
Military History Tours is all about the 
‘experience’. Naturally we take care of 
all local accommodation, transport and 
entrances but what sets us aside is our 
on the ground knowledge and contacts, 
established over many, many years 
that enable you to really get under the 
surface of your chosen subject matter.

By guiding guests around these historic 
locations we feel we are contributing 
greatly towards ‘keeping the spirit alive’ 
of some of the most memorable events 
in human history.

Let their sacrifice not be in vain.
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First World War Tours

Mons to Marne 1914:  
Retreat to Victory 

Before the Great War the British regular army was very small in comparison with those of its 

European neighbours. The army’s main role since the conclusion of the Second Boer War in 

South Africa between 1899-1902 was policing of the British Empire, ‘upon which the sun never 

set’. Britain’s traditional armed strength lay in the Royal Navy and there was no preconceived 

intention to commit a large army to a Continental war.  On 4 August 1914, almost half of the 

British Army was overseas, spread around the garrisons of Empire. In the last days of peace, 

the British Government committed only four – not six – infantry divisions to the Expeditionary 

Force going to France. There were genuine fears of German invasion of the home country, and 

troops would be needed. Ireland was also still a cause for concern. Mobilisation of the BEF and 

embarkation for France proceeded faultlessly, and all men and equipment moved across the 

Channel as planned. They moved swiftly into position and first encountered the enemy at Mons 

on 23 August 1914 which resulted in the following comment by Walter Bloem, Res Capt, 12th 

Brandenburg Grenadier Regiment, in his autobiographical work ‘Vormarsch’:

“Our first battle is a heavy, unheard of heavy, defeat, and against the English –  
the English we had laughed at.”  

These men became known as “The Old Contemptibles” and their story is celebrated in our 100th 

Anniversary Trip.

Tour Prices:
3 day tour £499 per guest

Low Single Rooms Supplements 
£45 per night

Deposit just £100 per person

Next Trip Dates:

August 29-31 2014  
PLACES AVAILABLE

What’s included:
Bed & Breakfast Accommodation

All transport from the official 
overseas start point

Accompanied for the trip duration

All Museum entrances

All Expert Talks & Guidance

Low Group Numbers

 

“I just wanted to thank you for the 

trip, it was a great experience &  

both Nicky and I enjoyed it very  

much.  Your depth of knowledge on 

the subject certainly brought the  

past alive.”

 

4th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers rest in the Grand Place in Mons
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Day One Guests are met by our expert, Mark Banning, at Lille 

International  Train Station where the tour begins at 10:30. Guests 

will typically be on the 08:04 from London St Pancras arriving 

Lille 10:26 and the return trip will typically cost guests £79. 

Here the story begins and after an initial briefing the group sets 

off for the 4th Dragoon Guards memorial at Casteau where Mark 

discusses the British opening shots of the war. We then move 

on to the Mons-Conde canal and look at the perilous position of 

our vastly outnumbered army. The Germans were unaware of the 

presence of the BEF in this area until the skirmishes on the 22nd, 

and even then they did not know the British strength. It was here 

at Nimy the small but professional British infantry shot down the 

feldgrau in masses as they advanced towards the canal in dense 

lines. After lunch we move on to the location of the Bridge where 

the first VC of the War was won by Lieutenant Maurice Dease 

of the 4th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers. We will then pay a visit to  

St. Symphorien Cemetery. Among those buried here is Private 

John Parr of the Middlesex Regiment who was fatally wounded 

during an encounter with a German patrol two days before the 

battle, thus becoming the first British soldier to be killed in action 

on the Western Front. 

It also contains soldiers who were killed in the final days of 

the conflict, including George Ellison of the Royal Irish Lancers 

and George Price of the Canadian Infantry. Ellison and Price 

were killed on November 11, 1918 and are believed to be the last 

Commonwealth casualties of the First World War. Depart Mons 

17:00 – our retreat begins:

“The men of the Old Contemptibles were mystified by the orders 

to withdraw – they fervently believed that they had fought the 

Germans to a standstill at Mons, and simply could not understand 

why they were marching away. Not one of them could have 

guessed just how much marching they would do over the next 

two weeks.” Official History. 

The unexpected order to retreat from prepared defensive lines 

in the face of the enemy meant that II Corps was required to 

fight a number of sharp rearguard actions against the pursuing 

Germans. From here we follow the fate of the II  Corps  on the 

retreat through Pâturages and Frameries before finally entering 

Le Cateau. Friday evening Check in to hotel 18:00 hours.

Mons Star Medal

The BEF was a small 
professional body of men While the BEF fought the nation recruited Old Contemptibles Badge

Crossing the Aisne4th Dragoon Guards Memorial at Casteau
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Day Two After Breakfast we spend the morning examining  

Le Cateau and the surrounding area in more detail.  After Lunch 

we follow the Old Contemptibles epic journey onto Étreux, where 

the 2nd Battalion Munsters stopped an entire army for 12 hours 

before visiting Etreux British Cemetery Etreux, Aisne. With breaks 

at St Quentin and Cerizy we arrive at Néry, where:

“On the 1st September, the 1st Cavalry Brigade was overtaken by 

some German cavalry. They momentarily lost a Horse Artillery 

battery, and several officers and men were killed and wounded. 

…they not only recovered their own guns but succeeded in 

capturing twelve of the enemy’s.” Official History.

We then depart for our final destination of the day and end our 

journey on the banks of the River Marne. Here the men stopped 

retreating…… and began to advance.

Charge of C Squadron 4th (Royal Irish) Dragoon Guards

Maurice James Dease VC

Nimy Bridge on Mons-Conde canal

Reenactors at the Nimy Bridge St Symphorien Cemetery

The Battle of le Cateau

Etreux British Cemetery Royal Munster Fusiliers, Etreux
La Ferté-sous-Jouarre Memorial 
to the Missing
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For more information on this, or any other MHT tour, or to make a booking please call us on 0845 835 0644.  

Alternatively you can email us at info@militaryhistorytours.co.uk and we will get back to you as soon as possible.

Day Three After breakfast we visit La Ferté-sous-Jouarre 

Memorial to the Missing which commemorates 3,740 officers 

and men of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) who fell at the 

battles of Mons, Le Cateau, the Marne and the Aisne between the 

end of August and early October 1914 and have no known graves. 

After lunch we travel to Iron, Aisne where we explore the story 

of the “Iron 12”. Here eleven soldiers of the British Army were cut 

off in the retreat and were sheltered by locals. They refused to 

surrender to the Germans and be treated as prisoners of war. 

Eventually they were caught by the Germans and executed at 

Guise Chateau on 25th February 1915, along with a French civilian 

who had been one of their carers. A little known but very moving 

story that deserves our respect. 

After intense fighting between August and November 1914, and 

after seeking to outflank each other – know as ‘the race to the 

sea’ – the opposing armies reached a position of stalemate. 

Seeking protection from heavy rifle and artillery fire, the soldiers 

dug trenches from the Belgian coast to Switzerland. Trench 

warfare of the Western Front had begun. 

We then make our way back to Lille in time for guests to catch the 

early evening trains back to St Pancras. We will be at Lille ready 

for the 18:35 arriving 19:06.

The men of 1914 did the 250 mile retreat on foot marching many, 

many miles each day and fighting bitter rear guard actions. We 

are fortunate enough to be able to use private transport in our 

attempt to understand what they went through 100 years later. 

It will truly be a once in a lifetime opportunity to experience this 

and places are strictly limited.

For some, interest in the Great War is based on 

the strategy and tactics, for others it is a sense 

of place. For Mark Banning, your expert guide, 

the most rewarding aspect is the connections 

that people are able to make and take away 

with them from a trip to the battlefields.

Guise Cemetery Collective Grave of Iron 11

Cameronians crossing a pontoon 
bridge on the Marne

Commemorative plaque on the execution site

Germans at the River Aisne Trench warfare set in
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