The Defence of Walberswick, 1939-1945 Part |I: Thedastal Crust

The year 2010 will see the @nniversary of one of the largest constructiorjquts

in British History: the programme of coastal defesduilt during the summer and
autumn of 1940 under the threat of German invagksnanyone who was walked the
beaches of East Anglia knows, the remnants of theastal defences are often close
at hand. The remains of pillboxes, concrete blakd gun emplacements sometimes
sit incongruously alongside beach huts, footpatits l@rd watching hides. Although
Second World War defences do not have the antigpfitthe Roman Shore forts,
medieval castles or Martello towers, they are aportant part of the history of
Britain’s fortifications and represent a signifitaarchaeological resource. For the
past six months a project within the School of éfigtat the University of East Anglia
has examined the 1940 coastal defences at WallmbrswiSuffolk! The project has
primarily been concerned with the production of aries of 3D computer
‘flythroughs’ of the reconstructed defence landsctyat can be viewed elsewhere on
this website. Such is the amount and quality oftohisal and archaeological
information that has come to light during the ceuo$ the research, however, that a
more formal account of Walberswick’s role in coasliefence seemed necessary. The
discussion below examines the defences in this gfaBuffolk in 1940 and further
papers on the defences in 1941 and 1943 will beedlan this website in due coufse.

The research on Walberswick hosted by this weltakes as its starting point the
recent work on Second World War defence landschgeSobinson, Foot, Osborne
and others, that has done so much to establisuthject as one for serious academic
researcH.In the case of Suffolk, new studies have rapidiyamded our knowledge of
coastal defences in the county from prehistonht®old War, with the years 1939-
45 occupying a justifiably prominent positibrithe present investigation hopes to
contribute to this ongoing work by offering a déédiin-depth case study of a small
area; the value of such an approach having bedtidtiged as one method of driving
research on the subject forwardThere are also good academic reasons for
undertaking this research at Walberswick. The &@&s already been identified by
English Heritage’s Defence Areas Project, itselédshupon the Defence of Britain

Ytself a project based upon D. Sims, ‘Defence Agiinvasion: The Suffolk Coastline, Aldeburgh to
Walberswick, 1939-1943' (Unpublished MA Dissertati®&niversity of East Anglia, 2008)

21t should be stressed that, while acknowledgirmirtimportance, this piece does not discuss cifiedce, the
role of the Local Defence Volunteers (later the leaBuard) or the ‘social’ aspects of coastal defesweh as the
requisitioning of land or local movements of popiala. It also does not consider in detail the libk$ween the
coastal crust defences at Walberswick and its adiomes with vulnerable points and stop lines orrible of the
Air Force and Royal Navy. For discussions of seveféhese aspects in a local context see M. Osborne
Twentieth-Century Defences in Britain: Suff(2k08).

3 For the Defence of Britain Project see, http://wiitarch.ac.uk/cha/projects/DOBY/; C. Dobinsdwentieth-Century
Fortifications in Britainvol.2 Anti-Invasion Defences of World War (CBA, 1996); M. Oshorné)efending Britain:
Twentieth-Century Military Structures in the Langise(Tempus, 2004)

W. Foot,BeachesFields, Streets and Hills: The Anti-Invasion Larases of England, 194@BA, Research
report No.144 2006).

4 With much of the new information based upon arislgéaerial photographs undertaken as part oNewional
Mapping Programme, S. Newsome, ‘The Coastal Lapesoaf Suffolk during the Second World Wandscaped
(2003), pp. 42-58; C. Hegarty and S. Newsdafud#folk’s Defended Shore: Coastal Fortificatioranirthe Air(English
Heritage, 2007); the best account of the SeconddNVdar defences at Walberswick is to be found intHBeaches
pp.120-128. In the research for this project agitograph interpretive maps prepared by Suffoliur@p
Council and entries in the Suffolk Historic Envirommt Record have been invaluable.

5 As suggested in The Defence of Britain website ‘Mag forward with anti-invasion studies is undouwthyeby
local studies using all the documentary resouragsther with detailed fieldwork’ ‘The Defence of &in
Project: A Review' urlhttp://www.britarch.ac.uk/projects/dob/revi¢accessed 15.7.08].




Project, as one of two locations in Suffolk wheoastal anti-invasion defences are
both coherent as a group and lying in well-presgfamdscape contexisWhile the
results of local studies inevitably have limitatoin terms of applicability elsewhere,
an argument can be made for Walberswick being septative of other sites on the
east coast. A case study approach can, of cousgeba invaluable in shedding light
on the details of history that, cumulatively, infoa bigger picture. In this particular
instance it is hoped that the research presentedwit not only make a contribution
to the study of Second World War defence landschpealso stimulate more work in
East Anglia and beyond.

Walberswick

Walberswick is a coastal village in east Suffolkg ihucleus of which is the village
green which lies to the south of the mouth of tkerrBlyth. Where the Blyth meets
the sea is the entrance to Southwold harbour wtakbs its name from the larger
town of Southwold that lies to the north of theerivDuring the Middle Ages the
Blyth was navigable and for centuries Walberswi@swa thriving fishing and coastal
trading settlement. The community’s former weaklils, so often the case in East
Anglia, is reflected in the architecture of the iplarchurch which boasts a fine
Perpendicular tower. In the early twentieth centiglberswick was much in favour
as a seaside resort and as a haunt for artisttodagl is still one of Suffolk’s busiest
tourist destinations. The extensive marshes thaemg much of the lower Blyth
valley are coveted by birdwatchers as are the laxganses of heath that make up
much of the hinterland, with both environments mwealued as historic landscapes
with considerable biodiversity. Much of the arehistory and landscape is bound up
with the coastline and this remains true todayhwibvnsiderable debate surrounding
the viability of existing sea defences and theifgbty of managed inundation of low
lying areas as a policy against coastal erosion.

If proximity to the sea brought benefits in the tpathen it has also exposed
Walberswick to external threat. During the SecondrM/ War Walberswick, in

common with much of Britain’s coastline, was coesetl a potential landing ground
for German invasion. The detailed surveys of thet empast by the military
characterised this part of Suffolk as having:

Certain well-defined spurs [Aldeburgh, Thorpnessize®ell, Dunwich and
Walberswick] along which run the main approachéanid and are divided from one
another by marshy areas [and cliffs] where theaste run into the sea. This
formation will necessitate the capture of the sfayr&n invader before ingress inland
on a large scale can be made. It therefore lerdt to defence by strong locations on
the spurs, the intervening marshes being made gasisable as possible’

As will be seen below, much about the defence olbéfawick relates to the denial of
this particular spur to any potential invader anelvpnting movement, particularly by
vehicles, further inland. The perceived vulner&pilo invasion of this part of the east
coast was heightened by the large expanses of Hesthay inland. Together with its

suitability for armoured vehicles it was also dedrmae excellent landing grounds for
airborne troops. It is unsurprising that army comdeas considered this part of the

% Suffolk from the Ajrp.99. The other is Bawdsey Point
" TNA WO0166/329 (War Diary, XI Corps), ‘Defence Sahe, Landing Places’.



east coast ‘a very dangerous localftffhe combination of potential invasion beaches
coupled with a vulnerable hinterland ultimately ledthe creation in this part of
Suffolk of a familiar anti-invasion landscape oftidanding ditches, stop lines,
designated vulnerable points and other static defenWalberswick was, of course,
only one part of this much wider scheme, but gpscifically the coastal defences up
to the end of 1940 that are discussed here.

Defence Prior to May 1940

On the declaration of war in September 1939 therdef of east Suffolk, including
the coast, was the responsibility of tHe (@ erritorial) Suffolk Regiment. With only a
single unit tasked with guarding half the counhgre could be no attempt to defend
the whole area; rather, particularly vulnerablenpgi such as the radar station at
Darsham were designated for protecfidduring the first few months of the war the
idea of a full-scale German invasion was deemednaote possibility, particularly
during the autumn and winter when weather condstisuld have precluded any
large-scale beach landings, but the eventuality eeasidered and possible counter-
measures explored.

A systematic strategy of national coastal defenas laid down in November 1939 in
the issuing by Commander in Chief of Home Forcesega Kirke of the ‘J. C. Plan’.
The plan laid down in some detail the actions tddben in the event of an invasion.
A significant German incursion, it was believed,uldbhave to take the form of an
attempt to land troops via a port that had alrdagn captured by paratroops. On the
East Coast the most likely target was thought téiaevich® The J. C. Plan placed
great emphasis on the defeat of enemy airborngydran the belief that if any
paratroop landing could be contained, then a gémerasion attempt would fail. In
accordance with this strategic thinking, troop lsvi@ Suffolk were increased with
163 Infantry Brigade and supporting artillery as®id to coastal defence, with their
primary task the countering of any airborne attackil mobile reserves could be
brought into the area to defeat the invadérs.

Despite the build up in troop levels there was @eptance that, if it happened, any
German invasion in force could not be prevented, dauld be slowed up. The
Brigade Headquarters admitted as much in its Ojpgrdhstructions ‘We can and
must ... inflict as heavy casualties as possible hen énemy and disorganise him
during the actual landing. Our second and more apb task is to prevent him
exploiting an initial landing success by blockingraain approaches until such time
as Tps [troops] from the mobile Division can arrinethe area and effectively deal
with the enemy™? Such a strategy was partly dictated by the low Ioens of troops
defending the coast: at this time, th&/4" Essex Regiment, for example, with a
strength of approximately 450-500 men, were resptnsor defending seven miles
of coastline and a hinterland of some six miles. & ground, those areas thought

8 TNA WO 199/85 (HQ Home Forces) ‘Beach Defence Reaissance 3.6.40'.

® TNA WO 166/4707 (War Diary,4Suffolk Regiment) 5.9.39.

19 TNA WO166/1 (War Diary, GHQ Home Forces), ‘Prociees of GHQ Conference, 30.10.39'.

1 TNA WO 166/1036 (War Diary, 163 Infantry Brigad&lovement Order No.1 31.10.39"; with the
component infantry units beind" Essex Regiment,"5Royal Berkshire Regiment and Royal
Berkshire Regiment. A mobile reserve was made up¥d®21% Lancers and one battery of'58nti-
Tank Regiment.

12 |bid, ‘Operation Instruction No.1 18.11.39’



attractive for airborne landings and the roadsitegadhland from the beaches were
defended by troops with prepared positions, buirtigression is one of insubstantial
defences that could have done little in themseilvégbe event of a major attack; one
junior officer described how his instructions wéoehold a beach until outhumbered
and then withdraw to a prepared inland strong poorisisting of ‘a hole in the
ground with a couple of sandbagd¥’.

The speedy German victory in the west during thengpand summer of 1940,
however, fundamentally altered the strategic sibuadnd an invasion of Great Britain
became a real possibility. On™®8/ay the Chiefs of Staff advised the War Cabinet
that in their view it was highly probable that Gemmy was setting the stage for a full
scale attack on Britain. They considered that, fiihe German point of view, the
most hazardous phase of any invasion attempt wellthe actual beach landing and
went on to comment that:

‘Unless, therefore, we can ensure that the enemmyéas on the beach by every
possible form of defence, guns (within the limittbE numbers available) rifle fire,
wire, obstacles and demolitions, he may get thiat &ind all-important foot-hold on
our territory which will enable larger and heavierces to be landed subsequentf.’

The Commanders-in-Chief completed their instrucibyg recommending that labour
should be mobilised and the necessary work on ¢aeh®es begin immediately. The
result was the ‘coastal crust’, a linear seriesdefences constructed under the
direction of General Sir Edmund Ironside who hagdaeed Kirke as Commander-in-
Chief Home Forces on #7May. Much has been written about the charactesistf
these defences, their place within a broader schidmesistance, and their potential
effectiveness® What follows below is an account of how the colastast took shape
at Walberswick.

The Chain of Command

Responsibility for the defence of Walberswick lajthnEastern Command, with XI
Corps the major formation tasked with implementiahemes of defence. As part of
unit rotation on 18 April 1940, a fortnight before the German attackRrance, 55
Division assumed responsibility for coastal defemc&uffolk. One of the division’s
constituent units, 164 Infantry Brigade was asdigtiee area of coastline from
Pakefield to Aldeburgh. Initially, two battalionseld the coast (the " Battalion
King’s Regiment from Aldeburgh to Sandymount Covertd the #/4™ South
Lancashire Regiment from Sandymount Covert to RalkBfwith a further battalion
(1%74™ South Lancashire Regiment) held inland as a resérifhe German assault on
France and the Low Countries on™¥ay 1940 led to some hasty re-deployments.
The 4™ South Lancashires were pushed up to the coaketodrth of 274" South
Lancashires who themselves were assigned a nevbomitdary'’ It is the activities

13 G. DewingAldeburgh 1939-194&°rivate Publication, 1995) p.8.

14 TNA CAB 80/12 Chiefs of Staff Committee (40), 4Dévasion of the United Kingdom’ 29.5.40.

15 OsborneDefending Britain chapter 1; FooBeachespassim for Suffolk in particular, Hegarty and Newsome,
Suffolk’s Defended Sharehapter 5; M. Osborn@&wentieth-Century Defences in Britain: Sufft2k08).

1 TNA WO 166/4680, (War Diary™¥4™ Battalion South Lancashire Regiment), ‘Home Deenc
Scheme, 29.4.40’

" The Battalion HQ and ‘A’ company were at Blythblr¢3’ and ‘D’ companies in Southwold and
‘C’ company in Walberswick.



of the 2%4™ South Lancashire Regiment, specifically ‘C’ Comparho were tasked
with defending Walberswick, that are of interesteh@igure 1).

The Defenders: The 3/4™ South Lancashire Regiment

The 2%4™ South Lancashire Regiment was a Territorial Biattabmbodied at the
start of the war. At its heart was a cadre of pes-wervicemen who had the
responsibility of bringing together and galvanisitige larger numbers of less
experienced men filling the ranks. The lack of pquént and limitations of training
that characterised the British Army as a wholéat time, and the Territorial Army in
particular, are more than evident from the unitarwdairy’® In terms of the
battalion’s structure, however, it was very muchamised along the lines that would
become standard for the British Army after DunKitkd series of entries in 1940
record the piecemeal build up of equipment andestdn late July, for example, the
battalion reported that it had finally received fiidd compliment of small arms and
ammunition and that it was fully kitted out withettArmy’s new '37 Pattern battle
dress - the first time since the outbreak of waat tih had achieved uniformity in
equipment. By the end of August the situation hmagroved further, but the battalion
still lacked its full compliment of specialist weays.

The war diary also records that the battalion spemisiderable time undertaking
training. Initially the focus was on basic infanskills such as weapon practice, but in
time built up to exercises with neighbouring unitsvas during such an exercise that
the battalion suffered its only fatality throughot# time at Walberswick. There are
also glimpses of a unit subject to a consideralmeaver of personnel as new drafts
came into the ranks and more able men were draWmoobther units. The large
influxes of recruits probably explain why for muoh its time in Walberswick the
battalion (at least on paper) was over-strength.

A telling assessment of the battalion from withim own ranks is given in the war
diary for November 1940, just before the unit was/ed into the general reserve and
is worth quoting at length:

This month, with a move into G. H. Q. Reserve camivithin a few days of the start of November, maydaid to mark a
definite stage in the career of this Bn.

In April when the Division moved to East Anglia tBe comprised approximately one third Territoriadse third £ and 2¢
intake and one third April intake. The latter had aven finished their recruit training when thisierin May drove everyone to
strenuous defensive work.

There was no Carrier platoon, no Motor Cycle plataad the Mortar platoon had no Mortars. Rifle camips had not got their
2" Mortars, Anti-Tank Rifles and the transport wasmarily old hired vehicles. Personal equipmenswgxed and incomplete.
On leaving East Anglia the Bn moves with all ramkgiipped except for small deficiencies. Transpottup to strength but
almost entirely W.D. Complete in Mortar 3” and 2”.

Anti-Tank and Carrier platoon complete and withirtirag which its regular opposite number would haeen glad of when war
started. Every man exercised in Rifle, Bren andi-Aank Rifle with some experience of 2" and 3" Marffiring and a very
considerable experience of night work and activeise conditions even if primarily defensive.

12 Tommy guns have been added to its equipmena &hotor Cycle platoon added to the establishment.

Physically the Bn is extremely fit and if not yearohing fit (a test of the reserve company in tas$ month has shown that the
company would do 15, 15 and 13 miles on consecdtiys without strain at 3 miles in 50 minutes).

8 p. DennisThe Territorial Army, 1906-194(Woodbridge, 1987); D. FrencRaising Churchill’s
Army: The British Army and the War Against Germéyford, 2000), esp. pp.53-56, 169-173; T.
Harrison PlaceMilitary Training in the British Army, 1940-1944 ubkirk to D-Day(London, 2000);
TNA WO 166/4680passim

9 F. Myatt, The British Infantry, 1660-194@00le, 1983), pp.197-202.



In addition to the above it must be added that mmexable calls have been made for first class vekmstfor a variety of unit
forces and that even during this month 110 men hadeto be drafted to the Bn to make up the Brbth&nd, in other words, to

) 2
replace these volunteers and the unfits who hawebeen weeded out.

Such sentiments would indicate that, although pgestely fully recognised with the
benefit of hindsight, that in May 1940 there wepeng significant shortcomings in the
unit2* It could also be seen as ironic that the very faskvhich they were employed
that summer was actually one of the mechanisms bighathey became fit for

service.

The War in the West

The day before German forces began their offensivance and the Low Countries
the battalion received a warning of possible inmasand its response was to
immediately dispatch a platoon to the radar stagioDarsham. The following day the
battalion took up war positions on the coast. Th&adtion was charged with the
defence of Southwold and Walberswick with ‘C’ Compatasked to defend
Walberswick itself and the area to the south of rikier Blyth. The company area
comprised Walberswick itself and a stretch of caggiroximately one mile to the
south of the village. The company headquarters atas requisitioned house ‘The
Towers’ close to the parish church and of the tiplagons of ‘C’ company, one was
in Walberswick itself defending the beach and harlarea, another was to the south
west overlooking ‘Town Salts’ and the third to $@uth again as far as Hoist Covert
and overlooking Corporation Marshes. The threei@estfrom each platoon were
themselves arranged in a linear formation so tiatten of ‘C’ company occupied a
line that stretched for over 1.5 miles.

The Defence of Walberswick, 1940: Company Disposiins

According to the war diary, the company proceedienn 12" May onwards, to dig
fire trenches from which they could defend the arethe event of an invasion. A
particularly valuable map from £6May 1940 shows the battalion’s scheme of
defence in some detail, with the location of setfositions and arcs of fire for Bren
guns, rifle and Boys anti-tank fire (Figure 2). Aipt of interest is that (unless there
was a radical re-organisation in late May or Jume far which there is no evidence)
the siting of the defences that were to take shiapmg the summer and autumn of
1940 took place at a very early stage. In effdat, later works — where the use of
concrete often aids survival - were essentiallyitaaits to a scheme that had been
worked out and put in place before Ironside semnotion his programme of works
later that month.

Some sense of the factors structuring ‘C’ Compadigpositions can be gauged from
the siting of individual positions and the topodrgp The platoon based in
Walberswick itself (with the Platoon Command prdigabased at position L), to
judge from their arcs of fire and the eventuakgjtof pillboxes, was concerned with
defending the river and the area where incomingssttould discharge their
consignments. The platoon further to the southn(the Platoon Command probably
based at position I) faced a section of beachwitthitthe capacity to provide anti-tank
fire in support of those troops defending the rividre third platoon (with the Platoon

2 TNA WO 166/4680, Summary end of October 1940.
ZLWhich is not to say that, had invasion happertesipattalion would not have resisted tenaciously.
The Corps, Brigade and Battalion war dairies athowent that morale was good.



Command probably based at position F) was chargéld defending an area of
marsh, but their arcs of fire indicate that a fartlask was to prevent the attack of
paratroopers from the north. While there is no ssepthat the harbour area was
singled out for defence, the length of the comparg/suggests that thought had been
given to the possibility that Walberswick might leadveen captured by troops landing
on beaches to the south and moving inland ovemirsh.

The Archaeology of Trenches

The map of dispositions from $8viay 1940 relates closely to the evidence from the
archaeological record and aerial photographs, butexactly. The map appears to be
a general scheme of defence drawn up four days thiéebattalion began preparing
their positions, a process that continued for agylas approximately 4-6 weeks.
While the majority of positions on the ground matble dispositions on the map
exactly, a small number do not. In the case ofldkter is seems most likely that the
local field commanders adapted or changed theittad locations very early on in
the operation as a response to very local circumsta In terms of surviving
archaeology, those positions in Walberswick itegd almost non-existent; while this
is due in large part to post-war clearance, thécdity in finding them on aerial
photographs suggests that they were either heaahpouflaged or that existing
buildings may have been converted for military tfs€hose south of the village are
visible on aerial photographs and, particularly reh®ubsequent land use allows, have
been preserved in earthwork form.

The basic elements of the infantry defence arechres for ten man sections, known
as ‘fire trenches’. Their form is of some interastthey were constructed at a time
when the morphology of infantry defences was unaiaeggrevision. In contrast to the
substantial structures that had evolved duringRingt World War, in the late 1930s
experiments were being made with a narrower trehahwould eventually become
the standard pattern for the British army duringri®ar Il. Official photographs
taken in France during 1939-40 show both kinds afstruction, indicating that a
diversity of practice in the BEF at that tifffePhotographs of the anti-invasion
defences in 1940, including a particularly valuaddé¢ of examples from East Anglia
showing a mock attack on the beaches at Great Mahmahow very simple
structures much more akin to the newer de8tgn.

At Walberswick there is variation in the form oktifantry trenches, even within an
individual platoon of three sections, but all camfo closely to the ‘official
appearance and dimensions laid down in the 1936 Aths Manuel of Field
Engineering and subsequent training pamphfétsiVhere exact locations can be
identified on the ground, the fire trenches areegelty sited on the forward slope of
the ridgeline above the coast, allowing the maximfiedd of vision over the
coastline, again reflecting instructions in miljtamanuals® A particularly well-
preserved example at Hoist Covert in Walberswicglightly sinuous in length with

22 Or both. Heavy camouflaged positions are notetiénunit war diary, such as positions disguised as
fishing huts, but do not specifically mention Watheick.

% See photographs in the Imperial War Museum, itiqudar F 2212, F 2038, F 3504, F 3551, O 223,
O 415 all showing trenches of various designs snlysthe BEF.

24 |mperial War Museum H2699, H 2702, H2703.

% Manual of Field Engineering Vol. 1 (All ArmgHMSO 1936) Chapter Field Service Pocket BopRamphlet No.4, Field
Engineering(War Office, 1939), pp. 20-23.

% |bid, Chapter 10



firing bays slightly to the front (Figures 3-5). draeological excavation at this trench
in 2009 demonstrated that it was provided with bstantial firestep at the front.
Given the sandy nature of the soil, subsidencecatidpse must have represented a
particular problem and the presence of iron stakegests a timber revetment with
metal supports. The rough and ready nature of diséipn was also suggested by the
recovery of an iron door lock, acquired from theinity and pressed into use as part
of a revetment.

The form and character, not only of the trench aisHCovert, but also those of other
positions visible in aerial photographs, confirrhe impression of fortifications that
conform closely to the instructions laid down iaiting manuals. Some, especially
those at Positions ‘C’ and ‘F’ are section firentkes sinuous in plan, but others,
particularly at Position ‘I’ are more complex inahcter. Here they construction
would appear to be more akin to fire pits for twdlree men which were then linked
up with shallower communication trenches. In duerrse, such communication
trenches could themselves be made deeper witletudt being a substantial network.
The length of time recorded in the unit diary foeit construction, which implies
substantial structures, together with their formggests that the "94™ South
Lancashires in the summer of 1940 constructed henthat were more reminiscent
of First World War design, rather than the typet thauld eventually become the
norm for the Second. This confirms the picture afeavly mobilised unit, dealing
with an urgent task alongside equipment shortagey, much completing their task
‘by the book'’.

The Coastal Crust: Chronology

Walberswick provides a good case study of the pieet way in which the different
elements of the coastal crust were put into plaes the course of several months. As
has been seen, the initial war positions of tH&% South Lancashire Regiment were
put in place soon after the German invasion of €gamhe first phase was the digging
of entrenchments and the placing of barbed wiretten beach areas. The latter
comprised wire entanglements of ‘concertina’ typhich were laid along the beach,
parallel to the sea, just above high water 1éUehimilar entanglements were also
placed around the infantry positions. By late M#grés were in place to improve the
overall defence landscape with some rudimentary,potentially effective, works.
Sluices were opened so that the surrounding mamsbes flooded and bridges over
drainage dykes were destroyed or removed. Two ér@where sunk at the mouth of
the Blyth to prevent craft entering the harboureTine of the Dunwich river was also
utilised as an anti-tank obstacle.

In the middle of June the other elements charaiteyito the coastal crust began to
appear. The Emergency Coastal Defence Batterylsstath at Southwold probably

became serviceable at some point between"63l8ie, which gave a much greater
degree of protection to the harbdtiMines for use on the beach were delivered on

2T TNA WO 166/1037 (War Diary, 164 Infantry Brigad€)perational Instruction No. 5 27.5.40’

2 Although not recorded for the Southwold battehg heighbouring batteries at Aldeburgh and
Sizewell were reported as ready for action Bra6d 18' June respectively and so that at Southwold
probably became operational at around the same TinhkA WO166/11 (Eastern Command Royal
Artillery Coast Artillery War Diary); TNA WO 166/18 355 (Coast Battery, Sizewell, War Diary)



17" June and by the end of the month rows of anti-utbes were in place to the
battalion’s front, almost certainly including thaseWalberswick?

The provision for field artillery was also incredsguring June and into July. Taking

the area from Sandymount covert to Southwold, bduhe 1940 some five field guns

were able to fire on this part of the co¥sBy mid July, this number had increased to
thirteen and would remain at this figure until Gmo®* The quality of ordnance had

improved too; 136 Field Regiment, for example, vidaol one Troop at Sallow Wood

Covert were re-equipped with a full compliment &Y field guns in late August.

In early July specific anti-tank capability was yded by the arrival of 115 Field
Regiment, Royal Artillery equipped with ex-Royal\Wwad-inch guns mounted on the
back of lorries. The Regiment, armed with six cddh new mobile anti-tank guns,
was assigned to 164 Infantry Brigade’s area betwddeburgh and Benacre. One
gun was located to the west of Sallow Wood Coweddfend the two roads leading
inland from Walberswick® The task of all six guns was to engage and destro
enemy tanks and to fall back if necessary, on cegquesitions as far inland as the
Back Line, the stop line running parallel to thasoapproximately 5 miles inland.

By the end of June the"®™ South Lancashire’s battalion war diary was able to
report that the forward companies had ‘completey good defensive positions’. It
was not for another month, however, until the ehduwy, that the war diary could
report that the defended positions were ‘all fieidhand that there weneow (my
italics) ‘fifty concrete pill-boxes either complete under construction’. The clear
implication here is that the pillboxes, very muble tconic symbol of coastal defence
today, were relative latecomers to the scene mphrt of Suffolk. If this is the case
then it has an interesting implication for the s@tpositions as it would seem that the
pillboxes were added to existing trenches possasylate as ten weeks after their
initial construction. Where, as at Hoist Covertsextion of communication trench
connects pillbox and fire trench it would seem ttie pillbox and its connecting
trench was simply an extension to the existingigegbosition, or that part of the
existing trench system was heavily re-built to awpwdate the new concrete
structure. Either way, the chronology from docursembuld suggest that, although
the time span is short, the infantry defences s¢aialberswick are of at least two
phases of construction.

Such a conclusion is also suggested by the locadimh form of two concrete
structures closely associated with the probabl®piacommand positions. These two
structures are similar to the infantry pillboxesit ltheir purpose is confirmed by

2 For engineering works in the Walberswick areawta Dairy of 558 Field Company Royal
Engineers is frustratingly brief and comprisesrala sheet that simply lists works completed in the
previous three months. The list of works is, howeirapressive and one explanation for the brevity o
the diary might be that record keeping was notiarity during a demanding period; TNA WO
166/3796 (War Diary, 558 Field Company Royal Engisg

30 1x18pdr (Dunwich), 4x25pdr (Darsham).

%1 The additional guns were 4x6’ Howitzers (HenhamkPand 4x9.2’ howitzers (Sotterly). A similar
build up can be observed further south in the icea Sandymount Covert to Aldeburgh, where the
number of field guns rose from, 3 to 18 betweereJamd October 1940.

%2 G. W. RobertsoriThe Rose and the Arrow, A Life Story of the™(38 West Lancashire) Field
Regiment, Royal Atrtillery, 1939-194bondon, 1986), pp.47-48.

%3 TNA WO 166/1037 (War Diary 164 Infantry Brigad&peration Instruction No.11’, 5.7.40



entries in the relevant unit war diaries, whichegmailitary grid references for artillery
observation points at these two locations. ‘E’ frdB86 Field Regiment at Sallow
Wood Covert used that at Position ‘E’, while thaPasition ‘J" was for 72 Medium
Regiment at Henham Park. When the latter unit edriat Walberswick on i5June,
they established an OP in the church tower, inshgathat their concrete structure
was not yet in place. The only circumstantial emizke for the exact date of
construction comes from an aerial photograph'f18ly, which appears to show a
gap in the hedge where ‘J’ would come to be sitedi @so considerable activity in
the area of the village itself, possibly indictinbat pillbox construction was
underway**

It would seem, then, that the individual elementsthe coastal crust defence at
Walberswick came together at the end of July 1%Beit if some parts of the
concrete structures were still under constructiBy. this stage the "94™ South
Lancashires were well dug in with section trenclveish attendant pillboxes
surrounded by barbed wire. The beach and harbaa had been provided with
Dragon’s teeth, anti-tank cubes, mines and wasilyeaired. The artillery support
was integrated with the infantry and a mobile resavas also in place.

Defending Walberswick

The question of what would have happened had a &einvasion of Britain taken
place in 1940 has provided a fruitful breeding grbdor counter-factual historical
investigation, but the evidence presented here deasit some analysis of how the
defence of Walberswick was to be conducted.

Denying any invader access to the harbour was abljoa priority; Emergency
Coastal Batteries were only established in areasdd to be particularly vulnerable
and the blocking of the river together with the cemiration of wire, minefield,
dragon’s teeth and anti-tank cubes in and arouadrbuth of the Blyth attests to the
perceived value of the area for any invader. It Wesfact that the harbour was the
first entry point for armoured vehicles wishing rtwove along this particular ‘spur’
inland that accounts for the greater concentratbrdefences in this area. The
numbers of infantrymen allocated to this sectiors imited, however; only one
platoon, one third of the company strength, defdrities area. Perhaps in recognition
of this, the company’s Boys Anti-Tank rifles weretached from their parent platoons
or so located so as to concentrate their fire i plart of the line. Perhaps because of
the limited manpower, a great reliance seems te haen placed on the use of field
artillery to bolster the defence. The two desigdd®®S target areas for the guns at
Sallow Wood covert lay in this area: one forwardha beach immediately in front of
the village and the other just to the north ofrikier mouth (Figure 6).

The fact that two thirds of ‘C’ Company’s strenddly not in the village, but in the
fields to the south, suggests that an attemptptucathe village via a flanking assault
from the south was a major consideration. In teom®pography, the most heavily
defended parts of the line were concentrated on $mwall promontories where,
alongside section positions, artillery observaimsts and probably the platoon HQs
were located. Given the distance between here eachit is highly unlikely that rifle
fire on the beach itself would have been effectimstead, it would seem that the

3 English Heritage (NMR) RAF Photography, RAF/2/BRI4L Frm.34 (8.7.40).
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enemy was to be stopped by rifle and Bren gun dsethey crossed the marshes
which, in the view of senior commanders, could obé crossed by ‘determined’
infantry. The beach itself was to be defended prilgnay the placing of barbed wire
entanglements and again by artillery fire. Suclaragements seem to pre-figure the
clear operating instructions that are evident tiéowing year, in 1941, where the
importance of artillery fire on troops on ships sfffore and on the beaches directly in
front of obstacles was emphasised. It is also tdr@st in the light of some of ‘C’
Company’s positions that the artillery was insteacto direct fire in areas where the
‘application of adequate small arms fire ... is diffit’.* It is probably significant to
the scheme of defence that the concrete artilldPg @e sited so as to give a clear
view of the whole coastline, again something labdurin later operating
instructions® That at E is close to the highest point in that pathe line, while that
at J is to the front of the infantry positions, dmatl invasion happened, the spotters
within would have been the closest troops to theren

The linear form of defence employed at Walbersvankured that the Company was
strung out over a front of 1.5 miles and, withdwg tise of radios, it is not clear how
effective command and control would have been passiThere is some evidence
that this was appreciated at the time with somengit made to ameliorate the
difficulties of communication. The only place whetteere is substantial deviation
from the dispositions from the defence plan ishateénd of the line, the right flank of
the company line. To judge from a destroyed pillbloat was dragged to its current
location during field clearance during the 1960ssjfon D), in 1940 a section post
lay to the north of its ‘official’ position. The pomgraphy would suggest that the move
was to cover a natural depression that would haen bdead ground’ in 1940. The
plan of dispositions indicates that this part af tinée was also tasked with firing on
any paratroops converging on Walberswick from idlawhich would also help
explain the change of location.

It is probably significant that the greatest dewiatfrom the plan of dispositions
occurs at the most exposed part of the line, whegelimitations of the scheme of
defence are most apparent; in this way, the chamgele on the ground made early in
May 1940 in fact pre-empt the tactical consideraiof ‘all round defence’ that
resulted in major changes in coastal defence ntaléotlowing year’ At the last, it

is worth recalling that the defences were not desigto throw an invader back into
the sea, but rather to disrupt and delay any Gerfoete. Once ashore enemy
movement was to be a slowed down further by a litah smaller roadblocks,
obstacles together with more formal stop linespéathis in an effort to buy time for
mobile reserves to converge and defeat the attacHer this end, the men of ‘C’
Company, along with the other troops defendingcibeest, were tasked with a simple
mission in the event of an invasion: to hold tHaies for as long as possible. The
reality of this situation is no-where more expliciseen than in the Unit Diary of Xl

% TNA W0O166/329 (XI Corps War Diary) ‘XI Corps Arry Instruction No.1, 7.4.41’

% |bid. It is also of interest that the artillery sveasked with combating the activities of paratsop

37 |n particular the move to all round defence amdrsjly defended forward localities, see Foot,
BeachesThe new thinking is particularly well summarisadXl Corps’ Operating Instructions (TNA
WO 166/329 (XI Corps War Diary) ‘Operational Ingttion No.45 29.11.40’ ‘The organisation of the
forward defences in adequate depth ... assumes messipg importance. To achieve this it will be
necessary, with the present garrison, to substitutthe present linear defence a system of defefice
strong localities capable of all round defence pmdected by a tank obstacle on the flanks asagell
in front. The adoption of this system will of nesiég involve gaps in the beach defences’.
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Corps, ‘There can be no question of withdrawal loen part of any troops detailed to
hold specific defences. Such troops will hold otthi® end*?

Almost at the moment when the defences were regdhieir completion, however,

senior officers were raising concerns as to thetemtial effectiveness. The speed
with which the coastal crust had been completed pvaseworthy, but the number
and location of some pillboxes was a cause for @mcThe comments made by
General Majendie the commander of 55 Division amiqularly telling:

| am very much concerned that we are going pill-bod, and losing all sense of
proportion in the matter of siting defences. The=laf concrete is leading us away
from first principles. The countryside is coveredhapillboxes, many of which will
never be occupied, many could never serve any lupafpose, and many face the
wrong way. Much labour, money and material havenbeasted. | realise that this is
largely due to haste and the desire to get songetdone quickly ... | wish to
emphasise that a concrete pill-box with the weapah®ur disposal cannot be
regarded as forming an adequate defensive poshduld form part of a small
defensive locality. On occasions it may have tmdtalone — naked and ashamed
but only when local conditions make this unavoigabl

While all these comments are probably not direafiplicable to Walberswick, where
the majority of pillboxes appear to be integratathwther defences, it is instructive
that, relatively early in 1940, questions were Beraised as to the nature of the
defences. In many respects these comments anéidipatvidespread criticisms of the
coastal crust that would take place later in ther.ye

Stand down

Following the defeat of the Luftwaffe in the Batté Britain in September 1940 the
immediate threat of German invasion diminished.tBy end of October the"®4™
South Lancashire’s were in a position to evaludteirt achievements over the
summer. The unit war dairy reflects a sense ofepmdtheir achievements in the face
of equipment shortages, a lack of trained manpoaret months of hard work
commenced under a perceived threat of invasion.h Sacfeeling undoubtedly
stemmed in part from the physical changes that they wrought on this part of
Suffolk. By the autumn of 1940 the landscape of Mé#edwick that they were charged
with defending had been transformed. Minefields baed wire entanglements now
covered much of the beach, which was also lineplages with Dragon’s Teeth and
divided up by rows of anti-tank cubes. The mouththed river had been blocked,
surrounding marshes flooded and the village andtineunding farmland and heath
were lined with military entrenchments with coneretefences. In comparison with
April, the physical transformation must have beeanthtic, and in due course the
changes on the landscape moved some civilian mgside express their thoughts in
verse:

The bridges have all disappeared
The sluice is turned about

3 TNA WO 166/329 (XI Corps War Diary) ‘General Pripies’ 30.6.40'.

% TNA WO 166/688 ‘Appendix 1 Pill-Box Complex’ 5.84This document is a written instruction
from the commander 55 Division to brigade commasdehich was attached as an appendix to the
Division War Dairy summary for August 1940.
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To keep the water on the marsh

Which always kept it out

The beach is barricaded now

The lanes are mud and mire

The footpaths and the lovely walks

Are strewn with barbed wire

Big guns firing all around

Shells burst with all their might

And aeroplanes overhead are flying day and night

O Walberswick, O don’t despair good times will coagain
When war is done and peace declared prosperityaigh*°

Winter 1940

The diminishing likelihood of an at least immingaerman invasion did not mean
that coastal defence was neglected or troops stowah; rather, the years up to 1943
saw considerable effort put into strengthening nlgfee works. The evolution of
coastal fortifications was itself part of a morengel change in military thinking
concerning how defences should be engineeredymeinming from a need by the
High Command to explain why the BEF had been deteat Francé® As early as
July 1940, senior commanders were advocating a nagweey from static lines of
defence and the idea of a coastal crust, to tha ale‘all round defence’, where
specific localities in a given area were heavilfetieed.

In early November 1940, thé™ South Lancashires, along with the rest of 164
Infantry Brigade were rotated into the General Hpmdters reserve and relieved of
their coastal defence duties. The achievementseo§immer were obviously a source
of pride in the battalion, but for 125 Brigade witeplaced them, the defensive works
put in place left much to be desired. The Brigadessessment of their new areas was
damming: ‘The defences are linear all down the bescand they just ‘happened'.
The 55 Div[ision] stuck pillboxes, gun pits, gurts pist where they wanted them. We
shall have to round the area up and make it inttiefansive area.” Reports on the
nature of the defences also reveals that much efmbrk of previous months was
already starting to disintegrate:

‘Mines have also been placed on the beaches, budgh sucks them out to sea up to
50 yards out from the mine fields as marked omtlaps. Anywhere near the sea side
of the mine fields is dangerous. The mine fields &ry well marked on the maps,
but of course they are moved by the action of #a ©ne of the best defences is the
natural defence — the sea. The sea blows up veghrand especially so during the
winter months. When we get fixed up we shall havestorganise these defences, but
the General is of the opinion that nothing shoutddione until the Spring, if we did
any digging now it would not be worth whil&.

The 8" Lancashire Fusiliers, who replaced tH84" South Lancashire’s, initiated a
move away from linear defence, but the majorityttef works were left to the 10
Cameronians who from late February 1941 spent aiderable amount of time
creating entirely new defensive positions. Wherstang trenches and positions were

“0'S and C Adams, ‘Walberswick Then and Now'. Bothaveng time residents of Walberswick.
“! FrenchRaising Churchill’'s Armypp.189-190
*2\W0166/975 (War Diary, 125 Infantry Brigade) ‘Pairitom Brigadier’'s Conference, 17.10.40'.
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sited in places that were also suitable for theareall round defended localities they

were simply re-used or adapted. Where they were then whole trenches were

simply abandoned. Evidence from aerial photograbtmsvs that abandoned trenches
were not immediately filled in, but rather they et have been kept open. This may
have been part of a policy of deception; in efféabgy became decoys for any

Luftwaffe reconnaissance aircraft, or, more likdlyey served a valuable purpose as
entrenchments for training purposes. Excavatiotiseatrench at Hoist Covert yielded

spent cases that had been fired as late as 194®wdled holes on its associated

pillbox suggest that it had been used for targatioe.

The Defences Today

The surrender of Germany in May 1945 brought an &nthe necessity for the
wartime coastal defences, which soon became arasght reminder of the events of
1939-45. The removal of at least the most obviaferttes at the most popular pre-
war beaches and tourist resorts was undertaketivedia rapidly. Most of the
earthworks in and around Walberswick in 1940 weile extant in 1945 when they
appear on RAF aerial photographs, but were probébgd in soon after. The
concrete defences are more durable, however, amé smti-tank cubes, pill-boxes
and Observation Posts are still extant today.

The trenches associated with the concrete defemwedy their very nature more
ephemeral and tend to survive as earthworks onlgrevthe subsequent land use is
favourable to preservation. In this respect this paSuffolk is extremely fortunate in
that large parts of the coastline around Dunwiahrew in the care of the National
Trust, the RSBP, Natural England and Suffolk WildlTrust, whose management
practices have preserved substantial quantitiesilaary archaeology.

The considerable changes to the defence of Wallekswade in 1941 will be the
subject of a further piece on this website, to laeqd here at a later date.

Robert Liddiard
David Sims
School of History, University of East Anglia, Octi2009
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Figure 1. Map showing dispositions of ‘C’ Compan{£" South Lancashire
Regiment and other coastal defences in Walberswig4). A detailed description of
each position is provided in the Appendix accompamthis paper.
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Figure 2. Map of 18 May 1940 showing dispositions and fire plan fot @mpany
2"94™ South Lancashire Regiment. The red arrows indibaé@ gun fire, the green
arrows rifle fire and the black arrows Boys antikaun fire (TNA WO 166/4680).
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Figure 3. Plan of section trench with pillbox atistacCovert, Walberswick

Figure 4. Cross-section of excavated area HC 01

The coast —

Eroded parapit

Scale 1:20

Natural - bright yellow-orange
soft sand

Wide fire step
Recorded 16.2.09

HC - 01 WEST FACING SECTION THROUGH WIDE PORTION OF WWII TRENCH ADJACENT TO HOIST COVERT WALBERSWICK
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Figure 5. Cross-section of excavated area HC 02

Figure 6. Battery locations, Observation posts ‘@@S’ tasks around Walberswick,
1940.
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