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To Trooper Ion Idriess, Lieutenant Guy Haydon, Lieutenant Alaric Pinder Boor, Major Banjo Paterson, General Sir Harry Chauvel, and all those who served with the Australian Light Horse throughout this extraordinary saga. I can only hope to have done justice to your extraordinary story.
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The regions include Alexandria, Port Said, Kantara and Ismailia in Egypt; Katia and Birel Abd in Palestine; Gaza and Jerusalem in Palestine; Cairo and Suez in Egypt; Haifa in Israel; Damascus in Syria; and Beirut in Lebanon. The map also features the Mediterranean Sea, the Sinai Peninsula, parts of Egypt, Cyprus and the cities of Beersheba, Rafa and Magdhaba.
















‘Then someone shouted, pointing through the sunset. There, at the steady trot, was regiment after regiment, squadron after squadron coming, coming, coming! It was just half-light, they were distinct yet indistinct. The Turkish guns blazed at those hazy horsemen but they came steadily on.’1


Ion Idriess
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General John ‘Galloping Jack’ Royston, also known as ‘Hellfire Jack’. Described by Banjo Paterson as an officer who was ‘by instinct a bandit chief and by temperament a hero’1 Royston was, though South African, ideally suited to command Australians as he cared little for protocol, and everything for the fight. Born in 1860, the fact he lived beyond 20 was a miracle, given his attitude to risk. He was already a legendary figure in the Boer War, mentioned in dispatches at Ladysmith, and led the Western Australian contingents he commanded as though they were the commandos. In the Zulu rebellions, he raised ‘Royston’s Horse’, consisting largely of Australian ex-pats who loved his daring and his extraordinary luck. Royston was the special aide-de-camp to Lord Kitchener at the Coronation of Edward VII.


General Philip Chetwode. A British aristocrat and old Etonian (if that is not a tautology?) his long military career included the Chin-Lushai Expedition of 1889 in Burma and he was twice mentioned in dispatches during the Boer War. In 1914, he gained fame through the Curragh incident, where a near mutiny of British officers in Ireland was averted by his leadership. He was given command of the 5th Cavalry Brigade in August 1914 when the Great War began.


Brigadier General William Grant. A Boer War veteran and career officer, he became the Commanding Officer of the 11th Australian Light Horse Regiment in the Australian Imperial Force in 1915. In the words of the Official Historian Henry Gullett, referring to what happened at Beersheba: ‘Somewhat more excitable and impulsive than most of the Light Horse leaders, Grant possessed the temperament for the exploit … which was to give lasting distinction to his name.’2


Brigadier General Granville Ryrie. Born into a family of graziers in Michelago, New South Wales. As a competent bushman and skilled horseman, Ryrie first served overseas in the Boer War, achieving the rank of Honorary Major. He entered Federal Parliament in 1911 as Member for North Sydney. Duty called in 1914 when war was declared, and Ryrie was given command of the 2nd Light Horse Brigade.


Lieutenant Colonel George Macarthur-Onslow. Commissioned in the New South Wales Mounted Rifles early in his military career, steady advancement followed. In October 1915, he was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel commanding the 7th Light Horse Regiment.


Major Banjo Paterson. Australia’s most famous poet began the Great War with disappointed hopes of becoming a war correspondent, as he had been in the Boer War, before working as a volunteer ambulance driver in France. Finally, he officially joined the Army to be a squadron commander in the 2nd Australian Remount Depot.


Lieutenant Guy Haydon. Born in 1890 at the old homestead at Bloomfield in the Hunter Valley, New South Wales, Guy could practically ride before he could walk. In February 1915, with his brother Barney, he joined the Australian Imperial Force and served with the 12th Light Horse Regiment, B Squadron, taking with him his famous horse, Midnight.


Lieutenant Alaric Pinder Boor. The son of a draper in Carnarvon, Alaric attended Christian Brothers’ College in Western Australia, where he became Dux, School Captain and Captain of the cricket and football teams. He was awarded a Rhodes Scholarship in 1913, but gave up his studies in England to enlist first in the 7th Battalion Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, before achieving his dream to become a pilot. He became attached to the No. 113 Squadron Royal Flying Corps, serving in the desert campaigns.


Major Richard Meinertzhagen. Born in 1878 to a merchant banking family second only to the Rothschilds, he attended Harrow with Winston Churchill, before joining the Hampshire Yeomanry in 1897. A brilliant eccentric, he served in Burma, Kenya and South Africa with a success only matched by his savagery, once ending the Nandi Resistance in Kenya by shooting its leader while shaking hands with him. He joined British Intelligence when World War I broke out and was awarded the Distinguished Service Order in 1916. In 1917 he was transferred from East Africa to the Sinai and Palestine campaign.


Trooper Ion Idriess. An itinerant Jack-of-all-trades, he joined the AIF early in the war, abandoning his previous life, which to that point had included crewing on a paddle-steamer, boundary riding, droving and prospecting.


Trooper Tibby Cotter. A great Australian Test fast bowler, who joined the Light Horse in April 1915, despite his notable lack of ability in riding a horse.


Colonel T. E. Lawrence, Lawrence of Arabia. A British archaeologist and Intelligence officer who became famous for his role in supporting the Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire during World War I.


Colonel Ismet. A Turkish army officer. A brilliant student, he graduated from the Ankara Military Academy as first rank staff captain in 1906. After a brief flirtation with revolutionary politics, he discovered his real skill; suppressing the rebellions that plagued the dying days of the Ottoman Empire. In October 1917, he commanded the III Corps at Beersheba, which ultimately bore the brunt of the British attack that opened the Palestine front in the Third Battle of Gaza.


Ahmed Djemal Pasha. Born into a military family in Lesbos in 1872, Ahmed followed tradition into the Military Academy and Staff College in Istanbul. One of the young Turks who profited from the Young Turk revolution in 1907, he became one of the ‘Three Pashas’ who came to effectively rule Turkey in an awkward triumvirate after their audacious coup of 1913, following the Balkan Wars that foreshadowed World War I. He commanded the Ottoman Fourth Army from November 1914 to September 1917.


Mersinli Djemal Pasha. Born in Mersin in 1873, he graduated from the War Academy in 1898. He served as Chief of Staff in the Balkan Wars of 1912–13 and was also made commander of the 10th and 42nd Divisions. On the outbreak of World War I, he became a General. He commanded the Ottoman Eighth Army from April 1914 until February 1918 when he succeeded to the command of the Fourth Army.


Colonel Friedrich Kress von Kressenstein. A German officer from Nuremberg. During World War I he served chiefly with the Ottoman Army. He was responsible for Turkish operations for the First Suez Offensive in 1915, and later commanded the Ottoman Desert Force.
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PROLOGUE


THE CHARGE OF THE LIGHT BRIGADE


25 October 1854, Balaclava, the valley of death




Half a league, half a league,


Half a league onward,


All in the valley of Death


Rode the six hundred.





If they should die, think only this of them. While they advance with the ghosts of their forebears who, in the service of the British Empire have died due to everything from bullets to bombs, dysentery to drowning, spears to splinters … they risk shuffling off this mortal coil because of a sleeve.




‘Forward, the Light Brigade!


Charge for the guns!’ he said.





Certainly, but which guns exactly? For the Commanding Officer of the Cavalry Division, the Earl of Lucan, the answer is not obvious as he gazes at a bloody battlefield on the floor of this valley, which now has Russian artillery blazing on three sides. For the written order, which has just arrived in the hands of Captain Louis Nolan, is confusing:




Lord Raglan wishes the cavalry to advance rapidly to the front, follow the enemy, and try to prevent the enemy carrying away the guns. Troop horse artillery may accompany. French cavalry is on your left. Immediate.1





What? Does the Army commander, Lord Raglan, refer to our own cannon on the causeway, which the Russians have captured and may try to take away, or does he mean the mass of the Russian guns, pointed at them directly, a mile away, at the far end of the valley?


Captain Nolan?


‘Attack immediately!’ he says, recalling this as the verbal instruction he was meant to pass on.


Certainly, but which guns?


Nolan simply throws his arm out pointing roughly to the left, the sleeve billowing out as his sweeping gesture is absorbed by Lucan. So, the far guns, at the end of the valley, glinting in the sunshine. Very well.


Lord Lucan passes the order on to Lord Cardigan, who is stunned. A charge straight at guns a mile away, firing straight at them, even while guns on their flanks tear into them from both sides! Lord Cardigan cannot help but question the order vigorously and is rebuked by Lord Lucan for his trouble. (The conversation is not helped by the fact that they are brothers-in-law, with Lucan married to Cardigan’s sister. They are two men who despise each other with a passion in the way only forced families can.)


Orders are orders, and I will ask you to follow them.


So be it. As you command. In short order, 607 men of Her Majesty’s Light Cavalry ride, their sabres and lances glittering in the sun as they set off.




Into the valley of Death


Rode the six hundred.


‘Forward, the Light Brigade!’


Was there a man dismayed?


Not though the soldier knew


Someone had blundered.





In fact, one man observing is more than dismayed. It is Lord Raglan himself who, watching aghast through field-glasses from the Sapoune Heights, cannot believe that Lord Cardigan is leading a charge towards the wrong guns! In horror, he watches as the Light Brigade thunder forward in a cloud of dust and the fog of war, their sabres forward, their fate sealed.


There is no time to stop them. And no sense in sending reinforcements. For you do not reinforce a suicide.




Theirs not to make reply,


Theirs not to reason why,


Theirs but to do and die.


Into the valley of Death


Rode the six hundred.





Lord Cardigan rages at the insanity of it all, at the hide of his damn brother-in-law in insisting such orders be followed, and even at Captain Nolan, who now has the cheek to ride ahead of him. Cardigan has just decided to place Nolan on report should they make it back, when a Russian cannonball turns Nolan into bloody mush, instantly left behind.




Cannon to right of them,


Cannon to left of them,


Cannon in front of them


Volleyed and thundered;


Stormed at with shot and shell,


Boldly they rode and well,


Into the jaws of Death,


Into the mouth of Hell


Rode the six hundred





Nolan is not the only one. In no more than two minutes, 107 worthies of the Light Brigade are blown apart by pieces of lead small and large, while their brethren charge on, their blades high, the primal roar of their lungs soon competing with the guns themselves.




Flash’d all their sabres bare,


Flash’d as they turned in air,


Sabring the gunners there,


Charging an army, while


All the world wonder’d





Lord Cardigan is among the first to reach the Russian guns, wielding his sword with savage skill, only to recognise a friend from their days together in London high society, before the war. Why, it is Prince Leon Radziwill!


Despite Radziwill being more than a little occupied at the moment commanding the assembled Russian forces, he acknowledges Lord Cardigan and gives the order – noblesse oblige – that Cardigan is to be captured rather than killed if possible.




Plunged in the battery-smoke


Right thro’ the line they broke;


Cossack and Russian


Reel’d from the sabre-stroke


Shatter’d and sunder’d.





Lord Cardigan is not captured, or killed, and, regarding his bloody brother-in-law’s order fulfilled, turns and trots back up the valley. He refuses to speak to Lucan as the remnants of his men return in bloody disarray, choosing to leave the field in disgust and ride to Balaclava Harbour, where his yacht and his champagne await.




They that had fought so well


Came thro’ the jaws of Death,


Back from the mouth of Hell,


All that was left of them,


Left of six hundred.





‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, penned by the Poet Laureate Alfred Tennyson just two weeks later, will be recited ever after, a timeless classic that demonstrates that while warfare might have entered an industrial age, signalling the end of grand cavalry charges, honour, bravery, duty and self-sacrifice endure.




When can their glory fade?


O the wild charge they made!


All the world wonder’d.


Honour the charge they made!


Honour the Light Brigade,


Noble six hundred!












CHAPTER ONE


THE GUNS OF AUGUST




The Australians shook their heads when they saw men of the first contingent about the city streets. ‘They’ll never make soldiers of that lot,’ they would say. ‘The Light Horse may be all right, but they’ve got the ragtag and bobtail of Australia in this infantry’.1


Charles Bean, Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918





Late June 1914, Australia, a shot in the distance


The crack of distant gunfire is so distant it only just registers. It comes with no warning, but gives no alarm. It barely breaks breakfast, let alone news, and comes with no sense of what it presages. Yes, apparently in Sarajevo, wherever that is, an Archduke and his missus from Austria, or somewhere, have been shot and killed by a pistol-wielding Serbian called Gavrilo Princip but, so what?


The account in the Sydney Morning Herald comes with no clash of cymbals, and simply reminds readers that the Archduke, Franz Ferdinand, was the curious cove who came on a state visit to Australia a couple of decades back and while on a hunting trip in the Blue Mountains had no sooner brought down some kangaroos than his own retinue of royal taxidermists had moved in to gut, stuff and mount them! Strange bloke.


And even when things had started to turn ugly shortly after the assassination, with Austria-Hungary declaring war on Serbia, the whole thing remains barely a smudge on an otherwise sunny horizon.


Up in northern New South Wales, a country lad by the name of Maurie Evans will later recall just how dull the beginning of the whole thing was.


‘At the breakfast table at Kyogle one morning in late July [1914] I was but languidly interested to hear that another war had started in the Balkans. I had never interested myself in international politics and so took another helping of eggs & bacon without a thought to the monstrous possibilities.’2


Alas, it proves not to be just another war in the Balkans, and that single shot fired in Serbia can later be pinpointed as the moment that the entire world started spinning out of control and on a different axis …


For at this time Europe is less a continent than a mesh of secret treaties which sees encircled empires move onto a war footing with extraordinary speed, and each declaration of war immediately triggering another.


Russia backs Serbia; Germany not only backs Austria-Hungary but attacks Luxembourg, who are backed by France, which means France is at war with Germany, which sees Germany attacking Belgium, who has a treaty with Britain, that sees the Brits declare war on Germany, which … brings in Australia. From Melbourne, Prime Minister Joseph Cook promptly promises the Home country, that it would




despatch an expeditionary force 20,000 men of any suggested composition to any destination desired by the Home Government.3





Most of them will be foot soldiers, but 2000 are to be mounted Troopers.


For there are already 23 regiments of the Australian Light Horse in operation around the country – some 9000 mounted citizen soldiers, riding their own steeds and training in their spare time under professional commanding officers. The Australian Light Horse had its origins in cavalry, mounted infantry and mounted rifles regiments raised to defend the colonies before acquitting themselves so well in the Boer War that they had entered the realms of legend. The existing Light Horse Regiments are to be swept up into Brigades which will form part of the ‘Australian Imperial Force’, to soon be sent o’er the waves to the service of the Motherland.


Already, the government, while calling ‘upon horse owners to repeat the generosity shown during the Boer War and donate any horses suitable for military purposes’,4 has started buying some of the 2300-odd horses thought necessary. Nearly all of them are ‘Walers’, a quintessentially Australian breed of mixed pedigree. That is, just as other animals in this tough and rugged land of Australia had evolved to be just as tough and rugged, or perish … so too, the Walers. No, these magnificent horses – predominantly from New South Wales, hence the name – do not have the classic lines of the fine English thoroughbred with heads as delicate as porcelain and bodies as slim and trim as they are shining with sheen, but that is just as well.


For the Walers are already deeply admired for their ability to travel long distances in hot weather and even go for as long as 60 hours without water, all while carrying a total load of over 20 stone!


Across Australia thus, there is a sudden flurry of hurry. Change is not just afoot, it is galloping. Battalions are forming up, recruitment depots are flooded and plans made for the massive movement of men, munitions, horses and ships.


It is the tenor of the times, with many nations around the world and whole empires either reacting swiftly to the cataclysmic news from Europe, or at the very least trying to work out how not to be engulfed by the cannon’s roar.


Early evening, 10 August 1914, Constantinople, a son has been born to us


The capital of the Ottoman Empire – the empire of the Turks – is abuzz.


War!


They have not yet declared themselves to be on one side or the other, but in this war of empires it is inevitable that the Ottomans will have to choose.


The Turkish leadership are already engaged in heated debate over whether to join with the Triple Entente alliance – Great Britain, France and Russia – or side with the Central Powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary. The fact that only two days before Britain had entered the war the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, had given orders for the confiscation by armed troops of two dreadnoughts which had just been built in Britain’s Elswick shipyard at Newcastle-on-Tyne for Turkey, and that were about to be launched by a Turkish crew taking possession, had not helped the Turks warm to the British side of the war.


It is an outrage, and the people of Turkey had risen in righteous anger.


Furthermore, if the Triple Entente prevails, the risk is that the Dardanelles – that enormously significant narrow stretch of water that leads from the Mediterranean to the Sea of Marmara, where the Bosphorus at Constantinople joins it to the Black Sea – would be given to the Russians. So perhaps the Ottoman Empire should side with Germany?


Perhaps. On this evening, the most powerful man in Turkey, the Ottoman Minister of War, Enver Pasha – one of the three Young Turks effectively running the country, together with Djemal Pasha and Talaat Pasha – is meeting with the redoubtable Colonel Hans Kannengiesser of the German Military Mission discussing the possibilities and …


Ne oluyor şimdi? And what now?


Suddenly, there is something of a commotion outside.


It proves to be the very pushy German nobleman officer, Lieutenant Colonel Friedrich Kress von Kressenstein, who has news that cannot wait, and which – he bristles with righteous authority and glares through his monocle – needs an urgent decision.


‘Fort Canakkale,’ Kress von Kressenstein says portentously, naming the principal fort guarding the entrance to the Dardanelles, ‘states that the German warships Goeben and Breslau are lying at the entrance to the Dardanelles and request permission to enter. The fortress asks for immediate instructions …’5


An ascetic German aristocrat whose ambition is nearly equalled by his ability, Kress von Kressenstein had taken his country’s martial traditions with his mother’s milk and his father’s every utterance. There is an intensity about him which is unsettling.


Enver Pasha prevaricates, which is unlike him.


The Goeben and Breslau have had the Royal Navy in hot pursuit of them across the Mediterranean since the day war had broken out between Germany and Britain. If they are allowed in under these circumstances, Turkey’s current claim of neutrality will be neutered, but on the other hand the Ottoman army is simply not ready for a major confrontation.


‘I can’t decide that now,’ the Turkish Minister for War says in rapid staccato.


‘But,’ Kress von Kressenstein insists, ‘we need to wire immediately.’6


Enver pauses. He deliberates. Is this the moment?


Perhaps.


Britain has already confiscated the Turkish ships, while Germany has been framing itself as a Turkish ally for years, and has been particularly solicitous since the war broke out. Could they really allow German ships to be sunk at the door of the Dardanelles?


Thus …


‘They are to allow them to enter,’ Enver Pasha intones, deeply aware of the significance of what he is doing.


Lieutenant Colonel Kress Von Kressenstein is relieved, but still not satisfied.


‘If the English warships follow the Germans,’ he asks, ‘are they to be fired on if they also attempt an entrance?’


Again, Enver Pasha would rather not rule on it.


‘The matter,’ he says gravely, ‘must be left to the decision of the Council of Ministers. The question can remain open for the time being.’


But Kress von Kressenstein will not take neither Nein, nor Nocht nicht, not yet, for an answer.


‘Excellency,’ Kress von Kressenstein persists, ‘we cannot leave our subordinates in such a position without issuing immediately clearly defined instructions. Are the English to be fired on or not?’7


‘…


‘…


‘Evet. Yes …’8


The German cruisers may enter.


The British ships will be stopped with artillery and mines.


The die is cast.


•


Maurie Evans finds more than his breakfast interrupted now; his life is stopped, his home farewelled, he is just one of many men across Australia who are rushing to join up, to be a part of it, to defend the British Empire! He can get back to his agricultural studies later, and for now heads to the recruitment centre for the Australian Light Horse at Sydney’s Victoria Barracks.


Everywhere it seems, adventurous young men – once apprised of the chance to engage in that ultimate adventure that is war – pack up their old kitbag, and head to the nearest towns where they can join up.


From Maryborough comes a wild stockman who, since his birth in the saddle, has never met a brawl he didn’t want to join, seen a drink he hasn’t drunk, or met trouble he hasn’t made a serious effort to deepen, just on principle. It will take a few months, and a few brawls along the way, but Thomas O’Leary is heading to the hastily erected enlistment tent at Winton in Queensland.


In Sydney, the most famous fast bowler of his day, the Test tearaway Tibby Cotter, will soon give up his job at the Riverstone Meat Company as a bookkeeper. He has worn the baggy green cap for Australia in 21 Tests, now it is time to test out the slouch hat. No, he can’t ride a horse, particularly, but he’ll ride his luck and see how it goes.


On the family farm just outside the tiny town of Walpeup in northwestern Victoria, it matters little that Harry Bell is just 13 years old, and only knee-high to a grasshopper.


He wants to join up. He dreams of joining up. He curses wicked fate that has him as too young to join up. But he is determined to be in uniform at the first possible opportunity; legal or otherwise. All he can do meantime is keep working on the family farm with his father Thomas and brother Sam, and hope that there is enough war left over for him. His father is confident the war will be over by the time Harry is 18, while Sam is confident that Harry won’t wait that long.


To others, the news has come a little more slowly.


Up in far north Queensland, a smile creeps across Ion Idriess’s face as he sees the white sail crest the horizon. The face of this slender fellow is filled with character. The eyes have it – ever and always, filled with amused mischief – and a moustache that looks like it should be finished in a week or so, but never quite gets there. His fine aquiline nose looks as if it might have been nicked from one of the colonial statues in Brisbane, but the rest of him is Australian to a fault – a little rough around the edges, but proudly so. He sees being Australian as a virtue beyond all others. The sail? Well, that smudge of white coming ever closer here on the east coast of Cape York means news, don’t you see?


Idriess clambers towards it; there is nothing he loves so much as diversion.


Just gone 25 years old, Idriess has known tough times before, through everything from working as a rabbit poisoner, drover, boundary rider, shearer, opal miner, itinerant rough-rider to dingo shooter and a dozen jobs in between. He knows how to live off the land and was taught by the best – living for a time with an Aboriginal clan on Cape York. But his current caper, prospecting for tin up around Cape Melville, is tougher than dried kangaroo meat carried in your gunny sack for a month, so no sooner has the approaching lugger dropped anchor than Ion rows out towards it and soon finds himself in a quite animated conversation with the captain.


A what?


A war!


Fine, can you take me back to Cooktown, so I can join up?


Nuh. He is heading up north.


No matter, there’s always Shanks’s pony. Idriess quickly packs his kit and starts to walk south, down the coast. Yes, it is 200 miles, and to get there he will have to get across wild, unsettled country with snakes, and a river featuring crocodiles and sharks, but he will cross that river or find another way entirely when he comes to it. The important thing is to join up, to not miss out on the adventure of a lifetime!


One way or another, hundreds, and soon thousands, of young men are riding their horses along the highways and byways of the bush and beyond, all heading in the same direction – to war; towards the nearest already inundated recruitment depot. Fresh-faced farmhands, pauper prospectors, rich members of the squattocracy, bronzed jackaroos and even a few townies are all part of the mix.


First, they must pass a basic riding test, which most do with ease, but not all.


At the Claremont Showgrounds in Western Australia, an aspirant for the 10th Australian Light Horse Regiment first climbs up on the wrong side of the horse – the correct side is on the left, a tradition which began from knights having their swords on their left-hand side, allowing them to easily draw it out with their right-hand – and then is thrown for his trouble. The young man has never ridden a horse in his life. What’s impressive is his desperation to join the Light Horse, and the recruiting sergeant tells him, ‘Practise for a week, and come back.’9


He does exactly that, and is accepted.


At the Broadmeadows recruiting station in Melbourne, another man initially has his application denied, because he has false teeth.


‘I want to shoot the damned Germans,’ he replies, ‘not bite them to death!’10


Which is a fair point.


The key is to be so keen to join, you’ll overcome any obstacle.


After all, being a member of the Light Horse is as close as an Australian can get to being a Knight of Camelot. Stories of the Light Horsemen’s feats in the Boer War are legion, they were masters at fighting the commandos in the relentless heat of South Africa, and there is no more prestigious branch of the armed forces to join.


The new recruits are soon getting to know the senior officers of each regiment, experienced campaigners who have effectively been preparing for this very eventuality – war – since the days of the Boer War, a decade and a half earlier.


One such senior officer is Lieutenant Colonel William Grant, who commands the 3rd Light Horse on the Darling Downs. At 43 years old, some think that Grant should have handed over to a younger man some time ago, but Grant would never consider it. For one thing, he is as fit as he ever was, and still highly regarded by his superiors.


‘He was a typical light horse subaltern,’ his own commander, General Sir Harry Chauvel, would later say of his days training Grant in Queensland, ‘tall, lithe and wiry, and full of dash and energy, and I early had my eye on him as a possible leader.’11


Colonel George Macarthur-Onslow, who is with the 7th Light Horse Regiment, based in Sydney’s Rosebery Park, is also excited. Descended from major landowner John Macarthur, who had famously been the key driver of Sydney’s Rum Rebellion of 1808, the young Colonel Macarthur-Onslow had served in the Boer War with the Australian Light Horse and steadily risen in the officer ranks from there.


In Melbourne, Lieutenant Colonel Alexander White happens to take command of the newly formed 8th Australian Light Horse Regiment on the day his beloved wife of less than a year, Myrtle, gives birth to a beautiful baby boy. White will pause at home long enough to organise a photo of his wife and infant son to be put in a locket that he hangs around his neck, but must quickly get back to the business at hand. White is an officer and a gentleman, a kind soul of enormous energy who now devotes himself to laying the foundation stones for their nascent regiment.12


In the Australian Parliament in Melbourne, the member for North Sydney, Granville Ryrie, is not long in deciding his political career is to be halted for a bit of practical non-diplomacy. Raised on the land down Monaro way, a crack marksman, brilliant horseman and a boxer with thunder in one fist and lightning in the other, the 50-year-old conservative MP is also a veteran of the Boer War, where he had gained a reputation for being a first-rate officer, ending the conflict as an honorary Major.


Can he resist getting back in uniform and answering the call? He cannot. The Light Horse is in his blood, and though he will remain a Member of Parliament even while serving in the AIF, his destiny is to take charge of the 2nd Light Horse Brigade, with the rank of Brigadier General.


(Those brigades are structured so that they are made up of regiments coming from different states. We must move on from our colonial mentality, and think nationally!)


By way of farewell to Ryrie, his loyal constituents of North Sydney present him with a magnificent stallion, christened ‘Plain Bill’. Bill has been especially selected for strength, as weighing in at enough stones to build a dam, Ryrie is the biggest man in Parliament, and will be one of the largest men in this man’s army.


There is just time for a farewell dinner at Parliament House in his honour – hosted by the newly installed Prime Minister, Andrew Fisher, and the Minister for Defence, Sir George Pearce. It is attended by members of both Houses, and after the Prime Minister – whose most famous utterance on the war to date is the promise that ‘Australians will stand beside the mother country to help and defend her to our last man and our last shilling’13 – makes a toast, Ryrie makes warm reply.


‘I feel that, perhaps, the Australian Light Horse will be in at the triumphal entry into Berlin,’ he finishes. ‘If I can ride my charger down the streets of Berlin with the Belgian flag in front, I will be a happy man.’14


Cheers.


One Australian, Alaric Pinder Boor, is already in paradise when war breaks out.


There has always just been something about Western Australia’s outstanding young son, Alaric, and it is not the sheer effortlessness with which he dominated on the cricket and Aussie Rules football fields, both as player and captain. It is not that he is also a force to be reckoned with in the boxing ring, the swimming pool and on the athletics track, while being a near Nijinsky at gymnastics grace, all while being the most outstanding academic scholar in the school. For these things are to do with his extraordinary physical and intellectual attributes. No, the most stand-out thing about Alaric is his character – his decency, his modesty despite his dominance, his sense of fair play that trumps even his fierce will to win.


Raised in Carnarvon in Western Australia, the only son of John Arthur Boor and his wife Emily, he had been sent to school at Christian Brothers’ College in Perth, where he had risen to be both School Captain and Dux in the final year, before winning a three-year scholarship to Ormond College at the University of Melbourne, worth £125 per annum. There, his dominance of all things academic and sporting had been so outstanding – which included captaining Ormond’s First XVIII side for two successive years, shining in cricket, rowing, running, hurdling, boxing, swimming, gymnastics, shooting and topping the college’s Academic Honours list – he then won a Rhodes Scholarship to study Medicine at Oxford from October 1913.


Here now, in Oxford, it is a comfortable, wonderful life at Brasenose College, filled with everything he loves – scholarship, wonderful friendship and endless sporting opportunities. But can he truly stay doing that, while others go off to do their duty to King and country by fighting the Germans? He cannot.


Less than a month after the outbreak of hostilities, Boor sends his father in Carnarvon, Western Australia, a cable with just three words:




CAN I ENLIST?15





No sooner has the answer come back in the affirmative than – pausing only to cable thanks to his parents and write a long letter to the love of his life, sweet Ida Rawlings, back in Perth – Alaric joins up, heading off to training at Epsom before joining Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry in actions around the Western Front.


For her part, Ida is naturally worried, and all the more so because her brother Frank Rawlings has also joined up, with Western Australia’s only mounted unit, the 10th Australian Light Horse.


Among the officers at the 10th Light Horse is 2nd Lieutenant Arthur Olden – a dental surgeon by trade – who, finding the officer ranks of the 10th already filled the year before, had joined as a Trooper and was soon peeling potatoes for his trouble. His horse skills? Well, they mainly come from playing polo. His spud-peeling skills? Not so great, but it didn’t matter as he had soon been promoted to the officer ranks anyway.


A softly spoken man, Olden knows not what awaits abroad, only that it is his duty to find out.


•


Watching proceedings with a weather eye from downtown Sydney Town way is the Poet Laureate of Australia, that Sydney Grammar boy who somehow managed to capture the spirit of the Australian bush better than any born in it, Banjo Paterson. He considers his position. It is one thing to be a living legend, and quite another to be able to live off it. He is not quite yesterday’s man, but certainly at the point that if he is to die suddenly there will be more than a few reading his obituary who will be surprised to know he was still alive in the first place. What to do in the face of this war? Banjo is 50, and feeling it, and far too old for a front-line position holding a rifle. But he feels he can still hold a pen, and his own against other war correspondents – just as he had demonstrated so well in his famous dispatches from the Boer War and the Boxer Rebellion. Banjo announces to the press that he is to depart at first opportunity as War Correspondent; but for who exactly? Well, he will work that out when he gets there. Right now he will go a’waltzin’ to war with lead in his pencil and a spring in his step. On a sunlit plain extended, he hopes for a vision splendid to revive his fortunes once more.


•


The first thing for you Australian Light Horse recruits is to be issued with your kit, so you look the part. First, here is your famous Australian slouch hat, made so by the Victorian Mounted Rifles since 1885 and always worn at a rakish tilt. For Queenslanders it comes complete with an emu plume, a prized tradition of the Light Horse, established, if you can call it that, by bored members of the Queensland Mounted Infantry in 1891. Assigned ‘special duty’ to patrol Capella during the Great Shearers’ Strike, the men had grown weary of endless uneventful patrols and decided to see if they could not only chase emus in the scrub, but be skilled enough to reach down at full gallop, swerving left and right, and pluck a tail feather.


Those who can do so proudly have … a feather in their cap. The lark has become uniform, but the feathers still signal that sly streak of mischief that is also standard issue with these men.


Now, as with all icons, there are different legends as to how they started; and the famous feather is no different. Another story has it that the actual originator was a young officer by the name of Captain Harry Chauvel and his mate, serving in the West Moreton Mounted infantry. After a pet emu had died and the stockmen had nailed its hide to the saddle shed at a property called Franklyn Vale, Chauvel and his mate had playfully plucked the feathers to put them in their hats. Advised that they looked smart, they kept them!


Either way, the feather has even been immortalised by Australia’s greatest versifier, Banjo himself, in the last war before this:




There’s a very well-built fellow, with a swinging sort of stride,


About as handy sort as I have seen.


A rough and tumble fellow that is born to fight and ride


And he’s over here a-fighting for the Queen.


He’s Queensland Mounted Infantry – compounded ’orse and foot.


He’ll climb a cliff or gallop down a flat.


He’s cavalry to travel but he’s infantry to shoot.


And you’ll know him by the feathers in his hat.16





Completing their kit and caboodle are such things as a khaki jacket, breeches, leggings and spurs, waist belt with ammunition pouches, a bandolier, water bottle, haversack and – most importantly, a .303 rifle and hooked Quillion bayonet.


Now, for those of you who have brought horses with you, if your horse meets our standards, we will pay £30 for it, but – unless we decide it is only fit for hauling carriage or artillery – you may keep carriage of it. If accepted into the Army it will be branded with the government broad arrow, and have its army number carved on one hoof.


Each horse has its saddle and equipment placed directly in front of it; ready to be placed on the animal after the daily watering, grooming and feeding is completed. The men will eat after the horses do. At night they sleep eight men per bell tent – essentially the Australian Army’s answer to teepees – with each man’s feet pointing to the central pole. Being adept with a rifle and a mount is assumed, but the most important thing now is to learn how to drill, use Light Horse tactics, both mounted and dismounted, and function as a section.


A what?


A section! It is the most basic building block of our force, as Trooper Ion Idriess declares: ‘We are all concentrated in sections. A section is four men. A section lives together, eats together, sleeps together, fights together, and when a shell lands on it, dies together. A full troop of men has eight sections. There are four troops to a squadron, three squadrons to a regiment. I’m not going further than the regiment. Our big world is the regiment and even then most of us don’t know intimately the men out of our own squadron. Our life is just concentrated in the “section”. We growl together, we swear together, we take one another’s blasted horses to water, we conspire against the damned troop-sergeant together, we growl against the war and we damn the officers up hill and down dale together; we do everything together – in fact, this whole blasted war is being fought in sections.’17


Now, time for drill, and across the country the likes of Fred Rawlings, Maurie Evans, Ion Idriess and all the rest learn how to fire from the saddle; how to dismount in the shortest amount of time; find good cover and keep firing; how to scout, patrol and skirmish. In such skirmishes, only three men of the section will join in after they dismount their horse; the fourth man will hold and lead the horses, waiting for the signal to advance or withdraw.


Meantime, remember! When firing at moving targets approaching, you must constantly adjust the sights on your rifles, otherwise as they get closer you will end up firing well over their heads. Each man and horse rides in concert with the others, each racing to position, charging together in drills that forge the four into one.


Obviously, there is a sad lack of experience among the new recruits. But, at least at Sydney’s Liverpool Army Camp, even the more experienced riders can stand to have a bit of swagger knocked out of them by … ‘Bill the Bastard’. Now, that might seem like an impolite name for a horse, but few who’ve been put upon him will argue, as he swiftly brings even the most accomplished riders back to earth.


Literally and eventually! Bill likes to kick them up first before gravity takes and does the second bit. Look, now!


For there goes another one, sent careering skywards before landing with a shattering thump on the muddy ground of Liverpool’s horse corral, as the men roar. It is almost a rite of passage.


While the average Waler is around 14 hands tall, Bill the Bastard stands an extraordinary 17.2 hands – 5 foot 9 inches in the old money – a giant of a chestnut gelding of highly uncertain breeding, but well named. For he really is a bastard, in fact a bastard’s bastard, and besides that, no bastard can ride the bastard! Unscrupulous outback stations have sold wild horses to the Army which they claim have been broken, but some of the horses are not only no such thing, they refuse to be broken.


Recruit after recruit to the Light Horse does his best on this buckjumper to beat them all, but to the growing delight of all who are in on the phenomenon even the best and boldest riders – those who have broken in horses from the Overflow down to the Back’o’Bourke and out to the Black Stump – can hold for no longer than ten seconds at best. This horse is like none they have ever seen before.


What to do with him?


Send him anyway.


Whatever else, the horse’s phenomenal strength will surely come in useful for carrying supplies and munitions, not to mention the phenomenal horsepower required to haul guns forward with their limbers. Fortunately, Bill doesn’t seem to mind that kind of work. It’s just people he can’t stand. So, get him ready with the thousands of other horses we are preparing to send to England with the troops.


But truly?


There is not time for much more, and much of whatever else specialist training the recruits need can be done on the spot.


Quick now!


The Germans have already invaded Belgium. The brutes are advancing at the rate of three miles a day, which might not sound like much, but at that rate Belgium is only about a month long. It is a matter of urgency to get these Australian infantry and Light Horsemen onto ships – where many onboard lectures can sharpen their knowledge if not their skills – and then get them to England, where they can complete their training on the Salisbury Plain. And then they can be sent to Europe to take on the Hun!


The weeks of training rush by.


•


Here in the English town of Epsom, everything is so exciting!


Yes, for Alaric Boor it had really been a wrench to leave the wonderful warmth and familiarity at Brasenose College and Oxford to join up with the Public School Corps and to begin training in France. But of course it had been his duty to King and country, and in the second place he is filled with exhilaration at being part of something so extraordinary, as trains and buses continue to disgorge thousands of similarly high-spirited young men of the Empire, all come to begin their training in the fields outside Epsom, just 13 miles south of London.


‘Everywhere, it appears,’ young Alaric writes home to his fond parents, ‘the spirit of optimism prevails, and despite the German advance at the time of writing, [we] confidently believed that the Allies’ turn for the offensive would shortly arrive …’18


The Sunday Times agrees and paints the novel picture for its readers of this small town turned training ground overnight.


‘Epsom was invaded on Saturday, but not by Germans. Through its streets there was the march of many men, but they were all sons of the British Empire, and though none of the three thousand, two hundred and fifty – the first detachment of the Old Public Schools and University Corps – carried a rifle, all of the men hope and expect to cross the water and get face to face with the Germans in unusually quick time. The brigade consists of five thousand men; men who are the flower of the young manhood of England, men who bear with them the stamp of a vigorous healthy athletic life spent in the playing fields, or on the rivers of England. Epsom had its first sight of these about 4 o’clock one Friday afternoon, and from then until sleep drew the curtain down, the inhabitants had plenty to see and talk about. We arrived at Epsom Downs Station and marched into Epsom town square. When the many detachments of the invading army had assembled in the centre of the place; the old High Street presented a new and wonderful spectacle.’19


So say it, Alaric, for you know you must and give us at least a few words worth.




Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,


But to be young was very heaven.





•


It has all happened so fast.


For now Victoria’s 8th Light Horse Regiment is on its way. Under the earnest command of Lieutenant Colonel Alexander White, the men have trained hard, worked well, gelled as a fighting unit and received their embarkation orders just days before.


Inevitably, as the troopship Star of Victoria steams out of Port Phillip Bay, the men gaze earnestly at Melbourne Town for a last look – how long before they see it again, if ever. Few gaze with more emotion than White himself, wearing the locket with the picture of his beloved wife, Myrtle, and baby son Alexander around his neck, so that they are always with him. But unlike his men, on this day White genuinely has some chance of actually seeing his family, as the ship passes by the shoreside suburb of Elsternwick, right where his family home lies.


And there it is, Cole Street! Adjusting the focus of his field-glasses, he can clearly see his elderly neighbour, Armstrong, and his even more aged dog! A tiny swivel to the right and he can see it clearly. It is the lovely house he and Myrtle had purchased just before their marriage, the one he had laughingly carried her over the threshold into, after the wedding and there … there … there …


Alas, alas, he cannot see Myrtle and baby Alex, try as he might. They must be inside. If only he could have been more precise as to what time the ship was leaving, he could have arranged for them to be outside. Still hopeful, White keeps the binoculars trained until their blessed home disappears from view and Elsternwick itself fades into the hazy horizon. Sadly, he brings his glasses down. No matter that he is in command of 500 Troopers, it is only the locket he keeps brushing his fingers against that keeps him from feeling completely alone.


•




Australia takes her pen in hand


To write a line to you,


To let you fellows understand


How proud we are of you.


From shearing shed and cattle run,


From Broome to Hobson’s Bay,


Each native-born Australian son


Stands straighter up today.


The man who used to ‘hump his drum’,


On far-out Queensland runs


Is fighting side by side with some


Tasmanian farmer’s sons …


The old state jealousies of yore


Are dead as Pharaoh’s sow,


We’re not State children any more —


We’re all Australians now!


‘We’re All Australians Now’ by Banjo Paterson





November 1914, leaving shore, pyramid scheme


For the 30,000 Australian and Kiwi soldiers now steaming towards Europe aboard 48 transport ships, there is no question. These men of what is known as the ‘First Contingent’, are the southern sons of the Empire and they won’t have it forgotten. Armed service is more than a duty, it is an honour and a privilege. Banjo Paterson certainly thinks so, and spends his time aboard the Euripides writing for the Sydney Morning Herald:


‘It is strange to look out over the grey sea, not a ripple on the water, the horizon shrouded in haze, and to think of England calling up men from the ends of the earth – to think of these great flotillas … of which one is, perhaps, even now behind that haze, all steaming steadily and purposefully towards the goal. Has anything like it ever been seen in the world before? The ends of the earth are called in for troops, the sea is furrowed with keels, and the very air is called into service to carry messages. If anything would cure a man of being a “little Australian”, it would be such an expedition as this.’20


For now the news breaks, as reported by the Foreign Office in a bulletin that comes over the ship’s radio, ‘Owing to hostile acts committed by Turkish forces under German officers, a state of war exists between Great Britain and Turkey as from today.’21


It is wonderful news. Their greatest fear had been that the war would be over before they got there, but now those fears can settle.


And in other news, Kingsburgh, ridden by the four foot tall wonder George Meddick, has won the Melbourne Cup! Good God Almighty, what would that be like – to round the final turn at Flemington, and thunder to the finish atop your charging steed!


In the meantime, however, what is that bloody smell?


It is the horses. Their horses. It is always the horses. Eleven thousand of them are secured in hastily constructed stalls on and below decks, across all the ships. It is unbelievable just what stench their daily ablutions can emit and a large part of the Troopers’ ship-life is engaging in the Herculean task of trying to keep those stalls clean, as well as get the horses exercised on deck. Even now it looks like it’s going to be a close-run thing to get them to England in shape to perform, as so many are simply collapsing. Horses are supposed to sleep standing up, but not lately, not on Banjo’s ship, where they are dropping like flies and they don’t bloody get up unless you lift them.


Banjo being Banjo, he writes a poem about it, entitled, ‘There’s Another Blessed Horse Fell Down’.




When you’re lying in your hammock, sleeping soft and sleeping sound,


Without a care or trouble on your mind,


And there’s nothing to disturb you but the engines going round,


And you’re dreaming of the girl you left behind;


In the middle of your joys you’ll be wakened by a noise


And a clatter on the deck above your crown,


And you’ll hear the corporal shout as he turns the picket out,


‘There’s another blessed horse fell down.’





The most troublesome of them all, albeit on another ship, is of course Bill the Bastard. Even when boarding he had very nearly been left behind because of his demeanour.


Yes, he’ll be an incredible packhorse for his formidable strength alone. But it is that very strength which is such a handful in the confined space of a ship. It takes four Troopers pulling hard on his ropes to get him to go anywhere.


In truth, Bill the Bastard is so wild that there is a growing view that the best thing would be to shoot him, throw him over the side and feed him to the sharks. But Bill had retained some support, almost in the spirit of Banjo’s most famous poem.




I think we ought to let him come, he said.


I warrant he’ll be with us, when he’s wanted at the end.





For it’s his strength, don’t you see?


He is the strongest horse anyone has ever seen. Yes, it’ll be a long haul to England to get Bill the Bastard there in one piece, but it can be done.


•


Colonel Harry Chauvel, Australia’s just arrived representative to the War Office in London, is concerned. Several trips out to the camps into which the Australians are due to go – at various spots around the Salisbury Plain – have confirmed his worst fears. The promised barracks have not been built, the whole thing is a shambles and, possibly, simply unworkable. (The nearest stable structure would appear to be Stonehenge.) After all, even the Canadians – who as a people take ice cubes with their mothers’ milk – complain that it is freezing, while the miles of mud make movement as impossible as it is filthy. What’s worse, and particularly makes Colonel Chauvel worry about what is coming – his countrymen, en masse – is that those same Canadian soldiers have been raising hell in the nearby cathedral city of Salisbury, causing shocking headlines. If that is what the relatively genteel Canadians do, just what kind of hell will a further 20,000 Australians raise when it is even more crowded, muddier and colder?


In his quiet but no-nonsense manner, Chauvel is not long in putting his views to Australia’s High Commissioner, Sir George Reid. We must do something, Sir George. Plans must change. The first ships of our soldiers are no more than a week away from reaching the Suez Canal on their way here. Instead of putting our troops on Salisbury Plain in the freezing cold, it makes much more sense to have them train in Egypt. After all, with Turkey now in the war, they may well be required to fight in those parts and, if not, it is still far better to have them train there in the warmth. They can always be brought on to England and sent to France, if necessary.


Sir George takes his point, as he has learnt is always the best way with the sage Chauvel.


This late in the piece, there is only one man in Britain who could intervene to have those ships stopped in Egypt. Happily, Sir George knows Lord Kitchener, the Secretary of State for War, very well and quickly goes in search of him. Leave it with me, Colonel Chauvel.


•


The sound of cheering and animated conversation breaks out all over every ship in the convoy as the glad tidings wash from stern to starboard to port to bow and back again. They say the word has come from the Admiralty, that we’re not going to be landing in the Old Dart after all. Nup, apparently we’re going to land in Egypt, and do our training there!


If proof is not in the pudding that night, it comes with official confirmation during lunch the next day: after steaming 100 miles up the Suez Canal we’ll be heading west to make a landing in Alexandria, where trains will await to take us to Cairo.


Mid-November 1914, Constantinople, the rule of three


It had all been so easy when they started out, branded as the Young Turks.


For they had been every bit of that, and more.


Enver Pasha, Djemal Pasha and Talaat Pasha are united not just by a title but by a passion to save their empire. They are the revolutionary leaders of the Committee of Union and Progress who, on 13 January 1913, had seized control of the Sublime Porte – the seat of Ottoman power in Constantinople for the last 400 years. The Young Turks had stormed the palace, gunning down the War Minister and his Adjutant Major, and forcing the 90-year-old Grand Vizier Kamil to resign.


Ya Namus Ya Ölüm! Honour or death! The three men will soon be known across the land as ‘the Three Pashas’. Enver Pasha has become the powerful Minister of War and Chief of the General Staff – making him the political and military leader of the armed forces – while his key ally, Djemal Pasha, is Minister of the Navy and Enver’s right-hand man, Talaat Pasha, is the Minister of the Interior.


And now here they are, at war with an implacable foe, which makes Enver Pasha the most powerful man in the land. On this day he has invited Djemal to his glorious home above the Bosphorus to unveil his next glorious idea.


‘Djemal Pasha,’ he says, with that touch of unnecessary formality that is his trademark, intoning his words as if he were a textbook working up the nerve to be an encyclopedia: ‘I want to start an offensive against the Suez Canal to keep the English tied up in Egypt, and thus not only compel them to leave there a large number of Indian divisions, which they are now sending to the Western Front, but prevent them from concentrating a force to land at the Dardanelles.’


Djemal realises he is not hearing a thought, but a typically detailed Enver plan, already being enacted even before being revealed! And sure enough, as Enver Pasha continues his stately speaking, that truth is unveiled.


‘With that end in view,’ Enver continues, ‘I’ve been making preparations in Syria for a month or two. I’ve earmarked the 8th Army Corps, under the command of Mersinli Djemal, for this business. As the Germans attach the greatest importance to the execution of this operation, I’ve appointed Lieutenant Colonel Kress von Kressenstein Bey as Chief of Staff and sent him to Damascus as attaché of the German Military Mission.’22


Djemal is immediately uneasy. The Germans are gifted at many things – alas, taking and following orders from people who are not also German is not among them. But do go on, Enver Pasha.


‘The news from Syria points to general disturbance in the country and great activity on the part of the revolutionary Arabs. In these circumstances I have wondered whether Your Excellency would not give a further proof of your patriotism by taking over the command of the Fourth Army. In doing so you would have to prepare (and carry through) the attack on the Canal, and also maintain peace and internal order in Syria. I don’t know if I may venture to make this proposal to you?’


Djemal Pasha accepts, as both knew he would: ‘I consider it my sacred duty to go.’


And within two days, Djemal Pasha is on his way, farewelled at Constantinople’s principal station by many officials, one of whom says to him with heartfelt passion, ‘The nation expects from you great exploits and speedy news of victory.’23


Does it indeed?


‘I am fully conscious of both the greatness and the immense difficulties of the task before me,’ Djemal Pasha replies, meeting the eyes of his well-wishers with his intense, dark glare. ‘If our enterprise fails, and my corpse and those of the brave men going with me are left at the Canal, the friends of our country will then have to take up our work, must sweep over us and rescue Egypt, the rightful property of Islam, from the hands of the English usurpers.’24


That will be your task, gentlemen. With that, he doffs his black fez to the crowd and boards the train, on his way to that shining jewel in the crown of the Ottoman Empire that is Damascus, from where he will gather his forces before moving on the Suez Canal.


•


For the Australians heading out aboard the Euripides, the big wide world they’d been looking forward to seeing is suddenly closing in. Just a couple of hours ago their ship had been a small speck on a vast and shimmering ocean, a tiny crawling mite on an endless blue canvas. But now the Australians are suddenly aboard a gigantic vessel in this mostly man-made canal, the Suez waterway only just big enough to fit their ship going north while also accommodating all the ships heading south.


On this bright moonlit night of 1 December 1914, not even four months since the war had begun, the Australian soldiers and Troopers crowding the decks can look to both port and starboard to see vast tracts of trackless desert. Those with a sense of geography quickly get their bearings. To their right must be Egypt’s vast Sinai Desert and beyond it the Biblical realms of the Holy Land with towns like Bethlehem and Jerusalem. Well over the horizon on the left is the Nile, which weaves its way to Cairo.


On the western bank, in the wan luminescence, they can see ghostly regiments of the netherworld – actually Indian soldiers, complete with turbans and swords, standing guard behind what look to be entire forts of sandbags and rolls of barbed wire.


Dawn reveals a slowly moving picture show of endlessly exotic things, starting with an eternity of tiny mud huts beside pocket-handkerchief vegetable patches tended by heavily veiled women carrying huge water jars amazingly balanced on their heads.


‘I have just witnessed,’ one Australian soldier records, ‘a tribe of natives paying their tribute to their God … kneeling and bobbing up and down like a Jack in a box, then they would mutter something to themselves, with their hands up in the air, then nearly knock their brains out with bowing to the sun.’25


Somewhere in the distance comes a weird wailing of origin unknown.


For those aboard the Euripides though, the most extraordinary thing is still to come. On the hazy horizon to their north, they suddenly see a major town with spires and towers, just sort of floating above the shimmer only for it to slowly ……… fade ……… from view as they approach! Yes, a mysterious mirage, but so real!


‘This ghostly desert town,’ Banjo Paterson records, ‘made more impression on the men than anything that they saw; it seemed uncanny.’26


Onwards.


Instead of passing the port to the left, as has long been the tradition in the maritime world, the Euripides soon berths at that most ancient of port cities, Alexandria – founded and named by Alexander the Great himself, that masterful military commander of the ancient world who had conquered these very parts.


Within three hours the soldiers are on the train, steaming south through the Delta country on the 120-mile trip to Cairo.


‘I fairly drank it all in,’ one soldier will recall, ‘for we were now in the land of mystery and wonderful things.’27 Another notes, ‘The native villages are most peculiarly laid out and the method of tilling the land somewhat strange to us Australians. It is quite common to see an ox and a camel, or a camel and a donkey pulling an old wooden plough.’28


After arriving at Cairo’s Central Station the Australians begin the march to their training camp at a place called Mena, 10 miles away, and shortly after traversing a bridge that takes them over the mighty moonlit ribbon of the Nile, they see them.


Pyramids!


The Mena Camp – where they will shortly put up tents and build latrines – proves to lie within the moon-shadow of the towering 482-foot Great Pyramid of King Cheops, with the surrounding desert to be their principal training ground. Ever more members of the Light Horse will arrive in succeeding days, weeks and months. Hopping around the camp at the Pyramids are at least a half-dozen of the smarter kangaroos and wallabies the troops brought from Australia – the ones who had not jumped overboard on the way over. (The kangaroos, babies when they left port, are supposed to be mascots, now they are a source of fascination to locals and irritation to officers trying to work out what to do with them. The Cairo Zoo will soon have some new recruits.)


•


Few are more pleased at news of the Australians’ safe arrival and successful establishment than Colonel Chauvel. He is particularly interested to get reports on how the 1st Light Horse Brigade is faring, and for good reason. Even before Chauvel had made the suggestion for the Australian troops to be trained in Egypt, a cable had arrived from Australia informing him that instead of being Australia’s representative in London to the War Office he was to journey to Egypt himself and assume command of the 1st Light Horse Brigade when it arrives. Officers of his calibre, with his level of experience with the Light Horse, are simply too valuable to waste on the War Office. Someone else can do it. Chauvel is soon on the high seas, on the ocean liner SS Mooltan, heading for Egypt and his men. It had been shockingly difficult to leave his wife and three children in their comfortable digs in London where he had so recently installed them, but there is nothing for it.


This is war, this is duty; all else must wait and be missed. Onwards.


•


For most of the Australian soldiers now settled into the endless line of sandy tents in the desert that is the Mena Camp, the strangeness of the environment is soon matched by the sense of time. Is it really only six weeks ago that they left Australia, and all that was familiar to them? It seems so long ago, another world, another life. They dream of home when they can, which is not long, for every day starts with reveille at 5 am SHARP, the sound of the bugle whipping across the desert sands and through their thin canvas tents before drilling right into their ears.


Up! Up! Up!


Now clean the horse lines, feed your mounts, water them, groom them, and then you can eat. Look after them like silkworms and they will look after you in battle. And make no mistake – they are more important than you. Together you are a complete fighting unit!


After a breakfast of eggs and bread and jam washed down by tea stewed in the curious British standard issue ‘Tommy Cooker’ – small stoves – now we are back at it, falling in for the first of many inspections and roll-calls for the day.


And then back to the endless pill of drill, drill, drill. Yours not to reason why, yours to drill until you die, apparently. (The instructors are aware we are in Egypt, yes? It’s so hot it makes Darwin look like Hobart. Sigh.)


It is at Mena, just a couple of weeks after the first arrivals, that Charles Bean, often spied with his pad in hand jotting notes all the while in his mad dash of a scrawl, reports back to his readers: ‘All day long, in every valley of the Sahara for miles around the Pyramids, were groups or lines of men advancing, retiring, drilling, or squatted near their piled arms listening to their officer … At first, in order to harden the troops, they wore as a rule full kit with heavy packs. Their backs became drenched with perspiration, the bitter desert wind blew on them …’29


Meanwhile, the Troopers of the Light Horse regiments are equally busy getting both themselves and their horses in shape. By now the best of the Troopers and their horses have a bond close enough to be like family members, each understanding, trusting and depending on the other. Look after your horses, and they will look after you. Look after your Troopers, and they will look after you.


On 18 December, a fortnight after their arrival, an intrepid reporter from the Egyptian Gazette records the scene.


‘The many lines of beautiful and much loved horses strike the onlooker immediately; they have practically constant attention night and day. Being packed on the boats as they were the whole time from Australia, standing for seven or eight weeks has for the time weakened and stiffened their legs and joints and at present not one of them is being ridden. They are exercised daily, at first gently, increasing to 10 mile exercises and training they are now undergoing.’30


In coming weeks, the men will be taking their horses on long treks through the desert to toughen both before making rapid attacks on a designated sandhill three miles away, dismounting and firing a dozen times, fixing bayonets and charging, and so on and so forth as the sun blazes down and they can return at the end of the day to the Sphinx that awaits at the base of the Pyramids, just as the cat used to greet them at home after a hard day’s work.


For all the hard yakka of this training, the Australian Troopers can still find the funny side of things, no matter how exhausted they are. On one occasion a company from the 7th Battalion is on the march near Cairo, when they pass by a group of hawkers and their donkeys.


Left … left … left, right, left …


At that very moment a male donkey becomes so excited by a nearby female donkey that the soldiers roar with ribald laughter. Annoyed, the nearest hawker gives the donkey’s ear a vicious twist, at which point the donkey’s excitement instantly dissipates.


Just a few minutes later, two beautiful Englishwomen in a fine carriage heave into view, whereupon the Captain outdoes himself to first halt the Company and now engage the women in lightly flirtatious greetings, whereupon a laconic drawl comes from deep within the ranks: ‘Twist his ear, sergeant.’31


They march on through the Egyptian streets, by the vendors, the beggars, the street-kids in this riot of a city. Though they have only been here for a few weeks, the Australians have already come to understand and even use some of the local language.


Baksheesh is not just the cry from the Cairo beggars asking for alms for the poor, but is also the small bribe seemingly required from anyone to do anything in a hurry. For in these parts hurry itself is in exceedingly short supply.


When will something be ready, or be completed?


The answer is invariably inshallah, meaning ‘tomorrow, Allah willing’, while you must understand that tomorrow does not mean something between dawn on the morrow and dusk. It means sometime in the future if Allah wills it, but if he doesn’t so be it, do not fret. Allah is in charge of everything that happens, so there is no point in fretting when it hasn’t happened yet, or when it hasn’t happened in the way you want it to have happened. Everything happens, inshallah, when Allah wills it, in the way he wills it to happen.


Meantime, a wadi describes the usual watercourses that criss-cross the desert. And any geographic feature that has a Tel in it means it most likely comes complete with ruins, as Tel is an Arabic word denoting ancient mounds, often composed of the remains of centuries of different structures.


There are also words which the Troopers use as short-hand for their own, purely military world. Anti-aircraft guns are known as ‘Archie’, the officer class is known as ‘Brass’. And those pooncey Poms prancing about on their thoroughbreds who, with swords actually part of their kit, call themselves the British cavalry? They are ‘donkey wallopers’.


What can the Australian Troopers do on those rare occasions when they are allowed time off from training? The obvious: drinking and chasing women in ‘the Wazza’, Cairo’s extraordinarily exotic, erotic, red-light district, where the air is filled with an intoxicating mix of perfume, hashish smoke, strange languages and edgy excitement. It is a place of labyrinthian alleys, dimly lit rooms and shouting hawkers where – and this is extraordinary – for only a few shillings you can get an actual nail that Jesus was nailed to the cross with!


As to the women, they are everywhere and hail from the same: coming from as far afield as Italy, Greece, Armenia, Persia and Sudan; and are present in all shapely shapes, sizes and states of undress. They titter, teeter and totter on the balconies beckoning the Australian soldiers to come hither.


If you do, all the soldiers know – they hand out more roots than a mangrove swamp for as little as six ‘disasters’ (piastres) a pop, the equivalent of just a single shilling! All while we are getting paid six shillings a day!


What better place to run riot, drink like a mad dog, and maybe pick fights with Pommies, knowing your mates will back you up. After all, the only real authority hereabouts is the fat Nubian, Ibrahim al-Gharbi, known as the ‘King of the Wazza’, an odd sod who dresses in sheila’s clothing and wears a white veil. No, seriously.


Of course their senior officers don’t like the Australians heading into the Wazza in such numbers, and drinking so heavily, but so what?


We can sort that out when we get back.


Our reputation, when we do turn up at camp precedes us, and it is reflected in a running joke about the nightly exchange that goes on between the camp sentries and new arrivals.


Sentry: ‘Halt! Who goes there?’


Voice: ‘Ceylon Planters’ Rifles.’


Sentry: ‘Pass, friend.’


A little later.


Sentry: ‘Halt! Who goes there?’


Voice: ‘Auckland Mounted Rifles.’


Sentry: ‘Pass, friend.’


A little later again.


Sentry: ‘Halt! Who goes there?’


Voice: ‘What the fuck has it got to do with you?’


Sentry: ‘Pass, Australian.’32









CHAPTER TWO


DEATH IN THE SUN




The joy-spots of this old Bible desert are the oases. They seem to be about twenty-five to thirty miles apart, except when there are groups within a few miles of one another as in the huge Katia oasis area. Each little group of date-palms among the sandy hills shelters that most precious thing to man – water. It is in tiny wells which have been used since countless centuries before Moses.1


Ion Idriess, The Desert Column


Tibby Cotter is the match-winner, stump-breaker, and sensation-provider of Australia. He started this season by getting six wickets for 12, the last five for three, and smashed a stump.2


From a 1908 Sydney Mail profile of the leading Test cricketers of the day. Cotter was the third one profiled after Victor Trumper and M. A. Noble.





15 January 1915, Jerusalem, singing in the Suez


Hark!


It is men singing.


Many men singing.


It is practically a Turkish anthem: ‘The red flag flies over Cairo.’


In the middle of the throng is the Commander of the Fourth Army, the man with jet-black eyes, which match his black fez and thick black beard, Djemal Pasha, surrounded by his usual squadron of gaily attired guards on camels. He is feeling strong as they march through the ancient streets, on their way south to Beersheba, where a force of 15,000 men from the Ottoman 8th Corps will join the advance, and they will go all the way to the Suez Canal, which they intend to cross and get all the way to Cairo! They are supported by 1500 Arabs and eight batteries of field artillery, and drag 10 enormous pontoons which, strung together, should allow them to cross and establish a beach-head on the far shore of the Canal to enable a place for them to cross en masse.


Now, Djemal Pasha has been described as a ‘bon vivant with a weakness for pomp and circumstance’, and for ‘beautiful Jewesses’, who plays poker, races horses and smokes cigars. But on matters military he is nothing if not capable, and in this parade he has already boasted to his troops: ‘We’ll meet on the other side of the Canal or in Heaven!’3


For now, they must settle down as the long haul gets underway in the growing moonlight. The first major stop will be Beersheba, where they can replenish their water supplies. They will continue to move at night, and camp in the desert during the day, the men on small canvas sheets, while Djemal Pasha will take his rest amid ‘magnificent tents, hat stands, commodes’.4


‘Everyone was absolutely convinced that the Canal would certainly be crossed,’ Pasha will recall, ‘that we should dig ourselves in securely on the further bank, and that the Egyptian patriots would then rise and attack the English in the rear.’


Djemal himself is not quite so confident, having been informed of the bristling British defences that await, but no matter.


‘I used to talk to the troops every night about the victory in store, and what a glorious victory it would be …’5


For their parts, both Mersinli Djemal and Colonel Kress von Kressenstein – who, as Commander of the Fourth Army’s 8th Corps and his Chief of Staff, will have operational control of the actual attack – are more sanguine.


They plan to order their men to fight to the death, maintaining the attack until the objective is reached.


February 1915, Liverpool, cometh the horsemen


And so they keep coming, from all over the country, to join the Australian Light Horse.


Among them on this day is a notably good-looking fellow with an educated, well-bred air about him, projecting a sense of both ‘can-do’ and ‘has-done’. His name is Guy Haydon, he is 25 years old, hails from the Upper Hunter Valley famous Haydon horse stud, Bloomfield, established in 1838, and comes complete with the stud’s prize pedigree mare. She is in fact one of the most legendary steeds in New South Wales, Midnight – born at exactly that time – out of Tester by Moonlight.


Haydon, a strapping six-footer and graduate of the Shore School in Sydney, had raised Midnight from a foal and been riding her for most of the last decade. Just as Guy had been practically able to ride before he could walk, Midnight had known Guy’s steady hand long before she could trot. The bond between them is so strong it is spiritual. When Guy is on her back, they are not two, they are one.


And yes, few horses of her pedigree would be sent to the war, but the Haydons come to the conclusion that, given Guy’s bond and mastery of Midnight’s majesty, it will improve the chances of him coming home safe. A mighty mare, she is distinctive not only for her coal-black coat, but also for the fact that on her forehead is a ‘small white star with three little peaks like the petals of a tiara pointing upwards. There was a distinctive white triangular peak on the front of her near hind coronet, standing all alone, matching the upward peaks on her star.’6


While his older brother Fred has stayed back to help his parents on the stud, Guy joins the Australian Light Horse in the company of his younger brother, Barney, on the firm promise made by Guy to his parents that he will keep a close eye on Barney.


They will be following their much-admired cousin Stuart Haydon, who had joined up in the early days of the war. Guy Haydon is one of those men who spent more time on the saddle than in the high chair when he was a toddler. He’d excelled at rowing, rugby and cricket throughout his time at school in Sydney, but never lost his passion for putting a foot in a stirrup.


When they arrive at Liverpool enlistment camp it is to the wry amusement of all the Hunter Valley men that they are required by the Light Horse instructors to put themselves and their mounts through a series of manoeuvres to prove they are actual horsemen – to ride, gallop, jump and steer with a flick of the reins as though these were tests instead of reflexes for them – it’s like asking a bloke from west of Dubbo if he can knock back a beer before you let him join up – handling a horse is something that all of them just do.


Haydon dominates the day, just as he and Midnight have dominated all the bushman carnivals and camp drafting competitions up Hunter Valley way for most of the last decade. Together, the two are the pride of the squadron, which is being formed practically from the moment of their arrival in camp.


4.20 am, 3 February 1915, Suez Canal, West Bank check


Movement in the moonlight!


It is the soldiers of the 62nd Punjabis, of the 22nd Indian Infantry Brigade, who spy them first – men on rafts and pontoons trying to cross the Suez Canal from east to west! Extraordinarily, a large mass of Turks has indeed succeeded in crossing the Sinai, and the first of them – the vanguard of Djemal Pasha’s ‘Suez Expeditionary Force’, 15,000 soldiers strong, with nine batteries of field artillery – are trying to get across the Canal itself to fight up close with those defending on the west bank.


But not tonight, Ahmed.


Indian machine-gunners from the 62nd quickly cut a swathe through the would-be invaders on the water, together with those massed on the other shore, and are soon joined by their fellow Indians from the 128th Pioneers, as well as an Egyptian artillery battery. They, in turn, come under heavy fire from the Turks on the other side – including artillery, which they have somehow dragged across the Sinai! At the first light of dawn, the Turks redouble their efforts, both here and further north at the key Suez Canal port of Kantara.


Courtesy of pontoons, two companies of Turkish and Arab soldiers actually succeed in crossing under the cover of heavy machine-gun fire from the eastern shore, but come under the brave and concentrated fire of the defending soldiers, together with the British gunships arriving from their base at Port Said. Seven of the pontoons are destroyed by artillery.


From a hill two miles back, Djemal Pasha is watching closely through his glasses, his worst fears near confirmed. They have done mightily well to come this far, but, yes, the British defences look to be simply too strong. By noon he is convinced that getting more troops across the Canal and seizing the city of Ismailia on the other side must surely be out of the question. He sends for Mersinli Djemal, the Commander of the 8th Corps. Mersinli Djemal is not ready to give up, insisting that if he can get full artillery support by nightfall, they could perhaps get more men across at dawn the next day, a proposition that his Chief of Staff, Colonel Kress von Kressenstein, agrees with.


But Djemal Pasha’s ink-black eyes flash in stern disagreement.


‘The attempt to cross the Canal a second time is dependent upon the resources at our disposal, and according to the reports you have sent in we have not more than three pontoons left. The proposal to swim across the Canal is perfectly hopeless. How, then, do you propose to carry out your scheme?’7


There is no firm reply, but what Djemal Pasha can see is that Kress von Kressenstein – who has been working on this expedition for nearly three months – ‘regarded this campaign as his life’s purpose, was in utter despair at the apparent failure, and considered death the only remedy’.8


Glistening ’neath his monocle, the German now bursts out.


‘Your Excellency! In my view it is now the duty of the Expeditionary Force to die to a man on the Canal!’


Djemal Pasha answers him quietly, his voice as dark as his glare.


‘I didn’t call you here to hold a council of war and share the responsibility for my decisions with you …’


The point is taken in cold silence and Kress von Kressenstein listens as his commander goes on.


‘I gather from what you say that there is nothing more to be done. If we stay another day by the Canal, the Expeditionary Force will be entirely destroyed. This force represents all that is available to the Ottoman Empire in an emergency for the defence of Syria and Palestine. I have no higher duty than to preserve this force from danger, and put it to the best uses until the end of the war. I think it is preferable to hold our positions until evening, keeping up the artillery duel with the enemy, and then utilise the darkness to withdraw the troops to the lines they left yesterday evening. From there we can march back slowly to Beersheba …’9


And so it is done. By nightfall, all the Turks laying siege to the Suez Canal have pulled back, and by dawn they are out of sight, disappeared into the Sinai whence they came. They have suffered 1300 casualties.


For the exhausted but victorious British forces they leave behind, there is exultation. They have taken on the Turks and beaten the bastards back!


The worry is that they will clearly be trying again.


But there is also incredulity at just how close the Turks had come, how many men they had massed for the attack. For it is nothing less than extraordinary!


The reason they had been able to arrive essentially undetected had been because they had eschewed the route taken by all invaders since the time of the Pharaohs through to Napoleon – pushing along the caravan road by the sea, where there is more water, cover and food. Instead, close questioning of the Turkish prisoners reveals that, mostly by marching through the night and resting by day in the wadis, they had succeeded in crossing the trackless Sinai Desert, coming via the Palestinian town of Beersheba right out in the middle of those desert wastelands. It is an amazing achievement, previously thought impossible.


The Suez will have to be reinforced; the Turks, Germans and Arabs stopped; and – if all goes well – the forces of the British Empire can begin to push Johnny Turk back across the Sinai.


After all, as General Kitchener himself will observe when first having a close look at the set-up, ‘Are you defending the Canal, or is the Canal defending you?’10


This whole thing may indeed need a rethink.


But whatever they do, they will definitely need plenty more troops to do it – and they will have to come from the British Empire. Recruitment drives must be picked up, and perhaps even conscription introduced into those countries that can manage it.


Send us your finest!


1 March 1915, Sydney, ride to the bridle register


The orders are in, their time has come at last. The 12th Australian Light Horse Regiment is issued with authority for active service abroad and proceed in formation out of Liverpool Camp to nearby Holsworthy Camp.


The only interruption for the newly arrived men from the Hunter Valley is when they are granted one weekend’s leave so that all can be present when Guy Haydon marries the love of his life, the beautiful Bonnie Hindmarsh. A dear friend of his sister Madge, she hails from Lismore, is the daughter of a well-known New South Wales parliamentarian, and neither bride nor groom could be happier. It had come as a shock to both of them to have had the thrill and wonder of a joyous engagement, only to realise that Guy would be going away to war, but what can they do?


Like everyone else, only the best they can.


On the Saturday night at Strathfield, the wine and beer flow, the speeches are made, the bridal waltz is followed by dancing that goes well past midnight and, after one blessed night with his bride, Guy Haydon and his fellow new recruits of the 12th Light Horse must again get into their uniforms and head back to Holsworthy for more training.


Good Friday, 2 April 1915, Cairo, a pox on both your houses


Bloody locusts. There is a plague of locusts in Egypt. True, frogs are not falling from the sky and water isn’t turning into blood, but it still feels a little too like the Biblical Armageddon for comfort. Swirling, whirling little bastards, the insects flock and block out the sun, sprawling and crawling over every bloody thing, their wings like ‘whirring wheels’.11


Never mind. The word is it’s on, from tomorrow, as we embark for parts unknown. Which means we have just one night left to enjoy ourselves in Cairo in parts well known.


We will drink until we are drunk and then keep going until all the booze is gone. We who are about to depart are going to make a bloody good start at painting this town redder than the Red Sea.


Where can one obtain fine grog and girls?


Well, where else but the Wazza!


So it is that by 3 o’clock on this hot afternoon, it seems like entire brigades of Australian and New Zealand soldiers are joyfully stumbling around the Wazza, as tight as two Lords, and in the mood for love, in a back room if possible. Now, in this drunken haze a blazing row with some pimps begins, and when we say blazing, we mean it. For look up there, no falling frogs, but blazing mattresses falling from the sky, wending their way quickly to the flaming streets of the Wazza. What the hell is going on?


A blue, in the upper floors of the whorehouse at Number 8, Darb al-Muballat. After the mattresses come furniture, clothes, chairs and shutters, all raining down to the bleary cheers of the soldiers beneath. What to do with all this debris? How about a bonfire? The mattresses are still alight and they are soon not alone, a proper Guy Fawkes blaze now breaches the peace in the Egyptian streets. From above, yelling continues; from below the Egyptian police arrive, and if there is a sober witness to tell them what is going on, they are surely not speaking English. Well, what did happen?


Not enough! ‘Finish the bastards off!’12 the soldiers yell as the police are now attacked! There is no arguing with a mob, especially a mob of drunken Aussies and sloshed En Zedders. Thirty British Military Police arrive to restore order and order that fire out. But the ‘Red Caps’ find that the Australians have ‘reinstoushments’ at the ready, three bloody thousand of them! Now the Red Caps, too, are being attacked, by their own bloody men! (Well, colonial men, but still.) And nobody knows what started all this! Well?


The reinstoushed are very well and prove it by hurling bottles, stones and – HOLY CHRIST – A PIANO! A bloody piano is attacking them from the sky and smacking down on the street. Right, this is getting serious. The Captain of the Red Caps orders pistols to be drawn.


And WATCH OUT!


‘If you don’t disperse,’ he yells to the rioters, ‘I will order them to fire!’13


Really? Well, let’s see you do it … His bluff called, the Captain yells ‘FIRE!’ and they do, over the heads of the mob. The Australians have seen far more impressive fires this night and have started at least three bigger than that pop-gun chorus. Got anything else, mate?


Yes, a whole battalion of Lancashire Territorials arrive with rifles and bayonets fixed and by 10 o’clock order is restored and swaying Australians promise to return to barracks, or at least go to a quieter brothel.


Well, it’s been a night out, as one happy Trooper notes in his diary: ‘It was the greatest bit of fun since we’ve been in Egypt … not a pane of glass remained intact.’14


Australian officers like Colonel Alexander White of the 8th Australian Light Horse Regiment are appalled at the behaviour. He is an officer and a gentleman – kind, resolute, strongly conservative and opposed to all vices like drinking, swearing and gambling – and his view is that this kind of behaviour disgraces the AIF. The motto he has chosen for the 8th Regiment is More majorum – after the manner of our ancestors. And even being around this kind of behaviour is not on. Given that a lot of the British already think of the Australian soldiers and Troopers as jumped-up convicts in khakis, this outrage makes you wonder if they’re not right! Paint the town red, but then go to bed, boys – your own. The sooner these men are out on the battlefield the better.


There will be few repercussions, for as soon as the following day the news breaks: we are on the move!


But what about us poor bastards of the Australian Light Horse in Maadi Camp? They say the landing place is unmanageable for horses, so we must stay behind. It is outrageous! I mean, good luck to the blokes who are going, but it is a fair bastard not being able to go with them.


Colonel John Monash would record that when the time came for his own 4th Brigade to leave, ‘Thousands of Territorials, and Australians and New Zealand Light Horsemen, many weeping with regret at not being allowed to come, gathered around to give us a royal send-off …’15


•


Alas, alas!


Even before the end of April, over half of the AIF’s once proud 1st Australian Division – those men who had marched out – is either dead or wounded on the Gallipoli Peninsula. The Turks had been waiting for our blokes when they landed on 25 April and the carnage was catastrophic.


(Among them, Guy and Barney Haydon soon learn to their deep distress, had been their cousin Stuart, shot shortly after he had hit the beaches.)


To replace the men who have been lost, and keep their solid foothold on Gallipoli Peninsula, the Brass do not have to look far …


Granville Ryrie, Commander of the 2nd Australian Light Horse Brigade, gets word to the Englishman commanding the Australians in the Middle East, General Birdwood, that, ‘my brigade are mostly bushmen, and they never expected to go gravel-crushing, but if necessary the whole brigade will start tomorrow on foot, even if we have to tramp the whole way from Constantinople to Berlin’.16


Colonel Henry George Chauvel makes a similar offer for his men of the 1st Light Horse Brigade. No, it is stronger than that; he insists they join the fray at once.


Late afternoon, 9 May 1915, Maadi Camp, to arms by sea for thee


At Maadi Camp in Egypt, where the 2nd Australian Light Horse Brigade are training, they call it ‘The Stadium’ – a glorified name for what is little more than a rough ring of sand, surrounded by some ropes, where boxing matches are put on to entertain the men. On this evening, as they all cheer themselves hoarse, an Irish soldier, with the most amazing luck, has managed to beat an Australian, winning on points over the regulation ten rounds.


But now, through all the shouting and carry-on, the 2nd Light Horse’s ‘Old Brig’, the famed parliamentarian and now Brigadier General, Granville Ryrie, raises his hand, as he wishes to be heard. They immediately fall silent. For perhaps he is going to say what they have all been praying for, and confirm the rumours that have been swirling for the last few days?


Ryrie – so enormous he could hold his own on a seesaw with a rhinoceros, and has a hide to match; who sleeps beneath a dingo skin and keeps a boomerang under his bunk – pauses before he speaks.


‘Lads,’ he starts out, in his stentorian tones, ‘this is the first chance I’ve had of addressing you since our mates fixed bayonets in earnest over yonder, and I want you to join me in three cheers for our gallant comrades in the Infantry, the men who made the world ring with their deeds on the 25th of April, and who are now hanging on and in dire need of help.’


Hip-hip! HOORAY!


The next cheer is louder, and the third louder still.


That landing is already a legend among the Australians in Cairo, just as it is at home. Widely reported and cherished is the comment of a Royal Navy sailor who had stood awestruck on the deck of his ship watching as the first Diggers on the shore had hared up the slope without waiting for their officers, only to start tearing into the Turks on high.


‘The Australians will do me,’17 he had said within earshot of a journalist, and the comment is already well on its way to entering the Australian vernacular. And now they may be able to join those at Gallipoli? The prospect is thrilling.


Hip-hip! HOORAY!


‘Now then,’ Brigadier General Ryrie resumes, when at last the tumult dies down. ‘I know that you’re all anxious to give them all the help you can, and I can tell you tonight on the best authority that it won’t be many days before we are alongside of them.’18


This time the noise near raises the canvas roof.


Yes, it will be a wrench for these Troopers to leave their horses behind – as there is no space on that confined beach-head for a mounted force to do what they are designed for – but the steeds will be looked after by those who remain. And the main thing is the men will be able to see some action themselves, and aid their brother soldiers of the Australian Imperial Force.


The men of the 1st Australian Light Horse Brigade feel exactly the same.


‘I have offered to go dismounted,’19 Colonel Chauvel initially writes to his wife when the possibility had first come up, before confirming, on 11 May: ‘The men although very disappointed would rather come dismounted than not at all.’20
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