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161st (Green Howards) Rec onnaissanc e Regiment 

 

Formed from the 12th Batta lion The Green Howards, the Reg iment was orig ina lly 

161st Reg iment R.A.C and  was transferred  to a  rec onna issanc e role in Oc tober 

1943.  

 

The 161st never went into ac tion as a  reg iment, but supp lied  reinforc ements, 

notab ly a  full squadron to the 43rd  Regiment. 

 

 
 

Story Courtesy of BBC Peop les war p rojec t. 

Contributed  by  Harry Free  

Contributed  on:  01 June 2004  

My life would  have been very d ifferent if there had  been no war. Without the war I would  have stayed  a  

miner — d idn’ t know anything else. I only jo ined  the war for some exc itement. 

In 1939 when I was a t Hic kleton Ma in Colliery, I dec ided  to jo in the Navy. I went for two med ic a ls a t 

Sheffie ld  and  Manc hester. I to ld  them tha t I was 19 and  bec ause mining was a  ‘ reserve oc c upa tion’  I had  

to tell them I was a  window c leaner. When I told  my fa ther tha t I’ d  been ac c epted  and  I was going he 

sa id : ‘ oh no you’ re not’  and  wrote and  told  them tha t I was under age and  a  miner. I d idn’ t rea lly forg ive 

him for tha t.  

I jo ined  the a rmy when I was a t South Kirby bec ause I was getting  fed  up  with being a  miner but more 

pa rtic ula rly bec ause I wanted  some exc itement. I d idn’ t say anything to my fa ther this time. I aga in sa id  I 

was 19 and  a  window c leaner. The rec ruiting  offic er sa id  they’d  had  a  lot of window c leaners rec ently!  

This time, I d idn’ t say anything to my fa ther till the day I was about to leave. After being ac c epted , I c ame 

off nightshift a t 6, went home, had  b reakfast by 8, and  told  my fa ther I’ d  jo ined  the a rmy and  had to get 

to Donc aster tha t day. He refused  to g ive me the money to get there so I wa lked  it — 7 miles. I thought I’ d  

meet up  with some of my mates who’d  a lready jo ined , but I’ d  got my reg iments mixed  up : they’d  jo ined  

the Sherwood  Foresters and  I’ d  jo ined the Green Howards! 

When I a rrived  a t the rec ruitment c entre in Donc aster I signed  up  and  was g iven the ‘King ’s shilling ’ : I was 

now a  fully pa id  up  member of the Armed Forc es. I took the tra in to Darlington and  from there to 

Ric hmond . I wa lked  up  the steep  hill to Ric hmond  barrac ks and  reported  to the Guard  Room 

Commander. I was nervous bec ause it was a ll very new to me. From here the Guard  Room Commander 

took me to the ma in build ing  and  I was handed  over to Sergeant Cooke.  

Sergeant Cooke was a  shoc ker. He was only short and  he had  a  bayonet sc a r down one c heek. He 

c erta inly put us through our d rill and  lic ked  us into shape. We were taught how to lay out our kit, polish our 

boots, make our beds — even fold  our soc ks in exac tly the right way — there was only one way to do it 

and  if you d idn’ t you were in troub le. We had  pa lliasses whic h were straw mattresses and  we had  to fill 

them with the straw ourselves. They were quite p ric kly. We d idn’ t have any sheets or p roper p illows, only 

b lankets. I don’ t remember the b lankets ever being  washed , nor c hang ing the straw in the pa lliass. When 

we had  inspec tion, we had  to fold  bac k the pa lliass and  then lay out our kit in exac tly the right way. You 

folded  up  your b lankets and  then c overed  them c arefully with another b lanket, and  then everything else 

had  to be la id  out on your bed  in exac tly the right order.  
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Pic ture c ourtesy of the http :/ / www.rec c e.adsl24.c o.uk 

Photographers: Unknown 

Desc rip tion: The Regiment's Da imler Armoured  Cars under c amouflage netting  during tra ining exerc ises in 

the UK 

May June 1943 

 

The Green Howards had  lea ther equipment, not webb ing, so this had  to be highly polished . We were 

ac tua lly nic knamed ‘ the pa tent lea ther kids’ . You’d  be inspec ted  by the offic er whilst you stood  to 

a ttention by your bed . Usua lly there was something  wrong, they’d  make some sarc astic  c omment and  

you’d  be up  on a  c harge! You’d  be up  before the offic er, without your c ap  and  be assigned  ‘ fa tigues’ . 

This meant ‘ spud-bashing ’  (peeling stac ks of pota toes), c leaning burnt d ixies with sand  or some other 

ted ious job . 

Churc h Parade early on Sunday morning was the worst. The RSM would  a ttend  this spec ia l pa rade — he 

was very partic ula r: everything had  to be more than perfec t.  
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We d id  weapon tra ining whilst we were a t Ric hmond — stripp ing and  re-assembling  a  Bren gun so tha t 

you c ould  do it in the dark. We d id  bayonet p rac tic e with straw dummies. We had  to shout very loud ly 

whilst we were doing it. I thought it was stup id . We spent a  lot of time doing d rill, marc hing up  and down to 

the orders of the c orpora l. The c orpora l had  to shout very loud ly. When I was tra ining to be a  c orpora l I 

had  to tra in by shouting c ommands to someone on the other side of the parade ground . You lost your 

voic e a fter the first day of doing tha t.  

After about six weeks of a rmy life I was feeling  fed  up  so I dec ided  to go home for a  b reak! Arriving a t my 

aunt’ s home, she enquired  why I had  returned  home so quic kly — my rep ly was “ I’m on leave” ! After a  

p leasant weekend  in Sheffie ld , enjoying myself with the loc a l g irls I returned  to barrac ks to find  myself on a  

c harge. I was before the offic er, ‘ c aps off’ , and  rec eiving seven days ‘ jankers’ . This involved , reporting  to 

the guard  house a fter pa rades every evening for seven days, performing c ookhouse duties. It wasn’ t 

worth it and  I d idn’ t do it aga in. However, my friend  would  go AWOL every weekend  to Darlington; he 

would  thumb a  lift bac k and  was oc c asiona lly p ic ked  up  by an offic er c oming bac k to barrac ks and  

would  stand before him the following morning to be c harged ! 

After thirteen weeks, a  g roup  of us were transferred  to Aske Ha ll, near Ric hmond  for spec ia list tra ining. I 

lea rnt to be a  gunner. I was a  c rac k shot a t tha t. If you were part of an a rmoured  c a r c rew you had  to be 

interc hangeab le so I was a lso taught wireless opera ting and  how to d rive. Driving a t night you weren’ t 

a llowed  head lights - they had  to be masked  apart from a  narrow slit. There was less reg imenta tion a t Aske 

Ha ll bec ause we were d ivided  into groups lea rning spec ific  tasks. 

There were regula r c ross-c ountry runs. Sometimes I would  take enough money to pay for the bus fa re so 

tha t I would  get bac k before a ll my mates!  

We spent a  few months a t Aske Ha ll, then we were transferred  as the 12th Batta lion Green Howards to 

Ma lton, a  market town. We were sta tioned  in nissan huts a t Ma lton Rac ec ourse whic h had  been 

requisitioned  by the a rmy during  the war. The washing fac ilities here were poor — c onsisting  of a  la rge 

square b isc uit tin filled  with wa ter and hea ted  on the stove. In the morning twenty of us would  use it to 

wash —first up  got the c lean water. The c orpora l in c harge, Fredd ie Gee, would  stand  in it and  have a  

ba th — one leg a t a  time! Alterna tively you c ould  go outside and  wash under a  c old  tap . I got up  early 

enough to be the first c ustomer in the b isc uit tin. La ter on we were transferred  from a  nissan hut to a  tent. 

The c orpora l in c harge, Sid  Sherman, was the PT instruc tor, and  a  b ig  muc ker of ours; he would  let us have 

a  lie-in while he took the rest of the troop  to do PT. 

Oc c asiona lly, when on parade in the morning, one pa rtic ula r offic er — a  c ap ta in - would  say “ Fa ll out the 

c a rd  p layers” ! These (inc lud ing  myself) would  return to the nissan hut to p lay b rag, whilst the others went 

on parade. Army life had  its ups and downs! 

At Ma lton we went out on exerc ises and  manoeuvres — sometimes for days or weeks - on the Yorkshire 

Moors. Onc e it was the midd le of winter and  some villages had  been c ut off for days — it must have been 

1943. We would  have simula ted  ba ttles with ump ires to say if you’d  been c ap tured  or killed . I a lways tried  

to get killed  early on so tha t I c ould  go bac k to base. When we were bac k a t Ma lton, evening and  

weekends were free if you weren’ t on guard  duty or fire p ic ket. We would  usua lly go out to the loc a l pubs 

and  I remember having a  g irlfriend  here who I saw eac h week.  

 



 

Infantry Rec c e Corps 

The Daimler Fighting Vehic les Projec t – Part D7i 

www.daimler-fighting-vehic les.c o.uk  

 

 4

 
Pic ture c ourtesy of the http :/ / www.rec c e.adsl24.c o.uk 

Photographers: Unknown 

Desc rip tion: B Troop  Tra ining Lt How, Lt Clibbery, Lt Lavery 

May June 1943 

 

After this tra ining , my troop  was transferred  to Sutton Bank to a  la rge house whic h had been a  hotel during  

peac etime but whic h had  aga in been requisitioned  by the a rmy. We were being tra ined  as spec ia lists, 

more versa tile than the average a rtillery man. The Colonel in Chief of the Green Howards was King Ha lkon 

of Norway.  

Eventua lly, a  troop  of the Green Howards (about 30 men) was moved  to Sutton Bank to lea rn map 

read ing. We had  to lea rn to find  a  loc a tion using grid  referenc es.  
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By now, it was 1943, and  we were sent to Trowbridge in Wiltshire, near to Sa lisbury p la in, home of the white 

horse. I saw it regula rly whilst on manoeuvres here. The whole reg iment was now known as the 161 Roya l 

Armoured  Corps (RAC) — even those who had  not been a t Sutton Bank - and  no longer a  pa rt of the 

infantry. 

(There were 4-5 troops in a  Squadron. A reg iment was made up  of four squadrons) 

From Trowbridge, a  c oup le of troops got sent to Tidworth a rmy barrac ks for two or three weeks. We were 

g iven a rmoured  vehic les for p rac tising . We would  d rive from there to Bovington, an RAC ma in depot, on 

to the c liff head  above the beac h, and  fire out to sea  with rea l shells a t ta rgets towed  by ships. I liked  tha t 

— I was a  good  gunner. We lea rnt wireless opera ting  too. There wasn’ t muc h to do a t night round  here: 

there was only a  Naa fi for tea  and  c akes and  we usua lly spent our free time gambling  a t c a rds.  

I remember tha t while I was a t Tidworth I was on the top  bunk of a  pa ir of bunk beds. My bunk overlooked  

the ATS’s shower rooms and  you c ould  see right in. I used  to c harge my mates 6d  to use my top  bunk and  

we spent some happy times og ling  the g irls in a  sta te of undress without them rea lising it!  

We were then sent to Sc arborough where we bec ame the 161 Rec c e Reg iment and  had  more tra ining . 

We requisitioned  p riva te houses and  hotels, turning them into b illets from where we would  go out on 

manoeuvres. One suc h manoeuvre involved  a  ‘ fight’  between the North and  the South of England . We 

c ame down south to ‘ fight’  in Dorset, Wiltshire and  Somerset. We felt tha t we were getting  rid  of the ‘ soft 

southerners’  and  were bound  to win. I had  my first introduc tion to rough c ider when I was in Somerset. It 

was 6d  (2 ½d) a  p int — and  we were only a llowed  a  p int! As with most manoeuvres, I wanted  to get 

c ap tured  so tha t I c ould  get sent bac k to the reg imenta l base! 

I was then posted  to Ba llymena in Northern Ireland  — for more manoeuvres. I spent about twelve months 

here and  a ll tha t time don’ t remember any food  shortages — you c ould  get anything you wanted  in the 

restaurants. I thought it was rid ic ulous tha t when we went on leave from Ireland  to England  we were never 

searc hed  as we went through c ustoms, but when we returned  from England  to Ireland  we a lways got 

searc hed . 

Whilst I was in Ireland  I went out with a  g irl c a lled  Christina . She worked  a t Ga llaghers, the c iga rette 

manufac turer, so I a lways had  a  ready sourc e of c igarettes — a  good  reason for going out with her. She 

was OK though I sp lit up  with her onc e bec ause she seemed to b low hot and  c old . She must have been 

upset bec ause she ac tua lly c ame up  to the Barrac ks to find  me. We sta rted  going out aga in, but for me it 

was only rea lly bec ause of the c iga rettes and  the sex and  onc e I left tha t was the end . (fleeting  

moments!) 

Whilst I was in Ireland  I was sent on a  motor mec hanic s c ourse a t Fords in Dagenham. I stayed  in p riva te 

b illets a t Goodmayes and  had  my mea ls a t Longbridge Road  Tec hnic a l College. I was there for about four 

months — a ll the peop le on the c ourse had  been sent from d ifferent reg iments. Apart from doing 

homework, evenings and  weekends were free and  I used  to often go to the loc a l ska ting  rink. I was a  

na tura l ska ter without any lessons and  a  b it of an exhib itionist. It was here tha t I met Audrey for the first 

time — she must have been impressed  with my ska ting  skills! She was with a  friend  and  my mate and  I got 

c ha tting  to them. I remember asking her if she wanted  a  d rink and  when she sa id  yes, I b rought her a  g lass 

of water. She never let me forget it a fter we were married . Peop le say it should  have been a  warning to 

her! After we’d  finished  ska ting , we went to Chadwell Heath by bus whic h was where her friend  lived .  
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Pic ture c ourtesy of the http :/ / www.rec c e.adsl24.c o.uk 

Photographers: Unknown 

Desc rip tion: B Troop  Tra ining Cp l Nic holson & Tpr Taylor with Da imler a rmoured  c a r F117590 

May June 1943 

 

Audrey had  to get another bus to Romford  — I asked  my mate to take her home bec ause I d idn’ t want to 

go a ll tha t way!  This happened  every time we met them a fter tha t — my mate took Audrey home and  I 

took her friend . In fac t I took her friend  to the p ic tures a  c oup le of times too. Then on the last night before I 

returned  to Ireland , I took Audrey home. I ac tua lly had  a  serious g irlfriend  in Sheffie ld  who I’ d  met when I 

was on leave a t my aunt’ s. Her name was Megan and  I used to see her whenever I c ame home. The next 

time I c ame home on leave from Ireland  I saw Megan, we had  a  row and  sp lit up . I don’ t know what the 

row was about but I got the tra in stra ight to Romford  and  c ame to see Audrey. When I got to her house I 
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knoc ked  on the door and  by the time she got home from work I was sitting  a t the tab le have a  mea l. I 

think her pa rents thought I had  the c heek of the devil.   I returned  to Ireland  and  on my next leave stayed  

a t a  hostel in Romford  to be near to Audrey. However, soon a fter the D-day land ing , a  trag ic  inc ident — 

the sinking of the Derric unihy with huge loss of life whilst on its way to Normandy - c hanged  my war and  

p robab ly my life. 

I was sent to Aldershot a long with other sold iers from d ifferent troops from our reg iment who were to form 

the rep lac ement squadron of the 43rd Recce  lost in the inc ident. 

I c ontac ted  Audrey who c ame down to Aldershot for a  c oup le of days before I went to Tilbury to embark. 

After I a rrived  a t Tilbury, just before sa iling  I got ta lking to a  doc ker who lent me his b ike and  I c yc led  to 

Romford  to see Audrey for the last time. I c ould  only stay for a  c oup le of hours, but she c yc led  ha lf way 

bac k with me and  we parted  a t the b ridge on Ra inham Road .    I felt very sad  to be parting from her as I’ d  

fa llen for her more than anyone I’ d  ever known.    The next day we sa iled  to Sword  Beac h in Arromanc hes, 

Franc e.    …………………..(For Continuation of this story refer to the 43 Rec c e file) 

 
Pic ture c ourtesy of the http :/ / www.rec c e.adsl24.c o.uk 

Photographers: Unknown 

Desc rip tion: B Troop  Tra ining ,Troop  Leaders rec eiving Orders. 

May June 1943 


