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‘In all my years as a soldier, I have never seen men fight so hard.’

Wilhelm Bittrich, SS Panzer Corps commander, who fought British paratroopers in Holland for nine days in 1944


 

This story is dedicated to all those involved in trying to end the European nightmare in 1944
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Prologue

Final Confirmation

‘Gentlemen, it’s on,’ General Urquhart reassured us for the second time that day. ‘We are going to Holland.’

We’d been ushered through the main doors of a headquarters building and led into a huge room with a high ceiling. A massive map of Holland was mounted on the far wall, a sergeant major standing on a stage just beneath it. He waved his swagger stick about, positioning us all. Most sat on the floor, the chairs to the rear being occupied by senior officers, their sergeant majors and senior NCOs already standing behind them.

MARKET GARDEN was printed bold black letters in the top right corner of the map. All across the chart, a series of American and British flags were stuck next to towns and cities. American flags dominated, but near the top of the map a cluster of Union Jacks surrounded a town, again picked out in bold: ARNHEM.

I stared up and remembered the last such map I’d seen almost four months before. Four months! I could hardly believe it had been so short a time. I felt as though I’d lived a lifetime since Major Hibbert had stood in the hangar at RAF Tarrant Rushton and outlined the plan for Operation Overlord. If I closed my eyes I could still feel the shuddering jolt of the glider landing and breaking apart, hear the thud of bullets striking flesh and smell the churned-up earth and blood. They didn’t show you that on a map. Flags and arrows were all very well, but in my brief experience of fighting I’d already learned that war was confusion, shouting, tiredness and a lot of waiting.
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