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NEWS RELEASE               20 March 2007

TUNBRIDGE WELLS’S TA VISITS SOMME BATTLEFIELDS

The local Territorial Army bomb disposal squadron has recently returned from an educational tour of the First World War battlefields of the Somme.  27 members of Tunbridge Wells’s 579 Field Squadron, accompanied by several members of the local Royal Engineer’s Association spent three days learning about trench warfare tactics, the conditions endured by the troops at the time and the resulting tragic losses ninety years ago. 

The Battle of the Somme began on 1st July 1916 and lasted five months, becoming one of the most bitterly contested and costly battles of WW1.  Britain’s new volunteer army took a leading role in this ‘Big Push’ trying to break the trench warfare deadlock, costing over a million casualties from both sides.

The tour programme included seeing various key locations, including Sheffield Park from where many of the ‘Pals’ Regiments attacked the German lines, Beaumont Hamel (now a Canadian memorial site) where they were able to explore remaining trenches, and Vimy Ridge. 

The Squadron also visited several of the memorials including the Notre Dame de Lorette Cemetery, the Ulster Tower, German cemeteries and the Thiepval Memorial.

They were also accompanied by Sandy Sanderson, a former Captain of their Regiment, who has was able to described the sites and narrate the scene. Sandy has been involved in various ongoing excavations of lost earthworks, mines and tunnels from the campaign, which was of added interest to the Squadron as Royal Engineers.  

Leading the tour was Major Sean Lightowler, 579 Squadron’s Officer Commanding. He has been in the TA for 7 years, following a previous 13 years in the regular army.  Age 38 and a Research engineer with the MOD in his civilian career, he lives in Sevenoaks.   

Major Lightowler said, “It greatly helps to see and experience the actual locations, so as to be more able to fully understand the tactics, strategy and the conditions suffered.  It also makes you humbly appreciate the great sacrifices made by so many of the soldiers from all the different countries involved.”

Squadron Sergeant-Major Michael McKenzie, age 41 and a computer engineer with 21 years TA service, added, “This has been a very successful learning trip which was appreciated by all who took part.  The Squadron and the REA were also able to pay our respects to all who fell at the battle.”  

579 Field Squadron is a vital part of 101 Engineer Regiment, the only Bomb Disposal regiment in the TA.  It meets every Tuesday night at the TA Centre in St John’s Road, Tunbridge Wells and is currently looking for more volunteers. Anyone interested in joining should call in or telephone 0800-2346-101 for further details.
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00015    Members of 579 Field Squadron outside Notre Dame de Lorette Cemetery.

00035    Sergeant-Major Michael McKenzie briefing the Squadron at Sheffield Park.

00041    Captain Sandy Sanderson describing the monument at Sheffield Park.

00051    The Squadron by the monument to the Newfoundland Canadians at Beaumont Hamel.

00057    The Squadron exploring the trenches at Beaumont Hamel.

Editor’s note: For more news details contact Major David Poll on 0208-595-5995 or 07711-702201.
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