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More Sources than Heinz… 

Just One Patrol in Normandy 

By Andrew Flindall 

 

Much of the time, we consider ourselves fortunate to find a single account of an event, but it never 
stops us wanting more. Be careful what you wish for, though, multiple sources often contradict each 
other. And how do you choose between conflicting accounts?  

History 101 tells us that primary sources are better than secondary ones. The reality, however, is not 
always as clear cut: is a personal recollection (primary) fifty years down the line automatically better 
than a near-contemporary third-party (secondary) account? Consider this… 

Towards the back end of June 1944, 1/5 Queens – 1/5th Battalion, The Queen’s Royal (West Surrey) 
Regiment – was holding the line near the village of Livry. Our story concerns Major Hubert Nangle, 
Officer Commanding A Company, who led the battalion’s least unsuccessful patrol in that area. 

From Patrick Delaforce’s Churchill’s Desert Rats: From Normandy to Berlin with the 7th Armoured 
Division published in 1994, we have the man himself (plus some secondhand background info): 

 

Derrick Watson is very much part of this story. He was a lieutenant in 1/5 Queens and served as their 
Intelligence Officer at the time. Not only was he there, he arguably had the best seat in the house in 
terms of what was going on. Yet, even with those credentials, Watson’s recollection that Nangle got a 
Military Cross is wrong. Nangle was, in fact, recommended for an immediate MC for another action in 
August, though this was struck through upgraded to the first of his two Distinguished Service Orders 
(see next page). 

Incidentally, the Imperial War Museum’ photographic archive is blessed with photos of Major Nangle 
receiving each of his DSOs: 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205411895 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205414726 

As a further aside, there’s also a photo of Lieutenant-Colonel Nangle as Commandant of Southern 
Command’s Weapon Training School in 1943. He dropped a rank to get a company! 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205506343 

His Gurkha connection is almost certainly an error – it was a different, decorated, and maybe-related 
Nangle who was with 1/9 Gurkha Rifles. 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205411895
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205414726
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205506343
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National Archives WO 373/49/536 ff 729-730 

 

Getting back to our patrol story, our next jump back in time is to 1953 when the Queens’ regimental 
history was published. It’s the sort of anecdote that you’d think the regimental chronicler would seize 
upon to add some colour. Except he didn’t – it’s not mentioned at all. In his defence, Major Foster had 
eight very busy battalions to cover in his History of The Queens Royal Regiment: Vol. VIII, 1924-1948. 

Stepping back another five years, the Journal of the Queen’s Royal Regiment ran series of articles 
entitled The Diary of a Regimental Officer by Major Burton, the battalion’s then second-in-command. 
This does include a brief mention of Major Nangle’s patrol: 

 

Surrey History Centre J/442 Journal of the Queen’s Royal Regiment – believed to be p78 Vol IX No.2 August 1948 
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Our next stop on the timeline is the battalion’s ‘official’ war diary from the National Archives at Kew. 
This key document is depressingly brief: 

 

National Archives WO 171/1366 June 1944 

The neat and consistent handwriting might suggest that this was written up at the end of the month, as 
was quite common. Unless there was some useful appendix to the war diary, that would usually be the 
end of the trail. In our case, though, it isn’t… 

By some miracle, the source from which the official war diary was written up still exists in the Surrey 
History Centre, having been deposited there by Derrick Watson! Like many regimental museums, the 
Queens transferred its paperwork to their county archive for proper preservation. That turned out to 
be a sensible move as the museum itself was destroyed in 2015’s catastrophic fire at Clandon House. 

Lt Watson’s original longhand intelligence log contained a number of loose typescript sheets. One was 
for 29 June 1944: 

 

Surrey History Centre QRWS/8/7/1/p1/12 



 

 4 

That’s still not quite the end of the tale. We now come to the original source: the daily entry in the log: 

 

Surrey History Centre QRWS/8/7/1/p1/12 
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Without wishing to appear ungrateful, it’s likely there would have been a patrol report and perhaps a 
debrief, but these have not survived. (If you are interested in seeing some examples of original patrol 
reports, a handful exist in 1st Rifle Brigade’s June 1944 war diary WO 171/1358.) 

So where does that leave us? What’s the truth of the matter? One of the downsides of historical 
research is that more information usually leads to more questions than answers. Admittedly, Nangle’s 
patrol is a rather extreme example of being spoilt for choice, but it does illustrate the fallibility of both 
contemporary records written in less-than-ideal circumstances and participants’ misty memories from 
decades later. 

Me? Well, I favour Lt Watson’s 1944 secondhand account over Maj Nangle’s late-life horse’s-mouth 
one. I don’t believe the latter is setting out to deceive but memories fade over time and poetic licence 
can get tangled-up in yarns as they’re spun. 

At the end of the day, you’ve only got your own gut feeling to go on. If there’s no right answer, you can 
argue that there’s no wrong one either. Whether you keep one version of the events and ditch the 
other, take an ‘average’, make a ‘best fit, or simply state both and let the reader make up their own 
mind; the choice is yours. 

For what it’s worth, the approach I’ve considered for a much more complex event that I’ve ‘deep-dived’ 
is to tell the tale as I see it, then detail the conflicts and compromises in an appendix beyond the 
narrative. One day that might happen… 

 


