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Famous Divisions:
Guards Armoured

By Roger Mason

is the Coldstream Guards, established 
in 1640 in Coldstream, Scotland. 
The Grenadier Guards were formed 
in 1656. They received the honorifi c 
title of “grenadier” after the Battle of 
Waterloo in 1815, where they defeated 
the grenadiers of the French Imperial 
Guard. The Scots Guards trace their 
lineage back to the bodyguards for 
King Charles I, having become part 
of the regular army in 1686. The Irish 
Guards were formed in 1900 by Queen 
Victoria, as her way of honoring the 
Irish who fought in the Boer War. 
Finally, the Welsh Guards were raised 
in 1915 during the massive World War 
I expansion of the entire military.

Through the years the duties 
of the Guardsmen alternated from 
conducting ceremonies and providing 
security for the Royal family to combat 
in the fi eld. During the First World 
War additional battalions were added 
to each regiment to form the Guards 
Division. That was the fi rst time what 
had previously been loosely affi liated 
as the “Household Division” fought as a 
single large unit. The division saw con-
siderable action and took heavy losses 
at the Battles of Loos, Morval, the 
Somme, Flanders and Cambrai. When 
the war was over the division was 
reduced in size, retaining the newly 
raised Welsh Guards but otherwise 
returning to peacetime orientation.

Several battalions of each regiment 
were sent to France in 1940 as part of 
the British Expeditionary Force, where 
they took part in the hard fi ghting and 
retreat to Dunkirk. Like the rest of the 
army, they were a shambles when they 
got back to England and safety. The 
question then arose as to what should 
be done with the Guards. That issue 
was in turn part of the bigger problem 
of how to defend England from an 
invasion that seemed imminent.

Rebuilding 

  The general staff began reorganiz-
ing the Dunkirk survivors. They decid-
ed to reconstitute the Guards Division
and at the same time convert it from 
infantry to armor. That original refor-
mation included a division headquar-
ters, the 5th Guards Armored Brigade, 
the 6th Guards Armored Brigade, the 
Guards Support Group (a brigade 
equivalent), along with engineer, 
signals and other support battalions. 

continued on page 8 »

rebuilding process the high command 
turned to the traditional heart of the 
British Army: the Guards regiments. 
Those units formed the Guards Brigade
made up of infantry units (the Foot 
Guards) and the Household Cavalry.

The Guards even then had a long 
history. The oldest continuously 
existing regiment in the British Army 

Background

  I n mid-1940 Britain’s army was 
exhausted and on the verge of 
collapse. While Dunkirk had 

saved almost 200,000 men, those 
troops were largely without equipment 
and supplies. The British were there-
fore desperate to build a force capable 
of withstanding the expected invasion 
by the Germans. As part of that 

Division CO, Maj. Gen. Sir Allan Henry Shafto Adair.
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were obsolete but, given the larger 
situation, it wasn’t until 1942 they 
were replaced by 18-ton   Crusaders 
armed with 6 pounder/57mm 
guns. While that tank had a heavier 
gun and a lower silhouette, it was 
still slow and poorly armored. 

The commander of the division 
from 1942 on was Maj.   Gen.   Sir Allan 
Henry Shafto Adair. He had a long 
history as an offi cer in the Grenadier 
Guards with service in World War I. 
After serving in the retreat to Dunkirk, 
he returned to England and soon 

Battalion at Pirbright to receive their 
indoctrination into the history and 
culture of the division. On completion 
of that course they were posted to the 
division’s various units spread around 
Warminster on Salisbury Plain. 

The biggest problem in mobilizing 
the division wasn’t a lack of men, 
but the scarcity of suitable armored 
vehicles. The fi rst tanks supplied to 
it were 17-ton   Covenanter Cruisers 
armed with a   2 pounder/40mm can-
non and a single machinegun. Even by 
the standards of 1940, those vehicles 

» continued from page 6

Keeping with the division’s 
earlier tradition of selective recruiting, 
Cambridge and Oxford Universities 
were combed for offi cer candidates. 
Those chosen were sent to the Royal 
Military College at Sandhurst for its six-
month cavalry course. Due to a lack of 
tanks, groups of four offi cer-candidates 
were sent bicycling to simulate 
cross-country armor movement.

Following graduation the new offi -
cers were sent to the Guards Training 

An early-war Covenanter tank.

An early-war Crusader tank.

thereafter became commander of 
6th Guards Armoured Brigade. Adair 
proved a determined and competent 
leader who helped mold the reformed 
division into a cohesive unit. 

The division was retained in 
England through 1943, which marked 
a turning point for it due to the 
receipt of US Sherman tanks. The 
Sherman was superior in every way 
to the previous British tanks. The new 
equipment therefore at fi rst seemed to 
close the obsolescence gap between 
British and German armored vehicles. 
That impression didn’t last long. 
When an intact Tiger tank, which 
had been captured in Tunisia, was 
shipped to England for training and 
evaluation by the division, it was clear 
that —once again —the Germans were 
fi elding the more heavily armored 
and armed fi ghting vehicles.  

Prior to the Normandy 
invasion the division was again 
reorganized. It then came to be 
structured as in the chart on p.7. 

As the invasion date approached, 
Guards Armoured Division wasn’t 
selected for the initial landings. It 
was instead ordered to Dover, along 
with units from Canadian First 
Army, to serve as part of Gen. George 
Patton’s decoy First US Army Group 
(FUSAG) in Operation Quicksilver. 

FUSAG was headquartered at 
Dover on the English Channel, and 
its Quicksilver deception scheme was 
the largest of its type during the war. 
FUSAG contained a mix of real and 
ghost divisions, all serviced through 
an elaborate faked communications 
net, to convince the Germans a 
major landing was being organized 
to be sent against the Pas de Calais. 
After taking part in the deception, 
Guards Armoured was made part 
of the second wave of divisions 
sent to Normandy, disembarking 
there on 26 through 28 June.  

One of the primary objectives for 
the British Army in France, starting 
on D-Day itself, had been the capture 
of the city of Caen. Field Marshall 
Bernard Montgomery had originally 
estimated it would be taken no later 
than D+3 (9 June). As it turned out, 
a series of seven attacks intended 
to accomplish that —Operations 
Neptune, Perch, Martlet, Epsom, 
Windsor, Charnwood and Jupiter 
—all ended in failure and heavy 
casualties by 11 July. The British then 
attempted to bomb the Germans 

out of the city, but the resultant 
rubble and craters only provided 
further excellent fi ghting positions 
for them and blocked vehicle access. 

As part of the next effort being orga-
nized against Caen, the Guards were 
initially placed into VIII Corps reserve. 
It was regarded as being well trained 
but lacking combat experience as a 
division. The few combat veterans in 
the ranks were used to take groups of 
tanks and infantry into the fi eld behind 
the lines to practice shooting at already 
wrecked panzers. The point was again 
brought home that the division’s 
Shermans, with their short 75mm 
guns, had no hope of penetrating the 
frontal armor of most German tanks. 

The only advantage they had was 
a hybridized Sherman model known 

as the “Firefl y.” They were Shermans 
that had been given a long-barrel 
17 pounder/76mm gun. The higher 
velocity rounds they fi red were capable 
of cleanly destroying German tanks. 
Only 342 of those improved models 
were available throughout the entire 
British force in Normandy at that time, 
however, so each troop of three tanks 
had one Firefl y to provide a counter-
measure against the superior panzers. 

From Goodwood to 
JOE’s Bridge

The Guards were assigned, along 
with 7th and 11th Armoured Divisions, 
to take part in the next attack aimed 
at the capture of Caen: Operation 
Goodwood, scheduled for 18 July. The 

Sherman tanks of Guards Armoured Division passing through Fouilloy on the way to Arras,1 September 1944.
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7th would lead the assault, followed by 
the Guards and the 11th. The scheme 
of maneuver called for a massive 
bombardment by artillery drawn 
from all the divisions in the area, 
which would also be accompanied by 
a heavy bomber strike. The tankers 
were told Goodwood would at last set 
in motion the large-scale breakout 
they’d been fi ghting for since D-Day. 
The attack would initially move south 
around Caen, rather than directly 
into and through it, with the fi rst 
objective the village of Cagny. 

On the morning of the 17th the 
Guards moved into their jump-off 
position in four large columns totaling 
3,500 vehicles and 15,000 men. The 
movement was hampered by having 
to cross a number of canals and small 
rivers, which also prevented the larger 
operation from being more spread 
out, forcing the divisions to attack in 
sequence. The Germans immediately 
spotted the initial British approach.

Though weakened in the earlier 
fi ghting around Caen, the defending 
German I and II SS Panzer Corps were 
still powerful combat formations. 
They included the Liebstandarte SS 
Adolf Hitler, Hitlerjugend, Panzer 
Lehr, Das Reich, Hoenstaufen and 
Frundsberg SS Panzer Divisions. 

On the morning of the 18th the 
attack began. The British had decided 
to leave behind most of their infantry 
so the tanks could advance at top 
speed. That proved a mistake. 

The artillery bombardment and 
bombing infl icted some casualties 
among the defenders, but many of 
the combat-experienced Germans 
had pulled back at the last moment, 
so the British ordnance struck only 
their forward-deployed picket force. 
As soon as the bombardment stopped, 
the rest of the Germans regrouped 
and rushed back into their positions. 

The 7th Armoured Division
immediately ran into trouble, taking 
heavy losses. As its tanks advanced, 
the Germans began a sustained 
fi re that destroyed vehicle after 
vehicle. An 88mm battery in an 
orchard outside Cagny then brought 
the entire division to a halt. 

Congestion extending back into 
the assembly areas meant the Guards
were slow to begin their move forward. 
As they advanced toward Cagny, 
they began passing scores of burning 
Shermans from the 7th, and then began 
losing more and more of their own 

tanks. The fi ghting became more con-
fused and close-in as the day wore on. 

The 11th advanced to follow the 
stalled drive of the Guards, and the 
result was a congested mass of three 
intermingled and bogged down 
divisions, all still suffering increasingly 
heavy losses. Cagny wasn’t taken until 
early evening, by which time the 
overall schedule had fallen apart and 
the Germans were counterattacking. 
That German counterattack —made 
up of a well-mixed combined 
arms force of tanks, assault guns 
and infantry —crushed the lead 
elements of the British advance. 

After three days of fi ghting, 
Goodwood was over. Eighth Corps had 
lost an estimated 469 tanks (about half 
of which were eventually retrieved 
and repaired) while suffering about 
3,500 casualties, versus German 
losses of an estimated 75 armored 
fi ghting vehicles and 4,500 men (2,000 
of them as prisoners). At best, then, 
since no breakout took place, even 
though Caen —an operational thorn 

in the Allied side since D-Day —was 
fi nally taken, Goodwood was a costly 
victory with limited results. 

It wasn’t until the Americans 
broke open the front to the south and 
west that the Germans fi nally began 
to withdraw from Normandy, and 
the much-anticipated large-scale 
breakout began. As part of that 
general advance, in mid-August the 
Guards were ordered to cross the 
Seine River and head for Brussels. 
Led by the Welsh Guards, the division 
entered that city on 3 September. 

The division pressed on to Lommel, 
near the Belgian-Dutch border. The 
critical objective there was a bridge 
over the Maas-Scheldt Canal. The 
original crossing, damaged in 1940, 
had been replaced by a pontoon bridge 
guarded by three German 88mm 
guns. The Irish Guards were repeat-
edly ambushed as they approached. 
On the afternoon of 10 September, 
three US-made “Honey” M3 light 
tanks were sent forward to scout. 

That reconnaissance unit reported 
the bridge remained intact and the 
Germans near it seemed unprepared 
to resist any sudden attack. The 
Irish Guards immediately advanced, 
deploying a small group of tanks and 
infantry under the command of Col. 
    John Ormsby Evelyn “J.O.E.” Vandeleur. 

After bitter fi ghting, which 
ended in a British bayonet charge, 
the bridge was captured intact and 
through the next few days it had to 
be protected from repeated German 
counterattacks. The larger signifi cance 
of engagement, ever after known as 
“JOE’s Bridge,” wasn’t understood until 
the 18th, when the crossing was used 
as the starting point for one of the 
most spectacular and controversial 
Allied operations of the war. 

Market-Garden

With the Germans in full retreat, 
Field Marshal Montgomery sug-
gested a “single dagger-like thrust” 
could cross the border and drive 

Tank vs. Tank

The Guards Armoured Division was by defi nition a “tank unit.” That meant 
its mission was to engage the enemy line, move through those positions, and 
exploit the resultant opening into a breakthrough. In practice that usually meant 
fi ghting counterattacking German armored forces, and it’s therefore important to 
understand the weapons involved in such struggles and how they were used.

The prewar development of British tanks can only be described as lackluster. 
The army created a comparative scheme for the overall tank force drawn by analogy 
from the navy. The army’s battleships were “infantry tanks,” heavily armored vehicles 
intended to move into battle directly and closely supporting the infantry. “Cruiser tanks” 
were like their naval namesakes: more lightly armored, so their resultant higher speed 
would allow them to move rapidly into enemy rear areas and cause confusion there. 
Infantry accompaniment wasn’t seen as necessary for that mission to succeed.

By 1944 the Guards were primarily equipped with US-made Sherman tanks, with 
only a few Churchills still on hand. The Sherman was an improvement over earlier 
British and American tank designs in that it was faster, had better armor, and boasted 
improved visibility due to its greater height. (Of course, that latter characteristic also 
meant the Shermans were easier for German gunners to spot and target.)

The Sherman actually represented the ideal tank of the prewar era during which it had 
been designed. The Sherman hadn’t ever been intended to serve as a tank killer; rather, it 
was to operate both as a combined high-speed exploitation and infantry support vehicle. 
Armor versus armor combat was to be left to “tank destroyers,” which were to accompany 
tank units in numbers that were left vague and undefi ned in that same prewar planning. 

In reviewing their suitability for general combat early in the war, US Army Chief of Staff 
Gen. George Marshall recognized the relative lightness of the Sherman’s armor would be 
poor protection against the newly appearing second generation of wartime German panzers, 
the medium Panthers and heavy Tigers. He then rejected that weakness as a criterion for 
changing to the production of some improved Allied design, because the lighter weight 
and smaller size of the Sherman at the same time worked to increase the numbers of 
them that could be speedily shipped from factories in the US to North Africa and Europe.  

Combat experience in Tunisia and Italy further emphasized the Sherman’s 
shortcomings. Its standard “short” 75mm gun simply wasn’t capable of penetrating the 
frontal armor of Panthers or Tigers, while the Sherman’s own armor wasn’t capable of 
stopping those same enemy tanks’ 75mm or 88mm high velocity guns. Any hit on the 
Sherman was likely to result in fatal damage to the engine or penetration into the crew 
compartment. The gasoline-powered Shermans also caught fi re easily and quickly. 

Confrontations with German armor led to what Montgomery called “Tiger fever.” That is, 
every Allied armor crewman knew they were outclassed and facing death if they had to con-
front enemy tanks head on. Montgomery countered that fear by ordering all reports of com-
bat avoidance by his tank crews, what he called “stickiness,” were simply to be suppressed. 

During the planning for the Normandy landings, the British War Offi ce recognized a 
new tank was needed in order to engage German armor. The best gun then readily available 
was the 17-pounder. It had already proved itself as a towed tank-killer against Tigers in 
North Africa. An attempt to mount them on existing British tank models was a failure due 
to sizing problems, however, so the gun was redesigned with a smaller recoil mechanism. 

Turning to their US-supplied Shermans, British engineers then found, by moving the radio 
and other interior items into a storage box mounted on the outside-back of the turret, as well 
as the reduction of the crew from fi ve to four, the larger gun cold be fi t into the turrets. One 
problem within the more confi ned crew space came from the large gun’s tremendous fl ash 
and recoil. In low-light situations, careless crews could be temporarily blinded by each shot. 

The resulting hybrid was designated the “Sherman Firefl y” (again, due to the bright 
fl ash on fi ring), and the War Offi ce rushed the variant into production. By June 1944 the 
Guards had enough Firefl ys to assign one to each platoon as designated tank killers.

One of the further illuminating facts in a comparison of Allied and German tanks comes 
from the numbers of vehicles produced. The production run for the Tiger I from August 1942 
through August 1944 was 1,349. Some 49,000 Shermans were produced during World War 
II while, from among them, 2,200 Firefl ys were converted from January 1944 to May 1945. It 
therefore came down to quantity over quality. During the Second World War the production 
numbers of the Shermans, and the bravery of the Allied soldiers willing to take them into 
combat, made the difference between victory and defeat on armor battlefi elds.   ★

Churchill stands atop a Covenanter as he watch a Guards Division training exercise late in 1942.
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