ROYAL ARTILLERY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Summer Meeting

23rd to 26th June 2003

A Battlefield Tour with the Historical Secretary 

THE RETREAT FROM MONS 1914

The Summer Meeting of the Society took the form of a battlefield tour to The Retreat From Mons, from Monday 23rd to Thursday 26th June.  The Secretary and 17 Members of the Society, two  accompanied by their wives, and one guest attended the Tour.  Major David Luck, a member currently serving as Brigade Major Royal Artillery 3 (UK) Division brought six members of the HQRA staff as additional guests.

The Tour followed the Retreat From Mons in 1914, the first day covering the fighting at Mons itself, and the second day moving on to the flank guard action at Elouges-Andrecies, the stopping blow at Le Cateau and the rearguard action at Etreux.  On the third day the Tour visited the actions at Nery and Villers Cotterets and on the final day, passed through the battlefield of the Aisne to the Memorial to the Missing of the Marne at La Ferte-sous-Jouarre.

The Tour assembled at Woolwich on the evening of Sunday 22nd June, then travelled on the Monday by coach and EuroShuttle to Belgium, staying in the Casteau Resort near Mons (familiar to those with dealings with NATO as it is a mere 500 yards from SHAPE) on the first night, and the Ibis Hotel Laon on the second and third nights, both friendly, efficient and competitively priced hotels.  A Society Dinner was held at the Petit Auberge Restaurant in Laon on the Wednesday evening.

The battlefield visit started right outside the hotel at Casteau, on the main road from Mons to Brussels, where, on the morning of 22nd August 1914, Cpl Thomas, erstwhile kettledrummer of the 4th Royal Irish Dragoon Guards, fired the first British shot of the First World War, and where, shortly afterwards, Capt Hornby led the first cavalry charge.  There is a memorial to this action on the side of the road, and, on a building on the opposite side of the road and a hundred yards further on, there is another plaque commemorating the last British rounds fired in the First World War, on the morning of 11th November 1918, by 116 Bn of the Canadian Expeditionary Force; no author of fiction could have made that up.

The Tour went on to Bray, on the Mons-Charleroi Road, where Major Luck pointed out the site where, a few hours later on 22nd August, E Battery RHA fired the first British artillery round of the First World War; as a recent BC of E Battery, he confirmed that the cartridge case still stands in the BC's office.

The Tour then went on see where 4th Middlesex held the Canal line at Obourg and the station building where an unknown private soldier held off the advancing Germans and allowed the Battalion to withdraw, then to Nimy, where Lt Dease and Pte Godley of the 4th Royal Fusiliers machine gun section won the first VCs of the War, and where Pioneer Neimeyer swam the canal under fire to open the swing bridge for the Germans.

Driving past the Bois de Haut, where the infantry of 8 Brigade helped XL Brigade RFA bring their guns out of action, the Tour finished the first day at the beautifully maintained CWGC cemetery at St Symphorien.  Again, by one of those quirks of fate, the first and last British soldiers to die in the First World War are buried, not just in the same cemetery, but only a few yards apart in the same plot.

The second day of the Tour started on the Canal west of Mons at St Ghislain, where 120 Battery had deployed four guns close by the canal in support of the West Kents.  The BC, Major C S Hollands, was killed that day and is commemorated by a plaque on the Marie in the main square.

The Tour went on to Elouges and Andrecies where on 24th August 2 and 3 Cavalry Brigades assisted the 5 Division flank guard hold off the Germans while the Division withdrew, and where the 4th Royal Irish Dragoon Guards and the 9th Lancers charged the German guns, where L Battery RHA kept a steady fire on the Germans "just as if they were on the ranges at Okehampton", 1 Cheshire were surrounded and overwhelmed, and Major E W Alexander of 119 Battery won the VC for extracting his guns under fire from the enemy.

The Tour went on to Le Cateau, following the route of the 5th Division along the edge of the Forest de Mormal, in as oppressive heat as in 1914, and surveyed the II Corps position from the enemy point of view from the CWGC cemetery at Le Cateau.  A substantial gourmet lunch followed at the Restaurant Les Digues in Le Cateau, birthplace of Napoleon's Marshal Mortier and Henri Matisse, before going to the Suffolk Memorial where on 26th August the 5th Division Artillery deployed well forward in sight of the enemy in order to "more closely support the infantry".  To hear the story of the stoicism of the guns under fire and the Saving the Guns at Le Cateau on the actual site of the action where Captain Reynolds and Drivers Luke and Drain won the VC was particularly moving.

The Tour finished the day at Etreux where, on 27th August, the I Corps rearguard battalion, 2nd  Royal Munster Fusiliers, fought off six times their number while the rest of the Corps got clear, ably supported by Major Bayley and the guns of 118 Battery.  To visit the cemetery created in the orchard where the Fusiliers made their last stand was another moving experience.

As the hour was now late the tour omitted the skirmish at Cerisy where 5 Cavalry Brigade and J Battery drove off the German Guards Cavalry and drove straight to Laon and a welcome cool evening stroll round the cathedral and citadel.

Day Three started with a long drive to Compiegne to join the route of the 4th Division through the Forest de Compiegne to Nery where, at dawn on 1st September, 1 Cavalry Brigade were surprised in the mist in their billets.  L Battery were watering the horses when the first shots fell among them, but the Battery Captain, Capt Bradbury, managed to get three guns into action, and although two were quickly silenced, the last remaining gun, served by Gunners Osbourne and Derbyshire, Serjeant Nelson, BSM Dorrell and Captain Bradbury himself, one by one silenced the German guns, until it was itself knocked out, just as I Battery arrived.  The visit to Nery demonstrates how exposed the Battery was, and also how the ravine protected the Brigade from frontal attack.  The action at Nery is one of the most celebrated of the Retreat and L Battery visits Nery regularly even today.  The gun itself is today displayed in the Imperial War Museum, together with the VCs won by Nelson, Dorell and Bradbury.

After lunch in Villers Cotterets the Tour moved to the Forest de Retz where the German advanced guard caught up with 4th Guards Brigade who, after a costly running fight in the woods, were assisted to break contact by XLI Brigade RFA.  The Guards Cemetery in the Forest at Villers Cotterets was, in the dappled sunshine a beautifully quiet and peaceful place.

An early return to Laon allowed time for shopping and sightseeing before the members gathered for a gourmet Society Dinner in the Petit Auberge Restaurant.

The last day of the Tour involved another long approach march, this time crossing the Chemin des Dames above the River Aisne.  Slightly out of sequence, the Tour paused to visit the village of Vendresse where, on 13th September 1914, during the advance from the Marne, Bombardier Horlock of 113 Battery won the VC.  Despite being wounded three times before agreeing to be evacuated, Bombardier Horlock survived to receive his VC from HM the King, who said "this man has the spirit of all good gunners”.  He was one of the few VC winners who actually received his award from the King himself, along with his serjeants stripes (the action was described by 10 Battery at the Spring Meeting of the Society).  The Tour also stopped to visit the Italian cemetery from the battles of 1918.

The Tour finished at La Ferte-sous-Jouarre on the Marne, where 1st Division had crossed on 3rd September on their way south to Rozoy and 4th Division had crossed a week later on 9th September on their advance northwards to the River Aisne.  La Ferte is the site chosen by the War Graves Commission for the Memorial to the Missing of the Marne, where the names of the 3888 soldiers of the BEF who were killed during the Retreat and in 1918 and have no known grave are commemorated.  Among them is the name of Driver Cobey who drove the centre pair of horses with Drivers Luke and Drain in the team that saved 37 Battery’s howitzer at Le Cateau; the celebrated painting by Terence Cuneo that hangs in RA Mess shows Captain Reynolds catching Cobey's whip.  The Revd Michael Gilman led a short ceremony of remembrance and Henry Foster, son of Lt Col Nick Foster and grandson of Maj Gen Peter Foster laid a wreath on behalf of the Society.

It is 136 miles as the crow flies from Mons to Brie en Campagne and Rozoy, and over 200 miles as the infantry marched.  It took the BEF two weeks to cover the distance, with barely a day's rest.  Covering almost all the distance, albeit by luxury coach, gave the members of the Society some idea of the tremendous feat of endurance the Retreat was, and what tough soldiers they were in the BEF.  It is even more incredible when one remembers that over half were reservists and had been civilians less than a month before.  No wonder General von Moltke himself said of the BEF that it was "a perfect thing apart".

The Tour ended with the customary visit to the duty free facilities at Calais before returning to Woolwich in time for the journey home before dark.

