
MEMORIES OF A NORMANDY VETERAN. 

Taken from a 1995 Merton Heritage Service interview with  

Mitcham resident,  JOHN ELWIN.  

John was 16 years old at the outbreak of World War II. 

 Home Front: 
 I didn’t think about getting called up, because we all thought the war   
 would be over sooner….We built an Anderson shelter in the back  
 garden. It had a cement base and room for bunks. We also kept a torch  
 in there. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Military Service: 
 I was called up in 1943 when I was nineteen and joined the  
 Royal Signal Corps. My entry was deferred for a year as I was working  
 on emergency trunk cables for the Post Office. I felt scared when I was  
 called up. 
 

 I was sent to North Wales for basic training - I think that was the worst   
 part ! We had infantry training but I was only passed A2, because I had  
 flat feet. We were given special warrants and told to make our way by    
 train to a holiday camp in Prestatyn, which had been requisitioned by  
 the army. ( We were all the same sort of age.) 
 

 Then we went to Huddersfield in Yorkshire, for courses to decide what  
 our trade would be. I was offered the chance to join the lines, or be a  
 driver, so I learned how to drive lorries, starting with a Ford VA.  
 ( On D-Day I was driving Bedfords. ) We were trained in Arms drill,  
 marching and driving.  
 



  
 We were sent to an old amusement place called Hope Bank, then I was  
 posted to Egham to join the Special Wireless Regiment. There were  
 three units, each unit had two officers and NCO’s, along with drivers,   
 signalmen and Morse code operators. 
 

 I was paid 21 shillings a week (  £1.05 in modern money ) and I sent  
 half of that home to my family. 
 

 I became the driver of a transmitter truck, which had 2 generators and a  
 fold-up aerial. I had to maintain the generators to power the transmitter  
 from a remote site. The other men would string land-lines between  
 trees and so on, to allow the transmission of Morse code. Even the  
 code was in code and the NCO’s had a special machine to decipher it. 
 

 London: 
 We were then sent to Wellington Barracks near Buckingham Palace,  
 London. I drove down during the Blackout. When I drove through the  
 Barracks gates, I knocked over the ornamental George IV gatepost - I  
 hadn’t been used to driving before the war, let alone in the Blackout!  
 I had to go before the Commanding Officer and was fined 30 shillings  
 ( 1½ weeks pay .) 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Americans: 
 Once in London, our Company was divided in half and my half was  
 sent to Devon with the Americans. ( I think the British thought they’d got  
 rid of the worst troops in this way! ) 
 

 Discipline amongst the Americans was less strict and they had much  
 better rations. 
 

 We were sent to Sidmouth and I had to help with communications  
 between the British and American armies. 



 D.Day: 
 In May ‘44, secret orders arrived and we were sent to an American  
 camp in Newport. I joined up with 3 trucks and we were given a D.I.Y.  
 book on how to waterproof the vehicles. We weren’t allowed to leave  
 the camp. 
 

 We were boarded on to large U.S. Liberty ships, packed with American  
 troops and vehicles, then we sailed round the British coastline, never  
 going far from shore. When we reached the Isle of Wight, the ship  
 suddenly turned southwards. Now there was a whole flotilla of  
 warships, ships as far as the eye could see, many of them with barrage  
 balloons attached. 
 

 We were kept in our bunks in the hold, the seas got rough ( I’d never  
 seen seas like it ) and we were given sea-sickness tablets - gradually  
 we started to hear explosions. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Omaha Beach: 
 We reached the Beachhead during the night and there was a slight  
 feeling of panic. The ship had to keep moving about to avoid being hit -  
 by morning it was a little more quiet. As we went on deck, we could see  
 the Omaha Beachhead. There were ships all round, ( some had been   
 sunk ), black-smoke and planes overhead. 
 

 Our vehicles were lifted into small landing craft by crane - six vehicles  
 per boat. My truck was the last one in, I didn’t realise at first that this  
 meant that when the ramp was lowered, I’d have to be the first truck  
 out! I should have had the engine warmed as it was cold, even for June  
 - but I hadn’t been told this. Our waterproofing hadn’t been tested  
 before and the tide was coming in. I drove off the landing craft into  
 several feet of water. The engine flooded and stalled. We had to climb  
 on to the roof of the cab and wait to be collected by another boat.  
 I was more scared of the trouble I was going to get into with the British  
 army, than I was of the fighting! We had to stay on the landing craft all  
 night - although it’s probably just as well we did, by this time the whole  
 beach was on fire and I might well have been killed. 



  
 We had to land the next morning, by then my lorry was above the water  
 and we managed to get it going. We felt bad as we went past the  
 American casualties on Omaha beach, there were hundreds of bodies,  
 something must have gone badly wrong there! 
 

 Enemy attack: 
 Away from the beach, in some fields, we were fired at by a German   
 plane. There were American tracer bullets going everywhere - I hid  
 under the truck. It was only later that I realised I’d been hiding under  
 the petrol tank! The plane must have been hit, it crashed in the next  
 field - we were surprised to find that the pilot was Polish not German. 
 

 Early days with the French: 
 There were no billets, I had to stay with my truck, others slept in tents.   
 This part of Normandy was not particularly welcoming, it seemed very  
 old fashioned to us, with the people in their old-time dress. 
 

 I think some of the people living there had been collaborators, they   
 thought we were the Free French ( some of the uniforms looked  
 similar ) and that we were going to harm them. 
 

 We stopped in an apple-orchard and ate apples and peaches.  
 Sometimes we could get eggs and cider from nearby farmhouses. 
 

 We stopped for roughly a week in each place before moving on.  
 We had no idea what to expect. 
  
 The receiver in our truck was only really meant for Morse code but as  
 ours was surplus to requirements, we managed to tune into the  
 Armed Forces Radio. The broadcasters seemed to know more about  
 what was going on than we did! 
 



 
 St. Lo: 
 We could hear shells whistling overhead, fired from the American  
 warships. Some of the French towns were heavily bombed by the  
 Americans. Near St. Lo, we stopped on high ground, with a good view   
 of the town. We could hear the German air-raid sirens, then American  
 planes made a circle of smoke round the town and bombs were  
 dropped into the circled area. I think civilians must have been  
 evacuated earlier. I went to St. Lo two days later and there was nothing  
 left of it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Belgium: 
 By August, our mission was completed and I was sent to rejoin the  
 British sector in Brussels. I didn’t want to leave the American sector  
 where conditions were much better. 
 

 A lot of Flying bombs hit Brussels. 
 

 The people were more friendly towards us, we had more leave and we  
 were given proper shelter. We went to the pictures and we could get  
 free rides on public transport and free food in the cafes.  
 We were also able to buy a certain amount of food with our cigarette  
 ration. British soldiers were given a ration of 50 cigarettes - Capstan,  
 I think, but the American supply seemed to be limitless! 
 

 During Winter, when the snow was on the ground, the Germans broke   
 through into the American sector in the Ardennes. British tanks had to  
 ring Brussels for safety. 



 Into Germany: 
 By May ‘45, we reached the German border. Their cities were flattened,  
 we never thought they’d recover - they were particularly pleased to  
 learn that we were British and not Russian. We were ordered not to  
 fraternise with the people and warned to expect trouble but none ever  
 came. People seemed genuinely pleased to see us. Their living  
 conditions were very bad.” 
 

 Belsen: 
 Our unit was near Belsen once. We could see the inmates in their  
 striped uniforms. We were shocked, we didn’t understand what had  
 happened there. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 V. E. Day: 
 We were stationed at a German army barracks in Minden and at a  
 farmhouse in Krefeld in the Rühr on V.E. Day. There were no particular  
 celebrations, we had nothing to celebrate with. I had mixed feelings, as  
 we could have been sent to the Far East but we were saved by the  
 [ Atomic ] Bomb. 
 

  
 
 
 
  
   
  
 Demob: 
 I was late into the army, so I had a large demob number and didn’t get  
 home till June 1947.  Things on the Continent seemed to be improving   
 much faster than in  Britain. In Germany, they were getting on with  
 rebuilding straight away,  putting on new paint, repairing the electricity  
 supply. It was a long time  before that happened here, rationing was still   
 in place and there were still food queues.” 
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