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DEDICATION.

My dear Mother,

You recontly wpbraided me on the ground that I had never
given you any persohal siories of the War. Obviously, af
that time, it was not possible to say much about things out there,
and when 3t was oll over, I was foo busy gotting back to Surgery
o have either time or snclination for referreng fo the past in any
detail.  But T have thowght at various Hmes thal my experiences
in the March Retreat were really worth recording, for we did
indeed have an tnieresting share in thet tremendously dmportant
period, and so—on its tenth enniversary—I have written this
account for you.

One thing I can say for certusn abowt tt s that i is accurate,
Sfor when I rejoined the Battery on wmy return from hospiial
about a wmonih after the Remreat, I wrole a fuirly full accowni
for the Brigade Wer Diary, ond I have o copy of this.  Also,
after Apmistice Duy, during December, 1918, I gawve o series
of lestures to the Ballery on owr doings in the War, five of
which were devoted to these events, I prepored these lectures
with constderable pains and after consuliution with the officers
and N.C.0 s who were with me during that thme, so that they

represented @ eorrect account of things checked from several

different points of view, and I am glad to say I still have very
Sull notes of it all.

I hawe been wvery careful not o owerstate things, as, for
example, not to write ¢ very heavy shelling ' when, as o matter
of fact, only o few odd shells were falling round about, and yel
I have tried to give o fair aocount of that most intenscly onatows
period. ’

You have occasionally reproached me because my letters
to you tend towards brevity ; here at least 45 ome of adeguate
length /

Your affectionate son,

RONALD OQGIER WARD,
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Six Days in March, '18.

By Masor R, O¢=r Warno, D.8.0., M.C., H.A.C,
{Late O.C. <« O™ Batiery, gg:?ﬂ'd Army Brigade, B.F.4.).

On being asked recently what was the most strenuous experience which
I had ever had, T replied at once, * The March Retrest.” Mogt cerbainly
during that period my energies were more severely tried than at any other
time in my life, even including some endeavours in the High Alps and certain
surgical operations.

Being the Battery Commender of a unit to which T was intensely
devoted, whose officers and men, horses and equipment, werg my most
precious possessions, I lived in those six days through a period of intense
anxioty., The risks to my own life were not more than was reasonabls to
expect, and far less than those faced by infantry, but there was, of course,
a real chance of losing the Battery to the enemy, as indeed nearly happened,
_ or of exposing it to disaster ; and the desire to fight it to the Lmit and yob
avoid such dangers made me extremely conscious of my responsibilities.

Fortunately, *“ C ** Battery (18 pr. Q.F.) formed part of a fine Brigade,
- which was handled with quite exceptional skill by its commander, a splendid
regular soldier, Lieut.-Colonel Arthur Main, D.8.0. (now commanding the 1st
Brigade, R.H.A.). Being an Army Brigade, we were never lon g with any one
Division, for it was our function to be attached wherever oxtra artillery
was.at any time required. I think that for this reason all units in the Brigade
were inclined to be specially self-reliant, and to regard the Brigade Commander
as the only senior officer who really mattered. As will he seen Iater, “C
Battery itself was in all respects a very good show. I had the advantage of
knowing personally every officer and N.C.0., and almost every man. in it
they all, I know, trusted me, and it was only natural that this very personal
interest made my anxietiss even greater than those which are naturally
telt: at such times by a Unit Commander.

On January 22nd, 1918, “ C* Battery, 293rd Army Brigade, R.F.A.,
had made a move of about five miles, changing from a position at Merchies
to one near Doignies, a ruined village midway between Bapaume and Cambrai,
and there we remained until the Retreat starbed. :

The Battery position was about 1,500 yards behind (to the S.W. of)
the village mentioned, which itself was 2,500 yards behind our Front Line,
and the range from the guns to the enemy Front Line was about 5,000 vards;
this is, of course, & long range, but desirable in view of the expected enemy
offensive. I found, on taking over the position, that the guns were to be
arranged ag follows* — ’

Three were in shallow gunpits made of sandbag sides and covered with
camouflage, which had been dug on the forward slope of a slight hill. From
this Iittle hill a shallow valley ran towards the ruins of Doignies. Two other
guns were in deeper and much more protected pits placed 400 yards more to
the left (or N.W.); they were on lower ground and separated by a little
hilt from the other three. During the two months before the battle these
two guns did all the firing from the main position, the three guns first men-
tioned being “ silent ” guns, that is to say, they were never to be used mtil
the enemy opened his attack. It will bo seen later that as a result of this
well-thought-out plan the enemy was unaware of their existence, although
he had the two active guns * properly taped.” In addition, one © forward
gun ”' was placed in the village of Doignies, and another more to the right

* Bee Map p. 0.
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MAP SHOWING THE RETIREMENT OF “ ¢ ' BATTERY, 208RD ARMY BDE., R.F.A., MARCH 21s5T TO 26TH, 1918.

hear the Doignies-Tlermiés Road, in the vallsy between these two villages,
Thus the Battery had seven 18-pdr. guns in action when the battle started,
and also an old 15.pdr. placed close behind our front line, near Demincourt.
for anti-tank purposes. The five guns of the main position had also a good
field for fire over open sights towards Doignies' and due rniorthward across the
Bapaume-Cambrai Road, for the glopes in front were gentle and covered
with gross, there were no hedges or other obstructions o view, except the
village of Doignies, 1,000 yards away, which entirely obscured the view of
our front line. This was held by cne of our best Divisions, namely, the
51st Highland (TPerritorial) Division, who formed the right of the IVth
Corps of the Third Army. The Wagon Lines of our Brigade were near
Favreuil, a village N.E. of Bapaume, and were fully seven miles away, as
the crow flies, and not directly to our rear but to our left rear.. This was nob
in any way the fault of our Brigade, but it was not a convenient arrange-
ment when teams were required in a hurry by the guns. It had, however,
many advantages, for, in addition to good shelter for men, there were excellent
stabling and watering facilities. The winter had been severe, and undoubtedly
the fine condition which our horses raaintained throughout the Retreat
was directly due to these suitable winter quarters as distinet from open horse-
lines. '

L am afraid that all these details sound decidedly dull when given you
in March, 1929, but in March, 1918, they were supremely interesting. How-
ever, my reason for writing them now is that, unless you know something
of our dispositions, it will be far from easy to understand what foliows.

From. January 21st, 1918, until March 21st, the Battery spent its time
in registering the guns on certain points, in harassing fire, in constructing
rescrve positions, and in ensuring ammunition supply to them. The enemy,
now that he had the initiative, spent mueh time in careful observation of
our defences and in preparations for assault, and he was estimated, on the
front held by our IVth Corps, to have increased hig batteries by about one
hundred during this period of preliminaries. S

For the four weeks preceding March 21st, T was in England for a
fortnight’s leave and then for a Senior Officers’ Gunnery Course on Salisbury
Plain. England was full of anxiety about the impending attack, and 1

" shared particularly in this when,, arriving on the afterncon of March

18th at Victoria, T found that the *° Staff ™ train  had been
despatched an hour earlier than wsual; such a strange happening seemed
fult of significance, especially as the Station staff refused to give any explana-
tion. But, leaving England on March 19th, and travelling through France
all the next day, I found things much as usual, and Ogilvie, one of my
subalterns, who received me on. my arrival at our Wagon Lines near
Bepaume shortly before midnight March 20th-21st, also seemed to take
a peaceful view of the immediate future. He was a cheerful little Seotchman,
keen in all respects, and, because he was particularly good with horses,
given charge of the Battery Wagon Lines for that important period. He had
begun to doubt i an attack was really pending on our front, though everyene
was tuned up; indeed, for several nights past special artillery fire had
been put down on possible enery assembly places just before dawn, and
the main enemy attack had heen definifely predicted for March 13th,
and again for the 18th. .

T was m bed by 1 a.n., and asleep at once, for T had not slept at all in
the train during the previous night. It was the last sleep that I, like many
others, was to have for five days and nights. ]

At 4.40 a.m. or, as it seemed, just so soon as T had got really com.-
fortable, I was wide awake. Tho humiming cadence of a long-range shell

. Ppassing overhead was a sufficient summons to full consciousness ; a fow

seconds later there was the sound of its distant explosion and of others
following, These shells were destined for Bapaume and also for the IVth
Corps Headquarters, which was at Bihucourt, 2} miles behind the Wagon
Lines, and more than 10 miles from our front line. Long-range fire was also
concentrated on the exceptionally large R.T. dump immediately behind our
Wagon Lines, and also on our Casualty Clearing Station at Grevillers. It
was quite clear that the long-expected batile had begun, and I can hopestly
say that my first fesling was one of thankfulness that I had not missed it.
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For I had spent two years in training “ ¢ Battery and to have been away
from it at the time of its supreme trial would have left a life-long feeling of
bitter regret. ’

Within o fow moments after the first shell had passed over us the full
roar of distant gun-fire developed. It was the first fime I had ever experi-
enced this, for during the time I had been in Fraunce, which was from shortly
before the battle of Arras, there had been no big enemy offensives ; also,
I had, of course, always been with the Battery during our attacks, so that
I had never before listened from a. distance to intense shell fire over a very
wide -area. Tt was most impressive. In addition o the continuous roar from
the front lines, every fow minutes other long-range shells passed over our

heads, and a few small ones fell in the Brigade Wagon Lines, and I believe

wounded one or two horses, though none belonging to “ (' ** Battery,

I dressed quickly and then found Ogilvie and the Battery Sergeant-
Major. Everyone was awake and dressing, and for the moment there was
nothing to be done except to get ready for an immediate move and wait for
dawn, and this was not long in coming. When there was enough light we
saw that it was very misty; but we did not then realizo how serious this
wes from the point of view of our front line defence, and indeed around the
Wagon Lines the mish was never quite so thick as it was more to the east;
where our infantry were in action, o

With daylight the Kite Balloong began to go up, but each one was
prompily shot down in flames by Bosch aeroplanes, which every now and then
appeared suddenly out of the mist.

(It should be remembered that about this time of year, the equinox,
dawn is nearly an hour earlier in France, near Arras, than it is in England,
near London.)

One Balloon Section was situated about three-quarters of a mile away
and 1 went there hoping to get news, but I learnt nothing except that they
were getting a fow long-range shells into their camp.

1t was by now about 6.30 a.m., and you may wonder how it was that T
was not already on my way up to the Battery, so T will oxplain that T
remained at the Wagon Lines for a while because it seemed that there I
should be most useful, for just then everything pointed to serious trouble
very close-at hand. Judging by the noise, it seemed that the battle was chiefly
on our left front, since from that direction the roar was mtense, whilst on
the right front, where the 293rd Brigade was in action, things seemed fairly
quiet. The explanation of this state of affairs is to-day clear. Firstly, owing
to the forward bend in our line, known as the Flesquicres salient, and owing
o the fact that our Wagon Lines were not in rear of the guns of the Brigade,
but to their left rear, the nearest part of the front line (east®of the village of
Vaulx-Vraucourt) was only six miles away, whereas that part of it in front of
Doignies which our guns were facing was more than 12 miles distant ; and
therefore the enemy attack on the vitlage mentioned sounded from the
Wagon Lines specially prominent, a fact of which, at the time, I did not
realize the importance. But it was not only a matter of distance, for in actual
faet the enemy did not assault the 51st Division at dawn except on its left,
and my officers afterwards told me that they received no 8.0.8. from that

part of the Divisional front which the Battery was covering. I believe that

the enemy plan was not to press the attack on the front of the 61st Division,
but o turn its flanks, and particularly its left flank. Lieutenant Greenfield,

who had spent that night in charge of the old anti-tank 16-pdr., near to -

Demincourt, confirmed this opinion subsequently, when he rejoined (3 »
Battery. :

But there was also a stronger reason which decided me to remain tem.-
porarily at the Wagon Lines, . Early in the morning, about 7 a.m., a cyclist
mesgenger came down the road from Vaulx-Vraucourt and, as he passed me,
I stopped him and asked for news, and he told me that the enemy was already
in that village. As it was only 44 miles away, the news was disturbing,
especially since it appeared to agree with the noise of battle. Asa matter of
fact Vaulx was not taken by the Bosch until the following day, but the
village of Lagnicourt, only twomilesin front of it, was talken during themorning
of March 21st ; so at the moment it seermed reasonable to believe him.

Putting all these considerations together, it seemed to me that the
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Brigade Wagon Lines, with its numerous vehicles and its rations and forage,
might soon be cut off from the Brigade itsclf, especially if any force of eneny
cavalry should get through, so I sent a message to Colonel Main to say that
I was fully prepared, if necessary,to move the Wagon Lines to a position
E. of Beaulencourt, that iz, directly in rear of the gun positions, and we set
about making all preparations for this. _ :
Let me relate now what I afterwards Jearnt about the opening of the
battle at the Battery position. Up there things were not going too well.
Starting at 4.45 a.m., the two left guns of * C?* Battery had been shelled
with 5.9-inch, 4.2 inch and gas shells, but as no 8.0.8, wag received it opened
fire, at the orders of Brigade H.Q., on “ counter B ™ targets, that is, on
suspected * assembly places.” By 10 a.in. the enemy, aided by the thick

white mist, had taken Boursies, the village on the Bapaume-Cambrai road

3,000 yards to the front; by 11.30 a.m. he was in Doignies, less than a mile
away, and a few machine-gun bullets reached the Battery. A Corporal had
been in charge of the forward gun in Doignies, and had kept it going until a
direct hit put it out of action. The other forward gun, under Lieut. Welsh,
had to be abandoned about the same time ; the sights, breech-blocks, etc.,
being removed- by the detachments, who got back safely to the forward
Wagon Lines in the eveninig. I may add that these two guns were no longer
effective, as they were among buildings and had no field for direct fire. I
cannot give more details, but T know that Lieut. Mackie, who was com-
manding at the Battery, and Lieuts. Greenfield, Morris and Welsh, out in
front, had plenty of exeitement during that morning and many good targets
to shoot at. Greenfield especially, a tough Canadian Sceb, enjoyed himself
immensely, even after his telephone line had been cut, for he joined the
infantry holding Demincourt, and we saw nothing of him for more than
twenty-four hours. : :

In giving you an account of how things were developing during the
morning of March 21st, I have spent some time in explaining my own move-
ments, because thers cannot be many who had the experience which fel to
me of being at the start of the Battle in back areas, and a few hours later
going up to our extreme frons line. Indeed, this is my chief reason for writing
these pages.

Soon after noon, a message reached me from Colonel Main, telling me
to go up to ““ C** Battery, and I'was glad to get it, though I felt fully justified
in my delay at the Wagon Lines, especially as I should probably not have
affected the handling of the Battery during the morning, for T had been in
England for a month and was quite unfamiliar with the latest schemes of
defence. Whersas, had the Bosch broken through as far as the Wagon Lines,
an ovent which seemed from all available information to ke so imminent,
then the rapid moving of all the horses, vehicles and stores of four batteries,
and of the Brigade ammunition eolumn, first to the right ard,then forwards
to withdraw the guns, would have been no easy operation, and it would have
taxed fully all the energies of the few officers who would have heen available to
execute it. Now, however, my course was clear, and -T was quickly away,
mounted on Prince, with my Trumpeter on his pony as my horseholder. The
mist had now entively gone, and in fine spring weather we cantered across
the wide grass-covered space opposite the Wagon Lines, for the roads and
crogs-roads nearby were still being shelled ; and then we made good going
over open country towards Fremicourt. The main Bapaume-Cambrai road
Passes through this village, and in it was situated 51st Divisional Headquarters
and for these two reasons it was being very heavily shelled. We, therefore,

passed hetween it and Beugny, and then again eastwards. It was about

7 miles to 293rd Brigade Headquarters and shells were falling on many
points in this distance, but I knew the country well and noted that fire
was. chiofly on cross-roads and other importent points, which could easily
be avoided by two mounfed men. During this ride I learnt much about
possible routes for the guns, information which was to be useful later ; for
the roads through the villages were obviously marked down by the enemy
for harassing fire and already were much damaged by heavy shells, and so

I saw that it would clearly be folly to attempt to lead a battery through
them. : ' .

7

e G




We pushed on towards Lebucquiere, which was being very heavily
“ humped,” and passing south of it arrived at the village of Vélu. This is a
small village with its chéteau standing in & large wood, big enough, as I shall
mention later, to conceal several battalions of infantry. Although our froops
were not maling use of it for this purpose, yet there was good reason why
the Bosch should shell the wood, for within it was one of our long-range
Howitzers on a railway mounting. The enemy fire directed at this, rather
unsuccessfully it is trus, made it a particularly vmplessant place to pass
through, and T decided to leave the wood on 1oy right. About 200 yards to
the left front of the village three roads meet at a level crossing and this
point was an enemy target and heing shelled. Before entering the village T
halted and watched this place. The Bosch is always very regular in his rates
of fire, and having settled on a target he sticks to it, he never * splashes
things about.” After a few minutes’ observation it was clear that he was
firing salvoes of a couple of 4.2-inch Howitzer shells at the cross-roads about
every three minutes ; and so I told Cleator my plan. It was to advance
up to the entrance of the village, halt there until a group of shells had fallen,
then gallop along the street for 500 yards and swing round a corner to the
right and so into open. fields and safety. -

We waited for the next fall of shells. “ Now then, Cleator, gallop,” 1
said, and away we went, the Trumpeter a horse-length behind me. We
covered the five hundred yards, swung round the corner to the right, according
to plan—and in an instant Prince was up to his girth in coils of telephone
wires, which the shelling had brought down on. to the road. Now Prince was
a horse who would shy at anything. Once in England he elimbed a steep
embankment to avoid a perambulator. Bub he was really full of wisdom,
and he showed it at this time. Cleator, who had pulled up at my warning
shout, dismounted quickly and carvefully lifted and cleared each of Prince’s
legs from the wire. During this operation, which took several minutes, Prince
stood quite still, although the next pair of shells dropped, when they became
due, less than 200 yards away and splinters fiew by us. The moment the
horse was free, Cleator mounted again and we galloped forwards a few
hundred yards, considering ourselves well out of a nasty corner.

I had now to send Cleator back with the two horses for we were
gebting into couniry intersected with trenches of reserve defence lines and
also exposed to the view of the enemy ; he got back to the Wagon Lines all
right, but after a rather exciting ride.

I went forwards by myself to the 293rd Brigade Headquarters. This was in
a suriken road about three-quarters of a mile away. I was glad to reeall
that it had recently been shifted 50 yards to the 8.H., for, as T approached,
T could see that the position which it had occupied before I went on leave
was being intermittently but effectively shelled. I found Colonel Main and
was glad that he appeared satisfied with the part which the Battery had
played that morning. He had taken over command of the 293rd Army
Brigade whilst T was on leave in England, so this was my firsi meeting with
him as Brigade Commander, though as a Corps Staff Officer he had once
vigited a position in which * C *° Battery was in action. Our présent interview
was shorf, but long enough for me to realize that we were in luck in the
matter of our new C.0. He told me that the last reports from the gun-
position were bad, but that perhaps I might manage to get the guns away
by might. This news filled me with bitterness that T had not been able to
leave FEngland early enough to have been there from the beginning of that
day, and encouraged me quickly to cover the remaining three-quarters of a
mile to my Battery. There were a certain number of shells falling, but 1
got to it ‘without difficulty, though as T walked along I noticed with some
anxiety how many trenches had been dug whilst T was in England, and how
difficult it might be in the darkness to find a way for tearns through thern,
go I made a careful and accurate mental record of a possible route for use
that night. When I arrived at the Battery, it was not at the moment under
shell fire, and Lieutenant Mackie was able to hand over to me without
mmferruption and to explain the situation. He told me of the fate of the two
forward guns, which T have already mentioned, and he explained how two
guns of the main position, four hundred yards away on the left, had been
heavily shelled during the morning with H.E. and gas shells, and were now
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under machine-gun fire from Doignies, and how their pits were much
damaged. The three right-hand guns had. so far escaped, and this was clearly
owing to the fact that these had always been maintained as * silent ** guns
until that day, so that the enemy was unaware of their existence, whereas
he had dealt enthusiastically with those two which had done all the work

_ of the previous two months.

But although. these three guns had not been hib, two were out of action,
the breeches having jammed ag a result of long continued firing. All three
had been dragged out of their pits and were, I saw, no longer pointing N.E,
along their usual zero lines, but nearly due north, this switch having been
made because of the rapid advance of the enemy on our left. Looking down
& gentle valley which runs northwards from the little hill on which we stood,
we had an uninterrupted view across slopes of gress country, resembling
parts of the Wiltshire downland in its freedom from fences and hedges.
Rather less than 1} miles away in this direction is the village and wood of
Louverval, clearly seen because it stands on ground about the same height
ad our position. The enemy had, ag I have said earlier, turned the left flank
of the 51st Division, and by 11 am. had taken the village of Louverval,
in which a battalion Headquarters was placed, and Mackie told me that by
noon their infantry had been seen on the crest just 8.W. of it, and that the
three guns had beer swung round to the left to deal with this target. The
situation looked bad. My Battery was reduced to one gun in action, The
other gunners had manned the trenches close by with rifles, and our two
Lewis guns had fired away all their ammunition at various targets ; CGreen-
field was lost somewhere out in front, guite possibly a priscner {(actually,
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as I have said, he was not captured, but did much fine work with the infantry
arcund Demincourt, before he rejoined us next day); machine-gun bullets
were falling on the position, and there were none of our infantry o be seen
anywhere in front ; on the contrary, they were now manning a trench a
few yards in rear of the gun position (part of the Beaumetz Morchies line).
In other words, the guns were now fully exposed to the enemy, who might
be expected to advance at any moment, and we had no protecting foree
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in front of us. Tt was now about 4 p.m., and no teams could possibly arrive
for several hours. Presently, the only remaining gun in action, which had
been shooting at the Bosch infantry advancing W. from Louverval, began to
fire with open sights at a most exciting target, namely, 2 Bosch battery of
three guns, advancing in column of route along the same high ground, and
thence winding their way down the hillside. They must have been a so-
called * infantry * battery, i.e., one used in elose support of infantry, though
they were, of course, horse-drawn, and were armed with 77 mm: guns., We
got a few shells into them, but our men were tired, and the firing from our
one gun, its breech now so stiff that it eould hardly be opened, was not fast
enough to stop them from getting quickly down the slope and out of our sight
into a little velley less than a mile away, and though we continued firing
inte this, it was easy to foresee what would happen directly. A few minutes
later a salve of three shells burst amongst us, and then two more salvoes.
The enemy hattery had certainly got into action pretty quickly. We had
only four shells left and, as it svemed useless to risk the men in getting these
fired, I ordered them to take cover in the trench nearby, and we were really
lucky to get off with only one casualty, for the enemy had got the range well.
When, in December, 1918, 1 visited our Battery position once again, I
examined that which the Bosch guns had taken up. It was well covered from
view and the range to us was 1,600 yards. It seemed probable that they
belonged to enemy forces which had begun the day hy attacking towards
Morchies and, having turned the left flank of the 5lst Division, had then
swung gouthwards in our direction. For at that time the British line rather
more to the south had not been assaulted, and indeed, ultimately, was lost
by being bitten off by attacks on its fanks.
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CHAPTER 1L

Tt was now 5 p.m. and it was clear that the Battery could do no more
at that time, so at 5.30 p.m. I ordered the retirement. My object was to get
the men away at cnce, and if possible to get teams up, as soon as it was dark,

. to withdraw the guns, although it seemed very mnprobable that this could

be effected before the enemy captured them. The sights and breech blocks
were therefors removed, and also all important equipment that could be
carried, such as telephones. I could see that the withdrawal of the gun
detachments would not be eagy, for behind the battery position the ground
roge steadily for nearly a mile and all thizs was now open to the enemy’s
view and to machine-gun fire, so I hegan by leading the way along the
trench of the Beaumetz-Morchies line towards the S.E.  We were aboutb
15 officers and men (for-I had sent most of the gunners back earlier), and
T hoped by moving first to a flank to find a safe line of retreat for so tempting
2 target as our nwnerous party, After half a mile of movement along the
trench, I did find a slightiy less-exposed way over the hill, but it meant two
treks across exposed grass slopes, with a brief rest in a dip aboub half- -way.
Acting on the respectable sea-Taring rule that ““ the Captain is last to leave,”

I sent the others on ahead over these open spaces, only two at a time being
allowed to get cut of the trench and being told to run their fastest. In this
business three were wounded by machine-gun fire, one having -to be aban-
doned ; he was very seriously hit, and I doubt if he lasted more than an
hour or so, but I left one man to take eare of him. When my turn came at
last, I got a good move on, and was decidedly glad to reach the next cover

- intact. Here, 1 may perhaps quote frem a letter written after my Vlslt to

the gun position in the December after the Armistico :—

“Then again we marvelled, as we stood on the old ground, that we
over were able to get the men away from the gunsin the afternoon of March
21st. - To withdraw meant moving over some four or five hundred yards of
ground in clear view of the Bosch in Doignies, and ground which he was
watching with machine guns. We did have three men wounded in the JPassage
of it, but ag we leoked at it to-day, the wonder is that any got clear.”

Once over thehill cur difficulties were ended. -Of course, we had to pass
through Vélu, but it was easy with only dismounted men to handle to avoid
the shelled eross-roads, and 1 then sent all the officers and men,back to the
Brigade Wagon Lines, near Bapaume, whilst T myself, with one man, made
towards Fremicourt to find Lisutenant Stebbings. I knew that somewhere
near there he was posted with some gun teams and limbers, and with these
and others from the main Wagon Lines, I hoped to collect the guns, for by
now it was quite dark. These advanced Wagon Lines had been formed with
the idea that guns might be rapidly collected and moved in order to deal
with enemy tanks, should they attack, and with other quick targets. Stebbings
wasg in cornmand and had been placed directly under the ordexs of Divisional
Headquarters.  Unfortunately, Division—no doubt being very fully

. concerned. with other matters—had not decided to send him forward to get

the guns, and ro he had been fuming there all day unable to make any use
of his tearns. But when I arrived he was absent, having gone off to the village
of Morchies to get information and perhaps.arrange to assist in a counter-
attack to be mado that evening by the éth Division, who Wwere on our left.

Stebbings had chosen these advanced Wagon Lines exceptionally well,
a8 wo all realised the following day, for they were 8.E. of Fremicourt behind
& slight bluff on the hillside, which screened them from the E.; whereas,
the much more obvious positions in the main valley, more to the south,
were exposed to the enemy balloons, and when the rhist cleared on March
22nd they registered a babttery on the masses of tramsport there, causing
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much damage and confusion, which we escaped. When I arrived T learnt
that all the limbers, firing battery and first-line wagons were assembled thero,
having been quite properly moved up by Ogilvie during the afternoon, thus
leaving at the main Wagon Lines near Bapaume only the G.8. wagons and

-8tores, under the charge of the B.Q.M.8. It was by now quite darlk, except for

the beam of one of our searchlights which had heen established nearby.

We set about getting teams ready from those on the spot. During the
time I was at work on this, Stebbings returned. He had had a narrow escape
{rom being killed by a shell and both he and his horse-holder were wounded.
I had to say goodbye to him, for it was clear that he had at once to go down
as & casualty, and I felt very sad about it, for he was a fine officer and, having
been in the Battery from ity very beginning, he was specially valuable to
me, for he knew every man and every horse in it, and I knew that I should
miss him- greatly, not only on this night, but also in the days ahead.
Fortunately, he rejoined some weeks later, and hefore the advance started.

After a little fime I got together five teams and gun limbers, with
five gunners, Ogilvie and myself. I would gladly have had a few
more men, but none were available, and now that Stebbings was
wounded there was no other officer. At 11 pan. we started forwards,
but I cannot say that I was very hopeful, for it seemed most likely
that by now the guns would have been captured, since when we left them in
the afternoon they were already in front of our infantry. We pushed on
to Vélu, avoiding all roads as far as possible, for they were by now impassable
for wheelod traffic in many places. Through +he village there was only the
one way along which Cleator and I had galloped, bub all was quiet. Not
far from the level crossing some sappers were clearing the line for a loco-
motive, and they did so with success, for during the night this withdrew

the long-range Howitzer from Vélu Wood. Beyond this the way was in-

evitably difficult, for there were many new trenches and a good deal of barbed
wire. But a more sericus and unexpeeted difficulty was the mist which now
settled down again, very thick and white, so that one could only see two
or three yards, and for a mile and a half T had great trouble in maintaining
direction through it, whilst finding a way in and out of trench lines which
made several complicated detours necessary. But, checking myself by com-
pass overy now and then, and aided by my reconnaisance of the afternocon,
I made only one mistake and fortunately realized this before I had lost my
way, for if once I had got really astray,it might have been a, long time hefore
we had got right again. We moved slowly forwards, the teams keeping weil
clogsed up, each one close behind the other, and so0 at last we passed through
the gap which had been left in the main trench and thus we arrived in good
shape at the Battery position. There stood the three guns just as we had
loft: them, looking very lonsly and forgotten, each faintly seen in the hazy
light which pierced the mist from the low-lying moon. Now was“th8 most
anxious time. The trench 200 yards in rear of the gung was manned with
scattered infantry. This was good, but it showed that thiz trench had
definitely become our front line and that the guns now were in No Man’s
Land. In the evening, when we had withdrawn, the enemy had been only
1,000 yards away in front and o the left flank, and it seemod 0 me certain
that by now they must be quite close up, and all ready to prevent us from
saving the guns. I had given strict orders as fo silence, and from now on all
instructions were given in whispers and every effort was made to keep the
horses and Hmbers clear of anything that might make a noise. In silence
I led three teams forward to the three right guns. The drivers did their
work besutifully and in almost complete quiet we limbered them up and
then moved back about 50 yards. There I had to leave them, whilst Ogilvie
and I took teams to the other two guns 400 yards away from the main position
over the hill to the left. T dared not send back the threo guns now lmbered
up, for T wag sire that in the darkness and mist they could not possibly
find the way, and that once logt, I could never find them again, and I algo
felt sure that I should need Ogilvie’s help to recover the other two guns.
Yet I hated to leave them where they were, for every moment I expected a
burst of machine-gun fire or shelling, and to either of these they would be
entirely exposed. But during the hour that we were on the position every-
thing remained wrapped in complete silence, which was made even more
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intense by the deadening effect of the heavy mist; no gun fire; no rifle
fire; all was as peaceful as a night on Salisbury Plain, and it was in very
strange contrast to the tremendous noises of the day just past. I suppose
the enemy supports were toc busy moving forward, and those nearby toco
occupied in getting ready for the attack at dawn to bother about harassing
fire that night and, as I have said, all distant sounds were damped down by
the mist. Also, I learnt long afterwards that during the eveming the 19th
Division made a counter attack towards Doignies, and although this failed,
yet no doubt it had checked the enemy’s advanee for the moment.

. The removal of the other two guns was a much more difficult job, for
the effect of all the firing which they had done sinee they had been put into
these gun pits two months previously, and of the enémy’s shelling on March
21st, had been to cause the heavy roofs of the pits to sink, so that there was
not sufficient overhead clearance to run the guns out of them from the back.
After a lot of hard work and some digging, we were still no nearer clearing
them in this direction, when fortunately in the trench behind I found an
officer and about 30 men. He willingly brought these to help on the drag
ropes, and with all this man-power now available, in a few moments we had
hauled the guns out of the fronts of the pits up on to level ground, At the
time I did not realize that during this work inside the gun pits, L and Ogilvie
had absorbed a good deal of mustard gas, for these-two guns had been heavily
shelled during the day, and this gas evaporates very slowly, and twenty-four
hours later I became very sick from this cause. During all this hard work
I was very conscious of the intensity of the silence about us, which made
each of our movements sound terribly noisy, and 1 have never in my life
been so anxicus as I then was, for it seemed certain that the enemy infantry
must know of our presence and of our intentions, and T expected to see their
grey uniforms appearing through the mist at any moment.

Bub the worst work was now completed, and T led these two guns along
to the other three and, delighted with our suceess, moved off all five together.
But immediately we met with bad luck, one team passed too near s huge
shell-hole and their gun sank into it. The team could not pull it out, even
with all of us pulling on drag ropes, nor could the infantry shift it, for T
soon sought their assistance cnce more, but unavailingly. Time was passing
quickly, and it was clearly necessary to make sure of saving the other four,
so I told the N.C.O. in charge of this team to retire it some distance and
to await my return at an agreed place, for T intended to return and make
another atternpt to withdraw the gun.

With Ogilvie and the other four guns I now led the way back along the
track towards Vélu, and to the roads there, which weve strewn with branches
of frees, telephone wires, dead horses and smaghed wvehicles, snd much
damaged at some points by many shell holes. When near the village, 1 parted
from them. Ogilvie was at onee to push on to the Wagon Lines and collect
detachments, and the guns were to follow him promptly, whilst 1 returned
$0 seek the remaining team and to try again to pull out the last gum. It was
a mile and a quarter back to the position, and I went as fast as possible,
for dawn was not far away ; but when I got there, although the gun was stiil
where we had left it, I could nowhere find the drivers and the horses. I
learnt afterwards that in the mist they had lost their way, and it was indeed
a matter of luck that they were successful in rejoining the Battery safely
the next afternoon. Clearly, there was nothing more to be done for the
moment. I reflected that in the past twenty-four hours the Battery had done
some useful firing, and it was good to feel that no more guns had been lost.
I was terribly tired, for I had had no rest at all, and nothing to eat, and
had been working pretty hard throughout, but it was a cheering thought
that we remained an active unit, for T felt sure that the Battery positions
more to our left, which I knew well, must have been captured early in the
day. It was getting light and the enemy’s artillery was beginning to open
fire all along the line, so I galloped, in good spirits, back to Vélu, on my way
to the Wagon Lines. But as I passed through the village T had a nasty
surprise. It wag now daylight and there I saw, parked beside the wall in that
straight stretch of road which I knew so well, my four guns. No men, no
horses anywhere. To this day I do not know what had happened, but some-
how my orders had been misunderstood, and the N.C.O. in charge had thought
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that the guns were to be Ioft there ready for detachments who were to coms
up from the Wagon Lines. It was a bitter disappointment ; once again the
guns seermed as good as lost, for by now it was obvious that another great
attaclk wag developing. Shelling was becoming thore intense and rifle fire
could be heard in increasing volume. Wasg it posgible to get the gins away
before the village was taken ? I doubted it, for I had seen but one slender
and broken line of infantry in front and nowhere any reinforcements, I
hastened back towards the advanced Wagon Lines near Fremicourt, two and
a half miles away, and there I quickly collected four teams and limbers and
two gunners. No one else was available except the drivers in charge of the
other horses, and obviously they could not be spared to help us: With this
small party I returned at the trot to Vélu. Firing had now re-opened on the
village of Lebucquiere, half a mile distant, and indeed it amounted to a
gonsiderable bombardment with 5.9:inch and heavier stuff, but we reached
the guns quite gafely, limbered up immediately and then faced homewards.
But by niow the-route which 1 had previously used to pass between Lebuc-
quiere and Vélu was under heavy shell fire, and T knew that if a team should
be hit, the guns in rear could not hope to pass by it, for the read was very
much damaged. Only one way out remained, and that involved some really
difficult driving.

When [ joined the H.A.C. in 1908, it was as a Driver, and, though never
an expert performer, 1 had always taken a great interest in driving ; eonse-
quently I had spent much time with my officers in training the drivers of
¥ ¢ Battery, and can fairly say that I had beon very suecessful, for they

were as good as any in France and better than most ; indeed, a fow months

later, one of my teams won the 263rd Brigade Driving and Turn-out Competi-
tion, Colonel Main giving them full marks for driving, which was very
creditable as the feams in the competition from other batteries wore very
good indeed. And here we were faced with a practical test of driving. - The
only cortain way of getiting out of the village was to go down a road.not more
than four yards wide, with the wall of the chiteau on the left-hand and on
the right a hank over five feet high ; a hundred yards down the road there
was fortunately a depression in this bank and its height was here only about
four feet. Over this part of the bank the guns must go. I explained carefully
to the drivers what they had to do, and then sent the hest team at i, the others
being told to follow in turn. I watched them very anxiously indeed, for if
any driver made a mistake—if any horse jibbed—then failure must inevitably
follow. A leg over a trace, the wheel made too late, or the turnup the bank
made too sharply, and certainly the gun would stick theve and possibly
overturn, and if either of these things happened it was most unlikely that
I cauld clear it, even if T made use of the only two gunners who were,with me
and all four centre drivers dismounted. Shells were falling in the wood and
on the level crossing, just as they had done the day before, and it was an
anxious moment when the first team sterted off at a trot ; presently they
broke into a canter and then into a gallop ; down the narrow road they went,
and as they reached the place where the bank was lowest the lead driver,
holding back his hand horse for an instant, swung his ride horse hard round
to the right, up the bank they sprang and the centres$ollowed them. During
the wheel the traces had been nicely left just slack enough to allow the wheel
driver to kesp the gun and limber well against the wall on his left hand,
and when the proper moment came, he made a fair turn of it and the limber
and gun took the bank squarely. An instant later all traces again were taut,
and with every horse in the collar, the gun bounced up the bank and into. the
field of grass beyond. *The other thres 18-pounders followed in perfect style.
It was a great moment. Not only was my anxisty relieved, but I was happy,
for & regular battery of Horse Artillery eould not have driven its 13-pounders
more surely. Tt was a good end to an iniportant job. - With the four guns

* 1 returned to the Advanced Wagon Lines.

The remainder of the day was spent there. Guns were overhauled and
sights tested. Tn the afternoon Mackie and I, with one team, set out on a

last attempt to-recover the abandoned gun, but befors we had gone far we-
found our infantry withdrawing from Beaumetz and to the right of that
place, and, as it wag cleay that the Battery position was now in enemy hands,:
wo gave up the attempt, I was sad at having lost three guns out of seven, but
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felt that things might have been worse, for the two ‘ forward guns ” were
risked deliberately, and it was good to have cheated the Bosch of four which
he must have expected to find waiting for him when he advanced on that
morning of March 22nd.

At 7 pm. I moved the Battery to safer ground, as it was by now coming
under long-range shell-fire, which we had escaped until now, whereas all day
I had seen 6ther wagon lines in the main valley suffering considerable casualties
from the shelling. At 9.30 I received orders from the Colonel to move to
Bancourt, one and a-half miles to the 8.W., and when we got there I found
the rest of my unit in readiness. Here I received reports as to the condition
of the Battery, and then at once seized the chance of a little sleep, for the
mustard gas of the night before had by now made me feel pretty sick, and I got
into my sleeping bag, hoping to get at least a short rest before the next orders
to move should reach me. But no sconer had I lain down than instructions
arrived to move on to Beaulencourt ; this must have been at about 10.30 p.m.
{March 22nd). Our journey thither was a difficult one, for T had no loeal
knowledge of this ares, and the route, except where it passed through the
ruined village of Riencourt, was for the most part over cross country tracks
not 20 good as they usually are in England—and some of these can be pretty
difficult to follow in the dark. It traversed ground so much altered by war
that if onee the way was really lost the chances of finding it again would be
small ; especially as the night was very dark and mist was forming again.
However, using my compass t0 prevent gross errors of direction and working
carefully by the map, I led the Battery suceessfully fo some cross-roads

“which could just be recognised as such, in Beaulencourt. This village was

also a complete ruin, for all the country into which we were now refreating

‘had been the scene of much hard fighting and of long bombardments during

the battle of the Somme, and it was quite desolate. The road on which
Beaulencourt stands is important, being the main one between Bapaume and
Peronne, and therefore the enemy wag likely to malke special efforts to eapture
the village and thus upset our lateral communications. In the dark the
journey from Bancourt, though the distamce was only one and three-querter
miles, had taken a considerable tirae, but at least we had to be thanlkful
that we had not been fired on, for many heavy shells could be heard falling
into Bapaume throughout the night. I got the guns into action and some of
the vehicles off the road, but most of them were for the remainder of the night
parked close to one side of it. I remember that I was not at all pleased to
‘be told by someone who passed by that Germans were already coming north-
wards up this road from Peronne. Happily this proved to be untrue, but
the rumour did not encourage a sense of security.

Soon after dawn on March 23rd, having received orders, I chose a position
and ‘brought the Battery into action about three-guarters of a rile forward
of our halting place, just behind the road between Riencourt and Villers-au-
Flos on the outskirts of the latter village. As soon as the mist began to lift,
I went forward with signallers and chose an observation post just in front
of the road between Bancourt and Haplincourt, and midway between those
two places. This was & mile and a-gquarter in front of the Battery, and, though
it gave a splendid view of all the countryside up to Vélu Wood, yet it had the
disadvantage of requiring a great length of telephone wire, a fault which was
to become painfully obvious on the next day. But so long as it was occupied,
T had ai least the satisfaction of knowing that no frontal attack could develop
against us without my knowledge, and I wasg still cheerfully confident that
our flanks were secure, as indeod they were for the moment.

During this day (March 23rd) I went to see Colonel Main, Riding Prince
and taking with me one horse-holder, I went off to Fremicourt, for the Colonel
wag now installed in what had recently been Divisional Headquarters. The
village was being shelled with salvos from two 8.9-nch howitzers. But the
Bosch is very regular in his habits and, when settled down on a target, he
rarely varies range or line or time intervals, so, leaving my horse outside the
village, I made a dash for it, lying flat whenever I heard a salvo coming to
avoid splinters, and thus soon reached the dugouts, where I found the Colonel.
He was anxious about “A” and B ™ Batteries, for it seemed most unlikely
that their guns could be saved, and as the event proved they were lost on
that day, after putting up a fine show against advancing infantry. Later
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after I had left the Colonel, I went forward dismounted to Delsaux Farm,
doing from there some registration with flag signalling to the Battery, .and
afterwards I bad a look at the infantry thereabouts, and it was clear that our
left was being heavily pressed ; and =o wag our right, for on that day- Peronne,
eleven miles to the South, was lost. . .

We did not change our position during March 23rd, but did lots of harassing
firing.. I remember finding with delight supplies of biscuits in some deserted
huts and getting them collected for the Battery, for food was rather scarce
owing to delay in delivering rations, but I myself had not yet recovered
sufficiently from the gas to enjoy them. That night there seemed.a good
chanes of sleeping, but it was not to he, and before long T was summoned
to the Colonel, for he had now moved back from Fremicourt to our neighbour-
hood. "At 3 a.m. on March 24th the Battery opened a slow rato of fire on
ground N.W. of Beugny; where the enemy was considered to be forming for
attack at dawn.
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CHAPTER TIL

During the morning of this, the fourth day of the battle, we remained
in the same position, but now 1 had six guns again, for in the afternoon of
the previous day, in addition to one which had been jssued to me from the
51st Division-to replace one damaged during the day, a section, that is two
guns, had joined from “A 7 Battery, for they had besn able to draw them
from Ordnance. This was cheering, and during the days that followed
“A™ and “B” Batteries, who were now no longer equipped with. guns,
did all they could to keep up an abundant ammunition supply to “C7
Battery. Once again-the day had opened on a countryside wrapped in the
thick mist which, it will be remembered, so helped the enemy ab that period,
and which helped him even better when he attacked in Flanders on the
River Lys. When it had cleared, I went forward on foot in the direction
of Beugny, which at that time seemed fairly quiet, though, from a study of
Haig’s despatch, ¥ believe the enemy had already taken that place. I
returned to the Battery and at 12.30 p.m. went forwards again, with two
signallers, to the O.P. already mentioned as having been. selected the day
before ; but when we got there we were pretty heavily shetled for about three-
quarters of an hour, so, leaving the signallers to repair the telephone wire,
which had become cut by this shelling, I walked on another three-quarters
of a mile, for out to the left front I saw some of cur infantry digging a trench
on a livtle hill. They proved to be a company of a Pioneer Battalion, troops

-which were not usually employed in.the front line. I always wore the bronze

letters ° FL.A.C.” on my shouldérs in addition to the regimental buttons, and

. Iremember being considerably bucked when the Captain in charge said,

“It’s all right if the H.A.C. are here.”” But it was not all right. For, as
he and T stood looking down. over the gentle grass slopes that lay between us
and Vélu Wood, he suddenly touched my arm and pointed eastwards. And
indeed it was a surprising sight; a few moments before all had seemed
comparatively peaceful and no place more so than Vélu Wood. This presents
on the west a straight side, 900 yards long, bounded by a hedge. A

moment before this -had been only a hedge; now it had suddenly become

a continuous grey line of infantry advaneing, with about three paces interval
betwesn files, and, as the foremost cleared the wood, others followed them.
Tt was very impressive, for the ranks extended for more than half a mile;
and what a target | They were 3,500 yards away from me. The range
frem the guns was a bit long, it is true, being about: 5,800 yards, but HE.
would have had a wonderful effect frotm six guns at Gun TFire.

Obviously, at the moment T could do nothmg, for I was a long way from
my telephone, and g0, having exchanged good-byeswith the Pioneers, 1 hurried
at top speed back to the O.P. But alas ! there were no signallers 10 be seen
anywhere and no telephone ; they had worked almost back to the Battery
in repairing the wire and had not yet returned to the O.P. It was tragic
enough to miss such a target, and more tragic still not to be able to support
the Pioneer company. One British 18-pounder Battery was firing at the
line of Bosch infantry from somewhere far away on my right, but alone they
could not stop the attack ; neither could two of our tanks which I saw ad-
vancing from that side. I trust the Company Commander of the Pioneers
realised all this prompily, for, while we two were talking together, 1 had
notieed that there was no one at all visible on our right, in whi¢h direction
the country was quite apen for 1% miles, and as our left was certainly retreating,
hé wasg entirely “in the air.” It was ugeless to stay where I was, and so L
hurried on, but T had to cover a total distance of two miles to reach the Battery,
and it was a very long and depressing journey until, when nearly there,
T met Lieat. Morris going forward mounted with some signallers to start a
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new O.F. about 600 yards in front of the Battery. I told him my news and
then went on to the guns. When I got there, T learnt that I had been given
up as missing, and certainly it was a not unreasonable view to take, for there
had been & lot of shelling and T had been out of touch for a long time. During
my absence the Battery had not been too comfartable, for in the orning

- they had been shelled from the direction of Barastre, that is from the east, and

several horses had been hit, and at midday eight enemy aeroplanes had come
over low down, and one driver and a few mere horses had been wornded.

The Colonel arrived just as I reached the guns and gave me the order
to retire at once, and so at 4 p.m., having called in Morris and his signallers,
we * front limbered up,” and meved off, just at the very moment when the
position again came under shell fire, no doubt as a result of the aeroplane
reconnaissance. To move out of -the position it was necessaryto do so from
the left fank, the teams coming up from the left rear and then in front of
the guns, I kept the Battery firing throughout this movement, each gun
stopping only for an instant whenever any team crossed its line of fire, and
« Cease Fire' was not ordered to the left flank gun until the last limber,
No. 8, was in position beside it ready to <« front limber up,” all the other guns
being by then withdrawn. Thus fire was maintained until the last
possible . moment, to the credit of all the men and horses econcerned.
Lt was & very good thing that we moved when we did, for we learnt the next
day that by then the enemy had already taken Villers-au-Flos ; and the
centre of the village was less than half a mile from our right-hand gun. And
worse still, by the afterncon of that day (March 24th) they were well.across
the Bapaume-Peronne road near Te Transloy, and, at the time we pulled out
from our position, their infantry were less than three miles away on our right
rear. It was on this day that the gap between the 3rd and 5th Armies
developed and then became serious.*®

Ogilvie saw something of the danger here, for, after leaving Beaulencourt,
he was detailed to endeavour to locate some ammunition. wagons which had
-gone astray under a junior N.C.0. He took a track leading slightly south
from Beaulencourt, and, finding it jammed with all sorts of transport, had
to ride over the broken country alongside it. There was a fairly high erest
to the left with a long slope to the westward, the top being about 700 yards from
where he was. Quite unexpectedly, tanks began to appear in retreat over the
crest, each tank having asquare of some thirty Highlanders fichting a rearguaird
action around it. The enemy infantry soon appeared in -pursuit over the
crest, advaneing in open order, our tanks firing at them steadily, as also were
the surrounding infantry. As it was impossible for anything to travel faster
than at a walk, it seerned at the moment that all the wheeled traffic on the
track must eventually be captured, and there were miles of 1.  Our wagons
could not be found, for they had gone further south to Le Sars and we saw
no more of them until they rejoined us at Fonquevillers on March 25th, so
Ogilvie rajoinéd the Battery alone.

" In the Journal of the United Service Institution for May, 1924, appeared
the translation of an article by a Major Holthausen entitled * The German
24th Division in the offensive of March, 1918.” This officer was commanding
& battalion and writes very aceurately about its operations. He describes
how, after being in support for the first two days of ghe battle, they passed
through Doignies on March 23rd and by 10 a.m. attacked Véha, which they
took by 1 p.m. Thatnight they bivouacked in Vélu Wood. I think his hatta-
lion mmst have been one of those which T saw as they began their advance
from the wood. e spesks of the 139th and 170th Regiments attacking
side by side, towards Haplincourt, his battalion being one of them. And he

-describes the British tank attack npon his battalion which T saw in its begin-
ning, and how his machine gunners, firing armour piercing ammunition,

destroyed one tank as it crossed the skyline 50 vards in front of them. In
five days’ fighting his Division captured 1,300.prisoners, 5 guns, 9 tanks and
250 machine guns. Their essualties were 141 officers and a little over 3,000
men. After describing the fight with some of our tanks he says : ** The ad-

yance was resumed and .the resgistance of the etemy around Villers-au-Flos-

stubborn as it was, was overcome before nightfall, which found us in full
J . *Haig’s Despatch dated July 20th, 1918. Para. 30.
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possession of our objectives, Beauleéncourt and the Bapaume-Peronne road
in ifs vicinity.” It is clear, thierefore, that our retirement was well-timed ;
indeed, all through the Retreat the Colonel always kept us in action until the
moment arrived when a retirement could no longer be delayed ; and that is
good soldiering.

As we got clear of the shells and passed through Beaulencourt, it was
evident that there was a long and difficult march before us; it actually
worked out at nine miles, and half of it was done in the dark. But I felf
very thankful that we were a complete unit and in good form, for the gunners
and drivers and horses had had a pretty-gocd rest- during the day (March
4th).

" It was 4 pan. (March 24th) when we limbered up and said good-bye to.
Villers-au-Flos. Our orders were to proceed to Ligny-Tilloy. This village was
only three miles away, but those three miles took us two hours. For part
of the way the road was only a single track of railway sleepers, and this
route was filled with a continuous line of traffic, like Bond Street on an
afternoon in June. No vehicle could leave the track, for we had now entered
well into the country of the Somme Battle of 19186, and the surface of much of
the ground was composed entirely of shell craters through which it was not
easy to pass, even on & single mount or on foob; so we were very pleased
when presently we had done with the sleepers and were no longer qguite so
jammed together.

T know that, according to the Drill Book, the 0.C. Battery should comsé
last when retiring, but in all these retirements, except one on the following
‘day, I led the Battery myself. In the present instance, I began by following
in rear, but later on I saw that the route had been mistaken and that we
were heading in the wrong direction—a mistake that was very easy for
anyone to make, and T daresay I should hawve made it myself. But it showed
me that T ought to be in front, for a real bad error in such shattered country
might easily have placed the Battery in a position from which it would have
been extremely difficult t6 extricate if, for if it had become necessary to
reverse and go back by the way we had come, there would have been very
little chance of turning the vehicles round by * wheeling »* them in such a
rough ground; it would have been necessary to unhook the teams and
unlimber the carriages, and although we had often practised this, yet it was
clearly to be avoided as a manceuvre which -always takes time, especially
on bad ground. Fortunately, we went on steadily though slowly, and at
6 p.m. reached Ligny-Thilloy, a village just like all the others in that it
consisted of a pile of rubbish.

Just outside the village and to the north of it are three cross-roads on
the top of a Uttlé hill, and here was o sight that made one think a bit. A
battery of 6-inch Howitzers was in action firing briskly, and in so far a cause
of good cheer. But it was a grim fact that the two sections were in action
almost trail to frail: In other words, two Howitzers were firing due north,
and the other two were firing in almost exactly the opposite direetion, namely,
gouth-south-west. The peculiar disposition of these four Howitzers made it
rather painfully obvious that the situation was serious. We passed them and
moved on a few hundred yards more to the north, and there came into action
beside the road ; in half an hour the Howtizers had limbered up and left
the position. It should be realised that 6- ingh Howitzers are very heavy, and,
of course, much less mobile than 18-pounders, and so need more time for
journeys. At our new position we found mountains of ammunition awaiting
us, for the wagons of the other DBatteries and the Brigade Amyounition
Column had dumped beside the road about 1,200 rounds. From the map
Tlaid cut lines of fire on the important cross-roads in Béaulencourt, the village
which we had passed through only two hours before, and on the roads entering
it from the east. The guns opened fire at once on these targets, the object
being, of course, to check the advance of the enemy and so enable the retire-
ment of our troops to be effected. And, judging by Major Holthausen'’s
account quoted earlier, we were certainly firing in the right direction. T
remember that T was terribly tired and would have given much for a few
hours of real rest, or indeed of any sort of rest, but so would many another
at that time. At 9 p.m., I received orders to reti:fe, and by then most of the
ammunition has been fired. We and the two 4.5.inch Howitzers of “ 1 *
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Battery of our Brigade, who had been in action near by, were once again
quite the last nnits to retire from anywhere in that area. After 1% miles we
Passed through Grévillers, which had just recently been a casualty clearing
station. Ilere were a large number of tanks, perhaps 15 or 20, and some
supporting infantry with them. These were the first reserves I had seen for
8 long time, and though they were all too few, yet their presence made one
feel a little less lonely. Woe were marching to Achiet-le-Petit. The road to it
from Grévillers was very easy to follow on the map, but not so very easy to
follow on the ground, for by now it was quite derk. T made a mistake here
and bore off to the right, that is to the north, and had T contizued unbudgingly
on that road and not chanced to meet some kind friend, T should have marched
the Battery straight into the hands of the Bosch, for he was by now well
round the north of Bapaume. Fortunately, before *  » Battery was fully
committed to it, I realised the error of my ways and confirmed my im-
pressions by consulting my luminous compass. The road I wanted was little
more than a track, but happily it was found and proved correct, and off we
started again.. As we moved along, it was definitely unpleasant to find
several light shells whizzing over our heads. Now shells in the dark always
sound much nearer than they really are, but their unweleomeness on this
oceasion was not so much due to their apparent proximity, as to the fact that
their trajectory was almost exactly ab right angles to our lne of march, for
they came from the direction of Sapignies. This confirmed the impression
which had been created by seeing the Howtizers in action trail to trail, that
the Boseh, on our little bit of front at any rate, was getting round our flanks.

We reached Achiet-le-Petit at midnight on March 24th-25th, and here
we had luck. Until a few days ago this ruined place had been well away m
back areas, and as T entered it, reflecting on its complete desolation, for there
was not a soul anywhere, I was much pleased to find some water troughs
nearly full; so T gave the order to park the guns and ammunition, wagons
near the troughs and to water horses. The need of water was always a serious
problem at times like this, especially as the Somme country has few streams,
being, for the most part, high, rolling grassland. The difficulty of finding
water was very great, both during the retreat and again in August when weo
advanced through these very same places, and watering animals required
much hard work and patience on the Part of both officers and men, and of
the horses too.

Whilst the horses were feeding, the men got & chance of resting, and most
of them went to sleep Immediately, and gladly would I have joined thern,
but whereas the gunners and drivers were able to drop dewn and go to sleep
whenever we halted, and the horses slept as they stood in their traces (the
poor animals were only off-saddled twice during these six days, though the
drivers did what they could to care for them), yet some of us had further
responsibilities, and the O.C. of & Battery probably as many as most people
of his rank. A Company Commander can post his sentries, and, having made
other arrangements for defence, can then, if he is lucky, slesp for a spell
until he is needed, but a battery at such a time is either on the move or in
action and in the latter case iz either firing or getting ready to fire, and all
these things require the close attention of its O.C,*

On this particular occasion it was necessary that T should get into touch
with Colonel Main. From the time we left Villers-au-Flos, and for the rest of
the retreat, he was never very far away, though very often he was out in front
between us -and the Bosch ; and 80, leaving the Battery in enviable peaceful-
ness, I started off hopefully to where I was told I should find him, but I
failed 0 do so, though from 1 a.m. onwards T wandered about for more than
an hour. I remember exploring 2 huge canteen which only a few days ago
had been well away in back areas. Now, although tins of biscuits and cigareties
gtill stood on the counters, it was entirely deserted, except for a few sappers
who were about to set fire to it, and shortly afterwards its flames Iit up the
night. I may remark that these nights were very dark indeed, but I had an
electric toreh, and it was just as useful as that used by a police constable
when he makes his night rounds ; with its aid one eould study & map or follow
a track without making even as many mistakes as often occur in finding the
route over a moraine and on to the glacier when on the way up a mountain
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' 8
again in the Alps. Having been unsuccessful in finding the Colonel, I roturned to
leg we the Battery and, scon after T gob there at 3 a.m., orders arrived to retire
saring aguin.
some ! This time it was to a * map squeare » position, that is to say, a reference
an for : to & spot on the ground where certain lines on the map intersect. In daylight
le one : it is usually & simple matter to find such a * map reference,” for example,
1 to it ) it may be a point where two roads cross, or atsome building easily recognised,
18y to and anyhow with a prismatic compass the problem can always be solved.
s here But in the dark it is not so easy, and in this particular instance the position
zingly ‘ which T was ordered to ococupy was in open country, on the side of a small
rehed hill about half a mile 8.W. of Achiet-le-Petit. In spite of the darkness, we
v well got there pretty well, indeed at dawn we found curselves only aboub a hundred

fuily yards wrong. The method I used was to identify a certain corner of the
y im- village which could also be found on the map, and then walk away from it
' Htile : by compass bearing for an estimated distance, and note that the ground
St we over which one passed agreed more or less with the contour lines., But it
y find wag impossible to be certain where I was, and so, although I moved the
Iways Battery at once, I did not actually bring the guns into action until daylight,
1 this ' which, by the way, oceurs earlier in that part of France than it does in Englend
t that in March. It was intensely cold, and one stamped ahout trying to keep
h, for warm. But dawn (Mazch 26th) was near, and when it came I laid out 5.0.5.
ession : lines for the guns on an ares W. of Grévillers (for 1 did not know that at that
. that time we still held the place), and brought the Battery into action ‘* in chserva-
lanks. tion,” as it ig called, that 1s to say, not firing, but ready to fire. We had some
[ here food now, tea and bread and jam, and although all this happened ten years
By in ago, yeb I can clearly remernber how very welcome it was, for the cold was
there intense and we had all been. rather short of food during the past days, both
otghs on account of the difficulties of supply and of the lack of opportunities to
agons sefitle down to eat. T arn pretty sure that this was the first real meal I had
erious eaten sinee breakfast on the first day of the battle, partly owing to not gettimg
eamns: _ I many chances, and alse owing to having been so sickened by the mustard gas
n ding’ : f that I did not care for food in any form.
on we At 10 a.m. we got fresh orders and were pleased to find that they were of
: a cheerful kind ; for we were to advance a mile to a position N.E. of Irles.
juired . . 3 .
nd of There the Battery came mto action on open grassslopes,na countryside meant
for grazing cattle. Ib was the sort of position that I liked, as indeed were
most of those which we occupied, namely, not near any cross-roads or in &
- most village likely to draw the enemy’s fire, but out in the open country and on
them, : good soil, where shelter trenches could be at once dug for the protection of
sleep 1 the detachments, a method of protection which I was always very particular
s (the shout ; and, of course, the guns and their flashes were concealed. from the
h the direct view of the enemy by rising ground in fromt. From this position
irther we did some good shooting at enemy infantry advancing against Loupart
reople Wood, for Grévillers was taken by noon (March 25th). This firing was directed
made - by Colonel Main and Lisutenant Welsh, who were ouf in front, and in close
» gpell touch with the infantry holding the front edge of the little wood ; I myself
or m P remained at the Battery.
nd all Soon after mid-day, it again became clear that things were not going well.
For, looking across the village on our left, we could see our infantry retiring
touch from Achiet-lo-Grand, one and a half miley away. Achiet-le-Grand is a
est of : station on the railway between Arras and Amiens, and it was specially
- front _ important ag being the junction for the branch to Bapaume, so that its loss
weeful- was cleazly very serious. The lines ran in the bottom of the valley about
hut I i 600 yards behind the guns, and I was presently startled by unexpected
> than : explosions from that direction ; these proved to be due, not to the enemy,
8 ago o but to our own Engineers, who were blowing up sections of the railway track
Tettes to prevent the Boseh from using them. It was a further sign of the seriousness
yppers ! of things. A little later one of these men walked up to the Battery. He
1p the C was o large American sapper, enlisted as one of our private soldiers ; he carried
ad an . outgide him & rifle with the bayonet fixed and some cartridges, and ingide
stable him a large quantity of whisky and a burning zeal to discover the enemy.
follow T think it must have been the duty of burning the canteen the night before
1g the which had so fired his courage, for he asked me more than once just exactly
antain ; where the Bosch might be found, explaining that he was finding demolitions
& 21
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too dull. T gave him precise details, and, having shaken me warmly by
the hand, he set off in the direction indicated, though rather slowly. I saw
him no mere, but ¥ fancy that discretion took control over valour before he
had gone very far. : ’ ]

" We had by now dropped our range to about 2,300 yards and were firing
on Loupart Wood itself, ‘which our infantry had by this time evacuated.
Tt was about 1 p.m., or a little later, and other batteries whigh had been in
action in the neighbourhood had all disappeared ; we were entirely alone on
that long, open stretch of hillside, the last battery in position, our six guns
firing slowly. The Wagon Line had been formed about 200 yards to the
left rear and it consisted of the six gun-teams and limbers, the six teams of
the firing battery wagons (for the first line wagons were away with the Brigade
Ammunition Column), the officers’ chargers, and the single mounts of the
sergeants, signallers and horse-holders. A battery commender is always
glad at such a time 1o have hisz whole Firing Battery under his hand, ready
for a move at any moment in any direction. It struck me then how very
like it all was t0 many of those days of firing practice which I had so much
enjoyed on Salisbury Plain in times of peace. But the present scene had also
& decidedly unpleasant yet close resorzblance to those pre-war days, for now,
s then, there was not a single infantryman n sight anywhere. There was
no doubt still a thin, shattered line of them out somewhere in front, but they
were the other side of the hill, and we were quite alone on our side of i, not
even the Gunnery Instruction Staff were there to comfort us! Bub soon a
mounted man appeared in front, galloping back over the hill towards us.
He brought me orders from Colonel Main to retire at once. But even as
I gave the arder: To retire Rear Limber Up,” and the gignal, “ W.T.—
G.L.” (wagon teams, gun limbers) was pessed, the first shell whizzed over us,
and fell between the advancing teams. No doubt the enemy seroplanes,
who had several times been over us, had once again reported our position ;
but the shell did no harm and only encouraged smart work on everyone’s part,
and we moved off in line 4o the right rear, at the trot, so getting nicely clear
before the enemy battery really got going on the empty position.

We next occupied for a short while the place where we had been in
observation at dawn that day (March 25th), but an hour later a further
retirement. was ordered towards Puisieux-ai-Mont.

By reading Haig’s Despatches, one can see how serious the situation
was that afternoon; not so bad as that of the Fifth Army, of course, buk
quite bad enough. For by now there was & gap in our line extending from

Grévillers for seven miles southwards to Montauban, The right of the Fourth .

Corps of the Third Army (Byng) was being pushed back, and had now lost
touch with the Fifth Corps on its right, which was heing carried away in
the retreat of the Fifth Army (Gough) more to the South. This gap had
begun to form on March 24th, when we were at Villers-au-Flos, but was
by now much more defined, and there was a real danger that these two
Armies might become separated. Of course, wo did not then realize how bad
things were, nor did we know that during the afterncon Courceleite had been
lost and that, having taken this, the enemy wag now advancing towards
Pys and Irles. He was not far from the latier place at the time (3 p.m.)
when we began to move towards Puisieux. :

I remember well that march of one and a-halt milds, for it was terribly
slow, the roads being crowded with ammunition carts and with infantrymen,
whom we graduslly overtook. Infantrymen retiring after five days of such
fighting were & sad spectacle. They were wandering along the read, wearily,
in little groups, men of one regiment mixed up with those of another, and
this eonfusion of battalions was particularly noticeable because some were
Highlanders in kilts and some were from English unite. There was, of course,
no sort of panic and each man still carried his rifle and his kib. But they
were doad beat, and utterly “fed up.” As one passed in and oub amongst
these exhausted men, toiling along the rough track, one felt ashamed to be
riding a horse. I do not think I saw an officer anywhere, except at one place
where a young staff officer was rather excitedly trying to form a line. Tt
was a useless task, for, though the men stopped at once and faced about,
yet he could not give them any detailed orders as to oceupying positions
and as there was no enemy in sight they felt his efforts futile, and presently,
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as more tired troops drifted up, they wandered on again towards the West.
It must be realized that there were by now very few infantry officers left,
and that some units in actual confact with the enemy were quite out of touch
with their own Infantry Bripade Headquarters. Indeed, I know that during
this and the following day much of the information that got through, on
our little bit of front, was eollected by Colonel Main, as a result of personal
visits to the infantry in the front Hne, and then transmitted by his orderlies
direct to Fourth Corps Headquarters.

We moved slowly along the road until at last we left it and came into
action near some deserted huts just outside and to the east of the ruing of

‘Puisieux-an-Mont. This village had been the scene of much fighting in 1816

and the ground was so coveroed with shell holes that it was not easy to find a
position. Presently, however, we got the guns into action on the pitted
grass slopes of one side of the valley, about 200.yards south of the road which
enters the village from the east. I chose an O.P. on the other side of the
valley, north of the road and 400 yards to the left rear of the line of guns.
The lines of fire having been laid out towards Irles and atelephone line arranged
between the O.P. and the Battery, I gave the order, *° Stand Basy.” A few
moments later, looking at the Battery through my glasses irom the O.P.
I could not see a man. anywhere, except the signallers, They had all got
into shell holes in little groups of three and four, covered themselves over
with blankets from the wagons and were fast asleep. The men were by now
utterly worn out. The gunners slept whenever there was a “ Stand Easy,”
and at night the drivers went to sleep in their saddles as soon as their teams
got off rough ground and were travelling smoothly along anything resembling
a road. I do not think the men felt that they were in any way beaten, for
the moment any call: was made upon themn~—as, for example, when rapid
and accurate fire was necessary—they became as alert as any Battery Com-
mander could possibly wish. Whilst. they rested, 1 stcod where 1 was,
with iny sergeant-major and two signallers, feeling rather like a father watching
over his family ; soon the last of the retiring infantry had passed us by,
and “ C " Battery was once more alone,

23 -

A




CHAPTER 1V.

I had taken the rather unusasl course of selecting an Observation Posb
in rear of the Battery, because from there one had a very wide field of view;
this was important because by now I was really worried about the safety of
our flanks, for there seemed to be no infantry at all.

One officer, with a signaller, had been sent out towsards our right to see
if he could get in touch with any of our troops in that direction, and another
had gone forward over the ground directly in front of the Battery. Both
returned after about three-quarters of an hour fo say that they could not
find anyone at all, either artillery or infantry, This sounded bad, as I myself
had observed. the retirement which had been taking place on our leit, and my
officers now reported no troops in front or on the right. Moreover, we had
not been in touch with anyone on that side sinee our first day at Villers-au-
Flos. But though I was anxious, it was not until many weeks later, when
I reflected upon the events of the day which followed; that I realised how
entirely alone we were that evening. It then hecame clear to me thst we
were quite by ourselves and out in front of all other troops when at 8 p.m.
on. March 25th, we * pulled out ” of this position at Puisieux. ¢ Although
Colonel Main. had, unknown to us, been watching our right flank from the
village of Puisieux during the evening.” (

Astudy of Haig's despateh® makes it certain that for a fewhours on that
evening “C * Battery was, all unknowingly, the extreme right-hand corner
of the unbroken Britigh front line, all the infantry having retired past us;
and that south of the Battery’s No..1 gun there was & breach of more than
seven miles. For things had not gone well with our Armies on thab day ;
the attempt to hold the line of the river Ancre had failed, owing to our troops
being few in numbers, much exhausted, and without reserves. Had we
realised how honourable was our position, we might-have been eazlier in
saying good-bye to it ! As it was, after a period of inactivity we opened
fire on the roads round about the village of Irles, this shooting being domne
from the map, and after that there was another * stand eagy.”’

The day was fading and I was wondering when I should get orders to
retire, for by now we were all ready to move, some wagons which had been
sent oif earlier in search of ammunition having returned successfully. I had
examined the sky line before us from time to time, and now, as I put up my
glasses, suddenly on the crest of a hill in front I saw enemy infantry advancing
towards us, their figures showing clearly against the evening sky. * Aetion
brought every man to his post at once, the guns were already laid nearly
right for line, a switch of only about five degrees being necessary to engage
this fresh target ; the angle of sight and range (about 2,600 yards) were easily
got from the map, and M & fow moments the Battery was at ““ Gun Fire.”
We were firing shrapnel and the * correcter ” wal & good one, giving nice,
low bursts, so that our fire was very offective, and as I watched it, making the
alterations in range when necessary, I had the great satisfaction of seeing
the slow advance gradually come to a standstill and’ then become changed
into a rapid seurry back over the erest and into the obscurity of the sloping
ground behind it, whither we followed the enemy with searching fire. Had
they only known it, the check was but a light one, and yet I believe that it
made that enemy advance-guard think the ground was strongly held and
must only be attacked when more supports became awvailable. Anyhow,
I saw no more of them, but had T done 80, I should have been far from pleased,
for soon after this, at 8 P-m., orders to retire reached me, and we began a
very slow and difficult trek, more than a mile long, across country blown to
blazes in the heavy fighting of 1916, We traversed it in * column of route,”’

* Dated July 20, 1918, para. 39.
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the teams moving ab a slow walls, throading a way in and out of shell eraters
and the heaps of rusty barbed wire which every here and there offered &
further hindranee o rapid progress. I had chosen this line of retreat because,
though by no means attractive, I could at least see that it existed, whereas
the ground the other side of the village was unknown to me, and I had an
mmeomfortable feeling that if we took that direction, we might find ourselves
weleomed by figures in the grey uniforms of Germany. But L began to doubt
if T had chosen. well, when presently, from where I was riding in rear of the
Battery, I saw a gun sirk into a huge shell-hole. FPromptly all gunners
got to work on it with drag ropes, and after a struggle they got it out, and the
column once again moved on, During the episode I had been anxiously
watching the high ground to our rear, still just visible in the fast passing
day. Were we about to hear a machine gun open fire, or would an enemy
battery get on to us whilst we were stuck on this beastly plece of shattered
ground ?  Bub everything remained peaceful and by the time we reached
the Gornmecourt road it was dark. The remainder of the journey was un-
eventful, except that soon after we bad passed through that place we found
8 dump of forage beside the road, and stopped for a few minutes to put some
sacks of oate and trusses of hay on to each ammunition wagor. At the weary
hour of midnight we reached the Brigade Wagon Lines, which had been formed
just west of Fonquevillers. I lesint afterwards that our return to the fold
was something of a surprise, as it was theught that we had all “* gone West,”

" or vather East into enemy hands. But at the moment T was too interested

in +ho fact that hob tes and rum were being offered me to bother about the
past, and T speedily dealt with these Juxuries. FHalf-an-hour later, without
taking off anything except my British Warm, T crawled into my valise, which
had been spread out beneath the Officers’ Mess Cart, and went to sleep.
But at 1 a.m., Rimmer, our Adjutant, wakenoed me. Tt seerned that the
Colonel was lost, probably dead or a prisoner, and that, as orders from
Division had arrived, I, being the senior Major, must issue mstructions
to the Brigade to move oft at dawn. Now I was very conscious that there
was 1o Hime to waste, that dawn was not far off, and that these orders were
very important, for I knew better than anyone how near the enemy were,
and so I made a very special effort to cope with the situation, but it was a
terrible undertaking. For Rimmer was quite as tired as T was. We were

~ crouched under the Mess Cart in a little circle of light given by a candle

‘which burnt steadily and restfully in the still air, he writing whilst I dictated,
and it took us an hour to compose aboub ten lines. Whilst I was studying the
map, trying to comprehend its obvious truths, and then thinking out what
to say, he dropped off to sleep, and when at lagt I had succeeded in framing
@ santence, I found I had to wake him up ; and so soon as T had succeeded
in rousing him and started him off writing the orders, then at once 1 slept.
He went to sleep three times and 1 went to sleep twice, how long for I don’t
know, but ot the last occasion I was only reawalkened when my finfers began
$0 be burnt, for the papers T was holding had caughs fire in the candle. But
the job was done at last, and I remeinher no more until the firgt light of
March 26th woke me to the full consciousness of another day.

But what a splendid promise that day held, at any rate to begin with.
First of all there was no mist, and very little firing was to be heard from any
direction. Then there was a real breakfast in peace and comfort, followed
by ashave and a wash, and no real need to hurry over either. All this because
new orders had coms in from Division, and jolly goed orders too : The enerny’s
advance was stopped and he was not expected to attack that day. Batteries

- were to advance to the high ground south of Hébuaterne, and choose positions

there, just behind that crest where our iront line had stood in 1916, before
the Battle of the Somme was opened. As soon as the guns were in action,
Battery Commanders were to see that the men got somse rest and & chance
to clean up themselves and their equipment. This was really bright news ;
clearly the day was going to be in every way perfect ; I was greatly cheered,
and quickly there faded from my mind the memory. of infantry advaneing,
seon against the evening sky.

At about 6.30 am., Colonel Main arrived, very tired, of course, but—
fortunately for England, as will presently appear—neither dead nor a prisoner.
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He remained for a few minutes only, but gave me orders to send out two
Officers’ Mounted Patrols, each of them to consist of one officer and three
gunners. One was to go forward through Hébuterne, the other was to explore
Colincamps, a village just over four miles to the south. They were to be
armed with riffes and to act as cavalry scouts and, as there were no infantry,
it wag their job to ascertain just exactly where the enemy was and what
his wishes might be. I started them off and then gave Mackie orders to
advance the Battery towards Hébuterne, whilst T went on ahead with a
mounted staff of six signallers to join the Colonel.

w7 Heébuterna

T acalE of varoe
s

L.

Stanfards Ceag’ Esiab] Londoy

My horse, Prince, had been worked fairly hard during the lagt few days,
50 I was riding a rather fussy little bay mare instead, and it was very pleasant
trotting for about a mile over open country, and across a long, straight road
lined with trees, towards the high ground. in front, which entirely shut out
all distant view in that direction. The road we crossed, and another road
which lay behind us, was covered with transport, ammunition cartg, G.S.
wagons, and led horses all jogging along cheerfully ; - a 60-pounder battery
was amongst them, ife teams of eight huge horses pulling those splendid
heavy guns along slowly. It was a typical © back area ™ scene, and the absence
of infantry fitted the piece nicely. Tp the casy grass slopes we went,
towards the long, level skyline, and about a hundred yards short of it we found
Colonel Main and his small staff. He had not long arrived and was still
engaged with the Colorels of three other artitlery bfigades in dividing up
this stretch of ground, nearly a mile in length. It offered very suitable gun
positions, for the Lill continued to rise steadily from where we steod and so
gave ample cover from the front. It was going to take some time to get
everything settled, for in addition to the Colonels and staffs there were a lot
of battery commanders with their own staffs awaiting orders ; in all, perhaps
some fifty or sixty officers and men, with their horses, were there assembled.
It was about 7 a.m. and I was just getting my instructions from the Colonel,
when suddenly a gunner subaltern came running back towards us from the
crest a hundred yards in front, and as he drew near he called ont, “ Do you
Imow the Bosch are just the other side of the hill ¢

This really was a shock: only a few minutes hefore everything had been
going smoothly forward to the beginning of a perfect day, and now in another
moment we were to see enemy infantry against the skyline front, and then we
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should probably all be blotted out at once ! Orders to mount were heard
all round, and very swiftly all the officers and staffs were up and galloping
down the slope, back to their own batteries. Honestly, I am certain that this
was done more from a desire to clear the batteries back into safety, than to
keep & whole skin. For it was obvious to everyone that if once the enemy
reached that crest, there was before him a wonderful prize. The wide open
valley was crammed with helpless transport of every pessible kind, a few
machine guns in action sagainst it and awiul chaos would resutt. But more
important still, if he once gained the line of the hifl, he would be even more
strongly placed than he was before the Battle of the Sormmme, for from it he
would have an uninterrupted view for many miles to the N.W., and all
movements in that area would be under his eye. It is certain that had he
actually seen so much, he would promptly have recognised the lack of our
reserves, and the bright hopes of further success if his advance were boldly
pressed at once.

In deseribing how rapidly the onece cheerful party of gunners had dis-
persed from the ridge, I have not included the 283rd Army Brigade, or rather
what was left of it, namely, Colonel Main and bhis tiny staff, ourselves from
“(* Battery, and a small party from the two howitzers of “ D * Battery.
I, personally, was entirely willing to mount at any moment and pass on, but
I did not get the order to do so, because Colonel Main, alone of all of us who
were there that day, did the right thing—a very obvious thing to do, and yet
by everyone else completely neglected. He called out to me to wait and then
ran up to the crest. I saw him reach it, pull out his glasses for a brief look,
and then come running back again. Orders followed at once. The enemy
infantry were there all right, skirmishers in front and about two battalions
following, but, what was all important, they were not in actual fact just the
other side of the hill, but still erossing the bottom of the valley, which lies
south of the village of Tébuterne, on their way to mount the gentle grassy
slopes and over the crest to where we stood. I was to bring * C” Battery
into action and to open fire into the valley. Off I went at the gallop with my
men, down the hill towards the Battery which I could see approaching.
Before me was a wild scene ; all the transport was reversing and trying to
clear themselves away to the rear and one of the 60 pounders had been upset
in attempting this ; the need was pressing, for already the tale was spreading
that enemy cavalry were through. When I reached the road I found that

it was jammed tight with transport, and I halted for & mornent to sée what -

best to do. I had faced round to the front, and my mare was standing on
the top of a bank just over four feet high above the road ; someone galloped
past us and brushed her nose, she threw up her head and jumped back and
her hind feet slipped. over the edge. Down we went into the road, and as she
fell on me she neatly twisted herself almost clear, but just planted one fore-
foot on the inside of my right knee. It did not hurt much, though I was a
bit shaken, but I was disgusted to see a great swelling of the knee-joint
appear immediately. Clearly some biggish blood vessels had been ruptured.
After g little time someone gave me a pull from a whisky flask &nd presently
T felt well enough to stand up. Then I saw that Mackie had taken charge
with fine promptitude, and seeing that the Battery could not cross the blocked
road, he had wheeled the head of the column to the rear and was forming
line on the right. During this manceuvre an smmunition wagon passed me
and I halted it ; someone helped me on to its imber, and there I rode whilst
“ (I Battery came into “ Action Rear.” Then I climbed down, put the
nearest gun on to its line, and gave the extent of target to the section com-
manderg, who threw their guns into the right direction. This is known as
the © B.C.-lays-the-first-gun method.” It is ouly intended to be used with
targets which can be seen, but certainly here it was very quick and answered
well. The angle of sight and range were got from the map and we were

immediately at Gun Fire. Really it was a good show, done quickly when °

everyonse was terribly tired, and done accurately, for Colonel Main and Lisuten-
ant Greenifield, who had joined him, observed our fire from the crest and they
saw that it came down where it was wanted. They were having an anxious
time up there. The Colonel had found a few scattered infantrymen, about
twenty ; these he had formed into a firing line and told to open up for all they
were worth on the advancing enemy. It was not easy to make much of a

27

.

LN




show with so few rifles, especially as some of the other batteries had now got
going and were firing, not into the valley beyond the hill as we were, but on

to the crest itself, and this did not encourage the few infantry there to good

marksmanship!  But the Colonel kept them at it, and Presently signallers

made things clear to the guns behind, and thoy lengthened their range.
And so, on that morning of March 26th, 1918, the Bosch was stopped

on our little, but very important bit of front ; and stopped for good and all,

for they never advanced any further. No doubt they thought that we were

in strength and that supports would be necessary before the ridge could be
agsaulted successfully ; and so they waited, and waited until suceess was
out of reach. It was a greab show, and Just as T love to think that *C »
Battery played a-great part in it, so T treagure the memory of the man to whom
the whole of the credit belongs, R )

After our first very intense hurst of gun fire, wo presently slowed down,
and gradually got more settled. Cireenfield was now established in front
in an O.P. and we had lamp signalling from him to the guns, so that fire
could be accurately corrected. As showing how tired everyone was, I may
mention that one of my best signallers was unable to read the Morse from
flag or larap, and became quite ineoherent in the attempt. He had to have
several days’ rest before he recovered and could again do the signalling thas
was really second nature t0 him.

Presently Colonel Main came back and gave us orders to retire. Tt

wag about 11.30 a.m. and T was by now dead lame. My kneé was 50 distended
that it was almost bursting through my riding breeches., Tt was clear that:
I was useless to everyone, and so I banded over commmand to Mackie, and
was then helped by & gunner to climb into an infantry ammmunition cart Passing
along the road nearby. Never before and never since have I felt so unhappy
as L did just then. To leave my Battery in such & crisis, no reserves anywhere
and the enemy just over the hill in frons, and also on the right and on the left
—for Hughes had run into them in Colincarmps, and one of his men had been
knocked off his horse by a bullet striking the butt of the.rifle- slung acrogs
his back ; and so had Morgan in front of Hébuterne, where two of his patrol
had been wounded, ‘

What bitterness! Not even wounded, only a cursed fall and a swollen
knee ; I had commanded * ¢ * Battery for more than two years ; how foul
to have to leave it like this! I had plenty of time for those bitter thoughts
during the weary journey which followed. The esrt in which T sat was the
last vehiele but one in a slowly moving colurmn, stretching as far as one could
gee along the road towards the West. Tt was composed not only of military
transport but also of civilian carts with refugees walking beside them, people
who had hoped that never again would they have to leave the homesteads
which they had been trying, during the months Just past, to recover from the
destruction of 1916, but which they now saw passing once more into the
grasp of War. As-we dragged slowly and unhappily along, 1 remember
That presently we came to threo 18 pounder batteries in line ** action rear,
limber supply without unhooking,” a methad used only in extreme emergencies,
They were not firing and they never had to, but the news of the threatened
assault had reached them and they were posted there to do their best to
replace the infantry which were 80 much needed. The batteries were g
fine sight, but a depressing one, for everything segmed at ibs worst just then.
Omne did not know that the New Zealanders were already coming forward and
that by night the line would he held, indeed i was not until T gotto Gaudienprs,
six miles away, that T saw any fresh infantry ready to come forward.

After a fortnight I was very happy to receive a letter from the Colonel,
in which he said : -

* Greneral Oldfield (C.R.A.) sent us s very nice letter from the 5lat

Highland Division, which hag pleased all batteries much. Your battery

did splendidly, and on the morning you left it, before you left, saved a

eeli‘tai.n and very nasty break in our line, which is now made good and

held.”

But after the lapse of a further fortnight I was moze happy still when,
one sunny morning, I opened the gate into a fleld and walked slowly up to
“C” Battery, busy at mid-day stables. I vwas a surprise to them, for letters

28

had 1
comp;
hospi
even
rournd
I kne

The
came




ow gob
but on
3 good
natlers
126,

opped
nd all,
& were
uld be
3s was
\ 113 C 3
whom

down,
. front
at fire
I may
3 from
> have
g that

re. It
tended
iF that
o, and
rassing
happy
where
he left
d been
across
patrol

wollen
w foul
oughts
‘as the
» could
alitary
people
wteads
. the
to the
ember
1 rear,
encies.
atened
rest to
vere a
> then.
rd and
enpreé,

slonel,

© 5lst
attery
wed a
d and

when,
up to
letters

bad heen irregular in delivery and nobody expected me; and, of course,
compared with their healthy sunburn I was pale and thin after being in
hospital, and pretty lame. Everyone stopped grooming and stared at me,
even gome of the horses turned their heads to see, and as I heard, spreading
round the Battery, the hushed yet friendly exclamation : “ Ti’s the Major,”
I knew how glad I was to be there. )

The orderly officer called them to attention and, with the Sergeant-Major,
eame up to me and saluted. I gave the order * Carry on.”
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