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NOTES FROM THE CHAIRMAN

I am writing this in early June, with much of life on hold
and all the Society’s activities cancelled until further notice due
to the coronavirus epidemic. We live in an age of risk
assessments and contingency planning, but how many
organizations saw this one coming? Precious few. It is an event
in the life of the country that is indeed historic. There will be
consequences for many aspects of life, some short-term, some
permanent, that none of us can foresee at present.

At a local level, | know that the disease has affected the
families of some members with tragic results, so the
consequences for the rest of us are minor in comparison.
However, this is an event that needs to be recorded for posterity.
Our archivist has been collating information but it is rather
difficult to record the effects in detail when so much of the
response, necessarily, has been negative — a story of what didn’t
happen is hard to recount.

The hiatus has prompted me to reflect on how we
communicate with our members and others. This Journal, our
summer events and most of all our evening meetings are the
main reasons for joining; we connect with non-members through
the Keynsham Voice and our public walks. Whilst on-line
information and entertainment is a poor substitute for
participation in real events, it would be good for the Society’s
future if we could offer more in the way of podcasts and videos
on local history topics. The challenge here is to overcome the
technology gap between those who run the Society and many
younger people who may be interested but access information in
different ways. One opportunity has arisen recently with the
launch of KTCRfm, our community radio station. As the local
content of its schedule increases, our history is an obvious
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theme for a regular programme or part of one. There is scope for
the Society to participate or lead such a slot — another chance for
the right individuals to discover their hidden talents!

For the present, traditional print is our main medium and
once again this Journal contains a variety of pieces on the
history of Keynsham and district; although local activities and
events arise from national politics and landmarks such as VE
Day, there are many fascinating stories that are only discovered
through the diligence of our contributors. Who would have
guessed that two brothers from Keynsham were involved in
pioneering experiments with aircraft? Or that Lord Baden-
Powell visited a huge scout jamboree at Corston?

Just before we went to press we heard of the unexpected
death of Sue Trude. This is a sad loss. Sue was the mainstay of
the Society from its inception and held almost all the offices
over the years. She was most helpful to me when 1 joined the
committee and was a very pleasant person. We have been able
to include a short obituary in these pages.

By the time you receive this, we should know whether or
not our next season of talks will be running as planned; I hope
we will be back to playing our usual part in the lives of our
members.

el Do/l

Richard Dyson

Chairman



VE Day 8" May 1945

by Brian Vowles

This year we mark the 75th anniversary of the end of the
most terrible war the world has known, both in numbers killed
and destruction caused. At its conclusion the event was
celebrated with not one but two public holidays — euphorically
VE Day on 8th May and less so VVJ Day on 15th August 1945.
Unlike the Armistice of 1918 which was revealed to the public
suddenly, as April came to a close it was apparent from many
media reports that the capitulation of the Third Reich was
imminent as the British and Americans swept across Germany
from the west and the Russians entered Berlin from the east.
Unlike the Armistice of 1918 and the complications that ensued,
this time it had to be unconditional surrender.

On 2nd May Admiral Doenitz announced the death of
the Fuhrer as an honourable event:

"German men and women, soldiers of the German Wehrmacht.
Our Fuhrer, Adolf Hitler, has fallen. The German people bow
deepest mourning and veneration. He recognised beforehand
the terrible danger of Bolshevism, and devoted his life to
fighting it. At end of this, his battle, and of his unswerving
straight path of life, stands his death as hero in the capital of the
Reich. All his life meant service the German people. His battle
against the Bolshevik flood benefited not only Europe but the
whole world. The Fuhrer has appointed me his successor. Fully
conscious of the responsibility, | take over the leadership the
German people this fateful hour. This is my first task to save the
German people from destruction by the Bolshevists and is only
to achieve this that the fight continues. As long as the British
and Americans hamper us from reaching this end we shall fight
and defend ourselves against them as well.”
5



But not for long as the end was in sight.

The war was now in its final stages but late in April 1945
the British received intelligence that their erstwhile allies, the
Russians, intended to take Denmark to provide an ice-free naval
base for their fleet in defiance of the Yalta Agreement. It was
obvious that a drive to the Baltic by 21st Army Group
(Operation Eclipse) had to be mounted if Denmark was to be
saved from the clutches of the rapidly advancing Red Army. So
on 29th April my father’s unit, the 224 Field Company R E.,
began the construction of a bridge over the River Elbe. About
400’ of it had been completed when suddenly at 1.45 pm, in the
death throes of the Luftwaffe, a wave of enemy planes screamed
into a low level strike on the home bank dropping about fifteen
bombs including napalm which destroyed three of the houses
there. A number of men were buried under the rubble and frantic
efforts were made to dig them out. Tragically five men who had
survived the drive all the way across Europe were killed that day
with the end of the war already in sight.

The unit crossed the Elbe on 3rd May and moved onto
Schwarzenbeck in Schleswig Holstein to block the Red Army’s
advance. By then, in a twist of fate, thousands of enemy soldiers
were making use of the bridge that the men had died for to
surrender to them rather than to the Russians from whom they
could expect no mercy. On the following day, 4th May, came
the momentous news that they had been waiting for. It was a
Friday night about 9 pm and they were relaxing and listening to
music on the radio. Suddenly the broadcast was interrupted to
make way for an unscheduled announcement which informed
them that the fighting was to cease forthwith as, after five long
years of suffering and turmoil, the German Forces in Northern
Europe had surrendered to Field Marshal Montgomery on
nearby Luneburg Heath. For a split second, there was stunned
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silence before all hell broke loose. They hugged each other and
shook hands, then got stuck into the stock of beer and wine that
they had ‘liberated” and saved for this moment over the past
months. They had survived - but then as the evening went on
inevitably their thoughts turned to their many comrades who
would not be returning home with them.

Meanwhile back in England preparations were being
made for a big celebration. At a special meeting of the Bristol
licensing magistrates on 2nd May it was decided that on VE-
Day all public-houses and licensed clubs would be allowed to
stay open an extra hour - until 11 p.m. (unless VE-Day fell on
Sunday) and the Chief Constable expressed the hope that the
brewery companies concerned would do their best to see that
there were reasonable supplies for the occasion. However, in
spite of the extra hour available, there seemed to be little hope of
additional supplies of beer being available for VE-Day. As an
official of Georges Brewery said, “Only normal supplies will be
available, and when these are exhausted public-houses will
perforce have to close until the next normal deliveries are
available." A Bristol United Brewery Co. official added: "There
will be no extra beer for the simple fact that it is not there”.

Two days later in conformity with the decision of the
Bristol Licensing Justices, the Licensing Justices of the
surrounding districts of Long Ashton, Radstock, Temple Cloud,
and Keynsham also granted special orders extending the
permitted hours for the sale and consumption of intoxicating
liquor during the evening of VE-Day.

Also on 3rd May it was announced that special
arrangements had been made with the Bristol Tramways and
Carriage Company who would make every endeavour to
maintain normal services and to get workers away from
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factories with a minimum of delay should the announcement of
VE-Day come during the day. If notice was given and VE-Day
known in advance, normal services would be operated.

On Friday 4th May 1945 it was announced that the Croix
de Guerre with Palms was to be awarded to Sergeant Peter J.
Dyke, R.A. of Bath Road, Keynsham for gallantry in action.
Born in Bristol in 1920, he joined the staff of Messrs Mardon,
Son and Hall, and went into the Territorials in 1939 and landed
with his unit, the Guards Armoured Division, a few days after
D-Day.

Back in Germany the role of the 224 Field Company had
changed. No longer were they erecting bridges and lifting mines
as law and order had completely broken down and total chaos
reigned. Security was the first priority. On 5th May the company
arrived at Ahrensbok and, as the only British troops in the area,
it was left to them to provide some vestige of basic social
organisation and control. Patrols were sent out to the
surrounding villages to order the local Burgermeisters to remove
roadblocks and to collect in all arms, ammunition, cameras and
binoculars that might be used in any uprising by Nazi fanatics
(the official reason). Civilians often came to the unit with
complaints about the behaviour of the newly liberated slave
workers and the numerous P.O.W.s of different nationalities
who were roaming the countryside pillaging and raping - but
little sympathy was forthcoming; following the discovery of the
death camps the laconic answer usually given with a shrug was
“remember Belsen”. Previously, on April 15, 1945, the 11th
Armoured Division of the British army had entered the Bergen-
Belsen camp complex. This was the first concentration camp
liberated by British forces who were totally unprepared for the
horrors they found and one of the sappers from the 224 was



seconded to the horrendous task of bulldozing hundreds of
skeletal bodies into burial pits.

A scene from Belsen

On 8th May the company was relieved of the
“considerable worry” of their new role by a Commando Military
Government Detachment and they were free to “celebrate the
official V.E. Day to the best of their ability” as their war diary
succinctly put it

At home anticipation grew and it was hoped that the end
might be nearer than expected, but the spotlight seemed to be
focussing on Monday 7th or Tuesday 8th, while there were
those who hoped it would be later if possible, because an
announcement then would in effect mean that the whole of the
next week would be devoted by many to merry-making. Those
who took this view would have preferred VE-Day to be on the
Wednesday or Thursday.



Although the German Forces in Northern Europe had
surrendered to Field Marshal Montgomery three days
previously, the German defences were still resisting the
Russians and a separate announcement had to be delayed for
diplomatic reasons for the sake of allied unity but Monday 7th
May 1945 brought further speculation. The local paper
reported...

“VE-DAY MATTER OF HOURS SAYS S.HA.E.F. AN
OFFICIAL ANNOUNCEMENT THAT THE WAR AGAINST
GERMANY HAS ENDED IS EXPECTED "AT ANY TIME
NOW," SAID A REUTER DISPATCH FROM SAN FRANCISCO
LATE LAST NIGHT. The period put to the announcement at
S.H.A.E.F. was "a matter of a day at most." Events have moved
swiftly during the week-end. “Well-informed Norwegian circles
expect Germany's capitulation to-day, ” says Reuters Stockholm
correspondent. “The Germany Army commander has been
ordered to disarm the 300 S.S. troops in the Segeberg Forest,
north of Hamburg, who are retaining their arms in defiance of
the unconditional surrender terms. The S.S. men are reported to
have been swarming through the villages in the area around this
forest telling the people to take down their white flags, and
shooting villagers who protested. If the SS. refuses to comply,
military action will be taken by the British Army.”

Finally the Western Daily Press was able to announce on 8th
May...

“PEACE! IN WEST GUNS ARE SILENT. TO-DAY'S THE DAY.
VE DAY BROADCASTS BY KING AND PREMIER TO-DAY.
THE WAR IS OVER! Unconditional surrender has been
received from Germany by Britain, America and Russia, but the
official announcement from the lips of Mr Churchill will not
come until this afternoon. To-day is VE-Day, and at three p.m.
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Mr Churchill will broadcast the news that the war in Europe is
officially at an end. But for Germany the war ended yesterday,
when at 2.41 a.m. (French time) General Jodl, German Army
Chief of Staff, signed his country's unconditional surrender to
Britain, America and Russia at the little red school house in
Rheims which is General Eisenhower's headquarters. All day
the world awaited news from the allies, crowds gathered in the
streets, the flags of the free nations were unfurled, there was
singing and dancing. Then at last came the official
announcement that VE-Day is to-day, followed by an
explanation that the delay was due to the anxiety of the Big
Three to secure synchronised broadcasts from London,
Washington and Moscow. At nine p.m. to-day the King will
broadcast to the Empire and the world, and there are to be
broadcasts by General Eisenhower and Field-Marshals
Montgomery and Alexander tomorrow (Tuesday) will be treated
as Victory in Europe Day, and will be regarded as a holiday.
The day following, Wednesday, May 9, will also be a holiday.
The King will broadcast to the peoples of the British Empire and
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Commonwealth to-morrow (Tuesday), at nine p.m.”. The
Ministry of Information announced last night: - "It is understood
that, in accordance with arrangements between the three Great
Powers, an official announcement will broadcast by the Prime
Minister at three o'clock to-morrow afternoon, May 8. In view of
this fact

VE Day Street parties at Brick
Town (Fairfield Terrace &
Woodbine Cottages

As the end of the war approached people had discussed
how it was to be celebrated locally. In preparation for V.E.Day
flags and bunting were dug out from attics and cupboards to
decorate the houses and shops with red, white and blue.

Plans for street parties in various parts of the town were
discussed. Scarce rations were hoarded for the event and
youngsters were out busy collecting old furniture and scrap
timber in preparation for bonfires.
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So when the great day arrived at last the celebrations
began. In Albert Road these were held on the forecourt of Mrs
Vi Jarrett’s grocery store (now a hairdresser’s) Four trestle
tables covered with white table cloths were set up in the centre
of the road and children were treated to sandwiches, jelly and
blancmange but sadly no ice cream was available for them at the
time. After the meal the tables were cleared away and games
began.

Later in the evening a huge bonfire was lit in the middle
of the road which inevitably scorched the road surface which
had to be replaced at a later date.

Dancing in Pogam’s Lane (next to the New Inn).
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