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The  Ardennes  70  years  later  –  a  Journey  down  Memory  lane  with  
Geoffrey  Pulzer  
by  Geert  Vanhandenhove  
  
How  we  met:  
I  met  Geoffrey  Pulzer  and  his  wife  Julienne  Vanhandenhove  at  the  funeral  of  my  great-‐uncle  Charles  
Vanhandenhove  back  on  November  20,  2014.  
No  matter  how  sad  the  occasion,  it  was  fortunate  that  I  finally  got  in  touch  with  our  British  family.  
Talking  with  Geoff  and  Julienne  I  learned  about  their  war  time  stories  that  sounded  like  a  novel  to  
me.  
As  a  corporal  in  the  British  army,  in  command  of  a  Sherman  tank,  Geoff  landed  on  the  beaches  of  
Normandy  in  June  1944,  having  turned  21  on  June  6th.  He  would  only  return  home  about  one  year  
later.  
Liberating  Antwerp,  containing  the  Bulge  by  defending  the  river  Meuse  during  the  Battle  of  the  
Bulge,  liberating  Europe  up  to  the  Baltic.  The  full  story  can  be  found  at:  
http://counties.britishlegion.org.uk/counties/beds-‐herts-‐counties/articles-‐of-‐interest/into-‐battle-‐
with-‐a-‐wooden-‐gun  
Julienne,  being  the  daughter  of  a  British  mother  and  a  Belgian  father  and  living  in  Antwerp  at  the  
beginning  of  the  second  world  war,  survived  an  attempted  evacuation  to  Great-‐Britain  as  their  
evacuation  vessel,  SS  Ville  de  Bruges,  got  bombed  by  German  aircraft  on  May  14th  1940  and  got  sunk  
while  Julienne,  her  mother  and  older  sister  were  aboard.  
As  a  result  they  remained  stuck  in  Antwerp  for  the  entire  duration  of  the  war.  
Some  of  their  war-‐time  experiences  are  documented  in  the  book  ‘Blitz  Kids  –  The  Children’s  War  
against  Hitler’  by  Sean  Longden.  
  
Making  plans:  
As  Geoff  hadn’t  been  back  to  the  Ardennes  since  the  winter  of  1944-‐1945,  we  started  making  plans  
to  finally  go  there.  
In  my  interpretation,  there  must  have  been  modesty  involved  having  delayed  a  visit  to  the  Ardennes.  
“Wasn’t  the  Battle  of  the  Bulge  fought  by  the  American  Army  mainly?”  “Would  anyone  still  know  
that  the  British  were  there  as  well?”  
During  our  visit,  Geoff  was  delighted  to  see  that  the  efforts  and  sacrifices  of  him  and  his  fellow  army  
men  during  the  Battle  of  the  Ardennes  are  far  from  forgotten.  
  
We  had  agreed  to  take  the  tour  during  the  week-‐end  of  15-‐16  August  2015.  August  15th  being  a  
holiday  in  Belgium.  
Geoff,  Julienne  and  their  son  Michael  would  meet  us,  me  with  my  daughter  Charlotte  and  my  son  
Lucas  in  Houffalize.  
The  idea  was  to  follow  the  tracks  of  the  29th  Armoured  Brigade  during  the  Battle  of  the  Bulge.  
The  basis  for  reconstructing  those  tracks  were,  Geoff’s  story  as  documented  on  the  site  of  the  British  
legion,  additional  information  Geoff  provided  me  by  e-‐mail  during  the  month  of  July  plus  very  
detailed  reports  from  the  British  Army.  
I  found  British  Army  reports  that  are  specifically  describing  the  operations  of  Geoff’s  30  British  Corps  
during  ‘The  German  Attack  in  the  Ardennes’.  The  reports  start  from  December  19th  1944,    when  the  
30  CORPS  received  orders  to  move  south  after  having  liberated  Antwerp,  until  January  18th  1945,  
when  the  corps  moved  back  to  their  initial  command  to  continue  the  planned  liberation  of  Europe.  
Very  conveniently  we  could  take  the  tour  together  in  Michael’s  16-‐seater  mini-‐bus.  
For  our  tour  I  had    prepared  a  booklet  containing  all  the  stories  as  well  as  the  planning  for  the  trip.  
  

http://counties.britishlegion.org.uk/counties/beds-herts-counties/articles-of-interest/into-battle-with-a-wooden-gun
http://counties.britishlegion.org.uk/counties/beds-herts-counties/articles-of-interest/into-battle-with-a-wooden-gun
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Taking  the  tour:  
With  the  6  of  us  on  Michael’s  bus  with  that  tourist  booklet  in  our  hands,  Julienne  felt  like  on  a  school  
trip.    
  
August  15th  was  a  very  packed  day  where  we  would  try  and  visit  as  many  places  as  possible  where  
Geoff  had  been  during  the  Battle  of  the  Ardennes.  Day  2,  August  16th  was  planned  to  be  a  much  
more  relaxed  day  with  only  the  Bastogne  War  Museum  on  the  agenda.  
  
Saturday  August  15th  started-‐off  with  a  visit  to  the  “Musée  de  la  Bataille  des  Ardennes”  in  La  Roche-‐
en-‐Ardennes.  With  numerous  British  Army  artefacts  and  a  veterans  corner,  this  museum  was  an  
excellent  start  of  this  journey.  
    

“Musée  de  la  Bataille  des  Ardennes”  in  La  Roche-‐en-‐Ardennes    



Page  3  of  19  
  

  
“Musée  de  la  Bataille  des  Ardennes”  has  got  a  veterans  corner  and  is  said  to  have  the  highest  number  of  British  World  War  II  artefacts  in  
the  Ardennes  
  
We  were  welcomed  by  conservator  Gilles  Bouillon,  who  had  especially  come  over  to  the  museum  on  
this  holiday  to  meet  Geoff  and  family.  
At  the  end  of  the  visit  to  the  museum,  Geoff  signed  the  Golden  Book  of  the  museum  and  Gilles  
Bouillon  took  some  photos  for  the  local  press  and  for  the  veterans  corner.  
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Geoffrey  Pulzer  
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Geoffrey  signing  the  Golden  book  of  the  museum  under  the  watchful  eye  of  Gilles  Bouillon  and  son  
  
After  the  visit  to  the  museum,  our  journey  in  the  tracks  of  the  29th  Armoured  Brigade  started.    
As  Geoff  wrote:  
“Good  news  reached  us  in  December  1944  that  we  were  going  to  be  re-‐equipped  with  new  tanks-‐  our  
Shermans  had  done  us  proud  all  the  way  from  Normandy.    The  new  tank,  the  Comet  was  faster,  
slicker  and  had  fire  power.    We  dumped  our  old  Shermans  in  a  pound  in  Brussels  and  proceeded  to  
Poperinge  near  Ypres  (both  famous  towns  in  WW1)  to  train  in  our  new  tanks.    However  within  days  
the  Germans  had  mounted  a  fierce  counter  attack  in  the  Ardennes-‐      the  BULGE,  which  the  Americans  
had  great  difficulty  containing.    As  a  back-‐stop  the  British  agreed  to  send  the  29th  Armoured  Brigade  
to  the  area.    In  a  great  flurry  of  activity  and  with  sleepness  nights  we  dashed  back  to  Brussels,  picked  
up  our  old  Shermans  and  rushed  off  to  the  Ardennes  with  orders  to  defend  any  crossing  of  the  river  
Meuse.    I  have  a  number  of  particular  memories  of  this  Christmas  time-‐  it  was  terribly  cold  with  snow  
everywhere.    I  managed  to  have  3  Christmas  dinners  at  that  time  -‐  2  from  the  American  forces  and  1  
from  British  army  stores.  
  

I  had  one  terrifying  experience  when  we  were  descending  into  Dinant,  the  weather  conditions  
were  extreme,  the  road  covered  in  ice  and  snow  and  very  steep  -‐    our  tank  started  to  slide  towards  
the  parapet  wall  and  there  was  a  vertical  precipice  down  to  the  valley  below.  The  heavy  tank  crashed  
into  the  wall  and  bounced  off  -‐  what  luck!”  

This  terrifying  experience  brought  the  6  of  us  over  70  years  later  to  Dinant  in  search  of  the  exact  spot  
where  Geoff’s  tank  had  started  sliding  on  snow  and  ice  covered  roads.  It  was  raining  cats  and  dogs  on  
that  August  15th,  but  the  weather  wasn’t  even  close  to  being  as  bad  as  it  was  back  in  the  winter  of  
1944-‐1945.  
  
We  managed  to  find  the  place  where  Geoff’s  Sherman  tank  almost  slid  down  the  hill  but  got  saved  by  
the  parapet  wall.  The  street  where  that  happened  is  called  “Rue  de  Bonsecours”.  This  can’t  be  a  
coincidence  knowing  that  “au  secour!”  means  “help!”  in  French.  
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The  pin  marked  “Rue  de  Bonsecours”  on  the  above  map  is  positioned  on  the  spot  where  we  believe  the  Sherman  tank  started  sliding  on  
snow  and  ice  while  descending  into  Dinant  in  December  1944  (Google  Earth)  
After  all  those  years,  trees  were  now  blocking  the  view  into  the  valley  so  we  took  our  photos  almost  
100  meters  further  down  the  same  road.    
  

  
Despite  the  pouring  rain,  Geoff  agreed  to  pose  for  this  photo  close  to  the  place  in  Dinant  where  his  Sherman  tank  almost  slid  down  the  
valley  back  in  December  1944  
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Our  next  stop  was  at  Givet  in  France  where  we  visited  one  of  the  bridges  across  the  River  Meuse  that  
was  defended  by  the  29th  Armoured  Brigade  back  in  1944  and  where  Geoff  lost  one  of  his  colleagues  
on  January  4th  1945.  

  
Bridge  of  Givet  (France),  one  of  the  bridges  crossing  the  river  Meuse  defended  by  the  29th  Armoured  brigade  
After  a  coffee  in  the  oldest  pub  of  Givet  we  drove  by  Mesnil  Saint-‐Blaise  where  29th  Armoured  
brigade  would  have  been  stationed  towards  the  end  of  December  1944  as  per  documents  from  the  
British  “Tactical  Investigation  Directorate  –  War  Office”.  
This  short  drive-‐by  triggered  a  long  forgotten  memory.  
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Sherman  tank  crew  of  29th  Armoured  Brigade,  warm  themselves  around  a  petrol  stove  in  Mesnil-‐Eglise  near  Dinant,  4  January  1944.  Left  to  
right:  Sgt  Adam  Kesson;  Tpr  John  Davies;  Tpr  Jack  Butterworth;  Tpr  Ronald  Selwyn.  Picture  B13424  Imperial  War  Museum  
  
Geoff  recalled  that  at  some  point  he  had  been  on  guard  in  the  Sherman  tank  in  front  of  HQ,  probably  
in  the  vicinity  of  Mesnil  Saint-‐Blaise,  looking  down  a  valley,  when  a  German  vehicle    drove  by.  
Unfortunately  the  Sherman  tank  was  positioned  with  its  back  down  a  slope,  preventing  the  gun  from  
being  aimed  as  low  as  the  road,  allowing  the  Germans  to  drive  by  after  which  they  were  eventually  
hit  by  British  fire  a  little  further.  
  
We  continued  our  journey  driving  to  Wellin,  where  the  29th  Armoured  brigade  had  been  stationed  
and  where  a  commemorative  sign  in  honour  of  the  29th  Armoured  brigade  is  attached  to  the  city  hall.  
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Commemorative  sign  attached  to  the  city  hall  of  Wellin,  in  honour  of  the  British  armies,  13th  Bn  Six  Airborne,  29th  Armoured  Brigade  

  
City  hall  of  Wellin  
  
As  Geoff  recalled  some  difficult  battles  to  secure  the  villages  of  Bure  and  Wavreille,  that  is  where  we  
went  next.  
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As  per  documents  from  the  British  “Tactical  Investigation  Directorate  –  War  Office”:  
“On  1st  January  on  30  CORPS  front  contact  was  made  with  enemy  posts,  held  by  10  PGR  of  9  Pz  
Division  at  HARGIMONT  P  2678,  ON  2577,  JEMELLE  2376,  WAVREILLE  2271,  BURE  2268,  ST.  HERBERT  
3061.”  
And  
“On  3rd  January  VII  U.S.  CORPS  attacked  in  the  sector  HOTTON  3688  -‐  TROIS  PONT  6798,  advances  of  
three  to  four  miles  being  made.  On  30  CORPS  front  29th  ARMOURED  BRIGADE  with  units  of  5  PARA  
BRIGADE  after  sharp  fighting  succeeded  in  entering  WAVREILLE  (P  2272)  and  BURE  (P  2368),  confused  
fighting  continuing  until  5th  January  in  BURE  visibility  being  reduced  by  low  clouds  and  snow  storms.”  
  
A  sign  in  front  of  the  church  in  the  centre  of  Bure  is  paying  tribute  to  the  110  men  of  the  British  6th  
Airborne  division,  under  which  the  29th  Armoured  Brigade  was  operating  during  the  operations  in  the  
Ardennes,  fallen  during  the  Battle  of  Bure.  
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