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A CONTACT PATROL, NORMANDY, FRANCE, AUGUST 1944  
By John McGowan 

10th TROOP C SQUADRON, 7th RECONNAISSANCE REG'T, 3rd CANADIAN DIVISION 

Assignment to find the forward troops of the Polish Armoured division, which was on the left flank of 
the 3rd Canadian Division. The Canadian commander was apparently having communication problems 
with the Polish command and we were to find their forward positions and report to the division so that 
the Canadian commander knew where the Polish forward troops were at all times. My troop leader and 
crew commander was Lieut B.E. Benitez; the gunner operator was RE. Andrews and me J.F. McGowan, 
the driver mechanic. We had Humber (British) armoured cars A/C, which was named "C Bee". I had 
water-proofed this car in England and drove it off a landing craft into five feet of water onto the beach 
at Normandy. We lost this car to 88 fire at the battle of Falaise. Humber A/C's were equipped with 
37mm gun and a Besa Machine Gun. These were later, in September, replaced with the Daimler A/C, 
another British car, but a good improvement over the Humber. 

We left our troop after first light and before long we had found the forward squadron of Polish tanks. 
Their Squadron Headquarters was at a crossroads about half mile from a small village. We first took a 
position a few yards from the road where we camouflaged our A/C on the reverse side of the large hay 
stack, dug the usual shallow slit trench and watched the Polish armour dash madly about our front. 
There was a group of buildings on both sides of the road, about a half mile down the road to our front. 
Several times, the Polish tanks, which had no infantry in support, dashed down the road into this group 
of buildings with guns blazing. There would be great noises of the tank motors and gun fire and then the 
tanks would come back at great speed past our positions. 

A few days later, I had the opportunity to pass down this road and by these buildings and it seemed to 
me that the Polish tanks had caught a company of German infantry on the road between the buildings 
and stone walls. It appeared they had machine gunned the Germans and then proceeded to pass over 
the dead until they were flattened out. It was impossible to say how many there had been. The flies and 
the smell were terrible. At dusk on the first night, we moved back to a group of buildings at the cross 
roads where the Polish troops were. Under the cover of darkness, they moved up their 60 Hwts trucks 
with petrol and ammunition, etc, and started to make too much noise, shouting and talking out loud in 
the dark. They sounded like Germans to us. We quickly took refuge in the A/C with all the hatches down 
and not too soon, for the whole area came under heavy shell fire. The Poles suffered many unnecessary 
casualties. The second night they were much quieter. 

Attached to a large farm was a lean-to shed which was used to store farm implements and wagons. 
When we arrived, I noticed a team of horses had been killed and were laying half under the lean-to and 
half outside. On the second day, the horses had started to bloat. When shells landed near by the 
explosions would loosen the slate shingles on the lean-to roof and slide down onto the horses and 
pierce their hides. The resulting smell was almost unbearable. 

It was at this place that we lost our troop second in command, Lieut. N. Johnson and his driver, trooper 
C.E. Owens. They were on their way to relieve us and were within a few hundred yards of our positions 
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when their carrier received a direct hit in the front compartment. It was not until the next day that we 
found them. Andrews and I dug a shallow grave, where we buried what we could find of their bodies. 
Mr. Benitez gathered what personal effects he could find, and afterwards we set fire to the carrier with 
the spare petrol from the carrier and our A/C. 

Thus ended the contact patrol with the Polish armoured division. 

In 1968, while on holiday visit to Vancouver, I met with trooper Tom Jalbert, who was the radio operator 
in the Johnson carrier. There was another operator in that carrier that day, but I don't remember his 
name. 

Tom Jalbert told me they were both deafened that day, along with other small wounds. He also said that 
they both recovered their hearing several months after the war. He also told me the other operator was 
living in Victoria, B.C. 


