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5th Battalion, The Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders 

In the 152nd Brigade, 51st (Highland) Division 

Private 14429862 William Peter George RIDGLEY was known to have served with the 5
th
 Battalion from 15

th
 July 

1943 (Aged 17.5 yrs) until 16
th
 October 1945. This was some six weeks after the formal end of WW2. 

Following training Pte.RIDGLEY was posted to the above regiment & began extensive training in the UK in 

preparation for the invasion of France, D-Day, on 6
th
 June 1944. 

This is the account of 51
st
 (Highland) Division: 

NORMANDY, NOVEMBER 1943 - JULY 1944 
 

 

PREPARATION:NOV 1943 - JUNE 1944 

The 51st Highland Division returned to Britain in November 1943 and after leave settled down to training. In 

March they moved to East Anglia and on 5th April 1944 transferred from 30th Corps to 1st Corps and 

commenced training for the invasion of main land Europe Operation OVERLORD. In June they moved to the 

River Thames and embarked. 

The Order of Battle of the three infantry brigades remained largely unchanged:  

 152 Brigade commanded by Brigadier AJH Cassels consisted of 2nd and 5th Seaforths and 5th Camerons  

 153 Brigade was commanded by Brigadier "Nap" Murray with 5th Black Watch, 1st and 5/7th Gordons  

 154 Brigade was now commanded by Brigadier James Oliver (formerly Commanding Officer of 7th Black 

Watch) with 1st and 7th Black Watch and 7th Argylls 

In addition the 2nd Derbyshire Yeomanry replaced the Highland Recognisance Regiment.  
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THE LANDING AT NORMANDY:5
th

-10
th

 JUNE 1945  

 

 

The details of the plan for Overlord are well documented elsewhere but in outline it was as to invade the 

Normandy coast from the Carentan estuary to just east of the mouth of the River Orne.  

THE PLAN 

There landings would be from right to left, the US Airborne Division on the right, then the 1st US Arm y (VII and 

V Corps), the British 2nd Army (30th Corps right and 1st corps left) and the British 6th Airborne Division in the 

Ornnemouth, Caen and Cabourg triangle. 

THE ROLE OF 51ST HIGHLAND DIVISION 

The 51st Highland Division landing took place to the west of the Ornnemouth in the 1st Corps area and crossed the 

River Orne. The operations in the following weeks were some of the worst the Division had experienced. 

 

The role of the 51st Highland Division in the landing was as a second echelon division to suppo rt and fill in 

behind the first wave. 153 Bde would be the lead brigade of 51st Highland Division. They landed in the 

afternoon of D Day. 152 Brigade followed on D+1 and 154 Brigade on D+4. the latter remained as Corps 

Reserve until placed temporarily under command of 6th Airborne Division. 

On 5th June (D-1), Commander 153 Brigade, with the Battalion Seconds in Command, had gone to 

Portsmouth where they would sail ahead of the main body to mark the out the Brigadedeployment. However 

their ship was unable to land and on D daythe main body sailed passed them near enough for Murray to shout 

to Lieutenant Colonel Thompson, in temporary command of the Brigade, that he on landing he should contact 

the Canadians. They landed without opposition on the afternoon of D Day. 



3 
 

The Divisional Commander landed on the 7th June. 152 Brigade arrived in the morning of D+1 also without 

their Brigade Commander and advance party as did 154 Brigade on D+4.  

THE TRIANGLE, NORMANDY, JUNE-JULY 1944 
 

 

After the landings the operations in the following weeks were some of the worst the Division had experienced. 

The Division landed west of the Ornemouth but, after initial operations by 5th Black Watch against the area of 

Douvres, 153 Brigade followed by 152 Brigade crossed the Orne to opera ted to the east of the Orne and north 

east of Caen centred on an area known as the Triangle. This was bounded Ranville - Touffreville -Breville, with 

a wood also called the triangle on the east side. 

On 13th June, 152 Brigade ran into stiff opposition in the area of St.Honorine and Demouville. Their attacks 

were driven off and they went into a defensive position north of St. Hororine. Without securing St.Honorine it 

was not possible to take Demouville further south and to the east of Caen. On the 22nd June the Camerons 

were launched again at St. Hororine, took it and despite counter attacks, held it. Meanwhile during this period 

fierce action continued around Escoville. 

154 Brigade in reserve were, for a considerable period, in defence at Bois de Bavent and subject to heavy 

enemy artillery fire. The brigade then joined the Division in the defensive position and all three brigades were 

tied down in the bridgehead in and around the triangle, facing the Germans on two sides and subject to near 

continuous bombardment in the close country. 

On 11th July 153 Brigade launched a night attack on Colombelles, a village with a large factory and chimneys 

which provide excellent enemy observation. Despite a determined attempt the position was not taken, a 

German armoured counter attack destroyed 10 of the 11 Shermans supporting 5th Black Watch, and at 0830 
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the next morning the Brigade withdrew back to St. Hororine and Longuecal. This failure, coupled with previous 

setbacks, had a marked effect on the Division's self esteem. 

On the 18th July, in Operation Goodwood, 5th Seaforth successfully launched south and once successful the 

2nd Seaforth and 5th Camerons pressed on south east toward Troarn. The 5th Camerons Op.Order No1 gives 

details of an "on call" counter attack plan should 5th Seaforth and 2nd Seaforth be overrun. In fact they were 

successful and went firm consolidating their gains and for 10 days held their objectives under almost 

continuous fire until 152 Brigade was relieved by 153 Brigade.  

CONCLUSION 

Although Operation Goodwood had gone well for the Division, restoring in part the its confidence and 

reputation, the previous failures had left their mark. The Divisional Commander, Major General Bullen -Smith, 

was replaced. The new commander was Major General T G Rennie, previously a commander of 154 Brigade. 

Whereas the Division had been very at home with 30 Corps in North Africa and Sicily, they did not enjoy their 

time with the 1st Corps in Normandy and felt that the Corps was in part responsible for the problems they h ad 

encountered. They were therefore not disappointed to be reassigned to the Canadian Corps for what was to 

follow. 

Operation Totalise (The Breakout) would commence at the end of July.  

THE BREAKOUT:AUGUST 1944 

 

The 51st Highland Division was relieved in place on 31st July and moved to North West of Caen to refit and 

rest. 

The next phase of the campaign would be to achieve the breakout from the bridgehead. 8 and 30 Corps would 

drive east to take Vire and Mount Pincon. The 2nd British Army was to take Argentan and the Canadian Army 

Falaise The breakout battle began in the west on 30th July. The successes in this area, coupled with the 
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weakening of the Germans further east as they shifted forces to meet the attack, allowed Montgomery to order 

the Canadian Corps to strike out towards Falaise. The operation was called Op Totalise. For Operation 

Totalise the 51st Highland Division was placed under command of the Canadian Corps.  

OPERATION TOTALISE:THE BREAKOUT, NORMANDY, 6th - 10th AUGUST 1944 

By early July Cherbourg had fallen to the Americans and the British occupied Caen. The US forces pressed on 

to St. Lo and commenced the isolation of the Brittany peninsula. The US success now set the conditions for 

Montgomery's break out. This took the form of three operations, Bluecoat which began on 30th July, Totalise 

on the 7th August and Tractable which began on 14th August.  

For Operation Totalise the 51st Highland Division was placed under command of the Canadian Corps and on 

6th August moved forward to begin the operation. With the Division were grouped the 33rd Armoured Brigade 

which became the Division's affiliated tank brigade. 

The Canadian Corps Plan - The plan was for an advance on a two brigade front, 154 Brigade left (supported 

by the 33rd Armoured Brigade) and a Canadian Brigade right, on the axis of the Caen - Falaise road. One of 

the Canadian Corps Commanders innovations was to create armoured personal carries by taking now obsolete 

"Priest" self propelled guns, removing the guns and using them as troop carriers called "Kangaroos", each 

carried 10 fully equipped soldiers. 154 Brigade was mounted on these.  

The 51st Highland Division Plan - 153 Brigade would form the firm base and 154 Brigade would strike south to 

occupy and hold the area Cremesnil, St.Aignan, Garcelles and Sequeville. 153 Brigade followed by 152 

Brigade would then exploit followed by the armour. 

The Action - The attack began on the night of the 7th August with an large bomber attack. At 0230 hrs 154 

Brigade advanced in two columns with over 350 armoured tracked vehicles. Major A McKinnon MC provides a 

graphic account of the actions of 7th Argylls on Op Totalise. (link). With the objectives successfully taken 152 

Brigade cleared the enemy that had been bypassed and met stiff resistance in Tilly before  overcoming it. 152 

Brigade, which had secured the start line now moved up and took Secqueville -la-Campagne and on to 

Soldiers. 

AN ACCOUNT BY MAJOR A MCKINNON MC, 7TH ARGYLLS  

WRITTEN ON 23RD AUGUST 1944 

“On August 3rd. Commanding Officers were called to Bde for a conference where they were given the outline 

plan of the above operation in which 154 Bde were to play a prominent part. This plan was as follows.  

51 Div. under the command of the Canadian Army and in conjunction with the 3rd Canadian Div. on thei r right 

were to make a deep penetration by night into the enemy posns due South of Caen and on gaining their 

objectives, strong Armoured formations were to pass through and make for Falaise and the South East. The 

operation was to be supported by very heavy bombing of the flanks and a medium barrage moving forward 

100x in 1 minute. Various aids to keeping direction were to be used such as Bofors firing along the flanks and 

the artillery firing green lights onto the objectives. 154 Brigade were chosen as the  spear head of the Division 
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and each Bn. was to have one Armoured Regt. in support together with the various other supporting arms. The 

infantry were to be mounted on hard skinned vehs, half tracks and "Priests", with the guns removed. The order 

of march was 1 B.W. on the left, 7 A.&.S.H. on the right and 7 B.W. following 7 A.&.S.H. Objectives, St.Aignan, 

Cramesnil and Garcelles respectively. This entailed an advance into the enemy lines to a depth of approx 5000 

metres. The Canadians were given objectives parallel to us on the right. 

Obviously an operation of this nature required a lot of teeing up and practice on the ground and time was 

limited, the attack being scheduled to take place on the night of Tuesday 8th August. The first practice of 

forming up the column was not carried out until Saturday 5th August as the vehicles were not forthcoming until 

then which was only understandable as it must have required some pretty quick staff work to gather the vehs 

together, remove the guns from the "Priests" etc and get them out to Bns. A further practice was carried out 

that night in the Le Bissey area. We had by this time been told that the operation was to be put forward 24 

hours to fit in with the bigger picture and so on Sunday 6th the Bn moved to its concentr ation area in the 

Powder Factory at Cormelles, South if Caen. There it was joined by the 144 R.T.R. who were to support us. 

During the night we were shelled by a heavy gun (probably 210 mm) and "B" Coy suffered 2 killed and ten 

wounded. 

Morning of 7th August was spent tying up the final details, briefing the men, etc: and at 2100 hours the coln. 

started to form up just South of Cormelles . The order of march was as follows:  

Two tps if tanks of "A" Sqn. four abreast with a navigator in each tp., 5 tps Flails  in line ahead, R.E. Party, 

AVRE's, two armoured Bull dozers, SqnH.Q. of the tanks and the remains of "A" Sqn. Then followed another 

Sqn of tanks, the infantry Block and finally the reserve Sqn. of tanks. In all this comprised a very considerable 

number of vehs and, nose to back, the column stretched about 600 yds.  

The forming up was carried out successfully at last light and the coln. moved off at about 2250 hrs to cross the 

S.L. by 2330. Bn. H.Q. were rather put out of their stride by the C.O's half track  refusing to budge so he had to 

transfer to the 2 i/c's which was behind. 

The barrage started at 2300 hrs and the bombing on the flanks about the same time and I believe the noise 

was terrific. Perhaps fortunately most of this was lost to us as our vehs ef fectively drowned most of it. Bombing 

was most accurate and no mistakes were made by the R.A.F. 

All went well for about the first mile but then the column began to get rather spread out and vehs were no 

longer in station. About half way to the objective three of the leading tanks and a flail disappeared into a huge 

crater. The unfortunate part was that the tanks in question contained the navigators and there was 

considerable delay. It was here that the first enemy were met and "B" Coy came under fire from a  Spandau 

and several hand grenades were thrown at one troop carrier, one landing inside which was promptly picked up 

and thrown out by Pte. Jarvie of "H.Q." Coy. (Sigs). Capt. Bate when dismounting to deal with this post was 

seriously wounded and had to be left behind in charge of a stretcher bearer (Pte. Cameron). The post was 

soon dealt with, 2 Germans being killed and 3 taken prisoner and the column started on. A rly. then had to be 

crossed and this further disrupted the coln. From here to the debussing pt. things were pretty confused with a 
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few tanks burning here and there and Spandau fire on all sides. The debussing pt. was reached at about 0400 

hrs and "B" Coy. collected itself by degrees and moved off to its objective which was the rear of the village  of 

Cramesnil. This it took without much trouble, killing 5 Germans (incl. a C.S.M.) and taking seven prisoners. "A" 

Coy whose objective was rt. and forward of "B" Coy arrived at the debussing pt. in driblets as did "D" Coy who 

were to go left and forward of "B" Coy. However, both Coys soon collected themselves and reached their 

objectives successfully, this despite a heavy ground mist. "A" Coy had the stiffest opposition and Capt. 

McElwee and one other rank were killed attacking a Spandau post. By 0500 the  Bn. had completed its job with 

eight Germans killed and about 35 taken prisoner. Consolidation was carried out and all was set for the 

expected counter attack. Bn. H.Q. was established in "B" Coy area and the tanks and S.P. guns were forward 

in support of the rifle Coys. Casualties were slight, being 1 Offr and 2 O.R's killed, 1 Offr wounded and 18 

O.R's wounded. Eight tanks were knocked out and Major Lovibond, 2 i/c of the Regt. and their Sigs. Officer 

were killed, their tank being set on fire by a German "bazooka", on entering Cramesnil. 

Meanwhile "A" Coy were in touch with the Canadians on their rt. and "D" with 1 B.W. on their left, both having 

gained their objectives and the situation looked pretty heartening.  

The expected counter attack developed at approx 0900 hrs on the 1 B.W. front. A number of Tiger tanks and 

about 200 infantry appeared but the mediums put down a terrific D.F. and tanks with inf on board were soon 

making off South. The Northhants Yeo. who were supporting 1 B.W. had a good morning k nocking out 16 

Tigers to a loss of 18 of their own tanks which they rightly considered a fair exchange. We had ample evidence 

that our 17 pounder will mince meat of the Tiger if hit on the side plates.  

At 1200 hrs 600 American heavy bombers came over to support the move forward of the Armour who were to 

pass through at 1400 hrs. One stick landed in front of "D" Coy but caused no casualties. We later heard that 

two flights had mistaken their target to such a degree as to heavily bomb the Canadians near Corme lles 

causing very heavy casualties. 

For the remainder of the day the Bn suffered pretty heavy shelling but at last light this ceased. The Canadian 

Armour was reported to have pushed well but the Polish Armd Div was not so successful and did not get on 

very far. We cursed them heartily at the time but on going over the ground later there was little doubt from the 

number of Shermans burnt out that they had had a pretty sticky time.  

The Bn. remained in CRAMESNIL on the 9th August and on the following day recei ved orders to move forward 

to attack some woods South of St. Sylvain which was the held by 153 Bde. This was a fairly prominent feature 

about 1,200 metres south east of the village and very densely wooded. Little information was available 

regarding the enemy and the plan was that 7 A.&.S.H. would attack and secure the left side of the wood, 

followed by 1 B.W who were to take the right hand side. Polish Armour was expected to pass through at 

approx. mid-day and push south. Zero hour was 0015 hrs and the Bn got on to its S.P without much difficulty, 

getting through St. Sylvain between the stonks and at the appointed time, moved off with "A" Coy rt, "D" Coy 

left, the Bn H.Q and "B" Coy in reserve. A Sqn of tanks was to join Coys at first light, also some S.P. g uns. I 

should have mentioned previously that owing to the manpower situation it was found necessary for operation 
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"Totalise" to reduce the Bn to three strong Coys and "C"Coy being weakest at the time, was temporarily split 

up between the other three. 

Very shortly after crossing the S.L. pretty intense Spandau fire opened up from in front and on the flanks. 

Germans could be heard shouting encouragement to each other (or that's what we thought it was) and their 2" 

mortars were quite active. The forward Coys were beginning to get casualties, particularly "D" Coy, but 

pressed on and eventually got to their objective. 1 B.W had rather an easier passage on the rt and also took 

their objective. The advance was not a pleasant one for the fwd Coys and they showed gre at determination in 

a very difficult and unpleasant operation, with resistance heavier than expected. At first light prisoners started 

to come in and about 40 in all were captured that night. A bunch of sixteen were fired on by a Spandau which 

killed one and wounded three which we thought a typical German trick. O.C. "B" Coy with the help of two tanks 

soon dealt with this post. An unfortunate accident occurred at this juncture when one of the tanks opened up, 

the shell sticking a tree about a foot from the muzzle, exploding and killing Cpl. Laird of "B"Coy and another 

man. 

The Bn objective that night was approx. the near half of the large square wood and at first light the forward 

Coys were to clear up to the forward edge and this was carried out successfull y. 

At about 1200 hrs on 11th Aug "A"Coy reported a counter -attack developing on their front which was 

accompanied by very heavy shelling and mortaring. About 200 inf. attacked on three separated occasions but 

each time they were pushed back. When the German inf saw that there was stiff resistance, they soon lost 

heart and one complete Pl with Officer surrendered to 1 B.W. A number of prisoners straggled in ones and 

twos throughout the action. Reports also came in of single Tiger tanks, but apart from firing  occasional A.P. 

shots, they took little active part. Our supporting tanks knocked out one of these. "A"Coy, under Major Sloan 

had a very anxious day and put up a very good show, despite reduced numbers, the Coy strength by this time 

being one Officer and approx. 45 O.R.'s. The heavy mortaring in the dense wood was particularly trying to all 

three Coys. Meantime "B"Coy was ordered to send up one pl to support "A"Coy and shortly afterwards a Coy 

of 5 B.W. came under command and the whole of "B"Coy was pushed up to the woods behind "A"Coy. The 

rest of the day was uneventful except for the normal mortaring.  

12th Aug. On the rt the Poles were carrying out a recce in force in front of 1 B.W and pushed down to (Bu sur 

Rousses) where they captured 200 prisoners. However a counter attack developed and the Poles came out 

quickly leaving their 200 prisoners behind. 

In the afternoon the Derby Yeo and some Canadian Recce moved to the ridge on our left and there found 

pretty stiff resistance. They shot the place up pretty heavily and then withdrew back. 

At 1700 hrs the Brig informed the C.O. that 7 B.W would relieve the Bn that night and this was carried out 

without incident. 

The Bn was ordered back to Cramesnil to take in reinforcements and refit. Casualties had been pret ty heavy. 8 

Officers wounded, 18 O.R's killed and 71 wounded. The Officers wounded were Capt. Porteous, Lieut. 
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Chapman, Lieut. Lieu Archibald, Lieut. Cowling, Lieut. Austin, Lieut. White, Lieut. Twinbarrow, the last two 

having only joined the Bn the day previously. Fortunately none were seriously hit.  

The Div Comd came to see the Bn the following day and congratulated them on having put up a very good 

show. 

On 13th Aug 150 reinforcements of the Oxford and Buckinghamshire Reg joined us and were sent out to R ifle 

Coys.” 

 

 

Extract from the 5th/7th Gordons War Diary: 

 

OPERATION TOTALISE - AUGUST 1944 

8 August. The battalion moved forward to the marshalling area on the CAEN-FALAISE road. This was an open 

field and there was a certain amount of shelling. Our bombers mistook their objective and bombed CAEN 

wounding our mortar sergeant who had gone back to look for a carrier. In the evening the Battalion moved 

through the 1st Gordons and found themselves in a wooded area MR 102585. "D" Coy were slightly troubled 

by a single spandau otherwise it was a very quite night Casulaties - 1 OR wounded. 

9 August. "C" and "B" Coys moved into Poussy (MR 131565) where there was a certain amount of shelling. 

There was heavy shelling on BN.H.Q. area which had moved forward. The 5th  Seaforths relieved us in the 

evening and the Battalion withdrew to a field just behind their previous location (MR 096587). This had been 

an unfortunate battle in which we achieved little and had a very unpleasant time. Capt.Sinclair, who had been 

Signal Officer since the early days of the desert was wounded and had to have his arm amputated. He was a 

great loss to the Battalion. Casualties - Capt. G.j. Sinclair and 1 O.R. wounded. 

10 August. The Battalion rested moist of the day and was slightly shelled. Casualties 4 O.Rs killed, 11 O.Rs 

wounded. 
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11 August. The Battalion moved to Daumesnil and had a very noisy time as we were in the middle of the 

gunfire which included 25-pdrs Mediums and 7.2's, all of which were firing full blast. This inevitably meant that 

we had some counter battery shells landing in the area, but casualties were very light.  

12 August. Brigadier H. Murray spoke to the Battalion before he left the Brigade to take over a division in Italy. 

He had been in the Brigade, Commanding 1st Gordons since Alamein and later leading the Brigade in Sicily. 

His exceptional qualities as a soldier and personal charm will be a great loss to the Battalion and Brigade as a 

whole. Casualties - 10.O.R. wounded. 

13 August. Again another of sitting and being shel led. Orders received to move the following day.  

14 August. The Battalion moved during first light to ST.SYLVAN with a view to attacking the wood to the S.E. 

In St. Sylvan the Battalion came under shell and mortar fire and suffered casualties.  

The attack on the woods MR 157536 was very successful indeed and a large number of prisoners were taken. 

Our casualties were comparatively light in comparison but the difficulty in evacuating the wounded was 

considerable owing to M.G. and mortar fire. The stretcher bearers did magnificent work and worked 

ceaselessly all day. Pte Hutchinson did particularly good work. Some very fine officers and men were lost, but 

the morale of the Battalion was terrific and it was just such an action as this that was needed to give the 

Battalion the "punch" it required. Casualties - Major Glennie, Capt. Inglis, Lieut. Aston, Lieut.Taylor, Lieut. 

Birse, and Lieut. Scott wounded. 8 O.Rs. killed and 39 wounded.  

Reinforcements - 12 O.Rs. from 32 R.H.U. 

15 August. Bombs were dropped during the night but no casualties were sustained. The day was expected to 

bring enemy retaliation but nothing happened, we had a quite day.  

16 August. The Battalion moved to Peroy MR248538 and settled down for a nights rest. This however proved 

to be wishful thinking, at 2200hrs we were ordered to move by transport to St Maclou MR 297547. The night 

was pitch black and the operation appeared to be as difficult as any that the Battalion has ever been ordered 

to carry out. However the whole operation went according to plan and "C" and "B" arrived exactly on their 

objective and completely took the enemy by surprise. The "F" Ech transport under Major Irvine was some 200 

yards away from their appointed place, and found themselves surrounded by the enemy when dawn came. 

Major Irvine who was commanding them immediately took the initiative and organised his somewhat mixed 

body and in a short time the enemy were liquidated.  

Meanwhile great things were happening on the hill. "C" and "B" were busy mopping up and trying to organi se 

their positions. The I.O. was with them and found the enemy O.P. . He killed the operator and took up the 

telephone. He told the operator at the other end and (in bad German with a strong Edinburgh accent) to 

surrender and come in with their hands up. At first his remarks were received with Teutonic chuckles. Later 

however a voice of authority came over the wire. The demand was made again. This time silence followed by 

noises of considerable confusion. Then again silence. This was just one example of how  completely the enemy 

had been taken off their guard. When daylight came there were no Germans to be seen, and the jocks could 
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look around. Soon the civilians came out and within a very short time the "entente Cordial" was being sealed in 

cider, at the incredibly early hour of 6 a.m. 

During the day, the Signal Sergeant who had been the only man killed during the action was buried, and all the 

local population attended the funeral. A mass of flowers were put on his grave.  

The rest of the day was quiet and for some unknown reason the Battalion was not shelled. Casualties 1 O.R. 

killed 4 O.Rs. wounded. Reinforcements 10 O.Rs from 32 RHU. 

17 August. The Battalion stayed in the same area all day.  

18 August. The Battalion were told that there would be no move that  day, this was taken as a portent by the 

Battalion (now well trained in such matters) that we would move very shortly. Training won the day and we 

were ordered within half an hour to attack Granchamp MR 418919 that night. Casualties 1 O.R. killed and 7 

O.Rs wounded. Reinforcements 1 Officer and 64 O.Rs. from South Staffs.  

19 August. The attack on Grandchamp was perhaps the most unpleasant that the Battalion had in the 

campaign. The night was very dark and wet, but again the companies found their various obj ectives and again 

took many prisoners. During the advance the battalion was heavily bombed and there was a lot of shelling. 

Lt.Col.H.A.C. Blair-Imrie, MC was killed which was a great loss to the Battalion. He had only been in the 

Battalion a few days, but he had got to know all the companies and was proving himself to be a very fine 

Commanding Officer. 

A young French Maquis boy, who had insisted on joining the Battalion at St.Maclou, and had eventually been 

given a battledress and balmoral, was killed at the same time as Lt.Col.H.A.C. Blair-Imrie, MC. 

Casualties: killed Lt.Col.Blair-Imrie, MC and 5 O.Rs. Wounded - Capt. Jamieson, Lieut. Wisley and 12 O.Rs. 

20 August. The enemy had given up any organised resistance by the morning, but there was still a 

considerable amount of shelling. "C" Coy and a troop of tanks did good work shooting up the hedges and 

flushing a number of Germans who were still in hiding. 

A complete new company from the East Lancs regiment arrived and were placed under command of Captain 

Henderson. "B" Coy was disbanded. Thus the Battalion was made up to the strength of three Companies of 1 

NCO and 5 men per section. The Battalion was bombed during the night.  

21 August. No move. The forward company ("D") was attacked rather feebly during the night, but the matter 

was soon dealt with. 

22 August. The Battalion now under command of Major M.H.M. Du Boulay M.C. was ordered to capture the 

bridges leading into Lisieux MR 530877. The entry into the town proved a simple matter, the order of march 

being the Brigadier, the Bde I.O., O.C. 5/7 Gordons and Lt. Col. Jolly ( commanding the attached tanks). This 

party was followed by a company of infantry then a squadron of tanks.  
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The immediate task was to make a bridgehead over the river in order that the Sapp ers could make two bridges 

as the old ones hand been blown up. The Battalion was quickly put across the river and took up its position. 

Soon, however, it was harassed by some German troops from an S.S. Battalion and then started a very hard 

battle. The enemy were the best that Hitler could produce. Owing to the very close fighting it was impossible to 

use supporting arms. However the Battalion stood its ground and the work on the bridges continued without 

interruption. 

The Battalion was now very tired indeed but in spite of this many acts of individual heroism were performed. 

The Stretcher Bearers again did wonderful work, and no praise can be too high for what they did.  

Pte. Redican of "C" Coy particularly distinguished himself by exposing himself to the en emy and firing his Bren 

gun in order to extricate his platoon from a very difficult position. He was wounded in both legs and still 

continued to fire. 

During the night the firing died down and it was possible to withdraw "C" Coy in order to rest it.  

Casualties :- Wounded - Lt.Angus, Lt. Dunn and 8 O.Rs. Killed - 2 O.Rs. 

23 August. During the night the Commanding Officer was ordered to clear the town the next day,. He pointed 

out that this was not a Battalion task and required at least a Brigade. The acting Brigadier compromised by 

saying that the 1st Gordons (now very depleted) would be held in reserve. The battle which took place was 

very hard fought and eventually not only 1st Gordons but also 5 Black Watch had to be used. The enemy 

fought fanatically and many casualties were caused on both sides. The fact that only one prisoner was taken 

showed that the enemy were determined to fight to the very last. By the end of the day the town was taken. 

Casualties:- Killed - 3 O.Rs. wounded - Captain Henderson and 7 O.Rs. 

24 August. Very wet day. Patrols were sent out to mop up resistance in the outskirts of the town, but only a 

few prisoners (mostly Poles, who were lost in the retreat further north) were brought in. The Battalion then 

moved East of the town and had the first real nights sleep that they had had for some time. 

SUBSEQUENT OPERATIONS 

Once the initial objectives were secure, the Division turned east and crossed the River Dives and pressed on 

towards the River Vie. On the 18th August 153 Brigade forced a br idgehead over the Vie at Grandchamp (an 

extract for the 5/7th Gordons war diary describes the breakout and the action at Grandchamp) and 154 

Brigade further south at St.Julien-le-Fancon. 152 Brigade exploited and on the 22nd August Lisieux fell to 153 

Brigade. 

The occupation of Lisieux brought the breakout to an end. The Division had fought without break since the 7th 

August. 

The Canadian Commander sent the following message to General Rennie:  
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"Please congratulate Highland Division on fine aggressive work. The 51st of this war is showing the same 

unbeatable sprit which the Canadians got to know and admire in 1918" 

 

 
RETURN TO ST. VALÉRY:SEPTEMBER 1944 
 

With the "Breakout" battle complete the 51st Highland Division has several days to recover before the adva nce 

continued. From Lisieux they advanced East crossing the Seine dealing with the enemy rear guard. The 

intention was to isolate the port of Le Havre 

It was Montgomery's wish that the Division should recapture St Valéry and he asked the Canadian Army 

commander to arrange this. 

Carrying on they arrived at St.Valéry on 1st September where the 5th Seaforth and 5th Camerons met each 

other in the Station Square. 

The Divisional Commander, Major General Rennie, put his Headquarters in the Chateau at Cailleville w hich 

head been General Fortune's Headquarters in 1940. He also deployed 152 and 153 Brigades as their 

predecessors had been positioned in 1940. 

September 3rd was made St Valéry day. The massed pipes and drums of the Division beat Retreat at 

Caillevile. Major General Rennie addressed the gathering: 
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“This is a very great occasion in the history of our famous division. Here at St Valéry on the 12th June 1940, a 

portion of the Highland Division, including its Headquarters, 152 and 153 Brigades, was captured by a large 

German force. 

That magnificent Division was sacrificed in a last effort to keep the French in the war, True to Highland 

tradition the Division remained to the last with the remnants of our French Allies, although it was within its 

capacity to withdraw on Le Havre. 

The Division drew on St Valéry the German 4th Corps, a Panzer and a Motor Division - in all six Divisions - 

and thereby diverted this force from harassing the withdrawal of other British troops on Le Havre and 

Cherbourg. 

General Victor Fortune ordered the surrender of the division when it had run out of ammunition and food and 

all prospects of evacuation, which had been carefully planned by him, had failed.  

 

That Highland Division was Scotland's pride; and its loss, and with it the magnifi cent men drawn from 

practically every town, village, and croft in Scotland was a great blow. But this Division, then the 9th Highland 

Division, took its place and became the new 51st Highland Division. It had been our task to avenge the fate of 

our less fortunate comrades and that we have nearly accomplished. We have played a major part in both the 

great decisive battles of this war - the Battle of Egypt and the Battle of France - and have also borne our share 

of the skirmishes and those costly periods of defensive fighting which made these great victories possible. We 

have lived up to the great traditions of the 51st and of Scotland.  

I have disposed the Division, as far as is possible, in the areas where it fought at St Valéry. General Victor 

Fortune had his HQ here, 152 Brigade held the sector to the west, and 153 Brigade to the east. The Lothians 
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and Border Horse held the sector to the south. The 154 Brigade and "A" Brigade ("A" Brigade was at that time 

operating with the Division) embarked at Le Havre. 

I hoped by disposing the Division in that way to make it easier for some of you to find the graves of your 

relatives or friends who lost their lives with the St Valéry 51st. You will find at St Valéry and in the village 

cemeteries around, that the graves of our comrades have been beautifully cared for. 

We have today playing with the Pipes and Drums of the Highland Division those of the Scottish Horse. There 

are also officers and men of the Lothians and Border Horse at this meeting."  

 

It remained to take Le Havre. For this operation the 51st Highland Division were returned to 1st Corps. The 

operation to take Le Havre was to be a two division attack with 51st Highland Division and 49th Division.  

The initial plan had the 51st Highland Division attacking from the  north along the strongly defended coast but 

the GOC successfully argues to approach from Montevilleirs with 49th Division attacking from the east.  

The operation was called "Astonia" and took place on 10th September. Le Havre surrendered on the 12th 

September. The next ten days were spend in garrisoning the city before the next series of operations.  

THE ATTACK ON LE HAVRE:SEPTEMBER 1944 
 

Extract from "HISTORY OF THE 7TH ARGYLLS" by Ian C Cameron 

After a short stay in St. Valery orders were received for the Division to be directed on Le Havre, and our 

brigade was ordered to concentrate in the area of Criquetot, a few miles east of the town. On the 4th of 

September, therefore, we set off for our concentration area, and on arrival the battalions were located on  

either side of the road leading from Criquetot to St. Martin du Bec. The following day the 1st Black Watch were 

moved to St. Barthelemy, and the 7th Argylls to Marfauville, as until now our area had been overcrowded.  
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On the 5th and 6th of September the R.A.F. pounded away at Le Havre with heavy bombers, but the weather 

was most unfavourable, and on several occasions the bombers had to return to England without dropping their 

loads. 

On the 7th of September the weather broke down completely, and the bombing programme had to be 

cancelled. On the evening of the 7th of September the plan for the attack on Le Havre was announced. The 

51st Highland Division were to break through the enemy defences north of Le Havre and capture the port. The 

49th Division were to attack on the left. The 51st Divisional plan was divided into three phases.  

The first phase, which was to commence at midnight on the 10th of September, gave the 152nd Brigade the 

task of securing lodgement areas and clearing three routes through the minefi elds and across an anti-tank 

ditch. 

In the second phase the 153rd Brigade were to neutralize the enemy gun areas, clear the divisional axis as far 

forward as possible, and exploit south-westwards towards the enemy command area on the high ground in the 

north-east part of the town. 

Our brigade had the third and last phase, which was to be prepared to exploit and support the other two 

brigades as required. For this phase the following plan was to be carried out. The 7th Black Watch, along with 

C Squadron of the 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry, were organized into a mobile exploitation force, and A 

Squadron, 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry, and two composite squadrons of the 2nd Derby Yeomanry were 

made the mopping-up force and this was called "Grayforce" after its commander. 

Although the 1st Black Watch and the 7th Argylls had no immediate role, their task was probably to help one of 

the other brigades. The 1st Black Watch were made readily available for a mobile role along with B Squadron 

of the 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry, and the 7th Argylls were to be kept in reserve for a more deliberate 

attack. The 7th Black Watch were then ordered to move forward to an assembly area at St. Martin du Bee, and 

the 7th Argylls moved to an area east of St. Barthelemy.  

The Argylls' area was fairly quiet, and although the battalion carried out a diversionary programme, there was 

little retaliation. A certain amount of shelling of the area took place, however, during which Lieut. Ian Buchanan 

was seriously wounded. 

In order to distract enemy attention from the main attack, the following deceptive plan was carried out. The 1st 

Black Watch on the day before the attack started laid a picqueted start -line. The 61st Anti-tank Regiment sited 

guns in the area of St. Sulpice and astride the coast road north of Ecqueville, and in addition were to open fire 

on Octeville, thus making the enemy think that the attack was coming in along the coast. The 7th Argylls were 

to provide infantry protection for these gun areas, and were also to fire mort ar bombs and lay smoke 

concentrations on the enemy defences in this area, and the 1st Black Watch were to fire mortar smoke on 

Doudeville. 

The attack was to be preceded by a colossal air bombardment, and promptly at 4.15 in the afternoon the first 

of the heavy bombers arrived and dropped their loads on the enemy defences to the north of the town. The 
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bombing lasted until 7 o'clock in the evening, and was extremely accurate, as was later seen when the attack 

.was over. Approximately 5,000 tons of bombs were dropped in the Le Havre area, and the devastation was 

simply appalling. 

The attack went well at first, and the only real difficulty was that the ground was very sodden with the heavy 

rainfall of some days before. An elaborate system of minefields had to be  crossed, which kept the sappers very 

busy. 

Considering the large number of enemy troops in the Le Havre area, approximately 10,000, the enemy 

resistance was very half-hearted. This low morale was probably due to the terrific pounding which the enemy 

had suffered at the hands of the R.A.F. Prisoners soon began to come rolling in. The 7th Black Watch during 

their attack met only minor opposition from mortaring and spandau fire.  

On the evening of the 11th of September the 7th Black Watch reached their objecti ve with the loss to them of 

only 6 killed and 14 wounded. The morning of the 12th of September was spent mostly in mopping -up the 

area, and large numbers of enemy surrendered at intervals after only a short fight. The total bag of prisoners 

captured by the 7th Black Watch was approximately 700, and "Grayforce", who were also mopping -up, 

captured another 200, and so Le Havre fell in less than 36 hours and a German force of 10,000 was liquidated.  

The total casualties for the Division was approximately 100, and the number of prisoners captured was in the 

region of 4,900, including 120 officers. The battalion took no part in the actual attack, apart from their 

diversionary programme. When we entered the town, however, we joined in the search for German equipment , 

of which there was plenty lying littered about all over the town.  

A large amount of equipment and stores of all kinds were captured in Le Havre, and the Germans certainly did 

not lack food while they occupied the town. We were left in the Le Havre area f or approximately ten days, each 

battalion garrisoning the town in turn, and brigade headquarters was established in Montivilliers, a suburb of 

Le Havre. The usual cleaning up took place and mobile baths were organized.  

Le Havre itself was in many places completely devastated by the terrific bombing it had received, and during 

the time we were there, the civilians could be seen digging in the ruins and debris of their homes, and it is 

regretted that the civilian death-rate in the town was very high. 

A war memorial service was held in the town on the 21st of September at which our pipers and buglers played 

"The Last Post". Later in the day a Retreat programme by the massed pipes and drums of the brigade was 

played in the Boulevard de Strasbourg, at which many enthusiastic French people showed their appreciation of 

the pipes. 

THE LOW COUNTRIES:OCTOBER - DECEMBER 1944 
 
In late September the 51st Highland Division moved east through France and into Belgium to relive the 15th Scottish  
 
Division on a line from St Odenrode to Eindhoven protecting the supply corridor to Nijmegen. The place of 154  
 
Brigade still at Dunkirk, was taken by 158 Brigade of the 53rd Division but 154 Brigade returned to the Division on 19  
 



18 
 

October. The next phase of the campaign was to establish Antwerp as an operating port and clear the Germans south 
  
of the River Maas. 
 

 
 

 
Operation Colin, Battle of Maas:23rd October 1944 
 

OUTLINE 

51st Highland Division with 7th Armoured, 15th Scottish, 33rd Armoured and 53rd Welsh Divisions formed the 

12th Corps charged with this task. The Battle of Maas, Operation Colin, would start on the 23rd October for the 

Division. On the previous day 53rd Welsh and 7th Armoured Divisions would clear the area to the east 

between Zuid Willems Canal and s'Hertogenbosck and the day after the 51st Highland Division attack, 15th 

Scottish Division on the left would capture Tilburg and push north.  

51ST HIGHLAND DIVISION PLAN 

The plan for the Divisional attack was that 153 Brigade objective was Schijndel, 152 Brigade to the  left would 

clear the wooded area east of the River Dommel and 154 Brigade, mounted in Kangaroos, would be in reserve 

to exploit. 

THE ACTION 

The attack began on the night of 22nd October. Schijndel was taken relatively easily and the Division pressed 

on and, despite stiff resistance, they captured Vught in the afternoon of the 25th. Meanwhile 7th Armoured 

Brigade had been stopped at Loon op Zand. 

153 Brigade were sent to assist and took the town and moved on north reaching Sprang on 30th October. 154 

Brigade now exploited north west reaching Raamsdonk and then Geertruidenberg to find the bridge over the 

Maas destroyed. 
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The following account of The Attack on St. Michels Gestel and Vught is taken from The History of the 7th 

Argylls by Captain Ian C Cameron 

On the 21st of October orders for our next operation were issued. For the operation, our brigade had under 

command the 2nd Derby Yeomanry (initially), the 241st Anti-tank Battery, the 274th Field Company R.E., with 

one platoon of the 275th Field Company, B company 1/7th Middlesex, and 60 kangaroos, which were 

armoured vehicles for the purpose of conveying troops. As usual, in support of us were the 1st 

Northamptonshire Yeomanry. 

The intention of the brigade was: 

 1. To clear the woods south of the Zuid Wilhelms Canal. 

 2. Secure bridges crossing the River Dommel at St.Michels Gestel and the Halsche Water at Halder, or 

crossing places and bridgeheads later in the event of the bridges being blown.  

 3. The 2nd Derby Yeomanry were to relieve the 7th Argylls in their a rea on the 22nd of October and the 7th 

Argylls were then to concentrate in the area east of Eerde. 

The attack was divided into three phases. In phase 1 the 7th Argylls, with in support one half squadron of the 

1st Northampton Yeomanry, were to clear the woods south of the canal. The 7th Black Watch, with in support 

one squadron and reconnaissance troop of the Northamptonshire Yeomanry, were to pass through the 152nd 

and the 153rd Brigades and exploit to St. Michels Gestel to carry out the following tasks -in the second phase: 

 1. If the bridge was intact, to secure all approaches both east and west of the River Dommel.  

 2. If the bridge was destroyed, but little enemy opposition was encountered en route, to secure all approaches 

east and west of the River Dommel, and secure a bridgehead on the west bank to allow the 1st Black Watch to 

pass through. 

In the third phase the 1st Black Watch, with in support one half squadron of the Northamptonshire Yeomanry, 

were initially to hold the firm base, and be prepared to carry out the following alternative tasks later: 

 1. To relieve the 5/7th Gordon Highlanders in Weibosch. 

 2. In the event of the 7th Black Watch being successful in forming the bridgehead, to secure a bridge over the 

Halsche Water at Halder. 

 3. In the event of the 7th Black Watch being unsuccessful, to assault across the River Dommel at St. Michels 

Gestel and secure a bridgehead to allow bridges to be built.  

The 2nd Derby Yeomanry were to hold a firm base and cover the right flank between Zuid Wilhelms Canal  and 

the road Schijndel-St. Michels Gestel, and particularly the approaches from Dungen and Stokhoek.  

The 7th Argylls were to be launched at 8 o'.clock in the morning of the 23rd of October, followed by the 7th 

Black Watch, who were not to be launched before 9 o'clock. Lastly came the 1st Black Watch, who were not to 

be launched before midday. The axis of advance was via Koevering-Heertveld-Weibosch-Schijndel-

Schutsboom, and St. Michels Gestel. In all three phases of the attack considerable artillery suppor t was 
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available. On the afternoon of the 22nd of October Typhoons shot up enemy positions as a preliminary to the 

softening up by fragmentation bombing which was to come later.  

On the morning of the 23rd of October the fragmentation bombing commenced and appeared to be extremely 

accurate. This was necessary, as the other two brigades of the Division had started their offensive at midnight 

on the 22nd of October, and any inaccuracy in the bombing .might have seriously affected them. The 7th 

Argylls were launched at the arranged time, but found the going rather difficult on account of mines which held 

them up considerably. Not until 11.30 a.m. did the 7th Black Watch set off.  

To begin with they met little opposition, and by 1 o'clock had reached Brookstraat. T he tanks in support of the 

7th Black Watch encountered some enemy opposition at a road block, but this was soon overcome. About half 

an hour later the 7th Argylls had overcome the last of the mines, and. reached their objective without meeting 

any strong resistance. The Argylls were then placed under command of the 153rd Brigade, and in their place 

the 5/7th Gordons came under the command of our brigade. 

The 7th Black Watch, although not hampered so much by mines as the Argylls were, met more opposition, an d 

were continually running into enemy fire where small pockets of resistance were left behind by the enemy. One 

such pocket was encountered by the tanks at 2 o'clock in the afternoon, but by 2.45 this was overcome. By 4 

p.m. the 7th Black Watch had reached the river line and found the bridge at St. Michels Gestel blown.  

The task was now to get across the river, and at 6 o'clock in the evening a squadron of the Northamptonshire 

Yeomanry were ordered to guard the north flank while the 7th Black Watch made a c rossing by class 111 raft. 

A certain amount of enemy shelling was encountered at the river crossing, but this did not deter the Black 

Watch, who had the class 111 raft completed and two companies across the river by 9.30 p.m. Later class 9 

and class 40 bridges were constructed over the River Dommel near the site of the old blown bridge.  

By 2 o'clock in the morning of the 24th of October the 7th Black Watch were all across the Dommel and 

meeting only minor opposition on the other side. The 1st Black Watch then began to cross, and they, along 

with a squadron of tanks, were successfully across by 5 o'clock in the morning.  

It was decided to push two thrusts for the crossing of the Halsche Water at Halder, and during the afternoon a 

class 111 raft was constructed and the Ist Black Watch formed a bridgehead on· the other side with two 

companies. This crossing was subjected to heavy enemy shelling, and on the night of the 24th October a 

Kapok bridge and class 9 and class 40 bridges were built, and the remainder of , the 1st Black Watch crossed. 

An early morning patrol from the 1st Black Watch bumped into enemy infantry, and it was then estimated that 

the enemy in this area were fairly strong. 

As the country beyond the River Dommel at St. Michels Gestel was flooded, it  was decided to develop the 

thrust made by the Ist Black Watch only, and so, at 8.30 a.m. on the morning of the 25th October, the 7th 

Argylls, with in support one squadron of the 2nd Derby Yeomanry, crossed the bridge and passed through the 

1st Black Watch, their objective being the town of Vught. Their axis of advance was along the road running 

north to Vught. 
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The order of march was D company under Major Boyle leading. D company was supported by flamethrowers 

and two troops of the Ist Northampton Yeomanry. After this came the remainder of the battalion. Trouble soon 

started when a road block was encountered, and three of our tanks were knocked out by an 88 -mm. gun. 

Considerable opposition was then encountered from enemy infantry, and numerous snipers who we re hidden 

in the buildings en route. gave a lot of trouble. In addition the enemy shelling and mortaring was very heavy. 

About half-way to Vught, the battalion ran into very strong opposition and a pitched battle ensued.  

It was later discovered on interrogating prisoners that the enemy were launching an attack at approximately 

the same time as the one launched by the battalion, and the unusual experience of two attacking parties 

clashing gave us a few anxious moments. Prisoners were taken on both sides, and  the battalion destroyed a 

German self-propelled gun and an anti-tank gun. 

A company were pushed forward to support D company on their left, but did not make much progress. Later B 

company were committed on the right and managed to advance a little despite heavy spandau and mortar fire. 

It was an exhausting day for the Argylls, and after having fought for every inch of their advance, it was decided 

to hold the battalion in their present positions until the morning of the 26th of October, when the 7th Black  

Watch would pass through. Consequently, the 7th Black Watch were concentrated at Hal in order to be ready 

to pass through the battalion in the morning. The next morning it was found that a number of the enemy were 

still in the battalion area, and prisoners came in most of the day. 

Capt. Billy Thomson, the M.T.O., while making a reconnaissance for a suitable place for his A echelon, about 

400 yards from Battalion H.Q., had a very narrow escape when some Germans opened up on his car. His 

driver was killed at point-blank range, and Billy was slightly wounded in the shoulder. He had no alternative but 

to take to his heels, and had the mortification of seeing the Boche drive off with his jeep, which he never saw 

again. 

On the morning of the 26th of October at 9 o'clock the 7th Black Watch passed through as arranged, and 

occupied the town of Vught without much opposition. Here we found a large concentration camp and ample 

evidence of what used to go on inside, and it appeared that little had been exaggerated by t he newspapers. 

The position in the town was still a little confused, and the 7th Black Watch were subjected to heavy shelling 

and mortaring from the area of " Fort Isabella," but by 3 o'clock in the afternoon this fort was also overcome.  

The battle was now over and the brigade expected to have a few days' rest, and our battalion found 

comfortable billets in the area of a hospital south-east of Vught. On the 28th of October the battalion, along 

with the 7th Black Watch, were moved to a concentration area wes t of Helvoirt in order to make room for a 

brigade of the 53rd Division, whose intention was to make an assault crossing of the Aftwaterings Canal in the 

area of some blown bridges. At this stage the next phase of the operation was made known to us.  

CLEARING THE "ISLAND":WEST OF S'HERTOGENBOSCH, 4-6th NOV 1944 

The 53rd Division had been task with the operation to clear the "Island" were moved to support the US sector 

against a German counterattack and the task was given to 51st Highland Division. The "Island " was west of 
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s'Hertogenbosch and was about six miles long and four miles deep formed between the Afwaterings canal and 

the River Maas. 

154 Brigade relieved 152 Brigade who, with 153 Brigade were to conduct Operation "Guy Fawkes", aptly 

named as in commenced on the 4/5th November. A large preliminary bombardment preceded the assault. 

Collapsible canvas boats were used to cross the canal and dyke. The 5th Black Watch crossing as part of 153 

Brigade is described in "The Spirit of Angus". 

Extract from "The Spirit of Angus" by John McGregor by permission of The Black Watch Museum. 

 

CROSSING OF AFTERWATINGS CANAL 

5TH BLACK WATCH ASSAULT 4TH - 5TH NOVEMBER 1944 

 

HELVOIRT: 2ND TO 4TH NOVEMBER 

In preparation for the crossing the Battalion changed over locations with  the 1st Black Watch and moved by 

transport through Vught to Helvoirt. The following day 'A', 'C' and 'S' Companies went to the Wilhelmina Canal 

to practise boating and rafting using the standard canvas-sided, collapsible assault boats, each with a capacity 

for 16 armed infantrymen. 'S' Company assembled and tried out rafts for transporting Anti -Tank guns and 

Jeeps. It was emphasised that speed was essential in getting the boats over the high banks and into the water, 

then loaded and across. The 'D' Company men, who had been detailed to act as 'boatmen', proved their ability 

to do a professional job. 

Later that day all Company and Specialist Platoon Commanders went to the 5/7th Gordons OP to study the far 

bank of the Canal and to receive the latest sit. reports from the Gordons. At the same time, Lieut Bill White, 

Signals Officer, took a party of men to dig a Command Post under the bank midway between the two chosen 

crossing points. 

Later in the evening the Carrier Platoon and a 'B' Echelon party ferried the assault boats up to the bank and 

assembled them. Due to a misunderstanding with the Gordons who were responsible for providing Standing 

Patrols, the boats were left unguarded whilst the Carriers returned for a second load; and a three -man German 

raiding party crossed the Canal in a rubber dinghy and sabotaged the Battalion boats. Alerted by the covering 

Spandau fire Lieut Macpherson went out with a Patrol and found four of the assault boats with their sides 

slashed. It was some hours before replacement boats were delivered to the site. 

Early on Sunday 4th November, a full '0' Group was held, including all Supporting Arms, and the CO gave out 

the Battalion plan. Crossings would be made by 'A' Company on the Left, 'C' Company on the Right. Covering 

close support fire by 'B' Company and Anti-Tank guns, 'D' Company to carry boats over the bank, launch them 

and ferry the assault troops over the Canal. 'S' Company to organise and control rafting of Jeeps, Anti -Tank 

guns and other stores, and Buffaloes to ferry all other vehicles. Tanks, Crocodiles and l/7th Middlesex Machine 

Guns to dominate the far bank while crossing was in progress, before themselves crossing when RE bridge 

was complete. The Royal Artillery to fire concentrations on an agreed programme with furth er support on call 

as the attack developed the bridgehead. 
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ASSAULT CROSSING OF OF AFTWATERINGS CANAL: 4TH AND 5TH NOVEMBER. 

At 1500 hours the Battalion marched to the Concentration Area and all was ready for the opening of the 

Divisional attack. 152 Brigade advanced at 1645 hours, followed in 30 minutes by the 153 Brigade advance 

which was preceded by heavy Artillery concentrations. The Tanks were unable initially to climb the banks, but 

one Troop of Crocodiles, from their position on the road, was able to bring its firepower to bear. Otherwise 

close support for the crossing came from 1/7th Middlesex Machine Guns and 'B' Company.  

'C' Company, led by Major Graham Pilcher, crossed in record time and soon consolidated on their first 

objective, which was around the blown bridge at 249443. 'A' Company had a very unpleasant 15 minutes as 

they immediately came under Spandau fire and their leading boat was bazookaed, causing several casualties. 

Immediately this happened the 'A' Company reserve Platoon took over the lead and, propelled by the hard 

working 'D' Company boatmen, made the far shore and attacked the enemy who immediately surrendered. The 

Company then proceeded to the wood, which was their first objective, and captured several more Germans.  

With the far bank in Battalion hands, 'B' Company crossed and passed through 'A' Company positions, going 

on to take their objective, the road and track junction at 236455. 'D' Company and their 'boatmen' crossed and 

took over the position behind 'A' Company, whilst the CO and Tac HQ moved forward to 'B' Company position. 

Meantime 'S' Company had built their two rafts and Anti-Tank guns and Jeeps were manhandled over the 

banks and quickly ferried to the far bank. The two Buffaloes had considerable difficulty getting over th e bank 

but, once in the water, they were of great help in getting vehicles to the other side. The Royal Engineers had 

started their work on the Pontoon Bridge and were also bulldozing a track for the Tanks.  

By 2200 hours all Company Carriers and Jeeps were with their respective Companies and the Anti-Tank guns 

were deployed. Other transport was beginning to appear and it was judged that the assault crossings had been 

a very successful operation for all concerned. News that the 1st Gordons crossing had been equally well 

carried out was received as the Battalion waited for Brigade's next order.  

They had not long to wait. The Brigadier ordered them to push on to join up with the 1st Gordons at Haarsteeg, 

which was to be occupied. They moved off just after midnight with 'B' Company leading, followed by 'A' and 'D' 

Companies. 'C' Company was left to provide a guard for the Royal Engineers' bridge which was rapidly being 

completed." 

OPERATION ASCOT:14TH NOVEMBER 1944 
 

Enemy counter attack against the US, which had required the 53rd Division to be retasked, had 

been restricted but they had established a bridgehead across the River Maas, between Venlo 

and Roermond, threatening Eindhoven. To push the Germans back over the Maas was the next 

task and this was named Operation Ascot. 

OUTLINE 

The overall plan was to push the Germans back over the River Mass and 51st Highland Division's role was to 

attack the Germans on the line Weert - Roermond and swing north east driving the enemy up to Venlo.  
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51ST HIGHLAND DIVISION PLAN 

The plan in outline was: 

 152 Brigade to cross the Noorder Canal 

 153 Brigade to cross the Wessen Canal 

 154 Brigade to capture the lock gates at the junction of the Noorder and Wessem Canals. If 153 Brigade had 

crossed the Wessen 154 brigade would then advance to take Heythuysen. 

Some preliminary training for the crossing of the canals took place using assault boats and buffaloes.  

THE ACTION 

D Day was 14 November. All three brigades successfully crossed the canals and in the case of 154 Brigade 

the junction. The advanced continued and the 5th Camerons in particular distinguished themselves creating a 

bridge head over the Zig (also called Uitwaterings) canal. The GOC wrote to congratulate the Battalion. The 

Division then exploited across the Zig Canal and by the 18th November they were just south of Venlo in the 

area of Baarlo, Bong and Zoterbeek close to the River Maas. Operation Ascot was successfully concluded.  

GOC's letter to CO 5th Camerons:Operation Ascot, Low Countries, 19 Nov 1944 
 

 

Headquarters,  

51st Highland Division.  

B.I.A  

 

19 Nov 44 

My Dear (COs name on origional) 

I am writing to congratulate you and your Bn on its great achievement on 17 November. The action of the Bn in 

crossing the canal will, I feel, rank as one of the great episodes in the hist ory of your Regiment. 

I must explain the effect of your Bn's action both on the Highland Division and on the enemy. As you know the 

crossing of the Canal was to be the task of another Division and this was to take several days of preparation 

as, owing to bad tracks, a corduroy road axis was to have been built. I had, in fact, decided on the morning 

before your Bn succeeded in crossing the Canal, that the plan for another division to pass through would hold 

good. News of your crossing caused me to think deeply, and I at once ordered 153 Bde to test the opposition 

and cause a diversion on their front, also to plan for an assault crossing to take place that evening.  

After visiting your Headquarters and realising what a tough time your two forward companies had gone through 

to hold that small bridgehead, I decided that the Division would cross that night.  

The point I want to make is that everything was against a crossing that night - the weather, the appalling state 

of the approaches and the short time to prepare for a complicated assault crossing with difficult bridging 
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problems. The decision was made on your account, to avoid the possibility of losing a hard won and held 

bridgehead. 

As you know, the Division responded magnificently and achieved what I believe to  be one of its greatest 

achievements since D Day. 

OPERATION NOAH:HOLLAND, NOV-DEC 1944 

The Division now moved north to support the allied bridgehead between the River Waal and the River Rijn 

[Nederrijn] west of Nijmegen and Arnhem. 

On 2nd December the Germans blew the Lek dyke and flooded the "Island". Such an act had however been 

foreseen and Operation "Noah" was implemented to evacuate the "Island".  

The Operation Order for 5 CAMERONS provides an example of this contingency planning. As the floods 

subsided the "Island" was reoccupied. This concluded the series of operations that pushed the Germans east 

of the River Maas and preparations could begin to commence operations in the New Year to clear them to the 

Rhine. 

OPERATION NOAH:5 CAMERONS OP. ORDER NO.15 

TOP SECRET 

COPY NO 

29 NOV 44. 

Ref Maps: HOLLAND 1/25.000, Sheets 6SW, 6NW (WEST) 

 

GENERAL. 

1. 

(a) In the event of the enemy blowing the dykes the island would be flooded to a depth of 3 ft and water might 

reach ELST in 12 hours. 

 

(b) It is understood that ample warning will be received should it be necessary to evacuate the island and it is 

the Div policy that NO withdrawal will take place as long as it is possible to remain on the island.  

INTENTION 

2. In the event of excessive flooding due to enemy action 5 CAMERONS will withdraw from the island. 

METHOD 

3. Op will be put into effect on codeword DELUGE. 

4. Establishment of GREEN LINE. 

154 Inf Bde is establishing intermediate posns on GREEN LINE - LIENDEN 6870 - VALBURG 6669 - 

HERVELD 6368 - RD JUNC 626676. 
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152 Inf Bde will pass through GREEN LINE. 

5. Movement to NORTH of R.WAAL. 

TCPs. 

 

(i) Div is establishing TCPs as follows:- 

 

TCP 1 - RD JUNC 658667  

TCP 2 - RD JUNC 661674  

TCP 3 - RD JUNC 663699  

TCP 4 - X RDS 618693 

 

(ii) Bde Pro will establish further TCP on codeword DELUGE at RD JUNC 673704. 

6. Routes for vehs and marching troops as per Appendix A attached.  

7. Ferry Assembly Area. 

(a) Area ORCHARD 675660 - see Appendix A attached. 

 

(b) 2 i/c will recce this and sub-allot Bn area. 

 

(c) LO III will recce route to area and be prepared to mark it at short notice. 

8. Tpt. 

On receipt of codeword deluge all tpt will report to 'A' Ech area and will be assembled there by Major E.N. 

MAINWARING and Capt. J.R. BROADBENT and taken on by them. 

 

Bde. S.P. Rd.JUNC 658667. 

 

Bn tpt will pass SP H - 155 and will not enter E route until 5 SEAFORTH are clear.  

 

Route. To 'A' Ech area and Bde SP. - as per Appendix attached. 

 

From Bde SP RD JUNC 658667 - Eastwards along the BUND RD to MIJMEGEN Br using RIGHT side of br 

ONLY - then Southwards across R. MAAS at GRAVE Br by the following route: - 

 

NIJMEGEN Br - X RDS 717625 - X RDS 707622 - BR 671604, thence Main Rd to GRAVE BR, thence to Dis P 

at RD JUNC 580510. 

 

Route will be marked to Dis P by Div Pro. DAA&QMG will mark route from D is P to conc area.  



27 
 

In the event of the NIJMEGEN BR being out of action tpt will be parked and immobilised on the BUND RD with 

head at RD JUNC 690657. As many fighting vehs as possible will be ferried across the river.  

 

Ferries.  

Ferry sites are located as follows:- 

 

Name : Location : Type : Capacity 

WOOLWICH : 656665 : C1 9 Ferry : 600 men per hour 

WEST STORMBOAT : 658664 : Stormboats : 500 men per hour 

BROUGHTY : 672659 : C1 9 Ferry : 600 men per hour 

TEAL : 685652 : Duck 

9. Marching Personnel. 

(a) On receipt of order from Bde marching personnel will move off. A and B coys will move straight off by route 

E and C, Bn HQ and s Coy will move and join this route at approx 656732 and a Bn TCP will be established at 

the CHURCH in HOMOET 663772 by an offr or senior NCO of B Coy. Probable order of march B, A, S, Bn HQ, 

C. Bn will move direct to the ferry assembly area and on arrival there 2 i/c will proceed to TCP 1 at 658667 for 

instructions regarding the crossing of R.WAAL by either ferry or the NIJMEGEN BR.  

 

(b) 

 

(i) Embussing assembly areas SOUTH of R. WAAL. 

 

I. Using ferries.  

A. Orchards on both sides of rd at 652659 to 647648.   

B. Embussing pt 647648. 

 

II. Using NIJMEGEN BR.  

A. WOODS 693580.  

B. Embussing pt 689578. 

 

III. Allotment of TCVs - 20 per Bn. 

 

(c) 

 

(i) Bde Tpt O. will recce area with Bn reps from B Ech at a time to be notified later and on codeword DELUGE 

will mark routes to area from ferries and guide Bns into respective areas. BTO will also marshal TCVs and 

supervise embossing of the Bde. He will ascertain as nearly as possible which method of crossing is being 

used by marching personnel. 

 

(ii) TCVs will return immediately to embussing pt on completion of more.  
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10. Conc Area. 

(a) Area SOUTH EAST of UDEN 5342, details to be issued later as appendix C. 

 

(b) Harbour parties consisting of 1 Offr per coy are now at 1 hours to move. When ordered to move they will 

RV area DI HOOP 691708 and proceed to conc area under orders of DAA&QMG.;  

 

(c) Tpt for harbour parties.  

C Coy jeep will collect the Bn HQ rep and S Coy rep at area of the old RAP.  

A Coy jeep will convey B Coy rep who will report to A Coy.  

11. MMGs. 

MG Pls with Bns will move under orders of Bn concerned. S Coy Comd will warn Pl.  

ADM. 

12. Med. 

CCP will remain open in present location until H + 20.   

One med jeep will move with A and B Coys marching personnel and one with C, S Coys and Bn HQ marching 

personnel. 

13. 'B' Ech. 

'B' Ech will be prepared to move to conc area on DELUGE at H hour.  

14. 

(a) Main Bde HQ will move to conc area at H - 70. 

 

(b) Tac Bde HQ will remain in present locn and move to area 673361 after 5 CAMERONS have been ordered 

to move. 

 

(c) All wireless sets will open on codeword DELUGE. 

15. Codewords. As per Appendix B attached. 

ACK. 

(Sgd.) T.B.M. LAMB  

Captain,  

Adjutant, 5 CAMERONS 

Time of Signature 1530 hrs 

Method of Issue - Thro' Sigs 
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ARDENNES – BATTLE OF THE BULGE:DECEMBER 1944 - JANUARY 1945 

Just before Christmas 1944 the GOC took his commanders to carry out a reconnaissance for the next phase of 

operations - clearing the Germans from the River Maas to the River Rhine, which would commence in the new 

year. However, news of the German counter attack in the Ardennes (which became known as the Battle of the 

Bulge) now changed the plans and 51st Highland Division were ordered south.  

On 16 December 1944 Hitler launched an offensive through the Ardennes aimed at driving a wedge between 

the allies, securing Antwerp and the important fuel supplies, cutting off the forces in the north and reversing 

the tide of the war in Germany's favour. The attack came as a complete surprise to the Allies. For this 

offensive, which became know as the Battle of the Bulge, Hitler assigned three armies. These were, in the 

north the Sixth SS Panzer Army which would attempt to break through to Liege, in the c entre the Fifth Panzer 

Army which was to attack towards the St Vith and Bastogne, and in the south the Seventh Army directed on 

Luxembourg. 

 

Determined American resistance deprived the Germans of early success and only the Seventh Army managed 

a breakthrough with the 1st SS Panzer Division which raced towards Malmedy, Stavelot and Liege. The 

offensive slowed but by 19th December the Germans were closing in on St Vith and Bastogne. Although the 

defenders of St Vith were forced to retreat they had inflicted a serious delay on the Germans. Meanwhile the 

refusal of Bastogne to surrender ( "Nuts", the US commander's reply to the request going down in history) 

prevented a breakout in the south. 

Meanwhile on 19th December, Eisenhower cancelled the Allied offensive  operations elsewhere and ordered 

Patton to attack the southern flank of the German salient and gave Montgomery command of additional US 

troops to assist his own in driving down on the northern flank of the German salient.  
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The US counter attack began on the 22nd December. The Allied operations had been hindered in the first 

week of the offensive by thick fog making air operations impossible. When this lifted on 23rd December the air 

superiority of the allies was a crucial in both resupplying Bastogne and in  attacking the Germans. 

With the German offensive now stalled the Germans concentrated on Bastogne. The Allies now pushed 

forward slowing driving back the retreating Germans. Hitler's Ardennes offensive was over.  

After an unsatisfactory period of order and counter order over the Christmas period the Division spent a week 

guarding a number of the River Maas crossings between Liège and Namur before moving forward on 7th 

January to take over from the 53rd Welsh division prior to the allied counter offensive.  

The counter offensive had began on the 3rd January but for the 51st Highland Division operations commenced 

on the 9th January. 153 Brigade advanced first clearing the enemy from Hodister and other villages south west 

of the Ourthe valley. 

RONCHAMPS AND LA ROCHE 

The counter offensive made possible the advanced of 152 Brigade on Ronchamps and 154 Brigade on La 

Roche. The conditions were appalling with both extreme cold and heavy snow falls.  

RONCHAMPS:10TH JANUARY 1945 

On 10th January 152 Brigade moved through 153 Brigade with the task of pushing across the Marche - La 

Roche road and on to take Ronchamps thus covering the right flank of the divisional advance down the Ourthe 

valley. The Brigade was supported by the East Riding Yeomanry.  

 

The 5th Seaforth captured Gênes which was not defended, however they lost two armoured cars from the 

Derbyshire Yeomanry to a minefield which was covered by snow. 2nd Seaforth then advanced through the 5th 

Seaforth towards Halleux capturing it by noon. At about 1400 hrs the 5th Camerons also moved through 5th 
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Seaforth in the direction of Ronchamps. There was little enemy resistance but minefields and shelling, the 

latter causing a number of casualties, coupled with the thick snow made progress slow.  

As Ronchamps was reached at about 2100 hrs the German rearguard withdrew. The Brigade had taken its 

objectives and went firm, however the next day they suffered sustained artillery bombardment and suffered a 

number of casualties. The Germans had taken up a strong position just over a m ile south of Ronchamps and 

forward of Mierchamps. 

The following account of the action at Ronchamps is taken from "Sans Peur" by Alastair Borthwick: 

 

"There were three parallel ridges. Between the first and second was a wide, gently sloping valley. Between the 

second and third was a valley more deeply cut, narrow and very steep. We were on the first ridge. The 

Camerons were on the second, astride the crossroads at Ronchamps. The Germans were on the third. Beyond 

the third, out of sight behind the crest, was Mierchamps. 

"It was a crisp white-and-blue morning, with the sun sparkling on the snow, and the air wonderfully clear. It 

was the kind of day set aside by Providence for the waxing of skis and the building of snow -men, and war 

seemed even more of a nonsense than usual. The sky was eggshell blue, and there was blue in the shadows 

of the drifts, and the snowfields stretched silver as far as we could see as we marched down into the first 

valley. The whole countryside was at peace except for one small angry spo t half a mile ahead, where the 

Germans were pasting the living daylights out of Ronchamps. We were going to Ronchamps. The shell -bursts 

were black against the snow. Nobody was particularly chatty as we trudged up the hill towards them.  
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"We stopped a little short of the crossroads, and waited. The Boche, said the Camerons, were still on the third 

ridge, so this was not going to be another route march. There were recces, and an "O" Group, and a lot of 

shells much too close, and then it was 1400 hours and we were attacking. 

"As this turned out to be the most peculiar attack we were ever involved in, the plan and the situation on which 

it was based must be gone into in some detail. We did not have a great deal to go on. The Boche were known 

to be pulling back, but no one knew how quickly they were doing it. They were shelling Ronchamps crossroads 

with great zest. This might mean they were covering a withdrawal, but on the other hand it might mean nothing 

of the sort. A few Boche had been seen earlier in the morning walking about on their own crest. A road sloped 

obliquely down to the right into the valley from the end of Ronchamps (the valley wall was too steep for the 

road to take it straight), crossed a small bridge on the valley floor, and crawled obliquely l eft up the far side. 

Down in the valley were thick pine-woods, but the upper slopes were bare. Early in the morning the bridge had 

not been blown, but there was no guarantee that it was still intact. There were mines on the road on our side of 

the bridge. That was all the information we had. Of the strength or dispositions of the enemy we knew nothing.  

"Major Powell decided to treat the whole business as an advance to contact rather than as a set -piece attack. 

"A" Company plus a troop of tanks and an armoured bulldozer was to be the advance-guard, followed by 

Tactical H. Q., followed by "C" Company. The other two companies were to remain where they were, near 

Ronchamps crossroads; and in the event of something solid being hit by the advance guard, "B" and "C " 

Companies were to put in a right-flanking attack on Mierchamps. "D" Company was to be in reserve for 

counter-attack." 

LA ROCHE, ARDENNES:10TH JANUARY 1945 
 

With the successful advance of 152 Brigade to Ronchamps the Divisional right flank was secure and all was 

ready for the assault by 154 Brigade down the Ourthe valley to La Roche. The brigade was withdrawn from its 

forward positions on 10th January and had a nights rest in the area of Bourdon and Hooton before the attack.  

The attach was planned in three phases: 

 Phase 1 was the capture of La Roche by the 1st Black watch 

 Phase 2 required the 7th Black Watch to pass through La Roche and push south to capture Hives and then 

beyond it Lavaux. 

 Phase 3 required the 7th Argylls to pass through La Roche and capture the villages of Thirmont and Roupage. 

At 0600 hrs on the 11th January the 1st Black Watch moved down the road to La Roche, through the road 

block set up by 5th Black Watch, and down the valley towards the town. Approaching the town one of the 

armoured cars from 'C' Squadron Derbyshire Yeomanry who were in the lead was hit by a mine. The engineers 

were deployed forward to clear the route. 

At the approach to the town a Panther tank provided a nasty shock before it was realised that it was 

abandoned. Apart from some shelling 'A' Company of 1 Black Watch reached the town with no serious 

opposition at abut 1100 hrs. However once in the town the battalion came under fire from a German position 
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across the Valley on Mont Soeret accompanied by shelling. 'B' and "C" Company cleared this position in the 

early afternoon and the town was also cleared. 

With La Roche in the hands of the 1st Black Watch, the 7th Black Watch passed through. As they advanced 

toward Hives they had to deal with mines and delaying positions. The supporting tanks could not manage the 

ground and the battalion arrived before Hives in the late afternoon without armoured support. They moved in 

after dark and by 1930 had cleared the village of Hives and taken 40 prisoners. However without tanks or 

transport they were isolated and it was decided not to exploit on to Lavaux. After a night during which the 

engineers cleared the road all was ready for the assault on Lavaux.  

The plan for the 7th Argylls (Phase 3 was the capture the villages of Thirmont and  Roupage) was cancelled 

and orders were issued for them to exploit through Hives and the 7th Black Watch to Lavaux and beyond. The 

sound of the US guns could be heard and the prospect of linking up was imminent.  

 

 
 

MEMORIAL TO 51
ST

 (HIGHLAND) DIVISION AT LA ROCHE, BELGIUM 

The inscription reads: 

"Dedicated to the memory of the fallen of the 51st Highland Division who gave their lives for freedom in the La 

Roche offensive of January 1945." 



34 
 

SUBSEQUENT OPERATIONS:ARDENNES, 12 - 15th JANUARY 1945 
 

By 12th January the 51st Highland Division found that the opposition had become more determined. The 

reason for this was that the Division now threatened the main German withdrawal route of Champion - 

Erneuville - Ortho - Filly. 

The Divisional Plan now was for 154 Brigade to continue the attack moving through 7th Black Watch in Hives 

to take Lavaux and then exploit on to Beaulieu. Simultaneously 5th Black Watch from 153 Brigade but placed 

under command 154 Brigade was to move through La Roche and up to hill 400 overlook ing Hubermont and 

Roupage. The 1st and 5/7th Gordons from 153 Brigade would move through to take Nisramont and Ortho.  

The 7th Argylls advancing down the Hives - Beaulieu road encounter strong and well prepared opposition dug 

in Lavaux. It was not until 1900 hrs that Lavaux was taken by the Argylls. The advance continued on foot and 

Beaulieu was reached at 0100 hrs on the morning of the 13th January. The few Germans there were taken by 

surprise and surrendered. In the early hours of the morning two German tanks approached the village - one 

was destroyed and the other beat a hasty retreat. Before dawn the battalion had managed to get its anti tank 

guns up to help secure the position. From Hives to Beauieu the Battalion had suffered 38 casualties, nine of 

which were dead. 

On the morning of the 13th the 1st Black Watch moved through the Argylls to occupy Erneuville which had 

been abandoned leaving a great deal of enemy equipment. 

 

Meanwhile the 5th Black Watch moved through La Roche, under command of 154 Brigade , in the direction of 

Hubermont. The roads were blocked with large fallen trees which had to be cleared and the enemy positions 

were well defended with infantry and armour. Progress was slow. In the early hours of the 13th the enemy 

began to withdraw and the advance continued. 
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Thirmont, on the Battalion right, was reach by "D" Company before dawn and "B" Company was sent forward 

to clear Hubermont. The 1st Gordons now moved up to the rear of Hubermont in readiness for their attack on 

Nisramont. Both they and the 5th Black Watch were subject to heavy shelling and direct fire from the German 

tanks in the woods. Because of the strength of the enemy position it was decided that the attack by 1st 

Gordons would wait until dusk. 

On the 12th the 5/7th Gordons had move down the congested road through La Roche and in the afternoon of 

the 13th they occupied Roupage, which would be the start line for the attack on Ortho. From here, before dawn 

on the 14th, they moved through 5th Black Watch in Hubermont and on to take Or tho. The enemy had 

withdrawn during the night and there was little resistance. 

By the 14th the Division had achieved all that had been asked of it. It remained to mop up and stabilise the 

line. On that day the 5th Camerons made contact with the Americans in the area of Champion. By the 15th all 

combat in the 30 Corps sector of the Ardennes had finished.  

The following account is by Private Tom Renouf, of 7 Platoon of "A" Company, 5th Black Watch. Dr. Tom 

Renouf is the Secretary of the 51st Highland Division Veterans Association. His account picks up the operation 

on the 12th January 1945: 

 

"We were transported by troop carriers along the main approach road to La Roche. I remember disembarking 

from the carriers and setting off on a march of a few miles. It was mid-morning, there was snow on the ground 

but the skies were clear-blue and the sun was shining at this time. As we were approaching La Roche there 

was the sound of distant gunfire but we did not suffer any shelling. Our platoon sergeant was Sgt. Bob Fow ler, 

DCM, an outstanding soldier and a great leader. There was no platoon officer, because our officers were 

ambushed when out on recce in Opheusden (Holland) on 28th November, 1944. Bob ordered us to march in 

staggered sections - he always did things the correct way. As we approached La Roche the skies began to fill 

with clouds and soon it began to snow. The snowflakes were very very large. One of my section, Milligan, 

carrying the Piat bombs kept falling behind and I had to tell him to keep up. We entered  La Roche from the 

high ground, the road bounded on our right by cliffs. I will never forget the sight of the town. It was completely 

demolished. All the buildings it seemed were razed to the ground, with a few chimneystacks sticking out of the 

rubble. It was worse than most of the towns in Normandy - rather of the devastation like Caen. The Royal 

Engineers were working in the town centre, trying to clear the rubble and open the road. As we moved through 

the centre of town it was snowing quite hard (with b ig flakes) and the snow on the ground was getting visibly 

thicker. Another sight I will never forget was three Derbyshire Yeoman walking towards us, the one in the 

centre with his head covered by blood stained bandages and being led by the others. This mig ht have been the 

crew of the reconnaissance car, which was blown up by a mine, but there were more Derbyshire Yeomanry 

casualties to be seen. Our march towards the Start Line was punctuated with stops and starts".  

"We moved out of La Roche uphill into the forests. It was about 1400 hours, the sky was heavy with clouds, it 

was now a dark day, with snow still falling. We travelled up this road for about one and a half miles, 'A' 

Company now in the lead, but not our platoon. There were many stops and starts an d there were a few shells 

coming into our direction. By this time we were beginning to feel the cold. 
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The leading section reached the open ground and was making to the Fme du Vivier when they were fired upon by an 

enemy tank. One man, Alexander Close, was killed others were wounded but the section was able to withdraw. The 

Company was deployed in defensive positions and told to 'dig in'. The ground, however, was too hard to dig slit 

trenches. So we had to lay down in the snow among the trees, seeking what cover we could find. By now it was 

beginning to darken. Our platoon was deployed on the left hand side of the road, where we were mortar bombed. 

Since we had no adequate protection from slit trenches, several of the platoon were hit (Stan Suskins for the third 

time). The farm building was shelled by our artillery. An attack was mounted, but the odds were uneven - it was 'A' 

Company against enemy armour - and the attack was unsuccessful. Later that night a further attack on the farm was 

made, but it was found abandoned by the enemy. We heard the enemy tanks pulling out". 

 

Tom Renouf always will remember the bitter cold of that night: 

 

"The temperature had dropped well below zero, in fact it was one of the coldest nights during the coldest 

winter for 40 years. We did not wear our great coats in the attack, but had only our oil -skin gas capes, which 

kept us dry but not warm. Additionally we had had no rest for over 20 hours, and our exhaustion made us feel 

colder. Our bodies were chilled right through and our  limbs were beginning to lose all feeling. Only by moving 

and stamping our feet could we fight the cold. Our hands were completely numb and our rifles were like solid 

ice, and beginning to be seized up with frozen bolts.  

When the cold seemed to be at its worst and we seemed to have reached a limit of endurance, we were 

rescued once again by our wonderful Platoon sergeant, Bob Fowler, who - like a big St.Bemard - appeared 

with a large mug of rum, and dished out two large spoonfuls to everyone in the secti on. After this I began to 

feel my body again, although I still did not feel my limbs. The forward platoons had reached the crossroads, 

where there was a row of cottages, one of them a Cafe/Bar. There had been a skirmish and an exchange of 

fire. The Germans had been driven out but none of them had been injured or taken prisoner. By this time it was 
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nearly dawn, we were still crouched in the ditch and I remember being so tired that as I lay back against the 

wall I fell asleep. I slept for 20 minutes until we moved on. When I awoke I was numb with the cold, but much 

revived. "A" Company occupied the crossroads and Major Mathew, M.C., the Company commander deployed 

the three platoons in defensive positions. My platoon fortunately occupied the cottages, but the  other platoons 

were out in the open. Day came with dear skies and the sun shining brightly. It had been one of the worst 

nights during the campaign, mainly because of the extreme cold and the utter exhaustion. Inside the cottages 

we relaxed our vigilance and lay down to rest." 

Inside one of the houses near the crossroads south of Hubermont, called 'Au vieux Chêne', Private 

Tom Renouf, attempted to recover from the hazards of the night's operation: 

 

"Suddenly we heard the sound of what seemed to be tanks heading from the village toward us. When we 

checked our rifles we found that the bolts still were frozen solid, the Bren gun also would not cock. We were at 

a low morale and not knowing what was heading toward us, our section panicked. Fortunately Major Mathew 

rushed us into the cottage and ordered us in harsh terms to get into our defensive positions. We recov ered our 

arms and manned our positions by the windows. 

"The German vehicle was not a tank but a large half -track loaded with troops. They approached the crossroads 

with all guns firing. They had to pass a platoon which was able to get some cover from their positions. Private 

Reeves lay at the side of the road with the platoon PlAT ready for action. As they got near he fired at the half -

track and although he hit the vehicle, it did not damage the traction and the vehicle continued at speed, 

heading south. It passed No.8 Platoon, which was out in open ground, devoid of any cover.  

The machine guns on the half-track raked the platoon, which returned fire as best it could. Several of our 

comrades were hit, one of them died on the way back to the Aid Post. Although one of the Germans fell off the 

half-track and was killed, the vehicle sped off into the distance and back to the German lines. Next day 'A' 

Company moved into the village of Hubermont, where we finally were able to thaw out."  

Major Graham Pilcher commanded "C" Company 5th Black Watch. Major Pilcher MC, is now Trustee of the 

51st Highland Division and Rs Bequest. His account picks up events starting on 12th January: 

 

"While Major Sandy Leslie's Company was trying to outflank the enemy resistance by moving on the left, I was 

at Battalion's Tac HQ with the CO, Lt.Col Bill Bradford. It was reported that the two remaining Sherman tanks 

were stopped with mechanical breakdown. At that point the Brigadier (Roddy Sinclair) came on the air to the 

CO: "Bill why can't you get on, you're getting bogged down." This made the CO furious, as he was already 

under severe pressure with all that was happening. He retor ted: "If you want to know, I suggest you come up 

here and see for yourself!" It was some time before "B" Company reported back.  

"After considerable exchange of fire they had dislodged a machine gun post by setting a haystack on fire with 

a PlAT bomb. The enemy withdrew from the area and a full 30 were also seen to leave the Ferme du Vivier. 

"B" Company was now in a firm position and had secured a line on the left flank from which it could give 

covering fire for my Company. 
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"Under 'B' Company's covering fire and artillery support from our gunners my Company moved forward on 

either side of a track through the woods. As it was dark the platoons had to be in easy reach of each other to 

keep control. Nr.14 platoon of Lieutenant Dick Stewart moved in front, closel y followed by Company HQ, then 

followed Nr.13 platoon of Lieutenant Alan Foster and last was Nr.15 platoon commanded by Lieutenant Philip 

Smythe. I was forward with the leading platoon, leaving CSM Geddes in charge of Company HQ.  

"All went well for a while with our advance, when two shells from our own artillery came whistling overhead and 

airburst right over my Company HQ, killing two of my most experienced signallers and my ever -willing and 

faithful batman, L/Corporal Alex Grubb. Our C.S.M. Jock Geddes was wounded. This was a severe blow to all 

of us. After calling forward the stretcher-bearers, we pushed on and within minutes bumped into a German 

Panther tank, closed up for the night. 

"Under the circumstances there was no way we could deal with the German tank, so we by-passed it and 

made for our objective on Contour 400, which we consolidated without further trouble, occupying trenches 

found or digging into the snow. The Company now was in open ground. On consolidation, Battalion Tac HQ 

and the antitank guns moved into the Company area. Later 'A' Company came through."  

REICHSWALD-OPERATION VERITABLE:FEBRUARY 1945 

After the defeat of the German Ardennes offensive the 51st Highland Division returned to Holland to 

recommence offensive operations. Operation Veritable was the code name for the operation which would clear 

the Germans from the ground between the parallel rivers of the Maas and the Rhine and drive them back over 

the latter. 

The 51st Highland Division formed part of the 1st Canadian Army offensive. The attack was faced with three 

lines of defence, the first a line of anti tank ditches, defended farms and villages a mile or more deep; the 

second was an area of open ground in the north of the Siegfried Line which itself ran south through the 

Reichswaldf forest to Goch; and six miles further back was a second line named by Montgomery as the 

Hochwald "lay-back". 
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THE PLAN FOR OPERATION VERITABLE:REICHSWALD,8th FEBRUARY 1945 

Op Veritable was the code name for the allied operation to drive the Germans fr om the ground between the 

River Maas and the River Rhine. The Canadians and British would break out from the Nijmegen bridgehead 

clearing southeast down between the two rivers to link up with the US forces who would cross the Maas to the 

south and swing north. 

THE GROUND 

There had been heavy rains in December and the River Maas and the River Rhine had both flooded and the 

ground between the two was very wet. If the weather remained cold then the ground would be frosted and hard 

but if there was thaw then the going would be very difficult. 

There were three defensive lines to overcome, firstly anti -tank ditches and fortified farms, then after a mile or 

more, several miles of open ground and the defensive Siegfried line which ran south through the Reichswald 

forest to the town of Goch. 

 

THE OVERALL PLAN 

30 Corps would lead the Canadian attack and as the front expanded the Canadian 2nd Corps would come in 

on the left of 30 Corps. The 30 Corps. attacking force comprised six infantry divisions, two armoured divisi ons 

and three armoured brigades. The initial advance would be five divisions up; 3rd Canadian on the left then 2nd 

Canadian, 15th Scottish, 53rd Welsh and 51st Highland on the right.  
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THE DIVISIONAL PLAN 

Because of the narrow frontage allocated to the Divis ion, it was decided to initiate the attack with only one 

brigade (154 Brigade) up, however the Brigade was strengthen by giving it 5/7th Gordons from 153 Brigade. 

152 Brigade were to follow 154 Brigade, while 153 Brigade were to clear the western corner of  the Reichswald 

and cut the Mook-Gennap road. 

The preliminary bombardment commenced at 0500hrs on the 8th February and the leading elements of the 

Division crossed the start line at 1046 hrs. 

 

CLEARING HEKKENS DURING OPERATION VERITABLE, REICHSWALD, 10
th

-11
th 

FEBRUARY 1945 

 
The town of Hekkens on the southern edge of the Reichswald lay on the important intersection of the Gennep -

Cleve and Kessel-Goch roads. It was also on the Siegfried Line and was therefore heavily defended with pill 

boxes. The town also sat on the proposed corps axis and therefore had to be cleared. The 154 Brigade History 

takes up the story: 

"At a Corps conference held during the night 10th/11th February, the Divisional Commander was informed 

that, further north, the important road centre town of Cleve had been captured but as the road leading to it 

from Nijmegen had been completely flooded, it was of vital importance that the road running north -east from 

Gennep through Hekkens and the Reichswald to Cleve should be opened up and made avai lable for use, as 

the main Corps maintenance route, at the earliest possible moment. This necessitated the capture of Hekkens 

which was still in enemy hands and which was being strongly defended.  
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During the morning of 11th February 152 Brigade, who had been fighting strenuously in the Forest area north 

and north-west of Hekkens during the two preceding days and who had succeeded in cutting across the main 

road running through the Reichswald from Hekkens to Cleve, attempted to continue their advance into 

Hekkens itself but were unsuccessful in this attempt. 

Hekkens lies at the southern edge of the Reichswald where the main roads Gennep/Cleve and 

Frasselt/Kessel/Goch cross and the village itself is bounded on the south by the Rivers Niers, a tributary of the 

Maas and which runs from east to west at this point. The enemy obviously fully appreciated the importance of 

Hekkens, and were defending it strongly.  

The defence overprint maps showed a considerable number of concrete defences in the area as the Siegfried 

Line runs through the village and into the Forest east of it. The Divisional Commander accordingly decided to 

launch a full scale Brigade attack against Hekkens during the afternoon and he ordered 154 Brigade to carry it 

out. The Brigade Commander was informed that the whole of the artillery deployed in support of 30th Corps 

would be available to support the attack. 

 

As it had already been found, earlier in this operation, that it was practically impossible to carry out a successful attack 

by night through the Reichswald on account of the density of the woods, it was essential that the attack should be 

launched in sufficient time to enable the objectives to be captured before dark. As the orders to make the Brigade 

attack were only received about mid-day, time was very short and the Brigade Commander accordingly decided (first) 
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to launch the attack at 15.30 hours which would give about one and a half hours of daylight in which it could be 

completed, and (second) to make the simplest possible plan, as the Battalions which had to make the attack had to be 

brought forward a considerable distance to the forward part of the area now held by 152 Brigade and could only arrive 

there a very short time before the attack had to be launched.  

There would accordingly be no time to carry out the necessary preparations for anything except the most straight-

forward type of attack. The Brigade plan accordingly resembled rather the 1914/18 war type of infantry attack than the 

normal type of attack which had generally been carried out during this campaign. A convenient forest track running 

south-east across the main Hekkens/Cleve road and about 2000 yards north east of Hekkens made a suitable start 

line and the main road leading into Hekkens made a suitable axis of advance down which the two attacking Battalions 

would advance, one on either side of it. 

 

The attack was to be made behind extremely heavy artillery concentrations, fired by the whole Corps artillery, 

which would lift at the same rate as the infantry would be able to advance through the thick woods which lay 

on either side of the main road. In addition to the medium and field regiments supporting the attack some 

heavy artillery was also available and were given the task of neutralising, as far as possible, the Siegfried Line 

defences in the Hekkens area as shown on the defence overprint.  

 

1st and 7th Black Watch were given the tasks of the two attacking Battalions (the 1st on the left and the 7th on 

the right) and 7th Argylls were ordered to carry out an immediate advance south-east down the start line forest 

track in order to protect the exposed flank of the attacking Battalions during their forming - up. The two 

attacking Battalions had meanwhile been moving forward to the start line area and arrived there less than hal f 

an hour before the attack was due to start.  

There was no time to brief the troops in the detailed manner generally carried out and it was only possible to 

tell them the direction of the attack, the depth to which it had to be carried out and to emphasis e that it was of 
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vital importance to the success of the attack that they should keep up as close as possible behind the timed 

artillery programme which was to lift forward at the same rate as they would be advancing.  

The attack started at 15.30 hours and the noise of the opening concentrations from the very large number of 

guns (field, medium and heavy) supporting the attack as the shells burst in the trees in front of the attacking 

troops was deafening. The leading troops kept so close behind the artillery concentrations that they over-ran 

the enemy positions before the defenders had time to come up above ground again and defend themselves 

and the attack was completely successful.  

By 16.50 hours Hekkens had been entered and by 19.00 hours both Battalions were firmly on their objectives 

and had taken a total of about 200 prisoners, all of the German Para Korps which was recognised to be one of 

the enemy's most formidable fighting formations. 

GOCH – THE FINAL OBJECTIVE:REICHSWALD, 19
th

 FEBRUARY 1945 

Goch was planned as the Divisions final objective. The task fell to 153 Brigade. The town was very well 

fortified with many pill boxes and the river on one side and an antitank ditch covering the other three sides.  

15 Scottish Division would clear north of the River Niers to east of Goch and 51 Highland Division the west 

including the town itself. 

Order were given to the Brigade on the 18th February for an attack early on the 19th. The plan was for 5 Black 

Watch to attack from the northwest, enter the town and take the majority of it up to the main square. 5/7 

Gordons would then pass through them and clear to the railway line. 1 Gordons would clear the south end of 

the town and the major road leading to the south west.  

In a preliminary operation 152 Brigade, 2nd Seaforths in fact, made a crossing over the anti tank ditch. 

The following two descriptions explain the battle: 

THE FOLLOWING DESCRIPTION OF THE 5th BLACK WATCH ACTION AT GOCH IS TAKEN FROM "THE 

SPIRIT OF ANGUS" by JOHN MCGREGOR: 

 

"Next morning, 18th February, Brigade issued an Order for the Battalion to move to a concentration Area at 

Asperden with a view to a night attack on the town of Goch. 

This town was a major link in the Siegfried Defensive Line and, although frequently bombed, it was still in 

enemy hands. The plan was for the 2nd Seaforths from 152 Brigade to attack South from Hervuist and cross 

the Anti-Tank ditch. Once they had secured the ditch the Battalion would pass through their positions and 

advance on Goch. The Battalion moved to Asperden in TCVs and from the Assembly Area the Recce Parties 

went forward to study the ground. After an evening meal the Battalion moved to the Assembly Area just North 

of the Anti-Tank ditch. 
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The Seaforth advance was successful; H-Hour was set for 0100 hours on the 19th, and the Artillery 

programme was due to commence at 0045 hours. It was subsequently discovered that the Germans had 

expected that the attack would come up the line of the main road from the South. Instead the Battalion had 

come down from the North, more or less along the banks of the River Niers, and was into the outskirts of the 

town before the Germans, sheltering from the barrage, realised what was happening. 'D' company captured 

the crossroads, some 300 yards short of the first row of houses, with only light resistance; Major Sandy Leslie 

and 'B' Company then passed through and secured the next crossroads in the town, capturing several 

prisoners. 

It was then the turn of 'C' Company (Major Pilcher) to push through and capture the factory and one side of the 

street, closely followed by 'A' Company (Major Mathew) on the other side of the street. Most of the houses 

were in ruins from the heavy bombardment and many had cellars which were frequently found to be occupied 

by Germans. One method previously used was to open the cellar door and toss down a grenade, but that 

proved messy, if effective, and so a new technique had been adopted, said to be from an idea by Sergeant 

Maxie MM, of 'D' Company. Instead of a grenade a large stone was tossed down the cellar st eps which 

invariably had the desired effect of producing a scramble of Germans anxious to surrender. Goch posed 

another problem; some houses had empty cellars but determined enemy were dug -in in the gardens behind 

the buildings. 

During the initial stages of the attack there was a hold up when it was discovered that the temporary bridge 

over the Anti-Tank ditch could not take the Jeeps and they had to be manhandled, across on hastily 

improvised ramps. 
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At 0600 hours the CO, having established his HQ in 'C' Company area, pushed Patrols from 'A' and 'C' 

Companies up to the Main Square, which was reported clear. He ordered 'D' Company to move through 'C' 

Company and secure the church and hospital. Whilst this move was getting organised, 'B' Company killed 

some Germans who came into their area from the Right. 

It was a very dark night and, in making his way forward to catch up with his leading Platoon, Major Brodie 

overshot the side street and with his Company Runner, Pte McInnes MM, a tough Dundonian, found 

themselves approaching a group of shadowy figures. Expecting that they were some of' C' Company, Major 

Brodie called out.  

There was a moment of silence, then words in German and bullets flew. The Major and the Corporal did a very 

fast move back down the street where they found the correct turning and their lead Platoon. This Platoon had 

been fired upon from the church and the courtyard in front of the hospital, and had returned the fire, driving the 

enemy out of the church and into the hospital building. As soon as his reserve Platoon, led by Lt Ian 

MacDonald, arrived, he ordered them to follow him into the building to clear the ground floor.  

It was obvious that all the Germans had taken refuge in the large area of the hospital cellars. When the stone 

trick did not work, real grenades were used, without immediate effect. Only after some Sten gun fire down the 

main cellar steps was there any sign of movement: a rather shaken German Lieutenant came up with his 

hands aloft, shortly followed by a Major bearing a white flag and closely behind him a Colonel who was OC 

Troops in Goch and some 18 soldiers. The German Colonel had been wounded by one of the grenades and 

was sent back on a stretcher. It was daylight by this time and as the German Colonel was carried away b y his 

own men and their escorting Jocks, the 'D' Company men saluted him, and this gesture persuaded more 

enemy to come out of the surrounding buildings in surrender.  

'A' Company took over from 'D' Company to secure the North-West half of Goch, but by now the Battalion was 

coming under shell fire and snipers were active. Battalion HQ was established in a good cellar in the main 

street, the Anti-Tank guns were sited and other essential Transport arrived in Company areas. The total of 

POWs taken had risen to 406 since 8th February. 

At 0730 hours the 5/7th Gordons advanced through the area but almost immediately met very strong 

opposition and were pinned down. Heavy shelling continued throughout the day and following night, 

interspersed with mortar fire including 'Moaning Minnies'. Movement amongst the ruins was difficult and kept to 

a minimum. By the afternoon the Pioneers had cleared the main North bridge of mines and had made contact 

with the 8th Royal Scots, 15th Division, on the other bank of the River Niers. 

The 1st Gordons came through 'C' Company area as they attacked towards Thomashof, South-West of the 

town. Like their sister Battalion they met strong resistance and it was 1600 hours before they captured their 

objectives at Thomashof. 

The Divisional General arrived at Battalion HQ around this time and explained the current situation. It was 

essential to force the enemy out of Goch to clear the main supply route from the South and this would be done 

by cutting off Goch from the South. The Battalion would attack South-East from behind the 1st Gordons 
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positions at Thomashof and capture the strong enemy positions around Slavanien. H -Hour was set for 2100 

hours and there would be Artillery support from 2045 hours.  

 

Major Graham Pilcher and Major Sandy Leslie kept their Companies close up behind the barrage and attacked 

with great spirit. There was some very fierce hand-to-hand fighting before they secured their first objective 

around the farm buildings and cross tracks. Major Eric Mathew then advanced towards  'C' Company area, but 

had to hold 'A' Company in the open when both 'C' and 'B' Companies were counter -attacked. When the 

Germans had been driven off, about 2300 hours, Artillery fire was brought down again to cover 'A' Company's 

attack on the buildings at Slavanien.  

They also met with fierce resistance, but managed to capture part of the trench system although they were 

unable to penetrate the buildings. Their situation was complicated by part of a 'B' Company Platoon which had 

overshot their objective and were pinned down by the 'A' Company battle. Major Mathew reported that there 

were German Tanks and Armoured cars on his immediate front.  

Whilst all this activity was going on, the Battalion Command Post in Thomashof had its own piece of the action 

when a German Patrol, having wounded a member of the I Section, forced the Jock to walk ahead of them 

towards the doorway of the Command Post. But they were driven off, leaving the Officer killed and one of their 

number badly wounded. The I Section man escaped further injury and was looked after in the RAP. Papers on 

the German Officer revealed that he was Captain Jaeger in command of a Company of Paratroopers. No 
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sooner had the Command Post personnel dealt with this incident than there was a direct shell hit on  the CO's 

Jeep, which knocked out both W/T sets. Colonel Bradford took Tac HQ forward to 'C' Company and, having 

found that 'B' Company had been unable to expand their position to the North because of the number of 

Spandau posts along the line of the road running into Goch, he ordered 'D' Company to attack and capture the 

house and trenches NorthEast of 'A' Company position. 

'D' Company had been waiting in the Gordon area for some hours and when they were called forward they 

were all feeling cold, so Major Brodie set off at a very sharp pace, which soon extended his Company into a 

long line behind him. When he reached 'B' Company area he was given a brief on the ground ahead, and told 

that because of the close proximity of the other Companies, it was not possible for him to have the support of 

Artillery fire. The rest of his Company, having caught up with him, were then given a further quick brief and 

once again he set off at a furious pace towards the objective.  

When he had gone a short distance he realized that he only had his two Company Runners, Lt Bill Chisholm 

and his Platoon with him, the other two Platoons were some way behind. He decided there was no time to 

waste and, telling the men to follow him, made towards the dim outline of the house which was  their main 

objective. With some 200 yards to go they suddenly came under withering fire from several Spandaus and their 

advance was momentarily checked. After a brief pause they dashed forward again knocking out two Spandau 

posts before reaching the walls of the house. Several Germans were trying to get into the house and the 

Section dealt with them whilst the rest of the Platoon took up positions in the garden at the rear of the building. 

Several grenades were thrown into the house, and finally 12 Germans emerged with their hands in the air. 

The rest of 'D' Company, like Marshal Ney, marched towards the gun-fire and were quickly deployed but then 

had to deal with an enemy position which opened fire from the orchard beyond the house. By this time Major 

Brodie had received several wounds, mostly in his legs, so once he had seen his Company consolidate he 

handed over to his 2 i/c Captain Ken Buchanan and made his way back to report to the CO. Later he went to 

the RAP and Captain Beetham. 

Problems were experienced in trying to get SP guns up to the Companies, all of which were still being fired at 

and attacked by German Patrols. One SP gun slipped off the track into a ditch, completely blocking the route 

for all other vehicles until it was hauled out. Most of the urgently needed ammunition replenishments had to be 

carried forward but, soon after dawn, all the SP guns were sited and the roads into Goch covered.  

Two German Mk IV Tanks rumbled into 'D' Company area, one fired at the SP gun and missed, then retreated  

rapidly. The other was struck by a Piat bomb which failed to explode, but the crew baled out and surrendered. 

Another SP gun in the 'D' Company area knocked out two German Tanks moving on the main road. As the 

light increased on the morning of the 21st, the Battalion saw large numbers of Germans moving into formations 

in the East and the South. They were supported by Tanks and Armoured Cars and could be seen digging in 

their Mortars. The Artillery, especially the Medium Gunners, had a field day. Their FOOs  were calling on W/T 

with fresh targets every other minute and the chaos and carnage amongst the Germans was there for all to 

see. The enemy was broken and those who survived were seen struggling Eastwards, leaving Goch and its 
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immediate area in Division's hands as the 7th Black Watch and the Gordons went through to clear the streets 

and houses in the East end of the town. 

The Battalion casualties were high, including 8 killed, but the losses inflicted on the enemy were enormous. In 

the 3 days they captured another 220 prisoners, mostly Paratroopers, one Mk IV Tank, 3 x 88mm Guns and 

Tractors, 2 x 25mm Anti-Tank guns and Tractors, 2 x Flak Guns, several Half -Tracks and quantities of small 

arms and ammunition." 

 

 

THE FOLLOWING DESCRIPTION OF THE 1ST GORDONS ACTION AT GOCH IS TAKEN FROM "SO FEW 

GOT THROUGH" by Martin Lindsay 

 

FEBRUARY 18TH. 

“All to-day has been spent in preparing for to-morrow's operation - the capture of Goch. I am scribbling these 

notes very late at night in what "must have been a coachman's  room above the stables of a big schloss called 

"Grafenthal," at the south-east corner of the Reichswald. The Tac H.Q of both 152 and 153 Brigades are here. 

Roddy Sinclair, our Brigadier, has just got back, but there is to be no change in commanders till a fter the 

battle. 

THE PLAN IS VERY SIMPLE. 

Goch is to be attacked from the north-west. 15th Scottish are going for the far side of the river and 153 Brigade 

the near side. Of 153, 5th B.W. go first and take all the main parts of the town south of the river,  up to and 
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including the big square. They should have entered the town at 11 p.m. to -night. Then 5-7th Gordons are to 

pass through them and take on from beyond the square as far as the railway. Our objective is the area just 

south of the 5th B.W.-5-7th boundary. This includes the beginning of the main road leading out of the town to 

the south-west, with two road junctions, and there is a school, a factory and several largish buildings in the 

area. Air-photos show that the town has been very badly bombed and most of the streets are cratered or 

choked with rubble. 

FEBRUARY 19TH AND 20TH. 

The day started with a Brigade L.O. waking me up pretty early to say that 5th B.W. had got into the town 

without any difficulty, that 5-7th Gordons had been committed, and that my Battalion had been called forward 

from Gennep and should reach Grafenthal about 9 a.m. This they duly did and the companies and transport 

were dispersed in the areas we had chosen for then the morning before.  

The first two companies in the batting order were A and D and after about an hour I set off with their Company 

Commanders, Arthur Thomson and Casey Petrie, and Kenneth McDonald who has just taken over I.0. There 

was a lot of mortaring and shelling on the road into Goch and we twice stopped and too k cover. There did not 

seem to be any great hurry, as one could see that the 5th-7th were not getting on very well from the number of 

their fighting vehicles which were held up at the roadside. We found the Black Watch Tac just inside the town 

and established our own near it. Akers and Neil were sent out at once to fill sandbags and put them on the sills 

of the two windows. 

Bill Bradford told me that they had no difficulty in getting into the town and occupying the area astride the main 

road as all the Huns were asleep at the time in cellars. But when they tried to clean up a larger area in 

daylight, they soon found themselves in difficulties with snipers and spandaus. Companies of 5 -7th Gordons 

were now fighting in what was nominally the 5th B.W. area and had scarcely entered their own objective. It 

was painfully obvious that first impressions were wrong and the enemy has every intention of defending the 

town. 

The rest of the day was perfectly bloody. It just couldn't have been more unpleasant. As soon as th e area of 

the square had been cleared, I decided to try to clean up the main street running south from it. It was obvious 

that the other two battalions were fully committed and could not do this, although it was really the boundary 

between them and should have been done before we arrived. 

This street was the main one leading into our objective and A Company got to work. Almost at once their 

commander, Arthur Thomson, was killed, shot through the head by a sniper in the first few minutes of his first 

action while standing in a doorway talking to Bill Kyle, his second-in-command.  

Kyle took over and did very well, and the company made a certain amount of progress, but resistance stiffened 

and it was clear that no further advance could be made in that direction  without heavy casualties. The street 

was badly cratered by debris so we could not use tanks or crocodiles, and any sortie by the bulldozer was met 

by aimed small-arms fire from snipers. 
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Meanwhile O.C. D Company, with his platoon commanders, tried to find a way across the rubble and fallen 

houses towards his company's objective - the big building in the north-east corner of the Battalion area. He 

soon came up against snipers and one of his officers, Harrison, the eighteen-year-old who joined us only two 

days before, was hit in the head, though I hear it is only a graze. While this was taking place the troop of tanks 

was trying to find a side-turning which would take them up to D Company's objective. The leading tank, while 

still on the main street 100 yards beyond the square, was hit by a bazooka and all the crew became casualties. 

 

 

It was clear that we couldn't make much progress towards our objective from the direction of the square, so I 

thought that my best plan was to attack with the other two companies, C and B, through the housing estate to 

the west. At this time C Company was under cover in the row of houses 200 yards north of the fir st Battalion 

Tac H.Q., and D Company was in houses off the main street.  

Both companies were therefore close to the road junction which was chosen as their start point. It took one 

and a half hours to mount this attack, as in addition to the time required for recce, a troop of tanks and a troop 

of crocodiles were to support it and a smoke-screen had to be laid on to defilade the right flank of the two 

attacking companies. 

While this attack was taking place, the Brigadier who by this time had resumed command , told me that he 

wanted us to send a company to the cross-roads (D) south-west of the housing estate, and another to 

http://51hd.co.uk/static/photos/reichswald/map_goch_mid.jpg
http://51hd.co.uk/static/photos/reichswald/map_goch_mid.jpg


51 
 

Thomashof, a very large farm with many outbuildings. I said that I would do so before first light next morning; 

we both agreed that, with this heavy mortaring, it was necessary to get across the open ground under cover of 

darkness. With this extra commitment, it was obviously not feasible to take all the buildings within the 

Battalion's original objective, so I told George Morrison and Alec Lumsden that B and C were to hold only the 

main street down to the road junction and such houses just east as could be conveniently occupied.  

D Company hadn't done much, so I told Casey that they would have to go to the cross -roads. I had no worries 

about this as old Casey is a thoroughly experienced officer and the Divisional Reece Regiment had been 

almost as far in the afternoon and reported that they thought the area was unoccupied. Except for making him 

conform to our timings, I gave Casey a completely free hand. 

I could not take B or C for Thomashof as they had borne the brunt all day, and Alec Lumsden and George 

Morrison had both done so much already. That left only A Company. But I wasn't at all happy about sending A 

Company off into the blue on this night attack. Bill Kyle is a stout-hearted lad, but not very experienced. That 

morning he had had the unnerving experience of seeing his company commander killed while talking to him. 

There was only one other officer left in the company, Charlie Howitt, whose first action it had been. And one of 

the three platoons was commanded by only a corporal.  

I gave a lot of thought to it during the evening and finally decided to command the company myself. I asked 

Kyle if he minded, and he seemed quite pleased. In a way I was rather glad to have this opportunity, which I 

regarded as an act of self discipline. Of late I have been finding it increasingly difficult to leave the nice, safe 

command post when there has been shelling. 

Nothing was known about Thomashof except what I could learn from the air-photos. From these I saw that our 

objective consisted of one very large building with five biggish outhouses round it. In addition there were two 

smaller houses detached from and about a hundred yards our side of the main group. Several enemy trenches 

could be seen. 

I made the simplest plan possible. The medium artillery would shell Thomashof during the night, scale five 

from sixteen guns-eighty rounds, each a 100 lbs. We would take the shortest route from the cemetery just i n 

front of B Company, who would be responsible for patrolling this area to secure our start point. The I.O. would 

layout white tape for the first 200 yards, after which it was 1,100 yards by compass across open country. 

Corporal Henderson's platoon would take the first two houses, then Howitt's platoon would go for the main 

building, and Sergeant Cleveland's platoon and Company H.Q. for the two nearest outhouses.  

Zero hour was set for 4.45 a.m., but I afterwards postponed it till 5.45, which I thought woul d get us across the 

open ground in darkness but give us the benefit of first light to clear the somewhat alarmingly large buildings. I 

had the two officers and all the N.C.O.s in the Battalion Command Post and took great trouble in briefing them, 

and they all had a good look at the air-photos. 

I sent a note to the Brigade Commander explaining the shortage of officers and N.C.O.s in A Company, and 

that for this reason I felt I should take command of this company night attack, and therefore could Grant -
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Peterkin come up during the night and take over his Battalion. Later the Brigade I.O. came up and said that the 

C.O. was in bed with a bad cold, so I told Alec to come and take charge from 4 a.m.  

It had been arranged that I should join A Company at 5.40 About ha lf an hour before that I came up from our 

cellar and stood on the pile of rubble outside, to take stock of the night: the brightness of the moonlight; the 

effectiveness of the searchlights; the strength and direction of the wind; the amount of enemy shelli ng and 

mortaring (still considerable), etc. I heard a lot of heavy stuff crumping down in the direction of Thomashof, so 

I told our medium representative to stop his guns firing. Just before I left the command post he told me that 

they had not fired since 4 a.m. 

I went round the corner and joined A Company just as it was falling in. But the same heavy-calibre shells could 

still be heard crashing down ahead, and in the stillness of the night the loud resounding bangs were 

undeniably somewhat frightening. I walked a few yards ahead to a clearing, and then took a compass bearing 

on where I heard the guns firing. When I plotted it on my map I saw that it was from the south -east corner of 

the Reichswald, just where I knew the Scottish Horse, the Divisional Medium Regiment, was in action.  

So I told Kyle to get the company back under cover and ran up the street to B' Company's H.Q. to speak to 

Alec on the telephone. I told him that there was no shadow of doubt that it was our guns firing, and I gave him 

the bearing I had just taken. Alec replied that he had just told the gunners that all the guns in Second Army 

were to cease fire. So I ran back to A Company. Hitherto there had been odd shells dropping about the place, 

all fairly close, but as I was on my way back, an imperial stonk came down all round. Cornish, my servant, and 

I dived into a house just in time. 

A few minutes later, when all was quiet again, I emerged into the street, dusty and sweating, and began to look 

for Kyle. Then I heard those same guns crumping their stuff down once more along our route. Each explosion 

sounded like the crack of doom as it resounded and echoed all round in the darkness.  

For an instant I considered cancelling the attack. Then I told Kyle to form up the Company. We had already 

lost a quarter of an hour, and it was about 6 a.m. when we moved off: Corporal Henderson's platoon with Kyle 

responsible for the compass course, then myself with Howitt and his platoon, then Sergeant Cleveland's 

platoon, then Company H.Q. After going about 200 yards there was a salvo of mortar bombs and the column 

checked. After half a minute I went forward and found nobody ahead of us, and cursed the leading men for not 

having followed those in front. Then we found McDonald, the I.O., very cool and confident,  and he walked with 

me to where the tape ended. 

It was a lovely clear night with visibility a good 200 yards - rather too much for the job in hand, I thought. It was 

pleasant to be in open country after the dirt, dust and shelling in ruined Goch. Except fo r the column of silent 

men and a house burning away on my right, I might have been going to an early morning duck flight. Then 

there was another loud crump ahead, and I realised that although the gun in question was firing from the 

direction of the enemy, there was a remarkable echo coming back from the Reichswald, and this it was which 

had made me take a bearing to what appeared to be the position of our own artillery. Luckily that was a parting 

shot, and those particular guns fired no more. 
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All went well for a time, and the leading platoon had no difficulty in taking the right hand of the first two houses. 

I then ordered Howitt's and Sergeant Cleveland's platoons forward. It was just getting light, though it was too 

dark to distinguish friend from foe at twenty yards. One spandau was firing from 200 yards away, but not 

apparently at us. We seemed to have achieved surprise. 

With Kyle and Company H.Q. I followed Sergeant Cleveland's platoon through an orchard, across a stream 

and up to the two nearest of the main buildings. Sergeant Cleveland's platoon entered the left -hand one, and 

we the right. Ours consisted of a large cattle byre with about six smaller rooms leading off it. By now there was 

a certain amount of firing taking place, for in several directions  the enemy appeared to have come to life. It 

was still pretty dark and I was afraid of us shooting each other. I paired off the men with us and posted two at 

each of the four doors of the byre. 

Kyle went outside for a moment, and when he returned he was shot at by his servant at five yards' range, and 

missed. Then there was a burst of fire from one of the men in a doorway behind me.  

"You bloody fool," I shouted at him, as someone fell in the straw at his feet, gasping, groaning and choking his 

life away. But this time it was a full-blooded Hun, though unarmed and half-dressed. 

I went to the window to read the battle. There seemed to be hardly any shooting taking place. It was clear that 

Howitt's platoon had not taken the main building for there was not a sound from there nor any sign of them in 

front. 

I went across to Sergeant Cleveland's platoon next door. He told me that when anybody tried to cross to the 

next building they were fired on by two spandaus from dug-in positions in the garden behind. It seemed to me 

that the Company was not in any particular danger as the buildings they were occupying were substantial and 

the enemy were not showing any aggressiveness. But it was obvious that more men would be necessary to 

clear the remaining buildings. We were not through to the Battalion by either R/T or line so, after consulting 

Kyle, I decided to return and send up another company and some tanks.  

On the way back I found that though Corporal Henderson's platoon had still got the first house, they were not 

yet in the second one, which was held by the enemy. Corporal Henderson was firing a piat at it somewhat 

ineffectively. I told him to use his smoke and rush the house, and then take the whole platoon across and join 

up with Kyle. 

Cornish and I then had a very nasty time getting back over the open ground as it was light enough to be seen, 

and two spandaus fired at us. We ran like mad, taking it in short rushes from cover to cover. Luckily there were 

one or two small bomb craters in the largest field, without which I do not think we could have got across. As an 

additional insult somebody fired one shot from an anti -tank gun at us. 

Unfortunately, for one reason or another, it took about two hours to get B Company off with some tanks and 

crocodiles. Just before they started one or two men from A Company came in to say that the company had 

been overwhelmed and they were the sole survivors. 
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Even with the armour to support them, B Company had quite a difficult time and some ten men killed in 

capturing Thomashof. They took about eighty prisoners. George Morrison, as usual, was exceedingly brave in 

what was a very nasty attack. He is very sick about the support given him by the crocodiles, only one of which 

would cross the open ground with his company.  

One of the new officers, Ventris, also did well, being wounded five times in the course of the battle and only 

giving up when George ordered him to do so. He had been with us only four days. "It was fun while it lasted," 

he said, as they took him away on a stretcher. I had made Alec and George toss up as to which company 

should do this attack. George lost, so Alec insisted in accompanying him to give him his moral support for the 

first part of the attack. What magnificent chaps those two are!  

From one or two survivors and a stretcher-bearer who was taken prisoner and escaped, it seems that Howitt's 

platoon reached the front of their building and saw one or two men in the doorway. Thinking (God knows why) 

that it might have been some of the rest of the company, they challenged them, and the reply was a burst of 

fire. Howitt was killed - we found his body tonight - then the rest of the platoon scattered.  

The enemy was very strong and shortly afterwards put in several attacks, and the company was overwhelmed 

through lack of leaders. No doubt parachute troops or commandos would have made short work of the Huns in 

Thomashof, but our experience is that once the leaders get hit, the attack pegs out. Anyway, they fought well 

as we found eight or ten dead, and no doubt a number of the for ty-three that are missing are wounded. I saw 

very little sign of damage done by our medium artillery. God knows what they were firing at.  

I am feeling utterly exhausted, and depressed beyond words, as I think that the A Company disaster today was 

my fault. Firstly, I could have asked for a Typhoon attack on Thomashof yesterday afternoon, and secondly I 

should have insist that the place was too big to attack with one company, which was all we had available while 

still having to hold part of Goch.” 

 
CONCLUDING OPERATIONS:REICHSWALD, 24-27 FEBRUARY 1945 
 
With the capture of Goch it was thought that the Division had completed its part in Operational Veritable, however  
 
orders were received to advance south to clear the area south west of Goch and the next lateral road from Weeze  
 

heading east which would be the Corps axis. On 24 February the GOC issues orders for the operation. 

 

CAPTURE OF GOCH AND CONCLUDING STAGES OF OPERATION "VERITABLE", Taken from "The History 

of 154 Infantry Brigade in North West Europe" 

 

20TH FEBRUARY 1945 TO 28TH FEBRUARY 1945 

The attack against Goch, an important communication centre in the Siegfried Line, was now started by the 

other two Brigades and determined enemy resistance was encountered. On 20th February the Brigade 

Commander was ordered to put one Battalion under command of 153 Brigade to assist in the final capture of 

the town, and 7th Black Watch were detailed for this task. After a night of heavy and unpleasant fighting in the 
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southern built-up area of the town, the Battalion captured the objectives allotted to it but in doing so suffered 

heavy casualties, including a number of experienced officers and senior N.C.O.s, who, at this stage of the 

campaign, were very hard to replace. Very early on 21st February the Brigade was ord ered to take over the 

final clearance of the southern and: eastern parts of the town and 7th Black Watch reverted to Brigade 

command. Whenever 7th Black had captured their objective, which lay astride the main road running south 

from the town to Weeze, 7th Argylls were passed through 7th Black Watch and captured the eastern outskirts 

of the town, meeting only minor opposition. 1st Black Watch took over, from 5th Black Watch, a position just 

south of the town on the night of 21st/22nd February. 53rd Division  passed through the Brigade on 23rd 

February and started an attack south on the axis of the main road to Weeze.  

On 24th February the Divisional Commander informed the Brigade Commander that the Division had been 

ordered to clear the area south-west of Goch and to open up the next west to east lateral road across the 

Corps front. Between Goch and this lateral road the River Kendel, another tributary of the Maas, flows in a 

series of large loops. This river, like the Niers, was in considerable flood, and as a  result, much wider than 

usual. The Divisional Commander ordered (a) 153 Brigade to advance down the axis of the road running 

south-west from Goch and to capture Siebengewald on the lateral road referred to and (b) 154 Brigade to 

attack across country from the left and, after capturing Hulm and Winkel, to capture Boyenhof, which lies south 

of the River Kendel and also on the lateral road and thereafter to join up with 153 Brigade at Siebengewald. 

Owing to the fact that the Kendel in this area flows in a ser ies of large loops, it was necessary for units of the 

Brigade to cross the river three times in the carrying out of the task allotted to it. The Brigade plan was as 

follows:- 

First Phase.-(Night 25th/26th February) 7th Argylls were to start the Brigade attack and after crossing the 

Kendel near the inter-Divisional boundarv with 53rd Division, were to capture Hulm. On completion of the 

Argylls' task 1st Black Watch were to capture Winkel, which lay in the next bend of the river, and thereafter 

cross the river again and clear the next loop of it and join up with 153 Brigade who were attacking from the 

north. 

 

Second Phase.-(Night 26th/27th February) 7th Black Watch were to pass through 1st Black Watch and attack 

south and capture Boyenhof. 7th Argylls were to capture Kerkenhof which lies on the lateral road and due 

south of Hulm. 

The attack started at 22.00 hours on 25th February and within two hours 7th Argylls had crossed the Kendel 

and captured Hulin after meeting only slight opposition. 1st Black Watch star ted their attack soon after 

midnight and by 02.00 hours they had two companies across the river. By 03.00 hours they had made contact 

with 5th Black Watch of 153 Brigade and were firmly established in their final position.  

The attacks by 7th Black Watch and 7th Argylls the following night were also successfully carried out. 7th 

Black Watch, in addition to meeting rather more determined opposition, encountered a deep anti -tank ditch, 

the crossing over which was opposed by the enemy. After overcoming this opposition the Battalion pressed 

forward into Boyenhof but again encountered stiff enemy resistance. Very shortly after this, however, it was 

possible to complete a crossing place over the anti-tank ditch and to send tanks forward to support the 

Battalion. With the aid of these tanks, the Battalion forced its way into Boyenhof and was soon in possession 
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of all the objectives allotted to it and had linked up with 153 Brigade on the right. 7th Argylls' attack, with one 

company, against Kerkenhof also met stiffer opposition than the Battalion had encountered during the previous 

night but it was also possible to send tanks forward to the assistance of the company carrying out the attack 

and soon after their arrival, Kerkenhof was successfully captured. About one hu ndred prisoners were taken 

during the second night's fighting. There was a considerable amount of enemy shelling and mortaring during 

the night, and the early morning of the 27th, and the Brigade suffered a number of casualties. Later in the 

morning, however, the enemy shelling modified considerably and it appeared that the enemy was withdrawing.  

During the day, plans were made for the relief of the Brigade by 156 Brigade of 52nd Division which took place 

after dark that night. 

During the twenty days of Operation "Veritable" the Brigade had been involved in the heaviest and most 

continuous fighting in which it had taken part since Alamein. Practically every day and night was spent either in 

actual fighting or planning for and preparing for the next battle. During the operation the Brigade had suffered 

twenty-eight officer and almost four hundred other rank casualties. The prisoners captured by the Brigade 

during the operation totalled about two thousand. 

During the first week of March the Brigade stayed in the Goch area re-organising and re-equipping. On 4th 

March the Division was visited by Mr Winston Churchill, the Prime Minister, and Field Marshal Montgomery. Mr 

Churchill complimented the Division on the part it had played in the recent operation and indica ted that the 

next operation would involve the crossing of the Rhine. 

The operation was completed by 27th February. Prior to this the Division had received the following message 

of congratulation, written on 23rd February, from General Horrocks, the Corps Commander. 

"I have seen the 51st Highland Division fight many battles since I first met them just before ALAMEIN. But I am 

certain that the Division has never fought better than in the recent offensive into Germany. You breached the 

enemy's defensive in the initial attack, fought your way through the southern part of the Reichswald, overcame 

in succession several strong points of the Siegfried Line such as Hekkens, etc., and then finally cleared the 

southern half of Goch - a key centre in the German defences. You have accomplished everything that you 

have been asked to do in spite of the number of additional German reserves which have been thrown in on 

your front. No Division has ever been asked to do more and no Division has ever accomplished more. Well 

done, the Highland Division." 

The next operation would be the Rhine Crossing. 

RHINE CROSSING - OPERATION PLUNDER:MARCH 1945 

 

The Operation to cross the Rhine was to be called Operation Plunder.  

In preparation for the Rhine crossing the Division moved to a concentration area in Roermond and Nijmegen, 

here there was time for relaxation, reunions and several beating retreats took place. The Northants Yeomanry 
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who had been away carrying out amphibious training with their Buffalo (amphibious armoured vehicles) 

rejoined the Division. 

 

 

“SECRET  

Main HQ 

51st Highland Division 

No 1004 G. 

14 Mar 45 

LESSONS FROM RECENT OPERATIONS. 

Main HQ 30 Corps 

Herewith "Notes on Town Clearing" written by Lt Col JA GRANT-PETERKIN, DSO, O.C., 1 GORDONS, as a 

result of recent experiences in this type of fighting. 

The GOC considers that the lessons brought out in these notes are of great value and very good. He considers 

that it must be accepted that it takes time to clear a built up area defended by determined troops and that the 

urgency of bypassing the town with units to prevent reinforcements arriving and also because of the moral 

effect of this envelopment on the defenders of the town is important. Crocodiles always have an immediate 

effect but it is emphasised that they cannot function if there are bomb craters caused by air bombing. 

It is considered that these Notes would be of value for inclusion in "Notes from Overseas" or to Battle Schools 

at home, and six copies are forwarded herewith for onward transmission.  

Signed for Major-General  

Commanders” 

 

"Notes on Town Clearing" written by Lt Col JA GRANT-PETERKIN, DSO, O.C., 1 GORDONS 

These notes are written on the experiences of a Battalion which has taken part in clearing two large towns, 

GENNEP and GOCH, against a determined and organised enemy. One town had been heavily bombed, but 

the other had not, civilians had been evacuated from both. The lessons learned shows that the principles as 

laid down in Inf Trg Pt VIII are sound as far as they go. 

1. PLANNING. 

More than any other operation, very careful and detailed planning is necessary before launching any unit or 

subunit into a defended town. Large-scale maps, enlarged air photos and particularly in low obliques are 

necessary so as to determine the key buildings upon which it is likely the enemy will base his defence. He 

does not hold every house or factory, but those from where he can obtain a good field of fire and in particular 

those from where he can stop any encircling movement to his rear.  
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The ideal is for each section to be able to see exactly which buildings it is to clear before crossing the start 

line. 

2. PRINCIPLES. 

It is essential that each subunit starts from a very firm base, has a small compact object, usually a key building 

on which the Comd that has made a personal visual reconnaissance before starting. 

With his rifle company, it has proved that it is unwise to have more than one subunit working at one time and 

that the Comd of the succeeding unit or subunit must be right forward with the attacking Comd to see the result 

and carry out his own reconnaissance. As always too, a reserve must be kept to deal with the unexpected 

posts which suddenly come to life. 

The noise and echoes of street clearing are disconcerting and men must be always on "qui vive" to try and 

locate the enemy - the most difficult factor of all. It is essential that they fight lightly clad and without the small 

pack and pick and shovel, which catch in window frames cellar doors, etc. A rifle and bayonet, the Bren, a 

liberal supply of grenades stout hearts and a very high standard of leadership are all that is required. The 

degree of control that leaders must keep within these operations must be great. Individuals and sections must 

be kept to their objectives are not allowed to chase the odd German.  

It has indeed been learned by bitter experience that town clearing is a tedious and most tiring operation which 

cannot be hurried. 

3. DAY OR NIGHT 

It has been proved that even in complete darkness infantry can seize a limited objective in a town and 

completely clear that area, provided it is kept small. It is perhaps the best way to get a footing in a defended 

area, to rush it immediately the artillery concentrations lift in the darkness, and catch the enemy whilst he is 

still below ground. Large-scale clearing operations are not possible in the dark as it is impossible not to bypass 

enemy -- a principle -- who come to life with daylight and cause damage and confusion out of all proportion to 

their numbers. Searchlights are not of any great assistance in a town.  

4. SUPPORTING FIRE. 

Before zero, the greatest weight all the artillery is required, but at zero and afterwards it should be lifted from 

the objectives to the far outskirts of the town, as it is disconcerting to troops clearing to hear explosions in front 

of them, and also drowned to noise of snipers if fired in close support. However well -trained, in a street it is 

impossible to say with accuracy whose shell it was and the effects of a 25 pdr on a house is not sufficient to 

warrant its use in the close support of troops clearing in a town. 4.2 mortars on the other hand of valuable as 

the bombs reach the ground floor: they, because of their danger area, naturally are best used on the back end 

of the town. 

Fire movement by infantrymen remains as important as ever , and the 77 grenades has proved its great 

usefulness to cover street crossings. 
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5. TO BOMB ON NOT TO BOMB. 

From the infantryman point of view, heavy bombing has every disadvantage and no advantage, unless carried 

out immediately before the assault. Then air photos loose some of their values and the danger area for heavy 

bombs precludes the immediate rushing of the objective as the last bomb falls. Craters and rubble preclude the 

use of tanks, crocodiles or wasps and make the evacuation of casualties even m ore difficult; it makes the drill 

of clearing through the back gardens impractical and clearing houses from the top impossible. It also makes 

the enemy's task of hiding and camouflaging himself many times easier; his snipers always preclude the use 

all bulldozer till very late in the operations. 

From our experience in clearing a town not bombed, to one that has been heavily bombed, there is little doubt 

that the infantryman would ask the airman to go elsewhere, particularly as he does not kill or even fight  the 

defenders the infantry and is getting to meet. 

6. ENEMY METHODS. 

We have found that the Germans we have met, mostly paratroopers, have concentrated and fought from the 

key buildings, and then from the ground floors; only the odd Spandau snipers have b een up a story or two. 

Booby-traps were not met with in any large numbers, mines were, however laid in and about their demolitions, 

key rd junctions and in some gardens, but the latter were usually marked.  

7. THE RESULTS OF EXPERIENCE. 

Thinking back on our experiences, the points that we were especially note are perhaps: - 

(a) how slow at operation it is and how quickly troops get tired.   

(b) the smallness to the objectives a platoon can take the certainty,   

(c) the immediate effect of "flame warfare" - this was no surprise, but the speed with which the enemy reacted 

was.  

(d) the great additional difficulties the after effect of heavy bombs made for the infantryman.  

 

8. PRINCIPLES OF TOWN CLEARING. 

Lastly, the principles we will work on for the next German town we clear- 

 1. Always plan to the last detail and brief each soldier visually if possible. Each man must know this particular 

role in the platoon drill. 

 2. Start each operation from a very firm base. 

 3. Never operate more than one platoon at a time within a company area. 

 4. Keep a reserve ready, but don?t keep troops hanging about waiting their turn under fire. Once down they 

are sometimes difficult to get up again. 

 5. Limit your objectives severely and base your operations on the key buildings.  
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 6. Never, bypass an enemy post - this does not apply to cut off troops if sent wide round the whole objective.  

 7. Fire and movement applies as much as ever - use flame whenever possible. 

 8. Don't overload the soldier. 

 9. Pray that the troops are in great heart, eager to destroy the enemy in yet another German stronghold, for 

without the highest fighting spirit being present, the best plans may buy the leaders will be of no avail. ” 

Briefings for the Division on the 9th and 11th March were followed by a rehearsal for the Rhine crossing on the River 

Maas on the 14th March. 

 

The plan for the Rhine crossing required a two corps frontage, 30 Corps on the left and 12 Corps on the right. 

Each would be lead by one of the three Scottish Divisions, the 51st in the case of 30 Co rps and the 15th 

Scottish Division in that of 12 Corps. In addition on the extreme south were the 1st Commando Brigade.  

THE DIVISIONAL PLAN 

The Division would attack two brigades up with 154 Brigade on the left and 153 Brigade on the right with 152 

Brigade behind 153 Brigade and the 9th Canadian Brigade on the left flank. The brigade tasks were:  

 154 Brigade. To hold the east bank of the Rhine as far north as Wardmannshof and to capture the villages of 

Klein Esserden, Speldrop and Bienen. They were then to advance north to Millengen and Grietherbosch.To 

conduct this latter task the Highland Light Infantry of Canada from the 9th Canadian Brigade would be under 

command. 

 153 Brigade. To capture the village of Esserden, block the approaches to Rees from the north , north east and 

east, take Rees and then exploit north on the Rees-Isselburg road. For this they would have the 2nd Seaforths 

from 152 Brigade under command. 

 152 Brigade (less 2nd Seaforths). To capture Mittelburg, Groin and Haldern and advance north on t he Haldern 

- Isselburg road. 

 The 43rd Division would follow up the 51st Highland Division. 

 

EXTRACTS FROM 51 (H) DIV PLANNING NOTES No.3 on OPERATION PLUNDER 

3. INTENTION 

51(HD) Div will force a crossing of the RHINE, clear the town of REES and establish a  bridgehead on the 

EAST bank covering approaches to REES. 

4. METHOD. 

General. 

The Div will cross the RHINE ona two Bde front : - 

 

RIGHT - 153 Bde  

LEFT - 154 Bde 
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152 Bde and 9 Cdn Bde follow up crossing behind 153 and 154 Bds respectively.  

 

Leading bns of 152 Bde and 9 Cdn Bde come under command of 153 and 154 Bdes respectively for planning 

now and for operations at H Hour. 

 

These bns will revert to their own Bdes as soon as they have been firmly established on their selected 

objectives and their own Bde has taken over the front. 

5. BDE TASKS 

(a) 153 Bde will:- 

 

(i) Cross the RHINE in the initial assault clearing and holding the EAST bank of the RHINE on either side of 

REES including the peninsula about 0952 and the village of ESSERDEN 0653.  

 

(ii) Attack and capture REES. 

 

(iii) Position the leading Bn of 152 Bde so as to block the approaches to REES from NORTH and NOTH -EAST. 

 

(iv) Block the approaches to REES from EAST in area 095525. 

 

(v) Be prepared to operate NORTHWARDS on the axis REES - ISSELBURG 1260. 

 

(b) 154 Bde will:- 

 

(i) Cross the RHINE in the initial assault clearing and holding the EAST bank from the inter Bde boundary 

NORTHWARDS to incl WARDMANNSHOF 0354. 

 

(ii) Attack and capture the village of SPELDROP 0654 and 0554.  

 

(iii) Attack and capture the village of BIENEN 0556. 

 

(iv) Assemble the leading Bn of 9 Cdn Bde EAST of the river as early as possible with a view to extending the 

bridgehead NORTH WESTWARDS with this Bn once BIENEN has been captured.  

 

(v) Be prepared to exploit to capture MILLINGEN 0757 and GRIETHER BOSCH 0456. 

 

(c) 152 Bde will:- 

 

(i) Place one Bn under Comd 153 Bde initially.  
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(ii) Cross the river behind 153 Bde and be prepared to take over responsibility for blocking approaches to 

REES from NORTH and NE. 

 

(iii) Be prepared to attack and capture HALDERN 1153. 

 

(d) 9 Cdn Bde will:- 

 

(i) Place one bn under Comd 154 Bde initially.  

 

(ii) Cross the river behind 154 Bde and be prepared to take over left sector of 51 (H) Div front when leading Bn 

has been firmly established NW of BIENEN. 

 

 

 
The crossing on the 23rd March was preceded by a huge preliminary bombardment which commenced at 1700hrs  
 
while smoke generators were used to screen the river. 

 

This first hand account of the Rhine Crossing, published in a local newspaper has been provided by Trooper 

Bellamy's daughter. 

THRYBERGH TROOPER'S STORY 

Trooper Albert Bellamy, whose home is at 7, East Vale, Thrybergh, has given an interesting Account of his 

experiences of The Rhine Crossing in March. 
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He says: "On the afternoon of March 23rd, at 5 p.m., a terrible artillery barrage from numerous guns 

commenced to pound enemy positions inland. It was the biggest concentration of artillery I have seen over 

here. The barrage was augmented by several batteries of rockets which went off, hundreds at  a time, with a 

terrifying roar. 

 

"The infantry, which incidentally was the 51st Highland Division, boarded the 'Buffalos' at 7 p.m., and at 7.15 

p.m. we moved off to the starting point which was one and a half miles from the river. Our troop leader was 

first and I was in the second craft manning the gun. We reached the river a few minutes to 9 p.m. and at 

exactly 9 o'clock the first 'Buffalo' entered the water and the rest followed.  

We manoeuvred into formation and headed for the opposition shore, which was just discernible through the 

mist. Our hearts were anywhere but in the right place, for we did not know what to expect, but the expected 

onslaught did not materialise, and we touched down at exactly 9.03 p.m. - three minutes which seemed like 

three years. 

"We had a very nasty moment when the enemy sent up a brilliant flare and brightly illuminated the whole river, 

but nothing happened. 

"The operation was a success and took the enemy completely by surprise.  

"The flag of the - Battalion was carried in the leading craft and was the first flag to cross the Rhine in the last 

war; thus history repeated itself. The flag is moth eaten and held together by netting. The colours are brown, 

red and green and mean 'Through the mud and the blood to the green fields be yond'. 
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"We waited until the infantry had disembarked on the river bank and then returned to the opposite bank. Owing 

to the bank being very steep at this side, several futile attempts were made to climb it. Meanwhile the 

Germans had got our range and there were several near misses by mortar and shell fire. 

"After a few minutes we then managed to reach the top of the bank and the proceeded to the loading area, 

where we loaded up with Bren carriers and other necessary equipment. A few shells dropped in the 

bridgehead but little if any damage was done. We then crossed the Rhine a second time and proceeded, 300 

yards inland to the unloading area. Everything had been arranged so carefully and the organisation was 

marvellous. 

"On the return trip our craft brought back 20 prisoners - the first to be taken in the operation. 

"For the next three days we worked a ferry service without either rest or sleep, taking across vital supplies until 

the first bridge was built. Meanwhile a large ferry was taking across tanks to s upport the advancing infantry." 

The Divisional crossing began at 2100hrs. The time taken to cross the River was little more than two and a half  
 
minutes but it seemed longer to the exposed troops. Never the less the lead battalions of 154 Brigade crossed with  
 
few casualties and secured their initial objectives but their third battalion, 1 Black Watch, met very stiff resistance but  
 

by dawn had advanced to Speldrop. 

 

 

154 BRIGADE OPERATIONS:RHINE CROSSING 

Extract from 154 Brigade History 

The task allotted to the Brigade involved an assault crossing over the river followed by an advance inland of 

about five thousand yards on a two mile front, all to be carried out at night. It was appreciated that this was a 

very formidable task and would require at least four Battalions to complete it and might possibly also require 

the assistance of the remainder of the Canadian Brigade which, as stated, was to be held available for this 

purpose. 

During preliminary reconnaissance of the ground and river carried out by commanders and staff officers, it was 

possible to obtain excellent observation over the river itself, and the ground beyond, from houses and church 

towers near the west bank of the river and from the bund on the actual bank of the river itself.  

The ground on the far bank was extremely flat and open for a few miles and the dominating features were 

obviously the buildings and small hamlets which lay astride the various roads. From a close examination of all 

types of air photographs and very large scale maps, and comparison of these with the ground as seen on 

reconnaissance, the two points for crossing the river on the Brigade front were selected and the Brigade plan 

was built up. 

The Brigade plan for the operation was divided into five phases.  
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First Phase. -Two battalions - 7th Argylls on the right and 7th Black Watch on the left-were to cross at the 

selected places and capture the area from Wardmannshof on the left to Krugshoven (a small hamlet near the 

inter-Brigade boundary with 153 Brigade) on the right. 

 

Second Phase.-As it is extremely important in operations of this nature to get as many troops as possible 

landed on the far bank as quickly as possible before the enemy recovers from the preliminary artillery 

bombardment and starts taking counter measures, 1st Black Watch were to cross almost immediately after 7th 

Argylls and at the same place, and were to pass through the Argylls' bridgehead and capture KI Esserden and 

Speldrop, the latter of which lies across the main road running north from Rees which would obviously be the 

route used by enemy reinforcements. 

 

Third Phase.-Whenever 1st Black Watch had passed through 7th Argylls the latter Battalion was to reorganise 

immediately and get ready to pass through 1st Black Watch on completion of that Battalion's ta sk, and to 

capture Bienen. 

 

 

 

Fourth Phase.-7th Black Watch were to continue their advance northwards to Grieter -Busch. 

 

Fifth Phase.-The H.L.I. of Canada were to launch an attack against Millingen which would be followed by the 

deployment of the remainder of the Canadian Brigade. 

The artillery support for the operation was on a tremendous scale and was designed to neutralise the enemy 

defences near the river, their gun lines and all possible routes forward for enemy reinforcements.  
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The problem of providing tank support for the Infantry on the far bank before bridges could be built across the 

river was met by the provision of D.D. tanks, i.e. tanks fitted with a special swimming device which enabled 

them to cross the river under their own propulsion. A squadron of the Staffordshire Yeomanry, equipped with 

these swimming D.D. tanks, was put under command of the Brigade for the operation.  

The Brigade was also allotted an Air Tentacle equipped with direct wireless communications to fighter/bomber 

aircraft so that close air support could be called for at any time. A certain number of this type of aircraft were to 

remain in the air all the time in order to provide immediate and continuous air support on what was termed the 

"cab rank" principle of air support. 

It was estimated that it might be two or three days before bridges across the Rhine would be functioning and it 

would accordingly be necessary during that time to rely entirely on pontoon rafts and Buffaloes for ferrying 

over essential transport, supporting arms, ammunition and supplies. All vehicles, etc., were pre-loaded and 

given serial numbers and a priority list was prepared so that the vehicles, etc., could be sent over the river in 

the order in which they were required and called for by the Battalions on  the far side. Special wireless 

communications were provided, on a Corps basis, to enable this system to be as flexible as possible and to 

ensure that any vehicle required by the bridgehead troops could be called for and sent across without delay.  

By 21st March all necessary preparations had been made and all orders issued and the Brigade moved from 

Holland into Germany and into its allotted place in the Divisional marshalling area between Calcar and the 

Rhine. The next two days were spent, behind and under cover of a continuous smoke screen laid along the 

west bank of the river, in loading and marshalling into their assembly areas the large number of vehicles which 

would be required in connection with the operation and in briefing, in great detail, all the troops which were to 

take part in the operation under Brigade command. 
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At 18.00 hours on 23rd March Brigade headquarters was established in Honnopel a few hundred yards from 

the river bank, and by this time the preliminary bombardment of the enemy posi tions and gun lines had started. 

At 20.30 hours the Buffaloes, loaded with the two assault Battalions, began -moving forward towards the river 

from their assembly areas about half a mile back along previously selected and marked routes, and at Zero 

hour (21.00 hours) the Buffaloes carrying the leading companies of the assault Battalions entered the water.  

Within six minutes (21.06 hours) reports reached Brigade headquarters that the leading companies of both 

Battalions had landed on the far bank and that the assault was going exactly as planned. A message of 

congratulations was received from the Corps Commander stating that 7th Black Watch were the first Allied 

troops to land on the far bank. By 23.00 hours both assault Battalions appeared to be getting on w ell and had 

taken most of their objectives, although isolated fighting was still going on, particularly in the 7th Black Watch 

sector. By this time both assault Battalions had -called for their essential fighting transport to be sent across 

the river and 1st Black Watch had almost completed their assembly on the far bank.  

At midnight 1st Black Watch passed through 7th Argylls and by 02.30 hours on 24th March reported the 

capture of their first objective by their right forward company although their left for ward company was still 

meeting very strong opposition at KI Esserden. A third company had been passed through on the right towards 

Speldrop and by 05.00 hours this company had almost completed its task although the rest of the Battalion 

wer'e still fighting for KI Esserden. Unfortunately at this stage Major R. Boyle, M.C., commanding the leading 

company, was killed. Before joining 1st Black Watch, a short time before the landing in Normandy, Major Boyle 

had seen much fighting with 2nd Black Watch in the Middle East. 

Shortly after 06.00 hours 1st Black Watch reported that a strong counter -attack by enemy tanks and infantry 

had developed on Speldrop which had only been partially cleared of the enemy by this time, but that Kl 

Esslerden had now been captured. The situation in Speldrop further deteriorated and communications with the 

company there broke down completely.  

Meanwhile 7th Black Watch had captured Kivitt and a counter -attack against them had been successfully 

repulsed. By 07.30 hours 7th Black Watch were firmly established in their area. 

The D.D. tanks had been unfortunate in the landing beach allotted to them, which had proved to be unsuitable, 

with the result that by 08.00 hours only six tanks of the squadron had managed to extricate themselves from 

the river and half of these had already been committed with 1st Black Watch.  

Brigade headquarters had been established on the far side of the river since 05.00 hours and the Brigade 

Commander, after visiting 1st Black Watch, ordered them to launch a further attack on Speldrop to join up with 

what remained of the right forward company which had now become isolated there. This attack started at 

10.30 hours and was strenuously opposed by the enemy with S.P. guns and tanks. By 11.50 hours 1st Black 

Watch reported that they were in Speldrop and that, although the opposition was still very strong, they could 

hold on if more tanks could be got forward to support them quickly. All the tanks of the troop sent forward 

earlier to support the Battalion had already been knocked out while attempting to move forward to Spe1drop 

during the attack on it. Further attempts were now made to get some more tanks forward to Speldrop but had 
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to be abandoned as all possible approaches· were mined or covered by enemy anti -tank guns. 1st Black 

Watch had been unable to gain contact with their who had reached Speldrap earlier in the morning and, as 

ammunition was running short and the Battalion had already suffered heavy casualties, the Brigade 

Commander ordered them to withdraw so that another attack could be launched with a fresh Battalion.  

In the confused fighting which had taken place, it had been impossible to get everyone out of Speldrop when 

1st Black Watch withdrew from it and elements a second platoon were cut off and had be left in  the village. 

When Speldrop was re-taken in the late evening, it was found that the few survivors of the cut -off platoons 

were still holding out gallantly under Lieut. R. J. Henderson and had inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy 

throughout the day and prevented any enemy reinforcements using the main road to Rees where heavy 

fighting was taking place in the 153 Brigade . For his most courageous conduct Lieut. Henderson was awarded 

the D.S.O. 

During the morning the Argylls had been passed through the left  of 1st Black Watch sector and their advance 

from Kl Esserden towards Bienen had been making considerable progress throughout the day against 

determined resistance. By 16.00 hours they had reached the southern approaches of Bienen and stiff fighting 

went on in the Battalion area for the remainder of the day.  

During the day the Division suffered a very heavy loss when its Commander, Major General T. G. Rennie, CB., 

D.S.O., M.B.E., was killed by a shell soon after leaving 154 Brigade headquarters. General Ren nie had proved 

himself be a magnificent Divisional Commander and was, in every way, a worthy successor to General D. N. 

Wimberley who had commanded the Division with such distinction in North Africa and Sicily. General Rennie 

was an ex-Commander 154 Brigade, having commanded it during the latter part f the North African campaign 

and also in Sicily. An appreciation which the Brigade Commander, who had served under General Rennie 

when the latter was a CO., Brigade Commander and Divisional Commander, wrote for  "The Times" about 

General Rennie is included as Part 3 of this chapter.  

General Rennie was succeeded in command of the Division by Major General G. H. A. MacMillan, CB., CRE., 

D.S.O., M.C, who had commanded 152 Brigade in the Sicilian campaign before being appointed to command 

15th Scottish Division, with whom he had been wounded in the early stages of the campaign in Normandy.  

The H.L.I. of Canada had crossed the river, under Brigade command, during the morning and had since been 

held in reserve near the river bank. When the attack by 1st Black Watch against Speldrop was unsuccessful 

far a second time, the Brigade Commander decided to use the H.L.I. of Canada in a full scale deliberate attack 

against Speldrop, strongly supported by as much artillery as cou ld be made available. This attack was 

launched in the late evening, behind a very heavy artillery barrage, and the Canadians made good progress. 

By midnight they had captured Bienen and had linked up with the remnants of the platoons 1st Black Watch 

still holding out there. 

During the night 24th/25th March, 7th Black Watch were relieved by a Battalion of 9th Canadian Infantry 

Brigade and came into Brigade reserve. At 05.00 hours an 25th March the Argylls were heavily counter -

attacked south of Bienen but by 06.30 hours this attack had been successfully beaten off. 
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During 25th March the Brigade was relieved of its responsibilities in its sector by 9th Canadian Infantry 

Brigade, as it had been decided that the Corps thrust northwards would now be made on a two Division front 

with 51st Division on the right, in the Rees sector, and another Division on the left in the area where 154 

Brigade had been operating. 

2. FINAL PHASES OF OPERATION "PLUNDER":25TH MARCH 1945 TO 30TH MARCH 1945 

153 BRIGADE had been successful in establishing its bridgehead around Rees and 152 Brigade had been 

passed through them and had advanced northwards on the axis of the Rees-Isselburg road. As all battalions of 

both these Brigades were fully employed holding the perimeter of the bridgehead, 154 Brigade was ordered to 

open up the Divisional axis leading out of the bridgehead towards Isselburg and was given the immediate task 

of clearing all enemy from the south side of a small stream which flows through Empel on the main road to 

Isselburg. If the enemy opposed the crossing over this obstacle, arrangements were then to be made for the 

Brigade to force a crossing over it the following night, by which time another Brigade would be ready to pass 

through 154 Brigade's bridgehead and continue the Divisional advance northwards. 

The attack commenced at 22.00 hours on 25th March, 7th Black Watch being given the initial task of closing 

up to the water obstacle at Empel and, if possible, of seizing the bridge there if it was still intact. 1st Black 

Watch was held in readiness to pass through 7th Black Watch if the bridge was captured and it appeared that 

the bridgehead could be established that night. Very considerable artillery support was provided and initially 

the attack went very well. 

By 23.30 hours 7th Black Watch were up to the water obstacle and had ascertained that the bridge was intact. 

One company was ordered to cross the bridge with a view to establishing a small bridgehead on the far side, 

but immediately it started to cross it met, at close range, extremely heavy and accurate small arms fire from 

the village of Empel and was also shelled and mortared and suffered severe casualties. Little progress was 

made and at 01.30 hours on 26th March the Brigade Commander ordered 7th Black Watch to cease  their 

attempts to force a crossing that night and if possible to prevent the bridge from being blown by keeping it 

covered at close range from the south side. 

7th Black Watch had suffered fairly heavy casualties in this engagement but they held their posi tions on the 

south side of the stream firmly although in very close contact with the enemy across the stream, who appeared 

to be holding the far bank in considerable strength. On the following night, when a bridgehead across the 

stream was established, one officer and fifteen other ranks, nine of whom were wounded, belonging to the 

company of 7th Black Watch which had attempted to force a crossing over the bridge, were found to be holding 

out in a house on the far bank and from which they had, for almost twenty-four hours, prevented German 

sappers from getting to the bridge in order to demolish it.  

During 26th March any movement in the Empel area caused heavy enemy shelling and mortaring, and the 

enemy appeared to be very sensitive to any further advance being made along the axis of the Isselburg road. 

Throughout the day the enemy in the sector were given no rest and the slightest movement on their part was 

rewarded by heavy shelling by the Divisional artillery. Much use was made"of the Air Tentacle and about  

twenty targets were taken on, the majority being in close support of 7th Black Watch. A most remarkable 
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performance by Typhoon rocket aircraft, which were carrying out the tasks called for by the Brigade, was a 

successful attack on an enemy S.P. gun sited only about 300 yards from the forward troops of 7th Black 

Watch. 

It was believed that the enemy had opened the dam gates in the upper Rhine in an effort to make the Allied 

bridging and ferrying tasks more difficult and this had caused a considerable amoun t of temporary flooding in 

all the water ways in the district, including the stream at Empel. The Brigade' Commander accordingly decided 

that it would be necessary to use Buffaloes for the crossing of the stream and he decided that the crossing 

should be made to the east of the village where the approaches appeared to be more suitable than on the west 

side of the village. At the same time as the Brigade was to be making the assault crossing 43rd Division, on 

the left,. was to capture Millingen and advance eastwards to join up with 154 Brigade. 1st Black Watch were 

ordered to carry out the initial phase of the crossing and to capture the village of Empel and to join up with 

43rd Division on the Empel-Millingen road. 7th Argylls were to cross immediately after  1st Black Watch, in 

order to enlarge the bridgehead and provide protection for the right flank while the route forward through 

Empel was being opened up to allow another Brigade to pass through.  

The attack commenced at 21.00 hours on 26th March and the Br igade once again received excellent support 

and assistance from the Northamptonshire Yeomanry which provided and manned the Buffaloes used for the 

crossing. By 22.30 hours 1st Black Watch reported that they had captured Empe1 and that the bridge was still 

intact. At 23.00 hours 7th Argylls crossed, also in Buffaloes, and reached their objectives without much 

opposition. 1st Black Watch had considerable difficulty in dealing with three enemy S:P. guns in the area of the 

railway station at Empel. Shortly after midnight these guns attempted to make a dash northwards through the 

7th Argylls position, but they were successfully engaged with PlATs. The following day all three guns were 

found knocked out and abandoned about a mile further north. By 02.00 hours on 2 7th March both Battalions 

had completed mopping up and were firm on their objectives. A considerable number of prisoners had been 

captured by both Battalions. 

During the next two days the Brigade had an opportunity to reorganise and absorb its reinforcemen ts while 152 

and 153 Brigades developed the Divisional axis to and beyond Isselburg. About mid -day on 29th March the 

Brigade Commander was ordered to make a Brigade attack that night in order to capture the town of Dinxperlo 

with the object of opening up the roads leading north and north-east out of the town to enable the Guards 

Armoured Division to deploy and develop the Corps thrust northwards.  

It was not believed that the enemy were holding Dinxperlo in any great strength but thorough planning was 

carried out for the Brigade attack. The attack was launched at 21.00 hours, all three Battalions taking part, and 

the town was captured with very little opposition, although some casualties were sustained from enemy 

shelling and mines. 

At 06.00 hours on 30th March the Guards Armoured Division passed through the Brigade and began its 

advance northwards. Later in the day the Brigade was ordered to send out an infantry covering party to assist 

some tanks which had become ambushed by some German infantry armed with anti-tank grenades, and 7th 
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Argylls detailed a company to carry out this task. Unfortunately, in completing this task, the Battalion lost one 

of the finest company commanders it ever had, Major . F. Corcoran, D.S.O., M.C., who was badly wounded.  

By the evening of 30th March the Guards Armoured Division were reported to be making good progress and 

the Brigade became non-operational. 

On the right 153 Brigade's leading battalions crossed and established a bridgehead either side of Rees, although  
 
5/7th Gordons on the right having crossed the Rhine were caught in the island formed by the Alter Rhine and pinned  
 
down. 1 Gordons in depth were committed to clearing through Rees. 

 
153 BRIGADE - OPERATION PLUNDER - THE RHINE CROSSING:MARCH 1945 
 
 

 

 

153 Brigade crossed in the area of Rees, with two battalions up, 5 Black Watch on the left and north of Rees 

and 5/7 Gordons to the right and south of the town. 1 Gordons would follow behind 5 Black Watch once the 

latter's Buffaloes had retuned over the river. 

By mid morning 5 Black Watch had taken Esserden. 5-7 Gordons successfully established themselves on the 

island between the River Rhine and the Alter Rhine to the east of Rees, but were very exposed to German 

snipers beyond. 
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One attempt to cross the Alter Rhine failed but the next night (25/26 March) with 5 Black Watch having 

successful secured southeast Rees with the bridges still intact, 7 Gordons were successful. For more details 

see the Extract from 5-7th Gordons War Diary Op Plunder - March 1945. 

On landing 1 Gordons secured a group of farm buildings but quickly had to evacuate some of them when the 

Germans set them on fire. They pressed forward , clearing a bund and housing estate, and reached the Rees -

Speldrop road by 0700 hrs. They now swung south east as planned towards Rees. B Company secured the 

cemetery on the northwest edge which would also secure C Company's flank as they moved into the town. 5 

Black Watch were meanwhile moving into the town from the east.  

OP PLUNDER - MARCH 1945. EXTRACT FROM 5/7TH GORDONS WAR DIARY 

17th March. The O.C. visited 12 Corps HQ for the final briefing for the next operation; all O.C.'s were 

afterwards entertained at Div HQ to what was aptly called "The Last Supper".  

18th March. An all day recce was carried out by the C.O. for Operation "PLUNDER" as the offensive to get 21 

Army group across the RHINE was to be called. 

The Adjutant spent the morning having his voice recorded, together with others in the Bde who use the 

wireless, as parts of a deception plan for the operation. 

19th March. During the afternoon the C.O. held a briefing conference for the Coy Comds in the Information 

Room. Normal training continued by the battalion. 

Advance party, under comd Capt. D.A Thom. Left to recce the bn concentration area.  

20th March. Further briefing down to Pl Comds carried out by C.O. and the Coy Comds. Preparations made to 

move the following day. 

21st March. The C.O. attended a conference at 30 Corps HQ at PFALZDORF 9148, and afterwards drove to 

the bn concentration area at MARIONBAUM 0645, which was screened from observation from the east side of 

the RHINE by Field Marshal Montgomery's much publicised smoke-screen. 

The bn column, under comd Major W.A.Muir, MC, departed from OPHOVEN at 1330 hrs, and proceeded by a 

very circuitous route to the concentration area, which it reached at 2345hrs. The Coys were led by their guides 

to their respective areas, and after bivouacs had been completed and camouflaged retired for the night.  

22nd March. The weather remained perfect and boded well for the success of the great offensive. In the 

morning the Coy Comds and the C.O. carried out a recce on west bank of the RHINE. From an O.P. in the 

area occupied by a battalion of the 9th Bde, they were able to see part of the battalion's objective on the 

eastern bank, but visibility was limited a great deal; by the very thick smoke-screen. 

A number of enemy shells fell in the bn area during the day, causing casualties. In the evening a change in the 

direction of the wind blew the smoke into our area and a very uncomfor table period of about 2 hours followed. 

In some parts respirators were worn until the smoke had dispersed.  

At 1900 hrs, Brigadier Rennie, DSO, Commander of the 9th Bde of S Div, ex Bn O.C., paid a visit to Bn HQ to 

wish the bn the best of luck on the morrow. 

Casualties: 3 other ranks wounded. 
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23rd March. This was 'D' Day as far as we were concerned, although it was labelled 'D - 1', 'D' day proper 

being the day following when the airborne forces were committed.  

The weather remained ideal, and the first part  of the day was spent in making final preparations and in resting. 

At 1700 hours, as the battalion commenced its march to the marshalling area in the woods at 0849 the artillery 

barrage started. Gently at first, but as the minutes passed by, more and more guns came into action, until the 

noise, together with that of the powerful engines of the 'Buffaloes', made it almost impossible to hear normal 

speech at times. 

At 1900 hours the first 'Buffaloes' left the marshalling area and rumbled along the well marked  and lit routes up 

to the river. Punctually at 2100 hours, the first vehicles, with the leading coys, 'B' and 'C' on board, entered the 

water at 089509 and 2 minutes later the first troops had landed on the eastern bank of the RHINE at 090613 

and 092511. 

The task allotted to the battalion was that of clearing the enemy from and holding the 'island' on the right of the 

town of REES, to the north of which the main crossing by 153 Bde was to be made. 'B' Coy. was the right hand 

assault coy given the task of capturing the farm called 'van Willishof' at 088512. This they accomplished within 

40 minutes of landing, killing a few enemy and taking 40 prisoners in the process. 'C' Coy, assaulting on the 

left, was to move directly across country to the bridge at 088625, and if the bridge had not been blown were to 

establish a bridgehead on the far side of the river. Following this, they were to clear down the bank of the 

stream to point 16.8 , at 081520. This coy too reached its objective in good time, but found the bri dge already 

blown and were unable to cross the river. 'D' Coy were next across with orders to occupy the area around the 

farm 'Gr.Sendenhof' at 093619. This was accomplished successfully without opposition, and on being relived 

of this area by the reserve coy, 'A' Coy, 'D'Coy was able to move to the right and occupy the area from 097517 

to 099514. With all objectives taken the C.O. was able to send a platoon from 'B' Coy to occupy the farm 

'Steppenhof' at 095501 some 600 yards due south. 2/Lt. Stephen. MM, with his platoon successfully 

accomplished this, taking a further 15 prisoners in doing so.  

Casualties :- Other ranks - 3 killed, 12 wounded. 

24th March. Daylight found the battalion with its task accomplished, and firmly settled on its objectives, but 

very much over-looked by the enemy entrenched on the eastern side of the river. The 'island' was extremely 

flat and bare and the enemy snipers were quickly active. No movement was possible and the area occupied by 

the forward coys, and even Bn H.Q. at 'van Willishof' was under direct observation and fire from the enemy.  

During the afternoon the C.O. received orders from Bde, over the wireless, that the battalion was to cross the 

river during the night. The arrangements for the attack whereby made with difficul ty, for wireless remained the 

only means of communication available,. It was possible for the Coy Comds to move from their areas back to 

Bn HQ, and a smoke screen to assist them to move took two hours to bring down. It was dark before the last 

member of the 'O' Group arrived at Bn HQ. 

At 2300 hours the assault boats were taken by the carrier platoon to the selected crossing place at 095582. 

zero hour for the attack had to be postponed, however, owing to some difficulty concerning the artillery plan 

and it was 0115 hours before the first platoon of 'A' Coy, which was leading the assault, entered the water. 
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They were met by concentred fire from many machine guns , for the enemy were obviously well prepared for 

this move and the bright moonlight was an advantage to them. 'A' Coy commander became a casualty and was 

evacuated and the leading platoon, after having several men killed and wounded were pinned down and 

unable to move. 

Casualties :- 

Captain A.E. McIntosh wounded, 

Other ranks - 2 killed, 15 wounded. 

25th March. Eventually it was decided to call off the attack. 'A' Coy was withdrawn back to its original position. 

The company was re-organised by Lieut. Fisher, one of the platoon commanders.  

Ammunition, food and water were taken up to the forward coys while darkness remained. When daylight came 

the enemy renewed his sniping activities with even more intensity than the previous day. The slightest 

movement brought down Spandau fire from several points and some casualties were caused during the day.  

At 1330 hours the C.O. returned across the RHINE to the west bank to attend a conference at Bde HQ. Plans 

were made for the battalion to undertake a second crossing of the river, this time by the bridge in front of 'C' 

Coy at 085525. 5B.W., who were already in the south-east parts of REES, were to capture and hold the east 

bank of the river in front of 'C' coy, thus enabling 5/7 Gordons to cross without having to make an assault.  

Casualties :- Other ranks - 2 killed, 5 wounded and 1 missing. 

26th March. This time the operation was a complete success. Zero hour was fixed at mid-night, and the two 

leading coys, 'C' on the left with the farm 092527 as its objective, and 'D' on the right clearing the river bank 

and making its objective the farm at 094521, were both able to report themselves form by 0115 hours. The 

next move was made by 'B' coy who advanced through 'D', clearing the bank and making the farm at 100524 

its ultimate objective. Slightly more opposition was encountered during this phase, but it was successfully 

liquidated and 'B' Coy had completed its task by 0400 hours. At daylight 'A' Coy, which had been left in the 

rear at Gr.Sandenhof, to prevent enemy infiltrating across the river, moved across to the east bank via the 

bridge at 101518 making contact with 'B' Coy and finally occupying the farm at 106523. 

The day passed fairly quietly in the new positions. Some patrols were sent out by the coys and one patrol 

contacted an enemy patrol near the hospital at 101537. A few enemy deserters came in to surrender during  

the day and number of Russian and Polish civilians who had been forced to work at nearby farms, came to 

seek refuge with us. 

 

The opposition, two parachute battalions, was stiff and well prepared. Despite good progress by midday there 

was still much to be cleared. The Commanding Officer sought agreement to delay the remainder of the 

clearance until shortly before first light the next day but because Corps wanted Rees taken as the highest 



75 
 

priority this was not sanctioned. The attack was resumed at midnight and progress was good so that by first 

light 1 Gordons were poised to finish off the German opposition.  

The commanding officer anticipated that he could clear the riverfront by 1130 hours and indeed it was done 

well before that time. However, he anticipated the last elements in the town being cleared by 1500hrs and in 

this he was proved wrong. The resistance was fierce and it was only as darkness fell that the last elements on 

the eastern edge of Rees disappeared. 

During the morning the Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Grant-Peterkin, was wounded by shell fire 

and Major Lindsay took over. The latter's diary published under the title "So Few Got Through" (link to 

bibliography) provides a fascinating account of this action and the progress of 1 Gordons f or Day until the end 

of the war. 

Just before midnight 152 Brigade began crossing. Advancing on Mittenburg they were held up by an antitank ditch. 

Their third battalion, the 5th Seaforths, were slow to cross as craft were now limited as a result of losses but 

they crossed at dawn and moved up to Esserden under heavy shelling. 

 

152 BRIGADE - OPERATION LUNDER - ATTACK ON GROIN:LATE MARCH 1945 

The Role of 152 Brigade as to cross behind 153 Brigade and move through 153 Brigade to capture Mittelburg, 

Groin and Haldern and advance north on the Haldern - Isselburg road. 

The 2nd Seaforth had been detached to 153 Brigade and crossed with them ahead of 152 Brigade. 5th 

Camerons led the 152 Brigade crossing and moved up to the 5th Black Watch area, where it became clear  that 

they would not be able to press on to attack Mittelburg by first light. Eventually with armoured support they 

began to assault up the axis of the Rees - Miittelburg road but were held up. They waited for darkness before 

continuing the assault capturing strongly held brick works and taking Mittelburg which they occupied for the 

next two days. 
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5th Seaforths crossed after the 5th Camerons at dawn. By now there was a shortage of boats and the crossing 

took some time. Eventually they were complete on the east bank but unable to push forward until 5th 

Camerons had moved on to Middelburg. The 5th Seaforth attack on Groin, which was a village with a number 

of surrounding farms and buildings, began on the night of 24 March.  

The village was taken by 0730 but a farm complex remained in German hands. An assault failed but when a 

fresh one was mounted the next night the enemy had withdrawn. An excellent account of 5th Seaforths attack 

on Groin is provided by Alastair Borthwich in "Battalion".  

The following is an extract from "Battalion" by Alastair Borthwick: 

 "The Colonel was called to Brigade. 

I went with Derek Lang of the Camerons,' he said. 'The shelling was awful, and we got caught in a stonk on the 

way. We grovelled in some tank tracks until it was over. They were only eight inches deep, but I'm sure we'd 

have been killed without them. When we reached Brigade we found the Brigadier hit but carrying on. He said: 

"The General's dead. But you mustn't tell anyone yet, not until this business is over." Then he told  me to take 

Groin from the north-west after dark. Derek was to let me know when the Camerons were on their objective, 

and then we were to start.' 

The Colonel returned; and while he was passing on the orders to the company commanders, the house in 

which the "0" Group was being held had a direct hit from a shell, the ceiling collapsed about their ears, and 

everyone emerged covered with plaster. It was not a pleasant day. We had stood a great deal and had nothing 

as yet to show for it. No one was sorry when, at last, the Camerons success signal came through and we could 

get to grips with Groin. 

It was a small village of no peacetime importance set in a flat, featureless country; but it covered a main exit 

from Rees, and it was essential that no enemy reinforcements should reach Rees. Also, our bridgehead had to 

be expanded. We had to have it. Snugly tucked away in the village were our old playmates the Paraboys, 

prepared, as usual, to be bloody minded. The Battalion moved from its cramped position in the ditches  at 0015 

hours on March 25 after seventeen hours on the east bank of the Rhine.  

A Burning building in the factory which the 2nd Seaforth had captured acted as a beacon, and Groin too was 

on 'fire; but, even so, the route was difficult to follow, so tortuous was it and in places so blocked with rubble 

and trees. The main road was being heavily shelled by long-range guns, and we had casualties. The noise was 

so deafening that we could hardly hear the mattresses destined for Groin passing overhead. All round t he 

horizon houses burned, and everywhere shells were bursting. We passed through the Camerons at 0100 

hours, and advanced on the village. 

The complications of this battle by firelight were many, despite the fact that the village consisted mainly of a 

few farms and outbuildings; and it would probably be simplest to describe only the company objectives and the 

times at which they were reached. Yet Groin was the hardest village fight the Battalion ever fought, and I am 

loathe to let it go so cheaply. The action took place in an extremely restricted area, and the village fell house 
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by house; but if the diagram is studied in conjunction with the story, the various moves and counter -moves can 

be followed. 

 

Let us consider first the situation of Hugh Robertson, O.C. "C" Company. Hugh, with "A" Company ahead of 

him, was trudging down the road which approached Groin from the north, being heavily shelled and mortared. 

Three hundred yards short of the village he bumped the tail of "A" whose first objective was a farm on the 

outskirts (No 1 on the diagram). The men lay waiting by the roadside while George Lis le and his platoon fought 

it out in the farm, and all Hugh could see were spandau flashes from the front and occasional figures running 

across the background of flames. His orders were to advance as soon as "A" was in the farm, so he halted his 

company and waited, worried by the fact that the time was 0230 hours, with little more than three hours of 

darkness left. 

Colonel Sym arrived, and ordered "C" to advance immediately and take the right -hand group of houses (2). 

Hugh sent 13 Platoon under Peter Stone. When they were a hundred and fifty yards from the first house three 

spandaus opened up; but they managed to close, and the first house was cleared. While they were working 

their way down to the second one they walked into an extremely ugly concentration of  spandaus and 

grenades, and were so badly knocked about that when Peter fell back on the first house he found he had only 

eight men left. There he met Hugh, who had heard the shooting and followed to find out what was happening.  

'It didn't look too good,' he said. 'There we were, squatting in the back garden with one hell of a din going on, 

trying to get some sense out of Peter's men. They'd been badly shot up, and all I could make of it was that 

there were plenty Boche damn close, but no one knew quite where. I'd just decided to go back and send in 15 

Platoon on a right hook, when a tattie-masher landed three yards from me and there seemed to be Boche firing 

from the hip all over the landscape. You know how it is when something like that happens. Time seems  to stop 

for a bit I remember looking up and seeing men coming full belt at us about thirty yards away with muzzle -
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flashes coming from their middles. It all seemed to take quite a long time. They were shouting something that 

sounded like: "Komm! Komm!" 

'Well, we didn't Komm. We went. I remember struggling through the hedge - we'd a man killed there - and then 

scattering back across the fields with the others to our firm base. The Boche swung too far right in the dark, 

and missed us .... ' 

 

First round to the Boche. 

Hugh sent 15 Platoon on a right hook under Lieutenant Rhodes, but they fared no better. After a time they 

withdrew, minus Rhodes, who was shot through the elbow and lost in the dark. He came in later under his own 

steam. 

Second round to the Boche. 

The third round went to us, for "A" Company reached its objectives in the houses on the left (3); and the fourth 

was ours also. At the same time as Peter had set off on his ill -fated expedition, Hugh had sent his last platoon, 

No.14 under Sergeant Goldney, straight through the centre of the village to (4); and into this platoon blundered 

the Germans who had been chasing Peter's remnants across the fields. Goldney was ready for them; and they 

fled after losing three killed, one wounded, and one prisoner. Hugh, having launched everything he had, went 

into the village to see how Goldney was getting on.  

'It was terrible,' he said. 'All the buildings were on fire. Roofs were caving in, and sparks were flying all over 

the place. Cattle were trapped inside. The stench sickened me. In the firelight I could see both the Boche and 
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my own lads dodging about; and when I went down I found that Goldney had stopped short. After that he went 

through and beyond the buildings, and that was the last I saw of him alive. There wa s a lot of loose shooting, 

both bren and spandau, and when I got down he was lying dead on the road. They say he was shot by a 

German officer at close range. The rest of the boys carried on cleared all the buildings, and took up position 

astride the main road. 

Hugh had shot his bolt. He collected the survivors of the other two platoons and sent them down to reinforce 

Goldney's men at (4). And that was that. 

Now, if this somewhat complicated narrative has been followed, it will be evident that by this time we held the 

left of the village and the far end of it, but as yet had been unable to do anything about the first group of 

buildings at (2) where Peter Stone had been shot up. The original plan had been for "D" Company to take the 

buildings on the far left of the village as we looked at it (5 and 6); but now this did not look too promising. 

Colonel Sym left the choice to Jock Gardiner, the company commander.  

'He gave me the choice of two plans,' said Jock. 'I could carry on as laid down originally, or I could go for the 

buildings where Hugh and Peter had had all the trouble. I decided on Hugh's buildings. It just wasn't on to go 

stravaiging away into the dark with a place like that still holding out behind us. And there was another thing. 

Whatever we did, we'd have to make it pretty quick and blitzy, because there was only an hour of darkness 

left. ' 

So "D" Company proceeded to do something pretty quick and blitzy about the building at (2), starting from 

Hugh's firm base at (4). 

It was not a straightforward task. If the diagram is consulted again, it will be seen that (2), the strongest 

position yet found in the village, covered the western approaches. What more likely, reasoned Jock, than that 

the only other buildings facing west should also be strongly held? Before sticking his neck out in the direction 

of(2), he would obviously have to investigate the buildings at (7).  

Sure enough, as "D" was forming up at (4), such heavy machine-gun fire began to pour from these buildings 

that it was only with the greatest difficulty that Jock could get his men organised. Bullets were streaming down 

the road, buildings were blazing and cattle groaning all around; and as dawn wa s already breaking, the 

prospect of mopping up the whole village before full daylight was becoming increasingly remote. At last 16 

Platoon went forward, and the "D" Company blitz began. 

The Platoon was pinned almost immediately.  

'I went forward to see what was happening,' said Jock. 'Bill Manson was in terrific form in spite of the pasting 

he and his men were getting, but I could see there was no future in it unless we could do something else as 

well. The centre house was a fort, there were trenches behind it and to the flanks, and there were spandaus all 

over the place. Bill had had six casualties already, and it was absolutely certain that an approach from either 

flank was impossible. I told him to give the centre house everything he had - bren, piat, everything - while I 

sent 17 Platoon to work round the rear and get at the trench behind.'  
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Then followed something which must be described in detail, the extraordinary performance of Corporal 

Purchase and Gray. Lance-Corporal Green tells the story. 

'We were all in No 5 section,' he said. 'There was a Corporal Purchase, and Gray was the bren gunner, and 

there was Hayes, and Hay and Hanson, and myself . we?d been together a long time ? right through 

everything- and we were all good mates. Captain Gardiner came up and called for volunteers, and Corporal 

Purchase says "We'll go." Captain Gardiner says: "It's important. The place must be got. " And the Corporal 

says: "We'll do the job properly if I have to do it myself. "  

'We got 16 Platoon to put down mortar smoke and high explosive in front of us, and set off down the road. The 

house and the trench were on the left of the road, and that was the side where Mr. Manson was held up, so 

when the smoke cleared a bit and we were fired on we dived into the ditch on the righ t. It was a good ditch and 

we were able to work along it fairly fast until we hit the drain. That was the start of the business. The drain cut 

the ditch and the road at right angles, and a wee bridge carried the road over it; so of course that meant we 

couldn't crawl any farther. It meant we would have to nip out of the ditch, run across the bridge, and get back 

into the ditch on the far side. The Boche were only seventy yards away. They weren't fast enough to catch 

Purchase and Gray when they made a dive for it; but of course they were just waiting for us, and whenever we 

showed ourselves we got a burst through our hair.  

'We thought the pair of them would wait for us and give us covering fire to help us over the gap: but nothing 

happened. I stood up beside a telegraph pole, and before a burst put me back into the ditch again I'd just time 

to see three spandaus and a hell of a lot of Boche in a big trench, and Purchase and Gray disappearing round 

the end of a house about forty yards away from them. 

'The bullets were going through the grass a foot above our heads. We heard a bren firing, and then a sten, and 

we heard them shouting: "Give up, you bastards! The Seaforths are here!" That must have been when they 

charged. There were a few bursts of spandau, and then silence. 

'We knew what that meant. They were our mates, and we were all boiled up. "To hell with this," I said. "Come 

on." 

'We ran over the bridge, and into the ditch again, then across the road to the cover of a house, and then round 

to the Boche side. Purchase was lying about twenty yards from the trench, and Gray was almost inside it. 

There wasn't a scrap of cover for the last forty yards. The two of them had gone at it baldheaded, and there 

were three spandaus and forty-six men in the trench. Of course they were hit. They were hit all over. But they'd 

made the Boche look their way, and 16 Platoon had been able to get into the big house while the panic was 

on. 

'We were mad when we saw them lying there. We didn't know what we were doing. We stood in the open, not 

even shooting, and called the Boche for all the names in creation, and yelled at them to come out. And so help 

me, they did. A wee white flag came over the edge, and then an officer, and then two or three, and then the 

whole issue. Forty-six of them. The officer was one of those right clever baskets - big smiles all over his face.  
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'Purchase was the best section leader ever we had.'  

He died. Gray, though he had a burst clean through him, lived to receive the Distinguished Conduct Medal and 

survive the war. His bren was found actually inside the German trench.  

It was now daylight, and Hugh Robertson's houses at (3) were still holding out; but Bill Flynn and 18 platoon 

went in, hit them hard, and cleared them in half an hour. In the cellars they f ound Peter Stone?s wounded, and 

a number of Germans. The whole village was cleared by 0730.  

There was a short breathing-space while the companies dug in; but their still remained Hollands Hof, and the 

farm at (6), which in the original plan had allotted to "D" Company and had been shelved temporarily while the 

fighting described on the previous few pages had been taking place. In it the Para - boys, obstinate as ever, 

still lingered. 

The Brigadier gave Colonel Sym a free hand to take it either by day or by n ight. It was a difficult decision to 

make. 

'Normally 1 should have chosen to take it at night,' the Colonel said. 'There was little cover, and the approach 

would have been much easier in darkness. But there was another consideration. The Germans knew that no 

bridges could have been erected across the Rhine in so short a time, and that we should therefore have no 

tanks. Yet we did have tanks. The D.D. type, equipped with canvas floats, had swum the river under their own 

power, and three of them had just reached us. They would be of little use at night, and in any case I reckoned 

that their appearance at this stage, when the German soldiers must have been told by their officers that they 

had nothing to fear from that direction, would have a profound effect on morale, So I decided to send "D" 

Company in during the afternoon, I have regretted it ever since, '  

The only reasonable explanation of "D" Company's behaviour that day is that they were in a white fury at their 

losses of the morning. A company of infantry tended to be almost a family affair, everyone knowing everyone 

else; and the death or wounding of twelve men earlier in the day meant that nearly every man in the Company 

had lost at least one friend and was determined to make someone pay for it. They were  brilliantly led and their 

past training must have told; but there was more to it than that. There was tenacity and recklessness in that 

attack which I do not think existed to quite the same degree in any other the Company fought.  

The day was grey and raw, and Groin was mostly smouldering piles of rubble and blackened rafters. The 

Rees/Haldern road ran through it, open and bare as it emerged from the village, but with an orchard or two and 

a few skimpy woods farther on where Hollands Hof commanded it and stood guard over the anti-tank ditch 

which cut it farther on stilL From Groin to the ditch was six hundred yards, In the early afternoon three tanks 

began to waddle along this road with "D" Company working up the ditches on both sides of them, and Jock 

Gardiner walking on the road itself, behind the leading tank, talking to its commander through the telephone 

attached to its tail. 

One of the tanks peeled off from the column, swung away right, and lay waiting on the flank like a sheep -dog 

while Bill Manson and 16 Platoon attacked the first houses (5), They were empty. 17 Platoon went through and 
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continued, a row of bobbing heads in the ditches, alongside the road to Hollands Hof. Jock and his tank 

travelled between the two leading sections. 

Hollands Hof was an old and solid place with many outbuildings, and nobody had much faith in the silence 

which prevailed there for the moment. Houses, especially solid houses which covered anti -tank ditches, were 

not, in our experience, much inclined to hospitality; and it seemed to us only a matter of time before the 

windows staring blindly onto the road would be empty no longer. Yet "D" Company was very close, not more 

than fifty yards. If the Boche were there, they had nerve to hold their fire so long. Perhaps? but that was  too 

much to hope. Every window in Holland Hof suddenly came to life, and bullets swept down the road at almost 

point blank range. Simultaneously the German artillery and mortars opened up.. Within seconds, 17 Platoon?s 

two leading sections were wiped out. 

Private Hayes says: 'I was in the section on the left of the road. We'd had a bad bashing before we started, 

and there were only six of us. The Boche opened up with spandaus when we were about fifty yards from the 

farm, and we dived for the ditch, Then Sullivan says: "Come on. Let's make a dash for it." We all got up and 

waded right into a burst of spandau before we were even out of the ditch. Sullivan was the first hit, but he 

carried on. Then he got another burst. 

'I could hear Mr. Evans shouting: "Get smoke down! Get smoke down!" but there was nobody left to do it: all 

the boys ahead of me were hit. The tanks were firing almost on top of us, going slam, slam, slam at the house; 

and people were yelling and moaning. Foster, the bren gunner, was right behind me, firing bursts into the 

windows; but a spandau broke his gun in his hands and wounded him too. I ran back to Mr. Evans and told him 

there was no section left.' 

Lance-Corporal Green: 'The section in the right-hand ditch got within fifteen yards, and then the Boche threw a 

phosphorous grenade into the middle of them and opened up with a spandau. Lowe and Betts were the only 

ones unwounded. One man was lying hit with his clothes covered with burning phosphorous, I could hear him 

yelling: "Get me out of this, get me out of this," and bullets were flying all around. Betts dragged him out and 

got his hands badly burned doing it. And that left only Lowe. But Mr. Evans shouts: "No one goes back till we 

get the wounded in." So Platoon H.Q. kept on shooting, and the stretcher -bearers went forward. There were 

twelve men in the two leading sections, and ten of them were lying wounded or dead in the ditches. And you 

should have seen the stuff that was coming out of the farm - there was a gun in every window.' 

While this was going on, Jock Gardiner sent 18 Platoon under Bill Flynn to work through an orchard on the 

right, with the idea of turning the flank; but Bill was killed as he led them in, and his platoon was pinned by fire 

from a big hospital two hundred yards to the right. There were casualties; and 16 Platoon, which was in the 

rear, was being badly knocked about by mortaring. 

Then Bill Manson was wounded. That left Jock with only one officer - Evans and a desperate situation on his 

hands. The mortar, artillery, and spandau fire by this time was intense, not more than half the Company was 

left, the Germans were still on the top of their form, and the tanks said their ammunit ion was running out. It 

was in this situation, standing on the road with the crack of the tank guns (probably the most shattering noise 
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of the war) going on within a few feet of him and his company in ruins, that Jock Gardiner made the decision 

which, in the long run, won the battle. No one could have blamed him for retreating. Instead he decided to 

collect the remnants and make one last effort. 

One tank was out of radio touch with the others, and was useless. He ordered the other two to advance up the 

road with him and for five minutes give Hollands Hof everything they had at point -blank range while Evans 

gathered the men. This was done. As the shelling stopped, Evans went in with 17 Platoon H.Q. and bits and 

pieces of the other two platoons , and with a supreme effort stormed the house. They fought into the rooms 

and the cellars; and when the last German had been killed only Evans, two NCOs and thirteen men of the 

Company were left on their feet. 

Without a pause he collected them and made for the last centre of resistance, a big barn at the end of the 

farmyard. Again the spandaus opened up; and, although Evens reached the barn, he could not find the 

entrance. Bullets were pouring from the loopholes in the walls.  

?Blow them an entrance. Knock the wall down,? jock yelled into his telephone. The tank turret swung round to 

the gable, the guns fired, and the walls collapsed. Evans gathered his gallant few and made for the hole. 

One of the tanks peeled off from the column, swung away right, and lay waiting on the f lank like a sheep-dog 

while Bill Manson and 16 Platoon attacked the first houses (5), They were empty. 17 Platoon went through and 

continued, a row of bobbing heads in the ditches, alongside the road to Hollands Hof. Jock and his tank 

travelled between the two leading sections. 

Hollands Hof was an old and solid place with many outbuildings, and nobody had much faith in the silence 

which prevailed there for the moment. Houses, especially solid houses which covered anti -tank ditches, were 

not, in our experience, much inclined to hospitality; and it seemed to us only a matter of time before the 

windows staring blindly onto the road would be empty no longer. Yet "D" Company was very close, not more 

than fifty yards. If the Boche were there, they had nerve to hold their fire so long. Perhaps? but that was too 

much to hope. Every window in Holland Hof suddenly came to life, and bullets swept down the road at almost 

point blank range. Simultaneously the German artillery and mortars opened up.. Within seconds, 17 Pla toon?s 

two leading sections were wiped out. 

Private Hayes says: 'I was in the section on the left of the road. We'd had a bad bashing before we started, 

and there were only six of us. The Boche opened up with spandaus when we were about fifty yards from th e 

farm, and we dived for the ditch, Then Sullivan says: "Come on. Let's make a dash for it." We all got up and 

waded right into a burst of spandau before we were even out of the ditch. Sullivan was the first hit, but he 

carried on. Then he got another burst. 

'I could hear Mr. Evans shouting: "Get smoke down! Get smoke down!" but there was nobody left to do it: all 

the boys ahead of me were hit. The tanks were firing almost on top of us, going slam, slam, slam at the house; 

and people were yelling and moaning. Foster, the bren gunner, was right behind me, firing bursts into the 

windows; but a spandau broke his gun in his hands and wounded him too. I ran back to Mr. Evans and told him 

there was no section left.' 
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Lance-Corporal Green: 'The section in the right-hand ditch got within fifteen yards, and then the Boche threw a 

phosphorous grenade into the middle of them and opened up with a spandau. Lowe and Betts were the only 

ones unwounded. One man was lying hit with his clothes covered with burning phosphorous, I could hear him 

yelling: "Get me out of this, get me out of this," and bullets were flying all around. Betts dragged him out and 

got his hands badly burned doing it. And that left only Lowe. But Mr. Evans shouts: "No one goes back till we 

get the wounded in." So Platoon H.Q. kept on shooting, and the stretcher-bearers went forward. There were 

twelve men in the two leading sections, and ten of them were lying wounded or dead in the ditches. And you 

should have seen the stuff that was coming out of the farm - there was a gun in every window.' 

While this was going on, Jock Gardiner sent 18 Platoon under Bill Flynn to work through an orchard on the 

right, with the idea of turning the flank; but Bill was killed as he led them in, and his platoon was pinned by fi re 

from a big hospital two hundred yards to the right. There were casualties; and 16 Platoon, which was in the 

rear, was being badly knocked about by mortaring. 

Then Bill Manson was wounded. That left Jock with only one officer - Evans and a desperate situation on his 

hands. The mortar, artillery, and spandau fire by this time was intense, not more than half the Company was 

left, the Germans were still on the top of their form, and the tanks said their ammunition was running out. It 

was in this situation, standing on the road with the crack of the tank guns (probably the most shattering noise 

of the war) going on within a few feet of him and his company in ruins, that Jock Gardiner made the decision 

which, in the long run, won the battle. No one could have b lamed him for retreating. Instead he decided to 

collect the remnants and make one last effort. 

One tank was out of radio touch with the others, and was useless. He ordered the other two to advance up the 

road with him and for five minutes give Hollands Hof everything they had at point-blank range while Evans 

gathered the men. This was done. As the shelling stopped, Evans went in with 17 Platoon H.Q. and bits and 

pieces of the other two platoons , and with a supreme effort stormed the house. They fought into  the rooms 

and the cellars; and when the last German had been killed only Evans, two NCOs and thirteen men of the 

Company were left on their feet. 

Without a pause he collected them and made for the last centre of resistance, a big barn at the end of the 

farmyard. Again the spandaus opened up; and, although Evens reached the barn, he could not find the 

entrance. Bullets were pouring from the loopholes in the walls.  

“Blow them an entrance. Knock the wall down”, jock yelled into his telephone. The tank turret swung round to 

the gable, the guns fired, and the walls collapsed. Evans gathered his gallant few and made for the hole. 

 

The Germans now reinforced the 8th Parachute Division in the Divisional sector with 15th Panzer Grenadier Division.  

1 Black Watch were forced out of Kleinesserden and 154 brigade withstood a number of counterattacks. 152 Brigade  

also had to withstand these counter attacks but, assisted by a squadron of Staffordshire Yeomanry, they managed to  
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cross the antitank ditch that had held them up. Middleburg and Groin were taken and Rees cleared. 

 

APPRECIATION OF MAJOR-GENERAL RENNIE:THE RHINE CROSSING MARCH 1945 

 

MAJOR GENERAL T. G. RENNIE has been killed in action in Germany and the 51st Highland Division has lost 

an outstanding commander and the British Army has lost a great soldier. General Rennie's military career was 

an outstanding record of positive achievement - he escaped from the Germans after being captured with the 

original 51st Division at St. Valery, he commanded a battalion of h is own regiment (The Black Watch) with 

great distinction in the battle of Alamein, he commanded an assault Brigade (154 Infantry Brigade) in the 

landings in Sicily, he commanded one of the two British assault Divisions in the landings in Normandy and, 

having been wounded a few days after D Day, he took over the 51st Highland Division before the break -out 

from the Caen bridgehead and commanded that Division right through France, Belgium and Holland, into 

Germany and across the Rhine. He was killed shortly af ter he himself had crossed the Rhine and had satisfied 

himself that the assault crossing by his Division had been successfully accomplished and that the operation 

was being developed in accordance with his plans. 

 

The proper assessment of General Rennie's military career and accomplishments is, however, quite outwith 

the scope of this Appreciation which is intended to pay tribute to his qualities as a commander and leader as 
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revealed to those who had the good fortune to serve under him, but it may perhaps no t be considered 

presumptuous, even from this level, to say that such a record of important and difficult tasks successfully 

accomplished can seldom have been equalled by a soldier of General Rennie's age and seniority, and could 

never have been achieved had it not been for the outstanding qualities with which he was imbued and which 

were immediately apparent to all who served under him and who will never forget his tremendous 

determination and unshakable tenacity of purpose together with the ability never t o .allow himself to become 

harassed or weighed down by difficulties.  

He had a great flair for doing things the right way and, equally important, complete confidence in his ability to 

do so and in his own judgment. He knew at once what was essential and refused utterly to bother himself at all 

or take the slightest interest in anything which was not. He had great personal courage and was blessed with 

an optimistic outlook with which he was able to infect all who served under him. He could be completely 

ruthless when he considered it necessary to be so, but he always retained a great sense of humour and he 

realised to the full how vital cheerfulness is in war.  

He had a spontaneous-almost schoolboyish, in fact-sense of fun which manifested itself so often just at the 

right moment, he was the least pretentious and unassuming of Generals, and he was so approachable that 

everyone, however junior, felt completely at ease with him. The knowledge and experience -which he had 

gained first hand, both as a Battalion Commander in battle in this war and later as a Brigadier, stood him in 

great stead as a Divisional Commander and, coupled with his own outstanding ability and strength character, 

enabled him to enjoy the complete confidence and implicit trust of everyone who s erved under him. 

In spite of all his outstanding qualities, General Rennie was not, and certainly never pretended to be, in any 

way perfect. He had his faults like everyone else and no Appreciation could be really sincere which pretended 

otherwise. He could be intensely vague - sometimes, admittedly, intentionally and at times complete 

understanding of what he really wanted done became almost an acquired art requiring an intimate knowledge 

of his own particular ways of working and thinking. His determination of mind and purpose sometimes 

appeared to cause him to be rather too inflexible with the result that at times he was inclined to allow his first 

impressions to continue to influence him too long and after they had, sometimes even on his own admission, 

ceased to be applicable. 

Sometimes as a hobby and as a diversion to military problems he painted, and even the results achieved 

would never convince him that his talents did not lie in this direction. The fact that his efforts to portray horses 

grazing in the Seine valley were not successful was, it was made quite apparent to everyone, more due to 

some fault on the part of the horses themselves or the Seine valley rather than the painter himself. These 

various idiosyncrasies only tended, however, to show that , notwithstanding all his brilliant qualities as a 

soldier, he was intensely human, and all who had the privilege of serving under him will long retain the 

happiest and most grateful memories of an outstanding commander and an inspiring leader.  
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PIOBAIREACHD was the name given to the 51st Highland Division newsletter. The first issue was produced in 

Normandy on 14 June 1944 with the following message from the GOC. 

"This is the first daily newssheet to be issued since the Division returned to France. Four years ago, our 

Division fought the Germans in France. Through weight of numbers, overpowering air support and equipment 

generally, the Germans were then able to oust us, despite every gallant endeavour, from France.  

 

Today the picture is different. The much vaunted Western Wall has been pierced and shattered by the 

assaulting troops. Already we have been into France, well into France too , for 9 days, whereas the Germans 

said they would defeat the invasion on the beaches. 

 

The Division has played its part, with at first only small forces engaged, in a notable way towards the 2nd 

Army's grand achievements. The 5th Black Watch, the first bat talion of the Division into action, has covered 

itself with glory, and the fields of Normandy with dead Germans. The Gordon Highlanders have had a good 

fight, and have more than held their own. The Seaforth and Cameron Highlanders were in action, and ready  as 

always to do likewise. Our Gunners, and Machine Gunners, have already fired many shells, bombs and bullets, 

had many successes and done much sterling work. 

 

And so have all the other units in the Division. 

 

So we have made a start. Not a spectacular start, such as was the Division's fortune at Alamein, but a brave 

start non the less. Before us lie hard days and hard fighting. But there is no doubt that our present operations 

are going well, and that we are making a great contribution to those operations . 

 

Let us go ahead, then, with confidence in ourselves, faith in our cause, and with a grim determination to do our 

best at all times, so that Germany can quickly be brought to her knees, and the War won.  

 

To all ranks in the Division, I send you my greetings, and the best of good luck. I have absolute confidence in 

you. So has the Army. 

 

In Africa and Sicily, we showed the world what the sons of Scotland can do. That was nine months ago. We 

will show it again Now." 

(Signed) D.C. Bullen-Smith. 

Throughout 327 issues PIOBAIREAHD had kept the soldiers of the 51st Highland Division informed. The range 

of the, usually two page, fullscap broad sheet was compressive. A typical issue would have details of the 

progress of the war on the Western Front with sketch map, the Southern Front, Eastern front and Far East. It 

would have details of the air war. There might be a general letter from home, home news, world politics and 

even football scores. It was a masterpiece of information. 

It seldom spoke specifically of the Divisions role keeping the reports at Corps and Army level. One of the 

exceptions is in issue number 281, covering the Rhine Crossing, produced at 1130hrs on 24th March 1945.  



88 
 

"OVER - AND OVER - AND OVER AGAIN! 

 

AT REES. Yesterday evening our own troops opened Monty's great assault. We got over very quickly on both 

sides of REES, which is now almost completely encircled. We have captured ESSERDEN, SPELDROP and 

other villages to the North-West of REES and are now attacking up the road that runs North towards 

BOCHOLT. Our casualties have been very light, and this morning we already had 360 prisoners in a cage. 

Amphibious tanks are over the river, and we have a raft ferry service running. Pontoon bridges are not likely to 

be in operation for some time. This morning, every eye has seen the hundreds of Dakotas and Horsas which 

are landing two para divs between our bridgehead and BOCHOLT. No more impressive comment can be   

In the next issue, 282 on Sunday 25th March: 

"MARKING - UP THE RHINE MAP 

 

The battle of the Rhine bridgeheads is going very well. On the 21 Army Group front, 15 miles of the East bank 

is held, with four solid bridgeheads established and a penetration of up to 5 miles already made in the enemy 

defences. 

 

REES. With German paratroopers still fighting desperately against our encircling forces, inside the town of 

REES, our own bridgehead is very firm and considerable progress has been made. We have cut the road 

leading North-East towards BOCHOLT, and one of our battalions has stormed and taken a strong enemy 

position in a brickworks a mile and a half North of REES, The small village of GROIN just East of the road has 

also been captured. We have advanced towards the road running North and West from the town, after taki ng 

SPELDROP, and are attacking stubborn enemy defences around BIENEN. To the right of the sector, the 

peninsula between the Rhine and the Alter Rhein has been completely cleared of enemy. The PW total up to 

11 o'c this morning was just short of 1,000. " 

The paper then went on to cover the other sectors, BISLICH, WESEL, DINSLAKEN, and OPPENHEIM.  

The second page had a section on the Dannube March and home news including reporting the warmest day in 

London for 50 years, football scores (including Aberdeen 3: Hearts 1; Dundee United 1: Rangers 3 and Falkirk 

1: Celtic 0) and rugby scores. 

Issue number 327 of PIOBAIREAHD was published at 1550hrs on Tuesday 8th May 1945 with a banner 

headline VICTORY giving the text of the Prime Minister's Announcement.  

VICTORY IN EUROPE:APRIL - MAY 1945 
 
After a brief rest in Isselburg orders were received on the 3rd April for the 51st Highland Division to concentrate at  
 
Enschede. 30 Corps, under command of the Canadian Army, would clear the enemy out of North East Holland to the  
 
sea. The Divisional advance from Enschede would be to Salzbergenm, Lingen, to Quakenbruck, Vetchta,  
 
Wildeshausen, Delmenhorst, Bremen and finally Bremerhaven. Germany was now collapsing, and there were many  
 
refugees and prisoners but there was also sporadic but determined resistance along the route. 
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ADVANCE TO BREMEN - Div COMD's POLICY:10
th

 APRIL 1945 
 

DIV COMD'S POLICY 

1. It is probable that by tomorrow the Corps will be advancing on three axes, one Div on each axis.  

2. It is the Corps Comd's intention that the enemy shall be given no respite by day or night until he is broken 

completely. In order to achieve this we shall move with one Bde Gp forward, followed by another ready to pass 

through whenever there is a slackening of impetus. Order of move at outset:- 154 Bde Gp - 152 Bde Gp - 153 

Bde Gp. 

3. The limiting factor to speed is of course the number of demolitions and obstacles which the enemy oppose 

to us. To overcome these we must do all we can to find a way round his positions by tracks or across country 

and we must prepare instantly to frill in craters and blown culverts with any available means, bulldozers, 

scissor bridges, AVRE facines, etc. 

4. Our task will be to open the main CLUB route but if we are to do this quickly I suggest that we must make 

our initial moves on by-roads round obstacles and clear them from the rear. The enemy have not got enough 

men to hold all the approaches to BREMEN. I want Bdes, therefore, to start their moves on a broad front at 

least on two axes ready to widen their frontage as soon as they meet opposition on either or both of their initial 

axes. 

5. Tanks must be well forward and the maximum use made of crocodiles and wasps. It has been found time 

and again that the first signs of flame have a serious effect on the Boche morale. 

6. There are too many stray Germans left behind by the armoured sweeps carried out by Gds Armd Div. No 

small parties must ever move about unprotected even well behind our forward troops and the Derby Yeo will 

operate in support of the leading Bde to sweep the country on our flanks between us and the neighbouring 

Divs on right and left to ensure a complete clean up. As time goes on it may be n ecessary to supplement the 

derby Yeo resources with carrier patrols from Inf Bns. 

7. Arty and MG. 

I want Bdes to be able to shoot steadily and continuously at the enemy area using all available weapons, field 

and medium arty, light AA arty, MG and mortars so that he is always being harassed. 

When any strongpoint is to be taken the maximum concentration of all available weapons will be put down on 

it. 

8. MGs. 

While each Bde Gp will have the intimate support of its own MG Coy the comd 1/7 Mx must be prepared to use 

the MGs of the follow up Bdes and the Mortar Pl on a Div plan whenever the opportunity is appropriate. He 

will, therefore, always keep in the closest touch with the leading Inf Brigadier and offer his maximum support 

whenever a fireplan is being made. He will advise me on all occasions of his proposals. 
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(Sgd) GAN McMillan  

Major General  

Commanding 

 

B.L.A  

10 Apr 45 

 

 

153 Brigade led the advance meeting some resistance as they crossed over the river to Emsburen, occupying 

the town on the 7th and resting there for several days before continuing their advance on the 12th April, 

crossing the River Ems. 

154 Brigade relieved the 5th Guards Brigade at Fürstenau and continued the advance to Vechta.  

152 Brigade were at Lingen on the 10th April and advanced from there, moving through Vechta to Goldenstedt. 

On reaching Visbek and Brigade became the Divisional reserve. 153 Brigade met determined resistance on the 

14th April but cleared the villages of Hockensburg and Brettorf.  

The advance to Delmenhorst was led by 154 Brigade. At Ippener 152 Brigade took the lead. A stiff battle 

involving 5th Camerons in a night attack was made on Adelheide, after which it was possible to press on to 

Delmenhorst which had been abandoned, The advance continued and the 43rd and 52nd Division were tasked 

to take Bremen. 154 Brigade were to give flank protection. While 154 Brigade were left to c lear the Germans 

from the far bank of the River Wümme, the remainder of the Division were moved northwest to link with the 

Guards Armoured Division. The linkup was completed on May 1st at Westertimke.  
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Meanwhile 152 Brigade had fought a hard engagement at Ganderkese on the 20th and 21st April before 

moving up to Selsingen at the end of the month. 153 Brigade had moved also moved up at the end of the 

month to Horstedt. 

On the 1st May, the Division began the assault on Bremervorde, which was to be the last bat tle for the 

Division. Final Divisional Operational instruction (OP INSTR No 60) were issued on the 3rd May.  

FINAL BRIGADE OPERATIONS, 154 BRIGADE ACCOUNT:1ST MAY 1945 - 5TH MAY 1945 

 

THE final operation of the campaign started on 1st May, the Division being ordered to force a crossing over the 

River Oste at Bremervorde, which lies half way across the Weser and Elbe peninsula. After forcing this 

crossing the Division was to swing westwards and advance on and capture the well-known ports of 

Bremerhaven and Wesermunde. 

152 Brigade started off the operation on the night of 1st May 'and secured a bridgehead over the Oste through 

which 153 Brigade passed the following day. They encountered st iff opposition and were engaged in heavy 

fighting throughout the day. 154 Brigade was then ordered to pass through 153 Brigade at first light on 3rd 

May and to advance on the axis Ebersdorf-Grossenhain-Lintig-Bederkesa. 

7th Black Watch started off the Brigade advance followed by 7th Argylls who, by midnight, had entered Lintig. 

The enemy by now was offering only light resistance and a considerable number of prisoners were taken 

during the day. The main difficulties were the blown bridges and other demolitions, the approaches to which 

were, as usual, heavily mined. 

At 06.15 hours on 4th May a Red Cross envoy came into the 7th Argylls area and stated that Bederkesa 

wished to surrender. It soon became apparent, however, that although the civilian p opulation might be keen to 

surrender and save .their town from destruction, the enemy troops in it had no intention whatever of giving it 

up. 

The Brigade Commander was, at this stage, ordered to proceed cautiously and it later transpired that this 

order had' originated from the Corps Commander, who was aware that surrender negotiations were proceeding 

at a high level and was anxious to avoid any unnecessary casualties at this final stage of the war. No 

indication at all, however, of any such surrender negot iations had reached the Brigade at this time. 

1st Black Watch were ordered to prepare to launch an attack against Bederkesa and went ahead with the 

necessary reconnaissance of possible crossing places over the canal which runs in front of that town. The 

operation looked as if it might be an unpleasant and difficult one and Lieut. Col. J. A. Hopwood made careful 

and detailed preparations for it. Col. Hopwood had commanded the Battalion throughout the whole campaign 

with conspicuous success and great personal gallantry. He was the only one left of the th ree original Battalion 

commanding officers who had been with the Brigade when it landed in Normandy. 

About mid-day on 4th May, a patrol from the Derbyshire Yeomanry, operating under Brigade command towards 

Rinkstedt, captured a number of prisoners, including a senior officer who turned out to be the commander of a 
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'German regiment fighting nearby. This officer was called upon to surrender the village of Rinkstedt to save it from 

destruction, but in reply stated that he was unable to do this as any surrender would have to be authorised by his 

Division which, he stated, was the 15th Panzer Grenadier Division. (Note-This was a resuscitated Afrika Korps 

Division, into which all survivors of the Afrika Korps had been placed and was recognised to be one of the finest 

fighting formations of the German Army.)  

The German officer indicated that his Divisional Commander might consider surrendering and he was accordingly 

instructed to return to his Division forthwith with a view to surrender negotiations being initiated. The reply from the 

15th P.G. Division was a request that a British staff officer should be sent to its headquarters. This was refused and it 

was arranged that, if the enemy sent a properly qualified staff officer to 154 Brigade headquarters, a staff officer from 

that headquarters would be sent to the German Divisional headquarters to explain the unconditional surrender terms. 

A local truce was agreed on to cover the period during which negotiations would be taking place. 

 

About mid-day on 4th May, a patrol from the Derbyshire Yeomanry, operating under Brigade command towards 

Rinkstedt, captured a number of prisoners, including a senior officer who turned out to be the commander of a 

'German regiment fighting nearby. This officer was called upon to surrender the village of Rinkstedt to save it 

from destruction, but in reply stated that he was unable to do this as any surrender woul d have to be 

authorised by his Division which, he stated, was the 15th Panzer Grenadier Division. (Note -This was a 

resuscitated Afrika Korps Division, into which all survivors of the Afrika Korps had been placed and was 

recognised to be one of the finest f ighting formations of the German Army.)  

The German officer indicated that his Divisional Commander might consider surrendering and he was 

accordingly instructed to return to his Division forthwith with a view to surrender negotiations being initiated. 

The reply from the 15th P.G. Division was a request that a British staff officer should be sent to its 

headquarters. This was refused and it was arranged that, if the enemy sent a properly qualified staff officer to 

154 Brigade headquarters, a staff officer from that headquarters would be sent to the German Divisional 
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headquarters to explain the unconditional surrender terms. A local truce was agreed on to cover the period 

during which negotiations would be taking place. 

A senior staff officer from the P.G. Division then appeared and was. brought to Brigade headquarters where he 

was informed, by the Brigade Commander, of the terms of unconditional surrender, as laid down by the 

Supreme Allied Commander. The German officer replied that he knew these terms would b e unacceptable to 

his commander and asked if he might state his commander's views which were as follows; - 

15th Panzer Grenadier Division, although considerably weakened, was still a reasonably equipped and well -

disciplined fighting formation which would sell its life dearly and was certainly still a force to be reckoned with. 

Although fully aware of the major war situation his commander had instructed him to point out that, if 15th P.G. 

Division continued to oppose the Allied advance, the struggle would be severe and would no doubt cause 

heavy casualties to both sides. Since this could in no way alter the ultimate outcome of the war he was 

anxious to avoid this unnecessary bloodshed, but in return he considered that, for several special reasons, he 

was entitled to request that certain exceptions should be made, in the case of his Division, to the surrender 

terms. (These reasons, when explained, turned out to be largely based on the well -known theme of German 

military honour).  

The German officer said that the British wireless admitted that the 15th P.G. Division was the only German 

field formation now fighting on German soil as a complete and orderly formation, and he drew attention to what 

he called "the long and honourable association in warfare" which had ex isted between 15th Panzer Grenadier 

Division and 51st Highland Division. (Note.-As previously stated the 15th P.G. Division was a resuscitated 

formation of the Afrika Korps. The original 15th Panzer Grenadier Division was one of the three best -known 

German Divisions in the Afrika Korps and it and 51st Division had many times been opposed to each other in 

the North African campaign.)  

For this reason his commander wished to put forward the suggestion that his Division be allowed to surrender 

as a formation and be given an area, within the Allied occupied territory, in which to assemble for disbandment 

and demobilisation. He also suggested that the Division should be employed as a formation on police duties 

within Germany after the war and that the officers be permitted to retain their revolvers. 

The Brigade commander replied that the terms of surrender were those laid down by the Supreme Commander 

and that none of the special requests could be considered in any way whatever. The only possible exception 

might be with regard to surrendering as a formation and the Brigade Commander stated that, provided the 

Commander of 15th P.G. Division agreed to the terms of unconditional surrender, it would probably be 

possible to arrange for his Division to surrender as a formation in a specially allotted area for the purpose of 

being disarmed but that, once this was completed, no further responsibility as to its future fate could be 

undertaken. On no account would the German officers be allowed to retain their revolvers.  

This completed the interview and it was agreed that, in order to facilitate further negotiations, officer 

representatives from both sides would remain in the village of Ringstedt which would be treated as neutral 

territory and from which all troops would be withdrawn. It was also agreed that the truce would continue until 
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22.00 hours by which time the emissary would return with the 15th P.G. Divisional Commander's answer. At 

21.00 hours the RRe. announced the impending surrender of aH Field Marshall Busch's troo ps opposing 21st 

Army Group in North-West Germany. No information at all regarding this or, in fact, of any high level surrender 

negotiations taking place had yet been received through military channels.  

The German emissary returned at 22.00 hours and stated that his commander was unable to accept the terms 

of unconditional surrender but wished to prolong the truce until the results were known of the negotiations 

which were believed to be taking place between Field Marshal Montgomery and Admiral Friedeburg.  The 

Germans appeared to be unaware of the wireless announcement that their army commander had surrendered 

and that a general cease-fire was to take effect as from 08.00 hours the following day, 5th May.  

This was accordingly communicated forthwith to the commander of the 15th P.G. Division and he was ordered, 

together with his Korps Commander, to meet the Brigade Commander at Ringstedt at 10.00 hours on 5th May 

to be conducted to a British headquarters, where they would receive orders from the Commander of 30th 

Corps. He was also informed that the existing unofficial truce would be extended until the general cease -fire at 

08.00 hours the following morning. A message was received at 01.00 hours on 5th May confirming that these 

orders had been received by 15th P.G. Divisional Commander and that he and his Korps Commander would 

present themselves at Ringstedt as ordered. 

No unforeseen events occurred during the night and the truce continued until the general cease -fire the 

following morning. The fighting activit ies of the Brigade in North-West Europe thus terminated almost exactly 

eleven months after the Brigade had landed in Normandy. During this period of eleven months fighting the 

Brigade had suffered 158 officer and 2231 other rank casualties, of which 38 off icers and 419 other ranks had 

been killed.  

The latter figures, unfortunately, included many old and tried members of the Brigade who, before laying down 

their lives for their country in the course of the Brigade's long and arduous journey through Normandy,  France, 

Belgium, Holland, and Germany, had, with the Brigade, taken part in the 8th Army's great and victorious battle 

which started at El Alamein on the night of 23rd October 1942; had fought through the western deserts of 

Egypt, Cyrenaica and Tripolitania; had helped to storm the Mareth Line and the Wadi Akarit; had swept 

through the rolling cultivated plains of Tunisia; had taken part in the great assault landing in Sicily, the first 

major combined operation of the 1939-45 War and the forerunner of the mightier assault to be carried out later 

in Normandy; and had fought through the hills, vineyards and olive groves of Sicily.  

These officers and men had shared to the full in the hard lot of the infantry soldier which, in all wars, is to fight 

on and on and on. It is appropriate, at this particular part of this narrative, to pay tribute to the splendid 

services rendered to the Brigade by its Field Ambulance-the 176th Highland Field Ambulance.  

But for the untiring, self-sacrificing and most efficient medical services provided for the Brigade at all times by 

this Field Ambulance, the proportion of casualties killed as against those who ultimately recovered would have 

been immensely higher. The Field Ambulance was commanded throughout the campaign by Lt. Col. H . G. H. 

Hope, M.C., who had served in the original 51st Division in France in 1940 as medical officer with 6th Black 
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Watch. The Advance Dressing Station, through which practically all the Brigade's casualties were cleared, had 

throughout the campaign been in charge of Major A. R. Wilson, M.C. 

AT 10.00 hours on 5th May the Brigade Commander, with an escort of armoured cars from the Derbyshire 

Yeomanry, met the German Generals at Ringstedt and escorted them to 51st Divisional headquarters. The 

German party consisted of Lieut. General Raspe, Commander Korps EMS; Major General Roth, Commander 

15th Panzer Grenadier Division; a naval representative and several staff officers. At Divisional headquarters 

the terms of unconditional surrender were explained to the German commanders by the Chief of Staff of 30th 

Corps, The main points were as follows:- 

(a) All German forces were to remain in the areas at present occupied by them and were to continue to be 

under command of their own officers for administration and discip line until disembodiment could be arranged. 

(b) All ranks, including officers, were to be disarmed immediately and all arms, ammunition and military 

equipment were to be collected, dumped and handed over to British guards.  

(c) All mines, booby traps and road blocks were to be removed and made safe and no further destruction of 

equipment, demolitions or evacuation of troops were to be carried out.  

(d) All main roads and certain other minor roads were to be made serviceable immediately.  

(e) Full details of the enemy Order of Battle, together with the location of all types of dumps of ammunition, 

supplies and equipment were to be furnished immediately.  

These terms were accepted by the Germans who then returned to their own lines.  

On 8th May the Brigade moved to an area east of Bremerhaven where it was to carry out the disarming of the 

German troops in that district. 

With the fall of the town the Germans sued for peace and surrendered on the 5th May. Three days before the final 

German surrender on the 8th May 1945 - V.E. Day. 
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