The Action at Asten, 28-30 October 44

Report rendered by 25th FD Regt., R.A.

Lt. Col. K. R. Brazier Creagh, R.A., O.C.

At 1900 hours on 27 Oct 44, orders were received by CO that 25 Fd Regt were to come under command 7th US Armd Div forthwith and to move down at first light the next day to the area of ASTEN. When being briefed by CCRA 8 Corps. the CO was told that on the previous night (26/27 Oct 44) the enemy had thrown bridges across the CANAL DE DEURNE and during the morning of Oct 27 had captured MEIJEL. It was not regarded as a great threat, but merely a diversion with the object of drawing off troops from the operations on the West of the salient which were clearing the Northern bank of the SCHELDT. The instructions were to support 7th US Armd Div who were strung out holding a very wide front, to hit the enemy as hard as possible and assist in putting him back over the canal. There were no restrictions on ammunition expenditure.

Arrangements were made with HQ 8 ARGA that night for one additional RASC platoon loaded with HE to be sent down to ASTEN the following day. CO left OVERLOON with Z Gp at 0400 hrs 28 Oct and arrived at Hq 7th US Armd Div at 0630 hrs. Excellent arrangements had been chosen for us, SE of ASTEN and survey had been carried to the position. After receiving orders from Col. MARTIN, one of his staff officers guided Z Gp to the posn and the Survey Officer met them there. A message was received saying that the enemy had attacked the American position west of Meijel, one company was overrun and tiger tanks were advancing up the road to ASTEN.

Battery advance parties had been ordered to rendezvous in ASTEN at 0730 hrs and Gun Groups were due there at 0930 hrs. B Ech and RASC pl were ordered to an area between HELMOND and DEURNE by 0900 hrs. While posn was being reconnoitered by 2IC, CO visited Hq of Combat Command R (CCR) to find CCR had been holding a posn astride the rd ASTEN*MEIJEL, about 692075. with two companys, reserve company being about 68108 (?). This bn was supported by one sqn of tk destroyers (SP A Tk guns) and one bn med tks (Shermans). One recce sqn was watching the left flank. The enemy attack which developed about 0630 hrs had overrun the left fwd company. The rt fwd company was well dug in and holding on. (Note: 28 Oct). It had counted nine tiger tanks moving up the main rd past its posn. These had been engaged by tk destroyers and were stationary on the road in the middle of the bog between the fwd and res companys. They could not get off the road because of the soft ground. The rt company had enemy infantry round it on two sides and tks in front of and behind it, but was holding on well. The situation was, therefore, in hand.

Major B. D. Napper was sent as rep to Hq CCR and Capt. A. G. Griffiths as FOO with the inf. bn. In addition, Capt. Webb and Capt. A. J. Thrift-Lee were put on the lt and rt flanks respectively to watch the situation.
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The regt was in action in southern half of square 6310 and northern half of square 6339 (?) by 1045 hrs. First and Second line amn had been ordered up previously and dumped their loads by 1130 hrs, and went back to refill. The posn, and all ground in front of it was overlooked by an OP in the church at NEERKANT. This was, therefore, taken on by 31 Bth with HE 119 Cap on. A very effective shoot was done with the aid of an American Air OP and in half an hour the steeple was demolished.

The day was fine and the Americans had a series of Air OPs constantly in the air, whose spotting was excellent and the infm they sent invaluable. Orders were passed through the rep at Hq CCR.

By midday it was obvious that the enemy, having been stopped in his dir drive up the rd, was preparing to outflank the American posn on the left. Air OPs saw considerable movement out of MEIJEL towards NEERKANT and into the woods to the West of that village. Targets were engaged continuously during the morning over this area and also along the main rd West of MEIJEL.

At about 1430 hrs the enemy attack developed, tks and inf adv from the woods of NEERKANT and South of the woods parallel to the rd. The enemy were engaged with a continuous series of “M” targets all over squares 6810 and 6809. For two hours he persisted in his attempts to go fwd and gained between 700 and 1000 yds of ground at the cost of hvy cas to his inf. Several enemy tks were knocked out by the American tk destroyers, but the Sherman bn had also suffered losses and the Sqn of Tk Destroyers were reduced in strength. However the attack was held and enemy showed a strong disinclination to adv in the face of concentrated Arty fire. The Americans paid us the compliment of saying that it was our fire which had broken up the atk. Their own Arty was very short of amn and therefore unable to bring down concentrated Arty fire. It is difficult to state accurately the strength of the enemy, but this atk was made with about 400 inf supported by approx 20 Tigers and Panthers and by arty and mortar fire.

As darkness fell, the enemy desisted from his attempts to get fwd, and dug in on his newly won grd. FOOs watching the flanks were drawn in, ??? Capt. Griffiths remained with the inf bn and Major Napper with Hq CCR.

During the early part of the night a gun posn was subjected to heavy shell-fire. One shell landed alongside a gun of B btry and knocked the whole det flat on their backs. Two gunners were wounded and the No 1 temporarily blinded. The gun continued in action with the remainder of the det.

In order to interfere as much as possible with his preparation for the next day, a large HE program was arranged and fired. It consisted of ??? targets, selected from known enemy posns, roads in and out of MEIJEL and the bridges over the canal. Each target was engaged Scale 3 by each bty three times during the night, a total of 108 rpg. MEIJEL itself received 800 rds. This program involved 80 alternatives to switch and range.

During the night, report of POW interrogations came in to Hq CCR and US intelligence estimated that we were faced by both 9th Panzer and 15th Panzer Grenadier Divs. Subsequent interrogation has confirmed this estimate as correct.
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CO CC R decided to withdraw the right forward company which had held on so gallantly all day. This was successfully achieved and the co, reduced to about two plats strength, came back and joined the res comp at NW end of the bog.

Dumping of amn was carried out until late in the evening, each ech including the two RASC pals, going straight back to refill. With continuous dumping and firing there was no time to dig gun pits or any shelter other than slit trenches and nobody in the regt got much sleep.

In the early morning Major W. A. T. Gethin relieved Major Napper, and Capt. Thrift-Lee relieved Capt. Griffiths. Both these officers ha??? on H net. Capt. R. V. B. Webb was sent out to gain contact with the recce sqn and to watch the left flank, and Major D. F. Oswald was sent out to watch the right flank, where there were no US trps. Both these officers had sets on their bty nets. (Note: 28 October)

During the night, 131 Fd Regt (15th (S) Div) arrived and came into action East of HEUSDEN. A rep from this regt was sent to Hq 25 Fr Regt, and all day the fire of the 131 Fd Regt was directed by OPs of 25 Fd Regt.

At about 0730 hrs, 29 Oct, the enemy launched a hvy attack against the left flank of the US posn from the grd he had gained the previous afternoon. The attack was made with about 400 inf and 20 tks supptd by hvy mortar and arty fire. In addition, enemy inf attempted to go round the right flank.

Hvy fire from both regts was brought down on these attacks, and the inf made little progress, some 4 or 5 Tiger tks reached the rd behind the American fwd posn and inflicted casualties on the Shermans and tk destroyers before they were destroyed or driven off. The battle was fierce and confused for an hour. By 0900 hrs the situation was in hand and there was a pause in the enemy’s attack. When reports came in, however, it was obvious that the posn had deteriorated. Little more than two plats of inf were left and these had withdrawn to ??? 669096 (?). One tk destroyer remained and the Sherman Bn had very few runners left. The recce sqn, somewhat battered, was still watching the left flank. The most serious aspect however, was that the withdrawal had opened both flanks of the American posn. Previously rt flank had been protected against tk attack by the marshy grd. Moreover there were no US tps further south than the two plats on the crossroads so that the gun posns of the 25 Fd Regt were open to attack by the enemy who were some 2,800 yards away.

By the time this attack had been halted, 131 Fd Regt, who had only come up with their first line amn, were down to 20 rpg. Fifty rpg was therefore sent across to them from 25 Fd Regt and one of the two RASC plats at the disposal of 25 Fd Regt was instructed to dump for the 131 ???
At 0800 hrs, infom had been received from 7th US Armd Div that enemy had captured LEISEL, but no news could be obtained of what US dispositions were in this area.

At 1000 hrs, CRA 15 (S) Div rang up CO. He asked if we were alright, whether it was safe for us to remain where we were as he had heard rumors that the enemy had broken thru and 25 Fd Regt had been overrun. The situation was explained to him. It was also explained that there was no question of withdrawal. To do so would have deprived ????????????????????????????????

   4444444

critical stage of the battle. Moreover, the gun posn was under shell fire and it was extremely doubtful if the guns could have been got at even if this had been justifiable. The enemy showed great caution in adv against concentrated shellfire and provided we did not run out of amn, CO considered that the posn could be held. The only anxiety was that the enemy at LEISEL should adv and capture ASTEN behind us. CRA said this rd had been sealed off. He told CO that 227 Inf Bde (15 (S) Div) were on their way up and should be arriving about 1800 hrs and posn must be held until nightfall.

As soon as CRA had rung off, 12/25 Bty rang RHQ to say that an American had told one of the tk lookouts that enemy tks including Tigers were adv on the gun posn behind wood at 645095 (?). 12/25 Bty and 31 Bty (the fwd btys) were ordered to “tk alert” and the scale of fire was trebled on 38 Bty to keep up the rate of fire.

About this time stragglers and walking wounded in considerable numbers started to appear on the gun posns with the most alarming stories of what was happening up front. A quick visit to all gun posns, however, disclosed that this producing no effect there. In spite of the shelling, everyone was very cheerful and busy and had neither the time nor inclination to listen to alarmist rumors. Every available man was collected and put into posn to repel inf atks on the guns if the need arose, and HE with fuze 222 set to burst close in was prepared against the same eventuality. An officers patrol was sent out to verify the tk story and returned to say no tks were visible. Tk alert was therefore removed.

CO visited bn hq and fwd coy to tell them that 227 Inf Bde was on its way up and that at all costs they must hold on until nightfall, assuring them that the maximum rate of fire would be maintained.

All OPs and reps were instructed to keep up the maximum rate of fire on the enemy, and “B” ech and RASC were ordered to dump as fast as possible.

During the rest of the day firing was continuous. Never less than four shoots were in progress simultaneously and frequently five, all of them conducted through the comns of the 25 Fd Regt. The FOOs on the flanks were given priority on a tp each and told to come on the enemy’s flank and prevent him from carrying out an encircling movement. On the “H” net two tgts were always being engaged simultaneously, one by the remaining two btys of 25 Fd Regt and one by the 131 Fd Regt through the rep. In addition occasional destructive shoots with one gun were carried out with the aid of Air OP through US 7th Armd Div Fire Control Centre. Comns never failed throughout the day. 25 Fd Regt engaged 76 tgts and fired 10,000 rds of amn, 131 Fd Regt through OPs of 25 Fd Regt engaged 27 tgts and fired 5,430 rds. of amn.

Throughout the morning until midday, the enemy made persistent efforts to get fwd but they were all frustrated.

About 1430 hrs, Comd 227 Inf Bde arrived Hq CCR and a conference was held. He said his leading bns would arrive by last night and would take up posns astride the rd about 652099. They could not be dug in and prepared until 0200 hrs 30 Oct. Comd CCR agreed to hold on, altho his tps were very tired and depleted, until 0200 hrs provided that Arty could keep up the present rate of fire. This was guaranteed.
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At about 1500 hrs the enemy made his final effort of the day. This took the form of another attempt to outflank the left of the American posn moving rather wider than before. He adv with some 400 inf and 20 tks.

By this time there was practically nothing left of the recce sqn on the left flank. Capt. Webb saw this atk developing and engaged with fire. Although completely isolated, he remained in his OP directing fire until he brought the attack to a halt some 300 yds from him. By this time he and his operator L/Bdr Grundy were surrounded on three sides. He continued to direct the fire on the enemy for 4 hrs until darkness fell and then he withdrew.

At the same time this atk was also being engaged by 131 Fd Regt and after about two hrs of persistent effort the enemy gave up. Once again his tps had been unable to adv in the face of concentrated arty fire.

When darkness fell, the battle died down. 227 Inf Bde arrived and 4 HLI on rt and 2 Gordons on lt tool up their posns. At 2230 hrs the CO telephoned CRA 15 (S) Div for permission to withdraw to previously reconnoitered and prepared alternative positions, as res coy areas of HLI were amongst the tp posns of the 12/25 bty. He was only just through and had not received permission when shells landed on RHQ cutting all line comns. Fortunately the wireless remained through and permission was obtained. At 0200 hrs the tired and depleted American coy withdrew through the Scottisch posn after a very gallant stand for fifteen hrs against overwhelming odds.

The posn was now strongly hel. 15 (S) Div Arty in action and at 0230 hrs 25 Fd Regt withdrew to their alternative posns.

The cas suffered on this action were astonishingly light in view of the fact that the gun posns were shelled all day on 29 Oct. 11
 men were wounded and nobody was killed. One gun received a direct hit which damaged the trail; three other guns received damage from shellfire. One 105 shell landed beside one gun but failed to explode. Most of the few vehs on the posn were damaged.

� Transcribed by Wesley Johnston (wwjohnston@aol.com). Most spellings have been left as in the original. The original from which this transcription is made is a copy of a copy, supplied by B/48 veteran Charles Barry. The location of the original is not known to me. Because this is a copy of a copy, a small amount of text is missing from the right side of some pages and the bottom of one page. I was able to guess at some of these, which are in red. For those that I could not guess, I inserted question marks, also in red.


� Could be 10 or some other number from 10-19.





