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A WOOD
ALLED
BOURLON

The Cover- up after Cambmz 1917
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It had been a trying day for Sir Julian. He told the
Commander-in-Chief that he was not particularly worried about
holding La Vacquerie, the fortified hamlet a mile north of
Gonnelieu on ‘Welsh Ridge’ but a brigade of the 61st (2nd South
Midland) Division was driven out that morning. The 61st had
relieved the 2oth and 12th Divisions under difficult conditions, no
one being sure where the front lay. The 2nd/4th and 2nd/6th
Gloucestershires clung to a strongpoint called the Corner Work
and prevented a further enemy advance. Hundreds of grenades
flew as the 2nd/7th Warwickshires disputed Ostrich Avenue, part
of the old Hindenburg System.

After their morning conversation Haig’s instructions to Byng were
explicit: “The Third Army front will be withdrawn with the least
possible delay from the Bourlon Hill-Marcoing salient to a more
retired and shorter line of defence to be selected by you.’

The second paragraph of the three-paragraph GHQ Order
issued on 3 December and signed by Kiggell hints at some
reluctance by the Army Commander to comply:

“The line chosen should be the best available with a view to
obtaining security of ground combined with economy of troops.
The abandonment of ground recently won is quite secondary to
these considerations.’s

The final paragraph drew ‘particular attention’ to the importance
of Byng’s right flank ‘about la Vacquerie, Welsh Spur [Ridge] and
to the south of those places’.

The evacuation of Bourlon Wood and the Marcoing position
took place on the night of 4 December under appreciable
moonlight. As at Suvla, which Byng had left with more
enthusiasm in December, 1915, the British kept up the pretence of
normal conditions. The 23rd London Regiment, in trenches on
the immediate left of the wood, heard of the retirement
‘accidentally’, no message having reached it, but in general all went
according to plan. Burdened with surplus ammunition and bombs,
the infantry of the 47th Division withdrew through the
gas-drenched undergrowth and slithered down the slopes stormed
eleven days earlier by the goth. Sections stumbled down the
sunken road which marked the limit of the first attack of the 62nd.
‘In it there sprawled large numbers of German dead. No one knew
the occasion of their death but it was probably the attack of 30
November.” The previous night officers who had been occupying
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this open grave for two days were startled to hear a low groan. A
badly wounded German had regained consciousness.

German shelling of the rear areas during darkness helped to
blanket noise of movement, and the gunners of the 270th Siege

Battery chose this, of all nights, to indulge in a piece of private

enterprise. Borrowing four eight-horse teams from another unit
and fitting rubber tyres to their limbers, they prepared to recover
their abandoned 6-inch howitzers from the edge of the German
positions. Enemy troops were using the pits as outposts. Helped
by a small detachment of the 1oth KOYLI, the raiders carried out
a pincer movement to persuade the opposition to withdraw. They
discovered preparations had already been made to destroy the
guns. Sandbags, charges and detonators were removed from the
barrels, the howitzers pulled from their emplacements, signals
made to the rear. Two teams galloped up and made off with their
rightful possessions. The enemy began raking the area with heavy
shells and machine guns and, as the next teams arrived, a driver
was hit and the plunging horses became unmanageable. Once they
were quietened the guns were hooked on and were careering over
the ground when the lead detachment came to grief in a shell
crater. Four horses of the second team were hitched to the first.
All twelve took fright, but bolted in the right direction. The last
gun, with only four horses attached, was recovered with the aid of
every man of the infantry covering party heaving on drag ropes.*

As the moon rose, about 11 o’clock, all appeared as usual on the
Cambrai front. By 4.30 am only skeleton forces remained at
Bourlon ‘moving from point to point, to fire rifles and Verey lights,
just as if the normal garrison had been there’.’® Wreckers moved
into the dug-outs under Graincourt church to ensure that the
Germans could not quickly make use of them again.

The following day troops watched the enemy bombard and
attack deserted positions. They ‘came over in waves and, on
finding the trenches empty, halted irresolutely. After a little while
they settled down.”” T'wo miles away the British remained hidden
and silent. For once the PBI on both sides were happy.

Near La Vacquerie bombers again clashed in Ostrich Avenue
and the oth Inniskillings went to the aid of the 2nd/7th
Warwickshires. They reported the old Hindenburg Support Line
‘a filthy place. Corpses were touching, laid along the fire step, all
men of the 61st Division’.

The next day a young lieutenant of the Inniskillings inspired the
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