
Mourning 
for Diane
WE   regret to 
report that Diane 
Newton, youngest daughter 
of the late Gordon and Kath 
Newton, died on 27 October 
2019 after a short illness.  She 
was a loyal member of the 
reunion club, and up to a few 
years ago regularly attended 
the club’s annual D-Day 
pilgrimage to Normandy.

WE also sadly record the 
deaths of Cyril Tasker, of the 
716 Airborne (light) Composite 
Company, RASC, and Alex 
Moodie (Obituaries, Page 7).

AFTER last year’s successful 
75th anniversary of D-Day, 
the Parachute Regiment were 
forced to abandoned a similar 
tour this year to the Ardennes 
and the Rhine through 
coronavirus.
  The tour, from March 20 
to 26, would have covered 
battlefields, cemeteries, and 
memorials reflecting the 6th 
Airborne Division’s war; it 
would also have included a 

visit to Arnhem.
  The veterans and friends 
would also have visited 
the small village of Bande, 
where Himmler’s execution 
squad shot 33 young men on 
Christmas Eve in a reprisal 
for the ambush by the Maquis 
of a German Army unit three 
months earlier. 
  The village had changed 
hands within days. It was only 
after von Rundstedt’s counter-

offensive, and the German re-
occupation that Himmler was 
able to send in his murderous 
Sicherheitsdienst. 
 The 9th Parachute Battalion 
was the first Allied combat 
unit to reach the village after 
the enemy had retreated 
in early January 1945. 
The battalion helped the 
villagers to give the victims a 
formal funeral at the village 
graveyard.

IN AN unexpected gesture of 
friendship, French members 
of the Merville Battery 
association laid wreaths at  
D-Day memorial sites in early 
June after they learned that 
the 9th Parachute Battalion 
Reunion Club would not mount 
its usual pilgrimage this year.
  It was the first time in the 
club’s 60-year-old history that

veterans had failed to go to 
Normandy to observe their 
annual act of Remembrance, 
which is focused around the 
D-Day anniversary of June 6. 
Earlier, the March dinner at the 
Union Jack Club in London had 
also been called off because of 
Covid-19.
  The French group, who paid 
homage at the memorials and 
battle sites of the 9th, included 

the club’s youthful standard 
bearer, Gaёtan Dagorn. 
  Onlookers said he performed 
his duties immaculately.    
  Gaёtan, 22, is the son of 
Pascaline Dagorn, the museum 
directice. An employee of the 
local Public Works, he has been 
the club’s standard bearer for 
the past five years, as well as 
a member of the GIP, which 
manages the Merville Battery 
Museum. 
  He is also in charge of the 
volunteers, who maintain the 
site, and help with the many 
jobs in perpetuating the act of 
Remembrance. He admitted 
being sad at the absence of the 
pilgrims this year.
  The club chairman, Tony Lea, 
said he had been “overwhelmed 
by the thoughtfulness and 
kindness of the people of 
Merville and Gonneville”   
Some of the messages he had 

French fill the gap in 
reunion club’s D-Day 
Remembrance role

Visit to Ardennes and Rhine called off
No 3

Red         Beret
Summer 2020

received were “quite moving”.
  In an earlier message, which 
he had hoped would be read out 
at the Battery’s annual Big Day, 
he said that this year would 
have been very special, as we 
would have been celebrating 75 
years since the end of the war 

in Europe, 75 years of freedom 
and choice .
   “To be with all of our friends 
at this time would have meant 
so much to our group”, he said. 
“We will be there in spirit.”
   This year’s Big Day at the 
Battery – normally a day of 
speeches, a veterans’ march 
past,  reunions, and other 
events watched by crowds – 
was a much-reduced ceremony 
of wreath-laying.
  After a two months’ shutdown, 
the Battery Museum has been 
allowed to reopen again, but 
only after having taken anti-
virus sanitary precautions 
against the Covid-19 threat 
as advised by the French 
government.
  Welcoming visitors, even on 
a limited scale, Sylvie Dupont, 
Prèsidente, GIP du Musée 
franco-britannique de la batterie 
de Merville, which runs the 

OLIVIER PAZ, Mayor of Merville-
Franceville, won a resounding 
victory  in the Mayoral election on 
March 15, enabling him to continue 
in office until 2026.
  One of  the longest-serving Mayors 
in Normandy, he has held the post 
for 31 years.

People

Dennis - then 
and now
PICTURES of Normandy 
veterans as they were in 1944 
appeared on posts throughout 
Merville-Franceville during the 
75th anniversary of D-Day last 
June and aroused much interest.   
 The photos were removed later, 
but the municipality intended 
before the lockkdown to put 
them back again this year.

Paz wins new term

Dennis Coates under 
his D-Day photo

THREE sons of 9th Parachute 
Battalion men –club member 
Doug Roberts, Doug Moodie 
and Alan Bowden – laid 
wreaths at Inkpen, Berks, on 
June 6 at 4.30am, the day and 
time the battalion launched 
its assault on the Battery 76 
years ago. Inkpen was the 
venue for the operation’s 
rehearsals. Ron McCaffery, 
a friend of the club, was 
with the wreath-layers this 
year, and produced a bottle 
of Calvados, to toast the 
wartime battalion.Merville ‘family’ helps the 
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SEVENTY-FIVE years ago I was on an 
Army truck heading for the Baltic coastal 
town of Wismar, our last destination in 
WW2. Unknown to us at the time, our 
division had been ordered to reach the town 
before the Red (Russian) Army’s arrival 
from the east.  We did so with just hours 
to spare. The Russians stopped about a 
mile outside Wismar, and in the days that 
followed we often visited them for a chat. 
Several spoke good English. Each soldier 
seemed to carry a bottle of “vodka”, and 
drank it with a small piece of gristle. They 
would often offer us a drink. One of our 
chaps took several sips, and was out for 

the count for 24 hours. I asked one Russian 
how much leave they were given. “None”, 
he said. He had served for three years 
without a break. The Russians were adroit 
propagandists.  Shortly after their arrival 
they hung a banner over their check-point, 
which read in German: “Nazis come and go, 
but Germany will live for ever”.
  The Germans feared that the town would 
pass into Russian hands after we had left. A 
few days later, after the war had formally 
ended, we went home. We never knew what 
happened to them.

Tom Hughes
(Intelligence Section, 9th Parachute 
Battalion)

My War

Mixed feelings  
over ‘D-Day Land’ 
theme park 
  
PLANS for an £85 million 
D-Day theme park near 
the Normandy landing 
beaches have drawn  
mixed reactions from local 
people.
  The idea was first mooted 
by Hervé Morin, head of 
the Normandy regional 
council, who wanted to 
create a permanent site 
near the landing beaches 
in time for the 80th 
anniversary of D-Day in 
2024.
 He envisaged a “grandiose” 
project, harnessing the 
latest technology in light 
shows and film projections 
put together by “a 
famous Anglo-Saxon film 
director”.
  While M Morin has 
received some support, 
Olivier Paz, Mayor of 
Merville-Franceville, told 
Ouest-France newspaper 
that the project must not 
be allowed to become 
“Disneyland”. 
  And more than 1,000 
people have signed a 
petition warning that the 
creation of “D-Day Land” 
could seriously harm the 
ecology apart from failing 
to respect history and the 
loss of life.

ADMINISTRATORS of the 
Merville Battery and Museum 
have assured the reunion club 
that their financial support, 
which has helped to make 
the annual pilgrimage to 
Normandy easier for veterans 
and their families over many 
years, will be renewed this 
year.
   In a “very generous gesture” 
Sylvie Dupont, Présidente 
of the Merville Battery 
Museum committee, and 
also a deputy Mayor, gave 
this reassuring news to Tony 
Lea, club chairman, and Mike 
Woodcock, vice-chairman and 
treasurer, when she met them 
in Normandy.
  For many years, the museum 
management has demonstrated 
in a practical way the warmth 
of the local welcome to the 
veterans, their families and 
friends by bolstering the club’s 
finances. 
  Their generosity does not 
end there. The French have 
also paid for trees planted in 
memory of veterans in the 
Battery’s memorial garden, 

PARIS railway stations were 
besieged, and car routes to 
the west and south jammed  
with city dwellers escaping 
to the rural areas just before 
President Macron announced 
the lockdown, the French 
Press reported.
  Normandy was among the 
favoured rural areas sought 
by escapees.   Mayor Olivier 
Paz was kept busy explaining 
the new rules to the arrivals.  
Coastal resorts like Cabourg, 

Generous French pledge to 
renew financial aid to club

Parisians find haven in Normandy 

which together with a plaque, 
costs around 300 euros (£270). 
The reunion club is suggesting 
that families should either 
pay for the trees or make 
a substantial contribution 
towards them. 
 “The French are very good to 
us, and we should not expect 
them to keep putting their 
hands in their pockets”, Tony 
said.
  Battery staff, aided by 
volunteers, have also laid 
on daily picnic lunches 
for the  coach party during 
pilgrimages as well as funding 
the traditional curry supper, 
and covering other incidental 

expenses in Normandy. 
  The 9th Club, which is a private 
organisation, does not charge 
membership fees.  Thanks 
to the French financial help, 
it has been able to maximise 
benefits to its members without 
stretching its capital too much. 
  Club members have been going 
to the D-Day commemoration 
each June for nearly half a 
century without a break. It 
is believed the pilgrimages 
started in 1969.  
  “Every time that we have 
visited we have received a 
tremendous welcome from the 
people of Merville-Franceville 
Plage”, said Tony. “Their 
renewal of the annual subsidy 
is a very generous gesture”. 
  At one time the pilgrimage 
would have consisted mainly 
of veterans and their families. 
Sadly, but inevitably, the 
number of veterans has 
diminished, and the pilgrimage 
has relied more and more on 
their families and friends. The 
veterans, who have been able 
to travel, have been reduced to 
less than a handful. 

Sylvie Dupont: warmth

where the Parisians behaved 
as if they were on holiday, 
were sensitive to the 
invasion. A resident said that 
the Mayor had to “explain 
the rules again and again 
and, unfortunately, it was 
sometimes necessary for the 
police to intervene”.
  A British journalist, John 
Lichfield, 70, who lives in 
Calvados, reported that the 
arrival of people from Paris 
had ended his three weeks 

of isolation. He said he was 
the youngest resident in the 
hamlet. The others were four 
octogenarians and a couple 
in their mid-70s, one of 
whom had multiple, serious 
health problems.
  “In other words, we are a 
COVID-19 cluster waiting 
to happen”, he said. “This 
small-scale incident of urban 
invasion was multiplied 
hundreds of thousands of 
times all over rural France”.

Museum, told Red Beret that 
she hoped they would “honour 
our new reception buildings, 
and most important to share 
with us the duty of memory for 
all [Lt-Col Terence] Otway’s 
men.”  
  She was referring to the 
upgrading of Rommel’s war-
time four gun casements, which 
include new buildings with 
offices, a shop and toilets.
  Normandy was a shadow 
of its former self during the 
key tourist period of the 
year. Béatrice Guillaume, 
Vice-Présidente du Conseil 
Départemental, Cabourg, said 
the first British tourists since 
the lockdown arrived in France 
in mid-July.
  Restaurants and bars were 
closed from mid-March to May 
11. They have now reopened with 
restrictions. Staff are masked, 
and also customers until they sit 
down at their tables. Reunions 
of more than 10 people are 
banned. The French government 
anticipates a 30 per cent drop in 
tourism for July and August, and 
probably more.
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Battery and in the bombing 
beforehand. Very sadly, there 
were civilian losses; local 
people who lived in Merville 
and Descaneville, perished in 
the bombing. 
  “The fighting that took place 
here is an official battle honour 
of The Parachute Regiment; 
that is how important the 
Merville Battery is to the 
British. We remember all those 
who died here, the civilians and 
the soldiers; we respect what 
they gave. They made this a 
very special place.”
 But, he said, there was 
something else that made the 

Merville Battery Museum very 
unusual. 
  “It is the volunteers, who do 
so much. They are part of the 
character of the Museum. They 
give their time, they lend their 
knowledge and experience, and 
they inject their enthusiasm to 
make this site what it is today – 
a successful, thriving concern. 
  “Volunteers, we salute you”.
  The passage of time inevitably 
changes things. Memories fade, 
the young men and women 
of June 1944 are fewer and 
fewer, (indeed the youngest 
soldier from 1944 would be 93 
today) and the way we live our 

GORDON NEWTON, the 
long-standing club secretary, 
who died in September 2018, 
has been honoured in London 
and Merville.

  His name is inscribed on 
a £10 million new building 
in the famed Metropolitan 
Police driving school, of 
which he was the former 
Commandant, in Hendon, 
London. Newton House will 
be home to trainee police 
drivers, as well as providing 
modern facilities for training 
police specialists in vehicle 
checks.
   Last year a road was 
named after him in a new 

housing estate in Merville-
Franceville in Normandy, the 
third time one of the wartime 
9th Parachute Battalion 
men was commemorated by 
the commune in this way. 
Lt Col Terence Otway, who 
commanded the battalion 
on D-Day, and Major Bill 
Mills, former chairman of the 
reunion club, are already on 
the town map.
  Unveiling the sign, Mayor 
Olivier Paz, said: “To give this 
name to a street is to make 
this hero live every day in our 
city. Gordon gave everything, 
explained everything. We are 
the bearers of the message 
that he has transmitted to us 

for over 40 years.” 
  Tony Lea, chairman of the 
reunion club, spoke of the 
playful character of the late 
veteran: “If he had been here, 
he would have told one of his 
favourite jokes.”
  Two hundred local school-
children attended the event. 

They received a round of 
applause after singing God 
Save the Queen, and placed 
Union flags around the new 
road sign.  Gordon’s widow, 
Kath, was at the ceremony 
accompanied by daughters 
Jill and Fiona. The latter 
voiced the family’s thanks.

THE 75TH ANNIVERSARY OF D-DAY

Volunteers: the backbone of the
VOLUNTEERS, who gave 
their time and energy to help 
run the Merville Battery 
Museum, were praised by Lt 
Col Alan Edwards, former 
Chairman of the Airborne  
Assault Normandy Trust, at the  
ceremonial inauguration of the 
new buildings.
  He said they not only gave 
their time to the Battery, but 
also their knowledge and 
experience, as well as their 
enthusiasm.
  There are some 40 members 
of the organisation, Amis de la 
Batterie de Merville, under the 
direction of Gaëtan Dagorn, 
who is also the reunion club’s 
standard bearer. 
  Others can be recruited on 
occasions to help with the 
smooth running of the Battery. 
Their duties range from helping 
the visitors to working on the 
site.  They are needed even 
when the museum is closed in 
winter. 
  Col Edwards  explained that 
the  museum was founded by 
General Sir Michael Gray in 
the early 1980’s.
   “It was then, and still is today, 
unusual as it sits on the site of 
a battle that it commemorates.
  “On the ground beneath our 
feet, many soldiers lost their 
lives, both in the attack on the 

Gordon honoured on both sides of the Channel

 NINE members of the battalion, 
who lost their lives around the 
village of Saint Vaast en Auge, 
a village about 29 km north-
east of Caen, were named at 
a special service attended by 
the reunion club at the village 
church last June.
  They were:  CQMS Albert 
Davies, Pte Kenneth Little, Lt 
Alfred Hughes, L/Cpl Stanley 
Eckert, Pte Douglas Harness, 
Cpl Robert Perry, Pte Jack 
Munroe, Pte James Laing, and 
L/Cpl George White. 
  They had landed miles from 
the DZ after the scattered drop 
on D-Day.
  In his sermon, the Rev Dr 
Brutus Green, a former Padre 
of 2 Para, and now a priest in 
London, recalled how the late 
Brigadier James Hill, who 
commanded the 3rd Brigade, 
had grave concerns on D-Day 
over Major Alec Pope, his 
Brigade Major, who was 
missing. 
  Dr Green said that the 
Brigadier had found out later 
that he had been dropped on 
the wrong side of the river; had 
collected half a dozen or more 
men and died fighting it out 
with the Germans. 
  ‘He was one of the finest 
men I ever met’, he quoted the 
Brigadier as saying. 
 Dr Green also conducted 
services at other battle sites,  
including Le Mesnil and Putot 
en Auge, and thanked the 
French people for their help to 
the British.

Club pays 
homage to 
‘lost’ Paras

LONDON MERVILLE

Battery and Museum
life changes. Internet, social 
media, less books, more audio-
visual, instant communication, 
anywhere in the world on a 
hand-held device, and the list 
goes on. So the Museum has an 
important job to do.
  “The challenge we face is, 
on the one hand, to preserve 
accurately the memory of 
the past, the history, and on 
the other hand to inform, and 
hopefully, educate current 
and future generations. Of 
course, to connect with modern 
generations, we must inform 
and educate in a modern way, 
but at the same time ensure 

that the site remains a dignified 
place, respecting its human 
heritage.
  “This is what we see with 
these new buildings. The 
Museum is expanding. The 
Museum is forward-looking. 
The exhibitions are evolving. 
These are exciting times. Not 
only is it taking steps to remain 
current, the Museum is taking a 
bold step into the future”.

•  Col Edwards is President 
of the British Friends of 
the Merville Battery in 
Normandy.

ALAN EDWARDS
praises the people
behind the scenes

Charities merge
  The Parachute Regiment 
Charity (PRC) and the Airborne 
Forces Security Fund have 
merged to form the Parachute 
Regiment and Airborne Forces 
Charity (PRAFC).  
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RANVILLE

SOLEMN AND SPARSE BATTERY CEREMONY

‘I have been overwhelmed by the thoughtfulness and kindness of the people’ - Chairman Tony Lea

STUDENTS ZOOM IN ON 
THE VETERANS
NATHALIE VARNIÈRE, a friend of the reunion
club, helped to organise the mammoth task in just one week 
of getting around 250 people together for a Zoom meeting
with the children of the defence class of the Collège Saint-Louis,
a secondary school in Cabourg, on the eve of the D-Day aniversary, 
writes Paul Hill.  
  The children read greetings, and thanked the veterans and their 
families for the time to “remember and reflect during this unusual 
ceremony”. 
  Ode to Joy was played on two guitars, as well as five national 
anthems (France, Britain, Belgium, United States, and Canada).  
Thirty veterans were online from Canada, United States, Belgium, 
Great Britain and a French Resistant, together with regimental 
associations, and charities. Veterans from the 9th Parachute 
Battalion, Fred Glover and Dennis Coates, were online, too. 
  Bert Holmshaw read Laurence Binyon’s For The Fallen. The 
last veteran to speak was John Coombs, a ‘Desert Rat’, aged 100.    
  Poems were read, and evocative stories told, particularly one of a 
Para, Paddy O’Sullivan, who died in the first minutes of his jump 
on D-Day. Moving words were offered by his wartime Pathfinder 
pal, Bob Stoodley. Video link:  vimeo.com/430313810

“WE are proud to be there 
for you, we are sad to be 
there without you”, intoned 
Sylvie Dupont, Presidente, 
Mervile Battery Museum, 
before she laid her wreath 
at the Merville Battery on 
June 5.
  There were no crowds, no 
speeches nor a march past 
by the veterans for the first 
time on the Battery’s big day 
of the year to commemorate 

its neutralising of Rommel’s 
wartime gun casemates by 
the 9th Parachute Battalion 
76 years ago.
  Pictured  above (from L 
to R): Christophe Blanchet 
MP;  Sylvie Dupont; Béatrice 
Guillaume, Vice-President 
of Calvados French Depart-
ment; Olivier Paz, Mayor of 
Merville-Franceville.

Photo: Ouest-France

Proud to be there for you   
                              – Sylvie 

Yves La Cuziat MBE, President of the 3rd Para Bde asssociation, 
plays the Last Post at the Ranville war cemetery (left)
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Merville ‘family’ helps 
the club

TERENCE OTWAYVARAVIILLE

GONEVILLE EN AUGECHATEAU

LE MESNIL RAILWAY STATION

‘I have been overwhelmed by the thoughtfulness and kindness of the people’ - Chairman Tony Lea

Pascaline Dagorn, Merville Battery Museum directrice), at Lt Col Otway’s 
memorial  accompanied by Major Roy Walker (RUR) and Hugues Lanchon, GIP

Harold Lafay, Gonneville mayor (left), lays a wreath

Hallowed 
battle sites 
of the 9th 
Para Bn
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THE 75TH ANNIVERSARY OF D-DAY

Secretary Paul Hill’s 
pilgrimage diary

No easy ride for driver Alan but he 
caught the ferry despite demos 

A MIXTURE of cherry trees and silver birch 
hold the ashes of some of the veterans  in the  

Remembrance Garden at the Battery.  Each  has a 
plaque, inscribed  in English and French.
The plaques were unveiled by a member of the 
family, or, where no relatives were present, by  
Chairman Tony Lea helped by Pascaline Dagorn.

The record of ashes  scattered  there  as at 
6 June 2019 were:
Sergeant Len Daniels - 7/9/1922 – 29/7/2011
Private Alec Durham - 1924 - 2012
Private Frederick Millward - 16/1/24 – 23/7/17
Private Geoffrey Pattinson - 15/4/1924 – 16/5/2018
Private Gordon Newton - 23/6/1924 – 30/9/2018
Private Cecil Hughes - 19/5/1926 – 3/12/2018

Roll of Veterans

MONDAY JUNE 3
WE started our pilgrimage 

as usual at the Union Jack Club in 
London, but  ran into difficulties 
trying to find our way through 
demonstrations over Donald 
Trump’s three-day visit to the 
UK to join other world leaders in 
the 75th D-Day commemoration 
event in Southsea Common in 
Portsmouth.
  Several main roads in central 
London were blocked, but 
our Amport coach driver, 
Alan Lambkin, succeeded in 
delivering the 14 pilgrims he 
had picked up at the Union 
Jack Club, plus another 21 at 
Portsmouth, to the ferry on time.
   However, we had a smooth 
crossing and arrived at the Hotel 
du Golf at 10pm (French time).

TUESDAY JUNE 4
We left the hotel at 10am 

to head for Saint Vaast en Auge 
for a Remembrance service for 
the 12 British and Canadian 
servicemen who died there on 
D-Day.
   We arrived in heavy rain and 
crammed into the charming 
church with a screen behind the 
altar on which was projected 
the names of  men of the 6th 
Airborne Division who fell in 
Le Pays d’Auge. Veteran Phil 
Ward laid a wreath at one of  the 
headstones.
  We then headed to the Merville 
Battery for a picnic lunch with 
the rain drumming on the tent. 
At 2.30pm, we re-boarded our 

coach for the short journey 
to see the unveiling of ‘Rue 
Gordon Newton’. However, a 
gendarme flatly refused to let 
us through the barrier, pointing 
to the sign saying ‘Road Closed 
until 1600’, adding that he was 
expecting guests of honour.
  Despite imprecations, 
entreaties, threats and catcalls 
he stuck to his (rather small) 
gun until he was attacked in the 
rear by Pascaline Dagorn, the 
Museum directrice, who told 
him in no uncertain terms to 
shift the barrier. He could not 
have moved faster.
  Arriving a few seconds later, we 
saw a group of schoolchildren 
gathered behind a signpost 
which was covered in the Union 
flag. Next to this was a large 
photograph of Gordon on an 
easel.
  Olivier Paz, Mayor of Merville-
Franceville, performed the 
unveiling, (Gordon honoured, 
page 3).
  That evening we hosted a 
meal at the hotel for 10 French 
guests. Usually this is done on 
our final evening, but the French 
were busy every evening with 
preparations for their Son et 
Lumière display at the Battery.

WEDNESDAY JUNE 5
Off at 9am to the 

crossroads at Le Mesnil Bavant 
for the open-air service  led 
by the Rev Dr Brutus Green. 
Addresses were made on the 
theme of ‘the power to do 

remarkable things – and give 
the ultimate sacrifice’.  Our 
three veterans, Phil Ward, Fred 
Glover, and Tom Hughes moved 
forward together to lay a wreath.
  The Mayor, Jean-Luc Garnier, 
spoke about the fighting in the 
area that had lasted for 70 days 
(Mike Woodcock’s father was 
wounded here).  The Band of 
Liberation, a group of 60 Dutch 
musicians, played hymns and 

music at the conclusion. The 
band, originally formed in 2000 
for a one-off tattoo, now plays 
regularly. The oldest musician 
was Robvan, 77.  
  We moved to the memorial 
of the 1st Canadian Parachute 
Battalion at Varaville. One of 
our pilgrims, Kris Bjarnson, laid 
a wreath.
  Just across the road from the 
memorial, we found a little 
track at the end of which was 
- previously unknown to us - a 
memorial to six men of the 1st 
Canadian Para Bn, who were 
killed at the gatehouse there. 
Bullet strikes were clearly 
visible on the walls.
  At Douzelet station our three 
veterans again laid a wreath. 
Phil Ward spoke of being shot at 
by German 88s – his first such 
experience and he didn’t like it 
much!

  Then on to the Château, and 
I played a recording of Gordon 
Newton’s talk there last year.
  Another wreath was laid at 
Gonneville, and Fred was heard 
to say, “We’re getting good at 
this, aren’t we.”
  Time for the Big Day at the 
Battery, which focused on the 
inauguration of the new building 
work.  A Colour party of 
gunners and sappers had already 
arrived, and the Union flag and 
the Tricolour were raised. Eight 
standard bearers, including 
Gaёtan, gave the salute.
  Olivier presented 
commemorative medals of 
the 75th Anniversary to the 
veterans, and Tony spoke 
warmly about the dwindling 
numbers, with the majority 
being ghosts on the pages of 
history books.   The veterans 
then marched to the new gates to 
the regimental tune, The Ride Of  
The Valkyries, and the inaugural 
ribbon was cut. The occasion 
was marked by a release of 
pigeons to commemorate the 
flight of the D-Day bird that 
took the good news of the 
assault back to the UK.
  Afterwards, it was back to the 
hotel for the traditional curry 
night. As expected, there were 
the usual wild scenes with 
veteran Fred dancing with the 
prettiest lady in the hall.

THURSDAY JUNE 6
We hit road closures again 

as we headed for the drum 
head service at Ranville War 
Cemetery, one of the big events 
of our pilgrimage, and had to 
make a long detour.  It opened 
with the arrival of a UK police 
band followed by pipers, and 
35 standard bearers. Dr Green, 
who officiated again, said with 
typical British understatement, 
that the invasion “was no 
picnic.” Despite the large 
crowd, not a sound was heard 
during the silence after the Last 
Post. Local school children 
were there, all wearing T-shirts 
with the legend, ‘Ranville 1944-
2019’.
  The UK national anthem was 
played, and then La Marseillaise. 
As the last note sounded the 
Ranville church bells started 
pealing with perfect timing.
  Our chaplain, Rev Adrian 
Teare, offered Communion after 
the service, and then conducted 
a private service at the grave of 
Private Ron Johns, who was just 
16 when he was killed, the day 
before his 17th birthday.
 We returned to the Battery for 
lunch, and then we gathered for 
the unveiling of  plaques, and 

‘Bullet strikes
clearly visible’
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dragged him into a ditch just 
before a mortar bomb exploded 
near him. His rescuer was Maj-
Gen (later “Sir”) Richard Gale, 
the 6th Airborne Divisional 
commander, who asked Cyril 
if he had ever been under fire 
before. Cyril said he hadn’t. 
 The sequel came a decade 
later when Cyril was chosen 
to carry the ashes of poppies, 
which had been blessed at a 
commemorative service at 
Westminster Abbey, and then 
taken to Normandy to be 
scattered by Field Marshall 
Montgomery at Ranville war 
cemetery. General Gale was 
also there, and told Cyril he 
thought his face was familiar. 
Cyril replied that the general 
had saved his life, and recounted 

the incident. Both Gale and 
Montgomery went away 
laughing.
  On another occasion, while on 
a night perimeter patrol, Cyril  
bumped into a lone, but armed 
German soldier. It was clear 
that the soldier did not want to 
be there.  He told Cyril his life 
story, all the while Cyril was 
wondering how to extricate 
himself from the situation. 
Suddenly the German stopped 
chatting. He shook Cyril’s hand 
and walked away quite casually, 
and never looked back.
  His company returned to 
England after several months in 
Normandy amid rumours they 
were to train for the invasion of 
Germany. However, before that 
happened, Cyril was in action 
again later in the year in the 
“Battle of the Bulge”, Hitler’s 
huge counter-offensive in the 
Ardennes aimed at splitting the 

Cyril Tasker
OBITUARYa trees planted in memory of 

those called to higher service 
(see inset, page 6).
 The big event that evening was 
the much-anticipated Son et 
Lumière display at the Battery.
 A huge grandstand had been 
built by local volunteers. The 
show opened with German 
troops patrolling, armoured 
cars moving around, and even 
Rommel making an appearance 
in his staff car.
  As the attack began, the 
Battery was lit in various hues 
of colour after the roar of planes 
overhead. Massive explosions 
– you could feel the heat – 
pounded and flashed, and guns 
started blasting at the defending 
Germans as the British troops 
hit their objectives. The scene 
pulled few punches and the 
noise was impressive as the 
story unfolded.
  Finally, the Brits won the day 
and the loudspeaker system 
played the voice of Terence 
Otway saying he had…. “damn 
all except a good bunch of men.” 
Then the UK National Anthem 
was played.
 The whole thing was superbly 
done, and Pascaline and 
her team, supported by 150 
local volunteers, did a truly 
magnificent job in paying 
homage and respect to the story 
of the 9th Para attack on the 
Merville Battery.

FRIDAY JUNE 7
The next day we visited 

Pegasus Bridge, and then 
moved  towards Falaise to see 
the ‘Corridor of Death’ as Tony 
and Mike told the dramatic story 
of the slaughter of the Germans 
as they retreated after the Allied 
breakout from the beaches. 
We all learned a lot from our 
historians.
  We had our final evening 
meal at the hotel with author 
Neil Barber showing a video of 
past pilgrimages; and a tie and 
scarf  was presented to the hotel 
owners, Caroline and Benoit. 
The food was excellent, and the 
obvious affection for our group 
was very touching.

SATURDAY JUNE 8
Homeward-bound: one more 

adventure lay in store for us as 
the ferry battled heavy seas after 
a storm. After one particularly 
heavy crash, the engines 
stopped, and a loudspeaker 
announcement told us there 
was no danger ‘at this time’. 
Very reassuring, but paper bags 
were in demand.  After a delay, 
we got under way and arrived 
safely home. 

 CYRIL TASKER, who has died 
at the age of 97, saw service as a 
member of 716 (Airborne) Light 
Composite Company, RASC, in 
all the major operations of the 
6th Airborne Division in Europe 
from D-Day to the historic 
meeting with the Red Army in 
Wismar on the Baltic coast that 
marked the end of the war in 
Europe. 
  The glider-borne company’s 
role was to supply front-
line troops  with rations, 
ammunition, and other vital 
goods. Cyril flew to Normandy 
with them on D-Day, and his 
glider landed near Ranville in 
the midst of a battle. 
   “We quickly dug in around 
the landing zone,” Cyril 
once recalled. “It was very 
frightening”. 
  His company, which included 
the 9th Parachute Battalion in 
its deliveries, set up a depot in 
a farmhouse on the banks of the 
River Orne. The enemy quickly 
identified it as a target, but 
during the battle for Normandy, 
Cyril and his company never 
failed to keep the units supplied.
   Leslie Cyril Tasker was born on 
25 April 1923 in East Hoathly, 
Sussex, the son of Steven and 
Kate Tasker. His father was a 
farmhand.  
   He left school at 14, and took 
a job as a petrol pump attendant 
in Brighton, where he learned 
to drive. Then, he joined Allen 
West Haulage, in Sussex, as a 
van driver before being called 
up. 
  Like many youngsters too 
young to join the forces, he 
had served in the Civil Defence 
Volunteers (later Home Guard), 
and already had two years 
experience as a driver when 
he joined in the Royal Army 
Service Corps in April 1942. 
  After basic training in Salisbury 
Plain, he was sent to Belfast, 
and in August 1943 returned to 
join 716 Company, which was 
attached to the 6th Airborne 
Division. The unit spent many 
weeks training to load and 
unload Jeeps and trailers from 
the gliders.   
  D-Day was his introduction to 
war. His glider touched down 
near what is now known as 
Pegasus Bridge.
   The first task was to distribute 
the supplies to the combat 
units and, coming under fire, 
Cyril jumped off the Jeep to 
take cover. A British officer 

Airborne driver who helped supply troops under fire 

Cyril: life saved by General

Allies.The winter of 1944 was 
one of the coldest in modern 
history.
  In March 1945, the 6th 
Division flew across the Rhine 
to Germany as part of Operation 
Varsity. After the lessons at 
Arnhem in September 1944, the 
decision was made to land the 
division directly on the target, 
which was heavily defended by 
German anti-aircraft batteries. 
Despite losses, Cyril survived 
and continued with the division 
to Wismar on the Baltic Coast, 
where he and his compatriots 
met the Red Army, and the war 
came to an end. 
  He was honoured by France 
with the Legion of Honour.
  Cyril was demobbed as a 
sergeant in May 1947, and on 
14 June 1947 he married Jeanne 
after a whirlwind romance at 
Woodingdean church, West 
Sussex. 
  He went back to work for Allen 
West Haulage as a truck driver.
  Their first child, a son, Les, was 
born on 3 August 1948, and, 
after moving to Hollingbury, 
near Brighton, they welcomed 
their daughter, Christine, into 
the world on 24 February 1951. 
They lived in Hollingbury for a 
number of years before moving 
to Lewes, the town they both 
loved. Sadly, they suffered 
the loss of both Christine in 
1997, and Les in 2017 with 
great dignity, humility and 
steadfastness in the knowledge 
they both had each other. 
  Cyril then worked for East 
Sussex County Council 
Highways Department in 
administration until his 
retirement in 1987, aged 64. 
  They were regular guests at the 
town’s annual Mayor-making 
and at Remembrance services in 
Lewes.
  The couple went into residential 
care at a home in Ringmer, near 
Lewes, in September 2019, 
where Cyril is survived by his 
beloved Jeanne. 
  Leslie Cyril Tasker, born 25 
April 1923, died 4 May 2020.

• ALEX MOODIE, who has 
died at the age of 60, was the 
son of the 9th Para Bn’s George 
Moodie. He served in 1 PARA, 
and also in the MoD’s guarding 
service until ill-health forced his 
retirement.
Alex Moodie, born 25 
December 1959, died 14 July 
2020.

‘Bumped into 
armed German’
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AFTER visiting 
Normandy in 2006 with 

the reunion club, Philip 
Burridge, then 13, wrote a 
poem about World War II.  

  “He and his school-friends 
studied the second world 
war at school,” said his 
grandmother, Barbara. “So, 
after his visit to Normandy it 
became very real to him.
  “I think that might have 
been his inspiration.”
  Philip, attained his Masters 
at Oxford last year.
   

It was June the Sixth 1944, 
The boats were ready to go. 
All quiet, miles out at sea, 
The Germans did not know.

Winston gave the thumbs up, 
The boats were off, ready and 
GO!  
The “brrr” of the transport 
ships, 
The Germans still didn’t know.

The aircraft took off later,
The planes went off, definitely 
not slow. 
They had black and white 
stripes on their wings,  
The Germans were about to 
know. 

They came across the long 
morning horizon;  
The men were all in a queue. 
To run on the beaches and die, 
The Germans finally knew.

 The gates of the boats opened, 
 The men ran on the beach to 
see:
 Death and Destruction;  
 I wish I wasn’t there to see.  

I lay in a bomb crater, 
The bombing was a great scare.
 I thought I was going to be a 
hero,
 I was going to look, but didn’t 
even dare.

The next wave of men came in,  
Everywhere was death. 
Men fell like seeds from a 
dandelion in the wind; 
Many soldiers were taking their 
last breath. 

I lay there staring up,  
Looking at the lead sky above; 
For that one moment I forgot 
about the war ,
And remembered back home, 
my love.

The battle was slowing, 
The Germans had fled off. 

The cheers of victory, 
The bitter smoke made me 
cough.

I knew the war was almost over,
I stand there covered in muck. 
I was still alive, 
Where would I be without 
luck?

So much is owed to those men,
Because of what they did that 
day. 
They lost their lives,
So that we may live in 
happiness today.

‘They didn’t boast and they didn’t make a fuss… they just got 
on with their job of trying to win the war’ - Theresa May

PHILIP, AGED 13, WAR POET AT LARGE
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THE opening of the British 
national  memorial in 
Normandy, planned for 
September 4 this year, has  been 
postponed until the early part of 
2021, Lord Dannatt, a trustee of 
the British Memorial Trust, has 
announced.

  Work stopped this spring 
through the coronvirus crisis, 
but it is hoped to start again in 
the autumn.
  “We will get this memorial 
open for you”, Lord Dannatt, 
former Chief of the General 
Staff, speaking recently on 
behalf of the trust, promised 
veterans.
  The 9th Para Bn reunion club 
has donated £1,000 towards 
the memorial to be built at Ver-
sur-Mer, in the former Gold 
Beach, to commemorate the 
22,442 men and women who 
died on D-Day and in the Battle 
of Normandy.Their names will 
etched on stone pillars.
  It was in June 2019, on the 
75th anniversary of D-Day, 
that Theresa May and President 
Macron visited the site for the 
inaugural ceremony, and the 
then Prime Minister paid tribute 

British memorial opening is 
delayed until early next year

to the soldiers who had made 
“the ultimate sacrifice” three-
quarters of a century earlier.
  “They didn’t boast and they 
didn’t make a fuss”, she said. 
  “They just got on with their 
job of trying to win the war”. 
   “These young men belonged 

Philip: beaches visit

to a very special generation, the 
greatest generation, a generation 
whose unconquerable spirit 
shaped the post-war world.”
  On one of her last official 
engagements as Conservative 
Party leader - she resigned a 
few days later - she said it was  

“incredibly moving... and truly 
humbling” to be addressing  
survivors of D-Day at the site 
of one of the greatest battles for 
freedom.
  “No one could be certain 
what June 6 would bring. No 
one would know how this - the 
most ambitious - amphibious 
and airborne assault in all of 
human history - would turn out.
  “And, as the sun rose that 
morning, not one of the 
troops on the landing craft 
approaching these shores, not 
one of the pilots in the skies 
above, not one of the sailors at 
sea knew whether they would 
still be alive when it set once 
again.
  “If one day can be said to 
have determined the fate 
of generations to come - in 
France, in Britain, in Europe 
and the world - that day was 
June 6, 1944.”
  She also praised the 156,000 
men - more than half from 
Britain and the Commonwealth 
- who landed on D-Day and the 
‘extraordinary acts of bravery’ 
of the French Resistance that 
wreaked havoc behind enemy 
lines.

Theresa May and President Macron study the 
sculpture by David Williams-Ellis (above and inset)

World War Two


