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2a. The Ottoman Empire in 1875
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2b. The Ottoman Empire in 1914




1

The Route to War

The Ottoman Empire was a dominant force in world affairs for over half a millennium. At its height it had spanned three continents, reaching from the Persian Gulf to modern-day Algeria,1 and from the borders of Austria east to the Caspian and south to the Sudan. By the early years of the nineteenth century, however, terminal decay had set in; the Sublime Porte2 had already lost anything more than nominal control over its North African provinces, and its grip on the remnant of its European territory in the Balkans was being prised loose, thanks largely to the efforts of the power which had been its implacable enemy since the closing years of the seventeenth century and would remain so until her own fall in 1917: Russia.

Russia was a force to be reckoned with in the Balkans thanks to her self-appointed status as defender of the Christian faith, a role she had assumed following the fall of Byzantium on 29 May 1453. Despite forceful Turkish proselytising, two-thirds of the population of the Balkan provinces remained Christian, and provided the Russians with an adequate working mass. Dissidence flared up and was more or less put down3 on a regular basis, but in 1875 something altogether more serious began to take shape.

By that year, thanks largely to the Industrial Revolution having passed it by and left it with a balance-of-payments disaster,4 the Ottoman Empire was indebted to European banks to the tune of £200 million.5 Amortisation and the interest on the debt amounted to £12 million, half of Turkey’s gross annual national product, and the Porte, nowhere near able to raise such a sum, reneged on its commitments.6 This immediately shut off all sources of credit, of course, and desperate for money, it levied swingeing new taxes in a forlorn attempt to raise it. Already the taxation situation was weighted heavily against non-Muslims (who were deprived of at least 40 per cent of their incomes); the new demands further exacerbated that, and the Russians wasted no time in exploiting the resulting unrest.

The Porte expected a backlash, no doubt, but it had every confidence of being able to weather it; that was a sorry miscalculation. Protests began in June 1875 - in Bosnia-Herzegovina, as it happened, but could have broken out in any one of a half-dozen virtually identical locations - and were put down swiftly enough, but the Turks failed to stamp out the embers completely, and they were blown into life again the following year, this time in Bulgaria. By the spring of 1876 the Russian-inspired dissidents were ready to act, but the Ottomans, forewarned by an excellent intelligence-gathering  apparatus, beat them to it and decided to make an example of them pour encourager les autres. By 25 April the Porte had unleashed its weapon of choice: irregulars known as bashi-bazouks,7 who settled the matter in their own inimitable fashion while the Turkish Army looked on. By mid-May the tragic affair was over. No attempt was made to separate the guilty from the innocent, and the most vulnerable suffered inordinately. There are no clear historical data for the number of people killed, and estimates range from 3,000 to ten times that, with 12,000 being generally accepted; 80 towns and villages were burned to the ground, and perhaps 200 more sacked.

The Turkish government’s miscalculation was to underestimate just how badly a reversion to almost mediaeval standards of repressive behaviour would play in the West, and after the smoke, both literal and metaphorical, had cleared it found itself isolated and friendless (and with a new sultan at its head, Abdul Aziz having paid the ultimate price8). Russia was always ready to force any such moment to its crisis; the events were a more than adequate  casus belli, and the government in St Petersburg orchestrated events so that it was able to go to war against the Turks in the Balkans and the Caucasus the following year as an injured party-by-proxy. (For those who are interested in keeping score, this would be for the tenth time in almost exactly two centuries.9) They met unexpectedly stiff resistance at Plevna (Pleven) in Bulgaria,10 but within months the tsarist forces were at the very gates of Constantinople, and were only restrained from entering the city by the combined efforts of the other Great Powers, Disraeli’s government, sticking to established Palmerstonian principles, taking a prominent part.11 An armistice was reached, and followed by a conference at San Stefano, where Istanbul’s international airport now stands; the resulting treaty saw Bulgaria granted her independence and awarded Northern and part of Eastern Thrace and most of Macedonia.

The other Great Powers (and they were not alone) were not amenable to what was seen as a move towards pan-Slavism, and convened the Congress of Berlin to reopen the matter in July 1878. While the resulting treaty watered down the effects of Russia’s victory substantially, it left the Ottoman Empire in Europe in tatters, with Constantinople in possession only of a band of territory stretching from the lower Adriatic to the Black Sea. The rest of the Balkan states - Serbia, Rumania (that is, Wallachia and Moldavia), Montenegro and the northern part of Bulgaria12 - gained their independence, while Austria-Hungary took control of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Russia held on to what it had taken in the Caucasus. It also cost the Turks Cyprus, annexed by the British to act as a gatehouse to the Suez Canal,13 as the price of Britain’s support at Berlin; that was to be the last time Britain took Turkey’s part, thanks largely to the position adopted by the Grand Old Man of nineteenth-century British politics, William Ewart Gladstone. Gladstone’s relentless revulsion at the Turks’ behaviour in Bulgaria knew no bounds, and when he returned to power in 188o at the head of a Liberal government he  ensured that his antipathy became official policy.14 His opinion was to inform that of subsequent British administrations; it was still reverberating (in that of David Lloyd George) well into the 1920s.

This was a considerable departure from previous practice, for Britain’s relationship with the Ottoman Empire had traditionally been almost paternal. When Ottoman interests wished to adopt western ways of doing business - in the creation of a National Bank, for example - they had naturally looked to London for expertise and the required capital (though there was a good deal of French money at work in the Empire, too, and not just in the Levant, which Paris considered its own sphere of interest). Now they did not, and the British financiers who suffered in consequence blamed Gladstone’s campaign of vilification; as the military correspondent of The Times, their newspaper of choice, had it:
. . . under the magnetic touch of Mr Gladstone’s withering oratory the cause of Turkey in England crumbled to dust . . . The question for us has always been whether Turkey would be on our side or on the side of our rivals and potential enemies. Mr Gladstone and the Liberal party, unwarned by any British Moltke,15 decided the question in the latter sense. The warm and generous sympathy of our people with suffering races overbore the cold and calculating prudency of diplomacy which weighs beforehand the consequences of its acts.

For Germany the Turkish alliance was an excellent trouvaille. Magnificently placed astride three continents, inveterately hostile to Russia, whose overwhelming numbers lay upon the soul of the German strategist like a nightmare, embittered with England on account of the atrocity campaigns and the loss of Cyprus and of Egypt, and capable of serving as a weapon against Russia, Austria or England at will, the warlike Empire of Othman appealed with irresistible force not only to the soldier-heart of a military state but to the common-sense of German statesmen and to the pocket of the German merchant.





This was polemic journalism, of course, but not too far wide of the mark for all that, and did indeed reflect a radical shift in alignments. Unified only in January 1871, after Prussia had invaded France and defeated her in a campaign which lasted barely six months, Germany’s main strategic impetus was to supplant her as the dominant power in continental Europe. The Dreikaiserbund (the ‘League of the Three Emperors’), which allied Germany with Austria-Hungary and Russia from 1872, was the mainstay of that policy. When that alliance fell apart, following German efforts (at the Congress of Berlin) to thwart Russian ambitions to rearrange the Balkans, German interests were free to court the Turks, and fell to it with a will. Trade ties were forged, and slowly Berlin took on a new importance in Constantinople, a timely and welcome alternative to perfidious, sanctimonious London and  crafty, self-righteous Paris. Coincidentally, during that same period Bismarck, in whom the real power in the nation was vested still, was persuaded to relax his policy of restricting his nation’s interests to Europe,16 and this gave new strength to voices preaching expansionism.

Those in Germany, intellectuals and academics for the most part, advocating expansion into the Near East, received a boost when the old emperor died in 1888. Wilhelm II17 ascended the throne, and with him came an end to Bismarck’s restraining influence; new voices had the kaiser’s ear, among them Graf Paul von Hatzfeld, a long-time ambassador to Constantinople, who was instrumental in convincing him that Germany should make haste to step into the shoes England and France had worn for so long. Others came to be heard more publicly; amongst them were those who saw the Lower Danube and the Black Sea littoral as desirable target-territories, and others who looked even further afield, to the old ‘fertile crescent’ encompassing Syria and Mesopotamia, now fallen on hard times through centuries of mismanagement but capable, perhaps, of being returned to its former glory by the capacity for hard work and ingenuity which Germans possessed in considerable quantity. That resulted in a new set of policies and attitudes: the Drang nach Osten, the ‘drive to the east’ in search of territory into which to expand, a radical updating of the mediaeval Ostsiedlung, was stretched to include not just Eastern Europe but also the Near and Middle East,18 where Bismarck had been reluctant to tread for fear of upsetting British, French and Russian sensibilities.

It would be wrong to say that there was anything like an obsession with the Ottoman Empire in Germany, but there was certainly an undercurrent of feeling within the business community that no opportunity to penetrate the fabric of Turkish society should be missed, and that took the form of what we may call commercial colonialism, with German banks, particularly the relatively junior but very aggressive and fast-growing Deutsche Bank, taking considerable risks to secure business there, handsomely undercutting the interest rates offered by institutions in London and Paris. In 1882 Germany’s arms and munitions industry received a boost when the sultan requested that a new military mission be sent from Berlin to advise on the modernisation of the Ottoman Army; under its guidance German arms manufacturers including Mauser, Loewe/DWM and Krupp received massive contracts to re-equip it. The young emperor played his part, too, he and his empress visiting Constantinople in state in 1889 (over opposition from Bismarck and to tremendous public acclaim), repeating the exercise in 1898 and proceeding as far as the Holy Land - where his triumphalist entry into Jerusalem on horseback was not quite so well received by the populace - and again in 1917.

It would be wrong, too, to suggest that British and French interests were not still well represented in Constantinople. The Turkish National Bank was (still) funded from the City of London, and all its senior executives, from its  chairman down, were British. The French, too, were extremely active, and not only in Constantinople but also in Syria. However, by the time of the emperor’s first visit, German commercial interests had achieved a great deal in the way of opening up new markets in the Ottoman Empire, and in the process they had expanded their horizons: now they were looking not just to individual deals but to ‘infrastructure projects’, to shape the country’s still-primitive economy. They were relative latecomers to this sphere, but when they did take a hand, it was an impressive one, for they soon proposed a scheme which would provide the empire with a rail network linking Hayderpaşa station, across the Bosporus from Constantinople, with Mecca, by way of Damascus and Amman, and also with Baghdad, with the promise of an extension to the Persian Gulf.19 The railway was a keystone of German expansionist aspirations - and it is interesting to speculate upon the outcome, had it been completed prior to October 1914 - but it was not the casus belli  between Britain and Germany that some have tried to make it out to be, for the simple reason that the British government possessed the means to thwart Berlin’s efforts at every turn. The dispute between Britain and Germany - which centred on, but was not limited to, the former’s fear that the latter wished to develop a major port at the head of the Persian Gulf - was settled in Britain’s favour in March 1914.

 



By the last years of the nineteenth century the Ottoman Empire was at the very limit of its endurance, and displayed the classic signs of a regime ripe for old-style revolution. Its wafer-thin upper crust was not just accustomed to uncountable wealth and unaccountable power but was literally ignorant of any other condition, while Sultan Abdul Mejid’s largely banal reforms of half a century earlier had finally succeeded in producing a thinking officer/middle class, one which had a sense of purpose, and perhaps even one of direction.

The first cracks in the façade had appeared in 1889, when a reform movement began in the rather unlikely setting of the military medical college and soon spread to other institutions in Constantinople and among the important expatriate Turkish community in Cairo, always a hotbed of dissent. Understandably, it was a painfully slow process, but clandestine groups grew stronger and better organised, and eventually (though not until 1906) associated themselves into a body calling itself the Ittihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti (Committee of Union and Progress; CUP), widely known as the Young Turks.20 Wisely they based themselves not in Constantinople but in Salonika (Thessaloniki), away from the direct and determinedly prying gaze of the Sublime Porte.

One telling factor in the rise of the CUP was the attitude of the army. The sultanate was invulnerable while it retained its loyalty, but unfortunately for Abdul Hamid, from 1890 onwards increasing numbers of its officers, particularly those on the staff of III Army Corps in Salonika, began to ally  themselves with the reformists’ cause. The émigrés held a congress in Paris in 1902, and a second, five years later, at which the Young Turks, now at last with a formal structure, issued a declaration calling for the overthrow of the sultan. In the first days of July 1908, two young officers from III Army Corps, Niyazi Bey and Enver Bey, organised a small rising of their own, taking to the hills above Salonika with a small body of men. Sultan Abdul Hamid ordered them arrested, only to find their comrades unwilling to act against them; he sent a small force from Constantinople under Şemsi Pasha, who was shot and killed soon after he arrived on the scene, on 7 July. Two weeks later matters came to a head with the despatch of a telegram to the sultan announcing the army’s intention to depose him unless he restored the limited constitution he had briefly put in place in 1876.

Abdul Hamid was unable to garner enough support to put down the threatened insurrection, and capitulated on 24 July; in elections which followed the CUP swept the board. However, the forces of reaction were not beaten yet. On 15 April the following year, inspired by a religious organisation known as the Mohammedan Union, which reviled the liberalisation which had followed from the transfer of power, and whipped up by students from the madrassas,21 the rank and file of I Army Corps, based in Constantinople, mutinied and staged a counter-coup which returned Abdul Hamid to absolute rule. It proved a brief restoration, for III Corps, with Mahmud Şevket in command (and the twenty-seven-year-old Lt.-Col. Mustafa Kemal as his Chief of Staff), now styling itself the Liberation Army, entrained for Constantinople, arriving on 24 April 1909, and the reactionaries wilted before it. Before that day was out the sultan had been deposed, and within three more he was aboard a train to Salonika, to be replaced, but strictly as a figure-head, by Mehmet V Reşat, the next in seniority of his surviving brothers.

Mehmet V was sixty-four years old when, on 27 April 1909, he ascended the still-luxurious but by now very rickety throne. He had spent his adult life confined to the Kafes22 and was totally unworldly as a result, but since he would not be expected (indeed, was absolutely forbidden) to play more than a ceremonial role in affairs of state, that was actually of little moment. Real power in the Ottoman Empire was shared between Mahmud Şevket Pasha23  as head of the army, and the Committee of Union and Progress, which controlled parliament and nominated the sultan’s ministers from the Grand Vizier down.

The Young Turks were essentially inward-looking: their principal objective was to establish a principle of united Turkishness in a loose agglomeration of individual ethnic communities where no pretence, even, of unity existed. Their foreign policy was informed by a single reality: the Empire was sick eningly vulnerable now, and not just to its bête noire for the past two centuries and more, Russia - fast recovering from the setback she’d received so unexpectedly when she’d blithely gone to war with Japan and been mauled, and now allied with Britain and France in the Triple Entente - but also to its own  ex-vassals in the Balkans. Their only hope for survival, they believed, lay in rekindling the sort of patronage which had shielded the empire during the previous century, and they had begun trying to forge a protective alliance in the hope of staving off the would-be predators - with a complete lack of success, it must be said - when they were attacked, quite out of the blue, from a completely unexpected quarter.

 



Italy was another latecomer to the notion of empire, but had already shown that she had muscles to flex, grabbing the lion’s share of Somalia in the 1880s and following it up with Eritrea in 1890. She had been eyeing up the Ottoman province of Tripolitania (the coastal region of modern-day Libya) for some time, and in late September 1911, she pounced. By the year’s end, all the coastal settlements were in Italian hands.24 In May 1912, the Italians went a step further, and occupied the Dodecanese islands off Turkey’s coast, the (mostly ethnic Greek) inhabitants of which had conveniently proclaimed their independence from Constantinople just weeks earlier.

By the end of September the Turks had been largely defeated in Libya,25  and were anxious to see the matter closed, for other predators had awakened, and a fresh conflict in the Balkans was brewing up. The capitulation was formalised by the Treaty of Ouchy on 15 October. Libya became Italian territory; the Dodecanese were to have been returned to Turkish rule, but in the event they were not.

The Balkan storm broke when Montenegro went to war with Turkey on 9 October 1912, and in quick succession Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia all joined in, each one keen to grab as much territory as possible for itself in the process of clearing the Turks out of Europe once and for all. That which followed was to be a most peculiar war, characterised solely by the mutual enmity in which the Christian ‘allies’ held the Turks; it should not be assumed for one moment that the three had anything like amity for each other.

The Montenegrins had focused their attentions in the west, the Bulgarians descended on Thrace, the Serbs invaded Macedonia, and the Greeks26 moved north to meet them. The latter fought the Turks at Elasson, in the Vardar Valley, and beat them; their next objective was Monastir (Bitola), but they were distracted by a Bulgarian advance on Salonika, the prize Sofia coveted most, marched eastwards to head the Bulgars off, and in the process fought the Turks at Venije Vardar, Kastoria and Banitsa; by 5 November the Greeks had prevailed, and occupied Salonika, and by that time the Turks retained only Adrianople, Yannina (Ioannina) and Scutari (Shkodër, in modern-day Albania), and had been driven back to the permanent defensive positions of the Chatalja (Çatalca) Lines running between the Black Sea and the Sea of Marmara, almost within sight of Constantinople itself.

An armistice was agreed early in December, and a peace conference convened in London, but talks broke down in mid-January, and ten days later the Young Turks overthrew the government27 and repudiated the armistice, and fighting broke out again. It was a mistake; within a few months the Turks had lost what little remained of their territory in Europe and the war was ended by the Treaty of London on 30 May 1913.

 [image: 004]

3. The Western Limits of The Ottoman Empire

Or so it seemed. The Bulgarians, however, had other ideas. Dissatisfied by the provisions of the treaty, particularly the settlement of most of Macedonia on Greece and the rest on Serbia, and their failure to secure territory giving them direct access to the Mediterranean, bypassing the Bosporus and the Dardanelles, they attacked their erstwhile allies without warning on 16 June. The Bulgarian estimate that their own forces were superior and the others’ deficient soon proved to be faulty, and they were first checked and then driven back. Rumania mobilised its army and invaded Bulgaria unopposed from the north, and while the Bulgars were thus engaged, Enver Pasha seized his opportunity and personally took charge of the Turkish forces, leading them through eastern Thrace and taking back Adrianople. Peace was restored by the Treaty of Bucharest, signed on 10 August 1913, which left Bulgaria bereft of all the Turkish territory she had managed to seize save for a narrow slice of western Thrace, west of the River Evros (Maritsa), which did at least satisfy her demand for direct access to the Mediterranean, even if it was limited to a stretch of marshy land without a port worthy of the name.28 The Treaty of Bucharest also created an independent state of Albania including Scutari, which Montenegro had been forced to relinquish, and confirmed the division of Macedonia. Enver’s dash to Adrianople allowed the Empire to hold on to enough of Thrace to give it control of the Gallipoli Peninsula, and thus over the Dardanelles Straits. That completed the restoration of the CUP’s fortunes, and had there been time to consolidate their position, the party’s strong men might have been able to revitalise their nation, despite the enormous problems they faced, but time there was not, for much more momentous events were at hand.

 



From the outset, long before the Italians and the Balkan Christian states emerged as predators, the Young Turks had been very much aware that the dilapidated empire they had taken over was enormously vulnerable. They had pinned their hopes on securing a protective alliance with one of the Great Powers, and had settled on an approach to Great Britain as the one most likely to bear fruit, conscious that the ruler they had overthrown had had a more than cosy relationship with Britain’s likely future adversary, Germany. They made the first overture as early as November 1908, and Sir Edward Grey, the long-serving Foreign Secretary, declined the offer, telling them with few diplomatic niceties that Britain wasn’t buying into any new alliances. The Young Turks tried again, after the unsuccessful counter-coup the following year, and were again rebuffed, this time in plainer terms, Grey impressing upon them, as if it were not self-evident, that if they could not maintain their position without outside assistance, then they were probably doomed. They tried once more at the end of 1911, when the war with Italy  was at its height, and once more were rebuffed. During the hiatus in the Balkans War, in January 1913, Grey was approached yet again, and this time dismissed them out of hand, Britain’s ambassador to the Porte, Sir Louis Mallet, noting that ‘an alliance with Turkey would, in present circumstances, unite Europe against us’, while Grey opined that such an arrangement would, in any event, not put Turkey on her feet, but would simply go towards allaying her fears and allow her ‘to resist efforts at reform and play off one Power against the other’.

It seems clear, then, that there was a well of low esteem in which the Young Turks were generally held in London, and one quite separate from that into which their predecessor regime had fallen, but if so, whence did it spring? Inasmuch as the making of government policy can ever be attributed to a functionary, it seems to have been born of the mindset of one man, and a relatively obscure one at that: Gerald Fitzmaurice.29


Fitzmaurice ‘had lived half a lifetime [in Turkey] and was the Embassy’s official go-between and native authority. He knew everything and was feared from end to end of Turkey’, according to TE Lawrence. At the time of the 1908 coup d’état he had been the British Ambassador’s First Dragoman for nine months. This curious position - most embassies had one; the Dragoman was nominally an interpreter and facilitator, but Fitzmaurice was very much more than merely the ambassador’s ears and mouth - allowed him to exercise considerable sway over Anglo-Turkish affairs at a very delicate time, and his antipathy towards the Young Turks made him ill-suited to the task. That might not have mattered if the ambassador himself had been a strong figure, but neither Fitzmaurice’s first chief, Sir Nicholas O’Conor, nor his replacement, Sir Gerard Lowther - a protégé of Sir Charles Hardinge, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office - was that. When Lowther arrived to take up his post (after a four-month hiatus following O’Conor’s sudden death, during which Fitzmaurice had had rather too free a hand), at the end of July, a week after the Young Turks had demanded that the sultan restore the constitution or face insurrection, it was to find Fitzmaurice in a position of pre-eminence.

For all his expertise, Fitzmaurice had formed an imperfect understanding of the background and aims of the Committee of Union and Progress. He believed it to be dominated by Jews and freemasons, and as a dedicated Catholic fundamentalist - he was born in Howth, near Dublin, and trained initially for the priesthood at the so-called French College established in 1860 by a Paris-based ultra-conservative Catholic order known as the Congregation of the Holy Ghost and of the Immaculate Heart of Mary - he despised both. He ‘regarded [the CUP] as the devil’, according to Lawrence, ‘and threw the whole influence of England over to the unfashionable Sultan and his effete palace clique. Fitzm. was really rabid . . . and his prejudices completely blinded his judgement. His prestige, however, was enormous and our Ambassador and the F.O. staff went down before him like nine-pins.  Thanks to him, we rebuffed every friendly advance the Young Turks made.’

In fact, while the Young Turks were willing to use freemasonry to further their cause, and would co-operate with Jewish organisations when it suited them, they were essentially secular ultra-nationalists, and had little regard for the non-Turkic ethnic groups, including Greeks, Kurds, Arabs and Armenians, who together made up a majority of the population of the Ottoman Empire. In a sense, their ideology was similar in nature to that which developed and rose to pre-eminence in Germany in the 1930s; like the German National Socialists they were elitist, and derived much of their ‘authority’ from the ‘scientific’ theories of racial superiority which gained currency in European circles in the latter part of the nineteenth century, their main intellectual influences being the fundamentally racist social psychologist Gustave Le Bon and the ‘Grandfather of Sociology’, Auguste Comte. Their objective was to create a strong nation without undue reference to outside influences, and there was a faction which wished to re-establish Turkish control over the territory which had been lost to her during the previous century in the southern Caucasus. That faction would gather strength when Enver Pasha emerged to lead it, and he was convinced that the route to it was by way of an alliance with Germany.30 However, that is not to say that Enver controlled substantial aspects of Turkish policy, at home or abroad; there were others potentially as powerful as him who were at least as interested in continuing to explore avenues other than the one which led to Berlin.

By May 1910, when Ambassador Lowther submitted a lengthy report on the situation in Turkey to Hardinge at the Foreign Office, he had adopted the Fitzmaurice gospel and had gathered and contributed further ‘evidence’ of his own to substantiate the estimation; it was that derogatory report - he called the CUP ‘the Jew Committee of Union and Progress’ - which seems to have coloured and informed the British government’s corporate opinion of the Young Turks, and its biased position can perhaps be said to have been the biggest single factor in the Asquith government turning down their pleas for a protective alliance in 1911 and 1913.

Still, the Turks had not yet given up hope of cementing some sort of agreement,31 and a final, rather oblique, approach was made to the French,32  Jemal Pasha raising the matter with a relatively lowly official, Pierre de Margerie, the Director of Commercial Affairs at the French Foreign Ministry, when he attended the annual review of the French fleet in Toulon on 14 July 1914. The suggestion was evaluated, we may imagine - though there are some who suggest that actually, it was not - at considerably higher level, for at that time the French premier, René Viviani, was himself acting as Foreign Minister, and was turned down.

 



That was the last such approach, for war broke over Europe just weeks later and by that time there was another, and absolutely insurmountable, obstacle  to friendly relations between the Triple Alliance and Turkey, and this time it was the unaided work of Winston Churchill.

Thanks to Abdul Hamid II’s paranoia,33 when the CUP came to power Turkey had no functioning navy, a peculiar state of affairs for a nation which boasted a coastline thousands of kilometres long and which had both overseas possessions and a plethora of islands in her home waters. The Young Turks’ Minister of the Marine, Jemal Pasha, soon announced an ambitious naval construction programme, but funds were short and nothing came of it. Then, in 1910, the Greeks purchased a modern armoured cruiser from the Italians; the Ottoman government promptly reconsidered, and the outcome was that most ponderous of maritime manoeuvres, a naval race, between the two rivals for control of the Aegean.34


In June the following year the Turks ordered two state-of-the-art ‘superdreadnoughts’ from British yards. One was to come from Vickers at Barrow-in-Furness, the other from Armstrong Whitworth of Elswick, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. The contracts had been won at the last minute, in the face of very stiff competition from a German consortium led by Krupp. Unusually there was no ‘up-front’ money, and the builders had to bear the cost of sourcing the materials themselves. This made them extremely cautious, and when the first Balkan War broke out in October 1912, and the Turks failed to meet a demand for an improved guarantee of payment, the yards suspended work on the ships. Armstrong’s later broke Reshad-i-Hamiss  up on the slip to recoup their outlay, but Vickers restarted work on the Resad V, and she was launched, as the Resadiye, on 3 August 1913.35


The Greeks responded rather half-heartedly in July 1912 by ordering the  Salamis, a second-class battleship, from the AG Vulcan yard in Hamburg.36  While Salamis would have been no match for Resadiye, her presence would undermine the Turks’ efforts at regional domination, and when, a year later, they were suddenly presented with the means to forge ahead once more, they jumped at it. On 6 August 1910, the Brazilian government - engaged in a naval race of its own, this one involving Argentina and Chile - had ordered a superdreadnought from Armstrong’s, and she had been laid down in September the following year at the Elswick yard on the Tyne as the Rio de Janeiro. By July 1913, Brazil’s differences with her neighbours were in the process of resolution, and she let it be known the ship might be for sale. There was competition for her from Italy and Greece, but on 29 December, thanks to a loan raised from a French bank at a usurious rate of interest, which was applied to a downpayment, the Turks were able to announce that they had acquired the biggest battleship in the world - she wasn’t, quite, by the accepted rules, though she was the longest at 671 feet 6 inches (204.7m) overall - delivery to coincide with that of Resadiye in six months’ time.

This was a step too far for the already overstretched Turkish economy. The cost of the second dreadnought, on top of other commitments - including completely re-equipping the army in line with recommendations made by a  German military mission which arrived in November 1913 - was more than the Treasury could meet, and the shortfall was funded by every means possible: extra taxes on such everyday commodities as bread, wool and tobacco, and the December 1913 salaries of every public servant in the empire. And it was still not enough. Collecting boxes appeared throughout the empire, and it is said that every man, woman and child in Anatolia contributed a coin of some sort. It is fair to say that Sultan Osman I, as the second ship was to be known, and Resadiye carried more than just the aspirations of the Ottoman navy: they were emblematic of national pride.

By the end of June 1914, Resadiye was lying almost complete at Barrow, and Sultan Osman I had proceeded under tow down the Tyne to the berth where her guns would be mounted. During the last days of July the Turkish steamer Neşid Paşa arrived with a delivery crew; everything was set for a 2 August hand-over and immediate departure for Constantinople. On 1 August the thirteenth 12-in gun was mounted, with the last to follow the next morning, just before the ceremony. That evening a company of British infantrymen was sent to the dockyard with orders to prevent the Turkish crew from going aboard. The First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill - ironically, the only remotely Turkophilic member of the British Cabinet - had decided, unilaterally and quite illegally, to seize the ships for the Royal Navy. Resadiye and Sultan Osman I were duly taken up by the Royal Navy and renamed HMS Erin and HMSAgincourt.


Churchill’s detractors were to claim that his actions in seizing the two ships pushed Turkey into the arms of the Central Powers, and that is the version which has entered the canon. Whether they were correct is moot, for by the time it knew the ships had been seized, the Turkish government - or at least, the part of it which really mattered - had already espoused the Central Powers. Churchill’s supporters, on the other hand, and with rather more reason, claimed equally vociferously that he could have taken no other course of action; that to deliver two state-of-the-art battleships to a country with which the British government had no meaningful relationship and had done nothing to cultivate, and which would, in consequence, be at best neutral in the coming war, would have been unthinkable, for war with Germany was imminent, and the balance of capital ships - twenty-four to the Royal Navy, seventeen for the Kaiserliche Marine - was too close for comfort.

 



By then war had been declared and was about to become pan-European, and the spark which set it off was indeed ‘some damned foolish thing in the Balkans’, just as Bismarck had warned in 1898: the assassination of the heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, in the course of a visit to the Bosnian capital, Sarajevo, on 28 June.

The Austrians blamed the Serbs, of course. The assassin, 18-year-old Gavrillo Princip, was certainly succoured and supplied by a Serbian secret  society, the Black Hand,37 which was composed largely of disaffected army officers hostile to the civilian government in Belgrade; however, the investigation which followed found the Serbian government itself to be free of blame, which, theoretically at least, left the Austrians without a target for their wrath. Their reaction was typical: they simply ignored the facts, and proceeded as they wished.

Berchtold, the Austrian Foreign Minister, having decided that the time had come ‘to settle with Serbia once and for all’, formulated a series of demands which violated Serbian independence, content that the likely response would provide the casus belli he sought. The very carefully worded ultimatum containing them was presented on 23 July, and, when Serbia rejected them, eventually led to war, firstly between Austria-Hungary and Serbia, on 28 July. Austria-Hungary’s ally Germany declared war on Serbia’s ally Russia four days later, and on France, Russia’s treaty-partner, on 3 August, whereupon Great Britain declared war on Germany. From that point on the status of nations allied with varying degrees of conviction to the two main groupings becomes both very complicated and rather unnecessary to define absolutely.38


In Constantinople the situation appeared grim; with war between the Great Powers just days away, the Ottoman Empire stood alone, with no one to take its part, facing a very real prospect of dismemberment or worse if a greedy - or needy - victor decided to focus its attention upon it. In desperation, the Young Turks turned, reluctantly, to the one remaining potential patron, and opened negotiations with Germany.

That is one view of the situation: that Turkey was driven into participating in the Great War on the side of the Central Powers more or less against her will. There are alternative explanations, of course: firstly, that she was manoeuvred into the alliance by the Young Turks; secondly, that she was dragged into it by Germany.

The truth is a combination of those scenarios. On 22 July, when Enver was authorised to try his luck at the German Embassy, he got precisely nowhere, and his advance was rejected out of hand.39 There are two starkly different reasons put forward for Wangenheim’s rejection. The first is altruistic: that he was far from convinced that an alliance with Germany, and thus assured enmity with Russia, as well as Britain and France, was in Turkey’s best interests. The second is altogether more realistic: it stemmed from his view that the Ottoman army was weak, the government had no money to spend on improving it, and anyway, its leaders were incompetent; as a partner, Turkey would be a liability.

To Enver Pasha, this rebuff came as a severe and unexpected blow; he had bided his time until all the other - and to him, undesirable - avenues had been explored, and now he had been rejected by his esteemed Germany and was left with nowhere else to go. He need not have feared. Thirty-six hours later, with his customary readiness to exercise his God-given right to interfere in the workings of his government, Kaiser Wilhelm II took a personal hand.

Informed of Enver’s approach to the ambassador, and the reaction to it, he ordered a volte-face, and the next day negotiations started between Wangenheim, now operating under the direct instruction of Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, and the Ottoman Grand Vizier, Said Halim. On 28 July a draft treaty was cabled to Berlin. Bethmann Hollweg was not overly impressed by its terms, and on 31 July ordered Wangenheim not to sign unless he was sure the Turks would bring something useful to the alliance; specifically, that they would take some action against Russia, upon whom he was poised to declare war. Wangenheim seems to have been outmanoeuvred; the Turks gave no such undertaking, nor even implied one,40  but obtained their treaty anyway, on 2 August.

It was a concise document, as treaties of friendship go; the (second) clause which contained the meat of the agreement stated:In case Russia should intervene with active military measures, and should thus bring about a casus fœderis [a cause to go to war by reason of alliance] for Germany with relation to Austria-Hungary, this casus fœderis would also come into existence for Turkey.




No mention was made of any other party. Effectively it obliged Turkey to go to war with Russia (only with Russia, we should observe, though we should not neglect the nature of the pact which established the Triple Entente, and note that if Turkey committed an aggressive act against Russia, Russia’s allies would be bound to declare war on her . . .) if Germany did by reason of Austria-Hungary having done so (ignoring the fact that Germany had already  declared war on Russia the previous day and that Austria-Hungary had yet to do so).

Written into the pact was a clause binding the parties to secrecy. Both assiduously observed it, but what could not be concealed was the mobilisation of the Empire’s armed forces, ordered on 3 August.41 To the Triple Entente’s envoys in Constantinople, Said Halim represented the mobilisation as a natural reaction to events in Europe, and assured them that it was motivated primarily by fears of a surprise attack from Bulgaria. Bulgaria was indeed in the Turks’ thoughts, but not as a potential adversary, for as early as 1 August, Wangenheim and the head of the German military mission to Turkey, Gen. Otto Liman von Sanders, had begun the task of convincing Enver of the benefits of entering into a pact with Bulgaria, with a view to mounting a combined assault on Russia’s southern extremities (they were unsuccessful, though a treaty of mutual defence was agreed on 19 August).

In the course of these discussions a new factor was introduced: the offer of a powerful naval force, to be stationed in the Black Sea to support the joint Bulgaro-Turkish operations. Germany had just such a thing conveniently to hand: the modern Moltke-class battlecruiser SMS Goeben and her companion, the Magdeburg-class light cruiser Breslau, under the overall  command of Rear-Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, in the Mediterranean since November 1912, when they had been ordered there to safeguard German interests during the Balkan War. Goeben was not in perfect order - though not two years in commission, the water tubes of her boilers were defective, and though most had been replaced, she could not quite attain full power as a result - but even so, with her ten 28-cm guns, capable of throwing a 300kg armour-piercing shell out to a range of almost twenty kilometres, she would be far superior to anything in Russia’s Black Sea Fleet, at least until the three dreadnoughts of the Imperatritsa Mariya class, then completing at Nikolayeva, entered service.


Goeben left Pola, the Austro-Hungarian navy’s base at the head of the Adriatic, on 30 July, and met up with Breslau at Messina. From there the two ships sailed for Cap Blanc on the coast of Tunisia. Very early on 4 August, France having now declared war on Germany, they parted company and bombarded the Algerian ports of Philippeville (Skikda) and Bone (Annaba), where troop ships were loading. As he turned away, hurrying to join up with  Breslau once more, Souchon contemplated new instructions he had just received, ordering him to head for Constantinople.

The British Mediterranean Fleet, under the command of Vice-Adm. Sir Archibald Berkley Milne, made a bungled attempt to intercept the two ships, only the light cruiser HMS Gloucester actually getting within range,42 and  Goeben and Breslau arrived off the entrance to the Dardanelles at five o’clock in the afternoon on 10 August. Turkish destroyers emerged and signalled the ships to follow them. Three days later they cleared the Sea of Marmara, left the Blue Mosque, Hagia Sophia and the Topkapi Palace on their hilltop to port and dropped anchor off the Golden Horn, with the city of Constantinople rising up before them in the dusty morning sunlight.

 



Most accounts suggest that Germany subsequently offered Goeben and  Breslau to Turkey as replacements for the seized Resadiye and Sultan Osman I. In fact, the proposal to transfer them came from the Turks, ostensibly as a way of circumventing the necessity to intern them. On 16 August, Jemal Pasha formally received them into the Turkish navy as Yavuz Sultan Selim and  Midilli, whereupon their crews were enlisted into the Ottoman navy.43  Suddenly, the two ships had real value again, for Goeben alone, while she could not have stood long against the Allies’ capital ships in the Mediterranean, gave Turkey control of the Black Sea.

Having acquired their protector, and secured the services of modern ships and a very competent German admiral to go with them, the Young Turks did not, as the Berlin government hoped and expected, then come out openly in its support, but instead seem to have begun to ask themselves just how far a careful policy of studied prevarication might take them,44 and they showed every sign of continuing to wish to remain neutral.

Churchill, for one, was not moved. Indeed, by the start of September he  had become convinced of their enmity, and had begun to plan counters to it. On 2 September, even though there was no state of war between the two nations, he received permission from the Cabinet to sink Turkish naval vessels if they sortied into the Mediterranean in company with Goeben and/or  Breslau, and later instructed the commander of the Dardanelles Squadron45  to turn back Turkish warships if they issued by themselves. On 26 September a Turkish torpedo boat - with German matelots among its crew - did just that, and was indeed turned back. The German commander of the Turkish forts controlling the entrance to the Straits, Gen. Weber, retaliated on his own authority by closing them,46 ordering the gaps in the mine barrages filled and the lighthouses extinguished. The government in Constantinople seemed to be willing to compromise under pressure from ambassadors, but it was soon obvious that powerful factions within it had no wish to reverse the process. Far and away the biggest loser was Russia, of course, for Turkey’s obduracy both prevented her from exporting her wheat harvest and thus earning precious foreign currency, and also isolated her, for with the Baltic already under German control her only remaining accessible ports in European waters were Archangel and Murmansk in the White Sea, and they would soon be closed by ice.

 



And still there was no overt support from the Sublime Porte. To Wangenheim, Enver explained his government’s reticence as emanating from a faction led by Said Halim and including Talaat and Jemal and most of the notables in the Cabinet, and there were indeed dissident voices even within the army, amongst them that of Mustafa Kemal Bey. In unofficial exile following a series of disagreements with his political master, serving as military attaché to the Bulgarian government in Sofia, Kemal had tried to dissuade Enver from entering into the August treaty, pointing out that the likely outcome would be disaster: if Germany won the war, Turkey would be reduced to the status of satellite;47 if she lost, as he supposed she would, Turkey would lose everything along with her.

Enver was content to shelter behind his fellow-triumvirs and bide his time, still not quite sure that he had made the right choice, by some accounts; by others, perhaps more credible, hoping to improve his position still further. The brilliant German victory at Tannenburg, at the end of August, perhaps swayed him, but within days that was offset by the failure of the German army in France to take - or even threaten - Paris following its defeat at the Marne. Then the pendulum swung again, Hindenburg driving the Russians clean out of East Prussia . . .

By the first week in October Enver had made up his mind that it was time to act, before Germany brought Russia to her knees, forced her into making a separate peace, and removed the legal basis for Turkey to go to war with her, for that would deprive her of anything in the way of spoils, particularly the Caucasian provinces he wanted so badly. On 9 October he told  Wangenheim that he had managed to bring Talaat around to his way of thinking, and that Jemal, too, showed signs of shifting. What he needed now, he told the German ambassador, was money to pay the increasingly restive troops. On 12 October the German government despatched twenty million marks (£1m; anything up to half a billion pounds in modern values, depending upon the criteria used) in gold to Constantinople, by train, and repeated the exercise five days later,48 and Enver duly announced that Jemal had come on side. However, no sooner was the gold in a Turkish vault, on 21 October, than Talaat seemingly reneged on his promise and rejoined the neutralists. Enver shrugged that off; so long as he retained the support of Jemal, he told the Germans, that did not really matter. He did not, however, tell them precisely why he needed the support of his colleague at the Marine Ministry.

All became clear when Constantinople awoke on the morning of 28 October and discovered one of its landmarks missing. Tired of trying to finesse his partners in government into declaring war on the Triple Entente, Enver had decided to employ a blunt instrument to achieve the same result in reverse. He convinced Jemal to co-operate, and without informing their colleagues, to order Souchon to take Yavuz Sultan Selim and Midilli out into the Black Sea, giving him carte blanche to proceed as he chose. In company with Turkish destroyers he steamed up to the Crimea and, early on 29 October, with no warning, bombarded Sevastopol, Odessa and Novorossisk, setting oil storage tanks on fire, sinking a Russian gunboat and six merchant ships, and killing civilians. ‘I have thrown the Turks into the powder keg and kindled war between Russia and Turkey,’ the German admiral wrote to his wife.

It took time for news of the affair to reach London, but when Churchill learned of it on 31 October he immediately ordered the Royal Navy to commence hostile operations against Turkey; the following day an armed yacht believed to be laying mines was sunk off Smyrna, and on 3 November ships of the Dardanelles Squadron plus two French battleships bombarded the forts on Cape Helles at the tip of the Gallipoli Peninsula. In the excitement, no one in either London or Paris (or even Petrograd, as the Russian capital had become in August, St Petersburg being deemed to have a too-German sound to it) had actually thought to declare war on Turkey, but the oversight was rectified by the Russians later that day, and the British and French followed on 5 November.




I

MESOPOTAMIA
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4. Mesopotamia Theatre of Operations




2

To the Garden of Eden

Mesopotamia - ‘the land between the rivers’ - was the name given to the lowland regions of the joint basin of the Rivers Euphrates and Tigris. Flat and featureless, the Tigris at Baghdad, some 560 kilometres from the sea, is at a mean elevation of under 40 metres. Its drainage system was destroyed, along with most of the rest of the historic infrastructure, by Hulagu Khan, grandson of Genghis and brother of Kublai, at the head of the Mongol horde in 1258CE1 - without this, the lower reaches of the system turned into marshland with extensive areas of standing water for as much as half the year.

The climate, too, is one of extremes. The hot weather, when daytime temperatures seldom fall below 37°C and frequently reach well over 50°C, lasts from May to October; in contrast, night-time temperatures during the cold season are often below freezing. When it rains sand and dust turn into a sea of glutinous, clinging mud; when it does not, and the wind blows, those same materials are raised into a thick, opaque curtain and are carried into every crack and orifice, and even when the skies are clear, visibility is routinely impaired by mirages which transform objects in the landscape most grotesquely, and make it impossible to trust one’s own eyes.

And as to the social climate in 1914, Brig.-Gen. FJ Moberly, the author of the British Official History of the Mesopotamia Campaign, wrote: ‘Tribal law and customs reign . . . and the Turkish administration was wont deliberately to foster tribal jealousies from sheer inability to exercise effective control . . . The Arab is used to continual warfare of a guerilla type. He frequently commits acts of treachery and is generally ready to rob or blackmail a weaker neighbour.’ A complete lack of sanitation meant that the region was ‘a hotbed of ravaging diseases. Plague, smallpox, cholera, malaria, dysentery and typhus, if not actually endemic, are all prevalent.’ Things had clearly changed somewhat since the expulsion of Adam from the Garden of Eden, which, tradition has it, was located where the Tigris and the Euphrates met, to become the Shatt al Arab at Qurna.

 



Mesopotamia and neighbouring Persia were of little account to the British until the latter part of the nineteenth century,2 when the Baron Julius de Reuter, Belgian by birth but British by naturalisation, and the founder of the news agency which still bears his name, was granted, by the poverty-stricken but monumentally greedy Persian ruler Nasserudhin Shah, the right to exploit all his realm’s mineral reserves with the exception of gold, silver and precious stones; to establish a bank; to set up and operate a customs service on the European model, and to build and run a rail network extending from the Caspian Sea to the Persian Gulf.
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5. Mesopotamia - Amara to the Gulf

The latter was a slap in the face to the Russians, who harboured ambitions in that quarter themselves,3 and they forced Nasserudhin to rescind elements of the concession, but Reuter persisted in the search for oil, stimulated by reports of it seeping to the surface naturally in the south-west of the country and spurred on by the fortunes which were already being made from petroleum in the United States, and by developments around Baku in Azerbaijan.

Reuter’s search was fruitless, but in 1901 another Briton, William Knox D’Arcy, who had made a fortune in the Australian goldfields, negotiated a new concession. After several false starts, on 26 May 1908, his engineer, George Reynolds, found oil in commercial quantities near Masjid-e-Suleiman, in Arabistan (Khuzestan, today), close to the head of the Persian Gulf.

By the time war broke out in August 1914, events had taken an important turn for the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, as the concessionaires now styled themselves: they were about to be bought out by the British government.4  The decision to invest public funds in the enterprise was not a simple commercial one: a good proportion of its output would go to fuel the British fleet,5 and that transformed APOC, and its operations in Arabistan, into a concern of national strategic importance. Of obvious significance was APOC ’s refinery, which stood on the Persian island of Abadan, which forms the northern shore of the lower reaches of the Shatt-al-Arab. Strictly speaking it was of no real importance to the Ottoman Empire, whose energy needs were met from coalfields near the coast not far from Constantinople,6 and by oil from Baku, shipped across the Black Sea.

As soon as it became clear that the Ottoman army was being mobilised, in the first week of August, parties at the civil/military interface in London and in Delhi,7 the government of India having responsibility for the Persian Gulf region, had begun working up contingency plans in case the Turks should come out openly for Germany, and it had been decided as early as the third week of September to send land forces (from India) to the region in that event,8 to safeguard oil production.9


The first manifestation of heightened British interest was the appearance of the Royal Navy’s gunboat HMS Espiègle, summoned from Colombo in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), which joined her sister-ship HMS Odin on station at the head of the Persian Gulf on 29 September. That caused considerable consternation in Basra, and it increased when she entered the Shatt-al-Arab and made her way up the channel to drop anchor in the Karun River separating Abadan from the independent sheikhdom of Muhammera, the ruler of which was friendly to the British. Worse was to come: soldiers, with orders to land and secure the entire area to protect British interests.

The force Sir Beauchamp Duff, Commander-in-Chief of the Army of  India, selected for the expedition was the Indian Army’s 6th (Poona) Division, under the command of Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Barrett. It was designated Indian Expeditionary Force D,10 and its 16th Infantry Brigade11  was ordered to move to the Gulf region immediately; its 18th Brigade,12  together with divisional troops and HQ, was to be prepared to follow at short notice, with the 17th Brigade13 to make its own move some weeks later.

Ottoman forces in the region were both scant and makeshift. Following the Balkan War, two understrength Army Corps - XII, which comprised the 35th and 36th Divisions, and XIII, with a single division, the 37th - had been allocated to the region as the Sixth Army. Like those of the rest of the land forces of the Ottoman Empire, their officer corps had undergone a profound purge when Enver Pasha was appointed War Minister (he dismissed or retired around 1,300 senior officers). Under the Turkish Primary Campaign Plan adopted in September, they were deactivated, their troops reassigned to other regions (the 35th and 36th Divisions to Syria, and the 37th to Armenia) and responsibility transferred to a newly created Iraq Area Command, which was to comprise a single newly constituted infantry division, the 38th, plus Frontier Guards and nine Jandarma (militarised police) battalions. On the outbreak of hostilities the 38th Division, which relied heavily on local recruitment, and was thus largely Arab in character, was still in the throes of formation, with just six (of nine) battalions in being. Discipline was poor, the men’s loyalty to the Constantinople government questionable, and their equipment deficient. The British believed the Turks’ strength around Basra to be over 8,000 infantry and 500 cavalry, with 58 guns and six machine guns, which was roughly double the true number.

The 16th Brigade left Bombay (Mumbai) on 16 October and reached Bahrain on 23 October. It was ordered onward (and the 18th Brigade was readied to move up to join it) after the news of the attack on Russian Black Sea ports reached London, and arrived at the mouth of the Shatt al Arab on 3 November. Three days later, companies from three of the 16th Brigade’s battalions, together with a detachment of Royal Marines from HMS Ocean, the convoy’s guardship, landed against light opposition and occupied a telegraph station and the adjacent fort at Fao.14


On 13 November the 18th Brigade, together with the divisional staff, arrived in the Shatt al Arab and Barrett assumed command of the expeditionary force. Delamain’s brigade fought an action at Saihan on the morning of 15 November, driving the Turks back towards Sahil with little effort. Two days later Delamain, now reinforced by Fry’s brigade, attacked again, and this time the British inflicted a significant defeat on the Turks, killing or wounding 1,500 or more by the their estimate, before advancing on Basra.

The sole effort the defenders had made to impede the British progress proved to have been an unsuccessful attempt at blocking the Shatt al Arab near Baljaniya by sinking shipping, including the SS Ekbatana of the Hamburg-America Line, across the channel, and Basra was found to be  empty of Turkish forces. It was occupied without resistance, the 16th and 18th Brigades, colours flying and bands playing, making a ceremonial entry on 23 November.

The Turks had fallen back to Qurna, and two days later a naval flotilla comprising Espiègle and Odin, the small steamer Miner15 and the tugboat  Mashona, was despatched to investigate. After some misadventures, Miner  alone reached Qurna and bombarded it. Late on 3 December the British set out to occupy the town. They landed the next morning on the left bank, some eight kilometres below the confluence; the advance thereafter was somewhat hesitant, but eventually, on 8 December the Tigris was crossed, and the following day the garrison at Qurna surrendered. Forty-two Turkish officers and around a thousand troops were taken prisoner, together with eight guns, but many more managed to escape. 16 British troops of the 17th Infantry Brigade, brought up later to garrison the town, were not overly impressed, a disgusted Tommy opining that it would have required no angel with a flaming sword to have kept him out of the Garden of Eden.17


 



Enver Pasha responded by ordering the 35th Infantry Division back to Iraq, and other substantial troop movements were also rumoured. He also appointed a new commander in Lower Mesopotamia, Lt.-Col. Suleyman Askeri Bey. Askeri was a former head of Teskilat-i-Mahsusa, the Ottoman army’s intelligence organisation - which also carried out guerrilla warfare, espionage, counter-espionage, and propaganda operations - in which capacity he had made something of a name for himself in Bulgaria, two years earlier. He took up his post on 2 January 1915.

From the first days of 1915, Turkish troops were reported gathering above Qurna. On 10 January Barrett sent two additional battalions to the town, then set about planning a response. The Turks were encamped at Sakrikiya, on the right bank, and were assembling at Ruta, on the left bank ten kilometres above the confluence; their total strength was put at three to four battalions. Barrett ordered an offensive operation involving most of the Qurna garrison, supported by Espiègle, Mejidieh and Miner. It met with a good measure of success, and left him regretting a decision to stop short of Ruta Creek.

Queried by Delhi, on 22 January Barrett reported himself confident in maintaining the status quo (but unable to go onto the offensive) with the troops at his disposal, but only four days later, warned that Turkish forces were advancing towards the Karun River from Amara, he revised his opinion and requested reinforcement. Reluctantly - for it depleted the forces on the North-West Frontier - a composite infantry brigade, the 12th, was assembled18  and ordered to be ready to move from India within a week, with a second, the 33rd, to follow. In the meantime Barrett responded to the threat on the Karun by sending the steam yacht Comet and the tug Shaitan, with half a platoon from the Dorsets, quite literally to show the flag, and moved a half-battalion of Indian infantry from Qurna to Muhammerah.19


The Viceroy, Lord Penshurst (Charles Hardinge), arrived in Basra on 4 February for a tour of inspection and took back with him to India a somewhat over-optimistic impression of the overall position there, but also a warning from Barrett that the situation in Arabistan could worsen rapidly. His caveat was timely; within days of Hardinge’s departure reports arrived in Basra of the Turks having reached a point not forty kilometres from Ahwaz on the Karun, and of further tribal groupings normally loyal to the Sheikh of Muhammera, the Bawi and the Cha’ab, rallying to them, cutting the pipeline and destroying some of the well-head gear. Worse, the Turkish garrison at Sakrikiya was reported now also to be bound for Ahwaz. Barrett ordered two battalions of infantry, two troops of cavalry and a mixed unit of mountain and field guns, under the leadership of Brig.-Gen. CT Robinson, his Commander, Royal Artillery, to reinforce the small detachment of Dorsets. In fact, even while the force was still en route, levies loyal to the Sheikh suppressed the insurgency, and by the time Robinson’s troops arrived and set up camp near Ahwaz the tension seemed to have eased. That was an illusion; in fact the situation was about to deteriorate.

Unrest in Arabistan was not the only matter giving Barrett cause for concern. From the end of January there had been minor clashes with mounted Arabs near a British encampment at Shaiba, west of Basra, and on 9 February a more serious engagement near Nukhaila. On 19 February an expedition to drive them out found Turks in prepared positions there, and in far greater strength than earlier reports had suggested. Outnumbered, the British retreated to Basra. On 2 March Barrett issued orders to renew the attempt, and this time Arab horsemen got in amongst an artillery battery and only the officers’ and NCOs’ revolvers saved them from being overrun. The British managed to extricate themselves, but at the cost of twenty-five casualties.

Meanwhile the situation in Arabistan had deteriorated too, with reports of four thousand Turkish troops camped along the Karkeh River near Illa acting as a focus for Arab irregulars. If true, this threatened a serious attempt to outflank the British at Basra and cut their lines of communication with the outside world. Robinson, not having sufficient numbers to take on the Turks, decided to disperse irregulars gathering at Ghadir, fifteen kilometres north-west of Ahwaz, before the two bodies could link up, his attack planned for the morning of 3 March.

British forces moved out of their own encampment at 0200, and were in position an hour before sunrise; as soon as conditions allowed, two 18-pounders of the Royal Field Artillery opened up at a range of six thousand yards (5.5km), and within minutes it was clear that they had stirred up a hornet’s nest. Arabs poured out of the encampment, and Robinson, in danger of being surrounded, was soon obliged to withdraw; only the discipline of the Dorsets prevented a rout, and at that British losses amounted to sixty-two dead, including six officers, and one hundred and twenty-seven wounded, and they also lost a field gun and a mountain gun.

 



Just days later a decision to increase the size of Force D further was made in London, over grumblings from Delhi. On 7 March Barrett was informed that the 33rd Brigade,20 together with a howitzer battery, would leave India directly, and three days later that it would be joined by the 30th Infantry Brigade,21  then in Egypt. Together with the 12th, which had arrived in Basra during the first week of February, they would make up the 12th Indian Division, under the command of Maj.-Gen. George Gorringe.22 The force now constituted a corps, and on 18 March Lt.-Gen. Sir John Nixon was appointed to command it.

Before the end of the month the Turks went onto the offensive, with sporadic artillery fire aimed at Qurna. The shelling continued for ten days, but then the focus shifted abruptly to Shaiba, and cavalry patrols reported the enemy in large numbers some six kilometres west of the camp, at a scrubby area referred to as Barjisiya Woods, on 10 April. Suleyman Askeri - directing operations from his bed, having been wounded in Barrett’s raid on Ruta - had achieved a degree of tactical surprise and was preparing to move on Shaiba as a precursor to attacking Basra itself. The British, not completely ignorant as to his intentions, had meanwhile brought their forces at Shaiba up to most of two brigades of infantry and one of cavalry, with a field artillery brigade and other divisional troops including engineers and pioneers. Defensive positions were established occupying a roughly semicircular front some two kilometres in length, backing on to flooded terrain which stretched all the way to Basra.

The expected offensive opened at dawn on 12 April, but effective counter-battery fire soon silenced the dozen guns employed, and the infantry assaults which followed were ineffectual. Late that afternoon Nixon, who had been in theatre just three days, instructed Melliss to reinforce the Shaiba garrison further, and he took charge of the defence the following morning. Repeated attempts by the Turks to penetrate the perimeter in both the northern and southern sectors were beaten off at little cost, and by the early afternoon he felt confident enough to send Delamain’s 16th Brigade on a wide sweep outside the defensive perimeter to the west and south, to clear the front and seize abandoned Turkish guns.

The following morning, after the two remaining battalions of his 30th Brigade had come up from Basra, Melliss went onto the offensive, committing seven battalions of infantry from the 16th and 18th Brigades and most of his field artillery. The South Mound, a slight rise outside the British perimeter, was soon occupied, and from that vantage point it became clear that a line of Turkish trenches extended along the edge of the Barjisiya Woods. Melliss’ decision to deploy his advancing troops in echelon - which some had questioned - now paid off, for he was able to reorient the entire force to the right  without losing cohesion or contact. He was, however, not able to gain much ground, and slowly but surely the attack began to stall until, in mid-afternoon, Melliss reluctantly decided to abandon the attempt, and began to draft a plan to retire. He had actually sent runners to summon unit commanders to an orders group when news reached him of what became known as the Miracle of Shaiba: a charge by the 2nd Dorsets which drove the Turks from their trenches over a wide front.

Melliss, hardly daring to believe his good fortune, took the prudent course; once the wounded were gathered in, he ordered his men to retreat to the safety of their own defensive perimeter. When he sent out patrols the next morning, they returned with news of stands of arms and stocks of ammunition left abandoned, and ‘clothing, even their cooked food, left untouched’; the Turks had fled, to Nasiriya. This so depressed Suleyman Askeri, we are told, that he shot himself.23


With his Basra base now secured, Nixon was able to turn his attention to the protection of the oilfield and the pipeline connecting it to the Abadan refinery, and he instructed Gorringe to take two brigades to clear Western Arabistan of enemy forces and threaten an advance on Amara. He was unable to bring the Turks to battle, and had to content himself with driving them off and destroying grain stocks and seizing animals at Khafajiya (Susangerd).

 



As soon as Gorringe had left Basra for Arabistan, Nixon’s thoughts turned to matters of strategy. His orders were unequivocal enough:
Your force is intended to retain complete control of the lower portion of Mesopotamia, comprising the Basra Vilayet and including all outlets to the sea and such portions of the neighbouring territories as may affect your operations.

So far as you may find feasible without prejudicing your main operations you should endeavour to secure the safety of the oil-fields, pipeline and refineries of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company.

After acquainting yourself on the spot with the present situation you will submit:
(i) A plan for the effective occupation of the Basra Vilayet 

(ii) A plan for a subsequent advance on Baghdad.





In all operations you will respect the neutrality of Persia . . .





Nixon decided that in order to comply with the first requirement he would need to occupy Nasiriya and Amara, and he made the case for both most strongly, stressing the need to act quickly, before the Turks could regroup. Lord Crewe, the Secretary of State for India, had the last word and he prevaricated, saying that he would sanction a move against Amara only if the Indian government supported such an operation. It was 17 May before Nixon responded, sending to Delhi an appreciation which described how the  majority of the Turkish regulars engaged at Shaiba had decamped from Nasiriya to Kut, and thence to Baghdad, to regroup. The lack of appropriate shallow-draught craft, promised in March, had forced him to postpone his planned advance on Nasiriya, even though the three battalions the Turks had left there were insufficient to hold it. He was, however, even then preparing an attack on Ruta to clear the way for an advance on Amara. He would not, he said, require reinforcements. On 23 May Hardinge signalled Crewe that he was prepared to sanction the advance on Amara. Crewe dithered again, then, on 27 May, in the wake of the fall of Asquith’s Liberal government due to the ‘shell crisis’,24 was relieved of the responsibility for the decision when he was replaced by Austen Chamberlain. It appeared that the whole process of obtaining approval would have to begin again when Chamberlain signalled to Hardinge on 28 May that he could not give further instructions ‘till . . . [he knew] what force Nixon considers necessary for [Amara’s] garrison during summer and how generally he proposes to distribute his troops . . .’, but Hardinge had had enough of the prevarication and was prepared to exploit Chamberlain’s weaknesses as a newcomer in post. He responded by stressing that permission to advance on Amara had already been given; Chamberlain conceded.

 



Sir Arthur Barrett, a sick man, returned to India on 10 April, to be replaced at the head of the 6th Division by Maj.-Gen. Charles Townshend, who was reckoned an astute tactician, energetic, ambitious, and resourceful, but above all lucky. Townshend arrived in Basra on 23 April, and had hardly settled in before Nixon ordered him to begin planning an advance on Amara. He went up to Qurna to see the situation on the Tigris for himself, and found something akin to desolation, for the entire region around the town - itself a sea of mud, more serious flooding kept at bay by leaking dykes - was inundated to a depth of over a metre, with only isolated features visible above the surface.

It was clear that the operation would have to be an amphibious one. The orders for the advance up the Tigris were issued on 11 May; boats were assembled, and as many as possible were provided with rudimentary armour consisting of iron plates (which proved to be an encumbrance; the shields would be dumped before the advance entered its second day), while barges and rafts were outfitted as floating gun and machine gun platforms and as water-borne ambulances and casualty clearing stations.

A dress rehearsal of a sort took place on 28 May, and went well, and as soon as darkness fell on 3o May the attacking force assembled, with the 17th Brigade, eager to quit the place after almost six months of miserable garrison duty, as the primary assault force, and the 16th Brigade and some units from the 18th in reserve. The offensive opened with an artillery bombardment at 0500; it lifted after an hour, and the infantry battalions began their leap-frog advance, taking One Tree Hill, Norfolk Hill and One Tower Hill in quick  succession. Before 1130 they had reached Gun Hill - well forward of the day’s objective, Barbukh Creek - whose garrison promptly surrendered. By now the heat was intense, and Townshend called a halt. British casualties were very light indeed (just eleven wounded), but significant numbers of Turks were killed and wounded and substantial numbers of prisoners taken, though many more, having abandoned their positions at the first sign of trouble, succeeded in escaping northwards.

The following morning at 0530 the artillery barrage recommenced, this time against Abu Aran, some five kilometres upstream. Suspicions that there was no one on the receiving end were confirmed by a reconnaissance flight;25  a general advance as far as Ezra’s Tomb was ordered, and Townshend’s Regatta, as the riverine fleet had become known, set out again.

In the event, Townshend decided to push on past Ezra’s Tomb. The armed tug Shaitan soon came up with a mahaila packed with Turkish troops who begged to be taken prisoner rather than left to the Arabs, and soon after with the half-submerged wreck of the Turkish steamer Bulbul. Sheltering in the lee were two lighters she had been towing, and they, too, were packed with Turkish troops. When Shaitan dropped anchor in the gathering darkness she had taken some two hundred prisoners, and captured three guns.

As soon as the moon had risen high enough to give useful light, Townshend ordered the advance to continue. The flotilla soon came up with a pair of Turkish river steamers, the Marmaris26 and the Mosul, both aground and abandoned by their crews. Marmaris was destroyed, and Mosul was taken as a prize. Navigation in vessels as large as the sloops was becoming increasingly difficult, and the command party transferred to the much smaller steam-yacht Comet and continued upriver with Lewis Pelly, Shaitan and Sumana.


The flotilla passed the night at anchor near Qala Salih, some thirty kilometres short of Amara, and continued very early the next morning, meeting no resistance. At about 1400 on 3 June, rounding the last bend below the town, Comet was presented with the sight of a boat-bridge across the river, troops picking their way across it towards a loading steamer. As they approached, the steamer hastily cast off, and the bridge opened for her to pass through. Shaitan steamed full ahead, crashing through the gap, firing on the steamer as she went. Along both banks were large numbers of men. They seemed taken aback at the sudden appearance of an enemy vessel in their midst, and Shaitan’s commander reacted rapidly, rounding up as many as he could by dint of threats, and holding them under his guns.

Townshend and Cox went ashore later in the afternoon, and took the surrender of the Governor, Aziz Bey. By that time Turkish captives numbered many hundreds; they were marched aboard lighters which were taken out to the middle of the river and moored there under the guns of the British vessels.27 The British contingent - just some fifty strong and top-heavy with senior officers - passed an uncomfortable night, wondering when the Arabs would realise just how few they were in number. A shoot-on-sight curfew  proved effective until just before dawn, when looting broke out, but before it could take a serious hold a steamer arrived carrying a company of men from the Norfolk Regiment, who speedily restored order.

There is no good - or even rough - estimate of Turkish losses over the five days it took to secure the Tigris from Qurna to Amara; bodies were left where they lay - or floated - and nature took its course. We do know how many British troops died, however: just four, almost incredibly, with twenty-four more wounded.

 



Securing Amara satisfied two conflicting requirements; those elements which wished to press on up the Tigris to Baghdad - and they were gathering adherents - saw it as an essential step in the right direction, while the more conservative justified it as necessary for the protection of the pipeline. Both were right, but it still constituted what we would now call ‘mission creep’, and what came next was more of the same: the long-postponed advance on Nasiriya.

Nasiriya, on the Euphrates, lay at the southern end of a partially canalised waterway known as the Shatt al Hai, which ran off from the Tigris at Kut; this was believed to be a viable, navigable route (in fact it was quite useless for the purpose, but Nixon was ignorant of that), and Nixon wished to block it. The Indian General Staff disagreed, but was overruled by Duff, who wished to keep his options open.

Gorringe’s 12th Division28 was ordered to advance to Nasiriya on 23 June, just as the very hottest season of the year was beginning. It would be supported by such ships and boats of Nunn’s naval force29 as could still navigate the fast-lowering waters. Its route would take the flotilla from Qurna by way of the old channel of the river to Kubaish, across Hammar Lake to the Akaika Channel - where an irrigation dam blocking the waterway would have to be destroyed - and thence to rejoin the main course of the Euphrates north of Suq ash Shuyukh.

It set off westwards on 27 June. Negotiating the lake was far from straightforward, seemingly promising channels petering out into shallows without warning. On entering the Akaika Channel, the flotilla was confronted by two Turkish gunboats - launches supplied by the British firm Thorneycroft, each armed with two one-pounder Maxim ‘pom-poms’ - above the irrigation dam, but they were soon driven off by gunfire. Sappers and pioneers laid a sixty-pound explosive charge which, after three false starts, eventually breached the dam, but the torrent of water which issued proved beyond the meagre power of the stern-wheelers. It was 30 June before the first boats had been hauled up the artificial rapids and four days more before the flotilla had traversed the twenty-kilometre-long channel and stood poised to re-enter the Euphrates proper. Reconnaissance had shown that it could expect opposition from Turkish troops with two guns in a date-palm grove on the right bank of the Euphrates opposite the entrance to the Akaika Channel, and from the  two gunboats which had first made their presence felt above the irrigation dam; it had also revealed the existence of command-detonated mines both in the channel and in the river beyond.

At 0400 on 4 July landings were made on both banks of the channel. The men attempted to push out from the waterway but were soon stalled, the impasse continuing for twenty-four hours until a drive by the 76th Punjabis up the left bank, with the support of the guns of the Shushan, eventually subdued the resistance and they were able to cross the river in boats. It took a further eight hours for the navy to clear the mines from the channel, and it was late that evening before the transports could be brought up and the troops re-embarked.

The advance was now able to continue to within ten kilometres of Nasiriya, but was brought up short by a strong defensive position at a bend in the river. Melliss’ brigade was now down to no more than about 1,500 men, and this was clearly nowhere near enough to take positions which extended on both banks, protected by earthworks and fronted by creeks. Gorringe ordered his reserve brigade, Lean’s 12th, plus the 67th Punjabis from the 33rd Brigade, up from Basra, but that proved insufficient, and more men, from the 6th Division’s 18th Brigade, were sent up to join him. It was 24 July, with the British ration strength now up to around 6,300 officers and men - not all of whom, by any means, were entirely fit for duty - before he felt strong enough to launch another frontal assault, with Lean’s 12th Brigade leading on the left bank and Melliss’ 30th on the right. The British artillery, now mounted on barges and rafts towed by shallow-draught steam launches, made a telling difference; around mid-afternoon the Turkish defence began to show signs of breaking up, and soon men could be seen fleeing northwards in increasing numbers through the marshes towards their reserve position at Sadanwiyah and then, faced with an impromptu assault from the river, all the way back to Nasiriya itself. Nunn’s naval flotilla gave chase, Shushan demolishing one of the Thorneycroft launches with her 12-pounder gun despite it having broken away from much of its mounting, whereupon the other surrendered.

Turkish losses in the final phase of the assault were considerable: at least 500 killed and over a thousand prisoners taken, along with seventeen guns, five machine guns and 1,500 rifles; those who succeeded in escaping - and there were many, once again - headed north up the Shatt al Hai. Nunn, aboard the Shushan, reconnoitred the Euphrates as far as Samawa, a hundred and twenty kilometres above Nasiriya; he was welcomed there, but Nixon declined to garrison the town.

 



Even while the battle for Nasiriya was still being played out, the Turks had begun pushing troops down the Tigris from Kut. Their primary objective was to create a diversion, but they wished also to regain some influence over indigenous tribes who had drifted towards the British after the fall of Amara.  They reoccupied Kumait, but gave it up when Nasiriya fell, and Nixon ordered Brig.-Gen. Delamain - in command, absent Townshend, who had fallen victim to fever and had returned temporarily to India - to push troops on up the river, but only as far as Ali Gharbi, some 130 kilometres above Amara. The nearest Turks were reported to be at Shaikh Sa’ad, fifty kilometres further upstream.

In fact, Nixon had been developing justifications for an advance on Kut in signals to India since mid-June, and he summed up his arguments in a memorandum which reached Lord Hardinge’s desk on 6 July, concluding by noting that, since the Basra vilayet extended almost to Kut itself, he could not be said fully to have discharged his duty of controlling the whole of it, as his original orders specified, until Kut was in British hands . . . The question of advancing to Baghdad - which was occupying many minds now, not just in Mesopotamia but also in Delhi and London - he did not address, save for remarking that should the Turks advance on Nasiriya by way of the Euphrates, a British presence at Kut would ‘expose Baghdad to a counter-stroke from there’.

On 27 July Hardinge lent his weight to Nixon’s argument, and suggested that an additional infantry brigade, the 28th, then at Aden, should be transferred to Force D, just for the time it would take to capture Kut, whereupon it would be returned to its rightful owners in Cairo. Kitchener would have none of that, but Chamberlain was enthusiastic in general, and accepted the proposition with a single - and to him routine - caveat: that sufficient force must be kept available to safeguard the oil supply. Chamberlain’s approval reached Hardinge on 20 August, and two days later the Viceroy passed it on to Nixon; he in turn drafted an executive order to Townshend, who would command the operation.

Charles Townshend had returned to Basra only the previous day, and was still settling back into his routine when he received his orders. ‘Your mission,’ they began, ‘is the destruction and dispersal of the enemy . . . who are prepared to dispute your advance; and the occupation of Kut al Amara, thereby consolidating our control of the Basra vilayet.’ He says in My Campaign in Mesopotamia (published in 1920) that he told Nixon that if he routed and stampeded the Turks in the coming battle, he ‘might follow them into Baghdad’. Apparently General Nixon raised no objection and told General Townshend in such an event to telegraph, ‘as he might be able to enter Baghdad with him’, as if it were of no more moment than arranging to meet for drinks at the United Services Club in Pall Mall.

The Turkish defences before Kut were located about twelve kilometres east of the town, as the crow flies, and extended out on both sides of the river, with the strongest and most heavily populated positions on the left bank; it was there that Townshend had decided to strike, having first feinted to the right in the hope of convincing Nurettin Bey that that was where the blow would fall. By 11 September the entire 6th Division was assembled at Ali  Gharbi, together with Melliss’ 30th Brigade, which would take on the responsibility of policing the lines of communication.

The 6th Division’s infantry arrived at Sannaiyat, the assembly point for the assault, on 16 September, and the transports were unloaded and returned to Amara to bring up guns and howitzers. Over the previous two days 30 Squadron, Royal Flying Corps, as the aviation section had by now become, had flown aerial reconnaissance missions, which allowed a rough map of the area to be compiled. The defensive line on the left bank was some twelve kilometres long and very robustly built, with brick-lined gun emplacements linked by communications trenches wide enough to allow guns to be moved from one to another, and covered by barbed-wire entanglements and land mines. It spanned two areas of marsh and was divided into three sections: the most northerly, which rested on three redoubts, lay between the southern limit of the Ataba Marsh and the Suwada Marsh and extended for almost five kilometres; the centre section covered the 1,500m gap between the Suwada and a horseshoe-shaped marsh which had once formed part of the river’s course, and the third stretched the same distance to the left bank of the river, where it terminated in gun emplacements which commanded a boom of barges and cables. The Turks had failed to extend the northern section to keep it anchored on the wetlands as they receded, and Townshend had identified that as the serious weakness it was. The defensive line on the right bank commenced with gun positions overlooking the river boom and stretched over five kilometres in a south-easterly direction to Es Sinn, following the line of one of a pair of ancient canals running between banks six metres high in places, the ‘Sinn Banks’, which provided an excellent observation platform and clear fields of fire.

On 25 September the riverine transports returned, bringing Nixon himself, to observe and ‘in case questions of general policy had to be settled as a result of the battle’. By that evening Townshend’s forces included three and a half brigades of infantry - he had incorporated two battalions of the 30th Brigade into his plans, the Turks’ positions having proved more extensive than he had thought - three and a half squadrons from the 7th Lancers and the 16th Cavalry combined into a single command, with eighteen field guns, six heavy guns and four howitzers, and the 48th Pioneers.

The Turkish positions on the left bank were believed to be occupied by six battalions from the 35th Division, and those on the right by six battalions of the 38th; four more battalions formed a reserve, located some eight kilometres upstream on the left bank, near a point where a bridge of boats crossed the river, and there were two regiments of cavalry and one of camelry present, plus large numbers of mounted Arab irregulars of questionable reliability.

Townshend had decided to send Delamain, with the majority of his forces,30  to advance up the right bank with a flank guard on the far side of the river, and Fry to disembark on the left bank at a village named Nukhailat, where a pontoon-and-boat bridge was to be thrown across the river out of sight of  the Turkish positions. That bridge was in place by 1600 on 26 September. Early on 27 September, Fry’s infantry battalions advanced slowly on an extended front, preceded by an artillery bombardment; by midday they were within two kilometres of the enemy’s positions, and there they dug in. During the course of the morning half of Delamain’s 17th Brigade moved up to within rifle-shot of the enemy’s southernmost positions at Es Sinn and put on a demonstration there before retiring to the camp established downstream. His cavalry and field artillery crossed the river by way of the pontoon bridge during the afternoon, and the infantry fell back from its encampment, leaving its tents standing and fires burning, and followed after nightfall.

By midnight Delamain’s force had joined with its flank guard at the south-eastern extremity of the Suwada Marsh. Solid ground separated the Ataba Marsh from the larger Suwaikiya, to the east, and this would be the route which the cavalry would take to fall on the enemy’s rear echelons from the north, while a substantial part of Delamain’s infantry - under the command of Brig.-Gen. A Hoghton, who had taken over the 17th from Dobie - wheeled to the left, to pass south of the Ataba Marsh and attack the northernmost point of the defensive line from its flank. Delamain himself led a much smaller force of infantry (the Dorsets and half the 117th Maharattas, the remainder having been detached to guard the rear echelons) and would make a frontal assault between the Ataba and the Suwada Marshes.

The deployment began before first light, the cavalry preceding Hoghton’s infantry north from the jumping-off point,31 but within an hour the latter had lost its direction, and instead of passing south of the Ataba Marsh found itself between it and the Suwaikiya. Delamain ordered Hoghton to stop and retrace his steps, but Hoghton replied that he was by then so far north that to continue was a more practical course. In the event the detour did not affect the outcome of the battle, though it did oblige Delamain to attack the positions between the Ataba and the Suwada Marshes without direct support on his right. The northern and central redoubts proved to be lightly held, however, and were in his hands by soon after 0830, by which time Hoghton’s column had dealt with another strongpoint, previously unsuspected, which lay further north.

A necessary delay while artillery was brought up gave the Turks time to regroup in and around the southern redoubt; Delamain’s men could get no closer than eight hundred metres to it, and it was well past noon before the artillery and the brigade’s machine gun battery had worn the defenders down to the point where an assault was even feasible. The unexpected tenacity of the Turks in the southern redoubt had a knock-on effect on Fry’s attack on the enemy positions south of the Suwada Marsh. His 18th Brigade had left its trenches at 0600 with orders to advance slowly on the enemy positions some two kilometres to their front, under cover of artillery, the final assault to be made in concert with that of Delamain. By 0830 the men had covered roughly a quarter of the distance when Townshend, belatedly having received news  of the delay Hoghton had imposed on Delamain, ordered Fry not to commit his men to the assault until he could see clear signs that Delamain was engaged. The 18th duly went to ground, and remained in place for the next four hours and more.

In the meantime Hoghton had been fighting his way southwards. Around noon Delamain had called him to a conference to reassess the situation, and had told him to keep on pushing towards the river in order to join up with him, but he made slow progress, and was still three kilometres short of the river when he came under accurate artillery fire and was forced to retreat.

Meanwhile Delamain had advanced to a point within (rather extreme) striking distance of his objective when enemy reinforcements appeared in considerable strength on his right flank, and he had no alternative but to turn and face them. This was the remainder of Nurettin’s reserve, which had belatedly been sent back across the river; they were relatively fresh - much more so, anyway, than the exhausted soldiers facing them, who had been marching and fighting almost non-stop for over twelve hours - and should have made a considerable impact upon them, but did not. Instead, their four field-guns were quickly silenced by counter-battery fire as Delamain’s small force advanced on them with bayonets fixed, driving them into the gathering darkness and occupying the positions they had held. Meanwhile, Fry had launched his attack on the original positions north of the horseshoe marsh; deprived of the support he had expected from Delamain, and with night now upon him, his men were unable to get closer than five hundred metres to the enemy’s line, and there they dug in.

The next morning at first light, reconnaissance flights revealed that the Turks had abandoned their positions on both sides of the river, and the naval flotilla easily breached the boom and pressed on as far as Kut, arriving off the town at 1000. Reports told of the Turks having made off upriver aboard steamers, and the naval flotilla gave chase but came under fire from mountain guns and dropped back down to Kut, which Townshend had in the meantime sent the 16th Brigade to occupy. Fry’s 18th Brigade was later sent upriver aboard steamers as far as Aziziya, while Hoghton’s 17th began the grisly task of policing the battlefield, assembling the dead for burial and evacuating the wounded.

The battle for Kut cost the Turks around four thousand men, of whom 1,153 were made prisoner, together with fourteen guns and a large quantity of stores. British losses were just ninety-four killed, but over 1,200 were hospitalised.32 This large number of wounded put a severe strain on the medical teams operating with the army, and even more on the scant resources allocated to evacuating the injured men to Basra and the single hospital ship available there .33
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6. Mesopotamia - Cresiphon to Amara
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Besieged at Kut

As the first anniversary of British intervention in Mesopotamia approached, there was a clear sense of satisfaction in both London and Delhi at the way the expedition had gone thus far. That was entirely justifiable; with minor exceptions, on almost every occasion the expeditionary force had met the Turks it had inflicted crushing defeats on them, and Sir John Nixon had every reason to congratulate himself on having discharged his duty with just the sort of panache he believed himself to exemplify. Now, he felt sure, it was time to take the next step - to secure the region’s capital, Baghdad - and he began agitating for permission to do so.

Slowly the appetite for such a venture grew. Those who resisted were uncomfortable, in general, only with projections of the manpower requirements, and ultimately the matter was put to a study group drawn from the War Staffs at the Admiralty and the War Office. It came down in favour of a (prolonged, if necessary) destructive raid on the city, rather than its occupation. The outcome was a compromise, the War Council deciding to permit an advance to Baghdad so long as provision was made for the troops to be withdrawn rapidly if they came under threat from a superior force, for example from Turkish troops released from the Gallipoli front. And to do so, despite earlier reluctance, Force D would be further reinforced, it was decided, albeit temporarily, by the ‘Emergency Force’, two hastily assembled composite brigades from India, the 34th and 35th,1 with the prospect of the two Indian infantry divisions sent to France in 1914 as part of Force A - the 3rd and the 7th - which had suffered badly during the previous winter, being withdrawn to join it if and as required.

As early as 4 October Townshend submitted an outline plan for the advance. With the water level in the river too low to permit of reliable navigation, he proposed to assemble his forces at Aziziya and march to confront the Turks at Ctesiphon - thirty kilometres short of the capital, where the enemy had been preparing a defensive position for some months - by way of the left bank of the Tigris. Nixon gave his broad approval.

By his own (later) account Townshend was already having second thoughts about advancing on Baghdad, his intelligence reports now indicating that Nurettin’s forces probably outnumbered his own. Nixon too was warned of the imminent arrival of Turkish reinforcements, and of the veteran German Field Marshal Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz, to command the Turkish Sixth Army. In fact, the 51st and 52nd Infantry Divisions (previously known as the  1st and 5th Expeditionary Forces (see Chapter 7) were on their way from Armenia; they would not begin to arrive at Baghdad until mid-November, but that would mean they would be in good time to confront a British advance, and Nurettin had also raised a new formation locally, the 45th Division, around a core of around 4,000 Jandarma, and that was now combat-ready.

On 24 October Nixon received the despatch sanctioning the advance on Baghdad, but it was four days before he passed orders on to Townshend, telling him he wished the advance to begin by 14 November. By that date the build-up at Aziziya, begun on 5 October with the landing of the 18th Brigade, was complete. Townshend’s force now numbered approximately 13,500 including engineers and rear-echelon personnel, with thirty-five guns, and was supported by a new gunboat, HMS Firefly ,2 together with Comet, Shaitan  and Sumana, and horse-barges mounting 4.7-in naval guns and 5-in howitzers, towed by Shushan and Mahsoudi. The expedition’s advanced guard had by now occupied Kutuniya and reconnaissance parties had gone on to Baghdadiya and Zor. On 15 November Townshend moved more men up to Kutuniya, and by 19 November his entire main force had reached Zor.

 



Ctesiphon, near the modern town of Al Madain, was little more than a mark on the map in 1915, but in earlier times it had been a significant place; indeed, it is said to have been the biggest city in the world in the sixth century, when, as the seat of the Sassanids, it extended to perhaps thirty square kilometres. There were (and are still) remnants of its glorious past to be seen, most significantly the Arch of Khosrow - a vaulted structure over thirty metres high which, with a length of decorated wall, was all that was left of the imperial palace - and, some three kilometres south-east of there, a section of what was known as the High Wall, a right-angle of ridges or mounds some hundreds of metres in length, rising to a height of fifteen metres in places and eighty metres thick at the base.

This latter structure marked the approximate centre of the Turkish defensive line on the left bank. That line, anchored on the river, ran for some ten kilometres roughly north-eastwards, and consisted of fifteen redoubts spaced at four- to six-hundred-metre intervals, linked by deep trenches, the whole covered by wire entanglements and twenty guns and manned by the 9,500 men of the Turkish 38th (to the south) and 45th Divisions. The two redoubts which formed the northern end of the defensive line, which were constructed on low mounds, were particularly strong. On the far side of the river, where the 3,500-strong 35th Division was stationed with ten field and three heavy guns, the defences ran in a dog-leg for a kilometre and a half.3 There was a secondary line of defence on the left bank, in front of Qusaiba, some three kilometres back from the primary line - much less well fortified, though it used a low ridge to good advantage - behind which the 51st Infantry Division was being held in reserve. The terrain on the left bank was generally flat, with  some scrub, which had been cleared in front of the defensive positions. The river, which ran parallel to the Turks’ left-bank front at a distance of about a kilometre for almost four kilometres, was obstructed near the downstream end of that reach by an impenetrable barrier of sunken vessels and tethered mines, covered by the heavy guns on the right bank.

Townshend divided his force into four columns: A, B, C and a ‘Flying Column’, keeping no divisional reserve. Column A - the ‘Principal Mass’ - was under the command of Walter Delamain (freshly promoted to major-general) and comprised five and a half battalions of infantry (3,650 men), a field battery and the howitzer battery. Column B - the ‘Turning Force’ - was under Hamilton and comprised four battalions (2,700 men) and a field battery. Column C, under Hoghton - the ‘Minimum Force’ - comprised three and a half battalions and the pioneers (2,400 men), a squadron of cavalry, a field battery and some heavy guns. The Flying Column, under Melliss, comprised one battalion of infantry, the bulk of the cavalry, their guns, the Maxim battery, a motor machine gun section mounted on two lorries, and two armoured cars.

Townshend intended to feint both frontally and in a hooking movement round to the right, and then deliver the decisive attack on what he termed the Vital Point, the redoubts forming the northern end of the defensive line. Hoghton’s Column C, on the left, was to advance to within range of the enemy; when it was engaged, Hamilton’s Column B and Melliss’ Flying Column, pre-positioned well to the north, were to advance, the cavalry rounding the secondary defensive line. Then, with what could be construed as a pincer movement under way, Delamain’s Column A was to assault the Vital Point (henceforth, VP), with all guns switching to give converging fire upon it.

The preparatory barrage began at around 0700. By about 0715, Hoghton’s men had advanced through the mist to within long rifle shot of the Turkish position, but failed to draw fire from them. At 0745 Townshend ordered Hamilton forward, Melliss conforming. Column B had covered perhaps two kilometres when Nurettin sent two battalions from the local reserve out into open ground to meet it, while more men were sent to reinforce VP, which had by now come under effective artillery fire.

Delamain, believing the moment had arrived though the preconditions had not yet been met, asked for and received permission to launch his own assault. His men advanced at walking pace to within a thousand metres of the Turkish line and then continued in hundred-metre rushes, the brigaded machine guns wide on the right and a half-battalion of riflemen on the left adding their weight to the artillery which had given supporting fire throughout. They were brought up some forty metres short of their objective by wire entanglements but made their way through them, taking heavy casualties in the process, and by 1000 were in the Turkish positions. The entire operation had been carried out in textbook fashion but at very considerable cost.

The next step should have been to roll up the main Turkish line from its left, but instead more than half of Delamain’s men, under the command of Col. Climo, set off westwards intent on capturing eight guns left unmanned, and Townshend was forced to order Hoghton to move his men across the face of the defence to the right and assault the positions between VP and Water Redoubt. He did so, with the assistance of Delamain’s last reserves, driving the defenders back into Ctesiphon village, but only at considerable cost, and when the Turks counterattacked - employing two battalions of the 51st Division and a battalion which had earlier crossed over from the right bank - could not hold them and was forced to retire. Climo’s ill-judged advance was also halted in its tracks and driven back, and then it was the turn of Hamilton’s column, which had been stalled since that morning. Meliss’ column could do nothing to assist.

Townshend, his own account tells us, realised at that moment that a shortage of manpower was going to cost him the battle of Ctesiphon. His only course was to reorganise, and with darkness falling he issued instructions to all units to break contact with the enemy and fall back. It was his intention to resume the offensive the following morning, but even as the exhausted men were retiring, and a tally of the dead and wounded was being made, he realised that that was beyond their capabilities.

When the British disengaged and retired, the Turks, no less exhausted, did likewise, some to the shelter of Ctesiphon village, some to the secondary defensive line. They were not, however, demoralised - or in any event, their commander Nurettin Bey was not - and by around 2100 he had made a positive appraisal of the situation. He reorganised his army into two corps, XIII, made up of the 35th and 38th Divisions, and XVIII, comprising the 45th and the 51st, and ordered most of those units of the 35th still on the right bank to cross over, leaving behind the three heavy guns, which had done such valuable work against the gunboats during the day, with a battalion of infantry to protect them. By daybreak on 23 November he was ready to re-engage if conditions looked favourable.

Aerial reconnaissance, flown at first light, reported the Turks in retreat to the Diyala River, fifteen kilometres away to the north-west. This was exactly what Townshend wished to hear, of course, but it was entirely false, and far from the defenders having retired, the last two battalions of the 51st Division had now come up from Baghdad to join them. Turkish intelligence was more accurate, reporting that the British had evacuated the area north and north-east of VP. This convinced Nurettin to renew his counterattack, and with the benefit of hindsight, it is only surprising that he left it until mid-afternoon to put the plan into effect. Had he moved earlier, he might have enjoyed more success, but as it was he ran out of daylight before he had gained his objectives, and though he continued to feed more men into the attack until after midnight he was unable to break through.

Early the next morning Nixon concluded there was nothing more he could  do at Ctesiphon, and retired to Lajj with his staff, while Townshend began to weigh the (military) merit of a withdrawal against the ‘political’ benefits of remaining in place. At 1130 he swayed towards the former, and telegraphed his decision to Nixon, who concurred, but by 1220 he had changed his mind, and announced that he was going to stay put, and order all the shipping up to Bustan, under naval escort. Nixon reminded him that even the gunboats alone had been unable to get as far as Bustan; Townshend was not to be deterred, however, saying ‘it will have a much better political effect not to retire, both [sic] here, India, and at home’, and eventually Nixon acquiesced.

Around 1600, Delamain led a mixed force of infantry back out to the north of VP, to screen his right wing’s withdrawal to High Wall. This convinced Nurettin that the British were preparing a counterattack of their own. Uncertain of his enemy’s strength, he decided that after all, discretion might just be the better part of valour, and gave orders to his men to withdraw behind the Diyala River. The withdrawal started at 0400 on 25 November, the Iraq Cavalry Brigade remaining behind to screen it. At first light it reported that the British had in fact now evacuated VP, and were not behaving at all aggressively; it seems to have taken several hours for the Turkish commander to convince himself that he had acted precipitately, but by about midday his men had reoccupied the Ctesiphon positions.

When Townshend learned that the Turks were returning, he changed his mind once more, explaining to Nixon - who had already decamped to Aziziya - that ‘it is always fatal . . . if political reasons are allowed to interfere with military reasons’. The British withdrawal began after dark that evening. The back-markers reached Lajj by 0100, and there the men rested. They set out for Aziziya, thirty-five kilometres away, on the morning of 27 November, the stragglers stumbling in twenty-four hours later, and that same day the Turks reached Lajj and the first German aircraft to arrive in Mesopotamia made its maiden reconnaissance flight,4 reporting the situation to Nurettin and Halil Bey, who had by now come up from Baghdad.

Townshend spent two days at Aziziya (losing Shaitan, which ran aground and opened a seam trying to get off) before setting off once more for Umm at Tubal. There the Turks caught up with him, and he was obliged to fight a brief rearguard action in which the principal casualties were Firefly, which took a direct hit on her boiler, and Comet, which tried to take her in tow but went aground and was soon set ablaze. Nunn ordered both vessels stripped of essential machinery and equipment5 and abandoned. Townshend now resolved not to allow a halt before Qala Shadi, forty-two kilometres from Umm at Tubal, and more than halfway to Kut. The head of the column reached the destination at around 2100, but the tail did not arrive until the early hours. The exhausted men slept where they halted, fitfully, for the cold was intense, and at daybreak resumed their march. The head of the column reached Shumran (Shamam), some way short of Kut, where food had been laid out, as dusk fell on 2 December. By midnight the last stragglers were in,  and the next morning the men - just under 10,400 in all, of all arms6 - entered the town they would come to know and hate over the months which followed. ‘I mean to defend Kut like I did Chitral,’ Townshend promised Nixon, referring to his management of the siege of that town on the North-West Frontier which had made his name, a decade earlier.

 



By the time Townshend arrived at Shumran, Nixon had left Kut for Basra, leaving Sir Percy Cox, together with Brig.-Gen. J C Rimington, who had been in command of the garrison there, to await Townshend. Rimington, who had no confidence in Kut as a defensive position, rode out to meet him and tried to persuade him to continue on to Es Sinn. Townshend rejected that, saying his men were too exhausted to march further than Kut, and that in any event, it would be impossible to move the vast quantities of stores and ammunition stockpiled at Kut before the Turks arrived. Two days later, with the Turks just twenty-four hours away, he was telling Nixon ‘I am making Kut into as strong an entrenched camp as possible in the given time . . . I have shut myself up here reckoning with certainty on being relieved by large forces arriving from Basra.’

‘Every effort is being made to relieve you as soon as possible,’ Nixon replied, ‘and it is hoped to do so within two months.’

‘“Within two months” is serious,’ Townshend replied. ‘I hope we can be relieved by a month. My rations for British troops are only one month,7 and fifty-five days Indian troops. I shall have to reduce scale of rations.8 Am commandeering all bazaar supplies.’9


By 6 December, the day he sent away the bulk of his cavalry and much of his transport - supernumeraries including Cox and Rimington had already departed - he had changed his mind about holding at Kut, and proposed withdrawing after all, and not just to Es Sinn, but to Ali Gharbi. Nixon told him that Younghusband’s 28th Brigade and the Cavalry Brigade would be at Ali Gharbi and Shaikh Sa’ad ‘within next week’. Townshend took his word for it, and was placated. That same day, however, the General Staff in India decided that the situation was graver than they had been led to believe. ‘Taking into consideration the various advantages and disadvantages of holding on to Kut, [they] arrived at the conclusion that the risk . . . outweighed the advantages; and they considered that Kut ought to be evacuated if it were still possible to do so,’ they reported to Duff.

Duff chose not to pass that message on verbatim to Nixon, but simply hinted that Townshend should quit Kut. It was too late in any event. The following day Townshend reported that ‘his position had been turned’. Kut was invested, and evacuation of the town was no longer an option.

 



In broad strategic terms Kut had a singular importance: it gave the British command of the Lower Tigris and thus barred the way to Basra at a point sufficiently far away from the latter to permit the invaders adequate room  to manoeuvre. By holding there, Townshend was buying time for Nixon - who, despite the setback, had not abandoned his ambition to take Baghdad - to strengthen the British position in Mesopotamia. However, as the location for a major defensive position, Kut had nothing to recommend it save that it was situated at the apex of a sharp bend in an unfordable river. When Townshend arrived actual defensive installations were almost non-existent, consisting of a mud-walled ‘fort’ - really little more than an enclosure - three kilometres due north and downstream of the town, on the bank of the river where deep water close in had made it possible to construct a dock of sorts, linked by a simple barbed-wire fence to a point on the riverbank two kilometres upstream of the town. Along that line there were four inadequate isolated blockhouses. The line was far too far out from the town, and thus longer than it needed to be, but its position had been determined by that of the fort, which could not be given up because it was adjacent to the dock and held much of the supplies and stores, which could not be moved because all the able-bodied men were needed to dig trenches to create a proper defensive line.10 There was a further anomaly in the way the position had been laid out: across the river from Kut, near the mouth of the Shatt al Hai, lay Yakasub, which the British called Woolpress Village; there much of the force’s locally obtained grain was stored, and this, too, had to be defended, at least until it could be removed, which meant something like two kilometres more of trenches to be dug and manned. Adjacent to the fort a boat-bridge had been hastily thrown across the river, but as soon as the cavalry and transports had crossed, it was dismantled and reassembled two kilometres upstream. It was usable again by the evening of 8 December, but it soon became obvious that it would be more of a danger than an advantage to retain it, and the following night it was destroyed by explosive charges.

Nixon enquired as to the status of his reinforcements (and made an attempt to secure more, saying that there might be as many as eight enemy divisions opposing him within as little as two months). He was told that the despatch of British troops to Salonika, in reply to Bulgaria entering the war, and the requirements of evacuating Gallipoli had caused the supply of shipping to dry up, and that the 3rd Division was still encamped at Marseilles, but that the greater part of both it and the 7th Division was likely to be at Basra by the end of the year. In an aside to Hardinge - in his weekly letter - Chamberlain added that Nixon could not count on getting further reinforcements from Europe, and raised again another possibility which had been under consideration: sending untried British soldiers - who, in any event, would not be combat-ready for some months - to India to act as garrison troops and thus free seasoned men for service in Mesopotamia. Hardinge had been holding out against that, but on 18 December he accepted the proposal; if Kitchener sent him twelve battalions, he would agree to the 34th and 35th Brigades remaining in Mesopotamia after the 3rd and 7th Divisions arrived,  and would add a third, the 36th Brigade,11 to make a fifth division for service there.

 



The first serious attempt to break into Kut had come on 9 December, and was aimed at the defences in the north-west sector. Two more attempts were repulsed before the Turks adopted a calmer approach; von der Goltz had by this time arrived and taken personal command, and had ordered more conventional siege tactics employed, including the digging of saps to threaten the fort. By 17 December the sap-heads had got so close to the fort’s walls that it was decided to mount a raid to disrupt the work and to check that mining was not in progress. The men sortied just before dawn, under the cover of an artillery and machine gun barrage; forty Turks were killed in hand-to-hand fighting and eleven prisoners taken, at the cost of just one man lightly injured, and no mines were found. The Turks resumed work almost immediately the raiders had returned to their own positions.

The next attempt to take Kut by storm came on 24 December, apparently on Nurettin’s orders while von der Goltz was occupied elsewhere. First, artillery started pounding the fort. ‘Bit by bit the walls crumbled,’ says Cecil Aspinall-Oglander in the Official History, ‘leaving large gaps . . . and by 11am little remained of the north-eastern wall or the northeastern bastion, and large sections of the northern wall were in ruins.’ When the bombardment ceased, and Turkish infantrymen emerged from their trenches, they were driven off by furious rifle and machine gun fire and a hail of bombs. The second phase of the attack began at 2000, and was more determined. More than once it appeared that the assault must succeed, but each time the Turks were driven back; around midnight they withdrew but only to regroup, for at 0230 on Christmas Day they came on again, and were repulsed once more. That was the last time the Turks attempted to take Kut by assault; from now on they would follow von der Goltz’s orders, and wait the British out while preventing the relieving force from reaching the besieged garrison.

 



The first elements of the relieving force - the headquarters and the 51st Sikhs of Maj.-Gen. Sir George Younghusband’s 28th Brigade,12 part of the 7th Division which had not gone further than Egypt - arrived in Mesopotamia on 2 December, and were rushed aboard steamers and sent on their way upriver the same day. Battalions of the 34th and 35th Brigades were similarly treated as they began to arrive later in the month (though some of the former went to Nasiriya instead).

Lt.-Gen. Sir Fenton Aylmer13 reached Basra from India a few days after Younghusband, and was despatched upriver to Amara to take command. By the time he arrived on 12 December the force totalled nine battalions of infantry, thirteen squadrons of cavalry, sixteen guns and some support troops, spread between there and Ali Gharbi, with another battalion and a half of infantry and a cavalry regiment at Basra under orders to join him. His  task was complicated by a lack of trained and experienced staff officers and changes in the command structure14 did not help the situation, but perhaps more serious was the composite nature of the force, none of its elements having fought or trained together. The acute shortage of transport created huge problems too, those responsible for moving troops and supplies vying with each other for the available craft.15


By the first week of January the force concentrated at Ali Gharbi amounted to a full division. On the morning of 4 January it set out for Shaikh Sa’ad, and by the evening of the fifth had reached a point some five kilometres downstream from where Turkish forces, thought to number around 2,500, with two guns, were entrenched a similar distance below Shaikh Sa’ad. They were, in fact, at least four times more numerous than Younghusband estimated, with many more guns.

Younghusband’s plan was to engage the Turkish forces on the left bank the following morning, pinning them in place with the reinforced 35th Brigade while the 28th drove the enemy force on the right bank back into the loop of the river where the village lay. He had no doubt that the Turks would retire as soon as they appreciated his superior strength. During the evening of 5 January he received a signal from Aylmer telling him to hold where he was, doing no more than was necessary to force the enemy to show his hand, until he himself arrived with the rest of the corps the following evening. Younghusband decided that the plan he had already worked up fulfilled Aylmer’s new instruction, and went ahead with it.

The offensive was launched into thick mist at 0900 on 6 January. It soon became clear that the Turkish positions on both banks stretched further than Younghusband had thought, and by the end of the day little real progress had been made. When Aylmer came up the following morning, Younghusband told him he still proposed to follow his original plan, and fight a holding action on the left bank while pushing through on the right and then bringing enfilading fire to bear across the river, but Aylmer switched the main emphasis of the attack to the left bank, where Younghusband himself was to take charge and was to be reinforced by the 19th and newly arrived 21st Brigades.

Younghusband decided to keep the 21st in reserve, and, without adequate reconnaissance - in fairness, he had little time in which to make one - ordered the 35th to remain in place and the ‘light’ 19th Brigade to ‘sweep round and roll up the enemy’s left flank’. It soon became clear that there were strong Turkish positions out to the right, and when the 19th ran into them it stalled. Younghusband sent up two battalions of the 21st to assist, but they made no difference to the situation; he sent the other two, to no better effect, and by nightfall on the second day of the battle had still made no real progress, and casualties had been heavy, at an average of around 350 men per battalion.

On the right bank, Kemball’s 28th Brigade had fared better, and by 1600 the advancing line had got to within about three hundred metres of the  Turkish trenches; the men rushed them and, fatally, the defence faltered. The first and second lines were occupied, but as night fell it proved impossible to advance further over ground cut by drainage ditches.

Aylmer, heartened, urged Kemball on the next morning, and told Younghusband to hold back until he had broken through. When Kemball began to advance again, however, he met stiff resistance once more, and reconnaissance suggested that at least five thousand Turkish troops still lay between him and Shaikh Sa’ad. He made little progress, and throughout the day Younghusband could but sit on his hands.

The ninth of January dawned in mist and continuing rain. Flying was out of the question, but cavalry patrols reported that the positions on the right bank were empty, and Kemball at once ordered them occupied. By 1100 the left bank positions, too, had emptied, and by 1130 Aylmer was able to order a general advance towards Shaikh Sa’ad along both banks. By 1400 the town was occupied, and cavalry patrols had been pushed out into the countryside beyond, while gunboats pressed on upstream.

The Battle of Shaikh Sa’ad was a pyrrhic victory for the British; they had driven the enemy back before them, admittedly, but only for a short distance, and at the cost of 30 per cent of their strength. As at Ctesiphon, the arrangements made to care for the wounded were wholly inadequate, and once again badly wounded men suffered, lying exposed in the open for days, their wounds dressed on the battlefield, if they were lucky, but most untreated, most without even a blanket, awaiting evacuation. Many died before help came.

 



On the morning of 11 January it was possible to fly a reconnaissance mission; the results it brought back were not comforting to Aylmer, for they revealed that the Turks were present in significant numbers - 11,000, his staff estimated - behind a watercourse known simply as the Wadi. Aylmer decided to send the bulk of his forces in a flanking movement around to the right, leaving two infantry brigades to hold the Turks in place. Believing himself outnumbered, all he could fall back on was the hope that the Turks would suddenly revert to the incompetence they had shown a year earlier, and there was precious little chance of that, for the men he was fighting now were cast in a very different mould, and had a new and very ambitious commander, Halil Bey having replaced Nurettin Bey in consequence of his having retired at Shaikh Sa’ad.

Aylmer allocated the 19th, 21st and 35th Brigades, temporarily constituted as the 7th Division,16 to the flanking force and the 28th, with the 9th in reserve, to the frontal position, the Cavalry Brigade to screen the flanking movement. The 7th Division was to move out under cover of darkness to an assembly point some twelve kilometres north-north-west of Shaikh Sa’ad, then, at 0630, move west to cross the Wadi at a point about three kilometres ‘upstream’ from the Turkish positions, advance to take the Turks in enfilade,  and roll up their line. The night was clear, the moon giving some light. The 7th Division moved off at 2130, and by 0230 was at its assembly point; the 28th Brigade crossed the river at dusk, and occupied the positions the 19th and 21st had just vacated, ready to move forward when the planned artillery barrage drove the Turks from advance positions centred on a walled enclosure known as Chittab Fort, east of the Wadi.

Dawn on 13 January brought the customary mist, but it lifted rapidly, and the 7th Division’s deployment was delayed by only an hour; the bombardment of the Chittab positions had the desired effect, and by noon they were in the hands of the 28th, the 9th - substantially under strength still - following up into the overnight positions. The crossing points over the Wadi proved to be poorly chosen, the banks high and steep; this was not too much of an obstacle to the men, who were all across by 1000, but the guns had to be manhandled, and that took until 1300. The infantry columns marched their prescribed distance westwards and then wheeled towards the river, coming into action progressively, beginning with Brig.-Gen. Norie’s 21st Brigade. It soon became clear that Aylmer’s plan had failed to take account of a defensive line extemporised on that of a drainage ditch which ran at right-angles to the Wadi and brought the advance up short.

With the entire 21st Brigade committed, Younghusband sent the 19th Brigade to extend the line still further westwards, in the hope that its right wing would reach the riverbank and establish a cordon around the defenders. When it failed he sent in the 35th Brigade and the Cavalry Brigade to prolong the line still further. By 1840 - some two hours after he had committed the last of his reserves - Younghusband was convinced that he was within striking distance of the river and a significant victory; he was never close to either.

Aylmer, having been informed that the Turks had been shifting men out of the line along the Wadi and sending them to oppose Younghusband, ordered Kemball forward at around 1600, his advance covered by a barrage from the heavy guns and the gunboats on the river. Five hundred metres out from the Turkish line they emerged from scrub; just as they had done at Ctesiphon, the defenders had burned it off and driven in stakes to act as ranging markers. As they crossed the open ground, controlled by interlocking beaten zones of machine gun fire, more and more of the attackers went down. In all the brigade took 648 casualties including three of its four battalion commanders, leaving Kemball no alternative but to withdraw.

Once again, the Turks pulled back in the darkness, this time to prepared positions across the mouth of the Hanna defile. Once again they had bought time, evaded a decisive defeat, and cost the British dearly in the process.

 



Aylmer contemplated attacking the Hanna positions directly, but the troops were in no fit condition to do so, and instead 14 January was taken up with reorganisation, policing the battlefield and evacuating the wounded, a task  which was not completed that day. The weather, unsettled for more than a week, took a distinct turn for the worse during the afternoon, with heavy rain and high winds. Despite prodigious efforts, all attempts to establish a new boat-bridge had failed, much material being lost in the process in what the Official History calls the ‘boisterous yellow flood’ the Tigris had now become.

On the night of 16 January Aylmer telegraphed Nixon telling him that he proposed to send the 3rd Division17 across as soon as the bridge was completed, in order to outflank the Hanna defile, and also suggested that it might be time for Townshend to use such boats as he had to ferry his able-bodied men to the right bank and march them around the Es Sinn position, west of which he would meet them and bring them in. ‘The opportunity is now favourable and may cease directly enemy sends troops down right bank, which may be very soon . . . If Townshend thinks this possible, I shall issue orders for him to do so,’ he concluded.

Nixon would have absolutely none of that. What we might now call ‘his legacy’ was under threat, and even seriously ill as he was (he was awaiting the arrival of his replacement, Lt.-Gen. Sir Percy Lake, lately Duff ’s Chief of Staff, who arrived in Basra to take over on 19 January), Townshend breaking out in order to withdraw had no place in his plans. ‘The course you now propose,’ he said melodramatically, ‘would be disastrous from every point of view - to Townshend’s force, to the whole of the forces in Mesopotamia and to the Empire, and I cannot sanction it.’

And still it rained, the storms repeatedly breaking up the still incomplete boat-bridge across the Tigris. Aylmer had so far been able to ferry across the river only a few guns - one section of ‘S’ Battery RHA’s 13-pounders and four 10-pounder mountain guns - and that was nowhere near sufficient to produce the sort of enfilade bombardment necessary to support a frontal attack on a position as deep as the Turks had established. A superhuman effort on 19 January saw a battery of the 19th Brigade RFA’s 18-pounders and two 4.5-in howitzers ferried across the rapidly rising river that night, while the 93rd Infantry, one of four battalions now established on the right bank, moved up to a point opposite the Hanna positions. The 7th Division’s troops - no more than 3,500 all told, and Younghusband had broken up the 21st Brigade and distributed its personnel between the other two - moved up, too, to within five hundred metres of the enemy positions.

They consisted of a continuous double line of trenches from the riverbank to the limits of the marsh, the entire frontage covered by barbed-wire entanglements. The systematic nature of the defences proved very effective during the artillery bombardment which followed, according to Turkish prisoners; when shells fell on the forward line, they were able to retreat quickly to the secondary, and vice versa. That and the quality of the positions themselves - they were two metres deep and well furnished with shelter recesses and dugouts - meant that casualties were light. When the 35th  Brigade advanced it was unable to get closer to the Turkish trenches than a hundred metres.

Aylmer had no idea the attempt to take the front-line positions had failed, for he had, as usual, no communication with the 7th Division’s assault units. Believing that the attack was going as planned, he ordered the 28th Brigade, the general reserve, to begin to advance to support the 19th. Eventually, reports of the impasse reached him; he called for a further intense ten-minute artillery bombardment on the Turkish front line, and instructed Younghusband to push his men forward once more in its wake. It commenced at 1250, but had little effect, and by then heavy rain was falling once more, accompanied by a biting wind; soon the mud was glutinous again. Those who did try to take advantage of the renewed artillery bombardment found themselves stuck in it and the remains of the wire, horribly exposed to enemy small-arms fire.

The Turks made no attempt to harass the men as they withdrew, or to follow up. However, as reports of the numbers and condition of the men came in, it became clear that any thought of renewing the offensive the following morning was out of the question. The First Battle of Hanna was over; once again the British had suffered well over two thousand casualties, and some of their combat units had been reduced to no more than a shadow of their established strength. And perhaps more significantly, this time they had failed to drive the enemy from his ground.

 



Townshend had become convinced - by reason of the troop movements observed around Kut - that Aylmer was facing less than 4,500 Turks at Hanna, and the news of his defeat there came as a great shock to him. When Aylmer suggested again - on 21 January, the obstacle to this course of action having been removed with the departure of Nixon - that he should ‘sortie on a large scale’, this time to ‘endeavour to defeat what is in front of you, returning on to Kut again’, he replied that he was prepared to make an attempt to break out, but only definitively, not to return. When Aylmer learned of that he cabled Lake to support Townshend’s suggestion, saying that he did not believe he could relieve Townshend ‘even after reinforcements now on their way arrive’, which was a most serious admission and perhaps sowed in Lake’s mind the seeds of doubt as to Aylmer’s reliability.

Townshend may have been actively considering breaking out of Kut, but he was hedging his bets. On 21 January - when his effective strength was ‘6450 bayonets’ - he signalled that, down to fourteen days’ rations, he was finally ready to acknowledge the scale of the problem by cutting them in half and by making serious attempts to locate food caches18 in private hands. Three days later he sent a much improved estimate of his endurance: having found large stocks of wheat and atta (coarsely ground flour) in the homes of the civilian population and in the Lynch Bros. warehouse, together with almost twenty tons of ghee (clarified butter); having reappraised the amount  of barley in his granaries (and discovering that he still had over nine hundred tons) and being about to give the order to begin eating the division’s three thousand horses and mules (which, he said, ‘he had not brought forward till then . . . [thus] rendering the division inefficient for service in the field, until Aylmer had told me he did not think he could relieve me’), he found that he could now hold out for at least a further fifty-six days . . .
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