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  PART ONE


  The Black Jerboa Rat:

  

  4th Armoured Brigade


  1

  

  Early History


  This is the story of a famous armoured brigade who fought almost nonstop throughout World War II. In the process they lost thousands of casualties and several times in the desert war their tank forces were almost wiped out.


  After the Munich crisis in the Autumn of 1938, the then Mobile Division (Egypt) – a hotchpotch of arms and units was later renamed in January 1940 and became perhaps the best-known division of the 20th Century – the 7th Armoured Division, the Desert Rats of North Africa. It was Major General Creagh’s wife, who inspecting a little desert rodent in the Cairo Zoo, called a Jerboa, suggested the tough little leaping rat as an appropriate divisional insignia! And 4th Armoured Brigade, part of 7th Armoured Division for two years, shared (almost) the same insignia. Field Marshal Lord Michael Carver, then a young RTR subaltern recalled,


  
    “The Cairo Cavalry Brigade [part of the MDE], consisted of the 7th Hussars in light tanks, the 8th Hussars in Ford 15-cwt pick-up trucks on which were mounted Vickers-Berthier heavy MGs, the 11th Hussars with their old Rolls Royce armoured cars and 1st Royal Tanks with light tanks. The ancient Vickers medium Mark I’s and II’s of 6 RTR were left in Cairo, their role being that of internal security. Third Royal Horse Artillery [later the author’s regiment] had short range 3.7″ howitzers, and the infantry were 1st Bn KRRC (60th Rifles).”

  


  Little did the wearers of the Desert Rat insignia realise that nearly six years later, after many victories, and some defeats, they would be parading in the centre of Berlin before the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill and all his attendant Field Marshals and Generals.
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  Brigadier JAL Caunter DSO, MC was the first brigadier. His nickname was ‘Blood,’ since ‘buckets of blood’ was his favourite exhortation. He commanded the 6th RTR and 7th Hussars in barracks at Abbassia, equipped with MkIV and some A-9 medium tanks. There were not enough 2-pdr guns or tank MGs to go round and when the GOC, General ‘Jumbo’ Wilson held an exercise in February 1940 all the brand new A-9 tanks seized up!


  To the immediate west of Cairo, there were only two roads in the whole area, the coast road and a secondary one running from Matruh southward to the Siwa Oasis. The coast road was tarmac from Matruh, the rail-head, and along the 70 mile stretch to Sidi Barrani. The next 60 miles to the frontier near Sollum was little better than a track. But on the Italian side of the frontier was a good tarmac road. The outstanding desert feature was the steep escarpment which is parallel to the coast in Cyrenaica, and from Sollum it slants south-east and the notorious Halfaya Pass (Hellfire Pass, naturally), a series of hairpin bends is four miles south-east of Sollum. The Italians had covered their Libyan frontier with a barbed wire fence -known as ‘the Wire’ – twelve feet deep and five feet high, running inland for an amazing 400 miles!


  When France fell in the Spring/Summer of 1940 the opportunistic Italian forces entered the war and by mid-June Mussolini had already built up his army strength in Africa. Marshal Balbo hurried his western army from Tunis (the French had surrendered the strong Mareth line defences) and up to the Egyptian border. So General Wavell ordered General ‘Jumbo’ Wilson to make a bold sortie along the coast road to Sidi Barrani and Mersa Matruh. It was a bold game of bluff to convince the enemy that the British (Empire) Army of 36,000 (including New Zealanders and Indian units) was much stronger than it actually was. There were half a dozen Italian divisions across the border and many small violent British raids were made.


  From Gerawli, the 4th Armoured Brigade with their sister brigade, 7th Armoured, moved west to the escarpment south-east of Halfaya Pass to attack Fort Capuzzo. Shades of Beau Geste! It was the typical desert post, valuable for keeping the Arab tribesmen at bay; it had four stone walls with crenellated battlements enclosing a central courtyard. The Cherry Pickers (11th Hussars) with 4 RHA captured Fort Maddalena some 60 miles inland. On 14 June 7th Hussars light MkVI tanks, supported by D Coy KRRC and I Bty RHA assaulted Fort Capuzzo backed by naval gunfire and RAF support. They killed or captured the wretched garrison. Captain HR Woods was OC the Carrier Platoon 1st Bn KRRC: “The 11th Hussars told us the garrison of Fort Capuzzo was about 300 Libyans plus some white [Italian] troops. There were MGs mounted on the white walls of the fort, dimensions about 200 yards by 100 yards. ‘D’ Coy were to follow in trucks close on the tanks as they cleared the way for us. We would then de-truck under the walls of the fort, break in with all possible speed and capture the garrison.” Four RAF Blenheims bombed the fort. The attack went like clockwork. “Three gates were found, out of which Libyans in every variety of garment continued to pour out, very frightened, throwing down arms, grenades, equipment and clothing.” A booby-trapped 2-ton Italian water lorry blew up but caused no casualties. 200 POW including three officers were taken; in the distance could be seen two riflemen sampling Chianti for the first time! The prisoners were sent to Sollum guarded by the Rhodesian platoon. Three waves of Italian bombers dropped 200 bombs and the unfortunate prisoners lost 24 casualties. The battalion then spent the next six months in the Sollum area, 430 miles from Cairo, engaged in fighting patrols despite the Italian airforce and efficient artillery shelling of Sollum barracks.
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  Sgt Roberts 7th Hussars was there: “After the declaration of war by the Italians, 7th Hussars crossed the Libyan wire and attacked Fort Capuzzo. The first tank attack of the Desert War. We lost one tank blown up on a mine and the driver was killed.” Two days later: “‘A’ Sqn intercepted a convoy of lorried infantry supported by Italian tanks. ‘A’ Sqn A-9 cruisers knocked-out the Italian tanks. The first tank battle in the desert. The regiments who formed the original 7th Armoured Div were the 7th, 8th and 11th Hussars.” In the second engagement a dozen M-13 Italian tanks were knocked-out and an entire battalion taken prisoner. By June 1940 the casual style of desert dress had arrived, later made famous by JON’s ‘Two types.’ Suede desert boots (often described as ‘brothel creepers’), light corduroy trousers (coloured green, pink, etc) a coloured silk neckerchief or scarf. Fly whisks were optional and in cold weather, Persian goatskin coats were sported!


  In the autumn of 1940 the Italian force in great numbers equipped with every conceivable luxury moved in stately fashion to Sidi Barrani and there were harried by the Cherry Pickers and 4 RHA. They did little damage but kept the Italians worried. So despite their great superiority in number they built a line of defensive perimeter camps from Halfaya to Meiktila.


  Of the Brigade’s two main units, the 7th Hussars now had one cruiser and two light squadrons and 6 RTR had two squadrons of A-9s and A-10 cruisers and one of light tanks.


  During various exercises, tanks with infantry brigade, it was shown that tanks should not advance at infantry speed but move at their own best speed – the leading wave of tanks arriving on the objective 10–20 minutes ahead of the leading infantry. The second wave of tanks should arrive just ahead of the infantry attack. But war is all about waiting!


  Sgt Harry Kirkham 6 RTR: “My Sqn leader was Major ‘Jimmy’ Dean. All our tanks had very limited mileage before a major overhaul was required. Most training was done by TEWTS. These were boring days with hardly any action at all. Limited action started in mid-1940 and the 7th Armoured Div were pushed back some 50 miles to the border. We would camp in a ‘wadi’ known as Happy Valley. Each tank crew would find their own home and be self contained. Sentries were posted at night but during the day it was a case of tank maintenance, gun cleaning, cooking food and collecting whatever was going, collect new codes and then relax. We had Mark VI light tanks but our Vickers Medium tanks were replaced by Crusaders, still under-armed but much faster and easier to handle.”


  In November, the Brigade was joined by 2 RTR complete with new A-13 cruiser tanks, prototypes for the Crusader. A curious five-day raid was now planned to take place in the next month.


  2

  

  Operation Compass:

  

  Battle for Sidi Barrani


  Against the Italian army which numbered 75,000 men, plus 120 tanks and 200 guns, General Richard O’Connor now deployed an offensive force comprised of 25,000 men and 275 L/C (light cruiser) and Matilda infantry tanks. His two divisions, 7th Armoured and 4th Indian, were to make set-piece attacks on the fortified perimeter camps south of Mersa Matruh. Major General Creagh was sick, so ‘Blood’ Caunter took his place and the Brigade was led by its 2i/c, Lt Col. Horace Binks. Lt Cyril Joly, a troop leader with 6 RTR in Take These Men described aspects of the battle: “We expected to return after three days and settle down to the interminable waiting. In wireless silence, shrouded in mist, I spent a lonely and dispiriting day perched in the cupola of the turret in discomfort and chilled by the cold winter wind.” By 8 December, 4th Indian Div was five miles east of the Brigade and 15 miles south-east of Nibeiwa. The Brigade was to shield the 4th Indian Division’s infantry whilst 6 RTR was deployed eastwards to help ‘Selby’ force, east of Sidi Barrani. Moving from the Matruh-Siwa road, they pushed through a gap on the left of Nibeiwa camp and by last light on 9th December had bypassed all the Italian camps, cut the coast road isolating the Italian garrison in Nibeiwa, the Tummars, Meiktila and Sidi Barrani. In hazy weather 7th Hussars led, followed in turn by 6 RTR and 2 RTR on a frontage of 2,000 yards, a depth of 1,300 yards and 1,000 yards between units – all at a speed of about 8mph.


  Sgt Harry Kirkham 6RTR:


  
    “At crack of dawn on 9th we were already on our way to the first objective, a camp area on the map made up of infantry and light artillery. It was a very mobile battle, being ordered to first, one enemy area, and when under control of our infantry, moving off to yet another. It lasted two or three days. At one stage we were five tanks together and Italians were all around us. All had arms of some sort but they did not want to fight any more. My driver ‘Granny’ Knott found a cash box with 35,000 Lira. Our next trip to Cairo would be lively!”

  


  Lt Cyril Joly 6 RTR: “Within the three sided box formed by our tanks were the supply vehicles, the fitters’ lorries, the doctor’s trucks and the ambulances. In the centre of the whole array, I could see vehicles of Bde HQ.” Later on the 9th 6 RTR suffered an unexpected bloody nose and were reduced to seven cruisers and six light tanks. In a blinding sandstorm they had put in a shattering attack on the Libyan defences and completely over-ran them, but later that night when they combined with Selby force for another attack, were thrown back by accurate and heavy Italian artillery. Lt Joly: “It was here I had my first experience of being hit squarely by a shell, luckily not armour-piercing. In the morning we were hit by two shells in fairly rapid succession jamming the turret and damaging the gunners telescope.”


  2 RTR were now called upon by General O’Connor to help 4th Indian Division’s assault on the Sidi Barrani defences by putting in an attack from the west. They went into action at 1600 hrs screened by a sandstorm and Italian resistance quickly collapsed, 1,500 POW were taken and a hundred guns over-run. The advance halted at dusk just beyond the battered village of Sidi Barrani. Lt Colonel AC Harcourt’s 2 RTR had had a good day. 6 RTR had moved eastwards in the early afternoon in a violent sandstorm, under Lt Colonel LS Harland. Captain Laing led a patrol which shattered an enemy detachment encamped on the coast. Since the tanks were now short of fuel a composite squadron was formed under the 2i/c, Major Ted Clarke. They resumed the attack on the morning of the 10th – in yet another sandstorm, but nevertheless over-ran three enemy camps. ‘Nobby’ Clarke knocked-out three anti-tank guns in the action which brought in a bag of 1,500 POW. That evening, on the second day of battle, it was evident that victory was in sight. The Brigade less 6 RTR was ordered to pull out of the main battle, refuel, do maintenance and then drive south to get on the escarpment to prevent the escape of the Italians from their Sofafi Camps, which in the event had been evacuated.


  By the evening of the 10th 5,000 POW had been taken. The 7th Hussars blocked the Italian retreat at Buq-Buq and one of their officers described the scene: “As far as I can see we have captured acres of officers and about a hundred acres of men.” The final tally reached 20,000 POW and British casualties were only 700. Two days later ‘Birksforce’ by night covered 60 miles to Sidi Suleiman. The Brigade was pushed forward south of the escarpment and by the 14th had encircled Bardia cutting the road from Tobruk. Two days later an attack south to Sidi Omar was described as a ‘glorious gallop.’ Major Pat Hobart OC’C’ Sqn 2 RTR (and Major General Hobart’s nephew) described the action. The Beau Geste fort of Sidi Omar was defended by minefields, wire and trenches. 7th Hussars backed by the 4 RHA guns did most of the damage with the newly arrived 2 RTR helping out:


  “We drove around to avoid the enemy shelling while the 25-pdrs did their bombardment, then formed up in line, advanced at full speed on the fort in the best tradition of the ‘arme blanche.’ The enemy must have suffered pretty severely from the attentions of the 4 RHA for in we went unscathed with every gun and MG firing. My orders to the Sqn were to drive straight through the perimeter, doing as much damage as possible, out the other side, then return again and rally back on the near side.” Unfortunately Hobart charged the stone walls of the fort and his immobilised tank in the courtyard of the fort was shelled by his 2i/c David Wilkie. Sgt Bermingham drove Wilkie’s tank into the courtyard to see Hobart with steel helmet on shooting away over the top of his cupola with a pistol. It was all over in ten minutes.


  Christmas was celebrated west of Capuzzo in some hardship despite stalwart efforts to supply seasonal fare by Major George Webb’s 5 Coy RASC. 6th Australian division came up to take Bardia on 5th January. As part of Lt Col Combe’s Force, 6 RTR light tanks supported the Free French Forces infantry attack on the west side of Bardia. Sgt Harry Kirkham “found our allies reluctant to attack. I looked behind at the FF infantry and there was not a man in sight.”


  Harry’s troop leader’s tank was hit and burst into flames. “He began to scream. He was badly wounded and unable to lift the turret hatch.” Inside the tank were two of Harry’s best friends and the recently acquired 35,000 Lira. ‘Dingle’ Roger’s tank in front was hit and under fire Harry towed the damaged tank to safety, for which he was awarded the DCM by General Wavell; “But we had lost four tanks out of 11.” 6 RTR, because of tank losses and mechanical troubles were returned to Alexandria and their surviving tanks were handed over to 2 RTR and 7th Hussars. On 22nd January the Australians began their attack on Tobruk, assisted by 4 RHA. The Brigade borrowed 3rd Hussars and advanced to Mechili, 100 miles further west to cut off General Babini’s armoured brigade. In a brisk tank battle, eight Italian medium tanks were knocked out by 2 RTR for the loss of one cruiser and six light tanks. But the Italian forces were allowed to escape, possibly due to poor maps, lack of petrol or lack of inclination to take action at night. Attempts at hot pursuit on 28/29th were unsuccessful possibly due to the rain-drenched red mud! The new Brigade Major was GPB Roberts, later destined to be the British Army’s youngest major-general to command the author’s 11th Armoured Division in North-West Europe. Horace Binks was the Brigade 2i/c, Wilfred Rice was Staff Captain and ‘Fairy’ Fairhurst (ex 7th Hussars) was the light hearted liaison officer. ‘Pip’ Roberts noted: “In spite of ‘Blood’ Caunter (the Brigadier) who was a bit abrasive, the whole Brigade was a happy affair.”


  Major ‘Pip’ Roberts reckoned “the 7th Hussars were an excellent regiment despite a near mutiny in Abbasia just before the war. Now they always did well with an excellent spirit due to a first class CO, Freddie Byass. The 8th Hussars, very charming and trying their best with great courage sustained very heavy casualties, often being ‘withdrawn to refit.’ ‘Fairy’ Fairhurst ‘found’ a large quantity of Chianti in Sidi Omar, of poor quality but helped our bully beef go down. We lived on bully, fried for breakfast, cold for lunch and bully stew for supper. To help out there were ration biscuits (not unlike dog biscuits), tinned margarine, jam and some tinned vegetables. Chianti, no matter what the quality, was highly prized.”


  The work of the ‘B’ echelons was difficult, the ground was unfamiliar, maps were unreliable and the Italians had dropped ‘Thermos’ bombs across the supply routes causing diversions and delays. But gazelle-hunting by a brengun from a truck provided fresh meat for the pot.


  One of the shrewdest observers in North Africa was the reporter Alan Moorehead. In his African Trilogy he describes how “More and more, I began to see that desert warfare resembled war at sea. Men moved by compass. No position was static. There were few if any forts to be held. Each truck or tank was as individual as a destroyer and each squadron of tanks or guns made great sweeps across the desert as a battle squadron at sea will vanish over the horizon. One did not occupy the desert now more than one occupied the sea. One simply took up a position for a day or a week and patrolled about it with Brengun carriers and light armoured vehicles. When you made contact with the enemy you manoeuvred about him for a place to strike much as two fleets steam into position for action. There were no trenches. There was no front line. Desert forces must be mobile. They were seeking not the conquest of territory or positions but combat with the enemy. We hunted men, not land.”


  Major Stuart Pitman quoted advice given to an officer of the 7th Hussars (part of 4th Armoured Brigade in 1940): “The battle always looks like a muddle. It often is. But the actual business of fighting is easy enough. You go in, you come out, you go in again, and you keep on doing it, till they break or you are dead.” This was wonderful dashing cavalry tactics perhaps reminiscent of Waterloo, and certainly appropriate against the rather amateurish Italian armies. But when the Afrika Korps appeared it became a recipe for disaster.
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  The Battle of Beda Fomm:

  

  “One of the Great Adventures of the War”


  The winter of 1940/41 was the worst in local memory. Rain fell in unremembered quantities, cold with traces of sleet, filling the slit trenches with gritty slop and turned the powdered clay from sand to glue. And the icy wind stung exposed hands and faces and turned the greyness into yellow fog. On 10th January the arrival of the German Luftwaffe based on Sicily was a grim portent. The Fliegerkorps X mauled British convoys and laid mines in the Mediterranean seas. On 11th February 1941 the first German troops of the Afrika Korps landed on African soil.
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  Italian vehicles were spotted by the Cherry Pickers on 26th January in the foothills of the Jebel, 25 miles north of Mechili and were apparently allowed to escape the clutches of the Brigade. General O’Connor was furious as no attempt to pursue was made on 27-28th through the rocky Jebel. It was a rough road, not on any map, the going was bad, there were many breakdowns and it rained heavily. Major General Creagh, GOC 7th Armoured Div. stated: “Impossible for armour.”


  Information was received on 2nd February that the Italians had begun their withdrawal from Cyrenaica. So two days later General Creagh sent the Support Group under command of Lt Col John Combe [Combeforce], the CO of 11th Hussars to advance quickly to reach the coast road before the Italian army. The RASC were highly regarded by General Creagh: “They never failed the troops on any occasions in execrable going, continued dust storms and their maintenance was up to a very high state of efficiency.” On this occasion Combeforce received priority of supplies over the Brigade (replenishments of petrol, ammo, water and food) and ‘Blood’ Caunter was furious. It was fortunate that George Webb, the resourceful DAA and QMG was an expert at scrounging supplies. They set off on the 4th – the 11th Hussars, the 2nd Bn KRRC and a battery each of 4 RHA and 106 RHA A/Tk, from Mechili, 50 miles south-west to Msus and then 40 miles south-west to Antelat despite being held up by Italian ‘thermos’ bombs dropped by aircraft. They were followed by the Brigade, whose starting strength was 50 A- 13 cruiser and 95 light tanks. 7th Hussars in their fast light tanks backed by six A-13 cruisers from 2 RTR were sent off towards Beda Fomm (in effect two water pumps), a distance of 150 miles from Mechili, to cut off the massed retreat of the Italian Army.


  ‘Combeforce’ reached the coast road two hours ahead of the Italians and Lt Col. Callum Renton’s 2nd Bn KRRC held the road west of Sidi Saleh whilst the Cherry Pickers harried the enemy flanks and 4 RHA belted their precious ammunition into the Italian columns. When the tanks of 7th Hussars and 2 RTR arrived, they too sallied up and down the eastward side of the main road spraying the soft skinned transport with MG fire and saving their shells for enemy tanks. A low, round hillock, known as the ‘Pimple’ and a low ridge topped by a conspicuous white tomb, known as the ‘Mosque’ were key features. Nineteen 2 RTR tanks were now supporting ‘Combeforce.’ Sgt ‘Topper’ Brown 2 RTR described the battle that ensued:


  “Practically all morning [6 Feb] we never stopped firing at wagon loads of infantry or at tanks. I haven’t a clue how many enemy I killed but it must have run into hundreds. We definitely had a score of 20 M-13s at the end of the day. At times we were getting overwhelmed and had to keep withdrawing to the Pimple. Italian artillery knocked-out four 2 RTR cruisers who ran out of ammo. At 1300 hrs the RASC brought up their ammo lorries and the remaining ten cruisers were topped up with fuel and ammo.” But the Pimple changed hands several times despite superb defences by the Rifle Brigade. Major Burton, the RHA A/Tk commander saw the crew of his last gun wiped out, collected his batman and the battery cooks and drove the gun to the flank of the Italian tanks and in a few minutes knocked-out five M-13s. On the morning of the 8th the Italians sent in 30 more M-13s and the whole battlefield was a cauldron of noise and fury. “Gradually I became aware of a startling change. [Lt Cyril Joly 2 RTR]. First one, then another white flag appeared in the host of vehicles. More and more became visible until the whole enemy column was a forest of waving white banners.” Lt Col Horace Binks was there:” An extraordinary sight, a two mile area of knocked-out tanks, abandoned tanks, ditched tanks, burned out vehicles and dead or dying Italians, many roving about trying to surrender.” Lt Col Renton led his riflemen from their slit trenches and chased and herded the retreating Italians. The Italian Tenth Army had had enough. When General Annibale Bergonzoli (known as Electric Whiskers), plus six other generals and 25,000 men were captured, he had the nerve to say ‘we were outnumbered!’ 7th Armoured Division lost 24 casualties! General O’Connor sent Wavell a message. ‘Fox killed in the open.’ The ‘Fox’ had also lost 112 tanks, 216 guns and 1,500 lorries.


  The key features of the battle were: (1) 2 RTR tanks were hull-down and fired at the halt, whilst the advancing Italians fired inaccurately on the move; (2) the Italians threw their tank forces in piecemeal and were destroyed by 2 RTR and the RHA batteries; (3) the indomitable defence by 2 KRRC dug into their slit trenches and (4) George Webb and Jimmy Noel brought up key supplies in the midst of the battle as did 2 RTR ‘B’ Echelon under Max Solly and John Bonham-Carter. It was a superb victory for the Brigade and Combe’s forces totalling 3,000 men against seven times that number of enemy troops. Major ‘Pip’ Roberts: “In view of our rather poor mechanical condition it was no surprise to hear that 7th Armoured Div was to return to Cairo and refit and hand over the remaining 12 cruisers and 40 light tanks to 2nd Armoured Division. We now had only two units under our command, 7th Hussars and 2 RTR. It was a very light-hearted and ‘after victory’ affair. Needless to say ‘Fairy’ Fairhurst was soon after the captured wine stocks!”
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  Italian Prisoners of War


  But amidst the euphoria not much heed was paid to the arrival of General Rommel who arrived in Tripoli on 12th February with his 5th Light (later 21st Panzer) Division.
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  Operation Battleaxe:

  

  “They are Tearing my Tanks to Bits”


  The Brigade now lost 2 RTR and 6 RTR to 7th Armoured Bde (in 7th Armoured Division) and they were replaced by 4 RTR and 7 RTR (under Lt Col Basil Graves) with a total of 100 Matilda I tanks. They were fitted with a clever desert camouflage called a ’sunshield/ a hood resembling the top of a 3-ton lorry, which could be quickly dropped before going into action. Brigadier ‘Blood’ Caunter DSO, MC, was posted to India and was succeeded by Brigadier Alec Gatehouse DSO, MC, in April 1941.
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  Brigade Major ‘Pip’ Roberts recalled: “Rommel attacked in the desert much earlier than the pundits had thought possible.” The Afrika Korps counter-attacked at Agheila and routed the 8th Army troops back to Tobruk. “Their attack started on 31st March and within three or four days there was talk of a big retreat and some chaos. General O’Connor, Brigadier John Combe and General Philip Neame VC (now in command of Western Desert Force) had been captured. 7th Armoured Division was in no condition to be sent forward. There were virtually no tanks available to re-equip the armoured regiments. The Germans had closed round Tobruk by 11th April, captured Sollum and Capuzzo on the 13th and made their final effort to take Tobruk on 30th April. Brigadier ‘Strafer’ Gott in Operation Brevity, with 22nd motorised Guards Bde initially achieved some success on 15th May.” ‘Pip’ Roberts now became GS02 of 7th Armoured Division: “It was all fun; the Brigade Majors were all friends of mine and there was a lot of understanding all round.” The solid Matilda tanks were ‘almost’ indestructible as infantry support tanks, capable of 15mph. The new Crusaders were allocated to 6 RTR, a faster tank capable of 27mph but still armed with the little 2-pdr gun. The object of Operation Battleaxe was to destroy Rommel’s armour. General Frank Messervy’s 4th Indian division, half of 7th Armoured division (2 RTR and 6 RTR) plus Brigadier Gatehouse’s 4th Armoured Bde, operating independently, attacked Rommel on 15th June.


  The Brigade advanced on the left flank of the Italians along the top of the escarpment towards Halfaya pass. The rest of 7th Armoured Division was to outflank Capuzzo from the south. Rommel sent the newly arrived 15th Panzer and 5th Light Divisions northwards thus cutting through the Desert Rats. The new powerful dual-purpose German 88mm guns were now skilfully deployed in an anti-tank role, five at Halfaya, four on El Hafid ridge. The Panzer MkIII tanks were mounted with a 50mm KWK gun equivalent to the British 2-pdr gun, but the Panzer Mk IVs with short 75mm guns could, using HE, hit at a range of 3,000 yards without reply from Crusaders or Matildas. But their AP was not superior to the 2-pdr. The tractor-drawn British 25-pdr gun in the RHA regiments was a very effective weapon and Jock Campbell’s 4 RHA did brilliant support work.
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  Lunch at 4th Armoured Brigade HQ near Matruh before the offensive. On left: Col.

  

  Birks (Brigade 2i/c), Macdonald (Liaison Officer). On right: Captain ‘Pip’ Roberts (Brigade

  

  Major), Lt. Fairhurst 7th Hussars (Liaison Officer)


  Lt Col Walter O’Carroll, CO 4 RTR, supporting the Camerons at the top of Half ay a pass wrote this account: “The tanks moved in double line ahead and slowly to make the minimum amount of noise. The sun was rising [0530hrs] behind and the light forward was excellent. No guns sounded. The tanks crept on. At Halfaya, the month before, Major Miles had found the Italians still in bed or shaving. At 0600 Major Miles gave the order for the Matildas to fan out and lead the charge towards the top of Halfaya Pass. Within a minute all but one of the 13 Matildas were in flames.” O’Carroll heard Miles come up on the air about 1000hrs and say, “They are tearing my tanks to bits.” He was killed half an hour later amidst the shambles that ensued. Tank after tank of ‘C’ Sqn was ripped to pieces by the well-sited guns of the enemy. They had 88mm, 50mm and some 105mm guns. All were in sangars, built up around them so that the barrel when level, just lay along the top of the wall. “German armoured cars then over-ran the 2nd Cameronians and chased away the remainder. On their left ‘A’ Sqn 4 RTR supported the Indians, four out of six Matildas were disabled by mines or gun fire, the other two were blocked, their only use as pillboxes.


  But 7 RTR bypassed Point 206 which was strongly held and swept across the frontier, reached Fort Capuzzo at noon and chased the garrison away. Capt H Jarvis ‘C’ Sqn 7 RTR: “Thirty Matildas swept helter-skelter across the open ground into the precincts of Capuzzo. There wasn’t much fire from the enemy. A few retreating German decoy tanks moved slowly across the crest some six hundred yards away. The regiment split up and individual tanks became involved in minor skirmishes. Five 7 RTR tanks were knocked out, several others damaged but an enemy counter-attack was beaten off and three of his tanks knocked out.”


  But back to 4 RTR, ‘A’ and ‘B’ Sqns attacked two German posts on Point 206 whose A/Tk guns knocked out eight ‘A’ Sqn Matildas; but when the sixteen Matildas of ‘B’ Sqn came up in the evening they retook Pt 206 after fierce fighting.


  By the night of 15th June – the first day of Battleaxe – only 37 out of 100 Matildas in the Brigade were still in action, although the fitters had repaired another 11 by dawn. Their sister regiment 6 RTR also suffered heavily that day losing 15 out of 18 Matildas deployed at El Hafid and Halfaya.


  The battle of Fort Capuzzo started 0600hrs the next day. Eighty Panzers commanded by Neumann-Sylkon attacking in two columns ran into a barrage of RHA gunfire, A/Tk guns and dug-in Matildas. By 1000hrs 50 Panzers were (claimed) to be burning around the wreck of the old Italian stone fort. But their sister brigade were more or less demolished at El Hafid ridge. 2 RTR and 6 RTR only had nine Crusaders left at Bir Khireight in battle order. Rommel was convinced the British were in a bewildered state and decided to pull the net tight around Halfaya. A top level ‘O’ group of Wavell, Beresford-Peirse, Messervy and Creagh decided to withdraw on the 17th from Capuzzo to avoid being cut off.


  The Brigade put up a stubborn and skilful resistance to enable the Guards Brigade to escape. The RAF bombers repeatedly attacked the advancing Panzers. 7 RTR now had only a composite squadron of 14 Matildas under Major Holden and 4 RTR, 15 Matildas with ‘B’ Sqn under Major Clement. Brigadier Alec Gatehouse: “Clement’s fifteen Matildas had just got to my Bde HQ when I saw a very nasty looking formation of enemy tanks rapidly advancing on Messervy’s HQ some two thousand yards south of me. I immediately called to Clement ‘German tanks – see ‘em off.’ It was the shortest operation order I have ever given. Clement turned with commendable speed, flying the ‘Conform’ signal and went straight for the enemy who were quickly driven off. Unfortunately, Clement was killed in this battle.” For over six hours the five squadrons put a brake on the advance of the two German divisions – 15th Panzer and the 5th Light. By the end Jock Holden’s was down to five tanks and Captain Redhead (who had taken over when Clement was killed) to six. But their amazingly prolonged fight had averted disaster. Holder was awarded the DSO, and Redhead a bar to his MC. The remains of 4th Armoured Bde fell back to Sidi Suleiman and later that night withdrew to the Sofafiarea, 30 miles back. ‘C’ Sqn 4 RTR stayed for three days with the Camerons trapped by the Panzers thrust to Halfaya. Capt. Kendall and Lt Cole fought desperately to distract the enemy – with some success. The battle continued until the 21st. The British loss in the three day battle was 969 casualties.


  It was a disaster. The Germans recovered the majority of their disabled tanks and the British lost 91, of which 64 were Matildas. ‘Battleaxe’ became a byword for blundering. The Brigade had lost almost all their tanks and were withdrawn to Alexandria. 13 Corps lost 122 dead, 588 wounded and 259 made POW.


  The handful of German 88mm guns penetrated the Matildas at ranges up to 2,000 yards and the German tactical combination of tanks and antitank guns had produced for them a stunning victory.


  5

  

  Operation Crusader:

  

  Three Week Battle of Sidi Rezegh


  In August the Brigade HQ returned to Cairo to reform yet another formation – 4th Light Armoured Brigade Group. 3rd RTR under Lt Col AA Ewin, recently returned from the ill-fated expedition to Greece, and Lt Col HD Drew’s 5 RTR, survivors of the equally ill-fated 3rd Armoured Bde. Both regiments were equipped with the General Stuart (Honey) light tank, 15 feet long, 12 ton weight, with a high velocity 37mm gun and capable of 36 mph (the fastest tank in Africa). The Honeys (the American M-3) had a range of only 40 miles and were just as vulnerable to the German anti-tank guns as the unreliable Crusaders and solid Matildas. The 8th Hussars came from 7th Armoured Bde, with 2 RHA and 2nd Bn Scots Guards as the motor battalion. In September desert training took place near Bir Kenayis, southwest of Matruh and on the 14th, Rommel sent his 21st Panzer Division over the frontier and advanced 50 miles to Bir Habata, despite pounding by the Allied Air Forces and artillery. The Desert Rats were now commanded by the famous Major General ‘Strafer’ Gott.
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  Rommel started the three week battle of Operation Crusader with 300 Panzer tanks, plus as many Italians whilst the four British armoured brigades (1st, 4th, 7th and 22nd) had 724 tanks – a superiority in numbers anyway.


  The object of Operation Crusader was to destroy the Afrika Korps around Gaba Saleh, which consisted of 65,000 Germans and 54,000 Italians. The Eighth Army with 118,000 men was composed of 13 Corps (4th Indian, 2nd NZ Divs plus 1st Army Tank Bde) and 30 Corps (7th Armoured Division, 1st SA division, 22nd Guards Brigade and Brigadier Alec Gatehouse’s 4th Light Armoured Bde with 166 Honeys). Led by the Cherry Pickers, 1st KDG and 4th SA armoured cars, the fourteen brigades of Eighth Army carefully probed their way across the Egyptian desert towards the ‘Wire’ and into the ‘Blue’ – to use Army jargon of the time.


  After the fall of Crete the survivors of 3 RTR initially guarded Heliopolis airfield. When they joined 4th Armoured Brigade they were made aware that the Black Rat unit had lost every tank and vehicle – along with half the personnel – in the recent campaigns. A good fighting reputation certainly, but it was regarded as unlucky! So on the 17th they surged towards the battlefield in waves, 100 yards between tanks, at 200 yard intervals with little yellow pennants fluttering from the wireless aerials. Each turret bore its squadron marking, a triangle for A, square for B, circle for C and a diamond for HQ, all painted in the green regimental colour.


  By 18th November the Brigade had reached their objective at Trig el Abd, ten miles east of Gabr Saleh. Their role was to protect the left flank of 4th Indian and 2nd NZ divisions. But Brigadier Gatehouse was ordered not to move west of a line running north from Gabr Saleh. 3 RTR were detached to support the armoured car regiments north of Sidi Azeiz. Pitched tank battles took place the next day as Battlegruppe Stephan, part of 21 Panzer Div with 85 mixed Mk III and Mk IV tanks, 35 Mk II plus 12 105mm Howitzers and four deadly 88mms set upon the 50 Stuarts of 8th Hussars north-east of Gabr Saleh. The first ‘gallop’ of the 8th Hussars swept through the Germans and around a cloud of smoke and sand, scores of individual battles were fought. In a two hour engagement 8th Hussars lost 11 (the Germans claimed 24) and the Panzers lost three (the British claimed 19–26). The real victory went to the efficient German tank recovery teams who worked feverishly at night to recover many damaged or broken down Panzers. 5 RTR came up to help and lost three tanks. The journalist Alexander Clifford described the battle, “utter, indescribable confusion, part naval battle, part medieval cavalry charge, all speeded up madly, like watching a speeded up cinema film, running, almost hand to hand fighting.”


  Sgt Major Bill Close, in Major George Witheridge’s squadron, was an experienced navigator even in the vast, featureless desert: “Names marked boldly on the map as Gabr Saleh or Bir Berraneb were simply figments of the cartographers imagination. Look around and you might find a well in a shady hollow but not much more. It was the same further west. Show me any signs of civilisation at Tmimi or Gazala! Commanders could laydown a Charlie Love [Centre Line] but after that it was up to the navigators to make the best of the gyrations which followed.” By dusk on the 20th, 3 RTR had lost no less than 26 Honeys and the Brigade were down to a total of 97 (out of 166 that started the battle). Bill Close lost two friends “50 year old Sgt Blackshaw and another good pal called Knight who had gone west at the same time.” Captain Bob Crisp’s tactic was to drive flat out towards the enemy with his gunner trying to keep the target in his telescopic sight. The next order, heard by the gunner, driver and loader would be ‘Driver Halt.’ As soon as the tank stopped, the gunner would fire on the target without further command. Immediately the driver would let in his clutch and away. Of course, in a defensive position the object was to get into a hull-down position.


  Whilst 7th Armoured Div was approaching the ridge overlooking Sidi Rezegh airfield, the Brigade was about five miles away pursuing elements of 15th Panzer Div. Bill Close: “Eventually we topped a ridge in front. Hundreds of vehicles, tanks and guns were scattered over the plain in front, from which a distant mushroom cloud was rising. They were pointing in all directions, some in groups, some on their own, some intact, some in pieces. Great plumes of smoke and showers of sparks were swirling from burning machines and you could see spouts of earth and the glare of shell bursts.” 5 RTR were on the right flank and in the confusion of noise and smoke, friends fired on foe, and on their friends. “5 RTR were being attacked by A/Tk guns and driven across our front. The Yeomanry regiments of 22 Armoured Bde blazed away at us, adding to the general unpleasantness. Both 3 and 5 RTR became terribly mixed up in the dust and smoke. We were told to rally back on the ridge and were lucky to make it…” At 1630 hrs Battlegruppe Stephan had moved across the front of the brigade on their way north to meet Battlegruppe Knabe. Encouraged by this apparent ‘withdrawal’ the Brigade pursued them until attacked by Panzer Regt 8 with two infantry regiments and the powerful artillery of 50mm PAK and 88mm guns. 22nd Armoured Bde who had arrived to try to help were reduced to 100 Crusaders. The next day a rainstorm caused boggy sand so the Brigade refuelled, re-armed and re-organised. There was little co-operation with the New Zealand division, ten miles away south-east, because they were in 13 Corps, not in 30 Corps! The main battle around Side Rezegh airfield grew in intensity. The 7th Hussars were destroyed, 2 RTR and 6 RTR badly cut up. And 2/Lt Ward Gunn of 3 RTR won the Victoria Cross.


  Alan Moorehead described the battle on the 20th – ‘Cambrai Day,’


  
    “Dark rainclouds were pressed solidly on to the eastern horizon. Against this backcloth a line of grey shell-bursts flared up, and soon there were so many of them that a series of twenty or more were hanging together on the skyline. As the battle joined more closely these bursts grew together and made a continuous curtain of dust and smoke and blown sand. This was the battle of the guns reaching its climax – German guns on our tanks, our guns on the Germans; the range perhaps five thousand yards. Then came the tanks.


    What a moment it was. These light Honeys with their two-pounder 37-millimetre gun, their ugly box-shaped turrets, their little waving pennants, had never seen the battle before. They had come straight from the steel mills of America to the desert, and now for the first time we were going to see if they were good or bad or just more tanks.


    Gatehouse, with his heavy head, his big hooked nose, and his deep-set eyes, sat on his tank watching the battle, estimating the strength of the enemy, the position of the sun, the slope of the ground. Then he lifted up his radio mouthpiece and gave his order. At his command the Honeys did something that tanks don’t do in the desert anymore. They charged. It was novel, reckless, unexpected, impetuous and terrific. They charged straight into the curtain of dust and fire that hid the German tanks and guns. They charged at speeds of nearly forty miles an hour and some of them came right out the other side of the German lines. Then they turned and charged straight back again. They passed the German Mark IVs and Mark Ills at a few hundred yards, near enough to see the white German crosses, near enough to fire at point-blank range and see their shell hit and explode.


    I saw nothing of all this infighting. I doubt if anyone saw it at all clearly. Dust, smoke, burning oil, exploding shell and debris filled the air. From a distance it was merely noise and confusion.”

  


  * * *


  “As we approached Sidi Rezegh we [Lt Leslie Hill, 102 RHA] came across the HQ of 4th A/Bde to which my CO Lt Col Rob Waller was attached as anti-tank adviser. He told me to stay with the HQ to provide A/Tk protection. The Brigade 2i/c called Rob urgently. ‘There’s a large body of tanks and soft skinned vehicles coming in behind us. Get between them and keep them off. Be careful they may be the South Africans.’ They weren’t the South Africans. The enemy had stopped and were firing heavily, the tracer making beautiful patterns. Our three guns were firing rapidly, scoring hits.” One 2-pdr anti-tank gun was set on fire, another pulled out, so jinking rapidly, Hill took the third gun to safety. For knocking-out three tanks he was awarded the MC.


  Heavy rainstorms during the night of 21/22nd November caused delays and the Brigade, now with a strength of 108 tanks, was ordered to move north towards Point 175 and assist in the main battle around the airfield. The unfortunate 8th Hussars were attacked and caught in their leaguer by elements of 15th Panzer Div and by nightfall only had eight battleworthy tanks. After their withdrawal from the airfield to protect RHA batteries, 3 and 5 RTR were still in some confusion. Brigadier Gatehouse left his HQ to sort them out. In his absence Brigade HQ suffered a devastating attack and were over-run, as the War Diary of 15 Panzer Div records:


  “Cramer of Regt 8 burst through the enemy leaguer at 1700 hours ordered No 1 Coy to go round to the left, No 2 to the right. Our tanks put on their headlights. Enemy completely surprised incapable of action. A few tanks tried to get away but we set them on fire by our tanks, lit up the battlefield as bright as day. The Brigade Commander [the 2i/c], 17 officers, 150 ORs were taken prisoner. One armoured command vehicle, 35 Honey tanks, armoured cars, guns and SP guns, other fighting vehicles and some important papers fell into our hands.”


  It was a disaster. The destruction of Brigade HQ put the formation effectively out of action for some time.


  Brigadier Gatehouse, when he heard the news, drove to 3 RTR HQ to organise a rescue attempt but they only had four tanks fit to fight. He then turned to 5 RTR and led a group of Honeys. Capt AC Doyle was sent ahead and reported that the Brigade HQ area was filled with a mass of enemy transport. The waiting 5 RTR tanks poured rapid MG fire into the leaguer. A few minutes later the enemy replied with anti-tank guns. Enemy tanks close to the 5 RTR group, to its left rear fired heavily and after ten minutes intense fire-duel the rescuing 5 RTR tanks broke away and joined up with 2 RHA a few miles east of Bir er Reghem. Eventually 22 5 RTR tanks – the survivors – joined up with 3 RTR. On the morning of 23rd what remained of the Brigade was widely scattered, although only a few of its hundred or so tanks had been destroyed in battle. HQ wireless links had been captured during the night and the Brigade re-concentration was difficult. However, the indomitable Gatehouse collected the remaining 77 Stuarts and moved north of Gabr Salem to join General Freyberg’s NZ division. Alan Moorehead met him on the field of battle.


  
    “We reached Gatehouse just as he was going into action. His HQ had been over-run and he had lost all his possessions. He had a Scottish plaid rug wound round his waist and fastened by a leather strap. He had an armchair strapped to the top of his tank and he sat there directing his men. The tank was blasted and pitted with shell holes but Gatehouse was uninjured. All but five or six of his original Honeys had been destroyed but he had re-inforcements. He had been in almost continuous action for nearly a fortnight and he was feeling good. ‘You’d better keep close behind me’ he said and off we went to Sidi Rezegh.”

  


  Brigadier Dan Pienaar, 1st SA Bde said, “Alec Gatehouse is a great tank commander – the best in the Desert. I will fight with him anywhere in tanks.” General Gott ordered Gatehouse to recce the Sidi Rezegh area, counter-attack the enemy at all costs.


  Alan Moorehead again:


  
    “We had barely reached the top of the airfield. Gatehouse still sitting in his armchair saw some 18 or more enemy tanks coming on to our rear. He sent some of his Honeys out to the west, some for the north. The battery of 2nd Royal Horse Artillery was posted in the centre close to his own tank.”

  


  In the sunset light the RAF bombed the enemy tanks and also killed a RHA gunner.


  
    “I saw two tanks ablaze on either flank and a doctor’s car racing out towards them. The crews were leaping from the burning hulk like sailors leaving a sinking ship. Still the Germans came on through the RHA barrage. From 3,000 yards the range shortened to 1,500 then to 1,000 yards. By this time the enemy was very close firing straight out of the battle clouds towards us. But this time our tanks were near enough to open fire from either flank and all Sidi Rezegh was raked back and forth with their shell. It was beautiful timing and wonderful coolness. In the last light of the day the Axis tanks drew off and this time the battlefield was ours.”

  


  On Sunday 23rd General Norrie was trying to re-assemble 30 Corps to the south of Sidi Rezegh shielded by 22nd Armoured Bde and two SA Brigades. The Afrika Korps were directed south-west across the British rear while Gambara’s Italian 20 Corps drove north-east from Bir el Gubi to trap the remains of the British armour. 3 RTR were moving south-east to join the rest of the Brigade and became engaged at Sidi Muftah with a German tank column, some 50 strong, rushing westwards past them! Reinforced by some artillery and anti-tank batteries 3 RTR kept the panzer column at bay until after three tense hours – at 1130 – the German tanks sheered off. 3 RTR then withdrew north-east to the New Zealand position near the escarpment, with an acute shortage of petrol and ammo. The Brigade had been paralysed throughout the 23rd by the confusion resulting from its twilight attack on the Sidi Rezegh airfield and from the enemy’s attack on its rear. The 8th Hussars took a long time to rally and became engaged with 15th Panzer Div as it drove south-west in the morning and 5 RTR were inactive most of the day on the southern edge of the battle area. Brigadier Alec Gatehouse had gone northwards to collect the 8th Hussars. Lt Col Drew, 5 RTR: “With 2 RHA in support we were ordered three times up to assist the South Africans and on each occasion the order was cancelled.”


  On the morning of the 24th, 30 Corps was reduced to a tank strength of 70 tanks fit for action. Gatehouse had now only two regiments with 5 RTR the strongest with 23 tanks. In the afternoon the Brigade after a 20 mile chase harried and turned back a large part of the soft skinned tail of 15th Panzer Division’s movement eastwards. The next day the Italian Ariete Division at Taieb el Essem encountered 3 and 5 RTR who took up hulldown positions and after a long-range fire duel for some hours, the Italians withdrew. On the 26th a delivery arrived of 36 fresh tanks bringing the Brigade strength up to 77 Stuarts (and 22nd Bde, 42 Crusaders).
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  Rommel’s troops headed for the frontier and entered Egypt on the 25th. General Auchinleck was sacked, General Alan Cunningham was fired and General Neil Ritchie was the new GOC of 8th Army. The combined strength of 4th and 22nd Armoured Brigades was about 150 mixed Crusaders and Stuarts, concentrated together to protect 1st South African Brigade at Bir Taieb el Essem. But not only had Rommel’s drive south missed the key railhead and two main supply dumps, but his opponent General ‘Strafer’ Gott instead of withdrawing, attacked north and carried the battle from the coastal region. The Indian Division attacked Sidi Omar in the centre, reached Jalo and overwhelmed it. The enemy were bottled up in Halfaya, Bardia and Sollum. And Tobruk still held.


  Having achieved little by his dramatic drive south to link up with his frontier posts, Rommel headed back northwards on the 27th, thus provoking the Second Battle of Sidi Rezegh.


  The Brigade now attacked the flank and tail of 15th Panzer Division near Gasr el Arid, who had less than 40 fighting tanks. Together with 22nd Armoured Bde, they pummelled the head of the German column but in the afternoon’s fighting the British brigades lost 25 tanks, 3 RTR alone losing nine of its 22 tanks. They renewed the attack the next day but were repelled by the enemy anti-tank screen and were pushed back in a confused battle. On the 29th all the fit tanks of both brigades, about 85, were concentrated under command of Alec Gatehouse who harassed the enemy’s westward advance but failed to prevent him reaching the Sidi Rezegh area. The Brigade leaguered eight miles south of the airfield to cover the advance of 1st SA Bde. More tank reinforcements arrived in the night so their strength on the 30th was, 4th Armoured 87 tanks and 22nd Armoured, 33. 5 RTR with 26 Stuarts tackled a party of 30 Italian tanks and knocked-out thirteen M-13s and five light tanks – with no cost to themselves. Capt Doyle claimed to have destroyed sixteen M-13s!


  During the next two days running battles continued near Bir Chleta, partly to prevent Rommel joining hands with Rawenstein and partly to protect the NZ Division which had linked with the Tobruk garrison. On the 30th the remaining 25 cruisers of 22nd Armoured were handed over to Gatehouse leaving Strafer Gott’s 7th Armoured Div with one composite brigade of 120 tanks. The Ariete Italian division was again punished near Bir Reghelm, as the Brigade protected the right flank of the South Africans.


  Alan Moorehead wrote:


  
    “Freyberg’s [NZ division] had withstood two tremendous charges of tanks and anti-tank fire. Far back on the frontier Sidi Omar had fallen to us. It was near the point when one side or the other must collapse through sheer exhaustion. Some five or six hundred tanks had fought one another to destruction or impotency. Just a few were left on either side. The fact was that the hard armoured coating of both armies was destroyed. The Eighth Army had come out of its mortal crisis and had gathered its second wind. Most of its original tanks were gone. Many of its dead lay in that tom stretch of ground reaching along the coast from Tobruk to Bardia, then south along the frontier to Sidi Omar then east to Bir Gobi. The first stage of the battle was over. No one could say clearly yet who had won. British, Germans and Italians lay around Tobruk too exhausted to go on, almost too tired to pick up the spoils of war. December came in – the coldest month of the year.”

  


  At dawn on 1st December the Brigade drove north to rescue the 6th NZ Bde at Sidi Rezegh. Two hours later climbing down the escarpment in single file they linked up with the New Zealanders and planned a counter-attack against the 40 plus enemy tanks in front. The survivors of Barraclow’s 24th and 26th Bns were cut off at Point 175 and a ‘cavalry’ charge was planned to rescue them at Belhamed across Sidi Rezegh aerodrome. Corporal ‘Buck’ Kite 3 RTR took part in the ‘Balaclava’ charge against 15th Panzer ensconced at the far end of the valley, five miles in length:


  “It was a complete shambles. We were zigzagging among the wrecks. Blazing tanks (mostly ours), casualties and vehicles were scattered everywhere. You couldn’t fire at anything as we were on the airfield and Jerry was on the high ground on both sides as we went in. Tanks were pretty useless in my view except as a diversion.”


  When 8th Hussars and 5 RTR reached the beleaguered New Zealanders they declined to be escorted back through the ‘Valley of Death.’ Some withdrew into Tobruk, others fell back on to their own gun positions. So a little later the remains of the Brigade returned at high speed from whence they had come. As a measure of the intensity of the Crusader tank battles, Captain Bob Crisp 3 RTR had six Honeys knocked-out from under him in his 28 days in the desert. He was evacuated with severe head wounds and was awarded the DSO.


  But by now part of 4th NZ Bde had been over-run and their division retreated east to Zaafran and during the night to the Egyptian frontier. The Brigade withdrew too for 25 miles south to Bir Berrameb. The Afrika Korps had knocked-out the NZ division and cut off the Tobruk garrison, although outnumbered six to one in tanks! General Auchinleck came up to Army HQ on the 1st December and stayed there for ten days. Both sides now waited for the other to recommence the battle. After various actions against the NZ and Indian troops, the Afrika Korps moved on 4th and 5th to El Adem, ten miles west of El Duda. The Brigade, again reinforced with 40 fresh tanks, now up to 136, covered 4th Indian Division attacking the Italians northwest of Bir el Gubi. But the attack broke down and 5 RTR suffered heavily. Bob Crisp calculated that to knock out one Panzer Mk III required the loss of three Honey tanks. But even at this stage the Brigade had a tank strength nearly three times that of the whole Afrika Korps! General Ritchie now ordered 13 Corps to start advancing west from Tobruk and Rommel withdrew to the Gazala position nearly 40 miles back. On the 9th the Brigade was ordered to drive for ‘Knightsbridge’ but were checked by the enemy rearguard at Bir Lefa. 5 RTR had many tanks bogged and 3 RTR came up just in time to beat off a counter-attack. The chase was abandoned on the 10th due to supply difficulties but resumed on the 11th and the Gazala line was attacked two days later.


  The new GOC 13 Corps, Lt General Godwin-Austen sent the Brigade on the 14th December to outflank the enemy at Halegh Eleba, 30 miles west of Gazala and half way to Mechili. The sorely battered 8th Hussars were now replaced by the newly equipped Royal Gloucestershire Hussars. The pursuit was – frankly – rather slow and on the night of the 16th Rommel withdrew from the Gazala position. The Brigade advanced on the 18th to Bir Hamarin, south of Mechili but missed the enemy’s rearguard. 5 RTR now started back to Egypt to re-equip after handing over their tanks and 3 RTR pushed ahead. Two days before Christmas they received a bloody nose against the Panzers at Antelat and lost six tanks. On Christmas Day they had another sharp brush near Agedabia and on Boxing Day 3 RTR too set out on their trek back to Egypt after 40 days of almost continuous action. They handed over their Honeys to 22nd Armoured Brigade.


  Although the British claims of enemy tank losses were always very optimistic (a hit, even two did not necessarily knock-out a Panzer tank) the Afrika Korps had suffered heavy losses. Von Mellenthin, their historian recorded that on ‘Toten-Sontag’ 23rd November, the day when Germans remember their dead of the Great War, the Panzer regiments lost half of their 150 strong tank force. However the huge German long powerful tank recovery transporters recovered not only most of their damaged or bogged down (70 at one stage) but hauled off and repaired a number of British tanks as well.


  Lt Col ‘Pete’ Pyman, GSO1 7th Armoured Div described the first battle of Sidi Rezegh, later known as the ‘Battle of the Whirlwind’ as:


  
    “our first great tank v tank battle. Both sides had large armoured forces, highly trained and of comparable strength and equipment.


    The territorial key to the battle was quite small, because he who held the escarpment in the area of Sidi Rezegh at the end must win the battle. It was open negotiable desert, large areas sometimes flooded and intersected with wadis, strewn with boulders, scarred with hummocks, soft sand patches and escarpments greatly reduced the tank speed. Mirage and heavy dust created by continuous movement made friend difficult to distinguish from foe. Wherever there was fighting there was thick haze. Daylight was comparatively short and night time was bitterly cold.”

  


  Operation Crusader was now over – a muddled victory for the 8th Army. Tobruk was relieved but the Germans had destroyed 7th and 22nd Armoured Bdes, one SA Bde and battered the NZ Div. out of the fray. Rommel had only 40 out of 250 Panzers left, and had had 2,300 killed, 6,100 wounded and 29,900 POW taken. The 8th Army had 2,900 killed, 7,300 wounded and 7,300 taken prisoner. Nevertheless although the war was not about gaining large expanses of desert, Cyrenaica had been cleared for the time being. The Brigade returned somewhat disorganised to Cairo where 1 RHA replaced 2 RHA and 1st Bn KRRC replaced 2nd Bn Scots Guards. New Stuarts and some even newer General Grant tanks were now available.


  Rommel’s riposte started on 21st January. He struck against the inexperienced 1st Armoured Division and by 4th February was back to Gazala. The swing of the pendulum once again!


  6

  

  The Battle of Gazala:

  

  The Cauldron


  Brigadier Alec Gatehouse had been promoted to command 10th Armoured Division (a new formation) and in April 1942 was replaced by Brigadier GW Richards DSO, MC, recently GSO1 of 7th Armoured Division. After leaving Sidi Azeiz in April to the Bir Hacheim area, the Brigade continued to train, concentrating on tank gunnery. Each regiment now had 24 Grants and 20 Stuarts and integrated gunner support with 1 RHA’s new 6-pdr anti-tank guns. The new General Grant had a 37mm gun (same as the Stuart) in its turret, plus a 75mm gun in a sponson in the hull, but the tank was high and wide presenting a good target.


  Captain BH Liddell Hart in The Tanks summed up the tank comparisons as at early 1942:


  
    “At a range of 1,000 yards none of the German tanks except the few Panzer III (J) specials could penetrate the frontal armour, either hull or turret of any of the British tanks. The new Grants could penetrate the frontal armour of all the German tanks. The other British tanks could not penetrate the hull front of the Panzer Ills and IVs, but could penetrate the turret front, a small target however. But the British tanks despite advantages qualitatively and quantitative, had less good gunsights, less effective ammunition, more liability to catch fire and less reliability.”

  


  He noted that there were great discrepancies in maintenance/running order between one armoured regiment and another, during the same period and with the same type of tank. Rommel’s 48 88mm anti-tank guns could penetrate everything at 1,000 yards and could even penetrate the tough Matilda tank at 2,000 yards. Their only vulnerable point was their high mounting: when dug in they were very formidable. The new British 6- pdr now in quantity, was far superior to the German PAK 38. The Afrika Korps still integrated their Panzer units with their anti-tank guns, which Capt Liddell Hart regarded as their trump card.


  Operation Buckshot was now planned for Eighth Army to recapture Benghazi, but on 26th May Rommel again took the initiative. His tank force had increased to 560 which included 38 Mk IVs, 240 Mk Ills and 230 Italian M-13s. General Neil Ritchie could now muster 850 tanks, as usual a considerable numerical advantage. The ‘Gazala line’ was a series of defended ‘boxes’ each manned by a full brigade, surrounded by mines and thick belts of wire. The Free French held Bir Hacheim in the south, 40 miles south-west of Tobruk and other boxes were held by 150 British Bde and the 201st Guards Bde held ‘Knightsbridge’ box. Further defensive boxes were manned by British and South African units, continuing the Gazala line to the sea. 13 Corps held the Gazala line and 30 Corps was the ‘corps de chasse.’ 1st Armoured Div (2nd and 22nd Bdes), 7th Armoured Div under Major General Messervy which comprised 7th Motor Bde and 4th Armoured Bde. 3rd RTR was commanded by Lt Col ‘Pip’ Roberts, 5th RTR by Lt Col RDW Uniacke, 8th Hussars, 1st RHA and 1st KRRC.


  1st KRRC had been almost destroyed on 22 November 1941 in the Sidi Rezegh battle. They reformed and refitted in the Delta under Lt Col de Bruyne and in March 1942 joined 4th Armoured Bde. Each company comprised two motor platoons, one scout platoon, one 2-pdr anti-tank platoon and a 3″ mortar detachment. Their previous Boyes anti-tank rifles had proved useless. They now had a better chance of protecting themselves against tank attack. When the battle of Gazala started in May 1942 they were in the process of exchanging their puny little 2-pdr anti-tank guns for new 6-pdrs.


  Trooper Ken Morris, in March 1942, joined HQ Squadron Brigade HQ at Beni Yusef: “I was one of 13 newcomers, and was met by Sgt Garsden. The Sqn CO was Major Martin Tenitt (an Irishman known as ‘Paddy’), the 2 i/c was Capt Attenborough.” Ken recalls that Bde HQ had lost 13 people taken prisoner at the battle of Sidi Rezegh. On 19th March:


  
    “At sparrow-fart I set off with the Brigade into the Blue, comfortably on top of the petrol tins, camouflage netting and other gear with a good view forward. At each crossroads a column of regimental vehicles waited their turn, 8th Hussars, 3 RTR and 5 RTR. Soon past Mena, past the end of cultivation, past the first hills along the monotonous desert road. Sidi Barrani, Buq Buq, Sollum Bay, Halfaya Pass, Sollum, the Libyan frontier, Trigh Capuzzo. The Sqn CO working by compass. Brigade now advancing in several columns, each 200 yards apart, each vehicle 200 yards from vehicle in front to minimise the risk of damage in an air raid. South of the Gazala line, no buildings, no trees, no real hills, just the sand.”
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  KRRC 6-pdr. anti-tank gun.


  * * *
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  “Our brigade,” wrote ‘Pip’ Roberts, now CO 3 RTR, “had selected a particularly good battle position some three miles south-east of Bir Hacheim where we took up hull down positions. A mile or so east of Hacheim an Indian motor brigade occupied a defended area. We felt that if the German Panzers ran their heads up against our position they were in for a very nasty shock with the (new) 75mm guns from the Grant. Every squadron had its miniature range so every day when field firing was not possible, every gunner kept his head and eye in on the miniature range. We had comfortable leaguer areas. Squadron cookhouses and officers’ messes were up, games pitches had been made and bathing parties were organised to the Tobruk area. 8th Hussars were two miles to the east and 5 RTR four miles away to the high ground in the north-east. 1 KRRC was further away in the east and Bde HQ and 1 RHA were in the centre.”


  Rommel’s tactics were the usual desert moves – an ostentatious frontal assault in the north to pin 13 Corps down, then send his tanks hooking south-west round the desert flank. His advance on the evening of 26th May with a hook east and north towards Sidi Rezegh was immediately successful. At 0830 on the 27th the Germans overran 7th Armoured Div HQ, scattering the 7th Motor Brigade and capturing (temporarily) General Messervy, his GSO1 Lt Col HE Pyman and other officers. Part of the 7th Motor Bde withdrew to the Rhetima box 15 miles east of Bir Hacheim.


  1 KRRC was in reserve at Giof el Baar, 15 miles east of Bir Hacheim. At 0730 hrs Lt OH Newton from ‘C’ Coy arrived to announce that 100 German Mk III tanks were about ten miles away. Bde HQ were alerted and at 0800 hrs the armoured regiments of the brigade were heavily engaged. The 2- pdrs of ‘A’ and ‘B’ Coys and 1st RHA, over open sights, engaged enemy armoured cars and tanks. An enemy column by a flanking movement penetrated to the rear of 1 KRRC area and captured a large part of the Brigade Echelon. ‘D’ Coy tried to defend the remnants and escort them to safety. Captain JPE Scott stayed with the 2-pdr platoon. In a very confused situation under heavy fire, Scott y/as killed, the company’s guns were lost but the echelon survivors, despite two more ambushes, got away to safety. The rest of 1 KRRC moved south to support the garrison of the Rhetima ‘box’ near Bir Hacheim. It had already fallen and 1 KRRC concentrated 20 miles away north-east near El Adem. Lt Col de Bruyne on his way to meet the Brigadier ran into the same enemy column that had destroyed most of Brigade echelon, and was himself captured.


  3 RTR now had one light and two heavy squadrons. Sixteen Honeys and ‘A’ Sqn, led a mile ahead of ‘B’ and ‘C’ Sqn each with 12 Grants. Jim Hutton, ‘A’ Sqn commander saw a long wall of dust ahead about 3,000 yards away. The heat haze made observations difficult but the frightening message came over the air of the enemy strength: “I say again two hundred tanks.” The light squadron was ordered to send a troop left to find the 8th Hussars and the rest to move quickly to the right flank and allow the heavies to deal with the enemy. Bill Close had been commissioned in the field: “When both sides opened fire the noise merged into an excruciating battle static. 8th Hussars had been attacked as they moved out of their leaguer and seemed to have lost most of their tanks.” The Ariete Italian division had also over-run 3rd Indian Motor brigade nine miles away. 3 RTR’s Grant tank squadron halted along a low ridge and opened fire on the advancing 15th Panzer Division with sponson and turret guns. Corporal ‘Buck’ Kite:


  
    “My gunners didn’t need any advice from me. They loaded and fired. We were being hit by all sorts of things. Although it was suicide to put your head outside it was impossible to see a thing inside. The air was stinking and thick with cordite fumes from the two guns going hammer and tongs and our eyes were red rimmed and streaming. You could taste the explosive. We were using ammo at a tremendous rate. I was relieved when the CO came on the air and ordered us to reverse slowly while continuing to engage.”

  


  Shells rained on the battered Grant until an AP crashed into the engine, knocking it out. Kite, his crew and two wounded, were picked up by a 5 RTR Honey; “The enemy tanks were slowly moving forward again. Our six remaining tanks were still engaging them. The rest of the Grants were burning or abandoned.”


  4th Armoured Bde fought all day, but 8th Hussars were caught before they could move out as Major JW Hackett, OC’C’ Sqn related:


  
    “We stood-to at midnight and news came that Rommel was making greater speed than expected. The CO ordered me to meet the Germans before Blenheim (a prepared position). As I took my Sqn up a slight rise and reached the top, I saw what looked like the whole bloody German army coming up the slope below. I radioed back ‘am engaging now’ and put up the black battle flag… well any tank will shoot at anything resembling a command tank, so everyone fired at me. In minutes my tank was on fire and I was burned.”

  


  Shan Hackett went back to ‘B’ Echelon and got another tank. He continues:


  
    “The 8th got badly knocked about during Cauldron, but ‘C’ Sqn remained a going concern, as a ‘Squadron for hire’ really. What a state. We had no CO, no Adjutant, no QM, just 15 tanks and some ‘B’ Echelon. We formed up with the 3rd RTR into a composite regiment.”

  


  Hackett’s ‘whole bloody German army7 was correct, for the whole of 15 and 21 Panzer Divisions smashed into 7th Armoured Division and in the fierce battle that followed almost all of our tanks were lost. Lt Col ‘Pip’ Roberts gave out his orders to 3 RTR at 0700: “Hello, Regimental orders. B and C Sqns [Grants] take up the battle line on the small ridge 300 yards to our front. ‘B’ right, ‘C’ left. A Sqn [Honeys] protect the right flank. Leave one troop on the left to keep in touch with 8th Hussars.” The Grants were instructed to hold their fire until enemy tanks had halted, or came within 1,200 yards. The Battery Commander of the RHA Chestnut troop was blown up alongside Roberts. “By this time the tank versus tank battle was in progress. The leading enemy tanks had halted about 1,300 yards away. All our tanks were firing, there was no scarcity of targets. Certainly two of our tanks were knocked out, but the enemy also had losses. I could see one tank burning and another slewed around and the crew baling out. Good show.” Later, “As soon as one Boche tank was knocked out another took its place. They merely used their rear lines of tanks to replace casualties in the front line and attempted no manoeuvre.” And, “Tell Brigade we cannot hang on here much longer, either there will be nothing left or we will be cut off, or both.” Cyril Joly, now commanding ‘C’ Sqn took the remnants of his command back. His tank periscope had been smashed. There was blood in his eyes and he could not see and his tanks had run out of ammunition. The tank had received 25 hits! Brigadier Richards had ordered the battered 8th Hussars and 3 RTR back several miles to the north-east to avoid being outflanked. 5 RTR had hardly been engaged. Colonel ‘Pip’ Roberts had only 16 Grants left plus the Honey Sqn when they reached their rallying point. The next morning, the 28th, six Honeys of Major Hackett’s 8th Hussars Squadron ‘joined’ 3 RTR and in the afternoon the Grant and Honey squadrons took on three 88mm anti-tank guns, helped by Charles Armitage’s RHA battery. But George Witheridge, OC the Grants was wounded, young 2/Lt Carp was killed and Colonel Roberts’ tank was hit: “The shell went through the nose of the tank plumb in the centre, passed between the drivers legs through the gearbox under my legs, between the 37mm gunner and loader, through the engine and out at the back.” But that day the Brigade gave a battle group of 90th Light Division a very hard time. Richard Ward led a 5 RTR Sqn of Honeys into Rommel’s supply transport with great success, destroying or capturing at least 60 supply lorries. John Ireland was a 5 RTR Grant tank gunner:
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    “The Regiment is on a 15 minute notice to move up to battle position. I believe the Free French forces and Indian Division went into action last night, so our turn could be soon. This is it! Moved up to form a battle line, and German tanks can be seen on the skyline. All guns ready. I take my appropriate position in the tank, the rest of the crew likewise. Tank commander in the turret, scouring the skyline with binoculars for target to engage. The orders are now coming through the intercom to load the 75mm gun. Giving the bearing of the target, orders come through – FIRE! (I hear my first shot in anger). From now on it continues all morning – ‘load, fire, load, fire’ with the occasional reply of ‘Target’ – meaning we’ve hit something, but not too often considering we’ve been firing all morning.

  


  Now the German tanks have got their sights on us and shells are bursting around us. Uncomfortable, but we are lucky they are having the same difficulty as us, ranging on target. A sandstorm started and visibility is almost nil, so we halted for a couple of hours. Unfortunately, with manoeuvring the tank round, the clutch is bust: we have to evacuate the tank, leaving a skeleton crew behind (driver and main gunner), hoping the fitters will come along and take the tank away. Later in the day the sandstorm abated and the Regiment moved forward to attack. I and the rest of the crew came out of action and settled in with the spare crews.”


  Trooper Ken Morris, at Brigade HQ recalled:


  
    “The 8th Hussars were over-run in leaguer during breakfast. All their carefully planned battle positions were occupied by the enemy. Their tanks had been destroyed and they had escaped from their camp on foot. Small groups of men, panting, dirty with field service caps buttoned under their chin were running towards us. Four miles further back near Bir Buid we passed the HQ of 7th Armoured Division. Their calmness was reassuring. An 8th Hussar officer in traditional green side hat was trying to collect his men and discover the fate of the others. We then moved back further making 33 miles in all.”

  


  On 29th May an enemy column of 400 AFVs was reported to be advancing on the El Adem ‘box’ from the south, 1 KRRC led the Brigade, climbed the escarpment east of the ‘box,’ and fell on the enemy who suffered heavy losses and withdrew. ‘C’ Coy was right up with 5 RTR tanks and followed up until last light, and burnt 12 enemy AFVs abandoned on the battlefield. The Brigade moved westwards along the Trigh Capuzzo to help the remaining armour around Knightsbridge. Despite an appalling Khamseen, visibility reduced to 100 yards, 1 KRRC took up all round position 12 miles south-east of Knightsbridge whilst the armoured regiments harassed the enemy around Bir Harmat.


  By the morning of the 29th, 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions had been reduced to a total of 150 battleworthy tanks. The American Grants had been very successful in whittling down the opposition (which still included 90 Italian Ariete division tanks). 4 RTR were loaned to the Brigade since 8th Hussars were out of action. Hampered by sandstorms the Brigade was in action again at 1800 hrs but were unable to penetrate the defences of the 90th Light Division’s battlegroup. By next morning Rommel had skilfully withdrawn his forces into a defensive position ten miles wide between Sidra and Got-el-Aslagh. Nothing happened for two days until Rommel launched a counter-attack on the 150th Bde box at Sidi Muftah, isolated from the main 8th Army positions. Attacked on all sides and by Stukas the box was over-run on 1st June with the loss of 3,000 prisoners. The belated British attack on Rommel’s bridgehead that night was a complete failure and Rommel in turn launched an attack on the French-held Bir Hacheim box. Early on the 2nd June a battle took place around the Eluet el Tamar Ridge. Delayed again by a severe sandstorm the Brigade arrived on the scene by the afternoon and 3 RTR and 5 RTR engaged the bulk of 21st Panzer Division from the flank. In the hard-fought fight 5 RTR lost 18 tanks and their CO Lt Col Uniacke was killed in action, and 3 RTR lost four tanks, but gave as good as they got!


  Trooper John Ireland, 5 RTR:


  
    “The Regiment fell right into a trap; unknown to our command, the Germans took advantage of the sandstorm and withdrew the tanks, leaving behind a screen of well dug-in anti-tank guns (88mms). The Regiment pushed on in pursuit of the tanks but were met with a hail of fire from the guns and lost almost an entire regiment. The Commanding Officer was killed and lots of tank crews were killed, wounded or taken prisoner. I remember hearing at a later date that one of my best pals who I came out with from England, was wounded and taken prisoner. I guess my first days in action were not pleasant. However, now I know what it’s all about [18 out of 27 tanks were lost].


    Next day we pick up some new tanks and formed up with the remaining tanks, moving forward to have another go at the enemy. This time in with a different crew, I was the main gunner. The skeleton crew, as mentioned previously, who were left behind, were overrun by the Germans, but although immobile, fought with great courage, the driver receiving later the Distinguished Conduct Medal for gallantry, the other member being killed. This setback in the regiment seemed to have a demoralising affect on the men and I, in particular, began to doubt the effectiveness of our tanks. Admittedly, I had only been in action just over a week, but the word ‘88’ coming over the intercom made all the tank crews panic.


    By now we were around the Knightsbridge area and settled down to some give and take with the enemy, and seemed to have our confidence back once more and morale was high after the good reports we had had of the Army’s performance in general.”

  


  For two weeks the tank battles went on in the killing grounds called The Cauldron. At one stage the Luftwaffe had a hundred planes over the battlefield. 151 Brigade and 1 Army Tank Bde had been over-run, and 1st Armoured Div and 10th Indian Div both badly mauled. But on the 5th June General Ritchie unleashed a major attack to try to crush Rommel’s forces in the Sidra area. 5th Indian Div with 22nd Armoured Bde went headlong against well planned defences. 32nd Army Tank Brigade and 22nd Armoured lost over 120 tanks in the costly attack. The next day Lt Col ‘Pip’ Roberts, CO 3 RTR and his adjutant Peter Burr were wounded and sent back to Tobruk hospital by the MO, Capt. MacMillan.


  The Brigade was in action on the 9th attempting to capture the high ground south of Knightsbridge supporting the Guards Bde. The disasters continued with the enemy moving towards El Adem, Belhamel and the gateway to Tobruk. The Brigade lost 16 tanks on the 9th to 88mm guns and two days later were heavily engaged by one hundred Mk III and IV tanks of 21st Panzer Div with infantry support. Attacked from the rear the Brigade lost another 20 tanks. The battered 7th Armoured Div withdrew from the Bir Hacheim area and the remnants of four armoured brigades (1st, 2nd, 4th and 22nd) were grouped under the command of Brigadier Richards, CO 4th Armoured Bde between Knightsbridge and El Adem. Regiments were amalgamated and reformed every day, Brigades changed regiments and divisions changed brigades sometimes more than once a day.


  
    “There were so many casualties, so many changes of brigade and mixing up of regiments that I [Bill Close, 3 RTR] never knew where I was most of the time. Names don’t mean a great deal in the desert. The map references might tell you whether or not you were fighting round the Cauldron or at Knightsbridge or such-and-such a box but there wasn’t much to identify one place from another. Generally, just a heap of stones.”

  


  6 RTR now joined the Brigade. The Stuart Sqn of 3 RTR was transferred to 6 RTR and the remaining Grant Sqn to 5 RTR now commanded by Major ERS Castle. On 12th June the combined 3/5 RTR was taken over by Major JP Archer Shee. Bir Hacheim fell on the 11th and Rommel pushed his forces north-east towards El Adem and the next day sent 21st Panzer Division eastwards striking at the flank of 2nd and 4th Armoured Bdes. By mid afternoon both Brigades were nearly surrounded, as 15th Panzer was on the other flank! Both brigades were badly battered. From a total strength of 330 tanks (many fresh from the Delta) within a day less than half remained. 12th June was a very black day indeed. The next day the shrunken Brigade, which had stayed in position north of the escarpment was ordered to drive south and strike at the enemy’s flank near Rigel Ridge. They were now composed of 1 RTR, 3/5 RTR and 6 RTR.


  The Knightsbridge box was evacuated and the three week battle was over. Rommel was now in possession of the battlefield, recovered all his damaged tanks and on the 14th General Ritchie admitted defeat and abandoned the Gazala line. The Eighth Army reported that their total armour strength was reduced to 50 cruiser and 20 infantry tanks, and they were in full retreat back to the frontier. The remaining tanks of 2nd and 22nd Armoured Brigades were handed over to the 4th and when the 9th Lancers arrived to take the place of 1 RTR, the tank strength had been boosted to about a hundred. On 17th June the revived Brigade was sent to rescue 20th Indian Bde near Sidi Rezegh and ran into both of the German Panzer Divisions again. In a terrific slogging match, the Brigade was reduced on the 18th to only 58 battleworthy tanks.


  
    “17th June. We [Trooper Ken Morris at Bde HQ] learnt that the battle had gone badly. Many of our tanks had been destroyed, the enemy had already reached the leaguer we had just left. So close were the Germans, we needed a night march to make good our escape. The army was now in full retreat. Morale however remained high. The remnants of various Bns were put under our Bde HQ. On 26th June the replenishing party withdrew 40 miles to join B Echelon. The wire boundary between Libya and Egypt was not legendary but fact.”

  


  Major ‘Shan’ Hackett, 8th Hussars continues his story:


  
    “General Messervy was captured early on in the battle, took off his medals and escaped. Then the remnants of the 1st and 7th Armoured divisions were put together for a counter-attack around Bir Hacheim. Rommel expected it of course, he was no fool, a great adventurer, a great chancer, but we had 70 tanks by now enough to give him a bloody nose. We called him ‘Harry’ you know. You might be going out on patrol and a sergeant would say ‘Watch out, Sir, or Harry will get you.’ Well eventually the Greys came up and we went back to Alamein where we were put together with the 4th Hussars as a composite regiment 4th/8th Hussars for the Alam Halfa battle.”

  


  30 Corps were then withdrawn eastward to the frontier. Within a 24 hour battle on 20th June the defences of Tobruk were breached and 21st Panzer Division occupied the town. 4 RTR and 7 RTR were destroyed and the garrison of 35,000 was taken prisoner. It was the worst blow the Eighth Army had suffered. It was no consolation that the Afrika Korps after its superlative efforts was exhausted and the three key divisions were skeletons with a total tank strength of 44 tanks. However, 80% of their transport were now captured British trucks.


  By the night of the 25th Rommel’s mobile forces had advanced over a hundred miles up to the Mersa Matruh position. The Brigade was now commanded by Brigadier AF Fisher. 1 RTR took the place of 3rd/5th who had gone back to the Delta to re-organise. The 4th Armoured had fought delaying actions every day against Rommel’s 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions.


  1 KRRC played a splendid part in the rearguard action after the fall of Tobruk. From Abu Sayid, a long march east to Bir Khamsa, to Bir Kenayis to take over observation and recce roles for the Brigades. At the battle for Mersa Matruh on 27/28th June, the KRRC was rearguard in a sudden withdrawal south-east to Khaida. Next a night march to Fuka where they linked up with 1 RHA and 6 RTR and fought a successful night action, and by stages back to El Alamein, which was reached at first light on 1st July. At the Deir el Shein box, manned by Indian troops, the remaining 20 tanks of the Brigade moved south to help. The aim was to push the armour round the enemy’s southern flank and shoot up 2,000 soft skinned vehicles to their rear. As this attack was launched the advancing enemy made a frontal  assault on 4th and 22nd Armoured Bdes. They were just held, but at 0900hrs on 3rd July they came again. All the British armour was concentrated on high ground known as Baoshaza. The KRRC and 1 RHA decided to stay and fight to the last man and last round.


  The Germans were desperately weary and their series of attacks were fended off. By the 4th July they gave up, leaving 100 vehicles damaged or destroyed on the El Alamein battlefield. 1 KRRC were sufficiently encouraged to keep up harassing by 6-pdrs sniping and medium MGs infiltrated forward. Capt OH Newton already had one MC, earned an immediate bar by capturing a 50mm gun complete with ammo and crew and burning a broken down Mk IV tank under the enemy’s nose. Capt M Charteris 1 KRRC has this report:


  
    “We went east pretty fast. There were British columns and German ones, cannoning off each other like blindfolded people. The battle swung to and fro and for many days hung in the balance. Indeed at one time we came so near to a great victory that I can hardly bear to think of what might have been. The worst part of the battle was the lack of sleep. We covered the retreat of the Army for 200 miles of desert.

  


  At the Matruh-Siwa road 1st Armoured Div relieved the battered squadrons and took over their few remaining Grants and Honeys. The retreat back was known as the ‘Gazala Gallop.’


  It was the nadir of the North African campaign.


  7

  

  The Battle of Alam el Halfa:

  

  Operation Game Birds


  In July 1942 the morale of the 8th Army was in a bad way. Heavy losses in men and material, particularly in tanks and the disappearance of key generals into Italian POW camps had taken their toll. There was no confidence in being able to stop Rommel’s tide of victory. The infantry even when in trenches were frequently surrounded and over-run. The tanks were often deployed in penny-packets and were destroyed by dug-in anti-tank guns and superior Panzer tanks. The soft skinned Echelon vehicles were an easy target for the Luftwaffe. The RAF was magnificent but were not a decisive factor in the ground battles. The reputation of the tank brigades was not at its best. The infantry divisions – particularly the New Zealanders – had a most intense distrust of our armour. They always seemed to be late into action and very rarely moved at night, whereas the Panzers were often on the move during the night. But the German General Von Mellenthin wrote in his Panzer Battles 1939–45: “On the morning of 4th July, the position of Panzerarmee Afrika was perilous. The Afrika Korps had 36 tanks in running order and a few hundred infantry in the last stages of exhaustion. There is no doubt that we could not have resisted a determined attack by the Eighth Army.” For most of July desultory fighting continued on the short Alamein front.


  Brigadier WG ‘Bill’ Carr DSO then commanding 22nd Armoured Bde was posted to command 4th Armoured Bde and ‘Pip’ Roberts became Brigadier of 22nd Armoured Bde. This remained the armoured brigade of the 7th Armoured Division for the rest of the war. With the increasing number of armoured car regiments becoming available the Brigade was now reformed as a Light armoured brigade, still however under command of 7th Armoured Division and thus entitled to wear the Jerboa Desert Rat sign. So once again the game of martial musical chairs was played. Out went the gallant RTR regiments in their Crusaders and Grants and plodding Matildas (what was left of them) and in came the dashing Cherry Pickers (11th Hussars), the combined 4th/8th Hussars with General Stuart tanks, the 12th Lancers, a collection of 15 Stuarts from 1 RTR, supported by 3 RHA and 1st Bn KRRC commanded by Lt Col Christopher Consett.


  During August many fundamental changes took place in 8th Army management. General Alexander took over from General Auchinleck. General Bernard Montgomery came out from the UK to succeed General ‘Strafer’ Gott, tragically killed in an aircraft accident. And General Brian Horrocks took over command of 13 Corps.
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  Monty.


  By the end of August both sides had re-equipped and regrouped their forces. 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions, 90th Light Division plus a brigade of parachute/infantry – all now reinforced – made for a formidable opposition. Rommel now had 73 Panzer Mk Ills with long 50mm guns and 27 new Mk IVs with 75mm guns. Plus the Italian Army of the 20 Corps containing the Ariete and Littorio armoured divisions, the Trieste motor division, and Trento, Bologna and Brescia infantry divisions. The Eighth Army had been reinforced by 300 brand new Sherman tanks in 10 Corps and 6- pdr Crusaders were beginning to appear, as well as American General Grant tanks. Moreover the 44th Infantry and the reformed 51st Highland Divisions had just arrived from England and were earmarked for the defence of the Delta.


  At 2pm on 13th August, Montgomery took command of Eighth Army. He was soon referred to by all ranks as ‘Monty’ and quickly made himself known. A Royal Warwickshire infantryman, his sporting of the Royal Tank Regiment badge on his hat or beret caused a great deal of comment. Brigadier ‘Pip’ Roberts:


  
    “I saw a large cortege. There was General Horrocks whom I saluted. There were Bobby Erskine, Brigadier General Staff 13 Corps and Freddie de Guingaud, Chief of Staff, Eighth Army and several other characters including a little man with white knobbly knees, an Australian hat, and no badges of rank, whom I took to be a newly arrived war correspondent. Monty, whom I had not previously met, was obviously going to arrive later. The gentleman in the Australian hat said to me. ‘Do you know who I am?’ ‘Yes, Sir’, was the prompt reply. It was quite clear that whoever he was, it was better to know! And of course it was Monty!”

  


  Major Shan Hackett, 4th/8th Hussars:


  
    “I’d already met Monty in Palestine when I was with the Trans-Jordon Frontier force and he was Divisional General. He sent a memorandum round saying that the training of the mind was of the greatest value, and here was a list of books he wanted all the officers to read. One of them was Vanity Fair for God’s sake! We had some robust exchanges later… he was a very vain man, you know.”

  


  * * *


  The Eighth Army line ran from the Mediterranean for about 36 miles due south to the Quattara Depression, supposedly loose sand impossible for tanks. The Australians and South Africans held the front, backed by the new 44th Division and the Indians with the New Zealand Division in the south. Major General Dorman-Smith in conjunction with the Chief Engineer of the Eighth Army, Brigadier Kisch had devised a defence plan with dose-woven strongpoints in depth with flexible mobile reserves in a chequer pattern along and around the three main ridges running east and west including the Alam el Halfa ridge which lay south-east of the Ruweisat ridge on its rear flank. Monty soon appreciated that the Alam el Halfa ridge was the cornerstone of the defensive position. Rommel had only 200 front line Panzer tanks (plus rather more Italian tanks) and Eighth Army had built up to 800 with more arriving daily. But Rommel, the great ‘chancer’ struck on the right of 30/31st August through the minefields on the southern flank and turned north in a brilliant right hook. The 4th Light Armoured Bde were on the very left of the line, 4/8th Hussars and 1 KRRC holding Heimeimat with one company back at Samaket Gaballa, with a Sqn of 3rd CLY (Sharpshooters), Crusader tanks under command, 12th Lancers and 11th Hussars patrolled south of the escarpment to Maghra and Qara.
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  Major ‘Shan’ Hackett:


  
    “The armoured cars were out patrolling the minefields so we had plenty of notice and they came back just ahead of the [German] Mk IVs. We then had quite a ding-dong battle. I remember when it was all over, a Sapper officer drove us in a jeep wanting my map of the minefields to clear the gaps! With Mark IVs ranging on us we didn’t have time for marking maps. I told him we had laid about a dozen. He cleared twelve and blew up on the thirteenth.”

  


  Brigadier GWEJ Erskine, GSO1:


  
    “We had all our armoured forces carefully hidden in some broken ground and surrounded by a great number of our new 6-pounder guns and covered by a great weight of field artillery. He was right on to our position and took a tremendous knock on the evening of the 31st. The next day he tried again and suffered heavy casualties. We shelled him and bombed him mercilessly from all sides and he decided he had had enough. It fitted in with our plans beautifully for him to attack us in this way and be thoroughly repulsed. His losses must be very considerable in armour, guns and personnel. His morale must have suffered very considerably. The absolute left of the British position was held by Christopher [Consett]’s 1st Bn [KRRC]. They were round a dominating hill, Heimeimat. Their job was to give early warning of attack, delay the Boche as long as possible on the minefields in that area. They did that splendidly.”

  


  Lt Col Consett wrote:


  
    “It was all ridiculously easy with those four Coy COs, Humphrey Woods, John Hope, Sandie Goschen and Tony Hunter. When the enemy broke through the minefield, Toby Wake collected seven carriers from the top of a mountain and led them down for ¾ mile in the middle of the night charged the enemy, killing and driving them away. It was the speed and smoothness of their action which saved the night.”


    “With some light tanks we had lots of fun over six miles of excellent A/Tk country destroying four tanks and slaughtering some 50 infantry with machine guns. At 4pm we [Major H Woods, 1 KRRC] had a quick meal before the enemy were up to us again. He then turned north and hit our main armour where there was a big tank battle, the Hun falling nicely into the trap laid for him. Some 45 tanks were destroyed on the battlefield and many more must be out of action for some time.”
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  But the sheer professional force of the Afrika Korps Panzers broke though the minefields north of Heimeimat to Deir el Ragil harassed by the Light Brigade on his right and his rear. The ‘borrowed’ 3 CLY/Sharpshooters under Lord Onslow were in position with a brigade of dummy tanks made up of long chassis camouflaged trucks manned by the Household Cavalry! The Sharpshooters sent their real tanks under cover of darkness to make tracks in the sand round the dummies. Operation Game Birds involved the Brigade plus 3 CLY falling back without getting heavily involved in order to draw the oncoming Panzers onto the main positions. 3 CLY had no casualties and withdrew to Samaket Gaballa. The 7th Armoured Division and ‘Pip’ Roberts’ 22nd Armoured Bde were defending to the south-west of the Alam el Halfa ridge and were at the main sharp end of the Axis thrust. Rommel also made attacks to the north – on 9th Australian Div at El Alamein and on 5th Indian Div around Ruweisat ridge. At dawn on the 1st, the 15th Panzer Div attacked 22nd Armoured Bde and wiped out ‘A’ Sqn 4 CLY, but caught in treacherous soft sand and thick minefields, the Panzers could not make their breakthrough. They were pounded by the RAF bombers (the Luftwaffe sent 48 Stukas to dive-bomb 4 CLY and destroyed their Echelon vehicles), and by all the RHA 25-pdr regiments. The Rifle Brigade’s new 6- pdrs knocked-out a dozen tanks. Rommel kept up the pressure with attacks on his right against the New Zealanders and on his left against 23rd A/Bde, but on the 3rd September he started to pull out. At midnight the New Zealanders counter-attacked southwards against 90th Light and the Italian Trieste division.


  General Horrocks visited Brigadier ‘Pip’ Roberts:


  
    “He tells us the battle is going very well. Monty has the whole thing in hand and everything is going exactly according to plan. 8th Armoured Bde is now up to full strength and 4th Light Armoured Bde is having a terrific time on the enemy’s southern flank and is doing great damage.”

  


  Rather surprisingly the dashing British ‘cavalry’ tank squadrons were dissuaded from hot pursuit on to Rommel’s 88mm anti-tank guns.


  It was a classic defensive victory for the Eighth Army. In the three day battle the Axis losses were 1,859 Germans and 1,050 Italians; 42 German and 11 Italian tanks were knocked-out plus 70 abandoned guns and 700 trucks. Eighth Army losses were 1,750 casualties, 67 tanks and 19 guns. The RAF also shot down 100 Luftwaffe planes in the Alam el Halfa battle. Bombardier Alan Austin of 3 RHA wrote:


  
    “It was a Montgomery battle which began to pay huge dividends in the uplift of Army morale – and in the binding together of Army Commander and his officers and men. Equally important were the visits by General Bernard Montgomery to units throughout the battle areas. He would call together 200 or 300 officers and men, allow 30 seconds for extinguishing cigarettes, a few more seconds for coughing before explaining in perfectly clear and concise terms his plan for the forthcoming 8th Army attack.”

  


  8

  

  El Alamein: Operations Lightfoot and

  

  Supercharge –

  

  “Through like pirates ”


  In September Brigadier Carr returned to the UK, his place being taken by Brigadier Mark Roddick, and the Brigade returned to 7th Armoured Division whose new GOC was Major General John Harding.


  Brigadier ‘Pip’ Roberts wrote:


  
    “Just before the Alam Halfa battle there was a Brigade 2i/c posted to us [22nd Armoured Bde] Colonel Mark Roddick of the 10th Hussars. He was an excellent chap and I enjoyed his company. (Later) he went off to command the 4th Light Armoured Bde. He also took with him the Scots Greys. They had been the only regiment with low mileage tanks.”

  


  The new armoured regiments were equipped with equally new Sherman Tanks.


  The front was now held by 30 Corps in the north. 13 Corps in the south. The latter included 7th Armoured Div, 44th Home Counties Infantry Division, 50th Northumbrian Division and Greek and French Independent brigades. The task of 13 Corps was to pin down most of the enemy armour in the south while the main attack of Operation Lightfoot took place in the north.


  By 22nd October the 8th Army had 220,000 men under arms and just over 1,000 tanks of which a third were Shermans. The Axis forces were 108,000 strong half German, half Italian with 600 tanks, including captured Honeys. The Allied Airforce outnumbered the Luftwaffe by two to one. Rommel left North Africa in September for health reasons and was replaced by General von Stumme (who died of a heart attack – in the opening hours of the Alamein battle). Rommel was recalled from Italy on 26 October to fight a battle which had to all intents been lost.


  On 19th and 20th October Montgomery briefed all his senior officers of his main plan which was for 9th Australian, 51st Highland, 2nd New Zealand, 1st South African divisions to spearhead a night attack against the axis infantry and then when the German armour came in to help their infantry, unleash the British armour.


  7th Armoured Division was christened by General Horrocks the ELH, not the ‘English Light Horse’ but ‘Egypt’s Last Hope’ because of their clapped out high mileage tanks. Lumsden’s 10 Corps had the majority of the brand new Sherman tanks, a subject of serious discussion by all the Desert Rats.


  For the decisive long-drawn-out battle of El Alamein the composition of the Brigade was 3 RHA, King’s Dragoon Guards, the Royal Scots Greys, 4/8th Hussars, 11 Hussars, supported by 1st Bn KRRC. The (CLY) Sharpshooters left to reform in the Delta and the 2nd Derbyshire Yeomanry joined in place of 12th Lancers.
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  In the weeks before the great battle, 7th Armoured Div was stationed around the southern sector of Ragil, Samaket Gaballa areas to the east of Qatr el Heimeimat and to the north of the Quattara Depression. All these sandy wastes were patrolled by the Cherry Pickers. Bombardier Allan Austin 3 RHA recalls the strange names given to the well-used tracks: “Hat, Bottle, Diamond and the Barrel track. Others were called Sun, Moon, Star, Boat, Boomerang, Springbok and Square tracks.”


  Monty had quickly established his personality on the 8th Army. He also introduced some new tactics. He concentrated his powerful artillery regiments for the first time. Newly invented flail Scorpion tanks would help beat a path through minefields. He decided on a massive night attack, unheard of in the desert campaign. He encouraged vast deception plans of dummy tank battalions which had succeeded in the previous battle of Alem Halfa. He demanded and received closer RAF support than hitherto. And for the time being he abandoned the customary south flanking hook around the main coastal defences.


  For the onset of Operation Lightfoot, Montgomery had seven infantry divisions – the empire faithfuls from Australia, NZ, South Africa and India plus the relatively new 50th Northumbrian, 44th Home Counties and the (reformed) 51st Highland. The trusty 7th Armoured lurked in the south and the 1st and 10th Armoured Divisions, temporarily in reserve, would enter the battle at dawn through paths cleared through the minefields.


  The moon would be ’suitable’ on the 23rd for Monty’s great onslaught and a thousand gun barrage would help swamp the German and Italian defences.


  Opposite the Desert Rats were the Italian Folgore division – one of their best -holding positions from Munassib to Heimeimat well-supported by anti-tank guns and artillery. 21st Panzer Div and the Italian Ariete armoured division were in the area of Gebel Kalakh. Two key minefields, called ‘January’ and ‘February’ had to be cleared by breaching teams. If all went well the armour would pass through and swing north through Daba, west of El Alamein.


  The advance guard was formed by 4th Light Armoured Bde, of four columns, each consisting of a motor company of 1 KRRC, two squadrons of tanks from the Scots Greys, 4/8th Hussars or 3/4 CLY, plus a troop of REs and the FOOs of 4 RHA. The KRRC motor companies would deploy in protective screens forming bridgeheads in front of the gaps in the minefields, providing protection for the tanks from infantry attack. Captain Hugh Brassey, OC’A’ Sqn Royal Scots Greys wrote:


  “We were to supply [21 Oct 1942] three Honey tanks to each pair of passages, [to force the Lightfoot minefields] to escort the I-tank sweepers. On arrival at the Hun end of the ‘February’ minefield we were to form a bridgehead in a half moon. The anti-tank guns dug in behind the tanks to prevent being shelled to bits… The Colonel came round at noon on 23rd and told us we had 1300 tanks as opposed to about 600 German and Italian. At 6pm we had just finished our tea when eleven Grants appeared as if by magic. Within an hour ‘A’ Sqn had received six more tanks which brought us up to full strength. 24 Oct. About 4,000 yards away was the north side of Heimeimat. About 9am the CO ordered ‘B’ Sqn to push forward cautiously. I was to support with fire if necessary. Alwyn was having a little private war of his own against Hun cars 3,500 yards range, just right of Heimeimat. Frank took his Honey Sqn and ferreted out 150 Italians and 2 anti-tank guns with no trouble. His orders on the wireless were more reminiscent of cub-hunting or rabbiting than war! As the sun was going down 30 German tanks were reported behind ‘February’ looking as though they were going to counter-attack. All went well initially but the second minefield was not cleared before first light. The enemy had located these lanes accurately and a terrible fire pounded down on the Brigade columns both HE and AP destroying the leading tanks.”


  The armoured columns withdrew back to the first minefield. Despite covering smokescreens, the accurate enemy shellfire continued and 1 KRRC lost 25 casualties that day. Exactly the same operation took place on the night of 24/25th. Again accurate anti-tank fire spelt instant death to every tank or carrier. Again the columns were recalled.


  Monty had forecast that the battle would last ten days. In fact it took eleven. Horrocks’ 13 Corps had been ordered not to take any tank casualties in preparation for the final breakout.


  At mid-day on the 25th the Scots Greys moved two miles north to join 4/8th Hussars who were supporting 44th (Home Counties) Division in their first action to clear up Deir el Munassib. The Hussars lost a large number of tanks when they ran onto a minefield protected by anti-tank guns. In the early hours of that day it looked as though the 8th Army would never break through the deep crust of minefields which protected the German positions. Another attack by the new 9th Armoured Bde (part of General Lumsden’s 10 Corps) galloped their Sherman steeds in a Balaclava charge. General Horrocks after the battle counted in one stretch of a few hundred yards 85 burned out new Sherman tanks! On the northern front the Australians began to pinch the enemy out from the coast. Late on the 25th Honey tanks of the 4/ 8th Hussars were ordered to create a diversion for an attack being carried out by 50th Division on the right flank. The ground was open and the two leading squadrons could be seen clearly by the enemy on the high ground in front. The result was quite predictable, and mines and long range AP accounted for 17 Hussar Honeys. Lt Henry Watson 1 KRRC led a patrol that night which recovered 15 wireless sets, maps and codes and buried the tank crews who had been killed.


  Capt Hugh Brassey, ‘A’ Sqn Scots Greys:


  
    “25th October. At about 9am the Greys were withdrawn from the ‘January’ minefield leaving the 22nd Armoured Bde forming the bridgehead. Later we moved into the Munassib depression on the right of the minefield to support a probe by 4/8th Hussars. We went in single file at quite a fast pace through a succession of little sandy wadis. Most of the Hussar tanks went up on the top and ran on to wired mines and anti-tank guns losing 9 tanks, mostly recovered that night.”

  


  The following day the Hussars took over from the Scots Greys but were strafed by ten RAF Hurricanes and some ME 109s.


  The crisis point of the battle came early on the 25th. The spearhead divisions, 9th Australian, 2nd New Zealand, 51st Highland and 1st SA had not yet broken through in the northern corridor and the southern probe had been checked by the minefields. The tanks had expected the sappers to clear lanes and the infantry to dispose of the shields of enemy anti-tank guns, before the tank columns could advance successfully. The Desert Air Force and the 9th Australian Div were magnificent but the slogging battle went on and on. 21st Panzer Division was moved up to the north to help keep the Axis defences intact. The pressure along the 40 mile front was intense, but Montgomery kept his nerve and persevered. The 44th Home Counties infantry division were ordered out of reserve and 7th Armoured Division was taken out of the line to exploit the probable and eventual breakout.


  On 31st October the Scots Greys and 4/8th Hussars plus two squadrons of dummy tanks put in a fake attack towards the ‘January’ minefield with an armoured car playing a gramophone record of tanks advancing on a loudspeaker! The Brigade were soon leaguered near El Alamein railway station waiting for the ‘off.’


  Lt Colonel JO Ewart, one of Montgomery’s intelligence officers told Alan Moorehead:


  
    “Montgomery concentrated all his reserves in the north. The threat from the 7th Armoured Division in the south had paid its way… On the 29th the 9th Australian Division after bitter fighting advanced due north across the coast road. All day on the 30th and 31st the enemy dashed himself against their precarious salient. The whole of the enemy reserve including the 21st Panzer and the 90th Light was concentrated astride the road in the north. After a night attack by the Highlanders and the New Zealanders gaps were made further south and on 2nd November the whole weight of the Eighth Army’s armour poured west straight out of the bridge. The 1st and 10th Armoured Divisions were among [Rommel’s forces]… A fierce battle was fought at El Aqqaquir, hammer and tongs fighting on murderously open ground… By nightfall the enemy had cracked. The 4th Indian Div broke south-west through (the Italian divisions) and through the gap poured the 7th Armoured division. The armoured cars of the Royals and South Africans were through like pirates…


    Rommel’s main stocks and dumps and workshops were at Daba some 20 miles up the coast road. The southern flank was open and the 7th Armoured Div was round it before Rommel could call a halt. The retreat became a rout. Nose to tail two deep the Eighth Army poured west back past the old familiar places, tanks, guns without numbers. Rommel had abandoned four divisions in the southern part of the line. The tide had turned.”

  


  Operation Supercharge was now in full flow.


  1 KRRC led 4th Light Armoured Brigade through the three miles of devastated enemy defences down two marked lanes named ‘Boomerang’ and ‘Half Moon.’ On the first day of pursuit – the 3rd November – a speedy advance was made and the next day the Brigade almost caught the enemy rearguard at Fuka and almost cut them off at Mersa Mutruh. Two days later they became heavily bogged south of ‘Charing Cross’ after a freak rainfall had soaked the sand into deep slime.


  The Scots Greys equipped with the ‘workshop scrapings’ moved forward on 4th November down the ‘Boomerang’ track from El Alamein to join 2nd NZ Division. Major Stewart commanded ‘A’ Sqn, and Captain Brassey, ‘C’ Sqn. In late afternoon they reached Tel el Aqqaqir, scene of the final armoured battle of the previous day where burnt-out German tanks were still smoking. The Scots Greys turned south for a few miles then swung west into the first of the many ‘left hooks’ to take Fuka. The regiment was echeloned to the right of 4th Armoured Bde and after three miles came suddenly under heavy shellfire from a battery of Italian guns. ‘B’ Sqn worked round to the left and Major Frank Bowlby came at them using dead ground, from the flank. As the heavy squadrons switched their 75mm gunfire further to the right, they over-ran the Italian guns in a brilliant charge. Lt Warrender:


  
    “I was leading troop to RHQ leading the Regt with the rest of ‘B’ Sqn just behind. The sun was low on the horizon. I had to move fast to keep in front of the Colonel [Twisleton-Wykeham-Fiennes]. Corporal Collins was in front and Hilary Marshal was my third tank. We had gone some 3,000 yards when we saw flashes on a ridge ahead and came under 75mm HE fire. I reported back and hoped that the Grants would now come up and deal with them. I could see the dozen or so guns with quite a lot of infantry amongst them and vehicles beginning to move about. Suddenly Frank started shouting. ‘Follow me, I’m waving my flag.’ We began to charge straight at the guns. I thought he had gone mad and this was the end of us all. We were being shot at but not very accurately and we were shooting back. It was quite exciting. I began to feel more hopeful. Soon we were right in amongst them, tearing round and surrounded by Italians turning away, shooting and cowering in holes according to their temperament. We ‘brewed up’ vehicles, had a shot at those moving away, dropped grenades into slit trenches. Hilary was shot-up and was brewed. I was hit too and went on and ‘hotted’ the offenders.”

  


  The Scots Greys cavalry charge netted eleven guns, 30 vehicles and 300 prisoners. Amazingly the Greys had no casualties. The prisoners were handed over to the 60th Rifles. The regiment hurried after the rest of the Bde 12 miles west at Alam Damanhir.


  On 5th November whilst the battle was still in progress, Montgomery called his war correspondents together and said, “Gentlemen this is complete and absolute victory!” So close had been the fighting that they had expected to hear of the difficulties, even an admission of partial defeat. This announcement was a bombshell, but in truth the pursuit had begun.
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  Hot Pursuit to Tunis:

  

  “Keep joggin’ on”


  The vital question was whether or not it would be possible to cut off the remnants of the German Army which was certain to fight stubborn rearguard actions. The Italian transport had been largely commandeered by their Teutonic allies and thousands of abandoned Italian soldiers marched into the POW camps. Two outflanking movements were now ordered. A short hook by 1st and 10th Armoured divisions directed on Galal to cut the desert road west of Daba. The 2nd NZ Division were to make a wide encircling movement towards Sidi Hanesh. An enormous rainstorm on 6–8th November turned the ground into a quagmire. 4th Light Brigade was placed under command of the New Zealanders and headed straight for the escarpment west of Fuka on the afternoon of 5th November, but was held up by a determined 15th Panzer Div rearguard. A short pause for petrol whilst ‘rain stopped play.’


  Brigadier Roddick was on the wireless to the Scots Greys urging them to ‘keep joggin’ on.’ The fox had taken cover, small and awkward obstacles were soon overcome and the chase was on again. On the 6th the Scots Greys surprised at first light 20 German tanks in close leaguer. ‘A’ Sqn knocked-out four and ‘B’ Sqn captured two intact. Another group were encountered at Nizwet Mishrif twelve miles further on. But twelve miles south of Fuka, the Scots Greys were held up by a well-signed dummy minefield! After the days of rainstorm ‘A’ and ‘C’ Sqns were reduced to six Grants and one Stuart each and ‘B’ Sqn had ten Stuarts. Captain Lycett brought up badly-needed petrol and the pursuit continued via Mersa Matruh, Charing Cross along the coast road to Sidi Barrani. But 4/8th Hussars were held up at Sollum Bay and the Scots Greys south at Buq Buq. Late on the 11th after dealing with more rearguard actions, the Brigade reached the foot of Halfaya pass defended by the Italian Pistoia Div, plus some Germans. The New Zealanders cleared the pass during the night, and Bardia was entered by 1st Rifle Brigade that afternoon. 22nd Armoured Bde arrived from the south and 7th Armoured Division was reunited. At last light on the 13th, Knightsbridge and Tobruk were reached and Acroma the following morning. 4 /8th Hussars had to hand over their remaining tanks to the Scots Greys and the pursuit continued along the coast road into the Jebel. Most tanks were at their last mechanical gasp. When the Scots Greys reached Sidi Azeiz they took over the tanks of the Warwickshire Yeomanry bringing their mixed bag up to eleven Grants, two Shermans, five Stuarts and two Crusaders! On the 21st ‘B’ Sqn received eight Honeys from 4/8th Hussars and were sent off for an exciting week with the Royals probing south of Agheila.


  Another problem was a jaundice epidemic, mainly amongst officers. On the 16th the Brigade with 4th SA Armoured Car Regt, the Greys/Hussars composite regiment, 3 RHA and 1 KRRC were sent off round the usual route by the coast road to Benghazi. Patches of soft sand held up the tank transporters and petrol supplies were always a problem. Montgomery visited the Brigade HQs on 18th November in the El Adem area. Then Brigadier Roddick was wounded on a mine and replaced by another 10th Hussar, CB (Roscoe) Harvey DSO. Benghazi was reached on 20th November, the Brigade just ahead of the Cherry Pickers coming up from Msus in the south. An advance of 700 miles in 15 days! Twice this point had been reached and twice the Germans had bounced 8th Army back from the Agheila position.


  Rommel had formed a defensive position at Mersa Brega. Opposing him were 51st Highland Div, 2nd New Zealand Div and 7th Armoured Div. 4th Light Armoured Bde once again were put under command of the New Zealanders. 22nd Armoured Bde were withdrawn to re-equip at Mrassas and Brigadier Neville Custance’s 8th Armoured Bde took their place. The Scots Greys were delighted to take over 1 RTR’s tanks, many of them practically new Shermans. On the 16th December the main Afrika Korps, 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions plus 90th Light Division were enclosed in a space of 30–40 miles between 7th Armoured Division and the New Zealanders. The main Axis infantry were in the Nofilia area and the King’s Dragoon Guards spotted movement south of the village. General Freyberg told Lt Col Fiennes, the Greys CO, “go straight at em.” Major DN Stewart OC’A’ Sqn related:


  
    “Our tanks at this time were very ‘ropey.’ I had a fairly good Sherman and so had Alwynne Compton. The remainder consisted of three very slow Shermans and Eric Hatch with two very slow Grants I was quickly 500 yards ahead of anyone else. We must have strung out over almost two miles of desert. We then struck three deep wadis where the going was all soft sand. All the time I was getting stick from Lugs (the CO) over the air for not coming on quicker. The Honeys, RHQ and ‘C’ Sqn made a sort of charge of the Light Brigade. It was certainly too much for the [200] Germans. They had a good position with seven 50mm anti-tank guns but they were not ready and their tanks arrived too late to support them.”

  


  ‘B’ Sqn over-ran the enemy position and Major Bowlby was awarded the MC. The CO’s tank was hit twice and the IO Lt M Bodley killed. Both Greys heavy squadrons took up positions around a feature called Honey Hill and supported by ‘M’ Bty, 3 RHA. Lt Col Consett’s 60th Rifles’ carriers were involved for the rest of the day in a tank battle. 37 German Mk III and IV tanks had moved west out of Nofilia to counter-attack 4th Armoured Bde. At last light a very depleted Scots Greys regiment harboured in the brigade Leaguer two miles to the west. The enemy lost five tanks and the Scots Greys nine tanks and twelve casualties, but captured 200 POW.


  7th Armoured Division kept up the pursuit but the Brigade stayed at Nofilia for a week. On Christmas Eve they met the German rearguard again east of Sirte. The Greys stayed with the New Zealanders for the rest of the campaign and 2nd Bn KRRC replaced their sister battalion, 1st KRRC. Advance to contact continued, Boxing Day at the Wadi Chebir, the 27th within five miles of Gheddahia. The Luftwaffe were in action every day.


  Montgomery had to get the 8th Army into Tripoli, 200 miles ahead, quickly; 10 Corps were grounded at Benghazi, 600 miles behind. RASC were delivering vital supplies from Tobruk since a storm had sunk British ships in Benghazi harbour. On 15th January the 8th Army attacked Rommel’s position at Wadi Zem Zem, a left hook as usual and a strong push along the coast. The Brigade’s objective as part of 7th Armoured Division was Beni Uled where 2nd Bn KRRC supported by 3 RHA caused much damage in the failing light of the 17th. The haul included 13 Italian M13 tanks and many destroyed or abandoned vehicles. Despite continuous attacks by Messerschmidts and Stukas the KDG led and found a way down the rocky escarpment west of Tarhuna. The Scots Greys led the New Zealanders and bumped the enemy at Azizia where a desultory and inconclusive battle continued until dark watched by enthusiastic Bedouin.


  Trooper Ken Morris’ journal at Bde HQ:


  “13 Jan. The main thrust was along the coast, but 4th Light Armoured Bde advanced inland and headed for Beni Ulid, and on 15th crossed the Bu Ngem road. For three days we negotiated 150 miles over very rocky ground at about 5mph. On the 22nd Stuka bombing killed Sgt Doughty and two signallers. On 8th February we moved 100 miles past Giosch to Uotia.”


  Whilst at Jefren Ken noted the currency rates of exchange. A £BMA sterling = 97 Egyptian Piastres = 480 Italian Lira = 200 NA French.


  By dawn of 23rd January the enemy had quit Azizia and the Cherry Pickers and 51st Highland Div entered Tripoli after a desert march of 1,400 miles. A few days previously Major General John Harding GOC 7th Armoured Div was wounded whilst standing on Brigadier Neville Custance’s tank. General Oliver Leese, 30 Corps commander then appointed Brigadier ‘Pip’ Roberts to command the Desert Rats, where Lt Col Mike Carver was GSO1. A game of musical chairs then ensued. Brigadier ‘Roscoe’ Harvey took over command of 8th Armoured Bde. A South African, DS Newton King 2i/c 22nd Armoured Bde, became Brigadier of 4th Light Armoured Bde and ‘Looney’ Hinde took over command of 22nd Armoured Bde.


  Goitan had been entered by the Royals on the 22nd January linking up with the Free French, then they headed west to Jefren and on 2nd February crossed the frontier into Tunisia – the first troops of 8th Army to do so. Ben Gardane was captured on 15th February and 12th Lancers threatened Medenine. The 2nd Bn KRRC in a brilliant action cleared the hilly fortified village of Foum Tatahouine and pushing up the mountain tracks linked up with the rest of 7th Armoured Div south of Medenine. Brigadier John Currie DSO, MC, who had commanded 9th Armoured Bde now took command of the Brigade.


  
    “Since July 1942 the Brigade [wrote Trooper Ken Morris at Bde HQ] had had four commanders, each for a short period. The fifth, Brigadier Currie had greater permanence. He already held the DSO, MC and had a considerable reputation. He soon made an impact on HQ Squadron with a vehicle and rifle inspection. Once again rifles had to be taken to meals. We also had to have TAB injections which laid us low for 24 hours with painful arms and headache.”

  


  General Freyberg’s New Zealanders closed up on Medenine which was entered by 5 RTR and the Queen’s Brigade. Next 12th Lancers from Tadjeras made a detailed reconnaissance of the Mareth line, where Rommel had established his main defence on the Wadi Zigzaou. With its steep sides and treacherous with winter mud, it was to prove a very difficult hazard. The line had been built by the French before the war to cover the approaches to southern Tunisia on a minor scale to the Maginot line. Rommel launched a substantial counter-attack on the 6th February from the passes in the Mareth hills, mainly a battle between enemy armour and the anti-tank guns of 8th Army infantry, with massive support from field, medium and anti-tank artillery from the British and New Zealanders. Rommel had some success against the Free French but withdrew after losing 51 tanks during the day. It was his last battle in Africa. He flew back to Germany and handed over to Von Amim. For Monty it was a fine successful defensive battle.
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  The battle of Mareth started on 21st March. The battle did not go well. The 50th Northumbrian Division made gallant efforts to make a bridgehead over the Wadi. No anti-tank guns could be got across and Panzers counter-attacked on the 22nd and in some confusion the division was withdrawn. Operation ‘Plum’ was for the NZ Division, 8th Armoured Bde and the Free French to go left flanking and outflank the 22 mile Mareth line via El Hamma. General Horrocks, would take command of the operation ‘Plum’, and with the New Zealanders, and 1st Armoured Division make the dramatic (and famous) left flank attack. Meanwhile 7th Armoured Division and 51st Highland Division maintained pressure on 90th Light, the Spezia and the Pistoia divisions guarding Wadi Zigzaou. The 2nd Bn KRRC captured the steep hills astride the main road to Toujane putting many of the Pistoia into the bag.


  On 26th March the Brigade moved along tracks past Metameur to leaguer in sandy wadis, with fig trees and wild flowers a few miles west of Medenine. For ten days the Brigade relaxed, waiting. Then they moved up to Gabes and followed 1st Armoured Div, on the left of 51st Highland Div, then to La Fauconerie and Kairouan. At Djebibina intense enemy shelling from the mountains caused many casualties. At one stage Ghurkas and Free French troops came under Brigadier John Currie’s command.


  Trooper Ken Morris describes Bde HQ’s movements:


  
    “10th April moved through Mareth, with battle scarred white houses marked ‘1938,’ large orchards of palms, olives and figs. We halted south of Gabes near the sea. In icy water Jack Davey went into the sea smoking his pipe. In three days the Brigade advanced 135 miles to protect the Allies left flank, through large barley fields, cacti clumps, olive groves and dried-up treacherous salt marshes. We halted near a French trading centre, Fort Louz, 40 miles west of Sfax, a model French Foreign Legion outpost. On 12–13 April moved forward another 130 miles via Choubane, with cacti, profusion wild flowers, poppies and irises. Approaching Kairouan, through the village of La Smaln des Souassi we went into the salt marshes. 14th April: Summer clothing was issued to us, two vests, two bush shirts, two prs slacks, one pr shorts. 15th April: advanced 30 miles through holy city of Kairouan, a dirty straggling town, then on to Sbikha. The Brigade captured Djebebina and moved 12 miles beyond. This was as far as Rear Bde HQ were to go in North Africa. We could see the mountain fortresses protecting Tunis, 4,000 foot peaks. We also saw American planes bomb Allied forward troops. The Brigade took no part in the final push from Medjaz el Bub and no triumphal entry into Tunis.”

  


  Between 20th and 27th April the enemy were pushed back still further into the hills. The Axis troops lost 7,000 POW during the Mareth battle and the three Italian divisions were effectively destroyed. On the 28th the Desert Rats moved round to First Army and came under command of the NZ Division. A massive move took place on the night of 30th by transporter through Kasserine to the divisional area at Le Krib, 40 miles west of Tunis.


  With 1st Army advancing steadily on Tunis from the west and 8th Army from the south there were almost too many Allied troops involved. On 13th May negotiations by General Messe to surrender the Italian Army to General Freyberg were picked up on the Brigade radio and passed on. Some 217,600 Germans and Italians surrendered, Tunis was taken and the African campaign was over.


  Towards the end of May the Brigade spent 14 days travelling back to the Delta, covering 1,976 miles and arrived there on 4th June. A month later they were equipped with Sherman tanks and on 10th July TAC HQ sailed from Port Said on ‘Operation Husky.’
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  Invasion of Sicily – Operation Husky:

  

  “I’ve never seen such carnage”


  With the capture of Von Arnim’s huge Axis Army, the 4th Light was transferred back to being an independent armoured brigade. On 1st June 1943 the word ‘light’ was dropped from the title, but the brigade retained their highly prized Jerboa emblem. They changed its colour to black and put the desert rodent’s tail above its head!


  For the Sicilian campaign now being planned the line of battle was the 3rd County of London Yeomanry (Sharpshooters), 44th RTR and ‘A’ Squadron of the Royal Dragoons. Brigade HQ left Sfax on 21st May to return to the Egyptian Delta for the last time, reaching Beni Yusef on 4th June and coming under command of 13 Corps. 44 RTR were veterans having fought in Crusader, in the Knightsbridge battle and at Alamein as flail mine clearing tanks. 3rd CLY had been part of the original 22nd Armoured Bde. A spin of the coin in September 1942 had decided that 4 CLY should continue to fight in the desert while 3 CLY went back to Khatatba to refit. Both regiments were fully up to strength and equipped with diesel Shermans. 4th Armoured Bde under Brigadier John Currie were well trained and in good spirits.


  A total of 3,000 ships including Nelson, Rodney, Warspite and Valiant supported the great seaborne invasion with eight divisions landing simultaneously. Each army, British and American, had a 40 mile stretch with a gap of 20 miles between each. On the first day 150,000 Allied troops were ashore. Marshal Kesselring had placed one German division to defend Palermo, the other to thwart the Allied landings in the east or south-east of the island. Catania was scheduled to fall on 14th July.


  The 8th Army were directed to land in the south-east of Sicily and the 7th US Army on their left flank on the south coast. 13 Corps commanded by General Dempsey and 30 Corps by General Leese would assault the Pachino area and the Syracusa/Cassibile area respectively. The Brigade were part of 13 Corps with 3 CLY supporting usually 5th British Division and 44 RTR, 50th Northumbrian Division. 8th Army was to establish a bridgehead 15-25 miles deep in the south-east comer of the island, and with 7th US Army on their left push north up to the eastern side of Sicily. The opposition consisted of the Hermann Goering Panzer Grenadier Division, the 15th Panzer Division (presumably reformed), five Italian Field divisions and six low grade coastal divisions. 3 CLY had sailed peacefully westward through the Mediterranean to Tripoli and enjoyed Naval hospitality aboard the LSTs. They were commanded by Lt Col Geoffrey Willis, and their line of advance was towards Syracusa, Augusta and Catania.


  44 RTR, a Bristol Territorial unit commanded by Lt Colonel ED Rash, was due to land on the beach at Avoca near Noto on D-Day, 10th July. Models of the landing area had been prepared and 37 different maps issued to each vehicle. The weather was rough on the night of the 9/10th. As the ships began to roll, the enthusiasm and keenness of many began to wane!


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  Airborne troops had been dropped just west of Syracusa to seize the Ponte Grande, an important bridge over the Anapo river. Many paratroops had been dropped too early and had been drowned. Casualties had been heavy and the gruesome wrecks of gliders on the coast were very depressing. Brigade HQ were not controlling the two regiments, so their stories are given separately.


  


  The Sharpshooters in Sicily


  Spitfires patrolled overhead and HMS Erebus was firing at shore batteries, their fire being returned. The water-tower at Cassibile was spotted. The RN manned two DUKWs known as Lily and Mary and ferried the regiment ashore. ‘A’ and ‘B’ Sqns were soon in action before Syracusa, dealing with the barracks and supporting 2nd Bn Northamptonshires. Mount Etna could be seen, but Herman Goering’s PZ Grenadiers ambushed the column and put five Shermans out of action. The next day, supporting 2nd Bn Royal Scots Fusiliers the nine remaining ‘B’ Sqn tanks went through Priolo but were held up by a natural tank obstacle. Brigadier Tarleton commanding 17 Brigade of 5th Division asked for help to get the 6th Seaforths into Augusta that night. Captain Woods fired at every pillbox or buildings seen in the half light until 0400hrs when the last vital crossroads was taken. The RSF went in with the bayonet before dawn, took Augusta but 3 CLY lost 2/Lt John Crews killed by a 2.8cm ‘needle’ anti-tank gun.


  ‘C’ Sqn supported 24 Cameronians into Floridia, then Tavema and Solarino. An 88mm anti-tank gun knocked-out two Shermans but the 2nd  Inniskillings and 2nd Wiltshires found Solarino deserted. ‘A’ Sqn supported 15th Bde and the KOYLI near Villasmundo where a strong counterattack ‘brewed-up’ four CLY Shermans causing 12 casualties. The lesson was learnt that in close country the tanks needed very close infantry support, totally unlike the desert tactics.
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  Primosole Bridge, Sicily.
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  City of London Yeomanry (Sharpshooters) Bullrush sick parade, River Gornalunga. Left to right: Bill Sillar, Moore, Fiske, Nichols, Barnshaw.
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  Tanks of the Sharpshooters crossing the railway near Priolo.


  With the bridgehead now established a joint armour/infantry advance on Catania, with its port and airfields was a prime objective. 3 CLY would lead 4th Armoured and 15th Infantry Brigade through Villasmundo, Carlentini, Lentini, capture the Primosole bridge spanning the river Simeto and on to Catania. The first two villages were not defended but the Korner Regiment with a strong screen of anti-tank guns, and the Luftwaffe out in force, were intent on defending the vital river bridge. On the 14th the Sharpshooters knocked-out six well-sited 88mm guns but several Shermans shed their tracks on the rough, hard going.


  


  44 RTR in Sicily


  The Regt under Lt Col ED Rash arrived in the Orontes to no apparent opposition but the TULO (tank unloading liaison officer) party who had landed at 0230hrs on 10th July at Avolo were destroyed by shellfire. The main body moved ashore on foot and ‘married up’ with their tanks and vehicles inland – which took 36 hours. During the afternoon of the 12th Lt Ian Watkins’ troop supporting 60 Brigade of 50 Northumbrian Division, destroyed four guns and captured 60 rather timid prisoners beyond Palazzolo. The Luftwaffe was active, two ships were hit and nine Shermans of ‘C’ Sqn were lost on board ship. Nevertheless Sgt Hampson, 5 Troop supporting 6 DLI knocked-out, beyond Palazzalo Acreide on the morning of the 13th, an astonishing eight Italian R-35 tanks, six 105mm guns, 29 trucks and much else. And put in the bag a divisional general, three brigadiers, four staff officers and 50 other ranks! Late that night 44 RTR halted just beyond Syracusa and came under Brigade command for a ‘lightening thrust’ on Catania.


  * * *


  TAC Brigade had sailed from Port Said on 5th July on board HMS Bulolo and LSP Dilwara and arrived off the Sicilian coast on the night of 9/10th July. The Corps Commander decided to concentrate the Brigade to continue the advance through Lentini towards Catania led alternatively by 3 CLY or 44 RTR and ‘A’ Sqn of the Royals. Many of the invasion airborne troops had been dropped too far and too soon causing many casualties. A brigade of 1st Airborne Division was supposed to be dropped during the night to capture the Primosole bridge. They weren’t. Brigade HQ and a handful of men held the bridge, removed the detonating fuses of the explosive charges but eventually violent counter-attacks forced them to leave the bridge. Four hundred German paratroops in a wood near Carlentini delayed 3 CLY but ‘A’ Sqn 44 RTR just south of Primosole bridge found many targets. The first attack to cross the bridge on the 15th by 151 Brigade and 44 RTR had failed although Carlentini and Lentini were found to be unoccupied, except for crowds of cheering Italians. ‘A’ Sqn lost four tanks and 18 captured in their assault. Lt Col Rash and the MO were killed on the same day. A nightcrossing over the bridge was planned for the 8 DLI supported by 3 CLY under a one hour artillery barrage.


  At 0500 ‘A’ Sqn CLY crossed the long steel bridge with their five surviving Shermans, despite a desperate defence by German paratroops on the north side. They went left, ‘C’ Sqn followed and fanned out to the right. Four tanks were knocked-out. The CO Lt Col Geoffrey Willis was sniped in his tank and killed as were three other officers. Fighting to secure the bridgehead went on unrelentingly with the Durham Light Infantry and German paratroops suffering heavy casualties. Eventually the Sharpshooters extended the bridgehead and captured 150 prisoners from the Herman Goering Parachute Division. 44 RTR had also sent ‘B’ Sqn to help the Wiltshires cross the Simeto river two miles west of Primosole bridge. And ‘C’ Sqn helped the Royal Berkshires who were nearly surrounded, but lost five tanks in the process. The contrast was clear to all now between the relatively easy-going Italian defences and the brave skilful German parachute troops. One witness wrote after the battle for the bridge: “I’ve never seen such carnage.” The Brigade had done well but with severe losses to officers and men and tanks.


  For the rest of the month the Brigade was in reserve in the estuary valley of the river Gorna Lunga. The enemy held the same line south of Catania, the infantry and armour on both sides sitting facing each other. A huge German naval gun on the slopes of Mount Etna shelled the bridge from time to time. 44 RTR encountered the new, noisy multibarrelled Nebelwerfer and everybody suffered from mosquitoes which induced malaria to quite a few. One benefit was the arrival of ‘Compo’ rations. A tank crew now had a box full of goodies sufficient for three or four days – tins of stew, steak puddings, suet puddings, tinned fruit, sweets, cigarettes and ready-mixed tea, sugar and milk powder. The lava outcrop of Mount Etna played havoc with the rubber bogie wheels, so many tanks were repaired by the fitters. The Brigade strength on landing was 95 but no less than 25 had been knocked out. At one stage there were only 55 ‘runners.’


  The advance resumed on 1st August. Lt Col AA Cameron arrived from 4 CLY to take command of 3 CLY and Lt Col FR Lindsay became CO of 44 RTR. Catania was occupied on the 5th and the Brigade harboured in Aci Castello, a pretty little seaside town eight miles to the north. 30 Corps had made a left hook round the west side of Mount Etna forcing the Germans to withdraw from the Catania region or risk being cut off. The 8th Army was putting strong pressure from the south and the US 7th Army from the west. For a week 30 Corps followed the retreating enemy slowly and painfully northwards up the narrow strip between the mountains and the sea, constantly held up by skilful defensive rear guard actions. Mines, road blocks, blown bridges, booby traps and occasional single Tiger tanks taking out the lead Shermans. 44 RTR fought through Aci Reale, Morgioni, Giarre and eventually Taormina. 3 CLY started from west of Nicolesi then Pedara losing men and tanks each day. Movement was difficult along narrow roads, twisting and turning and dangerous at each bend.


  Operation Blackcock was a seaborne operation to land No.2 Commando, ‘C’ Sqn 3 CLY, a troop of SP guns and jeep-drawn 3.7’s Howitzers, a troop of anti-tank guns plus sappers near Cap d’Ali and bypass the German defences. On 14th August the Shermans were waterproofed and Brigadier Currie and TAC Bde HQ set off in LSIs and LCTs from Catania and the force sailed on the evening of the 15th. The GOC 30 Corps, Sir Oliver Leese wrote after this expedition had entered Messina on the 17th: “I realise you were landed on the wrong beach. I knew how difficult your task was made by constant enemy demolitions and the shelling from the mainland. I congratulate you on forcing your way into Messina so quickly.” The force had loaded at Cap Scaletta, advanced north, found Messina to be empty of the enemy (except for much equipment) who had escaped to the mainland by ferry. American patrols arrived at the north end of town on the 17th and General Patton was received in front of the town hall. He was predictably unimpressed by 8th Army’s speed of advance.


  The brigade settled down for reorganisation and training near Fiumefreddo, with orchards, vineyards, sea bathing, Ensa concerts and an RTR band. On 29th and 30th August Brigadier John Currie inspected his brigade in great detail. Trooper Ken Morris remembers: “We stood-to for three hours, a detailed inspection, identity discs, field dressings, haversack contents.” On 7th September they moved to Patemo, 15 miles west of Catania. Bde HQ recalled that when they docked at Syracusa on 7th August (D Day+28) they were greeted by a swarm of bumboats whose owners were offering pears, grapes and tomatoes for sale. Bde HQ stayed near the docks for another 12 days. Lt Col Cameron, CO 3 CLY described the month of recuperation and rest in ‘the shady groves of Misterbianco.’ The DAQMG Major EB Hambro provided films, Ensa shows, band concerts among the olive groves, and an officers club opened at Aci Reale. There was no shortage of Marsala and light local wines. The natives were now friendly and when members of the Brigade climbed and explored Mount Etna – all of 10,869 feet high, they found a notice posted, ‘This volcano was captured by 13 Corps, 7 Aug 1943.’


  At the end of the Sicilian campaign Brigadier Currie sent a message to his Brigade. “We were a scratch force drawn from all quarters of the army, yet everyone worked together. The dash and determination shown by all ranks was beyond praise.”


  The total Allied casualties were 22,800. About 15,000 Axis troops were captured and another 5,000 killed or wounded but Kesselring had fought brilliantly. No less than 40,000 Germans and 60,000 Italians crossed the straits of Messina to fight another day.


  Operation Husky was over – now for mainland Italy.
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  The Italian Campaign:

  

  “A damned good gallop”


  On 3rd September Eighth Army assaulted the toe of Italy and in thirteen days had advanced 200 miles north to link up with the Anglo-American force breaking out of the Salerno bridgehead. The Italians gave up on the 8th and the following day 1st Airborne Division landed unopposed to capture the airfields around, and the port, of Taranto.
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  4th Armoured Brigade now had three more units under command, 46th and 50th RTR plus 111 Field Regiment RA. Orders were received on the 16th for a move by sea (tracked vehicles) and ferry (wheeled vehicles) from Messina to Taranto. The first move would be 30 miles north-east to Bari to come under command of 78 Division. On the 20th Lt Gen Sir Oliver Leese 30 Corps Commander addressed the Brigade on the quayside and bade them farewell to Sicily. The convoys escorted by destroyers took 36 hours in fine weather, despite the threat of magnetic mines. In Taranto the docks were filled with the surrendered Italian fleet. On the 24th a very mixed composite force of Royals, Sharpshooters, two Recce Squadrons, Kensingtons, gunners, sappers and the more exotic SAS and ‘Popski’s Private Army’ set off. 4th Armoured Bde became the spearhead of the 8th Army advancing up the east coast of Italy. Despite blown bridges and well-placed rearguards armed with anti-tank guns, the Brigade crossed the river Ofanto. The Sharpshooters had problems with their Shermans. Under a blazing sun and over melting tarmac roads the rubber bogie wheels soon deteriorated. ‘B’ Sqn limped into Bari with only 30% effective ‘runners.’ Inland the rest of the Sharpshooters moved north to Canosa to launch a serious attack against Foggia. Now that their war was over the Italians cheered on their liberators chasing the hated ‘Tedeschi.’ The Royals occupied Canosa and soon the SAS reported Cerignola clear of the enemy. Brigadier John Currie’s plan to attack Foggia and secure its airfields was based on two mixed columns, ‘Bakerforce’ on the right and ‘Cameronforce’ on the left. The river Cervaro six miles south of Foggia was defended by the Germans in strength. Despite four bridges being blown, Cameronforce entered Foggia, which had been heavily bombed by the RAF, at 0800 on 27th September. The Royals pressed on to Manfredonia and San Severo and in Lucera, 56 Recce Regt freed scores of Allied POW. Patrol bases were established at San Severo, Lucera, Troia Satriano and San Paulo.


  The Sharpshooters had been in the fray non-stop. Lt Dickie Roberts MM destroyed an enemy armoured car, Lt John Grimwade’s troop lost a Sherman to an 88mm. Corporal Carter stalked and knocked-out another 88mm anti-tank gun, and Lt Kenneth Kiddle’s troop of scout cars were ambushed and destroyed outside San Severo. The Municipality gave a splendid funeral to the fallen Sharpshooters with crowds of thousands lining the route from church to cemetery.


  The Brigade was ahead of its echelons and the advance resumed again on 1st October when the Sharpshooters with 5th Bn Northamptons of 11 Infantry Brigade under command moved in column to San Paolo and forded the river Fortore, seven miles south of Termoli, the Brigade’s objective. All went well, Serracapriola and Chient were taken, and despite heavy rainstorms the Brigade reached the line San Martino-Portocannone by 2nd October. The Sharpshooters tanks had difficulties in the unaccustomed thick mud. Vehicles of the Recce Troop were temporarily abandoned; ‘A’ Echelon trucks stuck in the mud of their leaguer area. After their 200 mile advance from Taranto their Shermans needed intensive maintenance. By 5th October the whole Brigade (with the Sharpshooters in reserve), now including 2nd Bn KRRC and 98th Field Regt RA was concentrated near Lucera. 44 RTR arrived at Manfredonia that day and moved up through Bari to leaguer just south-west of Foggia.
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  Capt. R.Nixon, Adjutant 2nd KRRC, and a German Mark IV tank at Termoli.


  The German High Command ordered 16 Panzer Division to move from the Salerno front to capture the small but useful port of Termoli, four miles north of the river Bifemo. Commandos and SAS had seized Termoli on the night of 2/3rd October, and were reinforced by infantry from 78th Division. The main bridge over the Biferno had been blown up and on the night of 4th/5th two battalions of Panzer Grenadiers launched a ferocious attack on the Termoli garrison. Lt Col Cameron received urgent orders for the Sharpshooters to cross the river at dawn and come to the rescue of the beleaguered 11th and 36th Brigades of 78th Division.


  After heavy casualties, the sappers completed a bridge over the river Bifemo and at 1430hrs Major Bobby Gale led ‘C’ Sqn across to help sustain 11th Brigade’s defence of the road into the port. The rest of the Sharpshooters headed for Difesne Grande to take on the enemy tanks threatening to engulf 36th Brigade. For 36 hours fierce fighting went on, Shermans versus German Mk IVs. Attack and counter-attack went on continuously. By the end of the battle ‘C’ Sqn had lost eight tanks, but knocked-out six Mk IVs and killed scores of Panzer Grenadiers. In the follow-up attack on Croce ‘A’ and ‘B’ Sqn lost another five Shermans supporting 38th Bde (who had just arrived). But the victory was complete. The German positions were over-run and the Battle of Termoli had been won. The Sharpshooters had only eleven tanks in battleworthy condition, thirteen officers and men were killed, another fourteen wounded. Brigadier John Currie wrote to Lt Col Cameron: “You have had a damned good gallop and are far and away the best trained regiment in the Brigade…” Eight decorations were earned in this fine action. On the 9th, General Montgomery inspected 44 RTR and decorated five officers and men for their part in the Sicilian campaign. For two weeks the Brigade was in reserve engaged in schemes, tactical exercises without troops (TEWTs), range firings, map reading, even convoy driving practice in the Serracaprioca area. Here solid farmhouses in the Massa Tronco gave warmth and shelter. Quartermasters issued battledress instead of khaki drill. Canteens were opened, one called ‘The Contented Penguin’ in an old wine press. Foraging parties went out each day and Italian pigmeat proved popular.


  The CLY armoured strength was down to 29 tanks and four scout cars but thirteen new Diesel driven Shermans plus 46 reinforcements arrived. RSM Holway reminded the Sharpshooters that guard mounting, saluting and ceremonial drill were still important even in the midst of a thoroughly unpleasant campaign. Sgt CES Tirbutt had been in action in the Desert in 1942 and had to have a mastoid operation and spent much time in and out of hospital. On 16th October he joined 44 RTR at Foggia:


  
    “Met Captain Hales, the Adjutant. Their CO Gerry Hopkinson, a tall, genial very decent man interviewed me, agreed to take me on as a Sgt saying that I’d ‘better make sure I earned my stripes.’ 44th seem a decent crowd. A jolly crowd of officers, NCOs and men. Originally a Bristol Territorial unit with a good war record in desert and Sicily. Very fit, deliriously happy and spirits sky high. The feeling of being a new boy wearing off. The Sqn OC is Major Teddy Foster, tall, lithe, energetic, pipe-smoker, very keen and a stickler for details. The Sqn standing orders cover four pages, impossible to memorise!“

  


  A week later he noted:


  
    “Into battle again. Feel very confident. Went across to my troop this morning to get to know them. Rogers the Tp Leader quiet, bespectacled, a nice chap. Philbrick, the Tp Sgt tall and pleasant, made me feel very welcome. One or two old 41st RTR men amongst them. Very decent crowd. In the spare crew of course.”

  


  2nd Bn KRRC had spent five months west of Tripoli training, playing games and swimming! They arrived in American LSTs at Taranto on 25th September moved on 8th October to Foggia and on 28th to Termoli to defend the Forward Maintenance area.


  On 3rd November the battle of the river Trigno began. In a hard morning’s fighting 46th RTR dealt with six enemy tanks and two SPs, but lost seven Shermans themselves.


  Some officers of 44 RTR had a grandstand view of the battle in support of 78 Division from an Artillery OP on the high ground overlooking the river Trigno. There they saw 20 Mk IV tanks trundling briskly into battle down the road from Vasto towards the river where they knocked-out in very quick time the tanks of 46 RTR. The Army Commander ordered 44 RTR forward, 30 odd miles from Serra Capriola to take charge of the armoured battle. With tank headlights switched on 44 RTR drove through the night, crossed the river at dawn, and moved up towards San Salvo. The going was heavy, mines and shelling held up the advance by 44,46 and 50 RTR. Eventually the high ridge south of Vasto was captured and the town was entered on the 5th. The next day 2nd KRRC helped 44 RTR get a bridgehead across the river Sinello. A full-scale attack to capture the village of Scerni supported by three fieldgun regiments was successful. Enemy Mk IVs were seen withdrawing and Casalbordino and the heights overlooking the river Osento were captured. The approach towards the river Sangro continued with stubborn German defences by SP guns, heavy shelling, occasional Mk IV and 88mms taking their toll.
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  Italy, November 1943. REs making a bridge over the River Sinello after 2nd KRRC had forced the crossing.


  The River Sangro Battle


  The German 65 Infantry Division held the main defensive position on the Li Colli ridge with 26 Panzer Div and 90 Panzer Grenadier Division moving up in support. The river Sangro was impossible to ford vehicles across. The British 78th Division had reached it on 8th November and established a bridgehead by the 19th. It was a wide, strongly flowing river and the northern defences were mined, wired and full of concrete pillboxes built by forced Italian labour. They ran westward from the sea to Fossalesia to Li Colli ridge and inland to Santa Maria and Mozzagrogna. The plan was for 8th Indian Division to take Mozzagrogna and then 4th Armoured Bde and 78 Division to surprise the German defences by assaulting Li Colli ridge, although possibly too steep for armour to climb. 4th Armoured Bde would then sweep right flanking to the sea and open Route 16. A fortnight of detailed planning went into the assault which was delayed by heavy rain causing the level of the river to rise and fall. The sappers had built three bridges which were often submerged. The Indians with great gallantry battled for two days to reach Mozzagrogna and 50 RTR and the Gurkhas were counter-attacked by 26 Panzer Division and pushed back. The Sharpshooters made determined efforts but had many tanks disabled by shelling and mud by the time they reached a difficult anti-tank ditch. For the first time nebelwerfers multi-barrelled mortars were deployed.
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  1100 foot bridge over the River Sangro. Scene of 2nd KRRC’s last battle in Italy.
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  City of London Yeomanry (Sharpshooters) Sherman tanks moving up to the Sangro.


  2 KRRC were ordered to attack and seize a strongpoint across the river called Casa Casone, on the edge of the high escarpment overlooking the Sangro. “We had a half hour concentration from four RA regiments [21st November]. The Casa stood out faintly in the moonlight and the escarpment looked as high and unclimbable as the cliffs of Dover,” recalled Lt JF Gammell, ‘B’ Coy. The first attack failed and on the 24th the Germans slipped away into thick country about two miles further back for yet another determined rearguard action. By 27th November after five days of frustration the floodwaters subsided and CLY were across and the next day were assembled beneath the northern escarpment. Behind the formidable barrage the full-scale attack started on the 29th, with CLY and 6th Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers leading. Seven tanks were lost in a minefield amongst the olive groves.


  The sappers of 626 Field Sqn cleared the minefields under fire and the Sharpshooters persevered, took out several anti-tank guns and advanced along the ridge to Santa Maria. At dawn on the 30th, 44 RTR came up on the high ground on the left with the London Irish and another set-piece attack went in under a barrage from nine field and three medium regiments. By 1600 hrs all enemy resistance around Fossacesia ceased and 800 POW were taken. The entire river Sangro position had been captured and Route 16 to the Adriatic had been cut. 2 KRRC had played their part under command of the Indian Division. It was a considerable victory and Lt General Allfrey commanding 5 Corps wrote to Brigadier Currie: “The success was mainly due to the dash and fighting qualities of your Brigade.”


  The River Moro Battle


  Ten miles beyond the Sangro lies the river Moro and the town of San Vito on the road to Pescara, planned to be the right flank bastion of the Army’s winter lines. 44 RTR led on 1st December in support of 38th (Irish) brigade, through precipitous terrain with hairpin bends and of course blown bridges. The little villages of Rocca, Frisa and Apollinare were taken on the usual tit for tat basis. An enemy SP gun would knock out an RTR Sherman and the next Sherman would destroy the SP. ‘B’ Sqn took out two Mk IVs, one camouflaged as a haystack. Three Shermans were ditched and came under heavy MG and shellfire. On the 5th, the 2nd Canadian Brigade relieved the Irish Bde and 44 RTR supported them on the next day along the river bed and then a steep climb up to Rualti. Despite Teller mines the RTR tanks struggled up to support the Canadians. Sgt Tirbutt described the action:


  
    “What a day we had. Moved off in the dark at 0530 hrs following the Moro river until we found a suitable crossing place. Then up a very steep slope to the village and only six tanks made it. Major Foster was grand going forward on foot repeatedly for personal Recce. We halted at the far end of the village, fanned out hull down to watch and wait. Suddenly the peace was shattered by Sgt Gray Boyce’s voice over the air saying vehicles had been heard from the road. Next moment a Mark IV danced into view. Hell for leather, actions automatic, load, fire, reload. Hit it with probably third shot and pumped in a few more until it brewed up. Tug Wilson [operator/loader] was bloody good, a trifle excited but did not let it affect his judgment. Having disposed of one we were at once fired on by another and had to scuttle behind a house. Observation bad. AP and Browning flashing back and forth between two invisible opponents. He moved out. We fired together, felt a thud and the engine cut out. We were sitting meat. Tug had his Tommy gun, ordered me to take crew to safety.”

  


  Later:


  
    “Our first shot had knocked out the Mark IV. We immobilised the guns in our tank. Tug looked for an ambulance for Captain Honniball and Hugh Bishop [who died of wounds]. We looked at Graham Boyce’s tank, one shot through the bottom of the driver’s compartment, another through his headspace. Inspected the two Mk IVs. We re-organised, left a guard tank and leaguered at the top of the track.”

  


  ‘C’ Sqn helped the Canadians defend Rualti against determined counterattacks which went on non-stop until relief on the 10th by 50 RTR.


  Meanwhile on the right flank, Lt Col Cameron commanded a composite force of CLY, 6th Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 98th Field Regt RA and Sappers, tasked with the capture of San Vito. By 3rd December the column advanced to within a mile of the town defended by the old adversary, 90th Light Division. Despite snipers in the town, shell and mortar fire San Vito was captured. Brigadier John Currie and the CLY CO enjoyed themselves firing from one of the houses at the retreating enemy. Major Woods captured an opera singer who had just donned civilian clothes! Two days later CLY supporting the Canadians along the coastal sector had several tanks submerged in the ice-cold muddy river Moro. In all, eight Shermans were bogged and the remainder concentrated in torrential rain around San Leonardo village. They suffered casualties from German heavy artillery until they were relieved on the 7th and withdrew to Treglio. ‘A’ Sqn was lent to the 8th Indian Division, under command of 50 RTR for a five day campaign from 13th December. Lt Ted Dunn who was awarded the MC was heavily engaged on the 16th when his troop attacked Point 232 through vineyards and knocked out two ‘special’ Mk IVs.


  Lt Pat Brodie was detached after this action to act as one of General Montgomery’s liaison officers. At the end of December Brigadier Currie left the Brigade to go back to the UK, to become BRAC to 1st Canadian Army. He was succeeded by Brigadier HJB Cracroft, ex CO 12 RTR.


  Christmas was now at hand; for many of the brigade their third away from home. Foraging parties (the Brigade was out of the line in reserve under 5 Corps) ‘obtaining’ food and wine and on the 25th traditional meals were served as usual by the officers and NCOs. Major Oliver Woods was Santa Claus for the Sharpshooters, Corporal Lloyd Ponting trained a choir which sang carols round the various units, and the Rev Victor Pike the Assistant Chaplain General held a drum head service.


  44 RTR had been in action until 18th December but spent Christmas in Martelli near Treglia. A piano was found in Lanciano and despite mud, cold and heavy rain the cooks excelled themselves. Sgt Tirbutt noted that:


  
    “Christmas passed very happily, very, very cold with biting wind. Christmas Eve drank too much of the local applejack and passed out. We celebrated New Year’s Eve in style. Officers came into the Sgts Mess: Buck drunk but very funny. Gremlin got fighting drunk and had to be put to bed. Rumours abound about Regt going back to Blighty. On 8th January Medal ribbons issued, Africa stars twinkle on practically all breasts. Tuesday, 11th. Feeling rather dazed. Tug came up all beams told me I had won the MM; Gray Boyce also and Major Teddy Foster the MC. Good old ‘C Sqn. Four gongs for the Rualti ridge battle.”

  


  The rumours were correct. Blighty was on. The Sharpshooters handed over their tanks to 50 RTR and by stages went back to Taranto where the Brigade Major, Miles Fitzalan Howard visited them. Lt Col Cameron flew back to England to prepare for their arrival at Worthing. The Sharpshooters sailed on 27th January on board MV Tegelberg and reached the Clyde on 8th February.


  44 RTR arrived in Taranto on 12 January; three days later they held a memorial service for the growing numbers killed in action in Africa, then Sicily and now Italy. On the 25th the regiment celebrated their last night on Italian soil in ‘fairly rich style’ and sailed for home on the good ship Ranchi. The 2nd Bn KRRC – 31 officers and 639 ORs – embarked from Naples on HMT Almanzora and docked at Glasgow on 9th February, two years since they encountered Rommel at Agedabia. A band greeted the Brigade on arrival plus free tea, fags, buns and newspapers. The Royal Scots Greys rejoined the Brigade and the Black Rats stepped ashore at the King George V Dock and went by train south to Worthing to join 1 Corps.


  It soon became known that General Montgomery had specially asked for 4th Armoured Bde to be part of the invasion team – an honour – but a dangerous honour.
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  Operation Overlord


  Many of the Brigade had not seen their homes and families for more than five years, so a month’s leave from Worthing from mid-February was more than welcome. Brigadier John Currie returned to command and Brigadier HJB Cracroft went to command 8th Armoured Brigade. The next three months were spent assimilating new officers and men with Sherman II tanks, the original Wright Whirlwind model, with 12 Fireflies (Chrysler Shermans V, firing ‘Sabot shells’ from a 17-pdr gun), A/Ack Crusaders mounting Oerlikons, Stuarts/Honeys and Humber Scout cars. All tanks, vehicles, equipment, stores, weapons and ammunition had to be drawn from depots all over the country. The Quartermasters and their staff carried very heavy responsibilities during this forming-up period. A week’s firing practice took place on the ranges of Kirkcudbright at the end of March but battle practice around Worthing was more difficult. Lt Col AA ‘Sandy’ Cameron commanded the Sharpshooters and in May Brigadier Murray and 27 officers from 51st Highland Division were attached for closer infantry/tank tactics. Lt Col AGJ Readman commanded the Royal Scots Greys who were inspected by the Colonel of the Regiment, Field Marshal Chetwode, by Lt General Dempsey, Commander of 2nd Army and by Monty himself. Sgt CES Tirbutt, 44 RTR noted: “25th May. Today Monty reviewed us in his usual manner, gave us a short talk. He looks a little tired and older.” And a few days later: “My morale reasonable, but Collins my lap-gunner failed to materialise.” (i.e. deserted.)


  44 RTR viewed their petrol aircraft-engined Shermans with the utmost misgiving, having always had diesel-engined tanks previously. They strongly suspected they would be under-engined and highly inflammable if hit in action; but they approved of the new Fireflies. “At last a gun which one could trust to get its teeth really deep into any German tank it met” (Sgt Tirbutt).


  The 2nd KRRC was the motor infantry battalion and after receiving a draft from 10 KRRC, their strength was now 39 officers and 896 ORs. Instead of their old 15-cwt trucks, new American half-track personnel carriers were issued with their armour plate giving them some additional protection as well as much increased cross-country performance. They were also visited by Monty on 25th May and after vehicle water-proofing they moved into a marshalling area near Southampton. Their affiliations were ‘A’ Coy with 3 CLY, ‘B Coy with 44 RTR, and ‘C’ Coy with Royal Scots Greys.


  The 4 RHA joined the Brigade shortly before D-Day, 6th June when as part of 1 Corps, the Brigade moved to Gosport, embarking at Stokes Bay and anchored in the Solent. The first troops landed on M beach at La Rivière at 0800 on 7th June in support of 51st Highland Division, and by 10th June all the fighting troops were ashore preparing around Colomby-sur- Thaon to repel a massive German Panzer counter-attack on the bridgehead – which never came! Main Bde HQ was in the Chateau at Beny-sur-Mer, an obvious target for enemy gunfire.


  For nearly two weeks the Brigade was engaged in a ‘phoney’ war. Indeed on 16-18th June the Royal Scots Greys ’shot-in’ their brand new 17- pdr guns mainly at German held villages around Carpiquet airport three miles south-west of Caen.


  Among the enemy panzers was their old African adversary – the 21st Panzer Division - now mainly armed not with Mk III and Mk IVs but the 45 ton Panther. It had a powerful and accurate long-barrelled 75mm gun, was more heavily armoured than the 32-ton Sherman and it had a sloped front plate ‘glacis’ which was virtually impenetrable! In addition there were independent battalions of 56 ton Tiger tanks with their formidable 88mm guns which could penetrate a Sherman at up to 3,000 yards. Now in the close ‘bocage’ country of small fields with high hedgerows and deep sunken lanes, one enemy tank could observe, shoot and destroy any of the 2nd Army’s Shermans and Cromwells. Moreover, farmhouses with strong stonewalls and hamlets were heavily fortified as strongpoints which could only succumb to a heavy artillery or RAF bomber-attack. The only ‘good’ tank country was the cornfields south-east of Caen, which eventually in Operation Goodwood became a killing field for the German 88mm antitank guns and the Panzer Tigers.
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  Operation Epsom:

  

  “Tanks were all over the place”


  The newly arrived 8 Corps with 15th Scottish, 43rd Wessex, 11th and Guards Armoured Divisions were now ordered to make an attack. Operation Epsom, from near Norrey-en-Bessin to encircle Caen from the south-east. The final objective was the Caen-Falaise road near Brettevillesur- Laize which meant crossing three rivers, the Odon, Ome and the Liaze. The Brigade would be under command of (the author’s) 11th Armoured Division. The Corps plan was for 15th Scottish to capture St Mauvieu and Cheux and for 11th Armoured Div to pass through, cross over the river Odon, and seize the vital Hill 112. The attack started on 26th June and almost immediately Brigadier John Currie was mortally wounded by a shell fragment. He had commanded from the Mareth line to Tunis through Sicily and southern Italy and now to Normandy. A gallant, skilful and inspiring Commander. He was succeeded by Lt Col Carver, then commanding 1 RTR with the Desert Rats. Ken Morris, Brigade HQ, noted:


  
    “5th July. First glimpse of Brigadier RMP Carver DSO MC, a tall, spare figure, remarkably young, only 29. No doubting his singleminded determination and professionalism. He had exactly the right credentials to appeal to other ranks. He had commanded a Bn of RTR, like us had served in Western Desert with 7th Armoured Division. When the Brigade was in reserve at Carpiquet airport, Ensa shows given in an old hanger, cricket, baseball games were played on concrete runway in which the Brigadier joined in.”

  


  The Sharpshooters supported 10 HL1 in an attack on Mouen which was defended by minefields and dug-in tanks. At a heavy cost: 3 CLY lost six tanks and 36 casualties but ‘B’ and ‘C’ Sqns accounted for two Tigers, four Mk IV specials and two SPs and by nightfall the village was cleared. The Royal Scots Greys lost two tanks in a minefield on their way to Cheux. At 0800 on the 27th four Panthers appeared from a wood between Cheux and Fontenay-le-Pesnel; Lt Mahoney’s troop promptly knocked-out two and the other two were taken out by Lt Charles Bealham ‘A’ Sqn 44 RTR on their left. A successful attack was made with AP shoots against hidden Tiger tanks which had already been knocked-out!


  By 28th June, 11th Armoured (23rd Hussars, 3 RTR and 8 RB) had forced their way across the river Odon to the heights of Hill 112. The next day 44 RTR fought a day of fierce battling and of heavy losses on both sides to protect the right flank of 29th Armoured Bde, and to expand the bridgehead through Hill 113 to Evrecy. With ‘B’ Coy 2nd KRRC, the Recce Tp followed by ‘C’ Sqn directed themselves towards Hill 113 and ‘B’ Sqn moved on Evrecy, whilst ‘A’ Sqn tried to dominate the village of Esquay.


  15th Scottish were meant to be in Gavrus, but weren’t! and ‘A’ Sqn were engaging a large number of targets around Esquay, knocking-out two enemy tanks and two anti-tank guns. Suddenly all hell broke loose on ‘C’ Sqn as they moved towards the crest of Hill 113. They were plumb in the open and came under heavy fire from enemy SPs and anti-tank guns. Despite fire from F Battery 4 RHA and the squadron, three tanks were quickly lost. Lt Osborne and Lt Colbeck-Welch fought gallantly but both their tanks and two more were hit. ‘B’ Sqn too came under heavy fire from the right flank, as did B Coy 2nd KRRC. Increased enemy traffic was reported through Evrecy and much artillery support was brought down on them. By 1630hrs the unfortunate ‘C’ Sqn was again heavily involved with three more tanks being brewed up. The 44 RTR less ‘A’ Sqn were ordered to pull back and face west. Ted Tirbutt of ‘C’ Sqn described their action:


  
    “Capt Massey’s tank U/S, so I had to swap with him (on 28th) ARV towed us, we got sniped in the process. Some hefty SA fire as we got underway. Various infantry platoon commanders came flapping up requesting help. Rounded a comer, came across column tanks busy firing their Brownings into the nearest field. Got out to investigate. Nearly wiped out by a dirty big mortar. Travelling with gun at 8 o’clock harassed by odd bullets whizzing around.”

  


  Ted leaguered the night with ‘A’ Echelon


  
    “Saw Teddie, Doc, others all very chirpy. Next day (29th) fitters worked on tank, got shelled, mortared a bit. Bob’s tank came back 1400hrs with Andy dead in the turret, Bob badly wounded, followed by Danny & Co. CW [Colbeck-Welch] apparently killed trying to drive the tank back [his Firefly was hit on the gun mantle]. Suddenly things started to happen. Brigade HQ and the tanks near us started to move back at great speed. Shelling increased, small arms, AP were whizzing about. ‘A’ Echelon disappeared rapidly so we packed up and took up a hull down position behind a hedge. I went forward to find Pete Massey to find out the form, tanks were all over the place. Columns of smoke could be seen rising from behind the ridge [Hill 113] where several brew ups could be seen. No one seemed to know what was happening. Met ‘Shufti’ P. badly burned about the face and nearly blind, mumbling that he could not get Brownlow out of the tank and two others were still there. I contacted stretcher bearers, eventually found Lockley and Freddy Wassail. Poor Freddie with both his legs shot up. I could hardly recognise them, so matted were they with dust and blood. Dusty Miller was in a bad way covered with blood. Couldn’t find Peter’s tank so got him on the air. Eventually we sorted ourselves out. Bit by bit the grim story emerged and the price paid gradually increased. It was heart breaking to see all one’s friends staggering in, broken and wounded. A sad weary but undefeated little band wound its way back across the river (Odon) again to rest and regroup.”

  


  44 RTR lost 13 tanks plus three more damaged with 45 casualties. In turn they had destroyed or badly damaged 16 AFVs/ ATk guns. Trooper Robertson earned the MM for driving his ambulance regardless of danger to collect the wounded.


  North of the river a heavy enemy counter-attack developed and both 11th Armoured Division and 4th Armoured Bde withdrew from the high ground of Hills 112 and 113, but their infantry remained east of the Odon. Operation Epsom was over.


  After the first few weeks fighting in Normandy, the ‘management’ was frequently changed. Brigadier Carver now fired his elderly cavalry colonel, the 2i/c of 4th Armoured Bde. He found his Brigade Major, Pat Robertson not up to the job (replaced by Major Dick Ward ex 5 RTR). Jim Stanton came in as DAA and QMG from 7th Armoured Div and replaced Major Hambro. Carver replaced the CO of 2nd KRRC, Lt Col Bill Heathcote-Amery by Lt Col RB Littledale. In a matter of a few days there were four senior replacements. Even decorated veterans of the African Desert campaign were found wanting in the close quarter bocage fighting.


  Major DR Vernon was transport officer with 24 Field Coy RE (sister to 55th and 74). They landed from a liberty ship at Arromanches on 12th July – 240 strong and 50 vehicles and set about their task of maintaining road communications. They bivouaced in a cider apple orchard near Mauvieu and repaired roads, a thankless task with constant threat of unmarked mines and booby traps. 145 Field Park Coy was an efficient quarrying organisation supplying various sizes of stone required. But tanks would insist on straying on to the macadam motor road instead of keeping to their proper tracks.


  For the next week the Brigade was in reserve which meant in effect being shelled, which frequently caused casualties. Major Bobby Gale 3 CLY known as ‘the boy,’ with two MCs was killed by a shell bursting on his tank. 44 RTR at one stage were just behind 4 RHA and received incoming counter-battery fire. On the 5th certificates of gallantry were received from the C-in-C for the battalion’s action near Hill 113. The Brigade came under command of 53rd Welsh. The Brigadier was not impressed with their Commander, Major General Bobbie Ross whose order groups resembled councils of war. Nor for that matter with Major General Ivor Thomas, commander of 43rd Wessex Wyverns: ‘a small, fiery, very determined and grim gunner without a spark of humour.’ On 8th July everyone saw the RAF bomber raid on Caen. Ted Tirbutt: “At night cascades of brilliant coloured bombs showering on the enemy as 450 bombers dropped 2,000 tons.”
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  Operation Jupiter:

  

  “Knocked-out like Ninepins”


  The plan was for 43rd Wessex and 15th Scottish Divisions to extend the bridgehead over the river Odon towards the Orne. The Churchill tanks of 31st Army Tank Brigade supported two brigades of 43rd Wessex and the 4th Armoured Bde supported 214 Brigade in their attack beyond Hill 112 to take the village of Maltot. Brigadier Carver insisted on ample artillery support and before he could launch the Scots Greys (backed by 2 KRRC and 144 SP anti-tank battery) over the first ridge, the wood on the reverse slope of Hill 112 must be cleared and secured. If this were not done the Scots Greys would be engaged – in the open – from their flank and rear. The Wyvern attack went in on the night 9 /10th July and the 9 RTR Churchills were almost all knocked-out by anti-tank fire from the key wood, which the infantry had failed to clear. 2 KRRC had spent all day on the 9th south of the river Odon being shelled and mortared and in the evening joined their armoured regiments. But at 2000hrs the forward companies of the Wyverns having suffered very heavy casualties started to stream back in a very confusing situation. Tiger tanks appeared and fired at the KRRC vehicles. Maj. Morris and Lt Jackson were killed and ‘C’ Coy order group received a direct shell hit causing five more officer casualties. By the end of 10th July 2 KRRC had suffered 88 casualties including little (4ft 10ins) Lt Bertie Jackson, twice wounded before in North Africa.


  At least five Tigers were reported to be in Maltot according to Lt AA Compton, Royal Scots Greys who reccied the village in his scout car 200 yards ahead of the 7th Bn. Hampshires. Compton was seriously wounded and later awarded the MC. Capt JD Callander ‘B’ Sqn:


  
    “We could not go forward because 129th Bde had not succeeded in dislodging the enemy from Point 112. So Major Borwick sent me off in my tank to find out the form. The skyline was dominated by Churchill tanks ‘brewing up/ not a pleasant sight. They had all gone just too far over the ridge and were being knocked out like ninepins by the enemy who were in extremely good positions. The whole situation was very confused: there were dead and wounded men lying all over the ground. In the long grass, rifles stuck in the ground marking the position of the owners – a gruesome sight. The infantry stretcher bearers were doing a magnificent job of work attending to and evacuating the wounded under very heavy shellfire. Tank crews who had managed to escape from their flaming vehicles, were crawling back, their clothing and all exposed parts of their bodies burnt, black all over from smoke, oil and cordite fumes. The infantry commander [5 DCLI] told me half of his men were either killed or wounded, the remainder very tired with no meal for 12 hours.”

  


  The regiment was in action all day under heavy fire and counter-attacks from Maltot. Lt Lewis of ‘A’ Sqn hit a Panther at 800 yards but his four 75mm hits just bounced off its armour. Three Scots Greys tanks were disabled, but they and the SPs of 144 Anti-Tank Battery knocked-out two Panthers. In the early hours of the 11th ‘B’ Sqn moved up again to support 5 DCLI and 11 Shermans eventually holed up in the Cornwall’s wood. Captain JD Callender:


  
    “There was now a considerable amount of chaos caused by a lot of tanks close together, with little space to manoeuvre. I went to see the infantry CO who was delighted we had arrived. I, personally, could see no reason to be pleased. AP shot and spandau bullets were whistling through the wood. A heavy stonk wounded two tank commanders.”

  


  Callender’s tank was hit and became a raging inferno, as was the FOO’s (Capt Russell) tank:


  
    “The situation was now critical. The infantry could not possibly stand up to the terrific shelling and small arms fire for much longer. The noise was terrific. My party was now reduced to four operational tanks and the infantry were suffering very heavy casualties.”

  


  Eventually orders came to withdraw:


  
    “Major Borwick laid smoke to cover us and all the tanks got away and across the road to safety. The DCLI infantry Colonel [28 year old Lt Col James] was killed by a mortar bomb immediately after I had said goodbye to him.”

  


  Capt Callander received the MC, Troopers Welch and Kemble the MM. That evening six German SPs nosed their way over the ridge in front of ‘A’ Sqn who, at 900 yards range with an SP of 144 Anti-Tank Battery, knocked-out four of them, Sgt McMeekin doing much of the damage. Next morning RHQ and ‘C’ Sqn were heavily shelled causing more casualties including Major Peter Paget and Major Simpson, OC144 A/Tk Bty. The enemy were identified as 9th and 10th Panzer Divisions. 3 CLY were also involved in ‘Jupiter’ – although to a lesser extent, than the Greys. Lt Brodies No.3 Tp knocked-out two Panthers east of Eterville in support of 2nd Seaforths. Major Oliver Woods’ ‘A’ Sqn helped the Seaforths defend Eterville. Capt Guy Stainer, FOO, Jerboa Tp 4 RHA brought down fire on targets in the Ome Valley. From the village of Maltot some 200 infantry advanced in close formation supported by a variety of heavy tanks and assault guns. Major Woods ordered up the whole of the Sqn and Sgt White brewed up two Tigers. The CLY Fireflies and No. 4 Tp beat off the counter-attack knocking out or damaging a dozen tanks and AFVs. The whole of the 11th July was spent in helping the Seaforths but the enemy continued to hold the reverse slopes of the Louvigny-Eterville ridge.
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  For the next ten days the Brigade was under command of 12 Corps supporting 43rd and later 53rd Divisions in the area around the Odon valley under intense and accurate fire which caused many tank commander casualties. Friday, 14th July was Sgt Tirbutt’s 27th birthday:


  
    “About 5pm nasty concentrated stuff mainly mortars. We received two direct hits, one on the front off side removing the mudguard and ammo box [of the Sherman] the second hit on right-hand side of the hull near the petrol tank, removed the sand shield, items of kit burned the blanket box to a pepper pot. It also shook us up more than somewhat in the tank! Last two birthdays spent in hospital.”

  


  ‘B’ Sqn 44 RTR had two exciting days. Typhoons bombed them on the 16th and the next day they were stalked by two SP 88mm guns [? Ferdinands] who were both knocked-out but disabled three Shermans in the process. On the 20th the Brigade was withdrawn into reserve near Carpiquet airport where sadly 4 CLY (7th Armoured Div) was disbanded after the heavy losses at Villers-Bocage and merged with 3 CLY. Brigadier Carver appointed Lt Col Bill Rankin to command 3/4 CLY in place of Lt Col Sandy Cameron (with two DSOs and two MCs). Thus ended the sad and costly Operation Jupiter.
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  The Falaise Pocket –

  

  End of Normandy Campaign:

  

  “sickly smell of death”


  Operation Goodwood had not succeeded although 8 Corps armoured divisions had gained several miles south-east of Caen. On 28th July the Brigade came under command of 2nd Canadian Corps.


  The Scots Greys passed thorough the ruined city of Caen to support 4th Canadian Bde around Ifs and Verrières. They were in action losing four tanks but engaged many targets with success. These included enemy tanks disguised as haystacks and six nasty little remotely-controlled tracked vehicles – called Beetles – filled with explosives.


  One of the problems of the Sharpshooters merger was that 4th CLY had been equipped with Cromwells and 3rd CLY with Shermans. Moreover there were a number of officers and men surplus so both regiments had to say goodbye to many old and trusted friends who had fought since Sidi Rezegh. These included Majors Allan Grant and Richard Bett and the Quartermaster Ted Clapp, all of 4 CLY. Brigadier Carver had given four clear days to effect the physical amalgamation and on 3rd August 3/4 CLY moved off from Carpiquet aerodrome due south-west towards Beny Bocage to come under command, with the Brigade, of Major General ‘Bolo’ Whistler’s 3rd British Division – the Iron Sides. After the failure of 30 Corps to break out during Operation Bluecoat near Mt Pincon, the wholesale sacking of many senior Desert warriors (Bucknall, Erskine, Hinde, Mews) was greeted with dismay.


  There was little doubt that the 21st Army Group’s medical service backup and their equally morale boosting ‘rest and recuperation’ services were first class. Ted Tirbutt on 31st July was at St Aubin sur Mer rest camp with cafeteria mess, a red and white Post Office, picturesque chalets, a PAC centre with cinemas, NAAFI and ENSA shows. Ladies of liberated France earned l/6d an hour for general services and from the ‘Glory Hole,’ the Sergeants’ Mess, Ted strolled along the sea front with his mate Maurice: “Despite the knocks we [44 RTR] have had, this is still a very happy closeknit unit, very sure of its capabilities, equally proud of them. The result of good leadership. We are lucky with Hoppy [Lt Col Hopkinson] and most of the officers.”


  For four days the Brigade supported 3rd Division in their attack over the river Allièrè and on to the high ridge beyond, outflanking Vire (the Americans’ objective) from the east. 44 RTR were in action from 6th August but losing tanks to mines near La Pissot and on 7th supporting 1 KOSB, two more to a German tank. Two days later they helped take a high feature beyond Vire, and were relieved by the CLY on the Tinchebray road on the 11th. The Scots Greys took some pressure off 11th Armoured Division at the end of ‘Bluecoat,’ supporting the Herefords at Forgues and relieving the Fife and Forfars at Sourdeval. For an attack south-east of Vaudrey special ‘hedge cutting’ tanks were made available, with large prongs to push/cut their way through the thick bocage hedgerows. After further attacks on Points 312 and 262 the Scots Greys were relieved. Their CO Lt Col Readman was awarded the DSO for the actions during that week.


  The whole Brigade now moved by tank transporters to join 12 Corps near Evrecy and came under command of 53rd Welsh east of the river Odon near Mulrecy. During the 14th and 15th August the Brigade struggled south-east through very dense country to cut the main road from Conde to Falaise. The main German withdrawal had begun and Americans from the south and the British/Canadians/Poles from the north were converging on Falaise to seal the crucial Argentan-Falaise ‘gap.’


  Brigadier Carver was at odds with the GOC of 53rd Welsh Div who wanted to advance in a series of ’set-piece’ infantry attacks leapfrogging one infantry brigade through another. Text book stuff but a very slow process particularly in ‘bocage’ country. Carver knew the whole front was breaking up and proposed that 4th Armoured Bde would lead the way backed by a Welsh brigade. General Ross took offence but in practice agreed, so by last light on the 15th, 44 RTR had cut the Falaise road from the west. The Greys passed through with 1st Bn HLI and made good progress. The KRRC supported 44 RTR to take Bonnoeil and the Sharpshooters followed up.


  Major Hereward Wake, OC ‘A’ Coy 2 KRRC:


  
    “The country was damnably thick and close and anything but suitable for tanks. The German infantry are well armed with bazookas and enjoy knocking out our tanks from ten yards range from thick hedgerows, orchards, lanes etc and our tanks can do nothing about it. Real infantry country and so ‘A’ Coy led the advance all day (15 August) giving the tanks close protection and combing the thick bits and detecting and picking up mines in the lanes. A slow business indeed.” [Later] “Pierrepoint was the next village. We had advanced about five miles and we were tired.”

  


  4th Armoured Bde suffered on the night of the 15th from heavy mortaring and pouring rain. Orders came to press on down the main road to Argentan to help cut off the 19 German divisions of their 7th Army who were now in the pocket.


  The Germans were fighting dozens of brilliant little rearguard actions all across the front. Indeed, a counter-attack on the 16th near Treprel caused ‘B’ Coy 2 KRRC 23 casualties including Major DF Fletcher, who had been with the battalion since Alamein, killed. And ‘C’ Coy had 15 casualties from shell and mortar fire including three officers. Lt Graham Brice ‘A’ Coy won the MC helping the Sharpshooters: “His tanks were held up by determined Boches in houses astride the main road. He went well ahead of the tanks and forcing his way into houses killed and captured quite a few.”


  Sgt Ted Tirbutt, 44 RTR:


  
    “17th August. A sleepy crawl across country ending with a mad chase of two miles over incredibly close country with hidden bumps filled with thoughts of Jerry waiting with bazookas to pop off at us from behind each tree or bush. We reached 300 yards short of the main road and the KRRs came up, we all sat tight in our tanks. At first light strafed the wood ahead. The infantry reported it was full of dead. We shot up an MG post and some mortar positions. ‘B’ Sqn shot up a SP. We left on a ‘do’ down the Argentan road, fired 50 rounds from a hillside overlooking miles of grand countryside. Brewed up a couple of ammo trucks.”

  


  The Scots Greys had for their final objective the high ground between Pierrefitte and Commeaux fighting against the remnants of 1st, 2nd and 9th SS Panzer Divisions. From St Martin-de-Mieux on the 18th, the Recce Tp led to point 235 and south-west of Necy. Lt Baker: “I was Tp leader of 4th Tp ‘C’ Sqn. My Tp Sgt was Sgt Livingstone and my Tp Corporal, Corporal Williamson who had been commanding a tank for four days. I ordered Sgt Livingstone to advance down the [straight] road, which he did in fine style firing all his guns at about 25mph. Several AP and HE followed his progress.” Three vehicles approached. The Scots Greys stopped two vehicles towing 75mm guns and a Volkswagen with three surprised (and angry) German officers and the 50 POW were collected by the ‘flatters’ (cavalry slang for ‘flatfeet’ – PBI). But ‘A’ Sqn did just as well; 2nd Lt Davies commanded 3 Tp. and a French farmer told them (on the way to Ronai) there were Germans in his farm who might surrender. Corporal Jack’s tank rounded up 40-50, and an hour or so later: “we met 50 German horses, some with carts and about 150 men. A burst of Browning over their heads brought them back with their hands up.”
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  C Sqdn. 3rd/4th City of London Yeomanry (Sharpshooters) bringing back prisoners.


  Rouffigny was an awkward little place for the Sharpshooters to deal with, lying at the bottom of a high wooded escarpment. Although ‘B’ Sqn knocked-out two SPs with the aid of smoke and HE, a frontal attack resulted in the loss of five CLY tanks. 2 KRRC worked their way through the woods into the village. It took all of the 18th and most of the 19th clearing up the village. The German flank guard fought hard and by skilful use of SP guns and bazookas held up the CLY advance – nevertheless many prisoners were taken. Indeed Ronai, Pierrefitte and Necy were all strongly held and Tiger tanks in Necy fired at any movement on the main road. By last light on the 18th 44 RTR were on the edge of Ronai and the Scots Greys (plus RAF and medium RA Regts) were trying to deal with the stubborn resistance in Necy.


  Major Stewart OC ‘A’ Sqn, Scots Greys described their field day on the 19th near Pierrefitte:


  
    “There was so much movement on all the roads [in front of us] that the technique was evolved of ranging each 75mm tank on a separate road, on the same lay. As a vehicle approached the spot that the guns was laid on, three rounds of gunfire was ordered timed to arrive just in front of the vehicle. The shots were in the air for some 4–8 seconds. This plan was successful and nearly always made the driver ‘bale out’. In the Blaise valley, Lt de Sales la Terrière spotted a Mk IV. The fourth shot ‘brewed it/ The range was afterwards measured on the map to be 2,400 yards. Obviously good shooting!“

  


  Late that evening the Scots Greys leaguered two miles south-east of Falaise: “So ended two days of solid shooting the like of which will never be reproduced on any artificial range.”


  The Sharpshooters cleared up the village and 44 RTR with 2nd KRRC captured Ronai with 200 POW. The Brigade moved to St Clair. Brigadier Carver now visited at night General Guy Simonds, GOC 2nd Canadian Corps: “Roused from bed in his caravan, dressed in blue pyjamas, quick to appreciate what I told him. He gave me clear and decisive orders to move into the gap between us and the Americans and clear it up. This we did next day. 44 RTR, 2 KRRC and 4 RHA leading the way and taking 3,000 POW.”


  Sgt Ted Tirbutt, 44 RTR:


  
    “After two days in leaguer on top of a wooded hill in pouring rain, Stan Lee nearly passed away from an overdose of local Calvados. Luckily the gloom hid the worst scenes of the carnage. We continued on our night hedge-hopping in the pouring rain [via Guepres, Valledieu-Les-Bailleul and Toumai-sur-Dives]. All the villages had been systematically looted by Allies of one nation or another [Polish, Canadian, American, French or just possibly British]. Dead horses, others lying alive, twisted in their harness gazing at one in dumb agony. Over all the sickly smell of death.”

  


  Major Hereward Wake, 2 KRRC:


  
    “I never saw such a dejected army even the Italians carried themselves better in the old desert days. They were mostly Germans, but included Poles, Russians, Mongols, Czechs, Yogoslavs, Frenchmen, even one American – all in Nazi uniforms. The loot baffles description. My company have collared half a dozen wireless sets, German boots, revolvers, compasses, binoculars, cameras, knives, fountain pens, watches, money, food, every sort of wine and spirits. Huge red swastika flags are a feature. Most German vehicles are stiff with stuff stolen from the French, food, wine, looted women’s clothing, shoes, linen and silks intending to send them home to Germany.”

  


  Major HRW Vernon 2 i/c 2 KRRC described:


  
    “The sight that met us [pm of 21st] was beyond all possible description. The whole country was packed with destroyed and abandoned transport wagons and equipment. Hundreds and hundreds of them were piled high on the tracks, in the fields, everywhere, dead Germans in their thousands lay about and worse than anything were the dead horses. Many of us had seen most of the bloodiest battlefields of this war, in Europe and North Africa but no one had seen anything to compare with this chaos, this filth, this bloody destruction and above all this stench. There was [now] very little fighting, as the Germans were too demoralised to put up any serious resistance. Prisoners came in their thousands and were guarded and marched back to their cages.”

  


  44 RTR occupied Aubry-en-Exmimes, contacted the Americans at Chambois and the Canadians at Magny. The villagers soon came to life and pelted the troopers with flowers and calvados. So ended the Falaise battle.
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  Breakout – Liberation and

  

  Market Garden


  The Brigade was now ‘shuffled’ from the Canadians, to 53rd Welsh and then to 15th Scottish, moved from Trun to Ailly on the west bank of the river Seine arriving there on 28th August. 4 RHA left to exchange their towed 25-pdrs for SP guns and in their place came 6 Field Regt RA. Lt Lord Althorp, Recce Tp, Scots Greys:


  
    “The 25th was the first time which ‘Recce’ had been used as a Sqn working on its own. With our nine light tanks we set off eastwards across the provinces of Calvados and Eure. In Le Sap we learnt what a real welcome was. The people were standing two deep in the street, waving and offering us luxuries for which we could not stop. A stone and a wooden bridge in La Neuve Lyre perched on each bank of the river Risle were both well and truly blown. The crowd became excited, brought us bottles of calvados and champagne for us to drink, and eggs and flowers and fruit. We were kissed, embraced, shaken and shoved. There were 2-300 French people milling round us, singing and dancing. It was a glorious summer’s day and the first holiday we had enjoyed for nearly three months.”

  


  The Scots Greys led across at St Pierre du Vauvray through the 15th Scottish bridgehead and the Sharpshooters then led from Les Andelys to Goumay, 25 miles to the north-east.


  The Sharpshooters met the FFI or Maquis in Gournay. A gang of ferocious looking desperadoes strung about with pistols dangling from homemade Sam Browne belts. They provided inaccurate information about Germans lurking in the woods. Their main preoccupation was to apprehend unfortunate girls who had been too friendly with the occupying power, shave off their hair and parade them through the streets. The troopers of the Brigade found this an unpleasant habit and wanted to stop it, but the speed of the advance was paramount.
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  The route to the Somme. City of London Yeomanry moving in convoy.


  Many small untidy little actions took place. A German convoy of six vehicles and two anti-tank guns drove into a Scots Greys/2 KRRC roadblock north-west of Goumay and another 40 POW went into the bag. 44 RTR knocked-out six anti-tank guns at Grand Villiers and in Poix had a smart battle with a horse drawn enemy column and took 800 POW and destroyed a vast amount of equipment. The enemy in Airaines saw off ‘A’ Sqn 3/4 CLY and were bypassed for the Canadians following up to deal with. But during this battle on the 1st September Lt Col Littledale, CO of 2 KRRC, was shot and killed by an anti-tank gun. A sad blow. Lt Col Robin Hastings then took over command, arriving on 14th September.


  All the bridges over the river Somme were blown – at Picquigny, Airy and Hangest in front of 44 RTR. The Greys/2 KRRC, found a footbridge at Longpre and had a day long struggle to try to form a bridgehead. The Brigade was now under command of 7th Armoured Division whose objective was Ghent.


  11th Armoured Div on the right flank were heading for Antwerp via Amiens. On the left flank was the German 15th Army defending the coastal ports and sending units into and across the Brigades’ centre lines. In Bazancourt Major General Vemey GOC 7th Armoured conferred with Brigadier Carver in the midst of a fracas in which a retreating German company was captured. 44 RTR now led the Brigade in a 100 mile night march via the northern outskirts of Amiens to Berneuil, north of the Somme. A day long battle on 2nd September by ‘A’ Sqn 44 RTR and ‘B’ Coy 2 KRRC resulted in the capture of 859 Grenadier Regt. On the 3rd and 4th the advance continued with the Germans to the west abandoning their V-2 rocket sites. Huge batches of prisoners were being rounded up and handed over to the tender mercies of the FFI. The Germans were desperate to escape and the Maquis had plenty of old scores to settle.


  From Auxi le Chateau, and St Pol, to Ghent in Belgium is about 85 miles – and this tactical advance was made on the 5th to rejoin 7th Armoured Div. The route was through the Lille coalfield area, St Pol, Lens and other famous WWI battlefields. The burghers of Roubaix were particularly friendly to the Scots Greys and Sharpshooters. Sgt Ted Tirbutt 44 RTR: “Crossed frontier into Belgium at Toufflers at 1230, welcome even more enthusiastic than in France. Travelled through cheering crowds, much flag waving, 84 miles yesterday (5th) with tanks shedding rubbers off the rollers like trees shedding their leaves.”


  Trooper Ken Morris at Bde HQ noted:


  
    “5th September. St Pol we had home made cakes; off the Arras road we had lunch in Aubigny high street with shouts of ‘Vive de Gaulle’, ‘God save England’, ‘Hurrah for ever’, ‘Welcome from Hersin’, ‘Hullo’, ‘Goodbye’, ‘Good Boy’, ‘Thank You’, ‘Finie la Guerre’, ‘Vive la Paix’, ‘Hitler Kaput’. Young mothers held up babies to be kissed, not forgetting the more winsome mums and girls.”

  


  By nightfall on the 5th the Sharpshooters were at Oudenarde, 44 RTR at Kerkhoven and the Scots Greys at Avelghem. The 712th German infantry division still had plenty of fighting spirit and sent strong raiding parties with tanks; they attacked vigorously during the night both 44 RTR and the Greys leaguer positions. Despite valiant work by the 2nd KRRC, the only infantry around, much damage was caused, to both sides. Intermittent action continued for the rest of the night with enemy SP guns being active. The Brigade now faced west to protect a 15 miles flank between the River Escaut and the Lys Canal.


  All through the 6th the Germans continued to try and break through, infiltrating through the villages and hedgerows. During the night of 6/7th the 712th Division tried several times to reach the bridges on the Ingoyghem- Tieghem-Kerkhoven axis. At first light on the 7th each regiment counterattacked in what became known as the ‘Second Battle of Oudenarde,’ capturing many prisoners, inflicting many casualties. 15th Scottish Division took over the area on the 8th.


  The Sharpshooters were now detached to travel 60 miles to Antwerp to help 53rd Welsh garrison the city. ‘B’ Sqn was deployed in the dock area where the Albert canal joins the Scheldt. ‘C’ Sqn watched the canal to the east. RHQ and all squadrons were billeted in schools. The echelons came up and the Resistance movement patrolled the east bank of the Scheldt, and much football was played. A brief interlude of lotus-eating.


  On the 9th, 44 RTR with ‘A’ Coy 2 KRRC liberated Hamme and received a rapturous welcome from 60,000 Belgians in St Nicolas. Every tank and every truck had about 20 Belgians on it with bunches of flowers, baskets of fruit and wine for ‘Les Tommies.’ Sgt Ted Tirbutt:


  “The enemy had flown but the local patriots had placed 1,100 POW in local gaols. Kissed by a very busty matron of 50 years of age. Rounding up of Quislings; a march past of Belgian patriots and German POW, a sort of Roman carnival that I found degrading.”


  Counter-attacks by two German infantry half-tracks were demolished quickly by the KRRC. The next morning the Scots Greys occupied Beveren Waes, four miles to the north-east and stayed there until the 13th when relieved by the Polish Armoured Division. 4 RHA with their new SP Sexton 25-pdrs now rejoined the Brigade, which moved back to Termonde, then to Boisschot. The Brigade soon started fighting on three fronts! The Sharpshooters moved from Antwerp to Ghent to support 15th Scottish’s bridgehead over the Canal de Junction. Then 44 RTR moved on the 17th to Hechtel under command of 30 Corps to take part in ‘Market Garden,’ linking up with 101 US Airborne Div.


  Half of 44 RTR were in Brussels when orders came for a move off to the area north of the Hechtel crossroads. All day on the 18th and 19th the regiment watched Guards Armoured Div moving north towards Nijmegen. The next day 44 RTR were in action to clear the road and canal bridge at Zon, with ‘B’ Sqn directed on Nunen. ‘C’ Sqn put paid to a couple of SP guns and ‘B’ Sqn in Opwetten smartened up two Mk IV tanks but lost two of their own Shermans. ‘C’ Sqn were ordered towards St Oedenrode to join 501 US Parachute Regt. At dusk the attack was called off but resumed the next morning against 107 Panzer Bde, reformed since Normandy. Traffic jams during the 21st restricted movement but bazooka men in the Schinjdel area caused casualties. The ‘Battle of the Road’ around Eerde and Veghel went on until the 26th with the key centre line being cut, restored, cut and restored again against Panthers, Tigers, SP guns. Eventually 44 RTR ended up with only 30 effective tanks in battle order. Sgt Ted Tirbutt: “24th Sept. Fought our way up to St Oedenrode, very dodgy sweeping movements, lost one tank and a commander.” Tirbutt was slightly wounded in the back of his neck, studying a map standing in his turret:


  
    “An exciting and weary day. My other tank got ditched and I was swanning about on my own with the [American] infantry. However we survived. 25th. Mad dash up the road to Veghel where the road had been cut: got heavily shelled in someone’s back garden. Later went swanning and lost two tanks of my Tp, but brewed up a Panther. Crews are safe, thank goodness. Everybody beginning to look a bit jaded. Reports that 1st Airborne have been wiped out. Poor lads.”

  


  On the night of 25th the last gallant survivors were ferried back across the river and the Germans promptly sent a battalion across to seize Randwijk. On the 26th the Brigade relieved 8 Bde of 3rd British Div south-east of Eindhoven along the Bois le Due and Wessem canals. ‘Market Garden’ was over.


  The Brigade had been under command of 8 Corps and Brigadier Carver had Brigadier Piron’s Belgian Bde under command. The front, in the area of Weert, of twelve miles, was facing four battalions of very skilled and aggressive German paratroopers. Every night they sent over fighting patrols although 2 KRRC gave as good as they got on their 7,000 yard front. During the day the canal bank was watched and covered; as were probable approaches by night, with 4 RHA and 3“ mortars providing noisy support. 2 KRRC fired their Vickers MGs with Mk8Z ammo at a range of 4,500 yards. Their Bn HQ was a school shared with the Sharpshooters. One afternoon a 50 shell stonk came down and the RAP received a direct hit and the whole Sharpshooter mess staff were destroyed. The Scots Greys moved up the ‘island’ on 4th Oct to support 101 US airborne Div in the area west of Elst, Driel and Boterhoet. Two days later ‘A’ Sqn helped 5 DCL1 fend off a heavy counter-attack at Opheusden. 44 RTR concentrated at Volkel for a few days’ sorely needed maintenance. Sgt Tirbutt was billeted with a Dutch family, with three delightful children. He thought:


  “they were rather stolid, not particularly friendly. The sanitation needed a lot to be desired. No flush WCs, few baths. Looking back on the Battle of the Road. Price has been heavy: our Sqn lucky, others not so. Young Wally and Tommy Newman KIA, Roy Hooper too. A lot of wounded. Consider myself extremely lucky to be alive.”
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  Autumn and Winter:

  

  Christmas on the Maas


  For the next four months the battlefront in Holland was relatively static and few significant actions were fought. The Brigade supported half-a-dozen other formations at one time or another. On one day the Sharpshooters were under command of 53rd Welsh Div, 44 RTR with 50th Division and the Scots Greys under 101 US Airborne Division.


  Brigadier Carver had a monumental row with his Corps Commander, Lt General Brian Horrocks about the relative merits of armour and infantry. Not surprisingly the Brigade was transferred almost immediately to join 12 Corps west of Eindhoven! Monty had told Lt General Neil Ritchie that Carver had also had a row with Major General Thomas (43rd Wessex), with Major General Ross (53rd Welsh) and with Major General Verney (7th Armoured).


  On 25th October, the Brigade attacked towards Tilburg on two axes – 2 KRRC and 44 RTR towards Goirle and the Sharpshooters and Royal Netherlands Bde up the road from Hilvarenbeck. 15th Scottish Division were attacking Tilburg from the east and 4th Armoured Bde from the south. When the outskirts of Tilburg had been reached the Scots Greys (and the Royals) would pass through westwards to link up with the Polish Armoured Division. Minefields and blown bridges held up the attack on Goirle.


  On the same night 15th Scottish entered Tilburg, the Germans having abandoned the town. Major DR Vernon of 24 Field Coy RE describes their part in the attack on Tilburg:


  
    “We left Arendonk at midday moved up the main road to Poppel where I contacted CO of 60th [2nd] KRRC. We were asked to improve, maintain the road to the front, search for, and remove, mines and booby traps from the verges and rebuild the destroyed bridge over the canal south of Goirle still then in enemy hands. We decided to bypass the debris by planting a Scissors bridge across the water some 20 metres away and build a temporary road surface with thick brushwood mattress to prevent the vehicles sinking into the soft earth. Although the ground was carefully checked, mines caused casualties; spasmodic shelling and mortar fire came down. At dawn on 26th October the bridge was in position and first tanks across. The first troops into Goirle were 60th Rifles with armoured cars of the Greys. A scene of excitement, hated occupation over – streets full of people, sea of orange flags, children given chocolate, their first for four years. English cigarettes in great demand. Nobody went to bed that night. A lot of bottles appeared from their dusty hiding place.”
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  A lull in the fighting at Long (Royal Scots Greys in the village)


  The Sharpshooters leaguered alongside the Zoo in Tilburg. The keepers thought it would be a good plan to feed the noisy and hungry beasts with German prisoners! They argued that tigers were scarce in Holland, but not Germans! The US 7th Armoured Division was being heavily counter-attacked in the Weert area, directed on Helmond. Quite soon their GOC, General Sylvester was relieved of his command, and later the position was stabilised.


  Lt Col RHWS Hastings CO, 2 KRRC:


  
    “We took over from four Bns of General Barker’s 49th Division [18th October]. The infantry had come to a stop in the middle of a forest. There they had dug deep trenches connected by crawl trenches and were sitting surrounded by a large number of very unenterprising Germans only 200 yards away. Bn HQ was in a miserable cellar. On our left were some Poles whose CO said, ‘You do not have enough troops.’ He was quite right! Our riflemen were not used to leaving their vehicles at all. We made many minor mistakes and had to call in jeeps for evacuation of casualties.”

  


  On 20th October Monty paid a surprise visit. Brigade HQ had settled in for the winter at Niewe Parochie. Brigadier Carver was at church, so the Bde HQ duty officer was presented with 20,000 cigarettes for the men. In the village, a cafe became the canteen, a barn the dining room and music was provided by a piano, violin, accordion, sax and drums.


  The popular Major Ibbie Aird, 2i/c of the Sharpshooters, who had done so well at Villers-Bocage, was killed in a road accident at Stamproij and on 29th October the Scots Greys in Rijn received a single salvo of heavy mortar shells which caused 15 casualties. On 13th November 12 Corps’ Operation Mallard started, to clear the enemy from west of the Maas opposite Roermond. The Brigade supported 53rd Welsh Division with the Scots Greys helping clear Heide and Horn, 44 RTR Panningen and Maasbree under fibre from heavy guns in the Siegfried line.


  At the end of November Monty came to visit his ‘Marauders’ to present decorations. The Scots Greys received five MCs and three MMs and the 2nd KRRC three MCs and three MMs. 44 RTR received reinforcements from 42 RTR; the first edition of the ‘C’ Sqn Scandal Sheet, ‘Slime and Tide,’ appeared during the six weeks spent at Zomeren. The tanks were parked in back gardens or in adjacent fields. The winter rains came and turned the whole area into a muddy swamp, hence the title of the new sheet. For over two months the Brigade came under command of 11th Armoured Division, responsible for the defence of the river Maas from Maeseyck to Wessem. The Scots Greys practised joint co-operation with 4 KSLI; all tanks fired on the Belgian Army artillery range at Lommel and old engines and tracks were replaced by workshops.


  ‘Python’ was now available, a scheme whereby everyone with overseas service of three-and-a-half years or more was entitled to be posted to a job in Britain. All the Desert divisions (51st Highland, 50th Northumbrian, 7th Armoured etc.) would have been heavily depleted, so ‘Lilop’ was also introduced – six weeks leave and a guarantee of return to their own unit (at the front). Brigadier Carver took Lilop leave in the new year.


  Lt Col Readman, CO Scots Greys left to join Shaef and Lt Col FES Bowlby succeeded him. Lt Col Hastings, CO 2 KRRC fell badly ill and was evacuated, to be replaced by Lt Col Consett. White denim overalls were issued as camouflage suits and tank crews received ‘zippy’ tank suits. The Sharpshooters were in the area of Heeze and Leende near Eindhoven and spent Christmas at Asten.


  Predictably there were many inspections by Corps Commanders etc, Lt General Ritchie and then ‘Bubbles’ Barker. Sgt Tirbutt described Brigadier Carver’s inspection of 44 RTR on 22 December in the fifth issue of ‘Slime and Tide’ in great, satirical detail as the Zomeren (race) Meetings, one race known as ‘Carver Chase.’ The whole brigade enjoyed Christmas – food, wine and beer being plentiful. Leave parties went regularly to Weert, Eindhoven, Brussels and Antwerp undeterred by the sinister doodlebugs, V-1s and V-2s flying westwards. 2 KRRC in an infantry role held the villages of Thom, Wessem, Kessenich and Ittervoort. 29th Armoured Brigade (the armoured brigade of 11th Armoured Division) were exchanging their beat-up Shermans for brand new Comets when the dramatic battle started up in the Ardennes. They had to rush back to Brussels to collect their ‘old’ Shermans and move southwards in icy conditions to do battle as ‘longstop’ in the Ardennes.


  But vigorous patrolling continued along the river frontage. On 8th January the Sharpshooters had a brisk little fracas at Wanssum, losing a tank in the process and on 17th 4 RHA helped 7th Armoured Division’s attack ‘Blackcock’ in the Sittard area. Their OP in Wessem saw the enemy retreating on bicycles and on foot back into Germany and helped them on their way.
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  Operations Veritable and Blockbuster


  11th Armoured Division (of which the Brigade was still part) came under command of 2nd Canadian Corps in the massive operations which started on 8th February to clear the area west of the Rhine and penetrate and destroy the defences of the Siegfried line. After the infantry divisions had cleared the Reichswald forests, 11th Armoured were to pass through Guards Armoured Division on the Boch-Calcar road directed south of Udem. Two battle-groups were formed. The Sharpshooters were lent to 159 lorried infantry brigade in exchange for 4 KSLI to link with the Scots Greys. General ‘Pip’ Roberts plan was to leapfrog his two battlegroups towards the high ground east of Udem. On 24th February Brigadier Carver and Lt Colonel Bill Rankin were wounded at an ‘O’ Group, so Major Grey Skelton assumed command of the Sharpshooters.


  From Tilburg the Brigade set off towards Cleve. From Nijmegen to the front at Goch every road and track seemed choked with men, weapons and transport.


  Lt Col Hopkinson, CO 44 RTR:


  
    “The actions [during Blockbuster] were unlike anything we had previously experienced. They were much more like World War 1 with every hundred yards a battle in itself. The whole action took place in an area of about five miles by three and lasted day and night from 26th February to 3rd March inclusive. As we advanced, tidy cultivated fields with a little green already showing, stretched before us. By the evening this ground was one great morass of mud. Closing up came Churchill flame-throwers, Sherman bulldozers, every sort of shape of tank ploughing into the fields. By morning the mess was complete. At least twenty bogged tanks lay dismally in the open.”

  


  At 1800 on the 26th the Scots Greys and 4 KSLI crossed this start line and continued their attack under Monty’s Moonlight. At first light they were just astride the railway, had knocked out four SP guns, two tanks and taken 150 POW of the German 7th Paratroop Bde. The divisional artillery, which included the author’s 13 RHA, plus 4 RHA fired barrages on ‘Tinker,’ ‘Coach’ and ‘Carriage.’ Towards Herringschenhof ‘A’ Sqn attacked with great dash into a slight valley with ten tanks in line all guns blazing away.
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  3 Canadian Division had now cleared most of Udem and at first light 44 RTR and 2 KRRC took over the advance. “It was pretty sticky going all round,” wrote Ted Tirbutt: “The ground was terrible. Tanks were getting bogged down on all sides and shelling and bazookas added to the misery. The Sqn quite depleted with bogged downs. Just about to pick up the infantry of 2/60th and move up to the start line. Suddenly AP came from all directions, Letchford’s tank went up in flames. Billy’s tank came racing back with an ugly hole in the turret. After getting the wounded back, got cracking towing out bogged tanks. Eventually we got a platoon from [Major] Roly Gibbs and I took a Tp forward single file up the road. As usual the infantry lost complete touch with us. We supported them into the next lot of farm buildings. We reached the crossroads, sat in a small wood, got heavily shelled all the morning.”


  Ted was hit in the right arm, within the hour was back at the RAP and ended up in Nottingham City Hospital. At the end of a very exhausting day – the 27th – 2 KRRC and 44 RTR had advanced 4,000 yards against paratroopers and SP guns, and taken 128 POW. Shortly after midday the Sharpshooters with 1st Herefords passed through the Canadians to capture the ridge south-east of Udem. Jagdpanthers knocked-out eight tanks but by 1630hrs they had reached the upper slopes of the ridge. They stayed the night on waterlogged ground under shellfire and lost another tank to a bazooka. The following morning the Sharpshooters, this time with 3rd Monmouthshires formed a bridgehead over a stream beyond the ridge. Major Grey Skelton died of wounds received in that action.


  Then followed on 1st March the Brigade attack on the Schliessen line, the main defence west of Hochwald and Balberger Wald. Air photographs showed clearly the network of fire trenches, anti-tank ditches, minefields, MG emplacements with flat heavy going between the well defended farms and woods.


  The plan was for the Canadians to attack on the left, north of the east-west railway, and 3rd British Division were to capture Kervenheim, two-and-a-half miles south of Udem. Then the Brigade would pass through the 2 KRRC/44 RTR along the Sonsbeck road on the right flank, 4 KSLI/Scots Greys on the left, just south of the railway. For the first time the infantry would ride in Kangaroos, turret-less Shermans holding ten men and their equipment. The ground was completely waterlogged and although H-Hour was postponed, the Scots Greys tanks were bogged down. The 4 KSLI could not get on without them and the battlegroup came under heavy shell and mortar fire. But an unusual road half a mile north of Bossenhof offered possibilities.


  On the right flank, although 44 RTR were hindered by the appalling going, 2 KRRC stuck at it and breached the Schliessen line causing over 200 German casualties but losing 49 themselves including Major John Holdsworth, ‘B’ Coy’s popular OC.


  “The German gunners had a field day indeed. From their positions on the high ground they could see the movements of every tank and vehicle. Accurate and heavy fire took a distressing large toll of our men, particularly of tank commanders who often had to be out of their tanks talking to the infantry. In this withering fire the steadiness and persistence of our infantry friends [of 11th Armoured Division] won our special admiration.” (Lt Col Hopkinson 44 RTR)


  During the night of 2 /3rd the Scots Greys/4 KSLI using the road ‘borrowed’ from the Canadians pushed east, then south, then east again. A vital anti-tank ditch was crossed by a ‘Scissors’ bridge. Despite heavy and sustained fire from artillery, mortars, rocket projectiles and MGs they reached Neuenbauershof and threatened Drissenkath. It was a tough unpleasant day but when the Canadians reached the southern edge of the Balberger Wald, risk of counter-attack was over.


  2nd KRRC had secured Kellewaldshof at first light on the 3rd and 159 (Lorried Infantry) Bde of 11th Armoured passed through towards Sonsbeck on the 4th, and the Brigade’s task was then over. The two night attacks by the Scots Greys against well prepared defences had been a key factor, and their partnership with 4 KSLI was excellent. Meanwhile, Lt Col WAC Anderson arrived to take command of the Sharpshooters. On 7th March the Brigade left 11th Armoured Div. and moved back to Eysden, in Belgium to train for the crossing of the Rhine. 44 RTR were now re-equipped with D-D amphibian tanks under the personal scrutiny of Major General Hobart, GOC 79th Armoured Div. Lt Col Hopkinson of 44 RTR wrote:


  
    “Yes it was all too true, we, the 44th Royal Tank Regt had joined the Wavy Navy and were to sail our way across the Rhine in the same type of D-D tanks with inflatable skirts as were used for the amphibious landings on D-Day. Then ensued a furious period of training -10 days – from morning to night. Nautical terms were freely used…”

  


  But Brigadier Carver had a stand-up fight with ‘Hobo/ only just resolved by Lt General Neil Ritchie. On 11th the Brigade returned to the unhappy battlefields of Sonsbeck and Udem, the 44th separately on the 22nd to a concealed area near Xanten.
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  Operation Plunder


  The Brigade was now under command of 15th Scottish, part of 12 Corps. Early in the morning of 24th March the Buffaloes of 33 Armoured Bde set off followed by 44 RTR at 0630hrs. Tea and rum had been served at 0330hrs and the column moved on down the hill through Xanten. At 0515hrs the regiment was in the ‘inflation’ area for the skirts of the D-D tanks. Despite casualties the far bank recce parties were ready to receive the 44 RTR on time. Lt Col Hopkinson; “Soon the river was full of tanks looking rather like floating hip-baths, drifting down stream. One tank was hit as it left the shore and sank like a stone [the crew abandoned ship rather quickly].”


  After the immense artillery barrage halted, thousands of aircraft loaded with three parachute divisions poured across the sky and disappeared into the mists. Fifty-five tanks of 44 RTR got across safely but five bogged down on the far bank. Soon the villages of Bislich, Vissel, Jockem, Vah and Wolffskath were captured. Haffen and Overkamp were taken but SPs held up the advance in Mehr.


  Major JFC Mellor, 2i/c 2 KRRC: “We were to concentrate at Vissel about a mile east of the river. The art of being an early arrival on the far bank depends on your powers of bluff in persuading the authorities that the whole battle is held up pending your arrival!“


  4 RHA crossed by raft in the afternoon and during the night of 25th, the Scots Greys, 2 KRRC and TAC Bde HQ crossed by the class 40 bridge at Bislich. Trooper Ken Morris noted in his journal that “after entry into Germany looting became an epidemic.” Of course watches and cameras, animals for the ‘pot’ had always been fair game, as had drink. After all French champagne had almost certainly been looted or paid for in ersatz francs by the Wehrmacht in the first place. And the sturdy farmhouse cellars in the prosperous Fatherland yielded hams, bottled jams and vegetables and other delicacies…


  Brigadier Carver now formed armoured/infantry battle-groups to help 15th Scottish Div to expand the bridgehead and thrust northwards along the Dutch-German border. The Sharpshooters linked with 4th Bn Royal Welch Fusiliers in their Kangaroos, the Scots Greys with 2 KRRC and 44 RTR with 7th Bn Cameronians. The Corps Commander, Lt General Ritchie sent a special Order of the Day to Brigadier Carver: “Now that we are well on beyond the Rhine, I would like to congratulate you and all those under your command… in particular 44 RTR… the presence of D-D tanks on the far bank so early on, materially contributed to the enemy’s break-up on the line of the Rhine.” So, ‘First across the Rhine’ became a 44 RTR Battle Honour.
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  On the 27th the Brigade became under command of 53rd Welsh Div. and led the advance towards Bocholt from Ringenberg. Progress was slow against the many Bazooka teams, the boggy ground and welldefended road blocks.


  Lt Col Hopkinson described the 44 RTR action around Dingden on 27th March when enemy paratroopers counter-attacked in the failing light supported by SP guns:


  
    “Gradually the opposition stiffened. We were again engaged in an armour piercing battle with German SP guns. It needed the utmost patience in dealing with these unpleasant fellows. Again and again the same sequence had to be followed. First one of our leading tanks would hear the whistle of armour piercing shot and if lucky would manage to nip into cover. Then the enemy gun had to be located, stonked and then stalked. Next there would be a sudden exchange of tank gunfire, then silence. Lastly the cautious resumption of the advance, in the hope, but rarely the certain knowledge, that the enemy had been knocked out or flushed away. Constant rain showers obscured gun sights and binoculars making the ground so soft that it was dangerous to move off the roads or tracks. No one can have anything but admiration for the boldness and cunning of the enemy gunners. They were past masters in the selection of their positions and use of ground and camouflage.”

  


  It is against this background of skilful defence, adverse spring weather and the certain knowledge that the war was almost over that one should consider the next events.


  Unfortunately the Corps Commander and Brigade Commander now took the view that the CO’s of 2 KRRC and the Scots Greys were not pushing their commands hard enough. Lt Col Christopher Consett (who co-incidentally on 30th March was deafened and evacuated when his Dingo scout car went up on a mine) and Lt Col Frank Bowlby (who had recurring attacks of malaria) were replaced by Major Fred Mellor and Lt Col DN Stewart.


  The enemy pockets of resistance were mainly from the 2nd Parachute Corps retreating from northern Holland, still intact and moving eastwards.


  On the 30th the Brigade, in Operation Swan, passed through Bocholt directed on Rhede and Oding with the Scots Greys/2 KRRC leading and 44 RTR now paired with 2nd Bn Monmouths. Rhede was clear but Oding was well defended. The Sharpshooters with 6 RWF called the advance south of Bocholt ‘Bazooka Alley’ and one Sqn CO wrote:


  
    “At the end of a forest glade tanks began to bog down. The woods were full of enemy armed with rifles and bazookas who put up a vigorous fight. Owing to the trees, ruts and ditches it was difficult to move forward or backward and the mist and darkness made it impossible to bring effective fire to bear. In these circumstances it was a moot point whether to stay in one’s tank and be hit by a bazooka or get out and be sniped. To add to our troubles the medical half tracks could not get through. An attempt to send wounded back on a tank had to be abandoned as the enemy picked them off with rifle fire. It was now accepted throughout the Brigade that the first tank to hit the enemy was almost certain to be knocked out and a sacrifice of one tank per day had to be accepted.”

  


  It was a curious advance from Bocholt, sometimes in Germany with a sullen, bitter population, and sometimes in Holland with a rapturous welcome with smiles, orange flags and immediate friends. 44 RTR centre line took them through Winterswijk and Verden, north towards Gronau and north-east again towards Octrup. By 3rd April they were in Langenhorst and the next day in Ohne in defensive positions in case of a counter-attack. The Scots Greys advancing from Oding were held up at Wessum by bridge demolitions and from Epe advanced towards Ochtrup and reached Neuenkirchen, south-west of Rheine on 3rd April. Major TH Brassey was awarded the MC for his courageous leadership of the regiment. The next day they helped clear Rheine aerodrome and Salzbergen.


  The Brigade came under command of 52nd Lowland Division on the 5th April. They turned east for Rheine, then crossed the Dortmund-Ems Canal and beyond over flat, wet country north of the Teutoburger Wald and the Mittelland canal. This alliance lasted for just a few days. Brigadier Carver regarded the Lowland Division as “not an easy formation to work with. They had been trained as a mountain division, had seen no action until their assault on Walcheren, an island below sea level. Their GOC and Brigadiers were elderly and their methods pedestrian!”


  The main task for the Brigade was to help the Lowland Division expand the bridgehead over the Dortmund-Ems canal at Rheine. By last light on the 6th the Scots Greys were over the canal in Dreierwalde and then met trouble at Hopsten. Despite the appearance of the Gross Deutschland SS Panzer Training Bn, 44 RTR/2 KRRC reached Spelle supported by RAF Typhoon attacks. Major Roly Gibbs and ‘C’ Coy 2 KRRC captured 60 enemy in one house in the village of Halverde. Major JFC Mellor their 2i/c wrote: “52nd Division appeared to delight in giving the Brigade muddy tracks which invariably ended in peat bogs and so on the 8th we settled down for some much needed sleep north of Recke.” The next day 2 KRRC fought their way into Neuenkirchen just before dark, killing 60 enemy and capturing 120 more for the loss of nine casualties. The CLY then moved through to reach Uffeln without opposition.


  The Scots Greys helped 156 Brigade of the Lowland Division batter their way, much helped by Crocodile flame-throwing tanks, into Hopsten. One troop of ‘B’ Sqn fired 10,000 rounds of MG ammo in one action against determined SS troops supported by two batteries of 88mm guns, SP guns and of course Bazooka teams. By 1100hrs on the 7th the whole of Hopsten was clear. 44 RTR and 2 KRRC advanced through the night to Halverde. In a series of small actions the Brigade supported the Lowlanders at Voltlage, Offeln, Alfhausen, Merzen and Westerholte.


  44 RTR reached Halverde early on the 8th and captured 40 Germans fast asleep. Lt Col Hopkinson describes the battle with the officer cadets on the next day south of Neuenkirchen:


  
    “A battalion strong they were fanatical creatures and lay doggo in their well-chosen holes and tried to bazooka the tanks. Each man had to be found in his hole and then killed because they just weren’t interested in becoming prisoners. Any survivors cannot have very happy memories of 9th April. They had continuous fire from 4 RHA, considerable attention from RAF Typhoons and the steady advance of a full strength tank Regt. The enemy dead numbered hundreds plus 184 POW. We suffered twelve killed.”

  


  When 52nd Lowland Div moved by night towards Bremen, the Brigade began a long journey round to join 53rd Welsh Div on the river Weser. It was a tedious march of over 100 miles to the Brigade harbour near Asendorf. Two days of maintenance and rest followed before the next task of crossing the river Aller at Rethem. The 2 KRRC found a deer forest and their riflemen had venison on their menu. The German 2nd Marine Division was putting up a superb defence and the Welshmen were having a difficult time. For a week the Brigade in the role of an armoured division were to batter the marines into submission.


  The Scots Greys teamed up with the 6th RWF of 53rd Division and 44 RTR with 2 KRRC, while the Sharpshooters continued armour/infantry cooperation with 4 RWF.


  Hitler’s desperate remnants – parachutists, marines, officer-cadets, Luftwaffe, submariners, Volksturm, fire brigade and police, even schoolboys were thrown together with SS and Panzer Grenadiers into formidable extempore battle-groups. Farmhouses, woods and villages were used as strong points in the river Aller valley. The Brigade task was to cross a new sapper-made bridge at Rethem (which had been a costly battle for 53rd Welsh) and, over the Aller. Then towards Walsrode, through which 7th Armoured would debouch, whilst the Brigade swung north-west to encircle Verden.


  44 RTR/2 KRRC crossed the Rethem bridge on the 14th securing Altenwahlingen and Kirchwahlingen without difficulty. By last light they were halfway to Gross Eilstorf, 2 KRRC cleared ‘difficult’ woods with Wasp flame-throwers and captured or destroyed several hundred marines around Greilstorf and Nordkampen. A propaganda van was used to persuade the intransigent defenders to surrender. However, the burning farmhouses convinced 200 prisoners to give up. Early on the 15th the Shermans and the Cromwells of the Desert Rats started to pass through on the main road to Soltau. 44 RTR captured over 200 prisoners around Sud-Kampen and then took Kreepen in a dawn attack.


  ‘A’ Coy 2 KRRC met heavy shelling and fire from three Spandaus and Lt CA Humphreys urged his tired riflemen forward again into Kreepen and on into the surrounding woods to capture 60 more enemy troops.


  Major Freddy Mellor:


  
    “On 17th April silence reigned throughout the two villages with the Scots Greys ahead of us and the battalion sleeping the sleep of the just. The Brigadier, never over-generous with his praise had told us we had done a really good job of work and all agreed it was worth the loss of sleep. In this successful night attack with both villages captured, 2 KRRC sustained no casualties and took 100 prisoners.”
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  The next day their battlegroup with 44 RTR was ordered to advance north to capture Kirchwalsede and then Rotenburg. The former was an undefended hospital town. Lt Col Hopkinson:


  
    “The base hospital covered in red crosses was full of patients. We were certainly not expected with sick parades, queues and doctors and nurses rounds continuing normally. Freddy Mellor [2 KRRC CO] nearly broke the senior doctor’s arm for continually giving the Nazi salute! Just outside the town ‘B’ Coy 2 KRRC captured many fleeing prisoners including 16 majors, one colonel complete with blonde mistress.”

  


  The German Colonel warned his captors that Westerwalsede was well defended by 88mm guns. He was right and 44 RTR lost three tanks, but 4 RHA pinpointed the defences; 2 KRRC captured five 88mm guns, three 20mm guns, one 37mm gun and 50 prisoners. ‘B’ Sqn 44 RTR continued the advance on Rotenburg and in an amazing battle knocked-out four anti-tank guns, four 105mm field guns and another nine assorted guns despite being shelled by Major Peter Greenfield, the 4 RHA FOO! Their fire fell on TAC RHQ which caused a lot of cynical merriment. But Captain Philip Millington the FOO with the Sharpshooters – a very popular figure – acted as 2i/c ‘B’ Sqn who were very short of officers. Their Sqn Leader, Major Harold Phelps and no fewer than six tank commanders had been wounded when RHQ was heavily shelled on the 15th April.


  Several bold moves were made by night and day through thick woods and heather with sprayed Besa causing forest fires and deterring the Panzerfaust teams. The Scots Greys/6 RWF captured Kirchboitzen on the 15th after a long night march through forest. During the attack on the village Lt Andrews was greeted by a salvo of six bazookas fired from 50 yards away and still survived. Their next objective was Vethem held in strength and Lt Briggs was killed by a sniper’s bullet. The group occupied Idsingen and ‘C’ Sqn carried out two successful ambushes on the German forces retreating from Vethem, which was cleared that night. The Scots Greys then continued their advance on Bendingbostel. Helped by Monty’s Moonlight and vigorous shelling by 4 RHA, Verden was encircled by the night of the 17th.


  With the capture of Verden the successful 4 Armoured Bde link with 53rd Welsh Division ended. Thousands of prisoners including many Hungarians had been taken and the slaughter of the die-hard German garrisons encountered on the way was immense. The Scots Greys captured 1,500 POW, and destroyed 23 guns for the loss of 54 casualties.


  20

  

  The Last Lap:

  

  The taking of Bremen


  The Brigade’s next task, on the 19th was to support 52nd Lowland Division in their attack on Bremen from the east. Four fine British divisions were converging from the west, south and east on this big, important, RAF battered city. The Sharpshooters stayed with 53rd Welsh Division who were approaching Rotenberg from the south.


  On the 20th the Scots Greys supported 156 Brigade attacking Etelsen and 44 RTR, 157 Brigade on their right, in capturing Volkersen. 2 KRRC took over right flank protection from Langwedel to Bassen and Baden on the Bremen-Hamburg autobahn.


  During the Scots Greys’ attack on Etelsen, 130 POW were taken by the evening and Corporal Greenhaigh’s Sherman received eleven direct 88mm HE hits – which only blew off the tracks! Fortunately the large number of 88mm guns around Bremen were equipped mainly with HE and had no AP shot to scupper the Shermans – so casualties were slight. The next day Baden yielded 150 POW but Achim needed ‘B’ Sqn Scots Greys, 44 RTR and some 7 RTR Crocodiles before the village was subdued. Around Bremen large aerial bombs were buried under road surfaces, near bridges and culverts and detonated by remote control from nearby dug-outs. Achim was cleared on the 23rd, as was Hemelingen, the south-east suburb of Bremen, on the 24th by ‘C’ Sqn Scots Greys. Three of their tanks were knocked-out by panzerfausts; Sgt Edgar’s by a civilian firing from a basement behind him.


  Brigadier Carver celebrated his 30th birthday by having a difference of opinion with Major General Hakewell-Smith, GOC of 52nd Lowland Division, and with Lt General Brian Horrocks, his Corps Commander. Apparently Brigadier Errol Prior-Palmer’s 8th Armoured Bde had suffered more tank casualties than 4th Armoured. This apparently ‘proved’ that Brigadier Carver could not have been trying very hard! Which of course was nonsense. But Carver and Horrocks had crossed swords before.
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  Royal Scots Greys tanks co-operating with infantry of 52nd (Lowland) Division.


  Lt Col Hopkinson, CO 44 RTR described the assault on Bremen:


  “With great care the whole area of the city had been carved up on the maps and each sector given a code name. Each was to be reduced in deliberate sequence [as indeed the Russian tank armies were now doing to Berlin]. There was every reason to believe that this, the first great city of Germany to be attacked by the British would be defended house by house.”


  The centre of Bremen had been smashed by the RAF in a massed daylight raid on 23rd April. The main battle for Bremen took place on the western and south-western outskirts of the city. In a park to the north of the city the garrison commander with fanatical storm troopers went to ground in air-raid shelters until Crocodiles and Wasps burned them out.


  “Each 44 RTR troop with its affiliated infantry had its own little objective to capture. As the attack moved deliberately forward, the only opposition came from snipers and occasional salvo of shells crumping down fired by the German guns to the north. Our own guns kept up a steady and heavy barrage in front of us as we moved forward.”


  The main obstacles were the huge bomb craters, the massed rubble blocking the roads and tram and telephone wires straggling dangerously at all angles to snare the tank commanders. The whole night of the 26th was disturbed by the long drunken and riotous ’slave workers’ celebrating their release after years of cruel subjection. On the 24th the Scots Greys had supported 157 Bde up the railway at Malendorf and by the 26th all resistance was at an end. 2 KRRC spent four pleasant days in Malendorf and ‘C’ Coy found some stock of rather good wines in a burning Schloss, and dinner parties flourished once more in the company messes. The Brigade joined the 51st Highland Div on the 28th near Bassen on the autobahn, and next day joined 12 Corps. 44 RTR moved 60 miles east to Oldendorf, 2 KRRC back to Hoxtum, then to Amelinghausen-Sottorf. The Scots Greys moved to Puttensen, ten miles south-west of Luneburg along cross-country tracks as the main roads were full of armour and transport moving up to force a bridgehead over the river Elbe. The Sharpshooters returned to the fold having helped 53rd Welsh Div round Rotenburg. Brigadier Carver noted that Luneburg Heath, the German Salisbury Plain was ideal for tank manoeuvres ‘once the war was over!’ The Brigade leaguered around Salzhausen, 12 miles south of Winsen now under command again of 53rd Welsh. The Scots Greys were lent to 6th Airborne Div.
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  Grande Finale:

  

  Scots Greys reach the Baltic


  The ‘Black Rat/Jerboa’ Brigade had been continuously in action throughout the war – Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Sicily, Italy, France, Belgium, Holland and the battlefields of Germany. It was most fitting that they should be in at ‘the kill.’ It is a curious story. The author’s 11th Armoured Division had reached the river Elbe first, and their battle-groups were across at the Artlenburg bridgehead on the night of 30th April. On the same day ‘C’ Sqn Scots Greys crossed over and reached Boizenburg in the evening, with two brigades of 6th Airborne Div. The remainder moved north of Luneburg but no further because of bridge traffic priority allocated to 11th Armoured. However that was the theory. The Recce Troop managed to pass the Military Police having camouflaged themselves and splitting up into pairs of vehicles. Crafty stuff! Early on the 2nd the Scots Greys led 6th Airborne on an amazing 70 miles to Wismar which they covered in about eight hours. A section of the Recce Tp led on the centre line with two more sections working up subsidiary roads on either side. Then followed the Shermans of ‘C’ Sqn with troops of 1st Canadian Parachute Regt aboard. First scores, then hundreds, finally thousands of German troops, fully armed some in trucks were met and firmly instructed (no shooting) to get on the centre line to join the down traffic. Lt Edmiston’s troop led followed by Lt Col DN Stewart in a scout car, followed by the CO of 3 Parachute Brigade riding pillion on a DR’s motorcycle! Wittenburg was reached, despite meeting towed 88mm guns and a Mk III tank with a white sheet dumped over its gun. North of Renzow a heavy workshop was discovered. At Lutzow the Recce troop was halted by a huge, noisy, German traffic jam, so Sgt Stewart fired HE at them to quieten them down. The column sped towards Gladebusch where later in the day Major Brassey had a troop in action to deter the local snipers. All the roads were well and accurately signposted – just as well as the Scots Greys were out of large scale maps, so a steady speed of 25mph was maintained. The defeated Wehrmacht moved south, some on foot, on horseback and in all types of vehicles. Eight miles short of Wismar a train passed across the level crossing loaded with German soldiers and equipment including three SP guns. The train was allowed to proceed in case it was destroyed and blocked the road. ‘B’ Sqn catching up, stopped and bagged the next five trains. At 1300hrs the Recce Tp reached the outskirts of Wismar. Their eleven Honeys found the way to the eastern outskirts and when reinforcements arrived discovered an aerodrome north-east of Wismar on the seashore. Some shooting took place and a few minutes later 200 Luftwaffe troops marching in threes in perfect step came out of the hangers and surrendered. During the evening Russian troops in white scout cars carrying male and female troops arrived. Half an hour of frantic handshaking and vodka drinking ensued before the Russians withdrew eastwards and put down a monster road block, the first instalment of the ‘Iron Curtain/ On 3rd May the Sharpshooters entered Hamburg which had just surrendered – undefended – to the Desert Rats. Just before crossing the Elbe at Geesthacht General Montgomery visited them to pay his compliments with his well-known Sharpshooter driver Sergeant Evans. Major Mellor, 2 KRRC:


  “Every wavelength on the wireless was dominated by Radio Hamburg. Major news came through. First the death of Hitler and the fall of Berlin; then the reported comings and goings of Himmler with surrender offers; then the surrender of the Germans on the Italian front to Field Marshal Alexander and finally the surrender of Hamburg.”


  The Brigade less the Scots Greys took over the wealthy residential suburb of Hamburg called Bergedorf. Lt Jimmy Stow 2 KRRC drove into Hamburg and ’secured’ from the cellars of the Hotel Atlantic and at another large wine supply point, enough supplies for the riflemen to celebrate, when on the 5th May all the German forces opposite 21 Army Group surrendered. The celebrations went on, and on. VE day was officially arranged for the 9th May when 2 KRRC moved to Pinneburg and 44 RTR to Uetersen. The Scots Greys took part in a Victory Parade at Wismar on 11th May, the salute being taken by Major General Eric Bols, GOC 6th Airborne. The 2 KRRC moved over the border into Denmark – but that’s another story.


  For the time being the Black Jerboa Desert Rat brigade had come to rest.
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  Tanks of the Royal Scots Greys on arrival at Wismar on the Baltic, where the

  

  regiment effected a junction with the Russians advancing from the East.


  


  PART TWO


  The Red Fox’s Mask:

  

  8th Armoured Brigade


  1

  

  Early History


  Lt General Brian Horrocks first met this Brigade in September 1942 “When it played a big part repelling Rommel’s last ‘all out’ effort to capture Alexandria. During the long pursuit along the North African coast which ended at Tunis, regiments wearing this, by now, famous sign were usually in the lead,“ and, “Then came a battle in which the Staffordshire Yeomanry forming part of the by now almost legendary 8th Armoured Brigade played a most decisive part, the left hook at Mareth. I shall never forget the sight of those three fine regiments – Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry, Staffordshire Yeomanry and 3rd RTR advancing down the valley towards El Hamma behind a barrage of 200 guns with the air overhead full of our fighters. The advance then continued with 8th Armoured Brigade almost always in the van until the German and Italian Armies in Africa finally surrendered at Cap Bon.”


  At the outbreak of war 6th Cavalry Brigade (part of the 1st Cavalry Division) was composed of the Warwickshire Yeomanry, Staffordshire Yeomanry and Cheshire Yeomanry. From early 1940 they were based in Palestine carrying out mounted police duties and quelling disturbances between Arabs and Jews. Early in 1941 they took part in the Syrian-Iraq- Iran campaign, encountering Russian cavalry in Teheran. In July the old ‘First Cavalry Division’ became the 10th Armoured Division (with the Red Fox’s Mask insignia) and the now mechanised 6th Cavalry Brigade became the 8th Armoured Brigade. Their main fighting formations were the Household Cavalry Regt, the Royal Scots Greys, the Notts (Sherwood Rangers) Yeomanry and the Staffordshire Yeomanry. When the Division returned to Palestine in November 1942 the 8th Armoured, now an independent formation, were allowed to retain the red fox’s mask insignia.


  Brigadier Neville Custance ensured that armoured training commenced vigorously in the Jenin area. Each regiment consisted of two heavy squadrons of General Grant tanks and a light squadron of either General Stuart tanks (known as Honeys) or of Crusaders. The American medium tank M-3, the General Grant was originally designed to support the infantry. They carried a crew of six and mounted in a sponson, a low velocity 75mm gun. They fired an effective HE shell and its AP had a penetrative power equal to the German Mk III 50mm gun. A 37mm gun in a turret provided all-round traverse. Desert tank tactics were similar to 19th century naval warfare. Drills were devised to form battlelines with the heavier Grants. The light squadron covered initially, and then in the tank versus tank battle, protected the flanks. The Germans were remarkably successful in enticing a ‘cavalry’ charge of British armour on to a deadly screen of dugin 88mm anti-tank guns, with their own tanks in hull-down positions.


  In February 1942 the Brigade moved to Khatatba, 30 miles north-west of Cairo where 1st Bn the Buffs replaced the Household Cavalry. Support services included 552 Coy RASC, 168 (City of London) Light Field Ambulance RAMC, Brigade Workshops REME and Brigade Ordnance Field Park. In June orders to move forward towards Mersa Matruh were cancelled, and suddenly all their tanks were removed to other units and the disconsolate, dismounted brigade moved back to Tahag camp near Ismailia where 3rd Royal Tank Regt took over from the Scots Greys.


  3rd RTR under Lt Col Pete Pyman joined the Brigade in camp near Cairo to start training with brand new Mk I and Mk II Sherman tanks. They weighed 30 tons and stood 10 feet 4 inches high. One pessimistic comment was, “Jerry wouldn’t have much trouble hitting it.” But it was more heavily armoured than the General Grant and its turret-operated 75mm gun could fire AP capped ammunition. The Recce Sqn had Crusaders (two feet lower in height) and was commanded by Major Bob Crisp DSO, with Capt Bill Close as 2 i/c, now with a Military Cross.


  One of the great problems in the desert was that of navigation. Bill Close had been a Squadron Sergeant Major in 3 RTR during Operation Crusader, Buckshot and Battleaxe:


  
    “My Sqn Commander had great faith in my efforts as Sqn navigator. It was my worst job. During a fluid tank battle it was most difficult to pin-point one’s position, done mainly by sun-compass. Names marked boldly on the map as Gabr Saleh or Bir Barrouel were fragments of someone’s imagination. Perhaps a well in a shady hollow, or a trig point of piled stones but not much more.”

  


  Thomas Rose had joined 552 Coy RASC when it was part of 6th Cavalry Division and soldiered with them in Palestine, Syria and Lebanon, met Russian paratroopers in Teheran, “dressed in light blue boiler overalls carrying plenty of guns or mortars.” He often drove a Matchless motorcycle and just before the battle of Alamein, “Our officer intended taking us to Mersa-Matruh to pick up some ammunition, but we could see the place was smoking. On the way back to the Delta, Jerry was dropping ‘Chandeliers’ by night to light up the ground. The Indians were busy digging trenches. I finished up with my section, Sgt Nickolls (Nick) and Sgt Stan Kirk who I had been with from Worksop days in 1939.”
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  Tom Rose (standing second from right) and mates of 552 Coy. RASC, Palestine March 1940 (Tom Rose)


  Trooper Philip Foster had recently joined the Sherwood Rangers’ ‘C’ Sqn, which was equipped with Grants and a few General Lees. His Sqn Leader was Major Mitchell and the CO Lt Colonel Kellett was renowned for his unsurpassed memory for faces and names. His crew commander was a Scotsman, Sgt Campbell, a great talker about his enthusiasm for battle. The driver was Gordy Coil, an adept gambler and card player but ‘Bolshie’ minded who antagonised the authorities. Gunner ‘Smiler’ Tomlinson was a good humoured lad of 22, a small, lithe supple man efficient at his 75mm gun. Louis Raynor, a lackadaisical good natured, jack of all trades. Finally, the 75-loader was ‘Strahl’ Raymond a peacetime bricklayer stolid, reliable and unemotional. Their Grant tank was fitted with the old No 11 wireless set. The others had 19 sets, which gave Philip an excuse for failure to maintain communication.
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  It was a disastrous period. Rommel attacked Tobruk on 20th June and captured it the following day putting thousands of troops and equipment into the bag. Morale was very low indeed. On 8th August an avalanche of VIPs descended on 8th Army. Amongst others, the Staffordshire Yeomanry were paraded for an inspection by the Prime Minister, Mr Winston Churchill, by the CIGS General Sir Alan Brooke and by the new GOC, General Montgomery who paid several visits to see his ‘Marauders’ although they still had to prove themselves in action. His charisma, visits and talks to units, plus the advent of large numbers of American tanks, and the new British 6-pdr anti-tank gun brought a new spirit of hope and optimism. By now the RAF had almost complete control of the air. The ‘bogeyman’ General Rommel was known to be ill and the Axis forces were dangerously extended. Nevertheless his 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions plus 90th Light Div were formidable foes, well led, formidable armour and with the best gun on the battlefield, the 88mm anti-tank gun.


  In mid August the Brigade, now part of 30 Corps moved to Berg al Arab and El Huweijja. At Point 89 Monty inspected the Sherwood Rangers just before the Brigade went into action as part of Major General Alec Gatehouse’s 10th Armoured division.


  The battle of Alam el Halfa started on 31st August when the enemy fell upon 22nd Armoured Bde, backed up by Stuka divebombers, and worked their way eastwards. The next morning 3 RTR went on to the offensive near the Deir el Agram depression but ran into heavy fire and the attack failed. Bill Close was a troop commander in the Honey light Sqn:


  
    “The General Stuart tank was an excellent small tank with a 37mm gun, quite good but we were still outgunned by the Mk III and Mk IV Panzers. We had to close right into 500–1,000 yards range to be effective. The [General] Grant was the first tank in which we were almost on a par with the Panzers.”

  


  Lt Col Kellett’s Sherwood Rangers then attacked at 1100 hrs led by ‘C’ Sqn, with the Staffs Yeomanry on their left. The Kent Yeomanry 25-pdrs gave good support but the Brigade was soon in trouble. The Germans held their fire until the Sherwood Rangers ‘C’ Sqn were only 150 yards away and a dozen tanks were hit and blazed or were disabled.


  Major Michael Laycock ‘B’ Sqn:


  
    “We went in firing hard with our machine guns and had only gone a few hundred yards when I felt something hit the offside of my tank and a piece of hot metal struck me on the neck. Then a sheet of flame shot out of the bowels of the tank and up the front of the turret.”

  


  The whole regiment was 800 yards from the enemy positions when Brigadier Custance ordered the SRY to halt and withdraw. Lt Sam Garrett with the Recce Tp dashed forward to collect the wounded. Tanks were blazing and exploding and the whole ground was raked by German small arms fire. The Kent Yeomanry put down a smokescreen, the wounded were brought back and all the disabled tanks were towed away. SRY had 28 casualties, the MC was awarded to Major Laycock and Lt Garrett, MMs to Troopers Leaton and Robertson. The Staffs Yeomanry engaged the enemy north of Wadi el Sakran claiming a number of tanks and anti-tank guns knocked-out for the loss of three tanks and eight casualties.


  At dawn on the 2nd the enemy had evacuated their salient but stayed in contact, with tanks and echelons of 15th Panzer in open leaguer only 600 yards away to the south-west. Then the Panzers split up into small sections and trailed their coats in front of the Brigade, hoping for another ‘cavalry’ charge on to their formidable 88mm anti-tank guns. Montgomery had 200 guns under command which battered the German positions with a total of 20,000 shells and the RAF sent over 200 bombers to add to the German punishment. General Gatehouse’s orders were to ‘watch the Germans and harry them.’ The next day the Axis force started to withdraw leaving 21 burned out tanks in front of the Brigade positions. On the 4th Major Bob Crisp 3 RTR and Major Christopherson SRY led columns to harry the enemy retreating through the Heimeimat-Munassib minefield. By the 8th, Rommel was back where he started from, apart from his southern flank forward of his own minefields. When General Montgomery visited the Brigade on the 10th he must have been well pleased. Four days later the Brigade moved to a new training area 45 miles west of the Wadi Natrum. 1 RHA took over from the Kent Yeomanry and Major Jim Eadie took command of the Staffordshire Yeomanry. Training at regimental, brigade and divisional level continued into the second half of October. This six weeks of intensive exercises honed Major General Gatehouses’s 10th Armoured Division into a formidable unit for Monty’s greatest achievement in North Africa.


  2

  

  The Great Battle of El Alamein


  Alan Moorehead in his African Trilogy wrote: “When General Montgomery arrived in the Middle East in August 1942 he had the great good fortune to find a ready-made and experienced army waiting for him. Two years fighting and training had made many of them wonderful troops and there were nearly two hundred thousand of them. They lacked a clearly defined purpose and a leader. They got both in Montgomery. ‘Follow me’ he cried, ‘and we will smash Rommel.’ Since the General believed this himself, it was not long before the troops began to believe it too. Before their own eyes great squadrons of tanks and guns were pouring into the desert and naturally the new General was given the credit for it.”
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  Staffs Yeomanry Crusader tanks in the desert.


  The Staffordshire Yeomanry started the great battle of Alamein with 15 Crusaders and 28 heavy tanks (Grants and Shermans). The Sherwood Rangers had 13 Crusaders (Mk VI with a 6-pounder gun) 20 Grants and 11 Shermans. The brand new Shermans were given to ‘C’ Squadron as a reward for the tough time they had had on the 1st September in the Alam el Halfa battle.


  The 8th Army was composed of the 1st, 7th and 10th Armoured Divisions, the newly arrived 51st Highland, 50th Northumbrian and 44th Division plus the experienced two South African and Indian, Australian and New Zealand Divisions: 2,182 guns and 1,113 tanks were supported by 500 fighter planes and 200 bombers.


  Rommel was back in Berlin, and General von Stumme commanded in his absence. The Axis armies were fenced in behind barriers of mines and wire, sandwiching Italian units between German battalions. Forty miles of very strong defences described by Lt Col JO Ewart, one of Montgomery’s Intelligence Officers as “a ‘ladder’, so that our attacks would be canalised into a series of hollows and would lose direction. Into these ‘Devil’s Gardens’ as Rommel named them, a murderous defensive fire was to be laid down. In some areas there were as many as nine successive minefields to overcome.” General Montgomery calculated beforehand that the long and painful ‘crumbling’ of the enemy defences might last ten days.


  On 21st October the Brigade moved up by night from the staging area. As part of Major General Alec Gatehouse’s 10th Armoured Division in 10 Corps they would penetrate the gaps made by 30 Corps in the north into the open country beyond and engage the enemy’s armour. At 2140hrs on the 23rd the great barrage from 800 guns fired 100,000 shells into the Axis defensive boxes. Twenty minutes later the 8th Army attacked in the north. 8th Armoured Brigade reached the start line in front of Mitereiya Ridge at midnight, in the New Zealander’s seven mile wide box. There were six marked tracks through the Allied minefields named ‘Boat,’ ‘Hat,’ ‘Bottle,’ etc. By first light the tanks were hulldown behind the ridge. Driver Thomas Rose, RASC recalls:


  “The artillery barrage was something one will never forget, seemed never ending. 552 Coy RASC were parked with mines to protect us. The Military Police put down red lamps to make a clear road for us as we had supplies for the Brigade, and 911 Coy RASC supplied the petrol.”
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  Major TM Lindsay SRY described the days battle:


  
    “The plan had been for the infantry to make a bridgehead large enough for the tanks to debauch from the enemy minefield and get up to the ridge beyond. There were a further two miles of enemy minefield ahead of us still. We were ordered ‘don’t wait for the OK from the sappers – push on.’ Our tanks advanced slowly to about a mile beyond the enemy minefield. We were preparing to turn south when suddenly anti-tank guns all around us opened up with heavy fire some of them blazing away at us from a range of only fifty yards. The whole scene was criss-crossed with yellow tracer fire from enemy machine guns and armour-piercing fire from the anti-tank guns came screaming through the darkness like devilish red-hot cricket balls. There was a fearsome congestion of tanks and vehicles bunched up in the narrow lanes through the minefield, without an inch to manoeuvre. Suddenly all hell broke loose. Every kind of tracer fire came flying towards us from all directions. The tank crews waiting behind in the packed gaps through the minefield saw armour-piercing tracer shells screaming from all over the place – then the explosions of tanks blowing up, sheets of flame as they caught fire and the dull-cherried glow of red-hot tank turrets. When it grew light the enemy fire became more intense and more accurate.”

  


  Eventually the Sherwood Rangers were withdrawn. Sixteen tanks had been lost. Towards evening the Germans counter-attacked and lost seven tanks when they were beaten off. The Staffordshire Yeomanry lost eleven tanks during the day but claimed 17 out of the Brigade’s overall total of over 40. Sgt Fuller in Major Meynell’s tank claiming five! The Crusader Squadron under Major Farquhar lost five tanks on an enemy minefield and four more to enemy guns. At nightfall on the 24th the Luftwaffe bombed the Echelon vehicles loaded with petrol and ammunition. The Sherwood Rangers lost 20 vehicles which caught fire and blazed fiercely all night.


  Trooper Philip Foster SRY was now a ’spare’ since Shermans needed a crew of four compared to the Grant’s five man crew. His Echelon convoy went along ‘Boat’ track; it was his first experience of battle:


  
    “We drove slowly forward in the small hours. Our ears rang with the barking of the heavy artillery. The night was lit up, not only with gun flashes but with Verey lights and flares in ambers, reds and greens, quite like a pageant of fireworks… Fear is nature’s instinctive warning of danger. We were nearly choked and blinded by the flour-like dust. The night was nearly over. The column was now winding through lanes in the minefields. As dawn broke, the flood of battle burst with staccato fury. The tanks in front of the Echelon had fallen foul of savage crossfire from 88mm guns and machine-guns. The whole column on the track through the minefield had been forced to halt. Tanks began to ‘brew up’ right and left. Armour-piercing thermite shells ricocheted close to the Echelon and the order was soon given to withdraw.”
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  Staffs Yeomanry RHQ tank crew baking biscuits on a home-made oven in the desert.


  With the Shermans firing from hulldown positions, ‘Buck’ Kite, 3 RTR, recalls that the Sappers began clearing the mines again and the tank crews tried to repair damaged tracks. Lt Col Peter Pyman 3 RTR recorded in those grim hours: “I lost most of my engineers in their gallant attempts to clear the minefield. It was a most desperate day.”


  Bill Close, 3 RTR, recalled:


  
    “In the half-light we were nose to tail, unable to move, and came under artillery and anti-tank gun fire without being able to do much about it. Several tanks in front of mine were hit and I thought it was going to be my turn when somehow we were able to push on and deploy on the ridge, though we didn’t get very far.”

  


  That night the 8th Brigade prepared in bright moonlight to push over the ridge. There were two practical gaps in the minefield both 16 yards wide. As each Sherman was nearly three yards wide the tanks and vehicles formed up in close columns two abreast. The barrage had begun and they were moving off when an enemy aircraft dropped flares which were followed by bombs. They fell on the SRY and 1st Buffs queuing to enter one of the corridors. Blazing fuel tankers and exploding ammunition lorries drew the fire of every enemy gun that could be brought to bear. The Notts were thrown into confusion and ordered to disperse, as was 3 RTR which had been due to follow them. Undeterred, the Staffordshire Yeomanry entered the other gap. Later 3 RTR followed and, when reorganised, the SRY. All three encountered concealed anti-tank guns and, rather than leave them exposed on the bare slopes in daylight, they were withdrawn to the other side of the ridge. All attempts to make a clean break through failed that night. The fight continued and the casualties mounted.


  The 1st Buffs had joined the Brigade as motorised infantry in March. Their anti-tank company suffered heavily in combatting the onslaught that brought Rommel to the El Alamein position. For two nights and two days they were in an inferno of fire as they eased their armoured regiments forward along the southern and more wreckage-strewn of the two main corridors through the minefields.


  Orders were received for the Brigade to reconnoitre the minefield which had caused so many Crusader losses, to pass through it and take up battle positions on the El Wiska ridge which was the 10 Corps objective. The second day – the 25th was almost a bloody repeat of the previous day. The Staffordshire Yeomanry under bright moonlight in company with 3 RTR passed through the main minefield and by 0520 were advancing up the ridge.


  Major Lindsay SRY again:


  
    “The Brigade was now in position on Miteiriya ridge, an impressive iron wall of 400 heavy tanks drawn up track-to-track. The German anti-tank gunners blazed away at us all day. As the ‘88’ shells arrived there was a shriek like an express train passing then a cloud of grey smoke and flame. Sometimes the gunners put over airburst – a thunderclap overhead which rained down shell splinters – to keep down the heads of the tank crews, or to get the range. In the evening the Germans counter-attacked us [Sherwood Rangers] with about 100 tanks supported by anti-tank and field guns. Their tanks came towards us out of the setting sun – a favourite German trick. Their shelling was intense. They put down patches of smoke and in this cover small groups of their tanks manoeuvred from ridge to ridge. The Regiment blazed away at them with every gun available and large fires on the enemy side showed that we were doing damage. After a time the Hun had had enough and withdrew. Throughout all this madness our MO, Capt Geoffrey Brooke aided by our Padre Capt George Hales went about quietly and efficiently looking after the wounded. In the first two days of the Alamein fighting our casualties had been four officers killed, eighteen wounded and eight ORs killed and forty wounded as well as fifteen missing.”

  


  The Staffordshire Yeomanry lost ten tanks on the same day with heavy casualties including the 2i/c and four officers killed. So Lt Col Eadie rallied the regiment on the reverse slope of Mitereiya ridge forming the 16 surviving tanks into one composite squadron.


  After dark the Brigade was withdrawn ten miles to be replaced by 2nd Armoured Brigade. It was a desolate area littered with burnt out tanks and vehicles many of which harboured enemy snipers. Major Lindsay wrote: “There had been no respite in the fighting by day and no sleep at night – we were drunk with fatigue.”


  The Brigade took a terrible mauling in the first two days of the El Alamein battle, comparable to 9th Armoured Brigade who lost 87 tanks to the German anti-tank screen. Reinforcements of men and tanks arrived on 26th and 27th despite incessant Stuka dive-bombing attacks. The next day Staffordshire Yeomanry moved up into the line to relieve the Bays and were in action again with the Sherwood Rangers on their left on the 29th. Longrange fire was exchanged with 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions and minefields claimed Crusaders and Grants. By the 31st the Staffs had rebuilt their tank strength to 13 Crusaders and 16 ‘heavies.’ After three days rest the 1st Buffs re-entered the battle further to the north.


  General von Stumme had been killed in action and replaced by von Thoma, but by the 27th Rommel was back in command. The 8th Army infantry ground down the enemy defences slowly and beat off the counterattack by 15th Panzer Division whilst the sappers cleared tracks through the ubiquitous minefields. On 29th the 9th Australian Division after bitter fighting advanced due north to cut the coast road. Their salient was called Thomson’s Post or the ‘Thumb’ and Rommel threw his reserves – 21st Panzer and 90th Light into the northern battle. After a night attack by 51st Highland Division and the New Zealanders the whole weight of 8th Army’s armour poured west straight out of the bulge. The 1st and 10th Armoured Divisions now fought a fierce battle around El Aqqaqir – hammer and tongs on murderously open and featureless ground. By nightfall on 2nd November the Axis forces cracked and Operation Supercharge began.


  3

  

  Operation Supercharge:

  

  The pursuit to Tripoli


  Ferocious fighting took place around the insignificant mound named Tel el Aqqaqir for 48 hours after Operation Supercharge was launched on 2nd November. The Brigade, now attached to 1st Armoured Division was to follow 2nd Armoured Bde into the battle near the Kidney feature.


  3 RTR coming up in the second wave of reinforcements knocked-out two German tanks but lost three themselves. The Royal Dragoons armoured cars slipped through the enemy anti-tank screen in the dawn mist to do damage to the enemy echelons – the first sign of a breakout. But 15th Panzer Division and the Italian Ariete Division clung to the line of the Rahman track and gave 1st Armoured Division a bloody nose, although Panzerarmee Afrika was at the end of its tether. Only 24 out of 90 German tanks were still battleworthy but they had checked ‘Supercharge’ for a day or so.


  The Staffs Yeomanry moved up at dawn on 2nd November along the main coastal road then down ‘Diamond’ track through many minefields. They then carried out an excellent shoot putting three German tanks out of action and half a dozen guns. The Staffs were on the left of the brigade advancing towards Tel el Aqqaqir and were heavily shelled by 88mm guns losing two Crusaders and Capt Cope with the supply echelon was killed. The Sherwood Rangers that day faced north-west then south with snipers potting at them. The next day despite heavy shelling the Staffs put a large number of anti-tank guns out of action but lost three tanks, Major Cartwright and Captain Nicholls being seriously wounded. The Sherwood Rangers were on their left and 88mms caused damage but on the Sidi Abd el Rahman track captured an Italian field gun battery. Lt Keith Douglas had by the evening taken over command of ‘A’ Sqn – that is his tank and one other! In leaguer that night shellfire descended from both sides and the adjutant, Captain Derrick Warwick was wounded. Despite the rum ration it was an unhappy night.


  At mid-day on the 3rd, Brigadier Neville Custance sent 3 RTR to try to bypass Tel el Aqqaqir but they were halted by heavy fire from hulldown tanks and the Brigade’s night attack ended in confusion. The 1st Buffs were helping in the final push with their carrier-borne ‘floating punches,’ starting to round up prisoners by the hundred. But at dawn on the 4th the enemy had vanished; Captain Geoffrey Brooke SRY rescued some Veuve Clicquot champagne, as Capt Jack Tyrell a 3 RHA FOO brought down many stonks and destroyed a number of enemy 88’s and field guns in front of the Sherwood Rangers. Philip Foster’s new OC was Lt Graves: “rather a doleful name.” He was still a spare operator in ‘C’ Sqn and travelled with the fitters truck. Loot was plentiful and swastika flags were popular.


  
    “When the Brigade started Supercharge that started the rout of the Afrika Korps and Von Thoma was captured, we [Driver Thomas Rose RASC] saw dead Germans laying around, some blown up and black. It was through artillery shell explosions. The mines and wire were cleared, none of our troops lay around; in the Battle the Brigade destroyed 54 tanks and a large number of guns and took 1,000 prisoners and another 700 were taken at Fuka Station. We started towing wooden-wheeled [captured] guns towards Alexandria and Italian rifles but most never got to the destination. The wheels collapsed. The road was full of pot holes through shelling, so many of our Bedford’s had broken front and rear springs.”

  


  There was a good deal of confusion as the Brigade ran into columns from the 9th and 22nd Armoured Brigades and the fleeing enemy. ‘C’ Sqn Sherwood Rangers destroyed a ‘B’ Sqn Grant tank. Moving on past Aqqaqir the Brigade was held up by a strong anti-tank screen covering the enemy retreat. The Generals were in evidence. Monty was seen talking to the newly captured Von Thoma who had refused to believe the 8th Army breakout had commenced. The 10 Corps Commander General Lumsden and General Gatehouse congratulated Lt Col Kellett of the Sherwood Rangers and Lt Col Eadie of the Staffordshire Yeomanry on their successes of the 2nd and 3rd. Stung by General O’Connor’s previous comments about tank brigades reluctance to advance at night, the Brigade attempted a night move to penetrate the German anti-tank screen. Minor chaos ensued! But at first light on the 5th the chase was on towards Galal station on smooth, hard ground free of dust. The fast five-wheeled Crusaders were in their element. Some enemy columns were using captured Bedford, Ford and Chevrolet trucks which often caused confusion.


  The SRY had an extraordinary day on the 5th. Directed on the Galal station to cut the coastal road, they tore across hard sand. ‘A’ Sqn saw a long column of tanks, guns and lorries converging on the railway station. The problem was that some of ‘them’ were distinctly German, others distinctly British. The CO thought they were friendly, Major Laycock was not convinced. It was a retreating enemy column, who had captured many British lorries and one of 3 RHA’s 25-pdr guns. ‘A’ Sqn destroyed two German and one Italian tank and all the lorries. The 25-pdr gun was recaptured and handed back to Capt Jack Tyrell, presumably with appropriate comments. ‘B’ Sqn joined in the ‘massacre of Galal/ tempting targets at 200 yards. Soon the valley was full of burning tanks, riddled vehicles and wounded enemy. In the melee Major Laycock’s tank was knocked-out by a British anti-tank gun and in the afternoon a column of 20 Italian M-13s were destroyed. During the day SRY bagged no less than 26 tanks and Monty sent them a special message of congratulation. It couldn’t get any better – but it did. Major TM Lindsay, “Colonel Kellett got a magnificent German staff car. We all wallowed in scrumptious food from captured enemy ration trucks, fruit, Macedonian cigarettes, cigars, chocolate washed down with brandy, Liebfraumilch, Chianti and Champagne.” So ended that magnificent day at Galal.


  The total score of tanks destroyed was 53 (ten to the Staffs Yeomanry, and 16 to 3 RTR and the gunners) plus a thousand POW. The following day was almost as successful. 3 RTR led the Brigade towards Fuka along the line of the railway. When German rearguard tanks and anti-tank guns opened up, the Sherwood Rangers reached the escarpment above Fuka aerodrome and went left flanking to silence the enemy defenders. The Staffs Crusader Squadron found 30 derelict aircraft and many burnt-out lorries. The Buffs carriers and the Staffs swept the countryside to the east and by nightfall another 700 POW were in the bag. When Lt Keith Douglas’s tank broke down in a sandhill it was ‘rescued’ by an Italian concert party who sang until the Sherwood Rangers fitters turned up.


  Rain, heavy rain stopped play – a rare phenomenon which saved Rommel’s bacon; the main body of his troops escaped from Fuka along the coast road. When the Sherwood Rangers launched a frontal attack on the afternoon of the 7th against the Mersa Matruh defences Lt Col Kellett’s tank, aptly named ‘Robin Hood/ was hit four times in succession by an anti-tank gun killing two troopers; that night the 1st Buffs burst, dismounted, into Mersa Matruh, 120 miles beyond El Alamein, but the enemy rearguard had slipped away. The Grants of the Staffs Yeomanry being first in the town entering by the ‘old smugglers’ road, having like the Buffs negotiated a way through the vast covering minefields.
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  Lt-Col E.O.Kellett MP, Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry, & his crew with tank Robin Hood.
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  Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry entering Mersa Matruh.


  Bill Close had had a narrow escape when his Crusader was crossing a narrow wadi strewn with boulders and went up on a mine:


  
    “Two members of my crew died instantly and a sapper major who had stepped onto an antipersonnel mine was badly wounded. Doc Macmillan the MO came up in his half track and dressed a small wound on the back of my hand. For the first time in action I felt sick and almost passed out. I transferred to another of my tanks and pressed on.”

  


  The 8th Armoured Bde remained at Matruh from the 10th until the end of November. Bill Close relished the sight of the blue sea and waving palms of the little resort after weeks in the heart of the desert.


  For two weeks the Brigade rested by the sea, the Staffs in a pleasant place with palm trees and good bathing. Reinforcements came up to replace the heavy casualties suffered during Alamein and Supercharge. Only two tank commanders, plus the CO and Major Farquhar had come through unscathed since 23rd October. By 17th November their tank strength had increased to 17 Crusaders, 11 Shermans, 15 Grants and a General Lee. On 23rd November orders came to concentrate in the El Adem area. The 10th Armoured Division with 9th Armoured Bde now returned to the Delta taking 1 RHA with them but the Brigade was now truly ‘independent,’ and retained the sign of the Red Fox’s Mask. The Sherwood Rangers had had very heavy losses in the recent fighting, 16 out of 22 officers had become casualties. Col Kellett was awarded the DSO, as were four MCs, a DCM and two MMs. Captured German ham, Danish butter and Italian tinned fruit now varied the desert menu.


  On the 24th November tanks were loaded on to transporters which trundled slowly and noisily some 650 miles westwards via El Adem and Msus to catch up with 8th Army. On 3rd December the Brigade leaguered eight miles south of Agedabia where the enemy were making a stand; 3 RTR were investigating the Suera defences. The Brigade was now under command of 7th Armoured Division, whose GOC was Major General Harding.


  For almost two weeks the defences round Suera, known from the issued maps as the ‘Spectacles’ position, were probed by strong patrols. In dense fog on the 14th, 3 RTR with brilliant navigation led the Sherwood Rangers through and bumped the strong Agheila defences. A Brigade frontal attack ensued with, from left to right, Staffs, Sherwoods and 3 RTR now closely supported by 5 RHA. The opposition from the newly arrived Italian Centaurs Armoured Division put up a strong defence with many M-13 tanks, dug-in infantry and many 50mm anti-tank guns. During the night the Italians kept up heavy shelling. 3 RTR Echelon swanned into an enemy leaguer by mistake and lost 12 trucks. At dawn the Brigade made a longish detour to the south to try to breach an anti-tank ditch defended by German 88mm guns. The Staffs lost four, and the Sherwood Rangers three tanks. The marshy ground was soggy and treacherous and other tanks got bogged down. The Buffs however entered the fort of Agheila. By last light the Staffs had penetrated the enemy positions to the south who retreated during the night. About 200 prisoners from the German 90th Light Division were taken. Major General Harding and Brigadier Custance visited and congratulated the individual tank regiments.


  The El Agheila battle opened the road past Marble Arch – Mussolini’s triumphant arch marking the Libyan frontier – to Merdouma, Nofilia, Wadi Regel and Wadi el Fachria. General Freyberg’s 2nd New Zealand Division, with the Royal Scots Greys and ‘A’ Sqn Staffs Yeomanry had tried to envelope the Axis defences by a left hook, but their intended prey withdrew. From Agheila onwards the area of the coastal road was thick with mines and booby traps of all kinds and shapes – flat anti-tank Teller mines, anti-personnel box mines, ‘S’ mines that threw a canister of large ball bearings up three or four feet before exploding. The Germans were particularly good at making booby traps and the Italians made nasty explosive thermos flasks.
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  The Hon. J.Cunliffe-Lister’s tank, ‘A’ Sqdn., Staffs Yeomanry, in the desert.
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  The Army Commander (Monty) with Col Eadie, C.O. Staffs Yeomanry, on the Staffs command tank Defiance before the advance to Tripoli.


  The SRY carried out joint exercises with 5 RHA and the Norfolk Yeomanry anti-tank guns. Monty came up on the 23rd to watch a battle practice and award decorations won at Bare Ridge and Alamein.


  The Brigade waited for supplies to catch up and spent Christmas astride the Merduma-Nofilia track.


  Sports competitions took place. Trooper Tuft SRY accompanied Christmas carols with his saxophone. Church services, an excellent Christmas dinner (turkey, pork, pudding, iced cake, a bottle of beer, 50 fags) was followed by impromptu concerts. Driver Thomas Rose spent Christmas: “near Marble Arch, a large tall Arch in the middle of the Desert, having a large tin of peaches and drinking whisky with Sgts Nick and Stan in their works vehicles.” Thomas was attached to the Australian Division for a few days. He was impressed by the way their officers mixed with the men, “and at mealtimes all the officers lined up with their troops, that’s why they fight so well, getting to know each other, not the same with the British.”


  
    Philip Foster SRY described his B3 Echelon CO, known as Major ‘Nellie,’


    “We would gather round him each morning to listen to his orders. ‘We will go roughly so many miles along here to roughly this map reference, and then roughly so many more miles roughly SW to roughly this map reference.’ Everything seemed so rough, it was a puzzle to me how our destinations were ever pinpointed in terrain, so remarkably void of landmarks.”

  


  Captain Brooke the MO had been seriously wounded and Foster described his successor:


  “The new MO Capt Young sported the Military Cross. He later behaved with unwavering fearlessness in battle. His chief failings were absent-mindedness, leisurely disregard for time and extravagance in the use of medical supplies.”


  Foster now became co-driver of Lt Godfrey’s tank:


  
    “The driver was known as Jigger and the operator as Digger. The latter was a healthy young blond haired man, large, good natured and bursting with lively humour. The other was almost bald-headed and amusingly cynical. The gunner [Ken] Ewing was an employee of Rowntrees factory producing Black Magic cream filled chocolates.”

  


  So the advance continued on to Nofilia, where the ground was covered in tiny scented flowers, to the well-mined fort at Sirte, until main defences were met at Beurat, south of Misurata. The Sherwood Rangers sent out recce parties to the Wadi Tamet, the Wadi Kebir and the Bu Ngem road (known as Bung ‘em). The enemy now held a line from the sea to Gheddabia and was reputed to have a strength of 100 tanks. The Staffs Yeomanry in early January had 25 Crusaders and 28 heavies of Shermans and Grants. Between the 4th-6th strong gales had crippled Benghazi harbour and four ships with valuable cargoes were sunk. On the 10th Monty at Army HQ held a conference for the final phase of the campaign. The next attack would be to breach the Wadi Zem Zem line. The Highland Division were on the right flank astride the coastal road with 22nd Armoured Bde. On the left flank was Freyberg’s NZ Division supported by the Greys and in the centre, 8th Armoured Bde. On the 12th the Brigade moved to the Wadi Chebir. Behind the Dur Umm-er Raml ridge lay the 15th Panzer Division. Hauptmann Dr Zahn of their 33rd anti-tank Bn was awarded the Knights Cross with Oak Leaves for his skill and bravery in knocking-out British tanks.


  The Wadi Zem Zem was steep on both sides. The Brigade moved at daybreak on the 15th, the Staffs Yeomanry on the right, 3 RTR in the centre, Sherwood Rangers on the left and came under shellfire on crossing the Bu Ngem road. The German tanks and anti-tank guns held their fire until at close quarters they let fly. The main action went on from 1430hrs to dusk. The Sherwood Rangers lost 14 tanks, mainly to 88mms, and destroyed three Mk IV specials. The other two tank regiments lost a further ten tanks and claimed five.


  Philip Foster described the Zem Zem battle: “In late afternoon German tanks began to show themselves on some hillocks about 1,500 yards to our right front.” Two or three were hit by SRY AP shells. Foster explains:


  
    “There was an ulterior purpose behind their apparently pointless manoeuvres. They were trying an old trick which invariably worked. On this occasion it was only too successful. They were tempting us to come out and engage them at close range so that we would be decoyed on to their concealed anti-tank guns. Colonel Kellett ordered ‘C’ Sqn to work their way down the track into the wadi and remove all German resistance… (later) “we learnt that within 15 minutes, fourteen of our tanks had been knocked out with considerable casualties. They had simply run on to the German anti-tank guns at short range. 5th Troop had ceased to exist. In spite of our formidable losses nothing daunted the Colonel from ensuring that our Regt was in the lead at first light next morning. In the valley we saw the pitiful scene of derelict Shermans and Grants some blown to pieces beyond recognition. We found Mr Cooper’s tank, a blackened body of steel. All five of the crew had been killed.”

  


  Major Lindsay SRY also described the same battle:


  
    “As dusk was falling the Rgt (SRY) pushed forward on to the high ground. AP shells were bouncing all around. We pulled back into leaguer, uncertain about the fate of the missing tanks. In the dark, the enemy were still firing wildly and the ground was sewn with mines and booby traps. In the dark tanks were still burning. Everywhere there were vehicles blown up on mines. As the tanks had been hit in the fighting the Germans had put down devastatingly accurate MG fire and shellfire on the crews evacuating the tanks. We had taken more punishment than we had been able to inflict.”

  


  At first light the Zem Zem positions had been abandoned. On good hard going the chase continued to the fortifications of Sedada where ‘B’ Sqn, Sherwood Rangers fought a brilliant action destroying three tanks, several 50mm anti-tank guns and taking their crews prisoners. The Luftwaffe divebombed the Staffs Yeomanry anti-tank battery and 5 RHA causing casualties. On the 17th Stukas caused damage and crossing the Wadi Neel caused delays. The Cherrypickers led down an impossible looking defile with a steep slope called Wadi Sofiggin! However, the Wadi Tmasla, reached the next day had steep sides 100 feet high but with a flat sandy bed. Every enemy vehicle for miles around was now converging on the Tarhuna-Castel Benito road to pass through onto the Tripoli plan. Several air attacks now came from the RAF whose pilots were obviously confused by the widespread melee.


  
    “I shall never forget entering Tarhuna on 24th January, filled with trees and houses and plenty of water. We had been rationed to half a gallon a day. On the way from Alamein the natural wells surrounded by rocks may have been contaminated, so we boiled the water to make our tea. I was lucky [Driver Thomas Rose] I was always pals with the cooks. Some evenings in a good sized tent, 6 of us had a game of cards. They made a pie with old soaked hard biscuits in milk mixed with sultanas or currants, baked somehow.”

  


  Near Tarhuna, 40 miles from Tripoli Sgt Buck Kite 3 RTR with his two-tank troop rounded a corner of the coast road and spotted three enemy SPs and some softskinned vehicles. He shouted to his driver, Corporal ‘Jessie’ Mathews: “Port-reverse-snappy as you can. Enemy in front.” And he stalled the engine! Buck shouted over the radio (regimental net): “My God Jessie what a place to stop for a piss.” Everyone heard this illuminating conversation, but the Crusader’s engine re-started. Buck obtained gunner support and the opposition withdrew in confusion. When 3 RTR reached Castel Benito airfield close to Tripoli, Buck was told that the Recce Sqn should go hell for leather down the road. Tush on, regardless/ with his No. 4 troop leading. A mile from the outskirts, orders came through to allow the 11th Hussars to come through. Colonel Pete Pyman had been listening in to the engine stalling at Tarhuna. In Buck’s citation for an MM for his recce exploits it said ‘Kite reported the enemy positions with good humour.’


  Much of the 19th January was spent in artillery duels including two batteries of Long Tom 60-pdrs against the German 210mm howitzers. The following day the Staffs Yeomanry entered now undefended Tarhuna. The Italian governor surrendered unconditionally and the Arabs promptly started looting. The Buffs restored order in the attractive little town of white houses set among trees and plantations.


  A lost sheep turned up out of the blue for the Sherwood Rangers. Major ‘Donny’ Player, the 2i/c returned to the fold in a sheepskin jacket, and an immense piratical beard. He had been on a secret long-range mission to Castel Verde but near Bu Ngem he was captured by Germans in British armoured cars and interviewed by General Bayerlein. He escaped and walked back 200 miles to his regiment.


  Four German guns were holding up the progress of the Brigade through a narrow pass leading to Castel Benito and Tripoli. During the night the Buffs cleared the way for 3 RTR to pass through minefields and 88mm defences into the lovely plain of Tripoli leaving the desert behind. There were cherry orchards in full bloom, olive groves, date palms, vineyards and eucalyptus trees and Italian colonial whitewashed farms and villas. The Cherry Pickers under command of 8th Armoured Bde entered Tripoli on the 23rd and Monty was seen speeding down the road in his car to savour this great achievement of the 8th Army. Alan Moorehead:


  
    “The Highland pipers went piping into the main square. At last after thirty months of warfare the ragged and dishevelled desert soldier stood with wonderment and emotion beside the playing fountains. In the swaying battle of the desert Tripoli had for two and a half years appeared as a mirage that grew strong and now faded away again and was for ever just beyond the Eight Army’s reach. So many had died or been withdrawn through wounds at a time when the struggle looked futile and endless. Only those who had suffered the test of the desert will be able to understand the emotions of the victors at the end – and the inevitable anti-climax.”

  


  Having been chased out of Zavia and Sabratha, Rommel withdrew his troops westwards behind the heavily fortified Mareth line. The Afrika Korps now neatly plugged the southern sector of the front of the great rectangle of mountain and plain that stood between the 8th and 1st Armies and total victory in Africa. On 4th February, Mr Winston Churchill inspected the victorious 8th Army in a grand parade in Tripoli which is described by Major Lindsay (SRY):


  “Colonel Kellett, Major Player, Major Laycock and 30 ORs took part in the Victory Parade standing by their tanks with their back to the rugged stone walls of the naval fortress of Tripoli. It was an inspiring sight with massed pipe bands, Highlanders in kilts, the marches of each regiment being played, vehicles and guns gleaming with new paint, the 11th Hussars with their cherry coloured berets in their armoured cars with the pennants fluttering, standing up in the cars so that they were level with the stately palm trees. Churchill stood at the saluting base with tears rolling down his cheeks. “In the days to come when asked by those at home what part you played in this war, it will be with pride in your hearts that you can reply, ‘I marched with the Eighth Army.’”


  Driver Thomas Rose RASC noted:


  
    “At the Victory Parade in Tripoli, the tanks were bulled up and the nuts on the wheels painted white. I noticed the Scots Regiments – the Argyles with white spats and full dress marching past the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill. That did not please me at all. He came out and went back to England in a few days. I had been out in the Middle East from January 1940.”

  


  The Sherwood Rangers spent several enjoyable weeks in Zavia. Brigadier Roscoe Harvey took over command of the Brigade at El Uotia. Lt Col Jim Eadie, CO Staffs Yeomanry, took a composite regiment up to the El Assa- Regdalin area to form a bridgehead over the marshy land on the Tunisian border. The 1st Buffs claimed to have led the 8th Army on 8th February into Tunisia. The Staffs Yeomanry were in action on 8-9th against Mk IV tanks and with 3 RTR (under Lt Col Spence) moved to Ben Gardane.


  General Montgomery held a major conference in Tripoli on the 15th attended by all the top brass in the Middle East, American generals (including Patton who was predictably difficult) and a posse from Home Forces in the UK. By coincidence, the American 2nd Corps took a beating that day at Gafsa and had to make a hasty and confused retreat.


  4

  

  Breaking the Mareth Line:

  

  Supercharge II


  On 21st February the Brigade moved out to El Uotia for a week’s training with new tanks, new guns and often new reinforcements. Soon a rapid move was needed to Medenine where Rommel, now a sick man, had gathered 140 tanks of the 10th, 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions. The Highland Division was holding the coastal road area on the right and on the left was the 2nd New Zealand Division. In the centre around the village of Metameur was the Brigade and 201st Guards Brigade. Major Lindsay SRY recalled: “We leaguered in a garden with oak, olive and fig trees and the scent of wild flowers all round.” The Staffs Yeomanry had been loaned to 4th Armoured Brigade. Rommel’s tanks came in at first light on the 6th backed by 1,500 infantry, but failed to get past the 8th Army anti-tank screen. The infantry fought a highly successful defensive battle without the aid of wire or mines. The din of the artillery defensive barrage was still going on towards evening when Rommel gave up, leaving 52 of his tanks on the battlefield. The Allied force lost no tanks and during the day suffered only 130 casualties. Another classic Monty defensive victory.


  The French had originally built the 22 miles of Mareth line – a series of defence positions running between the coast and the Matmata hills – in case the Italians invaded Tunisia from Libya! They were based on a formidable natural obstacle -the Wadi Zigzaou – developed into a substantial anti-tank ditch, defended in depth with mines, wire and strongpoints of concrete and steel.


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  Rommel had left for Germany on 15th March and Marshal Messe now commanded the Afrika Korps renamed the ‘First Italian Army.’ The coastal strip was held mainly by Italians (Spezia and Pistoia divisions) with the German 90th Light and 164th Light in the vicinity, with 15th Panzer Division in reserve. The possible left flank south of the Matmata Hills, through Wilders Gap, then 80 miles north through soft sand and broken ground was daunting in the extreme. The final obstacle was a valley – the Wadi Merteba – with steep hills on either side leading towards El Hamma and Gabes. Montgomery wrote in his memoirs: “The problem then was – could a route through the sand sea be found? The French told me that any outflanking movement through this sand sea was impossible. A possible route was found by the Long Range Desert Group.” His plan was for 30 Corps (50th, 51st and 7th Armoured Divisions) to attack the eastern flank with relentless pressure and draw the enemy reserves into the battle. Then to launch the heavily reinforced New Zealanders round the western flank and to ‘break-in’ behind the Matmata massif. 10 Corps under General Horrocks was in reserve, available to fling two armoured divisions in on either flank as opportunity offered.


  The start of the battle was unpromising. 201st Guards Brigade tried to capture the ‘Horseshoe Feature’ on the south-west end of the Mareth line on 16th March. The Guards had to retire with heavy casualties. For three days 50th Division battered away to cross the lethal Zigzaou and suffered enormous casualties for little gain. (Indeed fierce German counter-attacks pushed 30 Corps back to their start point by 23rd March.)


  But the left hook had been well planned. The Brigade started to move south on the night of the 14th and reached the New Zealand assembly area, 80 miles down in the desert by the 18th. On the night of the 19th the Staffs Yeomanry led the forces of Operation ‘Plum’ of 27,000 men and 6,000 vehicles, 200 tanks and guns, advanced to the high ground near Dumm es Chia. It was clear that the Germans were aware of this new threat, so with no need for secrecy, speed was vital. Bir Soltane and Wadi Medfid were passed by the 20th and late the next day the enemy outer defences were met at the Kebili-Gabes road. The 6th New Zealand brigade supported by 3 RTR, covered by artillery, forced and cleared routes through the minefields putting 1,500 Italians into the bag.


  Major TM Lindsay SRY:


  
    “On the 21st we bumped a strong line of infantry positions, well dug in and protected by minefields in front of the Roman Wall. The Germans had their 90th Light Division in the line and were holding 15th Panzer in reserve to counter-attack if we should break through. The newly arrived Italian Giovani Fascisti turned out to be tenacious fighters. The Buffs sent patrols ahead which came under heavy MG fire.”

  


  In the same action the Staffs Yeomanry knocked-out three enemy tanks but lost ten casualties to heavy shelling. On the 23rd/24th six officers including the Padre and MO were killed or wounded by shelling. Philip Foster SRY:


  
    “We moved at first light on the 22nd into the gap tom by the New Zealanders. The green valley contained a minefield cleared by the REs with white tape. It was a question of follow-my-leader across it… This easy passage through fortified positions was a stimulating experience. It seemed that the line was broken and we would forge ahead to Gabes, but the battle had scarcely begun. Far stiffer opposition lay ahead.”

  


  Colonel ‘Flash’ Kellett who had commanded the Sherwood Rangers for so long with so much dash had just been promoted to be 2i/c 8th Armoured Brigade. Almost immediately he was killed by a shellburst on his tank. Lt Col ‘Donny’ Player took over command of SRY and Lt Col Silvertop, 3 RTR.
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  Monty with SSM Barlow (left) and Col Kellett, Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry.


  5 RHA had left the Brigade and were replaced by 111 Field Regt RA. Silvertop was wounded at the Roman Wall and was succeeded by Lt Col Ian Spence.


  By 24th March the outflanking force had been checked south of ‘Plum.’ The enemy defences were 6,000 yards deep, 2,500 yards gap between the hills on each side of the valley. But 3 RTR made a lodgement by that evening on high ground. The main attack went in on the evening of 26th March.


  Lt General Brian Horrocks commanding 10 Corps (New Zealanders, 8th Armoured Bde and 1st Armoured Division) wrote:


  
    “After consulting Monty we decided on a blitz attack straight up the [Tebaga Gap] valley. The New Zealanders and 8th Armoured Bde, supported by every gun we had, were to attack at 1600hrs [26th March] with the sun behind them, a most important factor in desert fighting. The air support was on a scale never attempted before by either side during the war [tank-busting Hurricanes, Kittyhawks and conventional fighters from the RAF, RAAF, SAAF and USAF took part]. 1st Armoured Division was to follow behind and pass through the New Zealanders when the crust had been broken. The advance to continue until dusk, halt and wait for the moon to rise before continuing the advance right through the night. The valley was ambushed by the hills on either side which would prove a death-trap in daylight.”

  


  However, General Freyberg VC, GQC the New Zealand Division was sceptical. “If we punch a hole, will the tanks really go through?“


  “The tanks of 8th Armoured Bde, commanded by Roscoe Harvey advanced up the valley in open order. They thought they were being launched on a second Balaclava but there was no hesitation. The New Zealanders emerged from their trenches where they had been lying up all day and swarmed forward,“ continued General Horrocks.


  Bill Close was 2i/c ‘A’ Sqn 3 RTR with Crusader tanks: “There was this talk about a Balaclava Charge. We were to go into action with the Staffordshire Yeomanry next to us and the Notts [Yeo] on the right.” The three armoured regiments were formed up in two long lines at 50 yards intervals across the valley with the Shermans in front, the Crusaders behind and carriers in the third line. Each regiment was followed by a New Zealand infantry battalion. The Sherwood Rangers had the 28th NZ (Maori) Bn, some of them riding on the tanks: “They pitched into battle during a violent sandstorm with wild cries, firing off everything they had at the enemy, hurling stones when their ammunition ran out.” The 3 RTR were twinned with 24th and Staffs Yeomanry with 23 NZ Infantry Bns. Fifteen minutes before zero hour the RAF got to work – 16 squadrons of Kittihawks (fighter bomber) took part with five squadrons of Spitfires as cover. They came in very low and caused massive destruction in the ranks of 164 Light and 21st Panzer Division (15 Panzer arrived on 27th March). The massed artillery – guns of two RHA regiments, six field and three mediums – provided a covering barrage. For the first thousand yards, a speed of 100 yards per minute; and 50 yards per minute for the next two thousand yards. The tanks followed up only one hundred yards behind the barrage. It was ‘El Hamma or bust.’ The Yeomanry regiments called operation Supercharge II, ‘the Grand National.’
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  Bill Close 3 RTR:


  
    “In brilliant moonlight the attack was completely successful. ‘A’ and ‘B’ Sqns getting through the minefields and capturing Point 201. The very unpleasant small wadis were covered by well sited anti-tank guns; several tanks in both squadrons were knocked out at close range. We remained in occupation of the high ground south-west of the Tebaga Gap, remaining in our tanks at stand-to-all night, most unpleasant and extremely cold. Some 20 artillery and anti-tank guns were destroyed or captured in this action.”

  


  His CO, Major Alec Doig, had been badly wounded and Close took command of ‘A’ Sqn. “The New Zealanders got among the German infantry and soon had them surrendering in droves.”


  Major TM Lindsay SRY:


  
    “Darkness began to fall and the situation was still confused. ‘B’ Sqn had lost three Shermans but Major Mitchell knocked out a Mark III and a Mark IV with a right and left. We could see that stiff fighting was still going on against the mountain on our right. At about 0300 the SRY leaguered on their final objective, uncomfortable and silhouetted all night long by the fires of burning tanks all around. As the darkness lifted we could see the battlefield littered with knocked out tanks and guns and enemy dead. This had been the most spectacular and frightening battle we had taken part in and one of the most successful. We had broken through completely in one day’s fighting.”

  


  The Staffs Yeomanry knocked-out five tanks, many anti-tank and field gun positions were over-run and many prisoners taken – for the loss of seven Shermans and 20 casualties. They harboured eventually around Wadi Sisoub as the 1st Armoured Division, led by 22nd Armoured Bde followed through to capture El Hamma itself.


  3 RTR then had to deploy to deal with half-a-dozen German tanks still firing from the foothills as 1st Armoured Division swept through the two ranges of hills on Djebel Melab. “I [Bill Close] took ‘A’ Sqn into good positions and engaged several Mk IV tanks of 21st Panzer Div until one of the heavy squadrons came up and dealt with them, not before three Shermans and one of my Crusaders had been knocked out.” Pockets of Germans in the Tebaga Gap fought on all day and night, particularly around Point 209, held by 433rd Panzer Grenadier Regt. The Staffs Yeomanry also fought the same enemy tank group, all of them Mk Ills and IVs. A further 28 arrived from the hills to the west and engaged in long-range duels. The total bag of enemy prisoners was 7,000, of whom 2,500 were German. Under cover of dust storms most of the enemy escaped northwards up the coastal road. 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions suffered a tremendous hammering and 164 Light Division lost most of its weapons and vehicles. At least three Italian divisions suffered so heavily that they ceased to be of any fighting value.


  All the armoured regiments suffered – the Staffs had 63 casualties, with seven tanks destroyed by the enemy, three on minefields and nine more damaged. SRY had lost many tank commanders in the close fighting, Capt Sam Garrett killed by shrapnel, Lt Robin Taylor killed, Capt Bill McGovan and Lt Williams both missing.


  The main frontal attack on the Mareth line had been nearly disastrous but the 350 mile outflanking left hook had been superbly executed and won the battle. General Horrocks and even the sceptical General Freyberg congratulated the Brigade on their Balaclava Charge.


  5

  

  Mareth to Tunis


  The Brigade was now ordered to fan out north-east and east towards the coast road and to make contact with the tail of 1st Armoured Div. On the 28th the rearguard of the retreating 15th Panzer Division counterattacked from the left flank near the Wadi Martuba. Major TM Lindsay: “They fired on us with unpleasant accuracy. 3 RTR and the Staffs Yeomanry had tanks hit and sent up in flames. The SRY had a fine shoot, Capt. Tony Gauntley having a field day ‘brewing up’ 50mm and 88mm anti-tank guns.” Later, “We got on to the Wadi Mataba where the going was very bad. The enemy anti-tank guns kept on at us all the time and in the evening we were very heavily shelled.” The next day SRY captured a company of Italian Navarra Lancers and in a rainstorm south of Oudret were startled to see a battery of 88’s facing them at point blank range. They were dummies! The 8th Army captured Gabes on 30th March but the Germans were getting away fast into the hills, fighting short sharp little rearguard actions blowing up bridges and leaving minefields and booby traps behind. Two new developments now occurred. The first was favourable – the arrival of a new 17-pdr anti-tank gun, almost the equal of the hated 88mm anti-tank gun. But much less encouraging was the appearance of the first German Tiger tanks, who were destined to be the kings of the battlefield until the end of the war. And the dreaded multibarreled mortar – the Nebelwerfer, christened the Moaning Minnie because of its noise – also appeared.


  The next set-piece battle took place on 5/6th April, an action to get across the Wadi Akarit, the 12 mile wide Gabes Gap. Trooper Philip Foster SRY:


  
    “A first rate natural defence line as its narrow extent was bounded on one side by the sea and on the other by the salt marshes. Jerry also held a very high hill which afforded superb observation [of the battlefield]. General Montgomery in person addressed the officers and senior NCO’s of the Regiment. The Brigadier [Roscoe Harvey], spoke to us all with enthusiastic praise for our achievement, with hints and promises of two or three more Balaclavas. This last notion left an unsavoury taste in our mouths.”

  


  4th Indian Div were on the left, 50th Div in the centre and 51st Highland Div on the right. Under a barrage of 400 guns the main assault went in at 0400 on the 6th and the prominent hills of Djebel Beida, Roumana and Fatnassa were captured together with some 5,600 POW. But the Germans put in a strong counter-attack with tanks (some of them Shermans captured from the rather inexperienced 1st Army front, known cynically by the Desert hands as ‘Rommels Tank Delivery Regiment’) and infantry. The Sherwood Rangers followed 50th Division in the centre and met bitter opposition. They were held up all day in the valley under heavy shelling. All three armoured regiments and 1st Buffs were in action, particularly during the enemy counter-attack which eventually was repulsed, causing the enemy another 4,500 POW. The Staffs lost two Crusaders but knocked-out two tanks in turn. A further major attack was planned for dawn on the 7th but the enemy had gone. The Brigade crossed over the wadi to overtake and capture elements of 204 Panzer Grenadier Regt. Later a group of 26 enemy tanks including 13 brand new Tigers threatened, but the new 17-pdr anti-tank guns were soon in action and at last light the Panzers withdrew


  The Brigade continued to advance, Djebel Houlges, Rebat and Djebel el Telil taken or bypassed. The Brigade supply echelon was attacked by 45 Panzers and perhaps surprisingly three were knocked out. 3 RTR disposed of three tanks near Chebket en Nouiges. Although the old enemy, 15th Panzer and 90th Light divisions were fighting hard, the 8th Army entered Sfax on the 10th and the Brigade were ordered towards Enfidaville through El Djem and Sousse. It was remarkably attractive countryside.


  Trooper Philip Foster SRY had problems with his diesel Sherman, and while the REME recovery section tended it:


  
    “On the Sfax side of El Dejem it was like holiday camping in these gorgeous surroundings of olive trees, fields of rich crops and harvests of poppies. We sought out the Regiment in the open plane towards Enfidaville. The horizon was overshadowed by a great range of mountains which were the last natural defences of Tunisia. The most prominent feature before these formidable peaks was a mighty monastery fortress perched on the summit of a steep conical slope. It was called ‘Nottingham Castle’ by our regiment and ‘Stirling Castle’ by 51st Highland Division.”

  


  Foster found SRY “after its rapid advance to Sousse in an orchard and cactus forest with great saucepan shaped fronds reaching candelabra fashion up some ten feet.” And Major Lindsay SRY: “Wide plains here planted with olives, orchards with strips of ploughed land alternating with rows of trees, banks covered with wild flowers, scarlet poppies, yellow daisies and lupins.” ‘A’ Sqn was detained for some time by pretty women in European dresses, refugees from the coastal towns. “They gave us a riotous welcome. What pretty girls they are. This is civilisation.”


  By the 16th the Brigade had advanced by Sousse and Sidi Bou Ali to the area south of Enfidaville. For three days the NZ Div tried to take the Takrouna ridge, overlooking the town. SRY and the Staffs supported the Maories trying to take the rock-fortress guarding the pass. The Trieste and Folgore Italian divisions fought bravely.


  The SRY lost seven Shermans, a Grant and a Crusader, mainly on an uncharted minefield. On the 24th their CO, Lt Col Player, on a recce to the Guards Bde HQ was shelled and died of his wounds. He was buried in the churchyard at Enfidaville and was succeeded by Lt Col Viscount Cranley, previously 2i/c 4 CLY.


  Lt Keith Douglas, poet, writer and painter was so moved by the recent deaths of Col Kellett, Col Player and so many of his friends that he now wrote at Enfidaville.:


  


  
    How can I live among this gentle

    

    obsolescent breed of heroes, and not weep?

    

    Unicorns, almost

    

    for they are falling into two legends

    

    in which their stupidity and chivalry

    

    are celebrated.

  


  


  * * *


  Montgomery now tried various alternative attacks. On the west and the north-western flanks the 1st Army and the American attacks had not succeeded. Another plan for a renewed assault past Enfidaville towards Tunis was cancelled on 30th April, Lt General Brian Horrocks was now ordered to take most of his 10 Corps off left flanking to join 9 Corps in General Anderson’s 1st Army, joining with them on an attack on Tunis from the west at Medjez el Bab.


  They captured Longstop Hill on 26th April, Massicault on 6th May and Tunis and Bizerta both fell on 7th May. The New Zealanders around Takrouna estimated that 20,000 enemy were still in front of them, so SRY supported the newly arrived 56 (Black Cat) Division fresh from Syria in an attack on the 11th/12th May. Alas there was no success and many casualties. On the 13th General Graf von Sponeck surrendered the famous 90th Light Division. “The tanks of 3 RTR were under camouflage nets in the cactus thickets opposite Enfidaville when the end came,“ wrote Major Bill Close:


  
    “After the gunfire ceased to echo through the wadis, the Squadron Leaders cautiously left cover to watch detachments of shabby Germans march into captivity. They belonged to the 90th Light and came in under their own officers and NCOs. There was no gloating on our part, only a sense of achievement in having beaten men who in my experience fought with distinction and skill… and decency.”

  


  The 90th Light arrived in the POW cage led by their divisional brass band who a few days later gave a concert. The first number was ‘We’re gonna hang out the washing on the Siegfried Line.’ The intrepid 90th Light then beat their captors at football. Also on the 13th, Marshal Messe, Commander of 1st Italian Army, who were still holding out north of Takrouna, surrendered his 80,000 remaining troops, appropriately to General Freyberg VC, GOC of the New Zealand Division.
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  In Limbo


  250,000 Germans and Italians of the Afrika Korps and 1st Italian Army had surrendered to the Allied forces. Major Bill Close had his own rating for the German units he had fought for so long. The 21st Panzer Division was at the top of the list, the 90th Light second and the 15th Panzer Division next, “but there was not a lot between them. “And he had a healthy respect for the crews of the 88mm anti-tank guns and the Stuka pilots: “I couldn’t understand how I had gone through the whole campaign and came out alive – especially how I had survived Alamein.”


  The majority of 8th Armoured Brigade was now destined to see no more action for a year. After taking part in the grand Victory Parade in Tunis, the Brigade remained in the Hergla area until 14th June. Leave parties went off to visit Algeria and feasted off fresh lobster in the French seaside villages. Capt Bert Churchman SRY opened a Brigade holiday camp at La Goulette. Trooper Philip Foster noted that a high percentage of men were suffering from desert sores and skin complaints. But glorious sea and river bathing, even sulphur springs, and sports activities and for a time reveille at 9am soon restored health and morale. Lt Keith Douglas SRY arranged a dance in Monastir for 100 men and 100 girls, but the girls made a beeline for the food! Tombola, ENSA shows, cinema and concerts, all helped morale.


  The Feathers, a type of NAAFI, complete with piano soon became a public house when 60 gallon barrels of young, acid white wine from Tunis arrived. “Men drinking mugfull after mugfull as though it were ale with a morsel of food to help it down. They were as intoxicated next morning as the night before,“ wrote Philip Foster. However, some military activities were carried out. Trooper Foster gave lectures on wireless to classes of bored operators. Visits were paid to the surrounding battlefields where lectures and discussions were held on the lessons to be learned from the recent fighting. And Major Lawrence Biddle, GSO1, invented a TEWT in which squadrons used identical sand tables and fought battles by telephone, since there were now only two Shermans in running order in the whole Brigade. Vehicle maintenance, many courses of instruction and inevitable RSM parades took place. Mid-June the Brigade moved east to Homs and after three days of extra cleaning and smartening up they were inspected on the 21st by HM King George VI. He drove slowly past most of the 8th Army with General Montgomery in an open car. The 7th Armoured Div sports were held at Leptis Magna on 9th July. The Grand Brigade (horse) race was won by Major Pat Griffiths, Staffs Yeomanry with Brigadier Roscoe Harvey in third place. Lt Col Silvertop, wounded during the Mareth left hook attack, returned to command 3 RTR and Lt Col Ian Spence came to command the Sherwood Rangers, and in mid September the Brigade moved back to the Delta. The Sherwood Rangers went to a tented camp near Cairo, put on guard duties looking after ministries, residences and hospitals!


  The Staffs Yeomanry arrived at Beni Yusef Camp near Cairo on 27th September, the first permanent camp they had occupied for 14 months. Brigadier ‘Roscoe’ Harvey was posted back to UK to command 29th Armoured Bde and was replaced by Brigadier GE Prior-Palmer. There was a great deal of speculation on the future movements of the Brigade. Sicily had been taken and the long, arduous campaign in Italy had started, but on 5th November a move was made to Alexandria, thence to Amariya transit camp.


  Trooper Arthur ‘Red’ Reddish was a driver and/or gunner-operator in ‘C’ Sqn SRY:


  
    “Trips to Tripoli were frequent but Monty, as his wont, had placed all the interesting spots out of bounds. As the regiment moved in easy stages down the Desert Road to the Nile Delta, a small party of us sailed to Malta in an old tramp steamer. Once there 200 Italian POW and four German officers also captive boarded the vessel. We were to guard them during a voyage to Port Said and then by train to a camp somewhere in Egypt. The Afrika Korps officer had a Chameleon tied to his tunic on a piece of string. Flies alighted only at their peril.”

  


  On their way home, “There was a U-boat scare as we passed through the straits at Gibralter at first light. Our two escorting destroyers knifed into Spanish waters and began to depth charge. Our vessel [a fast Dutch cruise liner] headed for the open sea at speed zigzagging haphazardly.”


  At 0600hrs on 18th the troopships Tegelburg and Nieuw Holland carrying the complete brigade, less transport, left in convoy with a week spent in Augusta in Sicily. After a peaceful voyage they disembarked at Gourock in the Clyde estuary on 9th December. Trooper Arthur Reddish describes their welcome:


  
    “Shipyard workers downed tools and cheered, citizens waved enthusiastically and ships sounded their sirens. It was a great welcome home. After a short quarantine, the regiment disembarked and formed up in a huge Customs shed. The head customs official congratulated us on our desert victory and wished us further success.”

  


  Thence by train to Newmarket and to camp nearby at Chippenham Park. And leave followed…


  The Red Fox’s Mask Brigade in their African campaign had suffered 937 casualties including 214 killed. SRY, Staffs Yeomanry and 1 Buffs each lost about 250 casualties.


  The African desert was left behind, probably never to be seen again by any members of the Brigade. So two viewpoints:


  “Desert life in general was pretty awful“ remembers Bill Close, “but I did find it very beautiful in the mornings and evenings. During the day with the sun at its highest a tank became intolerable. I was very prone to desert sores and sunburn and my face would peel about every fourth day. But we took mepacrin and salt tablet daily.” Close did however get jaundice and malaria.


  And Trooper Philip Foster:


  
    “The war had fluctuated for so long over the expanses of the Libyan sands that I took it for granted that once numbered in the ranks of the 8th Army I should be perpetually condemned to the desert until perhaps the conclusion of the war. The Desert, cheerless and limitless seemed to loom in my imagination as the sentence of fate. To the average soldier Egypt conjures up an odious idea of unredeemed sand and dust, of pestiferous flies and of filthy natives.”

  


  7

  

  Build up to Overlord:

  

  “Fed like turkey cocks for the pot”


  Monty had brought back his African Desert legions to spearhead the forthcoming onslaught into Europe, code-named ‘Operation Overlord.’ 50th Northumbrian Division and Monty’s own 3rd British (the Iron Sides) would be the first British Divisions to land on the French beaches. The follow up troops would include 7th Armoured (the Desert Rats) and 51st Highland Division, who had certainly proved themselves in the North African campaign. The Brigade would be under command of 50th Northumbrian Div to help force landings on Gold Beach between Port-en- Bessin and La Rivière and then if all went well would advance 17 miles inland to capture Villers-Bocage.


  On their arrival back in the UK there had been many changes. Brigadier JM Austin took over from Brigadier GE Prior Palmer and in turn was replaced for the invasion by Brigadier Bernard Cracroft. Brigadier Roscoe Harvey took 3 RTR with him when he went to command 29th Armoured Bde of 11th Armoured Division. The Staffordshire Yeomanry joined 27th Armoured Bde and the two newcomers to the Red Fox’s Mask brigade were 4/7th Royal Dragoon Guards under Lt Colonel Geoffrey Byron and 24th Lancers under Lt Col WAC Anderson. Only the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry remained of the Desert faithfuls. 12th KRRC under Lt Col Dick Oxley were the motorised infantry support and the Essex Yeomanry, 147 Field Regt RA were the Brigade’s gunner support with SP 105mm guns called Priests!


  In the next six months the Brigade took part in many exercises including ‘Fabius’ in which the ‘invading’ American forces were ambushed at sea by German E-boats, causing horrific casualties. Additional vital back-up support was provided by 168 (City of London) Light Field Ambulance, 552 Coy RASC, 265 Forward Delivery Squadron and 8th Armoured Bde Workshops REME.


  A draft of 100 Lancashire Fusiliers joined the Sherwood Rangers who in February went up to fire their Shermans (including some new 17-pdr Fireflies) at the firing camp near Kirkudbright. And later that month ‘B’ and ‘C’ Sqns went off for special ’second front’ training, leaving ‘A’ Sqn and RHQ at Chippenham Park near Newmarket, where vehicle waterproofing training took place. The unusual ‘D-D’ tanks had to be able to swim ashore in up to five feet of water. Trooper Ken Ewing recalled:


  
    “We had to take a course of Submarine Training and learn to use the Davis Apparatus to enable one to breath under water should the tank sink. ‘B’ and ‘C’ Sqn claimed they had joined ‘Combined Operations’ and we ought to receive the equivalent pay. ‘Black Mike’ (Major Michael Laycock 2i/c) gave us a fatherly talk. He turned to one man, an ex-miner and said. ‘I remember when you first joined the Regiment, you couldn’t ride a horse, but you persevered and succeeded in the end.’ To which the man replied, ‘Yes, Sir but horses don’t go under the bloody water.’“

  


  Everyone was kitted up with new uniforms and the old desert types issued with the Africa Star campaign medal ribbon. Driver/Operator Philip Foster:


  
    “The end of May we were parked at Fawley opposite the Isle of Wight. We were issued with our invasion equipment, brand new real D-D swimming tanks. We were fed like turkey cocks for the pot with the most marvellous rations. We knew what lay ahead of us and that many would not survive.”

  


  Trooper Arthur Reddish SRY named his tank ‘Bardin Collos,’ an Arabic term that suggested the tank would become a casualty sooner rather than later.


  
    “In March 1944 [Revd Leslie Skinner RAChD] I joined the Brigade as the Senior of its four Chaplains. Tom Foudy, Roman Catholic, had served some time with the Brigade in North Africa. The other two Anglican Chaplains like me were newcomers to the Brigade. My responsibilities were for Brigade HQ, the ‘Workshops,’ the Forward Delivery Sqn, and 552 Coy RASC which served as the Bde Supply Column. My main charge however was the Sherwood Rangers, with whom I was to live.”

  


  Colonel J Anderson, CO SRY, was a regular cavalry officer and had been Brigade Major of a brigade in the ill-fated BEF campaign in France – that went into action with practice ammunition. He was appalled by the SRY Middle-East habits and introduced the regiment to early-rising, PT in the morning and ‘Inglese’ style clothes with boots and gaiters.


  Leonard Willis, 24th Lancers wrote in his book None had Lances:


  
    “In April new Sherman tanks arrived with Crusaders for the HQ A/Aircraft Tp, Stuart light tanks for the HQ Recce Tp and Humber scout cars for the HQ Inter-communication Tp. The Regiment of 36 officers and 698 ORs left Chippenham for Milford on Sea. There was much debate as to how best to use these new weapons [Fireflies], one per troop with two 75mm tanks or group three 17-pdrs together in one troop. We adopted the latter option. The 17-pdr had a much longer barrel than the 75mm so more training in manoeuvres was necessary… We had pep talks from Monty and Ike.”

  


  SSM Joe Clayton recalls:


  
    “Monty the infantryman wearing his tank beret with two badges on it. Umpteen rows of medals on his chest and dozens of escorting officers. In his address he told us that any day now we were going to invade the enemy stronghold. He couldn’t tell us where but he was relying on us to knock a hole in that stronghold big enough for them to follow with the rest of the invasion forces. ‘You have a tough job’ he said ‘and not many of you are going to come back, but your children and relations will be proud of you.’”

  


  Joe was not impressed


  The 4/7th Royal Dragoon Guards took part in the BEF campaign and were eventually evacuated at Dunkirk and spent the next four years training. On 6th April 1943 Major General PCS Hobart told the regiment about the new Duplex Drive Valentine (later of course Shermans) with the six-foot screens and propellers to drive the tank through calm water at four knots. In Exercise Smash I on 4th April 1944 six tanks ‘drowned’ with the loss of six men, in a very heavy swell off Poole. Captain John Stirling ‘A’ Sqn:


  
    “Then ‘briefing’ began. This was just another phase of the preparation and was as brilliant and thorough as everything else. Commanding Officers and above had been going through it for some time, but now it was brought down to the troop leaders and eventually to the crews themselves. No effort was spared. There were magnificent air photographs of the beach and the defences, a large accurate model, maps with defences overprinted on them, big maps, little maps, large scale, small scale.”

  


  For the invasion all five Fireflies were with ‘A’ Sqn, and ‘B’ and ‘C’ were equipped with D-D tanks. Trooper AE Baker was with an Armoured Recovery Vehicle, a turretless Sherman fitted with gas welding equipment, towing bars and fitters’ paraphernalia. The crew consisted of Corporal Dobson, Johnny Vaile, the welding expert, Freegard a fitter, Benfield the driver and himself, the wireless operator. When Major ‘Knocker’ Bell, OC ‘C’ Sqn, read out messages from Ike and Monty: “he told us he personally thought we should all be very honoured to be in on this affair (Overlord). I think most of us felt that we could have stood the disgrace of being left out of it.”


  The Brigade set sail for Normandy in Landing Craft Tanks holding usually six tanks and 30 men. On Captain John Sterling’s there were two tanks, an A/A tank towing a Bofors gun, nine Bren carriers, a half track, a 3-ton lorry, a truck, a bulldozer, an enormous trailer stacked with chestnut paling, a tremendous great roll of coconut matting (both for making tracks on the beach), 76 men and a handcart. “We felt like a mixture between the animals in the zoo and the Black Hole of Calcutta.”


  
    
       [image: image]
    

  


  The plan of attack was for 4th/7th RDG to support 69 Brigade directed on La Rivière on King Red beach. The infantry were 6th Green Howards, 7th Green Howards and 5th East Yorkshires. On the left flank the SRY supported 231 Brigade on Jig Green and Red beach directed on Port-en-Bessin and Le Hamel. Their infantry were 1st Hampshires, 2nd Devons and 1st Dorsets. The Herts Yeomanry gunners supported the right flank of attack and the Essex Yeomanry the left. In front were the flails of ‘B’ Sqn Westminster Dragoons and the AVREs of 82 Assault Sqn Royal Engineers. The 24th Lancers were in reserve.


  Padre Leslie Skinner boarded his LCT on Friday, 2nd June. He was travelling in the SRY’s second medical half-track with Sgt Loades and a crew of four. On board were Brigade TAC HQ (Brigadier Cracroft and Major Lawrence Biddle, the Brigade Major); with tanks of the ‘Protection Troop’ plus signals vehicles and two or three platoons of 12th KRRC – the Motor Bn, in jeeps and Bren carriers plus half a company of Dorsets. His 15-cwt truck did not rate inclusion on the first wave of loading schedules. The following day the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill in a naval vessel passed quite close. The great man waved and gave the victory sign. On the Sunday in a rough sea Leslie Skinner held a service at 1030hrs with an attendance of 150 and the Brigadier read the lesson. For three days the sea was rough, cold and wet. It rained and practically everybody was seasick.


  8

  

  D-Day on the Beaches


  ‘C’Sqn under Major TM Bell supported 5th East Yorkshires on the left and ‘B’ Sqn under Major SRM Jenkins, 6th Green Howards on the right. ‘A’ Sqn under Major JA Goldsmid with their Fireflies would follow-up and support the 7th Green Howards. The cruiser Belfast destroyed a built-in battery of four guns, but two 88mm anti-tank guns in concrete pillboxes caused some trouble. The objective was to support 69 Brigade towards the St Leger feature.


  H-Hour was set for 0725, but the immense supporting bombardment by the Royal Navy and RAF began at 0600. The D-D tanks were to land at H minus five minutes. Because of the rough sea the tanks were not landed two miles out as planned, but a couple of hundred yards from shore, i.e. a ‘deep’ wade. Half a dozen D-D tanks were swamped or got stuck and ‘A’ Sqn, arriving with RHQ at 0825, lost two tanks in shell holes. The Frogmen had, however, cleared most of the underwater beach defences apart from explosives stuck on the end of spikes at the low water mark. Trooper AE Baker, ‘C’ Sqn:


  
    “An 88mm knocked out two Churchills [Avres] before we arrived, itself KO’d by a flail tank [Westminster Dragoons]. By now the beach was black with men and machines. Scores of LCTs were discharging their cargoes. Sea was rough making things difficult. I saw several lorries overturn in the breakers. Our LCT went in, bows touched bottom, beach lined with metal spikes, some with Teller mines attached. Current swung craft around, backed out among infantry wading ashore, necks in water. Not so lucky. Terrific crash, LCT jerked back. Hit one of the mines. Hit my mouth on rim of hatch breaking tooth, dizzy. Capt Collins’ scout car first down ramp immediately KO’d with shell. Collins unhurt, Steeles the driver wounded.”

  


  
    
       [image: image]
    

  


  The low category coastal defence force – 716 German Infantry Division despite its terrible bombardment fought bravely and stubbornly. ‘B’ Sqn quickly ‘posted some letters’ through the slits of an unexpected 88mm on the extreme right of the beach in a pill box sited to fire in enfilade. ‘C’ Sqn on the left working through La Rivière had two tank commanders shot in the head by snipers. There was some delay while the Westminster Dragoon flails cleared the minefield in the sand dunes at the back of the beach. The German conscript troops in houses and slit trenches who had survived the bombardment soon surrendered. ‘A’ Sqn supported with enthusiasm the 7th Green Howards into Crepon and towards Creully. Lt Michael Trasenster 2nd Tp leader:


  
    “Then we were off into open country. At Creully which later became Monty’s HQ we bumped the first enemy tank hidden beyond the river. He obviously had not T and A’d his sights and was even more frightened than us. He missed with his solid shot at 200 yards sending my spare suspension wheel into the blue.”

  


  Trasenster put a smoke bomb on the bridge for cover:


  
    “A mile beyond Creully we really bumped trouble probably from a well concealed SP armoured anti-tank gun. My Troop Corporal’s tank just behind me went up in flames. The crew were badly burnt and defenceless as a snail without a shell. Two other tanks behind, seconds later, went up in flames and later another to the left and in front was set alight. No one escaped from the last tank which was driven by my driver’s brother [Corporal R Cox] and brewed up right in front of him.”

  


  Although the 88mm was later knocked-out it had caused 12 casualties in 1st Troop and four in 2nd Tp. Later a heavy artillery stonk, thought to be the Royal Navy, came down on ‘A’ Sqn killing one Tp leader and wounding another.


  On the right flank, ‘B’ Sqn reached Villiers-le-Sec without trouble but near the river Seulles lost a tank to an enemy SP, which in turn was knocked-out. Crossing the river at St Gabriel they met three more SPs which hit or knocked-out three RDG Shermans, probably the enemy met the same fate. The advance continued to Brecy.


  Trooper AE Baker in his ARV, “drove through Ver-sur-Mer, the village was a mess, half the houses flattened by naval bombardment. No firing, Benny the driver and I had heads out of hatches. All other vehicles had disappeared. We were alone charging up a quiet country lane all by ourselves. I persuaded ‘Dabby’ [Corporal Dabson] to turn back. On the way met ‘Muddy’ Waters ‘C’ Sqn SSM with leading Tp ‘B’ Sqn advancing up road with their infantry. Prisoners were mainly Mongolians. No sign of Luftwaffe, but many US Lightnings. Two tanks had been swamped, Sgt Le Maitre and Corporal Powell. Clearing La Rivière, Lt Lewis, Sgt Vaughan shot dead by snipers Lt Mann wounded by shell. Capt Monkton ‘B’ knocked out by SP, wounded. ‘A’ Sqn worse time, reached Frenay-le-Crotteur, 4 tanks KO’d by two 88mm. TSM Tubbs Davis’ troop six men KIA including Tubbs himself, 10 wounded. When we arrived at Ver the Padre was burying Mr Hancock, an HQ officer who had been killed when a Browning went off accidentally. Mr Hampton, the Signals Officer (of Hampton’s the furniture people) had been badly wounded at the same time. My closest friend [in 5th Tp] Wally Walters had been killed, four others also dead, one badly wounded. Sgt Taylor’s tank had gone over a British mine and was stuck in the middle of a field near St Leger.”


  “I asked about casualties [Capt John Stirling]. The Colonel was fine and the Regiment had done very well. Jackie [Goldsmid] was going strong. Peter Aizlewood and Charles Pullman had been together when some of our own shells fell short. Charles was dead. Peter had been evacuated badly wounded.” It was his 21st birthday. “In 2nd Tp Cpl Lipscombe had been knocked out and he and his crew all wounded… This was a sad tale but it was better than I had feared.” The RDG had 31 casualties on D-Day.


  


  The Sherwood Rangers’ day


  “We slid off the ramps of the TLC into the sea only about half a mile from shore,“ recalls Trooper Philip Foster. “Sgt Bill Digby was rather green in the face and felt somewhat queasy. The Germans from their surviving static defences greeted us by pounding the sea with their shells as we swam forward. A few of our tanks sank for one reason or another.” Five of ‘C’ Sqn’s tanks and three of ‘B’ Sqn’s were drowned, including Lt Stuart Hills’ Bardin Collos. “As soon as we hit the water I knew something was very wrong. The screen was very flimsy in the rough sea and water poured in everywhere.” Their rubber dinghy 500 yards out held Corporal Footitt, Troopers Kirman, Reddish and Story plus Lt Hills. “The strong current running from west to east, we were wet and cramped.” Back at the TLC, SSM Robson’s tank was sinking fast, also the wounded Sgt Sidaway’s: “I could see nothing of Captain Bill Enderly [who was wounded] or Sgt Saunders.” However, the Senior Service came to the rescue and the Bardin Collos crew breakfasted on whisky and Mars bars. ‘B’ Sqn was on the right supporting 1st Hampshires, and ‘C’ Sqn on the left supporting 1st Dorsets. When ‘A’ Sqn arrived at 0900 to support the Devons there was already great congestion on the beaches. Two 88mms on the high ground knocked-out four SRY tanks and Lt MB Horley was killed. But casualties were lower than might have been expected.


  
    “We safely proceeded through the rain of shells right on to the beach as we had so often done in practice. I [Trooper Philip Foster] could see through my periscope over the dunes the little village of Le Hamel intact and seemingly deserted… We continued on and fired our first shell but then things went wrong for us.

  


  Ahead the Germans had an anti-tank gun, probably a 50mm that fired at us at short range. The next moment we were hit by an AP shell which penetrated the 3“ thick turret just in front of the gunner. It smashed through his knee, took both legs off the commander (Bill Digby who died that night) and then hit my foot. We lay there for ten hours behind a knocked out tank until stretcher bearers arrived; of our squadron only four tanks reached their RV. All the rest were casualties.”


  Trooper Ken Mayo, ‘B’ Sqn:


  
    “We finally grounded on the beach engaged the tracks, deflated the canvas sides and ‘hey presto’ were ashore. The infantry of 1st Hampshires were taking all possible cover on the beach from the withering fire from the pillboxes and the 88’s on the high ground which knocked out the tank on our right, a terrible sight to see, the crew gunned down as they baled out. At last the sappers taped off exits from the beach and we all began to move off through the sand dunes. When about 50 yards into our lane there was a loud explosion.”

  


  The mine damaged the nearside track but Mayo’s tank shelled many targets. Later that afternoon an armoured bulldozer widening the beach exit blew up on another mine, Mayo was wounded, bandaged up, then to FDS and hospital ship to Portsmouth.


  Major Christopherson, ‘A’ Sqn Leader whose squadron supported the Devons in capturing Ryes had trouble locating the CO of the Essex Regt, trapped in the long columns of traffic coming up from the beach. He commandeered a local policeman’s fully saddled horse and wearing a tin hat, dressed in black tank overalls and carrying his map case tracked down his ‘little friends’ CO.


  
    “As we beached hit mine [Padre Leslie Skinner’s diary]. Man either side of me wounded – one lost his leg. I was blown backwards on to Bren Carrier but OK. Landing doors jammed. Gave morphine injections and rough dressings to injured men. I had hell of pain in left side chaos ashore. Germans firing everything they had. Road mined – great hole. Bulldozers unable to get through because of mines.”

  


  Later, “start gathering wounded, mostly infantry. More as day went on from battles down beach. Regt clear and moving well.”


  Inland near Buhot the CO, Lt Col Anderson, was wounded twice by snipers and had to be evacuated. His place was taken by Major Michael Laycock. A fortified sanatorium pinned down the infantry until a Churchill Avre with a petard and two SRY D-D Shermans, persuaded its defenders to surrender. Le Hamel held out until the afternoon and during the day 1st Hampshires suffered 180 casualties, and SRY lost 12 tanks and 24 casualties. ‘A’ Sqn and the Essex Regt leaguered that night on the outskirts of Bayeux, having occupied Ryes and Sommervieu.


  During the evening of D-Day most of ‘B’ Sqn 24th Lancers and part of the other three squadrons disembarked, although it was to be 24 hours later before the Regimental Assault Party had landed and assembled.


  Trooper Alan Divers, ‘B’ Sqn, 24th Lancers noted that the new American LST: “had a good AA complement of seven 40mm Bofors and ten 20mm Oerlikon cannon. The tanks were on the lower deck and trucks on the open upper deck. We had most of ‘B’ Sqn aboard, some scout cars, a couple of ambulances, some old trucks and to our amusement a solitary RAF chap with a small hand trolley on which was packed a kite balloon and gas cylinder; whether he got his balloon up we shall never know! The food was good except the Yanks served coffee instead of tea and seemed to have little bread. They always served rice instead of potatoes. We ran our engines each morning (during the four or five days waiting in the Solent) while a powerful ventilating system was switched on.” Their LST towed a Rhino landing raft, made up of a number of ‘biscuit tins,’ cubes about six feet a side with angle irons welded along the edges with Meccano type holes. It carried several tanks from LST to the shore. 5th Tp 24th Lancers 75mm Sherman diesels were called ‘Bandit/ ‘Brigand’ and ‘Buccaneer.’ Corporal Robinson’s Chrysler petrol-engined Firefly broke its prop shaft coming down the ramp from raft to beach.


  The 25-pdrs of the Essex Yeomanry (147 Field Regt RA) opened fire from their landing craft tanks at H-hour minus 35 at pre-arranged beach targets. The ‘run-in’ shoot was completed with 3,800 shells fired in half an hour. The swell and beach obstacles made landing difficult and four SPs, four half tracks and four carriers were drowned. The regiment supported 231 Bde and Major RB Gosling of 431 Bty was wounded by the same shell that wounded the CO of the Hampshires as they tried to force their way into Le Hamel.


  Two FOOs were with the Hampshires, another with the Devons and another with the Dorsets. Sgt Palmer of 511 Bty engaged houses at point-blank range with his SP, silencing anti-tank guns and causing snipers to surrender. Capt Culley was seen galloping forward to an OP on a captured German charger. FOOs also helped the Marine Commandoes gallant attack and capture of Port-en-Bessin. At dusk the regimental guns moved forward to between Ryes and Magny ready to support the attack on Bayeux.


  9

  

  June: Enlarging the

  

  Bridgehead


  The next day D+1, Major Martin Lindsay wrote: “We [SRY] were the first troops to enter Bayeux. On the south side of the town a German MG post in a house was giving some trouble so we brewed the house up and it burned merrily. Shortly afterwards the Bayeux Fire Brigade arrived resplendent in shining steel helmets. This seemed an improbable happening for the middle of a battle. In the town itself there were only a few German snipers. The population turned out in force and greeted us with cheering, flowers and cider.” The citizens of Bayeux were lucky. In the next 12 weeks every town, village and hamlet for miles around was destined to be flattened, mainly by the Allied Air Forces and certainly by the intense artillery bombardments to come. Lt Bridges of the Brigade Forward Delivery Sqn had got ten non-D-D Shermans ashore out of 13 with the loss of two men drowned. 4/7th RDG also pushed down the main Bayeux-Caen road and railway and shot up an RDF station with accurate gunfire so that 7th Green Howards could capture and occupy: ‘C’ Sqn were sent to recce the railway crossing at Audrieu and continue on to Point 103. An 88mm knocked-out two tanks causing six casualties. Trooper AE Baker:


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  
    “An 88mm fired from behind the station buildings, smashed through Nick Wide’s tank gearbox and left hand track. Corp Jock Burn and Tubby Edwards the driver and co-driver must have been killed at once, but Nick and his turret crew (Mac and Colin Campbell) baled out on the move, lay low in the long grass, raked by Spandau fire. ‘A’ and ‘B’ had been attacking Audrieu all day. ‘B’ had a tank knocked out by a bazooka and ‘A’ spent a nasty night in the middle of the village with the Jerries at the other end. The next day Audrieu was captured with the help of ‘C’ and the Regt pushed on and took Point 103 overlooking Tilly-sur-Seulles. That was 9th June – D+3. The Brigade stayed in the area until night of 12th, over one hundred tanks with SP guns and infantry.”

  


  Captain John Stirling 4/7th RDG had lost his tank on the beaches despite feverish digging and towing, the tide was reluctant to release her. When he rejoined the regiment at Crepon he noticed, “It was here that I first smelt Germans. It is unmistakably unpleasant, a mouldy smell smacking of decay and dirt. Once it is in your nostrils it takes days to get it out.” During the watching and waiting for a counter-attack on Point 103, “Murphy stays at the guns and I watch with the glasses, Vallance gets the cooker out and starts on the breakfast – usually a tin of sausages or bacon, tea and biscuits and jam ad infinitum. Nixon puts some water into the canvas bucket – water from a pond if possible, for drinking water is precious – and starts to wash and shave and Tarran wanders of with a shovel in search of a friendly hedge.”


  Brigadier Bernard Cracroft led a Mobile Column on the 8th on two axis with the hope of a breakout towards Villers Bocage. 24th Lancers led on the left and 61 Recce Regt on the right.


  The right prong of attack was to advance thorough St Leger, Audrieu, Point 103, St Pierre and Juvigny. The left-hand column would attack southeast down the Bayeux-Caen road to Putot-en-Bessin to join up with the Canadian bridgehead. They would next turn south-west through Cristot, Point 102, Fontenay-le-Pestel, Tessel Wood to Monts and thence to Villers Bocage.


  The tanks of Lt Richard Leathers’ 4 Tp, 24th Lancers were called Bloody Mary, Black Prince and Butcher Cumberland. On D+l they made a recce with 1st Dorsets one mile down the road to find a suitable HQ harbour. When Bloody Mary was hit by a bazooka, L/Corp Mintoft made a racing start to mitigate the damage. Sgt Norton and Lt Leathers kept on down the centre of fields well away from hedgerows, and put MG fire down:


  
    “I was flabbergasted to see the ditch running along the length of the wood was simply packed with Germans. They were all crunched down trying to hide. We roared into the centre of the field for about 60 yards, circled hard right, faced centre of wood, with HE and both Brownings raked the wood. We rescued a RM Corporal and RSM captured that morning on recce. Eventually about 60 KIA/W/PW were accounted for, all milling around the tanks. We were all dismounted now, searching and sorting them out except wireless operators sat in the turrets with Sten guns. Only POW ever to be marched off a battlefield still carrying their money and watches. We were very green.”

  


  Bazenville, three miles inland from Asnelles, had been marked down for Brigade HQ. After 24th Lancers and 1st Dorsets had cleared the area, Captain Maurice Lobb i/c the Protection Troop wrote:


  
    “The Brigadier [Cracroft] was very fair of complexion and when he flushed it rose from under his collar. The Brigade Major climbed on to Maurice’s tank and said. ‘I have told the Brigadier this is no place for Bde HQ. Cover us out and then get out yourself.’”

  


  The occupants of the village were two little French schoolgirls walking down the main street hand in hand!


  On D+2 24th Lancers had a battle on their hands at Putot-en-Bessin where 12th SS Panzer and 21st Panzer divisions had driven the Canadians out of the village. Despite artillery support, a Panzer Grenadier Regiment of the Hitler Jugend Division with anti-tank guns and snipers held up the Lancers causing 15 casualties including two ‘A’ Sqn tank commanders. But the Lancers and Canadians knocked-out two SPs, two anti-tank guns, inflicted many casualties and took 75 POW.


  Trooper Alan Divers, ‘B’ Sqn:


  
    “A confused day like most of them. We started off to make a big advance to the south but somehow it did not get very far. We got a call to send one Sqn to help a Canadian infantry group who had advanced too far [towards Putot] and now found themselves beyond the cover of their artillery support, pinned down by MGs in open ground and subject to heavy shelling and mortar fire, unable to go on or back.”

  


  The twin GMC diesel Sherman was called Buccaneer. Trooper DF Cochrane fired the Browning and the 75mm HE at German infantry and Bill Etteridge fired his .38 through the pistol part at close quarters: “Cochrane was really very good and his shooting got us out of trouble more than once.” But a 50mm anti-tank gun hit Sgt Coles’ tank and ‘Buccaneer’ tried to tow it out of danger, but it was hit again and burned-out.


  The regiment withdrew for the night to Loucelles and concentrated at Martragny to refuel and replenish whilst the Canadians held the ground gained. Having outflanked Loucelles and crossed the railway line, SRY were ordered to capture Point 103 which overlooked the two key villages, full of tanks and SP guns. Lt Bethell-Fox and Lt Keith Douglas took out several patrols on foot but the latter (poet, painter and writer) was killed by a mortar shell. The author of Alamein to Zem Zem, he was a sad loss to SRY. Several SRY Fireflies were knocked-out by anti-tank fire and two more officers, Lts Peler and Vemer were killed that day. When Lt Stuart Hills’ tank crew rejoined ‘C’ Sqn after their nautical adventure, Trooper Arthur Reddish related:


  
    “My mate, Ray ‘Busty’ Meek didn’t think much of the bocage country. ‘You’ll get a shock after the desert/ he said, ‘we could see the buggers on the desert and they could see us. Here, they could see us but I’ll be buggered if we could see them. This country’s ideal for defence but attacking through it gives you the bloody creeps.”

  


  The tank crews now knew that snipers were going to be a problem, with tank commanders top of their hit list. At close quarters a brave man with a cheap bazooka could destroy a Sherman in a flash. The Nebelwerfer mortars, which caused more casualties than any other enemy weapon, often caught crews out of their tanks and a direct mortar bomb hit could be lethal. But Tiger tanks and 88mm dual purpose anti-tank guns were feared the most.


  On 9th June, D+3, 4/7th RDG captured Audrieu and pushed south to the high ground at Point 103 overlooking Tilly-sur-Seulles, the key to the German defences. ‘A’ Sqn had a big shoot at a dozen Panthers moving down the valley of the Seulles. Despite their size and speed, and extreme range of 4,500 yards a lucky HE shot landed on the engine covers and set one on fire. Major Goldsmid wrote home to all the families of the recent casualties, a couple of dozen letters. “It is an arduous and unpleasant job this“ recalls John Stirling, “For it is never easy to phrase bad news… Yet it is a job well worth doing, that reaps a rich harvest of reward in the gratitude and bravery of the people who write back.” The 24th Lancers captured St Pierre supporting 8th Bn DLI. All day on the 9th the Lancers had suffered heavy fire from SPs, dug in tanks and mortars. At one stage 14 enemy tanks of Panzer Lehr Division surrounding much of Point 103 belted in HE and flashless AP shot. But at first light the next morning a fierce German tank counter-attack forced the Lancers out of St Pierre with the loss of 12 tanks. The Durhams suffered heavy casualties. By mid-day ‘B’ Sqn had recaptured the village to the delight of the Durhams driving the Panzer Lehr back into Tilly with heavy casualties, losing two Tigers, four Panthers and three SPs. Frank Fuller’s tank Buccaneer was in action:


  “The shots from the SP were very close (they always were) but we stopped and replied. Cochrane hit it with I think his second shot. It burned at once in a satisfactory manner. If Cochrane had missed we would not have survived.”


  Short of ammunition, by chance they found Fred Moses’ 3-tonner disabled by a mine, so shells and Browning ammo were being transferred. “At this point two Shermans rolled up. It was Colonel WAC Anderson in a foul temper. He had just badly injured his arm, he had lost half the regiment through no fault of his own.” After a crisp exchange Fuller’s tank went back into St Pierre to meet the Durhams on the edge of the village. “We went off, passed a burnt out ‘C’ Sqn tank looted with gear all over the place. The saddest and most depressing sight on the battlefield.” Lt ‘Bunny’ Leathers’ tank was hit by a panzerfaust. The gunner was killed, the rest of the crew (except Leathers) killed by MG fire as they baled out. Trooper Alan Divers and a REME man called Guilielmo rashly volunteered to attempt to rescue and if in working order, drive Leather’s tank back: which with great nerve they did. St Pierre was reported to have changed hands 22 times within a week.


  
    “On Sunday 11th June we [Major Stanley Christopherson SRY] had our first experience of the extreme difficulty of supporting infantry in a village (St Pierre) and in very enclosed country. However the first Panzer attack we encountered was broken up and we lost no ground It was a very sad day indeed for the Sherwood Rangers as we lost Major M Laycock MC who had commanded the regiment in place of Lt Col Anderson DSO so magnificently since D-Day, Capt Jones (Adjutant) Lt Head (10). Capt McCraith (Recce Tp Leader) and Sgt Towers, Regt Signals Sgt, were both wounded all by the same shell.”

  


  On the previous day (10th June), ‘A’ Sqn 24th Lancers, two Sqns of 4/7th RDG and the 6th Green Howards attacked Cristot, a village a mile to the east of Point 103. Trooper AE Baker, ‘C’ Sqn:


  
    “The attack on Cristot turned out to be a flop. Our first set piece attack with infantry planned just as in the text books, to have tanks ‘B’ Sqn leading, followed by infantry (Green Howards) followed by more tanks, ‘C’ Sqn. This arrangement proved to be a dismal failure. The Jerries (12th SS Panzer Div) lay low until the tanks had passed, then opened up on the infantry with Spandaus. Then they set on the cut-off tanks. The countryside very difficult of course – all small fields, high hedges, little apple orchards. ‘B’ Sqn only had nine tanks at the beginning of the attack and seven were knocked out by hidden guns. They had six men killed, three wounded, three POW. By evening the Green Howards were still only on the edge of the village: heavy casualties, unable to consolidate, withdrew to Pt 103. Soon afterwards Jerries launched a counter-attack on 103. Things were bad for a bit. Four Tigers actually got in amongst Bde troops.”
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  Sherman tanks of Sherwood Rangers leaguer in an orchard in Normandy.


  ‘C’ Sqn lost five men. Lt Kenneth Wareham in charge of 24th Lancers RHQ fighting Tp records the scene:


  
    “Six of our tanks were knocked out in as many seconds. We withdrew to the west of the hill. Hidden in the trees and orchards we sighted our guns on to the advancing monster Tigers and Panthers. The order came to fire. The Shermans shook with the recoil of their guns; the commanders, glasses in position, watched their shots. Most of our armour piercing shells were bouncing harmlessly off the enemy. This was serious. Quickly the few remaining tanks were called up, those that mounted the new enormous 17-pdr anti-tank gun. An ear splitting crack, a vivid flash – and whoosh – the leading Tiger stopped, smoked and then burst into flames. The others caught in the open began to withdraw to cover. Meanwhile the German infantry were working their way up the left flank of the hill. Everyone fired everything they had. I could hear the bullets pattering on the outside of my tank. I was glad I was inside. The infantry could hardly lift their heads from the ground without being shot. Tank crews whose tanks had been hit joined the infantry on the ground. A Troop Leader I knew waved up to me; apparently all his three tanks had been knocked out. There seemed to be some panic in the rear among the soft-skinned vulnerable lorries. The firing became intense. The critical moment had come. We held. Slowly darkness fell. The enemy withdrew. A self-propelled gun in the rear was on fire. Its exploding ammunition lit up the hill and made us a perfect target for the enemy artillery. But the shelling didn’t matter much; it was unpleasant but we didn’t mind. Point 103 was still ours.”

  


  Brigadier Cracroft and Brigade Major Lawrence Biddle were both wounded. “As the enemy tanks worked their way round to the rear there was a mighty ‘flap’ in the echelons, most of them beating a hasty retreat in the direction of England.” The Panzer Lehr Division, a crack formation made up of veterans from armoured cadres was commanded by General Bayerlin and had lost much of their equipment to the Resistance movement rail sabotage, before taking on 8th Armoured Bde.


  
    “One lesson learned was that in close ‘bocage’ country instead of alternate waves of armour/infantry, the tanks could best give support from a position slightly in rear, and to a flank. It was of course extremely difficult for a tank commander to watch his ‘own’ infantry even when moving with them.” (Lt Kenneth Wareham)

  


  On 11th June 552 Coy RASC arrived in Normandy to rejoin the Brigade. 147 Essex Yeomanry Regt RA had been in action every day and most nights since landing. Their guns moved from Sommervieu to Rucqueville and to Point 103, from where they engaged Panzers at 2,000 yards. Already three FOOs had become casualties, Major Sidgwick, Lt Sayer and Major Gosling in close support of infantry and tanks. The bocage with its high hedges, small enclosures and numerous orchards often reduced visibility to 150 yards. The close quarter fighting meant that ‘friendly’ fire was always a potential risk. In the attack on Cristot Capt Munro had three of his tank periscopes shot away by snipers during the advance.


  
     [image: image]

  


  Essex Yeomanry S.P. Ram coming into action.


  D+6, 12th June was probably the worst day experienced by the 24th Lancers. There were 15 wounded including six officers, and ten killed, Lt Henry Barry’s tank was brewed up in a cornfield and Lt Richard Leathers and Sgt Harry Dews wounded. Their CO was evacuated back to England in the New Bedford, a Yankee river steamer converted into a hospital ship. After a few days of relative rest but always under fire, 4 /7th RDG supported two DLI battalions attacking the village of Marcel and the highground near Tilly-sur-Seulles.


  
    “ ‘C Sqn had a rough time taking the village of Marcel with 6 and 9 DLIs. Sgt Jimmy Tee’s Tk KO’d by a sticky bomb. He and Jack Bishop were taken POW. Sammy died soon after. McGuirk said it was the worst day they had yet in a maze of orchards, nil visibility. The MO, Capt Hood RAMC walked up a lane ahead of them was shot dead by a sniper. He had a wonderful reputation.” (Trooper AE Baker)

  


  But on the 14th, 4/7th RDG had a field day, still supporting the 6 and 9 DLI with the villages of Lingèvres and Verrières as the first objectives. ‘B’ Sqn ran into three anti-tank guns which knocked-out three Shermans killing or wounding all their crews. Their Sqn leader Major Jenkins had to bale out for the third time since landing. But with the DLI they pushed steadily forward and took Verrières, knocking-out a Panther, two SPs and an anti-tank gun. Meanwhile on the right ‘A’ Sqn with 9 DLI were in Lingèvres.


  First of all Capt John Stirling spotted what looked like a Tiger tank on the other side of a hedge about 500 yards away:


  
    “Probably another odd-shaped bush. But bushes don’t have numbers painted on them and what’s that straight-line in front of it? By God, its a gun, a hell of a great gun. It’s a Tiger! The crew were feverish with excitement. I got the gunner on to the target and then with a ‘Are you ready? Go!’ technique we let fly. Bang! The tank rocked slightly.”

  


  As the third shot flew Sterling could see a tongue of flame lick round the cupola (of the Panther). But back in the village of Lingèvres,


  
    “In the centre was a brighter light, the orange flame of two burning Panthers topped by two pillars of dark wreathing smoke, interspersed with occasional smoke rings as ammunition exploded inside the turrets and caused an ever fiercer gust of flame. A little further up, by the Church, lay another Panther, lifeless but not burning, and round the comer were two more which had been knocked out earlier in the day. All five of these tanks had fallen to Sgt Harris, Garth’s [Lt Alistair Morrison, 4 Tp] troop sergeant. As three Panthers had fled, his little Scots gunner Mackillop drew a deadly bead, and one, two, three shots in quick succession scored as many tanks. It was a sight for sore eyes and everyone was in terrific heart. The Colonel was there and the Brigadier. Jackie [Goldsmid] was delighted. The infantry were swarming around the tanks. It was a great victory.”

  


  John Cropper became radio operator on ‘B’ Baker of No 4 Tp ‘B’ Sqn 24th Lancers on 14th June. ‘Pin-up Girl’ was the name of the M4AZ diesel engined Sherman commanded by a corporal who was rather jumpy, went ‘bomb happy’ and reported sick. The driver was Trooper Richardson, co-driver Trooper Tutin and gunner Trooper Fred Gasson. After three weeks in the actions around Cristot, Parc de Boislande, St Pierre, Tessel Wood, Rauray and Hottot, Crooper learnt various skills. For camouflage, “We stuck wire netting and allsorts around the tank just to break up the outline. Bits of twig, branches, clumps of greenery we used parachute silk when we could get it… At times you couldn’t recognise her,“ and, “Whenever we stopped the first thing was to get a brew going. You wouldn’t always get the chance to drink it and quite often we would move off again before it was ready, but it was always the first thing we did.”


  In action the daily schedule had a start and an ending. At dawn around 0430 it was always stand-to in case of an early morning attack. At dusk or later, around 2230 there was withdrawal to harbour for the night, meeting up with A Echelon who brought up fuel in five gallon Jerricans, ammunition and food. For troop leaders and squadron commander there were ‘O’Groups when they were briefed about the next day’s plans. If the night was not too noisy with shell and nebelwerfer fire a few hours of precious sleep were snatched.


  One of the high risk factors that an independent armoured brigade faced throughout WWII is illustrated by Major TM Lindsay SRY:


  
    “On the next day (14th June) we were suddenly switched to the command of 49 Division [Polar Bears]. This was the horror of belonging to an independent armoured brigade – one changed hands from day to day like a library book. The Regiment would be flung into a battle at a moment’s notice with infantry who had never had experience of co-operating with tanks. Then as soon as the infantry had been taught to work with us and everyone was beginning to enjoy the benefit we would be moved off to support a different, strange formation. This day’s attack was greeted by shelling which sent the infantry to ground; when they re-emerged they made no effort to contact the tanks again. It was all very disheartening. One officer commented. ‘All infantry brigadiers look the same; middle-aged, rather grim, slow thinkers and without any sense of humour.’”

  


  There were a few days of respite after a week’s almost non-stop action. At Chouain and Hervieu, set on either side of the river Seulles, bath units (3-tonner with a line of milk chums down each side) which drew up beside the stream. Hot water from dixies (heated on Primus stoves), good river bathing, better food as French farmers supplied milk, eggs, butter, smelly camembert cheese and fresh vegetables. There were visits to undamaged Bayeux where the bistros did a roaring trade. Tanks were repaired and maintained. Crews of ‘lost’ tanks went back to RHU until fresh tanks were available.


  On the 16/17th the 24th Lancers supported 1/4 KOYLI of the Polar Bears on yet another re-taking of Cristot-Bouets area and the Duke of Wellington’s into the Parc de Boislande. ‘B’ Sqn lost four tanks and ‘C’ Sqn two, but at least four Tigers were brewed-up or damaged, one by Lt Frank Fuller at 100 yards. The indomitable CO discharged himself from UK hospital and returned to lead his regiment in its next action at Tessel Wood. It was then the turn of SRY to support the unfortunate Duke of Wellingtons north of Fontenay on the 18th. Overcome by a savage counter-attack in the woods of the Parc de Boislande, with shells exploding at tree-top level the Duke’s took terrible casualties and retired in disorder. Major John Semken, OC ‘A’ Sqn summoned ‘C’ and ‘B’ to join him to repel the enemy attack which never came. Unfortunately a very large ‘friendly’ DF stonk damaged SRY more than the enemy. Trooper Arthur Reddish ‘C’ Sqn: “Stuart Hills [the Tp leader] didn’t hang around – he just lined us up in line abreast and we went for it. The tactic succeeded.”


  Padre Leslie Skinner: “Stanley [Christopherson, the new SRY CO] did a great job – regrouped tanks – started to retake wood, then gathered infantry drivers, etc. and led them in to recover their equipment. Our RAP stayed near ‘B’ Sqn; Duke’s RAP nearby. DWs hard time with numerous casualties. During day helped DWs Padre collect his dead.”


  Trooper AE Baker 4 /7th RDG took his ARV to retrieve a tank with a broken track, as ‘A’ Sqn and the DLI were attacking Tilly:


  
    “We passed three Cromwells of CLY’s all brewed up within the space of 100 yards. Our MO’s body was still lying in the middle of the road messed up by a mortar bomb. A wounded DLI Sgt came past, crying. ‘All my boys. They’re all lying there with their insides hanging out. I can’t do anything.’ The DLI CO, a big burly old boy carrying a heavy walking stick asked Captain Collins to get the noisy tanks back, ASAP. Major ‘Knocker’ Bell held a Sqn parade to get the tank crews sorted out. Three troopers had been forced to take command of tanks (Davis, McKeenan and Stoke) because of casualties, now made L/Corporals.”

  


  Many tank crews now found that spare tracks welded to the glacis front of the Sherman might deflect incoming AP shots. Baker went back to Fresnayle- Crotteur where a troop of ‘A’ Sqn had been wiped out on D-Day evening:


  
    “All the tanks were burnt out. One of them had charred human remains crawling with maggots. A brewed up tank is always a grim sight; outside a dull, dirty rust-colour, inside a blackened shambles. There is a queer indescribable smell.”

  


  After their success at Lingèvres, 4/7th RDG spent five days in an old German barracks at Folliot (20-24th June) at the same time as the great storm in the English Channel which almost destroyed Mulberry, sank scores of ships and delayed Monty’s plans to expand the bridgehead. 12 KRRC rejoined the Brigade having landed in Normandy on 16th-19th, having ridden the fury of the storm.
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  Operation Epsom:

  

  Helping the Polar Bears


  Delayed a week, this massive operation involved four infantry divisions, an armoured division and four armoured/tank brigades. 8th Armoured Bde’s role was to support the Polar Bears (49 Div) and capture Fontenay-le-Pestel, Tessel, Bretteville and Rauray. SRL supported 147 Brigade and 4/7th RDG and 24th Lancers, 146 Brigade.


  On the 25th, Lt Stuart Hills SRY wrote:


  
    “We advanced to the north-east edge of Fontenay. The country in front was very bad for us. There was a great big open left flank – open country with a wood and farmhouse in front (our first objective) another lot of open country and then Rauray with another wood behind that. No one knew at the time what the woods held in store for us but we soon found out! ‘C’ Sqn were to put in an attack at 1100 hrs. The whole of Ian Greenaway’s troop was knocked out, Ian being badly wounded and Sgt Rennie killed. Ian lost a leg but received the MC for this action. Sgt Stock leading 3rd Tp was knocked out and very badly burned. I saw him go up just to my right. John Sempkin, ‘A’ Sqn Leader later brewed the blighter up who had done all the damage.”
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  ‘O’ Group near Rauray, 29th June 1944. Left to right: Major W.H.C.Luddington, Lt-Col W.A.C. Anderson, Brigadier H.J.B. Cracroft, Lt-Col Christopherson, Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry


  The fog came down and tanks and infantry lost contact immediately. Padre Leslie Skinner: “Only contacts by radio. All at standstill. Boche open up with everything they have got – MG, mortars, 88mms the lot.” Leslie Skinner was helping to bring in a wounded Royal Scots Fusilier on a stretcher when a mortar bomb wounded the Padre across his forehead. He was sent to ADS, then via CCS to 84th General Military Hospital: “Sisters lovely in red, white and grey. Vile headache. Increasing dizziness. Now quite deaf, angry, noisy, vomiting.” But courageously he was back in action again by 20th July.


  
    “We [Lt Stuart Hills and ‘C’ Sqn SRY, narrated by Tp Arthur Reddish] gradually worked our way through the town. Incredibly resistance was relatively light. Our troop of three tanks were ordered to escort a Churchill petard tank to a German HQ in a chateau. We moved off. The Churchill Commander took us to the target unerringly, stopped his vehicle, the lap gunner got out, put a small ‘dustbin’ into the petard and retired back into the tank. The gun fired and we could see the small canister on the way to the target. It hit, there was a tremendous explosion and the chateau was no more. It all seemed so simple.”

  


  The next day 4 /7th RDG and 24th Lancers tried an attack from the west. They had difficulties with thick woods and a wide stream but by the evening Fontenay was cleared.


  ‘C’ Sqn 4/7th RDG with the Tyneside Scots led the attack on a damp misty and cheerless morning. “As usual in the ‘bocage’ visibility limited to one field,“ wrote Trooper AE Baker, “Moved along a hedge when MG red British tracers started whistling through near us. Some slip up in liaison between the Jocks and 12th KRRC who were having their first battle. Jackie Birch in 2/Lt Thompson’s 1st Tp was shot thru’ the head by a KRR who mistook him for a Jerry after he had baled out.”
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  Tessel Wood (by John MacKay). Tyneside Scottish piper in front of 4/7th Dragoon Guards tank.


  ‘C’ Sqn advance from Tessel wood got off to a bad start but worse was to come. Lt Thompson’s tank was knocked-out. He bravely stayed and in turn knocked-out the enemy Panther before leaving his tank to burn in peace. But the Sqn was now overlooked from two sides; on the high ground to the front between two and six Tigers and Panthers were operating. On the left flank was a small wood in which four Tigers were lurking. The Tyneside Scottish were held up by Spandau and tank fire and suffered heavily. It was a massacre. Major ‘Knocker’ Bell had five of his Shermans knocked-out and also two Fireflies ‘borrowed’ from ‘A’ Sqn in reserve behind. Two Panthers had been ‘killed’ but during the day 4/7th RDG lost 12 killed, seven wounded. Under cover of smoke the RDG returned for the night, weary and disheartened, to Point 103.


  Trooper Austin Baker reported the action:


  
    “While Sqn in one large field, our tanks scattered around by the hedges, discovered from the wireless we were in a trap. Appeared to be Tigers and Panthers all around us. Between them they covered every gap. The hours dragged by, eating sweets by the dozen, others smoking furiously. Joe Davis’ tank behind was hit. The whole turret crew had been killed – Joe himself, Vic Copping, and Reggie Hurst. Brian Sutton and co-driver baled out. Lt Lilly’s tank had been brewed up two hours before, flames were shooting up from it. Fairman killed inside and Digger Jones blown apart by a mortar bomb as he jumped off the turret. Charrison was badly burnt. George Varley was rumoured to be dead, but was found wounded. ‘Knocker’ Bell was prowling around on foot with a pair of field glasses round his neck. I admired his nerve. On the other side of the field Sgt Andy Rogers tank began to brew up. Colin Campbell was badly burnt, dashed away up the field [and died of wounds]. We watched as the ammo inside began to blow up and flames and black smoke poured upwards. Sid Francis was killed, and Andy Rogers died of wounds. Sgt Harris on Knocker’s orders started a little offensive action… We loosed off eleven rounds along the hedge at a range of 200 yards. First time fired in anger. The Essex Yeomanry fired a smokescreen and later the Tyneside Scots came back across the field in single file led by a piper playing a lament.”

  


  As partial compensation for the RDG disaster, the SRY had an extraordinary field day on their advance to Rauray, one-and-a-half miles beyond Fontenay. Fontenay had been thoroughly cleared – or had it? Major John Semken, OC ‘A’ Sqn squeezed his tank past his COs in the narrow high street, turned the next comer and came face to face (60 yards) with a Tiger tank. His gunner belted out six AP shells which all bounced off but one shot hit the turret ring and the Tiger’s crew baled out. The tank was captured – intact!
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  German casualties of Operation Epsom. One of the Tigers knocked-out by Sgt Dring MM of Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry.


  But the extraordinary day had just begun. ‘A’ Sqn’s five troops each of three tanks were deployed by Major Semken with his Fireflies in the centre, as trooper Arthur Reddish recounts:


  
    “The attack had only been under way some twenty minutes when [Sgt] George Dring’s voice came over the radio. He’d knocked out an enemy tank. The Panzer was in a wood on the left of Rauray. The glint of his tank tracks had given him away. A few minutes later and George claimed another victim. His 17-pdr was going well. Other commanders joined the party, they too claiming the odd tank destroyed. The total was becoming impressive. Then a Panther tank burst across the front from the right flank at full speed. Just about every tank in ‘A’ Sqn fired at the new arrival. Within seconds the Panther was on fire and the crew baling out while the tank was still moving. At the end of the day ‘A’ Sqn was in charge of the battlefield. The enemy tank force defending Rauray had been eliminated and their infantry over-run. The day’s tally was 13 Panzer Mk IVs knocked out, a Tiger, a Panther and an assault gun captured intact. George Dring was credited with four victories. Against this ‘C’ Sqn lost two Shermans with four casualties. It had been a tough 40 hours.”

  


  But next day, 27th June, ‘B’ Sqn sent six Shermans into Rauray and lurking Panthers destroyed three. And the day got no better. At the end of it only seven tanks were serviceable. Lt Ray Scott a promising young actor, Sgts Biddell and Green were killed, but when 4 /7th RDG eventually cleared Rauray they found nine German tanks abandoned including a Tiger and a Panther which were towed back in triumph. Lt Col Christopherson SRY wrote: “We have had rather a bad time in the last three days, mostly in ‘B’ Sqn. We have had 42 casualties including five officers and lost some of our best troop leaders and sergeants.”


  An account by Major FJR Coleridge, 2i/c 12 KRRC:


  
    “On 25th June, 49th Div launched an attack through Fontenay-le-Pesnel and Tessel Wood directed on Vendes and Rauray. By nightfall this attack had captured half of Tessel Wood and had not completely cleared Fontenay. Next day 12th KRRC were given the job of protecting the exposed right flank in very thick country, arriving at Tessel Wood by first light. The village was successfully bypassed but with the light came the snipers who picked off the No 18 sets of all the leading platoons. The main enemy resistance was some six-ten Tiger tanks each with an attendant party of infantry well dug in. But we kept going fast enough to protect the infantry attack aimed at Rauray.”

  


  But having got into Rauray, the Polar Bear’s attack petered out and 12th KRRC had to withdraw under cover of smoke beautifully laid by the Essex Yeomanry guns and the battalion’s own mortars. Casualties for the day were 11 lolled, 20 wounded or missing, including six officers.


  24th Lancers had supported the Hallamshires and had on the 26th what their CO described as “a bloody day“ around Tessel Wood, losing a number of tanks with considerable casualties. Sgt ‘Paddy’ Caulfield’s Firefly helped destroy four Panthers and he was awarded the MM. Corporal Gerard Davey of HQ Tp ‘A’ Squadron helped the 4/7th RDG caught in their trap in the bocage, but his Firefly was hit by a HE shell on the turret: “The enemy tank had run out of AP shot judging by the number of knocked out Shermans lying about.” The next day they took up defensive positions at Parc de Boiselande subjected to heavy mortaring and airbursts. But on the 1st July (D+25) the Regiment had its field day with the Tyneside Scottish in Rauray village. ‘C’ Sqn bore the brunt of the day-long battle when the Germans launched a massive counter-attack on the Polar Bear positions. Throughout the day the Panzers launched savage attacks and threatened to over-run the infantry. By close of play, from defensive positions an astonishing 34 Panthers had been destroyed, 31 in the Rauray area.
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  12th KRRC going into action near Caen, July 1944.


  ‘C’ Sqn took out nine plus two SPs, ‘B’ Sqn a SP and ‘A’ Sqn killed about 200 of the enemy for a total loss of three Shermans and three men killed. It was a superb defensive battle with the Polar Bear infantry and their anti-tank regiment destroying 25 Panthers during the day. Lt Col WAC Andersen was awarded the DSO for his leadership of the regiment, but he also encouraged the Tyneside Scottish to fight back and regain all the ground taken by the enemy. Major Bill Luddington, OC ‘C’ Sqn, was awarded the MC.


  ‘Epsom’ was over. The onslaught of 1st Adolf Hitler SS Panzer and 1st SS Panzer Divisions had been held – but at great cost. In 25 days of almost non-stop fighting the Brigade had lost 124 tanks but claimed in turn a toll of 86 enemy tanks and SPs destroyed, knocked-out or captured in that period. When they attacked the adverse ratio was probably 3:1; when at Rauray they defended, the ratio was 1:3 or better in favour of Monty’s Marauders.
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  July in the Bocage:

  

  “Press on”


  Most of the Brigade came out of the line after ‘Epsom/ Up to the 8th July the Brigade had lost in killed and wounded 73 officers and 359 ORs – so reinforcements were desperately needed. When Major Michael Gold returned to SRY: “I found that many of my old friends had become casualties. I pay tribute to the memory of four sergeants KIA, Sgts Green, Biddell, Crookes and Digby. As friends we mourn them. As leaders their equal does not exist. But their tradition they have left with us.”


  12 KRRC spent two weeks at Condé-sur-Seulles. Major FJR Coleridge:


  
    “We led untroubled days. We trained, we played football, we bathed and we went to cinemas. ‘B’ Echelon lived on wood pigeons shot by the Pioneer Sgt and CSM HQ Coy. ‘A’ Coy under Jimmie James acquired and drove into the harbour a Panther and a Mk IV kindly presented by 4/7th RDG. A lot of fun was had with these. An open air concert was held in the Maire’s courtyard. The audience was half French, two fifths English and one tenth cattle and poultry.”

  


  Forty-five of the 24th Lancers wrote in their new weekly newsletter Lancer Life produced by their Padre, Mark Green, To the Commandant of the newly opened 30 Corps rest camp: ‘We appreciate tremendously the efforts you are making for us and so many others, the bathing, sailing, riding, cinema, theatre, library, games of every sort.’


  Trooper AE Baker 4/7th RDG wrote of life (for a few days) in their rest area several miles behind Les Hauts Vents:


  
    “French classes under Sgt Le Maistre, a Channel Islander – short gunnery, or wireless cadre, sports meeting (with chariot race, obstacle race, track and jumping events). Popular times on the US Forces (AEF) radio presented by Yank sergeants like Johnny Kerr and George Monachon were ‘Duffle Bag,’ ‘Off the Record,’ ‘GI Jive,’ ‘Opus One,’ ‘I’ll get by,’ ‘I’ll walk alone,’ ‘Swing on a star,’ and ‘Amor.’”

  


  Lt RC Ford, the Regt 10, codenamed Acorn, presented ‘Acorn’s Big Picture’ with map, a large grin and lots of optimism about the battle front.


  SRY moved back for a rest on 4th July to an orchard north of Fontenay. Trooper Arthur Reddish: “The relief was enormous. We were virtually sleepwalking through our duties. At the first opportunity we got the head down. I slept the clock around. Then shaved off the stubble.” Arthur was shown a captured Panzerfaust, light and easy to handle. The metre-long metal tube with its shaped warhead weighed about five kilos. “I wouldn’t be in a tank for quids.” He was told by one of his non-tanky mates. Operation Chamwood was a costly success and at long last battered Caen was captured.


  But the Brigade was back in action on the 8th. Before supporting 50th Northumbrian Division in an attack on Hottot, Lt Col Christopherson went to a conference with Brigadier Stanier of 231 Bde: “We found them most pleasant and efficient and a decided exception to our strictures on infantry in general.” Visiting ‘B’ Sqn SRY for dinner the CO was regaled with soup, fish and vegetables, rhubarb and cream, strawberries and lettuce, cheese (of all shapes, sizes and smells) and cider. Doubtless calvados too. Lt Stuart Hills was now the liaison officer between the regiment and 50 Div; Corporal Doug Footitt had been made a tank commander, so Sam Kirman the radio operator and Arthur Reddish co-driver/lap gunner were offered tank commander responsibilities. “Not for me, thanks,” was the latter’s response.


  4/7th RDG supported 2nd Essex and SWB towards the main Caen-Caumont road, reached Granville but were shelled out of it on the 9th. General Montgomery visited 24th Lancers, walked all round the Squadron lines and seemed quite pleased with what he saw. Their Padre explained in an article in Lancer Life, ‘RIP at the RAP,’ how on being wounded the MO will be tying you up, but no big stuff, chopping legs off or anything like that. Then by ambulance to the Casualty Clearing Point perhaps a couple of miles back where treatment is more elaborate but nothing lengthy. Here the very-nearly- dead are raised to almost certain life by blood transfusions. Then back another couple of miles to the Advance Dressing Station and then speedily on to the Casualty Clearing Station complete with operating theatre, dental surgeon and ‘real nurses’, and then back to hospital in UK. Perhaps four or five moves within 48 hours.


  Corporal John Cropper, 24th Lancers wrote in his diary:


  
    “The basic tactic seemed to be ‘Press on.’ We constantly seemed to be just pushing forward and then pulling back to refuel and re-arm. The most common type of message picked up on ‘net’ at that time was ‘Press on, there’s nothing in front of you… Intelligence says there’s nothing there’ followed by ‘Fuck ‘intelligence’, who the hell’s shooting at me if there’s nothing there?”

  


  Trooper Arthur Reddish 4/7th RDG took part in the attack on Hottot and watched a Churchill Crocodile throw flames at an enemy occupied farmhouse:


  
    “A burst of flame shot across the hundred yards to the target. The upper storey was soon ablaze. The Churchill continued the process in one-second bursts. First the front, then the left side and finally the side nearest to us. Meanwhile the mortars continued to rain down on our position. Our periscopes were smashed. Those in the turret closed their escape hatch. It wasn’t often they did that. Lt Galvin [the new troop commander] began a game of catch-me-if-you-can with the enemy gunners, withdrawing 30 yards and then returning.”

  


  But ‘A’ and ‘B’ Sqns supporting 231 Bde ran into trouble. ‘A’ had three officer casualties but destroyed five enemy tanks. In the attack 231 Brigade suffered 200 casualties and the Hampshire’s CO and Padre were killed in action. ‘C’ Sqn supported the 2nd Devons losing two tanks but knocking-out two. On the 12th an enemy counter-attack on the Devons was repulsed by ‘A’ Sqn despite intense incoming mortar fire. The RAF sent over a squadron of Typhoons who attacked the Dragoons with rockets hitting one tank. The BBC that night emphasised ’strong support from RAF Typhoons!!’ On the same day ‘C’ Sqn 24th Lancers supported 11 DLI of the Polar Bears.


  The Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry had lost 40 tank crew commanders since D-Day and their CO pressed the Brigadier for the regiment to be withdrawn for re-organisation and further training with the fresh crews. Brigadier Cracroft had been wounded on Point 103, evacuated, returned to command, but now had to be sent back to UK by air.


  For nearly two weeks the Brigade occupied an American sector northeast of Caumont. The line was held by 12th KRRC, 61 Recce Regt and 2nd Glosters with the Essex Yeomanry 25-pdrs grouped in the small, dusty village of Cahagnolles. Their FOOs had a wonderful view of the hilly country ahead stretching to Villers Bocage. Every day they fired at everything that moved. They harassed the enemy by day and night particularly at cookhouse mealtimes and bombarded them with leaflets. 12th KRRC inherited a fully dug position in dense country near Livry, often sharing the same hedgerows with the enemy. The three tank regiments were close behind. The KRRC sent out 33 patrols in their fortnight’s stay in the Caumont area. Brigade HQ and SRY Echelon were heavily shelled and had to move but the peasants were friendly and were delighted to sell eggs, butter, cream and cider. They also loaned their horses. Troopers ‘Busty’ Meek and Arthur Reddish SRY made friends with one family and were offered a meal with fiery Calvados. In turn they handed over a sackful of tinned food. They showed the young daughter over their Shermans, and were given religious medallions for luck.


  On 23rd July the bombshell burst. As part of a reshuffle 27th Armoured Brigade was disbanded. 24th Lancers were to be disbanded despite vehement protests to Corps and Army Headquarters. 13/18th Hussars, a regular regiment, came from 27th Armoured Brigade to take their place, and their Brigadier Erroll Prior-Palmer came to lead 8th Armoured Bde. 24th Lancers had had 41 killed and 98 wounded since DDay. Twenty-eight tanks had been destroyed and another 21 damaged but recovered. In turn they had destroyed 11 Panthers and Mk IVs plus 5 SPs and knocked out 20 tanks and 5 SPs. Not a bad effort! By 10th August the Regiment ceased to exist. Over 600 Lancers went to new homes, some to 4 /7th RDG and SRY some others to the three armoured regiments in the author’s 11th Armoured Division, yet others to the Desert Rats and 44 RTR in 4th Armoured Bde. But many had to go back to Delivery Squadrons and RHUs.
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  Operation Bluecoat: The taking of Mont

  

  Pinçon – Operation Blackwater


  The new arrivals to the Brigade were very distinguished. Queen Mary’s Own, the 13/18th Royal Hussars had a long history of combat with battle honours at Waterloo, Balaclava, Ladysmith and Mons. They had also landed on D-Day on Queen Beach supporting 3rd British Division in their D-D Shermans. Their CO Lt Col RTG Harrop was killed on 16th June and the Earl of Feversham took over command. During Epsom they supported 51st Highland Division and early in July the 59th Pithead Division south of Caen. On 10th July Lt Col VAB Dunkerly assumed command, when the regiment took part in Operation Goodwood. Capt JH Aldam ‘B’ Sqn: “We learnt that 27th Armoured Brigade was being broken up. The prospect of taking down our ‘Seahorse’ signs was not a happy one. There was much ribald abuse of the Higher Command.” From Coulombs they moved to join 8th Armoured Bde at La Senaudière south of Bayeux. Operation Bluecoat started on 30th July and 13/18th Hussars initially supported 50th Northumbrian Division in their advance to the high ground south of St Germain d’Ecol. SRY and 4/7th RDG supported 43rd Wessex Wyverns as Major Martin Lindsay SRY recalled: “We put in an attack in the Briquessard area. Our Regimental Group includes Westminster Dragoon ‘flails’ for dealing with the minefields, Crocodiles, a sapper minelifting section and of course a battery of Essex Yeomanry guns. We also had stout support from the RAF.” Despite trouble from mines and bazooka teams, Lt Reader’s troop stalked and destroyed two bazooka groups and captured a number of enemy infantry. The next day despite narrow sunken lanes overhung by trees ‘B’ Sqn moved on to capture Cahagnes.


  Captain John Stirling ‘A’ Sqn 4/7th RDG had recovered from his wounds when a mortar bomb had landed on his Sherman at Point 102 and Trooper Murphy been killed by his side. On his return he met the regiment at Robin crossroads:


  
    “It was like a train coming out of a long dirty tunnel into bright sunshine. There I was among friends. I was ‘home’. I found again the comradeship that means everything in war. They had just come out of action and they looked very tired, but proud as well, for they had done noble work. The Colonel had got the DSO and Jackie [Goldsmit] and Steven Jenkins of ‘B’ Sqn, the MC. It had been costly work though and they had lost a good many tanks with a number of casualties. Outside the Sqn, Michael Bell of ‘C’ Sqn, Douglas Collins the technical Adjutant and Bill Davies of the Recce Tp were all dead. This was sad news but the Sqn was no better. Derek Trasenster had been badly wounded, Sgt Woolley and Corp Colledge killed. Corp Iredale badly wounded and of course some of their crews.”

  


  * * *


  12 KRRC moved down the Caumont-Cahagnes-Cantaloupe road and then made for two big crossroads near Robin which commanded the main road to Jurques. They were led by Major Bill Deedes, OC ‘B’ Coy, and despite counter-attacks, 12th KRRC helped by 4 /7th RDG secured the two key crossroads despite minefields and the odd tiger and SP. The Wessex Wyverns infantry were riding on top of the Shermans, a long tedious dusty march in very hot weather. On the 1st August the Dragoons had another ‘picnic,’ Thrusting south from the Bois du Homme they met an enemy battle group and ‘A’ Sqn knocked-out a Jagdtiger (88mm gun on Panther chassis) at a range of 30 yards. Two more appeared on the ridge moving towards La Bigne; one was engaged and its crew abandoned it. Sgt Whittaker brewed-up the second and the intrepid Sgt Dring left his tank, peered over the ridge and spotted two Tigers. After a one-sided battle it was discovered that both were too heavily bogged down and had been abandoned! Dring headed the mad rush for loot.


  The Essex Yeomanry were continuously in action supporting the three armoured regiments and their FOOs were in the thick of the fighting. Major TM Lindsay SRY:


  
    “The Higher Command seemed by now almost hysterical in its efforts to force a breakout – we were ordered to carry on towards Jurques and Ondefontaine. There was heavy shelling on the Jurques Road. The attack was to go in at night, ‘C’ Sqn were peacefully waiting for zero hour – sleeping or brewing tea on small stoves in the bottom of their tanks. Suddenly German planes swooped over flying very fast and very low and dropped flares right on our positions. It was as bright as a sunny day… There was the crump of bombs falling, but two of the enemy planes go down in flames. But now all the surprise had gone from our attack. Infantry [7th Hampshires of 43rd Div], carriers, tanks, guns and lorries were all clearly silhouetted in the glaring light.”

  


  The RAF had so pounded Jurques that not a house was left standing, only vast bomb-craters that needed a detour. The SRY and Hampshire’s pressed on with ‘C’ Sqn leading and by noon La Bigne had been captured. Lts Campbell and Birkett were killed by the ferocious defence, mortars, AP shot, SP assault guns, mines of course and shelling. At an ‘O’ group Major Seleri, OC ‘C’ Sqn, the Hampshires’ CO and a company commander became casualties of a mortar bomb. “The enemy was trying desperately to protect his important Mont Pinçon position. Our tanks were left on their own protecting the forward line. The crews slept in their tanks, shelled and mortared all night long.” Trooper Arthur Reddish took part in a battle with a Tiger tank which at 2,000 yards had knocked-out a SRY Sherman at the rear. A smoke screen was fired:


  
    “The air officer accompanying the column called the ‘cab-rank,’ Four Typhoon fighter-bombers duly appeared each armed with rockets. We fired red smoke to identify the target. The first two rockets missed, the next two hit. After the smoke had cleared, the Tiger was seen on its side minus its turret. No survivors. That 60-pound rocket packed a punch.”


    * * *


    “2nd August, Ondenfontaine, I [Lt Stuart Hills, SRY] was leading troop at the time. Here we began another of our bloodier battles. I went through Jurques when the dawn mist obscured the surrounding countryside, made my way down to La Bigne. I was down in a hollow when the first tank was hit. The second was hit soon after, killing Lt Alan Birkett, the tank completely blocking the road. Sgt Guy Saunders MM with his usual bravery climbed into the burning tank, drove it off the road, regardless of all enemy fire, and the rounds exploding inside the tank. The mortaring was pretty intense. Lt Campbell had not appeared [he had been killed in Jurques], I was the only one in wireless communication with RHQ. The order came to ‘push on.’ Our next objective was Ondenfontaine on the summit of a hill described by Mike Howden ‘certainly not a very entrancing proposition.’ A name which no ‘C’ Sqn fellow will ever forget. That night we suffered severely to Nebelwerfer fire. The next day was no better. Major Seleri was wounded. Many of the old Sqn killed due to very accurate mortar fire. Jack Holman took over the Sqn and we kept trying. I led with the infantry in front [43rd Wessex Wyverns]. It really was very sticky going. At last under very intense mortar fire we made the village and the infantry entered it. Yet the day was still not won. Strong enemy elements of infantry and tanks of 10 SS Panzer Division, old rivals, were in the main streets. Shots whistled in all directions. Everybody in complete ignorance as to where they were coming from (always I fear the case). I suggested to Jack we should withdraw and stonk the place really hard! So having collected the infantry – no mean feat – Arthur (Capt Warburton our gunnery FOO, Essex Yeomanry) put down one of his very heavy and accurate stonks on the village and the dust flew! That finished the Boche. Early next morning our infantry entered the village and the place was ours.”

  


  Ondefontaine, on the slopes of Mont Pincon was captured.


  Leslie Skinner, the SRY Padre was a brave front line priest as his diary indicates:


  
    “Friday, 4th August. Rejoined Doc. Went up with CO in jeep to ‘A’ Sqn. Heavy shelling. Hear Birkett and crew buried by Infantry. On foot located brewed up tanks – Watson and Heslewood died of wounds at Dorsets RAP: marked grave and buried 2 Infantry left behind by RAP. Only ash and burnt metal in Birkett’s tank. Dorsets MO says other members of crew consumed by fire having been KIA. Searched ash and found remains of pelvic bones. At other tank three bodies still inside – partly burned and firmly welded together. Managed with difficulty to identify Lt Campbell. Unable to remove bodies after long struggle – nasty business – sick. ‘C’ Sqn still wanting me for 2 burials but after three unsuccessful attempts to reach them had to give up. Ground between us and their position too exposed. Heavy fire each time I tried. They buried Tprs House and Mitchell themselves and leave me to mark graves etc. [Later] Caught in one heavy burst while talking to new men just arrived from 24th Lancers. No one hit. Difficult to maintain conversation, but they will remember our introduction… Saturday, 5th August. Up at 0500 trench flooded – bed soaked and covered in clay. Doc moved up with ‘A’ Sqn leading attack. Went to locate Mitchell and Howie’s graves. Adjt and I had another go at further identification in Lt Campbell’s tank. No success. Suggested he laid on disinfecting squad from B3. Violently sick!”

  


  The two key defensive features in the Normandy campaign were Hill 112 which had defied 11th Armoured (just), 43rd Wessex Wyverns (with appalling casualties) and finally 53rd Welsh Division. But eventually it was taken. But 30 kms further south the 365 metre high bulky Mont Pinçon dominated for dozens of miles around from the river Vire to the Odon. Later Lt General Horrocks and his CCRA deployed 300 guns from observation points on top. In a week’s fighting SRY had advanced ‘only’ nine miles, destroyed three Panthers, one Tiger and one Jagdpanther but had lost six tanks with 24 casualties. On the 6th August a Brigade attack was mounted; an operation to capture Condé sur Noireau, south of Mt Pincon. Both SRY and 4 /7th RDG met very heavy fire from the slopes of the hills. 10th SS Panzer Division were as usual dying hard. For two long hot days the Wessex Wyverns [Somerset LI and Wiltshire’s] struggled to take the village of La Varinière making little headway and suffering heavily. Towards evening on the 6th when hope of success had apparently vanished two troops of the 13/ 18th Hussars led by Captain NNM Denny of ‘A’ Sqn found their way across an anti-tank ditch. Then regardless of the German infantry in the thick scrub and a desperately steep escarpment, drove their Shermans right up and on to the table-like summit of the now famous – perhaps infamous – mountain. It was an astonishing and brave performance related by Denny, who was subsequently awarded the MC:


  
    “The CO of the 5th Wilts had been killed and the Bn now down to 60 men was commanded by the Adjutant. Another concentration was brought down on La Varinière and the attack with the 60 men was successful. The infantry brigadier decided that 5th Wiltshire’s with ‘A’ Sqn still in support should push on to the top of the hill. However, 150mm shells bouncing on the crossroads pinned the infantry to the ground. Our CO [Lt Col VAB Dunkerley] ordered Major Wormald to send an armoured patrol to the top of the hill warning him that infantry and 88mm anti-tank guns were in position on the summit. I viewed the future with gravest possible concern and gloom. However, hope, as ever, springing eternal in the human heart I set off with Lt Elliott’s and Lt Jennison’s troops to patrol to the top.”

  


  Across a large wheat field they went and then shot up a wood to their right:


  
    “Then past some quarries into one of which Corporal Davies’ tank fell and overturned and finally took up hull-down positions at the base of the hill proper, 2nd Tp right, 3rd Tp left. Sgt Rattle’s tank had its track blown off by an AP shell. 2nd Tp and myself laid a smoke screen. Lt Jennison’s tank then raced to the top of the hill, followed shortly afterwards by Lt Elliott’s. During this movement we were not once shot at, the Boche being caught on the top looking east instead of west! By half past six we had seven tanks in an all-round defensive position on the summit.”

  


  Down below three 13/ 18th Hussars tanks were lost to AP and mines. It was a lovely summer evening and Lt Col Dunkerley and the remainder of ‘A’ Sqn arrived, followed by the 4th Somerset LI who dug in. Later, “a thick fog came down and ‘B’ Sqn arrived led by Sqn Leader on foot with a compass in his hands. Next morning they cleared the ridge and Mount Pinçon was finally and firmly in our hands.” Monty and Horrocks were delighted and for the Brigade (and the Wessex Wyverns) it was a notable victory.


  Operation Blackwater was the codename for the capture of Le Plessis Grimoult and Danjou. The first village had been taken but then recaptured. ‘C’ Sqn 4/7th RDG attacked from the west side and ran into heavy mortar fire and withdrew. But ‘B’ Sqn made a crafty feint attack round the flank and with the 5th Bn Duke of Cornwall’s LI charged straight down the slopes of Mt Pinçon into the village with tremendous dash, took many POW and between them captured the first German ‘King Tiger’ tank of the war.


  The rest of the day ‘B’ Sqn 4 /7th RDG and 12th KRRC plus 43rd Recce Regt cleared a large chateau, and its thickly wooded grounds at Danjou: But during the day two sections of ‘C’ Coy were over-run. Observation was almost nil. “For the rest of the day,“ wrote Major Coleridge, “we set about likely enemy positions with guns, machine-guns and mortars. We didn’t know what damage had been done but a few days later we discovered that a lot of Germans had been killed.” Three days later Lt Col Hon MG Edwards took over command from Lt Col Oxley who went to a Staff appointment. The Brigade was now hammering their way down to the approaches of Condé-sur-Noireau and came after a successful partnership with Major General (‘Von Thoma’) Thomas’s 43rd Div – to General Graham’s 50th (Northumberland) Division.


  It was tough going. 13/18th Hussars supporting the Durham Light Infantry suffered – ‘B’ Sqn losing two tanks on mines, three to AP, one to HE and one ditched leaving only five survivors. By the 17th August since Bluecoat started 13/18th had four officers killed, one wounded and four ORs killed, another 23 wounded. And more than 11 tanks had been destroyed by enemy fire.


  The 4/7th RDG attacking Tremblay and St Pierre-la-Vieille supporting Devons and Hampshires had a rotten time of hard slogging and impossible country. The popular Major ‘Knocker’ Bell was killed with 12 others, and 13 wounded. Major JDP Stirling, in the regimental history:


  
    “the advance [11 Aug] had now come to a standstill [with 2nd Devons] and evening was drawing on. However a direct order from the Infantry Brigadier behind came that ‘A’ Sqn was to advance what-ever the position. The leading Tp Leader [3rd Tp] lined up his tanks, over the air gave them ‘one, two, three, Go!’ and they charged. As they reached the crest two went straight up in flames. The third withdrew. So much for orders from behind.”

  


  Lt General Horrocks, the Corps Commander gave a splendid and very optimistic talk to most members of the Brigade in mid August. The next day in the evening an ENSA party of three men and two girls visited the SRY. “Quite good,“ wrote Padre Skinner, “one couple each to ‘A’, ‘C’ and RHQ for meal and drinks. One youngster drank a glass of the precious champagne opened in celebration and then asked for more cider. What a waste!”


  Trooper Arthur Reddish remarked when Horrocks visited 4/7th RDG:


  
    “He liked us and we him: equipped with a large map he showed us how well the battle was going. ‘The Germans have fought very well in this campaign but Monty now has them where he wants them.’ The enemy was now in a salient which would soon be a pocket. We’re all pushing – the Canadians and Poles from the north, the British from the west and the Americans from the south.’ Horrocks showed us where we’d be fighting next. The 50th Division with the 43rd in support would take Conde and cross the River Noireau [Operation Blackwater] on a broad front. The 8th Armoured Bde would assist both divisions.”

  


  And L/Corporal Patrick Hennessey, ‘A’ Sqn 13/18th Hussars:


  
    “Life was not all shot and shell. From time to time we halted for a day or two, in reserve, to clean up our tanks, do essential maintenance. The supply echelons would come up to us with fuel, ammunition, rations, and most important of all, the mail. We would harbour in a suitably peaceful area, if we were lucky, near a village where we would patronise the estaminet sampling the beer and Vin Rouge. A few tried the fiery Norman Calvados. There had been official warnings against over-indulgence of this powerful beverage. Trooper Harry Bone acquired ‘Henrietta’ a ‘tame’ hen who travelled in an empty ration box, supplied the crew with eggs. The Sqn OC discovered her one day. We had become quite fond of her. Alas, she ended up in the cooking pot.”

  


  From the Essex Yeomanry full scale barrages were needed for the attacks on Le Plessis-Grimoult, St Pierre la Vielle and Proussy. Capt Culley, a FOO with SRY was dive-bombed twice in a day by US Thunderbolts, and another FOO, Capt Warburton had the dummy gun on his tank so riddled with shell splinters that it had to be tied to a tree branch to keep it horizontal! Major CV Broke, the 2i/ c, was killed in an ambush.


  By mid-August the Brigade was losing tanks quicker than the FDS could replace them, and with the Luftwaffe proving to be a spent force, the regimental HQ AA troops were broken up. When Lt General Horrocks addressed 4/7th RDG and 13/18th Hussars on the 14th (same map, same speech) Major JDP Stirling wrote in The First and Last:


  “There were not many of those who heard it who could really believe it was true. So many times before we had been told of plans for future operations in which the High Command were optimistic about attaining the objectives [Goodwood was a case in point]. Sometimes those objectives we attained, but there was inevitably fierce fighting almost as soon as we left our own lines. We had grown so used to the idea that any tank which advanced 500 yards beyond the front line was likely to be knocked out…”


  On the same day Proussy was captured and the next day SRY supported the Wessex Wyverns, forced a crossing of the river Noireau by night and seized the high ground east of Conde. Sgt Cribben with the Recce Tp shot up a German column with anti-tank gun and horses but could not prevent the river bridge being blown. When SRY crossed the river they had to climb a steep winding road heavily wooded on both sides. They destroyed seven enemy MG nests but in turn had seven Shermans damaged by bazooka fire.


  Lt Stuart Hills: “There were only two other subalterns in the Sqn besides myself, Frank Galvin and Stan Perry. It was always a question of taking it in turns as to who was to lead.” Supporting 5th Bn DCLI Stan Perry led and was sniped through the arm: “He behaved admirably and tended the other wounded under heavy fire, obviously in great pain.” Frank Galvin then led to get up on the high ground and take Berjou with a left flanking movement. His tank was brewed-up and he was killed, as was a fine veteran Sgt W Sleep. Corporal Brooks was killed by a direct hit from a mortar and “to top it all, the bravest man I ever knew Sgt Guy Sanders MM in faying to save Corp Brooks under intense mortar fire had been killed too. My troop was the only one left and we had lost no less than six tank commanders including two officers.” And, “It was a glorious summer day, 16th August. It was now more or less a battle of my own. There were no reinforcements forthcoming from the Sqn.” Stuart Hills met Spandau fire on the crest of the hill and renewed mortaring. “I moved forward and opened up on their infantry dug in under the hedgerows. We gave them all we had and must have done a lot of damage because prisoners began to trickle in.” Captain Arthur Warburton, FOO directed the Essex Yeomanry guns on to possible targets – one of which was an ammo dump which produced a satisfactory explosion. The next morning Berjou was captured and SRY pushed on to Ste Honorine la Chardonne and 214 Brigade CO sent a message, “No Brigade has ever received better co-operation.” Blackwater was over.
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  Breakout and hot pursuit:

  

  “Into the blue”


  The Brigade now harboured around Roucamps and Ste Honorine. 13/18th Hussars moved from Clamesnil, Putanges, the Foret de Gauffem, Breteuil to Vernon. They passed through the appalling chaos of burnt-out and abandoned enemy tanks, transport and equipment caused by allied bombing and artillery bombardments. Corpses of men and horses lay about – grim evidence of the filth and tragedy of war. Apart from occasional mopping up operations for a week the serious fighting was over. Trooper Austin Baker, 4/7th RDG:


  
    “ Aunay was a sea of rubble. Then we were away for eight days, we simply motored across France without firing a shot [7th Armoured Division and others had done the necessary clearance work]. Major Gill would call a Commander’s conference and say. ‘The form is that there is no form,’ and we would be off again into the blue. Often the advance was led by Captain Harker, the Regt Harbourer. Known as ‘The Herald Angel’ in a scout car. We had a new harbour every night as we went through parts of the Falaise pocket.”

  


  In Rugles ‘A’ Sqn found the streets so packed with enthusiastic and rejoicing French citizens that the tanks could not get through. The town band turned up. The Fire Brigade was there in strength. Everyone had ‘a’ uniform on or his/her Sunday best. It was a carnival day. Turrets were full of flowers, bottles of wine and fruit everywhere. There were a lot of kisses too.


  The Brigade workshops were determined to keep the show on the road. Their average weekly output of repaired ‘Battle Casualty’ tanks exceeded 20 and in one week reached 31 returned to the front line. A remarkable achievement for a mobile unit. At the end of Blackwater 4/7th RDG tank strength was reduced from the ‘normal’ 61 down to 25. By the time the Brigade crossed the Seine they were almost up to strength again; but 19 SRY Shermans were off the road on 23rd with bogey trouble having travelled at great speed cross-country!


  On Sunday 20th August Padre Leslie Skinner took a service for the Essex Yeomanry:


  
    “First class turnout – 350 and 56 for Communion. Service held in a natural amphitheatre with glorious view down valley. Changed to Psalm 121 (‘I will lift up mine eyes to the hills’). Back to Sherwood Rangers for service, 250 or more with 29 for Communion. Colonel and one or two others thanked me for service.” Tuesday, 22nd August: “Rain cleared – soon quite hot, blankets out to dry. Washed some clothes. Met Lord Leigh, new 2i/c from Gloucester Hussars. Off to 552 Coy RASC near Courseulles. Impromptu service went well. Pleasant, useful day!”

  


  The Brigade made an early start on the 23rd, SRY in the lead through Courcelles, Abbeville, Cagnes and Bailleux to arrive that evening at Laigle, 40 miles south of the river Seine. The FFI were out in full force, swaggering around the streets and shaving the heads of unfortunate ladies who had mingled a little too freely with the occupying forces. But the FFI and a squadron of 4/7th RDG cleared the large Foret de Laigle of enemy stragglers. For three days close to the river Seine the Brigade was static waiting for the Wessex Wyverns to force a bridgehead at Vernon. The SRY played cricket and football on the 26th. RHQ, near Laigle, was in a pear orchard with a farmhouse crowded with the farmer’s large family and innumerable refugees. At milking time three very personable farm girls arrived to milk the cows. Very soon each farm girl had a regular escort of four or five Sherwood Rangers, one to place the stool, one to hold the bucket and two or three to ’supervise.’ Allied bombing had destroyed every bridge over the Seine between Paris and the sea but the resourceful enemy used 60 main ferries and innumerable small boats to ferry many men but little equipment over to the far side.


  On the 27th the Brigade moved through La Neuve Cire, Conches, Evreux and Chambray to Vernon-sur-Seine. The long close columns were undisturbed by the Luftwaffe. As Captain John Stirling, 4 /7th RDG, wrote:


  
    “The next fortnight was the most exciting and sensational time I shall ever have in my life, unless I am due for a particularly violent old age. At first we moved gingerly, at every comer and every wood, one waited to hear the familiar boom and snarl of a piece of ‘hard’. But the noise never came. It seemed incredible after all these weeks, we could motor ten miles down a main road without being fired on.”
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  The Great Swan North:

  

  “A glimpse of Paradise”


  43rd Wessex Wyverns had a five day ‘Operation Neptune’ to force a bridgehead over the Seine at Vernon. At first nothing went according to plan. Battlegroup Meyer had little in the way of ‘materiel,’ MG and some 20mm dual purpose flak guns but the wide river and high commanding cliffs on the northern side were natural barriers that made a defended crossing very hazardous. At a later stage Battle Group Schrader with three Tiger tanks arrived from Beauvais to launch a counter-attack.


  The Sappers building three bridges – David, Saul and Goliath, had a torrid time under constant fire but at 0700 on 27th August Lt Michael Trasenster led a troop of ‘A’ Sqn 4/7th RDG gingerly over on rafts, and other tanks followed by a feny. They gave invaluable support to 214 Bde; and on the following day the bridgehead was expanded, ‘B’ Sqn helping capture Tilly. The 11th Armoured Division thundered over the newly made bridges heading for Amiens. The 29th August opened in floods of rain as the Brigade set off on their centre line of Gasny-Fourges-Dangu and Gisors. The order of march was 13/18th Hussars, with ‘B’ Coy 12 KRRC; SRY with ‘C’ Coy 12 KRRC: TAC Bde HQ, the Essex Yeomanry 25-pdrs, rest of 12 KRRC and finally 4/7th RDG. The centre line lay along the river Ept valley with high ground on both sides and 12 KRRC were kept busy in all the small villages clearing out pockets of infantry and anti-tank guns. 13/18th Hussars captured Gasny but had some stiff opposition at Fourges. SRY took prisoners in Acos and destroyed a SP in St Remy. By the end of the day the Brigade had reached Guemy. 13/ 18th Hussars were sent racing off to capture the bridge at Dangu. In the dusk ‘B’ Coy 12 KRRC under Major Bill Deedes shared the town with enemy troops, which was cleared the next morning by 4/7th RDG.


  
     [image: image]

  


  13/18th Hussars crossing the River Seine, 28th August 1944.


  In the morning the KRRC acquired wine, a paymasters safe with five million Francs and as many horses as might be needed. On the left 11th Armoured charged ahead and Guards Armoured were starting on the right flank. The next day an ambitious programme started at first light but Gisors was found abandoned with the river bridges unblown. Trooper Austen 4/7th RDG:


  
    “One of the best days ‘C’ Sqn ever had. A spectacular charge from high ground into Gisors. The Brigadier in his scout car waved us on. An ammo dump went up in a terrific explosion. A peasant told Capt Gilbertson ‘three enemy tanks ahead.’ Two Mk IVs and a Panther who had run out of fuel: the crews set fire to them exploding all over the road.”

  


  The population of Gisors had come out in force to greet their liberators, crowds delirious with joy. Flags waved, apples and flowers were showered on the tanks while luckless German infantrymen who had sheltered in houses were hurled out, shot and trampled under foot by the brave FFI. A kiss at one end of the street was often followed by a snipers bullet at the other end.


  In the main square of Gisors, Lt Michael Trasenster 4/7th RDG: “Saw girl collaborators having their hair shaven off by the Maquis. The angry Trooper Stokes fired an AP shot to scare them off. Very dramatic, everyone cleared off from the square. Entente cordial again.”


  Major TM Lindsay SRY:


  
    “The country was delightfully open. What a welcome change after that beastly bocage! The Regiment returned to its old desert formation and went ahead at full speed. But at Juvignies five miles north of Beauvais we were forced back on the road again. At Troissereux ‘A’ Sqn had five tanks bogged finding a crossing over the river. We had covered 54 miles: some of the older tanks ran out of petrol and had to be left behind.”

  


  Near Beauvais Trooper Alf Parkington’s tank (4/7th RDG) came face to face with a King Tiger. He reversed rapidly. Trooper Austin Baker:


  
    “Sgt Duffield with the 17-pdr Firefly of 1st Tp was sent into the town to deal with the Tiger; turning a comer very cautiously, a terrific flash and crash of his 17-pdr. It fired rapidly four times in quick succession, the crowd went mad, yelling and cheering. A bearded Frenchman jumped on his tank and kissed Duffield on both cheeks. Bill Carwardine, the gunner hit it with his first shot, brewed it up with his second, third shot brewed up a bus standing behind it full of Jerries. After we had gone, three Panthers re-entered the town, caused a panic, but were dealt with by the infantry anti-tank guns. Several miles outside the town 1 Tp, Sgt Duffield, caught up a Jerry SP towed by a Mk IV tank and brewed both up; Major IG Gill was a first class Sqn Leader, his voice over the air was a tonic in itself. Always completely calm, it sounded as though it came from a comfortable armchair in some quiet comer instead of him in the turret. He seemed to have all [Major] Knocker’s nerve and ability, plus a more likeable personality.”

  


  On the 31st the Brigade joined up with the 11th Armoured Divison on the Somme at Amiens. They had just captured General Eberbach, GOC of the German 7th Army. SRY then advanced 29 miles and leaguered the night at St Sauflieu with many adventures on the way. The French Maquis had seized a bridge at Laigle but in the village a Mk IV in the railway station knocked-out Sgt L Cribben’s tank and killed him – a gallant veteran who had been recommended for the DCM. Padre Leslie Skinner made his way to Flesselles and found:


  
    “the bodies of Sgt Cribbens and Tpr Sharp beautifully laid out in the parsonage in white shrouds, having been washed, etc. graves have been dug in churchyard under nose of Germans. The Cure worried no coffins ready. He led the funeral cortege down street to churchyard as I watched from a window. The Germans watched the funeral procession from their tank without interference.”

  


  Lt Stuart Hills:


  
    “I still think it was one of the best day’s work that the regiment [SRY] have ever done, for not only did we lead the whole way but we cleared the town of Doullens which was very strongly held by anti-tank guns and pockets of enemy infantry. We knocked out five guns (‘A’ Sqn) took over 100 POW. It was also a flying bomb site so on the whole it was not a bad day’s work.”

  


  Major TM Lindsay recounted the problems of prising information from the French civilians: “Have you seen any Germans? How many? What kind? Where did they go?” And the replies, “Ah, oui, oui Monsieur, ‘Undreds of sale Boche – ‘undreds. Zey come past ‘ere in nineteen-forty, now zey go ze ozzer way. Ah, you are Eengleesh – your Vinston Shursheel, ‘e is a great man n’est-ce-pas?” and so on. Near Doullens the indomitable Sgt Dring got an AP through his turret. He was wounded and made his way back to the RAP. As he passed the CO’s tank, Colonel Christopherson shook his fist at him for taking risks. Dring replied with the ‘V’ sign. Half an hour later he was back with his Sqn and almost immediately destroyed a German horsed echelon at 2,000 yards. Later he was awarded a bar to his MM. On the 1st September SRY had travelled 50 miles and shared their leaguer at Sus St Leger with the Essex Yeomanry.


  Doullens had in fact needed the 13/18th Hussars to right flank and attack from the north, whilst ‘B’ and ‘C’ Coys 12 KRRC with SRY sailed in from the south.


  The Essex Yeomanry had their guns in action at Chateau-sur-Ept, the outskirts of Beauvais, Bonnenuit-les-Eaux, Vaux-en-Amienois. At one stage the Brigade order of march was seen to be F Echelon Essex Yeomanry, then two Tigers followed by Brigade A Echelon! Their FOOs had a lot of excitement but rarely was more than a quick Battery target required. There was no move on the 2nd. Monty was contemplating an airborne drop.


  On 3rd September the Brigade objective was Alost, north-west of Brussels, protecting the left flank of the Armoured Divisions. Major Coleridge, 12th KRRC:


  
    “More maps and more burning. 4 /7th RDG led. Route Arras, Bully, Gondecourt, south of Lille, Ninove and Alost. Again we moved at a fine pace, through Arras, over the Vimy Ridge, past the 1914–18 cemeteries, all without trouble. Houplin proved difficult, so 4/7th RDG with ‘A’ and ‘B’ Coys 12 KRRC tried a right hook to reconnoitre Lille in force on two roads.”

  


  Captain John Stirling 4 /7th RDG had to deliver sets of maps to his Sqn as they were moving at speed:


  
    “We drove in a half track at about 50mph through Arras turned off the main road to the right at Lens and began to wind through the unpleasing cobbled streets of the industrial area. The leaders were held up at the bridge at Houplin by an anti-tank gun which gave a lot of trouble. Seclin was already ours. We paused for a while. The local Maquis who had just looted the German military wine stores distributed champagne, liqueurs and cigars to all comers. We took on a little Veuve Clicquot.”

  


  Stirling praised the Maquis who gave advice about the Germans’ whereabouts, acted as guides down little-known roads, secured a town after its capture, rounding up and guarding the German prisoners. Once they rebuilt a blown bridge losing several of their members to mines. But ‘A’ Sqn were soon in trouble:


  
    “We had two troops up, and two in rear. Suddenly everything started to happen at once. One tank in each of the leading troops was hit. ‘Hard’ was flying in all directions. Jack Hawkin’s tank went up with a bang about 40 yards on my right. Then Jackie’s [Major Goldsmid] turret lid was knocked off in pieces. We withdrew as best we could. I put down all the smoke I could. A blazing tank came past me still rolling in reverse. We had lost three tanks.”

  


  Captain RC Foreman FOO, Essex Yeomanry laid down a quick, efficient smoke screen. ‘A’ Sqn had seven casualties in this action.


  Now Lille, a substantial city was outflanked by 7th Armoured and 11th Armoured Divisions. The enemy had troops, tanks and anti-tank guns in the outskirts – Neyelles and Houplin. ‘B’ and ‘C’ Sqn 4/7th RDG proceeded into Lille and received a rapturous welcome:


  
    “An absolute tidal wave of wildly excited humanity swept down on the tanks and engulfed them. Never before had so many lovely girls been seen whose only aim was to kiss the tank crews, to whom, tired and dirty and dishevelled as they were, it seemed like a glimpse of Paradise.” (John Stirling)

  


  Trooper Austin Baker:


  
    “‘I don’t want to hurry you,’ came Major Gill’s voice, ‘but it would be nice if we got there first.’ (into Lille). ‘Splendid,’ said Gill, ‘You’re going like a bomb.’ We stopped in a square just inside the town, the tanks facing down each of the streets leading off it. People in thousands, swanning over the tanks, cheering, singing. A girl climbed up on the back of our tank, led crowd in a terrific rendering of the Marseillaise. The streets were packed with people and in the central station square – the Maquis wild with excitement frequently loosed off rifles into the air in sheer high spirits. The French were distributing/ or asking for autographs, photographs, souvenirs and kisses to the girls more or less queuing up for the privilege. Trays of food were thrust at us, bottles of champagne by the dozen. A sudden cry of ‘Boche,’ there was a panic. The square cleared and all the tank crews were back inside their tanks. Very few of them could see straight! The CO withdrew both Sqns. The KRRC had disappeared into houses, up side streets. We harboured some miles outside the town.”

  


  Major WF Deedes MC, OC ‘B’ Coy 12 KRRC, gave a detailed account of the astonishing welcome – these are extracts:


  
    “Outside Loos we were told that a Sqn of tanks supported by ‘B’ Coy was to go forward on a reconnaissance in force to Lille (200,000 pop). Three report lines were laid down, the last of which seemed to coincide with the Lille High Street. Order of march. Tank troop, Roger Green’s platoon, Sqn Leader, myself, Richard Luxmoore’s scout platoon and Alan Young with the remainder. The civilians en route said -1 in 10 that Lille was filled with Germans; four out of five were non committal.” and, “our final report line was so full of French, flags, fruit and flowers that the leading troop was squeezed to a halt. The crowds were very excited. They had waited four years for this party and were not to be denied. The Squadron Leader’s radio had failed, not surprising since so many people were hanging on the aerial! All the sections [KRRC] were ordered to remain inside their carriers and half tracks. It seemed unlikely that any man who dismounted would be seen again for some time. Each Tp and platoon took a road junction and jammed the vehicle across. The carriers already looked like harvest thanksgiving. Bottles began to appear… Complete occupation of Lille was impossible. We had 12 vehicles with which to cover about 10 acres of square, boulevard and side streets. ‘I’m getting a bit browned off with this,’ said the Sqn Leader, but almost immediately he got a smacking kiss from a gay thing in clinging white and two bottles of Bollinger.” Later, “The men had eaten nothing since dawn and it was teatime. Grape in every form was going down. The ladies became more exacting in their demand for kisses. At dusk the recall, head to tail ‘our popularity waned.’”

  


  Guards Armoured had liberated Brussels without much of a fight, and on the 4th, 11th Armoured liberated Antwerp after quite a reasonable battle in the city, and later on in the docks area. The Brigade, operating with 50th Northumbrian Division were now deployed to form a flank guard screen between Lille and Ghent, a distance of nearly 50 miles.


  Trooper Patrick Hennessy 13/18th Hussars stopped their tank in a wooded area, a recent German camp:


  
    “We found a quantity of German sausage and black bread neither of which we liked. But the bottles of wine and boxes of cigars were appreciated by the wireless operator Trooper Jimmy Jones who was absolutely delighted. RSM Duffy Hind took charge of a dozen abandoned horses. There were a number of expert horsemen amongst us. The RSM and a number of ex-cavalry soldiers enjoyed looking after them, that afternoon the Hussars rode again.”

  


  The 13/18th Hussars had passed through Arras and the coal mining district of Lens where they had a great welcome before harbouring near Benifontaine. From there to Gondecourt and the clearance of the area north to La Bassée Canal where ‘C’ Sqn destroyed two anti-tank guns and captured six more whilst prisoners poured in. In 1940 they had been stationed at La Verderie and revived old friendships.


  Supplies were starting to get difficult. The ‘Q’ side had to produce far more petrol and cut down on ammo supplies as the lines of communication back to the bridgehead were now 300 miles long. On the 4th the Brigade crossed the frontier into Belgium: it seemed a more fertile land, the people cleaner and better dressed. Every house flew a Belgian flag and usually a Union Jack or Stars and Stripes as well.


  
    “We [SRY] were doing left flank protection for 30 Corps and passed through Chereng, Baisieux, Toumai and arrived at Renaix covering 25 miles. My troop [Lt Stuart Hills] was to guard a bridge. We were the first British troops in the village and festivities continued throughout the day [4th]. We drank, sang and danced in the village pub and everyone went mad. Bill Cousins and I met a charming young girl who took us home and gave us five eggs each for our supper.”

  


  The next day SRY moved north to the outskirts of Ghent where they were in action; ‘A’ Sqn stayed in Oudenarde and ‘B’ Sqn sent Lt Bill Wharton with a patrol south-east to Pierre. The local Maquis told him that a German colonel commanding a force of 1,000 men with some artillery might surrender, but only to the equivalent rank. Lt Col Christopherson with the rest of ‘B’ Sqn and Major Derek Coils’ ‘C’ Coy of 12 KRRC then visited to arrange a surrender: “The Adjutant was a typical Hun, tall dark, continually clicking his heels.” Major Stephen Mitchell, SRY 2i/c interpreted. Several hours later, honour being satisfied, terms were agreed. Then firing broke out. The German force had marched to the wrong RV and met a battalion of Green Howards who opened fire (inaccurately since only one German was killed). Eventually the German CO made a speech to his men. “They all shouted ‘Sieg Heil’ three times raising their arms in the Nazi salute, broke their firearms,“ and at 0100 were lorried away to captivity. SRY spent the 6th in Renaix and 12 KRRC moved to Aspelare near Ninove, where ‘C’ Coy collected 1,500 POW in three days.


  13/ 18th Hussars crossed into Belgium at Baisieux, and by evening of the 6th reached Ninove, and at 1700 on the next day entered Brussels. Despite their freedom, courtesy of Guards Armoured, the Hussars and indeed the Brigade received another wonderful welcome.


  Orders were received to move at speed up to the Albert Canal at Beringen to support the Guards Armoured Div attempting to turn the flank of the German 719 Div who were holding the north bank of the canal. SRY were detached under 50th Northumbrian Div to make a canal bridgehead further west of Gheel.


  So on the 7th the Brigade moved east through Alost, Willebroek, Mechlin to Aerschot, reached at twilight. The journey for 13/18th Hussars involved passage through Brussels. Trooper Patrick Hennessey:


  
    “The welcome was rapturous. The streets were lined with cheering crowds many of whom climbed on the tanks and showered us with gifts of bottles of wine, cakes and flowers. Girls were climbing up and kissing us, there was laughter, tears and music. We moved on to Namur where the rest of the column caught up with us.”

  


  12 KRRC had the same welcome in Brussels (briefly) and rather more so in Louvain. But the days of milk and honey were over. The heady cavalry charge, the brief glimpse of Paradise had to end.
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  The Battles of Gheel and the capture of

  

  Bourg-Leopold


  The Guards Armoured had forced the Albert Canal at Beringen. The Brigade were now ordered to pass over as quickly as possible and strike north for Gheel. By mid day 4/7th RDG and 12 KRRC were over and by nightfall were in the village of Oostham. ‘B’ Sqn encountered several SP guns, and infantry with bazooka teams and lost three tanks and had three KIA and two POW but in return knocked-out two SPs. Captain Stirling:


  
    “But the rout was over; resistance was stiffening and rearguards of SP guns and tanks found the country, criss-crossed with canals and dykes ideal for defence. Each Squadron now took it in turn to catch a bang on the nose.”

  


  That night it was the turn of the Brigade area of the A1 Echelon and Light Aid Detachments to get a bloody nose. Harboured north of the Beringen bridge, a paratroop party stalked them through the woods and shot them up destroying 33 vehicles, half of them belonging to 13/ 18th Hussars. 4/7th RDG had 14 casualties including ten taken prisoner, 13/18th Hussars, 12 including six POW. Trooper Austin Baker: “The lorry crews were washing, shaving, cooking breakfast and were taken completely by surprise but managed to fight back. We lost most of our fuel lorries, all but one of the water carts.” ‘C Coy 12 KRRC and some 13/18th Hussar tanks restored some order. Reg Broad, 12 KRRC LAD, led some wood clearing, killed and captured some of the paratroopers. Their aggressive spirit pushed 12 KRRC out of Oostham the next day; they had three officer casualties and lost four half tracks and anti-tank guns.


  “The 19th marked the beginning of the worst battle ‘C’ Sqn ever fought in and which took a heavy toll of ‘B’ as well,“ wrote Lt Stuart Hills SRY. The Sqn had crossed the canal at mid day on the 10th and pushed northwards supporting 6th Bn DLI and between them captured the town of Gheel. Later that day ‘B’ Sqn helped 9th DLI fend off a violent counter-attack, losing three tanks with six casualties.


  
    “The Coy [of 6th DLI] only had 30 men. After we had gone 100 yards the inevitable Spandau opened up. The infantry had a rotten time and I could see them falling to my left and right. My troop had two 17-pdrs (Sgt Nesling and Corp Burnett) in support of my own 75mm (which is ideal for this type of fighting) so our firepower was limited to one 75mm, two 17-pdrs and three MGs. (The 17-pdr is ideal for tank killing roles but are slow at firing their rather poor HE).”

  


  Later: “We then ran over the trenches and the infantry poked the Bosch out at the point of the bayonet.” Hills knocked out an 88mm sited near a farmhouse: “We then directed our fire into every house we could see, also on the road junction, firing our Brownings on the move as we went down the street. I saw another 88mm burning and also an AA gun mounted on a lorry. Jerry emerged from all sides and gave himself up (I got a very nice gold watch). The civilians came out and another town was ‘liberated.’ I had fired between 50 and 60 HE to get us in, and the 17-pdrs four apiece which was all they had.” SRY were perhaps fortunate that the 88mm guns were manned by AA gunners, unused to an anti-tank role. “We never actually shot up either of the two we knocked-out but both were abandoned as were the other guns, none had shields.” So far so good but civilians were seen pulling down their flags and bunting:


  
    
       [image: image]
    

  


  
    “The enemy were at our backdoor. The troop on our right were all knocked out (Ted Cook killed). Night was falling we were kept busy the whole night with the SPs and tanks that Jerry kept pushing forward. I ‘brewed’ one just after dusk at the end of my road and about midnight Corp Burnett let fly with his 17-pdr at 10 yards at a Jaguar. I felt the blast 100 yards away (Corp Burnett was killed that night by a sniper). At dawn we heard Jerry’s tanks ‘milling around’ and soon after he began shelling in earnest. I shall be quite truthful. The infantry left their positions and their anti-tank guns. We had to take their striker cases to disable them. And so it continued throughout the morning. The tank was covered in bricks, plaster and glass with dust everywhere. We were all pretty tired and apprehensive. If I hadn’t Bob Ingall, Jim Darnington and Bill Cousins in my crew to fall back on my morale would have been nil.”

  


  Later:


  
    “Imagine my surprise when Jerry infantry started marching up the road towards us in line – what a golden undreamed of possibility. We made the most if it. All the rest of the Sqn tanks had been brewed up to the south (Johnnie Mann had been killed). ‘B’ Sqn lost seven more in trying to reinforce us. Mickey Gold and Colin Thompson both being wounded. Dick Holman in ‘A’ Sqn was brewed up too but he was OK. Jack decided to withdraw from Gheel with his remaining tanks before we were completely over-run. Then Jimmy’s tank burst into flames, all except Corp Higgins were killed outright. It was a wicked moment. Before two minutes were up we were hit. There was a terrific sheet of flame and a shower of sparks. I could only murmur, ‘Thank God he [the bazooka man] didn’t fire at the turret.’”


    “Our withdrawal went according to plan. Tanks first, tanks last, infantry fitters and wounded in the centre, completed before first light, the first withdrawal I have ever been involved in and I hope the last.”

  


  When the next day SRY re-entered the town: “The place was a shambles and there were hundreds of our own and dead Boche lying around.”


  Corporal John Cropper ‘B’ Sqn SRY had the unpleasant task of identifying the dead after the battle for Gheel:


  
    “I walked on. In the field, at first, I saw nothing. I walked slowly forward, then I saw them, a line of soldiers in uniform, lying dead, feet towards me. Slowly I walked along the line searching. Sometimes I had to step between them to get a better look at a face, half turned away, or a regimental insignia partly obscured. They lay in various postures. Curiously none of them appeared to be grossly mutilated. The men lay in the order in which they had been brought in from the battlefield. No separate messes here, officer rubbed shoulders with private, sergeant-major with corporal. All had the same waxen pallor, some eyes were closed, some open, but all unseeing. At last I had found one of the lads. Old Harry who was never on net. He was icy cold, rigid. Carefully I removed one of his identify discs…”

  


  Lt Col Christopherson wrote:


  
    “During the last three days we experienced some of the bitterest fighting against fanatical Germans since D-Day. Before we arrived at Gheel, the enemy had surrounded and captured four or five of our anti-tank guns which they actually turned against us and knocked out two of our tanks. In my view the infantry were very tired and did not use their weapons nearly enough. 151 Bde has had over 400 casualties. The majority of these were taken prisoner. Our casualties are the worst since we landed – 46 (50% of which were fatal). We had 11 tanks brewed up and two damaged – the worst since the battle of Zem Zem when SRY lost 17 tanks.”

  


  6th Parachute Division had fought brilliantly and brutally and had given the experienced but exhausted 50 Northumbrian Div a terrible bloody nose. SRY then moved 37 miles through Tessenderloo and Beerlingen to rejoin the Brigade.


  Now under command of Guards Armoured Division, the Brigade were ordered to capture Bourg Leopold – once the Artillery School of Belgium. It was forbidden to shell the town as some 300 Belgian political prisoners were held there. ‘C’ Sqn 4/7th RDG sent a patrol in from the east to see if the town was held or not. “The town was held all right,“ noted Austin Baker, “5th Tp lost three out of four tanks to an SP, the gun opened up on the crews as they baled out [Major] Gill had got 1st Tp under cover preparing to engage. The CO said over the air, ‘Now look here, Oboe, I don’t want you to go Tiger hunting.’ ‘A’ Sqn, Lt Michael Trasenster then destroyed a watch tower much to the Essex Yeomanry FOO’s astonishment.


  ‘C’ Coy 12th KRRC sent in a ‘long’ patrol into the edge of the town but no enemy was found. So ‘B’ Sqn 13/18th Hussars were ordered to take the town. Captain JH Aldam led and Lt Knowles’ tank was fired on. His gun was jammed because he had been reading ‘Hatter’s Castle’ and the book had become jammed in the recoil and the gun would not reload. So Sgt York fired HE down the road: “We put a round into a 75mm anti-tank gun, then entered the town spraying every building with MG and HE.” The Hussars captured 12 paratroopers covered with stick grenades and lugers, seated their disarmed captives on the front of their tanks, and then destroyed a Boche ammo truck, “Which went up like a chandelier flare. Now the road was lined with all manner of Belgian people cheering and waving flags. A fitting end to a bloodless and successful afternoon.” A Belgian brigade then occupied the town. Orders were received to rest and refit. Brigade HQ gave a cocktail party to celebrate the first official ‘stand-down’ since D-Day. Major Gordon Barker took over command of 4 /7th RDG. The 12th KRRC sat in the pinewoods outside the town and their Adjutant arrived with over 100 reinforcements. Trooper Austin Baker went to films, ENSA shows with Betty Bucknelle and Will Kings and with his mates, Mac, Brian Sutton, Don Chittenden had some pleasant evenings in a nice little café. Padre Leslie Skinner spent much of his ‘rest’ period finding the corpses of the SRY dead and burying them: “13th September finished clearing remaining tanks in Gheel – now in pretty awful state. Corporal Beatty, Regimental Sanitary Corporal usually very good at this, but even he packed it in for a time. Finished the burials as darkness closed in.”
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  Operation Market Garden

  

  and the Island


  Under command of 30 Corps, the Brigade were now to follow-up behind the Guards Armoured Division in its rush north to link up with the three Airborne Divisions who were trying to seize the river bridges over the Rhine, Maas and Waal. It was a brilliant and dangerous concept that almost succeeded. The Brigade were to support 43rd Wessex Division to develop the Guards thrust up the one vulnerable centre line. SRY with a squadron of Royals’ armoured cars under command were to function in an independent role to link up with US paratroops at the Grave bridge over the Maas. Although ‘Market Garden’ started on the 17th it was not until two days later that SRY made the 72 miles journey to Grave by night to contact 82nd US Airborne. Trooper Patrick Hennessey, 13/18th Hussars:


  
    “Once again we saw the spectacle of an airborne armada passing over our heads. We set off up the road in our turn and before long we were passing the burnt out remnants of the Shermans of the Irish Guards who had run into a strong force of anti-tank guns and had lost eight tanks in a short space of time, before RAF rocket firing Typhoons could sweep down to restore the situation.”
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  A Sherman tank of the 13/18th Hussars by the River Waal (or Rhine). The Island, October 1944.
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  13/ 18th Hussars reached Hechtel on the 19th, Zeeland the next day, and ‘C’ Sqn crossed the Nijmegen bridge at 0900 on the 22nd. In support of 4th Wiltshires, ‘B’ Sqn advanced towards Elst and met stiff opposition. The regiment stayed around Oosterhout and Homert, on the so-called ‘Island’ for another month.


  
    “We [Captain John Stirling, 4/7th DG] linked up with an infantry Bn [7th Somersets]. In the early morning mist, drove over the vast length of the railway bridge [Nijmegen] – some six hundred yards long which was strewn with the bodies of the Germans who had tried to hold it. Then we swung left along the dyke road running high above the north back of the river. The road was skyline suicide; to the left the bank was very steep, to the right were woods.”

  


  A substantial barrage descended on Oosterhout which flushed out two little Mk III tanks. “In all,“ wrote Captain John Stirling, “we captured over 150 POW, two guns and a tank, two more tanks and an 88mm were knocked out. At 5 o’clock the road was free for ‘B’ Sqn to make their brilliant dash up to Driel with infantry on the backs of the tanks to link up with the paratroops.”


  Trooper Austin Baker had watched “Jerry fighters down five huge, slow lumbering Stirlings on their way to Arnhem with supplies.” When a short 50mm gun knocked-out one of ‘A’ Sqn tanks, “it confirmed our belief that practically anything could knock out a Sherman.” At 1830 a mobile column of ‘B’ Sqn under Major David Richards and 5 DCLI, with Corporal RJ Raybould, 5th Tp leading set off to join the Polish Airborne Brigade. Despite enemy tanks joining their column they made the link-up but the vital DUKWs in the column able to ’swim’ the Neder-rijn with vital supplies for the beleaguered Airborne troops in Arnhem, either got stuck or were sunk by German fire. 4/7th RDG ‘B’ Sqn remained at Driel for a few more days – the tip of the British Army spearhead. On the 23rd ‘A’ and ‘C’ Sqns from Valburg supported 1st Worcesters in an attack on Elst. The gallant infantry destroyed – one way or another – one Tiger and four Panther tanks. Tanks could not deploy off the narrow roads into the flooded fields and intermittent but savage fighting against the Panzer SS holding Elst continued for another three days. Five 75mm anti-tank guns and some POW were captured on the 24th and the Worcesters eventually took Elst that night. The enemy had withdrawn but they had protected the only road leading north to the vital Arnhem bridge.


  But back to the Sherwood Rangers. Padre Leslie Skinner described on 19th September their armoured column:


  
    “Devil of a long convoy – Sherwood Rangers plus Sqn of Royals, plus Ack-Ack plus Battery of Essex Yeo; company of KRRC; our Regt Echelon and Recovery Unit, parts 552 Coy RASC, Field Ambulance and our Medical Aid Sections – all making a column stretching along nearly seven miles of road. All making a hell of a target.”

  


  The American Airborne were holding a large area within a mile of the Reichswald. They had not as yet any experience of working with tanks. Their CO quite nicely asked the SRY CO ‘to clear the Reichswald,’ a task which in the event required practically every division of the British and Canadian Armies to accomplish! Apparently the Airborne CO was given a remarkably polite answer. Nevertheless ‘A’ Sqn with ‘D’ Sqn the Royals went off in the direction of the Reichswald. Capt Ian McKay took the SRY Recce Tp over the German frontier between Beek and Wyler and became the first British troops to enter the Fatherland, announced later by the BBC. Brigadier Alex Stanier, 231 Infantry Bde sent messages of congratulation and thanks “for helping my patrol of Dorsets to get over the German frontier.”


  On the 22nd, ‘C’ Sqn with 3rd US Airborne Bn cleared an area north-east of Nijmegen, and ‘A’ Sqn was counter-attacked in the Mook area but drove the enemy back. Lt Stuart Hills with others thought highly of the American troops: “They were grand fellows to work with, very keen and brave.” He was in action near Beek on a wet dismal day: “The infantry followed us up between the roads and we fired everything we had to give them good covering fire. Bill Cousins, my gunner killed one pig and quite a few chickens en route. Jim Darrington (my IB) went towards a windmill, was hit by a bazooka, baled out with his crew and his tank was hit by three shots from an 88mm and started brewing.” Sgt Jones in a foul temper because his bedding had been set alight, demolished an MG post with a direct hit. Hill’s tank went into a hidden dyke, keeled over, was hit by 20mm, MG, and (again) by a bazooka: “We baled out in a flash and ran for a ditch. Sgt Nesting let fly with his 17-pdr and killed the panzerfaust man.” By quick dashes from ditch to ditch Hills and crew returned to Beek, “It was a fine place for picking up loot. I fitted myself up with magnificent blankets which I still have.” Two days later at Mook, he had even more hair-raising adventures: “A party of American paratroops were in a jam just a little north-east of me in Den Hoevel woods. Would I go up with my troop and lend a hand?“ A patrol of 30 men were trapped in the wood with a number of wounded, so with Sgts Robinson and Collis off the three tanks set, “picked up an American platoon proceeded flat out into the wood. HE bursting all over the place.” The SRY collected the American wounded and took them back to safety, under intense shell fire. Later that day Hills and his troop were asked to support the same Americans who were launching yet another attack on the same wood and enemy HQ in a white country house. Although Sgt Collis’s tank was destroyed, SRY had no casualties and performed nobly with their American allies, “the most exciting day I have ever had,“ Hills recalls. 12th KRRC came under command of 43rd Recce Regt (of the Wessex Wyverns) and initially moved to Geldrop as flank protection for Eindhoven, then through that town to Die Voort on the 22nd. In daylight they passed over the great bridge at Grave and later took over protection of the canal bridge on the main road south-west of Nijmegen. The next day they were to take up firm bases at Randwijk, Zetten and Anrelst. Next a move to hold the line Opheusden-Dodewaard. In one skirmish Major Bill Young-Smith was killed making a recce. Major Coleridge described the ‘Island’ between the three large rivers, a triangle with Arnhem to the north, Nijmegen to the south:


  
    “We entered a new and astonishing slice of Holland – the land of apples and pears. Acres of orchards surrounded each tiny village. Everywhere the trees were sagging with the burden of a giant crop. In the small gardens were invariable patches of tobacco, high-standing vegetables, odd strips of com, groups of flowering shrubs. It needed a whole army of men to guarantee that no enemy could enter even a small village. Parallel with all the large rivers here, at distances varying from 100-1,000 yards from the water, runs the ‘bund’, an embanked road, which usually stands 20 feet above the surrounding country and keeps out the winter floods from the lands behind.”

  


  Many experiments were made in cooking pears, plums and apples and mushrooms collected at dawn.


  But Market Garden effectively finished on the 25th when 2,500 Airborne troops were evacuated from Arnhem – a brilliant failure.


  Oss, near ’s-Hertogenbosch was the rather plebeian name for a little village distinguished for being the factory site of an enormous Wehrmacht food and rations supply depot. At one stage or another practically every unit in the British Army ‘drew’ out extraneous goodies. (Although the blackbread, tinned sauerkraut and rank sausage were not to everyone’s taste. The cigars were another matter.) The problem was that Oss was in No-Man’ s-Land alternatively occupied by one side or the other – often with confrontations. 552 Coy RASC appropriating rations for 8th Armoured Bde were rudely attacked and needed a Guards Recce Sqn to restore the situation. The RASC defended the rations with great bravery and rightly deserved the award of two MCs and two MMs. Padre Leslie Skinner acquired two sides of beef, Major Lord Leigh cases of gin and Cointreau!
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  On and off the Island: October


  The Brigade took over the responsibility for the wooded area east of Nijmegen with 12 KRRC (aided by 43rd Division Recce Regt). Patrols, usually by night, were frequent, and harassing fire was provided by mortars, MGs and the Essex Yeomanry. The Germans were just as aggressive after the recapture of Arnhem and sent armed sorties on 26th September to Opheusden and Randwijk. On a filthy wet day ‘A’ Sqn 4/7th RDG and 7th Somersets dealt with the intruders. Carriers were of little use for moving mortars in the small villages, so Sgt Hicks 12th KRRC could be seen moving his mortars about in an elderly wheelbarrow. There were several determined efforts by German frogmen in rubber suits, with oxygen masks who swam 15 miles downstream to mine the vital bridges over the Rhine. They did blow up one span of the railway bridge, which was regarded as rather a sporting effort. Intelligence estimated that the enemy had steadily reinforced their troops up to 3,000 including a proportion of SS. On 24th and 26th September the Luftwaffe sent 600 planes over to try to knock-out the bridges. In one of the counter-attacks 2/Lt John Holmes, ‘C’ Sqn, SRY destroyed three of four enemy tanks in the Beek area while helping out 82 US Airborne. On 2nd October SRY supported the Americans from Mook towards Katerbosch, Heikant and Middelaar. Lt Stuart Hills acted as FOO that day for the Essex Yeomanry who inflicted substantial damage.
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  Majors Bill Riley & Philip Verdin, 4/7th Dragoon Guards, winter 1944 (Austin Baker).


  “We found the Dutch people to be most helpful“ noted Trooper Patrick Hennessey 13/18th Hussars, “They were for the most part, delighted to see us, despite the damage we had brought to their homes. They were grateful for any small comforts we could give them. The small boys greeted us with ‘Alio Tommy. You got shockalade for Mama and cigarettes for Papa?’“ On 2nd October Lt Col Christopherson and Colonel C Billingslea (CO US 325 Regt Combat Team) set up a joint Command Post. At first light they were heavily mortared, so they moved elsewhere, to be shelled again. And again. Later telephone wires were noticed along the ground to a tree on some high ground, probably a German OP within the Brigade lines. The next day two Dutch nurses were caught transmitting in a nearby hospital. Padre Leslie Skinner noted: “Families either side of border may have divided loyalties.” A local policeman married to an English woman presented Lt Col Christopherson with a Pincher puppy dog, called Beek, after the local village. The Colonel maintained it was a pedigree Pincher. Other members of SRY were less enthusiastic and described its pedigree rather differently. On the 4th, 4/7th RDG took part in an attack east of Bemmel with 8th and 9th Bns Durham Light Infantry. A heavy fireplan and Typhoon aerial support made the attack relatively successful, in difficult close country with dykes, orchards and houses. The DLI took heavy casualties and the Dragoons lost two tanks and seven casualties. Three anti-tank guns were knocked-out and an enemy counterattack by eight tanks was dealt with. In their last action 50th Northumbrian Division lost 122 casualties and were shortly afterwards disbanded. But 150 enemy POW were taken and a large number of dead counted.


  The 12th KRRC had been relieved in the line on 1st October and harboured peacefully in thick pine woods south of Nijmegen. Bn HQ lived in the shooting range sheds and everybody else was – of course – out in the open. Major Coleridge:


  
    “Officers and OR clubs opened in Nijmegen, baths were three a penny, ENSA was everywhere and there was an issue of captured German gin. The weather behaved itself. A programme of cadres and training was put together. On 9th we moved to the greater warmth, comfort of Overasselt. Here we stayed until the 15th. The Brigade ran an inter-unit football competition. We were beaten 2-1 in the semi final by the Essex Yeomanry [The Essex Yeomanry beat 13 / 18th Hussars in the final, 2 goals to 1]. Brigade rest camp opened at Louvain in a large monastery.”

  


  Father David of the Abbaye du Mont Cesar showed great kindness and became a true friend of the Brigade. And on 12th October HM the King visited Corps HQ and formation commanders were presented to him. Lt Colonel Dunkerly, CO 13/ 18th Hussars, had severely damaged his wrist in a tank accident and was evacuated to England for treatment. The Earl of Feversham succeeded him. The regiment also came under command of Paratroop Regiments of 82nd and 101st Divisions on the ‘Island’ which was a successful partnership. On the 9th the SRY received three complete troops – officers, sergeants, corporals and men – all from the Gloucester Hussars Training Regt, which the new 2i/c, Lord Leigh, had commanded in England. They proved to be an excellent addition to the regiment. The regimental fitters of the SRY produced a brass cup made from shell cases to mark the happy association with the 82nd Airborne Div. General Gavin wrote an appropriate letter of appreciation. SRY spent a few days out of the line at Winssen.


  A system of two armoured regiments up in the line and one in reserve was now in operation. SRY on the 9th went up to the Mook area and were relieved on the 15th by 4/7th RDG. On the 21st SRY relieved 13/ 18th Hussars on the Island and on 2nd November SRY were relieved by 4/7th RDG and went back to Winssen. Awards and decorations were now appearing. Major Mickey Gold, Capt Jack Holman and Lt Stuart Hills were awarded MCs.


  4/7th RDG had their ‘rest’ billets in Weurt or Winssen. Three days leave passes were now being granted to Brussels and Antwerp. Padre Leslie Skinner went to Brussels on 17th October:


  
    “Tedious 6 hour journey. None of party wanted to stay in ‘leave centre’. Found a quiet little hotel for Joe and the Corporal, and good room for me also. Cinema in evening. 18th: visited 21 Army Group HQ and St George’s House – a reading room rest centre for troops run on TOC H lines by Chaplain’s Dept. Afternoon walking round Brussels. Evening saw ‘Desert Song’ in French. 19th: morning sightseeing in the rain. Afternoon cinema, again at night with ‘Royal Cabaret’ on stage.”

  


  Trooper Austin Baker 4/7th RDG:


  
    “Leave to Brussels, Hotel Siru, smashing place, single bedrooms with attached washroom and lavatory (Sgts had attached bathroom). Tea brought to us in bed each morning. Shops crammed with luxury goods. Au Bon Marché biggest and best. Cinema ‘The Way Ahead’ and ENSA theatre giving London shows.”

  


  “To Brussels where we [Corporal Patrick Hennessey and mates of 13/ 18th Hussars] enjoyed egg and chips, ice cream which we had not seen in England for years and a haircut and shave from a professional barber. We were also exposed to a degree of hero-worship which we found to be much to our liking, if a bit embarrassing!“


  On 25th 13/18th Hussars celebrated Balaclava Day at Winssen in the traditional way with officers and sergeants hockey match and a dance in Nijmegen attended by some 300 Dutch girls – their first since 1940.


  The Brigade IO took out a patrol to identify the enemy units opposite 101 US Airborne Div. They crossed the river, captured a jeep with a German crew. It then broke down so they hijacked a lorry and captured its crew. They marched their captives down to the river bed, took prisoner the German outpost and then marched 30+ bewildered enemy back across the river.


  Brigade HQ organised an officers’ dance on 4th November in Nijmegen near a bridge which was being shelled. There were cocktails, cold game and a champagne supper. The floor was good, the band excellent, cabaret by Nervo and Knox. All the girls except two were pretty. But when SRY organised a dance for the regiment the local Catholic priests had listened to rumours about the Yeomanry and issued an edict forbidding the girls to come – but some defied the Papal Bull, came and enjoyed themselves. An American dance band turned up to entertain 4/7th RDG and gave concerts. But with winter not far off, new Zoot suits for tank crews appeared – lined, weatherproof overalls, hoods, zips down front allotted to drivers, gunners and commanders in the draughtiest seats in the Sherman – the rest received leather jerkins.


  12 KRRC spent six weeks in the line guarding a section of the Waal river based on Druten with 43rd Div Recce Regt to the west towards Wamel. The Germans had control of the ground between Ochten and Dodewaard. In Druten town the bund road ran close to the river but on both sides it was set back about 1,000 yards. On each side there were two large brick factories right down on the river. The KRRC garrisoned the factories, which by day was a cramped and boring duty. Movement outside was impossible as the enemy could see the whole area. The brick kilns were safe shelters but at night it was the rule of the jungle. A lot of patrolling had to be done, and the numerous OPs provided harassing targets for the Essex Yeomanry, 3“ mortars and MGs. After a week the American Airborne extended their bridgehead and the KRRC were given an 8,000 yard front from Druten to Leeuwen, with no less than 16 OPs. Enemy patrols landed at Vincentshoef, a lonely farm and orchard, on three occasions causing three casualties. Flying bombs passed overhead and the enemy fired propaganda messages which gave everyone a good laugh. When the rest of the Brigade moved away from the area for the attack on Geilenkirchen the KRRC stayed on the Waal, now under command of 2nd Canadian Armoured Bde.
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  Geilenkirchen: Operation Clipper


  The 30 Corps plan was to launch an attack, under command of the 9th US Army, towards Duren, Julich, Linnich and Roermond. Geilenkirchen would be encircled by 43rd Wessex Wyverns attacking from the north-west and from the south-east by 84th US Division – a totally green unit nicknamed the ‘Rail Splitters.’ The immensely strong Siegfried line with concrete bunkers, minefields, guns of every calibre and desperately efficient German defenders ran north-east/south-west one mile to the east of Geilenkirchen. The SRY were to support the ‘Rail Splitters’ (sign, a red axe splitting a white log), and 13/18th Hussars and 4/7th RDG supported 43rd Wessex Division. Essex Yeomanry, plus many other gunner regiments would support the northern and the southern attacks. RAF rocket firing ‘cab-rank’ Typhoons would provide formidable cover. At first light on 18th November SRY led the ‘Rail Splitters’ towards the village of Prummern from Paulenberg, a small German mining town, totally destroyed by bombs and shells. A whole collection of ‘Funnies’ were under command – Crocodiles, Flails and Avres (firing petards) or with a bridge of fascines. Brigadier Prior-Palmer talked to all the Squadrons in turn. He spelt out the difficulties of breaching the Siegfried line, operating ‘at the hinge’ where the British and American Armies came together side by side.
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  First British troops into Germany. Lt I.McKay with Recce Troop, Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry.


  No. 112 Searchlight Battery provided ‘Monty’s Moonlight,’ a terrific artillery barrage went down on all enemy locations and the breaching party of ‘funnies’ cleared a path through minefields and laid a fascine bridge over the railway line. ‘A’ and ‘B’ Sqns SRY each supported an American battalion firing at the pillbox observation slits enabling the infantry and sappers to move up and lay explosive charges. One by one the pillboxes were reduced. Lt Charles dismounted from his tank and captured a pillbox at pistol point taking 40 German POW. The pillboxes had walls up to five feet in thickness, 20 Germans inside and another score in the slit trenches around them. ‘A’ Sqn moved on to capture Prummern (just to the east of Geilenkirchen) and ‘B’ Sqn to capture the high ground north-east of the town. Four tanks were lost to mines. About mid-day Major John Semken’s ‘A’ Sqn reached the outskirts of Prummern, although his tank was completely destroyed by four mines. By noon ‘B’ Sqn were on their objective, had knocked-out four pillboxes and captured 350 POW. The SRY were the first British regiment through the Siegfried line. Lt Crosby was killed, Lt Scudamore, Lt Cartwright and the indomitable Sgt Dring MM both wounded. At 1800 ‘C’ Sqn relieved ‘A’ who returned to Patenburg. John Sempken had three tanks destroyed under him that day by mines. He was posted as ‘missing’ and Padre Leslie Skinner tracked him down to a small pillbox (captured) sitting with his back to the wall reading poetry and very ‘bomb-happy.’


  On the northern flank 13/18th Hussars were supporting 129 Infantry Brigade (Wessex Wyverns). ‘A’ Sqn with 5th Wiltshires at Stahe, ‘B’ Sqn with 4th Wiltshires at Gilrath and ‘C’ Sqn with 4th Somersets at Teveren. Their task was to capture Geilenkirchen-Bauchem-Hatterath and the woods to the north. By evening on the 18th, 43rd Div and the Brigade had captured Hocheid, Richsden, Tripsrath, Bauchem and Niederheide taking over 300 POW during the day.


  Corporal Patrick Hennessey had already been in trouble:


  
    “We [‘A’ Sqn] were moving in column on the road south from Sittard on a dead straight road on an embankment lined on each side with tall trees planted close together. The Sqn was strung out in single file. Suddenly on our left a German SP appeared 400 yards away and opened fire on us.”

  


  It was a massacre. The SP gunner had a field day and knocked-out eight Hussar tanks before the Typhoons dealt with their persecutor. Lt Garlick and several others were casualties. “At the battle of Geilenkirchen ‘A’ Sqn carried out a shoot bombarding the outskirts with HE shells. Harry Bone was most offended, ‘Drivers do not hump ammunition’ he complained. ‘Today’, I said, ‘They do – now get on with it.’”
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  At mid-day, following a terrific barrage and 24 hours of continuous direct tank and indirect MG fire, 13/18th Hussars with 5th Dorsets assaulted the northern suburbs of Geilenkirchen. Essex Yeomanry fired 8,000 rounds of 25-pdr shells in support that day. By 1700 hrs no less than 23 Shermans of 4 /7th RDG were bogged in the mud, which as a result of the recent rain was very treacherous. ‘A’ Sqn supported 7th Somersets to capture Niederheide, then ‘B’ Sqn were to support 1st Worcesters half left and take Richsden and Tripsrath. All went more or less to plan except that at dawn on the 19th ‘B’ Sqn on the outskirts of Tripsrath had three tanks knocked-out by an SP gun and a fourth to a bazooka. Lts Penrose and Thomas were killed as were Troopers Fyles and Whitehead. Capt Monckton, Lt Jeffery and ten other ranks were wounded. The fifth tank survived and remained in action all day. The enemy bitterly contested entry into Tripsrath, which had a thousand shells poured into it during the day. The balance of odds was restored when ‘B’ Sqn HQ (Sgt Duffield and Bill Carwardine) spotted a counter-attack and knocked-out two SPs, and ‘A’ Sqn a Panther. But it was a very grim day for ‘B’ Sqn. The Wessex Wyvern infantry made desperate efforts to get forward but without the tank support (ruined by General Mud) they stood no chance. Recovery of the bogged tanks went on all the time. One member of the LAD sat down for a rest on top of a Teller mine and survived. On 20th November heavy shelling caused 4/7th RDG six more casualties as ‘C’ were stuck in Hochheid, ‘B’ in Tripsrath and ‘A’ in Niederheide. Weasels were deployed (a little light carrier with very broad tracks) to bring up rations and take back the wounded. The Padre, Capt MG Green, in his Honey with Red Cross flying collected casualties from knocked-out tanks.


  Lt Stuart Hills was now Intelligence Officer of SRY and wrote: “19th November ‘B’ and ‘C’ Sqns remained in their positions all day and ‘A’ in Patenburg. Peter Seleri (OC ‘B’) was wounded, for the second time, Lt John Holmes [who had just knocked-out three tanks in his first action] was killed and Sgt Cawston wounded. ‘C’ Sqn and RHQ were shelled throughout the day.” Lt Reed destroyed an 88mm at close range. Lt Bruce Charles was killed. But eventually 333 US Regt with ‘B’ Sqn advanced a mile on to the highground south of Wurm and a troop of ‘A’ Sqn under Lt Alderson helped them enter and take Geilenkirchen.


  The next day, the 20th, dawned to grey skies and sheets of rain and the battlefield became a sea of liquid brown mud. Prummem was completely clear but the American infantry were pinned-down from pillboxes from the town of Beek (SRY had already come across two other ‘Beeks’) and large numbers of enemy tanks now began to appear. Padre Leslie Skinner was burying eight members of SRY when an RE half track pulled in nearby, “as I was reading the service, it went up on a mine with one killed and two wounded. I suddenly realised I had buried eight bodies in minefield. Frightening.” The following day he buried four more bodies.


  For another three days the hard attritional fighting went on in the rain and the mud, despite counter-attacks from the east. SRY supported 405 US Combat Team with an American tank battalion towards Apweiler and Beek. Three enemy tanks were knocked-out. Major TM Lindsay:
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  Firefly Sherman tank of ‘C’ Sqdn. Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry at Geilenkirchen (Sherwood Rangers).


  
    “They were clumsily handled but their anti-tank guns were firing from the orchards and it was difficult to find cover. So we got our guns [Essex Yeomanry] to lay down a thick smoke screen, then two troops went up to help the [American] infantry into the orchards and the town beyond. Some tanks were hit and some were bogged. Confused fighting went on till dusk. Meanwhile ‘A’ Sqn was slogging away in the direction of Wurm without making much headway. Everyone was dead-beat from lack of sleep.”

  


  Sgt Small, LAD, had abandoned his efforts to salvage tanks but concentrated on evacuating their crews. After fighting for six days SRY had 16 killed, and three of the 47 wounded died later. They had had ten tanks destroyed, 12 so bogged down as to be irrecoverable for further use, another 15 damaged but recoverable.


  13/18th Hussars supported the Wessex Wyverns on the 26th in a counter-attack on 10th SS Panzers who had infiltrated into Tripsrath, taking 50 POW. 4/7th RDG had supported 214 Bde in an attack on Hoven and the whole Brigade were relieved when Geilenkirchen was pinched out, and they returned to Schinnen. “The welcome was absolutely terrific,“ wrote Lt Stuart Hills, “and we all returned to our billets we had occupied before. We very soon settled down there and our lives became rather static.”


  On 30th November Field Marshal Montgomery visited the Brigade and decorated officers and ORs with four DSOs, seven MCs and eleven MMs. “The Colonel [Christopherson] got the DSO, John Sempkin, Jack Holman and myself [Stuart Hills] MCs and Sgt Nelson the MM – at Hoensbrook. We had our photographs taken separately and also as a group together. Monty signed them all for us.” Captain Arthur Warburton of the Essex Yeomanry, FOO with the SRY was given a Special Commendation from the Americans.


  
    [image: image]

  


  Monty (centre), Lt Gen Brian Horrocks to his right, Brig E.Prior-Palmer (GOC 8th

  

  Armd. Bde.), Maj Gen Thomas (43rd Div.) to his left, with Lt Col Christopherson & Majors

  

  Holman & Semkin of Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry, Holland, winter 1944 (Stuart Hills).


  PYTHON leave was announced and SRY had over 100 key men, with many senior NCOs who qualified, having had many years service overseas with less than six months in Britain. So LILOP was also introduced (leave in lieu of Python). 34 Tank Brigade now relieved the Brigade. On 3rd December 147 Regt RAC relieved 13/ 18th Hussars who moved back to rest at Ulestraten for three weeks training, planning and recreation. Clipper was over.
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  Winter, Christmas and the New Year


  The colliery towns of Brunssum and Heerlan had abundant hot water in their pithead baths – a great boon. In the ‘Fox’s Mask Club’ in Brunssum meals were available, cinema shows, table tennis and other indoor recreation. The local band gave concerts and SRY officers looked at some captured German propaganda films. Frank Gillard from the BBC lunched and visited most units. “ENSA shows at night,“ wrote Padre Skinner; “Same lot as at Jurques and back in Normandy with addition of new pianist and excellent violinist.” His comment about the aforementioned investiture: “Monty turned up in battledress with dirty cap and a long green pullover hanging out, poor show.” Dances were held and quite frequent leave passes to Eindhoven, Antwerp and Brussels were available. UK leave was promised for January to the lucky few chosen by ballot. Staff officers were shooting partridges and Dutch youths and maidens were seen skating on the frozen Juliana canal.


  The Brigade, with some additions, became 30 Corps Mobile Reserve known of course as ‘Fox Force.’ This meant that one regiment would be in the line at Schinveld and the others back at rest in Schinnen or Schimmert. The plan was for 12th KRRC (who had rejoined the Brigade on 25th November) and one armoured regiment to be prepared to move at once to any one of eight different areas. The KRRC did a lot of digging!
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  Austin Baker with 2nd Troop, ‘C’ Sqdn. 4/7th Dragoon Guards at Brunssum (Austin Baker).


  52nd Lowland Division had arrived in the area with no experience of working with tanks, so a field firing exercise called ‘Linney Head’ was carried out with Lt Generals Dempsey and Horrocks present. The Essex Yeomanry spent much time at Trebeek overhauling tank and Priest engines. Most of the gun crews were still sleeping in tents despite the snow which had now fallen but a stove factory discovered in Geilenkirchen provided a source of warmth.


  On the 17th December news came of the great Rundstedt offensive in the Ardennes and the Brigade was put on full alert to guard approaches to Sittard and Maastricht. But Christmas was celebrated in some style. Padre Leslie Skinner went and gathered Christmas trees for decorations on the 22nd and on Sunday 24th took four services: 0945 SRY (200 in the congregation); 1115 Essex Yeomanry (150); 1215 431 Bty Essex Yeomanry (45) and 1500 more Essex Yeomanry (35) and three more services on Christmas Day. “Brigade orchestra had been very good at SRY morning service. Hard work elsewhere with no music available. In the evening a local Brass Band Concert and I had to lead Carol singing, heavy going.”


  Corporal Patrick Hennessey 13/18th Hussars had roast pork and Austen Baker’s Christmas pudding was swimming in rum. SRY’s cook had prepared a splendid boar’s head with an orange in the mouth. Lt Stuart Hills wrote:


  
    “We served the mens’ dinners which were excellent and had our own in the evening, preceded by a cocktail party for all the officers. On Boxing Day we gave a party for the village children. They all enjoyed themselves. Neville Fearn dressed up as Father Christmas and George Culley as a clown. They were towed through the streets on a sleigh by a Honey tank finishing up at Schinnen village hall where they gave a present (usually saved up chocolate) to each of the 250 village children.”

  


  On 29th and 30th German raiding parties in Vintelen and Kievelberg caused trouble and ‘A’ Sqn SRY fought them for an hour against bazookas and grenades. Lt Cameron was wounded, Sgt Lanes saw a party of Germans climb on to his tank as he fired a burst into them. Lt Phethean fought a brisk action at Tripsrath as the Germans counter-attacked. In both actions 160 Germans were taken prisoner. On New Year’s Day the Luftwaffe surprised everyone and sent several hundred planes to attack the RAF on the airfields in Belgium and Holland – with considerable success. V-ls and V- 2s soared through the skies towards the UK and Antwerp, two landing on 13/18th Hussars cookhouse.


  Jack Maxwell 13/18th Hussars was the first name out of their UK leave draw, Rifleman Grover for 12 KRRC (although CSM Hooper ‘B’ Coy was very early out of the hat).


  Tanks were whitewashed in readiness for the next operation.
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  Operation Blackcock


  The rectangular area enclosed by Sittard, Roermond, Heinsburg and Geilenkirchen now had to be cleared to bring the eastern flank up to the river Roer running north and south. D-Day for the attack was 15th January with the Desert Rats moving north from Sittard to capture Susteren, then north towards Roermond, circle round right-handed and head south again. The Brigade now joined Lt General Ritchie’s 30 Corps, moved south to act as longstop in the Ardennes. When 7th Armoured Div had captured Susteren the Brigade would support 52nd Lowland Div and swing eastwards towards Heinsburg. 43rd Wessex Wyverns would then come up from the south to close the pocket. 4/7th RDG would support 155 Infantry Bde, SRY, 156 Bde and 13/18th Hussars, 157 Bde.


  Martin Lindsay SRY: “We were all shivering in 25 degrees of frost – but at last the ground was firm this time, but a slow thaw developed and delayed the start.


  13/18th Hussars began their advance at 0200 on 19th via Sittard and Susteren (the latter just captured by the Desert Rats). It was bitterly cold with a high wind and driving rain and sleet and the new tank suits were needed. The roads were bad and tanks were constantly bogged. Soon enemy SPs knocked out four Shermans of ‘A’ Sqn and blocked the road completely.


  ‘B’ Sqn returned to the Sittard area and the following morning took another road to Koningsboch, but disaster was ahead waiting for them in the little village of Waldefeucht just as a German counter-attack came in on the Lowland Division (5th KOSB). Three inches of snow had fallen. Captain Neave 2 i/c lost his tank in the night to a distant gun. Lt Moulding ran his tank over a complete box of Hawkins anti-tank grenades and became immobile. Three Tiger tanks loomed up in the mist 100 yards ahead of Lt Aitchison’s 1st Tp. Two Tigers were destroyed by the KOSB. Lt Franks took No 3 Tp into the town square where the infantry of both sides were slog ging it out. Two Tigers appeared and knocked out one Sherman. Panzerfausts knocked out the two surviving Hussar tanks, fired from the top floors of houses. Lt Denny took No 4 Tp into the square. The enemy were trying desperately to recapture Waldefeucht and at 0900 put in their main attack. They infiltrated the square. Casualties were heavy and the fighting was bitter and furious. Two more tanks were destroyed by Panzerfausts, so the Sqn Leader Major Stancomb ordered the remaining two Shermans back through a hail of small arms fire and hastily fired Panzerfausts. By mid-day the enemy had recaptured three quarters of the little town. With ‘B’ Sqn HQ troop in the centre, the Hussars rallied and kept the enemy at bay. The Essex Yeomanry FOOs had a very busy time firing at every target. Captain DB Taylor put down a smoke screen until nightfall but by midnight the enemy began to withdraw. But ‘C’ Sqn on their front lost that day five tanks to concealed 88mm guns but Sgt Driver took out a SP and a tank, Sgt Miller and Sgt Smith each an SP gun. In one day the Hussars had lost 20 tanks.
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  13/18th Hussars. The winter campaign, on the German-Dutch border, Jan. 1945.


  The first objective for 4/7th RDG was the small town of Koningsbosch, supporting 4 KOSB. Captain John Stirling: “We left in the morning. Tanks on ice are like a fat lady novice on skates and we had great difficulty even to get them out of the tank park.” The two leading KOSB companies were in Kangaroos and one of them took a wrong turning. They were surprised. The Germans they met were equally surprised. The attack began at 0800 and despite opposition from tanks and 88mm and heavy shelling the town was taken by the evening. The bag included two SP guns, two 88mm guns, one 75mm gun and 100 POW. Two Recce Tp tanks were unfortunately blown up on mines. The dash of the Advanced Guard (‘C’ Sqn 4/7th RDG, A Coy 12th KRRC, a battery of Essex Yeomanry and assorted ‘Funnies’) moving steadily through the night to get into position was a good gamble that paid off. 4/7th RDG stayed there for three more days before moving south-east to join the Americans to clear the last little pocket west of the Roer.


  By the 19th the bridge at Hongen was captured and the SRY tanks opened up a road running due north. It was thawing fast, snow turning to rain. Bocket was captured on the 20th and the next day Hontem and Selsten were captured but ‘C’ Sqn lost four tanks and ‘A’ Sqn one.


  And the grim slog continued with Laffeld on the 22nd, ‘B’ Sqn with 1st Bn Gordon Highlanders on 23rd taking Schandorf, Locken and Ospenen. ‘C’ Sqn lost three tanks capturing Aphoven. A dawn attack the next day was put in on Heinsberg when ‘A’ Sqn supported 4th KOSB, losing three tanks.


  Sgt Lanes was first into the town which had been bombed flat and ‘B’ Sqn helped capture Kirchoven on the 25th. Major Martin Lindsay wrote:


  “All our men agreed that the infantry of 52 Division were really excellent troops. We had lost four officers and twenty four ORs. We moved to Stein in Holland on the 28th and to Moll on the 1st February. The next day we moved to Nijmegen to prepare for another battle.”


  The 13/18th Hussars after their bloody nose at Waldefeucht supported 4 /5th Royal Scots Fusiliers and lost three more tanks to 88mms. By the end of Blackcock casualties totalled over 30, with ten killed. Corporal Patrick Hennessey was now promoted to sergeant and transferred to ‘B’ Sqn to replace Sgt Sheehan whose tank had been blown up by a Panzerfaust fired by a very young German boy: “I would miss my crew, with whom I had come through so much. I would miss the wise guidance of Charlie Rattle and most of all the crisp decisive voice across the radio of Major Wormald.”


  During Blackcock ‘A’ Coy (Major Jackson) 12 KRRC supported 4/7th RDG; ‘B’ Coy (Major Deedes) 13/18th Hussars and ‘C’ Coy, the Sherwood Rangers. Major Coleridge: “Snow on the ground and consistently low temperatures were trying and some mockery was thrown at ‘D’ Coy and Bn HQ firmly, and warmly, ensconced in Sittard in Holland. But the warm Riflemen in Sittard cast envious eyes on the menues of ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ Companies in Germany!”


  The battalion collected again at Wehr near Sittard, carried out some maintenance and ran a cadre on the use of the WASP carrier-borne flame-throwers. On 21st January Padre Leslie Skinner went round the Brigade medical centre checking on casualties and saw 14 wounded riflemen of 12 KRRC.


  On the 25th patrols reached the bank of the River Roer, 3 miles beyond Heinsberg. It had been captured partly by brilliant work of the Air OP officer Captain Mollison who destroyed three Panther tanks.


  Operation Blackcock was over – the Desert Rats, the ‘Red Fox’s Mask’ Brigade and the Lowland Scottish had all combined superbly under very difficult conditions against a determined enemy.
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  Operation Veritable

  



  General Montgomery’s Rhineland plan was for 30 Corps, under command of 1st Canadian Army to attack through the Reichswald in the north in Operation Veritable. Then the US 9th Army would attack from the south across the river Roer and link up. 30 Corps attack started on 8th February when five divisions supported by 1,000 guns attacked through the Reichswald defences, held then by one German division. Initially the Brigade would support 43rd Wessex Wyverns division; SRY would support 129 Bde; ‘A’ Sqn with 4th Somerset LI, ‘B’ Sqn with 4th Wiltshires and ‘C’ with 5th Wiltshires. 13/18th Hussars supported 130 Bde; ‘A’ Sqn with 7th Hampshires, ‘B’ Sqn with 4th Dorsets, and ‘C’ Sqn 5th Dorsets. 4/7th RDG supported 214 Bde, ‘A’ Sqn with 7th Somersets, ‘B’ Sqn with 5th DCLI and, ‘C’ Sqn with 1st Worcesters. 12th KRRC went to their usual armoured regiments. Major Coleridge:


  
    “On 1st February we moved to Moll as the first stage. Throughout the battle, the Brigade worked in Regimental groups, each group supporting one of the brigades in 43rd Div. In the main the KRRC companies stuck like limpets to their own armoured regiment. It was slow, hard fighting from start to finish with very little spectacular advance. In dreadful weather against extremely determined enemy, progress was only achieved by grinding, relentless pressure. The area of Nijmegen was the jumping place for all of us [via Turnhout and Eindhoven]. The Brigade was not concerned with the original assault. As soon as Cleve was captured it would exploit south-east to Udem, Goch, Kevelaer, Geldem towards the Rhine.”

  


  The Brigade, took part in the greatest ‘Pepper Pot’ in history. The weight of metal fired by over 1,000 guns exceeded the El Alamein opening bombardment. For the first time the Shermans of the Brigade took part in this huge indirect fire barrage. Austen Baker, 4/7th RDG:


  
    “Our tank gunners fired our 75mms, fixed elevation at unseen targets 4,000 yards away, 300 rounds per gun, but the 17-pdrs 150 rounds. Several hours of firing: row was absolutely beyond belief, splitting headache, ceaseless hammering of the Vickers guns.”

  


  Each regiment fired about 10,000 rounds. Major TM Lindsay SRY:


  
    “When each Squadron had completed their part in the barrage, each gun was raised to maximum elevation and fired three rounds in the hope of catching some high German dignitary at breakfast far behind the Reichswald.”

  


  


  The Sherwood Rangers Battle


  With a battery of Essex Yeomanry Priest SPs under Major Sidgwick and Captain Gower’s company of 12 KRRC the regiment started off from Nijmegen along the Kranenberg-Cleve road. Behind, enemy bombers droned over Nijmegen, on the right was the dim outline of the Reichswald. The infantry of 129 Bde were mounted on the tanks and Flails and Crocodiles were harboured on each side of the road to be used during the night after the first day’s fighting. It was expected that 15th Div would capture Cleve and the important Materbom feature, but at dawn on the 9th ‘B’ Sqn saw enemy tanks and assault guns moving about in the south-west of Cleve. The Wiltshires ferreted the German infantry out of cellars. The German 16th Parachute Regt spent the day in battle with SRY (and with Brigade HQ) with SPs and snipers; they accounted for six SRY Shermans. But by evening the main German forces had been cleared from Cleve, with 400 taken POW and four SPs knocked-out.


  “Additional opposition was provided by 15th Scottish Div attacking from the north with their supporting arms,“ who according to Major TM Lindsay, “tried to take Cleve back from us, as if on manoeuvres at Tidworth.” The next day ‘A’ Sqn captured Lonsdorf and a hospital containing 1,300 lunatics. By the 16th the SRY had been in action for a week, they had lost 31 casualties including five officers and 14 tanks had been knocked-out. They withdrew back into Cleve for rest and reorganisation. The Germans had opened the Rhine dykes and two feet of water had flooded most of the key roads. However, the cellars in bombed Cleve were well stocked with coal, preserved fruits and sugar. Padre Leslie Skinner “made three attempts on 12th with his truck to join tanks in Cleve but the roads were deep in water, verges still mined. Floods stretch for three or four miles and vehicles are stranded and waterlogged. The DUKWs are now ’seaborne/ huge bow waves in village streets, the odd tank or gun belly down in the water. Canadian lumberjacks cutting new road and laying trees side by side for surfacing.” Corporal John Cropper’s squadron loaded pinelogs behind the turret in case of bogging down or to help in crossing slit trenches.
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  Sherwood Rangers. A pause on the march. Note the bedding stacked at the

  

  back of the turret & branches & logs attached around the tank.


  The 13/18th Hussars Battle


  ‘C’ Sqn and 43rd Div Recce Regt left Nijmegen early on 19th February, reached Nutterden despite numerous traffic jams. When they moved along the dead straight road towards Goch on the 12th, 88mms destroyed three Shermans. The rest of the Regt moved up to Bedburg into a school building and a full-scale attack was launched on 15th, supporting 130 Bde. Heavy shelling was encountered and SPs knocked-out four more Shermans. In a thick fog ‘A’ Sqn lost two tanks but destroyed an 88mm SP at thirty yards. On the 18th ‘B’ Sqn supported the Dorsets in clearing the Forest of Cleve and ‘B’ Sqn helped 4th Wiltshires fend off a counter-attack. On the 20th the Hussars withdrew to Hau, Bedburg and Materbom. They had lost ten tanks with eight casualties in the week’s fighting. Sgt Patrick Hennessey had just returned from leave and his squadron commander, Major John Cordy Simpson brought out his maps to brief him. Soon Hennessey was back in action:


  
    “Sgt Ron Hepper a regular Tank Corps man who had won the MM on D-Day, was point tank when his tank hit a mine which blew a track off. Instead of leaving his crippled tank and making his way back on foot, he kept his guns firing a little longer. He was an easy target for the German anti-tank gun he had been engaging. Almost immediately he was hit, the tank destroyed and he and his gunner, Trooper Tom Cowen were killed.”

  


  


  The 4/7th RDG Battle


  Captain John Stirling: “It was a long and tedious night, stopping and starting like a badly driven goods train and morning [10th] found us between Kranenburg and Cleve. Mud and floods were putting paid to the hopes of a blitzkrieg and progress was slow. As night was falling ‘B’ Sqn got through the forest to the village of Materbom. The leading tank was knocked-out by a Bazooka.”


  The next day ‘B’ Sqn attacked the village, knocking-out a Panther and SP gun, so ‘A’ Sqn and 7th Somersets pushed on for a mile to the sinister ‘Tiger Corner’ where two Shermans were hit. Austin Baker’s tank had been carrying ten Wyvern infantry, including two inside squatting on the turret floor. In Materbom “the supporting barrage fell among our leading tanks and Sgt [Bayer] was killed. Capt Richards, OC ‘B’ Sqn, said to the Essex Yeomanry FOO: “My opinion of your f——g Royal Regiment isn’t worth mentioning.” Later: “‘A’ Sqn ahead of ‘C’ bumped enemy armour at Tiger Comer near Hau, a nasty little battle going on there in the dark. Two prowling Panthers knocked out two of ‘A’s tanks over to the right.” Lt Michael Trasenster ‘A’ Sqn:


  
    “Infantry did successful night attack. Sgt Carsted tank in front, then Lt Game and Sgt Poole behind in 17-pdr Firefly. The latter was brewed up and ‘fired’ a cooked-up round into my tank [called Winchester]. Our crew baled out with a damaged engine but Major Gill, Sqn CO said ‘Stand by tank, see what happens,’ eventually taken off to Nijmegen for repair and brought back as a runner.”

  


  It was dark and snowing hard. The Somersets agreed to continue the night attack and wait for the RDG to catch up with them at dawn. It was a brilliant success. Three anti-tank positions were easily taken and many POW captured and Hau was reached. But inevitably counter-attacks came in during the 12th, but were thrown back by 4th Tp ‘A’ Sqn. 5th Tp lost two tanks to a Panther and an SP Valentine destroyed the Panther in turn. The 4/7th RDG stayed in the Hau area until the 16th.
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  Austin Baker 4/7th Dragoon Guards with Shaggy Dog.

  

  Operation Pepperpot, February 1945.


  The Wessex Wyverns and the Dragoons fought their way south past the forest of Cleve, from Hau, to the Goch escarpment. Although there were many enemy in the area there was little armour. “We had our tails right up,” wrote John Stirling: “Even before anything showed itself a hail of MG fire from the Brownings, smartened up with a few rounds of HE was the lot of any building or piece of cover which looked as though it might house the enemy.” At dusk, ‘B’ Sqn with DCLI repeated their Market Garden dash to Driel, this time on a daring gamble to drive four miles through enemy lines to cut the main Goch-Udem road. They took two hours, luckily passing between two German divisions. Trooper Austen Baker:


  
    “Before the attack the Brigadier in scout car turned up chatted to the tank crews and said, ‘There are 30 SPs over there but they are soft – you’ve only got to get your sights on them.’ The objectives, clusters of farm buildings were given biblical code names – Mathew, Mark, Luke, John and little Mark. I never felt the same fear of bazookas as I did of 88s probably because I had seen less of them, but they were just as deadly.”

  


  For three days ‘B’ Sqn and 5 DCLI sat in areas known as ‘Stonk Farm’ and ‘Kidney Ridge’ being shelled all the time. ‘A’ and ‘C’ Sqns continued southwest to the Goch escarpment with 7 Somersets and 1 Worcesters, capturing five guns and taking many prisoners. Eventually the chimneys of Goch could be seen two miles distant.


  On the 18th an attack was laid on to capture Halvenboom, a village on the Udem road. The unlucky 4th Tp of ‘B’ Sqn 4/7th RDG who had several times been wiped out now had two tank commanders wounded. When the 4th Somersets had to get out of their Kangaroos they came under heavy fire and lost so many casualties that Capt DJB Richards took over command of the remainder and reorganised the defence of the village. Even the dour GOC of the Wyverns, Major General Ivo Thomas praised the regiment and Richards was awarded the DSO.


  The Echelons and 552 Coy RASC had the greatest difficulty getting warm food, petrol and ammunition up to the ‘teeth.’ The gallant ‘Windmill Platoon’ continued to bring up 700 rounds per gun for the Essex Yeomanry at Cleve. Captain Arthur Warburton, a dedicated SRY FOO, was awarded the DSO for his part in Veritable. On the 14th six jet-propelled ME 262’s bombed the Essex Yeomanry and destroyed all the vehicles of the ammunition platoon. On most days they fired an average 150 rounds per gun by day and nearly always the same amount at night!


  By the 18th the escarpment overlooking Goch had been finally won whilst the attack on the town was being planned. The Germans had been reinforced by 116 Panzer Division and it was evident that they intended to fight for every yard of the Siegfried line and its fortifications west of the Rhine river. To the east of the Cleve-Goch road lay a series of ridges, highly fortified and the hinge-pin of this sector of the Siegfried line. During four nights and four days the Brigade had supported 43rd Wessex Wyverns in a continuous assault on this vital escarpment overlooking Goch.


  When 13/18th Hussars finally saw Goch, Sgt Patrick Hennessey records:


  “We found the town in a shambles after the massive bombardments it had received. Many of the inhabitants were still there, living a troglodyte existence in the deep cellars. There were strict orders about non-fraternisation and the dangers of trusting them but most presented a pathetic picture of shock and bewilderment.”


  And Captain John Stirling 4 /7th RDG:


  “It was fun being in Germany proper. After five negative years we were at last bringing the war into the country of the people who started it. If you shelled a house because there was a machine gunner in it, it was a German house, and no longer did some wretched French or Dutch family go homeless. It was German towns and villages that were piles of rubble now and wherever the battlefield was, whichever side shelled it, it was Germany that suffered and the phrase that had followed us across Europe was in German now and about Germany: ‘Alles Kaput.“
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  Operation Leek


  15th Scottish having taken the rubble of Goch, the Brigade was teamed up with 53rd Welsh Division. On 24th the drive began for the Rhine, in the first place the river Niers and the capture of Weeze. 13/18th Hussars supported 160 Brigade in the woods on the left, and 4 /7th RDG, 71 Bde on the right flank. SRY, who had suffered the worst in the first phase of Operation Veritable, were resting in Cleve as were 12th KRRC. Operation Leek lasted until 9th March with desperate fighting around the town of Weeze, before the Rhine valley escarpment was reached.


  


  The 13/18th Hussars Battle


  ‘A’ Sqn was supporting 2nd Monmouthshires, ‘B’ Sqn 6th Royal Welch Fusiliers and ‘C’ Sqn 4th Welch Regt. The first day was unpleasant. ‘A’ Sqn headed for woods south of Goch and met the stiffest opposition losing nine tanks to SPs, mines and two badly bogged in an anti-tank ditch and large bomb crater. The Mons suffered heavily but reached their objective by the evening. ‘C’ Sqn passed through ‘A’ in the evening but ‘B’ Sqn on the left, attacking Host with 6 RWF, lost five tanks to SPs, mines and a Firefly hit by heavy MG fire. The regiment had twelve casualties and refitted and replacement tanks and stayed there another three days. On 28th February ‘C’ Sqn helped 4th Welch fend off a counter-attack. Sgt Miller’s tank was hit but he stayed his ground and knocked-out an SP and an enemy gun. On 4th March the Hussars moved to Kevelaer, then on to Weert, north of Geldern to launch an attack on the escarpment running south-west of Alpon. ‘A’ Sqn lost three tanks to SPs at 1,200 yards range, another was bogged in a trench system and yet another mined. Later they helped 4th Welch in a flanking movement and lost four more tanks with eleven casualties. The infantry only had seven men left when they occupied their objective.


  The fighting continued throughout 7th, 8th and 9th but eventually the Hussars fought their way to the vital escarpment overlooking the Rhine valley and could see American troops to the south and Guards Armoured to the north. On 10th March they were relieved and returned to Issum. Twenty-four Hussars lost their lives in Veritable and Leek, tragically seven (and 28 wounded) when an ME 262 jet bomber dropped a canister of AP bombs on 12th March near Goch, after the battle was over. Sgt Patrick Hennessey: “The Regimental band suffered a number of wounded but played several times for us at Goch. The German civilians were unable to resist the music of a military band and emerged from their cellars to watch them.” His mate Trooper Jack Maxwell became very serious and depressed. He had packed his personal kit and left it with some letters with the Quartermaster and said to Hennessey. “I’ve been bloody lucky up to now but I have the feeling that I am not coming back from this lot.” After a few skirmishes that day Maxwell’s tank had been hit, a shot through the driver’s visor killing him outright.


  


  The 4/7th RDG Battle


  Coming under command of 53rd Welsh Division, the Dragoons would support 71st Brigade from Goch to capture Weeze. At 1800 on 24th February a wood held by ‘friendly’ troops was first ‘flamed’ by Crocodiles, then shelled by the divisional artillery and finally attacked by the Welsh infantry! The next morning ‘C’ Sqn lost seven casualties and had a tank knocked-out by an SP. Weeze was very strongly held with anti-tank ditches to the north and a river to the east, defended by determined paratroops. Another attack went in on the 28th with ‘B’ Sqn supporting 4th RWF.


  A captured Churchill tank led a counter-attack which pushed 4th RWF back in some confusion and at dawn the Dragoons lost two tanks to an enemy tank lying doggo behind, causing nine more casualties. Eventually on the 2nd March a pursuit column, once Weeze had been evacuated by the paratroopers, pushed into the battered, silent and deserted town, towards Kevelaer and Geldern. Trooper Austin Baker describes the action on the 25th:


  
    “3rd Tp had got forward to a small spinney where they were stuck holding a precarious position with a small force of infantry and an SP 17-pdr. Under cover of a smoke screen Lt Thorniley, then 3rd Tp Leader tried to move his tank forward but a Jerry tank or SP had also taken advantage of the screen to get into a good firing position and it brewed up Thorniley and the 17-pdr SP. Thorniley’s tank blew up instantly – nobody had time to bale out. T. wasn’t badly wounded but the rest of his crew were all killed. Corp Sam Weaver, Ryan, Robinson and Barr. Lt French’s tank was immobilised and had to be abandoned. That left Jack Bransfield’s 17-pdr alone in the spinney with the infantry who had been badly shot up. He stayed there all day under a hail of stonk.”

  


  On the road from Kevelaer a phosphorous smoke shell landed near Jock McKeeman’s tank and the Sqn CO, Bill Riley thought it had been fired by American troops. It had. An American Sherman column was advancing down a converging road and Lt Burnaby Atkins of 12th KRRC walked across four hundred yards of open ground with a recognition panel, and contact was established. The first link up with US 9th Army. Then ‘C’ Sqn helped 7th RWF into Issum and that was the end. Back to a rest area at Berendonk for a fortnight.


  


  The Sherwood Rangers Battle


  On his return from a course in UK, Lt Stuart Hills took over command of the Recce Tp., “The troop had been left very much on its own for some time and both [the] men (35 of them) and their tanks were in a deplorable condition – the dirtiest and most undisciplined bunch of men in the regiment.” SRY were to support 128 Bde in their attack on Weeze. Their infantry attacked on the night of the 28th and captured woods outside the town but the bridge and two anti-tank ditches were covered by fire. Stuart Hills continues:


  
    “It was an extraordinary excitement I felt inside myself to know that I was once more going into action, having been away from the actual business of fighting for about three months. ‘C’ Sqn plus one Sqn of 43 Div Recce, ‘A’ Coy 12th KRRC and my own troop were all put under command of [Major] Basil Ringrose DSO [now 2i/c]. Our job was to flank Weeze and come in from the south; ‘A’ Sqn with 7 RWF were going in from the north.”

  


  On 1st March both squadrons were fighting all day, mainly in the woods. They had an unpleasant time and were heavily shelled with ‘B’ Sqn losing six tanks. Padre Leslie Skinner:
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  Some Sherwood Rangers officers after Weeze. Left-right: Capt D.Makin, Major

  

  D.Colls (12th/60th), Major Basil Ringrose, Major Chris Sedgwick (Essex Yeo),

  

  Lt-Col Christopherson DSO, MC (Stuart Hills).
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  Left-right: Lt Stuart Hills & crew, ‘Chalky’ White, Tom Trott & ‘Nigger’ Hinitt,

  

  Sherwood Rangers, after Weeze (Stuart Hills).


  
    “At RHQ news for casualties to date – three wounded and two KIA. Went forward seeking bodies. Got stonked so gave up. Breakthrough seems imminent. Yanks only about 10 miles away now.”

  


  The next day 71 Brigade entered Weeze supported by 4/7th Dragoon Guards. Enemy tanks and guns were already being withdrawn over the Rhine in ferries. A terrific ‘Pepperpot’ was fired to catch the retreating troops. On 4th March SRY supported 1st Oxford and Bucks LI in the capture of Issum, five miles east of Geldem. One of ‘C’ Squadron’s tanks opened up by mistake on some American armoured cars on the right flank. “As soon as I realised this I [Stuart Hills] ordered him to cease fire and went over to apologise to their troop leader. ‘C’ Sqns fire hadn’t been at all accurate. I then ordered Sgt Pothecary to get cracking into Issum as quickly as possible and at all costs to beat the Americans! He and I must have entered Issum at about 40mph with a few other Honeys coming up behind like the hounds of hell.” The bridges were blown and when the Welsh infantry of 71 Bde got across they were counter-attacked. Lts Longford and Cagney took over two troops of ‘C’ Sqn, dashed down the road under heavy fire from SP guns and reached the far woods. Aided by a smoke screen they got their troops into the woods. When the smoke lifted they found themselves right in among the German infantry, so Lt Cagney ran his tank over the bazooka teams. Eventually SRY were withdrawn on 7th out of the line to Issum to prepare for the Rhine crossing and on 12th moved to billets in Goch.


  * * *


  “The night of 2nd/3rd March was not a success,“ wrote Major Bill Deedes, 12th KRRC:


  
    “A swan, conceived on a high level at 1500hrs the previous afternoon – by indecent haste out of misplaced confidence – had died practically stillborn. The leading Sqn of 4/7th RDG and ‘B’ Coy spent a wet night on the home side of a large crater mined and covered by two anti-tank guns and a Spandau. A lot of vehicles were bogged. Across the orchard, where we were eating breakfast, snatches of a familiar voice could be heard addressing the CO in homely terms… ‘must crack on old boy… all gone away… bound to pack it in,’ ‘O’ Group of the Sqn Leader selected to crack on was commendably short ‘Whips out…’ he said without enthusiasm. Soon we were bowling down the main road through Kevelaer towards Geldern, light opposition. That is, Germans mostly without weapons, some shells and a German NAAFI cart. Not all the whips in 30 Corps could get riflemen past a cart laden with chocolate and Wehrmacht goodies.”

  


  The enemy paratroopers held the bridgehead Xanten-Kappellen-Rheinberg from the line of a tree-covered escarpment. After two night attacks and one smoke-covered day assault the escarpment was in British hands. Captain Mollison, the Essex Yeomanry AOP directing fibre from his Auster produced spectacular targets for his guns and the Brigade’s tanks. He hunted Panthers, spotted 88s, gave engineer information about cratered roads and blown bridges, reccied alternative routes. Unfortunately he was shot down and killed just before the Rhine was reached. The Essex Yeomanry fired stonks and barrages not only in support of the Brigade but of 43rd, 53rd, 51st, 52nd, 3rd Division and several Canadian units! Finally they fired almost non-stop for four days to help destroy the paratroopers defending their Rhine escarpment. Veritable had lasted a month and was probably the most exhausting of all the North-West European battles.
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  Operation Plunder


  The Staffordshire Yeomanry had fought with the Brigade in North Africa but on their return to England had joined 27th Armoured Bde. Their Shermans supported 3rd British Division on Sword Beach in the D-Day landings. When 27th Armoured Bde was broken up at the end of July they returned on LCIs to England to begin specialised training in amphibious tanks at the Water Assault Wing at Fritton near Yarmouth. Their CO, Lt Col Eadie DSO, who had commanded them since the Battle of El Alamein and led them successfully through the desert campaign to Tunis and in the Normandy landings now left to go to the Royal Military College. His place was taken by Major CR Farquhar, and the 2i/c was Major LA Biddle, recently Brigade Major of 8th Armoured Bde. They arrived for the second time in Normandy on 9th September and in October supported 52nd Lowland Division in the Walcheren campaign. On 18th March, loaded on transporters via Sluiskil and Meers across the river Meuse they arrived, now commanded by Lt Col J Trotter, in the Calcar area and rejoined 8th Armoured Bde as the fourth armoured regiment. Their role in the four divisional assaults over the river Rhine was to support 51st Highland Div opposite Rees. .Four FOOs of the Essex Yeomanry had trained with the Staffs Yeomanry; as there were four FOOs with the other three armoured regiments the operation strained the gunner resources. At 1000 on 23rd March after a day long barrage and smokescreen the glider-born paratroops of 6th British and 82nd US Airborne divisions were seen streaming eastwards to drop in the enemy gun area.


  Prime Minister Churchill and Field Marshal Montgomery watched the vast armadas in the sky and in the water from a small hill near Brigade HQ. The PM insisted on staying with Monty’s TAC HQ watching the last great set-piece attack of the war.


  The order of battle was for the Staffs Yeomanry DD tanks to lead followed by 4/7th RDG (either by rafting or bridge) then 130 Bde supported by 13/18th Hussars, and 129 Bde with SRY in reserve.


  By artificial moonlight at 2100 the Highlanders were across and the magic words ‘The Black Watch has landed safely on the bank’ reached General Horrocks. But their old enemy 15th Panzer Grenadier Division soon hit back with vicious counter-attacks.


  Trooper Bernard Cuttiford, ‘C’ Sqn Staffs Yeomanry:


  
    “Whether by accident or design, on the 23rd, saw the arrival of the Officers and Sgts liquour issue from the NAAFI. As usual all ranks were invited to partake which we did with gusto, so by the time we were ready to move off we were ready for anything. Round about midnight we started moving by Squadrons to the Inflation area between Cleve and Calcar.”
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     [image: image]

  


  2nd KRRC 6-pdr. guns & armoured vehicles ferried over the Rhine on Class 9 rafts,

  

  24th/25th March 1945.


  The Recce party under Lts Kennedy and Peal followed the leading infantry to prepare the exits on the far bank. Major Griffin led ‘C’ Sqn across but mud prevented landing initially. Eventually the whole regiment was across with only three ‘C’ Sqn tanks sunk. Several tanks had their screens holed by gun fire on the west bank. Trooper Cuttiford patched his holes with canvas and black Bostik. The river was 3/4 mile across and Cuttiford’s Sherman was stranded on a sandbank and the engine stalled. Later the crew were rescued by a passing Buffalo.


  By daylight the Staffs Yeomanry had penetrated deeply into the bridgehead gained by the infantry and airborne troops. Around Speldorp and Bienen there was much hard and bitter fighting. Anti-tank fire destroyed Lt Northcote’s troop, an HE shell killed Capt Thompson and a mortar bomb killed Lt Derbyshire. ‘B’ Sqn under Major Eardley helped clear the town of Rees. By nightfall on the 24th the REs had their rafts working and the first bridge was almost complete. The need for speed was paramount. The Sappers tried putting two tanks on a ferry designed to take one. It sank.


  Major Bill Riley, OC ‘C’ Sqn 4/7th RDG asked Trooper Baker, “if a few of the oldest members of the Sqn would like to be retired from tanks and sent to one of the Echelons, there to spend the rest of the war travelling peacefully around on lorries. The Echelon was a bit ‘infra dig.’ I couldn’t bear having to play football and be pushed around by the RSM.” Baker refused to leave his ‘sabre’ Sqn. His mate Bill Dawson did ‘retire’ and thought “I was potty.” He watched the airborne lift: “They really made a stunning spectacle. The sky was black with planes and gliders moving over in a continuous stream for two or three hours – about 1,700 planes and 1,300 gliders.” Watching from the top of his tank ‘Shaggy Dog’ he listened to the AEF network band playing ‘String of Pearls’. By daylight on the 26th ‘A’ Sqn went out of the bridgehead right handed for Millingen and ‘B’ to the left for the high ground beyond Bienen temporarily under command of 9th Canadian Bde.


  The SRY crossed by the new RE bridge or by raft which could take two Honeys, but definitely not Shermans. ‘B’ Sqn then helped the Black Watch capture a village south of Ijsselburg despite SPs defending a mined bridge; ‘A’ Sqn attacked towards the Autobahn with the Gordon Highlanders. Lt Dick Holman’s tank went up on a mine. No sappers around, he leapt out, cleared the road of mines and obstacles, leapt into another tank and promptly destroyed an SP gun. The next day the Autobahn proved difficult to find – it was marked on the map but not actually built! ‘B’ Sqn helped the Seaforth Highlanders capture Ijsselburg. German shelling caused casualties to the four Funnies’ crews attached to the regiment. During one stonk the small lone figure of Trooper McCavish, Lt Hyde’s co-driver was spotted in a shallow slit plucking a chicken for lunch. SRY captured 50 enemy on the 27th and another 60 on the following day. Even more were captured in Dinxperlo when ‘A’ Sqn, perhaps a little rashly, dismounted from their tanks and stalked the Germans from house to house. Lt Stuart Hills’ orders were to recce two roads leading north out of the town: “We were shelled intermittently the whole night, rising at 0300,1 led the column. I felt very unhappy about the whole situation and determined to take my own time.” He sent a section down each road until Corporal Slater’s Honey was brewed-up. The fate of the driver, Trooper Southam, was unknown: the area was full of enemy infantry dug in with 20mms. Spandaus and bazookas. When a company of Highlanders arrived with bemedalled officers armed with walking sticks, they did not believe there was any opposition ahead. Round the comer they were met by withering small arms fire. “We all landed up in the ditch together.” After a daring rescue effort the knocked-out tank was hauled back but, “Southam had had his head shot completely away.”


  The 13/18th Hussars had entertained the GOC of 43rd Wessex Division, Major General Thomas in Goch on 20th March and the next day the ‘Threes and Eights’ had a full regimental parade and a march past through the streets of ruined Goch, the band playing the old regimental march and Brigadier Prior-Palmer taking the salute. They crossed the Rhine on a Class 15 bridge late on the 26th just west of Rees. ‘A’ and ‘B’ Sqns attacked along the railway to Millingen capturing with the Wessex infantry 200 POW – then through Anholt to Sinderen ready to exploit the breakout on the 31st. Patrick Hennessey had been promoted to Sergeant:
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  German prisoners sent back over the Rhine by 2nd KRRC.


  
    “There was no cosy Sgts Mess to which we could retire at the end of the day’s work. I lived and fed with my crew, took my turn on guard duty and shared the maintenance on the tank. Whilst we were in action there were no privileges. However, my pay went up to six shillings and sixpence (less tax) per day!”

  


  Lt Colonel Bill White arrived to take command of 12th KRRC just as ‘D’ company disappeared and was born again. Out went the useful dozen 6- pdr anti-tank guns and in their place came a platoon of 4.2" mortars and six SP 17-pdr anti-tank guns. Two Wasp flame-throwers mounted on carriers came too. A shell soon destroyed one. The other was never used.


  Major Coleridge: “We dribbled gently over the river on a class 40 bridge at Rees [on the 27th] and settled down like an enormous covey of partridges in a very large bare field outside the town. The enemy was not interested.” Their first action was as flank guard for the breakout at Anholt, three days later and they set off along the road to Silvolde.


  The Essex Yeomanry lost Major Culley who was killed when his glider crashed on the 24th March and three days later their Priests crossed over into action at Spelldrop. They needed to fire smoke for 4/7th RDG to extract some tanks bogged and under fire, and on the 28th supported 13/ 18th Hussars into Meghelen. Another FOO, Capt Gold was badly wounded by an 88mm.
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  Breakout: Operation Forrard On


  “Next day began the job of increasing the bridgehead to the point where a breakout would become possible,“ wrote Capt John Stirling 4/7th RDG: “This took the best part of a week and the names of Rees, Bienen, Millingen, Megchelen, Isselburg all represented a stiff tussle before they became ours. We were still battering our heads against the paratroops and they fought with a grim hopeless bravery that no man could fail to admire. To defeat them was to kill the majority and then a few might surrender. In Megchelen they even continued to fight from houses, that we had set on fire with Crocodiles. Fanatical and misguided, yes; but brave and well-disciplined, also yes.”


  But the magnificent British fighting machine that had landed in Normandy was not the same, heavy losses, plus Python and Lilop, meant that over half the troops in the front line were reinforcements, swelled by LAA, anti-tank and other gunner regiments turned into infantry. The old sweats were by now understandably rather more cautious. It was obvious to all that victory could not be long – a month or two perhaps. So whilst the leaders used cavalry phrases such as ‘Forrard On’ there was a natural reluctance to take undue risk. Small villages were stonked, perhaps even bombed as a matter of course. The risks were now not from Tiger and Panther tanks, nor 88mm anti-tank guns but from bazooka teams hiding in woods and ditches, backed by inevitable Spandaus, occasional SPs and nearly everywhere mined verges and boobytraps.


  On 30th March Operation Forrard On started with most of the Brigade under command of 43rd Wessex Division. Eventually after monumental traffic jams the main column of 4 /7th RDG and 12th KRRC supporting 4th Somersets and 4th Wiltshires set off towards Sinderen and Varseveld.


  During the attack on Sinderen two Recce tanks (Honeys) led, followed by two Kangaroos carrying a platoon of Somersets and next came Trooper Baker’s Sherman ‘Shaggy Dog’: “In a few minutes Bill Riley came over the air with his report to the CO, ’situation as follows – leading baby bazookad and commander [Lt Sheenan] killed.’ Corporal Kendrick in the first Honey had gone off at top speed up the road, through the village before his tank was ditched and his crew captured.” A few minutes later the infantry dismounted. “Bert Morsely started up ‘Shaggy Dog’s’ engines. We reached the bend and saw the roofs of Sinderen a few hundred yards away. We sprayed the chicken runs of the farm buildings with Browning. Then there came a tremendous crash, like hitting a huge anvil with a gigantic sledgehammer.” The crew baled out. Baker took a header over the low hedge. After the action five or six AP shot holes from an SP were counted in the (diesel) Sherman plus a bazooka hole, ‘Shaggy Dog’ was dead.


  Despite heavy intermittent shellfire, three anti-tank guns and enemy SPs both towns were captured. An armoured thrust was now ordered towards Lochem, 25 miles further north for the night of 31st March/1st April. Halle was reached without incident and an intrepid Wessex Pioneer Sergeant disabled near the bridge leading into Ruurlo, a nightmare collection of 24 Tellermines and two 1,000 – IG bombs linked by wire and waiting to be set off. Ruurlo had a reception committee waiting who knocked-out one tank. 4/7th RDG RHQ then decided to lend a hand and finally captured four 20mm guns and 68 of the defence.


  13/18th Hussars were on the right flank and exploited from Sinderen to capture a canal crossing at Goor but the bridge was blown. The Hussars stayed in the area of Diepenheim and Neede until the 3rd April, when they moved south of Hengelo. Sgt Patrick Hennessey: “We were in harbour, cleaning up the tanks and carrying out the never ending maintenance.” His Sqn OC Major John Stancomb told him that he was to go immediately to Louvain to appear before the WO Selection Board: “If you pass that you will be on your way to OCTU at Sandhurst.” On 6th April 1946 Hennessey was commissioned.


  The Staffordshire Yeomanry reverted to their D-Day role of supporting 3rd British Division. On 31st March they helped the rapid advance to the north-west, reaching Lingen on the Dortmund-Ems canal on 5th April having cleared Groenlo, Enschede, Oldenzaal and Nordhorn on the way.


  Starting from the Dutch side of the frontier SRY with 130 Bde set off for Lochem on 31st and Sgt Lanes with a graceful right and left knocked-out two 88mm anti-tank guns. The 10 of the Wiltshires telephoned the Commandant of the barracks in Lochem, told him the town was surrounded and invited him to surrender. A viaduct over the main road had been made into a roadblock and ‘A’ Sqn had a stiff fight to clear it and a Sherman was destroyed with all its crew. SRY then moved towards Twenthe, 20 miles away where the main bridge was blown and well-defended. ‘B’ Coy 12th KRRC as Major Coleridge reported had a terrible time:


  
    “All likely enemy positions were given considerable attention by the Essex Yeomanry and our own 4.2" mortars for a quarter of an hour. As soon as the first riflemen went over the canal bank the enemy reacted with a vengeance. A dreadfully accurate crossfire from Spandaus swept across the bridge. The area was very unhealthy. With great determination the leading two platoons fought their way to the island and the first bridge where they were pinned down. By now the enemy had his mortars and artillery firing back and the attack was dealt a crippling blow when the third platoon was caught in the dead ground by the canal bank. Their casualties were so high that they ceased to be a decisive force and the whole assault had to be called off.”

  


  Major Bill Deedes’ company lost three officers amongst the 30 casualties.


  The 130 Bde of the Wessex Wyverns with SRY and 12th KRRC under command were then directed upon Hengelo via Enschede which stood at the head of the Twenthe Canal. ‘B’ Sqn put in an attack but a bazooka team firing from the garden of a house scored three hits on Lt Gaiger’s troop before being knocked out. Crowds of Dutch streamed out into the streets and bore the crews off. The towns was still full of Germans but the Wessex infantry who tried to get at them, found themselves swallowed up in the excited crowds. By evening the town was clear.


  
    “Here I celebrated my 21st birthday which was done in grand style. A small band played ‘Happy Birthday to you’ [to Capt Stuart Hills] when we sat down and everything on the menu had some connection with me. The fitters gave me a ‘Rocket/ and the RHQ officers a cheque for £10. Altogether it was a wonderful evening. I felt indeed that life was extremely good.”

  


  When Padre Leslie Skinner reached Enschede his diary recalls:


  
    “Went down main street to see how things were going. Odd elements of German infantry being winkled out. Half way down firing broke out at both ends so I dived into a barber’s shop for cover. So I had a haircut waiting for things to simmer down.”

  


  But in Hengelo he noted that since the Rhine crossing SRY had had 15 casualties including seven killed and “during afternoon 5th April a 16 year old Jewish girl was brought out of an atttic a few doors down the street. For four years she had been confined in the roof and hidden from the Germans by Dutch family unrelated to her. The lads showered her and the family with sweets and food.”


  The SRY enjoyed their six happy days in Hengelo. ‘A’ Sqn organised a dance illuminated by jeep headlights and ‘C’ Squadron’s village renamed a street after the Sherwood Rangers.


  On the night of 6th April 13/18th Hussars reached Nordhom moving to Lingen the next day which the Staffs Yeomanry with the KOSB and Lincolns had cleared after a good deal of confused and hard fighting. The Hussars carrying 7th Somersets on their tanks made a cavalry charge through woods full of SPs, bazookas and 20mm guns. Thence via Bawinkel where 13/18th Hussars stayed until the 17th for rest and maintenance. After 4/7th RDG had cleared Ruurio they moved out to Borculo for five days relative peace and quiet; it was a small pleasant Dutch town. Trooper Baker’s commander, Johnny Palmer had by now had four ‘bale-outs’ and asked to be relieved of a commanders responsibility and changed places with Corporal Crittenden, the gunner in Lt Ford’s Sherman.
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  The Final Month


  Padre Leslie Skinner: “Hengelo had been a welcome rest for us all. We knew we had to go back into Germany again and fight again. The war would not end unless and until Germany was defeated. Our ultimate target was to be Bremen and Bremerhaven, and if need be beyond. The Rhine crossing had been a clear indication that a last ditch effort could be costly. But there was a growing sense of war weariness. Our hearts were not in it as they had been in Normandy, Nijmegen and the Siegfried Line. But end it, we would. There was no doubt whatever about that.”


  The Essex Yeomanry lost their CO Lt Col Arthur Phayre to become CRA of the author’s 11th Armoured Division. He was just in time for the bitter battles to force the Dortmund-Ems canal, and the rivers Weser, Aller and Elbe. Now 43rd Div was directed on Bremen via Oldenzaal, Lingen, Cloppenburg.


  On 9th April 130 Bde led and SRY crossed the river Ems at Lingen and were in action two days later in Haselunne where ‘B’ Sqn lost tanks to bazooka men guarding a road block. 2/Lt K Hunt who had joined the Regt a week earlier was killed. 12th KRRC rescued the crews from the burning Shermans.


  The remains of the German parachute army still possessed an immense stock of demolition explosives and used it ceaselessly. Every day bridges were blown and vast craters blown in the roads which meant that progress was not quick.


  A new deployment to continue Operation Forrard On was made with 129 Bde on the left with 4/7th RDG and ‘A’ Coy 12th KRRC, and on the right 214 Bde with 13/18th Hussars and ‘B’ Coy 12th KRRC. SRY were in reserve with 130 Bde.
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  A ‘B’ Troop, Essex Yeomanry, S.P. gun at Neiderbusch.


  ‘B’ Sqn 4/7th RDG captured a Wehrmacht cognac depot which cheered everyone’s spirits. Once the Haselunne bridge was rebuilt they moved across through Flechum where AVRE Petards fired their dustbins at the road blocks, but not without loss. Corporal Day’s tank was destroyed with its crew by a bazooka. On the 11th ‘A’ and ‘C’ Sqns pushed through Halte and the next day in Osterlinden Lt Gallie’s tank was knocked out, again by a bazooka with all the crew casualties. Trooper Austin Baker’s ‘Shaggy Dog II’ went up on a mine under the right hand track wrecking the suspension. It was mended the next day by the Sqns ARV. “Most of our kit seemed to be still aboard which was a wonder as the infantry had a habit of helping themselves to anything left on an abandoned tank.” ‘C’ Sqn 13/18th Hussars supported 1st Worcesters after the SRY and ‘little friends’ had taken Cloppenburg. They moved on towards Ahlhorn where of course the bridge was blown. A bridgehead was established to the south and on the 15th a sharp counter-attack – incredible at this stage of the war – caused the Worcesters casualties and ‘C’ Sqn lost a Sherman to a bazooka.


  SRY found Lastrup on the 12th crawling with bazooka teams. Corporal Morgan ‘C’ Sqn blazed away with everything he had, trod on the gas, tore right through the town, circled round and came back to rejoin the rest of his squadron. Major Holman and Capt McWilliam were sure ‘the Boche is attacking us with captured Shermans.’ Sgt Budner MM was killed when his tank was hit by a bazooka. The Germans, trying to capture the crew were seen off by Corp Lockley and Trooper McGovan with stengun fire. “The 13th was another sticky day. ‘B’ Sqn becoming very involved in Cloppenburg where they suffered quite a lot of casualties. Richard Hyde and Reg Reed did extraordinarily well pushing to the far end of the town,“ recalls Capt Hills. When Major Basil Ringrose went forth in his scout car to search for eggs he found himself surrounded by Germans in a wood. A troop was sent to rescue him and returned with 3 dozen POW and 7 dozen eggs. Cloppenburg lay on both banks of a small river, with both bridges blown. Lt Hyde took his troop across a nearly demolished bridge, leading 7th Hampshires in an assault on the town. Sgt Sage’s tank was hit by a bazooka and he and four others were killed. Corporal McDonald from Hull was ordered to knock-out a house by Lt Reed. There were many snipers about. MacDonald’s answer was “Ivery tahm ah puts mi loaf aht for a shufti some bleeder draws a bead on mi.” Not until Sunday, 15th April was Cloppenburg eventually cleared by the Wessex infantrymen.
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  ‘C’ Sqdn., 4/7th Dragoon Guards Sherman, showing the wire anti-bazooka skirts fitted to the tanks at about the time of the Rhine crossing. The bazooka was a real menace; simple to fire & operated by one man who could remain hidden until the tank was right by him. It had a tremendous explosive blast power. Object of the skirt was that it was sufficiently flexible for projectile to bounce off without exploding, or if it did explode the force of the explosion was wasted before it reached the armour. The driver is Tpr Powell.


  The pattern for every day was very similar. A squadron would advance with infantry support and Funnies (such as Crocodiles or AVRE ‘bombards’) plus a company of 12th KRRC until the column bumped a roadblock. A short artillery plan by the leading Essex Yeomanry FOO, the block would be first outflanked and then destroyed by the REs. But of course the leading tank was vulnerable. By now various divisions were getting close to the western and southern outskirts of Bremen, so 4 /7th RDG with ‘A’ Coy 12th KRRC went off to help 3rd British Div south of Bremen. 13/18th Hussars and SRY remained with 43rd Wessex in the Cloppenburg area.


  “We drove north-east for Bremen through Enschede, Hengelo, Nordhom, Lingen, Haselunne and on to Lindern. Thence we [Capt John Stirling 4 /7th RDG] were suddenly switched with a swift 100 mile march to attack Bremen from the south-east.” Stirling reported: “Our route to Bremen was littered with some twenty broken down tanks, through old-age and unavoidable lack of maintenance brought about by pushing on day after day with never a moment’s rest.”


  The Dragoons supported 2nd Warwickshires and 1st Norfolks on the 15th in the taking of Leeste and Brinkum; but ‘A’ Sqn in Erichshof had a sticky afternoon and lost five casualties. Most of the tanks had by now unwieldy wire netting cages welded on the sides to deflect bazooka bombs. By evening of the next day Brinkum had fallen, and on the 18th Great Mackenstedt and the area south of Iprump. But ‘A’ Sqn lost two tanks blown up on mines, and an enemy anti-tank gun knocked-out another tank and two SPs under command; 3rd Tp circled round the opposition and captured five 88mm guns. All the Bremen AA troops manning 88s had had little training in its dual purpose role – of knocking-out Shermans!


  On the afternoon of the 20th ‘C’ Sqn rushed the South Lancashires up on the backs of their tanks to capture the crossroads east of Delmonhorst. Three days rest out of action then ensued.


  13/ 18th Hussars took part in the clearance of Ahlhom and their advance continued until on the 21st they took part in a fierce battle in the northern suburbs of Delmonhurst in which ‘B’ Sqn suffered casualties.


  ‘C’ Sqn SRY with 2nd Lincolns captured Stuhr on the 18th, just south of Bremen. The night was very dark and Capt Bill Enderly lost his way, plunged into a cesspool and for some time after was known as ‘Sweet William.’ The next day south of Huchtung ‘B’ Sqn supported the 4th KOSB and Lt Denis Elmore, previously 10 was killed while leading a troop for the first time since being wounded in Normandy. Stuart Hills and Elmore were at school together, had joined the Army together, been at Sandhurst together and joined SRY together. That day Sgt Wheeler dashed into an enemy position and engaged 200 Germans with revolver and hand grenades, which won him the DCM. Padre Leslie Skinner was awarded his second mention in despatches and the CO, Lt Col Christopherson opened a bottle of Champagne for the ‘O’ Group to drink congratulations to him.


  On the 20th Lt Hyde’s troop cut the main road to Bremen and destroyed the fleeing columns and when Lt Cameron’s troop ran out of ammo Sgt Bremridge threw tins of bully beef at the opposition. German gunboats in Bremen harbour using an Air OP began to plaster the SRY. Captain Warburton, the dashing FOO from the Essex Yeomanry registered a target on ‘B’ Sqn HQ! ‘A’ Sqn HQ placed itself in a pub where – good thinking this – excellent rum punch was made using apple juice and a large sack of sugar found in the cellar.


  The Staffordshire Yeomanry rejoined the Brigade briefly and after Rees, Lingen and Bramsche had by 15th April reached Twistringen. Then instead of helping with the attack on Delmenhorst they were ordered to Stedden near Celle to prepare for another ‘D-D’ operation to cross the river Elbe at Artlenburg.


  Half of 12th KRRC found itself in the line at Leeste south of Bremen under command of 3rd British Div. Major Coleridge:


  
    “Across a great expanse of flood water, about a mile and a half wide, we watched the enemy. By day it was a great life. A handful of sentries could observe the whole front. By night the wide front meant constant patrolling, mainly to prevent German civilians wandering off to Bremen with the latest news about the British. All ‘D’ Coys weapons were used to harass Arsten, a suburb of Bremen. 22nd April brought us a grandstand view of heavy bombers attacking the city. Meanwhile preparations were going ahead for the assault on Bremen.”
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  The Capture of Bremen


  After several days stiff fighting four British Divisions: 3rd, 43rd Wessex, 51st Highland and 52nd Lowland were poised for the final attack on Bremen. In the event the Fuehrer had ordered the main defensive actions to be fought outside the city. 4/7th RDG remained with 3rd British to help capture the southern suburbs whilst SRY and 13/18th Hussars supported 43rd Wessex attacking Bremen from the east.


  4/7th RDG supported 2nd KSLI and 2nd Warwicks and the waterborne attack by infantry in Buffaloes was brilliantly successful. The defenders christened them ‘Der Schwim-Panzers.’ AVRE Bombards and Crocodiles led the way on the inland road route, destroying road blocks in Arsten and Dreye. Capt John Stirling: “We took the part of Bremen south of the river without difficulty when we had cleared up the suburbs. In the built-up area about one mile square in the centre of town, I did not see any habitable houses.” On the 25th ‘B’ Sqn with 1st Norfolks advanced towards the centre almost unopposed but ‘A’ Sqn found the main barracks full of German marines. Crocodiles burnt it down and took the inmates prisoner. On the 26th 300 POW and six small flak guns were captured. Curiously enough, the remaining population greeted the Dragoons with undisguised welcome: it meant an end to the constant bombing which had destroyed their homes.


  13/18th Hussars crossed the river Weser on the 23rd where Lt Moulding of ‘B’ Sqn was killed by an SP shell. They advanced along the Bremen-Hamburg autobahn to Borstel and in the town centre captured Major General Siebert.


  SRY moved on the 24th across the Elbe to join 43rd Wessex Div in glorious weather with bogies dropping off their tanks as they moved at speed. ‘A’ Sqn supported 5th Wiltshires and ‘B’ Sqn, 4th Wiltshires into Osterholz and Hastedt. The latter forced the crews of eight 88mm guns to surrender. ‘A’ Sqn in the centre of Bremen had a nasty sticky day of street fighting, and ‘C’ Sqn with 7th Somersets attacked the main HQ in the park. Both ‘B’ and ‘C’ Coys 12th KRRC were also involved in the street fighting. General Becker the garrison Commander was taken by Lt Talbot’s Tp of ‘B’ Sqn on the 27th. Fortunately the Sqn took over a house with a fine store of wine. Most of the celebrating was done rather noisily by hundreds of released Russian slave labourers. “There was not a great deal of opposition, but progress was slow since most of the troops thought the war was over and didn’t want to take unnecessary risk,“ wrote Capt Stuart Hills.


  51st Highland Division now borrowed 4/7th RDG for the advance north by the autobahn towards Zeven, making towards Bremerhaven.


  The route north was appalling bogland where all the key roads had been cratered by huge naval and aerial bombs, not from the RAF but usually by German marines. Some were unfortunately on a timer which only detonated after a certain number of vehicles had passed. In one half-mile ten huge craters 70 feet wide were encountered. The REs with A VRES (fascines) filling in were often subjected to Nebelwerfer and 105mm shelling. Each regiment had to deal with a string of villages between Ottersburg, Wilstedt, Tarmstedt to Rhade before swinging west towards Bremerhaven.


  ‘B’ Sqn 4/7th RDG passed through Bremervorde on the 30th with SPs still shelling their column. 1st Tp helped the Gordons take Orchel and Barchel and the next day 3rd Tp helped 5th Black Watch capture Hepstedt. Finally troublesome tanks and SPs in Ebersdorf were stalked and knocked-out. For two more days the Dragoons kept up constant pressure against the disciplined remnants of 15th Panzer Grenadiers Division. Capt John Stirlng: “We captured three villages on the way to Bremenhaven and were then pulled back into reserve. It had been our last action.”


  SRY had minor actions in the capture of Bucholz where Sgt Webb’s tank was hit by a Panzerfaust which luckily hit the extra track plate welded to the front. He promptly ran over the German officer and Panzerfaust team in their slit trench. On the 30th ‘C’ Sqn supported the Devons into Harpst- edt where they lost tanks on mines and ‘B’ Sqn then captured Hanstedt. On May Day ‘A’ Sqn captured Rhade. Two days later ‘B’ Sqn helped 7th Hampshires take Karlshoffen. Brigadier Prior-Palmer had just visited Sandbostel concentration camp and sent the 168 Light Field Ambulance and six lorries of food supplies from each regiment to help the 22,000 internal political prisoners, who were in dire straits. The next day ‘B’ Sqn helped 4th Wiltshires in a drive to the canal at Hamme.
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  The Officers, Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry.

  

  Top, l-r: Lt Holman MC; Lt Scott; Lt Harrison; Lt Cartwright; Lt Mellowes MC; Lt Cameron; Lt

  

  Usher; Lt Reader; Lt Jacobs; Capt Olphert. Middle row, l-r: Capt Fearn DSO; Capt Langford;

  

  Capt Hills MC; Capt Marshall; Capt Leinster; Capt Riviere; Capt Phillips; Capt McWilliam; Capt

  

  Bridgeford. Front row, l-r: Major Warwick MC; Major Holman MC; Major Ringrose DSO; Lt-Col

  

  Christopherson DSO, MC; Major Nelthorpe MBE; Capt McKay MC; Capt Young MC (M.O.)


  That was the magic date of 4th May.
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  The End


  Brigadier Prior-Palmer’s HQ was in Rhadereistedt when at 2100hrs a message was received from 30 Corps HQ, “Germans surrendered unconditionally at 1820hrs. Hostilities on all Second Army front will cease at 0800hrs tomorrow 5 May 1945. No repeat, no advance beyond present line without orders from me.” Rumours had abounded of negotiations between Admiral Doenitz and Supreme HQ. Allied spearheads had reached the Baltic, Bremen and Hamburg were captured. Adolf Hitler was dead and the Russians were battering their way through Berlin.


  The cease-fire found 12th KRRC scattered around Bremervorde. Bn HQ and ‘D’ Coy were in Bulstedt. Major Coleridge: “That evening was remarkable in many ways, rum, fireworks, music and nonsense being mixed with delightful freedom.” Major TM Lindsay, SRY: “All inhibitions were thrown to the wind. Very Lights shot up into the sky and all over the ground as well it was dangerous to life and limb to go for a walk. Major Roger Nelthorpe at the Echelon produced 20 bottles of Champagne.”


  
    “The news hit me like a huge wave even though I [Capt Stuart Hills] had been half expecting it. I shall never experience such a feeling of relief again. I was stunned with an overwhelming joy.” Lt Col Christopherson at RHQ in Karlshoffner: “I was busy with my orders for the attack on Bremerhaven, so this message came as a complete surprise. Profound relief, indescribable exhilaration and a sorrowful longing for all those special friends no longer with us.”


    “Every soldier for miles around loosed off his own particular piece in the direction that instinct suggested. It was a great night and surprisingly we [Capt John Stirling and 4 /7th RDG] all lived to see the light of day. However there were still three German divisions in the Bremerhaven area and after several days arrangements were completed for us to march in and take over. ‘B’ Sqn were in the Advance Guard. The tanks were ‘beezed-up’ till they shone like mirrors and off we set on the last and most memorable march of all, a fitting climax to the whole historic drama. To drive for miles through enemy territory and see the Germans standing outside their billets, standing and staring, a beaten foe was the most marvellous finale to the show.”

  


  13/18th Hussars were loaned to 52nd Lowland Div to assist and organise the surrender of 480th and 15th Panzer Grenadier Divisions 15 miles east of Bremen at Hulseberg.


  Lt General Horrocks took the salute on 12th May of the 51st Highland Division in Bremerhaven in which all units of 8th Armoured Bde participated. In the afternoon Padre Leslie Skinner watched the “short but terribly impressive ceremony as German generals and other most senior officers and Navy and Air Force handed in their weapons.”


  The war was truly over for 8th Armoured Brigade – the Red Fox’s Mask. The Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry who had fought with them throughout the war had had 250 officers and men killed in action and double that wounded. R.I.P.
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