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Leopold Canal 

 On Oct 5th 1944 the 6th moved to Oostevede in Belgium  A recce party went north to the Leopold 

Canal on the Belgium/Duch border. They reported  back saying a bridge was needed over the Canal but that 

the Infantry had  to establish a bridgehead first, as the enemy was still in strength on the far side. The 

Germans had also flooded the lowlands to the north. The weather was wet and cold. A kapok floating 

footbridge was put across the canal by the 16th Field Company, but stiff German  resistance on the far side 

held up any chance of putting up a Bailey bridge.           

 By the 8th 7 CIB had established a shallow bridgehead on the far bank. It was under continuous 

German attack.  Two sections of 1 platoon were bivouacked south of the canal. There job was to repair the 

kapok footbridges which were continuously hit by German mortar fire. This was dangerous and vital work 

as the two footbridges and a raft were the only links to 7 CIB on the north bank.  Due to the shallow 

bridgehead it wasn't possible to build a bailey bridge. The area was too hot.  On the 11th  16 Cdn Fd Coy 

completed a second raft. The 6th took over operation of that to. They stayed there until the 14th.   

 On 14 Oct the 4th Armd Div finally got a Class 40 Bailey bridge across the Leopold Canal, the 

Germans withdrew and the Platoons went back to clearing roads. To follow along, the company moved to a 

roadside bivouac near the town of Eecloo in Belgium that after days of rain was muddy, cold and wet.  

 As the canal dykes had been blown open by the Germans, in many places the water was over the 

roads. This made filling craters difficult. They couldn't be pumped dry because the road was under water 

and this would have been equivalent to pumping the ocean dry. The road clearing crews met a lot of 

German opposition and the Canadians were forced down narrow roads and dykes surrounded by water and 

easy targets for the Germans. It was hard work.   

 While bivouaced near Eecloo a pay parade was held. Everyone got 1000 

Belgium Francs. But with  all the towns in the hands of the Provost and "Out of 

Bounds" there was little if any chance to spend it.  

 

Passageule Canal    

 On Oct 18th 1 Platoon was in Holland and completed a 60 ft - Class 40 Bailey across the 

Passageule Canal near Ijzendijke north of Watervliet at MR 032095. It opened at 2030 hrs. It was a slow 

build. They started in mid afternoon. Due to a congested site and an inexperienced crew it took a long time. 

Over 80% of the platoon 

were reinforcements, who 

had arrived after D-Day 

and many had never 

worked on a bailey 

before. As the unit history 

stated "Don't know a 

chord bolt from a panel 

pin" The company named 

the bridge "Spry" after 

the 3rd Canadian Infantry 

Division's commander.  

Double Single Bailey Bridge 



 On the following day, routes in Holland were checked as far as Het Eiland and Turkeije. The war 

diary noted "Morale is low and men will have to be granted leave shortly or the men will lose their 

efficiency."  The bad weather, hard work and lack of leave was taking its toll. That day Spr. Henneberry 

was accidentally wounded and sent to hospital.  

 

First Leaves in Five Months 

 On the afternoon of the 20th the Coy HQ and LAD moved into some 

deserted houses. The moment the vehicles stopped moving they started to settle 

and didn't stop until they were ensconced to both axles. However with the LAD 

along they had a breakdown lorry on-site. It spent the next few hours winching 

the HQ and LAD vehicles out of the mud. That day the first leaves came 

through. One officer and 7 ORs  per week were to get 48-hour passes to 

Brussels, where a Canadian leave centre had been set up in the Cosmopolite 

Hotel. Morale improved a lot, as this was the first leave anyone had received 

since a month before D-Day, five months earlier.   

 The war diary for the week of 21 to 28 Oct noted "It would seem that 

the German sappers in this area are well trained, well equipped and well 

supplied. They make an excellent job of demolishing bridges, site their craters very strategically and use an 

abundance of mines and booby traps." 

 On Oct 22nd the Company moved to Steentjen. Early that morning No. 3 Platoon cleared a path 

for the Regiment de Chaudiere to enable them to clean out a nest of "Diehards" that were holding up the 

advance. Winter was coming and later that day CQMS received the first shipment of fleece lined winter 

underwear. Over the next few days No. 1 and No. 3 Platoons cleared roads as far as Schoondijke and 

through the village of Oostburg. The whole area was flooded with traffic confined to the few roadsabove 

water, all of which were narrow, congested and dangerous. 

 On the 25th No. 3 Platoon cleared the route to the demolished bridge near Oostburg. The next day 

they constructed a 40-ft. Bailey at MR 049119 that they opened to traffic at 0300 hours on October 27th.  

 Later that day the area around Oostburg proved hot and nasty. There were numerous road blocks  

using fallen trees, most of them booby trapped. A great number of Schu and wooden box mines were being 

found. All of which had to be removed. A D-7 dozer detonated a mine damaging a track and driving 

sprocket when it ran over a Schu mine while backing over a railway track. The operator was uninjured but 

Sprs Fleger and Mayo were hit by shrapnel from the mine. Then No. 2 Platoon lost a 60 cwt. from mortar 

fire and Spr. G. J. Wilson and Spr. Burnett were wounded with shrapnel. It was a bad day.  

 

Hickman Bridge at Retranchment  

 On 29 Oct 1944 No. 2 Platoon checked the road from Oostburg to Zuid- Zand as far as the canal at 

Retranchment.  There they found the Canadians holding the village with the Germans in procession of the 

canal's far bank and the proposed 

bridging site heavily mined.   

 The next morning Lieut 

James Howard Alexander was 

appointed as overall bridge 

commander and told to construct a 

120 ft Class 40 Bailey bridge over the 

canal. It was emphasized to him and 

his men that the early completion of 

the bridge was vital to the destruction 

of the last German pocket on the south 

bank of the Scheldt Estuary. At 1045 

hrs he arrived with his reconnaissance 

party and discovered that although the 

Canadian infantry held Retranchment a bridgehead had not yet been established on the other side of the 

canal. The Germans were still on the far bank. At 1200 hrs, under heavy mortar fire, he tried to make a 

cross section of the gap and crossed the canal. He and his party immediately came under intense small arms 

fire. In spite of the German's efforts they secured enough information to make the preliminary plans for the 

bridge. Lt Alexander was later awarded the Military Cross for his actions that day.   



 On 31 Oct at 0430 hrs the Canadian infantry finally established a small bridgehead on the German 

side of the canal. At 0500 hrs  No 1 and No 3 platoons of the 6th arrived and the detailed reconnaissance 

work and site layout began. The site was placed under the overall command of Lt Alexander with Sgt John 

Lockhart (Jack) Hickman and Sgt Peter Willigen in command of various parts of the build. Helping the 6th 

were the drivers from the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division's Bridge Platoon and some German prisoners. 

Work proceeded smoothly during the morning with only sporadic disruptions from German artillery, 

mortars and snipers. It was then the first casualty occurred. During a sniper attack Sapper Murray Williams 

jumped into a slit trench and landed on a Schu mine, badly injuring both feet. At 1130 hrs the German fire 

intensified. The 6th tried working through the barrage but casualties began to mount.  At 1230 hrs the work 

party downed tools and took cover. By then Sgt. Jack Hickman had been killed  by a shell splinter from a 

mortar blast while Major "Moose" Murphy as well as Sappers John Harvey, Wilmot Scott,  Edwin Slack 

and Victor Ellis had all been wounded. The 6th called for artillery fire support and at 1315 hrs it arrived, 

hitting the German mortar and gun positions. The German fire died down. Their gun and mortar crews 

either dead, wounded or cowed into silence. With help from the German prisoners work resumed. For his 

bravery during the build Sgt Willigen was later awarded the Military Medal. At 1500 hrs  the bridge opened 

for traffic. In all there had been seventeen casualties.  The 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade's vehicles and 

troops crossed over and drove west. The completion of the bridge meant that fighting vehicles, ammunition 

and supplies flowed in a steady stream across the canal and it was later considered a major factor in the 

rapid defeat of the Germans at Knoke  and Heist on 2 Nov 1944.   

 The unit now returned to Belgium and camped at Ijzendijke while the Platoons checked the routes 

as far as Knocke-Sur-Mer on the coast. As all German opposition had ceased in the Schedlt, Operation 

"Switchback" ended and the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division went to the rear to recuperate and rebuild,  

 

Operation Relax 

 On Nov 3rd  Operation "Relax" started. The City of Ghent invited the Division to be the guests of 

the citizens for as long as the Division's rest period would allow. Company HQ were set up at 38 Fievre 

Straat, while the soldiers were billeted  in private homes. The job of feeding 800 Divisional Engineers fell 

to the 6th Field Company. So it wasn't much of a holiday for CQMS Flatt and his cooks. However, the task 

eased when the unit  took over the cafeteria at a large steel mill. The mill's chef and his staff stayed on to 

assist the Canadian cooks and to acquaint them with the steam cookers and other modern appliances. 

Everything worked out and the men got three hot, well cooked and appetizing meals a day. After five 

months of living rough, eating field rations and fighting the Germans it was a welcome rest. The local cafes 

also did a roaring business with considerable amounts of alcohol consumed. 

 On Nov 7th Lt-Gen Simonds, the Acting Army Commander held a conference for all the 

Division's officers and NCOs in the Ghent Opera House. There he commended them on what they had 

accomplished and told them of their next mission. They were to move to Nijmegen in Holland, would take 

over the Salient from the Americans and hold it until further notice. 

 So on Nov 8th   Operation "Relax" ended at 1400 hours and the Company moved to the village of 

Nazareth, south of Ghent. The troops were in excellent spirits after their 5-day rest and were now ready for 

the next move.  

 

Nijmegan 

 A couple of days later movement orders arrived and at 2000 hrs the 

Unit, minus No. 1 Platoon who had been Brigaded to 7 CIB, moved off to 

Nijmegen. Their route took them through Antwerp, Turnhout, Eindhoven, 

Hertogenbosch and at 1400 the next day ended temporarily near Grave in 

Holland, about ten miles from Nijmegen. They were put up in the local "work 

house" with the soldiers spending the next night in cubicles while they waited 

for the English units occupying Nijmegan to vacate their quarters.  

 The challenge of finding quarters in the Nijmegan area was viewed 

with some cynicism by the 6th's OC.  
"The problem of accommodation becomes more and more acute, as the policy "to obtain 

inside billets whenever possible" is enforced. There seems to be two conflicting schools 

of thought  The individual units operate on the principal of "first there first served" and "possession is half the law" 

wheras Corps much more rationally, and equally more slow balance the total available billets against the total 

required for their HQ and subdivide what is left among the other units ." - Maj Murphy     



 Nov 12th found the unit in Broekkant where they set moved into a farm operated by Monks from 

Nijmegen. For the next four days they enjoyed such modern conveniences as electric lights and running 

water. During the next few days the platoons continued with the task of maintaining roads which, while 

although necessary quickly  became boring.  

 The first frosts arrived on Nov 16th. It was the first they had seen since coming to the Continent, 

but since the unit was in comparative comfort and  receiving a daily Rum issue there were few complaints. 

But this semi-paradise didn't last and they were ordered to move inside the boundaries allotted to the 3rd 

Cdn. Division.  

 On Nov 18th they arrived in a southern suburb of Nijmegen. They were housed along a nice 

residential street and HQ was set up in a house at 69 Houtlaan Straat. Personnel were billeted in homes in 

the area with 41 houses allotted to the unit. Accommodation for stores and workshops was eventually found 

in cow stables and coal sheds by a less than happy QM and Transport staff.  

 It wasn't an easy move.  
 "There was half a days delay while we ousted parts of no less than three units from our houses, and these 

units were delayed while they ousted other units from their blocks of houses and so on. Until these were turned out the 

men had to sit in their trucks and dish out cigarettes and chocolates to the swarms of offsprings of their prospective 

landlords. Finally we all got under roofs of various kinds and this rounded out the week with general ill-feeling all 

around." Maj Murphy 

 After settling in the troops spent the next few weeks on the maintenance of the local roads and 

bridges. The unit settled into a routine. One platoon maintained the roads, another platoon maintained 

Tower Bridge and did odd jobs for Brigade while a third platoon was held in reserve and did training.  

After almost six months of  continuous action it was all rather boring.  

  

Maj McDougall Replaces Maj Murphy  

 On Nov 24th Major "Moose" Murphy left the unit due to what seemed like a 

minor leg wound received during the Hickman Bridge build. It was a more serious than it 

first appeared and while not crippling he was out of action for a long time. He was sadly 

missed by the whole Company as he had a reputation as a good Commander and was liked 

and admired. The new OC was Major McDougall from the 33rd Field Company.  Capt. 

Miller the 2 I/C was transferred to the 33rd Field Company and promoted to command it. 

At the same time Capt. Finlayson of the 31st Field Company arrived as the new 2 I/C. 

 A week later Maj.-Gen. Spry, the GOC of 3rd Cdn. Inf. Division visited the Company. This was 

the unit's  first chance to see their new general and he made a good impression on the sappers when he told 

them that he did not expect much in the way of formality, in the matter of saluting, when he visited any 

work project. He informed the troops gathered around him that so long as the Engineers were busy fixing 

the roads for him to travel on he could very well overlook any minor divergences from Army protocol. The 

General received three very hearty cheers as he departed, waving a salute at the assembled Company.  

The same day the following appeared in Routine Orders 

 
746 COAL  

1 Due to the present acute shortage of coal in the NIJMEGAN area, consumption of electricity by all users must be reduced to a 
minimum. 

2. Electricity will be used for lighting purposes only.  Electric heaters are not permitted under ANY circumstances.  

3. Offrs commanding units will be personally responsible that all personnel under their comd are complying with this instr.  Strict 
disciplinary action will be taken against any personnel discovered employing electric heaters after the date of this order.  

(2nd Cdn Corps RO #205) 

 

 For the 6th and the other engineer units in and around Nijmegan Dec 1944 was road work and yet 

more road work. Preparations were now under way for a push out of the salient and good roads were of first 

importance. However, with a daily rum issue and as much in the way of entertainment as could be found, 

the morale was fairly good, although with boredom it slowly began to deteriorate.   

 
750 RUM RATION  
1 The following instructions for the issue of rum will be followed by all pl comds 

2 Rum will be issued in the presence of the Pl Officer or Pl Sgt and the one ounce issue will be consumed immediately in the presence 
of the above. There will be NO repeat NO storing up or saving of rum under any circumstances 

3 One man will not give his ration to another.  

4 One ration per day per man only when rum has been authorized for issue 
5 Pl Officers will see that this order is carried out ALWAYS.   (1 December 1945 Part One Routine Orders) 

Maj McDougall 



   An occasional bit of excitement was supplied by the V1 "Buzz Bombs" that passed over Nijmegan 

on their way to Antwerp where they caused an enormous damage and many casualties. In an attempt to 

disrupt the Antwerp port operations the Germans launched hundreds of V1s and V2s at the city. The 

German Artillery in Arnhem also fired the occasional shell into Nijmegan. But with effective Allied 

counter-battery fire these attempts were few and far between and life settled into a relatively boring routine.  

 In early December an EFI (Expeditionary Forces Institute) gift shop opened in Nijmegen. Many of 

the purchases were Christmas gifts for the units numerous landlords, landladies and their daughters.  

 
GIFT SHOP  

A gift shop has been opened at St John's School NIJMEGAN under the auspices of EFI. Men may make personal purchases at this 

shop. A few of the things for sale are listed below; 
Lipstick from 3 gldrs to 5 gldrs 

Powder, trains, ninepins, Mecabois, Mosaics, Dress Ornaments, Handkerchiefs, Nail Polish and Remover, Perfume, Ash Trays, Paper 

Knives, mannequins, large small and medium.  
(6 Cdn Fd Coy RO #754) 

 

 The greatest enemy the unit faced was now boredom. Due to the routine nature of road work 

morale was low. To improve it as many 48 hour passes as possible were issued and at least two movies a 

week were shown. Even church attendance went up. Normally only 3 or 4 men attended the  Protestant 

Church Parade. On Dec 3rd 40 did. In their defence it was also the units first church parade since Caen.  

 On Dec 9th the first winter snow fell. Two inches lay on the ground. It soon melted.  

   
Tower Bridge Nijmegan (Flatt) 

 By Dec 7th the maintenance of Tower bridge had now become a major unit task. With the coming 

of freezing weather the work on the bridge became even more onerous. Dec 11th and 12th found 2 Platoon 

waterproofing the pontoons for Tower Bridge. Covers were made and placed on the hatches. Pontoons were 

greased to prevent the ice from sticking to the pontoons when the Maas-Waal Canal froze over. It was hard 

work. The pontoons had to be flooded, taken out of the water, greased and returned.  

 
778 2 CDN CORPS WOS AND SGTS CLUB  

1. 2 Cdn Corps WOs and Sgts Club is now open to all WOs and Sgts of all fmns and units under comd 2 Cdn Corps and is located in 
the second floor of the Beaver Club GRAVE barracks. 

2. The club is open daily from 1330 hrs to 1630 hrs and from 1730 hrs to 2200 hrs.  Tea and biscuits will be served. 

3. It is requested that Netherlands currency only be tendered when purchases of beer or other commodities are made.  
(6 Cdn Fd Coy Part One Routine order  Dec 12 1944) 

 

 The 22nd of Dec was clear and cold. At the water point the hoses and equipment were drained at  

night because of the freezing and the 3-man crew had to built a shack just to keep warm. 

 On Christmas Eve Dec 24, No work was carried out and services were held for all personnel. 

Services were conducted by the Protestant padre Hon Capt Graham Moffatt Jamieson, the Chaplain for the 

Regina Rifles and Capt. Horton from the Winnipeg Rifles. Both were well known, respected and liked by  

the unit.  
 
797 CHURCH PARADES 

R.C. 

1. R.C. Mass in the hall at the 3 Fd Pk Coy at 1030 hrs 24 Dec 44. Parade will form up by the mobile dental clinic i/c Lt F.R. Cauley 
at 1000 hrs. Two 60 cwts will be detailed by transport Sgt to provide transport to this service. 

PROTESTANT 

1. Protestant parade will form up at 1050 hrs 24 Dec 44 in front of Coy stores. Move by route march to hall where service will be 
held.  

Order of Dress for both denominations: Best battledress, berets, anklets or high boots, web belts.  

 (6 Cdn Fd Coy Part One Routine order  Dec 23 1944) 



  
December 1944 War Establishment of a 

Field Company RCE (7officers and 249 other ranks) 

Company Headquarters (4 officers and 45 other ranks) 

1 Platoon (1 officer and 67 other ranks) 

3 Platoon (1 officer and 67 other ranks) 

2 Platoon (1 officer and 67 other ranks) 



Christmas Dinner 1944 

 Christmas Day, 1944 dawned clear and cold. Breakfast wasn't 

served for two reasons. First to give the cooks a break and second to 

ensure everyone had a good appetite for dinner. The Sgts and Offrs 

assembled at Coy H.Q. at 0900 Hrs and left to prepare the hall. Coffee was 

served all morning in the units mess hall to the Sappers and Corporals. At 

1245 hrs the soldiers left by truck from platoon H.Q.s  for the hall at 

Canisius College in Nijmegen. They brought their own mugs, knife, fork 

and spoon. The trucks arrived in the courtyard at the rear of the college and 

the troops disembarked. Beer was available when they arrived. Dinner was 

served at 1400 hrs. The menu consisted of roast turkey, both canned and 

fresh, roast pork, dressing, apple sauce, mashed potatoes with brown 

gravy, peas and carrots, plum pudding with sweet sauce and Xmas cake 

served on china plates. Each man received 5 cigars, 25 cigarettes, an 

orange and a chocolate bar. For liquids there was 80 gallons of beer, a 

potent punch and all the extra Issue Rum that could be found. The dinner 

was a huge success even though things became rather hectic towards the end. After dinner they returned to 

the homes they shared with their Dutch hosts. Years later Spr Pat Trainor remembers bringing back food 

from the Christmas Dinner and sharing it with the Dutch family he was staying with. All they had for their 

Christmas Dinner was black bread and potato salad.  

 On Boxing Day the unit was back at work. Calcium Chloride had to be placed in the Tower Bridge 

pontoons to prevent the water inside from freezing.  And the road work resumed. 

 The night of the 27th/28th was mild then it froze hard. By morning everything was coated in ice 

and the motorcycle DRs were grounded until the engineers had finished sanding the roads. Which took 

most of the day.  

 Then on Dec 30 Lt. Mustard, who had commanded the assault platoon on D-Day, was posted to 

CRE and Lt. Mitchell arrived to take his place with the Company. That same day the units first war-like 

action for some time came when No. 2 Platoon under the newly arrived Lt AS Mitchell assisted the Infantry 

in laying defensive mine fields in front of their positions facing the German border.  

    
Spr Len Ford and other members of the 6th in Holland  (Ford)                 Spr Ron Gage-Cole with Winterized Jeep (Gage Cole) 

 

January 1st German Air Attacks 

 New Years Day opened with a German air attack. At 0800 hrs the Germans launched Operation 

Bodenplatte (Baseplate) a massive German  aerial attack on 18 allied air bases in Holland and Belgium in 

an attempt to attain local air superiority. The operation caught the Allies completely by surprise. They lost 

over 305 aircraft destroyed and 190 damaged, most of them on the ground. After the Germans had 

destroyed  the planes at the local airbase, some headed for Nijmegen and attacked the city. They ran into 

massive anti-aircraft and small arms fire from the ground troops. That morning Spr Gregg went to the 

ration point to pick up rations for the day. The ration point was hidden by trees but they were spotted by a 

captured Spitfire with German markings and it machine gunned them. As Gregg later recalled  "We all fired 

our rifles and Bren guns right at him, and he made a beautiful loop the loop and crashed right in front of 

us. We took credit for that kill, but the ack-ack was ferocious, and they probably got him." The Allied 



aircraft were replaced within a week. The Germans lost 304 aircraft, none of which were replaced. The 

Allies retained air superiority. The German attack was a failure.  

The V-16 

 A couple of days later  No. 2 Platoon found a German locomotive on the tracks between Nijmegen 

and Cleve and a plot was hatched by some former Railway personnel from Penticton, B.C. The plan was to 

get up a head of steam in the engine, load it with high explosive and send it into German held Cleve. After 

a lot of work it was discovered that the  Germans had cut the track with an anti-tank ditch, just before 

Cleve. So on Jan 16 the project (nicknamed the V-16) was cancelled  

 On Jan 3 No. 3 Platoon had a 60 cwt damaged and L-Cpl. Culbert wounded when his truck backed 

over a Canadian Mk V mine in a local minefield. The accident occurred at night.  It was impossible to see 

the lane marking tape as it was very dark and the mine was on the drivers blind side.  

 

First Leaves to the UK  

 The next day 13 men and 1 officer from 2 Platoon went on leave to the UK . All had landed on D-

Day in the first wave. The selection was done by lottery.  They each drew 20 English pounds, new uniforms 

(if needed) and were de-loused before leaving. They would return on the 15th and another group take there 

place. By this time the 48 Hour passes to Brussels were also coming through on a regular basis. Morale had 

vastly improved and discipline was good.   

 Then it started to snow on the 8th and cold and the snow continued until January 11th. Road work 

and sanding was the main concern. It also increased the work at Tower bridge, as ice was forming around 

the pontoons. This had to be dealt with. A couple of weeks  later Tower Bridge was handed over to the RE 

who dismantled it prior to replacing it with a pile bridge. The bailey parts were needed elsewhere.  

 No. 3 Platoon on the 16th started work on a scrambling course to be used to train infantry Pioneer 

sections in clearing booby traps and mines for a vehicle passageway. 

 On 19 Jan Lt. JH Alexander and his party brought down Brigade HQ's wrath when, while building 

an assault training course, they blew an anti-tank ditch in the middle of the Brigade rifle range. Later that 

day Lt. Alexander was told he had been awarded the MC for bravery at Retranchment. 

 

Scrambling Course 

 Starting on  22 Jan and for the next couple of weeks the engineer and infantry assault pioneer 

platoons went through No 3 platoon's scrambling course. A unit officer and NCO accompanied each 

platoon. The object was to get a bren gun carrier and 15 cwt through the course in under 4 hours. The 

platoons started with 100 points and were docked 5 points for each mine or boobytrap set off, docked 5 

more points for every 15 minutes over the 4 hours and for every minute ahead of schedule they were given 

a point. The average score was 65. At the end of each day 3 Platoon spent 4 hours reconditioning the course 

and replacing the obstacles and boobytraps. In the process it was discovered that rabbits and other small 

animals are tripping the trip wires on the scrambling course.  

 On the 25th it was noted "Coal is strictly a black market commodity." 

 But something was happening. No. 1 Platoon started building a bomb and blast-proof basement 

shelter for 3 Div HQ in a building at Kapel. Over 6000 sand bags plus 200 pit props and 1000 feet of 6x6 

timbers were used for the job. Bulldozers also dug vehicle slits for the Div HQ vehicles. 

 At the end of Jan the weather turned warm and the rains came. The whole area was filling up with 

troops of all kinds and from Divisions that hadn't been seen before. Due to the congestion travel restrictions 

to supply points became so severe that a Brigade Pass had to be obtained for a trip back to Ordnance and 

even then it could only be made by using back roads. The main "UP" routes were filled constantly with 

convoys of new troops and materials, all part of the build-up for the coming attack. 

 

Out of Nijmegan 

 On Feb 1st the unit moved out of Nijmegen and into the village of Berg En Dal, a few miles east 

on the road to Cleve in Germany. HQ was set up in 2 cafes, a shop and a house. 1 and 2 platoon moved into 

houses and 3 platoons found themselves in a hotel on the Dutch Belgium border. Almost all of the 

buildings had their windows blown out. They spent the next few days trying to make their buildings 

habitable, sanding roads and maintaining the scrambling course.  Their new location was on high ground 

and had an unobstructed view of enemy-held territory. It also could be watched by the enemy and was in 

range of their artillery and mortars.  



 Around them the artillery and anti-aircraft guns were concentrating. Every available site was 

occupied with guns of all descriptions waiting for "FIRE" orders. 

 On Feb 7 the  unit Officers and Sgts attended the briefing on Operation "Veritable". It was starting 

on the 8th and would take them into Germany. Five Divisions were taking part in the initial assault 

supported by 1800 artillery pieces and the Air Force. The evening was spent in preparing for the attack that 

would start as soon as the artillery barrage finished.  

 At 0530 hrs on 8 Feb the artillery opened fire. Over 1000 guns fired over 1 million shells during 

the course of the day. 1 and 2 platoons moved off with 7 Brigade into Germany. 

 

The Ghost Story from No 1 Platoon 
 There's a sapper and a corporal who are 

convinced they have seen everything, yet they cannot 
convince their shipmates of the veracity of their story. It 

happened a few nights ago. It was a miserable night, cold 

and bleak, with the rain pouring out of a black sky and 
beating against the blacked out windows, while this sapper 

along with the corporal were taking it easy in the men's mess 

talking about this and that. It was just another evening to 

them, an evening in the forward area, where billets are 

wherever you can find a spot that is dry, even if it is an old 

battle scarred house, that may have its ghosts.  
 Things supernatural never entered their minds or 

the conversation, until they were aware of something 
descending the stairs, something they couldn't describe and 

the sapper, Matt Patton, was convinced he hadn't seen 

anything like it before, but Patton was a Patton, so he 
challenged the white spectre.  

 Apparently there was no "blood and guts" 

descending those stairs to answer, just a misty something that 
steadily came down and the nearer it came the more fantastic 

and awesome did it appear. Our sapper retired, his eyes 

glued to the apparition. It reached the bottom of the stairs 
and seemed to look around enquiringly. Then came the 

transition and there appeared to Patton what looked like the 

clothes basket, usually stumbled over by everyone, at the top 
of the stairs. Matt felt quite relieved and his hair began to 

resume its normal position but he hadn't seen anything yet, 

not until he saw that clothes basket slowly lift itself off the 
ground and silently ascent the stairway to the floor above. It 

hesitated at the top of the door, opened it and entered, and 

the door closed, leaving the sapper and his companion the 
corporal, alone again.  

 They decided to investigate, and cautiously 

opened the door, only to find the room empty except for a 
quiet and inoffensive clothes basket, neatly placed in the 

corner of the room.  

Anonymous Author 
The Sappers Gazette Issue #2 

6 Cdn Fd Coy RCE 
Thursday 8 Feb 1945

MC Citation  Lieut James Howard Alexander 
At RETRANCEMENT on the 

morning of 30 Oct 1944 Lieut James 
Howard ALEXANDER was detailed 

as bridge commander to construct a 

Class 40 Bailey bridge over the 
canal. The orders given were that the 

early completion of the bridge was 

vital to the final collapse of the South 

SCHELT ESTUARY pocket. This 

officer arrived at the bridge site at 

1045 hrs with his recce party and discovered that although 
the infantry held the village of RETRANCEMENT, no bridge 

head was as yet established on the far side of the canal. At 
1200 hrs, however, in spite of heavy mortaring in the area, 

this officer decided to attempt to make a cross section of the 

gap and he accordingly crossed to the far side but was 
immediately subjected to intense small arms fire. In spite of 

this he eventually succeeded in securing enough information 

to make preliminary plans for his bridge and thus 
accomplished one third of his task many hours ahead of 

schedule. Throughout the construction of the bridge this 

officer was a source of constant inspiration to his men. 
Without regard to his own safety he stood on the most 

exposed part of the bridge, constantly exhorting the men to 

greater efforts. By his courage and determination the bridge 
was completed much sooner then otherwise would have been 

possible and his gallant action allowed the leading brigade 

to bring up quickly the required fighting vehicles, 
ammunition and supplies which caused the ultimate defeat of 

the enemy at KNOCKE and HEIST on 2 Nov 1944.   



Acting Sergeant John Lockhart Hickman 

(1911- 1944) 

 John Hickman 

was from Portage La 

Prairie Manitoba and 

moved to Victoria with 

his parents.  When the 

Second World War 

started he was working as 

a pipe fitter-mechanic 

with the Ontario Power 

Commission in Ear Falls.  

 He returned to 

Victoria and enlisted in 

Esquimalt in April 1940 with Number 11 

Detachment of the Royal Canadian Engineers.  

In July he transferred to 6 Field Company in 

North Vancouver and a month later the unit left 

for Debert.  

 He was promoted to L/Cpl shortly 

before leaving Debert and by mid 1942 was a 

Cpl England with the 6th. He became a L/Sgt in 

1943. In March 1944 he asked permission to 

marry Amelia Hutchings a young English widow 

with a daughter. He was 33 and she was 26. 

They were married on May 14, 1944. A few 

weeks later her new husband sailed for 

Normandy.  

 He served with distinction during the 

Normandy campaign and on August 4, 1944 

became an A/Sgt.  By October the 6th was 

engaged in the Battle of the Schelt in Holland. 

 On October 31 1944 the 6th was tasked 

with the construction of a 120 ft long bailey 

bridge over a canal in Retranchment Holland. 

During the build Jack Hickman was killed by a 

mortar blast. Other unit members were wounded 

by shrapnel and one by a Schu mine. After many 

interruptions the bridge was finally opened for 

traffic. The 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade 

crossed the bridge and attacked the German 

garrison at Knocke.  

 His funeral was held the next day at the 

military cemetery near Eccloo. Everyone who 

could attended the service did with only a small 

crew left on duty at the new bridge. His remains 

now rest in the Adegem Canadian War Cemetery 

in Belgium. The bridge he helped built was 

named in his honour and a memorial to him  

stands at the site.  

 Around 1948 Amelia Hickman and her 

daughter left England and moved to Victoria, 

initially living with John’s parents. She 

eventually moved out, got her own house and 

worked as a ward clerk in a local hospital. She 

was tragically killed on March 13, 1967 when 

she was hit by a car while crossing a street in 

Victoria. She was survived by her daughter and 

grandchild. 

 

 


