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Series introduction


In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group comprising the Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaign Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which produce academically rigorous and referenced analytical works.


The Campaign Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information — maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, specifically commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


The Campaign Series covers both well-known campaigns and battles and those that are less familiar. The Army History Unit envisages this series as making a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and providing a comprehensive introduction to the campaigns and battles in which the Army has fought.


Dr Roger Lee, Army Historian
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Introduction


The most dangerous individual soldier, and the world’s best rifle-shot is the sniper. … He is deadly. He is feared more than the tank, more than the aeroplane. … Inefficiency, carelessness, over-confidence - just one little slip and you are a goner. So learn all you can before you venture out to shoot men.


Ion Idriess
The Australian Guerrilla: Sniping, 1942


Throughout the campaigns and battles of the past 200 years, the word ‘sniper’ has often been used simply to describe a soldier who was a good shot. Other words have also been applied as synonyms of ‘sniper’, such as ‘marksman’ or ‘sharpshooter’. During Australia’s participation in the Gallipoli campaign of the First World War (April to December 1915), the press routinely reported on the exploits of ‘our snipers’. Diaries and letters sent home from the Gallipoli front often discuss the relative merits of the Turkish sniper compared to the Australians’ own ‘crack shots’. Today the term ‘marksman’ is more often used to describe a proficient rifleman who may carry a specialist weapon but is not necessarily a trained sniper. A sniper in the true sense of the word is trained to a very high standard in the deadly art of sniping; he can collect battlefield intelligence, stalk his prey and, using precision equipment, surgically kill at extreme distance.


A sniper is not just a good shot. While shooting is a vital aspect of the trade it is not this alone that defines the sniper. Snipers require a broad range of skills to be effective and to survive. These skills include highly advanced fieldcraft (particularly camouflage and concealment), patience, discipline, cunning, endurance, luck and, of course, marksmanship. A well-trained sniper must be able to locate an enemy, to stalk or lie in wait unseen for his target to appear, then to kill him with just one shot and escape. Often the sniper’s focus is on high priority targets such as commanders, crew-served weapons, radio operators or communications equipment. Such high-value targets are often well protected and the hardest to ‘hit’.


In both the Boer War (1899–1902) and First World War (1914–18), Australians and New Zealanders developed an enviable reputation for their marksmanship and sniping abilities. While they generally conformed to British sniping practice and procedures, including the use of British equipment and attendance at British sniping schools, by 1918 the Australian Army’s snipers were among the best in the world. Unfortunately, the art of sniping was not maintained after that war, an oversight that was to be repeated twice following later conflicts. Many senior officers in both the British and Australian armies concluded that snipers would not be required in any future war.




The sharpshooter
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A Sharps rifle as used in the American Civil War by Union Army sharpshooters, often referred to as ‘Berdan’s Sharpshooters’ after their leader Colonel Hiram Berdan (Wikipedia Commons image).


Up until the mid-twentieth century, Americans regularly referred to snipers as ‘sharpshooters’. American long-range precision shooting has its own history, featuring rifles such as the 15 mm (.60 calibre) Kentucky rifle which was used to great effect in the American War of Independence. During the American Civil War a Union officer, Colonel Hiram Berdan, was instrumental in organising sharpshooting units similar to the British rifle regiments. He also contributed to the development of the military rifle, leading to further significant advances in both weaponry and its tactical employment. Similar developments occurred on the Confederate side which employed long-range rifles primarily shipped from Britain. In that costly war it became evident that a skilled sharpshooter with the necessary fieldcraft skills could, and frequently did, inflict extraordinary casualties on key targets, sometimes at ranges previously considered unachievable.


These experiences led to a common misconception that the term ‘sharpshooter’ has its origin in the series of rifles produced by American Christian Sharps at his Sharps Rifle Manufacturing Company from the mid-1800s. In fact the term is of British origin, having first been recorded in 1801. In June of that year, the Edinburgh Advertiser wrote that a local regiment had ‘two companies of Sharp Shooters’. The term was quickly popularised with numerous references in the British press over the next decade.


It is likely that Britain’s use of ‘sharp shooters’ is a derivation of either the French Tirailleurs or German Scharfschütze, both of which mean ‘sharp shots’ or ‘sharp shooter’ and which predate the British use of the term. It is probably more than coincidence that the term became popular in Britain around the time of the creation of specialist or elite sharpshooting units in the British Army. These units included the rifle regiments, whose soldiers wore a dark green uniform in an attempt to blend into their surroundings, and the light companies (or skirmishers) of several other British regiments. In these units the standard muzzle-loading infantry musket, the Long Land Pattern Brown Bess, was replaced with the new, rifled-barrel Baker rifle which provided an enhanced level of accuracy at greater ranges, first seen in evidence during the Peninsular War against the French. Both the 95th Rifles and the Baker rifle were celebrated in Bernard Cornwell’s series of adventure tales featuring Napoleonic rifleman Richard Sharpe.
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Two rather ludicrous images of snipers as they appeared in an article on snipers in the War Illustrated, 18 November 1916.


At the outbreak of the Second World War the Australian Army had an establishment for snipers within each of its battalions, but there was no training and little corporate knowledge to enable the creation of an effective sniper force. Fortunately, there were a number of excellent marksmen among both the existing militia and those recruited into the Second Australian Imperial Force (Second AIF), and a stock of sniper rifles had been purchased in the 1930s. However, it was not until late 1942, following its jungle warfare experience in New Guinea, that the AIF began to devote more attention to the development of sniper training, equipment and operations to suit local conditions.


The First World War proved a valuable, if deadly, training ground for Australian snipers. The principles, procedures and tactics of sniping were developed and honed to a fine art by 1918, and many remain valid today. Indeed, the syllabus of the various Australian Army sniper courses currently conducted at the School of Infantry in Singleton, New South Wales (NSW), would be recognised by Australians who attended the British Army’s School of Scouting, Observation and Sniping (SOS) at Mont de Cats, France, between 1916 and 1918. Fighting the Turkish and German armies had also taught the Australians that being a good shot, or even a marksman, was not enough to defeat the enemy’s snipers. An effective sniper needed three primary advantages over his adversary. First, he needed access to appropriate technology. For the Australians this included the Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE) rifle, selected at the factory for its accuracy and fitted with a telescopic sight. Next, he had to develop or learn a set of sniper tactics, techniques and procedures. These vital skills included camouflage, stalking, observation, judging/measuring distance, navigation, fieldcraft and marksmanship, all honed to the highest level in highly intelligent soldiers with proven temperament for the work required. Finally, he had to train and refine his skills in order to effectively apply these techniques, make optimal use of his technology and achieve his mission while enhancing his own survivability. The Second World War proved the value of these training and operational principles; unfortunately they were again largely forgotten after 1945.
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Sergeant Taylor, a scout/sniper with A Company, 2/5th Battalion, in Salamaua, New Guinea, 1943. He is holding an Enfield No. 3 Pattern 1914 rifle (AHU image).


As they had between the wars, Australia’s permanent forces initially neglected sniping as an essential military skill at the end of the Second World War. Marksmanship or skill at arms was maintained, but no formal sniper training was provided. It was not until 1950 that a sniper section was formed in each of the infantry battalions and filled with, according to one Korean War sniper, ‘good shots but naïve young men who knew nothing of combat sniping’. The sniping lessons from both the First and Second World Wars had to be quickly relearned for Korea.


When the Australian Army was committed to the Korean War (1950–53), its new snipers were offered no formal training. Even towards the end of the war, battalion snipers were being deployed having fired only a ‘handful of rounds’ from their new sniper rifles and without any instruction in how to use and care for the rifle’s telescopic sight. In addition, while they had rudimentary training in fieldcraft, the vital lessons from past wars, such as the importance of camouflage and stalking, were not taught. For the snipers, it was a ‘go as you are war’ characterised by ‘on the job’ training, just as it had been in the first years of both preceding world wars.


After the Korean War, sniping was again discontinued and the sniper positions disestablished, with the Australians engaged in both the Malayan and Borneo campaigns losing the opportunity to keep the art alive in the very environments that had led to its resurrection against the Japanese in the Second World War. By the Vietnam War (1962–75) the Australian Army had become primarily influenced by US tactical doctrine and, consequently, allowed a small group of soldiers to undertake some formal sniper training with the US 25th Infantry Division later in that campaign. However only two Australian operations in South Vietnam employed snipers and the art of sniping was once again almost abandoned following the Army’s return to Australia.


In the mid-1970s, continental defence became Australia’s strategic philosophy and interest in convention military operations, including sniping, resurged. This finally led to the reintroduction of formal sniping courses at the Australian School of Infantry in 1976, and the replacement of the now aged Second World War sniper rifle, the trusty SMLE No. 1 Mk. III (HT). Sniping interest peaked and waned in the 1980s. Fortunately, through a combination of competition shooting and a new generation of commanders who had been exposed to a ‘lessons leant’ philosophy in officer training across the Army, sniping was not to suffer its third post-war demise. In the early 1990s, after a long period of peace and relatively minor deployments, the Australian Army’s close cooperation with US forces and those of other coalition nations in Iraq and Afghanistan saw the true combat benefit of snipers in modern warfare again realised.


Today, Australia’s military sniper has gained the same level of respect in the eyes of his allies as his Gallipoli forebears. He is a highly trained and competent professional with a wealth of recent operational experience who has earned the admiration of his fellow soldiers and, to a degree, even the respect of his enemy. But this was not always the case. Soldiers have long expressed their suspicion and dislike, if not hatred, of the sniper, both their own and the enemy’s. In the American Civil War men wrote of their ‘hatred of the sharpshooter, both Confederate and Union’. On the Western Front in the First World War many men expressed their loathing for the work of the sniper, even their own snipers. In Korea some Australian snipers reported that they were not only ‘hated by the enemy, but your own troops also had distaste for us’. This is just one aspect of the Australian Army sniper’s story. It has been a long road from the South African veldt where the Australian soldier first encountered the sniper, to the modern battlefield of Afghanistan where today’s Army sniper has shown himself to be among the best trained in the world.
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A modern-day Australian sniper trains on the range (Army Public Relations image).


While this volume provides comprehensive descriptions of the events and personnel featured in the history of the Australian Army sniper, security considerations have prevented the inclusion of some details of recent operations. All information describing operations from East Timor to the present has come from open source material, particularly Australian Defence Force (ADF) public relations releases. Snipers who were involved in these recent operations or are currently serving in this role have been identified only if they have been previously acknowledged by either the ADF or another publicly available source.


Welcome to the secretive, complex and often impenetrable world of the military sniper where ‘one-shot kills’ are the key objective.




CHAPTER 1.


The origins of the sniper


Why, they couldn’t hit an elephant at this distance.


Union commander General Sedgwick just before he was mortally wounded by
Confederate sharpshooter Sergeant Grace at the Battle of Spotsylvania in 1864.


The word ‘sniping’ or ‘sniper’ is generally believed to have originated in eighteenth-century India where British officers tested their shooting prowess hunting a small, fast bird known as a Snipe. To hit this swift-flying creature with the rifles available at the time took exceptional skill. The use of these terms prior to the First World War was uncommon and, even then, primarily restricted to Britain and her colonies. Elsewhere, in places such as Europe, in British colonial conflicts and in the United States, ‘sharpshooting’, ‘sharpshooter’ or ‘marksman’ were more common descriptions of the accurate firing of a rifle or of a well-trained rifleman. Following the Allied landings at Gallipoli in 1915, English and Australian newspapers began referring to the exchange of fire between the troops as ‘sniping’. As the war progressed sniping became more associated with a specialist skill acquired through formal training — the trained sniper whose job it was to hunt down and kill high-value enemy targets as a priority over shooting any exposed adversary.


The history of sniping is also the history of the development of weapons technology. The earliest firearms were muzzle-loaded with lead ball projectiles fired at low velocity. For ease of loading, musket balls were smaller than the barrel’s diameter, rammed down with a piece of paper, cloth or leather, and would often bounce off the sides of the barrel when fired. This meant that the shooter had little control over the path of the ball from the barrel, leading to poor accuracy and short range. The rifling of firearms — the process of inserting grooves in the barrel to allow the projectile to spin (gyroscopically stabilise) — improved aerodynamic stability and thus enhanced accuracy. While rifled weapons first appeared in the late fifteenth century, the technology did not become generally available in small arms until the eighteenth century. Arguably the first use of a sniper as we know it today was by the Prussian states in the Seven Years War (1756–63). Experienced hunters or Jägers were employed with rifled weapons to act as marksmen, skirmishers and scouts. Their short, heavy and large-calibre (around .75 inch or 19 mm) rifles could out-distance any of their enemy’s muskets.
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The British Brown Bess musket (top) was routinely outclassed by the new American long rifles (bottom) (AHU weapons library image; long rifle image courtesy of James Blound).


American War of Independence (1775–83)


Among the first to adopt and improve on the German-style Jäger rifles was the American frontiersman. Using German designs, the Americans adapted the rifle by lengthening the barrel and reducing the calibre to .40 and .45 inch (10–11.5 mm), thereby improving the accuracy and velocity of the rifle. By the time of the American War of Independence, a marksman equipped with one of these rifles, such as the Kentucky and Pennsylvanian long rifles, could consistently hit (and sometimes kill) a man-sized target at 300 metres. By comparison, the Brown Bess, Britain’s Land Pattern smooth-bore musket, was rarely accurate beyond 100 metres. One British officer commented acidly that an enemy ‘soldier must be very unfortunate indeed who shall be wounded by a common musket [Brown Bess] at 150 yards [137 metres].’


The American War of Independence provided numerous examples of Americans performing previously unheard of feats of marksmanship with their long rifles. One such feat occurred in October 1777 at Freeman’s Farm, New York, when a lone Kentucky rifleman reputedly shot and killed British officers Sir Francis Clerke and General Simon Fraser at a distance of over 400 metres. There are similar examples of Americans picking off British infantry and artillerymen at distances considered ‘safe’ by the British officers. Indeed on one occasion a colonial marksman, working on the British side as a scout, is reported to have refrained from shooting an exposed American officer in the back out of a sense of chivalry. Had he pulled the trigger, American history may have been fundamentally altered as the officer was one George Washington.


Napoleonic War (1792–1815)


During the American War of Independence one of the British Army’s prime infantry tactics was the employment of lines of infantrymen (‘Redcoats’) firing disciplined volley fire over relatively short distances. This tactic saw their fire resemble something akin to an ‘area weapon’ as individual soldiers were trained to fire in the general direction of the enemy rather than at a particular target. The failure of this tactic against American sharpshooters, armed with the new long rifle and operating in pairs or individually from vantage points and cover, taught the British the value of rifled weapons and highlighted the need for improved tactics.


The First Industrial Revolution in England in the late eighteenth century produced a number of innovations that directly contributed to the production of more accurate and reliable weapons. Advances in metallurgy, for example, led to the production of higher quality and cheaper steel. While many sectors of the British economy benefited from this new steel-producing process, weapons manufacturing was also a major beneficiary. Improved steel and weapons-manufacturing processes, combined with the British Army’s search for a more accurate rifle, eventually led to the development of a new British Army rifle, the Baker rifle.
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Advances in technology and the need for new tactics saw the introduction into service of the Baker rifle, in numerous variants, from 1800. Loosely based on the German Jäger rifle, the Baker proved reliable under combat conditions and more accurate at longer ranges than the standard British musket of the time, the Brown Bess (AHU image).


The Baker rifle proved accurate and reliable, and allowed a trained British rifleman to select higher value targets at greater distances than ever before. During the Napoleonic War, British skirmishers armed with the Baker rifle routinely targeted French officers, non-commissioned officers and artillery crews at distances beyond 200 metres. The extraordinary value of this level of accuracy was clearly demonstrated when, in 1809, Rifleman Thomas Plunkett of the 1st Battalion, 95th Rifles, is recorded as having shot French General Colbert at a distance of over 500 metres. A second shot, over a similar distance, also killed one of the general’s aides, thereby proving that the first shot had not simply been a fluke. One British officer, Captain Shore, wrote of the ‘fear and admiration’ of the French for the British rifleman. Indeed, the commander of the French Army in Spain, Marshal Soult, wrote to his Minister of War in 1813 expressing his concern that ‘the loss of prominent and superior officers [was] disproportionate to that of the rank and file’.


Prior to the introduction of the Baker rifle, artillery crews were generally considered immune from rifle fire. They were usually employed too far back on the battlefield to be effectively targeted, except by enemy artillery and, even if they somehow found themselves subjected to a surprise attack by cavalry or advancing infantry, they could protect themselves using deadly canister shot. Canister was similar to a large shotgun shell and fired a mass of lead or iron balls. While devastatingly effective against massed infantry or cavalry at short range, usually less than 350 metres, the canister rounds could not protect artillery crews against British riflemen with Baker rifles. These riflemen could lie outside canister range and fire on the unprotected crews at will. The impact of this tactic was not lost on the enemy artillery commanders and it was not long before French artillery began to acquire protection in the form of hastily erected shields and barriers.


Interestingly, many of the British riflemen at this time worked in pairs. The Baker rifle’s main disadvantage was that, as a rifled weapon, it took longer to load than a musket due to the resistance of the rifling to the ball. A smooth-bore musket could be loaded two or three times faster, a distinct advantage in a fight. Partly for this reason, cost considerations, and a traditionally conservative British Board of Ordnance, the Baker rifle did not replace the standard British musket, the Brown Bess, in the Napoleonic Wars. Instead, the Baker rifle was issued initially to the rifle regiments of the light infantry. These regiments also wore a green uniform (‘Green Jackets’) that afforded better camouflage than the standard red infantry jacket. Clearly military thinking, technology and tactics were evolving to make the individual rifleman more effective than at any time in the past, lessons the British had learnt at great cost during the American War of Independence.


It is also noteworthy that sniping was common in sea battles during this period. One famous victim of a sniper was Admiral Lord Nelson who was felled by a French musketeer aloft in the rigging of the French ship Redoubtable during the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. While the engagement was conducted at close range and was thus ideal for sharpshooting, this event also demonstrated the value of deploying specialist riflemen against high-value targets, another tactic quickly realised and applied to good effect by the British Army in its land battles.


Crimean War (1853–56)


While the First Industrial Revolution at the end of the seventeenth century produced advances in metallurgy and manufacturing processes that directly benefited the British Army, the Second Industrial Revolution (mid-nineteenth century) also nurtured the evolution of rifle production. Accurate weapons could now be mass produced at an affordable cost to allow the relatively inexpensive re-equipping of armies, something most of the major powers were attempting in the second half of the nineteenth century. Related advances in chemistry, paper and metal production also created new technologies and processes for cartridge and bullet manufacture. So too did the development of glass and optical devices, the first of which were affixed to firearms as sights by the middle of the century.


One of these advances was the development of the hollow-base Minié ball. The Minié or Minnie ball expanded on firing to seal the projectile to the bore of the rifle and engage the rifling. This provided improved accuracy and allowed faster loading.
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The development of the Minié ball (left) represented a major advance in military ammunition production. As the Minié ball was smaller than the diameter of the rifle barrel in which it was loaded, it could be loaded more quickly and did not require wadding to ‘jam’ it into the barrel, as was the case with musket balls. In addition, while musket balls usually bounced off the sides of the barrel and had relatively poor aerodynamics, the design of the Minié ball allowed it to expand in the barrel and engage the rifling, providing improved stability once it left the barrel. The move from musket balls to Minié ball ammunition thus allowed faster loading and greater accuracy (AHU images).


Another outcome of the Second Industrial Revolution was the production of the Enfield Pattern 1853 rifle-musket. This weapon represented the dawn of a period of serious improvement in marksmanship. Innovations such as a three-groove rifled barrel, a superior percussion lock, a ramp and ladder backsight and improved manufacturing technology, together with Enfield’s production excellence and experience, produced a weapon of unequalled accuracy and lethality. Rushed into service for the Crimean War, the Pattern 1853 rifle-musket proved accurate, long-range, durable and quick to reload. As with the Baker rifle, British skirmishers equipped with the new rifle found that they could engage enemy infantry beyond the enemy’s musket range, and even kill enemy artillery crews beyond the artillery’s canister round range. Equipped with Minié ball ammunition, the Enfield also afforded greater accuracy, range and reliability than the Baker, and was faster to reload. Importantly, due to improved production processes, the British Ordnance Board considered the Enfield affordable as a replacement rifle for the Army. Up to this time, most British regiments were still equipped with smooth-bore muskets.


During the Crimean War, a number of British units experimented with their new rifles and developed effective sniping pairs — one observing and the other shooting. However, while these new mass-produced rifles could fire beyond 1000 metres, the rifleman often had difficulty sighting a target at this distance. While the first British patents for telescopic sights coincided with British experience in the Crimean War, most British commanders were slow to realise the potential of this new weapon; many still relied on massed volley fire. This tactic was soon to change, and both the weapons and the tactics of skilled marksmen were set to feature in dramatically different forms of warfare.




British .577 inch Pattern
1853 Enfield rifle-musket
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The .577 inch Pattern 1853 Enfield rifle-musket (AHU image).


The Pattern 1853 Enfield rifle-musket heralded the arrival of a period of skilled marksmanship and proved a weapon of unequalled accuracy and lethality. Not only employed as a standard infantry rifle, it also proved an excellent sniper or sharpshooter rifle. Indeed its accuracy was such that, during testing, it proved capable of hitting targets at distances greater than 1000 metres — targets that were beyond the average soldier’s ability to see. This created a need for some form of optical aid to enable the sniper to extend his normal visual range. Produced in a series of four models, each of which included cavalry and artillery carbines and short rifles, the Enfield had an extended life as a result of its conversion to a breech-loading rifle with the adoption of the Snider mechanism. Known as the Snider-Enfield, this improved version continued to serve as the British Army’s standard infantry rifle until superseded by the Martini-Henry rifle in 1871. A number of Australian colonial regiments were also equipped with the Pattern 1853 Enfield and over a million were sold to the armies of both the North and the South during the American Civil War, where the British Army’s experience with the rifle in the Crimea was put to good effect.





American Civil War (1861–65)


By the time of the outbreak of the American Civil War, both the Union and Confederate armies had access to a range of mass-produced rifles with the latest technological innovations, including rifled barrels, percussion caps and Minié ball ammunition. These rifles included the highly sophisticated and proven British Pattern 1853 Enfield rifle-musket, the accurate American Sharps rifle and the exorbitantly expensive but long-range and extremely accurate British Whitworth rifle. The European conflicts, including the Crimean and colonial wars, provided sobering lessons and the basis for new tactics which were eventually adopted by both the Union and Confederate armies. These lessons and tactics were integrated with a range of technological developments to raise the lethality of the battlefield to a new level. One clear lesson from these earlier wars was the value of using snipers or sharpshooters armed with modern firearms.


However, in the early years of the war, both sides were slow to understand the impact of technology on the military rifle. Officers continued to lead from the front as they had at Waterloo in 1815, artillery accompanied the infantry without protection from sharpshooters and the infantry continued to rely on standing, densely packed ranks of men firing volley shots at the enemy at close range using large-calibre weapons. But there were officers who appreciated the damage a few sharpshooters could do. The Union Army’s 1st Regiment of Sharpshooters was formed in 1861 and comprised marksmen equipped with the accurate Sharps single-shot breech-loader rifle and trained for sniping and scouting. These marksmen were soon nicknamed Berdan’s Sharpshooters after their commander, Colonel Hiram Berdan. Berdan’s Sharpshooters were usually attached to Union infantry brigades as scouts or skirmishers and were often very effective in this role. At the Battle of Gettysburg in 1863, Berdan’s Sharpshooters significantly delayed two Confederate attacks, effectively stalling an advance by the Confederate Alabama Brigade on Seminary Ridge.


The Confederate Army also employed trained sharpshooters and equipped them with a variety of rifles including the Sharps, Enfield and even the Whitworth rifle. Because of the cost of importing the Enfield and Whitworth rifles from Britain, and the fact that the importers had to run a Union blockade, the Confederacy never had sufficient modern firearms to equip all its regiments, or even to field an entire regiment of sharpshooters. Nor did the Confederates have the ammunition or technical support for weapon repairs and maintenance enjoyed by the Union. Only the best marksmen were issued the highly sought after sniper rifles and employed as specialist sharpshooters or snipers. To some extent this explains why it was the South that first adopted and developed the sniping tactics from the Crimean War and other recent conflicts.




British Whitworth rifle
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A British Whitworth rifle (top) and early telescopic sight bottom) as used by the Confederate forces in the American Civil War (AHU images).


Looking to improve on the Pattern 1853 Enfield rifle, the British Board of Ordnance commissioned engineer Joseph Whitworth to develop an enhanced version of the rifle. The resulting Whitworth rifle was .451 inch calibre, smaller than the Enfield’s .577 calibre, with an unusual hexagonal bore and bullet shaped to fit. While the Whitfield was significantly more accurate over greater distances, it proved to have two significant disadvantages. It was up to four times more expensive to produce than the Enfield (mainly due to the unusual hexagonal barrel) and it was also prone to fouling. As a result the Whitworth was not adopted by the British Army, but a number were sold by the French Army to the Confederacy during the American Civil War. Also illustrated above is the side-mounted telescopic sight. While this sight magnified objects to four times their original size (that is, a four-power scope) and represented a technological advance in weapon design, tactics and the use of optical devices in war, it was difficult to maintain a zero, would fog up in wet weather and was easily damaged by rough handling, a feature of general military field use. Given the Whitworth’s significant recoil, the attached telescopic sight could also give the unwary firer a nasty black eye.





Confederate sharpshooters were generally attached to regular infantry regiments and allowed a degree of freedom to roam the battlefield ahead of their unit in search of high-value targets. Some Confederate sharpshooters claimed kills at distances beyond 1000 metres. During the Battle of Gettysburg in 1863, two Confederate sharpshooters working on Little Round Top killed two Union generals, badly wounded a third, then killed a colonel and up to four other senior officers. In another example of extraordinary marksmanship, during the battle of Spotsylvania in 1864, Confederate Sergeant Grace is credited with killing Union commander General Sedgwick. Sergeant Grace was equipped with a British Whitworth rifle and reportedly fired over a distance of 800 yards (730 metres). General Sedgwick had just told his men, ‘Why, they couldn’t hit an elephant at this distance.’ So troublesome were Confederate snipers that at least one senior Union commander, General Rosecrans, ordered his officers to wear smaller badges of rank to make it more difficult for enemy sharpshooters to pick them out.


During the American Civil War both sides realised the importance of optical aids to extend the range of their sharpshooters. The optical industry had expanded in the early nineteenth century and new forms of telescopes were available by the time the American Civil War erupted. By 1860, telescope-equipped rifles had become popular in sporting clubs and were becoming much more accepted than in Europe. While the North was best placed to benefit due to its industrial strength, the Confederate Army also obtained and fitted an unknown number of telescopic sights. While there are numerous examples of remarkable shooting on both sides, there were relatively few military rifles equipped with an optical sight. Those that did exist were usually placed in the hands of the best marksmen. One such Confederate soldier described the training he was given in estimating range, the selection of targets, and how ‘one [man] only from each infantry brigade [was selected] because of his special merit as a soldier and as a marksman … They sent these bullets fatally 1200 yards [1100 metres].’


Many of the sniper tactics developed during the American Civil War would later be applied by Germany and, to a lesser extent Britain, over the next 50 years. German observers were known to have closely followed the performance of imported German technology in metallurgy and optics during the American Civil War. These were observations that were put to good use during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71. The British Army, hamstrung by convention and a conservative Board of Ordnance, failed to fully realise the potential of the scoped rifle and continued to teach volley fire by massed ranks of infantry. This would work against them in the Second Afghan War (1878–80), the Boer War (1899–1902) and the early years of the First World War (1914–18).


Technological advances in the closing years of the nineteenth century


Prior to the end of the nineteenth century, a number of additional technological advances occurred in munitions and armaments production. These included the invention of smokeless powder which was more reliable and did not foul the gun barrel. This improvement gave the sniper who wished to remain concealed from the enemy a distinct advantage over any rifleman still using black powder, which produced a signature white cloud when fired. Another key development was the manufacture of the metallic cartridge. Prior to this innovation, a rifleman would have to stand, or at least kneel, to load his weapon with ball and powder, while trying to keep it dry in inclement weather, and prime his rifle or musket with a percussion cap. The use of the cartridge, with breech-loading and magazine-fed rifles, meant that the rifleman could now reload much faster, in any weather, even in the lying or prone position.


So important were these advances that in the closing decades of the nineteenth century numerous major powers attempted to keep abreast of these developments by introducing into their armies a series of new rifles to replace their obsolescent black powder single-shot rifles. In the last 30 years of the nineteenth century Britain, for example, moved from the Enfield Pattern 1853 rifle-musket to the .45 calibre Martini-Henry in 1871, then on to the .303 calibre Lee-Metford from 1888 and finally, in 1895, to the .303 calibre Lee-Enfield, usually referred to as the Magazine Lee-Enfield (MLE) or the ‘Long Lee’. Germany, after employing a series of Mauser or Mauser-style rifles, finally settled on the excellent 7.92 mm Mauser Model 98, with the United States moving to the Model 1892 Krag-Jorgensen rifle.


This new generation of magazine-fed, bolt-action and highly reliable rifles also enhanced the range, accuracy and lethality of the weapon. This was to prove a great leveller, as the second Boer War was to demonstrate, enabling a small, highly mobile armed force to challenge the military might of one of the largest professional armies in the world, that of Great Britain.


Boer War (1899–1902)


[image: images]


Boer commandos in the field. Nearly all are armed with the excellent Mauser M98 (AWM 129017).


[image: images]


British forces training to charge a Boer position. Note the contrast in the Boer and British Army dress, and the tight formation of the British troops which would have provided an excellent target for the Boer snipers (AWM P00413.032).


The first real test of the capability of these new weapons came during the second Boer War (1899–1902) which saw the British Lee-Enfield pitted against the German Mauser employed by the Boers. While both were excellent weapons and reflected the technological developments in the rifle over the past century, it was the Boer who was able to best adjust his tactics to suit the capabilities of the new weapon. It was also the Boers, rather than the British Army, who were first to employ sniper tactics.


The British Army continued to rely on the firepower of troops massed in formation in open terrain. Little importance was placed on individual marksmanship, long-range shooting or sniping. While the British Army had replaced its red-coated uniforms of the last century, many regiments continued to wear white webbing against their khaki tunics and officers still commonly carried swords and wore unique items of uniform which made excellent aiming marks for the Boers.


[image: images]


These images show the contrast between the way the British forces and the Boers fought. Top is a typical Boer commando makeshift camp which portrays how well the Boers could live off the land (note the annotation in the bottom right of the photograph labelling the image ‘Boer snipers’). The bottom image is of a British tented camp during the Boer War (AWM P00093_007, P00295.061).


The Boers adopted the relatively new doctrine of irregular warfare and possessed an intuitive knowledge of fieldcraft, together with the practical skills of both marksmanship and horsemanship. These skills came from having to adapt to the realities of living in a harsh, unforgiving environment where sheer survival often relied on an ability to hunt, shoot and live off the land. Rejecting the linear tactics of the British, the Boer was more mobile, wore inconspicuous natural colours to blend into the environment and excelled at camouflage. A common tactic of the Boer in initiating an engagement, such as at Spion Kop (Spioenkop) in January 1900, was to use natural cover, carefully select an individual target and engage at long range, often having placed painted rocks at fixed distances as range markers. They were also cunning in deciding when to shoot and when to hold their fire, unwilling to risk exposing their position unless there was a good chance of a kill while also maximising their chance of escaping. In this way the Boers could pick off British officers and non-commissioned officers with impunity at distances of 600 to 800 metres, even killing or wounding the drivers and stokers of British supply trains.


In his 1942 book on sniping, Australian author Ion Idriess wrote that, during the Boer War, ‘the actual out and out snipers were, fortunately for us, comparatively few’. However, with their natural use of camouflage, fieldcraft and marksmanship, and their targeting of high-value targets such as officers at long distance, the Boers were employing typical sniper tactics — tactics that were to be refined to a deadly art in the First World War.


The 100 years between the end of the Napoleonic War and the commencement of the First World War witnessed a revolution in the development of the rifle. Moreover, these new rifles enabled a change in infantry tactics that some forces, such as the Boers, were quick to adopt while others, such as the British Army, were slow to appreciate. Sniper tactics had also been trialled by a number of nations with some, including Germany, formally adopting snipers as members of the Army establishment and creating tactics, techniques and procedures for their employment. By late 1915 both Germany and Britain had adopted a number of sniper tactics developed in the American Civil War. These tactics included the use of telescopic sights attached to a rifle, deployment into a sniper’s ‘hide’ in darkness and remaining hidden from view until firing, experimenting with dummies or various ruses to attract enemy fire and to detect the location of the firer, and the use of artillery to counter enemy snipers. During the four years of the First World War the sniper became an essential specialist in an army’s arsenal as both the Allied and Central Powers fought for dominance on the battlefield. In many ways it was the First World War that gave birth to the modern military sniper.




CHAPTER 2.


Preparing for the First World War


Kill one man, terrorize a thousand.


Chinese proverb


Raising the AIF


While sniping was used sporadically by Australians during the Boer War, it was not until the First World War that the Australian military accepted this particular skill as one of the necessary military arts and specialisations. Official acceptance eventually led to the provision of sniper training, the creation of sniper positions on the Army’s establishment tables and the development of a set of tactics, techniques and procedures to integrate the sniper into each of the infantry battalions.


Fortunately for the AIF, the military organisation raised by the Australian government for service overseas in the First World War, a number of its recruits had received a level of military training and were proficient in the use of firearms. The Australian Official Historian, C.E.W. Bean, wrote that ‘the force was to be drawn, as far as possible, from men who had undergone some training.’ Indeed, Australia was the only English-speaking country which had a system of peacetime compulsory military training at that time. Under the Universal Military Training Scheme, which was introduced in 1911, Australian males aged from 12 to 26 years were obliged to undertake various levels of military training. Youngsters aged from 12 to 17 joined the cadets, while those between 18 and 26 years were members of the militia. In addition, under the Defence Acts of 1903 and 1904, all male Australian citizens between the ages of 18 and 60 years were liable for service in the Australian military forces in time of war, although this obligation only referred to military service within Australia and her territories.


These changes encouraged the development of a culture of competitive rifle-shooting that began to emerge from around the middle of the nineteenth century. Rifle clubs, supported by the federal government, became very popular in the years prior to the First World War and existed even in some of the more remote parts of Australia. These clubs, particularly in remote areas, enabled men to meet their Universal Military Training Scheme obligations by simply attending an annual range practice at their local rifle club, although this usually applied only to those men who had served in the Militia for a certain period. All men were encouraged to practise marksmanship and to compete in local and even international sporting shooting events. By the end of 1914, several hundred Australians had qualified as marksmen. In addition, a substantial number of men in the AIF came from the country or outback areas of Australia and were regular users of small arms. These men included kangaroo shooters, miners, farmers, timber-getters and cattle station workers.
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AIF recruits being trained in signalling at the Broadmeadows Army Camp near Melbourne, Victoria, April 1915 (AWM DAOD0947).


The AIF’s rifle


The standard military rifle of the AIF was the short-magazine Lee-Enfield or ‘Smelly’ as it was often referred to by the troops due to its acronym, SMLE. At the outbreak of war there were over 87,000 British-made charger-loading Lee-Enfields and SMLEs on issue to the militia in Australia. These were returned and issued to the AIF, with the relatively new Australian Small Arms Factory at Lithgow in NSW increasing production of the SMLE to replace older model rifles.


During the second Boer War, the British Army issued several types of rifles or carbines including the Lee-Metford Mk. II, the Lee-Enfield Mk. I* (MLE or ‘Long Lee’) and the shorter Lee-Enfield Cavalry Carbine Mk. I*. Experience in the Boer War identified several deficiencies in these rifles, prompting the British Small Arms Committee to recommend a new rifle. The result was an evolution in the Lee-Metford and Long Lee designs. While maintaining many of the advantages of the older models, such as their simplicity of operation, robustness and reliability, the new rifle incorporated an improved pattern of sights, reduced weight and barrel length, and a stronger magazine with a charger loading system to quickly load two 5-round clips. From 1904 the British Army — and therefore a number of the Commonwealth armies including the Australian Army — began to replenish its arsenals with the new SMLE.




Australia’s military rifle
in World War I
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The rifle, short, magazine, Lee-Enfield (SMLE) Mk. I, one of the most successful military rifles ever produced (AHU image).


During the Second Boer War (1899–1902), the British Army was equipped with a variety of service rifles including the Lee-Metford, the Lee-Enfield (or ‘Long Lee’), and cavalry and artillery carbine versions of these rifles. Some form of rationalisation of the different types of rifles was considered necessary by the British Small Arms Committee, as was the need for a new rifle that incorporated some of the lessons from the Boer War. A shortened Lee-Enfield, with improved sighting, a sliding charger guide mounted on the bolthead for easier loading, and long-range volley sights was selected. In 1904 the first version was produced and designated the Rifle, Short, Magazine, Lee-Enfield Mark I (SMLE Mk. I). Small production changes resulted in the Mk. II being introduced in 1906 and the Mk. III from 1907.


While Australia had established its own small arms factory at Lithgow in NSW in 1912 which made the SMLE Mk. III under license, insufficient numbers of this locally made weapon were available at the commencement of World War I. Consequently, the AIF was initially issued with SMLE Mk. I rifles, of which over 87,000 had been returned from militia units for re-issue to the departing troops.
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