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In war it is the man that counts, and not only the machine. A good tank is useless unless the team inside it is well trained, and the men in the team have stout hearts and enthusiasm for the fight.

Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery,
‘Some Notes on the Conduct of War’, written in November 1944
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FOREWORD

Having interviewed and written about numerous veterans from the Second World War, those men that served their country all those years ago constitute a remarkable fraternity. I first met David when I was in ‘conversation’ with him at the Chalke Valley History Festival, to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the Normandy campaign. His candid, self-effacing and, at times, humorous revelation of his experiences as a young troop commander in 1944 and 1945 held the packed audience in fascination. At the end of it they gave him a standing ovation that lasted for several minutes.

In 1944 the life expectancy of a newly commissioned tank troop officer in Normandy was estimated as being two weeks. David Render was a nineteen-year-old second lieutenant, fresh from Sandhurst, when he was sent to France as a battle casualty replacement to a veteran armoured unit that had already spent years fighting in the deserts of North Africa. Joining the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry five days after the D-Day landings, the combat-hardened men he was sent to command did not expect him to last long. In the following weeks of ferocious fighting in Normandy, in which over 90 per cent of his fellow tank commanders became casualties, David’s ability to survive numerous dangerous encounters and close shaves, led his squadron commander to nickname him the ‘inevitable Mr Render’ as he won his spurs in the battle and gained the confidence and respect of his men.

David Render remained in the thick of the action throughout the last year of the war. He went on to survive the culmination of the vicious close-quarters tank battles in the bocage country around Caen and to take part in the Allied breakout from Normandy. He led his troop of Sherman tanks in the fast-moving armoured dash into Belgium and the failed attempt to reach the beleaguered British paratroopers at Arnhem, as part of Operation Market Garden. He participated in the bitter winter fighting in the mud and flooded waterways of Holland and his regiment’s bloody assault on the Siegfried Line. Despite having two tanks destroyed under him, he then took part in the crossing of the Rhine and numerous actions to clear out pockets of fanatical German resistance during the final advance into the heart of the Third Reich.

What is remarkable about David’s story is his willingness to reflect on the contentious issues regarding the nature of the fighting that are so often left out of individual front-line accounts of the Second World War. His story exposes the psychological and physical impact of the stresses and strains of being involved in near continuous action. He does not shy away from the controversial, such as the leadership challenges of difficult relationships, the horrors of combat and the ethics of fighting a savage and bloody war of attrition. He portrays his story in a way that exposes the good, the bad and the ugly realities of war, in a manner that takes the reader into the heart of battle, with pace, excitement and a palpable sense of danger.

I have been enormously fortunate to get to know David and have the privilege of walking former battlefields with him, listen to his stories and have the opportunity to probe him for the details. Throughout, I was struck by his humility, humour and generosity of spirit. In the early part of 2016, I was honoured to be able to accompany David to an investiture in London, where the French Ambassador awarded him the Légion d’honneur. In receiving France’s highest decoration, he was typically modest and talked of the real heroes being those who did not live to tell their stories.

There are few surviving veterans of David’s lucidity and exceptional character, which also led him to become a national motor-racing champion in his sixties and a highly successful businessman. His story of war is an extraordinary one that deserves to be told.

Stuart Tootal


INTRODUCTION

Even today, the entry in the Sherwood Rangers’ war diary regarding the fighting the regiment took part in near the Dutch town of Nijmegen makes hard reading. The report states simply that on 25 September 1944:


A Squadron operating in the North experienced considerable enemy shelling. Lieutenant H. Heenan was killed.



Two brief sentences written in military-service style. Clipped, precise and to the point. No doubt penned by some tired staff officer in the regimental headquarters at the end of another interminably exhausting day; the loss of a young officer, just another grim minor statistic in the massed ranks of an army at war.

What the entry doesn’t tell you about is how Harry Heenan died. The tragic circumstances involved, that his grieving parents never came to terms with the loss of their only child, that he lost his life saving mine or that he was my best friend. It tells you nothing of the German 88mm anti-tank gun that had us in its sights, the wild screaming crash of the incoming rounds or the dread terror as its shells struck about our immobilised tank. When I read it now, I still wince at the memory of the ear-splitting crack of the high-velocity projectiles, as they gouged lightning-quick furrows in the ground around us and sprayed the tank with dirt.

The Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry received more battle honours than any other unit in the Second World War and official documents, such as the regiment’s war diary, form an important part of military history. But war is not just a matter of dry official accounts of the actions of units, or records of their manoeuvres captured by red Chinagraph arrows marked on maps by staff officers and senior commanders. War is about the soldier at the sharp end of battle with all its privations and dangers. Dog-tired, filthy men, exhausted by combat, lack of sleep and the stress of constant danger. Men who must force themselves back into their tanks, to start over again what they did the day before, wondering whether they would survive another day. Each dawn requiring them to prepare to advance to the next enemy-held feature, take another village, or once again lead the squadron’s advance up a lonely road with the expectant anticipation of the first shot of hostile shell. Hoping and praying that it would not hit you and, if it did, that it would not turn your tank into a blazing inferno of hell.

Official reports and dry sanitised regimental histories tell you little of that. But such accounts are the lifeblood of historians and professional writers, of which I am not. Indeed numerous authors have written credible accounts of the fighting that took place in northwest Europe from D-Day to the defeat of Germany in the last year of the Second World War. But however commendable their works, they tend to cover the entirety of the campaign or focus on the complete compass of a particular operation or unit. In doing so, the emphasis tends to be placed on the generals and their broad sweeps of strategy and operational plans. While recognising that the experience of men in combat is vital to our understanding of war, the views of the ordinary soldier or young officer are largely confined to individual anecdotes or random snapshots of grassroots tactical activity from a range of different units covered in just a few short lines of text.

This book is about the battles fought in northwest Europe during the last year of the war, as seen through the prism of my own personal experience of eleven bloody months of commanding a troop of Sherman tanks. It concerns the account of the individual and the small collections of men who made up 5 Troop of A Squadron in the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry. It is not about our famous commanders, remote men like Montgomery and Eisenhower who fought battles from the maps in their rear headquarters, where the shot and shell and the fear of battle rarely penetrated. It is not about the grand design or application of their campaign plans. Where I have made reference to them, I have only done so to the extent that they had a direct bearing on our experiences in 5 Troop, or where I feel that the broader contextual background is of importance to understanding an event. What follows seeks to highlight the human dimension of war at close quarters, where the focus of minor tactical operations rarely extended beyond the view afforded from the open hatch of a tank commander’s turret, the next hedge line ahead of us, thoughts about what it might conceal, whether we would be the lead troop and whether we would live to see the fading glow of another sunset.

Looking back over seven decades, you might ask me what I have got to say and why write now? I was only a lowly lieutenant in a mighty Allied army and 5 Troop was the tiniest cog in a great machine. I was just one of many hundreds of thousands who fought through northwest Europe in 21st Army Group. I can make no claim to any great acts of valour and, like the vast majority of others, I was just doing my job. My reason for writing is not about setting down some great history of the campaign, of which I was only a microscopic part; there are better works for that. But historians have often been unkind to those who struggled ashore on D-Day, fought through the tangled nightmare of the Norman bocage, suffered the agony of that terrible flooded winter in the lowlands of Holland and went on to drive into the heartland of Nazi Germany, against an enemy that far too often was unwilling to recognise when he was beaten. I want to set down a record as I saw it.

Tough and professional as our opponents were, the comparative analysis of their fighting prowess compared to the British Tommy lacks perspective. For every Wehrmacht soldier, SS trooper or German paratrooper who fought with tenacity, there were a score more who were happy to give up and surrender at the first opportunity. I have seen men of both sides break and run, just as I have seen British infantrymen stubbornly fighting through a hard-contested enemy position, or German soldiers attacking forward against our tanks at the point of a bayonet. But while they were not the heroes portrayed in the Hollywood films made after the war, nor were they victims, as many would have you believe. While infantry casualty rates often exceeded those of the First World War and the average life expectancy of a tank troop commander was less than two weeks, we were simply soldiers trying to do our job to the best of our ability.

Fear on the battlefield is the natural order of things. Ask any regular soldier who has made the army his career and served in action numerous times. But the vast majority of those who donned battledress and shouldered rifle and pack, or operated from the steel confines of a Sherman tank, even the minority among us who volunteered, were not professional soldiers. The British Army of the Second World War was an army of conscripted citizens torn from a life of peace and thrown into war by force of circumstance. Most did not want to be there but had little choice in the matter; their main preoccupations were to get the job done, survive and get home again as quickly as possible to resume their normal lives. The fact that a conscript army of infantrymen and tank crews in its fifth year of war overcame fear on a daily basis to risk life and limb is testimony to their courage in itself. Less than 5 per cent were regular, but by the end of the war the British Army had improved markedly from the dark days of 1940 to become the largest and best-equipped army this country has ever put into the field. Despite its faults it was an extraordinary fighting force and the role it played in liberating occupied Europe and defeating the Nazis was impressive.

The frictions of war – chance, bad weather, mistakes and ill fortune – are the only certainties of combat, along with death, injury and destruction. Most of our generals were far from popular with the troops, but love them or loathe them our more senior commanders were men under the severest pressure who had to make on-the-spot decisions with imperfect information. The luxury of hindsight has also often been harsh on them. But war is a random and bloody business, where the weird geometry of chance has its play and its frictions and human fallibility and fragility abound. Combat is fast moving, confusing and often bewildering. There is no perfect science, only perfect intent that is unlikely to withstand first contact with the prevailing realities on the ground once battle is joined, and where the enemy also gets a vote in the outcome. All factors were at play as we sweated in the heat and the dust of Normandy and were mired in the blood and the mud of a miserable freezing winter on the German frontier.

While I joined regimental associations and attended organised pilgrimages to former battlefields after the war, I never thought deeply about what we had experienced. Nor did I trouble myself with the debates that raged about the quality of our tanks, whether our commanders lacked the aggressive drive of the German generals or whether as an army we missed the opportunities our opponents would have seized. Instead, I submerged myself in building a business and bringing up my family. No doubt some mental-health counsellor would describe this as some form of self-therapy. It wasn’t, I was just busy. However, as I advance into my early nineties and the ranks of my former comrades, just teenagers and young men in their early twenties at the time, have been depleted and wearied by age, I am conscious that I am living on the edge of living history. Thus, I want to set down my version of events before night falls.

I have no intention of providing a detailed analysis of the major operations that I took part in, or the ‘what ifs’ of history. Again there are others who have felt better placed to do that. What I have attempted to do is tell my story and that of those that made up 5 Troop and the wider characters that had a bearing on how we lived, fought and, some of us, died in our Sherman tanks. I have sought to tell the story of the British tank soldier, with all his vices and virtues. How we communicated, the vernacular used, what we wore, how we were equipped, how we fought together with the other combat arms and what worked and what didn’t. These themes, along with what we cared about, what we hated and what we thought about, all form threads of the story, as much as the realities of war. The frictions of fatigue, weather, miscalculations, friendly fire and pure bad luck also have their place, as do the emotions of loss, fear and excitement mixed with the fortitude and forbearance of the human spirit. Additionally, as in any parable, the interaction of personal relationships, some good and some bad, as well as the place of comradeship, small-unit cohesion and leadership all have parts to play too.

I kept no diary; few of us had any time or inclination for that. Consequently, my recall is less than complete. The distance of time has no doubt taken its toll and while some recollections are retained in vivid Technicolor detail, as if they happened only yesterday, others are masked by obscurity and I have only a vague sense of the time and space in which they occurred. The minutiae of certain details have been burned irrevocably into my mind, while the compass of more significant events remains beyond my ken. I can still remember the satisfying feel of my beautifully balanced blue-black Luger pistol in my hand, with its wonderfully smooth action. But for the life of me, I can remember nothing of the German I took it from or where and when he was captured. The awful, sobbing shriek of the enemy’s Nebelwerfer rockets and the shattering explosions, as they detonated round our position, will never leave me. But ask me the exact place and the date when they caught us in the open and I will be hard pressed to tell you.

One should remain wary of accounts claiming authoritative and absolute recollection. On the battlefield total recall is neither complete nor precise. In some instances my memories of events have varied from the views of others and official accounts, just as they would have done if they had been captured in the immediate aftermath of battle. But where there are patches of amnesia I have done my best to remember and through writing this book certain events have re-emerged from the mists of time; often coaxed out of me by my co-author, as we walked, talked and debated over former battlefields.

On occasion insistence on visiting a hedge line again, or investigating a particular track to see over the brow of an innocuous-looking hill, unlocked my cognitive functions, as I found myself overlooking a piece of ground that I had not seen for seven decades. And then, suddenly, I see them again; a column of Wehrmacht infantry, a field-grey mass stark against the forestry block in the shallow valley below us. Standing but 400 yards away from where the ghosts of those men marched, I can once again hear the crash of our high explosive (HE) shells, the chatter of the machine guns and see the strike of the tracer as it began to chop them down. The fog hanging thick in the trees above Briquessard, just as it did all those years ago after a spat with a fool of an infantry major, provokes a flood of reminiscence that takes me back to the morning when 5 Troop advanced through those eerie woods alone and without the support of his company.

Other memories I will never forget. The savage blinding flash of sparking light beneath my legs, followed by the sudden darkness of thick black smoke filling the inside of the tank and the caustic taste of burned explosives in my mouth, when we hit a mine. Looking inside a knocked-out tank and, on witnessing what was inside, vowing to never do it again, or the hatred and arrogance that burned through the clear blue eyes of the young fair-haired SS trooper we captured in the fighting to the south of Tilly. The shock of seeing the rockets ripple off the wing of an RAF Typhoon and watching them streak down towards us, praying that we wouldn’t take a direct hit. The comradeship and laughter that I shared with my fellow troop commanders that did so much to carry us through. The sympathetic kindness of my loader/operator, who made sure that I always had something to eat when I might otherwise have gone hungry. And of course, I will never forget the ominous click on the other end of the radio net and finding out that it meant that Harry Heenan was dead.

As an officer my concerns extended beyond the more self-orientated interests of my troopers, preoccupied primarily with eating, sleeping and staying alive. Encased within the steel hull of a Sherman, their view of the world was limited to what they could see through the glass of their crew station’s one-by-six-inch periscope. But my broader perspective of the bigger picture at the time should not be overstated. It remained restricted to the role of my troop of four tanks, its part in the squadron’s task and only a thin sense of what the rest of the regiment was up to, let alone the divisions of infantry that we were supporting. But hindsight and deeper re-examination has provoked a better understanding of the implications of the strategic context in which we operated. It has also brought about a clearer appreciation of chronology and the sequence of events, which have been woven in from the point of retrospection. Where my recall has diverged from the recollection of a tired staff officer or varied from the recall of others, I have told it how it was, as it appeared to me at the time, balanced against an analysis of the probable. However, any errors or faults in accuracy are mine, and mine alone.

All the events described in the following pages actually took place and all the people mentioned are real. However, I have not used the actual names of some of the characters that appear in this book out of respect to them and to spare their relatives, where I feel that details might cause them distress. My only other concern is that I have done justice to the courage and fortitude of the men that I fought with all those years ago. In the risk-averse and self-obsessed nature of modern-day society they were a remarkable fraternity born of smoke, danger and death. They did an exceptional job with the resources they had available to them and in the circumstances they faced. It is a privilege to have served with them.
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