
The Gun at Dayton’s Artillery Memorial Bridge 

-  By David Hamilton, CPT, USA, Ret. 

Introduction 

In my Dayton neighborhood is a bridge called ‘Artillery Memorial Bridge’. It was built in 

1928 and is scheduled to be replaced starting in 2014. Next to the bridge is a field 

artillery gun – a memorial to D Battery, 134
th

 Field Artillery, 37
th

 Division (the ‘Buckeye 

Division’). The Montgomery County Historical Society has provided funds to repaint and 

refurbish this artillery monument. In connection with these events, this article was 

originally written for the DeWeese-Ridgecrest Civic Association - prior to the repainting, 

refurbishing and re-dedication of the Artillery Memorial Bridge and gun. I deliberately 

included some basic information so my neighbors might have a better feel for this 

particular piece of equipment and the Field Artillery in general. 

The gun near Artillery Memorial Bridge is a monument to the men who fought in the 

World War, or the Great War, as the First World War is sometimes called.  It is located 

just to the east of the bridge, at the south end of DeWeese Park and adjacent to Triangle 

Park.  The artillery piece is a French 75mm Field Gun, model 1897 A4.  This may sound 

odd since the nearby plaque commemorates D Battery, 134
th

 Field Artillery, 37th 

Division – an American Army Field Artillery unit, but, in fact, it is the perfect monument. 

 

Figure 1 – Plaque to D Battery, 134th Field Artillery (author’s photo) 



In all likelihood, D Battery never used this particular piece in combat (and may have 

never used it at all) but they did use similar French 75mm Field Guns during combat in 

France. Based on the dates of manufacture, this particular artillery piece may have never 

seen action in the World War. . . but it may have been used in WWII. Regardless, this is a 

fitting monument to D Battery, 134
th

 Field Artillery.  Here is a bit more information on 

the Artillery Memorial Bridge gun, D Battery, 134
th

 Field Artillery and the Field Artillery 

in general. 

 

Figure 2 – French 75mm Field Gun, Dayton, Ohio (author’s photo). 

 

The French 75 – the First Modern Artillery Piece 

The French 75mm Field Gun was a quick-firing field artillery piece adopted by the 

French Army in March, 1898. Its official French designation was: Matériel de 75mm Mle 

1897, but it was commonly known as the “French 75” or simply the “75”.  This gun is 

widely regarded as the first modern artillery piece, and as such it occupies a distinguished 

place in the history of warfare.  The French 75 is called ‘modern’ for at least these 

reasons: 

- it used shells or cased ammunition for rapid firing  



- it had a rifled bore - lands and grooves inside the barrel imparted spin to the 

projectile for accuracy 

- it had quick, effective breech-loading 

- it used modern precision optical sights designed to be aligned by an aiming post 

- it used a self-contained firing mechanism, like the primer in a rifle cartridge. 

- it used oil-pneumatic recoil dampening system. 

This last feature – oil-pneumatic recoil mechanism – was significant because it kept the 

gun's wheels and trail (the long steel arms extending out behind the gun) stable and fixed 

during the firing sequence. Since the gun did not need to be re-aimed after each shot, the 

French 75 could deliver fifteen rounds per minute - either shrapnel or high-explosive - on 

a target up to 5 miles away. The firing rate could reach 30 rounds per minute for a short 

period of time with an experienced gun crew. What the French 75 may have lacked in 

brute size of munitions, it more than made up for in quantity of fire. This rate of fire is 

quite respectable by modern artillery standards. For the World War, it was a remarkable 

breakthrough.  

 

 

Figure 3 - Two views of the French 75 in World War 1 livery. The large wheels are 
designed to be pulled by horses over uneven terrain. (both photos by PHGCOM, 
released into the public domain. Photographed at Musee de l'Armee, Paris) 

 

 



Artillery 101 

Field artillery pieces can be divided into three broad groups: mortars, howitzers and guns. 

Mortars are high angle of fire weapons which usually depend on the earth to absorb the 

recoil.  Howitzers are medium-to-high angle of fire weapons which have a recoil 

mechanism, frequently descended from the French 75 mechanism, and an equilibrator – 

an extra mechanism which increases the recoil resistance as the angle of fire is increased 

to counter the effect of gravity. Guns are medium-to-low angle of fire weapons and don’t 

need an equilibrator. Today, most guns have been replaced by rockets (or by improved 

howitzers) but mortars and howitzers are still widely used by armies and of every nation. 

 

Figure 4 – 120mm Mortar M120 – US soldiers fire an M120 Mortar in support of 
Operation IRAQI FREEDOM on May 21, 2004. The M120 (Soltam K6) is an Israeli made 
heavy mortar which replaced the US M30 4.2” mortar (the timeless ‘four-deuce’.) 
(Remarkable US Army Photo by SSGT Aaron D Allmon II, USAF) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 – Marines from 11th Marines, 1st Marine Division fire an M101 Howitzer during 
the playing of taps on March 26, 2005 at Camp Pendleton as part of an Iwo Jima 
commemoration. Developed during the 1930’s, this weapon went into large scale 
production in 1940 - largely replacing the French 75 for American forces in WWII. The 
equilibrator is the extra tube on top of the barrel. (US DOD Photo, photographer 
unknown) 

 

Most modern artillery pieces are available as both towed weapons or mounted on a self-

propelled carriage. Both the M107 gun (below) and the M101 howitzer (above) were 

available in either configuration. The utility of one or the other configuration is not 

always obvious.  For example, towed weapons can be lifted by helicopter to remote 

locations – a common practice in Vietnam. Self-propelled artillery carriages are very 

heavy and may collapse local bridges or roads – another common practice in Vietnam.  

But if enemy forces have radar controlled counter-battery fire capability, the tactical 

concept “shoot-and-scoot” strongly favors self-propelled artillery. Fortunately, this was 

not a common problem in Vietnam.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 – 175mm gun M107 on self-propelled gun carriage. The author briefly trained 
on this piece at Fort Sill in the 1960’s and later taught maintenance management on the 
self-propelled carriage at Camp McCoy. This same carriage is shared with the 8” 
howitzer M110. The M107 gun is now obsolete – replaced in the mid-1990’s by rockets - 
but it was widely used in Vietnam and beyond. The M107 could fire a 174-pound 
projectile almost 20 miles. (US DOD Photo, photographer unknown) 

Modern artillery pieces are designed for indirect fire: the gun crew aiming and firing the 

weapon rarely sees the target. Another person, usually called a forward observer, locates 

a target, calls for artillery fire and reports back on the effectiveness of the rounds 

delivered. The forward observer might be on the ground viewing the target area - a truly 

dangerous place - but he could also be in an airplane or some other location, such as a 

Combat Systems Officer located thousands of miles away, watching the battlefield from 

an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle or drone aircraft. 

For indirect fire to be effective the artillery piece must deliver round after round on target 

– at least within the ‘kill radius’ (~50 meters for the 155mm howitzer).  In addition, the 



artillery piece must be capable of precise re-aiming according to a known formula, so that 

when a new target is selected, the piece can be re-aimed and reliable fire delivered - 

frequently on the very first round. A Vietnam-era artillery battery could deliver effective 

fire on targets within their sector, usually having rounds on the way in 2 minutes or less. 

The Marine batteries at Khe Sanh could do this in 40 seconds! 

Dayton’s D Battery Goes to War 

D Battery, 134
th

 Field Artillery was organized in Dayton, Ohio.  Their very first 

encampment was at Triangle Park, a mile from my home and within a few hundred yards 

of Artillery Memorial Bridge. The battery received their basic military training at Camp 

Sheridan, Alabama. On May 20, 1918, D Battery started its long journey to war - by train 

to New York; a week stay at Camp Upton on Long Island; across the ocean on the SS 

HMS Nestor to Liverpool; through Birmingham and Oxford to Winchester and another 

training camp; to Southampton for a trip across the English Channel to LaHavre, France. 

In July, 1918, they arrived at Camp De Sourge, near Martignas-sur-Jalle.  

At Camp De Sourge, D Battery received their cannons – French 75mm Field Guns. 

Training would last a month. Battery mechanics and section chiefs learned how to work 

the French 75. Gunners and cannoneers practiced changing posts and limbering the guns. 

Specialists studied methods of laying telephone lines and installing switchboards. The 

troops took positions in the field and practiced firing at piles of sand representing enemy 

trenches and roads. Gun crews improved their speed and accuracy.  

On the morning of August 24, 1918, D Battery suffered its only casualties. A shell in a 

gun exploded prematurely because of a defective fuse. Two Dayton natives, CPL John D. 

Puckett and PVT Clarence B. Click were killed. Other men in the crew suffered cuts and 

shock, one had a broken arm. The following day the entire battery stood down for funeral 

services as their two comrades were buried side by side near the camp. [Excerpted from 

an article by Roz Young, Dayton Daily News, January 5 and 12, 1991. Ms. Young was 

summarizing original news reporting from 1918] 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 - Bridget, the French 75mm Field Gun which fired the first US Artillery round in 
action in WW1. Bridget has been preserved at the United States Ordinance Museum at 
Ft. Lee, Virginia (William Maloney photo www.williammaloney.com, used with 
permission) 

 

Late in September the 134
th

 Field Artillery Battalion moved towards the battle zone. Part 

of the time they traveled in boxcars, but most of the time they marched on foot, their 

French 75s towed by horses. They marched in complete darkness with no talking or 

smoking - the slightest flicker of light might be seen by the Germans. Near Fontenoy they 

were billeted in two barns, along with the cows and pigs.   

"It was tough going," reported Dayton native John Henderson "as the road was narrow 

and the mud deep. The horses kept causing trouble by getting the wheels of the carriages 

into the ditches."  

Arriving in the fighting zone, the Battalion took up positions in a field, close to a road. 

The signal detail laid a telephone line to the forward observation position and the guns 

were readied. They could not see the enemy, but they could hear the shells and on 

occasion German planes. Their camouflage was so good that German aircraft flew right 

over. The men were itching to get into the fight but so far had not fired a shot. After 

much delay, the officers finally organized a sniping party. Then the order came to fire. 

http://www.williammaloney.com/


"It was with strange feelings that we heard our first shots going over our heads and 

exploding within enemy lines," Henderson wrote. "We strained our eyes and ears trying 

to spot our shots, but it was too dark, and all we heard was the shell in flight and the 

explosion when she hit." They expected retaliation and were disappointed when it did not 

come. The nearest German shell landed 400 meters from their position. 

D Battery spent the few remaining weeks of the war moving to new positions, firing 

barrages, sleeping in the mud and moving on to new positions. They fought defensively 

in the Marbache and Pannes sectors and offensively at Bois-de-Bonseil and Meuse-

Argonne. Except for the training accident at Camp De Sourge, and one man killed by a 

lightning strike at Camp Sheridan, all the men came through the World War unscathed. 

Battery D went out to fire on the morning of November 11, although everyone had heard 

rumors of an impending armistice. Between 10 and 11a.m. they attacked a German 

ammunition convoy, destroying 18 trucks. At 10:59 the command "Cease Firing," 

sounded. The men cheered and immediately began to think of home.  [Excerpted from an 

article by Roz Young, Dayton Daily News, January 26, 1991. Ms Young was 

summarizing original news reporting from 1918] 

 

Figure 8 – Trail of a French 75. This beautifully restored French 75 has the original carriage and 
1-piece trail. The split trail was heavier, but provided greater recoil control and accuracy, and 
most important it increased the angle of traverse. The 2-color camouflage is appropriate for WW1 
- recall the German aircraft that buzzed over D Battery. (Photo courtesy of Lovett Artillery 
Collection, www.lovettartillery.com, used with permission).  

http://www.lovettartillery.com/


 

French 75s in the Great War and Beyond 

At the beginning of the Great War, in 1914, the French Army had about 4,000 French 

75mm Field Guns in service. By the end of the war another 13,000 had been produced. 

The same artillery piece was in use by French and British troops.  When the American 

Expeditionary Forces (AEF) arrived in France, they were supplied with some 2,000 

French 75s.  During his service with the American Expeditionary Force, Captain (and 

future U.S. President) Harry S. Truman commanded D Battery, 129
th

 Field Artillery - a 

battery of French 75's. Among other actions, CPT Truman’s battery provided fire support 

for COL George S. Patton's 304
th

 Tank Brigade during the Meuse-Argonne offensive. 

Dayton’s D Battery was at Meuse-Argonne as well.  

Many French 75mm Field Guns used by the AEF were left in Europe at the end of the 

war.  This was (and still is) a common military practice - the value of weapons and other 

war equipment may be less than the cost of shipping it back to the United States. And, in 

many cases, the equipment was badly worn – gun tubes ‘shot out’ – and not worth 

salvaging.  The guns of D Battery may have been among those rare pieces that actually 

did get shipped back to the States. D Battery saw limited action during the war and their 

equipment may have been quite new when the fight was over.  

Both American and British Armies liked the design of the French 75 and acquired this 

gun for domestic use. The Artillery Memorial Bridge French 75 may have come from this 

group, based on the dates on the piece. The French 75 was a very effective weapon and 

the US did not have anything else in our inventory that was better. Plus, American Field 

Artillery batteries had ‘hands-on’ experience with this specific model gun in combat. 

In addition to foreign purchases, US firms manufactured several thousand guns of this 

design during and after the World War (designated model 1897 A2).  Although few 

American-made parts found their way to Europe for the war effort, complete French 75s 

of domestic manufacture were widely used by American artillery batteries through the 

late 1930’s and beyond. By the start of World War II, most French 75s, whether made in 



America or France, had been updated with new carriages to permit towing over improved 

roads. 

 

Figure 9 - The Artillery Bridge French 75 has solid rubber tires and M2.A.2 carriage.  
Many French 75s were updated to pneumatic tires and the M2.A.3 carriage as in this 
picture. (William Maloney photo www.williammaloney.com taken at Vermont Militia 
Museum, used with permission) 

 

After the Great War, the US may have ordered just the barrel and recoil assemblies and 

added American manufactured gun carriages. Several US firms were building carriages 

for the French 75 starting in 1916. In 1918, once detailed specifications were received 

from France, the Singer Company (of sewing machine fame) went into production of the 

oil-pneumatic recoil mechanism - the last critical part of the French 75 not yet produced 

in the US.  

The gun carriage for the Artillery Bridge French 75mm Field Gun is a model M2.A.2, 

made in 1940 by Rock Island Arsenal.  This is an updated carriage - installed as the 

clouds of WWII were gathering over Europe.  Then, as now, when needs of the armed 

forces changed, existing equipment was modified and modernized. The French 75 was in 

use from around 1900 through the end of World War II – a very respectable life-span for 

any piece of military equipment. 

http://www.williammaloney.com/


 

Caissons, Limbers and Wheel Horses 

During the Great War and beyond, the Field Artillery frequently moved its cannons using 

horse power. Moving a field artillery piece with a horse was no simple matter for man or 

beast, as the following photos will show.  

 

 

Figure 10 – M1918 Caisson Limber, displayed with saddles and tack. The limber 
provided attachment points for the team of horses, a pole for the steering or wheel horse 
and a towing hook behind for a caisson or gun. The gun limber was similar. (Photo 
courtesy of Lovett Artillery Collection, www.lovettartillery.com, used with permission).  

http://www.lovettartillery.com/


 

Figure 11 – The M1918 Caisson was a utility trailer (caisson is French for ’box’) 
designed to carry ammunition. It attached behind the caisson limber by means of a long, 
trail-like front extension.  Once an artillery piece was in place, the caisson was parked 
and opened so the gun crew could access ammunition – the flaps providing small arms 
fire protection. (Pat Holscher photo, Society of the Military Horse, used with permission. 
This caisson and limber are on display at Ft Casper, Wyoming) 

 

 

Figure 12 – Open Caisson and Caisson Limber.  The steering pole which would attach to 
the wheel horse has been removed (the socket is visible).  An empty caisson was towed 
to the rear for more ammunition or supplies - the flat top of the caisson frequently used 
to transport dead and wounded soldiers to the rear as well. The reason for the long 
extension in front of the caisson was to permit the teams to turn without fouling the large 
wheels. (Pat Holscher photo, Society of the Military Horse, used with permission) 



 

 

Figure 13 – Gun crew of a French 75. This gun has just been fired and the barrel is in 
recoil.  The cleaning rod is propped against the gun.  The caisson at the left of the 
picture is opened for access to ammunition. (Photographer unknown. Period photo 
courtesy of Lovett Artillery Collection, www.lovettartillery.com). 

 
 

Figure 14 – If you are still confused, these pictures may help. Above, a team of horses is 

attached to the gun limber – the French 75 is attached behind.  Below, another team is 

set to move a caisson which is attached behind the caisson limber. In both pictures, the 

wheel driver is mounted on the wheel horse, adjacent to the steering pole. Each rider 

has an unmounted horse on his right side. All of this manpower, horses, 2 limbers and 1 

caisson were necessary to service a single French 75mm Field Gun. (US Army photo, 

Archives of 76th Field Artillery Regiment, 2nd Battalion). 

 

http://www.lovettartillery.com/


 

In the Army scheme of things, each man controlled his own horse and one additional 

unmounted animal, but all of the horses were still pulling the gun or the caisson. The 

wheel driver controlled the steering. Why did the Army organize and use their horses in 

this way? Why not use a team of horses like a stage coach?   

 

One answer might come from western movies: we all know what happens when the 

outlaw gang kills the stage coach driver and the stage coach goes ‘over the cliff’. But, the 

Army’s real problem was that enlistments were short – perhaps 3 years. It was easier to 

train many men to handle 2 horses (e.g. the wheel driver or the swing driver, each with an 

unmounted horse on his right side) than to train a few men to handle a full team. This 

practice of using horses in “2-horse driver teams” (versus more conventional “teamster 

rigs” or stage coach rigs) has been attributed to Frederick the Great, who first used the 

practice in the mid-18
th

 century: every artilleryman was to be a part-time horseman. 

Frederick’s artillery and manpower innovations were perfected in the 19
th

 century and 

still used by the US Army in the 20
th

 century.  

 

Frederick’s solution is really quite interesting:  Simplify the task so that skills are easier 

to learn.  Equip many men in the unit with the same skills to insure interchangeability and 

redundancy. Or, more concisely: Simplify and cross-train.  

 

 

 

Figure 15 – Pass in Review.  D Battery, 76th Field Artillery – a mounted battery of French 

75s - passes in review at the Presidio of Monterrey, circa 1920. You can taste this 

picture! (Photographer unknown, US Army photo, Presidio of Monterrey Archives) 



 

 

 

 
 

Figure 16 – Last Farewell: A caisson, limber and team used for an all too familiar 

purpose (US Army photo: ‘The Old Guard’ 3rd US Infantry Regiment) 

 

 

World War II and Beyond 

By the time the US entered WWII, the French 75mm Field Gun was largely replaced on 

the battlefield by the 105mm M101 howitzer, although French 75s continued to be used 

for training throughout the war. In addition, French 75s were shipped to allied forces, for 

example, in the defense of the Philippines. 

A few French 75mm Field Guns were mounted in self-propelled gun carriages. One 

interesting use of the French 75 was mounting in the GMC M3 ‘halftrack’ carriage, as a 

direct fire weapon.  This configuration was used in WWII by American forces in North 

Africa as a ‘tank killer.’ It was a very effective combination.  

  



Figure 17 - GMC M3 Carriage with 75mm gun. The popular halftrack was originally built as a 
Personnel Carrier. Among the many modifications was use as a tank destroyer. Fitted with the 
French 75 Field Gun it was sent to the Philippines in 1941 and was also used by the American 
forces in Tunisia and Italy. The distinctive French 75 gun is immediately recognizable. Armored 
personnel (‘Tankers’) who think that tracks will get them everywhere, may wish to note the 
chains on the front tires in the left-most picture. (Photographers unknown. US Army photos) 

 

Honoring the Veterans 

Our Artillery Memorial Bridge Gun will soon be 100 years old.  It clearly needs new 

paint and general refurbishing.  But, for a veteran of two wars, it’s holding its own. The 

French 75mm Field Gun faithfully served the French, British and American armies for 

half a century.  Most modern artillery pieces use features that were first introduced or 

perfected on the French 75.  Either is enough to secure its place in the history of warfare. 

This November 11
th

, our local civic association will honor the 147 men who served in D 

Battery, 134
th

 Field Artillery by caring for one of its cannons.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18 – Artillery Memorial Bridge French 75mm Field Gun – right front view (author’s photo) 

 



The Marks and Footnotes of History 

The Artillery Memorial Bridge gun has numerous marks and inscriptions. They tell an 

interesting story of the particular artillery piece as well as a glimpse into our military 

past. Here are pictures and comments on a few of the marks that guided me in telling the 

story of this gun. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19 – The top of the breech is marked ‘A.BS 1917’ - Atelier de BourgeS, a large French 
arms maker in Bourges, France, and the year of manufacturer.  Above this, in a stylized font, is 
‘No 17318’ – the serial number of the barrel and breech.  The Ordinance Museum has French 
75mm Field Gun No 17255 – a slightly older sibling. (author’s photo) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 20 – On the right side of the recoil slide is a plaque which reads: 

 
No. 672  MFG BOURGES YR 1918 

MECHANISM, RECOIL 
M1897A5 

75-MM GUN 
R I A YR 1940  INSP  NFR 

 



The number 672 refers to the recoil mechanism and year of manufacturer.  This plaque 
designates the gun as an M1897A5. This ‘A5’ refers to modification to the recoil mechanism 
(possibly an added respirator). This plaque was added in the US when this piece became part 
of the US Army’s Inventory in preparation for WWII. ‘RIA’ stands for Rock Island Arsenal, who 
inspected this piece in 1940.  See below for ‘NFR’. (author’s photo) 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 21 – On the left side of the breech are the marks 
 

75MMGUN 
M1897 A4 

These marks are hand stamped into the metal – probably in the US. The designation A4 refers 
to modifications to a French-made gun: “The modification consists of the removal of rollers and 
sweeper plates with felt pads, and elimination of a portion of the jacket of the gun which is 
replaced by steel rails and bronze strips attached to supports on the gun.” An American-made 
gun with these same features was designated ‘M1897 A2’ (author’s photo) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22 – On the right side of the gun carriage, just above the elevation wheel, is an oval 
plaque which reads 

NO 288 
CARRIAGE, GUN 75-MM 

M2.A.2 
ROCK ISLAND ARSENAL 

1940 
NFR 



The number 288 and remainder of this information refers to the gun carriage.  For WWII service, 
French 75’s were updated to M2.A.2 or M2.A.3 carriages for vehicular towing over improved 
roads (author’s photo) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23 – On two of the plaques mentioned above are the letters “NFR”. Not For Resale?  No 
Further Record?  Military acronyms can boggle the mind, but it turns out that these letters are 
not an acronym at all. After some investigation, the letters stand for Norman Francis Ramsey 
(1882-1963), Brigadier General, United States Army. (US Army official photo) 

General Ramsey commanded Rock Island Arsenal from 1937 to 1944 – the years of the 
American build-up to WWII as well as during the war itself. His initials NFR frequently appear on 
equipment serviced or inspected at Rock Island Arsenal during that period – for example, in the 
cartouche on the stock of the M1 Garand Rifle. 

General Ramsey enlisted in the army in 1898, served with distinction in the Spanish American 
War in the Philippines, where he was awarded the Purple Heart with valor device.  He 
graduated first in his West Point class of 1905. During his military career, he commanded three 
of the Army’s five major arsenals. Not surprisingly, he is a member of the US Army Ordinance 
Corps Hall of Fame.  

If you search the internet for the name Norman F. Ramsey, you are most likely to find Norman 
Foster Ramsey Jr (1915-2011) – distinguished American physicist, Harvard Professor, and 
recipient of the Nobel Prize for Physics. In 1943, Dr. Ramsey worked as part of the Manhattan 
Project at Los Alamos, New Mexico. Dr. Ramsey was also the Director for Project Alberta, or 
‘Project A’, on the island of Tinian – the weaponization of the atomic bomb. Distinguished 
scientist and Nobel Laureate Dr. Norman Foster Ramsey Jr. was the son of distinguished 
soldier and Brigadier General Norman Francis Ramsey.   
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