
C E N T U R Y  O F  S E R V I C E :  T H E  H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  S O U T H  A L B E R T A  L I G H T  H O R S E

216

“ K E E N - E Y E D  P R A I R I E  M E N ”  

217

Landing Craft Tank
Naval crew: 11
Length: 114 feet 2 inches
Beam: 32 feet
Draft: Forward, 2 feet 10 

inches; aft, 4 feet 1 inch
Displacement, loaded: 133 

tons
Cargo capacity: 150 tons
Engine: 3 x diesel engines
Maximum speed: 8 knots
Armament: 2 x 20 mm 

Oerlikon
Armour: Plastic armour 

on the wheelhouse for 
splinter protection

experience was applied to planning for the main event – Opera-
tion , the landing in France to be carried out in 1944 
– and involved air, naval and ground forces. Aircraft, medium 
bombers and rocket-equipped tactical fighters, that would take 
out the enemy’s coastal batteries, disrupt his communications 
and prevent reinforcements being moved forward to the assault 
area. Large warships would engage targets inland from the beach, 
while smaller warships would engage targets in the immediate 
landing area, their fire being directed by Forward Bombard-
ment Officers (FBOs) who would land with the assault troops. 
The FBOs would also direct the fire of a great variety of gun 
and rocket-armed landing craft that would contribute inshore 
(less than 1,000 yards from the target) fire support squarely on 
the beach defences. The army’s contribution was to be a “beach 
barrage” (actually a bombardment) using field guns firing from 

LCTs (Landing Craft, Tank) that would keep the defenders’ 
heads down during the final approach to the beach.

In July 1943 the 3rd Canadian Division was selected as one of 
the six Allied assault formations for Operation  and 
for the next ten months it trained hard for this new role. In Sep-
tember the division’s three artillery regiments (12th, 13th and 
14th Field Regiments) went to the Combined Operations centre 
at Inverary in western Scotland to learn amphibious techniques 
and to study ways and means of bringing down the “beach bar-
rage.” By trial and error it was discovered that a troop of four 25-
pdrs. lashed to the deck of an LCT could fire an effective barrage 
using a director sight mounted on the vessel’s bridge, which took 
the craft’s axis as being the zero line. Fire could be brought down 
on either side of this line at varying ranges – it would not be 
highly accurate fire but, since the purpose of the beach barrage 

In matters of doctrine and training, the 
Royal Canadian Artillery followed the lead of 
the Royal Artillery. During the interwar pe-
riod, in the interest of conserving ammuni-
tion and reducing costs, the RA had stressed 
pinpoint accuracy and a low rate of fire. While 
this emphasis was suitable in a peacetime en-
vironment, it did not work in wartime condi-
tions as it required a lengthy targetting pro-
cedure and a long wait for infantry to obtain 
artillery support – sometimes as much as an 
hour. This shortcoming was notable in the 
French campaign of 1940 and a gunner vet-
eran of that campaign, Brigadier H.J. Parham, 
began to look for a better and quicker method 
of engaging targets. Parham decided that, in 
mobile warfare, pinpoint accuracy would be 
hard to attain and, in any case, it was not really 
necessary – the same result could be obtained 
by simply drenching the area of the target 
with fire. It was his feeling that “the shock of 
a large number of rounds arriving simultane-
ously was far greater than that of a prolonged 
bombardment” and his solution was “to fire 
every gun that could bear as soon as it could 
be laid and loaded.”31

The key to the Parham system was an ef-
ficient communications system based on ra-
dio. The gun positions would be fed target 
information from static OP (Observation 
Point) officers or mobile FOOs (Forward Ob-
servation Officers), located with the forward 
troops, or AOP (Air Observation Post) aircraft. Connected by 
radio with their regiments and batteries, these relatively junior 
officers would identify the target, give its approximate location 
(often based on a six-digit map reference) and could order a lev-
el of fire (that is, the number of guns to be used and rounds to be 
fired). This information was sent to the GPOs (Gun Position Of-
ficers) of each battery who would direct the guns under his com-
mand to fire on that target. A troop of four guns was generally 
the smallest fire unit used in the Parham system and a battery 
of two troops, or eight guns, was the most common. Parham 
developed a method which, if the situation warranted, could 
very quickly bring down heavy fire on the enemy. An observa-
tion officer, if authorized, could call for a “Mike,” “Uncle,” “Vic-
tor,” or “Yoke” target. A “Mike Target” – the one most commonly 
used – would be engaged by the 24 guns in a field regiment; an 
“Uncle Target” by the 72 guns in the three field regiments of an 
infantry division; a “Victor Target” by all the guns in a corps, 

as many as 250 weapons; while a “Yoke 
Target” would receive the fire of every 
gun within range which, during the last 
years of the war, meant that it might be 
fired at by upwards of as many as 500 
weapons.* 

The Parham system began to be in-
troduced in the Royal Artillery in late 
1942 and in the Royal Canadian Ar-
tillery in 1943. As Canadian gunners 
mastered the new doctrine, their army, 
after more than three years of waiting 
and training, commenced sustained 
operations in July 1943 when the 1st 
Canadian Division participated in the 
invasion of Sicily. Following the suc-
cessful conquest of this island, the Al-
lies invaded the Italian mainland in 
September and commenced the long, 
hard job of fighting up the “Italian 
boot” in mountainous terrain that fa-
voured the defender. Ultimately, the 
Canadian contribution in Italy in-
creased to an entire corps, comprising 
the 1st Infantry Division and the 5th 
Armoured Division, while the 1st Ar-
moured Brigade operated mainly with 
British troops. Understandably, the Ca-
nadian formations which remained be-
hind in Britain – 2nd and 3rd Infantry 
Divisions, 4th Armoured Division and 
2nd Armoured Brigade – began to get 

restless even though they knew they were being held back for 
the invasion of France.

By the summer of 1943 planning and preparations for this 
operation were in full swing. One of the main lessons learned 
from Dieppe was that, if infantry were to make a successful 
landing against fixed defences, they must have overwhelming 
fire support, including close fire support. This had been absent 
during Operation  and the result was that infantry were 
pinned down on the beach and more or less slaughtered. Plan-
ners at Combined Operations Headquarters, the “fourth service” 
created to conduct amphibious landings for the Western Allies, 
studied this problem intensively and came up with a solution. 
It did not come about overnight but gradually evolved from ex-
perience gained during the major landings carried out in North 
Africa (Operation  in November 1942), Sicily (Operation 
, July 1943) and at Salerno and Anzio in Italy (Operation 
, September 1943, and , February 1944). This 

Lieutenant Jack Summers, Maresfield Camp

Typical of the young westerners who served 

in the SAR, Jack Summers from North Bat-

tleford, Saskatchewan, enlisted as a boy 

soldier in the militia in the mid-1930s and, 

after going active service, was commis-

sioned in the armoured corps. In early 1943 

he joined the SAR and fought throughout 

the campaign in Northwest Europe, winning 

the Military Cross. Summers continued in 

the militia after the war and ended his mili-

tary career in the 1970s as a brigadier-gen-

eral commanding Prairie Command. He is 

seen here wearing the black denim coveralls 

which were standard armoured corps work-

ing dress during the war and after. SAR ARCHIVES 

* Although it was very rarely used, there was also provision for a “William” Target, a target to be fired at by every gun in an army. It is recorded that the first “Wil-

liam” Target fired by the Commonwealth artillery during the war was called for by Brigadier W.S. Ziegler, the Commander Royal Artillery, 1st Canadian Division, 

in Italy in 1943.

M-7 SP 105 mm howitzer and Porpoise ammunition sled

Each of the M-7 guns landed on D-Day dragging a sled loaded with am-

munition known as a “Porpoise.” These sheet-metal, toboggan-like sleds 

were designed to fit between the tracks and under the belly of a Sherman or 

Churchill tank. When loading an LCT, the Porpoise was dragged by chains 

hooked to its rear end into the craft and chained to the deck. A Sherman OP 

or M-7 reversed into the LCT and parked directly over the sled, where it too 

was chained to the deck. The Porpoise was connected to the M-7 ahead of it 

by telescoping crossed tow-bars, telescoped inwards to save space. The tow-

bars were extended before landing and the M-7 dragged the Porpoise out of 

the LCT. It was never designed to be anything other than an expedient means 

to deliver extra ammunition in an assault landing, and M-7 crews soon learned 

that its thin steel bottom would wear through if dragged over rough terrain for 

any length of time.


