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Foreword


Having just promulgated the first Royal Artillery Heritage Strategy, which highlights the fact that ‘Gunner Heritage is the value the Royal Regiment of Artillery gains from its past now and in the future’, the importance of capturing significant events from our history has been reinforced yet again. And this is particularly relevant because, true to our battle honour of ‘Ubique – Everywhere’, Gunners have served in every campaign, so our fundamental contribution to these events can be lost in the background of the actions of the infantry battalions and armoured regiments. As the authors argue in this book, while there is a general acceptance that firepower was decisive in the Normandy campaign of 1944, it could be said that the Gunner contribution, if not overlooked, has perhaps been taken for granted.


Our Heritage Strategy states that the benefits of articulating our heritage include: enhancing professional effectiveness; fostering identity and esprit de corps; attracting recruits; building support from families; acting as a conduit for engagement with veterans; and sustaining public and wider military support. The Gunner story in Normandy certainly holds lessons for the modern Regiment. The Normandy campaign is studied in the classroom and on the ground, and there are role models at all levels. We are also still fortunate to have a small number of individuals with us who served in our units and whose personal knowledge brings the words on the pages to life.


This book is therefore a welcome addition to the Blue Book series of histories of the Royal Regiment started by General Sir Martin Farndale in the 1990s. Lieutenant Colonel Will Townend, a man who was project officer for the Firepower, Museum Secretary of our Historical Society and had a passion for the Regiment’s history, undertook the initial work and writing but sadly died in 2010 before he could complete it. His co-author, Frank Baldwin, who served in the Regiment in the 1980s, agreed to finish what Will started; while it is not easy to pick up someone else’s creation, he has more than done justice to Will’s research.


I am therefore delighted to commend Frank’s work to you. It is a most important aspect of the story of the Royal Regiment of Artillery. But it also has a personal significance for me. My father, who landed on Sword Beach on D-Day morning, was a forward observation officer in 9 Irish Battery within 7th Field Regiment; as is mentioned in the book, he was badly wounded that evening. Like many others, he never complained about the constant pain that he lived with until his death in 2010. I am very proud of him and all those who served alongside him. This is their story.


Lieutenant-General Sir Andrew Richard Gregory, KBE, CB
Master Gunner, St James’s Park
2019




Preface




The story of the Gunners on D-Day is not well reported or understood and deserves to be better known.
– Lt Col W.A.H. Townend: Letter to
Britain at War magazine, 2009





The purpose of this book is to tell the story of the Royal Artillery in the Normandy campaign. There has not been a book on this subject since the end of the Second World War, when the Royal Artillery (RA) Memorial Book included chapters on the operation.


There are three main reasons why this book is needed now. First, our understanding of the Second World War has developed over the past decades. The story of the Gunner contribution to the Normandy campaign will add something to the mature view of that campaign, as part of the discipline of military history. Second, the modern regiment deserves to have a proper record of the Gunner contribution to the Normandy campaign. The deeds and contribution of the Gunners in Normandy should be an inspiration and role model for the modern regiment. Third, there is an obligation to the wider gunner family; the relatives of those who served in the Second World War. These far outnumber the serving regiment. One bond between the serving and wider gunner family is the common commitment that we make with every act of remembrance. We promise that ‘We will remember them’. But to remember we need to understand what these men did and why.


This book has its genesis in the work of the late Lieutenant Colonel Will Townend on the Gunners on D-Day. He lectured on this topic and was an active battlefield guide for school and military groups travelling to the Normandy beaches and landing zones. This was expanded as an opportunity to fill one of the gaps in the Blue Book regimental history series started by Sir Martin Farndale in the 1990s. Sadly, he died in 2010 before the work could be completed. By the time of his death, Will had planned the chapters and written drafts for the middle twelve chapters, which broadly covered the historic narrative from D-Day to the closing of the Falaise Pocket.


With the approval of Helen Townend, I was asked to complete the work. This involved checking and editing Will’s drafts, writing the chapters that Will had not started, as well as assembling the maps and illustrations. In addition, the scope was increased to cover Home Forces from mid-1941, when Farndale’s Years of Defeat ends. The completed work retains Will’s chapter structure and as far as possible his words. I knew Will for many years and we shared views on the historic role of the Gunners in Normandy. I hope the work does justice to his intentions.


One of the reasons that it is necessary to write a Gunner version of the Normandy campaign is to correct some of the distortions that have emerged as the history of the Normandy campaign has evolved.


It is widely recognised that while Allied firepower was the key to success, the ubiquity of the Gunners has resulted in their story being taken for granted. Their contribution is anonymous, if not invisible.


The Royal Artillery is largely absent from popular media portrayals of D-Day and Normandy. Two Hollywood feature films and a TV mini-series have been made about D-Day. However, there is no individual gunner of any Allied nationality portrayed in The Longest Day, Saving Private Ryan or Band of Brothers. Popular computer games set in the Normandy campaign almost invariably set the player as an infantryman of some sort.


The dominant images from the newsreels are of air power and tanks, the iconic weapons of the Second World War. Artillery is more associated with the First World War. There are few, if any, publicly available images of many key Gunner activities or equipment. There are more photographs of the interior of Bletchley Park than of heavy AA guns, anti-aircraft early warning or gun-laying radars in Normandy. Nor are there photographs of sound-ranging units or surveyors at work. There are few photographs of Crusader SP 20mm AA guns or gun tractors, and none of several types of radar in use in 1944. Field artillery command posts, artillery signallers, observers and artillery commanders rarely caught the photographer’s eye.


Some of these omissions are understandable. Photographs of the latest radar would contain sensitive information. There would have been practical problems photographing forward observers. Small parties of Gunners carrying out technical work may not have caught the photographers’ eye. Much Gunner work is technical rather than warlike and does not excite the same interest. It is easy to understand why video game players are not faced with scenarios that invite them to calculate firing data, establish radio nets or lay out a survey scheme.


Much of the historic debate has been on the Allies’ decision making, equipment and doctrine. The poor wartime interpersonal relationships and diverging national and service interests proved fertile ground for arguments championing or criticising the senior commanders. Personalising the British Army methods as ‘Montgomery’s Colossal Cracks’ underplays the part played by service institutions and establishments in shaping these techniques. Interest in equipment is disproportionately concerned with tanks and small arms. In contrast, German success hold-ing superior numbers back by overwhelming firepower has attracted considerable interest and study in pursuit of the doctrinal benefits of Mission Command.


Military historiography of the Normandy campaign has also tended to distort the role of the Gunners. The official history echoes Montgomery’s summary: ‘the Gunners were magnificent’. It is a fine tribute, but one that reinforces the perception of a ubiquitous machine. Not until the last decades have historians such as Terry Copp pointed out the limitations of Allied artillery, drawing on operations research from the war.


There is also a need to tell the stories of the Gunners themselves. Hundreds of awards were made to Gunners for gallantry or distinguished service. These stories deserve to be told, for the sake of their families and as role models for current and future Gunners.


Will Townend collected some of the main source material on which the work is based. These include war diaries and official documents, including orders, reports, maps, photographs and medal citation. The RA Commemorative book and the RA journal contain articles by veterans. A few regiments published their own unit history. Most of these were territorial rather than regular units. Some contain little more than an itinerary and roll of honour. Others are a treasure trove of detail and insight into the soldiers’ experience. The history of 112th Field Regiment is particularly informative. The histories of 15th (Manx) Light AA, 92nd (7th Loyals) Light AA, 103 Heavy AA and 86 (HAC) HAA are some of the few sources on life within the anti-aircraft units. Larkhill Locators and Z Locating are about the only source for the work of the survey units.


As this is a regimental history, primacy has been given to official sources, supplemented by the recollections of members of the regiment and the official history. We have not attempted to reconcile the wartime understanding of events against post-war interpretation, for example cross-referencing the claims in medal citations with accounts from other arms or the Germans. This history is an advocate, not a judge of the part individual Gunners played. However, it is proper to put forward an objective case for the part that the Gunners played in the outcome of the campaign. To that end the reports of wartime operational research teams as well as German documents and memoirs have been invaluable. The transcriptions of post-war interviews made by the US Army have been particularly useful.


There are a selection of individual memoirs, which have been the main sources for the everyday experiences. The best-written and most informative of these is Guns of Normandy, by George Blackburn, a journalist serving in 4th Canadian Field Regiment. Other officer memoirs include Robert Kiln’s With the Hertfordshire Gunners from D-Day to Arnhem, Robin Dunn’s memoir Wig and Sword: Memoir of a Chief Justice, Charles Schwab’s Field of Fire, Peter Gorle’s study of his father Richmond Gorle The Quiet Gunner, and Peter Pettit’s Battles of a Gunner Officer: Tunisia, Sicily, Normandy, and the Long Road to Germany. John Hall’s A Soldier of the Second World War is a well-observed account from the perspective of an anti-tank troop commander.


Ernest Powdrill’s In the Face of the Enemy is the memoir of a sergeant major in battle. Dennis Falvey’s A Well-Known Excellence is part memoir, part regimental history of the 64th Medium Regiment.


Several OP signallers and assistants have left memoirs. These include John Mercer’s Mike Target, Wallace Bereton’s A Salford Boy Goes to War, W.A. Reynolds’s Aldershot to Kiel: A Gunner’s Story and Peter Ryder’s fictionalised Guns Have Eyes. Ian Astley’s Tank Alert is the story of an anti-tank gunner. The book draws on anthologies and interviews quoted in works by Patrick Delaforce, himself a Normandy Gunner veteran of 13th RHA, and Alexander McKee. The Imperial War Museum sound archive has a number of audio files of interviews with gunners.


These have been supplemented by interviews with surviving veterans. I am indebted to Major General Tony Richardson, Brigadier David Baines, Ivan Spall, Wally Harris and Myer Malin, who filled in some of the gaps, and to my research team of interviewers George Baldwin and George Irving-Sisk.


Almost seventy-five years have passed since these events. Many readers will be unfamiliar with matters commonplace in mid-twentieth-century military service; as the wartime generation passes, there is no longer anyone to ask about ‘blanco’, drill boots or the NAAFI. It is for this audience that this volume includes some explanations of basic gunnery and a roll of honour. If it is no longer possible to ask about a relative’s old comrades, it should be possible to understand who they might have been remembering.


In the interests of clarity, only the minimum of detail has been included in the tactical maps, but we have supported them with topographical maps from the official history. These don’t have gridlines, which are invaluable for anyone seeking to make sense of the locations in war diaries and other official documents. As a compromise, the tactical maps include the wartime grid.


Without Helen Townend’s permission to use Will’s material, and her generosity in assigning the copyright to the Royal Artillary Instritute (RAI), the book would not have been possible, nor without the patient professionalism of The History Press staff Michael Leventhal and Chrissie McMorris.


Many people helped with the research. I am grateful to Mark Smith and Paul Evans from the now closed Firepower. They were extremely helpful locating archive items. I am indebted to the Badley Library for their generosity, and to Siân Mogridge and the volunteers at the RA Archive.


The work would not have progressed without the support and effort of Nick Quarelle and James Gower, who managed the project for the RAI. They kindly proofed the copy and demonstrated to all concerned my shortcomings in staff duties.


Several people have read through part of all of the drafts. I particularly appreciate the time and constructive criticism from General Jonathan Bailey; Dr Spencer Jones, who read through the draft, and to Christopher Newbould, Philip Jobson and the internet elves on WW2talk.com, who all provided feedback on parts of the work. Nigel Evans very kindly offered the support and information from his website on British Artillery in the Second World War*. Tim ‘Bertie’ Morris very kindly read the through the draft in detail, matching up references and asking critical questions of the narrative. His assistance has been invaluable in tracking down some of the more elusive regimental histories and in allowing the use of photographs from his own extensive library.


I am very grateful to everyone who has offered images; many are from the RA Commemorative book. The cover image has been made available by David Rowlands, who painted the original for 24th (Irish) Battery in 1986. The sketches of 90th Field Regiment were made by Lance Bombardier Herbert and appear by permission of his relatives.


I would like to thank The History Press’ Fenton Coulthurst for overseeing the editing and production of this book and Martin Latham for the cover design.


Frank Baldwin





__________


* nigelef.tripod.com/directory.html
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Background to Overlord







Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail.


– Winston Churchill, 4 June 1940





The Beginnings


The campaign to liberate Europe can be traced back to June 1940, and the period when Britain, its Empire, and Dominions stood alone. For the next four years the Western Front was defined by the Channel and North Sea, which offered no scope for other than anti-aircraft or coastal artillery units to see action. However, individual Gunners played a significant role in the events that led to D-Day and the Normandy campaign.


With seventy years of hindsight, the success of Operation Overlord may appear inevitable. Yet it was very a risky operation. The English Channel is a formidable obstacle. Some of the most powerful armies of all time have baulked at making an opposed Channel crossing. Throughout British military history, British expeditionary forces typically entered the continent through friendly ports. British expeditions to an occupied shore usually failed dismally, as at La Rochelle, Saint-Malo, Walcheren and Bergen op Zoom in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The twentieth-century experiences of Gallipoli, Dar es Salaam and Diego Suarez (now Antsiranana) were hardly encouraging. The development of the plans that lead to the success of Operation Overlord were in the hands of two senior gunner officers. General Sir Alan Brooke (the future Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke), as the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), was Churchill’s senior military advisor and shaped the timing and command of D-Day. Lieutenant General F.E. Morgan, as the Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander (Designate) (COSSAC), would play a key role in determining that D-Day would take place in Normandy, and the plans for this most complex and successful operation.


Winston Churchill, the embodiment of British national spirit and bloody mindedness, was determined that British troops should strike back at the Germans. On 4 June 1940, the day after the last British soldier left Dunkirk, Churchill sent a memo instructing the Defence Secretary to the War Cabinet thus: ‘It is of the highest consequence to keep the largest numbers of German forces all along the coasts of the countries they have conquered, and we should immediately set to work to organise raiding forces on these coasts.’ Ten days later, Chiefs of Staff created the post of ‘Commander of Raiding Operations on Coasts in Enemy Occupation, and Adviser to the Chiefs of Staff on Combined Operations’. This post headed an organisation that would ultimately become Combined Operations, headed by Sir Roger Keyes and then Lord Mountbatten. The raids on the coast of Europe had a profound impact on the Germans and resulted in their maldeployment in 1944.


Commando Gunners


On the evening of 23 June 1940, soldiers from No. 11 Independent Company, a volunteer force raised for the Norway Campaign, carried out Operation Collar, a raid on the coast between Boulogne and Le Touquet, which killed two German soldiers. The only British casualty was Lieutenant Colonel D.W. Clarke RA, whose ear was grazed by a bullet. Clarke, an observer on the raid, was military assistant to Sir John Dill, the Vice Chief of the Imperial General Staff (VCIGS). In May 1940, following the evacuation from Dunkirk, he had submitted a proposal to General Dill for small raiding units, called commandos, inspired by childhood recollections of similar Boer forces.


During the winter of 1940–41 Combined Operations developed commando and other raiding forces. Although little of this activity would require artillery, many gunners joined the commandos. One of the most influential was Captain J. Durnford-Slater, who volunteered to join a ‘raiding force’ in June 1940, while adjutant of 23rd anti-aircraft (AA) and Heavy Training Regiment. Promoted to brevet lieutenant colonel, he raised the first Army Commando unit, No. 3 Commando, in June 1940. He led this unit on its first raid on Guernsey in July 1940, Operation Ambassador, and would be the Deputy Commander of Commandos on D-Day. Captain G.H. March-Phillipps was another gunner officer who raised a commando force from volunteers. As a major, he commanded Small-Scale Raiding Force, or No. 62 Commando, initially in support of the Special Operations Executive (SOE), the secret service, and later responsible for raiding the Channel coast, resulting in the award of the Distinguished Service Order (DSO). This small organisation carried out some spectacular operations out of proportion to its size and would become part of the Special Air Service.


Rebuilding an Expeditionary Force


The offensive raids across the Channel were only a minor activity of the Army and the Royal Artillery in 1940. The main task of the Army was to defend the British Isles from attack. After Dunkirk, Home Forces had been rearmed and equipped to repel the expected German invasion. During 1941, Home Forces, which was Brooke’s command, practised mobile operations against an invader. At the same time, the Army tried to apply the lessons that had emerged from the debacle in France and from other fronts. Some of these had significant implications for the Royal Artillery. The story of the RA over this time is covered in the companion volume The Years of Defeat: 1939–41. From 1942 the Home Army would be the basis for expeditionary forces. The training and doctrine would be under the direction of the Major General Royal Artillery (MGRA), Home Forces Major General O.M. Lund.


After Dunkirk, there was much soul-searching about the reasons for German success. One obvious conclusion was that to face an armoured enemy supported by aircraft, a higher proportion of anti-tank and anti-aircraft gunners would be needed. Infantry divisions received a light anti-aircraft (LAA) regiment and a divisional anti-tank regiment, while each corps would have a corps anti-tank regiment and LAA regiment. The Bartholomew Commission challenged whether the division was too large a formation to operate in mobile warfare. There were calls to restructure formations around all-arms brigade or even battalion groups. These structures were tried in the Western Desert during 1941–42 and the Gunner side of this story is told in other volumes of this history. With this came pressure to devolve command of artillery to brigades and dispense with artillery commanders at divisional and corps level. These were argued to be cumbersome and unresponsive relics of positional warfare of 1914–18, and irrelevant to the mechanised warfare faced in 1940.


The rise of Lieutenant General B.L. Montgomery, initially of 5th Corps and then South East Command, under the patronage of Brooke, was key to restoring the divisional and corps levels of command. He led the development of the tactical methods that characterised the British Army in the second half of the war and become known as ‘Montgomery’s Colossal Cracks’. Montgomery emphasised fighting battles using the co-ordination of all arms at a divisional level, using artillery centralised at the highest level.


This would not have been as easy had not techniques been developed harnessing wireless communications to control the fire of many batteries of guns. These were initially demonstrated by Brigadier H.J. Parham, as Commander Royal Artillery (CRA) of 38th Division, but based on his experience in the 1940 campaign as CO 9th Field Regiment. His initial demonstration took place in 1941 and was followed by demonstrations in spring 1942. There were flaws in the methods used to calculate corrections, which resulted in rounds falling among VIP spectators. However, the audience was sufficiently impressed, not least with the speed with which the offending batteries were stopped, and the techniques, after modification by the Royal School of Artillery (RSA), were adopted and became those used across the field artillery.


German successes also highlighted the value of close air support to land operations. The story of the development of close air support by the Allied air forces lies mainly outside the scope of this history. One key tactical role of aircraft was for artillery reconnaissance and artillery observation. The RAF–Army co-operation squadrons had suffered heavy losses in France in the face of German fighter aircraft and anti-aircraft guns. Furthermore, while the Home Army was not in contact with the enemy, the RAF was, and army co-operation became a low priority for the service. The development of Air Observation Posts (air OP) with artillery officer pilots started in 1940, initially by Captain H.C. Bazeley, and championed by Brigadier Parham, a pilot himself. The logic was that it was easier to train an artillery officer to fly than train an RAF pilot to understand the tactical situation. This development was not wholly welcomed or supported by the RAF, but the Operation Torch expeditionary force to North Africa in November 1942 was accompanied by an experimental air OP Flight, with Gunner pilots flying aircraft provided and maintained by the RAF. The demonstrable success resulted in the adoption of air OPs across the Army. Besides the air OP squadrons, there was development of joint procedures for RAF and artillery co-operation, including the adoption of common methods for spotting the fall of shot and applying corrections.


With the entry of the USA into the war the priority for the Home Army changed from defeating an invasion to forming an expeditionary force. The evolution of Allied strategy towards North Africa and Sicily resulted in the departure of two corps and six divisions for the Mediterranean theatre.


Unusually, the British Army could prepare for its major campaign from home soil. The Gunners could draw on resources of the RSA, whose role is covered in more detail in Chapter 3. General Lund, MGRA Home Forces, instigated six-monthly Gunner conferences at Larkhill, attended by all available senior officers. The agenda for these covered any matter of interest to the gunners from the deployment of artillery to support a corps to the design of shoulder titles. These conferences, along with Royal Artillery Notes (RA Notes), provided a mechanism for promulgating consistent policies and procedures. The old cliché ‘ten gunners and eleven opinions’ was put to rest. This would become important when artillery needed to be regrouped frequently and operate with consistent procedures.


The defence batteries formed to support local defenders against invasion were converted to field artillery or transferred to the coastal artillery. An expeditionary role was considered for the batteries of super heavy rail guns deployed in the south-east. This was later abandoned as heavy bombers took on the roles envisaged for long-range heavy artillery. The 11th Survey Regiment, established to locate German cross-Channel artillery through flash spotting and sound ranging, eventually became a key organisation, plotting the launch of the V1 and V2 weapons.


Throughout 1942–43 the Army continued to experiment with its divisional organisation, based on the results from formation exercises and reports from overseas. Armoured divisions were initially very tank-heavy, with two armoured brigades, each of three armoured regiments and divisional ‘support group’ with a single infantry battalion and a regiment each of field and mixed anti-tank and LAA artillery. By 1944 the armoured division was formed of a more balanced force of four armoured regiments (one of which was designated armoured reconnaissance) and four infantry battalions, one of which was mounted on armoured carriers and half-tracks. These were organised into two brigades and supported by four artillery regiments (two field, one anti-tank and one LAA). In 1942–43 mixed divisions were formed each of two infantry brigades, each of three battalions and one armoured brigade of three regiments. However, this was dropped in favour of infantry divisions of nine-battalion infantry divisions supported by independent armoured and tank brigades. Training exercises and the experience from North Africa had shown that both armoured and infantry formations needed a higher proportion of infantry. One consequence of the reorganisation was the disbandment of the 42nd Armoured Division, and re-equipment of the 79th Armoured Division with armoured engineer vehicles left several artillery units surplus. These included the 53rd and 55th Anti-Tank Regiments, 142nd, 147th, 150th and 191st Field Regiments and the 93rd and 119th LAA Regiments.


During 1943 those units of Home Forces units destined to join the 21st Army Group were identified. The MGRA Home Forces, Major General O. Lund, became MGRA 21st Army Group, while Brigadier J.R. Barry became Brigadier Royal Artillery (BRA) Home Forces for those artillery units not assigned an expeditionary role. Those that remained were used to run the transit and holding camps in the UK. Rolls of individual officers were maintained by RA 21st Army Group as replacements and a policy agreed that vacant posts within 21st Army Group would be filled from this list, rather than internal promotion.


Eventually the remaining units in Home Forces were depleted by drafts for gunner and infantry units in 21st Army Group. Units that had once been in the forefront of the expected battle of the beaches of Britain developed into holding and training units with regret, for the general good, which deserved the highest praise. The 6th Regiment Royal Horse Artillery (RHA), 171st (Dorset Yeomanry) Field Regiment and 92nd (Gordons) Anti-Tank Regiment, to mention a few, would have no battle honours for this war, but they helped to win it as surely as others that may have fought from the Nile to the Baltic.


Saint-Nazaire: Operation Chariot


After the armistice was signed with the French on 23 June 1940, the Germans retained control of northern France and the Atlantic coast. The north coast was important as a base for air operations against Britain and any invasion. One of the objectives of the German invasion of France in 1940 had been to occupy its Atlantic coast to wage submarine warfare against Britain. The ports of Brest, Lorient, Saint-Nazaire and the Gironde estuary became submarine bases, with concrete submarine pens built to protect U-boats from air attack.




[image: illustration]


Selection of Operations Planned or Executed 1942–44


  1   Chariot. Raid on Saint-Nazaire, 28 March 1942.


  2   Rutter/Jubilee. Raid on Dieppe, 19 August 1942.


  3   Sledgehammer. Proposed cross-channel operation, mid-1942.


  4   Torch. Invasion of North Africa, November 1942.


  5   Husky. Invasion of Sicily, July 1943.


  6   Round-up. Proposed cross-Channel operation, 1943.


  7   Rankin. Planned operation in the event of German collapse, 1943.


  8   Starkey. Feint across Dover straits, September 1943.


  9   Overlord. Cross-channel operation, June 1944.


10   Jupiter. Alternative to Overlord proposed by Churchill in the event of compromise.


11   Fortitude North. Deception plan to threaten attack on Norway, 1944.


12   Fortitude South. Deception plan to threaten attack on Pas-de-Calais, summer 1944.


13   Anvil/Dragoon. Invasion of southern France planned to be simultaneous with Overlord, but postponed to August 1944.


14   Bolero. Build-up of US forces in the UK.





On 14 December 1941, one week after the entry of the US into the war, Hitler ordered the construction of a new West Wall covering the Atlantic coast. On 23 March 1942, Hitler Directive No. 40 expanded on the command of coastal defence. This directive emphasised the danger of landings, gave the highest priority to naval installations and urged vigilance. Later the same week, on 28 March 1942, a British Combined Operations raid, Operation Chariot, demonstrated German vulnerability by sailing into the port of Saint-Nazaire and destroying the docks. These included the only dry dock capable of accommodating the German battleship Tirpitz on the Bay of Biscay. Its destruction would make it difficult for the Tirpitz to carry out commerce raids.




[image: illustration]


Lance Sergeant Arthur Dockerill from Ely in Cambridgeshire was a member of No. 1 Army Commando. He was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for his gallantry at Saint-Nazaire.


On 28 March 1942, during the commando raid on Saint-Nazaire, Lance Sergeant Dockerill, as a member of the demolition party under Lieutenant S. Chant’s command, assisted his officer, who had been wounded, and other members of the party, to climb from the wrecked bows of the destroyer HMS Campbeltown, on the way to the dockside. Dockerill, carrying Lieutenant S. Chant’s equipment, a 60lb rucksack, then assisted him to their objective, the pumping station of the dry dock. This was done under enemy fire.


Lance Sergeant Dockerill again assisted Lieutenant S. Chant in descending to the pumping chamber 40ft below ground. His work in the pumping room was magnificent. He stayed with the officer while the latter fired the charges, and although the fuses were only set for a minute and a half, he waited to assist him to climb the stairs to the ground floor, a difficult feat as the officer could only move slowly and it was completely dark. He got Lieutenant S. Chant out with a few seconds left before the explosives blew up.


When the force attempted to fight out of the town and docks, heavy opposition was encountered. Lance Sergeant Dockerill, as a forward scout, armed with only a Colt automatic and grenades, assisted in leading the force through the streets in quick time. When he ran out of ammunition and grenades he used his fighting knife and inflicted many casualties on the enemy.





HMS Campbeltown, an old destroyer packed with 4.5 tons of explosive, rammed the dry dock gates, with a delayed fuse detonating the following day. At the same time, a force of commandos carried on the destroyer and by a flotilla of light patrol boats raided the docks, destroying key installations. The operation was successful, but at a heavy cost. Of the 622 men in the landing force only 228 returned with the flotilla; 169 were killed and a further 225 became prisoners of war. Five Victoria Crosses were awarded for gallantry. Several Gunners serving with the commandos distinguished themselves in Operation Chariot.


The attack on Saint-Nazaire made the Germans sit up and think. A surprise raid by British forces in small wooden landing craft had penetrated the port and demolished its harbour facilities. The German defence was poorly organised and had not stood up to the test. The German 7th Army, with responsibility for Brittany and Lower Normandy, had already made protecting the Atlantic ports and U-boat bases their main effort. Operation Chariot therefore had the fortuitous side-effect of diverting even more effort into fortifying the ports, and away from what eventually became Operation Overlord’s landing beaches.


Dieppe: Operation Jubilee


On 9 July 1942 Hitler ordered that the defences of the west should be strengthened. He believed there was an imminent risk of an Allied landing in France. The Germans had noticed the build-up of craft on the south coast and spotted what they interpreted to be as an ominous pause in RAF operations. Hitler identified the areas under threat as the coast of Normandy and the area between Dieppe and Le Havre. He ordered the SS Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler and SS Reich Divisions and two bomber gruppen with about forty bombers to be transferred from the Eastern Front to France, along with a parachute division.


The purpose of Operation Jubilee was to assault, capture and occupy for a limited period the port town of Dieppe. It was a small-scale rehearsal for the major cross-Channel operation that would eventually have to be undertaken, and a trial of the form of attack anticipated by the plans for the Operation Roundup cross-Channel assault that year. Dieppe was chosen because the beaches were favourable, the port was not thought to be heavily defended and it was not one of the places visualised as a target for a major operation. The raid had originally been scheduled for June as Operation Rutter, but been delayed and revised for a variety of reasons, including concerns among Army commanders about the risks and value to be gained from it.


The town of Dieppe lies in the low ground of the valley of the River Arques, with high headlands to the east and west. The port had been organised as an independent strong point, a Stützpunkt, by the Germans. It was defended by two battalions, one on each of the headlands. The defenders were well supported by artillery with eight batteries in the area.


The plan called for four simultaneous flank attacks to land at 4.50 a.m. The outermost two, each of British Army commandos, targeted flanking coastal artillery batteries. The inner two attacks were battalions of Canadian soldiers attacking the high ground adjacent to the port itself. Thirty minutes later, three further Canadian battalions, supported by a Canadian armoured regiment, would attack the seafront of Dieppe itself. Engineers would clear routes for the tanks to breach the sea wall and the tanks would suppress defenders. A total of more than 6,000 soldiers would land at Dieppe.


The landing would be preceded by a bombardment from a small force of eight Hunt class destroyers, each with four 4in guns. The RAF hoped to entice the Luftwaffe into a major air battle. Fifty squadrons of Spitfire fighters would patrol the skies over Dieppe. However, the numbers of aircraft assigned to directly support the landings were much lower. Five squadrons of light bombers, roughly sixty aircraft, would lay smoke to hamper observation of the ships from coastal batteries. A further five squadrons of Hurricane fighters were assigned to close air support, of which only two squadrons would be equipped with bombs.


The two attacks west of the town were the most successful part of the raid. No. 4 Commando took its objectives, with losses. Major P.A. Porteous RA would be awarded the Victoria Cross for his gallantry under fire.


The attack on the easternmost beach was disrupted by a chance encounter with a small German convoy offshore, which scattered the flotilla carrying No. 3 Commando. Small parties did land with varying fortunes; the most successful being a party of twenty men who sniped the Battery near Berneval-le-Grand. The beach at Puys and the gully leading from it was narrow and dominated by cliffs. The attack here would need surprise to get inland. This was not achieved as the landing was late and the small force of defenders was ready for the attackers. Few Canadian soldiers got further inland than the sea wall.




[image: illustration]


Captain, Acting Major Patrick Anthony Porteous, Victoria Cross


Patrick Porteous was commissioned into the Royal Regiment of Artillery in 1937. On 19 August 1942, he was 24 years old and a temporary captain attached to No. 4 Commando when he did the deed for which he was awarded the VC. The citation was published in a supplement to the London Gazette of 2 October 1942 and reads:




At Dieppe on the 19th August, 1942, Major Porteous was detailed to act as Liaison Officer between the two detachments whose task was to assault the heavy coast defence guns.


In the initial assault Major Porteous, working with the smaller of the two detachments, was shot at close range through the hand, the bullet passing through his palm and entering his upper arm. Undaunted, Major Porteous closed with his assailant, succeeded in disarming him and killed him with his own bayonet, thereby saving the life of a British Sergeant on whom the German had turned his aim.


In the meantime the larger detachment was held up, and the officer leading this detachment was killed and the Troop Sergeant-Major fell seriously wounded. Almost immediately afterwards the only other officer of the detachment was also killed.


Major Porteous, without hesitation and in the face of a withering fire, dashed across the open ground to take over the command of this detachment. Rallying them, he led them in a charge which carried the German position at the point of the bayonet, and was severely wounded for the second time. Though shot through the thigh he continued to the final objective where he eventually collapsed from loss of blood after the last of the guns had been destroyed.


Major Porteous’s most gallant conduct, his brilliant leadership and tenacious devotion to a duty which was supplementary to the role originally assigned to him, was an inspiration to the whole detachment.








The frontal attack on Dieppe itself began thirty minutes after the flanking attacks and got off to a bad start. The landing craft containing the tanks were late, the bombardment by the naval ships was insufficient to neutralise the defenders, and the attack by squadrons of cannon-firing Hurricane fighter aircraft was very brief. The infantry barely got off the beach, while the engineers were unable to clear obstacles that would allow the tanks to get over the sea wall.


Five artillery forward observer parties landed with the main attack on the Dieppe beach, to direct the fire of the destroyers. Four out of the five were able to establish communications, but three were put out of action on the beach. All were in exposed positions and were pinned down. However, at least one observer was able to establish communications and contribute effectively to the battle. HMS Albrighton later reported, ‘It is clear that this ship working in close touch with her forward observation officer (FOO) achieved most during the operation. Targets of importance were pointed out by the FOO and the ship’s response was both quick and accurate.’


Other elements of 2nd Canadian Divisional Artillery landing included Bren gun teams from 3rd Canadian Light AA Regiment to provide low-level air defence and a party of field gunners to man captured German guns. This latter mission was doomed by the failure of the assault to take the enemy positions. The Germans had become aware of the attack and were awaiting the arrival of their enemy, armed and ready for battle. The Royal Canadian Artillery (RCA) suffered thirteen casualties.


The local German commanders recognised that Dieppe was a raid and not a serious invasion attempt, having captured orders that clearly indicated a time limit. Dieppe was played up by the German propagandists, and there arose at Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW – HQ German armed Forces, i.e. Hitler’s HQ) a ‘fairy tale of defensive success against a major landing attempt’, leading to complacent confidence in the Atlantic Wall. This was to have important consequences for D-Day in 1944.


Operation Jubilee was at that point the largest assault landing in the Second World War. Combined Operations HQ issued a report on the key lessons from Dieppe. The paramount lesson was ‘the need for overwhelming fire support, including close support, during the initial stages of the attack’. This, it was recommended, should be provided ‘by heavy and medium naval bombardment, by air action, by special vessels or craft working close inshore, and by using the firepower of the assaulting troops while still seaborne’.


Before Dieppe it was assumed that timing and surprise could enable an assault landing to succeed without fire support, as it had in the raid on Vaagso and at Saint-Nazaire. Dieppe shows that it would not work for a large-scale landing. Too much could go wrong to rely on surprise and precision timing. New techniques would be needed. The Deputy Commander of Combined Operations expressed the nub of the firepower problem thus: ‘The three Services are mutually at their most helpless at the moment the assault goes in … Yet, at the same time, the Army needs intense close support, just as it needs it on land. At El Alamein, there was one 25-pounder per 17 yards. How are you going to reproduce that degree of support in a landing from the sea?’


In the following months these problems were addressed. By May 1943 Combined Operations HQ was promulgating the tactical methods that would be used on D-Day. By June 1943 both the British and US Forces had a doctrine for assaulting a heavily defended coast. Some of the ideas would be implemented in the landings in the Mediterranean: on Sicily in July 1943, at Salerno in September 1943 and at Anzio in January 1944. However, none of these operations would attempt to assault a coastline as heavily defended as northern France. Much of the technology and techniques would remain a secret to maintain surprise.


After Dieppe, Combined Operations was ordered to focus on preparing the Allied forces for the forthcoming invasion and did not undertake more raids. The task of maintaining pressure on the Germans fell to Major March-Phillipps’s small-scale raiding force. This organisation, around sixty strong, launched its operations from a motor torpedo boat. They mounted a series of small raids aimed at capturing sentries and isolated posts on the Channel Islands and the Normandy coast. However, on 12 September 1942 a navigational error led to the force landing in front of a German position close to Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer in Normandy. The majority of the raiding force was captured, and March-Phillipps and two of his men were killed. They became the first Allied casualties on a stretch of sand that would become known as Omaha Beach.


Combined Chiefs of Staff – The Evolution of a Plan


After the French Armistice in July 1940, defeating the anticipated German invasion was the priority. While the defences against Operation Sea Lion, the German invasion of Britain, were never put to the test, British commanders did have the opportunity to consider the problem of a cross-Channel assault from the defenders’ point of view. The man with this responsibility was General Sir Alan Brooke, knighted in July for his service in France, initially Commander Southern Command and then Commander Home Forces from July 1940. He would later be described as ‘the most important British Officer in the Second World War’, while his biographer described him as ‘a man of great clarity of perception. Quick-witted, he got through many men’s work. He did not expect to say things twice. His dynamism was felt throughout the army. He was quick, abrupt and impatient with failure.’


Brooke now had to decide how to deploy his troops and prioritise their time. Should the defences be based on the coast or further inland? What was the balance between manning defences and having troops available to counter-attack? Was it more important to prepare defences or to train inexperienced troops to operate together?


Brooke played a big part in rebuilding the British Army after the defeats of 1940. His preferred anti-invasion plans, based on mobile reserves, created the kind of army well suited to forming an expeditionary force. Brooke had reservations about the stamina of his troops; his solution was intensive and rigorous physical training. The increasing scale and complexity of exercises ensured that British commanders became proficient in operations with massed formations and developed ways to use paratroops and armoured formations. He had a keen interest in new uses of technology, such as using 3.7in and 3in 20cwt AA guns to counter the threat of German tanks.


Brooke also shaped the leadership of the British Army that would command for the second half of the war. He started a weeding out process, culling those deemed inefficient or too old, tempered by the limited number of experienced officers available: ‘Half of our corps and divisional commanders are totally unfit for their appointments, and yet if I were to sack them I could find no better!’ Those that rose to the top during the war were those that demonstrated their competence to Brooke. Lieutenant General Bernard Montgomery had impressed Brooke before the war, and proved himself as a divisional commander in France and shone in command of a corps on the south coast.


Brooke was appointed as Chief of the Imperial General Staff in place of Sir John Dill on 1 December 1941. This was the start of one of the great working partnerships of the Second World War. Winston Churchill was a great political leader, but was a very difficult man to work for. He was imaginative, impetuous and opportunistic. As an ex-soldier with experience at Cabinet level in the Great War, he had strong strategic opinions of his own. He applied his rhetorical skills, passion and intellect to wear down his opposition. While Brooke found Churchill’s lifestyle and the hours exhausting, he was not worn down by them:




He [Brooke] was not only an experienced soldier; he knew what he was talking about and possessed the moral courage to stick to his convictions in the face of Churchill’s anger at being contradicted. And while he never liked being overruled, Churchill recognised Brooke’s professionalism and respected his willingness to oppose ideas and schemes he deemed wrong.





Brooke’s major contributions to the war include the battles not fought, and the invasions that never happened. A 1942 invasion of France would have almost certainly met the same fate as the Dieppe Raid, and one in 1943 conducted by raw, ill-trained troops would have been highly risky. Brooke, the most eminent gunner of the war, would ensure that the battle for Normandy took place at the right time and that the British Army was led by the right commanders with the appropriate training and preparation.


Brooke, as the Chair of the British Chiefs of Staff, led the British professional delegation in negotiations with their American opposite numbers in formulating Allied strategy. The US Army, led by its professional head General George C. Marshall, was mobilising a large field army to fight in Europe. Having championed the ‘Germany First’ strategy adopted by the Allies, Marshall was a keen advocate of an early and direct re-entry to Europe. In his initial visit to London in April 1942 Marshall tried to press Brooke into agreeing to an assault in 1942, to relieve the pressure on the struggling Red Army. Churchill and Brooke were repelled by American enthusiasm for a risky expedition likely to result in heavy British casualties and the probable loss of Britain’s last field army in Europe.


Brooke felt that Marshall’s strategic limitations were exposed by the lack of a plan for continued operations after a landing had been achieved. However, by the time Marshall returned to America there was harmony. He reported back to the US Chiefs of Staff that the views of the British Chiefs of Staff regarding operations proposed for 1943 were almost in complete accord with his own. By the end of the US Chiefs of Staff’ visit to London in July 1942 the matter was decided. ‘All agreed to give up an immediate attack on the continent in 1942, to prepare plans for an attack on North Africa to be carried out if re-entry into Europe was impossible next year.’ Any doubts over the wisdom of this decision were dispelled by the Dieppe Raid.


At the Casablanca Conference in January 1943 the American and British war leaders and their staffs made the decision to assemble troops in the UK and an organisation to provide for a range of operations including the following:




(a) Small-scale amphibious operations, such as the progressive reoccupation of the Channel Islands. (Note: Raids are already adequately taken care of by the existing organisation.)


(b) The need to re-enter the continent with all available forces at the shortest possible notice in the event of a sudden and unexpected collapse of German resistance. The aim would be to seize critical political and military centres in Germany in the shortest possible time.


(c) Operations to seize a bridgehead late in 1943, leading up to a rapid exploitation, or


(d) An invasion in force in 1944.





COSSAC


The planning process was started in earnest on 1 April 1943, with the appointment of British Lieutenant General F.E. Morgan as Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander (Designate), a title soon shortened to COSSAC, with the American Major General Ray Barker as his deputy. This would be a joint Anglo–American staff reporting to the Allies’ Combined Chiefs of Staff, but through the British Chiefs of Staff.


Frederick Morgan had commissioned in to the Gunners in 1913, had served on the Western Front in the Great War and was twice mentioned in dispatches. A brigadier in 1939, he commanded the Support Group of the 1st Armoured Division during its brief campaign in France in June 1940. He next served as Brigadier General Staff for 2nd Corps and then formed the Devon and Cornwall Division. He commanded the 55th Division before being appointed to command of the 1st British Corps in 1942.


His initial instructions in March 1943 were to propose a brief for the Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander. Morgan had the unique experience of forming the combined staff for a Supreme Allied Commander who would report to the Combined Chiefs of Staff.


In the twenty-first century, international institutions dominate the world and post-war NATO armies take for granted the standardisation of terminology and working methods across armies. This was novel in 1943. Co-operation between the different British services was considered sufficiently difficult and avant garde for Combined Operations to be given its own organisation and a seat in the Chiefs of Staff Committee. Bringing together people from different backgrounds, cultures and organisations is a considerable challenge. Yet Morgan built a team from scratch against extremely tight deadlines and delivered some of the most important thinking in the war.


One of the first actions of the COSSAC team was to collect information about the enemy coast. Much of this work had been undertaken by Combined Operations, although with a different and more limited objective. Within three months COSSAC had collected so much information about the nature of the German defences that delegates at the US Army’s European Theatre Assault Conference were invited to visit models to familiarise themselves with the defences that formed part of the Atlantic Wall.


COSSAC’s initial directive in April 1943 from the British Chiefs of Staff was to prepare three plans for scrutiny in July and to be presented at the August Inter-Allied Conference in Quebec.


Operation Starkey was a feint to encourage the Germans to reinforce the west at the expense of the Eastern Front, and entice the Luftwaffe to battle. At daybreak on 9 September 1943, after a bombing campaign to simulate a pre-invasion bombardment, a mini armada of 355 ships sailed. The weather was bad and the Germans did not react.


Operation Rankin was a contingency plan for the rapid liberation of the occupied countries and Germany in the event of a sudden German collapse. Although never implemented, this contingency planning identified the sectors in Germany that would eventually be occupied by British and US troops.


Operation Overlord, the most important of the three, was a full-scale cross-Channel invasion, based on the resources that would be available by May 1944. Morgan saw that the scale of this plan needed to be much larger than any operation planned up to this point in the war. An army of 100 divisions would be available in north-west Europe, of which 75 were American and 25 British and Canadian. These would need to be deployed where they could strike into Germany, and supported by the necessary logistics. Morgan described the Overlord forces as having their head on the south coast of England and their tail near the west coast of the USA. The troops based in the UK would act as an advanced guard to secure a lodgement area into which American troops, raised, equipped and trained in the USA, would be then deployed direct to the continent.


In theory Operation Overlord could be mounted anywhere from Norway to Gibraltar. However, the requirement to provide air cover for the landing force, ports capable of supporting an army of millions and access to a battlefield where 100 divisions could deploy reduced the options to two. The Pas-de-Calais area was close to the airfields of south-east England and offered the shortest route to Germany. However, the German defences were strongest here. Furthermore, the Channel ports of Calais, Boulogne and Dunkirk lacked sufficient capacity. A battle inland from Pas-de-Calais towards Antwerp would be across the 1914–18 battlefields, which historically favoured the defender. The other option, Normandy, was further from the airfields, but offered ready access to Le Havre and Cherbourg as well as the ports of Brittany. It was also less well defended by the Germans. The decision was made between the two using the Combined Operations training facilities and the rival plans compared. Normandy was favoured with the lodgement area based on beaches around Bayeux. They would become known as Omaha, Juno and Gold Beaches.


The shipping and landing craft made available were sufficient for Morgan’s plan to deploy three divisions by sea and a further two by air. Were additional shipping, landing craft and transport aircraft to become available, COSSAC offered a number of alternatives, with the preference being for landings west of the Vire estuary in the area that became known as Utah Beach. The initial moves would be to capture Cherbourg and, depending on the enemy reaction, swing either west to capture the Brittany ports or east towards Rouen. During this exercise the COSSAC planners created the phase lines needed by the logisticians to plan the resources likely to be needed.


Even if the initial landings achieved surprise, thereafter the lodgement battle would be a race to build up troops between the Allies by sea and air against the Germans using rail and road. The time it would take for German reserves to reach the battlefield would depend on the effectiveness of airpower and the French resistance in slowing their movement. Morgan’s planners proposed a deception plan to induce the German command to believe that the main assault and follow-up would be in or east of Pas-de-Calais, thereby encouraging the enemy to maintain or increase their forces and fortifications there at the expense of other areas, particularly around Caen. It was also hoped that a deception plan would keep the enemy in doubt as to the date and the time of the actual assault and contain the largest possible German land and air forces in or east of Pas-de-Calais for at least fourteen days.


The plan was put forward for approval by the British Chiefs of Staff in July 1943, before being passed to the Combined Joint Chiefs of Staff. Brooke, who had fought in Normandy in 1940, commented on the bocage or hedgerow country inland. At this stage this terrain was seen as neutral, since while it would hamper Allied attacks, it would also help them to defend their lodgement area. The plan was approved and taken to the Inter-Allied Quadrant conference in Quebec in August 1943, and approved by the Combined Joint Chiefs of Staff.


The absence of a commander denied COSSAC the political clout to obtain the resources and priorities it needed. COSSAC’s initial plans were constrained by the numbers of landing craft available, constrained by commitments in other theatres and the demands of the battle against the U-boats. These constraints compromised the plan presented, a fact of which Morgan was well aware. Nevertheless, the post of Supreme Commander would not be filled until December 1943.


German Plans


On 3 November 1943 Hitler issued his Directive No. 51, in which he placed a high priority on defeating the anticipated cross-Channel invasion in 1944. The directive ordered that forces in the west be made up to full strength and that increased allocations of anti-tank and automatic weapons be made available to the static divisions on the coast.


This was followed by an appreciation by OKW, sent out by Keitel, Hitler’s Chief of Staff, which set out the concept for fighting based on their understanding of Allied methods. This forecast a heavy aerial bombardment targeted on all defence installations, rear installations, communications, airfields and naval forces. The landings would be supported by ‘well-aimed and effective’ fire from warships and landing craft mounting guns, mortars and rockets. Tanks would be landed early and used as artillery. Landings would be expected on a wide front to divert attention from the main objective and split the defences, and close to a major port. It is not difficult to recognise the essence of British tactics in the following description:




Large-scale attacks he (the Allied attacker) will also prepare down to the smallest detail, and carry them out according to plan without unnecessary risks. He will prepare them with concentrated artillery fire, often increasing to a heavy barrage, with a maximum of ammunition, and very lively air activity. The troops will closely follow the artillery fire, which will advance in very short steps (rolling barrage). Generally, the tanks will be kept in back of the infantry during the first days of the attack. After reaching his short-range objectives, he will generally stop his advance regardless of the situation, regroup his forces, reinforce them, and then renew the attack after a thorough preparation. At such moments he will be vulnerable, try to smash counter-attacks through flexible artillery fire, but frequently withdraw when he cannot smash the attack, and then renew the attack after the same kind of careful preparations.





Keitel acknowledged that the Allies would have excellent information based on aerial reconnaissance and espionage. He stressed that ‘although the enemy proceeds according to an exact general plan, his tactics, equipment and training will be adapted to local situations. We may expect surprises but no repetitions.’ In his view, ‘The strength of the enemy lies primarily in the air force, and secondly in the artillery. Without their support, the enemy infantrymen, although expert at close fighting, are inferior to ours.’ He referred to the air force capability for carpet bombing and to the excellent co-ordination between artillery and infantry, using the most modern communications. He also drew attention to the likelihood of airborne forces seizing important locations and to the possible use of chemical weapons.


Keitel’s recommended based on experience in Italy that ‘the best way of eliminating an enemy breakthrough is by means of an immediate counter-attack. Quick operations by small forces very often are more successful than later methodical operations by large units. Therefore the reserves must be distributed and dug in close behind the sectors.’ This is the rationale supporting Hitler’s determination to fight the invasion on the beaches.


At the beginning of 1944 Feldmarschall Erwin Rommel was appointed by Hitler to carry out a review of defences in the west. Experience fighting against the Allies in North Africa led him to believe that Allied air power made it impossible to manoeuvre in the open, and Allied naval artillery would make it impossible to dislodge an invader who had achieved a lodgement. In his view, an attacker could only be defeated on the shoreline. He envisaged a fortified coastal zone some 10km deep, containing reserves and supply installations, which was to be prepared against attacks from either the sea or landed by air.


Rommel’s ideas were in tune with Hitler’s. OB West was split and Rommel was given command of Army Group B, comprising the 7th and 15th Armies in France and Belgium and the LXXXVIII Army Corps in the Netherlands, the most likely invasion front. Rommel galvanised the defenders, and troops along the Atlantic Wall spent much of the first half of 1944 excavating field defences and erecting obstacles.


By spring 1944, German strength in the west reached sixty divisions, ten more than the most pessimistic assumption of the COSSAC planners. Although the Germans’ strongest forces were in the Pas-de-Calais area, the defences of Normandy were strengthened during the first half of 1944. Two divisions and a parachute regiment were deployed at the base of the Cotentin peninsular. The 21st Panzer Division was deployed to the Caen area and the 12th SS Panzer Division to the area between the Lower Seine and Orne River. The Germans also attempted to expedite the construction of concrete fortifications in Normandy, but air attacks on the railway network in May 1944 hampered the transfer of materials, leaving many fortifications incomplete.


The Germans had not resolved differences of opinion about how to use their armoured reserves by D-Day. Generalfeldmarschall Gerd Von Rundstedt the commander of OB West, and Geyr von Schweppenburg, the Inspector of Panzer Troops West, wanted to maintain a central mobile reserve trained for mobile operations. Rommel wanted all Panzer troops to be deployed along the coast. Hitler ordered a compromise. Of the nine Panzer divisions stationed in France and Belgium, three would be assigned to Army Group B and deployed near the coast. Two Panzer divisions were in southern France under command of Army Group G while the remaining four SS Panzer divisions would be held in OKW reserve only to be released on Hitler’s orders.


The German organisation looked better on an organisational chart than in practice. Rommel’s command was not fully under command of OB West. His influence with OKW frustrated the attempts to build up an artillery reserve as Rommel deployed all artillery in northern France close to the coast.


Eisenhower and Montgomery


In December 1943 Roosevelt announced that General Dwight D. Eisenhower would be the Supreme Commander for the cross-Channel assault. Brooke’s recommendation of Montgomery as the land commander was adopted, despite Eisenhower’s preference for Alexander. The British and Canadian troops that would eventually form the 21st Army Group under Montgomery’s command were those of Home Forces trained by General Paget.


Montgomery chose to take Major General M.E. Dennis DSO as MGRA for 21st Army Group. Dennis had impressed Montgomery as Corps Commander Royal Artillery (CCRA) 30th Corps at El Alamein and had served since then with the Eighth Army. General O.M. Lund, who had done so much to prepare the Royal Artillery, was appointed Director Royal Artillery.


Eisenhower was appointed commander of Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) in December 1943. SHAEF, based in Camp Griffiths, south-west London, included more than 1,200 military personnel and took over most COSSAC staff. Eisenhower brought US Major General Bedell Smith as his Chief of Staff and General F.E. Morgan accepted a demotion to become one of three Deputy Chiefs of Staff, where his diplomatic talents within SHAEF earned him praise and recognition by the USA. General Bernard Montgomery was named as head of the 21st Army Group, which commanded all the invasion ground forces, and was also given charge of developing the invasion plan. Eisenhower and Montgomery first saw the COSSAC plan on 31 December 1943 in Morocco. Independently, they immediately demanded that the scale of the initial invasion be expanded to prevent the invaders being restricted to a narrow beachhead, and to allow sufficient room to land follow-up formations. The need to acquire or produce extra landing craft for this expanded operation meant that the invasion had to be delayed from 1 May to 1 June 1944.


Following Eisenhower’s and Montgomery’s revision, Operation Overlord was expanded to land five divisions by sea and three by air. But largely the plan remained Morgan’s. In total, thirty-nine divisions would be committed to the Battle of Normandy: twelve British, three Canadian, one Polish, twenty-two American, and one Free French, totalling more than 2.5 million troops, with the land forces under Montgomery’s command exercised under Eisenhower.


On 7 April and 15 May, Montgomery presented his strategy for the invasion at St Paul’s School, Hammersmith. The objective for the first forty days was to create a lodgement that would include the cities of Caen and especially Cherbourg, with its deep-water port. Subsequently there would be a breakout from the lodgement to liberate Brittany and its Atlantic ports, and advance to a line roughly 125 miles (190km) to the south-west of Paris, from Le Havre through Le Mans to Tours, so that after ninety days the Allies would control a zone bounded by the rivers Loire in the south and Seine in the north-east. Montgomery envisaged the British and Canadian armies forming a shoulder pivoting on Caen, with the US armies wheeling around on the right. His logic was that the Germans would be drawn to the direct threat to Paris posed by the British and Canadian forces.


The Balance Before D-Day


The Allies had superiority in number of troops in Western Europe. By D-Day there would be more than 3 million Allied troops in Britain, of which nearly 1.75 million were British. There would be 1.5million US troops, 175,000 Dominion forces, mainly Canadian, and nearly 44,000 troops from other national contingents. The problem for the Allies, of course, was that all 3 million were starting on the wrong side of the Channel.


The Allies had a clear advantage at sea. The Allied armada would be nearly 7,000 vessels, the largest fleet ever assembled. This would include 1,200 fighting vessels of all kinds as well as 1,600 merchant ships and more than 4,000 assault craft. The Germans could muster fewer than 400 surface ships, and none larger than a destroyer. There were forty-nine U-boats available for anti-invasion duties.


The Allies had overwhelming numbers in the air. There were nearly 13,000 aircraft in the UK, including more than 4,000 bombers, 5,000 fighters and about 3,500 gliders. This compared to the 700 aircraft in Luftflotte 3, with another 1,000 or so fighters available within the air defences of Germany, of which only a proportion would be serviceable at any time.


The German armed forces strength in France and the Low Countries on 1 March 1944 totalled about 1.4 million men, of whom around 880,000 were in the field formations facing the Allies. This was about one fifth of the total German military strength. Many of the German divisions were in the process of forming, or absorbing new drafts to rebuild after being decimated in Russia.


Of the sixty German divisions in the west, twenty-five were ‘static’ units intended merely to defend a stretch of coastline. These divisions lacked logistic support but were well equipped with heavy weapons, including a high proportion of captured weapons. A further nine infantry divisions were equipped for mobile operations. The Wehrmacht was far less mechanised than the British or US armies and most infantry units relied on horse transport. The infantry divisions that had been based in France for some time had been repeatedly combed through for reinforcement drafts for the Eastern Front. Those that remained were left with a corps of NCOs ‘composed of elements which hoped to survive the war without having been under fire’. The intensive programme of construction work disrupted training. The newly raised 352nd Infantry Division defending Gold and Omaha Beaches had no more than three hours a day available for training.


The Germans had far fewer tanks than the Allies, although some were better armed and armoured. The most common German tank, the Pz IV, was roughly comparable to the Allies’ M4 Sherman, Cromwell, and Churchill, which could also defeat the majority of German assault and self-propelled (SP) anti-tank guns. The Pz V Panther had much thicker frontal armour and a higher-velocity 75mm gun than most British or US tanks. The Pz VI E Tiger mounted an 88mm gun and armour that rendered it impervious to the 75mm guns mounted in most Allied tanks. About one in four British tanks mounted a 17-pounder gun, which could readily knock out any German tank. These were supplemented by the anti-tank units of the RA, whose 6-pounder, 76mm and 17-pounder guns would share responsibility for the anti-tank battle.


Infantry weapons were not in themselves decisive, and were broadly comparable, except for the section-level machine gun. The Germans used the belt-fed MG34 or MG42 light machine gun as the focus of firepower at section level. This could provide a much higher rate of fire than the Bren gun used by the British. The Germans were also well supplied with 5cm, 8cm and 12cm mortars, comparable to British 2in, 3in and 4.2in mortars, and harder to locate than artillery.


However, the German artillery arm was weak. ‘The success of the Blitzkrieg blinded them to the necessity, and they never mustered the resources as they might have wished.’ Their artillery was seen by German commanders as ‘more backward than the infantry. Until D-Day, it had not realised fully the superiority of air observation, the importance of smoke and the necessity of anti-aircraft defence.’ This was despite some of the most senior roles in the German Army being taken by artillery officers. Most batteries relied on horses for transport. The Germans had captured large numbers of artillery pieces from the French and Russians and had taken over the arms factories in their conquered countries. Many of these weapons were used to equip the static troops defending the Atlantic Wall. While this boosted the number of weapons available, it created a logistical headache. The 7th Army was equipped with forty different artillery weapons in seventeen calibres from five different countries. This logistical confusion was exacerbated by the Germans’ transport problems. Much of the artillery used by the static divisions was immobile. Artillery ammunition was stored far from the coast in the French interior. There was a shortage of motorised tractors and rail communications were hampered by the damage to the French railway system.


The disagreement within the German High Command about how and where the defensive battle would be fought further undermined the effectiveness of German artillery. No contingency plans were made to fight the battle inland. Gun positions were neither marked nor surveyed, and there was a shortage of 1:25,000 maps for the Normandy area. Little consideration had been given to the artillery logistics for the armoured reserve formations that might be expected to support one of two infantry armies.


The one weapon system in which the Germans had a clear superiority was multiple rocket systems, the Nebelwerfer. These were capable of delivering a high volume of large-calibre shells in a short time, creating a shattering effect at the target and allowing the firing unit to complete its mission and depart before a counter-bombardment arrived. However, their ammunition supply was also constrained by the inefficiency of German logistics.


Despite the shrinking Reich, 1944 would be the peak year for producing most classes of weapons and ammunition, with production of artillery, tanks and aircraft double that of 1943. German hopes for victory were increasingly based on new technology. Hitler hoped that bombarding London with the V (Vergeltungswaffen, or retaliation) weapons would force a British surrender. The Germans also hoped that other new technologies, such as advanced U-boats and jet aircraft, would restore the balance at sea and in the air.


At a tactical level, the Germans seemed to be able to operate very efficiently. The British Army was painfully aware of the capability of the modest numbers of boldly led German troops to frustrate the best British efforts. The Germans considered that their doctrine, based on Auftagstaktik (Mission Command), and officer and NCO training, gave them a tactical advantage. Keitel’s advocacy of rapid counter-attacks illustrates their belief. One balancing factor on the Allied side was the RA command and control system. This provided an extra layer of communications one level below that provided by command radio nets, thus the forward observers linked via the RA Regimental net co-ordinated indirect fire at company level across a brigade.


Another senior artillery officer, General Sir Ronald Adam, played an important role in developing the Army that would fight in Normandy. Appointed Adjutant General in 1941, Adam was responsible for the Army’s human resources. He revolutionised recruitment practices and introduced scientific selection procedures to find the officers, NCOs and technicians that a modern army needed. Adam also recognised that soldiers needed to believe in the cause they were fighting for. The Second World War was an ideological war. Totalitarian values were opposed by the democratic principles documented in the Atlantic Charter and adopted by the United Nations, the wartime alliance. The educational programmes established by Adam made the political ideals of the United Nations relevant to individual soldiers and a mechanism for soldiers to participate in shaping post-war Britain. The ethos of the British Liberation Army of 1944 would not have the sense of betrayal recorded by their predecessors in 1918 of the promised but unrealised ‘Land Fit for Heroes’. Political ideals play a modest role in performance in battle, compared to unit leadership, immediate comradeship and unit ethos. However, success in battle would depend on individual soldiers drawing on some internal motivation to ‘do the right thing on a difficult day’. All of these intangible factors are within the domain of the Adjutant General. Horse Artilleryman Sir Ronald Adam should be credited with shaping the morale component of the British Liberation Army’s fighting power.


On D-Day the Allies planned to land 130,000 troops from five divisions by sea, and a further 25,000 by air in three airborne divisions. If the Allies could achieve their planned reinforcement rate they would reach 880,000 by the end of June and the figure would rise to thirty-seven divisions and 2.5 million men in ninety days, by the end of August 1944. These would face the sixty divisions in OB West, with around 880,000 German troops in fighting formations. The Germans could be expected to deploy troops from other fronts, if they could be spared. The Allies in Italy would launch a spring offensive that would culminate in the Liberation of Rome on 5 June. The Red Army was preparing a summer offensive that would demolish the German forces in western Russia.


The success of Overlord would depend on the effectiveness of Allied interdiction, the deception plan and the efficiency of their logistic plans, as well as on the results of combat. The credit for the success of Overlord has gone to the field commanders, Eisenhower and Montgomery. However, Morgan’s team had done much of the work. COSSAC had outlined a plan for Operation Overlord that was adopted by the Combined Chiefs. The planning staff reorganised to form the nucleus of a staff for the Supreme Commander in which the three services of two nations were fully represented and all imbued with a unity of purpose and working to common methods. It was the point of contact for other agencies to link up with Operation Overlord. Significant progress had been made towards the organisation of supply and communications and the design and production of special equipment, including the preparation of embarkation facilities in the UK, Artificial harbours and supplying fuel through pipes under the sea. Measures were developed for quartering, supply and movement, and for the co-ordination of aircraft and shipping. COSSAC was also responsible for the co-ordination of security; the land, air and sea reconnaissance related to Overlord; intelligence, camouflage and deception plans; meteorological organisations; measures to initiate activity by resistance movements in occupied countries in north-west Europe; and a civil affairs organisation for liberated countries. All of these were already well developed by the time that Dwight Eisenhower took charge as Supreme Commander. Eisenhower recognised the value of Morgan’s work in his account when he said that Morgan made Overlord possible.


Brooke’s contribution was even more important. As an influencer rather than a commander, he shaped Allied policy to ensure that D-Day took place at the time when the operation was practical, against an enemy weakened by the demands of the Italian theatre and when it could be accomplished without risking the loss of Britain’s main army. He was a key member of the Chief of Staffs committee, which provided coherent and consistent strategic direction, avoiding the muddle that bedevilled the Germans. Despite differences of opinion, the SHAEF command structure led to a unity of action and purpose rarely achieved by coalitions. Brooke ensured that the British Army would be led by commanders he trusted and fought in a way that made use of the service’s strengths.


Other Gunners contributed to the success of the liberation of Western Europe through service in Combined Operations as commandos and in the Maritime Artillery Regiment that endured the Atlantic campaign, without which Operation Overlord would not have been possible. As will be seen in the following chapters, the Royal Regiment played a major part in providing the physical and conceptual elements of the forces that overcame the German forces in Normandy.






2


The Men of the Gunners







If it moves – salute it! If it stands still – blanco it! If it is too heavy to lift – paint it!


– James Sims1





The story of the Gunners in Normandy is the story of the men who served the guns, and their collective story as batteries and regiments of the Royal Regiment. Artillery procedures and tactics were a product of their collective intellect. The equipment and weapons effectiveness would be a function of their training. Their performance under the pressures, fatigues and risks of war would be a function of their will and determination.


Unlike the soldiers of the modern British Army, only one in four soldiers of the British Liberation Army had volunteered. The remainder, conscripted by the National Service Act passed at the outbreak of war in 1939, were not Gunners by choice. Only men could serve in the Royal Artillery (RA), however, members of the female Auxiliary Territorial Service who served in the anti-aircraft regiments were regarded as gunners, but no female gunners served in north-west Europe until after the Normandy campaign ended. Although Britain was less culturally diverse than in the present day, there was a substantial Irish minority as well as smaller Asian and African populations. There was a significant Jewish population, and a number of German and Austrian émigrés. Some volunteers from the West Indies had travelled to Britain to serve in the forces, and an early casualty in his battery on D-Day was a black West Indian.2


For many, their expectations of war were coloured by the experiences of First World War veterans, for many Gunners, their fathers or uncles.3 One graduate NCO wrote: ‘I did not feel destined to be an infantryman. I had, however, heard graphic accounts of the artillery in the 1914–18 War and knew from reading many books that the artillery had been a decisive arm. So a Gunner I would be.’4 The Western Front was a common benchmark for many soldiers who would fight in Normandy, with the assumption that however bad their own experiences were, conditions must have been even worse on the Somme or at Ypres.


In 1944 the RA made up around 40 per cent of the British Army.5 At its peak strength, in late 1943, the RA consisted of 699,993 officers and men. This was a massive increase on its peacetime strength of around 30,000 Regulars. Eighteen soldiers in every 100 landed in Normandy would be Gunners.


Recruitment


A small minority of the Gunners in 1944 had been pre-war regular soldiers. Before the Second World War the RA was formed of volunteers, backed by a reserve of ex soldiers and a territorial force. Boys were trained as apprentice tradesmen, before mustering for man’s service. Three quarters of pre-war recruits were unskilled urban labourers.6 Despite universal primary school education, even in the late 1930s men were enlisted who could scarcely read or write.7 Pre-war soldiers would have been trained at the depot at Woolwich, south-east London, where recruits spent fourteen weeks of general and artillery training before being posted to units. Woolwich was also the home of the Military College of Science until it was moved to Shrivenham in Wiltshire early in the war. The college provided technical training for officers and soldiers.


Many of the Gunners in Normandy had joined a pre-war Territorial Army (TA) unit. TA officers and soldiers served without any fixed term. TA artillery regiments had a Regular Army adjutant, regimental sergeant major and a small number of senior NCOs as permanent staff. All pre-war training of TA recruits was a matter for the unit they joined, and mainly the responsibility of the unit’s Regular Army permanent staff. In March 1939 the TA was doubled in strength, requiring units to split and form a ‘daughter unit’. Thus, for example, 53rd (City of London) Medium Regiment formed the basis for 64th (City of London) Medium Regiment.


The National Service Act enacted on the declaration of war merged the Regular Army, TA, Reserves and Militia. All men between 18 and 41 were liable for conscription (the upper limit was subsequently raised to 51 but only a few up to 45 were called up). Conscripts were able to choose between the Army, Navy and Air Force. Selection for regiment or corps was in the hands of the Ministry for Labour, based on a superficial assessment of the individual, inadequate guidance on the needs of different parts of the army, and the individual’s preferences.


To cope with the large numbers mobilised, Corps Training Centres were established. These included training regiments for different gunner disciplines and specialists that carried out all the training required to turn a civilian into a trained soldier in that discipline. In 1942 the system was changed to reflect a more systematic and scientific approach to selection. While a man could still select his service, all Army recruits joined the new General Service Corps for six weeks in a Primary Training Unit for basic training and selection. During that time the recruit would be tested to establish his aptitude for particular military skills. This ensured a better distribution of manpower according to ability. By this time almost all recruits were 18 years old. The selection process also identified about 6 per cent of recruits as potentially suitable for officer training.


The majority of Gunners who served in Normandy will have passed through one of these recruit training organisations. In the British Army of 1944:




The first step in the training of the soldier is the inculcation of discipline. This is done through the medium of drill, physical training, mental training and the inculcation in the man of pride in his unit and himself. Physical training is also valuable for the development of physique and for the attainment of quickness in hand and eye. Mental training is directed towards teaching the soldier to think for himself and to act intelligently in the field when thrown on his own resources. To give the soldier the self-confidence which is essential, he must be highly skilled in the use of his arms and the equipment which he employs. He must be qualified to give his equipment proper care and maintenance and must realize the necessity for it. He must be so practised that he will instinctively use his weapons to the best advantage.8





The Recruit’s Experience




We spent four weeks in A Battery, chased from pillar to post by the sergeant and bombardier in charge of the squad. One of the objects seemed to be to make us forget that we had been civilians and to turn us into automatons ready to obey without question and to a certain extent they succeeded.9


– Richard Whitfield, 39th Signals Regiment RA


We lined up as a section and when it was your turn you’d be measured up and given your denims, your BD’s (battledress) and the rest of your stuff. The rest of your stuff was a considerable amount of equipment, most of which would require polishing at every opportunity. We were up at six o’clock every morning and the first thing you did was wash and shave, and it was cold … After that we’d get dressed and go for a run for a couple of miles – the whole section. I was lucky. I was a fit lad but some of the other lads really struggled and they’d have the bombardier shouting at them the whole way.


Saturday mornings were for kit inspection, an affair particularly hated by the men, who nonetheless prepared for it as though their lives depended on it, as the consequences of failure were too horrible to contemplate. Everything had to be ‘spick and span’, or you were for it! The bombardier would walk around the room with all of us standing to attention at the end of our beds, which had to be perfectly made, with all the blankets folded properly. Your uniform had to be pressed sharply and your belts, buttons, and buckles, had to be polished and ‘blancoed’. Even the soles of your boots had to be polished.


Anytime you misbehaved or messed up on the parade ground you’d end up doing something horrible. One time, I had to shovel coal from one corner of a room to the other, then sweep it out and shovel it all back again! The bombardiers were very callous, and I suppose they had to be. They’d look you in the eye and say ‘You might have broken your mother’s heart but you won’t break mine!’ To be fair when we were off duty in the pub or something they were alright.10


– Gunner Kaye, 86th Field Regiment





Once a soldier had passed through the basic training based around infantry weapons and skills, the Gunner needed to learn a trade appropriate to the role he would play in his unit. Artillery units needed a mix of soldiers capable of operating the artillery equipment, driving the unit’s vehicles and communicating with other units. Field and AA artillery also needed technical specialists to undertake the calculations needed to calculate firing data.


All units needed leaders as NCOs and officers, and mechanics to maintain equipment and vehicles. Until the formation of the REME in 1942, Gunners would also provide artificers and vehicle mechanics.


Denis Falvey describes how the officers of 64th Medium Regiment, a newly formed TA regiment, carried out their selection early in the war:




Most of the recruits had had an elementary school education and left school at 14 or 15, but there was a seasoning of former secondary or grammar schoolboys. There were some forty of these to be divided between the two batteries. The educated ones in my battery included a middle aged practising architect and a graduate, myself. The division of the remainder was not so simple. The bulk of the toughest men were to be gunners because a strong physique was essential for manhandling guns and ammunition. Some of the brightest and more literate were selected as signallers, drivers as drivers and mechanics as mechanics or artificers. These allocations were provisional and were modified in the light of experience.12





[image: illustration]


By early 1943 the artillery Corps Training Regiments trained soldiers in gunnery trade skills, with courses for anti-tank, field and medium gunners lasting eight weeks, signallers lasting eighteen weeks, and drivers lasting twelve weeks. At the end of 1942 four divisions were designated training divisions and the artillery regiments in them had responsibility for training men up to troop level for either new units or as reinforcements for regiments overseas.





Soldiers’ Clothing and Equipment



The Gunners of 1944 wore battledress comprising a pair of trousers and a shirt made of khaki-coloured woollen cloth. Underneath the soldier wore a long woollen vest and long johns, described as ‘the itchiest substance known to man’. Well suited for the British climate, but a little hot for midsummer in France.


Footwear was the ammunition boot. A leather soled ankle boot with between thirteen and twenty-five hobnails, depending on the year of manufacture. Durable for long marches, but less appropriate for silent movement, fighting in an AFV or prolonged submersion in water.


Gunners wore a general service cap or a beret when out of action and a steel helmet if within range of enemy guns. The ‘Cap, General Service’ was first introduced in late 1943. It was designed to replace the Field Service cap as modelled in TV’s Dad’s Army. The cap was not a beret. It was made from several pieces of drab cloth material to a design based on the Scottish Balmoral bonnet. First issues were made from the same gaberdine cloth as the old Field Service cap. No instructions were issued on how it should be worn, resulting in a wide variety of personal styling, docmented by Wallace Ber, some of which have lasted to the twenty-first century. The cartoon is from the memoirs of Wallace Beresford, A Salford Boy Goes to War.


Equipment was made of cloth webbing. This was practical and cost effective, but absorbed water when wet and became difficult to manipulate. Webbing included pouches at the front for ammunition, and an entrenching tool hung at the rear. A water bottle containing a pint was suspended from right hand side, and large and small packs could be hung off the webbing. Most gunners would operate from vehicles and heavy webbing would get in the way when servicing a gun or in a vehicle. Photographs of guns in action show the detachments with the minimum of clothing and equipment.


Although neither side used chemical weapons in the Second World War, there was a risk that they might do so. Soldiers carried respirators and gas-proofed capes which doubled as protection against droplets of mustard agent and protection for rain. In cold weather soldiers would wear a greatcoat. Sleeping bags were not issued to soldiers, who were expected to sleep under blankets, greatcoats and gas capes. Typical bedding might be a straw filled mattress sometimes referred to as a palliasse.





Officer Recruitment and Training


The pre-war Army recruited officers from graduates of the public schools, perceived to be imbued with the high standard of character that the service thought desirable.13 Officer selection was initially via a series of short interviews. From April 1942 volunteers from a wider range of social backgrounds attended a three-day War Office Selection Board that involved assessments, interviews and group command tasks instead of the previous system of short interviews.


Most pre-war regular artillery officers were trained at the Royal Military Academy Woolwich, while a few were commissioned directly from university. Newly commissioned regular officers attended a Young Officer’s course at the School of Artillery, Larkhill. Although a minority of those serving in Normandy, regular officers provided a disproportionate influence as the trainers of the expanding Army and its senior officers.


There were also a few thousand reserve TA officers, for whom their pre-war training had been inadequate. About a quarter of TA commanding officers were removed from command between 1939 and 1941, and Regular officers were posted to many TA units to provide a leavening of expertise.


Wartime Gunners officers will have been trained at one of the Officer Cadet Training Units (OCTU) formed to train potential officers in the skills they would need in field artillery as well as other basic skills. These courses lasted six months (or slightly less for anti-tank regiments). Cadets would have already received some training in training regiments. Some also underwent several weeks of pre-OCTU training.


From September 1943 no officer over the age of 43 would be appointed as a CO and no officer would be allowed to remain in command over the age of 50. By October 1942 the average age of officers promoted to lieutenant colonel in the RA had fallen to 42, a year older than their counterparts in the infantry and four years older than in the Royal Armoured Corps (RAC).14 Few of the Gunners who fought in Normandy had seen any operational service, and even fewer more recently than 1940. This made it more difficult to spot talented subordinates, or identify those who were incapable of commanding troops in battle.


Schools of Artillery and Ranges


Until the outbreak of war the School of Artillery was really only a school of gunnery; the school had a single wing – Gunnery Wing. During the war it expanded to teach artillery tactics, equipment and related subjects. A School of Survey was established at Catterick, as was a School of Super Heavy Artillery and a School of Mechanical Traction at Rhyl. Generally, the various schools, commanded by brigadiers, concentrated on training unit instructors, although they also ran conversion courses, particularly for armoured and infantry units converting to artillery. In overall command was the MGRA (Training), who was also the commander of all RA training establishments and groups in UK.
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1. Woolwich


2. Larkhill/West Down


3. Catterick


4. Rhyl


5. Blandford


6. Castle Toward (Combined Training Centre, Dunoon)


7. Okehampton


8. Otterburn/Redesdale


9. Sennybridge/Trawsfynydd


10. Lydd/Hythe


11. Foulness


12. Alfriston


13. Spaunton Moor


14. Harlech


15. Clacton


16. Weybourne/Stiffkey


UK Ranges and Establishments


The School of Artillery at Larkhill, which had been established in 1919, expanded during the war and was designed to have 590 officers and 700 other ranks under training at any one time. While individual training was the main activity, the school also conducted short test exercises for all regiments in the summer months. The school was also responsible for supervising all practice camps in the UK as well as training staffs of higher artillery HQs. AOP and RAF artillery reconnaissance (Arty/R) pilots were trained in the school’s Air Wing and in 1944 a Radar Branch was created to deal with the use of radar by field artillery.


Gunnery Staff officers and NCOs trained by the School of Artillery prepared training pamphlets, instructed at artillery schools and wrote formal reports on practice camps, having closely monitored and instructed the units. This system ensured that technical gunnery drills, processes and procedures were uniform throughout the army.


Artillery units needed artillery ranges to train observers and deployment areas to train the batteries. These included Westdown and Larkhill on Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire, Okehampton in Devon, Otterburn and Redesdale in Northumberland and Sennybridge and Trawsfynydd in Wales. Wartime legislation made it possible to fire in many other places, including areas in the Pennines, Yorkshire, Norfolk and the South Downs.


Anti-tank gunnery, being direct fire and needing a lot less space, was much simpler, although anti-tank ranges needed moving target facilities. Pre-war Lydd in Kent provided the main facility, but many were added during the war.


Fighting Spirit


The Army considered that ‘the final test of an army is its fighting spirit, which is its resolution to defeat the enemy. The fighting spirit of a formation or unit is founded on enthusiasm for the cause for which the soldier is fighting, and on the personality of its commander and his powers of leadership. From this foundation are developed those moral qualities in the troops themselves which are grouped under the term morale. In this respect regimental and corps traditions play an important part.15 Morale is intangible and hard to quantify beyond Napoleon’s assertion that morale is to physical as three is to one.16 One of the lessons of the early war years was the contrast between the will to win of the politically indoctrinated Germans and the lack of purpose of the western Allies. One ex-Gunner reflected, ‘Getting the English worked up enough to defend democracy was an uphill task, as the average soldier appeared to have only three basic interests: football, beer and crumpet.’17 The military authorities tried hard to dehumanise the Germans and thus make it easier to kill them, but they only had limited success.18 Soldiers of 1944 were educated to explain Britain’s war aims and inculcate enthusiasm for the cause. The Gunner historian of 3rd Division wrote:




The division was not fighting for some ideal, some hare-brained theory of racial supremacy, such as can inspire German divisions. The British are better at practice than theory, and the division fought well for no better reason than that the Germans had finally to be defeated at their own game of war: the alternative was to acknowledge them as masters of Europe if not the world.19





Regimental traditions were believed to be important for morale, reminding soldiers of the standards expected of a member of the regiment. Not all of these were written down. For example, although the guns are the colours of the Royal Regiment, and losing guns would be embarrassing, it would be far worse to let the infantry down when they needed support. The Royal Regiment’s motto of Ubique (everywhere), is a matter of historic interest. The priority drummed into Gunner officers to always know where they were was a matter of survival.


Communications was a part of every tactical manual and the training of every arm of service. The attitude and pride in ensuring that Gunners’ communications always worked ensured the lifeline between the infantry and armour and their fire support.20


The unit, whether it was a section, troops, battery or regiment, would have had a character of its own formed of the sum of the individuals and the interaction between them. Commanders left their own imprint and either worked with the existing character or tried to mould it to something new.


For many Gunners serving in Normandy the traditions of the Royal Regiment would have been alien. A significant proportion had been recruited into different corps and then been transferred either as individuals or as complete units into the Royal Artillery. Of the 160 RA regiments listed as participating in the Normandy campaign, thirty-eight of them had originally been raised as infantry or cavalry. Several of these, including the Ayrshire, Essex, Hertfordshire, Norfolk and Suffolk, and Northumberland Hussar Yeomanry, became Gunners in 1939–40, having been mobilised as horsed cavalry. These units had a well-developed sense of identity and ethos and retained their own cap badges. In 1942, twenty infantry battalions were converted to LAA regiments and nine to field and medium artillery. Appendix A on page 638 lists the units that fought in Normandy. Some of these retained a dual identity, such as the 92nd LAA Regiment (7th Loyal North Lancashire Regiment) and 181st Field Regiment (6th King’s Shropshire Light Infantry). Others appear to have been subsumed as part of the Gunners. Joining some of the units with strong identities and their own customs could be intimidating.21 Dennis Kaye was posted to the 86th (Hertfordshire Yeomanry) Field Regiment in March 1943 after six weeks’ training:




It was pretty obvious at the start that some officers didn’t want us around. You know we were just a bunch of Scots and Scousers: rough and ready and we were up against snobbery. It took a while before we felt a bit more accepted.22





However, Kaye and the other barely trained recruits must have been a poor replacement for the 120 trained soldiers given up by the Hertfordshire Yeomanry to form 191st Field Regiment a month earlier.


Yeomanry Artillery seem to have been recognised as retaining something of the dash and social status of the cavalry. Although only seventeen out of 160 Gunner units were ex-Yeomanry, they were disproportionately represented alongside the RHA in the armoured divisions and in direct support of independent armoured brigades.


The local nature of the Territorial Army could bind Gunner units and the supported arm. The 74th Field Regiment was recruited from the same area as 151st Brigade, which they supported. The men came from the same district, they had interests in common and in many cases knew one another in civilian life.23


Fewer than one quarter of the field and anti-tank artillery units that took part in the campaign had prior operational experience. Eighteen regiments had taken part in the 1940 campaign in France, four years earlier. One of these, 53rd Air Landing Regiment, had taken part in the defence of Wormhout, after which some of its soldiers had been massacred by the SS. A further eighteen units had been withdrawn from the Middle East with 30th Corps to provide a leavening of experience to the 21st Army Group. Only 5th RHA and 74th Field Regiment served in both the 1939–40 and Western Desert campaigns. The ex-Eighth Army units brought recent battlefield experience and techniques. Some also brought a tradition of informal dress and even their own signals procedures. Richmond Gorle, posted as the senior gunner staff officer to 7th Armoured Division, struggled to understand the local code words, ‘apples’ for artillery fire and ‘cigars’ for smoke.24 They also brought a sense of war weariness among some:




The initial joy at the news of going home was replaced by the sour reflection that preferential selection was being exercised for the next bout of slaughter in favour of those who had already experienced it. Very understandably this crystallised into such thoughts as ‘why should I be put at risk, when there are all those blighters at home who have never seen a shot fired in anger?’25





Training


In addition to ensuring that individuals have the individual skills, training involves the collective tuition of units and formations so that efficient co-operation is assured.26 For artillery units this was even more important as the unit formed part of a system for delivering concentrated fire that was only as effective as each component part.


Training followed a pattern based on training individuals and then exercising larger and larger components. Teamwork and pride in each level of command was encouraged by all manner of competition. Thus guns, command posts and observation parties would compete to be the fastest or most accurate and then there were competitions by sections (pairs of guns), troops, batteries and then regiments. Physical and mental fitness were encouraged by competitions in military and sporting activity.


There was a strongly competitive element to gunner training. Journalist turned RCA officer George Blackburn recorded with pride his regiment’s expertise in ‘crash actions’:




A troop rolling down the road ‘on wheels’ goes into a crash action the moment the Gun Position Officer (GPO) receives over the radio the map reference of an unseen target miles away with the order ‘Right ranging … Fire!’ To the GPO who has been assiduously following his map to ensure that he knows exactly where he is at any given moment, that message means: Get your guns deployed in the nearest field and put them on line to that target, using your map, your compass, the dial sight of your pivot gun and a local aiming point. Then give a range so the pivot gun can get off a ranging shot that will land on or near the target, which your troop commander can see and use to complete the ranging. Every troop in the regiment can routinely bring its guns into action and get off a ranging shot within three to five minutes of receiving such a target while travelling along the road. (Three minutes is assuming that there is no unusual delay because of the terrain.) This is no small feat when you consider that before drivers, gun sergeants (No. 1s) and gunners can engage in their teamwork of wheeling the guns into position and dropping their trails into position onto their gun platforms in position to receive the proper line (Compass bearing) and elevation (Range) from the GPO, he has to locate an open space in which to deploy the guns, with adequate ‘crest clearance’ (Muzzles not pointing at a line of trees or a bluff on the immediate front). Then he must find access to this position through the stone wall or hedge that is likely to be in the way, keeping an eye open for a culvert over the inevitable ditch that is adequate for the tonnage he will be leading over it. And all the while, he must constantly make sure he keeps himself oriented on the map so he can establish the position of his pivot gun within 25 yards.27





Exercise ‘Eagle’ was the last full-scale exercise for the 91st (A&SH) Anti-Tank Regiment:




Looking back it bore the closer resemblance to a battle than any other exercise I was ever on. The weather deteriorated until the mud on the cart tracks over the Wolds became impassable. There were long waits in traffic jams because a minefield which should have been gapped wasn’t, sudden spoiling attacks by the enemy which threw everyone into the most realistic flaps.28







How to Raise a Regiment: The 191st Field Regiment Becomes the Herts and Essex Yeomanry


[image: illustration]


The badge of the Herts and Essex Yeomanry, 191th Field Regiment, Royal Artillery.


The 191st Field Regiment was one of six formed in December 1942 and would be the most junior (highest numbered) to serve in Normandy. The order was given on 29 November 1942 to form the 191st Regiment (532nd, 533rd and 534th Field Batteries) at Hoveringham and Slingsby in Yorkshire with a target of six months to be ready to take its place as a trained regiment within the 42nd Armoured Division.


The core would be formed by taking a draft of one battery from each of the 86th (Hertfordshire Yeomanry) and the 147th (Essex Yeomanry) Field Regiments. The commander and nucleus of the 532nd Battery was provided by the 413rd Battery of the 147th Field Regiment, and the 533rd battery was formed from the 462nd Battery of the 86th Field Regiment. The third battery was formed from officers from both units.


Major J.R. Cochrane, a regular officer serving as 2IC of the 147th Field Regiment, was appointed as commanding officer. A handful of other key officers were appointed from each of these regiments and BQMS Brown, another regular, selected to be the regimental sergeant major (RSM). By 21 December the skeleton of the regiment was organised and officers, warrant officers and senior NCOs assigned to batteries. By the New Year the unit had accumulated twenty-three officers.


On 28 December 1942, a draft of 130 men from the 30th (Counter-attack) Battalion of the Wiltshire Regiment arrived and smaller drafts from various infantry regiments arrived in January. Some 230 men arrived from primary training with six weeks’ training and a further thirty with fourteen weeks’ training from the Field Training Regiment.


The CO had foreseen the risk of intense rivalries between soldiers of the different yeomanry regiments and encouraged those members of the regiment who started styling themselves the ‘Herts and Essex Yeomanry’. Of the 240 men bequeathed to the regiment none, other than the assistant instructors, were signallers and only two soldiers, other than the gun number ones, were trained to lay the guns. There was also a need to find seventy NCOs. A visit by a team of psychologists identified potential signallers and NCOs, resulting in some spectacular promotions, including several gun number ones and a troop sergeant major.


Eighty potential signallers were trained to provide telephone and radio communications. Courses were run to train the technical specialists in each troop who calculated the firing data for the guns and a team of surveyors able to determine the location and orientation of the guns.


During January 1943, the new gunners practised gun drill on obsolete 18- and 25-pounders. On 1 February, twelve guns had appeared and the regiment undertook its first firing practice on Spaunton Moor. These were at targets that could be seen from the guns themselves, so the gunners could see the whole process. At this time there was no pressure placed on any of the soldiers learning their trades. Those attending signals and technical courses were excused drills and guards and transport provided for recreational visits to nearby towns at weekends.


Among the intake from the infantry there were a number of men who had experience as NCOs, but had been made to relinquish their rank, at least temporarily. In mid-February the records of each man were reviewed and most of these men were allowed to resume their paid ranks on completion of a refresher course. On 14 February, fourteen NCOs were sent to the Irish Guards Depot, while a further thirty-eight gathered for a two-week NCO cadre under the RSM and a battery sergeant major (BSM).


By the second week of February, the regiment had its complement of twenty-four guns and by the end of the month thirty-three gunners had passed the laying tests, providing enough trained gunners to fire the guns. During the same period technical gunnery experts paid a visit, putting the number ones through their paces. The guns then spent a day firing on an anti-tank range. At this point the CO introduced a competitive element to training, with side bets to be settled in the mess bar. F troop secured victory with 30 per cent hits.


On 20 February, the officers started using a puff rang to practise the drills for calling down fire. This was a cloth model of a landscape marked out underneath with a grid. A cigarette-smoking technician would listen to the orders, calculate where the round would land and then blow smoke up through the cloth at the point of impact.


On 21 February, the day after the first batch of signallers returned from their wireless course, the regiment returned to Spaunton Moor Range for a shoot, a baptism for eight subalterns newly posted to the regiment from OTCU. Apart from supervising their men, these officers then started a programme of cloth model exercises, lectures on the role of artillery in an armoured division.


In March the unit was transferred with the rest of the 42nd Armoured Division to Southern Command. In preparation for the move, an indoor exercise was held for the regiment to understand the problems of march discipline. The unit then practised a road movement exercise through the Yorkshire Wolds ending in a night leaguer, followed by the unit’s first experience of cooking in the field. On 23 and 25 March the unit carried out two more days firing battery rather than troop shoots.


The regiment moved to Trowbridge in Wiltshire, with the main body travelling with the guns and vehicles on 28 March and the remainder travelling by rail the following day. After 100 days the regiment had an average of four layers for each gun. It had a contingent of signallers who were starting to work well together, but well short of the numbers in the establishment. It had a strong corps of technicians, thirty-six against an establishment of thirty-three. However, nearly all of them were well qualified to be officers and a large number had applied for commissions, of which a number would be successful.


The existing barracks at Trowbridge was too small for a regiment. Each battery occupied a spider – a wooden office bungalow surrounded by living huts. The regiment was still short of wheeled vehicles and radio sets. During the first few weeks at Trowbridge the CO introduced a regimental flag and a miniature emblem to be worn on the battlefield blouse. This was based on the combined the devices of the yeomanry of Hertfordshire and Essex on an emerald green field.


The regiment continued its work-up training, with battery shoots on Westdown ranges on Salisbury plain. The CO was sufficiently impressed with the instructors in gunnery appointed by the School of Artillery to entice them to join the regiment.


Training became more complex and competitive. Each battery was then tasked with setting a training scheme for the other two. This was an exercise to train the batteries in organising collective training. By 10 May the regiment had been joined by twenty-four Royal Signals signallers to man the rear link, the communications upwards to divisional headquarters. New wireless sets had arrived, as had gun tractors.


From 11 May, the 191st Field regiment spent a week at Oakhampton Ranges firing regimental shoots, all batteries firing together, at the end of which battery training was declared to be completed.


Up to this the moment, 191st Field Regiment had not undertaken any training with any other organisations. This changed over the next six weeks. During the second half of May the regiment participated in Exercise Columbus, a concentration by the 42th Armoured Division in the Portsmouth area intended to create the impression of troops massing to invade France, as a deception for the forthcoming invasion of Sicily.


In the middle of June, the regiment took part in Exercise Macra, this was a formation exercise in which the units of the 42nd Armoured Division fought an imaginary battle with south-west England and south Wales representing Italy. This exercise started on Salisbury Plain, where the guns went into action alongside the guns of 147th Field Regiment, the other regiment in the division. There was keen competition for the prestige task of ranging on divisional targets. The seat of the war moved to Sennybridge in Wales and ended on 18 June with an anti-tank shoot after which the enemy was driven into the Irish Sea. The Regiment had been in existence for six months and could now be regarded as ready for operations. This was celebrated by a visit by Sir Francis Whitmore, Lord Lieutenant of Essex, who had commanded the Essex Yeomanry in battle at Monchy-le-Preux in 1917.


This account illustrates how a collection of men and equipment were turned into organisations that were not merely trained to use their weapons but also developed a collective team spirit and character. That character stretched to the families of the men who served in the regiment. The wives and mothers of the regiment formed a committee called the Bridge Committee to keep each other informed about the events and to look after the families of casualties. The 191st Field regiment was very short-lived and disbanded early in 1945. It says something about the character that the 191st developed that its members cared enough about this experience to form an old comrades association twenty years later and write a regimental history.





Maintaining Morale


Britain in the 1940s was a generally law-abiding society, and its Army renowned for its discipline. However, there was also an unofficial culture of using one’s initiative to overcome petty bureaucracy, irksome rules and other tiresome obstacles. Theft was endemic, in particular with respect to public property. In a military culture of inspections and fines for losses, unofficial additional ‘buckshee’ equipment was valuable, and one unofficial core value was not to get caught. Army Training Notes, circulated to all officers, drew attention to the additional costs of shipping and manufacturing the extra kit held as ‘buckshee’, and reproduced an anecdote of a vehicle left unattended in North Africa for an hour, during which time it had lost its lights, radio aerials and windscreen wipers. RA Notes advised units never to leave tools on vehicles being shipped overseas: ‘The British docker is still rifling vehicles and kits, and this is the only way to ensure the safety of tools.’


This was an army of smokers. Cigarettes were part of the rations, and the currency that Montgomery famously distributed in the field. Recreational drugs were rare in wartime UK; however, troops were offered amphetamines to combat fatigue. The officers of the 7th Medium Regiment were asked to try these on a Diggin exercise, in May 1944. ‘These proved very effective over a period of several hours, after which the accumulated weariness that was felt was most unpleasant.’29


One of the biggest problems was keeping everyone busy when not training. This was an army based in its home country, and in many cases billeted among civilians. Apart from the essential routine maintenance of equipment and vehicles, and inspections, there were church parades, escort duties, pay parades, rifle drills and guard mounting and dismounting.


The Army prized sport as a way to promote fitness and team spirit, as well as to keep soldiers busy. Organised sports such as paper chases, cross-country, football, hockey, rugby, cricket and boxing; as inter-troop, battery or regimental competitions or ad hoc matches played against other units. Some units took their performance very seriously. Bombardier Peter Baldwin, of the 110th LAA Regiment, had a trial for the 1939 First Division Football champions Charlton Athletic: ‘The letter from (Manager) Jimmy Seed was the best thing I had in the army. I never did a cook-house duty, but was always playing football.’30


While based in the UK Home Forces, light relief might be drinking beer or meeting women in the local pub or at a dance.




One popular recreation was the barrack room ‘Booze up’ in which free-flowing beer was invariably accompanied by … songs and odes which became progressively less subtle and crudely bawdy as the beer flowed … The officers were more physical and limb crunching with mess games nights. The test of resilience was to be ‘bright eyed and bushy-tailed’ on parade in the morning.31
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Artillery Equipment and Organisations







There is very little wrong with any of our equipment. We could do with a more versatile tractor F.A. (The USA six-wheel-drive open lorry would be ideal) and a flick frequency on all artillery wireless sets is most desirable.


– Brigadier H.J. Parham, May 19431





The British Army used the following classifications for artillery: mountain, field, anti-tank, medium, heavy, super heavy, coastal and anti-aircraft. Of these, all but coastal, mountain and super heavy artillery were deployed in the Normandy campaign. A proportion of field, anti-tank and light anti-aircraft artillery formed the divisional artillery, while the remainder was held under higher command as a reserve, with army field, medium and heavy regiments organised into Army Groups Royal Artillery and anti-aircraft regiments into the AA brigades.


Field Artillery


Ammunition is the weapon of the artillery. Guns are merely the delivery means. Everything other than field artillery activity is directed to delivering the ammunition to the target. The high-explosive (HE) shell was seen as the most useful type for inflicting casualties and damage. The physical effects from this ordnance are caused by shell fragments, blast and flash, in descending order of significance: Fragments or ‘splinters’ from the shell casing when it is shattered by the shockwave created by the detonating explosive filling are often erroneously called shrapnel. These fragments rely on kinetic energy for their effect. Blast is the pressure wave created by the expanding gases released from the fractured shell casing. It causes overpressure, which in turn causes damage. Blast can be significant with very large-calibre shells, and with all shells if they detonate in a confined space or very close to a vulnerable hard target. Flash from the heated gases may cause flammable materials to catch fire.


Shells could be burst in the air by a time fuse, on the ground by an impact fuse, or with a slight delay using a graze fuse. The metal fragments produced by a Second World War HE shell bursting had a velocity between about 4,500 and 9,000ft per second. The fragmentation of HE shells and fragment velocity varies depending on the amount and type of explosive, the design of the shell body and type of steel. Key parameters are the ratio of explosive weight to shell body weight and the ratio of internal diameter (i.e. explosive content) to shell wall thickness.2 Most British field artillery shells used standard engineering steel, ‘19-ton’ yield strength, which was cheaper than high-strength steel. However, it also meant that shell walls had to be thicker to survive firing stresses (assuming similar safety margins), which left less volume for explosive filling.


A fragment of ⅛oz or more has a 50 per cent probability of being lethal at 200ft from the point of burst (providing it hits in the area of a vital organ). Of course, actual fragment sizes vary quite a lot. By 1941 British research determined that the best size for an anti-personnel splinter was under 1/25oz (i.e. about 1g).


Shell fragments had physical effects. They could kill or wound enemy personnel; the lethal effects of artillery, and destroy or damage enemy equipment; the material effects of artillery. These led to psychological effects. Fear of lethal and material effects will prevent enemy movement and observation, and in cases of greater effect will prevent the effective use of enemy weapons, which can be neutralised for the duration of the bombardment. If the bombardment is severe enough there can be a ‘morale’ effect in addition to neutralisation; a lack of will to resist continuing for some time after the end of the bombardment.


British researchers put much effort into investigating and quantifying the physical effects of artillery fire by D-Day. However, the psychological effects were a more challenging problem and would not be addressed scientifically before the invasion. Planning assumptions for D-Day were pragmatically based on the concentration of artillery fire for El Alamein as a model for a successful barrage.3 The Gunners went into the cross-Channel assault with a scientific basis for the physical effects of artillery fire, but with much less understanding of what it would take to neutralise the enemy during a bombardment and for how long there might be an effect on morale.


Bursting shells could also include white phosphorous for an instant, poisonous, burning smokescreen, or red, yellow or, less effectively, green colouring as markers or chemical agents.


A minority of projectiles were carrier shells, which ejected their contents over the target from the base of the shell using a time fuse. These included base-ejecting smoke canisters, parachute flares to illuminate the ground at night or propaganda leaflets.


All shells needed a fuse to initiate them. There were two categories of fuse: percussion and time. Percussion fuses, as the name suggests, functioned by striking an object. Percussion fuses were subdivided further into direct action fuses, which functioned by contact with a solid object compressing the nose of the fuse, or graze action, which functioned by the rapid deceleration of the projectile. Graze action took longer to act than direct action, but resulted in fewer unexploded shell ‘blinds’. Some graze fuses had a delay setting that retarded the action further. A delay could be desirable if trying to collapse trenches or dugouts, penetrate buildings, or at a flat and low trajectory on hard ground, create an airburst effect from ricochets.


Time fuses, as the name suggests, actioned after a predetermined time. Two types of time fuse were used in the Normandy campaign. Combustion fuses used a gunpowder train within the fuse. Most UK mechanical time (MT) fuses used a clockwork mechanism, but some used a centrifugal movement to force balls around a channel. US fuses used centrifugal movement to drive gears. Mechanical time fuses were more accurate and could be set for a longer duration, but were more difficult and expensive to produce. Production of time fuses had lapsed after shrapnel was discontinued as an amminition in 1935. It took until the latter half of 1943 for supply to be satisfactory.4


The two principal field artillery equipments – i.e. guns – used in Normandy were the 25-pounder, the workhorse of the divisional artilleries, and the 5.5in, the workhorse of the Army Groups Royal Artillery (AGRA). Others were:


– The 75mm (US) pack howitzer, used by the Airborne Artillery on account of its lightness and manoeuvrability.


– 4.5in gun. This equipped some medium batteries for counter-battery work on account of its range.


– 155mm (US Long Tom – 6in), designated heavy artillery and used primarily for counter-battery work.


– 7.2in (Mk 6 on US M1 carriage), used for heavy bombardment.


– 7.2in on a box trail carriage, used for heavy bombardment.


– 25-pounder Sexton SP gun (on a Canadian Ram tank chassis and often known as the Ram), used by the regiments supporting the armoured brigades. The 4th RHA supporting the 4th Armoured Brigade did not convert to the Sexton until 29 August 44.


– 105mm (US) M7 Priest SP gun (on a US M3 tank chassis), used by 3rd Division and 3rd Canadian Division Artillery and 19th Canadian Field Regiment. The Priest was replaced by the towed 25-pounder at the end of July and beginning of August, on account of the difficulty of supplying relatively small quantities of 105mm ammunition to the British. The Canadian carriages were then converted to armoured personnel carriers, known as ‘unfrocked Priests’.


– The 3.7in HAA gun was used extensively in the field artillery role. It outranged the 5.5in medium gun and a useful HE round and mechanical time fuse.
Gun capabilities were as follows:


[image: illustration]


German capabilities for comparison:
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The 25-pounder howitzer on Carriage 25-pounder Mark 1 fired a 25lb shell 13,400 with a modest 7 per cent, by weight, HE filling. It used four incremental charges (Charges 1–3 and Super) to deliver fire with a probable margin of error of 35–40 yards out at maximum range. This equipment was towed by a quad, a four-wheel-drive field artillery tractor (FAT) built by Morris, Ford or Chevrolet, with a limber. This unarmoured vehicle was based on a similar chassis to the Morris 15cwt and its engine developed comparable power (85bhp/52Kw) to a Land Rover series 3 or Defender 110. It was underpowered as a gun tractor, but this was rarely a limitation in the Normandy campaign.


The 25-pounder was mounted on the chassis of the Ram tank, a Canadian-built version of the M3 tank. This was known as the Sexton or Ram. It had similar ballistic capabilities to the 25-pounder. The Sexton was quicker into action than the towed 25-pounder and provided protection against splinters from ground bursts. The Sexton had 40 degrees of traverse, 25 left and 15 degrees right. The vehicle would need to track left or right to meet larger switches of target. By comparison, the trail of the towed equipment could be picked up and traversed on its turntable to any direction.


The 105mm M7 was US SP equipment based on the M3 chassis used by seven field regiments of the assault divisions.


The 5.5in Medium Gun was the standard medium artillery piece. It was one of the two British medium guns of the Second World War, which both used the same carriage (the other was the 4.5in gun). Initially it had a 100lb shell but later in the war an 80lb shell was introduced and this eventually replaced the 100lb. It was towed by the Matador 4 × 4 medium artillery tractor.


The US 155mm gun was adopted as there was no British gun with a comparable range.


The 7.2in gun was the First World War-vintage 8in howitzer relined with a 7.2in lining giving greater range. Its recoil system included large scotches, or wedges, behind the wheels and smaller ones in front. These were essential when firing charge 4. The howitzer would recoil up the scotch, the weight of the piece returning it to the firing position. The heavy guns were towed by a Scammell or Mack tractor.


Artillery command posts tended to be based on the 15cwt vehicles, and deployed into a dugout. The GPOs of the SP batteries were equipped with Sherman tanks.


Observation Post (OP) parties needed armoured vehicles for tactical movement in forward areas, and to carry the heavy radios of the time and charge batteries. The Armoured Artillery OP vehicle for towed artillery units was the scout or Universal Carrier. This provided the OP party with some protection from small arms and shell splinters. The OP parties of SP artillery units supporting armoured regiments were equipped with OP tanks. These were often Sherman or Cromwell tanks, often with the main armament removed and replaced with a map table and a dummy gun fitted. Armoured brigades held a reserve of these to be issued to other artillery units when needed. The US-built White Scout Car was used as a Battery Commander (BC’s) vehicle in some units. This four-wheeled, open-topped APC had limited cross-country performance but did provide some protection from shell splinters. Neither the White Scout Car nor the Universal Carrier offered any protection for the occupants from a mine explosion. It was common for carrier drivers to put sandbags on the floor of their compartment.


In 1938 the Army carried out a series of major reorganisations on the very eve of war. The Royal Artillery was given responsibility for formation (brigade and divisional) level anti-tank defence, which involved the conversion of several regular field brigades as well as a number of Yeomanry regiments and TA infantry battalions to the anti-tank role. At the same time, recognising the air threat, there was a substantial increase in the number of anti-aircraft units and a wholesale conversion of TA infantry battalions to anti-aircraft regiments.


The main change affected what were known at the time as field brigades. The four six-gun batteries in each field brigade were linked in pairs to create two twelve-gun batteries. These batteries were divided into three four-gun troops each occupying a separate position, controlled by a central command post. A number of posts in each battery were saved, which were redeployed at brigade headquarters to provide, for the first time, a second-in-command and quartermaster. Each troop was commanded by a captain, who became a specialist forward observation officer (FOO). The four-gun troop was regarded as being an effective fire unit, and the other troops in the battery would compensate for any shortfall in weight of fire.


Thus the brigade ceased to be a group of batteries under tactical control of a brigade headquarters, and became a fully integrated administrative unit. To emphasise this change, the title of the brigade was changed to regiment and the Roman numerals were replaced with Arabic numbers.5 The linked batteries retained the letters or numbers of both batteries: thus in 1st RHA A, B, E and O Batteries RHA linked as A/E and B/O Batteries, and in the 7th Field Regiment, the 9th, 16th, 17th and 43rd Batteries linked as the 9th/17th and 16th/43rd Batteries. The doubling of the TA, which took place at the same time, involved the creation of new regiments but not new batteries, thus the 86th (East Anglian (Hertfordshire Yeomanry)) Field Regiment, with the 341st, 342nd, 343rd and 344th Batteries, formed a second-line regiment, the 135th Field Regiment, 341st and 342nd Batteries remaining with the 86th Field Regiment and 343rd and 344th Batteries going to 135th Field Regiment.


The new organisation had a number of innovative features that were to endure, especially the establishment of a second-in-command and permanent FOOs, but it had many that were just unworkable: the new twelve-gun battery was too big for the BC to control effectively and two batteries did not easily support the three battalions in a brigade without constant regrouping.


In 1941, based on experience in France and the Western Desert, there was a further, simple, reorganisation, from two twelve-gun batteries into three eight-gun batteries each of two troops of four guns. This enabled the field regiment to provide a permanent affiliation of a battery to each battalion in the brigade, and control of a two-troop battery was much more manageable than three. The senior batteries were delinked and the junior remained linked, or relinked, thus the 7th Field Regiment reorganised as the 9th, 16th and 17th/43rd Batteries. In the TA and war-formed units a new third battery was created with a number far higher than the other two. Thus the 94th Field Regiment had 218th, 224th and 468th Batteries. Each troop of four guns was regarded as a fire unit, a mini-battery with its own gun position and command post. The fire of the troops was usually combined in a battery mission, but could engage two targets simultaneously with a viable weight of fire, and dispersion lessened the effect of counter-battery fire.


The medium and heavy regiments were also affected by this reorganisation, but as they only had four guns per battery, their four batteries formed two new eight-gun batteries and needed no further reorganisation; the medium regiments continued to have two eight-gun batteries throughout the war; some medium regiments had a mix of one 5.5in and one 4.5in gun battery. The heavy regiments stayed with four-gun batteries and, in Normandy, had a mix of two US 155mm and two 7.2in gun batteries.


The other development that affected artillery tactics was the introduction of combat net radio. Although radios had been developed in the First World War, they were large and unwieldy and not suitable for battlefield use at the tactical level; communication was almost exclusively by telephone, which involved miles of cable being paid out by FOOs in an attack, which was prone to being cut by shellfire. Communications during an attack were not, therefore, reliable and the Army came to rely on formal attacks with timed artillery programmes that set the pace for the infantry advance. The development of effective tactical radios during the interwar period solved the problem of communications; allowing an FOO to communicate with the guns with a much greater certainty of maintaining his link, while fire plans could be created and adjusted far more quickly and effectively than with a cable line. Equally importantly, the FOO, and indeed the infantry or armour, could communicate with any battery or regiment if he had its frequency, and the distribution of the frequencies among the artillery units allocated to an operation was an essential preliminary to the artillery plan. It should be noted, though, that radios were still heavy and cumbersome, prone to atmospheric disruption and technical failure, and interception by the enemy; line was still laid as soon as possible and always in static positions. However, the benefits of effective radio links were so self-evident that the philosophy soon developed that the radios must be made to work regardless of difficulty and Royal Artillery signals were to set a standard for the rest of the Army.


The combination of the new organisation and the introduction of a practical combat net radio set the conditions in which the artillery was honed into an immensely powerful and flexible weapon that from 1943 onwards dominated the battlefield, much as it had done in the First World War. The long-established practice that the artillery commander at every level deployed with the infantry or armoured units they supported to make sure the fire hit the target where and when it was required while the responsibility for firing the guns was delegated to subordinates was confirmed, a practice that gave the infantry and armour great confidence that their Gunners would do as they were asked. Large numbers of guns could be concentrated at a moment’s notice on any target within range:




Across the front and in intimate contact with the fighting troops was a row of OP officers, those with the armour riding in their own tanks. With each regiment or battalion commander was his BC, with the brigade commanders were the COs of their support regiments, and with the divisional commander, who was usually well forward somewhere near the point of main effort, was the CRA. Rather behind the row of observation posts were OPs from the medium batteries on commanding ground striving to look deeper into enemy territory, while above floated the little Austers, looking deeper still for the tell-tale flashes of guns or the dust of movement. The whole was linked together by an intricate network of radio. It proved a remarkably responsive and flexible weapon. It could be used not only for divisional targets but for the passage of information, for quick fire planning, for altering fire plans and for adjusting the artillery response to every shift in the course of the battle.6





The eminent Gunners historian Brigadier Shelford Bidwell could have added that the Germans, or indeed any other nation, had nothing like it.


By 1945 the Royal Artillery had expanded enormously again and had an even wider range of specialisations. More than a million men were serving in it in more than 800 lieutenant colonels’ commands in upwards of a dozen branches. Once again, artillery had become the dominant arm on the battlefield.


Divisional Artillery


Each infantry division was supported by its divisional artillery of three 25-pounder field regiments, effectively its fourth brigade. Each field regiment supported a brigade and each battery a battalion. Support, in this case, meant that the BC and his FOOs lived and worked with the infantry battalion, and the commanding officer with the infantry brigade headquarters, while their deputies, the regimental second-in-commands, battery captains, and gun position officers, exercised detailed command of the gun positions. The fire of the guns was available to the battalion and brigade if not required on higher-priority targets elsewhere, as directed by the GOC of the division and his Commander Royal Artillery, whose headquarters was an integral branch of the divisional headquarters. When necessary, its fire could be concentrated on a single target – Uncle target – and moved around the battlefield to consecutive targets like a seventy-two-gun battery. Within the division the guns of units out of contact would be available to those in contact, and outside it, guns of second echelon and reserve divisions would be available to the assault divisions, thereby substantially increasing the firepower available to them. The armoured divisions had two brigades, one armoured and one infantry, and therefore had only two field regiments, one SP supporting the armoured brigade and one towed supporting the infantry brigade. The independent tank and armoured brigades would be allocated a field regiment in support, usually provided by Army troops artillery, but this was not a fixed establishment.


Army Group Royal Artillary


The medium and heavy artillery were grouped in Army Groups Royal Artillery (AGRA), effectively an artillery brigade, established on the basis of one per corps and one per army. Artillery for the AGRA was established on the basis of one field, medium and heavy regiment per corps and a medium regiment per division. The AGRAs had no fixed establishment, but normally consisted of one field regiment (25-pounders), four medium regiments (5.5in) and one heavy regiment (two batteries of 155mm and two of 7.2in). AGRAs were an Army resource and although normally affiliated to a corps, would be moved around the front to support specific operations regardless of normal affiliation. Regiments were regrouped between AGRAs if the situation required it. One battery in each of the 7th and 64th medium regiments were equipped with 4.5in guns, with a longer range than the 5.5in gun. Within a corps, the field regiment was often placed under command of a divisional artillery, allocated to a tank or armoured brigade or loaned to another corps. The medium regiments were often affiliated to a division and provided it with additional FOOs for special tasks. Later in the campaign, a heavy Anti-Aircraft (HAA) regiment in the ground role was grouped with an AGRA.


Corps Artillery


The Commander Corps Royal Artillery, a senior brigadier, would command the artillery allocated to his corps: the divisional artilleries, the AGRAs and his own corps artillery: an anti-tank regiment, a LAA regiment and a survey regiment.


Survey


The ability to concentrate guns rapidly onto a single target required two essential prerequisites: that they should all be on the same grid network, and that they should all be able to correct for the weather – meteorology. To achieve this all corps had a survey regiment whose surveyors provided a fixed network of bearing pickets from which the batteries could quickly take ‘theatre grid’, and meteorologists who provided a six-hourly meteorology telegram from which the batteries could apply the current correction for met to their firing data. Together with periodic calibration, the artillery improved their ability to hit the target with the first round.


Target Acquisition


Survey regiments also had flash-spotting and sound-ranging troops to locate enemy batteries. Both techniques had evolved during the First World War and proved remarkably effective in locating enemy (hostile) batteries. They were part of the survey regiment as they both required accurate survey to achieve their effect. Flash-spotting sections gathered their target information by the simultaneous observation, from dispersed locations, of the flash of enemy guns firing – reaction of the bearings to flashes soon produced their location. Sound ranging used a line of microphones to detect the sound of enemy guns firing and measured the difference in time of the arrival of the sound between pairs of microphones: these time differences produced a bearing that, through resection, would give an accurate location of the hostile battery. Later in the war, radar was added to the target acquisition capability. The Germans made great use of mortars and countering the mortar threat became a major preoccupation of the Army in north-west Europe, involving elaborate networks of OPs, four-pen recorder, sound-ranging recorders and later radars.


Auster Aircraft


The RA pilots of the RAF Air Observation Squadrons flew Auster Mk IV Aircraft in Normandy. This aircraft had a high wing to give good downward visibility, a low stalling speed, the ability to use unprepared grass landing strips and land and take off in 250 yards.


The wireless set No. 22 was fitted to AOPs. Throat microphones were used and communication between the pilot and observer could also be provided. There was a squadron for each corps and army.


Naval Gunfire


The Normandy invasion was supported by naval gunfire from the ships of the Royal Navy. The special requirements of amphibious operations and the characteristics of naval guns, especially their flat trajectory, made the control of naval gunfire a specialist task, which was carried out by specially trained Combined Operations Bombardment Units (COBU). In principle, one COBU supported a corps, the unit CO being the Chief Bombardment Liaison Officer with the commander of the naval task force and each troop supporting an assault division, the troop commander being the Senior Bombardment Liaison Officer with the naval force, assisted by a Staff Officer Bombardment at divisional headquarters. The observers were Forward Observers Bombardment (FOB), each in direct communication with their allocated ship and the Bombardment Liaison Officer (BLO) on board as the ship’s captain’s military advisor; there were seven of each in a troop. A destroyer was the equivalent of a field regiment and a cruiser the equivalent of a medium regiment. There was no comparison for a monitor or battleship. The FOB brought a powerful weapon to the battlefield, which the enemy particularly hated.


German Field Artillery


German Field Artillery was equipped with good modern equipment by contemporary standards. The 10.5cm leFH 18 and its variants was the standard light divisional artillery equipment. It fired a projectile 50 per cent heavier than the 25-pounder. The standard divisional heavy howitzer, the 15cm sFH 18, fired a 43.5kg (96lb), comparable to the 5.5in gun, but with a maximum range 3km less than the 5.5. The 17cm Kanone 18 was the German corps-level heavy artillery. This fired its 68kg (150lb) projectile to 29.6km, comfortably outranging any British artillery equipment. One limitation of German artillery was that it was designed for horse traction and was less mobile than British or American equivalent.


A significant proportion of equipment in Normandy was the Beute, or ‘booty’, from across Europe. These varied in performance and characteristics. The French Canon de 155 Grande Puissance Filloux (GPF) mle 1917 equipped several heavy and coastal artillery units as the 15.5cm K 418(f). This had a useful range of 19.2km and was sufficiently effective that the US-built version of the same equipment mounted on the M12 Gun Motor Carriage was the first medium artillery to be landed on the British beaches. By contrast, Italian medium guns were described by the Germans as firing sufficiently badly that the army commander recommended disbanding the unit after firing its limited stock of ammunition.7


Each German division was supported by an artillery regiment, comprised of four Abteilungen or battalions each of three batteries of four guns. In addition each infantry regiment had an infantry gun company of six guns. Three battalions were of light, 105mm howitzers and one of 150mm heavy howitzers.


By comparison with British formations, the Germans had far fewer observation and liaison teams. A German division was supported by a regiment with four battalion commanders and sixteen BCs, and liaison/observation parties. A British infantry division included a total of seventy-two guns organised into three regiments, nine batteries and eighteen troops, giving twenty-seven observation and liaison teams at battalion level and below.


Each army corps had an observation battery, much smaller than the survey regiment in British service. Each corps could be supported by one or more army artillery battalion of heavy artillery and Nebelwerfer rocket artillery brigades. The Germans had fewer medium and heavy artillery units, less communications equipment, dedicated logistic support and no artillery command and control comparable to the counter-bombardment organisation and AGRA attached to each British corps.


The Germans had two types of weapons little used by the British in Normandy. The multiple rocket launcher Nebelwerfers (smoke throwers) could deliver a high weight of fire in a short time. These were relatively short-range weapons. The Germans would deploy three brigades of these weapons against the 21st Army Group.


The growth arm of the German artillery was the Sturmartillerie Assault Artillery to provide close support for infantry. The prototype Sturmgeschutz, based on a Panzer Mark III with a 75mm gun in an armoured casemate was built in 1937, and the concept tested in France in 1940. This arm had grown from fifteen battalions on 1 June 1941 to 1,422 guns in twenty-six battalions in 1 June 1943, and forty-five larger Sturmartillerie brigades by 1 June 1944, when Sturmgeschutrz formed part of the establishment of most German formations, including parachute corps. The Germans built around 13,000 Sturmgeschutz, compared to 28,000 towed field and siege artillery pieces, though some were supplied to the Panzer arm for use by anti-tank or tank units. This was seen as a dashing part of the artillery arm, ‘the only weapon nowadays that enabled gunners to win the Knight’s Cross’.8


Anti-Tank Artillery


British anti-tank ammunition relied on kinetic energy to penetrate armour and damage the interior of the target. During the war there was a race between the designer of tanks and anti-tank guns. By 1944 the penetrative power of armour-piercing projectiles had been improved, initially by fitting a special tip to the nose of the shot to prevent shattering at oblique angles of attack. Shot thus fitted was known as armour-piercing capped. A further development was the fitting of a ballistic cap over the armour-piercing capped shot, resulting in higher down-range velocities and increased armour penetration. Shot fitted with both caps was known as armour-piercing capped ballistic capped (APCBC).


A design was proposed for a 32-pounder anti-tank gun, based on the 3.7in AA gun. However, owing to its great weight, the towed mounting was abandoned, and there wasn’t a suitable chassis for a SP version. Efforts were made to design a high-velocity shot for the 17-pounder rather than re-equip with a new heavy gun. In 1944 a new device was introduced known as discarding sabot (DS) shot. In this projectile a tungsten carbide core was enclosed in a light metal casing, or sabot, which separated into segments on the shock of discharge and which was discarded as the projectile left the muzzle of the gun. The armour penetration achieved at normal impact at a range of 100 yards was 146mm with the 6-pounder and 231mm with the 17-pounder. On the other hand, where the APCBC could penetrate, it did greater damage inside the tank and was less likely to pass straight through a lightly armoured target. As a consequence, both kinds of shot were retained in service.9


The principal anti-tank guns in use in Normandy were:


– 6-pounder anti-tank gun, used by both infantry and Royal Artillery anti-tank units in 1944.


– 17-pounder anti-tank gun, used exclusively by the Royal Artillery anti-tank regiments.


– US M10 SP (on an M3 tank chassis) 3in anti-tank gun.


– US M10 SP (on an M3 tank chassis) with British 17-pounder anti-tank gun (Achilles).


Table of comparative penetration of anti-tank weapons. Perforation of homogeneous armour at 30 degree strike, ranges in yards:


[image: illustration]


Notes:
(a) Approximate figure (b) Fits US 57mm (c) Tapered bore (d) PANTHER gun (e) TIGER gun


The 57mm calibre 6-pounder had entered service in 1942 and proved effective in North Africa against the German Mark III and IV tanks, and it could inflict damage on the German Mark VI Tiger heavy tank. Ballistically capped armour-piercing steel shot (APCBC) from the 6-pounder could penetrate 88mm of armour plate at 1,000 yards at an angle of attack of 30 degrees.10 By D-Day this ammunition was supplemented by armour-piercing discarding sabot (APDS) ammunition, which could penetrate 146mm at 1,000 yards at an angle of attack of 30 degrees. The 6-pounders were light and manoeuvrable and could deal with all but the Tiger and the front armour of Panther tanks. They were towed by the ubiquitous Universal Carrier, although this was underpowered and possessed a ‘paralytic’ cross-country performance when towing a gun.11


The 17-pounder was a very effective anti-tank gun, but was very heavy and unwieldy to manhandle into position. Introduced in 1943, an APCBC shot from the 17-pounder could penetrate 118mm of armour at 1,000 yards at an incidence of 30 degrees. The gun detachment had no protection from shell splinters and a gun pit took twelve hours to dig. The field artillery tractor was inadequate as a gun tractor for the 17-pounder, as this soft-skin vehicle left the detachment under-protected in a forward area swept by shell splinters and bullets. Eventually, some obsolete Crusader tanks were converted into gun tractors, which proved a better solution, and were issued to the towed batteries of the corps anti-tank regiments.


The American M10 Gun Motor Carriage mounted a 3in gun in an open-topped turret on a Sherman tank chassis but its armour gave little protection against German tank guns. The M10 had its 3in gun replaced with a 17-pounder. Trials were carried out in Normandy with a 17-pounder on a Valentine tank chassis with the gun facing rearwards; it was deemed successful and entered service as the Archer later in the north-west European campaign.


There were two types of anti-tank regiment: those supporting infantry divisions and those supporting armoured divisions and the corps anti-tank regiments. Both types had four batteries of three troops each of four guns, a total of forty-eight guns. In the infantry divisions all four batteries comprised one or two troops each of four 6-pounders and one or two troops each of four 17-pounders, although in Normandy the regiment in the assault divisions, the 3rd British 3rd Canadian and 50th British Divisions, were given US M10 3in SP anti-tank guns in place of the towed 17-pounders. In the anti-tank regiments of the armoured divisions and the corps anti-tank regiments two batteries were SP, each with three troops of four M10s and two batteries towed with three troops of four 17-pounders.


The anti-tank defences were supplemented by field and anti-aircraft equipment, which had a secondary anti-tank role. The 25-pounder fired a 20lb solid shot that could penetrate 62mm of armour at 30 degrees incidence at 500 yards and 54mm at 1,000 yards.12 Medium and heavy guns would fire unfused HE rounds. 3.7in HAA guns had a secondary anti-tank role. With AP shot Mk 5T 28lb 1¼oz with tracer it could penetrate 117mm from 1,000 yards at 30 degrees.


The principal German anti-tank employed in Normandy was the 75mm PAK 40. It was lower, lighter and easier to manhandle than the 88mm Pak 43, but equally capable of penetrating the armour of Allies tanks. The beach defences included obsolescent 50mm German anti-tank guns that could still knock out a Sherman tank.


Each infantry regiment in a German 1944 infantry division included an anti-tank gun company of three anti-tank guns, while each division had an anti-tank battalion with between twenty and thirty SP or towed 75mm anti-tank guns. This was less than half the number of anti-tank guns in a British infantry division, which possessed more than 100, made up of fifty-four from the battalion anti-tank platoons and forty-eight in the divisional anti-tank regiment. Nor did every German corps or army have an independent anti-tank unit.


Anti-Aircraft Artillery


Anti-aircraft projectiles of 20mm upwards tended to include some explosive content, which created fragments that would damage the aircraft’s structure or injure the crew. Fuses for 20mm and 40mm LAA guns were contact. A single hit by a 40mm projectile or two or three hits from a 20mm cannon would be enough to shoot down a single-engine fighter. The 3.7in AA gun relied on a time fuse to create a pattern of fragments around the target. Research into anti-aircraft ammunition before the war led to the 3.7in HAA HE shell being designed to produce 2.5oz fragments, larger than for field artillery. Larger fragments travel further and have greater effect on ‘harder’ targets, but there are fewer of them.


The principal anti-aircraft guns used by the Royal Artillery were:




– Crusader tanks with triple 20mm Polsten AA guns mounted on the decks. British armoured units were equipped with Crusader tanks with twin 20mm Oerlikon AA guns.


– Crusader 40mm SP AA tank.


– 40mm SP Bofors on a wheeled chassis.


– Towed Oerlikon or Polsten single 20mm AA Gun.


– Towed triple 20mm Polsten Guns mounted on a Bofors carriage.


– 3.7in heavy anti-aircraft gun.





The 3.7in gun was the HAA gun. It was comparable to the German 88mm Flak 36 AA gun, although not as well known as an anti-tank gun. Progressive improvements to ammunition, warning, detection and fire control technology greatly improved its effectiveness over the course of the war. In the 1940 Blitz, 18,500 rounds were fired for each aircraft shot down. By 1944–45 the guns averaged 156 rounds per V1 brought down, a 100-fold improvement. The gun was towed by a four-wheeled AEC Matador, a 10-ton capacity, four-wheel-drive vehicle.


The 40mm Bofors gun was the British version of the eponymous Swedish LAA gun used by almost every combatant. The British version was value-engineered to minimise the labour and material needed in its construction. It had an effective ceiling of 5,000ft and was roughly comparable to the German 37mm Flak 18/36/43.


The Bofors gun was towed by the Bedford QLB, based on the Bedford QL chassis but with several modifications. The most important was that it was fitted with a chassis winch powered by a power take-off. The winch could be used for recovering the Bofors gun from its emplaced position, or the winch cable could be led forward for self-recovery. There was a crew compartment at the front of the body, with more crew accommodation at the rear. There were lockers for ammunition and gun equipment. A spare barrel was carried in a box and wheel scotches carried at the rear.


The SP variant mounted the 40mm Bofors on the chassis of the Morris field artillery tractor. It was developed on the initiative of the Nuffield Group, which built it for the Morris works Home Guard, but was adopted by the Army. The SP Bofors was much quicker into action than the towed equipment and popular in service. In order to save transport, all the Light AA of the 76 and 80 AA Brigades were equipped with wheeled SP 40mm, as were the Light AA regiments of the three assault divisions and the 1st Corps. Each of the light AA regiments of the 8th Corps was issued thirty-six. The remaining divisional and corps regiments received eighteen.


In order to ensure that the first wave of Light AA could get ashore without waiting for beach roadways to be laid, the first wave of Light AA to land, from the 76 and 80 AA Brigades, were provided with thirty 40mm Bofors guns mounted on old Crusader tank chassis with the turrets removed. The hulls were modified to take the maximum ammunition.13


During the war years, the increasing effectiveness of AA guns had led to aircraft flying and attacking from very low level. Air defences needed to be quick to respond and offer a high rate of fire. The Germans employed 20mm AA guns, while the US and Red Armies used multiple machine guns. The British solution was to use the 20mm Oerlikon aircraft cannon. However, these lacked the self-destructing fuses that detonated the 40mm Bofors and German 20mm and 37mm HE shells after a set time. Thus the majority of 20mm cannon could only be safely fired into ground known to not be occupied by friendly forces, which restricted its use. In 1944 the Polish-designed Polsten was introduced with a self-destruct round. Fifty-four triple-mount Polsten guns equipped the 93rd Light AA Regiment. Twenty-seven were mounted on Crusader tank chassis and a further twenty-seven mounted on 40mm carriages.


The Royal Artillery used several types of equipment to detect and locate enemy aircraft. The gun-laying Radar AA No. 3 Mk II, also known as the GL III, was the standard gun-laying set in 1944. It was a 10cm mobile radar for accurate fire control of heavy anti-aircraft guns and operated at 3GHz. It was mounted on a four-wheeled trailer with twin rear wheels and three-point jacks. A steel cabin mounted the aerials and contained the display units. Two 4ft paraboloid aerials were mounted on a rotor unit that could be rotated 360 degrees. The aerial dishes could also be tilted on the rotor arm. The control cabin contained two 6in display tubes, one for course range and one for fine range. The target could be selected on the coarse-range tube and the range then determined for the fine-range tube. It could transmit continuous information about the range, bearing and elevation to a predictor, which could then further transmit information to individual guns. This radar had a very narrow field of view and was used in conjunction with another radar with a wider beam that provided early warning and tracking information.


Three types of radar could be used to detect enemy aircraft and get the bearing, elevation and range, which could be sent by telephone to the gun-laying radar. This was known as local warning and ‘putting on’. The Radar AA No. 1 MII, commonly known as GL (Gun Laying) II, was used for unseen fire control from 1940 onwards. It operated at 60MHz, had a pick-up range of 50,000 and could be used for fire control of 14,000 yards, but was inferior to the GL III. It was used for putting on the GL3. The radar comprised separate a transmitter and receivers mounted on trailers. This radar was being replaced by the radar light warning set, Radar AA No. 4 Mk III. This was the RAF AMES Type 6 and operated at 200MHz. It had a maximum pick-up range of 25 miles for targets at 3,000ft; 45 miles at 15,000ft and 50 miles at 25,000ft, and an accuracy of plus or minus 2 degrees. It was mounted in a 15cwt truck. The Radar AA No. 4 Mk V known as ‘Gorgonzola’ was built for D-Day. It operated at 3GHz and provided pick up at 50,000 at a height of up to 25,000ft.


Passive air defence equipment included barrage balloons and smoke generators deployed as part of the Gunner-controlled air defences, but manned by other arms. Barrage balloons created obstacles in the path of aircraft attacking at low level. These were operated by the RAF. Smoke generators, manned by the Pioneer Corps, could generate a fog to obscure vulnerable points (VPs).


The 21st Army Group did not deploy to Normandy with the latest AA technology; the Radar AA No. 3 Mk V, the US SCR 584 set. When linked with Electronic Predictor No. 10, this radar was capable of continuously plotting a target with great accuracy and speed. With this new equipment the Predictor not only sent information direct to the guns but used electric power to remotely aim and lay the gun, set the fuse, load the shell and finally fire the gun. The variable time fuse, which had been under development for three years, was ready for use. This fuse incorporated a radar to produce a burst automatically within effective range of the target. However, this was reserved for defence against the German V1 ‘flying bomb’. Nor did the Allies wish to disclose this technology, which if copied might have led to losses of Allied aircraft.


The British Army’s experiences earlier in the war, particularly in France in 1940, made it especially sensitive to the threat from the air. Notwithstanding the success of Operation Pointblank in reducing the number of aircraft available to the Germans, to the point that the Luftwaffe barely flew any sorties on D-Day, the Allies were always sensitive about air defence. Indeed, the Luftwaffe made a noticeable recovery in the days following D-Day and mounted numerous sorties against key targets such as bridges, the Mulberry harbours, troop and logistic concentrations and artillery gun areas.


The British anti-aircraft guns were organised into divisional and corps anti-aircraft regiments equipped with the 40mm Bofors and 20mm Oerlikon light anti-aircraft guns, which were responsible for protecting key targets within divisional and corps areas – bridges, routes, headquarters and gun areas – and part of Army anti-aircraft brigades of heavy and light anti-aircraft regiments and searchlights (SL) that protected the Mulberries, beaches, advanced airfields and logistic installations.
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