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Stonefall CWGC Cemetery, Harrogate the resting place of over 
900 WW2 airmen and one woman.

Belfast Searchlight Gunners hard road to 
Dunkirk Pt 2.  

The story of Douglas Gilbert on the anniversary of his 
death in 1998.

Douglas Gilbert was born on 05/03/1912 and enlisted on 
16/10/ 1939. He joined the 3rd Searchlight Regiment Royal 
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Artillery, 9th Battery. The Commanding Officer was David 
Anderson of the Royal Belfast Golf Club and Anderson 
McAuleys store in Belfast.
 
Douglas left Bangor, his home town, on 16/11/1939 for 
Borden and left Southampton on 16/12/1939 to join the 
British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in France. 

He left the army on 27/10/1945 with the rank of Lieutenant 
in the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers No. 232902. Douglas 
Gilbert died on 24/07/1998.

Later his son gave him a book “Dunkirk: The Incredible 
Mistake” by Norman Gelb. His son requested Douglas that 
he write his own experience of his escape from Dunkirk.

Douglas penned this recollection -
 
“I think it best that I go back to the 9th May 1940 when I got 
my first leave since joining up on 16 October 1939. I arrived 
in Boulogne by train in the early morning and expected to 
get a boat to England; but as the train pulled in towards the 
station we looked out of the windows and saw planes, quite 
low overhead with German markings on the wings and 
thought we were going to be bombed.

“However after some delay we got out at the station, were 
formed up and marched some miles to a French barracks 
where I remember seeing where French troops had 
evidently had a meal or breakfast as there were crusts of 
bread lying about on the ground. I was starving, we had not 
been fed for hours and I and I expect others, picked up 
some of the crusts and ate them. Sometime after this I 
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remember seeing tins of Machonies rations being heated in 
an army boiler and we had some of these to ease our 
hunger. 
 
“Eventually an announcement was made that Germany had 
started an offensive and that the proper war had started, 
and we would all be returned to our units. I don’t remember 
how long it took me to get back to my Detachment under 
Sgt Adamason at a place called “Billy Montinly” some 
distance from Lens, however I was glad to be back with the 
Detachment of 10 or 12 men. I think we must have moved 
about 13th or 14th May and we passed through Arras then a 
General Headquarters of the British Army. On the 14th Night 
we set up camp in what I remember as a field, erected a bell 
tent and I think expected our equipment: mark 1X sound 
locator; searchlight; generator etc.

“I awoke in the morning and remembered it was my father’s 
birthday, 15th May and very soon my friend Cecil Lee, with 
whom I had shared a blanket when we slept back to back in 
the coldest winter in France for 40 years, arrived on a motor 
bike, doing DR (despatch rider), with a message to pack up 
quickly and be at some meeting place as soon as possible 
as Jerry was up the road! We eventually joined a convoy 
and moved rather slowly towards Dunkirk though I didn’t 
know it was Dunkirk we were making for. When our convoy 
stopped at night it was always in a quiet area or under trees 
and we put up a tent for the boys though the weather was 
wonderful and some slept outside.

“We continued moving from one deserted spot to another 
and eventually we were 6 or 7 miles from the centre of 
Dunkirk, then on Monday morning (May 26th or 28th?) word 
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came 
through to 
leave at 
once for 
Dunkirk in 
our lorries 
and then 
from 9am 
we moved 
on foot 
having 
made our 
lorries and 
equipment unusable. The sound locator that I was 
responsible for and operated as a one stripe Bomadier had 
a very powerful pair of binoculars attached to a part of the 
equipment and I decided I would take them with me as loot! 
I started off walking with my full pack, gas cape, Rifle, Tin 
hat, binoculars etc but air attacks with 25 or more planes 
every 20 minutes throughout the day made life very 
uncomfortable and I started leaving items behind as I moved 
from one spot to another.
“I remember crossing one street behind Gunner McShane 
(McShane was a first war veteran with 2 or 3 medals on his 
breast, a tough old guy, a docker I think; and called by the 
guys the Brig or Brigadier. He carried a Lewis gun in lieu of 
a rifle (one being issued to each detachment). Well, as I 
crossed the street, a bomb came whistling down and I and 
the Brig threw ourselves flat on the ground — Gosh I said, 
that was near, but the Brig just said “near enough”. I expect 
he had heard many such noises. I eventually got into a 
cellar with a roof level with the street and a big building 
above. There were a few of our chaps in there too, but I only 
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remember James Barbour (Barbours Linen Threads) and an 
officer from our Battery who prayed aloud most of the time 
especially when a raid was on and bombs falling. I was in 
the cellar a good many hours and eventually at night the 
cellar doors at street level opened and someone said the 
Navy were going to do a job for us. God Bless the Navy.

“I was instructed to make for a burning house said to be 
near the beach. By this time I had disposed of nearly all of 
my equipment including some presents I had bought to take 
on leave. I could see enough to know there were some dead 
or dying lying about and I eventually sat down on an area of 
rye grass. 
 
“In the darkness one couldn’t just see who was near, there 
were clumps of people but I knew some of our chaps were 
within hearing distance. After I had been sitting on my own 
for some time with my hands around my knees and my 
knees under my chin, an officer came along and sat down in 
front of me and used my legs as a back rest. After a while 
he asked if I could spare him a cigarette. Now it so 
happened that some time before this I had been near a 
canteen van which was giving away its stock of goods, as 
we had earlier destroyed our equipment and I got several 
packets of cigarettes so I was able to give him a packet. He 
then asked if I still had my water bottle and when I said ‘yes’ 
he said his water bottle was full of rum: ‘give me yours and 
I’ll give you some — an exchange for the cigarettes’

“I can’t remember all the places I visited between 9 am after 
leaving the lorries and equipment wrecked and leaving the 
cellar but one sticks in my mind: a small clump of trees, 
some fellows thought they could hide there from the bombs 
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but I refused to go and was lucky because it was bombed 
and some chaps got hit. Now, about the officer that was 
sitting with me, he was a Lieut Armstrong from a Battery in 
the 3rd Searchlight Regiment, I was with the 9th Battery but 
there was also 10, 11 and 12 Battery in the Regiment and 
he was one of these.

“We sat there for a long time in darkness when someone 
shouted out to him that parties of 50 men were being formed 
under an officer and would he go and see if he could 
arrange to lead a party. Mr Armstrong went to see about this 
and soon came back to arrange and said ‘follow me’. We 
walked some distance, I think I was in the lead behind 
Armstrong when we came to this pier or wood jetty now 
known as the “mole”, about 4 feet wide and 1600 yards 
long, nearly a mile out to sea, with breaks in it here and 
there, repaired with loose planks; quite tricky in the dark 
without a torch! In due course we reached the gang plank 
and went aboard and I opened a door leading to a saloon 
and sat down beside men from my Battery and my own 
troop officer. MrArmstrong did not come aboard with me and 
said he was going back for more chaps.

“I sat in the saloon with my boots unlaced in case we were 
sunk and although bombed, the bombs fortunately missed 
and we got across to Dover — who could not accept our 
ship so we went along to Folkestone and got in there. From 
Folkestone we were taken to the railway station for a special 
train to Bodmin, Cornwall, that is about as far West as they 
could take us. When the train stopped at stations people 
along the platform offered us sandwiches, cakes etc and we 
were all hungry.
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“Looking through my letters home I see I say we were 8 
miles outside Dunkirk for a week before actually going 
in on Monday 27th May and raids every 20 minutes for 
10 hours. 

Also in this letter I mention loosing one top front tooth: I 
remember well three or four of us were told to go to a spot 
covered with some bushes or whins to collect some rations, 
these were all tinned food; the chap with the rations started 
to throw the tins to us and a chap in front of me was carrying 
a basket which he raised to catch a flying tin of bacon, the 
tin ricocheted off the basket and hit my tooth, breaking it off 
level with the gum. The tooth root was actually cracked 
down to the bottom and was removed in a tented dentistry 
at our HQ site at Chute Causeway, Wiltshire sometime 
about June, July 1940.

“I did not see my friend Cecil Lee until about early June and 
I asked him when did he leave Dunkirk. He said the 6th 
June, maybe the last man to leave. It seems he was lying in 
the sandhills behind the beach with another soldier whom 
he had met somewhere and a plane or planes came over 
machine gunning the sandhills, when the raid was over 
Cecil was OK and spoke to his friend, there was no answer 
— he was dead. This gave Cecil a bad shock he may have 
missed death by inches so he moved back into town. In the 
days that followed he came across a wounded soldier who 
couldn’t walk, so Cecil got him onto a bicycle and managed 
eventually to push him down to the beach and found his unit 
who took this wounded man but in spite of pleas by him, the 
unit would not take Cecil who eventually got away; he said 
about the 6th of June!
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Given in Memory of Gunner Bogey Campbell

“Earlier I mentioned James Barbour of Hilden, well it seems 
he was friendly with Gunner ‘Bogey’ Campbell and I was 
told that in Dunkirk an ammunition truck had been left in a 
street unattended and that ‘Bogey’ Campbell had got into 
the driver’s seat and driven the truck away. ‘Bogey’ 
Campbell was never seen again, I suppose the truck 
exploded. After the war James Barbour installed a lift in the 
Royal Victoria Hospital and beside the ground floor entrance 
I have seen a brass plate on the wall which it says: “Given in 
Memory of Gunner Bogey Campbell’ or words to that effect.

“I did hear that Brig McShane, mentioned earlier, got onto a 
boat of some sort and the captain, seeing McShane with a 
Lewis gun, immediately recognised that he would be useful 
if the boat was attacked and got him a suitable location 
somewhere on the deck so that he could fire at any 
approaching enemy aircraft.

“I am not myself a very religious man but I’m sure I prayed 
going through Dunkirk and at other frightening times since. I 
do know that I thought an unseen hand helped me through 
Dunkirk and I felt a very lucky person to be alive. On the first 
Sunday in England after returning I sought out a friend and 
went to church to give thanks.”

George Douglas Gilbert - Text written March 1990 for BBC 
The Peoples War
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On this day - July 24 

                                                 
1704 

The Battle of Gibraltar took place. The famous attack upon 
Gibraltar which led to its surrender to the British on 24th July 
1704 was carried out by a brigade of 1800 British and Dutch 
marines under the command of Admiral Sir George Rooke 
and the Prince of Hesse-Darmstadt. 

In the following October, Gibraltar was besieged by the 
French and Spanish. The Marine Brigade which had been 
reinforced shortly before by a further 400 marines from the 
Fleet held the fortress against repeated attacks until the 
siege was raised on 09/03/1705. 

In one incident in the fighting, Capt Fisher of the Marines 
and 17 of his men successfully defended the round tower 
against continued attacks by French grenadiers. 

"Encouraged by the Prince of Hese, the garrison did more 
than could be humanly expected, and the British Marines 
gained an immortal glory". 
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These actions earned the Corps the battle honour 
"Gibraltar" which with the Globe represents all their honours 
before and since. There is now a fitting RM memorial at the 
Marina in Gibraltar.

1916

The Germans continue counter-attacks at High Wood and 
Guillemont.

The French counter attack and regain ground lost north of 
the Aisne.
 

1917

British soldiers returning in formation to Ypres, Belgium
The French counter attack and regain ground lost north of 
the Aisne.
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1927

               

The unveiling and dedication of the Menin Gate 
Memorial at Ypres.
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1940 

Reports of Lancastria disaster released in London after 
Churchill’s ban on the news lifted.

Neutral French liner Meknes, taking 1,100 French sailors 
back to France, sunk by German E-boat 572: 400 killed.

Red Cross estimates 5.5 million refugees in Vichy France.

1941 

The U.S. government denounces Japanese actions in 
Indochina. US imposes a crude oil embargo on Japan.

Nazis massacre Jewish population of Grodz, Lithuania.

Japan begins to occupy northern French Indochina, enters 
Hanoi and Saigon.

1942 

                        

Rostov-on-Don is captured by the German 17th Army 
(Wehrmacht), thus clearing the way for the advance of Army 
Group A toward the Caucasus and Kuban region. Large 
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numbers of Russian troops are liquidated in and around 
Rostov after German troops have secured the city. German 
forces would reach Stalingrad in about a month

Finland approaches the United States, seeking its protection 
from the Soviets should Finland switch sides and join the 
allies.

Roosevelt agrees with Churchill that operation ‘Gymnast’ 
should proceed, whilst operation ‘Sledgehammer’ should be 
canceled.

1943 

                        

Operation ‘Gomorrah’ begins when 746 RAF bombers drop 
2,300 tons of bombs on Hamburg in 48 minutes, 
during which only 12 aircraft are lost. This tonnage is as 
much as Germans dropped in the five heaviest raids on 
London.
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It began eight days of round-the-clock raids against the city 
of Hamburg. By the time it's over, more than 42,000 civilians 
will be dead. "Germany's Hiroshima."Fires are visible for 
200 miles. This is the first operational use of ‘Window’, 
(radar-jamming foil strips dropped by aircraft).

A battle-damaged USAAF B-17 Flying Fortress crash-lands 
in Sweden. Its ten-man crew becomes the first of nearly 
1,000 American and other Allied airmen to be granted refuge 
in neutral Sweden during World War 2.

A 10-hour meeting of fascist grand council passes a motion, 
19 votes to 7, asking that the King of Italy takes over 
command of all Italian forces from Mussolini.
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The U.S. submarine Tinosa fires 15 torpedoes at a lone 
Japanese merchant ship, none detonate.

1944 

The River San is crossed by the Soviets to the northwest of 
Lvov. The Germans start evacuating Lvov.

1944 

The Russians liberate Maidanek Concentration Camp near 
Lublin, where 360,000 people perished.

The U.S. 4th Marine Division (15,000 men) lands on Tinian.

Roll of Honour - July 24 

Representing their comrades who died on this day

1917

+GLASGOW, Henry McDonald  

Royal Engineers, Gas Section. Corporal. 106464. Died 
24/07/1917 of Illness. Age 19. Henry McDonald Glasgow 
was the youngest son of William James and Rebecca J. 
Glasgow of 52 James Street, Cookstown. William James 
Glasgow managed the Post Office in Cookstown. Henry was 
a Scholar of the Royal College of Science and was attached 
to the Royal Engineers (Gas Section) in France from August 
1915, where he was involved in the maintenance, inspection 
and production of gas materials. He died of illness at home. 
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Derryloran Old Cemetery, Cookstown. Cookstown WM, First 
Cookstown PCI RH

1941

+FORD-HUTCHINSON, Roger Francis Stuart

RAFVR. Sergeant. 1101878. Died 24/07/1941. Aged 20. 76 
Sqdn. Son of Roger and Alice Milward Ford-Hutchinson, of 
Stranocum, Co. Antrim. Runnymeade Memorial, Panel 43 

+LAPSLEY, William Hamilton

RAF. Sergeant. 551820. MiD. Died 04/07/1941. Age 20.106 
Sqdn. Son of George R. and Marjory Lapsley, Waterside, 
Londonderry. Eindhoven (Woensel) General Cemetery, 
Netherlands.

1942

+HARPER, David

RAF. Leading Aircraftman. 616155. Died 14/07/1942. Aged 
26. Son of Thomas and Margaret Harper, of Eglinton. 
Alamein Memorial, Column 264, Egypt

1944

+ARTHUR, Lawrence Stewart 

Royal Ulster Rifles, 2nd Btn. Corporal. 7010811. Died 
24/07/1944. Age 34. Son of Arthur and Laura I. A. Stewart; 
husband to Frances Elizabeth Stewart, of Belfast. 
Banneville-La-Campagne War Cemetery, France
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+WILSON, Cecil

Royal Ulster Rifles, 2nd Btn.Rifleman.14414731. Died 
24/07/1944. Aged 19. Son of Samuel George and Hannah 
Jane Wilson, of Lurgan, Co. Armagh, Northern Ireland. 
Hermanville War Cemetery, Calvados, France 

VETERAN

BING, Geoffrey

On this day in 1909, Geoffrey Bing was born at Rockport, 
Craigavad, son of Geoffrey Bing (an Anglican clergyman 
who had founded a preparatory school there) and Irene Bing 
(née Duke). He was a British politician and spent much of 
his working life working as a humanitarian and radical, and 
was often a figure of suspicion amongst his fellow MPs.

Bing travelled to Spain to report on the Civil War and 
narrowly avoided capture in Bilbao.

From 1941 he served in the Royal Corps of Signals; he was 
commissioned in 1943. His war service included a stint on 
testing experimental parachutes; he was a signals officer in 
North Africa, served as major with the British liberation 
forces in Europe, and was mentioned in despatches. 

In 1945 he was elected Labour MP for Hornchurch, and was 
briefly an assistant whip in Attlee's government; he was a 
member of the Labour party Friends of Ireland group, 
supported Irish unity and the rights of nationalists in 
Northern Ireland, and unsuccessfully tried to have legislation 

Page 17



enacted to prevent discrimination and gerrymandering. His 
pamphlet John Bull's other island (1950), strongly critical of 
the unionist position, was well known. 

In his later life, Bing moved to Ghana and set up a law 
practice. He was a close ally of the first Prime Minster of 
Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah. He later wrote about his 
experiences alongside Nkrumah, in his book Reap the 
Whirlwind, which was published in 1968.

Every Day is a Remembrance Day
We will remember them

To return to Home Page - click on Remembrance NI 
masthead.

Are you on Facebook? Like the Remembrance Ni 
Facebook site to receive notice of new posts
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remembrance ni 

The remembrance ni programme is overseen by Very Rev Dr Houston 
McKelvey OBE, QVRM, TD who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain to RNR and as Chaplain to 
the RBL NI area and the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a Past 
President of Queen’s University Services Club. He may be contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni publication is copyright, and 
must not be reproduced in print or electronically.

To receive a copy of remembrance ni  or notice  of new postings on web 
site please contact - 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Contact - Simply input Remembrance ni in the title bar and give your first 
and second names with e-mail address in body of text. There is also a 
contact  facility on the web site. See Menu at 

https://remembranceni.org/
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