BATTLE OF LEATHERWOOD 2005

AFTER ACTION REVIEW

These are the main issues and recommendations I received during our daily AARs and from other people on site.  I think I got everyone's input correct from my notes, but feel free to add comments or more recommendations as needed.  If I missed any or misquoted, I apologize.

1. 
 Issue:  Weekend Dates


Discussion:  The dates conflicted with several other major events, preventing many re-enactors, sutlers, etc., from attending.


Recommendation:  Work with Fire Department, Perry County officials, etc., to permanently schedule Leatherwood on the fourth weekend of October (Perryville is second weekend, Wildcat the third).

2.
Issue:  Coordinating Committee/Decision Maker


Discussion:  Coordination and scenario development was left to a few individuals with a strong work ethic but limited planning experience.  Although the event went fairly smoothly and was very well received, it involved a lot of unnecessary "jumping through the hoop" by the planners.  Lawrence Ashcroft and I did a battlefield walk, drew sector sketches, and planned squad and platoon level actions that worked well, but this should be done in the initial planning stages.


Recommendation:  That a committee be formed consisting of representatives from the County, Reenactment groups (5th KY, 22nd KY, SCV/SUV camps, Blacksmith Guild, etc).    Experienced re-enactors would draft at least two battle scenarios, one skirmish type for small numbers, and another for a larger group.  These plans would include battle maps and overlays so that everyone could be briefed and understand each action.  Committee members would brief their own groups, and take recommendations.   One person (an experienced reenactment commander) would make all final decisions, and this person would be the overall battlefield commander.  Committee numbers should be kept small, and again, one man in charge to make the final decisions (Lawrence did a good job at this).

3.  
Issue:  Briefing re-enactors on the scenario


Discussion:  During inspections and drill, all re-enactors were briefed together on the battle plan for both sides.  Everyone had a good idea of what, when, where, who, how, and "huh" and had a chance to make recommendations.  This worked well with the smaller numbers of personnel.  We had three cannon crews and approximately 30-35 grunts.


Recommendation:  When numbers are small, brief all personnel together (Blue and Gray) and include battle maps (and a battlefield walk when time allows).  When numbers are too large, ensure all NCOs (corporal and above) are fully briefed and walk the battlefield.

4.  
Issue:  Battlefield coordination


Discussion:  All comments I received were very favorable, because everyone knew what was going on beforehand, and changes were kept to a minimum.  Independent squad-level action was also incorporated.


Recommendation:  That battlefield coordination be kept to a high standard, and that all players know what is going to happen.

5.  
Issue:  Loading rifles


Discussion:  Many re-enactors were slow to reload using the three basic positions (standing, kneeling, lying down) and on the move.  We used all of them and squad leaders did them independently.


Recommendation:  Practice loading and firing from all three positions, and from the move, as part of all drills.  Needs to be practiced while tired and winded (ex: moving quickly from one to the other at the double quick time) not just by the numbers.

6.  
Issue:  Mass casualties


Discussion:  When the cannons fired a certain number of volleys (third, fourth, etc.) near the end of the reenactment scenario we had groups of three or four to take cannon hits.  This made it more realistic and got audience attention.


Recommendation:  Continue to incorporate mass casualties timed to cannon fire near the end of the scenario.  It really gets the audience involved.

7.  
Issue:  Hot loads


Discussion:  Several re-enactors had very hot rifle loads.  Because we were using a skirmish scenario with double arm distances and separated squads, no damage was done, but this is dangerous.


Recommendation:  That loads be kept to 60-70 grains.  Hot loads are OK for those acting as snipers because they get the audience attention and can be heard over the din, but these loads must be kept separate from regular rounds, ie in a separate marked pouch so they cannot be intermingled. 

8.  
Issue:  Independent squad action


Discussion:  Lawrence and I mapped and planned a skirmish-type scenario so that squads could shoot and move independently, instead of using mass tactics.  Regimented tactics are necessary for control and movement of large groups, but boring to the audience for small groups.  Blue and Gray squads interacted and reacted off each other (similar to a "tactical"), but still maintained unit cohesion and safe distances.  There was much more movement and less "march, stand and shoot at each other".  The audience really got into it.


Recommendation:  That skirmish and small unit actions be kept in the scenarios.  This allows re-enactors to develop planning and leadership skills, not just getting good at drill movements.

9.  
Issue:  Safety


Discussion:  To my knowledge, only one person committed unsafe acts by running out in front of firers, and shooting at the Blue troops while less than ten feet away.  To fix the situation without halting the play or embarrassing the individual, I had two (Colson and Brandon) get wounded and he had to evacuate and care for them.  He did not return to the field the next day.  We had identified ground features as markers for safety zones and cannon fire lanes, and briefed all personnel during drill and inspection.  This worked very well. 


Recommendation:  That safety continue to be a priority.  Identifying natural or manmade features (fences, wagons, telephone poles, hay bales) as markers for safety distances, movement lanes, cannon fire, etc., allowed for a safe reenactment and also helped independent squad movements.

10.  
Issue:  After Action Reviews


Discussion:  Any old military person knows that AARs are always conducted immediately after training or real missions, while the memory is fresh.  This allows immediate capture of what went right or wrong, and what can be improved.  The key is that when someone identifies a problem, they must also give a recommendation.  That way, a person can't just complain.  We did this both days, immediately after the resurrection and review.


Recommendation:  Always do AARs, and use the recommendations to attain or maintain a high standard.

11.  
Issue:  Battlefield commanders


Discussion:  Both Lawrence (Blue commander) and I (Gray commander) received lots of compliments for field leadership, and the way the battles looked and went.  This was really due to everyone knowing the scenario and being able to move and shoot independently.  We only kept the big picture going, and all the re-enactors did the rest.  All in all, everyone worked together and had a good time.


Recommendation:  Keep things simple, audience friendly, and keep everyone informed.  Commanders must walk the battlefield well in advance, plan together, and again keep all players informed. 
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