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GLOSSARY

Regiments and military formations


	Argylls	Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders

	Armd	Armoured

	Bty	Battery

	BW 	Black Watch

	Camerons	Cameron Highlanders

	Cameronians 	Cameronians (Scottish Rifles)

	CCS 	Casualty Clearing Station

	CDO 	Commando

	Cheshires 	The Cheshire Regiment

	Coy	Company

	DCLI	Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry

	Devons	Devonshire Regiment

	Div	Division

	DLI	Durham Light Infantry

	Dorsets	Dorsetshire Regiment

	East Lancs	East Lancashire Regiment

	East Yorks	East Yorkshire Regiment

	Fife and Forfar	Fife and Forfar Yeomanry

	Gordons	Gordon Highlanders

	HLI	Highland Light Infantry

	KOSB	King’s Own Scottish Borderers

	KRIH	King’s Royal Irish Hussars

	KRRC	King’s Royal Rifle Corps

	KSLI	King’s Shropshire Light Infantry

	Mons	Monmouthshire Regiment


	Ox and Bucks	Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry

	RA	Royal Artillery

	RAF	Royal Air Force

	RAMC	Royal Army Medical Corps

	RASC	Royal Army Service Corps

	RDG	Royal Dragoon Guards

	RE	Royal Engineers

	Recce	Reconnaissance Regiment

	REME	Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers

	RM	Royal Marine

	RTR	Royal Tank Regiment

	RWF	Royal Welch Fusiliers (pronounced ‘Welsh’)

	SAS	Special Air Service

	Seaforths	Seaforth Highlanders

	SLI	Somerset Light Infantry

	SOE	Special Operations Executive

	South Lancs	South Lancashire Regiment

	Sqn/Sdq	Squadron

	Staffs Yeomanry	Staffordshire Yeomanry

	Suffolks	Suffolk Regiment

	Welch	Welch Regiment (pronounced ‘Welsh’)

	Wilts	Wiltshire Regiment



A number before the abbreviation of a regiment denotes a battalion within it. For example, 2 East Yorks represents the 2nd Battalion, East Yorkshire Regiment.

Companies/squadrons within a battalion/regiment are for the most part named by letter. For example, A Coy, 2 East Yorks represents A Company, the 2nd Battalion, East Yorkshire Regiment.

General Terms


	‘55s’	A 4.5-inch medium field gun that fired a 55lb (25kg) high-explosive (HE) shell.

	88	Also referred to as 88mm. A German anti-aircraft and anti-tank gun that fired an 88mm shell. 

	AP	Armour Piercing

	APC	Armoured Personnel Carrier

	ARV	Armoured Recovery Vehicle

	AVRE	Armoured Vehicle, Royal Engineers

	AWOL	Absent Without Leave (pronounced ‘a-wall’)

	Blighty/Blighty wound 	A wound or injury that would necessitate evacuation to Britain

	Bofors	A British anti-aircraft gun

	Bren	A magazine-fed machine gun

	Bren carrier 	A tracked vehicle used to carry men and equipment

	Brew up 	To make tea, or to describe a tank/vehicle catching fire and/or exploding

	Buffalo	A tracked, amphibious assault vehicle

	CO	Commanding Officer

	Crocodile	A Churchill tank equipped with a powerful flamethrower

	CSM	Company Sergeant Major

	DCM	Distinguished Conduct Medal

	DD tank	An amphibious tank

	DSO	Distinguished Service Order

	DUKW	A particular model of amphibious truck (pronounced ‘duck’)

	FOO	Forward Observation Officer

	Hamilcar	A large glider model used for carrying heavy equipment

	HE	High Explosive

	H-Hour	The time that an attack, or other form of military operation, is set to begin

	Horsa	A British troop-carrying glider

	HQ	Headquarters

	Kangaroo	A variant of armoured personnel carrier

	LAD	Light Aid Detachment

	MC	Military Cross


	MG	Machine Gun

	MID	Mentioned in Despatches

	MM	Military Medal

	Moaning Minnie	British slang for the German multiple-barrel rocket launcher

	NCO	Non-Commissioned Officer

	OP	Observation Post

	Panzerfaust	A single shot, man portable anti-tank weapon

	PIAT	Projectile, Infantry, Anti-Tank. A man portable anti-tank weapon

	POW	Prisoner of War

	RAF	Royal Air Force

	RAP	Regimental Aid Post

	RHQ	Regimental Headquarters

	RSM	Regimental Sergeant Major

	Sapper	A military engineer. Also used as the equivalent rank of private in the Corps of Royal Engineers

	Schu-mine	A form of anti-personnel mine used by the German military

	SP	Self-propelled (gun). Turretless, tracked and armoured vehicles equipped with a powerful gun, and used by the German military

	Spandau	A generic term, used by British soldiers, for enemy machine guns

	SS	Schutzstaffel, a Nazi paramilitary organization

	Stonk	A bombardment of shells and/or bombs

	TA	Territorial Army

	Universal carrier	An upgraded model of the Bren carrier, used to carry men and equipment

	VC	Victoria Cross

	Volkssturm	The German national militia established in September 1944, and made up of males aged sixteen to sixty who were not already in military service


	Waffen-SS	The Schutzstaffel’s combat branch 

	WASP	A Universal carrier equipped with flame-thrower (pronounced ‘wasp’)

	Wehrmacht	German Armed Forces






INTRODUCTION

On 8 February 1945, nineteen-year-old Ray Ashton crouched beside his comrades in a muddy field in Holland. Having landed in Normandy in June the previous year, and having fought in countless actions during the eight months of the advance across North West Europe, the prospect of facing death was nothing new to Ray, nor was the loss of friends and comrades. But today was different. After more than five years of bloodshed in Europe, the British army was poised to make its final, decisive campaign against Nazi Germany, and into the very heart of the Reich itself.

It began with the largest British bombardment since El Alamein. More than a thousand guns and mortars hurled high explosives onto German soil, reducing buildings to rubble and shredding both trees and men. Tanks, lined up in their hundreds, fired until their barrels wore out. Machine-gunners, piles of empty shell cases at their elbows, sent a million bullets arcing through the air.

‘It was a frightening thing,’ said Ray. ‘The noise was indescribable. But what it must have been like to have been on the receiving end, I can’t imagine.’

As the barrage crept forwards from the enemy’s frontline, the British infantrymen cracked jokes, offered prayers, and shared one last look with their mates.

Whistles blew. Orders were echoed. The soldiers rose from the cold ground and advanced on their enemy.

‘I can remember these Germans, initially, coming out in droves, carrying wounded on doors and one thing and another. White-faced, shaking, and in a terrible state.’

With such a beginning came the hope that the end of the war was weeks, perhaps days, away.

‘You think it’s all over. You think it’s going to be a walk-over. It never is.’

It was hoped that the ‘break-in’ to Germany, Operation Veritable, could achieve its aims in a matter of days. Instead, in the face of a determined enemy and the grim conditions of winter, it would take the army four bloody weeks to advance a distance of thirty miles.

Many more battles were to follow, but two months later, when Germany offered its unconditional surrender, the British Liberation Army (BLA) had pushed more than 300 miles into their enemy’s territory, the tenacious enemy exacting a heavy price for every yard of the British advance. From eighteen-year-old ‘raw recruits’ to ‘old soldiers’ who had been at Dunkirk, 6,000 British soldiers would fall during the campaign, many of them within weeks, and sometimes days, of Victory in Europe.

That moment, when it came, was not always celebrated.

‘It was a time for reflection, really,’ said platoon commander Vic Sayer. ‘I always think when I see these pictures of celebrations in Piccadilly Circus, it wasn’t quite like that in a battalion. You thought of all the men (that you’d lost). It had been a hard slog from Sword Beach to Bremen.’ 

‘We’d suffered quite a lot,’ said nineteen-year-old James Campbell, an infantryman who had fought since Normandy. Two days after the end of the war, these ‘originals’ of his battalion were due to be addressed by their commanding officer (CO), but when the CO saw how few remained, ‘he burst into tears and dashed off the parade ground’.

Less than a quarter of the battalion was still standing.

The purpose of this book is to tell the stories of men like James, Vic and Ray in their own words – the young men who trudged through mud, slept in rain, killed the enemy, and lost their friends.

‘This is just a rifleman’s tale,’ said Tom Gore, who would turn twenty a few days before VE Day. ‘Maps and the bigger things was left to the generals, and the colonels, and the company commanders. Little things, when you’re in the infantry section, sticks in your mind. It’s not the bigger picture, it’s just the infantry section. That is your comrades – your section.

‘You do anything for your comrades. You didn’t care what happened to anyone else, really. You hardly ever knew what the rest of the battalion was doing. And even down to platoon you never knew what the other platoons were doing, actually.’

The British campaign in Germany has been largely overlooked by both history and our nation. As such, I am deeply grateful to three former British army officers turned historians. Tim Saunders has covered the Battles of the Reichswald and the Rhine in great depth, and John Russell has done the same for the battles that took place on the Rivers Weser and Aller. Patrick Delaforce, who was present for several of these actions, and more, later wrote a number of campaign and divisional histories that included this period. I owe a debt to all of these authors among many others for laying the groundwork on which I have been able to place these personal accounts, and to the late Max Arthur, for introducing me to what I believe is the true essence of history – the stories of those who were there.

‘Records is not individuals,’ said Tom Myers, a decorated soldier of the Durham Light Infantry. ‘You can find more talking to a man than you can reading a bit of history about him on paper.’

Tom’s story is one of the thousands recorded by the Imperial War Museums, who have kindly provided the majority of first-hand accounts used in this book. The museums’ sound archive is nothing less than a national treasure, and I am certain that I am not alone in my gratitude for the tireless work of the interviewers and archivists who have ensured that the voices of these heroes will always be with us.

War is a human endeavour, and as such there is only so much we can learn from ‘maps with red and blue arrows and oblongs’.1 It is who and what those markers represent that makes war so terrible – millions of lives, and millions of tragedies. Without these stories we are no longer remembering war – we are simply recording the movement of armies. With that being said, it is also true that oral histories have their own ‘failings’ – humans make mistakes. Neither our actions, nor our memories, are infallible. 

‘I may forget the details, but the general experience sticks in your mind,’ said tank crewman Austin Baker. ‘It’s something you never forget, really.’

With that in mind, this book is primarily about the experience of the soldier, and I am allowing them their opinions. As an example, many British tank crewmen believed that their Shermans and Churchills were inferior to the German Tigers and Panthers, and while there may be a case to be made that the Sherman was the more successful tank overall in the war, that is scant comfort to the eighteen-year-old trooper convinced that a Tiger is about to turn his tank into a bonfire. And so, while additional sources have been used to keep the reader abreast of the developments in the campaign, what a soldier recalled and what he felt is the main purpose of these pages. 

The majority of the personal accounts in this book come from the ‘other ranks’, which outnumber those of officers for several reasons. Firstly, because they outnumbered them in the army. And secondly, because their individual actions are often less documented. Unless an ‘other rank’ had performed some action worthy of a gallantry award, it is unusual to find them named in regimental war diaries, or in the later histories that followed.

‘They never mention your name unless you were a lieutenant,’ said Charles White, whose own deeds, but not name, had been recorded in the regimental history. From private to general, I believe the courage and sacrifice of all should be recalled equally. As was proved during the Battle of Germany, death does not distinguish by rank and class, and neither should history, nor remembrance. 

And it is remembrance that is the driving force behind this book – for myself as author, and for those who told their tales. As a nation we have a proud tradition of honouring our war dead, but we often know little of these men because their stories died with them. We can, however, learn more of their lives through the experiences of their comrades, who deserve to be remembered in their own right, for no soldier who fought in this war served without sacrifice. They were separated from their families, lived in conditions that would be hardship enough without the threat of death and wounds, and gave years of their prime in service of their country. Some were able to transition seamlessly back into civilian life – many said the war even benefited them – while a number were left physically and mentally scarred for life. 

‘I personally don’t like to talk about the war,’ said commando John Carney. ‘I know I’ve talked now, but I’ve talked because I was asked and that was it.’

When a voice quivers during an interview, or tears flow, one is reminded that these veterans were not superheroes, but ordinary men who were called upon to do extraordinary things, and did not fail. They do not tell their tales for glory, but because they want those of us who follow them in life to remember the lessons of history, and to hold dear the memories of their comrades, and the sacrifices that they made.

‘For people to turn around and say, “Oh, they want to forget all that,” that annoys me, because anybody that has experienced it can never honestly say they forget it. Anybody who served in the front, or in anything connected with the aftermath of the frontline – that includes medical services and that – will never forget it.’

These were the words of Joe Abbot, who served in the Royal Armoured Corps, one of the army’s three ‘teeth arms’ (the others being the Royal Artillery and the Infantry). I have focused on accounts given by soldiers from these branches because it was they, by and large, who suffered the greatest privations in the field, and they who had to close with and kill the enemy. They did not win the war alone, and I do not seek to downplay the role of any other branch, or that of soldiers in other theatres of the war. The final defeat of Germany was a truly colossal undertaking, the likes of which had never been witnessed in Europe before and, God willing, will never be witnessed again.

Geraint Jones





CHAPTER 1

The Loneliest Club in the World

Plans, Preparations and Soldiers

Christmas 1944 – 7 February 1945

‘Normandy was an exciting adventure. We were green kids, going in. It was what we’d been waiting for to get a go at them, it was all exciting. 

Feelings were different (now). We were living on our nerves. We’d had enough. We’d lost so many men, and good friends. We’d seen so many go, and so many new ones come. It was going to be our turn soon. It was the inevitability of it all. It was just a matter of time until you got yours.

None of us expected to live.’

Ronald ‘Ronnie’ Henderson, 13th/18th Royal Hussars

Perhaps nowhere are the comforts of home, and the milestones of life, more appreciated than on a frontline of war.

‘They sent me out on a patrol down the riverbank on Christmas Eve,’ said Fred Cooper, a Londoner in the 2nd Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps, who were holding positions on the River Meuse. ‘We got down the riverbank, and we was laying down, and all of a sudden, it must have been a recording of a German choir, and it blasted out across the river. It had a strange effect on us, you know. Conscious of the fact that the Germans were aware that it was Christmas, and so were we.’

Fred had been called up for service in November 1939, at the age of twenty. He had gone to war willingly, eager to get to grips with his nation’s enemy.

‘I think people of my age had a different attitude compared to the older generation that had suffered all the hardships and deprivation and misery and grief of the First World War.’

Fred saw his first action in 1942, and fought at El Alamein. He was later wounded in Normandy and evacuated to England, but longed to rejoin his comrades.

‘The lads that I’d been with in the desert, in Italy, and in Normandy, you felt part of a family. And if you wasn’t with ’em – as much as when you’re out there you wanna get home – you feel like you’re a coward. You’re duckin’ out, or somethin’. Within a week I was on my way. And when I got there, surprisingly enough, they were no less than two hundred yards from when I’d left them.’

Fred was one of the ‘old soldiers’ who formed the spine of the British Liberation Army’s divisions. These were the veterans who could spot an ambush and ‘smell’ an enemy, and while they were not invincible, they were entirely invaluable.

After more than seven months of near-continuous battle, the highly trained British Liberation Army that had landed in Normandy no longer existed. Tens of thousands of casualties meant tens of thousands of replacements, and these arrived fresh out of four months of training, and without the benefit of the extra time spent honing skills and gelling with their comrades as a fighting force. They were green and raw and would rely upon the experience of canny veterans to survive, some of whom were only teenagers themselves.

Some seventy miles south of Fred Cooper, in the Ardennes, nineteen-year-old Bob Atkinson was enjoying a break from his frozen trench, eating Christmas dinner in a school classroom. 

‘We got turkey and all this, but it were tinned stuff. To get owt was alright. I think we got one bottle of beer per man. It was a hot meal. You got a hot meal and it was served on’t tables in school rooms. That was summat. Better than eatin’ out a mess tin.’

From South Ulverston, Bob had left school in August 1939 at the age of fourteen and was employed by the Post Office at the onset of the war. He delivered call-up papers in the mail, and knew that his own would eventually come.

‘Me mother was worried, and I think me dad calmed her down by saying, “Oh, it’ll all be over soon.” But he knew it wouldn’t be over soon. They’d said that about (the) First World War.’

Bob’s family was no stranger to battle. His grandfather had fought in the Boer War, and his father in the First, where he was wounded three times, and gassed. Bob’s own campaign began in Normandy and led him across North West Europe with the 1st Battalion, East Lancashire Regiment. He carried a Bren gun, but more often than not it was a shovel or pick that he was using in anger, digging narrow slit trenches in which the infantryman lived, slept and fought. 

‘I dug more holes than borough council,’ Bob laughed.

During their time in the Ardennes, Bob’s battalion suffered many casualties from frostbite, trench foot and shrapnel. 

‘The weather was bad. Murky. Mists. Freezing. Snow. Try going through trees with snow on the branches. It was down the back of your neck. No proper clothes for it.’

More men were lost in an attack on Grimbiémont on 7 January.

‘The company I was with was down to about twenty-five or thirty men out of well over a hundred. There was no corporals, sergeants, nothing.’

Five years into its second world war, Britain was running out of men.

Scraping the Barrel

Corporal John Dobbs and Sergeant Tom Myers would be going into Germany with the 9th Battalion, Durham Light Infantry, and the stories of how they came to be there are emblematic of the British Army’s casualty replacement needs, and man-power shortage, in the latter stages of the war.

Tom, a miner from Spennymoor, joined the territorials in May 1939 and went to France with 10 DLI on two occasions – the first in 1940, as part of the British Expeditionary Force, and the second in June 1944. On the 31st of that month he suffered wounds to his throat and side, and was evacuated to England.

John, who was orphaned as a child, was conscripted into the South Wales Borderers in 1940. The day after the D-Day landings he was informed that his battalion was being broken up to provide replacements to those now in Normandy.

John arrived in France in June and was drafted into 10 DLI. His time with the battalion came to an end in August, after an attack on the Mézidon chateau resulted in large numbers of casualties. ‘I think I was about the only corporal who came back,’ he said.

John lost several friends in the bloody action, some of whom had been with him for four years. ‘It’s like a family being broken up.’ 10 DLI’s casualties were by this time so heavy that it was disbanded. ‘Those of us who survived were sent to the 9th Battalion.’

Meanwhile, Tom Myers had recovered from his injuries and returned to France in September with a draft of sixty other Durhams. When Tom, the senior NCO present, was told to take the draft to join the Green Howards he ignored the order and instead reported to 6 DLI, who were the nearest battalion belonging to his regiment. He was fortunate that the CO was glad of the men, and that he shielded Tom from the fallout. Tom was clearly a well-trusted leader, and was made acting Company Sergeant Major of A Company before the month’s end.

Two months later, after more fierce fighting in Holland, the 50th Division – of which both 6 and 9 DLI were a part – was broken up.

‘The 6th and 8th (Battalions) were sending some (men) back as a small cadre to train people in England,’ said Tom, who was himself asked to train a number of sergeants before they left. Many of those holding the rank had landed in Normandy as privates. They had been promoted several times to fill dead men’s shoes because of their leadership abilities, but had never been trained on the methods of instruction, and other duties of a Senior NCO.

While a nucleus of 6 and 8 DLI would return to England, the 9th would join 7th Armoured Division – the Desert Rats – themselves one of the longest-campaigning divisions in the army. Tom agreed that the decision to disband 50 Division was the right one, and that many of the division’s old soldiers had reached the end of their endurance.

‘They were all tired. They’d had enough. You can only do so much. I mean, put a boxer in a ring and he can only go on and on so long, and at the time he’s gonna get worn down, and he’s gonna get wavy. And he’ll know he’s gonna get a good hiding, sometime.’

Tom recalled stories of men who did not believe their luck could continue to carry them from Dunkirk, and through North Africa, Italy, and from the invasion of Normandy to the end of the war. Personally, he was not overly concerned about the disbandment. 

‘50 Division, in a way, to some it meant summat. To others it meant nothing. It was the battalion that counted. Your company. Then your platoon. Then your section. And as I’ve said before, the frontline’s the loneliest club in the world.’

Tom now had the opportunity to leave that club and see out the war as an instructor in England. Instead, he volunteered to transfer to the 9th Battalion.

‘I wasn’t worried about war. It’s not that I wanted to go and kill anybody, or shoot anybody, or be killed. It just had become part of me life then.’

Tom and forty others from 6 DLI joined B Company, in the 9th Battalion, and it wasn’t long before he showed both his experience, and courage. On 21 January, in action at St Joost, Tom was returning from Company HQ and found himself cut off from his platoon by around twenty of the enemy. And they were coming his way.

Tom allowed the enemy soldiers to approach to within fifteen yards before opening fire with his Sten gun, killing and wounding eight or nine. The remainder retreated behind a house.

Tom waited for them to appear once more then threw three or four grenades, causing more casualties and the rest to disperse. He then continued on to his platoon, running into two German soldiers and killing them at point-blank range. Single handedly he had broken the encirclement of his platoon, for which he was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal.1

John Dobbs was injured in the same action, but returned to the battalion in March. With Britain so desperate for men, only the most serious wound could end a soldier’s war and a man might spend as long in hospital as he had in training before being returned to the frontline. Others tried to get back almost immediately, and had what today might be labelled as ‘separation anxiety’. For the soldiers, this was simply the bond of comradeship.

David ‘Dai’ Edwards, a twenty-one-year-old from Abergavenny, had been wounded in Normandy while serving with the 2nd Battalion, Monmouthshire Regiment.

‘There was this feeling, I’ve got to get back there.’ 

And though this was true of many soldiers, there were others who were determined to ensure that their war was over.

‘We’d had these examinations, and we knew we were being prepared to go back as soon as we possibly could. One evening, I could hear – I’m reluctant at times to tell people this, but it’s as it was – I could hear this thump, thump, thump in the next room.

‘I walked in, and there was one of the fellas, and he had a bucket of water, and he had a towel, and he’d knotted the end of the towel and that was in the water. He was smashing his knee, and it’s no exaggeration to say his knee was black and blue. 

‘I said, “You’ll ruin your knee.” And he said, “I don’t care. I’m not going back.”

‘That affected me tremendously. I thought, Well, you’re a bit of a swine.’

Less than one per cent of the British Army’s battle-casualties and injuries in North West Europe came from self-inflicted wounds,2 and the morale of the army was considered high. This related to the soldiers’ willingness to go into battle, and did not mean that they always accepted their lot without complaint.

After Dai passed his medical examination he was informed that he would be sent to a different battalion than the one that he’d left. To this he strongly objected, but his words seemingly fell on deaf ears. He was told: ‘You are a soldier. You will go where you’re posted.’

‘I didn’t like that one little bit. I was very resentful.’

On the back of a lorry heading to the front, Dai saw biscuit tins with holes punched in them, the light of hurricane lamps glowing within. A downward-facing arrow signalled that one was travelling to the rear, while an upward-facing arrow meant the direction of the frontline.

‘Then it was getting light. I saw a couple of fellas at the side of the track, and when we got near enough I could see that one of the fellas had the Monmouthshires (insignia).’

Dai was elated.

‘It turned out to be our battalion, and I got back to the same company, same platoon.’

Tom Bryan, 7 Somerset Light Infantry, was one of three brothers serving in the army. It was common for all of a family’s siblings to be serving in the latter stages of the war, particularly for men.

‘There was so many (brothers) getting killed that they used to put them in different battalions so that they stood a better chance.’

Tom had been one of the thousands of casualties suffered at Hill 112, in Normandy, and rejoined his company at Nijmegen. He had only been gone a matter of months, but was shocked to see how few of the Normandy men remained. 

‘There was only about five or six of them left. Most of them had been killed or wounded. This Lance Corporal (George Dodd), as soon as he seen me he was crying his eyes out, I’ll never forget it.

‘I said, “What are you crying for, Corp?” I knew him well.

‘“Oh,” he said. “A lot of our lads got killed like, you know. Seeing you, I was overcome.”

‘I said, “Don’t worry, son, I’m still around, like.”’

Tom would survive the war. Lance Corporal George Dodd, twenty-nine years old, did not. He was killed outside of Bremen, three weeks before peace.3

Sergeant Harry Simpson, from Leeds, had joined the army a few months before the war, and served in 7th Battalion, the Black Watch. By the end of 1944 he had already been wounded several times on several continents, and he recalled one ‘laughable incident’ in hospital after his most recent injury, which had been caused by shrapnel in the Ardennes.

‘The staff-sergeant came down from the Medical Corps, he says, “Now listen. In a short while the matron will be coming in to see you. When she gets to the end of your bed you must be laid to attention.”

‘I says, “Attention be buggered! We’re in a hospital. Don’t be bloody daft.”’

Harry was soon after taken to Amiens for convalescence, but he was eager to get back to his comrades.

‘The Doctor says to me, “I’m afraid you’re not going back to your unit. This is the fourth wound you’ve had, and I can’t send you back.”

‘I said, “Be buggered! If you don’t send me back, I’m going back on me own, I’ll tell you that now!”’

Harry’s subtle diplomacy did the trick. He rejoined the 7th Black Watch in the Nijmegen area, where they were preparing to take part in the invasion of Germany.

‘By God, we had some times there. Good and bad.’

Britain’s Khaki Melting Pot

It was something of an uncomfortable moment when Victor ‘Vic’ Sayer arrived at the 2nd Battalion, King’s Shropshire Light Infantry, in late December 1944. Vic, a Second Lieutenant, was to take over command of 13 Platoon from its sergeant, who had been leading the platoon ‘with distinction’ for some time.

‘And I thought, God, he’s going to resent me coming in. But he didn’t. If he did, he didn’t show it, and I was made very welcome by the platoon. It was very democratic in those days.’

This more ‘democratic’ approach to military leadership was the result of the BLA being largely a citizen army. Junior officers like Vic, who was twenty years old, were often in command of men who were both their senior in age and experience, and while this is the norm in the army, it can come under particular strain when a large number of the soldiers are conscripts rather than volunteers.

‘It’s a difficult job to keep men under control in a platoon like that,’ said Aubrey ‘Bruce’ Coombs, 6th Battalion, Royal Welch Fusiliers. ‘People don’t know what it’s like. I respect an officer who’s been a platoon commander more than anyone else in the back. He’s the man who had to keep the platoon in order, and keep everything going. 

‘Every one of them was brave, I never knew one who wasn’t. You know, you looked up to them. You looked for leadership.’

The attrition of junior officers was so high that NCOs often had to step up and command platoons, such as had been the case for Vic Sayer’s platoon.

‘The sergeants that we had were exactly the same as officers,’ said Bruce. ‘They should have been made officers. Jimmy Wiley was in charge of the platoon without an officer for a long time until he got killed, and we all looked up to him because he was a brave man.’4

Tank crews, spending endless hours in the confines of their armour, got to know their own officers especially well.

‘You get to know officers by living with ’em,’ said Denis Whybro, 1st Fife and Forfar Yeomanry. ‘I had all the confidence in the world (in mine).’ 

Denis would be on first-name terms with his officer inside of their tank, but referred to him by rank or ‘sir’ outside it. 

‘When you sleep with ’em, eat with ’em, you get like a family.’

The army brought together men from all corners of Britain, which came with some peculiar difficulties – particularly for an Englishman serving in a Scots regiment, like Denis.

‘They were a bit fiery, and you can’t understand some of them. There was a bloke called Williams, I knew him all the time I was in the Fife and Forfar, but I never could understand him.’

The British class system was also strongly felt in the army. As a generalization, those from the upper and middle class served as officers, while the working class made up the other ranks. There were, of course, exceptions.

‘I was right in the middle (of the ‘Great English Class System’),’ said Stewart Irwin, Rifle Brigade. ‘I was, I suppose, a typical middle-class boy when I went into the army.

‘My first evening in barracks, I was standing by my bed, and a tiny Cockney looked me up and down. “You long cunt,” he said, which was a good start. There was a lot of resentment because of the way I spoke. There was quite a lot of it, and this didn’t really disappear until we went abroad, and they realized that they had to depend on me for their lives, and all the rest of it.

‘Once I was having a meal and somebody shouted at me, “People like your father put my old man out of work!” and things like that. As you can appreciate, the thirties weren’t far behind. There was a lot of resentment.

‘You’d be called “college boy” and “professor”, and all the rest of it.

‘And of course, as far as the officers were concerned, they didn’t like me being a ranker. They thought that I ought to have gone into officers’ training and become an officer.

‘I wasn’t interested. Not remotely interested. I was an art student.’

Stewart pointed out that both his treatment by officers and enlisted was not universal, and many treated him perfectly amicably. Attitudes to the war itself also differed.

‘You got one or two death and glory boys, I called them, who were absolutely dead set on getting a medal, and they went right across the board. Right through the officers, and right through the men, right down to the ordinary rifleman. But the general attitude was “let’s get this over and done with as fast as possible, and get back into civilian life”.’

Preparation

The willingness of Britain’s soldiers to fight, the training that they received before the battlefield, and the leadership that they received on it were all keys that could unlock a final victory in Germany, but only if applied in combination.

‘If you’re not trained, you’re not an army,’ said Denis Whybro, 1 Fife and Forfar. ‘I don’t think you can do anything unless you have absolute confidence in the troops you command.’

Soldiers, with their lives on the line, also needed to have this confidence in their commanders. Bob Atkinson and the men of A Company, 1 East Lancs, had full trust in theirs. 

Born and raised in Clapham, Major Ferdinand ‘Joe’ Cêtre was the son of a French father and German mother. Nicknamed ‘Stalin’ for his thick black moustache, Joe was a pre-war regular soldier and joined the British Expeditionary Force in April 1940, earning a Military Cross during the battalion’s rearguard actions at Dunkirk, and a second during fighting in the Ardennes four years later. He was a highly respected officer, and treated his men accordingly – giving them the utmost preparation to survive the coming battles in Germany. This was particularly important given that the East Lancs received a draft of 284 replacements prior to Operation Veritable, as well as thirty-five returning casualties – almost a third of a battalion’s full strength, and a testament to the painful experience of the East Lancs in the Ardennes. They had since been quartered in Helmond to prepare for their next campaign.

‘It was a period of intensive preparation, and we were there quite a long time,’ recalled Joe. ‘From the eighteenth of January to the sixth of February, this was preparation in every way. We were brought up to strength, to thirty-seven officers, 914 other ranks, which was over the Battle Strength of a battalion, normally 800 or so. 

‘A lot of things went on. A lot of exercises. Soldiers weren’t just left lying around sleeping, and one thing or another. There was some very tough exercises on ground similar to the Reichswald, and on objectives which we considered we might have to tackle, and one of those was carried out in a howling gale. 

‘There were a lot of studies of air photos and periodic bringing up to date with intelligence information as to what the Germans had in (the Reichswald), and table exercises to work out tactics and the conduct of operations, and in fact it was altogether a very intensive period.’

‘We were doing training because we had that many reinforcements,’ said Bob Atkinson, who served under Joe in A Company. ‘About twenty-one, twenty-two of us had been in action. (The rest) were straight from England. There might have been a few wounded that had come back, but the sixty that I saw, I don’t think there’d be above four that had been in action. They were raw recruits.’

1 East Lancs were one of the three English and Scottish battalions in the 53rd (Welsh) Division, replacing the three Welsh/Welsh Border battalions sent to join 11th Armoured Division in 1943. At first these ‘non-native’ battalions in the Welsh Division served together in one brigade – wryly referred to as the International Brigade – but the division was further reshuffled in August 1944, mixing ‘international’ and Welsh battalions in the same brigades. This was to avoid mass casualties being inflicted upon villages, towns and counties in a single day, as had befallen the division that July, at Évrecy in Normandy.

Nineteen-year-old Bruce Coombs, 6 RWF, had taken part in that bloody battle. 

‘I should have listened to my father,’ he laughed. ‘I shouldn’t have volunteered. But he’d done the same as me. He volunteered. You don’t listen to your father and mother, do you?’

Bruce recalled the battalion’s planning and preparation in late January, after they came out of the Ardennes.

‘You used to get (briefings) with aircraft photographs and all, you know? Showing you where all the ditches were, and trenches were, and things like that. You’d be behind the line, waiting to go up, and then the officer would get called back to HQ for a briefing. Then they’d come and call sergeants, and he’d get a briefing, then he’d brief us then. It was pretty well organized.’

But although at times the men would be given specifics about a coming action, they were often in the dark about the bigger picture.

‘We didn’t know where we were going, but the Dutch people did. They told us, you’re going up to Nijmegen tomorrow.’

This was the assembly area for the coming battle, where the mass of troops gathering was a familiar sight for the army’s experienced soldiers.

Nineteen-year-old Tom Gore, from Devon, had returned to the 9th Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) after being wounded in Normandy. As his division, the 15th (Scottish), got near to Nijmegen, ‘we heard the rumble of the guns again, and the military presence was really big. We passed 51st Highland Division. 53rd Welsh Division. 43rd Wessex.’

Each of these divisions numbered some 15,000 men, but only around half were infantry soldiers. As well as a headquarter and logistical element, the infantry divisions had their own artillery, reconnaissance, and engineer contingents, all of which was to support the division’s three infantry brigades, made up of three battalions a piece. It was they who bore the brunt of the division’s fighting and, consequently, its casualties.

‘The platoon I left in Normandy was virtually non-existent now,’ said Tom. ‘The only person I knew, he was a corporal in Normandy. He was now the platoon sergeant. Sergeant Rose.

‘We ended up at a windowless school with a load of Guards Armoured tanks. So we laid our blankets on the floor, slept on the floor.

‘The next day we were briefed. And obviously this was to be the big one. 

‘It was the Siegfried Line.’

The Plan

Ian Hammerton had joined the Territorial Army in 1938, when war seemed all but inevitable, and in early September 1939 he was working at a bank in London. ‘One could just see the newspaper sellers with their placards with “War About to Be Declared”, and “TA call-up”. So that was the end of banking.’

Ian’s regiment – the 22nd Dragoons – were equipped with tanks fitted with chain flails for clearing paths through minefields. On D-Day Ian had been one of the first men to land on Juno Beach, and he would now be one of the first to lead the break-in to Germany. The significance of the moment was not lost on him.

‘The Siegfried Line had played such a big role in the army right from 1939 – “We’re going to Hang out The Washing on the Siegfried Line.”’

The defiant lyrics of this popular song might have helped the nation’s morale, but the reality of breaking through this fortified line was daunting. In November 1944, in order to clear a enemy salient on the front, Operation Clipper had been launched on a portion of the Siegfried Line in the area of Geilenkirchen. The two-week operation cost 2,000 Allied casualties, leaving Ian and other soldiers in no doubt about what lay ahead for them in Germany.

‘I do know that several members of my troop, particularly the older members, were not at all keen to go on leave before that. They said they wouldn’t be able to bring themselves to come back, and some of them deliberately refused to go on leave for that reason.’

The offensive into Germany’s Rhineland – known as Operation Veritable – was to be the largest operation mounted by the 21st Army Group since Normandy. Field Marshal Montgomery detailed General Crerar and the First Canadian Army to lead it, supplying numerous British divisions and brigades to bolster its strength. The two nations’ armies had a long history of working side by side, and the trust and respect between them was implicit.

Crerar’s plan was to deploy his troops south-east of Nijmegen on the Dutch border, attacking on a five-division front through the natural corridor formed by the Maas and Rhine rivers. Blocking much of their route was the more than thirty square miles of the Reichswald Forest, which the enemy considered impassable to tanks and large formations of men, but through which Crerar would push both armour and infantry. 

To the north of the Reichswald was a stretch of open land around 5,000 yards deep which led to the town of Kleve – this was where the First Canadian Army planned on punching through the German defences, and sending armoured columns racing to seize bridges on the Rhine in the area of Xanten and Wesel.

Four days before the operation began, Crerar told his commanders that, if everything worked in their favour, he would not be surprised if their armour reached the Rhine in a matter of days. ‘On the other hand, if conditions are against us, the battle may well last three weeks.’5

American soldiers would also fight in the Rhineland. A day after the First Canadian Army launched Operation Veritable, the Ninth US Army would launch Operation Grenade from the south, in the area of the Roer, in order to squeeze the German forces in a pincer move, and finish them off with the Anglo-American forces side by side on the Rhine.

The bulk of the German forces in the Rhineland were a mixture of infantry and paratrooper divisions. These formations were already understrength at the beginning of the battle, but the paratroopers in particular were well-equipped, and highly motivated soldiers. The German soldiers also possessed a large amount of automatic weapons. Some, like the Schmeisser, were personal weapons, while others were crew-served machine guns – variants of the latter were collectively known as spandaus by the British soldiers, a carry-over from the First World War.

The enemy’s reserves in the Rhineland comprised of the 116th Panzer Division, a division of paratroopers, and a division of Panzer-Grenadiers. They were supported by a large concentration of artillery but had little in the way of air support – something that the Allies had in abundance, so long as the winter weather permitted. What the Luftwaffe did have, however, was the world’s first jet fighter, and these would terrorize many a British soldier in the coming weeks.

The frontline of the German defences was made up of trenches and strongpoints fronted by minefields, but the defence of the Rhineland depended on depth – stretching back for miles to the banks of the Rhine were fortified buildings, villages and towns that would need to be taken, often at the point of the bayonet. 

Allied success would lie in careful reconnaissance, a massive build-up of artillery, armour and infantry, and, most importantly, the willingness of those men to risk their lives and use violence to achieve their aims.

Once briefings had been completed, the troops had nothing to do but prepare their kit, check their weapons, and think. This was the time when doubt and worry could enter a soldier’s mind. Perhaps aware of this, the officers of Tom Gore’s company made sure that the men were kept occupied, and entertained.

‘Come the night, we had a sort of company concert.’

The show was put on by three of the company’s officers, though Tom could not recall their names.

‘Officers didn’t stay long. They came and went,’ he explained, referring to the high rate of casualties among platoon commanders. ‘Two of these officers was missing when we came out of the Siegfried Line. Ours was the only platoon with an officer.’

‘Blue’ entertainment was provided by one of the enlisted ranks.

‘Rifleman Baker was a Cockney, and he was telling dirty jokes. The door opened and the padre walked in, so we had to pack up that and we had a sing-song. We went to bed that night and the planes started to come over.’

This was a force of 285 Lancaster bombers headed for Kleve. General Brian Horrocks, commanding the British XXX Corps, recalled making the decision to order the attack.

‘One day Crerar visited me and said that, in addition to the whole of the Tactical Air Force being able to support the attack, the “Heavies” from Bomber Command were at my disposal. He then said, “Do you want Cleve taking out?”

‘I knew that Cleve was a lovely old historic Rhineland town. Anne of Cleves, Henry VIII’s fourth wife, came from there. No doubt a lot of civilians, plus women and children, were still living there. Their fate depended on how I answered Crerar’s question, and I simply hated the thought of Cleve being “taken out”.’6

Knowing that Kleve was the hub through which German reinforcements would come, and that it was a crucial objective to seize before reaching the Rhine, General Horrocks decided that ‘the lives of my own troops must come first. So I said “yes” – the most terrible decision I have ever had to make in my life, and I can assure you that I felt almost physically sick when, on the night before the attack, I saw the bombers flying overhead on their deadly mission.’7

Richard Dimbleby, a correspondent for the BBC, was flying on Kleve in a Lancaster of No. 153 Squadron:

‘There is the town, the junction we’re attacking, lit like London on its brightest day, but not lit only by the light of flares – the lights of bombs that are bursting, and incendiaries that are bursting too. There ahead of us are great clouds going up into the sky, and red fires growing thick and crimson inside them.

‘If my voice is strained, and if perhaps I’m not speaking as fluently as I should, you must forgive me. I had no idea we were going to see anything like this.’8

‘The scene ahead was fantastic,’ said Flying Officer Roy Yule DFC, a pilot in No. 626 Squadron: ‘Red and yellow tracer shells were crisscrossing from the flak batteries outside the town. They seemed to be coming from eight different positions and looked like 20mm and 37mm, which are nasty blighters at the height we were at. Strings of bombs were falling through the cloud from the Lancs above. Flashes from the exploding blockbusters on the ground were blinding. A stricken Lancaster crashed on its run-in, blowing up with its full bomb load.’9

The use of these massive Blockbuster bombs seemingly went against General Horrocks’ request that only incendiaries be used on Kleve. Instead, more than 1,300 tons of high explosive were dropped on the historic town, which had already been bombed several times before, and 80 per cent of it lay in burning ruins. The majority of the civilian population had already been evacuated, but a hundred Ukrainian forced labourers, locked in the town’s prison, were killed in the bombing.

As the explosions of the raid rumbled in the distance, the soldiers waiting to attack from Holland tried to snatch what sleep they could, but the anticipation of action must have made this a near-impossible feat.

‘Blanket rolling was half past one,’ said Bob Atkinson. ‘You rolled up your blankets and took them to a truck. Then you got breakfast, two o’clock I think it was, something like that. Then you waited for your moving-off time.’

Lieutenant Ian Hammerton would be at the head of the advance.

‘On the morning of the do we were up at about three o’clock in the morning, and I can remember cold bacon sandwiches. I hate cold bacon sandwiches, especially at that hour of the morning. 

‘We moved up into Groesbeek, did our final radio checks and everything there, and then the word: “Go!”’





PART 1

Operation Veritable

The Battle of the Reichswald and Rhineland
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CHAPTER 2

Highlanders

51st (Highland) Division in the Reichswald, and on the Gennep–Goch road 

8–12 February 1945

‘They realized that they couldn’t withstand the heavy barrage. We couldn’t hardly stand it either, but we had to. And then they came running out in panic. Unfortunately for them, some of them still had their weapons in their hand. You just shot them, and they fell in front of us. The colonel says to me, he says, “Simpson, shoot that man.” And there’s a man running towards him, his arms are flying all over the place. But we didn’t realize he was giving himself up, and we just shot him. Down he fell.’

Harry Simpson, 7th Battalion, The Black Watch

Darkness is descending on the Reichswald.

It falls more like fog than night. The space between the trunks fills and blurs, the density of trees seeming to multiply as though one is looking through the grubby lens of a kaleidoscope. 

Gone are the ordered rows of trees that stood here eighty years ago. Instead, I meander between saplings and thick beech, a carpet of mulching leaves beneath my boots, the occasional sharp snap of a branch cracking beneath a clumsy foot. The ground is steeper than I expected, sloping away into the gloom.

After a time I come to a clearing, mist draped across it like a cobweb. It is no wider than fifty yards, no longer than a hundred, but in the winter dusk it’s impossible to pick out the kind of shapes that might threaten your life, if someone had a mind to end it.

I come to the evidence of such times. The ground is dropping away now. A few hundred yards distant, lights flicker, the sound of traffic dampened by the woods. Cutting through the ground is a zigzagging pattern, a trough for leaves, but eighty autumns have not erased the marks of war. I tread through trenches, and weapons pits – all looking down the slope, a perfect killing ground.

Whether or not men fought and died in this exact position I do not know, but it would be hell to defend, and worse to attack. And in the moments between: cold, wet, miserable, disorientating, claustrophobic and lonely.

Standing on the lip of a trench, I understand – as much as I will ever be able to – the words of General Brian Horrocks, and his recollection of visiting his soldiers in the Reichswald:

‘I almost stumbled over two young soldiers crouching in a very muddy trench. They were all alone and could see none of their comrades. Here, I thought, is the cutting edge of this vast military machine.’1

Ronald ‘Ron’ Hann, a platoon sergeant in C Company, 5th Battalion, Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders, had been on that cutting edge since El Alamein. More than three years later, in the early hours of 8 February, he noticed several signs in an otherwise ordinary field as he marched towards the frontline. They were marked: ‘HD Cemetery, which meant (that it was) our divisional cemetery.’

Ron was looking at the ground in which he and his comrades might soon be buried. 

‘War is death, and that is something you have to live with.’

The mission of Ron’s division during the opening stage of Veritable was ‘to capture the high ground to the north of the (south-west) corner of the Reichswald Forest. It was then to swing south and occupy that part of the forest and to hold down any attempts by the enemy to move troops north in that area.’2 They would be aided in doing so by a mass of artillery, elements of the Guards Armoured Division, specialist armour of 79th Armoured Brigade, and tanks of the 34th and 8th Armoured Brigades.

‘Our brief was that we would be shooting in the infantry of the 51st (Highland) Division,’ said tank crewman Ronald Mole, 4th/7th Royal Dragoon Guards. ‘It was a moonlit night. It was crisp. And round about twenty past four, out there in the forest, a piper started playing a dirge with his foot on a log. It made my hair stand on the back of my neck, and he was on my side! I don’t know what the Germans felt like, just over the other side in the forest.’

At 0500 hrs, the guns began to roar.

‘We had the biggest fire plan – barrage – that we’d ever fired anywhere,’ said Edward Palmer, of the 52nd (Bedfordshire Yeomanry) Heavy Regiment, Royal Artillery. ‘An absolute, solid mass of artillery to blast our way (in).’

‘The battalion rises to the reverberating noise of fierce and unending fire,’ wrote the war diarist of the 7th Black Watch.3

Serving in this battalion was Sergeant Harry Simpson, who had rejoined B Company after being wounded in the Ardennes. ‘I went back to my old platoon, 10 Platoon.’

Even an old hand like Harry – who was twenty-three – was impressed by the weight of the barrage that opened the battle.

‘We had an artillery support there which in my estimation equalled El Alamein. Not as long as El Alamein, but it was an intensity, by God. The ground I stood on was shaking. Even the trees were shaking.’

The fire of the artillery was bolstered by that of hundreds of tanks, parked cheek by metal jowl in long armoured lines.

‘After two hours of firing, the rifling of our barrels were gone,’ said Ronald Mole. ‘Finished. The idea then was to go back and get new barrels. The air was absolutely foul with cordite fumes. It didn’t take long to be overcome by these fumes. As long as you were able, you were firing and getting rid of as many shells as you could. It was just a solid wall of steel behind which the infantry were advancing.’

The tanks’ crews would rotate, taking turns loading, firing and handing up ammunition from beside the tank. Ronald was passing a shell up to his officer when ‘there was just a soft swish, which apparently came from a sniper that had been stuck in a tree for I don’t know how long, and it struck the shell that Captain Martin was holding.’

The tank round exploded, causing Captain Martin to suffer multiple fractures. The blast also caught Ronald in the face, and threw him ‘two or three feet’: ‘I lost all interest in the war then, as you can imagine.’

As Ronald, his officer and other casualties were taken away from the front for treatment, the infantry were making their way forwards to their forming-up points and start lines, where they would await an H-Hour of 1030 hrs.

Harry Simpson and his men had got into position, and were watching the barrage fall, when one of the NCOs reported that a soldier had taken off and run to the rear. Harry looked around and saw a farm building that was a likely hiding place. He found the deserter just as the man placed one hand over the muzzle of his rifle and pulled the trigger with the other.

‘He put a bullet through his (hand), and I threw a bayonet. Fortunately it didn’t stick in him. Fortunate for him,’ Harry added.

The self-inflicted wound would keep the man out of the battle, and Harry returned to the start line without him. Private Macdonald, an old soldier who had earned a place in the rear echelon of the battalion, was brought up to replace the deserter.

‘And he took his place, never a word. A wonderful soldier, were Mac. Only a little chap – he only stood about five foot two – but by God, what a soldier he were.’

At 1046 hrs, the battalion’s H-Hour, Harry put a whistle to his lips and blew.

As their own artillery roared overhead and crashed into the Siegfried Line, the 7th Black Watch rose up from the ground and advanced. Such was the devastation of the barrage that the Highlanders found it difficult to navigate, as many of the features that they had learned from aerial photographs and model pits were now just splintered trees and demolished buildings. 10 Platoon’s objective was a farmhouse that ‘was just rubble’. They were about a hundred yards short when the enemy opened up, pinning the platoon down and preventing any further advance.

‘I thought, Oh, bugger this,’ said Harry. ‘I might as well die bloody standing as led down here, so I jumped up, put a hand in a little bag of hand grenades that I had with me. I took one out, pulled the pin out and ran forward. I threw a grenade and carried on running to where it had exploded. There was a machine-gun nest there, finished.’

The rest of the platoon rushed up to join Harry. ‘Corporal Mills ran up on my left, followed by little Macdonald. And I’m stood there like a bloody fool waving them on.’

Bullets began to tear through the air.

‘I got a bullet through the foot,’ Harry said nonchalantly. ‘Corporal Mills got a bullet through him, and Little Macdonald, he just stood there, he lifted his hand up, and he says . . .’ At this moment in the interview, Harry’s tone changes completely. He is no longer the confident, matter-of-fact stoic who had spoken for hours, but the young soldier who saw a friend die, and the old man who knows the value of life as only someone who has lived a long one can.

He begins to cry. His voice breaks. But his words do not fail him.

‘Little Macdonald lifted his hand up, and he says, “Cheerio, Ginger.” Poor little bugger. He had a bullet through his heart. Poor little bugger, he should have been left out of battle. And he died all for that bastard deserter.’ Harry’s voice now hardens. ‘All for that bastard deserter.’

He softens just as quickly, moved by the memories of a great friend and comrade. ‘He took that deserter’s place. Little Mac, the great little soldier.’

Little Mac – Thomas Macdonald – was twenty years old when he was killed.4

‘He’d been left out of battle because he’d done so much, and always in it with a bloody good heart. He finished up laying dead in the Reichswald.’

With the 1st and 7th Battalions of the Black Watch on their objectives, the Camerons and Gordons pushed further into the forest before dawn the next day. A number of close-quarter actions followed, where tanks fired point-blank into the dugouts of the enemy, and the Highlanders charged with fixed bayonets, and even shovels.

Lieutenant Ross Le Mesurier, an officer of the 5th Camerons, gave an account that is emblematic of the fierce fighting that day:

‘My head was creased by a bullet, then a piece of shrapnel hit my back. The day dragged on, our progress was slow and darkness came early. Our company wireless operator was badly wounded and in great pain. His uncontrolled moans seemed to draw gunfire.

‘I cocked a phosphorous grenade to throw it. It was hit by a bullet or piece of shrapnel and burst in my face, which was covered in blobs of burning goo. I rubbed handfuls of snow mixed with mud on my face to stop them burning.

‘Some Germans started advancing towards us. A few of us charged them, firing from the hip. My Sten gun jammed so I freed my shovel. I hit one with the shovel blade in the neck. He hit the ground in a heap.’5

The battlefield rang to the sound of shouts and screams, gunfire and blasts, and even music.

Major Martin Lindsay served in the 1st Battalion, Gordon Highlanders. The thirty-nine-year-old had something of a national reputation as an explorer, having travelled from west to east Africa through the Congolese rainforest, and as the leader of an Arctic expedition during the 1930s. He recalled how he made use of pipers to link up with another unit.

‘I was afraid that some enthusiast in the moonlight might shoot at us, so I passed word back to the two pipers with Company HQ to play the regimental march, and before long we heard the distant strain of “Cock o’ the North”.’6

Martin believed that the battle on the Siegfried Line was one of the most important battles in the long and distinguished history of the Gordon Highlanders, and that their casualties were relatively light. He credited this to the Royal Artillery battery that supported them, sometimes to the tune of 830 rounds per gun in a single day – the equivalent of more than one shell every two minutes for twenty-four hours.7

The gunners of the Royal Artillery saved countless British lives during the campaign, and perhaps nowhere was this more true than at the fortified village of Hekkens.

Hekkens

Alfred Leigh, 2nd Battalion, Seaforth Highlanders, had been keen to take part in the war, feeling the call of both adventure and duty. He saw his first action in Normandy, and was an experienced soldier by the time of the ‘grand slam’ that was the Reichswald battle. His battalion was held in reserve on 9 February, and that afternoon they were moved to the forward assembly area on the edge of the forest, which was still under intermittent mortar fire. As they passed down the main axis of advance into the forest, the battalion came under machine-gun fire and were ordered to dig in and await morning.

‘We lost one or two lads going into the forest by shelling. At the edge of the forest we dug in. Smithy and me, we heard this bloke shouting, “Help me, help me!” We didn’t know if it was a Jerry or what it was.’

The experienced soldiers knew that the enemy could be trying to lure them into an ambush, but then ‘the sarge come and said, “Give us a hand with a stretcher.” One of the lads had been shot through the stomach, so we carried him back.’

Alfred’s battalion went into the attack the next day. Their objective for 10 January was the crossroads of the Hekkens–Kranenburg road. Once seized by the 2nd Seaforths, 5th Camerons would push through and take positions astride the next lateral road, while 5th Seaforths would turn south and attack Hekkens. 

The advance of the 2nd Seaforths began at 1130 hrs, with C Company in the lead, supported by a troop of tanks. Artillery fired onto the immediate objectives and those behind it.

‘We had three Churchills going up the road,’ said Alfred, who was with C Company and at the head of the advance. ‘I’ll never forget the smell of pine. I still smell that pine to this day.’

The forest – which before had been ‘dead quiet. Silent. Eerie. Ghostly’ – was now filled with a riot of noise.

‘All of a sudden he struck us with mortars and all that, and what with the mortars striking the trees and all that, the shrapnel came down, and Corporal Andrews, he got wounded in the ’ead. I think another lad got wounded in the backside, and one or two more, and Smithy, my mate – he’d been through North Africa, so he’d seen a bit – a lump of shrapnel went right through his mess tin.’

It was one too many close calls for Smithy, who had been in and out of action for almost three years.

‘He went bomb-happy,’ said Alfred. ‘I never saw him again.’

The leading companies were still 600 yards short of their objective when they came under this shell fire. Undaunted, they pressed forwards towards the crossroads. They then came under considerable small-arms fire from the enemy dug in around the road, and an anti-tank gun opened fire on the leading tanks.

The Seaforths met force with force.

‘We did a bayonet charge,’ said Alfred. ‘The Churchill tank was behind us. I turned around and that got knocked out. To the left of me I saw the platoon officer go down. A young chap called Stronach, I heard him screaming out for his mother.’

Private Stronach had been hit by a mortar, the bombs bursting in the trees and raining down shrapnel. The slim chance of escape was to get below ground. 

Alfred and Peter McGrory, who had served with the Eighth Army in the desert, began to dig into the sandy soil of the forest. The picks that they carried proved useless, and both men were digging with their hands when Peter pointed out a German close by. Alfred raised his weapon and fired, but soil jammed the mechanism, and the enemy soldier vanished from view. It was at this time that the pair realized that they were about thirty yards ahead of the rest of the company.

‘I thought, We’re in a right state here. So Peter said, in soldier’s language, “Bugger this, we’ll go back.”’

Peter moved first. Alfred followed. He overtook his friend and dived for cover behind a bank of earth.

‘Peter must have been a couple of seconds behind me. A mortar bomb busted on the trench, and he got wounded on the back of the ’ead.’

Alfred was unhurt, but not unshaken.

‘I was in a bit of a state, then. I could hardly hold a cigarette. Anyway, the lads said, “Peter’s been wounded.” I said, “Oh, strewth.” I couldn’t believe it like, you know?’

Still shaking with nerves, Alfred found the nearest officer, who carried morphine. He then returned to his friend to administer what aid he could.

‘I rolled his sleeve up, but for the life of me I couldn’t put that needle into his arm. It was like rubbery, you know?’

Owing to the bravery and leadership of Alfred’s sergeant and stretcher-bearers, Peter was then evacuated along with many other casualties.

‘Sergeant Ross, our platoon sergeant, he did wonderful work in the forest by getting the wounded away.’

With the enemy’s attention fixed on both C and D Company, the remainder of the 2nd Seaforths were able to push up onto their flanks and take positions across the road. The 5th Cameron Highlanders then launched their own attack at 1530. Their objective was the next road beyond the Seaforths.

Sergeant Ron Hann, 5th Camerons, was at the head of his battalion’s push.

‘We lost a lot of men, and (the Germans) lost quite a lot more, because there was bodies everywhere. There was a lot of slaughter there. It was pretty, well, pretty horrific as far as life and limb was concerned. Of course, what made it worse as far as the man on the ground was concerned, we could not use artillery – not accurately, anyway – nor air cover. Not in the forest. We weren’t sure who was who. It was more or less getting towards the hand-to-hand stuff.’

‘We went to cut a road, and oh my God, the machine-gun fire was terrific. They were firing onto this main road with machine guns. We sort of scrambled across, and took quite a few Germans prisoner. They threw their rifles in the air when they seen us in amongst them.’

With the road under withering fire, Ron’s platoon was cut off from the rest of the battalion.

‘We had flame-throwing tanks further back, and if we could get a contact, they could come and winkle the Germans that were pinning us down. We were just lying on the ground. We had no trenches, and they were more or less surrounding us.’

Ron was asked by the platoon commander to make a dash to the rear and find
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