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THE TRAINING OF FIELD MEDICAL UNITS 
BY 

Colonel F. M. RICHARDSON, D.S.O.,-O.B.E., M.D. 

Late Royal Army Medical Corps 

(Continued from page 251) 

N.-FIELDCRAFT AND VISUAL TRAINING 
The term "Fieldcraft" 'needs no, explanation but perhaps "Visual Training" 

does. It is the term now used instead of the wartime one of "Concealment and 
Camouflage," and when it was introduced it was explained that "Visual Training 
supersedes and widens the scope of Camouflage, and embraces observation, 
including seeing at night, and Concealment." These subjects above all others 
should not be taught by drill. 

The application of camouflage was included in our drill for laying out an 
A.D.S., but the devices to be used were never standardized. The Standing 
Orders of a unit may lay down the duty of camouflaging medical posts, but 
the methods of doing so must be left to the intelligence and ingenuity of men 
well grounded in the principles of the art. Men must be taught to think always 
in terms of the air observer's view as well as of -ground observation-of the 
vertical more than of the horizontal view; and they must understand the 
importance of shadow and the influence upon it of texture. A simple demon
stration will convince them of the fact that the blackest of shadows is that 
from the open back of a lorry or ambulance, which can be seen as a black spot 
from a great distance, though not from so far away as can the sun glinting on 
windscreens. They must learn to park their. vehicles and to drape them with 
suitably garnished camouflage nets in a way which rakes these points into 
consideration. 

Fieldcraft and Visual Training are adequately dealt with in excellent 
training manuals, and the help of expert instructors is usually available. 

Intelligent camouflage should be practised on all schemes, and men's know
ledge of the principles tested by questions; but without the use of an aeroplane 
or air photographs it is seldom possible to drive home the lessons by actual 
observation. A ,well-con'structed model ground viewed ~rom a high wall is 
worth using if no other method is available, but it usually fails to bring out 
some of the points sufficiently clearly. Opportunities for exercises devoted 
purely to camouflage and to study of the "vertical view" are rare, and it is 
perhaps worth describing one such exercise in the Lebanon. 

After driving up into the foothills the majority of the unit did a stiff climb 
of nearly three thousand feet to. a place from which we could approach a view
point immediately above a little plateau about one thousand feet below. On 
this plateau was a small stone-built village to 'which the drivers, having dropped 
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290 The Training' of Field Medical Units 

the climbing party, had driven and dispersed and camouflaged their vehicles. 
Some of the vehicles were disguised as outhouses or groups of buildings, others 
as dunghills or as prolongations of stone walls. The climbers were brought to 
the viewpoint and given thirty-five to forty seco~ds to spot what they could, 
which is longer than an observer in a bombing 'plane would get. They then 
withdrew and had to describe what they had seen. Even I, who had made the 
camouflage plan, could not see more than one of the larger vehicles in the time 
allowed, and I saw none of the smaller ones. Next a longer look and the use 
of binoculars were allowed, and the camouflage plan was explained. Still some 
of them could hardly believe that all the vehicles were there, so well had the 
M.T.O. done his work. Then a Verey light was fired, camouflage nets and 
garnish were whipped off, and the vehicles' stood revealed, the red crosses on 
the ambulances contributing to the startling contrast with the previous picture 
of a hill village which had never known a motor-car. It was a good climax 
to an exercise in which climbing practice and confidence in difficult ascents, 
hard physical exercise, and intelligent application of the principles of conceal
ment and camouflage had been combined with the enjoyment of some cif the 
finest scenery in the Middle East. 

In explaining to other ranks the importance of this type of training one can 
,stress the need in wartime for civilized man to regain by deliberate study some 
,of the instinctive knowledge of his primitive ancestors. Birds and animals 
are provided by nature with protective colouring and instinctively make the 
best use bf it" but modern man must learn how to merge himself into his 
surroundings and how to conceal evidence of his presence. Visual Training 
Pamphlet No. I, says: "A knowledge of ground is not instinctive with most 
men and is developed only with interest." Men usually take an interest in 
fieldcraft, but it is well to be prepared to answer two possible questions on the 
need for visual training. One may be asked what place' camouflage has in 
dressing stations where the Geneva' Cross is profusely displayed on flags and 
large ground signs. R.A.P.s and C.C.P.s must of course always take their chance 
of air attack and shelling, and,' although one may site the A.D.S. where it can 
hope from some immunity from deliberate air attack, there are often occasions 
when for tactical reasons to avoid betraying the commander's intentions the 
Geneva Cross is not displayed until after battle is joined. A knowledge of 
camouflage is then as important to us as it is to anyone, and so it may be also 
when conditions of failing light or poor visibility from other causes make us 
liable to attack by an enemy who would normally respect the Geneva Cross. 

The secopd type of question is whether the development of air photography, 
especially with infra-red cameras, does not make camouflage futile. The answer 
to this is that even if all our ingenuity cannot defeat the interpreter of a good 
air photograph, his report must be translated into action by the bombing 'plane 
observer and bomb aimer, whose eyes are fallible and not gifted with infra-red 
vision. As they approach their pin-pointed target on the initial run and then on 
the bombing run, during which they are over our position for only a few sec9nds, 

guest. P
rotected by copyright.

 on M
ay 22, 2023 by

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-93-06-03 on 1 D
ecem

ber 1949. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


F.'M. Richardson 291 

they can be put off their mark by clever camouflage. The more forward medical 
posts must, of course, contend not only with the bomber but with artillery fire, 
which, once the position has been pin-pointed by air observation and photo
graphy, is not deflected by camouflage. Nevertheless the teaching' of a subject 
which is so obviously directed to self-preservation, and to the protection of our 
patients needs little justification. 

V.~MAP READING AND NAVIGATION 

The importance of constant instruction arid practice in' map reading and 
of teaching men to be conversant not only with British types of map but with 
those in use in the variOl~s theatres of war is sufficiently well recognized, and it 
is unnecessary to say much about the methods of instruction in map reading 
as these are adequately dealt with in the official publications. 

Officers and N.C.O.s, at least, should also be taught about interpretation of 
air photographs which can be of great use in the planning phase of set~piece 
battles. Towards the end of the last war when everything was going according 
to plan we came to rely to a great extent upon well-signed roads and tracks, 
axis and centre line markings and so on, but it was neve~ wise to go out without 
the map. Close study of the map is always essential 'before and during any 
engagement, and accurate map reading may on many occasions be important 
even to the most junior soldiers. For example if the selected route of evacuation 
is denied to us by enemy action, by cratering, etc, it may be the duty of any 
N.C.O. or man resolutely and energetically to search for an alternative route. 
Often this can only be done successfully and safely with the aid of a map. In 
many units one finds that private soldiers do not progress beyond the simple 
early stages of map reading, and often even N.C.O.s 'are not expected to under
stand the principles of resection. As an excuse for failure to give men more 
advanced teaching I have heard it said that the number of compasses available 
in a Field Ambulance is so limited that even N.C.O.s will not be called upon 
to practise resection, and therefore need not be made to study it. This argument 
has less weight than the fact that a knowledge of resection, and practice in 
observing bearings and plotting them, on the map is a great help towards a 
better understanding of the map, and also in teaching men what is even more 
important to think in terms of points of the compass and so to become good 
pathfinders or navigators. Few of us~even Scotsmen who traditionally like to 
claim that they have a compass in their head or that they know their" airts "
have the good fortune to possess this gift, and not many are naturally good map 
readers. But having begun the war myself as a very poor map reader and having 
greatly improved myself by pra~tice, only to relapse when I no longer needed 
to live by the map, I know from my own experience and from the results 
achieved in my units that by constant practice these assets can be acquired by 
nearly all men. With some six to eight prismatic compasses, protractors, and 
binoculars the whole unit can in a reasonably short time with patience and 
regular practice be taught the principles of resection, which can be reduced to 

guest. P
rotected by copyright.

 on M
ay 22, 2023 by

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-93-06-03 on 1 D
ecem

ber 1949. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


292 The 1 raining of Field Medical Units 

simplicity and given practical application by the construction and exhibition 
at each successive camp of a diagram showing how these principles can be 
applied to the local countryside. An example of such a diagram used during a 
brief rest period in the Normandy bridgehead is reproduced. The diagram 
should be put on a separate notice board at a suitable view point and section 
N.C.O.s should study it, explain it to their men, and ask them questions based 
upon it. In this or in some other way officers and N.C.O.s should, especially 
during operations, put all ranks "on the map" soon after arrival at each new 
location. They should point out useful features which can assist them in 
direction finding, and the stars or constellations by which they can find their 
way home at night. This is especially important in desert or feature-less 
country. Each new camp provides some new feature for study, and some way 
of catching out the unwary. All soldiers should know, as boy scouts and 
sailors do, how to "box the compass," and how to find North from the sun, 
and frequent practice should be given in this. They should be encouraged 
automatically to note from time to time the direction of North from the sun 
by day, and from the pole star by night. A good way of getting the points 
of the compass firmly fixed in their minds is to put a post with an arrow 
indicating Magnetic North outside the orderly room, guard tent, or office, in 
every camp occupied by the unit. This post can be placed in position by 
the R.S.M., or by a competent N.C.O. detailed by him, immediately after 
arrival at a new location. Some form of improvised sundial may be erected 
with the same purpose. On all schemes, cross Gountry marches, and road 
moves maps must be taken and useQ. Men should be taught to think con
stantly in terms of points of the compass, distance, and direction, and to 
cultivate their powers of observation. At all halts men should be made to 

indicate points of the compass and to take bearings on landmarks and so fix 
the position, or if that is known to identify the landmarks with certainty. 
If one can find difficult objects the identification of which depends upon the 
use of the compass so much the better. . 

During operations when visiting the Brigade area I often took in my car 
one or two N.C.O.s to act as my navigator and be prepared at any time to tell 
me where we were and to identify objects from the map. Sometimes I 
deliberately chose difficult routes in an attempt to confuse them, and as some 
of them became expert map readers and could ask me awkward questions this 
helped' to keep me alert myself. When men have to drive some distance in 
vehicles it is a good plan to divide the route into several stages by map 
references, and to make different men navigate the vehicles on each stage. 
Those sitting in the back should also have maps and should study them, to 
check on the navigator and to be prepared for their own turn. There are of 
course many other methods such as map reading paper chases or treasure 
hunts, etc., by which one can keep interest in the subject alive and can work 
up from simple to more difficult problems. Infinite variation can be introduced 
into map reading paper chases and road navigation schemes, and they can 
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be made additionally interesting and can provide a hreakin monotony if they 
include visits to interesting places of which guide book descriptions can be 
posted beside the Training Programme. They may end near a town to which 
men can go for recreation after the exercise is over. For route marches one 
should avoid roads and choose difficult country in which, after deliberately 
losing the way, parties of men can be handed over to N.C.O.s who have to 
return to camp by different routes. Men under consideration for promotion 
or as potential officers should be left at, various points in hilly or difficult 
country to find their way home by a specified route, and to make thumbnail 
sketches at various points, and write a report after arrival. I remember one 
self-satisfied young private soldier who was only persuaded of his unsuitability 
as a candidate for a commission after he had spent a night in the Palestine 
hills and reached home nearly twelve hours overdue. It is useful to make 
everyone write a brief reconnaissance report after a route march, and if these 
are sometimes asked for unexpectedly it may prove to some men how little 
they have actually observed. Too often map reading and nayigation tend to 
be regarded by the private soldier as an esoteric cult only to be practised by 
officers and N.C.O.s. Map reading should rather be for every man an integral 
part of all outdoor training, and the attitude towards' it should be that of a 
sentence from Middle East Pamphlet N,o. 9 on Field Navigation: ''';fo get 
'lost' is not a misfortune but a delinquency." 

Frequent practice in estimation of Distance is useful, and lllay be given in 
a variety of ways from posting men and vehicles at intervals up to about a 
thousand yards, to judging greater distances measured on a map, when the 
influence of dead ground on judging distance can be studied and explained. 
This subject and also the description and identification of objects on the 
ground by the Clock method belong properly under the heading of Visual 

. Training, but it is often convenient to practise them during map reading 
instruction. The Clock method of describing objects is more important to 
other arms for the identification of targets, etc., but it may help R.A.M.C. 
men in developing their powers of observation. 

However expert men may become in judging distance their estimates of 
the distance which they have travelled in a vehicle, especially at night,must 
never be accepted, and it is a point of great. importance that on all journeys 
in vehicles drivers, drivers' mates, or navigators must observe and take notes 
of the milometer readings and of the exact dis~ances between important places. 
This is especially necessary in desert navigation when one may have to rely in 
featureless country on driving for a certain number of miles on one bearing 
before changing to another on a course predetermined and plotted on the 
map. In such circumstances, and indeed always on active operations, it is wise 
to ma,ke the routine observation and recording of milometer readings a 
specific duty laid down in unit Standing Orders. 

The estimation of altitude is usually 'less important, but if one is training 
in a mountainous region it is not only of general interest but it is necessary' 
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294 The Training of Field Medical Units 

if one wants to forecast with any accuracy how long a march involving a 
certain amount of climbing will take. In teaching men to judge heights by 
visual observation it is enough to point out various hills the heights of which 
can be read from the map. If one wants to observe during training how long 
it takes them to climb certain heights it is best to check up on the ground 
with a good aneroid barometer with which one can measure with reasonable 
accuracy ascents and descents of less than fifty feet which are so common in 
all hilly country and are not shown op maps with a v~rtical interval of fifty feet. 
It will be found useful, when teaching the representation of altitude on maps, 
to make men learn how to layer tint the map'. If a number of men can 
perform this simple but time-consuming task neatly and accurately 'all the 
maps issued to the unit for a battle can quickly be layer tinted if the c.o. 
wants this to be done. 

When the 1;leights of the hiIIs in the training area are known section 
officers and N.C.O.s should study how long their men take to climb to various 
heights when lightly and when heavily loaded. As they will at the same time 
be learning to estimate heights and .to select the best route up a hill by pre
liminary visual reconnaissance they should finally be able to judge how long 
a task should take. Fit, mountain-trained, and acclimatized men should be 
able to do about a thousand feet in half an hour in most hills, if not heavily 
laden. It has been said that in mountains every pound over forty-five weighs 
two pounds. In general it is best to let men take their own pace up a hill, and 
those whose natural pace is fast can wait for the slower ones just below the 
summit-'-not actually on it if they have been sweating, because of the danger 
of getting chilled. 

Navigation in deserts and in mountains, especially in conditions of low 
visibility such as mountain mists or at night, is intricate and interesting, and 
requires study and practice. In d,esert warfare conditions as many men as 
possible should understand the principles of Field Navigation, and a reason
able number must be highly trained in it. Maps are often inaccurate in the 
desert .and if one is following what one believes to be a track shown on the map 
witl;lOut keeping a careful check on one's direction one may get into serious 
trouble. Columns of vehicles may make tracks wh!ch are better defined than 
the one shown on the map, and though at first they may seem to be going in 
the right direction they may lead one astray. A constant error of 5° in 
bearing causes a deviation from .the course of 150 yards in a mile, and as the 
point in the desert for which one is aiming may be very small and incon
spicuous it is easy to see how important it is to keep on the. proper bearing. 
The leader of a column in the desert can only be free to lead the vehicles 
across country, picking the route according to the "going" and perhaps also 
to tactical considerations, if he knows that a competent navigator is keeping 
a careful check on his position by means of a properly kept navigator's log: 
The same method can be used when navigating vehicle convoys in other 
types of country, and to keep track of one's position in cross-country marches 
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on foot in difficult country, in which case instead of the record of milometer 
readings a record is kept of the times during which the party marches on 
each successive bearing or average bearing. 

When deviation from the chosen route is necessary the basic principle 
prescribed is that one of the Compass Party of three must always remain 
stationary on the bearing whilst the other two who go ahead to find a way round 
the obstacle must cross the line of advance on the other side of it before reaching 
the limit of visibility. 

280' 

270 

IN STUDYING RESECTION IMAGINE A BIG ClOMJPASS 

CARD 'IHROWN OVER THE COUNTRY 

190 . ,180 170 

Compass Bearings shown on this Chart 

Same Bearings converted to Grid Bearings in fig. l. 

Conversion of Bearings-See para. (2) and figs. 2 and 3. 

90 
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MAP READING INSTRUCTION 
(I) BEARING ANGLE A LINE MAKES WITH NORTH. 

I.E. GRID BEARING - ANGLE A LINE MAKES WITH GRID NORTH. 
MAGNETIC - ANGLE A LINE MAKES WITH 'MAGNETIC NORTH. 

BEARING OF DUCY STE MARGUERITE' CHURCH from here: 
Draw a line parallel with Grid North Lines through our position on map and then 

a line from our position to DUCY CHURCH. 

THE ANGLE BETWEEN THESE LINES MEASURED CLOCK
WISE is the BEARING of the church from here. 

Note that the line from here to the church cuts 
compass card at 57° and the line from church to 

,here cuts it at 237° which is the REVERSE BEARING 
or "BACK BEARING." Thus the "Back Bearing" is 
what a man on DUCY CHURCH would see if he took 
a compass bearing on our Camp. 

RULE to calculate Back Bearing: 
If Bearing is below 180° add 180°. 
If Bearing is above 180 ° subtract 180 ° . 

(2) TO CONVERT MAGNETIC TO GRID BEARINGS. 
Look at side of Map for Compass Variation and 

the information about Grid North. On this map 
the Magnetic Variation is 9° 50' (approx.) ~ and 

GRID NORTH is about ZO WEST OF TRUE NORTH. (Note 
date of map-annual variation etc.). For our pur
pose it is accurate enough to say that MAG NORTH is 
8 ° WEST OF GRID NORTH. As GRID NORTH is 8'" EAST 
OF MAG NORTH and as ALL BEARINGS ARE MEASURED 
CLOCKWISE the Grid Bearing on this sheet is always 
8° LESf; than the MAGNETIC BEARING. 

To convert Compass Bearing to Grid Bearing 
subtract 8°. 

To convert Grid Bearing to Compass Bearing 
add 8°. 

NOTES.-(i) No notice has been taken of indi
vidual variations in different compasses. 

(ii) Remember the GRID is just a system of 
squares put on the map for the convenience of 
map readers. 

w 

S 
FIG. 1. 

M, G TN 

2° 
9° 50·' 

7° SO' 

(8° APPROX) 

MAGNETIC NORTH 
\ 

\', GRID NORTH 
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(3) TO FIND YOUR POSITION BY RESECTIO:-.I. 
(i) Take MAGNETIC BEARINGS ON THREE PLACES. 

(ii) Calculate BACK BEARINGS from ·these places and CONVERT THESE TO GRID BEARINGS. 
(Hi) Draw these on the map-e.g. lines through the places parallel with GRID NORTH-

mark off the bearings with protractor-draw lines from the three places along the 
bearingS---WHERE THESE THREE LINES INTERSECT IS YOUR' POSITION. 

(4) PRACTICE IN ABOVE METHODS. 
(i) Find position from bearings on CHURCHES AT CONDES SUR SEULLES, CONCAGNY, and 

DUCY STE MARGUERITE. Check with bearing on CHATEAU. 
(ii) Identify (Spires of BAYEAUX, and Dome of Church at 797919 by noting GRID BEAR

INGS, converting to MAGNETIC BEARINGS, and then using Compass and BINOCULARS. 
(iii). Plot on map position of crashed aircraft West of Camp-by taking Compass bearing 

converting to GRID BEARING, ESTIMATING DISTANCE, noting contours on map, etc., 
as a check. 

(iv) Devise ,other tests of map reading-e.g. line of R. SEULLES, of Railway, direction 
of Enemy positions, etc. 

SECTION OFFICERS will ensure that ALL RANKS understand these points-because even if 
resection is not often necessary it helps you to understand map reading and, POINTS 
OF THE COMPASS about which too many are still very uncertain. 

RESECTION WITHOUT A COMPASS will also be practised-using talc or tracing paper-this 
is not an accurate method. 

(To be continued) 
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