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56th Infantry Recc e  

 

The 56th Rec c e was formed in January 1941 sta rting  orig ina lly with the Anti-Tank 

Companies from the 167/ 168/  169 Brigades of the 56th (London) Div. together 

with personnel from a  wide va riety of Infantry units, a ll from the same Division. It 

was orig ina lly c a lled  the 56th Ba ttn. Rec onna issanc e Corps under c ommand  of Lt. 

Col. "Nic k" Hamilton who in the words of his suc c essor (Lt. Col. K. Chavasse) "Had 

done suc h a  good  job  in getting  so many sub-units from d ifferent Regiments 

together and  knoc king them into shape to make a  sound  foundation for the 

56th". 

 

 

 

Lt. Col. K. Chavasse, our new C.O. jo ined  us a t Colc hester, he was a  regula r sold ier, and  the Colonel's 

c omments on joining were "I c an never forget the feeling  of instant loya lty of so many of the offic ers, who 

had  never seen me before and  must have wondered  what this new b room would  be like, I felt an a lmost 

instant ac c ep tanc e". 

 

Whilst a t Colc hester the Regiment was invited , and  refused , to bec ome involved  with the Artist's Rifles 

(Referenc e to the Lineage Book of the British Army showed for some reason tha t we were pa rt of tha t 

Reg iment from 1942 to 1945 and  even goes to the stage of spec ifying  p lac es like Tebourba , Oued  Zarga , 

Med jez, Tunis, Sic ily Sangro, Cassino, The Liri Va lley, Lake Trasimeno, River Senio and  Argenta ). 

 

It was a t this time tha t Offic ers eac h bought something whic h was to bec ome d istinc tive of the "56th" 

Offic ers - The Green Beret - but these were not worn until embarka tion time. 

 

A period  was spent with the 38th (Welsh) and  47th (London) Divisions until we fina lly returned  to the 56th 

(London) Div. In May 1942 we together with the 56th Div. were warned  for overseas servic e but this, for us, 

was not to be the c ase and  in August 1942 we moved  to Barry Camp in Sc otland  to jo in the newly formed  

78th Div. In 1987 whilst c ha tting  about our Regt. to Ken Baker of the 49th Rec c e it c ame out tha t a t the 

time the 49th was an independent Squadron with the 78th Div. but due to the fac t tha t a  c omp lete 

Reg iment was required  we took their p lac e in the Division. 

 

The new 78th Div. then c onsisted  of the 1st Guards Brigade, 11th Brigade (Ex.4th Div) and  the former 36th 

Independent Brigade, add itiona lly we had  the Gunners (17/  132/ 138 Field ) 64th Anti-Tank, p lus the RE's, 

RASC, RMIC etc ... a ll of these units were welded  into a  fine fighting  Division by a  Commander of high 

ab ility namely Vivian Evelegh, who c hose the now famous "Battleaxe" as the Division sign. 

 

North Afric a  

 

Orig ina lly it had  been intended  tha t the Division was to go abroad  in Sep tember 1942 but due to a  

leakage of information the departure was put off until la te Oc tober. So in the month of Oc tober we found  

ourselves as part of a  c onvoy, sa iling  down the Clyde, but it was not until we were well a t sea  tha t we 

knew we were going to North Afric a  but even then no one seemed to be in the least b it bothered . Col. 

Chavasse had  known our destina tion p rior to sa iling  as he had  been c a lled  to the War Offic e some time 

before to work out the sc a le of essentia l vehic les for the land ing for the Regiment less "A" Sqdn, who were 

to follow a  month or so la ter. The first and  only stop  whic h-we had  was a t Gib ra lta r but this was only for the 

night, then we moved  ac ross the Med iterranean to Alg iers a rriving  on the 12th November, "C" Sqdn. 

having  a lready landed  via  the beac h on the 8th November. On the 13th November we moved  down the 

gang-ways onto Alg iers Doc ks and  p roc eeded  to take a  gentle "Stroll" with full pac k and  anything else 

portab le to the Botanic a l Gardens. This was to be our "home" for the next c oup le of days whilst our 

transport was unloaded  and  onc e this a rrived  we dutifully pac ked  our kit and  sta rted  off on our "Afric an 

Adventure" but when we left the Gardens the ponds therein were somewhat soapy due to our use of 

them for our ab lutions. 

 

"C" Sqdn. took the Northern Route lead ing the 36th Brigade on the c oast road  through Tabarka  in the 

d irec tion of Djebel Ab iod  and  hopefully Tunis. Meanwhile "B" Sqdn. lead ing the 11th Bgde. was head ing in 

the d irec tion of Beja  and  then for a  town whic h was to bec ome very well known to a ll members of the 1st 

Army - its name Med jez el Bab , with eac h of these c olumns were rep resenta tives of the 17/ 21st Lanc ers 
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and  la ter we were to meet up  with the Commandos and  the Para  Boys. 

 

"C" Sqdn. had  the honour of being the first British troops in Tunisia  as they arrived  a t Djebel Ab iod  on the 

17th November a fter their 4 day 1150 mile run from Alg iers with very little sleep . Their first c ontac t with the 

enemy was made by their No.15 Troop  Commanded  by Lt. Graham Wheatley when he and  his c rew 

Rec c 'd  beyond  Djebel Ab iod  and  saw the enemy. In their efforts to turn the LRC round  on a  narrow road  it 

overturned  in a  d itc h, but the c ontac t was reported  bac k to the Brigad ier who sent forward  some 6 

pounder and  25 pounder guns together with the Roya l West Kent’ s. This forc e took on the enemy Mark IV 

tanks whic h were advanc ing, eleven of whic h were knoc ked out a t the expense of 5 -2 pounders and  

some of the 25 pounders. Meanwhile Lt. Whea tley and  his c rew had  to abandon their LRC and  hide in a  

c ulvert, intend ing to make their way bac k under c over of da rkness. However, this p lan was ruined  by an 

Arab  shepherd  boy who betrayed  them to the Germans and  they finished  up  as p risoners. 

 

La ter on Sgt. Crutc h {"C" Sqdn.) was on a  Carrier pa trol North of Djebel Ab iod  on the c oast road  ahead  

was a  known enemy position and  he had  been told  to find  out their strength etc . When within 800 ya rds of 

the enemy a  German heavy Mac hine Gun opened  up  c overing  a  d isab led  tank used  as a  road  b loc k 

but, desp ite the fire he "butted  the tank and  got within 400 ya rds of their position and was ab le to note 

information whic h was of grea t va lue and  as a  result of this ac tion he was awarded  the MM. 

 

November 22nd  saw the Assault Troop  ("B" Sqdn.) with the 36th Bgde, together with some Anti-Tank guns 

moving out from their overnight ha rbour into the village of El Arousa  where one of their Sec tions oc c up ied  

a  fa rm on the outskirts. La ter in the day some Frenc h Troops rushed  into the fa rm saying the enemy was 

nearby and  this turned  out to be a  Motor Cyc le c omb ina tion some 1000 ya rds away. It retired  but the fa rm 

c ame under mac hine gun fire. Two Armoured  c a rs went out to Rec c e and  both c ame under fire and  

were knoc ked  out with the result tha t 5 of the 6 c rew were killed  and  the Offic er Lt. Rob inson bad ly 

wounded . Sgt. Mayne, a  Canad ian a ttac hed  for experienc e, was awarded  the MM for his efforts in 

extric a ting the wounded  in this ac tion. 

 

La ter tha t night the fa rm c ame under fire and  a  trooper was wounded  and  subsequently d ied  as a  result 

of being hit in the stomac h. In the daylight Cp l. Mac Dona ld  together with two other men notic ed  the 

enemy manning a  gun, they fired  a t the c rew with a  Bren Gun and  "removed" four men, these were 

immed ia tely rep lac ed  and  aga in silenc ed  for the sec ond  time. Unbeknown to them their position was 

being surrounded  and  the enemy was c reep ing up  on them but only when a  grenade landed  near d id  

they rea lise what was happening. A Lanc e Corpora l had  notic ed  the grenade land  and  had  p ic ked  it up  

to "Return it" but unfortunately it exp loded  b lowing his hand  off and  a t the same time injuring  Cp l. 

Mac Dona ld  in the bac k. The a ttac king  enemy a rrived  and  c overed  them with mac hine p istols whilst the 

Corpora l, who had  First Aid  experienc e, rendered  a id  to the L/ c p l's wrist and  then the rema ining  trooper 

d ressed  the Corpora l's bac k whic h had  been injured  by grenade fragments. The Germans took the three 

of them into the village where they saw them smashing up  c aptured  rifles. They were then transported  to a  

First Aid  Sta tion where the enemy d ressed  their wounds and la ter moved  to Tunis where they were 

opera ted  on by German and  Ita lian Doc tors, subsequently they were taken in a  Junkers 52 p lane to 

Nap les and  as soon as they were fit they were passed  on to a  POW c amp. 

 

After the El Arousa  ep isode the Regiment had  orders to move into and  through Med jez el Bab  but "B" 

Sqdn. who had  been harboured  near Sloughia  was to be involved  in a  "spot of bother." When daylight 

dawned  the Carriers were sp read  out over the Sloughia  Iron Bridge whic h a t the time was being guarded  

by Frenc h troops. In view of the possib le danger from Air a ttac k, the Luftwa ffe a t this time having c ontrol of 

the skies, it was dec ided  to move vehic les from the vic inity of the Bridge. The one a t the fa r end  turned  

and  c ame sa fely off the b ridge but the one a t the near end  turned  and  slid  into the d itc h with d ire results. 

It was unfortunate tha t the Frenc h Troops had  been in the hab it of removing their Box mines during  the 

hours of daylight and  p lac ing them in the d itc h and  the c a rrier had  unfortunately slid  onto this p ile with the 

result tha t the c ommander was killed  and  the d river bad ly wounded . In add ition the Troop  Sgt. (Terry Vine 

12 Troop) who was c lose by was a lso injured . Just as things were being sorted  out an enemy p lane 

dec ided  to a ttac k, luc kily it was only a  sing le p lane otherwise things would  have turned  out ra ther 

d ifferently. Even so he turned  and  mac hine gunned  the c olumn setting  fire to some "soft" vehic les and  

c rea ting  more c asua lties.. Then for some unknown reason he had  had  enough and  they were left to lic k 

their wounds. Whilst this a ttac k was in p rogress the wounded  had  to endure it but very soon the MO p lus 
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"Fergy" made their p resenc e felt and  d id  everything  possib le to suc c our the injured . 

 

The c a rrier c ommander tha t had  been killed  was buried  a t the roadside and  la ter tha t day we had  to re-

bury him as the Arabs had  dug up  his body, removed  his c lothes, and  left him on top  of the soil. I ha te to 

think what would  have happened  to any of these peop le if they had  been found  taking part in this 

ba rbaric  ac t. 

 

Whilst a ll this was going on the Northants had  entered  Med jez and  found  tha t the enemy had  vac a ted  it 

a lthough some Algerian troops had  been hold ing  out in the town. The enemy had  "removed" the c entre 

span of the Roman Bridge but this was quic kly rep lac ed  by the RE's who p romptly put up  the first Ba iley 

Bridge of the c ampa ign, many more of whic h were to follow. 

 

As soon as the b ridge ''.as c omp leted  Rec c e moved  ac ross and  by dusk were opposite Tebourba , having 

enc ountered  no enemy other than a  Messersc hmitt fighter. 

 

It should  be rec orded  tha t a lthough c a lled  the First Army a t this time (End  November 1942) it c onsisted  only 

of 2 Brigades, Blade Forc e and  some Divisiona l Troops - a  tota l of 12,300 when the Axis had  some 20,000. 

 

By la te November ea rly Dec ember da ily pa trols were in forc e and  the Regt. had  penetra ted  to within 15 

miles of Tunis and  it was a t this stage tha t we were  c oming up  aga inst German 6 Wheeled  Armoured  Cars 

and  Ha lf Trac ks together with the letha l 88 mm. It says muc h tha t in fac e of suc h opposition tha t the "Ta lly 

Ho" sp irit never fa ltered  as it bec ame even more nec essary for "Hot " news to be passed  on quic kly for 

inc lusion in the Div. Genera l's ba ttle map . There was only one way to learn our "c ra ft" and  tha t was the 

hard  way - by experienc e. Crews whether were in Carriers or Cars, Offic ers, NCO's and  the mere trooper 

were a ll pa rt of a  team of 3 or 4 and  eac h man's life depended  on the rest of the team. Rad io opera tors 

had  to be ever on the a lert for rec eiving and  transmitting  p lus looking a fter the inevitab le Bren Gun and  as 

soon as they a rrived  bac k in ha rbour it was essentia l to c hec k ba tteries etc . and  to rep lac e where 

nec essary. 

 

At this time the Colonel had  to report persona lly eac h night to the Divisiona l Commander and  g ive a  

deta iled  report of the day's ac tivities, this involved  a  long night d rive in his favourite "Faugh a  Ba llagh" ARC 

and  then the return journey 'bac k to RHQ just in time to issue orders for tha t day's ac tivities. The Genera l 

was reported  to have been "happy with Rec c e's work". Just p rior to Xmas 1942 the Regiment had  been 

withd rawn to Aine Sa lem to rest and  the Colonel c a lled  a  c onferenc e of Offic ers to go over rec ent events 

and  dec ide what rec ommendations should  be made for the future, some of these were:- the need for a 

Heavier ARC c omplete with a larger armament and that the 2 pounder Anti-Tank gun needed  to be of a  

la rger c a lib re. La ter in the c ampa ign we were to see the Heavy ARC and  the 6 pounder gun. At this 

c onferenc e it was dec ided  tha t the Assault Troop  (those tough boys) should  be used  for nightly jobs suc h 

as hold ing b ridges, observa tion work, ambushes etc . 

 

News a lso c ame through a t this time tha t the Colonel had  been awarded  the DSO and  the c ita tion sta ted  

tha t "As a  result of his persona l example, dash and  daring , his unit of two weak Squadrons, in sp ite of being 

out-gunned , out a rmoured  and , frequently d ive bombed they dominated  the a rea  and  throughout the 

period  ob ta ined  va luab le information of enemy movements". 

 

By this time "C" Sqdn. had  returned  to the Regiment from its ac tivities in the North and  "A" Sqdn. had  

a rrived  from the UK and  for the first time in many months the "Family" was together. The Colonel rec ollec ts 

send ing bac k a  young offic er to Alg iers to c ollec t NAAFI with instruc tions to b ring him bac k a  bottle of Irish 

Whiskey. The Offic er duly returned  and  c a lled  a t the Colonel's Bivvy, sa luted  smartly and  sa id  "Your 

Whiskey Sir" and  p romptly d ropped  the bottle whic h d isintegra ted . (Anyone know who the Young Offic er 

was as the Colonel c annot remember). 

 

One thing tha t c ould  be sa id  about the First Army was tha t we were well fed  living  as we d id  on "Compo 

Rations", and  to those peop le not ac qua inted  with the term it was simp ly a  wooden c ase in whic h was 

suffic ient food  for 14 men for 1 day or the reverse ie. one man for 14 days and  it c omprised  of the 

b reakfast, mid -day and  evening mea ls, p lus a  bar of c hoc ola te eac h, ha rd  b isc uits, tea  and  milk mixture 

c iga rettes p lus the essentia l to ilet paper; b read  only bec ame ava ilab le la ter when things bec ame more 
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estab lished . Water supp lies were c ollec ted  da ily by the Water Wagon from selec ted  Water Points where 

the water had  been approved  but even then it was still sub jec ted  to the add ition of spec ia l tab lets to 

ensure tha t it was suffic iently pure enough for our stomac hs to ac c ep t. At one time someone in Authority 

had  the b right idea  of us having to use sa lted  water for a ll purposes even for making tea  - you c an well 

imagine tha t this idea  was not very popula r and we very soon reverted  to ord ina ry p la in water. 

 

One Reg imenta l task a t this time had  been to c ontac t and  assist in the extric a tion of members of the 

Paras tha t had  been d ropped  a t Dep iene, well inside enemy territory. The Regiment had  been in touc h 

but c ommunic a tion had  been lost. Sgt. Whatley together with Tpr. Jones of the Intelligenc e Sec tion set off 

to make c ontac t. After a  few miles Sgt. Whatley's mac hine developed  a  punc ture, they moved off the 

road  and  the Sgt. took the trooper's motor c yc le leaving him to mend  the punc ture and  follow on. Not 

long a fter leaving him the Sgt saw some enemy tanks whic h he avoided  and  made his way to Dep iene. 

Near the village he found  a  number of wounded Paras in hid ing  and  handed  over his instruc tions to the 

one in c harge. On his return journey he aga in had  to dodge enemy tanks and  made for the p lac e where 

he had  left his c ompanion but a ll he found  was a  tangled  heap  of meta l made from the c yc le but no sign 

of the trooper. It was la ter estab lished  tha t he had  been c aptured  by an Ita lian pa trol and  made p risoner. 

Sgt. Whatley returned  to the Regiment to report on his mission and  as a  result of his efforts the Para  Boys 

were resc ued  by the Regiment and  he was awarded  the MM. 

 

At this stage it would  be an idea  to mention Tunisian MUD in whic h the First Army had  to live. Those peop le 

who have visited  Tunisia  on holiday will only be thinking in Terms of "Sunny Tunisia ". The weather a t this time 

was to put it politely, B..... awful, being c old  and  wet and  as a  result the mud  suc ked a t the boots, bogged  

vehic les down when they ventured  off the roads, trac ks bec ame impassab le for vehic les and  genera lly 

the weather had  in fac t p roved  the p rime fac tor in the whole c ampa ign, p reventing  the use of tanks and  

so delaying  over the winter months, any a ttac k in forc e towards Tunis. 

 

Whilst a t Aine Sellam we had  rec eived  rep lac ements in personnel and  vehic les. The No 11 Wireless set was 

rep lac ed  by the No.19 set whic h inc identa lly we knew nothing  about. All the opera tors got "Stuc k-in" and  

stripped  out the old  ones and  fitted  the new, a ll done in c omplete da rkness due the urgenc y of having to 

move within 24 hours, subsequent experienc e p roved  their worth. 

 

Having spent Xmas a t this p lac e and  whilst there we ob ta ined  a  p ig  whic h was roasted  and  we enjoyed  

the mea l a fter a  month or so of Compo Rations. 

 

We had  been luc ky as whilst we were out of the line the Guards had  been involved  in the a ttac k and  

c apture of a  very well known fea ture c a lled  "Longstop  Hill". After the c apture they handed  over to an 

Americ an Combat team but as a  result of a  German c ounter a ttac k they lost it and  the Guards were 

rec a lled  to stab ilize the situa tion. 

 

Pa trols c ontinued  in the Goubella t Pla in a rea  and  as fa r South as Bou Arada  where Rec c e assisted  the 

Frenc h in rega ining  the p lac e a fter a  German a ttac k. The Reg iment had  been "showing the flag" in the 

Djebels Dja ffa  and  Rihane, El Arousa  and  Bou Arada  a reas leaving mementoes of their first c ontac t a t 

"Ta lly Ho Corner" then down to St. Cyprien, only 14 miles from Tunis. 

 

Due to being out-gunned  by the enemy it bec ame nec essary to hand  over some patrols to the heavier 

c a rs of the Derbyshire Yeomanry. Their ac tivities a t a  road  junc tion 10 miles outside Med jez made it 

nec essary to g ive the p lac e a  name and  it was done ap tly by c a lling  it "Peters Corner" a fter the Derby 

Yeo's Peter Payne-Ga lway and  it rema ined  so until the end  of the Tunisian hostilities. 

 

By the midd le of February 1943 p rob lems had  a risen in the Americ an held  a rea  in the South a t the 

Kasserine Pass and  "A" Sqdn. was d ispa tc hed  "Hot foot" together with severa l other units to bolster up  the 

situa tion. When they a rrived  the situa tion was very c onfused  and  they were met with a  message from Gen. 

Alexander saying "The positions were to be held  a t a ll c osts" this was due to the fac t tha t if the enemy had  

b roken through and  pushed  on to Le Kef the whole of the First Army would  have been in grea t danger. 

The Americ an troops had  taken a  heavy pound ing and  were d isorganised  and  streaming bac k and  to 

asc erta in what was happening two troops of Rec c e were sent forward , subsequently a  third  one was 

pushed  forward , some of these Armoured  c a rs had  been fitted  with light c annon whic h had  been taken 
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from c rashed  a irc ra ft in the Med jez a rea . 

 

The enemy c ommenc ed  to shell the a rea  and  the 25 pounders rep lied  and  hit a  petrol dump and  the 

subsequent flames silhouetted  enemy tanks thus g iving  the Gunners the c hanc e to hit the lead ing three 

tanks. It was only a fter the loss of 18 tanks tha t the enemy withd rew. The situa tion was still despera te as 

p rior to the enemy withd rawa l, 16 of the 25 pounders, and  a  new Batta lion of Leic esters had  been over-

run and  the Lothian and  Border Horse and  the 17/ 21st. Lanc ers had  only a  tota l of 10 tanks between them. 

When dawn a rrived  the 10 tanks moved  forward  to a ttac k and  very soon firing  was heard . Fina lly only 3 

returned  but the b luff worked  as the enemy had  wrong ly assumed tha t they were the spearhead  of an 

a ttac k and  withd rew. Also a t this time some 105mm. guns a rrived  and  went into immed ia te ac tion and  the 

situa tion improved , p robab ly their timely a rriva l helped . 

 

In view of the lull Rec c e were told  to move bac k to rest but no sooner had  they a rrived  and  harboured  

than a  message a rrived  for them to move forward  and  ma inta in c ontac t with the enemy, the Order simp ly 

sa id  "Go forward  and  report when you make c ontac t", and  as they passed  through the 6th Armoured  Divs. 

Guards unit they were greeted  with "Good  luc k Rec c e". 

 

Out in the dark No Man's Land  they passed  "Brewed-up" vehic les and  endeavoured to avoid  shell and  

morta r c ra ters, a t the 5 mile stage they reported  "No c ontac t" and  bac k c ame the Order "Keep moving", 

the two lead  c a rs moved  on to d raw any fire but nothing c ame - luc ky for them. The advanc e c ontinued  

for some 20 miles when the lead  c a r hit a  mine, the Assault Troop  took over and  lifted  some 100 mines. The 

sec ond  c ar moved  off the advanc e axis to find  a  way round  and  then got bac k on to the road  but ha lf a  

mile further on more mines were found  and  as a  result of this report to Brigade the RE's were sent up  to 

take over the mine c lea ring whilst the Sqdn. was told  to move off ac ross c ountry. One of the Sc out troops 

took on the job  and  very soon found  the enemy Soon a ll three troops were c ommitted  but as soon as the 

road  behind  had  been c lea red  the Guards unit was motored  forward  to take over the weight of the 

a ttac k. 

 

No sooner had  the Sqdn. been relieved  than a  DR a rrived  from RHQ with instruc tions for them to return 

immed ia tely to Med jez a rea  as the Regt. was heavily engaged  together with the 46th Rec c e tha t had  

rec ently a rrived  from the UK. We had  been under the impression tha t the a rriva l of a  sister Regt. meant 

tha t we were to be rested  but no suc h luc k. 

 

Evidently the enemy had  sent tanks down the road  p lus infantry who were swarming up  the hills on either 

side and  were involved  with the 46th Rec c e on the Right flank and  the 56th was involved  in simila r fighting  

henc e the c a ll for the Sqdn. to return p romptly. 

 

The thrust for Beja  was a  serious one and  threa tened  Allied  p lans, an a ttac k in the Testour a rea  a t "Steam 

Roller Farm" was being fought off by No.6 Commando who had  4 troops there, the enemy in the shape of 

the Herman Göring Jaeger Regt. were a ttac king yelling  "Jaeger" whilst the Commandos reta lia ted  by 

shouting "Commando". Due to the c onstant p ressure the Commandos had  to fa ll bac k through a  road  

b loc k manned  by 56 Rec c e astride the Testour road . At this stage further enemy p rogress was stopped  by 

the Derby Yeo reinforc ed  by "Churc hills" of the 142 RTR and  the enemy was forc ed  to retrea t to Steam 

Roller Fa rm, subsequent a ttac ks on this fa rm made by the Guards with tanks of the 5lst RTR found  a  

shambles of bod ies p lus Swiss Choc ola te, Danish Butter. Brandy and  Cigars whic h had been d ropped  by 

their p lanes and  understandab ly the Regiment took its share of the booty. 

 

Some time la ter "A" Sqdn. were pa trolling  the Doc  du Bed  va lley and  Lt. Mic hell's troop  made first c ontac t 

and  were p inned  down by both Mac hine Gun and  Morta r fire "A" Sqdn. Commander, Ma jor Darsie Murray 

then went forward  on foot, but just p rior to moving he ordered  another troop  to assist but they in turn were 

p inned  down The Ma jor g radua lly made his way forward  to asc erta in from one of the troops where the fire 

was c oming from and  during this period  2 troopers were killed . Having sized  up  the situa tion Ma jor Murray 

left the troop  to return to his vehic le and  had  barely left the p rotec tion of a  hollow when he was killed  by a  

burst of M.G. fire a lso a t the same time there were other c asua lties inc lud ing Lts. Jac k May and  the very 

young Peter Sc hofield  who were both wounded  in the fac e. In view of the serious situa tiona  Infantry unit 

was ordered  forward  to assist and  they passed  through Rec c e positions with fixed  bayonets and in 

extended  order but they were very soon in muc h the same situa tion. Col. Chavasse who had  been in 
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c ontac t c ame forward  to persona lly find  out the form and  eventua lly the Sqdn. was ordered  bac k leaving 

the ba ttle to the infantry who were manag ing to get the situa tion under c ontrol. The bod ies of the Ma jor 

and  the 2 Troopers were taken bac k to a  fa rm owned  then by a  Monsieur Dejama is who undertook to 

ensure tha t the Arabs would  not desec ra te their g raves, the bod ies were la ter removed  by the War Graves 

Commission and  they now lie in the Cemetery a t BEJA. 

 

Therea fter the Regt. was involved  in a  va riety of ro les and  a lthough the Regt. d id  not take pa rt in the fina l 

push to Tunis as our Division had  been g iven the task of taking bac k the hills whic h they knew so well - 

Longstop , Djebels Ang and  Mahd i together with the villages of Toukabeur, Chaouc h, Heidous, Tangouc ha  

and  Kefs whic h they d id  but a t no little c ost. One Sqdn. was involved  with the infantry in p reventing enemy 

from esc ap ing. One LRC from "C" Sqdn. (Bill Crouc her’ s Troop) was loaned  la ter to Randolph Churc hill, the 

Prime Minister's son so tha t he c ould  get into Tunis as soon as it was libera ted . So by the 7th May the First 

and  Eight Armies entered  Tunis but p ride of p lac e was g iven to the tired  infantry of our Div (The78th) when 

they entered  on the 8th exac tly 6 months a fter the initia l land ings in Algeria . 

 

For a  c onsiderab le amount of the 6 months the Division short of men and equipment, they the, 78th Div. 

had  been virtua lly the whole of the First Army and  for most of the time they had  been short of a ir c over, 

short of rest and  unapprec ia ted  a t home. 

 

As soon as the job  was c ompleted  we c ongregated  a t La  Marsa , a  sma ll seaside resort just outside Tunis 

where we lived  either on or not fa r from the beac h and  whilst there we listened  to the Afric a  Corps Band  

going through their reportoire. Whilst there a ll Offic ers were c a lled  to a  Monty c onferenc e in a  c inema in 

Tunis this being the first time they had  a ll ac tua lly seen the "grea t" man. 

 

La ter we moved  to the Guelma a rea  where we bought Arab  hand  made "odds and ends" in lea ther in the 

small town and  a fter a  short while we moved  via  Cape Bon to the Hammamet a rea , and  aga in a  short 

spell to the c onc entra tion a rea , where we experienc ed  the hot winds, on the outskirts of Sousse, where 

"Monty" visited  us and  told  us tha t he wanted  our Division in "his Army" (Often wonder wha t response he 

would  have made if we had  a ll sa id  "No thanks we do not want to jo in"). 

 

At a  la ter stage offic ers of both the 1st and  8th Armies were somewhat d ismayed  to see notic es d isp layed  

on 1st Army vehic les whic h p roc la imed  "No c onnec tion with any other Army". 

 

Loc a l leave was la id  on with visits to Sousse and  there was p lenty of "poac hing"of water melons as the 

Arabs never had  muc h c hanc e of sa fe-guard ing their c rops of this p roduc t. However our stay in this a rea  

d id  not last very long and  by the 14th July we were moving into the doc ks a t Sousse joining the queues to 

enter the LST's to sta rt our sec ond c ampa ign, this time in Sic ily. 

SICILY 

 

Now as newc omers to the 8th Army we were on our way to the island  just off the toe of Ita ly. To many 

members of the 8th Army we were the ones tha t had  not even "b rowned  our knees" but we had 

something whic h they would  have to lea rn the very hard  way. As a  first c lass fighting Division we knew 

quite a  lot about fighting in c lose c ountry and  they were soon to lea rn wha t the 78th Div. c ould  do 

espec ia lly when it c ame to the c apture of Centuripe. 

 

The trip  over from Afric a  was uneventful exc ept for the two Bren Carriers whic h c ame unshac kled  on the 

top  dec k of one LST and  when the ship  c ommenc ed  rolling  they threa tened  to push two 15 c wt. "soft" 

vehic les on the outside into the d rink but luc kily the rolling  c eased  and  the rema inder of the voyage was 

quiet exc ep t for night time when a  c onsiderab le amount of Anti-c ra ft fire was put up  without any 

c asua lties. The beac h land ing next day was quiet as the orig ina l land ings had  been made some days 

before. After a  c oup le of days ashore during whic h time we sorted  ourselves out and  moved  off through 

squa lid  villages with the inevitab le c louds of dust whic h desp ite some p rotec tion from sc arves and  

handkerc hiefs still permeated  up  the nose and  down the throa t and  everything was c overed  by a  film of 

dust. In add ition we sta rted  to get used  to the usua l c a lls from c hild ren for "Cioc c ola ti, c a ramelles and  

b isc otti" 

 

Our Division had  been assigned  to be part of 30 Corps a long with the 5lst Highland  Div. (Soon to return to 
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the UK), together with the Canad ians and  the Div was g iven the task of advanc ing in the d irec tion of Mt. 

Etna  with Ca ttennuova  as its first ob jec tive. The intention being tha t onc e this was ga ined  it was to be 

followed  by Centuripe, whic h was immed ia tely nic k-named "Cherry Ripe". In view of the position of this 

town it bec ame essentia l tha t Mules be ob ta ined  as due to the lac k of shipp ing spac e the Army had  not 

been a llowed  to b ring  them from N. Afric a . 

 

During the fighting for Ca ttennuova  the E. Surreys c ap tured  a  German Offic er and  in his possession they 

found  the whole German p lan of future opera tions in Sic ily and  it spec ified  tha t Centuripe was the hinge 

p in and  had to be held  a t a ll c osts and  ended  with the words tha t "No German Sold ier was to be 

embarked  fina lly from Sic ily unless he was in possession of his persona l fire a rms". 

 

Until this p lac e was taken it was not possib le for Rec c e to opera te, so onc e aga in the PBI had  the job  of 

taking this old  fortress town perc hed on the top  of a  razor bac ked  ridge and , in add ition it was defended  

by the Herman Göring Div. and  the 3rd  Para . Regt. who were no mean adversa ries and  a lso the road  up  

was the usua l zig -zag c ommanded  by the town above. 

 

The Divisiona l Commander dec ided tha t the a ttac k should  go in quic kly and  some of the Infantry would  

be using a  Mule trac k using the requisitioned  anima ls whilst other units were assigned  to the road  route. 

 

From on the spot reports the following information has been ga ined  - "The Barrage opened  up  a t 1800 hrs 

and  by 1930 hrs the heavily laden infantry were seen moving into position and  this a ttac k fina lly went in a t 

0100 hrs the following morning and  by 0230 hrs. "A" Sqdn. were g iven orders by RHQ to move up  the road  

behind  the Argyle and  Sutherland  Highlanders. Slowly the lead  c a r of No.6 troop  p ic ked  its way a long the 

road , the a ttac k had  gone well and  the Sqdn. Commander was heard  to say "Thank God ' and  the heavy 

ARCs took on the rema inder of the German rearguard . The enemy immed ia tely reac ted  by shelling  the 

town and  the Troop  had to take c over, some c ars moving into firing  positions. By early morning the lead  

troop  was through the town and  on the road  to Adrano but soon the first two c a rs were hit by enemy 88 

mm. guns thus b loc king  the road , a ll of whic h was under observa tion from an esc arpment. The Assault 

Troop  was ordered  forward  to observe and  la ter reported  the enemy gun position whic h was immed ia tely 

dea lt with by the Gunners. The Troop  aga in moved  forward  for a  mile or so when three Bren Carriers were 

hit and  so the c rews went to ground  in a  bend  in the road  and  d id  a  foot Rec c e to spot the guns and  

these were subsequently dea lt w ith. 

 

By evening the Sqdn. had  advanc ed  some 8 miles to the River Simento and  the b ridge was found to be a  

p ile of rubb le and  the RE's were c a lled  forward  to dea l with this matter. The enemy reac ted  quic kly to the 

a rriva l of a  Bull-dozer and  poured  withering  fire on to them and  in add ition for first time they experienc ed  

fire from the Multi-Barrelled  Morta r whic h was immed ia tely nic k-named the "Moaning Minnie" due to the 

noise whic h both the firing  and  the Bombs c rea ted , luc kily this new weapon was not so ac c ura te as the 

sing le barrelled  va riety but it d id  make one nervous until you bec ame more used  to the noise. 

 

However, the RE's suc c eeded  in getting  a  Ba iley Bridge into position and  subsequently Rec c e moved  in 

the d irec tion of Adrano but when only a  few hundred  ya rds short of the town, the lead  c a r was knoc ked  

out as a  result hitting  a  doub le bank of Teller Mines. Heavy ARC's c a rried  on through the town to the c ross 

roads where they stopped  before hand ing over to another Sqdn. as we only had  one road  on whic h to 

advanc e". 

 

Therea fter the same sort of happenings with other Sqdns. ie the enemy stubbornly resisting  any forward  

movement, p lus mines, morta rs, MG fire p lus the usua l 88 mm."C" Sqdn. had  a  period  when approac hing a  

town and  the pa trol was fired  on and  two Regimenta l Offic ers, Lts. Weeks and  Mitc hell d istinguished  

themselves by resc uing wounded  personnel under fire, the c a rs were subsequently withd rawn to a llow a  

heavy a ttac k to go in to dea l with the situa tion. 

 

The lower slopes of Mt. Etna  c onsist of miles of ha rd  rough and roc ky surfac e; p lenty of ha rd  b lac k lava  

and  through this inhosp itab le landsc ape ran a  one trac k ta rmac  road  hedged  in by two solid  stone wa lls 

without any ga tes or entranc es. Bec ause of this the a rtillery had  to b reak down wa lls to get their guns into 

position and it was remarkab le tha t desp ite these p rob lems a ll requests for support were answered . Also 

due to the type of g round  it was not possib le for the Gunners to d ig  slit trenc hes for their own p rotec tion, 
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when the enemy sta rted  to reta lia te. Casua lties were c aused  to them both by shrapnel and  flying  p iec es 

of lava  whic h themselves c rea ted  wounds as bad  as the flying meta l. 

 

August 9th saw "B" Sqdn. c lea ring the high ground  of the rugged  lava  slopes, la ter a  well sited  enemy SP 

gun knoc ked  out 3 Rec c e c a rs just short of Mac herone and  la ter the Sqdn. was held  up  by mines on the 

road . As some of the c a rriers were going forward  to c lea r the mines one of them b lew up  on a  mine a t the 

roadside where the ARC's were stand ing. Not long a fter this ep isode c ontac t the 9th U.S. Division who 

c ame in from the c oasta l road . The junc tion of the two Divisions resulted  in the sea ling  off of the enemy in 

the Messina  peninsula . 

 

Due to the heavy damage c aused  by bomb ing etc  Rec c e were unab le to move forward  and  no longer 

had  an ac tive role to p lay a lthough the PBI, as usua l still had  to c a rryon but luc kily by the 13th August the 

Division passed  into reserve and  3 days la ter the US troops entered  Messina  and  it was a ll over. 

 

However, the Div. Artillery still had  work to do and  they moved  up  into c onc ea led  positions beside the 

Stra its of Messina  ready to put up  a  barrage for the land ings la ter on the toe of Ita ly by the 5th Div. and  the 

Canad ians. Meanwhile the 78th Div. had  been transferred  bac k to the5 Corps under whic h it served  in N. 

Afric a . The Division had  been severely tested , not only opera tiona lly but a lso administra tively and  had  

earned  tributes from the Commanders of higher formations tha t were more than mere phrases. Gen. 

Montgomery wrote to say tha t "He thought the Division had  added  to its N. Afric an reputa tion" and  the 

Commander of 30 Corps (Gen. Leese) sent his c ongra tula tions on the Div's "Magnific ent fighting". 

 

The Regiment took the opportunity of a  c oup le of weeks rest in and  near the small seaside resort of 

Gioioso Marea  with da ily d ips in the b riny but little d id  we know what was in store for us on the ma inland  

and  more espec ia lly how many good  friends we would  lose on the long journey up  Ita ly. 

 

"Your request for stories leads me to rec a ll an even tha t I have often told  friends and  is a lways regarded  as 

b it of a  laugh, but c ould  have had  trag ic  results for me,I wonder if any of the lads rec a ll when I b lew the 

la trine to p iec es when we were based  a t Giosea  Marea  on the north c oast of Sic ily in August 1943." 

 

"We were c amped in a  pomegranate grove c lose to the beac h and  when I went to use the la trine some 

kind  person had  p ropped  the lid  open; c onsequently there was just a  mass of flies. So, without thinking, I 

went and  got an empty c iga rette tin, filled  it w ith petrol and  tipped  some into the la trine. By the time I had  

found  a  matc h, the petrol had  well and  truly vaporised . The resultant exp losion a fter throwing in the 

lighted  matc h was terrific , the wooden sea t d isintegra ted  into matc hwood , the hessian sc reen was 

fla ttened , and  your’ s truly was hurled  through the a ir some yards away, minus eyebrows, eyelashes and  

the stubb le on my head, whic h I c a lled  my ha ir. My eyes, nose ha ir and  ears were filled  with a ll sorts of 

indesc ribab le matter. I was stretc hered  off to the nearest hosp ita l, where I had  my stomac h pumped out 

and  the burns a ttended to. I was in hosp ita l for 48 hours and  the doc tor to ld  me tha t if the ground  where 

the la trine had  been dug had  been firmer instead  of sandy soil, the result might have been more 

c onc entra ted  and  letha l " 

 

"I have often wondered tha t had  I been in the Americ an Army, what the c ita tion for the Purp le Heart 

would  have read ." 

 

Ita ly 

 

After the seaside rest we moved  into Messina  and  onc e more made our ac qua intanc e with the LST's for 

the short trip  ac ross the Stra its of Messina  and  we landed  on the 9th Sep tember a  few days a fter the 

orig ina l land ings. 

 

"B" Sqdn. had  the job  of lead ing a long the road  from Reggio Ca labria  in a  N.E. d irec tion towards Crotone 

and  then on to Taranto followed  by Bari and  Barletta , by this time the forc e then c a lled  "A" forc e, was 

expanded  by the add ition of the Roya ls, 3rd  County of London Yeo, Kensingtons, 17th Field  Regt, 64th 

Anti-Tank, 237 Field  Coy. Two Para  Sqdn. RE's together with the Airborne Rec c e Sqdn. (la ter to be involved  

in the Arnhem ep isode) and  the whole forc e was ab le to push ahead  aga inst some resistanc e in the 

genera l d irec tion of Fogg ia  with its a irfields. 
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Within hours of a rriving  a t Fogg ia  a  lorry c onta ining a  party of Germans a rrived  during  the hours of 

da rkness and  were a ll p romptly taken p risoner. 

 

The next morning two troops of "C" Sqdn. c ontinued  to advanc e and  a  troop  under c ommand of Lt. 

Crouc her p lus 2 Para  Eng ineers took the inland  route whilst another troop kept to the c oasta l route. Lt. 

Crouc her's troop  travelled  in a  semi-c irc le and  whilst in a  sma ll town square being mobbed  by the loc a ls a  

shout went up  "Tedesc hi". It turned  out to be a  Motor-c yc le c omb ina tion manned  by three Germans and  

a fter a  burst of fire from the Troop  one was c aptured  and  the rema ining two managed  to evade c apture 

by running into the trees. The RE's sa id  of this ep isode, their first pa trol, "Sod  this la rk out here a ll on our own". 

These RE's had  done some exc ellent mine c lea ring  work tha t day and  Bill Crouc her sa id  tha t "this being our 

first long pa trol without any support or rad io c ontac t d id  not impress anyone on tha t pa trol!" 

 

As the unit moved  forward  in a  Northerly d irec tion the resistanc e inc reased  aga in with the usua l mines, 

Mac hine Guns and  Anti-Tank guns being in evidenc e and  by the time we a rrived  near to Serric apriola  it 

was not possib le for the Regt. to move forward  and  so we had  to awa it the a rriva l of the rema inder of the 

Division. So on Oc tober 1st the Northants moved  into position to a ttac k the town supported  by Rec c e and  

tanks, onc e the tanks moved  forward  loud  exp losions were heard  and  a  pa ll of smoke appeared over the 

town and  it appeared  tha t the enemy had  been going through the motions and  withd rawing whilst 

destroying anything of va lue. 

 

So a  few hours a fter the c ommenc ement of the a ttac k the inhab itants were mobb ing everyone but 

unfortunately opening a  booby-trapped  door killed  one Rec c e man and he was buried  a t the roadside 

just outside the towns northern exit. 

 

This sort of a ttac k was to be the trend  of things to c ome in Ita ly, ie c ross a  river, c ap ture a  village or town 

then a  hill or a  mounta in. 

 

We then moved  up  in the d irec tion of Campomarino and  on ac ross towards a  p lac e c a lled  Termoli, a  

name tha t would  subsequently be engraved  on many Rec c e peop le's memory. 

 

It was only a t this time tha t the 8th Army's intelligenc e sourc es c onfidently sta ted  tha t the only enemy in 

front was a  Para . Div. but they a lso admitted  tha t they were not sure of the whereabouts of the l6th Panzer 

Div. 

 

The Irish Brigade, a t this time was still a t Bari and  they were to be b rought forward  by the Roya l Navy, 

meanwhile two Commandos of the Spec ia l Servic e Brigade had  been landed  and  11 Brigade were to jo in 

up  with them a fter c rossing the Biferno and  so the stage was set, but what followed  was c ompletely 

unexpec ted . 11 Troop  ("B" Sqdn.) moved  over the Biferno to have a  look a round  and a fter making c ontac t 

and  passing through the Commandos they moved  forward  for some time when a long c ame a  Motor 

c yc list and  he was immed ia tely "Bagged", then c ame the surp rise - he was from the missing 16th Panzers 

and  he c onfirmed  tha t this Division had  been travelling  by night, for a  48 hour period  - this news was 

immed ia tely imparted  to the Divisiona l Genera l. 

 

The c apture of the c yc list had  improved  c aution and  they moved  off aga in but a  few miles further on the 

lead  c a r stopped  to observe German infantry lining up  for a  mea l. This sight delighted  the Gunner FOO 

who had  been travelling with the Troop  and  he immed ia tely "put his guns" on the ta rget with the net result 

tha t the enemy had  some c asua lties but as usua l they reac ted  very quic kly with shell and  morta r fire. In 

view of the possib ility of enc irc lement they being fa r forward  on their own, the Troop  was ordered  to return 

but unluc kily not without the loss of one Sergeant. 

 

The move bac k was one of some 6 miles to the b ric kworks in front of the town of Termoli and  it was here 

tha t they jo ined  other units whic h had  c rossed  the river, these were the Argyles, Roya l W. Kents and  the 

Commandos. Gradua lly under c onstant p ressure from the Panzers small withd rawa ls had  to be made, but 

due to the fac t tha t the Ba iley Bridge had  been damaged  it was not possib le to move any reinforc ements 

forward  to assist, and  the situa tion, to say the least was bec oming c ritic a l as enemy tanks and  infantry 

were c onstantly p rob ing forward . 
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At this time an Infantry Colonel dec ided  tha t one pa rtic ula r position should  be abandoned  but Tpr. Ives 

(Assault Troop) refused  and  sing le handed  he manned  a  Gun and  took on German Tanks until his gun 

rec eived  a  d irec t hit and  he was killed . Severa l other personnel from Rec c e were killed  inc lud ing the SSM 

of the Sqdn. and  in add ition the FOO and  severa l others were wounded. Luc kily the Bridge had  by now 

been repa ired  and  reinforc ements a rrived . It bec ame nec essary to get the Rec ce vehic les bac k, so to 

avoid  the enemy being a roused  by the subsequent noise, was a rranged tha t the Gunners should  fire to 

"c over up" any noise made. Whilst this was in p rogress the Irish Brigade was being landed  and  went into 

immed ia te ac tion gradua lly d rove the enemy bac k. 

 

From then onwards, it was a  matter of slogg ing one's way up  the length of Ita ly, with only one rea lly good  

road  on the 8th Army front and  it was the c ase of one river a fter another to c ross many of whic h had  

b lown b ridges and  the then sec ond  ra te ra ilway was shattered . 

 

By now the weather had  c hanged , snow was on the Appenines and  it was a  c older and  harder winter 

than any one had  expec ted . Greatc oats, mufflers and  jerkins were soon in evidenc e; sometimes we even 

had  a  Rum Ration. Ga llant fighting a t Montec ilfone by one Sqdn. was rec orded  and  a lso another Sqdn. 

helped  in the c apture of Montenero. 

 

San Sa lvo was one of the towns next on this route and  it was here tha t our own p lanes a ttac ked  the 

Infantry for a  time c ausing severa l c asua lties. An a ttac k was put in towards Vasto and  the forc e was made 

up  of the RW Kents, 50 RTR, The Argyles and  the N'Hants and  it was whilst this ac tion was in p rogress tha t 

the Northants unfortunately lost their Anti-Tank p la toon whilst under heavy MG fire, meanwhile Rec c e 

entered  Vasto with the RW Kents. 

 

It was noted  tha t the enemy p repared  defenc e positions for both Cupello and  Vasto but their withd rawa l 

had  been made more quic kly than he had  antic ipa ted  due to the weight of our a rtillery and  the steady 

advanc e of the infantry and  by the 9th November the Lanc . Fusiliers and  the E. Surreys were on the 

Southern bank of the River Sangro looking ac ross to the enemy positions whic h he now held  on the high 

ground . 

 

Rivers in Ita ly a re quite d ifferent in wid th summer and  winter and  now the river was some 400 feet ac ross 

and  a t this time a ll pa trols going over it were c ontrolled  by one offic er from the Infantry, the first p risoners 

taken were found  to be from the 65th Infantry and  the 16th Panzers. The c onstant ra in made the river a  

fast running one and  during this time it was not possib le to get men over on pa trol, the enemy took the 

opportunity to lay more and  more mines so tha t any a ttac k would  need  a  la rge amount of mine 

c lea ranc e. 

 

The Divisiona l Genera l ordered  an a ttac k to be made, the forc e to be made up  of one Company from 

eac h of the 3 Ba tta lions of the 36th Bde. They waded  ac ross but lost offic ers and  men on the newly sown 

mines and  a lso as a  result of a ttac ks from three sides. An add itiona l a ttac k was put in by 11 Bde p lus the 

2/ 60th from the 4th Div.They had  a  very ha rd  time having to exist in wet c lothes and  without any hot food  

and , in add ition it was not possib le to get support weapons ac ross to assist. 

 

All this time the magnific ent RE's had  been busy with their b ridge build ing and  they had  seen their b ridge 

washed  away and  had  built it aga in but no words c ould  express the way in whic h these men worked  

under shell-fire etc  to try and  help  get ac ross this river. Fa rther down the river muc h use was made of the 

DUKW's to ferry supp lies over the river to assist those who had  a  foothold  on the Northern bank. 

 

A further a ttac k was p lanned  to be undertaken this time by the 8th Ind . Div. but they ran into troub le when 

the lead ing troops got into the village of Mozzagrogna  where they c ame up  aga inst Flamethrowers for the 

first time and  the a ttac k faded  out. 

 

78th Div. Commander then dec ided  tha t the Irish Bde should  be put in to a ttac k this p lac e. Luc kily as the 

weather had  improved , it was possib le to have tanks in support and  the enemy was surp rised  when a  

c reep ing barrage was put down with the tanks following and  the infantry keep ing up  c lose behind . 
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Just a fter noon on the 30th November 1943, the Sangro line had  been b roken but unfortunately the 

exc itement of this win was p layed  down by the news tha t the Division mourned  the loss of "Swifty" Howlett 

the 36th Bde Commander who  

had  been killed  whilst visiting  his forward  troops. 

 

At this time we had  a  c hange of Div. Commander as Gen. Evelegh was suc c eeded by Gen. Charles 

Keightley from the 6th Arm'd  Div whom we had  known bac k in N. Afric a  so we had  another friend  a t the 

helm. 

 

The Division was tired  as a  result of a lmost c ontinuous ac tion from November 1942 during  whic h time the 

infantry had  been having heavy losses, as an example the Argyles had  lost 156 Offic ers and  a round  1000 

in tha t period  and  the Buffs had  only a  few of their "orig ina ls" left. 

 

It was dec ided  to move the Division out of the line for a  rest a t Campobasso but unfortunately "C" Sqdn. 

were still left behind  as they were involved  in Rec c e duties exp loiting  towards S. Vito and  had  a  hard  time. 

They were however ab le to jo in us la ter in the rest a rea , a fter being relieved  by the 1st Canad ian Div. on 

Dec ember 9th: 

 

The Canad ians had  been using these rest fac ilities before relieving our Div. but "C" Sqdn. were only ab le to 

have a  short time there before the Div. was assigned  to take over another sec tor, this time in the 

mounta ins. 

 

This time we were to be responsib le for a  15 mile front stretc hing from Vastog irad i, through S. Pietro and  on 

to Pesc openeta ro and  this a rea  experienc ed  a  very severe winter with snow d rifts c ontinua lly b loc king 

roads, violent b lizza rds and  Dakota  Air Transport supp lied  isola ted  troops of the Regt. many ski pa trols were 

out, a  new experienc e for a ll those c onc erned . 

 

Two Rec c e personnel were a ttac hed  to the Polish Commandos in Pesc openeta ro for lia ison work and  

luc kily for a ll c onc erned  in this village, some Ita lians c ame over and  gave information to the effec t tha t 

the enemy would  be making an a ttac k on the positions tha t night. The Poles, ever ready for ac tion, made 

immed ia te a rrangements to g ive them a  good  rec ep tion, the FOO had  c hanged  tha t very day and  had  

been unab le to reg ister any ta rgets. About mid -night the "visitors" a rrived  and  were warmly welc omed, 

they managed  to get fa irly c lose! so the Poles p romptly requested  tha t the Gunners b ring  the fire in even 

c loser so tha t shells were only just skimming the roofs with the result tha t the enemy dec ided  he had  had  

enough and dec ided  to retrea t. Many thanks were due to the F00 and  his rad io opera tor who had  a ll our 

lives in his hands tha t night. 

 

"B" Sqdn spent Xmas in Caprac otta  and  managed  to find  p la tes and  c utlery in some of the houses and  we 

even had  some tab le c loths whic h made our Xmas fa r more pa la tab le. 

 

Towards the end  of February the reg iment was relieved  by the Podolski Lanc ers - the Rec c e Regt. of the 

3rd  Carpathian Div. who had  those nic e heavy Staghounds, and  we then made our way being the 5th 

Army front. 

 

Due to the delay in getting  away from the mounta ins some of the Division's Infantry was a lready in the line 

under Command of the 5th Army, but meanwhile there was a  session of tra ining and  we c ame under the 

immed ia te c ommand of the 2nd  NZ. Div (Lt. Gen. Freyberg  VC). 

 

Early in Marc h the 5th Army sec tor was moved  further south and  we reverted  to the 8th Army as it was 

intended  tha t an assault be made on Cassino by the 8th Ind . Div with the 78th Div taking  the lead  a fter the 

b reakthrough . Prior to this a ttac k there was to be a  heavy a ir a ttac k on the town and  Monastery, whic h 

was expec ted  to be the heaviest so fa r. Unfortunately it had  the reverse effec t, leaving the roads in suc h a  

bad  c ond ition tha t tanks c ould  not assist in any way. It had  been expec ted  tha t the a ir a ttac k would  

neutra lise the enemy ac tivity and  as a  result defenc e was expec ted  to be light however, the enemy had  

been ab le to feed  reinforc ements into their defenc e positions via  tunnels and  in add ition it was found  tha t 

some enemy tanks had  been wa lled  up  in houses making them into strong points. 
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A Rec c e signa l Sec tion was sent to BDE HQ a t Mignano for some reason, but we knew not what, it was 

only assumed tha t it was something to do with tra ffic  c ontrol onc e the a ttac k sta rted  but as a ttac k fa iled  

we were no longer required  and  returned  to the Unit. 

 

Whilst some had  been lazing a t Bde HQ others of the Rec c e had  not been so luc ky as they had  been put 

in the line to relieve the PBI. They rea lly had  a  ha ir ra ising time, having to exist in Sangars (to the uninitia ted  

this type of "shelter" is used  where the ground  is too ha rd  to d ig  and  so one has to build  a  wa ll a round  

oneself to get p rotec tion).You c an well imagine tha t when in a  position of this na ture it is not possib le to go 

to the toilet and  so the "heavier" needs of na ture have to be performed during  the hours of da rkness 

otherwise one got short shrift from the enemy. There is one story of one of our Offic ers who dec ided  tha t 

he wanted  to "go" just p rior to daylight b reaking but he soon had  to jump bac k into the sangar with his 

trousers still in the down position. Supp lies of a ll types had  to be taken forward  by jeep  to a  forward  point 

where they were sp lit into pac ks for mules to take forward  la ter due to the position of c erta in units it; was 

only possib le to get supp lies there by man hand ling them into p lac e. 

 

The roc ky na ture of this a rea  c aused  a  c onsiderab le number of head  injuries due to flying  roc k and  shell 

fragments and  in c onsequenc e a , forward  hosp ita l was set up  to dea l p romptly with wounds of this type, 

so onc e aga in we to thank the RAMC for their efforts in this respec t. 

 

As result of the fa ilure of the a ttac k the net result was the loss of 1316 men of the NZ Div and  the Ind ians 

3000 men. Desp ite this we still had  another 6 weeks in the a rea  until the whole of the Division was aga in 

relieved  by the Poles who were getting  into position for a  new a ttac k. The whole period  of two months in 

this a rea  up  to then had  been the d rea riest and  c erta inly the most unhappy in the Division's history 

espec ia lly as the losses and  hardships had  been to no purpose. 

 

The Capua  a rea  was a  pa rad ise c ompared  with Cassino and  we had  to get used  to ord ina ry things like 

the song of a  b ird  and  we had  the add itiona l p leasure of hearing English women ' s voic es in the nearby 

town of Caserta , whic h a t the time was an  

Army HQ. 

 

May 1st found  the Division undergoing va rious exerc ises for the future a ttac k in whic h we were to p lay a  

role. The a ttac k went in on May 11th with the 4th and  8th Ind ian d ivisions lead ing and  our job  was to 

exp loit onc e things had  settled  and  we were to have the Arm'd  Brigade a longside and  the Canad ian, 

then in Corps reserve, were to be with us. On May 14th the Regt. was told  to move forward  to the ma in 

base a t Mignano, a ll the a rea  forward  of this p lac e was c overed  with smoke to sc reen the ac tivities from 

the enemy in the Monastery. 

 

The Division's first a ttac k went in the next day and  there were severa l ac ts of b ravery by infantry personnel 

inc lud ing one by Fus. Jefferson who sing le handed  took on a  German tank with a  PIAT, and  as result of this 

ac tion he was awarded  the VC whic h was the third  ga ined  by the Division. 

 

Frosinone was the first ma jor ob jec tive to be entered  by the Regiment in this advanc e a fter it had  passed  

through Castroc ielo, Roc c asec c a , Arc e, Ceprano and  Madonna. The push c ontinued  N and  NW of 

Frosinone but on the 3rd  May the Reg iment was relieved  and  then p repared  to move NW to the Sec tor N. 

of Rome whic h had  by then been taken by the5th Army. 

 

The Americ ans had  made a  surp rising ly rap id  advanc e on the c oasta l sec tor, having taken full advantage 

of the 8th Army's a ttac k to jo in up  with the Anzio forc es. By the 8th June the Reg iment was in a  

c onc entra tion a rea  N. of Rome and  on the 10th in a  fresh Rec c e role it advanc ed  via  Civita  Castellana , 

Fabric a  d i Roma, Va llerano, Soriano, Gra ffignana  and  Orvieto one of Ita ly's famous wine a reas 

 

It was a t this time tha t Rec c e had  a  spec tac ula r run as they then had  under c ommand a  sma ll forc e 

c onsisting  of a  Squadron of the Warwic kshire Yeomanry, "A" Company of the RIF, two troops of the 315 

Anti-tanks, a  Battery of the 17th Field  Regt. and  a  detac hment of the 237, Field  Sqdn RE's. The ma in body 

was responsib le for the protec tion of the S. Afric ans advanc ing a long the W. Bank of the River Tiber whilst 

"A" Sqdn was on the other side where the advanc e was slower. 
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In the advanc e from Orvieto to the shores of Lake Trasimeno the Reg iment killed  1115 enemy, took 121 

p risoners c aptured  or destroyed  26 guns of over 26 mm. c apac ity, 55 mac hine guns, p lus assorted  vehic les 

inc lud ing one lorry load  of Frenc h Brandy and  sweets. (Where d id  it a ll go to?). 

 

The movement forward  c ontinued  and  it was a t this time tha t the Div. Commander had  a  luc ky esc ape 

whilst visiting  the Buffs when a  sniper's bullet sha ttered  his field  g lasses with a  sing le shot. Lake Trasimeno 

was in sight but we still had  some way to go and  resistanc e was inc reasing , the PBI had  as usua l taken 

heavy losses and  in some c ases the c ompanies were down to one third  strength. 

 

Rec c e had  by now been returned  to under c ommand of the Division and  reported  tha t the enemy were 

showing signs of withd rawing from Castilione de Lago. A pa trol under the c ommand of Cap t. Lampard  

was ordered  forward  to c ap ture a  house short of this town and  on the way they c ommenc ed  to remove 

mines and  were fired  on but a  Troop  supporting them moved  forward  to the house and  found  tha t it had  

just been evac uated . The following morning a  Sqdn. moved forward  towards the town, lifted  more mines 

on the way and  on entering  the town found  tha t the enemy had  evac uated  the p lac e. "A" Sqdn. went on 

through the town and  c ontinued  North and  by the a fternoon of the 7th June with 8 Troop  on the Right and  

7 Troop  on the left when Lt. Rid ley (8 Troop) took an enemy patrol by surp rise killing  8 and  wound ing 6 

whilst the rema inder d isappeared  into the c orn. On a rriva l a t the next village they were to ld  tha t the 

enemy had  only left some ha lf an hour before, a fter the inevitab le g lass of Vino, 8 Troop  c ontinued for 

another 4 miles before they found  themselves in the midd le of a  German Company area . Here a  sma ll 

ba ttle developed  and  a  Sgt. was bad ly wounded  by a  Sc hmeisser whic h had  rendered  his ARC powerless. 

The fire had  been c oming from an upper window so another ARC moved  forward  and  silenc ed  the person 

firing  and  resc ued  the Sgt. Whilst this ac tion was in p rogress the sound  of their support tanks of the 

Warwic kshire Yeo moving in to their assistanc e was music  to their ea rs.  

 

Around  this time the news c ame through tha t the hard  p ressed  Division was to be relieved  and  go to 

Egyp t for a  long rest, refit and  retra ining period . 

 

But in the meantime the Regiment was still advanc ing a long the ra ilway, hammered  by SP Guns day and  

night and  having to make d iversions due to enemy "remova ls" of va rious b ridges. Fina lly Rec c e was the last 

unit of the Division to be relieved  and  by the 4th July the whole of the Div. was out of the line having 

handed  over to our old  friends the 6th Armd Division. 

 

What a  p leasure it was to be away from a ll tha t Shot and  shell a tmosphere up  North. We gradua lly got 

ac c ustomed  to a  more peac eful type of existenc e and  in add ition were ab le to get a  good  nights sleep  

as we were now bac k near Rome staying a t Tivoli. A few days a fter a rriving  we had  the usua l G. 1098 Kit 

c hec k so a  lot of exc ess equipment was d isposed  of very quic kly, wonder if it was a ll dug we left the site 

 

Whilst there we had  the c hanc e to visit Rome and  visit St. Peters and  other p lac es of interest, some of the 

Irish Brigade took the opportunity to see the Pope and  pay their respec ts. We were a ll ready on the 14th. 

July and  c ommenc ed  to marc h down the road to Rome Sta tion passing the 44th Rec c e who were on 

their way up  to take over our vehic les. 

 

Egypt 

 

By the 17th July we had  departed  from Taranto on our sec ond  trip  ac ross the Med, this time to Alexandria  

where we took the tra in for our journey to Quassassin Camp. The p lac e subsequently turned  out to be way 

out in the desert and  mass of white tents a longside Polish personnel who were a rriving  from a ll c orners. 

Although being "out of the way it was well served  with a  NAAFI, c inema and  most welc ome showers and  

washing fac ilities and  we c ould  even get our KD washed  and ironed  if we so desired  , 

 

We had  of c ourse to get used  to the heat whic h was usua lly in the reg ion of 100 degree’s F. All one 

wanted  to do a t this stage was to lay on one's bed  and  sweat. Very soon leave ava ilab le for a  few days in 

Ca iro or Isma lia . It was quite an experienc e to visit Ca iro and  take the opportunity to visit the Pyramids and  

the Sphinx. Bananas and c ream bec ame a  very popula r item a t Gropp i's in the c entre of Ca iro 

(Remember tha t Bananas a t this time were few and  fa r between in the UK) a lso if one wished  it was 

possib le to use the fac ilities of the swimming pool a t Heliopolis near the RAF p lac e, but never, never take a  
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d ip  in the "Sweet Water Cana l" (Tha t was an order otherwise one would  be in serious med ic a l troub le due 

to a  partic ula r type of wire worm). 

 

One thing we lea rned  in Ca iro was the term to be "Gipped" and  la ter the Ca iro shopkeepers etc  were to 

lea rn tha t we would  not take tha t laying  down. Due to the la rge amount of "light fingered  merc hants" in 

this town it bec ame an order tha t our pay books be reta ined  on our person by the add ition of string  

a round  our nec ks a ttac hed  to the book. 

 

The orig ina l intention had  been tha t we were to rest and  then go to Pa lestine for a  further two months 

tra ining  but this was not to be as a  request was rec eived  for the Division to return to Ita ly, this being due to 

the fac t tha t the tough resistanc e in the Gothic  Line p lus the transfer of units to the Sec ond  Front had  

c rea ted  a  shortage of manpower and  so we were soon to be on our way bac k. 

 

Rec c e had  been a lloc a ted  28 new Americ an Greyhound  Arm'd  c a rs (M8's) to rep lac e 16 of our heavies 

p reviously held , mod ific a tions were put into effec t a t onc e inc lud ing the usua l add ition of sandbags to 

reinforc e the thin floors aga inst mine damage. Prior to the move bac k to Ita ly the Div. Boys dec ided  to 

g ive the Ca iro shopkeepers a  lesson over the p ric es c harged  and  they went to town" c ausing some £3000 

worth of damage but even then they p robab ly overc harged  for the damage. New Bren Carriers were a lso 

c ollec ted  from the massive ordnanc e dump a t Tel e Keb ir and  it was notic ed  tha t this dump was 

surrounded  by a  doub le barbed  wire fenc e whic h was mined  to p revent intrusion by the Arabs. 

 

Ita ly Aga in  

 

By mid  Sep tember we were bac k aga in on Ita lian soil a t Taranto and  then for the first time sinc e we had  

left the UK in Oc tober 1942 we were equipped  to the full G.l098 standard  and  the effec ts of this were to be 

very welc ome la ter on in the year when the weather rea lly turned  c old  and  wet . 

 

Just p rior to our leaving Egyp t the news was passed  on tha t we were to lose our c urrent Div. Commander 

as he been p romoted  to Command the 5th Corps but our pa ths were to c ross la ter on. Meanwhile Brig . 

Arbuthnott was put in tempora ry c ommand , and  was c onfirmed  in his appointment la ter on and  

p romoted  to Ma jor Gen. During his tour he never spared  himself in1 his efforts to look a fter the needs of his 

d ivision. The subsequent a rriva l bac k in Ita ly meant a  d istinc t c hange in the tempera ture and  we now had  

to get used  to Battled ress aga in and  a fter a  few days of getting  ourselves sorted  out we sta rted  our move 

north with Rec c e lead ing the Division. 

 

The journey North took three days and  it b rought bac k many memories when we passed  through p lac es 

like Termoli and  the Rivers Sangro and  Trigno with our fina l destina tion being Fano some 40 miles South of 

Rimini. 

 

It had  been the intention for the Division to move forward  on the 4th Oc tober but only two hours before 

this move time we were told  tha t this had  been c anc elled  and  we were now to c ome under Command of 

13 Corps on the Right of the 5th Army. Due to the swiftness of the move it was a ll c a rried  out entirely under 

verba l orders and  our ever effic ient Divisiona l Milita ry Polic e made an exc ellent job  of moving well ahead  

and  signposting the route so tha t a ll We had  to do was to follow the Ba ttleaxe sign. This move was c a rried  

out in the pouring ra in and  it meant some 36 hours of c ontinuous d riving over mounta in roads with a ll 

ava ilab le c rews taking  turns with the norma l d river to g ive him a  rest. 

 

After daylight dawned  we stopped  for a  few hours on the road  on the edge of the old  wa lled  c ity of Assissi 

and  some of the c rews managed  to pay a  fleeting visit to the town. After this short stop  we moved  NW to 

the Divisiona l c onc entra tion a rea  a t Sc arperia  where the Reg iment rema ined  the 19th Oc tober when the 

vehic les were left behind  and  most of the c rews moved  into the line a rea  in 3 Tonners to relieve the sorely 

p ressed  infantry. Genera l Alexander reported  to have sa id  tha t he was g iving  his last fresh Division to 

reinforc e the 13th Corps in the 5th Army. The Irish Brigade had a lready been in the line sinc e the 5th 

Oc tober and  the Division had  relieved  the 88th U.S. Division astride the Imola  road  just North of Castel del 

Rio. South of this village the enemy had  destroyed  a  long viaduc t and  in c onsequenc e the Divisiona l 

Eng ineers were g iven the job  of build ing a  b ridge, whic h turned  out to be the highest Ba iley Bridge then in 

existenc e and  it rea lly was a  marvellous p iec e of eng ineering when c ompleted . (Aga in a  first for the 
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Division). This was to rep lac e a  d iversion whic h the Americ ans had  been using , however when finished  due 

to its height it was not possib le to move more than one Batta lion over per day as the vib ra tions set up  by 

wheel c ha ins threa tened  to have the b ridge down and  in c onsequenc e a ll the vehic les had  to remove 

their c ha ins before passing over it 

 

The a rea  itself had  never had  the amount of tra ffic  the past and  the roads and  trac ks soon bec ame a  

mass of liquid  mud and  were only passab le with four wheel d rive vehic les. At one stage it bec ame 

nec essary to ob ta in this type of vehic le and  they were loaned  from the Americ ans in exc hange for Bottles 

of Rum and  Whiskey - something whic h they never seemed to be ab le to ob ta in from their own sourc es - 

Luc ky for us. 

 

Gun positions had  to be c hosen very c a refully with the idea  tha t a t a  la ter time the guns would  be ab le to 

be removed, a t this time Air photos of enemy a reas were issued  to the Gunners to enab le them to be ab le 

to g ive support fire when c a lled  upon. 

 

Spec ia l mention must be made a t this stage of the work put in by the Air O.P Commander Cap t. Bernstein 

DFC whose a irc ra ft took off in a ll weathers never knowing if they would  be ab le to land  when returning. 

 

As mentioned  earlier we moved  into the line on our fla t feet and  little d id  we know what was ahead  of us. 

We were to make the persona l ac qua intanc e of p lac es with names like Gesso, Pieve, Spadura , 

Ac qua .Sa la ta , Sp inello, Sa la ra  etc  and  a lso to get used  to Ra in, Snow, Mud , Ic e and  to sleep  in "Divis". 

Throughout a ll these c ond itions and desp ite being  la ter issued  with sleep ing bags we were not a llowed  to 

remove our Boots.  

 

Houses or what was left of them and more espec ia lly those with a  norma l c ommonp lac e roof simp ly d id  

not exist up  forward , so we just had  to make do with any sort of c over if it c ould  be found  and  there wasn't 

muc h c hanc e of tha t happening. 

 

Just behind  the ma in line in the va lley a  few houses had  been left stand ing c omp lete with roofs, so these 

were put to use as a  rest site when we were luc ky enough to get a  day or so out of the line. Here a ll were 

pac ked  into any spac e like sa rd ines but d id  not worry about this little matter as lie had  the roof Over our 

heads even if only for a  c oup le of nights. 

 

As soon as this short period  of rest was over we made our way bac k to the slit trenc hes and , even if they 

were ha lf full of wa ter they were most welc ome if Jerry dec ided  to have a  shot a t us. The Army Greatc oa t 

soon bec ame a  solid  mass of mud  for some 6 to 9" from the bottom but the Gas Cape c ame in most useful 

as a  wa terp roof over the top  of the Greatc oat. 

 

Gradua lly the weather c hanged  to Snow and  we were issued with winter kit c onsisting  of Long Johns, 

String  Vests, Thic k Pullovers, Vests - heavy type, extra  soc ks to rep lac e those tha t had  been soaked  for so 

long, Windproof trousers and  Jac kets made from Denim together with White Camouflage trousers and  

jac kets so tha t we merged  with the bac kground . 

 

In view of the fac t tha t we had  been in these positions for some time it was dec ided  by the "Higher-ups" 

tha t a  Mob ile ba th unit should  be set up  some 3/ 4 miles behind  us and  so we made our way in sma ll 

pa rties to pa rtake of their fac ilities and  a t the same time get a  c hange of under-c lothes and  soc ks if they 

were ava ilab le. Thinking about this years la ter one wonders why we d id  not c a tc h a ll sorts of c ompla ints as 

we had  to strip  off in one tent and  then run "Sta rkers" ac ross the snow to the other tent for the shower and  

then make the return journey to get d ried  and  d ressed  and  subsequently return to our "positions" and  get 

d irty a ll over aga in. 

 

During a ll this time those pa tient anima ls, the Mules, were employed  b ring ing up  a ll the essentia ls to us ie 

food , ammunition, petrol (for c ooking) etc . and  sometimes taking  bac k the wounded  for trea tment and  

even the bod ies of those who had  been killed  in ac tion. 

 

Under these c ond itions it was obviously essentia l tha t we get hot food  etc . and  so a  novel way of 

p roduc ing flame for c ooking purposes was developed  and  it was c a lled  a  "Polish Burner". It c onsisted  of a  
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4 Ga llon Jerry c an into whic h was poured  some 3 inc hes of petrol, a  60 c iga rette c an tin was p lac ed  

below this c an and  set a light. The la rger c an had  been p ierc ed  in the side just above the petrol level. The 

hea t p roduc ed  by the flame had  the effec t of p roduc ing a  vapour whic h made its exit through the side 

hole and  this, when lit, p roduc ed  a  flame some 9 inc hes in length with p lenty of heat. There were however 

some d ire results due to the la rge c an exp lod ing resulting  in injuries to those in the immed ia te vic inity 

 

As Xmas was approac hing it was dec ided  tha t everyone where possib le, should  c ome out of the line to 

have the usua l Xmas fa re and  so 50% c ame out and  had  it on the day and  then returned  a llowing the 

rema inder to a lso have their mea l in peac e. 

 

Inevitab ly the New Year a rrived  and  the usua l rumours tha t we were to be relieved , this time it d id  not 

c ome into effec t until some 6/ 7 weeks la ter 

 

At this time we had  a  Troop  with the task of hold ing a  house some 3/ 4 mile in front of the ma in positions 

and  one night the telephone line was found  to be out of order p robab ly as result of enemy morta ring  etc . 

A signa ller was therefore deta iled , together with one of the Offic er's ba tmen to p rotec t him whilst working, 

to repa ir this fault. The only way to find  the b reak was to simp ly p ic k up  the line in the hand  and  follow it 

a long; c hec king in now and  then to ensure it was OK thus fa r until suc h time as the b reak was loc a ted . The 

d iffic ulty then was to find  the other b roken end , bearing  in mind  tha t it had  been b roken in the past and  

therefore severa l "ends" would  be laying  a round . The only way was to enter the forward  house, but 

ensuring tha t you d id  not get shot as they may have assumed tha t you were an enemy pa trol. Onc e there 

you would  easily find  the end  and  then it was a  question of working bac k to the b reak repa iring and  

"p ra ise be" the line was bac k in working order aga in. The return journey was made aga in using the line as 

a  guide thus ensuring tha t one d id  not fa ll foul of any mines, booby traps etc . 

 

Just p rior to our relief in February 1945 No. 12 Troop  ("B" Sqdn.) was in this forward  house and  the following is 

a  desc rip tion of what happened  tha t night, the report is by Tom Blease who was there a t the time. 

 

"I was a  member of "B" Sqdn. on the night of a  German a ttac k on Casa  Sa la ra  on the 4th February. We 

were on Spadura  Ridge and  were ordered  to "Stand  to"as enemy sold iers had  approac hed  our positions 

to our front. If I remember c orrec tly the orders were g iven to observe but not to engage. Tha t evening 4th 

February Lt. Pic kard  took out a  pa trol whic h I was in and  our orders were to go as fa r as possib le to the first 

p imp le; this was one of three to our front. Meeting no opposition, we withd rew a fter wa iting  for about a  

quarter of an hour. 

 

On the evening of the 5th February we relieved  the troop  a lready in "Casa  Sa la ra " where our stay was to 

be for 3 to 4 days. I was in an outhouse just in front the ma in Casa  from 2300 hrs until 0100 hrs and  was then 

relieved  to return to the house, a t approximately 0120 hrs the enemy morta red  the house, I think about5 

bombs in a ll hit the house and  the c eiling  c ollapsed  with every hit. When they had  finished  their morta ring 

they fired  a  long burst of Spandau whic h seemed to takea  long time. I lay in the rubb le and  watc hed  the 

trac ers hit the softer stones on the inside of the build ing  they seemed to take 3 to 4 sec onds to burn out. 

 

Everything went quiet for some 5 sec onds and  a  voic e in Eng lish shouted  "Right Boys, out of the house with 

your hands up". This to me was a  b loody insult so I ran up  the rubb le and  gave him ha lf a  magazine -there 

were two of them. After this he fired  a  Panzerfaust a t our position and  I remember seeing a  vivid  green 

flash - wha t a  lovely shade of green it was, it b lew me up  in the a ir and  I landed  in the rubb le. I spoke toMr. 

Pic ka rd  who was hit soon a fter this by a  bullet, whic h he told  me about when he returned  from hosp ita l. 

Although he was wounded  in the thigh he c onduc ted  the defenc e of the house and the a ttac k c ame in 

from the rear door end  of the house near the haystac ks where there was a  la rge gap in the wa ll.  

 

I was with Cp l Skinner when three of the enemy appeared  from the va lley a rmed with Sc hmeissers whic h 

they had  ac ross their c hests, they made no a ttempt to fire and  retired . W'ha t a  sc ared  look they had  on 

their fac es, maybe we a lso had  the same. I p ressed  the trigger of my weapon but had  an empty 

magazine - bad  sold iering  not c ounting  the number of rounds fired  

 

Eventua lly the a ttac k d ied  out as we kept up  a  good  ra te of fire. There is something I remember about this 

a ttac k- an enemy sold ier was killed  in the doorway, an Obergeifrieter (L/ Cp l) and  he had  been a rmed 
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with a  weapon whic h I had  not seen before, this was like a  short rifle with a  bayonet folded  underneath 

the barrel and  a  banana  shaped  magazine and  light c oloured  woodwork. I gave it to someone who was 

going bac k with our c asua lties to g ive to Ma jor Goode, I wonder if he got it? 

 

The other peop le with me in the Casa  were Lt. Pic ka rd , Sgt. Glynn, Tpr Haddoc k the rad io opera tor, Cp l. 

Skinner, L/ Cp l. Preen MM, Tprs. Massen, Rhodes and  Ba lc hin and  Cp l. Ra tc liffe, there may have been 

others who I c annot rec a ll. I gave this ac c ount to Col. Chavasse when I returned  to the ma in "Spadura  

Ridge". 

 

Bill Crouc her, was in "C" Sqdn. a t this time, sa id  tha t he remembers this inc ident as it was his Troop  tha t 

subsequently relieved  12 Troop . Bill a lso rec a lls the night when two members of "A" Sqdn. were c aptured  

from their trenc h very shortly before the above a ttac k, they vanished  without trac e c omplete with their 

Bren Gun. 

 

Fina lly la te in February 1945 we were relieved  by an Ind ian Division and  we were only too p leased  to hand  

over our positions whic h we had  been in and  a round  for some 4 months, a lthough luc kily for us we had  not 

been used  for a ttac king purposes as the PBI, as usua l, had  tha t lousy job  

 

The weather had  gradua lly been improving so tha t the time we c ame out of "them there hills" the ground  

somewhat ha rder and  we moved  to the fla t a rea  a t Castillione d i Ravenna  to settle down for a  period  

and  get ourselves bac k into muc h c leaner sta te. 

 

However, our enjoyment a t being "out" was overshadowed  by the news tha t our Colonel was to be 

p romoted  and  we duly pa raded  to say a  fond  fa rewell to the man who had  been looking a fter us a ll 

those years sinc e we had  first met in Colc hester. It should  be rec orded  tha t a t one stage in Ita ly when we 

were moving forward  the Colonel was severely c ritic ised  by the "Higher-ups" for not d riving forward  in our 

thin skinned  vehic les aga inst SP guns and  heavy a rtillery fire, whic h would  have written off the Regiment. 

The Colonel remembers the fa rewell d inner whic h the Offic ers gave him etc . deta ils a t the end  - Luc kily for 

us we were not to have a  stranger a t the helm as Ma jor Hartland  Mahon was p romoted  in his p lac e from 

"B"Sqdn. 

 

After 3 weeks in this a rea  during whic h time the Div had  been tra ining with new types of equipment the Div 

relieved  the 56th Div and  we moved  into the line, aga in as infantry being  assigned  an a rea  5 miles N and  

SW of Cottignola  and  we were to stay in this a rea  until suc h times as the p lans for the last ma jor offensive 

were perfec ted . Forward  positions were in the Flood  banks whic h were 25 feet high and  10 feet wide a t 

the top  and  the had  c ontrol of a ll the West Bank of the River Senio, in some c ases positions of the enemy 

and  ourselves were only 10 ya rds apart. 

 

 

The grea test ac tivity on both sides was a t night when la rge amounts of ammunition was used , daytime 

being c ompara tively quiet but c a re had  to be taken during daylighthours due to sniper ac tivity. Rec c e 

was unluc ky as within an hour of taking over one position they were a ttac ked  by the enemy who threw 

grenades into the position, this lasted  only for a  short while, but in this short spac e of time Rec c e lost 3 

killed , 4 wounded  and  5 taken p risoner. The sma ll dug-out c onta ining Troop  HQ had  c ollapsed , the Troop  

leader and  Sgt. were suffering  from Phosphorous burns and  subsequently Sgt. Cronin dug out the rad io 

and  re-estab lished  c ommunic a tion with Sqdn. HQ and  as result of this was awarded  the DCM. This ac tion 

was seen by Sqdn. HQ but unfortuna tely there was nothing tha t c ould  be done to assist as it would  have 

meant tha t our own personnel would  have been either killed  or injured . A further award  was made to 

L/ Cp l. Duffy, the Sqdn. Med ic a l orderly, of the MM for going out in daylight with a  sma ll pa rty under the 

Red  Cross Flag to g ive a id  to the wounded  and  b ring them bac k to Sqdn. HQ for trea tment and  then 

hosp ita l. 

 

Va rious positions in the flood  banks were oc c up ied  for a  period  of 4 weeks but there were no important 

c hanges in the front line exc ept tha t the enemy was forc ed , as fa r as possib le, from his posts in the eastern 

bank of the river 

 

The move bac k from the Senio was a  welc ome c hange even though it meant another bout of tra ining, 
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the infantry to get used  to being c arried  in Kangaroos (a  Sherman Tank c hassis equipped  to c a rry troops) 

and  having to work with Flame throwing Croc od ile Tanks, Spec ia l Tanks for Bridge Build ing etc . Onc e the 

advanc e sta rted  there were to be no ha lts a t nightfa ll as it had  been lea rnt in the past tha t this gave the 

enemy the c hanc e to get himself organised  with rea r-guard  pa rties. Towns and  villages on the ma in route 

were to be by-passed  and  subsequently c ut-off, g ridded  maps were issued  to gunners thus enab ling them 

to work out river wid ths etc . a lso the RHA had  been equipped  with some Self Propelled  25 pounders 

(Priests?). 

 

Senio- River Po 

 

The 15th Army Group , c onsisting  of the 5th and  8th Armies, had  landed  in Ita ly in Sep tember 1943 and  

some15 months la ter in Dec ember 1944 a fter long and  b itter warfa re up  the whole of Ita ly, struggling  

ac ross numerous rivers, forc ing mounta in passes, some 600 miles had  been ga ined  and  the front line of the 

8th Army was formed  a long the River Senio in the p la in of Lombardy. From January to April 1944 the two 

a rmies were engaged  in a  sta tic  warfa re as c lose and  intense as tha t in whic h the two sides rema ined  

loc ked  in from 1914-1918, sta lemate had  been reac hed  but by the beg inning of April 1945 weather 

c ond itions had  improved  suffic iently to a llow the Allied  offensive to be resumed. 

 

So the Sc ene was set for what we a ll hoped  was to be the fina l offensive in this land  and  5th Corps was to 

a ttac k over the River Senio. 

 

April 5th dawned  fine and  c lea r by the banks of the River with the ground  hard  underfoot and  a  c loud less 

sky, it was idea l weather for the Air Forc e to beg in the p roc ess ominously known as "softening up". The 

morning passed  in c ompara tive peac e a t eac h HQ, where telephones rang inc essantly and  on the River 

bank it was unusua lly quiet 

 

At 1300 hrs. the first rumblings of the a ttac k began with the med ium and  heavy bombers passed  overhead  

on their way to d rop  fragmenta tion bombs in the form of a  c a rpet in the enemy rear a reas. 

 

Some 10 minutes la ter the first "Cabrank" appeared ; Sp itfires c irc ling  high up  in the sky ready to pounc e on 

ta rgets c hosen by the ground  forc es. 

 

At 1520 hrs the overture began in earnest, first guns then morta rs, then a ir, then guns aga in, then both, 

there was no mistaking  this the p relude of the assault. The bombardment was p lanned  and  c a rried  out in 5 

phases, eac h phase opened  with an intense gun a ttac k, employing every gun, inc lud ing Rec c e 75 mm. 

SP's and  a ll morta rs on the Corps front, this was followed  by a  10 minute period  in whic h the guns etc . were 

silent and  the fighter bombers stra fed  the River banks with c annon. Next the a irc ra ft switc hed  to the a reas 

behind  the river and  a ttac ked  with bombs whilst guns and  morta rs a lso lifted  from the flood  banks and  la id  

down c onc entra tions beyond  it. 

 

This c yc le of destruc tion revolved  five times between 1520 and  1920 hrs the time p lanned  for the ground  

assault this time to be known as "F" . 

 

The a rtillery and  morta r bombardment ended  a t 1920 hrs. p rec isely, the fighter bombers c ame down and  

stra fed , but this was a  feint and  as the a irc ra ft swooped  Wasp  and  Croc od ile flamethrowers a ll a long the 

river bank opened  their jets and  the enemy posts were sub jec ted  to intense sa tura tion of flame on an 

unprec edented  sc a le, this was the c limax of the "p repara tion". 

 

A t "H" hour the fog of war lay thic kly over the front and  c onflic ting  news c onfounded  efforts to pa int a  

milita ry p ic ture on ta lc  with c hinagraph. 

 

By 2115 hrs however, it was c lea r tha t substantia l b ridgeheads had  been ga ined  in the initia l assault and  

p rogress on the whole front seemed to be good . During  the night and  a ll next day the New Zea landers on 

the left and  the Ind ians on the right c ontinued  to make steady p rogress and  by dawn of the 11th April they 

were approac hing the sec ond  ma jor obstac le in the way of the advanc e - the River Santerno, but by 

nightfa ll the same day this river had  been c rossed and  eac h of the lead ing Divisions had  a  foot-hold  on 

the fa r bank and  the work of our Division was about to beg in. 
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In order tha t the reader c an be more in the p ic ture it is advisab le to desc ribe tha t for this pa rtic ula r 

offensive tha t in add ition to the norma l 3 Brigades (11th, 36th and  38th) we had  the Kensington, RE's, RASC 

RAMC, RAOC and  the 2nd  Arm'd  Bgde. p lus a  c onsiderab le amount of Artillery, Tanks, Fla il Tanks, 

Kangaroos, Croc od iles, and  RE Assault Sqdn. and  we must not forget "A" Flight 654 Air OP who were our 

c ontac t with the Air Umbrella . 

 

12th April 1400 hrs we rec eived  orders to move and  36 Bgde and  one Sqdn moved  with tanks to c ross and  

extend  the "Ind ians" Brigehead  over the Santerno. 38Bgde were told  to move ac ross with its Rec c e Sqdn to 

fac e north and  the remainder of Rec c e was to opera te in c onformity with any advanc e of the 38th Bgde 

but on the East side of the river. Events then moved  quic kly and  the Rec c e Sqdn. with the 36 Bdge. 

together with tanks were g iven the job  of c ap turing a  group  of houses known asTre Casa , 1000 yards 

beyond  the most forward  infantryof the Ind ian Div. Onc e they reac hed  this ob jec tive they were to push on 

towards the village of Conselic e, but this village p roved  to be a  tough nut and  subsequently had  to be 

taken by infantry 

 

36th Bgde. Commander ordered  Rec c e to pass through the positions of the Argyle and  Sutherlanders and  

exp loit up  to the River Silla ro on the whole of the Brigade front, further to the left Rec c e fanned  out during 

the day to c lose with the enemy a ll a long the front line of the Silla ro. Contac t was made in the a rea  of the 

river where enemy infantry estab lished  in well dug-in positions and  a  grea t number of mines were 

enc ountered  

 

"B and  C" Sqdns. were ordered  to estab lish defensive positions to c over this river flank during  the a fternoon 

and  shortly "A" Sqdn. reverted  to c ommand from Bgde. 

 

By the 18th April Rec c e had  passed  Cotignola , Lugo, San Agata , Massa  Lombarda , San Patrizio, Conselic e 

and  had  reac hed  Lavezzola  and  meanwhile away to the left the5th Army's offensive was just beg inning 

and  Bologna  was a lmost in sight. 

 

Now the foc a l point of interest was the narrow strip  of land  known as the Argenta  Gap . Away to the left 

stretc hed  the Northern part of Lake Commac c hio and  to the SW a  further stretc h of flooded  waste land  

a lmost to Bologna . The stretc h of land  rema ining between was 2 to 3 miles wide and 4 miles in dep th; a  

na rrow funnel between the marshes. Careful thought had  been put into fortifying this sec tion - mines were 

la id  thic kly and  in dep th, houses fortified , b ridges ready for demolition, extensive network of trenc hes and  

wire linked  together the dykes, c ana ls and  d itc hes making a  c orrugated  passageway inc apab le of being 

rushed  by tanks or infantry. 

 

The Corps Commander therefore dec ided  tha t pa rt of the 78th Div. should  be moved via  a  b ridge in the 

56th Div. a rea  and  the l5/ 16th saw a  lot of ac tivity movement wise and  as result the 11th Bgde had  a  rap id  

advanc e only lightly opposed , but extensive minefields had  been enc ountered . On reac hing the outskirts 

of Argenta  enemy resistanc e bec ame firm and a  full sc a le assault was required . 

 

As a  result of the heavy fighting  by the Lanc ashire Fusiliers assisted  by the East Surreys and  the N'Hants 

together with tanks of the Bays, they managed  to get into the outskirts of Argenta  and  assisted  by the 

Croc od ile Flamethrowers of the 51st RT managed  to c lea r the town. Subsequently the enemy put in a  

c ounter a ttac k whic h was beaten off. The enemy retrea ted  northwards. 

 

Both the 11 Bgde and  the 38th Bgde were very tired  and  a t this time the Commandos a rrived  and  were 

put to work. One solid  poc ket of resistanc e of the enemy was hold ing out in San Antonio and  a lthough 

they were surrounded  on three sides they fought on. In order to c lea r this b loc kage from Route 16, whic h 

was to be the ma in line of c ommunic a tion for the whole c orps, la ter on Rec c e was p lac ed  under 

c ommand of the 36th Bgde and  was ordered  to pass through Argenta  and  c lea r enemy from San Antonio 

whic h was now on the Brigade's left flank. 

 

Unfortunately, the move p roved  hopeless as the Regt. was unab le to make any p rogress astride the road  

by reason of the demolitions and  impossib le going for vehic les, la ter the task of c oord ina ting  the 

c lea ranc e of the enemy poc ket south of Boc oleone was g iven to the Irish Bgde. (38th) and  involved  muc h 
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deta iled  c onsidera tion. Almost everybody in the neighbourhood  bec ame involved , N'Hants, RWK, 

Inniskillings, Rec c e and  2nd  Commando Bgde a ltogether a  thorough hotc hpotc h. 

 

In the spac e of 60 hrs, by opera tions involving every Ba tta lion and  Arm'd  Regt. of the Div. on ground  of the 

enemy's c hoosing, with the inva luab le support of the Air Forc e, the 29th Panzer-Gren. Div. together with 

elements of the 26th Panzer, 98th Infantry and  362 Infantry had  been d riven from their positions and  thrown 

bac k into the p la in before the River Po. Our Div. was not out in the open and  the 6th Arm'd  Div. was about 

to strike out to the West; the Argenta  Gap  was b roken and  the enemy lay stragg led  out a long the 

Southern bank of the Po vulnerab le a t a  hundred  points. 

 

The Po d i Volano is la rge river not c omparab le with the Po itself but still a  ma jor obstac le some 5 miles short 

of the ma in river 

 

During  the night 18/ 19th April genera l ac tivity c ontinued  over the whole front and  on the extreme right the 

Roya l Irish Fusiliers moved forward  on the East side of the ra ilway, this move sec ured  for the Div. a  firm flank 

beyond  the ra ilway. Further to the West the London Irish pa trolled  forward  of the ra ilway and  reac hed  the 

twin c ana ls just West of Portomaggiore. Between the London Irish and  the RIF's "B" Sqdn. with some 

Shermans of the 4th Hussars had  a  c onfused  strugg le to c ross the two c ana ls in the village of 

Portomaggiore itself. The c rux of the situa tion was an enemy strong point a t Croa tia , just North of and  

overlooking the town whic h was hold ing  out with suc h obstinac y tha t no progress was possib le beyond  the 

sec ond  c ana l and  the Sqdn. was c onfined  to the d iffic ult rubb le strewn a rea  of the  

town’s western outskirts. 

 

In the 36th Bgde sec tor a ll round  advanc es had  been made overnight, Rec c e, less "B" Sqdn. was still under 

c ommand and  had  passed  through the Argyles only a  short time behind  the Buffs. "A" Sqdn. pa trolled  

westwards during the early hours towards Po Morto d i Primaro and  the Fosso Molino. These pa trols met firm 

enemy resistanc e on a  line approximately two miles east of the c ana ls but as the ma in line of the Div's 

advanc e was on the west side they were not a  d irec t menac e to them. 

 

Meanwhile "B" Sqdn. assisted  by the LIR maderepeated  a ttempts to c lear a  way through Portomaggiore 

but these were of no ava il, however other movements were a foot in the Div. a rea . A stic ky situa tion 

developed  desp ite the assistanc e of one c ompany of the N'hants, this was a ll due to the enemy having 

two SP guns in Croatia  with p lenty of ammunition and  enough men in the genera l a rea  of the town. 

Further moves were made in other a reas and  fina lly Rec c e together with the q th Hussars tanks and  the 

N’hants fina lly suc c eeded  in c lea ring Croatia  and  so removed  the c onstric ting  p ressure from the right flank 

and  a t last we had  Portomaggiore. 

 

The Americ ans pub lished a  book on the PO va lley c ampa ign c a lled  "FINITO" and  Rec c e was mentioned  as 

follows "The 2nd  Battn. LIR with units of the 56th Regt. d rove the Germans from Portomaggiore a fter street 

to street fighting" 

 

La ter Rec c e (less "B" Sqdn. opera tion on the right flank of the Arm'd  Bgde. advanc ed  during  the a fternoon 

to oc c upy the genera l line of Cond ito Belriguardo from Voghenza  northwards to just short of Quartesana . 

}many mines demolitions and  poc kets of resistanc e were elimina ted , Voghenza  was seized  and  19 

p risoners taken. 5th N'hants moved  up  behind  Rec c e and  took over the town and  Rec c e passed  to under 

c ommand of II Bgde. who had  taken up  the lead  through the 2nd  Arm'd  Bgde. b ridgehead , la ter in the 

day the LF's were d irec ted  through the Rec c e positions to try and  dea l with some enemy resistanc e. 

 

About this time "C" Sqdn. were g iven the task of fanning out inland  and  Lt. Ya tes who the p revious evening 

had  been warned  to be in Nap les in 3 days volunteered  to go out on pa trol with his troop  the next 

morning instead  of the Troop  of Lt. Crouc her who had  been in front of the advanc e for the p revious 3 

days. It was la ter tha t morning tha t the information was rec eived  tha t Lt. Ya tes had  been seriously 

wounded  whilst sitting  on the turret of his a rmoured  c a r ad jac ent to a  fa rmhouse. He was b rought bac k 

and  immed ia tely a ttended  by Doc . West and  it was most unfortunate tha t his wounds p roved  to be 

serious enough tha t a fter some 2 hours information was rec eived  tha t he had  d ied . 

 

Meanwhile the rema inder of Lt. Ya tes Troop  was still out of c ontac t and  as the a fternoon p rogressed  
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information was rec eived  tha t the 6th Arm'd  were to pass through the positions tha t evening and  strike 

towards Ferra ra . In an effort to c ontac t Lt. Ya tes' men Lt. Crouc her p lus a  p illion passenger from his own 

Troop  went out on a  motor c yc le and  having p rogressed  a long the route taken by the other Troop  they 

themselves c ame under a rtillery fire. Having d ived  down the steep  embankment from the ra ised  road , 

both were slightly wounded  but as soon as the firing  c eased  rec overed  the motor c yc le and  returned  to 

the Sqdn. HQ and la ter Lt. Ya tes' Troop  a lso returned . 

 

6th Arm'd  having c ommenc ed  their a ttac k p rovid ing a ll with a  magnific ent d isp lay of "fireworks" with many 

fa rms and  other types of fires lighting the sky for miles a round  

 

From the time a t whic h the 2nd  Arm'd  Bgde and  the 36th Bgde had  b roken out from the Argenta  Gap 

position untilthe 11th Bgde reac hed  and  c rossed the Po d i Volano was just a  period  of 3 days. In this time 

the enemy had  been relentlessly hustled  a long every inc h of his many routes of withd rawa l. In the minds of 

the enemy c ommanders there must have been rising  panic  as the whole of the forc e was being 

c ompressed aga inst the South Bank of the River Po. 

 

April 23rd  saw the 11th Bgde. moving ac ross the Po d i Volano and  by evening the Rec c e with the LF's were 

trying to make p rogress into the a rea  of the bulge to the West of it and  further a ttac ks were made by 

elements of the Irish Bgde in the d irec tion of the ma in River Po. 

 

Around  this time the Div. Commander made p lans for the Div. to move ac ross the Po and  c hose the 36th 

Bgde. to lead  but these p lans were suddenly c anc elled . 

 

The landsc ape was ab laze with burning  houses and  vehic les and  fa rther North the RAP were d ropp ing 

fla res and  bombing the roads and  ra ilways beyond  the River Po. As dawn approac hed  on the morning of 

the 25th April it bec ame evident tha t organised  defenc e was a t an end  and  the Irish Bgde. entered  Zoc c a  

Ruina  to find  an inc red ib le sc ene of devasta tion. 

 

Pac ked  in the fie lds, queued  up  in lanes, c ast in d itc hes, in fa rmyards, everywhere even in the river itself 

lay the rema ins of transport and  equipment of the 76th Panzer Corps 

 

Rec c e Sqdns. were then g iven the job  of overlooking the River and  eac h Sqdn was a lloc a ted  the a rea  

then c overed  by the va rious Brigades. 

 

So fina lly April 25th was the day the Division d isengaged  a fter three weeks non-stop  mob ile ba ttles simila r 

in many respec ts to tha t of Sic ily as the Div Commander Ma j. Gen. Arbuthnott had  adopted  the 

c ontinuous p ressure system aga inst the enemy by passing one Bgdethrough another and  seldom d id  the 

lead ing Bgde. stay in  

tha t position for more than 24 hours when a  fresh Bgde took its p lac e. 

 

The offic ia l c asua lties figures for the period  9/ 25th April 1945 were as follows:-  

 

Tota ls Killed . Wounded  and  Missing 

11 Bgde. - 207 

36 Bgde. - 191  

38 Bgde. - 399 

Kensingtons - 1  

Provo. - 1 

Div. HQ - 5 

RA- 29 

RE - 7 

Sigs. - 6  

Rec c e- 24 (7 killed  and  17 wounded) 
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No sma ll pa rt was p layed  by the Div's whic h fought a longside us ( the 78th) and  we were p roud  to have 

suc h good  friends as the 2nd  Arm'd  Bgde, 6th Arm'd  Div, New Zea landers, 8th Ind ian Div, and  the 56th Div 

from whic h we orig ina ted . In add ition we must never forget the PBI of our own Div. who put up  suc h 

magnific ent d isp lay during the last offensive and  indeed  a ll those tha t p rec eded  it sinc e North Afric a . Due 

to the d ivision being "squeezed  out" the ac tion for the time being had  more or less finished  a fter a lmost 

21/ 2 years, during  whic h time the Reg iment had  ga ined  the following dec ora tions 

 

DSO – 2; DCM - 2; MC – 13; MM – 28; MBE – 1; BEM – 1; 

 

Americ an Silver Sta r- 1; Americ an Bronze Sta r - 1 

 

Mentioned  in Dispa tc hes - 43  

Grand  Tota l - 92 

 

In add ition to the above dec ora tions the GOC of the Division had  made an award  named the 78th Div. 

"Mark of Esteem" and  severa l of these were g iven to members of the Rec c e. 

 

Fina lly to our intense delight surrender of a ll the enemy forc es in Ita ly took p lac e on 2nd  May, and  on 3rd  

May, the Division began to move North for a  task tha t would  bec ome a ll too familia r ie the taking  over of 

surrendered  enemy personnel. The route North was via  Ferra ra , Rob igo, Monselic e, Padova , Mestre, 

Conegliano and  S. Quirino and  Aviano was not reac hed  until the ea rly hours of the 4th May and  before 

this day was out Sqdns. were send ing out pa trols to the neighborough to round  up  sc a ttered  enemy 

troops and  equipment. 

 

5th May saw the Regiment moving NE to c over the entranc e to the North between Aviano and  Med ina . 

On the 6th May due to the fac t tha t an isola ted  group  of approximately 2000 German troops was 

suc c essfully c ontesting  the northern advanc e of the 6th Arm'd  Div. through the Gemona  Gap  (NW of 

Ud ine) the Regt. was c ommitted  to outflank this group  by moving North through the mounta ins via  

Meduno, Tremonti, Ampezze, Villa , Ovaro, Coneglana , Tolmezzo, Pa luzzo and  North over the Austrian 

frontier Pass of Monte Croc e. 

 

Austria  

 

The frontier was c rossed on the evening of the 7th May - THE DAY BEFORE ALL EUROPEAN HOSTILITIES 

CEASED, and  the advanc ed  elements of the Regt. had  the honour of being  the first units of the 8th Army 

to enter Austria . 

 

"A" Sqdn. la ter ac c ep ted  the surrender of a  series of SS units; a  daunting task in view of the size of those 

forc es but everything went off a ll right. 

 

La ter the Regt had  the task of round ing up  a ll the Cossac ks who had  been on the German side and  la ter 

had  the job  of supervising  the return of them under the c ond itions set down a t Ya lta . 

 

These peop le p resented  an amazing sight and  was made up  of men, women, c hild ren, baggage, horses, 

c a rts, c ows and  even c amels. 

 

July 6th was designated  as the Div Commanders Ceremonia l Vic tory Parade a t Sp itta l in the Drau Va lley 

and  the whole of the Division was formed up  in line and  the Army Commander took the sa lute and  

a fterwards he rode down the line. La ter he took his p lac e on the sa luting  base and  a fter 2 minutes silenc e, 

when the lament was p layed  in memory of the fa llen, the whole Division marc hed  past in c olumns of 

c ompanies or the equiva lent, Sta ff Offic ers, C.O'S and  Ad jutants were a ll mounted , following the sta ff 

c ame the Rec c e c a rs, fo llowed  by the Gunners and  the Anti-tank Regt with their SP's and  the Engineers 

being rep resented  by their Sc out c a rs and  a fter the mob ile units c ame the rema inder of the Division on 

foot. 
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It was exc iting  watc hing these veterans swing past to their Reg imenta l Marc hes p layed  by the band  of the 

4th Hussars with the p ipes and  d rums of the Irish Bgde and  the Argyle & Sutherland  Highlanders, one c ould  

ha rd ly believe tha t these were the same units tha t 5 months before had  been living  in the mud and  snow 

of the Appenines. 

 

Va rious other duties then befell the Reg iment, men still going  off on LIAP on the overland  route in 3 

Tonners, some men were assigned  to c amps looking a fter the thousands of d isp lac ed  persons, some 

offic ers having Town Ma jor's jobs 

 

La ter a  Garrison was estab lished  in Vienna  being based  a t Meid ling  Barrac ks but we first of a ll had  to 

c ongregate a t Judenberg , whic h was then the sta rt of the Russian Zone. It meant tha t we had  to stay in 

tha t a rea  for a  few days until suc h time as permission for the whole c onvoy of Rec c e Infantry and  Artillery 

was g iven. 

 

As soon as the OK was g iven we were on our way through the Russian Zone and  we then had  to get used  

to the c ontinua l sa lutes from their side as they assumed tha t bec ause we were rid ing we were Offic ers! 

 

So aga in we had  another first, this time the First Rec c e unit enter Vienna  as well as being amongst the First 

British Troops there; with us in the town were an Infantry unit and  a  Battery of Artillery, the Infantry unit being 

responsib le for guard  duties a t the Sc honnbrun Pa lac e.We had  other duties amongst whic h was the 

guard ing of UNRA food  supp lies a rriving  a t the old  Arsena l. Another duty was to try to ma inta in law and  

order on the days when the Russians had  their Vodka  issue but we c ould  only enforc e this in the British 

Zone of the City. The City was d ivided  into severa l sec tors, Interna tiona l, Frenc h, Russian and  British. Russian 

troops would  wander a round  and  if they took a  liking  to a  wristwatc h whic h a  c ivilian was wearing they 

would  simp ly insist tha t it be g iven to them desp ite the fac t tha t they may a lready have severa l on their 

wrist 

 

The City had  been stripped  of everything  of va lue had  a ll been shipped  bac k to Russia  as part of their 

repara tions to enab le them to get going aga in, but desp ite this we enjoyed  being ab le to just ride on a  

tram and  enjoy some of the beauty of tha t famous old  town 

 

Just like a ll other units we then settled  down to the fac t tha t gradua lly we were to be de-mobbed and  it 

was a t this time tha t Rec c e was d isbanded , some men who still had  some time to do were sent to the 4th 

Hussars and  went over to Pa lestine and  those of us left had  to c hange our Cap  badge to those of the 

North Irish Horse, but we still reta ined our Armoured  Cars etc . but we c ould  not forget tha t desp ite this 

c hange we still thought of ourselves as RECCE. 

 

Some of us stayed  in Austria  in the a rea  of Wolfsberg until we were de-mobbed whilst others went la ter on 

with the NIH to end  their servic e in Germany. 

 

We were justifiab ly p roud  of serving in the "56th" and  add itiona lly of being part of the 78th (Ba ttleaxe) 

Division "possib ly the finest sp irited  and  most widely tested  of Brita in's Infantry formations", Comradeship  

throughout the Division was very strong, so muc h so tha t the 78th Div Battleaxe Club  sta rted  just a fter the 

war still exists (1988). 

 

To end  the story of the 56th Rec c e it is only fitting  tha t the last pa ragraph of the Divisiona l History Book 

"Alg iers to Austria " be quoted  as follows: 

 

The ta le is now told , the Battleaxe la id  aside and  those who survived  the years of c ampa igning a re 

d ispersed  and  sc a ttered . No one who was ever a  member of tha t happy band  c an fa il to look bac k with 

a  c erta in nosta lg ia  to the c omradeship  and  friendship  of the ba ttlefie lds and  b illets on the long road  from 

Alg iers to Austria " 
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FAUGH & BALLAGH 

 

The Colonel ( Kenda l G F Chavasse DSO) I know would  to rec ord  severa l things whic h happened  when he 

was p romoted  to another job  a fter our move out of the mounta ins in Marc h 1945. 

 

1) He was g iven a  magnific ent d inner by the Offic ers 

2) He was p resented , by the Offic ers, with a  Silver Hunting  

Horn, insc ribed  "GONE AWAY". 

3) As a  result of a  subsc rip tion by a ll Ranks he purc hased  a  "Superb  set of Sadd les and  Brid les" whic h he 

used  regula rly a fter his retirement from the Army in 1947. 

 

In add ition he has other reminders of Rec c e times:  

 

a ) A Trumpet "ac quired" from Ordnanc e by Johnny Pac k. 

b ) The Green and  Yellow Pennant flown a t RHQ whic h was a lso flown on his Rec c e c a r "Faugh & Ba llagh" 

when he esc orted  HM The King (George VI) during  his visit to the 78th Div on the 17th June 1943 a t the end  

of the North Afric an Campa ign, and  a fterwards in Sic ily and  Ita ly. One b rass p la te has an insc rip tion: "This 

frame was presented  toLt. Col. K G F Chavasse from the ba lanc e of a  subsc rip tion from a ll ranks of 56 

Rec onna issanc e Regt on his hand ing over c ommand on 7th Marc h 1945". 

 

His c omments as follows: "I was deep ly touc hed  by this highly illega l and  highly  

irregula r subsc rip tion from ALL RANKS and  have never heard  of suc h a  thing   

happening before in the British Army" 

 

These a re some of the p lac es whic h the Reg iment “ visited ”  and  left its mark. 

NORTH AFRICA 

MEDJEZ EL BAB 

TEBOURBA 

EL AROUSA 

RECCE RIDGE  

GOUBELLAT PLAIN  

TALLY HO CORNER  

DOC DU BED VALLEY  

"THE DJEBELS"  

KASSERINE PASS 

SICILY 

CENTURIPE  

MOUNT ETNA 

ADRANO 

BRONTE 

RANDAZZO X ROADS 

ITALY 

FOGGIA 

SERRICAPRIOLA  

TERMOLI 

MONTECILFONE 

VASTO 

RIVER SANGRO  

CAPRACOTTA 

SAN PIETRO 

AGNONE 

LAKE TRASIMENO 

CASTELIONE DE LAGO  

CORTONA 
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EGYPT 

QUASSASIN  

CAIRO 

RETURN TO ITALY 

CASTEL DEL RIO  

ACQUA SALATA  

SPINELLO 

RIVER SENIO  

RIVER SILLARO  

ARGENTA  

PORTO MAGG I ORRE  

RIVER PO 

AUSTRIA 

ARNBACH 

SILLIAN  

MONTE CROCE PASS  

VIENNA 

WOLFSBERG 

 

 

This History has been p roduc ed  with the help  of the following: - The 78th Div. History "Alg iers to Austria ", The 

Rec c e Book "This Band  of Brothers". The pub lic a tion deta iling  "The Fina l Offensive in Ita ly of the 78th Div." 

"FINITO" the Americ an pub lic a tion of the last offensive in Ita ly, together with persona l memories of Col. 

Chavasse DSO and  others of the Regiment p lus the "Short History of the Reg iment", p roduc ed  by the "I" 

Sec tion. 

 

Investiga tions of the rec ords of the Reg iments c asua lties shows tha t we have c omrades buried  in 24 

c emeteries in 5 c ountries made up  as follows: 

 

 

UK - 2 

North Afric a  – 6 

Sic ily – 2 

Ita ly- 13 

Austria  – 1 

 

Unfortunately due to the time lapse it is not possib le to asc erta in the exac t number of c asua lties whic h the 

Regiment susta ined  

 

 


