

[image: image]





	[image: image]
	AUSTRALIAN ARMY CAMPAIGNS SERIES – 7








AUSTRALIA’S PALESTINE

CAMPAIGN



JEAN BOU

[image: image]



[image: image]


©Copyright Army History Unit

Campbell Park Offices (CP2-5-166)

Canberra ACT 2600

AUSTRALIA

(02) 6266 4248

(02) 6266 4044 – fax

Copyright 2010 © Commonwealth of Australia

First published 2010

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,without written permission.

Author: Jean Bou, 1970-

Title: Australia’s Palestine Campaign

ISBN: 978-0-9808100-0-4

Series: Australian Army Campaign Series; 7

Notes: Includes index. Bibliography

Subjects: World War, 1914-1918–Campaigns–Palestine.

World War, 1914-1918–Participation, Australian.

Australia–History, Military.

Dewey Number: 940.41294

Layout and design by Margaret McNally, Canberra, ACT

Printed by Big Sky Publishing, Sydney

Front Cover: AWM ART03647

Back Cover: AWM ART09557; AWM B02465; AWM ART12673; AWM ART02837

Title Page: AWM ART02811


CONTENTS

Acknowledgements

Abbreviations

Series Introduction

Author’s Introduction

Chapter 1 – Prelude: the Sinai and Palestine frontier, 1916–17

Chapter 2 – Gaza-Beersheba and the advance to Jerusalem, 1917

Chapter 3 – The Jordan Valley, 1918

Chapter 4 – Megiddo, 1918

Epilogue – After the armistice

Conclusion

Further Reading

Index


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

First thanks for this book must go to Glenn Wahlert, who oversees the Army History Unit’s Campaign Series, who pulled the non-writing strings behind the scenes (and who somehow wields a whip at the same time). Roger Lee also deserves credit as the person who approached me to do the book, and committed the Army History Unit’s resources to its production. I owe thanks also to Mark Wahlert for the maps, organisation charts and various digital images. Jeff Isaacs has contributed his original artwork, and the Defence Publishing Service has done the sterling work for the book’s cover. John Donovan’s editing has no doubt saved me from a good many serious errors, and Margaret McNally’s work on the book design and typesetting has been invaluable. I would also like to thank John Coates for permission to reproduce maps from his An Atlas of Australia’s Wars and Anthony Staunton for permission to reproduce part of my Sabretache article, ‘Sold or shot’.


Abbreviations





	AFC
	    Australian Flying Corps



	AIF
	    Australian Imperial Force



	AWM
	    Australian War Memorial



	BWI
	    British West Indies



	EEF
	    Egyptian Expeditionary Force



	HAC
	    Honourable Artillery Company



	NZMR
	    New Zealand Mounted Rifles



	QF
	    Quick Firing



	RHA
	    Royal Horse Artillery





SERIES INTRODUCTION

In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group (CASAG), the Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaign Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced.

The Campaign Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information – maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, specifically commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.

Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Army History Unit and its Campaign Series provide a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.



Roger Lee,
Army Historian


AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

Memories of Australia’s military involvement in the First World War are dominated principally by Gallipoli, and then by the Western Front. There is a strong general recognition that the light horse fought in the war, but beyond vague (and often self-congratulatory) conceptions of the charge at Beersheba, there is little recognition or understanding of the campaign in which most of Australia’s mounted men fought. This book aims to introduce readers to one of Australia’s major military endeavours outside the Western Front during the First World War – the Palestine Campaign and its precursor battles in the Sinai.

Beginning in early 1916 Australian soldiers serving in the light horse, the Imperial Camel Corps (ICC), the Australian Flying Corps (AFC), and a myriad of supporting arms were part of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF). This force first sought to secure the Suez Canal by driving the Ottoman Army out of the Sinai Peninsula and then, from early 1917, to remove that enemy from Palestine (territory that is largely modern Israel), and ultimately Syria, actions that also ended Ottoman control of Arabia and Mesopotamia (modern Iraq).

The cost that Australia incurred in that fighting was relatively light by the standards of the First World War. Total Australian casualties in the EEF were just over 4000, with 574 killed in action and another 288 dying of their wounds. Nearly 50,000 Australians were killed on the Western Front, and the death toll on Gallipoli was over 8000. If the losses in Palestine were relatively light, however, they were no less tragic.

The fighting in the Middle East is often portrayed as a stark alternative to that on the Western Front, and much is usually made of the apparent differences between the grinding carnage of trench deadlock and the open warfare, mobility, and low casualty counts in Palestine. This conception is, perhaps inevitably, a simplification. There is no doubt that the fighting in Palestine was more mobile and statistically less dangerous than that on the Western Front. However, the campaign included all the developments of modern war, with new weapons and techniques like gas, tanks, aircraft and massed indirect artillery fire all used.

The focus on cavalry operations also tends to under represent the modern all-arms nature of the campaign in which, if the cavalry garnered the attention, it was often airmen who found the enemy, infantry who did the hard fighting (incurring the heavy casualties), and artillery which ensured the battles were won. An examination of the Palestine Campaign provides an insight into the nature and conduct of war in the early twentieth century – it was not all trenches and creeping barrages.

The aim of this book is to introduce its readers to the Australian contribution to the Palestine Campaign, and put that contribution into its context. In recent years, in some rather bad histories, there has emerged a (somewhat jingoistic) Australian notion that the light horse was the most important part of the EEF, and that its exploits brought the victory. In an extension of this idea, the charge at Beersheba is portrayed as the campaign’s turning point. Though the Australian contribution was sizable and important, it was neither decisive nor war winning; it was a British imperial army acting in concert with its allies that achieved victory.

Any study of the history of this campaign must look beyond superficial treatments, and consider that at the war’s end there were 36 horsed regiments in the Desert Mounted Corps, of which only 14 were Australian. This was the largest single contribution, but only just, there then being 13 Indian cavalry regiments on the corps’ order of battle (along with five British, three New Zealand and one French). The number of Australian horsemen who fought in the campaign was dwarfed by the numbers of British and Indian troops who served in the EEF’s two infantry corps, and its artillery regiments, air squadrons, and transport and support services.

Moreover, the campaign was fought over the better part of three years. In that time the EEF won victories, suffered defeats, had commanders replaced, dealt with waxing and waning interest from London, organised and reorganised itself, massively expanded, built a complex logistic system and fought over some very difficult terrain. To identify the charge at Beersheba as a decisive turning point in that series of events, or to suggest the light horse won the war by itself, does not give the rest of the EEF its hard earned due.

That is not to say that the Australian contribution is not worthy of study. As one of Australia’s most significant military commitments of the war, it deserves examination in its own right (which it does not always get). Even allowing for a due sense of proportion, the contribution of the light horse and other Australian units to the campaign’s conduct was substantial. As a key part of the Desert Column, and its successor the Desert Mounted Corps, the light horse regiments took part in every major engagement of the campaign (and innumerable minor ones).

The light horse, the Australian cameleers, and the airmen of No 1 Squadron, AFC, were at the forefront of the action in the sandy desert of the Sinai, and were prominent at the battles of Gaza. They took part in the advance into Palestine, fighting on its rugged plains and hills, around Jerusalem, and in the freezing cold of the hills east of the Jordan River. They then took part in the Megiddo offensive of 1918, one of the most remarkable battles fought by the British Empire during the war. Indeed, Megiddo should be more deeply examined by a modern Australian Army that subscribes to manoeuvre doctrine.

This book is not an all encompassing history, but a primer. It does not examine deeply the higher strategy (or lack of it) that guided the campaign, British politics or imperial policy, the Ottoman Empire and its army, every battle fought by the EEF, nor the consequences of the campaign in a part of the world that remains a hotbed of conflict. For those whose interest is aroused, a list of recommended further reading is provided.


AUSTRALIA’s PALESTINE CAMPAIGN

CHAPTER 1

Prelude: the Sinai and Palestine frontier, 1916–17

The campaign that concluded beyond Damascus at the Ottoman frontier town of Aleppo in late 1918 began in 1916 in Egypt, on the banks of the Suez Canal. Before the victories in Palestine and Syria in 1917 and 1918, there was a long and difficult campaign fought in the inhospitable desert of the Sinai Peninsula and the southern frontier of Palestine.

Orientation

At the end of 1915, after the Gallipoli campaign, the troops of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) rested briefly on the Greek island of Lemnos before returning to Egypt, where they had arrived in late 1914. For the greatly weakened units it was a time for rest, rebuilding, and eventually training, as new endeavours were being contemplated.

It was soon clear that the infantry, artillery, and their support troops would be transferred across the Mediterranean to France and the fighting on the Western Front. For the majority of the troops in the Australian light horse, the war in France would remain an abstraction. They stayed in Egypt, along with the units soon to be raised for the ICC, as part of the forces that protected one of the British Empire’s lifelines, the Suez Canal.

The light horse regiments and brigades had also fought at Gallipoli, having been dismounted and sent there not long after the landings to bolster the infantry, which had suffered heavy casualties. Egypt had not been entirely quiet while they were away, however, and the Composite Australian Light Horse Regiment, made up of men left behind and reinforcements waiting in Egypt, had been hastily raised in late 1915 to fight the Senussi tribesmen in Egypt’s Western Desert. Encouraged in part by German and Ottoman agitation, the Senussi had opted to attack Britain’s rule in Egypt, and a hastily arranged expedition was sent to counter the threat.

As part of the Western Frontier Force, the composite regiment was involved in a series of rather one-sided fights with the Senussi in late 1915, alongside a number of British units. It returned to the Canal Zone and disbandment in February 1916. Though little remembered, the effort against the Senussi continued for some time, and after its return from Gallipoli the 1st Light Horse Brigade was quickly re-horsed to patrol the western approaches to the Canal Zone against Senussi encroachments. Various light horse regiments undertook similar patrolling programs well into 1917.

[image: image]

Australian troops of the Western Frontier Force, deployed against Senussi tribesmen, gather to receive troop comforts sent from Australia, AWM C04981.

The Senussi threat was a relatively minor one. Of much greater concern was the Ottoman Empire, which shared an official frontier with Egypt on the eastern side of the Sinai Peninsula. British and Egyptian authorities had effectively abandoned the Sinai throughout 1915 by withdrawing the frontier outposts, and instead had relied on the Suez Canal as a defensive obstacle. In early 1915, however, an Ottoman attack had managed to reach the canal before petering out, and throughout that year small parties managed to do the same. The Ottoman forces retained only a small presence in the Sinai, but they had nevertheless filled the vacuum that British policy had left there.

It was clear that a defence east of the canal was required in order to forestall any further forays, and in February 1916 positions were occupied in the difficult dune country there. This was only an interim measure, however, and the goal for much of 1916 was the establishment of a defensive position at El Arish, about 140 kilometres along the Mediterranean coast from the Suez Canal, on the firm ground of the eastern Sinai.

As the Australian infantry divisions were transferring to France, the mounted troops in Egypt were reorganised. The three light horse brigades, together with the New Zealand Mounted Rifles (NZMR) Brigade and batteries of British Territorial Army horse artillery, were formed into the new Australian and New Zealand Mounted Division (usually abbreviated to Anzac Mounted Division, though more properly to A&NZ Mounted Division) in March 1916.

Its commander was Major-General Harry Chauvel, an Australian permanent force officer. He had been the first commander of the 1st Light Horse Brigade in 1914 and 1915, and then commanded Australia’s 1st Division during the later phases of the Gallipoli campaign. Chauvel had had a long association with mounted troops, and was something of a student of cavalry history. Though not without its faults, his command of the mounted troops in Palestine was very successful. The new division was made part of the EEF, which was also raised in March.

It was not long before the division moved against the Ottoman forces. In April 1916 an Ottoman raid on a series of outposts in the oasis area in the western Sinai manned by British yeomanry of the 5th Mounted Brigade led to the destruction of two outposts. Chauvel was ordered to respond, and the 2nd Light Horse Brigade, commanded by Brigadier-General Granville Ryrie, moved into the desert in pursuit of the withdrawing Ottoman soldiers. The brigade did not catch them, but the Anzac Mounted Division had made its first moves in what would become known as the Sinai – Palestine Campaign.


GENERAL SIR HENRY (HARRY) CHAUVEL

[image: image]

Lieutenant-General Sir Harry Chauvel by W.B. McInnes, 1938, AWM ART13521.

General Sir Henry (Harry) Chauvel (1865–1945) was born into a pastoral family in northern New South Wales. Unable to pursue a career in the British Army, he began militia soldiering in the New South Wales and later the Queensland Defence Forces. He became a permanent soldier in Queensland in 1896, and served in the Boer War with distinction.

Chauvel had arrived in England to take up a staff appointment just before the outbreak of the First World War. He was given command of the 1st Light Horse Brigade, which he led during the Gallipoli campaign. He then commanded
Australia’s 1st Division during the Gallipoli evacuation and in Egypt, before being given command of the Anzac Mounted Division in 1916. He led that formation across the Sinai and in southern Palestine until he took command of the Desert Column/Desert Mounted Corps in mid-1917, making him Australia’s first lieutenant-general and corps commander, a year before John Monash on the Western Front.

Chauvel commanded the Desert Mounted Corps for the rest of the war, overseeing its operations during the advance into Palestine, the trans-Jordan operations, and the decisive cavalry battles of the Megiddo offensive in 1918. After the war he was Australia’s most senior serving soldier, and was Chief of the General Staff and Inspector-General for much of the 1920s. In 1929 Chauvel became the first Australian soldier to be made a general. Reserved but capable, calm in a crisis and tactful, his career of many achievements is inextricably entwined with the history of the light horse.



Dominating the Sinai

Any Ottoman attack on the canal was limited to three approach routes: northern, central and southern. The British goal was to make the central and southern routes untenable, and thus force any Ottoman attack onto the northern route, where the military defences would be concentrated and prepared. Accordingly, one of the first requirements for the light horse was to undertake a series of raids and deep patrols aimed at denying the two southern routes to the Ottoman forces by destroying their outposts and the water wells that might support any general advance.

[image: image]

Troops of the 9th Light Horse Regiment move out to raid Jifjaffa in April 1916, AWM A00221.

One of the first such operations was the raid on Jifjaffa in April 1916. There a squadron of the 9th Light Horse Regiment, supported by the considerable camel logistic train necessary for desert operations, marched for several days and nights to attack an enemy outpost and bore drilling site more than 80 kilometres from its start point. After a brief fight the Austrian engineers doing the drilling, and his Ottoman guard, were killed or captured, and their equipment destroyed.

With the central and southern routes made untenable, the focus turned to defending the northern approach to Egypt. To this end, Chauvel arrayed the Anzac Mounted Division so that it was based at the desert oasis of Romani, from where it maintained a vigorous patrolling program into the Katia – Bir el Abd oasis area to the east. There followed several months of such work as the troops of the 2nd Light Horse Brigade and the NZMR Brigade, in particular, learned how to operate and live in the hot, sandy desert.

In the second half of July 1916 it became clear that an Ottoman force would indeed attempt to reach the Suez Canal. After forming up at the eastern end of the Katia – Bir el Abd area, the Ottoman Army began a methodical advance across the desert, establishing firm bases as it went, and ensuring that its artillery moved forward with the infantry over the difficult ground. The plan, conceived by its German commander General Friedrich Freiherr Kreß von Kressenstein, was to conduct a minor operation in front of the Romani defences to pin down the British infantry defenders of the 52nd (Lowland) Division, and make the main thrust around the rear of the position from the south-east. Unfortunately for Kreß von Kressenstein, the British defence had been planned around the attackers adopting such a course of action, and Chauvel’s mounted troops were deployed to harry the Ottoman forces as they advanced, and then take up a series of mobile defensive positions astride the likely axis of attack.

When the Ottoman forces attacked on the night of 3–4 August, therefore, they found the 1st Light Horse Brigade, temporarily commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel John Meredith, on the positions where they intended to form up for their attack. Required to fight for their forming up place, and otherwise delayed by a stout light horse defence, the Ottoman forces, despite attacking in greater numbers than Chauvel and the British command had anticipated, began to have difficulties.

The greater Ottoman numbers allowed them to make flanking moves that seriously threatened the light horse positions, and they soon took several key locations, but with sunrise Chauvel could also deploy his 2nd Light Horse Brigade, temporarily under Brigadier-General Jack Royston. This deployment, along with the growing heat of the day and attackers’ thirst meant that, though Chauvel had some anxious hours ahead of him, the worst of the battle had been weathered.

By midday the New Zealanders and the 5th Mounted Brigade were also at Chauvel’s disposal, and he used them to counter attack from the west, pressing the Ottoman forces until the evening, when it was clear that they were beaten. The mounted troops attempted to pursue the withdrawing Ottoman soldiers for the next few days, but this was not entirely successful. The Ottoman forces were withdrawing through their prepared firm bases, were always formidable defenders, and the hot desert conditions made the going difficult for the mounted troops who, despite their many good qualities, still had something to learn about conducting large-scale mobile operations.


CAVALRY OR MOUNTED INFANTRY?
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(Art by Jeff Isaacs)

Most descriptions of the light horse call it mounted infantry, but this is a misrepresentation. From its inception in the militia in 1903, the light horse was formed as a type of cavalry known in the British Empire as mounted rifles. It is a misunderstanding of this title which leads to the light horse being called mounted infantry.

As mounted rifles, the light horse regiments were organised along cavalry lines, with the troop, squadron and regiment, rather than the platoon, company and battalion, being the unit building blocks. A First World War light horse regiment at full strength numbered about 25 officers and 400 other ranks (from mid-1916), less than half of the paper strength of an infantry battalion. With one in four men being required to hold the horses, a dismounted light horse brigade in action had no more rifle strength than an infantry battalion.

The light horse regiment was designed to conduct the traditional cavalry roles of reconnaissance, screening, outposts, patrolling and raids. Because light horse units had rifles and machine-guns they could, like British cavalry, use fire and manoeuvre to seize and hold ground like the infantry, but the small unit size and relatively light firepower meant this was a skill better employed against the enemy in the open during mobile operations, rather than as ad hoc infantry in attacks against prepared defences.

Light horse is best thought of as cavalry, something it was habitually called in the Palestine Campaign. Its dismounted tactics were the same as those used by the British and Indian cavalry, and when the Australian Mounted Division adopted the sword in 1918, the small distinctions disappeared entirely. The only mounted infantry proper to see action in Palestine were the troops of the ICC.



These circumstances were further exacerbated by unwieldy and unresponsive British command arrangements, which meant that brief opportunities available immediately after the main battle were not exploited.
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George Lambert’s painting of the battle of Romani, depicting light horse dismounting and preparing for action against the oncoming Ottoman soldiers, AWM ART09556


THE SHORT MAGAZINE LEE ENFIELD (SMLE) 0.303 RIFLE

After the Boer War, it was decided that Britain’s cavalry should no longer use carbines, but would use the same rifle as the infantry. The result of this decision was the general adoption of the SMLE rifle, which had a barrel considerably shorter than its predecessor to allow horse carriage. The British Empire’s standard rifle, the SMLE was used by Australian troops in Palestine. Light horsemen wore them slung across their backs, or held them at the ‘advance’ or ‘carry’ in the right hand. Rifle buckets were supplied to specialist troops, and to the members of the Australian Mounted Division after they were equipped with the sword in 1918. For much of the campaign the light horsemen’s first line ammunition load was 230 rounds, but in mid-1918 it was reduced to 180 rounds.
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(Image by Mark Wahlert)



To the frontier

The victory at Romani was a fillip for British sprits, and marked the last attempt by the Ottoman Army to advance on the Suez Canal. Though the Ottoman Army would periodically check and bloody its British opponents, from this time it was on the defensive.

Still focussed on establishing a workable defensive position in the eastern Sinai, operations in the remainder of 1916 were directed towards a British advance from Romani. The pace was dictated by the speed at which the railway and water pipeline that would underpin the movements could be built. Thus, though the light horse remained busy with patrolling and minor operations, it was some months before the next major operations were undertaken.

In the meantime there was some reorganisation of the troops. The Anzac Mounted Division was detached from the canal defences and made part of the new Desert Column, a mixed corps-sized formation commanded by a British regular cavalryman, Lieutenant-General Sir Phillip Chetwode. This force was in turn made part of Eastern Force, which would be the EEF’s operational formation for striking across the desert towards Palestine.

[image: image]

They were soon joined by the men of the ICC. The first camel units had been raised in early 1916 as independent companies to help control the Senussi threat in the Western Desert. As that problem lessened, however, it was soon clear that camel-mounted troops would be useful in the Sinai, and some of the companies began to be transferred over the Nile, where they were soon part of the raiding and patrolling operations.

Independent companies were of limited use against the Ottoman Army though, so as the corps expanded, battalions were formed. By late 1916 there were three ICC battalions, each of four companies, and in 1917 a fourth battalion was added. The 1st and 3rd Battalions were made up of Australians drawn either from the infantry before it left for France, or from reinforcements available in Egypt. The 2nd Battalion was made up of British troops, largely drawn from the yeomanry. The 4th Battalion, when it was raised in 1917, was a mixture of Australians and New Zealanders.

The final organisational step was the forming in December 1916 of a brigade from the extant battalions, a battery of camel-borne mountain guns manned by Indian gunners from the Hong Kong and Singapore Royal Garrison Artillery, a machine-gun company and the necessary support elements. Thus organised, the ICC Brigade was also made part of the Desert Column, and prepared for the battles at the end of 1916. It was commanded by Brigadier-General Clement Smith, who had been awarded the Victoria Cross as a lieutenant in Somaliland in 1904. The ICC Brigade had been concentrated as an entity for less than a week when the first of the large operations it was to be involved in began.

[image: image]

El Arish, painted by George Lambert in 1918, AWM ART02677.


FIGHTING FROM CAMELBACK

The light horse was a type of cavalry known as mounted rifles, but the troops of the ICC were mounted infantry. That is, the camels were not a source of mobility on the battlefield, but rather around it, being simply a way to transport their riders near to where they would fight. The men then dismounted and acted as traditional infantry. Training notes from 1918 outlined the respective methods of employing the mounted rifles of the light horse and the mounted infantry of the camel corps:
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(Art by Jeff Isaacs)

It must be remembered that there is a radical difference between the fire tactics of mounted riflemen and those of the Camel Corps which are infantry.

The infantryman moves comparatively slowly, and once committed, he can rarely be disengaged. He attacks in depth, moving in successive waves.

The mounted rifleman, on the other hand relies principally on his mobility. He makes no attempt to advance in depth, except when attacking an immobile enemy in position, which, except in small affairs, is not his usual role. He seeks to obtain a decision by surprise, and by catching the enemy at a disadvantage, endeavouring to bring a crushing fire to bear at once by putting in every available rifle at the start.

He avoids, above all, becoming tied down to a face to face fire fight, for by doing so he loses his mobility. He keeps his horses as close as possible, so that if he does not secure success at the outset he can break off the fight, to renew it under more favourable conditions.

On the other hand, once committed, Camel Corps can only be disengaged with difficulty.

In the desert, the cameleers were particularly valued for their ability to make longer range patrols than the horse troops could, but once on the firmer ground of Palestine, where the weather was much more variable, and the terrain often mountainous and thus harder on the camels, they were easily outpaced by the horse regiments, and their relative advantages diminished.



The railway and water pipeline having advanced far enough across the northern Sinai, it was possible in late 1916 to contemplate an advance to the eastern Sinai and the removal of the Ottoman positions there. Plans were far advanced for a move on the enemy garrison at El Arish, about 1600 men strong, when aerial reconnaissance revealed on 20 December that the Ottoman forces had evacuated the position. Chetwode immediately ordered Chauvel forward, and after a rapidly organised and executed march of nearly 40 kilometres, El Arish was surrounded before dawn the following day. El Arish was indeed empty, but there was still a garrison nearby, however, about 30 kilometres to the south-east along the Wadi el Arish at Magdhaba. Chetwode resolved to take it at the first opportunity.

On the night of 22 December Chauvel advanced toward Magdhaba from El Arish with the 1st and 3rd Light Horse Brigades, the NZMR Brigade and the ICC Brigade. A traffic jam in the dark involving Chauvel’s logistic elements and an incoming infantry brigade caused delay, but by dawn on 23 December, Chauvel’s force was overlooking its objective.

An attack by aircraft of No 1 Squadron, AFC drew enough fire from the Ottoman soldiers below that one of Chauvel’s staff, flying as an observer, dropped a message to his boss: ‘The bastards are there alright’. The Ottoman defenders were undoubtedly surprised to find an enemy force in front of them, but they held a series of strong entrenched redoubts and had excellent fields of observation and fire over the bare ground in front of their parapets.

Chauvel sent the New Zealanders and the 3rd Light Horse Brigade around the northern flank to attack the redoubts there and cut off any Ottoman withdrawal, and sent the 1st Light Horse Brigade, and later the ICC Brigade, in from the north-west. It proved to be a difficult day. Chauvel had little artillery at his disposal, with just two batteries of horse artillery, each of just four 18-pounder guns, and the Hong Kong and Singapore Battery, with its even lighter mountain guns, available. This was enough to trouble the enemy, but not enough suppress them for any period or to seriously damage them in their entrenchments.

The bare ground and the defenders’ ability to cover it meant that the dismounted horsemen and cameleers had to work their way forward slowly, with the aim of gaining a local fire superiority that they could then exploit. To further trouble Chauvel, it became apparent by the middle of the day that the hoped for nearby water source was of no use. Watering the men and horses quickly became a serious concern, and with little headway being made Chauvel, after conferring with Chetwode at El Arish, decided on a withdrawal.


NO 1 SQUADRON, AFC
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A line up of No 1 Squadron’s aircraft in early 1918, including Bristol Fighters, a Martinsyde, and a BE2 variant, AWM B01663.

No 1 Squadron, AFC was raised in January 1916 at Point Cook in Victoria. After its arrival in Egypt in April that year, many of its personnel were sent on to France, but the squadron itself remained in Egypt, where it was officially known as No 67 (Australian) Squadron, to further develop its skills. When it was first employed on operations in June, it was broken up into widely dispersed flights undertaking mostly reconnaissance missions over the Sinai looking for Ottoman forces, or over the Western Desert seeking the Senussi.

Concentrated as a complete squadron in December 1916, No 1 Squadron was used against the Ottoman Army during the advance into southern Palestine and beyond. The squadron specialised in reconnaissance and later reconnaissance/ground attack, but the nature of the theatre and the air war there made it something of a jack of all trades, being called on for reconnaissance, aerial photography, gun spotting, liaison, ground attack and bombing.

No 1 Squadron also played its part in asserting British aerial superiority over its German counter parts in 1917–18, particularly once equipped with Bristol Fighters. Captain Ross Smith, for example, finished the war with eleven aerial victories.

Flying as part of the Palestine Brigade of the Royal Flying Corps (the Royal Air Force from 1 April 1918) the squadron again officially became known as No 1 Squadron, AFC in January 1918. During its service it flew a wide range of aircraft including BE2s, BE12s, Bristol Scouts, Vickers Gunbuses, Martinsydes, SE5s, and even a captured German Albatros fighter. From late 1917 it standardised on Bristol F.2 Fighters and, apart from a single Handley Page O/400 bomber used during 1918, flew this aircraft until the end of the war.

Throughout the campaign many of the squadron’s personnel were recruited from the light horse, and its commander for much of the campaign, Major Richard Williams, was prominent in the foundation of the Royal Australian Air Force and became its first Chief of the Air Staff in 1922.
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Two soldiers of the EEF pass the bodies of Ottoman soldiers killed in battle at Magdhaba, AWM P01034.011.

The day was saved by bold unit action. The 3rd Light Horse Regiment was just about to attack the north-westernmost redoubt, No 2. When Chauvel’s order to begin the withdrawal reached the 1st Light Horse Brigade commander, Brigadier-General Charles Cox, he is reputed to have said: ‘Take that damned thing away from me and let me see it for the first time in half-an-hour’. Moments later the 3rd Light Horse Regiment began its dismounted attack, and soon carried the redoubt at bayonet point.

The tide of battle was turning, and other units joined in. The 10th Light Horse Regiment, having circled around to Magdhaba’s east, assaulted using a series of mounted rushes from cover to cover, which ultimately led them into two of the southernmost redoubts. A squadron of the 2nd Light Horse Regiment then galloped over some of the same ground from a different direction to capture another redoubt on horseback.

The advance became general as all the brigades joined in, and the Ottoman position collapsed. Nearly 1300 were made prisoner and 92 of their dead were buried. The horse-mounted and camel troops, having been in the saddle or fighting for more than three days, made an exhausted night march back to El Arish.


BRIGADIER-GENERAL CHARLES COX
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Brigadier-General Charles Cox by John Longstaff, 1921, AWM ART02997.

Brigadier-General Charles Cox (1863–1944) was born in Sydney, and started militia soldiering with the New South Wales Lancers in 1891. After being commissioned in 1894, he commanded the detachment of lancers that trained at Aldershot in 1899. He subsequently took many of those men to fight in the Boer War after it broke out during their stay in Britain. Cox was lucky to escape serious charges against him in South Africa, after he ordered the unlawful execution of a black British subject, but militarily he performed well, eventually returning as the commander of the 3rd New South Wales Mounted Rifles.

Cox continued militia soldiering after the Boer War, commanding the light horse successor to the lancer regiment. After the outbreak of the First World War, he raised and led the 6th Light Horse Regiment to Gallipoli before becoming the temporary commander of the 2nd Light Horse Brigade, and then the permanent commander of the 1st Light Horse Brigade in 1915. He led this brigade through the rest of the war, particularly distinguishing himself at Magdhaba and during fighting in the Jordan Valley in July 1918. Despite his achievements, he was generally not thought to be suitable for command at a higher level. After the war he continued with the militia until the early 1920s, and embarked on an unremarkable federal parliamentary career.



The Ottoman Army was by then alive to the British threat to southern Palestine, and began to push troops southwards to ward off such an eventuality. One of the positions it occupied was just inside the Egyptian frontier at a place known as Rafa. The position was in many ways similar to that at Magdhaba, in that it was a circular arrangement of entrenched redoubts with good fields of observation and fire over bare approaches. Moreover the position was on a low rise, which meant that the defences had a terraced character, further aiding the defenders. Rafa was somewhat isolated, but there were Ottoman troop concentrations within marching distance, giving a real possibility of relief forces coming to its aid.

On the night of 8–9 January 1917 the same units that had fought at Magdhaba, with the addition of the 5th Mounted Brigade, advanced on Rafa. Chetwode accompanied them this time as the commander, but the planning and actual conduct of the fighting was left largely to Chauvel.

As at Magdhaba, the Ottoman defenders were undoubtedly surprised to find an attacker on their doorstep at first light – the long distance striking power of the EEF’s mounted troops had not yet been fully appreciated. Still, the attackers faced much the same problem with fire support as they had during the previous battle. The available artillery was insufficient to trouble the defenders overly, though in this case the attackers, for the first time in the theatre, were able to direct its fire with the aid of aerial observers using wireless. An ill considered decision by Chetwode to leave the ammunition reserves back from the battlefield during the advance also caused problems later in the day, when at least one battery ran out of ammunition and resupply was not at hand.
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A member of the 9th Light Horse Regiment in action with a Lewis gun at Rafa, AWM A00192.

The dismounted attackers were faced again with the need to work their way forward, establish local fire superiority, and exploit that as best they could. As at Magdhaba, it was to be a difficult day long fight. At first just the New Zealanders, the 1st Light Horse Brigade and the ICC Brigade were committed, but it was not long before the 3rd Light Horse Brigade and the 5th Mounted Brigade, all the reserve troops available, were sent forward.

By late afternoon no decision seemed likely, the need for water for the horses and troops was again becoming pressing, and Ottoman relief forces from the nearby garrisons were beginning to threaten. Chauvel and Chetwode once again discussed the requirement to break off the attack and withdraw back to El Arish. At this point the NZMR Brigade, having edged its way forward, attacked and carried a key redoubt on the high ground. The New Zealanders could then fire on the other redoubts, and the other attacking brigades could make successful assaults. The advances became general and it was not long before the garrison began to surrender.

Magdhaba and Rafa had been remarkable successes, but in both cases it was determined action by subordinate units that had carried the day. The troops of the Anzac Mounted Division, being organised as cavalry rather than mounted infantry, faced some distinct disadvantages when required to make deliberate attacks against prepared defensive positions. In such circumstances the relatively small size of regiments designed for mounted operations in open warfare, exacerbated by the requirement for one in four men in the squadrons to act as horse holders when dismounted, meant that they had difficulty developing the depth, mass and firepower required to take an enemy’s trenches.

That the light horse regiments of this period had just three Lewis guns per regiment (their Maxim guns having been concentrated in brigade level machine-gun squadrons in 1916) meant that a unit’s weight of fire was not great. Artillery might have compensated, but as noted, the horse artillery batteries were small, had only 18-pounders, which were not very effective against trenches, and went into action with limited ammunition reserves.

The camel troops were better off, having battalion establishments of over 700 men, and much less requirement for animal holders when in action, but their artillery support of mountain guns was even lighter. The regiments of the Anzac Mounted Division had demonstrated great flexibility and fortitude in their endeavours thus far, and had been successful, but using cavalry as mounted infantry to attack prepared positions was always going to be a balancing act.


LEWIS LIGHT MACHINE-GUN
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The regiments of the light horse each went to war in 1914 with two tripod mounted Maxim guns, but these were removed in 1916, to be concentrated in the new, brigade level, machine-gun squadrons. In compensation, the regiments each received three lighter Lewis machine-guns. For reasons that are now obscure, these do not seem to have been well suited to mounted operations – unsuitability for horse carriage and relative lack of robustness perhaps being among those reasons. Regardless, three machine-guns per regiment was not enough for modern war, and they were replaced by a greater number of Hotchkiss guns in 1917. The ICC Brigade, being infantry, continued to use the Lewis gun.



QF (QUICK FIRING) 18-POUNDER GUN
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Two 18-pounders of an RHA battery in Palestine loaded onto a rail car for transportation, AWM J01066.

The standard field gun of the British Army during the First World War, the QF (Quick Firing) 18-pounder was drawn by a team of six horses. Designed to support the infantry, it was used as horse artillery in the Sinai and Palestine during 1916 and for much of 1917. An excellent gun for mobile operations, it was less suited for use against trenches, where heavier guns could do more damage. A high demand for 18-pounder guns, and a need to boost the mobility of the mounted formations, meant that in 1917 the horse batteries in Palestine were re-equipped with QF 13-pounders, despite some local objections.



Consolidation, reorganisations and expanding horizons

Despite their limitations, the mounted troops had without doubt been the most useful troops in the EEF during the advance across the Sinai, the infantry being mostly used to follow up and consolidate the gains. As a result it was decided to expand the number of mounted divisions from one to two. Two yeomanry brigades were made up from troops brought in from elsewhere – mostly the moribund Salonika front in Greece.

Chauvel was also ordered to establish a new light horse brigade. He did this by making use of the 11th and 12th Light Horse Regiments, which had not been brigaded previously, and had spent most of their time until then on general patrolling duties in Egypt. For the third regiment he reorganised and expanded the rump of the 4th Light Horse Regiment, which had been split in 1916 to provide divisional and corps mounted troops for the AIF units moving to the Western Front.

In an effort to give the new divisions the benefits of the experience gained by the Australian and New Zealand brigades, it was decided to mix the yeomanry with the dominion troops as much as possible. The Anzac Mounted Division lost one of its light horse brigades to the newly created Imperial Mounted Division, and gained a yeomanry brigade instead. The Imperial Mounted Division was formed in March 1917, and was commanded by Major-General Henry Hodgson, a British regular cavalry officer who had been commanding the effort against the Senussi.

This was not the last reorganisation to take place in 1917, however, and in June the arrival of more yeomanry brigades and the need to accommodate them led to the divisions again being rearranged. By then Chauvel (knighted after Magdhaba) had been elevated to command the Desert Column when Chetwode was promoted to command Eastern Force: a change that led to the highly regarded New Zealander, Brigadier-General Edward Chaytor, being promoted to major-general and given command of the Anzac Mounted Division.

The extra yeomanry brigades provided an opportunity to create more balanced divisions, each of three brigades. All the yeomanry brigades, except the 5th Mounted Brigade, were removed from the existing formations and moved into the new Yeomanry Mounted Division.

TABLE 1.1: Organisation of the EEF’s mounted divisions, march-June 1917, with commanders
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The Imperial Mounted Division, made up of two light horse brigades and a brigade of yeomanry, was retitled the Australian Mounted Division. This change probably reflected some of the troubles that General Sir Archibald Murray had experienced with the Australian government and some senior Australian officers over the earlier decision to form a division that was not exclusively Australian. Murray hoped to find a third light horse brigade for the new Australian formation to replace the yeomanry, but the manpower was not then available.

More generally, there were also decisions to be made about the direction of the campaign, as there were several strategic changes to consider. With the seizure of El Arish a secure position on the firm terrain of the eastern Sinai, the strategic goal of 1916, had been achieved. However, the requirement to fight at Rafa had shown that holding at El Arish, though possible, would be difficult if the Ottoman Army chose to contest the frontier.

In regard to the wider war, there was also the consideration that making the Palestine front inactive could cause problems elsewhere if the Ottoman Empire redeployed troops to other fronts, including against the British in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq). Finally, it was also the increasing view of the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, that opportunities should be pursued away from the Western Front, where action was always costly and often seemingly futile.

TAbLE 1.2: Organisation of the EEF’s mounted troops, June 1917-April 1918, with commanders
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With such factors considered, Murray was given the authority to push beyond the Sinai and into Palestine not long after the fight at Rafa. It was necessary to take Gaza to achieve this objective.

First Gaza

After the battle of Rafa there had been some minor operations involving the camel troops and the 11th and 12th Light Horse Regiments to clear the last Ottoman outposts in the Sinai. With the water pipeline and railway having been completed as far as Rafa, Eastern Force was concentrated in preparation for an attack aimed at seizing Gaza.

The plan at Gaza was for the mounted troops of the Desert Column to circle around the town, placing themselves astride the possible Ottoman relief or retirement routes, thus isolating the garrison. The attack on the town was to be by the infantry of two brigades of the 53rd (Welsh) Division, which played an active role in the campaign for the first time.

Early on the morning of 26 March the mounted troops crossed the Wadi Ghuzze, with the 7th Light Horse Regiment as the advance guard. Chauvel’s Anzac Mounted Division had the longest approach march, being required to get around the town and cover its northern approaches. Hodgson’s Imperial Mounted Division, in its first major operation, was to orientate itself to deal with threats that might come from the north-east and east, as was the ICC Brigade to its right. The first light horse squadrons had circled around Gaza and reached the sea about an hour after starting their advance, and the cavalry screen was in place, enabling the attack to commence.


LIEUTENANT FRANK HUBERT MCNAMARA
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The incident for which Lieutenant F.H. McNamara was awarded the VC by Septimus Power, 1924, AWM ART08007.

Australia’s only Victoria Cross of the Palestine Campaign was awarded to Lieutenant Frank Hubert McNamara of No 1 Squadron, AFC. On 20 March 1917 McNamara was taking part on a raid on Junction Station, north of Gaza, when one of the bombs he was to drop (a modified 4.5-inch howitzer shell) exploded prematurely. Wounded in the leg, he turned for the EEF’s lines, but soon noticed that another aircraft on the mission, flown by Captain David Rutherford, had been forced down.

McNamara could see that Ottoman cavalry were approaching the downed airman, so he landed beside Rutherford. McNamara’s aircraft was a single-seat Martinsyde, and Rutherford clambered onto the wing, but this affected the machine’s balance and this, together with McMamara’s leg wound, caused them to crash on takeoff.

Unhurt by the crash, the two men set fire to the Martinsyde and returned to Rutherford’s two-seat BE2. Rutherford worked on the engine while McNamara fired at the cavalry with his pistol. Two other aircraft from the raid were by then overhead, and also strafed the cavalry. The BE2’s engine was restarted, and the two men took off in it, with McNamara, increasingly suffering from his wound, piloting the aircraft for over 100 kilometres back to their base at El Arish.

McNamara was awarded his Victoria Cross that June, the first for an Australian airman and, despite other nominations from time to time, the only such award to go to an Australian who fought in the Sinai or Palestine campaigns.



Things did not go so well for the infantry, however. How much the fog on the battlefield that morning affected operations is subject to some dispute, but it certainly caused delays for senior commanders trying to conduct their pre-attack reconnaissance. Furthermore, even after this had been completed, the infantry brigades were slow to disseminate their plans and take steps to implement them. As a result it was around midday before the infantry assault, expanded to three brigades, was authorised and started. The open approaches to Gaza, along with cactus hedges and Ottoman trench networks, made the advances slow, but by late afternoon the 158th Brigade had captured the vital ground at Gaza, a hill known as Ali Muntar.

Frustrated by the slowness of the infantry attack, Chetwode obtained approval during the afternoon to remove some of the mounted troops from their screening duties beyond the town and send them against Gaza from the north. He issued orders to Chauvel at about 1300, but it was necessary to move several brigades for the attack, and rearrange those not being used to cover the gaps.
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A captured photograph showing Ottoman soldiers in trenches near Gaza, AWM P02040.012.

As a result, despite Chetwode’s urgings, it was around 1600 before the 2nd Light Horse Brigade, the NZMR Brigade and the 22nd Mounted Brigade moved against the town. They did so with considerable speed until they reached the bands of thick cactus hedges that were a feature of the terrain. There it was necessary for small parties to hack their way through the plants, dealing with groups of Ottoman soldiers as they went.

By the evening the infantry had their key objective and the mounted troops had cut off the town, as well as contributed to the efforts to reduce the Ottoman positions. There were several problems, however. First there was the difficulty of watering the mounted units beyond the town, and fears about what condition they might be reduced to if this did not happen. Ottoman relief forces had also begun to threaten during the afternoon, and there was growing anxiety about their impact if the battle went into a second day.

It was also felt that despite its losses, the garrison in the town was substantially intact (though this was probably an overestimation). The water problem in particular led Chetwode to order the mounted brigades to withdraw in the early evening. The order was met with widespread disgust among the mounted men who, being on the edges of town and seeing the Ottoman confusion, thought the battle won.

The problems encountered, though difficult, were not insurmountable. However, added to them was a poorly arranged and uncommunicative command system among the British formations, which meant that commanders did not fully understood that Ali Muntar was in British hands, and orders issued during the night led to its abandonment.

With the cavalry removed and the Ottoman forces free to reinforce as required, and with Ali Muntar left to its previous occupants, what could have been a British offensive victory instead became an Ottoman defensive one. Casualties among the mounted troops were light, but the British infantry, having dealt with considerable Ottoman artillery, machine-gun and small arms fire to secure its gains, had suffered 3000 casualties during the afternoon.

Second Gaza

After the battle, Murray sent a cable to London, which mentioned that the Wadi Ghuzze had been secured (merely a preliminary on the day, from where the main attack was launched), but made little or no mention of the wider battle and its unsatisfactory outcome – a deception that would count against him within a few months. In London his cable was thought promising, and he was encouraged to take to the offensive again at the first opportunity.

The Ottoman Army, heartened by its victory, began strengthening the line, improving its positions and extending them to the southeast with a series of strong redoubts running towards Beersheba. Most importantly, these new defences were wired and covered with well prepared artillery fire plans.

The renewed British attack, made just three weeks after the initial failure, involved sending three infantry divisions; the 52nd, and 53rd were joined by the 54th (East Anglian) Division, to attack the main Gaza defences with the aim of taking Ali Muntar and the town itself. The camel and horse formations would be used on the right flank to tie down the defenders in the redoubts there, and guard against any Ottoman counter attacks around the flank.

The attack, made on 18 April 1917 after a preliminary advance to the start line the previous day, did not go well. The British artillery preparation was neither sufficiently dense nor powerful enough to damage the Ottoman infantry in the trenches, and seems merely to have caused the positions to be evacuated temporarily during the bombardment.

When the British infantry went forward, it did so over the bare approaches to Gaza, which were well covered by small arms and machine-gun fire, not to mention the well registered and controlled artillery (with German and Austrian airmen often directing the fire by wireless). The Scots of the 52nd Division advancing on Ali Muntar had to deal with a series of strong defensive positions even before they could get to their main objective.

Tanks were being used for the first time in the theatre, but the half dozen dilapidated tanks that had arrived from France were spread too widely among the attacking formations, and either came to grief on the terrain or attracted such heavy fire from the opposing artillery that they were knocked out. Similarly, the first use of poison gas shells, from which much was hoped, had little or no effect on the defenders.
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One of the British tanks knocked out at Second Gaza. The damage is indicative of the ferocity of the artillery fire these vehicles attracted, AWM J01045.

Things were no better for the mounted formations, and their attempts at the redoubts to the east, over even more open ground than that facing the infantry at Gaza, were easily contained by the Ottoman defenders.

By the end of the day there had been no significant gains and British casualties were high. The official toll was 6500 of the attackers either killed or wounded, about 5000 of whom were in the infantry divisions. However, with about 1500 men missing, the real figure was considerably higher. The men in the camel battalions also had a difficult and costly day, as did the Imperial Mounted Division. Its 4th Light Horse Brigade suffered nearly 200 casualties, which, in a cavalry formation that could only muster between 800 and 900 rifles in a firing line, was a substantial loss.

Mostly through fear of an immediate Ottoman counter attack, the British troops dug in on an advanced line secured during the attack, which soon became the accepted position, and for the only time in the Palestine Campaign a close range trench deadlock developed on the ground in front of Gaza.

In the twelve months between the opening of the Sinai fighting in April 1916 and the British defeat at Second Gaza in April 1917, the EEF came to dominate the Sinai, won a key victory at Romani, and successfully pushed across the Sinai, taking substantial Ottoman garrisons at Magdhaba and Rafa on the way.


‘WONDWR WEAPONS’ IN PALESTINE
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Australians observe the British crew working on one of the tanks that were used at Second Gaza in April 1917, AWM, P08401.0040

Two types of new weapon made their Middle Eastern debut at Second Gaza, the tank and poison gas. Neither performed as desired.

The gas shells, employed in the hope of that they would have great physical and moral battlefield effects, were so ineffective that the Ottoman soldiers did not even know that they had been used. Fired in insufficiently dense concentrations, the Phosgene gas quickly dissipated and evaporated in the hot Middle Eastern air. Gas was used again during the bombardments that accompanied Third Gaza later in 1917, where it may have been more effective, but still did not affect the battle in any meaningful way.

It was also hoped that the six tanks deployed at Second Gaza would have a profound effect, but they were thinly spread out among the attacking infantry, and attracted so much artillery attention that those which made it forward were all knocked out. Tanks were used again at Third Gaza to support successfully an attack by the 54th Division, but did not remain a feature of a campaign in which rapid movements during battle were the norm rather than the exception.

The Palestine Campaign nevertheless incorporated all the developments of modern warfare. Aircraft were important, and became increasingly so as the war progressed. Motor transport underpinned much of the logistics effort by 1918. Wireless communications were used extensively, and the infantry and artillery techniques which defined the fighting on the Western Front also found their way to the fighting in the Middle East, especially from mid-1917.



In these operations, the Australians of the light horse and the ICC Brigade, as well as the NZMR and yeomanry brigades, played a significant role. Horse and camel mobility, and the resulting ability to strike over large tracts of desert, had been the trump card in the Sinai, but to take the well fortified position at Gaza clearly required more. As a whole the EEF in southern Palestine had been found wanting, and while the Ottoman Empire would never again be a threat to Egypt, to take the fight into Palestine would require significant improvements in the force.


VICKERS MACHINE-GUN

The Vickers machine-gun, a British refinement of the Maxim machine-gun, came into service with the British Army in 1912. The Vickers Mk. I was the standard British and Australian medium machine-gun during the First and Second World Wars, the Korean War, and into the 1960s. It was a reliable and effective weapon. In one instance a British machine-gun company on the Western Front fired ten of its Vickers for twelve hours without any stoppages, using more than one million rounds (and 100 new barrels). The Vickers had an effective direct range of 1800 metres, and could fire indirectly to 4500 metres.

In 1917, Vickers guns replaced the older Maxim guns in the light horse machine-gun squadrons that had been formed in 1916. Each gun required four horses for movement, with two riders leading the two packhorses that carried the gun, tripod, and ammunition. Other men were attached to each gun to protect it and assist the gunners. A machine-gun section comprised four guns, commanded by a lieutenant, and there were twelve guns to a squadron.
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CHAPTER 2

Gaza-Beersheba and the advance to Jerusalem, 1917

With the failure of the second assault on Gaza, the EEF had been fought to a standstill. Murray was being viewed from Britain with some misgivings, with two major defeats to his name and the duplicity of his cable after First Gaza evident. London’s confidence in him having ebbed away, he was relieved as commander of the EEF in June 1917.

Murray’s efforts in Palestine ended ingloriously. He had maintained control in Egypt (always a paramount concern), ended the Senussi threat from the west, secured the Egyptian frontier against the Ottoman Empire, and in the process laid a logistical foundation for the EEF which was to stand it in good stead. He had, however, been manifestly unable to grasp the requirements of fighting his army against the Ottoman defences at Gaza.

In his place a new commander was sent from the Western Front. What followed was a reorganisation and revitalisation of the EEF, the adoption of new plans to resume the advance, and the conduct of a great offensive aimed at ejecting the Ottoman Empire from southern Palestine.

A new commander

Murray’s replacement was General Sir Edmund Allenby. A regular cavalry officer, Allenby had most recently been commander of the British Third Army on the Western Front, where he had overseen the battle of Arras in April-May 1917. Though he had received credit for the initial successes of this battle, he also lost the confidence of both his senior subordinates and his commander, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, during the later phases, which did not go well. He was not the first choice to command in Palestine, and he personally thought the appointment there, to a strategic backwater, a mark of failed command. However, the move was ultimately of great benefit to him, and to the EEF.

Allenby arrived in Egypt in June 1917, taking command of the EEF in the last days of the month. Seemingly refreshed by the opportunities of the theatre and the freedom of being the general officer commanding, Allenby soon brought about considerable changes. The EEF’s headquarters was moved from Cairo closer to the front near Gaza, and Allenby made himself well known to his frontline units. In the words of the Australian official historian of the campaign, Henry Gullet, Allenby ‘went through the hot, dusty camps of his army like a strong, fresh, reviving wind’.

Eastern Force was disbanded, the infantry were regrouped to establish XX and XXI Corps, and the Desert Column, having already been reorganised in June, was stripped of its integrated infantry and camel troops, made a purely cavalry formation, and renamed the Desert Mounted Corps. Allenby had wanted to call it the 2nd Cavalry Corps (with the first being in France), but was prevailed upon to retain some of the name by which the formation had earned a reputation. More broadly Allenby also rearranged and shook up the staffs, and ensured that the intelligence system was improved.
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The railway at Bir el Abd in the Sinai: some testimony to the development of the EEF’s logistic underpinnings by General Sir Archibald Murray, which was undermined by his inability to use his army effectively, AWM H02863.


FIELD MARSHAL EDMUND ALLENBY
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Field Marshal Edmund Allenby, 1st Viscount Allenby, c. 1920, AWM, P01350.012.

Field Marshal Edmund Allenby, 1st Viscount Allenby, (1861–1936) began his military career after failing the entrance exam to the Indian Civil Service. After passing Sandhurst, he was commissioned into the 6th (Inniskilling) Dragoons in 1881. He served with that regiment in Africa in the 1880s, and attended Staff College in the mid-1890s. During the Boer War Allenby gained a reputation as a capable and reliable squadron commander, and later as the commander of larger, unit sized, mixed columns.

After the Boer War he filled a series of senior appointments before commanding the Cavalry Division during the British Expeditionary Force’s retreat from Mons in 1914. As the British Army expanded, Allenby succeeded to command of the Cavalry Corps, then V Corps, and finally the Third Army in late 1915. His command on the Western Front was not marked by notable successes, except during the early stages of the battle of Arras in 1917. As that battle became bogged down, so did his reputation and this, together with a deteriorating relationship with Haig, saw him replaced.

Initially he felt that despatch to Palestine was a mark of failure, but the circumstances there suited him much better. He flourished as the general officer commanding on a front where there was much operational latitude, commanding the EEF with great success through 1917 and 1918, crowning the campaign with the decisive Megiddo offensive in the last months of the war.

Made a field marshal and viscount in 1919 in recognition of his victories, after the war he was the British High Commissioner in Egypt and then Rector of the University of Edinburgh.

With a reputation from his early career for being a martinet, Allenby had diverse non-military interests, and was fondly recalled by many who knew him well. His only child, Michael, was killed in 1917 while serving on the Western Front. Allenby possessed a famously explosive temper, but generally did not bear grudges, and his subordinates found him receptive to good ideas. The energy and sense of authority he brought to Palestine in 1917 reinvigorated a worn EEF.



Not all the improvements were Allenby’s doing. After Second Gaza Chetwode, the commander of Eastern Force, had done a great deal to ensure that the force trained hard to overcome the obvious deficiencies highlighted during the two early Gaza battles. Similarly, Allenby inherited from Murray a logistic system that, though operating in difficult circumstances, was able to keep the EEF in southern Palestine fed, watered and otherwise supplied.


THE BRISTOL F.2B FIGHTER
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The Bristol F.2B Fighter was a two-seat aircraft that today would best be described as ‘multi-role’. Designed as a fighter, it had a crew of two seated close together so that they could communicate effectively. It had a single forward firing Vickers machine-gun and one or two Lewis guns fired from a rotating ring at the rear.

After a disastrous introduction on the Western Front due to faulty tactics, it was realised that despite its size as a two-seater, its very powerful engine and admirable manoeuvrability meant that flying it like a single-seat fighter was its best usage.

The first examples arrived in Palestine in mid-1917 and equipped British squadrons, but No 1 Squadron, AFC, being developed to focus on reconnaissance and bombing, was gradually supplied with the type from late 1917, and used it almost exclusively from March 1918.

Though it did not win the air war by itself, the Bristol Fighter was a significant machine in Palestine. German airmen came to fear it, and as a ground attack machine it was dreaded by Ottoman soldiers. No 1 Squadron was highly regarded for its deadly proficiency and innovation flying this aircraft.



At a higher level Allenby also benefitted from a decision in London to support the EEF better. He did not get all he asked for, but in the coming months the new commander received an additional infantry division from Salonika, more guns (including more of the heavies which were essential, and hitherto had been very scarce) and modern aircraft types such as the Bristol Fighter, SE5 and RE8 to challenge the previously superior German air forces.

The improved support to the EEF reflected a determination in British political circles that the front should receive more attention. This had been evident during Murray’s stewardship before Second Gaza too, but there was renewed emphasis with Allenby’s arrival. He had been instructed by Lloyd George while en route to his new command to capture Jerusalem as a ‘Christmas present for the British nation’.

Breaking Gaza

The Ottoman position in southern Palestine was essentially the same on Allenby’s arrival as that which had defeated the second British attack in April. The main defences, which had been further developed since then, were located in and around Gaza and stretched south-east through a series of mutually supporting redoubts and trench lines along a ridge out to Beersheba, about 50 kilometres away. There the defences curled around the town and ended.
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Ottoman officers review Austrian troops marching past at Beersheba, some time before it was seized by the EEF, AWM P00339.008.
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In mid-1917 Chetwode drafted an appreciation that advocated a renewed attack aimed not at the main Gaza defences, but at the weaker points along the Ottoman line further east. This was just one of the ideas circulating around the EEF (there was also some advocacy for a deliberate reduction of Gaza and an assault making use of the increasing artillery advantage). Allenby, apparently loath to try another set piece attack against Gaza when two had already failed, decided that a modified version of Chetwode’s outline plan would form the basis of his forthcoming operations.

Allenby opted to open his offensive with an attack at Beersheba, a place where water was thought to be plentiful and which, once captured, could be used as a base from which to drive north and west. That drive, it was intended, could break through a number of Ottoman defensive positions beyond Beersheba before cutting behind the main defences at Gaza, encircling the enemy.

The impediment to the plan was water, as the approach to Beersheba would have to be made from the arid region that surrounded it to the west and south. A check of the Journal of the Palestine Exploration Fund suggested there were wells in the area, however, and information gathered by the 2nd Light Horse Brigade during a raid on an Ottoman rail spur in May 1917 had confirmed this.

Two weeks’ work by Australian and New Zealand field engineers produced enough water sources to support two cavalry divisions at Khalasa and another at Asluj, making Allenby’s plan feasible.

Having spent several months making preparations and getting the army ready, on 27 October the operations commenced with a bombardment of Gaza by the guns of XXI Corps. This was merely a diversion, however, and the artillery fire was intended to induce the enemy to think that the forthcoming assault would again be at Gaza. Instead, on the night of 30 October, XX Corps and the Desert Mounted Corps commenced an approach on Beersheba from the west and south.

Beersheba

The attack on Beersheba was two-pronged. The first prong was an infantry attack by XX Corps from the west, which was intended to seize the Ottoman trenches there, but not advance into the town itself. This was because an infantry assault would be too slow, and allow the Ottoman defenders time to destroy the wells that were vital to subsequent operations. As XX Corps would also bear the infantry burden for the advance beyond Beersheba, its limited objectives during the attack on the town would leave it relatively fresh and organised to do so. Instead, the seizure of the town and its wells was to be by the mounted troops of the Desert Mounted Corps advancing from the east.

The infantry, having marched through much of the night, reached their start points early in the morning, and had some time to rest before their supporting guns, more than 100 of them, opened fire on the Ottoman positions at around 0600. A bombardment of Hill 1070, an artillery observation point and outpost in front of the main Ottoman line, was followed by a successful attack on it.

The guns were again brought forward, and opened fire on the enemy trenches and their protective barbed wire, allowing the infantry to advance again around the middle of the day. By mid-afternoon XX Corps had secured its objectives, though not without cost, suffering about 1100 casualties – testimony to the effectiveness of the enemy artillery (the batteries were Austrian) and machine-gunners.

[image: image]

Men of an unidentified light horse regiment water their horses at Bir Esani, en route to the jumping off points for the attack on Beersheba, AWM J06564.

The approach around Beersheba had meant a long night in the saddle for the mounted troops. The first unit to leave the Anzac Mounted Division’s staging area at Asluj, the 7th Light Horse Regiment, had moved off around 1800 the previous day, and it was about 0700 before it reached its preliminary position east of Beersheba. Each man and horse carried three days rations and enough equipment to sustain them through the early phases of what was intended to be a long advance into Palestine.


QF 13-POUNDER GUN

The QF 13-pounderwas developed alongside the QF 18-pounder, and was trialled in 1903, before going into production in 1905. The 18-pounder was designed for field artillery use, and the 13-pounder as a ‘galloping gun’ for the batteries of the RHA. The gun was light and in many ways well suited to mobile cavalry operations, but it had limited range because of its single pole trail, which restricted elevation, while its lightweight shell was not considered effective by the standards of the First World War.

In Palestine it was used to reequip the Territorial Army batteries of the Desert Mounted Corps just in time for the Gaza–Beersheba offensive of October–November 1917. The change had been mooted earlier in the year, but was opposed by Chetwode, who thought the 13-pounder not powerful enough. However, shortages of the 18-pounder meant the change could not be avoided.

The guns accompanied the cavalry in four-gun batteries for the rest of the campaign, proving their worth during mobile operations in the open, and their relative ineffectiveness against entrenched enemy troops at places like Tel el Saba (Beersheba). Batteries sometimes temporarily swapped back to 18-pounders when heavier firepower was required, and the guns were available.
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(Image by Mark Wahlert)



Chauvel had only two mounted divisions at his disposal, the Anzac Mounted and Australian Mounted, as his third, the Yeomanry Mounted Division, had been detached to operate elsewhere. That gave him just six mounted brigades to fulfil his needs, a rifle strength that was no greater than that of about six infantry battalions. His supporting firepower was not great, as his batteries of horse artillery possessed only four guns each, and they had traded their 18-pounder guns for lighter and more mobile, but less effective, 13-pounders the previous month.

The 2nd Light Horse Brigade, under Ryrie, was in action first, moving from its start point east of the town to the north-west, first to capture a small hill known as Tel el Sakati, and then to push on to cut the road from Beersheba to Hebron. To its left, it fell to the NZMR Brigade to deal with the lynchpin of Beersheba’s eastern defences, a steep sided prominent hill, Tel el Saba. The hill was located at the confluence of two wadis, had been prepared so that it had two tiers of trenches, was well manned, had an excellent field of view and fire over the bare ground around it, and was well covered by supporting direct and indirect fire.
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Tel el Saba, looking north from the bed of the Wadi Saba after the battle. Ottoman trenches can still be seen at the bottom left of the main hill. Tel el Saba dominated the eastern approaches to Beersheba, and its capture was essential. Without is seizure by the New Zealanders, the later charge by the 4th Light Horse Brigade would have been either impossible or much more costly, AWM B03066.

The New Zealanders commenced their move against Saba just after 1000, with the guns of the Somerset Battery firing in support. Soon the Inverness Battery was also firing in support and the 3rd Light Horse Regiment was deployed against the position to the New Zealanders’ left. The going was slow, however, and the same factors that had affected the fighting at Magdhaba and Rafa were again evident.

With none of the decisive firepower available which could be used to reduce the enemy earthworks, it was necessary for the dismounted troops to work their way forward under the supporting fire that could be brought to bear before being able to make a final assault. Eventually the artillery was able to silence a number of troublesome enemy machine-guns which had been firing from well concealed caves, and the 3rd Light Horse Regiment had inched its way forward on the southern flank to a point where effective Hotchkiss fire could be brought to bear on the Ottoman trenches.

By then the Somerset Battery had also galloped forward and was firing directly at Saba from a range of just 1100 metres. The Inverness Battery, too, was firing from close range. The 2nd Light Horse Regiment was also sent to assist, and deployed to the left the 3rd, increasing the weight of fire on Saba. The concentrated firepower could not destroy the trenches, but did subdue the defenders sufficiently for the NZMR to be able make a final effort, and men of the Auckland Mounted Rifles were the first into the enemy trenches. More than 100 prisoners and four machine-guns were captured, and a large number of men fled the hill to the north-west.

With Saba having fallen, Beersheba was untenable as a defensive position, and with the Ottoman reserves having being drawn down during the day to deal first with the British infantry, and then the mounted attacks, a withdrawal was ordered. Chauvel was unaware of this, and the pressure to capture Beersheba remained. Beersheba’s main significance to the British advance was as a water source to support further operations to the north, and it was essential that its wells be captured intact.

The attack on Saba, though successful, had been time consuming, not being concluded until about 1500. The Anzac Mounted Division, to which the 3rd Light Horse Brigade had been attached (as a too-late reinforcement for the attack on Saba), was closing on Beersheba from the east, but much of its force remained tied up around the Hebron Road and Saba.


THE HOTCHKISS PORTABLE MACHINE-GUN
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(Image by Mark Wahlert)

The Hotchkiss Portable Machine-gun was a 0.303-inch calibre light machine-gun manufactured under licence in Britain. Known as the Hotchkiss Mk. 1 in British service, it was developed from the French Hotchkiss M1909. The ammunition was fed by 30-round metal strips and the gun, fired from a small tripod, was sighted to 2000 yards (about 1800 metres), though effective battle shooting was more likely in the 800–1000 metre range. It could be fired either single shot or as a fully automatic machine-gun.

The Hotchkiss was issued to British cavalry regiments on the Western Front in 1916, and to the light horse and NZMR in Palestine in 1917, just before Second Gaza. It was issued on a scale of twelve per regiment, which was a considerable improvement on the three Lewis guns held previously.

Each troop had one gun, and its Hotchkiss section had four men and six horses. In mid-1918, the Australian Mounted Division developed its ability to carry out mounted actions, culminating in the adoption of the sword. The machine-gun sections in this division were then trained to act in squadron and even regimental groupings, to facilitate fire support to manoeuvre by mounted men.



Chauvel still had the Australian Mounted Division’s 4th Light Horse Brigade and the 5th Mounted Brigade at his disposal, but the opportunity for a dismounted attack before the day ended had slipped away. After a brief discussion at Chauvel’s headquarters, the 4th Light Horse Brigade, which was closer to hand than the British brigade, received orders to conduct a mounted attack on the town across the ground to the south of Saba. There were Ottoman defences there, just outside the town, but they were not fully developed trench lines, and most importantly, were known to be unwired.

The brigade had been widely dispersed for most of the day, so as to make it a less vulnerable target for enemy aircraft, but it was concentrated while its commander, Brigadier-General William Grant, and other key officers conducted a quick reconnaissance.

The brigade’s 11th Light Horse Regiment was deployed to the south-west, and though ordered back, would not be available for the attack. The 4th and 12th Light Horse Regiments therefore made their way from their assembly area and moved along the Wadi Abu Sha’ai before emerging from its northern bank and deploying astride a track known as the ‘W’ road, which became the axis of the attack.

With the 4th Light Horse Regiment on the right and the 12th on the left, the two regiments advanced north-west towards Beersheba, each with its three squadrons deployed in successive lines about 500 metres apart. The regiments quickly moved to a trot as the direction was set, and soon coming under fire, increased the pace to a gallop.


BRIGADIER-GENERAL WILLIAM GRANT
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Brigadier-General William Grant, AWM, H00020.

Brigadier-General William Grant (1870–1939) was a pre-war light horse militia officer and Darling Downs pastoralist and surveyor. Commissioned into the Queensland Mounted Infantry in 1901, he commanded a militia regiment by 1910, and was offered command of the 11th Light Horse Regiment in 1915. His new regiment was broken up in Egypt to reinforce the tired regiments at Gallipoli, and he served there attached to the 9th Light Horse Regiment until its commanding officer was killed and he took command.

Back in Egypt after the Gallipoli campaign, he again commanded the 11th Light Horse Regiment when it reformed in 1916. The regiment remained un-brigaded, but Grant was highly regarded for his handling of it in a variety of operations in the Sinai that year. He briefly commanded the 3rd Light Horse Brigade in mid-1917 before being given command of the 4th Light Horse Brigade in September, famously leading it during its charge on Beersheba on 31 October.

Grant performed well in several subsequent engagements up to the end of the war, but a shadow was cast on his performance at Es Salt, when his greatly outnumbered brigade was driven back by a counter attack. Nine guns of the attached horse artillery were lost to the Ottoman attackers, and Grant was criticised by Allenby for a faulty defence. He remained in command of his brigade until the end of the war, and continued serving in the militia for much of the 1920s.




THE CHARGE AT BEERSHEBA
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(Map by Mark Wahlert)

This map shows the 4th Light Horse Brigade charge at Beersheba on 31 October 1917. The two regiments formed up with about four to five metres between each man and 300 to 500 metres between each of the squadrons, with ground scouts about 150 metres ahead. The brigade headquarters was in the rear, and machine-gun sections were attached to each regiment.

The two leading squadrons of each regiment (A and B Squadrons) charged in line abreast. C Squadron of the 12th Light Horse Regiment advanced in troop columns. Once it moved off, it conformed with the wadi to the south as a flank guard and reserve. C Squadron of the 4th Light Horse Regiment may also have advanced in troop columns, but there are some inconsistencies in the after action reporting.

The ‘W’ road was the axis of the attack, but as the charge progressed each regiment seems to have fought its own battle. On the left the 12th Light Horse Regiment, which probably faced the stiffest defences, pushed onto the enemy line. One troop of A Squadron dismounted to fight through the trenches, while B Squadron and the rest of A Squadron passed to the left, rallying near the rail viaduct before pushing into the town. The regimental headquarters and C Squadron halted in a wadi past the trenches but short of the town, and remained there as a reserve.

In the 4th Light Horse Regiment the leading squadron, A Squadron, dismounted in a small depression in front of the second line of trenches after jumping the first line. It was soon reinforced by B Squadron, and the men went to work clearing the trenches and a redoubt. This unit’s C Squadron also remained in reserve, and was not involved in the trench fighting.

The rapidity of the advance prevented the Hotchkiss guns and the attached Vickers machine-guns from being brought into action, which deprived the attackers of local fire support. The artillery supporting the attack had a considerable effect, however, and the Nottinghamshire Battery, RHA knocked out an Ottoman machine-gun firing from the left flank, helping the 12th Light Horse Regiment considerably.

In the view of the regimental commanders, the attack was helped by the volumes of dust thrown up, the poor light at dusk favouring the attackers, the poor fire discipline of the defenders (which got worse as the horsemen approached, and then gave way to panic as the attackers reached the position), and the rapidity of the advance. Perhaps most important was the lack of barbed wire around the defences, which would have stopped the attack completely.



The charge was made across bare ground with such a gentle downwards slope that it would have seemed virtually flat to the attackers. There were several wash outs and wadis which required some negotiation, but no major obstacles. The day’s light was fading, and when the Nottinghamshire Battery opened fire on a machine-gun position to the south of the Wadi Abu Sha’ai, which was raking the 12th Light Horse Regiment, it was too dark to use optical range finders. That the battery found the range with its second shot was both fortunate and a demonstration of excellent field gunnery.
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Unidentified light horsemen, possibly of the 4th Light Horse Regiment, moving along the Wadi Saba below Beersheba’s railway viaduct. The capture of the town took place on dusk, and the position was not consolidated until after dark, so this photo was probably taken in the following days, AWM P02268.012.

The advancing regiments soon closed on the main positions through a dense but increasingly erratic Ottoman fire, before the lead squadrons dismounted on the enemy trenches and engaged in a fierce close quarter fight. The following squadrons, aided by the dust thrown up by the leading horsemen, pushed past the trenches and, after briefly rallying near a railway viaduct, continued the advance into the town, capturing it and most of its wells intact. The brigade took over 1100 prisoners, and captured four machine-guns and nine field guns, for the cost of 32 men killed and 36 wounded. The wounded were mostly hit during the charge in the open, the dead were mostly struck down in the fierce fighting in the trenches after they dismounted.

Breakthrough

The capture of Beersheba was important, but was only the opening phase of a much larger offensive that, in its totality, decided the outcome in southern Palestine. Allenby had intended that XX Corps and the Desert Mounted Corps attack north two days after capturing Beersheba, but it was soon found that Beersheba’s wells could not meet the requirements of the two corps, and that the water sources north of the town were not as plentiful as had been anticipated.

Allenby extended the pause to four days, and the offensive’s immediate emphasis shifted to the attack on Gaza by XXI Corps on 2 November. This corps went forward, not across the open ground to the south-east of the town as had been attempted previously, but over the dunes between the sea and Gaza.

The defences there were strong, with several key redoubts and layers of interconnecting trenches, but the bombardment from the heavy and field guns supporting XXI Corps, and from ships off shore, was intense, and the attacking divisions were much better prepared than their predecessors earlier in the year. The attack did not break through, but it did seize much of the ground that was attacked and, after the attack on the other end of their line at Beersheba, left the Ottoman Army unsure of where the British main effort was.

On their left flank the Ottoman forces, though ousted from Beersheba, were far from being in disarray. They had fallen back on a new line that ran from the centre of the old Gaza-Beersheba line eastward to Tel el Sheria, and then on to Tel el Khuweilfe. Allenby believed that the key fighting of the offensive would take place at Sheria, and in this regard he was proved right.
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An aerial reconnaissance view of some of Gaza’s defences in 1917, AWM B01999.

First however, the EEF became increasingly drawn into the fighting around Khuweilfe, which developed from an attempt to secure the hill, to deny its value to the Ottoman Army and secure the water sources there. On 2 November a yeomanry brigade, with the 8th Light Horse Regiment attached, moved towards Khuweilfe, but found it strongly held by Ottoman infantry supported by artillery and German machine-gunners. There then developed a prolonged fight for the hill and its surrounds.

The Ottoman commanders continued to send reinforcements there, apparently fearing that the movements around Khuweilfe were the preliminaries to an advance towards Hebron. This broadly helped the EEF, as it weakened the overstretched Ottoman defences elsewhere, but the fighting which developed dissipated the striking power of the Desert Mounted Corps, which was essential to Allenby’s scheme of cutting off the enemy in southern Palestine.


MYTHS OF THE BATTLE OF BEERSHEBA

No other action by Australians in the Sinai-Palestine Campaign has caught the public imagination as has the charge at Beersheba. It has been the subject of feature films twice (Forty Thousand Horsemen, 1940, and The Light Horsemen,1987) – even Gallipoli has managed that only once! Perhaps inevitably, myths and misconceptions have arisen. Some of them are:

It was the last successful cavalry charge in history (or variations thereof). No, it was not. Within weeks there were several successful charges made by yeomanry (one at El Mughar was brigade sized), and there were numerous successful charges made by yeomanry, Indian cavalry and light horse during the advance to Damascus in 1918. During the Second World War an Italian cavalry regiment made a successful, and reasonably famous, charge against Soviet infantry in 1942, but even this was probably not the last charge, and there are reports of later mounted cavalry actions.

It turned the tide of the campaign. The Ottoman Empire had been on the defensive in this theatre since its attack at Romani in 1916, and despite checking the EEF at Gaza, was never again in a position to take the offensive. Claims that Beersheba was some sort of turning point indicate a lack of a clear perspective of the wider campaign.

It won the campaign and knocked the Ottoman Empire out of the war. In an extension of the previous idea, it is sometimes claimed (particularly in recent years in several poorly conceived books) that the charge was the campaign’s winning moment. This is a particularly narrow minded concept in that it both ignores the wider happenings in a campaign that lasted a year after the charge, and also ignores the contributions of the rest of the EEF, which did much hard fighting. The light horse did not win the campaign by itself, and indeed it was a crisis in the Balkans, not Palestine, which finally knocked the Ottoman Empire out of the war in 1918.

It was a surprise, to both sides. Yes and no. There is little doubt the mounted attack at Beersheba was not expected by the Ottoman Army (its defence in that sector was clearly prepared to repulse a dismounted approach up the wadis), but charges were not unknown in the campaign. Light horse units had made several charges and mounted ‘rushes’ during actions across the Sinai, including at Katia, and more notably at Magdhaba.

The power of mounted attack and manoeuvre in Palestine had been realised by the EEF by early/mid-1917, and just days before Beersheba the commander of the Australian Mounted Division issued orders encouraging charges and the sharpening of bayonets by his light horse brigades to facilitate them. Charges were very much part of the light horse repertoire even before Beersheba, but certainly became much more so after it.
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Ottoman soldiers made prisoner in southern Palestine being led away by their light horse escort at Beersheba, AWM P02572.005.




BEERSHEBA CHARGE PHOTO,
A CONTENTIOUS PICTURE

This controversial photograph has frequently been claimed to have been taken of the 4th Light Horse Brigade during its charge on Beersheba on 31 October 1917. The claim largely rests on a statement in 1967 by Eric Elliot, a former member of the 4th Machine-Gun Squadron, who claimed to have taken it while working on range charts along the charge’s route. The claim has been most strongly supported over the years by the light horse historian Ian Jones.

Other evidence suggests, however, that it is not a photo of the charge. There are several factors within the photo that cast doubt on Elliot’s claim, but more tellingly there are technical and topographical factors that do not tally. The charge took place late in the day as the sun was going down, and numerous sources indicate the relative darkness that enveloped the charge. That the sort of camera, and more importantly film, that ordinary soldiers carried in 1917 would perform well enough in poor light to ‘freeze’ the action is so improbable that it can be dismissed.

The terrain in the photo also does not match that at Beersheba, either then (as evidenced by contemporary Royal Engineer maps), or now. Indeed, the route of the charge would seem to most observers to be remarkably flat, as opposed to the undulating country evident in the photo. As the ground is still largely unaffected by construction, modern satellite photos (such as those found on Google Earth) can be used to confirm this.

It is most likely that the photograph was taken at a re-enactment of the charge in February 1918 at Belah, or during light horse training around the same time.

For more detail see the analysis in Jean Bou’s Light horse: a history of Australia’s mounted arm(2009). Jones’s views were most recently aired in the 2009 edition of the Royal Australian Armoured Corps journal, Ironsides, but were first outlined in a conference paper subsequently published in the October 1983 edition of The Journal of the Australian War Memorial.
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AVM A02684.



[image: image]

The Inverness Battery, RHA, in action with its QF 13-pounders at Tel el Khuweilfe in November 1917, AWM B02627.

Repeated attempts to capture the hill proved fruitless, and it was not until the evening of 7 November that the 3rd Battalion ICC, an Australian battalion, attacking beside the 53rd Division, managed to seize the hill. The next morning it was clear that the Ottoman troops were withdrawing, an event dictated by developments elsewhere along their line.

As the fighting at Khuweilfe dragged on, XX Corps had advanced north from Beersheba and closed up on the Ottoman defences around Sheria, just under 20 kilometres to the north. There the Ottoman forces, falling back from the south-eastern end of the Gaza-Beersheba line, had taken up positions in previously prepared earthworks and developed them further in the time available. The positions were not continuously wired, but had excellent fields of observation and fire over the bare ground in front of them.

Preceded by an artillery barrage, the divisions of XX Corps attacked on the morning of 6 November, suffering heavy casualties, but taking their objectives by about 1300. This was the crucial fight of the offensive, and with Sheria captured, the opportunity for a breakthrough into the enemy’s rear the next day seemed to have arrived.
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Gaza-Beersheba Offensive

The Gaza-Beersheba offensive aimed to achieve a breakthrough on the Ottoman left flank at Beersheba, whereupon the EEF would drive north and west through Tel el Sheria, and then Huj, to trap the enemy garrison in Gaza. The Ottoman defenders eluded the trap, however, and fought a rear guard action into central Palestine. (Map courtesy of John Coates, modified by Mark Wahlert)

On 7 November the EEF made simultaneous attacks from different parts of its line. Attacking again at Gaza, XXI Corps found the opposition weak. The enemy had commenced evacuating the town, and during the day XXI Corps took the key enemy positions and the town (or what was left of it after months of bombardment and Ottoman plundering of its structures to revet the trenches).

Further east on the same morning, Chetwode’s XX Corps attacked again, with the 10th (Irish) Division capturing the Hareira redoubt (the pivot on the Gaza-Beersheba line on which the Ottoman defenders had swung back after Beersheba), while the 60th (London) Division seized Sheria itself later in the day.
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Ottoman machine-gunners set up for action with their Maxim guns and range finders in the vicinity of Tel el Sheria, AWM A000651.

As the Ottoman Army was moving out of Gaza, with XXI Corps threatening it on the left and XX Corps and the Desert Mounted Corps on the right, 7 November was the day that the thrust into the enemy’s rear had to happen. The Ottoman troops evacuated from Sheria had, however, fallen back onto a ridge where they established a hasty defence. The 60th Division advanced on the ridge but, tired after the serious fighting at Sheria earlier that day, could not break through.

Chauvel and part of the Australian Mounted Division were on hand in anticipation of exploiting the breakthrough, and Chauvel, in one his few failures of judgement, decided to send the 4th Light Horse Brigade frontally against the ridge, mounted. The attack, after a long delay while it assembled, quickly petered out when the two units sent, the 11th and 12th Light Horse Regiments, emerged from a wadi into intense fire and wisely opted to dismount and go to ground. One troop of the 11th Regiment missed the order to do so, however, and the men reached the enemy line before, left with few choices, they dismounted and were promptly killed or wounded.
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Gaza was ravaged by the extended British shelling of the town and its surrounds, as well as by the Ottoman Army using it as a source for building materials to strengthen the defences. This level of destruction, which was common on the Western Front, was unique in this campaign, AWM B01616.

On the right flank the Anzac Mounted Division, with just the 1st and 2nd Light Horse Brigades on hand, was able to advance, but this was a slender striking force and the Ottoman defenders were able to slow its progress. By the end of the day the net had not been closed and the bulk of the Gaza garrison was clear.

The pursuit

Allenby’s chance to entrap the Ottoman Army in southern Palestine had eluded him. Stiff resistance on a new defensive line, ably backed by German machine-gunners and Austrian artillery, held the EEF off. Furthermore the Desert Mounted Corps, which was to have been the key exploitation force, had been worn down by the need to engage in fights at Khuweilfe and elsewhere (the Yeomanry Mounted Division, the NZMR Brigade and the ICC Brigade were still tied up near Khuweilfe as XX Corps broke through at Sheria), and by the constant need to trek back and forth to water the horses in the arid countryside.


FIELD MARSHAL LORD CHETWODE
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Lieutenant-General Sir Philip Chetwode (far right, with arm extended) describes the capture of Jericho to the senior officers of the EEF in March 1918. Chauvel stands behind him and Allenby is at the far left, AWM, A02746A

Field Marshal Lord Chetwode (1869–1950) began his military career in a militia infantry battalion before obtaining a commission with the 19th Hussars. He served on campaign in Burma, and in South Africa during the Boer War. In 1914 he led the 5th Cavalry Brigade to France, commanding it during the retreat from Mons, and then through the first major battles of the war.

Transferred to Egypt in late 1916, he commanded the Desert Column during its operations in the eastern Sinai and later in southern Palestine. After Second Gaza he was made commander of the EEF’s Eastern Force, and though he might have expected further cavalry commands, was given command of the infantry XX Corps during the reorganisations that followed Allenby’s arrival. He commanded that formation for the remainder of the war, conducting its operations ably, particularly during the Gaza–Beersheba battles, the taking of Jerusalem, and the Megiddo offensive.

After the war he went on to become Chief of the General Staff in India in 1927 and Commander in Chief, India in 1933. He was made a field marshal in the same year. The ‘Chetwode motto’ remains a credo for the officer cadets of the Indian Military Academy:

The safety, honour and welfare of your country come first, always and every time. The honour, welfare and comfort of the men you command come next. Your own ease, comfort and safety come last, always and every time.



Still, by any measure, Allenby’s offensive had been a remarkable success overall. The Ottoman Army had been dislodged from a defensive line it had held for the better part of 1917 and from which it had bested the EEF on two occasions. Its losses, though not catastrophic, had been large, and it was defeated and headed north. The EEF’s job was to pursue.

The day after the breakthrough at Sheria the advanced troops of the EEF pushed forward, still with the aim of cutting off substantial Ottoman forces. The 53rd Division and the cavalry of the Imperial Service Cavalry Brigade (regiments supplied by the princely states of India for imperial service) were to advance along the coast from the XXI Corps’ area. To the south-east the 60th Division and the Anzac and Australian Mounted Divisions were to push on to Huj and its surrounds, the unattained objective of the breakthrough the previous day. There the 60th was held up by a strong rear guard, which was broken by a charge of yeomanry that enabled the division to restart its advance on Huj.
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As the EEF broke through in southern Palestine, the withdrawing Ottoman Army was forced to abandon or destroy large amounts of stores. The debris here is the remnants of an ammunition dump that was blown up in November 1917, AWM J06587.


THE CHARGE AT HUJ

[image: image]

The aftermath of the yeomanry’s charge at Huj. Beyond the dead horses, the men in the centre of the photograph are clustered around some of the guns captured during the action, AWM H11671.

The charge at Huj took place on 8 November 1917, when the 60th Division was held up in its march on Huj by a strong Ottoman rear guard that had deployed to its front. To remove the rear guard would have been costly to the infantry, and take considerable time. Observing men of the 5th Mounted Brigade nearby, Major-General John Shea, commanding the 60th Division, called on them to assist.

The mixed group of the Warwickshire and Worcestershire Yeomanry Regiments was gathered by Lieutenant-Colonel Hugh Gray-Cheape and, drawing swords, quickly charged towards the enemy guns. The enemy artillery switched from the British infantry to the attacking horsemen, and the guns were well served up to the point the yeomanry charged among them, and made use of their swords.

Conducted without the benefit of a thorough reconnaissance or fire support, the charge was costly. Between 70 and 90 of the 120 or so men who took part in the charge (there is considerable variation in the figures recorded) were made casualties. For that, however, they captured eleven enemy guns and four machine-guns, and captured about 30 men. They killed or drove off a good many more. The 60th Division’s advance was restarted.

Whether the cost of the charge at Huj was worth the result is moot, but it, along with that by the Australians at Beersheba and a very successful two regiment attack by the 6th Mounted Brigade on 13 November at El Mughar, confirmed that mounted cavalry actions remained useful in Palestine.



Over the next few days the cavalry of the Desert Mounted Corps could observe long lines of retreating Ottoman columns before them, but when they attempted to catch them, generally found the way blocked by staunch rear and flank guards of Ottoman infantry, Austrian artillery, German machine-gunners, or combinations of those.

Mounted rifles units, such as the light horse, also found their offensive options limited in the pursuit. In order to attempt to cut off a column, it was necessary to ride beyond it and intercept its progress with fire. This was difficult to do by itself, but the active Ottoman rear and flank guards, regardless of the cohesiveness (or otherwise) of the columns themselves, meant this was a time when, in the later words of an Australian light horse brigade commander, Brigadier-General Lachlan Wilson, instead of riding on and capturing thousands, they could only stand off and shoot hundreds.

To Wilson and some other officers, it was clear that what was needed for the effective execution of a pursuit was troops equipped with swords, which, with adequate fire support, would enable direct lines of attack rather than comparatively slow flanking movements.

Once beyond Huj the infantrymen of the 60th Division halted, and the pursuit was largely left to the cavalry of the Desert Mounted Corps and the attached ICC Brigade. Advancing up the coast, the Anzac Mounted Division met with little resistance initially, but the Australian Mounted Division, working its way through the foothills of the higher ground inland, had considerable problems with water shortages and enemy delaying positions set up in the folds of the hills.

Eventually the Ottoman Army offered resistance at Wadi Sukereir, and despite the 1st Light Horse Brigade getting a bridgehead across the wadi near Esdud, it was necessary to wait for the infantry to close up. On 11 November the EEF broke this hastily established line by attacking from the bridgehead with an infantry division and two mounted brigades, and with another infantry division and the Australian Mounted Division further east at Zeika.

Having broken through again the cavalry, with the Yeomanry Mounted Division leading, continued a rapid advance up the coast with XXI Corps on its right and the Australian Mounted Division further east beyond XXI Corps, again having a difficult time with Ottoman delaying tactics and insufficient water in the foothills of Judea.

The enemy stood again at Wadi el Surar, but was broken by the 52nd Division in an action which also saw two regiments of the 6th Mounted Brigade (with the third in support and fighting dismounted) charge an enemy held ridge at El Mughar, taking 1100 prisoners, two field guns and 18 machine-guns. This led, on 14 November, to the seizure of Junction Station, the rail node that connected Jerusalem to northern and southern Palestine. This split the Ottoman Army, forcing part of it to fall back on Jerusalem to the north-west and the other part to withdraw northwards into central Palestine, towards Jaffa.
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Jaffa in early 1918, with a ship passing in the background. Though a small port, it was the only place on the Palestine coast where sizeable ships could berth, making it an important place for the EEF to capture and keep, AWM B01754.

The New Zealanders occupied Jaffa a few days later, as the Ottoman forces on that flank withdrew north of the Auja River. There would be more fighting there, some of it fierce, as the defenders contested the eventually successful efforts by the EEF to secure a bridgehead across the river, but that part of the line soon stabilised, and remained stable until late in 1918. Further east the EEF had not advanced as far north as the New Zealanders had, but Allenby’s army was established in the foothills below Jerusalem, and preparations were soon being made to attack in that direction.

Later called the ‘Great Drive’, the advance by the infantry, cavalry and camel troops from Beersheba and Gaza, through Sheria, had been a remarkable military operation. It had not been successful in that Allenby’s hope of trapping the enemy at Gaza had not been realised, but between 31 October and 18 November 1917 the Desert Mounted Corps alone had advanced about 290 kilometres, fought five major engagements (and innumerable minor ones), captured nearly 7000 prisoners, 60 guns, a large number of machine-guns, and great quantities of stores and munitions.

Jerusalem

Allenby did not delay in moving on Jerusalem. The Desert Mounted Corps largely held the line already reached, though the Yeomanry Mounted Division was detached to take part on the attack on Jerusalem. It operated on the northern flank of XXI Corps, which made the main attack. The 5th Mounted Brigade was also sent to cover the right flank and the 10th Light Horse Regiment was attached so that an Australian unit took part in the capture of the holy city.

Allenby was at pains to ensure that the coming battle would not destroy Jerusalem (something that London had also warned him about), and the aim was to put pressure on the limited Ottoman lines of retreat, thereby, it was hoped, forcing them out of the city. Instead the Ottoman Army, despite the parlous condition of many of its units after the month of fighting and retreating, fought hard.

While XXI Corps initially made good progress, a robust defence soon held it up. The EEF was fighting in poor conditions. There was only one substantial road from Jaffa to Jerusalem, and despite it quickly being badly degraded by the traffic, it was XXI Corps’ only lifeline. Further north the Yeomanry Mounted Division had to be supplied over poor tracks.

The terrain was rough and suited the defender much more than the attacker. The overdue winter rains also began to fall, and temperatures plummeted in the hills of Judea. The men of the EEF, already tired from a month of marching and fighting, were still equipped for summer on the plains, and began to suffer from the weather. Unit strengths were low after the casualties and demands of the advance from Gaza. The difficult terrain and weather made horses useless for the mounted troops, and the mounts were sent back to the plains, where they were soon being used, alongside hastily formed donkey and camel trains, to keep their parent units supplied.

The initial attempts to force a decision by isolating Jerusalem proved fruitless in the face of the Ottoman defence and repeated local counter attacks. The Yeomanry Mounted Division, having endured ten days of sustained difficult combat in mountainous terrain, was relieved by two infantry divisions, and the Australian Mounted Division was brought forward to cover an area where an enemy attack seemed to be likely.
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A light horseman looks out from one of the Ottoman forces’ trenches used to defend Jerusalem against the EEF’s advance. As the photo shows, the terrain was rugged and well suited to the defenders, who fought tenaciously, AWM B01458.

With their horses back on the plains, for perhaps the first time since Gallipoli light horsemen were being employed purely as infantry. The expected attack came in several places on the night of 30 November–1 December. One strike fell on the 8th Light Horse Regiment which, thanks to the month of campaigning and fighting, and the need to escort the horses, could put just 105 men, all ranks, into the line.

About 500 Ottoman soldiers attacked in the dark, and after a brief fight forced the forward light horse squadron back to the support positions of the depth squadron. There the two squadrons fought at close range with the Ottoman attackers and, with the eventual aid of some infantry companies of the Gloucestershire Regiment and Royal Scots Fusiliers that marched to their aid, repulsed the attackers.

The larger attack of which this was part also petered out elsewhere, and proved to be the Ottoman Army’s last attempt to attack in order to save Jerusalem. By then XX Corps had taken over from XXI Corps, and the attack on Jerusalem was renewed with fresh divisions. On the night of 8 December Ottoman troops began leaving Jerusalem and the next day the mayor walked out to the British lines and, after being ignored by two privates, managed to surrender his city to two sergeants of the 2nd/19th Battalion, the London Regiment. Major-General John Shea, commanding the 60th Division, took the surrender formally later in the day.

The capture of Jerusalem provided Lloyd George’s Christmas gift, and was the culmination of an offensive that had carried the EEF from the Palestine frontier, where it had been stalled since the beginning of 1917, to a new line which stretched across central Palestine from just north of Jaffa on the coast, across to just north of Jerusalem in the rugged hills of Judea.

As the actions described above demonstrate, it was an advance that relied on more than just the powers of the mounted troops, as had the work in the Sinai. The EEF in mid-1917, reorganised and revitalised, had been made into a modern combined arms army. The mounted troops remained important, but many of the laurels of the advance belonged to the infantry, which had done much of the fighting, and incurred the casualties that always went with set piece attacks during the First World War.

The mounted troops, including the light horse and the cameleers, had provided much needed mobility and executed a classic cavalry pursuit. Hampered, however, by a lack of water, dispersal, and an inability to deal as effectively as might have been hoped with enemy rear guards, they had not been able to deliver the coup de grace. The Ottoman Army, despite its defeat, had shown remarkable resilience and an ability to exact a heavy toll on its attackers. As a defender the Ottoman soldier was to be respected, and the campaign was far from over.


ALLENBY’S ENTRY INTO JERUSALEM
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General Sir Edmund Allenby enters Jerusalem through the Jaffa Gate on 11 December 1917. The Australian and New Zealand component of the honour guard is to his left, nearest the gate, AWM A00573.

Allenby’s entry into Jerusalem was a carefully managed public and imperial relations event. The significance of taking and controlling the holy city was not a political and propaganda moment to let slip, and clear instructions were sent from London outlining the factors to be borne in mind.

The apparent simplicity of the event, with Allenby driving up in his Rolls Royce, dismounting, and walking through the gate and past the honour guard to meet the city’s officials and read his proclamation, was a deliberate strategy. In 1898 Kaiser Wilhelm II had visited Jerusalem, ostentatiously entering the city on horseback through a specially made hole in the city’s wall next to the Jaffa Gate. Allenby’s understated entrance was designed as a deliberate contrast for the Arab and mostly Muslim inhabitants, as a supposed mark of respect, and for western audiences as a propaganda triumph.




CHAPTER 3

The Jordan Valley, 1918

Allenby’s capture of Jerusalem was the fulfilment of a key goal of his campaign planning, and a fillip for British spirits, but proved to be only the half-way mark of the overall campaign. The Ottoman Empire was still very active in the war, and remained an imperial power in the Middle East despite the British military advantage in Palestine. The following months proved difficult for the EEF as its strength was sapped by events on the Western Front, while the Ottoman defence east of the Jordan was more resilient than expected.

Jericho and the Jordan River

It was impossible for the EEF to conduct major operations in the months immediately following the seizure of Jerusalem. Winter had set in, and the cold and rain made campaigning impractical. The EEF also required a rest. The advance from the Gaza-Beersheba line to the new line that stretched from Jaffa to Jerusalem had lasted little more than a month, but that month had been filled with tough fighting and a great deal of hard marching.

The condition of the force’s men and animals was reduced, and strenuous fighting soon brings a requirement for reinforcements, refurbishing and replacing equipment, and general replenishment. Maintaining mounted units around Jerusalem was unnecessary and a significant drain on resources, so the divisions of the Desert Mounted Corps were quickly withdrawn into reserve on the plain, where they recuperated and trained.

Allenby was encouraged by London to continue his offensive at the first opportunity, but he felt that improving his current position and rebuilding his forces should be his highest priorities over the winter.

Lieutenant-General Jan Smuts, an occasional advisor to the British War Cabinet, visited the EEF and the forces in Mesopotamia in January 1918 to help forge a coordinated strategy for the Middle East. He returned to London and proposed that the EEF in Palestine should receive further resources and encouragement, while the Mesopotamian front should cease offensive operations and provide reinforcements to Palestine. Allenby agreed that once the EEF was ready, he would aim to consolidate his right flank on the Jordan River before advancing north to a line running from Haifa on the coast to Tiberias on the shore of Lake Tiberias (Sea of Galilee).

The EEF restarted operations in February 1918 by advancing from the line established just beyond Jerusalem in November 1917 to take Jericho and secure its right flank on the Jordan River. The task was given to Chetwode’s XX Corps, and the main thrust up the road was by the 60th Division, with the 53rd Division protecting its left flank, and the Anzac Mounted Division (except the 2nd Light Horse Brigade) attached on the right to work its way through the broken hills of the ‘Wilderness of Judah’ before reaching the plains beyond and making for Jericho itself.

The Ottoman forces between Jerusalem and Jericho were not strong, and had severe supply difficulties due to the poor roads across the Jordan, but as always, had well dug defences along the road. Their flanks were less well guarded, however, and in this regard they seem to have placed their faith in the difficult country a British attack would have to cross.

The 60th Division, attacking frontally from 19 February, had to deal with several strong Ottoman positions as the Anzac Mounted Division worked its way through the hills to the east. There the horsemen were faced with such difficult country that, at times, they were forced to lead their horses in single file. The key attacks by the New Zealanders, on 20 February, also were made against dominating hills up tracks where men could move only in single file, and which were well registered by Ottoman artillery and machine-guns.

Without their own artillery support (the guns could not be taken through the hilly and road less country) the Anzac Division’s attack ground to a halt, and it was not until an infantry success on their left flank that the New Zealanders were able to move forward and take their objectives. This opened the way to the Jordan Valley and the 1st Light Horse Brigade advanced unopposed onto the plain.

Plans were made to swing the 1st Light Horse Brigade around to cut off the enemy and capture Jericho the next morning, but the defenders, alive to the threat, made a prudent withdrawal to the Jordan River during the night. The 3rd Light Horse Regiment rode into Jericho on the morning of 21 February, and as patrols fanned out, the EEF began to take control of the west bank of the Jordan from the Dead Sea north to the Wadi Auja (which had been Allenby’s objective line the previous year).


THE WALER
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Australian troop horse, full marching order, by George Lambert, 1918, AWM ART02689.

The waler has a remarkable historical reputation from the Palestine Campaign. There is no doubt that the light horse mounts proved excellent and reliable throughout the campaign, but despite a tendency to paint them as the natural born epitome of Australia’s equine traditions, the reasons for their success were many, and applied to virtually all the horses of the EEF.

Australia shipped 36,348 horses to Egypt for use by the AIF between 1914 and the last horse shipment in late 1916 (over 80,000 more went to India for military purposes during the war). A good portion of these horses went to France with the infantry in 1916, but many remained in Egypt for use by the light horse and other elements of the EEF.

Initially, all the horses sent overseas went through a rigorous selection process (it was a shock that during the war only about six per cent of Australia’s horse population met the required standard). The light horse mounts also benefitted from a lengthy, if unintended, period of acclimatisation in 1915 when their riders were absent at Gallipoli. This meant that when they were again used in 1916, they were fully adapted to the climate and the food they had been receiving (an important and sometimes slow adaption for horses to make).

They worked in an army in which logistical arrangements received a high degree of attention, ensuring that their needs were met. The establishment of efficient veterinary and remount services also did much to promote good health. At the regimental level, development of the art of good ‘horsemastership’ principles (a process of cavalry horse management) and unit routines ensured that the riders treated their horses such that the demands of campaigning could be met.

These factors affected all the EEF’s horses, and despite the focus on the walers, most horsed units in Palestine, often using horses from diverse sources, did as well as the light horse.



The Ottoman forces maintained a small bridgehead at Ghoraniye, but this was later abandoned and they withdrew east of the river. The EEF’s horsed units were quickly withdrawn, and the minor fighting that consolidated the new positions was left to the infantry units that relieved them.
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Troops of the 1st Light Horse Brigade leading their horses through the rocky hills leading into the Jordan Valley during the operations to seize Jericho and the west bank of the Jordan in February 1918, AWM B01468.

First Trans-Jordan Operation (Amman)

Having secured his right flank on the Jordan, Allenby opted to make his next move from there, striking eastwards to Amman and the Hejaz railway that passed through there, which was the Ottoman Empire’s lifeline into Arabia. The objective was to destroy the railway viaducts and tunnels at Amman, so providing aid to the Arab forces under Sherif Feisal operating against the Ottoman forces in Arabia.


THE ARAB REVOLT
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Hejaz infantry line the streets of Damascus awaiting the arrival of General Allenby after the city’s capture in late 1918, AWM B00321.

The Arab Revolt had its roots in a pre-war rise in Arab nationalism and a growing dislike of Ottoman rule, but became a revolt proper in June 1916 when the head of the Arab nationalists, Grand Sherif Hussein, entered an alliance with Britain and France. Over the next few months Hussein’s men, aided by the Royal Navy, seized a number of coastal towns on the Red Sea, though an attempt on Medina was a bloody failure.

In October 1916 Captain T.E. Lawrence (later known as Lawrence of Arabia) was sent as a liaison officer to the forces of the revolt, and he worked to coordinate the actions of the Arab forces with British strategy. Despite his fame, Lawrence was just one of a number of British officers who undertook such work, though ultimately he was the most influential.

Thereafter the Arab forces focussed on raiding the Hejaz railway, and in July 1917 they captured the last Ottoman port on the Red Sea, Aqaba. The revolt gathered strength through 1917 and into 1918, and was increasingly effective at tying down, and often defeating, considerable Ottoman forces. Working their way northwards, the Arab forces took part in the final advance by the EEF to Damascus and then Aleppo, operating to the east of the EEF, but in conjunction with it.

There had been assurances about British support for Arab independence, but with the end of the war British and French imperial ambitions soon overtook those assurances, and they largely divided the Middle Eastern possessions of the old Ottoman Empire between them. Though a useful adjunct to the EEF’s operations and an important nationalist episode in the Middle East, the Arab Revolt’s importance in the wider campaign is open to debate.

Australian interactions with the Arab forces were few, though some individuals worked as instructors with them, and No 1 Squadron, AFC flew liaison and supply missions to them in Arabia.



The operation was led by Shea, commander of the 60th Division. The elements taking part in the attack were his division, the Anzac Mounted Division, the ICC Brigade, a brigade of mountain artillery, some light armoured cars, a heavy artillery battery and two bridging trains. During the fighting Shea would be with his division and in overall command near Es Salt, while the New Zealander, Chaytor, commanded the effort against Amman.

The attack began on the night of 21-22 March, after several days of heavy rain. The Jordan River was in flood and the engineer parties endeavouring to get pontoon bridges across had great difficulty with the fast water flow, the darkness, and opposition from the far bank. One attempt by the 60th Division to get a bridge across at Ghoraniye was proving unsuccessful, and was called off when a troop of Australian engineers and the 2nd/23rd Battalion, the London Regiment, got a line across the river further south at Hajla and began ferrying troops over.

The Ottoman opposition there was strong, and grew more intense with sunrise, but by 0800 a battalion of Londoners was across the river, and then another by midday, each slowly expanding the bridgehead. With a pontoon bridge built, the Auckland Mounted Rifles also crossed the river, pushing the enemy further back and then riding northwards to clear them from east of the Ghoraniye crossing, allowing the 60th Division to establish bridges there as well.

By the end of the next day there were four bridges, allowing troop movements east of the Jordan. With a secure bridgehead established, the infantry advanced into the hills and began moving towards Es Salt. On the night of 23 March the Anzac Mounted Division and the ICC Brigade moved from their assembly points, crossed the Jordan, and began marching towards Amman.

The Ottoman troops, having contested the crossing, withdrew east towards Amman. As the mounted troops advanced into enemy territory over the next few days, the only enemy were seen at a distance, and there was no significant fighting. There were, however, other problems that made the move difficult.

The first of these was the tracks, which had been thought adequate to support the advance, but proved to be nothing of the sort. It was soon discovered that they were so narrow that the limbered guns of the Anzac Mounted Division could not take part in the advance without considerable engineering work. As the advance continued, there were sections of tracks where the troops could get through only by leading their horses single file.

This constraint was exacerbated by the poor weather. Heavy rains flooded wadis, soaked the hills, which made detours boggy, and turned the tracks into watercourses. The rain, time of year, and elevation also brought severe cold to the sodden troops. This was bad enough to kill, through exposure, several members of the Egyptian Labour Corps who were responsible for helping ferry supplies into the hills. During the fighting at Amman water on the ground froze during the night.

Among the fighting troops the ascent through the hills was probably worst for the men of the ICC Brigade, who had to cajole their reluctant camels over the difficult muddy ground. Local Arab tribes that insisted on extending their hospitality to the arriving British forces caused another unanticipated delay. Together these factors made the march to Amman ponderous.
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The pontoon bridge built at Hajla, where, on the night of 21 -22 March 1918, Australian engineers and London infantry established a crossing of the Jordan River under fire, AWM B02735.

The operational security for the raid had not been good, and a hope that some of the local Arab tribes might be encouraged to rise up against their Ottoman rulers and join the attack caused news of the mission and its target to be filtered out to those whom it was hoped might join. Not surprisingly, word of the attack soon reached the Ottoman Army and this, together with the slow advance by the EEF, gave Amman’s defenders plenty of time to prepare.

When Chaytor’s force eventually reached Amman, on 27 March, it faced a forewarned and prepared defending force which, after rapid reinforcement via the railway, included 4000 troops supported by at least 15 artillery pieces and many machine-guns. Chaytor had about 3000 riflemen drawn from his cavalry and camel troops and, thanks to the narrow tracks, no artillery support except a battery of light mountain guns.

Despite this, Chaytor opened his attack by pushing against the main Ottoman positions in front of Amman with two battalions of camel troops in the centre, the NZMR Brigade on the right, and the 2nd Light Horse Brigade on the left. The light horse assault, by the 6th and 7th Light Horse Regiments, went forward without much opposition until the defenders, having decided that the attackers had come far enough, opened fire with rifles, machine-guns and artillery.
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Without enough troops or artillery firepower, the assault on Amman quickly became futile. Here, senior officers of the Anzac Mounted Division observe an enemy counter attack during the fighting there in March 1918, AWM H02887.


THE MG08 MACHINE-GUN

The MG08 was the standard machine-gun of the Ottoman forces in Palestine, equipping both the Ottoman Army and the German Asien-Korps. Based on the design of the Maxim machine-gun of 1884, it was a water-cooled belt-fed weapon capable of firing 450–500 rounds per minute to an effective range of about 2000 metres (3600 metres maximum). Heavy (weighing more than 60 kilograms) and cumbersome, particularly on its four legged sled mount, it was nevertheless highly effective.

Its power as a defensive weapon was well demonstrated in Ottoman hands at battles like Second Gaza and the post Gaza-Beersheba fighting of 1917 and 1918. German machine-gunners covering the withdrawing Ottoman Army in late 1917 and again in late 1918 were a problem to EEF troops attempting to pursue. In German units these weapons were supplemented by a number of Bergmann MG15 light machine-guns.
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(Image by Mark Wahlert)



The light horsemen were forced to cover, began to suffer serious casualties, and could not adequately identify the enemy positions. It was soon necessary to abandon the attack and get the troops to safer positions. The advance in the centre by the cameleers fared no better. After some initial successes, they were halted by close range machine-gun fire over a deep wadi. On the right the New Zealanders were halted by the difficult terrain and an Ottoman counter attack that they managed to drive off, but this hardly altered the poor position at the day’s end.


LOGISTICS IN PALESTINE

Logistics in Palestine were as vital to effective operations as in any campaign. The Ottoman Army, despite its often admirable battlefield performance, laboured under severe shortages of most things. By contrast, the EEF’s operations were underpinned from the beginning by thorough, if not always perfect, logistic arrangements.

The pace of the EEF’s advance across the Sinai was based on how quickly a railway and water pipeline could be built from the Canal Zone in Egypt, and through 1917 efforts were made to improve this link and support the army in southern Palestine better.

Port facilities beyond Egypt were always limited, and those supplies that came from the sea into the Sinai and southern Palestine usually arrived over the beach in small boats and lighters. It was not until the seizure of Jaffa in November 1917 that the EEF had access to a port east of Alexandria, but it was small and underdeveloped. The operations in northern Syria at the end of the campaign in 1918 were also facilitated to a large extent by the seizure of Tripoli on the Lebanon coast, which considerably shortened the EEF’s lines of communications.

Beyond the ports and railheads, transportation was by mixture of road and animal means. Motor transport became increasingly important during the campaign, and was essential to supporting the cavalry advance to Damascus in 1918. Earlier, the Egyptian manned camel transport was vital, as were unit and formation based wagons and their drivers.

Rapid improvisation and adaption were often required, as in late 1917 when donkey and horse pack trains were hastily established to move supplies to the troops operating in the mountains of Judea, or in 1918 when the raiders headed towards Amman shed most of their wagon transport and transferred everything to animal packs.

The demands of the EEF, like any army, were voracious. In 1918, for example, it consumed 2100 tons of frozen meat, 9000 head of sheep or goats and 7500 tons of wood fuel, among other things, each month. The high proportion of cavalry in the EEF, and the use of an animal transport system, meant that supplying fodder was a major matter (in mid-1917 there were more than 80,000 horses, camels and mules in the EEF).

The system was most strained by rapid advances, and the move from Beersheba to central Palestine in late 1917 was marked by fodder shortages and monotonous tinned rations. In those circumstances, many Australian mounted troops resorted to the age old, but frowned upon, practice of taking what they needed from the local inhabitants.
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Camels being used to transport supplies being readied at a stores dump in the Jaffa area in early 1918, AWM B01612.




CASUALTY EVACUATION

Casualty evacuation was always a major concern among fighting men and those who commanded them. On the Western Front the relative stability of the front lines meant that medical services could be established in close proximity to the trenches. The mobility of operations in Palestine, together with the much lower level of infrastructure development (roads and rail for example), meant that casualty evacuation there was a much more difficult process. Getting casualties to adequate medical attention in a timely manner required constant attention and much innovation.

In each light horse regiment there were one medical officer, two orderlies and an additional three men allocated to ‘water duties’. These were assisted by twelve designated stretcher bearers. Second line support came from the light horse field ambulances, in each of which there were just over 120 men, including six medical officers. The light horse field ambulances were unique in the early days of the EEF in having horse mounted stretcher bearers. When it was realised that this was a superior arrangement, it was copied by the other horse-mounted elements of the EEF.

The possibility of death and wounding in battle was a major preoccupation, but disease was big threat when campaigning in the relatively primitive environment of the Sinai and Palestine, and the medical system spent much time trying to prevent and treat diseases, particularly malaria, which caused many difficulties for the EEF in 1918 in the Jordan Valley and Syria.
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The cacolet, a type of stretcher attached to a camel by saddlery, was widely despised for the discomfort and pain the swaying movement and other jolts associated with a camel’s movements brought to the wounded men being carried. Improved types were gradually introduced, but none were satisfactory, and the medical services eventually avoided their use when possible, AWM J02884.



That night an infantry brigade and more mountain guns were sent to Chaytor by Shea (then at Es Salt, which the 1st Light Horse Brigade, followed by the 60th Division, had occupied), and the attack on Amman was renewed on the afternoon of 28 March, but with no more success. Everywhere the Ottoman and German defences, based on favourable terrain and backed by preponderant firepower, were strong and unbreachable.

One of the most heavily punished light horse regiments, the 6th, lost three troops from one squadron when they attacked across a ridge line and were caught by machine-gun fire from their front and left. Most of them were hit almost as soon as their assault line crossed the crest of the ridge and only one man, wounded in four places, returned to the Australian line.

As more infantry reinforcements arrived, and with fresh orders to continue the attack coming from Shea, on 29 March Chaytor decided on a night assault, which, it was hoped, would negate the Ottoman superiority in machine-guns and artillery. This attack, made on a biting cold windy night, had some local successes, but the defenders’ fire planning was thorough and the darkness did not prevent the attackers from suffering more casualties.
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Amman & Es Salt ops

The trans-Jordan operations (Amman and Es Salt) of March and April 1918 (Map by Mark Wahlert).

At daylight it was clear that the EEF attackers were no better off, and many were in exposed positions. The British line at Amman was then an erratic one manned by tired, cold troops who had been fruitlessly attacking without adequate fire support for several days. The Ottoman defenders were beginning to receive reinforcements, and some began moving against the weakened and extended 2nd Light Horse Brigade on Chaytor’s left flank, threatening to cut him off from Shea at Es Salt.

With success unlikely, it was decided on 30 March to withdraw, and that night the troops began moving back towards the Jordan Valley. By 2 April the entire force, together with a large number of Armenian and Christian refugees from Es Salt, who feared a return of their Ottoman rulers, had reached the west bank of the Jordan, with the exception of the bridgehead at Ghoraniye, which was maintained.

The attack on Amman had destroyed a few miles of easily repaired railway track north and south of Amman, but the viaduct still stood and the Hejaz railway was intact. The EEF had suffered about 1200 casualties and a defeat, while the Ottoman Army could justifiably claim a notable victory.
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Light horsemen, possibly of the 1 st Light Horse Brigade, returning from Es Salt after the failure of the first trans-Jordan operation at

Second trans-Jordan operation (Es salt)

The EEF troops were not seriously pursued by the Ottoman Army during the withdrawal to the Jordan. A little over a week later on 11 April, however, the Ottoman forces did make a serious attempt on the EEF’s positions on the Jordan, attacking the Ghoraniye bridgehead and the line north of the Wadi Auja.

The attack at Ghoraniye was met by a well prepared defence by the 1st, 2nd and 5th Light Horse Regiments, and the unsuccessful attackers suffered heavy casualties from the defenders’ rifle and machine-gun fire, as well as the excellent field and heavy artillery support from west of the Jordan. The attack to the north at Wadi Auja fell on the Australian 1st Battalion, ICC Brigade, and though the enemy force got to close range, it did not succeed.

These enterprises having failed, the Ottoman Army established a new position with a garrison of about 4000 troops on the eastern side of the Jordan River at Shunet Nimrin, astride the road from Ghoraniye to Es Salt. Allenby was contemplating further operations east of the Jordan, and had ordered XX Corps to undertake a ‘demonstration’ around Shunet Nimrin on 18 April, when a deputation from the Arabs of the Beni Sakhr tribe came to the EEF offering assistance if it were to make another foray east of the Jordan before early May, when the tribesmen would have to move on in search of new grazing.
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The view from the Ghoraniye bridgehead of the ground over which the Ottoman forces attacked in April 1918. The folds and wadis were used by the attackers to conceal machine-guns, which then fired on the light horse parapets, but the defenders had well prepared and wired positions with ample fire support, and were able to hold their positions with light casualties, AWM B00226.


93 MAUSER RIFLE
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(Image by Mark Wahlert)

The Model 93 Mauser was the standard infantry rifle issued to the Ottoman Army during the First World War, and was used against Australian forces throughout the Sinai and Palestine Campaigns. Developed from the Spanish Model 93 (but firing a 7.65 mm round and equipped with a magazine cut-off), it was simple to use, extremely rugged and well designed, and became the standard to which other rifle manufacturers aspired. It had a five round magazine and an effective range of 300 metres, or 500 metres for squad fire. All production was by the Oberndorf Mauser works, which manufactured 201,100 Model 93 rifles for the Ottoman Government.



The EEF at this time was undergoing considerable changes and reorganisation. The attack on Amman had coincided with the German Army’s Spring 1918 Offensive in Europe. The strain this placed on the British Expeditionary Force on the Western Front quickly led to Allenby’s force being required to fulfil its secondary role, that of an Empire strategic reserve.

Starting immediately, and continuing over the coming months, the EEF lost a steady stream of its most effective and experienced units to France, including two divisions of British infantry and the bulk of the Yeomanry Mounted Division. In compensation reinforcements came mostly from Mesopotamia and India, but many of these required extensive training, and there was also the time consuming process of the necessary reorganisations.

The Australian and New Zealand brigades were untouched by this, but the Australian Mounted Division eventually lost its brigade of yeomanry, and in the middle of the year the Desert Mounted Corps had to be reorganised to deal with the changes that had been forced on the EEF.

Despite this, Allenby had been considering a major operation for mid-May but, apparently encouraged by the rather vague offers of help from the Beni Sakhr, quickly resolved to attempt another major operation across the Jordan River at the first opportunity. Accordingly he issued orders to Chauvel, who was to command this new enterprise, to attack Shunet Nimrin on 30 April.

The operation which followed is generally known in Australia as the Es Salt Raid, but it is clear that Allenby harboured hopes that a successful attempt on Shunet Nimrin would open the path to Amman, thus cutting the Hejaz railway, removing Arabia from the Ottoman Empire, and perhaps opening a new line of advance northwards along the railway to Deraa, the capture of which would destroy the Ottoman communications into northern Palestine. The appellation of ‘raid’ understates what Allenby desired, and possibly became a convenient title for an operation that did not go well.

Allenby’s overall conception was certainly ambitious, but Chauvel seems to have had many misgivings about the plan, thinking it unlikely to succeed given the way that the Shunet Nimrin defence had been alerted by Chetwode’s demonstration, the logistical difficulties, and the forces made available to Chauvel to undertake the attack. These consisted of the Australian Mounted Division, with the 1st and later the 2nd Light Horse Brigades attached, the thus-reduced Anzac Mounted Division, the ICC Brigade, a two-regiment brigade of Indian cavalry (the Imperial Service Cavalry Brigade), and Shea’s 60th Division, which had just two of its brigades available.

The plan was that the 60th Division would strike from the Ghoraniye bridgehead to attack Shunet Nimrin frontally, with the NZMR Brigade and Indian cavalry screening its right flank. Meanwhile the Australian Mounted Division would move north along the east bank of the Jordan River before swinging east to seize Es Salt, from where it was then to drive in behind Shunet Nimrin, cutting it off and attacking it from the rear.

This was largely the way the operation started, and the 60th Division began its attack on Shunet Nimrin before dawn on 30 April. The men of the Australian Mounted Division, wearing steel helmets for perhaps the only time in the campaign, galloped northwards and, leaving the 4th Light Horse Brigade to cover the right flank, swung eastward to Es Salt, which the aggressively led 3rd Light Horse Brigade seized before dark.
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Es Salt was seized by the 3rd Light Horse Brigade on the first afternoon of the second trans-Jordan operation in April 1918. The stay was a short one, as Ottoman counter attacks forced a withdrawal within days. Here Australian and British troops take in the town during a halt, AWM B00065.


ASIEN-KORPS

Asien-Korps (Asia-Corps) was a name given to the German forces sent to assist the Ottoman Army during the First World War. These troops, together with a smaller number of Austro-Hungarian soldiers, fought the EEF in numerous battles in Palestine.

The first contingent of Germans sent to assist the Ottoman forces in 1914–15 was made up of pioneers and medical personnel, to assist with road building and to reduce the incidence of the diseases that plagued the Ottoman Army. They were joined after the fall of Serbia in 1915 by a more balanced force of combat troops (the Asien-Korps), which included an infantry battalion, machine-gunners, cavalry, pioneers, support services and a detachment of aircraft. This contingent was also known as Pasha I.

A further, larger, contingent, often called Pasha II, which was originally established as part of the Yilderim (‘thunderbolt’) Army Group to take part in the recapture of Baghdad from the British, was redirected to Palestine in late 1917 after the Ottoman defeats in southern Palestine. This force, and later reinforcements to it, brought a substantial increase in infantry (to two regiments of three battalions each) and air units. Significant Austro-Hungarian forces, mostly artillerymen and their equipment, were also sent to assist the Ottoman Army.

Though it was the Ottoman infantry that bore the brunt of the fighting, the Germans and Austrians often played a prominent role. German airmen were the vital long range eyes of the Ottoman Army throughout the campaign, and the skill of the Austrian gunners was frequently reflected in the EEF’s casualty lists.

The tenacity and ability of German machine-gunners was particularly valuable when the defeated Ottoman Army retired north from Gaza in late 1917, and again in 1918 during the EEF’s advance on Damascus, when German rear guards were regular obstacles. At places like Tel el Khuweilfe and Amman, as on the Western Front, attacking Australians found German machine-gunners to be deadly opponents. They felt that the presence of German troops tended to make fighting more bitter than was usually the case with Ottoman soldiers, who were generally seen (despite the ferocity of many fights) to be brave, but not over zealous.
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German soldiers of the Asien-Korps resting somewhere in Palestine in 1918, AWM H13390.



The German commander of the Ottoman Army in Palestine, Generalleutnant Otto Liman von Sanders, moved quickly to make use of a recently constructed crossing of the Jordan just north of where the 4th Light Horse Brigade, under Grant, had taken up its covering position. Moving through the night of 30 April, the Ottoman 24th Division and 3rd Cavalry Division moved against Grant’s brigade on 1 May.

By dawn there was clearly much movement near the Ottoman bridgehead, and Grant and his regimental commanders met to discuss rearranging their thin screen. The officers were moving away from this meeting to begin this when more than 4000 Ottoman troops supported by artillery and machine-guns began an assault. Grant had been given all three of the horse artillery batteries in the Australian Mounted Division, but the brigade’s dismounted firing line, as always, was no greater than 800 or so rifles together with his machine-gun squadron, all of which, except two squadrons in reserve, were spread in a thin screen rather than arrayed in depth.

The situation quickly became grave, and despite the regiments and their squadrons performing coolly, they were soon pushed back by the overwhelming attack. The attackers dislodged two light horse squadrons on the high ground at Red Hill on the brigade’s left, and also threatened to envelop Grant’s right flank. The British artillery, deployed forward, was threatened with being overrun, and though three of the four 13-pounders of B Battery, HAC were brought out, the gunners of A Battery, HAC and the Nottinghamshire Battery, RHA, their horse teams having suffered severely from enemy fire, had to abandon their pieces after taking the breech blocks and sights.

Not surprisingly, Grant’s brigade began to show strain, but he was able to maintain sufficient control, and the regimental and squadron leadership was such, that though the situation was critical, it did not turn into a disaster. The brigade fell back into the hills to the south and, after racing the Ottoman troops on the valley floor southwards, was able to establish a new line just north of the Umm esh Shert – Es Salt track, which was then the only link between the Australian Mounted Division at Es Salt and the Jordan Valley. There the firing line, though still heavily pressed, was able to hold its ground. Chauvel soon despatched Chaytor and his limited reserves to assist, and ensure the lifeline to Es Salt remained open.
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Some of the ground around Red Hill, near the banks of the Jordan River, where a multi-divisional attack on the 4th Light Horse Brigade pushed it back. Good squadron and regimental command ensured the situation did not become a disaster, but could not save nine of the twelve QF 13-pounder guns attached to the brigade, AWM B03308B.


MACHINE-GUN SQUADRONS
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Australian machine-gunners at work in 1918. The soldier at far left spots targets and the fall of shot, the man to his right uses the range finder, and the other men operate the belt-fed, water-cooled Vickers gun, AWM B01697.

Machine-gun squadrons were established in July 1916 by removing the machine-gun sections from each light horse regiment and concentrating them into new brigade level machine-gun squadrons. The regimental sections had had two Maxim guns each, but the firepower of the new squadrons was augmented to give them twelve Maxims, double the six obtained from the three regiments in each brigade. The Maxims were mostly replaced by Vickers guns in 1917, though Maxims continued to be used.

Concentrating the machine-guns in squadrons was part of a general British Army policy, and the establishment of infantry machine-gun companies and battalions reflected the same thinking. Under a squadron commander who answered to the brigade commander, the machine-gun squadrons proved flexible and well able to deal with changing tactical circumstances. Small detachments could be made to support individual regimental or squadron operations, or the squadron could be concentrated to support the brigade commander’s priorities.

The firepower of water-cooled machine-gun concentrations was considerable, and they successfully supported many attacks. The machine-guns were all the more important because light horse rifle firing lines were relatively thin. The proficiency of the teams in getting the guns into and out of action rapidly meant they could be manoeuvred around the battlefield with great speed to support other units. The same skill meant that they often proved invaluable as advance and flank guards during mobile operations.



This situation was deeply alarming, but the battle in general also was not going well. The 60th Division had not been able to disturb the Ottoman defences at Shunet Nimrin seriously. The Arab forces, seeing the lack of success there, had promptly decided that discretion was the better part of valour and decamped, leaving open to the Ottoman forces a supply and reinforcement route into Shunet Nimrin that the Arabs were supposed to have severed.

At Es Salt the Australian Mounted Division had to manage increasing enemy attacks against it, while reliant on a single (goat) track for its existence, and was having to live off the countryside (much to the dismay of the local inhabitants), though No 1 Squadron, AFC dropped medical supplies to them by parachute and bombed the enemy at every opportunity. On the afternoon of 3 May Allenby, after visiting Chauvel’s headquarters, agreed to abandon the effort, and on 4 May Chauvel’s force was back west of the Jordan River.

After the fighting died down there was an investigation into what had happened, particularly as nine 13-pounders had been captured by the enemy. The gunners were exonerated, but Allenby criticised Grant for a faulty defence, particularly the weak force holding Red Hill, and he also criticised Chauvel for not emphasising to Grant the vulnerability of his position when he had visited him on 30 April. Both these criticisms were fair to some extent, though criticism of Allenby’s hastily prepared, over ambitious, attack with too few troops has largely been left to historians.

The Es Salt operation was the closest the Australian forces in Palestine came to disaster in the whole war. When the 4th Light Horse Brigade was being forced back at Red Hill, the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Light Horse Brigades, together with the yeomanry of the 5th Mounted Brigade and the headquarters of the Australian Mounted Division, were at Es Salt.

If the Ottoman attack had succeeded in cutting the Umm esh Shert track, that force, already dealing with strong enemy counter attacks, would have had to try to fight its way out, probably by a circuitous route to the south behind Shunet Nimrin, towards the Dead Sea. If unable to do this, the force would either have been destroyed in battle or finished the war in captivity. A slightly different set of circumstances could easily have seen the majority of the Australian forces in Palestine, and a large part of the Desert Mounted Corps, removed from the war.


THE OTTOMAN ARMY’S AIRPOWER
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The German air forces in Palestine flew several variants of the famous Albatros fighter. The aircraft depicted here is an Albatros D.Va captured in northern Palestine during the EEF’s advance after the Megiddo offensive in late 1918. (Image by Mark Wahlert)

The Ottoman Army’s airpower in Palestine came exclusively from its German allies. Fliegerabteilung (flying detachment) 300 was part of the first German expeditionary force sent to Palestine in 1916, and remained in the theatre thereafter, flying various types of aircraft, including two-seat Rumplers for reconnaissance and bombing, and Albatros fighters to combat British airpower.

For much of the early part of the campaign the EEF received little in the way of up to date aircraft, and as a result for 1916 and most of 1917 the Germans held the upper hand in the air, with British and Australian airmen undertaking their duties under the pervasive threat of Albatros fighters. It was not until late 1917 and into 1918 that the tables turned when the EEF started to receive SE5s and Bristol Fighters.

When the tables turned, they did so decisively. The new British aircraft were superior to the types the Germans were flying, and were present in greater numbers. More German air groups were sent to Palestine in late 1917 and early 1918, but the British forces, exploiting their advantages, could not be defeated. By early to mid-1918 the EEF had achieved marked air superiority, and did not lose it again. British airmen then described their opponents as ‘timid’ or ‘unenterprising’.

Australian soldiers in Palestine universally described a German aircraft as a ‘taube’, a term which probably originated from an early-war German aircraft type. As most ground soldiers do, they also loathed being attacked by them. Horsed formations were particularly vulnerable to aerial attack as bombs often caused disproportionate horse casualties. Towards the end of the day at Beersheba, for example, the 3rd Light Horse Brigade was bombed by several German aircraft, which killed four men and wounded another 28, and also killed 46 horses and wounded another 16. As a result mounted regiments at the halt during battles or marches were often dispersed widely.



The Jordan Valley

With summer approaching and the reorganising EEF in no position to undertake major operations, it was necessary to decide on a broad defensive policy, particularly in regard to the Jordan Valley. The valley, lying well below sea level, was widely thought to be inhospitable in the summer, with high temperatures, severe dust, and endemic disease (particularly malaria) being serious problems. The majority of the local inhabitants evacuated the valley each summer, moving to relatively cooler and more hospitable higher ground.

Such a course was not available to the EEF. Given the strength of the Ottoman forces east of the river, and that they had the Hejaz railway supporting them, there was the possibility that the EEF might face a serious attack on the Jordan, and giving up ground would not improve the defence. Also, abandoning the bridgehead at Ghoraniye would almost certainly lead to having to fight to retake it at some time, so that further operations east of the Jordan could be undertaken.

Finally, as it better suited Allenby’s plans for the next phase of the campaign if the Ottoman command could be induced to think that the EEF’s next operation would be another attack from the Jordan Valley, the flank had to remain active. It was therefore decided after some discussion that Chauvel and the Desert Mounted Corps, which the Ottoman commanders were known to consider as Allenby’s chosen striking arm, would hold the valley positions and, in the process, keep the enemy focussed on that flank.

With the reorganisations that were taking place, and the new troops that were coming to the EEF, the defensive arrangements were somewhat ad hoc. The valley was divided into two sectors, each commanded by a divisional headquarters with three brigades at its disposal, and an additional brigade was held as a corps reserve. The corps had four divisional headquarters at its disposal, and the equivalent of 14 brigades, and these organisations were rotated between duty in the valley and rest camps established near Jerusalem and Bethlehem.

There was little rest for the troops on duty in the valley. The Egyptian Labour Corps usually did much of the work on the infrastructure that supported the EEF, but these civilians could not be employed within artillery range of the enemy, so soldiers undertook the work associated with keeping the force in the field.

The most laborious, and important, work was ensuring the local drainage system was improved, keeping the irrigation channels clear and flowing, and draining any standing water, in an effort to control malaria. To this was added road building and the work associated with continually improving the defences, particularly digging trenches, building stone sangars, and laying out wire.

All this was in conditions that became more oppressive as the summer wore on. Shade temperatures (degrees Celsius) were in the high thirties for weeks on end, and sometimes exceeded 50°. The humidity was high, and the valley’s geographical characteristics meant that the voluminous fine dust produced by the movements of an army supplying itself did not easily clear. It covered, and got into, everything.

The swarms of flies, mosquitoes and other insects (painful scorpion stings were commonplace) made the conditions all the more unpleasant. The desire to keep the minimum number men in the valley at any one time meant that those in the forward positions worked hard while they were there.
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Mounted units were associated with continual traffic movements, due to the need to feed and water horses – fodder had to be brought in and the horses taken to water. The dry clay soil of the Jordan Valley quickly crumbled under the traffic, and dust was an enduring characteristic of life there in the summer of 1918, AWM H02984.

Neither the enemy nor the EEF was passive. Ottoman guns were within easy range, and shelled the British positions as a matter of course. The EEF’s mounted troops undertook an active program of patrolling beyond the lines to keep a local tactical advantage, and also to monitor the Ottoman positions. There were constant skirmishes and minor actions.


OTTOMAN ARTILLERY

Ottoman artillery units were equipped with a wide range of guns, usually from German or Austro-Hungarian sources. The most common field guns were Krupp manufactured 7.5 cm models, which were outwardly very similar to the standard 7.7 cm FK 96 n.A. guns the German Army used.

There were also considerable numbers of Krupp 7.7 cm guns in the Ottoman inventory, as well as guns of heavier calibres (most often 10.5 cm or 15 cm) made either in Germany by Krupp or Austria-Hungary by Skoda. Being pressed for whatever firepower could be found, older guns, some dating back to the previous century, were also used. German batteries in Palestine used 7.7 cm and 10.5 cm guns.

[image: image]

A Krupp made 7.7 cm field gun.
(Image by Mark Wahlert)



These small fights gave way to a serious battle in mid-July, when the Ottoman Army attempted to seize a salient projecting into its line north of the Wadi Auja, roughly at the point where the British line left the Jordan and swung west towards western Palestine and the sea. Though the attack developed across the whole Desert Mounted Corps line, the heaviest assault was made at this salient, known as Abu Tellul after the hill there.

The defence at Abu Tellul was difficult. The broken ground gave the enemy many possible approaches and forming up places, and a continuous line of defence that adequately covered the likely enemy approaches was impossible. Furthermore, the position required the supporting guns to be placed well forward, in locations where they could not easily be removed in action, so that it was not possible for the defenders to fall back without losing their guns.

As a result, the position was developed by the construction of a series of well entrenched and wired outposts. It was accepted that any enemy attack would penetrate the British line, but should pass between the outposts, which would delay the attackers, and allow the counter attack force in the rear to advance and deal with them.
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Some of the Germans captured around Abu Tellul on 14 July 1918. Reports of possible major German interventions in the campaign were common in 1918, and the defeat of the German attackers during this battle was seen by the Australians as an indication of the light horse’s ability to defeat all opponents, AWM B02930.

Ottoman activity around the posts increased on the night of 13 July, and at about 0100 on 14 July it was clear that an attack was developing. British and Ottoman artillery began firing in earnest. The 1st Light Horse Brigade was in the defences, with the 2nd Light Horse Regiment on the right, the 3rd on the left and the 1st in reserve.

At about 0330 the Ottoman guns ceased firing and the attackers, about 1000 German troops, began their assault. They swept forward, broke through the Australian lines, and made for Abu Tellul. Fierce fighting took place around the outposts. The commanding officer of the 2nd Light Horse Regiment, Lieutenant-Colonel George Bourne, withdrew one outpost, fearing that it would be overrun (before long, he and his headquarters also had to move, weapons firing, when the Germans reached them), but the other posts fought on.

One post held by the 2nd Light Horse Regiment fell (the only one to do so), but only after every man there had been killed or wounded. Another post was held throughout the fight, even though all but three men in the post were killed or wounded.
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Light horsemen around their ‘bivvies’ at The Bluff, where there was severe fighting between German infantry and the 1st Light Horse Brigade on 14 July 1918, AWM B00036.

As the sun rose the Germans were trying to ascend Abu Tellul, which was the key to the position, but in doing so their attack became fragmented, and they were also under fire from the light horse posts holding to their rear. With daylight the brigade commander, Cox, could consider the situation and commit his reserve.

Two dismounted squadrons of the 1st Light Horse Regiment, supported by fire from posts manned by the 3rd Light Horse Regiment, attacked the Germans over a crest at Abu Tellul, surprising and quickly overwhelming them. A third squadron was ordered to attack another group of Germans at a place called The Bluff, but was unable to do so due to enemy shell fire. The squadrons that had counter attacked at Abu Tellul therefore moved on The Bluff also, and quickly defeated the Germans there, taking more than 100 prisoners.

All this fighting took place within a short period of time, and the engagement was over by mid-morning. The Australians lost 23 killed and 46 wounded, and recovered 105 enemy dead, 45 wounded, 425 prisoners, four machine-guns and 37 light machine-guns. Most of the enemy (including 358 of the prisoners) were Germans, and this was the only time in the Palestine Campaign that German infantry were used as assault troops. The prisoners were bitter because the assault was supposed to be supported on the flanks by Ottoman units, but the supporting attacks had not been pressed with much energy.

The fighting at Abu Tellul was accompanied by other attacks along the Desert Mounted Corps line, and the 2nd Light Horse Brigade also defeated a less vigorous German attack. Further south at El Hinu, Indian cavalry repelled an attack by Ottoman troops.

The fighting on 14 July, which was actually the preliminary phase of an attempt to retake the Jordan Valley and Jericho, was the last Ottoman offensive of the war. Its failure, after the Ottoman defensive successes at Amman and Es Salt (which to them were the First and Second battles of the Jordan – much more suitable titles), and particularly the failure of the German units, was probably a severe blow to Ottoman hopes in Palestine.

Since taking Jerusalem the year before, the EEF had secured the Jordan Valley and then undertaken two operations across the river that can only be described as defeats. The success on 14 July, however, was a reminder that the EEF, despite being drained of many units to reinforce the Western Front, was still capable of beating its opponents when it prepared properly, and worked to good plans. With the process of rebuilding the EEF with its new Indian units progressing, Allenby prepared to conduct another major offensive. An astounding success, it was to be the last offensive of the campaign.


BERGMANN LIGHT MACHINE-GUN

The Bergmann MG15 n.A. was derived from a machine-gun designed in 1910. The original gun was heavier, with a water cooling jacket, but wartime developments towards a production model saw the removal of the cooling jacket and other weight saving measures, first for aircraft and then for ground use as a light machine-gun. Weighing 12.9 kilograms, and capable of firing 500 rounds per minute, it had maximum range of 2000 metres.

The weapon was ordered in significant numbers after the Battle of the Somme as a counter to the British Lewis gun. It was an effective and reliable machine-gun, but with fewer being used than the lightened bipod mounted version of the Maxim gun (the MG08/15), it is little recalled today. Most were used on the Eastern Front against the Russians and by the Asien-Korps in Palestine.
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(Image by Mark Wahlert)




CHAPTER 4

Megiddo, 1918

Whatever the many faults of the two trans-Jordan operations, they made the area between the Ghoraniye bridgehead and Amman seem to be the focal point of the campaign. Despite the Ottoman Army’s defensive successes in March and April 1918, its offensive failures during July indicated that the British forces in Palestine held the upper hand.

The need to reinforce the Western Front severely disrupted Allenby’s plans for a renewed offensive, but he began to prepare for a renewal of operations as the year progressed and the EEF rebuilt itself. The new offensive’s main actions would not, however, take place on the Jordan as the Ottoman Army seemed to be expecting and instead Allenby looked to the Mediterranean coast as the place to attack.

Reorganisations

By March 1918 Allenby was expecting an influx of Indian troops as part of the scheme developed after the visit of Smuts in January 1918, which was to see Palestine become the active front at the expense of Mesopotamia. These changes would have led to a modest expansion of the Desert Mounted Corps, but a significant increase in the EEF’s infantry strength, with a third infantry corps being added to its order of battle.

These plans were undermined by the need to send troops to the Western Front to help stem the German Spring 1918 Offensive there, which had erupted on 21 March. As the Anzac Mounted Division was making its futile attacks at Amman at the end of that month, the 52nd Division was preparing to move to France, where it fought for the remainder of the war. This was the first of many such movements, and orders were received on 26 March for nine of the Desert Mounted Corps’ yeomanry regiments to prepare for departure to France, where they were formed into machine-gun battalions.

In their place, in March 1918 Chauvel received from France the Indian regiments of the 5th Cavalry Division, with another five un-allotted Indian cavalry regiments. These troops were part of the extant reinforcement plan, and were destined for the EEF anyway, having boarded their ships for Palestine just a few days before the German onslaught.

These Indian regiments were absorbed into the Desert Mounted Corps as replacements for the yeomanry sent to France. To this still nebulous arrangement were added the under-strength (two Indian regiments) Imperial Service Cavalry Brigade, later the 15th (Imperial Service) Cavalry Brigade, which had been taking part in the campaign as army troops, and a new light horse brigade formed by converting the Australian and New Zealand cameleers into horse-mounted units.

The troops this scheme made available were sufficient for an expansion of the Desert Mounted Corps to a formation of four divisions. The Anzac Mounted Division was untouched by the changes, but the Australian Mounted Division lost the yeomanry 5th Mounted Brigade as its regiments were reallocated, and received in its place the new 5th Light Horse Brigade.

The remaining yeomanry and the Indian regiments were reorganised to establish new cavalry brigades, each made up of one British and two Indian regiments (the standard practice in India). These brigades were then organised as the 4th and 5th Cavalry Divisions. This process was an extended one, running from when the first Indian regiments arrived in March through to July/August, when the 5th Light Horse Brigade was established and trained as cavalry.

The decision to convert the Australian and New Zealand troops of the ICC Brigade stemmed from a sense within the EEF that the value of the camel-mounted troops was diminishing. Established for operations in the Western Desert and then Sinai, they had been valuable there. However, once the campaign crossed onto the firm ground of Palestine, they were easily outpaced by horse-mounted units, while the campaigning in the hills between Jerusalem and Amman had shown the difficulties that camel-mounted units had in mountainous terrain and poor weather.

The scheme to convert the cameleers met with several problems. It had been intended that the troops released by converting the camel units would form one New Zealand and two Australian mounted regiments (the British cameleers were maintained, and used to patrol the lines of communication and aid the Arab Revolt). The effects of disease in the Jordan Valley, however, combined with a lack of reinforcements from Australia and New Zealand, meant that there were insufficient men for this objective.
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Members of the ICC Brigade attend a mock funeral held on the occasion of their unit’s disbandment; the ‘corpse’ was a flag covered camel saddle. Within a few weeks these men were horse mounted and learning how to use the sword, AWM B00201.

It was soon found that while two Australian light horse regiments could be formed (just, by draining the reinforcement pool), there were not enough New Zealanders for a third regiment. As a result the 5th Light Horse Brigade, under Brigadier-General George Macarthur-Onslow, was formed with the 14th and 15th Light Horse Regiments and the 2nd New Zealand Machine-Gun Squadron (made up of the New Zealand ex-cameleers), and rounded out with a French cavalry regiment made up of two squadrons of Spahi and two squadrons of Chasseurs d’Afrique.

Most of the Australian officers and many of the men of the new light horse brigade had started off in mounted units, but a sizable number had transferred from the infantry in 1916, before the infantry divisions left for France. As a result, the process of converting from a camel-borne mounted infantry to a horse-borne cavalry brigade was complex. The conversion was complicated because the Australian Mounted Division had been permitted to equip with swords, and was thus in the process of making the small final step from being mounted rifles to full cavalry.

TABLE 3.1: Organisation of the Desert Mounted Corps, April 1918 to the armistice, with commanders
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Discussions about equipping the light horse with swords had been ongoing for some time. Though there had been flirtations in 1916 with some sort of bladed weapon that could be used from horseback, it was not until 1917 that the commander of the Imperial/Australian Mounted Division, Hodgson, pursued the matter with any vigour. A British regular army cavalry officer, he was firmly of the view that the light horse regiments of his formation would be more tactically flexible if equipped with swords.

The change was not allowed at that time, however. Instead, just a few days before the Beersheba offensive, Hodgson ordered his light horse regiments to make mounted attacks with bayonets drawn and held in the hand like a sword, rather than attaching them to the rifle as impromptu lances, as had been the practice until then. It was an order that seems to have had an immediate effect, highlighted by the way the 4th Light Horse Brigade charged at Beersheba.

After Beersheba and the mobile operations during the advance to Jerusalem, when units of the Desert Mounted Corps made numerous other charges, the matter was discussed again, but the idea of giving the Australians and New Zealanders swords was rejected. Why is not entirely clear. There were certain technical arguments about weights on horses and training manuals, but it seems likely that Chauvel, as the senior AIF officer in the Middle East, thought the change unwise for some reason.

The evidence also suggests the senior New Zealand commanders, Chaytor and the NZMR Brigade commander, Brigadier-General William Meldrum, had long held views against the sword, and were unconvinced that it would be helpful to them. Hodgson had to content himself with training his light horse regiments through February and March 1918 in all the tactics and techniques of sword carrying mounted actions, using just the bayonet.


1908 PATTERN CAVALRY SWORD
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(Wikipedia Commons)

The 1908 Pattern Cavalry Sword had an 890mm straight blade, which effectively prevented slicing actions, making it a thrusting sword (only sabres have a curved blade). At full arm extension its length gave it a reach that was virtually the same as the lance. The pistol style grip, made of bakelite or rubber, ensured that when gripped properly, the blade, hand and arm aligned for the thrust. The large steel bowl guard protected the hand. A more decorative and handsomely furnished version was introduced for officers’ private purchase in 1912.

The sword, the last designed for and used by British and empire cavalry, was issued to the light horse regiments of the Australian Mounted Division in 1918, and used to good effect by them during the closing offensives of the Palestine Campaign. It is widely regarded as one of the finest cavalry swords ever produced. During the inter-war years this sword was used to equip the militia light horse. The officer’s sword is still used on ceremonial occasions by officers of the Royal Australian Armoured Corps.



Things changed in mid-1918, however, during the failed Ottoman Army offensive on the Jordan. Several Indian regiments conducted charges with lances around El Hinu, killing a significant number of the enemy, capturing more, and taking four machine-guns for few casualties.

This relatively small battle led to more discussion in the Desert Mounted Corps about the value of mounted attacks and Hodgson, apparently backed by his Australian brigade commanders who recalled the frustrations of the pursuit after Beersheba, again took the opportunity to press for equipment with the sword. This time Chauvel assented, and the light horse regiments of the Australian Mounted Division were taught to use the sword over a two week period in August 1918. This process was greatly eased by their mounted experience and the training with the bayonet that Hodgson had instigated earlier in the year. The Anzac Mounted Division opted not to follow this example, and remained a mounted rifle formation until the end of the war.

Preparing the offensive

The reformation of the Desert Mounted Corps was probably entirely satisfactory to Allenby. The loss of the experienced yeomanry regiments was largely balanced by the arrival of the well trained and keen, if somewhat less experienced, Indian units, and the expansion and other changes gave him four formidable mounted divisions to utilise during the forthcoming operations.

The situation with the infantry was less comforting, and the despatch of 60,000 men to France (including 23 infantry battalions), and their replacement with Indian troops of widely varying quality, meant that there was a great deal of training to be undertaken by the two infantry corps. This took up much of the EEF’s time through the summer of 1918, but by the end of that process Allenby had seven formed infantry divisions which, if not as good as those that he had lost, were up to the task that was to confront them.

He also possessed a marked superiority in forces. With four cavalry divisions, seven infantry divisions and the un-formed strength of another infantry division arranged as brigades or un-allotted battalions, he had about 12,000 horsemen, 57,000 riflemen, and 540 guns at his disposal. The Ottoman Army in Palestine had about the same ration strength as the EEF, but poor organisation and inefficiencies meant it had only about 3000 cavalrymen, 26,000 riflemen, and 370 guns actually available to fight.

The Ottoman formations had a high number of medium/heavy machine-guns (nearly double the British establishment), but were decidedly inferior in artillery firepower, and were becoming increasingly run down by an overstretched and poorly operated logistic system. The frontline troops (and transport animals) were often under-fed, severely affected by disease, and lacking in most resources. This situation was reflected in high desertion rates.

There were three Ottoman Armies opposite the EEF in mid-1918. The Fourth Army was astride the Jordan River, with most of its strength on the eastern bank, the Seventh Army held the centre, and the Eighth Army held the line towards the coast. The Ottoman lines near the coast were continuous, but were relatively thin and wired only intermittently. Elsewhere, they were discontinuous due to the terrain and limited troop numbers.

Near the coast there were three lines of defences, but the redoubts and trenches in the two most forward lines were not covered by major obstacles due to the lack of wire, while the third line was little more than a skeleton prepared for further development if needed. The defence scheme was static, with most of the troops forward, but the onslaught they were about to face would require a flexible and mobile defence to succeed. In short, the Ottoman defensive line about to be attacked was brittle, and there was little in reserve should it be broken.

Allenby had originally intended to commence a major offensive in March 1918, but circumstances having dictated otherwise, he resolved to make his attack in mid-September before the rains that usually came in November, which would hamper any offensive. At the beginning of August he met his corps commanders and outlined a plan for an attack to be made on the Mediterranean coast, with XXI Corps conducting an assault and break through there. Three divisions of the Desert Mounted Corps would exploit this break through in an effort to cut off the Ottoman Army in Palestine and advance as far north as the port of Haifa.

Allenby developed this plan further, and in late August reallocated the tasks. The break through would still be by XXI Corps, but its objectives included many of those originally set for the Desert Mounted Corps. The three cavalry divisions were given objectives deeper behind the Ottoman lines on the Plain of Esdraelon (Armageddon). Even if these objectives were not reached in their entirety, they were much more dangerous to the enemy, and would cut off the Ottoman forces in western Palestine.


OTTOMAN SOLDIERS
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(Art by Jeff Isaacs)

Ottoman soldiers were known to Australians in Palestine as ‘Jacko’. They served in an army that, despite being that of a recognised power, was not nearly as advanced at its western enemies. The Ottoman Army performed poorly in the Balkans Wars of 1912–13, leading many European observers to believe it likely to be quickly defeated in the First World War. Events at the Dardanelles in 1915 proved the fallacy of such thinking.

During the war the Ottoman Army had few victories, but its defensive powers were remarkable, as were its regenerative powers. Even after the great disasters in Palestine and Syria in late 1918, the army was still in the field, attempting to fight rear guard actions and actively preparing for the defence of the Anatolian homeland. This could not be said for all of Germany’s allies.

Ottoman soldiers and their army were generally regarded by soldiers of the EEF as inferior to their German allies in tactical acumen and considered to be poor shots, but they were highly regarded for their stubbornness in defence, and their endurance and ability for fast marching. That they defeated the EEF in numerous battles as late as April 1918 demonstrated that, despite their many weaknesses, they were not to be treated lightly.

Ottoman soldiers served in an army that equipped them poorly, could not adequately look after their health, and frequently could not feed them properly. Troops of the EEF repeatedly marvelled at their ability to serve under conditions that they thought British and dominion troops could not endure.

Reflecting the nature of its empire, the Ottoman Army drew on troops from many ethnic groups. Both sides thought that troops from Anatolia were the best and most reliable, though battle performance did not always support such a conclusion.



A subsidiary attack would be made from the Jordan valley towards Amman by an ad hoc collection of infantry and mounted troops, including the Anzac Mounted Division. This was known as Chaytor’s Force, as he would command it.

In many ways this was the reverse of the Gaza-Beersheba plan of the previous year, in that it was again an attempted envelopment of the Ottoman flank, but this time the mounted troops would be held in reserve for exploitation, and the break through would be left to the infantry and artillery.

Because it was known that the Ottoman Army took the location of the Desert Mounted Corps to be an indicator of where the EEF was likely to attack, and because the trans-Jordan operations had been undermined by poor operational security, the EEF went to great lengths to ensure that the coming offensive was kept secret. Dummy camps and horse lines were constructed in the Jordan Valley, misleading rumours were spread, a race meeting was prepared for Jaffa on the day the offensive was to begin, and as the infantry and mounted divisions massed near Jaffa, they were hidden in the orange groves there, and cooked with alcohol fuelled smokeless fires.
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The lines of the 10th Light Horse Regiment in the orange groves north of Jaffa as it prepares for an inspection before the Megiddo offensive. The swords that it and the rest of the Australian Mounted Division have recently been equipped with are evident, AWM J02468.

Most important was the work of the Royal Air Force (formed on 1 April 1918 from the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service), which had established such a level of air superiority over its German counterparts that only four enemy aircraft crossed the British lines during the period the EEF was concentrating for the offensive.

Megiddo

At 0430 on 19 September 1918 the artillery allocated to support the attack by XXI Corps, 258 guns and 126 howitzers, opened fire on the Ottoman positions to its north. By the standards of the Palestine Campaign this was a barrage of unparalleled ferocity, with about one gun allocated to every 50 metres of line to be attacked (on the Western Front it would have around one gun to every 10 metres). The heavy guns targeted the enemy batteries and headquarters, and the field and horse artillery engaged the enemy trenches, and then put down creeping barrages once the infantry reached them and moved onward.

Under the command of XXI Corps, five British and Indian infantry divisions and a French force of brigade strength started their advance as the artillery began the barrage. The artillery fire, rapidly followed by determined and well planned infantry assaults, completely overwhelmed the defenders. The 54th Division and the French force had perhaps the most difficult task, and suffered just over 500 casualties, but they, along with the other attacking formations, achieved their objectives without great trouble. Further east the two divisions of XX Corps also secured their objectives successfully.

By 0730 the infantry attacks on the coast had broken a gap in the Ottoman line sufficient for the cavalry to begin its advance. Called forward by cavalry staff officers who were attached to the infantry divisional headquarters so that no time would be lost in communication, the divisions of the Desert Mounted Corps began their advance northwards.

On the left the 5th Cavalry Division, with armoured car and light car patrols attached, moved along the beach through the old Ottoman lines at about 0800, beginning an advance aimed at Nazareth. On the right the 4th Cavalry Division had a longer approach march, and had to wait longer for the infantry division in front of it to give the all clear, but it passed though the old lines just after 0830. It was driving for El Afule via the mountain pass at Musmus. The Australian Mounted Division in reserve followed the 4th Cavalry Division, but without the 5th Light Horse Brigade, which was detached to assist XXI Corps with its attack.

The 5th Cavalry Division cleared away a few groups of enemy north of the breach, and then pushed toward Nazareth, where it attempted to capture the Ottoman headquarters and Liman von Sanders. Its 13th Cavalry Brigade reached the town at about 0500 on 20 September, making a march of more than 80 kilometres in less than 24 hours, and then had a stiff fight in the streets with German headquarters troops. The German general escaped, but his headquarters was taken, along with about 2000 prisoners, and the Ottoman Army in Palestine was virtually headless. The division then withdrew to just south of Nazareth, and concentrated around El Afule before sending the 15th Cavalry Brigade to take Haifa on 23 September.
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The remains of an Ottoman or German machine-gun position overrun by the cavalry of the Desert Mounted Corps as it advanced northward during the Megiddo offensive. Contrary to the common opinion, machine-guns were not enough, in themselves, to stop cavalry charges. This was repeatedly demonstrated in the open warfare of late 1918, as cavalry units used bold action and sound tactics to deal with them quickly before continuing, AWM J02896.


COMMAND OF THE OTTOMAN ARMY
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General Otto Liman von Sanders, AWM J00200.

Command of the Ottoman Army rested in the hands of a number of Ottoman officers and some senior German commanders sent to Constantinople as part of the German Military Mission, who were given commands in the Ottoman Empire’s forces. Command relationships within the Ottoman Army were complex, and relied on a mixture of political and military links that reflected the way the empire was governed.

The German influence was initially weak, but the British attacks on the Dardanelles in 1915 saw overall command given to German officers. In some cases Germans were appointed as senior military advisors, and were ceded effective command over the forces under them.

The efforts of the Ottoman Army to reach the Suez Canal in 1915 and 1916 were nominally under the command of the Ottoman officer Djemal Pasha, but much of the front line work for the first expedition in 1915, and then command of the overall operation in 1916, was by the German engineer officer Kreß von Kressenstein. He later commanded on the Gaza front, and the Ottoman Army’s victory at Second Gaza was credited to him. He successfully conducted the withdrawal of the Ottoman forces from Gaza in November 1917, after the British Gaza-Beersheba offensive.

General Erich von Falkenhayn had been the Prussian Minister of War and Chief of the German General Staff, commanding the German Army on the Western Front from 1914 to 1916. The failure of his Verdun strategy saw him replaced. After a successful command in Transylvania against Romania he was sent to Palestine, where his tenure was marked by his inability to halt Allenby’s offensive in October-November 1917. He was soon replaced by Liman von Sanders, who had led the Ottoman Army at Gallipoli and headed the German Military Mission.

By 1918 the Ottoman Army was in a poor state and beset by difficulties between senior German and Ottoman officers. Liman von Sanders, after seeing the failure of the limited July 1918 Ottoman offensive, could do little but arrange the army’s defences. His efforts to coordinate a withdrawal from central Palestine in September 1918 were undercut by the devastating EEF attack, and the pace at which it was exploited. The last Ottoman commander on the front was Mustapha Kemal, whose Seventh Army had been destroyed at Megiddo, but who was working to establish a new line near Aleppo when the armistice was signed.



The 4th Cavalry Division faced no notable opposition after it passed through the Ottoman lines until, after getting through the Musmus Pass, it debouched onto the Plain of Esdraelon near El Lejjun (Megiddo). There an Ottoman battalion that had been despatched to hold the pass tried to halt the advance. The 2nd Lancers promptly charged the enemy, spearing a large number of them (between 40 and 70), and capturing nearly another 500. Though the Ottoman soldiers served their machine-guns until the last moment they only wounded one Indian cavalryman.

The division then seized El Afule, its main objective, at about 0800 on 20 September, before it was relieved by the 5th Cavalry Division and then pressed on to Beisan, which it took at about 1800 that day, having covered more than 130 kilometres in the 34 hours since the offensive started.

The Australian Mounted Division, reached Megiddo just before midday on 20 September, and in the mid-afternoon was given the mission of taking Jenin. It was feared that enough fleeing Ottoman and German units might concentrate there to attempt to break through the cavalry cordon being thrown around them.

The 3rd Light Horse Brigade, under Wilson, galloped most of the way to the town (over 15 kilometres), before drawing swords to overrun a large number of Ottoman fugitives around it. There was a brief fight with some German troops in the town, but these were soon captured. The brigade then spread into the surrounding district to track down and capture the disorganised enemy forces passing through the area.

That night a subsection of the 3rd Machine-Gun Squadron, with a strength of about 20 men, opened fire on an enemy column nearly 3000 strong, and then managed to bluff it into surrender. By the end of the next day the brigade had secured about 8000 prisoners around Jenin, though the overwhelmed light horsemen could do little to stop the looting of the town.

At the same time the 5th Light Horse Brigade, operating alongside the 60th Division (which was by then more Indian than Londoner) on the left of XXI Corps, had fought through Tul Keram, where it took large numbers of prisoners, before it moved north of Samaria. This cut off the Ottoman force around Nablus from its withdrawal routes. On 21 September the brigade closed on Nablus from the west while XX Corps attacked it from the south. The light horsemen and their French cavalry had several encounters with Ottoman flank guards that were overrun with charges, swords drawn, before galloping into the town.
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Battle of Megiddo

The Megiddo offensive, which began on 19 September 1918, broke open the Ottoman line near the Mediterranean coast. This allowed the Desert Mounted Corps to strike deep into northern Palestine, cutting the enemy’s withdrawal routes. As XXI Corps broke through the main enemy line, it wheeled eastwards, which trapped the remnants of the Ottoman Seventh and Eighth Armies around Nablus. As XX Corps advanced northwards from the central front, with Chaytor’s Force having cut the routes across the Jordan, and with the cavalry in their rear, the Ottoman forces had nowhere to flee. (Map courtesy of John Coates, modified by Mark Wahlert)


BRIGADIER-GENERAL LACHLAN WILSON
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Brigadier-General Lachlan Wilson, AWM H00082.

Brigadier-General Lachlan Wilson (1871–1947) was a Queensland-born lawyer who had served as a private and corporal in a Queensland contingent to the Boer War. Commissioned into the militia in 1904, he took an appointment as a major in the AIF in 1914 and was made second-in-command of the 5th Light Horse Regiment, which he commanded at Gallipoli from August 1915 after the original commanding officer was killed.

He led his regiment throughout the Sinai fighting, and then in 1917 temporarily commanded the 2nd Light Horse Brigade before being given command of the 3rd Light Horse Brigade four days before the Gaza-Beersheba offensive of 31 October. He led this brigade until the end of the war, and commanded the majority of the light horse units during the Egyptian Uprising of 1919.

Highly regarded by his men as both a regimental and brigade commander, he was a quiet man and perhaps somewhat shy. His capacity as a cavalry commander was evident, however, and he handled his brigade with coolness, competence and dash during late 1917 and 1918. He was arguably the most impressive light horse brigade commander of the war, and was thought to be capable of higher command. After the war he continued his legal practice and militia service into the 1930s.



The opening of the offensive had been a staggering success. The attack and subsequent swing to the east by XXI Corps, along with the attack from the south by XX Corps, had created a huge sack around Samaria and Nablus into which the shattered Seventh and Eighth Armies had been herded. The deep cavalry drive behind the Ottoman line on 19 September ensured that any troops who tried to escape encirclement found that their only escape routes northward, through Jenin to El Afule or to Beisan, were occupied by the EEF.


CAVALRY CHARGES

Cavalry charges in the popular imagination are often thought to have been made by serried ranks of horsemen forming up in neat lines before charging gloriously at the enemy and their guns. For many, the mental image comes from films, paintings or conceptions of the Light Brigade charging at Balaclava.

In reality, however, British cavalry of the First World War, and by extension mounted units from around the British Empire (including Australia), employed tactical practices that reflected a process of doctrinal and practical reforms dating back to the 1880s, and which took full account of the increasingly deadly firepower to be found on contemporary battlefields.

Cavalry tactics of the First World War era called for the judicious use of both mounted and dismounted action, the complementary use of both fire and manoeuvre, including the use of machine-gun and artillery fire to support charges, the use of concealed approaches, and the use of open formations. The term ‘mounted attack’ perhaps better conveys the approach rather than ‘cavalry charge’.

This extract from Desert Mounted Corps training notes for mounted attack from 1918 highlight the approved tactics:



1.     (i) In [an] enemy’s position one locality may appear most valuable tactically.

(ii) Take special precautions [to] get to this point by

a - sweeping it with fire

b - arrange that successive lines should sweep over it

c - let your last line halt on it

d - send up Hotchkiss battery at once to consolidate.

2.              (i) Give an objective to each attacking squadron.

(ii) Squadron[s] will probably have to dismount to complete job; keeping one troop mounted as reserve.

(iii) Hotchkiss battery [to] follow squadron close, come into action close behind melee ready to -

a - shoot if things go badly in melee

b - if melee successful at once consolidate position.

(iv) Having consolidated with Vickers, Hotchkiss etc., rally all horsemen with a view to attack.

Mounted action on the Western Front was curtailed by several factors, not least of which was the presence of strong defence systems, developed in depth. In Palestine the Ottoman Army’s defensive weaknesses and the open style of warfare meant that cavalry remained significant, and judiciously executed mounted actions were tactically viable, and valuable. Machine-guns, by themselves, were found not to be as deadly as thought before the war, and cavalry in Palestine were encouraged to charge isolated enemy machine-guns in the open immediately, as dismounted attacks proved to be more costly, and slowed the advance.

The value of mounted attack and manoeuvre was perhaps best illustrated by the push for the Australian Mounted Division to be equipped with swords, which were then used to good effect in late 1918.

[image: image]

This diagram, adapted from the British Army’s manual Cavalry Training, 1912, illustrates First World War era charge tactics, which called for the use of fire and manoeuvre in the attack. (Image by Mark Wahlert)
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The detritus of war clogs the streets of Jenin after its capture by the 3rd Light Horse Brigade. The Megiddo offensive and its cavalry exploitation completely shattered the Ottoman armies in Palestine, and what had been their rear areas turned into confused conglomerations of nervous troops and their equipment, AWM J01014.

[image: image]

Ottoman prisoners pass the bodies of comrades killed by Indian cavalry on the Plain of Esdraelon during the advance. The huge number of prisoners taken, many in bad health caused by their own army’s poor support, became a serious administrative headache for the EEF. Many prisoners died while waiting for camps and services to be established, AWM B00258.

The closure of the Jordan crossings to the east by the 4th Cavalry Division operating out of Beisan on 23 September, and by Chaytor’s Force, trapped and destroyed the Ottoman Army west of the Jordan River in a little over three days. Though much had been hoped of the offensive, the success stunned everybody. Allenby wrote home that he was ‘absolutely aghast’ at the excellence of his victory. Chauvel wrote to his wife that they had a ‘glorious time’.
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The headquarters of the Desert Mounted Corps making its way to El Lejjun (Megiddo). The command and control of such a swiftly moving advance was difficult, and that it was so successful is testimony to the high state of effectiveness that the EEF, and the Desert Mounted Corps under Chauvel, had achieved, AWM B00255.

With the main objectives of the offensive achieved, during a meeting on 22 September at Megiddo, Allenby directed Chauvel to secure a line running west to east from Acre on the coast, through Nazareth, to Tiberias on the western shores of Lake Tiberias (Sea of Galilee). On 23 September Chauvel ordered the Australian Mounted Division towards Lake Tiberias to capture Tiberias and the town of Semakh at the southern tip of the lake.


AIRPOWER & MEGIDDO

Air power was a notable contributor to the success of the British offensive in September 1918. Building on a foundation of air-ground co-operation that had been laid in the theatre in 1916 and early 1917, the EEF and its air elements were, by mid-1918, working together with a high degree of mutual regard. That the Royal Air Force had by then established complete superiority over its German counterparts meant that Allenby’s airmen were in a position to give the EEF the support it needed, and make the existence of the Ottoman armies miserable.

Aircraft supported the offensive in several key ways. On the first day of the attack British fighters kept continual patrols over the key German air base at Jenin, ensuring that no aircraft left the ground to contest the air or observe the EEF’s activities. Starting early in the morning with an attack by No 1 Squadron, AFC’s sole Handley Page O/400 bomber on El Afule, the key Ottoman Army telephone exchanges were attacked by waves of bombers, largely knocking out the Ottoman communications system by mid-morning.

Aircraft also flew tactical reconnaissance missions for the advancing cavalry, flying ahead and checking the routes, and reporting on enemy concentrations that the ground troops could handle. Deeper reconnaissance missions revealed how the Ottoman armies were responding to the onslaught, and to where they were trying to retreat. Using this information, aircraft also undertook repeated attacks against troops moving in the open, and when it was realised that the roads in the Ottoman rear were packed with withdrawing enemy, those roads were attacked repeatedly, causing great damage and inflicting heavy casualties.

On the Wadi el Far’a road on 21 September, No 1 Squadron, AFC discovered a large Turkish column and began attacking it. Australian and British air units attacked it throughout the day, dropping nine tonnes of bombs and expending 56,000 rounds of ammunition, causing great damage and confusion. When the ground forces reached the scene, they found 100 guns, 55 trucks, and about 900 wagons choking the road. Air attacks could be remarkably demoralising for the troops being attacked, who were often very willing to surrender at the first opportunity when British ground forces arrived.

Air support helped ensure that Allenby’s all-arms battle was a stunning success.
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German transport destroyed by British air attacks on the Nablus-Jenin road during the Megiddo offensive of September 1918, AWM B02101.



On the morning of 25 September the 4th Light Horse Brigade marched from Beisan to take Semakh, where an enemy garrison was known to exist, with just the 11th Light Horse Regiment, the machine-gun squadron, and part of the 12th Light Horse Regiment. Approaching the town in the pre-dawn darkness, the 11th Light Horse Regiment was fired on by enemy rifles and machine-guns. The commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel John Parsons, ordered the two leading squadrons to form line, draw swords, and charge.

Accordingly, A and B Squadrons swung to the right and formed up south-east of Semakh, while the machine-gun squadron deployed for action and began firing at the weapon flashes ahead of it. As the two squadrons charged at the railway buildings, which were the centre of the defence, they overran the enemy’s outer entrenchments and machine-guns. The German machine-gun fire from inside the buildings began to become effective, however, and the two squadrons split before dismounting close to the buildings, where a fierce close range fight took place.


BRIGADIER-GENERAL GEORGE MACARTHUR-ONSLOW
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Brigadier-General George Macarthur-Onslow, centre, with officers of his brigade headquarters at Homs in late 1918, AWM B00384.

Brigadier-General George Macarthur-Onslow (1875–1931) was a descendant of the Rum Corps officer cum pastoralist John Macarthur. He began his military career as a lieutenant in the New South Wales Mounted Rifles in 1895, and continued militia service with the light horse after Federation. In December 1914 he was appointed second-in-command of the 7th Light Horse Regiment, serving with the unit on Gallipoli before being made its commanding officer in October 1915.

Severely wounded at Romani, he successfully led his regiment though the fighting of 1917 and the first months of 1918. Recognition of his abilities came in May 1918, when he was made temporary commander of the 2nd Light Horse Brigade. This was immediately followed by a permanent appointment as the commander of the new 5th Light Horse Brigade that September. He led his polyglot brigade, made up of Australians, New Zealanders, French Algerians and Arab Algerians, with great enterprise during the Megiddo offensive and the cavalry operations that followed.

Genial and popular, Chauvel thought him ‘a born cavalry leader, full of dash and initiative …’ After the war he continued with militia soldiering while pursuing family business interests and local politics.
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Light horsemen move about the railway buildings at Semakh, soon after the brief but fierce battle that was fought there on 25 September 1918. After a mounted charge by two squadrons, the fighting became a short range clash between the Germans in these buildings and the light horsemen sheltering on the edge of the small railway yard, AWM H15202.

Part of the machine-gun squadron was redeployed to the west of the town, and as the sun came up these machine-guns, together with those firing from the original position, began to suppress the German troops firing from the buildings. This enabled the men close to the buildings to break cover and work their way through the railway yard and buildings, which had to be cleared room by room at bayonet point in a savage close quarter battle.

The fight lasted about an hour and cost the attackers 14 killed and 29 wounded (and 61 horses killed and 27 wounded, most hit by machine-gun fire during the charge or as the squadrons dismounted). The defenders had 98 killed and over 350 made prisoner, more than half of whom were German troops, who had offered most of the resistance during the battle. The Australians also took seven machine-guns and one 75mm gun (which today is outside the lines of the 2nd/14th Light Horse Regiment at Gallipoli Barracks in Brisbane).
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The battle of Semakh

The action at Semakh on 25 September 1918. (Map by Mark Wahlert)

This was the most serious engagement by the light horse during this part of the campaign, and though a relatively small affair, deserves study as an example of the tactical flexibility and expertise of the light horse by late-1918. Undertaking a night advance on a town known to be held by the enemy, after being fired on the units involved behaved aggressively and flexibly to meet the situation. Their tactical flexibility meant the one battle saw a mounted action with swords supported by heavy direct machine-gun fire, and a close range fire fight with machine-gun support followed by a close quarter battle with rifle and bayonet.

At the same time the unengaged squadrons continued with the broader mission. While two squadrons of the 11th Light Horse Regiment fought at the railway, its remaining squadron deployed to the east to cut off enemy lines of retreat, a squadron of the 12th Light Horse Regiment deployed to the west of the town to add its support to the attack, and another squadron from that regiment galloped eastwards to secure a crossing over the Yarmuk River. The fight is an admirable example of cavalry work in mobile offensive operations in 1918.
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Medical officers and orderlies attend to Australian wounded and dead on the battlefield at Semakh, AWM P02668.005.

Later in the day the 3rd Light Horse Brigade, which had advanced from Nazareth, captured Tiberias after a short battle with a rear guard. By the afternoon of 25 September what later became known as the battle of Megiddo (the battle of the Nablus Plain to those defeated) was effectively over. This outstanding success destroyed two Ottoman armies. The prisoner haul for the Desert Mounted Corps alone was around 33,000.

Chaytor’s Force

Chaytor had been given command of an ad hoc force which included his own Anzac Mounted Division, the Indian 20th (Imperial Service) Infantry Brigade, two Jewish battalions of the Royal Fusiliers, two battalions of the British West Indies (BWI) Regiment and a mixture of field and heavy artillery. With this demi-corps, Chaytor was to protect the EEF’s right flank, ‘demonstrate’ against the Fourth Army east of the Jordan and, when it started to withdraw, pursue it with a view to destroying or cutting of as much of it as possible. By also seizing Amman, Chaytor would cut off another Ottoman force operating further south on the Hejaz railway, against the Arab forces around Maan.

As the main battle developed to the west on 19 September, the units under Chaytor’s command along the Jordan began pushing their lines forward and sending out patrols to gauge the strength of the Ottoman forces nearby. On 20 and 21 September the NZMR Brigade and the 2nd Battalion, BWI Regiment advanced from Musabelah (in the vicinity of Abu Tellul where the July fighting had taken place) to the north along the western side of the Jordan River.

The objective was to secure a river crossing at Jisr ed Damieh, over which any major Ottoman forces escaping from the EEF west of the river would be likely to cross for the relative safety of the eastern bank and the protection of the Fourth Army. There was stiff fighting around the crossing and several other points by the river on 22 September, as the Ottoman defenders contested the advance of the New Zealanders and West Indies troops, but the bridge soon fell to the EEF.

The destruction of the Ottoman right and centre to the west of the Jordan left the Fourth Army, headquartered at Amman, in a seriously exposed position, and it would be cut off if the EEF in northern Palestine drove eastwards to the rail junction at Deraa. The Ottoman troops at Maan were called back to Amman, but the work of Chaytor’s Force and the Desert Mounted Corps further west meant that the Fourth Army was unable to wait, and had to begin its withdrawal.


MAJOR-GENERAL SIR EDWARD CHAYTOR
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Major-General Sir Edward Chaytor, by Charles Wheeler, 1921, AWM ART03555.

Major-General Sir Edward Chaytor (1868–1939) was a New Zealand permanent officer who began his military career in the militia in 1889, before serving in two separate New Zealand contingents to the Boer War. After his last return from South Africa he transferred to the permanent forces, and when war broke out in 1914 was involved in the organisation of the expeditionary forces that New Zealand sent to seize German Samoa and to the war in Europe.

In Egypt he was appointed a senior staff officer in the New Zealand and Australian Division, in which capacity he was serving at Gallipoli when he was seriously wounded in May 1915. After his recovery and return to service at the end of the year, he was made commander of the NZMR Brigade. He was the senior New Zealand commander in Egypt, and led his brigade throughout the fighting across the Sinai, impressing his superiors with his evident ability.

With Chauvel’s elevation to command of the Desert Column, Chaytor was appointed to command the Anzac Mounted Division, which he led until the end of the war. After the war he was the senior officer of the New Zealand military forces until he retired to Britain in 1924.



Chaytor’s Force, observing the hurried withdrawal back to Amman of the Ottoman troops overlooking the Jordan Valley, started pushing east. On 23 September the NZMR Brigade took Es Salt, the third time the town was captured by the EEF that year, while further south the 1st and 2nd Light Horse Brigades moved forward on the morning of 24 September.

Together, these troops moved on Amman on 25 September with the NZMR Brigade on the left, the 2nd Light Horse Brigade on the right and the 1st Light Horse Brigade in reserve. The enemy was evacuating the town, but the rear guard stood its ground and fought to cover the rest of the force. Around midday the attacking troops began to have some successes, the 7th Light Horse Regiment taking some key enemy sangars on the right, and the defence suddenly collapsed.
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Troops of the Anzac Mounted Division watch the raising of the Hejaz flag over Amman in late September 1918, AWM H02836.

By mid-afternoon the town had been taken and a general advance had swept through to the railway station. Much of the Fourth Army had escaped by rail the previous night, but Chaytor’s Force had achieved its mission, and the escapees were soon required to de-train by damage done to the rail lines by Arab forces, forcing them to continue their retirement on foot.

The last Ottoman force of any consequence east of the Jordan, which had been moving north from Maan, was made prisoner by the 2nd Light Horse Brigade on 29/30 September at Ziza, after a bizarre night during which light horsemen camped for the night among the Ottoman troops, while they defended themselves against marauding Bedouin forces keen to bloodily exploit the situation.
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These Ottoman troops at Ziza wanted to surrender to the Anzac Mounted Division, but felt unable to do so for fear of what the local Bedouin might do to them if they were disarmed. The Australians took their surrender, but allowed them to keep their weapons during the first night for self-defence. The Australians also camped with them that night, and encouraged the Ottoman troops when they fired at the Bedouin, whom the Australians generally disliked, AWM P01350.015.

To Damascus and Aleppo

At their meeting at Megiddo on 22 September, Allenby and Chauvel, aware of their success, briefly discussed the potential for a deep exploitation of the offensive to capture Damascus. On 25 September Allenby formalised this thinking, and directed Chauvel to advance to the city, capture it, and intercept the Fourth Army then fleeing northwards from Amman.

Chauvel had been anticipating such an order after the discussion on the 22nd, and already laid the planning foundation. The 5th Cavalry Division was concentrated north of Nazareth and the Australian Mounted Division at Tiberias, and those two formations were to move on Damascus around the northern edge of Lake Tiberias. The 4th Cavalry Division, then being concentrated at Beisan, was to move eastwards to Deraa, where it was to intercept the Fourth Army and destroy it. If the enemy forces had already passed, it was to pursue and harass them northwards, driving them into the other two cavalry divisions near Damascus.

The 4th Cavalry Division, with the longest route, marched on 26 September. At Irbid the 10th Cavalry Brigade, attempting a poorly prepared mounted attack, was stopped by a strong rear guard and the advance was held up that night. The next day the division advanced again. After some bold and well-executed charges, it dealt with another strong rear guard at Er Remta the following day, and arrived at Deraa on 28 September.

There the division found that the Northern Arab Army had occupied the country around the town, and the Fourth Army had previously cleared it on its march north. The next day the 4th Cavalry Division turned north, established contact with the Fourth Army and, with the Arab troops to the east, began pursuing it.

To the west the Australian Mounted Division, with corps headquarters and the 5th Cavalry Division following, had marched from Tiberias on 27 September. The next morning it made for a bridge crossing on the upper Jordan at Jisr Benat Yakub, which was found to have been destroyed. Alternative crossings were found, and the 3rd and 5th Light Horse Brigades crossed at different points to engage the combined Ottoman/German rear guard on the far bank. The rear guard withdrew in trucks, but the 3rd Light Horse Brigade pursued it in the dark, eventually capturing about 70 prisoners and the rear guard’s three field guns. Australian engineers got to work on the bridge and had traffic flowing across it, and the Jordan, in four hours.
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The bridge at Jisr Benat Yakub, which the retreating Ottoman/German troops had blown up. It was quickly made serviceable by the Desert Mounted Corps’ engineers, and the advance continued, AWM B02500.

Another rear guard stopped the advance at Sasa on the evening of 29 September, but the 3rd Light Horse Brigade, attacking in the dark, cleared it out. Grant, his brigade headquarters, and the 11th Light Horse Regiment were employed elsewhere, and the 4th and 12th Light Horse Regiments, the remainder of the 4th Light Horse Brigade, were then organised as Bourchier’s Force under Lieutenant-Colonel Murray Bourchier, commanding officer of the 4th Light Horse Regiment. This force passed through the 3rd Light Horse Brigade and pursued the rear guard, eventually capturing more than 350 prisoners and two field guns.

This quasi-brigade then pushed on to Kaukab, where another rear guard was encountered. The two regiments, supported by two horse artillery batteries, drew swords and charged across the valley floor at the Ottoman defenders. With the French cavalry from the 5th Light Horse Brigade also outflanking them to the west, the German and Ottoman defenders, under direct artillery fire that suppressed their machine-gun positions, broke and fled, and the light horse regiments took 20 prisoners and a dozen machine-guns as they galloped up the slope.


SIGNALS
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Signallers of the Anzac Mounted Division operate a wireless station during the Amman operation of March 1918, AWMP02952.003.

Signals transmission in Palestine depended on a system of communication that involved many techniques and technologies. At the regimental level communication was at its most basic, relying largely on voice, field signals, field messages, runners and riders, and the heliograph (signalling by mirrors). Further up the chain of command there was a greater emphasis on heliograph and telephone communication, while at divisional and higher levels, wireless was a vital technology, particularly during mobile operations.

During the Megiddo offensive of 1918, for example, Chauvel could only keep in contact with his rapidly advancing cavalry divisions by wireless and aircraft, the organised force of message riders and their horses having been worked to exhaustion within the first day. Aircraft communications were facilitated by special equipment that enabled aircraft to pick the messages up. Motor cyclists and pigeons were also employed frequently.

Signals intelligence played an important part, and British signals detachments intercepted and read Ottoman Army communications regularly.
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The 4th Light Horse Regiment forming up for its mounted attack at Kaukab on 30 September 1918. As the 4th and 12th Light Horse Regiments attacked, French cavalry outflanked the enemy position and the attached horse artillery batteries suppressed the enemy machine-guns – an excellent example of cavalry fire and manoeuvre, which caused the defenders to break and flee, AWM B02923.

This was the last significant force blocking the way to Damascus. As 30 September drew to a close, the 5th Light Horse Brigade was sent to cut the Damascus-Beirut road. In order to get there, it climbed the heights above the Barada Gorge, which the road, the railway and the Barada River all passed through. A large Ottoman/German column was observed in the gorge. The French regiment, the 2nd New Zealand Machine-Gun Squadron, and the 14th Light Horse Regiment were soon firing on this column, doing terrible damage, killing more than 350 men, and eventually taking 4000 prisoners.

On the same day, as the Desert Mounted Corps approached Damascus it realised that the Fourth Army was nearby, also making its way to the city. Accordingly, Chauvel diverted the 5th Cavalry Division eastwards. The 14th Cavalry Brigade cut off the head of the enemy column, which then tried to turn westwards, where it met the rest of the division and was subsequently destroyed by the 4th and 5th Cavalry Divisions, ending its flight from Amman.
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The Barada Gorge, where on the evening of 30 September the 3rd and 5th Light Horse Brigades inflicted terrible damage on Ottoman and German troops attempting to escape from Damascus along the Beirut road. The attackers called on the troops in the valley to surrender but were rejected, and the riflemen and machine-gunners on the heights poured fire into the enemy on the road below, AWM B01112.

The 3rd Light Horse Brigade had been directed to cut the Damascus-Homs road to the north of the city on 30 September. It was delayed by the fighting at the Barada Gorge, in which it participated, and on the morning of 1 October found that the only way to reach the road was to pass through the city. The 10th Light Horse Regiment led the brigade through the city early that morning, making it the first formed body of EEF troops into Damascus. Troops of the 14th Cavalry Brigade and then Lieutenant-Colonel T.E. Lawrence and forces of the Northern Arab Army followed it. There are claims that Arab troops were in the city the night before, but there is no substantive evidence to support this, and if they were, they did not make themselves known to the Ottoman Army, the town’s Ottoman controllers, or the EEF once it arrived.

[image: image]

Advances by Desert Mounted Corps, September-October 1918

The route of the Desert Mounted Corps from central Palestine to the Anatolian frontier at Aleppo between 19 September and 30 October 1918 is more than 500 kilometres in a straight line, and much more by the contemporary roads. (Map by Mark Wahlert)

The 3rd Light Horse Brigade was involved in some actions north of the town, but the Australian Mounted Division was held around Damascus. The 5th Cavalry Division, supported by the 4th, was sent north, however, to advance on Aleppo, over 300 kilometres away. A rail junction in that town was the hub of the Ottoman rail network that linked Anatolia with both Syria/Palestine and Mesopotamia.

The 5th Cavalry Division and Arab forces took the town on 26 October, and on 30 October the Ottoman Empire, facing a severe crisis in the Balkans, agreed to an armistice, ending the Palestine Campaign. The Australian Mounted Division had been called forward to relieve the 4th Cavalry Division, and finished the war at Homs, about half-way along the Damascus-Aleppo road. The Anzac Mounted Division remained at Amman.
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No 1 Australian Light Car Patrol at Aleppo in November 1918, where, having accompanied the 5th Cavalry Division, it was perhaps the most advanced Australian unit during the campaign. Formed for use in the Western Desert in 1917, the light car patrol, with similar British units, undertook reconnaissance and patrol duties for the EEF. They were often well ahead of even the cavalry units, AWM B00707.

In a war from which the dominating memories are of trench stalemate in France and Belgium, the battle of Megiddo and the subsequent exploitation provide a stark contrast. Allenby, making full use of the superiority he had in the theatre, conceived a plan that completely destroyed the Ottoman armies in Palestine and Syria. The cavalry played a pivotal role, but it should be recognised that Megiddo was a well-executed all-arms battle in which every part of the army played its part.

The deep cavalry exploitation was supported by aircraft that ranged ahead, reporting Ottoman Army movements and bombing and strafing enemy columns. The men of the service corps followed behind, and kept the enterprise supplied. Moreover, the cavalry advance would have floundered on the first morning had the infantry and artillery not created a gap large enough for the Desert Mounted Corps to pass through.

Still, Megiddo remains a remarkable demonstration of the power of cavalry manoeuvre; a power which remained potent even in the first decades of the twentieth century. The troops of the Australian Mounted Division played an important role in the advance to Damascus (though it should be recognised that two British/Indian cavalry divisions did also), and the Anzac Mounted Division was the centrepiece of the force that took Amman. For the Australian and New Zealand troops of both formations, the victories were fitting ways to end the war.


EPILOGUE

After the Armistice



The Armistice of Mudros, which confirmed the Ottoman Empire’s cessation of hostilities, was concluded on 30 October 1918. On 3 November Austria-Hungary signed an armistice, and on 11 November an armistice with Germany took effect, and the First World War ended. When the Ottoman Empire surrendered, the Australian Mounted Division was on its way to Aleppo, and had got as far as Homs when it received the news and remained there. The Anzac Mounted Division was still located around Amman, where it had been policing the area since seizing it in late September. No 1 Squadron, AFC finished the war based at a landing ground at Haifa. It would be many months, however, before the bulk of the men were repatriated to Australia, and there were several events in the post-armistice period that deserve some attention.

For the formations of the Desert Mounted Corps, and the EEF in general, one of the most pressing issues at the end of the campaign was illness. Since 19 September 1918 the EEF had left the areas of Palestine that it controlled, and within which it had undertaken strenuous anti-mosquito and anti-malaria controls, moving into territory previously held by the Ottoman Army in which virtually no such precautions had been taken. As the EEF advanced, its men were exposed to mosquitoes carrying the malaria parasite, and by the time the army reached Damascus the incubation period had elapsed, and men were succumbing.

The Desert Mounted Corps was worst affected, as after its long periods of duty in the Jordan Valley mid-year, and its period on the Plain of Esdraelon after the Megiddo offensive, it had already endured two bad periods of exposure, and men were again brought down. To this was added the worldwide Spanish influenza pandemic, which swept through the region at the same time.

These two diseases (and the pneumonia that often followed influenza) caused hospital admissions to soar, and the Desert Mounted Corps had 1246 hospitalisations in the week ending 5 October and 3109 the next week. The death rate was relatively low, but nearly four times as many men of the EEF died in Damascus from disease as were killed in action between the opening of the Megiddo offensive and the capture of the city.
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Men of the Australian Mounted Division indulge in snow play among the cedar trees of Lebanon in the post-armistice period, when the division spent several months encamped at Tripoli, AWM B00840.

The malarial infection rates for the Australians of the EEF in late 1918, though confused by the contemporary influenza infections, are equalled only by, and probably exceed, those experienced in New Guinea during the Second World War. Sickness rates were worse among the Ottoman Army prisoners. They had to deal not only with malaria and influenza, but also with the myriad diseases that were endemic in their army, such as typhoid and typhus. Their hospital admissions in this period (and death rates), exacerbated by the poor condition of many of the Ottoman troops, dwarfed those of the EEF.

Disease aside, the most pressing matter was securing the gains and occupation duties. These were largely left to the EEF’s Indian, and to a lesser extent its British, formations, however, and the Australian and Anzac Mounted Divisions were soon moving.

In early November 1918 the Australian Mounted Division, leaving the 4th and 5th Cavalry Divisions to deal with the often uncooperative Ottoman forces around Aleppo and in northern Syria, began a move from Homs to Tripoli on the Lebanon coast, where it would then spend several months. The Anzac Mounted Division began a move from Amman in the first days of November that saw it march back through Es Salt, through the Jordan Valley and Jerusalem for the last time, and into camps on the Palestine plains.

In both these places there might have been the occasional patrol to mount to ensure the army’s control, or reclaim goods stolen by the local inhabitants. However, the general focus was on a gentle training regime, physical training to keep the men occupied, and the establishment of a lecture/civilian training program to prepare them for a return to civilian life. The 7th Light Horse Regiment had a different experience. With the Canterbury Mounted Rifles, it sailed for the Dardanelles in December 1918 to assist with the British occupation there, before sailing back to Egypt in early 1919.

Relations with the local inhabitants and Surafend

Relations between the Australian troops of the EEF (and seemingly the British and New Zealand troops as well) and the local inhabitants of Egypt, Palestine and Syria had never been cordial. Australian troops in general, reflecting the society from which they came, exhibited an abiding sense of racism that coloured their view of those who originated in the Middle East.

Most Australian soldiers appear to have viewed the Arabs around them as dirty, lazy, thieving and dishonest. The Bedouin were even more poorly regarded, being generally thought to be murderous thieves who had spied for the Ottoman Army, killed downed airmen (and isolated or wounded soldiers) and dug up dead soldiers to steal their possessions. Only the white European migrant Jews of central and northern Palestine were considered to be clean, honest and industrious by members of the AIF (although those of German extraction were considered suspect).

This antipathy (which doubtless was often returned) had many day-to-day consequences, but the ugliest incident took place in early December 1918. The Anzac Mounted Division was then camped near the village of Surafend, and one night a New Zealand soldier was woken by a thief attempting to steal some of his equipment. The soldier pursued the thief, who shot the soldier, mortally wounding him. Other soldiers followed the tracks of the thief, which seemed to lead to Surafend.

The official response the next day was unenergetic, and angry members of the NZMR Brigade apparently resolved to take justice into their own hands, partly in direct retaliation, but perhaps also in response to a longer simmering resentment that banditry and misbehaviour by locals were not taken seriously enough by the EEF’s command.

On the night of 10 December a large group of New Zealand soldiers threw a cordon around Surafend, entered it, separated the women and children, and then attacked the male inhabitants with sticks and probably bayonets. The attackers also burned houses and then moved on to attack a nearby Bedouin camp.

There is no precision in the figures, but many Arabs were killed, almost certainly more than 20, and perhaps upward of 40 (some unlikely accounts state more than 100). The majority of the perpetrators were New Zealanders, but even though the nearby light horse brigades quickly threw out pickets and called the rolls to ensure men were accounted for when the disturbance was happening, it is generally accepted that at least some Australians, and perhaps a few Scottish soldiers (probably members of the horse artillery batteries), took part as well.
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An Australian soldier and locals in Surafend at a less violent time in 1918, AWM H02580.

Allenby, understandably incensed at the riot, paraded the division within a few days, and gave vent to his famously explosive temper. This had little effect, and neither that parade nor subsequent divisional inquiries were able to establish who had taken part in the massacre. The ranks closed, and no soldier would talk. Allenby, it is generally thought, seems then to have applied a degree of collective punishment on the division, denying its members honours and awards over the coming months, and generally ignoring the formation. Whether this was just treatment of the division as a whole remains moot, but there is little doubt that the massacre at Surafend remains a stain on the reputation of the Anzac Mounted Division.

Though individuals were unsurprisingly reticent about the events at Surafend in later years, periodic assertions (some recent) that there was a ‘cover-up’ of the massacre bear little scrutiny. The episode was described in the Australian official history (first published in 1923), the Australian government paid £515 compensation in 1923 (New Zealand paid £858 and Britain £686), and several historians have looked into the matter over the years.

The Egyptian Uprising

By mid-March 1919 the Australian Mounted Division left Tripoli and sailed to Egypt, where it was soon in camp at Moascar, on the Suez Canal. The Anzac Mounted Division, less the regiments of the 1st Light Horse Brigade, which were then returning to Australia, was further east at Rafa. Both soon found themselves mounting patrols in response to growing civil unrest following a British decision to expel several prominent Egyptian nationalists. Egyptian resentment of British rule had grown, but been kept under control, during the war years. However, the expulsions caused great unrest, and led to what amounted to a revolution.

In Cairo and Alexandria the insurrection was largely peaceful (though there were some deaths), and was characterised by demonstrations, strikes and other forms of civil disobedience. In rural Egypt, however, there was more violence, and riotous crowds attacked Christian churches. There was widespread destruction of rail and telegraphic communications to disrupt the country, and several murders of Armenians, British officers and tourists. The light horse regiments, virtually the only British Empire troops on hand, were called out to assist with restoring British ruled order.

There followed several months of patrolling and a small number of brief violent episodes as the Australian troops helped put down the uprising. On 22 March 1919, for example, 3rd Light Horse Brigade patrols used machine-guns several times to disperse riotous crowds, killing or wounding about 60 Egyptians. Events like this were the exception rather than the rule, but steps were taken to ensure that less blood was spilled in future.

Regardless, there was a noticeably hard edge to the Australian response throughout the crisis, which has received criticism over the years. It seems likely that the troops, already antagonistic to Egyptians and Arabs, were further aggravated by the delay the uprising caused to their repatriation, and saw little reason to be sympathetic. In broad terms their conduct was hardly unusual by contemporary imperial standards, and Allenby, who was quickly appointed High Commissioner in Egypt, was thankful for their efforts, telling them so when they were released from their work in June. A few light horsemen were killed during the uprising, though the cost was much higher to the Egyptians. If the events seem regrettable or even atrocious nearly a century later, there is little to suggest the light horsemen felt the same in 1919.

The fate of the horses

One of the post-war processes thrown into disarray by the Egyptian Uprising was the disposal of the AIF’s horses. There has been much myth making and misrepresentation about this process since 1919, and claims such as that light horsemen quietly slipped away from their camps to kill their mounts to save them from sale on local markets have become pervasive. The reality is much more prosaic.

At the war’s end the AIF in the Middle East possessed 9751 horses of all types (and a large number of mules, donkeys and other animals, which curiously generate no emotion compared to the horses). It was quickly evident that their return to Australia would not be contemplated due to quarantine considerations, and more fundamentally that their value was less than what it would cost to ship them.

In France and Britain the AIF’s horses were sold to recoup money and to help with the post-war economic recovery, but this seemed an unlikely option in Egypt. There, donkeys and camels were preferred to horses for work. There was also resistance to the idea from within the AIF, where there was a view that selling the horses to Egyptians and Arabs, who did not necessarily share Australians’ views of the proper treatment of animals, would be a travesty.

In February 1919 the Australian government agreed to a process whereby all the horses in the Middle East would be classified according to age and fitness. All older animals (riding horses over 12 years-old and draught horses over 15 years-old) and unfit horses that required prolonged hospitalisation were destroyed. The younger and fitter horses were either passed directly to imperial units, or pooled in remount depots for later reissue or, failing that, sale.

In February 1919 veterinary officers began classifying the animals under their charge. Those classified for destruction were shorn of their manes and tails (horse hair was a commodity), had their shoes removed, and were taken to selected spots near camps where working parties under veterinary supervision shot the horses with pistols, gutted them and salted their skins (another commodity).

The majority of horses, being fit and under the age limits, were passed to the Imperial authorities. Those of the Australian Mounted Division were handed over at Tripoli to the Indian formations on occupation duties there, or the remount depots that supported them. The Anzac Mounted Division’s horses were sent to the large remount depot at Moascar in Egypt. These horses were reissued for use during the Egyptian Uprising, and then handed back in June 1919.

The ultimate fate of the horses given to the Indian units in Syria is unclear, but it was presumably little different to the hundreds of thousands of Australian horses sent to India for the army before and after the war. In Egypt the riding and light draught horses were mostly reissued, though some of them may ultimately have been sold locally. The heavy draught horses had no local use, and were shipped to southern France where ready buyers were found. In all 6057 horses were transferred to the imperial authorities for further military use and 3059 were destroyed.

There is no doubt that the disposal process caused some disquiet in the light horse regiments. Many men regretted the whole process and the destructions, though the evidence suggests that others, living in an age when horses were chattels and working animals, took a more utilitarian view. Still, the entire process was tightly controlled and supervised by veterinary officers – that financial adjustments between the Australian and British governments were at stake ensured that this happened.
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The carcasses of some of the horses destroyed in February 1919.

Though they were gutted and skinned, the other remains were left in the open to rot and for scavengers such as jackals, AWM P03613.001.

TABLE E1:
The fate of the AIF’s horses in 1919
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There is no evidence to support the common claim that light horsemen subverted the process by surreptitiously killing their own horses. Post-war books and memoirs seem to have been based on hazy memories, hearsay, and misunderstandings of an official process in which light horsemen did the actual killing, but were supervised.

Repatriation

After the armistice repatriation to Australia, not surprisingly, was an overriding concern. Many of the men who had enlisted early in the war were given a prompt departure. It has been suggested that the departure of many officers and non-commissioned officers, and their replacement in the regiments by less experienced men, led to a lower standard of discipline that contributed to events like that at Surafend.

The regiments of the 1st Light Horse Brigade, the first regiments to arrive in Egypt in 1914, were shipped home in March 1919. The other brigades and Australian soldiers in Egypt followed soon afterwards, though the Egyptian Uprising delayed their departure until the latter part of June. After perhaps a stop at Colombo, and for the early returnees an unwelcome period of influenza quarantine, the regiments, usually well below strength and shadows of their former selves, were disbanded.


CONCLUSION

In 1918 the battle of Megiddo and the subsequent exploitation as far as Aleppo on the Anatolian frontier concluded a campaign that the EEF had started on the banks of the Suez Canal in March 1916. The campaign had been conducted in fits and starts, but a steadily improving and growing EEF won a remarkable victory over an enemy which, if not considered a first rate army, had proven quite capable of giving its opponents nasty battlefield shocks as late as April 1918.

There is part of a well worn military aphorism which holds that ‘victory has a thousand fathers …’ This saying is supposed to illustrate how everyone will try to claim their part in a victory, but broadly speaking it is also a reasonable view of how military victories are achieved. There is no one element in the British victory in Palestine that can be pointed to as the ‘war winner’, and there were many factors that should be borne in mind.

Allenby’s generalship was not without its faults, but there is no doubt that he brought renewed vigour to the EEF, and commanded it ably. He earned the Viscountcy of Megiddo and Felixstowe. Nevertheless, his command would probably have been less successful if the British government, pursuing a strategically dubious policy of trying to knock Germany’s allies out of the war and thus undermine Berlin (when Berlin was really propping its allies up), had not given Allenby the material resources to execute his campaign.

The EEF itself, under Allenby’s hand but reflecting the input of many other officers, increasingly became a formidable force, evolving from what was really an ad hoc colonial expeditionary force into a modern all-arms army. It trained hard under officers who learned the lessons of the campaign and/or brought new lessons from other theatres, including the Western Front. By late 1917 it outnumbered its opponents and displayed considerable operational and tactical acumen. It had solid and efficient logistic underpinnings, and enjoyed a scale of material comfort of which its Ottoman opponents could only dream.

Finally it was also resilient, both in the physical and moral sense. In 1918 it was able to endure its losses to reinforce the Western Front, rebuild itself within a matter months with fresh troops, and shrug off the defeats suffered in the trans-Jordan operations. The result was that, providing it worked to well thought out plans, the EEF was capable of defeating the Ottoman Army.

The Australian troops of the light horse, the ICC, the AFC and the other branches in which they served made a significant contribution to the EEF. Both the light horse and the ICC were prominent in the operations in the Sinai, and if this is less the case from the second half of 1917, when the burden increasingly fell on the infantry, they nevertheless were important in the mobile operations after Beersheba, in the trans-Jordan operations, the defensive battles in the Jordan Valley, and finally the Megiddo offensive. The airmen of No 1 Squadron, AFC were seasoned and respected practitioners of their art, flying throughout the campaign, and by 1918 ranging far and wide in their superior Bristol Fighters.

These units proved themselves to be dependable and capable, more so as the war progressed and they gained experience. The ranks of the light horse produced cavalrymen of all ranks who were ultimately as capable as any in the British Empire, thanks to their training and experience.

They were able to deal effectively with crises such as around Red Hill during the Es Salt operations in April 1918, fight a defensive battle such as Abu Tellul a few months later, and then take part in a corps sized cavalry exploitation and pursuit that destroyed three enemy armies and advanced hundreds of kilometres. The skill and quality of the men of the ICC was no less admirable.
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