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Historic  Dutch Forces – Princess Irene’s Brigade 

The Roya l Netherlands Motorized  Infantry Brigade was initia lly formed 

from approximately 1500 Dutc h troops, inc lud ing a  sma ll g roup  

guard ing German POWs  who a rrived  in the UK in May 1940 following 

the c ollapse of the Netherlands. 

 

After May 1940 the Brigade was estab lished  in Eng land  from 

Netherlands milita ry personnel tha t has esc aped  from the Netherlands, 

from Dutc hmen who had  been rec ruited  in England , Americ a , 

Canada  and  South Afric a , and  from volunteers 
 

Elements of this forc e bec ame the nuc leus of what was orig ina lly c a lled  the “ Dutc h Leg ion.”  Although 

augmented  by c onsc rip tion among overseas c itizens, the Dutc h forc e a lso detac hed troops for other duties 

and  as a  c onsequenc e grew very slowly. 

 

At the beg inning of 1941 the unit was renamed “ Roya l Netherlands Brigade”  and  by the end  of the year 

rec eived  the honorific  “ Princ ess Irene’s ”  title. 

Efforts to form a  c omplete b rigade (reg iment), re inforc ed with a rtillery and  a  tank unit were not suc c esful. In 

the end  the b rigade inc luded : 

 

Headquarters, three motorized  infantry c ompanies (c ompanies with mac hineguns, morta rs, antitank-guns 

and  light AA), The 2nd  c ombat team c onsisted  ma inly of mariners, who had  been tra ined  in the USA. 

 

a  rec onna issanc e unit (equiped  with Da imler Sc out c a rs and  White Sc out c a rs), 

 

an a rtillery ba ttery and  the tra in.  

 

In July 1943 the Brigade (under the c ommand of Lieutenant Colonel A.C. de Ruyter van Steveninc k) was 

assigned  to the XXIst Army Group . They were tra ined  together with British units, and  assigned  tot the c oasta l 

defenc e in the neighbourhood  of Harwic h. 

 
image c ourtesy of http :/ / www.prinsesirenebrigade.nl/  
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August to September '44:  

 

Both b rigades were under the c ommand of 6th Airborne Division (British I Corps), whic h a lso inc luded  1st & 

4th Spec ia l Servic e (Commando) Brigades. Both b rigades were positioned on the left flank, a long with 6th 

Airland ing Brigade, so an Airland ing Infantry Batta lion would  be the most likely a ttac hment. At one point, 

the Belg ian Armoured  Car Squadron was a ttac hed  to the 6th Airborne Armoured  Rec c e Reg iment and  the 

Dutc h Brigade had  'A' Squadron of the 6th Airborne Armoured  Rec c e Regiment (twelve Cromwell IVs) 

under c ommand 

 

On August 6 1944 the Brigade embarked , and  on August 7 and  8 it d isembarked  in Normandy, where it was 

assigned  to the 6th Airborne Division, east of the Orne, August 12 it took up  a  frontline position. 

 

From August 17-31 1944 the Brigade took pa rt in the advanc e towards the Seine, and  on August 26 it was 

the first unit to oc c upy Pont Audemer. 

 

After rap id  marc hes via  Brussels the Albert Cana l near Beringen was reac hed , where the Brigade took an 

ac tive part in the c ombat  with the British 2nd  Army, c rossing  onto Dutc h soil on 20 Sep tember 

 

During opera tion Market Garden, whic h was sta rted  on September 17th. the Brigade was transferred  to 

Grave on September 20th and  21th.  

In the neighbourhood  of this town it c a rried  out guard  en rec onna issanc e duties until Oc tober 17th.  

 

Then the Brigade moved  to the Wilhelmina  Cana l, south of Oirsc hot, and  was assigned  to the 15th Sc ottish 

Division. It took part in the opera tions during  whic h the enemy forc es were expelled  from Centra l- and  

Western Brabant.  
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September to Oc tober '44:  

 

Initia lly, both b rigades were ea rmarked  to spearhead  the assault into Le Havre, but the orders were 

c anc elled  and  the b rigades were transferred  to the Guards Armoured  Division (British XXX Corps) for the 

libera tion of Franc e and  Belg ium. However, the b rigades soon went their separa te ways, with the Dutc h 

going into Holland  with 43rd  (Wessex) Division, 50th (Northumbria ) Division and  8th Armoured  Brigade (a ll 

belong ing to XXX Corps with whom the Dutc h rema ined  until the end  of the war). 

The Belg ians stayed  in Belg ium during muc h of Sep tember to c omp lete the libera tion of their c ountry 

a longside 15th (Sc ottish) Division and  8th Armoured  Brigade. 

 

The Belg ians were sent onc e aga in to the front on 22nd  Sep tember, being a ttac hed  to British VIII Corps on 

the right flank of 21st Army Group  (exc ept for the Artillery Ba ttery and  Armoured  Car Squadron, who 

rema ined  with XXX Corps). 

 

On 29th September, they were transferred  to the US XIX Corps, 1st US Army (whic h was tempora rily pa rt of 

21st Army Group), and  had  a  detac hment of US Shermans, Stuarts and  Tank Destroyers under c ommand, 

led  by one Lt Col Elms (US 7th Armoured  Division?).  

Attac hments for both b rigades in this period  c ould  therefore be extremely va ried  - inc lud ing a ll manner of 

British units and  US a rmour (for the Belg ians) or US Airborne (for the Dutc h) 

 

On Oc tober 25th and  26th an a ttac k position opposite of Broekhoven was taken a fter p rolonged  fights for 

the a ttac k on Tilburg . 

 

After the libera tion of Tilburg  the Brigade was transferred  suc c esively to the neighbourhood  of Weelde, Rijen 

and  Raamsdonk.  

 

November '44 to Marc h '45:  

 

Then from November 5th – 11th, it was c harged  with the guard ing of the Maas in the neighbourhood  of 

Waa lwijk. On November 9th the Brigadec ommander was p romoted  to the rank of Colonel. 

 

The Belg ians returned  to the British VIII Corps on the 1st, being  p lac ed  under the c ommand of 53rd  (Welc h) 

Division. 

They returned  to Belg ium on the 17th, for a  period  of tra ining and  expansion to full b rigade strength.  

 

After the Brigade had  moved  to Wuustwezel in Belg ium on November 11th, it was transferred  to Zeeland , 

where guard  duties were c a rried  out during  the whole winter, espec ia lly in Noord -Beveland  and  

Wa lc heren.  
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The 'Princ ess Irenes' rema ined  in the Netherlands throughout the winter, engaged  in extensive pa trolling  

and  skirmishing , inc lud ing an unp leasant period  spent on 'The Island ' (Bettuwe), north of Nijmegen.  

Around  this time it was involved  in c ombat with the Dutc h volunteer SS formation Landstorm Nederland .  

The Dutc h followed  the rest of 21st Army Group  into Germany in February and  Marc h '45. Attac hments for 

this period  would  la rgely c onsist of British infantry, possib ly with some tank support, involved  in pa trolling  and  

p rob ing missions (and  c ountering  those of the Germans) in very soggy terra in.  

 

Marc h '45:  

 

In Marc h 1945 Her Ma jesty the Queen visited  Wa lc heren and  the Irene Brigade. The mariners c ontingent 

was re-assigned  and  left on Marc h 31th. This was part of a  reoganisa tion tha t imp lied  the d isbandment of 

the rec onna issanc e unit.  

 

April '45:  

 

The Belg ians returned  to the war as a  full, reinforc ed  infantry b rigade (as British infantry b rigade 

organisa tion, with organic  a rmoured  c a rs and  a rtillery).  

 

On 4th April, they were p lac ed  under the c ommand of 51st (Highland) Division (Canad ian II Corps). On 10th 

April, Brigad ier Piron was ordered  to detac h his 2nd  Infantry Ba tta lion and his a rtillery, whic h was to c ome 

under the c ommand of 4th Spec ia l Servic e Brigade.  

Between April 10th and  14th 1945, when the a llied  advanc e in the eastern Netherlands and  Germany was 

in full p rogress, the Brigade was released  by a  ba ta llion of the Belg ian Brigade, and  transferred  to the Maas, 

d istric t Heusden and  Hedel. 

 

La ter tha t month, the 2nd  Ba tta lion found  itself being passed from p illa r-to-post, being a ttac hed  va riously to 

116th Roya l Marine Brigade and  33rd  Armoured  Brigade (Kangaroos and  Buffa loes). 

 

The Brigade c aptured  a  b ridgehead  in Hedel ons April 23rd  for the advanc e in the Bommelerwaard . It 

managed  to hold  the bridgehead  in sp ite of heavy enemy a ttac ks, however, when rela tive orders were 

rec eived , the Brigade withd rew tot the South of the Maas 

The advanc e c ould  not been effec ted . 

 

On May 4th the Brigade was released  by the 308th Infantry Brigade. After the c ap itula tion of the enemy 

forc es on May 5th the Brigade transferred  to Wageningen. On May 8th it left for The Hague, where the 

entered  as the first a llied  unit. 

By the end  of 1945 the Irene Brigade was d isbanded , and  on April 15th 1946 the Princ ess Irene Reg iment 

(la ter on Guards Regiment) was estab lished , whic h still c ontinues the trad itions of the Brigade. 

 
Dingo Sc out Car F329636 
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Vehic le Markings for the Princ ess Irene b rigade were as follows : 

109 Brigade HQ,  white numbers on b lac k square  

109 Brigade Signa ls Company,  RED numbers on white over b lue square  

109 Independent Work Detac hment, white numbers on b lue over yellow over red  square  

110 Nr. 1 Independent Fighting  Unit, white numbers on red  square 

111 Nr. 2 Independent Fighting  Unit, white numbers on red  square 

112 Nr. 3 Independent Fighting  Unit, white numbers on red  square 

113 Reinforc ement Detac hment (November 1944 onwards), white numbers on red  square 

114 not used  by Dutc h 

115 not used  by Dutc h 

116 not used  by Dutc h 

117 not used  by Dutc h 

118 Supp ly Company ("Brigade Tra in"), white numbers on red  over green square  

(d isputab le, ac c ord ing to c ura tor PIB museum c ould  a lso have been a  c omp lete green square) 

119 Provost Sec tion, white numbers on b lac k square 

(d isputab le, ac c ord ing to c ura tor PIB museum they d idn't exist!!) 

138 Rec onna issanc e Sec tion, white numbers on green over yellow square 

 
Image c ourtesy of the IWM film sec tion 

Desc rip tion: Libera tion of Bevrijd ing  by the Roya l Netherlands Brigade - Princ ess Irene Brigade on 6th-August-

1944 
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Image c ourtesy of the IWM B 10052 & 10049 

NW Europe 

Photographer : Sgt La ing :War Offic e offic ia l photographer 

Desc rip tion: With the Nederland ’ s Libera tion Army on exerc ise. 

This was the first rec c e c a r to go into Dutc h territory when it was sc outing out positions for advanc ed  troops, 

and  entered  (Maarheritt in the Provinc e of south Limbray) 15th Sep t 1955 

The Driver is Dvr.Oppenhiem of Dutc h forc es. 

18.9.1944 
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Image c ourtesy of the Ferd inand  Von Boomen 

Photographer : Unknown 

Desc rip tion: Dingo Dutc h Prinses Irene Brigade in Velp  on their way to Nijmegen. 

September 1944 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For further information, the following websites a re rec ommended  

 

web  site http :/ / www.prinsesirenebrigade.nl 

 

 

 


