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1st BATTALION THE HEREFORDSHIRE REGIMENT – MARCH 1945 

 

Battles do not observe the calendar and the battle to clear the ground up to the Rhine started in 

February went on until 9 March when 11 Armd Div and the Herefords were withdrawn from the front. 

The battle had been hard and had been costly to the Battalion. 

 

The assault crossing of the Rhine was achieved and 11 Armd Div crossed as part of the follow on forces 

on 28thMarch. Psychologically the last barrier to victory had been crossed – it was now a matter of 

time; it was considered inevitable that Germany would be defeated, but Germans were now fighting 

on ‘their home turf’, many were still fanatical Nazis and followers of Hitler and would fight to the last. 

Hitler had ordered a ‘scorched earth’ policy and the advance into and across Germany would be hard 

and costly. The elation of crossing the Rhine was tempered by the realism of the fight still to come. 

 

After a rush across the German countryside, the close of the month saw the Battalion well inside 

Germany on the banks of the Dortmund/Ems canal looking up at the Teutoburger Ridge. 

 

WAR DIARY 

The Brigade War Diary 
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The Officers of the Battalion, with the Brigade Commander, Brig Churcher sat in the centre.  Taken in 

Haacht on the 18th. The location is still recognisable today although the building uses have changed. 
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Across The Rhine 
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March started with 3 Can Div operating on the Battalion’s left and clearing the Hochwald Forest 
feature. The enemy was still in occupation of the Schlieffen line and on the 2nd  B Coy with one troop 
of 15/19 in support put in an attack to force a breach in the line. The forward platoon covered 200 
yards of open country and was within 150 yards of its objective. Having allowed them to come 
completely in the open the enemy opened up with heavy MG and mortar fire. Further advance by the 
platoon was impossible under the withering fire, so the Coy Comd decided to consolidate the position 
with the other two platoons. Three attempts were made to extricate the remnants of the pinned down 
platoon but each time intensified MG, mortar and sniper fire was brought to bear on the company. 
The stretcher bearers did gallant work crawling around with red cross flags and treating the most 
urgent cases. Evacuation of wounded was impossible. 
 
In the evening A Coy passed through B Coy and put in another assault on the same objective. It was a 
light night made worse by artificial moonlight which silhouetted them as they moved. The leading 
platoon came under intense and accurate SA and mortar fire and the leading section became 
casualties. There was no cover, which made movement extremely difficult. The NCO commanding the 
platoon [Sgt Davies] displayed the finest gallantry. With complete disregard for his own safety and 
with a coolness which reassured his men, he moved round organising return fire and attending to the 
wounded. He personally recced the enemy positions and made a plan of their dispositions. During this 
time he was not more than 80 yards from the enemy and must have been clearly visible. He then left 
his platoon under command of his Pl Sgt and took back the information to his Coy Comd. Based on the 
information a successful company left flanking attack was put in and the company consolidated on its 
first objective. As soon as they were established, C Coy with a troop of tanks passed through. The 
enemy promptly reacted to the tanks more than the infantry and started to engage them hotly with 
Spandaus from right, left and centre. The tanks were quite happy about that. Their chief concern was 
bazooka teams which might be lying in the ditches waiting for them to come along the road. Therefore 
working in close cooperation with the troop, the leading platoons worked their way forward in single 
file along the ditches ready to deal with any lurking bazooka types.  After the infantry had checked up 
to about 40 yards the tanks bounded forward again, drawing all the enemy SA fire and allowing the 
platoon to push on unengaged. By this leapfrogging arrangement the platoon reached the first 
obstacle of the Schlieffen line which was an anti tank ditch. Upon recce of the bridge over it the Pl 
Comd considered it too flimsy to carry a tank and the leading tank, trying to shear off to the right, 
brewed up on a mine. The others continued to give support and the platoon established itself in the 
excellent trenches provided by the enemy. By this time the enemy appreciated that his curtain of 
defensive artillery and MG fire had failed to check the advance and had evacuated the trenches. 
Patrols sent out forward failed to contact them so the company went firm in this area, supported by 
a platoon of machine guns from No 2 Independent MG Coy (4 RNF). The Schlieffen line had been 
breached but only as a result of a constant hammering and persistent assault. 

 

 
Anti tank ditches about Udem 

 

 
Passing through Udem 
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The immediate reaction to this was heavy shelling on the newly captured position which continued 
throughout the day. Odd snipers continued to make a nuisance of themselves but C Coy were 
reasonably happy in their German dug trenches. The Battalion continued to hold these positions for 
the next two days awaiting developments from the from 3 Can Div sector. There was a noticeable 
decrease in shelling and it appeared that the enemy was withdrawing his artillery.  
 

On the 5th the Battalion regrouped itself ready to continue operations towards Sonsbeck and Xanten 
and 3 Mons passed through to carry out the first phase. In the meantime big things were happening 
on the right flank. 3 (British) Div operating on the immediate right, having cleared the enemy out of 
Kervenheim made rapid progress and steered the Guards Armd Div which appeared from the direction 
of Geldern. This was all part and parcel of the American’s advance from the south and everybody 
seemed to be heading for Sonsbeck at the same time. 11 Armd Div was halted on the spot and other 
formations polished off the remainder of the broken enemy force still left west of the Rhine. 
 
Having been thus eclipsed from the battle the Battalion Group settled itself in to make up for the lost 
rations and sleep. All companies centred themselves on well stocked farms and forgot all about bully 
beef for the next few days.  
 
It had been a hard fought battle from everybody's point of view. Supply and administration was made 
difficult by the treacherous track which would become a quagmire but which was the only route 
leading up to the fighting troops. Great credit is due to the echelon personnel and the ATk Pl who 
ferried up food, ammunition, petrol etc. to keep the companies going, and also to the stretcher 
bearers who slaved magnificently against adverse enemy and ground conditions. Here is an account 
of the battle as experienced by a stretcher bearer attached to B Coy:  
 

The day the Battalion had the task of clearing the enemy from the outskirts of Udem, it so 
happened that I was riding on the third tank of the leading squadron and I was not feeling so 
happy about that! We rode on our tanks until we reached a Canadian unit’s forward position 
at the far end of the town. It was here that trouble started brewing and we had to detank 
owing to the excessive anti tank fire and shelling. For a while we sought cover but not for long 
as the platoons were given a task and ordered to go forward to clear the Germans out of a 
position on our right flank. Whilst clearing these positions one platoon in particular suffered 
quite a number of casualties and it was then that I heard the old familiar cry for stretcher 
bearers. It was not long before we had dressed the wounded and evacuated them to the RAP. 
On my return from the RAP I discovered that some of their tanks had been knocked out and 
that the crews had suffered casualties, some of them being severely wounded. We lost no time 
in evacuating the men and by the time we had taken the last of the wounded to the RAP 
darkness was fast approaching. By the time I returned, my company had moved forward and, 
since it was dark, I was instructed to remain with Battalion HQ till the morning. 
 
After a very uncomfortable night of shelling I was given the location of my company which I 
found quite easily. We remained in these positions for the rest of the day. At dusk 2 companies 
passed us mounted on tanks and we moved up on foot. Hell seemed to be let loose that night. 
Jerry seemed to be slinging everything he had against us and it appeared that he was firing at 
us from every angle. We met with very stiff opposition over the bridges and suffered heavy 
casualties. It was a trying night for all the SBs concerned owing to the fact that the road and 
bridge were in a terrible state and were made even worse by our own tanks. The majority of 
our stretcher cases had to be carried to vehicles 1000 yards away. We did attempt to evacuate 
some with an abandoned carrier but this met with little success as the carrier soon ditched 
itself. It was daylight before we had finished evacuating our last casualty. I should like to 
mention that through this incident we lost two of our SBs through exhaustion. The position we 
occupied during that morning and for 24 hours later was by no means a healthy one. Jerry was 
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very consistent with his mortars and 88s. However we were lucky enough to escape casualties. 
The following day our company had the task of going forward to force a gap in the Schlieffen 
line in front of the forward companies. The enemy soon spotted us after we passed through 
our forward positions and gave us everything he had in the way of small arms fire and shelling. 
His fire was so effective that it pinned the company down for some time and it was here once 
again we suffered casualties. Evacuating the wounded was by no means an easy task as the 
ground was quite open and the enemy could easily detect the slightest movement. It was 
impossible for the squad and myself to avoid movement, so we decided to make her way 
towards the wounded under the cover of a Red Cross flag we carried. By doing this we were 
able to treat the wounded. We selected the most urgent of them for evacuation and two of 
the squad took a stretcher case while I myself crawled back with one on my back. After we had 
gone back some 100 yards or so a shell exploded nearby killing the wounded man who lay on 
the stretcher and wounded one of the SBs who was carrying it. Two or 3 minutes later I myself 
was hit in the leg by a sniper. As luck happened the Coy Comd had previously arranged for an 
ambulance half track to come up to C Coy and after being hit I found myself only a matter of 
50 yards away from the vehicle. Not being seriously wounded, I was able to assist the man I 
was carrying to the half track. The other SB also made his own way to the half track, though 
he was pretty badly wounded in the back. I have not written every incident that occurred in 
this particular battle. Those that I have written about are the ones that I remember that remain 
clearest in my mind. 

 
All companies had an equal share in  the fighting and here is an account of the operation from C Coy’s 
point of view:  
 

It is far from easy to give an impersonal account of those few days which to us of C Coy remains 
so vivid - days that brought so many changes in the company which had grown up afresh on 
the river Maas, where changes have been few. A sudden contrast was made by the tremendous 
pace of events and the heat of things after those wearying winter months. We left our 
concentration area on the morning of the 27 Feb. Two companies had gone on ahead on the 
backs of the tanks into the town of Udem, which we had been informed was already taken by 
the Canadians. Many of us may have glanced away to the long green hill to our half left, little 
dreaming, as we plodded on in single file through the dust of the tanks, of the part it was to 
play in the unknown days ahead. 
 

As we approached the outskirts of the battered town we remarked upon the engineers newly 
erected mines notices, the enormous anti tank ditch and wire entanglements and the small 
files of field grey prisoners with their hands on their heads, escorted by tired scruffy Canadian 
Scottish infantryman. I know many of us quietly thanked God that we had not been given the 
task of securing Udem. We were not left long in this kind of contemplation for almost 
immediately we were forced to lie low as shells came at us all along the road. We heard that 
A&B Coys had dismounted from their tanks and were clearing the further side of the town.  
 

As we waited expectantly in this position we were ordered to pass through B Coy who were in 
the area of the station and swing left, making for the Y junction at the base of the green hill 
we had seen that morning. D Coy were to pass through A and were to work further to our left. 
We were also told we should have no difficulty in keeping to our axis as a wood ran parallel to 
our right all the way to our objective. As we passed through B Coy and from the shelter of the 
houses we could clearly see across the open ground the long line of the wood. The ground was 
cultivated and there appeared to be nothing abnormal about the fresh young fields of corn, 
now scarred with tank tracks.  
 



10 

 

As 13 Pl, which was leading, crossed the anti tank ditch all was still; there was no shelling and 
no small arms fire. The only disturbance was the crackling of the several burning farmhouses 
at the edge of the wood. This was the work of the tanks, the leading one of which seemed 
already to be on our first objective. We all moved on slowly in extended order well opened out. 
13 Pl were within about 90 yards of the first burning farmstead, when intense Spandau fire 
was aimed at us from immediately ahead and from the wood on our right. 13 Pl caught the 
full weight of this murderous fire and were only saved from complete destruction by their wide 
dispersal. As it was, the whole of the leading section with the single exception of the bren 
gunner were mown to the ground by such close range fire. The bren gunner owed his life to a 
lone potato clump behind which he took cover. The enemy must have been able to see his 
position clearly since they continued to pour increasing bursts of machine gunfire at him and 
at the other two sections and Coy HQ further back. The Pl Comd managed to crawl forward 
and join the bren gunner at the potato heap. The Spandau immediately ahead was located in 
the farmhouse window and silenced. This gave limited freedom of movement behind the 
clump, since the remaining two Spandaus were some 200 yards to the right and screened by 
it. Nevertheless they proved awkward sweeping the top and both ends of the clump with fire. 
The Pl Comd was able to kneel behind this cover to shout orders and signaled that to the Pl Sgt 
and next section in whose area a tank had appeared. In spite of these shouts and signals the 
Pl Comd had to crawl back to the Sherman. To help him on his way back in the face of the 
enemy fire, the bren gunner brought his gun to bear on the corner of the wood. Once the tank 
was reached, its full firepower was directed onto the two remaining machine gun positions 
and the line of the wood. Under this fire support the rest of the platoon was able to make a 
frontal assault on the farmhouse area where some 18 prisoners were taken.  
 

While this engagement of the leading platoon was being fought, the Coy Comd, who had 
weighed up the difficulties, ordered 14 Pl to move round to the left. They took a wide sweep 
making full use of the slight dip in the open country. By this time Coy HQ and the rear platoon 
were being subjected to harassing shelling. As 14 Pl drew level with the farmstead upon which 
13 Pl were concentrating their attack, one of their number was killed instantly by sniper fire 
from another farm a little beyond, which also proved to be strongly held. In spite of this they 
put in an attack on this second farm and took more prisoners. Having cleared these two farms, 
after a brief period of reorganization, we pushed on.  
 

In the late afternoon we reached the Y junction at the foot of the low hill we had viewed, 
perhaps rather vaguely earlier that day. A Coy had reached the top and from the numbers of 
Shermans that were ‘brewing’ we knew they must have had a difficult passage. As we dug in 
the night rapidly closed in on us and the shelling increased. We were relieved to see the two 
companies of 3 Mons moving up in the half light and exchanged gruff wishes with the dark 
lumbering forms. There was continuous shelling and the startling rattle of bullets exploding in 
the trees; 2 Hun paratroopers were caught trying to stalk a section position; news that all was 
not going well with the Mons was supported in evidence by the comments of those coming 
back along the lane near which we were sitting; there was no food and no news of food until 
early in the morning. It was a weird and miserable night.   
 

With the morning of the 28th as so often happens in battle, our spirits improved. We had a 
snack in the early hours and were able to supplement this with as much as we could eat when 
light came and fires could be started. If anything the shelling had eased a little and the Mons 
were reported to have 2 companies across the stream ahead.  
 

Orders were received during the afternoon for a further attack on the Schliefen line the plan 
was for A Coy to breach the first entanglement and supported by a squadron of the 15/19 and 
we, with another squadron, were to reach the second anti tank ditch. The whole plan was to 
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be carried out at night. We cleaned our weapons and generally prepared ourselves, ready to 
move back in the early hours of darkness to join our tanks. There was no shelling as we married 
up and watched the first 2 companies get underway. A few minutes later we too climbed on 
the backs of our ‘Big Brothers’ and moved slowly under the brow of the Gochfortz position.  
 

Slowly, very slowly, the tanks moved along the narrow open lane. They were unable to move 
from its hard surface as the fields on either side were marshy. Evidence of these treacherous 
surroundings were the deeply bogged tanks we passed, who had overshot a corner or unwisely 
endeavoured to pass a knocked out brother in their path. The Germans were not long in 
realising that something was developing. It is impossible to move tanks under these conditions 
without noise. The roar of their engines and the rattle of their tracks brought down upon us all 
manner of artillery and mortar fire. We ourselves understood the meaning of DF and the 
paratroopers must have registered on the road and, in particular, the crossing of the stream 
where we had succeeded in placing a fascine. Every time the tanks halted we lay alongside 
their tracks. This undoubtedly saved us a number of casualties, for every time we mounted 
again we suffered heavily from shell and mortar splinters. There was something rather awe 
inspiring in the way these splinters struck the massive steel structures of the tanks. We suffered 
in this way for some 2 1/2 hours before we crossed the stream and came abreast of A Coy who 
were reorganizing after their exploits. They had been fired upon from the woods immediately 
to the right and were forced to engage in very sticky night wood clearing. This unexpected 
operation was costly and a measure of control was lost. What is more we were still subject to 
shellfire and still some way from objective. The leading tanks were being engaged by close 
range enemy SP fire. It was because of this and the fact that they were unable to leave the 
road that we were ordered to move along on foot.  
 

13 Pl took the lead and moved up to a small spinney by the side of which the CO's tank was 
bogged and from which forward position he was controlling the battle. The Coy Comds 
collected 14 and 15 Pls and we proceeded to dig in, in soft saturated ground, 13 Pl in the small 
copse with Coy HQ and 14 Pl behind. It was at this stage that the few remaining members of 
15 Pl were used to reinforce the other two and Coy HQ. Tired that we were, we followed the 
advice to dig deep and cursed the water that appeared in the bottom of our holes.   
 

As we had expected, and also firmly prophesied by the old stagers and commanders, with the 
dawn came the shelling. We were some 600 yards from our objective, behind which rose a high 
hill. With little doubt that it was from this vantage point the fire was being directed. As the 
first few hours of daylight developed it became increasingly clear how well the Hun could see 
us. We had no chance to camouflage ourselves. With the first attempt to distribute rations one 
man was killed instantly by a sniper from very close range. As a result for the remainder of the 
day we shot at every conceivable sniper position.  
 

During that whole day and until darkness of the next we sat under the enemy's dominant 
position and was stalked until the trees of the copse were torn to pieces and robbed of their 
branches, and the greenfield behind was shell pocked as we had rarely seen before. We gave 
what assistance we could to those who were unable to stand the strain and watched A&B Coys 
abortive attempts to reach the perimeter of the defensive line ahead.  
 

In the evening of the 4th we were given the general picture and details of our part in the second 
night attack with tanks that was to breach the Schlieffen line. After A Coy had secured the first 
anti tank ditch we were to push through dealing only with the opposition actually menacing 
the track. 13 Pl were to lead supported by a troop of tanks. A Coy reached their objective, the 
windmill according to the plan and we moved through. All was disturbingly quiet. Not even a 
single shell. The leading platoon were taking no chances and had one section in the dykes on 
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either side of the road. These sections move forward 40 yards, ensuring that there were no 
Panzerfausts, then lay down and allowed the first tank to move up and brass up the area 
ahead. When this had been done the whole operation could be repeated it was on the first leg 
of these stepping up tactics that two Spandaus opened fire on the tanks from some 400 yards 
range. This lively exchange of tracer continued for three legs, when the uneven battle became 
too much for the enemy and no further opposition was encountered. In the darkness 13 Pl 
reached their objective and recced some 200 yards beyond the most extensive and formidable 
trench system we had seen throughout the campaign. Apart from the anti tank ditches and 
wire there were two tremendous trenches some 12 feet deep, complete with fire steps and 
dugouts, the whole being lined with thick pine logs.  
 
The following morning there was a little fire from the concrete emplacements on the hill in 
front but after the past few days this was hardly noticeable to us in our deep trenches. Coy HQ 
were the only ones to be worried and they were less fortunate and had to remain in the shallow 
communication trench beside the wireless carrier. They stuck this for one whole day and at 
night moved back to the area of the windmill.  
 

For us this was the end of the struggle our very real fears of being ordered to push on (for we 
openly stated to one another that we had had enough) were put to rest with the news that the 
Guards Armd Div had come in from a flank and the enemy had withdrawn in face of this threat 
in his rear. We moved to two farmhouses in the area, making full use of their beds and clean 
straw, not to mention eggs, hot water etc. Here we received the glad news from the CO himself, 
when he came to speak to us that we were moving out to rest, and we were deeply thankful 
for his well done!  

 
 

 

 
 

Pte Childs writes a letter home 

 

 

 
 

Pte Sinar at ‘the ready’ 

 
Soldiers of the Herefordshire Regiment in their trenches 

about Sonsbeck on 6 March 

 Pte Ward, the photograph is 

annotated ‘due to go on 

leave the next day’; perhaps 

that’s why he smiling! 

 

Total casualties for operation blockbuster  
 

Killed   28  
Wounded  125  
 

On 9 March the Div was withdrawn to Belgium to rest and refit,  the Battalion moved to Haacht, a 
small town north of Brussels and from 9 to 28 of March the Div trained and reorganized in Belgium. It 
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was the longest and most enjoyable rest the Battalion had from battle and put us back on our feet. 
Reinforcements of officers and other ranks were received which practically brought us up to strength. 
It was the first time reinforcements could be trained and fitted in with their companies before going 
into action. Before they had been sent to the Div Battle School where they were fitted out and trained 
until required in the line to replace casualties. It frequently happened therefore that men joining the 
Battalion, usually recruits fresh from UK, had had no infantry/tank training and simply had to learn 
from bitter experience. While in Haacht however, a number of exercises were carried out with the 
tanks which gave them a good idea of what was expected of them.  
 

For the first time since November, 29 Armd Bde rejoined the Div. They had pulled out to Belgium 
during the months on the Maas, as the tanks were of little use for such a role. Their refitting was 
interrupted in December when they were thrown into the battle to stop and push back Runstadt’s 
drive through the Ardennes. Early in 1945 they received Comets to replace their Shermans and were 
waiting in the rest area to carry out combined training by the time the Inf Bde arrived there. Brig 
Churcher wrote in his memoires: 
 

…………. we had advanced slowly and reached the Siegfried line and reached the small market 
town of Sonsbeck on the east edge of the line; we were luckily squeezed out of further 
operations by 3 Div on my right and the Canadians on my left and from the middle of March 
we were withdrawn from the whole of the battle area back to the area of Louvain. We 
remained in this general area for a complete refit and training for the reinforcements which 
we had to receive, at the same time the armoured brigade by now had been reequipped with 
the new tanks the Comet armed with the new 77mm gun, a most effective weapon and a 
splendid tank. It became clear to us that we would be one of the armoured divisions earmarked 
for the thrust through Germany after bridgeheads had been secured over the River Rhine. 

 
The new tanks meant new ways of working as Ray Griffiths explained: 
 

The new   Comet Tank   was received with great enthusiasm by the Armoured  Regiments and 
with its extra speed and larger calibre gun was later to prove a great success. The previous 
format of the  campaign  during the early  days was for the supporting infantry to accompany  
the armour on foot  or in their soft sided troop carrying vehicles (TCVs) [3 ton trucks].    This 
generally meant that it was a ‘catch up’ situation. It was therefore decided that the infantry 
would, where applicable, travel on the rear of the tanks, thus making the armour  more secure 
and the infantry not so foot sore, a tactic which proved to be most successful.                                               

 
Haacht itself was an agreeable little village about 20 miles north of Brussels. All the men were 
accommodated in civilian billets and everything was done for their entertainment; not that it was really 
necessary to organize anything, for they were all capable of looking after themselves. Dances, 
football matches and trips to Brussels filled in the very pleasant days and training and parades were 
cheerfully accepted. The weather was good and spring was in the air. After 2 static months spent on 
the mud flats of the Maas and a gruelling struggle around Udem this was a poetic interlude, and the 
sap gradually rose until everybody blossomed, refreshed and ready to start again; the difference to the 
two  weeks we had just experienced in Germany  was unbelievable. It proved to be excellent 
preparation for whatever might await us across the Rhine and everybody made the best of it.  
 
There was hard training, but time to relax as well of Sunday 25 March Bob Price recalls: 
 

…………. we  put our  best uniforms on, polished our boots, and  went on  church parade. The 
service was  held in the little cinema. Then after our lunch Tom, Maurice and myself decided 
to hitch-hike to Louvain to see our old mate Stan, who had  been taken to the 101 General 
Hospital to recover from his shrapnel  wounds.  We were in luck; the first truck we stopped  
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took us straight to  the hospital. It was a massive place, and took us ages to find the ward Stan 
was in. Even then it took the three of us five minutes to find him. It was the biggest hospital 
ward I'd ever seen, with one hundred and seventeen beds, and what  made it more difficult 
Stan was down under the sheets fast asleep. Even when we did find the right bed we didn't 
recognise him.  Maurice passed  him by the first time; here was a tidy, clean-shaven young 
man, his hair slicked back in his blue striped pyjamas. The last time we saw him he'd got a 
beard  and a fortnight’s grime on his  face, no  wonder  we didn't recognise  him right away. 
He was surprised and pleased to see us. He said his wounds  had healed nicely and was  hoping 
to  be released from hospital in a couple of weeks. We told him  not to be in too much  of a 
hurry, he was better off where he was! We had a  pleasant hour together, Maurice's  dry sense 
of humour  kept the conversation going, especially when  the nurses were  about.  When the 
tea arrived it was time for us to go, we said  our   goodbyes and the other  lads in the ward  
from our Battalion waved  and wished us  luck. It was only a short walk down the hill into the 
town, our first priority was to find the nearest canteen and get  something  to eat. NAAFI tea 
and buns tasted just the   same everywhere;  we  had our fill and spent the evening in the 
cinema. I can even  remember the film Spencer  Tracy in ‘Boys Town’.   We then caught one of 
our trucks back to Haacht, arriving back at our billet at 11.30pm, tired after an eventful day. 

 

  
A house used to billet members of the Battalion and the host family – these photographs given to a 

member of the Battalion. 
 

As well as battle casualties men of the Battalion suffered from illness, brought on by and worsened by 
the hard living conditions they had endured. As Ken Crockford recalled: 
 

I continued with the Herefords usually commanding 14 Platoon but on occasions as the 
situation required taking over as company commander or second in command for short periods 
until March 1945, when I was evacuated to hospital in Brussels. I do not remember much of 
the journey as I was unconscious for much of the time with severe dysentery. When after some 
days I recovered sufficiently to get dressed I asked the nurse where my uniform was she replied 
‘we burned it’ I was provided with a dressing gown to enable me to walk to the quartermaster's 
stores in order to purchase new clothing. My salary as a Lieutenant was 12/6 (62.5 pence) a 
day my clothing cost me over £7. 

 
It was whilst in Haacht that members of the Battalion started to notice the ‘new’ terror weapon being 
used by the Germans against Britain – the V1 rocket. As Ray Griffiths recalled: 
 

Now and again, the peace and quiet was broken by  the never to be forgotten sound of the 
German terror weapon, the flying bomb or ‘doodle  bug’.    These frightening missiles with the 
distinctive sound of  their jet engines  passed overhead at frequent intervals en-route towards 
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the port of Antwerp and sometimes  towards England.   It was  when one heard the engine cut 
out that everyone held their breath and waited while the missile dived to the ground and 
exploded.  

 
The operation to ‘Bounce The Rhine’ took place on 24 March, both Bob Price and Ray Griffiths recalled 
the airborne part of the operation passing over Haacht: 
 

[Price] The noise of low flying aircraft brought everyone out onto the streets to witness the largest 
air-assault in history. Wave after wave of gliders being towed to their drop zones on  the other side 
of the  Rhine. People  cheered  and waved, and still the planes passed overhead. What surprised 
me was  how low  they were, then  suddenly  it was all over and  it went quiet  and peaceful once 
again. It took  some time  for the realisation of what had happened to sink in, on this historic 
Saturday morning, but it also meant that in  a few  days time it would   be our  turn to   breakout of 
the bridgehead that was secured by the troops in those gliders today. I can't say I was looking 
forward to that job very much.  
 
[Griffiths] the sound of many aircraft was heard overhead and the most awesome  sight  of 
hundreds of aircraft appeared all over the sky, heading towards the East.  Many of the aircraft 
were towing gliders and all were marked with the white symbol of the Allied Forces. At the time 
we were unaware of their destination and it was not until later that the report came through 
that upon this historic Saturday the air assault across the Rhine had begun.    Soon it would be 
our turn to  break out of the bridgehead at Wesel, secured by these glider-borne troops and 
begin our  sojourn into the German  hinterland.  
 

Leave continued and Captain Alec Wardman went on leave to visit his wife in Belfast. 
 
It was also a time to catch up on ‘admin’ including writing letters to family and friends – 4032935 LCpl 
Fred Cope of C Company wrote to his pal 4039173 Norman Gilbert. Norman had served with the 
Herefords and was wounded in the Autumn of 1944, as a result of his wounds he was discharged in 
May 1945. As well as the normal small talk and news of their mutual pals, he mentions the battle the 
Battalion had been in. 
 

 
The recipient of the letter - 
4039173 Norman Gilbert 
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Norman Gilbert been a member of the Battalion football team and had won a football medal in the 
UK in the season 43/44. 
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[AFTERNOTE – in January 2000 an application was made by ‘Mr Cope’ for the medals of 4032935  ….. 
Cope, which resulted in no medals being awarded – it is assumed that his medals had already been 
issued.] 

 
 
The Battalion left Haacht at 0740 hours on 28 March and all companies experienced difficulty in 
dragging their men away from their civilian billets. The journey to the Rhine was uneventful. It was 
pleasant to pass through places such as Horn and see them transformed to peaceful sleepy villages, 
recovering their calm composure after having been whipped into centres of bustle and activity by the 
comings and goings of troops with their machines of war. Cafes, 3 months ago ringed with Brens, anti 
tank guns and half tracks were now ringed with tables and sunshades. Fields and gardens still marked 
with minefield signs were no longer sown with mines but now sown with crops and flowers. The 
Battalion crossed the Sussex Bridge over the Rhine at Wesel in darkness at 2000 hours.  

 

 
The Sussex Bridge over the Rhine 

 

 
A destroyed bridge over the Rhine at Wesel – 

taken from the Sussex Bridge 
 
The impression was almost the same as starting a fresh invasion. As we approached the river the 
rumble of guns could be heard in the distance to the east. To the north tracer lit up the sky as the 
Canadians were that night making another crossing over the river at Xanten and the sound of SA 
automatic fire could be heard between the occasional short lulls in the barrage. Across the river the 
town of Wesel was still burning and the gaunt skeletons of battered buildings stood silhouetted in the 
dull red glow. Searchlights played about the bridges from either bank while engineers carried on with 
their ceaseless maintenance and inspections. There were two bridges about 200 yards apart, one for 
wheeled vehicles and the others for tracks.  
 

The river at this point is about 500 yards wide and the bridges seem to converge in the distance. In 
the darkness, but pricked out by the searchlights and starlight and with the burning town in the 
background they look like frail and meaningless protrusions in the expanse of water. It was a peculiar 
sensation to think that we were about to cross the Rhine a thing the papers and wireless had been 
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forecasting for months. Now here it was at last and all troops with baited breath, wondered what the 
crossing would be like and what prospects lay ahead for us. It was probably the fact that the bridge 
led across into the unknown and to more unpredictable battles that made the crossing so portentous. 
At each jointing in the section of the bridge, trestles on pontoon boats, dipped slightly as the weight 
of the vehicles passed over them, so we got nearer to grappling with this unknown. Across the river 
and amongst the rubble filled streets of Wesel, clouded with dust and smoke from the demolished 
and blazing buildings, these thoughts persisted and were accentuated. It was indeed like starting a 
fresh invasion and in fact proved to be the beginning of the final phase of the campaign.  
 
Ray Griffiths recalled crossing the Rhine: 
 

……. the  Division moved from  the Brussels area and headed for the German border and the 
first major obstacle, the River Rhine. The assault by 6 Airborne Div, by air to form a bridgehead 
on the eastern side  of  the river at Wesel during the later days of March 1945 was successful 
and enabled the construction by the Engineers firstly of a pontoon bridge, formed by 
interlocking raft-like boats together and later a more stable Bailey Bridge.                                              
 
The actual  crossing at this  point  was quite exciting, unending   columns   of every description 
of transport and armour were queuing up  to take their turn on the  pontoon bridge.  This 
bridge was   nearly 500 yards long and  creaked and strained against the supporting and 
restraining steel ropes, the pontoons in the strong current were swept into a great ‘U’shape.   
Overhead, as night fell, the air was filled with the sound of shelling, tracer and flares, a 
spectacular sight.                     
 
Although a scary crossing, the Division advanced into  the  badly damaged  town  of Wesel,  
where the paths were still being cleared by the pioneers and sappers. It had been heavily 
bombarded   prior  to the  crossing and had  been virtually destroyed, so the Division picked 
their way through the rubble  and passed through 6 Airborne Div and we continued our 
progress into Germany.     
 

The concentration area was about four miles northeast of the bridge. It was the point at which an 
airborne landing had been made and gliders, some smashed and others perforated with bullet holes, 
were still there in their hundreds. The following day the Battalion moved up to Earle and once more 
married up with the Fife and Forfar. Moving in the wake of the KSLI Group we then made a long and 
uneventful drive through Legden and on to Osterwick. The advance was being pressed home at high 
speed. After breaking through the opposition on the river, little coordinated resistance had been met 
so far. It was uncertain where the enemy would hold next but the policy was to keep forging ahead. 7 
Armd Div advancing on our left were not able to get on quite so quickly, which gave us an 
uncomfortable feeling on that flank and necessitated our providing our own flank protection. 6 
Airborne Div cooperated with an independent Armd Bde on our right, were at this stage slightly ahead 
of us. The Daily News campaign maps showed the armoured thrust rapidly spreading itself across 
Germany and we had great difficulty in keeping up with them. They were usually a day ahead. 
 
However not everyone went forward with the Battalion as Bob Price explained: 
 

At the  end of the main street [in Haacht] farthest away from our cafe was a piece of  waste 
ground the company   used as a parade ground,  we fell in there every  morning for roll call. 
For the last fortnight this had been our first parade.   When I fell in there that morning I didn't 
know it would be for the last time. After roll call the company commander read out a short list 
of names,  mine  was one of them.   We were told to  pack our kit and be prepared  to leave 
the  company tomorrow    morning   for the Divisional Battle School near the town of Weert in 
Holland. We  had been chosen to be LOB (Left out of Battle).  
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To explain- there was only one  battalion of the Herefordshire   Regiment, and Army ruling at 
that time stated, if the battalion were to be wiped out in action  the regiment would not  be 
reformed. That's why this small force from the four rifle companies (about 50  men)  were  LOB, 
so that they would    become   the  nucleus  of  a  new  battalion, should  the unthinkable 
happen! It had been common   practice at the beginning of the campaign,  but for a long time 
now we'd  never had enough  men to spare to be left behind.   
 
The following  morning  I said good-bye to our Belgian hosts, and the lads in the platoon. It 
was with a heavy heart and a feeling of guilt when I hugged Tom my digging in partner for so 
long. The tears ran down his face as I climbed aboard our transport and waved  good-bye, but 
like he said, in the army you look after number one. There were a lot of faces in the platoon 
that sunny morning I would never see again.  
 

On 31 March the Battalion was uncomfortably spread out along the road at Leer. 159 Bde Gp was 
working along the left route and 29 Bde Gp on the right. 29 Gp were pushing on and keeping pace 
with 6 Airborne Div. It was then that the Tac R reported the German 15 Panzer Grenadiers moving SE 
towards Munster. If they came down in force as they were reported it appeared that they could cut 
across our line to communication and isolate the armour and troops out in front. Therefore the 
Battalion Group was ordered to take up a strung out defensive position extending over 4 miles to 
counter any possible attack from the north. It seemed a grim task and we felt very thin on the ground. 
There was slight spasmodic shelling from an 88 Battery beyond the ridge to the north. Full 
preparations were made to meet the threatened attack, mines laid on likely approaches and anti tank 
defences tied up. As the Battalion was likely to hold this area for the next day or so patrols were sent 
out to check up on suspect woods and buildings. To the north of the road about 2 miles away lay the 
village of Stelen which B Coy with the squadron of tanks were sent to check and clear if necessary. It 
was found to be empty but just as the force was organising itself to return to base an enemy lorry, 
loaded with troops and with one fellow sitting on the radiator, swept round the corner of the street. 
It was easy meat for the tanks who gave it one 77 shell and left the infantry to collect survivors. The 
outsider of the party who was badly wounded argued that it was unfair to fire anti tank weapons at 
soft vehicles such as his, but the tank men didn't see his point of view!  Forty odd prisoners were 
flushed during the day from the Battalion area. The anticipated attack never materialised and the next 
day another long drive through Burgsteinfurt, Emsdetten, Mesum and Rissenbeck brought the 
Battalion to the Dortmund-Ems Canal at Birghte. 

 
Casualties 

Surname Initial Rank Regtl No Company  Date Location 

Chapman          SJ Sgt         4105639 S KIA 01/03/1945 Kervenheim 

Holloway         RP Pte        5501116 C KIA 01/03/1945 Kervenheim 

Rider AR Pte         14735897 D KIA 01/03/1945 Kervenheim 

Stewart J Cpl         3854813 B KIA 01/03/1945 Kervenheim 

Wilkins HS Cpl         4105920 D KIA 01/03/1945 Kervenheim                   

Palmer GT Pte        4105866 S KIA 01/03/1945 Kervenheim                    

Gibson                              R LCpl 980589    01/03/1945 Reichswald 

Whittle        J  Pte          14735729 C DOW 01/03/1945 Udem 

Turner  R Pte                    5618491 B KIA 02/03/1945  Kervenheim 

Hughes  O Pte         14267818 B KIA 02/03/1945  Kervenheim                    

Bowkett           G Pte         5116190 A KIA 02/03/1945 Kervenheim 

Hollyman       REF Pte         14497254 B KIA 02/03/1945 Kervenheim 
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Hutton A Pte                  4105543 S KIA 02/03/1945 Kervenheim 

Sheppard           J Pte         14577749 B KIA 02/03/1945 Kervenheim 

Roy JE Pte        3774848 D KIA 02/03/1945 Kervenheim                     

Holloway            EA  Sgt             7598173 REME Non battle  17/03/1945   

Kemp     CEJ Pte            14576892 HQ Non battle  31/03/1945   

 

 

 
 

Cpl James was a reinforcement to the Herefordshire Regiment, form CS20 was completed by his next of kin to 

apply for his medals – it is clear they were not familiar with The Herefordshire Regiment – given the ‘Royal’ 

title. 
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The cause of death for the 2 non-battle casualties is unknown, it may have been illness or accident. Perhaps 

in Sgt Holloway’s case the graves concentration report includes the annotation ‘D ACC’ – does this indicate 

he died as the result of an accident(?). 

 

 

Wounded 

It is clear that a great number were wounded as can be seen from LCpl Cope’s letter, the OR’s strength 

return and the War Diary where 63 wounded are recorded for first 3 days of March; full details of the 

wounded are not available. 
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It took some time for the authorities to 

process casualty returns as can be seen 

from the Casualty Notification in respect 

of 14745930 Pte D Lane who was 

wounded on 25 Feb and his NOK not 

notified until 3 March. He was later 

transferred to the Hospital at RAF 

Wroughton, Wiltshire. This was an air 

evacuation hospital close to airfields at 

Lyneham and Brize Norton 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
  

Honours & Awards 

The following awards were awarded in March. 
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Pte Andow is presented with his Military Medal by FM Montgomery 
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Lt Berridge is presented with his Military Cross by FM Montgomery 
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Officers’ Plot 

See Separate post 

 

ORs’ Strength Return 

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 

01/07/1944 1 7 7 39 72 673 6 805   

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

02/09/1944 1 7 9 41 70 582 6 716   

30/09/1944 1 6 13 36 62 539   656   

28/10/1944 1 7 10 39 64 565   686   

28/12/1944 1 8 8 36 71 764   888   

27/01/1945 1 8 8 36 69 751   873   

03/03/1945 1 7 7 34 58 626  733  

31/03/1945 1 8 6 37 70 787  909  

 


