Uncle Preston’s Military Service – Points of Interest from his War Service Records

· He served in Canada from the time he enlisted (30 Oct 41) until he finally went overseas in 1944. 
· When he went overseas, he arrived in the UK on 4 Aug 44 and stayed there until 3 Sep 44 – exactly one month.  
· He then went to NW Europe and and was with 2CBRG until 15th of Sept. I originally thought Preston would have joined the Algonquins straight away, but a more thorough examination of his records indicates he arrived in France on the 4th and then was with 2CBRG a holding unit for reinforcements until the 15th. Had he joined them on the 3rd, then this is what he would have been facing. 
· On the night of 2nd Sep 44, the Algonquins were in a town on the southwestern side of the Somme river called Grandsart (WARPATH, p 125). Although Preston’s records show that he joined the battalion on the 3rd, the official history notes that the reinforcements joined on the 2nd. The book goes on to say that because they were going to be crossing the Somme the next day at Pont Remy (Remy Bridge), they left the new reinforcements in the echelon areas. After crossing the Somme on night of 2/3 Sep, the Algonquins spent the day fanning out patrols and securing the bridgehead for the rest of the Brigade to come through. They spent the night of the 3rd in a Bivouac in an area called Vauchelles-les-Quesnoy. The next day on the 4th, the reinforcements and the rest of the Echelon troops came up into the Bivouac area and it was the first time since they had first landed in Normandy on the 25th of July that the whole battalion had been together. This seems very likely the point at which Preston joined the Algonquins…he had missed out on the Normandy battles, including TOTALISE and TRACTABLE, but there were many battles that lay ahead still. 
· But that wasn’t the case…the management of reinforcement supply to the front had more layers than that. 
· Preston joined the Algonquins on the 15th of Sept, just in time for the fighting around Ghent at the beginning of the fight for the Breskens Pocket. joined the Algonquins on 3 Sep 44.  
· He was KIA on 8 Mar 45 near Veen, Germany in the operations to clear the Rhineland (OPERATION BLOCKBUSTER and BLOCKBUSTER II)
· After he was killed, he was initially buried on 13 Mar 45 at Xanten which is in the same vicinity as Veen. He would later be exhumed and transferred to the CWGC site at Groesbeek, Netherlands. Letter of 10th July 46 to Jane Campbell from Director of Records at the Adjustant General’s office indicates the body had ‘just’ been transferred but isn’t specific as to the exact date.
· On Oct 15 Rankin Campbell wrote a letter to the Estates Branch of the DoD seeking information on PD’s wristwatch which was not returned with the estate. What was returned was as follows
· Photos
· Copy of the New Testament
· Algonquin Regiment shoulder flashes
· Silver Pencil
· Red ‘I’ Disc (presume this is an ID Disc…Dog tags?)
· Leather wallet
· National Registration Card
· Blood Donors book
· Souvenir French notes (presumably Franks)
· 9 x souvenir coins
· 1 x Poem ( would be very interested to know what this was???)
· A couple of things I don’t know of
· 7th V/L receipt to OIC estates (???) Subsequently Identified as 7th Victory Loan Bonds for $50 purchased on 17 Oct 44.
· P.O. Counter Foils (???)
· His mother was paid out a war service gratuity of $313.49. Calculated as $7.50 per month of effective service plus $0.25 per day overseas.  In Preston’s case, it was calculated he had served a total of 217 days overseas which covers the entire time from his arrival in the UK until his death on 8th March ’45. It also says there were 21 ‘ineligible days’ which presumably means days he was on leave…maybe back in the UK or in France??? He was also paid out an additional 1 week’s pay and allowances based on his daily rate of pay ($1.70) plus his subsistence allowance ($1.25) for a total of $2.95 per day…x 7 days = $20.65 per week. He was paid 1 week’s pay for each 6 months of overseas service. In his case, he did 217 days x $20.65 per week which works out to $24.49. This was included in the $313.49 that was paid to Jane Campbell. This is equivalent to $4545.61 in 2019 dollars.
· In the form for computation of total service used in calculating the war service grant, it indicates the date of his first enlistment as 2 July 1942 vice 30 Oct 41 shown above and on other documents?
· His PEI Death Certificate lists father’s name as ‘Frankine’ which is amusing.
· Cousin Mrs Amos McNutt wrote to DOD on 19 March 45 enquiring about the location of PD’s burial site. She was clearly almost illiterate as noted by spelling errors and child-like hand writing. She indicates that PD was in C Company of Algonquin Regt…not sure how she would have known that, but clearly she did. Perhaps she had received some letters from PD during his time overseas?? Director of Records wrote to a Mrs. Amos McNutt on 21st May 45 to inform her that her cousin (Preston) had been killed and was buried at Xanten. Presumably PD was close to his cousin in Springhill?  Perhaps as a result of his years of training in NS prior to departure for overseas?
· Official report of PD’s death filed on 2nd Apr 45 in Belgium by the HQ for the ‘2nd Echelon’ of 21st Army Group. Seems strange that there would be a different HQ for the ‘2nd Echelon’???
· Letter from Adj General sent on 4 Apr 45 informing Mother of PD’s death…clearly this wasn’t the first she had heard of it, however…Mrs Amos McNutt’s letter on 19 March 45 indicated she had already heard of his death…presumably his parents would have also known by then. 
· Enlisted under the ‘NRMA’ act (National Resources Mobilisation Act or the Militia Act) on 30 Oct 1941 and was sent to Training Centre at Charlottetown where he completed 44 days of basic training at No 62 Canadian Army (Basic) Training Centre in Charlottetown and graduated on 12 May 42. During this period he was hospitalised for a month from 13 Dec 41 to 12 Jan 42. He then went on sick leave until the 25th of Jan. 


Timeline of the Algonquin Regiment’s Warpath




	08/09/44 to 12/09/44
	The Battle of Moerbrugge https://www.canadiansoldiers.com/history/battlehonours/northwesteurope/moerbrugge.htm

After crossing into Belgium it was clear that the medieval town of Bruges was being held in some strength, but Allied intelligence assessed that this was a mere delaying action while the bulk of the German defence in this part of Belgium was being set up along the Leopold Canal. That canal ran in a south-easterly direction and provided an effective obstacle for Allied forces trying to clear the Scheldt estuary and in so doing open the port of Antwerp for Allied use.

Terry Copp points out (Cinderella Army, 50) that ULTRA had reported on 7 Sept that they had intercepted and decrypted a message from OKW to 15th Army HQ that ‘Fortress South Scheldt’ was to be defended to the last man. This would serve several purposes: it would deny the use of Antwerp to Allied shipping, and allow 15th Army time to escape north and east across the Scheldt. Yet somehow, 21 Army Group and 1st Cdn Army assessments between 10-21 Sep suggested that once the Ghent canal had been breached south of Bruges, that the Breskens Pocket position would be untenable, and the Germans would be forced to withdraw across the Scheldt. Copp suggests, “…this faulty analysis must be attributed to an unwillingness to allow hard intelligence to interfere with preconceptions. The optimism of senior commanders was much in evidence on 8 September when Major-General Harry Foster ordered ‘Stewart Force’ to seize a crossing of the Ghent Canal north of Oostcamp at the village of Moerbrugge. No detailed plan was developed, nor was time taken to arrange artillery support.” (p.51)

The decision was made that 4th Armd Division would bypass the town of Bruges to the Southeast, and meant the Division would have to attack across the Ghent Canal that ran between Bruges and Brussels. On the 8th, the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders made a crossing and established a bridgehead for the other battalions to follow, but it was under enormous pressure from German counterfire. The Lincoln and Welland regiment went next and attempted to support and expand the bridgehead but this was still only barely holding. The Algonquins attempted to create a diversion but the scouts were discovered too soon and no second crossing was able to be made. The Algonquins then were told they would cross at the same point as the other two battalions and started this movement on the evening of the 9th. Over the next three days, the Algonquins would commit their forces a company at a time to cross the canal and support the expansion of the bridgehead where needed. By the afternoon of the 11th, the tanks had started to be able to get across the canal, and by noon on the 12th, it was evident the Germans had withdrawn from Bruges and were retreating to the next line of defence, the Leopold canal. The Division moved up as quickly as possible, the Algonquins ordered to march about 5 miles on foot to a town called Sysseele.

	13/09/44 to 14/09/44
	Battle of Moerkerke https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/military-history/history-heritage/casualty-identification-military/battle-leopold-canal-september-13-14-1944.html

https://www.canadiansoldiers.com/history/battlehonours/northwesteurope/moerkerke.htm

https://zuehlke.ca/excerpt-from-terrible-victory/

Recce patrols sent out to Moerkerke about 3 miles to the north on the Leopold canal came upon little opposition. It was assessed that any Germans in the area were disorganised, demoralised and lacking supplies. These scout reports appeared to validate all of the intelligence assessments and “…reinforced Corps’ and Division’s view tha the Germans were in full retreat.” (Copp, 53)The Algonquins took confidence from these assessments and were delegated the responsibility of being the first battalion to cross the Leopold canal on that night of the 13th. (Copp indicates that this order came from MGEN Foster himself, ordering ‘Moncel Force’ to “…undertake an immediate crossing of the double canal line at Moerkerke.” It was the Division Commander’s “…expectation that a sudden surprise crossing would keep the enemy on the move.” No serious resistance was expected. 

Cassidy notes that more reinforcements arrived that afternoon bringing the strength of each company up to about 90. This is almost certainly when Preston arrived although they were delayed arriving..his MFM1 indicates he transferred from 2CBRG (X4 List) to Algonquin Regiment on the 14th. That was likely the day his book was signed having arrived with the group on the 13th.
Scouts went out and conducted a more thorough Recce on the afternoon of the 13th. They set up Observation Points, but didn’t want to give the game away as they had in Moerbrugge on the 9th. With poor estimates and poor reconnaissance, they were starting off on a bad foot. On top of that, they were employing new assault boats after a hasty crash-course in how to assemble them that afternoon, at night, with a bunch of new reinforcements, freshly joined. This appears to be a very high risk mission, but with the pressing requirement to take control of the Scheldt estuary and open the Port of Antwerp, thereby enabling the Allied drive to Germany to continue, it is easy in hindsight to overlook the enormous pressure from above that would have been exerted.

Quote from Cassidy: “The Promised reinforcement arrived late, and it was barely possible to take down their names, assign them to companies, give them the briefest of briefings, and who them what an assault boat looked like, and then it was time to move off.” Under such circumstances would Preston be introduced to war. 

It is worth noting that he would have entered this fight having received a fairly paltry infantry indoctrination. Unlike the Battalions who had arrived in 43 or early in 44 and spent months training in England, men like Preston had conversion infantry training at the CABTCs in Canada, shipped to England where they spent little time, then to the continent and on up to the front to join their units. He had little to no training on the Bren or PIAT…his records indicate they had no rounds for PIAT training. Copp points out that the lack of training on the Bren and the PIAT are interesting, but not uncommon. In 1944 as the reinforcements from the home army started to add reinforcement to the weakened Divisions that had been fighting in Normandy since 6 June, most of the men were reported as being poorly trained for their role. He states; "Many of the reinforcements joining infantry battalions in the autumn of 1944 were men who had enlisted and served in the artillery, Sercie Corps, or Signal Corps. All such replacements had undergone a conversion course to retrain as infantry, but a number of men were said to have reached front line units without adequate training. Battalion commanders protested this situation repeatedly..." p. 178

The issue was inflamed only a few days later. “On 18 September, Major Conn Smythe, a well known figure in Toronto hockey circles, issued a press release accusing the government of sending ‘green, inexperienced and poorly trained reinforcements’ into battle when ‘well trained’ conscripts remained in Canada.”

From his bed in the Chorley Park Hospital, Smythe dictated a statement to The Globe and Mail newspaper, which printed it on its front page on September 19, 1944:
The need for trained reinforcement in the Canadian Army is urgent.
During my time in France and in the hospitals of France and England, I was able to discuss the reinforcement situation with officers of units representing every section of Canada. I talked to officers from far Eastern Canada, French Canada, Ontario and all the Western Provinces. They agreed that the reinforcements received now are green, inexperienced and poorly trained. Besides this general statement, specific charges are that many have never thrown a grenade.
Practically all have little or no knowledge of the Bren gun and finally, most of them have never seen a Piat anti-tank gun, let alone fired one. These officers are unaniminous in stating that large numbers of unnecessary casualties result from this greenness, both to the rookies and to the other soldiers, who have the added task of trying to look after the newcomers as well as themselves.
I give these true facts of the reinforcement situation in the hope that:
1. Col Ralston, if he has other information, will know that his facts are out of date or that he has been misinformed;
2. The taxpayer will insist that no more money be spent on well-trained soldiers in this country except to send them to the battle fronts;
3. The people who voted these men should be used overseas when needeed should insist on the Government carrying out the will of the people; and
4. The relatives of the lads in the fighting zones should ensure no further casualties are caused to their own flesh and blood by the failure to send overseas reinforcements now available in large numbers in Canada.
— Conn Smythe, in The Globe and Mail[55]


Guides were used to take the companies to their starting points, where they would pick up their boats, head to the water’s edge and then cross. But there was a last minute change of plans to the orders, the guides weren’t overly familiar with their routes and by the time they go to the water and were ready to cross, their supporting artillery bombardment had already ceased…they would have to cross without the cover of the guns.

Rowers from other battalions didn’t show, and big heavy awkward boats…had to get up and down the steep banks of both canals. 

A Coy did not have a flooded area on their left providing for a secure flank…meant they had to thin their line out more than anticipated. 
B Coy got badly shot up losing a full platoon in their crossing…joined in with A coy..only one platoon sent forward to control the key intersection on the town’s north side. C coy went well of track to the west of their intended position, D coy went off track to the east. End result was that there were gaping holes in their perimeter defence that German infiltration attacks exploited all night long. Heavy sniper fire from buildings unable to be cleared, lots of artillery on them.

HQ in Moerkerke had sporadic artillery fire falling around them until about 2am, when suddenly artillery fire became heavy and concentrated on their exact location. One chaplain was killed, another wounded and Medical Officer also wounded. HQ moved building, but fire followed them. A day later, it was learned their position was being passed by a German sympathiser who had been equipped with a radio set.

When the sun came up the action resumed, and C Coy, (the coy Preston had been assigned to) got infiltrated by Germans and suffered 75% casualties. The other companies were in similar situations. “It was becoming clear that for many reasons, the bridgehead was extremely insecure. The attack in darkness, followed by mist, the failure of wireless communication in “C” and “D” Coys, the presence of far more enemy than had been appreciated, and our own pitiful lack of a reserve force to meet such a contingency, all were adding up to imminent disaster.
About 0900, formed up German attacks began to come down the road toward A and B coys, and in the gap between B and D coys. Ammunition was running low and no resupply efforts were able to get through. Finally after a concerted German attack about 1130, by 1200 the retreat order was given. Smoke screen laid on by artillery. Many had to swim back because the assault boats had been destroyed. Many wounded had to be left behind. 

Tactical errors included: failure to clear and hold the start line, no reserves or forces available to secure flanks, single comms pathway, but most importantly, underestimation of size and morale of the German forces facing them (61st Infantry Division). Casualties for the battle were 8 officers and 145 ORs.

Copp summarised this tragic defeat. “The 4th Division had followed order to rush a canal crossing in the belief that no significant enemy resistance would be met. […] The thrust to the north by 2nd Canadian Corps ahd been stopped cold at the Leopold Canal.”

	15/09/44
	Following the Algonquin Reg’ts withdrawal from the bridgehead across the Leopold Canal at Moerkerke, the command hierarchy was reorganised. Interestingly, Major Stirling who had commanded ‘C’ company, presumably the company with most of the reinforcements that arrived on 2 Sept, was removed from that command after less than 2 weeks. Cassidy notes that Maj. Stirling took over HQ company temporarily, which would have been a major demotion. 

There is a monument near the bridge where the Algonquins attempted to cross the canal in their memory and also the street that runs along the SW side of the canal in Moerkerke is named Algonquinstraat. 

	16/09/44
	Amazingly after only 48 hours since the frenzied withdrawal back across the Leopold Canal, the Algs were moving off…this time eastward towards Ghent via Ecloo. They moved through Ecloo that day (except A Company who remained at Maledegem) under the command of the South Alberta Tanks…1 company with 1 squadron of tanks forming mobile battle groups. They all billeted that night in Flemish homes there being no Germans in the area. Imagine the feeling of getting into a bed for the first time since leaving the UK in early August more than a month earlier.

	17/09/44
	Crystal clear sunny Sunday morning. Both A and B company send patrols along with squadrons of the Grenadier Guards into Ghent and through town, across the Terneuzen canal, but don’t encounter any resistance. The battalion reforms that evening around Ertvelde. 

	18/09/44
	Dawn patrols discover that Germans occupying towns of Sas Van Gent and Assenede strongly. Attack organised to take Assenede and D company was first in around noon gaining foothold at the entrance to the town. Cassidy, commanding A company hit a mine with his jeep and his 2I/C had to take over. He also notes humourously “…The centre of Assenede was spared any fire from our mortars, as civilian intelligence had informed us that an excellent brewery was operating there.

‘D’ company managed to gain a secure foothold at the southern end of town, and then B company was to pass through them and fight their way up to and across the railroad that runs east-west through the town. When they go there, they were blocked by a number of box cars that had been deliberately placed to block the road and were heavily covered with German fire. Another entrance from the west end of town was attempted but this entrance was heavily guarded by artillery and antitank weapons. Eventually a bulldozer was brought up to clear the roadblock and allowing tanks to use the road entrance to get north of the railroad tracks. 

‘A’ company attacking on the eastern side covering the right flank suffered severe casualties on their first attempt to get into the town without supporting fires. On the second attempt with tanks in support they were able to get in and take some buildings as cover. The companies now all worked to fight their way to the centre of the town. ‘A’ company had suffered 23 casualties, 2 fatal. It took until about 10pm to get close to the town square where the main resistance was. At midnight, they were still not in control, although they were in a very strong position. 


	19/09/44
	Assenede was finally cleared by 10am on the 19th. Later that day, ‘C’ coy was sent further north, across the Dutch border into a town named Valk where they engaged a German company and took 66 prisoners, or roughly just over half of a German company. 

	20/09/44
	D coy sent to reinforce C coy for an attack on Philippine station. 200 prisoners captured. A company sends two clearing platoons out..one to Staak near Sas Van Gent and the other to St. Albert, North of Assenede. 

Once Philippine station was cleared, C and D companies moved west to Philippine village but were stopped short when 3 of their tanks were destroyed in quick succession by 88mm anti-tank fire. They huddled down for the night surrounded by enemy but the Germans were not ‘offensively minded’ by this point.

	21/09/44
	A, C and D companies occupy Philippine village without incident. Assistance from Dutch underground. 



	22/09/44
	They continued to push on to attack across the Isabella canal…the hinge of the whole German position in the Breskens pocket, the area north and west of the Leopold Canal and the Isabella canal. Several platoons from D and C companies crossed the canal but got held up and shot to bits on the other side and most were forced to withdraw back. One platoon had gotten too far forward and isolated from support and could not get back. Stacey notes that this was the only part of the Breskens Pocket that didn’t have a water obstacle barrier defence to cross. Thus it was considered the ‘hinge’ of the German Defences. Stacey also notes that by this time the Breskens Pocket was being defended by 64th Division. (MGEN Knut Eberding)

	23/09/44
	More attempts made to cross into the pocket to support the one D company platoon, but to no avail. Over these two days the battalion suffered 43 casualties…roughly 25% of the total strength of the four rifle companies. This begins a three week ‘nightmare period’ for the Algonquins. Because of flooding in the area, the regiment was forced to attack across restricted fronts against very strong, prepared German defensive positions constructed to withstand an onslaught. 

	24/09/44
	Surprise German platoons size attack begins at 0400 that is eventually driven off with mortar and 6-pounder artillery fire after a full day fire-fight.

	25/09/44 – 30/09/44
	Relatively quiet week. C and D companies sent east to support South Albertas in vicinity of Hulst. A and B companies relieved in the front line by A&SH and these retired for R&R – some went on leave in Ghent. 

	1/10/44 – 10/10/44
	All companies returned to Isabella and take over the front again from A&SH. The next week consisted of seemingly repetitive patrols and limited offensive actions seeking to gain ground or at least capture prisoners, but the German defences were very strong and supported by a network of reinforced trenches allowing the enemy to slip away before captured at any point. The heaviest day of fighting was the 5th in which a 3-company attack was laid on in addition to another few platoon sized attacks, all to no avail. Morale was becoming very low at the apparent lack of success and mounting casualties. The companies were already very understrength. 23 casualties inflicted against the Algonquins on the 5th represented 10% of their total rifle company strength. Around this time, 10th Brigade commander, Brigadier Jefferson, addressed the soldiers and informed them of what a great job they were doing creating diversions for the 3rd Canadian Division (7th Brigade) who were at this time fighting their way across the Leopold Canal further west, (part of OP SWITCHBACK) the same spot where the Algonquins had suffered such a tragic loss on the 14th of September. This news brought great relief to a battalion who had begun to believe they were failing to achieve anything while losing good men. Another action by 3rd Division that was aided by the pressure being applied by the 4th Division, and the Algonquins in particular, around Isabella, was an amphibious attack that landed behind the German front and threatened their entire position in the Breskens Pocket, led by 9th Brigade.

Meanwhile, on the 9th of October Preston’s ‘C’ company had been despatched far to the east to join 6th Brigade, relieving the South Saskatchewan Regiment and supporting 2nd Canadian Division as they pushed north from Antwerp, and in this venture they had some good success. Copp highlights that this relief effort was done to allow the Sth Sasks to focus further north towards the centre of German resistance in this area around Woesdrecht where 2nd Division had been relentless trying to dislodge strong german defences. Around this time, ULTRA and aerial reconnaissance showed that there were strong German reinforcements on the way to help reinforce the Sth Beveland defences. The 15th Army ‘Fire Brigade’ or ‘Chill Force’ under the command of Lt Gen Kurt Chill was moving in to the area around 8th October and strong counter-attacks were expected.  This is exactly what happened with the counter-attack led by 6th Para Regiment. 85th Division is shown on Copp’s map p.141 as the Division in this area.) The Calgaries, S.Sasks and the rest of the units of 5th and 6th Bde were able to fend off these attacks, but Copp points out that a decent recce by the 6th Paras would have identified that a flanking manoeuvre around the spot where the Algonquins and other 4th Division supporting troops had come to assist would have likely smashed them through as this was the weakest held point on the line. 

Around Isabella, fewer patrols were now sent out as the leadership realised how strongly fortified the position was and heavy air and artillery attacks were on the menu for several days to soften up the position. Finally, a patrol on the 14th seemed to indicate that the Germans had withdrawn from the area. 

Stacey notes: “On 14 October the 10th Infantry Brigade's long and unpleasant vigil along the Leopold Canal was finally rewarded. On 9-10 October patrols which The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of Canada sent across the canal south of Watervliet had met as fierce opposition as the Algonquins encountered at Isabella. Now it was found that in both these areas the enemy was withdrawing, and the Algonquins and Argylls pushed forward accordingly. During the day Algonquin patrols made contact near the southwestern angle of the Braakman with patrols of The Queen's Own Rifles of Canada coming down from the north. The eastern end had been sliced off the German pocket, and it was now possible to open a land suppl y route through the Isabella sector and dispense with the ferry service that  had been operating from Terneuzen.”

The Algonquins moved forward in search of their comrades who had gone over the line in the previous three weeks but had not returned. The area was heavily defended, mined and boobytrapped. No assault by infantry alone here could have succeeded.  On the 15th, the Algonquins said goodbye to Isabella. Cassidy notes that the three weeks in this sector did not make them a stronger unit. He says it had rather the opposite effect. 

“Our heavy casualties during the period had melted away most of the veteran troops, and those that had replaced them had received a very false idea of the enemy. The innumerable patrols and attacks, which had fizzled and failed miserably, inevitably impressed the minds of all ranks with the idea that the enemy was almost invincible, that he was merely playing with them. Discouragement can be just as infectious as elation, and it is certain that morale had declined to a great extent.” P.165

	20/10/44 – 27/10/44

Operation SUITCASE


	https://canadianbattlefieldtours.ca/operation-suitcase/

After a series of strategic discussions beginning on 22 Sept at SHAEF’s conference at Versailles, and culminating with a very direct letter to Monty from GEN Eisenhower on 10 Oct in which he chastises Monty for taking liberty with his intentions…Monty had failed with Market-Garden and it appears he wanted the opportunity to avenge himself and keep the 2nd British Army in particular in the limelight with a glorious enveloping movement into the Ruhr valley, but he no longer had the strength. In the letter on the 10th, Eisenhower effectively shortened 21 Army Group’s lines, gave the Ruhr mission to Bradley and in particular to Hodges 1st US Army, and strictly directed Monty to prioritise operations designed to liberate the Scheldt and therefore open the Port of Antwerp. In Eisenhower’s view, the opening of the Port was critical to any further offensive action. (Plenty of good quotes from the various communications to be read in the Official History for this period)

Once this was settled, Monty (after replying to Eisenhower on the 13th that he would carry on as directed) re-issued a new directive giving full priority to the Scheldt operations. This directive was released on the 16th of October (the entire directive is repreinted in Stacey, Annex E)

The new operation would begin on 20 October. 4th Armd Div would reposition on the right flank of 2nd Division who had been fighting North of Antwerp to cut the German lines of communication across the South Beveland Isthmus. 4th Armd Div were to attack towards Esschen with 49th West Riding Division attacking towards Wuestwezel on their right flank. 

For this operation, 4th Armd Div and 2nd Cdn Div were to be placed under I British Corps command. Cassidy notes that the battalion was replaced at Isabella and around Leopold Canal by ‘a British unit’ (Copp notes that this was the 52nd Lowland Div moving in who would then take part in the amphibious assault across into South Beveland). Cassidy highlights that the Division had shifted sector to a concentration area near Westmaale (NE of Antwerp) by the 17th, with the exception of C coy who were still near Brecht, having moved there on the 9th to relieve the South Sasks. The Battalion HQ was set up in the home of a German collaborator, and was noted to look ‘the set of a Hollywood movie.’ So the Algs hastily organised a battalion party there that night, but a recce patrol to find some ladies to attend the party failed miserably. Apparently all the other units had a similar idea and had gotten the word out first. (Typical of the Algs…they seem to be a bit of a loser regiment)

The plan for 4th Div was to attack as two brigade groups of combined armoured/infantry. On the left, Brigadier Moncel led 4th Armoured Brigade Group with the A&SH under command, while on the right, 10 Infantry Brigade Group under Jefferson had the BCRs under command. The Algs would lead 10th Brigade out of Camp de Brasschaet (the nominated start position) because of having been in situ (or at least parts of the battalion) since the 9th. A and B coys were to lead out, over the ‘Champs de Tir’ while D coy came up a road to the left to be able to outflank any direct opposition faced by the main effort of A/B coy. The South Alberta (recce) battalion was with the Algs for this part. 

20 Oct 44
H hour was 0730 on the 20th which was a grey misty morning with minimal visibility. Both A and B coys advanced across the field to some bunkers where it was known the Germans were holed up. B coy on the right had a relatively easy time of it, although sniper fire took a minor toll. On the left, B coy came up against an anti-tank gun that caused some casualties by firing shells into the treeline above. A small MG party advanced to try and deal with this gun, but got bogged in bad marshy mud up to the knees and were mowed down with enemy machine gun fire. D coy on the left flank road had some good success and got themselves up to a ridgeline where they could call artillery fire against visible enemy positions, but were suffering from well placed sniper fire as well. C coy had been sent to support the BCRs who had found a less well protected route. They were able to get clear through and conduct a left flanking attack against one of the main objectives, Kruisstraat, a village on the main road to Esschen. This manouevre put the enemy in the woods on D coy’s left at risk of envelopment causing them to evacuate the wood. Brig. Jefferson then realised that the line the BCRs and C coy had taken was the best to exploit and the rest of the Algs were ordered to disengage and swing south around the mined wooded area held by the Lincoln and Wellands, and follow up the route of the BCRs and C coy.


21 Oct 44
On the 21st, D, A and B companies passed through the firm base at Kruisstraat established by BCRs and C coy, and led off towards the next town, Acterbroek, encountering no resistance other than road blocks. They quickly bypassed strongpoints on the outskirts and pushed hard to get to the Roosendaal canal crossing, the infantry hitching a ride on the vehiceles, they made good about 25mph. They came under stiff resistance just outside of Acterbroek, with the lead tank being knocked out by Panzerschreck. Once this small ambush was defeated, the tanks carried on at speed, “taking no chances on further bazookas, burning everything in sight…” The Algonquins and BCRs made it to the Roosendaal canal with only minor further resistance and firmed up there. On their right, 49th Division had run into heavy resistance across the canal. The battalion had advanced roughly 3 miles during the day and prepared to push into Esschen the following day.

22 Oct 44
Prisoners taken on the previous days indicated the presence of 6th Para Regiment men from Battle Group Chill and it was assumed these were being used as stiffening troops amid the other rather non-descript units…the old men of 70th Division, or perhaps some Volks Grenadiers, but that is not clear from Cassidy’s text. Regardless, it was assessed that their presence would make daylight attacks by the armoured columns along the roads into Esschen very hazardous, and so Brig Jefferson decided to have all infantry units of the Brigade attack Esschen by first light on the 22nd…this meant a night march to get into position…’totally unsupported by heavier weapons.” The attack was to be silent and maximise the use of surprise (sounds like a Japanese attack) and was to be quickly followed up by the armour and vehicles. There was a river to cross, and wounded were to be left by the main road in the hope the following vehicles would pick them up. The algonquins were on the right hand side of the axis, the Lincs on the left with the Argylls swinging to the far left and approaching and cutting off the town from the west. Cassidy notes that there were some very nervous officers who left the O group but they eventually stepped off at 11:30pm each soldier carrying extra rations and ammunition with about a four mile march as the crow flied ahead of them.

The advance was slow but about 0130 the column arrived at the river that they intended to cross. At this point, a lone sentry called a challenge and fired a shot. A party attempting to find the sentry found nothing with the sentry apparently retreating wisely. Nonetheless, the Lincs on the other side of the main road were finding contact and that was probably more apparent to the defenders of Esschert than a single sentry firing off a round in the darkness.

About 0300 while passing a farmhouse, two German soldiers stepped out of the front door but blinded by the light couldn’t see the column until they walked into it. They were both rapidly shot up and ‘…left riddled with bullets from five or six Brens’ but still the raucous did not alert the main German body of troops ahead. Luckily no friendly fire incidents occurred. Finally, they arrived at a Chateau at Kleynen Schriek which already had German trenches dug around it but which were empty and the Algs jumped in there to finalise plans for the assault on Esschen. B coy was to skirt around the town and attack from the North, D coy just north of the main square, and A company at the main square itself. C coy, back under command of Major Stirling, were to take the south end of the town and await the armoured vehicles and escort them into the town. A and D companies made their way around to their positions easily enough, but Uncle Preston’s C company with the Battalion command group and a squadron of BCR tanks found strong enemy opposition at the main road junction in the south end of the town but overcame this without anyone killed, although there were a handful of wounded. B coy found some more resistance at the north end of town but these were caught completely unawares and many prisoners and enemy equipment were captured. The Germans evactuated shortly after and by noon on the 22nd, Esschen was firmly in Algonquin Regiment hands. 

23-24 Oct 44
The next couple of days, while the Lincs pushed on to the North, the Alg Regt was tasked with holding the town to hand over to the 49th Div as they fought up the right flank. The town came under fire, particularly from the east where the flank was not yet secure, and patrols sent out to prevent German infiltration suffered some casualties, but that was the worst of it. Overall, the operation had been a success, and one probably badly needed after the events of September and the first few weeks of October. 

Cassidy notes, “…the whole operation was an entire success, and the low casualties certainly convinced everyone that a surprise night operation, if carefully controlled and pressed with vigour, paid off every time.” P. 177-8 

The town was handed over to the 49th (West Riding) Division on the 24th and the battalion moved out to their next concentration point (the Esschen-Huijbergen Road) ready to commence the push to Bergen Op Zoom. 

25 Oct 44

The next phase of the battle was to attack in two battle groups against Wousche Plantage and then on to Bergen Op Zoom and Steenbergen.The Armd Battle Group on the right flank had to traverse open country (good for both tanks and AT guns) with the aim of cutting off the lines of communication between Bergen Op Zoom (the largest town in the region immediately east of the South Beveland Peninsula) and Roosendal, which served as a crossing point over the Maas River. By cutting off their lines of retreat, it was hoped that 4th Armd Div could encircle a large part of the remaining German forces in this area. The Infantry Battle Group (with BCR tanks in support) would cut through a hilly, wooded area directly towards Bergen, but was split into two task groups. The Lincoln and Wellands with the South Albertas on the left would drive straight through the woods, the Algonquins with the BCRs would attack Wousche Plantage from the west in support of the Armd Battle 

The Algonquin Battalion was formed up and stepped off on time at 0730 on the 25th. The day proceeded slowly as the battle group moved through heavily wooded areas ideal for German defenders, but found most of the positions recently abandoned. By evening, B coy was on the NE edge of the wood, A and C coys were firmed up on the NW edge of the wood prepared to conduct a two company attack against the Wousche Plantage Brickworks the following morning. D coy as the Battalion reserve firmed up in Centrum, a village in the middle of this wooded region. 
26 Oct 44

Overnight, German infiltrators managed to sweep around B coy’s position and set up a strongly defended point on the road connecting B and D coy’s positions. In the morning as D coy advanced with the intent of passing through B coy’s position and relieving them, they ran straight into this strongpoint and were halted. Meanwhile B coy’s position also came under severe attack and pinned them down, unable to move forward, unable to evacuate casualties back, or to get reinformcements and ammunition forward, they were in a very bad situation. Their Company commander, Capt Scott, was injured and evacuated south where they ran into the ambush. The vehicle was destroyed, the driver killed, and Capt Scott was injured a second time and captured. Leut Peart now took command of B coy. The fact that a Capt was in command was evidence enough of the perilous manning state of the Battalion, now a Lieutenant???

On the right, the A and C coy attack on the Brickworks went well, most of the Germans retreating from their position upon seeing the Crocodile flamethrowers advancing toward them. They then pushed west to cross an anti-tank ditch that bi-sected the woods. It was at this time, they became aware of the desperate situation B coy found themselves in and so C coy and their supporting tanks engaged in a quick fight to seize control of the ditch, and with a bulldozer, filled in a section for carrier vehicles to get across. The carriers were able to evacuate B coy without further casualties, but it had been a costly day. Cassidy describes the significant defences they were facing in this sector:

“While the losses had not been excessively high, and in fact were moderate in comparison to those of other operations, this wood was a sticky place to take. The defences were elaborate and well concealed. Tank movement was limited, particularly in fire effect. The enemy possessed, (and, since he planned an eventual retirement, was prone to use) large stores of shells and mortar bombs dumped here for just such a stand. The presence of many anti-personnel mines, wire, and other obstacles concealed in the underbrush made infantry infiltration difficult, particularly at night. […] By the evening of the 26th, things had slowed up to a snail’s pace […] [T]he entire 4 Div advance had almost ground to a halt.” (p.183)

27 Oct 44

With supplementation from the L&Ws, D coy advanced the next morning taking the C coy route to avoid any further potential ambushes on the road, but it was found that the Germans had evacuated the positions overnight. The battalion now reorganised and regrouped and pushed the advance forward toward Bergen. D coy was used as flank guard and while approaching the town at dusk were fired upon by the battle group’s own tanks in a blue-on-blue miscue.

Later that evening, the L&Ws and SAR tanks entered the town but the Algonquins were held south of the town as brigade reserve. While most of the town had been abandoned, a steep canal bank running east-west through the north end of the town was well defended with road blocks, all other bridges having been demolished. They were well dug-in on the top of the 50 foot northern bank. The plan was to capture the town and immediately push on further to drive any remaining German forces across the Maas and out of South Holland. 49 West Riding Division was still moving up on 4th Division’s right flank and were intended to act as the backstop to trap escaping German forces.

28 Oct 44

The battle to take the north end of town begins with the A&SH and L&W regts assaulting across the water with tanks, mortars, artillery all providing suppressing fire. The enemy was 2 x batallions of paratroopers (Fallschirmjager). This was a very intense 48 hours of fighting.

29 Oct 44

The Algonquins do not get called into the action until 2pm. A and C coy supporting the A&SH but taking multiple casualties. At this point, a very strange thing happened. 

“On the strongest recommendation of the senior medical officer in the division, two days of rest were ordered for all troops. Billeted in what was left of the houses on the canal bank, and maintaining only security guards, the companies got a chance to relax and at the same time reorganize.” 

Thinking the battle had ended, the civilians came out of hiding wanting to take revenge on their former occupiers, including a collaborator who ran a distillery in the town. 

“The troops, reluctant at first, soon caught the spirit of the thing and swarmed into the building. Containers were at a premium, for the liquors were all in large vats. Enough was smuggled out, however, to cause a fairly complete relaxation of a good portion of all the Canadian troops in Bergen. The exotic nature of some of the brands, plus the fact that many stomachs were not accustomed to the heady stuff, led to a plethora of headaches on the morning of the 31st, but in no way incapacitated the unit as a fighting force.” (p.185)

30 Oct 44

Meanwhile the armoured brigade had been proceeding north along the right flank of the Division’s line of attack and had by this point had reached Moerstraten, effectively cutting off the German paratroops lines of communication. Reacting to this threat of envelopment, the German rapidly evacuated Bergen and withdrew to Steenbergen to set up a rigourous defence there as a holding effort while the bulk of German forces were by now escaping across the Maas.

The Infantry brigade now planned for the assault on Steenbergen, again in two groups. The Algonquins on the right with the Grenadier Guard tanks, and the L&W with A&SH in support on the left. The attack would go across flat boggy ground, restricting the tanks to the roads, and would be in coordination with 49th Division’s attacks on Dinteloord and Willemstad. To counter the German rear-guards, the attack was planned to take place at night, using cover, speed and surprise to defeat the enemy. The main feature of the area were two small villages that dominated the SW approaches to Steenbergen, deBogt and Welberg, which occupied a slight rising feature. The attack on two axis was designed to neutralise any threat from these two villages with the right flank attack by the A and C coys before the B coy left flank attack took the main road directly towards Steenbergen, but did not proceed all the way…they would occupy the west side of the villages and firm up slightly north to provide a base for attack by the remaining forces. The GG tanks and D coy would be held in reserve and then form the assault force to attack Steenbergen itself, after which the other companies would consolidate in Steenbergen.

31 Oct 44

Most of the day spent finalising recce and planning for assault on Welberg/Steenbergen. After final conference with tank commanders near Moerstratten, the advance began and A and C coy advanced without opposition over the first hour, taking 30 German prisoners without firing a shot. The prisoners were all from the Hermann Goering division. They got into Welberg and the southeast side of De Bogt with very little opposition. About 11pm as B coy was advancing towards Steenbergen along the main road, they came under heavy artillery fire, and the enemy seemed to have finally awakened to the threat. A road block prevented them getting further and hearing German troops arriving, they dug in and awaited the inevitable counter-attack.

But the counter-attack came not along the main road, but at Welberg at approximately 8 am. Both companies on arriving in the town had set up their HQs in nearby houses and set up a perimeter guard, A Coy commander (Maj Atkinson) having been badly injured by a shell fragment. Some of the platoons had by now spread through the village clearing houses, but were told not to wander too far away until the supporting tanks/guns arrived. Nonetheless, they got separated by too much distance to the point that effective control had been lost, and at this point a German tank, 2 x German SP guns and supporting infantry launched an effective counter-attack into the town dispersing the soldiers and forcing a withdrawal, but without the company HQs. Both company commanders were captured along with most of their staff. This was a disastrous result to an attack that had started off very promisingly. 

Interlude about Army Policy of Left-out-of-Battle (LOB). This policy dictated that a nucleus of veterans should be left out of the battle around which to rebuild itself in the case of a disastrous battle. The Algonquins had already had to do this several times since arriving in France, but they also found that it provided a tactical advantage to have fewer, rather than more, men in the initial stage of a battle. A rifle section of 10 men on paper was normally reduced by almost half, to five or six, “This meant that in a full-strength company there would be an additional reservoir of about eighteen men, to be employed once the objective had been gained.” These were normally kept immediately behind, usually with CSM and the company carrier (equipped with a wireless set to enable communications) “Once the assault had gone in, and the bulk of the enemy defensive fire had been passed or overcome, these troops would be brought in , either to replace the inevitable casualties, or to spell off the tired men who had fought the actual battle.” (pp 192-3)

1-2 Nov 44

After the failure of the first attack, the Brigade now prepared for a second attack that night against Welberg, which was considered the ‘kingpin’ of the area. If it fell, it was assessed then Steenbergen would likely fall too. Observations of Germans reinforcing Welberg indicated they were preparing for a big fight. Recce patrols had identified an alternative road approaching Welberg from the SE that wasn’t held, and planning went on that day individually with each of the company commanders (all coys except D coy having new OCs) being individually briefed by Lt Col Bradburn. 

This attack had an even more robust fire plan with 25lber and medium regiments in support as preliminary, and Typhoons, virtually unopposed, were able to conduct multiple 500lb bombing runs. The attack was also going to be supported by two troops of M10 tank destroyers and the rifle companies were provided with plenty of PIAT anti-tank bombs.

The plan for this attack differed slightly than the previous attack of 30-31st Oct. Rather than attempting to pin down any outlying forces around Welberg and then having the remainder of the battalion bypass and attack Steenberg, the whole regiment would attack Welberg in a wide pincer movement with A/B coys attacking up the direct route towards the church corner while D coy would sneak attack along the dirt dyke path leading to the eastern end of Welberg. C coy would be held in reserve and sent in support of the most successful attack route with the objective of taking the town centre. The main western route into Steenberg which B coy had attacked along previously was given to the L&Ws to use…so there is a heavier concentration of infantry in the attacking approach route than the previous attempt. Tanks, self-propelled guns, pioneers all were assisting to add more firepower, although most was being held in reserve, considered not very effective for night fighting assault, but strong firepower to repel counter-attacks in due course.

H-hour was 7pm on 2 Nov 44 and A coy (consisting of 33 men all ranks…two platoons in this attack of only 12 each) started off on time with the artillery support blazing away at both Welberg and Steenbergen. A coy soon came under crossing lines of fire as they worked up the road and the column was slowed. An enemy self-propelled gun landed a direct hit on A coy’s supporting A/T vehicle which flared up and burned, the light of which now highlighted the presence of the infantry and the suppressing fire on them increased. Being a fairly light company in numbers, made of mostly fresh troops, they had been given a particularly tough task (Coy I/C was now a Capt) and one wonders if LCOL Bradley may have made a mistake in giving this job to such an understrength and green company.  B coy similarly led by a Capt were having a tough time of it and could not get any momentum going forward. 

Meanwhile on the right, D coy advanced along the dyke road swiftly and didn’t hit any resistance until about 300 yds short of the eastern end of the town. A single German machine gunner was quickly silenced by accurate rifle fire. D coy entered the town and began clearing buildings and houses, taking a few prisoners. The platoon carrier was now called up into the town and as it entered a hidden german fired an anti-tank rocket but missed. One other pocket of resistance was found and cleared and D coy reported their objective attained by 2100. A troop of A/T guns was now sent up into D coy’s area, and C coy, being brought in to support A and B coy were tasked with following the eastern dyke road into the town, passing through D coy and then conducting a flank attack on the German resistance currently pinning down A/B coy. 

At first light a counter-attack towards C/D coy was organised by the Germans consisting of a large platoon of infantry, a tank, and a SP gun. A PIAT team got a shot at the tank as they approached the company’s position, but missed and an intense firefight ensued. The German tank and SP gun got themselves into a good position that would make it hard to dislodge and advance into the North part of the town. D coy’s own A/T gun positions were not able to cover the enemy tank position, and one good firing approach for A/T infantry with PIAT was being constantly shelled to prevent its use. The only way to deal with it was to call in fires from the supporting medium artillery but this was high risk in an urban setting where friendly infantry and civilians were scattered through the buildings. Evidently, the artillery men were quite uncomfortable with this proposition, as they made the company commander take responsibility for the shoot before they would engage. Cassidy writes about the result: “We sent a message to all troops to dig dep in their slits and cellars and hang on. Within a few minutes an absolutely beautiful concentration came down. Not one round was wide, and the target was plastered. It was the finest sort of artillery co-operation, and well deserved a bouquet.”(p. 197) 

Just then, the Sergeant in charge of one of the D coy A/T guns moved his gun into position to get a shot at the German SP gun. He took the shot through a barn concealing his position and got a direct hit igniting the German gun and killing the crew. Without the SP gun for support, the German tank was forced to retire out of the town and the German infantry wouldn’t remain without the fire support from the tank. They broke and ran, and the Algonquins continued the advance in pursuit. C coy and the South Alberta tanks now continued their progress to the church corner relieving pressure and allowing A and B coy to complete their advance to the church corner, the whole battalion now firmed up in Welberg. Now the German guns from beyond Steenbergen poured shells on top of their position, and some casualties were taken while waiting for the Argylls to advance through their position for the advance on Steenbergen. They eventually did get up and through and Steenbergen was reported clear by midnight that night. 

The Algonquins spent most of the day on the 4th of November in Welberg bud C and D coys were called up to attack a bridge over a canal that had been captured in tact near Dinteloord. An hour and a half later, the attack went in with lots of support and good mortar/artillery and machine gun fire positions allowing them to dominate the bridge. By the time the infantry swept across the bridge, the enemy had vanished. That night, 49th West Riding Division on the right flank attacked Dinteloord and on the 5th the battle was complete. “With the fall of Dinteloord and Willemstad the campaign for the Scheldt had come to an end. On the 20th of October we had been given the deadline of 15 Nov. Here the task was completed with ten days to spare. Everyone felt pretty self-congratulatory, but also pretty tired.[…] By this time we all knew that a long winter campaign was inevitable, that the Allied drive had lost ists spark because of shortage of petrol and ammunition, and that iw ould require time to mount an offensive again, time that the German would also be taking advantage of. ” (p. 200)

This whole part of the Scheldt campaign receives very little treatment from both Stacey and Copp as the greater part of the story involves the titanic struggle of 2nd and 3rd Division further west in the Breskens Pocket and South Beveland-Walcheren. It is understandable, but it seems like this is a good news story in contrast to the very tough reading involved with understanding the battles on the western flank of I Corps area.

The attack went well, and 10th Brigade (including the Algonquins captured Esschen on the 22nd. 4th Armd Brigade to the West of them ran into stiff opposition at Woensdrecht and Wouwsche Plantage. The Plantage was not captured until the 26th. From there the 10th Bde pushed on against 6th Parachute Regiment and entered Bergen Op Zoom the next day – 27th October – a week after the start of the operation.

16 days of battle had cost the Algs 2 officer and 37 ORs killed or died of wounds, 4 officers 35 ORs missing, 6 officers and 118 ORs wounded. 

Since the beginning of their fighting in Normandy in August until 5th November (97 days) only 8 days had been spent when the battalion was neither moving nor engaged in fighting. 77 of those days had been spent in action and 816 battle casualties. “With the many others who had gone from the unit from illness and injuries, it was virtually a new battalion that faced the next period. {…} It was little wonder that we looked on one another almost as strangers.” (pp 201-2)

Copp points out that “Between 20 Sept and & 7 Nov, 6784 men had been wounded and 3244 reported killed or missing in action. An additional 949 had been treated for battle exhaustion, and 5008 had been evacuated to hospitals as sick. These losses – 14 percent of the total strength of the Cnadian component of 21 Army Group – were heavily concentrated in the 21 Infantry Battalions.” p. 177

Despite these losses, the overall strength of the infantry battalions improved throughout October and November. Preston’s 4th Armd Division reported being 872 men short in September, but by the time Operation SUITCASE began on 20 Oct, that number had reduced to 141. By the time SUITCASE was finished, however, their shortages were back up to 697 as of 4th November. 


	5 Nov – 7 Dec
	 Copp.
After five months of intense fighting, the II Cdn Corps was starting to show some cracks. Two major issues required addressing: reinforcements for the infantry battalions and morale of the troops. Through the autumn months the various infantry units who had suffered high casualties complained of the quality of the reinforcements that were being sent to the front. Despite these complaints, there is evidence that on the contrary, the system of reinforcements for the Canadian army was actually quite good. Overall numbers across the three Divisions rose during September and October 1944 despite the heavy casualties taken during the fighting in the Breskens Pocket and then the liberation of South Beveland and the lands west of the Maas. The debate about reinforcements was inflamed by comments made by Major Conn Smythe, the owner of the Toronto Maple Leafs, who had just returned from Europe and was recovering from injuries, issued a press release accusing the government of sending ‘green, inexperienced and poorly trained reinforcements’ into battle when well-trained conscripts remained in Canada. This, of course, was closely related to the debate about conscription more broadly. The National Resources Mobilisation Act prevented conscripts from being obliged to serve in the Canadian Army overseas…their duty was to serve in the Home army only. Smythe’s comments garnered so much media attention that it prompted an overseas fact-finding mission by then Defence Minister Colonel J.L. Ralston. After visiting Italy and NW Europe, Ralston reported back to the PM, Mackenzie-King. While Ralston didn’t find any evidence to support Conn Smythe’s claims, he did come back convinced that Canada would need an extra 15000 reinforcements based on the very real possibility that the war would extend into 1945. In Copp’s words: “Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzi King was not prepared to accept this recommendation and replaced Ralston with Gerneral Andrew McNaughton, who proposed to obtain the necessary reinforcements without compelling the conscripts to serve overseas. After a month of confusion and intrigue it became apparen that few conscritps wer willing to volunteer. At that point the government agreed to provide the needed reinfrocements by requiring 16,000 conscripts to serve overseas.” The conscription debate had cost a front-bench minister his job but he was vindicated in the end by his successor’s ability to convince Ottawa of the need for reinforcements. 

Morale was also a big issue…Canadian Army psychiatrists had noted disturbing trends in the mental well-being of Canadian soldiers had increased alarmingly during the gruelling battles of Sept-Oct 1944. The month following the victory in South Beveland and in the Steenbergen/Bergen Op Zoom sector was an opportunity for the Canadians to recuperate and prepare for the next phase of fighting. Most were granted a weeks leave during this period to normalise and refresh, although there were many who simply could not recover. The best remedy, however, was the passing of the War Services Grant Act of 1944 which outlined how most soldiers stood to earn the equivalent of one year’s wages if they served overseas. 

Stacey - Winter on the Maas

Canadian Army is shifted to the right into the Nijmegen sector, 1st Corps holding the left flank, II Cdn Corps holding the right flank. There were some reversals…in the south the US forces and French forces were fighting their way up to the Rhine and attempting to gain a bridgehead, but were blunted by the West Wall defences. In one sector, US Forces were trapped on the eastern side of the river when the dams upriver, still in German hands, were opened and the river flooded. In the Cdn Army sector there was some discussion of taking Schouen, another Germany held dutch island, but the cost was considered too high for the potential gain. Focus shifted to capturing and controlling ‘the island’ the land between the Waal (Rhine) and the Niedjr Rhine, but the Germans blew up the dykes and flooded the land making it mostly unusable. 

Copp refers to these attempts to capture the island to make a point about Vokes, the new commander of 4th Armoured Division. The Germans had taken this island to be used as a potential bridgehead pending the outcome of the Ardennes offensive, which began on 16 Dec. Vokes, on arrival into theatre, was eager to support Gen John Crocker’s plan to recover this area, even though by late Jan it was apparent that the Ardennes offensive had failed. Although three earlier attempts had all failed, Vokes was keen to get stuck in – Operation Elephant was the result. In the end the Kapelsche Veer was taken at high cost, and no particular operational advantage simply because of Vokes eagerness and inexperience. https://codenames.info/operation/elephant-ii/ 

Finally operations designed to clear the area South-east from Nijmegen, in the land between the Maas and the Rhine, originally known as Operation Valediction - - - and originally was going to be given to 2nd British Army – on 6 Dec Crerar and Monty discussed this and it was resolved the 2nd Brit Army would conduct this operation. But following his meeting with Eisenhower and Bradley at Maastricht, this operation, now known as ‘Veritable’ was then given to 1st Cdn Army which was to be reinforced with LtGen Horrocks XXX Corps. (The plan for this operation had originally been drafted by Horrocks’ staff under the codename ‘Wyvern’) The natural assumption now was that instead of II Cdn Corps, XXX Corps would have responsibility for Veritable.

Cassidy – Alg Rgt remained in the Steenbergen area resting and recuperating. More reinforcements joined bringing total strength up to 802, most since arriving in Normandy. 

	7 Dec 44-16 Dec 44
	Copp
On the 10th and 14th, Crerar issued directives to the Canadian army emphasising that the Canadian Army needed to maintain pressure over the winter to enable the Spring Offensive. He indicated that the intent was to strike at the most decisive point, the Ruhr valley, and that the Allies aimed to force the Germans into open warfare where they would be at a disadvantage due to dwindling supplies of tanks and petrol. Montgomery issued a directive to all of 21 Army Group on the 16th that said much the same, but also described the intent to clear the enemy from the western bank of the Rhine prior to attempting to cross the Rhine on multiple fronts. He issued a now famous statement that the Germans were completely defensive, and that they no longer possessed the strength to launch new offensives. That same day, the German Ardennes offensive kicked off to everyone’s surprise.

Cassidy – Alg Rgt moves on the 9th – 45 miles to the east to Kaatsheuvel, just north of Tilburg. On the 11th they moved further east still, to Waalwijk (except D coy who stayed near Kaatsheuvel) Cassidy notes that the locals were not so overjoyed at being liberated as the Belgians had been and attributes this to the pre-mature celebrations after Market-Garden kicked off in September. When that venture failed, many of the Dutch resistance leaders ( and likely many many others) were ‘…mercilessly hunted down and punished.’ (p. 203). Their position was in the town of Waalwijk itself (held by 1 company) and the river frontage 2-3kms north (held by 2 companies). The 4th company was the counter-attack company held in reserve. They also tried to integrate Dutch resistance into their patrols but language and lack of training limited their utility. 

13-17 Dec – many recce patrols across the river. Wire obstacles on both sides of the river designed to hinder canvas assault boat operations. Aim of these was to determine truth of Hitler’s rumoured build up of a new Army (6th Panzer) 

	16 Dec 44- 26 Dec 44
	The Ardennes Offensive. Within only a couple of days, some German units had penetrated 50 miles from their start line. On the 19th, the seriousness of the situation caused Montgomery to re-allocate XXX Corps (minus 51st Highland Division) from 1st Cdn Army to 2nd British Army and move them 15 Miles west of the Meuse. Any preparations to launch ‘Veritable’ as soon as possible after the 1st of January quickly disappeared. There was much speculation based on reports from locals that the Germans were concentrating near the Nijmegen sector and there was considerable concern about a possible airborne landing behind their lines forcing reserves meant to counter the 5th and 6th Panzer Armies to be held in the north. 

	1 Jan 45
	Cassidy gives an account of the ‘Hangover’ raid by the Luftwaffe which caught everyone off guard. “The Luftwaffe was around in strength, and it had timed its raid perfectly. Surprised at first, the anti-aircraft units in the vicinity rallied quickly.  […] They did considerable damage in their swift swoop, and comments later indicated that had their personnel been better-trained or more experienced, they would have dealt a really crippling blow to our close-support aircraft. As it was, the blow was a sobering one, making us realize again that the enemy was still a force definitely to be reckoned with.” (Cassidy p. 225)

Cassidy also notes that the damage would have been much worse but the air defences set up around Antwerp were significant and bolstered by the new secret proximity-fuse shells that ignited when it came within a specified radius of a target rather than having to directly impact the target. Along with ME-109s, the Germans were launching a considerable number of V1 and V2 flying bombs from somewhere around Utrecht to inflict damage and terrorise the important port city which the Canadians had fought so hard to capture from September to November 1944. 

	1-7 Jan 1945
	Training
Breda, the area where the Algonquin regiment had been recovering around this time was located away from the front and had a good training area and there was a continuous training regime enforced, including especially the P.I.A.T. (which it was noted was a part of the initial training back in Canada that had been sadly lacking. Preston’s own training documents speak to this fact, and it was later highlighted again famously by Conn Smythe). A considerable amount of training took place in infantry / tank cooperation – implementing lessons learned in the Autumn of 1944. The Divisional Training School in Udenhout focussed during this period on developing Senior NCOs from those who had shown promise during the fighting of the previous summer and autumn. The training went through tactics and administration, including field tours to the nearby Scheldt battlegrounds of the previous Sept-Oct which provided superb insight and training for the new NCOs. 
 

	7 Jan 1945
	Monty gives a press conference in which he outlines his own role in defeating the Ardennes Offensive, deepening divisions with the US Army Commanders. Debate about the next step, to advance into Germany from the Northern (British/Canadian) positions, or from the South (US). Eventually decide on Northern route, but Eisenhower doesn’t want the offensive to start until all Germans have been pushed back over the Rhine and the western bank is entirely in Allied hands in order to ensure defensively firm positions. To achieve this, simultaneous attacks from the North (Veritable) and south (Grenade) were to begin on 8 and 10 Feb respectively. Grenade was delayed by two weeks however due to Germans opening the dykes and flooding the Roer valley. 

	8 Jan - ?

Six Weeks in Heusden
	On 7 Jan the Algonquins re-joined 10 Brigade near their former positions on the Maas near Heusden-Herpt sector – an 8 mile sector to be covered by a single battalion which is a very considerable size. “…the area was a troublesome one, hard to man with the limited forces available, and with the opposite shore held by an aggressive enemy.” (Cassidy, p. 228) Preston’s ‘C’ Company took up its position on the night of the 8th of January near the village of Doeveren and Heesbeen. 

Heusden, an ancient medieval town that had a double moat and Vauban, star-shape fortifications surrounding the city was a picturesque place, especially when the cold January weather coated everything in fresh white snow. “Heusden made a fairy-tale picture on those January mornings, frosted and gleaming like a huge wedding cake.” The Canadians all had white camofluage winter combat dress, but the Germans did not, making them easy to distinguish in their grey fatigues against the white background.

The Germans patrolled only lightly until a noticeable shift on 24 Jan to more intense patrolling coincided with the arrival of 6th Parachute Division, part of a new Parachute Army that had been put together under Hitler’s orders prior to the Ardennes offensive. This was met by an equal increase of the aggressiveness and apparent confidence on the part of the Algonquins who seemed determined to get on and finish the war. The evidence sited by Cassidy for this change in attitude was the increased scrounging for, and employment of, company and battalion level weapons within the front lines. 

A series of prisoner raids followed in mid-January, the first led by 8 Platoon of ‘B’ Company which was a complete success. Cassidy notes, “It seemed to be the end of that dismal, fate-dogged era of failure and frustration when nothing seemed to go right. This time nothing had gone wrong.” (Cassidy, p. 235)

The next prisoner raid on the 19th of Jan was led by Lieut. W.A. Godefroy of ‘C’ company’s 15 Platoon involving 23 men. Possible that Preston would have been involved in this one. 

These patrols gathered good information on the enemy’s strength and positions across the Maas and helped lay the groundwork for the upcoming Operation ELEPHANT, which commencing on 26 Jan was to be a feint attack to the North of the Maas to convince Von Rundstedt and OB West that the next big Allied push would come from the Canadian sector and would aim north, threatening to surround German forces along the Dutch coastal areas north of the Rhine/Waal. Deception activities involving false ammo dumps and false artillery pieces made of wood were rolled into the area to support the deception plan (similar to OP CHESTERFIELD in Italy, which Vokes had taken part in.) Meanwhile the real build up of ammo and forces was occurring at night aimed at attacking south-easterly along the left bank of the Rhine in order to meet Eisenhower’s desire to force all German troops across the Rhine before then undertaking the final phase of the war – crossing the Rhine, surrounding the Ruhr valley industrial heartland, and striking east to Berlin. The intent was to convince the German commanders that the Allies intended to attack toward Utrecht, thereby drawing forces away from the Reichswald sector which was the real area for the VERITABLE attack. The Algonquins played only a supporting role in this attack providing some diversionary fire and smoke screens, but this was lucky as the battle went on for four days and cost 10th Brigade a considerable number of lives lost for no other reason than a deception. 

During the period, unbelievably, intra-Divisional sport still managed to go on. The Algonquin Regiment hockey team defeated that of the Lincoln & Welland regiment 7-1 at a game in February, but they lost in the boxing ring to the Divisional champs from the South Alberta Recce regiment.

The Algonquins received their next move orders on 17 Feb, nine days after VERITABLE had commenced, to move into position near Boxtel in order to prepare for their upcoming role in the press to Wesel and across the Rhine. 

	29 Jan – 2 Feb
	Malta conference 29 Jan – 2 Feb. Decision made there to move all Canadian forces in Italy to northern Europe to join 1st Cdn Army.

	
	Operation Veritable – 1st Cdn Army HQ had been working up a plan since November, originally drafted by Horrocks XXX Corps. Subsequently, it was learned that XXX Corps would be placed under Crerar’s command in 1st Cdn Army and was to lead the attack. Simonds was furious that the Canadians were being relegated to a subordinate role, so a compromise was made whereby both 2nd and 3rd Cdn Divs would be placed under XXX Corps command. So while 1st Canadian Army was notionally leading the planning of Veritable, it would be executed by Horrocks, with 2 x Cdn Divisions under Command. In so doing, Monty kept Crerar, whom he thought incompetent, from having any direct control of the operation, and Simonds, whom he thought a good General, lost control of his 2 x Infantry Divisions. Monty’s favourite general, Horrocks, was set up well for success and to earn the credit. 

The Siegfried Line
Copp p. 201 – “Thee defensive belts confronted the Allies, each from 500 to 1000 metres wide. The first, on the edge of the Reichswald Forest, covered the ten-kilometre gap between the Maas and the town of Wyler. North of Wyler the flood plain of the Rhine, covered in several feet of water from the blown dykes, provided another kind of obstacle. Through the heart of the Reichswald and south along the Maas, the Siegfried line itself presented a position that might cause trouble if not quickly breached. A third belt stretched from the Rhine near Rees to Geldern. The extensive ‘squares’ of forest that made up the Rechswald were an obstacle in their own right, but perhaps the greatest asset the Germans possessed was the weather. When Montgomery first outlined Veritable he had expressed the hope that ‘dry or hard ground’ would be available. ‘If these conditions exist,’ he told his commanders, ‘then the basis of the operations will be speed and violence. The aim will be to pass armoured columns through to disrupt and disorganise enemy resistance in the rear.’ But, he cautioned, ‘if the ground is wet and muddy, then a slower and more methodical progress may be forced upon us.’ By February the ground was very wet and very muddy. Rain and grey skies covered the battlefield, keeping air operations to a minimum and promising slow progress.’”

Stacey highlights the two main factors that meant VERITABLE inevitably bogged down: the weather, which made the roads impassable (and similarly prevented the aggressive use of air support) and the destruction of the Roer dams, thereby flooding that valley and preventing the concurrent breakout of US 9th Army into the Rhineland. One half of the operation was therefore prevented, allowing Von Rundstedt and Schlemm to concentrate what remained of their forces in the Nijmegen sector against 1st Cdn Army. “Veritable settled down into a slogging match for the key points of Calcar and Goch, possession of which could provide a springboard for another, and later, action under regrouped forces. Planning for this second major operation, soon to be known as ‘Blockbuster’ began at once, It was to be largely the task of Second Canadian Corps, under Lt.-Gen G.G. Simonds, and would strike out on the left flank once the springboard had been secured.” p. 247

Copp – “The original plan for Veritable had been based on two premises: that the ground would be sufficiently hard (frozen) to permit tank brigades to manoeuvre freely, and that the American attack (Operation Grenade) would be launched shortly after the assault, preventing the Germans from committing enough additional troops to stabilise their northern front. Within forty-eight hours of launching the attack it was clear that the ground was so soggy from the thaw and the deliberate flooding that there would be no breakout of the armoured units. By the afternoon of 12 February Horrocks had been informed that the American attack would have to be delayed for at least another week because the Roer was impassable.” P. 212

	8-21 Feb 1945
	The Battle of the Rhineland
Copp points out that while he focuses on the Canadian portion of Op VERITABLE, which included 2nd and 3rd Canadian infantry Divisions fighting under Horrocks’ XXX Corps, the main effort of VERITABLE was a British effort involving British units. So while technically this was a 1st Cdn Army operation, it was almost entirely controlled at the Corps level by Horrocks. Crerar didn’t seem fussed by this however, and Copp indicates that Horrocks and Crerar established a good relationship. Simonds was by this point being completely left out, technically still commanding II Cdn Corps, which had only 1 x division (4th Armoured) remaining, while 2nd and 3rd Divs were re-assigned temporarily to XXX Corps. 

2nd Division had a very limited objective in the first couple of days of Veritable liberating a small town and retiring into Corps reserve. 3rd Division had a more enduring, but less enviable task of clearing the flooded plains to the north of the Cleve Nijmegen highway, protecting the Corps left flank. “During the week before 8 February a thaw had softened the Rhine flood plain, and enemy action to create breaks in two major dykes added to a flood of water that gradually submerged the battlefield the Canadians were supposed to manoeuvre over. The 79th Armoured Division was called on the supply Buffaloes, and the Canadians were reintroduced to the amphibious vehicles that had been so valuable during the Scheldt operations.” Copp p. 209.

Initially restricted to sending the remainder of 7th Para Div to support 84th Division, from 10 Feb, OKW overcame its initial scepticism that 1st Canadian Army’s attack in the Rhineland was the main effort (thinking it initially a feint or distraction effort)  and reassigned 47th Panzer Corps comprising 116th Panzer Division and 15th Panzer Grenadier Division to support Schlemm’s 1st Parachute Army. 




	16-19 Feb
	Moyland Wood - After securing the left flank by clearing isolated pockets of resistance in the flooded zone, 3rd Division was brought south of the highway to the high ground to replace the 15th Scottish Division who had been meant to proceed all the way to Calcar during this phase, but whom had run out of steam trying to clear Moyland Wood of the troops of 116th Panzer Division (part of 64th Panzer Corps).

Goch-Calcar Road While 7th Brigade was fighting well-entrenched and disciplined troops in Moyland Wood, Cabeldu’s 4th Brigade of 2nd Division was fighting towards the Goch-Calcar road. After initial success pushing backe elements of two parachute battalions, Sclemm counter-attacked immediately, at night, with Panzer Lehr Division. By the following morning, this counter-attack had failed and been beaten further back. Copp identifies this as a good example of how Anglo-Canadian ‘bite-and-hold’ tactics had been developed to withstand immediate German counter-attacks. P. 218-220

“The Canadians, employing their by now standard procedure, used an elaborate fire plan – including smoke, a rolling barrage, and a carefully planned counter-battery program – to allow tanks and Kangaroo-borne infantry to reach limited objectives, dig in and repel the initial German counter-attacks.” Copp P. 219

	20 Feb
	Operation Blockbuster

Copp outlines the basic plan for Blockbuster, as explained by Crerar to his Corps commanders on 21 Feb. “He told 30th Corps to renew its advance the next day, capturing the town of Weeze; if the opportunity arose it was then to exploit towards Kevelaer. Four British divisions and 1st Commando Brigade were to take part in the advance. The 2nd Canadian Corps, with two British divisions under command, was to begin a new offensive on 26 Feb, breaking through the Hochwald defences and exploiting to Xanten. […] Crerar had placed both 4th Canadian Armoured Division and 11th British Armoured Division under Sinonds, and it seems that these added resources tenpted him to ignore the problems encountered by armoured vehicles in the first weeks of the battle. He proposed to use his infantry divisions to seize the Kalkar ridge and the defences around Udem before sending 4th Canadian Armoured Division through the Hochwald gap towards Xanten.” Copp p. 227-8. Copp describes the plan for Blockbuster as typical of many operations undertaken by II Corps“…imaginative and complex, with little allowance for error or the inevitable friction of war.”

The Algonquin Regt were in Boxtel “…hurriedly grooming men, weapons and equipment for a new, all-out effort. On the 22nd, after a flurry of last-minute inoculations, repairs and documentation, a freshened force, high in morale, set out on what was to be, in retrospect, its climactic adventure.” P. 247 That night the Algonquins passed through the wrecked remnants of the Reichswald forest and to the rolling hilly farmland beyond. They would concentrate and wait for the next four days hear the village of Hau. 


	24 Feb
	Stacey – Provides an overview of the situation of 1st Cdn Army. 3rd Div was in Moyland on the extreme left. The line then went southwest to Goch, occupied by 2nd Cdn Division and XXX Corps. The US 9th Army had finally burst across the Roer on the 23rd and was being quickly exploited. “Clearly it was necessary to exploit this situation by another blow in the Canadian sector, so that the reeling enemy could not detach and regroup his forces to meet the American threat. Intentional or not, the American delayed offensive now offered wider possibilities than perhaps had first been envisioned.” P. 249

By contrast, Copp argues that 9th Army acting as the hammer against Von Zangen’s small force with 1st Cdn Army as the anvil, was not allowed to eventuate. “Instead, frontal attacks on the main German defensive position were ordered, and II Cdn Corps found itself fighting one of its costliest operations of the war.” P. 226. In Copp’s view, the Anglo-Canadian force could have been used to simply hold their sector while the US 9th Army delivered the decisive blow. Simonds would not likely have sat by and allowed that to happen. Perhaps a situation where ego and nationalism were allowed to overrule good military judgement. Eleven German divisions were being tied up dealing with the Canadian threat.

	25 Feb
	Algonquins are briefed on their task in the upcoming battle by the Intelligence Officer Lt Caron, and his oppo from the Sth Albertas. The troops were made to view and study the sand-table model that the IntOs had prepared. Stacey says this was the best briefing the regiment had received in the war, and was necessary due to the complexity of the coming battle. “…the operation to come was a complex one, wherein many events and times had to dovetail if success was to be assured.” P. 249

OP BLOCKBUSTER
Phase 1 – 2nd Cdn Div supported by 2 x tank regiments of 2nd Cdn Armoured Brigade would bypass Calcar, secure high ground SW of Calcar
Phase 2 – 3rd Cdn Div would attack from the right flank towards Keppeln. Both phase 1 and 2 are essentially preliminary actions for the main effort in Phases III/IV. 
Phase 3 – to begin once Phase I/II confirmed secure. 3rd Cdn Div would now attack towards Udem while 4th Armd Div seized high ground NW of Udem. 
Phase 4 – Algs and Sth Albertas attack across the open valley between the Calcar ridge and the Hochwald Gap securing positions in the gap. Meanwhile 11th Armd Division assault Sonsbeck. 

During this time, XXX Corps would be a supporting effort in the south of the sector. 

Monty/Crerar/Simonds have been criticised for this plan as it deliberately attacks the enemy’s strongest position (Calcar Ridge and Hochwald Gap) rather than outflanking and manoeuvering around the German forces by XXX Corps. Stacey attempts to outline Crerar’s thinking: XXX Corps was encountering stiff resistance around Weeze, and more importantly, the tempo of Blockbuster required a good supply route. Neither the north or south roads were thought to be adequate, but capturing the Hochwald gap would allow the use of the railway line. 

Order of Battle
4th Armd Div grouped into two ‘Battle Groups’
· Armd Battle Group (Moncel) – “Tiger” group 
· Infantry Battle Group (Jefferson) – “Lion” group
· South Alberta Regiment (Armd Recce)
· Algonquin Regiment (Infantry)
· New Brunswick Rangers (Heavy MG and Heavy Mortars)
· 5th A/T regiment – 1 x battery
· 1 x sqn Flail tanks
· 1 x sqn AVRE (mounted engineers)
· 1 x sqn ‘Crocodile’ flamethrowing tanks



	26 Feb
	Despite weather turning foul, denying full support of aircraft, BLOCKBUSTER gets underway at 0330. Phase I and II go well and roll straight into Phase III but the 3rd Div attack on Udem, and 11 Armd Div attack further south slow down facing stiff resistance. 

Ph III Kicked off on time, however with ‘Jerry’ and ‘Snuff’ Forces moving off at 0900. The mopping up forces of ‘Jock’ and ‘Cole’ forces faced lighter resistance. “The enemy put a fight all along the routes, knocking out several tanks with Panzerfausts and Bazookas, but the armour gradually overran the Germans’ forward positions, gathering in large batches of prisoners. The two follow-up forces, Jock and Cole, met little direct opposition but suffered a steady drain of casualties from constant mortar and artillery fire. By evening on 26 February the four units had captured and consolidated most of their initial objectives.” Copp p. 234

“Despite heavy casualties (26 February would turn out to be one of the costliest days of the war for the Canadians), the first twenty-four hours of Blockbuster had been a series of successful engagements that resulted in the attainment of all objectives.” Copp p. 235. Copp argues that the relative success of the first phases of Blockbuster encouraged all of the commanders to press on with the ‘full’ vice ‘partial’ Blockbuster. Despite the wet ground and continuing rain, and reports of slow progress from 11th Armoured division south of Udem, Simonds decides to commit ‘Lion’ force. But now the infantry brigade, with the Algonquin regiment, would be leading. 

“The decision to employ the infantry brigade of an armoured division in a slugging match at this stage in the war made little sense, but Simonds, Crerar, and Montgomery were determined to press on.[…] ‘Lion’ was to proceed under cover of darkness because there as no protection from the high ground and so that the crest of the hill could be reached before daylight. The decision to send a small battlegroup forward in these circumstances reflected Vokes’s gung-ho approach to combat, but what was Simonds thinking? […] All previous experience suggested it was time to pause, deal with any enemy counter-attacks, and either wait for the Americans to force a German withdrawal or organise a new set-piece attack, coordinated with 30th Corps.” P. 236. 

Algonquins and the rest of ‘Lion’ force had concentrated near Louisendorff as a jumping off point for phase IV. By midnight they had concentrated at a point 3kyds north of Keppeln. Dark rainy night, icy wind. Huge traffic jams and confused picture about where the 1st wave of troops had gotten to. LCOL Bradburn sent the Coy commanders forward to find their own routes. They got lost and at HQ LCOL Bradburn had some anxious times thinking their H hour would have to be delayed. BRIG Jefferson sent urgent orders for the Battalion to cross the valley and secure the objective at first light come what may.

Copp highlights that the plan for Lion force’s attack was predicated on conditions being set by the flanking formation to their South, 11th Armd Div, that had yet to occur, as 11th Div had been stalled by heavy resistance and poor weather. Under these exceptionally adverse conditions, LT Col Bradburn hesitated to commence the attack. “The rain, mud, and growing confusion … had prevented some of his subunits, including an entire company, from arriving at the forming-up place, so he tried to postpone the attack.”  But the direct order from Jefferson left him no choice but to step off on time at 0430. 

	27 Feb
	Eventually the column got moving towards Kirsel with the infantry catching a lift on the trucks and tanks but the mud made it very slow going. Scattered rear-guard resistance encountered and more than 300 prisoners taken before they had reached Kirsel and the start line for their phase of the operation. D coy and a platoon from A coy had gotten lost. A and B coy would attack two companies forward to secure road junctions in front of the Hochwald, then Preston’s C coy would attack through the middle and into the gap itself. D coy would come through last and push through C coy further into the gap. A squadron of tanks from the South Albertas and the Carrier platoon from the Algonquins would perform a ‘right hook’ passing south of the railway embankment through a tunnel and then proceed along the southern side of the embankment, aiming to secure the Balbergerwald and meet up with the forward C and D coys in the gap. H hour was 0430. 

A coy – only a small force of 2 x platoons and two supporting tanks. Met very little resistance from confused German troops. By the time it was full light they were on their objective. 

B coy – met some concentrated small arms fire after coming over the first crest, but quickly dealt with and bypassed this pocket of resistance. Later, a hidden Panther tank opened fire on them from the rear, but did no damage. The only thing its fire achieved was to give away its position. Shortly afterwards it was destroyed by a supporting South Alberta tank. Wire fences were the next obstacle which slowed the advance and provided opportunity for a few German machine gun positions to the left and front to pin them down until supporting tanks again relieved the pressure. From here B coy was able to move forward onto their objective – prepared trenches of the Siegfried line. 

C coy – moved out early because of heavy artillery fire coming down into Kirsel, the jumping off point. Major C.B. Robertson had them quickly following on the heels of A and B coys. Many German prisoners taken as they simply got up out of their slit trenches and surrendered…even after the coy had passed them, they preferred to join the line of prisoners heading west to Canadian HQ lines, rather than resist. By 8 am they had passed through the two lead companies and had consolidated on their position in the 2nd line of Siegfried line prepared trenches. 

While this first phase had all gone well, 2nd Division, who were meant to be on the left flank of this battle group of Algonquins and South Albertas, had not yet gotten into position, and same on the right flank for 3rd Division and the British 11th Armoured Division…they had all been slowed and held up by stiff resistance. This created a situation where the 3 x companies and their supporting South Alberta tanks making up Lion group were out in front of their support and in a vulnerable position to be counterattacked. Moreover, the ‘right hook’ force was nearly wiped out by an ambush after passing under the railway embankment tunnel.  

“…a withering rain of 88mm fire struck with savage intensity. The lead tanks, hit first, blazed up and slewed across the road and into ditches, blocking the possibility of further advance or deployment to defensive fire positions. From both sides, south-east and north-east, the enemy pumped the screaming shells into the bogged-down column. Tank crews and carrier crews, helpless to do anything but get out of the metal coffins, took to the ditches, and watched the enemy methodically batter every vehicle into uselessness. Nearby enemy infantry added ‘bazooka’ fire to the horror, and within the brief space of half an hour, every tank and every carrier but one had been put out of action. In all, nine tanks and twelve carriers were lost.” Cassidy p 259-260

For the rest of Lion group situated in the Hochwald gap, the loss of the right hook force meant that the Germans still had a strong position from which to base their attacks in the Balbergerwald. If the right hook force had made it through, they would have made the position of the Germans in the Balbergerwald untenable, forcing a retreat. For the men in the gap, they now had to dig in and hang on while Battalion HQ sought to reinforce them. From 10am, the enemy began to understand the magnitude of the threat posed by Lion group, and began to concentrate artillery fire into the Gap including heavy mortars and heavy calibre artillery from North of the Rhine coming in from a flanking position. “This […] proved to be one of the most disconcerting things about the fight for the gap. One expected fire to come from the front, or even from a flank, but when it came in over one’s left shoulder, it was unsettling, to say the least.” P. 260

Copp is critical of the continued decision making by the Brigade, Division and Corps commanders throughout the day on the 27th. Lt Col Bradburn had apparently informed Brig Jefferson that he was unable to continue as neither tanks nor infantry could advance against the intense fire in the valley. Simonds, Vokes and Jefferson all met at 4th Div HQ shortly before noon, and despite the Algonquins being held up in the Gap, the lack of progress by 11th Division on the south flank, and similarly by 5th Brigade (2nd Cdn Div) on the north flank, they decided to continue to advance using all possible resources. Later at 1600, Simonds met with Crerar and Horrocks at the Army Commander’s Daily Conference (CUB?) It was known that 9th Army had two divisions across the Roer and that German resistance in the South was crumbling, and so the combination of all these factors would suggest that the prudent move at this point would be to hold and consolidate west of Hochwald-Udem, while the US 9th Army rampaged north towards Xanten. Instead, the decision was taken to mount a new effort to break through the Gap. Simonds issued new orders that evening. 

	28 Feb
	D coy and additional tanks are able to be moved in during the early hours and improved the battalion’s position. By noon on the 28th, The remaining infantry battalions of 10th Infantry Brigade, The Argylls and the Lincoln and Wellands, were also pushed forward; they moved slowly in the light of day under heavy artillery fire, but eventually were in place with the aim of a renewed assault to push up into the Gap. Just as the attack was about to step off, massive enemy artillery fires directly on their start positions resulted in many casualties and the attack never developed. 

“Just as they were completely formed up, ready to assault, both units came under the crushing weight of the heaviest enemy artillery and mortar concentration that any of us had seen on the Continent so far.” P. 261 Copp indicates this occurred just after midday (p. 238)

“Despite overwhelming evidence of failure, Vokes ordered 10th Brigade to hold its ground and arranged a new effort by squadrons of the British Columbia Regiment and Grenadier Guards. Enemy guns soon put a stop to this attempt, and arrangements were made to relieve the battered units of the 4th Division, which were finally to be withdrawn for a brief rest.” Copp p. 239. 2nd Division was now to take over the effort to breach the Gap. 

Also on the 28th, 11th armoured Division finished clearing Udem to the South and were pressing forward to put pressure on the enemy’s Balbergerwald position, while 2nd Cdn Division had made it into the northern woodland areas of the Hochwald. “The pressure was therefore becoming more uniform on the enemy’s defences.” P. 263



	1 Mar 45
	By this point, the advance had lost its momentum. Nonetheless, the enemy appeared shaken and a final push might dislodge the enemy once and for all from the Siegfried line. But communications between adjacent formations had been completely lost with broken lines and no ability to use vehicles to get around the Division / Corps front and the fighting devolved into local uncoordinated actions with confusion overlaid with contradictory and confusing orders. The Fog of War. However, despite much confusion, the battalion did eventually extricate themselves from the Gap and RVd East of Udem where they were able to enjoy their first hot meal since before ‘Blockbuster’ began. The respite was short lived however. The Algonquins were transferred under Brigadier Moncel’s command and were preparing to get back into the fight before the day was over.

	2 Mar 45
	By now, 2nd Division’s 6th Brigade had taken up the Algonquin’s former position at the entrance to the Gap and the Lincoln and Wellands were holding the shoulder area near the departure of the Gap, but were under heavy fire from the woods to the South where an area of high ground gave advantage to the defenders. Before the Algonquins moved into the Gap, this high ground was to be attacked and seized by 3rd Division troops. The Algonquins and the Lake Superior motorised regiment were combined into a battle group to now push into and through the Gap. (Copp’s version of the composition of the Battlegroup is slightly different – he indicates that D coy of the Algonquins was to attack with the Lake Superiors and an Armd Squadron from each of the GG Foot Guards and Grenadier Guards.) p. 240-1

The Lake Superiors, mounted on Kangaroos would lead, with D coy and supporting tanks to provide the second wave, pushing through the L&Ws. The rest of the battalion would then follow and consolidate the position. The formations had all been moved into position ready to move off at H-hour: 2am. But the Kangaroos were delayed trying to get along the road to the Gap, and 3rd Division did not appear to have commenced the attack on the high ground in the Balbergerwald: instead of setting off at 2 am the push did not get going until nearly first light. The plan had called for the whole operation to take place under the cover of darkness…that clearly wsan’t going to happen now. “It was an inauspicious beginning to what proved to be a tragic venture.” Cassidy p. 267 

Finally by 5am, however the Lake Sups went past and were on their phase 1 objective shortly. D coy and 4 x tanks from the Grenadier Guards moved off and made it through the Lake Sups positions when they came under some heavy fire form a cluster of farm buildings. D coy with their supporting GG tanks were under fire from a group of German Tiger tanks (with far heavier armour and firepower than the Shermans) threatening to destroy the remaining armour in the most forward position. They were therefore given permission to withdraw to a more covered position, but this left D coy (unknowingly) with no form of communications as their radio had failed. (See description of this fighting by Maj. Mayer in Copp p. 241)

At this point Vokes pushes the rest of the Algonquin rifle companies forward along the axis of the railroad track, “…but the enemy, equally strong on either side of the track, put down a devastating fire, inflicting heavy losses.” Copp p. 241

By now, A coy and HQ were moving up aiming to keep the attack rolling, but anti-tank fire from the high ground on the right of the railway embankment knocked out three tanks in quick succession halting the advance for some time. When they continued moving, A coy followed the railway embankment until they emerged into an open area and suffered heavy casualties from a group of enemy in some farm buildings. Some got pinned down and others made a dash for the other side of the clearing…the company was therefore split in two and when their last officer was killed, it became apparent that A coy could no longer fight effectively and C coy was ordered forward to take over their part of the operation. 

C coy tried to get artillery support to cover their advance but comms were so disjointed and the battle raging everywhere along the front that getting any concentration of fire proved impossible. It was mid-afternoon before Maj. Robertson was able to get his company forward and they were hit by the same heavy fire that had stuck A coy earlier from the high ground to the south of the railway embankment. The leading platoon was cut to ribbons, same again for the second platoon to try to cross the open ground near this strong enemy position. Eventually C coy was told to hold up in their current position, but they were now under fire from the left as well as the right. The only option was to hold there and wait for 3rd Division to advance on this strongpoint from the south. After darkness fell, it was decided C coy needed to try to push forward to link up with D coy, who were still stranded up forward. Confusion reigned, however, and the covering artillery barrage was poorly coordinated, falling before C coy had been advised and thus new plans had to be made. Only later did they learn that D coy had been encircled and overrun earlier in the day when their supporting GG tanks had been forced to withdraw. C coy was therefore pulled back to their previous position. Thankfully, later that night, 2nd Division had continued to successfully advance through the Hochwald forest to the north and eventually the Black Watch was able to link up with the Algonquins in the Gap. It was by now the 3rd of March – five days since the beginning of their push into the Hochwald Gap which LGEN Simonds had dreamed up as his way of breaking through to Xanten and the Rhine bridge at Wesel. The Algonquins were rotated out of the line for 3 days of rest and recuperation with reinforcements from the Home Defence Army now arriving to refill the ranks – this was a politically controversial development as the Home Army conscripts had been told since 1940 that they would not be obliged to serve overseas – that changed as the casualties mounted through 1944-45. 

Copp continues to criticise decision making by Montgomery and his subordinate commanders during these days. “Montgomery’s failure to order 9th Army to assume responsibility for Wesel is especially difficult to understand, given that Simpson’s right and centre corps had almost completed their assigned tasks and had ample resources left to supply and strengthen a thrust north.” P. 242.

	3-6 Mar 45
	Rest and recuperation for the Algonquins and time spent training with Kangaroos to learn how to use these armoured personnel carriers, which to this point in the war they had not encountered. Over these three days though, the situation in the Rhineland was changing quickly. US 9th Army had been advancing quickly ever since the floodwaters of the Roer had receeded enough to allow the US troops to cross and they had reached the Rhine and swung north to converge on Xanten. 43rd British Division, flowing through the flooded plains to the north of the Hochwald were pushing forward, as was 2nd Cdn Division in the Hochwald itself. 3rd and 4th Cdn Divisions were now to make a coordinated push through the Gap and the Balbergerwald, then on to secure the high ground south of Xanten. 

MGEN Vokes had regrouped his Division. 10th Infantry Brigade was already pushing south of the railroad, working with 3rd Division to clear the Balbergerwald. The Algonquins were still under Brigadier Moncel’s 4th Armoured Brigade and would be the mopping up ground force for a concerted armoured thrust to dislodge the Germans from Veen. The town of Sonsbeck, which dominates the westward approaches to Veen had already been captured by 3rd Division by 6th March, and 10th Infantry Brigade under Jefferson had pushed out eastward from Sonsbeck towards Veen. This would form the jumping off point for the armoured thrust of 4th Armoured Brigade, featuring Preston and the Algonquins. 

	6 Mar
	The Algonquins set out from their temporary home east of Udem during the afternoon and holed up for the night just west of Sonsbeck. D coy had been reformed with freshly arrived troops, but they were only 2 x weak platoons rather than a full company, and very short of experience. For this reason they were detached and placed under command of a tank Squadron from the Grenadier Guards. This small battle group was given the task of sweeping south and bypassing Veen while the other companies were attacking it from the west. 

	7 Mar
	At 10am, LCOL Bradburn received orders to prepare the Algonquins to prepare for their part in a two-battalion attack on Veen back under command of Jefferson’s 10th Infantry Brigade. The Algonquins would attack Veen i/c with the L&Ws. The road from Sonsbeck to Veen was to be the axis for the attack – Algonquins would attack on the left (north) side of the road, L&Ws on the right (south). The attack had a high level of risk about it, even though the Germans were collapsing their lines and hoping to secure their retreat across the Rhine. 

“Reconnaissance revealed that both our start line and the entire way to the objectives was completely without cover, and that the enemy had full and clear observation of the entire area. To counter this, the artillery and mortar support programme was to contain a good deal of smoke. But the fact that one lone reconnaissance officer was fired on by a gun three or four thousand yards away was a good indication that the German was very alert to his danger in this area, and would have the entire place taped for defensive fire tasks.”p. 279

The attack plan was relatively simple. A coy would lead off in Phase 1 taking a crossroads and some buildings on the right hand side of the front, stopping short a few hundred yards from Veen. In phase 2, B coy would do a similar job, but take up position on the left of the front. Preston’s C coy would then become the main attacking force, advancing through the base of fire established by A and B coys, and attack into the NW of Veen itself. There was plenty of land mines, flooding and other obstacles when you got off the roads very far; in other words, the Germans had prepared this ground very well for a very strong defense of what was a critical position in their ability to defend Xanten and Wesel. It would funnel the Canadian troops directly into areas that had been pre-sighting by machine guns, mortar fire and artillery. The ground was open and without cover….the Germans would see them coming and have time to respond with overwhelming prepared defensive fire. This had the making of a very bad day. 

A coy attack commenced at 4pm in the afternoon and heavy fire was received almost immediately and took a heavy toll. Nonetheless the coy pressed on and captured their objective under heavy fire but by the time this crossroads had been taken, the company had only 25 men left. The author gives a description of the situation. “During the fierce battle here, in which the force was laced repeatedly by heavy machine gun fire, nine prisoners were taken. After a brief reorganisation, no. 8 Platoon, consisting of eight men only, attempted to take the fist house in the group assigned as the next objective. They lost three more men, and were forced back to the cross-roads area. A troop of four South Alberta tanks lost all but one on the way in. The fourth tank found a sheltered spot between two houses, but the crew commander discovered later that he could not move his tank a foot either way without being fired at by an 88mm gun.” P. 280. A coy consolidated in the cross-roads area for the night and got their casualties out while 18 reinforcements joined them in the lines. 

B coy, started at the same time as A coy and came under attack immediately by the same fire that hit A coy. Their task was to take a group of buildings, a slightly hairier task, and they came under significantly more small arms fire. The two lead platoons (11 and 12 Platoons) were shot up very badly and failed to reach their objective initially, leaving only 18 men able to fight between them. The remaining platoon, advancing on the left fared better and then organised two sections to attempt to seize the initiatives that the two leading platoons had been unable to secure. The attack was successful, but costly. Only 3 men remained on completion, but the enemy had been completely wiped out. (This action is indicative of the ferocity of the fighting in this sector by 7 Mar). 

C coy, Preston’s company, was now launched into the fray, with the intent of clearing up B coy’s objectives, then moving on into Veen itself. They too came under heavy small arms fire. “Snipers seemed to be everywhere. Lieut. G.C. Mowry, commanding 13 Platoon, was killed outright, and after many other casualties, both 13 and 15 platoons ended up dug in south of ‘B’ company. The two platoons were now commanded by Cpl. Hockenstein, who later was killed himself. […] A quick attack on the stronghold that had held up ‘B’ company failed again, and more casualties were incurred. The situation was precarious, if not desperate […]. Besides the numerous machine guns [the enemy] seemed to possess, [they] also had a dug-in self-propelled gun not fifty yards from 13 platoon’s position.” P. 281. The fact that a Cpl was in command of 2x platoons speaks volumes to how high the casualty rate had been on this day. 
All three companies were now pinned down in a vulnerable position and organised a defensive perimeter to hopefully get through the night until further assistance could be provided. “The battalion outlook was not a bright one on the night of the 7th. Every bit of manpower available had already been committed […]. Casualties had been enormously heavy, considering the light strength at the outset of the battle. Literally, there did not seem to be anything left to punch with.” P. 282



	8 Mar 1945
	The next morning, A coy, now numbering 40 after receiving reinforcements, commenced the attack on their objective again and were again stymied by stiff German resistance. “Nineteen casualties out of forty in the space of less than two hours, and in an area of action of only a few yards dimensions! It is little wonder that the very mention of the word ‘Veen’ can still bring a shudder to some men.” P. 283

On the left, B and C coy were locked in a duel of gun-fire with the obstinate enemy in the outpost strong-point west of Veen. “The day had passed in a miserable duel of gunfire, during which no head could safely appear out-of-doors or above ground, and in which no added strength arrived to enable the advance to continue. It was simply a question of ‘snipe and be sniped at’” p. 283

Overnight, the Germans slipped away, no doubt concerned about being outflanked by the L&Ws moving up from the south, as well as the rest of the 1st Cdn Army and 9th US army. The stongpoints that had caused so much devastation to the Algonquins were simply abandoned, and captured on the morning of the 9th without resistance. But Preston did not live to see his mates secure this victory, and then move into Veen proper and capture the last remaining roadblock for 1st Cdn Army into Xanten and the Wesel crossing of the Rhine. He had been killed at some point on the 8th by the intense sniper fire from the German stronghold. 

“The dreaded strongpoint […] folded without any resistance. The enemy had faded right out during the night. As the troops scoured the area and moved in on Veen, they had the opportunity to appraise the German defences. These innocent-looking brick farmhouses were in reality true fortresses, buttressed within by concrete and by extra-thick brick walls. Every window was a gun position or observation post, and cellars, tunnels and obstacles of all sorts allowed the defenders good comfort, safety and secure communications. The fact that these troops were of the Parachute Lehr Regiment would indicate another reason for the stubbornness of the defence here. At any rate, the Algonquin Regiment, what was left of it, was in Veen.” P. 284

Copp quotes one of the CMHQ reports that describes the attack on Veen as “…a savage slugging match in which every yard of ground became precious in the face of murderious small arms fire, continuous shelling and mortaring…” The attack on Veen cost 4th Division another 300 casualties.

By the 10th, Winnenthal had been taken, 2nd Cdn Division had captured Xanten, and 4th Armd Division had been pulled out of the lines. Small forces using flamethrowers continued to clear out small wooden pockets surrounding the villages and buildings in the towns. Fires burned throughout the area, casting an eerie glow against the smoke and clouds throughout the night. One factory that had been left to burn all night after the Canadians set it alight surrendered that morning, producing around 100 prisoners, but only after the Canadians had been forced to hear the moaning and wailing of the injured inside as the flames consumed them.“…most of the buildings were left in flames. They burned luridly all that night as the two spent forces faced on another in an eerie atmosphere of red-splashed blackness, crackling timbers, with the moans of the wounded and burned heard fitfully against the background of the booming guns overhead. The last stand of the German Army west of the Rhine was fading out, but appropriately, with all the stage trimmings of a Wagnerian Opera.” P. 287

Operation BLOCKBUSTER was over, but it had been an enormously costly affair. Between 27th of February and 10th of March, they lost 12 officers and 281 other ranks. 

“Every February newspapers around the world mark the anniversary of the bombing of Dresden on 13 February 1945. In almost every article reference is made to the ‘fact’ that the raid was especially cruel as the war was almost over. Yet Dresden was bombed on the eve Moyland Wood, four long, bloody weeks before the last surviving German soldier retreated to the east bank of the Rhine. There are no newspaper stries abou the agony of the Rhineland battle. Our collective memory of the war has yet to find room for stories of the endurance and survival of ordinary soldiers.” Copp p. 245



