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PROVISION OF SERVICE PERSONNEL FOR

MANNING THE GUNS OF MERCHANT SHIPS

The arming of merchant ships on the outbreak of a war is not a simple
business. To be effective against a ruthless enemy like the Germans it must be

done quickly as it is necessary to convince the enemy at once that attacking
merchant ships by gunfire is too dangerous to be worth while. As many merchant

ships return to this country only at infrequent intervals it is necessary for guns

to be available for mounting at as many ports as possible all over the world.

Moreover, the structure of most merchant ships has to be specially strengthened to

withstand the shock of gunfire and this also takes time.

2. Some thousands of guns were available at the outbreak of war, and although

many of them had seen service in the last war in a similar capacity some had been

given new mountings to enable them to be used as anti-aircraft guns.

3 Then war broke out the fitting of guns made such progress that in the

first 6 months about 1,900 vessels were armed. Nearly 3,000 were completed during
the first year. The crews of the vessels were trained by Naval gunnery instructors

to use the guns as soon as they had been mounted so that on going to sea all vessels

fitted with a gun were at once ready to defend themselves against attack.

4. From the start when the ATHENIA was sunk it became clear that Germany had

every intention of adopting a policy of "sink at sight" and it was at once necessary

to counter this with all the means in our power. To ensure the best use being
made of the weapons as they were mounted it was decided therefore to allocate a

number of pensioners and time expired Seamen and Royal Marines to act as gunlayers
of the ships armed and to take charge of the mercantile guns crews.

5. Owing to the heavy requirements of the Fleet, the number of men available

trained as gunlayers did not equal the number of guns laid aside for merchant ships.
It was therefore found necessary to recruit men directly as D.E.M.S. gunlayers.

Many answered the call from all walks of life. On one occasion the father of one

of them called at the Admiralty D.E.M.S. office to enquire, what was "this D.E.M.S.

gunlayer business" which could persuade his son to walk out on an income of £2,000
a year which he was earning as a Solicitor in his father’s office.

6. Another source of D.E.M.S. gunlayers was the non-seamen staff of large
liners such as stewards, butchers, barbers etc. A large number of these were out

of work in the early days of the war as passenger services had been severely cur-

tailed and cruising liners had turned to more serious tasks. Many of these men

were taken on and trained as gunners and have done fine work. About a dozen of

these Merchant Navy Gunlayers have received decorations or have been commended for

gallantry.

7. As the war proceeded, the enemy began intensive attacks on our trade by
aircraft as well as by U-boat and raiders especially in Home Waters. Although

provision of A.A. guns had been allowed for in our plans it became necessary to

augment the armaments of ships by mounting a large quantity of machine guns and

other anti-aircraft weapons. For these to be handled efficiently more and more

trained men had to be provided and consequently one Naval training establishment

was devoted almost entirely to turning out what came to be known as D.E.M.S.

ratings and is still doing so. These men could only be provided at a limited

rate as Naval requirements of personnel had begun to rise equally rapidly.

8. In addition to providing a number of Service Personnel to man the guns in

merchant ships, the Admiralty started an intensive scheme of training to teach the

men of the Merchant Service how to handle the weapons fitted. Many thousands of

men have qualified as gunners and done fine work in action.

9.We reached a state however, after the fall of France, when again we had

more guns than men to man them. At the same time the Army had many men under

training and evacuated from Dunkirk for whom weapons were not available. An

arrangement was therefore made between the War Office and Admiralty that a number

of soldiers should be lent to the Navy to supplement the D.E.M.S. ratings in

merchant ships.

/At first



2

At first, this was applied only to ships in waters round the United Kingdom where

the attacks were heaviest, but gradually as enemy aircraft attacks spread to the

Atlantic and as the soldiers began to find their sea, legs they were allocated to

vessels going to Allied ports.

10. In addition to manning the H.A. guns provided by the Navy a number of complete
gun’s crews were loaned by the Army with their anti-aircraft guns to assist in the

Battle of the Atlantic.

11. So far from a small start grew a sizeable Regiment of "D.E.M.S. soldiers” to

assist the Naval D.E.M.S. ratings and the Merchant Service to fire the guns in the

ships. At the same time the number of Naval men for D.E.M.S. was increasing, but

with the war spreading and intensifying their numbers never caught up with the number

of ships requiring trained men to help in their defence.

12. When the arrangements between the Admiralty and War Office had first been made,
it had been intended gradually to relieve all the ”D.E.M.S. soldiers” by Naval

ratings but when the time came to start this it was found that the soldiers had

become so efficient in the use of the weapons and so accustomed to the sea that

they wore every bit as valuable as the Naval D.E.M.S. ratings in the defence of

merchant ships. Further the ".D.E.M.S. soldiers” had by then been taken on

permanently for the duty instead of being leaned from their regiments as they were

in the first instance, and had been grouped in special regiments of the Royal Artillery
later to be known as "Maritime Regiments”.

13. By the time the Navy were ready to start taking over from the Army, the

Maritime Regiments had become fully established. Esprit de corps was high and

altogether it seemed most undesirable to disband such an excellent team. It was

therefore decided by the War Office to permit the Maritime Regiments to remain in

being. Thus the Maritime Regiments of the 17th century were revived to continue,
after a lapse of nearly 300 years, their historic function, namely, "The defence of

our Trade".

l4. Ranks of the Maritime Regiments are now allocated to ships as required by the

Admiralty under conditions at sea arranged by the Admiralty, Their administration is

however, still arranged by the War Office. Training in the use of the weapons in

Merchant Ships is common for both D.E.M.S. Naval ratings and ranks of the Maritime

Regiment. They are issued with the same type of weather-proof clothes from Naval

stocks, but underneath the soldier wears his khaki, and the sailor his traditional

rig. On board the merchant ships tho senior man takes charge of the Service personnel,
whichever Service he belongs to, and is responsible to the Master for tho efficiency
and welfare of all the Service personnel on board. At the end of the voyage, the men

of the Maritime Regiment return to depots, where they arc trained not only in the use

of the weapons, but in boat pulling and sailing, climbing rope ladders and other

sea lore which may be of use to them. Similarly the Naval D.E.M.S. ratings return

to D.E.M.S. depots established at all our commercial ports for leave and to continue

their training before being sent to sea again.

15. Many gallant deeds have been done at sea by the D.E.M.S. ratings and ranks of

the Maritime Regiments in the defence of Merchant Ships. Awards to these men total

60 to Naval personnel and a dozen to the men of the Maritime Regiments. In addition,

a further 60 and 30 respectively, have been commended for their services in auction

against the enemy. The morale of these men is high and Masters have on many occasions

been loud in the praise of their gallantry. Evidence from German broadcasts, shows

that the Luftwaffe pilots have now, a wholesome respect for the gunnery of our convoys

and show a marked disinclination to press home their attacks in the face of it.

16. This can be attributed to the fine co-operation of those that "go down to the

sea in ships" - the Navy, the Army and the Mercantile Marine.
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