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Timeline



	1944

	 




	5 June

	Allied Expeditionary Force departs for France by sea and air.




	6 June

	Airborne landings east of River Orne. Capture of Pegasus Bridge and destruction of Merville Battery. British land at ‘Sword’ and ‘Gold’ Beaches, Canadians land at ‘Juno’.




	7 June

	Bayeux liberated by British 50th Division.




	8 June

	General Montgomery arrives in France.




	26 June

	‘Operation Epsom’ launched in an attempt to capture Caen.




	1 July

	‘Epsom’ halted, Caen remains in enemy hands.




	8 July

	‘Operation Charnwood’ launched in a further attempt to capture Caen.




	9 July

	British and Canadian 3rd Divisions capture northern part of Caen. The south and east remain in German hands. 43rd Division begin assault on Hill 112.




	18 July

	‘Operation Goodwood’ launched in attempt to encircle Caen from east and breakout towards Falaise.




	20 July

	‘Goodwood’ halted, Caen captured by Canadian 3rd Division. British armour fail to capture Bourgebus ridge and advance towards Falaise halted.




	22 July

	43rd Division clear remaining Germans from Hill 112.




	25 July

	Canadians launch ‘Operation Spring’ in support of US army’s ‘Operation Cobra’.




	7 August

	Canadian II Corps launch ‘Operation Totalize’ night time advance towards Falaise.




	11 August

	‘Totalize’ halted with failure to advance on Falaise




	14 August

	Canadians launch ‘Operation Tractable’, attempting to reach Falaise.




	20 August

	Polish and Canadian troops close ‘Falaise Pocket’ trapping 50,000 German troops.




	25 August

	43rd Division cross River Seine at Vernon.




	29 August

	XXX Corps launch ‘The Swan’, the rapid advance from the Vernon bridgehead towards Belgium.




	3 September

	Brussels liberated by Guards Armoured Division.




	4 September

	Antwerp liberated by 11th Armoured Division.




	9 September

	Ostend liberated.




	10 September

	Guards Armoured Division capture bridge over Meuse-Escaut canal at Neerpelt in Belgium. 49th and 51st Divisions attack Le Havre. First supply ships arrive at Dieppe.




	12 September

	Le Havre liberated by British and Canadian forces. 12,000 prisoners taken.




	13 September

	Boulogne and Calais captured. 15th Division secure bridgehead over Meuse-Escaut canal near Gheel.




	17 September

	‘Operation Market Garden’ launched in an attempt to cross the Rhine at Arnhem in Holland. Airborne forces fail to capture bridge at Arnhem. XXX Corps advance towards Arnhem from Meuse-Escaut canal. Canadian 3rd Division launch assault on Boulogne.




	18 September

	Eindhoven liberated by Guards Armoured Divison and US paratroopers.




	20 September

	Guards Armoured Division cross Nijmegen bridge but are unable to advance towards Arnhem.




	21 September

	Airborne troops at Arnhem bridge finally surrender.




	22 September

	German garrison at Boulogne surrenders. Canadians take over 9,000 prisoners.




	25–26 September

	1st Airborne Division withdrawn from Oosterbeek and evacuated across the Neder Rijn.




	30 September

	Calais surrenders to the Canadians who take 10,000 prisoners.




	1 October

	1st Canadian Army launches operation to clear Scheldt estuary.




	12 October

	Start of operations to clear Germans from west bank of River Meuse. Overloon captured by 3rd Division.




	19 October

	Venray captured by 3rd Division.




	1 November

	Commandos and 52nd Division land at island of Walcheren in the mouth of the Scheldt estuary.




	4 November

	Royal Navy minesweepers begin to clear Scheldt estuary.




	8 November

	Walcheren finally clear of enemy troops.




	28 November

	First supply convoys arrive at Antwerp.




	16 December

	Germans launch offensive against Americans in the Ardennes.




	19 December

	XXX Corps move south to prevent Germans crossing River Meuse.




	1945

	




	4 January

	XXX Corps and 6th Airborne Division advance into the Ardennes.




	15–28 January

	XII Corps clear ‘Roermond Triangle’ in preparation for assault on the Rhineland.




	8 February

	1st Canadian Army, including British XXX Corps, launch ‘Operation Veritable’, attacking into the Reichswald forest to advance up to the banks of the Rhine.




	23 February

	US forces launch attacks in Rhineland in support of ‘Operation Veritable’.




	10 March

	German troops retreat across Rhine at Wesel.




	23 March

	‘Operation Plunder’, the crossing of the Rhine by 51st Division at Rees and 1st Commando Brigade at Wesel, begins under cover of darkness.




	24 March

	Rhine crossings continue. 6th Airborne Division lands around Hamminkeln in ‘Operation Varsity’ and links up with ground forces.




	April 2nd

	British Army begins advance towards River Elbe. 1st Canadian Army advances into Holland and northern Germany.




	13 April

	11th Armoured Division liberate Bergen-Belsen concentration camp.




	14 April

	49th Division captures Arnhem.




	26 April

	Bremen captured.




	29 April

	15th Division cross River Elbe.




	2 May

	6th Airborne Division reach Wismar on the Baltic coast. 11th Armoured Division enter Lubeck.




	3 May

	7th Armoured Division take surrender of Hamburg. German delegation arrives at Field Marshal Montgomery’s HQ at Luneburg to discuss surrender.




	4 May

	Ceasefire signed. 21st Army Group told to halt offensive operations.




	5 May

	Surrender comes into effect at 8 a.m.




	6 May

	General Jodl signs formal surrender at Reims.




	7 May

	49th Division liberate Amsterdam and Utrecht.




	8 May

	Formal surrender comes into effect from midnight. The war in Europe is over.




	25 August

	21st Army Group dissolved, becoming The British Army Of The Rhine.






Introduction

The Second World War was not won by an army – nor was it won by generals, spies, politicians, scientists or codebreakers. It was not even won by professional soldiers. All played their part, all suffered, all excelled themselves, and all helped to change and shape the world we now live in. But on the whole they did not fight the battles, nor shed the blood that brought victory.

The Second World War was won by men. Ordinary men, often little more than boys, with unspectacular pasts and unspectacular futures.

This is not an ordinary story of war. This is not a list of victories and defeats, or of tactics and strategy, but the story of the lives of the men who fought the battles in north-west Europe between D-Day and VE Day. It is the story of the men of Field Marshal Montgomery’s 21st Army Group, of what they thought and how they behaved. These were men who aspired simply to survive to the end of another day, hopefully to get some sleep and hot food at nightfall – men who went for weeks without a bath or a change of clothes.

They lived a life few could have imagined when they first landed in Europe. The battles drained the soldiers of both their physical and mental strength. For eleven months they experienced the full range of human emotions. At one moment they could be ruthlessly vindictive towards their enemies, at the next they were caring and forgiving. For most killing was an unpleasant necessity, required to ensure survival. However, others relished the violence and unleashed a wave of crime that shocked their leaders.

Naïve young men, who had hardly taken a drink before they joined the army, found themselves at war’s end managing and drinking dry German breweries and distilleries. Thousands stood eagerly in queues outside brothels whilst others deserted to run them. They were saints and sinners, heroes and villains. They fought hard, got drunk, looted, took drugs to keep themselves awake, left an unprecedented trail of destruction across Europe, and finally defeated the enemy. And they fought knowing one thing – the only way to get home was to get the job done.

Yet despite the heroics performed by the men of 21st Army Group, somewhere in the following years much of their story has been forgotten. Their exploits never caught the attention of the public. For all their sufferings and sacrifices history seems to have been unkind to the European campaign. Excepting a few notable events such as D-Day and the battle at Arnhem – other military feats were not destined to capture the heart of the nation.

Masterful strokes of naval skill, such as the trapping of the Graf Spee or the sinking of the Bismarck had been ideal candidates for public adulation. They seemed to fit into the typically British notion of the underdog – small forces taking on a mighty enemy and triumphing against the odds. The Battle of Britain, the Blitz and the return of the BEF from the beaches of Dunkirk were much the same – in the nation’s darkest hour David had somehow defeated Goliath. These were the legends that grew in the post-war world, recorded forever in books and films that celebrated the victories. Even POWs entered the public consciousness for their adventurous spirit and their efforts to escape against all the odds.

The early war years had been a catalogue of unmitigated disasters for the army with defeats in France, Greece, North Africa and Burma. Only in 1942, after the defeat at El Alamein of Rommel’s seemingly invincible Afrika Korps did the public find new heroes – the men of the Eighth Army. The tide had been turned, a chink of light had appeared and from that moment onwards victory seemed inevitable. No longer were they the underdogs. Now, side by side with the Americans and their economic might, they were part of a successful winning team.

With the success of the D-Day landings of June 1944 the public seemed to think the battle was over and after the initial outpourings of joy interest seemed to wane. Only with the airborne landings at Arnhem was interest revived. Once more the British soldiers were the underdogs as the undergunned, undersupplied ‘Davids’ of the 1st Airborne Division did battle with the ‘Goliath’ of the SS. Only this time Goliath was victorious. Then, with the coming of winter and the failure to ‘bring the boys home by Christmas’, the public again seemed to lose interest.

It was not to say that the British public did not care, most families had men serving in Europe, but they had no obvious symbols to latch onto. June 1944 to May 1945 saw not a series of climactic battles but an almost never-ending slog. These were not stirring battles to capture fortresses, culminating in victorious flag waving ceremonies, but messy battles to capture anonymous villages, nameless hills and seemingly insignificant bridges, forests or fields.

For all the bloodshed and heartache there were few remarkable images to capture the public imagination. There was no defining moment caught for posterity by photographers with which to identify with their fighting men. Then, in face of the relentless wartime and post-war publicity given to American involvement in the campaign it seemed somehow inevitable that the British and Canadian role would fade into the background.

How could they compete? Everything seemed to favour their US allies. Without a doubt D-Day’s most dramatic story came at Omaha Beach where gallant GIs struggled against appalling odds to gain a foothold in France. Nothing endured that day by any other army could compare to the scale of the slaughter of those first hours.

Then was it not the Americans who first broke out of the Normandy bridgehead to strike deep into occupied France? The speed of General Patton’s drive to capture Brittany and then sweep to encircle the German army was the stuff of headlines. This was the drama the public wanted.

When the British launched their own breakout from Normandy it failed to have the same impact. General Horrocks’ 30 Corps raced from the Seine to the Scheldt in little over a week, outstripping in speed and distance the heroics of General Patton, yet the British efforts lacked the resonance of the earlier advance. Patton went on to become an American icon, revered by the public and immortalised by Hollywood. Brian Horrocks went on to become ‘Black Rod’, a prestigious yet purely ceremonial figure at British State occasions.

This was iconography versus modesty, it seemed the campaign was designed for a nation that celebrates understatement. The list was endless. GIs liberated Europe’s most fashionable capital – Paris. The British and Canadians took its least fashionable – Brussels. In the two most notable battles of the campaign, the Americans fought heroically in the Battle of The Bulge and emerged victorious, whilst the British were defeated at Arnhem. Whilst the Americans used speed and guile to snatch the last bridge over the Rhine at Remagen, 21st Army Group laboured to build up vast supplies for what, to outside observers, appeared an unnecessarily massive operation to breach the Reich’s last natural border. Even in victory the story was the same. The Americans finished the war in the breathtaking scenery of the Bavarian Alps whilst for 21st Army Group the climax was reached on the uninspiring plains and heaths of northern Germany.

It is easy to see why much of the campaign was quickly forgotten. Post-war Britain was a land exhausted by war. All but bankrupt, its Empire dissolving, both industry and the workforce worn out, tormented by years of rationing, Britain was a country in need of change. It was time to look forward and not to the past. Whilst American industrial power reigned supreme and Germany rose from the ashes of defeat, Britain struggled to climb from the ruins of its own victory.

Exhausted by war, there was little will to remember or celebrate and as memories faded the truth faded with them. The veterans shared their memories with each other but few shared such information with their own families. Thousands of sons grew up knowing little of their fathers’ experiences. Confronted with Hollywood heroics, and faced with the reticence of their own fathers to admit to having played anything other than a minor role in the drama, a whole generation seemed to emerge uncertain of their nation’s role in the defeat of the Nazis. In time one of Britain’s greatest military victories became relegated to a footnote in history.

Yet the reality was that it had been an incredible journey – one that cost the lives of 39,599 British and Canadian soldiers and saw the wounding of countless others. It was an experience few would ever forget and that few of the civilians would ever really understand. This was a generation of men whose experiences of the extremes of life and death were to surpass that of any previous generation, or that of any who followed them. In those long months the men of 21st Army Group suffered great hardship and deprivation, enjoyed comradeship and lost friends. They were both killers and saviours, destructors and builders, men who laughed and cried, ate, slept, gambled, made love, got drunk and quite often died.

Here is their story. Read it and you’ll never look at your grandfather in the same way again.


1

The Landscape of Battle

‘The smell of death was totally in the air – like going into a morgue. But you got used to that smell. It got into your clothes and it was there continuously, so you didn’t notice it in the end.’ (1)

By 1944 the army had evolved into something almost unrecognisable from that which had existed in 1939. The 21st Army Group that included the British Western European Force, and later the British Liberation Army, was far removed from the British Expeditionary Force that had gone to France in 1939. Consisting of General Dempsey’s 2nd Army and General Crerar’s 1st Canadian Army, 21st Army Group was under the command of General Bernard Montgomery, the fabled victor of Alamein. Under his command the mixed force of British and Canadians – supplemented with smaller detachments of men from throughout occupied Europe – was to win a victory equal to any in Britain’s long military history.

Although consisting almost entirely of conscripts and ‘hostilities only’ volunteers the army displayed a professionalism little seen in previous years. In the years before the outbreak of war the regular army, though made up of volunteers rather than conscripts, was like a club for some of its members – an organisation joined out of tradition, because for generations the family had sent one son into a particular regiment. Territorial battalions were a mirror of the societies in which they were raised, in rural areas the landowners, magistrates and merchants served as officers whilst gamekeepers and farm hands provided the other ranks.

With the influx of conscripts the army underwent a rebirth. No longer would new officers arrive at their regiments to be given instructions that they should not marry until the age of twenty-five and should go foxhunting twice a week. Instead, the army had evolved into a modern and potent fighting force. The defeats in France, Greece and North Africa had been a violent education. But the mistakes had been learned from, and the army had kept learning all the way across North Africa, through Italy, and by June 1944 stood poised to strike at the German war machine. The army that had gone to France in 1939 full of high hopes to ‘Hang out the washing on the Siegfried Line’ was set to return with more realistic aspirations.

On the evening of 5 June 1944, as 21st Army Group began its journey towards France, few could have imagined what lay ahead. The airborne forces in their gliders and transport planes, the infantrymen, engineers and tank crews in their landing craft – all could look around at the faces of their colleagues and wonder how many might still be alive the next day. Yet for all their fears few betrayed their inner feelings – about to take part in the greatest military endeavour in history the soldiers did their best to pass it off with an air of studied indifference. Some read books or newspapers, others slept, played cards, chatted idly with their mates. As the hours ticked by so the mood changed, the mask of nonchalance began to slip – silence deepened as their thoughts raced around the fate that awaited them. Those who still talked made less sense and now few were still sleeping although some feigned slumber in an attempt to calm themselves. As some would later comment, they were like actors waiting for their cue to take the stage; uncertain as to whether it would be their greatest performance or an unmitigated disaster.

This was not an easy campaign, it was not a case of land in France and just push the enemy back towards Berlin. There were to be eleven months of fighting during which the soldiers suffered the sunburn of summer, the rains of autumn, the frostbite of winter, and finally – and appropriately – the awakenings of spring.

Right from the start the British and Canadians set a standard for the pattern of advance. From before the first man set foot on the landing beaches, right up until the final defeat of the enemy they unleashed an unprecedented weight of firepower upon the enemy with rocket firing fighter bombers, heavy and medium artillery, mortars, tanks, heavy machine guns, heavy bombers and even battleships. In the parlance of the fighting men this was ‘The Full Monty’ – named after their general whose preferred method of assault was to batter the enemy into virtual submission before unleashing the infantry and tanks. It was unglamorous, but Monty and his generals knew war wasn’t about glamour, instead it was about making sure your men survived to see the final victory.

In their battles the Allies had one great advantage over the enemy – morale. There was one simple detail that kept the soldiers fighting: they could see victory ahead and knew that victory would allow them to go home. Victory was their passport home to their families. For the Germans there was no such luxury. Defeat would mean the destruction of their homeland, the death of thousands of soldiers and civilians and the dislocation of their entire way of life.

But still they fought. Obeying the orders of their Führer, the Germans defended almost every inch of land, even when military logic dictated withdrawing and reforming to fight in natural defensive positions. However logic wasn’t the order of the day. After the initial shock of the D-Day landings the Wehrmacht composed itself, improvised defences and hung on tenaciously, even when surrounded. This was not an army prepared to give up without a fight and this was to remain the pattern. Even when short of ammunition or when they were hungry and morale had dipped and when they should have given up, the Germans did the unthinkable and counter-attacked. With a vigour and tenacity displayed by few armies, the Germans were the masters of the counter-attack, waiting for the Allied forces to capture a position then bringing down artillery fire and throwing forward their reserves. For the men of the British and Canadian armies these tactics made their lives uncomfortable, fractured their morale and made survival a luxury.

Throughout the campaign the story was to be the same. There were few glorious battlefield victories, the stuff of which the dreams of armchair generals are made. In truth, much of the time it was a vicious slog as both sides attempted to wear out the opposition. When journalists announced to the world that ‘a quiet day has passed at the front’ scores of men were dying to capture anonymous and soon to be forgotten villages and fields.

In the early battles every mile advanced was bought at a cost in men and tanks. This was not a clean, orderly battlefield but a state of confusion. Snipers and pockets of cut-off German infantry appeared behind the Allied lines, hiding out in woods and abandoned houses, sneaking out to hit targets of opportunity. At times there was little certainty over who was really in control in many areas. The only certainty was that no one wanted to be a target for the desperate, tenacious and, eventually, surrounded Nazis.

From the start everyone frantically had to learn the realities of war, some senior officers had to relearn what they already knew and those who had fought in the desert had to learn this was a very different war. They discovered the shortcomings of their tactics, had to learn how tanks and infantry should work together and how the airforce could best assist the land war. But it was in the front lines where the lessons were the most vital and certain ones stood out above all others – war was not what the soldiers expected nor would their war bear much resemblance to that recorded by much of history. Where they expected order they found chaos. Where history records advances they remember a hardfought slogging match. Where history records victory they remember pain and death.

At first many of the inexperienced soldiers had little idea of how to behave. They were slow to dig in, sometimes slept above ground and even stood up to watch nearby actions. These were bad habits that had to be lost quickly if they were to live. As well as being terrifying, the first encounter with enemy fire was often an uncertain experience. It took time to learn when incoming fire was likely to land nearby and when it was necessary to take cover. Only the fortunate ones had the time to learn. One of those ‘lucky’ men was Wilf Allen who experienced incoming fire on the day he joined the 1st Royal Dragoons from a holding unit:

We were about three miles back from the front line, the German long range guns would send over about half a dozen shells two or three times a day, I was not aware of this and was walking to my billet with some of my kit when some of these shells started to go over my head landing about a hundred yards away, I carried on walking thinking this is a bit ‘hot’. Arriving at my billet nobody was to be seen, after the barrage had finished my driver appeared from a cellar and wanted to know what I was doing outside, they were all taking cover as usual … was certainly afraid of the shells but at that time I was more afraid of being seen as scared than anything else. I soon learned to take cover. (2)

Learning to take cover was just one lesson. There would be many more surprises for them. Despite the mechanised nature of modern warfare, the technical innovations designed to increase firepower and protect the infantryman, the battlefield was a surprisingly lonely place. Whilst death stalked their every move, the soldiers seldom saw the people firing at them and visibility was restricted to little more than a few yards around. For all the noise of the battlefields of Europe the soldiers who inhabited them discovered they were curiously empty places. The rule was never to show yourself, unless absolutely necessary, for a visible man was a dead man. For infantrymen battle could be lonely. Swirls of smoke obscured both friend and foe, and flashes of tracer gave the only indication of the enemy’s location and their own inevitable destination. The only sight of the enemy would be a distant blur of movement or a muzzle flash. Many infantrymen found themselves lost in their own world. It was only in the final moments, when the enemy positions were reached, that anyone would be visible. As one infantryman explained: ‘You looked around and thought “What the hell am I doing here?” You couldn’t see the big picture, you had tunnel vision. You just saw your bit. Before you went into an attack you knew who was on your right and who was on your left. Outsiders were faceless.’ (3)

Whenever an advance halted, even for minutes, soldiers dug in and crouched in their slit trench awaiting orders. When the line was static men crouched for days in the slit trenches they shared with a mate, hardly seeing anyone from their own sections let alone the enemy. Their world became the view of the bare earth walls of their trench, maybe a row of bushes, some trees or the corner of a field. Their only contact with the outside world might be a slit trench a few yards away, the sight of friendly helmets indicating the location of their mates. In close countryside the world of the footsloggers was severely restricted. The crash of unseen artillery and the roar of anonymous tank engines were the stimuli experienced by the infantryman.

It was little different for the tank crews, only the commander in his elevated position having any real idea of their surroundings. Under fire the driver and co-driver viewed the world through letterbox sized slits and the gunner through his gunsights. The radio operator/loader had an even more restricted view, seeing nothing but the steel walls that surrounded him. Like the infantryman the tank crews became enclosed in their own small world.

In the chaos and confusion of battle it was little wonder many tragic mistakes were made on the battlefield. In the fog of war, accidents now known as ‘friendly fire’, but then called ‘blue on blue’, were commonplace. Throughout the campaign the story was the same – harassed officers misread maps, confused soldiers fired on anything that moved and airmen misidentified targets. The soldiers made plenty of mistakes, as one remembered: ‘A chap said to me “There’s a Jerry up that tree” so I upped my rifle, took a shot and saw him fall. About an hour later I discovered I’d shot one of our own snipers. Nothing was made of it, these things happen, it wasn’t done on purpose. I very much regretted it but you can’t dwell on it. I was lucky I didn’t know who it was.’ (4)

Of all the mistakes it was the failings of the Allied airforces that were to have the most profound affect. Within days of the landings in France officers were reporting their positions attacked by Allied aircraft and in some particularly tragic cases wave after wave of heavy bombers pounded friendly positions. In one incident nearly four hundred Canadians were killed or wounded by Allied bombers supposedly supporting their attack. Every unit had stories about attack by their own planes. Some officers ordered their men to open fire on any planes that attacked them – indeed some were even shot down by irate infantrymen – while others insisted they should receive no aerial support for fear of the damage it might do.

If that were not bad enough the troops also encountered serious problems with civilians. Although for much of the campaign the troops received a welcome few could have dreamed of – smothered in kisses, garlanded with flowers, given food, drink and love – it was not always the case. The reaction differed from place to place – in the words of one soldier: ‘The French were generally indifferent, the Belgians welcoming, the Dutch ecstatic and the Germans suspicious.’ (5) In France few of the villagers whose homes were destroyed during the Allied advance gave anything like the welcome expected. Understandably they were often sullen and openly hostile; having seen friends and family killed and their homes and farms ruined by war, what did they have to celebrate? A handful even took their hostility to extreme lengths, attacking the advancing armies. Some drivers even sang ‘La Marseillaise’ as they passed through villages in the hope of protecting themselves from attack.

Civilian snipers were reported, often thought to be women whose German boyfriends had been killed. Just days after D-Day Arthur Jarvis was sent on a sniper hunt: ‘Some of the French people were shooting at us on the beach. They gave me six men and we found one of the houses where they were firing at us from. We got a chap with a Bren gun firing at the windows and I went with the others round the back. We crept up the stairs and threw a grenade in. We found two lads who looked about fifteen and we killed them.’ He later asked a French woman about the civilian reaction and she told him: ‘The Germans have been here four years and we’ve not lost anything. You’ve been here three or four days and we’ve got nothing left.’ (6)

Such problems just added to the uncertainty of the men on the battlefield, enhancing their confusion. However, they were little more than an irritation compared to two things that cut through the fog of war, penetrating and permeating the senses – smell and sound. The smell of the battlefield is something few soldiers can ever forget and that many find difficult to describe to outsiders who have never experienced such an intense assault on the senses. There was the unique aroma of cordite that lingered over the battlefield after every explosion and every round fired. Its sickly sweet fumes seemed to hang at ground level, combining with the smell of dead bodies and phosphorus. Some men found the cocktail of odours was so revolting they felt constantly sick. In addition to these were the smells of dead, and often rotting farm animals, the odour of dried sweat on unwashed uniforms and bodies, and the stench of unburied human faeces. The impact was explained by one infantryman: ‘The smell of death was totally in the air – like going into a morgue. But you got used to that smell. It got into your clothes and it was there continuously, so you didn’t notice it in the end. Then you’d go out of the line for a couple of days – forget it – then when you returned it would hit you again. Terrible.’ (7)

Overpowering though it was for infantrymen, the senses of the tank crews were pushed to the very limit. Enclosed in their ‘tin horses’ there was no escape from their own body odour, the cordite as they fired their guns, the diesel or petrol of their engines and even the urine they passed into empty shell cases to be emptied out through the hatches when a suitable moment came.

The sounds of war laid almost permanent siege on the eardrums. At its height noise could be so intense that it seemed to merge into a blanket of sound that enveloped the soldiers. The lack of definition between sounds, in which friendly or enemy fire became indistinguishable, offered an unlikely protection from fear for some men. Deprived of the sense of hearing they could no longer hear approaching danger and thus they no longer worried about it. With time the noise merged into the background with soldiers able to distinguish the noises that really mattered, and eventually some soldiers found the roar of artillery almost like a lullaby – a background noise that accompanied their drifting off to sleep. An infantry NCO tried to explain the effect of noise:

The mortars would be throwing shells over, the 25 pounders would be firing, the Brens would be firing. It was all noise. And coming back the other way would be shells. So you had the whistle of shells all day. Tanks rolling, tanks firing right alongside you. When I was in the Bren carrier the gun was going ‘dack, dack, dack, dack’ right by my ear. So the noise was absolutely amazing. When you were under a barrage you were cocooned within it. You could go for days and not hear what you were saying – just the chatter of the guns. Terrible, when an attack was going in. (8)

Some found the intensity of noise affected more than just the ears, seeming to assault the skin. With every explosion they felt the vibration and heat of the blast rippling across their faces. Even the ground beneath their feet shook. The artillerymen who fired the massed barrages that were to become a feature of 21st Army Group’s offensives were left deafened for hours afterwards. Even shorter fire orders would leave a ringing in their ears. Others found themselves suffering from intense headaches caused by the noise that enveloped them. For men under heavy artillery fire conversation became impossible. The soldiers listened intently for the noise of incoming shell or mortar fire. They soon learned the tell-tale signs that meant a round was heading for them and ‘hit the deck’ accordingly – if shells made a short, sharp, swishing noise they should take cover, if the noise was more leisurely the rounds would land some distance away. In time those lucky enough to survive would consider themselves to have developed a sixth sense about incoming artillery. Some men noticed how they walked with a stoop and one ear cocked to the air as if ready to hit the ground at the first sign of incoming fire.

These sounds that heralded danger had to be listened out for amongst the rumble of friendly artillery and the crash of distant explosions. There was also the noise of the close support aircraft that could appear overhead to batter enemy positions, and in the first weeks after D-Day, the terrifying rumble of naval gunfire and the deafening accompaniment of large calibre projectiles. Most frightening of all was the screams of the wounded, the less serious cases calling for medics and stretcher bearers, the more serious crying incoherently for their mothers. These were the awful sounds that could go on long after the fighting was over as dying men lay in no man’s land pleading for assistance. With the dangers of proceeding into no man’s land too great, men had to sit tight and listen to hours of crying as their friends lay dying. It was unnerving for their friends but no compensation to know the sounds were irritating to their enemies. And at the end of it all a surreal peace descended over the battlefield – birds could be heard singing, dogs barking, cows mooing and insects buzzing – for a brief period it seemed as if the world had regained its sanity.

Despite all the mechanised madness of war the soldiers’ lives became closely tied in with nature. Often living in holes in the ground they became attuned to a very basic life. Their days were controlled by the hours of daylight, their night time activities controlled by cloud and moon. The weather influenced them to a degree they had never previously experienced. In the sun of summer they sweated, their clothes rubbed, their skin burned and everything smelt worse. In the wet of spring and autumn the damp penetrated their clothing, water seeped into their boots and their skin turned soft and puffy. Then in winter the cold penetrated their bones making them ache. Gloved fingers could hardly move for cold and ears, noses and toes all risked frostbite. The wind dried their skin, leaving their cheeks stinging and lips chapped. If a change of season was a respite it was merely a prelude to more misery to follow.

The summer sun brought more than just the discomfort of sunburn to the men who fought in Normandy – they were also plagued by insects. The rivers and streams were the breeding ground for swarms of mosquitoes that assaulted the troops. In the heat of summer the soldiers had to keep their shirts buttoned up to the collar to keep out the insects and wore camouflage netting as scarves to try to keep them out. Yet somehow the persistent insects always managed to find a way inside, creeping up sleeves or trouser legs to reinforce the discomfort. Those soldiers occupying positions in view of the enemy dared not even move to swat insects for fear of alerting the enemy of their position. Instead they suffered in silence, reluctantly counting the growing number of bites covering their exposed skin. To deter the mosquitoes the army issued the men with cream that was designed to repel them. Instead most users found the insects attracted to it and joked that the best use of the cream was just to open the pot and leave it nearby to lure the mosquitoes away.

Other insects swarmed around their positions including virulent wasps and horseflies. Soon many soldiers were covered in infected bites, their skin red raw and itching. To find twenty mosquito bites on the back of one hand was not unusual and it looked as if they had measles. It became impossible for some soldiers to shave and bites around the eyes left others unable to see properly.

Worse than the irritation of the bites was the fact the insects fed on the thousands of corpses – animal and human – that littered the Normandy countryside, spreading disease and infection amongst the already weakened soldiers. In the unsanitary conditions of the battlefield many soldiers found the bites becoming seriously infected. There was little else the medics could do but clean up infected bites, give them antibiotics and return them to their unit. In the bitter fighting that followed D-Day there were few enough reinforcements coming in to fill the gaps left by the wounded and killed for a unit to be able to spare a man as a result of boils. Insects were also blamed for the spread of dysentery that was to have such a debilitating effect on so many soldiers that summer. Some units recorded as much as 75 per cent of their men suffering from dysentery.

The winter of 1944–45 was among the coldest in living memory and left the men of 21st Army Group floundering in the frozen and flooded Dutch countryside. It was an experience few ever wished to repeat. Men woke in the mornings to find their clothing or blankets frozen to the ground. As one officer complained to the War Office: ‘No one in this theatre of ops will ever again say hard things about the English climate.’ (9)

The worst of winter saw thousands of British troops struggling through snow and ice, seldom with sufficient winter clothing in the frozen Ardennes, helping to roll back the advances made by the Germans during the Battle of the Bulge. The severity of the winter brought a drop in morale among members of all the armies fighting in Europe, and the British and Canadians were no exception. The extremes of weather brought physical discomfort – coughs, colds, respiratory illnesses, frostbite, trench foot and exposure.

It also brought with it the psychological impact of knowing that they wouldn’t be home for Christmas. Hot food was often scarce and men became caught up in a cycle of discomfort where the lack of food meant they couldn’t keep warm, unable to keep warm they couldn’t sleep and the lack of sleep made them feel colder still.

These conditions lowered morale and in time discipline began to suffer. Ken Hardy, a subaltern in the 49th Division, recalled the latter months of 1944:

That winter morale dropped, it was very difficult to get blokes to go forward, very difficult to get blokes to do anything, by that time of course it was after Arnhem, and people really expected the war to be over soon and they didn’t want to miss out on it. Christmas is a bad time, I was on ‘the island’ for quite a lot of the time during that winter, it was very, very depressing. ‘The island’ wasn’t too bad to get blokes to do things because it was terribly static. But the Ardennes, when we really thought the Germans might get to the channel ports and we weren’t going to get out, that was a really low ebb. It was really difficult to get blokes to do anything. Morale was very, very low. I don’t think it’s made enough of in the history books. Afterwards when we were going to go through the Reichswald morale really lifted up because you were doing something. But when it just wallows around … I think there was drift, from top to bottom. Officers were not unaffected either, and men soon catch up if their officers are drifting, and don’t really know where the hell they’re going. I can remember an occasion when a fellow officer of mine said ‘If you go back now I’ll shoot you’ and he meant it. Discipline became rock hard, ‘if you do that I’ll shoot you’. It was an awful time. It occurs to me that the idea that morale was high from beginning to end is rubbish. During that winter it was very low, when we were messing around doing nothing. (10)

Even following the low of the winter cold there was more to come. While many civilians were already beginning to think of life post-war, planning their victory celebrations and the inevitable return to normality, thousands of British and Canadian troops, under the command of the Canadian General Crerar, were advancing into the Reichswald forest. With the snow thawing they fought from village to village, clearing woods and farms, always in the cold and rain, their every move plagued by a sea of mud which engulfed roads and bogged down tanks, some even to the height of their turret. Damage to the flood defences of the Rhine left vast areas flooded and patrols had to be undertaken by boat and troops moved by amphibious carriers – it was an experience few would ever forget.

The interaction with the environment endured by the men of 21st Army Group was a discomfort, an irritation and sometimes drove men to the brink of mental and physical exhaustion. Yet for some this communing with nature had a more horrific impact. There were moments when the natural way of the world affected even the most hardened soldier, as one veteran of North Africa, Sicily, Italy and north-west Europe remembered: ‘I can’t stand rats because I’ve seen what they can do to a body. Within minutes of a man getting killed the bloody rats were there. They can reduce a body in minutes, they come in hordes. They’re in a pack, they wait and all of a sudden they go and the body is stripped within minutes. Then they’re gone.’ (11)

Just as the natural world plagued their existence so too did the technical world. The men of 21st Army Group fought with weapons that were seldom up to their task. Their Lee Enfield No 4 rifles were reliable and accurate but outdated – relying on a bolt action rather than the semi automatic fire favoured by the Americans. The automatic weapons used by the British and Canadians were also less than popular. The most common sub-machinegun – the Sten – was one of the most unreliable weapons ever issued, jamming when it was most needed and firing by accident at other times. Some men drew up lists of the Sten’s best points and concluded that the magazine catch was good for opening beer bottles, the return spring house cap could be used for measuring a rum ration and the barrel could be removed to use as a straw for drinking from wine vats.

If that was bad, their revolvers were even worse and few front-line officers bothered to carry them. They were inaccurate, heavy, difficult to fire and lacked penetrative power. One officer even fired six shots at a charging goat and failed to hit with a single round. The overwhelmingly low opinion of these weapons led to the War Office concluding that the .38 Enfield was ‘useless’, and in tests 50 per cent of rounds failed to penetrate a petrol tin at a range of twenty-five yards. (12)

Not only weapons were a problem. Binoculars were so underpowered most officers preferred to use ones captured from the Germans. Signals equipment also proved less than popular. In official reports one wireless was described as: ‘A bad set for battle. Netting device too fragile for rough work of infantry in action. Very limited performance but has proved useful on occasions … It is most inadequate for Mobile Fire Control work in our mortar platoon. Not a success in tanks as a means of communication to infantry.’ The No18 set was described as ‘quite useless’ and other sets were: ‘Difficult to obtain and very inferior in quality.’ Not only were the radios considered poor but there were few enough trained operators, with many of the reinforcements having little or no knowledge of the No19 set – a set which curiously required operators to carry a sixpence with which to tighten the locking screws and keep it on frequency. Little wonder the overall assessment of signals equipment given by one battalion commander was: ‘most unsatisfactory’. (13)

Of course not everything was bad. Their mortars were generally accepted as efficient and reliable, as were grenades – with the ‘36’ grenade described as ‘top notch’ in official reports. The Bren light machinegun was among the best in the world, beloved by all who used it. As the War Office reported: ‘This weapon performed excellently. No adverse comments whatsoever. Considered the finest weapon they had to use.’ (14) The British had also acquired an unequalled reputation for artillery fire. The performance of the Royal Artillery and their Canadian counterparts was the very basis of the success of the army’s operations, and in the 25 pounder field gun they had one of the best weapons of the whole war. It was the envy of other armies, both Allied and enemy. It was the ideal weapon – accurate, reliable and mobile – one which both gunner and infantryman could have complete confidence in. And the infantry really did have faith in the artillery – riflemen cheered and applauded as the gun limbers drove past them in the knowledge that these were the people who blasted a path for the advance. In the words of one veteran, the gunners were: ‘the most professionally competent people in the British Army’. (15)

The British Army had also developed some of the most modern specialist equipment in the world. They had ‘Flail’ tanks that could beat a path through minefields, fearsome flamethrowing ‘Crocodile’ tanks that struck terror into the hearts of the enemy defenders and amphibious tanks that rose from the surf on D-Day to confound the enemy gunners. Added to this was the best military bridging equipment available to any army, tanks that could lay carpets across soft ground, fill anti-tank ditches or deliver explosive charges to flatten concrete defences.

Yet for all of these advancements they were hampered by one great technological failing. The tanks of 21st Army Group were years behind those of the enemy, something that soon caused dismay among the troops and cost the lives of hundreds of young tank crews. Even before the invasion of France the matter was raised in parliament but, not wanting to spread panic, the politicians did their best to cover up the realities of the situation. In parliament Churchill evaded the issue and stated that when British tank crews next went to war: ‘They will be found to be equipped in a manner at least equal to the forces of any other country in the world.’ (16)

Yet as Churchill and many observers knew, he was, in the language of parliamentarians, being ‘economical with the truth’, and once the fighting in Normandy got underway the truth soon became apparent. The main tanks in use by the men of 21st Army Group were the American-made Sherman and the British-made Cromwell. With its 75mm gun, the Sherman was unable to penetrate the frontal armour of the German Tigers and Panthers, and was often ineffective against their side armour. Its own high profile made it an easy target for enemy tanks or anti-tank guns and its thin armour offered little protection against the guns deployed by the Germans. The only positive claims made for the Sherman was its high speed and the fact that it could be easily repaired or replaced.

Like the Sherman, the British-made Cromwell was also fast, its high speed supposedly allowing it to break out quickly across open countryside, causing havoc among the enemy. Of course the reality of war in Europe offered little opportunity for such displays. Instead the crews of the Cromwell tanks often found themselves inching through narrow streets or carefully manoeuvring along country lanes, ever on the lookout for enemy troops.

The stories about the failure of armour soon began to circulate, and some senior officers expected there to be open dissent in tank units as a result of the inequality. As Wilfred Allen, a veteran of 1st Royal Dragoons, recalled: ‘The mere whisper of Tiger tanks and things went very quiet.’ (17) One tank commander tried to console his gunner who had complained about the failure of their 75mm gun to penetrate German tank armour, telling him that at least inside a tank they were better protected than the infantry. The gunner wasn’t convinced and replied: ‘What would the infantry do if they were sent into action with rifles which wouldn’t penetrate the enemy’s uniforms?’ (18)

Montgomery attempted to suppress criticism of the tanks, fearing the rumours would damage morale. He even banned the writing of reports by senior officers on the subject for fear of their contents being leaked. Despite this General Dempsey called for reports on the failure of the tank guns and concluded that at thirty yards a 75mm gunner couldn’t penetrate German armour, and the Tiger was declared to be ‘practically immune’ to the Shermans and Cromwells. The reports concluded the Tigers and Panthers were ‘infinitely superior’ to the tanks of 21st Army Group and it was admitted that: ‘At the present time our armour is fighting under a considerable handicap.’ (19)

For the men inside the tanks the only short-term alternative was to find ways to give themselves additional protection. Mechanics spent hours welding spare tracks onto the front of tanks in the hope that they might help to deflect the shells of the enemy guns, and fitted racks that could be filled with sandbags to absorb the punch of the enemy’s hand-held anti-tank weapons. They also backed their tanks into defensive positions so that the engine would protect them from the penetrative power of the enemy guns – they did not mind if their vehicle was disabled, they just wanted to survive.

The saving grace for British tank crews was the appearance of the upgunned Sherman Firefly. At least Firefly crews could go into battle with a measure of optimism since it carried a British 17 pounder gun which was actually capable of penetrating enemy armour. The accepted method of using the Firefly was one per troop of four tanks with the three 75mm Shermans attempting to protect the Firefly until it could get a clear and effective shot at the enemy. It would only be in the latter months of the campaign, with the introduction of the Comet that the British finally had a tank capable of competing on equal terms with the enemy.

This was one of the lessons learnt by the troops – everything takes time. War was a learning process for everyone – generals and privates alike. And everything they were learning about would influence their life. The terror and uncertainty of battle, the ups and downs of relationships with civilians, the failings of weapons and accidents on the battlefield all helped mould the attitudes and behaviour of the soldiers. They found this landscape of battle was not a comfortable place, but they would do their utmost to live through the experience as best they could.
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