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In this gripping talk Hugh Willing took us through the complexities and drama of one of the
boldest plans of the Second World War — the attempt in September 17-25 1944 to establish a
64 mile salient into German territory with a bridgehead over the Lower Rhine River at Arnhem
in the Netherlands. This would have created an Allied invasion route that would bypass the
formidable Siegfried Line and lead directly into the Ruhr and northern Germany. The plan,
“Operation Market Garden”, was the brainchild of General Bernard Montgomery, commander
of the British forces in Europe and was to be achieved by means of two sub-operations: the
seizure of eight key bridges that spanned the network of canals and rivers on the Dutch/German
border by thirty thousand combined US and British airborne forces ("Market") followed by
British tanks and infantry pushing up the narrow road leading from the Allied front line to
relieve the airborne troops and cross the bridges ("Garden"). Post D-Day progress by the
Allies had been slow in the face of stiff German resistance. Montgomery believed that a narrow
thrust deep into German lines would be more effective than an advance on a broad front and
could shorten the war by six months. General Dwight D. Eisenhower had taken over
command of ground forces on 1 December, a change that Montgomery resented and his
relations with the American Generals became acrimonious. Although Eisenhower favoured a
broad front he eventually acceded - albeit with misgivings- to Montgomery’s proposal. At this
time Britain was suffering from the onslaught of V2 rockets and the urgent need to destroy their
launching sites in the Netherlands added impetus to Montgomery’s demands.

The troops who were to carry out “market” were those of the First Allied Airborne Army
comprising one British and two American divisions (plus an independent Polish parachute
brigade) under the command of General ‘Boy’ Browning. These troops had been kept in reserve
in England since D-Day. Browning had a mere seven days to prepare the operation. During
which he had to weigh up several conflicting intelligence reports one of which (from the Dutch
resistance) suggested that two German Panzer divisions were approaching Arnhem. He
decided, nevertheless, that the operation should go ahead. The divisions, containing the largest
number of airborne troops in the history of warfare, were to be dropped by parachute and in
gliders near the towns of Eindhoven, Nijmegen and Arnhem, to take the key bridges. However,
because of a shortage of suitable aircraft, the airborne troops could not be delivered in one go
but had to be dropped over a period of three days. In addition, the formidable anti-aircraft
defences near Arnhem made the landing of gliders near the town far too dangerous so the troops
had to be dropped over seven miles away.

On 17 September around 1,500 aircraft and 500 gliders took off in perfect weather and reached
their drop zones. The troops landed as planned and started to advance towards the bridges.
However, the Germans reacted more quickly than expected and the troops were soon under
attack. The British troops heading for Arnhem were hampered by the lack of accurate maps
and found it difficult to coordinate their attack because communications were bedevilled by
faulty radios. Despite this, one battalion managed to capture the northern end of the bridge over
the Rhine. The Americans also reached their objectives only to find that the Germans had
blown up many of the bridges.

XXX Corps, the land-based troops tasked with relieving the airborne troops and crossing the
captured bridges, ran into difficulties because of the narrowness of the single road on which
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they had to travel and the determined resistance by groups of German infantry. The road was
barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass and the incapacitation of the leading nine vehicles
by enemy action soon brought the entire column to a halt. By the end of the day XXX Corps
had advanced only seven miles and had not reached the first of their target bridges. By the
second day, however, they covered over 20 miles and by the third they arrived at Nijmegen
where the Americans were still battling to capture the bridge over the River Waal. The Corps
XXX commander, General Horrocks, ordered a company of American troops to cross the river
by boat and attack the bridge from the German-held end. The crossing of the Waal proved
enormously costly because the soldiers were under a constant hail of bullets and artillery fire
and half of the company were either killed or wounded. However, those who survived to reach
the far bank succeeded in capturing the bridge thus opening the route to Arnhem.

The 1st British Airborne division under the command of Major General Urquhart was still
holding the northern end of the Arnhem bridge but with increasing difficulty. The lightly armed
paratroopers had few anti-tank weapons and were running out of ammunition and food.
German Panzer divisions had entered the town with devasting effect and the Allied troops
suffered enormous casualties and were forced to abandon their positions near the bridge. When
XXX Corps reached the southern end of the bridge, they were unable to cross because German
artillery had control of the river. Eventually General Horrocks ordered the evacuation of the
survivors but there were not enough boats to get everyone back across the river and only some
2,500 made the crossing successfully. The Germans subsequently took over 6,500 prisoners,
many of whom were badly wounded.

Despite the exceptional bravery and heroism of the troops involved, Operation Market Garden
- despite some gains such as the destruction of some V2 launch sites - was a tragic failure. The
operation has been exhaustively documented in such weighty publications as Cornelius Ryan’s
A Bridge Too Far and Anthony Beevors ‘s Arnhem -The Battle for the Bridge 1944. The reasons
for its failure have also been much debated. These include: delivering the airborne troops over
three days and landing of gliders over seven miles from Arnhem reduced the element of
surprise, conflicting intelligence reports and the underestimation of the strength and resolve
of the opposing German forces, and poor communication and coordination due in part to faulty
radios and inadequate maps. It has even been mooted that the Germans were forewarned in
some way by the actions of the traitor Anthony Blunt. The British and Polish losses totalled
11,000-13,000 dead or wounded and 6,450 captured. The 1st Airborne division suffered the
greatest number of casualties with only 2,000 of the 10,600 who landed surviving. US losses
amounted to 3,996 dead, wounded, or missing. German casualties numbered 7,500—10,000.

The failure of Market Garden had terrible consequences for the Dutch. In retribution for the
aid they had given to the Allied assault the Germans forbade food transportation and in the
following winter 25,000 Dutch citizens died of starvation. It was not until February 1945 until
the Allies managed to cross the Rhine again, and until April 1945 that Arnhem was finally
liberated. In May the Russians reached Berlin. If Market Garden had succeeded the Allies
would have reached Berlin several months earlier and the post war fate of Europe would have
been very different.
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