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ON THE RETURN OF PEACE

May all those heroes who survived the fight, 
Return to England and enjoy delight,
Taste all the joys of dear domestic life, 

No more engage in wars and endless strife. 
May all those heroes who so bravely died, 

Be still remembered as old England’s pride.

Written after Waterloo in Miscellaneous Poems on Moral, Religious 
and Entertaining Subjects by William Chown, Schoolmaster 
1753–1819, of Moulton near Northampton. He was the brother 
of Henry, my great-great-great-grandfather c1757–c1825.
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Chapter I

EARLY INFLUENCES

I was born in Northampton in 1913 and as far back as I can remember I 
always had toy soldiers. My earliest memories of real live ones must go 
back to the early years of the First World War. I remember sitting on 
the arm of a green armchair in the front room of ‘Arthede’, Kingsthorpe 

Grove, where I was born, watching the soldiers drilling on the road outside.
My father was not called-up into the Army because he had weak 

eyesight, but he served, on a part-time basis, in a home defence unit as well 
as working in the family building firm. This did affect me in later life. I 
thought that, if there was another war, I ought to fight and I never wanted 
to be a pacifist. The uniform, which my father wore in his home defence 
unit, used to hang on the door of the top bedroom. I remember our home 
help, who slept there, asking my mother to take the uniform away because it 
reminded her of her husband’s death in the trenches.

My uncles Bert, Cyril and Will were all in the army and I used to look 
forward to their coming home on leave because there was always a party at 
Grandpa Chown’s home in Queen’s Park Parade. Uncle Bert served in the 
cavalry in Ireland, Uncle Cyril was wounded in the foot in France and Uncle 
Will was also wounded and I remember him in his blue hospital uniform. 
My two youngest uncles were killed: Herbert Draper, my mother’s brother, 
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Fig. 1 Christabel and me at Sydney Chown’s grave.
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was killed in 1917 aged 21. He has no known grave, but is remembered on 
the Arras War Memorial, and Sydney Chown, my father’s brother, was killed 
in September 1918 when he was two months short of his 19th birthday. He is 
buried in Epehy Wood Farm Cemetery, France (Fig. 1). They are remembered 
on the Chown and Draper graves just south of the chapel in Kingsthorpe 
cemetery. My Uncle Percy Chown (no relation), who was married to my 
mother’s sister Janet, was wounded, and I remember his arm was stiff. He 
had to wear a leather harness on it and it always gave him considerable pain.

At my first school—Kingsthorpe Grove Elementary—my geography 
master had lost an arm in the First World War and my art master a leg. 
While at this school, the war memorial for Kingsthorpe was unveiled on the 
triangular green between the Harborough Road and Kingsthorpe Grove.

A party from the school attended. Most of the boys had lost their 
fathers. I was included, although I felt an intruder, because my two uncles’ 
names were on the memorial

During these years we used to go to 53 Washington Street for Sunday 
dinner at the home of Granny and Grandpa Draper. While the grown-ups 
were washing-up, I would steal into the front room. My grandparents had 
collected bound copies of The Illustrated London News and this was my 
chance to read graphic accounts of the Boer War. Uncle Cyril brought me 
more up-to-date, with his adventures in the First World War, while he was 
teaching me to play chess. Even more thrilling tales were told me when I 
rushed home from school to hear the younger workmen tell of their fighting 
on the North-West Frontier after the War. Birthday presents, such as a 
big Harmsworth’s War Atlas with its maps and photographs, Arthur Mee’s 
Children’s Encyclopaedia and his Book of Heroes all added to my knowledge 
of military history!

Practical experience of warfare came from the ‘hit and run’ raids 
carried on between the various street gangs of the neighbourhood. These 
were our Edinburgh Road gang, the Cecil Road gang in the next street and 
the most feared Stanhope Road gang. Although these did not live up to 
their aristocratic names, there were codes which had to be observed. The 
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chief weapon was a clod of earth thrown from a safe distance. The Geneva 
Convention of the area forbade the inclusion of stones. Reality was added 
to the battles by fighting them in an old system of trenches. These had been 
dug in Chuckey’s Field during the War and had eroded somewhat since 
then. During a sally into Stanhope Road on one occasion, I ran into a 
lamp post when taking avoiding action and fell to the ground, stunned. A 
mother of one of the enemy came out, picked me up and spread butter on 
my bruises. This humanitarian act taught me a lesson. We also learnt from 
these skirmishes the art of concealment and the even greater art of when to 
advance and when to retreat.

From Kingsthorpe Grove School, I went on to Northampton 
Grammar School where there was a cadet corps which had started in 1909, 
so was well established. I joined as soon as I was old enough, probably at 
15. It was commanded by the physics master, Captain King, who at one 
camp upbraided us with the unforgettable phrase ‘We may have to rough 
it, but we need not pig it’. We used to drill, read maps, do sand table 
exercises such as re-fighting the Battle of Rorke’s Drift from the Boer War 
and shoot on a small bore range on the edge of the playing field, We also 
took an army examination ‘Certificate A’ and were inspected annually. We 
had field days in Althorp Park and in Castle Ashby grounds and annual 
camps on Salisbury Plain and other War Department land. In all these 
activities we were instructed by regular soldiers from the 4th Battalion of the 
Northamptonshire Regiment, to which we were affiliated, and which had 
their depot in the town. After one of the summer camps I was given a travel 
warrant to join my parents on holiday in Dinard. I travelled over-night on 
the channel ferry in my uniform, never dreaming I would make a similar 
journey a dozen years later—but for a more serious purpose.

From the grammar school, I went on to St Catharine’s College, 
Cambridge. My tutor was Donald Portway C.B.E. He fought for the 
duration in both World Wars and was in both the Retreat from Mons and 
the Evacuation from Dunkirk. He was a very keen Officers’ Training Corps 
man and, at my first interview with him, advised me to join the Artillery in 
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the Sound Ranging and Flash Spotting unit. This would give me experience 
with surveying instruments which would be useful for the practical paper of 
the Geographical Tripos for which he lectured. He was responsible for my 
general conduct in and out of college.

He became Master of the College after the War and in his autobiography 
he wrote that it was an appointment he greatly desired, but did not altogether 
expect—‘as a technologist who had led a practical life, I had none of the airs 
and graces of those of my colleagues who had enjoyed the more leisurely life 
that goes with the Humanities’. How I came to be supervised by an engineer 
I do not know, but it did me a lot of good. I am sure he would have been 
delighted that I ended up in tanks—bizarre though it was.

I do not think I was a very enthusiastic member of the University 
O.T.C., as I put it in a secondary position to getting a degree and even to my 
rowing. I attended the minimum number of parades, but it was useful, as I 
had been promised, and enjoyable. I can still remember the thrill of seeing 
Ely Cathedral towers swaying in the heat haze when I took a bearing on 
them through the theodolite. We surveyed in and around Cambridge with 
the chain, plane table, magnetic compass and alidade during the summer 
months. In winter we practised flash spotting on a large sand table with small 
electric bulbs flashing intermittently. We had summer camps at Larkhill on 
Salisbury Plain where we had the guns of the Royal Artillery to flash spot 
and sound range.

In our free time we went swimming in a mill race. One evening 
Woolcock, the University goal keeper, got in difficulties and kept disappearing 
under water. I managed to drag him to the bank. He was killed in the war and 
is remembered on the memorial to the right of the altar in the college chapel.

During my time at Cambridge, the Oxford Union passed the appalling 
motion ‘This house would not fight for King and Country’. I can remember 
corning home one night from the cinema and, seeing a procession going 
our way, we joined it. We found it was protesting at the Oxford Union’s 
motion, so we stayed with it until our routes diverged. My support for 
demonstrations has always been limited!
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I left Cambridge in June 1936, having stayed on an extra year to take a 
teaching diploma. I started to apply for teaching jobs. I always put my O.T.C. 
experience on the applications. This did not seem to impress the schools any 
more than it did the Army later. There was a depression in 1936 and 1937 
and I was only appointed temporarily for a few weeks at each of the schools 
I did succeed in getting work. First at West Hartlepool, then at Raynes Park 
and finally at the Harvey Grammar School, Folkestone just before Easter 
1937 where Mr. T. J. Forbes, the geography master, was having a nervous 
breakdown. He died on April 25th and my post was made permanent. He 
was the first Old Harveian in recent times to become a master at the school 
and for 15 years had been the Geography master. He was a fervent student 
of natural history and through the books he left I learnt a great deal of local 
geography. Mr. Maurice Firth, the mathematics master, took me under his 
wing in my early days and taught me the etiquette of the common room 
and became my guide, philosopher and friend. He had lost a leg in the First 
World War. He suffered pain and loss of sleep through it. I did not use my 
O.T.C. experience here, but I did join the boys’ life-saving class as rescuing 
Woolcock had frightened me so much. I got the bronze medal, a qualification 
which was not put to the test, but it did give me confidence when later we 
were practising for the Sicily and Normandy landings. It perhaps gave me 
confidence too, when I plunged into the sea of matrimony, with no previous 
experience, on April 19th 1938 when I married Joyce.

In the middle of 1939, incredible as it now seems, Folkestone was 
declared a reception area for schools in more vulnerable areas. On August 25th 
the staff were recalled from their holidays. Preparations were made for the 
billeting of the evacuees and on September 1st they arrived, to be registered, 
fed and taken to their billets. On September 3rd the school assembled in the 
hall to hear the Prime Minister’s broadcast announcement that we were at 
war. At 11 a.m. we had our first air raid warning—luckily a false alarm.

With war looming a period of anxiety had begun. Joyce joined First 
Aid classes and Granny became a Red Cross nurse (Fig. 2). I joined the 
Local Defence Volunteers (later the Home Guard) and was made a lance-
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Fig. 2 Nurse Fullagar—July 1941
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corporal. I also helped to run a current affairs lecture course for the troops 
at Shorncliffe Camp. I tried to convince them that the war could not last 
long as the Germans were short of oil. Anyway, it was good for morale 
and kept them quiet during the period of inactivity on the Western front 
contemptuously called the ‘Phoney War’. I started building a brick-air raid 
shelter in the back garden. In May 1940 the Germans broke through into 
France. Mines were being laid at the top of our road and when we heard on 
22nd of May on the 6 o’clock news that the Germans had reached Amiens, 
we packed a few valuable belongings into the car including four-month old 
Christabel and drove up to Northampton. I had a few hours’ rest and drove 
back to Folkestone ready to teach at 9 a.m. next morning. Our general state 
of anxiety and turmoil is well shown by Joyce’s first letter from Northampton:

Sunday 3.40.
My Darling,
It was jolly nice to hear you on the telephone last evening. We have rung 
for three nights and had begun to wonder whether you were in Somerset 
(evacuated with the school) or else on parachute patrol (with the Home 
Guard). Many thanks for your PC and the news it contained. I am glad 
that Helen (Ellis) has evacuated too, I hope she managed alright. I wish 
we had been able to do more for her. Let me know any news of her and 
her address if possible.

Mrs. Elston seemed glad to have got away (en route to Nottingham) 
and the boys enjoyed their tea here. They were very tired, but the brother-
in-law was waiting, so they didn’t have to waste any time.

I’m very sorry I haven’t written before. It took me ages, it seemed, to 
realize what had happened and to get used to the new ‘going on’ I miss you 
terribly, but feel better now I’m writing. We must write regularly, and only 
let air-raids stop us from answering immediately. I had a long letter from 
Mummie at Dover. Poor old thing, she is in a hot spot I’m afraid, but I 
think she really likes it. I hope Daddy is O.K. I will write to them both but 
have only one envelope, so will you ‘phone him and say a letter is on its way.
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I’m wondering if Uncle Arthur did take Susie (our dog). It seems the 
best plan, as it’s better than having her destroyed. Her pedigree is in the desk.

Very many thanks for the good packing you did. (Sent up with the 
Elstons). I expect you have told Dorothy (our help) about the 36 hours 
notice (to clear the south-east if invaded). If not, I think you should. If 
you go, you’ll give her an extra week’s wages won’t you. I hope we did right 
in coming away. What do you think? I have drawn £1. Did you discuss 
money with Pa? I have not done so, but will try to.

4.15 and C. J. is just murmuring, she seems to have learnt to tell the 
time very young. I think a little walk is indicated before 5 pm. I live for 
news of you. Write me a nice full letter. Very much love dear. Hope school 
goes well, likewise the lectures (to the Shorncliffe troops).

Tons of love dear. XX from Christabel
Your very affectionate,
Joyce.

When invasion appeared imminent, Folkestone schools were evacuated 
to South Wales. First to go were the 800 London evacuees on May 19th and 
then 3,200 Folkestone schoolchildren on June 2nd. The Harvey Grammar 
School contingent consisted of 352 pupils with staff and helpers and they 
went to Merthyr Tydfil.

I was billeted first in Dowlais with the Prices. They were very kind, 
but Dowlais was made up of miners’ cottages and I kept hitting my head on 
the lintels of the doorways. Dowlais was the place where the Prince of Wales 
made a speech condemning the housing conditions and saying ‘Something 
must be done’. I wanted to get re-united with Joyce and Christabel and 
started looking for more spacious lodgings. I found them with Miss Jessie 
Davies in Merthyr and we were soon all together again.

Our new billet was nearer to Cyfarthfa Castle School which was shared 
by the Harvey Grammar School and the Merthyr boys on the ground floor, 
and the Folkestone Girls’ County School and the Merthyr girls on the upper 
floor. The Merthyr pupils had the school in the mornings and the Folkestone 
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pupils in the afternoons from 1 to 5.45. The mornings, in theory, in were 
devoted to homework at their new homes.

In Wales I again joined the Home Guard and was given my own 
section and retained my stripe. We had the usual drills and exercises but, 
with the war entering a more serious stage, we had specific areas to cover 
when there were alarms. We were allotted a reservoir in the hills to guard 
against the enemy landing from seaplanes. That was the theory! We did turn 
out once or twice, including a night guard. This was a terrifying experience 
as I had to visit each post several times during the night. We had been issued 
with live ammunition and I was never really sure that the Welsh would 
recognise a tall blond with a peculiar accent, as being on their side.

Overall, the Home Guard was responsible for the deaths of at least 50 
civilians and 768 Home Guards were killed and 5,750 injured!!

So we settled into a quite pleasant routine, Joyce and Christabel 
attended the local clinic and we had one or two excursions out into the 
Brecon Beacons. I grew increasingly impatient to get into the Army, a feeling 
not shared by Joyce who would then have to go back to Northampton with 
Christabel to a bungalow in Kingsley Road which Grandpa had found for 
them.
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 Chapter II

CALL-UP AND TRAINING

When the war started I had reported to the O.T.C. in 
Cambridge, as I had been instructed to do, only to be 
told that, as a schoolmaster, I was in a reserved occupation 
and should await my mobilisation group’s call-up. Group 

Number 26’s call came on the 19th September 1940 when I had to report to 
the Royal Armoured Corps’ training depot at Mooltan Barracks, Tidworth 
on Salisbury Plain in a week’s time. In the Ministry of Defence’s language I 
was ‘deemed to have been enlisted into The Royal Armoured Corps embodied 
Territorial Army with the service number 7919250 and posted to the 53rd Light 
Training Regiment on the 26th September 1940’. In the training regiment there 
were 1,765 other ranks and 55 other ranks of the A.T.S. I was to be known by 
my service number 7919250 for my two years in the ranks. Various details were 
recorded of your previous jobs and education, which the Army seemed to judge 
solely on whether you had ‘matric’ or not. I had an army medical and they 
stopped three of my teeth, although I had been to my own dentist shortly before.

Everything went well until I finally came to the eyesight test. They said 
that if I could only read one more line of letters on the test card they could pass 
me as Al. The tester then solemnly read out slowly and distinctly the next line, I 
repeated it and I was Al!
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We were divided into groups of 30 men and assigned to a barrack room 
under a regular sergeant and corporal. The first six weeks were a breaking-in 
period to teach us to be clean, obey orders and to know right from left. The 
beds had to be made according to a pattern and had to remain so until after 
parades.

The barrack room floor was polished to a high shine with a ‘bumper’, 
a heavy polisher on a long handle which you swished from side to side. 
Your two pairs of boots had to sparkle as did the buttons and brass on your 
uniform and equipment. There were kit inspections when all your belongings 
had to be laid out on your bed for the orderly officer to examine. When he 
questioned the fact that you were only displaying one vest for example, when 
you had been issued with three, you repeated the formula “One on and one 
in the wash, Sir”. This gave you time to acquire another one if you were 
really short. We drilled, route marched, ran cross-country, went over assault 
courses, had regular gymnastics and log heaving.

There were the usual fatigues—spud bashing with army jack-knives, 
barrack room and latrine cleaning and worst of all cleaning out the sergeant’s 
room. He did not teach us by example. He was a very uncouth man. He was 
a strict disciplinarian who could not control his own dog. Cleaning out his 
room is not one of my happiest memories of army life. However, our barrack 
room did win the drill competition and when, after some preliminary 
friendly bouts, he chose me as a member of the boxing team, he accepted 
readily my recent sinus operation as the reason for declining. During this 
first six weeks we were confined to barracks so that nothing should distract 
us from our army initiation! One evening I took a walk to get away from 
the army atmosphere and was stopped by two red caps (Military Police) for 
being outside the camp area. Next morning I was on a charge before the 
commanding officer. As a result, I had to report to the guard room every 
few hours for 48 hours. Not a very arduous punishment as we were already 
confined to barracks.

During our incarceration I found the conversations around the 
barrack room fire most entertaining and instructive. Although we spent 
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a lot of time playing cards and reading, there were occasional periods of 
serious talking. For instance, a little Jewish tailor who helped us with our 
darning and clothing repairs, told us of his determination to teach his boy 
boxing at a local gym so that he would be able to resist the racial abuse and 
violence suffered by Jews in his neighbourhood. Or, the petty thief, who 
could always make good any deficiencies in your kit, who would enthral us 
with his description of the relative merits of the various prisons he had been 
sent to in London.

At the end of the 6 weeks we were considered fit to be let loose into 
general army circles and were no longer confined to barracks. We had learnt a 
few Indian words—‘char and wad’ for tea and cake, ‘shufti’ for look and ‘jilti’ 
for hurry up. We also learnt new uses for old English ones which we did not 
realise could be used so often and in so many different circumstances. We had 
become fit with all the exercise and the food, which was greater in quantity 
than in civilian life, but hopelessly spoilt by A.T.S. cooking. We had learnt to 
salute everything that moved and to whitewash anything that did not.

We were also considered to be trusted to return to barracks and were 
given our first leave. So after a medical to make sure we were fit and free 
from infection—F.F.I.—off we went armed with a 48 hours pass. During my 
time in the Army the routine was for you to be given a 48 hour pass every 
6 weeks and a seven days leave every three months. This could alter during 
emergencies but, because I was out of the country for so short a time, it was 
the general rule for me.

On our return we at last got to the tanks. We were taught how to 
drive and maintain them, how to fire the guns and operate the wireless sets. 
We were finally divided into classes to be taught a trade as driver, gunner 
or wireless operator. I was put into the driving and maintenance classes, 
mainly on the result of a theoretical examination on the resultant speeds 
and directions of interlocking gear wheels and the fact that I already had ten 
years’ experience of driving cars.

We then had a more intensive course on the driving and maintenance 
of 15cwt. trucks, bren gun carriers and various types of tanks. The indoor 
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theoretical classes were rather boring, strictly following the army manuals, 
but the outdoor driving over Salisbury Plain and through the surrounding 
villages provided a very welcome break. After this, to our great relief, we were 
all qualified in our particular trade to take our places in a field regiment.

However, because of my teaching experience, I, and five others (Fig. 3) 
were kept back to be instructors in the regiment which had trained us—
the 53rd Training Regiment R.A.C. The army was now converting infantry 
regiments into tank regiments as fast as it could. We had a short course on 
how to instruct army fashion and on we went as instructors. We were made 
Acting Corporals on the 26th of April 1941 which meant a 7/6d rise in my 
weekly pay, and granted War Substantive rank of Corporal on the 27th of 
July 1941. Joyce already had a marriage and child allowance and the Kent 
County Council made up any shortfall to my peace-time teacher’s pay.

Unfortunately our promotion meant that we had to move out of our 
barrack rooms, which were kept for the recruits, into a huge hangar where 
the lower ranked instructors of the training regiment slept. We had our beds 
there but nothing else. The toilets and washing facilities were outside. The 
heating consisted of upright coke stoves dispersed sparingly throughout the 
hangar. If you were near one you were fortunate. One advantage was that 
you could put your tin mugs on top with an Oxo cube in water to give you 
a hot drink before lights out at 10.30 p.m. The cold, the coke dust and fumes 
and the cement dust that arose every time you swept the concrete floor, 
meant that colds and coughing throughout the night were our common lot 
during that winter.

I kept in touch with Northampton from Tidworth by means of a 
second-hand motor cycle which my father bought for me. I had a small 
petrol allowance and my father let me have a few gallons through the firm. 
I loaned the bike to one of the sergeants for a week-end and was terrified 
of being stopped for some time afterwards in case he had filled up with 
army petrol. This was coloured red so that the military police could detect 
it more easily, but, to my relief, I was not checked. At Christmas I went 
home with a Panda teddy bear tucked into my great coat for Christabel’s first 
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Fig. 3 Tpr. Chown and the five others kept back as instructors in the 
Training Regiment. [Photo: Unknown]

On the back row—me, Williams and Vic Woodruffe who was a driver of a 
refrigerated meat lorry for Hays Wharf. In front, Jones, a schoolmaster from 
North Wales and two whose names I have now, unfortunately, forgotten.
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birthday (Fig. 4). In winter these journeys were not enjoyable. The headlamp 
had to be masked, the roads were in poor repair and all the signposts had 
been removed because of fears of a German invasion, which made the cross-
country journey rather a nightmare. When I realised that I would now be in 
one spot for some time, I found lodgings for the three of us with the camp 
electrician Tony Crew-Gee, his wife Joan and his daughter Judith. We settled 
down in a shared house on Salisbury Plain with its dust and heat in summer 
and the wind and cold in winter.

The soldiers I helped to train either came from the call-up intakes 
or from the infantry regiments which were converting to tanks. The latter 
were easier to instruct as they were used to army life. They knew when to 
conceal their cigarettes! I remember the Irish Guards making a disciplined 
and devastating protest at the quality of the meals they were served. Each 
man took his plate of food, put it on the table and sat down. Then, at a 
pre-arranged signal, they all stood up leaving their meals untouched on the 
tables of the huge dining hall which was a converted riding school capable 
of seating 1,000 men, and marched out. Their food did improve after that.

During one of the driving instruction periods we were on the Plain 
having the usual break for a smoke, when the Regimental Sergeant-Major 
drove up. As I was the N.C.O. responsible, he put me on a charge for not 
working. Although it was a legitimate break, I was terrified that I would lose 
my stripes and my whole military career would be in tatters! In the morning, 
I was brought up before the duty officer on a charge. He luckily accepted my 
story and I heard nothing more.

The months passed in a not unpleasant way for war  time. I was in 
uniform, I was now a corporal and doing a useful job. Our billet was not too 
bad, as we realised when we went to another in Ludgershall. Their dog was as 
ill-disciplined as my drill sergeant’s had been and we were soon back in our 
original digs. I had Joyce and Christabel with me and we used to read, go to 
the cinema and to the Garrison Theatre where on one occasion we heard Myra 
Hess play. I was getting army rations and we could shop at the N.A.A.F.I. so 
we were never short of food. But people we knew were getting killed or sent 
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Fig. 4 Tpr Chown, Christabel and Joyce in front of ‘Arthede’, 
Billing Road East, Northampton. [Photo: Grandpa Fullagar] 
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overseas away from their families. We, on the other hand, were leading a near 
normal life for wartime, probably until released from the Forces. We began to 
feel uncomfortable and that I ought to make a change to a fighting unit.

I applied for a commission in the Artillery Survey Section for which I 
had trained at Cambridge. My interview did not go well. One board member 
asked me “Would you be the chap firing the gun or would you be in the dug-
out working out sums?” I said that because of my training, I would probably be 
the man in the dug-out. The result was that “Mr. Chown was not considered 
suitable officer material”. So back to instructing. After a few months, when I 
thought the record of my previous interview might have been lost, I applied 
again. This time I was less complacent. I applied for a commission in the 
Royal Armoured Corps, which I was already in. Through my father, I asked 
Sir John Brown, who was well known in Territorial Army circles, to be one of 
my referees. He agreed after interviewing me. When I was successful I wrote 
to him saying how much I was enjoying Sandhurst. He replied:

20th May 1942.
My dear Chown,
I am very glad to hear you have settled down in your O.C.T.U. You have 
a strenuous time ahead of you, but I am sure you will do well. As you say 
the course is good and you can expect to derive great benefit from it at the 
moment and in civil life.

It has always been one of my pet theories that the ordinary individual 
lives in too small a groove whether he is a builder, a teacher or a shoemaker. 
His time is spent with others in similar circumstances and he is apt to 
develop a one-track mind. Although army life, at first, looks as though 
it breaks the continuity of a civilian career, I believe it really does good.

It gives a man a wider outlook and makes him more useful when he 
returns to his own occupation.

I look forward to you having a very successful career.
With the best of good wishes,
Yours sincerely, John Brown.
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Whether the successful outcome to my application was the result of 
Sir John’s support or because I was no longer to be the chap sitting in the 
dug-out but a dashing tank troop commander—I shall never know. Perhaps 
the shortage of officer man-power had something to do with it.

My success this time meant separation from Joyce and Christabel who 
went back to Northampton and I was sent to the 102nd Officer Training 
Unit at Blackdown on 2nd April 1942 for a month’s attachment. I suppose 
this was to make sure they were not wasting time and money on me at 
Sandhurst. On the 1st May 1942 I was posted to the 101st Officer Cadet 
Training Unit at The Royal Military College at Sandhurst.

The six months course there was like going to an army university, as 
indeed it was in peacetime. The College is set in a large park with woodlands 
and a lake. The main buildings are neo-classical and well spaced and although 
over the years less imposing structures had been erected in between them, 
there was none of the usual squalor of an army establishment such as we had 
suffered at Tidworth.

Our intake, of about 25 individuals was posted to ‘B’ squadron and 
soon welded into a single unit—No. 70 troop. We became cadets and had 
a white strip on our shoulders. No outsiders knew what it meant and we 
were often saluted! The Sergeant-Instructors called us ‘Sir’, although they 
did not hesitate to tell us what they thought of us if anything went wrong. 
Every effort was made to turn us into gentlemen as well as officers. Our 
rooms, uniforms and equipment were looked after by batmen. We also met 
Regimental Sergeant-Major Brand, the senior R.S.M. in the British Army, 
who had a fog horn of a voice and a formidable appearance. He featured in 
several post-war films. He took over our drill instruction for special occasions 
when important lessons were to be learnt and never forgotten.

Most of the intake were straight from public school. At 28 I had to 
struggle to keep up during the frequent cross-country runs, obstacle races and 
assault courses, but, having been an instructor on tanks, I already had a good 
grounding in the mechanical side of what they were trying to teach us. We had 
specialist training on driving and maintenance, gunnery and on the No. 19 
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wireless set under an officer with a handle-bar moustache who twiddled it 
while advising us to look at the ends of wires when trying to trace faults—
“Look to your ends”, and I have followed his useful advice ever since.

We added motor-cycling to our increasing list of skills with frequent 
rides over a difficult course of steep hills up and down, along streams and 
through mud baths. I found the journeys on my own motorcycle from 
Tidworth to Northampton had given me a good grounding.

We had lectures on hygiene and man management, and better still, route 
marches, day and night manoeuvres with blackened faces and orienteering. This 
involved being dropped off from an enclosed van with a map and competing to 
be first to return to camp. We spent long hours on the drill grounds shouting 
commands at the top of our voices so that our orders could be heard and 
given on the correct foot. We had two-day exercises, practice camps and tactics 
training with light tanks. We went on Sunday church parades and endured the 
gas huts (in gas masks). These activities were crowned by a week of concreting 
the floor of a huge riding school to support tanks as it was now thought that 
they would be more useful than horses in modern warfare!

Everything we did was watched and assessed. If we came up to the high 
standard which Sandhurst required, we would receive our commissions. We 
lived under the ever present threat of R.T.U.—returned to unit. This meant 
the disgrace of failure and return to our old units in the ranks.

So, finally, after a hectic six months, we were given our commissions 
at a ‘passing out’ parade on 10th October 1942. Joyce, Christabel and my 
parents attended the ceremony. As a final flourish the Adjutant always rides 
his horse up the portico steps. We had watched the passing out parade of 
No. 64 Troop two months before and saw, with sympathy, the shame of his 
horse as it had disgraced itself. Luckily our parade was perfect, the horse did 
not pass any criticism of our efforts and the portico steps remained unsullied.

I was appointed to an Emergency Commission into the Royal 
Armoured Corps and posted to the 144th Regiment as a 2nd Lieutenant on 
the 10th October 1942. Then we all went off for a week’s leave before joining 
our regiments.
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THE REGIMENT

The third autumn of the war was setting in when I joined the 
8th Battalion of the East Lancashire Regiment (144th Regiment 
Royal Armoured Corps). I had a dress uniform with a Sam 
Browne belt, a pip on my shoulder and a new army number 

247455, by which I was to be known for the next 3½ years. My new unit 
formed part of the 33rd Tank Brigade, later the 33rd Armoured Brigade. 
They were equipped with Churchills and trained in close support of the 
infantry. Some cadets had put in requests while at Sandhurst to go to certain 
regiments because they had family connections, or because they liked the 
colour of their dress uniform trousers! I felt no great preference and was 
simply posted to a regiment which was under strength. I was lucky that it 
turned out so well.

The unit had been formed as an infantry battalion at Huyton, near 
Liverpool, in the early days of the War. It had been brought up to strength 
by intakes from mobilisation groups 25 and 26 and further strengthened by 
officers and men from the British Expeditionary Force after Dunkirk. With 
the threat of invasion, it had played its part in the defence of the south coast 
at Portsmouth, Gosport in Forts Gomer and Brockhurst, the Isle of Wight 
and Portland. The conversion to tanks was completed early in 1941 and this 
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resulted in a reduction in the strength of the Regiment to about 750 men 
and 30 officers.

I joined the Regiment in the New Forest where it was training with 
the 3rd Infantry Division. I became a member of ‘C’ Squadron which was 
based at Minstead. It had its officers’ mess in one of the large houses in the 
village. As time went on I found the informal atmosphere of a squadron mess 
much more agreeable than when we were all assembled in the more formal 
regimental mess. The surrounding country was very pleasant—mostly open 
with heather and bracken. I was the only new officer in the squadron, but 
the other officers were all very friendly. My not drinking was soon accepted 
and turned to advantage by making me mess secretary. As a result the bar 
receipts went up as there was not so much ‘leakage’!

The Commanding Officer was Lieutenant-Colonel S. T. James. He 
had commanded the Regiment since its infantry days and continued in 
command until 10th April 1944 when he went to 21st Army Group. He was 
succeeded by Lieutenant-Colonel Alan Jolly of the Royal Tank Regiment 
who was later to write the history of the Regiment ‘Blue Flash’ from which I 
have quoted extensively. The second-in-command was Major Tom Lovibond 
who joined the Regiment on 2nd February 1943 also from the Royal Tank 
Regiment. He was killed during the Normandy Campaign. He was very 
friendly, capable and energetic. He was one of several Toms we knew at the 
time whose name we took for our second son. The Regiment was now under 
the command of two regular Tank Corps officers. By the time of the Rhine 
crossing it was equipped with amphibian ‘Buffaloes’ and had become the 4th 
Battalion of the Royal Tank Regiment. They wore a blue flash after which 
the Colonel’s history of the Regiment is named.

I soon made friends with Gordon Hockley, an estate agent from 
Norwich, who once described me as the most obvious civilian in uniform he 
had ever seen. He visited us in Folkestone after the war and took Christabel 
to Bobbys’ and offered to buy her anything in the shop. She settled for a 
toy post-office. I met him again, several years after the War, when I was a 
Planning Inspector and he appeared at an inquiry as expert witness for the 
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developer. This was totally unexpected and to our mutual embarrassment. I 
explained to those present the circumstances I found myself in and offered to 
postpone the inquiry and to ask the Minister to appoint another Inspector, 
but all agreed that we should proceed. Gordon did not win his case. Perhaps 
I fell over backwards to be impartial.

During the long time the Regiment spent in England Gordon became 
impatient and volunteered to become a glider pilot. It was not until the 22nd 
May 1944 however, that he was posted to the Army Air Corps, so did not 
see action until the Rhine crossing, well after the Normandy campaign. He 
only guessed half-wrong when he predicted that, as a happily married man 
with a family, I would not survive the war and that he, as a bachelor, would.

The squadron-commander Major T. W. Pickering (Bill) was an acerbic 
Lancastrian with a heart of gold. He managed my leaves to fit in with my 
timetable. He was quite strict and very thoughtful of the men. He replaced 
a pair of binoculars I had lost without me running the risk of being on a 
charge.

The second-in-command was Captain Nigel Arkwright, an actor 
and the son of Nancy Roberts who played ‘Grandma’ in the long running 
‘The Grove Family’ on T.V. I was his straight man at a Christmas concert at 
Lesmahagow Miners’ Welfare Hall, reciting “It was a green-eyed yellow idol”, 
which he interrupted with ‘funny’ remarks to the troops’ delight and derision. 
He was wounded after I was and visited us in our bungalow in Northampton. 
His arm had been in plaster for weeks and stank the place out.

I became troop leader of 4 troop in the squadron with four Churchills 
under my command. These weighed over 50 tons each, took a lot of 
maintaining, got stuck in soft ground and had a tendency to slide off the 
weak edges of the roads. However, several of the troop had heavy vehicle 
experience and we rarely had to send for the R.E.M.E. experts if we were in 
trouble.

Including myself, there were 20 men in the troop. My sergeant, 
Chesters, who was later ‘Mentioned in Despatches’, was a very solid chap 
and kept a firm grip on the troop and Corporal Barlow was a great support 
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too. All members of the troop were very reliable—young but mature. I did, 
however, have to accompany one new member to a court in Bedford for 
some minor offence he had committed on leave. After my testimony as to 
his good character, he was discharged to be dealt with by the Army. It was a 
day away from the Army which we both welcomed.

When I joined the Regiment I was allotted a batman to keep my 
clothes and kit clean and tidy. Trooper Lea had been batman to one of the 
senior officers, so he was very experienced. He was not a member of the troop 
and had other duties in ‘B’ echelon, bringing up petrol and ammunition for 
the tanks and rations and letters for the men. He looked after me very well 
and I think he was responsible for sending all my kit back safely from France 
after I was wounded.

On the 4th and 5th of December 1942 we moved to Folkestone into 
Shorncliffe camp and I was on familiar ground. Between the 16th and 19th 
of January 1943 we took part in ‘Exercise Hammer I’ when 3rd Division 
fought 53rd Division. The Regiment was held in reserve, a role we were to 
become familiar with in Normandy. On February 8th we had ten days of 
gunnery practice at Minehead where the Regiment came first in the Brigade 
competition. Other pleasant breaks were three days troop training on Stone 
Street and firing on the ranges at Lydd.

One task we had while at Shorncliffe was to practice a defensive role in 
case of a German invasion. This involved assembling in Brabourne Park and 
following previously planned routes down to the old cliff line overlooking 
Romney Marsh, where we took up our positions looking down on the Royal 
Military canal and the string of Martello towers, lines of defence in the 
Napoleonic Wars and now manned by the Home Guard. The Marsh itself 
could have been flooded completely in the course of two tides.

We had pistol and rifle shooting on Hythe ranges and several exercises 
inland from Folkestone over land where I had courted Joyce in 1937 and 
1938. Travelling along the A20 on one of these exercises, one of my tanks hit 
the railway bridge near Sandling. A large lump of the brick parapet fell on to 
the lines below. Luckily the combined efforts of the troop managed to shift 
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it before a train came along. On the 25th February the Regiment was ordered 
to mobilise, which meant we lost no more men to other regiments and were 
kept up to strength ready for action.

Our house in Folkestone was let during the war, but Joyce’s family 
home had been kept open by Granny Fullagar who was nursing at Dover. So 
I could occasionally go there for baths and some peace and quiet away from 
the Regimental mess. I also used to meet Granny for meals either at Dover 
or in her home.

All this was too good to last of course, and on March 25th we moved 
to Stobbs camp, Hawick in Scotland. But, after practising landings from 
tank landing craft at Inverary preparatory to an ‘operation’ (Sicily), our role 
and our Churchills were taken over by the Canadians. I was promoted to 
Lieutenant on 10th April 1943. By the 18th of the month we were equipped 
with Shermans. They were thinner-skinned than the Churchills, but lighter, 
faster, and much easier to maintain. On the 3rd May we moved southwards 
to Higham Heath camp, Bury St. Edmunds to finish our re-equipment. On 
the 2nd August training became more intense and we adopted a 60-hour 
working week. On 9th of August we moved back to Scotland to Lesmahagow 
as the Regimental Headquarters while ‘C’ Squadron mess was in Coalburn. 
We were by now again in Churchills, which were handicapped by their 
weight among the bog lands of Lanarkshire and we carried out some intensive 
detailed training such as harbouring, surprise attacks on harbours and moving 
to alternative harbours at night.

In Scotland we had two fatalities on training exercises. On September 
20th a trooper, who had been with the Regiment since it was formed, had an 
accident with a scout-car and was killed. On October 4th, R.S.M. Benson 
was knocked down and killed by a self-propelled gun. A memorial service for 
both men was held in Lesmahagow Parish church on the 8th October 1943.

By the winter of 1943 we were back near Bury St. Edmunds at Fornham 
Camp to be equipped again with Shermans. Still in our role as infantry tanks, 
we carried out exercises with the 42nd and 49th Infantry Divisions on the 
Thetford and Stamford training grounds ready for the invasion of Europe. 
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On 20th December we suffered a third fatal accident when a trooper was 
killed firing a Piat anti-tank weapon.

In Scotland I had a narrow escape when the tank in front of me caught 
its tracks in barbed wire. The motor-cycle I was riding then became entangled 
in the wire and it, and I, were gradually being drawn into the tank’s tracks. 
I threw myself off and rolled clear. Luckily the tank managed to stop before 
it chewed up the motor-cycle and I escaped with nothing worse than a torn 
trouser leg.

On the 5th February I went on a short course to learn about camp 
hygiene and sanitation. From 10th to the 23rd of January we had a spell of 
tank gunnery at the A.F.V. ranges at Titchwell, Norfolk and between 13th 
and 17th February we fired our guns on the Dunwich Ranges. For my 31st 
birthday I was on a week’s course at the Armoured Fighting Vehicle School 
at Bovington Camp, Dorset.

It was obvious that the invasion of Europe could not be far away, so 
following the precedent set at Waterloo, it was decided to hold a ball. Well, 
not quite a ball, more a hop in a large house stripped of its furnishings and 
set in a neglected park. Wives and girl friends were invited. Female numbers 
were made up with the help of ‘passion wagons’ sent into Bury to collect 
A.T.S. officers, nurses and others. Joyce weaned Robert and came, having 
been urged on by her Canadian cousin, Richard Hodges, who was over here 
with the Canadian Air Force. We reminded him of this last Christmas (1994) 
and he replied:

If I predicted an imminent ‘D’ day it was because I had recently visited 
a chum of mine in the Canadian army who was stationed on the south 
coast and his unit was on a three day alert to cross the Channel. On the 
night of ‘D’ day itself, I was on a cross-country training flight. I got lost 
as all the aerodromes of southern England were lit up because the gliders 
and the paratroopers were taking off. I just stooged around and watched 
it from 10,000 feet. It was fantastic. I got into trouble for not completing 
the flight, but in the euphoria of the day, I was forgiven.
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The dance was not the glittering spectacle of the Waterloo Ball, 
although a brave effort was made by all. It was February and the house had 
been stripped of its furniture and was bitterly cold. Fires had been lit for 
this one occasion in the largest room but Joyce was very cold. The food was 
good for war-time, the band tolerable and Joyce was able to meet my fellow-
officers and their wives. The hotel where we stayed in Bury was warm and 
comfortable, but a home leave would have been more enjoyable.

I went on a week’s course at the Armoured Fighting Vehicle School at 
Bovington, Dorset where I had my 31st birthday and met several chaps who had 
been instructors at Tidworth, so I had all the news of the 53rd Training Regiment. 
This unfortunately included the fact that Vic. Woodruffe, who had been a friend 
while I was instructing, had been ill in hospital for several months with pneumonia.

Joyce and I did have an unexpected four days together when I was 
sent on a pay course near Sloane Square. She braved the blitz and joined 
me. We saw ‘The Dancing Years’, although Ivor Novello’s part was taken by 
an understudy. I suppose I was sent on the pay course in case all the senior 
officers were killed and I had to dole out the soldiers’ pay.

In early April our new commanding officer joined us and the officers had 
their photos taken individually so that he would be able to recognise us quickly 
(Fig. 5). The flood of new instructions made it obvious that the Regiment was 
to be part of ‘Overlord’ and that he did not have much time to get to know us. 
I sent a copy of my photo to my parents and Joyce. The accompanying letter 
to Joyce shows that I fully realised the time was near. In it I said:

I shall be sending a parcel home, don’t send anything back except the socks. 
If you can get tinned tobacco I should appreciate it, but only send 2 ozs. at 
a time. I’m sorry I don’t write more but don’t get anxious over occasional 
breaks as it is difficult sometimes.

Kiss the children for me and tell them what a pleasure they are to me.
All my love to you dear. I love you dearly and do appreciate your love 

and faithfulness and the family you are building up so sensibly.
Your loving husband, Angus
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Fig. 5 Lieutenant Chown. April 1944

All officers had their photos taken for the new CO when he joined the 
Regiment. [Photo: Captain Hall]
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So preparations began and were made more hectic when it was decided 
that the 33rd Armoured Brigade should be more versatile and, besides 
supporting the infantry, it should be ready, if circumstances demanded it, to 
adopt a more mobile armoured division role. Our preparations culminated 
in a four day exercise, in very cold weather, during which we moved tactically 
across country, to the raised fists of irate farmers, and tested our supply 
and domestic arrangements. This was the last time—21st April—that we 
exercised with our tanks before embarking for Normandy, but we did keep 
up our gunnery practice until the last moment on the ranges at Boyton, 
Holkham and Nethertown. During the four-day exercise I wrote a letter to 
Joyce which gives a picture of what we were doing and thinking a month 
before ‘D’ day:

Tuesday 9 p.m.
My darling wife,

We are out for three nights so I’m afraid this will be the last letter until 
Saturday. I’ve been out all today and yesterday. It rained yesterday but has 
been fair today, although cold. I feel a bit tired.

Thursday 2 p.m.

Sorry about the break but Bill Pickering came in and I had to listen to 
his account of a demonstration until eleven o’clock and as I had to be 
up at 5.45 a.m. I thought I ought to go to bed. (The demonstration was 
of camouflage including a flight in an Auster spotter plane to see how 
successful our camouflage was).

Your marvellous letter of Monday arrived just as I was putting my 
bed down on the edge of a wood so I found it doubly welcome. You must 
have prayed hard for fine weather as it was glorious yesterday and today 
and I slept under the stars last night and was beautifully warm in my 
sleeping bag except for my feet, but as we had a sharp frost I expect that 
is understandable.
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We have an half an hour wait before we move off so I thought I’d 
better try and finish this letter and get it posted so that you receive it for 
the week-end although that looks a bit doubtful.

We haven’t got a stove yet but are hoping to and whilst we are out 
these few days I’m noting the things that would be useful (in France) and 
will let you know when I get back.

We look as though we are moving off so I will have to close.
All my love again dear.
Your loving husband,
Angus.

King George reviewed 300 of our officers and men on the 22nd April. 
Between the 1st and 8th May we completed our move to the concentration 
area which, in our case, was the Gibraltar Barracks, Aldershot. We had a 
group photo taken of all the Regiment’s officers (Fig. 6). We cast off all our 
surplus kit, had our embarkation leave and awaited orders to move to the 
embarkation ports.

Joyce sent me a parcel of goodies which I had requested after our last 
exercise. She had concocted ready-to-mix tea and cocoa drinks with sugar 
and milk powder and even included a few onions and Oxo cubes.

Several babies seemed to arrive about this time including their third to 
the C.O. and his wife, to the doctor and his wife, to Wilkinson, an officer 
in another troop and to Entwistle in my own troop. But, unhappily, Mrs 
Siddall, who had also been expecting, had a miscarriage, her neighbours said 
she had been doing too much. Joyce spoke about having another baby, but 
by the time I could give my reaction the Second Front had opened so I wrote 
“I’m glad you want another baby, but you wrote on Monday and you can 
guess now that the case is altered. You’ll get your summer’s rest and see that 
you make it a rest and don’t worry”.

We spent the next month amid tightening security, fitting infantry 
telephones so that the infantrymen could talk to the tank commanders when 
we were in action and welding spare tank plates on to the outside to thicken 
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Fig. 6 Regimental Officers, Gibralter Barracks, May 1944 [Photo: Blue 
Flash]]

Back Row: 2/Lt Hotson, Lts Pybus, Borg, Shuttleworth, Osbourn, Thomas, 
Pickering, Chown, Jones, Maskell, Cull-Candy, K Cunliffe.
Third Row: Lts Draycott, Head, J Smith, Potts, S Smith, M Cunliffe, Capt 
Humphreys, Lts Barnes, Wilkinson, Foulds.
Second Row: capts Higham, Arkwright, Stephens, Gulland, Simmons, 
McMillan, Morris, Hall, Lt Sisson, Capts Thorne, Guillemette, Harvey.
Front Row: Rev Fay, Majs Reid, Secretan, Lovibond, Lt/Col Jolly, Capt 
Robinson, Majs Pickering, Marsden, Capt Veall RAMC.
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the thin armour of the Shermans. This was more of a morale booster than 
a protection. The weather was fine, we had comfortable barracks and extra 
rations to “fatten us up for the kill” as the pessimists said. We held sand table 
and outdoor exercises over terrain chosen to resemble the Villers-Bocage 
area, although we did not realise it at the time. When we landed in France 
the 4th County of London Yeomanry were just entering the town.

On Sunday June 4th I wrote to Joyce:

I feel a bit miserable today. I have had one or two rockets from Bill lately 
and am no longer “Blue·Eyes”—but there you are I expect I’ll get over it.

We had a drum-head service this morning (28th May) the Padre 
preached on the righteousness of our cause, which is alright if you keep it 
on a worldly basis. But he brought God into it and said he would give us 
victory, which always sounds a bit thin to me. I think it would take a bit 
of explaining to the Poles, Dutch and Belgians. He said the Nazis believed 
in power and we believed in God. Presumably our faith has increased 
since Dunkirk. I think the best line to take is that we have to set aside 
some Christian principles in order that we have a fuller opportunity to 
practice them all after victory.

This hasty judgement of God and the padre was brought on, of course, 
by the proximity of ‘D’ day when killing and being killed were gradually 
becoming less theoretical. The Divine timetables do not always coincide 
with ours and we had to wait more than forty years for the demolition of the 
Berlin Wall and the liberation of Poland before we could at last feel that God 
had given us the victory.

On the 6th June about 10 a.m. while we were holding a rifle and 
revolver competition we were told to return to barracks as the invasion had 
started.
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NORMANDY ITINERARY

June 14th Landed near Arromanches
14th–16th Harboured 2 miles south of Bayeux
17th Moved two miles further south
19th Moved to Bois de Baugy near Balleroy
23rd Moved to Rouxeville
26th Moved to Ellon
29th Moved to east of St Leger

July 1st–6th Anti-tank role east of St Leger
6th–7th Night move to Basly for ‘Charnwood’
8th Move to 2 miles north of Lebisey Wood
9th–10th On northern slopes of 60 ring contour
11th–12th Back to Basly
14th–15th Moved to Loucelles for ‘Pomegranate’
16th Battle of Noyers
17th Early hours wounded and to hospital
24th Sailed back to Southampton

Fig. 7 Normandy Itinerary
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Chapter IV

FRANCE—SOUTHWARDS TO BOIS DE BAUGY

During the week following the 6th of June we were briefed on 
our next moves. We were expected to land in France in about 
a week’s time in support of the 49th Infantry Division, to 
concentrate near Creully and then take part in an advance 

to Villers-Bocage. However, by the time we landed on the 14th June the 
situation had changed.

We left Aldershot on June 9th for the marshalling area near 
Portsmouth. The good weather had broken and we spent three days there 
in tents under dripping trees and everything became damp and cold. Escape 
gadgets were issued, such as small button compasses and files, and sewn into 
our clothing. We were divided into craft loads and spent the time listening 
to announcements calling out the craft numbers to go forward to embark. 
Several times an hour, day and night, you would hear the tannoy switched on, 
the operator blow into it to make sure it was working and, finally, he would 
call out the craft number. It was all very nerve-racking. At last our number 
was called on the evening of the 13th and we moved down to the Solent near 
Gosport and embarked on a tank landing craft ready to sail next morning.

However, we were delayed by engine trouble and after visits from two 
or three male mechanics, a Wren climbed aboard amid cheers, and got us 
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moving, amid even louder cheers. We missed three convoys and went across 
on our own. This caused us no hardship as we had plenty of food and drink on 
board. We were warned that if anyone fell overboard, it would endanger the 
craft to stop and pick them up as there were ‘E’ boats about. Luckily no one 
put this threat to the test. We saw no ‘E’ boats and had an uneventful crossing.

We arrived on the afternoon of the 14th, threading our way through a 
mass of shipping off-shore and passed along the eastern side of the partially 
completed ‘Mulberry’ harbour. It all seemed very casual and much too 
ordinary to be the start of ‘The Great Adventure’! We were asked where we 
wanted to land and we said “Over there” pointing to what appeared to us to 
be a safe spot. The landing craft was driven hard onto the sandy beach and 
we had a practically dry landing. We could see from the wreckage around us 
that the first landings had not been as easy.

We crossed the beach (Fig. 9) and went up a track bulldozed through 
the sand dunes. We had landed near Arromanches and, after enquiries about 
the rest of the Regiment, we drove along the eastern side of Bayeux and 
found them harboured about 2 miles south of the town. We joined them and 
parked our tanks in the same fields against the hedgerows.

We then made ourselves safe with five slit trenches to shelter and sleep 
in, stretched a tarpaulin from the tank over them and covered everything 
with camouflage nets. But we could do nothing to lessen the noise of the 
air activity on our first night in France. We carried a small petrol cooker for 
boiling water and stews, so we made tea and had a meal. This was a routine 
we followed whenever possible. We were self-contained and cooked as a tank 
crew. Rations never failed to arrive as our transport had landed before we 
did. At first there was no bread, to be appreciated all the more when it 
eventually arrived. Army biscuits are no substitute. We bought milk, eggs, 
Camembert cheese and Calvados from the farms. We ‘liberated’ potatoes, 
carrots and onions from the fields for our stews. Fortunately, there was a local 
surplus because it was impossible for the farmers to transport their produce 
to the large towns. Warnings appeared in Regimental Orders that Calvados, 
although made from apples, was much stronger than English cider!
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Fig. 9 Our Debarkation Beach. [Photo: Angus]

This beach is now called Roseau Plage. It is at the extreme eastern end of an 
area of holiday development new since the War. The dunes appear to have 
been lowered since we landed.
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We received regular supplies of water from tankers from which we 
filled our five gallon cans. We were well fed and healthy. On one occasion we 
had the great good luck to find half-a-dozen tins of grapefruit. The contents 
provided a welcome addition to our diet and the tins were used as reserve 
cups or as scoops to fill the earth closets which we dug. We could arrive at 
a new harbour and settle down in comparative safety as soon as we had dug 
our slit trenches or, if ordered, up sticks and be away a matter of minutes. 
The ground in this part of Normandy did not offer much resistance to our 
digging, but a six feet trench three feet deep meant that a surprising amount 
of soil had to be shifted. My crew were very supportive and, if I was called 
away to receive orders, they would finish my slit trench for me. Movement 
between Bayeux and Caen was to dominate our lives for the next few weeks 
(Fig. 8, page 34).

The British and Canadians were protecting the left flank of the 75 
mile long front occupied by the American, Canadian and British forces. 
Caen, with many roads converging on it, was the key prize on this flank. For 
the British its capture would open up good tanking country towards Paris. 
For the Germans it could provide a base for a thrust to the beaches from 
which to threaten the whole invasion force if they could assemble sufficient 
reserves. Luckily, they never did.

The Regiment was now under the command of the 7th Armoured 
Division—the Desert Rats—and for the next few weeks its role was to form 
part of a reserve held ready to resist German counter-attacks or to provide 
cover for any thrusts which Montgomery might make to try to prevent the 
Germans withdrawing their tanks to attack the Americans on our right. 
This strategy was successful in that there were never less than twice as many 
Panzer divisions on our front than on the American. So we were constantly 
on the move taking up defensive positions against German counter-attacks 
that never came or ready to exploit gaps in their line that we were not, at that 
time, able to make.

This is how it has been explained afterwards. To us on the ground the 
flaps that we were constantly subjected to, seemingly to little purpose, were 
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annoying and difficult to understand as they mostly involved movement 
sideways and at this rate the end of the war seemed a long way off.

Writing letters to Joyce was always a bit difficult, even in England, 
as one had to be careful not to give away information useful to the enemy, 
‘Walls have ears’ the posters said. This, my first letter from France, is fairly 
typical. What it lacks in information it makes up with pomposity:

247455. Lt. A. R. Chown.
C, Sqd. 144 R.A.C.

A.P.O. England.
Friday 16th June 44.

My darling Wife,
I expect you got my Field Postcard showing I’m in France and I don’t 
suppose it was much of a surprise. We had a lovely crossing and the 
weather has been kind up-to-yet. There was a letter waiting for me when I 
got here, written a week ago yesterday, which I was very pleased to receive.

I’m sorry to hear you’ve had some bad nights, I expect it is an anxious 
time, but now you know I ‘m here, you must give up worrying. Being in 
this racket early, I shall soon get experienced and I feel very fit and healthy 
so shan’t come to much harm. I’m sorry to hear about the Watts’s baby, we 
have so much to be thankful for.

I’m glad to hear about the lettuce and tomato plants. Thanks for all 
the details about Robert, I’m glad he is doing so well. Tell C. J. I’m glad 
she is behaving now and tell her not to misbehave any more.

Write as much as you can to the same address. I’ll write when I can, 
but there might be gaps so don’t worry.

You know how much I love you now. Kiss the children for me.
Love to Ma and Pa.
Your loving husband,
Angus

P.S. Don’t forget occasional tobacco, soap, (toilet and shaving) and Calox 
(tooth powder). Don’t send food we are living marvellously.
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The Allies had hoped to capture both Bayeux and Caen on ‘D’ day 
and to establish a line south of the Bayeux – Caen road. Bayeux was captured 
with little resistance and little damage, but Caen was denied us. Montgomery, 
therefore, planned to encircle it by a left hook out of the Orne bridgehead, 
a right hook through Villers-Bocage to Evrecy, with the 1st British Airborne 
dropped between to complete the encirclement. The left hook started first 
on 10th of June, but after three days of bloody fighting, it ground to a halt. 
The right hook, led by the 7th Armoured Division, made better progress. 
When we landed at Arromanches on the 14th June it had swept round 
the British front line, skirted the American sector and exploited a gap in 
the German defences to get behind the German armour at Villers-Bocage 
(Fig. 10). But just beyond they were met by a single Tiger of the 501 Heavy 
SS Tank Battalion and stopped. Within a few minutes 25 of our armoured 
vehicles were ablaze. The Tiger fired at 800 yards range. The few shots which 
the British fired back just bounced off the Tiger’s front armour. When the 
2 Vienna Panzer Division and the Panzer Lehr joined in, it was decided, on 
the 14th June, to pull the Desert Rats back 7 miles to their main positions at 
Tracy-Bocage. The Germans were then able to close this last vital gap in their 
line and a great opportunity for the British was lost. In compensation, the 
Germans’ strength for a drive to the sea between the British and American 
sectors had been sapped to a greater extent than was realised at the time.

On the 17th June our Regiment moved two miles further south to a 
very peaceful orchard with better air cover and we were told to prepare for a 
brigade attack on Villers-Bocage. This was later cancelled.

Taking advantage of the peace of this orchard, on 18th at 8.30 p.m. I 
wrote a long letter to Joyce which said among other things:

My darling Wife,
Your mail is corning through marvellously. Thanks for them, they are very 
cheering. Try to write every day if you possibly can. I’ll try to write to you 
as often as I can although, as you can imagine, things are a bit difficult 
at present.
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Fig. 10 The Desert Rats’ (7th Armoured Division) right hook through 
Villers Bocage, shown as the ‘7e Div. Blindee’ on this map in the Tilly-

sur-Seulles museum. We harboured in the Bois de Baugy—the large wood 
south-east of Balleroy after the sweep halted. [Photo: Colin]
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I think in a month or two our financial position should be very sound 
as I shall have no opportunity to spend money, I get no mess bills and I 
have two bob a day field allowance. Don’t worry about finance you are 
doing extremely well over a difficult period. I’m glad you enjoyed your tea 
with Mary (Simpson) and that the children behaved. I agree with you 
about a quiet life — you can imagine how I feel about it at the present 
time.

I did appreciate those truffles you made, I kept some for when we 
landed. I thought there was something fitting about it, I don’t know what, 
but I enjoyed them very much.

As you have guessed I am in favour again now. It was a great strain 
waiting for ‘D’ day as no one knew exactly when it would be. Now we are 
here relations are very good again.

Thank C. J. for praying for me. I try to think of you all about 8 o’clock 
each evening. As long as you write and send an occasional parcel of the 
things I ask for, you are doing all you can for me darling. Everything you 
do for the children, yourself and the house you are doing for me as well. 
You are doing a marvellous job and I do appreciate it all.

The chaps are funny in their reaction to France and the French they 
seem amazed to find everything so much like England.

Well I think that’s all. Kiss the children for me and tell them to be 
good. All my love to you darling. You know how I love and appreciate you.

Don’t worry and keep happy.
Your loving husband,
Angus

On the 19th, on the first of the four day ‘Great Storm’ which did 
so much damage on the coast and delayed the landing programmes, in 
drenching rain we moved south again to Bois de Baugy—Bogey Wood to 
us—which was damp from the dripping trees, depressing and completely 
unsuitable for tanks. Woods are dangerous places at the best of times for 
tanks, but here the trees were thick and the large wooded area was crossed 
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by narrow, muddy rides where sudden movement would have resulted in 
utter confusion (Fig. 11). Keeping guard at night or standing to at dawn, with 
the very limited field of view, the mist and the dampness, was a very eerie 
experience. The conditions were so bad that a daily issue of rum was made on 
medical grounds, my share being added to the rest of the crew’s ration, to their 
delight. The Germans had recently constructed some admirable huts which 
provided dry shelter, but only for the fortunate few. The new railway lines 
and trolleys we found were probably the start of a flying bomb site. We were 
now beginning to hear of the flying bombs which were landing on Southern 
England and we were glad that this launch site at least was in our hands.

On 20th June I wrote to Joyce:

My Darling Wife,
I haven’t much news and the rush of your letters seems to have petered 
out, probably due to postal difficulties. I’m keeping very clean. Lea does 
my washing and we have rigged up a bath out of a tank sheet and very 
comfortable it is too, much more comfortable than a porcelain one.

Siddall, who does most of the cooking, tried some fried sardines this 
afternoon and very tasty they were· The chaps don’t like them raw. At the 
moment they are mashing up biscuits into a mysterious kind of paste. We are 
not getting bread yet. We have a job to keep up with our biscuit supply but 
we daren’t miss a meal as the stuff would accumulate so. Yesterday it rained 
hard, but we’ve dried out today. My kit is in first class order. The sleeping 
bag is ideal and I sleep very warm and snug. The golfing jacket has proved 
its worth, especially in the ear1y morning and at night. I’m extremely fit and 
will be happy as long as I know you aren’t worrying. I think about you and 
the children and it helps a lot. It’s marvellous to have you all.

I love you so much darling and feel close to you even over here.
Kiss the children for me, tell them to be good and help you and think of me.
All my love,
Your loving husband,
Angus
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Fig. 11 Bois de Baugy

[Joyce’s 1982 photo]

This was our harbour from 19-23 June while we were waiting to see if the 
Desert Rats would resume their offensive or whether there would be a 
German counter-attack.
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On 20th June our transport was shelled, fortunately without 
casualties. On 21st two enemy fighters machine-gunned the harbour area 
causing casualties to the 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry, one of our sister 
regiments. This was followed on the 22nd by light, intermittent night 
shelling, again causing casualties to the 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry and 
we also had one man wounded. On the 23rd we received orders to move to a 
harbour less intriguing to the enemy. During this unpleasant period we had 
been briefed for another operation which, as usual, was cancelled. We had 
also reconnoitred positions from a prominent viewpoint on the edge of the 
woods from which to meet a possible counter-attack. It was on the top of a 
steep escarpment giving a wide outlook over the land to the south. We were 
shown a dead German sniper up a tree wrapped in a camouflage net. He had 
killed officers in a group using this spot to reconnoitre a day or two before. 
Up to this time it was the nearest we had been to the enemy lines.

While at the Bois de Baugy we heard that 2nd/Lt. B. C. Kirby 
and L/Cpl. D. Coates had been killed on June 13th, before the rest of 
the Regiment had landed. 2nd/Lt. Kirby was only 23 and had joined the 
Regiment straight from Sandhurst while we were at Aldershot. He had been 
selected to command the corps commander’s troop of protective tanks. We 
thought he had been given a safe job and his friends commiserated with him 
because they thought he would be left behind at Corps Headquarters. But 
the days have passed when corps commanders never went near the front 
line. They were attacked and 2nd/Lt. Kirby’s tank was knocked out and he 
and L/Cpl. Coates were killed and Tpr. Barker wounded. 2nd/Lt. Kirby and 
L/Cpl. Coates are buried at Hottot-les-Bagues military cemetery.



Chapter V

FRANCE—EASTWARDS TOWARDS CAEN

After a very unsettled night, with great relief we moved on the 
23rd of June from Bois de Baugy to a new harbour. This was 
in pleasant meadows near the village of Rouxeville, where we 
carried out reconnaissances against enemy counter-attacks 

following the opening of the ‘Epsom’ offensive. On the same day I wrote to 
Joyce and included some notes on our food:

All the things you made and gave me are coming in useful. The cocoa 
mixture is especially good. We have four large Thermos flasks on board 
so we can keep things hot all night and hot drinks early in the morning 
are invaluable. You remember the onions you included in one of the 
parcels, we put them in our fish rissoles made with powdered biscuits with 
sardines or salmon and then fried—they are delicious. We get two 2d bars 
of chocolate and a quarter of boiled sweets each a day, so we do very well.

L/Cpl. Siddall, my wireless operator, did most of the cooking for 
our troop, but occasionally he was relieved by any of us who felt confident 
enough. He was especially appreciated for his bacon sandwiches which he 
cooked in the evenings to be eaten at dawn during ‘stand to’.
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On the 24th I wrote and told Joyce the weather had improved after 
‘The Great Storm’:

It’s a roiling hot day and I am sitting on a box writing this clad only in my 
underpants. I’ve just had a bath (cold in a bucket), washed my hair and 
cut my toe and finger nails, so I’m feeling all spruced up.

In your letter of the 18th you say there has been a gap in my letters, 
I expect that was when we were coming over. I’m glad Eva and Jim 
(Tristram) called and that you gave her the suit and that she is very happy.

On the 26th June we moved again to just outside the tiny village of 
Ellon where we found ourselves next to a hostel for refugees and an impressive 
quantity of our own medium artillery supporting ‘Epsom’, which was noisy 
but comforting. Here we ceased to be under command of 7th Armoured 
Division.

On the 27th of June in my letter to Joyce I wrote:

My Darling Wife,
Thank you very much for your letter written on the 20th which I received 
yesterday. The tobacco has now caught up with me. I’m glad you had a 
good time with Mary (Simpson).

Yes, I have heard about Robert’s fifth tooth and expect to hear of the 
sixth soon—tell him to keep them in good condition for if he gets involved 
in a ‘crusade’ he will find them useful with Army biscuits. All my crew 
get sore gums and have difficulty owing to false teeth. I’m glad I looked 
after mine. The food is still very good and we are getting about a pound 
of butter a day and fresh milk. My French is improving or else the locals 
are very polite.

Kiss the children for me and tell them to be good. I think about you 
all a lot.

Your loving husband,
Angus
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In this letter my address had changed to B.W.E.F.—British Western 
European Force. On the 28th June in my letter to Joyce I wrote:

It’s pitiful to see some of the homes here and it’s amazing how the people 
cling to them even though there’s only half a room of rubble left. I’m still 
very fit and reasonably happy. The tobacco is lasting (Joyce sent me regular 
supplies) and is a positive help when there are dead cows about.

Late in the evening of the 29th of June there was a bigger flap than 
usual and we moved out at short notice to just east of St. Leger on the 
main Bayeux to Caen road and reconnoitred defensive positions in case 
a counter-attack should materialise. Early on the 30th there seemed to be 
every possibility that we would go into action that day. However, it passed 
off quietly and we caught up with some much needed sleep after a somewhat 
agitated night. The Regiment remained in a defensive role and the whole 
Brigade was held in readiness to meet enemy counter-attacks until the 5th 
of July.

On July 1st in a letter to Joyce I told her that Marshall in my troop 
had had a telegram that day to say that his wife had had a baby on the 25th 
of June and said it had been an anxious time for him.

On July 2nd I told Joyce that the weather was pretty foul, that the sun 
occasionally came out but mostly it was raining which made things pretty 
miserable. I said I hoped she was having a good time at Llandudno and I 
would send this letter there, the next to ‘Arthede’ and the next to Bradford. 
My letters seemed to take a fortnight to get home. In my letter of the 3rd 
of July I said that some of my chaps still hadn’t heard that their wives were 
receiving their letters and they were naturally getting anxious. I reported that 
despite the heavy downpours of rain all the time, I was keeping very fit and 
free from colds. I said I would write to my people after I had done rather a 
lot of censoring.

On the 4th of July I said that the weather was still changeable, that I 
had been bitten by ants, and had a bath in an orchard which was lovely. In 
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reply to her questions I told her we only occasionally heard the news on a 
radio and we did not have one ourselves, I added “Keith Cunliffe has just 
brought my new pipe back to me which has been missing some days. I had 
dropped it in my travels but had been too scared to tell you I had lost it so 
soon after you had sent it to me!”

On the 6th of July we were told that we were to take part in an attack 
on Caen, code-named ‘Charnwood’. We would be in support of the 3rd 
Infantry Division, not as part of the main attack, but held in reserve for the 
subsequent exploitation.

It had been hoped that Caen would fall on ‘D’ day, but this was 
frustrated by the stubborn defence of the 21st Panzer Division. After a 
month of bitter fighting for Lebisey Wood and the high ground south of 
it, that area was still in enemy hands. So it had been decided that a major 
effort—‘Operation Charnwood’—should be made to capture that part of 
the city to the west and north of the River Orne. The key area for us was the 
high ground to the south of Lebisey Wood lying within a 60 ring contour, 
which overlooked the city in the valley below.

We moved to a new harbour near Basly during the night of the 6th–
7th July. Between 10 and 11 p.m. on 7th July we watched as 460 bombers 
came over in great waves, assuming that they were bombing the 60 ring 
contour area, but in fact, a lot of the target area covered the old city. The 
same positions were fiercely engaged by artillery the next morning. We had 
been told, when we were briefed for the attack, that there were unlikely to 
be any fighting troops in the city itself and the destruction of so much of the 
old city has been the subject of controversy ever since.

I had written only a short note to Joyce on the 7th July at 9 p.m. 
shortly before the bombing, pleading that I had letters to censor. I cannot 
remember this as being a particularly onerous task and I suspect it was 
really because we were so busy moving about at the time. Although you 
had to look out in the letters for information useful to the enemy, you were 
allowed to give news of your movements as long as it was a fortnight old. 
Censoring the troop’s letters did give me a confidential insight into the joys 
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and sorrows of the individuals in the troop—the joy at the arrival of a son 
called Robert, although they really wanted a girl, and the sorrow and anxiety 
at not receiving letters for quite a time after we had landed.

One of Joyce’s letters was waiting for me when I landed and they 
continued to reach me regularly within 3 or 4 days of sending. The speed in 
France with which letters got to the forward troops amazed me. But mine 
took 10 or 12 days to get back to her. Joyce was a bit worried about who 
would read her letters, but I was able to re-assure her that only the base 
censor would and he did not know me.

About noon on the 8th July, in response to the start of ‘Charnwood’ 
at 0420 hours that morning, we were ordered to move forward from our 
harbour at Basly towards Caen through Gazelle (Fig. 12) to a ridge two miles 
north of Lebisey where we could quickly reach the battle area if required. 
By this time it was raining heavily and we were being shelled. But the battle 
was making good progress. Our sister regiment—The 1st Northamptonshire 
Yeomanry—had reached the 60 ring contour, but they found that there was 
not enough room for our regiment. We were then instructed to guard the 
right flank. From our harbour just north of Lebisey Wood, ‘A’ Squadron took 
up battle positions facing west and the light tanks of the Reconnaissance 
Troop were sent out on an offensive patrol towards Couvre-Chef and took 
16 prisoners, the majority of whom were Poles and Austrians.

After a quiet night, ‘A’ and ‘C’ Squadrons (including my troop) were 
ordered to continue the offensive patrols westward towards Couvre-Chef in 
order to mop up pockets of resistance. On the way I saw a gun pointing at 
us and, after some hesitation, we gave it a burst of machine-gun fire. This 
brought its crew out of their slit trenches. I was horrified to identify them 
as British. I dismounted and ran across to apologise to their officer and 
enquire about casualties. He said that only one man had been wounded 
and it was a ‘Blighty’ one and that the man would be very thankful. They 
had been having an exhausting time with very little relief. From what I saw 
of Normandy, there were not, at this stage, nearly enough infantry and 
too many tanks, which had been landed in the hope of an early armoured 
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thrust towards Paris. We continued to Couvre-Chef which we found to be 
empty. The 59th Infantry Division could not be convinced of this as they 
had suffered heavy casualties the day before in capturing St. Contest and 
Galmanche. We were ordered to withdraw from the village which they then 
attacked behind a heavy barrage.

During the 9th and 10th we leaguered on the northern slopes of the 60 
ring contour feature and were mortared intermittently. Fortunately no one was 
killed, but 6 of our men were wounded. Meanwhile, the Northamptonshire 
Yeomanry had entered Caen and the infantry were soon mopping up any 
enemy left north of the river. But the degree of destruction made it impossible 
to advance any further until a major operation had been mounted in the city 
by the bull-dozers. The only other incident of note that day was the capture 
of two prisoners by our Regimental Headquarters. These came out of a dug-
out and surrendered to our Commanding Officer. He, having dismounted 
from his tank, was occupied in a necessary but undignified task.

I wrote to Joyce on the 10th at 8 p.m.

I’m glad all is well with you and you are so happy and fit. I’ve just been 
looking again at the photos you sent me. You all look so marvellous. I am 
so proud of you, you’ve done a very good job while I’ve been away. It’s lovely 
to see the sitting room, the sofa, the piano and the pictures on the wall. It’s 
been a marvellous little home (186 Kingsley Road, Northampton). Thank 
you for keeping it going. We’ve had some marvellous times there, haven’t we?

The food situation has improved 100% as we are parked in a potato 
field and are having new potatoes with every meal. It’s the first fresh food 
we’ve had since we landed. We still haven’t seen fresh bread yet. The tobacco 
situation is getting a bit critical. I smoke 4 ounces a week now. It’s a bit 
heavy I know, but these are not normal times and it’s partly medicinal as 
well as for pleasure. The wives of two more of the chaps in the troop are 
expecting babies.

Do you think you could send me a weekly newspaper? We only need 
the headlines and pictures but we do need the continuity.
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Fig. 12 Our Regiment Moving Towards Caen

These are our ‘B’ Squadron tanks in the cornfields between Gazelle and 
Lebisey. [Imperial War Museum photograph taken by Sgt Christie, 8th July 
1944]
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The next day (12th) we were pulled back to our original harbour at 
Basly where we stayed until the 13th of July.

On July 11th I had written to Joyce:
247455 Lt. A. R. Chown.

C Sqn. 144 R.A.C.
B.W.E.F.

July 11th. 10.30 p.m.

Just a short note to let you know I’m well and to thank y0u and Christabel 
for your letter which I received today.

I’m sorry there has been a break in my letters, but I write every day it 
is possible. It is difficult to anticipate where you will be when my letters 
arrive, so please do not worry if there is a gap between my letters. Don’t 
forget what I said before, you will hear any bad news long before you get 
my letters. I am so glad you had a good time at Llandudno and that the 
children were so good and that you are eating and sleeping so well, I have 
done likewise. Although my sleep is only in short spells the total is quite 
good. The food is excellent, we’ve had new potatoes and beans the last few 
days. I cooked some potato cakes of new potatoes, onions and cheese—they 
were very good. Today we got our first bread—it only worked out at one 
slice a head, but after a month without, it tasted like Christmas cake.

On July 12th, having been told by Joyce that she had a bathe at 
Llandudno, I wrote:

A huge mail today, the two silhouettes, letters and three ounces of tobacco, 
I’m almost drunk. Your people don’t seem to have had a very good time at 
Staplehurst. I did not realise these robot bombs were such a menace.

At the rate we are going it will be some time before we get to the 
Mediterranean. I cooked ‘Pommes Normandies’ again tonight—cooked 
new potatoes and raw onion made into little balls, rolled in crushed army 
biscuits, then fried.
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During this first month in France, there had been plenty of action for 
us, but no fighting. We had not long to wait now. On the 13th July we heard 
we were to be in the next battle and we moved westwards to a new harbour 
at Loucelles.

We had been lucky to have had these four weeks to settle down. We 
had been able to talk to people who had been in the fighting. We had become 
familiar with the country and we had seen burning and burnt out Shermans. 
The Germans called them ‘Ronsons’ or ‘Tommy cookers’ because they flared 
up so easily. We knew the danger spots from examining the fields where 
battles had already been fought—the edges of woods and the hedgerows 
where we could see where the anti-tank guns and bazookas had been sited. 
We had learnt to take care and to take advantage of the contours. Our 
experiences north of Caen were a valuable battle inoculation, for while we 
had suffered few casualties, we had seen burning villages, streams of refugees, 
dead and wounded men and smelt the stench of war.

On the other hand, the first month had seen the evaporation of the 
‘gung-ho’ spirit which followed the early successes of the landings. It was 
replaced by the gradual realisation that ‘Next stop Berlin’ was not to be, but 
that we were in for a slogging match. Although faith in final victory did not 
weaken, the early euphoria gave way to a feeling that you had to kill two 
Germans before you yourself were killed if that final victory was to be won.
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 Chapter VI

NOYERS—PLAN, RECONNAISANCE AND FIRST DAY

With the fall of Cherbourg to the Americans on the 27th 
June and the capture of Caen on the 10th July, the first 
stage of the invasion—the lodgement—was completed 
and the second stage—the break-out—could begin. 

There were two main tasks facing the British Army. Firstly, to launch attacks 
so that the German armour opposite them could not be diverted against the 
Americans who were preparing to break out of their bridgehead; secondly, 
to enlarge the British bridgehead in order to get access to the open country 
south-east of Caen to be ready for a British break-out towards Falaise.

Therefore, two main attacks were now planned. The first on the 
east flank by 12 and 30 Corps from the 16th to 18th July, was designed 
to pin 2 Panzer, 9 SS Panzer and 10 SS Panzer in position west of Caen 
and to divert their attention from the second main attack. This was code-
named ‘Goodwood’ and was to take place from the 18th to the 21st of July 
immediately east of Caen southwards out of the Orne bridgehead which had 
been seized on ‘D’ day. (Fig. 13).

In the second, the 59th Division were to attack on the right (code-
named ‘Pomegranate’), with Noyers as its principal objective, and the 15th 
(Scottish) Division to attack on the left towards Gavrus and Evrecy, code-
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named ‘Greenline’, which would start on the night of the 15th July using 
‘artificial moonlight’ for the first time, which meant reflecting light from 
searchlights pointed at the clouds. ‘Pomegranate’ was to be carried out on 
the left by the 177 Infantry Brigade supported by the whole of our Regiment, 
and, on the right, by 197 Infantry Brigade, supported by one squadron of 
the Northamptonshire Yeomanry, to capture Landrelle.

Our attack was to start at first light on the 16th July and was to be 
in two phases: Phase I to secure the area Brettevillette–Queudeville–Les 
Nouillons as the jumping off place for Phase II—the attack on Noyers itself. 
For Phase I, the 1/6 South Staffords were to attack on the right, supported by 
‘B’ Squadron (Major R. D. Secretan). Their objective (Obj. 1) was the area 
Brettevillette–Queudeville, both inclusive. The 5th South Staffords were to 
attack on the left, supported by our ‘C’ Squadron (Major T. W. Pickering) 
with the orchards west of Les Nouillons as their objective (Obj. 1a). ‘H’ 
hour was fixed for 5.30 a.m. When Phase I was completed Phase II would 
start (Fig. 14).

Phase II attack was to be carried out by the 2/6 South Staffords on a 
two-company front, ‘A’ Squadron (Major R. J. Reid) supporting the right-
hand company and our ‘C’ Squadron in support of the left-hand company. 
The objective was a line through Point 126–Noyers Station–Noyers village 
(Obj. 2). There were two further phases dealing with exploitation towards 
Missy and Caralet, but these never took place.

The broad outlines of the attack were settled on the 14th, although 
only one set of aerial photographs had been issued for the whole Regiment! 
More came on the 15th which was a very busy day. We liaised with the 
infantry platoon commanders, showed them the tanks and swapped tactical 
information. They used the telephones fixed to the outside of the tanks. 
They also met the crews. We then made a detailed reconnaissance of the 
routes from our harbour at Loucelles to the assembly area north of Rauray 
and from there to the forming-up place east of Rauray, (F.U.P. 1) where 
tanks and infantry would come together for the attack. As forming up had 
to be done in the dark, the exact position for each troop had to be fixed.
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Fig. 13 The ‘Pomegranate’ and ‘Greenline’ attacks west of Caen which were 
followed up by ‘Goodwood’ east of Caen (off map).

[Photo: Colin]
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We had to co-operate with the infantry holding the line. They were 
dug into trenches like those of World War I in front of the Belleval chateau 
(Fig. 15). These stirred up fears of a long war, as we had not advanced very 
far forward in the five weeks since we had landed. They took us up into 
the attic of the chateau, where some slates had been removed to make an 
observation post, and from there we could see the start-line (S.L. 1) and the 
country beyond over which we would have to advance to reach Noyers 4,000 
yards away. They also showed us where they had laid their minefield and the 
position of the gaps they would be clearing that night for our advance. We 
settled on the position of each tank on the start-line.

‘Funnies’ (specially adapted Churchills)—one troop of Flails (Mine 
clearers), one troop of AVRES (Heavy mortars) and two troops of Crocodiles 
(flame throwers) arrived in the late afternoon. We went back to harbour for 
a final conference to settle outstanding problems, to check codes and code 
signs and receive orders for the night move to the Assembly Area. This lasted 
until 10 p.m., the squadron and troop commanders then issued their orders 
and we were then free to write home, rest or worry for the next three hours. 
I wrote to Joyce, in what turned out to be my last letter from France:

I went into a house (the chateau) today for the first time since I landed in 
France, so you can see I really am leading an outdoor life—it felt very strange.

I’m afraid there’s not much personal news I can tell you about the 
chaps, it would be careless talk. I will describe the way of life for ten 
minutes if I ever get home on leave. I’m sorry my letters are so scrappy, 
but they’re only to let you know I’m alive and not to tell you “How your 
husband is living in Normandy” you can read that in the newspapers.

We moved out of harbour at 1.35 a.m. on the 16th July towards the 
Assembly Area along our chosen route which by now had been liberally 
marked by coloured lights. A Corps report showed that the enemy were very 
alert on the ‘Pomegranate’ front. We suffered our first casualty of the day 
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Fig. 14 The Battle of Noyers
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when one of our officers caught his foot in the power traverse of the turret 
before we left harbour at Loucelles.

It was a calm, warm night with a little ground mist in the hollows 
when ‘B’ and ‘C’ Squadrons, which were to take part in the first attack, 
moved forward towards the Forming-Up Place. There was some confusion 
on the way as the coloured lights had stopped at the Assembly Area, but 
we did meet up with the infantry at the Forming-Up Place at 4.30 a.m. as 
arranged. Between 3 and 4 a.m. the noise of our movements had been masked 
by the firing of the 86th Field Regiment who were providing the barrages 
and concentrations of fire in support of our attack. They had deployed in 
the cornfields about a thousand yards east of Fontenoy-le-Pesnel where they 
were subjected to spasmodic shell fire on the 15th and aerial attack with flares 
and anti-personnel bombs on the 16th, luckily without casualties.

At 5.30 a.m., just as it was beginning to get light, we heard the shells 
of our very heavy artillery barrage passing overhead and then the roar of tank 
engines as we moved across the start line with the infantry following behind. 
Before long the dust raised by the bursting shells, the ground mist and the 
smoke of battle made it impossible to see more than 50 yards ahead in the 
dawn light. So things, generally, began to go wrong. Tanks lost direction, the 
infantry could not find the tanks they were supposed to be following and, 
worst of all, tanks were striking mines and it seemed that the whole attack 
might come to a halt in the minefield which, unfortunately, was the British 
one. The infantry holding the line gave us categorical assurances that gaps 
would be made. But lifting mines in the dark is no easy matter particularly 
when, as the infantry confessed later, no record had been kept of where the 
mines had been laid. After about an hour conditions had improved and we 
could see what we were doing.

It had been a bad start, but our objective was quite clear: to get the 
infantry to Noyers and to kill as many Germans as possible on the way. So 
we pressed on doing the best we could with our depleted force.

Starting first with ‘B’ Squadron (Major R. D. Secretan) on the right, 
4 Troop (Lieut. J. Shuttleworth) was leading, but they were met by heavy 
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Fig. 15 Belleval Chateau with its crest above the gate.

Out infantry were dug-in in front of the chateau, we viewed the battlefield 
from an attic on the other side of the roof and we formed up for the attack 
on the other side of the chateau. [Photo: Colin]
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machine-gun fire and the infantry went to ground, the tanks going on 
alone. On reaching the second field Lt. Shuttleworth’s and Sgt. A. Ashness’ 
tanks hit mines. Lt. Shuttleworth changed to his corporal’s tank and went 
on supported by Sgt. H. Pixton’s 17 pounder tank. They reached the road 
immediately east of Queudeville and temporarily silenced the machine 
guns. Then Lt. Shuttleworth’s tank was hit by a German ‘bazooka’. The crew 
were able to bale out before it burst into flames after smoking furiously. 
But Troopers Lowe and Shackleton were killed near the tank and Lieut. 
Shuttleworth, Troopers Jones and Schofield were wounded. Troopers Lowe 
and Shackleton are buried at Manvieu cemetery near Cheux. This cemetery 
contains 2,186 graves in all of which eleven are named graves of members 
of the Regiment. However, I feel that most of the nine members of the 
Regiment named on the Bayeux Memorial as having no known graves are 
buried in this cemetery in the some of many graves containing unknown 
soldiers.

Lieut. J. F. Potts with 2 Troop, was covering 4 troop but, seeing two 
of their tanks go up on mines, he diverted to the road where he hit a mine 
himself. He changed tanks and, when he moved forward to deal with 
machine-gun fire coming from an orchard (1), he hit another mine which 
tilted his tank half on to its side. He had already lost another of his tanks 
on a mine, so only Sgt. Critchley in the 17 pdr. tank was left. He pressed 
on with both the machine guns firing. He fired in turn his Sten, Browning 
and Bren gun from the turret until each ran out of ammunition. However, 
solid shot from his 17 pdr. was enough for the demoralised enemy who were 
trying to re-organise in a wood (3). The infantry were then able to advance 
and capture their objective. Sergeant Critchley was awarded the Military 
Medal for his part in this action.

In 3 Troop one tank was soon blown up on a mine, but leading his troop, 
Lt. Borg sighted considerable numbers of the enemy in slit trenches (3). He 
overran these positions firing his Sten gun from the turret. In the course of 
this action Lt. Borg was killed. His grave is also at Manvieu British military 
cemetery (Fig. 16). He was 20.
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By this time 9 tanks of ‘B’ Squadron had hit mines and one had been 
knocked out by enemy action. Only 1 Troop under Lieut. Foulds had all 
their 4 tanks. He supported the infantry towards the Brettevillette objective, 
which was captured by 9 a.m. and then moved to support the attack on 
the centre objective. ‘B’ Squadron H.Q. became split up very early. Capt. 
Simmons’ tank ran on to a mine. Sergeant Wade also hit a mine leaving only 
the squadron commander (Major Secretan). He also struck a mine.

By noon all the objectives on the right had been captured, so our C.O. 
(Col. Jolly) asked for permission from the infantry commander to withdraw 
what was left of ‘B’ Squadron, and the Brigadier agreed. As soon as the tanks 
were withdrawn, the infantry reported German machine-guns opening up 
from the cornfields north-east of Queudeville. The area was searched by the 
tanks, no enemy were found, three tanks were lost on mines and two hours 
were wasted.

We in ‘C’ Squadron, on the left of ‘B’ squadron, were to support the 5th 
South Staffords in their capture of Les Nouillons. The attack was planned in 
two phases. In Phase IA, ‘B’ company on the right, supported by 1 Troop under 
Sgt. Parkin and 3 troop under Lieut, K. H. Cunliffe, were to capture the houses 
and orchard north of the railway (5). ‘C’ Company on the left, supported by 
2 Troop (Lieut. S. R. Thomas) and 4 Troop (me), were to capture the orchard 
and houses south of the railway including the rectangular orchard (6).

‘C’ Squadron formed up behind the chateau, 1 and 2 troops leading, 
followed by the infantry with 3 and 4 troops behind in support. Unfortunately, 
as with ‘B’ Squadron on the right, shortly after crossing the Start Line at 
5.30 a.m. we were in difficulties with the fog and mines. 1 and 3 Troops lost 
six tanks, leaving only the squadron commander and two tanks to support ‘B’ 
Company. We, in the left hand troops 2 and 4 were more fortunate, probably 
because we had a track to follow, and reached the neighbourhood of the 
rectangular orchard (6) without mishap. But here we met fierce opposition 
from machine-gun posts and Lieut. Thomas. who was leading, was wounded 
in the head. His sergeant’s tank (Sergeant J. Ellis) was knocked out soon 
afterwards by a German bazooka, Trooper R. Dyson being wounded.
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Fig. 16 Lieutenant G. Borg’s grave at Manvieu British Military Cemetery 
[Photo: Angus]
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The rectangular orchard, our objective in Phase I, was held in some 
strength, but the orchard north of the railway was reported clear of the 
enemy. So the remaining tanks in 1 and 3 troops were brought over to join 
us in 2 and 4 troops to support an attack from the right flank against the 
strong point in the rectangular orchard. During this manoeuvre my tank 
hit a mine, we shed a track and all the electronics failed. I ran across and 
exchanged tanks with Corporal Barlow. We continued the attack keeping 
the enemy’s heads down and, after bitter hand-to-hand fighting along the 
hedgerows, our infantry were soon into the enemy trenches winkling them 
out of their dug-outs and by 8 a.m. our objectives had been captured. We 
then transferred our fire to the houses at (7) to subdue some machine-gun 
fire and on to the enemy infantry, who were by now, retreating southwards.

The tanks then rallied for Phase IB when ‘A’ company were to capture 
the signal box and orchard adjoining the railway (8) while ‘D’ company, 
supported by ‘C’ squadron, were first to capture the triangular wood (9) and 
then the houses at Les Nouillons. Owing to casualties, the squadron was 
now reduced from 19 to only 7 battleworthy tanks. It was decided to use 
all these to support ‘D’ company and we advanced to shoot them into the 
triangular wood which was taken after slight opposition. Then the buildings 
at Les Nouillons were attacked and after a considerable amount of H.E. fire 
from the tanks, the infantry reached the houses and had little difficulty in 
clearing them by 10.30 a.m.

At this moment ‘A’ company reported strong opposition from the 
signal box and the orchard (8). Major Pickering, reluctantly agreeing to the 
infantry’s request, left two tanks, with me in charge, to cover what remained 
of ‘D’ company while they dug in, and to provide an anti-tank defence on 
the left flank until their anti-tank guns arrived. He then took the other five 
tanks and soon quelled the opposition at the signal box and orchard and the 
infantry were able to take large numbers of prisoners.

In the meantime, I and my two tanks back at Les Nouillons, feeling 
rather isolated and exposed, were subjected to mortar and sniper fire. The 
Browning gun mounting on my turret was hit by a sniper’s bullet which 



noyErs—plan, rEconnaIsancE and fIrsT day

66

left a silver streak on it a few inches from my head. We also saw one of our 
officers wandering about after his tank had hit a mine earlier in the action. 
When the crew climbed down to examine the damage they were, as was 
usual, mortared and two of the crew, Trps. A. Smith and W. Davey were 
killed. Tpr. Smith was 23 and is buried at Bonneville-le-Campagne cemetery. 
Tpr. Davey was 28 and is buried at St. Manvieu war cemetery. The officer was 
very shocked and was shaking but did not appear to be wounded. We got 
him down into the bottom of our turret and after a time he had recovered 
sufficiently to go off and look for the rest of his troop.

While at Les Nouillons, I was presented with my most difficult 
decision of the day when an infantry officer asked me to ‘flush out’ a sniper. 
I had been left by Bill Pickering in a defensive position to guard the left flank 
and I could see no advantage in wandering about looking for a sniper over a 
heavily mined area which had anti-tank weapons hidden in the hedgerows. 
I explained my dilemma to the officer and offered to spray any targets he 
pointed to with our machine guns. He accepted this with some reluctance 
but I heard murmurings among my crew to the effect that it was the first 
time they had heard of a tank being afraid of a sniper. Nevertheless, despite 
having a grudge myself against snipers for having nearly hit me, I felt I was 
justified in being cautious in view of the heavy loss of tanks we had already 
suffered and the need to keep my small force intact on this exposed flank.

The Infantry war diary records the threat of an enemy counter-attack 
on the 2/6 S. Staffs front at 2.30 supported by 6 Tiger tanks. But we neither 
heard nor saw anything of them—Thank God! As the objectives of Phase I 
had been captured, our tanks were ordered to rally back to the chateau to 
replenish with fuel and ammunition. Many vexatious delays then occurred 
because of infantry demands for the tanks to remain with them or to deal 
with German machine-guns which were alleged, incorrectly, to have come 
to life again. I, and I suspect other troop leaders, were left as ‘pigs in the 
middle’, with our squadron-leaders ordering us to withdraw and the infantry 
pleading with us not to go. It was not until the company commander was 
given a direct order by his commanding officer, that the infantry agreed 
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to release us to replenish with petrol and ammunition for the next attack. 
Even so we in ‘C’ Squadron, through no fault of our own, were late over the 
Start Line and, to some extent, lost the benefit of the artillery barrage which 
might have had serious consequences for us.

From S.L. 2 at about 5.45 p.m. the Phase II attack began. ‘A’ Squadron 
(Major Reid) was on the right, supporting ‘A’ Company of the 2/6 South 
Staffords. They were to capture the houses at Point 126, the station south 
of it and the orchard to the west (11). They had been standing by all day 
in reserve and were complete except for one tank which hit a mine on the 
way to the Start Line. The composite ‘C’ and ‘B’ squadron, under Major 
Pickering, was to support ‘C’ Company in capturing a group of houses (12). 
These two squadrons were combined as ‘C’ was now reduced to seven tanks 
and ‘B’ to five.

On the right there were a thousand yards of good tank going and 
‘A’ Squadron was able to show that the thin-skinned Shermans were 
comparatively safe, if they could follow closely behind the artillery barrage. 
This kept the German anti-tank crews in their slit trenches until the barrage 
had passed over them and they would not have time to man their guns 
before the tanks were upon them.

1 Troop (2nd Lieutenant S. R. Hotson) led on the right, with 2 Troop 
(Lieutenant W. J. Pickering) on the left. The infantry followed these two 
troops as closely as the barrage permitted. Some 3 to 400 yards behind the 
leading troops came 3 Troop (Sergeant J. Skeer) on the right and 4 troop 
(Lieut. D. A. Pybus) on the left to watch for and take on enemy tanks or anti-
tank guns which might fire at the leading troops, and to assist the infantry to 
overcome any resistance not dealt with by the first echelon of tanks.

‘A’ squadron’s attack achieved spectacular success. The leading tanks 
overran five 75 mm anti-tank guns and knocked out a Panther tank. The 
infantry dealt with the enemy infantry as they came up from the slit trenches 
and dug-outs. On getting near to the objective, the tanks stood a little way 
off so that they could give accurate fire support on to the houses and station 
while the infantry went in with the bayonet. By 7 p.m. the position had 
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been taken and nearly 100 prisoners were captured. ‘A’ Squadron lost only 
one tank which received a direct hit on the turret killing Sgt. G. Roberts 
and Trooper H. Barton. In addition Lieut. Pybus and Sgt. L. Anderson were 
wounded. Sgt. Skeer was also wounded and died later of his wounds. Sgts. 
Roberts and Skeer and Tpr. Barton are buried at St. Manvieu.

In contrast, our composite squadron on the left, had typical Normandy 
bocage country to fight over. Small fields bounded by high banks and 
overgrown hedgerows gave rise to the local name of ‘bocage’, meaning box-
country (Fig. 17) This restricted visibility, made it hard to deploy and control 
the tanks and made them vulnerable to attack by the Panzerfaust or bazookas 
hidden in the hedges, so we made slow and difficult progress. Owing to the 
delayed start and the difficult country, the infantry were in front of the tanks 
until they had to go to ground among the standing corn because of heavy 
machine-gun fire when about half-way to our objective. The leading troop 
(Lieut. M. F. Cunliffe) tried to deal with this but his tank became ditched 
trying to cross a high bank and hedgerow. It received a glancing hit from an 
anti-tank gun which did not cause any casualties. But another tank in the 
troop was knocked out and Troopers A. Teasdale, A. Bates and J. Turnbull 
were killed. They are remembered on the Bayeux Memorial. The two other 
members of the crew, Cpl. J. McKelt and Tpr. J. Nixon were wounded. Tpr. 
Nixon died later of his wounds and is buried at St. Manvieu.

As a result of this hold-up, Major Pickering carried out a reconnaissance 
on foot to find the best way forward for his tanks. Having found one, he then 
led us in his tank to just short of the buildings which were our objective. Here 
he was struck by an armour piercing shot and killed instantly. The enemy 
gun was immediately silenced by his gunner. Major Pickering is buried at 
St. Manvieu (Fig. 18). He was 42. He was posthumously ‘Mentioned in 
Despatches’ for the outstanding part he had played in the day’s operations. 
This is the only award, apart from the Victoria Cross, which can be given 
posthumously. Major Secretan then took over command of the combined 
squadron which was by now reduced from 38 to 9 tanks. We attacked the 
buildings with H.E. and machine-gun fire. The infantry advanced under 
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Fig. 17 Lieutenant Marcus Cunliffe’s up-turned tank.

Typical bocage country. Lieut. M.F. Cunliffe’s tank ditched during the attack 
on Noyers, 16th July 1944. [Photo: Blue Flash.]
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the cover of the our guns and got into the nearest buildings on the fringe of 
Noyers.

It was now 9 p.m. and the Commanding Officer of the 2/6th South 
Staffordshires decided not to attempt further progress as his men had had 
a hard day and were too reduced in strength by the bitter hand-to-hand 
fighting along the hedgerows to attempt to clear the straggling village and 
orchards that night. He withdrew his men from the houses at Pt. 126 and the 
northern edge of Noyers, to a more defensible line clear of the houses. They 
dug in under the protection of our guns. This was the nearest we got to the 
capture of Noyers. Perhaps with reserves we could have done it because at the 
end of the day the enemy were giving themselves up readily and beginning 
to show signs of demoralisation. During the day we captured 367 of the 
enemy, but as a diversionary attack, we had no infantry reserves and only a 
brigade of life-like Shermans made of inflated rubber as tank reserves!

During the night the Germans re-occupied the houses and reinforced 
their defences with elements of the 9th SS Panzer Division and anti-tank guns 
against what their communique called this “particularly dangerous thrust”. 
Our Brigade H.Q.’s last message to us that night was one of congratulation 
on the part we had played. Resumption of the attack was called off until next 
morning. The tanks were instructed to protect the infantry until they had 
dug in and their anti-tank guns had arrived.

While the C.O. was giving out these last orders of the day his scout car 
driver, Tpr. G. McDowell, was wounded by a sniper’s bullet. The infantry, 
understandably in view of their casualties, could not be persuaded to release 
the tanks until 11.30 p.m. and then only on condition that we went no more 
than half-a-mile back and returned to the forward positions by day-break—
about 4.30 a.m.
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Fig. 18 Bill Pickering’s grave at St. Manvieu. [Photo: Colin Chown.]
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This is one of several reliefs carved for the rebuilt church after the War by a 
German ex-serviceman. [Photo: Angus.]

Fig. 19 Plaque in Noyers church porch.
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 Chapter VII

NOYERS—THE SECOND, THIRD AND FOURTH DAYS

A thick mist had come down and it was well after midnight before 
all the tanks had rallied to the replenishment point. Darkness, 
fog, and shelling had delayed the arrival of the transport 
column. While we were loading petrol and ammunition we 

were subjected to a heavy bombing raid. We had had no time to dig slit 
trenches beforehand, as it was important to get the tanks battleworthy 
before dawn. So we all dived under the tanks and hoped for the best. 
Unfortunately I was hit by shrapnel coming in between the bogeys of the 
tank. I, however, was convinced that the tank had blown up above me and 
I had been injured by the blast and not hit by shrapnel. I told everybody I 
could, but luckily nobody took any notice. My crew bound me up with my 
field dressing and stretcher-bearers carried me off to the infantry first-aid 
post. After a brief examination and a cup of hot sweet tea, the Army’s cure-
all, I was sent by jeep and ambulance of the 210 Field Ambulance Unit back 
to the 3rd Casualty Clearing Station and then on to a field hospital near 
the coast. Every time we stopped there was a brief examination to see if I 
should go on and a cup of hot sweet tea. By the time I reached the hospital 
my bladder was hurting more than my wounds. So ended my only day of 
close fighting.
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Nigel Arkwight wrote to Joyce on the 23rd of July when he had been 
promoted to Major and taken command of ‘C’ Squadron in succession to 
Bill Pickering:

You will no doubt have heard that Angus has, unhappily, been wounded 
in action and I am just writing this letter to tell you how sorry I am and 
what a great loss it is to the squadron.

He did magnificent work while we were in action and his calm 
manner under any circumstances is a characteristic I shall always admire. 
Soon after getting back to harbour we were subjected to a very heavy 
bombing raid and I heard of his injury next morning.

I do hope you and the children are alright and please let me know if 
there is anything at all I can do for you or Angus.

My very best wishes to Angus for a speedy recovery.
Yours sincerely,
Nigel Arkwright

Although I have been able to tell a fairly complete story of the first 
day of the battle, it is mostly due to the account in “Blue Flash” and to the 
war diaries of my Regiment and the infantry battalions. As an individual 
troop commander, my ability to get an overall picture of what was going 
on was very limited. Although honour and the safety of the troop made me 
keep my head out of the hatch practically all the time, my field of vision was 
bounded by the next hedge-row. I had to give directions to my own tank 
driver and gunners through our intercomm, and I had to keep control of the 
troop by means of the ‘B’ switch on our wireless set. We were in touch with 
the squadron by the ‘A’ switch and we did hear of Bill Pickering’s death. But 
you are isolated within the tank and by your headphones from many of the 
sights and sounds of battle. Contact with the infantry on the ground was 
maintained by the ‘phone on the outside of the tank and was mainly used 
by them to give us targets for our tanks’ guns. But the infantry, with more 
pressing matters on their minds, very often forgot to replace the receivers 
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which were left hanging down to be whipped off when we went through the 
next hedgerow. One squadron lost all its phones this way.

Most of the time we just kept steadily on so that we could benefit 
from the protection of the barrage which was moving forward 100 yds every 
3 minutes. The infantry went to ground when they were fired on and we 
tried to deal with the opposition so that they could resume their advance. 
How many remained on the ground, it was difficult to tell because of the 
standing corn. As you went forward they just seemed to melt away and we 
always reached the objective with many less than we started out with. The 
l/6th Staffs, for example, had 30 killed and 88 wounded by the end of the 
first day, although they reported that “the tanks backed us up very well”. The 
same applied to the tanks. You were occasionally stopped or saw other tanks 
disabled, and sometimes you saw black smoke when a tank caught fire, but 
mostly they just fell behind as they were disabled. I cannot remember feeling 
frightened, the novelty of it all had not had time to wear off and I was never 
in a trapped situation. Nor could I know that seven tank commanders with 
their heads out of the turrets were to be killed or wounded as a result of head 
wounds at Noyers.

The battle went on for another two days against a stubborn and 
strengthened defence, for the Germans were not going to give us a second 
chance. A series of ineffective attacks were launched, little progress was made 
but casualties were suffered.

The Regiment could only muster 19 tanks when they rejoined the 
infantry at 4.45 a.m. on the 17th. On the right the 2/6 South Staffs, supported 
by ‘A’ squadron resumed the attack of the previous evening towards Point 
126 and a little progress was made in the early stages, a few of the houses 
being re-occupied. At about 10 a.m., 2nd Lieut. Hotson’s tank was engaged 
at close range by a bazooka from behind a hedge (13) and he was killed 
immediately. 2nd/Lt. Hotson is buried at St. Manvieu (Fig. 20). He was 
20. The orchard (11) south-west of Pt 126 was strongly held and the infantry 
suffered heavy casualties there. During an attempt to outflank the wood 
from the west (14), Sgt. H. Hewick’s tank was hit by an anti-tank gun. The 
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Fig. 20 2nd Lieutenant Hotson’s grave at St. Manvieu Military 
Cemetery. [Photo: Angus]
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shot penetrated the co-driver’s compartment and L/Cpl. W. England was 
killed. He is remembered on the Bayeux Memorial. Another tank received a 
direct hit from a medium shell which blew off the operator’s hatch and killed 
the operator, Tpr. G. Stewart. He is buried at St. Manvieu. The commander, 
Sgt. L. Robinson was badly wounded. Efforts continued all day to capture 
the orchard but they were eventually called off for the night. ‘A’ squadron had 
been in action for 48 hours and they were ordered to rally at the Assembly 
Area where the fitters could repair most of the mechanical faults and the 
crews could get some well-earned rest.

On the left, a renewed attack on Noyers could not be started until 
5 p.m. because the only tanks available were engaged at Point 126. A scratch 
squadron of tanks recovered from the minefield and repaired during 
the previous day and night were collected. There was little time for full 
reconnaissance or co-operation between the tanks and infantry, but the 
attack was launched under Major Secretan from a Start Line Queudeville 
– Bas des Forge (S.L.2), An orchard (16), which was the first objective, was 
captured with little difficulty. The second was a group of farm buildings (12), 
and these too were captured with the help of the AVREs ‘Petard’ mortar and 
‘Crocodile’ flame throwers, which set the buildings ablaze and drove the 
Germans out. But it was now so late that the attack on the village of Noyers 
itself had to be postponed until the next day.

On the 18th only eight tanks were available at dawn while another eleven 
would be repaired by 9 a.m. Two half-strength squadrons were organised. At 
10 a.m. Major Secretan led one in a renewed attack on Noyers from the 
buildings burnt on the previous night where he had arranged to meet the 
infantry. They did not turn up, so the tanks started the attack on their own. 
They were met by anti-tank gun-fire which knocked out two AVRE ‘Petards’ 
and two ‘Crocodiles’. These were specially adapted Churchills manned by 
the Engineers, but their thicker armour seemed to offer no more resistance to 
the German anti-tank guns than the thinner-skinned Shermans. During this 
attack captain Simmons was wounded in the head and died soon afterwards 
in hospital. The tanks withdrew under the cover of smoke and a new plan 
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Fig. 21 Captain Veall’s grave at Fountenay-le-Pesnel Military Cemetery.
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was made with the infantry who had by now arrived. But the attack was met 
with heavy machine gunfire and nothing more was accomplished.

During the attack, Captain C. R. Veall, the Regimental Medical 
Officer went out in his half-track flying a large Red Cross flag. He was trying 
to rescue an infantry officer lying in no-man’s-land who had been spotted by 
Captain Simmons before he was wounded. Captain Veall pressed on despite 
warnings by the infantry of an anti-tank gun round the next corner. The 
gun opened fire and killed him and his driver Tpr. C. Collins who is buried 
at St Manvieu. Captain Veall was a skilled and popular M.O. and his death 
was a great loss to the Regiment. He was only 24 and his wife had a baby 
just before we left England. He is buried at Fountenay-le-Pesnel military 
cemetery (Fig. 21).

The attack on the right against Point 126 was renewed at mid-day by 
three troops of tanks under Major Reid. Three Crocodiles were also included 
in the attack which it was hoped would turn the scales in capturing the 
orchard. Men from my troop crewed two of the tanks under Sergt. Chesters 
and Corporal Barlow. The single Crocodile which managed to get near the 
objective had its flame broken up by the trees and could not reach the enemy 
in the wood. Corporal Barlow’s tank was hit by an anti-tank gun, there was 
an immediate flash of flame, the tank brewed up at once and completely 
burnt out. My troop corporal, Cpl. A. Barlow was killed, as were the three 
members of my original crew—L/Cpl. A. Siddall, Tpr. R. Clements and 
Tpr. W. Smith. They are all remembered on the Bayeux War Memorial as 
having no known grave (Fig. 22 and 23). My driver, Tpr. J. Spencer was the 
only one to escape but he was wounded.

Two more planned attacks were called off because there was not 
enough daylight remaining and all tanks were then allowed to return to 
harbour near the Recovery Post.

The three gruelling days went into a fourth, but the attack planned 
for that day was cancelled as the main attack from the Orne bridgehead had 
started and the Regiment had completed its task of diverting the enemy’s 
attention and pinning down some of his armour.
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Fig. 22 The Bayeau War Memeorial.

This panel includes the names of two of my crew — Corporal Barlow and 
Lance-Corporal Sidall (in shadow). [Photo: Colin]
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Fig. 23 Bayeau War Memorial.

This memorial to those Commonwealth soldiers who were killed in the 
Normandy Campaign and have no known grave contains 1,807 names 
including 12 of my Regiment. [Photo: Colin]
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After the battle the work of the Regiment was highly praised by the 
Infantry Brigadier who commented on the determination to get on shown by 
all ranks. Colonel Jolly was awarded the D.S.O., Major Reid the M.C., Tpr. 
Williams the Croix de Guerre, Sgt. Critchley the M.M. and Major Pickering 
and Sgt. Skeer, who were both killed, were ‘Mentioned in Despatches’.

There was a fairly heavy list of casualties—61 in all with five officers 
and twenty other ranks killed (Fig. 24), and seven officers and twenty-nine 
other ranks wounded. The infantry had heavier casualties of course. Two of 
the three battalions involved lost 89 killed, 196 wounded and 79 missing. 
On the Sunday following the battle the Regiment held an open air service 
to remember lost friends.

The Regiment went on to serve with distinction in France, Holland 
and Germany, its exploits are detailed in the later chapters of ‘Blue Flash’.

In the field hospital they X-rayed me and located the shrapnel. One 
piece was in the left buttock and the other in the left lung. Both were small, 
but the piece in the left lung was only an inch from my heart. I was propped 
up in bed to allow the lung to drain and a doctor drew the blood from the 
lung with a syringe through my back. He said it would not hurt and I did 
not need an anaesthetic, but he had brought me a glass of whisky. When I 
said I did not drink, he said he did and drank it instead of me. They left the 
needle in my back and pumped in penicillin which at that time was a new 
drug and expensive.

Earlier on I had been given another new drug M. and B. in the form 
of a pill. This was bigger than any pill I had ever taken, before or since. I 
think it was responsible for making me feel so depressed that when I was 
taken to the blacked-out X-ray tent, I was convinced they were going to kill 
me. I could not see that it would be worth their while to take me back to 
England.

In our marquee there was a wounded German prisoner and everybody 
was kind to him—our wounds united us. A British Intelligence Officer came 
to interrogate him. He was, of course, very smartly dressed, which in itself, 
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Fig. 24 Members of the Regiment Killed at Noyers

Remembered on the Bayeux War Memorial: B. Buried at St. Manvieu: M. 
At Fontenay-le-Pesnel: F. At Banneville-la-Campagne: BC.

Trooper R. Lowe M. 16th July 1944
Trooper G. Shackleton M. -do-
Lieutenant G. Borg M. -do-
Trooper A. Smith BC. -do-
Trooper W. Davey M. -do-
Sergeant G. Roberts M. -do-
Trooper H. Barton M. -do-
Sergeant J. Skeer M. -do-
Trooper A. Teasdale B. -do-
Trooper A. Bates B. -do-
Trooper J. Turnball B. -do-
Trooper J. Nixon B. -do-
Major T. W. Pickering M. -do-
Lieutenant S. R. Hotson M. 17th July 1944
Lance-Corporal W. England B. -do-
Trooper G. Stewart M. -do-
Captain G. N. W. Simons Not traced -do-
Captain C. R. Veall F. -do-
Trooper C. Collins M. -do-
Corporal A. Barlow B. 18th July 1944
Lance-Corporal A. Siddall B. -do-
Trooper R. Clements B. -do-
Trooper W. Smith ‘400’ B. -do-
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in our state, seemed like an hostile act and an intrusion into our small world. 
Although the officer was only doing his duty and was very correct, there 
were none too quiet murmurings from the surrounding beds about leaving 
the poor devil alone. After the officer left, those of us who were near and fit 
enough to do so, lobbed cigarettes and sweets on to the German’s bed.

At last after eight days, I was told I was fit to travel to England. I could 
not go by ‘plane because of the wound in my lung. From ‘D’+7 casualties 
were being flown back to England, many arriving at hospital there on the 
same day as they were wounded. But I was put on to a stretcher, still propped 
up and then on to a D.U.K.W. This was a small amphibious car/boat which 
drove over the beach into the sea. It then sailed out to a tank landing ship. 
This was much larger than the tank landing craft which had brought us 
across. Its ramp was lowered and we drove straight into the huge hold. The 
stretchers were put on to the deck and once the ramp was raised, it was all 
rather dark and claustrophobic. The only escape route I could see was up 
an iron ladder fastened to the side of the ship. As I had now been propped 
up for well over a week, I felt my chance of escape was pretty minimal. 
However, we crossed uneventfully.
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Chapter VIII

COUNT-DOWN TO CIVILIAN LIFE

We landed the same day—24th July—near Southampton 
and went by ambulance to Park Prewett Hospital just 
north of Basingstoke. Here at last I felt fit enough to send 
Joyce a telegram to let her know I had returned safely.

Soon however, because the V1 flying bombs were landing on southern 
England, we were sent on northwards to Edinburgh Royal Infirmary. I was 
taken from Park Prewett to Basingstoke station by ambulance, still propped 
up on a stretcher. I was put down on the ground in a goods siding while a 
demarkation dispute whirled about me as to whether the train attendants or 
the ambulance crew should lift me on to the train. It was raining at the time 
and was not a very happy start to a long and tiring journey! Eventually the 
train attendants put me on the train on to a rack at the side of the carriage. I 
could see out of the window and I fixed my leather photo’ wallet with Joyce 
and Christabels’ photos, which I had taken with me to France, on to the 
rack above me. This improved the situation somewhat, but the depth of my 
misery can be judged by the fact that I promised myself that I would become 
a lay preacher if I ever recovered! Luckily for all concerned, I did not keep 
this promise when I did recover. The attendants were very kind and we had 
good food and drinks, but the journey was a long and slow one.
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The train was packed full of wounded soldiers and when we did arrive 
at Edinburgh station we were transferred to a whole fleet of ambulances. I 
was still propped up on the stretcher and was pushed on to the top rack of 
the ambulance and my nose caught on the roof. It was only a graze, but it 
bled profusely. When we arrived at the hospital the concern of the nurses 
was concentrated on my nose. This was hardly the wounded hero’s home-
coming I had pictured.

Edinburgh Royal Infirmary carried out more tests, and X-rayed me 
after barium feeds at both ends. This involved going on to a rocking table 
to distribute the barium as widely as possible. As I had been trying to keep 
my body rigid ever since I was wounded, this new approach made me very 
frightened. However, the X-rays revealed that there was no more shrapnel 
and nothing wrong with my bowels, although they had not moved since I 
was wounded. This was cured after 23 days by the nurses and doctors trying 
their pet remedies, some very unpleasant. Joyce and my parents came up to 
visit me. Joyce had difficulty over accommodation. She went to the police 
who, after finding out they had a spare room, said that the North British 
Hotel must let her have it. She had a disturbed night with drunken soldiers 
in the next room and doubts about the security of the communicating door. 
Next day Joyce found a room at the Young Womens’ Christian Association’s 
hostel. She had to live off non-rationed food as she had used up her food 
coupons whilst on holiday. She told me nothing of this even when she had 
to watch me feeding on the excellent hospital food. My parents could not 
stay long and Joyce was anxious to get back to the children who were being 
looked after by their grandparents, Robert at Bradford and Christabel at 
Northampton. I continued to make good progress, especially after I was told 
that they would not have to operate on the lung because the shrapnel was 
quite sterile as no clothing had been taken in with it.

The nurses realised after a time that some of us in the ward were officers 
and transferred us to a smaller ward. This, I suppose, was in accordance with 
Army regulations, but it was much less interesting as there were fewer people 
to talk to and much less activity. However, I met one of the ‘other ranks’ from 
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my old ward when he was told to look after me on my first walk in the castle 
grounds. He was an interesting chap, but seemed very young. He was reputed 
to have shot himself in the foot, but I did not cross-question him on this!

 As I was getting better I wrote to Joyce:

 247455 Lt.A.R.Chown.
Ward 22,

Military Wing,
Royal Infirmary,

Edinburgh.
August 16th 1944.

My darling Wife,
I still feel very fit. I’m eating well and had my bowels moved today 
without taking a laxative beforehand. Which is the first time since I was 
wounded—so I’m bucked.

The blonde doctor took another blood count and they had made 
mistake last time and I’m not anaemic.

I had a bill for 1/3d today for the telegram I sent you from Park 
Prewett. I thought this was a bit thick, especially as I had offered to pay 
at the time.

I found out today that I was supporting the Captain in the next bed. 
He was in the infantry at Noyers and was wounded just before I was.
Everybody you met here is going on well.

Your loving husband,
Angus.

I was given a new uniform, but they could not find a beret so I had 
to buy one in town. I had a short convalescence in Edinburgh exploring 
the Castle grounds, the city and nearby Portobello where I was able to 
sit on the promenade for a couple of hours reading a newspaper. Finally 
they said I was fit enough to go home on sick leave. I was given a railway 
pass to Northampton. At Peterborough, however, there was no train to 
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Northampton, so I decided to hitch-hike, despite feeling very tired. Luckily 
I was soon picked up by a chap who knew Northampton and the family 
name and he took me right home to Kingsley Road.

I was granted an extended sick leave but became restless at not having 
anything to do. So when I saw there was a temporary vacancy for a master 
at my old grammar school, I applied and got it. I can see now that it was 
thoughtless of me, despite the extra money and the return to a more normal 
life. Joyce could have done with my help and Heaven knows what the Army 
would have said, as they were paying me to be on sick leave.

This ended when, after several medicals, I was given light work in the 
Army. I was to report to the Physical Training Staff wherever I was posted to 
have exercises, massage and balloon blowing to re-inflate my injured lung. 
I was temporarily attached to 55th Officer Training Unit on 11th January 
1945 and, after a selection board, was appointed an Acting Captain on the 
23rd January and posted to the same Unit as an Instructor. I was sent as an 
Army Liaison Officer to the R.A.F. airfield at Aston Down near Stroud in 
Gloucestershire. I was appointed a Temporary captain on 23rd January 1945. 
I had to make up my own programme to fill gaps in the R.A.F.’s training 
schedules and so I rushed around various nearby Army units to collect 
material, such as tank models, silhouettes, aerial photos of tank manoeuvres 
and their fighting formations. With these I fitted out an empty room in 
which I gave lectures. I also arranged for visits to local tank regiments and 
for rides on their tanks. It was revealing to me, who did not like flying, to 
discover that some of the R.A.F officers did not like riding on the tanks. It 
was all rather ad hoc and time-filling and I could always extend my leave by 
saying I was with the Army.

On one occasion I had a flight to Filton airfield in Bristol with the 
squadron-leader who was nominally in charge of me, He said he had a ‘plane 
to test.  He had also heard of a garage in Bristol which stocked the piston 
rings which he needed for his car. It was a two-seater plane and we had to 
wear parachutes. When I drew mine from stores the W.A.A.F.s saw a chance 
to inflict an old joke on the Army. They assured me that if it did not work, I 
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could take it back and it would be replaced free of charge with no questions 
asked. I also gave driving lessons to an R.A.F. officer named Krikorian—
‘Krikey’ for short. This was apt, considering the standard of his driving at 
the time. But he was very intelligent and soon learnt. I enjoyed his company 
and we would go into Cheltenham to browse round the bookshops, go to 
the cinema and have a meal. After the War I would see his name in the Law 
Reports as he had become a barrister.

While at Aston Down, I prepared for ‘Civvy Street’ by joining evening 
classes in carpentry and plumbing. To exercise the brain I also took an Army 
Education correspondence course in Psychology and started to write notes 
for when I returned to teaching.

So I had everything nicely set up at Aston Down, but the inevitable 
happened. On Whit-Sunday I wrote to Joyce:

My new (Army) boss (McNair Scott) came yesterday and said I won’t be 
sent abroad again (because of my medical category—C3), but may get 
posted from here, probably to Lincolnshire.

So the threat of being sent overseas again was removed, but all the 
careful arrangements I had made were going to come to nothing. I was 
transferred to Kirton Lindsay airfield in Lincolnshire. I suppose it must 
have happened to many other people as the forces were desperately trying to 
follow an orderly demobilisation programme when there was no real work 
for the people who remained behind in the forces.

So I left Aston Down by train to Nottingham and arrived about 
10 a.m. taking my bicycle and light luggage with me and then cycled out to 
Bulwell to see Mrs Elston. I reported to Joyce:

She was in the middle of doing her washing but did not seem to mind. 
Dick (Elston) is back in England (from R.A.F. in Greenland) and is 
stationed at Liverpool. They are worried about the childrens’ education 
(Richard and Christopher) as they have been moving around. She talked 
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of the children. I saw Patrick who has curly hair and looks full of mischief. 
It sounds as though Dick does not want to go back to teaching but that 
Mrs Elston wants to return to Folkestone and certainly is anxious to get 
away from her relations with whom she was sharing a house.

I stayed about three-quarters of an hour and then cycled back to 
Watnall airfield where I had arranged to meet my Army boss. I spent the 
night at Watnall and then flew on to Kirton Lindsay, where I found there 
was already an Army Liaison Officer who did not turn up until 10.15 the next 
morning to say that there was no work to do here. Shortly afterwards he was 
posted and so the station was mine.

This did not make any more work for me! I could not start arranging 
a room for lectures as I did not know how long I would be stopping. I saw 
the Education Officer and he got me some books for my psychology course, 
but I was unable to find classes to continue my carpentry and plumbing. 
There were no batmen on the station so I got 2/– a day extra for cleaning 
my own boots and buttons! The airfield was very isolated, Grimsby was 20 
miles, Lincoln 18 and Scunthorpe 9 miles away. I went for walks in the 
evenings but the surrounding country was flat and not very interesting. The 
rail journey to Northampton was very difficult and so was hitch-hiking on 
the cross country journey.

Basically my job at Kirton Lindsay ought to have been the same as it 
had been at Aston Down, but it was not as clear cut as it had been there. In 
late June I wrote to Joyce:

McNair Scott, my boss, has just been over and it looks as though I shall be 
here about another month. Then, when my job here finishes, I shall go to 
my depot to wait about until I am demobbed and he said that there is a 
good chance of being sent on leave from there. My leave for Sam’s arrival is 
O.K. (Joyce was expecting Sarah who had been given the pre-natal name 
of Sam because he/she was expected on American Independence Day. She 
was late but arrived on the lucky 7th day of the 7th month). McNair 
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knows my position fully and I am sure he will look after my interests. It’s 
a bit of nuisance not having the future cut-and-dried, but that’s nothing 
new! It looks as though I shall just about manage to get my six months in 
as Captain. (To get substantive rank). I’m very satisfied about it. Things 
are very quiet here there is nothing to do.

This state of uncertainty must have been the lot of thousands of others. 
So, I, and a good many other people, became minor Entertainments Officers 
in an effort to keep the men quiet. I used to go up to Newcastle to the Army 
Film Unit to borrow films which would otherwise not have been available 
to the R.A.F.

Another new aspect of this job was a detachment of Dutch Air Force 
officers on the station. They seemed to me to have two very contradictory, 
or perhaps complementary, sides to their nature. When I took them to visit 
Army units, it was all very formal. This reached its peak when we went to a 
Dutch tank unit. The flying officers lined up on one side of the room and the 
tank officers on the other. All had to be introduced formally, at attention, to 
each of the others. On the other hand, they could be very informal with me. 
When one of them saw my wound stripe, which we had been asked to put 
up to justify our absence from a combat zone, he asked what it was. I told 
him and he said, “Rather like Lazarus displaying his sores”.

In early July I wrote to Joyce who was in the Barratt Maternity Home 
in Northampton having Sarah;

I shall be home on Friday evening and will come to the Barratt to make 
arrangements for taking you home. I feel it is a terrible waste of time 
coming back here all the time when I could be helping you or getting 
ready at Folkestone. (We had bought another house there as we could not 
get possession of our own after letting it, because of wartime regulations.)

I’m sure no one here would miss me if I were away for fortnight. One 
of the R.A.F. chaps said at lunch this morning “Hello captain, is this one 
of your days for being here?
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In Lincoln, the Martins, parents of an old Cambridge friend Donovan, 
had me to meals several times. I went on two cycling trips on the continent 
with Donovan, Cecil Beeby and Jimmy Ricketts when I was at Cambridge. 
Going through one village in Germany we had been followed by children 
calling out “Jew” to Donovan because of his black hair and large nose. It 
only happened once and for the rest of the time we had a very friendly 
reception. In a letter to Joyce, in July 1945 I wrote:

I went to see Mr. Martin in his shop and arranged to go to “Clovelly” (the 
Martins’ home) at 3 o’clock, Edna (Donovan’s wife) is very nice. [Fig. 25]. 
Tony (the son) is a bright and happy child. Donovan, of course, hasn’t seen 
his baby, (He was in the Far East). I played with Tony who seemed very 
pleased and called me Mr. Angus.

I thoroughly enjoyed an excellent meal and the whole day. I came 
away about 6.30. Edna had said she wished she had more freedom. We’ve 
been very lucky that we’ve been able to have two children and that you’ve 
had the bungalow on your own.

I had several more meals with the Martins and always remember a circular 
wooden turntable they had in the centre of the dining room table which could 
be rotated to bring the drinks and condiments within reach of everyone.

In the same letter to Joyce I wrote:

I expect you saw in ‘The Sketch’, the great news that teachers are going to 
be released. I’ve looked in the other papers, including the ‘Times’, but can 
find no further details. If this comes about, I should be home ready for 
next September. (This was all rumour.)

Later, we heard another rumour that 3,000 teachers were to be released 
by Christmas, but I wasn’t released until the next June.

While at Kirton Lindsey I had bought the house in Cherry Garden 
Avenue, Folkestone. I had gone to an auction to bid, unsuccessfully, for 
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Fig. 25 Edna and Donovan’s Wedding, 1st July 1941.
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another house, but after the auction but a man had approached me saying 
he had a house for sale. This was the one we had bought, without any advice 
as houses were so scarce and my time away from the Army for buying was so 
limited. My parents went to see it and I wrote to Joyce:

I’m so relieved my people liked the house and don’t feel we’ve been diddled. 
Isn’t it marvellous, too, about the fruit and potatoes, if we get nothing 
else next winter we should be able to live on those (rationing was getting 
worse). I went into Scunthorpe yesterday and saw a film and a show, both 
fairly good. I don’t know why people laugh at the place, it seems like a neat, 
tidy and progressive little town. I wrote an air mail to Donovan telling 
him of my day in Lincoln. The (Kingsthorpe) Chapel’s letter you sent on 
contained a 4/– postal order from the Comforts Fund. My washing has 
arrived at last from Aston Down and as soon as they send on my bicycle 
from Nottingham I shall be all in one place again,

I’m very fit and, except for being bored, quite happy. I hope you are all 
well. Kiss the children for me.

All my love to you dear.
Your loving

In a later letter I told Joyce:

Things seem so chaotic here. I haven’t had a stroke to do and if and when I 
do get anything I think it will be a job for a chap who has been out in the 
Far East. I feel I’ve done all I can. (This was between peace in Europe and 
peace with Japan). If this early release comes off (it did not), I should think 
I’m round to be out by September when the school year starts. Wouldn’t it 
be marvellous if I could be free to set up house and get you installed properly 
over August. I don’t think it’s beyond the realms of possibility (it was).

One evening, to break the monotony, I went to see a rather boring 
variety show at the theatre in Lincoln. I was reading the local newspaper 
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when I saw an advertisement for a double-bass for sale for £16. I had always 
wanted to play one in the school orchestra and as I thought, in my innocence, 
I was soon to be demobbed, I felt I ought to seize the opportunity. So I 
bought it, and arranged to collect it when I next went on leave. When I did 
go home I wanted to leave it at the left luggage office in Lincoln to await my 
train, but they could not find a category for it in their book of charges, so, 
after some argument, they let me leave it free of charge. When I boarded the 
train I chose an empty carriage and sat on one side and put the double-bass 
on the other. But this did not last long in a crowded war-time train and I 
finished up with the double-bass uncomfortably upright between my knees.
Every time I had to change trains, I found the troops most punctilious in 
their saluting in order, I suppose, to see how I could return their salutes 
encumbered by a double-bass. At least I did not drop it.

Owing to the lack of work my post with the R.A.F. was closed down 
and I had to relinquish my rank as a Temporary captain which went with 
the job and I was posted back to the R.A.C. depot at Catterick. I am very 
vague about my movements from then on. I remember being sent to Hawick 
in Scotland to a depot for returning Poles to Poland if they wanted to go. 
This was very hectic. When it was necessary to issue any orders, it had to 
be done through an interpreter, who then went off to the Poles who held a 
meeting to decide which part of the orders they would obey. At least this is 
how it seemed to me at the time. The place was besieged with Scottish lassies 
desperate to know whether their boy friends were staying, or when and to 
where they would be going. But the thing that rankled with us, was that 
each Pole had to take a rifle back to Poland with him. At the time it was the 
general feeling that Russia might resume her sweep westwards and that the 
rifles might be used against us. There was also the fear that the Poles might 
be shot for deserting Poland and fighting for the West. So this was not a very 
satisfying posting.

After that I seem to have been sent on a series of futile jobs. Frustration 
at still being in the army, had been growing since ‘Victory in Europe Day’ in 
May 1945 and ‘Victory over Japan Day’ in August 1945. In a letter to Joyce 
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from Selkirk dated 5th April 1946 this frustration at the long delays was 
shown to have reached its height:

Darling Wife,
Thank you for the cake and thank your people for the tin of fudge—both 
arrived this morning (for my 33rd birthday).

Yesterday I was told in the morning that April 29th was the date of my 
demobilisation. This did not suit at all as you can imagine and, as I was 
on an audit board with the Colonel, I mentioned it to him. He got shirty 
and said I should have spoken through the Adjutant. I kept my temper, 
in view of the power of Colonels, and saw the Adjutant and asked that if 
they could not advance the date of my demobilisation, could they not send 
me back to my depot as there was nothing for me to do in an empty camp. 
Later in the morning I was told that that was what they had decided to 
do. So I go back to Catterick on Tuesday and hope to be demobbed before 
the end of the week. (This was again hopelessly optimistic). I have written 
a lot of notes for next term’s lessons and hope to have them finished by next 
Tuesday so that I can be completely free when I do get home.

At Catterick, after some delay, I was sent on demobilisation leave, 
then I had to report to a demobilisation centre near London where I was 
issued with a terrible suit, a mackintosh and some clothing coupons. So, 
after 5 years 9 months, I finally left the Army on 30th June 1946. I was paid 
a disability pension for some time because I was categorised as C3. This was 
later stopped and replaced by a lump sum in final payment. I was also given 
a gratuity of £80, the honorary rank of captain, a certificate of thanks from a 
grateful King and Country and four medals—the 1939–1945 Star, the France 
and Germany Star, the Defence Medal and the 1939–45 Medal. I had the 
experience of more than five and a half years in the Army which, in time, I 
have come to realise has been very useful.

I returned to home life in Folkestone, but as we had been unable to 
regain possession of our old house it was to the larger house and garden 
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which we had bought. When I had left for the Army in 1940 we had a small 
house and garden and only Christabel at 9 months. When I returned for 
good we had a large house and garden and three young children: Christabel, 
Robert and Sarah at 8 months. In spite of the joy of all being back together, 
it was a hard time for us. Rationing was even stricter than it had been in the 
War and we had to spend my gratuity to keep warm. Joyce became tired and 
ill after the tension of the War was released and had to have help in the house 
and a nanny to assist with the children and because I was not fit I had to 
have help in the garden. The first months in Folkestone after the War were 
not the time or place ‘fit for heroes’.

In 1947 after being back at school for some time, I began to feel the 
need of a change. The children I was teaching seemed listless, as I expect they 
were after so many years of War. I was not on top form physically and found 
the work tiring. The pay was not sufficient to support a growing family. We 
had to get help from my father when we were longing to be independent. 
These were the background reasons. Action, however, was triggered by the 
new Headmaster who publicly beat a boy on the hall platform in front of the 
staff and the whole school. I suppose 50 years ago ‘Spare the rod and spoil 
the child’ was still a legitimate maxim and no doubt the boy deserved his 
punishment. But what upset me was the public humiliation of it all. Perhaps 
I was too sensitive as I was just back after the War. Indeed, an informal 
opinion poll among the boys in 1950 resulted, among other things, in 85% 
considering that school discipline was not too harsh. But as the Head was 
young and newly appointed, I could not face working under him for several 
years with any pleasure. So I began to apply for other jobs. Among the 
testimonials I collected to support my application was this one from Lt. Col. 
S. T. James, my old commanding officer:

Captain Chown, then a subaltern, was one of my ablest and most efficient 
young officers. He was well liked by officers and men and always gave of his 
best. He invariably carried out his duties loyally and capably and, however 
tired he might be, the welfare of his men was always his first consideration.
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His squadron commander, who was later killed in Normandy, rightly 
insisted on very high standards of efficiency and conduct and frequently 
spoke of the high qualities displayed by Captain Chown.

I have no hesitation in giving Captain Chown the highest possible 
recommendation to any future employer.

 S.T. James, Lt.Col.

 Luckily I did secure an appointment as a planning officer with the 
Kent County Council. This solved the money problem, but I also had the 
after-effects of the wounds to cope with. The worst was that my left leg 
would seize up at intervals or go rigid when I slipped off a kerb or sat too 
long in an uncomfortable chair. I could only unseize it by willing it to do 
so, starting at the big toe and ending at the hip. I never found a satisfactory 
explanation for this, but think that the shrapnel in the left buttock must 
have touched the sciatic nerve, if it is there! This continued for several years 
and I used to have massage for it at the local chemist at the Army’s expense. I 
have also had discomfort at the hinge of the spine. Whether this was caused 
by the wounds or bumping up and down in the tank, I never discovered. 
This has eased over the years, but lifting weights from ground level or sitting 
uncomfortably has always been a trial. I used to have the lung x-rayed every 
few years, but as everything appeared to be alright, I stopped that after a 
while. There was also a mental after-effect. I had always regarded myself 
as phlegmatic, or as Nigel Arkwright described me most kindly as ‘calm in 
all circumstances’ in his letter to Joyce after I was wounded. Other people 
have taken a less kindly view. My tutor at Cambridge, in an outburst of 
frustration, told me I was the most bovine student with whom he had ever 
had to deal. However, after the heavy bombing which wounded me, I began 
to have spells of being ‘off-colour’ as I regarded them. At first I associated 
them with thunderstorms which I presumed reminded me of the bombing, 
but as they became less intense and less frequent, I began to connect them 
to periods of high pressure. This may have been the result of my immediate 
reaction to the bombing when I thought the tank above me had been blown 
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up. Now-a-days, when I do feel out-of-sorts mentally I generally look at the 
meteorological charts for the high pressure which triggered my mood. This is 
consoling, of course, but it may have nothing whatever to do with it.

I went back to Normandy after the war in 1979, 1982 and 1994, but 
recognised few of the places that I thought I would never forget. The railway, 
which had been such a feature at Noyers between the chateau and the village, 
is now a road. I saw the graves of some of my friends in the Regiment and 
the names of my tank crew on the Bayeux Memorial to those who have no 
known grave. From then on war memories were no longer a series of funny 
stories to be told to the children. I had been very lucky.


