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ABBREVIATIONS


Given below are a selection of abbreviations used by the British Army during the Second World War. Only authorized abbreviations could be used, plus those in general use, such as lb, yd, mph, etc. Different abbreviations were used by the US Army and there was no Allied standardization until after the war had ended.








	

accommodation




	

accn









	

administrative order




	

admin O









	

advance or advanced




	

adv









	

aide de camp




	

ADC









	

airborne




	

ab









	

aircraft




	

ac









	

ambulance




	

amb









	

amendment




	

amdt









	

ammunition




	

amn









	

anti-aircraft




	

AA









	

anti-gas




	

AG









	

anti-tank




	

A tk









	

armoured




	

armd









	

armoured car




	

armd C









	

armoured recovery vehicle




	

ARV









	

artillery




	

arty









	

assault




	

aslt









	

battalion




	

bn









	

battery




	

bty









	

boundary




	

bdy









	

bombardier




	

bdr









	

bridge




	

br









	

brigade




	

bde









	

brigadier




	

brig









	

camouflage




	

cam









	

captain




	

capt









	

carrier




	

carr









	

cavalry




	

cav









	

centre line




	

CL









	

chemical




	

chem









	

colonel




	

col









	

column




	

colm









	

commanding officer




	

CO









	

command post




	

CP









	

commando




	

cdo









	

communications




	

comms









	

company




	

coy









	

confidential




	

confd









	

construct or construction




	

constr









	

coordinate




	

coord









	

corporal




	

cpl









	

craftsman




	

cfn









	

crossroads




	

x rds









	

decontamination




	

dcn









	

defence, defended, defensive




	

def









	

defensive fire




	

DF









	

demolition




	

dml









	

depot




	

dep









	

detachment, detach




	

det









	

district




	

dist









	

distribution




	

distr









	

division




	

div









	

driver




	

dvr









	

dropping zone




	

DZ









	

drummer




	

dmr









	

echelon




	

ech









	

embark




	

emb









	

enemy




	

en









	

engineer




	

engr









	

establish




	

estb









	

estimated time of arrival




	

ETA









	

estimated time of departure




	

ETD









	

evacuate




	

evac









	

field




	

fd









	

field marshal




	

FM









	

flight




	

flt









	

follow, followed, following




	

fol









	

formation




	

fmn









	

forming up place




	

FUP









	

forward




	

fwd









	

forward observation officer




	

FOO









	

frequency




	

freq









	

gallon




	

gal









	

general staff




	

GS









	

general




	

gen









	

group




	

gp









	

guard




	

gd









	

guardsman




	

gdsm









	

gunner




	

gnr









	

headquarters




	

HQ









	

heavy




	

hy









	

high explosive




	

HE









	

high power




	

HP









	

howitzer




	

how









	

hygiene




	

hyg









	

identification, identify




	

ident









	

including, inclusive




	

incl









	

independent




	

indep









	

infantry




	

inf









	

information




	

info









	

intelligence




	

int









	

junction




	

junc









	

killed in action




	

KIA









	

labour




	

lab









	

lance corporal




	

LCpl









	

landing craft infantry




	

LCI









	

landing craft tank




	

LCT









	

leader




	

ldr









	

light aid detachment




	

LAD









	

liaison officer




	

LO









	

lieutenant




	

lt









	

light




	

lt









	

line(s) of communication




	

LofC









	

locate, location




	

loc









	

low power




	

LP









	

machine gun




	

MG









	

magazine




	

mag









	

maximum




	

max









	

major




	

maj









	

mechanized




	

mech









	

medical




	

med









	

medium




	

med









	

memorandum




	

memo









	

message




	

msg









	

military




	

mil









	

minimum




	

min









	

miscellaneous




	

misc









	

mobile




	

mob









	

mortar




	

mor









	

motor, motorized




	

mot









	

motorcycle




	

MC









	

necessary




	

nec









	

night




	

ni









	

non-commissioned officer




	

NCO









	

nothing to report




	

NTR









	

observation post




	

OP









	

objective




	

obj









	

officer




	

offr









	

operation




	

op









	

operation order




	

OO









	

organization




	

org









	

other rank




	

OR









	

parachute




	

para









	

patrol




	

ptl









	

paymaster




	

pmr









	

petrol, oil and lubricants




	

POL









	

pioneer




	

pnr









	

platoon




	

pl









	

point




	

pt









	

position




	

posn









	

pounder




	

pdr









	

private




	

pte









	

provost marshal




	

PM









	

quartermaster




	

QM









	

quartermaster sergeant (as used, for example, with CQMS – company . . . or SQMS – squadron . . .)




	

QMS









	

ration(s)




	

rat(s)









	

railhead




	

RH









	

reconnaissance




	

recce









	

relief




	

rel









	

rendezvous




	

RV









	

rifleman




	

rfn









	

regiment




	

regt









	

regimental sergeant major




	

RSM









	

regimental police




	

RP









	

reserve




	

res









	

restricted




	

restd









	

road




	

rd









	

sapper




	

spr









	

searchlight




	

SL









	

section




	

sec









	

self-propelled mounting




	

SP









	

serjeant/sergeant




	

sjt/sgt









	

signal(s)




	

sig(s)









	

small arms ammunition




	

SAA









	

soldier




	

sldr









	

sound ranging




	

S rg









	

squadron




	

sqn









	

staff sergeant




	

SSgt









	

start line




	

SL









	

starting point




	

SP









	

sten machine carbine




	

SMC









	

strength




	

str









	

support




	

sp









	

subject




	

subj









	

supply point




	

sup P









	

survey




	

svy









	

switchboard




	

swb









	

tactical, tactics




	

tac









	

tank




	

tk









	

target




	

tgt









	

technical




	

tech









	

telegraph




	

tele









	

telephone




	

phone









	

temporary




	

temp









	

top secret




	

TOPSEC









	

transport




	

tpt









	

traffic control post




	

TCP









	

troop carrying vehicle




	

TCV









	

troop(s)




	

tp(s)









	

trooper




	

tpr









	

unclassified




	

unclas









	

unserviceable




	

unsvc









	

vehicle




	

veh









	

vehicle collecting point




	

VCP









	

verbal order




	

VO









	

veterinary




	

vet









	

warning order




	

wng O









	

warrant officer




	

WO









	

war department




	

WD









	

war establishment




	

WE









	

water point




	

WP









	

weapon




	

wpn









	

wounded in action




	

WIA









	

workshop




	

wksp














INTRODUCTION


This is the second ‘World War II Handbook’ I have written for Sutton Publishing, the first being my attempt to cram the build-up, training, organization, weapons and equipment of the vast American Army of the Second World War, into a couple of hundred pages. Although it was difficult enough on that occasion, I misguidedly thought that it would be easier trying to do the same with the somewhat smaller British Army of the same period. It wasn’t and I am quite certain that the reader will find many omissions for which I apologize in advance – but it is a vast subject to cover in such a little book so I could only include the bare essentials.


I am of course not the first to attempt such a project. The American Army was well to the fore, producing their excellent training manual (TM 30–410) entitled Handbook on the British Army early in 1943. Fortunately there was an old, well-thumbed copy in the MoD Library, so I was able to read it and have quoted from it in some cases. However, the main problem with that excellent TM is that it only portrayed the British Army of the early war years, before it had been modernized and altered by battle experience. Therefore it was a study of the Second World War British Army from a somewhat old-fashioned viewpoint. In addition, it contained information concerning the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force, which clearly need not be included this time. Indeed, the TM appeared to draw heavily on a most marvellous book, which I had read when a very young school-boy, entitled Britain’s 'Wonderful Fighting Forces by Capt Ellison Hawkes RA, which was published before the war by Odhams Press Ltd. So, for example, the section on AFVs dealt with the early lights, cruisers and infantry tanks, stopping with the early marks of Churchill, thus not covering Cromwell, Challenger, Comet, etc., or any of the amazing ‘Funnies’ of 79th Armd Div, which helped so much towards the success of the Normandy landings. Infantry anti-tank (a tk) weapons were far more concerned with the obsolescent Boys a tk rifle and the 2 pdr, with little information on the 6 pdr and no mention whatsoever of the 17 pdr or of SP a tk weapons, because obviously they had not yet come into service so could not be included. The same applied to much other equipment and to many vehicles and weapons, while there was little mention of the activities of the British Army outside temperate climes, again for obvious reasons.


I have tried, in this volume, to give a more balanced and complete picture of the British Army in wartime from the early days of the BEF, through the years of defeat and struggle in the early 1940s, culminating in the eventual Allied victory, in which the officers and men of the British Army and their Commonwealth comrades played such an important role. The Commonwealth soldiers deserve far more coverage than I have been able to give them, but I hope that they will not feel I have forgotten them. They, the Australians, Canadians, Indians, New Zealanders, South Africans and all the rest, made a mighty contribution that must never be forgotten.


As far as the main general descriptions of the individual soldier, his weapons and equipment are concerned I have tried to base everything on the army that went into NW Europe in 1944, but at the same time not forgetting what went before and what came after, so the ‘Forgotten Armies’ that fought in Italy and Burma are mentioned as well. The format follows the same sequence as that in the US Army Handbook, so past readers will, I hope, be on familiar ground.


George Forty


Bryantspuddle






CHAPTER 1





HISTORICAL BACKGROUND


THE BRITISH PEOPLE GO TO WAR


‘At 11.0am on September 3rd 1939, Britain entered a new era. The transition from peace to war was swift and dramatic. The country had put on uniform. The sky over the cities was dotted with balloons. Everywhere, people were digging trenches, filling sandbags. Gas masks were given out. There was a rush for black paper and cloth to screen windows and skylights. Grim, grey vehicles thundered along the roads on mysterious errands. There was in the air a feeling of change, complete, inevitable, tremendous.’


(Opening paragraph of The British People at War published by Odhams Press Ltd in 1942.)


300 YEARS OF HISTORY


The formation of a permanent regular army in Great Britain had taken place over 300 years before the Second World War began and ever since those days it had occupied a rather uncomfortable position in British society, owing its allegiance to the Crown, yet being under the effective control of Parliament. Invariably reduced to a ridiculously small size during peacetime – thanks to political fears that a large standing army would threaten civil liberty – it had nevertheless performed incredible feats of endurance and bravery, winning and then helping to maintain a vast, worldwide Empire. It has to be emphasized, however, that apart from the First World War, the country had relied more upon British-officered mercenary levies to perform these miracles, rather than upon large numbers of her own regular soldiers. Nevertheless, the British Army had a remarkable record of success, losing only one major war (American War of Independence 1775–83) in the last 300 years, and, in more recent times, being engaged as an unsupported nation at the turn of the century in the South African War, then as a member of the Allied Powers in the First World War, the greatest war the world had ever known, in which the Motherland and its Empire suffered well over a million military battle-deaths. Now, only some twenty years after the ‘War to end all Wars’ had ended, the world was about to be plunged into an even greater conflict.


However, this time Britain was a little better prepared. It had been obvious to most people even before the Munich Crisis of 1938, that another war with Germany was inevitable. Despite maintaining a policy of appeasement, Britain and its main ally, France, had embarked upon a programme of rearmament from the mid-thirties, which became more and more hurried and frenetic when it was realized just how far behind Germany they had fallen. Nevertheless, between the spring of 1936 and the autumn of 1939, while the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force enjoyed a period of intense expansion and modernization, the fortunes of the army were, to quote the official history, ‘. . . altogether less happy. This was the period in which the Army became the “Cinderella Service”.’1 Despite this lethargy, the British Army eventually began to modernize, albeit very slowly, as is evidenced by the 1935–36 Army Estimates, which allowed for a paltry £4 million increase in budget, of which just £270,000 was allowed for the provision of tracked vehicles including tanks. Despite the fact that ‘gurus’ of armoured warfare such as ‘Boney’ Fuller and Basil Liddell-Hart had long been expounding their theories on how the next war would be fought, only Adolf Hitler’s Germany had been listening. The attitude of mind towards mechanization that pervaded the British Army at that time can be gauged by the apology made to the Cavalry by the then Secretary of State for War, when introducing the 1936–37 Estimates, in which he likened the ‘unpalatable’ decision to mechanize eight of their regiments to being like ‘. . . asking a great musical performer to throw away his violin and devote himself to the gramophone’. Such stupidity at such a high level would ensure that Britain had only two incomplete armoured divisions in September 1939, as compared with Germany’s six.


Despite all the problems, 1937 saw a rearmament programme begin that was on a scale far larger than anything attempted since the end of the First World War. It was proposed to spend £1,500 million over five years, three times as much as was being spent when Hitler came to power and a 50 per cent increase on the previous year’s expenditure. During the Chamberlain administration there was, however, a school of thought which argued that Britain should only participate in a continental war using her sea and air power. However, neither the British nor the French General Staff agreed and shortly before the war, the broad strategic policy was summarized by both parties as follows:


‘We should be faced by enemies who would be more fully prepared than ourselves for war on a national scale, would have superiority in air and land forces, but would be inferior at sea and in general economic strength. In the circumstances, we must be prepared to face a major offensive directed at either France or Great Britain or against both. To defeat such an offensive we should have to concentrate all our initial efforts and during this time our major strategy would be defensive.’2


They went on to say that it might be possible to conduct counter-offensive operations against the Italians in both North and East Africa, thus reducing Italy’s will to fight without undue cost! Subsequent policy would be directed against holding Germany and dealing decisively with Italy, while building up military strength to a point when it would be possible to take the offensive against Germany. Diplomacy would be used to ensure the active support, or at worst, the benevolent neutrality of other world powers, especially the USA. No mention was made of Japan, but in the last few weeks before war was declared in Europe, relations between Britain and Japan were under strain. However, for the time being, the Japanese had enough to contend with in China, while they – the Japanese – were deeply suspicious of Hitler’s long-term objectives after his agreement with the USSR.


The Anglo-French military strategy was thus aimed at maintaining the integrity of French terrority. If the Low Countries were involved then the Allies would attempt to stop the enemy as far forward as possible. It would be necessary, therefore, for the British to send an Expeditionary Force to fight on the Continent, but it would be considerably smaller than the one sent in the First World War. Many politicians did not like this commitment, although there was general agreement for the need to maintain an adequate army in the Middle East. Egypt and the Suez Canal were considered to be of prime importance, while Palestine was necessary as a buffer to an invasion of Egypt from the north. India and the Far East were not thought to be in any immediate danger.


NATIONAL SERVICE


Conscription had ended in December 1918 and the massive British Army – larger than ever before in its history – had been rapidly whittled down, so that by the early 1920s there were under 250,000 men serving, thinly spread all over the Empire. The Territorial Army (TA), which had been created in 1908, had also been greatly reduced and its weapons and equipment were now seriously outdated. As has been explained, the Munich Crisis finally jolted the country out of its lethargy, mechanization, modernization and expansion all being put into effect. The strength of the British Army, as given by the Secretary of State for War in April 1939, was: Regular Army 224,000; Territorial Army Field Force 325,000; and Territorial Army Anti-Aircraft Units 96,000, giving a total of men under arms of 645,000. However, much of the regular army was in India, or scattered in small garrisons worldwide, so more forces had to be built up at home. It had been agreed in March 1939 to double the size of the TA and the following month it was decided to re-introduce some conscription. Parliament passed the Military Training Act on 27 April 1939, more than 200,000 men between the ages of 20 and 21 registering in June 1939. These men, known as the Militia, were allowed to state their preferred choice of service, between the navy, army and air force, and were drafted accordingly. During the middle of July the first batch of militiamen, numbering 34,000 for the army, were called up by age group, while the additional recruiting for the TA between April and September 1939 brought in some 36,000 extra men. To these were added the men of the Army Reserve (men who had returned to civilian life having completed their service with the Colours, but who were still liable to recall in case of emergency) and the Supplementary Reserve (mainly technicians), called out by proclamation on the outbreak of war and numbering a further 150,000. Thus, on 3 September 1939, the British Army numbered approximately 1,065,000.


Liability was extended on 6 September 1939, when the war was just a few hours old, Parliament passing the National Service (Armed Forces) Act, which not only merged all these forces into a single entity but also made all physically fit males between the ages of 18 and 41 liable for military service. This was followed in 1941 by another Act, which extended the upper age limit for men to 51 and also made women liable for military service. In fact, only a few men over 41 were ever conscripted, and none over 45. By October all these measures had ensured that a million men were under intensive training, the cost of an infantryman’s uniform being approximately £20 and comprising eighty items!


By the end of 1939, 727,000 men had registered; in 1940 the figure was 4,100,000 and in 1941 a further 2,222,000 were called up. From then on the numbers dropped sharply, as the only eligible men left were those in reserved occupations, plus each new generation as it reached the minimum call-up age. The armed forces, which in 1938 had numbered just 381,000, rose after only one year to 2.25 million and by D-Day (June 1944) nearly one-third of the entire male population of working age was serving in the forces. By April 1945 the British forces had reached a peak figure of just under 5 million, of whom 3 million were serving in the army. They made up some 47 divisions (11 armoured, 34 infantry and 2 airborne) of which 11 (2 armoured and 9 infantry) saw no combat as complete divisions.


BRITAIN STANDS ALONE


Once the ‘Phoney War’ was over and the Battle for France had begun, there would be few bright patches in the early war years, with defeats all over the world being more the order of the day, until Britain stood virtually alone in its embattled islands. Most of the men of the once-proud BEF had been miraculously rescued, although the majority of their heavy equipment – including most of their precious tanks – had been lost. Fortunately the Germans did not react immediately, so Britain was allowed time to dig in and to build up her forces. One of the most important decisions at this time was to create an Anti-Aircraft (AA) Command of five TA divisions, which would prove vital against the enemy bomber threat. The regimental system remained the cornerstone of the army, for both infantry and armour, although there was inevitably some cross-posting when the casualties mounted. Mechanization had brought new roles for existing units – such as medium reconnaissance for the now fully mechanized cavalry regiments, while new units like the Reconnaissance Corps were also formed to provide recce units for infantry divisions. Specialized troops, such as paratroops, glider-borne troops and commandos, all came into being, but the three main supporting arms – artillery, engineers and signals remained predominant, the Royal Artillery (RA) having the largest proportion of manpower among all the supporting arms and services. In addition to field artillery, they were also responsible for all AA, coastal and some a tk units.


COMMONWEALTH FORCES


Prewar, the two prime duties of the British Army were Home Defence and Empire Defence, the latter relying primarily upon the Royal Navy, which required well-protected bases in all parts of the world. Protecting these bases was an army responsibility, the size of such garrisons depending upon how quickly they could be reinforced. Some were small and relatively isolated, such as the fortress command of Malta. The major dominions of course maintained their own armies, which were, like the British Army, small professional bodies, recruited on a volunteer basis. Although this book is primarily about the British Army it would be unforgivable to omit the forces of the British Commonwealth, which still covered one quarter of the world’s surface. As in the First World War, India, together with the ‘old’ dominions of Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa, plus all the other colonial parts of the Empire, had immediately joined Britain against the Axis, only Eire choosing to remain neutral. Their commitment was just as generous as it had been during the First World War, despite the understandable reluctance of some of the governments to repeat the levels of sacrifice. The global nature of the conflict meant that the Australians and Indians lost more soldiers against the Japanese than they did against the Germans and Italians. Canada, on the other hand, played a major part in the war against Germany, first in Italy then in NW Europe, while North Africa then Italy were the main battlegrounds for the South Africans.


In most cases, the Commonwealth forces were organized and equipped on British lines, using mainly British or US (Lend-Lease) equipment, although in some cases such equipment was produced within the Commonwealth country. Thus, when describing such weapons, vehicles, uniforms and equipment, I have deliberately included information and photographs of as many of these gallant Commonwealth warriors as possible, as a small tribute to the immense part they all played in securing victory. The numbers serving in these various armies were just about equal to those who served from Great Britain, namely, 4½–5 million men and women, including a staggering 2½ million from India, the largest volunteer army in history.


OVERSEAS SERVICE


The need for regular soldiers ‘Empire-wide’ had been resolved in peacetime by the ‘linked battalion’ system. One battalion, known as the Foreign Service Battalion, was always abroad – up to eighteen years of foreign service was not unusual – while a second battalion, the Home Service Battalion, remained in the UK, being fed with drafts from the Regimental Depot and sending drafts to the battalion abroad, as and when needed. Within the Indian Army there was one British battalion in every Indian brigade, a policy that had been instituted following the 1857 mutiny. Fortress garrisons, such as Malta and Gibraltar, were similarly manned by Foreign Service Battalions. In the rest of the colonial and mandated territories, the forces were maintained by the principle of having a nucleus of British troops (largely for training purposes) with native levies recruited and built up around them. Most were highly efficient, but inadequately armed, and all had proved their bravery in the First World War.


THE 1944 ARMY


In describing the uniform, weapons, vehicles and equipment of the British Army I have decided, in the main, to base this book on the army that emerged as a main combatant in NW Europe. This is deliberately at variance with the Handbook on the British Army 1943 (TM 30–410), which was produced by the US Army early in 1943 to give an overall picture of the British Army for their troops coming over for the Second Front. Although an excellent primer, this manual, as previously stated, understandably gave a rather old-fashioned picture of the British forces and did not include some of its important newer weapons – such as the 17 pdr a tk gun and the PIAT (Projector Infantry Anti-Tank) light a tk weapon. Armoured fighting vehicle coverage was also out of date, with the obsolete ‘Queen of the Desert’, the Matilda II being included. In line with most of the Allied armies, the British used a large range of Lend-Lease items from the USA. These have been mentioned but not described as full details can be found in the companion volume the US Army Handbook 1939–1945 (The History Press, 1997).


1. See N.H. Gibbs, History of the Second World War – Grand Strategy, Volume 1 (HMSO, 1976)


2. Gibbs, History of the Second World War.






CHAPTER 2





MOBILIZATION AND TRAINING


MAKING A CITIZEN ARMY


At the outbreak of war the British Army comprised the Regular Army and the TA, to which was being added the conscripted manpower. Initially, this was as a result of the Military Training Act of April 1939, which was aimed directly at creating the five extra TA divisions of AA Command. In the UK, the army was organized into eight geographic commands and districts (see Chapter 3), within which were a number of regular and territorial divisions, most of which were needed to form the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) that would cross the Channel in September 1939. Added to this were of course the regular units spread throughout the Empire, but they were miniscule when compared with the vast conscripted armies of the continental powers like Germany and France. The nation had to be turned swiftly into an ‘armed camp’, a vast training machine had to be organized, equipped and then put into action to deal with the ever increasing flood of recruits that full conscription brought in.


TRAINING POLICY


‘Training is a wide subject and its necessity to an army in peace and war is unquestioned. However well-equipped, however perfect the plan, an army will not succeed unless the officers and men which it comprises are well trained both individually and as a body.’


This is the opening sentence of Training in the Army, which was to have been published as a volume in the series of British official histories of the Second World War, but was only ever produced in draft form. Nevertheless, it does outline in considerable detail how all forms of training were carried out. In its opening pages the fundamental statement is made that there is nothing to equal actual engagement with the enemy for learning the best way to fight: ‘Everything else is make-believe. It follows therefore that the more practically and realistically troops are taught when they are not fighting the better they will perform when they are, and the impact of battle will be less strange to them.’ Although this was fully appreciated from the outset, it was initially hampered by the shortage of arms and equipment.


Post Dunkirk, a new conception of realistic training also began to appear under the name of ‘Battle Drill’ (more fully covered later) although this was not officially adopted until mid-1942. The Battle School at Barnard Castle was then transformed into a School of Infantry, while a separate School of Advanced Handling and Fieldcraft was taken over by the War Office from Western Command. CinC Home Forces was charged after Dunkirk with the dual tasks of defending Great Britain against a probable invasion and of preparing an army to become an invasion force itself.


One of the many continuing problems on Britain’s tiny crowded islands was to find sufficient and appropriate accommodation and ground for housing and practising a large army. Military camps, barracks and installations were initially few and scattered, while there was neither the space nor the time to build vast camps as was possible in the USA, with ranges and training areas on the doorstep. So hotels and private houses were requisitioned to make do until more camps could be built. However, there were never enough and it was a policy of ‘make do’, which was very expensive on the manpower needed to run the requisite scattered administrative facilities.


During the latter part of 1942 there were enormous changes. The mood of the country was now on the offensive and the tempo and spirit of training changed to make trainees, as the War Office history puts it, ‘more offensively minded’, the main difficulty, initially anyway, being how to deal realistically with all that was required by a modern army in the field, when the once-proud BEF had been evacuated from Dunkirk and to all intents and purposes no longer existed.


Pamphlets The Directorate of Military Training (DMT) also had the unenviable task of writing the pamphlets for use by not only the training organization but also the army as a whole. It is very easy to work out the ideal sequence – fight a battle, discover what has been learnt from it, write it all down, then print and distribute the findings, together with the procedure to be followed. Thus those having to fight future battles will benefit from the lessons as to what to do and what not to do. As one can imagine, this was extremely difficult to achieve, although many pamphlets were indeed written and issued, and proved extremely valuable, but inevitably mistakes were made.


GENERAL TRAINING


PRIMARY TRAINING CENTRES AND WINGS


Formed under the aegis of the Director of Military Training (MT 2) and later known as the General Service Corps, which came into being in June 1942, it was responsible for most General Military Training (GMT) at Primary Training Centres (PTC). It was at these PTCs that recruits received their initial six weeks basic infantry training, to give them a comprehensive grounding in general military subjects such as drill, rifle and pistol shooting, PT, gas training, elementary map reading and tactics. Recruits were also tested by a ‘personnel selection board’, who decided for which of the arms of the Service each recruit was best suited. Requirements did not always match ‘first choices’, so recruits might well go to a second or even third choice. Some received this training in Primary Training Wings (PTW) attached to Corps Training Centres however; whether at PTC or PTW, the syllabus (devised by the War Office) was common to all. Details of Tests of Elementary Training (TOETs), which were common to all arms, are given in Annex ‘A’ to this chapter.


OFFICER TRAINING


The rapid expansion of the army meant that potential officers had to be selected and trained urgently. At first, the policy was to create numerous small officer cadet units all over the country, where the emphasis was placed more on technical efficiency and physical endurance rather than on character and leadership. After two years, however, it was found that officer production units had to become more homogeneous and were better controlled by a common doctrine from one military training branch in the War Office. Potential Officers (PO) would usually be selected, at the Corps Training Centre stage and sent to a War Office Selection Board (WOSB). If selected, a PO would then go to a pre-OCTU (Officer Cadet Training Unit) where a final decision was made. A PO could spend up to nine weeks there or be sent to OCTU after a week. Others, deemed unsuitable at any time, would be Returned to Unit (RTU). The OCTU course length varied according to the degree of technicality; for example, at an Infantry OCTU it was seventeen weeks, while at the RE OCTU it was thirty weeks.


Staff Training The enforced expansion also led to a shortage of trained staff officers so more had to be produced in a hurry. However, it was quickly realized that time did not allow the course to be as long as prewar, so merely the essentials were taught. This worked well in practice and students with ability soon excelled. There were three Staff Colleges – at Camberley, Haifa (Palestine) and Quetta (India) – but no Senior Staff College nor Combined Services Staff College, both of which would probably have been an advantage, while a common form of Staff Duties (SD)1 between the Services did not come into being until after the war.


TECHNICAL TRAINING


It soon became apparent in some of the more technical arms, such as the RAC, RA and REME, that each should have some form of central training establishment, each commanded by a major general (who later became a deputy director under DMT). Their task was to organize all the training of their particular arm and to use all available instructors and equipment so that the instruction was properly co-ordinated and a common policy maintained throughout their arm.


ARMOURED TRAINING


Undoubtedly, mechanization and the reequipping of the horsed cavalry with armoured fighting vehicles, together with the expansion of the RTC, produced one of the largest training loads. Prewar, there had been three cavalry training regiments (3rd at Edinburgh, 4th at Colchester and 6th at Maidstone), but these all closed during 1940. Armoured training had taken place at the RTC depot at Bovington, while those cavalry regiments that were in the process of mechanization were being converted by instructors (either RTC or newly trained cavalry) attached to their units. On the outbreak of war, seven RAC training regiments came into being and were followed by a further four in the first year of the war, including one especially designed to deal with the production of NCOs and POs. A complete list is as follows:


51st Training Regiment (the Cavalry Depot) at Catterick


52nd Training Regiment (the RTR Depot) at Bovington


53rd Training Regiment at Tidworth


54th Training Regiment at Perham Down


55th Training Regiment at Farnborough


56th Training Regiment at Catterick


57th Training Regiment at Warminster


58th Young Soldiers Training Regiment (NCOs and POs) at Bovington


59th, 60th and 61st Training Regiments at Tidworth


Initially, they were spread around the country from Bovington to Catterick and Barnard Castle. However, from 1942 onwards, all were gradually brought north and centered on Catterick, which was also the location of the RAC Centre from 1943. For example, the 54th went to Barnard Castle and the 57th to Catterick. This was done to make room for the mass of Allied troops who would be concentrating in the south prior to D-Day. Towards the end of the war (May–August 1945) numbers were naturally cut down until only the following remained:


54th (armoured regiment)


57th (armoured regiment)


59th (armoured car)


61st (armoured regiment)


Recce Training Centre – now became the 62nd Training Regiment RAC, all in the Catterick–Barnard Castle area.


Army Armoured Fighting Vehicles School (AAFVS) Coupled with the setting up of training regiments there was a huge expansion of the AAFVS at Bovington and Lulworth in order to provide the instructors needed by units and by the new training organization. The AAFVS had replaced the RTC Central Schools in 1937, the new organization comprising Driving & Maintenance (D&M) and Wireless Wings at Bovington and a Gunnery Wing at Lulworth. The general training pattern that emerged in the thirties was governed by the fact that the RTC units manned the heavily armoured ‘I’ tanks for infantry support, together with the medium tanks for the medium tank brigades, while the cavalry crewed the armoured cars, light tanks and six-wheeled trucks for use in the reconnaissance and protection roles. Problems were compounded by the multiplicity of types of AFV (for example, thirty-five different types of AFV were taught at the AAFVS between 1939 and 1945), guns and equipment in service, plus a desperate shortage of accommodation. The training was initially carried out using largely the reserves of dedicated, trained officers and men that the RTC (now the RTR) had built up in peacetime, thanks to its inherently sound and thorough methods of instruction.


At the RAC Training Regiments recruits received a 24-week concentrated course that prepared them to be able to take their place as trained crewmen in field units. Men were trained as drivers, gunners, wireless operators, driver mechanics, fitters, electricians, clerks and storemen, in the required proportions as laid down by the War Office. Their first eight weeks were taken up by GMT, as at PTCs, and introductory lessons in D&M. At the end of this period of GMT, they were earmarked for a trade, but before starting a detailed training course everyone was given three more weeks of D&M plus a similar period of elementary gunnery. The aim of this extra training was so that they could, in an emergency, join a tank crew, no matter what their basic trade. After this, drivers did six more weeks driving, gunners six weeks advanced gunnery, while the remainder went to their respective trade schools. The last four weeks of the course were devoted to collective training in which, with the aid of lectures, sand-table and outdoor exercises, they learnt about the functions and handling of RAC units.


ARTILLERY TRAINING


Training Regiments At the outbreak of war, four field, three anti-tank, four signal and one survey regiments were formed. To these were added twenty-two of the existing RA militia depots, four of which, each training 840 field artillery personnel, became three field training regiments and one medium/heavy training regiment. AA personnel in nine militia training depots (each had a capacity of 705 militiamen) were converted to six HAA and three LAA training regiments. In addition, there were four searchlight training regiments, each of which had 1,203 men under training. The total in 1939 then stood at thirty training regiments as follows:
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Their task was to train reinforcements to keep pace with normal wastage and to supply the needs of new units. However, in 1940 the need for more AA and S/L units caused a change of function in many training regiments – one HAA, LAA and S/L training regiments trained reinforcements, the rest, with ever increasing additions, trained new units. Each training regiment now trained 600 men for one month of basic training and, at the same time, gave four-week refresher courses for officers and NCOs from existing operational regiments. In addition, there was a growing demand for extra personnel to man coast artillery units, and four new training regiments were formed. By the end of 1940, there was a total of sixty RA training regiments.


In 1941 the AA Training Establishment (AATE) took over responsibility for AA training from commands. Fifty-four training units were formed. The introduction of ATS into HAA units led to the formation of the first mixed training regiment (HAA); these were later increased to seven. By September 1943 some 200,000 reinforcements had passed through the AATEs and 250 AA batteries and 40 regiments had been converted from infantry battalions to AA. In addition, the mobile and battle training organization had dealt with 100 HAA and 90 LAA regiments. In early 1942 an AA Mobilization and Training Centre was formed to provide mobile training for AA regiments from AA Command who were in the process of mobilizing for overseas. Also in 1942 it was decided that all R Signals personnel in AA signal sections would be replaced by RA personnel. By 1943 all training organizations were fully functioning, a special feature of the year being the training of young artillerymen (aged 17½–18) who had enlisted voluntarily. They were given an extended period of corps training to turn them out as either efficient signallers, specialists or gunner drivers, or as potentional officers or NCOs with an all-round knowledge of the duties of a field artilleryman. By the summer of 1943 Air Defence Great Britain had reached its peak and there was no longer a need for AA training regiments to train new units. A shortage of manpower occurred in 1944 and this caused a decrease in the number of training establishments, so that by April there were only twenty-four training regiments. The shortage was offset by reductions in AA commitments and the posting in of large intakes from the RN and RAF for retraining, while coast artillery personnel were retrained as a tk gunners in order to form a reserve for NW Europe. A further reorganization in training regiments took place in 1945, to deal with increasing field and decreasing AA requirements. From April three training regiments were involved entirely in training infantry personnel, while another became a mountain training regiment. By the end of the war there were thirteen training regiments – two field, one field/medium/heavy, one HAA, one self-propelled, one driver, three signal, one specialist RA, one specialist mixed and two coast.


The main RA instructor training establishments were:


School of Artillery Established at Larkhill in 1919. After an initial depletion of staff to meet outside demands, the school grew continually so that by 1943 its war establishment was over 2,000 and it could train 590 officers and 700 ORs at any one time as instructors. It comprised an HQ, Gunnery, Equipment, Tactics, Air and Survey Wings, a Radar Section and a Photographic Research Branch.


School of AA Artillery Originally at Biggin Hill, it moved to Manorbier in September 1939. It comprised Gunnery, Radar and Searchlight Wings. In 1940, as a result of trials to test the suitability of women for employment on AA instruments and firing guns, it was responsible for the subsequent formation of mixed AA regiments. The total number of students who passed through the school during the war was 29,638.


Coast Artillery School Located at Shoeburyness. By 1942 it comprised Gunnery, Searchlight, Wireless (Radar) and Administrative Wings plus a Workshop and a Coast Training Regiment. With the decreased threat of invasion, its training load diminished to under 50 per cent.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
COMPANION TO THE

BRITISH
ARMY

GEORGE FORTY

'1939f1945





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Histor
l’ressty





