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LEAMINGTON TANK HERO MILES ATKINSON AT THE BATTLE OF CAMBRAI

The Battle of Cambrai began on the 20" November 1917 and is generally acknowledged as
the first time that tanks were used successfully on the western front in the First World War.

Although they had been
introduced a year earlier, the
muddy terrain and early
mechanical  unreliability had
produced disappointing results.
- Now the plan was to use a mass
- tank attack on the firmer chalky
subsoil in the area of Cambrai
and this succeeded in piercing
 the German defences including
the strategically important
Hindenburg line.

One of the tank commanders, killed in action on the first day of the battle, was 2nd Lt. Miles
Linzee Atkinson, whose name is on the roll of honour of Lillington parish church and elsewhere
in Leamington.

Miles Linzee, Atkinson, 2" Lieut., “E” Battalion, The Tank Corps was the son of Miles Hugh
Christopher Atkinson, of 24 Kenilworth Road, Leamington, M.D., Mayor of Leamington 1915-
1918. He was born in Kenilworth, July 1888 and educated at South Eastern College in
Ramsgate, Fettes College, Edinburgh, and Emmanuel College, Cambridge, where he took his
B.A. degree in 1910. He entered St Thomas'’s Hospital, London and had nearly completed his
training but on the outbreak of war, he enlisted in the 15t Section, 7™ Battalion, Motor Machine
Gun Corps. He served with the Expeditionary Force in France and Flanders and was invalided
home suffering from blood poisoning in 1915. Having recovered, he was commissioned into
the newly formed Tank Corps in 1916, returned to France in June 1917 and was killed in the
action before Cambrai on the 20" November.

Just before dawn on Tuesday 20" November
1917, 216 tanks had been moved forward into
camouflaged positions along a 6 mile front from
Inchy in the north to Banteux in the south. Behind
| them were a further 96 tanks in support. In the
centre of the British line was XVIV Corps and
under its command was the 515 Highland Division,
whose 152" Brigade was supported by 3
companies of E Battalion of the 1% Tank Brigade,
Tank Corps, 13" Company (Major Morgan), 14"
Company (Major Bargate) and 15" Company
(Major Montgomery).

The 15" Company consisted of 3 sections, each of 3 tanks. The 3" Section was commanded
by Captain Spreat and his 3 tank Commanders were Second Lieutenants Howells, Miles
(Atkinson) and Whyte. Miles commanded a Male Mk IV “Fighting Tank”, named Edinburgh II.

The Battle of Cambrai (20""November-3 December 1917) was executed in three phases:
“The Tank Attack” (20™-21% November) “Capture of Bourlon Wood” (23"-28" November) and
“The German Counter Attack” (30" November-3 December) and was the last phase of the
Third Battle of Ypres (315July-8" December 1917). It began at 6.20 am on Tuesday 20™"



November 1917 after an Artillery Barrage which was kept up throughout the attack, rolling
forward some 300 yards ahead of the advancing troops, as the front line tanks (Wire Cutters)
drove forward into no-man’s land followed by the infantry some 200-250 yards behind.

As they drove forward, they cut the German wire, opening it up for the following “Fighting
Tanks” to exploit the gaps into the German trenches, so that with the help of the following

infantry, these trenches would be cleared.
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evacuating his disabled tank, which
had been hit by a gun from the German 213" Field Artillery Regiment, 54" Division positioned
in the area of the village of "Ribecourt” on his right, ripping off his left track.

During the attack on the village of “Flesquieres”, Miles was supporting the Seaforth
Highlanders, Gordon Highlanders and the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of the 152"
Brigade, 51% Highland Division, who themselves took heavy casualties during their initial
assault along the approach slope, which was swept by machine gun fire.

By that evening, the infantry had worked around the village, which fell the following morning.
Afterwards they advanced a further three miles, taking “Cantaing” and finally “Fontaine-Notre-
Dame”, with help from the remaining tanks and Squadrons from the 15t Cavalry Division who
had just been released.

They were counter-attacked at “Fontaine” and pushed out on the afternoon of the 22"
November and suffered grievously in an attempt at its recapture on the 23" November.

Miles’s Commanding Officer, Major Montgomery wrote to his father:

“Your son was one of several gallant young officers who laid down their lives in a real soldierly
way in the recent battle. They have gained great renown and brought credit on their unit by
their action. | shall miss your son. He was the best type of a sporting British officer and his
loss to the Battalion is a great one”.

Captain Spreat wrote:

“l was his Section Commander and went over in his tank. We started from our lines at 5.45
am. of the 20". For the first two or three hours | was standing behind your son, watching him
navigate his tank. During the latter part of the action | was working the left hand gun. We had
broken through the “Hindenburg System”, when your son changed places with the driver, as



we were then in a position from which only the greatest skill and determination would extricate
us. We then advanced to the attack of .............. (Flesquieres) Village: we reached the village
and came under the fire of a German field battery at point- blank range.

Your son continued to fight his tank until we were put out of action. He consulted with me and
we decided to evacuate the tank. Just as he got out a shell burst almost on top of him. Although
at the time we were under hostile machine-gun fire, | think it was this shell that killed him. |
hope you will treat the name of the village as confidential. | chose your son’s tank to go over
in, having the greatest faith in him and knowing that while he lived nothing would stop him.
Although I had only known him a short time, we were great friends and | must send you my
sincerest sympathy in your great loss”

Another officer wrote:

“He was killed instantaneously by a shell, whilst standing outside his tank after he had reached
the objective we were attacking. He behaved most gallantly throughout the action and his
untimely death is a loss to us all’.

This tribute is recorded as being written
by 2nd Lt. Howells, 15" Company, E
Battalion,Tank Corps. However John
Howells is recorded as being killed in
action, aged 25 on the same day as
Miles and is buried alongside him at
Ribecourt British Cemetery, Nord
(grave ref: Sp Mem, A.3), with another
of the Battalion’s tank commanders
who also fell that day, 2nd Lt. Thomas

Wilson, aged 22.
2nd Lt. Whyte wrote:

| feel that as | was a very great friend of your son’s while in France, | might take the liberty of
saying what a really fine chap he was, always cheerful and always ready to help anyone in
trouble both with sympathy and real aid. | was very fond of him and in a slighter degree than
your own, | admit, | feel deeply grieved to hear of his death. But | can say with all confidence
that he died as a man should, amongst his men, cheering them to the last. His name will be
amongst those who have made the supreme sacrifice for their fellow-men|
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LEAMINGTON HISTORY GROUP VIDEO PROJECT

The Leamington group had long been exploring the idea of history videos about Leamington,
when Mark Ellis, our web designer and professional film-maker, came to us with a proposition:
a series of short films telling the story of the early village-thriving spa-and modern town, view
images and “talking heads” (local historians and members of the group).

Birth of a Spa Town

We agreed to go ahead, once funding had been found, and a sub-committee set about
researching the story, contacting speakers, and providing information for Mark. Mark funded
the first episode whilst we sought sponsors for the second. Our members, and the Arts
Society, did us proud, leaving only a token amount for LHG to complete the deal. The third
film was largely funded by a community grant awarded by the Town Council.

The team had a great deal of help, especially in the sourcing of images, from members, staff
at the Library and the County Records Office, Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum, and
its former Director, Jeff Watkins. Mick Jeffs’ artistic talents were invaluable, providing images

LiFE AFTER VICTORIA

Leamington Spa in the Early 20th Century
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- where none were available,

which Mark was able to
animate. The response from our

volunteer speakers and our

school student narrators was
overwhelming, - star-studded
professionalism from every one
of them, from films 1 to 3.

Check them out! The films - The
Birth of a Spa Town,
Leamington’s Victorian Legacy
and Life after Victoria, - are all
available on a YouTube Channel
through LHG  website, -
www.leamingtonhistory.co.uk.

Margaret Rushton


http://www.leamingtonhistory.co.uk/

LILLINGTON STREET NAMES - Il : Addendum

The Lillington Street Names article in the September edition of the LLHS Newsletter, stated
that there were no obvious links to Scotland in either Lonsdale Road or Melton Road.

We were, therefore, pleased to receive the following information from Ken Owen who lives on
Kinross Road -

“For Lonsdale Road in the current newsletter it says there
are no obvious links to Scotland. The Lord Lonsdale
family have owned several estates in Cumbria and
Westmorland for centuries. Itis possible that some of their
Cumbria estates go up to the Scottish border and, as
many farms in the border country have fields on both sides
of the border, it is equally possible that some of the
Lonsdale estates also are on both sides of the border, so
this is probably why the name is included in the Lillington

‘Scotland area’.

Ken stated that he knows of “no Scottish link for Melton”.
Further internet research by Chris Rhodes, however, revealed that —

“Melton is a Scottish surname, and is derived from
Anglo-Saxon medeltone or meltuna, from the Old
English words middle meaning "middle" or "between

two places"”, and tun meaning "settlement".
Wikipedia

It is quite possible, therefore, that some Scottish
relative of the McGregor family had the surname
Melton and wished them to be commemorated by
naming a road in Lillington after them.
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