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The Last Battle by Cornelius Ryan is a seminal work that provides a gripping
account of one of the most significant conflicts of World War II—the Battle
of Arnhem, which was part of Operation Market Garden. Published in 1974, this
historical narrative is based on meticulous research and numerous firsthand
accounts, offering readers an immersive perspective of the battle's
complexities, strategies, and human experiences. Ryan's storytelling weaves
together military strategy, personal stories, and the larger implications of
the battle, making it a quintessential read for anyone interested in military
history.

Background of the Battle of Arnhem

The Battle of Arnhem took place between September 17 and September 26, 1944,
during World War II. It was part of Operation Market Garden, a bold Allied
operation aimed at securing a series of bridges in the Netherlands to
facilitate a rapid advance into Germany. The operation was conceived by
General Bernard Montgomery, who believed that a swift and decisive maneuver
could potentially shorten the war.

Context of Operation Market Garden

1. Strategic Importance:
- The Allies aimed to capture key bridges over the Rhine River and its
tributaries, thereby creating a direct route into Germany.
- Securing these bridges would allow Allied forces to bypass heavily
fortified German defenses.

2. The Plan:
- The operation was divided into two main components: Market (airborne
assault) and Garden (ground offensive).
- The plan involved parachuting British and American troops into the
Netherlands to capture strategic locations while ground forces advanced from
Belgium.

3. Challenges:
- The operation was overly ambitious and relied on the assumption that German
forces would be weak and disorganized.
- Intelligence failures led to underestimating German strength in the region,
particularly the presence of the elite 2nd SS Panzer Corps.

Key Players in the Battle

The Battle of Arnhem featured several key figures whose decisions and actions
significantly impacted its outcome.



Allied Commanders

1. General Bernard Montgomery:
- The overall commander of the operation, Montgomery's belief in a quick
victory influenced the planning and execution of Market Garden.

2. Major General Roy Urquhart:
- Commanded the British 1st Airborne Division, tasked with securing the
Arnhem bridge. His leadership was crucial during the battle's early stages.

3. Lieutenant General William Simpson:
- Commanded the U.S. Ninth Army and was responsible for the ground forces
that were to advance from Belgium, facing delays that hindered the operation.

German Commanders

1. Field Marshal Walter Model:
- Commanded the German forces in the area and quickly regrouped to defend
against the Allied advance.

2. General Ludwig von der Heydte:
- Led the German 2nd SS Panzer Corps, playing a pivotal role in countering
the airborne forces' initial successes.

Execution of the Battle

The execution of the Battle of Arnhem was marked by significant challenges
and fierce fighting.

Initial Parachute Drop

- The airborne troops dropped into the Netherlands in the early hours of
September 17, 1944.
- British forces made initial gains, capturing key objectives, including the
crucial bridge over the Rhine at Arnhem.

Challenges on the Ground

- Delays in the ground advance led to a lack of timely support for the
airborne troops.
- German forces quickly organized a counteroffensive, utilizing their
knowledge of the terrain effectively.

Fierce Fighting and Stalemate

- The British 1st Airborne Division faced intense combat as German forces
began to encircle them.
- Despite valiant efforts, the Allied forces were unable to secure their



objectives, leading to a stalemate.

The Human Element of the Battle

One of the most striking features of Ryan's narrative in The Last Battle is
its focus on the human experiences amidst the chaos of war.

Personal Stories of Soldiers

- Ryan includes a multitude of personal accounts from soldiers on both sides,
illustrating their fears, hopes, and the brutality of combat.
- Stories of bravery, sacrifice, and camaraderie emerge, providing a poignant
look at the cost of war.

Civilians Caught in the Crossfire

- The battle significantly impacted local Dutch civilians, many of whom
suffered due to the fighting and the subsequent occupation.
- Ryan sheds light on their experiences, showcasing their resilience and the
complexities of wartime loyalties.

Aftermath of the Battle

The Battle of Arnhem concluded with a decisive German victory, leading to
significant consequences for the Allied forces and the war effort.

Casualties and Losses

- The British 1st Airborne Division suffered heavy casualties; more than
1,400 were killed, and many others were captured.
- The failure of Operation Market Garden resulted in the loss of an
opportunity to advance into Germany and prolonged the war.

Strategic Implications

- The defeat at Arnhem forced the Allies to reassess their strategies in the
European theater.
- It highlighted the importance of accurate intelligence and the need for
coordinated operations among different military branches.

Conclusion

In The Last Battle, Cornelius Ryan masterfully recounts the Battle of Arnhem



with a blend of military analysis and personal narrative. The book serves as
both a historical document and a profound meditation on the human cost of
war. Through his detailed research and compelling storytelling, Ryan ensures
that the lessons learned from this battle remain relevant to contemporary
readers. The complexities of leadership, the unpredictability of war, and the
resilience of the human spirit are explored in depth, making this work a
cornerstone of military literature.

As we reflect on the events at Arnhem, Ryan’s work reminds us of the
sacrifices made by those who fought and the enduring impact of their actions
on history. The Battle of Arnhem stands as a testament to the bravery of
soldiers and the tragic realities of warfare, a narrative that will resonate
with generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of 'The Last Battle' by
Cornelius Ryan?

The primary focus of 'The Last Battle' is the final days of World War II in
Europe, specifically the Battle of Berlin and the events leading to the fall
of Nazi Germany.

How does Cornelius Ryan approach the narrative in
'The Last Battle'?

Cornelius Ryan uses a detailed, multi-perspective narrative that combines
personal accounts, historical analysis, and vivid descriptions to portray the
chaos and tragedy of the battle.

What are some key themes explored in 'The Last
Battle'?

Key themes include the brutality of war, the collapse of totalitarian
regimes, human resilience, and the moral complexities faced by soldiers and
civilians during wartime.

What sources did Ryan use for his research in 'The
Last Battle'?

Ryan utilized a variety of sources including interviews with survivors,
military records, and previously classified documents to create a
comprehensive account of the events.

How has 'The Last Battle' been received by historians
and critics?

The book has been generally well-received, praised for its thorough research
and engaging narrative style, and is considered an important work on World
War II history.



What impact did 'The Last Battle' have on public
understanding of World War II?

The book contributed significantly to public understanding by providing a
detailed, humanized account of the final days of the war, highlighting the
experiences of both soldiers and civilians.

Has 'The Last Battle' been adapted into other media?

Yes, 'The Last Battle' has been adapted into a documentary film that further
explores the events and personal stories presented in the book.
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