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    Operation VARSITY, 21 Army Group’s crossing of the Rhine, rivalled Operation OVERLORD in size. Yet while the opening of the Allied campaign in the summer of 1944 is widely written about, there are few books covering the events around Wesel nine months later; the battle that marked the beginning of the end of the war in Europe. This book covers the American part of the Operation, codenamed FLASHPOINT, Ninth US Army’s crossing of the river south of Wesel during the early hours of 24 March 1945 and the subsequent desperate battle with 116th Panzer Division in the Wesel Forest. The American part of XVIII Airborne Corps’ operation is also covered. The British and Canadian part of the operation, including the crossings at Xanten and Rees, the Commando raid on Wesel and the British landings around Hamminkeln are covered in a companion volume by Tim Saunders.


    Airborne troops, the revered elite of the Allied forces, are widely written about and feature in many modern films but the daylight landings between Wesel and Hamminkeln, where British and American paratroopers and gliders landed on top of the German anti-aircraft gun positions, are rarely covered. So while the 101st Screaming Eagles and the 82nd All American Airborne Divisions are the favourites of many historians, the exploits of the 17th Airborne Division, nicknamed Thunder from Heaven, are largely forgotten. Hopefully, this book will redress the balance and visitors to the battlefields of Europe will take a little time to understand why the crossing of the Rhine should be remembered.


    
      
        Somewhere in England – C47 Skytrains each with a Waco glider tethered alongside.
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        Ready to go.
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    Chapter 1


    THE ADVANCE TOWARDS GERMANY


    Allied troops returned to the continent, dropping from planes and gliders or hitting the coast in landing craft on 6 June 1944, in one of the largest operations of the Second World War, Operation OVERLORD. Little did anyone know that a similar sized operation, again involving landing craft and airborne troops, would herald the beginning of the end for Nazi Germany nine months later as Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery’s 21 Army Group crossed the Rhine between Arnhem and Düsseldorf.


    Following the collapse of the German Armies during the Battle of the Falaise Gap in August 1944 and the subsequent advance across France and Belgium, it looked as though the war could be over in a matter of weeks. As the Allies raced towards the German border, the main problem facing their Supreme Commander, General Dwight D Eisenhower, was keeping his Armies supplied. Huge stocks of ammunition, fuel and food were mounting along the Normandy coast but both 21 Army Group’s commander, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, and 12 Army Group’s commanding officer, General Omar Bradley were in danger of outstripping their supply lines.


    Hitler had issued orders to the garrisons holding the ports along the northern coast of France to hold out as long as possible to give the engineers time to destroy the harbour facilities needed by the Allies. Throughout July and August 21 Army Group failed to take a major port before explosives had ravaged it, leaving the Allies reliant on the Red Ball Express, endless columns of lorries carrying supplies across France. But the overland route was reaching the limit of its range. As winter approached, the Allies’ problems would mount as bad weather and high seas threatened to close the temporary harbours along the Normandy coast. Hopes for a deepwater port facility were raised at the beginning of September when Antwerp fell into Montgomery’s hands. However, German troops still held the forty-mile long Scheldt Estuary linking the city with the sea.


    Eisenhower was forced to prioritise his plans to accommodate the supply situation in the face of rivalry between his two Army Group commanders. On the Allies’ northern flank, 21 Army Group had charged across Belgium to the Dutch border and Field Marshal Montgomery was confident that Fifteenth Army Group was on the verge of collapse. Meanwhile, General Omar Bradley was anxious to exploit the successes on his own front in the Rhineland. First US Army was heading towards Bonn and General Courtney Hodges hoped to force a way across the Rhine and seize the Saar coalfields beyond. Meanwhile, General George Patton’s Third US Army had advanced to the south of Luxembourg and was rapidly closing in on the river near the city of Koblenz.


    All three commanders wanted to spearhead the way into Germany but the limitations of the supply lines meant that Eisenhower could only sanction one offensive and after careful consideration he adopted Montgomery’s plan for a single narrow thrust across Holland. First Airborne Army would lead the attack, dropping three airborne divisions between Eindhoven and Arnhem, to capture the bridges across canals and rivers on the road to the Neder Rein (the Dutch name for the Rhine). An armoured column would advance through the corridor of airborne troops and cross the Rhine at Arnhem, opening the way into northern Germany. The plan was bold and surprise was the key to the operation’s success.


    On the afternoon of 17 September planes and gliders filled the skies over Holland heralding the start of Operation MARKET GARDEN and within hours many of the bridges were in Allied hands. After the initial surprise, German troops in the area reacted far quicker, and with far greater numbers, than intelligence sources had suggested and by the end of the first day the operation had begun to falter. The 101st (Screaming Eagles) and 82nd (All American) Airborne Divisions faced fierce counter-attacks as they fought to keep the road, which soon became known as Hell’s Highway, between Eindhoven and Nijmegen. The anticipated rapid advance towards the Neder Rein never materialised leaving the 1st Airborne Division outnumbered, outgunned and isolated on the north bank of the river around Arnhem. After attempts to relieve the beleaguered British paratroopers failed, the survivors withdrew across the river, leaving 21 Army Group holding a narrow salient. The attempt to cross the Rhine by surprise had failed; the next time Montgomery planned an operation to cross the river he was going to be prepared.
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        General Dwight Eisenhower, discusses 21 Army Group’s future plans with Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery.

      

    


    Hopes for a rapid drive into northern Germany had been crushed and Eisenhower faced a long winter as the supply situation deteriorated. Over the next three months British and Canadian troops fought to clear the Schelde estuary to open Antwerp while the Americans fought fierce battles for ‘Bloody’ Aachen and the Hürtgen Forest, putting pressure on the slender Allied supply lines.


    As the German Armies consolidated their positions along their border, Eisenhower’s generals proposed new plans for the advance into Germany. While Montgomery wished to continue where Operation MARKET GARDEN had ended, Bradley’s plan for a pincer movement through the Rhineland was chosen, leaving Montgomery in a subsidiary role while the First and Third US Armies advanced towards the Rhine.


    The dual offensive left the rest of General Bradley’s line on the defensive, stretched thinly in some sectors such as the Ardennes, an area of wooded hills in southern Belgium. Although General Bradley’s headquarters thought it was highly unlikely that the Germans would counter-attack, on 16 December three Armies struck the American lines with large armoured formations in Hitler’s last gamble to turn the tide of the war.


    After overrunning large parts of the American line, the panzers advanced rapidly through the Belgian forests, while the poor weather stifled the United States Air Force. As the Germans pushed deep into the Ardennes, the GIs began to fight back and heroic stands at places such as St Vith and Bastogne helped to slow the panzers as reinforcements moved forward to stem the breakthrough. After a week of panic the skies cleared and Allied air superiority helped the soldiers on the ground turn the tide, bringing Sixth Panzerarmee to halt short of their first main objective, the River Meuse. By the end of December the crisis had passed and while Bradley’s men fought to reduce the huge bulge in their line, plans were underway for a return to the offensive.


    The start of 1945 brought new challenges as the First and Third American Armies drew close to the Siegfried Line but once again there were differences of opinion on how to enter Germany. Eisenhower wanted to try to trap thousands of German troops behind the Siegfried Line and decided to renew a pincer attack with Montgomery taking the leading role. While 21 Army Group advanced south between the Maas and Rhine rivers, General Hodges’ First US Army would push north towards Bonn.


    The Allied offensive began at the beginning of February but hopes for a rapid breakthrough were quickly dashed by poor weather and First US Army’s offensive moved forward at a snail’s pace. The advance came to an abrupt standstill in front of the Röer when German engineers sabotaged reservoirs along the river, turning it into a raging torrent.


    As the Allies slowly cleared the west bank of the Rhine, Eisenhower could not avoid the economic problems facing Germany as he considered his options for crossing the river. By March 1945 the Ruhr on Germany’s north-west border was the powerhouse for Hitler’s armaments industry. Before the war the area had produced over half of Germany’s coal and steel but once the Russians had seized Silesia in the east and the Seventh US Army had captured the Saar on the French border, it was Hitler’s only source of raw materials. Eisenhower’s new plan was for 21 Army Group to lead the final assault into Germany, crossing the Rhine north-west of the Ruhr near the town of Wesel; the attack would be the beginning of a drive deep into northern Germany.
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        GIs hug the ground for cover during Ninth Army’s advance to the Rhine. 111-SC-335574

      

    


    
      
        The main highway bridge across the Rhine on Ninth Army’s front lies in ruins on the outskirts of Wesel. 111-SC-323577
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    While 21 Army Group planned for the final thrust into Germany, a dress rehearsal was taking place on Ninth US Army’s front. On 28 February landing craft crowded with men, closely followed by amphibious tanks, crossed the Röer River and marked the start of Operation GRENADE. As Allied troops began to advance east towards the Rhine Generalfeldmarschall Gerd von Rundstedt wanted to withdraw behind the river and regroup but Hitler was adamant that no one would retreat; every inch of Germany had to be fought for. The Führer’s order bore no relation to the true situation and as resistance collapsed, large parts of von Rundstedt’s Armies fell back across the river ahead of the Allies. In the panic that followed thousands of soldiers were cut off on the west bank as they clung onto their positions.


    Hopes for a crossing over the Rhine were dashed each time the Allies drew close to the river as German engineers successfully destroyed dozens of bridges in the face of the advancing troops. All along the Rhine magnificent structures, some hundreds of years old, toppled into the swirling waters as carefully prepared explosives detonated when the last German soldier had crossed.

  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    PLANNING OPERATION VARSITY


    Field Marshal Montgomery had been studying the problem of crossing the Rhine ever since the failure of Operation MARKET GARDEN the previous September. The river would have to be crossed at some stage and as early as October Eisenhower had encouraged staff from the First Canadian, the Second British and the Ninth US Armies to confer and plan the forthcoming operation.


    Behind the front, engineers set to work designing and training with new river crossing equipment, looking for ways to adapt seagoing landing craft to river work. Naval Unit No 3 arrived in Ninth US Army’s area equipped with two types of craft; the Landing Craft Medium known as LCMs and the smaller Landing Craft (Vehicle and Personnel) or LCVP. Experiments on the River Maas in Holland showed that both were suitable for river crossings and the LCVP, a small craft capable of carrying either twenty-four men, four tons of supplies or a small vehicle, would be ideal for carrying the first waves across the river. The larger LCM, measuring over fifteen metres long, was able to carry one medium tank or sixty men. A harbour craft company equipped with ten-metre long Seamules also participated in the trials. When Montgomery put forward his first outline to Supreme Allied Headquarters (SHAEF) in November, one thing was certain, he would need a large number of amphibious craft to cross the Rhine in force. A survey showed that existing stocks fell short of the required number and Eisenhower petitioned suppliers in the States to step up production and eliminate the shortage of boats and bridging material.


    The German offensive in December halted planning for several weeks, but once the crisis had passed experts from all three Army groups met at SHAEF Headquarters to hear Eisenhower outline his plans for the first time. 21 Army Group would lead the offensive on Germany, crossing the Rhine to the west and east of Wesel before driving deep in enemy held territory; the two remaining Army groups would cross the river at the first opportunity.
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        General William Simpson, or Texas Bill as he was known in his West Point days, Ninth US Army’s four star general. 111-SC-194191

      

    


    As soon as Montgomery heard the news he began to formalise his planning and at the end of January General Moore, Ninth US Army’s Chief of Staff, attended a meeting at 21 Army Group Headquarters. He was astonished to find that his services would not be needed during the initial attack as Montgomery intended to allocate the whole of his front to General Miles Dempsey’s Second British Army; the Americans would provide a Corps of two infantry divisions to fight under the British. The unexpected proposal came as a shock; it suggested that US troops had been relegated to a subsidiary role in one of the most important campaigns of war.


    The outline strategy appeared to have several flaws and as soon as Moore returned to Ninth Army Headquarters, General William Simpson took steps to revise the plan with General Dempsey. Simpson believed that if Second Army monopolised all of the crossings west and east of Wesel it would be difficult to pass Ninth Army’s mass of men and equipment through Second Army’s bridgehead when the attack developed. Dempsey agreed with Simpson, each Army needed to have its own sector, Second Army to the west and Ninth Army to the south-east of Wesel. Montgomery relented, agreeing with his subordinates’ suggestions and 21 Army Group’s new directive issued on 4 February assigned an eleven-mile stretch of the river south-east of Wesel to Ninth Army. At long last detailed planning could begin.
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        Despite the tensions between Montgomery and Simpson during the planning of Operation VARSITY, it is all smiles during a visit by General Omar Bradley. 111-SC-197799

      

    


    Airborne troops were included in 21 Army Group’s plans for the first time on 9 March. The intention was to drop XVIII Airborne Corps to the north of Wesel, enlarging the bridgehead to a depth of six miles at a single stroke, while disrupting the German chances of counter-attacking. To begin with, 21 Army Group’s plan envisaged using three airborne divisions, but Montgomery decided to scale the airborne operation down to two divisions when a survey revealed a shortage in transport aircraft and suitable runways. He was not prepared to repeat the mistakes of Operation MARKET GARDEN, where valuable troops were tied up guarding the drop zones during the critical hours following the landing. By dropping all the airborne and glider troops together, General Matthew Ridgway’s men could concentrate on holding their perimeter while medium bombers dropped supplies on the landing grounds.


    The plan was for 6th British Airborne Division to land in the north, taking the town of Hamminkeln, while 17th Airborne Division dropped to the south. The main objective was to establish an all round perimeter, seizing bridges over the Issel Stream on their eastern perimeter as well as Diersfordt Forest, an area of wooded high ground overlooking Second Army’s crossing site at Xanten to the west.


    Dropping the airborne troops close to the river meant that the link up with the ground troops would occur before the Germans could bring the full weight of their reinforcements against the lightly armed paratroopers. It also meant that 17th Airborne Division could immediately count on artillery support from the opposite side of the river while it established a perimeter north of Wesel.


    Airborne landings had always preceded the ground attack in previous operations, but on this occasion General Dempsey suggested a different approach. If the paratroopers landed in advance of the river crossings, Second Army’s artillery could not shell the area ahead of the river crossings and following experiences in Normandy, night landings had been ruled out as too dangerous. Dempsey’s answer was for XVIII Airborne Corps to land on the morning after the land assault, eight hours after the last crossing had started. It was a hazardous proposal in the short term, however, the long-term effects would be extremely beneficial. The link up with troops advancing from the Xanten bridgehead would occur at an early stage, creating a bridgehead six miles deep by the first day. It had to be tried.


    As the planning forged ahead, Montgomery ordered the building of eight new temporary bridges across the Maas River, a potential bottleneck on his supply lines. The attack would require a massive amount of materials, estimated at 540 tonnes per day for each division, and Ninth US Army alone had twelve divisions. 21 Army Group could not afford to run short of supplies once Operation VARSITY had begun.


    
      

      Surprise at Remagen


      During the first week of March the Allies were chasing the retreating German Armies towards the Rhine and despite Hitler’s order to hold every inch of German soil, thousands of men were forced to retreat and seek safety beyond the Rhine. Engineers had ample time to prepare the bridges along the river for demolition and on several occasions American and British troops saw huge structures collapse in clouds of smoke and dust as they approached. In spite of the chaotic nature of the retreat, it appeared the German engineers were organised; that is until the afternoon of 7 March.


      On First Army’s front 9th Armoured Division was pushing towards the Rhine hoping to trap parts of Fifteenth Army as it fell back in disorder between Bonn and Koblenz. On 7 March one of Combat Command B’s armoured task forces, based around 27th Armoured Infantry Battalion and elements of the 14th Tank Battalion, was closing on Remagen and although a huge rail bridge crossed the river in the town, few expected it to be standing by the time American troops arrived.


      The rapid retreat had created confusion in the German command and plans to defend Remagen had failed to materialise, leaving only a few dozen men to protect the engineers as they prepared the Ludendorff Bridge for demolition. With no one to stop them, the American Task Force advanced through the town and as Company A’s commander, Lieutenant Karl Timmerman, gave the order to cross the railway bridge, on the opposite bank Hauptmann Friesenhahn threw the switch controlling the primary circuit. Nothing happened. Either shrapnel or sabotage had damaged the wiring but as the GIs prepared to cross, Friesenhahn fired the secondary charges. This time there was an explosion but only half the charges had detonated and although the bridge had been seriously damaged there was still a route across. In the confusion that followed Timmermann’s men ran over the bridge and fanned out on the far bank while the rest of the battalion followed. The news stunned everyone – the mighty Rhine had been breached by accident rather than design.


      
        
          The surprise capture of the Ludendorff Bridge at Remagen sent shock waves through the Allied and German High Commands.
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      As US troops poured across the river, the German High Command struggled to recover from shock, sending reinforcements to try to eliminate the tiny bridgehead. Hitler was furious and reacted with typical vengeance, sacking Feldmarschall Gerd von Rundstedt and several other senior officers connected with the fiasco. He also approved the execution of four junior officers; a fifth officer held by the Americans was condemned to death in his absence. As the Germans looked for scapegoats, First US Army took steps to expand its bridgehead, sending every available man towards Remagen while engineers built pontoon bridges to relieve the bottleneck; the race to expand the hold on the east bank of the Rhine was on.


      Von Rundstedt’s replacement, Generalfeldmarschall Albert Kesselring, set about trying to contain the Americans in the Westerwald, a series of wooded hills and ravines east of Remagen, while the Luftwaffe tried in vain to destroy the bridges. One reserve deployed against the Remagen bridgehead was the 11th Panzer Division, a significant move in more ways than one. The Panzer Division would have been ideally placed to counter-attack 21 Army Group’s planned bridgehead at Wesel; the capture of the bridge at Remagen had indirectly increased the Montgomery’s future chances of securing a bridgehead in the north.


      After the Germans had bombed, shelled and finally fired V2 rockets at Remagen, the Ludendorff Bridge toppled into the Rhine on 17 March. The collapse was not a direct result of enemy action but the culmination of heavy traffic, engineering works and near misses had seriously weakened the damaged structure. The loss of the bridge made little difference. Several pontoon bridges had already been built and they were more than capable of supplying First Army’s bridgehead. American troops had already seized the hills overlooking the river and Kretzhaus and Notscheid, key road junctions in the Westerwald, bringing the Germans’ chances of reaching the river to an end; it meant that First US Army could start to plan its drive deep into the heart of Germany.

    


    
      

      The final plan


      While all eyes had been focused on Remagen, Montgomery continued to plan Operation VARSITY. Securing a sizeable bridgehead on the east bank of the Rhine demanded a large-scale assault rivalling the size of Operation OVERLORD and Montgomery’s plan involved five separate operations starting with the first river crossing at 21:00 hours on 23 March and culminating with the airborne landings thirteen hours later.
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          Major General Leland Hobbs, 30th Division’s leader. 111-SC-205532

        

      


      The attack would begin with Operation TURNSCREW on Second Army’s left flank and 51st (Highland) Division aimed to capture Rees and the high ground overlooking the crossing point before daylight. An hour later 1st British Commando Brigade would begin Operation WIDGEON, a crossing west to Wesel, while 200 bombers from RAF Bomber Command reduced the town to rubble with 1,100 tons of bombs.


      The third stage of Operation VARSITY would start at 02:00 hours, with the rest of Second Army and Ninth Army crossing the Rhine in close succession either side of Wesel. In the centre of Second Army’s front 15th (Scottish) Division would launch Operation TORCHLIGHT, crossing the river at Xanten to the west of the town. Simultaneously, General John B Anderson would open Operation FLASHPOINT, sending the first of XVI Corps’ divisions across the river south of Wesel. 30th Division, led by Major General Leland S Hobbs, would push east to cut the Wesel – Dinslaken railway at the earliest opportunity as a prelude to an advance through Staatsforst Wesel, an area of wooded hills, south of the Lippe river. 79th Division would start to send troops over the river an hour later and Major General Ira Billy Wyche’s men would link up with 30th Division and seize Dinslaken, forming a protective flank along the Neue-Ernscher Canal on the southern flank of 21 Army Group’s front.
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          The individual stages of Operation VARSITY

        

      


      
        
          Major General Ira Wyche (centre) escorts the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, across the Rhine on 25 March.
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          Major General William Miley discusses 17th Airborne Division’s plans with First Airborne Army’s Chief of Staff. 111-SC-203302

        

      


      While the ground troops pushed east of the river, the final phase of the attack would begin at 10:00 hours on 24 March. XVIII Airborne Corps, with the 6th British Airborne Division and the 17th US Airborne Division, led by Major General William Bud Miley, would land between Hamminkeln and Wesel, seizing Diersfordt Forest and establishing a perimeter along the Issel Stream.


      The rapid series of crossings would hopefully keep the Germans on the defensive and the final blow, the Airborne landings, would hopefully throw Army Group H into confusion. In the first twenty-four hours Field Marshal Montgomery was hoping for a bridgehead twelve miles wide, extending from Rees in the west to Dinslaken in the east, and stretching over six miles deep; large enough to hold off anything the Germans could throw at it. Montgomery later summed up the scale and importance of the operation:


      
        My intention was to secure a bridgehead prior to developing operations to isolate the Ruhr and to thrust into the northern plains of Germany. In outline, my plan was to cross the Rhine on the front of two Armies between Rheinberg and Rees, using the Ninth American Army on the right and Second Army on the left. The principal initial object was the important communications centre of Wesel. I intended that the bridgehead should extend to the south sufficiently far to cover Wesel from enemy ground action, and to the north to include bridge sites at Emmerich: the depth of the bridgehead was to be made sufficient to provide room to form up major forces for the drive to the east and north-east.

      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    NINTH US ARMY PLANS OPERATION FLASHPOINT


    General Anderson’s XVI Corps, which had recently participated in the drive from the Röer, had been earmarked to lead Ninth Army’s assault across the Rhine and although the Corps was a relatively new formation, the two assault divisions, the 30th Old Hickory Division and the 79th Cross of Lorraine Division were both veterans of the campaigns across Western Europe.


    Major General Ira T Wyche had commanded the 79th since its first campaign in Normandy, liberating Cherbourg three weeks after D-Day. Major General Leland S Hobbs had also led 30th Division since Normandy and its first taste of action was in the bloody battle for St Lô against the 116th Panzer Division. General Simpson had Brigadier General John M Devine’s 8th Armoured Division, nicknamed the Thundering Herd, waiting in reserve to exploit the breakthrough made by the infantry. 35th Division and 75th Division would follow in the wake of assault divisions, expanding the bridgehead while XIX Corps waited ready for the breakout. Ninth Army’s final Corps, the XIII, held the west bank of the Rhine facing Düsseldorf, south of the crossing sites.
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        Generals Simpson and Anderson look stern during a meeting with Field Marshal Montgomery; General Bradley and General Alanbrooke, Montgomery’s Chief of Staff. 111-SC-203441

      

    


    30th Division held the left sector of XVI Corps front, an area five miles wide, extending from the Lippe canal to Mehrum. A dyke protected the east bank of the river but the flood plain beyond was flat, open farmland dotted with small villages, farmhouses and orchards. To be successful, Major General Hobbs’ men would have to advance two miles while it was still dark, engaging the Germans’ main defensive line along two railway embankments before they could regroup.


    The ground climbed steadily beyond the railways, rising into a high wooded ridge seven miles east of the Rhine where a partially built highway, one of Hitler’s planned Autobahns, ran along the edge of the Staatsforst Wesel, a five mile deep area of thick woods. General Hobbs’ men would have to advance through the forest along a network of trails while their supporting armour was confined to the handful of roads. 8th Armoured Division would have to wait until the infantry had cleared the woods before it could launch its attack between Dorsten and Kirchellen, two towns twelve miles beyond the river.


    79th Division held XVI Corps’ right flank and the meandering nature of the river put its front two miles east of 30th Division. General Wyche’s men would cross an hour later to account for the difference, reducing the chance that German counter-attacks might drive a wedge between the two divisions. Once again a large dyke ran along the far shore across the full length of the sector and beyond the embankment. Wyche’s men faced open farmland dotted with villages, small woods and factories.


    The delay to 79th Division’s crossing had added one extra problem. The assault battalions only had three and a half hours of darkness to clear the villages beyond the dyke and form a secure flank along the Neue-Ernscher Canal. General Wyche had arranged to shell the area south of the canal with white phosphorous shells at first light, creating a smokescreen across the division’s sector. The chemical smoke would cover his reserve battalions as they moved towards the division’s final objective, the town of Dinslaken.


    
      

      The Air Campaign


      While preparations on the ground were growing towards a climax, a relentless bombing campaign was being waged on Germany. The Allies had enjoyed air superiority for the majority of the campaign in north-west Europe and by the end of 1944 the Luftwaffe’s presence in the skies had virtually ended. During the second week of February the American, British and Canadian Air Forces began a bombing campaign across northwest Germany, attacking rail bridges, viaducts and canals in support of the forthcoming operation. Over the weeks that followed, Allied bombers carried out 1,792 sorties, dropping 31,635 tons of bombs on targets extending from the southern side of the Ruhr in a huge arc up to the port of Bremen on the North Sea coast. The main target was the German transportation system and as the Allied bombers destroyed bridges and railways, one by one the routes leading towards Germany’s industrial centre and 21 Army Group’s area were cut. Operation INTERDICT NORTHWEST GERMANY carried on relentlessly and by 21 March reconnaissance planes reported that ten out of seventeen bridges had been destroyed while five others had been seriously damaged. Meanwhile, after giving air support to 21 Army Group’s advance to the Rhine, 2nd British Tactical Air Force and the 29th US Tactical Air Force joined the campaign to seal off the Ruhr. Between 11 and 21 March fighters and fighter-bombers carried out over 7,000 sorties directed against the road and rail systems of the Ruhr.

    


    
      

      Infantry Planning


      Battalion commanders in 30th and 79th Division were briefed about the forthcoming operation on 9 March and a few days later the two divisions moved to Nijmegen in Holland to begin training on the River Maas. After rehearsing on dry land, the GIs moved onto the river and the landing craft coxswains helped the soldiers as they practised entering and leaving their assault craft. New elements were added to the training each day and the programme culminated in a full dress rehearsal carried out at night.


      The planning for Operation FLASHPOINT had been carried out in meticulous detail at the highest levels and steps were taken to ensure that every GI knew what to expect. Briefings and planning meetings were staged daily and the arrangements made at 314th Regiment’s headquarters were typical:


      
        A sand table 8ft by 6ft was prepared covering the actual crossing of the Rhine. Each house, road and railroad track was represented by pieces of wood and the river and woods by coloured dyes. Each grid square on the 1/25,000 map was blown up to one foot by one foot. Upon completion each battalion was allotted sufficient time so that their platoon leaders could be present at the table for an orientation. Each company was allotted two hours each for its officers.
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            Signallers practise laying cables with the help of a DUKW.

          

        


        
          
            Officers study their objectives with the help of a sand table.
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      Thousands of maps covering the east bank of the Rhine had been produced and each squad leader was issued with the street plans of the villages en route to his objective. Aerial photographs were also issued in large numbers and several battalion commanders were flown over the crossing sites to view their objectives. Nothing was being left to chance; by the time the GIs were moving to their embarkation points along the riverbank on the night of 23 March, every man knew what was expected of him.


      Although observation posts along the river sent back daily reports of troop movements on the far bank, General Hobbs and General Wyche wanted first hand information about the condition of the shoreline and the German defensive works on the embankment. 75th Division had failed to get patrols across the Rhine but as soon as 30th and 79th Division moved into their assembly areas on the west bank, plans were made to send men to the far bank.


      120th Regiment was due to cross opposite the village of Mehrum on 30th Division’s right flank and its patrolling regime was repeated all along Ninth Army’s front. Lieutenant James Butler led a five-man patrol across the river during the early hours of 20 March. They pushed off the shore from Ettroig and their boat was swept 400 metres downstream before it touched down on the far shore ten minutes later. After waiting motionless for a short time, they scrambled ashore noting that the shoreline was ideal for assault craft. Crawling inland, Butler’s men penetrated the German lines to a depth of 600 metres, finding nothing to cause concern. After returning to their boat, the patrol drifted back to the safety of the west bank before it was light.


      The following night Lieutenant Michael Esquivel led a second patrol and again they crossed without being seen. While two men stayed by the boat, Esquivel pushed inland to investigate a second dyke that had been built to protect Mehrum during winter floods. After crawling past a line of foxholes, moving so close that they heard the sentries whispering, the three men crawled over 500 metres, finding a second line of outposts along the dyke. One German soldier challenged the group but Esquivel’s men froze and stayed silent in the darkness, leaving the guard to carry on his patrol. Lieutenant Esquivel had seen enough, the dyke did not present a serious obstacle to infantry, he could withdraw to the boat and return to the far bank.
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          Sherman tanks line up in the streets of Rheinberg behind Ninth Army’s front. 111-SC-201895

        

      


      Patrolling all along XVI Corps’ front gave Generals Simpson and Anderson the information they needed to plan the final details of the attack. Observation posts and reconnaissance planes completed the picture and as D-Day drew near Generals Hobbs and Wyche could chose their crossing points and plan the first stage of the assault with confidence. The only question remaining was how ready were the Germans?


      The meandering Rhine varied from 300 to 500 metres wide where XVI Corps planned to cross and although it could be turbulent along the shoreline, where sandbanks lay lurking beneath the surface, the speed of the river was only five miles per hour. A minimum draft of three metres in the main channel meant that the planners could include all the medium landing craft and small assault craft, and the patrols had proved that the far shore was usually an ideal mix of sand and gravels, suitable to land on. The flood dykes rose to five metres high and on 120th Regiment’s front a second winter dyke had been built some distance from the river to protect the villages, however, they were passable to both infantry and tanks.
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          17th Airborne Division’s flight plan is explained during a final briefing.

        

      

    


    
      

      The Countdown Begins


      As the assault troops practised and planned for the forthcoming assault, the build up of supplies along the west bank of the Rhine was reaching a climax. The engineers had worked around the clock to construct new railheads and a network of roads leading to the riverbank along Ninth Army’s front and in places bulldozers had been forced to demolish buildings so that lorries could carry landing craft down to the water’s edge.


      Over the past two weeks 37,000 British and 22,000 American engineers had been preparing for the crossing, stockpiling thousands of tonnes of ammunition, fuel, bridging equipment and food in camouflaged dumps; over 138,000 tonnes had been stored in Ninth Army’s area alone. The concentration of men and materials behind 21 Army Group’s front was going to be one of the largest ever assembled and while over one million men trained and worked to make Operation VARSITY a success, Ninth US Army assembled 2,070 guns while 3,411 artillery pieces rolled into position in Second British Army’s and First Canadian Army’s sectors.


      It was impossible to conceal the build up of men and equipment on the west bank of the Rhine but deception and camouflage were used wherever possible to try to deceive the Germans waiting across the river. Dumps and camps were camouflaged while dummy installations were built in other parts of 21 Army Group’s front to try to draw attention away from the real crossing sites. As a final touch, hundreds of generators covered the river with a twenty mile long smokescreen during the ten days before D-Day.


      
        
          Tonnes of supplies and ammunition were stockpiled and then camouflaged on the west bank of the Rhine. 111-SC-203428
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      While operating in Germany the Allied soldiers had for the first time to accept that they were not liberators and civilians had to be evacuated from the assembly areas to reduce the chances of spies reporting troop movements. Ninth Army had also taken steps to conceal the arrival of 30th and 79th Division, (the Wehrmacht rated both as Schwerpunkt or attack divisions) and their movement towards Rheinberg would arouse suspicions in the German intelligence service. Communication teams remained behind as the two divisions made their way towards their assembly areas and busied themselves passing false messages to give the impression that neither divisions had moved. As an added precaution officers and men were ordered to remove divisional patches and paint out vehicle markings to fool spies.


      As the ground troops moved towards the Rhine, the Allied air campaign began to intensify during the final seventy-two hours and the Eighth US Air Force changed to military targets, concentrating on airfields and barracks, paying particular attention to airstrips used by jet aircraft. The 9th US Bombardment Division joined in the aerial assault, directing 2,000 medium bombers against the communication centres, rail yards and flak positions north of the Ruhr. The Royal Air Force’s Bomber Command attacked targets north of the Rhine and over the course of three days the combined might of the Allied air forces flew over 11,000 sorties. One bombing mission on 21 March scored an unexpected success. It demolished part of First Parachute Army’s headquarters and severely wounded Generaloberst Alfred Schlemm. Although Schlemm stayed at his post throughout Operation VARSITY, his health deteriorated and he was forced to retire on 28 March; his injuries no doubt affected his ability to command at a crucial time.


      While the Air Forces pounded targets across north-west Germany, 21 Army Group continued to assemble and by nightfall on 23 March 750,000 British, 330,000 American, 180,000 Canadian, 15,000 Polish, 7,000 Belgium, 6,000 Czech and 1,700 Dutch troops were in position; Operation VARSITY was a truly multi-national affair.

    


    
      

      The Germans


      In spite of 21 Army Group’s attempts to keep the build up of troops a secret, First Parachute Army’s staff on the opposite side of the Rhine knew that the Allies were preparing to cross. It was impossible to disguise the fact that over one million men, hundreds of vehicles and thousands of tonnes of supplies were being moved close to the river. Even so Generaloberst Johannes Blaskowitz, Commander of Army Group H did not know the answer to two burning questions. Exactly where would the Allies cross and when?


      Tension mounted as rumours about the imminent Allied assault spread and on 20 March General Blaskowitz ordered a high state of alert. He correctly guessed that the Allies would attack between Emmerich and Dinslaken and had spread his limited resources to cover every eventuality. First Parachute Army’s artillery fire increased as D-Day approached and as the guns searched for targets on the far bank, patrols tried to cross the river to find out what 21 Army Group was planning; hardly any returned. Despite Allied air superiority, Luftwaffe pilots flew lone sorties low over the Allied side of the river looking for evidence of the build up.
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          Generaloberst Johannes Blaskowitz knew 21 Army Group was going to attack across the Rhine in the Wesel area; the question was when?
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          Generaloberst Alfred Schlemm, First Parachute Army’s veteran commander.
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          General der Fallschrimtruppen Eugen Meindl would have to contend with Second British Army crossing the Rhine to his front while XVIII Corps landed to his rear.

        

      


      First Parachute Army would face the brunt of 21 Army Group’s attack and the injured Generaloberst Schlemm, a veteran of operations in Crete, Russia, Italy and the Reichswald, had three infantry corps to hold his sector. His only reserve was a depleted armoured corps. II Parachute Corps held the front opposite the British crossing sites at Emmerich and Wesel. General der Fallschrimtruppen Eugen Meindl’s command was the strongest of Schlemm’s corps, having three divisions, 6th, 7th and 8th Parachute Divisions, and although each only had around 3,500 men they were still expected to be worthy opponents. General der Infantrie Erich Strabe’s LXXXVI Korps held the riverbank from Wesel upstream to Dinslaken. 84th Division, a weak formation of only 1,500 men led by General der Infantrie Heinz Fiebig, held the riverbank either side of Wesel. General Anderson’s XVI Corps faced the southern sector of LXXXVI Korps, held by 180th Infantry Division. LXIII Korps, commanded by General der Infantrie Erich Abraham, held the area opposite the southern flank of XVI Corps. The Hamburg Division, a makeshift formation of old men and teenagers led by a few battle weary convalescing soldiers, held the front opposite 79th Division. 2nd Parachute Division held the Rhine south of the selected crossing sites.
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          Generalmajor Heinz Fiebig’s 84th Division held the riverbank either side of Wesel.

        

      


      XXXXVII Panzerkorps, comprising the 116th Panzer and 15th Panzergrenadier Divisions formed First Parachute Army’s reserve; a sizeable force on paper but the trials of the past six months had considerably weakened both formations. Allied intelligence believed that the Panzer Division only had seventy tanks while the Panzergrenadiers had fifteen Panzers and twenty-five self-propelled guns. Independent armoured units added another forty tanks and a heavy anti-tank Battalion was also reported to be operating in the area. The armoured reserve brought the total strength facing 21 Army Group’s twenty-two mile sector to around 85,000 men and 150 armoured vehicles.


      Although the Germans lacked men and tanks, one type of weapon they had in abundance was the anti-aircraft gun. During the days leading up to the attack the number of artillery and anti-aircraft weapons on the east bank of the Rhine had increased significantly. Generaloberst Blaskowitz had correctly anticipated that the Allies would use airborne troops to expand the bridgehead but he believed that the landings would take place deep behind his lines; the miscalculation meant that many flak weapons were positioned ten miles north-east of Wesel, some distance from XVIII Airborne Corps’ landing grounds. Even so, the number of anti-aircraft weapons waiting for the paratroopers grew daily as Blaskowitz moved guns from Holland into First Parachute Army’s sector. In the days leading up to Operation VARSITY the number of 20mm calibre weapons in Generaloberst Schlemm’s area increased from 153 to 712, while another 114 heavy weapons, including several batteries of the feared 88mm flak guns, were positioned in the fields around Hamminkeln and Wesel.


      The tension mounted as the Allied air attacks increased and on 20 March Generaloberst Schlemm asked General Strabe for a report on the anti-aircraft defences between Wesel and Dinslaken. Two days later the order was passed to 180th Division’s headquarters: the details were still being compiled as XVIII Airborne Corps flew overhead.

    


    
      

      Patton steals the limelight


      With all the attention being lavished on 21 Army Group’s planning, there was a hint of resentment amongst the rest of the US Army’s hierarchy. Despite the fact that the Americans had four times as many troops as the British in Europe, Eisenhower had chosen Field Marshal Montgomery to lead the drive into Germany. The crossing at Remagen on 7 March had brought some light relief to SHAEF’s headquarters as they contemplated the forthcoming crossing of the Rhine, but as the date for 21 Army Group’s attack drew nearer, 150 miles south of Wesel General George S Patton, Third Army’s flamboyant leader, was planning to steal Montgomery’s limelight. Patton was furious that he was not allowed to advance across the Rhine, leaving his men waiting along the river, while the preparations for Operation VARSITY swallowed up massive amounts of supplies and equipment. He refused to wait and, without consulting General Bradley, devised a plan to sneak across the river before Montgomery.


      There would be no massive air offensive, no shattering bombardment and no Airborne troops in Patton’s plan; just infantry and an assortment of assault boats kept in Third Army’s area for minor river crossings. The two chosen places were in 5th Infantry Division’s sector at Oppenheim and Nierstein, upstream of the town of Mainz and within striking distance of Frankfurt. The location had been chosen because the meandering river presented 5th Division with a natural staging area needing only a small number of troops to protect the bridgehead. It was a risky plan and one likely to create waves in the Allied High Command if it succeeded. Patton did not care about upsetting Montgomery and ordered Major General Stafford Irwin to cross on the night of 22 March, twenty-four hours ahead of 21 Army Group.
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          General George S Patton.

        

      


      While the anxious GIs crossed the Rhine in their flimsy assault boats, no doubt cursing their leader’s impatience, the German reaction was minimal. Irwin’s men reached the far side with light casualties and stepped onto dry land; Third US Army had crossed the Rhine. It appeared that the Germans were as stunned as the Allies and as men and equipment flowed onto the east bank, the chances of eliminating the bridgehead diminished by the hour. Ferries carried tanks and tank destroyers across the river while engineers built a treadway bridge and by mid afternoon the whole division was on the far bank.


      Delighted by the coup, Patton called General Omar Bradley, 12 Army Group’s leader to pass on the news, mischievously pointing out that he had crossed without any assistance, an obvious dig at 21 Army Group’s meticulous preparations. On the afternoon of 23 March, only hours before Operation VARSITY was due to start, Bradley reported Third Army’s bridgehead to the press corps, repeating Patton’s jibe at Montgomery. The news no doubt confused Feldmarschall Kesselring and the German High Command; for a second time American troops had crossed the Rhine with ease.


      As a final show of defiance Patton ordered his driver to pause momentarily as he crossed the Rhine a few days later. Stepping from the jeep onto the pontoon bridge, Third Army’s controversial leader stared at the river below before relieving himself; it was Patton’s own comment on the great river’s defensive capability.

    

  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    XVI CORPS CROSSES THE RHINE


    
      

      The final countdown


      At darkness fell on 23 March convoys of trucks moved towards the Rhine, guided by military police working to detailed schedules. Infantry moved halfway on board lorries, walking the final six miles to the assembly positions, while 2½ton trucks carried their heavy weapons down to the crossing sites. Motorised elements followed different routes to the river to avoid the attentions of the German artillery:


      March units not to exceed 25 vehicles; ten minutes between serials; 60 yards distance between vehicles in open country and 20 yards distance between vehicles in towns and cities; slowest vehicle will lead each march unit; head of column speed 17½ mph in daylight and with lights at night and 10 mph in blackouts; maximum speed any vehicle 25 mph, halts for 10 minutes every two hours.


      The movement of thousands of men called for a highly organised traffic control system controlled by communications cables laid along the route. Signallers could plug into the network at any point and transmit messages by wire or radio to keep the convoys moving.


      Each group of men and vehicles had been allocated a number and serials waited at a safe distance until their transport was available. Flexibility was the keyword and the order of serials could be changed if the situation on the far bank changed and Regimental Executive Officers worked alongside the Beachmasters, coordinating operations on the riverbank. Once the initial crossing had been made, General Hobbs and General Wyche were reliant on a steady flow of men, tanks, vehicles and supplies to the far bank to have a chance of succeeding.


      
        
          This GI is wearing the twin tube inflatable life belt, a lifesaver if an assault boat overturned.
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          Soldiers wait anxiously for their turn to carry the assault boats down to the water’s edge.

        

      


      The priorities for the first stage of the operation had been given to anti-tank guns and Weasels, small amphibious vehicles stocked with ammunition. Tanks and tank destroyers would be needed in the push east and amphibious Sherman DD tanks, (named after the Duplex Drive propeller system that powered the tank through water) would follow the infantry, while rafts carried M24 Chaffee light tanks and tank destroyers across the river. As soon as the bridgehead was secure, landing craft could begin to operate on the river, delivering communication vehicles, ammunition jeeps and 1½ ton prime movers to the far bank. Bulldozers would then cut roads through the floodbanks to allow DUKWs, (amphibious lorries) to operate a ferry service across the river, taking ammunition, fuel and food across to the far bank and returning with the wounded.

    


    
      

      The final artillery barrage


      As XVI Corps assembled opposite its crossing sites, the first stages of Operation VARSITY had already begun and 51st (Highland) Division encountered stiff resistance as it crossed opposite Rees on Second Army’s front. 1st British Commando Brigade had managed to cross the river to the west of Wesel and was moving along the riverbank towards their objective as 200 bombers reduced the town to rubble.


      
        
          The devastating results of the RAF’s bombing raid on Wesel.
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          General Eisenhower and his Deputy, Air Marshal Tedder, accompany Montgomery and Bradley during a final visit to Ninth Army’s headquarters.

        

      


      As midnight passed, a three-quarter moon illuminated the Rhine, casting an eerie glow through the thick smokescreen drifting across the river. As the final hours passed, General Eisenhower and General Simpson mingled with crowds and both were impressed by the GIs’ professionalism and enthusiasm as they passed on encouraging words; Eisenhower later recalled that the men were ‘remarkably eager to finish the job’.


      As 01:00 hours approached the two commanders could do no more and moved to the church that would act as their observation post during the vital hours of Operation FLASHPOINT. With one hour to go the bombardment suddenly intensified as over 2,050 artillery pieces opened fire, creating a continuous roar of noise as over 1,000 shells a minute hit the German positions across the river. Meanwhile, the Allied Air Forces were making their own contribution and 1,500 bombers were on their way to hit airfields beyond the Rhine, stifling the Luftwaffe during the critical early stages of the operation.


      The intensity of the bombardment gave the men waiting along the river a degree of confidence and as they looked back at the western sky, ablaze with gun flashes, many must have thought that no one could survive the barrage of shells hitting the far bank. Only time would tell if it had succeeded in breaking the Germans’ morale. A few hours later Lieutenant Colonel Norman King heard first hand what the men across the Rhine thought of the Ninth Army’s preliminary bombardment:


      
        They had never seen anything like it, and it completely stunned, scared and shook them.
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          Eisenhower watches the spectacle unfold.

        

      

    


    
      

      30th Division’s crossing


      Each battalion had fifty-four storm boats, large enough for seven men, and thirty double assault boats capable of carrying fourteen men. The companies chosen to lead the crossing formed close to the west bank, sheltering behind the dyke and as the minutes ticked by, buckled double-tube life preservers around their waists. As H-hour approached the noise of the artillery, machine guns, mortars and howitzers rose to a crescendo as the assault troops pulled their boats from their concealed positions and dragged them down to the river’s edge. Gasping as they waded into the cold water, men steadied the boats as their comrades climbed aboard and as soon as the last man had scrambled inside the pilots fired the motors into life and set out across the river. The assault was underway.


      In the left sector of 30th Division’s front, 2nd Battalion led 119th Regiment’s assault and as the first wave crossed opposite Spellen, tracer bullets fired overhead to guide the boats through the smokescreen to the far shore. The German reaction was negligible and two minutes later the first wave of boats grounded on the opposite bank. As GIs ran across the exposed beach the second wave was in the water, crossing in the larger and slower double M2 boats, guided across by flashlights and luminous markers set up by the first men ashore.
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          Gasps and curses as the GIs wade into the cold water and scramble into their crowded assault boat.

        

      


      Colonel Russell A Baker listened carefully to the radio as Lieutenant Colonel McCown reported on progress across the river. The assault was looking promising. 2nd Battalion’s crossing had been far easier than expected as the following radio signals show:


      
        
          
          

          
            	02:18

            	First wave went over in time; second wave is on its way. So is Thomas’ bunch.
          


          
            	02:20

            	Notify Beston to take care on other side, there are Schumines and S-Mines over there.
          


          
            	02:23

            	Second wave is gone.
          


          
            	02:33

            	Third wave is gone.
          


          
            	02:40

            	Fourth wave gone.
          


          
            	02:41

            	Whole outfit is over. Stewart is on his way to Alligators.
          

        

      


      It had been a complete success and 2nd Battalion had only lost two boats to hostile artillery fire.


      2nd Battalion fanned out beyond the dyke and while Company G headed north towards the locks at the mouth of the Lippe Canal, the rest of the Battalion cleared a group of farmhouses overlooking the crossing site to the south. Many Germans were taken by surprise and an hour after the first soldier had stepped on the east bank of the Rhine, Lieutenant Colonel McCown was able to report that his first objective had been secured; opposition had been negligible.


      1st Battalion led 117th Regiment’s assault opposite Ork in the centre of 30th Division’s sector while 3rd Battalion helped to carry the storm boats to the water’s edge. From the moment the first wave boats hit the water, radio reports gave Colonel Walter M Johnson a running commentary as the operation unfolded:


      
        
          
          

          
            	02:10

            	1st Battalion informs that initial wave has reached east bank of Rhine and second wave has jumped off.
          


          
            	02:37

            	1st Battalion report right platoon of Company B has cleared first obstacle (dyke) and Company is reorganising to proceed as planned.
          


          
            	02:38

            	1st Battalion CO reports all his Battalion has completed crossing of the Rhine River and are now reorganising to proceed as planned.
          

        

      


      After reaching the top of the dyke, Company B worked its way south along the dyke clearing German outposts covering Ork and by 03:30 hours 1st Battalion was moving towards the hamlet where the garrison was sheltering from the American barrage. 1st Battalion moved forward as soon as the artillery increased their range and at 05:00 hours Colonel Johnson was pleased to hear that Objective Judy had been taken with minimal casualties. One hundred and fifty prisoners had been taken and as one company commander later commented “there was no real fight to it, the artillery had done the job for us”.


      The bend in the Rhine on 120th Regiment’s front meant that Colonel Branner P Purdue planned to send two companies across at the same time. Company G would cross on the left, clearing the curve in the river, before advancing over the two dykes to assault objectives north of Mehrum. Meanwhile, Company F would make its assault 1,000 metres upstream, attacking the southern end of the village.


      Despite the extra number of men and boats entering the water, the Beachmasters made sure that both companies hit the water on time. As the minutes ticked by Colonel Branner P Purdue was pleased to hear that men had reached the far bank in both sectors; it seemed that everything was going to plan. As the GIs swarmed ashore, the German artillery responded with indirect fire, shooting at pre-planned points with little effect. One German artillery observer captured on the dyke overlooking Mehrum, pointed out this battery had been ordered to only fire five rounds a day and stockpile shells ready for the forthcoming assault. The plan to shell the American soldiers as soon as they hit the beach fell foul of the Allied bombardment; shellfire severed the telephone link to the battery and the observer had been captured before communications were restored.


      Thirteen minutes after H-hour, Colonel Purdue was pleased to hear that Company F had secured the first dyke. Captain John Jacobsen’s crossed the second dyke only to come under fire from the outskirts of Mehrum. As soon as the machine-gun platoon had silenced the German bunker, the rest of the company charged down the embankment into the village. A second enemy machine gun opened fire on the mortar platoon as it moved forward but the crew surrendered following a burst of fire from Sergeant Sellers BAR; a second rifle pit was captured a few minutes later bringing Sellers’ haul of prisoners to twenty-two. The rest of Jacobsen’s men moved quickly into the village.


      As Company F stormed the southern end of Mehrum, Company G was experiencing difficulties crossing the river downstream of the village. Captain Charles W Moncrieff’s men were supposed to capture Objective Bill, a bridge over the Momm Stream north-west of the village, but hardly any of the boats had reached the assigned landing point. The curvature of the river was disorientating and some pilots accidentally steered back towards the friendly shore without realising. In the confusion of smoke and noise the GIs were met by the next wave of soldiers as they charged ashore. Other boats mistook a sandbar in the middle of the river for the far shore and returned for their next load, leaving the men stranded midstream for some time.


      
        
          Assault boats and Alligators begin to ply their trade on the river, ferrying men and equipment through the smokescreen.
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      Although Captain Moncrieff was amongst the missing, Lieutenants Arthur Saal – field and Charles Pike rounded up two groups of stragglers and headed for their objective. Pike’s group stumbled on an enemy post as they headed along the dyke and the young officer was killed in the fight that followed leaving Private Earl A Otto to lead the group to the rendezvous point. As the minutes ticked by Lieutenant Saalfield waited in vain for the rest of his company to arrive and eventually decided to attack Objective Bill with the men to hand. As the group moved inland over the winter dyke, scouts reported that a patrol was guarding the bridge and if they did not move quickly Saalfield’s small group might not be able to take their objective. With no time to spare the GIs broke into a run, overpowering the guards before they realised what was happening.


      As the group reorganised, Sergeant Boures reconnoitered the road into Mehrum and found a German outpost at Check Point Able 8, a crossroads on the northern outskirts. Charging forward, firing his BAR from the hip, Boures welcomed the sight of the four guards raising their hands; they had not fired a shot. With his first objective secure, Lieutenant Saalfield led the depleted Company G north-east across the fields towards Objective Abner, the hamlet of Wurm-Gotterswick.


      Company E had crossed the river close behind Company F and, while Jacobson’s men engaged the German troops holding the east end of Mehrum, moved west along the dyke to attack the opposite end of the village. The pincer movement had immediate results and as GIs closed in from both sides, the garrison surrendered leaving Objective Betty in Lieutenant Colonel Cantey’s hands. Despite the initial setbacks 2nd Battalion had taken all of its objectives and Colonel Purdue was able to order 3rd Battalion across the river.


      All along the line resistance had been lighter than expected as the Germans reeled in the face of the crushing bombardment and the well-executed attack by the assault battalions, however, 30th Division faced a race against the clock and as the first three battalions consolidated their objectives, the next phase of Operation FLASHPOINT was underway on the west bank. Beach masters guided men to the embarkation points as the second wave of Battalions moved forward and wave after wave of men crossed the river in a mixture of storm boats, assault boats and LCVTs. Meanwhile, armour was on its way to support General Hobbs’ troops. Amphibious DD tanks entered the water and began to swim across the Rhine while huge lorries carried landing craft to the shore and engineers brought rafts to the water’s edge ready to take Light M24 Chaffee tanks across. Meanwhile, 1153rd Engineer Combat Group was busy moving pontoons towards the river ready to begin work.
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          Lorries carry LCM landing craft to the river so they could start ferrying tanks across.

        

      


      
        
          Powered assault boats guide a raft and its tank over the Rhine.
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      The Second Phase


      Having cleared the dyke and the first line of villages on the far shore, it was time to send the second wave of battalions across the river and link up the three small bridgeheads. On 30th Division’s left flank the second phase involved a coordinated attack by 119th Regiment and 117th Regiment against Spellen, large village overlooking the centre of General Hobbs’ front. Although 2nd Battalion had captured the locks at the mouth of the Lippe Canal on 119th Regiment’s left flank with ease, the plan was beginning to unravel in front of Spellen. 3rd Battalion had crossed on time and had assembled in woods ready to assault the north end of the village, Objective Patty, as early as 04:35 hours. However, although Lieutenant Colonel Stewart was ready, no one else was.


      In 117th Regiment’s sector, 2nd Battalion’s crossing had been a fiasco. Several assault craft had failed to start and the occupants had to wait until other boats became available, meanwhile, many of the pilots became disorientated out on the river and deposited their load of men in the wrong place. For the second time that morning GIs milled around on the shoreline while their officers tried to herd them to their assembly point. It would take some time to round up the stragglers; time General Hobbs did not have. To make matters worse the riverbank in 119th Regiment’s sector was too soft for tanks and the landing craft pilots had been ordered to take the M24 Chaffee’s upstream into 117th Regiment’s sector.
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          119th Regiment secures Spellen and 30th Division’s left flank along the Lippe Canal.

        

      


      After waiting for an hour for news from 117th Regiment, Colonel Baker felt he could wait no longer; 3rd Battalion would have to attack Spellen on its own. Moving quickly across the fields towards Objective Patty, Colonel Stewart’s men made good progress to begin with, penetrating the outskirts of the village before the alarm was raised. However, as the Germans tumbled out of their shelters the GIs were soon pinned down, unable to advance any further. They needed help from the south.


      Two hours passed before 2nd Battalion recovered from its disaster on the riverbank by which time a company of amphibious Duplex-Drive tanks from 743rd Tank Battalion had arrived in 117th Regiment’s sector. At 06:30, two hours later than planned, the second phase of 117th Regiment’s advance was underway and as Shermans and infantry moved out of Ork heading into the southern outskirts of Spellen, codenamed Polly, German resistance collapsed. Although the 200 strong garrison had been able to hold its own against one attack, the arrival of American troops to their rear broke their morale. With dawn approaching the village had been cleared just in time and as the prisoners were herded towards the river, Colonels Baker and Johnson ordered their reserve battalions across the Rhine for the next phase of the operation, the advance to the Wesel – Dinslaken railway line.


      On 119th Regiment’s front 2nd Battalion had started to move forward at first light and was already closing in on Objective Joy, two bridges on the division’s left flank, when aerial reconnaissance planes reported a lot of enemy activity on the far side of the railway. 2nd Battalion alone faced a company of German engineers armed with four machine guns and tanks had been seen roaming beyond the railway. It looked as though 30th Division advance was about to come to an end. Only one company of 743rd Battalion’s DD tanks had managed to reach the east bank and Colonel Duncan was expecting to have to wait until noon before his M24 Chaffee tanks would begin to cross. The rest of 119th Regiment and 117th Regiment faced a tough battle for the underpasses.


      
        
          117th Regiment captures Ork before moving north towards Spellen.
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          Prisoners start to pour in as XVI Corps expands its bridgehead.

        

      


      
        
          120th Regiment’s two-pronged assault on Mehrum.
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      While the rest of the division had been focused on Spellen, Colonel Purdue was having his own problems getting the rest of 120th Regiment across the river. While 2nd Battalion advanced north-east from Mehrum towards Schanzenberg, codenamed Blondie, 3rd Battalion was supposed to advance along the riverbank towards Objective Daisy, Götterswickerhamm. However, yet again moving troops across the Rhine was proving to be a problem and Major Chris Mac McCullough’s men were still stranded on the wrong side of the river.


      3rd Battalion was in position on the west bank on time but as the minutes ticked by neither the LCVPs nor the Alligators designated to ferry the battalion across the river had arrived. The LCVPs had been launched downstream and missed the crossing point as they sailed up river. Frantic radio calls eventually located the missing boats but as they sailed back to the rendezvous point, Major McCullough was informed that the Alligators had also failed to arrive. Although the Alligator officers had been shown the route to the loading point and tapes marked the cross-country sections, the column had managed to miss a turning in the darkness. They reached 3rd Battalion an hour later than planned and found Major McCullough’s men operating a shuttle service with assault boats as they tried to cross the river to join the rest of the Regiment.


      There were more problems ahead. One of the Alligators carrying Company K sank midstream, leaving the unfortunate platoon to swim the rest of the way. The rest of the Company was scattered along a wide stretch of the shore and it was some time before the disheveled GIs found their way to the assembly area where Captain Harold Plummer was waiting.


      The LCVPs designated to carry Company L’s leading platoon turned up late and it was some time later before Captain Earl Wilson found the demarcation point. Company M and Company L landed together on the far bank but disaster struck as the men organised on the move and advanced over the dyke in close formation; a shell hit Company M’s machine-gun platoon killing two and injuring another nine, including the platoon officer. Company I also experienced difficulties as it brought up the rear. One LCVP suffered engine failure midstream but after Lieutenant John DePutron had ordered his platoon to abandon ship the motor fired into life. The crew headed back to the shore to pick up another load, leaving twenty-five men to swim to safety.
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          Soldiers file down to the water’s edge to wait their turn to cross.

        

      


      The succession of delays had set Colonel Purdue’s schedule back by two hours and while Major McCullough waited for the rest of his Battalion to assemble, Company K headed east towards Götterswickerhamm. As Captain Plummer’s men moved along the riverbank, anti-tank guns and machine guns opened fire from the outskirts of the village but while the rest of Company K dived for cover, two individuals ran forward. Private Campbell sprinted ahead of his platoon shooting as he ran towards a machine-gun post shouting surrender; seven Germans complied with his request. On 1st Platoon’s front Sergeant Owens ran towards a machine-gun nest, while his men gave covering fire. The sergeant jumped into the German trench and had killed an officer and two men before the rest surrendered. With the two outposts silenced, the rest of Company K moved forward to clear the anti-tank gun positions.


      Moving into the heart of the village, Plummer’s men found Germans holding many of the buildings and as they worked forward, clearing the houses with bayonets and grenades, it became clear that the garrison intended to make a stand. For three hours thirty soldiers, supported by an anti-tank gun and two machine guns prevented Company K advancing down the main street. It looked as though 3rd Battalion’s advance had come to a halt until one individual found a way forward. Private Waldron ran and crawled forward while the rest of his platoon gave covering fire and eventually reached a commanding position overlooking a roadblock. As soon as he opened fire, the men behind the barricade took cover and the rest of Waldron’s platoon charged down the street to clear the obstacle.


      Although the main line of resistance in Götterswickerhamm had fallen, groups of soldiers continued to fight on as Plummer’s men worked their way towards the eastern edge of the village. When a machine gun opened fire from an upper storey window overlooking the main street, Private Nyland ran forward dodging bullets and burst into the house; two grenades thrown up the stairs convinced the two men to surrender their weapon.


      As Company K worked its way through the town of Götterswickerhamm, prisoners reported that SS men were leading the defence at the eastern of the village, explaining why the rest of the German soldiers in the town continued to fight on. By mid-morning Company K was exhausted and as soon as Company I was ready, Major McCullough ordered Captain Charles Shaw forward to regain the initiative. The added firepower turned the tide of the battle for Götterswickerhamm and once the SS leader had been killed, resistance ended; within a short time Company I had rounded up over 100 prisoners.


      As 3rd Battalion pushed east a machine gun opened fire on Company L as it approached Möllen, codenamed Ruth. Several GIs were wounded but as the rest of the Company scrambled for cover Technician Pelkey ran forward to cut the barbed wire fence protecting the outpost while his squad gave covering fire. As soon as Pelkey was through the entanglement the GIs charged, killing all four Germans inside the emplacement.


      Although Company L bypassed a second outpost, the machine-gun team inside caught Company K in the open as they followed. After four men had been wounded trying to reach the bunker, Sergeant Santella decided to take charge of the situation; Lieutenant Thomas Voorhis later recalled how his Sergeant risked his life to take on the German position:


      
        Sergeant Donald J Santella, assistant squad leader, perceiving the enemy troops were holding up the advance, and acting entirely on his own initiative, carefully advanced about fifty yards over open terrain to a position from which he could effectively fire rifle grenades on the defending forces. When Sergeant Santella reached a woodpile about fifteen yards from the entrenchment he took careful aim and fired a rifle grenade into the trench, killing the officer in charge and wounding five others, one of whom subsequently died of his wounds. During the time Sergeant Santella was preparing to fire the enemy threw two hand grenades at him, neither of which wounded him despite the fact that they were thrown from such a short distance and at such a plain target. Immediately after he had fired his grenade Sergeant Santella ran from his position and jumped into the entrenchment with such speed that he succeeded in forcing the surrender of the remainder of the enemy force, taking ten prisoners.

      


      While Company K covered the Battalion’s northern flank, Captain Earl F Wilson reported that Company L were pinned in front of log bunkers along the riverbank. Major McCullough had no option but to deploy his reserve, Company I, if he was to enter Möllen. Although rifle and machine-gun fire greeted Captain Shaw’s men as they advanced, Lieutenant Peters managed to push his platoon across the railway. Before long the rest of the company followed, clearing the underpass on the outskirts of Möllen and entered the village. The most dangerous part of the attack had been completed but the Germans were far from beaten. Before long all three of Major McCullough’s companies were embroiled in the battle for Möllen; street fighting would continue throughout the morning and well into the afternoon.


      While 3rd Battalion fought for Möllen, 2nd Battalion had been advancing on the Regiment’s left flank and when Captain Moncrieff finally caught up his Company at Wurm-Gotterswick he found Lieutenant Saalfield eager to press on to the Company G’s final objective, Schanzenberg. He volunteered to take forty men forward while ten stayed behind with Captain Moncrieff to wait for Company E to arrive.


      In the original orders Moncrieff planned to deploy the entire company against the hamlet but Saalfield’s small group pressed on undaunted, reaching the houses in spite of small-arms fire. Spreading out to give the impression that there were far more than forty men, Saalfield’s GIs persevered and although progress was slow, three hours later the Germans withdrew from the village. On hearing the news, Lieutenant Colonel Cantey ordered Company E and Company F forward so the Battalion could prepare to attack Löhnen codenamed West Lana. It was 2nd Battalion’s final objective.
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          Navy personnel were drafted in with their landing craft to help ferry heavy equipment across the Rhine.

        

      


      In spite of the problems along 30th Division’s front, by mid-morning the Old Hickories had seized all their initial objectives and were positioned to attack the two railway lines crossing north to south. The first railway ran along an embankment right across the division’s front, posing a serious obstacle to tanks and other vehicles and both 119th Regiment and 117th Regiment would have to capture underpasses before their armour could advance to the next railway and a second embankment. Although General Hobbs realised he needed to coordinate all his supporting arms before attacking, there was a glimmer of hope on the division’s right flank. Only the first railway ran on top of an embankment, and 120th Regiment already had men across, fighting in Möllen and anxious for armoured support. The question was, could the tanks reach his men in time to make a breakthrough?


      At first light a thick smokescreen engulfed the river as the storm boats, assault boats and LCVPs ferried the final wave of battalions across the river. As they assembled on the far bank engineers began to build a Bailey Bridge in 120th Regiment’s sector. The sooner 30th Division removed its dependency from the Navy the better, and before long the need for a bridge was brought home to Major General Hobbs; the LCMs detailed to carry the tank destroyers across had been delayed, McCullough’s men would have to fight on alone in Möllen for some time.

    


    
      

      79th Division crosses the river


      As 30th Division charged across the Rhine, 79th Division’s GIs lined up on the west bank of the river near Rheinberg waiting for their turn to cross. The curvature of the river meant that the assault battalions would cross an hour later, at 03:00 hours, in the hope that the two divisions would meet near Möllen at the earliest opportunity. It also meant that the Germans on the far bank faced two hours of shelling rather than one.


      General Wyche had chosen to make the crossing with two regiments side-by-side, each regiment using one battalion in the assault. They would attack on narrow fronts and the plan was to advance quickly behind the supporting barrage, bypassing centres of resistance. The deeper the assault troops could advance before dawn, the greater chance there was of disrupting the enemy’s plans. If the leading battalions could cross the dyke and the railway beyond before first light, the reserve battalions would be able to mop up behind them. General Wyche had decided to mix storm boats and the larger assault boats to get the maximum number of men across the river in the shortest possible time; the slower craft would be given a head start so that every boat hit the far shore at roughly the same time.


      315th Regiment, led by Colonel Andrew Schriner, would embark on A Beach on the division’s left flank and land south of Stapp hamlet. The assault battalion would turn north-east towards Eppinghoven, linking up with 120th Regiment near Möllen. On the right, Colonel Edwin Van Bibber’s 313th Regiment would leave B Beach ½ mile north of Orsoy and land in front of Walsum. Moving quickly past the village, the assault battalion would advance to Vierlinden before forming a defensive flank along the Neue-Ernscher Canal; the second battalion across the river would take Walsum. 314th Regiment would bring up the rear, crossing via both beaches as soon as the far bank was cleared. Colonel Warren Robinson’s men would then advance straight towards Dinslaken and seize the town.


      Patrols believed that the Hamburg Division held the opposite dyke in strength, relying on sentries near the water’s edge to warn of an attack. Anti-tank guns and anti-aircraft guns were dug in upstream of the Neue-Ernscher Canal with commanding fields of fire of the front face of the dyke. A railway embankment just beyond the flood embankment was another likely line of defence and local reserves were garrisoned in the villages along the railway. The form of defence carried out by the Germans, Major Schwartz’s 588th Regiment, opposite 313th Regiment, was typical. Leutnant Weiss’ company held the dyke while two more were dug in along the railway, the men of the fourth company were split between the other three. Despite his attempts to develop a coordinated defensive position, Schwartz could only count on two horse drawn 75mm anti-tank guns for support.


      
        
          79th Division’s crossing and rapid advance towards Dinslaken.
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      As zero hour approached the assault troops groped their way down to the water’s edge carrying their boats while the barrage of shells hitting the far shore reached a crescendo. Tank destroyers and machine guns, positioned south of the crossing site, joined in the tremendous artillery barrage, in the hope of drawing the Germans’ attention away from the beaches. At exactly 03:00 hours the first wave of boats, entered the water as .50 and .30 machine guns opened fire, drowning out the sound of the motors. The assault was on.


      The men in the first wave braced themselves as the boats roared across the water, waiting in anticipation for the expected rattle of machine-gun fire from the German outposts. The artillery lifted their fire to the dyke as the boats approached the shore line and as the first wave of men jumped onto the east shore, it was obvious that the guns had paved the way with style. Only a few German sentries opened fire and they were overrun in the first few minutes. The lack of enemy artillery and mortar rounds landing in 79th Division’s area indicated that the extra hour of shelling had completely shattered the German defences.


      
        
          Another platoon of GIs makes the crossing.
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      The main problem for Major General Wyche’s men was navigation. By 03:00 hours a mist had started to form along the river and it thickened into a dense fog as it mingled with the smokescreen. Many crews became disorientated in the fog and failed to find their assigned landing points. Some coxswains had lost all sense of direction and returned to the west bank. The confusion caused some embarrassment to the men of one boat as they raced ashore and deployed into skirmish line expecting to encounter German sentries; the eager GIs were surprised to meet the next wave of friendly soldiers coming down to the water’s edge.


      Fortunately, the German reaction had been minimal and the first wave of troops crossed the dyke on time, moments after many of the howitzers and tank destroyers on the west bank had switched to the section of the dyke south of 79th Division’s front to suppress the German guns there.


      The initial, and most dangerous, stage of Operation FLASHPOINT had been completed (XVI Corps had only suffered sixteen casualties through enemy action crossing the Rhine) but General Simpson was under no illusions; now that the Germans knew where his men had crossed, the fighting was about to intensify.


      Moving fast, the two assault battalions advanced towards their final objectives with the help of an unusual source of extra firepower; each battalion had 200 captured German Panzerfausts (single-shot bazookas), ideal weapons for dealing with emplacements and bunkers. On 315th Regiment’s front 2nd Battalion headed north-east into Warnung Woods looking to open the road into Dinslaken while 1st Battalion advanced north along the riverbank into the village of Am Stapp. German resistance was sporadic, the attack had taken them completely by surprise, and Schriner’s men were digging in on both objectives before daylight. 313th Regiment was equally successful on the southern flank. 2nd Battalion bypassed enemy strongpoints and drove deep into the German lines passing the phase lines, codenamed Kesselring, Quisling and Tojo, on schedule. The battalion entered Vierlinden before the alarm had been raised and 1st Battalion followed close behind, entering Walsum at the same time. The artillery had shattered the Germans’ will to fight and by dawn Colonel Van Bibber was able to report that both villages had been cleared; it meant that 79th Division’s flank along the Neue-Ernscher Canal was secure.


      At daylight 89th Chemical Mortar Battalion opened fire with its 4.2 inch mortars, firing white phosphorous shells into the area south of the canal and before long the individual clouds of white smoke fused together to cover the division’s flank with a thin haze. The effect was just what was needed, and while 313th Regiment dug in under cover of the smokescreen, the rest of 79th Division prepared to attack Dinslaken.


      314th Regiment received the order to cross as soon as the plumes of smoke screened the crossing sites and assault boats and landing craft worked throughout the morning to shuttle all three battalions over the river. Sporadic artillery and mortar fire was the only response from the Hamburg Division but the shells hit nothing and by 13:00 hours 314th Regiment was at its assembly area on the east bank and ready to advance. 79th Division’s operation had been a complete success.


      
        
          Rafts operated a ferry service across the river during the early stages of the operation while engineers started work on a treadway bridge. 111-SC-203293
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    Chapter 5


    17TH AIRBORNE DIVISION – Thunder From Heaven


    As 21 Army Group established itself on the east bank of the Rhine, preparations for the airborne landings north of Wesel were underway on airfields across France and England. Thousands of paratroopers and glider men of the 17th Airborne Division had begun to congregate alongside the lines of C-47 Dakotas and gliders parked nose to tail on runways around Paris while it was still dark. Although Major General Miley’s men had seen action the previous December, during the later stages of the Battle of the Bulge, Operation VARSITY was the moment they had trained for; the young soldiers would be able to test their skills as airborne troops for the first time. The adjutant of the 507th Parachute Regiment summed up the mixture of apprehension and anticipation experienced by the paratroopers as they waited to take off:


    
      24 March, dawn breaking clearly, found the 507th Combat Team gathered around their C-47s in crisp cool air that foretold the advent of a beautiful day – beautiful from an aesthetic standpoint and beautiful from a flying and tactical standpoint. In short, it was a good day for a jump. Groups were milling around their respective planes, checking last minute items of equipment, making last minute adjustments to parachutes and giving final bits of advice and instructions. The air was pregnant with tense expectancy, strained jokes cracked, they were greeted with brittle laughter and wisecracks bantered. This was it – D-Day – the biggest D-Day, the day for which countless hours of sweaty toil had been shaping us. The 507th was this day to take part in a jump into the Fatherland itself. The acme of every paratroopers dream was becoming an actuality.

    


    
      
        Paratroopers help each other strap on their heavy load of equipment. 111-SC-203326
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    By daybreak the two Parachute Regiments, 507th and 513th, were loading. The paratroopers pushed and cajoled each other into the cramped fuselages, sixteen men to a plane, as they struggled to carry their heavy loads (in some cases equivalent to the man’s bodyweight). Platoons had previously occupied entire planes, keeping command integrity in the air, however once on the ground the men were scattered far and wide and this time the Airborne planners had decided on a different concept. The Dakota pilots would fly close together in patterns of three, (called the Victory V) and while one platoon occupied the front third of all three planes, a second platoon sat in the mid section while a third platoon filled the rear section. Training had shown that grouping in this manner allowed platoons to jump in a third of the time, greatly increasing the chances of regrouping on the ground.


    Meanwhile, 194th Glider Regiment was loading its equipment and men into their CG-4A Waco gliders at three different airfields. Over 150 Dakotas were lined up along the runways ready to haul the gliders into the air on double tows, another new idea designed to reduce the number of planes required by the Glider Regiment. Once over the Rhine the Dakota pilots would cast off their cargo, leaving it to the glider pilots to steer the cumbersome Wacos as they glided towards the ground. In the past the paratroopers had gone into action first and the gliders had followed, gliding onto secured landing zones (except for small coup d’état landings). For the first time in airborne history an entire glider brigade was going to land on enemy held territory, territory covered with anti-aircraft guns; Operation VARSITY was going to be a trial by fire for the men of 194th Glider Regiment.


    
      
        Fully laden paratroopers climb on board their transport plane. 111-SC-253924
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        Waco gliders were capable of carrying heavy loads into battle, including jeeps and anti-tank guns.
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        Dakota transport planes line up alongside Waco gliders on an airfield near Paris; each Dakota towed two gliders filled with men and equipment for 194th Regiment. 111-SC-203292

      

    


    The first planes were airborne by 07:30 hours and began to circle as wave after wave of Dakotas joined the gathering formations over the French countryside. It took an hour to assemble the vast armadas of transport planes and gliders:


    
      Off to the vicinity of Brussels for a rendezvous with the Glider trains and the 6th British Airborne column, a change of direction, off towards the Rhine and a destiny beyond prediction. Looking out as far as one could see stretched the biggest sky armada ever assembled, literally thousands of aircraft, gliders, C-47s, C-46s and fighter cover of all sorts. A sight for those who dared the blue unknown, some successfully, others to dwell in posterity, as men who met the challenge, accepted it, and took the lot it dealt without a murmur.


      
        
          194th Glider Regiment takes to the skies.
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          A glider pilot waits for the moment when his Waco will be cast off, leaving him to guide the cumbersome machine to the ground. 111-SC-202650
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          Anxious faces on board a glider. The men have axes at the ready in case the glider doors jam when they hit the ground. 111-SC-203298

        

      

    


    Although there had been larger airdrops in Normandy and Holland the previous year, the men and equipment had been flown to the drop zones in several lifts; this time the two Airborne divisions would land in one continuous drop, requiring the largest airborne armada ever put in the air at one time by the Allies. 1,696 transport planes and 1,348 gliders carrying 21,860 men headed for Brussels followed by 240 Liberator bombers carrying supplies for the division. The armada was protected by 889 fighter planes and a further 2,153 fighters patrolled the skies across the Continent, keeping the Luftwaffe at bay. A mass of bombing raids coincided with the airborne attack and 821 medium and 2,596 heavy bombers hit airfields, bridges and marshalling yards across Germany. With so much Allied air activity over the continent, German pilots were given little opportunity to interfere in Operation VARSITY.


    As the two formations, each nine planes wide, united over the Belgian capital and headed north-east, the paratroopers and glider troops stared at the landscape below, wondering what lay in store for them. One Regimental diarist recorded his thoughts as the huge armada passed over Germany:


    
      The panorama from the plane showed a beautiful European landscape, colourfully roofed hamlets, large industrial centres and cosy little farms. War seemed very far away. The twenty-minute warning was sounded; the men stood up and hooked up. It won’t be long now. Suddenly as if a curtain had been lifted, the view changed. The countryside was beaten and grey, barren, a graveyard look. The smoke of battle wafted drearily upward, shots could be heard; we were approaching the Rhine.

    


    As hundreds of transport planes flew over the river the paratroopers inside made the final checks on their equipment, each confirming that the man in front was correctly hooked up and ready to jump. The glider men had no need for such checks. There was no room for parachutes in the cramped fuselages of their gliders; all they could do was brace their bodies and pray for a good landing. As the C47s cast off their tows and turned for home, the pilots took over control of their huge gliders and looked for a landing zone below.


    Dozens of artillery batteries had spent the past hour shelling likely targets on 17th Airborne Division’s drop zones and objectives, paving the way for the assault from the air, but as the planes approached the guns fell silent to avoid unnecessary casualties from friendly fire. The Germans showed no hesitation in targeting the planes flying overhead; every anti-aircraft gun in range, from 20mm up to 120mm calibre, pointed skywards and began to engage the approaching armada.


    Tension on board the Dakotas and Wacos mounted as the pilots steered a steady course through the wall of flak. Men winced as shrapnel tore through the sky, sending planes hurtling towards the ground in flames. There was no turning back now; the final phase of Operation VARSITY was under way.
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        A transport plane falls from the skies like a burning comet.

      

    


    The battle for the drop zones 507th Regiment led 17th Airborne Division over the Rhine seven minutes earlier than expected, supposedly heading for Drop Zone W at the southeast tip of the Diersfordt Forest. The Regimental Diary describes the final moments in one of the Dakotas carrying part of the headquarters’ company as it flew over the Rhine at 1,000 feet:


    For an instance the big river flashed beneath us, ack-ack and anti-aircraft fire rattled and cracked about us. The green light. GO! A rush of air, a jerk, a look around and a jolt. Colonel Edson D Raff, commanding officer, was the first paratrooper to land on Heinie soil; we were on the ground and the 507th Parachute Regiment had been committed. [Heinie was the slang word for German beer.]


    For thirty minutes wave after wave of planes flew over Wesel as thousands of paratroopers jumped out of their planes hoping to reach the ground safely; many would not.


    
      
        Manning a 105mm Flak gun.
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        Paratroopers brace themselves for the jump as flak bursts around their aircraft.
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        Go! Go! Go! Heavily laden paratroopers jump from their C46 Commando Transport plane. 111-SC-203393

      

    


    
      
        Thunder from Heaven; thousands of paratroopers drop from the skies north and west of Wesel, many of them onto the wrong drop zones.
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        General Miley’s men had to fight from the moment they hit the ground.

      

    


    The Dakotas carrying 507th Regiment’s 1st Battalion misjudged their approach and dropped the battalion one mile west of Drop Zone W, on the wrong side of the Diersfordt Forest. The pilots of three planes carrying portions of the Regimental Headquarters were equally confused and dropped their loads to the north-west of the intended target. It was an inauspicious start for 17th Airborne Division; the question was how long would it take the paratroopers to assemble on their objectives? As the paratroopers drifted down, machine guns joined the aerial barrage and for a time it looked as though the decision to drop men on top of the German anti-aircraft batteries was going to fail:


    
      Several planes were destroyed in the air. At least one plane crashed on the DZ with all on board. Other planes burned after dropping their personnel. In some, the aircraft crew escaped; in others, charred bodies gave stark testimony to the devotion to duty performed by good soldiers. Some parachutists were hit during their descent; some were killed in their harness on the ground and others while scrambling off the field.

    


    507th Regiment’s original plan had been for 1st Battalion to form a defensive perimeter around Drop Zone W, creating a safe haven for the Regimental Headquarters and artillery. 2nd Battalion was to land next and immediately head west through the Diersfordt Forest, establishing a line on the far side of the woods. 3rd Battalion would follow through the forest, moving north-west to take up positions on the right of 2nd Battalion and eventually link up with 513th Parachute Regiment, north-east of Diersfordt Castle. Having established a secure line along the perimeter of the forest, 3rd Battalion was to capture the castle clearing the way forward for the men of the 15th (Scottish) Division approaching from the Xanten bridgehead. However, plans meant nothing to the men who had landed in the wrong area and for the first few hectic minutes Colonel Raff’s men fought where they landed, opening fire as soon as they hit the ground, while struggling to get rid of their parachutes. Fortunately, the German gun crews were equally disorganised, thrown into confusion as paratroopers landed in and around their gun positions.


    
      
        A 37mm Flak 43 in action.

      


      [image: e9781783409662_i0060.jpg]

    


    
      [image: e9781783409662_i0061.jpg]


      
        507th Regiment was scattered either side of Diersfordt Forest and many paratroopers lost their lives before they reached the ground.

      

    


    
      [image: e9781783409662_i0062.jpg]


      
        17th Airborne Division’s drop zones north of Wesel.

      

    


    1st Battalion’s report has few details to tell about the first few moments after landing but the Battalion diarist accurately sums up the confused nature of the landings north and south of Diersfordt Castle:


    
      Naturally all cannot be told, much will never be told. Individual acts of heroism, which are a natural part of the initial phase of an airborne landing, will go unsung. Many stories of heroic deeds will be repeated wherever two or more airborne soldiers meet for years to come. Much we will never know, as dead men tell no tales.

    


    Colonel Raff took charge of a large group of 1st Battalion north of the castle, gathering together around 200 men. Realising that he was nowhere near his expected landing zone, Raff directed his men to seek shelter in the woods until he had found his bearings. Shooting from the hip as they ran towards the trees, the paratroopers silenced five machine-gun posts along the edge of the wood and deployed under the thick canopy, finding a number of hidden field guns. The crews were quickly rounded up. Next on Raff’s agenda was a battery of five 150mm howitzers stationed close by and before long the artillery men had been taken prisoner and the guns disabled; they would no longer shell the British bridgehead at Xanten. By now Raff’s group had killed or wounded over 100 German soldiers and taken nearly 300 prisoners, including a colonel.


    Having cleared his immediate area and found his bearings, Raff decided to locate the rest of his Regiment. A second group had gathered south of Diersforsdt Castle under 1st Battalion’s commanding officer, Major Paul Smith. The paratroopers had headed for cover, engaging infantry, machine-gun posts and anti-aircraft crews in the woods east of the castle. Once again the Germans had been taken by surprise by the airdrop, failing to put up an organised resistance and within an hour of landing Smith’s men were firmly established in Diersfordt Forest.


    As Colonel Raff advanced south to locate Major Smith’s position, it had become obvious that the castle was heavily fortified and machine guns, mortars and anti-aircraft guns in the grounds increased their fire as the paratroopers worked their way through the woods. As Major Smith’s group approached from the south-east, two Panzer V tanks emerged from the courtyard and headed along the driveway towards the paratroopers. Men dived for cover as the tanks approached with guns blazing but one enterprising paratrooper disabled one passing tank with an anti-tank grenade. The crew of a 57mm recoilless gun (a new hand-held anti-tank weapon that had only been issued to the division a few days before) targeted the second Panzer, knocking it out as it drew close. As the rest of Raff’s men looked on in amazement, the two tank crews bailed out of their stricken vehicles and surrendered. The recoilless weapons packed a powerful punch and for the first time paratroopers could hold their own against armour.


    As the threat from the castle diminished, the two groups continued working their way through the undergrowth towards each other and by noon 1st Battalion had cleared both 2nd and 3rd Battalion’s objectives; the western edge of Diersfordt Forest was secure.


    While 1st Battalion struggled to find its bearings around Diersfordt Castle, pilots flying 2nd Battalion’s Dakotas had more luck and dropped their loads above Drop Zone W. 1st Battalion was supposed to have cleared Flürener Feld but their miss drop to the left meant that the drop zone was still held by German troops. As the paratroopers drifted towards the ground, machine guns and rifles opened fire from the woods and houses on and around the clearing, killing and wounded many in the air. 2nd Battalion fought from the moment they hit the ground, pulling off their harnesses as they fired back:


    
      During this period the enemy seemed to be completely disorganised. Some gave up without a fight, although they had the advantage of prepared positions, combined with the fact that a paratrooper is comparatively helpless for some seconds after he hits the ground. Others fought hard and ferociously, inflicting casualties on the drop zone and in engagements immediately beyond the drop zone. Our positions were beginning to take form, but as yet the Germans did not seem to be maintaining any line.

    


    The initial shock caused by the landing had worked in 2nd Battalion’s favour and by the time the planes carrying 3rd Battalion were over the drop zone, many enemy positions around the perimeter of Flürener Feld had been taken.


    
      
        A paratrooper struggles to remove his harness while the rest of his platoon round up prisoners in the distance.
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        507th Parachute Regiment was scattered either side of the Diersfordt Forest.

      

    


    Thirty minutes after the first men had landed on Drop Zone W the clearing had been secured and the two Battalions were ready to move out. A few light artillery pieces persisted in firing random shots at the drop zone but after leaving a screen of paratroopers to maintain the Regiment’s perimeter, 2nd and 3rd Battalion were heading towards their objectives.


    By midday, Colonel Raff had still not heard anything from the rest of his Regiment and decided that he could wait no longer; Major Smith’s men would have to attack the Regiment’s final objective, Diersfordt Castle. As the weary paratroopers prepared to advance, patrols on the battalion’s eastern perimeter sighted columns of troops moving through the woods. Anxious moments passed until it was possible to see that the approaching soldiers had first aid packs strapped to the front of their helmets, one of the identifying marks of an American paratrooper. At long last the rest of the Regiment had arrived.
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        Paratroopers round up a group of German prisoners on the edge of Flürener Feld.

      

    


    With his fresh troops on hand, Colonel Raff ordered 1st Battalion to set up a defensive cordon while 3rd Battalion prepared for the final assault:


    
      Company A was left as a base upon which to manoeuvre and Company I started to make a flanking attack to the northeast. 3rd Battalion, after taking over the job, systematically took over the castle as ours, and the last bit of resistance, consisting of a large group of officers holding out in an isolated tower, was overcome that evening. This strongpoint yielded approximately 300 prisoners, amongst whom were several high-ranking officers, including two colonels, two Mark V [Panther] tanks destroyed and two captured.

    


    Subsequent questioning identified the castle as an important headquarters in LXXXVI Corps chain of command and Company G had captured several of General Straube’s staff along with a number of senior officers of 84th Division.


    While 3rd Battalion attacked Diersfordt Castle, the rest of the Regiment set about securing their assigned perimeters. 1st Battalion headed east through the forest, mopping up the remaining enemy posts around Drop Zone W, while 2nd Battalion secured the southern tip of Diersfordt Forest. After a discouraging start, the men of 507th Parachute Regiment had proved their worth.


    The Dakotas carrying 513th Regiment followed 507th Regiment across the Rhine and headed for the landing zones in the northern sector of 17th Airborne Division’s objective. 1st Battalion would land first, engaging enemy positions on and around Drop Zone E, before forming a defensive perimeter around the Regimental Headquarters and artillery. 2nd Battalion would be dropped next and head west through the Diersfordt Forest alongside the British paratroopers of 6th Airborne Division to the north before tying in with 507th Parachute Regiment on the western edge of the forest. The Regiment’s 3rd Battalion had been allocated the eastern sector of the Regiment’s zone and was expected to capture two minor bridges on the Issel Stream and link up with the British glider troops landing around Hamminkeln.


    
      
        507th Regiment had secured the southern outskirts of Diersfordt Forest by noon.

      


      [image: e9781783409662_i0066.jpg]

    


    
      [image: e9781783409662_i0067.jpg]


      
        513th Parachute Regiment missed its drop zone but still cleared its objectives.

      

    


    While 507th Regiment had suffered some confusion finding its drop zones, every one of the planes carrying 513th Regiment misjudged their flight paths as they came under heavy fire over the Rhine. By now the anti-aircraft crews were fully aware that an airborne landing was underway and showed the slow moving Dakotas no mercy as they flew low over Diersfordt Forest. The entire Regiment was dropped 2,500 metres north of Drop Zone E, in the area allocated to the 6th British Airborne Division. It would take some time before Colonel James Coutts and his Battalion COs realised what had happened; in the meantime his men would have to fight where they landed.


    1st Battalion landed first and suffered heavy casualties from anti-aircraft and machine-gun fire before it hit the ground. The Battalion Adjutant, the Operations Sergeant and the Communications officer were all killed or seriously injured in the air, while the Commanding Officer and the S-3 Intelligence Officer both landed off target and were taken prisoner, (they would be freed several hours later). The Assistant Communications Officer was also missing, he too would return to the battalion several days later.


    Having lost a greater portion of the Headquarters Company the situation was looking bleak for the 1st Battalion until Lieutenant Cosner, the Headquarters Company Commander, took control. There was no time to organise as a Battalion so Cosner ordered the first three officers he came across to form informal companies. Lieutenants Melke, DeSilva and Keeler set to work gathering together as many men as they could find from the groups of paratroopers milling around the drop zone. They led them to the southern edge of the British landing zone to form a perimeter around Lieutenant Cosner’s temporary, headquarters.


    2nd Battalion came next, and again heavy fire from ground installations wreaked havoc amongst the Dakotas as they flew low overhead in tight formations:


    
      At 10:10 hours the Battalion reached its drop zone and left the planes amid intense flak and small-arms fire from enemy troops on the ground. Several planes were hit and crashed immediately after all the men had left them. The Battalion hit as a group, but men were spread for a considerable distance in the length of the pattern. Small groups immediately started forming and mopping up on the Drop Zone and became the nucleus of the Battalion which was formed and reorganised within thirty minutes of landing.

    


    Gun battles broke out across the drop zone and the paratroopers engaged enemy positions as soon as they hit the ground. Entrenched German infantry armed with automatic weapons and four field guns pinned down a platoon of Company E on the southern edge of the drop zone until Private Stuart Stryker rallied them and led a charge. Stryker was killed but his comrades overran the position and captured over 200 prisoners. Stryker was posthumously awarded the Medal of Honour. As the paratroopers congregated and closed in, German resistance collapsed and the Battalion found little to stop them entering Diersfordt Forest.


    3rd Battalion landed in three main groups, again in the British zone south of Hamminkeln. All failed to realise that they had landed over a mile north of their drop zone and set off in a north-easterly direction, rather than south-east towards their objective. Lieutenant Swem’s group of fifty paratroopers realised their error after a prisoner identified Hamminkeln church allowing the group to set a new course for the Battalion assembly area. En route the group met up with Lieutenant Crowley, Company I’s Executive Officer, and Lieutenant Phillips bringing the group total to eighty. Engaging enemy positions as they marched south-east the three officers were the first to reach the Battalion assembly area.
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        British and American paratroopers try to sort out the confusing situation on the drop zone south of Hamminkeln.

      

    


    Lieutenant Colonel Kent rounded up 150 men before setting out on, what he thought was, the correct bearing. Before long he realised something was amiss. Hours of studying maps and sand tables paid off and within minutes Kent knew he had landed in the wrong area; the main landmark in the area, Hamminkeln church, was not where it should be. Ten minutes after setting off Kent had worked out his location and his group was heading in the right direction, clearing enemy anti-aircraft positions as it advanced. By 13:30 hours it had joined Lieutenant Crowley’s group at the northern end of the Battalion assembly area.


    The largest group, numbering 200 paratroopers, also headed off in the wrong direction under Major Anderson. It was over an hour before the Battalion Executive Officer noticed the error and after posting his men in an all round defensive perimeter, he set off to look for distinctive landmarks. For a third time Hamminkeln church solved the puzzle and by 13:00 hours the group was heading south; it eventually reached the rest of the Battalion four hours late.


    At 12:30 hours Colonel Coutts found his way into 1st Battalion’s perimeter where the number of troops from different commands was growing by the minute. With the help of Lieutenant Cosner’s radio he soon learnt that the whole of his command had landed north of the correct drop zone and although elements of all three battalions were heading towards their respective objectives, 513th Regiment was scattered over a wide area. There was no time to lose, if the Germans counter-attacked soon, the Regiment could be overrun. Members of the 2nd Battalion were ordered to join the rest of the battalion as it cleared the Diersfordt Forest and by 16:00 hours Colonel Coutts was relieved to hear that contact had been established with 507th Regiment near Diersfordt Castle. Meanwhile, those belonging to 3rd Battalion were sent east to join the rest of the Battalion along the Issel Stream to help establish outposts on the east bank. 1st Battalion’s commanding officer had still not appeared and in his absence Captain Ivy took command with orders to prepare an all round defence in case the Germans counter-attacked Drop Zone E.


    
      
        A bloodstained paratrooper searches the horizon for landmarks as he tries to find his bearings.
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    Despite landing under heavy fire on the wrong drop zone, 513th Regiment’s Battalions had assembled and found their way to the objectives, taking over 1,100 prisoners as they overran dozens of enemy positions. Yet again the 57mm recoilless gun had proved itself, accounting for two tanks and a self-propelled gun; the Regiment had also destroyed two batteries of deadly 88mm guns.


    194th Glider Regiment had the task of securing the eastern area of 17th Airborne Division’s objectives, securing bridgeheads across the Issel Stream to the east of Wesel. 2nd Battalion would land first on Landing Zone S and secure seven bridges across the canal facing east, contacting 513th Parachute Regiment to the north, establishing a continuous defensive line along the canal. 1st Battalion would land next and head southeast to capture another three bridges on the stream, facing south, and hopefully contact the British Commandos in Wesel at an early stage. 3rd Battalion would bring up the rear securing the Landing Zone and take up positions ready to reinforce if the Germans struck back at the Regiment’s line.


    
      
        Glider pilots struggled to find a place to land and many fell foul of hedges, ditches and trees.
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        The pilot of this glider managed to make a safe landing and the crew wasted no time unloading a trailer full of ammunition.

      

    


    The first wave of Dakotas towing the Waco gliders carrying 194th Regiment crossed the Rhine at 10:26 hours and cast off their towlines four minutes later. Typically it took only three minutes to reach the ground but for many pilots it was three minutes of hell as the German anti-aircraft batteries opened fire on their cumbersome gliders. 2nd Battalion’s gliders flew through a screen of smoke drifting up from the ground and ran into a curtain of flak as they made their final approach:


    
      Several gliders were set on fire and streamed across the sky like a comet, to crash with all occupants, none of whom wore parachutes. Landings were made more difficult by smoke which had been laid down to assist in the river crossing by ground troops, and which obscured the ground until a very low altitude was reached. The initial resistance on most fields was intense and consisted of small-arms fire from rifles and machine guns, observed mortar fire and in some fields, fire from anti-aircraft guns of various calibres which were levelled in against the landing gliders. In one field alone seven gliders were destroyed by four 88mm guns on the perimeter before the occupants were able to leave the aircraft and go into action.

    


    Company G’s Wacos approached the ground first, heading for the fields surrounding the large château that Colonel James Pierce had chosen for his Regimental Command Post but as the gliders began to touch down it became clear that the buildings had been fortified (coincidentally it was a German Regimental Command Post). One after another the gliders came under fire as the pilots struggled to steer towards a patch of open ground and as soon as they touched down the occupants scrambled out of the doors and ran for cover. Anyone trapped inside was unlikely to survive for very long:


    
      Company G suffered heavy casualties immediately after landing, many men being wounded before ever getting out of the gliders. None of the landing fields in the area were large enough and most gliders tore down fence posts and went through wire fences but personnel were not injured in most cases. Many Company G gliders were in range of a 75mm field gun located at the designated Regimental Command Post and as fast as gliders landed in a field in front of this building a round of high explosive from this piece would set the glider on fire.
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        194th Glider Regiment secured ten bridges along the Issel Stream and Canal.

      

    


    The Commander, Lieutenant Colonel Stewart was an early casualty and Major Pleasant Martin was forced to run for cover in a nearby barn, where he gathered the Battalion staff and tried to make sense of the chaos on the landing zone.


    
      
        Glider troops gather together having had a lucky escape on the edge of this wood; in the background a dead paratrooper hangs from his tangled parachute.
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    While Company G spread out into the fields surrounding the château, Company F began to land and yet again the combination of enemy fire, smoke and obstacles on the ground wreaked havoc amongst the gliders as they hit the earth. However, as glider after glider skidded across the landing zone, spilling men and equipment onto the fields, the German anti-aircraft gun crews suddenly found that the tables were being turned against them:


    
      In the initial landing of the Battalion, most glider loads were forced to take up a fire fight immediately and the fact that gliders kept landing helter-skelter throughout the area rather than in a planned pattern was probably the biggest aid in overcoming the strong initial resistance. Enemy groups laying down fire in one direction would suddenly have another glider land in their rear and this continuous process so disorganised the enemy that they began to surrender in great numbers within thirty minutes after the first glider hit the ground.

    


    Virtually every glider was hit by anti-aircraft fire either in the air or on the ground, and many were killed or wounded as they ran across the landing zone looking for cover. Two occupants of Glider No 25 had already been wounded before it skidded to a halt and Sergeant Dodge was injured as he clambered out of his craft. Unable to crawl far, Dodge ordered his assistant, Sergeant Reade, to gather their squad together and attack the château. A second group joined Reade’s men as they advanced towards the complex of buildings and before long the two squads had rounded up the crew of the deadly anti-tank gun. Other groups began to move forward, taking dozens of prisoners in entrenchments surrounding the buildings. And before long 2nd Battalion had captured 145 members of 1052nd Regiment’s Headquarters, including its commanding officer.


    By the time Company E’s gliders came into land, resistance was coming to an end on the landing zone and as soon as they had assembled, 2nd Battalion wasted no time heading towards the three bridges they had been allocated along the Issel Stream.


    1st Battalion’s story was the same. The Wacos carrying Company A led the way and came under heavy anti-aircraft fire as the Dakotas cast off their tows; the volume of fire from the ground intensified to a crescendo as the gliders skidded to a halt:


    
      Almost every glider was hit in the air by flak or machine-gun fire. The small fields caused many crash landings and several gliders were set aflame by enemy fire. After the landing the German guns continued firing on the gliders and personnel as they left their gliders.

    


    Three gliders burst into flames and crashed on the landing zone killing everyone inside but the rest of the Company immediately went into action, overrunning German held entrenchments, most of them only yards away from where they landed. Company C and Company B each lost two gliders on the run in, but again, the glider men engaged the German troops as soon as they hit the ground. The glider carrying the Battalion’s intelligence section crash-landed some distance from the rest and of the three survivors only two men managed to rejoin the rest of the Battalion. The Executive Officer was surrounded and after keeping a number of Germans at bay for some time with his pistol, surrendered when his ammunition ran out.
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        Amidst the tangle of debris Colonel Pierce’s men prepare to move off towards the Issel Stream. 111-SC-202655

      

    


    
      
        Wrecked British Horsa gliders and American Waco gliders lie side by side.
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        Although 194th Regiment secured its perimeter, landing gliders in enemy held territory was a dangerous undertaking.

      

    


    Every one of the Wacos carrying the anti-tank platoon crashed on landing as the pilots struggled to bring their overloaded craft down safely but with the help of axes and crowbars the crews eventually salvaged two guns from the wreckage. They would play a vital role in the hours that followed. 1st Battalion had no time to mourn their loss of their friends and as the medics set about collecting the wounded, the survivors headed for the bridges along the Issel Canal to the south-east.


    3rd Battalion brought up the rear of 194th Regiment and once again the anti-aircraft batteries on the ground were waiting for them. The Battalion diary sums up the tense moments leading up to the landing and the furious battle that followed:


    
      After the gliders were cut loose and began to descend the anti-aircraft fire became more intense and many gliders were hit and casualties were inflicted. The ground was partially obscured by smoke; however, there were few bad crash landings. The enemy was well deployed against airborne landings and nearly every field had dug in positions from which they could be swept by small-arms and machine-gun fire. These took the gliders under fire as they came in and swept them with fire as the men came out. It was at this stage that a great percentage of the casualties were sustained. The immediate areas had to be cleared out before equipment could be recovered from the gliders. Personnel remaining near the gliders were subjected to heavy small-arms and observed mortar fire. The men rushed for cover, orientated themselves and then proceeded to take the nearest enemy under fire. It was this bold and aggressive action combined with the continual pouring in of more gliders that overcame this main initial resistance.

    


    Every few seconds a Waco skidded across 194th Glider Regiment’s landing zone; some on fire as they hurtled into fences and trees, while others broke up as soon as they hit the ground but in spite of the chaos men survived and engaged the German positions. As the minutes passed the number of prisoners began to grow. Squads joined to form platoons, platoons joined to form Companies and after thirty minutes of mayhem every glider was down. Less than an hour after the first glider touched down all three battalions were moving towards their objectives; it was a remarkable achievement. As the surviving officers set up temporary headquarters, order began to emerge out of the chaos and by midday Colonel Pierce was able to tell General Miley that his Regiment had taken the landing zone and was well on the way to seizing their objectives along the Issel Stream. One final note in 2nd Battalion’s Diary summarises the bravery that turned the chaos of 194th Glider Regiment’s landing into success:


    
      The fact that more gliders were not destroyed is due to the prompt and courageous method in which the members of the Regiment attacked and destroyed these [German] positions. Approximately 150 small battles were fought simultaneously on the landing zone in the first half-hour. Superb action by the glider pilots in bringing the ships down in the small fields saved many lives. Many men, wounded in the air or injured in crash landing, fought from where they landed rather than surrendering and aided greatly in establishing control of the initial area.

    


    A later survey showed that 293 out of 345 gliders had been hit in the air by anti-aircraft fire; many others had been damaged by enemy action on the ground. Sending gliders onto enemy held landing zones was a risky operation.


    
      
        These gliders found a safe landing zone on the fields south of Hamminkeln.
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    On 1st Battalion’s front Company A’s survivors reached the Issel Canal at 11:00 hours, taking control of the three bridges at the eastern apex of the Regiment’s objective. Company C had also captured three of the bridges on its objective in spite of heavy fire but a group of German infantry supported by mortars and artillery continued to hold Bridge 7 in the centre of the Battalion’s sector; it would be several hours before Colonel Pierce’s men captured the bridge.


    2nd Battalion reached the Issel Stream on the Regiment’s southern flank soon afterwards and had begun to engage the German outposts covering the bridges when a Panther tank appeared on Company F’s front:


    
      En route to the objective at about 11:45 hours, a tank opened fire on the company. Bazooka gunner Private Weber got a miraculous hit on the tank at a range of 500 yards. The round must have penetrated the ammunition magazines, as the tank exploded and all but disintegrated.

    


    Company G secured two more bridges on the Battalion’s objective and by midday all but one of the ten bridges, Bridge 1 on the outskirts of Wesel, were in 194th Glider Regiment’s hands.


    Company E had also been busy rounding up 200 prisoners behind the Battalion’s front; they also captured four 88mm guns. However as the Company closed in on its objective, closely followed by the support weapons company, patrols were alerted to a new threat; two more Panther tanks had escaped from Wesel and they were heading straight for 2nd Battalion:


    
      At 12:45 hours a counter-attack led by two enemy tanks was made on the west flank of Company E. The anti-tank guns were on the move at this time and were not in position. One section immediately went into action in clear view of the tanks, suffering four casualties in doing so. They did, however, get effective fire on the tanks, knocking out one and scoring a hit on the second one. At this time Lieutenant Sheehy, after getting his section into action, personally took command of the other gun of the platoon coupled to a prime mover and with the squad took off in clear view of the tank. He attempted to get closer for a sure kill, depending on the fire of the other section to keep the tanks engaged. One tank was still able to move and withdrew at this time, going south along the far west flank of the Battalion.

    


    The remaining Panther headed south to try to escape across the Issel only to find Company G barring the way. A patrol armed with a bazooka hunted it down and knocked it out.


    
      
        The new recoilless rifles gave General Miley’s men the opportunity to fight back against armour.
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    By 13:00 hours Colonel Pierce was pleased to hear that his two battalions had established contact with each other along the Issel and were digging in on their objectives. However, the local German commander was determined to take at least one of the bridges to use as a base for future counter-attacks and during the course of the afternoon tanks made several attempts to break through 2nd Battalion’s lines. The anti-tank platoon accounted for one tank while bazooka teams scored further hits on the marauding Panzers.


    The story was the same to the north. 6th British Airborne Division had suffered heavy casualties during the initial drop north of Diersfordt Forest and around Hamminkeln but as the paratroopers began to assemble the German anti-aircraft crews began to surrender. By noon 6th Air Landing Brigade had secured Hamminkeln while 3rd and 5th Parachute Brigades were well on the way to clearing the northern perimeter of the Diersfordt Forest. General Ridgway’s plan had worked in spite of the heavy losses over the drop zones; the bridges along the Issel were secure. It was only a matter of time before the ground troops advancing from the Rhine reached the paratroopers.


    
      
        After salvaging equipment and ammunition from wrecked gliders this jeep heads off towards the objective towing a loaded trailer. 111-SC-203327
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    Chapter 6


    XVI CORPS’ ADVANCE ACROSS THE RAILWAYS


    Both of General Anderson’s divisions were firmly established on the east bank of the Rhine by mid afternoon on 24 March. On 30th Division’s front both 119th and 117th Regiment were approaching the Wesel – Dinslaken railways, while 120th Regiment had one battalion across the first railway at Möllen. 79th Division had also rushed the German defences along the riverbank, securing both of its flanks before first light; the reserve Regiment was preparing to attack the final objective for the day, Dinslaken, a town with a pre-war population of 25,000, two miles east of the river.


    Although the first German line had been broken, resistance could be expected to increase as the two German divisions in the area deployed their reserve of infantry and tanks against XVI Corps. Anti-aircraft positions formed an integral part of their defence line and both General Hobbs and General Wyche needed tanks and tank destroyers to support their attacks across the railways.


    
      

      30th Division’s fight for the railway embankments


      As it began to grow light, the German artillery had begun to target the engineers working along the river and landing craft and rafts had to be brought forward to float the equipment across the river where the dyke afforded some shelter. As Major General Hobbs considered the consequences of the delay, 105th Engineers reported another difficulty. Landing craft had been unable to unload the tank destroyers where they were needed on the east bank; soft mud on the shoreline had forced the pilots to find a new landing site.


      The first platoon of light tanks had been welcomed in 119th Regiment’s area at 11:00 hours and immediately moved forward to 2nd Battalion in front of the railway embankment. A second platoon reached 1st Battalion on the south bank of the Lippe Canal an hour later and helped it advance towards Objective Joy where patrols reported that the tanks could cross the railway. They were also quick to note that German infantry and anti-aircraft guns could be seen waiting in the woods on the far side of the underpass; it appeared that the Germans intended to take advantage of the bottleneck. As the engineers set to work, anti-aircraft guns across the canal opened fire on 1st Battalion’s flank and while the mortar platoon fired smoke shells to screen the watercourse, two companies deployed to deal with the threat.
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          Armour pours into the bridgehead as XVI Corps prepares to attack across the Wesel – Dinslaken railway.

        

      


      2nd Battalion reached the embankment thirty minutes later and Lieutenant Colonel McCown reported that he needed bulldozers to clear craters and barricades blocking the two underpasses on his front. As patrols moved over the embankment it was again obvious that infantry and anti-aircraft guns were waiting on the far side; three tanks had also been spotted waiting to target anything trying to move through the underpasses.


      As the reports flooded into 119th Regiment’s command post, Colonel Baker agreed to give the engineers two hours to finish their work, in the meantime the GIs would have to keep the Germans at bay.


      117th Regiment’s patrols reported mixed news to Colonel Johnson. The single underpass, Objective Katie, on the left of the Regiment’s sector, was blocked and 2nd Battalion kept the German infantry at bay while the engineers set to work. Meanwhile, the news from 1st Battalion’s patrols was promising; tanks would be able to negotiate the embankment. Colonel Johnson sent his first armoured support, a platoon of DD tanks, forward and by midday 1st Battalion was across the railway. The DD tanks then retraced their steps to help the 2nd Battalion clear Objective Katie.


      As the rest of the division prepared to cross the embankment, 120th Regiment set about clearing the villages astride the railway lines. 2nd Battalion was met by machine-gun and tank fire from the orchards and hedges around Löhnen but the show of strength was shortlived. As Company E worked their way forwards, a solitary Panzer IV withdrew, leaving behind a token rearguard; Captain Walter Wert’s men quickly secured the village.


      On 3rd Battalion’s front Major McCullough’s men were finally overcoming resistance in Möllen, and after Company L had cleared the riverbank and moved into the village from the south, Captain Shaw had Company I send patrols beyond the second railway line. It was soon apparent that there was no sign of the enemy on the Battalion’s next objective.


      
        
          By mid-afternoon both divisions had all three regiments on the east bank but the ferries continued to work around the clock. 111-SC-272416
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      Colonel Purdue was growing concerned by Major McCullough’s desire to push on and expose 3rd Battalion flanks, but he quickly sought permission to probe beyond Möllen from divisional headquarters after McCullough had assured him that there was no sign of the enemy in the area. Major General Hobbs approved the plan when he heard the news from Major Eugene Thomas, Purdue’s intelligence officer:


      
        3rd Battalion went through Ruth. They’re planning to attack Mae and bypass most of the East Lana, West and East Jean.

      


      The opportunity on 3rd Battalion’s front was too good to miss. The chosen route involved advancing north-east before making a large sweeping arc through Bruckhausen, moving behind any Germans planning to make a stand around Voorde. Contact had just been made with 79th Division south of Möllen, securing Colonel Purdue’s southern flank and it appeared that the time was ripe for making a deep push into the enemy rear.


      Since midday engineers had been ferrying Company B of the 744th Light Tank Battalion across the Rhine on Bailey rafts. Alongside landing craft shipped a platoon of 823rd Tank Destroyer Battalions to the east bank and by mid afternoon the M-10 Hellcats had joined Company K in Götterswickerhamm.


      Artillery shells targeted the column as it waited to move and as Captain Plummer’s men scrambled for cover someone noticed a lone Piper Cub plane circling overhead; the only possible explanation was that the guns belonged to 79th Division. When news reached divisional headquarters General Hobbs immediately telephoned General Wyche for an apology; Wyche gave the caustic reply: ‘We have battalions to spare to fire at anything in our zone.’


      The mistake was quickly cleared up when the commanding officer of an artillery battalion admitted to thinking that the tanks were German; he had not realised that 30th Division had penetrated so deep into the enemy positions.


      As soon as Company K remounted their tanks, Task Force Plummer moved out, finding the area beyond Möllen clear of enemy troops. The advance took the Germans holding entrenchments on the road to Bruckhausen, codenamed Objective Mae, completely by surprise and as tanks rolled by the GIs shot at anyone who tried to run. At the head of the column Sergeant McLeod spotted a group of infantry digging in on the outskirts of Bruckhausen, 1,500 metres to the north-east and while the rest of Company K rounded up their prisoners, he urged the tank commander to drive on. Many Germans tried to run as they spotted the tanks climbing the slope but it was too late, fifteen were killed or wounded and another forty were taken prisoner. Although McLeod had taken an important position, Captain Plummer was forced to recall his sergeant; the hill was beyond the limit of XVI Corps artillery. 120th Regiment had advanced over six miles from the river; the furthest of all the three regiments.
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          Resistance collapsed across 30th Division’s front beyond the railway, and 120th Regiment pushed deep into the German rear.

        

      


      Along the rest of 30th Division’s front preparations were under way for the assault across the Wesel – Dinslaken railway. Despite the show of resistance by infantry, tanks and anti-aircraft guns, 180th Division had been virtually destroyed by mid afternoon on 24 March. The only soldiers confronting General Hobbs’ men were a mixture of rear echelon troops from Regimental and Divisional Headquarters and a few stragglers who had escaped the initial assault.


      The assault across the first railway line had been timed for 15:00 hours and as soon as fighter-bombers had flown overhead, Ninth Army’s guns across the river added to 180th Division’s woes. As the final rounds of smoke shells erupted on the German positions, infantry swarmed over the embankment as Chaffees, Shermans and M10 tank destroyers roared through the underpasses. The next phase of 30th Division’s attack was under way.


      
        
          As XVI Corps pushed east, engineers started to build treadway bridges across the river. The sign on the front of the lorry reads Engineer Bridge Priority. 111-SC-337112
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        [image: e9781783409662_i0084.jpg]


        
          The battle for the underpasses along the Wesel-Dinslaken Railway.

        

      


      The combined effect of planes, tanks, infantry and artillery stunned the Germans and the majority withdrew beyond the second railway embankment allowing 119th and 117th Regiments to take Objectives Ginny and Sue. The rapid advance made the village of Voorde in front untenable and 120th Regiment took Objective East Lana without a fight.


      On 120th Regiment’s front 1st Battalion had not been idle and had been pushing forward while Company K drove deep into the German rear. Lieutenant Colonel Williamson’s men had moved forward across the railway alongside the rest of the division and at 18:00 hours Company B struck out towards Bruckhausen while Company K’s tanks fired into the German rear from the top of the slope. The outcome was inevitable and although a few determined individuals put up a fight, most of the German soldiers caught in 120th Regiment’s trap surrendered without firing a shot:


      
        The majority of prisoners taken were slovenly and apathetic. One group taken near Bruckhausen had no previous training and had seen no previous combat. Many surrendered easily and most were happy to be taken. One officer, typically stubborn, claimed he would not have surrendered if his gun had not jammed and claimed Germany would never give in. Others tried to maintain their dignity, but talked after small persuasion.

      


      1st Battalion eventually rounded up 114 prisoners and captured three anti-tank guns, a halftrack and a Panzer IV; engineers also disarmed two 500-pound bombs set to blow craters at two vital road junctions.

    


    
      

      79th Division’s attack on Dinslaken


      By mid afternoon 79th Division was in a position to renew the advance on its front. 313th Regiment had a firm hold along the Neue-Ernscher Canal on the division’s right flank while 314th Regiment had moved up into line alongside 315th Regiment. However, as General Wyche prepared to attack Dinslaken, nature decided to play a part and brought the movement of tanks and tank destroyers across the river to an abrupt halt. At 14:00 hours the wind veered to the south-east, pushing the smokescreen away from the crossing site, revealing the activity along the river to German observers for the first time in the day. As the enemy artillery started to range in, the chemical mortars tried to re-register their targets to compensate for the wind but they soon found that the new target areas were either out of range or already occupied by friendly troops; General Wyche had to find another way of restoring the smokescreen, and he needed it as quickly as possible.


      Smoke pots failed to produce enough smoke and while divisional headquarters put the call out for a smoke-generating unit the decision was taken to suspend certain activities along the river until the smokescreen could be re-established. Although the landing craft carrying men and supplies were too fast to become targets, the slow moving tank carrying rafts would be sitting ducks.


      During the delay the tank companies sent advance parties across the river to reconnoitre routes and arrange guides so that no time would be wasted when their vehicles eventually reached the east bank. After two hours’ delay, smoke-generators were in action and as smoke filled the sky over the Rhine once more, the tanks and tank destroyers began to move down to the river and load onto the waiting rafts. But as the armour crossed, General Wyche decided he could wait no longer, Dinslaken had to be taken before it was dark and 314th Regiment moved out at 16:30 hours while the tanks were still moving forward to join the infantry.
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          GIs move across a wrecked bridge towards 79th Division’s final objective, the town of Dinslaken. 111-SC-272415

        

      


      Dinslaken, a maze of houses and industrial buildings surrounding a huge steel fabricating plant, was typical of the towns along the northern edge of the Ruhr; ugly to look at but perfect to defend. 1st Battalion came under fire first, drawing the attention of several Stug III assault guns near the factory while flak guns fired at 2nd Battalion from the outskirts of the town. As Colonel Robinson called for assistance, Ninth Army’s artillery systematically targeted the German positions, turning the town into an inferno.


      The arrival of 717th Tank Battalion on 314th Regiment’s front quickly turned the tables against the Germans and although the light was fading fast, fires lit up the skyline as the Shermans moved in for the kill. The flak guns were destroyed one by one and the German assault guns withdrew to a safe distance as the GIs moved into the town. As 314th Regiment pushed into the burning ruins no one could fail to be impressed by the devastation wrought by Ninth Army’s artillery, in particular the men of 717th Tank Battalion who were taking part in their first battle:


      
        This town, centred around a large steel fabricating plant, was on fire most of the day, and Company C’s 2nd Platoon received a heavy baptism of fire in more ways than one.

      


      By midnight Dinslaken was secure, increasing 79th Division’s bridgehead to a depth of over three miles and while General Wyche’s position was anchored to the south by 313th Regiment’s line along the Neue-Ernscher Canal his men had contacted 30th Division to the north. German resistance had been ineffective and over 700 prisoners, mainly from the Hamburg Division’s 588th Regiment, had been taken; 79th Division’s own casualties had been light (313th Infantry only suffered one fatality and eleven wounded). Although the smokescreen problems had delayed General Wyche’s plans for several hours, it had made little difference to the outcome. At times many artillery batteries on the west bank of the Rhine had been silent due to a lack of targets and 79th Division had not had to call upon its assigned fighter-bomber group for assistance. Operation FLASHPOINT had been a total success and a tribute to Ninth Army’s planning.


      
        
          Alligators ferried ammunition to the front line units before returning to the river bank with wounded GIs.
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    Chapter 7


    17TH AIRBORNE DIVISION SECURES ITS PERIMETER


    Following the mayhem on the landing grounds the situation across 17th Airborne Division’s landing zones had calmed down by the early afternoon and all three Regimental commanders were able to report that they had secured their perimeters and were waiting expectantly for the enemy reaction.


    At 15:00 hours, Major General Miley was relieved to hear the news that Company F in 507th Parachute Regiment’s area had met Scottish troops south of Diersfordt Castle. They had crossed at Xanten the previous evening and had spent the morning driving the Germans out of Bislich before pushing forward to link up with the airborne troops. Half an hour later General Ridgway drove into 507th Regiment’s area and located Colonel Raff’s headquarters; Raff was pleased to report that his men had secured his sector of Diersfordt Forest and captured Diersfordt Castle, taking more than 800 prisoners, over half of them wounded. The paratroopers had also managed to take on the German armour with their new recoilless weapons, knocking out five tanks, including two Mark V Panther tanks. Although contact had not been made with the British paratroopers on the north side of the Regiment’s perimeter, General Ridgway was able to confirm that 6th Airborne Division had also been successful and, despite heavy causalities on the drop zones, they were well on their way to securing all their objectives. After passing on the good news, the General’s party motored off in their jeeps to find the divisional headquarters.


    
      
        General Ridgway (second from left) listens to reports from American and British officers. 111-SC-264635
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    General Miley was acutely aware that the Germans could counter-attack at any time but he realised that his men would have to hold the Issel bridges until the British troops moving east from Bislich were able to bring tanks and artillery into his perimeter. It would take all night to build a suitable crossing over the Rhine and, in the meantime, his men would have to fend for themselves. As the news of the linkup spread, Miley’s paratroopers dug in along the Issel Stream while patrols kept a look out for signs of enemy activity; it was going to be a long night. While a few paratroopers spent the afternoon processing prisoners, others continued to round up stragglers, some of them teenage Hitler Jugend fanatics. Meanwhile, the reserve companies spent the afternoon collecting equipment from the wrecked gliders and salvaging German equipment in the hope of finding spare arms and ammunition. As nightfall approached everyone was acutely aware that the Germans must counterattack soon.


    On 513th Regiment’s front, in the north-east corner of 17th Airborne Division’s area, German activity on the ground was virtually non-existent and 2nd Battalion dug in around its bridgeheads over the Issel. The situation along 194th Glider Regiment’s front was similar and while troops consolidated their positions, supplies and ammunition recovered from gliders and supply canisters were being distributed along the front line. Meanwhile, General Meindl was gathering the reserves of II Parachute Corps to strike back at the Issel and as the afternoon wore on the German artillery began to search for targets along 17th Airborne Division’s perimeter.
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        A paratrooper keeps guard over members of the Hitler Jugend, teenage soldiers who had volunteered to fight for the Führer.

      

    


    
      
        B-24 Liberator bombers fly low over the Rhine carrying supplies for XVIII Airborne Corps.
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        The Liberators dropped essential supplies for General Miley’s men.

      

    


    
      
        Patrols search 17th Airborne Division’s perimeter for German soldiers.
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        Gliders were searched for equipment and ammunition so it could be taken to the front line.

      

    


    On the western perimeter 507th Parachute Regiment contacted 513th Parachute Regiment in Diersfordt Forest during the evening and as it grew dark there were anxious moments in 507th Regiment’s sector when Company I’s patrols spotted figures moving through the trees. As the paratroopers waited with fingers on their triggers for the men to move closer, the message went the line along to hold fire, the enemy were wearing red berets; contact had finally been made with the 6th British Airborne Division. It meant that the whole of Diersfordt Forest had been secured and with his northern flank safe, Colonel Raff began to withdraw a large number of his men into reserve.


    On the southern perimeter there had still been no contact with the British Commandos in Wesel by nightfall and the patrols sent out by Company K had been turned back by heavy fire; Company L’s patrol had also run into trouble on the outskirts of the town. Contact was finally made at 03:00 hours on 25 March after a Commando patrol slipped through the German lines to link up with Company L.
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        German counter-attacks against 194th Glider Regiment’s perimeter.

      

    


    The first attacks fell on 194th Glider Regiment’s eastern perimeter where 1st Battalion covered a 4,700 yards front and seven of the Issel bridges. Casualties during the landing had been high and the Battalion commander had few local reserves to reinforce his thin line if the Germans broke through. The first infantry probe was made against Company A’s position around Bridge 4 on the Battalion’s right flank in the afternoon. As the hours passed further patrols probed all the bridges along 1st Battalion’s sector, gauging the paratroopers’ response at each position. Colonel Pierce waited anxiously to see where the main German effort would fall and each time the patrols were driven back, artillery searched for targets along the stream. The first blow fell late in the afternoon and threatened to break through Company A’s sector before Company B’s counter-attack restored the situation. A second company-sized attack struck the centre of 1st Battalion’s line and had driven a wedge between the two front line companies before Company B came to the rescue for a second time. Time after time the Germans tried to find a way across the Issel and the Battalion After-Action report sums up the night along 17th Airborne Division’s perimeter:


    
      The attack was halted temporarily on several occasions during the night to repel enemy counter-attacks from the front, both flanks, and on one occasion from the rear. Elements of Company B were committed on both flanks of Company C at various times during the night to erase the counter attacking Germans. At or about 01:00 hours, rear security of Company C reported Germans in its rear, driven there by action of other friendly units nearer the river. This pressure was reduced by mortar fire and bayonet by Companies B and C. During the night, attacks varying from a squad to company strength continued. The artillery observers did an excellent job in getting massed artillery on the larger attacks as was evidenced by the large number of dead and wounded Germans found the next morning. At dawn only 300 yards separated Company C from the unit on the left and the entire area was filled with German dead. The 300 yards was effectively covered by fire.

    


    On 194th Glider Regiment’s southern flank, 2nd Battalion had taken all of its objectives except one by the middle of the afternoon. Company G suffered the heaviest losses during the landings and the survivors were delayed as they pushed south and rounded up large numbers of prisoners. The leading platoons crossed the Issel Stream at Bridges 2 and 3 but the first attempt to move along the south bank towards Bridge 1 was stopped by machine-gun and small-arms fire. Lieutenant Wittig’s platoon only had nine men still standing when he volunteered to try to reach the bridge and his small party set off along the north bank of the canal in the afternoon. The first sign that something was wrong came later that evening when one of Wittig’s men returned to the Battalion command post with bad news; the patrol had been ambushed and he did not know whether anyone else had survived. It was obvious that the Germans were intent on holding Bridge 1 as a base for launching attacks. The first attempt, by infantry and two Panzer IVs, threatened to overrun Company F’s flank but they were dispersed with the help of accurate shellfire directed by Lieutenant Kehoe, the Battalion’s artillery liaison officer. The bridge was the weak spot in 194th Glider Regiment’s line and it had to be taken as soon as possible:


    
      One platoon of Company E was to move forward to Bridge No 1 on the north side of the canal, push as far west as possible, relieve Wittig’s platoon if possible, and at all costs hold and protect the west flank of the Battalion which at that time was looming more dangerous than the front. Lieutenant Robinson got the mission. No further word had been received from Wittig. Robinson moved his platoon at dark and within an hour and a half had moved to a point about 200 yards north of Bridge 1. Reporting on the last known location of Wittig’s platoon, he reported finding one man dead, a member of the platoon, and no sign of the rest of it. Twice during the night Robinson’s platoon was able to ambush enemy troops moving along the corridor between Wesel and the west flank of the battalion.

    


    As Robinson secured the exposed flank, the rest of 2nd Battalion dug in along the 5,000-metre front, a front far too long for the men available to defend against a concerted attack. It was going to be a long night.


    The commanding officer’s concerns were raised when a light mist began to form along the canal during the evening and before long German infantry began to infiltrate between 2nd Battalion’s outposts. Lieutenant Anderson’s platoon was ordered to search the Battalion’s rear looking for enemy patrols but after rounding up three groups of German infantry, the main attack started. It appeared that the patrols had radioed many of 2nd Battalion’s positions to the artillery and when the first shells began to fall around midnight, Company G and Company F were subjected to a devastating bombardment. As Company G began calling for artillery the barrage abruptly ended and German infantry swarmed towards their positions, overrunning the outposts. Moments later the radios and telephones went dead; and the only sign that members of Company G were still alive was the sound of gunfire and explosions around their positions.
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        Sporadic fighting continued as the paratroopers collected supply bundles from the drop zones.

      

    


    An attempt to contact the lost Company ended in failure when the two man patrol was ambushed 500 metres from the Canal. It appeared that the Germans had penetrated deep into 2nd Battalion’s lines and were threatening to unhinge the entire Regiment’s line:


    
      It looked bad. That Company G lines had been broken was considered a possibility. One platoon of heavy guns and two anti-tank guns in the Company G area could not be accounted for at that time. Heavy small-arms fire continued in the Company G area.

    


    On the opposite flank Lieutenant Sheehy and Staff Sergeant Kovacs stumbled on sixty German infantry assembled around a Panzer IV near Bridge 2 rather than the anti-tank gun they had positioned to cover Company F’s position. After a narrow escape the two men returned to Battalion headquarters to report the incident but with Company G out of contact and Company E covering the exits from Wesel, there were few reserves available to counter the enemy breakthrough. It appeared that 2nd Battalion’s front was disintegrating.


    With the help of Lieutenant Anderson’s platoon in tow and a few spare bazookas, Lieutenant Sheehy returned to Company F’s flank with a long list of objectives:


    
      Their missions were to establish contact with Company G, locate any enemy forces within our lines and destroy or capture them if possible. The point where Lieutenant Sheehy had seen this group of enemy with the tank looked like a good rallying point for the infiltrating Krauts and the patrol made its way back to this point. The enemy tank at that time began laying high-explosive fire straight up the road towards the rear of the area. Going to the south side of the canal in the centre rear of Company G area, the patrol located the group that Sheehy had seen earlier although they had moved somewhat to the west. The size of the group was now about one hundred men with one tank. They were in position to force a crossing of the bridge near that point and penetrate the Battalion area north of the canal in some force. They radioed back the information and gave accurate coordinates. These were relayed to Lieutenant Kehoe and within five minutes he had the Corps artillery on the target; perfect shooting. Despite the fact that the group was within our lines, despite the fact that the fire was solely from the map, the fire was devastatingly accurate. Much credit here is due to Lieutenant Anderson who knew the ground and had studied his map so thoroughly that even on this dark night, being on this ground for the first time, he knew exactly where he was, making possible the accurate designation of the target. The enemy group scattered in confusion and the artillery began to fall and many casualties were suffered by the Germans as the next morning showed only too well.


      
        
          With the help of their recoilless rifles and captured weaponry the paratroopers were able to deal with armour roaming across the drop zones; this man takes cover behind a wrecked German armoured car. 111-SC-253933
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    Anderson and Sheehy ordered their men to hold their fire and as the artillery barrage came to an end, moved out in search of Company G.


    They only encountered German infantry and during the early hours returned to Battalion Headquarters to report that their mission had only been partially successful. The news was extremely worrying and the only consolation was that machine guns and small arms could still be heard; even if Company G had been overrun, the survivors were still fighting for their lives along the canal.


    Facing disaster, the Battalion commander sent his only remaining reserve, the Intelligence and Reconnaissance section, forwards to try to restore the left flank. The small group quickly ran into trouble and found itself embroiled in a German attack on Company G’s command post. As the Intelligence section gave covering fire the company staff withdrew, firing everything from pistols to bazookas to keep the Germans at bay. It had been a lucky escape but when Company G’s commander reported to Battalion Headquarters, he was unable to shed any light on the situation along his sector of the Issel. Communications had been cut at the start of the attack and nobody had returned with news from the front line for several hours.


    On Company F’s front the artillery liaison officer had helped to disperse a second attack, directing shells on the gathering infantry and tanks across his front and, as the Glider troops ceased fire and waited for the next blow to fall, Captain Dukes noticed that the Germans had committed a fatal error. The infantry had failed to locate Company F’s front line and had chosen to regroup only 300 metres from their foxholes. The opportunity was too good to miss and Dukes’ men held their fire and watched as lorries brought German reinforcements to the assembly area (estimates put the final number at around 400 men). Timing his response to perfection, Captain Dukes gave the signal to open fire as the first salvo of shells landed on the German infantry. As the Glider troops’ rifles and machine guns joined in the slaughter, panic set in and many Germans were shot down as they ran towards the American lines, bringing to an end the fighting on Company F’s front for the time being.


    
      
        A convoy of jeeps, horses and carts ferries men and equipment to the front line.
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    As the long night came to an end and firing died down, the Germans withdrew to regroup, leaving the Glider men wondering when the next attack would begin. Although the situation at Bridge 1 was still precarious the Battalion Commander had no option but to move all of his reserves in the opposite direction to try to restore his right flank. However, at dawn a bedraggled soldier reached Battalion headquarters with good news; Company G, or what was left of it, was still holding its positions:


    
      … the enemy made numerous attempts to infiltrate the lines and infantry, supported by tanks and self-propelled guns, and were able to penetrate the gaps… The Company had suffered heavy casualties but the two platoons had held the front and had inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy. Pushed back to some extent, especially on their left where the heaviest casualties were suffered… Most of the enemy were killed and the few remaining were captured within the battalion area. The tanks and self-propelled guns were knocked out. Not one man had given any inch of ground to the enemy. Counter-attacks were thrown back repeatedly during the night along the entire perimeter… Company G lashed out in attack at daylight and within half-an-hour had completely broken the enemy’s will to fight and streams of prisoners began coming back… The woods, ditches, lanes and houses in front of Company G were littered with German corpses. Few escaped.

    


    As it began to grow light Lieutenant Robinson took advantage of the lull in the fighting and led his men towards Wesel to see if he could capture the troublesome Bridge 1. As it advanced, the platoon was surprised to see a small group of Glider men coming the opposite way along the canal; it was Lieutenant Wittig’s party. Wittig’s men had survived the night and slipped into Wesel under cover of darkness where they had contacted British troops. One of the Commandos had accompanied Wittig to formalise the contact with 194th Glider Regiment.


    Robinson’s platoon pushed on towards Bridge 1, rounding up dozens of Germans on the way; over 200 were collected over the next couple of hours.


    The Germans were a spent force. Wesel was in British hands and 30th Division was already driving along the opposite bank of the Lippe Canal behind their southern flank, threatening their rear. With daylight approaching the Allied Air Force was able to take to the skies once more; the Germans were trapped.


    Throughout the morning 2nd Battalion searched its perimeter finding hundreds of German wounded and dead strewn all along the front, testament to the savage fighting. The haul of captured and destroyed equipment taken by 194th Regiment was staggering. Captured artillery and anti-tank guns, many of which had been used by the Glider men, totalled four 155mm guns, two 150mm guns, four 105mm guns, two 76mm anti-tank guns and nine 75mm guns. The number of anti-aircraft guns collected in the perimeter confirmed the power of the German air defences that had been waiting for the Regiment; eleven 88mm guns, ten 20mm anti-aircraft guns and two 20mm flak wagons. The anti-tank platoon had also been successful, making good use of their recoilless weapons as well as captured German equipment. They had accounted for five Panther tanks, five Panzer IVs and five self-propelled guns. The final tally of prisoners taken was 1,153 prisoners including most of 1052nd Regiment, half of another Regiment and the Elbe Artillery Regiment. However, the successful landing and subsequent defence of the Issel Bridges had come at a price, 194th Regiment’s own losses had been high; 444 killed and wounded, over half of them on the landing grounds.


    
      
        Paratroopers move out after destroying a German bunker.
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    Chapter 8


    25 MARCH – ENTERING STAATSFORST WESEL


    By the morning of 25 March, Ninth Army was firmly established on the east bank of the Rhine. Attempts to dislodge 17th Airborne Division had failed and at first light convoys of tanks, artillery and halftracks began to move into the bridgehead bringing welcome support to Major General Miley’s beleaguered paratroops; his men would no longer have to rely on long range artillery from across the river. 155th Anti-Tank Battalion and the three-inch towed guns of 605th Tank Destroyer Battalion would be able to fend off armoured attacks while the halftracks of 387th Anti-Aircraft Automatic Weapons Battalion took the place of the captured German anti-aircraft guns. Artillery support supplied by the British 53rd Division, 25-pounder guns of the 692nd Field Artillery Battalion and a Company of 4.2 inch mortars, would also soon be on call. Plans were already being transmitted for the advance east and Shermans of the 771st Medium Tank Battalion were going to provide armoured support for Miley’s paratroopers. The 6th British Guards Armoured Brigade was also on its way forward to join the next phase of Montgomery’s plan, the drive into northern Germany, codenamed Operation PLUNDER.


    
      
        Paratroopers expand the bridgehead east of the Issel. 111-SC-206558
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    German activity had melted away on at first light on 513th Regiment’s front allowing Colonel Coutts’ men to move north and contact the British glider troops around Hamminkeln. While 513th Parachute and 194th Glider Regiments took advantage of the lull in the fighting, General Ridgway was explaining the next phase of the operation to General Miley. British troops were moving in force into 507th Regiment’s area and Colonel Raff was moving to the east of Wesel, extending the division’s right flank south of the Issel Canal. The first item on General Miley’s agenda was to straighten 194th Regiment’s line, removing the awkward salient east of Wesel. With 507th Parachute Regiment moving into position on the division’s right flank, Colonel Pierce could move east to the London Line, expanding his hold on the east bank of the Issel Stream.


    
      
        Having reached the London Line, it was time to dig in and await the German response.
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    At 16:00 hours 3rd Battalion moved through 1st Battalion’s positions, coming under rifle and machine-gun fire as they began to execute a turning manoeuvre across the Regiment’s front. The glider infantry had run into 84th Division’s final line of defences, a line of emplacements held by the 1052nd Infantry Regiment’s cadre.


    With no time to arrange effective artillery support 3rd Battalion’s mortar teams and heavy machine-gun crews worked furiously, targeting each enemy dugout in turn as the glider troops advanced. Many German positions fought to the last round, or in some cases last man and dozens were killed. Eventually, 229, many of them wounded, were taken prisoner, wiping out 1052nd Infantry Regiment and the Elbe Artillery Regiment. With the London Line in 194th Regiment’s hands, Major General Miley was ready for the next stage of the operation.


    Despite the set back, General Strabe refused to withdraw and made one last attempt to break the paratroopers’ line later that evening. The first attack fell on the boundary of 513th and 194th Regiments:


    
      At darkness a German attack of about company strength, supported by tanks and other armoured vehicles was stopped by a massed artillery, mortar, machine-gun and rifle fire after it had penetrated Company B’s front. All of the enemy were killed, captured or driven out. Immediately afterwards, Company C was hit on its left flank in the gap between Company B and the right of 513th Parachute Infantry Regiment. A platoon of Company C was immediately committed to extend the left flank of Company B and restore the position. This platoon was almost immediately enveloped and a second platoon of Company C was thrown in to further extend the left flank. The Germans also enveloped this platoon and the rest of Company C had to be committed. The position was restored and held for the rest of the night against continuous German attacks. Throughout the night troops were constantly shifted to meet threats that became increasingly more violent.

    


    For the second night in a row the German attacks had been defeated, and with more tanks, halftracks and towed weapons moving into position alongside the paratroopers, General Miley’s men knew that the time to strike was drawing near.


    
      

      30th Division


      In the centre of Ninth Army’s front 30th Division’s Major General Hobbs was looking to advance quickly through Staatsforst Wesel. Tanks were already moving forward to join the infantry and the divisional artillery had started to cross at first light; if he could strike quickly Hobbs could be through the forest by nightfall and into open country. With German reserves moving to block the division it was going to be a race against time; it was a race against time that Hobbs did not want to lose.


      Fighter-bombers paved the way for 120th Regiment’s advance onto the hills beyond Bruckhausen, codenamed Helen, and as 1st Battalion moved up the slopes in extended order, howitzers and mortars hammered the summit with white phosphorous shells to create a mile long smokescreen. Lieutenant Colonel Butch Williamson unleashed the second phase of his plan as the infantry advanced but as seven tanks and four tank destroyers carried Company A towards along the road towards the village, it looked as though the Germans were preparing to fight:


      
        As the troops were entering the woods which bordered the objective an enemy counterattack appeared to move forward to meet them; it proved to be separate groups, marching files and stray individuals, all with their hands raised and surrendering. In an hour and a half, the objective had fallen and 200 prisoners were being carried back.

      


      Objective Helen was taken without a fight, allowing 1st Battalion to push east to the Autobahn; paving the way for the next stage of 120th Regiment’s attack.


      After following 1st Battalion to the Autobahn, 3rd Battalion turned south towards Objective Martha, moving quickly through the woods; Colonel Purdue was anxious to extend the Regiment’s front along the west side of the Autobahn as quickly as possible.


      
        To keep the enemy pinned down in the assault, a rapid advance coupled with a steady volume of fire from the hip was employed successfully in the attack.

      


      There was little opposition and 3rd Battalion had crossed the cutting to take Objective Martha within the hour. After hearing the news, Colonel Purdue ordered McCullough to push on and extend a protective flank for the final stage of 120th Regiment’s drive on Kirchhellen:


      
        Now move two-thirds of your unit east on Objective Rose, setting up your defense to face to the south, southeast and west. You should be prepared in the south and southeast part of Rose for a counterattack. Your mission is right-flank protection for our Task Force Hunt passing through you. One platoon of Tank Destroyers will be sent to you as quickly as possible.

      


      As 3rd Battalion moved through the trees, the tanks and support vehicles struggled along the single forest track and although there was no sign of the enemy, McCullough’s men were over half a mile in front of the rest of the Regiment; Purdue was taking a chance.


      Company I stumbled on a camouflaged machine gun on Objective Rose and as the GIs fanned out into the undergrowth, they directed two M10 tank destroyers forward to silence the outpost. It had been a valuable lesson. From now on the tank destroyers would lead, directed by three volunteers armed with a bazooka and sub-machine guns. For the next three hours Company I inched their way through the quiet woods but their advance had not gone unnoticed; a German sentry had reported 3rd Battalion’s position to the artillery.


      
        
          Armoured columns were restricted to a small number of forest tracks as they drove deep into German lines.
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      The shells started to fall at 16:00 hours and while the GIs dug foxholes, shrapnel flayed the trees and incendiaries set fire to the undergrowth. With nowhere to hide, McCullough’s men would have to ‘sweat it out’ and the queue of tanks and support vehicles behind the infantry found themselves confined to the forest trail by mines. 3rd Battalion faced a nerve-racking evening as it waited for the rest of the Regiment to draw up alongside.


      The Germans had abandoned the woods in 117th Regiment’s area and air strikes planned to hit Objectives Ann and Dot had to be rescheduled; Colonel Johnson’s men were moving too fast. 3rd Battalion came under fire from AA guns covering the approaches to Buchholt but 1st Battalion came to the rescue, sending one company forward mounted on DD Sherman tanks. The flak crews surrendered as soon as the tanks approached and by mid afternoon 117th Regiment had reached the Autobahn taking 140 prisoners including 1221st Regiment’s commanding officer.


      119th Regiment had also made good progress along the south bank of the Lippe Canal, and although assault guns operating on the far bank continued to harass Colonel Baker’s flank, 3rd Battalion swept the wooded hills overlooking the river, rounding up groups of Germans trying to reach Hunxe. Progress was slow but by mid-afternoon the GIs had captured 125 prisoners and seized a sizeable cache of weapons including seven 88s, eight 20mm AA guns, two radar stations and a searchlight; bazooka teams had also knocked out two Panzer IVs.


      By midday on 25 March it was clear that German resistance was collapsing and General Hobbs had told Colonels Johnson and Purdue to arrange armoured columns in the hope of clearing Staatsforst Wesel by nightfall. The plan was to push GIs, mounted on tanks and tank destroyers, along the two forest roads while the rest of the infantry swept the woods. 120th Regiment would drive through the woods towards Kirchhellen on the division’s south flank while 117th Regiment captured Hunxe on the Lippe Canal; 119th Regiment would then take over the advance along the canal, heading for Gahlen.


      On 120th Regiment’s front, 2nd Battalion joined 744th Light Tank Battalion and two Companies of the 823rd Tank Destroyer Battalion, forming Task Force Hunt led by the tank commander, Lieutenant Colonel Richard Hunt. The officers joined Colonel Purdue at his forward command post at noon as tanks pulled into position and the GIs of Company E climbed onboard. The tanks moved out at 15:15 hours.


      The column was making good progress when a radio call from 3rd Battalion’s command post at 17:00 hours changed the whole mood. A patrol had taken a prisoner belonging to the 60th Panzer Grenadier Regiment; 116th Panzer Division had reached Staatsforst Wesel – there would be no quick breakthrough.


      As the Allies crossed the Rhine and began pushing east, General Blaskowitz had been considering how to deploy Army Group H’s depleted reserve. 116th Panzer Division, XLVII Panzer Corps’ remaining division, was stationed on the Dutch border when Operation VARSITY began and 21 Army Group was threatening to break through at three points; on the British front between Xanten and Rees, from XVIII Airborne Corps perimeter near Hamminkeln and south of the Lippe river on General Hobbs’ front. Of the three, Blaskowitz considered that 30th Division’s attack through Staatsforst Wesel posed the greatest threat.
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          Generalmajor von Waldenburg had to commit his troops piecemeal into the forest.

        

      


      At 14:00 hours on 24 March Generalmajor der Panzertruppen Siegfried von Waldenburg, 116th Panzer Division’s commander, had been ordered to move in a huge arc around 21 Army Group’s bridgehead to counter 30th Division’s advance through the forest. But it took time to gather enough fuel for the move and the fear of Allied air attacks had delayed the division’s move until nightfall and by the morning of 25 March von Waldenburg’s panzers were closing in on the Lippe river. Allied air superiority meant that movement by daylight was extremely hazardous but risks had to be taken if he was to stop 30th Division breaking out into the open ground east of the Staatsforst Wesel. Throughout the morning small battle groups of tanks and halftracks ran the gauntlet of Allied fighter-bombers as they raced towards the bridges at Gahlen and Dorsten and although a few groups were attacked the leading elements crossed the river as Hobbs’ three tasks forces prepared to advance.


      General von Waldenburg was unaware that 30th Division had already crossed the Autobahn and sent his battle groups forward with orders to reinforce the beleaguered 180th Division; both Hobbs and von Waldenburg were about to receive an unpleasant shock.


      The first German assault gun and halftracks to arrive caught Task Force Hunt in column as it headed towards Schwarze Heide, a large clearing on the road to Kirchhellen. Machine-gun and shell fire sent Lieutenant George Terry’s men scrambling for cover as the tank crews struggled to manoeuvre off the narrow forest trail; three Chaffee tanks had been disabled before 744th Tank Battalion was able to respond.


      
        
          120th Regiment runs into 60th Panzer Grenadier Regiment on the Kirchhellen Road.
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          GIs hit the dirt as shrapnel from bursting shells rips through the trees.
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      Lieutenant Colonel Cantey was fortunate enough to have a considerable amount of artillery on call and as Company E fanned out into the woods, guns and howitzers began to target the German battle group, forcing it to withdraw. Hunt would later discover that his men had knocked out two tanks, four half tracks and a number of lorries; the retreating Panzergrenadiers had also left behind three 105mm field pieces and five anti-tank guns. Cantey’s men found dozens of dead and injured men as they pushed forward and eventually rounded up forty prisoners, including the Panzergrenadiers’ commanding officer.


      By 19:00 hours the danger had passed and despite heavy casualties amongst men and tanks, Task Force Hunt had held its ground. Colonel Purdue was anxious to follow up the success but as the German and American artillery pounded the woods, ammunition dumps and a truck loaded with shells exploded in sheets of flame, setting the trees either side of the only road on fire; Task Force Hunt would have to wait until dawn before it could resume the advance.


      
        [image: e9781783409662_i0105.jpg]


        
          After coming under fire GIs scramble for cover and try to spot their enemy.

        

      


      The rest of 120th Regiment had also encountered elements of 116th Panzer Division as it moved towards Schwarze Heide and 3rd Battalion had been forced to withdraw a short distance after running into a prepared line of machine-gun posts. Meanwhile, 1st Battalion had also run into difficulties as it advanced across the steep wooded slopes of Bruckhauser Heide. Company A’s scouts had seen men running through the trees as they approached Nottenbohm and Lieutenant Jack Henterly’s platoon came under fire as it moved in extended order towards the hamlet. Running forward, the GIs formed a defensive perimeter around the first building only to find a large group of Germans, numbering around 100, assembling at the far end of the hamlet. Once again the artillery came to the rescue and a rapid salvo of 105mm shells from the Regiment’s Cannon Company scattered the Panzergrenadiers, leaving Henterly’s men in a precarious position out in front of the rest of 1st Battalion. As Company A’s machine-gun platoon gave covering fire, Captain D’Amico ordered the rest of his men forward to rescue the trapped platoon:


      
        Sergeant Dale Cline moved his squad down the road and took up positions around the burning house. Sergeant Trombley moved his squad one hundred yards past the burning house, but was stopped by another strongpoint, which consisted of two machine-gun squads and a rifle squad. Because cover was unavailable and the enemy had good observation and excellent fields of fire, the position became untenable. The platoon withdrew; but later that evening the company commander arranged for two light tanks from the 744th Light Tank Battalion to assist another platoon in knocking out the strongpoint. The tanks were late in arriving; so the company decided to attack without them and in a short time succeeded in capturing the strongpoint. With this point cleared the mission of Company A was complete.

      


      While 120th Regiment struggled to hold its own either side of the Kirchhellen road, 117th Regiment’s transport had failed to arrive and as Brigadier General William Harrison, 30th Division’s Assistant Commander, moved forward to take command of the Task Force, he was frustrated to hear that a number of the lorries carrying 2nd Battalion had become bogged down as they tried to push forward along the narrow forest road. Darkness was beginning to fall by the time the column rendezvoused with 743rd Tank Battalion and the elements of 843rd Tank Destroyer Battalion news of 120th Regiment’s encounter with the Panzergrenadiers had begun to filter through. At 19:30 hours General Harrison confirmed the rumours by radio:


      
        Plan of attack changed. 120th Infantry is up against 116th Panzer Tiger tanks. Button up your units in defensive positions for tonight, attack will be continued in morning.

      


      On 119th Regiment’s front a prisoner had notified an interpreter that his patrol was expecting to meet 60th Panzergrenadier Regiment. The information confirmed what General Hobbs had been afraid of; his men faced the entire weight of the 116th Panzer Division. Veterans knew they faced a hard fight. The Old Hickory Division had fought the 116th in the Normandy bocage nine months earlier during the bloody Battle for St Lô. The time for rapid advances had passed; 30th Division would have to fight for every square metre of Staatsforst Wesel.
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          A column of M-24 Chaffee tanks passes a burning Sdkfz 250/17, a three tonne German halftrack armed with a 20mm flak gun capable of being used in a ground or air support role. 111-SC-203439

        

      


      The arrival of 116th Panzer Division in the forest posed a serious problem for General Simpson for although he had superiority in men, tanks and artillery, the woods hemmed in 30th Division. The lack of suitable roads made it impossible to bring the full weight of XVI Corps to bear while the Germans were in an ideal position to keep Ninth Army’s bridgehead bottled up. 8th Armoured Division had already crossed the Rhine but with no room to deploy, General Devine’s tanks and halftracks would have to wait until the forest had been cleared.


      79th Division was looking to extend XVI Corps flank towards the Rhine-Herne Canal and the towns and villages along the northern outskirts of the Ruhr. Meanwhile General Hobbs would have to bludgeon his way through Staatsforst Wesel. There would be no respite for the Old Hickories until the forest had been cleared.


      A few hours after the cancellation order was given, Brigadier General Harrison was notified that he should try a night advance to Meesenhof, a small hamlet on 117th Regiment’s road, in the hope of gaining ground before the Germans dug in:


      
        General Hobbs wants us to take Objective Sally tonight. Put your tanks in the lead followed by your foot troops. Follow the original plan without the trucks. Let me know where your foot troops are when you have them assembled.

      


      The tanks moved along the forest track at 22:45 hours as the GIs searched the woods and apart from an occasional shot from German sentries and a lone anti-tank gun, Task Force Harrison’s advance was unopposed. It reached its objective two hours later, capturing a huge 270mm artillery piece and two 150mm howitzers.


      
        
          A platoon checks its weapons before moving out through the forest; the GI on the right is armed with a rifle grenade.
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          117th Regiment’s battle for Hunxe.

        

      


      Task Force Harrison’s advance into the unknown allowed 1st Battalion to sweep the south bank of the Lippe Canal as far as Hunxe by the early hours, panicking the German engineers into blowing the river and canal bridges. One possible crossing for 156th Panzergrenadier Regiment had been sealed off.


      While 117th Regiment spent the night clearing Hunxe, Major General Hobbs ordered Colonel Baker to patrol the road towards Gahlen in the hope of securing two bridges either side of the village before the Panzergrenadiers arrived. Task Force McCown, 119th Regiment’s 1st Battalion, advanced slowly through the night clearing a number of roadblocks before it reached the high ground overlooking the village. It was too late. Although the Germans had already destroyed the first bridge, the bridge on the far side of Gahlen was still intact but a rearguard of the 180th Division prevented McCown’s men advancing any further. It was too late to bring up tanks and while the GIs dug in they had to watch and listen while German tanks and halftracks crossed the Lippe Canal.
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          Tank destroyers worked closely alongside the infantry during 79th Division’s advance east of Dinslaken. 111-SC-335600
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          An infantry officer clings to the turret of a tank destroyer as he directs the crew towards a German strongpoint.

        

      


      
        
          British Prime Minister Winston Churchill visited XVI Corps bridgehead on 25 March accompanied by General Anderson; General Simpson follows close behind.
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      79th Division


      On XVI Corps’ right flank, 79th Division had to expand its bridgehead to make room for the 35th Santa Fe Division east of Dinslaken, allowing General Wyche to redirect his advance south towards to the Rhein-Herne Canal. On the German side, General Abraham had moved 2nd Parachute Division forward to support LXIII Corps’ front in the hope of containing the bridgehead.


      79th Division’s attack began at first light on 25 March and tank destroyers from 813th Battalion worked closely alongside 315th Regiment, knocking out machine-gun nests and anti-aircraft guns en route to the high ground near Eppinghoven.


      While 313th Regiment continued to hold positions along the Neue-Ernscher Canal, 314th Regiment advanced towards Hiesfeld. 40mm anti-aircraft guns on the outskirts of the village kept 1st Battalion at bay until noon when Company C found a way across the Rotbach Stream and moved into the houses. Company B followed and as the two worked a pincer move along the edges of the village, the German infantry withdrew beyond the Autobahn to the east; a strongpoint manned by a few fanatics was reduced to rubble by tank destroyers. Although Company E advanced quickly to the objective on 2nd Battalion’s front, Company F came under heavy fire from a battery of six 88mm guns covering the roads into Eickhof from the Dinslaken rail embankment. After withdrawing to regroup, Company F followed the rest of the battalion and waited for nightfall in the hope that the gun crews would retire during the night.


      Later that night Company F’s commanding officer was ambushed leading a two-man patrol through Eickhof. Several hours passed before another, larger, patrol located and rescued the captain; it was a stern reminder that the German paratroopers had not given up the fight.

    

  


  
    

    Chapter 9


    26 MARCH – THE BATTLE FOR THE FOREST


    
      

      17th Airborne Division strikes back


      General Miley’s opportunity to hit back at the Germans finally came on the morning of 26 March. Sherman tanks of 771st Tank Battalion and self-propelled anti-tank guns from 144th Battery had crossed the Issel Canal, joining the paratroopers during the night. As artillery batteries rolled onto the east bank of the Rhine and opened communications with the men at the front line, Miley’s men knew that they could call on a devastating array of firepower.


      A rolling artillery barrage started at 09:00 hours along the entire divisional front and all three Regiments advanced hugging the line of shell bursts, while the tanks and self-propelled guns followed at a close distance. Resistance was minimal. Although sporadic firefights broke out from time to time, the Germans were trying to withdraw; the counter-attacks over the past two nights had taken their toll on General Strabe’s men.


      507th Regiment overran strongpoints along the north bank of the Lippe river, taking dozens of prisoners, and 2nd Battalion had reached the Autobahn within an hour. 1st Battalion arrived two hours later after engaging a lone Stug III operating near Krudenburg; the Panzergrenadiers withdrew as soon as the paratroopers had knocked out the self-propelled gun. As the Regiment dug in along the Autobahn, Colonel Raff made himself comfortable in his new headquarters, the underground complex that had been the nerve centre for air defences stretching from Holland through to the heart of Germany. By nightfall patrols had managed to get across the Lippe river at Hunxe making contact with 30th Division and for the first time Ninth Army held a continuous line either side of the river.


      German resistance along the rest of the divisional front was ineffectual. 194th Glider Regiment took 330 prisoners, wiping out 1221st Regiment from 180th Infantry Division, while 513th Regiment advanced steadily alongside 6th British Airborne Division, capturing over 500 prisoners and the town of Brunen, over two miles east of the Issel Stream. It appeared that German morale was teetering on the edge. While 30th Division fought for every inch in Staatsforst Wesel, 17th Airborne Division appeared to have found a weak point in First Parachute Army’s line. With 8th Armoured Division bottled up behind the centre of XVI Corps front, General Simpson wondered if it would be possible to break through north of the Lippe and, after discussions with General Dempsey, arranged for a British Armoured Brigade to move into the paratroopers perimeter. The time to unleash Operation PLUNDER was drawing near.

    


    
      

      30th Division


      During the night Major General Hobbs warned his regimental commanders to be on the guard against counter-attacks by armoured battle groups. Although 116th Panzer Division was a mere shadow of its paper strength, the American tanks working alongside 30th Division were no match for the heavier German panzers. The Old Hickories faced a tough fight, one they could not afford to lose.


      On 30th Division’s southern flank 120th Regiment faced Schwarze Heide, a clearing in the forest codenamed Objective Hilda. The plan was for 2nd Battalion to conduct a pincer movement, sending two Companies along the north edge of the clearing while the third advanced south of the Kirchhellen road.


      As Lieutenant Colonel Cantey’s men prepared for an attack at dawn, patrols headed out into the darkness to check the line of departure for enemy activity. They found plenty. One of Company E’s patrols made the first contact, finding a 105mm self-propelled gun waiting on the line of departure; the patrol quietly retired to report the worrying development. On Company F’s front a patrol withdrew after hearing tanks moving across Schwarze Heide; a second patrol became embroiled in a firefight with German outposts and did not return until the early hours. It appeared that 116th Panzer Division was preparing to make its own attack.


      After hearing the reports, Colonel Purdue decided to bring 2nd Battalion’s advance forward by an hour, looking to infiltrate the German lines before it was light, and Cantey passed on the new orders emphasising the need to move quickly to his subordinates:


      
        Fox [Company F] is going to the south; their job is to slip through, not to attack any tanks they meet. If they don’t get through by bypassing, they won’t get through at all.

      


      2nd Battalion’s advance went to plan and while two companies pushed ahead on the flanks, a platoon remained behind to clear the German outposts along the edge of Schwarze Heide. The early start had given Cantey’s men the advantage but after advancing a mile the Germans struck as Company F was closing in on the far side of the clearing. Five tanks and a company of Panzergrenadiers roared out of the woods along the Kirchhellen road, catching Captain Jacobsen’s men in the open. The first shell killed 1st Platoon’s leader and sent his men scrambling for cover. Sergeant Javitch tried to rally them behind a farmhouse in the middle of the clearing as 3rd Platoon gave covering fire and Private Raymond Rottar ran ahead to the house clutching a handful of rifle grenades. The private’s brave attempt to stop the tank ended as he crouched to take aim; a shell slammed into the building above his head, killing him instantly.


      
        
          Chaffee tanks move forward to support the infantry; the tank crews relied on the GIs to sweep the roads and ditches for mines. 111-SC-206437
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          German infantry attack with Panzer Mk IVs in support.
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      As shells rained down and the tanks advanced towards 2nd Battalion, Lieutenant Colonel Cantey’s men were calling for their own armoured support but the Shermans were still held up some distance away by mines. 2nd Battalion would have to rely on close support from the artillery to stop the Panzergrenadiers crossing Schwarze Heide. Sergeant King’s platoon was frantically trying to clear a route to the waiting Shermans when a German tank spotted them. Time and time again the tank fired but 2nd Platoon continued its work, dragging its wounded as it probed for mines; two men had been killed and another thirteen wounded by the time King cleared the road. 2nd Platoon’s sacrifice allowed the Shermans to move forward to support the rest of the battalion.


      The arrival of tanks behind 2nd Battalion’s front forced the Germans to withdraw and as they resorted to shelling Schwarze Heide, Colonel Purdue had to admit that no one could cross the clearing during daylight hours; Cantey would have to wait until nightfall before he tried to advance again.


      As the German main attack fell on 2nd Battalion, 1st Battalion had not gone unnoticed as it waited in reserve near Hovelsberg. A company of Panzergrenadiers had slipped through the American lines and caught Company A in the open; Lieutenant Walter Johnson later described the confusion when the Germans attacked:


      
        The men were stretched out on both sides of the road taking a break while I with a few other men checked some houses about 200 yards to the south of the road. It was about 10:00 hours in the morning. Suddenly all hell broke loose. Direct fire, artillery and mortars, hit us all at once, quickly killing one man and wounding eight others. Everyone was so stunned and scared that they could only think of hitting the ground and hoping they would get through somehow. With all this stuff coming in and everyone hugging the ground, Sergeant Alfred Bollengier, kept his wits about him, came up the road and got the men to fall back and bring the wounded men with them to a point farther to the rear about 400 yards where they could get enough cover to avoid further casualties.

      


      Company A eventually repelled the German attack and Captain D’Amico reorganised his men in a defensive position below the summit of Hovelsberg in case the Germans returned.
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          One man has been hit while the rest of his platoon hugs the ground for cover during a German counter-attack. 111-SC-203437

        

      


      While the rest of 120th Regiment battled with the Panzergrenadiers, 3rd Battalion had found a weak point in the German lines south of Schwarze Heide and advanced beyond Schlagers Heide. As Major McCullough pushed east towards Kirchhellen it soon became clear why the Germans had abandoned the area, the woods were littered with stacks of ammunition wired for detonation; 3rd Battalion was walking through a deathtrap. In spite of the dangers, Company I pushed on and while Lieutenant John Doyle’s platoon spread out to try to disarm as many of the explosives as possible, McCullough’s men froze every time a shell landed.


      There were tense moments as 3rd Battalion closed in on its objective, when infantry were seen moving through the woods from the south. Although it appeared that the Germans were about to attack, the enemy turned out to be GIs from 35th Division; Major General Paul Baade’s Division had moved into line earlier that morning on 30th Division’s right flank. After tying in their positions with the newcomers, 3rd Battalion continued to move east and by mid afternoon Colonel Purdue was relieved to hear that McCullough could see the edge of the woods; after three long days the end of Staatsforst Wesel was in sight.


      With his southern flank secure, Colonel Purdue’s concern lay with his centre where the counter attack on 2nd Battalion’s position had pushed Lieutenant Colonel Cantey’s men to their limit; 1st Battalion would have to be committed if he was to clear Schwarze Heide that night. Company A was already heavily engaged at Hovelsberg hill, but the rest of the Battalion was available and at 13:40 hours Lieutenant Colonel Williamson received the order to move. Unfortunately, 2nd Battalion’s support vehicles blocked the only way forward and the woods had been sown with wooden box mines that were impossible to detect. To drive off the single marked path invited disaster and it would take hours to probe the area by hand. The hours ticked by as Williamson’s men crawled forward, prodding the ground with their bayonets, and by the time they had moved through 2nd Battalion’s area the German bombardment had intensified to such an extent that Purdue called off the attack; he would have to wait until nightfall.


      Despite the postponement, the capture of Objective June, Besten airfield at the far end of Schwarze Heide, was going to be a difficult mission. 1st Battalion had to cross over a mile of open ground flanked by woods on either side while Panzergrenadiers and tanks waited to meet them at the far end. Aerial reconnaissance had also shown that a ring of concrete encasements armed with heavy calibre anti-aircraft guns protected the airfield. The attack needed to be carefully planned if Butch’s Night Raiders were going to succeed; the after-action report details how Williamson intended to crack Objective June.


      
        1st Battalion attack involved: fire plan to smoke the flanks with 81mm mortars, at the same time smoking the objective and firing successive concentrations by the artillery. (Some civilians later said the enemy was convinced there would be no attack with smoke at night.) It also involved an armour plan to use a platoon of tank destroyers along each flank protecting the infantry in the centre, with a section of tanks leading and a company following. It was, then, an extended armour box, moving within an extended smoke box. The infantry used two companies to lead.

      


      There had been concerns that the woods were affecting the reception of the SCR 300 radios and while Lieutenant Ernest Sharpe delivered short wave walkie-talkies to the Company Commanders, Sergeant Baler ran along the line giving out verbal orders to the platoon leaders. Nothing could be left to chance.
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          After coming under fire, these men warily crawl forward to try to identify the enemy position.

        

      


      Throughout the afternoon German patrols had been probing 2nd Battalion’s lines, reporting Cantey’s positions to their artillery and by the time 1st Battalion was ready to move it was estimated that fifteen shells were hitting the assembly area every minute. Williamson knew that the artillery would target the line of departure as soon as the attack began and planned his attack accordingly to avoid unnecessary casualties; his reserve company would wait at a safe distance until it was time to move forward.


      
        
          120th Regiment’s battle for Schwarze Heide and Besten airfield.
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      As 1st Battalion assembled, artillery and howitzers fired smoke rounds across the objective and along the edges of Schwarze Heide, creating an impenetrable wall of smoke around the clearing, blinding any Germans waiting on the airfield at the far end. At zero hour a section of Sherman tanks roared across the open space while the two assault companies ran alongside. Tank destroyers followed, moving down the edges of the clearing with their guns aimed towards the woods while machine guns and mortars fired indiscriminately into the trees:


      
        The tank destroyers were as ever effective; moving up close behind the attackers, they afforded a quick defence backing.

      


      The attack took the Germans completely by surprise and the line of tanks and infantry came to a halt at the halfway point to allow the reserve company to catch up. As expected the German artillery had targeted the line of departure as soon as 1st Battalion advanced, missing Company A’s assembly area some distance to the rear. Captain D’Amico gave the order to run forward as soon as the shelling slackened off and once they had caught up, the whole the Battalion advanced towards Besten airfield. The enemy reaction was subdued and as prisoners later explained, the smoke had lulled the Germans into a false sense of security; no one had ever attacked through smoke at night before. 1st Battalion pushed on relentlessly, overrunning the anti-aircraft positions surrounding the airfield and within the hour they had scattered the Panzergrenadiers, securing Objective June. The attack had been a complete success.


      
        
          Trees and thick undergrowth confined vehicles to the forest tracks, leaving the infantry to secure large parts of the forest.
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          A large amount of ordnance was found abandoned in the woods around Besten airfield including this huge howitzer.

        

      


      As Williamson’s men dug in for the night, patrols uncovered an impressive array of weaponry and ammunition scattered around the airfield. Four huge 128mm anti-aircraft guns mounted in concrete emplacements were found on the perimeter and eight abandoned Sdkfz 250/17s, halftracks armed with 20mm flak guns were taken. The Battalion also found two rail wagons full of ammunition, two 75mm guns with halftracks, and stacks of abandoned equipment. As the three Companies formed a defensive perimeter around the edge of the airfield, Colonel Purdue was forced to send Lieutenant Colonel Williamson to the rear to receive medical attention for an injury to his hand. Williamson had been wounded at the start of the attack but had refused medical attention until he was sure his men had taken their objective. As Williamson left for the aid station he was proud of the fact that Butch’s Night Raiders had broken through the enemy lines in a cloud of smoke.


      120th Regiment’s capture of Besten airfield secured 117th Regiment’s southern flank and Colonel Johnson was anxious to renew his advance towards Objective Marie, in the hope of taking the hilltop anti-aircraft position before dawn.


      3rd Battalion moved out at midnight and had soon overrun one flak position on the northern edge of Marie, however, 2nd Battalion had run into problems. German engineers had destroyed a bridge on the forest road heading towards the objective and the leading company lost its way looking for a way around. After two hours it appeared the problem had been solved when a company commander reported that he had reached the objective but he was quickly overruled by 743rd Tank Battalion’s commanding officer; the company had taken a wrong turning and was nowhere near Objective Marie. 2nd Battalion was lost.


      As patrols tried to locate the correct track, Colonel Johnson devised a plan to help his men. A gun crew from 118th Field Artillery Battalion fired white phosphorous shells onto Objective Marie at regular intervals and the explosions guided the lost battalion into position. By dawn 117th Regiment was firmly dug in along the edge of Staatsforst Wesel.


      While the rest of the division battled their way through the southern half of Staatsforst Wesel, 119th Regiment was trying to advance along the Lippe Canal towards Gahlen. 1st Battalion had started to advance at 08:00 hours but once again the lack of roads and thick mud hampered the advance. Log roadblocks delayed the tanks following Company A along the only road and the Shermans with Company B were soon bogged down as they cut across country. One of 180th Division’s rearguards protected the bridge and as 1st Battalion struggled forward, patrols could see vehicles crossing the canal and moving into Gahlen. 156th Panzer Grenadier Regiment had beaten 119th Regiment to the bridge. Frustrated by their lack of progress, Lieutenant Colonel Heslong’s patrols had to stand by and watch as two Panthers moved into the village followed by trucks and motorbikes carrying Panzergrenadiers.
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          119th Regiment’s battle for Gahlen.

        

      


      Gahlen had been codenamed Hubert after Sergeant Dick Wingate’s popular cartoon character in Stars and Stripes, the front line newspaper. In a recent edition Hubert had been pictured eating K-Rations in a shell crater as a German sniper took shots at his group of cartoon comrades: the caption read ‘Let’s ignore the bastard, maybe he’ll go away.’ During a visit by Colonel Jesse Gibney, General Hobbs’ Chief of Staff, Colonel Baker wryly commented that this Hubert could not be ignored; the Panzergrenadiers intended to stay and worry 30th Division’s flank for as long as possible.
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          The light American Chaffee tanks were no match for the larger German tanks with their thick armour and heavy guns.

        

      


      While the engineers removed the roadblocks, 1st Battalion had to watch as the rest of 156th Panzergrenadier Regiment crossed over the canal and over the hours that followed five tanks, five self-propelled guns and trucks moved into Gahlen, bringing the number of men defending the town to around 350. Objective Hubert was going to be a tough nut to crack.


      As the final roadblock was dragged to one side, Company A began to move across the fields towards Gahlen as the tanks rolled down the road. The advance was short lived. Machine-gun fire brought the infantry to a halt and a hidden German tank disabled one of the M24 Chaffees, blocking the only route forward. With his men pinned down and the rest of the tanks stuck behind the blazing tank; in Heslong’s words, Company A was in a ‘pretty hot spot’. As the Germans focussed their attentions on Company A, Company B worked its way across the fields, infiltrating the outskirts of Gahlen by nightfall.


      While 1st Battalion battled for Gahlen, Colonel Baker received orders to push east towards Dorsten (codename Objective Scott) at the first opportunity to block the next bridge along the division’s flank. 3rd Battalion made the advance that night but as the tank destroyers were unable to follow, the attack on the town quickly ran into trouble. Company L was met by a tank and heavily armed Panzergrenadiers and as Lieutenant Colonel Stewart’s men fell back, two platoons were cut off in the outskirts of the town; Stewart’s men faced a long night in the flaming ruins of Objective Scott.

    


    
      

      79th Division


      As 30th Division advanced through Staatsforst Wesel, General Anderson was anxious to protect XVI Corps’ southern flank and with the help of Task Force M from 35th Division, Wyche was expected to elongate his flank at the same rate. For the second day running, 313th Regiment was to hold its line along the Neue-Ernscher Canal while patrolling towards the Rhine-Herne Canal. Colonel Bibber was pleased to hear that the Hamburg Division had abandoned the area. 79th Division’s chemical mortars had saturated the area with over 10,000 white phosphorous shells on 24 March as they maintained the smokescreen across the river and the bombardment had forced the Germans to evacuate the area; they had never returned.


      
        
          What the Americans lacked in armour, they more than made up for with their artillery and time after time they dispersed German attacks before they reached 30th Division’s lines. These 25-pdr howitzers are deployed along the incomplete Autobahn cutting.
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      As 315th Regiment withdrew into reserve ready to join the advance to the Rhine-Herne Canal, 1st Battalion led 314th Regiment towards Zurforst Wesel, a large wooded area. After clearing 2nd Parachute Division’s outposts along the Autobahn, Company A infiltrated the woods but Company B found its way forward blocked by two tanks and a line of infantry emplacements. While 2nd Battalion engaged strongpoints along the southern edge of the forest, 3rd Battalion followed Company A into Zurforst Wesel and by nightfall the woods had been cleared. After a frustrating day Colonel Robinson was pleased to report that an important objective had been taken.


      While 314th Regiment dug in along the eastern edge of Zurforst Wesel, 315th Regiment had moved across to the division’s southern flank and during the course of the night Colonel Schriner took up positions alongside 313th Regiment on the Neue-Ernscher Canal. With 30th Division close to breaking out of Staatsforst Wesel, General Anderson had decided it was time to widen his grip on the east bank of the Rhine. At first light 79th Division would attack south heading for the Rhine-Herne Canal.

    

  


  
    

    Chapter 10


    27 MARCH – BREAKING FREE FROM THE WOODS


    By 27 March Operation VARSITY was coming to an end paving the way for the next phase of Montgomery’s plan, Operation PLUNDER. The German troops facing 17th Airborne Division were at breaking point and as more tanks and artillery moved onto the east bank of the Rhine, it was only a matter of time before General Miley broke free into open country. 30th Division was still making steady progress in Staatsforst Wesel and while one of its Regiments had already broken free from the northern corner, another had reached the south-east perimeter. To the south 79th Division was preparing to expand the bridgehead towards the Rhine-Herne Canal to make room for 35th Division to enter the line. It was only a matter of time before First Parachute Army’s line snapped.


    
      

      17th Airborne Division


      6th British Guards Armoured Brigade had joined 513th Regiment in reserve during the night and after the trials of the past few days Colonel Coutts’ paratroopers were looking forward to acting as mounted infantry. However, before the advance to Dorsten could begin, the rest of the division had to push beyond the Paris and Detroit lines and clear the road through Schermbeck.


      Yet again the German rearguards were unable to stop the 507th Regiment’s coordinated attacks and before long Colonel Coutts instructed 2nd Battalion to mount up and lead the rest of the Regiment towards Schermbeck. The column of Shermans and Hellcats reached the Paris Line at the far side of the town by mid morning and as 1st Battalion followed behind, they found that the Germans had abandoned the ruins. By nightfall 507th Regiment had reached the Detroit Line and after four days of hard fighting it appeared that the paratroopers had finally broken First Parachute Army’s line; the armoured column could attack at dawn.

    


    
      

      30th Division


      As it began to grow light groups of Panzergrenadiers, bypassed during the night, were rounded up in Staatsforst Wesel and in 117th Regiment’s sector bazooka teams had to hunt down a Stug III still operating behind its lines.


      As General Hobbs’ men consolidated their positions and prepared to advance out of the forest, 116th Panzer Division struck back at 117th Regiment’s sector. At 10:00 hours two tanks and a company of Panzergrenadiers emerged from Besten village (Objective Jo-Jo) and attacked 2nd Battalion. An hour later the main body of tanks and halftracks broke free from Gahlen and headed for 3rd Battalion’s positions. Overcast skies meant that the Panzers could operate in the open without having to worry about air attacks and Colonel Johnson was left hoping that 118th Field Artillery Battalion could keep the Germans at bay. 117th Regiment’s Signal Journal records the tense moments as 116th Panzer Division made its final attempt to contain 30th Division in Staatsforst Wesel:


      12:05 3rd Battalion says they are receiving heavy small-arms fire and direct fire in their area.


      12:10 Enemy infantry approaching Objective Jo-Jo; have placed artillery in their path. Also, there are tanks in position blocking that approach in case of any enemy armour.


      12:15 Enemy infantry and tanks approaching from the northeast, between Objective Jo-Jo and Objective Marie; they are keeping us busy now.


      12:45 One enemy Mark V tank withdrawing north out of Marie.


      13:00 One enemy tank between Jo-Jo and Checkpoint 5, situation clearing up some but still having trouble in northeast sector of Marie.


      13:25 Enemy infantry moving northwest out of Jo-Jo on Highway 1.


      13:40 Things clearing up in northeast sector of Marie and enemy making withdrawal to northeast.


      The American howitzers and mortars had dispersed the Panzergrenadiers, leaving the tanks vulnerable to bazooka teams; they soon withdrew to safety. Company G’s commanding officer later recalled that the barrage had been the heaviest he had ever witnessed and his men agreed with the following statement:


      
        I’ll give the artillery credit for keeping the remainder of the enemy from attacking.
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          116th Panzer Division’s final counter-attacks against 117th Regiment. Inset: Half-track with the Windhunde (Greyhound) emblem of the 116th Panzer Division on the front.

        

      


      As the attack on 3rd Battalion subsided, a second column of Panzers and halftracks headed for 2nd Battalion’s sector. Following a warning from the Piper Cub artillery observer plane circling overhead, Colonel Johnson had sent three Sherman tanks to the danger point but the crews missed 2nd Battalion’s guides and drove straight through the American lines towards the approaching Germans. Two tanks managed to return to 1st Battalion’s lines but the third was captured and turned against the GIs. Yet again it was down to 118th Field Artillery Battalion to keep the Germans at bay and by nightfall the danger had passed; 117th Regiment had weathered the storm.


      On 120th Regiment’s front 3rd Battalion expanded its perimeter along the edge of the forest, contacting 1st Battalion, and by mid morning another section of Staatsforst Wesel had been cleared, however, it had not gone unnoticed. Shelling intensified as the GIs dug in and a lone Stug III moved close to threaten 3rd Battalion. Private Leake took the initiative and ran forward, using rifle grenades to force the assault gun to withdraw; eventually he struck lucky when a grenade penetrated the machine’s engine and forced the crew to bail out as it burst into flames.


      As the GIs consolidated their perimeter and looked forward to moving into reserve, General Hobbs sent through new orders to 120th Regiment. Although the men had been in action for four days without a break, Colonel Purdue had to take one more objective before turning his sector over to the 8th Armoured Division. He wanted three hamlets covering the approaches to Kirchhellen clearing before the tanks moved forward and the attack was planned for later that night. In the meantime Purdue instructed Major McCullough to cut the Besten road on the Regiment’s north flank to guard against German counter-attacks from the direction of Gahlen.


      Lieutenant Shaw’s platoon from Company I climbed on board a platoon of tanks and two tank destroyers and at 10:00 hours the small armoured column raced across the fields drawing fire from all directions as it reached the Kirchhellen road. Realising what Shaw was trying to achieve, the Panzergrenadiers counter-attacked from every direction, destroying the tank destroyers, two of the tanks and killed or wounded twenty-four of Shaw’s men. The survivors held on until nightfall, severly restricting the Panzers’ movements.


      Company K tried to come to the aid of the beleaguered platoon but a damaged bridge and mines prevented the tank moving forward leaving the infantry exposed to heavy fire from Besten village. Once again low mist prevented McCullough calling for air support and as his men withdrew General Hobbs realised that the capture of Besten could wait until 119th Regiment had moved up behind the village.


      On the north flank of 30th Division’s front 119th Regiment was heavily engaged along the south bank of the Lippe Canal as 60th Panzergrenadier Regiment tried to breakout from Gahlen. Colonel Baker’s men had spent the night fighting for their lives in the village but the arrival of tanks and tank destroyers at first light turned the tide in 1st and 3rd Battalions’ favour. The GIs and Shermans battled the Panzergrenadiers and their Panzers throughout the morning but as the hours passed, one street after another fell into American hands.
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          Sherman tanks roll forward once again after defeating another counter-attack.

        

      


      
        
          This Sherman had to be pushed off the road into a shell crater after it had been disabled, to make way for other vehicles.
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      With the 17th Airborne Division closing in on Schermbeck north of the Lippe, there was no chance of retiring north of the river, and the way into the woods blocked by 119th Regiment, the Germans were only left with one option, a break out to the east. The Panzers withdrew first, taking up positions on high ground overlooking Gahlen to the east, and gave covering fire as the Panzergrenadiers withdrew towards Dorsten. By midday on 27 March, Objective Hubert was safely in 119th Regiment’s hands.


      On 120th Regiment’s front Colonel Purdue had spent the day preparing to capture Objective July, the three hamlets along the ridge overlooking the approaches to Kirchhellen. 2nd Battalion had been chosen to make the attack and Lieutenant Colonel Cantey’s three Companies were detailed to seize Ekamp, Janinhof and Holthausen in turn, while Company K from 3rd Battalion secured the main crossroads to their rear. After the success the previous evening on Besten airfield, Purdue had arranged for a mile wide smokescreen box to protect the troops. Once again the GIs were to break through the German lines in a cloud of smoke.


      As it began to grow dark, artillery and mortars started to shell the hamlets. Company G moved into position facing Ekamp on the left, while Company F deployed opposite Janinhof and Company E prepared to advance against Holthausen on the right. Columns of tanks and tank destroyers moved up ready but, as they were confined to the roads by the poor ground conditions, the infantry would probe the German defences on their own. The tanks would wait until the roads were clear. As the final preparations were made and zero hour approached, the artillery switched to smoke creating a huge ‘U’ shaped wall of smoke around Objective July.


      The signal to move out was given at 21:00 hours and as Lieutenant Colonel Cantey’s men advanced down the slopes towards Kirchhellen, German artillery fired blindly into the smoke. Company G came under machine-gun fire as it approached Ekamp but while the rest of Captain Montcrieff’s men hit the dirt, Private Cashion ran ahead with his machine gun and fired on the Germans’ flank. Cashion’s actions distracted the enemy long enough for the squad leaders to kick their men into action and thirty prisoners were taken in the charge that followed. Ekamp was taken soon afterwards and the tanks and tank destroyers rumbled forward to join Montcrieff’s men on the slopes overlooking Kirchhellen.
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          120th Regiment clears the road to Kirchhellen.

        

      


      A mobile flak gun engaged Company F as it moved towards Janinhof but the vehicle withdrew as Captain Jacobsen’s men moved closer to the hamlet. Company E also came under fire from flak guns as it approached Janinhof and the new commander, Lieutenant Guy E Hogle, was forced to rally his men several times. After knocking out one halftrack, Company E encountered a Panzer IV covering the approaches to the village. It was time to call up the armour but as the radio failed at the critical moment, Lieutenant Hogle decided to take on the Panzer with rifle grenades while Lieutenant William Barenkamp went to the rear to contact the tanks.


      Hogle began to stalk the tank as the rest of the Company gave covering fire and before long he hit the Panzer’s engine with a smoke grenade, blinding the crew inside. A bazooka team came forward, firing two rounds into the Panzer’s tracks to disable it, and forced the crew to bail out; it had been a sharp lesson in anti-tank warfare. Soon afterwards the American armour pulled up alongside Company E and followed Lieutenant Hogle’s GIs into Holthausen; by 03:00 hours the road forward lay open.


      
        [image: e9781783409662_i0126.jpg]


        
          Brigadier General John Devine and the 8th Armoured Division had to wait in reserve until 30th Division had broken free of the forest. 111-SC-197518

        

      


      As 120th Regiment cleared the ridge overlooking Kirchhellen, 117th Regiment moved into Besten, finding it clear of German troops, 116th Panzer Division had withdrawn from the outskirts of Staatsforst Wesel. The time to unleash 8th Armoured Division had arrived and the Thundering Herd was on the move.

    


    
      

      79th Division


      27 March marked the start of the second phase in General Anderson’s plan for expansion on his southern flank. With 30th Division on the verge of clearing Staatsforst Wesel, XVI Corps needed more space to deploy 35th Division on the east bank of the Rhine and General Wyche received the order he had been waiting for during the early hours; he could advance south to the Rhine-Herne Canal.


      The advance started before dawn and 313th Regiment moved quickly towards the canal, through drab villages surrounding huge factories and refineries. 2nd Parachute Division had abandoned the area between the two canals but Colonel Bibber’s men soon found to their cost that the paratroopers had been digging in on the south bank of the Rhine-Herne Canal for the past forty-eight hours.


      Outposts spotted 2nd Battalion as it approached the canal and as the GIs regrouped, German engineers blew the bridges and the infantry opened fire from the embankment beyond. The way forward was blocked but on 1st Battalion’s front Colonel Bibber had more luck. GIs rushed one bridge before the German engineers realised they were under attack, and set up a defensive cordon on the far side of the canal. General Wyche was delighted to hear that he had a bridgehead and as 315th Regiment moved up alongside 313th Regiment his staff began to plan how to exploit the coup.


      314th Regiment faced stiff opposition as it attacked Holten and Wehofen (codenamed waffle-iron town due to the regular criss-cross plan of its streets) on the left of 79th Division’s front for although organised resistance had collapsed, groups of fanatical soldiers and civilians continued to fight on. Snipers fired at unwary GIs while Panzerfaust teams crept through the ruins in the hope of catching a Sherman tank unawares. Progress was slow and from time to time the alarm was raised when a lone German tank was spotted lurking around one of the factories.


      
        
          Teams armed with anti-tank weapons, the Panzerfaust and the Panzerschreck, (German version of the bazooka), hunted down the American tanks as they cleared Wehofen and Holten.
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          79th Division’s advance to the Rhine-Herne Canal.
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          The highly effective, one shot Panzerfaust.

        

      


      
        
          A Sherman edges forward after firing shells into a German held house.
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      2nd Battalion’s patrols found machine-gun posts covering the Dinslaken railway on the Regiment’s left flank and 717th Battalion’s tanks found it difficult to manoeuvre through the ruined villages and industrial plants. Panzerfaust teams knocked out two of Company B’s Shermans and two others were bogged down as they tried to find a way forward to support the infantry. Meanwhile, an early breakthrough on 3rd Battalion’s front turned out to be a trap. German troops held their fire until Company G had crossed the railway and were advancing across the open ground beyond before opening fire from the oil refinery east of Holten. It took several hours to recall the company but by moving through 315th Regiment’s sector, Colonel Robinson’s men managed to attack and capture the refinery before nightfall. By the end of 27 March 79th Division had taken many of its objectives and 35th Division was starting to take over, the Cross of Lorraine men could look forward to a long rest.

    

  


  
    

    Chapter 11


    28 MARCH – OPERATION PLUNDER BEGINS


    By nightfall on 27 March it was clear that 116th Panzer Division had been broken and at first light 8th Armoured Division began to move through Staatsforst Wesel as General Hobbs’ weary GIs waited for dawn in their foxholes. They had fought continuously against the Panzergrenadiers and their tanks since crossing the Rhine four days earlier. The firing had died down once 120th Regiment had cleared the outskirts of Kirchhellen but the men’s nerves were still shredded after the hardships of the past few days. At first light the sounds of tracked vehicles in the woods behind the GIs’ front lines momentarily alarmed a few but their fears quickly subsided as the tanks and halftracks came into view; they were American.


    
      
        8th Armoured Division used the treadway bridge connecting Wallach and Ork, in the centre of 30th Division’s sector, to cross the Rhine.
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        An American paratrooper and a British tank commander share a smoke before heading off towards Holsterhausen.

      

    


    If 30th Division had acted as the anvil to draw the German reinforcements into battle, General Devine’s tanks would act as Ninth Army’s hammer. 8th Armoured Division had started to cross the Rhine on 26 March and hour after hour columns of tanks, halftracks, armoured cars, howitzers and supply trucks had filed onto the east bank and lined up along the forest roads behind 30th Division. Three tank battalions, the 18th, 30th and 80th, three armoured infantry battalions, the 7th, 49th and 58th and three armoured field artillery battalions as well as reconnaissance troops, engineers and logistics vehicles, had waited in Staatsforst Wesel for the past forty-eight hours and, at long last, the moment had arrived; Montgomery’s planned breakout across northern Germany was about to begin.


    On the left flank Combat Command A (CCA) led by Brigadier General Charles P Colson had orders to pass through 30th Division and pass south of Dorsten while Combat Command Reserve (CCR) pushed through Kirchhellen to attack Zweckel in front of 120th Regiment. However, if Brigadier General Devine thought the Germans were beaten after their trials in Staatsforst Wesel, he was mistaken. Heavy fighting broke out all across 8th Armoured Division’s front and the advance party of the 80th Tank Battalion soon found themselves surrounded by elements of the 116th Panzer Division in Kirchhellen. Although Brigadier General Colson managed to outflank the German positions in the town, rescuing the trapped tank crews, mines stopped Colonel Robert Wallace advancing any further.


    
      
        Pershing tanks head deep into German territory as Ninth Army begins the breakout into northern Germany.
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    When it seemed as though General Simpson would have to rethink his plans for a rapid breakout along the Lippe river, a second armoured thrust was well underway in 17th Airborne Division’s sector, north of the river. Colonel Coutts had welcomed Brigadier Greenacre, 6th Guards Armoured Brigade’s commanding officer, into his headquarters during the night and the two had worked out how to mount 513th Parachute Regiment on the British tanks with the intention of advancing past Holsterhausen on the northern outskirts of Dorsten.


    While the Thundering Herd wrestled with the 116th Panzer Division’s cadre, the makeshift armoured column began passing through 17th Airborne Division’s lines at 08:00 hours with 507th Regiment following behind, sweeping the fields and farms either side of the road for stragglers. There was little sign of enemy activity and as the tanks crossed the Boston and Tampa phase lines, before bypassing Holsterhausen, the paratroopers could reflect on the past few days’ fighting as they struck out into open country.


    
      
        The end of the war is in sight as these GIs begin the long march into the heart of Germany.
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        GIs pass through German civilian refugees in a shattered town. 111-SC204735

      

    


    The column kept pushing east, capturing a huge ammunition dump mined with time fuses set to blow at midnight, 29 March; Colonel Coutts’ men had beat the deadline by over twenty-four hours. German resistance was limited to rearguards left behind to protect demolition teams and at one bridge, an officer braved machine-gun fire to deactivate eight demolition charges; his actions allowed the tanks to push on towards Haltern. By midnight 513th Combat Team and 6th Guards Armoured had driven eighteen miles into German held territory – the breakout had been made; Operation PLUNDER was underway.


    By the end of March the Allied Armies were streaming across Germany on all fronts. Operation PLUNDER marked the beginning of the end for Generalfeldmarschall Albert Kesselring’s troops. As 21 Army Group raced past the northern outskirts of the Ruhr, First US Army continued to capitalise on the Remagen bridgehead. Having shaken himself free from the Westerwald, General Courtney Hodges was given the order to drive across the plains north of Frankfurt, turning north to link up with Ninth Army east of the Ruhr. General Patton had not been idle either and was expanding his small bridgehead across the Rhine, heading towards Frankfurt from the south. More attempts to cross the Rhine followed and although a few were stopped, it was only a matter of time before all of Eisenhower’s Armies were driving into the heart of Germany.


    After five and a half long years the end of the Second World War was in sight. With the Americans, British, Canadians and French pushing from the west and the Russians from the east, the end of Hitler’s thousand year Third Reich was only a few weeks away.


    
      
        German prisoners being marched to the ‘cage’.
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    Chapter 12


    TOURING THE BATTLEFIELD


    
      

      The starting point


      Wesel is the starting point for the two car tours; it is five miles west of Junction 6 of the E35 Autobahn. Pedestrian precincts and one-way systems cover large areas of Wesel and you are advised to make use of the on street parking in the surrounding areas if you wish to walk around the town. The Allied bombing on the night before the crossing devastated the town centre and it had to be cleared and rebuilt in the post war years. The few buildings to survive were the town’s churches and the tourist information centre can be found in front of the main church in Grosser Markt, at the western end of the main shopping precinct, Hohn Strasse. The contact details are:


      
        Stadtinformation

        Grosser Markt 11

        46483 Wesel

        Telephone: 0281 24498

        Fax 0281 1053

      


      It is open from 09:00 until 12:00 from Monday to Saturday and 14:30 to 17:00 from Monday to Friday.


      Cycles are available from 2 Rad Hetkamp Cycle Shop at 19 Korbmarcherstrasse, on the north side of Hohn Strasse, a short distance east of the Tourist Information Centre. They cost around £4 (six euros) per day to hire; a passport is needed for identification.

    


    
      

      Staying in Wesel


      There are a large selection of hotels in and around Wesel, catering for all tastes and budgets; green tourist signs give directions to them.


      
        
          
          

          
            	Hotel

            	Address
          


          
            	HAUS POOTH

            	Dorfstrasse 3
          


          
            	HOHE MARK

            	Am Reitplatz 9
          


          
            	HOTEL GALLAND

            	Reeser Landstrasse 2
          


          
            	WACHT AM RHEIN

            	Rheinallee 30
          


          
            	CITY-HOTEL

            	Doelenstrasse 8
          


          
            	HAUS DUDEN

            	Konrad-Duden-Strasse 99
          


          
            	ZUR AUE

            	Reeser Landstrasse 14
          


          
            	KAISERHOF

            	Kaiserring 1
          


          
            	RHEINTERRASSEN

            	Rheinpromenade 7
          


          
            	WELCOME HOTEL

            	Am Tannenhäuschen 7
          

        

      


      There is a full range of facilities in the town and a short walk along Hohe Strasse provides a good insight into the range of shops, restaurants and bars available.


      Usually only people who come into regular contact with tourists during their course of work, for example at the tourist information centre and in hotels, have a good understanding of English, so be prepared to speak German and have a phrasebook to hand.
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          The Kaiser’s Gate opposite the railway station is one of the few surviving relics of the fortifications protecting Wesel.

        

      

    


    
      

      Touring the Area


      Although there are maps in this book, it would be wise to purchase touring maps of the area. Two Kompass 1:50,000 scale maps cover the area. Map Number 752, Niederrhein Nord – Reichswald and Gocher Heide, covers Tour 1 to the west and north of Wesel; Map Number 753, Naturpark – Hohe Mark, covers Tour 2 to the south and east of the town.


      Two car tours follow and both start at the railway station (Bahnhof in German) alongside the ring road on the eastern outskirts of the town. Kaiser Tor, the Kaiser’s Gate, is a short walk to the west of the station; it is the last surviving part of the town wall and now houses a restaurant in the old guardhouse on the upper floors.


      

      



      Tour 1 – 17th Airborne Division’s Perimeter From the railway station head north along Kaiserring and follow Wesel’s ring road as it follows a tree-lined avenue around the northern edge of the town. Following signs for Rees, go straight on at five sets of traffic lights and at the T-Junction at the sixth set of lights, turn right into Reeser Landstrasse, again signposted for Rees. Head out of the suburbs of Wesel, known as Feldmark, keeping straight on and after 1.5 miles, where there is a turning for Rees to the right, keep in the left hand lane, signposted for Flüren, and drive straight ahead at the traffic lights. Turn left at the roundabout after one mile and drive through the centre of Flüren. The road swings to the right and enters open countryside at the far end of the small shopping centre; the start of 17th Airborne Division’s landing grounds. [image: 10122]


      507th Parachute Regiment’s drop zone, codenamed Drop Zone W, was Flürener Feld, a small area of open ground at the south-east tip of Diersfordt Forest. The first group of Dakotas misjudged their bearings and dropped 1st Battalion over a mile to the west (right of the road), on the opposite side of the forest, however, the rest of the Regiment landed where Colonel Raff expected astride the Bislich road. 2nd Battalion landed in the fields to the left of the road, where part of the landing ground has now disappeared beneath the Auesee, one of the many lakes alongside the Rhine. 3rd Battalion hit the ground to the right of the road where the modern suburbs of Flüren are. After capturing the German anti-aircraft guns in the area, the two battalions headed west into Diersfordt Forest.
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          Tour 1: 17th Airborne Division’s perimeter.

        

      


      Continue along the road past Flürener Feld and after a mile the road bends to the right in front of the huge flood bank protecting the Rhine. The forest appears ahead as the road heads west towards Bislich, cutting through the trees after 1.5 miles. 2nd Battalion secured this area, and the paratroopers cleared the thick woods and undergrowth as they moved west towards the British bridgehead. Beyond the woods, the road bends to the right and heads north and after one mile turn right at the crossroads, signposted for Diersfordt. [image: 10123]


      
        
          Part of Drop Zone W where only part of 507th Parachute Regiment landed; one battalion landed on the far side of Diersfordt Forest in the distance.
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      Operation TORCHLIGHT had begun at 02:00 hours on 24 March and troops of the 15th (Scottish) Division had crossed the Rhine 1.5 miles west of the crossroads. After securing the riverbank and seizing Bislich village, the Scots began to move east and at 15:00 hours contacted Company F near here. Half an hour later General Ridgway and his staff group drove through 507th Regiment’s area and headed for General Miley’s headquarters.


      Heading east, passing a quarry entrance to the left after half a mile, part of 1st Battalion was dropped in the fields to the right of the road. After gathering the men together, Major Paul Smith led them towards their objective, Diersfordt Castle which can be seen beyond the lake (a reclaimed quarry) to the left. Park at the large restaurant, called Haus Constanze, to the right after half a mile. The original driveway leading up to the castle is across the busy road; take a short walk along the overgrown tree-lined avenue to visit the castle.[image: 10124]
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          A large number of high-ranking German officers were captured in Diersfordt Castle.

        

      


      The ‘castle’ comprises a gatehouse, two large château buildings, a chapel, stables and a disused moat and although the grounds are private it is possible to view the area from the perimeter. As Smith’s group approached from the south and Colonel Raff gathered the rest of 1st Battalion to the north, it became obvious that the complex was strongly held. Machine guns, mortars and anti-aircraft guns increased their fire as the paratroopers worked their way towards the castle. Anti-tank grenades and a 57mm recoilless gun disabled two Panther tanks as they drove down the driveway but the final assault was left to 3rd Battalion, which joined Colonel Raff after moving through the woods to the east. The paratroopers had soon cornered the Germans in the main building and by nightfall a group of senior officers of 84th Division surrendered in the main tower.


      Return to your car and continue to head north, parking to the right after a quarter of a mile, at the signpost for Kriegsgräberstätte;[image: 10125] a German military cemetery. During the battle the area was chosen as a casualty station for Allied troops and several hundred were buried in the large grassy area beyond the parking area. After the war Allied war graves were concentrated into large cemeteries to aid future maintenance and 7,647 British and Canadian graves were moved to Reichswald Military Cemetery and another 3,310 soldiers were re-interred at Rheinberg Military Cemetery. Three thousand three hundred and one US casualties were taken to Margraten Military Cemetery in Holland. Only the German graves remain, a sombre burial ground in the woods beyond. Memorials to men from Diersfordt who died in the war flank a large wooden cross at the top of a flight of steps at the far end of the cemetery; the majority were killed on the Russian front.
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          Diersfordt Forest German Cemetery; the Allied graves were relocated to cemeteries in Holland and Belgium after the war.

        

      


      Return to your car and turn right out of the parking area, heading north through the woods and continue straight on at the crossroads signposted for Hamminkeln. Leaving the forest, passing the level crossing after half a mile, [image: 10126] the fields open up either side of the road; the site of 513th Parachute Regiment’s landing zone. Drop Zone E was to the south (right) of the road but, yet again, the pilots of the Dakotas misjudged their target as they flew through the wall of German anti-aircraft fire around Diersfordt Forest.


      Colonel Coutts’ men were dropped to the left of the road on the drop zone of the 6th British Airborne Division, in places over 1.5 miles north of where they expected. All three battalions suffered heavy casualties, either from flak in the air or as they gathered on the ground, but before long German resistance faded away. Groups of men soon gathered together and although some headed north, the twin spires of Hamminkeln’s churches helped the officers to correct their error. By mid afternoon 2nd Battalion was heading into Diersfordt Forest to meet 507th Regiment while 3rd Battalion moved east towards the Issel river; 1st Battalion remained in reserve south of the road after clearing Drop Zone E. During the battles on the ground Coutts’ men destroyed two Panzer IVs and a self propelled gun as they drove across the drop zone; they also captured batteries of 88mm guns and turned them against the Germans.


      Turn left at the T-junction, one mile from the railway, signposted for Bocholt. Keep straight on past the turning to the left into Hamminkeln and turn right for Brünen after 600m. Cross over a level crossing and turn right into Bruchweg, 250m beyond the entrance for Hamminkeln-Ost 2 factory. Bruchweg heads south, running parallel to the Issel Stream. The river, or rather a canalised stream (protected by two metre high flood banks) is 200m to the left. This area was the northern edge of 513th Regiment’s perimeter and after clearing German troops from the woods, 2nd Battalion met British paratroopers moving south from Hamminkeln on 25 March. After two miles turn left at the crossroads with Vierwinden to visit Bridge 10, stopping in the small parking area alongside the bridge after 300 metres.[image: 10127]
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          513th Parachute Regiment was supposed to land south of the Diersfordt – Hamminkeln road but the majority landed in the British sector to the north; Hamminkeln’s twin church towers in the distance were useful for redirecting the paratroopers to their objectives.

        

      


      The Issel Stream was an ideal defensive position for the lightly armed paratroopers with its high embankments and deep watercourse. Bridge 10 was on the left of 194th Glider Regiment’s sector. Company C held the area and although enemy activity on the afternoon of 24 March was limited, German reserves attacked in force later that night. Infantry drove a wedge between the Glider Battalion and the paratroopers, crossing the river at Bridge 10, but counter-attacks by Company B stopped them and after hand-to-hand fighting the perimeter was restored:
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          The Issel Stream was a perfect defensive position for the lightly armed paratroopers.

        

      


      At dawn only 300 yards separated Company C from the unit on the left and the entire area was filled with German dead. The 300 yards was effectively covered by fire.


      

      



      Tanks and infantry mounted on halftracks tried to rush the bridge several times the following night but a combination of artillery and mortar fire broke up each column. The attacks eventually came to an end the following morning.


      Turning around in the parking space, retrace your route along Vierwinden and turn left back onto Bruchweg. Turn left at the T-junction signposted Bruchweg after 750m and cross the Issel at Bridge 7 after 200m. [image: 10128] Turn right onto Molkereiweg at the T-Junction and recross the Issel at Bridge 6.[image: 10129] German attacks continued throughout the night of the 24th but the heaviest blow fell on this part of 194th Glider Regiment’s line twenty-four hours later.


      Heading south-west, the fields either side of the road are lined with ditches, fences and trees, with farmhouses and outbuildings at regular intervals; hardly the ideal place to land over 300 cumbersome gliders. The area was scattered with flak positions and there were pitched battles between their crews and Colonel Pierce’s men for several hours across this area on the morning of 24 March. Gliders fell burning from the sky as others hit the ground and skidded across the grass and obstacles, spilling their contents onto the ground. Despite the mayhem men gathered into small groups, engaging any German soldiers in sight as more gliders landed.


      After ¼ mile take the second turning on the right signposted for Lackhausen; park in the car park after a few metres, outside Hotel Hausdinger.[image: 10130] The hotel was 1052nd Regiment’s headquarters and a field gun positioned in front of the building hit eight of 2nd Battalion’s gliders, one after the other, as they came into land. Enough glider troops survived to overwhelm the garrison and captured 145 prisoners, including the Regiment’s commanding officer. Colonel Pierce set up his headquarters in the building soon afterwards.
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          Colonel Pierce’s command post. A field gun hit glider after glider with high explosive shells as they came skidding across the fields surrounding the château.

        

      


      Returning to the main road, turn right and continue to head south, turning left at the T-Junction in ¼ mile signposted for Borken and Brünen. Turn right at the 30mph speed limit after 300 yards, turning left after 50 metres in front of the supermarket and make an immediate right turning into Wurmflakstrasse and head through an estate. The canal once ran parallel to this road, in the trees to the left, and the awkward junction is at the site of Bridge 3.


      Continue east out of the houses. Company G’s perimeter ran through the woods to the left, where an embankment marks the line of the abandoned canal, and throughout the afternoon and night after the landing German armour and infantry tried time after time to break through the American lines. The Company was cut off for most of the night and for several hours Colonel Pierce was convinced that it had been overrun; only the sounds of firing in the woods gave him cause to believe that some men were still fighting on. The Germans eventually withdrew at dawn leaving hundreds of dead and wounded behind; the survivors of Company G, although battered, had survived to hold their perimeter.
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          Bridge 4 at the apex of 194th Glider Regiment’s perimeter was overrun by German attacks several times.

        

      


      Keep to the narrow road as it turns sharp right and sharp left, followed by a second sharp left after another ½ mile and park in the parking area to the left where the road ends. Take a short walk to the bridge, Bridge 4 where some of the fiercest fighting took place on 194th Regiment’s front.[image: 10131]


      The Bridge stood at the eastern apex of Colonel Pierce’s perimeter, in an awkward salient. Bridge 5 can be seen to the north-west along the Issel Stream, 1st Battalion’s line. The Issel Canal ran through the trees to the west, 2nd Battalion’s line. If time permits and you want to stretch your legs, it is possible to walk in either direction along 194th Regiment’s perimeter. German troops attacked the bridge time after time, infiltrating the American lines on a number of occasions but by dawn on 25 March the Germans had been beaten. The Regiment had captured over 1,100 prisoners and around forty field and flak guns and they had accounted for fifteen German tanks and SP guns and hundreds of killed or wounded.


      Return to your car and retrace your route back to the awkward junction at Bridge 3. Turn right at the end and immediately left onto the main road, heading for the centre of Wesel, or Stadt Mitte. Heading through the suburbs, the road climbs over a huge railway bridge (American paratroopers and British commandos met in the vicinity of the bridge for the first time), turn left signposted for Rhienbrücke onto Wesel Ring Road. The railway station is on the left after a short distance and several sets of traffic lights.


      

      



      Tour 2 – Crossing the Rhine and the Battle for Staatsforst Wesel Travelling south from the railway station go straight on at the traffic lights and after half a mile turn left at the T-Junction, signposted for Dinslaken and Voerde, where there is a second set of lights (still heading south). The road crosses the Lippe river, a fast moving watercourse that is much wider than the stream on the Airborne perimeter; turn right 200 metres beyond the bridge, heading for Spellen. This marshy strip of land between the Lippe river and the Wesel – Datteln Canal,[image: 10122] which is now home to several factories, was not included in XVI Corps plan. While 17th Airborne Division secured the area east of Wesel, 30th Division cleared the area to the south using the canal as a protective flank. Although flak guns and self-propelled guns continued to operate for some time on the north bank as 119th Regiment pushed east, 1052nd Infantry Regiment was forced to withdraw from the exposed salient.


      The canal is one mile south of the river. Entering Friedrichsfeld, turn right into Böskenstrasse 300 yards beyond the canal bridge, following the sign for Spellen. The road passes beneath the railway after 500 yards, [image: 10123] one of the three bridges on the 119th Regiment’s front; this one was codenamed Joy. The 2nd Battalion was closing in on the bridges and the embankment by dawn on 24 March and aerial observers noted considerable enemy activity on the east side of the railway. Infantry, flak guns and tanks were waiting and targeted the American engineers as they bulldozed through the obstacles beneath the bridge. By mid afternoon the road was clear and after fighter-bombers and artillery had paved the way, tanks passed beneath the bridge while the GIs crossed the embankment. Friedrichsfeld was in American hands by nightfall.


      
        
          Tour 2 – Part 1: Crossing the Rhine.
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          The German view of Objective Joy, an underpass on 119th Regiment’s front. Artillery fire and fighter-bombers scattered the infantry and anti-aircraft crews waiting for the Americans.

        

      


      Continue straight on towards Spellen. 119th Regiment crossed the Rhine to the east of the road and while 2nd Battalion moved towards the railway, 3rd Battalion assembled in woods north of the village. As the spire of Spellen’s church and the north end of the village, codenamed Patty, appears on the horizon, the woods can be seen to the right of the road.[image: 10124] Delays on 117th Regiment’s front meant that 3rd Battalion had to take on the 200 strong garrison alone. Resistance collapsed following 117th Regiment’s advance into the southern end of the village supported by Sherman DD tanks two hours later.


      Entering Spellen, the road turns sharply to the left in front of the church and right afterwards; turn right into Auf der Gest, a narrow side road, 100 yards beyond the church. Then as the road meanders down towards the Rhine, it is possible to see the enormous embankment stretching from left to right in the distance. As 119th Regiment crossed the dyke to the right, moving towards the northern end of Spellen, 117th Regiment advanced over the fields to the left to seize Ork, a small hamlet. Park at the junction end of the single track road before the no entry sign where Talackerstrasse turns to the left. [image: 10125] Take care parking your vehicle (not suitable for anything larger than a car), the road is quite narrow and farmers use it for their tractors. Walking straight on beyond two farms, the road rises onto the top of the embankment overlooking the Rhine.
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          119th Regiment faced a long fight in the northern outskirts of Spellen, Objective Patty, until 117th Regiment approached from the south.
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          119th Regiment’s crossing point in front of Spellen.

        

      


      
        [image: e9781783409662_i0151.jpg]


        
          117th Regiment’s crossing point in front of Ork.

        

      


      Incredible scenes un folded along the river on the morning of 24 March 1945 as Ninth Army unleashed its firepower against the Germans holding the east bank. For an hour, 1,000 shells a minute pounded the riverbank and villages beyond, demoralising the men of 180th Infantry Division. 119th Regiment moved down to the river 500 metres to the north while 117th Regiment crossed 500 metres to the south. As the barrage moved east, dozens of assault boats roared across the fast-flowing river, depositing GIs on the shoreline. Next came the armour and while amphibious Sherman tanks, Alligators and DUKWs swam across, rafts ferried light tanks to the east bank. At first light engineers started work and by the end of 25 March lorries and tanks were able to drive across a treadway bridge, one of the longest ever built.


      After taking a short walk along the riverbank, return to your car and follow Talackerstrasse into Ork. 117th Regiment quickly cleared Ork [image: 10126], the 150 strong garrison was still sheltering from the barrage when 1st Battalion moved into the hamlet, but two hours passed while 2nd Battalion waited to be transported across the river. As dawn broke the exhausted GIs advanced alongside Sherman DD tanks into Objective Polly, the southern edge of Spellen. Go straight on at the minor crossroads, turning right onto Mehrumstrasse at the crossroads beyond the hamlet. 2nd Battalion advanced towards Spellen on the horizon straight ahead.
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          The Rhine as it swings south to 79th Division’s crossing sites.

        

      


      Head south towards Mehrum and into 120th Regiment’s sector. The dyke to the right is the winter levee, [image: 10127] built to protect the village when the river level rises, and Company G crossed the embankment to cut the road. After passing through the centre of Mehrum the road curves to the left at the foot of the river embankment; park in the lay-by on the right and walk to the top of the slope to view the river. [image: 10128] From the top of the dyke it is possible to see where the rest of 120th Regiment crossed the river, 500 metres to the right, before entering the village. After 2nd Battalion had taken Mehrum, Company K moved east along the embankment heading for Gotterswickerhamm while the rest of 3rd Battalion waited to be transported across the river.


      Return to your car and turn right, following the road along the foot of the embankment towards Gotterswickerhamm and after one mile stop in a second parking place on the right at the outskirts of the village [image: 10129]. Looking south, 79th Division crossed the Rhine south of the power station an hour after 30th Division had entered the river. Although the division’s exploits are covered in the book, the tours do not extend as far south as General Wyche’s crossing because industry and nature have successfully conspired to change the area beyond all recognition. A wooded nature reserve, with no access for cars, covers a mile wide strip along the riverbank while the villages captured by 79th Division have expanded into one large conurbation centred on Dinslaken.


      Heavy fighting ensued along Gotterswickerhamm’s main street but as soon as the SS leader in the village had been killed, the rest of the garrison surrendered, leaving the way open for 120th Regiment. Entering the village, turn right at the small roundabout and the road bypasses the church before hugging the riverbank as it heads east. Turn right at the T-Junction just beyond the village and take an immediate left in front of the power station, heading through Möllen.

    


    
      

      Part 2 Map


      After leaving the outskirts of Möllen, head straight on at the crossroads into the woods, signposted for Tenderingssee and after one mile turn right into Schwarzerweg. The thick woods hid Task Force Plummer as it rolled forward, taking the Germans covering the road by surprise. Turn left at the T-Junction after half a mile heading into Bruckhausen noting the high wooded ridge, known locally as Bruckhauser Heide, dominating the skyline; a formidable obstacle to 30th Division’s advance and one that General Hobbs wanted to clear before the Germans reorganised. [image: 10130]


      Follow Dinslakenstrasse through the centre of Bruckhausen, where the task force paused for the night having made a six-mile penetration into the German lines; on a clear day it is possible to see the power station cooling tower on the east bank of the Rhine away to the left. As Plummer fired into the backs of the enemy positions across the fields, the rest of 120th Regiment pushed forward rounding up dozens of prisoners and by nightfall a large hole had been ripped in 180th Infantry Division’s line.
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          Tour 2 – Part 2: The Battle for Wesel Forest.

        

      


      Slow down to turn right at the far end of the village into Bergschlagweg, a minor road (it is just before the large yellow road sign directing traffic left to Bucholt). The narrow road was the only available route for 120th Regiment’s tanks as the GIs advanced up the slopes onto Bruckhauser Heide. The road crosses the Autobahn at the top of the ridge, which was nothing more than a cutting through the forest in 1945, as the war stopped construction [image: 10131]. It was a useful staging area for 120th Regiment’s Task Force Hunt on the afternoon of 25 March. 2nd Battalion mounted Chaffee tanks and Hellcat tank destroyers as 3rd Battalion pushed through the woods to the south and east of here, unaware that the advanced elements of 116th Panzer Division had entered the forest.


      
        
          30th Division used the Autobahn (incomplete in March 1945) to assemble Task Force Hunt and Task Force Harrison.

        


        [image: e9781783409662_i0154.jpg]
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          Wesel Forest is a tangle of trees, undergrowth and marsh; ideal defensive terrain.
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          Three Chaffee tanks at the head of Task Force Hunt were knocked out on this stretch of road when they ran into 116th Panzer Division’s advanced elements.
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          Butch’s Night Raiders crossed Schwarze Heide in a cloud of smoke.

        

      


      Follow the road as it winds through the forest flanked on both sides by ditches and a tangle of trees and undergrowth, while the few open spaces are waterlogged for most of the year round. Wesel Forest was perfect defensive territory where a few roadblocks could easily bring 30th Division’s advance to a grinding halt.


      One mile beyond the Autobahn, turn right at the crossroads onto Wilhelmstrasse and left at the T-Junction after another mile, signposted for Kirchhellen. Task Force Hunt came from the right heading towards Schwarze Heide clearing.


      The road was narrower in 1945 but on the afternoon of 25 March, General Hobbs was still hopeful that his men could reach the eastern edge of the forest by nightfall. Everything changed when patrols captured an advanced party of 116th Panzer Division and as it grew dark the task force ran headlong into a group of German assault guns and halftracks heading in the opposite direction. [image: e9781783409662_i0158.jpg] Three Chaffee tanks were disabled before the American artillery scattered the German battle group, setting vehicles and ammunition dumps on fire, blocking the road until dawn. The edge of the clearings known as Scharwz Heide and Schlägers Heide are only half a mile from the T-Junction but it took 120th Regiment two days of hard fighting to reach the open ground as tanks and Panzergrenadiers fought to block the road.


      Head east across the clearing in the forest. [image: e9781783409662_i0159.jpg] The first attempt to cross ran headlong into a German counter-attack by tanks on the morning of 26 March and as the Gls fell back in disarray, they had to rely on their artillery to disperse the German battlegroup. By nightfall 120th Regiment had reached the western edge of the clearing and Colonel Purdue had devised a complicated plan to capture Besten airfield at the far side.


      Under cover of darkness 1st Battalion, known as Butch’s Night Raiders, sent its leading company forward supported by tanks while the artillery created a U-shaped wall of smoke around the edges of the clearing. Tank destroyers used the roads to cover the flanks while the rest of the battalion hung back in the woods; they ran forward when German artillery had subsided. The advance was a complete success and Lieutenant Colonel Williamson’s men overran the German positions covering the Besten Airfield in a cloud of smoke.


      The airfield is signposted on the left after half a mile as Flugplatz Schwarze Heide; turn in the side road and stop in the parking area.


      There is a raised viewing area to survey the airfield where fixed 13 anti-aircraft positions and halftracks mounted with 20mm flak guns were captured along with huge stores of ammunition. 1st Battalion’s advance secured 117th Regiment’s position in the woods to the north where the leading battalion lost its way as it advanced in the dark and had to be guided in by white phosphorous shells. With the airfield safely in 120th Regiment’s hands, the end of Wesel Forest was in sight.


      There is a café and restaurant at the airfield, and it is a useful stopping place for refreshments. Return to your car, go back to the main road and turn left for Kirchhellen; the edge of the woods is half a mile away and the skyline is dominated by the town’s heavy industry.


      120th Regiment’s final objective was to clear the hamlets on the slopes overlooking the town on the night of 27 March. Another smoke box, extending to over a mile wide, was used to cover the infantry, while the armour kept to the roads in close support. There was little resistance as 116th Panzer Division was fully engaged around Besten and Gahlen to the north and the advance opened the way for the tanks and halftracks of the 8th Armoured Division.


      
        [image: e9781783409662_i0160.jpg]


        
          The end of Wesel Forest; chimneys and cooling towers dominate the skyline over Kirchhellen.

        

      


      Turn left at the crossroads for Gahlen, skirting the forest where 120th Regiment dug in to weather the German counter-attack. Take another left at the crossroads in half a mile, again heading for Gahlen and pass through Besten village, [image: e9781783409662_i0161.jpg] codenamed Jo-Jo. A single platoon under Lieutenant Shaw mounted a handful of tanks and tank destroyers and raced towards the village to stop the German tanks reaching Kirchhellen. Four Shermans and M18s were knocked out and many of Shaw’s men were killed or injured holding the road but their sacrifice severely restricted 60th Panzergrenadier Regiment and its tanks.
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          Gahlen seen from the Besten road, site of the German counter-attacks on 27 March.

        

      


      Continuing past Besten, 119th Regiment was struggling to contain 156th Panzergrenadier Regiment in Gahlen, the village in the valley in the distance. [image: e9781783409662_i0163.jpg] Some tanks and halftracks managed to break free on 27 March and, taking advantage of the overcast skies that had grounded the Americans’ air cover, used this road to counter-attack 117th Regiment’s positions along the outskirts of the wood to the left. Intense artillery fire directed by the American observation planes scattered the infantry, leaving the tanks exposed to bazooka teams waiting in the trees.


      
        
          Gahlen Church. Heavy fighting took place in the village as 119th Regiment tried in vain to stop 156th Panzergrenadier Regiment crossing the Lippe Canal.

        


        [image: e9781783409662_i0164.jpg]

      


      Turn left, signposted for Gahlen, after half a mile and follow the road as it winds its way through the centre of the village past the church and watermill. 119th Regiment had hoped that German engineers would blow the bridge over the Lippe Canal if they bypassed the village codenamed Hubert. However, Colonel Baker’s men arrived too late and were pinned down or cut off as they tried to move into the village; the American tanks were easily picked off as they followed along the single road.


      At the far end of the village turn left onto the main road and head west, signposted for Hunxe. 119th Regiment was forced to advance on a very narrow front and while log barriers blocked the road, thick woods to the south and the canal to the north hemmed in the infantry. After a mile the road makes a sharp turn to the right and then left as it swings over the canal bridge; the retreating engineers demolished the original bridge as 119th Regiment approached.
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          30th Division raced 116th Panzer Division along the banks of the Lippe Canal to try stop the Panzers reaching the forest.

        

      


      Follow the road west along the north side of the canal.


      119th Regiment had to push along the narrow forest tracks across the canal to the left while German assault guns roamed along this road looking for targets.


      The road crosses the canal after two miles and bypasses Hunxe, which is to the left. Task Force Harrison reached the village on the evening of 25 March as 180th Infantry Division’s resistance collapsed. New development and rebuilding has changed Hunxe completely so keep to the main road, bypassing it. Turn right at the traffic lights and cross the canal signposted for Borken and Bocholt.


      The abutments of the original bridge destroyed by the German engineers as Task Force Harrison approached, are to the right of the 16 new bridge. 16 Bypassing Drevenack after one mile, turn left onto the A58 signposted for Wesel. 17 6th British Guards Armoured Brigade, with American paratroopers onboard, drove east along this road heading for Holsterhausen on the morning of 28 March. While 8th Armoured Division was fighting 116th Panzer Division’s cadre in Kirchhellen, the armoured task force on 17th Airborne Division’s front had found a weak spot in the German line. It had reached Haltern by nightfall, an advance of eighteen miles; Operation PLUNDER was underway.


      Head back into Wesel five miles to the west. If you want to head onto another destination you may wish to join the E35 Autobahn; there is an intersection half a mile from Drevenack. Head north for Arnhem and Rotterdam or south towards Düsseldorf.
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          6th Guards Armoured Brigade broke out along the Holsterhausen road on 28 March with 513th Parachute Regiment perched on top of their tanks.
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        US Airborne forces in training. Firing a Browning MG, M1919A6, .30.

      

    


    
      [image: e9781783409662_i0168.jpg]


      
        Landing craft on the east bank of the Rhine, off-loading men of the 79th Division near Orsoy.
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        General George S. Patton Third Army’s flamboyant leader. He stole the limelight by crossing the Rhine twenty-four hours before the Ninth US Army.
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        A bridge across the Rhine in the area of General Patch’s 7th Army. The barrier the the heart of Germany was being successfully ‘bounced’ along its entire length.
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        Top left: Shoulder flash of the 9th Army.
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        Left: 79th Infantry Division, ‘Lorraine’. Inclusion of the Cross of Lorraine stemmed from service in France during the First World War.
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        Below left: 30th Infantry Division, ‘Old Hickory’. They took the nickname of President Andrew Jackson, in whose home state, Tennessee, the unit was raised.
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        Top: The 17th Airborne Division ‘Thunder from Heaven’ was a new division activated in April 1943 at Camp Mackall, North Carolina.
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