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A
S WE come to the first Christmas of 
the First World War Centenary there 
will be some focus, nationally, on the 

Christmas truce of 1914, an episode inextricably bound up in both myth 
and sustainable fact. However, whatever the truth of those events during 
that first Christmas of the war, the truce has endured as a captivating and 
inspirational story. All of our stories focus on the human experience of 
conflict and could also be described as captivating and, often, inspirational. 

However, a long way from the friendly camaraderie that was briefly 
expressed between enemies during the Christmas of 1914, another war fought 
between those same nations 30 years later, and over broadly the same ground, 
saw no such ‘bond’ between opposing sides during the season of goodwill. 
Instead, it saw bitter and bloody conflict in the snow and dreadful cold as 
both armies fought ferociously in the ‘Battle of The Bulge’. Often thought of 
as a purely American-versus-German battle there was a significant British 
involvement, too, and we present a fascinating piece marking the 70th 
anniversary. This time, there was to be no let or seasonal pause and the armies 
fought each other to the death, battled with the cold and struggled against 
unfolding tactical and logistical nightmares. 

Nevertheless, and as is the case with each of our stories, the human spirit 
shone through in all of the mayhem and horror over the last Christmas and 
New Year of the Second World War. 

Our job, at Britain at War, is to bring you our trademark stories of the 
human experience in warfare . We hope you have enjoyed the features 
brought to you throughout 2014 and look forward to bringing you more of 
the same throughout 2015. We take this opportunity to wish you all a very 
Happy Christmas and a prosperous New Year.  

STOP PRESS: 
As Britain at War went to press we learned that the Ministry of Defence are 
to relinquish ownership of St George’s Chapel of Remembrance on the former 
RAF Biggin Hill site. The MOD have stated that they consider it would be 
‘an inappropriate use of its resources to continue to fund the chapel and its 
administrative and ecclesiastical support’. More on this important story and 
the implications for the site’s future in the next issue.

Andy Saunders  
(Editor)

From the 

Editor
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the implications for the site’s future in the next issue.

COVER STORY
Christmas Eve over Brest, 24 December 1941. 
Sgt Peter McDermott takes his 144 Squadron 
Hampden (O4347, PL-Z) on a risky low-level 
attack against battleships in Brest Harbour, 
then one of the most heavily defended ports in 
Europe. Over the target, the aircraft was hit and 
damaged by Flak and one of the crew wounded. 
McDermott managed to get his badly damaged 
Hampden back to RAF Exeter, having had a very 
lucky escape. Although McDermott and his crew 
came home, a good many Hampdens and other 
bombers were to be found strewn around NW 
Europe, some of them featuring  in our article 
‘Left Behind’ in this issue. From a painting by 
Mark Postlethwaite. www.posart.com 
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survived the bullets, shells and the surf to tell his story whilst 
convalescing in hospital. Written so soon after these dreadful 
events, the account brings the battle to life in startling fashion.

  32 LEFT BEHIND
 With the withdrawal from Dunkirk in May 1940 vast quantities of 

materiel were left behind in France, including numbers of shot 
down or wrecked RAF aircraft. These included unserviceable aircraft 
abandoned on former RAF airfields, many having been set alight 
before the withdrawal. When the Germans occupied the territory 
and found these wrecked aircraft they often became attractive 
subjects to photograph. 

  46 HE MUST HAVE GOT OUT!
 A Spitfire pilot shot down at the end of the Battle of Britain in 

1940 had already had to bale-out and crash-land on two previous 
occasions. Then, he had been lucky to survive. However, over East 
Sussex on the penultimate day of the battle there was no such 
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fortunate outcome when he was once again shot down. His close 
friend on the squadron was distraught at his loss, but set out to 
avenge his pal’s death and to honour the pact they had both made 
in the event of the other being killed.

  54 SNOW AND STEEL
 While the Battle of The Bulge is generally thought of as solely 

involving elements of the S Army pitted against the counter-
attacking Germans, it is a relatively little known or ignored fact that 
there was actually a significant British presence and involvement. 
On the anniversary of that battle, a leading military historian reveals 
just how much those forces played a part and suggests why the bold 
German offensive was always doomed to fail.

  64 A CORNER OF A FOREIGN FIELD
 When municipal civil engineering works began in a small French town 

during 2009 the workmen made a startling discovery  the bodies of 
1  British soldiers who had been missing since the First World War. 
Painstaking research work, and DNA testing, allowed for 11 of the 
men to be identified and all have now been accorded a burial with 
full military honours, almost exactly 100 years after they fell in battle. 
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 On 30 une 1940 a Luftwaffe aircraft landed at Guernsey’s airfield 

and quickly established that there were no defences. The scene was 
thus set for the invasion of the Channel Islands in ‘Operation Green 
Arrow’ which marked the beginning of five long and exceptionally 
hard years of occupation. 

Editor’s Choice 

  92  GARDEN OF EDEN
 Reputedly built on the site of the Garden of Eden, urna in 

1914 was a very long way from paradise. In fact, it became 
a hell on earth. A key battleground in the struggle to secure 
Britain’s Middle East oil interests, and in a region not 
unfamiliar to allied fighting troops in more recent years, the 
battle was ugly and determined and also saw remarkable 
bravery by three Indian sappers who, with a length of heavy 
wire cable, swam to the rescue and secured the means by 
which the battle could have a successful outcome.

  74 “THE LUCKIEST DAY OF MY LIFE” 
 When it seemed certain that nothing would stop the apanese 

overwhelming the troops defending Singapore, it was decided that 
RAF personnel, certain civilians and members of the Australian 
Army Nursing Service should be evacuated on the MV Empire Star. 
et if they thought that they had escaped danger, the passengers 

were mistaken, as one of the evacuees on board later recorded. His 
harrowing story includes an account of the actions of a nurse who 
would later be awarded the George Medal.

  86 “THEIR LORDSHIPS’ SEVERE DISPLEASURE”
 HMS Sturdy was a First World War-vintage ‘S’ Class destroyer of 

the Royal Navy and a valuable asset to the Home Fleet. Despite 
her age, she performed sterling service escorting Channel 
Convoys during the summer 1940 and then on convoy escort 
work out in the Atlantic and on the Western Approaches. However, 
on a fateful dark night during late October 1940 the Captain 
and crew had become unsure of their position and HMS Sturdy 
ran aground to be wrecked on the Isle of Tiree. It was an event 
which invoked the ire of the Sea Lords and the compassion and 
selflessness of the islanders.
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Bastion Memorial Wall Set for UK Location
UK ARMED Forces left the Camp 
Bastion-Leatherneck complex 
(the final camp in Helmand 
Province) in October after 
handing the base over to 215 
Corps of the Afghan National 
Army (ANA). At the height of 
Operation Herrick more than 
10,000 soldiers were located in 
137 bases around Afghanistan. 
Camp Bastion, built in early 
2006, was the main hub of 
British and coalition forces’ 
operations in Helmand Province. 

While British forces were based 
at Camp Bastion, a memorial wall 
commemorating those who lost their 
lives during Operation Herrick was 
located at what became known as 
the Vigil Site and became the focus 
of remembrance in Helmand. After 
a final military vigil on 9 October 

the memorial was dismantled and 
transported back to Britain. 

The name of every soldier killed 
since 200  is engraved on brass 
plates fixed to a simple concrete 
wall which was situated in a large 
empty square. It was a rare place 
of solitude in an otherwise bustling 
military headquarters and each time 
there was a fatality the memorial 
wall became a place for individual 
and collective remembrance  flags 
above the wall were lowered to 
half-staff, friends and comrades 
gathered round and the last post 
was sounded. Each year there was 
a poignant service held on 
Remembrance Sunday.

Memorials at the sites of 
foreign battles are typically 
permanent ones, but the 
removal and re-location of 

this memorial is not entirely 
unprecedented. A similar 
commemorative wall of names at 
Basra air base in Iraq was taken 
down when British forces withdrew 
in 2009 and was re-built at the 
National Memorial Arboretum in 
Staffordshire. Similarly, the Camp 
Bastion Memorial  which bears the 
names of all 4 3  personnel who 
have died in Afghanistan  is being 
transported to the same location. 

It is planned that it will be 
incorporated into a new memorial 

with the original brass plaques 
embedded in the structure behind 
engraved stone tablets better suited 
to the damper British weather. 
The dedication date is yet to be 
announced, but already foundations 
have been built on a patch of open 
lawn adjacent to the main memorial 
to Britain’s war dead at the site.

The return of the Camp Bastion 
memorial wall to the  is a clear 
sign that Britain’s combat mission 
in Afghanistan has come to a close. 
British troops serving in Afghanistan 
often built their own makeshift 
memorials to fallen comrades in 
smaller patrol bases dotted around 
Helmand, but those bases and 
temporary memorials have already 
gone. Brigadier Rob Thomson, the 
most senior  military officer 
in Helmand province, said it was 
rightful  the memorial was being 
brought home .

THE IMPERIAL War Museum 
has confirmed it is consulting 
on restructuring its 
organisation. The proposed 
changes, say staff, could see 
its library close and up to 80 
people lose their jobs.

Altogether, the museum 
is seeking to reduce annual 
expenditure by 4m to account 
for changes in funding initiated 
by a cut in its grant in aid from 
the government. Ensuing changes 
could see IWM’s unique library 
closed, alongside job losses and 
cuts to the museum’s education 
programmes.

The proposed changes have 
prompted a petition to the 
Government from the Prospect 

nion which has already been 
signed by more than 1, 00 people.

The petition reads  Since it 
was founded in 1917 the IWM has 
been recognised internationally 
as a leading authority on conflict. 
Following a major refurbishment 
coinciding with the centenary of 
the start of the First World War, 
it now faces an annual deficit of 

4m and the loss of up to 0 staff, 
its vital library and the function 
it carries out. I call on you to 
ensure that IWM is provided with 
adequate funds to maintain the 
services it provides to its visitors 
and to maintain its standing as 
an international centre for study, 
research and education.

A spokesman for IWM said  The 
change programme seeks to ensure 
IWM can continue to respond to 
challenges and opportunities, build 
on our successes to date, improve 

and update ways of working across 
the organisation and reduce IWM’s 
net expenditure by 4million per 
annum to account for changes to 
funding and increases in pension 

contributions. IWM aims to achieve 
the expenditure change by 
reducing costs and increasing our 
income through further commercial 
activity.

Imperial War Museum Library Faces Axe

Imperial War Museum, Lambeth, London.

After the final service and vigil the wall was taken down for return to 
the UK where the plaques will be placed at the National Arboretum. 

BELOW: British troops serving in Camp Bastion 
preparing for departure turned out in strength 
to pay their respects to the fallen. 

INSET BELOW: The inscription on the 
memorial wall and the cross made from 
spent brass cartridge cases. 
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THE PREPARATIONS for the 
2015 Centenary of the Gallipoli 
landings have been  shaken by 
the disappearance of all the 
commemorative plaques in the 
ANZAC area. 

All bron e and brass markers in 
relation to the landings and the 
subsequent battles have been 
stolen from the expanse of the 
battlefield. This also includes 
material from Turkish memorials 
and a sculpted bust of the Turkish 
leader, Ataturk. Since 1990 these 
battlefield guides have been in 
place helping inform and enlighten 
the hundreds of thousands of 
people visiting the area each 
year. There’s no way the thieves 
didn’t know what they were 
stealing,  sculptor of the plaques, 

Dr. Ross Bastiaan has stated. 
With no financial support from the 
Government, Dr. Bastiaan took 
on the huge task of painstakingly 
creating each of the now stolen 
plaques as a personal challenge. 
This came about after his visit 
to Gallipoli in the 19 0s when 
he found there to be no reliable 
signage for the visitor. 

Investigators believe his works 
were stolen to be sold for scrap 
metal and melted down. With this 
unfortunate loss, questions are 
being asked of the Australian and 
Turkish governments as to whether 

 and indeed how  they will be 
replaced, although no decision has 
yet been made. With the centenary 
imminent, a decision may need to 
be made quickly.

A spokesman for Australia s 
Veterans affairs Minister, Michael 
Ronaldson has said options were 
being examined including 
assessing materials that are not 
brass and therefore not appealing 
to thieves.  

The commemorations for the 
centenary of the Gallipoli landings 
will begin in April 201 .

Gallipoli Plaques Stolen

Raf Museum Cosford Acquires 
More Dornier Wreckage

THE RAF Museum at Cosford has 
acquired parts of a Dornier Do17 
found on a French beach, useful 
to its existing work with the  
Do17 Goodwin Sands project.  

Parts of an aircraft were found on a 
beach north of Berck sur Mer in May 
2013 by the local coastguard after  
storms had shifted huge amounts of 
sand and revealed items that were 
soon identified as originating from a 
Dornier Do17. 

The French Department of Marine 
Archaeology assumed control of the 
parts, and lengthy negotiations were 
begun in order to secure these and 
carry out further excavations of the 
beach.

However, it was not until 
November 2014 that a small team of 
aviation archaeologists accompanied 
by marine archaeologists Alex 
Cattrysse of Belgian company 
aDeDe, and Graham Scott of Wessex 
Archaeology, were allowed access 
to the remains. On examination, 
it quickly became apparent that 
the parts comprised mainly lower 
engine cowlings, bomb-bay doors 

and lower fuselage structure. The 
aircraft’s Werke Number, 2 44, was 
found on two items and fell within 
known Do17-  assembly numbers. 
Frustratingly, the fates of the sister 
aircraft with numbers either side 
of this could be identified, but not 
so the aircraft numbered 2 44. 
Like the RAF Museum’s project, 
this means that the circumstances 
of the aircraft’s loss and the unit 
to which it belonged could not be 
conclusively proven.

It is thought that the Berck Dornier 
force landed safely on the beach in 
late uly or early August 1940, at a 
time before the Luftwaffe routinely 
recorded individual aircraft numbers 
in their loss reports. The wreck 
slowly sank into the sand until the 
construction of Hitler’s ‘Atlantic Wall’ 

defences later in the war. The long, 
flat, beach at Berck would have been 
an obvious place for landing during 
an invasion and fortifications were 
built within 0 metres of the Dornier. 
During the construction work, any 
wreckage protruding from the sand 
was cleared, leaving only the lower 
extremities of the aircraft buried 
beneath the surface.

The items have now been 
recovered to the  and Ian 
Thirsk, Head of Collections for the 
RAF Museum, said  Our Dornier 
conservation team are absolutely 
delighted with all of the components, 
particularly the bomb doors, gun ring 
and engine cowls.  All of these items 
are missing from our aircraft and 
these objects have already answered 
many questions.

A TV company wants to track down 
surviving members of the Long Range 
Desert Group (LRDG) or any family 
members of former veterans. Anyone 
with any knowledge of those who 
served in the unit, at any period, 
is asked to contact Sarah Joyce on 
0207 5025730. Sarah would also be 
pleased to hear from anyone with 
any LRDG papers, photographs, 
documents or memorabilia for what 
will be an important and unique 
documentary film project looking at 
this unusual wartime unit. Any piece 
of information, however small, would 
be most welcome.

THE CZECH Republic has awarded 
the highest state honour to Sir 
Nicholas Winton. During the Second 
World War, the then Mr. Winton 
was responsible for saving 669 
children, most of them Jews, from 
the Nazi occupied country. Now at 
105 years of age, he has been given 
‘The Order of The White Lion’ by the 
Czech President during a ceremony 
at Prague Castle. His work began in 
1938 when he visited refugee camps 
outside Prague and decided to help 
children by securing them residency 
and foster families in Britain. It did 
not come to light for 50 years, when 
his wife found his old scrapbook. 

A 10-YEAR-OLD Newcastle 
schoolboy’s design for a 1914 
Christmas Truce Memorial has been 
chosen by The Duke of Cambridge 
to be transformed into a permanent 
First World War Memorial at the 
National Memorial Arboretum. 
Spencer Turner was given the news 
from Newcastle United’s Steven 
Taylor and Adam Armstrong that he 
had won the competition. Spencer’s 
drawing depicted a handshake 
between a German and British soldier 
with the backdrop of a football. “I did 
a lot of research about the Christmas 
Truce,” said Spencer. “I found it 
interesting that football could stop 
people from fighting and shooting at 
each other.” 

THE FAMILY of an overlooked soldier 
have had his name commemorated 
on a Cambridge war memorial, 74 
years after he was killed.

Lt Jack Creek, of the Argyll and 
Sutherland Highlanders, died in 
Egypt on 26 December 1940 but his 
name was not added to the village’s 
memorial at the end of the Second 
World War, apparently because his 
widow and the couple’s three young 
sons had moved away from the city.

With the help of Baroness 
Trumpington, a Bletchley Park 
code breaker and former mayor of 
Cambridge, his descendants have 
had his name added to the village 
memorial at Trumpington after a 
15-year campaign.

BULLETIN 
BOARD

A detail of one of the bronze plaques 
at the Gallipoli battlefield site. All of 
these have now  been stolen.

Wreckage of the Dornier 17-Z is exposed on the beach at Berck, France, 
during May 2013 after storms had washed away sandbanks.

The aircraft’s Werke Nummer (2644)
was found on two parts of wreckage. 
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FLIGHT LIEUTENANT William 
James Green, who died on 7 
November, survived being shot 
down three times in the Second 
World War to live to the age 
of 97.

Bill Green was born on 23 April 
1917. His father had been a regular 
soldier who was invalided out of 
the Army in 191 . Bill joined 01 
Squadron, Auxiliary Air Force in 
December 193  to train as an 
aero engine fitter, but when a 
scheme was launched for the AAF 
to develop its own NCO pilots he 
was one of those accepted. He was 
called to full time service in August 
1939 and continued his flying 
training at Hanworth and South 
Cerney,gaining much experience 
on Miles Magisters and Hawker 
Harts. In uly 1940 Corporal Green 
was promoted to Sergeant and 
returned to his old 01 Squadron, 
then flying Hurricanes from Middle 
Wallop. He was immediately 
attached to the Biggin Hill Sector 

Training Flight, converted to 
Hurricanes and declared operational 
on 21 August 1940.

Sergeant Green’s aerial 
participation in the Battle of Britain 
was short and incident-packed, and 
on 2  August he was in combat with 
unkers s and Messerschmitt 109s 
over Manston when his aircraft was 
hit by AA fire. He crash-landed near 
Hawkinge, but four days later came 
an even narrower escape when 

Green was shot down by Bf 109s and 
baled out at 1 ,000 ft. However the 
chute had been damaged by splinters 
and it was not until Green was a 
few hundred feet from the ground 
that it opened. He landed, wounded, 
close to the village of Elham, near 
Folkestone, an area which witnessed 
a considerable number of incidents 
during the Battle of Britain. Having 
lost his flying boots, he sat in a patch 
of thistles and contemplated walking 

out in the thick socks newly knitted 
by his wife – despite his near-death 
experience his main concern was 
over dirtying them on the numerous 
cow-pats

As a result of his wounds, Bill 
Green was non-operational for some 
time but was posted to  Squadron 
on 14 October 1940 and then to 04 
Squadron in November. From March 
1941 he was an instructor and was 
commissioned from Warrant Officer 
on 30 October 1942.

Flight Lieutenant Green returned 
to operations in November 1944, 
when he joined  Squadron at 
Volkel in The Netherlands. There, 
he was shot down for the third 
time in February 194 , taking to 
his parachute and landing in a tree 
from where he was helped down by 
an armed German farmer. Green 
was a PoW until May and instructed 
on his return to the  before 
release from the RAF in November 
194 . From 1947 to 19 3 he served 
in the RAFVR as an instructor.

Loss Of Two Battle Of Britain Veterans
On the very eve of the 75th anniversary of the Battle of Britain comes 

the sad news that two more veterans have died. Geoff Simpson reports.

Bill Green - Shot Down Three Times - Dies At 97

SQUADRON LEADER Charles 
George Frizell, who died in 
British Columbia, Canada on 29 
September 2014, aged 92, was 
one of the youngest pilots to fly 
in the Battle of Britain.

Chas  Fri ell was born on 3 
October 1921 and joined the RAF 
on a short service commission, 
beginning his ab initio flying course 
on 14 August 1939 in the final run 
up to the outbreak of the Second 
World War. Between November 
1939 and April 1940 he was at 14 
FTS, RAF inloss on the Moray Firth. 
From there he went to  O T at 
Aston Down in Gloucestershire and 
converted onto Spitfires.

In mid-May Fri ell joined 2 7 
Squadron which was then re-forming 
at RAF Hendon. Squadron Leader 
David Bayne, the first CO in 1940, 
was a former Cranwell cadet and 
enley Sector Controller who had 

lost a leg in a flying accident in 
193 . The squadron’s Spitfires were 
quickly replaced by Hurricanes, and 

Squadron Leader Bayne was posted 
to H  Fighter Command on 22 uly 
1940 to be replaced by Squadron 
Leader Hill Harkness, who had been 
with the squadron for more than two 
weeks as supernumerary.

On 1  August Chas Fri ell’s aircraft 
caught fire during a patrol and 
he took to his parachute, landing 
without injury. The Hurricane crashed 
at Watford Way, Edgware, Middlesex.

nder Squadron Leader Harkness, 
2 7 Squadron’s casualties mounted 
and morale plummeted. One pilot 
would later claim that there were 
two occasions when the squadron 
ignored the CO’s orders not to 
attack enemy formations. Another 
described the squadron being in 
action over the Channel while the 
CO, in theory leading that sortie, 
was well away from the fighting. 
Eventually, Harkness was posted 
away and Flight Lieutenant Bob Tuck 
took command from 12 September, 
being almost immediately promoted 
to acting Squadron Leader. With 

Pete  Brothers and, later Cowboy  
Blatchford as Flight Commanders, 
Bob Tuck turned the squadron round.

However, Chas Fri ell’s part in the 
Battle of Britain quickly ended. On 
the evening of 1  September the 
pilots of 2 7 left Martlesham Heath 
for the pub. Coming home, one of 
their cars, containing Chas Fri ell, 
crashed into a roadblock and the 
following car, driven by Bob Tuck, 
hit the back of the first. Fri ell was 
seriously injured and spent three 
months in hospital being posted 
‘non-effective sick’.

In 1941 he instructed at 
Ternhill, Cranwell and Montrose, 
before returning to operations in 
March 1942, flying Spitfires from 
Hawkinge with 91 Squadron. He 
moved to 124 Squadron and then 
joined 1 2 Squadron in North 
Africa in December 1942. In une 
1943 Fri ell took command of 1 7  
Fighter Defence Flight at Gibraltar, 
carrying out long range patrols 
over the Atlantic.

Speaking of his time as a fighter-
pilot, Fri ell pithily remarked  ‘In 
your cockpit you were inured from 
the reality of killing. ou didn’t get 
splashed with your victim’s blood 
or hear his screams  but it was 
bloody, all the same.’

Chas Fri ell went on to serve in 
the nited States, Ceylon and India 
as an instructor and in ground roles 
and worked with the Chinese Air 
Force and received Chinese awards. 
He was released from the RAF on  
March 194 .

Charles Fri ell  One Of The oungest Pilots

Flt Lt Bill Green pictured as a Sgt Pilot with 501 Squadron during the Battle 
of Britain & Bill Green pictured with Sir David Jason during filming of a TV 
documentary on the Battle of Britain in 2010
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NEWS FEATURE  |  Hollywood Comes To Bovington

WITH SEVERAL generations now largely, 
and thankfully, spared having to take part 
in the real thing, is the representation 
of war on a television, a computer or the 
cinema screen now becoming a substitute 
for war without the real shooting? 
That question is prompted again by the 
release of the new film ‘Fury’ written and 
directed by David Ayer and starring Brad 
Pitt and a certain Tiger Tank from the 
Tank Museum at Bovington, with a full 
supporting cast of Shermans.

The involvement of the Tank Museum in the 
making of ‘Fury’ has been marked with the 
opening of an exhibition at its Dorset home, 
sponsored – ironically, given the above – by 
Wargaming.net, the outfit behind the hugely 
successful multiplayer online Game, ‘World of 
Tanks’. This makes the juxtaposition of two forms 
of war as entertainment, ‘Fury’ and ‘World of 
Tanks’, with another more educational version, 
the Tank Museum itself, a fascinating one.

In truth the ‘Fury’ exhibition is a tribute to two 
things. Firstly, to make-believe  from the pseudo 
Art Deco cinema entrance you walk through 

to access the exhibition, to the sections of a 
southern German town in 194 , salvaged from 
the film set which went no closer to Bavaria than 
rural Oxfordshire and Hertfordshire. Secondly, to 
the expectations of audiences for an apparent 
authenticity in the representation of such iconic, 
but ultimately violent, events.  

With ‘Fury’ the sense of wonder at the magic of 
cinema applies, where what looks so convincing 
on screen seems so obviously faked and 
artificially broken down when taken out of context 
and seen close up.  

Essentially, the ‘Fury’ exhibition is about the role 
of authenticity in storytelling and this apparently 
was writer director David Ayer’s brief to the 
museum in its role as historical consultant and 
provider of historic vehicles to the film. Ayer 
deliberately set out to use real vehicles to form 
the basis of the physical look and feel of his film, 
rather than relying on that staple of modern 
cinematic spectacle, CGI. Of course, CGI there 
is and lots of it, but at the core of the film is the 
character imbued by the sheer physical presence 
of Sherman A  Tank ‘Fury’ itself and the Sherman’s 
nemesis, the Pan er VI Mark 1 Tiger Tank.  

The Bovington team brought Tiger 131 into 
the Tank Hall for the launch of the exhibition 
and started up the engine to the delight of the 
assembled media pack and guests. There is no 
denying the sheer brutalist sculptural physicality 
of the Tiger. Equally, the ear bashing assault of 
the Tiger’s Maybach 230 engine is as memorable 
and evocative in its way as is the sound of a Rolls 
Royce Merlin under full throttle as a Spitfire turns 
in the sky. Could the Tiger ever be the hero of any 
film in the way that the Spitfire is in ‘The First of 
the Few’, or the Sherman is in ‘Fury’? Probably only 
when a director can bring to the story of a Tiger 
crew the same sense of common humanity which 
director Wolfgang Petersen brought to -boat 
drama ‘Das Boot,’ in 19 1. ntil then, as in ‘Fury’, 
the Tiger can only be the brutal dragon to be slain. 

The film may offer episodes of dialogue where 
battlefield philosophy shades into a typical 
discussion about war and the meaning of life, 
but essentially ‘Fury’ is a ‘dragon quest’ and a 
‘last stand ‘movie. Except here the ‘300’ are 
the 300 Waffen SS Pan er Grenadiers who Brad 
Pitt’s five and ‘Fury’, must stand against and 
hold the vital crossroads.

LEFT: Star billing, apart from Brad 
Pitt, went to the Tank Museum’s 
genuine Tiger tank, the stunning 

Tiger 131, which had a role in the 
film Fury, as seen here. 

ABOVE RIGHT: The ‘premiere’ 
of the Tank Museum’s 

Fury exhibition.
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To those not in the know, it might have been 
jarring to see the exhibition inaugurated by 
television legend Murray Walker (incidentally, a 
more genial and friendly professional you could 
not imagine). But this was no ‘Top Gear’ style 
celebration of heavy metal for testosterone 
fuelled petrol heads. This was no simple ‘rent 
a celebrity’ endorsement. Mr Walker had more 
right to be there and to comment on what the 
film meant in reality than almost any of us in 
the audience, or viewing the exhibition. That 
is because before the broadcasting, before the 
‘Murrayisms’, the 91- year-old Murray Walker of 
today can look back on the 19-year-old Murray 
Walker who joined the 30th Primary Training Wing 
at Bovington in 1942 and ended World War Two as 
a Sherman tank commander, combat veteran and 
Captain in the Royal Scots Greys. Where ‘Fury’ 
is a make-believe representation of going to war 
in a tank Murray Walker and his fellow veterans 
who were also present and commemorated in the 
exhibition actually had to do it for real. 

Of course, we could not see that world of 70 
years ago through their eyes. The views we do 
have are largely black and white and lack the 
intensity that HD helmet cams or an immaculately 
rendered CGI environment on a computer or 
cinema screen can provide. Instead we have to 
make do with the filtered vision of David Ayer and 
his production team, which is that of a muted 
colour palette of greens, browns, dirt and blood, 
punctuated by the vivid pyrotechnic colour of its 
battle sequences and the softened homeliness of 
its brief civilian idyll in the middle section. 

It can be argued that ‘Fury’ sets out to be a 
visceral, anti-war film. However, it adopts the 
visual authenticity and claustrophobic ‘first person 
shooter’ perspective of the latest generation of 
computer games such as ‘Call of Duty’. In that 
regard it also sets out to be thrilling and while 
some critics will argue that all depictions of war 
should show war as hell – we have seen that 
view expressed most recently in some reactions 

to Paul Cummins’ installation of ceramic poppies 
‘Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red’ at the Tower 
of London – that is too simplistic a view. Many 
honest memoirs of combat veterans talk about an 
intensity and fulfilment in going into action and 
in surviving that they had not found in any other 
aspect of life. They also talk about stretches of 
mind numbing boredom, but of course that does 
not make good cinema or a good computer game.  

As far as ‘Fury’ goes, in an interview with a 
journalist at the exhibition Murray Walker had 
the honesty and perspective to admit that yes, 
he had wanted to drive tanks so he volunteered 

for tanks and yes, sometimes it was exciting, 
although he tempered this with the thought that 
at the time for many people in Britain, it was all 
about a fight against a regime which was evil.  

Once the main event was over, along with 
several colleagues, I was privileged to be given 
a backstage tour of the Tank Museum library, 
documentary and object archives by Museum 
director Richard Smith. Such a visit provides the 
proper perspective with which to see a film like 
‘Fury’ and the exhibition which accompanies it.

A collection of tanks and AFV’s lined up nose to 
tail in a hanger are just that, a collection. A war 
film like ‘Fury’, whatever its inevitable artifices 
and inaccuracies, helps to bring them to life. 
The film is not a research paper or an exact 
restoration, but it can lead a viewer to want to 
find out more about what really happened. 

The importance of places such as the Tank 
Museum at Bovington is not just that they preserve 
objects, in this case tanks and armoured fighting 
vehicles. It is also that they preserve and archive 
the information which enables us to build, maintain 
and crew those tanks with the objects, documents 
and the recorded experiences of the real people 
who did real things for, with and in those tanks.  

When a teenager of today plays ‘World of 
Tanks’, or watches ‘Fury’ or ‘Saving Private Ryan’ 
or another film which is currently the subject of 
an exhibition at the Tank Museum, ‘Warhorse’ 
and wants to find out more, they can. Even 
more importantly, if they want to ask, ‘was it 
really like that, or have they got it wrong?’ the 
primary sources are there to be consulted and 
questioned and new interpretations researched, 
written and published.   

In fact, if films like ‘Fury’ did not exist there 
would probably be many fewer people interested 
in this aspect of our past. As for me, if it wasn’t 
for ‘The Dam Busters’, ‘The Guns of Navarone’, 
‘The Great Escape’ and ‘A Bridge Too Far’ I’d 
probably not be sitting here writing this now. 

www.tankmuseum.org. 

ABOVE: The Tank Museum ‘Fury’ exhibition was 
inaugurated by TV legend, Murray Walker, who 
had been a Captain in the Royal Scots Greys 
during the Second World War and a Sherman 
tank commander.

BELOW: Writer and Director of 
Fury, David Ayer (left) visited the 
Tank Museum, Bovington, with 
actors Logan Lerman (2nd from 
left), Brad Pitt and Jon Bernthal 
to view the exhibition.



www.britainatwar.com12

NEWS FEATURE  |  Sunken Bomber Found in Norway

WRECKAGE OF a Halifax bomber found in 
Norway is claimed to be that of an aircraft 
tasked to attack the Tirpitz in 1942, writes 
Philip Curtis. Professor Martin Ludvigsen 
of the Norwegian University of Science and 
Technology (NTNU) in Trondheim says six of 
his students found the wreckage, said to be 
complete and standing on its nose in deep 
water, during an underwater search off 
Vikhammer on the outskirts of Trondheim. 
“There were loud cheers on board when 
we discovered the plane. Nine out of ten 
operations are unsuccessful, so it was great 
that we found it,” he told the media. 

Although the specific identity of the Halifax 
remains unclear, research points strongly to one 
specific loss, Halifax W7656 from 35 Squadron, 
lost on 28 April 1942, after an attack on the 
feared German battleship.

Ending the theoretical ability of this monster 
to cause havoc amongst Allied convoys was 
a preoccupation of Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill and the British High Command for 
much of the Second World War. In January 1942, 
at about the time the ship reached Norway, 
Churchill declared that “No other target (at sea) 
is comparable to it.” 

A considerable number of attacks had been 
carried out both by the Royal Navy and the RAF, 
as well as by Russian submarines, and at various 
locations. Some of these, involving Halifaxes, were 
attempted by the RAF in the early part of 1942.

The squadron’s Operations Record Book states: 
“Nothing was heard from this aircraft from the 

time of take-off”. However, it is known that the 
aircraft made it to the target area and proceeded 
to fly through the barrage of flak in Fættenfjord 
and over the target to drop its mines. For some 
reason the navigator had been unable to release 
the mines when they were over the target, and 
the pilot, Flt Lt Petley, told the crew that they 
would go round again for a second attempt. 

Flying in from a slightly different approach to 
the first bombing run, all at first appeared calm. 
The barrage of flak faced on the first run had 
abated, but this proved to be the calm before 
the storm. As the aircraft neared Tirpitz for the 
second time they were met by a severe and 
intense attack from anti-aircraft fire. The port 
wing of the aircraft was hit and caught fire and 
the aircraft quickly began to lose height but Flt 
Lt  Petley managed to ditch in the waters of 
Trondheimsfjord, outside Vikhamar.

The wireless operator, Sgt Cranstone, was 
the first man out after the ditching, followed by 
Sgt Price, the flight engineer, who released the 
dinghy. Flt Lt Petley joined them and they climbed 
into the dinghy. The tail gunner, Sgt Pomroy 
emerged from the aircraft, and on realising that 
two of the crew were missing he went back into 
the aircraft to look for them. The aircraft was 
sinking fast and Sgt Pomroy had to retreat to 
the dinghy with the others. The navigator, Sgt 
Columbine and the wireless operator, Sgt Evans 
did not survive. It is not known if they had been 
hit by flak or whether they had died or become 
incapacitated when the aircraft ditched. 

The surviving four airmen sat in the dinghy and 
watched as their aircraft sank to the bottom of 
the fjord, still burning. For around three hours 
the men drifted around in the fjord unable to 
make any headway with the dinghy due to strong 
currents. They were found by two Norwegians 
who had rowed out into the fjord and who threw 
them a line before towing the dinghy to the 
shore.

Once ashore, the crew thought that they might 
be taken to the Norwegian underground but 
instead were handed over to the Germans and 
became POWs. 

Sgt Columbine and Sgt Evans have no 
known grave and are commemorated on the 
Runnymede Memorial, Surrey, England.

As for the Tirpitz, it was sunk on 12 November 
1944 at Tromso, Norway, during an attack by RAF 
Lancasters of 9 and 617 Squadron. (See ‘Easy 
Elsie’, Britain at War, November 2014)

TIRPITZ ATTACK: 
Halifax Wreck Found

MAIN IMAGE & ABOVE: Early images from the 
discovery of what is thought to be Halifax W7656.
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NEWS FEATURE  |  HMS Caroline 

HMS CAROLINE, the lone surviving warship 
from the Battle of Jutland, is to be born 
again as a museum and heritage visitor 
attraction, writes Mark Khan. 

A grant of 11.  million from the Heritage 
Lottery Fund means that plans to transform 
this historic ship, whose home has been Belfast 
Harbour for a number of years, into a world class 
attraction in time for the 100th anniversary of 
the First World War’s most famous naval battle 
(31 May 201 ), can now go ahead.

A ‘C’ class light cruiser, HMS Caroline
was launched on 29 September 1914, and 
commissioned on 4 December that same year. 
The ship is the eighth and last Royal Navy 
warship to carry the name and was one of a 
class of six light cruisers built by Cammell Laird 
at Birkenhead. The ship initially joined the 4th 
Destroyer Flotilla, part of the Grand Fleet, as 
leader in December 1914 and then joined the 
1st Light Cruiser Squadron in February 191 , 
subsequently joining the 4th Light Cruiser 
Squadron, commanded by Commodore Charles 
E. Le Mesurier, early in 191 . HMS Caroline, 
along with the other ships of the 4th Light 
Cruiser Squadron, HMS Calliope, HMS Constance, 
HMS Comus and HMS Royalist ,were all 
participants in the Battle of utland. 

The Battle of utland began during the early 
evening of 31 May 191  and lasted into the 
early hours of 1 une. As such, the battle was 
fought in two phases  as a daylight action and 
an overnight action.

The actions on 31 May 191  for the 
4th Cruiser Squadron started at 17.4  
with the sound of heavy firing noted to 
the S.S.W. At 1 .12 a single enemy light 
cruiser to the southward was observed 
on fire and stopped. At 1 .13 the 4th 
Light Cruiser Squadron turned to the 
East in line ahead and joined in the 
action. The cruisers were eventually 
directly engaged in the battle at 20.1  
when they opened fire on a half flotilla 
of enemy destroyers that were steering 
towards the rear of British battlecruiser 
fleet. Their fire caused the enemy destroyers to 
make smoke and retire.  

A short while later, at 20.2 , they sighted the 
enemy battle fleet to the N.W at ,000 yards. 
The enemy battleships opened fire on the 
light cruisers and at 20.30 HMS Calliope fired 

a torpedo at the leading enemy battleship at 
a range of , 00 yards. The light cruisers then 
retired being heavily shelled by three enemy 
battleships. At 20.3  the enemy ceased firing.  

At 20.4  HMS Caroline and HMS Royalist 
observed three enemy battleships to the N.N.W 
closing slowly. At  21.0  HMS Caroline fired two 
torpedoes and HMS Royalist fired one torpedo 
at the enemy at a mean range of ,000 yards. 
The enemy then opened fire on the Caroline 
and Royalist, although at 21.14 the enemy had 
ceased firing. At 21 3 , the cruiser squadron was 
ordered to take position at the head of head of 
line, forming line astern. At 02 00 on 1 une  the 

squadron closed on the battleship HMS King 
George V and at 03 1 , orders were issued 

for the fleet to withdraw to Scapa Flow.
HMS Caroline continued to 
serve with the 4th Light Cruiser 

Squadron until the Armistice 

Last First World War 

Battleship 
to Become Belfast 
Heritage Attraction 

the S.S.W. At 1 .12 a single enemy light 

of enemy destroyers that were steering 
towards the rear of British battlecruiser 
fleet. Their fire caused the enemy destroyers to a torpedo at the leading enemy battleship at 

a range of , 00 yards. The light cruisers then 
fleet. Their fire caused the enemy destroyers to a torpedo at the leading enemy battleship at 

MAIN: HMS Caroline 
during the First World War.

TOP RIGHT: Sailors aboard 
HMS Caroline.
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and went with it to the East Indies in une 1919. 
The ship was paid off into dockyard control at 
Belfast in February 1922 and in February 1924 
became the Harbour Training Ship for lster 
Division, RNVR. During the Second World War 
the ship served as administrative centre for 
escorts based at Londonderry. 

Returning to service after the war in 194  with 
the RNVR, HMS Caroline was used once more as 
H  for the RNVR lster Division. In 1993 HMS 
Caroline became a Reserve Training Centre to 
recruit and train Royal Naval Reserve (RNR) 
officers and ratings to support the Royal Navy. 

The ship was finally de-commissioned in 
April 2011 after being the second longest 
commissioned ship in the Royal Navy  HMS 
Victory being the longest.

Taken over by the Portsmouth-based National 
Museum of the Royal Navy, in an attempt to find 
a ‘long term suitable and sustainable’ option 
for the ship, the museum developed a Heritage 
Lottery Fund (HLF) bid with the aim of finding a 
solution to allow her to stay in Belfast. In October 

2012 a grant of up to 1million from the National 
Heritage Memorial Fund (NHMF) was awarded to 
support the vessel and to ensure a secure future 
in Belfast where visitors would be able to learn 
about her unique role in the First World War. 

The recent further 11.  million Heritage 
Lottery Fund grant should now ensure the future 
of the ship. Whilst much of the ship’s machinery 
is still in place and dates from the period of the 
First World War, little of it is in working order. 

It is hoped that HMS Caroline, when fully 
restored, will complement the exhibits at 
Belfast’s old maritime shipyards, including the 
97m Titanic Belfast visitor attraction. Although 

not sharing the international fame of the ill-
fated passenger liner the Caroline remains an 
important part of Britain’s maritime heritage.

  

2012 a grant of up to 1million from the National 
Heritage Memorial Fund (NHMF) was awarded to 
2012 a grant of up to 1million from the National 

THIS PAGE: HMS Caroline then and 
now. The future now looks secure 
for this important part of Britain's 
maritime heritage. 
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NEWS FEATURE  |  Mons Star Sensation

WWI 
HERO’S 
LOST 
MEDAL 
FOUND

HERO’S 

NEARLY 80 years after five-year-old Ben 
Eggleston suffered the heartbreak of 
discovering that he had somehow lost 
his late father’s cherished First World 
War medal on the beach at Brighton, he 
has now finally been reunited with the 
missing Mons Star. 

In an almost unbelievable sequence of events 
Ben has also just discovered that his father, Sgt. 
Stephen Eggleston (1 –193 ), appears to have 
been the only soldier in the Middlesex Regiment 
to have been awarded both the Military Medal and 
the Meritorious Service Medal, the latter for his 
services as part of No. 1 Special Company which 
fought alongside the White Russians against the 
Bolsheviks in Murmansk in 1919. If that wasn’t 
exciting enough, Ben has also learned that Sgt. 
Eggleston’s unique combination of medals may 
also entitle him to the Russian Medal of eal.

Sgt. Stephen Eggleston was born in Croydon and 
served with the 4th Battalion Middlesex Regiment 
throughout the Great War. While still a Private his 
battalion arrived in France on 14 August 1914 and 
is believed to have been the first British infantry 
unit to fire on the Germans in what became known 
as the Battle of Mons. It was for the incredible acts 
of bravery that took place in that campaign that 
those who fought were awarded the 1914 Star, 
commonly known as the Mons Star medal  the 
medal that Stephen’s son, Ben, lost on Brighton’s 
pebbled beach in 193 .

Ben, now 2 and a retired chartered engineer 
living in Norfolk, was just five years old when 
his father died from lung disease caused by 
exposure to gas in the trenches in France. He 
and his two brothers, Frank and Steve, were 
each given a medal to remember their father 
by. oung Ben refused to be parted from his and 

carried it everywhere, so when the boys were 
treated to a week in Brighton by well-wishers, he 
was devastated to discover after an outing to the 
beach that his beloved medal had fallen from his 
pocket. During the last few days of the holiday 
everyone searched amongst the pebbles, but Ben 
had to return home empty-handed.

LIFETIME SEARCH
He never forgot the incident and has since 
travelled throughout England and the battlefields 
of France and Belgium researching his father’s 
military history. He has also visited numerous 
archives, antique fairs and medal collections, and 
more recently has spent many hundreds of hours 
on the internet in an attempt to locate the lost 
medal. Every visit to Brighton by his wife, son and 
daughter, seven grandchildren and one great-
grandchild, has also involved a search on the 
beach, in case the sea had washed it up. After 77 
years everyone was resigned to the fact that the 
medal would never be seen again, although Ben 
couldn’t stop himself going on the internet almost 
every day to enter his father’s name, service 
number and regiment in the search bar, just in 
case a miracle occurred.

In November 2014, he couldn’t believe his 
eyes when an eBay lot suddenly popped 
up onscreen showing a Mons Star inscribed 
with his father’s name, regiment and service 
number. The lot was part of a five-day auction 
by a Lincolnshire collector who had owned the 
Mons Star for more than 30 years and had 
now decided to sell it. The seller had bought it 
himself from another collector, whose name was 
long forgotten, and there was no record of what 
had happened to the medal in the intervening 
40 years before he had acquired it. This didn’t 

matter to Ben as the important thing was that 
the Star had not been lost forever and that at 
last he stood a chance of being reunited with it.

After some anxious online bidding by Ben and 
his son, Robert, who lives in America and who was 
put on standby with his own bid just in case Ben’s 
bid failed to go through, the whole family was both 
incredulous and overjoyed when Ben placed the 
winning bid with just two minutes to spare before 
the auction closed. Finally, the Mons Star was 
coming home. Ben said  After all these years of 
wondering what had happened to the medal, we 
just sat there in ama ement looking at the screen 
hardly daring to believe that what we were seeing 
could really be true.

Thankfully, it was absolutely true and, not 
wishing to risk losing the precious medal in the 
post after searching for it for so long, the family 
arranged to travel to Lincolnshire to collect the 
medal in person. There they met the collector 
and his family, who were themselves delighted to 
have played a part in helping reunite the medal 
with Sgt. Eggleston’s descendants and to assist in 
verifying its authenticity. 

Ben said  After all these years of searching it 
seems incredibly poignant and significant that 
the medal should turn up now, on the 100th 
anniversary of the start of the First World War, so 
close to Remembrance Day and at my age in life. 
I am delighted that it is now back with our family 
as it serves as an emblem of my father’s heroism, 
and of the hundreds of thousands of men who lost 
their lives or were injured in this terrible conflict.

The Mons Star will now join both Sgt. Eggleston’s 
Meritorious Service Medal and his Military Medal, 
which he was awarded for bravery during the first 
day of the Battle of the Somme on 1 uly 191 , 
when his battalion took a farmhouse at Fricourt. 
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Overlord Survivor  |  NEWS FEATURE

ONE OF the last Second World War 
landing craft and a campaign veteran 
of the D-Day landings has been saved 
for the nation by Portsmouth’s National 
Museum of the Royal Navy. 

More than 800 LCTs took part in 
Operation Overlord, on 6 June 1944, 
each capable of carrying ten tanks or 
other heavy armoured vehicles into 
battle. During this operation more than 
7,000 ships and craft of all sizes landed 
over 160,000 soldiers on the beaches of 
Normandy. Of this fleet, fewer than ten 
are believed to survive, including LCT 
7074, the last Second World War ‘Landing 
Craft, Tank’ in the UK. 

Launched on 4 April 1944 LST 7074 was 
one of  235 LCT (MK3) vessels constructed. 
She joined the 17th LCT Flotilla at Great 
Yarmouth then preparing for the build up to 
D-Day. Able to carry carry up to ten Sherman 
tanks, these LCTS’s were manned mainly by 
British crews and transported almost all the 
tanks, heavy artillery and armoured vehicles 
landed in Normandy. The 17th LCT Flotilla was 
part of Assault Group L2, LCT Squadron “H” 
of the Eastern Task Force, which supported 
the British landings (made up of two British 
divisions, one Canadian division plus two Army 
and one Royal Marine Commando unit), and 
LCT 7074 carried troops and ten Shermans 
to Normandy, successfully landing nine of 
the tanks on Gold beach. For several months 
after the invasion, the vessel was consistently 
engaged in ferrying troops, supplies, vehicles 

and ammunition to ports across the Channel in 
support of the Allied Forces advancing across 
northern Europe, continuing in this role into 
the autumn of 1944.

Decommissioned in 1948 and latterly 
converted into a floating clubhouse and 
nightclub,  she was a familiar sight on the 
Liverpool waterfront, renamed Landfall.  In 
the late 1990s, LCT 7074 was acquired by the 
Warships Preservation Trust, which began the 
slow process of converting her back into an 
LCT, but went into liquidation in 2006. In her 
semi-submerged and visibly deteriorating state 
and at the urgent behest of National Historic 

Ships, the National Museum of the Royal Navy 
compiled the bid to save her for the nation. 
LST 7074 has been saved with the support of 
a £916,149 grant from the National Memorial 
Heritage Fund to the National Museum of the 
Royal Navy. The award represents a last chance 
to save a priceless example of Second World 
War and naval heritage. 

The grant allows for the transfer of ownership 
of the vessel from the Peel Ports Group at the 
East Float Dock, Birkenhead to the National 
Museum of the Royal Navy in Portsmouth.

Semi-derelict and partially submerged 
LST 7074 was successfully raised in a 
two-day operation, taking place over 15-16 
October 2014.

The LCT will then be floated into the hold 
via a stern ramp of the MV Condock, a  semi-
submersible heavy lift vessel. At the end of 
November, MV Condock is due to vacate 
Birkenhead Docks to sail to Portsmouth Naval 
Base with LCT 7074 on-board. 

The vessel will then be stored over the 
medium term in the former BAE Systems Ship 
Fabrication Hall, generously made available by 
the Ministry of Defence, where a programme of 
preventive conservation will be undertaken and 
while plans are developed and further funding 
is sought to conserve, restore and interpret her 
for public view. 

Initial discussions have taken place with the 
National Museum of the Royal Navy’s affiliate 
D-Day Museum, Southsea, regarding possible 
display to coincide with the complete redesign 
of the museum in time for D-Day 75 in 2019.

ONE OF the last Second World War and ammunition to ports across the Channel in 

D-Day Landing 
Craft Saved

and at the urgent behest of National Historic 
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NEWS FEATURE  |  Landmark Graves Ruling

In a story offering hope to other relatives of servicemen with no known grave, 
one man’s campaign to identify his uncle’s wartime resting place has led MoD 
officials to relax the standards of proof required. Andy Saunders reports.

CWGC Grave at Row 6, Grave 33 Guidel Communal 
Cemetery, Morbihan, Southern Brittany. It will now 
be replaced with one be aring Lyon’s name.

Russell Lyon training in USA/Canada  
Oct 1941-May 1942

THE STORY begins some 12 years ago 
when Spitfire wreckage was discovered by 
French researchers near the small hamlet 
of Kercavès, between Ploemeur and Lorient 
in Brittany. After some research the Spitfire 
was identified as a Mk.Vb, AR 343, piloted 
by Fg Off Ernest Russell Lyon and shot 
down on 27 July 1944. He had been on a 
‘Rhubarb’ mission (low-level ground attack) 
with seven other 234 Squadron Spitfires 
flying from RAF Predannack in Cornwall.

The researchers also found a war grave in a 
nearby Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery 
where the casualty, a RAF Officer, was recorded 
as unknown and buried on 29 uly 1944. By what 
his family later described as ‘an act of serendipity’ 
the French were able to make contact with Richard 
Lyon (top left), nephew of Fg Off Russell Lyon.

In November 200  the local commune of 
Larmor Plage held a ceremony to inaugurate a 
roundabout named after Ernest Russell Lyon, 
near to the Spitfire crash site. Richard Lyon had 
also previously visited the area and met with the 
researchers and the principal eye witness to the 

shooting down, an elderly farmer named M. 
oseph le Corroller.  On his return home after that 
first visit in 2007 Richard took on the task of trying 
to obtain official recognition of both the Spitfire 
crash site and also the ‘unknown’ RAF Officer’s 
grave at Guidel Cemetery. As he now says, Little 
did I then know where this would lead me

Learning that the French researchers had already 
made one unsuccessful attempt to secure official 
recognition of the grave, Richard contacted the 
CWGC and was informed that the MOD required 
the case to be proved ‘ beyond all reasonable 
doubt’, the highest of legal standards of proof.

THE EVIDENCE
To Richard, and others, the evidence was 
compelling, albeit with some circumstantial 
evidence. 

Monsieur oseph’s witness statement said 
that he was first on the scene of the Spitfire 
crash, moments after it had hit the ground. 

He saw the pilot’s body lying some 20 ft or so 
from the fuselage. German soldiers appeared 
almost immediately and ordered him to leave 
the crash site.

A day or two later the witness statement 
recorded that in conversation with German 
soldiers who were clearing the above-ground 
Spitfire wreckage, oseph was told that the pilot’s 
body had been taken to Guidel.

oseph’s statement also said that on the 
morning of the 29 uly 1944 (Saturday) he was 
cycling through Guidel and stopped to speak with 
the gravedigger who said that a grave had been 
prepared for the pilot.

The French researchers had established that all 
Allied casualties in Morbihan after December 1943 
were buried at the Guidel Cemetery.

A new case file was submitted to the SPVA CCC 
at RAF Innsworth who deal with historic casework 
(see page 64), when Richard was told that the 
matter had been referred to the RAF Air Historical 
Branch for an opinion. 

In March 2009 Richard received confirmation 
that the crash site itself would be officially 
recogni ed as the place where Spitfire Vb AR343 
had hit the ground as, amongst other evidence, 
Richard had submitted evidence that included 
tiny bits of metal recovered from the crash site 
with part numbers that proved the aircraft to 
be a Spitfire Vb. The 234 Squadron Operations 
Record Book had also stated that the aircraft had 
been seen to hit the ground near Ploemeur .

The French researchers had also studied all 
cemeteries in the Morbihan area to rule out 
all other possible contenders for the potential 
casualty in the Guidel grave. Others had 
researched every Spitfire loss in the region, in 
order to prove that the crash site was that of 
Spitfire AR343.

SETBACKS
However, disappointment was to follow. 
Richard explains  

Bad news accompanied the good news with 
the decision that the grave at Guidel could not 
be officially recogni ed, as our evidence did 

CLEAR AND 
CONVINCING 
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Parts of Spitfire AR343 recovered by Jean Robic, 
one of the French research team who found the 
Spitfire wreckage. 

Roundabout unveiling by Richard Lyon and 
Victor Tonnerre (the Mayor of Larmor Plage) 
on 8 November 2008.

The unveiled monument incorporating the 
recovered propeller hub from Spitfire AR343 in a 
fabricated propeller frame.

Russell Lyon 
after winning 
his ‘Wings’ 
May 1942

‘A’ Flight 234 
Squadron RAF 

Coltishall, 
Winter 1942/43

NEWS FEATURE

not meet the ‘beyond all reasonable doubt’ 
standard of proof because our witness statements 
contained hearsay. Secondly, another scenario 
was introduced which could not rule out that the 
casualty might be a so called ‘wash-up’ victim 
from amongst a number of RAF losses over the 
Bay of Biscay in the six months or so preceding 
the burial date on the gravestone. This was a 
setback to our aims. I let the dust settle on the 
decision, as, without further new evidence, we 
could not re-open the case.

Richard then met with the RAF Air Historical 
Branch to discuss some aspects of the negative 
decision. Their case file contained a series of 
letters between Richard’s grandfather and the 
Air Ministry from 1944 to 1949, in which his 
grandfather enquired if any progress was being 
made in establishing the fate of his son. Copies 
of this correspondence were kindly provided 
by the Air Historical Branch, but in the end 
there was nothing proven by the Air Ministry’s 
post-war efforts to find this missing casualty. 

Consequently, Russell Lyon remained classified 
as Missing in Action, presumed dead, his name 
appearing on the CWGC Runnymede Memorial 
amongst some 20,400 RAF casualties with no 
known grave in North-West Europe.  

However, Richard was not about to give up. 
The months passed and the more I thought 

about it the more I thought that the legal 
standard for the grave recognition was too high 
for someone who had given their life for their 
country. I was aware of the lower standard of 
‘preponderance of evidence’, but not having a 

legal mind I was wholly uncertain as to how I 
might question the MOD standards. A few weeks 
later, in October 2009, I sent off a new dossier 
arguing the case for the lowering of the MOD’s 
legal standard of proof. Months passed, but 
then in September 2011, it was confirmed that 
in the MOD oint Services Practice Manual, 7 1, 
Chapter 10, para 3021, the four words ‘beyond 
all reasonable doubt’ were to be replaced by ‘ by 
clear and convincing evidence. This was the part 
of the MOD policy for dealing with ‘Claims as to 
the identity of unknown soldiers’. 

Richard’s next step was to re-present the case 
evidence to be reviewed to this new standard, 
which sits at the top end of the ‘preponderance of 
evidence’ standard. 

But then, another hurdle appeared. Within 
the MOD structure there were no formal appeal 
mechanisms for cases already heard. However, 
a mechanism was later put in place for all such 
Army, Royal Navy and Royal Air Force cases, and 
in October 2013 the new case file was provided to 
the MOD for review to the new standard of proof. 
The new case file included work done to analyse 
the ‘wash up’ victim alternative identity theory, 
and, one by one, to show how the do en or so 
examples named were only remotely possible.

SUCCESS AT LAST
Several months then passed, but in early uly 
2013 Richard had a telephone call suggesting that 
he speak with the Rear-Admiral who was chairing 
the review of Russell’s case.  Richard explains

It is not every day that one speaks with a 

Rear-Admiral, but I found him very kind and 
approachable. He told me that progress was 
being made on the case and that a final meeting 
was due to be held on 23 uly, following which 
he would telephone me with the decision. I 
was ultimately given the news that it had been 
decided the existing headstone on Row , Grave 
33, in the CWGC Section of Guidel Cemetery, 
would be replaced with a memorial headstone 
with Russell’s name and stating him to be 
‘buried near this spot’.

Further, it was also indicated that a dedication 
ceremony would be arranged by the graveside, 
albeit not earlier than summer 201 . The relief to 
Richard was palpable

If ten years ago someone had asked me 
if, in the next ten years, I would find myself 
instrumental in arguing for change to MOD 
practices I would have dismissed such comment 
as mere fantasy.

It is understood that Russell’s case has been 
the first to be heard under the new standard of 
proof, and that others will follow. The new CWGC 
gravestone will soon be installed in the Guidel 
Cemetery at Row  Grave 33.

Last word on the case must go to Richard Lyon
With my two brothers, we are now looking 

forward to 201  and the arrangements for the 
dedication ceremony at Guidel. Our thanks for 
success in this near 10-year venture must go to 
the three French researchers, ean ves Le Lan, 
ean Robic and Claude H lias, and to those in the 
MoD who supported our case, all of whom have 
given their time freely and generously.

Parts of Spitfire AR343 recovered by Jean Robic, Parts of Spitfire AR343 recovered by Jean Robic, 
one of the French research team who found the 
Spitfire wreckage. 
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Sir – Your feature on RAF 
Fighter Command’s only VC 
‘(The RAF on the Air’, November 
2014) raises some interesting 
questions about Flt Lt James 
Nicolson and his Victoria Cross 
action of 16 August 1940. 
Although the piece was based 
purely on the BBC broadcast 
by Nicolson in December 1940, 
some of the circumstances 
surrounding the event have 
subsequently been shown to be 
somewhat questionable. This is 
not any attempt at revisionism, 
but rather an objective look 
at the facts as they stand, 
including evidence left by James 
Nicolson himself. Equally, this 
submission is not intended to 
demean or diminish in any way 
the bravery of this Battle of 
Britain pilot. 

We must look first at the 
claims that Nicolson shot down 
the Messerschmitt 110 that had 
attacked him.

On examination of all available 
evidence there is, quite simply, 
absolutely nothing to suggest that 
any such victory over a Me 110 was 
achieved by Nicolson  there were 
no wrecks on the ground, or in the 
sea, that might correspond to such 
a claim. And there are no losses 
recorded in Luftwaffe records that 
might correspond to such a loss. That 
aside, though, we must look at what 
Nicolson actually said himself in his 

Combat Report of the action. It is 
highly significant

“Reflector sight was on but 
cannot swear whether firing 
button was at ‘Safe’ or ‘Fire’”

Of course, this whole action 
was over in seconds and Nicolson 
was simultaneously engulfed in 
fire, wounded by cannon fire and 
struggling to get out of his stricken 
Hurricane all in the same moments 
that he briefly stayed put to ‘have a 
go’ at his attacker. However, it must 
be concluded that he actually didn’t 
shoot down the Me.110 and, to be 
fair, he never claimed that he did. 
Instead, he only ever claimed it as 
‘Inconclusive. One Me 110 probably 
destroyed.’ It was only after the 
event that the news media and 
writers began to present the action 
as one which definitely involved the 
destruction of a Messerschmitt 110. 
It didn’t  

Next, we need to look at claims that 
he was fired at, and hit, by the LDV. 

As we saw in the article in question, 
doubts have previously been raised 
about who had fired at Nicolson 
from the ground as he descended by 
parachute. Was it the LDV? Or was 
it the Army – in this instance, the 
Royal Engineers? Certainly, there is 
circumstantial evidence that the fired 
cartridge cases found on the ground 
at ‘the scene of the crime’ were 
.303 cases whereas the local LDV 
were all issued with .300 rifles. Not 
only that, but we need to consider 
what Nicolson himself stated in his 
Combat Report

“I was shot in the buttocks by 
an LDV just before landing”

But was he?
Certainly, Nicolson’s preserved 

tunic, lifejacket and shoe from 
this action bears evidence of 
multiple peppering from what one 
might conclude could be shotgun 
pellets. In reality though, they are 
something else.

We know that Nicolson’s cockpit 
area was hit by cannon shells, 
and again we turn to his Combat 
Report for the detail

“…[I was] struck in the cockpit 

by four successive cannon shells, 
damaging the hood, firing the 
reserve tank and damaging my 
leg and thigh” 

Of course, these cannon shells 
were explosive 20mm rounds which 
would have sent splinters, some of 
them tiny, flying around the cockpit 
and the injuries to Nicolson and 
the damage to his flying clothing 
are entirely consistent with such an 
occurrence. Not only that, but the 
peppering caused by these splinters 
could easily have been confused 
with shotgun pellets if the ‘evidence’ 
of Nicolson being fired at by an LDV 
soldier was taken into consideration. 
Could it be that somebody put two 
and two together and came up with 
five? Did they assume that the ‘LDV 
soldier’ was armed with a shotgun, 
and that this was the cause of the 
multiple ‘pellet like’ injuries 
to Nicolson? 

Either way, we know that the 
local LDV had .300 rifles, and the 
regular troops .303, and if a round 
from either weapon  ad hit him in 
the buttocks then his injuries would 
have been significantly worse. And 
we know for a fact that he wasn’t 
hit by a ground-fired rifle bullet. 
Additionally, for shotgun pellets to 
have caused such deep wounds and 
lacerations then it is likely that the 
shot(s) would need to have been 
fired from relatively close quarters. 

The conclusion must be that 
Nicolson saw and heard that he 
was being fired at from the ground 
but, mercifully, none of those shots 
actually hit him. Later, though, 
the shell splinter injuries were 
attributed to a rogue LDV soldier 
with his shotgun. However, it 
became an established ‘fact’ that 
he had been shot at and injured 
by the LDV at the time and this 
was confirmed in the report of 
Nicolson’s CO, Sqn Ldr ohn Grandy, 
who wrote on 19 August 1940

“Flt Lt Nicolson landed near 
Eastleigh aerodrome. He was 
shot at and injured by an LDV 
during the last part of his 
descent.”

Thus, Flt Lt Nicolson’s ‘definite’ 
shooting down of a Messerschmitt 
110 and his ‘definite’ wounding by 
trigger-happy LDV soldiers have 
become established ‘facts’ of the 
Battle of Britain. However, both 
claims should be treated with caution 
while, at the same time, recognising 
the bravery of Nicolson and the 
injuries and pain that he endured 
– especially those while he tried 
to remain in his burning Hurricane 
cockpit in order to engage the foe. 

There is, though, one last mystery.
The Victoria Cross awarded to 

Flt Lt Nicolson is engraved on its 
obverse with the date 10 November 
1940 whereas the date of his action 
which ought to be engraved there is 
1  August 1940. However, when a 
VC was awarded for actions over a 
sustained period then the engraved 
date is that of the London Ga ette 
publication of the award. In this case, 
the London Ga ette date was 1  
November and so Nicolson’s medal 
conforms to neither convention. 
A small detail in the bigger story, 
though. However, the ‘bigger story’ 
might be that Nicolson was always 
self-conscious about his award which 
he privately considered to be ‘for all 
the others’ who flew and fought in 
the Battle of Britain. 

Andrew Evans. By email.

Battle of Britain Victoria Cross Controversy
by four successive cannon shells, 

with shotgun pellets if the ‘evidence’ 

Battle of Britain Victoria Cross Controversy

Nicolson actually said himself in his only that, but we need to consider 
what Nicolson himself stated in his 
Combat Report

an LDV just before landing”

tunic, lifejacket and shoe from 
this action bears evidence of 

something else.

area was hit by cannon shells, 

Flt Lt James Brindley Nicolson VC, 
249 Squadron, 1940.

The blood-stained lifejacket worn 
by Nicolson on 16 August 1940 
with holes supposedly made by 
shotgun pellets but probably 
caused by shell splinters.
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The author of the Letter of the Month may 
select a book of their choice (maximum value £25) 
from the extensive range of titles available 
at www.pen-and-sword.co.uk

SIR - As a subscriber to Britain 
at War magazine I decided to 
take with me my unopened 
copy of the November issue 
on my pre-Armistice Day 
pilgrimage around a number 
of First World War sites on the 
Western Front across Belgium 
and France.

On the second day of my journey I 
chanced across the Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission plot at 
Flavy-le-Martel Communal Cemetery 
and wandered around looking at 
the headstones there and reflecting 
on the stories of the men buried 
beneath them. In a thoughtful mood, 
and before I had the chance to 
take any photographs, I was forced 
to retreat to my car in the face of 
squally showers and decided to 
partake of my packed lunch. I duly 
settled down with my baguette and 
fromage and broke out my copy of 

Britain at War. Imagine my surprise, 
then, when I found Mark Crame’s 
truly excellent piece ‘With the 
Lancers to France’ as I realised that I 
had just travelled across much of the 
terrain described in Mark’s article, 
but without being aware of the story 
of The 1 th ( ueens) Lancers who 
had fought there in 1914. More to 
the point, I found reference to a 
Private Charles Smith being killed 
on 29 August 1914. It rang a bell, 
and when that bell had rung I have 
to say that I got goose-bumps. Not 
five minutes beforehand I had been 
standing in front of Private Charles 
Smith’s grave, wondering about 
his story. Of all the hundreds of 
thousands of war graves in France, I 
had just visited his. And now, quite 
by chance, I was reading about him. 
When I had collected my thoughts 
and gathered my composure I 
ventured back into the burial plot to 
photograph his grave.

I still don’t know very much about 
Pte C Smith, L 3 3 , of ‘D’ Squadron 
1 th ( ueens) Lancers other than 
that he was 22 years old and 
born at Camberwell, London, and 
was the son of William Henry and 
Agnes Mary Smith of East Dulwich. 
However, he will certainly be in my 
thoughts on Remembrance Sunday 
this year and every year.

Sometimes, truth is stranger 
than fiction.

Peter J Herbert, Swaffham 
Bulbeck, Cambridge.

Goosebumps At The 
Graveside: A Strange 

Coincidence 

Liberator FL910: What 
Happened To The Crew?

'Britain at War' Magazine, PO Box 3 0, Hastings, East Sussex, TN34 9 A  contact@britainatwar.com

FIELD POST

SIR - While exploring junk shops 
and bookshops during my 
summer holidays in Cornwall 
this year I came across a packet 
of wartime press clippings 
about U-Boats, together with 
a number of old negatives in a 
buff coloured official RAF folder. 
Most of the newspaper cuttings 
depicted un-named personnel 
but one of them appeared 
to show the wreckage of an 
aircraft. Intrigued, I had the 
negative developed and found 
that I was looking at an image 
of a wrecked RAF B-24 Liberator 
with the tail number FL910.

ust some basic research very 
quickly showed this to be a Liberator 
of 224 Squdron which had crashed 
whilst attempting to land at RAF 
Predannack in Corwall  just a few 
miles from the shop in Helston where 
I found this little treasure-trove. FL910 
had been on an anti-submarine patrol 
when it found and attacked the -21  
south-west of Ireland, which it sank 

with all hands. However, the Liberator 
had been crippled by one of its own 
depth-charges but managed to limp 
back to Cornwall. The pilot lost control 
on the final approach to the airfield 
and the aircraft crashed and was 
badly broken-up. Some of the crew 
included Flt Sgt Ron ohnson, Sgt Sam 
Patterson, Sgt George Lenson and a 
Fg Off Sleep. 

Beyond that, I know very little 
of their story or any further facts 
about the loss of FL910 but I thought 
your readers would be interested 
if I shared the photograph of the 
wrecked Liberator with them. It looks 
to me as though anyone on board 
would have been very lucky to walk 
away from that. I wonder if any 
readers can  add any more details? 
There must be quite a story here.

Michael Lucas, by email.

Editor's note: Please send 
any information or nuggets to 
the email or postal address on 
this page.

SIR - I have just finished 
reading the excellent article 
‘Fatal Finale’ (Britain at War, 
November 2014) on the Battle of 
Dogger Bank.  The two pictures 
on page 87 are, however, 
undoubtedly wrongly captioned. 
The top picture (shown 
right) purports to show the 
attle r i er  Indomitable 

whereas it is, in fact, a pre- 
Dreadnought battleship, 
probably of the Duncan class. 

The lower picture is not HMS 
Lion but instead is HMS Tiger, a 
battlecruiser easily recognised 
by her evenly spaced funnels. 
Together these ships were 
known as the ‘Splendid Cats’

I do hope you will appreciate this 
correction as I know you strive for 
accuracy in your superb maga ine.

Wil liam Murray by email

Editor: Whilst we do indeed 
strive for absolute accuracy, 

we sometimes get it wrong 
and are always pleased 
to hear from readers 
pointing out mistakes. Our 
thanks go to William for 
writing in about this. In 
mitigation, photographs 
sometimes come to us 
wrongly captioned – even 
from reliable sources. This 
is what happened here and 
it isn’t always easy to spot 
such errors.

Wrong Warships
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RAY’S DRIFT 
Gallipoli, April 1915

W
HEN WAR was declared 
in August 1914, Private 
Arthur Rayfield, a regular 

soldier, was serving with the 4th 
Battalion Worcestershire Regiment 
in Burma. With every trained soldier 
needed on the Western Front, the 
4th Worcesters were recalled, with 
the battalion leaving Mandalay 
in December 1914 and eventually 
reaching Bombay where it embarked 
on HMT Devana on 1 January 1915. 
The battalion arrived at Avonmouth 
docks, Bristol, a month later.

The 4th Worcesters were placed in 
billets at Banbury, being brigaded (as 
the 88th) with the 2nd Hampshire and 
1st Essex battalions. Later these were 
joined by a Territorial battalion, the 
5th Royal Scots. Along with the 86th 
and 87th brigades, the 88th Brigade 
made up the 29th Division. By early 
March the division was ready to go to 
war, but instead of France, the 29th 
sailed for the Dardanelles.

“We left Leamington on the night 
of March 20th embarking on ‘H.M.S. 
Aragon’ early Sunday morn March 21st 
sailing out under darkness of night the 
same day,” Arthur Rayfield wrote of 
the journey to Gallipoli. “The weather 
was calm the whole way; we called at 
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Ray’s DriftRay’s Drift
The daring and costly assault on the beaches at the southern tip 
of the Gallipoli Peninsula began on 25 April 1915. Private Arthur 
Rayfield survived the surf, bullets and shells to tell his story in 
a terrifying account he called ‘Ray’s Drift’. Martin Mace tells the 
story, with the help of excerpts from Arthur’s unedited text.

Malta for a few hours, then made for 
Alexandria, Egypt, there we camped on 
the beach for 3 days. Then we embarked 
on the same ship and anchored out in the 
harbour while the other ships were being 
got ready. (All this time we had been 
running down rope ladders and rowing in 
small boats in full equipment for practice). 
We eventually left Alexandria and 
proceeded to Lemnos, where we stayed 
until all the ships had concentrated.”

‘V’ BEACH
The 29th Division was to spearhead the 
landing on the Turkish held southern 
part of the Gallipoli Peninsula. A 
combined Anglo-French Mediterranean 
Expeditionary Force, led by General 
Sir Ian Standish Monteith Hamilton, 
was detailed to capture Gallipoli 

so that the Allied fleets could pass 
through the Dardanelles and bombard 
Constantinople. This, it was hoped, 
would force the Turks to withdraw 
from their alliance with Germany, thus 
relieving pressure on Russia and offering 
the possibility of opening another front 
on Germany’s eastern flank.

Hamilton decided to land the 29th 
Division on five separate beaches, 
labelled as ‘W’, ‘X’, ‘Y’, ‘V’ and ‘S’. All 
these beaches were small and, as 
Hamilton admitted, they appeared to be 
strongly defended. 

“In most of these landing-places 
the trenches and lines of wire 
entanglements were plainly visible from 
on board ship,” he wrote in his report. 
“What seemed to be gun emplacements 
and infantry redoubts could also be 

RIGHT: Men of 
1st Battalion 
Essex Regiment 
come ashore at 
‘W’ Beach, later 
on the morning 
of 25 April 1915, 
after it had been 
secured through 
the determination 
of 1st Battalion, 
Lancashire 
Fusiliers. (IWM; 
Q37880)

MIDDLE RIGHT: 
An artist’s 
depiction of 
the men of the 
1st Battalion 
Lancashire 
Fusiliers landing 
on ‘W’ Beach on 
25 April 1915. 
The barbed wire 
defences caused 
the British troops 
great difficulties.

BOTTOM RIGHT: 
A pre-war studio 
photograph 
of Private 
Arthur Rayfield. 
(COURTESY OF MRS 
KATE ALLEN, PRIVATE 
ARTHUR RAYFIELD’S 
DAUGHTER)

MAIN PICTURE: The stretch of Gallipoli shoreline on which the men of the 4th Battalion, 
Worcestershire Regiment landed on 25 April 1915, as it appears today. This view 
of Lancashire Landing, or ‘W’ Beach, was taken looking east along its length in the 
direction of Cape Helles. (ALL IMAGES HISTORIC MILITARY PRESS UNLESS STATED OTHERWISE) 

Malta for a few hours, then made for 
Alexandria, Egypt, there we camped on 

so that the Allied fleets could pass 
through the Dardanelles and bombard 

the determination 

Malta for a few hours, then made for so that the Allied fleets could pass 
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Ray’s Drift

made out through a telescope, but of 
the full extent of these defences and of 
the forces available to man them there 
was no possibility of judging.”

Therein lay the problem. No-one 
on the Allied side really knew how 
many men the Turks had to defend 
the Gallipoli coast or how well 
prepared they were. It was, in fact, 
the Turkish Fifth Army which was 
given responsibility for defending 
the Dardanelles, under the command 
of Generalleutnant Otto Liman von 
Sanders, the head of the German 
Military Mission to Constantinople. Von 
Sanders, greatly assisted by Lieutenant 

end, but there was another fort, Fort 
Ertugrul or Fort No.1, at the opposite 
end. Despite the fact that both of these 
two fortifications had been damaged 
by naval gunfire, their crumbled walls 
and the ruined outskirts of the village 
afforded cover for enemy riflemen, 
snipers and machine-guns, while from 
the terraced slopes the defenders were 
able to command the open beach.

“On the 24th April we had orders to 
prepare for action and steamed for the 
Peninsula in the afternoon,” continued 
Arthur Rayfield. “Before daybreak on the 
25th April we got within sound of the 
naval guns, which looked very pretty as 
we could see regular flashes but could 
not distinguish the ships. 
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Arthur Rayfield. “Before daybreak on the 
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end, but there was another fort, Fort end, but there was another fort, Fort 

Colonel Mustafa Kemal, whose 19th 
Division occupied the southern part 
of the peninsula, had examined every 
likely landing beach and had, as much 
as time permitted, organized their 
defensive arrangements.

The 88th Brigade was to form the 
reserve, to be deployed after the 
other two brigades had established 
themselves on their respective beaches. 
The 4th Worcesters were to land on 
‘V’ beach which was approximately 
350 yards long and just ten yards 
wide. It was overlooked by the old 
castle (known also as Fort No.3) and 
village of Sedd-el-Bahr at the eastern 

ABOVE: The 
landing beaches, 
including ‘W’ 
Beach, of the 
British 29th 
Division at Cape 
Helles on 25 
April 1915. The 
approximate 
location of 
the front line 
established by 
the night of 26 
April is shown 
by the red 
dash-dot line. 
The front line 
reached by the 
night of April 27 
is shown by the 
red dotted line.

Sanders, greatly assisted by Lieutenant Sanders, greatly assisted by Lieutenant village of Sedd-el-Bahr at the eastern 
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As we steamed in closer under cover of 
the battleships we were transferred to a 
lighter and steamed in still closer to our 
goal. Shells were flying round from all 
directions but only one man on our boat 
was hit. We were then transferred to 
small rowing boats and rowed ashore. 
The casualties of our first boat consisted 
of the Brigadier General and Brigade 
Major being killed, two of my company 
Officers and four privates being wounded. 
We came under rifle and machine 
gun fire as soon as we left the lighters. 
Respective Brigade had certain parts of 
the beach to land upon. My Brigade were 
supposed to land on X beach [in fact it 

was ‘V’ Beach], but after the first boat had 
suffered so much, as two machine guns 
were located quite close under the wall of 
the Fort, the Naval Officers ordered us to 
be taken to W beach.”

LANCASHIRE LANDING
The 1st Battalion Lancashire Fusiliers 
had already landed on ‘W’ Beach but 
encountered very stiff opposition from 
No.12 Company of the Ottoman 3/26 
Regiment. The beach itself was about 200 
yards long and 10 yards wide, with cliffs 
on each side, on the left scaleable, on the 
right precipitous with a track accessible 
beneath them. On the right the ground 
sloped up to Hill 138, where the Turks had 
a redoubt well protected by thick barbed-
wire entanglements. There were Turkish 
trenches everywhere.

The beach itself was covered with 
wire down to the water’s edge and 
beneath it. The Lancashire Fusiliers had 
cleared the beach but were scattered 
precariously on the cliff tops above. The 
task allotted to the 4th Worcesters, which 
was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel 
Douglas Edward Cayley, was to capture 
the high ground on the right of the beach, 
with the objective of then working 
towards ‘V’ Beach and taking the Turkish 
defenders there in the flank.

        TURKISH DEFENCESTURKISH DEFENCES                TURKISH DEFENCES

Following the First World War, the Turkish government 
built a series of modern defences throughout the 
Gallipoli Peninsula. This concrete pillbox overlooks the 
eastern end of what was ‘W’ Beach. The incredible effort 
shown by the men of the Lancashire Fusiliers there on 
25 April 1915 resulted in the award of an astonishing six 
Victoria Crosses for actions that lasted little more than 
an hour – the famous “Six VCs Before Breakfast”. So 
moved was General Hamilton at the events on this small 
strip of the Gallipoli Penisnula, that he later ordered 
that ‘W’ Beach be renamed ‘Lancashire Landing’. It is 
still known by that name today.

“We were under fire all the time,” 
continued Private Rayfield, “and could 
see men struggling in the water, their 
equipment holding them down to 
eventually drown. Naval men dived and 
cut some lose but hundreds perished. I 
saw many brave deeds done that day. 
The sea near the beach was red. 

“Well I landed without being hit and 
with those that could we fixed bayonets 
and charged the Turks from the top of 
the beach, when we got to the top a lot 
fell as the Turks had another trench 
about 20 yds in rear and they could 
hardly miss us as we got over the top, 
but they did, and we charged them out 
and occupied their trenches. We held 
them off until more men were landed, 
then we advanced a short distance and 

As we steamed in closer under cover of 
the battleships we were transferred to a 

was ‘V’ Beach], but after the first boat had 
suffered so much, as two machine guns 

supposed to land on X beach [in fact it 

LEFT: The western 
end of ‘W’ Beach 
today. Having 
come ashore, 
the men of the 
4th Worcesters 
battled their way 
inland to the 
left of this view, 
having been 
ordered to force 
their way over the 
headland towards 
‘V’ Beach. 

BELOW LEFT: 
Remains of 
Turkish trenches 
were pictured on 
the slopes behind 
the eastern end of 
‘W’ Beach.
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The preserved remains of Fort 
Ertuğrul, or Fort No.1, which overlooked 
the western end of ‘V’ Beach; the old castle 
(known also as Fort No.3) and village of Sedd-el-Bahr, 
at the eastern end, lie beyond these structures in the distance 
on the opposite side of the beach. It was the general area of Fort 
Ertuğrul that the 4th Worcesters reached on the evening of 25 April 1915.
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consolidated ourselves there, night 
overtaking us at this stage.”

The Turkish redoubt with its thick belt 
of high barbed wire was a formidable 
obstacle and had hardly been damaged 
in the preliminary bombardment by 
the guns of the Royal Navy’s warships. 
No way round could be found and it 
became clear that paths must be cut 
through the entanglement. 

The only instruments available 
were the wire-cutters carried by the 
troops. Volunteers were called for 
and many came forward. As they 
clipped away at the wire, bullets from 
the redoubt struck all around them. 
Undeterred, the troops cutting the wire 
crawled under the fence and continued 
their work. Many turned on their backs 
and thus cut away at the wire above 
them. The enemy fire was intense and 
one after another those brave men were 
killed or wounded. However, lanes were 
gradually cut through the wire and at 

about 14.00 hours the Worcesters and 
the 1st Essex, which had also landed, 
pushed up the slope only to encounter 
yet more wire and the rifles and 
machine-guns from a second redoubt 
on another hillock 300 yards beyond. 
Eventually this position was overcome, 
at the cost of yet more lives, and by 
around 16.00 hours the cliff top and the 
beach were in British hands.

The Turks were not going to let the 
men of the 29th Division rest on their 
laurels and, as darkness fell, they 
attacked. “We kept up a rapid fire all 
night repelling their attacks,” wrote 
Arthur Rayfield, “and I and others think 
that that was all that saved us, as, if 
the enemy had only but known our 
strength, and had the pluck, they could 
have driven us to London, but instead of 
them advancing they retired. 

“At dawn we joined forces with the 
Fusilier Brigade and attacked a Fort that 
their infantry was holding and after a 

stubborn fight we drove them off with 
the bayonet. We then held the Fort and 
trenches around reaching to the other 
side of the Peninsula. We held these 
trenches all next day repelling a severe 
night attack. We then advanced about 
two miles without being checked by a 
shot and entrenched there for the night.”

THE FIRST BATTLE OF KRITHIA
The first day’s objective had been to 
secure the village of Krithia and the 
nearby heights of Achi Baba, the highest 
point on the southern section of the 
peninsula. Though this had not been 
achieved, the 29th Division was now 
firmly established on Gallipoli and 
Hamilton ordered Achi Baba to be taken.

In what became known as the First 
Battle of Krithia, a bombardment of 
the Turkish positions on the hill began 
at 08.00 hours by the guns of the fleet. 
Arthur Rayfield recalled the battle: “Next 
morning April 28th we advanced to 

stubborn fight we drove them off with 
the bayonet. We then held the Fort and 
stubborn fight we drove them off with 
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morning April 28th we advanced to morning April 28th we advanced to gradually cut through the wire and at their infantry was holding and after a 

ABOVE RIGHT: 
The 4th 
Worcesters’ 
‘C’ Company 
football team 
in 1914, Private 
Arthur Rayfield 
is bottom left. 
(COURTESY OF 
MRS KATE ALLEN) 

BOTTOM LEFT: 
Remains of 
Allied landing 
stages and 
piers at ‘W’ 
Beach in 
September 
2014.

BOTTOM 
RIGHT: The wall 
of Lancashire 
Landing CWGC 
Cemetery, a 
short distance 
from ‘W’ 
Beach.

One of the two 24 cm/35 SK L/35 guns that were 
emplaced at Fort Ertuğrul can still be seen by visitors 
today, though it is uncertain if this is the artillery 
piece that was knocked out by HMS Queen Elizabeth 
during a bombardment on 25 February 1915.
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“We covered their retirement and I 
thought we had stayed too long as the 
Turks were coming in hundreds some 
to fall down. When we had the order to 
retire we had to do it as we were taught 
‘at the walk’. Judge the sensation with 
bullets flying all around you. After some 
occasional shots at the enemy we retired 
to our trenches of the previous day.”

The attack of the 29th Division had 
been defeated as much by the ground 
as by the enemy. The further up the 
peninsula the troops advanced, the more 
difficult the terrain became, as they 
encountered the four great ravines that 
ran from the heights around Achi Baba 
towards Cape Helles. The 88th Brigade, 
in the centre, had been particularly 
disadvantaged, having to start its advance 
from three different locations and 

the now well known hill ‘Achi Baba’ the 
position we had hoped to take up the 
first day. The enemy opened fire as soon 
as we started to advance but we still 
pushed on until we neared the ‘Death 
Trap’ as we called it. 

“At about a hundred yards from the 
foot of the hill we were resting taking 
cover behind a little mound, when we 
had orders to take up a new position 
about hundred yards forward across 
open ground. The ground seemed quite 
hard, but when we started to run across, 
our feet gradually sank in lower and 
lower (it was a freshly planted rice field), 
and we had only got three parts of the 
way when all fell down exhausted, we 
all groaned and crawled as fast as our 
limbs would take us to the cover. I and 
all around me were plastered with mud, 

the rifles also inches thick, [rendering 
them] all useless for a while. 

“I looked round to see how many had 
suffered and was glad to find all had got 
up. I and a chap next to me had a bullet 
through our packs.

“We cleaned our rifles as soon as 
possible as if the enemy had come 
then we could only have used our fists 
or the bayonet as a knife. We then 
advanced another fifty yards and 
the enemy started to retire but soon 
noticed that our numbers had lessened 
and returned over the top of the hill. 
My Officer said he would not retire 
from them but would rather die, so 
we thought all was over as we were 
weak in men and ammunition but the 
general order came to retire and they 
started to retire on our left. 

Gallipoli, April 1915
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LEFT: A series 
of reconstructed 
Turkish trenches 
on the heights at 
Fort Ertuğrul.

RIGHT: The small 
notebook in 
which Private 
Arthur Rayfield 
wrote his 
description of 
the landings at 
‘W’ Beach, and 
the subsequent 
fighting inland, 
with the title 
‘Ray’s Drift’. It 
was completed 
during his 
convalescence at 
Tardebigge V.A.D. 
Hospital, Hewell, 
Worcestershire, 
in August 1915. 
(COURTESY OF MRS 
KATE ALLEN)

BOTTOM: 
Overlooking 
‘V’ Beach, with 
Sedd-el-Bahr 
and the castle 
beyond, these 
reconstructed 
Turkish trenches 
at Fort Ertuğrul 
mark the furthest 
advance made 
by the 4th 
Worcesters on 25 
April. Note the 
Commonwealth 
War Graves 
Commission’s V 
Beach Cemetery 
in the distance.
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in two different directions. It was also 
noted that the men of the 88th, under 
constant Turkish fire for two days, were 
tired before they even tried to cover the 
tangled, soft and broken ground. 

Because of heavy casualties sustained 
during the landings of the 25th, 
many officers were also occupying 
commands that were new to them. The 
British official history noted that, “All 
three brigades were in the charge of 
inexperienced brigadiers. Only one of the 
three brigade-majors was left alive, and of 
the twelve original battalion commanders 
only three remained on duty.” Added 
to this, only 20 artillery pieces were 
available for close support of the attacking 
troops. By the end of the day, the British 
and accompanying French troops were 
back at their start lines, having suffered a 
combined loss of around 3,000 men. 

Arthur Rayfield described the 
precarious situation the 29th Division 
was in after the battle: “We had suffered 
heavily and were short of ammunition 
and God knows how we would have 
got on that night if they had attacked 

us, but they didn’t, they delayed it 
24 hours and attacked us about 

11 p.m. the following night. We 
repulsed them two or three 
times and subsequently when 
we thought all was lost as 

we had orders to die with the 

bayonet. From the rear in sprang some 
freshly landed troops with plenty of 
ammunition and turned a rear defeat 
into victory. We started to work again 
with a will until the enemy wavered, 
and then we rushed at them and drove 
them back inflicting heavy losses, ours 
were slight compared to theirs. We then 
held the same trenches for four or five 
days waiting for more reinforcements.”

COUNTER-ATTACK
With no prospect off breaking through 
the Turkish positions until powerfully 
reinforced, the 29th Division dug in to 
consolidate the ground they occupied. 
The Turks saw the weakness of their 
enemies and sought to push the Allies 
back to the beaches. 

“The enemy attacked us on May 
1st,” recalled Private Rayfield, “but we 
drove them back inflicting very heavy 
punishment as we buried over 2,000 
Turks the next morning ... A couple 
of nights later they attacked our right 
‘The French’ and we were sent over 
to reinforce them, but we were not 
needed we found, as the Ghurkas 
[sic] were there previous to us, and 
the Turks had just captured a French 
75mm and were dragging 
it away when 
the Little 
Johnnies 

went after them, slew them all with 
their knives and brought the gun back. 

“A little later they charged again, and 
afterwards the French 75s had their own 
back playing a game of skittles with them 
as they retired. A couple of days later 
May 6th we were ordered to advance 
again toward Achi Baba hill and in so 
doing I was wounded by shrapnel in the 
[left] arm rendering it useless, I retired to 
the beach ‘The Base Hospital’ and from 
there I was sent to Cairo Egypt. There the 
doctors found my arm would take a long 
time to heal so sent me home to England 
to a hospital in Birmingham. There they 
found an operation was necessary. After 
a stay of three weeks in the Birmingham 

Hospital they transferred me to this 
convalescent home to recuperate 
my health.”
Rayfield had been wounded at 

the Second Battle of Krithia which 
lasted from 6 to 8 May 1915. It too was a 
failure, costing the Allies more than 6,000 
men – indeed, about a third of the Allied 
soldiers who fought in the battle became 
casualties. Though wounded, Arthur was 
one of the lucky ones who survived.

ABOVE RIGHT: 
Due to his 
injuries, Arthur 
Rayfield (back 
left, with his 
father and 
siblings) was 
discharged from 
the Army, on 21 
August 1916. He 
died in January 
1953. (COURTESY 
OF MRS KATE ALLEN)

LEFT & RIGHT: 
This Turkish 
memorial 
depicting three 
Turkish soldiers, 
a flag unfurled 
above them 
and charging 
with rifles in 
hand, is located 
just behind the 
reconstructed 
trenches at 
Fort Ertuğrul. It 
commemorates 
in particular 
the actions of 
Sergeant Yahya 
Chavus and his 
men who did 
much to hinder 
the British 
troops in 
this area.  

www.britainatwar.com30



Western Front F_P.indd   1 12/11/2014   10:34



www.britainatwar.com32

LEFT BEHIND
North West Europe, 1940 and 1941

D
URING THE Battle of France, and 
in the fi ghting across the Low 
Countries, the aircraft of RAF 

Bomber Command had fought hard and 
tirelessly, mostly against overwhelming 
odds, and in what became a futile allied 
effort to stem the German advance 
towards the Channel coast. Very often, 
the aircraft were committed at low level, 
either without fi ghter escort or else with 
no escort at all. For the most part, these 
operations were conducted in broad 
daylight and involved either medium 
or light bombers: Bristol Blenheims or 
Fairey Battles. 

Inevitably, losses were high and 
wrecks were usually left where they 

LEFT BEHIND
North West Europe, 1940 and 1941North West Europe, 1940 and 1941

Left Behind
DD

URING THE Battle of France, and URING THE Battle of France, and 

Left BehindLeft BehindLeft BehindLeft BehindLeft Behind
In our September edition (Issue 89) Chris Goss presented a selection of images 
depicting RAF fighters lost in France during 1940. Here, he introduces his follow-
up with a collection of photographs, mostly showing RAF bombers that had 
been lost or abandoned in North West Europe during 1940 and 1941.

fell until they eventually became 
objects of curiosity for the advancing 
and occupying German forces. As such, 
these downed aircraft provided popular 
backgrounds for souvenir ‘holiday 
snaps’ as the victorious German troops 
posed with their ‘prizes’ and often 
stripped trophies from the wrecks. 

Sometimes, the aircraft were not 
those actually shot down or those 
which had crashed during combat 
operations; they might have been 
hulks abandoned on airfi elds as the 
RAF retreated. Some of these were 
aircraft that could not be made 
serviceable, so were generally burned 
before the British fi nally left. Others 

Left BehindLeft BehindLeft BehindLeft BehindLeft BehindLeft BehindLeft BehindLeft Behind
Bombers and other 
types in the dark days

had actually been bombed and 
destroyed on their airfi elds. 

Later, when the Battle of Britain got 
into its stride and as the RAF started to 
mount raids against Germany, so RAF 
Bomber Command was committed 
against the French Channel ports 
where potential invasion fl eets 
were being assembled, then hitting 
industrial and military targets around 
the Third Reich’s homeland. 
Mostly, this fascinating selection 

comprises images of bomber aircraft 
although one or two other non-
bomber types are included. All are 
representative of this dark period in 
Britain’s Second World War history. 

types in the dark daystypes in the dark days

into its stride and as the RAF started to 

types in the dark daystypes in the dark daystypes in the dark daystypes in the dark daystypes in the dark days
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1 & 2. The first images in this collection are redolent of the chaos and 
desperate stakes of the final days during the retreat and evacuation 

from France, and this photograph succinctly sums up the situation both 
in the air and on the ground during that early summer of 1940. Here, 

the wreck of a crumpled-up Westland Lysander lies on the slopes of Fort 
Risban at Calais as the town and port burn in the background on 27 

May 1940. This is believed to be L6863 of 26 Squadron, shot down as it 
flew in a sortie involving 12 Lysanders of the squadron dropping water 

and ammunition to the beleaguered British troops in Calais and 
killing Plt Off Ernest Howarth and LAC John Bolton.
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3. Looking down the slope where the Lysander 
crashed, you can see the makeshift field grave of 
Howarth and Bolton which has also been symbolically 
marked with two French steel helmets. 

3. 
crashed, you can see the makeshift field grave of 
Howarth and Bolton which has also been symbolically 
marked with two French steel helmets. 

3. 
crashed, you can see the makeshift field grave of 
Howarth and Bolton which has also been symbolically 
marked with two French steel helmets. 

N

UMBER

3

4 & 5. One of the more unusual losses during the fall 
of France was this DC-3 (later known to the RAF as 
the Dakota), lost on 23 May 1940. It was part of the 
RAF’s 24 Squadron, a communications unit with a 
variety of civilian types pressed into military service. 
It was a former Belgian civilian airliner with the 
registration OO-AUI. Over Calais the DC-3 was hit by 
flak and part of the left wing was torn off with the 
Belgian pilot, Sgt Raymond Chartier, making a forced-
landing at Arques where the aircraft caught fire. 
The navigator was killed and two of the passengers 
wounded, while Chartier was shot by German troops 
as he tried to escape and reach French lines. The 
other passengers were taken POW, including Plt 
Off Benson Freeman of 24 Sqn. The civilian flight 
engineer, Piet Vrebos, was captured but later 
released. Also on board was Capt John Hoare of BOAC 
who was killed and is buried in Arques churchyard. 
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6. Captain Hoare of the British Overseas Airways Corporation (a forerunner of British Airways) had been 
the pilot of this Armstrong-Whitworth Ensign, formerly a British civilian airliner registered G-ADSX and 
named ‘Elysian’. This grainy shot, taken by an advancing German soldier, shows the burnt out hulk of 
the aircraft on Merville aerodrome after it had been strafed by Messerschmitt 109s.
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9. On 12 May 1940, Fairey Battle P2193 of 103 
Squadron was shot down by flak during an attack 
on enemy columns advancing between Bouillon and 
Sedan, resulting in the deaths of Plt Off Edgar E 
Morton and AC1 Alex S Ross. The aircraft crashed at 
the village of Curfoz and was a popular attraction for 
German troops with many photographs of this aircraft 
turning up from different sources across the years.

7. The Blenheims of 53 Squadron suffered 
particularly heavily over the 1940 period 
and this example sits in a French field, its 
crew POW.

7a. Unable even to make the English 
Channel, this unidentified Bristol Blenheim 
sits forlornly on a French beach as German 
personnel begin the task of recovering it.

8. Typically, wrecks like these attracted the 
attention of the occupying German troops.
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14. During the first four days of the German ‘Blitzkrieg’ assault that began on 
10 May 1940 the RAF Fairey Battle force suffered appallingly with 70 aircraft 
lost from some 130 sorties, representing a loss ratio of just over 50 per cent. 
The official campaign narrative described this state of affairs as a ‘suicidal rate’ 
and the Fairey Battles were grounded for several days as urgent changes to the 
RAF’s day bombing policy were implemented. Low level day bombing by small 
formations was dropped in favour of individual attacks from higher altitude, and 
finally a switch to purely night bombing was ordered. This is one of the victims 
of those murderous four days in May 1940, loaded aboard a German railway 
wagon as it heads for the scrap processing depot.

14. During the first four days of the German ‘Blitzkrieg’ assault that began on 
10 May 1940 the RAF Fairey Battle force suffered appallingly with 70 aircraft 
14. During the first four days of the German ‘Blitzkrieg’ assault that began on 

10. Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German 
servicemen. This time, soldiers from the Wehrmacht take a keen 
interest in gaping at the enemy’s hardware. 

11. Luftwaffe airmen clamour for a trophy from a Fairey Battle shot down 
during the May 1940 offensive, with one airman peering into the engine 
compartment perhaps coveting the Rolls-Royce emblem he has just spied on 
the rocker box cover of the Merlin engine. 

13. Five days later, on 8 October, this 53 Squadron Blenheim was shot down 
by the same Flak battery at Freythun, all being killed as a result of their 
aircraft, T2036, disintegrating on hitting the ground. 

12. This original photograph is inscribed on the back, in German: 
‘Our shot down machine. Bristol Blenheim, the next morning. 3 
dead.  Near Pihen’. Pihen is a small hamlet 10 miles south-south-
west of Calais. In the Pihen cemetery are three graves, those of 
Sgt Ken Lord (pilot), Sgt Frank Bundock (Observer) and Sgt Hugh 
Dunbar (Wop/AG). All three men were the crew of this Blenheim, 
T1896 of 101 Sqn, based at RAF Watton. Tasked to attack Calais, it 
was clearly the victim of the photographer’s Flak gun and crashed 
killing the three airmen on 3 October 1940.

NN

UMBERR

12

N

UUMMBBEER

13

servicemen. This time, soldiers from the Wehrmacht take a keen servicemen. This time, soldiers from the Wehrmacht take a keen servicemen. This time, soldiers from the Wehrmacht take a keen 
interest in gaping at the enemy’s hardware. interest in gaping at the enemy’s hardware. interest in gaping at the enemy’s hardware. 

UUMBER

111111
U

Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German 
servicemen. This time, soldiers from the Wehrmacht take a keen servicemen. This time, soldiers from the Wehrmacht take a keen servicemen. This time, soldiers from the Wehrmacht take a keen 

NN

U

10. Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German 10. Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German Just another Fairey Battle and another gaggle of curious German 

N

NN

UMBER

10



www.britainatwar.com36

LEFT BEHIND
North West Europe, 1940 and 1941

N

UUMBER
1616

15. Although otherwise unidentified, this 18 Squadron Blenheim has come to 
grief somewhere in France. It would seem to have fallen to fighter attack, as 
evidenced by the bullet strikes in the fuselage. Gradually, the attrition rate was 
climbing and the losses to RAF aircraft and crews became near intolerable. 

N

UMBBEERR

1515

19. This burned-out hulk is believed to be the wreck of Bristol Blenheim 
R3595 of 57 Sqn which forced-landed at Le Quesnel on 17 May 
1940 following a reconnaissance sortie. The aircraft was strafed by 
Messerschmitt 109s on landing and set alight. Plt Off Ritchie, LAC G C 
P Haines and Sgt R M Wells were all wounded. (An alternative view is 
that this might be one of four unserviceable aircraft of 57 Squadron 
abandoned at Poix airfield as 57 Squadron withdrew to Crecy) 

20 Once again, this is another unidentified Blenheim of 18 Squadron. The 
squadron suffered grievous losses in France and on 19 May the remnants 
of the squadron were withdrawn to Britain. In France, its last base had 
been Crecy, a location more generally associated with a famous British 
victory rather than inglorious defeat.

16. The ‘LS’ code letters on the fuselage of this burned out 
Blenheim shows it to be an aircraft of 15 Squadron, although 
the specific details are unknown. Due to the chaos of the period, 
identifying which loss is which can be very challenging for 
researchers 75 years later. 

17.  This was Bristol Beaufort L4453 of 22 Squadron, lost on a 
minelaying operation on 9 May 1940.

18. Yet another meets a fiery end.
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16. 16. 
Blenheim shows it to be an aircraft of 15 Squadron, although 
the specific details are unknown. Due to the chaos of the period, 
identifying which loss is which can be very challenging for 
researchers 75 years later. 

17. 
minelaying operation on 9 May 1940.

18. 
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25. Of course, a great number of RAF fighters 
were also lost over this same period and 
many of these were covered in our previous 
‘Left Behind’ feature (Issue 89). Air Marshal 
Hugh Dowding, C-in-C RAF Fighter Command, 
had refused to send a single squadron 
of Spitfires to France as he realised that 
home defence would soon become crucial. 
Consequently, the vast majority of RAF 
fighters lost in France and the Low Countries 
over this period were Hurricanes. As we 
went to press, author Chris Goss acquired 
this image of an unidentified RAF Hurricane 
wreck in France during this same period. It 
is added as a postscript to this photographic 
record and as testimony to the losses to both 
RAF Bomber Command and Fighter Command 
that were almost draining away the offensive 
and defensive life-blood of both arms of 
the service at the most critical time in the 
nation’s history.

21. This was all that remained of a Handley Page Hampden of either 61 
or 83 Squadron shot down by Flak at Ahausen, east of Bremen, on 13 
August 1940. The tail-wheel is the only recognisable part, the remainder 
of the wreckage buried deeply in the ground. For the Luftwaffe, this was a 
difficult day on the Channel coast as their ‘Adler Tag’ operation went badly 
wrong. As this picture testifies, the RAF didn’t have it all their own way.

23. The slaughter of the Blenheim squadrons was as relentless as it was 
with the Battle squadrons, and this is L9241 of 110 Squadron that had 
been badly damaged by Messerschmitt 109s of 3./JG 53 and belly-landed 
at Orchies, France, on 14 May 1940. Sgts A R Storrow and E C Parker 
along with LAC Rowlands were unhurt and the aircraft was abandoned.

24. This was 
Hampden P1171 
(OL-P) of 83 Sqn, 
shot down by Flak 
whilst attacking 
Kiel. All four crew 
were killed when 
their aircraft came 
down on these mud-
flats close to the 
harbour installations 
they were attacking.

22. This was all that was left of Hampden AD900 of 144 Sqn, shot 
down by a nightfighter at Hoogskarspel, Netherlands, on 11/12 May 
1941. Two of the crew were killed and two taken POW.

N
UMBER

21

N

UMBER

22

N

UMBER

24

N

UMBER

23

N

UMBER

25



THE UK'S BEST SELLING MILITARY HISTORY TITLETHE UK'S BEST SELLING MILITARY HISTORY TITLE

Britain At War is dedicated to exploring every aspect of 
Britain's involvement in confl icts from the turn of the 20th 
century through to modern day. From World War 1 to 
the Falklands, World War 11 to Iraq, with rare and 
previously unseen photography. 

Now with bigger discounts on 24 issue subscriptions

THE UK'S BEST SELLING MILITARY HISTORY TITLE

S A V E
O V E R 
£27!*

O T H E R  T I T L E S  AVA I L A B L E  F R O M  K E Y  P U B L I S H I N G

3  E A S Y  WAY S  T O  O R D E R

AirForces Monthly is the 
world’s leading modern 
military aviation magazine 
featuring the world’s 
air forces, their confl icts, 
weaponry and exercises. 
It includes the hottest world 

news, superb photography 
and in-depth reporting.

Britain’s biggest selling 
aviation magazine devoted to 
aviation history and heritage, 
FlyPast features global news, 
restoration projects, museum 
collections, the current 
airshow scene and superb 
photography.

Airfi x Model World is your 
complete guide to the 
world of scale modelling, 
making it essential reading 
for modellers with all levels 
of experience. Focusing on 
model aircraft, it also features 
cars, ships, sci-fi , space, 
armour and fi gures.

Airliner World is the world’s 
favourite commercial 
aviation magazine featuring 
the latest news, reviews of 
airlines, airports, and aircraft, 
details of new leases, colour 
schemes, deliveries and 
airline preservation from 
around the world.

Airliner World is the world’s 
favourite commercial 
aviation magazine featuring 
the latest news, reviews of 
airlines, airports, and aircraft, 

Airfi x Model World is your 
complete guide to the 
world of scale modelling, 
making it essential reading 
for modellers with all levels 

aviation magazine devoted to 
aviation history and heritage, 

restoration projects, museum 

AirForces Monthly is the 
world’s leading modern 
military aviation magazine 
featuring the world’s 
air forces, their confl icts, 

THE GLOBAL AIRLINE SCENE WORLD'S NO1 MILITARY AVIATION MAGAZINE

THE MONTHLY FOR ALL SCALE MODELLERS AT THE HEART OF AVIATION HERITAGE

Hornby Magazine goes back to 
the heart of railway modelling. 
Its mix of inspirational and 
shows-you-how features, 
coupled with the best model 
railway photography and latest 
product reviews is essential 
reading for beginners and 
those returning to the hobby.

airlines, airports, and aircraft, 
details of new leases, colour 
schemes, deliveries and 
airline preservation from 
around the world.

airlines, airports, and aircraft, 
details of new leases, colour 
schemes, deliveries and 
airline preservation from 
around the world.

SAVE
OVER 

£8

air forces, their confl icts, 
weaponry and exercises. 
It includes the hottest world 

news, superb photography 
and in-depth reporting.

air forces, their confl icts, 
weaponry and exercises. 
It includes the hottest world 

SAVE
OVER 

£11

of experience. Focusing on 
model aircraft, it also features 
cars, ships, sci-fi , space, 
armour and fi gures.

of experience. Focusing on 
model aircraft, it also features 
cars, ships, sci-fi , space, 
armour and fi gures.

SAVE
OVER 

£8

restoration projects, museum 
collections, the current 
airshow scene and superb 
photography.

restoration projects, museum 
collections, the current 
airshow scene and superb 
photography.SAVE

OVER 
£8

3  E A S Y  WAY S  T O  O R D E R3  E A S Y  WAY S  T O  O R D E R

ONLINE     PHONE   POST

For our full range of titles visit: www.keypublishing.com/xmas14

www.keypublishing.com/xmas14 UK: 01780 480404
Overseas: +44 1780 480404

Christmas Subscriptions, 
Key Publishing Ltd, PO Box 300, 
Stamford, Lincs, PE9 1NA, UK

SAVE
OVER 

£11

the heart of railway modelling. 

shows-you-how features, 
coupled with the best model coupled with the best model 
railway photography and latest 
product reviews is essential 
reading for beginners and 
those returning to the hobby.

coupled with the best model 
railway photography and latest 
product reviews is essential 
reading for beginners and 
those returning to the hobby.

SAVE 
OVER 

£7

Now incorporating Classic 
Aircraft, each issue of 
Aviation News features 
latest news and in-depth 
features, plus fi rst-hand 
accounts from pilots putting 
you in the cockpit. Aviation 
News brings you the past, 
present and future of fl ight. 

THE PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE OF FLIGHT

THE HANDS ON MAGAZINE FOR MODELLERS OF ALL AGES

Hornby Magazine goes back to 
the heart of railway modelling. 
Its mix of inspirational and 
shows-you-how features, 
coupled with the best model 
railway photography and latest 
product reviews is essential 
reading for beginners and 
those returning to the hobby.

THE HANDS ON MAGAZINE FOR MODELLERS OF ALL AGES

AirForces Monthly is the 
world’s leading modern 
military aviation magazine 
featuring the world’s 
air forces, their confl icts, 
weaponry and exercises. 
It includes the hottest world 

news, superb photography 
and in-depth reporting.

1 MILITARY AVIATION MAGAZINE

THE HANDS ON MAGAZINE FOR MODELLERS OF ALL AGESTHE MONTHLY FOR ALL SCALE MODELLERS

SAVE
OVER

£8

THE GLOBAL AIRLINE SCENE

SAVE
OVER



READERS IN THE USA 
MAY PLACE ORDERS BY: 
TELEPHONE TOLL-FREE: 800-676-4049 
OR FAX: 757-428-6253 
WRITE TO: 
Christmas Subscriptions, 
3330 Pacifi c Ave, Ste 500, 
Virginia Beach, VA 23451-9828 
ALTERNATIVELY, ORDER ONLINE: 
www.imsnews.com/xmas14 
QUOTING/ENTERING CODE: XMAS14

TODAY'S GATEWAYS TO THE WORLD

Airports of the World 
covers all the latest news 
and features on the global 
airport scene. Reporting 
on airports large and small 
around the world, it includes 
articles on both major city 
hubs and smaller regional 
airports plus leisure and low 
cost airports. 

With thought-provoking 
opinion pieces, detailed 
information and rare 
archive imagery, Combat 
Aircraft is your one-stop-
source of military aviation 
news and features from 
across the globe.

With thought-provoking 
opinion pieces, detailed 
information and rare 
archive imagery, Combat 
Aircraft is your one-stop-
source of military aviation 
news and features from 

From the most detailed 
instrument-only simulator 
to fast-paced combat sims 
and everything in between, 
PC Pilot is your one-stop 
shop for Flight Simulation! 
Each issue includes a FREE 
CD featuring demos, 
movies, freeware and 
much more!

NORTH AMERICA’S BEST-SELLING MILITARY AVIATION MAGAZINE

instrument-only simulator 
to fast-paced combat sims 
and everything in between, 

THE WORLD'S NO1 FLIGHT SIMULATION MAGAZINE

shop for Flight Simulation! 
Each issue includes a FREE 
CD featuring demos, 
movies, freeware and 
much more!

shop for Flight Simulation! 

CD featuring demos, 
movies, freeware and 
much more!

SAVE
OVER 

£4

news and features from 
across the globe.
news and features from 
across the globe.

SAVE
OVER 

£7

around the world, it includes around the world, it includes 
articles on both major city articles on both major city 
hubs and smaller regional hubs and smaller regional 
airports plus leisure and low airports plus leisure and low 
cost airports. cost airports. 

SAVE
OVER 

£5

FREE GIFT CARD WITH EVERY SUBSCRIPTION

F rom:

w w w . b r i t a i n - a t - w a r . c o m

Generic Gift Card.indd   13

30/11/2011   10:56

PAYERS DETAILS

DELIVERY DETAILS (IF DIFFERENT)

PAYMENT DETAILS

SPECIAL OFFER (PLEASE TICK)

Signature  ..................................................................................... Today’s date ....................................................................

Expiry date                     Security Code (last 3 digits on reverse of card)

I enclose a cheque for £ /  / $ ................................. made payable to Key Publishing Ltd

Please debit my Mastercard    Visa   for £ /  / $ ......................

Title .................First name  ............................................  Surname ................................
Address   .......................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
Postcode  .........................  Country  ............................................................................
Email address    ..............................................................................................................
Please complete to receive news updates and offers from us by email.

**Direct Debit UK only. Payments are accepted by Direct Debit, Cheque, Postal Order, Credit Card and US Dollar Check. Payments by credit or debit card will be shown 
on your statement  as Key Publishing Ltd. Key Publishing will hold your details to process and fulfi l your subscription order. Occasionally we may wish to contact you to 
notify you of special offers on products or events. If you do not wish to receive this information please tick here  or mention when calling. *Saving based on a 2-year 

subscription compared with our UK newsstand price. Please note: Free gift is only available on Direct Debit when taking out a minimum 2 year subscription. Should you 
cancel your subscription earlier then an invoice will be raised for the full price of the gift. See website for full terms & conditions.

Title Fre uency
Number 
of Issues 

SUBSCRIPTION PRICE
UK Europe USA R.O.W

Britain At War Monthly 12 44.00 4.99 71.00 54.00

Britain At War Monthly 24 77.99 113.00 131.75 92.99

Hornby Maga ine Monthly 12 . 0 7. 8 .00 0.00

Air   Model orld Monthly 12 42.00 62.00 6 .00 2.00

AirForces Monthly Monthly 12 4 .00 66.00 7 .00 .00

Airliner orld Monthly 12 4 .00 66.00 7 .00 .00

Airports of the orld i monthly 6 22. 0 .00 7. 0 27. 0

A iation e s Monthly 12 4 .00 6 . 0 71.00 .00

P  Pilot i monthly 6 24. 4 .00 42.00 .00

ombat Aircraft Monthly 12 4 .00 66.00 6 . 0 .00

FlyPast Monthly 12 4 .00 6 . 0 71.00 .00

Title .................First name  ............................................  Surname ................................
Address   .......................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
Postcode  .........................  Country  ............................................................................
Email address    ..............................................................................................................
Please send Gift Card 

OFFER CLOSE DATE: 28 February 2015    PLEASE UOTE: XMAS14
967/14

Further discounts a ailable on t o year subscriptions 
isit www.ke publishing.com mas14 for details.

Britain At War subscriptions are 
also a ailable by easy Direct Debit**

Just £9.75 quarterly plus a FREE BOOK!
Visit www.keypublishing.com/xmas14 for details

C H R I S T M A S  W I T H  K E Y  P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N GC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T HC H R I S T M A S  W I T H  K E Y  P U B L I S H I N G K E Y P U B L I S H I N GC H R I S T M A S  W I T H





www.britainatwar.com40

Throughout the First World War, the many announcements of British and Commonwealth 
gallantry awards appeared in the various issues of The London Gazette. As part of our major 

new monthly series covering the period of the Great War commemorations, we examine some 
of the actions involved and summarise all of the awards announced in December 1914. 

GALLANTRYGALLANTRY
DECEMBER 1914
GALLANTRY
GREAT WAR

I
NDIAN TROOPS began landing 
at Marseilles on 26 September 
1914, being sent into the front line 

towards the end of October. At the 
end of that month the Lahore Division 
had to face a German attempt to seize 
the village of Hollebeke. The 129th 
Duke of Connaught’s Own Baluchis 
and the 57th Wilde’s Rifles, Frontier 
Force were in the forward trenches 
and were attacked by overwhelming 
numbers. Thinly-held, with no 
protective barbed-wire and only 
shallow trenches, the Indian position 
was very weak.

Though Khudadad was sent to the 
United Kingdom to recover from his 
wounds, he was invested with his VC by 
King George V on Monday, 25 January 
1915, whilst the latter was undertaking an 
official visit to France and the Western 
Front. It had not been until a Royal 
Warrant was signed by King George V, 
on 21 October 1911 that eligibility for the 
Victoria Cross was extended to the native 
officers, non-commissioned officers and 
men of the Indian Army. Khudadad 
was the first Indian soldier, and the first 
Muslim, to be so honoured.

Interestingly, the aforementioned 
Captain Robert Foster Dill was also the 
recipient of a gallantry award announced 
in December 1914 — more specifically 
the Distinguished Service Order. A 
supplement to The London Gazette states: 
“At Hollebeke, on 31st October, when 
wounded by a shell, [he] continued to 
fight his machine gun section until one 
gun was put out of action and the whole 
detachment of the other gun was killed.”

The award of the Victoria Cross to 
another Indian soldier, Naik (Corporal) 
Darwan Sing Negi, was also announced 
in The London Gazette of 7 December 
1914. Serving in the 1st Battalion, 39th 
Garhwal Rifles, Negi was recognised 
for his actions near Festubert on the 
night of 23/24 November 1914. At the 
time his unit was engaged in retaking 
and clearing German troops out of 
a line of trenches they had recently 
captured. A contemporary account 
gave this description:

“The enemy’s line of trenches had 
to be taken at all costs, and a gallant 
little party of two Officers and some 
Afridis [a Karlanri Pashtun tribe present 
in Pakistan and Afghanistan], well 
supplied with bombs, cleared the way 
for the attacking Company. Then Naik 
Darwin Sing went ahead of his 

ABOVE: A copy of 
The Daily Mirror 
published the 
day after the 
investiture of 
Sepoy Khudadad 
Khan’s Victoria 
Cross. In common 
with half of 
the men in his 
regiment, the 
129th Duke of 
Connaught’s 
Own Baluchis, 
Khudadad Khan 
was a Pathan 
from north-
west India.

GREAT WAR GALLANTRY
December 1914

“[Sepoy] Khudadad Khan was one of 
the regimental machine gun section of 
the 129th Duke of Connaught’s Own 
Baluchis”, noted a reporter in the Dundee 
Courier on Wednesday, 27 January 1915, 
“which was placed in a portion of the 
defence held by the 5th Lancers. This 
part of the line was subjected to a very 
heavy bombardment, and the machine 
gun section in particular was signalled 
out for especially heavy shell-fire.

“Man after man was hit, but the 
brave detachment continued to serve 
their guns, inflicting severe loss on 
the enemy. Eventually one of the 
two guns was put out of action by a 
direct hit upon it by a shrapnel shell. 
The British officer, Captain R.F. Dill, 
who was commanding the section, 
was wounded in the head about this 
time, but continued in action until 
forced to give up the command, and 
was carried to the rear. The team of 
the remaining gun, however, still kept 
on firing.

“Eventually the enemy, developing 
vastly superior forces, advanced to the 
attack regardless of the losses inflicted. 
The heroic gun team fought to the last, 
and were bayoneted at their posts. 
Khudadad Khan, the sole survivor [he 
had, according to one account, feigned 
death when the position was searched 
by German troops], though badly 
wounded, managed after a time to rejoin 
his company, but did quit his gun till he 
had ensured that it would be valueless 
to the enemy.”

Thanks to the gallantry shown by 
Sepoy Khudadad Khan and his fellow 
Baluchis, the Germans were held up 
just long enough for Indian and British 
reinforcements to arrive. In recognition 
of his efforts Khudadad Khan was 
awarded the Victoria Cross, which was 
gazetted on 7 December 1914.

of the actions involved and summarise all of the awards announced in December 1914. 
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death when the position was searched 
by German troops], though badly 
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ABOVE: A contemporary artist’s depiction of 
the action for which Sepoy Khudadad Khan 
became the first Indian soldier to be awarded 
the Victoria Cross. (HISTORIC MILITARY PRESS)

GREAT WAR GALLANTRY
December 1914 



www.britainatwar.com42

section, leading a bayonet charge from 
traverse to traverse. Three times he was 
wounded by bombs which were thrown 
at him [The London Gazette states “in 
two places in the head, and also in the 
arm”], but he worked down the whole 
length of some 300 yards of trench with 
the result that it was captured, a great 
many Germans killed, and 105 taken 
prisoners, while two machine guns, 
a trench mortar, and many rifles and 
other equipment were captured.”

Another pair of firsts in the gallantry 
awards announced in December 1914 
involved Lieutenant-Commander 
Norman Holbrook RN. For his actions on 
13 December 1914, namely the sinking 
of the Turkish battleship Mesudiye in 
the Dardanelles Straits, Holbrook gained 
the distinction of being both the first 

naval VC winner to be gazetted and the 
recipient of the first Victoria Cross ever 
awarded to a submariner.

The Royal Navy had begun the First 
World War with the world’s largest 
submarine fleet, 62 boats in total, 
though only 15 were ocean-going, the 
rest being coastal vessels unsuitable for 
long distance patrols. Submarines were 
the first British naval units to go out to 
face the enemy in 1914 and the last to 
return to port in 1918.

One of the first to be deployed was 
HMS B.11. Launched in 1906, HMS B.11 
was the last of the British B-class built. 
The outbreak of war found her based 
at Malta, but in September 1914 she 
was sent to the island of Tenedos to join 
the vessels watching the entrance of 
the Dardanelles. 

On 13 December 1914, “after 
proceeding some distance through 
the Dardanelles, the submarine [B.11] 
entered the danger zone”. Holbrook’s 

target was the stationary battleship 
Messudiyeh which had been anchored 
near Chanak in the Dardanelles as a 
stationary guard ship. His citation for the 
Victoria Cross, published in The London 
Gazette on 22 December 1914, takes up 
the story:

“Notwithstanding the very difficult 
current, [Holbrook] dived his vessel 
under five rows of mines, and torpedoed 
the Turkish battleship Messudiyeh, 
which was guarding the minefield. 
Lieutenant Holbrook succeeded in 
bringing the B11 safely back, although 
assailed by gun-fire and torpedo boats, 
having been submerged on one occasion 
for nine hours.”

In his subsequent report, Holbrook 
wrote: “I was able to see track of 
torpedo going straight for ship, but the 
submarine dipped before torpedo hit ... 
Immediately after the explosion the boat 
came up sufficiently to put the periscope 
above water, the vessel was then on my 

GALLANTRY 
AWARDS 
GAZETTED IN 
DECEMBER 1914
Victoria Cross                       9
Distinguished Service Order                  79 
Distinguished Service Cross                   -
Military Cross                       - 
Distinguished Flying Cross                     -
Air Force Cross           -
Distinguished Conduct Medal                 1 9
Conspicuous Gallantry Medal                   -
Distinguished Service Medal                  -
Military Medal                   -
Distinguished Flying Medal                   -
Air Force Medal                    -
Total                 277
 Indicates an award that has not yet been instituted. 

Mentions in Despatches are not included in this survey.

GREAT WAR GALLANTRY
December 1914

TOP RIGHT: 
A contemporary 
postcard 
showing HMS 
B.11 underway 
with decks 
awash. Later 
in the war B.11 
was converted 
to a surface 
patrol craft 
through raising 
the deck level 
and removing 
the electric 
motor. HMS 
B.11 was sold 
for scrap in 
1919 in Italy. 

FAR RIGHT: 
The moment 
that the 
Turkish 
battleship 
Messudiyeh 
is torpedoed 
by HMS B.11.

RIGHT: 
A painting of 
Naik Darwin 
Sing Negi, 
of the 1st 
Battalion 
39th Garhwal 
Rifles, in 
action on the 
night of 23-24 
November 
1914. 
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recipient of the first Victoria Cross ever 
awarded to a submariner.
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near Chanak in the Dardanelles as a 

GALLANTRY 
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starbd beam and opened fire from a 
number of guns. The boat then dipped 
and when I got her up again ... I had 
the vessel on my port bow and she 
appeared to me to be settling down by 
the stern; no more guns were fired.”

The torpedo, fired at a range of 800 
yards, struck Messudiyeh just as the 
ship’s crew had gathered below deck 
for lunch. However, alert lookouts 
spotted the torpedo’s track, as well 
as B11’s periscope, and sounded the 
alarm. The impact and explosion of 
the first torpedo caused Messudiyeh to 
heel severely; just seven minutes later 
the stricken battleship rolled over and 
sank, her ruptured side showing above 
the shallow water. Remarkably, given 
the speed of her demise, only 37 men 
(ten officers and twenty-seven men) 
were killed from a crew of nearly 700. 
Many of the survivors were released 
through holes cut in the exposed hull.

Holbrook continued to serve in 
submarines for most of the rest of 

the war, until he began to suffer severe 
bouts of seasickness. He retired from the 
Royal Navy in 1920. 

As a consequence of his actions 
that fateful December day, Norman 
Holbrook is probably the only VC 
recipient to have a town (and until 
May 2004) a local government area 
named after him. Amid a wave of 
anti-German sentiment following 
the outbreak of war, by late 1914 the 
community of Germanton in New 
South Wales, Australia, had decided 
to change its name. As the same time, 
news of Holbrook’s endeavours had 
become headline news and the decision 
was taken to honour this submariner’s 
bravery by taking his name. 

It was not only Holbrook who received 
a gallantry award. His second-in-
command, First Lieutenant Sydney 
Thornhill Winn, was awarded the 
Distinguished Service Order (announced 
on the same date as Holbrook’s VC), 
whilst every other member of the 

GREAT WAR GALLANTRY
December 1914 

RUNNING TOTAL  OF 
GALLANTRY 
AWARDS 
AS OF THE END OF  
DECEMBER 1914
Victoria Cross                    37
Distinguished Service Order                207 
Distinguished Service Cross                 14
Military Cross                      - 
Distinguished Flying Cross                    -
Air Force Cross                      -
Distinguished Conduct Medal                44
Conspicuous Gallantry Medal                  1
Distinguished Service Medal                 
Military Medal                  -
Distinguished Flying Medal                  -
Air Force Medal        -
Total                 961

crew, 14 in number, received the 
Distinguished Service Medal. The latter, 
however, were not announced until 1 
January 1915. 

On 24 July 1916, the Prize Court 
decided that HMS B.11’s company 
was entitled to prize money for the 
sinking of Messudiyeh, and an award 
of £3,500 was made. Of this sum, 
Holbrook received £601 10s 2d, Winn 
£481 4s 2d, the chief petty officers 
£240 12s 1d each, and every seamen 
£120 6s 1d. This represented three 
years’ pay for a seaman.

BELOW: 
Despite the 
fact that 
the town of 
Holbrook is 
some 400 
miles from 
the coast, 
it is also 
home to the 
Holbrook 
Submarine 
Museum. 
Established 
in Holbrook 
VC’s memory, 
two of the 
museum’s 
main exhibits 
are the 
former Royal 
Australian 
Navy 
submarine 
HMAS Otway 
and this 
scale model 
of HMS B.11 
on display 
outside the 
museum.

LEFT: 
Lieutenant 
Norman 
Douglas 
Holbrook VC 
of HMS B.11, 
on board HMS 
Adamant. 
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LORD ASHCROFT'S "HERO OF THE MONTH"
Drummer Spencer Bent VC - Initiative

Drummer Spencer “Joe” Bent arrived in France on 22 August 1914, the first day of armed skirmishes 
between Britain and Germany. He was 23 years old and had not enjoyed an easy start in life, but his 

strength of character and temperament were soon to be on display.

AGGRESSION•BOLDNESS•INITIATIVE•LEADERSHIP

B
ENT WAS born on 18 March 
1891, in Stowmarket, Suffolk. By 
the age of ten, he was an orphan: 

his father was killed during the Boer 
War and his mother had also died. Bent 
was largely brought up by his uncle 
and aunt, who lived near Ipswich. 

He was just 14 when he joined the 
Army in 1905 as a drummer in the 1st 
Battalion, the East Lancashire Regiment. 
When he boxed at lightweight in Army 
championships, he was christened “Joe”, 
a corruption of “Chow” Bent, a well-
known professional boxer of the time. 

After the outbreak of the First World 
War, Bent accompanied his regiment to 
northern France and saw action at the 
Battle of Le Cateau. However, it was for 
his gallantry in the first Battle of Ypres 
that Bent was awarded his Victoria 
Cross. His platoon was holding one of 
the front-line trenches near Le Gheer, 
Belgium, after a ferocious day’s fighting 
the previous day. 

On the night of 1/2 November, an 
exhausted Bent was trying to get some 
sleep but he awoke to find his comrades 
abandoning their positions. There was 
no officer in the trench to give the 
order to withdraw, nor even a Non-
Commissioned Officer (NCO) because 
the platoon’s sergeant was visiting an 
advance post. Yet, someone had passed 
word down the line that the battalion 
had been ordered to retire. 

Bent started following the others, but 
then decided he could not bear to leave 
his treasured French trumpet so he 
made his way back for it. When Bent 
reached the trench, he spotted a soldier, 
raised his rifle and demanded that the 
man, whom he assumed to be a German, 
identify himself. It turned out to be the 

platoon’s recently returned sergeant, 
who told him that no orders to retire had 
been given. 

Bent immediately ran after some of 
his comrades to call them back and 
encountered an officer who helped him 
round up the rest of the platoon. Early 
next morning, the German infantry 
advanced towards the trench, clearly 
believing that it had been abandoned.

When they reached to within 400 
yards, the British platoon’s machine-
gun and rifles opened fire, causing 
the advancing infantrymen to run for 
cover. However, before long the German 
artillery launched a heavy, continuous 
bombardment, and the officer, platoon 
sergeant and a number of the men were 
killed or injured. Bent therefore took 
command and repelled several more 
infantry attacks until he was relieved 
later in the day. 

This was just one of several courageous 
actions by Drummer Bent in the autumn 
of 1914. On 22 October, for example, 
he had carried ammunition to a patrol 
that had been cut off by the Germans 
and, two days later, he brought food and 
ammunition to a front-line trench under 
heavy fire.  

On 3 November, he repeatedly risked 
his life by venturing into no-man’s land 
to rescue several wounded men. One of 
these was 25 to 30 yards from the British 
trench and, when Bent attempted to lift 
him, the two men came under a hail of 
enemy bullets. So, in order to get him to 
safety, Bent hooked his feet under the 
private’s armpits and dragged the injured 
man as he edged backwards.

Just days later, Bent himself was 
seriously injured, sustaining a gunshot 
wound to his leg. By then, he also had 

DRUMMER SPENCER 
JOHN BENT VC 

Drummer Spencer “Joe” Bent arrived in France on 22 August 1914, the first day of armed skirmishes 

DRUMMER SPENCER 
BENT VC
LORD ASHCROFT'S 
"HERO OF THE MONTH"

INITIATIVE
THE MANY Victoria Crosses and George Crosses in the Lord 
Ashcroft Gallery at the Imperial War Museum in London are 
displayed under one of seven different qualities of bravery. 
Drummer Bent’s Victoria Cross is part of the collection, and, 
Lord Ashcroft feels, falls within the category of initiative: 
“Difficult situations, which place lives under threat, require 
quick decisions and clear solutions. Often those who act are 
not in charge, but they take control. Confident, aware of 
what needs to be done, they are convinced they can pull it 
off. Someone has to act.”
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LORD ASHCROFT'S "HERO OF THE MONTH"
Drummer Spencer Bent VC - Initiative

VICTORIA CROSS 
HEROES 

LORD ASHCROFT KCMG PC is a 
Conservative peer, businessman, 
philanthropist, author and pollster. 
The story of Bent’s life appears in his 
book Victoria Cross Heroes. For more 
information, please visit: 
www.victoriacrossheroes.com
Lord Ashcroft’s VC and GC collection 
is on public display at Imperial War 
Museums, London. For more information 
visit: www.iwm.org.uk/heroes.  For 
details about his VC collection, visit: 
www.lordashcroftmedals.com
For more information on Lord Ashcroft’s work, visit: 
www.lordashcroft.com. Follow him on Twitter: @LordAshcroft

Museums, London. For more information 

For more information on Lord Ashcroft’s work, visit: 

LEADERSHIP•SACRIFICE•SKILL•ENDURANCE

injuries to both arms and hands and 
a head wound. He was sent back to 
England, where he received several 
months of medical care.

Bent only learned he had been awarded 
the VC when he read about it in a local 
paper after his decoration was announced 
in The London Gazette on 9 December 
1914. His citation identified four separate 
acts of bravery. Bent also received the 
considerable sum of £50 from an Ipswich 
resident who had offered it to the first 
local man to receive the VC.

Bent was the first man from his 
regiment to be awarded the VC in the 
First World War, receiving his decoration 
from George V at Buckingham Palace 
on 13 January 1915. At around the same 
time, Bent was promoted to corporal.

He returned to France in the summer 
of 1916 and rejoined his old battalion 
on the Somme, remaining there until 
November when he again returned to 
the UK to convalesce from rheumatic 
fever. After recovering, he returned to 

France and took part in the assault on 
Messines Ridge.

After being promoted to company 
sergeant major, Bent fought at the third 
Battle of Ypres and then rejoined the 1st 
Battalion in time for the German Spring 
Offensive and the subsequent battles 
later in 1918, being awarded the Military 
Medal on top of his VC.

Following the end of hostilities, 
Bent returned home in May 1919. He 
remained in the Army until 1926, leaving 
with the rank of regimental sergeant 
major after 21 years’ service.

Bent, a married father of three, 
went on to work as a school caretaker, 
continuing part-time work until he 
was 85 years old. He died in his sleep 
in Hackney, London, on 3 May 1977, 
aged 86.

I have huge respect for Bent’s initiative 
in a crisis and his repeated courage, 
and so I was delighted when I was able 
to purchase his gallantry and service 
medals at auction in 2000. 

TOP RIGHT: The medals of Drummer Spencer “Joe” Bent VC, MM. The Russian Cross of St. George can be seen on the far right. The full list of decorations 
are Victoria Cross; Military Medal: 1914 Star, with clasp; British War and Victory Medals; Defence Medal; Coronation 1937; Coronation 1953; Army L.S. 
& G.C.; Russian Cross of St George, 3rd class BOTH BELOW: A pair of drawings which depict one of the actions for which 
Drummer Bent was awarded the Victoria Cross. 
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"HE MUST HAVE GOT OUT....!"
Battle of Britain

B
Y THE start of the Battle of 
Britain on 10 July 1940 Pilot 
Officer Hilary Edridge had 

already been ‘blooded’ in battle. Serving 
with 222 ‘Natal’ Squadron throughout 
his all-too-short service career he had 
first flown twin engine Bristol Blenheim 
fighters before the squadron converted 
to Spitfires at their Duxford base in 
March 1940. Here, Hilary flew with his 
best friend, Plt Off Tim Vigors, under 
their then Flight Commander, Flt Lt 
Douglas Bader and when the squadron 
first engaged the enemy over the 
Dunkirk beaches, Hilary was able to 
claim a Messerschmitt 109 as a ‘probable’. 

The squadron had taken a battering 
over the evacuation beaches and were 
withdrawn to a quieter sector in the north 
of England before being sent south again 
to RAF Hornchurch on 29 August. It was 
from here that Hilary flew and fought 
for the duration of the remainder of the 
battle, on one occasion obliged to make 
a forced landing due to engine problems 
and once being shot down and burned 
before baling out over Kent. Such are the 
experiences that stoke the legends. Then, 
on the penultimate day of the Battle of 
Britain itself, came his final reckoning.

COMBAT AT DUNKIRK
Hilary Edridge’s own written testimony 
of his part in the fighting of 1940 is 
limited to a short combat report relating 
to that aerial engagement in the battle 
over Dunkirk on 1 June 1940 where 
he probably destroyed, but certainly 
damaged, a Messerschmitt 109. However, 
we are fortunate that his father, Dr Ray 
Edridge, wrote his own emotive tribute 
to his beloved son in which he touched 
on many aspects of his boy’s short life. 
Amongst those elements of Hilary’s brief 
RAF career, his father gives us a glimpse 
of that day over Dunkirk:

“Hilary was over Dunkirk during the 
evacuation. He told me there was no 
need to set a course. You steered for a 
vast black pillar of smoke. They were 
told to do as much damage as they 
could to the Jerries. He said the sea 
was a marvellous sight, covered with 
all kinds of craft, large and small. He 
saw a transport blown-up, and he told 
me of many other things that I forget. I 
think he brought down his first German 
‘plane that day. It was the only time he 
mentioned bringing anyone down. He 
chased this ‘plane, but the pilot evaded 
him for a long while. Then he got on 

his tail again, going (I think he said?) at 
‘twelve boosts’ [sic] and getting within 
200 yards he gave him the works. He 
looked at me and flushed. “It was bloody. 
He just burst in the air….” And then he 
talked about something else…..”

Rather less personal and naturally 
more matter of fact is Hilary’s own 
Combat Report of that engagement:

“Enemy fighters sighted in line astern. I 
saw three dive down to sea level pursued 
by a few of our fighters. The remainder 
circled and engaged us. I saw a Me 109 
dive past me, evidently having fired at 
me from behind, though I noticed no 
tracer or cannon shells. I eventually got 
fairly easily on his tail and got in a long 
burst. Immediately he slowed down. I 
presumed his engine had stopped and 
white smoke and flames appeared. I 
could not confirm this as I was forced to 
break away with a Me 110 on my tail – 
firing inaccurately with tracer. No hits to 
my machine. About half my ammunition 
was expended.”

While there are some differences 
in the two accounts, there is little 
doubt that both reports relate to the 
same incident and portray for us 
the life-and-death struggle in which 

BOTTOM: 
This Spitfire of 
222 Squadron, 
P9323, was shot 
down over the 
Isle of Sheppey 
on 30 August 
1940, with Sgt 
A W P Spears 
baling out 
unhurt. Plt Off 
Edridge was shot 
down in the same 
combat, baling 
out of Spitfire 
K9826 over over 
Barham, Kent.

BELOW: 222 
Squadron Badge 
with its motto 
‘Pambli Bo’ (Go 
Straight Ahead).

of England before being sent south again 
to RAF Hornchurch on 29 August. It was 

for the duration of the remainder of the 

a forced landing due to engine problems 

before baling out over Kent. Such are the 
experiences that stoke the legends. Then, 
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The unshakeable legends of the Battle of Britain have become so 
familiar that at times they slip into cliché. Yet clichés are often 
grounded in unignorable facts and experiences, as the tale of 
Hilary Edridge reveals. William McCarthy tells a story that adds 
its own contribution to the truth of the legend.

almost daily basis during those days of 
late August and throughout September 
and October 1940. Losses and casualties 
on 222 Squadron reflected the hectic 
pace of the air fighting, and Vigors 
would later write of those reverses: “…
we just got used to it. Shrugged it off.”  It 
was, perhaps, the only way to survive, to 
retain one’s sanity and to keep some sort 
of ability to continue. 

As soon as their Squadron had arrived 
at Hornchurch, they were thrown 
into the thick of the fighting and Tim 
recalled what must have been their first 
encounter with the enemy during the 
Battle of Britain:

“….A stream of tracer was flashing 
past my starboard wing tip and I 
hurriedly whipped my Spitfire into a 
left-hand diving turn and then pulled 
hard back to try to get above him. I saw 
him go fast and away below me, and at 
that moment a Dornier 17 appeared in 
front of me, about a couple of hundred 
yards away. As I prepared to fire, the 
Dornier exploded and a Spitfire, with 
guns still blazing, followed us down. 
I just saw the registration letters of 
Hilary’s aircraft on the side of the 
fuselage. I yelled with delight!”

Hilary was embroiled. A gentle 
and devoutly religious young man 
with a deep love of music and 
literature, he was, paradoxically, a 
skilled and accomplished fighter 
pilot. We are able to learn a little 
more from his father:

“I imagine he was a very good 
pilot, but whether above the 

average or not I have no means 
of judging. Does it matter 

in the least, either? To have 
been a Spitfire pilot at all, and 

during the Battle of Britain, was 
such an honour that I should be 

satisfied were he to have been the 
least amongst such a company. I 

remember asking him one day, after 
he had finished his training and begun 
to see actual service, how he liked it. He 
replied that flying was alright, but war 
was bloody. This was said with such 
feeling that I didn’t care to pursue the 
subject any further.”

HORNCHURCH AND 
HIGH SUMMER
That “war was bloody” was certainly 
becoming painfully evident to Hilary 
Edridge and his pal Tim Vigors, and on an 

The unshakeable legends of the Battle of Britain have become so The unshakeable legends of the Battle of Britain have become so 

fuselage. I yelled with delight!”Edridge and his pal Tim Vigors, and on an Edridge and his pal Tim Vigors, and on an 

HAVE GOT OUT….!” 
RIGHT: Flying 
Officer H P M 
Edridge, 222 
Squadron, 1940.
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It is probably this event of which Dr 
Edridge also wrote, telling of dining at his 
club with Hilary and his girlfriend:

“…….He was taking Kit to a dance 
afterwards, at the Assembly Rooms. 
During dinner she told me how excited 
her father had been when he had seen 
two Spitfires bring down a Dornier at 
Maidstone. I saw Hilary’s face redden. He 
asked when, and what time it had been, 
and Kit gave him the details. ‘One of those 
pilots was me’ said Hilary, but vouchsafed 
no more than this. Later, Major Roberts 
(Kit’s father; author) told me more about 
this, telling how both Spitfires had 
converged on the German, giving him 
bursts of machine gun fire that brought 
him down in flames. He said that he 
would have been much more excited had 
he known that it was Hilary up there.”

Notwithstanding the testimony of 
Tim Vigors, Dr Edridge and both Kit and 

Major Roberts, there appears to be no 
filed combat report that might tie in with 
or confirm this victory claim, possibly 
explained by the fact that Hilary was 
shot down himself on another sortie 
later that same day. Quite probably, 
Hilary had simply not had a chance to fill 
out his report before he was temporarily 
knocked out of the battle himself.

Again, we rely on Hilary’s father for 
an account of his son’s close brush with 
death that day:

“He was hit in the petrol tank, which 
immediately caught fire and the flames 
came back into the cockpit. He made a 
good get-away, electing to fall very much 
further than was pleasant before pulling 
his rip-cord. Jerry had been machine-
gunning parachutists that day and he 
preferred to drop clear of that possibility.

When he was first in difficulties his first 
reaction was thankfulness that it was all 

over. He put up his hand to make the sign 
of the cross, but then felt his parachute 
harness and realised that he must try to 
bale out. He landed in Broome Park at 
Barham, in Kent, just through a gap in the 
trees….but actually on the back of a sheep! 
(Editor’s note: Plt Off Edridge had been shot 
down in Spitfire K9826, ZD-X) 

“The Artillery were in possession of 
Broome Park and at first took him for 
a spy, but his language raised doubts in 
their minds and finally an Intelligence 
Officer gave him the ‘OK’.  At this point 
they filled him up with Brandy, which 
was more to the point. His face was 
pretty badly burnt, but the burns were 
superficial although he spent a week in 
the Kent & Canterbury Hospital. By a 
strange coincidence I had been a house-
physician there 35 years ago.

“After his week in hospital he came 
home for ten days leave, and was his 

BOTH ABOVE: 
The Flying 
Licence issued 
to Hilary 
Edridge on 21 
February 1939 
on the granting 
of his RAF 
pilot’s ‘wings’. 
His brother 
Christopher 
wrote: “He was 
an ordinary, 
decent, 
civilised and 
unbelligerent 
young man who 
had to fulfil the 
most exacting 
demands of 
patriotism and 
duty under 
conditions 
unique in 
our nation's 
history.”
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After the death in action of Fg Off Hilary Edridge, his best friend lt ff Tim igors wrote to ilary’s parents

31 October 1940
Dear Mrs Edridge
ince  oined the s uadron  have had the privilege of being one of ilary’s closest friends. mong all the friends  have had during my life   found ilary the most lovable  the straightest and the bravest. e died as he would have li ed to have died  defending the country he loved.
e was guarding the s uadron’s tail when he was shot down and by sacrificing himself he saved the s uadron. is aeroplane was badly shot about  but rather than waste an aeroplane which might be repairable and save himself by umping out  he determined to get his aeroplane on the ground. is controls failed him at the last minute  and so died a very gallant gentleman.ilary and  made a pact that in the event of one being illed the other would go to any ends to avenge his death within twenty four hours. mall though the consolation be   had the honour of performing this act two fold within si  hours of his death. trange though it may seem  it was within five miles of the spot where ilary died.

lease do not bother to answer this letter as  now how terribly distressed you must be. ilary stood higher in my eyes than anybody  have ever nown and it is a terrible loss to me. The loss to you must be many times greater than mine.  will always remember him.ours sincerely
Timothy igors’ 
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usual bright and happy self 
and with no sign of mental 
reservations of any kind. It was 
during this leave, however, that 
he said goodbye to his friend Steve 
Sedgewick, telling him that he was 
going to die and would not see 
him again.”

CLOSE FRIENDS 
AND COMRADES
Meanwhile, back at Hornchurch, 
Tim Vigors’ usual sang-froid at the 
loss of squadron comrades had 
deserted him when his close friend 
Hilary had failed to come back 
from that early-evening sortie 
on 30 August, his fate initially 
unknown on the squadron:

“None of us had seen him get into 
trouble, and I waited anxiously for 
news. Deaths had become everyday 
occurrences by now, but as I paced up 
and down outside the dispersal hut I 
found it difficult to treat the possibility 
that my good friend had been killed 
with that same studied lightness which, 
like everybody else, I had learnt to affect 
in these circumstances. Hilary and I 
had grown very close over the last few 
months and now, confronted by the 
stark reality that he might have been 
killed, I suddenly realised how much 
I relied on his sympathy and humour. 
Luckily, my anxiety on this occasion was 
short lived.

“’He’s OK, Tim’ yelled Johnny Hill 
from the doorway of the dispersal hut. 
‘Biggin Hill have just called to say that 
he baled out. He’s a bit burnt, but they 
say not too bad.’”

As if to sum up the knife-edge on 
which the lives of the two friends was 
balanced during those desperate days, 
when he returned to Hornchurch on 9 
September, Hilary now found that his 
friend, Tim Vigors was  ‘missing’. For a 

desperate few hours he also spent an 
anxious time waiting for news. In fact, 
Vigors turned up back at the airfield the 
next morning, after being shot down 
and having made a crash-landing into 
allotments at Dartford, Kent. 

Here, the drama of his juddering arrival 
in a cabbage patch was only matched 
by later having to be protected by Police 
officers from angry members of the 
public. Convinced that the blond-haired 
young Vigors was a captured German, 
they were intent on lynching him. At 
mortal danger in the air, the 19-year-old 
pilot was now in danger from the very 
public he was daily putting his life on 
the line to defend. Luckily, the protective 
Police officers calmed the baying mob 
leaving Vigors shaken but unharmed.  

Back at Hornchurch, he found a relieved 
Hilary none the worse for wear apart 
from some scars on his forehead where 
the flames had penetrated between flying 
helmet and the top of his oxygen mask. 

Already, Hilary Edridge was aching 
for revenge. Tim Vigors, writing in 1979, 
was very clear about his friend’s state 
of mind:

“The first time he was shot down he 
shouldn’t have come back so quickly, 
but he realised we were very short of 
pilots and insisted on flying again. I 
tried to talk him out of it, but he was an 
obstinate devil.”

Not very long after this ‘obstinate devil’ 
had returned to ‘ops’, Hilary Edridge 
found himself in trouble yet again. 
This time, on 15 October, and on the 
squadron’s fourth patrol of the day, Plt 
Off Edridge’s Spitfire (K9795) suffered 
engine failure and he made a wheels-up 
emergency landing at Tillingham Hall 
near Horndon in Essex. The Spitfire was 
badly damaged, but Hilary was unhurt. 

Fate served him better, however, on 20 
October when he shared with four other 
Spitfire pilots (three from 92 Squadron 
and another pilot from 222 Squadron) 
in the destruction of a Messerschmitt 
110 of 7.(F)/LG2 that was shot down 
and forced to land at Bockingfold in 

TOP: Although 
taken in early 
1941, this 
photograph of 
222 Squadron 
pilots is typical 
of the period. 
Included in the 
group are some 
pilots who had 
been with the 
squadron in 
1940.

ABOVE: 
The fitters and 
riggers of 222 
Squadron with 
a squadron 
Spitfire, 
summer 1940.

RIGHT: Fg Off 
Hilary Edridge 
(right) with 
another 222 
Squadron 
pilot, Flt Lt Eric 
Thomas, at RAF 
Hornchurch 
during the 
summer of 
1940. 
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the village of Horsmonden, Kent. Of the 
two crew,  Oblt Semmerich was captured 
and taken POW, but not before he had 
set fire to the bullet-riddled aircraft; the 
hail of gunfire that had downed the 
Messerschmitt had also taken the life of 
Semmerich’s crewman, the air gunner/
wireless operator, Uffz. Rudolf Ebeling.  

FACING THE INEVITABLE
Perhaps recognising the terrible strain 
that his 21-year-old pilot was now under, 
the Commanding of Officer of 222 Sqn, 
Sqn Ldr ‘Johnny’ Hill, sent Hilary off on a 
short leave at around this time and it was 
during this leave that he said his farewells 
to his close friend, Steve Sedgewick. 

Mentally, too, he seems to have been 
preparing for what he believed to be 
inevitable during those last precious 
days of leave at his Bath home. Quiet and 
thoughtful, Hilary spent time immersing 
himself in music; playing the violin, 
flageolet, recorder and penny whistle and 
listening to Gilbert & Sullivan. He shared 
his time, too, amongst special friends and 
family, no doubt inwardly saying his 
farewells, but only openly sharing that 

‘goodbye’ with Sedgewick. 
His strong Roman Catholic faith, too, 

was important to him at this time and 
Dr Edridge tells of his son’s attendance 
at Mass and Holy Communion on 
the last day of his last leave. It was 
here that he also requested of the 
celebrant, Canon Sugden; “What about 
a spot of confession, Canon?” Under 
the circumstances, it is difficult if not 
impossible to comprehend the mental 
turmoil in this young man’s mind. 
Whatever that turmoil might have been, 
then he was dealing with it calmly and 
with serene dignity, noted later by his 
father. Hardly worthy of anything but 
passing comment by Hilary was his 
promotion to Flying Officer with effect 
from 21 October, the day after his shared 
victory over the Messerschmitt 110.

Whilst not having any particular 
premonition of his son’s demise, Dr 
Edridge nevertheless knew the risks and 
he knew the odds. He later wrote of his 
inner fears following Hilary’s departure 
back to his squadron during late October 
with these poignant words:

“If it be now, ‘tis not to come; if it be not 

to come, it will be now; if it be not now, 
yet it will come…”

FINAL SORTIE
Sadly, that time was to come on 
Wednesday 30 October, 1940. It was the 
penultimate day of the Battle of Britain.

At around 11.15 that morning, Sqn 
Ldr Hill had led the squadron off from 
Hornchurch to patrol base at 30,000ft 
and to act as rear-guard for 41 Squadron. 
Very soon they were vectored to meet 
an enemy raid in the vicinity of Dover 
at 25,000ft although, in the event, the 
engagement that ensued had spread 
westwards and towards Hastings. One 
squadron pilot who managed to survive 
the engagement told of its ferocity in 
a letter home to his mother. In it, Pilot 
Officer John Carpenter wrote:

“…I was absolutely peppered with 
cannon shells and machine gun fire. 
My instrument panel broke up in front 
of me, for the fire came from over my 
shoulder. The engine started thumping 
and vibrating so that I thought it might 
shake the wings off…but I managed to 
struggle back to the aerodrome. When 

BOTH ABOVE: 
Willing hands 
lifted Hilary 
Edridge from 
the crumpled 
cockpit of his 
Spitfire and 
released him 
from his seat 
harness and 
parachute. One 
of those who 
assisted was 
ambulance 
driver Bert 
Norris, who 
later wrote this 
condolence 
letter to the 
Edridge family.

BELOW:
On 31 August 
1940 two 
Spitfires of 
222 Squadron, 
P9360 and 
P9505, were 
destroyed on 
the ground at 
RAF Hornchurch 
during a 
bombing raid. 

"When I got out and inspected the aeroplane the Flight Sergeant counted over 
300 holes in the fuselage. In fact, it looked something like a sieve.”

to come, it will be now; if it be not now, to come, it will be now; if it be not now, 
yet it will come…”yet it will come…”

HILARY PATRICK MICHAEL EDRIDGE
 Hilary Edridge was born in Bath, Somerset, on 20 anuary 1919 

the son of Dr Ray Edridge and Mrs Georgina Mary Edridge of Gay 
Street, Bath. He was educated at Stonyhurst School and entered 
the RAF on a short service commission in anuary 1939 with the 
service number 41 3 .

 He was appointed Acting Pilot Officer on 1 April 1939, Pilot 
Officer on 24 October 1939 and Flying Officer on 21 October 1940.

He gained his ‘wings’ with No 13 Flying Training School, RAF 
Drem, on 21 February 1939 and was posted to 222 Squadron 
(Spitfires) early in 1940. He was in action with the squadron 
over Dunkirk during une 1940 where he probably destroyed a 
Messerschmitt 109 on 1 une.

 He was shot down and injured on 30 August 1940 and made 
a forced landing due to technical problems on 1  October. He 
shared in the destruction of a Messerschmitt 110 on 20 October 
but was shot down over East Sussex on 30 October 1940 and died 
later that day from wounds.

  He was buried in the Roman Catholic Cemetery, Perrymead, 
Bath on Tuesday  November 1940 in South Plot, Grave 107.

  During his time with 222 Squadron Fg Off Edridge had flown 7 
operational sorties. 

 He was shot down and injured on 30 August 1940 and made 

  He was buried in the Roman Catholic Cemetery, Perrymead, 

  During his time with 222 Squadron Fg Off Edridge had flown 7 
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I got out and inspected the aeroplane 
the Flight Sergeant counted over three 
hundred holes in the fuselage. In fact, it 
looked something like a sieve.”

Also coming under a similar withering 
hail of fire was another 222 Squadron 
pilot, 23-year-old Pilot Officer Alfred 
Davies. High over the East Sussex coast 
his Spitfire was hit by a hail of 20mm 
cannon fire that literally hacked away 
one of Davies’ wings. Immediately, the 
Spitfire flicked into a vicious flat spin and 
like a fast-falling sycamore leaf it hurtled 
earthwards to crash with terrifying force 
into a meadow not 50 yards from Upper 
Wilting Farmhouse in the village of 
Crowhurst, nestling between Bexhill and 
Hastings. Meanwhile, the severed wing 
tumbled over and over and see-sawed 
back and forth as it fluttered down with 
a witness describing its descent as “…like 
a falling sheet of paper.” 

Even had he survived the rounds that 
had slammed into his fighter, Davies 
stood no chance of getting out of his 
doomed Spitfire and would have almost 
certainly been trapped in the gyrating 
aircraft, pinned to his seat by centrifugal 

forces. Possibly, and perhaps mercifully, 
he may well have been quickly rendered 
unconscious by intolerable ‘G’ forces.

A little further to the north, over 
Northiam, Daisy Lloyd was walking 
towards her magnificent house, Great 
Dixter, as it was coming up to lunchtime. 
The sound of battle above was, by now, 
commonplace and almost ignored, but 
the noise of an approaching aircraft drew 
her attention. It circled, low, as if the pilot 
was looking for a landing place and then, 
terrifyingly, roared straight towards 
her home. In the last seconds it lifted up 
over the roof, but then vanished from 
view into the little valley beyond. Then 
came the sound of a crash. As she rushed 
indoors to telephone for an ambulance 
her gardener, chauffeur and electrician 
raced down to the scene. 

They found a badly wrecked Spitfire 
with its wounded pilot trapped helplessly 
in the crumpled cockpit. It was Hilary 
Edridge. Struggling with his harness, and 
cutting him free of his parachute, many 
pairs of caring hands lifted him clear as 
the local ambulance bounced down the 
track to the scene. 

Ambulance driver Bert Norris 
supervised the gentle removal of Hilary 
to the ambulance, and then drove off 
at high speed, down Dixter Lane and 
into Main Street towards Brickwall 
House on the other side of the village. 
Once a private stately home it had been 
transformed into a RAMC Field Hospital, 
and Fg Off H P M Edridge, 41836, would 
become its first real war-casualty patient. 

A YOUNG PILOT MOURNED
Tragically, and despite the care and 
attention he received, Hilary did not 
recover from his severe wounds and 
injuries. The next day, Bert Norris felt 
compelled to write to Hilary’s parents:

“I want to assure you that everything 
possible was done for his comfort. I myself 
held blankets to screen him from the 
wind while the first aid party dressed his 
wounds. He crashed around 11.30 am, was 
found at once and cut out of his parachute 
and his wounds dressed and then taken to 
hospital. He passed on about 1.30pm, but 
I know he was unconscious all the time 

"HE MUST HAVE GOT OUT....!"
Battle of Britain

ABOVE: 
Mrs Daisy 
Lloyd sent this 
photograph of 
her home, Great 
Dixter, to the 
Edridge family 
after the young 
pilot had crashed 
into the fields at 
Longhurst Farm, 
just beyond 
her house. She 
explained how 
that he had 
lifted his Spitfire 
above the roof at 
the last moment, 
but then lost 
control.

TOP RIGHT: 
Another of those 
who helped was 
AFS Fireman 
Ernie ‘Toots’ 
Haddock of the 
Northiam Fire 
Station.

BELOW LEFT: 
Fg Off Edridge 
was taken by 
ambulance to 
the temporary 
military hospital 
established 
here at nearby 
Brickwall House, 
although he 
succumbed to a 
bullet wound to 
the head later 
that same day.

RIGHT: After 
he had been 
lifted out of the 
Spitfire wreck 
this silver St 
Christopher 
medallion with 
its broken chain 
was found lying 
on the ground at 
the crash site.
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and knew nothing of what happened, I 
am sure. The reason, I think, of his crash 
was a bullet wound in the head.”

Seemingly, Hilary Edridge had been 
wounded in combat and, despite his 
injuries, had tried valiantly to get his 
Spitfire down. From all the evidence it 
seems likely that he had selected his field 
and was on final approach when control 
was lost in those last moments. Perhaps 
weak from loss of blood and shock, his 
faculties had eventually failed him at 
the last second – although it seems very 
likely that his wounds would have been 
non-survivable in any case. For Tim 
Vigors, the shock of loss was an almost 
intolerable blow. He had watched as 
his friend’s Spitfire was hit off to his 
right, protecting the squadron’s tail. An 
ugly cloud of black smoke momentarily 
engulfed the aircraft before it veered 
away from him, earthwards. Back at 
Hornchurch, and haunted by the sight 
of the stricken Spitfire, he paced up and 
down muttering, “He must have got out, 
he must have got out…!” When news 
finally came through that Hilary was 
dead, Tim Vigors sat on the grass outside 
the squadron dispersal hut and wept. 

In 1979, he recalled that dreadful day:
“I can remember going pretty well 

berserk the afternoon Hilary was killed 
and making myself a thorough nuisance 
to the enemy as a result. Once I had got it 
out of my system, I was absolutely calm 
again but I missed old Hilary for many 
years to come. I still do. Pilot Officer 

Davies was a good friend of mine, too. It 
was a very bad day.”

Just over a week later, and almost 
appropriately on 11 November, the 
tattered remnants of the squadron were 
withdrawn to RAF Coltishall to rest and 
reform. During the period of the Battle of 
Britain, Tim Vigors recalled the drain of 
pilot losses:

“During this period we went through 
about 100% of our pilot strength and I 
was the only pilot left who flew back 
to Coltishall who had flown down to 
Hornchurch from Kirton-in-Lindsey that 
August. We got so short of experienced 
pilots that on two occasions, and as a 
19-year-old Pilot Officer, I found myself 
leading the Hornchurch Wing. My dear 
friend knew that he would die. I felt 
sure that I would, too, but fate decreed 
otherwise and left me, all of these years, 
to mourn poor Hilary.”

Mourning Hilary, too, were his parents 
and family. His father, Dr Edridge, met 
the train bearing his son’s coffin on 
the evening of Monday 4 November at 
Bath’s Great Western Station. The train 
was late, and he waited looking up the 
line towards London, reflecting sadly 
on the times he had met Hilary here on 
happier occasions. Now he was meeting 
him for the last time.

Of the family’s grievous loss, Dr 
Edridge wrote:

“Hilary is dead. He will never come 
back to us again. He was one of the 
most cherished possessions of our lives. 

Hilary eating. Hilary sleeping. Hilary 
kneeling at mass. All these things have 
suddenly ceased. This piece of life has 
been arrested, as the horologist with 
interjected finger arrests the beating of a 
clock. No amount of mental preparedness 
is proof against the dreadful blow when 
it falls. We loved him exceedingly, and 
still love him. We, the least courageous of 
parents, find that the honourable manner 
of his courageous passing makes it all the 
easier to bear.”

In that ‘honourable and courageous 
passing’ Fg Off H P M Edridge* became 
the penultimate casualty of the 544 men 
lost from RAF Fighter Command during 
the Battle of Britain.

*Editor’s Note: Fg Off H P M Edridge is 
shown in the RAF List for 1940, and in 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission 
records, as Hilary Patrick Michael 
Edridge. In fact, his given names were 
Hilary Patrick Mary Edridge, it not being 
uncommon for male children of devout 
Roman Catholic parents of the time to 
be given the name Mary as one of their 
forenames. For understandable reasons he 
appears to have forsaken Mary in favour of 
Michael upon enlistment.

and knew nothing of what happened, I Davies was a good friend of mine, too. It 



LEFT: Hilary 
Edridge was also 
remembered in 
the East Sussex 
village where he 
lost his life, with 
this memorial 
plaque on the 
village green at 
Northiam.

TOP RIGHT: 
During the late 
1960s a housing 
development 
on the former 
site of RAF 
Hornchurch saw 
its roads named 
after pilots who 
had flown from 
the airfield 
during 1940. 
One of those so 
honoured was 
Fg Off H P M 
Edridge.

RIGHT: Fg Off 
Hilary Edridge 
was laid to rest 
in the Perrymead 
Roman Catholic 
Cemetery at 
Widcombe, Bath.

BOTTOM: As 
a steam roller 
makes-good after 
the air raid on 
31 August 1940, 
Spitfires of 222 
Squadron (ZD 
codes) and 603 
Squadron (XT 
codes) stand 
ready. Spitfire 
ZD-D was lost 
on 4 September, 
whilst the 
furthest Spitfire, 
ZD-J (P9397) was 
shot down and 
damaged on 15 
October in an 
action during 
which Plt Off 
Edridge had to 
make a forced 
landing. 



www.homefrontcollection.com

Tel: +44 (0)7885 644812

www.worldmilitarycollectables.com

Tel: +44 (0)7768 743878

World Military Collectables

www.ww2germandaggers.com

WMC offers a wide range of quality militaria
from around the world, concentrating on the
two major conflicts of the 20th century.

This site is entirely devoted to the British Home
Front during World War Two and offers a wide
range of genuine collectables from this era.

This Website offers a good range of quality
edged weapons manufactured and carried
during the Third Reich period 1933-1945.

IIWorldWar

www.worldmilitary-collectables.com
The ‘Collective’ site for all your Militaria needs

Tel: +44 (0)1799 550062

www.collectarea.com
• Buying • selling • trading
• FREE valuations • advice

Please contact us...
TEL: 01562 777997
MOB: 07508876749
E-mail: info@collectarea.com

A private collection of Militaria collated over 35 years. Many WW1
and WW2 Worldwide rare Daggers, Swords, Fighting Knives, De
Activated Guns and Antique Pistols, Medals, Badges and many

other items can be seen on the Collectarea web site.



www.britainatwar.com54

BRITONS AT THE BULGE
Countering The German Offensive
BRITONS AT THE BULGE
Countering The German Offensive

A
T PRECISELY 05:30 am on 
16 December 1944, Hitler 
initiated his last major 

offensive against the West. Popularly 
named the ‘Battle of the Bulge’, 
the effort was launched under the 
codename Herbstnebel (‘Autumn Mist’), 
though is more usually recognised 
by its earlier title of Wacht am Rhein 
(‘Watch, or Guard, on the Rhine’). 

Lasting over a month, the drama is 
often remembered as primarily an 
American battle, embracing as it did over 
300,000 German and 600,000 US troops. 
However, a substantial number of British 
units, including many Canadian as well 
as Czech, Polish and Belgian soldiers,  
took significant parts in the campaign. 
It resulted in over 75,000 casualties for 
each side and by 1 February 1945, the 
Germans had been flung back to their 
start-lines. The Allied casualties included 
1,408 British troops, comprising 200 
killed, 969 wounded, and 239 missing.

The operational aim was to reach 
the British logistics base of Antwerp, 
which opened for maritime freight on 

Often thought of as ‘an American show’, the Battle of The Bulge in the winter of 1944 and 1945 
actually involved significant numbers of British troops in countering the German onslaught. 
On the anniversary of that battle, Peter Caddick-Adams reveals just how much British forces 
played a part and suggests why the bold German offensive was always doomed to fail.
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often remembered as primarily an 
American battle, embracing as it did over 
300,000 German and 600,000 US troops. 
However, a substantial number of British 
units, including many Canadian as well 
as Czech, Polish and Belgian soldiers,  
took significant parts in the campaign. 
It resulted in over 75,000 casualties for 
each side and by 1 February 1945, the 
Germans had been flung back to their 
start-lines. The Allied casualties included 
1,408 British troops, comprising 200 
killed, 969 wounded, and 239 missing.

The operational aim was to reach 
the British logistics base of Antwerp, 

26 November, as road-based supply 
lines from Normandy were dismantled. 
Hitler had assessed, largely correctly, 
that Antwerp was the Allied ‘centre 
of gravity’, their most vulnerable asset, 
without which they could not continue 
to prosecute the war. 

Yet Herbstnebel’s overarching strategic 
objective was different. It was to destroy 
the cohesion of the Western allies. 
Concluding that Nazi Germany might 
survive, or buy much-needed time, if the 
Western alliance somehow shattered, 
was logical: the attack was not anti-
American, but anti-Allied.

AN UNUSUALLY CLOSE BOND
In assuming the alliance was fragile, 
Hitler was fundamentally mistaken. 
He believed that the Americans and 
British were not ‘natural bedfellows’ 
and that a fundamental setback, such as 
the loss of Antwerp, would somehow 
cause the Anglo-US common purpose to 
founder. But how could that be so? By 
what process would the vast political-
military architecture of Roosevelt and 
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Hitler was fundamentally mistaken. 
He believed that the Americans and 
British were not ‘natural bedfellows’ 
and that a fundamental setback, such as 
the loss of Antwerp, would somehow 
cause the Anglo-US common purpose to 
founder. But how could that be so? By 
what process would the vast political-

Churchill’s war machine collapse? It had 
been carefully constructed since 1941, 
involving huge numbers of politicians, 
staff officers and civil servants supporting 
many high-level military committees, as 
well as Eisenhower’s SHAEF, numbering 
20,000 multi-national personnel. Was it 
all suddenly going to cave in because of 
an unexpected German success, such as 
the loss of Antwerp?  

The wartime ‘special relationship’ 
was born of an unusually close bond 
between Churchill, whose mother was 
American, and Roosevelt. It was echoed 
by King George VI and Brooke, Chief 
of the Imperial General Staff - if sorely 
tested by his protégé, Montgomery – as 
well as, on the American side, Marshall 
and Eisenhower, for whom it was said 
to be a ‘religion’. (“You can call me a 
sonofabitch,” Ike is alleged to have said, 
“but not an American sonofabitch.”) Its 
immense strength was such that it grew 
into NATO after the war. 

It would have taken far more than 
bickering and apportioning blame for the 
loss of Antwerp to drive apart the British 
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(‘Watch, or Guard, on the Rhine’). 

often remembered as primarily an 
American battle, embracing as it did over 
300,000 German and 600,000 US troops. 
However, a substantial number of British 
units, including many Canadian as well 
as Czech, Polish and Belgian soldiers,  
took significant parts in the campaign. 
It resulted in over 75,000 casualties for 
each side and by 1 February 1945, the 
Germans had been flung back to their 
start-lines. The Allied casualties included 
1,408 British troops, comprising 200 
killed, 969 wounded, and 239 missing.

MAIN IMAGE: 
A group 
of British 
Sherman 
tanks. At 
the front on 
the right is 
a Sherman 
Firefly. This is 
an up-gunned 
model fitted 
with the 
powerful 
British 17 Pdr
anti tank gun. 
At the rear of 
the line is a 
75mm armed 
Sherman. 
Most British 
Shermans were 
the American 
M4A4 version, 
known in 
British 
service as the 
Sherman V. 
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and Americans, who were – in any case 
– bound by a common pledge, which 
they took seriously, to demand the 
‘unconditional surrender’ of Germany 
and Japan. 

Hitler had no conception of the 
strength of the Anglo-American coalition 
and failed to realise he had no means 
of damaging it. Thus Herbstnebel was 
doomed from the start. Even if his 
troops had made it to Antwerp - then 
what? It is significant that there are few 
detailed plans for military activity after 
breaking out of the Ardennes, and none 
whatsoever following the proposed 
seizure of Antwerp.  
A STATE OF PARALYSIS
There is no doubt that the US forces 
suffered devastating initial setbacks. 
Major Tom Bigland, Monty’s chief liaison 
officer at US Twelfth Army Group 
headquarters, remembered: “Early on 19 
December we set off for [US] First Army 
HQ. We found no Army MPs in Spa and 
walked into the HQ to find literally not 
one single person there except a German 
woman. Breakfast was laid and the 
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There is no doubt that the US forces 
suffered devastating initial setbacks. 
Major Tom Bigland, Monty’s chief liaison 
officer at US Twelfth Army Group 
headquarters, remembered: “Early on 19 
December we set off for [US] First Army 
HQ. We found no Army MPs in Spa and 
walked into the HQ to find literally not 
one single person there except a German 

Christmas tree decorated in the dining 
room, telephones were in all the offices, 
papers were all over the place, but there 
was no one left to tell visitors where 
they had gone to. Germans [friendly 
civilians] in the town said they had gone 
suddenly at 03:00 am.”1 
Sensitive papers, maps showing 
dispositions, the working telephone 
exchange and even unopened Christmas 
presents had been abandoned. Rumours 
circulated around Montgomery’s 
Twenty-First Army Group that a state 
of paralysis existed in the American 
First Army’s headquarters, which soon 
reached the ears of Major-General Jock 
Whiteley, the British Deputy G-3 (staff 
officer in charge of plans and operations) 
at Eisenhower’s SHAEF headquarters.2

In Whiteley’s view, the US First Army’s 
commander, Hodges, and his HQ seemed 
to be struggling to manage the situation. 
Whiteley became convinced privately 
that someone other than General 
Hodges needed to be given temporary 
control of the northern sector of the 
German-held salient while First Army 
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Twenty-First Army Group that a state 
of paralysis existed in the American 
First Army’s headquarters, which soon 
reached the ears of Major-General Jock 
Whiteley, the British Deputy G-3 (staff 
officer in charge of plans and operations) 
at Eisenhower’s SHAEF headquarters.2

In Whiteley’s view, the US First Army’s 
commander, Hodges, and his HQ seemed 
to be struggling to manage the situation. 
Whiteley became convinced privately 

Hodges needed to be given temporary 
control of the northern sector of the 

sorted themselves out. In his thinking, 
this could only mean Field Marshal 
Montgomery. He also sensed urgency, for 
at this early stage panzers were rampant 
all over the Ardennes.3 Whiteley 
privately telephoned Monty’s chief of 
staff, Major-General Freddie de Guingand, 
to feel his way. “If Ike asked Monty to 
take over First Army, how soon could 
you do it?” “Tomorrow morning” came the 
reassuring response. Whiteley hung up, 
after making it clear that this was purely 
a speculative enquiry and nothing had 
yet been decided.

FIRED ON THE SPOT
Whiteley found an ally in his fellow 
Briton, Major-General Kenneth Strong, 
Eisenhower’s G-2 (chief of intelligence), 
whose shared his view that the US Army 
was failing to match up to the situation. 
At about midnight Eisenhower’s chief of 
staff, General Walter Bedell Smith, was 
woken by the two British major-generals 
who explained their concerns to him. 
His slumber interrupted, Bedell Smith 
let rip at the pair, suggesting their ‘anti-
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American’ behaviour was unacceptable. 
Ironically, neither Strong nor Whiteley 
were pro-Montgomery, being two of 
SHAEF’s most loyal and senior staff 
officers, but Bedell Smith in his temper 
fired both on the spot. 

Unable to sleep, Bedell Smith gradually 
saw sense in what the British generals 
proposed. Whilst realising the political 
risk of putting an American army under 
a controversial British commander, 
Bedell Smith could also see that 
militarily it made sense. Furthermore, 
he realised Whiteley and Strong had 
been right to come to him, because such 
a suggestion – appointing Montgomery – 
could only come from an American. 

The following morning Bedell Smith 
rehabilitated Whiteley and Strong, 
telling them that after his morning 
conference of 20 December, he would 
present their proposal to Eisenhower, 
but as his own, framed as an American 
idea. Encouraged 
by Bedell Smith, 
Eisenhower accepted 
the recommendation 
to divide the Ardennes 

front into two as a temporary expedient: 
Montgomery would be given operational 
command of all Allied forces (the US First 
and Ninth Armies) in the northern half 
of the Bulge. 

When Monty first visited First Army’s 
HQ, now in the safety of Chaudfontaine, 
just east of Liège, Hodges made such a 
poor impression on the field marshal 
that Monty lobbied Eisenhower for him 
to be relieved of command. By contrast, 
General William H. Simpson was fully 
aware of the tensions of coalition unity, 
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and did much to ensure things ran 
smoothly with Montgomery. The Allies 
had resolved their high level differences 
and could now focus on limiting and 
destroying the Bulge. 

MONTGOMERY ARRESTED
Part of the German plan involved 
infiltrating English-speaking German 
commandos, wearing US uniforms, 
through the lines. Tens of thousands of 
innocent Allied troops were delayed or 
detained by suspicious GIs at checkpoints. 
Official passwords were not deemed 
sufficient proof of authenticity and 
British troops were especially at risk for 
not knowing American towns, cities 
or the minutiae of Disney characters, 
Hollywood film stars or baseball. 

Montgomery, in his staff car, was 
detained by American guards who’d 
heard a rumour the British field marshal 
with his distinctive beret was being 
impersonated. When Monty told his 
potential captors to cease such nonsense 
and ordered his driver to continue, they 
shot out his tyres and arrested him. 
Eisenhower, Bradley and Patton were 
much amused for days afterwards. 

Elsewhere, slips of language gave 
away a German team who pulled into 
an American supply base and asked 
for ‘petrol’, instead of ‘gas’. “The eyes of 
the GI manning the pump became as 
big as saucers” in alarm, the Germans 
recognised their error, drove off in 
haste but overturned their Jeep and 
were captured.4 This put every British 
serviceman in danger, for whom gasoline 
was indeed (and remains), petrol. 

Among those at risk of mistaken 
identity were personnel in the British 
‘Phantom’ Communications Regiment, 
acting as Montgomery’s personal eyes 
and ears. They included the actor David 
Niven. The son a well-to-do British Army 
captain killed at Gallipoli in 1915, he had 
been commissioned at Sandhurst in 

to be relieved of command. By contrast, 
General William H. Simpson was fully 
aware of the tensions of coalition unity, 
General William H. Simpson was fully 
aware of the tensions of coalition unity, 

innocent Allied troops were delayed or innocent Allied troops were delayed or 
detained by suspicious GIs at checkpoints. detained by suspicious GIs at checkpoints. 
Official passwords were not deemed Official passwords were not deemed 
sufficient proof of authenticity and sufficient proof of authenticity and sufficient proof of authenticity and 
British troops were especially at risk for British troops were especially at risk for British troops were especially at risk for British troops were especially at risk for 
not knowing American towns, cities 
or the minutiae of Disney characters, 
Hollywood film stars or baseball. 

Montgomery, in his staff car, was 
detained by American guards who’d 
heard a rumour the British field marshal 
with his distinctive beret was being 
impersonated. When Monty told his 
potential captors to cease such nonsense 
and ordered his driver to continue, they 
shot out his tyres and arrested him. 

Countering The German Offensive

American’ behaviour was unacceptable. 
Ironically, neither Strong nor Whiteley 

front into two as a temporary expedient: 
Montgomery would be given operational 
command of all Allied forces (the US First 
and Ninth Armies) in the northern half 
of the Bulge. 

When Monty first visited First Army’s 
HQ, now in the safety of Chaudfontaine, 
just east of Liège, Hodges made such a 
poor impression on the field marshal 
that Monty lobbied Eisenhower for him 
to be relieved of command. By contrast, to be relieved of command. By contrast, 
General William H. Simpson was fully 
aware of the tensions of coalition unity, 

American’ behaviour was unacceptable. 

shot out his tyres and arrested him. 
Eisenhower, Bradley and Patton were 
much amused for days afterwards. 

Elsewhere, slips of language gave 
away a German team who pulled into 
an American supply base and asked 
for ‘petrol’, instead of ‘gas’. “The eyes of 
the GI manning the pump became as 
big as saucers” in alarm, the Germans 
recognised their error, drove off in 
haste but overturned their Jeep and 
were captured.
serviceman in danger, for whom gasoline 
was indeed (and remains), petrol. 

Among those at risk of mistaken 
identity were personnel in the British 
‘Phantom’ Communications Regiment, 
acting as Montgomery’s personal eyes 
and ears. They included the actor David 
Niven. The son a well-to-do British Army 
captain killed at Gallipoli in 1915, he had 
been commissioned at Sandhurst in 

shot out his tyres and arrested him. 
Eisenhower, Bradley and Patton were 
much amused for days afterwards. 

Elsewhere, slips of language gave 
away a German team who pulled into 
an American supply base and asked an American supply base and asked 
for ‘petrol’, instead of ‘gas’. “The eyes of 
the GI manning the pump became as 
big as saucers” in alarm, the Germans 
recognised their error, drove off in 
haste but overturned their Jeep and 
were captured.
serviceman in danger, for whom gasoline 
was indeed (and remains), petrol. 

identity were personnel in the British 
‘Phantom’ Communications Regiment, 
acting as Montgomery’s personal eyes 
and ears. They included the actor David 
Niven. The son a well-to-do British Army 
captain killed at Gallipoli in 1915, he had 
been commissioned at Sandhurst in 

much amused for days afterwards. 

away a German team who pulled into 
an American supply base and asked 

TOP LEFT: 
Field Marshal 
Montgomery
talks to RSM Bob 
Duxberry of the
13th (2nd/4th 
Bn The South 
Lancashire
Regiment) 
Parachute
Battalion while 
visiting the
6th Airborne 
Division in
Ardennes.
(PARADATA)

ABOVE RIGHT: 
Lance Corporal 
Newton searches 
for enemy mines 
in the snow.

RIGHT: American 
dead, mostly 
from Battery 
‘B’ of the 285th 
Field Artillery 
Observation 
Battalion, lie 
where they were 
gunned down 
in cold blood by 
Kampfgruppe 
Peiper on 17 
December 1944.

BELOW: A German Sd Kfz 182 Panzerkampfwagen VI Ausf B Tank, often 
referred to as a King Tiger, drives past a column of American POWs 
captured during the German attack. (NARA)
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1930 before finding fame in Hollywood 
four years later. Niven re-entered the 
British army in 1940 and as a lieutenant 
colonel in December 1944 was a 
frequent traveller between military 
headquarters, sometimes accompanied 
by his batman, Peter Ustinov. Niven 
was often pulled over at roadblocks by 
suspicious GIs, and rarely remembered 
the right password, but claimed he 
was always able to respond with his 
clueless British charm. “Simply haven’t 
the foggiest idea... but I recall I made 
a picture with Ginger Rogers in 1939 
called Bachelor Mother” – a technique 
which apparently never failed to work. 
“On your way, Dave, and Good Luck!”, 
they would motion him through, 
thinking of picture houses back home.5

THIRTY DEGREES OF FROST
While RAF fighter and bomber 
squadrons played their part in stalling 
the German advance, weather 
permitting, on the ground a battle-group 
of the 2nd Panzer Division eventually 
reached Celles near the River Meuse 
on 23 December. Thanks to intelligence 
gathered by two former Belgian army 
officers, who trekked through the 
crystal-clear night in minus thirty 
degrees of frost to map the Panzers’ 
positions, British troops were furnished 
with the exact locations and precise 
strengths of the Germans.6 During 24 
December, Sherman tanks of Lieutenant-
Colonel Alan Brown’s 3rd Royal Tank 
Regiment (3 RTR) stationed along the 
Meuse duelled cautiously with the 
forward Panzers; at the same time rocket-
firing Typhoons and P-51s harassed the 
Germans. It was obvious the latter were 
short of fuel as each ‘Panther’ was seen to 
be towing up to three trucks. 
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squadrons played their part in stalling 

permitting, on the ground a battle-group 

On Christmas Day, the US 82nd 
Armored Reconnaissance Battalion 
and 3 RTR attacked their foes, as Major 
Noël Bell, of the 8th Rifle Brigade, 
watched from a nearby vantage point. “A 
squadron of P-38 Lightnings roared over 
us and circled low, determined to have a 
festive Christmas Day. Three Panthers, a 
certain amount of transport and a large 
number of entrenched infantry were 
subjected to merciless and incessant 
attack from the Lightnings which soon 
began to dive to rooftop height with 
machine-guns blazing, dropping bombs 
at the same time.”7 

A DIFFICULT DRIVE
At the tip of the Bulge, there was much 
confusion as to who occupied which 
village, as Captain Guy Radmore of the 
British 6th Airborne Division nearly 
found to his cost. Having just arrived in 
the Ardennes on New Year’s Eve, “after 
a difficult drive through cold, fog and 
snow”, he and a colleague decided to 
celebrate, and went to the Château Royal 
d’Ardennes, a luxury country hotel (still 

in business), near the Meuse and midway 
between Dinant and Givet. “We arrived 
and, to our astonishment, were greeted by 
a receptionist and a head waiter in a tail 
coat. Having organised a bath and a bottle 
of wine, we enquired as to how long ago 
the Germans had left, and were amazed 
to be told, ‘They left through the garden 
about ten minutes ago.’”’8 

In appalling weather on 3 January, 
under Montgomery’s guidance, Hodges’ 
First Army attacked from the north and 
Patton’s Third advanced from the south. 
The two armies were at this stage about 
25 miles apart. 

RAF Wing Commander Desmond Scott, 
usually in charge of a wing of Typhoon 
ground-attack fighters, wrote of driving 
his Jeep through the region to reconnoitre 
a new airbase, and described conditions 
with his pilot’s eye: “Sleet was falling, 
the roads were icy, and to add to the 
danger, we kept running into masses of 
super cooled fog. As soon as this fog hit 
anything it turned to ‘Rhine [i.e. very 

 Panzer Division eventually 
reached Celles near the River Meuse 
on 23 December. Thanks to intelligence 
gathered by two former Belgian army 

positions, British troops were furnished 

 During 24 
December, Sherman tanks of Lieutenant-

Royal Tank 
Regiment (3 RTR) stationed along the 

forward Panzers; at the same time rocket-
firing Typhoons and P-51s harassed the 
Germans. It was obvious the latter were 
short of fuel as each ‘Panther’ was seen to 

 Panzer Division eventually 
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on 23 December. Thanks to intelligence 
gathered by two former Belgian army 
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ABOVE: 
A British 
Sherman Firefly 
pictured leads 
a column of 
vehicles.

BELOW RIGHT: 
An SS-Haupt-
scharführer of 
the 1st SS 
Leibstandarte 
Division in front 
of a signpost 
pointing to 
Malmédy and St. 
Vith during the 
German advance.
(NARA)

BELOW LEFT: 
Two dead 
American 
soldiers at a road 
intersection at 
Honsfeld in
Belgium in 
December 1944. 
(NARA)
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thick] ice’, with which no windscreen 
wiper can cope. The glass became an ice 
shield and in order to stay on the road 
and keep going, we drove with our heads 
out of the side of the Jeep. Several times 
we slid off the road and had to be dragged 
back on, sometimes by a passing truck, 
once by a Sherman tank.”9 

On 11 January 1945 a linkup was made 
between British troops moving from the 
west and GIs advancing from the north, 
when the 1st Black Watch of General 
Brian Horrocks’ XXX Corps entered 
La Roche, encountering the US Fourth 
Cavalry Group. One of the Scotsmen, 
Harris McAllister, remembered: “We 

crossed over the wrecked Ourthe River 
bridge and met American soldiers in 
their armoured car. We sat down, round 
a fire of petrol and sand in a bucket, 
and shared coffee with them. Then a 
photographer with a reporter arrived in 
a Jeep and we were made to rush down 
a street from opposite ends, meet and 
shake hands in the middle.”10 

If there were any lingering hopes in 
Hitler’s HQ about the continued viability 
of Herbstnebel, they were dashed on 12 
January, when the Soviets launched 
their New Year’s offensive. On 15 
January, Rundstedt received permission 
to start withdrawing his forces.

ISSUES OF FRATRICIDE
Nestling deep in the Ardennes, 
overlooked by hills and woods, Hotton 
is an unremarkable Belgian town, 
sitting astride the River Ourthe. This 
sleepy crossroads community, with its 
church, stone farmhouses and wooden 
barns, still bears a close resemblance 
to the 1940s settlement, although the 
scattering of modern buildings make 
it obvious that vicious fighting once 
occurred here. Walk down the main 

their armoured car. We sat down, round 

photographer with a reporter arrived in 
a Jeep and we were made to rush down 

Hitler’s HQ about the continued viability 

January, Rundstedt received permission 

street you can picture the 116th Panzer 
Division racing through, on their way to 
the River Meuse, 24 miles distant. They 
appeared at 08:30 am on the Winter 
Solstice, Thursday 21 December 1944, 
aiming for Hotton’s bridge, having 
started their drive westwards with the 
rest of General von Mantueffel’s Fifth 
Panzer Army on 16 December. Their 
morning assault, and another launched 
in the gloom of evening, narrowly failed 
to take the crossing from the defenders, 
crouching behind hasty barricades of 
overturned trucks. 

Hotton – which lay in the middle of 
the German ‘Bulge’ into US lines (hence 
the familiar name of the campaign) 
- represents the reality of combat in 
the Ardennes. Some Germans donned 
GI clothing, often to stay warm, but 
sometimes to deceive: in the inevitable 
confusion, there were issues of fratricide, 
on both sides. The population were 
defenceless and learned to cope as best 
they could with every colour of uniform 
until the fighting was over. Much of the 
wider campaign, as in Hotton, revolved 
around shortages of fuel, rivers, bridges 
and road junctions. 

SNOW & STEEL 
PETER CADDICK-ADAMS is the author 
of Snow and Steel: The Battle of the 
Bulge 1944-45, published to coincide 
with the 70th anniversary of the 
campaign in the UK by Preface and in 
the USA by Oxford University Press.

Readers can buy Snow and Steel 
by Peter Caddick-Adams (RRP: £25) 
for the special price of £20 including 
free UK P&P. To order please call 
01206 255 800 and quote the 
reference Britain at War.

Offer valid until 18th December 2014.
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thick] ice’, with which no windscreen 
wiper can cope. The glass became an ice bridge and met American soldiers in 

crossed over the wrecked Ourthe River thick] ice’, with which no windscreen crossed over the wrecked Ourthe River ABOVE: Airborne 
troops investigate 
a building whilst 
undertaking 
offensive 
operations to take 
back a village 
captured during 
the German 
attack.  

ABOVE RIGHT: 
Members of the 
6th Airborne
Pictured donning
camouflaged 
snow suits before 
going on patrol.
(PARADATA)

Offer valid until 18

BELOW: A patrol recce patrol of 6th 
Airborne pictured in in the Ardennes 
during January 1945. (PARADATA)



59www.britainatwar.com

BRITONS AT THE BULGE
Countering The German Offensive

THE WESTERN BACK-STOP
Just outside the town, along Route 
N86, and down the appropriately-
named Rue de la Libération, is a small 
military graveyard maintained by the 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission. 
In many ways, it sums up Britain’s 
commitment to Continental Europe 
during World War Two. Amongst the 
666 headstones, several commemorate 
men who fell in May 1940 but the vast 
majority date from January 1945, when 
British units tangled with their opponents 
in the last stages of the Battle of the Bulge. 
Most signify UK nationals, but others 
honour 88 Canadians, 41 Australians, ten 
New Zealanders, a Belgian pilot serving 
in the RAF, a Pole, and 20 who have the 
misfortune to be unidentified, but soldier 
no more. 

This cemetery reminds the visitor 
that on New Year’s Day 1945 patrols 
of the British 6th Airborne and 53rd 

Welsh Divisions arrived in Hotton as 
reinforcements to help prevent any 
further breakthroughs. They were the 
western ‘backstop’ to the Bulge created 
in American lines, and the graves within 
include those of 41-year-old Brigadier 
Gwynne Brian Sugden, commanding 
158th Brigade (53rd Welsh Division), who 
died when his scout car skidded on ice 
and overturned on 4 January 1945.

Incidentally, a celebrated name in the 
Hotton cemetery is that of an unlucky 
53-year-old war correspondent for 
The Daily Telegraph who possessed a 
gallantry medal from World War One, 
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in American lines, and the graves within 

 Welsh Division), who 

and was also a Member of Parliament. 
Major Ronnie Cartland, MP, aged 33, had 
actually been killed in 1940, having been 
one of Winston Churchill’s loyal circle of 
pre-war anti-appeasers and who might 
have gone on to hold high office after 
the war. Regarded as one of a great ‘lost 
generation’, he was mourned ever after 
by his elder sister, the world-renowned 
romantic novelist Barbara Cartland. 

SABOTAGED BY REALITY
The Nazi dream of a massive assault 
reaching Antwerp in days was 
sabotaged by the reality that Hitler’s 
army was scarcely more mobile than 
their predecessors who had entered 
Belgium in August 1914. In the earlier 
assault, using the Schlieffen Plan, it 
was the sheer inertia of hundreds of 
thousands of men and horses struggling 
on foot and hoof to keep up with an 
ambitious timetable in good weather that 
eventually led to the Kaiser’s ambitions 
being dashed. The scenario in December 
1944 – which included over 50,000 oft-
forgotten horses - was similar, but the 
weather was far worse. Additionally, the 
Allies ruled the skies. 

The triumph of the Allied forces in 
the Ardennes – the US First and Third 
Armies of Generals Courtney Hodges 
and George Patton, with troops from 
Horrocks’ British XXX Corps guarding 
the River Meuse - was that having been 
surprised by Hitler’s war machine in 
the most unfavourable circumstances 
imaginable, and taken a very bloody hit, 
they struck back and ultimately had not 
been found wanting. 
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BELOW: A British Sherman Firefly tank of the 
1st Armoured Battalion Coldstream Guards 
believed to be at Namur In December 1944. 

Aerial view 
of Ardennes 

battle sector.

BELOW: Recce 
patrol of B Coy, 9th 
Parachute Battalion 

near Maiche.

BOTTOM: British 
Sherman tanks with 

a Stuart light tank 
parked by the side of 
the road. Two of the 
tanks in the column 

have their turrets 
traversed to the rear. 
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The unpleasant shock had been 
caused by a massive intelligence failure. 
This was due partly to overwhelming 
complacency at Eisenhower’s SHAEF 
headquarters; but the inability of 
ULTRA material from Bletchley Park 
to forewarn also played a role. So, 
too, did Hitler’s excellent operational 
security. As is often the case, the 
various allied intelligence-gathering 
agencies, which also included the 
results of tactical signals interception, 
air photo-intelligence, prisoner-of-war 
interrogation as well as the efforts of 
OSS and SOE, failed to co-ordinate and 
share their products, instead – as such 
organisations are wont to do – choosing 
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The British Expeditionary Force was involved in the later stages of the defence of 
Belgium following the German invasion in May 1940, and suffered many casualties 
in covering the withdrawal to Dunkirk. Commonwealth forces did not return until 
September 1944, but in the intervening years, many airmen were shot down 
or crashed in raids on strategic objectives in Belgium, or while returning from 
missions over Germany.

The village of Hotton was the western limit of the great German counter 
offensive in the Ardennes in January 1945. A great many of the burials in Hotton 
War Cemetery date from that time, although there are also some from May 1940.

The cemetery contains 666 Commonwealth burials of the Second World War, 21 of 
them unidentified.

Hotton is located south of Liege on the N86 and towards Menil along the Rue de 
la Liberation. The Cemetery may be found along that road on the right. 
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to compete with one another.  
Despite these setbacks, and the 

challenge of Bernard Montgomery 
commanding US troops in the northern 
half of the Bulge and later claiming 
personal credit for its eradication, the 
convoluted and competitive command 
chains of the Third Reich meant the 
Fatherland would never match the Allies’ 
professionalism and skill in making war. 
Hitler’s forces were destined always to 
achieve a poor second place. The truest 
test of an army is not when everything is 
going according to plan, but when it can 
prevail despite the Clausewitzian fog of 
war. With the Bulge, the Allies achieved 
their triumph in style.  

HASTENED THE WAR’S END
It would not matter that around 800 
Allied tanks, nearly 2,000 trucks and 
800 aircraft were lost in the Ardennes 
for they could be replaced immediately, 
and many were repaired. Every German 
piece of armour, truck or plane destroyed 
was unrecoverable and irreplaceable. 
Eisenhower concluded after the war that 
the Ardennes campaign set Allied plans 
back by between two to three months at 
the most, and actually hastened the end 
of the war by destroying German reserves 
that would have been encountered on the 
far side of the Rhine later on. 

In fact, the Russians were the real 
beneficiaries of Herbstnebel, for the 
Fifth and Sixth Panzer Armies deployed 
in the Ardennes could have done very 
serious damage to the Red Army’s 
advance on Berlin. Even then, they 
would not have altered the operational 
outcome. With minor variations, it 
is difficult to conceive of any other 
outcome to the Ardennes offensive 
other than a German defeat. 

HASTENED THE WAR’S ENDHASTENED THE WAR’S ENDABOVE:
Fifty years after 
it was fired, the 
author found 
this anti-tank 
projectile in
December 1994, 
in the vicinity of 
Buchholz station, 
along the route 
of Kampfgruppe 
Peiper

BOTTOM: 
A patrol recce 
patrol of 6th 
Airborne 
pictured in in the 
Ardennes during
January 1945.



www.london-medals.co.uk
020 7836 8877

• BUY& VIEWALLAVAILABLE STOCK ONLINE

BOOK
SIGNING

Meet Roy Cross at The Aviation Bookshop on
Saturday 6th December who will be signing
copies of his latest book from 10:30am

UK Postage & Packing

Postage to all UK addresses £5.00

Overseas Delivery Charges
Postal charges are made at cost price to
The Aviation Bookshop.We are unable to
detail exact postal charges as orders are
treated individually and the applicable
charge is calculated accordingly.

Information published here may be subject to change.
Please quote SAM when responding to this advert.

The Aviation Bookshop, 31-33 Vale Road,
Royal Tunbridge Wells, Kent, TN1 1BS, ENGLAND

01892 539284 (international:+44 18 92 53 92 84)

info@aviation-bookshop.com

www.aviation-bookshop.com

Payment Methods
Cheques made payable to
The Aviation Bookshop

or you can pay via using
info@aviation-bookshop.com

All major credit cards accepted

The Aviation Bookshop - at the service of all
aviation enthusiasts since the 1940s

NEW!

DISCOUNT OF ALL NEW
AND SECONDHAND BOOKS
DURING THE DAY* *Except for those being signed



www.britainatwar.com

It was officially announced in the Allied press that Princess 
Eli abeth had launched a new battleship for the Royal Navy, 

the greatest yet built in the British Isles . HMS Vanguard had in fact 
been inaugurated at Clydebank on 30 November, the last battleship to 
be launched in the world. It was also the first ship ever launched by the 
future monarch.

Over 7,000 members of the Home Guard, drawn from units 
across the , paraded in front of ing George VI and other 

members of the Royal Family in London’s Hyde Park to mark the 
formation’s stand down. Three Home Guards members from each 
battalion in the country attended and marched alongside 3, 00 men 
from the London District. From this date, the Home Guard became an 
inactive reserve unit, though it was not actually disbanded until 31 
December 194 .

In a unique ceremony, 400 ‘Red Devils’ who had participated 
in the fighting at Arnhem in September 1944 attended an 

investiture at Buckingham Palace. The numbers involved were so 
unprecedented that, for the first time in history, the ceremony had to 
be held in the spacious entrance hall at the Palace. Sixty-one of the 
men present received decorations, which included a VC (that of Major 
R.H. Cain), two CBs, seven DSOs, 19 MCs, seven DCMs and 2  MMs.

The Home Secretary, Mr Herbert Morrison, announced that the 
blackout would become a ‘dim out’ as most of the attacks on 

Britain were now being made by V-1 flying bombs or V-2 rockets.
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DATES THAT SHAPED THE SECOND WORLD WAR 
Key Moments and Events that affected BritDECEMBER 1944

WORLD’S LONGEST BAILEY BRIDGE
On Sunday, 10 DECEMBER 1944, engineers from the XIVth 
Army completed a 1,154 foot long Bailey bridge across 
the Chindwin River at Kalewa. Seen here in aerial view 
during construction, it was, on completion, the longest 
such bridge in the world and was to be used by the men 
of the 11th East African Division. 

Veteran Frederick Weedman recalled how the bridge was 
built: “The engineers assembled the spans in the Myitta 
River [in western Burma], protected from air attack by 
barrage balloons brought from Calcutta where they were 
no longer needed. The parts of the bridge [were] ferried 
across the Brahmaputra and transported by train to the 
railhead at Dimapur. 

“Here they were loaded on lorries and borne more than 
300 miles further over mountain roads to Kalewa. It was 
here that the floating bays were built and towed by motor 
boats to where they were positioned across the Chindwin 
River. The bridge was then floated into the Chindwin River 
where in 28 hours of continuous assembly it was put in 
place.” 

Bomber Command undertook its last heavy night raid on the city 
of Essen. Post-war, Albert Speer, who had served as the German 

Minister of Armaments and War Production, made these comments in 
respect of this attack (quoted in the Official History)  The last night 
attack upon the rupp works, which was carried out by a large number 
of 4-engined bombers, caused surprise on account of the accuracy of 
the bomb pattern. We assumed that this attack was the first large-scale 
attack based on Oboe or some other new navigational system.

A force of 327 Lancasters and 14 Mosquitoes was despatched 
to bomb two important I.G. Farben chemical factories at 

Ludwigshafen and the town of Oppau. Of this raid, the historians Martin 
Middlebrook and Chris Everitt wrote in The Bomber Command War 
Dairies  It would be difficult to find a Bomber Command night raid which 
caused so much industrial damage but so little in civilian housing areas.
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DATES THAT SHAPED THE SECOND WORLD WAR DECEMBER 1944

THE DISAPPEARANCE 
OF GLENN MILLER
The American big band musician, arranger, composer, and 
bandleader, Major Glenn Miller (pictured during his SAAF service), 
was reported missing on Friday, 15 DECEMBER 1944, after the 

SAAF C- 4A Norseman communication aircraft in which he was 
travelling was lost over the English Channel. 

The single-engine aircraft had taken off from RAF Twinwood Farm, 
just north of Bedford, to fly to Paris. Though the wreckage of Miller’s 
aircraft has never been located, the theories put forward for its loss 
include a faulty carburettor or that it was hit by bombs jettisoned by 
RAF bombers returning from an aborted raid. 

THE DISAPPEARANCE 

18

16

18

16 The final offensive by the German Army in the West, Operation 
Wacht am Rhein (Watch on the Rhine), commenced with a 

surprise assault on S positions in the densely forested Ardennes area 
of Belgium by 200,000 men, including seven Pan er divisions. The initial 
Allied response was hampered by snow and fog, though the SAAF 
and RAF were soon able to establish air superiority over the battlefield. 
Despite a large salient being created in the Allied front, the German 
offensive soon ground to a halt in the face of poor weather, dwindling 
fuel supplies and stiffening Allied resistance and counter-attacks.  

The Type VIIC -boat U-1209 sank in unusual circumstances. At 
10.30 hours personnel stationed at Wolf Rock Lighthouse, eight 

nautical miles south west of Land’s End, Cornwall reported that a -boat 
had run aground on the rocks. Immediately afterwards they signalled that 
the -boat had slipped off and was under way proceeding westward with 
one man on the conning tower. Badly holed aft and with water pouring 
into the diesel and motor rooms, the submarine was in serious trouble. 
Eventually the captain, Oberleutnant zur See Ewald H lsenbeck, was forced 
to give the order for his crew to abandon ship. Nine men were lost in the 
sinking. In the aftermath there was much discussion amongst the Trinity 
House lighthouse keepers at Wolf Rock as to whether they were entitled to 
the usual Admiralty awards commensurate with sinking a -boat.

Fleet Air Arm carrier-based aircraft attacked apanese harbour and 
oil installations on Sumatra. 

The British government announced a new call-up for the army, 
intended to provide a further 2 0,000 fighting men.

The Admiralty’s Monthly Loss Summary noted that just one Allied 
merchant ship, of ,000 tons, was lost in the Atlantic. In return, 

three -boats were sunk. 

20
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A Corner of a Foreign Field

T
HE REMAINS of men listed as 
having no known grave are still 
being uncovered on the Western 

Front. Having been buried in makeshift 
battlefield cemeteries or in hastily 
dug individual graves whose locations 
became forgotten or lost these men 
are recorded only on memorials to the 
missing. These are the men resting in 
the ‘corner of a foreign field’ in Rupert 
Brooke’s famous poem, ‘The Soldier’. 

Now, the latest technology is allowing 
some of these missing soldiers to be 
given their names back at last. DNA 
comparative analysis techniques mean 
that remains can be positively identified, 
thus according the deceased a burial 
with full military honours. 

In this way, 15 men of the York and 
Lancaster Regiment discovered in 
November 2009 have recently been 
re-buried with full military honours in 
France. They are now remembered as 

When a small French town started work 
on a new municipal soakaway in 2009, 
they unwittingly started a process that led 
to 15 missing British soldiers of the First 
World War being accorded a burial with full 
military honours, almost exactly 100 years 
after they fell. Mark Khan reports.

individuals – no longer listed as having 
no known grave, they now lie amongst 
their comrades in a Commonwealth 
War Graves Cemetery.

Of the 15 casualties discovered, 11 
have been positively identified using 
DNA analysis, four remain unknown 
and work is continuing to attempt to 
find the identity of these individuals. 
All were members of the 2nd Battalion 
York & Lancaster Regiment. 

The burials were organised by the 
Joint Casualty and Compassionate 
Centre (JCCC) the Ministry of Defence 
department based at Imjin Barracks, 
Innsworth in Gloucestershire which 
is responsible for co-ordinating 
investigations following the discovery 
of human remains of British service 
personnel killed in the two world wars. 
The burials took place at 11.30hrs on 
22 Oct 2014 at Y Farm Commonwealth 
War Graves Cemetery, Bois Grenier, 

south of the town of Armentières. 
The soldiers identified had previously 

been commemorated on the Ploegsteert 
Memorial near Ypres, which remembers 
more than 11,000 servicemen of the 
United Kingdom and South African 
forces who died during the First 
World War and have no known grave 
in the area from the line Caestre-
Dranoutre-Warneton to the north, 
to Haverskerque-Estaires-Fournes 
to the south, including the towns of 
Hazebrouck, Merville, Bailleul and 
Armentières, the Forest of Nieppe, and 
Ploegsteert Wood. 

The 4th Battalion Yorkshire Regiment 
provided the military support during 
the burials with the Commanding 
Officer, padre, pall bearers, firing party 
and a military band in attendance. Also 
present were many family members of 
the named soldiers along with relatives 
of those lost but yet to be identified, as 

MAIN PICTURE: 
Re-interment 
of the remains 
of 15 soldiers 
of the York 
and Lancaster 
Regiment who 
died 100 years 
ago in the early 
months of the 
Great War. 

BOTTOM LEFT: 
Walter Oxer, 
from Lytham St 
Annes, grandson 
of Pte Ernest 
Oxer, whose 
remains were 
laid to rest at 
the The ‘Y’ Farm 
Commonwealth 
Cemetery.

on a new municipal soakaway in 2009, 
When a small French town started work When a small French town started work 
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A Corner of a Foreign Field

well as representatives from the British 
Embassy in Paris, York and Lancaster 
Regiment, CWGC, JCCC and the Royal 
British Legion. 

2ND BATTALION IN FRANCE
So, what happened to these unfortunate 
men? Of course, the specifics of their 
deaths are bound to be hazy – after all, 
they had never been found – but if we 
turn the clock back to August 1914 we 
find the 2nd Battalion York and Lancaster 
Regiment based at Fermoy, Ireland as 
part of 16th Brigade, 6th Division. 

When war broke out the battalion 
moved initially to the Cambridge area 
and on 9 September 1914 landed in 
France at the port of St Nazaire. Moving 
initially to the area around Crécy, the 
battalion then took part in the actions on 
the Aisne in September before deploying 
to the Armentières area in October. 
At this time, the Allied and German 

Armies were attempting to outflank 
one another, taking particular care to 
cover their exposed northern flank. This 
period of fighting became known as 
‘The Race to the Sea’.

On 18 October the 2nd Battalion of 
the York and Lancasters were engaged 
near Beaucamps-Ligny. The battalion, 
along with the 1st Battalion of the East 
Kent Regiment (The Buffs) was ordered 
to conduct a reconnaissance in force 
astride the Bois-Grenier–Beaucamps-
Ligny Road. 

The 2nd Battalion York & Lancs 
were able to capture the village of 
Radinghem with little opposition. 
From there they advanced 300 yards 
across a plateau towards woodland that 
contained the Chateau de Flandres. It 
was at this point that the battalion met 
heavy German machine gun fire and 
were driven back. Although casualties 
were considerable, C Company under 

        THE CAT & CABBAGETHE CAT & CABBAGE                THE CAT & CABBAGE
Despite its title the York and Lancaster Regiment was 
a wholly Yorkshire regiment, recruiting in Sheffield, 
Barnsley, Rotherham and district, an area which used to 
be known as ‘Hallamshire’. The regiment was formed in 
1881 following an amalgamation of the 65th (2nd Yorkshire 
North Riding) Regiment, the 84th (York and Lancaster) 
Regiment and the 3rd West York Light Infantry Militia. The 
cap badge was designed to incorporate key elements of 
the regiment’s history. 

The Royal Bengal tiger represents the old 65th and the 
Union Rose and Ducal coronet refer to the Royal Houses 
of York and Lancaster. The cap badge gave the regiment 
their nickname ‘The Cat and Cabbage’.  

During the First World War the regiment raised 22 
battalions. The 2nd Battalion served entirely on the 
Western Front and played a part in many of the key actions 
including at Hooge in 1915, at the Somme a year later and  
in 1917, the Battle of Hill 70 as well as the the Cambrai 
operations and many actions during 1918. 

The 6th Division was billeted around Bohain to the 
north east of Saint-Quentin at the Armistice on 11 
November 1918. It was selected to march into Germany 
as part of the occupation force crossing the German 
border on 13 December.
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11 Soldiers
11 Stories

As a result of information drawn from service records 
and genealogical data, the details of the 11 soldiers 
identified has revealed their individual stories. 

Pte. Herbert Ernest Allcock 6774 
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

HERBERT ALLCOC , born in 1 2 
at Leeds, was 32 when killed in 
action on 1  October 1914.

Herbert’s parents originated 
from Norfolk and moved to Leeds 
before marrying and having 13 
children, only six of whom lived 
to adulthood.

Herbert followed his father’s 
trade as a joiner before enlisting 
with the orks and Lancs on 14 
une 1902. He initially enlisted 
for a period of three years with 
the Colours but extended this 
to a period of eight years and 
served in India between 190 -
1910.

He was discharged to the 
Reserve on  April 1910 but 
little more that a year later 
was medically downgraded and 
transferred out of the Reserve because of a hernia and extensive primary 
tooth decay.

His 12-year contractual term expired in une 1914 and he immediately chose 
to sign up for the Reserve for a further four year period on 14 une 1914  but 
for that fateful decision, Herbert would have been time expired and would not 
have been mobilised at the outbreak of war.

Herbert married Ethel Bloomfield in 1911 and had two young daughters, 
Winifred, born August 1912 and Ellen, born April 1914. His widow never 
remarried and she died at the age of 91 in 197 .

Pte. John Brameld 7208 
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

OHN WAS born in Sheffield in 1 4, the eldest of a family of five children. He 
followed the family trade as a grinder in the cutlery industry before enlisting with 
the orks  Lancs on 7 anuary 1903.

He served three years with the Colours and was discharged to the Reserve 
on 3rd February 190  for the balance of the remaining nine years of his 
contractual service.

Following his transfer to the 
Reserve, ohn settled back into 
civilian life and resumed his old trade 
as a table blade grinder. He married 
Rachel Forster in 190  and the 
couple had two children, Edna, born 
in 1910 and Arthur, born in 1912.

Although more than eight years 
had elapsed since his regular 
service, ohn along with other 
reservists in the same situation 
mobilised immediately upon the 
declaration of war. He was 30 
years old when he was killed in 
action on 1  October 1914.

Pte. William Butterworth 8175 
2nd Battalion Yorks and Lancs

ALTHO GH WILLIAM was born at Wakefield in 1 7 , his father was from 
Barnsley and his mother from Dundee. By the time of the 1 91 census the 
family had settled in Lancaster and most were engaged in the trade of mat 
weaving. William was the eldest of 11 children who survived into adulthood.

He enlisted into the orks and Lancs on 13 December 1904, initially for a 
period of three years with the Colours but subsequently extended this and 
served in India between 190 -11. He was discharged to the Reserve on 12 
November 1912 and mobilised at the outbreak of war.

He married Margaret Clegg little more than six months before the war 
and the couple had a baby daughter, Beatrice, in early 191  whom William 
obviously never saw. William has the sad but noteworthy distinction of 
belonging to a family that lost four sons during 
the course of the war.

The second son of the family was Christopher, 
serving as a Lance Sergeant with the 2nd 
Battalion ings Own Royal Lancaster Regiment 
when killed in action  May 191  at Fre enberg. 
The third son was Hugh, serving as a Private 
with the th Battalion ings Own Royal Lancaster 
Regiment when killed in action  August 191 . 

The fourth son was ohn, who died on 27 une 
1917. ohn enlisted in the Royal Lancs in une 
191  less than a month after his second brother 
had been killed in the same regiment. ohn 
never actually served overseas due to a serious 
illness of which he suddenly died at Aldershot 
just two days before he was to be discharged 
from military service.

Two of the surviving brothers fared little better. 
The second eldest (after William), George Ephraim, born1 79, enlisted in 
the Scots Guards on  September 1904 and served throughout the war until 
discharged on medical grounds on 27 September 191  with neurasthenia 
(shell shock) after being wounded several times. 

ames, born 1 9, enlisted with the Royal Lancs on 29 October 1914 and 
was sent to Gallipoli where he suffered a gunshot wound to the leg at Suvla 
Bay on 10 August 191 . On his way to the dressing station he was forced to 
take shelter in a ‘mule hole’ due to shelling and was buried alive for more than 
an hour. He was discharged as medically unfit on 11 September 191  due to 
the wound, severe back problems and deafness in both ears.

ames, the father of the soldiers also died in 191  and the Lancaster 
Guardian dated 12 August 191  reported  Father of six soldiers, Mr ames 
Butterworth, died from debility, caused by having three sons killed and two 
severely wounded in the war, in the opinion of Dr Aitken.

Cpl. Francis Carr Dyson 9159 
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

FRANCIS WAS born in 1 9 at Wakefield, the second eldest in a family of six children. 
He lived in various parts of orkshire due to the varied career of his father who worked 
as a miner, police constable, iron foundry worker and political journalist.

He enlisted with the ork and Lancs in 190  for a term of seven years with the 
Colours. He had already been appointed Lance Corporal by the time of the 1911 census 
but very little else is known of Francis because his service papers have not survived.

His younger brother, Willie Rogers Dyson, served with the Royal Garrison Artillery 
and died of wounds on 30 April 191 .

As a result of information drawn from service records 
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Pte. Ernest Oxer 8502 
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

ERNEST WAS one of three brothers killed during the course of the war  all by 
coincidence in, for the family, the black month of October.

He was born at Swinton near Rotherham in 1  into a mining family. In common 
with his six brothers who survived into adulthood, Ernest worked down the pit 
before he enlisted with the orks and Lancs in October 190 .

He served with the 1st Battalion including a stint in India before he was 
transferred to the Reserve in 1913 after seven years with the Colours.

He swiftly settled back into civilian life and married Ada Hakin in the spring of 
1914. The couple had a baby boy named Ernest in honour of his father who had 
been killed in action less than a month before the child was born on 1  November.

Ernest’s two brothers, Harry and William, both enlisted in the orks and Lancs on 
the same day, 7 September 1914. Henry served with the th Battalion and died of 
wounds on 24 October 191  at Gallipoli. William survived the Gallipoli campaign 
and was eventually transferred to the th Battalion with whom he was killed in 
action on 19 October 1917 during the Battle of Passchendaele. These two brothers 
left widows and four infant children each.

Another brother, George, also died in 191  at the age of 34, in a mining accident, 
leaving a widow and five young children.

Pte. John Willie Jarvis 7164 
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

OHN WAS born in 1 0 at Rotherham and worked as a miner before enlisting in the 
orks and Lancs on 1  November 1902. In spite of having previously served in the 

military during the Boer War and being awarded the ueen’s South Africa medal 
with Cape Colony Bar, he evidently decided that the army life was not for him.

ohn deserted on 21 February 1903 but re-materialised on 9 uly. A trial was 
dispensed with, subject to him making good the losses incurred for equipment 

and forfeiting pay and pension entitlements.
He was transferred to the 1st Battalion and shipped to India. pon completion 

of three years with the Colours (excluding the period of the desertion) he was 
transferred to the Reserve on 9 uly 190  and resumed his pre-enlistment 
occupation as a miner.

In spite of ohn’s military character being recorded as ‘indifferent’, he 
responded immediately to the mobilisation call.

ohn’s only brother, George, was killed in action a little less than a month 
after his own death on 1  November 1914 with the 2nd Battalion O LI in the 
pres salient.

Pte. Walter Ellis 8272 
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

WALTER WAS born in 1 3 at Doncaster and in common with other members 
of his family worked as coach builder in the railway industry. He enlisted in the 
orks and Lancs on 20 uly 190  at the age of 22 years for a period of seven 

years with the Colours, subsequently extended to nine. He was deemed to be 
medically fit for service in spite of having ‘slightly flat feet’.

He was transferred to the 1st Battalion in October 190  and served in India 
until his return to Britain in early 1914. In spite of his long service, Walter 
experienced major disciplinary problems. He was summarily sentenced to 21 
days imprisonment in February 1911 by a District Court Martial for contempt 
of court and further punishment by a subsequent DCM that resulted in the loss 
of pay and pension entitlement for 112 days.

Walter was transferred to the Reserve on 20 uly 1914 but enjoyed little 
more than two weeks of civilian life before he was mobilised at the outbreak 
of the war.

Pte. Leonard Arthur Morley 8678 
2nd Battalion Yorks and Lancs

LEONARD WAS born at Boxhill, 
Surrey in 1 92 into a family with ten 
children. He and his siblings were 
exceptionally tall by contemporary 
standards.

Leonard enlisted in the orks and 
Lancs on 27 April 1907 by falsely 
declaring himself to be 1  years of 
age when, in fact, he was still two 
months short of his 1 th birthday. 
Even at that age, Leonard had 
attained a height just one eighth of 
an inch short of ’ 10’’.

When the ‘long and short’ 
photograph was taken, Leonard was 
still two months short of his 1 th 
birthday.

After completion of five years 
service with the 2nd Battalion, Leonard was transferred to the Reserve in une 
1912. He settled in Sheffield and was planning to marry before mobilisation 
intervened in August 1914.

Pte. John Richmond 7969 
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

OHN WAS born in 1  in the Radford district of Nottingham. His parents 
worked in the lace industry and ohn was one of 13 children, only seven of 
whom survived into adulthood.

ohn enlisted in the orks  Lancs in October 1904 at the age of 1 . His 
declared civilian occupation prior to enlistment was that of painter and 
decorator. He served three years with Colours including a spell in India and was 
transferred to the Reserve on 2  October 1907.

ohn married Mary Elston in December 1909 but the couple had no children. 
For the seven years that elapsed between his transfer to the Reserve and 
mobilisation in August 1914, ohn was employed as a carter for a sweet 
manufacturer.

Pte. William Alfred Singyard 7318 
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

THE SING ARD family originated from 
alding in ent but William’s father 

moved to Newcastle in the 1 70s for 
employment as a police constable where 
he married and raised three children.

William was born in 1 4 and initially 
worked as a tanner before enlisting in 
the orks and Lancs in May 1903 having 
just turned 19 years of age. His original 
enlistment was for a term of 3 years 
with the Colours but this was extended 
by a further  years.

William was transferred to the 
Reserve in May 1911 and eventually 
found employment with the North 
Eastern Railways as a goods porter, 
a position that he held until his 
mobilisation in August 1914.

William married Margaret Allen in 
1913 and the couple had a daughter, 
Eli abeth, who was little more than a 
year old when her father was killed. 
Three cousins of William were also killed in the course of the war.

L. Cpl. William Henry Warr 6822
2nd Battalion Yorks & Lancs

WILLIAM WAS born at Lyme Regis in 1 7, the eldest son of a family of 1  
children, 12 of whom survived infancy. His father worked as an agricultural 
labourer.

He was sent to the Gordon Boys Home in Woking, Surrey. The boarding school 
had been established in 1  under royal patronage to commemorate Gordon 
of hartoum and to provide military and industrial training for the children of 
the labouring poor.

pon completion of his 
training (Pupil No  1917), William 
immediately enlisted as a boy 
soldier with the orks  Lancs at the 
age of 1  in 1902. He was appointed 
as a Drummer in November 1902 
and served the full term of his 12 
years engagement with the Colours 
and extended the same to a full 21 
year term in February 1914. ust 
before the extension of his term, 
William had been appointed as 
Lance Corporal with pay.

Only twelve days after his own 
death, William’s brother, Charles, 
was killed in action on 30 October 
1914 at Festubert with the 1st 
Battalion Devonshires. 

2nd Battalion Yorks and Lancs
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command of Major Bayley was able 
to fight through and threaten the 
German flank. 

A new defensive line was established, 
which the Germans attacked on 23 

October. The Yorks & Lancs were able 
to hold the line and inflict 300 enemy 
casualties. 

A PERSONAL STORY
We do have personal recollections from 
survivors. Private Tom Ford of the 2nd 
Battalion recalled the events 
of September and October 
1914 in a letter written in 
November whilst in 
hospital in Cardiff, 
recuperating from 
wounds received 
during the actions in 
October:

“At the time we arrived 
in France the Germans had 
retreated from the Marne 
and had taken their stand 
on the river Aisne. It was 
in the fighting there that 
we were first engaged. 
After marching for a day 
and night continuously 
we arrived at Vailly at 4 
o’clock in the morning, 
relieving two regiments 
who had both suffered 
heavily in the retreat 
from Mons. We had a 
hot reception on the 

first day, being shelled for five hours 
without a break and also subjected to a 
very heavy fire from machine guns and 
rifles. We were well entrenched, but lost 
5 killed and 30 wounded by shrapnel. 
We had 22 days in trenches at the Aisne, 
which I believe is almost a record, and 
were relieved by French soldiers. 

“We then marched 16 miles, and then 
entrained for a place on the Belgian 
border. We were soon in action. On 
October 18, about 4pm, we were caught 
in heavy fire from machine guns and 
lost 100 killed and wounded in a few 

minutes. There must have been 10 
Germans to one of us and I wonder 
how we got out. Night came on and 
then we managed to get on safer 

ground. We retired the next night 
about a mile, which drew the Germans 
from their trenches. They came in 
masses and, supported by French 
artillery, which was doing grand work 
in our rear, we swept them down in 
hundreds. I took part in three bayonet 
charges. On the last occasion we had to 
clear out a party of the enemy who had 
advanced up to within 30 or 40 yards 
of our trenches and then lay down and 
commenced to fire from behind their 
own dead, which were heaped up in 
front of us. The majority of this party 
got bayoneted, the others were taken 
prisoner. I got hit four times in this 
charge, twice on the left leg, one bullet 
going through my thigh, my left thumb 
was smashed and another bullet grazed 

my ribs on the right side. Under the 
circumstances I was lucky in getting off 
so lightly.” 

On the night of 31 October the 6th 
Division was driven back through 
Radinghem, in the vicinity of 
Beaucamps-Ligny, to the positions they 
would hold until the Spring of 1918.  

It is here where the 15 sets of remains 
were found in November 2009 during 
digging works for a municipal soakaway 
pit. After an extensive identification 
project conducted by the Historic 
Casualties section of the Ministry’s Joint 
Casualty and Compassionate Centre that 
included comparative DNA analysis 
between the remains and living relatives 
of the missing, 11of the 15 soldiers were 
successfully identified.

        'Y' FARM CEMETERY'Y' FARM CEMETERY                
The ’Y’ Farm cemetery is situated off the D222 road on the 
Fleurbaix side of Bois Grenier, and alongside a farm that was 
called by the Army ‘Y’ (or Wye) Farm. The cemetery first 
came into use in March 1915 and was used by units holding 
this sector until February 1918. At the time of the Armistice 
it contained 335 interments but was increased in size when 
burials were brought in, post-war, from the battlefields south 
of Armentieres and a number of other cemeteries. 
Until the burials detailed in this feature, the cemetery 
contained 835 graves. A total of 228 burials (prior to the 
recent interments) were of unknown soldiers and a special 
memorial commemorates one New Zealand casualty believed 
to be buried among them while another remembers an 
Indian soldier known to have been buried in Marquilles 
Communal Cemetery (German Cemetery) but whose grave 
could not later be found. 

command of Major Bayley was able first day, being shelled for five hours first day, being shelled for five hours my ribs on the right side. Under the 

        THE MOD JOINT CASUALTY & COMPASSIONATE CENTRETHE MOD JOINT CASUALTY & COMPASSIONATE CENTRE                THE MOD JOINT CASUALTY & COMPASSIONATE CENTRE
The UK Ministry of Defence has been involved on a worldwide basis with the post-war discoveries of deceased British 
servicemen. Following the amalgamation of the three single service casualty branches into a single organisation in April 2005, 
responsibility was taken on by the Historic Casework Team within the new MOD Joint Casualty and Compassionate Centre 
(JCCC), part of what was then called the Armed Forces Personnel Administration Agency (AFPAA). 

This Agency is now known as the Service Personnel and Veterans Agency (SPVA) and the Historic Casework team is 
referred to as Commemorations and Licensing to clarify the work they undertake from their office on the former RAF 
Innsworth site, now re-named as Imjin Barracks and home to the NATO Allied Rapid Reaction Corps as well as the JCCC. 

Among its various roles  the JCCC is responsible for casualty reporting and notifying relatives of current casualties in 
the British armed forces,  repatriation of the bodies of recently deceased service personnel from overseas, arranging 
compassionate travel back to the UK for servicemen overseas in the event of a family crisis or illness at home,  the marking 
of Service funded graves, arranging payments from the MOD to the deceased’s estate, and arranging commemorative 
funeral services and answering enquiries on historic casualties.  The JCCC also provides the MOD emergency response 
centre and public enquiry bureau in the event of a mass casualty incident involving service personnel, such as the loss of 
the RAF Nimrod in September 2006. 

MAIN IMAGE: 
Soldiers of 4 
Yorks carry 
the body of an 
unknown soldier 
to his final resting 
place. 

BELOW: A war 
memorial to 
the York and 
Lancaster 
Regiment was 
erected at the 
Weston Park, 
Sheffield in 1923 
to commemorate 
the 8,814 of the 
regiment who died 
in the First World 
War. It consists of 
a figure of Liberty 
mounted on a 
stone stepped-
base, with 
two attendant 
bronze figures of 
soldiers. 
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During the Second World War, RAF personnel regularly described their activities on the radio for 
listeners of the BBC. These broadcasts described their experiences in their own words and in effect 
provided the human stories behind the official communiqués. Each month we present one of these 
narratives, an account selected from over 280 broadcasts which were, at the time, given anonymously.

PARTPARTPART

141414D
OUGLAS BADER (later Group 
Captain Sir Douglas Robert 
Steuart Bader CBE DSO & 

Bar, DFC & Bar, FRAeS DL) is, in the 
words of the RAF Museum at Hendon, 
“one of the Royal Air Force’s most 
famous pilots”.  Throughout the Battle 
of Britain Bader commanded 242 
Squadron, to which he was posted at 
the end of June 1940.

It was his time with 242 Squadron 
that formed the basis of an account 
Bader recorded for the BBC late in 
1940 or early in 1941. Reformed at RAF 
Church Fenton on 30 October 1939, the 
squadron initially had a large number 
of Canadian personnel on its strength, 
as Bader pointed out:

“I’d like to tell you something about 
the boys in my squadron. They’re grand 
lads, every one of them. About 75% are 
Canadians and many of them came over 
to this country a year or two before the 
war to join the RAF. Several 
worked their way 
across, at least two of 
them on cattle-boats, 
and they all came 
here to do what 
they’d wanted 
to do since 
they were 
youngsters – 
to fly.

“Since the war started they’ve shown 
that they can fight as well as they fly, 
and between them they’ve already won 
six of the nine DFCs which have been 
awarded to the squadron. One holder 
of the DFC is from Victoria, British 
Columbia. Another, who has won a bar 
to his DFC, comes from Calgary, Alberta. 
Others come from Toronto, Vancouver 
and Saskatoon. There’s never been a 
happier or more determined crowd of 
fighter pilots, and, as an Englishman, 
I’m very proud to have the honour of 
leading them.

MAIN PICTURE: 
Squadron Leader 
Douglas Bader poses 
by the cockpit of 
his Hurricane in the 
summer of 1940 whilst 
leading 242 Squadron 
from RAF Coltishall. 
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“I shan’t soon forget the first time 
the squadron was in action under my 
leadership. It was on 30 August, and 
I detailed the pilot from Calgary to 
take his section of three Hurricanes 
up to keep 30 Me 110s busy. “OK, OK,” 
he said with obvious relish, and away 
he streaked to deal with that vastly 
superior number of enemy fighters. 
When I saw him afterwards, his most 
vivid impression was of one German 
aircraft which he had sent crashing into 
a greenhouse. But perhaps I’d better 
start at the beginning of that particular 
day’s battle. 

“Thirteen of the squadron were on 
patrol near London. We were looking 
for the Germans whom we knew were 
about in large formations. 

“Soon we spotted one large formation, 
and it was rather an awe-inspiring 
sight – particularly to anyone who 
hadn’t previously been in action. I 
counted 14 blocks of six aircraft – all 
bombers – with 30 Me 110 fighters 
behind and above. So, altogether, there 
were more than 100 enemy aircraft to 
deal with.

“Four of the boys had gone off to 
check up on some unidentified aircraft 
which had appeared shortly before 
we sighted the big formation, and 
they weren’t back in time to join in 
the fun. That left nine of us to tackle 
the big enemy formation. I sent three 
Hurricanes up to keep the 110s busy, 
while the remaining six of us tackled 
the bombers. They were flying at 15,000 
feet with the middle of the formation 
roughly over Enfield, heading east.

“When we first sighted them they 
looked just like a vast swarm of bees. 
With the sun at our backs and the 
advantage of greater height, conditions 
were ideal for a surprise attack and as 
soon as we were all in position we went 
straight down on to them. 

“We didn’t adopt any set rule in 
attacking them – we just worked on 
the axiom that the shortest distance 
between two points is a straight line. I 
led the attack and went for what I think 
was the third block of six from the back. 
And did those Huns break up! 

“In a few seconds there was utter 
confusion. They broke up all over the 
sky. As I went through, the section I 
aimed at fanned out. I can’t give you an 
exact sequence of events, but I know 
that the Canadian pilot who followed 
immediately behind took the one that 
broke away to the left, while I took the 
one that broke away to the right. The 
third man in our line went straight 
through and gave the rear gunner of a 
Hun in one of the middle blocks an awful 
shock. Then the other boys followed on 
and things really began to get moving. 

“Now there’s one curious thing about 
this air fighting. One minute you see 
hundreds of aeroplanes in the sky, and 
the next minute there’s nothing. All you 
can do is to look through your sights at 
your particular target – and look in your 
mirror too, if you are sensible, for any 

Messerschmitts which might be trying 
to get on to your tail.

“Well, that particular battle lasted 
about five or ten minutes, and then, 
quite suddenly, the sky was clear of 
aircraft. We hadn’t shot them all down, 
of course; they hadn’t waited for that, 
but had made off home in all directions 
at high speed. 

“When we got down we totted up 
the score. We had destroyed 12 enemy 
aircraft with our nine Hurricanes. And 
when we examined our aircraft there 
wasn’t a single bullet-hole in any of them!

“One pilot had sent a Hun bomber 
crashing into a greenhouse. Another 
bomber had gone headlong into a 
field filled with derelict motor-cars. 
It hit one of the cars, turned over and 
caught fire. Another of our chaps had 
seen a twin-engine job of sorts go into 
a reservoir near Enfield. Yet another 
pilot saw his victim go down with his 
engine flat out. The ’plane dived into a 
field and disintegrated into little pieces. 
Incidentally, that particular pilot brought 
down three Huns that day. 

Messerschmitts which might be trying Messerschmitts which might be trying 
to get on to your tail.to get on to your tail.

“Well, that particular battle lasted 

Messerschmitts which might be trying Messerschmitts which might be trying 

down three Huns that day. 

RIGHT: 
Bader and his 
men, summer 
1940, including 
five of the 
Canadians of 
whom Bader 
spoke during his 
BBC broadcast. 
They are: Fg Off 
H N Tamblyn (2nd 

from left) Plt Off 
P S Turner (3rd 
from left) Plt Off 
N N Campbell (4th 
from left) Plt Off 
W L McKnight 
(on wing behind 
Campbell and 
Bader) and Plt 
Off M K Brown 
(extreme right) 

ABOVE: 
Another of the 
242 Squadron 
Canadian 
contingent 
was Plt Off 
Jack Benzie, 
pictured 
here with 
his squadron 
Hurricane, 
early 1940. 

RIGHT:
Soldiers 
make sure 
the grapes in 
the smashed 
greenhouses 
at Rochford’s 
Nurseries, 
Ponders End, 
don’t go to 
waste!
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“Apart from our bag of 12, there were 
a number of others which were badly 
shot up and probably never got home, 
like one which went staggering out over 
Southend with one engine out of action.

“Another day we like to remember 
– what fighter squadron who was in 
the show doesn’t! – was Sunday, 15 
September, when 185 enemy aircraft 
were destroyed. Our squadron led a 
wing of four or five squadrons in two 
sorties that day, and we emerged with 
52 victims for the Wing, twelve of them 
falling to our squadron. 

“On the first show that day we were 
at 20,000 feet, and ran into a large 
block of Ju 88s and Do 17s – about 40 
in all and without a single fighter to 
escort them. This time, for a change, we 
outnumbered the Hun, and believe me, 
no more than eight got home from that 
party. At one time you could see ’planes 
going down on fire all over the place, 
and the sky seemed full of parachutes. 
It was sudden death that morning, for 
our fighters shot them to blazes. 

“One unfortunate German rear-
gunner baled-out of the Dornier 17 
I attacked, but his parachute caught 
on the tail. There he was, swinging 
helplessly, with the aircraft swooping 
and diving and staggering all over the 
sky, being pulled about by the man 

hanging by his parachute from the tail. 
That bomber went crashing into the 
Thames Estuary, with the swinging 
gunner still there. 

“Just about the same time one of my 
boys saw a similar thing in another 
Dornier, though this time the gunner 
who tried to bale out had his parachute 
caught before it opened. It caught in 
the hood, and our pilot saw the other 
two members of the crew crawl up 
and struggle to set him free. He was 
swinging from his packed parachute 
until they pushed him clear. Then they 
jumped off after him, and their ’plane 
went into the water with a terrific 
smack. I’ve always thought it was a 
pretty stout effort on the part of those 
two Huns who refused to leave their 
pal fastened to the doomed aircraft. 

“The other day I led two of the latest 
recruits to the squadron on a search 
for a Ju 88 off the East Coast. We 
found it 50 or 60 miles out to sea, and 
I led an attack from below. Suddenly 
the raider jettisoned his bombs and 
two of us had to duck out of the way. 
We know some of’ the German tricks 
to try to get rid of our fighters, and at 
first I thought he was throwing out 
some new kind of secret weapon to 
bump us off. Then I realised he’d let 
them go to help his speed. 

“I kept with him and told the other 
two boys to go in and have a crack. 
Their shooting was amazingly accurate, 
and for the first time I saw bullets other 
than my own going into the fuselage 
of an enemy bomber. You know how 
the lights flash on a penny-in-the-slot 
bagatelle table? As the little ball goes 
through the various pins different 
lights flash. Well, that’s how the bullets 
from one of these Hurricanes went in. 

“I watched them cracking in. The 
bomber pilot tried to get away and 
made for a cloud about the size of a 
man’s hand. He went in, while one of 
my boys cruised around on top and the 
other waited underneath. Either the 
pilot of that Ju 88 was a damned fool 
or he just couldn’t help it, but he came 
flying nicely out of the cloud at the 
other end on a straight course. 

“The boy on top nipped down on 
him like a greyhound after a hare. The 
boy below went up – it was almost 
like watching an event at a coursing 
meeting. When they had finished their 
ammunition those two 
Canadians left the 
bomber in a pretty 
bad state, and 
all I had to do 
was to finish 
him off.”

ABOVE LEFT: 
In his broadcast, 
Bader spoke 
about enemy 
aircraft shot 
down, one of 
them crashing 
into greenhouses 
and another 
into what he 
thought was a 
reservoir ‘near 
Enfield’ during 
the combat on 
30 August 1940. 
This was the 
Messerschmitt 
110 of 5./ZG 
2 that hit the 
greenhouses, 
killing both crew.

ABOVE RIGHT: 
In fact, 
the second 
Messerschmitt 
shot down 
on 30 August 
didn’t crash 
into a reservoir 
but, instead, 
ended up in the 
Enfield Sewage 
treatment works 
at Conduit Lane, 
again killing both 
crew. This time 
the aircraft was 
from 4./ZG 76. 

ABOVE: On 30 August 242 Squadron achieved considerable 
success against Luftwaffe formations and this Heinkel 111 
of 6./KG 53 fell to the guns of two of its pilots, including 
Canadian, Plt Off Noel Stansfeld. Badly damaged and its pilot killed, 
the observer managed a forced-landing near RAF Manston, Kent. 
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“THE LUCKIEST DAY OF MY LIFE”
Singapore 1942

T
HE DAY after the devastating 
attack on Pearl Harbor, Japanese 
forces pushed into British-held 

Malaya, outmanoeuvring their foes 
and driving them down the Malay 
Peninsula. It soon became clear that 
Singapore, Britain’s principal territory 
in the Far East, was in danger.

The British and Commonwealth troops 
in Singapore, under the command of 
Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, 
numbered almost 90,000; the opposing 
Japanese amounted to no more than 
two-thirds of this force. On 8 February 
1942 Japanese troops crossed the Johor 
Strait which separated Singapore from 
the Malaysian mainland and the Battle 
of Singapore began in earnest.

Lieutenant General Percival was 
unable to stop the Japanese from landing 

along the island’s 70 miles of coastline 
and it soon became obvious that the 
civilians on the island were in great 
peril. The commander of the Australian 
8th Division, Major General Gordon 
Bennett decided that the nurses under 
his command should be evacuated. So it 
was that a number of Australian Army 
Nursing Service (AANS) nurses and 
physiotherapists from the 2/10th and 
2/13th Australian General Hospitals were 
on board the Blue Star Line’s 11,093-ton 
refrigerated cargo liner MV Empire Star. 

The liner had arrived at Singapore 
carrying supplies. One witness recalled: 
“The Empire Star went alongside a wharf 
to discharge her supplies, for what they 
were worth at that stage. The sheds on 
the wharf were already reduced to rubble 
and the wharf labourers had fled long 

T
HE DAY after the devastating 
attack on Pearl Harbor, Japanese 
forces pushed into British-held 

Malaya, outmanoeuvring their foes 

along the island’s 70 miles of coastline 
and it soon became obvious that the 
civilians on the island were in great 
peril. The commander of the Australian 

.. The Luckiest Day Of My Life
When it seemed that nothing could 
stop the Japanese overwhelming 
the troops defending Singapore, it 
was decided that RAF personnel, 
certain civilians and members 
of the Australian Army Nursing 
Service should be evacuated on 
the MV Empire Star. Yet if they 
thought that they had escaped 
danger, the passengers were 
mistaken, as one of the evacuees 
on board, Frank Martin, later 
recorded. The story is told by his 
nephew, Tony Martin.
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The Luckiest Day Of My Life.. ”
beforehand. The ship’s crew worked all 
day and through the night unloading 
guns and lorries.”

The unloading complete, Empire 
Star slipped away from Singapore on 
the night of 11 February, under the 
command of Captain Selwyn N. Capon 
OBE. She was the last big ship to escape 
before the fall of the island. On board 
were at least 2,161 souls. Most of these 
were RAF personnel who no longer 
had aircraft to fly or maintain, but there 
were also around 200 civilians as well as 
the Australian nurses. 

In the company of the Blue Funnel 
Line ship SS Gorgon and escorted by 
the light cruiser HMS Durban and 
the Armed Auxiliary Patrol Vessel 
No.FY035 (formerly the Blue Funnel 
liner Kedah), the little convoy headed 

The Luckiest Day Of My LifeThe Luckiest Day Of My LifeThe Luckiest Day Of My LifeThe Luckiest Day Of My Life
for Batavia in the Dutch East 
Indies. The ships sailed through 
the night unmolested but 
the following day they were 
spotted by Japanese aircraft.

ATTACK FROM THE AIR
“The noise inside the ship was terrific. 
When you get some 2,000 men in 
a confined space all talking at once, 
then add the normal vibrations of the 
engines, it seems to blot everything 
out,” Frank Martin, one of the RAF 
evacuees, later wrote. “We did not hear 
the attack start but the ‘thud’ of the 
door silenced everyone.

“Soon after an officer put his 
head inside the door yelling for 
nursing orderlies (medics) and some 
‘volunteers’(you, you and you) and 

MAIN PICTURE: 
Military 
personnel on 
board the MV 
Empire Star 
soon after its 
departure from 
Singapore. Note 
the individual 
top right who 
may well be a 
member of the 
Australian Army 
Nursing Service.

RIGHT: Frank 
Martin, one of 
the many RAF 
evacuees who 
left Singapore 
on the MV 
Empire Star. 
(COURTESY OF 
TONY MARTIN)
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off they went. I was near the door but 
the ‘volunteers’ did not include me. We 
felt another bomb hit but, as before, the 
engines remained at a constant level and 
there was no listing. We realised that 
the target area would be the middle of 
the ship and that was exactly where we 
were - directly under the boatdeck.

“Back came the same officer with the 
same message but this time he delayed a 
little, obviously seeking as many medics 
as possible. This time the ‘you, you and 
you’ included me but before we could 
get to the boatdeck, another attack 
made us take cover. From this point the 
ricocheting bullets seemed as deafening 
as the bomb itself which seemed as if it 
was exploding under your feet.

“The deck was littered with all kinds 
of debris, including ammo, weapons, 
luggage and all sorts of rubbish. I could 
see damage and several casualties ... 
I don’t know how many attacks we 
endured as none of the other ships 

were singled out. It started about 
08.45 in the morning and went on till 
approximately 11.15. That is some two-
and-a-half hours. I was later told that 
the ship would repeatedly disappear 
in a cloud of spray, then slowly 
re-emerge. Down below we had 
known ‘it was all just a matter of time’. 
Yet the impossible HAD happened 
and all went quiet.” 

The convoy had been exiting the 
Durian Strait south of Singapore when 
it was detected by Japanese aircraft. The 
actual time was 08.50 hours. Twenty 
minutes later the attack began when six 
dive-bombers plunged down towards 
the convoy.

The guns of all the 
ships burst into action. 
On board Empire 
Star machine-guns 
and gunners of the 
RAF were used to 
supplement the vessel’s 

off they went. I was near the door but were singled out. It started about ABOVE: Evacuees 
and military 
cargo on the 
deck of Empire 
Star, 12 February 
1942. (COURTESY 
OF THE AUSTRALIAN 
WAR MEMORIAL; 
P01117.007)

TOP RIGHT: 
Captain Selwyn 
N. Capon OBE, 
master of the 
MV Empire Star. 
(COURTESY OF 
THE AUSTRALIAN 
WAR MEMORIAL; 
P01117.003)

NIDDLE RIGHT: 
Five unidentified 
Australian nurses 
wash in the hold 
section of Empire 
Star.(COURTESY 
OF THE AUSTRALIAN 
WAR MEMORIAL; 
P09909.006) 

ABOVE: Men at rest on Empire 
Star, presumably before the 

Japanese aircraft struck. 

LEFT: Damage caused to the MV 
Empire Star after the Japanese 

attacks of 12 February 1942. 
(COURTESY OF THE AUSTRALIAN WAR 

MEMORIAL; P09909.009)

ABOVE: Men at rest on Empire 
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normal armament. One of the ’planes 
was hit and crashed into the sea and 
another was forced to break off the 
action with smoke pouring from its tail. 
Empire Star sustained three direct hits, 
which killed 14 people and severely 
wounded 17 others, besides inflicting 
great damage and setting the ship on fire 
in three places.

“The Japs flew low to ensure hitting 
their target but they stood little 
chance when they flew low enough 
to come up against the full barrage,” 
remembered Frank Martin. “My only 
glimpse was of one ’plane losing height 
and trailing smoke.”

After the initial attacks work was 
undertaken by all available hands to 
restore order on the ship. “We were 
still working frantically,” Frank Martin 
wrote, “when the order came, ‘everyone 
below’. It heralded the arrival of 27 high 
level bombers who, in theory, should 
find us much easier to sink than two 
battleships. So far we had been lucky. 
Unbelievably lucky and it was surely 
too much to expect this luck to continue. 
We knew all too well from personal 
experience the kind of odds facing us 

and anyone who had been on deck for 
any period of time, also knew we had no 
lifeboats and probably no lifebelts.”

Once again Empire Star was the 
target: “The first salvo of three bombs 
just missed but sounded like direct 
hits. The ship shuddered, lifted and 
this terrific explosion, gave very 
misleading impressions. It was very 
nearly panic stations.”

For those below, noted Frank Martin, 
“such a time is not to be recommended 
and talking is perhaps the only way 
to stay sane”. There was a solution: 
“One particular officer saved the day 
and certainly our sanity by rigging up 
some kind of Tannoy relay to give us 
a running commentary of what was 
happening. In this way we only needed 
to tense ourselves for short periods 
during which time it was even possible 
to detect the Captain’s evasive actions. 
We could feel variations in the engine 
sounds including going astern and the 
violent lists as the ship altered course.”

Intermittent attacks by enemy aircraft 
continued for the next four hours. They 
were high-level attacks from 7,000 to 
10,000 feet carried out by twin-engine 

bombers with as many as 57 being 
counted. Throughout these attacks the 
liner took violent evasive action.

“Whilst all this was going on, great 
urns of tea, the cure-all for all ails, 
arrived with a little tinned food,” 
continued Frank. “In some cases it was 
even served by officers. Silly how such 
small things can tend to ease the tension. 
“But tension remained. There was still 
some 6 hours of daylight left and eyes 
were forever skywards searching for the 
’planes we knew must come to send us 
to the bottom. We knew it would take 
so little and that they would consider 
us a prime target. Every minute seemed 
an hour. 

“Such was the pattern for the whole 
afternoon, firstly waiting with complete 
resignation for the inevitable, then, as 
time went by, with increasing hope. The 
elixir of life, the proverbial cuppa, was 
available in endless supply.”

        NURSES’ GALLANTRY
It was during one of the attacks that Frank Martin 
witnessed a remarkable incident. “It was not long after I 
started my allotted task that a shout of ‘take cover’ made 
everyone dive for the rather inadequate cover available. It 
was then I noticed a nurse staying with her casualty and 
trying to protect him. The risks for the one staying on the 
open deck were enormous.” 

That nurse was Sister Margaret Anderson who did actually throw 
herself over her casualty to try and protect him from being struck by 
the bullets of the Japanese machine-guns. Though Frank Martin only 
saw Margaret Anderson’s courageous self-sacrifice, another of the 
nurses, Sister Vera Torney, also went out onto the open deck and 
helped Margaret Anderson drag the wounded men under cover.

Yet the Japanese did not return. As Frank Martin had remarked, 
these were the people who had, just weeks before, sank the 
mighty warships HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse yet they 
were beaten off Empire Star and the little convoy. 

In September 1942, Sister Margaret Anderson was awarded the 
George Medal for her actions and Sister Vera Torney was made 
a Member of the Order of the British Empire (though her original 
recommendation had also been for the award of a George Medal). 
Captain Capon, who had already been awarded the OBE in the 
First World War, became a CBE, and a large percentage of the 
crew was also decorated.

        NURSES’ GALLANTRY        NURSES’ GALLANTRY
It was during one of the attacks that Frank Martin 

        NURSES’ GALLANTRY★

ABOVE: Crew 
and soldiers 
clear wreckage 
on the deck of 
the MV Empire 
Star. (COURTESY 
OF THE AUSTRALIAN 
WAR MEMORIAL; 
P09909.010)

BOTTOM LEFT: 
Personnel from 
the Australian 
Army Nursing 
Service, amongst 
those evacuated 
from the 2/10th 
Australian General 
Hospital, in the 
hold of Empire 
Star at sea off 
Singapore on 12 
February 1942. 
(COURTESY OF 
THE AUSTRALIAN 
WAR MEMORIAL; 
P01117.005)
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experience the kind of odds facing us 10,000 feet carried out by twin-engine started my allotted task that a shout of ‘take cover’ made 
everyone dive for the rather inadequate cover available. It 
was then I noticed a nurse staying with her casualty and 
trying to protect him. The risks for the one staying on the 
open deck were enormous.” 

herself over her casualty to try and protect him from being struck by 
the bullets of the Japanese machine-guns. Though Frank Martin only 
saw Margaret Anderson’s courageous self-sacrifice, another of the 
nurses, Sister Vera Torney, also went out onto the open deck and 
helped Margaret Anderson drag the wounded men under cover.

these were the people who had, just weeks before, sank the 
mighty warships HMS 
were beaten off 

George Medal for her actions and Sister Vera Torney was made 
a Member of the Order of the British Empire (though her original 
recommendation had also been for the award of a George Medal). 
Captain Capon, who had already been awarded the OBE in the 
First World War, became a CBE, and a large percentage of the 
crew was also decorated.

experience the kind of odds facing us 10,000 feet carried out by twin-engine 
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Attack after attack was mounted against 
the cargo liner and a large number of 
bombs were dropped, some of which 
missed Empire Star by no more than 
ten or 20 feet. One lifeboat, which had 
already been damaged by blast during 
the first dive-bombing attack, was struck 
and completely demolished. The final 
attack was made by a formation of nine 
aircraft at 13.10 hours and once more the 
vessel, to use Captain Capon’s own words, 
“miraculously escaped with a series of 
extremely near misses on both sides”. 

This belief that Fate played a hand 
in helping Empire Star escape serious 
damage was a constant theme in Captain 
Selwyn A. Capon’s recollections of the 
events of that day: “I have no hesitation 
whatsoever in saying that nothing 
short of a miracle enabled us to survive 
the terrible ordeal to which we were 
subjected,” he subsequently wrote in a 
letter to the parents of one of the women 
on board. 

Capon was later decorated for his 
actions that day. A supplement to The 
London Gazette of 11 September 1942, 
contained the following description, 
though Empire Star was not referred 
to by name: “The Master’s coolness, 
leadership and skill were outstanding, 
and it was mainly due to his handling 

of the ship that the vessel reached 
safety. The Chief Officer showed great 
organising ability and tireless leadership 
throughout. Under the direction of the 
Chief Engineer, the Engineer Officers 
remained at their posts and kept the 
engine and fire service pumps working 
thus releasing all others of the engine-
room staff to help the fire parties. The 
Second Officer was in charge of the 

guns and fought them with gallantry 
throughout the attacks. One aircraft was 
shot down and one certainly damaged 
by the combined fire of the ship and her 
escort. The Boatswain and Carpenter 
behaved magnificently throughout. 
They led the crew and worked tirelessly 
during the attacks. They were always 
present, leading fire parties, dealing 
efficiently with the fires and led parties 
that carted the wounded to hospital.”

For his part, Capon claimed no credit 
for what he achieved: “It was indeed 
thanks to the mercy of Providence 
that we did come through it at all, and 
I would add from Providence that I 
derived those intuitions, apropos of 
the evasive action taken at the time, 
responsible for cheating all efforts on the 
enemy’s part at the ship’s destruction.”

Quite independently of Captain 
Capon’s view of how Empire Star 
survived the Japanese onslaught were 
the thoughts of Frank Martin, which 
echoed those of the skipper:  “We were 
here when really we had no right to be 
here and to ponder the ‘how’ or ‘why’ 
were questions without logical answers. 
It seemed impossible we COULD be 
here.” That day, Frank Martin believed 
“was the luckiest day of my life”.

        BEACH MASSACRE
Sixty-five of the Australian Army Nursing Service nurses 
had sailed from Singapore on the Vyner Brooke, the royal 
yacht belonging to the independent state of Sarawak, on 
12 February 1942. In addition to the Australian nurses, 
the ship was crammed with over 200 civilian evacuees and 
British military personnel.  

Two days later, as Vyner Brooke was passing between Sumatra 
and Borneo, the ship was bombed and sunk by apanese aircraft. 
Twelve of the nurses were drowned or killed in the water and the 
rest struggled ashore on Radji Beach on Bangka Island off the 
northern coast of Sumatra – some having spent over 0 hours in 
the water. This was a mixed group, comprising nurses, soldiers 
and civilian men and women. Finding themselves in a desperate 
situation, they surrendered to apanese soldiers on 1  February. 

The men in the group were immediately led to a beach behind 
a bluff where they were bayoneted or shot. A single British soldier 
survived the massacre. 

The apanese soldiers then ordered 22 of the nurses and one 
civilian woman into the sea where they were machine-gunned. 
Only one of the women, Sister Vivienne Bullwinkel, survived. 
Wounded by a single shot through the back, which did not hit any 
vital organ, she recovered consciousness to find herself washed 
ashore on her back. 

The apanese were still on the beach and after a further period 
of unconsciousness she found herself alone surrounded by the 
dead. She moved into the jungle on the edge of the beach where 
she encountered the badly wounded British private, the sole 
survivor of the bayoneting. The pair remained in the jungle for 
ten days supplied with food by women from a local village, before 
surrendering to a apanese naval patrol. Sister Bullwinkel disguised 
her injuries by adjusting the belt of her dress to cover the entry 
and exit holes from the bullet. The soldier died soon after. 

Vivienne Bullwinkel was reunited with the remaining survivors 
from Vyner Brooke. She told them of the massacre, but none 
spoke of it again until after the war lest it put her, as witness to the 
massacre, in danger. Sister Bullwinkel spent three and half years in 
captivity  she was one of just 24 of the  nurses who had been on 
Vyner Brooke to survive the war.

BEACH MASSACRE        
Sixty-five of the Australian Army Nursing Service nurses 

        BEACH MASSACRE★

ABOVE: Two nursing sisters from the Australian Army Nursing Service who suffered 
different fates following their evacuation from Singapore as part of the 2/10th 
Australian General Hospital in February 1942. Sister Ellen Keats, on the left, was 
amongst those embarked on the yacht Vyner Brooke. Having survived its sinking, she 
was one of the many massacred on Radji Beach, Bangka Island. Sister Elizabeth Pyman, 
however, boarded Empire Star along with her colleagues who included Sister Margaret 
Anderson. Despite the Japanese attacks, she reached Australia safely.

.

ABOVE: Staff 
Nurse Margaret 
Anderson GM 
(right) and Staff 
Nurse Veronica 
Torney MBE, both 
of whom were 
still serving in 
the Australian 
Army Nursing 
Service, on leave 
in Melbourne, 
September 1942. 
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WITH ITS origins stretching back to 1915, the National Savings 
Committee had been established to encourage the public to 
save money to help the war effort. As part of its campaign in 
the Second World War, the organisation introduced a series of 
themed events such as the “War Weapons Week” of 1941 and 
the “Warship Week” of 1942. The intention was to persuade 
civilians to save their money in Government accounts, such 
as War Bonds, Savings Bonds, Defence Bonds and Savings 
Certificates. Cash would be paid into Post Offices or Banks. 

In 1943 the national scheme was targeted at raising funds to 
purchase more bombers for the RAF. The result was the Wings for 
Victory Week . Each city, borough or town in Britain was set a target 
amount it should raise in order to contribute to the cost of one or 
more aircraft, which in turn could be named after the location which 
raised the necessary funds.

The event in London, which launched the appeal, was officially opened 
by Sir Robert indersley, president of the National Savings Committee. 
Speaking at the event, he stated  This campaign will give every free 
citi en to this free land an opportunity to express their admiration of, and 
gratitude to, the men of that superb force to whom the many owe so much. 
These ‘Wings for Victory’ weeks are the nation’s salute to the gallant men 
of the Royal Air Force, of the Fleet Air Arm, and of the Allied Air Force ... 

In announcing the opening of the ‘Wings for Victory’ Campaign I shall 
release thirteen hundred pigeons each bearing a message to one of our 
thirteen hundred savings committees throughout the country. These 
winged messengers, many of whom have seen war service, will, I feel 
sure, prove to be harbingers of complete and outstanding success in this 
great Campaign.

The public’s enthusiasm for the event was reported as far away 
as Australia  as noted two days later in Adelaide’s The Advertiser  
Crowds unmatched since the Coronation flocked to the City of London 

and the West End today to speed the ‘Wings for Victory’ savings 
campaign. It is estimated that a million people, in the spirit of a 
peace-time bank holiday, thronged the flag-decorated streets. In the 
neighbourhood of St. Paul’s the crush was so great that civil defence 

workers assisted the police to regulate the crowds. Cafes speedily sold 
out and many people were turned away. Public houses also sold out of 
beer and cigarettes. 

Thousands enjoyed a springtime picnic in the parks, singing and 
laughing. An assembly of 100,000 – one of the most cheerful of the whole 
war – gathered in Trafalgar Square. At booths where savings certificates 
and stamps were sold, many buyers cancelled - stamps, with messages 
such as ‘With love to Hitler’ and stuck them on empty bomb cases which 
will be filled and dropped on Germany. It is believed that the sale of 
certificates during the day was a record.

In a radio broadcast on 21 March 1943, Winston Churchill noted  A 
friend of mine said the other day in the House of Commons that ‘pounds, 
shillings and pence were meaningless symbols’. This made me open my 
eyes and prick up my ears. What then are we to say about the savings 
of the people? We have just begun a ‘Wings for Victory’ war savings 
campaign to which all classes have subscribed. Vast numbers of people 
have been encouraged to purchase war savings certificates.

That the Wings for Victory events in London were a success was noted 
by a reporter for the Whitstable Times and Herne Bay Herald on Saturday, 
20 March 1943  

The almost astonishing success of the London Wings for Victory Week 
in which Greater London handsomely exceeded its gigantic target of 
1 0,000,000 has undoubtedly inspired all other areas in the country to 

do great things in the Weeks in their particular areas and in this district 
it has stimulated the army of savings workers to big endeavours. Lord 
indersley has expressed his confidence in the success of the campaign 

as a whole and if every district follows London’s example then we may 
confidently anticipate that Wings for Victory will result in more than the 

40,000,000 raised in the Warship Week campaign of 1942 .
As part of London’s Wings for Victory Week , Avro Lancaster B Mark I 

L7 0, ‘EM-O’ of 207 Squadron, was placed in Trafalgar Square. It is seen 
here being re-assembled for the event having been brought in in sections 
on trailers. Lancaster L7 0 later served with No  Lancaster Finishing 
School before being Struck off Charge in November 194 . 

ImaGe oF WAR Monday, 7th March 1943

Wings For Victory 

Week Begins
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THE GLOBAL scope of the First World War continued to be 
demonstrated during December 1914. Operations took place 
as far apart as the African continent and Burma on the north-
eastern frontier of India. In Africa, operations continued to 
thwart German colonial aspirations in both the east and west 
of the continent. In South Africa, a rebellion launched by 
German sympathisers was finally defeated. The war in the air 
was prosecuted by both sides; notable events included the first 
enemy bomb dropped on the British mainland by an aircraft 
and a raid by the Royal Naval Air Service on Zeppelin sheds at 
Cuxhaven. Hostilities at sea resulted in a significant German 
defeat at the Battle of the Falklands, revenge for the loss of 
HMS Good Hope and HMS Monmouth at the Battle of Coronel in 
November 1914.

The impact of the conflict was also felt on the Home Front as 
a result of German Navy ships bombarding the towns of Whitby, 
Scarborough and Grimsby on the east coast of England.

On the Western Front, the year ended with a bitter winter 
finding troops living on the front line in trench systems in a 
manner that would become so familiar in the coming years. As 
1914 came to a close in France, the month of December would 
see a contrast between fierce fighting and, in some places, 
comradely fraternisation on Christmas Day where a localised 
truce took place.   

WESTERN FRONT
14 December
Under pressure from the French to renew the offensive 
on the Western Front the British commence a series of 
Divisional actions in the Ypres area starting with an attack 
aimed at capturing the village of Wytschaete.
15 December
A German airship is sighted off east coast of England, the 
first appearance of hostile aircraft in the vicinity of the 
British Isles. 
20 December
Defence of Givenchy. An attack launched on 19 December 
by the Lahore and Meerut Divisions results in some small 
gains but is quickly followed by a fierce German counter-
attack. Hand to hand fighting takes place; it seems Givenchy 
may have to be evacuated if the position is not to be 
surrounded, but the hard-pressed Indian Corps hold out and 
are eventually relieved.
20 December
First battle of Champagne begins. This French offensive is 
the first major Allied attack against the Germans since the 
initiation of trench warfare on the Western Front.
23 December
British seaplane raid on the German Zeppelin base at  
Cuxhaven.
25 December
The Christmas truce. At some locations along the entrenched 
positions of the Western Front, British soldiers are astonished 
to see Christmas trees and paper lanterns appearing on 
enemy trench parapets. Christmas carols and hymns are 
also heard. Acts of fraternisation occur.

HOME FRONT
16 December
Whitby, Scarborough and Hartlepool 
on the east coast of England are 
bombarded by German battle 
cruiser squadron. 
21 December
First German air raid on 
the British mainland.  
A German airplane drops 
bombs in the sea near Dover.
24 December
Second air raid on England. First bomb 
dropped on English soil near Dover.

CAMEROONS  
3 December
British colonial troops continue 
operations against German 
Imperial forces by attacking along 
the key northern railway route 
through Cameroon to German-
held Chang Fort. 
10 December
British forces continue to advance 
northwards and the German-held town 
of Bare is occupied by British troops.

SOUTH ATLANTIC  
8 December
The Battle of the Falklands. German 
Admiral von Spee’s flotilla is largely 
destroyed. The German ships 
Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Leipzig, and 
Nürnberg are sunk and Admiral von 
Spee killed. The Dresden escapes. 
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EAST AFRICA 
4 December
The British garrison at Fife in Northern 
Rhodesia is attacked by German colonial forces. 
10 December
Operations begin in the Umba Valley in Tanzania to 
clear German troops from German East Africa who had 
occupied the area.
27 December 
The Defence of Fife ends. A staunch defence by British 
Colonial troops results in a disorderly withdrawal by the 
attacking German colonial Forces. 

MIDDLE EAST
1 December
The first units of the Australian and 
New Zealand Expeditionary Forces 
arrive at Suez to defend Egypt. 
18 December
Britain declares a Protectorate over 
Egypt to secure the strategic position 
in the Mediterranean and the Middle 
East and to secure the Suez canal,  
a vital link to the Persian Gulf and 
British India.

SOUTH AFRICA
1 December
General de Wet, the leader of a 
South African rebellion, is captured 
by Union troops.
4 December
A force of the South African rebels 
surrenders near Reitz to Union 
troops. 
8 December
The main rebel force surrenders to 
General Botha.

INDIA/ASIA
31 December
Punitive measures are enforced in 
the Kachin Hills on the north-east 
frontier of India. German influence 
instigates disaffection by local 
Shan tribes and action is taken to 
stabilise the situation in Burma. 

WAR AT SEA  
23 December
In a statement made by Grand Admiral 
von Tirpitz, Secretary off State of the 
German Imperial Navy, it is announced that 
submarines will be used to blockade British 
merchant ships 

DARDANELLES
13 December
Turkish battleship Messoudieh sunk 
by the British submarine B 11.

MESOPOTAMIA 
4 December
First action at Kurna begins. Kurna lies at the 
confluence of the rivers Tigris and Euphrates, where 
they join to become the Shatt-al-Arab north west 
of Basra. A force of Indian troops attack Turkish 
positions here, but are forced to retire as a result of 
fierce Turkish resistance.
8 December 
First action at Kurna ends. After the initial attack 
reinforcements arrive and the attack is renewed. 
After fierce fighting and with support from fire 
provided by Royal Navy ships the Turkish garrison 
surrenders. As a result of this action, British oil 
installations at Basra are rendered completely safe 
from Turkish attack. 
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Spitfi re: A Test Pilot’s Story book
Mega Airport Helsinki Vantaa, the 
premier work of the new developer 
team A-Flight in breathtaking 
quality for FSX and Prepar3D. 
Enjoy this accurate and high 
detailed rendering of the major 
airport of Finland and the main 
hub of Finnair. Day-and night 
textures as well as textures for all 
seasons including snow banks in 
winter reveal the special Nordic 
atmosphere. 
336 pages, paperback

Luftwaffe Fighters’ 
Battle of Britain Book

New in Paperback. The story 
of how the outnumbered RAF 
fought and defeated the superior 
Luftwaffe in the Battle of Britain will 
always be a source of fascination. 
However, accounts of summer 
1940 have tended to centre on the 
British defenders, both in the air 
and on the ground, whilst the story 
of the losing German side has 
remained largely untold.
Softback, 192 pages.

Code: B342

Avro Lancaster Book
Comprehensively illustrated 
throughout with a stunning 
collection of black and white and 
colour photographs, presented 
in a large, landscape format, this 
book is an entertaining read not 
only for aviation enthusiasts, but 
for all who know the legend of 
the Lancaster bomber in Britain’s 
wartime history. 
Hardback, 128 pages.

Code: IA2

Escape to Freedom Book
Tony Johnson was shot down in 
his Wellington bomber on his third 
operational mission. Captured 
shortly after he was interrogated 
in Dulag Luft before being sent to 
Stalag Luft 1 on the Baltic where 
he stayed from April to September 
1944. As the noose tightened 
on Germany, Tony and his fellow 
kriegies were kept on the move. 
Softback, 208 pages.

Code: B399

World War II Archives - 
Storm Clouds Gather

This series of programmes tells 
the complete story of World War II 
through fascinating archive footage 
that has become a living history 
of the incredible series of events 
that shaped the future of the entire 
human race. Within a decade the 
Treaty of Versailles being ratified, 
which set out to restore peace 
and reconciliation in the aftermath 
of the carnage, the storm clouds 
were already starting to gather. 
Region-free DVD, Running time 
56 minutes
Code: DVD595

Living in World War II - Fighting Back

War Bonds, “business as usual”, 
rummage sales for the Spitfire 
fund, make do and mend - this 
was the spirit of Britain in World 
War Two as Britain fought back 
against the Nazis. The Americans 
arrived in 1942 in huge numbers, 
changing life in Britain forever. 
This film contains rare and 
unique footage of everyday life 
in Britain and the mass VE Day 
celebrations. Region 2 DVD, 
Running time 90 minutes.

No Moon Tonight Book
A Bomber Command classic 
depicting the deep feelings 
associated with the human cost of 
the air war in World War II. This is 
the breathtaking story of a wartime 
bomber crew facing the hazards of 
bombing strongly defended targets. 
A navigator with the RAAF based at 
Elsham Wolds, Charlwood writes 
sympathetically and understandingly 
of the hopes and fears of the crews 
as squadron losses mounted.
Softback, 224 pages.

Eagle’s War Book
HMS Eagle was already old when 
war was declared in September 
1939 and her new Swordfish 
biplanes were soon flying escort 
to vital Australian troop convoys 
in the wastes of the Indian Ocean. 
When the war moved to the 
Mediterranean, Eagle’s meagre 
air group bolstered by a few Sea 
Gladiator biplanes. 
Softback, 192 pages.

Code: B400

Flying Legends 2015 Calendar

Flying Legends 20th anniversary collectors 
edition gets you airbourne with the mighiest 
warbirds from around the world, captured 
by award-wining photographer John. M. 
Dibbs. Take to the skies with razor-sharp, 
air-to-air photography and see the aircrafts 
of legend come back to life. 16-Month 
Calendar includes September 2014 
through December 2015
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Code: DVD570 Code: B310

World War II Day-by-Day 3-DVD Set

WORLD WAR II - DAY BY DAY is 366 
sixty-second programmes that, in an 
entertaining and informative manner, 
describe the most important actions day 
by day, each day being selected from one 
of the war years. The series is based on 
an extensive library of outstanding archive 
material from American, English, German, 
Soviet and Japanese sources, and 
incorporates all major events, including 
the Anschluss of Austria, the Blitzkrieg on 
Poland, Operation Barbarossa, Japan’s 
attack on Pearl Harbour, D-Day and more. 
Region-free 3-DVD set, 
Running time 366 minutes.

Code: DVD593
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Eagle’s War Book
HMS Eagle was already old when 
war was declared in September 
1939 and her new Swordfish 
biplanes were soon flying escort 
to vital Australian troop convoys 
in the wastes of the Indian Ocean. 
When the war moved to the 
Mediterranean, Eagle’s meagre 
air group bolstered by a few Sea 
Gladiator biplanes. 
Softback, 192 pages.
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Stormbird book
Bomber pilots who become fighter 
pilots are rare, Hermann Buchner 
was one. The author, a Luftwaffe 
NCO pilot and Knight’s Cross 
holder gives a riveting account 
of his training with the pre-war 
Austrian airforce, instructing with 
the Luftwaffe then the terrifying 
ground attack operations on the 
Eastern Front trying to stop the 
Russian mincing machine. 
Softback, 272 pages.

The Dambusters Raid DVD
The true story of a bombing raid 
which played a pivotal role in 
the Allied effort in World War II. 
Fascinating archive footage and 
new material produced by former 
Tomorrow’s World presenter 
William Woollard. As seen on the 
Discovery Channel.  
Please note: This DVD is PAL 
format, please check that your 
player is compatible before 
ordering. 
Running time 60 minutes.

 Flights into the Night Book

As a young RAF pilot Anthony 
Leicester’s wartime service 
took him to Canada, the Middle 
East, India and Burma as well 
as Europe. He survived a midair 
collision in Canada, then, at 
nineteen, as the Captain of a 
Wellington II, lost an engine over 
the Atlas mountains during the 
African campaign An illuminating 
insight into the experiences and 
emotions of wartime RAF service. 
Paperback, 248 pages

Supermarine Spitfi re book

Thought by many to have 
saved Britain from almost 
certain German invasion, the 
Spitfire is a British legend. 
This striking book is a fitting 
tribute to one of the 
greatest symbols of British 
success and victory. 
Hardback, 128 pages.

Clean Sweep book
The story of Air Marshal Sir Ivor 
Broom who completed three full 
tours of operations over enemy 
territory, including 31 low-level 
attacks from his operations base 
in Malta. After the war, he went on 
to set a new speed record while 
flying from Canada to the UK, and 
was one of the early squadron 
commanders of the Red Arrows 
display team. 
Paperback, 288 pages.

Code: B318 Code: DVD392

Code: B352 Code: B346Code: B350

Britain At War Binder

Invest for the future with 
these Britain At War binders. 
Perfect for keeping your 
favourite magazines in pristine 
condition.

Code: BAWBINDER

The Dambusters Raid DVD
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Paperback, 288 pages.
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“THEIR LORDSHIPS’ SEVERE DISPLEASURE”
The Loss of HMS Sturdy, 1940

I
N AUGUST 1939 HMS Sturdy was 
scheduled to sail for Hong Kong 
along with a number of her sister 

‘S’ type vessels, but was diverted whilst 
en-route during September to join the 
Mediterranean station for carrying 
out what was described as ‘contraband 
search duty’. Doubtless, this change of 
destination for HMS Sturdy had much 
to do with the outbreak of war in 
Europe, and probably rather less to do 
with contraband searches. However, 
she continued these patrols until 
October 1939 when she was detailed 
as the attendant destroyer at Toulon to 
the aircraft carrier HMS Argus in the 
Mediterranean fleet which, officially, 
was also engaged on contraband control 
duties. This, of course, was during the 

HMS Sturdy was a First World War-era destroyer, but despite her age 
she was still a valuable asset to the Home Fleet when she was lost in 
unfortunate circumstances during late 1940. It was at a time when the 
Royal Navy could ill-afford such losses. Derek Fox tells the story.

so-called ‘phoney war’ period and at this 
time HMS Argus was also used to train 
pilots for the Fleet Air Arm with HMS 
Sturdy often called upon to pick up 
pilots from aircraft that crashed into the 
water on take-off or landing. 

The ageing Sturdy was, by now, in a 
sad state of repair and she was sent to 
Malta in April 1940 for a much needed 
refit. Here, ASDIC anti-submarine kit 
was fitted and the ship was generally 
‘upgraded’ although she did not receive 
radar because only capital ships had been 
reserved as the priority for this fit. In 
June 1940, however, the ship returned 
via Gibraltar to home waters, joining 
the 22nd Destroyer Flotilla operating out 
of Portsmouth and Plymouth and by 
mid-June was escorting convoy HG 34 F. 

Whilst on this detail, however, she was 
urgently detached on the 17 June to join 
HMS Mackay at Brest to participate in 
‘Operation Aerial’ which the effort to bring 
back the retreating British army from 
North West French ports. These were 
troops who had retreated westwards from 
the German advance having been unable 
to reach the Dunkirk evacuation zone. 

On 19 June HMS Sturdy was ordered 
to escort two French submarines, the 
Minerve and Junon, sailing from Brest to 
Plymouth. At one point the ship took over 
the tow of the Junon when the towing tug 
had experienced technical problems, but 
on 23 June she returned to Portsmouth 
for minor repairs and fitting of a high-
angle anti-aircraft gun in place of her ‘Y’ 
mounting. Given the air attacks against 
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British vessels in home waters, and 
duties for which she was imminently 
destined, it was a prudent installation of 
a defensive weapon that was likely to 
come into its own. By July, and back in 
Portsmouth, the ship’s crew also played 
a part early on in that month in what 
was known as ‘Operation Catapult’ when 
armed boarding parties were sent aboard 
French warships in port at the time of 
the French surrender. The object of the 
operation was intended to secure the 
vessels and prevent them from fleeing or 
else being scuttled. 

CONVOY PROTECTION
By mid July, HMS Sturdy’s war service 
was getting into its stride and on the 
18th of the month, while on Channel 
Patrol, she encountered three E-boats 
and although Sturdy went in pursuit, 
contact was lost. It was not only the 
German E-Boats, though, that were 
becoming a menace in Channel 
waters for now the Luftwaffe were 
establishing bases in northern France 
and Belgium and, as a consequence, 
the CW (Convoy Westbound) and CE 
(Convoy Eastbound) convoys along 

the south coast needed the fullest 
protection from both air and sea. 

Consequently, HMS Sturdy spent the 
August and September of 1940 escorting 
these convoys from the Thames Estuary, 
through the Dover Strait and westwards 
to Falmouth and, sometimes, in the 
opposite direction. 

Although the threat of German invasion 
had all but subsided, she then sailed on 
an anti-invasion patrol along with the 
destroyers HMS Vanoc and Sardonyx 
on 2 October , after which she patrolled 
off Dover and covered the convoy 
CE.12 sailing from St Helen’s Roads to 
Southend between 3 and 4 October after 
which she returned to Portsmouth to be 
taken in hand for boiler cleaning. On 12 
October HMS Sturdy was again readied, 
and now sailed to reinforce the NW 
Approaches Escort Force, operating from 
Londonderry, and was engaged in convoy 
escort in the Western Approaches with 
the destroyer now under the command of 
Lieutenant Commander G. T. Cooper, RN. 
On 15 October she was designated part of 
the escort for Convoy OB 229 sailing from 
Liverpool, along with the destroyers HMS 
Chelsea and Whitehall, and the Corvettes 

HMS Arabis and Heliotrope. Already, 
HMS Sturdy had seen front line action 
and service a-plenty but it was largely 
the weather that would soon become 
her most deadly foe.

WORST SHIPPING LOSSES
On 18 October, however, Sturdy, along 
with most of the OB 229 escort force, 
were dispatched from that convoy to 
reinforce the escort for the 49-ship 
convoy HX-79, which was sailing to the 
UK from Halifax, Nova Scotia. On the 
previous day the slow convoy SC 7 had 
been attacked by a U-Boat wolf pack and 
the escort completely overwhelmed, 
with 20 ships sunk. The Admiralty, 

alarmed at the fate of convoy SC 7, 
rushed reinforcements to cover HX-79, 
and the hurried reinforcements were 
now arriving on the scene escorted by 
the Armed Merchant Cruisers Montlclare 
and Alaunia. Throughout the day a large 
escort force of 11 warships arrived to 
provide cover and included the destroyers 
HMS Sturdy and Whitehall, the corvettes 
Hibiscus, Heliotrope, Arabis and Coreopsis, 
three armed trawlers (HMS Blackfly, 
Angle, and Lady Elsa) and a Minesweeper 
(HMS Jason). (Interestingly, the escort also 
included the Dutch submarine 0.14 as an 
experimental input to the escorting force 
but 0.14 was not a success and hindered 
rather helped the escorting ships, being 
attacked twice by friendly forces.)

“THEIR LORDSHIPS’ SEVERE DISPLEASURE”
The Loss of HMS Sturdy, 1940
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of Channel 
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Convoy HX-79 had been sighted by 
the German U-boat U-47, under the 
command of Kptlt. Gunther Prien, 
who had achieved fame and notoriety 
when he sank HMS Royal Oak at Scapa 
Flow the previous year. Prien skilfully 
shadowed the convoy and guided the 
rest of the wolf pack in for the attack, 
the force including the U-Boats U-38, 
U-100, U-46 and U-48. During the 
night of 19/20 October, the U-Boats 
sank twelve ships of this convoy, with 
the U-47 sinking four ships: (Uganda, 
Wandy, Whitford Point and La Estancia.) 
The U-38 sank another two: (Matheran 
and the Dutch vessel Bildersdijk), ehile 
U-46 sank two ships (Rupera and 
the Swedish Janus), the U-100 sank 
another three (Caprella, Sitalla and Loch 
Lomond) and the U-48 sank one (Shirak) 
which had been a straggler that had 
earlier been torpedoed by U-47 but 
had managed to get underway again. 
It made for a staggering total of 75,069 
Gross Registered Tonnage. Another 
two ships were damaged and, in total, 
the losses from this convoy, along with 
SC.7 the previous day, were among the 

worst shipping losses in the Atlantic 
campaign at that time. However, it must 
be remembered that Anti- Submarine 
tactics were then still being defined, 
honed and developed, and there was 
little or no air cover. HMS Sturdy, after 
the action, stopped to pick up survivors 
from the Whitford Point, and after 
coming alongside a life raft containing 
three seamen (Records show only two 
of the 39 crew survived: editor) the crew 
of HMS Sturdy rushed to help them 
aboard and were astonished to find 
them handing up the ship’s cat first, the 
animal clearly having used at least one 
of its nine lives.

WORSENING WEATHER
After the HX-79 battle, Sturdy was 
assigned on 26 October to the escort 
force of fast convoy O.L.9 along with the 
destroyers HMS Shikari and Viscount, 
outward bound from Liverpool. She 
left Londonderry at 05.30, joining the 
convoy north of Altacarry at 09.45 while 
HMS Shikari joined the convoy an hour 
later and became Senior Officer of the 
escort. On 27 October, Sturdy and Shikari 

were ordered to leave convoy O.L.9 
by the Commander in Chief, Western 
Approaches, so as to meet the 42-ship 
slow convoy S.C 8 coming in from 
Sydney, Nova Scotia. At dusk the Shikari 
and Sturdy set course to intercept the 
convoy at a speed of 15 knots, but at 12.15 
on the 28 October speed was reduced 
to 12 knots in order to conserve fuel. 
There was still no sign of the convoy and 
the weather was deteriorating rapidly 
and with increasingly poor visibility. 
From the situation report of the night 
before it was likely that the convoy was 
late and Shikari ordered that both ships 
turn south for 5 miles and then sweep 
90 degrees on the assumption that they 
would then be astern of the convoy. 
In the darkness, the Sturdy closed to 3 

TOP LEFT: 
At Toulon in May 
1940 a football 
team from 
Sturdy played 
a French Navy 
XI. Months later, 
crew members 
from Sturdy 
were boarding 
French vessels 
at Portsmouth 
in Operation 
‘Catapult’ to 
prevent them 
being scuttled 
after the French 
surrender.
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More images of 
the doomed 
HMS Sturdy.

"She was by now driving slowly up on to the 
rocks, the vessel groaning and creaking"

campaign at that time. However, it must 

, after 
the action, stopped to pick up survivors 

coming alongside a life raft containing 

 the crew 
were ordered to leave convoy O.L.9 
by the Commander in Chief, Western 
Approaches, so as to meet the 42-ship 
slow convoy S.C 8 coming in from 

TOP LEFT: 
At Toulon in May 
1940 a football 
team from 

The Loss of HMS Sturdy, 1940

Convoy HX-79 had been sighted by 
the German U-boat U-47, under the 

worst shipping losses in the Atlantic 
campaign at that time. However, it must campaign at that time. However, it must 

Convoy HX-79 had been sighted by worst shipping losses in the Atlantic 



89

“THEIR LORDSHIPS’ SEVERE DISPLEASURE”
The Loss of HMS Sturdy, 1940

www.britainatwar.com

cables off Shikari’s port beam to keep 
in contact in the bad weather, which 
was now at gale force 7. As visibility 
decreased further, so the Sturdy lost sight 
of Shikari in the darkness and Lt Cdr 
Cooper considered it too dangerous to 
try and regain contact in the prevailing 
conditions, deciding instead to maintain 
his course until morning and reducing 
speed to 8 knots.

On the morning of 29 October the 
weather had progressively worsened, 
with heavy seas and a gale from 
the S.S.E. Neither the Shikari nor the 
convoy was in sight, and fuel was now 
down to 100 tons. As standing orders 
at the time required that no ship’s fuel 
should be allowed to drop below 80 
tons, Lt Cdr Cooper decided to proceed 
back to Londonderry and sent a 
message to Shikari and Commander (D), 
Londonderry, that he was doing so.

SHORT OF FUEL
By the evening of the 29th, Sturdy was 
still in the teeth of horrendous weather 
and had not been able to get a reliable 
fix on her position since the previous 
day. With the ship now facing the full 
force of a North Atlantic gale, with 
seas up to 30 feet high and 50-knot 
winds, the situation was increasingly 
dire. Conditions were atrocious, but not 
necessarily unusual for this sea area 
at this time of year. However, for now 

at least, the enemy was certainly the 
weather and not the Kriegsmarine. By 
now, the ship was getting ever shorter on 
fuel and was therefore running light. Lt 
Cdr Cooper was well aware that in these 
conditions there would be considerable 
drift, and that his estimated position 
could be significantly inaccurate. In fact, 
his worries about getting an accurate ‘fix’ 
on the position of HMS Sturdy proved 
to be well-founded. He discussed with 
his leading telegraphist the possibility 
of obtaining a Direction Finding (DF) 
fix from the Admiralty, but decided to 
postpone this until daylight if no land 
had by then been sighted. No doubt he 
wanted to find his own position on the 
charts, rather than have to admit defeat 
and ask for external assistance. Perhaps, 
then, his mariner’s pride was starting 
to play a part in the unfolding and 
unfortunate chain of events. So, until the 
ship’s position could be fully established, 
he decided to head for where he believed 
Inishtrahull lay, and maintaining a speed 
of 9 knots. It was a move that was to have 
fatal consequences for HMS Sturdy.

HARD AGROUND
At 04.30 on the morning of the 30 

October 1940 the lookouts on Sturdy 
called the alarm as they spotted a white 
line of foam on the port bow, which at 
first was taken to be the wash of a large 
wave. In fact, what they were seeing 

were breakers on the rocks of the 
shore at Sandaig, on the west coast of 
the island of Tiree, Scotland. Seconds 
later, and the ship struck the rocks in 
a high-energy impact. At first, only 
a slight bump was felt first and then 
there was a very heavy crash under the 
bridge. The order to stop engines was 
immediately given, all watertight doors 
were slammed shut and the crew broke 
out the life rafts fearing that the ship 
had been torpedoed. The Captain went 
out onto the bridge wing to assess the 
situation. What he saw was grim. 

The ship was obviously hard aground, 
listing 10 degrees to starboard and badly 
damaged. The propellers had also hit 
rocks and there were breakers around 
the stern. An order was given for “slow 
astern” but it was soon clear that there 
was no hope of re-floating the ship, and 

even if there were there would be the 
risk of sinking in deeper water if the ship 
was badly holed. The Sturdy was by now 
driving slowly up on to the rocks, the 
vessel groaning and creaking as it came 
under increasing stress and  now listing 
from 10 degrees starboard, and then to 
upright, and back again. All the while, 
great waves were crashing over the ship. 

To the Captain it appeared very likely 
that the ship would soon break up and 
it seemed wise to try and get the crew 
ashore. He ordered the ships 24-inch 
searchlight to pick out the shoreline 
whilst sending out distress signals. It 
was decided to send a raft with two 
men to try and get a line ashore and 

ABOVE: HMS 
Sturdy was one 
of 67 'S' class 
destroyers  built 
for the Royal 
Navy.

BELOW: Period 
postcard, HMS 
Sturdy at sea. 

BOTTOM LEFT: 
A CE Convoy 
(Convoy 
Eastbound) 
passes the 
Strait of Dover 
during the 
summer of 
1940, escorted 
by an ‘S’ class 
destroyer laying 
a smoke-screen. 
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the raft was launched into the heavy 
swell but immediately capsized in the 
surf. However, the two men managed 
to get ashore and went to find help. 
The Captain also tried to get some men 
ashore in Carley floats, but the first one 
launched was sucked back in the wash 
and could not be controlled. 

The decision was made to try the ship’s 
whaler, with 13 men aboard. At this 
moment, all lights failed as the boilers 
could no longer keep steam owing to 
seawater ingress to the fuel tanks and 
although the whaler was successfully 
launched it immediately ran into trouble 
and capsized on the rocks ahead of the 
ship, the occupants of both whaler and 
the float lost from view in the darkness.

POUNDING WAVES
At 05.10, and with most of the crew 
still aboard,  the Sturdy succumbed to 
the pounding waves and finally broke 
in two, the stern section of the ship 
being swept round to port by successive 
waves until it lay at right angles to the 
bow. All the crew had by this time been 
mustered in the port fore of the ship, but 

with a 12-foot surf still breaking over the 
ship, there were fears for their safety. It 
appeared that the tide was beginning 
to go down and the shoreline looked 
slightly nearer, so an attempt was made 
again to try and get a man onto the rocks 
and then ashore to haul a line across in 
order to land the rest of the crew. Able 
Seaman E.J. Smith bravely volunteered 
to go, but struggled to get ashore, at times 
being lifted ten feet in the air by the 
breaking surf. Leading Stoker Mitchell 
then went down to help Smith but was 
washed off the rocks. However, and by 
no small miracle, both men managed to 
reach the shore with only slight injuries 
and get a line ashore.  

Help was coming. One of the first 
on the scene was a Captain Donald 
Sinclair, a Merchant Navy Captain home 
on leave. He instantly recognised the 
dangers and, using a torch borrowed 
from the local postman, sent a signal ‘On 
no account attempt to leave the ship – 
tide is going down’. This advice certainly 
saved many lives, and Captain Sinclair 
was later commended to the Admiralty 
for his actions. (Tragically, Captain D C 

Sinclair was lost on his next voyage when 
his ship, the Empire Eland, was torpedoed 
in mid-Atlantic. He is remembered on 
the Tower Hill CWGC Memorial to 
merchant seamen.) At daylight, the 
tide had receded, the bow section was 
stranded high upon the beach with the 
stern now some way away. The crew 
were able to disembark down the line 
that Able Seaman Smith had secured 
earlier although Lt Cdr Cooper remained 
on-board for a while longer, together 
with a number of officers and men, 
and so as to retrieve all confidential 
codebooks, charts and signals.

BODIES WASHED ASHORE
The local inhabitants of Tiree proved 
magnificent in their aid to the 
shipwrecked sailors of Sturdy and took 
them into their homes, providing food 
and shelter, with the entire crew soon 
dispersed around the various farms and 
cottages in the vicinity.

Three bodies were quickly found on 
the beach, and after a muster of the ships 
company it was found that two more 
were missing. Two ratings – Able Seaman 
Greenshields and Able Seaman Cornford 
RNVR were lost from the whaler, and 
Stoker 1st Class Cowler from a Carley 
float. Later in the day the body of Leading 
Stoker Trahearn was found, and it is 
believed that he had also been in a Carley 
float. The next day the body of Ordinary 
Seaman Rivett was found, although it is 
not known if he had been in the whaler 
or a float. All were wearing lifebelts, 

the raft was launched into the heavy with a 12-foot surf still breaking over the with a 12-foot surf still breaking over the 
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Although poor 
quality, this 
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ABOVE RIGHT: 
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the beach after 
the loss of the 
Sturdy.
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which were still inflated, and it is thought 
that they were knocked unconscious 
on the rocks in the rough waters and 
drowned. One Tiree resident, Hugh 
Maclean of Barrapol, was later recorded 
speaking emotionally about the impact of 
finding a body on the foreshore: 

“It was a Thursday, I remember it 
well. There was the sound of something 
moving outside, something being blown 
by the wind…this would be about 6 or 
7 o’clock in the morning. It was quite 
a rough morning and it was raining. I 
would call it force 9-10, so a severe gale. 
Just before we got down there we could 
make out it was a naval vessel – the 
paint, the colour, you see. There were a 
lot of people there and you’d hear ‘Help!’ 
[The wreck] would be about 60 yards 
from the gravel beach on the rocks out 
there. I remember – I’m sorry, I’m getting 
emotional – the first thing we met there, 
a body, a beautiful, young fellow. I picked 
him up and took him beyond the reach 
of the ocean and put him on the grass.”

 Of the survivors, there was one serious 
casualty – Engineer Officer E.J.A. Gibson, 

who suffered a broken kneecap when 
he was smashed against an engine 
room ventilator as HMS Sturdy ran 
aground. Five ratings suffered from 
cuts and bruises. Later, four officers 
and 77 ratings took passage to Oban in 
HMS Rhododendron, which had been 
sent to assist along with the rescue tug 
Marauder. A salvage party, consisting of 
the Captain, the 1st Lieutenant, Gunner 
(T), and 19 crew members remained 
behind to remove anything of value 
that could be retrieved from the wreck 
and on 31 October 1940 the five lost 
crewmembers were buried at the Soroby 
burial ground, Balemartine, Tiree, with 
the funeral attended by many local 
inhabitants and all of the salvage party.

BATTLE HONOUR ‘ATLANTIC’
At the subsequent Admiralty board 
of enquiry into the loss of HMS Sturdy 
it was felt that although the atrocious 
weather had been a major factor in the 
accident there had been insufficient 
allowance made for drift, insufficient 
allowance for speed over the ground 

due (possibly) to a misunderstanding 
over engine revolutions, and unreliable 
compasses due to heavy rolling of the 
ship, also possibly affected by the earlier 
degaussing of the destroyer.

The Admiralty Board decided that Lt 
Cdr Cooper had been negligent and he 
was awarded “Their Lordship’s severe 
displeasure” and reduced to half pay for 
six weeks. His next appointment was 
to the cruiser HMS Exeter; when that 
ship was sunk in the Java Sea by the 
Japanese in early 1942 he was taken 
prisoner and finished the war as a POW.

As for the surviving crew of HMS 
Sturdy, the war went on and most were 
dispersed around the fleet, but they 
would surely not forget this proud old 
destroyer. She was awarded the battle 
Honour ‘Atlantic 1939’ and the name 
Sturdy lived on when HM Submarine 
Sturdy was launched at Birkenhead 
in 1943. This submarine deployed to 
the Indian Ocean and lived up to its 
predecessor by adding ‘Malaya 1945’ to 
the honours board. 

AFTERMATH
Most of the wreck was removed after 
the war, although she continued to be 
broken up by the angry seas and jagged 
rocks. However, some items from the 
ship can still be seen in the local museum 
at Sandaig, poignant reminders of the 
night of 30 October 1940.

On 30 October, 2010, a service was held 
at Sandaig beach, on the Island of Tiree, 
and a memorial plaque placed on a cairn 
to commemorate the spot where the ship 
had ended her days. The ceremony was 
attended by representatives of the Royal 
Navy, local people and the families of 
HMS Sturdy’s crew with wreaths laid at 
the graves of the five men who were lost. 
Despite “Their Lordships’ Displeasur”, the 
loss of HMS Sturdy had seen examples of 
leadership, selfless bravery, initiative and 
comradeship in an hour of need. 

Derek Fox wrote this piece in honour of 
his grandfather, Ernest Fox, who survived 
the sinking of HMS Sturdy and left the 
Royal Navy in 1945. 
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REPORT OF BOARD 
OF ENQUIRY
6 December 1940
Forwarded for the consideration of Their Lordships, concurring 
in the remarks of the Flag-Officer-in-Charge, Greenock.

An error of judgement, involving the loss of his ship, must 
always be the responsibility of the Commanding Officer, and 
Lieutenant Commander Cooper, both in his report and in the 
frankness of his evidence before the Board, has not hesitated 
to give a full and clear picture of the circumstances leading to 
this unfortunate occurrence, and the factors which governed 
his decisions at the time.

His actions during the harassing period after his ship had 
grounded until his crew were safely ashore showed him, 
however, to be capable of calm and sound judgement in an emergency, while the exemplary 
bearing of his ship’s company throughout testifies to his powers of leadership.

Although the loss of a destroyer now is a matter of great concern, I feel that the lessons 
learned from this experience will be of lasting benefit to Lieutenant Commander Cooper, and I 
would therefore commend for Their Lordships’ favourable consideration lenient treatment on 
the findings of the Court, particularly in view of the last sentence of paragraph 2 of Flag Officer-
in-Charge, Greenocks remarks. An officer of this calibre can ill be spared in small ships at the 
present time.

Admiral M E Dunbar-Nasmith VC CB
Commander-In-Chief (Western Approaches)

“THEIR LORDSHIPS’ SEVERE DISPLEASURE”

Forwarded for the consideration of Their Lordships, concurring 

"The first thing we met there, a body, a beautiful, young fellow. I picked him 
up and took him beyond the reach of the ocean and put him on the grass.”

ABOVE:  
This document 
may have helped 
save Lieutenant 
Commander 
Cooper from a 
worse 
punishment as it 
offers mitigation 
directly from his 
C-in-C.

BELOW AND 
BOTTOM LEFT 
(OPPOSITE PAGE): 
On 30 October 
2010 a memorial 
was dedicated 
and unveiled 
on the beach 
at Sandaig at 
exactly the point 
where Sturdy ran 
aground. Beyond 
are the rocks 
where the vessel 
was wrecked. 
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Storming the 
Garden 
of Eden

Reputedly the site of the Garden of Eden, Qurna in 1914 
was a long way from paradise. A key battleground 

in the struggle to secure Britain’s Middle East oil 
interests, the fight was ugly and determined until 

three brave Indian sappers with a length of 
heavy wire cable swam to the rescue — literally. 

Steve Snelling tells the stirring story.

STORMING THE GARDEN OF EDEN 
Mesopotamia 1914
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Part of a mainly Indian force, they 
had braved “stinging heat” by day and 
“perishing” temperatures by night to 
chase the Turks out of their coastal 
stronghold only to find themselves 
under persistent attack from murderous 
tribesmen and disease-carrying 
mosquitoes which were, in the words of 
one British soldier, “almost large enough 
to shoot”. 

Now, just 10 days after the formal 
occupation of Basra, Sergeant Kingdon 
was among a small force preparing to 
lead a thrust into enemy territory that 
would lay the foundations for army-
naval co-operation. It would also set 
a dangerous precedent for the future 
conduct of operations in the river-
borne war. 

F
OR A land resonating with 
echoes of the Old Testament, 
of Adam and Eve, Noah and 

Father Abraham, the Turkish-
controlled territory at the head of the 
militarily sensitive Persian Gulf was a 
strangely God-forsaken place. British 
soldiers’ first impressions of the fabled 
‘land of two rivers’ were uniformly 
unflattering and seemed to bear out 
the oft-quoted Arab proverb: “When 
Allah made Hell, he did not find it 
bad enough, so he made Mesopotamia 
- and added flies.” 

To Albert Kingdon it looked like “a 
country which was never completed”, 
its desolate hinterland as wild and 
woebegone as its inhabitants and with a 
wretched climate to match them both. 

Writing home in December 1914, 
shortly after the capture of the port of 
Basra, the sergeant in the 2nd Battalion 
the Norfolk Regiment painted a grim 
picture of Britain’s latest theatre of war. 
“This is a filthy, dirty place, and [with] 
fleas by the million. I believe more fleas 
than dates…” 

Having accomplished the first part of 
Indian Expeditionary Force D’s mission 
to secure the flow of oil through the Gulf, 
the newly-installed army of occupation 
was still facing up to the discomforts of 
campaigning in a land dubbed ‘Mespot’. 

ABOVE LEFT: 
Troops from 
a British 
regiment being 
transported 
by river. The 
movement 
of troops 
during the 
campaign was 
usually carried 
out with 
considerable 
difficulty as 
often there 
were no 
barges, tugs 
or small boats 
suitable, and 
land transport 
was poor. 

TOP RIGHT: Preparing for action. 
Two 18-pounder field guns of 82nd 
Battery, Royal Field Artillery, being 

mounted behind sandbag walls on the 
forepart of the deckhouse aboard the 
SS Mejidieh shortly before embarking 

for Qurna in December 1914.

MAIN PICTURE: British troops “on the 
long march through torrid heat” in 

Mesopotamia. 

F
OR A land resonating with To Albert Kingdon it looked like “a To Albert Kingdon it looked like “a ABOVE LEFT: 
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FORCE AND OBJECTIVES
Commanded by Lieutenant Colonel G 
S Frazer of the 110th Mahratta Light 
Infantry, the army contingent consisted 
of his own unit, the 104th Wellesley’s 
Rifles, D Company of the 2nd Norfolks, a 
half company of the 3rd Bengal Sappers 
and Miners and a section (two guns) of 
the 82nd Battery, Royal Field Artillery. 

They were embarked aboard four 
river steamers, the Mejidieh, Blosse 
Lynch, Malamir and Salimi, and were 
accompanied by a naval squadron made 
up of the sister sloops, HMS Espiegle and 
Odin, the armed paddle steamer HMS 
Lawrence and the launches Lewis Pelly, 
Miner and Shaitan. 

Their instructions from Force D 
commander Lieutenant General Sir 
Arthur Barrett were to venture some 40 
miles upriver to a tributary of the Shatt-
al-Arab in order to clear the approaches 
to Qurna, a strategically-important 
stronghold situated at the junction of 
the mighty rivers, Euphrates and Tigris 
and, depending on the scale of Turkish 
resistance, seize the town itself. 

By capturing Qurna, Barrett hoped to 
establish an outpost that would ensure 
the consolidation of his main goal – the 
port of Basra. In so doing, it would 

also deliver a prize that would prove a 
godsend to headline writers back home in 
Britain. This was because the otherwise 
forgettable clutter of filthy lanes and 
mud and reed hovels which disfigured 
the banks of two of the world’s greatest 
rivers formed not merely a key military 
objective, but marked the legendary site 
of the Garden of Eden, biblical home to 
the tree of life, the tree of knowledge and 
mankind’s first parents. 

To some among the Norfolks, it 
seemed peculiarly apt that they should 
be included in the expedition into 
Mesopotamia’s fabled Bible belt. As one of 
their number remarked, it was a case of 
“the Holy Boys (the Regiment’s nickname) 
fighting in the Holy Land”. 

Others simply saw it as a chance to 
escape the stultifying boredom of 
inaction broken only by a few inglorious 
punitive operations designed to pacify a 
not altogether friendly local population 
in the wake of the fall of Basra. Albert 
Kingdon could hardly wait to go on what 
he called a “little exploit up the river”. In a 
letter written two days before the force’s 
departure on December 3, he wrote: “We 
start on Thursday evening… more honour 
for the old troops.

Although we have to forfeit our little 
bits of comfort. I am pleased to have been 
selected. Our captain is a toff and glories 
in being away in charge alone…” 

Above all, he hoped that following the 
damp squib of a victory at Basra, where 
the action involved more wading through 
water than fighting, the advance into ‘the 
Garden of Eden’ would offer his battalion 
a chance to “give a better account of 
ourselves under better circumstances”. 

However, as was to be so often the case 
with operations in Mesopotamia, things 
did not go entirely according to plan. 

ABOVE: 
British troops 
on the move in 
Mesopotamia.

BELOW RIGHT: 
British troops 
in a trench near 
Basra. 

BOTTOM LEFT: 
Calm before 
the storm. The 
2nd Battalion, 
the Norfolk 
Regiment, 
resplendent in 
their tropical 
white uniforms, 
parade at 
Belgaum in India, 
shortly before 
the outbreak of 
the First World 
War. 

BOTTOM RIGHT: 
Indian troops 
in a trench 
dug during the 
fighting in what 
is now southern 
Iraq. 

fighting in the Holy Land”. fighting in the Holy Land”. 
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CHANGE OF PLAN
Despite an earlier river-borne 
reconnaissance, the British force had 
failed to detect a Turkish position 
between the site chosen for landing 
Frazer’s force and the main enemy 
position on the opposite bank of the 
Tigris at Qurna itself. 

It meant that the Indian and British 
troops would have to fight their way 
across a bare plain - “as flat as a pancake”, 
as one Norfolk officer put it - utterly 
devoid of cover, even before reaching 
the Tigris with Turks lining the riverside 
buildings on the far bank. 

Under covering fire from the naval 
flotilla, the landing was accomplished 
without interference. By 0930 hours on 
December 4, with white flags fluttering 
from the nearby village of Umrash, the 
advance was under way. 

A three-mile march across open ground 
lay ahead with a line of trenches and 
gun emplacements lying in wait at the 
end near the village of Muzereh. It would 
have been a mission impossible, but for 
the close support provided by the navy. 

With the sloops Espiegle and Lawrence 
leading, the small flotilla steamed 
steadily upstream. Two 18-pounder field 
guns manned by the Royal Artillery 
were mounted on the stern-wheeler 
steamers Mejidieh and Blosse Lynch, 
ranging on Turkish positions on both 
sides of the Tigris. 

Such was the accuracy of their 
bombardment, they succeeded 
in diverting much of the enemy 
opposition away from the infantry 
and towards the river. But they did not 
have things all their own way. Turkish 
guns hidden among the date palms 
fringing the river bank were soon 
scoring hits on the flotilla. 

HMS Lawrence was damaged and so too 
were many of the smaller craft. Hardest 
hit of all was the armed launch Miner 
commanded by Lieutenant Cuthbert 
Heath-Caldwell. Amid “a perfect hail 
of shrapnel bullets”, she was struck by 
a shell just below the water-line which 
burst partly in the launch’s coal bunker 
and partly in the engine room, fatally 
wounding one seaman and seriously 
injuring two others. 

“About the same time another shell cut 

the after fall of [the] starboard boat and 
burst, several chunks coming into the 
cabin,” wrote Heath-Caldwell.

“Apparently one or two other shells 
hit the side but bounced off without 
bursting. There was such a hail of 
bullets and bits and such a beastly row 
the whole time… that it was difficult to 
know exactly what was happening.” 

Even amid the confusion it was clear 
to Heath-Caldwell that his boat had 
“copped it” and that desperate efforts 
were needed to save her from sinking. 
Limping away from danger, with a 
wounded stoker struggling to keep her 
engines going and with barely six inches 
freeboard, Miner was steered towards a 
mud bank, where she “subsided” under 
the bowsprit of the Espiegle. 

Grievous though the damage was, she 
would be salved to fight another day 

ABOVE: 
This photograph 
by an officer of 
the 2nd Norfolks 
captures the 
unique nature 
of the fighting 
in Mesopotamia 
100 years ago. 
It shows guns 
of the 82nd 
Battery, Royal 
Field Artillery, and 
British and Indian 
troops ashore in 
preparation for 
the assault on 
Qurna with the 
sloops Espiegle 
and Lawrence in 
the background. 

TOP RIGHT: 
British troops 
pictured being 
landed from a 
river steamer 
during the 
operations around 
Basra. 

ABOVE RIGHT: 
The Espiegle 
leads the flotilla 
into action along 
the Shatt-al-
Arab during the 
early days of the 
Mesopotamian 
campaign. 

ABOVE: Against the soon-to-be familiar backdrop 
of riverside date palms, men of the 2nd Norfolks 
enjoy a brief rest after the fall of Basra before 
embarking on operations to capture Qurna. 

Such was the accuracy of their the after fall of [the] starboard boat and 

Field Artillery, and 
British and Indian 
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and the losses sustained by the Navy had 
not been in vain. The infantry advance 
had turned into a rout of the Turkish 
defenders around Muzereh. 

Ejected from their trenches, some 
of them only half-finished, and the 
neighbouring village, they scuttled 
back through the date groves to the 
Tigris where the survivors were ferried 
across the 300 yard expanse of water, a 
distance about as wide as the Thames at 
London Bridge. 

Chasing after them, Mahrattas, 
Norfolks and Rajputs pursued as far as 
the river bank but could go no further in 
the face of a galling fire from the other 
side of the Tigris. 

An impasse followed with the troops 
held up by the river and the sloops by 
the shallow water. By early afternoon, it 
was plain to Colonel Frazer that Qurna, 
its waterfront buildings transformed 
into a mini-fortress spitting fire, was held 
by a defiant Turkish force in far greater 
strength than anticipated. 

With his own force pinned down and 
lacking the means to cross the river, he 
took the decision to abandon the attack 
and call for reinforcements. However, 

rather than pulling back only as far as the 
enemy’s recently captured trenches, the 
over-cautious Frazer ordered a complete 
withdrawal back to the landing site. 

The result was entirely predictable. As 
the Navy retreated in concert, its guns 
covering the troops just as they had done 
a few hours earlier, so the Turks followed 
up behind to re-occupy the trenches they 
had so recently vacated. 

By the time darkness enveloped Qurna 
and the surrounding marshes, the two 
forces were back where they started the 
day, although it would take several more 
anxious hours for the grounded Espiegle 
and the patched-up Miner to escape the 
clutches of the Shatt-al-Arab’s mud. 

ROUND TWO
The first attempt to gain entry to the 
Garden of Eden having failed, it was time 
for round two. A quiet day interrupted 
only by desultory shelling passed before 
the remainder of 18th Infantry Brigade 
under the command of Major General C I 
Fry arrived on the same steamers that had 
taken Frazer’s wounded back to Basra. 

The addition of another battalion of 
Rajputs together with the rest of the 

Norfolks and the first of two mountain 
batteries brought the total number of 
British and Indian troops to 2,300 men, a 
figure only marginally greater than the 
number of defenders occupying Qurna 
and the earthworks around Muzereh. 

It promised to be a tough fight. Buoyed 
by the apparent defeat of the first attack 
and the arrival of reinforcements, the 
Turks at Qurna had grown in confidence 
as well as strength: so much so that on 
the afternoon of December 6 they pre-
empted the renewed British assault with 
an attack of their own. 

A Turkish force, numbering about 500 
men, was spotted by a lookout aboard 
HMS Lawrence steadily advancing across 
the plain towards the British camp. They 
were met by a rain of shrapnel from 
Lawrence, Espiegle and Odin which had 
sallied forth into harm’s way yet again. 

The guns of the Royal Field Artillery 
batteries soon joined in and the attack 
was quickly broken up, though not 
before Espiegle had sustained a number 
of hits from concealed guns in the 
riverside date groves. 

Following an uneventful night, it was 
the turn of the British to move forward. 

TOP LEFT: 
Turning point 
at Qurna. Men 
of the 110th 
Mahratta Light 
Infantry board 
a dhow before 
crossing the 
Tigris via the 
‘flying bridge’ 
established by 
three brave 
Indian sappers 
on their 
out-flanking 
manoeuvre on 
the afternoon of 
December 8. 

TOP RIGHT: 
Guns of the 
30th Mountain 
Battery in action 
at Qurna. More 
accustomed to 
tribal wars in 
the rugged hills 
of the North-
West Frontier, 
the unit found 
itself fighting on 
ground “as flat 
and bare as a 
billiard table”. 
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ABOVE: Ottoman 
troops mustering 
before moving forward
to the front in 1914. 
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Fry’s plan of attack was largely an action 
replay of Frazer’s advance, with the 2nd 
Norfolks and 120th Rajputs launched 
against the same trenches that had 
been captured and then given up just 
three days earlier. Where it differed 
from Frazer’s was in the employment 
of the 110th Mahrattas on the right in 
an enveloping attack on Muzereh and 
an apparently deliberate attempt to 
hoodwink the Turks into thinking the 
attacking force was far larger than it 
actually was. 

The assault began shortly after 
0900 hours with the naval flotilla, 
spearheaded by the Espiegle and 
flanked by the gun-toting steamers 
Mejidieh and Blosse Lynch, providing 
effective support. The shore-based 
artillery then added its weight to the 
bombardment, provoking a “sullen” 
challenge from two guns posted at the 
northern end of Muzereh. 

Bursts of rifle fire rippled from the 
trenches and nearby buildings, but the 
biggest danger to the attack came from 
enfilading fire by the riverside where 
parties of Turks hidden among the palm 
trees flayed the advancing Rajputs. 

The leading company commander, 
Captain W Macready, was severely 
wounded. But just when it seemed the 
Indians’ attack might stall, Lieutenant 
W L Miskin took charge, rallying the 
survivors and leading them in two 
attacks that succeeded in turning out 
the Turks on their flank. 

Unaffected by the Rajputs’ travails, 
the Norfolks continued to press their 
assault. According to Lieutenant Alfred 
Shakeshaft, second in command of C 
Company, the men kept their discipline 
throughout, advancing over the level 
ground “as if on parade”. 

The steady march ended with a 
bayonet charge into the Turkish 
position. Writing home, Lieutenant 
Harcourt Farebrother, of B Company, 
noted: “The 110th and ourselves carried 
the Turkish trenches with great éclat 
and then they ran and we had some 
lively wood fighting. 

“The 120th then turned them across 
us and they had to run the gauntlet 
of ourselves and the 110th. The 104th 
were sent to round them up on the 
north [side] but unfortunately some of 
them got away…” 

In fact, few Turks had waited to 
meet the final assault, leaving the 
British and Indian infantry to occupy 
a battered position with its gruesome 
remains testifying to the accuracy of the 
supporting artillery. “It was the first time 
I had seen the result of gun fire on an 
enemy’s position,” wrote Sergeant Bertie 
Woods, “and… it was terrible.” 

BELOW RIGHT: 
Ottoman troops 
in late 1914. 

BOTTOM RIGHT: 
Some of the 
Norfolks who 
took part at 
Qurna seen in 
more restful 
times. 

BOTTOM LEFT: 
Lieutenant 
Cuthbert 
Heath-Caldwell, 
seated centre 
holding pet 
dog, with the 
crew of the 
armed launch 
HMS Miner. 
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In fact, few Turks had waited to 
meet the final assault, leaving the 

In fact, few Turks had waited to 

ABOVE & RIGHT: Turkish troops 
captured during the fighting in the 

area around Shaiba, under guard in the 
old mud walled fort outside the city.
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THE MIRAGE EFFECT
Turkish resistance had been 
unexpectedly weak, the defenders 
showing little stomach for a prolonged 
fight in a position which, though 
incomplete in places, was well enough 
sited to have proved a potential 
stumbling block. 

In part, this may have been due to 
a mixture of bluff and that strange 
phenomenon known as the ‘mirage’. 
Sergeant Woods explained: “We were 
all carrying two blankets in bandolier 
fashion. As the attack… started we were 
advancing in extended order [but] before 
the next advance we were ordered to 
leave one of our blankets on the ground 
in the line we were leaving. 

“We had no idea what was happening 
until we captured the Turkish 
position and found all that could had 
withdrawn… [Then] when we advanced 
from this position [and] we came under 

fire… again the [same] surprising thing 
happened: we were ordered to leave the 
other blanket in line on the ground. 

“After capturing the next position – 
again, heavy strafing by the artillery 
firing Lyddite had caused a large number 
of casualties amongst the Turks – it 
became plain to us the reason we had left 
our blankets behind. 

“Mesopotamia is a wonderful place for 
the ‘mirage’ and when we looked [back] 
in the direction [we had come] it certainly 
looked as if two more lines of troops were 
advancing. That was the reason for the 
Turks’ retirement to the opposite bank of 
the Tigris.” 

Casualties among the Norfolks had been 
remarkably light; just four men killed and 
37 wounded, largely due, in Lieutenant 
Shakeshaft’s opinion, to the fact that most 
of the enemy’s artillery fire had been 
directed not towards the infantry but at 
the ships steaming ever nearer to Qurna. 

The armed launches Lewis Pelly, Shaitan 

and Miner (her damage sustained in the 
earlier foray having been temporarily 
repaired) bore the brunt of the enemy’s 
fury. Pushed forward into the shallower 
reaches of the river to support the troops 
fighting their way through the date 
groves, they took a fearful battering from 
snipers and guns sited in the town itself. 

Hardest hit was the Shaitan. A shell 
ripped through the bridge, killing her 
captain, Lieutenant Commander F J 
G Elkes, RNR, instantly and seriously 
wounding her helmsman, Chief Petty 
Officer Thomas Trentwith, who had a 
hand shot away. The launch was saved 
only by the quick thinking of gunner’s 
mate Petty Officer Vale who rushed onto 
the shattered bridge and, finding the 
steering wheel smashed, contrived to 
bring her away using the boat’s ‘screws’. 

Despite being peppered with bullets 
the remaining launches stuck to their 
task for another hour within 800-1,000 
yards of the enemy’s guns. “We all had 
some narrow squeaks as there were 
bullets everywhere,” Lieutenant Heath-
Caldwell wrote in his diary. 

By the time they were eventually 
ordered out of action another of his 
crew had been fatally wounded and his 
gunner shot through the leg. 

Fighting in the date groves and along 
the banks of the Tigris facing Qurna 
lasted through the afternoon. “All 
the houses on the river front were 
loop-holed and the enemy kept up 

TOP LEFT: During 
the advance 
on Muzereh on 
December 7, the 
120th Rajputs 
came under heavy 
fire from Turks 
hiding in riverside 
palm groves. 

TOP RIGHT: 
Captain Nunn, 
right, together 
with army officers 
inspect a captured 
gun against a 
backdrop of neatly 
piled Turkish arms 
and the masts of 
HMS Espiegle. 

ABOVE RIGHT: 
Part of the Turkish 
garrison in Qurna 
wait in the date 
palm groves for 
boats to transport 
them to Basra as 
prisoners of war. 

LEFT: Major 
General Fry and 
the staff of the 
18th Brigade 
who planned 
and organised 
the operations 
which resulted 
in the successful 
capture of Qurna, 
together with the 
Vali (governor) of 
Basra. 

THE MIRAGE EFFECT
Turkish resistance had been 

fire… again the [same] surprising thing 
happened: we were ordered to leave the 
fire… again the [same] surprising thing 
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a very heavy fire from them,” wrote 
Lieutenant Shakeshaft. “Most of the 
bullets went well over our heads, 
although occasionally they did whistle 
unpleasantly close.” 

The “sport”, as one officer put it, went 
on for several hours and involved the 
men having to “dodge from tree to 
tree” before making a final dash over 
150 yards of open ground to reach the 
river. “I can tell you, I was done to the 
world when I reached it,” an anonymous 
Norfolk officer wrote, “and the job of 
getting under cover was top hole.” 
Only around 50 men made it all the way 
to the edge of the Tigris from where 
they blazed away at the Turkish-held 
buildings across the river. There was 
little sign, however, of their belligerence 
cowing the Turks. “I doubt if we did any 
good,” wrote Shakeshaft. 

He added: “Towards evening it became 
very cold as most of us were wet 
through, having had to scramble through 
many irrigation cuts in the palm groves. 
Consequently, we were very glad when 
the Adjutant came round and told us to 
retire by companies on Mazeera (sic) as 
soon as it was dark.” 

With night coming on and Turkish 
resistance hardening, General Fry had 
decided to call it a day, but as he ordered 
his men to disengage he was careful to 
avoid the same mistake as Frazer and 
issued instructions for the captured 
positions around Muzereh to be held. 

The next day the attack on Qurna 
was renewed, although this time the 
emphasis was on an indirect assault. As 
part of a diversion from the main thrust, 
the naval flotilla crept closer to pound 
the Turkish defences while the Norfolks 
opened fire from the edge of the Tigris. 

What seemed to the Turks a repeat 
of the previous day’s action was 
merely a distraction designed to keep 

the defenders pinned down while 
Colonel Frazer and the 110th Mahrattas 
supported by a party of sappers from 
17th Company, Bombay Sappers and 
Miners, struck out in search of a possible 
crossing point with the twin object 
of attacking Qurna from behind and 
cutting off the defenders’ line of retreat. 

Dragging through the clinging mud, 
Espiegle led the way again, scraping past 
a sunken lighter to within 2,000 yards 
of Qurna’s guns. As before, she was 
accompanied by the Mejidieh and Blosse 
Lynch, with Lawrence in the rear. 

Their fire seemed to subdue the 
Turkish artillery and, after an 
appreciable lull, the launch Lewis Pelly 
nosed her way upstream to test enemy 
resistance. The answer came in an 
explosion of firing that brought her 
hurrying back, her splintered decks 
littered with wounded. 

A bloody repulse, but the action had 
served Fry’s greater purpose. For while 
the hapless defenders of Qurna were 
busily pummelling the navy’s small 
boats, their fate was being effectively 
sealed a few miles north along an ill-
defended stretch of the Tigris. 

THE FLYING BRIDGE
Unbeknown to the Turks, at a point 
where the cold, fast-ebbing river 
narrowed to between 130 and 150 yards, 
the outcome of the battle had been 
decided by the selfless bravery of a small 
party of Indian sappers whose actions 
that morning proved the turning point 
in a crushing victory. 

Even as Turkish attention was being 
directed towards events on the Shatt-
al-Arab and the lower reaches of the 
Tigris opposite Qurna, three volunteers 
- Havildar Ghulam Nabi, Lance-Naik Nur 
Dad and Sapper Ghulam Haidar - had 
swum the river. 

It was no easy feat. They were in clear 
view of a small party of Turks sheltering 
in some boats tethered downstream. 
And as well as their fire and the strong 
current to contend with, they were 
weighed down with a heavy length of 
wire cable some one and a half inches 
(3.8cm) thick. 

Incredibly, they succeeded and within 
minutes of reaching the opposite bank 
had secured the line. Their courage, 
(justly rewarded with an Indian Order 
of Merit, an honour second only to the 
Victoria Cross, to each of them) allowed 
safe passage for Frazer’s entire force. 

Using the so-called ‘flying bridge’, the 
Mahrattas hauled themselves across the 
river, 70 men at a time squeezed aboard a 
solitary dhow. 

Progress was necessarily slow, but the 
Turkish response was even slower so 
that by mid-afternoon Frazer’s force, 
which had been reinforced by the 104th 
Wellesley’s Rifles and a section of the 
30th Mountain Battery who had crossed 
higher up the river, was advancing 
southwards in the face of weak 
opposition and ineffectual shelling. 

Leading the way were a double 
company of the 110th Mahrattas who 
succeeded in penetrating the outskirts 
of the town. There, they occupied three 
towers from where they were able to 
enfilade the Turks’ northern defences. 

The action might have been concluded 
that same afternoon, but Colonel Frazer, 
displaying his customary caution, felt 

It was no easy feat. They were in clear 



TOP RIGHT: 
The conqueror 
of Qurna. Major 
General C I Fry 
uses a captured 
Turkish gun for a 
seat in the wake 
of his successful 
assault on the 
so-called Garden 
of Eden. 

ABOVE RIGHT:
A party of 
seamen from 
the naval flotilla 
collect some 
of the rifles 
and assorted 
weaponry 
captured 
when the 
Qurna garrison 
surrendered on 
December 9. 

LEFT: Charge 
of the 110th 
Mahrattas on 
Muzereh on 
December 7. 
Their flanking 
attack unhinged 
the defence. 
This artist’s 
impression 
shows the 
moment Lance 
Naik Bhau 
Savant, who 
had been in the 
forefront of the 
assault, was 
killed. 
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it was too late to complete the town’s 
capture before nightfall. Reluctant to 
engage in a potentially costly street 
battle in the dark, he was granted 
permission to pull back and wait for the 
morning to resume the fight. 

The withdrawal to the ‘flying bridge’ 
was completed without loss, though 
there was some confusion with the most 
advanced units of the Mahrattas left 
briefly isolated and exposed until word 
finally reached them and they were able 
to extricate themselves. 

From the bridge of Espiegle, Captain 
Wilfrid Nunn could see columns of 
flame and smoke rising above the town. 
“Firing between the enemy guns and 
the ships… continued intermittently 
until dark,” he later recorded, a factor 
which no doubt contributed to Frazer’s 
unhindered withdrawal. 

The Turkish bombardment eventually 
eased, but preparations for a third 
day’s fighting were suddenly rendered 
unnecessary by the appearance of a 
Turkish craft spotted approaching the 
British flotilla shortly before midnight. 

Lieutenant Heath-Caldwell aboard 

STORMING THE GARDEN OF EDEN 
Mesopotamia 1914

Miner ordered “action stations” and then 
saw a “steam boat, fully lighted with an 
extra brilliant white light in addition to 
her steaming light, making the devil of 
a noise up at the bend” in the river. “She 
came down very slowly,” he noted, “and 
stopped off Espiegle.” 

Aboard were three Turkish officers 
led by “a weather-beaten” senior colonel 
empowered by the town’s commander, 
Subhi Bey, to discuss terms for the 
surrender of Qurna. 

Across a lamp-lit table in Espiegle’s 
wardroom, the “dishevelled” Turks asked 
to be allowed to march out of the town 
with their arms. Captain Nunn’s refusal 
was met with an angry outburst, but 
with the British holding all the cards 
and its ships threatening to resume their 
bombardment at first light the Turks 
had little choice but to accede. 

An unconditional surrender agreed, 
British troops marched into Qurna on 
the morning of December 9 to find 
around 1,100 Turks fallen in and their 
arms piled. Shortly afterwards, the 
blood-stained Union Jack used to cover 
the body of Lieutenant Commander 

Elkes was hoisted above the town. 
The Garden of Eden was in British 

hands at a cost of fewer than 200 
casualties and as Heath-Caldwell 
inspected the defences he couldn’t help 
marvelling at their good fortune. “It 
seems nothing short of a miracle,” he 
wrote, “that we are still alive.” 

Survival apart, however, few among 
the troops were impressed with the 
'biblical' setting. One Norfolk officer 
commented: “It doesn’t seem that it 
could have been a garden at all, being 
as flat as one’s hand and destitute of all 
crops except the date palm…” 

Farebrother was equally disdainful. 
“They say that the Tree of Life was a 
date palm and the Tree of Knowledge 
of good and evil a vine, of which there 
are plenty,” he wrote home. “But as one 
of our men was heard to say to another 
‘Gawd knows what Adam and Eve did 
with these here mosquitoes.”

 ordered “action stations” and then Elkes was hoisted above the town. 

ABOVE: Men of the Norfolks man the 
perimeter trenches at Camp Snipe, an 
advanced outpost constructed in the 
wake of Qurna’s capture to protect the 
British-held enclave from Turkish attack. 

TOP LEFT: 
British and Indian 
troops pose for a 
celebratory picture 
alongside one 
of  eight artillery 
pieces captured at 
Qurna. 

TOP RIGHT: Kut 
survivors from the 
2nd Norfolks who 
were still serving 
with the battalion 
at Baghdad 
in 1922. They 
include Captain 
Alfred Shakeshaft 
(seated third from 
the left), who, 
as a lieutenant 
and second in 
command of 
C Company, 
remembered with 
pride how his men 
had advanced 
across open fire-
swept ground 
towards the 
Turkish defences at 
Qurna “as if 
on parade”. 
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FOR THE British 
Army, the most 

important part of a 
soldier’s equipment is his 
personal weapon. The British 
Army has used the rifle with 
great success since the adoption 
of early examples around the 
turn of the 19th Century through 
to the current day. This detailed 
story of the rifle in service 
with the British Army has been 
written by renowned firearms 
expert John Hutchins. 

This seminal work follows the 
history of the British service rifle 
from the use by sharpshooters in 
1 00 of the flintlock Baker Rifle, 
the adoption of the rifled musket as 
a frontline weapon with the infantry 
in 1 1 to the current L A2 
service rifle.

The book is broken down into 
logical chapters dealing with each 
type of rifle in detail and charting 
the background of how the rifles 
came into service, as well as the 
development and history of each of 
the weapons covered. Each subject 
is covered in great detail, with many 
close-up images showing specific 
features and markings. Accessories 
such as bayonets and cleaning 
equipment, as well the ammunition, 
are also covered at length. 

Each chapter also incorporates a 
standard table listing the features of 
the weapon  details of each mark of 
rifle, length, barrel type, sights and 
bayonet specifications. This is an 
extremely useful device, providing 
at-a-glance information but also the 
ability to cross-reference these details 
against other rifles. Produced as a 
hard-cover large format book, many 
full colour photographs are included in 
each chapter as well as a proliferation 
of original black and white and sepia 
images showing contemporary 
pictures of the various rifles  and the 
soldiers who used them.

The level of 
detail contained 

qualifies the book as 
a fine reference work 

and covers much technical 
detail, but it is written in a way that 
still makes the subject readable.  

The rifle was first used in a major 
conflict in the Crimean War. Smooth-
bored muskets were exchanged for 
the pattern 1 1 rifled musket. The 
new rifle fired a .710 conical soft lead 
Mini  bullet. The combination of rifle 
and Mini  bullet were an immedeate 
success, The Times reporting that 
during the Battle of Inkerman, The 
Minié is the king of weapons, the 
volleys of  Minié cleft them like the 
hand of a destroying angel, and they 
fell like autumn leaves before them.  

The rifle along with the bayonet 
continues to play an important role 
today. During 2009 in Helmand 
Province, Lieutenant ames Adamson 
of the th Battalion, Argyll and 
Sutherland Highlanders, The Royal 
Regiment of Scotland was awarded 
the Military Cross after killing two 
insurgents during close quarter 
combat in Helmand’s notorious 
‘Green one’. Whilst defending 
against an attack Lt Adamson 
shot dead a gunman who had just 
emerged from a mai e field. Seconds 
later, the lieutenant leapt over a 
river bank and was confronted by 
a second insurgent. Having just 
expended the amunition  in the 
maga ine fitted to his own rifle, 
and with no time to change it for a 
charged maga ine, Lt Adamson killed 
the second insurgent with a single 
thrust of his bayonet into the 
man’s chest. For this action, 
neutralising an enemy 
flanking attack which 
could well have 
resulted in 
casualties 
for his 
platoon, 

and for his display of supreme 
physical courage combined with 
the calm leadership he continued to 
display after a very close encounter 
with the Taliban, Lt Adamson was 
awarded the Military Cross.

The British Army has used the rifle 
in many conflicts across the 1 3-year 
period since it was adopted as a 
front line weapon. From defending 
the Empire, through two major World 
Wars as well as smaller conflicts, 
the British soldier has stood resolute 
against his enemies with his trusted 
rifle of the day. The period covered in 
this book has seen warfare change 
dramatically  technology has altered 
the face of warfare with horses giving 
way to mechanisation and armoured, 
airborne and aerial warfare have 
since developed to a very high level 
of technical sophistication. But what 
has not changed, however, as ohn 
Hutchins states in the introduction 
of his book, is that  it is not until an 
infantryman with his rifle is installed 
on the ground, at the objective, that 
decisive victory can be won, captured 
ground held and the 
enemy vanquished.       

Today, one of the key skills taught 
to British servicemen and women is 
still the use of the rifle and bayonet. 
Like those who have gone before 
them, with the help of their service 
rifle, they have continued to uphold 
the fine traditions of the British 
armed forces.

REVIEWED BY MARK KHAN

CONQUEST 
OF EMPIRE, 
DEFENCE OF 
THE REALM
 The British Soldier’s Rifle 
1800 to 2014
John Hutchins

Publisher: 
Tommy Atkins Media Ltd,
http://www.tommyatkinsmedia.
co.uk/
ISBN: 978-09928776-06
Hardback with dust jacket  
408 Pages, approx 395 colour 
& 50 B&W pictures. 
RRP: £65 + £14 P&P, UK delivery.
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RAF WINTHORPE
The Story of an Airfield 
1939 – 1959
Colin Savill

THIS IS a 
lovely little book 
published to benefit 
the Newark Air 
Museum (situated 
on what was once 
RAF Winthorpe), 
packed with detail 
about this relatively little-known 
airfield. Whilst not sharing the fame 
or glamour of such bases as, say, RAF 
Scampton or Biggin Hill the airfield at 
Winthorpe played a significant role in 
the RAF Bomber Command offensive. 
The book gives us a detailed look at 
the role of the station and its resident 
squadrons. Drawn from official 
sources, and the recollections of those 
who served, this well-illustrated book 
fills another gap for those interested 
in RAF station histories.
Publisher: Newark Air Museum

www.newarkairmuseum.co.uk

ISBN: 978-0-9500341-6-4

Softback: 210 pages

RRP: £15.00

THE FINAL 
OVER
The Cricketers of 
Summer 1914
Christopher 

Sandford

TO SE an old 
clich  it could 
be said that fighting in the trenches 
‘wasn’t cricket’, but during the First 
World War no less than 210 professional 
cricketers (out of the 27  registered) 
joined up to fight for ing and Country. 
Of that number, 34 were killed with 
12 of that number being English 
Test cricketers. It is a statistic that 
leads author Christopher Sandford to 
conclude that August 1914 brought 
an end to the ‘Golden Age’ of English 
cricket. Additionally, there is an even 
longer list of ‘First Class Cricketers’ who 
died on active service. This is a well-
researched and excellently written book 
that brings home one aspect of the 
truth about the Great War taking away 
the very cream of Britain’s youth.
Publisher: Spellmount

http://www.thehistorypress.co.uk/

ISBN: 978-0-7509-5966-7

Hardback: 256 pages

RRP: £18.99

THE TRUCE
The Day The War Stopped
Chris Baker

WAR IS never romantic, least of 
all the First World War. However, the 

most ‘romanticised’ event of that 
war was the Christmas Day truce of 
1914. In this fine study of the reality 
behind those events Chris Baker 
separates fact from fiction and looks 
at the detail of the war as it was 
being fought during December 1914. 
During the late summer and autumn 
of 1914 it was sometimes suggested 
in Britain that the war would be ‘over 
by Christmas’, but in reality, and even 
on the day of the 
‘truce’, the fighting 
continued and 
Baker details the 
casualty numbers 
between 12 and 31 
December which 
paints a rather 
nastier picture than 
the rosy image of fraternisation and 
football with the enemy. It also points 
up the fact that, in some sectors, 
a ‘truce’ was a necessity in order 
to effect the burial of the dead. A 
fascinating read. 
Publisher: Amberley Publishing

http://www.amberleybooks.com/

ISBN: 978-1-4456-3490-6

Hardback: 176 pages

RRP: £18.99

FROM GAZALA TO 
TUNIS
422 Days in the Life of the 2nd 
Battalion, The Rifle Brigade
Philip Harding

SOME OF the heaviest fighting by 
British troops, and in the harshest of 
environments, took place in the North 
Africa Campaign and 
this offering charts 
in extensive detail 
the part played by 
the 2nd Btn, Rifle 
Brigade, across 
more a year of bitter 
fighting. This book 
is how all unit histories relating to 
specific campaigns should be  concise, 
well referenced, well researched, 
well-illustrated with photos and maps 
and containing a useful bibliography. 
Harding tells how the riflemen took 
on the enemy in the Mareth Line and 
at Wadi Akirit in Tunisia before joining 
with the 1st Army in the final battles 
that brought the North Africa campaign 
to a successful conclusion. It is highly 
commended to those who hold an 
interest in the war in the desert. Philip 
Harding has produced a definitive 
work, here, in what is his first book.
Publisher: Fonthill

http://fonthillmedia.com/ 

ISBN: 978-1-78155-356-5

Hardback: 288 pages

RRP: £25.00

BRITISH 
POSTERS 
OF THE FIRST 
WORLD WAR
John Christopher

at home but, of course, they are 
very much more than just pieces 
of artwork.

In telling the story of the First 
World War posters, ohn Christopher 
brings alive an important and 
previously neglected piece of social 
history from the war and opens a 
window on a fascinating study of 
the period. Through these images 
it is possible to almost feel the 
public mood and sentiment, albeit 
that such mood and sentiment was 
certainly being manipulated through 
their presentation. Of The poster 
designer was able ruthlessly to 
exploit and demonstrate ‘German 
frightfulness’, eagerly using imagery, 
for example, of the sinking Lusitania, 
bombed or shelled homes in England 
or of enemy troops kicking in the 
doors of British homesteads to get 
across their messages. Equally, the 
rallying call went out to the empire 
and exhorted men to ‘Come Across 
Now ’ and join the fight for ing and 
Empire. In a world then just learning 
about mass media communication 
there can be little doubt that these 
posters had a significant impact on 
their target audience, however na ve 
and trite those messages might 
seem to us today.

This is surely a fascinating and 
well produced book and fills an 
important gap in the history of the 
First World War.

REVIEWED BY ANDY SAUNDERS

Publisher: Amberley Publishing
http://www.amberleybooks.com/
ISBN: 978-1-4456-3316-9
Hardback: 192 pages
RRP: £20.00

ARGUABLY THE most 
iconic and memorable 

image of the First World 
War is the recruitment 
poster featuring Lord 
Kitchener sternly pointing 
and the words ‘Your 
Country Needs You!’ 
However, the posters of 
the war were certainly 
far more varied and 
imaginative than just this 
single piece of artwork.

In this beautifully crafted 
book, ohn Christopher sets 
out the history of the war posters 
and reproduces a wonderful 
selection of them across 192 pages. 
All are produced in full colour, on 
quality paper, and many are in full-
page format. With each comes a 
potted history of that poster, plus 
commentary on background to its 
particular design and use. Of course, 
most are designed to encourage 
enlistment in the armed forces or for 
the population, generally, to ‘do their 
bit’. This includes the almost equally 
famous poster in which women-folk 
were urged to make sacrifices, too, 
with the image of a mother and 
daughter embracing as a husband 
marches off to war under the banner 
slogan ‘Women of Britain Say – GO ’ 

Viewed through the lens of the 
21st century, it is difficult to view 
many of these posters as little 
more than cynical manipulations 
of the population that very largely 
played (or preyed ) upon not only 
a sense of duty but also used guilt 
as motivational factors often built 
into the design  in other words, guilt 
that the target audience were not 
complying with the need to serve 
and be patriotic. In that respect, the 
other well-known poster of the war 
that plays upon guilt shows a young 
child sitting on her father’s knee and 
asking  ‘Daddy, what did O  do in 
the Great War?’  

That said, the artwork and 
design embodied in these posters 
is very often stunning and the 
colours are striking and appealing 
one hundred years later. For the 
pieces of art that they certainly 
are I would suspect that many 
readers, just like me, would be 
quite happy to have some of them 
framed and hanging on a wall 

about this relatively little-known 
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OUT IN FRONT
Witold ‘Lanny’ Lanowski

of air fighting in the European air 
war. Lanowski’s son, rys, has been 
responsible for pulling together a 
remarkable account that will appeal 
hugely to those with an interest in 
the Polish participation in the air war, 
to actions by Polish squadrons in the 
RAF and, equally, to those fascinated 
by the exploits of the nited States 
Army Air Force and its -based th 
Air Force with which ‘Lanny’ served. In 
that context, rys relates the story in 
his Foreword about a famed aviation 
author and historian, the late Roger 
Freeman, telling how that he daily sat 
on the fence at the th FG Boxted 
base as a young boy and waved at the 
departing pilots in their Thunderbolts. 
He especially recalled one with some 
flamboyant red and white artwork on 
the nose, and how that its pilot always 
cheerily returned his wave. That pilot, 
of course, was none other than ‘Lanny’ 
and it was not until years later that 
Freeman was able to piece together 
who the pilot had been before the 
two would meet up again at the 
Imperial War Museum, Duxford, for an 
emotional and poignant ‘re-union’.

This is a classic book, and is one that 
has been long in the coming. To read 
‘new’ biographies of pilots from this 
era is an absolute treat and to those 
who are enthusiasts of this genre of 
book I would say  don’t hesitate to go 
out and buy it

REVIEWED BY ANDY SAUNDERS

Publisher: Fighting High

http://www.fightinghigh.com/

ISBN: 978-0-9926207-4-5

Hardback: 292 pages

RRP: £25.00

FIGHTING HIGH 
publications have 

established something of 
a name for themselves in 
producing high-quality and 
high-end books on historic 
military aviation subjects, and 
this is no exception. Having 
had the pleasure of briefly 
knowing ‘Lanny’ many years 
ago I was excited at the 
prospect of reading this book. 
I wasn’t disappointed.

To me, ‘Lanny’ was a larger-
than-life character who 
epitomised the fighting Polish 
spirit of those who had fled the 
German occupation of their 
homeland and, through every 
hardship imaginable, fought and 
struggled their way across Europe in 
order to continue the fight against 
Na ism from a still-free Britain.

Escaping occupied Poland, Witold 
Lanowski found his way to France 
and flew and fought with the 
re-formed Polish Air Force there before 
eventually arriving in England to join 
the RAF, eventually flying Spitfires 
with 317 Squadron from Northolt. 
On completion of his tour, he and a 
group of other Polish fighter pilots 
transferred to the SAAF and joind 
the th Fighter Group, the famed 
Hubert ‘Hub’ emke’s ‘Wolfpack, 
where he flew the P-47 Thunderbolt 
and achieved a number of claims of 
Luftwaffe aircraft destroyed including 
two Fw 190 aircraft and two Me 109s 
during his long range incursions into 
enemy airspace whilst escorting heavy 
bombers. As part of the th FG, 
Lanowski not only found himself flying 
as wingman to two of the top scoring 
aces on the group but he was also 
selected to command the Polish Flight 
within the Fighter Group which had 
been formed out of fellow countrymen 
who utilised their hard-won experience 
to teach new pilots the combat skills 
they needed in order to be successful 
and to stay alive. 

The late ‘Lanny’ Lanowski’s exploits 
became legendary during his fighter 
pilot career, and this is a ripping 
yarn of adventure and derring-do 
that is just about unrivalled in the 
annals of Second World War fighter 
pilot exploits. It is based around his 
previously unpublished memoir, and is 
supported by a wealth of fascinating 
photographs woven together to create 
a truly extraordinary personal journey 
through the life-or-death exploits 
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PILLBOXES AND 
TANK TRAPS
Bernard Lowry

NOT MAN  
years ago the 
ugly concrete 
remnants of 
wartime defences, 
both pill boxes and 
tank traps, were 
given little heed or 
regard. Very often, they were bulldo ed 
out of the way of development or 
farming and with no thought given to 
their historical context or importance. 
Now, that has all changed as these 
structures are recorded and studied, 
listed and ‘restored’, with enthusiastic 
followings of those eager to investigate 
them. This little booklet in the popular 
‘Shire’ series follows the usual format 
of those publications and provides a 
handy guide to those who want to find 
out more about these wartime relics. 
Packed with detail and images, this is a 
useful reference.
Publisher: Shire Publications Ltd

http://www.shirebooks.co.uk

ISBN: 978-0-74781-356-9

Softback: 64 pages

RRP: £7.95

THE ART OF 
PIN UP
Dian Hanson

NOT, PERHAPS, 
the usual sort of 
book that we would 
review – but we’ll 
make an exception 
as Christmas looms  Of course, there is 
actually considerable justification for its 
inclusion here given the important part 
that ‘Pin ps’ have played in all modern 
wars. Formidably si ed, and its own 
carry-case, this huge book covers ten 
major pin-up artists, notably amongst 
them the legendary Alberto Vargas. 
It was the Vargas artwork, of course, 
that formed the basis of many Second 
World War pieces of nose art on Allied 
aircraft, notably ‘Memphis Belle’, a B-17 
which flew from Britain with the th 
Air Force. As a fascinating study of the 
artwork which kept up the morale of 
the fighting man, this book is second to 
none with its huge collection of iconic 
period imagery. With no pun intended, 
this might be a popular stocking-filler at 
the festive season – the subject having 
a great following, equally, amongst 
both sexes. Truly, an epic book, but, be 
warned, with a price to match
Publisher: Bibliophile Books

http://www.bibliophilebooks.com

ISBN: 978-3-83653-570-0

Hardback: 546 pages

RRP: £135.00

END GAME BURMA
Slim’s Masterstroke at Meiktila
Michael Pearson

WITH B RMA often thought of as 
‘the forgotten war’ it is refreshing 
to see an excellent new title on the 
subject and when the turning point in 
the Burma campaign is discussed it 
is the historic battles at ohima and 
Imphal that are most often highlighted. 
However, Michael Pearson argues that 
General ‘Bill’ Slim’s 
masterly but risky 
plan to outflank 
the apanese 
at Mandalay 
deserves far more 
prominence and 
recognition. The 
book is a fascinating 
and overdue study of generalship of 
high order, and charts the decisive 
moments in the brutal Burma 
campaign. Well illustrated and well 
referenced, this is a valuable addition 
to our knowledge of comparatively 
little-known elements of the Second 
World War.
Publisher: Pen & Sword

http://www.pen-and-sword.co.uk/ 

ISBN: 978-1-84884-114-7

Hardback: 150 pages

RRP: £19.99

STOUT HEARTS
The British and Canadians in 
Normandy 1944
Ben Kite

THOSE WITH an 
interest in studying 
the Normandy 
campaign in 1944 
will certainly 
devour this 
splendid heavy-
weight book, 
looking at all elements of British and 
Canadian involvement from D-Day and 
beyond. It is a book that is essential 
reading for those wishing to understand 
the ‘mechanics’ of battle. How did the 
army care for its wounded? How did 
combat engineers cross obstacles? How 
did the tanks fight? And how did the 
air and naval forces support the army? 
This book covers all those areas, and 
also examines the people, the tactics 
and the techniques of battle. It is a 
book packed with facts and details, and 
carries an impressive wealth of useful 
appendices and images. It is certainly a 
‘must have’ book if one wishes to study 
the Normandy campaign in any depth.
Publisher: Helion

http://www.helion.co.uk/

ISBN: 978-1-909982-55-0

Hardback: 488

RRP: £29.95

However, Michael Pearson argues that 
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2015 CALENDARS
With the New Year looming, we look at two unusual 

calendars that will appeal to readers of Britain at War.

PRODUCED BY The Historic 
Aircraft Collection, this features 
Spitfire V, BM597. It is operated 
by the HAC as, arguably, one of 
the most popular and familiar 
Spitfires on the UK airshow 
circuit. 

Each calendar month features a 
remarkable selection of photographs 
of Spitfire BM 97 in service with 31  
and 317 (Polish) Squadrons. Many of 
these pictures have not previously 
been seen, and most will be new 
even to those with an abiding passion 

for either the Spitfire or the Polish 
contribution to the RAF during the 
Second World War. If you thought 
you d seen every image available, you 
might be surprised

Although many were posed for the 
camera, many were also informal 
shots taken for private albums or on 
the spur of the moment. If you re 
a fan of the inimitable air-show 
displays by HAC pilot, Charlie Brown, 
this calendar presents a unique 
opportunity to view Spitfire BM 97 
in its original context, before its 
superb restoration to the wonderful 
aeroplane as it exists today. That such 
a collection of images exists is due to 
the diligence of the owners of BM 97, 
and to Polish researchers, who have 
ensured that this historic Spitfire has 
a comprehensive provenance through 
not only a documentary but also a 
photographic trail.

Spiral bound, and on quality paper, 
each month-to-view page has a 
different image of Spitfire BM 97 at 
A3 si e. It is only available from HAC 
direct at 19.00 including postage 
and packing within the . It may be 
purchased through PayPal via  hac@
aerovintage.co.uk 

JANUARY 2015 ISSUE 
ON SALE FROM 23 DECEMBER 2014

THE GUARDIANS OF RETIMO
In 1941, when the island of Crete was about to be assailed 
by the largest German airborne force of the war, six Matilda 
tanks of the 7th Royal Tank Regiment were ordered to defend 
the three main airfields on the island. et, as Martin Langford 
relates, when the Germans attacked the airfield at Retimo the 
two Matildas allocated to its defence were operated by men 
who had never been in a tank before.

FIRST ZEPPELIN RAID
On an icy anuary night in 191  two eppelins set out on a 
mission across the North Sea that would make history. One 
hundred years on, Steve Snelling charts the extraordinary 
story of a trailbla ing raid on Britain that was a mixture of 
farce and tragedy but which signalled the birth of a brutal new 
form of aerial warfare that brought the civilian population very 
much into the front line .

AN INSIDIOUS WAR
The recent Remembrance events, including the poppies at the Tower 
of London, highlighted the human sacrifice of the First World War, but 
some families suffered appallingly.  Sadly, a family losing two sons was 
not altogether uncommon during the period of 1914-191  and the story 
of the Satterthwaite brothers, Walter and ack, embodies in its own right 
the terrible legacy of war. We tell a story that continued to claim victims 
decades after the events took place.

THE GUARDIANS OF RETIMO
In 1941, when the island of Crete was about to be assailed 
THE GUARDIANS OF RETIMO

decades after the events took place.decades after the events took place.

SPITFIRE BM597 – 2015 CALENDAR

BRITAIN AT War readers are 
familiar with historic images 
from the First or Second World 
War melded and blended into 
contemporary images of the 
same sites in the 21st century. 
Whether it is Hitler surveying 
the Eiffel Tower with his grey 
image floating on the same 
spot along with colourfully 
clothed tourists, ‘Blizted’ cities 
emerging out of shopping 
centres or entrenched ghostly 
machine gunners in fields 
of corn the impact is always 
breath-taking. 

Often, the scenes will be familiar, 
where viewers have themselves 
trod  they cannot fail but to bring 
one up short with the realisation  
this is where history was made  
That fact alone, through the 
powerful visual reminders of what 
once took place at these locations, 
really brings alive these moments 
in time from history in often spine-

tingling ways. It is compulsive 
viewing and, with a different 
view on each month, just the 
images alone makes for an utterly 
fascinating and unique calendar. 

The calendar is priced at 14.99 
available from www.timera.com. 
ou’ll find it on the front page of 

this website.  Click on the calendar 
for more information and to order.

GHOSTS OF WAR CALENDAR - 2015

PRODUCED BY The Historic 

The recent Remembrance events, including the poppies at the Tower The recent Remembrance events, including the poppies at the Tower The recent Remembrance events, including the poppies at the Tower 

On an icy anuary night in 191  two eppelins set out on a On an icy anuary night in 191  two eppelins set out on a On an icy anuary night in 191  two eppelins set out on a 
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FIRST DAYS UNDER THE JACKBOOT
Channel Islands Invasion

W
HEN THE Wehrmacht 
launched its Blitzkrieg 
upon France and the 

Low Countries in May 1940, it can 
be said without fear of contradiction 
that the German High Command 
had not entertained for one moment 
the notion of capturing a group of 
small islands lying off the west coast 
of France. However, with the British 
Expeditionary Force having departed 
from Dunkirk, the French Army 
routed, and Paris about to fall into their 
hands, the senior German commanders 
suddenly awoke to the fact that the 
unthinkable might possibly happen 
– British territory, in the shape of the 
Channel Islands, was within their grasp 
and their thoughts turned to how best 
to capture this unexpected prize.

FIRST DAYS UNDER THE 
JACKBOOT
As pub quizzers everywhere 
know, the Channel Islands 
were the only part of the 
British Isles occupied by 
the Germans in the
Second World War. 
But how was Operation 
Green Arrow planned? 
How did the locals 
react when the 
invaders arrived? 
Simon Hamon 
describes what 
happened in the 
first few days...

MAIN PICTURE: German 
troops preparing for their 
part in Operation Green 
Arrow at the recently 
captured airfield at 
Cherbourg, 1 July 1940. 
These men from the 396th 
Infantry Regiment, part of 
the 216th Infantry Division, 
would soon be airlifted to 
the Channel Islands. 
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FIRST DAYS UNDER THE JACKBOOT
Channel Islands Invasion

A report compiled by the Kriegsmarine’s 
Group West after the actual event 
revealed that on 20 June 1940, orders were 
received to destroy all cable and wireless 
communications on the Channel Islands 
by means of a raid utilising motor torpedo 
boats and minesweepers. This was followed 
later the same day by Wireless Message 
No.1533/63 which was received by the 
Commanding Admiral Northern France, 
from the Naval 
Warfare Operations 
Staff: “Occupation of 
British Channel Islands 
and Ushant is urgent and 
important. Carry out local 
reconnaissance and check 
execution thereof. 
Written orders 
will follow.” 

Operation Green Arrow (Unternehmen 
Grüner Pfeil) was in motion.

Thus the German Navy was given 
the task of accomplishing the actual 
occupation. However, they soon 
realised that German intelligence of 
the military situation on the Channel 
Islands was woefully inadequate. 
The only information to hand was 
decidedly sketchy and had been gleaned 
by a pre-war German visitor to the 
islands. Evidently, there were obsolete 
fortifications, thought to be negligible 
but with the uncomfortable possibility, 
nevertheless, that they might have been 
reinforced recently and the islands 

garrisoned. It was assumed that the 
English (German records seldom used 
the term ‘British’) would defend the 
islands tenaciously and to the last man.islands tenaciously and to the last man.

AERIAL RECONNAISSANCE
In order to obtain more detailed 
information, Luftflotte 2, and later 
Luftflotte 3, carried out aerial 
reconnaissance to establish the true 
position. These photographic surveys 
revealed that there were indeed 
fortifications around the coasts and 
harbours on the three larger islands 
and that these were far from negligible. 
Moreover, there was heavy traffic on 
both land and sea in Guernsey and 
Jersey and these might well have been 
military movements. 

What these reconnaissance flights 
could not reveal, as they were carried 
out at an altitude of 10,000 feet, was 
that the fortifications, although massive, 
were either ancient castles or 19th 
century towers, long since given 

boats and minesweepers. This was followed 

LEFT: Invading 
German troops 
shortly after 
their arrival, by 
air, at Guernsey 
on 1 July 1940. 
The motor 
bicycle beyond 
the troops is 
probably a 
lightweight 
350cc BMW 
R.35 which 
the occupiers 
brought with 
them. (AUTHOR)
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over to peaceful usage, while the ‘heavy 
military traffic’ were in fact farmers’ 
lorries conveying the annual crop of 
tomatoes and new potatoes to the 
docks. The heavy sea traffic would have 
been the many ships employed in the 
evacuation of a large part of the civilian 
population to the UK mainland.

It had been the original intention 
to employ the Naval Assault Group 
Gotenhafen, reinforced by Army units, 
which would operate with the support of 
motor torpedo boats and minesweeper 
flotillas from the area of Northern France. 
At the same time, all ships in the area 
were to be assembled for transportation 
purposes. However, the shipping space 
available was found to be limited and 
the potential invaders quickly realised 
that they would need to employ vessels 
obtained from the Netherlands and, 
further afield, Germany itself. 

Air transport was therefore discussed 
but following the interpretation of 
the aerial photographs this seemed 
impracticable. Before making a final 
decision the planners decided to mount 
what was described as an ‘armed 
reconnaissance’ by Luftflotte 3. 

Accordingly, at about 18.45 hours on 
the evening of 28 June 1940, a force 

flotillas from the area of Northern France. 

of Heinkel He 111 bombers appeared 
over the harbours of both St. Helier 
and St. Peter Port dropping bombs and 
machine-gunning as they went. 

The regular mailboat was in 
Guernsey’s St Peter Port. On board was 
Mrs R.J. Stephen: “Three planes with 
their engines shut off swooped out of 
the sun … There was a terrific explosion 
as the first bomb fell, splinters rattled 
on to the deck and a man standing next 
to my small boy sagged on to the deck 
with blood pouring from a wound in 
the groin … some ran to get below, but 
others less lucky, chose to panic down 
the gangway plank and make for the 
sheds and warehouses on the wharf. 
They were caught by a raking machine 
gun fire from the second and third 
Nazi planes and went down in rows 
like ninepins. The policeman taking the 
tickets on the gangway was blown to 
pieces and the sheds went up in flames.”1 

In St Helier, Jerseyman L.P. Sinel wrote 
in his diary that it had been a quiet 
and uneventful day until around 18.45 
hours, when “bombs were dropped at 
La Rocque and in the Town Harbour 
vicinity, the planes sweeping over 
roads with their machine-guns blazing. 
Houses were wrecked at South Hill, 

stores were set on fire in Commercial 
Buildings and hundreds of panes of 
glass were shattered in the Weighbridge 
vicinity, stained-glass windows of the 
Town Church being damaged. Bombs 
also fell in the harbour itself, which 
was primarily the German objective, 
several small boats and yachts being 
destroyed. Eleven people were killed 
and nine injured, either by pieces of 
shrapnel [bombs splinters] or machine-
gun bullets.”2

1

In St Helier, Jerseyman L.P. Sinel wrote 

glass were shattered in the Weighbridge 
vicinity, stained-glass windows of the 
Town Church being damaged. Bombs 
also fell in the harbour itself, which 
was primarily the German objective, 
several small boats and yachts being 
destroyed. Eleven people were killed 
and nine injured, either by pieces of 
shrapnel [bombs splinters] or machine-
gun bullets.”

LEFT: The first 
German troops to 
land on Guernsey 
assemble to 
the west of the 
airport’s terminal 
building. The 
latter had been 
heavily sand-
bagged by the 
island authorities 
against enemy air 
attack. (COURTESY 
OF THE CHANNEL 
ISLANDS OCCUPATION 
SOCIETY, CIOS)

BELOW RIGHT: 
The Marinebef-
ehlshaber 
Nordfrankreich 
(effectively 
the Marine 
Commander of 
Northern France), 
Vizeadmiral z.V 
Eugen Lindau 
(left) talking to 
Generalleutnant 
Hermann 
Böttcher, 
Commander 
Officer of the 
216th Infantry 
Division, shortly 
after their arrival 
at Guernsey 
at 16.00 hours 
on 1 July 1940. 
The flag behind 
them was that 
hurriedly made by 
Creasey’s. (CIOS)

ABOVE: The 
moment of 
departure has 
arrived, and the 
soldiers of the 
396th Infantry 
Regiment, now 
wearing their life 
jackets, climb 
aboard the Junkers 
Ju 52s for take-
off. The Luftwaffe 
crews are already 
at their positions. 
(AUTHOR)
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“The policeman taking the tickets on the gangway 
was blown to pieces and the sheds went up in flames.”
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There were many casualties at both 
places – 32 were killed and 38 injured in 
Guernsey. The tragedy is that the raid 
need never have happened and the fault 
lay with the British Government.

This was because, as early as 19 
June, the day before the German High 
Command had ordered their seizure, 
Whitehall had decided that the Channel 
Islands should be de-militarised 
and declared ‘open towns’. With the 
advantage of hindsight it can be said 
that they had no other course open 
to them, but at the time they failed 
to notify the outside world of their 
intentions. Some have claimed that if the 
demilitarisation had been announced it 
would have been an invitation for the 
Germans to walk in, while others argue 
that the real reason was that Whitehall 
did not want to announce that it was 
abandoning British territory. Whatever 
the truth was, it led to unnecessary loss 
of life.

GERMAN PROPAGANDA
As a result of this armed reconnaissance 
the Germans concluded that the islands 
had at least partly been evacuated of 
civilians and military. Although anti-
aircraft defences were light, it seemed 

certain – according to the information 
available to the Commanding Admiral, 
at least – that the islands were likely to 
be defended by armed forces, and that 
artillery and mines could be expected. 

In fact, the only resistance that the 
German aircraft encountered on their 
‘armed reconnaissance’ was light anti-
aircraft fire at St. Peter Port. This, as it 
happened, came from the only weapon 
in the harbour area, a twin Lewis 
machine-gun mounted on the Southern 
Railway mail steamer Isle of Sark, which 
was about to set sail from St Peter Port 
harbour on passage from Guernsey to 
Southampton. However, it was enough 
to delude the Germans into thinking 
that there was a military presence on 
the islands and that something more 
than a raiding force would be necessary 
to effect a successful occupation.

To this end, on Sunday, 30 June, the 
Naval Commander, Northern France, 
held a conference in Paris to discuss 
what should be done. During its 
course, the conference at last learnt 
that the Channel Islands had been 
de-militarised. Some hours after the air 
raid, the BBC had belatedly made the 
appropriate announcement, but this 
was missed by the German monitoring 

service and it was left to the American 
Embassy in Paris to pass on an official 
message. Plans were then laid for a 
swift implementation of what had been 
code-named Operation Green Arrow, the 
occupation of the Channel Islands. 

Unsurprisingly, the entire operation 
was intended as a grand propaganda 
exercise for the benefit of German 
newsreels. Luftflotte 3 promised to 
have ten Junkers Ju 52 transport 
aircraft as well as fighter, bomber, 
and reconnaissance units on stand-by 
at Cherbourg, while Army Group B 
ordered X Armeekorps to have units 
ready to support the operation. Naval 
Assault Group Gotenhafen prepared to 
board the craft from which they would 
storm ashore to capture their first piece 
of British soil as a rehearsal for the later 
invasion of the mainland.

All these grandiose schemes, however, 
came to nothing because they were 
pre-empted by two bold and resourceful 
air crews of Fernaufklärungsgruppe 
3.(F)/123 (Long Range Reconnaissance 
Group 123). 

At about 13.10 hours on 30 June 1940, 
four Dornier Do 17Ps led by Hauptmann 
Reinhard Liebe-Piderit, carrying out a 
routine reconnaissance, decided to 

certain – according to the information service and it was left to the American ABOVE: 
Personnel of 
Fernaufklär-
ungsgruppe 
3.(F)/123 
(Long Range 
Reconnaissance 
Group 123). The 
Staffelkapitän, 
Hauptmann 
Reinhard Liebe-
Piderit (also 
spelt Liebe-
Pieteritz), is in 
the middle of 
the front row. 
(AUTHOR)

ABOVE RIGHT: 
The immediate 
aftermath of 
the Luftwaffe 
attacks on 
Jersey and 
Guernsey on 28 
June 1940. The 
smoke is coming 
from the White 
Rock in St Peter 
Port, Guernsey, 
as viewed 
from Glategny 
Esplanade. 
(CIOS)

There were many casualties at both 
places – 32 were killed and 38 injured in 
Guernsey. The tragedy is that the raid 

certain – according to the information 
available to the Commanding Admiral, 
at least – that the islands were likely to 
be defended by armed forces, and that 

certain – according to the information ABOVE:
Personnel of Personnel of 
Fernaufklär-
ungsgruppe

There were many casualties at both certain – according to the information certain – according to the information ABOVE:

ABOVE: German Heer and Luftwaffe personnel show off the flag captured from Guernsey’s airport 
building on 1 July 1940. It was after this was taken down that the German flag hurriedly made by 
Creasey’s, at the invaders’ request, was run up. Creasey’s is a well-known local outfitters in St Peter 
Port, still trading to this day. The aircraft in the background is a Messerschmitt Bf 108. (CIOS)
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test the defences. It has always been 
claimed that this gentleman was the first 
invader to set foot on Channels Islands 
soil, but one of the airmen involved, 
Oberfeldwebel Roman Gastager, 
asserted differently:

“On 30 June 1940 at 12:53 I started 
on my first enemy flight. It was to be 
an exceptional event for Germany and 
especially for me. In a Do 17P (4U-FL) 
and with Leutnant Hauber as pilot, we 
took off with a view to occupying the 
first English island. Together with two 
other planes we headed for Guernsey. 
We had no idea whether the English 
[sic] were still there or whether they had 
already retreated. 

“We flew straight to the airfield and 
were relieved to see cows grazing there 
as that meant there were no mines. We 
flew at low altitude to disperse the cows 
and were the first plane to land. We 
rolled towards the hangars. I jumped 
out, released the safety catch of my 
machine gun and held it in position. The 

others remained in the aircraft. Luckily 
the airfield appeared to be deserted and 
we notified the two planes above. The 
second machine landed and the third 
provided protection from the air.

“No sooner had the second aircraft 
landed, than three Bristol Blenheim 
bombers appeared out of nowhere. 
The alarm was raised and we once 
again took off. Our watchdog in the sky 
immediately chased the bombers and 
was able to shoot two of them down. 
The third quickly took to its heels and 
with that, our orders had been fulfilled 
successfully. We returned to Buc and 
fetched crews with our Ju 52.

“After our first reconnaissance mission 
we flew straight back to Guernsey with 
the squadron and occupied the island 
with our Ground Personnel, while the 
2nd Squadron headed for Jersey. I was 
happy and at the same time proud to 
have been the first German soldier to 
have set foot on English [sic] soil during 
the war.”3

BRITISH ISLES OCCUPIED
Soon after the Luftwaffe airmen had 
taken control of the airport at Guernsey, 
Inspector Sculpher of the Island’s 
Police arrived and handed over a letter 
addressed to ‘the Officer Commanding 
the German Troops in Guernsey’. 
It was signed by the Bailiff, Victor 
Carey. The document explained that 
Guernsey had been declared an ‘Open 
Island’ by His Majesty’s Government 
and that there were no armed forces 
of any description. Following this the 
Luftwaffe officer in command, Major 
Hessel, was driven to St. Peter Port 
to meet the Bailiff and took military 
command of the island. The occupation 
of the Channel Islands had begun.

The original plan to capture the 
Channel Islands had been formulated 
by the Kriegsmarine but, now that the 

taken control of the airport at Guernsey, 

addressed to ‘the Officer Commanding 
the German Troops in Guernsey’. 
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ABOVE: German 
personnel in 
front of the 
control tower at 
Jersey airport at 
about noon on 1 
July 1940. (CIOS)

FAR RIGHT: In 
the aftermath of 
Green Arrow, a 
German sentry 
outside the 
former Officers’ 
Mess on RAF 
Guernsey. 
This Mess was 
actually located 
in the restaurant 
in the airport’s 
terminal 
building. 
The RAF had 
departed on 19 
June 1940. (CIOS)

“I was happy and at the same time proud to have been the first 
German soldier to have set foot on English soil during the war.”

TOP LEFT & ABOVE: As soon as the initial German 
landings were found to be successful, a rapid programme 
of consolidation and reinforcement began. Here a 2cm 
Flak30 anti-aircraft gun has been unloaded from a Junkers 
Ju 52 at Guernsey during Operation Green Arrow in order 
to bolster the German defences of the airfield. Note the 
control tower in the background. (BOTH CIOS)

Channel Islands Invasion
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Luftwaffe had landed in Guernsey, 
and an armed assault was no longer 
justified, a change of plan was ordered. 
Accordingly, they used Junkers Ju 52 
transport aircraft to airlift naval assault 
troops, an infantry company, plus light 
anti-aircraft guns, to Guernsey the 
following morning, 1 July. 

JERSEY’S FATE
With the occupation of Guernsey 
underway, attention turned to 
neighbouring Jersey. Early in the small 
hours of 1 July, several copies of an 
ultimatum signed by General der Flieger 
Wolfram Richtofen, Commander of the 
German Air Forces in Normandy, were 
dropped on Jersey. Amongst its many 
stipulations were the following: “As 
evidence that this island will surrender 
the military and other establishments 
without resistance and without 
destroying them, a large white cross is 
to be shown as follows from 7.0 a.m., 
July 2nd, 1940 – a) In the centre of the 
airport in the east of the island; b) on the 
highest point of the fortification of the 
port; and c) on the square to the north of 

Against all establishments and objects 
useful for defence.” In conclusion, the 
German commander confirmed that, “In 
case of the peaceful surrender, the lives, 
property and liberty of the peaceful 
inhabitants are solemnly guaranteed.”4

Bad weather had, meanwhile, delayed 
the Junkers Ju 52s from reaching 
Cherbourg for the planned departure 
of the Guernsey airlift at 09.30 hours. 
Indeed, it was not until the afternoon 
that some aircraft became available and 
the task commenced. 

At about 14.45 hours, the first of these 
transports landed at Guernsey. Amongst 
those on board was Major Dr. Albrecht 
Lanz, Military Commandant designate 
of the island. Oberstleutnant Plocher, a 
senior Luftwaffe officer, also landed in 
his personal Ju 52. 
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ABOVE: 
The first official 
parade of 
German troops 
in Jersey after 
the successful 
Operation 
Green Arrow. 
(CIOS) 

RIGHT & 
BELOW RIGHT: 
A view of the 
Weighbridge 
Tower at St 
Peter Port, 
Guernsey 
showing the 
effects of the 
air raid on 
28 June 1940 
(though the 
images are 
believed to 
have been 
taken on 1 
July). Note the 
vehicles in the 
foreground 
caught up in 
the raid. (CIOS)\

BOTTOM LEFT: 
Early German 
occupation 
troops outside 
the Hotel 
Ommaroo in St 
Helier, Jersey. 
(AUTHOR) 
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the inner basin of the harbour. Moreover 
all fortifications, buildings, establishments 
and houses are to show a white flag.”

To reinforce the message, Richtofen 
added that, “If these signs of peaceful 
surrender are not observed by 7.00 a.m., 
July 2nd, heavy bombardment will take 
place: a) Against all military objects; b) 

the inner basin of the harbour. Moreover 
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and houses are to show a white flag.”
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On his arrival Dr. Lanz was greeted by 
Major Hessel who advised him that he 
had commissioned the manufacture of 
a German war flag from a business in 
the town. At around 15.00 hours the flag 
was delivered to the airport and with 
due ceremony hoisted on the terminal 
building’s signal mast. Dr. Lanz was then 
driven to St. Peter Port to meet the Bailiff 
and other States dignitaries and officially 
take command of the island of Guernsey. 

Lanz then returned to the airport. 
At 16.00 hours, an aircraft carrying 
Vizeadmiral z.V Eugen Lindau and 
Generalleutnant Bottcher, the 216 
Infantry Division Commander, 

arrived from France. Because the 
situation in Jersey remained uncertain, 
Oberstleutnant Plocher ordered a fighter 
aircraft to undertake a reconnaissance 
flight over the island. It duly returned to 
report that the Bailiff would surrender 
the island at 18.00 hours. 

In view of this Plocher ordered his 
Junkers to fly immediately to Jersey. 
Dr. Lanz accompanied him taking the 
war flag which “he had begged from 
Major Hessel pledging his own head 
as security”. On arrival the party was 
met by Hauptmann von Obernitz of 
Aufklarungsgruppe 123, who reported 
that he and his men had landed there at 
about noon and that all was quiet.

Later, in an impressive parade the war 
flag was ceremoniously hoisted on the 
Jersey airport’s terminal building by 
Kapitänleutnant Koch, the commanding 
officer of Naval Assault Group Gotenhafen. 
Following the official surrender of the 
island by the Bailiff, A.M. Coutanche, 
accompanied by the Attorney-General, 
C.W. Duret Aubin, Dr. Lanz, having 
appointed Hauptmann Gussek as Island 
Commander, flew back to Guernsey. 

THE OCCUPATIONS CONTINUE
It was on Wednesday, 3 July 1940, that 
the Dame of Sark was informed that a 

Plocher ordered a fighter 

flight over the island. It duly returned to 

Gotenhafen. 

boat was heading towards the island. 
From the top of her ancestral home, La 
Seigneurie, Mrs Sybil Hathaway saw 
that it was the old Guernsey lifeboat 
crossing the waters of the Great Russel. 
She guessed that it carried German 
emissaries. 

Mrs Hathaway immediately 
telephoned Mr William William Carré, 
the Sénéschal (or Steward), asking him to 
go and meet the Germans at the harbour 
to conduct the Germans up the hill to 
La Seigneurie. She then went to the 
island’s school to reassure the children 
and some of the island’s mothers who 
were waiting there. This was because 
rumours, instigated by French refugees, 
of brutal beatings and rape by ill-
disciplined German soldiers, had been 
circulating on Sark. 

After putting the minds of the 
women at rest, the Dame returned to La 
Seigneurie to discuss with her husband 
the most dignified way in which to 
receive the invaders. “We wanted 
to show the Germans that we were 
rulers.” Sybil Hathaway told one of the 
islanders. “We scored a point: it was we 
who were receiving the Germans. They 
were not receiving us!” 

She was determined to impress the 
enemy by her dignity and her total lack 
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TOP: Aftermath 
of the air raid 
on St Peter Port, 
with workmen 
removing debris 
and rubble. This 
picture was taken 
by one of the first 
German soldiers 
to arrive on the 
island. (AUTHOR)

ABOVE LEFT: 
The clean-up 
underway in St 
Peter Port after 
the bombing of 
28 June 1940. 
(AUTHOR)

ABOVE: A Guernsey Police Officer on a BSA 
police motor cycle is pictured assisting 
Luftwaffe personnel with directions. The 
latter are busy posting the first orders of 
the German Commandant around St Peter 
Port. The printed orders can in fact be seen 
in the hands of the officer on the extreme 
right. The three men on the left are a 
machine-gun crew on their way to take 
up defensive positions at Castle Cornet, 
positions that guarded the entrance to 
the harbour. (AUTHOR)
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of submission. She instructed her maid 
to show no sign of surprise or panic 
when the enemy arrived and to conduct 
them to her drawing room as if it was 
an everyday occurrence.

Meanwhile, the Sénéschal, adopting 
the same unruffled manner, finished 
the gardening job he was doing and 
went for a drink at the Bel Air Hotel. 
He was in no hurry as, judging by 
the tide, the lifeboat would not reach 
Creux Harbour much before noon. At 
the Bel Air it was agreed that no horse 
carriage would be available to convey 
the Germans up the harbour hill. One 
of the local fishermen remarked, “Let’s 
make the blighters walk!”5

Sufficiently prepared, William Carré 
walked to the harbour to carry out 
a task never before performed by a 

Sénéschal in the island’s long history – 
that of meeting an invader with orders 
to offer no resistance.

Robert Hathaway, the island’s 
Seigneur, stood by his wife’s side inside 
La Seigneurie as they waited for the 
Germans. They heard the crunch of 
boots on the gravel road and, a few 
moments, later William Carré walked 
into view leading two Germans (a third 
remained at the harbour with the 
lifeboat). All three approached in stony 
silence. It was a hot day, and under the 
noon sun, the men were perspiring from 
the walk up the hill.

Opening the door, the maid 
announced in a calm voice: “Major 
Doktor Albrecht Lanz and Dr Maass.” 
Both officers raised their arms high 
in a Nazi salute, though they did not 
accompany this with the words ‘Heil 

Hitler’. Mrs Hathaway did not offer her 
hand to the Germans.

Dr Lanz produced a large sheet of 
white cardboard on which was printed 
in both German and English: ‘The 
Orders of the Commandant of the 
German Forces in the Channel Islands.’ 
These orders were that all weapons 
were to be surrendered at once, the sale 
of alcoholic drinks was to cease and that 
all public houses were to be closed until 



noon sun, the men were perspiring from 

further notice. No boat or vessel was to 
leave the harbour without permission 
of the military authorities. Finally, the 
use of motor cars for private use was 
forbidden. Mrs Hathaway replied in 
fluent German (she had worked as a 
librarian for the YMCA in Cologne), 
“We have no motor vehicles on Sark”, 
adding that she would have the orders 
displayed for the islanders to read. 

The Dame pointed out to the 
Germans that Sark was a self-
governing territory just as any other 
British Dominion. Lanz was therefore 
in some doubt whether or not 
Germany was actually at war with 
Sark and later had to send a letter to 
the German Foreign Office
for confirmation.

It was Mrs Hathaway’s duty to 
welcome official visitors and so she 
invited Lanz and Maass to stay for 
lunch. The following day ten German 
infantrymen, led by a Sergeant Hans 
Hamm, came ashore and established 
themselves in the Bel Air Hotel. As 
experienced by each of the Channel 
Islands, this was the start of almost five 
years under the German jackboot. 

LEFT: If the soldier who took 
the far left image of the 
clear-up on the quayside at St 
Peter Port had been present 
a couple of days later, and 
turned himself around by 180 
degrees, this is the view that 
he would have seen — German 
troops awaiting despatch to 
travel to Alderney to begin
the occupation there. 

RIGHT: Having taken up 
residence in the Island Hall 
on Connaught Square in St 
Anne’s on Alderney, these 
German troops were the 
first to arrive on the island. 
The Island Hall was the 
location of the occupiers’ first 
headquarters. 

Sénéschal in the island’s long history – 
that of meeting an invader with orders 
to offer no resistance.
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Germans. They heard the crunch of 
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moments, later William Carré walked 
into view leading two Germans (a third 
remained at the harbour with the 
lifeboat). All three approached in stony 
silence. It was a hot day, and under the 
noon sun, the men were perspiring from 
the walk up the hill.

announced in a calm voice: “Major 
Doktor Albrecht Lanz and Dr Maass.” 
Both officers raised their arms high 
in a Nazi salute, though they did not 
accompany this with the words ‘Heil 

LEFT: A sentry 
outside the 
German HQ of the 
British Channel 
Islands, which 
at the time was 
located in the 
Channel Islands 
Hotel on Glategny 
Esplanade in 
St Peter Port, 
Guernsey. 

BELOW: German 
troops en route to 
occupy the island 
of Sark. 

BOTTOM LEFT: 
These men 
formed part of 
the first German 
unit to occupy 
Sark. 
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MARY GIFT BOX

LAUNCHED ON 14 October 1914 by HRH The Princess Victoria 
Alexandra Alice Mary, the ‘Her Royal Highness The Princess 
Mary’s Christmas Fund’ would lead to one of the most enduring 
mementos of the First World War — the Princess Mary Gift Box. 

The original intention of ing George V and ueen Mary’s only 
daughter had been to endow, from her private allowance, a personal gift 
for each soldier and sailor for the first Christmas of the war. Instead, she 
was persuaded to give her name to a public fund which would raise the 
necessary monies to pay for the gifts. 

From the outset the young Princess, who was only 17 when war broke 
out, took a deep personal interest in the work of the Fund. She was 
present at the inaugural meeting held at the Rit  Hotel on 14 October. 
The following day, Buckingham Palace released a letter, signed by the 
Princess, explaining the purpose of the Fund  I want you now to help 
me to send a Christmas present from the whole of 
the nation to every sailor afloat and every soldier at 
the front. I am sure that we should all be happier to 
feel that we had helped to send our little token of 
love and sympathy on Christmas morning, something 
that would be useful and of permanent value, and 
the making of which may be the means of providing 
employment in trades adversely affected by the war. 
Could there be anything more likely to hearten them 
in their struggle than a present received straight from 
home on Christmas Day?

It was intended that recipients would receive an 
embossed brass box inside which would be one 
ounce of pipe tobacco, 20 cigarettes, a pipe, a tinder 
lighter, a Christmas card and photograph of the 
princess. A number of representations were made, 
resulting in a number of variations being made 
available for ‘special groups’. 

MARY GIFT BOX
THE PRINCESS
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For the biggest of these ‘special groups’, the non-smokers, it was decided 
their brass boxes would contain, as well as the obligatory Christmas card 
and photograph, a packet of acid tablets (sweets) and a khaki writing case 
containing pencil, paper and envelopes together with the Christmas card 
and photograph of the Princess. For the Indian Army, the Gurkhas were to 
receive the same gift as the British troops, while Sikhs would be sent the 
box filled with sugar candy, a quantity of spices and the Christmas card. For 
all other Indian troops, it was the box with a packet of cigarettes and sugar 
candy, spices and the card. Nurses at the front were provided with the box, 
a packet of chocolate and the card. 

To prioritise delivery, recipients were split into three classes. Class A 
included all those men in the Navy or troops at the front, the wounded in 
hospitals and men on furlough, prisoners and men interned (for whom the 
gift was reserved), and widows or parents of those who had been killed. 

Members of this class were to receive the gift 
on Christmas Day, or as near to it as possible. In 
Class B were all British, Colonial and Indian troops 
serving outside the British Isles, whilst Class C 
included all other troops in the British Isles. 

In anuary 191 , the final number of gifts 
supplied was revealed. By the end of December 
1914, it was announced, some 3 ,71  had gone 
to the BEF (putting an intense strain on the British 
supply train), ,1  to the men at home either 
on furlough or sick leave, 4, 00 to the French 
Mission to the BEF and 1,390 to members of the 
various army nursing services.

MAIN PICTURE: A Princess 
Mary gift box and contents.

LEFT: Princess Mary (right) later in the 
war, alongside her mother Queen Mary, 
during her service as a VAD nurse.



Clever Digit F_P.indd   1 29/10/2014   12:44



Bradford Exchange F_P.indd   1 12/11/2014   11:37




