortar platoon of the South Staffordshires was part of the air-landing brigade of 1st Airborne. Lieutenant Reynolds, a former local government clerk from Chichester in

  Sussex, was a veteran of twenty-two. On his first parachute jump, he had seen a man in his ‘stick’ plunge to the ground in a fatal ‘roman candle’. Later he survived the

  bloodbath of the 1943 airborne landings in Sicily. Reynolds observed cheerfully that his platoon, who would have to carry into battle the terrific burden of three-inch mortars and ammunition, were

  ‘the biggest and thickest men in the battalion’. He felt uncomfortably aware that the Staffords were not the unit they had been two years earlier: ‘The young recruits and officers

  seemed so innocent. In my platoon many blokes were fresh out of training. We had lost a lot of good chaps in Sicily and Italy. There wasn’t the same spirit now. How could there be?’ It

  is often asserted that 1st Airborne Division was an elite. Yet in truth even its own men had reservations about the quality of several units, and especially of their commanders.




  Captain Julius Neave was adjutant of the 13th/18th Royal Hussars, one of Montgomery’s armoured units. Neave wrote in his diary: ‘There is no doubt in [our commanding officer’s]

  mind that the war will be over this year, and this is undoubtedly the prevalent view everywhere . . . Yesterday we were told that the present operation “Market

  Garden” would be the last Corps battle, and it is is anticipated that now we shall be split into Battle Groups to liquidate isolated resistance.’




  

    [image: ]


  




  Every man who parachutes into action faces a dramatic mental adjustment between the tranquillity of the world he quits on take-off and the white heat of battle which he

  encounters a few hours later. Captain John Killick found it unreal to sit among comrades reading the Sunday newspapers in their comfortable mess in England until trucks arrived to take them to the

  airfield. He felt little apprehension: ‘We were young. We were light-hearted.’ Partly because so many transport aircraft were shifting fuel to the armies in France, the landings

  required three separate lifts, spread over three days. This badly weakened the fighting power of the allied airborne divisions in the first vital hours. The shortage of capacity made it seem all

  the more grotesque that Browning used thirty-six aircraft to move his own headquarters in the first wave. He should have insisted that the allied transport fleet make two trips, rather than one, on

  the first day. This would have been perfectly feasible, at the cost of some strain upon aircrew. The initial landings were overwhelmingly successful: 331 British aircraft and 319 gliders, together

  with 1,150 US aircraft and 106 gliders, landed 20,000 men in good order between Eindhoven and Arnhem.




  Lieutenant Jack Curtis Goldman was flying a Waco glider carrying a communications jeep of the US 504th Regiment. Like so many of his generation ‘Goldie’, a twenty-one-year-old from

  San Angelo, Texas, had always yearned to fly: ‘More than life itself, I had wanted to be a fighter pilot.’ Imperfect eyesight caused him to be rejected for combat pilot training, but

  the recruiting sergeant said he would overlook the problem if Goldman would sign up for gliders. He found the experience ‘like trying to ride a brahman bull at a rodeo. Anyone who has ever

  experienced turbulence in an aircraft, just multiply it by ten and you will have some idea what a glider was like. Yet most of us . . . were eager to fly into combat, particularly those who were

  single and had no responsibilities. For me, the war was a big adventure, and September 17th 1944 was to be one of the most fantastic adventures of my life.’




  Above Holland that Sunday, on tow at 120 m.p.h., the young Texan found an 82nd Airborne jeep driver squeezing into the cockpit behind him. ‘I’m praying for you,’ the soldier

  said. ‘Why?’ ‘Because if you get hit, I don’t know how to fly this glider.’ They cut the tow at 1,000 feet, and went into a steep, spiralling dive to avoid a stall.

  Goldman tried to align the glider with the plough lines he saw beneath him, but found the ground rushing up to meet him at right angles to the furrows. Bump, lurch, bump, they

  hurtled across the field in their flimsy vessel of plywood and canvas, already hearing explosions. Then they were down, just north of the Maas river, a mere six miles from the Dutch border with

  Germany. They flipped the nose hatches. The terrified jeep driver bore them full-tilt towards the shelter of a wood. Goldman met some fellow pilots. They exulted wildly in having done their job and

  survived: ‘We were really happy, happy campers at that moment.’ Unlike British glider pilots, their American counterparts were not expected to fight in the ground battle. Their job was

  over once they had landed their clumsy craft. Many disappeared on sprees in Holland and Belgium that lasted for days.




  Bob Peatling of 2 Para was awed by the spectacle of 1st Airborne’s drop: ‘It was a wonderful sight to see everybody coming down.’ At first, after he himself hit the ground amid

  the cloud of parachutes filling the sky and collapsing on the earth, he heard no firing. The British descended on to fields and open heathland some six miles north-west of Arnhem bridge, with the

  Rhine between themselves and XXX Corps. Everybody converged on the rendezvous where Colonel John Frost was blowing his hunting horn, and formed files for the advance into Arnhem. When they began to

  move, they made slow progress: ‘We kept meeting bits of opposition, and having to stop. It was a long, hot afternoon. But I thought: “This is better than England!” ’

  Peatling was not the only one dismayed by 2 Para’s sluggish pace. The divisional commander, Major-General Roy Urquhart, expressed his concern in the first hours.




  Corporal Harry Trinder’s glider overshot the landing zone and crashed into a pine wood. He found himself trapped behind the cockpit bulkhead in the wreckage, and it was some time before he

  could be cut free. Before the battle even started, Trinder was out of it with a badly cut eye and a clutch of broken ribs. He was laid among the wounded who were already coming in, including some

  whose injuries were plainly mortal. Trinder noticed that ‘those whom the MO thought were completely beyond hope were given a massive injection of morphine, and put on one side to die’.

  He thought himself lucky.




  John Killick dumped his parachute and walked up to divisional headquarters on the Arnhem landing zone, to find a divisional signals officer reciting monotonously and vainly into a handset:

  ‘Hello, Sunray, are you receiving me?’ This was the first evidence of the shameful, almost comprehensive failure of 1st Airborne Division’s wireless communications, which was to dog every aspect of the battle which followed.4 Killick set out to walk alone into Arnhem, in pursuit of Frost’s men. A few yards

  down the road, he found an abandoned German BMW motorcycle. Commandeering this, he sped eastwards. A mile further on, he saw a string of German army signposts beside a house, and wandered in. This

  was the Tafelburg Hotel, Field-Marshal Walter Model’s headquarters at Oosterbeek, hastily abandoned by Army Group B as they saw the first paratroopers descending. Not a soul was in sight.

  Killick switched on a radio set, and idly picked at some meatballs on the dining-room table. After starting his day reading the Sunday papers in England, ‘I felt in an absurd position, now to

  be listening to the BBC and eating the Germans’ lunch.’




  Sergeant George Schwemmer, a panzergrenadier with 10th SS Panzer at Arnhem, had been drafted to the division as a replacement after its withdrawal from Normandy. Although Schwemmer was

  thirty-one, he had managed to stay out of the army until 1944, performing labour service. He would have been more than happy to continue his wartime career road-building and helping with the

  harvest. Now instead, however, he found himself reluctantly commanding a platoon of panzergrenadiers, most of them young replacements. More than a few of of 10th SS Panzer’s soldiers were not

  eager Nazis, but ‘odds and sods’ like Schwemmer, scraped together from the depots. He himself was billeted in a house on the edge of Arnhem, and ran out when he heard firing. His first

  glimpse of the attackers was a wrecked glider which had crashed in a field. He saw German soldiers gesturing to each other as they deployed. Dutch civilians were craning out of every house.

  Schwemmer shouted brusquely to them to get their heads in and close the windows. Then he ran to muster his unit, which was quickly plunged into street fighting for the town.




  Field-Marshal Model, who received the surprise of his life when British paratroops began to land within two miles of his headquarters as he sat down to the lunch later sampled by John Killick,

  at first flattered himself that the attack was intended as a coup-de-main to seize his own person. He leaped into a car, papers spewing out of his briefcase as he ran down the steps of the

  Tafelburg, and shifted his command post six miles south-eastwards. Model was fifty-three, a music-master’s son from Magdeburg whose undoubted military competence was less

  important in Hitler’s eyes than his loyalty. Army Group B’s commander was untainted by aristocratic connections, a blunt professional who still asserted that the war could be won. Model

  and his senior officers now urgently assessed the nature of the allied threat, and began to assemble resources to meet it. 9th SS and 10th SS Panzer Divisions possessed about 3,000 men apiece,

  together with a company of Mark IV tanks, and assorted support weapons. The strength of each division amounted, in total, to that of a weak allied brigade.




  At 13405 all units of the two divisions were ordered to stand to. General Walter Bittrich, commanding II SS Panzer Corps, quickly guessed that allied

  intentions focused upon the bridges to the Rhine. He ordered 9th SS to address itself chiefly to dealing with the British at Arnhem. 10th SS was to defend the Nijmegen bridge, ten miles southward.

  By 1540, 9th SS had assembled a force of thirty armoured cars and personnel carriers. ‘These soldiers were thinking about their families, as everything had virtually been packed for the move

  to [Germany],’ said Captain Wilfried Schwartz. ‘The mood was a resigned: “Here we go again!” They were inevitably disappointed at first, but the officers and NCOs were able

  to overcome this and get the soldiers quickly into action.’ At 1800, some two hours before British paratroopers reached the Arnhem bridge, Captain Viktor Graebner’s 9th SS armoured

  column roared between the great sweeps of girders traversing the Rhine at Arnhem and headed for Nijmegen. Afterwards, there were recriminations among the Germans about a confusion of orders:

  Bittrich had intended 9th SS to secure both ends of the Arnhem bridge before proceeding to Nijmegen, and he had wanted Graebner on the south bank. Yet German success in reinforcing Nijmegen before

  the Americans got there was to prove even more important than events at Arnhem. Graebner’s dash, along with the commitment of some 10th SS units, decided the outcome of the entire Market

  Garden battle, by pre-empting the allies and attaining a vital objective on their road. We should note the timings. The British had begun to land five hours – five hours – before

  Graebner crossed Arnhem bridge. Frost’s men were still not even in sight. This was a prodigious amount of leeway to allow German soldiers with motor vehicles to respond to a surprise assault.

  To have a chance of success, the allies needed to seize the Dutch bridges within minutes of landing. The British and German timetables were already perilously out of step, to

  the detriment of the attackers.




  General Maxwell Taylor’s 101st Airborne Division was responsible for seizing the objectives closest to the allied ground advance: the bridges at Eindhoven, thirteen miles from the XXX

  Corps start line; Son, five miles beyond; and the Willems Canal, five miles further. The moment the ‘Screaming Eagles’ hit their drop zones, they moved with all the urgency that had

  been expected of them to secure four crossings over the River Aa and the Willems Canal. They gained the road bridge over the Dommel river and the canal bridge at Best. As they approached the bridge

  over the Wilhelmina Canal at Son, four miles north of Eindhoven, it exploded before their eyes. Paratroopers swam the canal to establish a bridgehead on the southern side. By midnight, though

  Taylor’s men were facing heavy fighting, the 101st held a fifteen-mile corridor. And although allied plans were optimistic, they had made ample provision for German demolitions. On 800 trucks

  and tank transporters, 5,000 British engineers and hundreds of tons of Bailey bridging stood in readiness to span the gap at Son and other river obstacles – granted only the hours necessary

  to get the equipment forward and to do the job.




  The landing of Gavin’s 82nd Airborne was an overwhelming success: 7,467 men reached their landing zones. One regiment, the 504th, dropped two miles east of its objective, the 1,500-foot

  Maas river bridge at Grave. They rushed the crossing, and seized it intact. The 505th and 508th had to cover six miles between their landing zone on the heights of Groesbeek and the town of

  Nijmegen. By 1930, they had secured intact a crossing over the Maas–Waal canal. This was a considerable achievement. Yet they faced the same problem as the British 1st Airborne. It took time

  for units to assemble on the ground and get into action. Given the decision to land the 82nd so far from its key objectives, no more could have been expected of the paratroopers. Yet once again a

  six- or seven-hour delay, against an enemy who could deploy in motor vehicles, was critical. Gavin’s last objective, the 1,960-foot road bridge at Nijmegen, was the most important of all. Yet

  here his men were frustrated. As the 1/508th advanced through the streets into the town, they encountered heavy German fire. The Reconnaissance Battalion of 9th SS Panzer had got there before them.

  Though it had taken Graebner’s men some hours to make their vehicles fit to travel, and to probe warily down the road south of Arnhem looking out for paratroopers, they had only fifteen miles

  to cover and suffered no interference. It remains a mystery why allied fighter-bombers were not deployed to patrol this vital link, to deal with just such enemy movements as

  those of Graebner.




  Gavin acknowledged long afterwards that he made a mistake by assigning Roy Lindquist, least impressive of his regimental commanders, to take Nijmegen. The 82nd’s commander considered that

  Lindquist did not address the town and its vital bridge ‘either intelligently or aggressively’, partly because the 508th had been given too many assignments, across too wide a front.

  American planning focused on the threat of German intervention from the Reichswald Forest north and east of Nijmegen, and laid much emphasis upon holding their dropping zone at Groesbeek, to

  frustrate such an enemy movement. Knowing the critical importance of Nijmegen, Gavin regretted not giving the job to Colonel Reuben Tucker’s 504th, his best unit. Yet, for any airborne

  soldiers, the Waal was bound to be a tough assignment, once surprise had been lost and it became necessary to fight through urban streets to reach the bridge.




  Some of the best troops in the German army were now deployed in readiness to fight the Americans for possession of Nijmegen bridge. Model had explicitly forbidden its demolition. He wanted to

  hold open the road to move reinforcements southwards for a counter-attack. Many accounts of Market Garden have concentrated on the ‘might-have-beens’ of British failure at Arnhem. Yet

  it seems at least as relevant to examine those of Nijmegen. If elements of the 82nd Airborne had been landed closer to the bridge, and if the vast allied force of fighter-bombers had been used to

  block German armoured vehicles dashing into battle along open Dutch roads, that crossing could have been taken on the first day. As it was, failure swiftly to secure Nijmegen was at least as

  damaging to the outcome of the battle as British inability to capture both sides of the bridge at Arnhem. If paratroopers were able quickly to seize objectives, they might realistically be expected

  to hold these against enemy counter-attacks. But if they were required to fight a long battle to capture their prizes, while the enemy was able to reinforce, then it was most unlikely that the

  airborne force could prevail.




  The three British parachute battalions which set out to march into Arnhem on the first afternoon did not approach the town until evening. The Germans faced grievous problems in responding to the

  allied assault. Many of their men, too, had to advance into battle on foot. Others travelled on bicycles and in commandeered civilian vehicles. But the defenders possessed just enough transport and

  were given just enough time for small forces to throw themselves across the paths of the paratroopers. It has often been suggested that the assault on Arnhem was frustrated by

  SS panzer-grenadiers. This is a half-truth. In the first hours after the allied landings, decisive delay was imposed by a miscellany of German sub-units. These created a thin screen east of the

  town where most of the available British soldiers expended hours, and suffered serious casualties, attempting to break through. By chance, SS Captain Sepp Krafft’s 16th Training and

  Replacement Battalion, scarcely a crack force, was exercising that Sunday afternoon in woods less than two miles from the British landing zone – and between the paratroops and Arnhem. Krafft

  dispatched two patrols to investigate. He guessed immediately that Arnhem’s bridge must be the British objective. He deployed his men to cover the two main roads into the town. By 1530, his

  force amounted to thirteen officers, seventy-three NCOs and 359 men, with some mortars and anti-tank guns. This was the force which first engaged the leading elements of 1 and 3 Para Battalions, to

  critical effect.




  Through the three hours that followed, Krafft’s men held the paratroopers in play. By the time the British at last found side roads by which they could outflank Krafft’s little

  force, it was too late. Other German units were converging on the battlefield. Meanwhile, a detachment of ninety Luftwaffe signallers attacked the British landing zone. They were ineffectual, but

  1st Airborne’s men had to expend more time and effort upon fending them off. An SS party consisting of eighty men with one 88mm flak gun and one 20mm cannon came under fire as they rolled

  through Arnhem. The Germans had no idea what was going on. They simply leaped out of their vehicles and engaged 1 Para. Four lorry-loads of passing assault pioneers were exasperated to see tracer

  flying across the road. ‘ “Idiots!” we thought, “they are on exercise!” ’ said Corporal Wolfgang Dombrowski. ‘But then a Wehrmacht major called across:

  “That’s live ammunition – the Tommies have landed!” ’ The pioneers, too, were thrown into the battle.




  ‘Head for the sound of gunfire! That’s where the front is!’ was the German motto that afternoon. Staff-Sergeant Erwin Heck, a twenty-four-year-old instructor at the SS NCO

  school in Arnhem, was at the Dutch coast with most of the school’s trainees when they heard of the landings. Heck, an SS veteran since 1938, still limped from a leg wound he had received on

  the Eastern Front in June. But on 17 September he commandeered a motorcycle and reached the battlefield around 1900, well ahead of his men, who were following on pedal cycles and even horses. One

  of Heck’s comrades said afterwards that the unit’s movement was such a chaos of improvisations that it looked more like the retreat from Moscow than an advance into

  battle.




  Early in the evening of 17 September, 1 and 3 Para were at last able to outflank Captain Krafft’s men. But by now a new German line had been formed between themselves and the town, manned

  by another scratch force commanded by thirty-four-year-old Colonel Ludwig Spindler, a much decorated veteran of Normandy and the Eastern Front. Before the battle was over, Spindler’s force

  embraced elements of sixteen units. Most of them were gunners and dismounted tank men fighting as infantry. There were a hundred assault pioneers, and even a party of hastily armed civilian

  pioneers. There were also, importantly, some self-propelled anti-tank guns, armoured half-tracks and three tanks.




  Not all the units of 1st Airborne Division won German respect for their performance. An SS dispatch rider was among a party which ambushed a British column of 1 Para marching towards Arnhem. The

  Germans killed most of the lead platoon and took more than thirty prisoners. ‘They were so beaten and submissive that it only needed one man to march them off to the rear,’ said

  Corporal Alfred Zeigler contemptuously. ‘We were not too impressed by this lot. They were completely surprised. I ask you, they came marching straight down the road in a company file! What a

  nonsense! We were so few! They should have taken a route through the trees . . . perhaps they were too arrogant or too cocksure.’ Neither 1 nor 3 Para ever reached the bridge at Arnhem. As

  early as Monday evening, 18 September, they had already suffered heavy attrition. Both battalions contained some brave men, but neither seems to have fought imaginatively or skilfully.




  The outcome of the later stages of the Arnhem battle, when the Germans had time to deploy major units, was unsurprising. But it was an extraordinary achievement by low-grade troops, taken

  utterly by surprise, that in the first hours they were able to halt elite British units, thoroughly briefed and trained for the operation. Much of the credit lies with Colonel Spindler. Something

  is also due to the unidentified German sergeant who searched a crashed Waco glider, no doubt looking for loot. Instead, he found a copy of Market Garden’s air plan, inexcusably carried into

  battle by an allied officer. By the evening of 17 September, Model knew the allied objectives and order of battle.




  The Débâcle




  The first hours decided the fate of Market Garden. If the British ground advance had started better, if the Americans had gained Nijmegen bridge, if the British had been able

  to occupy Arnhem in force and create a defensive corridor along the river to their dropping zone, they might, just might, have been able to hold out until relieved by XXX Corps. Instead, only a

  mixed force of some 500 men, based on Colonel John Frost’s 2 Para, was able to reach the north end of Arnhem bridge at 2000, having chanced upon the only road into town which was not blocked

  by Krafft’s or Spindler’s men.




  Captain John Killick on his captured BMW motorbike joined the tail-end of 2 Para’s long march column, snaking through the streets in failing light. The British soldiers saw the railway

  bridge over the Rhine suddenly explode, as the Germans detonated demolition charges. In the deepening darkness, one of Frost’s men said crossly to Killick: ‘Take that fucking motorcycle

  away.’ Its exhaust had been punctured by a bullet and emitted vivid blue flames. Killick ditched the bike, together with his pack, an action which caused him lasting guilt, because it

  contained his notebook, listing names of Dutch Resistance contacts. The paras trudged on towards the road bridge, infantrymen mingled with assorted stray bodies such as himself. Eventually,

  Killick’s group came to rest in a Dutch police building close to the pontoon below the road bridge. There, among men of 2 Para’s A Company, the intelligence officer fell into uneasy

  sleep.




  As Colonel Frost approached the bridge, he ordered Private Bob Peatling to go and look for his lost B Company. Peatling returned after an hour wandering empty streets, to report that he could

  find no sign of the missing men. There was desultory firing across the bridge, from the south end still held by the Germans. Peatling was ordered to escort Frost’s second-in-command to

  inspect the pontoons, a little way downriver. As they approached, Germans began to fire tracer at them from the far bank. Peatling fired a few rounds back, then looked for his officer. ‘Major

  Wallis! Major Wallis!’ he called in vain through the darkness of the town. Wallis was killed shortly afterwards, by a burst of ‘friendly fire’ from a quick-fingered British

  Bren-gunner. The bewildered private soldier, now alone, walked the silent streets until he met some military police escorting twenty-two German prisoners. Peatling attached himself to the column.

  They arrived at the police station, where they put the Germans in the cells, and exchanged warm greetings with some Dutch policemen, who then left, saying cheerfully:

  ‘It’s all yours now.’ The little group of British soldiers remained silent and watchful all night, listening to the firing in the town. At first light, to their dismay a column of

  German trucks drew up outside. Infantry descended and clattered along the street. Peatling said to the only British officer present: ‘I’m off back to the bridge.’ The lieutenant

  told him to stay put. The German prisoners began to demand food. Two German soldiers strode heedless into the police station. The British shot them, then waited in deep apprehension. Amazingly,

  nothing happened. The Germans outside appeared not to have noticed the firing. Then a paratrooper on the first floor loosed a Sten-gun burst into the street. There was a brief exchange of fire,

  before silence fell again. The enemy in Arnhem seemed as bewildered and uncertain as the British.




  It was Tuesday afternoon before a large body of Germans approached the police station purposefully. Somebody said to a British NCO, Sergeant Galloway: ‘Are you going to take that lot

  on?’ No, said Galloway, ‘XXX Corps are going to be here in forty-eight hours.’ He walked out of the door with his hands in the air, and was shot at once. Chaos followed. Peatling

  bolted to the attic at the top of the building. He heard uproar as bursts of fire disposed of his comrades. Then the Germans broke in to release the prisoners. At last, the shooting stopped, and

  the enemy moved on. No one searched the attic. The frightened soldier assuaged his thirst by slipping downstairs when he dared, to drink water from the toilet bowl. He settled down to wait for

  British tanks.




  Yet the relief column was a long, long way off. At Arnhem bridge, half-tracks of 10th SS Panzer were now deployed on the south bank. Their firepower enabled the Germans to halt

  every attempt by Frost’s men, holding the north end, to cross over. In a clash between armies, lightly protected half-tracks and armoured cars were regarded merely as tools for reconnaissance

  and transporting men. In Arnhem, however, every German fighting vehicle capable of withstanding small-arms fire was a menace to the paratroopers, equipped with only hand-held PIATs – British

  counterparts of the American bazooka – and two six-pounder anti-tank guns. From now on, the Germans were able to reinforce steadily, while the British haemorrhaged irreplaceable men, weapons

  and ammunition. The whole of 1st Airborne Division save Frost’s little band was engaged in a desperate, ill-coordinated series of battles to break through into Arnhem while retaining control

  of its landing zones north-westwards. In the days that followed, the British perimeter shrank under relentless pressure. Historians have devoted so much attention to the heroism

  of 1st Airborne’s struggle outside Arnhem that some have lost sight of the essential reality: within twelve hours of their landing, the British were no longer engaged in an operation with any

  chance of securing Arnhem bridge, but were battling for personal survival. Frost’s men did not hold the bridge at Arnhem, they merely possessed a toehold at one end of it, which enabled them

  to dispute passage with the Germans. Extraordinary success would have been required from the relieving ground force to undo the consequences of the paratroopers’ initial failure.




  On Monday morning, 18 September, Lieutenant Jack Reynolds of the South Staffordshires had just assembled his platoon on the landing zone outside Arnhem, when he heard the booming voice of his

  brigadier, forty-seven-year-old ‘Pip’ Hicks: ‘Reynolds – I want you to go forward. You’re my “eyes”.’ The young officer thought his brigadier

  ‘a pompous old fool with a First World War mentality and no idea how to deploy troops’. But he obediently hitched a lift on a motorbike down the tramline towards Arnhem. They saw a tram

  on fire and heard distant gunfire, but at first met no enemy. Like hundreds of men that morning, Reynolds passed the German Stadtkommandant of Arnhem, Kussin, still hanging dead from his

  staff car at Wolfheze where British fire had caught him the previous day. He noticed that the cigarette the general had been smoking was burned down to his fingers. Reynolds returned to report that

  the road was open. The rifle companies began to advance, the mortar platoon following with its weapons on clumsy trolleys. Soon, they began to take incoming fire from the far side of the river.

  They could not get off the road, because every Dutch house and garden they passed was solidly fenced. The mortar-men found themselves among D Company, pinned down and suffering a steady drain of

  casualties. ‘From then on, it was a muddle,’ said Reynolds. He sited his mortars and went forward with a signaller, though the unit’s 18 sets had not worked since they landed. He

  met a few stragglers, whom he took with him. Suddenly, he was disheartened to observe German tanks on the road below, on the British bank of the river, moving towards Arnhem bridge: ‘They

  weren’t just trying to get behind us – they were already there.’ From that moment, British infantrymen were playing a deadly local game of hide-and-seek with German armoured

  vehicles. Reynolds never saw his mortars again. He asked his radio-operator whether he could make any contact. The signaller tried a bleak little joke: ‘Message from

  Brigade HQ – the men may shave. No sir, sorry sir, the set’s dead.’ ‘Fuck it,’ said his officer, ‘pick up a Sten gun.’




  At the bridge engagement was not continuous. There were long intervals of inactivity, even boredom, for the paratroopers of Frost’s A Company, while the Germans prepared their next move.

  ‘In some ways, the silences were the worst,’ said John Killick. ‘There was the apprehension, and then the sound of engines starting around the corners, followed by the grinding,

  squealing clatter of tracks, and the sudden terrible sight of a tank coming round the corner, traversing its turret towards you.’ It is interesting to speculate whether the battle might have

  been transformed had the British possessed a hand-held anti-tank weapon as good as that of the Germans, whose Panzerfaust frustrated many allied attacks in the last year of the war. As it was, the

  British soldiers holding the north end of Arnhem bridge found themselves being relentlessly bombarded towards destruction, without the means to do much about it. ‘Everything was on

  fire,’ said John Killick. ‘It was a hellish scene.’ British ammunition was running out fast. The paratroopers in and around Arnhem, some nine battalion groups strong, now faced

  fourteen equivalent German units, which also possessed an overwhelming superiority in armoured vehicles and support weapons. Hereafter, the balance of forces would continue to shift relentlessly in

  the Germans’ favour.




  The British land dash for Arnhem was commanded by the much loved Brian Horrocks of XXX Corps. ‘A tall, lithe figure,’ according to Chester Wilmot, ‘with white

  hair, angular features, penetrating eyes and eloquent hands, Horrocks moved among his troops more like a prophet than a general.’ ‘At the time, we liked Horrocks’s affability and

  effervescence,’ said Captain David Fraser of the Guards Armoured Division. ‘Later, I came to think that he was a superficial character.’ Horrocks had brought with him from the

  North African desert a reputation as a driving leader. Yet from the outset almost everything that could go wrong with XXX Corps’s breakout from their bridgehead on the Meuse–Escaut

  canal did so.




  The 17 September operation began with a bombardment at 1415, pounding the German defences on a front a mile wide and five miles deep. The Irish Guards, leading the British advance, enjoyed a few

  illusory moments of optimism. Their Sherman tanks, adorned with huge orange phosphorescent panels to identify them to circling RAF Typhoons, sped away up the road at 1435. Then the Germans opened

  fire with machine-guns and Panzerfausts from well-concealed positions in neighbouring trees and ditches. It became plain that XXX Corps’s bombardment had failed to

  suppress the defences. Half the leading squadron of Shermans was destroyed within minutes. British infantry advanced towards the woods to winkle out the opposition. Heavy air strikes were called

  in. The Germans had deployed elements of five battalions, mostly SS and paratroopers, with the dubious assistance of a penal unit. Many of the Germans holding the road had escaped from Belgium with

  Fifteenth Army, through the gap so disastrously left open by the British beyond Antwerp a fortnight earlier.




  Horrocks had hoped that his tanks would be in Eindhoven within two hours. Instead, by nightfall they had advanced only seven miles. Among the German dead, to their alarm they identified men from

  9th SS and 10th SS Panzer, General Student’s First Parachute Army and Fifteenth Army. The enemy units defending the road were under strength, sketchily organized and ill equipped, but they

  included some of the best German fighting soldiers in Holland. As darkness fell, the British halted. The commanding officer of the Irish Guards later quoted a remark of his divisional chief of

  staff, who said that evening: ‘Push on to Eindhoven tomorrow, old boy, but take your time. We’ve lost a bridge.’ This remark – obviously influenced by reports of the

  crossing demolished at Son – reflected very poorly upon the leadership of Guards Armoured. The blown crossing at Son made it more urgent, not less, to reach the town and start repairs. Here

  was the first evidence that the divisional commander Allan Adair and his staff took far too relaxed a view of their task.




  Captain Karl Godau, commanding a 105mm battery of 10th SS, was astounded when he saw the British stop that night. Godau never forgot the first Market Garden battles, because they fell on his

  thirty-first birthday. He had been a Waffen SS officer since 1938, with long service on the Eastern Front. He joined the panzers in Holland after a spell with a reserve regiment while he

  convalesced from wounds. On 17 September, his unit received the Alarm message at 1400, and soon afterwards was strafed by fighter-bombers as it moved forward, losing some trucks. Godau’s four

  guns were sited within yards of the Eindhoven road, as the first Shermans rolled towards them. He spoke to the headquarters of Kampfgruppe Walther, and urged that his battery should not open

  fire at close range. Once they did so, revealing their own positions, they would have no hope of withdrawing to fight again, even if they knocked out a few Shermans. Godau’s commander agreed,

  and ordered the battery to relocate a thousand yards further back, as the battle raged in front. There they waited for the British that evening. But the British did not come.

  ‘Their attack could have worked,’ said Godau wonderingly. ‘We had so little. If they had kept going that night, there was nothing worth mentioning between their halting place and

  Eindhoven.’ But moving tanks at night on a single-road front was a hazardous business, which the rulebook for armoured operations strongly discouraged. XXX Corps stopped.




  Although British attention focused upon the enemy’s self-propelled guns and 88mms, Germans say that on the first day most of the damage was done to the British armoured column by infantry

  armed with fausts, firing at point-blank range from ditches beside the road. It should be stressed that the defenders did not find these encounters agreeable; indeed they found them shocking

  affairs, in which they suffered casualties of around 50 per cent, most from fighter-bombers and artillery fire. German communications were shattered. Small parties of men were fighting when they

  met British forces, then falling back as best they could. Kurt Student’s so-called First Fallschirmjäger Army, in reality amounting scarcely to a division, was split down the middle by

  the allied advance, and despaired of its own position. But, in a battle in which speed was vital, Student’s men had already inflicted crippling delay on the British.




  Next morning, 18 September, the Guards met little opposition until they reached the village of Aalst, and thereafter at a bridge over the Dommel, where four 88mm guns covered the road. The

  tankmen called for air strikes, and were furious to discover that these were unavailable. Despite bright sunshine over Holland, the RAF’s airfields in Belgium were fogged in. After two hours

  of fighting, however, British luck changed. A reconnaissance group found a track by which it outflanked the defenders, then charged them from the rear and cleared the road. An hour later, Guards

  tanks were crawling through hysterically cheering Dutch crowds in Eindhoven. Men of the American 101st said later that the people of Holland gave them their warmest welcome of the war. They loved

  it. One of Taylor’s men observed that he found the Dutch a great deal more sympathetic than the British.




  At 1930 on Monday, Guards Armoured reached the bridge at Son. The allies now controlled twenty-eight miles of the sixty-five-mile corridor to Arnhem. The tanks halted to wait for the bridge to

  be repaired.




  Jack Reynolds and his unit, the South Staffs, were locked into the long, messy, bloody battle in the suburbs of Arnhem. There was no continuous front, no coherent plan, merely

  a series of uncoordinated collisions between rival forces in woods, fields, gardens and streets. ‘If anything moved, you fired.’ A German tank shell landed beside

  Reynolds as he smoked a bulldog pipe. A blasted clod of earth drove the pipe down his throat, breaking half his front teeth. Dutch civilians craned from their homes in terrible innocence to watch

  the battle. The British kept imploring them to take cover. ‘Typically British – whenever we went into a house, we knocked on the door.’ Reynolds possessed a low opinion of his own

  colonel, which was not improved when he heard the battalion padre demand anxiously, ‘Shouldn’t we protect the right flank?’, and the CO duly deployed a platoon as his spiritual

  adviser suggested. The young officer felt a mounting rage towards his commanders – ‘That was when it got home to me, what a very bad operation this was. The scales dropped from my eyes

  when I realized just how far from our objective, the bridge, we’d been landed. We knew what even a handful of Germans could do – they were so damned efficient.’ During one endless

  night, as Reynolds crept from one position to another, he glimpsed a dark shape, groped forward and touched it. It was a German tank. He ran his hand down one of its tracks, then tiptoed away into

  the darkness: ‘I realized that we were completely overrun.’ He and his little group were forced to surrender next morning.




  Colonel John Frost’s men of 2 Para, holding the north end of Arnhem bridge, always understood that they had a simple task, albeit a herculean one: to survive. But for the rest of 1st

  Airborne Division, amid a complete breakdown of command and communications, it is hard to overstate the chaos that persisted throughout the battle. Units struggled piecemeal to resist German

  pressure on their shrinking perimeters. From beginning to end, most men were bewildered. ‘There was a lot of toing and froing among the officers about what we should do,’ said Private

  Ron Graydon, a signaller with D Company of the Border Regiment. At one point, Graydon was detailed to accompany a platoon probing a wood beside the road. He was able to use the excuse of his

  signalling responsibilities to say, ‘I’m not going into that bloody wood.’ Instead, he walked along the road. The platoon which went into the trees was not seen again for three

  days. Runner after runner was sent to the rear to describe the company’s plight, but none returned. Graydon once made contact with XXX Corps on his 18 set and provided a map reference of his

  own position. This was his only successful radio link-up throughout the battle. Eventually abandoning his useless wireless, the signaller became a rifleman and lay in a foxhole, watching his

  company hour by hour bleed to death. Suddenly one morning, he woke from an uneasy doze at dawn to find Germans all around them, amid silence. Firing had stopped. The

  Borderers’ survivors surrendered. ‘It was a total shambles.’




  In his lonely attic in Arnhem police station, Bob Peatling was keeping a diary, to relieve the dreadful boredom. ‘I am getting fed up with hearing German voices,’ he wrote,

  ‘and hope to wake up in the morning and hear a British sergeant-major blaspheming at his children in the approved style. This should make quite a historic diary, but personally, I would

  rather stay the quiet stay-at-home lad. There is no noise of any firing whatever. I can’t make it out. Field-Marshal Montgomery has dropped a clanger at Arnhem, but me a bigger one. I keep

  hoping for a sight of a Sherman tank.’




  Along the 82nd Airborne’s stretch of the corridor more than ten miles southwards, Gavin’s men were fighting off German counter-attacks. The enemy had thrown into the battle

  replacement battalions of untrained conscripts and elderly First World War veterans. As they lay on their start line, one of the Germans called to his commander: ‘Captain, we’ve already

  stormed the Craoneer Heights in 1914!’ His officer answered: ‘Yes, can’t you see that it’s up to us old boys to run the whole show again, and we will do it exactly as we did

  then.’ Gavin himself took up a rifle as his men raked these wretched elderly Germans with fire. ‘I was amazed by their stupidity,’ he wrote later. ‘To cross an open field in

  the face of the enemy was foolish.’ The Americans contained and eventually pushed back these attacks from the south. But the 82nd was still unable to break through to the bridge at Nijmegen,

  where the SS were strongly dug in on both banks. The division was obliged to withdraw some men from the fighting in the town, in order to launch a counter-attack to recover the Groesbeek dropping

  zone, which German troops had temporarily overrun. First Sergeant Leonard Funk of the 508th and a handful of men from his company killed fifteen Germans and knocked out four 20mm guns and three

  88mms, for which he was awarded a well-deserved DSC. Funk later became a Medal of Honor winner in the Ardennes battle. The 508th was just able to clear the American landing zone in time for the

  arrival of 450 gliders carrying the 325th Infantry and their artillery.




  The 101st Airborne was resisting constant pressure on its precarious perimeter. The commanding officer of the 3/502nd, Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Cole, who had won the Medal of Honor for his

  leadership in Normandy, was killed approaching a canal bridge at Best. The Germans promptly blew the bridge, but one of Cole’s platoon leaders set about securing the area with only fifteen

  men. A two-man bazooka team, Privates Mann and Hoyle, successfully knocked out an 88mm gun. Joe Mann was hit twice, but fought on through the day until he was hit twice more, in

  both arms. The Germans counter-attacked, throwing grenades as they came. An American NCO, Sergeant Betras, threw one ‘potato masher’ back at the enemy before it exploded. Another

  exploded beside the platoon machine-gunner, Private Laino. His left eye was blown out, and he lost the sight of the other. He was holding together what remained of his face when he felt another

  grenade land in his foxhole. He groped with his blood-soaked hands, found the grenade, and threw it out before it exploded. Joe Mann was in a trench with six other men, his shattered arms taped to

  his body. He suddenly shouted ‘Grenade!’ as yet another fell in among them, then threw himself on top of it. After the explosion, he murmured, ‘My back’s gone,’ then

  died. He was later awarded a posthumous Medal of Honor. Very few soldiers of any army can be expected to display the capacity for sacrifice shown by Private Mann. But every army needs a handful of

  his kind, in order to prevail. The survivors of his platoon were obliged to surrender when their ammunition was exhausted, but were freed soon afterwards by another unit of the 502nd.




  The first British tanks crossed the new Bailey bridge at Son at 0645 on the morning of 19 September. They were thirty-five miles from the Waal at Nijmegen. At 0830, they linked up with elements

  of Gavin’s 82nd at Grave, amid more cheering Dutch crowds. By midday, they were in the suburbs of Nijmegen. Soon after, Generals Horrocks, Adair of Guards Armoured Division, Browning and

  Gavin stood together within sight of the bridge, watching Germans moving unconcernedly across it. The Anglo-American attack began at 1530. German 88mm guns ‘brewed up’ the first British

  tanks, which caught fire with their usual facility. US airborne troops fought vigorous battles with panzergrenadiers through the streets and market square. At nightfall, the attack was broken off

  until daylight. The 82nd had by now lost over 200 dead and 700 wounded since its drop, with many more men missing. That evening, convinced that frontal assaults would continue to fail, Gavin

  proposed a desperate alternative. His men would cross the 400-yard-wide Waal in boats a mile downstream, and outflank Nijmegen bridge. ‘The attempt must be made’, he told Browning,

  ‘if Market Garden is to succeed.’




  While they waited for three trucks carrying British collapsible canvas assault boats to reach the town, after two days of wireless silence from Arnhem Browning received the first grim news of

  1st Airborne’s predicament. Its signal said in part: ‘senior formation still in vicinity north end of main bridge but not in touch and unable resupply . . . Arnhem entirely in enemy hands. Request all possible steps expedite relief. Fight intense and opposition extremely strong. Position not too good.’ It was plain that every hour now counted.




  Gavin’s assault boats were delayed everywhere along the jammed road to Nijmegen, not least by a Luftwaffe raid on Eindhoven. They finally arrived at the river bank at 1440 on the afternoon

  of 20 September, twenty minutes before the chosen H-hour. The preliminary allied bombardment had already begun. Under intense machine-gun and mortar fire, the first wave of 260 men of

  twenty-seven-year-old Major Julian Cook’s 3/504th plunged into the water, and began frantically to paddle across the Waal, in a boat race with death. Some of the clumsy craft were blown out

  of the water. Others floundered, holed and sinking. A brisk wind blew away a protective smokescreen laid by the tank gunners. As the first Americans struggled up the far bank, Browning said to

  Horrocks: ‘I have never seen a more gallant action.’ Germans who belatedly sought to surrender were cut down ruthlessly by paratroopers enraged by their terrible losses. Only half the

  twenty-six canvas boats that carried the first wave were fit to return and bring over the second.




  By 1700, the Waal rail bridge was in American hands. On the south bank, a new Anglo-American assault at last cracked open the German defence and pressed forward to the highway bridge. Guards

  tanks began to cross, machine-gunning German engineers clinging to the girders and destroying an 88mm gun on the far side. As the leading Shermans rumbled on to the roadway on the north side,

  surviving US paratroopers from the boat crossing emerged to greet them. A lone Royal Engineer officer ran after the tanks across the bridge, cutting demolition wires wherever he could see them. The

  mystery will never be resolved of whether the Germans failed to detonate the charges, or whether they lost the electrical means to do so. It was 1915 on 20 September. The allies stood eleven miles

  from the bridge at Arnhem. The paratroopers who had paddled across the Waal had paid with losses of over 50 per cent – 134 men killed, wounded or missing. The achievement of the 82nd and

  101st Airborne was superb. They displayed a dash, initiative, skill and determination which, had it been repeated elsewhere in the allied armies during the autumn and winter of 1944, would have

  finished the war by Christmas.




  The Americans who paid so dearly for the bridge at Nijmegen were now bewildered and disgusted to behold the British armour halt on the north bank of the Waal, harbour for the night and begin to

  brew tea. The British said they had to wait for supporting infantry, that it was madness for tanks to advance into darkness. The Americans expostulated that after all the delays

  and sacrifices of the day it was time to throw away the rulebook and risk everything to reach 1st Airborne. Gavin wrote: ‘Had Ridgway been in command at that moment, we would have been

  ordered up the road in spite of all our difficulties, to save the men at Arnhem.’ Ridgway himself, that very afternoon, was in a towering rage after encountering a hold-up in his jeep between

  Zon and the 101st CP. A young British Guards officer told the American that his unit had halted because of enemy fire. The general sat fuming for forty minutes without hearing a shot in the

  vicinity, nor any sign of energetic British activity. Finally, the corps commander abandoned his jeep and walked a mile and a half to Taylor’s CP, without meeting fire. He later described

  himself as ‘much dissatisfied with the apathy and lack of aggressiveness of the British forces’, a view shared by some British officers.




  The vital infantry of 43rd (Wessex) Division, following up Guards Armoured, had not yet reached Grave, eight miles to the south. Fighting continued in the centre of Nijmegen against pockets of

  resistance. The Germans launched a new counter-attack against the allied bridgehead on the north side of the Waal, supported by two tanks. Private John Towle of the 504th ran 200 yards alone across

  a field carrying his bazooka. He fired two rockets at the tanks, and forced them to withdraw. When a group of Germans ran into a nearby house, Towle put a rocket into that, too, for good measure.

  He then made another dash across 150 yards of open ground, to take another shot at a German half-track. As he raised the bazooka, he was caught by the explosion of a German mortar bomb, which

  killed him.




  Far back down the road from Nijmegen to the start line, ‘Hell’s Highway’ as Americans had begun to call it, traffic jams held up progress for hours. An unfounded belief that

  the Germans had mined the road verges confined every British vehicle to the tarmac. Some stretches of the route lay silent and empty for long periods because of jams further back. A great column of

  smoke drifted across the highway near Son, where a lorryload of smoke grenades had caught fire. By now, every man committed to the battle was desperately tired. A British tank commander, Corporal

  Andy Cropper, was disconcerted to find that his Sherman driver had fallen asleep as they advanced. Fortunately the driver’s hatch was open. Cropper was able to clamber down the hull and shake

  the man awake before they crashed.




  The road that lay ahead from Nijmegen to Arnhem was straight and steeply embanked, enabling German defenders to fire upon advancing British tanks as if these were being

  presented to them on a rifle range. Yet bolder and more imaginative soldiers – Germans, for instance – in these circumstances would have pushed on towards Arnhem through the darkness,

  risking everything for a great coup. It reflected poorly upon the British Army that it was unable to mount the next phase of its advance from Nijmegen for eighteen hours after the Waal bridges were

  secured. By the time the Irish Guards resumed the advance at 1100 on 21 September, men of 10th SS Panzer were ready to give them a hot reception. The last stage of the allied advance towards the

  Rhine, whose only purpose was now the rescue of 1st Airborne’s survivors, was as messy and botched as everything else about Market Garden.




  On the evening of 20 September, the organized defence of the north end of Arnhem bridge by 1st Airborne Division came to an end, when the survivors of Frost’s force surrendered. Other

  British paratroopers endured six more days of savage fighting, clinging to their shrinking perimeter at Oosterbeek, three miles from Frost’s lost positions. The hapless Polish Brigade was

  parachuted on to the Rhine shore amid devastating German fire, at a moment when all chance of success was gone. The Poles retained a lasting, justified bitterness about their sacrifice. After 20

  September, the heroism of 1st Airborne’s survivors had become strategically irrelevant. All chance of seizing and exploiting a Rhine crossing was gone. The Germans held Arnhem in strength,

  and would do so almost until the end of the war. The resistance sustained by 1st Airborne’s survivors at Oosterbeek until 26 September was the stuff of legend, but offered only a chance of

  escape for the survivors, rather than serving any higher military purpose.




  Throughout the Market Garden battle, American paratroopers and British soldiers of XXX Corps were fighting bitter little actions along the entire length of the corridor northwards. ‘One of

  the worst sights for me’, said John Thorpe of the 2nd Fife and Forfar Yeomanry, ‘was coming upon Guards Armoured men hanging out of burning tanks, and a shell-blasted transport vehicle

  with its occupants all dead and lying about with their clothes stripped from their bodies except their boots.’




  The same day, George Turner-Cain wrote in his diary: ‘Very bitter fighting, and getting more so each time we meet. We never fail to defeat the Hun, and his casualties are out of all

  proportion to our own, but still he fights on fiercely and without hope.’ He added three days later:




  

    

      Each little battle with a rearguard or group of infantry with an anti-tank gun takes longer than ever to deal with. The trouble is the wetness of the

      ground. We cannot operate our armour off the few straight roads as they get bogged down immediately in the small and wet fields. The Germans blow a bridge or a culvert on the only road, and

      cover it with anti-tank and small arms fire. Getting our infantry round to the back of the enemy party to flush it takes a long time, and is a cold and wet process, and all the time there are

      commanders at the back screaming at us to make more haste.


    


  




  Some bizarre delusions persisted at XXX Corps about the possibilities of achieving success. As late as 22 September, the company commanders of an infantry unit of 43rd Division between Nijmegen

  and Arnhem were issued with orders for an assault to link up with 1st Airborne. ‘Intention: 12 KRRC [King’s Royal Rifle Corps] will attack and seize the rd bridge at

  ARNHEIM,’ declared this alarming document, which went on to detail deployments once the south bank had been secured: ‘at least one [tank] tp over bridge . . . KRRC will hold open

  bridge.’ German strength in Arnhem was estimated at 300–500 infantry. The planned timetable for the British assault ended: ‘1730–1745 hrs – Leading Tp reaches

  bridge’. It was a source of extravagant relief to the riflemen when this flight of fantasy was cancelled a few hours before its execution.




  An unhappy fate befell the 4th Dorsets of 43rd (Wessex) Division. They marched forward through darkness to the bank of the Rhine on 25 September, hurried on by NCOs muttering repeatedly,

  ‘Keep up lads, close up lads,’ until they reached waiting boats. Then they were paddled across the Rhine in a belated, grossly misjudged attempt to reinforce 1st Airborne

  Division’s perimeter at Oosterbeek. On the northern shore, in the face of fierce German fire, a young lieutenant called on his platoon to charge, and leaped forward himself. None of the men

  followed. He turned back and said: ‘Come on, lads – charge.’ Still no one moved. Finally, he said furiously: ‘If you don’t charge, you bastards, I’ll shoot

  you!’ Reluctantly, his platoon advanced, hounded every step by their officer. By dawn, they were locked in fierce fighting with the Germans. Their ammunition ran low. At last, their colonel,

  Gerald Tilly, ordered them to cease fire. One eighteen-year-old private admitted only to relief: ‘Perhaps we were going to live after all.’ They were marched into captivity, singing

  ‘Green grow the rushes, O’.
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