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Preface





I


This book started with research into my father’s part in the Mesopotamian campaign of World War I as a Second Lieutenant in the 4th Battalion, the South Wales Borderers (SWB), now the Royal Regiment of Wales. He was born in Blaenclydach and qualified as an analytical chemist aged 16, having served a year’s apprenticeship with the Trehafod Colliery Laboratory. After his SWB commission (recommended by the Military Education Committee of the University College of South Wales) he was sent with his regiment to Mesopotamia (Iraq) in May 1916. While there he took over sixty photographs with a Box Brownie camera, some of which are published for the first time in this book. He was wounded at Kut-al-Amara on 11 January 1917 in bright moonlight, while on a covering party, and was invalided to Deolali, India. He remained in India for eighteen months, part of the time recuperating in the palace of the Maharajah of Jaipur. He later trained as a doctor (the first person in his family to go to university). Much later in his life he met my mother and they had two children, my sister Gillian and myself. He died of a coronary thrombosis when I was a few months old and I have been searching for him ever since.


The parallels I have been able to draw with recent wars in Iraq through monitoring news coverage and interviewing British, American and Iraqi soldiers, poets and commentators have provided me with valuable insights. Throughout the process I have been mindful of the fact that, in another era, the young men killed and wounded could have included my own two sons, Tom and Edward. I have tried to give the diary poems a loose narrative structure not always consonant with actual dates and times, although most of the content is based on fact.


II


The Anglo-Persian Oil Company was set up in 1909 after oil fields had been discovered in Iraq, then known as Mesopotamia, meaning the land ‘between two rivers’ – the Tigris and Euphrates. Two years later, Winston Churchill, then First Sea Lord, bought a controlling stake in the company for Britain for £2.2 million.


The day after war was declared in 1914 a force of British and Indian troops landed in Southern Iraq to protect the pipeline that ran from Shushtar (Iran) to the refinery at Abadan on the Shatt-al-Arab river. The Indian Expeditionary Force D was the largest Indian Army force to serve abroad in World War I.


So began one of the most ill-fated, under-funded campaigns in British military history, and another chapter in the story of the great civilisations of the Ancient Near East, which were the first to divide the hour into 60 minutes and the circle into 360 degrees, the first to develop agriculture and the first to develop writing (originally pictograms, then cuneiform).


As well as the glorious achievements of the early Meso-potamians, their history, like ours, is chequered with hubris and empire-building – both of which themes can be found in the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh, dating from 2700 BC. This poem, first discovered by Victorian archaeologists on clay tablets in excavated libraries at historic sites such as Ur, Babylon and Nineveh, is the oldest piece of written literature in the world and fragments of it are still being brought to light.
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