THE ROYAL ARTILLERY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Summer Meeting, 24th to 26th June 2002

A Battlefield Tour with the Historical Secretary

THE YPRES SALIENT 1914 - 1918

The Summer Meeting of the Society took the form of a battlefield tour to Ypres, from Monday 24th to Wednesday 26th June.  18 Members of the Society, 4 accompanied by their wives, attended the Tour.

The Tour looked at the four battles of Ypres – the First Battle, in October and November 1914, on the afternoon of Monday 24th June, the Second Battle, fought in April and May 1915 and infamous for being the battle in which poisoned gas was used for the first time in war, on the morning of Tuesday 25th June, the Third Battle in 1917, infamous for its mud, on the Tuesday afternoon, and the Fourth Battle, in 1918, also known as the Battle of the Lys, on the morning of Wednesday 26th June.

The Tour travelled by coach and the Shuttle to France and Belgium and stayed in the Acasias Hotel, Veraine, with a detachment at the Ambassador Hotel in Menin, both comfortable, friendly, efficient and competitively priced hotels.  A Society Dinner was held at the Den Anker Restaurant in Ypres after attending the Last Post ceremony at the Menin Gate on the Tuesday evening.

Departing from Woolwich at 9, the Tour lunched in Ypres, then started the tour in earnest at the Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemetery at Bard Cottage on the road to Dixmude.  The members heard the story of how the cemeteries and the Commission came in to being and the symbolism of the architecture and how to interpret the headstones was explained.  The Tour then looked at each of the four battles in turn, touching on the role and actions of the artillery where appropriate, staring with the First Battle of Ypres at Langemarck, where the last gap in the line in the Race to the Sea was finally plugged by Sir Douglas Haig’s I Corps and where the British Army took such a heavy toll of the German high school students in the Freiwilliger Corps, commemorated in the sombre German cemetery that makes such a stark contrast to the airy peace of a Commonwealth cemetery.  The Tour moved on to Gheluvelt, where the Germans overran the I Corps positions and were repulsed by a spirited counter-attack by 2 Worcesters, and then to Nonne Boschen Wood, where, on 11 November 1914, the Germans finally broke the British line.  All that stood between the Prussian Imperial Guard and the divisional rear areas were the three 18-pounder batteries of XLI Bde RFA, whose steady and accurate shooting held the Prussians at bay until the line could be restored.

The second day started at the Canadian memorial at St Julien where the prompt action by the 1st Canadian Division prevented the Allied line being outflanked in the face of the first gas attack is commemorated.  Passing Frezenburg, where the 4.7-inch guns of 122 and 123 Hy Btys of XI Bde RGA supported the Canadians throughout the confused fighting of April 1915, the Tour went to Hill Top Farm Ridge, just north of the A19 motorway at Ypres from where a succession of costly and unsuccessful counter-attacks were mounted by the brigades of the II, V and Indian Corps.

Passing Hellfire Corner, the Tour moved on to the cemetery at Sanctuary Wood and the grave of Gilbert Talbot, and the Museum and preserved trench system that was typical of the period of trench warfare in the Salient from 1915 to 1917.  The main fighting may have being taking place elsewhere, at Verdun and the Somme and Arras, but trench warfare took its steady daily toll.  After lunching again in Ypres, the Tour started their examination of the Third Battle of Ypres at Poijtze, and heard the story of how one battery moved there on the first day of the battle.  The Tour then went to Zonnebeke, where, after seeing a display of First World War equipment and hearing how infantry and artillery tactics and techniques evolved during the War, they looked at how these changes were successfully applied at the Battle of Broodeseide Ridge during the middle part of the Battle, resulting in one of the first “black days” of the German Army that Ludendorff reported in his dispatches.  From there the Tour went to the cemetery at Tyne Cot, with 11,000 graves the largest CWGC cemetery in the world.  It was the occasion of some quiet reflection on the scale of losses at Ypres, and the sacrifice made by the generation that fought there.  Michael Gilman led a short act of commemoration and Dick McCaig laid a wreath on behalf of the Society.  The Tour returned to their hotels via Passchendaele, the objective of the Battle, to change ready for the Last Post ceremony at the Menin Gate, which never ceases to be poignant and deeply moving.

The third day started with a drive along Messines Ridge, lost by the British on 1st November 1914 and recaptured by General Plumer’s 2nd Army on 7th June 1917 in one of the most successful British operations of the War.  From the New Zealand memorial at Messines the ground over which the 2nd Army attacked could be seen quite clearly, including some of the 19 mines that were used to stun the German defences into submission.  The ground where the London Scottish became the first TF (TA) unit to see combat in 1914 was also visible, as were the fields where the opposing armies played football in no-mans-land during the Christmas Truce 1914.  The Tour then went on to Spanbroekmoelen, one of the mine craters that has survived, now a peaceful spot fringed with trees and preserved as a memorial by Toc H.

After Messines, the Tour completed its examination of the Battles of Ypres at Mont Rouge, where, during the German offensive of March-April 1918, XI Bde RFA had supported the French troops in the area and where, on 25th April 1918, 84 Bty had escaped capture by jumping the guns over a fallen tree trunk at Hyde Park Corner under the noses of the advancing Germans.

The Tour completed its visit to the Ypres Salient at Poperinghe, the main town on the Lines of Communication, which, although never occupied by the Germans, endured constant shelling by long-range guns.  They saw the cemetery in “Pop” where a number of British soldiers shot for desertion are buried, and the Town Gaol where some of them were held prior to their execution; First World War executions remain controversial to this day.  The Tour ended at Toc H, or Talbot House, the town house acquired by the Revd ‘Tubby’ Clayton as a place where troops out of the line could get refreshment, quiet relaxation and spiritual comfort after the horrors of the trenches.  It was named in memory of Lt Gilbert Talbot, son of the Bishop of Winchester, who was killed at Hooge in 1915.  Jacques Ryckebosch gave a tremendous presentation about Talbot House, especially the chapel in the attic.  He particularly asked to be remembered to Bertie Whitmore, who sadly was unable to attend the Tour.

The Tour stopped at Calais on the return journey, determined to make it a bottlefield as well as a battlefield tour, before arriving back at Woolwich in time for a late supper.

