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Military Background 
Starting in late 1939, Army machine gunners drawn from infantry and armoured units 
were employed in an anti-aircraft role aboard merchant ships sailing around Britain’s 
coast.  The Army’s contribution proved so successful that soldiers were soon 
engaged on ocean-going voyages.  These soldiers were part of the Admiralty 
controlled Defensively Equipped Merchant Ships organisation (DEMS).  As the 
military’s maritime commitment expanded, the ad-hoc formations which supplied the 
men and equipment were consolidated into a unified command.    
 
On 6 May 1941 the War Office raised four regiments under the control of the Royal 
Artillery for the protection of British and Allied merchant shipping.  These maritime 
regiments were sited close to Britain’s major estuaries.  The 3rd Maritime Anti-Aircraft 
Regiment administered England and Wales south of 53 degrees and comprised two 
batteries.  The 5th Battery was based in Southend and covered London and 
Southampton.  The 6th Battery covered South Devon, South Wales and the Severn 
Estuary.  The Regimental Headquarters was at Cardiff, with detachments at Cardiff, 
Newport, Barry, Port Talbot, Swansea, Milford Haven, Avonmouth, Devonport, 
Plymouth and Falmouth.  Detachments at Brixham, Newlyn, Newquay, Penzance 
and Pembroke were established at a later date.    
 
On 1 November 1942 the Maritime Anti-Aircraft, Royal Artillery was renamed 
Maritime Royal Artillery.  On 1 March 1943 the organisation was reorganised into six 
regiments, with 6th Battery at Thornbury redesignated 6th Regiment.  The number of 
personnel in the regiment reached a peak in December 1942 when 43 officers and 
2,987 men were recorded in quarterly returns.  The 6th Regiment was disbanded 
some time between 31  December 1945 and 31 March 1946.  Its motto was Ostendo 
non ostendo – “I show, not show off.”   
 
Arrival in Thornbury 
Cardiff was the main port for the export of South Wales coal and was subjected to 
German air attack throughout the war.  Heavy air raids between 4 and 11 May 1941 
caused considerable damage, forcing the Regimental Headquarters  and 6th Battery 
to move to safer locations.  The RHQ moved to The Grange, Tytherington and on 29 
May 6th Battery took control of Kyneton House near Thornbury.   Two days later an 
advance party of two officers and 18 men arrived at Kyneton House from Cardiff and 
set about preparing the building for its new role.  On 5 June the main body of around 
130 men and their stores arrived. The Battery strength at this time was about 1,300 
most of whom were at sea or in harbour awaiting ship. 
 
Kyneton House  
Situated a mile and a half west of Thornbury, this seventeenth-century Grade 2 listed 
manor house was owned by the Maclaine family and requisitioned by the 
government for the duration of the war.  The central part of the house became offices, 
lecture rooms and a Plotting Room where the movement of men and ships were 



tracked.  The stables served as a guardroom.  Nissen huts were erected in the field 
behind the house for accommodation, as was a cookhouse.  The entrance hall 
contained an board recording the names of men who died alongside a flag denoting 
the nationality of the ship they were serving in at the time of their death.  
Unfortunately this has been lost.  The house was home to Westwing School between 
1960 and 2001, during which time the Headmistress hosted regimental reunions.  It 
was then sold to a private developer and used as residential buildings. 
  
Thornbury Castle 
Still in private hands before the war, the Tudor castle was owned by Sir Algar 
Stafford Howard, a descendent of the Dukes of Stafford who held the manor of 
Thornbury.  Sir Algar held the appointment of Norroy King of Arms and allowed the 
castle to become the wartime home of the College of Heralds.  The regiment took 
over part of the main building for the Officers’ Mess and the indoor tennis court was 
converted into a cinema for showing training films.  There may also have been huts 
in the outer court and near the castle’s east entrance. 
 
The Pithay 
A Training Battery was established outside the castle’s outer wall alongside the 
footpath to Kington, where there was a collection of Army buildings for stores, 
training and accommodation, one of which still survives.  There was also a Dome 
Teacher, which was a domed construction used for anti-aircraft gunnery training, 
together with anti-aircraft and naval guns used for practice.   
 
Social and Economic Impact 
Various shops and other premises in the town were used by the Army.  Number 1 
High Street served as a Tuck Shop, and the nearby Cranbrook Radio (7 High Street) 
became a Reception Centre for men returning from sea.  The Methodist Church 
opposite housed an armoury for small automatic weapons.  Further up the High 
Street the front  of the cinema (numbers 57) was used as a Sergeants’ Mess, and 
the Exchange Hotel (now The Malthouse) housed the Quartermaster’s Stores.  
Private accommodation in the town was also utilised, with some soldiers billeted with 
local families.  I know of one soldier who stayed at the Swan in Tytherington.  
Several of the men married local women and returned to the area after the war 
ended.   
 
The Army ensured soldiers were kept occupied during their off-duty hours by 
organising a variety of activities, often in association with local residents.    A room in 
the Wesleyan Church School became a hobbies workshop, with a sign above the 
door which read  “Abandon rank all who enter here”.  It was here that soldiers made 
a model of a naval cannon which was presented to Thornbury Grammar School as a 
sports trophy.  This  later passed to Marlwood School.  The regiment formed a dance 
band and fielded several sports teams.  The cricket team shared the Ship ground for 
their home matches.  The soccer XI, which contained four international players, won 
the Gloucestershire Services Cup, with the final being played against the National 
Fire Service at the Bristol City ground. The Army laid on transport into Bristol for 
entertainment for the troops.  This service, which called at Patchway, was used by 
the local population as an unofficial bus service.  Troops undertook swimming 
practice at a public baths in Bristol.  The Reverend (later Canon) Robert “Bobbie” 
Rawstorne, Vicar of Thornbury from 1943 until 1976, was regimental chaplain.   As 



well as conducting Church Parade service on Saturday mornings he hosted weekly 
discussion meetings for groups of soldiers.  Soldiers were also a major contributor to 
the local economy, especially pubs and businesses in the area.  On the December 
1941 payday the regimental clerks paid out £34,533.    
 
Alveston 
A Holding Battery and training centre were set up at the riding school in the field 
alongside the Jubilee Hall, which was used for the occasional regimental dinner.  
There was a Dome Teacher and a collection of huts at the site.  
 
Severn Beach Firing Range 
On Thursday each week firing practice took place on the anti-aircraft range at 
Severn Beach, which was sited near the pumping station.  Troops fired machine 
guns and rockets out into the Bristol Channel at targets towed by aircraft. 
 
HMS Flying Fox 
Soldiers underwent seamanship and naval gunnery training aboard the Royal Naval 
Reserve training ship berthed at Mardyke Wharf in Hotwells Road, Bristol.  A 
quayside plaque records the ship’s role:  
 

This memorial is in honour of all who served or trained in her during  
peacetime & in war & of those who gave their lives in the service of  
their country as “a security for such as pass on the seas upon their  
lawful occasions.” 

 
Avonmouth 
Avonmouth was  designated a “place of National Importance” due to being one of 
two main arrival points for American servicemen and equipment into the country.  It 
was also a busy port  for cargo vessels.  A number of men from Thornbury were 
stationed at the docks as part of a joint-service DEMS team. 
 
Publicity 
Thornbury-based soldiers appeared in the wartime press and in an official  film.   
Articles in two national newspapers carried photographs showing men from “a small 
inland West Country town” undergoing training and aboard ship at a “West Country 
port”.  In 1943 the Crown Film Unit produced a short drama  around a convoy 
guarded by Army and Royal Navy  DEMS gunners.  Filmed at Pinewood Studios and 
aboard ships in the Mediterranean, Egypt and Italy the Army cast of Soldier, Sailor 
was provided by men from each Maritime regiment.     
 
Official War Diaries 
The only War Diaries which survive for 6th Battery and 6th Regiment cover the period 
6 May 1941 to 28 March 1942.  Here are a few extracts: 
 
•Four mentions for Acts of Gallantry were recorded in the London 

Gazette Second Supplement of 13 June 1941.  Previous to this several 

mentions for gallantry have been made by the Naval Authorities in 

respect of men of the Battery. 

 

•Information has come to hand from Headquarters Maritime Anti-

Aircraft, Royal Artillery, that an immediate award of the Military 



Medal to Gunner Caruf by the Commander-in-Chief Middle East, has 

been been awarded.  The War Office and the Commanding Officer wish 

to convey to Gunner Caruf their heartiest congratulations on his 

being the first member of the Maritime AA Regiments, Royal Artillery 

to obtain this award. 

 

•The above named soldier [Gunner Blackburn] will NOT repeat NOT be 

sent out on duty until after he has attended an investiture to 

receive the British Empire Medal, Civil Division. 

 

•On orders received the 3rd Maritime AA Regiment RA, a guard of 6 men 

and 1 NCO was mounted over a crashed Friendly Aircraft at [Severn 

House Farm].  Protest was made against this duty, which was 

suggested would only be for a few hours.  Actually the Guard 

remained on duty for nine days. 

 

•Funeral Party of Pall Bearers at funeral of Gunner Davis EJ who 

died in [Bath] hospital. 

 

•With effect from 9 February 1942 a Sergeant and three men will be 

permanently stationed at Temple-Meads Station, Bristol.  As men 

return from special duty [at sea] they will hand in their kit and 

will be given a bus warrant to Thornbury. 

 

•A conference took place at this Headquarters yesterday.  After 

examining all possibilities it was agreed that the only practical 

scheme for the 56 ATS 1 to be allotted to this Battery Headquarters 

was to erect a hutted camp, complete with a recreation room and 

NAAFI (if considered necessary).  This scheme would not be based on 

water-borne sanitation unless considered vitally necessary. 

 
Some Personal Recollections 
Men from the regiment acted as “enemy” against Thornbury Home Guard during a 
military training exercise. 
 
The lion figure above the entrance to the White Lion was once painted red.  On 
another occasion the animal figures above the Swan and White Lion  pubs were 
swapped over. 
 
“Our base was Cardiff, but it turned out in our absence … our HQ was now 
Thornbury, and we loved it and the people.”  Laurie Webb 
 
“It was a long way round from Kyneton to Thornbury station so with our kitbags we 
used to take a short cut across the fields.”  Laurie Webb 
 
“There was an incident whilst I was at camp in Alveston June 1944.  We were given 
hard tack biscuits instead of bread and for one or two days a week we saw a bread 
man in the village and we all descended on him to buy loaves of bread.  The poor 
man sold out quite quickly and his customers had to go without.  It was soon stopped 
when HQ at Kyneton House found out.”    Ken Ramsden 
 

 
1 Women soldiers of the Auxilliary Territorial Service. 



“I remember the railway station being opened again to receive casualties from the 
Normandy beachhead.”  Ken Ramsden 
 
The Vicar’s son recalled an incident at the Vicarage when the  Commanding Officer 
visited for dinner.  His sister, who was about six years old, was making a nuisance of 
herself.  Captain Ritchie said “If you go on like this I’ll dunk you in the bath, clothes 
and all.”  She continued to misbehave, and much to the girl’s surprise, he carried out 
his promise. 
 
Tom Trewenneck recounted an incident during a PT run around town.  The instructor 
halted the group in front of a row of cottages and directed the men to push against 
the stone wall which stood outside.  It fell into the gardens, and the over enthusiastic 
soldiers were ordered to return and rebuild the wall. 
 
“The regimental tailor had a workshop and a cubby-hole where he slept in the yard of 
the Exchange Hotel.  If one was lucky enough to be able to obtain an extra white 
blanket he would for a few shillings convert it into a very nice coat for your wife or 
girlfriend.”  Vic Reeves 
 
Lionel Wheeble recorded an amusing episode concerning the Dome Teacher sited 
near the church.  During a discussion with soldiers the Vicar remarked on the 
peculiar building under construction.  The men gave various opinions as to its use: 
Gas Chamber, Operations Centre, Dental Centre and Cinema.  One suggested it 
was a mosque as “a lot of gunners had been to the Middle East and been converted 
to Islam and were demanding somewhere to practice their new faith.”  The Vicar 
mentioned this news at the next Parochial Council, where it was met with great 
concern, especially from a very important ex-Indian Army gentleman. The issue was 
raised at the highest levels within the Army and the Church before being dismissed 
as a hoax.  The soldier responsible for the rumour was punished by being assigned 
to a collier bound for the Middle East.  
 
Regimental Memorials 
There are two types of memorial to the men stationed in the town.  The largest is a 
wooden altar table which stands in the Stafford Chapel of St Mary’s Church.  
Commissioned and paid for by the regiment, it is inscribed:  
 

This altar is given in memory of the two hundred and forty one men  
of the 6th Regiment of the Maritime Royal Artillery who gave their  
lives in the war of 1939-1945, and whose regimental headquarters 
was at Thornbury 1942-45. 
 

Two wooden plaques listing the names of 181 men who died have a more 
complicated history.  Possibly made by a local undertaker, the original was displayed 
in the church but later removed and disappeared from public view.  A former member 
of the Regiment visiting the church in 1980 discovered it in a shed in the church 
grounds, and with the Vicar’s approval transferred it to a Territorial Army centre in 
Bristol.  The following year a near identical copy was made, paid for by the Royal 
Artillery Institution.  This copy hung at Kyneton House until 2001, when it was 
transferred to Thornbury Museum.   In 2015 I traced the original plaque, whose 



whereabouts was  then  unknown, to a Territorial Army storeroom and returned it to 
St. Mary’s church.  It has since been lodged with Thornbury Museum.   
 
Both plaques carry the name of a Thornbury man, John Maynard Williams, known as 
“Jack.”  His father ran a drapery shop at 43 High Street.  He attended Thornbury 
Grammar School where he excelled at games.  Awarded a scholarship to attend the 
Merchant Venturers Technical College in Bristol, he  became an insurance clerk in 
London before returning to Bristol in 1936.  In 1940 he joined the Army and   three 
years later transferred to the 6th Maritime Regiment.  He died of natural causes in 
Sicily and was buried in the island’s Catania War Cemetery.   
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