
1st BATTALION THE HEREFORDSHIRE REGIMENT – AUGUST 1944 

The 1st of August saw the Battalion engaged in an early phase of Op Bluecoat in order to maintain 

pressure on the German 7th Army to assist the American forces in striking south in Op Cobra towards 

Avranches before they would turn and strike to the East. The first day of the operation had been 

mauling for the Herefords with them losing perhaps 20% of their fighting strength on the day to 

become known in Regimental history as Black Sunday. 

 

The German 7th Army had assaulted to the West to try and cut the American troops in 2, but failed 

and the Americans to the South and British and Canadians to the North were rushing to close a gap 

between Argentan and Falaise to squeeze and cut off the 7th Army in the ‘Falaise pocket’. 

 

The pocket was being closed in a fast moving and hard fought battle, Hitler issued on 10 August, for 

the only time an order to the 7th Army to ‘Disengage’, this lead to their race to the east to escape 

capture in the pocket. Much heavy equipment was abandoned and many casualties inflicted. 

 

The Allied effort was in full flow and the breakout from Normandy would be achieved leading to the 

race across France into the Low Countries – arguably after the breakout the defeat of Germany was 

assured but there was still a long and bloody fight to come. 

 

Paris would be liberated on 25 August. 

 

The closing of the Falaise Gap 

 

 



The Battalion was to be ‘in contact’ for the next 23 days. The days were uncertain but repetitive with 

companies nominated as forward or reserve, then the move forward covered by artillery and direct 

armoured support. Closing with the enemy, holding the position, then the next company or battalion 

would ‘leapfrog’ forward to assault the next position. During this close battle the distances covered in 

the assault could be from a couple of 100 metres to a few kilometres – generally all on foot – sprinting, 

dodging, leaping and crawling! All physically draining and with the ever present threat of becoming a 

casualty. 

 

After being ‘passed through’ a short period of relief, to assess casualties and reorganise, replenish 

ammunition, perhaps grab a drink and a snack, then receive orders and move on ready to leapfrog 

and carry out another ‘advance to contact’. 

 

Generally fighting stopped during the hours of darkness but it was not a rest period. Overnight 

positions had to be protected – trenches or shell scrapes dug, sentries positioned, patrols sent out, 

replenishment, maintenance, orders for the next day and hopefully the Quartermaster’s team would 

bring forward some (hopefully hot) food and then perhaps a few hours uneasy sleep in full kit probably 

on the bare ground. 

 

Then before first light a 100% stand to – dawn was considered the most likely time for a counter attack 

– then the first cigarette of the day (almost every soldier smoked) and hopefully a cup of tea and 

perhaps some breakfast. Then a repeat of yesterday but with perhaps a few gaps in the line up as a 

result of casualties from yesterday’s encounter. 

 

[Crockford] We experienced  a number of battles and skirmishes before reaching the top of 

the hill at Cerisy in the early hours of 16 August. We were told that we had outstripped the 

units advancing on our flanks and that we should dig deep defensive positions as it was not 

known for  how long we should remain in that position. We came under occasional shell and 

mortar bomb attack, but no bullets. During the morning I left the partly dug trench my batman 

and I were digging to receive orders at Coy HQ.  As I returned I met my batman being led away  

with blood streaming down  his face from shrapnel wounds.  I continued my solitary digging. 

When  I considered it  deep enough I sank wearily down  hoping to catch on some sleep, only 

again to be called to Coy HQ.  This time I met Lieutenant Bill Kotchapaw. A   Canadian who 

until he  was   wounded in Hill   112  had   commanded  15  Pl and naturally wanted to return 

to it. I was transferred to 14 Pl. It was the best thing that had  happened to  me since  my   

arrival in Normandy.   I was  given  a most  tremendous welcome, the sergeant  (Sgt Ben 

Shotton) who had commanded it since late June telling me what a relief it was to him to be 

handing over command. He  proved to be the best platoon sergeant I was ever privileged to 

know.  

 

[Price] The  battles over the next two  weeks were nothing spectacular; they consisted of a 

series of thrusts, strong enough to exploit any weak points in the German defences. Each day   

was a story in steady progress and firm consolidation. It was decided that owing to the nature 

of the terrain it was necessary for the closest co-operation between tanks and infantry. It was 

anticipated that many local engagements would take place, and under these conditions 

reasonable progress could  only be assured if the infantry  accompanied the tanks, often riding  

on them. This system also worked well on many later occasions, and was more  or less adopted 

as standard practice  for the  advance into Germany. Covered  by the firepower from the tanks, 

the infantry were able to move in and finish the job. 



WAR DIARY 

 

To help set the scene extracts from the Brigade War Diary: 

 

 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Battalion WD including annotations from Lt K Crockford 

 

This unattributed map is held in the Regimental Museum and highlights the route the Battalion took 

during Op Bluecoat. 

 



 

 

 



 

 
 



 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



No war diary seems to exist for the period 23 to 27 August when the Battalion was under going a 

period of recuperation in the L’Aigle area or 28 to 30 August. 

 

28 Aug 

11 Armd Div to move across Seine through bridgehead of 43 Div. 

1200 hrs  Battalion commenced move forward; 29 Armd Bde leading. Arrived concentration 

area west of River Seine. 

29 Aug 

1200 hrs Battalion left concentration area to cross Seine 

1800 hrs Arrived area Le Thilliers-an-Vix without opposition. 

 

30 Aug 

0615 hrs Battalion continued advance following 29 Bde 

 Bde moving to first bound at Hedvicourt 

0715 hrs Arrived Hedvicourt 

1200 hrs Harbour party left to recce area of crossroads north of St Germain. 

1510 hrs Moved forward from Hedvicourt 

2030hrs Change of route. Div moving forward to Amiens tonight. 

 All night drive – weather and visibility adverse. 

 

 

 
 

 

After the initial stages of the breakthrough at Caumont the rout of the German 7th Army by British, 

Canadian and American troops began. The massed weight of the advancing Allied Armies could not be 

stopped but the enemy fought with skill and resilience. His first determined effort to restore the 

situation was by attempting to cut through to the French coast with an armoured wedge towards 

Avranches, in order to cut the rapidly advancing spearheads of the American troops from their supply 

bases. To achieve this he threw out a strong protective screen to his right (North) flank composed of 

one infantry and 2 panzer divisions in the path of the 2nd Army. Realising that this attempt at cutting 

up American forces had failed he then appreciated that the whole of his army group was in danger of 

encirclement by: 

 

 - The Canadian troops smashing their way from Caen towards Falaise 

 - The American forces cutting up from the South West towards Argentan 

 

To prevent this and to extricate as much of his material and personnel as time would allow he fought 

a series of desperate rear guard actions all around the fringes of the rapidly forming Falaise pocket. 



The Allies continued to squeeze the pocket relentlessly and eventually the 7th Army disintegrated, 

suffering much loss and damage to material as the British had lost at Dunkirk in 1940. 

 

So far as the Battalion was concerned it was continuously in action from 30 Jul to 23 Aug; it was in 

contact with the enemy all the time most of which it was actually fighting. Part of the time companies 

advanced on foot, then when there was little or no opposition the infantry climbed on the tanks and 

pushed on. 

 

Reference has already been made to the flexibility of an armoured division and it was during this phase 

that the infantry battalion/tank regimental group was really developed. Hitherto 29 Armd Bde and 

159 Inf Bde had operated largely as independent forces. From now on it was more usual for each 

brigade to consist of 2 infantry battalions and 2 regiments of tanks, each of course with the necessary 

supporting arms. The gave the Div Comd 2 similar groups which he could switch about as the situation 

required – or if necessary he could quickly reform into the original armoured and infantry brigades. 

 

Within the Bde Gp each battalion was married to a regiment of tanks so that the Bde Comd likewise 

had 2 similar groups which he could use to best advantage. The Herefords were married to the Fife & 

Forfar Yeomanry. At the battalion level companies were married to squadrons of tanks but since there 

were only 3 squadrons in a regiment, one of the infantry companies was always in Troop Carrying 

Vehicles (TCVs). Commanders and men became so accustomed to this method of operating that the 

CO was able by the briefest orders given out over the air to regroup his force into the order of march 

he wanted for the next phase of the advance. It is worth recording a typical set of such orders, usually 

received about 2330hrs the night before an advance.  

 

CO ‘Hello all stations Mike One – Orders – DF patrols tonight. M2 [call sign for battalion sub 

units] 500 yards down your track. M3 on the sugar end if your triangular green M4 Where Iron 

crosses the blue. Send in to fetch DF tanks. Alertness 33%. Tomorrow breakfast 0600hrs ready 

to move 0700 – Route will be sent round – order of march M3 with corresponding big brothers 

[tanks], QLC, M12, M10 (less 2 subs), M9, M2 with big brothers M1 with big brothers, M4, M5 

will move later. Questions?’ 

 

‘M1R Out’, ‘M2R out’, ‘M3 what shall I do with my small packs?’ CO ‘Hello M3 put you b****y  

packs where I told you last time – out’  

 

This all meant very little sleep for anyone. We seldom stopped until after dark, then we had to dig in, 

find patrols eat 2 meals and prepare for the next day’s move. 

 

In addition to the tanks we nearly always had 3 Gunner Forward Observation Officers (FOO) (one for 

Bn HQ, and 2 for forward companies, 1 platoon Medium Machine Guns (MMG) from the 

Northumberland Fusiliers and sometimes anti tank (ATk) gunners, REs, Field Ambulance (Fd Amb) etc. 

They were all welcome and fitted obediently into the column until they were required to act. 

 

The Div was operating on 2 routes with 29 Armd Bde Gp left and 159 Inf Bde Gp on the right. The 

Herefords were working with 2 Fife & Forfar Yeomanry. The rate of the advance came as a surprise to 

all after the heavy slogging and yard by yard progress which had been the form to date. Odd pockets 

of enemy were encountered here and here which necessitated methodical clearing of likely areas for 

enemy strong points. The few enemy encountered fought fanatically and had to be dealt with 

ruthlessly. By 2 Aug the Battalion was in position on a feature of high ground east of Vire where it 



remained until 7 Aug. Spasmodic shelling was the main trouble – apart form a case of mistaken identity 

when we were dive bombed by Thunderbolts. Despite the accuracy of the attack no casualties were 

suffered. On discovering their mistake the same aircraft again flew over the Battalion and everybody 

held their breath as they saw dark objects again released from the planes. It was the American way of 

saying ‘sorry pal’ – the pilots dropped cigarettes and ‘candy’ in atonement. 

 

It was in this area that the one and only officer of the Battalion to be taken prisoner disappeared – 

Capt Ronnie Cowans (Queens attached), 2iC C Coy. As reported by his batman (LCpl Dicks), and 

recorded in the War Diary, the circumstances were as follows: 

 

I [LCpl Dicks] went with ? and Pte ? [the names of these 2 soldiers is not known] to visit the 

forward listening patrol. Everything was quiet and all right and I remained in the ditch on the 

side of the road while the others went on to the road. Just then a car came along the main 

road, stopped and I heard somebody ask in English ‘is this your company?’ then they 

disappeared into the car and it drove away – just like that. 

 

[Capt Cowans PoW report on being repatriated is reproduced at the end of this month’s account – 

he does not elaborate on the circumstances of his capture.] 

 

Whilst in this area more reinforcements arrived for the B attalion and the grimness of Black 

Sunday was slowly being absorbed by the job on hand. On 8 Aug the Battalion took over a very 

unhealthy and difficult position from 1 Warwicks. The relief was effected without incident by night 

but everybody felt uncomfortable. Enemy patrols were active and shelling and mortaring intense. This 

was at Le Bas Perrier. 

 

Nearby were knocked out Shermans and Panthers and burnt out half tracks turned over on their sides 

or blown to pieces all told of a grim battle. There were still German dead lying around the area for 

intense enemy artillery activity precluded disposing of them. One fellow of A Coy will well remember, 

no doubt that the Warwicks hadn’t much opportunity to bury their dead. They had made use of slit 

trenches previously dug and occupied by the Boche, but had not occupied all of them. Suddenly out 

of the darkness, there was a piercing, terrified scream as a British soldier took to his heels and started 

to put distance and darkness between himself and something he has discovered. It was a gaping 

bursting German body which had caressed him with a cold marble hand when he tried to share his slit 

trench. An officer of Bn HQ, always anxious to avoid having to dig his own trench, unwittingly occupied 

an enemy latrine, He was so inoculated against the smells of the battlefield that he did not make the 

unpleasant discovery until morning. 

 

The stay in this particular position was fortunately not very long, and on 10 Aug after holding it for 48 

hours the Battalion was relieved by 1 Welsh Guards and withdrew to a rest area at Le Mauvindier, 

about 6 miles behind the line. The relief was carried out with out shelling and everyone breathed a 

deep sigh of relief when clear of the area. The rest turned out to be short lived. Regrouping for further 

operations was taking place and the Battalion had to be committed to holding another position just 

east of the last spot in order to release elements of the Guards Armd Div. They were trying to push on 

to Chenedolle and beyond. The Battalion dug in just behind this village – hacking away at the solid 

limestone rock to get better protection. Active patrolling was carried out and one platoon of D Coy 

along with a detachment of pioneers went out to lay 75 grenades across tracks known to be used by 

enemy vehicles. This party ran into an enemy ambush patrol and only by immediate and energetic 



action did it escape with minor casualties. At midnight the following day a battalion of the Coldstream 

Guards took over and the Battalion left Le Bas Perrier for the last time and returned to La Mauuviniere. 

 

[NAAFI] Bulk Issue Stores (BIS) chief comforter in war’s dismal story, were collected from the supply 

depot the following day, but before it could be issued the Battalion was on the move again, this time 

moving east to form up in Estry, which had been captured and held against determined opposition by 

15th Scottish 2 days before.  Here it was necessary for the Battalion to split into 2 groups and to operate 

on 2 routes in order to clear the ground ahead. On the right route was half the battalion under the CO 

and on the left route the other half the Battalion commanded by the 2ic and known as Barforce. The 

Battalion formed up in this manner during the evening and at first light on the morning of the 14th 

advanced on 2 routes towards Le Thiel. 

 

The going was very good and from intelligence sources the enemy was reported to have withdrawn. 

Where he would be likely to hold next remained to be seen, but apart from mines, snipers, stragglers 

and occasional mortar fire, no coordinated opposition was struck and Le Thiel was reached. Then it 

became apparent that this was where he intended to fight another delaying section. Accurate and 

heavy mortar fire mixed with shells of high calibre, probably 105s, began to make life unpleasant. By 

now Barforce had completed its clearing and rejoined the rest of the Battalion to take up a normal all 

round defensive position. Patrols were pushed out to locate the enemy and it was soon realised that 

he was holding hill feature 212 ahead of us in considerable strength. In the late afternoon an attack 

was put in on the hill with B Coy forward right and D Coy forward left. Despite fierce opposition and 

rapidly failing light the attack was successful. Casualties amongst the assaulting companies were heavy 

and it proved difficult to consolidate in the darkness, especially as enemy fighting patrols persistently 

attacked the companies as they were digging in. These patrols roved around all night. It was impossible 

to clear any further forward because of the darkness and the situation was fluid to say the least of it. 

After a night which seemed eternal, dawn broke and, although sore, the companies had carried out 

another successful operation. At 0300 hrs the enemy withdrew. 

 

It was during this engagement that Jack Greenhouse – Serjeant Major D Company was wounded. 

 

 



The view from Le Thiel towards Hill 202 [June 2024]

 
 

The following day the Battalion group moved south east to take over an area from 4KSLI and to get in 

position to carry on with another sweep south towards Flers. Life these days was a case of fighting as 

long as the light held, then pushing on again at first light. Thus at 0700 hrs on the 16th the advance 

continued along the route through Vassey. Early in the afternoon, the outstanding feature of Mt de 

Cerisse was reached and trouble anticipated. It was a tall, isolated hill feature rising sharply to a height 

of 900 feet which had been at some time a fortress. If not held in force it was almost certain to be 

used as an OP and a carrier patrol was sent to meander its way as far up the track as possible, then to 

dismount and check upon it. Surprisingly enough it was clear of enemy and everybody was thankful. 

In the meantime the companies were having a breather. 

 

 
This IWM photo, taken on 18 Aug is captioned – in an orchard an officer [Maj Barneby(?) – also 

wounded 18 Aug] of the Herefords, sits on top of his vehicle and marks on his map the very 

satisfactory progress of his men. 



It was while waiting here that we evidenced typical Boche bestiality. Busily scratching away in a garden 

of a small cottage was an elderly lady with 2 or 3 excited grandchildren running around her. After 

having dispensed with the usual ‘cigarette for poppa’ we took an interest in the old lady’s activities 

and gambled whether she was about to unearth calvados or the family silver. It turned out we were 

all wrong. She disappeared into the house and returned with a beautiful wire haired terrier which she 

was about to bury. The Germans, after ransacking the house completely, had shot the dog in front of 

her for no reason whatsoever. 

 

After the carriers had reported Mt de Cerise clear, the Battalion pushed on and eventually harboured 

for the night about 20 miles north of Flers. It had been a quiet day we made another 0700 hrs start 

and by 1000 hrs Flers was entered. Odd enemy stragglers had been picked up en route and a few 

others were collected in the town but there was no opposition. For a while nobody thought about 

Germans for the inhabitants would not let us. This was the first time we had witnessed and taken part 

in demonstrations of joy by liberated people. The populace clambered into the vehicles, over the 

vehicles and under the vehicles. The Battalion was greeted with wine and calvados and enjoyed it; 

they were kissed and enjoyed it. It was almost as good as a day’s rest despite the fact that we did not 

stay there more than hour. Such a reception gave a much needed boost to morale. The rifle companies 

had marched continuously since leaving Mauviniere and the weather was extremely hot. 

 

The advance continued through Flers and in the afternoon leading elements came under MG and 

mortar fire from the area of Durcet and St Opportune. Barforce was formed again and despatched to 

deal with the trouble at Durcet while B Coy attacked and cleared the opposition at St Opportune. The 

following morning rifle companies were grateful to continue the advance sitting in tanks. By the time 

the morning mist had lifted the Battalion was on the outskirts of Briouze and the leading elements 

passed through. At the exit to the town they came under shell fire and further movement was checked 

for the time being. Then it was discovered that we had just beaten the Americans to the town and 

that they were formed up ready to enter it from the south. It was in fact American shells which had 

checked our advance. Liaison was made with the American force and soon the market square was 

filled with high ranking British and American commanders jointly working out the programme for the 

next phase. The scene in the town itself surpassed that of Flers if there are comparative degrees of 

supreme happiness. Nazi flags were torn to shreds and the sign of the twisted cross was rudely 

obliterated from posters or wherever else it might appear. The Tricolour and Cross of Lorraine were 

soon fluttering from the top of the church steeple to the accompaniment of peals of victory bells, and 

the FFI now openly wore their Cross of Lorraine armbands for the first time. 

 

In the early afternoon the advance continued eastwards in the direction of Ecouche, the companies 

being carried in TCVs. ATk gunners, mortar and carrier platoon personnel left Briouze in true carnival 

form. Their carriers were covered with flowers and their crews, wearing top hats, shaded themselves 

with umbrellas which had suddenly appeared from nowhere. The afternoon however resumed its 

normal grim countenance as the enemy started to shell the column on the move. The shelling came 

from SP guns and mortars and it was not practicable to get off the road or halt the column. One carrier 

received a direct hit and the crew became casualties but the remainder kept moving. 

 

Finally by 1900 hrs the Battalion was concentrated in an orchard area near Ecouche and harboured 

there for the night. The situation was perfectly quiet and normal routine was adopted. The Gunner 

Officer was working out his artillery DF tasks, a liaison officer form the 1st French Armd Div whom we 

had just contacted was exchanging the local ‘picture’, the pioneers were digging the command post 

and everybody else was getting on with the evening meal. Suddenly, completely out of the blue, and 



without any warning whatever, 3 shells arrived at Battalion HQ. Two pioneers were killed outright and 

the 2ic, adjutant and 2 signallers wounded. It was a disturbing ending to an otherwise successful day 

and it raised once more the difficult problem of replacing key personnel. However it was again proved 

that nobody is indispensable and Battalion HQ continued to function successfully. 

 

After tying up plans with the French division, which had fought its way up from Marseilles, the 

Battalion pushed on northward the following morning in the direction of Mont Garoult. The enemy 

had pulled out leaving behind  bazooka men and snipers, and there were still a few tanks and SP guns 

cruising about, lost and without orders, but making a general nuisance of themselves. A few casualties 

including one Coy Comd [Maj Phillips]  were suffered and sufficient prisoners taken to dig slit trenches 

for Battalion HQ. 

 

Ken Crockford and Alec Wardman recorded their experiences of this time: 

 

[Wardman] We then moved  over to  the west,  next to the American Army.  We  were to 

attack  alongside  the Americans  towards  Vire  and then swing  east  to the City  of Flers.  1st 

Herefords  were to  lead.  We advanced  to the first enemy   opposition,  which then  withdrew, 

but we  could  advance no further, we were  waiting a  500  bomber raid on  the German  

positions.   There we  were, stuck on the  side of a  very  rocky hill waiting for   the raid, which  

was over an  hour late, due  to fog In  England. The Germans  knew  where  we were  and had 

the  accurate  range  for  their guns,  and how they  used them!  the shelling   and mortaring   

was intense.     The ground was too  rocky to 'dig in'  and a   lot of the lads  took  cover  in a  

sunken lane,  my carrier crew  and I crawled  under  the carrier  as some  protection  from the 

blast  and shrapnel.  

 

After a while  along came the  bombers and we  could then advance,  leaving   many dead and 

wounded  to  be buried  or  evacuated to Field Hospitals.  As  we advanced we came on   

members of  one rifle company lying   wounded in a  sunken field, others were  standing still.  

They   had walked into a  field which was  mined with 'schu' mines,  These are small  mines  

which blow  the  foot off  anyone who treads on one.  There was only one thing  to do, and 

taking  the risk  that there  would not be any  anti-tank  mines as well, we  drove the  carriers 

into  the  field and picked up all  the wounded  and got  them out,  then we returned  and  

brought out all the others.  

 

Shortly after  this, another of our  infantry   battalions took over the  lead and captured the 

town of St Martin  des Besaces early the next  morning.   Then came a stroke of luck.  Our  

recce regt located a track which ran for about  10 miles  through the Forest L’Eveque, and was 

not protected  by  the Germans.   In  less than 2 hours  the division  poured  down the  track 

and  broke right  through the  Germans.  By  this time our   regiment had last  over  200 men, 

either dead  or wounded.  

 

For the  next  fortnight our time   was passed  in  combat with 2 German  SS divisions  and one  

tank  division.  German  tanks were  everywhere,   I do not think some  of them  knew  what 

they  were doing.   We ourselves  were  completely exhausted,  as we had   very little  sleep 

for 3 weeks, and were  short  of men, who had become casualties.  We learned  afterwards  

that  we had  destroyed  the 2  SS divs and most  of the tanks.                                           

 

 



Both remembered the entry into Flers as it was the first town of any size that they had liberated’: 

 

[Crockford] During   the night we were  told that units on each side had drawn level with us 

and that starting at 0700 hrs we  would advance to Flers and   commence clearing the town of 

the enemy.   We  were  amazed.  Armoured divisions usually  by passed towns to cut the enemy's 

supply lines, leaving the clearance of them to the following infantry divisions. The plan was for  

our carrier platoon to reach the outskirts of Flers and set up their machine guns to provide 

covering fire if necessary for the advance into the town. C Coy  led by [my platoon] 14 Pl  was 

to  follow on foot. On arrival 14 Pl was  to make its way  as quickly as possible to the centre of 

the town before turning Eastwards towards Argentan. When clear of  the town to halt and await 

the remainder of Herefords, opposition was to be ‘contained by fire’ we  were not to divert from 

our aim by trying to eliminate it. Considering our rate of  progress to date we thought this was 

‘a tall order’!  

At about 1000 hrs 14 Pl arrived on the Northern, edge of the town. The sergeant in  charge of 

the machine guns said all was quiet. They had seen no civilians or enemy. With some 

trepidation we moved  down the road, as spread out as possible although our single files 

provided excellent targets to any lurking enemy.  

At first all was eerily quiet, and we wondered whether we were walking  into an  ambush. Then 

doors opened, heads popped out to be quickly withdrawn.  Then  doors opened and the people 

of Flers tumbled on to the street armed with bottles of wine, fruit and flowers. The soldiers 

struggled with their equipment to reach their tin mugs for the wine and I had the difficulty in 

keeping them moving, the temptation to halt and join in the celebrating population proving 

almost irresistible. Somehow I got  them moving  only to be met with    what to me was an 

unforgettable sight. A nun came out of a house to our left accompanied    by young children.  

They  were all laughing as they formed a circle and danced and sang.    This was the first (but 

not the last) time I had ever seen a laughing nun and I can still vividly picture the happy scene.  

With great difficult we penetrated the cheering happy throng and carried on, with, it might    be 

said, some reluctance to the quieter outskirts of Flers. It seemed a very long time before the 

remaining Herefords joined us. Whilst waiting I was alarmed when a passing tank picked up a 

broken telegraph wire and when passing and pressed me  to a wall. Fortunately it snapped 

before I was sliced in two.  

[Wardman] On the evening of 16 August armoured  cars of the Inns of Court Regiment entered 

the town of Flers and reported it clear. The next day we entered the town. It was the first 

town as opposed to village we had occupied, and for the first time we began to speak of 

'liberating' places rather than 'capturing' them. It was also the first time we were greeted by 

the people; they lined the streets and waved as we walked by offering us fruit and cider, which 

was very welcome on such a hot and dusty day. Before this our reception had been very 

indifferent. It was a great morale booster, by the time we'd cleared the town and were 

heading for our next objective everyone was in a happier frame of mind. It was  becoming 

obvious that the enemy was now conducting a planned withdrawal to the east, blowing 

bridges and planting mines wherever he could. He also left behind organised rearguards if he 

thought they could hold us up. The lack of opposition in the morning of each day proved this 

point, it was usually in the afternoon before we overtook his rearguard. This situation was 

being forced upon him by the increasing threat to his flanks from the north and south. As the 

pressure increased his forces in the pocket faced the danger of encirclement south of Falaise.  

Then we made  a strong  push  and kept going   towards Flers, which   we liberated on 17 August.   I 

say liberated  because this  was the  first place of  any size and with any  people that  we  came to, 



most of  the other villages  and towns  had been destroyed  during  the battles.  the city of  Flers  had  

been bombed  by the Americans who   had been trying  to block the  railway  line, the main line from 

Normandy  to Paris.  

 

The people went  mad  with Joy  and showered   us with flowers  and fruit.  if you have never  tried to 

catch a  ripe tomato  or  plum  thrown at  a moving vehicle don't!  they make   a horrible mess as  we 

found  out.  We  were on the  move now, and knew  that  the Germans  were on  the run.  At Briouze  

we  had an argument  with an  American Division   which was  trying to  use the same  road as we  

were. They were not  on their route and  had to allow   us through; later we  found out that  they were 

General  Le Clerc's French  Division, who  wanted  the quickest  road  to Paris, and we were on it.  

 

We  were now  on the  southern edge of  the Falaise pocket,  as it  was to  become known,  and  here 

were  the worst  horrors of  war,  thousands  of  dead Germans  and horses, killed as they tried to  

escape to  the east, and what  to  them  was safety, while  the roads were  blocked with  the debris  of 

wrecked  vehicles and  tanks.  

 

A despatch rider of the Herefords hitching a tow from an anti-tank gun towed by a carrier towards 

Argentan. Note the unit number ‘63’ on the carrier and the DR’s helmet. 

 
 

 On  we pushed  through  Argentan and Gace  to L’Aigle,  where we  rested  for 3 days  while  another 

Infantry  Division forced  a  crossing over the  river Seine.   Resting  means  that we maintained  our  

vehicles, which  had been  on  the move  for over 5 weeks  with little  chance of maintenance. [Rest 

did not mean rest! It involved equipment maintenance, absorbing replacement men and equipment, 

cleaning and servicing, feeding, washing and of course catching up on sleep]. 

 

This is when we first heard the term, the Falaise Gap. What it referred to was the only way his forces 

inside the pocket could escape, the gap between  the  towns of Falaise in the north and   Argentan in 

the south. With all his transport being  forced into this  bottleneck it was  being mercilessly strafed by 



the allied air forces and shelled by our artillery until the roads to  Bernay were  completely  choked   

with smashed   and burning transport. Thousands  of  prisoners were  taken and we  took our first 

General. This was  the  commander   of the 276  Inf  Div Lt-Gen  Kurt Badinski, and with him his staff, 

that was on 20  August. Within another few  days all the Germans formations in the pocket were 

eliminated. With  the defeat  of his troops in the  pocket there was  no reason to fight rearguard actions 

or pursue other  such delaying tactics, nor  indeed had he sufficient troops left to do so. The only cause 

open to him   now was   to retire as quickly as possible behind the next line of defence, the water 

barrier of the river Seine.  

The next 2 days operations were uneventful, By now the Falaise gap had been virtually closed and 

rocket firing Typhoons were well able to deal with tanks and troops hoping to use the only road and 

escape route open to the Seine. This road was also under Allied shell fire from north and south. The 

German 7th Army had been virtually destroyed, whilst many men escaped almost all of their heavy 

equipment was lost and over 40,000 PoWs taken. The German aim was to cross the Seine, destroy the 

bridges and gain time to regroup to present a defence. Clearly the Allied objective was to maintain the 

momentum of the advance and prevent this. The Armoured Divs with their mix of armour and infantry, 

speed and flexibility were ideal for this and the next phase of the Hereford’s story begins. 

 

The Battalion leapfrogged on tanks through the KSLI, passed through Argentan and eventually reached 

Gace. About 100 disorganised and disheartened Boche were picked up during the final sealing of the 

Falaise pocket. Apart from the speed at which the Battalion moved, the last few days of this operation 

provided nothing spectacular. The Battalion had been on the go since 30 Jul and by 22 Aug was all 

ready for a thorough wash down and sort out, which it finally got at L’Aigle. Here the men got down 

to accumulated stocks of BIS and forgot all about was for a few days. 

 

[Crockford] At 1600hrs  our wheeled transport joined  us.  We   embussed and   moved off  

towards Argentan to shortly come  under mortar   bomb fire (which punctured one of our tyres), 

and small arms fire from the edge of a small wood near Durcet to our left. I was ordered to deal 

with the situation. Finding a hollow in the ground we formed up to attack. I was wondering 

how  my new platoon would react but I need not have worried.  On the order to move every 

man  rose to his feet and moved forward. As we reached the crest of the fold in the ground we 

were met by a hail of fire, it appeared no one could avoid being hit. We moved steadily forward 

firing from the hip. As we  approached the enemy position the bullets went higher and  higher 

over our heads as  the  Germans  crouched lower  and lower in their trenches.  When    we were 

about twenty metres away they surrendered, and we escorted them to the road.  Astonishingly 

not one of 14 Pl had been hit.  Later that night the Pl Sgt told me that he  had been talking to 

the soldiers  who had told him that they  wanted to keep me as I must by  their lucky mascot!  

As Bob Price said – we settled down to a few days rest …. Reinforcements of men and equipment 

arrived ………. We able to have a wash and a shave and get a change of underwear ……….. I hadn’t had 

my boots off for 3 weeks. 

The Great Swan 

 

The breakout had started, the German forces were in a state of disorganisation, the momentum of 

the Allied advance had to be maintained to press home the advantage. 

 

All Allied reinforcements and stores were still being received ‘over the beaches’ and through the 

Mulberry Harbour at Arromanches. As the Allies moved forward the lines of communication would be 



extended and the momentum of the advance more challenging to maintain. A forward port was 

needed and the Allied eyes were set on Antwerp. 

 

The armoured divisions with their all arms configuration, flexibility and speed were ideal for the task, 

11 Armd Bde was to be to the fore. 

 

Soldiers of the Herefords on the ‘Paris Road’ supported by Cromwell tanks 

 
 

Whilst 11 Armd Div rested, The Allies advanced, American troops to the south and British and 

Canadian to the North – the French were racing to liberate Paris. The advance was to move in step 

with each other to be known as ‘the broad front’. 

 



43 Div has moved forward and secured a bridge across the River Seine at Vernon. At 0600hrs on 28 

August 11 Armd Div began their advance to the bridge. 

 

The Bridge over the Seine at Vernon 

 
 

There was considerable traffic congestion at the Seine crossing and everyone thought his unit had 

priority. OC D Coy left his wireless vehicle to help organise the traffic and while he was away part of 

the column was directed over another bridge. His 2ic was oblivious of his absence and also of the fact 

that his vehicle had been misdirected after crossing the bridge and was leading a large part of the 

Battalion column along a completely unexplored route. At the next village his driver stopped to ask 

for orders, when suddenly they were attacked – not by the enemy but by the usual shower of 

tomatoes and eggs. It was a harassed Canadian, who, after much warmth over the air and several 

disputes with those behind him, led his column back to the Battalion’s correct position. 

 

The advance was swift and as Bob Price remembered: we sat in our TCVs on the move night and day, 

what opposition we met was quickly eliminated and we moved on; the next few days are difficult to 

describe as everything happened so fast. The towns and villages quickly passed by with their names 

hardly registering.  

 

By 30 Aug the advance was 30 miles short of Amiens where the River Somme presented another 

potential barrier to the advance. A night advance was ordered to ‘dash’ forward to seize the bridge. 

This was novel to advance in the hours of darkness, on a particularly dark and rainy night - but it was 

successful and a bridge was taken intact. The Herefords had dug in a few miles short of the town and 

were in reserve for the assault into Amiens; they moved forward into the town on the afternoon of 

31st. 



 

Alec Wardman remembered this night move:  ……….  in pouring rain there was no moon that night. 

Our Column  was  moving on  by-roads, little more  than  tracks in places, sometimes  we found  that  

German vehicles  had Joined our route,  and  these were quickly  despatched  when discovered.    

An unknown member of the Battalion who took part in ‘the swan’ describes his experience as follows: 

 

From an individual’s point of view the swan from L’Aigle to Antwerp was no more than a 

victorious ride, and even those who had problems to meet of a kind not met before, now 

remember only those things which were pleasant. To S Coy the ride was even better than for 

the rest of the Battalion, perhaps because of the carrying capacity of their vehicles and their 

easier access to the cheering populace. 

 

The night drive to Amiens was a nightmare for carrier drivers following the small white light 

of the vehicle in front, many a vehicle seeing stationary white arrows on the roadside stopped 

thinking it was the carrier in front stopped. The night was pitch black and it was necessary to 

have someone by the driver stuck out on the front of the carrier to assist him pick out the way. 

But despite this difficulty and the fact that at times the carriers lost the more swiftly flowing 

wheeled vehicles in front, no one lost the way. At each difficult junction or village there was 

always one or more FFI a torch in hand, a rifle in the other, and a cheery word to guide us on 

our way and the signing of the route by C17PS never failed. These 2 facts were largely 

responsible for the success of this amazing night drive. 

 

The following morning provided what was perhaps the strangest event of the campaign. At 0530 hrs 

the column halted in the semi darkness outside Conty. At the very end of the Battalion column a sleepy 

ATk section and pl HQ, with the Pioneers behind, was still stopped on the narrow road when out of 

the darkness a horses were heard approaching. In the dim light a hooded cart drawn by 2 horses was 

distinguished. Up went the normal shout ‘pull into the side’, everyone thinking such a harmless looking 

vehicle on a French road would be a farmer on his way to the village. The road cleared and the cart 

passed the rear 2 jeeps. As it passed the third the driver sleepily glanced at it and surprised us by 

shouting ‘it’s full of Boche!’. OC Pioneers jumped up and emptied his revolver into the cart. It was 

quite obvious that the Germans thought we were one of their own columns and were just as surprised 

as we were. The Germans scrambled out and fled across the fields. The last one to jump out was 

unlucky, and was effectively grabbed by a ham fisted Pioneer and made a prisoner; ATk crews sprayed 

the remainder with Bren and 2 or 3 rifles opened up, but it was still too dark to hit anything or to see 

more than 30 yards, and they got away from the column. OC B Coy warned over the blower and sent 

a patrol across their line of escape and rounded them up. Meanwhile the captor was proudly showing 

his prisoner, a poor frightened lad of 17, to all and sundry. 

 

The Allied advance could continue. 

 



 
 

 

Casualties 

Name                       Initial Rank           Number        Company Cause Date            Location 

Amphlett        JA Pte          5735628 D KIA 04/08/1944 La Biste 

Williams FG Pte 13045954 HQ KIA 04/08/1944 Caen 

Ankers     F Pte          5057799 S KIA 05/08/1944  La Biste 

Finnikin          WG Pte          4038567 S KIA 06/08/1944 La Biste 

Sharpin AA Pte          4036652 D DOW 09/08/1944 Presles 

Williams HH  Cpl          4105904 B KIA 09/08/1944 Presles 

Farmer            GN Pte          5623310 S KIA 11/08/1944 Le Bas Perrier 

Stringer G Pte 4027918   Buried UK 14/08/1944 Caen(?) 

Cutting           FJ Pte          4460325 D KIA 15/08/1944 Le Thiel 

Doughton          AB Cpl          5254336 D KIA 15/08/1944 Le Thiel 

Hands             AH L/Cpl        5118158 B KIA 15/08/1944 Le Thiel 

Husbands GJ L/Cpl        4104469 D KIA 15/08/1944 Le Thiel 

Lewis    WT Pte          4040785 S KIA 15/08/1944 Le Thiel 

Pope      B Pte          4040797 S KIA 15/08/1944 Le Thiel 

Powell S Pte          14708317 B KIA 15/08/1944 Le Thiel 

Worton LG L/Cpl        4042419 D KIA 15/08/1944 Le Thiel 

Davies          EEP Pte          4105770 S KIA 18/08/1944 Ecouche 

Davies           EH Pte          14385082 C DOW 18/08/1944 Ecouche 

Jones HJC Pte          4038431 S KIA 18/08/1944 Ecouche 

Plant  J Pte          4038484 S KIA 18/08/1944 Ecouche 

Waythe AAW Pte          4042802 C DOW 19/08/1944 Ecouche 

 



 

 

Cpl Reg Worton remembered: Our carriers were 

parked all round the sides of a field when a 

Yankee Thunderbolt came snooping round at 

hedge height and you could see the pilot. A jerry 

gun shot at him which scared him and he sliced 

right down my section and hit Wilf Finnikin, one 

of my drivers who died in my arms. An 

exchange which would now be classed as a 

‘blue on blue’ a probable inevitability of war. 

 

 

 

 

An early, possibly original grave marker of the 

burial place of EEP Davies 

 

 

One of the duties of the Regimental Padre was to write to the next of kin of those soldier killed, in 

many cases it would have been a ‘standard’ letter as he could not know every soldier, but one soldier 

he did know was Pte Glyn Williams. 



 

 

 
 

Pte Williams in the D Coy Rugby 

7s team in 1941. 

 

Below is the graves 

concentration report of the 

Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission showing that Pte 

Williams was removed from his 

temporary grave at Nr Burcy 

(Also the location of Pte 

Finnikin’s initial grave) and laid 

to rest in Bayeaux CWGC 

 

5254336 Cpl ‘Dolly’ Doughton was a member of D Coy killed on the assault of Hill 212. He was in the 

same reinforcement draft at Bob Price and as a corporal had ‘looked out for’ Bob. 



Wounded 

  

 

Jack (front table 4th in) at a reunion dinner in the 1950s 



Honours & Awards 

Name Rank Number Award For Action LG 

Crofts WAP Maj 66667 MC 14/08/1944 01/03/1945 

Pollard, W                                         L/Sgt         4038249 MM 14/08/1944 01/03/1945 

Stevens, BG                        Cpl           4038274 MM 14/08/1944 01/03/1945 

 

 



 

Maj Crofts would serve throughout the war; he would be present at the arrest of Grand Admiral 

Doenitz and lead the Herefordshire Regiment on the Hereford City Freedom Parade in September 

1945. 

 

 

 

The arrest of GAdml Doenitz Maj Crofts leads the Freedom of Hereford 

parade 

 



 

 



 

 

 

Officers’ Plot 

See Separate post 

ORs’ Strength Return 

The strength returns do not present the full picture and they only give a snapshot total and do not 

include details of gains and losses. 

Date WO1 WO2 CSjt Sjt Cpl Pte Bglr Total Remarks 

Establishment 1 7 6 38 72 689   813   

                    

13/06/1944               913 Rail Party 384; sea party 529 

30/06/1944 1 7 7 39 72 673 6 805   

29/07/1944 1 7 8 38 74 594 6 728  

2/9/1944 1 7 9 41 70 582 6 716  



Reinforcements continued to be received to make good losses. 

 

 

 

Pte Arthur Brown, 7 Platoon, A Company -  A 

reinforcement received in August. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Bible given to him, and inscribed, by his 

girlfriend/fiancee – later his wife. 

 

 
 

 

 

 



Capt Cowan’s PoW Report 

 

 



 

 



 


