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Herbert James Vincent - his father was the shepherd at Abbey farm, and he grew up in the 

cottage on Abbey Street now known as Shepherds cottage.  He had two sisters Christine and 

Lillian and two brothers, Sid and Cecil. 

 

In 1940 he joined the lckleton Home Guard where he was allowed to be in charge of the 

company Lewis gun. He enjoyed taking it to bits to clean it but could only go so far as he was 

told this was a job for the armourer.   

 

On joining the regular army, he asked if he could become an armourer and after doing his 

initial training at Portsmouth, he went to Melton Mowbray on a R.E.M.E. (Royal Electrical 

and Mechanical Engineers) armourer’s course.  In 1942 he took part in Operation Torch 

(allied invasion of French North Africa) as part of the newly formed Battleaxe Division (78th 

Infantry Division).  Together with their allies, the First Army then pushed the Germans back 

up the North African coast.  At one point, they were attacked by Messerschmitt ME 109s 

and on recalling the incident, Herbert said it was extremely frightening and he thought it 

was the day he would die.  Eventually they met up with the 8th Army in Tunisia.  

 

The Germans having surrendered in North Africa, Herbert took part in the invasion of Sicily 

(July 1943).  Having worked their way through the island, the Division then crossed the Strait 

of Messina to the Italian mainland.  By March 1944 they reached Monte Cassino where 

Herbert watched the controversial bombing of the Abbey.  On the nights of 12th and 13th 

1944 May the Royal Engineers built a bailey bridge over the River Rapido.  Herbert’s unit 

was one of the first to cross it under heavy enemy artillery fire.  They had orders to dig in 

which proved very difficult, the ground being hard and stony, but Herbert said it was 

amazing how quickly you can dig a hole deep enough to hide in under the right 

circumstances. 

 

Early June saw Staff Sergeant Herbert James Vincent riding into Rome on a captured 

German motorcycle amongst all the allied vehicles entering the city, waving to the crowds 

and feeling very important! 

 

When the war ended, the Division was sent up into Austria to become the Army of 

occupation.  Life was much better there, no war, a house, running hot and cold water and a 

soft bed.  However, one of saddest things they had to do was guard the White Russians.  

They were mainly Cossacks who were opposed to Stalin and fought with the Germans.  On 

the night the Cossacks were being sent home, some of them begged the British to shoot 

them whilst others tried to commit suicide.  


