ROYAL ARTILLERY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Summer Meeting

26th to 28th June 2006
A Battlefield Tour with the Secretary 

THE CAMPAIGN IN FRANCE AND BELGIUM 1940

The Summer Meeting of the Royal Artillery Historical Society in 2006 once again took the form of a battlefield tour, this year to follow the Campaign in France and Belgium in 1940 leading to the Evacuation from Dunkirk; the tour complemented the tour of the Maginot Line in 2005.  The Secretary and 20 Members of the Society, four guests and two wives attended the Tour from Monday 26th to Wednesday 28th June.

The Tour concentrated on the events on the south western flank of the BEF after the panzer divisions had broken through from the Ardennes to the sea, starting on the first day by looking at the Arras Counter-Attack and in particular the exploits of Captain R C Austin of 368 Battery of 92 Field Regiment who under the nom de plume Gunbuster described his experiences and those of his Battery in his book Return via Dunkirk.  On the second day the Tour looked first at the Defence of Boulogne by 20 Guards Brigade and their evacuation by the Royal Navy, and the defence of Calais by 30 Brigade, the Greenjacket Brigade, 3 RTR and the anti-aircraft regiments including the role of 2Lt Airey Neave in the defence of Coulogne.  The Tour then went on to look at the defence of the bridges over the Aire Canal by 392 Battery of 98 Field Regiment and the defence of Hondeghem by K Battery of 5 RHA.  On the last day the Tour looked at the strongpoints created to protect the BEF’s escape route to Dunkirk and in particular the horrific massacre of soldiers of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, Cheshire Regiment and 53 Anti-tank Regiment RA by the SS, then went on to the Dunkirk Perimeter, the beaches and the mole.  The tour ended with a visit to the CWGC Cemetery in Dunkirk.

The Tour assembled at Woolwich on the evening of Sunday 25th June when some members took the opportunity of visiting the VC Exhibition at the RA Museum in the Royal Arsenal.  The Tour travelled on the Monday in a coach provided by Clockwork Coaches and driven by Tony, on the EuroShuttle to France and by autoroute to Arras to look at the counter-attack before retracing their route to Calais where they stayed at the Hotel George V, a friendly, efficient and competitively-priced family-run hotel with a good restaurant where the customary Society Dinner was held on the Tuesday evening.  The Tour returned to Woolwich on the Wednesday evening.

Having been briefed on the background to the Arras Counter-attack en route, the Tour started at Vimy Ridge, the forming up point for the Counter-attack, where the Secretary outlined the ORBAT and the plan and read out a graphic description of the 365 Battery OP on Vimy Ridge, looking west over Arras.  Given Vimy Ridge’s importance as a First World War battlefield, it seemed strange to be westwards rather than east.  The tour then followed the route taken by the columns that made up the counter-attack, past the 365 Battery hide in Anzin St Aubin and their gun positions in Dainville, to Belloy Farm where Rommel, Commander 7 Panzer Division, had come hurrying back to deal with the unexpected crisis, where he personally directed the fire of his anti-tank guns and where his ADC was mortally wounded.  This was accompanied by some graphic accounts of the attack by 7 RTR which revealed that the British tanks were more than a match for the German tanks, but not for their anti-tank guns which the Germans fully coordinated into their tactics.  The Tour continued to follow Gunbuster’s route to Beaurains and the OP where Lt Bonallack (Lt Boyd in the book) had his OP supporting 6 DLI and 4 RTR and nearly got left behind in the withdrawal, and ended overlooking Telegraph Hill where the 4 RTR attack was destroyed by the remainder of Rommel’s anti-tank guns, losing their CO in the process.  The Tour then made its way back to Calais and the Hotel Georges V.

Day 2 started at Boulogne with a quick stop at the viewpoints overlooking the town where the Secretary gave an outline of the defence of the port, making its first stop to see the spot where the initial probes of 2 Pz Div were halted by 2 Irish Guards anti-tank guns, before going on to the Tour de Renard in the centre of the Irish Guards initial positions at Outreau which were quickly overrun on the morning of 23 May 1940, then on to Outreau Cemetery where four gunners of 275 Atk Bty are buried alongside soldiers of the Irish Guards including 2Lt Peter Reynolds a platoon commanders who was killed in the battle and the son of Capt Douglas Reynolds who won the VC at Le Cateau in 1914.  The Tour then went into the port to see the scene of the fighting on the afternoon of 23 May and the evacuation by the destroyers of the Royal Navy that evening in the face of direct fire from German tanks which proved no match for the ships guns.  Particularly prominent was the Gare Maritime where No 3 Company Welsh Guards, who had failed to receive the evacuation order, held out till 25 May.  On their way out of Boulogne the Tour passed the the Colonne de la Grand Armee that commemorated the army assembled in 1805 by an earlier dictator to invade Britain and dispersed after Trafalgar knowing they could never do so, and the Champ de Legion d’Honneur, the scene of the first investiture of the Order by the Emperor Napoleon.

Returning to Calais, the Tour diverted over the Eurostar track at Coquelles to follow the route of 3 RTR’s advance to reinforce the BEF at St Omer that ran into the leading elements of 10 Panzer Division at Harmes Boucre, which once again demonstrated the superiority of the British tanks over the German tanks, but not over their anti-tank guns.  The morning ended at the Pont Faidherbe in the old Town in Calais where the Greenjackets withdrew on 25 May to make their last stand before being overwhelmed.  Contemporary accounts and pictures showed how determined the defence was and how fierce the fighting and, against tanks, how futile.  The Brigade surrendered next day; Churchill described the sacrifice of the Greenjacket Brigade at Calais as the most difficult he had to make during the whole war.
After a reviving lunch the Tour set off in the afternoon to visit the last of the Calais stands, at Coulognes where on 23 May 2Lt Airey Neave and the gunners of Lt Col Goldney’s 1 Searchlight Regiment held up the advance of 1 Panzer Division south of Calais; the searchlight gunners gave a good account of themselves before destroying their equipment and joining the Greenjackets as infantrymen.  The gunners of the searchlight and anti-aircraft regiments fought bravely in this and many other isolated actions; their contribution is little known and deserves greater recognition.

The Tour then drove to St Omer and the Aire Canal where on 22 May the BEF diverted troops to form a flank facing south west along the Canal, the only defensible obstacle.  392 Battery of 98 Fd Regt (Surrey and Sussex Yeomanry) had been detailed to place a gun on each of seven bridges and the Tour stopped at the bridge at Arques where Sgt Jones E3 Sub held up the tanks of 6 Panzer Division for three hours before withdrawing supported by tanks of 12 Lancers.  Passing D Troop’s gun positions at Ebblinghem the Tour paused outside Hazebrouck to see where Sgt Morvin and Sgt Woolven’s E2 sub, having been diverted to defence GHQ at Hazebrouck, destroyed eleven tanks on 24 May before being destroyed.
The day ended at Hondeghem where on 27 May 1940 Capt Teacher’s F Troop of K Battery, 5 RHA, augmented by gunners of 5 SL Bty, held up 6 Panzer Division for ten hours in one of the most celebrated actions of the campaign.  The two guns deployed outside the village were quickly overrun and destroyed, but the two inside the village firing over open sights kept the Germans at bay all day, before finally withdrawing in the evening.
  One cannot improve on the generous tribute paid by 1 Rifle Company of 6 Panzer Division in their war diary:

“The Company approached the town of Hondeghem only with great difficulty and heavy casualties.  An exceedingly courageous detachment of English soldiers had dug in there.  Guns had been skilfully emplaced for direct fire.” 
The Tour then returned to Calais for a very convivial Society Dinner in the Hotel Georges V and a night disturbed by French football supporters celebrating their win over Spain in the World Cup.
On Day Three the Tour drove to Cassel, one of the strongpoints created to cover the withdrawal of the BEF, where 2 Gloucesters and 4 Ox & Bucks LI kept the Germans at bay for two days, buying time for the troops in the pocket to withdraw to Dunkirk, and on to Wormhout where 2 Royal Warwickshires held off the SS Regiment Liebstandarte Adolf Hitler until overrun by tanks and forced to surrender on the afternoon of 28 May.  There followed one of the most shameful episodes of the campaign: a hundred prisoners, including soldiers of 53 ATk Regt RA (Worcestershire Yeomanry) were herded by the SS into a barn at Esquelbecq where they took the prisoners out in groups and shot them, then tiring of this, threw in hand grenades.  Only a few survived and their accounts make harrowing reading.  The perpetrators mostly perished on the Eastern front, but sadly the SS survivors were never held to account.
Then on to Bergues and the Bergues-Furnes Canal which marked the Dunkirk Perimeter, and the village of Hoymill where on 31 May and 1 June Captain Harold Irvine-Andrews of 1st Battalion the East Lancashire Regiment won the Victoria Cross for his determined defence of his positions.  A marksman, he shot down the German attackers and forced them to withdraw, despite his barn being set on fire.  Eventually, out of ammunition and their task complete, the Battalion withdrew to the beaches and were evacuated.

The beaches at Bray Dunes were the next stop, passing en route the site where Gunbuster’s Battery eventually had to destroy their guns, a shell fuze down in the muzzle and one in the breach fired by long lanyard which peeled the barrel open like a banana.  His description of how the Nos 1 wept as they prepared their guns and how the Battery Commander personally pulled each lanyard was matter-of-fact but very moving.  The three Corps were each allocated a beach – III Corps at Malo-les-Bains near Dunkirk, II Corps La Panne near Nieuport and I Corps at Bray Dunes.  The beach is sandy and slopes gently into the sea which made it impossible for the warships to get in close and their ships boats could only take a dozen soldiers at a time.  The process was not helped at first by the ill- discipline of the troops who swarmed around the beaches, leaderless and often drunk and barely 2,500 were lifted the first day.  Better methods had to be found: the naval parties set up a queuing system for the beaches, a process assisted by the increasing number of formed units now arriving from the salient; the military police organised lorry jetties by driving trucks into the sea and placing planks over the cargo space; and the Admiralty send out a call for small boats to increase the capacity to lift men off the beach – the famous armada of little ships.  The beaches have hardly changed and with a few choice quotations the events could easily be imagined.

However only 20% of those evacuated were taken off the beaches.  More effective by far was the East Mole; given the slow progress on the beaches the port facilities were reassessed and it was the discovered that the East Mole was undamaged and could be used to embark troops.  Covered by the smoke from burning oil tanks, passenger ships and warships alike were able to take off 11,500 men on 28 May.  From then on the East Mole was the main means of evacuation, despite a change in wind direction on 29 May that blew away the smoke cover and brought severe and costly air raids, which temporarily closed the Mole for use in daylight.  239,000 men were taken off the Mole compared with 91,000 off the beaches.  The Mole was therefore the final stop of the tour, and despite being replaced, it was again, through a few choice quotations, quite possible to imagine the events.

At dawn on 3rd June General Alexander and the SNO Captain Tennant made a final tour of the beaches and harbour in a motor boat, and, satisfied that there were no more troops to be evacuated, they embarked for England.  211,532 men and 13,053 casualties had been evacuated and 112,546 Allied troops, mostly French, a total of 337, 131.  The BEF had been saved to fight another day, but at a grievous cost.  But, as Churchill announced, “… wars are not won by evacuations”.  It was to be four long years before an Allied army returned in strength to France.

The Tour ended after lunch at the Commonwealth War Graves Commission Cemetery and Memorial to the Missing at Dunkirk where the Revd Michael Gilman led a short act of commemoration, Maj Nick Allen laid a wreath on behalf of the Society and the Revd Robin McDowall spoke the words of Lawrence Binyon “For the Fallen” and the Tour had a few moments of quiet reflection on what they had seen during the Tour.
Then it was back to Calais for a quick stop at the supermarket before boarding the Shuttle for the return to Woolwich in good time for the journey home before dark.

Illustrations:

�   A full account of the action at Hondeghem was given to the Society at the Battery History presentation in April 1999 and is recorded in the Proceedings Volume Number.  The comment in Volume Number should also be read.





