ROYAL ARTILLERY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Autumn Meeting

Wednesday 19th October 2005, at Larkhill

A Presentation by the Amphibious Bombardment Association

AMPHIBIOUS BOMBARDMENT

The Autumn 2005 Meeting of the Society was held in the Newcome Hall, Artillery Centre, Larkhill on Wednesday 19th October at 11 am.  20 members and two guests attended, and 25 members of the Regiment, including the Commanding Officer and 10 members of 29 Commando Regiment.  Brigadier Timbers was in the Chair.

The Meeting commenced with administrative notices from the Secretary, including a briefing on the 18-Pounder Project in which two 18-pounders from Iraq, believed to have been used by 3 Fd Regt RA in 1941, were being restored by BAe Systems, Barrow-in-Furness (formerly Vickers).

The Chairman formally opened the meeting by presenting the Alfred Burne Medal for 2004 to Maj Gen Jonathan Bailey for his book Firepower.  He reminded the audience that the book had first been published by the then Major Bailey in 1989, but the author had substantially revised it, and, in doing so, had produced a different and substantially better book and one that was well worthy of the award of the Alfred Burne Medal.  He said that the book made Gen Bailey one of the foremost authorities on artillery doctrine and that he was delighted to make the award in the presence not only of so many members of the Society but also the Regiment.

Maj Gen Bailey thanked the Chairman for the award, and said how much pleasure receiving it gave him.
The Chairman then introduced the team who were going to give the Presentation, which was led by Major Malcolm Fordyce, the Chairman of the Amphibious Bombardment Association, a TA Gunner with many years experience of Amphibious Bombardment as a member of the CVHQRA Naval Gunfire Organization.  Major Fordyce in turn introduced Major Tom Dixon, the speaker and Major Peter Brown, who was operating the power point program, and both fellow members of the CVHQ RA NGO.  He regretted that the third member of the Team, Major Peter Boyce, who had been going to talk about the use of naval gunfire in the recent operations in Iraq, had been unavoidably detained in Gibraltar.

Major Dixon

Welcome to a brief history of naval gunfire support, with particular reference to the Combined Operations Bombardment Units of the Second World War.  Although we will concentrate on the period from the outbreak of the Second World War through to the present day, it is worth placing NGS into its context both in amphibious operations and in history.

Origins

Themistocles reminds us of the crucial significance of naval superiority which continues to the present day.  The father of naval artillery in Europe is thought to be Demetrius, the son of one of Alexander the Great’s generals, who first mounted throwing weapons on ships which were used in the Peloponnesian Wars both in naval engagements and to attack land targets. Julius Caesar employed specialist seaborne artillery support in his landings on the English coast in 55 and 54 BC.

The Middle Ages saw the development of cannon using gunpowder to project missiles, and there is some disputed evidence that the English navy may have mounted guns on ships at the battle of Sluys in 1340.   In 1366 the Mamelukes are reported to have used ship borne guns to bombard Cairo.  By 1415, when Henry V landed in France prior to the battle of Agincourt, Shakespeare records his use of naval artillery to secure the port for Harfleur.  Henry was also the first commander to group his artillery in batteries.  Shakespeare describes the naval bombardment of Harfleur:

“For so appears this fleet majestical holding due course for Harfleur …  Behold the ordnance on the carriages, with fatal mouths gaping girded Harfleur; and the nimble gunner with linstock now the devilish cannon touches and down goes all before them.”









Henry V, Act 3, Scene 1

Naval artillery was again crucial in the success of the English against a combined Franco Scottish army at the battle of Pinkie Creuch in 1547.   The two armies met on the Scottish coast near St Andrews, and bombardment from the guns of the English frigates broke up the Scottish infantry, allowing the smaller English army to triumph.  Thus in 1587 William Bourne was able to comment favourably on the English use of artillery at sea.

The battle of the Dunes in 1568 was fought between the French and Spanish armies across the beach at Dunkirk.  The Spaniards had ten cannon, the French none, but Cromwell had sent part of his new Model Army to support the French, transported in three frigates.  When the Spanish tried to turn the French flank by advancing along the beach, these frigates provided supporting fire which broke up the Spanish attack and secured a French victory.   

Eighteenth Century

In 1709 the English and French fleets were facing one another, the English blockading the French in the Southern port of Toulon.   English bomb vessels, mounting large mortars, were employed to provide indirect fire over the harbour defences at the ships moored within.  Contemporary records indicate that a signal party was sent ashore to send back corrections to the bomb vessels to range their fire on to the French ships, two of which were sunk, and the majority of the others scuttled.

By the time of the Seven Years War in 1756, sophisticated techniques for combined operations in amphibious, or as it was then called, ‘military littoral’ warfare were developed in which naval bombardment played a major part.  At Quebec naval artillery was manhandled ashore to provide decisive fire support to General Wolfe’s army in overcoming the French under Montcalm.  By now, amphibious forces operated on a world-wide scale (Figure 1)

These techniques were later extended in the American War of Independence and the Napoleonic wars.  Although the latter are generally regarded as being continental in Europe, significant amphibious operations took place at Walcheren (an operation which was to be repeated some one hundred and fifty years later), at Aboukir Bay in Egypt, where General Abercromby achieved a similar defeat on land to that achieved by Nelson at the battle of the Nile, and by Nelson himself at Copenhagen where naval shore bombardment was crucial in persuading the Danes to surrender.

Nineteenth Century

The Crimean or Russian War that began in 1854 was fought not only in the Black Sea but also in the Baltic; again extensive use was made of naval artillery both afloat and ashore in support of the army, with considerable success.   Indeed, the naval bombardment of Sweaborg (modern Suomanllina off Helsinki) and the threat to Russia’s northern naval base at Kronstadt was a major factor the Russians’ decision to sue for peace.  Volume 84 of the Naval Records Society reports : “During the operations of the Bomb Ketch Flotilla under the command of Lieutenant the Hon. Augustus C Hobart, (Senior Lieutenant of HMS Duke of Wellington) Captain Arbuthnot Digby, Royal Marine Artillery, invented the Digby Laying Calculator, intended to “enhance the accuracy of plunging fire in the overcoming of fortresses by seaborne guns”

First World War

The First World War is best remembered in amphibious terms for the Anglo-French failure at Gallipoli, but the campaign did bring out the need for carefully coordinated and observed naval bombardment to support the army, particularly as the terrain did not allow general deployment of land artillery (Figure 2).  The dangers of lack of coordination had already been demonstrated in the unsuccessful attempt to seize the port of Tanga in German East Africa in 1914, when naval fire support was available and would have been decisive if it had been planned and applied accurately.  In contrast, not many miles from Tanga the German light cruiser Konigsberg was successfully engaged and sunk by monitors, using aerial observation to adjust their fire.  Monitors, yet another brainchild of Winston Churchill, were relatively small shallow draft vessels mounting guns ranging from six-inch to fifteen-inch calibre, capable of coming close inshore specifically to provide supporting fire to land forces.  Shore bombardment by monitors was a major contribution to the successful raid on Zeebrugge in April 1918.

A fascinating plan to turn the flank of the Western Front by a regimental amphibious landing at Middlekirch, where the German front line reached the Belgian coast, was abandoned at the last minute by the army, but was subsequently shown to have been likely to succeed, and could indeed have reversed the subsequent disaster at Passchendaele.

Post-war progress was frustrated by lack of funds and a failure to grasp the significance of developments in the techniques of amphibious assault.  These were highlighted in 1936 in a letter from Captain Watson, director of the Royal Naval Staff College at Greenwich to the Admiralty emphasizing the responsibility of the Royal Navy to train and equip a substantial specialist landing force.

Second World War – Combined Operations

However, it was the Army in 1938 that brought pressure to establish the Inter Services Training and Development Committee which was to be the forerunner of Combined Operations Command.  At its first meeting the Committee identified naval fire support as a crucial element in a successful landing.  The committee also calculated that it would take a minimum of eighteen months to train and equip a battalion sized amphibious force.  Subsequently, under the emphatic direction of Winston Churchill, Combined Operations Command was formed to prepare and oversee the re-conquest of continental Europe.

The combined operations concept was not welcomed by any of the three armed services, but under, first, General Bourne, Royal Marines, then Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes, and ultimately Lord Louis Mountbatten, it steadily established itself.  One of Combined Operations’ earliest and most successful manifestations was the Bombardment and Forward Observation Unit.  Although this did not achieve unit status until the 24 April 1942 the first group of Royal Artillery officers arrived at HMS Excellent at the Naval Gunnery School on Whale Island on 7 December 1940 to complete a one week course on the control and coordination of naval gunfire. By mid 1941, 179 officers had qualified through this course.

The unit was initially established at the Combined Training Centre at Inverary, and subsequently moved to HMS Dundonald II near Troon.   It included both Royal Navy and Royal Artillery personnel, and quickly established itself not only as an effective means of coordinating naval bombardment with land forces, but also proved to be a vital and immediate communications link between the front line and the naval and military commanders.

Tactical and strategic developments at the outbreak of the Second World War had resulted in ad hoc amphibious operations being attempted at Narvik and Tromso in Norway and later at Dakar in West Africa, but without success.

However, within days of achieving operational status, the first Bombardment Unit deployment took place as part of the attack on the port of Diego Suarez in Madagascar - Operation Ironclad.  Although the opportunities for naval bombardment were limited by the terrain, the forward observation parties repeated their training success in reporting back immediate intelligence to the force commanders, and the port was successfully seized.  The Bombardment Unit provided six liaison officers on board the bombardment supporting ships, and three forward observer parties ashore.

The next operation, Operation Jubilee, in August 1942 attempted to seize a port facility on the French Atlantic coast at Dieppe in order to practice and prepare for the full scale invasion of France.  It included 6 Forward Observer Bombardment (FOB) parties and 7 Bombardment Liaison Officers (BLOs) on the supporting destroyers.  There were no heavy calibre naval gun ships, no co-ordinating headquarters ship and air support was ineffective.  Described as a reconnaissance in force, the operation was a disaster, and among the many casualties were a significant number of the bombardment unit personnel, some 50% of those deployed.  But lessons were learnt and the whole concept of fire support in landing operations was revised and expanded.

Middle East

In the meantime a second Bombardment Unit had been established and trained in the Middle East at the direct request of the naval commander, Admiral Cunningham, who had supported the Army with inshore bombardment from the outset of the North African campaign.  Thus when the first Allied landings took place in Operation Torch along the North West African coast, much greater naval fire support was provided with a consequent expansion in the number of  BLOs on board the ships, and FOB parties ashore.  Many of these were attached to the American units which formed the main landing force.  The response of the French Vichy forces varied from enthusiastic surrender to desperate fighting and the FOB parties’ ability to transfer back immediate information was again crucial.  

Operation Torch was followed by Operation Husky, the successful invasion of Sicily, with a follow up landing on to the Italian mainland at Reggio.  Both of these owed their success in no small part to successful naval bombardment coordinated by the Combined Operations Bombardment Units (COBUs) as they were now formally known.  

Once on mainland Italy the allied forces endeavoured to outflank the Germans with landings first at Salerno – Operation Avalanche - and then Anzio – Operation Shingle.  On both occasions the Germans counter attacked fiercely and there was a danger of the landing force being thrown back into the sea, but sustained naval gunfire support saved the day.  

No 2 COBU also provided support for the invasion of Southern France – Operation Dragoon (formerly Operation Anvil) in August 1944.

One of the innovations introduced during the Mediterranean campaign was the use of fighter aircraft for bombardment spotting, predominately by Fleet Air Arm pilots flying in pairs.  One pilot spotted and adjusted the bombardment while the other - the weaver - covered him against enemy interception.  This technique relied on the Bombardment Liaison Officers on board ship to interpret the pilots’ instructions.  

Number 2 COBU conducted extensive operations in the Mediterranean at Vibo Valentia, Pantellaria, Elba, the Yugoslav Islands and the Greek Islands.  The Inshore Squadron and the Raiding Support Group provided seaborne bombardment from a wide variety of vessels including landing craft fitted with 25 pdr field guns and 4.7inch naval gun turrets.

North-West Europe

Meanwhile, in North-West Europe, on 6 June 1944 the largest amphibious assault every contemplated was carried out – D-Day.  As predicted by the Inter Services Training and Development Committee back in 1938, naval bombardment formed an essential element of its success.  The landings comprised two armies made up of five corps: two American, two British and one Canadian, the Americans comprising the Western Task Force and the British and Canadians the Eastern Task Force – with a very substantial covering bombardment force.  The naval component of the bombardment force comprised seven battleships (Figure 3)(two in reserve on D-Day), two monitors, twenty seven cruisers, sixty four destroyers and sloops, together with close support ‘drenching fire’ provided by twenty seven landing craft (gun), thirty five landing craft (rocket) (Figure 4), and twenty eight landing craft (flak).  In the course of the battle the bombarding ships fired a total of 68,251 rounds of ammunition.

Ship borne gunfire was also used in close support in the run in to the landings; this included ten regiments of self propelled artillery and the Royal Marines Armoured Support Group using Centaur tanks with 95mm bunker busting guns carried in medium landing craft.  Each task force had its own self-contained bombardment group which anchored in its designated area before dawn on 6 June, and was coordinated by the COBUs.  There were a total of forty two FOB parties, seventy two BLOs and three headquarters teams.  There was also a significant Fleet Air Arm, Royal Air Force, and US Army Air Force air spotting component in the early stages of the landing until the troops were established ashore, again co-ordinated by the Bombardment Liaison Officers.

The plan, in more detail, was:

Western Task Force (Rear Admiral Alan G Kirk, USN):

	Bombardment Force
	A (Utah)
	C (Omaha)
	

	Battleships

Monitors

Cruisers

Gunboats

Destroyers
	USS Nevada

HMS Erebus

USS Augusta*

USS Tuscaloosa

USS Quincy

HMS Black Prince

HMS Hawkins

HMS Enterprise

HNMS Soemba

USS Fitch

USS Forrest

USS Corry (sunk)

USS Hobson

USS Herndon

USS Shubrick

USS Butler

USS Gherardi

USS Bates

USS Rich
	USS Arkanas

USS Texas

HMS Glasgow

HMS Bellona

FFS Montcalm

FSS Georges Leygues (RAdm Jaujard)

USS Frankford

USS McCook

USS Carmick

USS Doyle

USS Emmons

USS Baldwin

USS Harding

USS Satterlee*

USS Thompson

HMS Tanatside

HMS Talybont

HMS Melbreak

USS Barton

USS Ellyson
	


Eastern Task Force (Rear Admiral Sir Philip Vian RN):

	Bombardment Force
	K (Gold)
	E (Juno)
	D (Sword)

	Battleships

Monitors

Cruisers

Gunboats

Destroyers
	HMS Orion

HMS Emerald

HMS Argonaut

HMS Ajax*

HMNS Flores

25 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Grenville

HMS Ulster

HMS Ulysses

HMS Undaunted

HMS Undine

HMS Urania

HMS Urchin

HMS Ursa

8 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Jervis

21 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Cattistock

HMS Cottesmore

HMS Pytchley

ORP Krakowiak
	HMS Belfast*

HMS Diadem

8 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Faulknor

HMS Fury

26 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Kempenfelt

HMS Venus

HMS Vigilant

HMS Algonquin

HMS Sioux

1 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Bleasedale

HMS Stevenstone

HMNS Glaisdale

FFS La Combattante

HMS  Blankney


	HMS Warspite

HMS Ramilles

HMS Roberts

HMS Mauritius*

HMS Arethusa, 

HMS Frobisher

HMS Danae

ORK (Polish) Dragon

23 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Saumarez 

HMS Scorpion

HMS Scourge

HMS Serapis

HMS Swift

HNMS Stord

HNMS Svenner(sunk)

HMS Kelvin

HMS Impulsive

26 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Verulam

HMS Virago

16 Destroyer Flotilla

HMS Slazak

HMS Middleton

HMS Eglington


* Flagships

King George VI visited the beach head shortly after D-Day; The King had commanded a gun turret in HMS Resolution at the Battle of Jutland and he discussed the detailed techniques of shore bombardment for over half an hour.

The Eastern flank on the river Orne was secured by 6th Airborne Division which had six FOB parties attached to it (Figure 5).  These provided the essential fire support to the lightly armed parachute units until they could be relieved by the seaborne troops pressing inland.

The beach assault was supported by 26 Forward Observation parties operating in M3 half tracks (Figure 6) Initially the Allies were tied down around Caen and naval bombardment, particularly from the long range guns of the battleships, continued to provide support throughout June and July until the breakout was finally achieved.   

The massive fire suppression was largely successful in getting the troops ashore without significant losses, except on Omaha beach, where destroyers were eventually brought close inshore to within 1500 metres to engage the German strong points and get the pinned down American 1st and 29th Divisions off the beach.  

Montgomery’s troops then advanced rapidly and captured the port of Antwerp before the Germans had an opportunity to destroy it.  However Montgomery, for reasons which still remain unclear, failed to press home this advantage and allowed the Germans to regroup on Walcheren island on the Northern bank of the river Scheldt, so the port remained unusable.  The Canadians had successfully captured the Southern side of the estuary, and an amphibious assault by the 3rd Commando Brigade in conjunction with the Canadian army was planned as Operation Infatuate to take place on 1 November 1944.  Walcheren was heavily defended with 18 batteries totalling 100 guns together with 36 105mm guns in individual strong points and six antiaircraft batteries, and 350 flamethrowers.  Naval Bombardment was provided by HMS Warspite, Erebus and Roberts and the Support Squadron Eastern Flank; after the Normandy landings, the close support landing craft had been regrouped to form Support Squadron Eastern Flank under Lieutenant Commander Sellar.  Their twenty five remaining seaworthy Landing Craft (Gun) and Motor Gun Boats were joined by the three warships to provide fire support to the commandos operating in the treacherous shoals of the Scheldt estuary.  Again, the COBUs provided the coordinating fire control, with six FOB parties ashore and ten BLO’s with the supporting craft.  Although the operation was relatively minor in size,its strategic success, which was achieved in ten days rather than the planned thirty, was dramatic.  The commandos got ashore with relatively few causalities thanks to the support landing craft which drew the fire of the German defending positions, suffering very heavy loses themselves in doing so.

The successful capture of Walcheren opened up the port of Antwerp, and took place shortly after the failure to capture the Arnhem Bridge.  Five weeks later the Germans launched their massive Ardennes offensive, with Antwerp as its primary objective, and which very nearly broke the Allied line.  It is debatable whether the Allies could have stemmed the German offensive had they not been able to re-supply the hard pressed ground forces through Antwerp.

From the earliest days of the war the European theatre had witnessed a series of increasingly large and complex amphibious operations.  Once the lessons of Dieppe had been learnt, these were uniformly successful and the COBUs played a crucial role on each occasion.

Far East

The concentration of landing craft in Europe had meant that amphibious operations in the Far East were largely curtailed, although a COBU, Number 5, had been set up using the core of the original bombardment unit parties from the Madagascar operation.  In late 1944 and early 1945, with the greater availability of landing craft after Normandy, a series of operations along the Arakan coastline were successfully carried out in support of the main thrust by General Slim’s 14th Army south through Burma towards Rangoon.

No 5 COBU supported a series of assault landings into the Arakan.  Due to the extreme and mountainous nature of the terrain, transport over land was at best complex and in the Arakan virtually impossible, so the army had to rely entirely on naval bombardment for fire support.   This was largely provided by sloops of the Royal Indian Navy which were able to penetrate inland along the great maze of creeks or chaungs which crisscrossed the whole coastal plain.  These chaungs were often only a little wider than the ships themselves, and navigating them to where they could provide accurate  support was an extraordinary feat of seamanship.  The magnitude of their contribution can be judged from the fact that HMIS Narbada alone fired 9,753 rounds of 4-inch ammunition in 61 days.

The capture of the Arakan was quickly followed by an amphibious landing at Rangoon (Operation Dracula) in the face of which the Japanese quickly withdrew, and a massive landing on the Malayan Peninsula – operation Zipper - which was ultimately unopposed following the dropping of the atom bombs on Nagasaki and Hiroshima.

The Combined Operations Bombardment Units had provided essential support to British operations on every front of the world conflict.

Post-War

The nature of this contribution may be judged by the fact that the Bombardment Units earned for themselves a permanent place in the peacetime army, as Major General Laycock observed in 1947.  It should be remembered that by this time almost all special forces, including the Commandos, Special Air Service, Reconnaissance corps and others had be disbanded.  However, the new peace was to be short lived.

In 1949 General Omar Bradley as Head of the American Joint Chiefs of Staff predicted that there would never again be large scale amphibious operations, but events within a year were to prove him dramatically wrong.  The invasion of South Korea by North Korea in 1950, and its desperate defence by United Nations forces initially resulted in the North Koreans occupying a substantial proportion of the peninsula.  However, a brilliant amphibious flanking ‘hook’ by General Macarthur at Inchon using mainly US Marine forces reversed the whole campaign.  Combined Operations Bombardment Parties from Hong Kong supported these landings but details are scarce as the Regimental records was subsequently lost.   

This was followed in 1956 by the ill-fated Suez landings – Operation Musketeer.   Amphibious Observation Units as they were now known were deployed in the landings but political interference resulted initially in a total prohibition on naval bombardment, subsequently eased to guns of less than 6-inch calibre.  The landings were a military success but a political disaster.  

Further deployments took place during the threatened invasion of Kuwait in 1961 and the limited operations to support the Borneo confrontation in 1965, after which British amphibious capability was steadily run down.

By the 1980s the Royal Navy’s remaining amphibious ships were due to be scrapped and the latest surface ships did not even have a main gun armament.  On 1 April 1982 Argentina successfully invaded the Falkland Islands, and an amphibious task force was hastily mustered with a view to their recapture.  Rumours abounded of ships which were being pressed into to service to make up for the shortage of specialist support craft.  The first success was the recapture of South Georgia – Operation Paraquat - with an attack on Grytvyken.  This was a complex joint operation in extremely harsh weather conditions, and naval gunfire support was used to dramatic effect in securing the Argentine surrender.  This was followed by a successful raid on Pebble Island carried out by the SAS under cover of Naval Gunfire to destroy over twenty Argentine aircraft; and the first major attack at Goose Green. Naval gunfire support forward observers, now provided by 148 Battery Royal Artillery, carried out harrassing fire on a nightly basis and then accompanied the attacking forces in successful assaults on Two Sisters, Tumbledown, Harriet, Longdon and Wireless Ridge, culminating in the surrender of all Argentine forces on the islands.

This picture of three of the forward observers is remarkably reminiscent of their forebears of the Second World War (Figure 7).

The Battery was actively involved in operations in the Gulf War of 1991 including spotting for the battleships USS Wisconsin and New Jersey (Figure 8).  It also operated in Serbia, Kosovo and Sierra Leone.  In February 2003, 148 Battery, including some of its Reservist Liaison Officers, deployed to Kuwait and participated in the successful landings at Umm Qasr in Iraq – Operation Telic -which heralded the defeat of Saddam Hussain (Ed – see Volume IX Number 3 (2004) for an account of 8 Battery and 29 Regiment’s actions in the Iraq War).  The Naval Gunfire Forward Observer has truly become the complete ‘soldier sailor’.

In conclusion, most of those involved in joint warfare would undoubtedly agree with Lord Mountbatten’s definition of combined operations as the only lunatic asylum in the world run by its own inmates.

QUESTIONS

Maj Heaney.

How did the Army communicate with the ships providing gunfire support in the Crimea?

Speaker.

The guns were ashore, so it was not a special problem.

Revd Gilman.

At Gallipoli did the Navy have observers ashore?
Speaker.

No.  The Royal Artillery provided the observers ashore, and liaison officers on the warships.  Communications were by visual signal (flags and heliograph) until radio stations could be set up.  The ships were allocated target areas ashore.  Aeroplanes had been used during the earlier naval bombardments, but these had been ineffective.

Maj Fordyce.

Balloons were used during the Campaign in Gallipoli.

Maj Gen Bailey.
How accurate was the naval gunfire on D-Day, especially the fire from the 25-pounder regiments involved in the Run-in Shoot; were they closing with the shore or were they moored.  

Lt Col Townend.
The fire of the guns in the Run-in shoot was controlled by a Coventry Clock, a clockwork device that measured range against speed. It was invented by an IG, Major Coventry; I was told that none of the visitors to the units firing the shoot, not even Generals Eisenhower or Montgomery, was received with greater interest than Major Coventry.  The guns were mounted on LCTs and fired at regular intervals as they approached the shore, then peeled off as they reached it and landed after the infantry.

Col Pinion.

The guns fired from 10,000 yards out down to 4,000 yards, on 60 separate barrage lines, 100 rpg HE and smoke, at Rate 3, ie every alternate line.  The guns were aligned for direction by the ships captains steering towards the shore, and fired by the Nos 1 when the elevation bubbles were level.

Maj Gen Bailey.
Are field guns fired from ships part of contemporary doctrine?

Capt Entwisle (148 Bty).   29 Commando Regiment fired their guns from the decks of HMS Ocean during the operations in Sierra Leone (in 2000).

Lt Col Townend.
Bearing in mind that the guns of warships were designed to sink other warships and therefore had a long, flat trajectory, firing armour-piercing ammunition, was a separate range of high-explosive ammunition developed to support ground operations.

Speaker.

Not at first, but problems with range in supporting operations in Madagascar led to the development of special ammunition.

Afternote:

A former RN “SIG” - to use the RA terminology - at Portland has confirmed that in addition to special anti-aircraft and armour-piercing ammunition all ships providing NGS in Normandy did have an outfit of HE with both direct action and mechanical time fuses.  They also has a special spotting round to make things easier for the OP during adjustment, with more flash and smoke than a normal HE PD one, but with (presumably) identical ballistics.

Brig Timbers.

You mentioned that 9000 rounds were fired by the ships providing naval gunfire in the Falklands.  Do you know how many rounds were fired by the field batteries – wasit more or less?  The comment was made after the War that the infantry won the battles, but the artillery won the war.

Afternote:

The exact number of artillery rounds fired in the Falklads has been difficult to track down.  CO 29 Cdo Regt ordered 500 rpg to be dumped on the gun positions before the final attacks on Stanley, and most of these were fired, giving a total of about 15,000 rounds.

Mr Brigstock.

It is worthy of comment that after the Falklands War, the US Navy brought one of their battleships out of the mothball fleet specifically to provide a heavy naval gunfire capability.

Maj Gen Bailey.
Not just the Americans, the Russians did too.

Speaker.

The US are still designing the gun for their new warships.

Maj Barber (BC 148 Bty).  The Royal Navy is looking at developing a 155mm (6-inch) capability by mounting an AS90 barrel on their Type-45 destroyers. 
Brig Timbers.

That is an interesting reversal of the previous practice of developing land service guns from naval guns.

Unidentified Questioner.  Were the amphibious bombardment procedures used by the British and the US on D-Day different?

Speaker.

Not greatly.  Most of the Forward Observers Bombardment on both sectors were British.  The US tended to put their sailors ashore.

Lt Col Thompson.
The task of the Naval Gunfire Liaison Officers on the ships is to traslate the observers orders into a comprehensible instruction as to what is required for the ships gunnery staff. 

Mr Brigstock.

Can any other observers control naval gunfire?
Speaker.

Yes, the guns of HMS Arethusa were controlled directly from HQ 3 Para Bde to break up a German tank attack.  Another observer lost some credibility with the Navy when his unusual corrections of fire were found to be in pursuit of a lone German motorcyclist.

Maj Fordyce.

It goes without saying that artillery communications replicate the command communications and were hugely important in backing up and often replacing command communications.  On another note, in the audience is Mr Richards, formerly BSM 148 Bty, who was involved in one of the least known events of the Falklands War the recapture of South Thule, which is the subject of a (forthcoming) article in the RA Journal.

The Chairman brought the meeting to a close by thanking Majors Fordyce, Dixon and Brown for a fascinating lecture.  He was aware that he himself knew virtually nothing about amphibious bombardment, but recalled a comment from the RA Commemoration Book by an FOO who was working with a FOB and lamented that all the shoots with his regiment were upstaged by those the FOB fired with HMS Rodney.

The Chairman took the opportunity to bring members up to date with the situation at the Museum.  The Museum will continue to operate until it runs out of money, however, in recent months, it has been doing better than expected, mainly as a result of the success of corporate hire, something that is common to many museums. Surprisingly, corporate hire prefers to use the Museum galleries and the Fields of Fire gallery (the son et lumiere) is both particularly suitable for a dinner and particularly popular, more so than the Old RMA.   Sadly, visitor numbers are still poor.  Communications are set to improve with plans for the Docklands Light railway to extend to Woolwich and the recent introduction of a water link from the pier to the City which brings many commuters past the Museum’s front door.  It should be remembered that the National Army Museum took five years to get established and the Director had always maintained that it would take the Royal Artillery Museum at least as long.

The Meeting closed at 12.30 pm and the Members and their guests moved to the RA Mess for lunch followed by the AGM.

Afternote:  Col Pinion subsequently provided the following short account of the Run-in Shoot on D-Day.

THE RUN IN SHOOT ON D-DAY

The Fire Plan for the D-Day assault was in two phases; firstly the Preliminary Bombardment, and secondly the “Run-in Shoot”.  The Preliminary Bombardment began with overnight bombing by 6340 aircraft, dropping 11000 tons of bombs to neutralise enemy guns and to destroy roads, bridges and airfields.  This ended just after dawn on 6 June.  At 0530 hrs the invasion front was engaged by 6 battleships, 2 monitors and 23 cruisers, their fire being controlled by Royal Artillery officers trained as Forward Observers Bombardment (FOB), in Landing Craft Assault (LCA) 1000 yds offshore.  Ground attack fighter bombers were on call.

The Run-in Shoot was fired by the 240 guns of the ten Self-Propelled (SP) artillery regiments of the three British and Canadian assault divisions.  This was supplemented by salvoes of 600 x 50 lb rockets ripple-fired from converted LCTs, each salvo of 30 tons of HE, the equivalent of a broadside from 200 destroyers.  Other LCTs, codenamed “Hedgerow”, fired 24lb mortar bombs against minefields on the beaches and coastal strips.

The artillery regiments of each division formed an arrow-head of groups, each of six LCTs.  Guns were embarked by troops of four to a LCT, usually with two guns side by side forward and two guns aft, with the troop OP tank and command vehicles in between.  Each gun had a stockpile of 100 rounds, mostly HE with some smoke, to be fired at a rate of 3 rounds per minute.  A regimental FOO moved ahead of each assault brigade.  He had seven radios, with which to call for support from the Navy and the Air Forces and to adjust the fire plan, though his ability to do this must have been limited to timings, rates and weights of fire.  The shoot was controlled by the adjutant of each regiment, embarked in a Motor Launch fitted with radar to plot the position continually, with the regimental net to each troop lieutenant on his LCT’s bridge with its captain.  He had a fire plan programme and a Coventry Clock, so-named after its inventor.  This had a wooden hand and a dial, marked with the range from 13000 yds down to 1000 yds, and could be set to move at a rate corresponding to the speed of the LCT.  Fire was opened at a range of 10000 yds, decreasing at intervals of 100 yds, and ceasing when 3000 yds offshore.  As the LCTs reached the position to open fire each adjutant ordered “Start Coventry Clocks” and each troop lieutenant pressed a button on his clock.  He ordered “Fire” as the decreasing ranges reached on the face of his clock corresponded to those of the thirty fire plan serials allocated to his troop.

There were two unique problems.  The LCTs rarely pointed directly at the targets but crabbed to compensate for wind and tide.  So twenty seconds before firing each troop lieutenant said to his LCT’s captain “Twenty seconds”.  The bows were turned directly towards the land and, after firing, the LCT regained its course.  It must be the only time that the Royal Navy has laid for line the guns on the Royal Artillery.  The second problem was to avoid firing on the crest or in the trough of a wave.  Each gun commander therefore waited until the spirit level bubble on his sight was centred before firing.

Off SWORD Beach 3 (BR) Division’s artillery moved into formation at 0630 hrs while 15000 yds offshore.  At 0644 the first ranging rounds were fired by A Troop of 9 (Irish) (Ed - now 24 (Irish)) Battery, 7 Field Regiment, as a 2 gun salvo of WP smoke.  This was unobserved as was the second salvo.  The third was spotted about 400 yds from the target; a correction was calculated, and the ranged passed by radio to the other vessels.  During the Run-In Shoot each regiment fired 2160 rounds, a total across 2nd Army’s front of just under 10 tons per minute of HE throughout the 35 minutes’ long programme.  It was a great success, thanks to the training undertaken and the total confidence between the Gunners and the LCT crews.  Thanks also, to Major Coventry!
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