


  FIRST DAY


  Friday, May 10th, Paris, 5 hrs.


  THE HOWLING SIRENS of the air raid alarm bring me out of bed. The booming of gunfire shakes the clear spring dawn. Running to the open window, I see three large German bombers cruising leisurely at about 6000 feet over southwestern Paris. The antiaircraft batteries are vainly trying to get their range, but their shells seem to burst harmlessly behind the bombers. No fighter aircraft rise to challenge them. There is a strange and peculiar feeling in the morning atmosphere which makes me uncomfortable. These enemy raiders are not dropping bombs; they are just hovering over Paris, slowly, menacingly taking their time, like vultures waiting for a vicarious kill—that they may gorge.


  I cannot go back to sleep. I turn on the radio at 7 a.m. and hear the agitated commentator broadcast the most important news he has had to deliver since war was declared last September: At daybreak the German armies have hurled their might against the Belgian and French defenses in a mass frontal attack. Most of the Allied airfields have been raided simultaneously by thousands of planes. Countless numbers of our aircraft have been destroyed on the ground and in their hangars!


  The long awaited blow has been struck at last, but it has been struck by the enemy.


  Goodbye leave! I must rejoin my regiment at once. Twelve hours later I am at the Gare du Nord, fighting my way with my friend Bob through a milling crowd of officers and men on leave, starting to rejoin their units. The huge waiting room is filled with hundreds and hundreds of civilans, Belgians, Dutchmen, and others, trying to return to their countries to answer the call of mobilization issued this morning by their governments.


  The trains are overcrowded. Men pile into them with their equipment as best they can. It is like fighting your way into the New York subway at a rush hour. Bob and I use subway methods and we finally succeed in squeezing into an already full compartment in the fast train leaving for Lille.


  Bob is the French Liaison Officer of a squadron of the 4/7th Dragoons, B.E.F. The last time I had seen him was on a cold gray morning four months ago when he relieved me on the outpost line in the Hartbusch sector, where I had spent all of December and part of January, crawling through the frozen woods making liaison between the British and the French outpost platoons, sometimes under disturbingly accurate enemy fire from machine guns, trench mortars, or 105 howitzers. This period may have seemed like a “phoney” war to some who were sitting in warmer and less dangerous quarters, but not as far as we were concerned. We saw around us too many men wounded and killed to think there was anything “phoney” about the German artillery and machine-gun fire.


  At 7 p. m. our train stops suddenly just outside the station at Albert in the Somme. We hear people running along the tracks and shouting. The little town has just been bombed. As I look out of the car window, I see bloody stretchers being carried to a spot where lie the smoking ruins of a house, just beyond the station. Further up the main street a small building is in flames. After a few minutes the train pulls out and, as we pass the station, we see wounded men and women lying side by side on the ground in front of the salle d’attente which has been hastily transformed into a dressing station.


  At Arras, I leave Bob, who is going on to Douai. I learn from a gendarme that Arras has had seven air attacks today. The narrow streets of the old town and the suburbs have been machine-gunned by low-flying Heinkels; the nearby flying fields have been torn up by high-explosive bombs.


  As I walk out on the Place de la Gare carrying my kit, the alarm sirens scream again and the booming anti-aircraft guns pepper the sky overhead with black puffs. Everyone scurries for shelter. I run on through the deserted streets towards the house where I know I shall find the headquarters of the French liaison group attached to this British G.H.Q.


  Captain is sitting in the small office. He soon gives me the latest news which has come in to him. He has heard that the regiment to which I am attached, the 12th Royal Lancers, passed through Brussels this afternoon and was wildly cheered by the population of the Belgian capital.


  Later reports place the Lancers’ armored squadron as speeding eastward to meet the oncoming enemy. He tells me to wait for our C.O., who is off on a mission for the British High Command, as he alone can give me my definite orders. I do not have long to wait. He arrives at 21.00 hrs. and takes me with him to the British G.H.Q. to get complete information as to the exact whereabouts of my regiment.


  Through pitch black, narrow, winding streets, and after being challenged by half a dozen grim-looking British sentries, we reach a small door leading to the deep crypts under the huge eighteenth century Archibishop’s Palace. There the brains of the B.E.F’s General Staff are feverishly at work. Large maps, hung on the walls, show accurately the locations of the advancing British units. As new reports come in, these positions are changed and moved forward. The scene reminds me of one I saw in a crowded New York stockbrokers’ office during the 1929 crash—the maps representing the big board and the regiments the various stocks.


  I stand for awhile in a corner watching this tremendously interesting scene. The Cdt. goes to talk to some of the officers. After a few minutes he calls me over to a table where a young staff captain tells me that the latest reports indicate that the Lancers, which, with the rest of the mechanized cavalry, form the advance guard, are heading for Tirlemont, east of Louvain and the strategic river Dyle.


  From what I hear around me, I gather that the general impression seems to be that the German units which have crossed the Belgian border north of Liege are pushing northwestward toward the south of Holland, rather than heading straight on to the Dyle. According to the pre-arranged plan, the British infantry will reach the Dyle river position tomorrow and will dig in behind it. The French will be doing the same on the right of the B.E.F. between Wavre and Namur and behind the Meuse river between that city and Sedan.


  23.00 hrs. I have obtained a small room in an old-fashioned hotel on the famous “Place du Beffroi” and eaten a sandwich before lying down on the hard bed in the candle-lit room to try to sleep. There have been two more air raids since my arrival in Arras and the guns practically haven’t let up for a minute. Tomorrow morning I am leaving for Belgium.





   SECOND DAY


  Saturday, May 11th


 I LEAVE ARRAS at 8.00 hrs. with the Cdt. by car. He is taking me only as far as Tournai, in Belgium, about ten miles from the French border, after which I shall be on my own. We reach the lovely town at 10 o’clock and halt on the main square near the fine old cathedral with its seven spires. Our car is immediately surrounded by cheering citizens. They gape at us as if we were the advance guard of an incoming circus.


  After wishing me good luck, the Commandant leaves me and I set out to change some francs into belgas. This is not easy. The banks are closed and I have to pay an exorbitant rate for my belgas. I also buy some very detailed maps of the country east and west of Brussels; then I walk to the railway station at the other end of town and am lucky enough to find a fast train leaving immediately for the Belgian capital.


  At 14.00 hours I am in Brussels. It has been bombed twice early this morning and the streets are crowded with excited soldiers and civilians. I manage finally to find a taxi which is willing to take me to the French Embassy, miles away from the station. I had been advised by the Cdt. to report there as he thought that the Military Attaché or someone in his office would certainly find some way to help me reach my regiment.


  When I get there, I waste thirty minutes in an office where, in the absence of the Military Attaché, no one seems to know anything. The sight of a Frenchman in uniform and full war kit trying to locate a British armored-car regiment seems to fill everyone with surprise and suspicion. As I stand there waiting to speak to someone in authority, I hear a suggestion that I be sent to a camp of concentration for officers and men who have lost their units. I tell them that I have a taxi waiting outside and that I wish to be allowed to go out to pay the driver.


  I walk out of the Embassy, jump in my taxi and tell the man to drive off at full speed towards the British Military Attaché’s office at the other end of the town. We are halted several times by helmeted soldiers as we pass by the King’s palace where all traffic is stopped. But when they see my uniform, they wave us on. We reach the British Embassy in record time.


  There, I find a very charming Brigadier standing in the street in front of the building. He, too, is trying to rejoin his brigade and is waiting for news, but he tells me that he has good reason to believe that the Lancers are, as I expected, on the immediate left of the French Armored Cavalry Divisions, the third “Division Legere Mecanique,” which is operating on the left flank of the French Army somewhere around and south of St. Tround. They have already engaged the enemy.


  So I get back into my faithful taxi and drive to the railway station only to find that the train service towards the east has been stopped.


  As I sit in the buffet wondering what my next move should be, an elderly and prosperous-looking gentleman comes up to my table and insists on paying for my glass of beer. I am the first French soldier he has seen since the last war and he introduces me to several friends who are sitting with him. I learn from them that he is the burgomaster of the town of Wavre, the very town I am trying to reach. And best of all that he is driving home in his car and will be only too glad to take me along with him.


  We drive through the beautifully-kept Foret de Soingnes, of which the inhabitants of Brussels are so proud, and reach the small town of Wavre and the burgomaster’s house at 16.30 hrs. I am introduced to the whole family and compelled to sit and visit with them while he runs down to the cellar to fetch a bottle of his best wine in which he wants to drink to my health before I leave for the battle front.


  When he returns with his precious cargo, we proceed to the dining room where his agreeable and plump wife sits at the head of the table and watches us smilingly as we ceremoniously drink to France, to Belgium, to Holland, to England. I am grateful that there are no other Allies to be toasted; had there been I probably never would have reached my squadron.


  Finally I take leave of my hosts and the peaceful atmosphere of their comfortable home and find myself standing at the corner of a road leading over the Dyle towards the east.


  During our various maneuvers and sandbox exercises of the preceding months, we had often rehearsed our advance east of the Dyle, and I remember that the Major and I had jokingly decided that a certain chateau a mile or so east of Gray-Doiceau would make an ideal spot for our squadron headquarters, as the map showed that it was situated in the middle of a wooded park. So I decide that it would not be a bad idea to try and get there and find out if our plans had been followed.


  Wandering down the road, I see in the distance some soldiers of a Scottish battalion of the 2d Division which have apparently just arrived. I join them and introduce myself to a young officer. He tells me that he has been searching vainly for a decent spot in which to establish his men’s cook house, but since he speaks no French, he is in deep water. I, too, tell him my problems and we make a bargain: if I find a suitable place for the cook house, he will let me have a small lorry and a driver who will take me ten miles across the river, but no farther. This is sporting of him, since it might get him into trouble as the territory east of the Dyle is out of bounds for his battalion. I immediately get busy and within fifteen minutes the company’s cook is settled and happy, and the Scotsman orders the lorry driver to take me ten miles east and to return at once.


  We drive for five miles on an excellent road through the lovely green valley of the Dyle and soon reach the first houses of Gray-Doiceau. I see no sign of British troops there, and we continue on toward Bausart and climb the hill leading to the high ground on which runs the Louvain-Namur highway.


  As we pass by a large farm, I see the insignia of the regimental headquarters of the British 4/7 Dragoons on the front gate, so I jump out of the lorry and tell my driver to return to Wavre and convey my thanks to his officer. Just then, Lt. Mera, French liaison officer with that Dragoon regiment, walks out of the courtyard; I know then that I am on the right track.


  Lt. Mera tells me he has heard that my unit is somewhere east of here, patrolling between Tirlemont and Jodoigne and that my best bet is to ride towards it in the trucks transporting the French motorized infantry of the 3d Mechanized Cavalry Division which are driving in the direction of the front. Shortly after, I see a long line of trucks coming up the hill. Their markings show that they belong to the 3d D.L.M.—they are carrying the 8th “Dragon portes.” Lt. Mera and I stop the officers’ command car and a few minutes later I am sitting in it driving towards Jodoigne.


  These troops are going into the line to take up a position somewhere near Hannut. The forward armored reconnaissance units of their division have already made contact with the German spearheads. The officers and men alike seem to have magnificent morale; they are eager to come to grips with the enemy and are full of confidence in their excellent weapons and leadership. Their whole attitude is that they are going to give the Boche a kick in the face that he will remember and which will send him reeling back to his homeland. They are particularly proud of the new Somua tanks with which their division is equipped, and its wonderful 47 mm. antitank gun which they say will punch the German panzers so full of holes that they will look like sieves by the time they get through with them.


  They also ply me with questions about the British army and I tell them that they have nothing to worry about as far as the fighting qualities of their Allies are concerned.


  As we drive eastward, getting ever closer to the front line, the booming of guns grows louder while every now and again explosions like claps of thunder ahead of us make us wonder whether the Germans are using exceptionally heavy artillery or dropping bombs, though we have seen no enemy planes so far.


  At 18.30 hrs., only two miles from Jodoigne, I catch sight of a British armored car which is stopped under a clump of trees on the right side of the road. As we reach it and halt, a face appearing in the turret lights up with a broad grin as it sees me. Under the dirt and stubble of beard which covers it, I hardly recognize my usually spick-and-span friend, Bruce, Commander of No. I Troop of my squadron.


  My quest is ended.


  I take leave of the Dragons and hurry to the armored car, congratulating myself on the luck which has brought me in less than 24 hours straight from the streets of Paris to my unit, hundreds of miles away, without a single error. I feel relaxed now that I have reached my objective.


  Rapidly I am told about the day’s events. This troop has just come back to this quiet spot to try and fix their wireless sets, damaged in a dive-bombing attack which they have just undergone in a village east of here. The men are still badly shaken from it.


  As we talk, the third car of the troop drives up. It is Sgt. Ditton’s car. It had been practically blown off the road by the bomb blast, but succeeded in righting itself and is now reporting. The wireless receiver set on this car also is out of order, but the radio operator thinks he can still transmit.


  I have been assigned to Ditton’s armored car and Bruce asks me to go forward and effect a liaison with the French armored brigade operating on our right flank.


  We drive through Jodoigne, then take the Hannut road to Jauche where I see some French cavalrymen who direct me to Petit Orp, a tiny hamlet two miles north of Jandrain. There, in a small room at the back of an abandoned farmhouse I find the C. P. of the French brigade of Cuirassiers. After only a short wait, I am introduced to the Colonel who commands it. I give him our position and tell him that my squadron’s mission is to keep in close contact with the left of his brigade, but that, on account of the rather fluid and rapidly changing positions of the armored car and motorcycle platoons composing his left wing, I should like his views on how we can best accomplish our mission.


  Picking up a map, he shows me the point where his troops now are. I note them down on my map while he tells me that he thinks the best thing for us to do for the moment is to keep watch tonight south of the Tirlemont-St. Trond highway. His own armored car units by then will be based on the Tirlemont-Hannut highway between Goetsenhoven and Opheilissen.


  There seems to be no doubt in the minds of the French staff officers here that the Germans are trying to repeat exactly their maneuver of 1914 in Belgium by pushing their light armored forces, as they then did their cavalry, through the Hannut gap and then marching north toward Tirlemont, Diest and Antwerp. They all feel that tomorrow they will have to fight a hard and perhaps decisive battle when the enemy, emerging from Hannut, comes into contact with the D.L.M.’s main forces.


  As I drive back to where I had left Bruce and think of all I have just heard, I am reminded of the battles of August 1914 along the Gette River, the loss of Tirlemont, and the Belgian retreat to the line of the Dyle. All those names, which had meant nothing to me at the time I first read them, are now staring at me from the map which I am studying.


  Night is beginning to fall when I reach No. I Troop and make my report to Bruce who tries to communicate it to the Major by wireless, hoping that he will receive it even though we can get no answer. Our radio can still transmit, but not receive. The three armored cars are now concealed in a small wood a mile west of Jodoigne. The crews are making tea and we are having a light supper of biscuit and bully beef when a dispatch rider from Squadron Headquarters brings orders to move north of Hoegarden, three miles south of Tirlemont. This means that our message has been received.


  Bruce sends me ahead in the armored car with Sgt. Ditton so that I may speak up in French if we are challenged by French or Belgian troops unfamiliar with the silhouette of a British armored car, which, by the way, bears no identifying marks except a white square on both sides of the rim of the turret and a small British flag which we are to pull out and wave in time of need. This would hardly be satisfactory at night.


  As we reached Jodoigne, we find that the road is so filled with refugees that we can hardly move forward. We waste valuable time trying to cut through their column to make a left turn on the Tirlemont road. As we pass the last houses of the village and reach the top of the small hill, the drone of the engines of several enemy bombers fills the night air above us and the sky to the east is red with the glare rising from flaming villages.


  Slowly, carefully, we move on through the flow of fleeing humanity: old men pushing small carts filled with their families’ hastily-gathered belongings; women wrapped in shawls and loaded with bundles, dragging children of all ages behind them; tired, wild-eyed children; others are urging goats and cows before them. Every now and again they start to run. I can hear frantic screams when bombs plaster the road ahead. We have to stop while this flowing human tide brushes by us, bumping into the armored car as it stumbles along, accompanied by the crash of nearby explosions and the bleating and mooing of the terrified farm beasts.


  We have been on our way now for nearly an hour and have covered only about eight miles when we pass through the village of Lumay and are free of the refugee column.


  At 22.45 hrs. we reach our destination and halt the armored car alongside of a small villa a mile east of the deserted village of Hoegarden. On the other side of the road stretch out the iron-fenced walls of a large factory. The car is facing west toward the railroad tracks and the river, which run half a mile away. Bruce’s car is concealed somewhere back of them, in the village proper. Our Bren and Boys guns are trained eastward, covering the crossroad to Outgarden, fifty yards away.


  There is a strange silence around me. Not a real silence, since I can hear in the distance the crackling of burning timber and can see smoke and flames rise over the horizon under the starlit sky; yet the silence exists. It is due to the complete absence of human sounds. I can “hear” that the houses are empty around me, that there are no cattle breathing heavily in the stables, that no life is left in this village; where not even a dog barks.


  24.00 hrs. Exhausted, Sgt. Ditton, who has been on his feet for forty-eight hours, is lost to the world. He is fast asleep, all crumpled up in a heap at the bottom of the car and wedged somehow between all the paraphernalia which clutters it, his head on an ammunition case. Every time I move, I have to be careful not to kick him in the face as I stand up in the turret keeping watch.


  The fires ahead die down, but parachute flares are dropping now all over the countryside, lighting up the horizon with blue-white halos in the direction of the St. Trond road. On my left, and in the distance, comes the intermittent muffled rattle of machine-gun fire and frequent loud explosions which seem to proceed from Tirlemont shake the windows of the houses around me and make me grip tighter the butts of the guns at my elbows. They are both fully loaded and ready for immediate action.





   THIRD DAY


  Sunday, May 12th, 1:30 hrs.


 I AM BEGINNING to feel chilly and sleepy; my feet are numb from standing so long in this turret. To my relief, I feel Sgt. Ditton stirring. His head pops up at my side. He is feeling much better for his two hours’ nap. I jump out of the car and walk to the railroad tracks where I find one of our dispatch riders on duty, straddling his motor cycle. Crossing the tracks, I reach a small bridge. A signpost near it indicates the name of the river. It is the Gette. I slide down the steep embankment and splash some water over my head and face, but though the water is icy cold, it does not succeeed in making me feel less sleepy. So I return to the armored car and curl up in the bottom of it in much the same position assumed by Sgt. Ditton before me and promptly pass out.


  3.00 hrs. The whine of the generator on our wireless set wakes me up. I have slept only thirty minutes and am cold and stiff, but a biscuit and a piece of chocolate make me feel somewhat warmer. Burns, the radio operator, who has spent part of the night fixing his wireless set, is calling the command car with a patience which is at last rewarded.


  A message comes through from Squadron Headquarters. It is from the Major: he sends me his congratulations for finding and rejoining the squadron so speedily, and wants me to try to gain contact with the left flank of the French armored car unit of the 3rd D.L.M. Regimental Headquarters wants to know the exact positions held by the French Cuirassiers, as it is feared that the Germans might be pushing on to Tirlemont after going through Hannut which they seem to have captured. I am to find out and report. Also I am to tell the Cuirassiers that the 4/7 Dragoons are on their way up to reinforce them and should be available at noon.


  I send a dispatch rider to Bruce with this message. The man soon returns with another dispatch rider and a message that I am to go ahead, but to take both motorcyclists with me for safety.


  It is still dark as we set off eastward in the armored car through the heavy morning mist. We pass through Outgarden and I decide to take a rather dubious country road leading to Goetsenhoven on the Tirlemont-Hannut highway in hope of reaching Opheilissen from there, that being the village that was mentioned at the French Cuirassiers H.Q. last night.


  This road is so sandy and soft that our rear wheels skid into a deep rut and we get stuck. After some anxious moments, we finally pull out, thanks to the help of the extra D.R., and drive on.


  We find Goetsenhoven deserted and almost completely destroyed. I send a D.R. to have a look around the crossroad in the center of the village. He returns shortly, reporting that he had seen a large armored car farther up in the village. He thinks it is a French one. We move on cautiously and, as we reach the church square, I see through the dim light an armored car speeding toward us. I wave the Union Jack while Ditton takes aim the Boys gun, in case—.


  It is a Panhard! The turret opens as we pull up alongside and the head of a smiling Cuirassier sergeant appears. I ask him where I can find his squadron commander and he tells me that the C.P. is in a tumble-down farmhouse just outside the village on a small road leading to an airfield.


  I immediately proceed there, but leave the armored car concealed under a shed in a farmyard a few hundred yards before reaching the C.P., riding the rest of the way on the back of the D.R.’s motor cycle.


  After identifying myself, I am shown into a small room where a Major of the Cuirassiers is sitting at a small table studying a map by the light of a nearly burnt-out candle. As he turns around, I recognize Cdt. Halbessart with whom I had dined at our mess only a month ago.


  This makes everything easy. No introductions are needed and he tells me of his pleasure at having met my Colonel and the officers of my squadron. Then we get down to business as I explain my mission.


  He doesn’t know much more than we do about the situation around Hannut. The two squadrons under his command have spent a quiet night relatively, watching the roads east of here on the high ground between the Tirlemont-St. Trond highway and Landen.


  As we talk, a report comes in that two of his Panhard troops are being engaged by light enemy tanks in the neighborhood of Rumsdorp. They are holding their own. He is very optimistic about the situation as a whole, though he does think that the Germans have already gone through Hannut. As I study the map, I can’t help realizing that if they have, some of their main tank forces should soon be rolling up the road which passes through this village. This is the only road from Hannut to Tirlemont, and Hannut is only about ten miles away.


  He then shows me on his map—and I copy on mine—the points where German panzer units have been attacked by the Panhards of his group. Some of these the day before have gone as far as the outskirts of St. Trond.


  As I am about to leave, the Cdt.’s Ordonnance brings us each a cup of hot coffee which tastes as hot coffee always does taste at such times. As we sip it, he tells me that theoretically some elements of a Belgian cavalry division should be holding the Tirlemont-St. Trond road. I decide to return to Hoegarden only after I have located the Belgian defenses, so as to be able to bring a more complete report as to who is holding what in this sector.


  After taking leave of the Commandant, I find my dispatch rider, who is surrounded by Cuirassiers admiring his fine motorcycle and modern equipment. I return to the armored car and we move off towards the highway which we cross, taking a small road through the fields. This leads us through the small hamlet of Meer to Wukmersen. Both are badly damaged by yesterday’s bombs and incendiaries and completely devoid of any sign of life.


  It is now 4.30 hrs. The red glow of the rising sun lights up the sky to the east as squadron after squadron of large dark enemy bombers roar by over us at a height of not more than 1,000 feet. They don’t pay any attention to us; they are going to plaster our main positions along the Dyle.


  As we near the turn to a small country road leading to Hakendover, a small village bordering the Tirlemont-St. Trond highway, we stumble onto a road block manned by some Belgian soldiers who tell me that they belong to the crack “Guides” regiment. I jump out of the armored car, show my credentials, and am led to a major who is in command.


  His men are placing antitank guns behind some overturned carts and farming utensils; they seem rather tired and dirty. I learn that they have retreated from St. Trond, twelve miles away, during the night and have had very severe losses. The Belgian Major shows me on his map the positions which the cavalry corps to which he belongs are to take up on the west bank of the Gette River, north and east of Tirlemont. He adds that he thinks they will be able to hold them for awhile as they will have good artillery support. I then give him the information I have gathered from Cdt. Halbessart, and he seems delighted to know that his right flank is securely held by Franco-British cavalry.


  We now swing our car around toward. Hoegarden and speed back to it as fast as the state of the road permits.


  5.30 hrs. We pull up alongside of Bruce’s armored car in Hoegarden. He has received orders for me to proceed at once to Squadron C.P. in Meldert, which is on top of the hill about a mile west, to report to the Major. Just as I am leaving, some Panhards pass by us, followed by Cdt. Halbessart. He tells me that the enemy is pushing up the Tirlemont-Hannut road and he has had to withdraw his C.P. which he will establish on the west side of Hoegarden.


  I find our Squadron C.P. at the farthest end of Meldert close to the churchyard. The Major and his second-in-command are both sitting on the ground with their backs to the wall of a house near the forward link armored car which is concealed in
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