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Cambrai 23 – 27 November 2017 
London Branch of the RTRA 
Special Edition Newsletter 

 
“Yes”, I heard myself say. “I could organise a trip for a coach load of RTRA London Branch Members to Cambrai.” 
 
Eighteen months later an assorted group of us gathered at Anderson Coaches in Tower Bridge Road at 9.30am 
and headed off to Cambrai, France.  Our good humoured driver, Bruce Muir, 
may have been missing one leg but he made up for it in other ways ensuring 
that we were always heading in the right direction and helping those in need 
on and off the coach if we needed assistance.   
Regretfully after three pick-up stops enroute we had to leave one of our 
number in Folkestone as they had mislaid some of their medication.  Then it 
was onto the coach and into the tunnel.  This was a new experience for several 
on the coach. At just after 5pm we arrived at Tabl Hotel in Fontaine which had 
been booked for us a couple of years earlier by the Regiment. 
No lifts and some rooms were certainly smaller than others but we managed with a little bit of back and forth and 
the younger fitter group members helping with the suitcases. As you can imagine the bar was soon busy and 
everyone started to network, remake old acquaintances and get to know new ones. 
 

Friday morning we took a trip out to a couple of nearby towns and visited two cemeteries where there were tank 
crew buried, and specifically several who had died on 20 November 1917 during the battle of Cambrai. The 
weather forecast had not been good with rain predicted but the sun shines on the righteous and we were blessed 
with chilly weather but lovely sunshine. Firstly we stopped at Ribécourt Railway Cemetery and due to some deft 
parking by Bruce we were able to all get out and walk 
down the narrow lane to the small but beautiful 
cemetery.   
Sadly here we found the grave stone of Private Lawrence 
Osmond 32yrs old, 2nd Tanks Supply Corps, of 
Northumberland killed October 8 1918 just before the end 
of the war. We planted a cross and spent time in quiet 
contemplation. 
On to Ribécourt British Cemetery on the other side of 
Ribécourt overlooking open countryside.  On the way 
there we read the roll call of those whose graves we were 
to see. 
There we laid crosses on 14 graves of Tank Corps men 
killed on 20 November 1917 and 18 December 1917.  These men were from B, E and F Battalion and were 
between 22 and 42 years old.  They came from all over Great Britain, and included Gunners, Serjeants and Second 
Lieutenants.  We found  the inscriptions on their graves very moving.  They included ‘Their glory shall not be 
blotted out’; ‘ In all Labour there is profit’; ‘Till we meet again’ and ‘From Mother and Dad, Blessed are the pure in 
heart’.  

 

On our way back we fortuitously 
chose a route that took us past the 
Monument to the Nations of the 
Battles of Cambrai and then 
through Flesquières where we 
stopped at the old Deborah 
Museum where there was an 
excellent photographic exhibition 
of the Battle of Flesquières  which 
we had time to see along with a replica of Deborah.  On leaving we 

drove past the new ‘about to be officially opened’ Deborah Museum.  Something to add to the list for our next 
trip. 
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The village of Flesquières was at the very heart of the 1917 Battle of 
Cambrai and the surrounding area was fought over right up to the 

end of the war. The 
monument site could not be 
in a more suitable place to 
form a fitting tribute to the 
men who fought and died in 
the battles for Cambrai.  The 
views from the site, which 
overlook the battlefield, give 
you no indication of the 

horrors that must have been endured by those there in November 1917. Particularly on a sunny day with the 
fields so green. 
The monument is a simple, but evocative design, and represents soldiers of all nations who fought here, whether 
on foot, horseback or in a tank. The ground is laid out as the Union Jack, each arm pointing to a significant place 
on the battlefield and, in the centre in concrete, is the representation of tank tracks travelling in the direction of 
Cambrai.  
 

Back to the Hotel for lunch and then it was time to go to Louverval 
Military Cemetery in Doignies where the Cambrai Memorial to the 
Missing who fought in the Battle of Cambrai is located for the 
Drumhead Service.   We were very grateful to the Mayor of Doignies 
who stopped in the towns minibus right by our coach, which had had 
to park miles away, and offered a lift to those less able to walk.  It was 
only when I thanked him he admitted he was the Mayor – and also 

drove the local bus.  What 
a hero and nul points to 
whoever planned the 
parking for the event.   
Again the weather fairy was kind and despite a forecast for a dull and 
wet Friday we were again bathed in beautiful sunshine for this 
beautiful service.  
Back to the hotel for a warming cup of tea and cake before relaxing 
and getting ready to head off to the All Ranks Party in the Palais des 
Grottes just on the edge of Cambrai.  Sadly as we arrived the weather 
fairy disappeared for her afternoon tea and we were drenched and 
mud splattered. 
 

Once inside we gratefully used our vouchers to get drinks and then explored the many activities, mostly physical, 
that were clearly aimed at the younger element.  Our efforts stopped at queuing for drinks, then for food and 
having photos taken with old and new friends.  Within minutes of arriving people from our group were excitedly 
catching up with old friends, in some cases people they hadn’t seen for many years.  We all met and made new 
friends as well, and encountered people, who knew people……….  It was great fun and the drink was plentiful 
(perhaps a little too much so) and if you liked sauerkraut (called choucroute in French) which is pickled cabbage 
cooked for hours with sausages and pork then the meal was perfectly fine.   (There was no other choice). 
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Everybody loves a 
party and the chance 
to meet new people. 
Once back at the 
hotel a few more 
drinks were in order. 
Those who hadn’t 
made this trip before 
were absolutely 
blown away by what 
they had seen and it 

was only Day One! 

 
On Saturday we had a busy day.  We had made the decision not to do the Battle Field Tours planned by HQ and 
instead explore a little further afield.  Firstly we drove to Pozières to the Pozières Tank Memorial. It was from near 
this point that the tank was first used on the 15th September 1916 —attacking Flers a few kilometres away 
immediately behind the monument.  At the time the six operational tank companies were grouped as the Heavy 
Branch of the Machine Gun Corps. On the monument are Mark 1 and Mark V tanks, a Whippet and a Gun Carrier 

Mk 1.  We laid a wreath here in memory of the brave men 
who clearly Feared Naught.   
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There was time as well to look at the Australian Memorial on the other side 
of the road commemorating the many Australians lost in the Battle of 
Pozieres 23 July to 7 August 1916.  The British had failed to take the ground 
between the German Front Line and the Second German Line on the 
Pozières ridge. The 1st ANZAC Corps, arriving on the Somme battlefront from 
14th - 18th July, took part in an attack on Pozières village on 23rd July 1916. 
The Australian 1st Division captured Pozières village by the end of that day. 
Capturing the site of the windmill to the north of the village was an objective 
in the attack, to secure observation from this point for the British over the 
German rear areas of Grandcourt in the River Ancre valley and Courcelette 
on the road to Bapaume. These two villages were situated on either side and 
to the rear of the German sector at Thiepval (our next stop). After almost 
two weeks of bitter fighting the site of the windmill was secured by 
Australian Forces of 1st ANZAC Corps by the end of 5th August. The 
memorial is built on the rubble of the windmill and beyond it are crosses laid 
out in the shape of a windmill. 

Again the weather was 
kind, if not a little chilly.  Our next stop was the new Museum 
and visitor centre at the Thiepval Memorial.  We were 
welcomed warmly and took our time to visit the memorial and 
to look at the small, but perfectly formed, Museum.  The 1 July 
1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme, was the worst 
day in British military history: 20,000 soldiers died in just a few 
hours, decimated by German machine gun fire. The gallery 
dedicated to the Battle of the Somme opens upon an 
exceptional panoramic mural by illustrator Joe Sacco, which 
details this terrible day of the 1 July 1916, hour by hour. Printed 
onto 60 metres of back-lit glass, it provides a panoramic view of 
the battlefield, a visual account of military operations.  

Very thought provoking.  Just outside the 
entrance is a large illuminated panel with 
photographs of some of those missing.  Without 
exception they were young men who probably 
had no idea at the time the photograph was 
taken of what was soon to befall them.   

For those of us who had not visited Thiepval 
Memorial before it was a sobering sight. It 
stands on the high ground overlooking the 
Somme River in France, where some of the 

heaviest fighting of the First World War took place. 
Towering over 45 metres in height, it dominates the 
landscape for miles around and is the largest 
Commonwealth memorial to the missing in the world.  
Thiepval Memorial commemorates more than 72,000 
men of British and South African forces who died in the 
Somme sector before 20 March 1918 and have no 
known grave, the majority of whom died during the 
Somme offensive of 1916. Not far away is Longueval 
where 1,205 New Zealander soldiers whose bodies 
were never found or identified after the battles of 
1916 are commemorated on a memorial. 
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Next stop lunch.  We drove through the beautiful 
countryside to a little town called Authuille where we were 
warmly welcomed to Le Cochon Salé by the fabulous 
Fabrice Cauchefer and his team who served us an excellent 
lunch.  The confit duck leg and the roast ham with port 
sauce were superb as were all of the other choices. As 
always in France, it was accompanied by some very nice 
wine. It was just what we needed on a chilly day and is the 
kind of restaurant you always think of when thinking about 
France.  Excellent food, good wine and a friendly ambience.    

 

We 
had 
driven 
to Pozieres on the motorway but as it was still light and the 
countryside so beautiful we decided to take the country 
roads back.  Thanks to the knowledge of Bruce Muir, our 
coach driver, we were able to do a quick diversion and visit 
Lochnagar Crater or La Boiselle. The tunnel for the 
Lochnagar mine was started on 11 November 1915 by 185 
Tunnelling Company, but was completed by 179 Tunnelling 

Company who took over in March 1916. Captain 
James Young pressed the plunger at 0728 (local time) 
1/7/1916, the two charges combined formed one 
massive crater. Spoil from the blast spread over a 
diameter of 450 feet (137 metres), obliterating some 
300 to 400 feet (110 to 122 metres) of German line 
and nine dug outs. 

The drive back again passed many cemeteries and 
memorials although with the beautiful light and sun 
slowly setting it was hard to imagine the horrors that 
those brave mem must have seen one hundred years earlier.   Back to the hotel and time to rest before heading 
back into Cambrai for the Associations Dinner which was to be held in the covered market.  It was bitterly cold 
and most opted to dive straight into the venue and eschew the delights of the Son et Lumière projected onto the 
Town Hall.  The dinner provided another opportunity to mix and mingle and catch up with friends from other 
branches.  A fun time was had by all but it had been a long day and so we were all happy to head off to bed ready 
for the ever bigger day on Sunday. 
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Sunday dawned bright and clear – beautiful sunshine but oh so cold.  The frost was thick on the ground.  

 

We drove into Cambrai to and took our place in the stand that had 
been erected to overlook the Parade Ground on the Town Square in front of the Town Hall.  What can I say!  We 
froze while waiting.  Bad planning meant we were shaded from the sun and had to wait for well over an hour 
while the main event of the morning, the Freedom of Cambrai being granted to the regiment, took place 700 
metres away behind us.  There were no screens to see the event on which was a missed opportunity.  Luckily the 
local coffee shops were open and allowed us to ferry large trays of coffees and hot chocolates to our frozen group 
members sitting patiently.  Eventually the Regiment marched up the street onto the square to the delight of the 
citizens of Cambrai who were out in force on the streets.  We watched them march onto the square followed by 
the French and then our Branch Standard Bearers and Branch Members fit to march.  They were followed by 
French Standards and then French veterans. There was not a dry eye in the house.  It was a wonderful sight.  B46 
BIG BRUTE from the Tank Museum was there – this was originally built as a fully working replica for War Horse. 
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Our next stops were Poelkapelle and Ypres where we planned to attend the Last Post Ceremony at the Menin 
Gate.  As we boarded the coach we noticed it was right next to a huge ‘frites’ caravan!  We all jumped off and 
ordered hot chips all around.  They were absolutely wonderful and helped us warm up after four hours out in the 
freezing cold.  Much to our delight some branch members from Bournemouth, Poole and District accompanied 
us.  I think they enjoyed the chips, followed by tea, coffee and homemade biscuits on offer for the journey – not 
to mention the 2 litre hip flask full of whisky.  (I still laugh every time I think of it!!) 

A lengthy drive into Belgium brought us to Poelkapelle and to the Tank 
Memorial Ypres Salient. The Tank Memorial Ypres Salient remembers 
the first tank victims of the First World War and stands on the 
Guynemerplein (Guynemer Square) in Poelcapelle. The commemoration 
book contains a list of 244 tank soldiers who were buried or 
commemorated in Belgium.  Our two Chelsea Pensioners, John Walker 
and Don Crassweller laid a wreath here, their scarlet tunics contrasting 
beautifully with the black granite memorial.  Both the Bournemouth, 
Poole and District and London Branch Standards were presented.  Just 
as we had finished our exhortation, silence and prayers the rain arrived.  
Quickly onto the coach and off to the Cloth market in Ypres where we 
were to have a meal and a 
drink with our Bournemouth, 
Poole and District Colleagues 

and our guests from Tank Memorial Ypres Salient who had just arrived 
back from Cambrai.  Time sadly did not permit us to explore the 
museum in whose café we had our meal.  By all accounts it is well 
worth a visit and it had a fantastic shop as well.  It was a lovely get 
together and so nice to make new acquaintances in Ypres.  After dinner 
some of us attended Evensong Service in St George’s Church. St. 
George's Church was built as a memorial to British and Commonwealth 
troops who lost their lives in the Great War. It is a “living” church, 
serving the needs of a local congregation and many thousands of 
pilgrims who have been visiting the battlefields of Flanders since the 
war ended in 1918 and has many plaques commemorating regiments and individuals. 
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Towards 7.30pm we all gathered at the Menin Gate to observe the solemn daily ceremony of The Last Post.  We 
were to lay a wreath, and our standard was to be one of six to be paraded during the service.  The Last Post 
Ceremony has become part of the daily life in Ieper (Ypres) and the local people are proud of this simple but 
moving tribute to the courage and self-sacrifice of those who fell in defence of their town. The Memorial 
commemorates the names of over 54,000 officers and men of the United Kingdom and Commonwealth Forces 
who died in the Ypres Salient before 16 August 1917 and who have no known grave. 

 

I will name no names but I 
think more tears were shed at 
this ceremony than at any of 
the others.  It was so moving.  
The bugle playing was simply 
the best I have ever heard. 

Our new friends in Ypres 
invited us back to the lovely 
bar in the old school behind 
the church for a swift ‘one for 
the road’ before we drove 
back to Cambrai.  This was 
great fun and I know that 
many of us will be back. 

 

Reflecting as we drove back to Cambrai, it 
seemed that everyone had had a good time.  
The camaraderie was great, new friends were 
made and old acquaintances rekindled.  
Everyone was very honoured to have had the 
chance to be a part of the 100th anniversary 
of the first successful use of the tank in battle.  
Each wreath was laid by a different person 
and both younger and older members took 
turns to accompany them.  That pesky 2 litre 
whiskey flask was kept busy again as well on 
the coach back to the hotel. 
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And all of a sudden it was Monday morning and 
time to pack our bags along with our memories 
of a wonderful few days in Cambrai and Ypres 
and go home.  Before we left we presented the 
hotel with a plaque commemorating our visit 
and the Cambrai 100 Years event. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

“They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: 
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
At the going down of the sun and in the morning, 

We will remember them.” 
 
And we did. 
 
 
To see more photographs you can look at the London Branch of the RTRA Website 
http://www.rtr-london-branch.org.uk/photos.htm 
I believe there will be more added soon. 
 
Sue Hill 
23 December 2017 
 
Thank you Tony Harnett and Gerry Tann for your photos. 
 

http://www.rtr-london-branch.org.uk/photos.htm

