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Praise for ARNHEM:

‘Among the thousands of books devoted to Second World War history only a small minority can claim to appeal to a wide audience. But through Lloyd Clark’s narrative skill, Arnhem is surely one of them’

Daily Telegraph

‘This is an insightful and gripping account of what is widely considered the greatest airborne battle in history’

People’s Friend

‘Well stocked with dramatic personal accounts and much military detail’

Edinburgh Evening News

‘This is an engaging account of warfare, told from an extremely detailed and strategic point of view. It is a fine addition to the many excellent tomes on World War Two, written with an impressive clarity and providing an interesting insight into the build-up, execution and aftermath of two of the mightiest airborne operations ever conducted’

Sunday Business Post (Ireland)

‘With plenty of technical detail, and effective accounts from the men who were there, Clark has certainly done his research’

Defence Focus


About the Book

An insightful and gripping account of the largest airborne operation in history.
 
In September 1944, the river Rhine was a serious barrier to the advancing Allied armies in the West who were intent on charging Berlin and ending the war. Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery decided to utilise the First Allied Airborne Army consisting of British, American and Polish troops. Codenamed Operation Market Garden, 40,000 paratroopers were dropped behind enemy lines while ground forces linked to relieve them. But, due to bad weather and German resistance, the operation failed. In March 1945, a second attempt was planned: Operation Varsity Plunder. This time the plan worked. Despite extremely heavy fighting, they cracked the German line.


For the girls: Catriona, Charlotte, Pauline, Caroline, Betty, Lorna, Dariel, Isobel, Sophie, Alicia and Ciara. Formidable.
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Introduction


There are thousands of eyes keeping watch on the Rhine; thousands of German eyes … It has the feel of the last barrier, and I know that when the Allied armies cross this brown river, it will be the end of Nazi Germany.

(war correspondent R.W. Thompson, 24 November 1944)



The River Rhine has been at the centre of the lives of those living within its reach ever since man could harness its potential, but over the centuries it attained a significance and influence that affected the entire Continent. From its source in the Swiss Alps to its emptying into the North Sea, the Rhine not only carved its way through 820 miles of Europe’s heartland, but also deep into its people’s psyche. As an important boundary, trade route and symbol of strength, it quickly became the subject of passionate political disagreement and military violence. Indeed, its blood-soaked shoreline has moved one commentator to write: ‘In every century great armies have fought for possession of its banks, its bridges, its crossings, its cities, in a way that no other river has ever been fought for.’ Its long and troubled history helped to define the river, and although today’s travellers cruising along its calm waters may delight in the aesthetic charm of the castles and ruins on its banks, they are the physical evidence of the Rhine’s turbulent past. These fortifications enhanced the river’s natural defences, encompassed notable breadth, depth and current, and allowed few successful aggressive crossings from the West. Consequently the Rhine developed a reputation as not only a great physical barrier but also a psychological one. It was a situation that Julius Caesar recognized when his troops breached the river in 56 BC. He later wrote that his offensive motivations were in part to give the Germans ‘reasons of their own for anxiety when they realized that an army of the Roman people could and would cross the Rhine’.

The River Rhine was never more of a military impediment than when it was faced by the Western Allies in months during the autumn of 1944. For them it was a known obstacle that had to be overcome if their forces were to take and hold vital ground at the heart of Germany and gain access to the enemy’s capital city. For the Germans, meanwhile, the Rhine remained a bulwark, a liquid security blanket behind which their shattered nation could cower, a line which, if breached, would mark the end of their fragile hope. In such circumstances General Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of the Allied forces in Europe, had to face the question of how and where to cross the Rhine – and who would carry it out, a situation that could not be dealt with by merely waving a large hand across a small map. Indeed, the challenge of crossing the mighty Rhine highlighted a sensitive feature of Eisenhower’s seemingly irrepressible military machine: Anglo-American rivalry. This friction was fast approaching its third trying year, and far from abating, looked to be increasing with every step towards the Fatherland. It was a situation personified, and also exacerbated, by British Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, commander of the British Twenty-First Army Group, who seemed to be in permanent conflict not just with the Germans but also with American commanders. In such circumstances the submissions forwarded by these senior commanders in their rush to be chosen as the man to make the Rhine attempt were laced with skulduggery, hidden agendas and coated in a rich polemic. Even so, Eisenhower – under intense pressure and scrutiny – had a responsibility to decide which commander, and therefore which nation, was to be favoured with the strike across the Rhine. He also had to bear in mind that in so choosing, that commander would be set fair to forge on to Berlin and steal a pre-eminent place in the history books.

One of the many influences on Eisenhower’s decision to award Montgomery the prize was the Field Marshal’s desire to use the newly formed First Allied Airborne Army to help achieve a Rhine crossing. By applying a new solution to an old problem, there was an opportunity to avoid a much-feared, protracted and costly slogging-match on the banks of the river. Nevertheless, the airborne method was not without its critics, who in 1944 pointed to its mixed success thus far in the war. They argued that it was a complicated, vulnerable, expensive and profligate form of warfare whose potential was outweighed by the massive risks associated with it. To others, however, airborne warfare was exactly the sort of dynamic, flexible and bold form of fighting in which the Allies should be engaging. They reasoned that by inserting troops into areas that were otherwise inaccessible, the enemy could be surprised, dislocated and outmanoeuvred with the possibility of an advantageous strategic impact. However, both opinions on this new form of warfare tended to lack objectivity, with personal loyalties and assumptions often undermining their helpfulness. Of course, airborne operations had the same basic requirements as any other form of warfare: they needed to have achievable aims, be adequately resourced and carefully planned to ensure that their risks were deftly managed. However, because airborne operations were by their nature more risky than most other types, they should only be employed in very specific circumstances if those risks were not to become fatal vulnerabilities. It is the applicability of these specific circumstances that needs to be considered if two separate but inextricably linked Montgomery schemes to cross the Rhine using airborne forces are to be fully understood.

Of these two remarkable operations: Market Garden, conducted during September 1944 in Holland, and Operation Plunder Varsity, conducted in March 1945 in Germany, the former is by far the better known and is one of the most famous engagements of the Second World War. There have been scores of books, articles and documentaries produced over the last 30 years about this dramatic attempt to ‘bounce the Rhine’, with many inspired by the success of the 1977 film A Bridge Too Far, which was based on Cornelius Ryan’s book of the same name. Indeed, in recent years a Market Garden-based computer game has been a bestseller proclaiming: ‘From war-room strategy to gritty trench combat, battlefields come to life as you command Allied or Axis powers. It’s a desperate fight – bridge after bridge – where every second counts.’ The phrase ‘a bridge too far’ is in common usage on both sides of the Atlantic as a descriptive shorthand for overstretch. But while it is tempting to say that the fascination of Market Garden is based on the controversy surrounding it, the reality is that it has come to be seen as an Aunt Sally operation. There has grown around it an overwhelmingly dominant perception, summarized by British historian Ronald Lewin, who writes that it was ‘a British disaster where naked courage lacked the bodyguard of competent planning, competent intelligence, competent technology’. Dissatisfied with such a damning verdict, he goes on to add spitefully: ‘war’s objective is victory, not only the Victoria Cross, and it was shameful that by the autumn of 1944 we could still be so amateur’. But these glib criticisms signally fail to provide a full and empathetic account of the circumstances in which the operation was conceived, planned and conducted. Moreover, it is not only disrespectful but unworthy of Lewin to argue that Allied commanders in the autumn of 1944 needed to be reminded that ‘war’s objective is victory, not only the Victoria Cross’. Such facile statements are extremely misleading as they make it seem as though critical decisions were taken in a strategic vacuum rather than in a heady atmosphere dominated by competing interests.

Yet whilst Market Garden has been subjected to many harsh words that have served to raise its profile, Plunder Varsity remains little known. When compared to Market Garden it has attracted scant attention from authors, its commemorations are muted and far less well attended by the public, and battlefield tours to its important sites are rarities. However, it remains an operation highly deserving of close attention for it was a remarkable undertaking and surrounded by controversy all of its own. Plunder Varsity was the largest single airborne lift operation in history, which reflected the massive material advantages that the Allies enjoyed at the time, but it was not, of course, without risk. The resultant battles were dramatic, intense, involved some heavy casualties and were not without mistakes or great drama. Indeed, there seems to be a misconception that the Battle of the Ardennes in December 1944 was the last great battle of the Western Allies in Europe, and that the fighting that followed was little more than a walkover. But Plunder Varsity underlines the need to re-evaluate such easily accepted notions, for although it is undeniable that the Germans were already unstitched by the final months of the war, the story of them being pulled apart demands to be told.

Together the stories of these two great airborne operations provide the ideal opportunity to investigate the unfurling of Eisenhower’s strategy, along with Germany’s struggle to sustain its war effort. They also provide an insight into the development of Allied fighting methods and, in particular, the audacious art of airborne warfare. Never before or since has the world seen such a grandiose and romantic use of the air flank, and although Market Garden and Plunder Varsity differed in many ways, they also had much in common. Chief among the similarities was the importance of high-quality fighting troops. An airborne soldier who lacked physical or mental strength was ill-equipped to contend with the many demands that being lightly armed and dropped behind enemy lines entailed. The story of these operations is, therefore, not only about rivalry and friction in the higher echelons of command but also about the rigours of small-unit actions and the motivations of the individual. It is about the comradeship, professionalism, courage and tenacity displayed by the airborne soldiers that remains peerless in the history of warfare.
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Prologue

The wood is misty when I arrive, but shafts of sunlight cut their way through the canopy of leaves to illuminate the scene. ‘The Hollow’ is less distinct than I had expected and would not normally warrant a second glance. It’s just a collection of eroded leaf-covered holes in the ground; the deepest is 15 feet from the bottom to its lip and the largest can be walked around in seconds. They are defended by tall, straight, elegant beech trees which stand like pristine Guardsmen, but look carefully and you can see their battle scars. I pull out a map to get my bearings, to help me in the imaginative leap that I need to picture the scene 50 years ago when British paratroopers gave battle here. The Germans were in the trees on the other side of the lane, intent on blocking the way to the edge of a pocket containing the shattered remnants of the 1 British Airborne Division. A brisk hour’s walk eastwards would bring me to the division’s main objective, the road bridge over that most mesmerizing of water obstacles, the Lower Rhine. I was lying prone on one of The Hollow’s damp banks trying to get a paratrooper’s perspective when Colonel Geoffrey Powell arrived. He had fought here as a company commander in 156 Para and now gives me an encouraging smile, offering approvingly: ‘That’s it exactly.’ With those few words I notice a transformation in the previously quiet, elderly gentleman whom I had met yesterday: his back is straighter, he has a glint in his eye, he looks younger.

I had travelled from England with some military colleagues, Geoffrey Powell and Sir James Cleminson, for a reconnaissance of the Arnhem battlefield prior to a visit by the British Army Staff College. I felt immensely privileged being in the company of these veterans of the battle, having first read about their dramatic exploits as a 9-year-old boy. Powell, the intrepid leader whose bravery seemed to know no bounds, and Cleminson, the 3 Para platoon commander whose own remarkable story included being forced to take refuge in an attic with the divisional commander, Major-General Roy Urquhart, when they were surrounded by the enemy. I was desperate to learn from these men, but on our journey we merely made polite conversation, as the British do so well, in an attempt to get to know each other. But now, standing in the woods just outside Oosterbeek where his men had fallen, Geoffrey is back in 1944. Looking me in the eye, he begins to relive his experience. ‘We took this place,’ he says in a voice that still boasts considerable resonance, ‘after a good old-fashioned charge.’ An intensely modest man who would rather be remembered for his considerable postwar literary achievements than for his exploits as a soldier, Geoffrey is understating the achievement of an action that could so easily have ended in his death. He led the charge with his close friend Major Michael Page at his shoulder, a man who had cropped up in conversation several times yesterday. As it turned out, the sight and sound of a body of paratroopers screaming feverishly as they hurtled towards the Germans was enough to make the stunned defenders withdraw. I help Geoffrey down into a sandy hole: ‘I organized things from here,’ he recalls, ‘we were expecting the Germans to counterattack before too long.’ He pauses and gathers his thoughts before continuing with a wave of his hands: ‘Michael defended the right side of the Hollow, and Corporal Rosenberg the left. It was a tight, contained position.’ He points out an area of ground equivalent to the size of about one and a half football pitches and describes the location of the enemy, their weapons and, touchingly, the personalities of some of the men. Geoffrey offers an intimate and loving portrait of Michael Page whom he describes as a large, dependable and caring man with whom he had a close affinity.

We wander around the position and each step that Geoffrey takes seems to trigger a memory of that tumultuous day in September. Here is the place where wounded Germans were searched for ammunition; here the site where an enemy self-propelled gun was silenced by an anti-tank round and there where the man that fired the round was hit by a stream of machine gun bullets; over there is the nook where a soldier with a mortal stomach wound asked quietly to be put out of his misery. He talks about the dead in a semi-detached manner, discussing each in a way that reveals that neither the officer nor the civilian can afford to dwell on them without encouraging a distorted perspective on events. We stop for a moment to comment on the clearing mist, and then retrace our steps before coming to a halt. Geoffrey says: ‘Brigadier Hackett and I discussed our little situation here. Hackett was a cool customer. He had saved his friend’s life shortly before.’ I know the story. During enemy shelling and mortaring, a jeep loaded with ammunition caught fire and threatened another bearing a severely wounded officer on a stretcher. Seeing the danger, Hackett leapt up, ran over to the casualty’s jeep through a small arms barrage and, shielding his face from the flames, started the engine and sped away. That wounded man was Lieutenant-Colonel Derick Heathcote-Amory, a future Chancellor of the Exchequer.

Continuing our exploration, Geoffrey seems distracted and is quiet for a minute or two. Then, for the first time that morning, he speaks without looking at me: ‘Snipers were a real threat’, he states warily, ‘and it was around here that Michael was killed.’ Page was shot through the forehead while trying to locate the position of a German machine gun. ‘I could not bring myself to look at his body. It was a difficult thing to reconcile. He had been so alive just minutes before.’ He quickly changes the subject and begins to talk about his diminishing band of fatigued soldiers who were running dangerously low on ammunition after hours of being pinned down by the Germans. ‘Time was not on our side’. Geoffrey reflects, ‘and the Brigadier decided that he would lead a charge out of The Hollow and through the enemy to break into the divisional position.’ There was nothing more to be done here, and Powell disengages. The mist had burnt off, it was a bright sunny day and we had an appointment at the Hartenstein Hotel.

Note: Geoffrey Powell died in 2005, but his experiences live on not only through his book, my favourite wartime memoir, Men at Arnhem, but also through what he told me that day. I have passed on his experiences and wisdom to many military and civilian groups over the years, and I make a point of visiting Michael Page’s grave in the Arnhem Oosterbeek Military Cemetery whenever I am there.
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