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PROLOGUE




France, 29 May 1940


We are in retreat. I’m in the second of two lorries taking our wounded back to Dunkirk, heading in the same direction as all of our retreating forces, every man in a desperate bid to return to Blighty to regroup, rearm and return to this war against the Jerries with a vengeance. We come to a crossroad and we turn left. I feel we should have turned right, but I’m in the back with the wounded. I call out to our driver, but he says the lorry in front is travelling too fast to stop the driver and discuss it and we must follow.


It is a fateful move.


We continue along the road for a couple of miles and then bullets start to fly all around us. Before we know it, we are surrounded by Germans.


In shock and disbelief, I look at my wounded men, my eyes scanning them one by one, mentally assessing their condition, as if I can now be of further assistance to the poor chaps.


I’m ordered to dismount from the lorry. Looking in the direction of the guttural voice that has just barked out the order I stare at his rifle, which is aimed right at me, and do as I’m told, clambering down from the back of the lorry in a reluctant manner before standing to face my captor. The Jerry officer tells me to take off my gun belt and throw away my revolver, which I have no choice but to do. Then he smashes me in the face with the butt of his rifle and, with a snap of my neck, my head ricochets in response to the loud crack, blood oozing from my nose and pouring down the front of my uniform. He takes two steps towards me and slaps my cheek. Then in broken English, he jeers, ‘A long way from Tipperary, a long way now, hey?’


The Jerry’s eyes flash in anger at my lack of response, and I look away. My insolence incenses him even further, and he orders me to look at him, but as soon as I raise my eyes to meet his, he screams at me, his face twisted with hate and loathing, spittle flying from his ugly mouth. I don’t understand the language, but I do understand the meaning behind it. He’s seen the insubordination in my eyes. He repeatedly punches me in my stomach until, finally, I buckle over in pain. He chuckles, raising one arm to get the attention of his men. They respond with laughter, and this is the very moment, the precise second in time, that I know I shall remember forever. Remember him stealing my dignity. Remember my shame.


But it is not over. Not yet. He orders me to stand against a wall and I fear my time is up. Such a short time has passed since I left Britain—a matter of weeks—my heart full of hope, the lads alongside me singing their patriotic songs of valour.


The Jerry officer bends down, picks up my revolver and hands his rifle to a grinning bastard behind him. Numb with fear, I watch as he raises my own gun to my head. His right arm straightens, his knuckles whitening as he grips the gun tightly, his finger closing in on the trigger. His left eye closes and he takes aim as my life becomes a rapid flicker of memories in my mind.








CHAPTER 1


OFF TO WAR AGAIN




1939


Whitehaven, England


There are times in a man’s life when he must search deep inside himself. When he must strip away all that he thinks he is—or isn’t— and rely on his very essence in order to survive. War is one of those times, perhaps the most fundamental of times. I know this, having served my country before.


I was but a mere boy when I ran away from home and my job at a colliery to fight Jerry in World War I—foolish lad that I was back then. The recruitment officer knew I was too young; I could see it in his smirk when I turned up to enlist. God, one look at my scrawny body, scraggly neck and sunken chest and he would have known—of course he would have. But the two bob and sixpence I waved under his nose for taking underage chaps the likes of me did the trick. Britain was getting desperate for men and, with a wink and a wave of his hand, the recruitment officer pointed me to the long line of new recruits. He said the food would do me some good—fatten me up a bit.


By the time I returned at the end of 1918 from what was named The Great War, I had just turned 20 years of age, but I felt like an old man, I can tell you. There had been nothing ‘great’ about it. The wind had been knocked out of me and I was no longer as puffed up as a toad by cockiness—more like a subdued pet frog. Working down the Haig Pit here in Whitehaven alongside my dad had been a haven compared to the muddy trenches I’d come to call my home. At least at the colliery I’d been able to return to a comfortable home to eat and sleep after work. At war, we’d bunkered down like scared rabbits in a warren, huddled together in dark, damp tunnels deep underground, tons upon tons of dirt above us as we attempted to sleep in airless quarters far underneath the trenches where we fought by day. As for the food, well, I certainly didn’t ‘fatten up’.


My poor dad and mam were so pleased to see me return in one piece that they forgave me everything, and my skipping off to fight was never mentioned again. Still, I was pleased that we’d defeated the Germans, not that the bastards were admitting anything of the sort. They said it was simply an armistice—or something just as stupid. Said they could’ve won had they continued on fighting—said they’d been forced into agreeing to the terms of the armistice. But our country stood firm in the belief that Germany would never again be a threat to Britain.


How wrong we were.


Ever since that Hitler fellow in Germany became Fuhrer in August 1934, the pompous little man had continued to stir the pot; ranting and raving about the fact that we hadn’t actually defeated Germany in The Great War and blaming the Jews for undermining him. Then in late 1938, after Germany had reoccupied the Rhineland and annexed Austria, Hitler turned his attention to Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. We Brits were getting increasingly anxious. Where would Hitler set his sights on next?


In order to prevent another war, our prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, tried to appease Hitler by meeting him in Munich to sign an agreement, in effect giving Hitler Sudetenland on the promise that he would not invade the whole of Czechoslovakia. The prime minister arrived back in Blighty satisfied that he had achieved his goal of lasting peace. It was to be one of his greatest misjudgements.


Hitler had lied. Germany took Czechoslovakia in March 1939, and invaded Poland on 1 September the same year.


On 3 September 1939, Chamberlain gave a long speech from the cabinet room of Number 10, Downing Street in London which was broadcast on the wireless all over Britain. He told us that we were again at war with Germany. I shall never forget his closing words, which I have memorised: ‘Now may God bless you all. May He defend the right. It is the evil things that we shall be fighting against—brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression, and persecution—and against them, I am certain that the right will prevail.’


Being a drum major in the Territorial Army, I knew it was only a matter of time before I was called upon to serve my country. That time came in mid-September, and my first thought was: Two wars in one lifetime, so much for never having to face the Jerries again, and I prayed, along with the rest of my countrymen and women, that Chamberlain would be proven correct. That God would be on our side. I was no churchgoing man, but I knew I would certainly need His assistance if I was to make it through another war.


I was ordered to join my battalion, 5th Border Regiment, in the Wooler region in Northumberland, North-East England, and was advised that I would likely be in regimental aid, helping the poor chaps who were injured. I was not so stupid as to think there wouldn’t be plenty of them. No, experience had taught me that much. I was no longer a naïve young lad; in fact, my fellow comrades considered me an old soldier, being that I was the ripe old age of 40.


I looked on the brighter side, which for me always meant the musical side. I was to lead the drum and bugle corps during drills, and I could take along my music sheets and some instruments to accompany me, which I hoped would offer my fellow men some entertainment during whatever leisure time we had.


The wife and our youngest girl were on holidays, visiting relatives in the south of England when I received my orders. Young Joan had been sick, the wife Mabel also sick before her, both of them hospitalised, and they needed the break to help them recuperate. When I contacted Mabel to tell her the news, I told her to stay where she was; that the eldest girl, Nelly, could continue to watch over her sisters and my dad. But the wife wouldn’t hear of it and insisted on returning home. She is a good one, my wife—she was a strong woman in those days, and I needed her to stay strong, because she had to take full control as caretaker of the Whitehaven Town Hall, a position we shared.


I left Whitehaven on 29 September, a day shy of my 41st birthday. My Mabel led the farewell party, her beautiful liquid-centred toffee-brown eyes as sad as a lost dog’s, my four daughters and my dear old dad all lined up on Bransty Railway Station beside her. Nine-yearold Joan jumped from one foot to the other on gangly legs, her red hair flashing in the sunlight, and I noted that she was already head and shoulders above her poor older sister Mona, 16, who was born with a ‘growth defect’. My eyes swept over our third eldest daughter, Betty, who, although only 14, was a true beauty. She bore all of her mother’s attractive features apart from one difference—her striking blonde hair. Rather a headstrong young woman was Betty but, no doubt about it, she was me all over in temperament. Not so the eldest daughter, 18-year-old Nelly, who was more like her mam in nature; sensible and far more compliant than her sister Betty. But there we have it. They were all there to bid me farewell. And, for that, I felt very honoured.


I choked up when I saw the boys from my local band arrive and when they broke into a tune to farewell me, their old bandleader, I had to swallow rapidly in order to keep my welling emotions in check. I didn’t want the memory of me sobbing like a sissy remaining with them throughout the war. My band! How I’d loved every moment of being a part of it: the street parades, the conducting, the concert halls, balls and dances. Well, it was no longer to be and it saddened me that my Golden Age of Music, as it was then named, was over.


The drummer, my dearest mate and Mabel’s younger brother, 26-year-old Ernie, had a tear in his eye. He was like a son to me, the son I’d never had. He hadn’t been called up as yet, but I suspected it would only be a matter of time. Not so for some of the lads in the band who were staying behind for various reasons: age, reserved occupations, medical conditions and the like. They all assured me they would keep an eye on my family, and in them I had complete confidence. We were a close-knit lot in Whitehaven.


My emotional old dad was the last to hug me goodbye. He pressed a small gold clock into my hand, his consumptive cough masking his last words. I turned quickly to leave before I completely broke down.


And I was off. With a final wave as the train shunted out, I tried to take in everyone’s features. I wanted—needed—an image firmly imprinted in my mind, although I couldn’t help but wonder how much this picture would change by the time I returned. And, make no mistake, I was determined to return.


The train stations I passed through on my way to Wooler were filled with similar scenes to Bransty, and my spirits were buoyed by the crowds waving flags and calling out in patriotic cheers as I made my way to join my battalion. I finally settled back into my seat, my mind still focused on who I had left behind; foremost my darling wife.


Ah, my wife…


It was in the main street of Whitehaven, in April 1919, when I first saw her—my Mabel. I still love saying that—my Mabel. I’d taken a lunchbreak from work to get a bite to eat and perhaps down a quick pint of stout, and there she stood, patiently waiting her turn at the counter of Penney’s Fish and Chip Shop. Oh, my Lord, was she ever a good-looking lass. She took the very breath out of me and I could hardly manage to voice my order for a tuppence worth of chips. Mabel Cranston was, and remains to this day, the finest woman ever to be put on this earth—and I’ll not be disputed on that fact.


The first thing I noticed were her large brown eyes; they were ever so expressive, so much so they shone with every smile. Yes, her features were angelic, only to be matched by her soul, and I swear you could not have met a real angel to rival her, not even if you’d visited Heaven. And Mabel’s skin, oh, it was so soft. Like rich, creamy milk. Her pert little nose was perfectly positioned on that wonderful face, and her naturally blushed cheeks looked as if they’d been smeared with ripe strawberries. As you can see, I fell hard, and it took me going to the local chippy many times in the hope of seeing her before I did once more. I was eating that many chips it was a wonder I wasn’t the size of a barrel when I finally bumped into Mabel again, and by that time I was in such an anxious state I just blurted out a request for a date. Well, when Mabel nodded her head in the affirmative, I was dancing in clover.


But that was all in the past. The train began to slow, releasing hisses and sighs, smoke whirling through the air, and my thoughts returned to the present and to the task ahead. I was no longer a family man; I was now a soldier of war. My heart would not get me through the weeks, months, and perhaps years that lay ahead. From that moment forth I knew I had to start thinking with my head.


Wooler to Felton


By early December, after two months of basic training and lectures, which we found relatively undemanding, we moved from Wooler to the Felton area to undergo more intense training; Felton being a town approximately 30 miles south of Wooler. Our training schedule was certainly ramped up during our six-week stay at Felton, and the weather also made it hard going as winter came early and it was the coldest in living memory with many heavy snowfalls and ice making for challenging conditions.


1940


Felton to Swindon


In mid-January the battalion left Felton and headed for Camp Chiseldon in Swindon, Wiltshire, in the south-west of England, to make our final preparations for war. We moved by road and, despite the weather still being atrocious and our lorries sliding every which way, we arrived safely.


We were housed in timber huts, which were very cold—frigidly so—as the big freeze across Britain was still on, chilling us all to the bone. Having only one small heater per hut and the showers being icy cold, the pipes often completely frozen, it was rough going, but the food wasn’t too bad, and we couldn’t complain due to there being rationing on throughout Blighty at the time. So, we were mindful of that, of what our families were enduring, and camp spirits remained high.


Our company commander at Chiseldon was named Captain Sewell, and he proved to be a fine chap and quickly gained the respect of all. Camp Chiseldon indeed brought back memories to me, and I was familiar with the drill from the last war: practice on the firing range, using live hand grenades on the bombing range, and combat training in the nearby woods and local countryside. There was only one major change from the training schedule for The Great War and that was motor training—driving motorcycles, lorries and Bren gun carriers—our troops’ general mode of getting around in the last war being on foot or on horseback. To add to all this, I found I was to study first aid and the basics of medicine in order to be in regimental aid, and so my days and nights were full with not too much time spare to pine for my family.


Speaking of families, the locals in Swindon were wonderful people, very tolerant of the thousands of troops amassed in their locale, and they kindly offered accommodation to the wives and girlfriends of soldiers when they visited. I’m sad to say my Mabel wasn’t among those visitors, seeing as she had so much on her hands, what with her having to look after our girls, my dad, and tending to her demanding duties at the town hall. Still, as I said previously, I also had much on my plate with the intensity of training and my medical studies, and if there was any shard of time left to me, I played my music. I managed to put on a few musical shows which, as I’d hoped, were much appreciated by all the troops. As had long been the case, none of the lads called me by my proper name, Henry Jackson (Harry to my family and friends at home) when off duty, rather by my nickname ‘Drummie’, and there was many a night when that name was called out in good cheer. It was very humbling indeed.


I’m delighted to report that on completion of training for overseas service we were given final embarkation leave of 48 hours. At the end of March, the lads and I gleefully jumped aboard trains and headed home, the atmosphere jubilant as we sang and laughed all the way and, oh, what a joy it was to see my family once more before I headed off to war.








CHAPTER 2


BLOODY BATTLES AND GRAND PIANOS




1940


England


18 April—We are as ready for war as we will ever be and our battalion leaves Swindon early this morning. Now that Germany has invaded neutral Denmark and Norway, the call for arms becomes more desperate than ever. We arrive at Southampton docks this same day and board a troopship. After getting instructions on the use of lifeboats, we find our bunks and drop our kits before getting some grub.


The ship sails at night and anchors in the dark Solent and Southampton Water. I’m restless, so I go up on deck to clear the old head. The weather is cloudy and rain drizzles, but every now and again I can see glimpses of the half-moon through the clouds. I like to think I can see the face of the man in the moon smiling down on us. My gaze shifts to the deep, swollen black waters below, and I breathe in the salty air, and then watch on in awe as more and more ships anchor close by. I’m comforted by the sheer might of our force. As the last ship arrives, I retire for the night, for I shall need to be well rested for the days, weeks and months ahead—as I am now a man at war.


France


20 April—It’s a mighty show of strength as our convoy of troopships, including the HMS Ben-my-Chree, the pride of the Isle of Man Steam Packet Company, arrive at Le Havre, France at first light today. This is the same port I landed at during the last war, and once again, as with Camp Chiseldon, memories flood back to me. I have to admit to my nerves jumping with a right mix of excitement and trepidation. Excitement at the thought of serving my country, as one can’t help but be swept along with the fervour now infiltrating the ship, but trepidation for the imminent war I am about to enter.


This same night we board lorries and travel for three days to a small village called Bouessay in the north-west of France. This place gives no impression of war.


23 April—We set up our regimental aid post in a small two-room house that appears to have been occupied up until very recently. The larger room leads out to the main street via glass doors and has two sizeable beds in it, which will be perfect to accommodate our wounded. The smaller room has a huge barrel in it, and later in the day, when Lieutenant Sergeant Crosby and I arrive back at the house, we learn that the barrel contains undiluted whisky—our medical officer is in a proper dilemma because he cannot get any sense out of an orderly, who has sampled the whisky, and he finds him wandering around in a complete stupor. More men arrive to witness the scene, and it’s an amusing distraction. After we have tired of the orderly’s antics, and he falls into deep slumber on the floor, we are all allowed a small tot of whisky, which is enough to blow our bloody heads off. We have ourselves a merry old time for a short while, but the rest of the night is a bit of a blur! Somehow, we find our way to a shed to sleep, the larger room of the house being occupied by the medical officer and another officer.


The following day we are told that we are to stay here in Bouessay for six weeks of training on the tactics of war on foreign soil. Many of the boys feel this is not necessary, that they are well and truly ready to take on the Germans, some muttering their disappointment, and others not so quietly espousing their fervour to do battle with Jerry—their eagerness to kill. They complain at being further from the firing line than they would like to be. I keep my mouth shut. While I don’t wish to douse the lads’ zeal for action, experience has taught me that being on the front line is anything but fun. Indeed, some men are acting as if they’re simply about to take a thrill ride at Butlins Holiday Camp.


On the third day the officers find themselves a better billet and an orderly, a driver, the medical officer’s batman and I grab their beds. We just start to get down to it when we’re called out. A Royal Army Medical Corps dispatch rider has run into four men, two having to be transported to hospital. Then, as soon as we get back to our beds, we are called out again as one of our lorries has run into another party of men. Six men are injured, including an officer who has to be sent back to Blighty. All this carrying on makes us wonder when we are going to be seeing some real action. It’s rather humiliating that the only wounded we’ve dealt with so far are as a result of our own drivers’ carelessness. Thank God no Jerries are around to witness the debacle. They would be laughing their heads off.


End April—After spending barely a week in Bouessay we are on the move again, our training aborted because they now need us closer to the front line in Belgium. It appears that the boys who are eager to get to the action are going to get their wishes granted.


Early May—We have travelled once more for three days and today we arrive at a place in northern France called Lille. We dismount, search for supplies, load up the lorries with our newfound booty, including a piano that I find in an abandoned building, and after the transport leaves us, we march north for two hours in heavy rain to Bondues, closer to the Franco-Belgian border.


Soaked to the skin, we arrive and I’m immediately sent off to find a building that will serve as a regimental aid post. I come across a hut which will suit our needs, but it’s very dirty. With the willing help of local children, who find me a brush and some rags, some of the lads and I get the place cleaned up. The children then offer us some sticks and briquettes, which are compressed blocks of coal dust or other combustible materials such as charcoal, sawdust, woodchips, peat or paper and they are wonderful to get a fire going. Bless them. I soon get a raging fire going and lay my wet clothes out to dry before getting down to it on a stretcher for some much-needed sleep.


I wake to find a dining hall has been set up in a nearby disused cinema and the piano that I scrounged from Lille has been installed.


We have it pretty quiet here in Bondues, apart from the air raids which average around 10 a day. I witness a good many air battles and am pleased to report that oftentimes our air force is coming off best. Let’s hope the pilots can keep it up seeing as our antiaircraft can’t do too much because Jerry is keeping its planes at a distance. So, for the time being, there’s nothing for us on the ground to do but keep busy, and for me that means keeping up the entertainment. Along with my trumpets, sax, piano accordion and drums, I am able to get a band going and we get some concerts underway with great success. We also have a few church parades and I lead the drummers.


Lieutenant Johnston and I write letters to the local papers asking for sheet music, which we never receive because, unfortunately, the merriment is short-lived and events begin to move rapidly.


Belgium


11 May— We receive word that Jerry has invaded the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Belgium and we are ordered to take up defensive positions near the Escaut River in Tournai, Belgium. I suppose this is what we’ve been waiting for. Here we go!


We set off towards Belgium and, after a long 15-mile march in a south-easterly direction, we arrive at night at a small village called Froyennes, about 2 miles north-west of Tournai, which is a large town that saw many battles in the last war. We are ordered to set up our regimental aid post here in Froyennes. We’re pleased to see that our air force is very active.


12 May—Refugees are streaming into our regimental aid post, all of them desperate to leave Belgium, and it is a pitiful sight indeed. We are told that mixed among them—the refugees—are the fifth columnists, one of Jerry’s strongest forces, and they do great damage. We have no way of identifying them, but they are spies, the lot of them, and cowards at that, marching alongside the very people they are out to destroy. The bastards! We open our regimental aid post only to women and children for foot dressings. I wonder how some have managed to walk as their injuries are so atrocious, but we have to do the best we can before sending them off again to hobble on to who knows where.


13 May—Our air force has now become eerily quiet—no sight of them—and Jerry is bombing us almost every hour. We’re surrounded by flames and, with the deluge of wounded troops now arriving, we desperately need medical supplies. My medical officer asks me to take a lorry into Tournai, which I’m told is also being bombed hourly and is partly in flames, to secure more supplies. I do so, with the aid of one man, and Jerry gives us hell from above as I drive along. I’m swerving and swaying, starting and stopping the lorry in order to avoid a direct hit. As we enter the outskirts of Tournai, I decide to take the vehicle near the canal away from buildings, which are in a state of near collapse. On the way, I pass a doorway of a large building and I see two nuns lying flat shielding terrified children who are crammed under their bodies, their poor faces telling a tale no book could ever depict in the same way, the memory of which will remain with me long after these brave women and their charges are dead—and that will be very soon, I regret to say.


The lorry crawls along as female refugees walking alongside plead with us to let them in the back of the vehicle, each desperately trying to get their children on board to safety, their frenzied screams for assistance stabbing relentlessly at my guilt-filled ears as they lift up their sobbing youngsters to us. But we can’t take them. For whom would we take and whom would we leave behind, and what on earth would we do with the little ones? Take them to the front line? We are on a mission to procure medical supplies for our wounded troops and if we assist these poor women now begging for their children’s lives, we are risking the lives of fighting men. This, my friends, is the true face of war.


Then Jerry stops bombing and we manage to direct some women and their children into cellars of a large nearby factory. We assure them that we will tell our transport officers about their plight, but their pitiful eyes express their cynicism before their resignation to their impending fate is depicted in their deflated, slumped bodies as we leave them.


We find the main street of Tournai in ruins. Jerry starts up again, but somehow, we manage to avoid a direct hit ourselves, and we reach our destination, load our supplies, and prepare to get the hell out of the place. We just start up the lorry, when a woman runs towards us, imploring us to help her get her invalid mother out of her house which has been bombed. She points to the building in question and, to my horror, I see it’s in complete ruins. There’s little chance that her mother has survived. Once again, I tell the distraught woman that I can only report the incident to the Royal Army Medical Corps, and I drive away feeling utterly hopeless.


As we make the slow journey out of Tournai Jerry planes come down low and machine-gun the masses of refugees. I pull up close to a building, and my companion and I crouch down and hold our breath until the planes pass over. When we look up again, my horror at witnessing the carnage is indescribable. The streets are littered with bodies, some in the throes of imminent death. It’s an abominable sight. An unbearable sound. But then I hear a more shocking sound: the eerie sound of silence as death enshrouds its victims.


My head pounding, my guts churning with nausea, I start up the lorry, rev the engine and, dodging bodies, make a beeline back to base.


14 May—Our battalion receives orders to move forward and take up positions closer to Tournai, the very hellhole we got the medical supplies from yesterday. My medical officer asks me to go ahead of the battalion with his batman and find a house suitable for our needs. I’m not sure I’m up to the task as my mind is still reeling from the shock of the massacre I witnessed yesterday. But, naturally, I do as I’m ordered.


Thankfully, this time around I find Tournai to be a very different experience. No enemy planes pass over and luckily the area is almost deserted of life as we approach; only the dead are still strewn around, and some elderly people who refuse to leave. I understand their reasoning, for where would they go at their age?


After breaking into many houses and villas which have been vacated we come across a mansion in the Tournai suburb of Orcq and pull up and dismount to investigate further. I’m delighted; it has excellent cellars, a concrete roof and many exits. It’s more than perfect for our needs. The medical officer is indeed pleased when he arrives with the rest of our battalion, and he and I go on a long tour of discovery. When the medical officer finds that the cellars are stocked with bottles of wine and also McEwan’s Scotch, he’s in clover. The kitchen is also well stocked with food and has a great cooking range which our runner promptly gets going. The runner then assigns himself to being the cook, a job which he holds easily and proves to be very good at. Within no time at all, many officers around Tournai get to know of our new cook’s capabilities and often call around for a meal.


There is a grand piano in this mansion, one of the finest instruments on which I’ve ever played, and we spend a few short but merry days here, temporarily shielded from the ongoing war. This is how one has to live through wartime: enjoying the simple pleasures as they come, before facing what we all know we must. Living hour by hour, minute by minute. I’m glad to have been blessed with this God-given talent for music; to be able to entertain the lads and see the joy and hope in their eyes; eyes that may well soon be filled with nothing but terror before they become filled with nothing but lifelessness.


The mansion has magnificent surrounds and I enjoy taking brisk walks. I come across some wonderful sights of nature, and I make friends with a fine horse I find in an enclosed area, along with some deer. The poor animals are shivering with fright from the noise of gunfire. I return with some food. The deer are nervy and won’t allow me to approach and so I leave some bits and pieces of food for them to get at their own pace, but the horse comes straight up to me when I hold out my hand with a few lumps of sugar, which he loves. When the army general eventually learns of my new friend, he takes the horse for himself. I will miss the animal, but at least I’m happy that the poor thing will now be fed well.


We hear that Winston Churchill has taken over as prime minister. He was always critical of Chamberlain’s failure to fully comprehend the Nazi threat. Churchill is a military man; he trained at the Royal Military Academy and fought in The Great War and so the chaps here are excited about this news. We have great hopes for our new leader and his ability to get us through this war.


Once again, our mirage of peace doesn’t last long. Things are starting to get hot and wounded are coming steadily into the regimental aid post. So far, our battalion is lucky and we’ve had very few casualties. Our boys appear to be taking their baptism by fire well.


The stretcher-bearers are proving to be very reliable. Two stretcher-bearers from A Company bring in a seriously wounded man. Jerry has been shelling them pretty heavily but, despite this, as soon as they deposit him, the stretcher-bearers bravely prepare to head back out to get others. I stop them, explaining that Jerry is still giving its all and I point out that they are not armed. But these men are made of bloody steel and they are determined to return for their injured, so I arm up and volunteer to accompany them back to headquarters, about a mile north of here.


We leave the grounds and run like the wind. We come across a large ploughed field, and we’re about 200 yards from headquarters when Jerry starts with six-inch mortars right in the field we’re in. Shells are flying all around us. We three drop into a partially made trench, where to our great surprise we find the company sergeant, Sergeant Major Mulholland. He raises his hirsute eyebrows, an expression that speaks volumes, and when he later nods, we all bolt out of the trench and run for our lives, finally making it back to the house where A Company is based, and we go down into the cellars.


I’m just taking a breather, when I’m told by a signaller on duty on the phones that Jerry has hit their ammunition wagon and it’s exploding like hell. I remember that Company Commander Captain Dudding is at our regimental aid post having one of our cook’s specials, so I decide to head back on foot to tell him. Again, I have many narrow escapes but arrive safely. I’m gasping for breath when I tell Captain Dudding about the ammunition wagon and he can hardly believe my words, but when he looks out of the window, it is plainly visible. Flames resulting from the direct hit are now shooting into the sky. The captain abandons his meal and makes off as fast as he can. I’m later told that some chaps at headquarters had to unload pits that were also filled with explosives in order to avoid a similar situation. I shudder at the thought of having to do such a perilous job.


17 May—Things are getting worse. Whenever one of us so much as shows our head, Jerry snipes. By late afternoon some of our boys are hit and the medical officer decides it’s getting too dangerous and asks me to try and get to headquarters again to ask the commanding officer if we should retire from our position. I creep out of the entrance of our regimental aid post and get on a motorbike, but Jerry soon puts paid to that, and I’m catapulted off the wrecked vehicle and have to carry on by foot, dodging from cover to cover until I’m within sight of headquarters. I then have to make a dash for the gateway in between rifle bursts, following directions from our lads who are defending the outer walls.


The commanding officer is busy attending to refugees but after I explain our company’s situation to the adjutant, he goes to see the commanding officer who decides we are to stay put for the time being. The adjutant also tells me that our 1st Battalion has got a good cutting up after making a bayonet charge. This is devastating news.


Again, I head off on foot, feeling like a small bird trapped in a wire cage during a hailstorm, as the whistle of Jerry bullets and mortar shells scream past my ears. I hear one shell falling directly overhead and I drop flat on the ground, praying this is not it for me. The shell lands nearby, barely 20 feet away, but it feels so near that I wriggle my feet to ensure they are still attached to my body. They are, I’m glad to report, and when I look up again, a deer is in pieces next to me and my discarded tin helmet is covered in its entrails. I think about my mate the horse for a slight second, thankful that it’s been taken away, before I take off once again and finally make it back in one piece.


Barely half an hour later a dispatch rider arrives with orders that we are now to retire to headquarters and I feel my innards shrink after what I’ve just gone through. Tragically, the dispatch rider is killed on his way back and I think to myself what a waste of life. All the commanding officer had to do was give me the okay when I was there and the rider would still be alive. Still, orders are orders, and there’s no time for retrospection.


18 May—Our company loads our lorries in preparation for our departure, and after a difficult journey, dodging bullets all the way, we finally arrive at headquarters. We make our regimental aid post in a small dugout which has a concrete roof and our anti-aircraft position themselves upon the roof. The dugout is sheltered by a long, high concrete wall. Our artillery boys put up a wonderful barrage for about eight hours, so much so that Jerry asks for an armistice to bury its dead. It is granted, although I wonder about the dead civilians now rotting in the streets: the stench of their corpses pervading the very air we breathe. Who provides them with the courtesy of a burial?


It is eerily quiet while Jerry buries its dead—unfamiliar calm blankets us as we are able to look outside to the daylight and walk about without fear of being under fire. Then, the next day, in the late afternoon, Jerry starts another barrage, and the place is again alive with shells and tracer bullets. One can only assume Jerry’s fervour is an outpouring of grief and rage in retaliation for the losses just buried. In response, our boys hit back with a vengeance, and it’s a bloody battle once more all through the long night until dawn.


Our wounded are now flocking into our regimental aid post and, although all is quiet again throughout the day, in terms of Jerry fire, we are kept busy attending to our brave soldiers as the field ambulance dashes backwards and forwards collecting wounded and bringing them in. A lieutenant corporal is brought in and we can see he’s in a very bad way. He pleads with us to put him out of his pain and we give him morphia and prepare to operate, but soon we can see that there’s no hope for the poor chap and, sadly, he dies about 10 minutes later.


Darkness falls—and then Jerry blasts us. Our guns respond and on it goes until dawn when it becomes quiet again. Then, a few hours later, Jerry gives us its absolute all, so much so that at 10:00 pm we get orders to load up our lorries and make off by convoy back to transport lines. It is no easy feat under the torrent of gunfire still raining down, us men running and scrambling, desperately loading what we can onto lorries. Finally, the last ambulance gets away with the remainder of the wounded, and the convoy begins to follow. My lorry is about 300 yards away under trees, and we scramble for it. We are doing all right for the first 100 yards as we are under cover of the five-foot-high wall but, after that, we have to run out in the open.


We jump aboard, all men intact, and we’re the last to leave. It’s been about an hour since the first lorry left and our vehicle is packed so tightly there’s hardly any room for the orderly, batman and myself, let alone the four stretcher-bearers who are desperately trying to squash in. But we can’t leave the stretcher-bearers behind—these brave men who risk life and limb to save our wounded. Never.


As the lorry pulls away the last stretcher-bearer leaps aboard the side of it and grabs onto my neck, his legs dangling in the air while I grasp onto the crossbar for grim death. We move very cautiously, as it’s a clear moonlit night and we are easy targets for Jerry. While travelling through the woods, we are advised to wear gas masks, gas being suspected. We’re painfully aware that there are very few worse ways to die than by gas—it is horrifically slow and excruciatingly agonising—and it’s not a theory any of us fancy testing, so we do as we’re told. The orderly assists the stretcher-bearer, who is still clinging to my neck, on with his gas mask and we travel until we come across a field ambulance and the four stretcher-bearers leave us. I’m not sad to see them go because my neck by this time feels as if it’s about to break. However, on discovering that I have a little shrapnel in my hand, which must have happened while we were on the move, I decide that it’s probably a good thing that the pain in my neck overrode that of my hand throughout the journey.


Franco-Belgian Border


We arrive at dawn at a place called Cysoing, just inside France, 9 miles south-east of Lille. After scraping the shrapnel out of my hand and dealing with some cases of shell shock (one being Company Sergeant Major Smith), another terrible consequence of war, we join our boys who have taken up positions in well-made pillboxes, these being remnants from the last war.


The medical officer and I head off in a lorry with a driver in order to find a place suitable for our regimental aid post, and we soon come across an enormous brick kiln which we feel will suit the purpose. We find some single beds in an old house nearby, load them onto our lorry and take them back to the kiln. There are some sheds not too far away from the kiln in which to park the lorry under cover. I hop out to direct the driver, who begins to drive through, but then three Jerry planes fly overhead, dive down, and machine gun us. The driver and the medical officer frantically jump out of the lorry and crouch in a corner of one shed, but I’m still outside, watching bullets pinging around me like hailstones in a Cumbrian storm. I think my time is up, but I make an instant decision to risk life and limb and run like the bloody wind. Thankfully, I also make it to safety inside the shed.


We find that in sheds next to ours are the Cheshires [the Cheshire Regiment] and its transport. Then our Bren Carriers arrive and take up the remaining sheds and we all sigh with relief because we feel safer now that the tanks are here.


Once again, on finding a piano in one of the nearby houses, and by request of the medical officer who is a bit of a jazz fiend, I keep the lads going with music. Despite still being under attack, the atmosphere brightens somewhat.


Our runner proves that he is not only a grand cook, he’s also a plucky young lad, because he goes out heedless of shellfire to milk cows and I’m delighted to report that he returns safely with enough supplies to keep us all well-fed: milk, some laying hens for eggs, and other fowl he plucks for roasting. Along with a supply of food we found previously in a deserted house, he serves us up a delightful feast. What a wonderful young chap he is.


We soon realise that there has been no sight whatsoever of our planes for days. Jerry must know this too as it is doing what it likes to us now, and this is unnerving to say the least. But when we are told that French–Moroccan troops are close by to our right, and an elite French division to our left, the news cheers us.


24 May—We all gather in one of the Cheshires’ sheds to tune in to the King’s Empire Day speech on a wireless set they have, but Jerry guns soon upset the party and smash the set to smithereens. It’s not good for our morale.


A few wounded are brought in and one man is a sergeant from our company from Workington, but we find that the poor fellow is dead. Then, not long after, we hear that the French troops have cracked up under the pressure of heavy fire and are in full retreat, and we’re advised that we are now in serious danger of being cut off. At 10:00 pm orders arrive for the stretcher-bearers to get back to their ambulance, which they do. At 11:00 pm we get word that our battalion is to retire to Lesquin, about 6 miles north-west of here, between midnight and
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