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PREFACE




My family knew there was a story. It was just that my father Bill never spoke about it. He had mentioned that he enjoyed training with Lord Lovat. He had mentioned seasickness. He had mentioned that he always had his toothbrush with him even on the frontline when bullets flew around him. This was to encourage me to brush my teeth. He was proud of the award of a Military Medal. The story of its award and Bill’s other experiences remained cloaked in silence.


A sudden illumination of a light bulb would lead him to dive into a corner, head in hands. Whatever the story was, it remained out of sight to us, unexpressed and (as far as we knew) largely unvisited.


At least, it did until some 30 years after Bill’s death in 1980. I had begun to wonder what dramatic events; battlefield trauma and impossible acts of bravery lay behind that opaque curtain. Bill clearly did not want to tell the story about his wartime experiences to me, my half-sister Poppy or my mother, Moreen.


During the 1950s, Bill fell on hard financial times and had sold the Military Medal to a collector. My mother said that he immediately regretted it and never stopped regretting it. Once gone, the medal disappeared out of sight until much later.


From the droplets of evidence that seeped out, a story clearly existed but what was it?


‘Do you think you could find out what my dad did in the war?’ I asked Jeff Steel.


‘Yes, I could give it a go.’


My orders were, ‘Bring him back to life for me.’ The result of that chance conversation is this history: the dramatic story of Bill Adlam in World War II.


Linda Adlam Nash



Linda had given me the brief, ‘Bring him back to life’. But where to start? Linda obtained Bill’s service record from the United Kingdom Ministry of Defence. That told us what units he had been in. We had started the journey. But what then?


Then we started having some luck. Bill’s military postings, the Gloucestershire Regiment, No 4 Commando and the Commando Training School, were all well documented. From newspaper cuttings from before World War II, I could track Bill as a keen, indeed, vocational soldier. From books on the regiment, I could track him across northern France before Dunkirk. I even discovered that Bill’s adventures had been celebrated in two boys’ comics in the 1970s, when he was still alive. He never knew! From newsreels and other film material I could even view events at which he had been present.


From two books by a former commando, Jimmy Dunning, I could track Bill in the commandos. I contacted Jimmy Dunning just before he died. He remembered Bill and gave me valuable information.


We were on a roll! And I as I looked for more information on Bill’s units the roll kept going until I had tracked him for almost every day of World War II!


At the end of two years, I was able to say to Linda, ‘I found the facts, all of them; I have added dialogue to bring him back to life for you.’


This is that dramatic story. The story did not end with the writing of this book. There was the matter of the missing Military Medal. That worried Linda. Was it humanly possible that after seven decades we would find it?


Jeff Steel





We Didn’t Know the Story


We didn’t know the story,
Or what was locked inside:
The heartbreak, toil and glory,
The friends that he’d watched die.


We didn’t know the terror,
The daily dance with death,
With every moment likely
To bring his final breath.


He’d only mentioned fragments,
Like shards of broken glass,
From a shattered stained-glass window,
From an unforgotten past.


His Military Medal sold to put,
Food on the family’s plate.
But Dunkirk, Dieppe and D-Day’s beach
He never would relate.


What was it that was locked inside?
However harsh or sad,
Daughters need to know these things,
They need to know their dad.


Linda Adlam Nash
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BILL GOES TO THE FLICKS




Thursday, 23 March 1939, Gloucester, England


He looked at the cinema screen, and his flesh crawled. In his stomach. he felt fear, loathing and revulsion.


The newsreel that night at the Picturedrome Cinema in Gloucester showed what people in Britain had been dreading for a week. Adolf Hitler’s Germany had occupied Czechoslovakia, dissolved it and incorporated it into its own territory. As was normal in those days, people read the news in newspapers and then saw it on the cinema newsreels a week later. There was television, but it was only in London and Bill had certainly never seen it.


The newsreel showed Hradcany Castle above the River Vltava in Prague. He saw the German soldiers speeding on motorcycles through the snowy roads of rural Czechoslovakia. More German soldiers were filmed on bicycles, carrying rifles, smiling and laughing for the cameras. The effect was almost comic, except that this was not a joke. Then the German soldiers arrived with field artillery followed by transport after transport, carrying what Winston Churchill would call ‘the hideous apparatus of aggression’. High on the hill in the background, the silhouette of St Vitus’ Cathedral was visible, a huge black shape through the snowstorm. Prague Streets were already festooned with large Nazi flags, and they were being blown by the freezing, pitiless wind.


The newsreel showed Hitler arrive in his huge custom-built six-wheel Mercedes Benz car. Hitler looked out of a high window, Lord of all he surveyed. That raised a question for people in the United Kingdom. Does Hitler fancy his chances of peering down on St James’ Park in London from a top window in Buckingham Palace with The Mall festooned with Swastika flags? Most people in Britain thought that that was exactly what Hitler had in mind. They were frightened to the soles of their boots.


We do not know what film Bill Adlam saw that night, but we can be certain of his thoughts on the short walk back to his typically English small terrace house at 18 Carmarthen Street.


Bill – and the rest of the world – had seen Hitler’s forces occupy the Rheinland in contravention of various treaties. He had seen Adolf Hitler merge Germany and Austria, also in contravention of international treaties. He had seen the newsreel footage of Hitler’s sinister Olympic Games in 1936. These were perverted into a propaganda show for the rising might of Hitler’s Third Reich. The newspapers now carried reports of new laws in Germany, which took all the money and property off the Jews and then threw them out of the country. There were reports of some kind of camps where opponents of the regime were sent. Some came out battered, some did not come out.


Three inevitable questions arose. Where would it end? What could Britain do about it? Would there be another war with Germany?


Bill was frightened of Hitler and Nazi Germany. Everyone in Gloucester was frightened of Hitler. Everyone in England was frightened of Hitler as was everyone across Europe, including some of his own master race. Everyone in the world was frightened of Hitler and if people in China, New Zealand or Brazil thought that they were immune to his malign influence then the full weight of subsequent history was going to demonstrate that they were quite deluded.


In answer to the question ‘what could Britain do about it?’ the answer was ‘little if anything’. It was true that the British Empire was powerful militarily, but the majority of its power was on the sea. Bill would have been aware of a sharp increase in the number of Gloster Gladiator fighter planes parading through the streets on the massive Queen Mary transporters. These were biplanes, if put up against the new German Messerschmitt 109s, they would only last for a minute or two. After some months, the Gladiator biplanes were to give way to Hawker Hurricanes, lots of them.


The British Army was a fraction of the size of the vast and brilliantly led German Army. In recent meetings with Hitler, the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain had been outmanoeuvred, out negotiated and outplayed by the brilliant but evil dictator of Germany.


‘Would there be another war with Germany?’ The question nagged like toothache. Most people thought, ‘Yes, it is now inevitable.’ The world teetered nervously on the precipice.


Bill had joined the Territorial Army in 1935. This was a reserve army made up primarily of civilians. He was a lad of a robust disposition and had achievements as a cross-country runner. At age 17, already a part-time soldier, Bill was to take part in a cup-winning team for rifle shooting. This was later to serve him well. Bill was a machinist by trade but a soldier by inclination, indeed by vocation. In the territorials, he was attached to the 5th Battalion of the Gloucestershire Regiment. He discovered that he had what it took to be a soldier and approximately once each year, he was given a promotion. That was no mean token of his talents and character.


On 23 March 1939, Bill had had the good news from his commanding officer that he had been promoted from corporal to sergeant. Bill would certainly have heard about Gloucestrians, who would have been role models in his military vocation. Daniel Burges of the Gloucestershire Regiment had a Victoria Cross from World War I. Harry Hook of the South Wales Borderers had come from Gloucester and had fought at Rorke’s Drift in South Africa in 1879. Bill’s rapid promotion in the Territorial Army marked him as a man with great military potential. His role models were displayed before him, those medals in a glass case. He knew of the heroes. He wanted the same.


Either Hitler’s Germany was going to be blasted into dust, ruined cities, and smouldering ruins or that same sorry fate awaited the civilised world. No other outcome was available. There would be no quarter asked or given. This was going to be a Darwinian struggle in which the fittest would survive and the less fit would perish. This was going to be a fight without rules to the death. Could the civilised world meet the challenge? Could Bill meet the challenge himself? He could only hope that he would not let the country, his mates and his family down.
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‘THIS COUNTRY IS AT WAR WITH GERMANY’




Friday, 25 August 1939, Gloucester, England


From around the corner in Westgate Street, they could hear the soldiers already. They could hear the thumping of the huge, regimental bass drum. They heard the clatter of 800 pairs of hobnailed boots. They heard the band playing the regimental song ‘Where be that blackbird be?’.


The regimental flag was on its way from the barracks. It was to be placed into Gloucester Cathedral, for the duration of hostilities. In the procession, there were several hundred soldiers led by a colonel on horseback. It was now understood, with crystal transparency from the inner sanctums of Downing Street to the most rural pub in nethermost Gloucestershire, that hostilities against Germany were not to be avoided. The thought processes of those in the crowd were clear. ‘What sort of world will we have when all of this is over?’ ‘Which of these soldiers will not come back?’ ‘Who do I know that will die?’


Something else was placed at Gloucester Cathedral for the duration of hostilities, the Coronation Throne from Westminster Abbey. It was all so relentless. Everywhere you looked, every small fact that you learned, behind every corner of existence, there was something, which said ‘war is just around the corner’.


The huge primrose-coloured regimental flag, fluttered and flapped along the street, borne by a colour guard of six.


A junior officer carried the flag with a magnificent sense of military occasion, gravitas, and ceremony. Behind him marched the colour sergeant, with no less authority, certainty, and magnificent military self-confidence. Behind the colour sergeant marched the colour guard, with their red sashes, rifles and fixed bayonets and great pomp and ceremony. Bill had been selected for this party, which was a substantial accolade for a man who had been a sergeant for less than six months. Bill Adlam was developing already as a soldier’s soldier.


On that sunny day, as he escorted the yellow flag with pride and panache into the Gothic mysteries of Gloucester Cathedral, he would have been amazed, even shocked, had he known what lay in store for him. He would receive the Military Medal. He would meet King George VI in Buckingham Palace. He would be within a hand’s shake of Winston Churchill. He would fight alongside some of the best soldiers that Britain ever produced. He would fight against the 12th Waffen SS and Panzer Lehr, two of the most effective and formidable units in military history. On two occasions, he would be a hedgerow or two away from one of the third Reich’s most infamous war criminals and on each occasion, narrowly avoid being massacred. He would take part in a raid of extraordinary significance in Norway whose importance he would never know. He would take part in another raid which became the template on which later special forces operations were based.


After the war, he would never talk about those years of the roaring furnace when killing Germans was not only good, it was a sacrament. After the hostilities, the crimson sash was still in his possession. He had a commando’s green beret. He had the swagger stick of a British officer. Otherwise, the only tangible souvenirs of his time in the Army were to be shards of shrapnel in his legs and a hole on the left side of his chest where a major muscle had been surgically removed. There was also the intangible souvenir which would have him diving for cover if someone turned a light on unexpectedly.


Bill’s heart would have burst with pride representing the 5th Battalion in this breathtaking high Gothic setting. His spirit could not but have been overawed at the sense of history which weighed upon him and on all those who carried a rifle as he did now.


Friday, 1 September 1939, Gloucester, England


A foreman came onto the shop floor.


‘Listen, everyone!’


He stopped. He looked worried.


‘Have I got everyone’s attention? It’s just come over on the radio that Germany has invaded Poland this morning. That bastard Hitler is not going to stop until he’s taken over the whole bloody world.’


‘Christ!’


‘Oh, bugger!’


‘Are we at war?’


‘It doesn’t sound like we’re at war yet, but the radio report said that the Foreign Office would be summoning the German ambassador later today and giving him a letter.’


‘That’ll terrify old Hitler, that will!’


It became clear why children were now being evacuated by the hundred thousand out of main stations in large cities. Another radio report announced that the stock exchange was closed, and that civil aircraft were prohibited from flying over Britain on pain of being shot down. A general mobilisation was announced. All army, air force and naval reservists were to be called to the colours. That included Bill Adlam.


It transpired that a new War Agriculture Executive Committee had been formed for Gloucestershire, as for all other English counties. The executive committee may have been brand new, but its powers were unmistakable. There were shocked voices in the streets. The Bishop of Gloucester had simply been booted out onto the street, albeit in a civilised, apologetic British way. His mansion was commandeered with immediate effect to be used as administrative offices to organise and co-ordinate local agriculture. From 1943, the 16-year-old Moreen, who was to become Bill’s second wife, was to work in this building.


Bill would have been in a sombre mood as he returned home on the bus. As expected, a letter awaited him on the mantlepiece. It was buff-coloured and bore the words ‘On His Majesty’s Service’. He was to present himself without delay to the local barracks on Monday morning. He was now a full-time soldier. He would have to walk around to the foreman’s house to let him know what happened. He wondered if he would be able to resume his job after hostilities had finished. Well, if he was still alive.


This was the point at which the world seemed to accelerate until it was speeding along like an express train.


Sunday, 3 September 1939, Gloucester, England


People who heard it would never forget it.


I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street.


This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that, unless we hear from them by 11 o'clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.


In the Adlam household, as in millions of households the length of the United Kingdom, families looked at each other with dread in their eyes, wondering who of their family had been condemned to death by these few words uttered in Downing Street in smoky Central London.


After the initial shock, they continued to listen to Mr Chamberlain’s address:


When I have finished speaking, certain detailed announcements will be made on behalf of the government. Give these your closest attention. The government have made plans under which it will be possible to carry on work of the nation in the days of stress and strain that may be ahead...


Now may God bless you all. May He defend the right. For it is evil things that we shall be fighting against – brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression, and persecution – and against them I am certain that right will prevail.


Bill had two daughters, the lights of his life, Gladys (known as Poppy), and Pamela Pauline (known as Pauline). That was where the news hit hardest. If Britain lost the war, then he had to face the prospect of his two daughters, then aged four and two, being brought up in a Nazi state. What sort of subservience did that mean for them? What sort of demeaning life would they lead? Just what level of humiliation and degradation did the all-conquering Nazis offer with their 1000-Year Reich? There was so much about the Nazis that made his flesh crawl but nothing as much as this. His call-up letter would put a rifle, bayonet and grenade into his hand to defend them. That felt good! It felt good even if it meant that he would not pull through it himself.


Within the hour, Bill heard on the radio that Australia, India, and New Zealand had also declared war on Germany. This was when Bill Adlam, and everyone else in Britain, began to learn more about the emergency powers. The first and most obvious was that it became illegal overnight to show any light from a house. Most people purchased heavy black material to comply with the blackout. If the slightest chink of light showed, then a large unpleasant man would appear on the doorstep. He wore a black uniform and a helmet with the letters ARP on it. These were the Air Raid Precautions wardens. If you continued to show a light, which could be of use to enemy aircraft, then a prosecution would follow, and they would jail you.


Bill and everyone in the country were issued with two key items of equipment. Firstly, there was the identity card, which had to be carried at all times and which had to be shown on demand to any policeman or member of the armed forces. Secondly, there was the gasmask. It was expected that Germany would attack the civilian population with poison gas. Bill Adlam had to consider the possibility that his two daughters could be gassed to death by Nazis. This was not going to be a war of ideology or argument. It was to be personal.


All civilians were then issued with ration books. The Daily Express newspaper ran a campaign to ward off rationing but without any success. Butter, cheese and cream disappeared out of the shops. Food rationing was on the way.


Allowances were laid down and the population had better abide by them ‘or else...’


• Meat – between one shilling (5p) and two shillings (10p) a head a week


• Bacon – four ounces (113 gm) to eight ounces (227 gm) a week


• Tea – two ounces (57 gm) to four ounces (113 gm) a week


• Cheese – one ounces (28 gm) to eight ounces (227 gm) a week


• Sugar – eight ounces (227 gm) a week.


The government and railway companies then collaborated to make available small patches of land called allotments. Civilians could rent these for growing extra vegetables. Meat became very scarce and as a result, the government encouraged the keeping of rabbits as a food source.


Railway station names were removed. If Germany invaded, these were thought to be of too much help to the invaders. It was better if they did not quite know where they were.


Back in Gloucester, Bill Adlam took his smartly pressed army uniform out of the wardrobe and removed the mothballs. He looked at the sergeant’s stripes and hoped he would keep them in the real Army. He put on his khaki uniform. It felt right. It felt good. He wondered when he would ever wear civvies [civilian clothes] again.


It would not be for six years.
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BILL WINS HIS MILITARY MEDAL




It was a very strange time. After the flurry of activity in the first week of 1939, the country had gone from a peacetime footing to a wartime footing. Day after day, nothing happened. The mood was uneasy. Every man, woman, boy and girl was on edge. Nerves were frayed. For day after day and week after week, nothing happened.


Bill, now mobilised into the 5th Battalion of the Gloucestershire Regiment, was in training at Plymouth and Lyme Regis in Dorset. On 14 January 1940, he made his first trip overseas. He was sent to the border between France and Germany in the Saarland. This was a curious area. At different periods of history, it had belonged to both France and Germany. Some five years previously, it had chosen to be part of Germany.


Most of Bill’s time was spent patrolling the Maginot Line. This was a line of fortifications on the border between the two countries. It was too strong for the Germans to perform a frontal attack. The Germans knew it and the French knew they knew. Northern France was now a vast armed camp. The British Army numbered some 150,000 and the French even more. Such a large force was much too big to be beaten by any German army, so the current wisdom went. The mood was unworried, controlled and the British and French Armies were confident in their own invincibility. At least, they were for the moment.


Bill Adlam’s B company patrolled in the vicinity of Grindorff. This is a small village near where Luxemburg, France and Germany all meet. Small though it was, the village was of some significance, right at the end of the Maginot Line. If the Germans were going to attack from the east, then they would have to come through here. German patrols were frequent and there was a constant dribble of low-level skirmishes. They were not large, pitched battles but soldiers were still being killed in them. A few prisoners were being taken on each side. It still fell short of what they had all expected in a shooting war. It was clear to all that this would change. The smouldering questions were ‘when?’ and ‘how?’


Sunday, 3 March 1940, Grindorff, North-eastern France


On this day, the skirmish came where Bill would win his Military Medal. Grindorff was close enough to the German border that the local church tower afforded a panoramic view into Hitler’s empire. If Bill climbed the tower, he would find that the ‘lair of the Nazi beast’ (as the British tabloids styled it) looked surprisingly civilised. The neat, sleepy, traditional farms were very similar to those in Lorraine, which is the province in which Grindorff is situated. More to the point, they were similar to those in Gloucestershire. It all looked so somnolent and peaceful. In the distance, he would have seen the ‘dragons’ teeth’. This was a barrier formed of three parallel lines of concrete pyramids, so designed that tanks or other motorised transport could not cross them. They were a cheap but extremely effective way of preventing Germany from being attacked by the French and British.


Lieutenant Shephard of B company led a late evening patrol away from the Gloucesters’ main positions. The mission was to enter no man’s land between the British and German lines and to listen for and report any enemy troop movements. The men did not wear helmets but woollen cap comforters. Their faces were blacked out so as to be less visible to the enemy. The men were heavily armed and carried hand grenades. They quietly achieved a position on the barbed wire which marked the start of the German fortifications.


Suddenly, they heard an outbreak of gunfire behind them. The Germans were mounting an attack onto the Gloucesters’ main positions. Lieutenant Shephard told the patrol to lie low and not give their position away. The likelihood was that if they were seen, then they would then be attacked by a much larger German force and annihilated. As they lay low, they could see the silhouettes of German troops moving up to the barbed wire. Sniper fire started coming in their direction. They had been spotted.


The enemy troops now formed a continuous line on the skyline against the setting sun. Shephard’s patrol lay low in a hollow, but its position was becoming perilous. Enemy fire was building up and it was all in their direction.


Bill Adlam was back in the main position firing his rifle at the gathering German troops, who were massing for a concerted attack. The company’s Bren gunner, Private Bayliss, was crucially positioned on a parapet and in front of the platoon headquarters. A German soldier had infiltrated close enough to wound the Bren gunner with a rapid-fire Schmeisser machine gun and also to throw a ‘potato-masher’ grenade, which had wounded him severely. As Bayliss was carried away wounded, the Bren gun slid away from the Gloucesters and down the parapet. It was their only light machine gun. Its operation was vital if the German armed patrol was to be beaten off.


A group of Germans had cut the barbed wire and were working their way through it. Without the Gloucesters and their Bren gun, there was little to hold the German forces back. Bill ran down the parapet in full view of the enemy. The bullets whizzed and ricocheted around him. Fffffft! Fffffft! Thunk! Any one of these bullets could have killed him outright in an instant. He flattened himself on the ground and brought the Bren gun to bear.


‘Cover Sergeant Adlam!’ shouted a voice from somewhere. The noise of rifle fire was deafening. He could not hear the German guns at all or the bullets whizzing around him. He could still see the angry yellow-red spurts as the Germans fired at him. He moved the Bren to his left and began to spray bullets from left to right, wriggling backwards back up the parapet. Then he sprayed from right to left. Grey silhouettes dropped. The noise from the Gloucesters’ rifles was still so loud that he could not hear his own weapon fire. He made it to the top of the parapet and dived down behind it. The Germans had pulled back. It was clear to the officer in command and the men that they would regroup and attack from a different direction.


‘Cease fire!’


‘Well done, sarge!’ ‘Flippin’ brilliant!’ ‘Well done, Adlam!’ ‘Great stuff, sarge.’


‘How many did I get?’


‘Dunno, sarge, it was raining hot lead out there.’


‘Are any of the bastards still moving?’


‘Hilfe! Hilfe!’ [Help! Help!]


‘You two, those two Germans lying down to your right, can you see them?’


‘Yes, sir!’


‘Right, well shoot them.’


‘Sir! Got him! Got the bastard... and that one... I think I got both of them, sir.’


‘Can anyone see Lieutenant Shephard’s patrol?’


‘They’re still down in that hollow, sir.’


‘Give them covering fire and try and let them get back. Adlam are you OK?’


‘They missed me, sir. Horrible bloody shooting!’


In the lull which followed, Lieutenant Shephard led his men through darkness of the evening back to Grindorff. The trick now was to get back through the British lines without being raked with friendly fire on the expectation that they were German. As they neared the British lines, Shephard gave the password, ‘Blackbird coming back wounded’. This was a reference to ‘Where be that blackbird be?’, the Gloucester’s marching song.


A British voice shouted, ‘Don't be bloody idiots, there’s a flippin’ battle going on! Get through here quick!’


Shephard brought his patrol, together with the wounded back through the lines. By now, it was almost completely dark. The Germans had missed their chance and withdrew. Captain Norris immediately recommended Bill Adlam for the award of the Military Medal.


Most British units on the Maginot Line rarely saw their French allies. This was a blessing. The British soldiers reported that they smoked on duty were carelessly dressed and lacked discipline. Men were seen on guard duty in shoes rather than military-order boots. In one case, a man was reportedly seen on guard duty in bedroom slippers. This did not auger well for the fight which would inevitably come.


Tuesday, 9 April 1940, Lorraine


On the Alsace front, the Gloucesters and the whole British and French Armies continued to do little except patrol, fire the odd shot and wait for something to happen. The local church tower continued to be commandeered as an observation post. There were few troop movements on the other side. The odd German reconnaissance plane flew over and was fired upon and flew away again. By now this largely inactive phase of the war had been dubbed ‘the Phoney War’ in Britain and ‘der Sitzkrieg’ [the sitting war] by the Germans. It was characterised in the main by boredom.


The Daily Express, having little to report of the war, ran a poll among servicemen as to who was the most popular musical performer. Charlie Kunz, the pianist was a formidable contender. Joe Loss the bandleader had wide support. There was however only one possible winner, Vera Lynn. The uproar when the winner was announced is likely to have led to stern words from Colonel Buxton.


‘Adolf would have heard you lot in Berlin! If there is any repetition of last night’s cheering after lights out, I will put every bloody man in this battalion on a charge. Is that clear to all of you?’


‘Sir!’


It is completely inevitable that a rumour ran around afterwards.


‘He voted for Vera Lynn as well, you know!’


‘I bet he did, the old bugger.’


As a result of the poll, the Express called Vera Lynn ‘the forces’ sweetheart’. She would always be known by that name.


The advent of radio brought another aspect into the life of the frontline soldier, Lord Haw-Haw’s propaganda broadcasts. Haw-Haw was an American of Irish parentage. His name was William Joyce and he had thrown his lot in with the Germans. He had been a member of the British Union of Fascists in the United Kingdom and had left the country just before the declaration of war. There were rumours that his sudden departure was due to privileged information given to him by someone unknown in high places.


‘Jarmany calling; Jarmany calling!’ Haw-Haw had a rather strange manner of pronunciation.


‘Who the hell is that on the radio?’


‘It’s that British Union of Fascists bloke, Joyce, the CO, said to ignore him.’


This is Reichsender Hambursh, (which is how he pronounced Hamburg) Bremen and DXB transmitting on the 31-metre band. Here is the news from Jarmany.


The government of Jarmany has noted with dismay the British preparations to invade neutral Norway. This is a move typical of British foreign policy and will not be tolerated by the Jarman Reich. This morning, Jarman troops are occupying Norway to guarantee the freedom of that small nation.


British listeners will remember the British invasion of Belgium in 1914 ‘that small nations might be free’. Belgium was ruined and Jarmany wishes to protect Norway from the same dismal fate.


Early reports indicate that the Norwegian population are welcoming Jarman soldiers with flowers in the streets of Oslo, who they view as liberators protecting them from British aggression.


Representatives of the Norwegian Nasjonal Sammling [the Norwegian fascist party], under the firm leadership of Vidkun Quisling, are meeting with Jarman representatives with a view to forming an interim government and maintain peace and order across the Norwegian nation.


This is the end of our news in English. In thanking you for your attention, I would remind you that our next transmission in the English language takes place at a quarter past nine, Greenwich Mean Time, tomorrow morning and will be given by Reichsender Hambursh, Bremen and DXB.


‘What the bugger means is that Germany has invaded Norway. Peace and order? They’ll be dragging all the decent blokes off to prison.’


It was not the last that they were to hear of Haw-Haw!


Thursday, 9 May 1940, Lorraine


‘Hey Bill, did you hear the news this morning?’


‘No, I was out on patrol, what’s everyone so het up about?’ 


‘They’re saying that Chamberlain has resigned.’


‘He’s done what?’


‘Honest, John Snagge just announced it’.


Snagge was a senior announcer on the BBC. His word was the Oracle for the British people.


‘It’s been on the cards for a couple of days. There’s a bloke over in E company got a Daily Mirror from a couple of days ago. This old boy called Sir Roger Keyes walked into the commons; he was wearing an admiral of the fleet’s uniform’.


‘... are you making this up?’


‘No, honest, he’s an MP as well. He told them that the war in Norway is lost and that Chamberlain had made a mess of it. The entire commons sang ‘Rule Britannia’ and shouted ‘go, go, go!’ at Chamberlain’.


‘Oh yeah? I should say so!’


‘It’s true Sarge, I saw it in the Mirror, and it came off an RAF transport’.


‘Well, I’ll be...’


‘So, who takes over? Not that silly bugger Halifax? If he takes over, we might as well surrender now.’


‘No, they’re saying that Churchill is taking over.’


‘Now, that would be a different kettle of fish. That is very different.’


But there were so many rumours during that time of the Phoney War that no-one really knew what to believe and what not to believe. During that evening of the 9 May, the pros and cons of Churchill versus Halifax as the new Prime Minister were debated and discussed. Support for Halifax was muted. Churchill would have been the almost unanimous choice.


The last post sounded.


‘Right, that’s it you lot! Lights out! We can all look forward to another day of fun and games in lovely Alsace Lorraine.’


‘I’m going for a walk with Brigitte tomorrow afternoon.’


‘Oh, listen to flippin’ Romeo.’


‘Shut up and put that bloody light out.’


‘Ok, sarge!’


Friday, 3 May 1940, Gloucester


The Citizen


Blackout time 9.00 pm to 5.14 am


Glo’ster Sergeant Wins First M.M. Awarded Territorial in France


FINE EXAMPLE TO PLATOON IN EIGHT HOURS’ ACTION


WIFE AWAKENED BY NEIGHBOURS TO HEAR GOOD


NEWS


SERGEANT WILLIAM GEORGE HENRY ADLAM, THE FIRST TERRITORIAL IN THE BRITISH ARMY TO WIN A DECORATION IN THIS WAR IS A GLOUCESTER MAN BORN AND BRED.


Early this morning excited neighbours wakened his young wife at her home at 18 Carmarthen Street, Gloucester, to tell her that her husband has been awarded the Military Medal by Lord Gort. She had not heard the announcement on the wireless last night.


“I don’t know whether to laugh or cry, I am so proud of him” she told a “Citizen” reporter today.


Here is the story of Sergt. Adlam’s gallant action, which won for him the immediate award by Lord Gort.


[Note: the newspaper got this wrong. The award was not made by Lord Gort but, as will be seen later, by King George VI].


On the night of April 4th, Sergt. [Note: The newspaper had the wrong date the correct date was the night of the 3rd / 4th March] Adlam was acting as platoon sergeant in a forward position. A raiding party of Germans attacked his post, which was under considerable pressure. A Bren gunner of the British post was wounded and the gun fell over the barricade. It was the only weapon holding the barricade and Sergt. Adlam at once saw the danger of the post being rushed from that side if the gun was not brought back into action. In spite of heavy fire Sergt. Adlam recovered the gun and opened fire on the enemy. He was under fire again the same night and gave assistance to a patrol.


In the announcement of the award, it is stated that the general bearing of Sergt. Adlam during the action, which lasted more than eight hours, and on subsequent occasions when on patrol, has been the best possible example for the men of his platoon.


Soldiering His Hobby


Sergt. Adlam has been in the Gloucestershire Regiment for over four years. Soldiering was his main hobby. He was so keen on Army work that his employers, Messrs. S.J. Moreland and Sons of Bristol Road, Gloucester, gave him time off to attend special lectures. He studied hard and in 1937 as a lance-corporal he received from the Small Arms School, Hythe, the unusual and gratifying report for a junior N.C.O. of “fit to instruct without supervision”.


In that year, also, and in the two years following he won the N.C.O.s Challenge Cup. He also won a cup for cross country running.


He has been employed by Messrs Morelands for ten years and was a gas-plant attendant at the Bristol Road factory. His colleagues there, with whom he has always been most popular, were delighted to hear of the honour bestowed on him, as were his employers who regard him as an excellent employee.


He was married six years ago and has three children. He is 27 years of age.


[Note: the newspaper also got this wrong: it should say ‘two children’.]


His wife told the “Citizen” reporter of her husband’s enthusiasm and determination to make good in his Army career.


“He always said that he would come back with something better than when he went out. He has made good his word, because I am expecting him home on leave soon”, she said. “He studied hard in the evenings from his military books, and I used to hear him to see that he knew it precisely. He always knew every word of his subject he had been learning”.


The first Mrs Adlam knew of her husband’s achievement was at six o’clock this morning when neighbours banged excitedly on her door waving copies of the morning papers. “It was worth waking up for” she said.


Mrs Adlam was out last night when the announcement was made in the B.B.C. news service.


ALL GLOUCESTERSHIRE IS AS PROUD AS MRS ADLAM AND SERGT. ADLAM’S PARENTS ARE OF HIS BRAVERY WHICH BRINGS THE FIRST TERRITORIAL AWARD TO THE CITY.
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THE ROAD TO LEDRINGHEM




Friday, 10 May 1940, Somewhere in Alsace Lorraine


The NCOs and officers from the other platoons were hurrying in the same direction.


‘What the bloody hell do you reckon it is, Bill?’


‘I have no idea but I flippin’ don’t like it. It doesn’t feel like the normal sort of flap.’


The assembled company came to a smart salute and stood to attention. Colonel Buxton returned the salute.


‘At ease.’


The assembly stood smartly at ease.


‘Gentlemen, I have no time to beat about the bush. Jerry is invading Holland and Belgium as of 0400 hours this morning. Intelligence tells us that the Dutch Army is as much use as a chocolate frying pan. Holland is expected to fall completely within 72 hours.’


Colonel Buxton paused to ensure that the gravity of the situation was not lost on his subordinates.


‘We are being sent into France as part of a defensive line to stop the Germans if they have decided to carry on beyond Belgium and attack France. The Army has a plan for this eventuality. It is called Operation David. This means that the British and French Armies will move north to stop the Germans on the Dyle River.’


‘I suppose this means that my leave is cancelled?’ Bill must have asked.


The reply, which would have been of a direct nature, is not recorded for posterity.


There was a war on!


‘I want everyone fed, dressed properly in full marching order by 0700 hours. NCOs, you know the drill: no stragglers, no barrack room lawyers, no lead-swingers. This is serious. Impress on the men that the Phoney War is over. There are no more cricket matches now and no more chatting up French floosies. We will be seeing lots of gentlemen in grey uniforms and square helmets, and we will flippin’ shoot them before they flippin’ shoot us. Any questions?’


‘No sir.’


‘Dismissed! Lieutenant Shephard have reveille sounded if you would.’


‘Sir!’


As all the other NCOs did, Bill ran at full speed back to his section.


‘Can I say goodbye to Brigitte, sarge?’


‘No, you flippin’ can’t and can I just make it clear to everyone, we have to be ready for the lorries by 0645 hours. Make sure that all of your water bottles are filled up. Draw rations for the journey. Any flash ‘Arry trying to draw extra rations is on a charge.’


One hour later, the battalion was speeding through the early morning light. Brigitte and all other flirtations were ceased without notice. The stray dogs who the soldiers had befriended were abandoned. The shirts which were with the ladies in the village to be washed were forgotten and unpaid for.


During the evening at some unidentifiable place, which could have been in France or Belgium, the CO called officers and NCOs for a further meeting.


‘Gentlemen, you are to advise your sections that the Prime Minister, Mr Chamberlain has resigned. The new prime minister is Mr Winston Churchill.’ A minute later, Colonel Buxton smiled. He smiled at the outburst of spontaneous cheering from up and down the line of lorries.


‘What the hell is going on?’


‘Winston’s back. He’s PM!’ and more men jumped up and down.


Colonel Buxton’s smile faded from his face.


‘Sergeants, get your men back on the lorries, we’ve got a long way to go.’


‘It’s good news, though, sir, except for bloody ‘Itler!’


Progress was slow. The Gloucesters had their convoy, but the vast joint French-British Army of 250,000 men had generated other convoys too, hundreds of them. Bill did not have time to see what regiments they were from, but there were cap badges he had never seen before, shoulder flashes in red and blue and green. Some berets wore cockades, the Scottish regiments wore their Glengarry hats or tam-o’-shanters and now he saw the first of the French Army with their distinctive helmets.


Saturday, 11 May 1940, Auby, France


At Auby, the battalion rested and awaited further orders. While they were there, Churchill made his first speech to the House of Commons in London. One phrase was to come out of that speech, which would set the tone of the challenge now faced by Bill, the Gloucesters and the whole country. That phrase was ‘blood, sweat, toil and tears’. It was all that any of them had. It also said that Britain was not going to give in and would fight with whatever she had.


Holland fell quickly but not painlessly. The Germans had bombed Rotterdam. Now the evil was manifesting itself in the fall of Poland, Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, where next?


Wednesday, 15 May 1940, Waterbosch, Belgium


‘Right lads! Get ready! The trucks are coming at 0600. We’re on the move again.’


‘Where to this time, Sarge?’


‘Just south of Brussels, it’ll take a couple of hours so make sure your water bottles are full. Draw rations after breakfast and everybody in full marching order by 0545. Everybody got that?’


The convoy stopped. It seemed within minutes that the tents were raised, ablutions organised and a field kitchen was set up. The following morning, the officers left in a truck.


‘Where are those buggers going? Are they leaving us in the lurch?’


‘No, they’re doing a recce of what’s up ahead. You will not believe where they’re heading for, Waterloo.’


‘The railway station?’


‘No, you silly bugger, the battlefield! Where Wellington fought Napoleon, it’s just down the road.’


‘That’ll be something to tell your grandkids, you fought in the battle of Waterloo! Well, you can tell them if you come back.’


Bill was now coming gradually closer to the action. He could only hope that he would survive, acquit himself well and maybe take a couple of the evil Nazi bastards with him. Already, at 0730 that morning, the French General Weygand had telephoned Winston Churchill and got him out of bed. ‘We are beaten. We have lost the battle.’ In one week, the situation had become a crisis and was now headed for a total, unmitigated disaster. Bill Adlam was right in the middle of it and moving more and more to the centre of the action.


Friday, 17 May 1940, Glabais, Belgium


Bill and the 5th battalion arrived at Glabais at around 0400 in the morning. This time, there were no trucks to carry tents and heavy equipment.


‘Right lads, just doss down where you can.’


The word came through that the Germans had broken through to the south. The places which Bill had been in just a few days ago were already occupied by the Germans. This meant that they were now faced with Germans to the north and Germans to the south. It was a chilling prospect. The Germans were moving so hard and so fast that it seemed that nothing could resist them. The first complaints were now heard, ‘Where was the bloody RAF?’


At 0600 hours, fresh orders came through.


‘Right, lads, up you get, we’re on the move again. Draw rations and fall in. Come on, never mind shaving, just have a piddle, and get your marching order on. I do not want to hear about blisters. I do not want to hear about anyone being tired. I just want you fell in. Now get fell in!’


‘Yes, sarge.’


They grudgingly and rather tiredly formed a marching column.


‘Right, this is Trous-du-Bois. Never mind your packs we’ve got to set up a defensive line. Bren gunners! Where are the Bren gunners? The rest of you over here and get digging with C company and D company.


At 1700 hours, as the defensive line was nearly ready, the bugle sounded ‘all NCOs’.


‘What? Again?’


Colonel Buxton addressed the officers and NCOs.


‘The Germans are coming at us from the north, the east and the south. We are ordered to the Forest of Soignes, which is five miles to the north.’


‘That is where we were supposed to go yesterday.’


‘There is a war on, and we obey orders, immediately, effectively and without acting like a load of nancy boy Frenchmen.’


The first of the contempt for the French performance was beginning to arise.


On the horizon, they could already see a dozen sinister dark grey German tanks rumbling towards them. Puffs of grey-brown smoke came from their guns. Shells whistled overhead but missed. A couple of local houses were destroyed in seconds. Civilians were now starting to leave their homes and take whatever possessions they could.


Colonel Buxton organised a rear-guard of anti-tank guns to hold up the German advance.


‘Come on lads, sharpish! We’ve got to get out of here quick. Fall in!’


‘Do we draw rations, sarge?’


‘There aren’t any.’


‘Oh bloody ‘ell!’


They marched another five miles to the Forest of Soignes, with empty stomachs and heavy packs. By 2100 hours, they had arrived and were preparing new defensive positions. For a moment, there was no further sign of the German advance.


An hour later, another order came.


‘Two companies are to advance to the village of Chenois and the rest of the battalion is to proceed to Waterbosch.’


How was Bill to pass this on to his troops? By now they had marched over 30 kilometres with all of their equipment plus weapons and very little food.


‘Right, you lot, get fell in. Corp, would you wake up those sleeping beauties over there. Our orders are to proceed to Waterbosch.’


‘Waterbosch? That’s where we started out.’


‘The orders are to go to Waterbosch and that is that. There is a war on, son, and there is no point complaining. I don’t like it any more than you do but it is either go to Waterbosch or else.’


‘Or else what?’


‘Or else you’d better learn the German language fast, lad!’


The distant rumble of shelling had rapidly become a normal backdrop to their day. It was now there all the time. The refugees on the roads had put whatever they could salvage into a handcart and headed west. Bill must have thought that with the rapid advance of the German Army they would soon be overtaken anyway. Then there were the increasing sightings of Luftwaffe planes. For the moment, they were Fieseler Storchs, reconnaissance planes. That meant that the Messerschmitt 109s and Stukas were not far behind.


Bill had seen Fairey Battles, single-engined bombers going from west to east to bomb the German advance. They saw very few come back. These brave bomber pilots were engaging in aerial suicide. The German Army was so good at what it did that the question had to be asked, ‘How long would it be before the 5th Gloucesters would be required to make their own valiant but futile attempted suicide?’.


It would not be long.


While Bill and the 5th battalion were spending the day in fruitless, circular marching the 2nd battalion, some kilometres away, were learning the facts of life in a different way. Without warning, sniper fire had come at them from the main street, from the west. This was odd as the German advance was still to the east. The Gloucesters undertook a house-to-house search. The snipers proved to be local youths, firing with sporting guns. Most made off as soon as the search began but three were captured.


The Gloucesters did not speak French, so they handed them over to a French officer for interrogation. He was not satisfied with their answers. He made them stand against a wall. He drew his service revolver and, one by one, shot each in the head and left the bodies in the house.


The realities of war were becoming firsthand experience for all concerned.


Saturday, 18 May 1940, Enghien, Belgium


The next orders were chilling.


Companies were ‘to make their own way via Hèrrines and Bois D’Acren to make a new position at Wannebecq, a village close to Lessines’. Given the normal precision and clarity of military orders, this was a surprise. It was woolly and vague. It told the experienced soldier that all was not well at Brigade HQ, wherever that might be. Captain Norris, Lieutenant Shephard, Sergeant Adlam and B company began the trek. A few days ago, there had been a trickle of refugees, now there was a flood of tens of thousands. In one way, you could feel sorry for them, but the buggers were getting in the way of the British troops who were fighting for their cause, or at least trying to. The civilians’ faces showed fatigue, dog-tiredness but also a despair, which the soldiers’ faces did not yet share. No food was forthcoming. If any soldiers purloined fruit or vegetables from nearby fields, those in authority would be looking in quite a different direction. By 1800 hours, the company had trudged into Wannebecq and reunited with the rest of the battalion. Was this by design or just a lucky chance? No-one was interested in asking questions. They just wanted to sleep, and sleep came quickly.
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