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CHAPPERTON DOWN – WW1 SCHOOL OF ARTILLERY 

BY CHRISTOPHER BEESE AND MARK KHAN 

All of you reading this will know of the School of Artillery at Larkhill, but the history of the Chapperton 
Down School of Artillery is much less known and this article endeavours to offer a glimpse of this lost relic 
of local and military history.  

Let’s begin with the military use of Salisbury Plain and the acquisition of what we now refer to as the 
Tidworth and Bulford Area for cavalry manoeuvre from 1897, of the Larkhill & Westdown Area for infantry 
and artillery training from 1908 and use of the Imber Area from 1910 onwards, initially on an as-needed 
basis, and later as War Department estate.  This expansion of real estate was driven by experience in the 
South African wars where the manoeuvre of larger better equipped forces over longer distances meant 
the need to train for such, and with longer-range weapons like the machine gun and heavy but mobile 
artillery and the increasing use of aerial reconnaissance by balloon and from 1912 by aeroplane, and with 
telephonic and radio communication.  

The shape of battle was already changing by the outbreak of the Great War in August 1914 and so was 
the need to train for it. In 1914, the Royal Artillery was well trained for the battles that were anticipated, yet 
the experience of 1914, with extended ranges, the switching of targets, concurrent support for multiple 
units and rapidly developing scenarios, meant the Royal Artillery had to adapt, pre-empt and innovate. 
This required new techniques with new technologies, while accommodating the need to train some half a 
million men to operate guns, plus the infantry and aviators who needed to understand the techniques as 
they affected their part in the battle. 

1914 found the Royal Artillery organized into distinct branches – the Mounted Branch (Royal Horse 
Artillery and Royal Field Artillery) and Dismounted Branch (Royal Garrison Artillery) – with units spread 
across the empire, each largely responsible for its own training. Imagine those characteristics in a 
situation where thousands of gunners employed in a single theatre like France with entirely different 
techniques. To compound the problems, there was a lack of central coordination at senior levels and lack 
of knowledge of certain critical technical issues and qualifying data. So, taking a number of different units, 
with differing techniques and munitions of varying tolerance, commanders could hardly expect the guns to 
deliver their payload to specific targets with accuracy, or timing, or even with any reliability of effect on 
impact through complex operations.  

Experience on the Western Front, not least on the Somme brought new concerns of a technical nature, 
for while gunners were able to expertly load, aim, fire and maintain their weapons, the net effect of their 
efforts, on enemy bunkers, trenches and wire was well short of expectation; with thousands of shells 
required to achieve what a few hundred should do before launching an infantry assault. with So, while 
Larkhill became an artillery training school for field firing onto the impact areas east of the 
Bustard/Redhorn road, the Westdown area west of the road was being used for camp-sites, field drill and 
firing points only, and the Overseas Artillery School (later called the Chapperton Down Artillery School) 
was set up west of the A360 in 1915 and in operation by 1916 with a mission to standardise methods of 
use, of terminology, of data acquisition, of air observation of fall of shot, and of the effects of weather on 
trajectory and gas dispersal (the latter likely to have been by use of visible smoke rather than by use of 
gas).  

The Chapperton Down School had an establishment of staff and technical officers and its students were 
brigade artillery officers, battery commanders and battery captains, most of whom appear to have been 
accommodated in Salisbury and motored out daily to Chapperton Down. The school was of minimal 
infrastructure, with trenches, tents, a few huts and observation towers on Chapperton Down itself. It was a 
technical school rather than a tactical school and in 1919 it moved to Larkhill as was collocated with the 
staffs of other dispersed artillery schools to be renamed in 1920 as The School of Artillery, Larkhill.  

The layout of the Chapperton Down School was linear, firing along fixed lines to facilitate the scientific 
monitoring by close observation and filming of impact and influence of weather and munition from towers 
and posts. Thus it centered on trench systems on the west (reverse) slopes of the high ground on   



2 

 
Remains of a concrete structure on Chapperton Down Range © Christopher Beese 

Chapperton Down, east of the Berrill Valley, with two impact areas to its west and south of Imber Firs and 
Tinkers Firs (The Kite and the Diamond) and mock gun positions (Tinker’s Bottom, Well Bottom and Fore 
Down Batteries) with concrete features. To its east and across the A360 were seven battery positions at 
different ranges, using different calibres, including 18 pounder guns up to 9.2-inch howitzers etc. firing 
westwards over Chapperton Down (Berrill, Barrow, Rings, Peels and Field Barn Batteries). Target 
features included a ‘dressing station’, two dug-outs, concrete targets and many trench systems. 
Especially constructed for the School was a meteorological station at Butlers Cross about 4 km east of 
Chapperton Down, and landing grounds for use by the Royal Flying Corps observer aircraft on any 
suitable flat and mown strips in the area. 

Today there is little to see of the School. Christopher Beese and Mark Khan have inspected the area with 
1918 mapping for their guide and find that there are no buildings or observation posts on or around 
Chapperton Down itself, or around the impact area that was subject to the filming of shell-burst, save for 
the remains of named concrete targets, remnants of trench lines and the depressions of gun positions. Of 
the meteorological station at Butler’s Cross there are the remains of the concrete pillar on which the 
theodolite was placed to track pilot balloons measuring upper winds. 

Although the Chapperton Down operation was short-lived, its importance in the development of the Royal 
Artillery, its organization, equipment and techniques at a critical moment in history should not be over-
looked.  The massed artillery employed by the allies in France from 1917 on towards victory would have 
been much less effective if the School had not experimented and developed technical application and 
tactical expectation of guns and supporting equipment and services. The Chitterne Parish History sums it 
up well with – ‘A very important artillery range was constructed during the Great War and the shells 
coming from a distance of 6 to 13 miles fell in the parish. All kinds of experiments by night and day were 
tried there and officers had special observation posts erected in order to watch the effect of the shells 
upon the companie of dummy soldiers, wire entanglements and dugouts. American Generals also came 
here to gain knowledge before going out to the front. And King George considered it to be so important an 
experimental and training station that he paid a visit to the parish.’ 

The Larkhill & Westdown Conservation Group will consult with DIO on the prospect of a detailed field 
study and formal academic research to record the history of the School. 

Map extract overleaf– Artillery Training, Chitterne.     May 2017 
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Chapperton Down Range Map. Target areas are in red and battery firing positions in blue (top right) 
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Chapperton Down Range. Detailed map of the target trenches and impact areas 

 

 


