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PROLOGUE


Finest Hours


21 July 1945: Having taken the surrender of Hamburg, the 7th Armoured Division, otherwise known as the Desert Rats, moved to Berlin to join a victory parade past Winston Churchill down the Charlottenburg Chaussee, led by the division’s stalwart 3rd Royal Horse Artillery, which had figured in every one of its battles since the outbreak of war and had a posthumous Victoria Cross awarded to one of its young officers. Later that day, Churchill met the division informally and spoke these words to the men whose exploits he had followed, and at times directed from afar, throughout the Second World War:


Now I have only a word more to say about the Desert Rats. They were the first to begin. The 11th Hussars were in action in the desert in 1940 and ever since you have kept marching steadily forward on the long road to victory. Through so many countries and changing scenes, you have fought your way. It is not without emotion that I can express to you what I feel about the Desert Rats. Dear Desert Rats. May your glory ever shine! May your laurels never fade! May the memory of this glorious pilgrimage of war, which you have made from Alamein, via the Baltic to Berlin, never die! It is a march unsurpassed through all the story of war, so as my reading of history leads [me] to believe. May the fathers long tell the children about this tale. May you all feel that in following your great ancestors you have accomplished something which has done good to the whole world, which has raised the honour of your country and which every man has the right to feel proud of.


14 April 2003: The Desert Rats are back near the place of their creation as a military unit, taking a leading role in the invasion of Iraq, to resume where they had left off in the same place a dozen years earlier. Once again, historical units bristling with a mixture of youth and tradition, like the 3rd Royal Horse Artillery, were back in the line as part of the 7th Armoured Brigade, modern bearers of the Desert Rats’ emblem. The brigade took the lead role in wresting the ancient city of Basra from the control of the regime of Saddam Hussein, and the men’s performance was singled out for comment on this day by Admiral Sir Michael Boyce, Chief of the Defence Staff:


I have just got back from visiting the area in which the British forces are deployed at the moment . . . First of all, you won’t be surprised to hear that they are in good heart. They have been engaged on every part of the spectrum of conflict, from high-intensity warfare down to looking after the people of Iraq, and I think a good illustration of that was one particular group from the 7th Armoured Brigade in taking a bridge up in the north of Basra in their column, which was about three kilometres long: at the front end of the column there was a furious tank battle going on, with some really heavy engagement; in the middle of the column they were setting out vehicle control points to start bringing order; at the back end of the column they were handing out humanitarian aid packages; and so just in that very short space of time and distance we saw the full attributes of British armed forces being put to the fore.


Order of battle: The Desert Rats’ emblem formally came into use in 1940 when the wife of the first commander of the 7th Armoured Division designed a new emblem, based on a rampant rodent called the jerboa, or desert rat. Over time, many of Britain’s oldest regiments have provided troops to serve under the emblem, with units moving in and out of the division as required by the needs of the moment and the particular military skills required. It is therefore beyond the scope of this work to track the endeavours of each and every one in detail, and the author tenders his apologies in advance to those whose significant contributions may have been given less attention than they merit. However, the names of those units participating are listed in the appendix detailing the order of battle, i.e. those engaged, for every one of the Desert Rats’ major actions during wartime action between 1939–45 and more recently in the Gulf.
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CHAPTER ONE


Footsteps of Empire


To describe them as hard pressed was a gross understatement. In a far-off place, steaming, fetid and flyblown, a hastily slung-together force of ‘never say die’ British and Empire troops, heavily outnumbered initially eight to one and supported by minimalist gun power, ancient equipment and a courageous air force flying planes so obsolete that the enemy laughed, prepared as best they could to enter the fray for what became an incredible if teetering campaign that, in the end, set the Allies on the road to victory in the Second World War. It was to develop into a long, seesawing succession of exceedingly violent, scary, head-to-head battles of a kind previously unknown in the history of mechanical warfare in which an assortment of British, Australian, New Zealand and Indian troops combined with smaller numbers of Poles, French and South Africans, along with the Royal Air Force and the Royal Navy, took huge casualties but ultimately claimed the final battle honours. Notable among them, and perhaps the most famous in the eventual outcome, was a group whose banner would be carried forth for decades and on into the twenty-first century, under the pseudonym of the Desert Rats.


Their part in a campaign that first embraced battle with Mussolini’s Fascist armies, then the Nazis and, much later, Saddam Hussein was somewhat underrated in the great scheme of things in the early months of the Second World War, launched as it was at the very time of exceedingly pressing matters on the home front. The humiliating but miraculous evacuation from Dunkirk, the desperate Battle of Britain and the ongoing Battle of the Atlantic already provided more action than could be comfortably accommodated. Far away in the deserts of North Africa, success was just as vital, with much of Britain’s interests across the entire African continent, the Middle East, the Suez Canal and infinitely more beyond, at stake. Further, there was to be no rapid conclusion to a torrid campaign in the North African desert that swung back and forth along the Mediterranean coast so often that the troops named it the Benghazi Stakes. The reason will become all too apparent as these pages progress. Most disconcerting of all to the troops on the ground, however, was that the conditions of war in this place could never be fully understood, or even imagined, by those far away, whether loved ones keeping track of their progress or the armchair lancers and politicians who were soon to become impatient and critical when things went wrong, as indeed they were bound to do in this most demanding and unrelenting theatre. The unpleasantness was, of course, shared by both sides but made worse for the British and Empire contingents in the early days by the fact that they were being sustained by the longest and most precarious supply line ever known from a place that was itself in dire straits – the United Kingdom.


Here, there were none of the normal conventions of battle brought into play by the hazards, impediments or advantages of, say, an undulating European landscape well endowed with natural cover of trees, hills and hedgerows, running streams for emergency water, or local food supplies. From the point of view of the men involved, it was among the worst places on earth to engage in a land battle of such proportions (another strong contender was the steaming jungle of Burma, which some early units of the Desert Rats, notably the 7th Armoured Brigade, would soon experience for themselves), although for the military tacticians the conditions were a godsend. They knew full well that a desert army is only as strong as its supply line. That lesson had been learned long ago in Britain’s somewhat controversial history of desert warfare, which had repeatedly highlighted a number of important issues, not least of which was the golden rule: that the desert itself was a most vicious enemy, and to come through victorious against opposing forces also represented a triumph over nature.


Everyone who took part, whichever side they were on, would wholeheartedly attest to that statement, experiencing as they did some of the hottest climes on earth, with air temperatures running up to 58°C and surface sand giving off a baking 78°C, and troops at the end of the line – and usually in the maelstrom of battle – were often limited to half a gallon of water a day per man, which included ablutions. Human existence is sparse in these great wildernesses, as indeed is animal life, apart from a few domesticated camels, donkeys, sheep, goats and horses. Smaller burrowing creatures are more common and varied. Among them was a hardy and highly mobile North African rodent, the jerboa – the desert rat – which provided the name and emblem for the 7th Armoured Division as its incumbent units rose up to establish themselves in unsurpassed manner in the oncoming storm.


Storms there were in every sense, especially during the season of howling winds and sub-zero nights, when a lifestyle already almost intolerable to men drawn from disparate climates turned into a nightmarish scenario. Those who ignored its perils were soon in trouble, especially in a windstorm when the air is alive with sharp grains of sand and dust which penetrate the eyes, nose, mouth, every crack or tear in headgear or clothes, and is especially threatening to anything mechanical. It also became a quickly established fact that in the desert the smallest scratch could rapidly develop into a serious wound, which would be further exacerbated by flies and grit. The desert sore is notorious, and simply left unattended could lead to serious repercussions and even death as the wound becomes ulcerated and poisonous. A time-honoured tradition among the native population was to urinate on their sores.


As will be seen from forthcoming recollections of men who were in the thick of it, the battle against the desert itself provided a constant and relentless alternative to the war, although incredibly it was also widely accepted that, the above discomforts apart, it was a very healthy place to be in many other respects, and some even preferred it to, for example, Italy in winter. The soldiers became incredibly fit through their on-the-spot training for the battles ahead, although it must be said that the limited supplies of food and water and the heavy-duty work in which many of them were deployed were also major contributors to their leanness.


This was definitely a young man’s army, and, again, lessons had been learned long ago in the British army’s history of desert warfare, which had tested many of the country’s finest military units over the previous century. Some of Britain’s oldest regiments had shared the experience in times past, and though many of those famous names have long since been retired or merged, regimental headquarters that carry the flag forward to this day have museums and archives dedicated to past campaigns by British expeditionary forces in desert conditions. In essence, the landscape confronting the Allied armies in North Africa in 1940 had barely changed since Queen Victoria had gained her Empire. The military museums and libraries all carry substantial testimony for those who had the time to research their destination – although in this case, at the start of the Second World War, few were even aware of it until they drew close.


Among that material, coincidentally, was an excellent treatise by the man who had just taken over as Britain’s wartime leader, Winston Churchill no less, whose own passionate and at times controversial demands for success in the Western Desert were soon to test some of his best available commanders. Churchill had already been there, long ago, and bought the T-shirt. His war had been on the banks of the upper Nile, when he served as a subaltern with the Hussars in Kitchener’s army in the Omdurman Campaign (see below) towards the end of the nineteenth century. Drawing on those experiences, he had authored what many regard as a classic in war reportage, entitled The River War, in which he wrote:


This great tract which may conveniently be called The Military Sudan stretched with apparent indefiniteness over the face of the continent. Level plains of smooth sand – a little rosier than buff, a little paler than salmon – are interrupted only by occasional peaks of rock: black, stark and shapeless. Rainless storms dance tirelessly over the hot crisp surface of the ground. The fine sand, driven by the wind, gathers into deep drifts and silts among the dark rocks of the hills, exactly as snow hangs about an Alpine summit; only it is fiery snow such as might fall in hell. The earth burns with the quenchless thirst of ages and in the steel-blue sky scarcely a cloud obstructs the unrelenting triumph of the sun . . . It is scarcely within the power of words to describe the savage desolation of the regions into which the line and its constructors now plunged. A smooth ocean of bright coloured sand spread far and wide to distant horizons. The tropical sun beat with senseless perseverance upon the level surface until it could scarcely be touched with a naked hand, the filmy air glittered and shimmered as over a furnace. Here and there huge masses of crumbling rock rose from the plain, like islands of cinders in a sea of fire.


Four decades later, nothing had changed, except that by then Churchill was Prime Minister and, from afar, was directing the overall strategy for the events unfolding in the Middle East. In a way, his own colourful descriptions of the landscape facing British soldiers, Kitchener’s tactics and the resistance encountered had come back to do their haunting, because in 1940 there was no time or money, and insufficient manpower and equipment, to take account of past lessons and mistakes. His historically important book along with other stone-cold-sober accounts from the past accumulating in military archives held the clues to the successes and failures in the British army’s many excursions into desert combat. They showed clearly that in spite of an overlay of now famous heroics, Britain had suffered a number of serious reverses in the desert, often at the hands of rather ill-equipped native hordes, and there were to be some surprising echoes of these past endeavours in the 1940s conflict, notably the infamous siege of Tobruk, which may be compared with the siege of Khartoum 65 years earlier.


Interestingly, many were revisited by post-1945 film-makers in the wake of attention paid to the exploits of the Desert Rats, albeit with an air of romanticism and nationalistic banging of the drum that barely acknowledged the true human cost in lives lost. However, what stood out in these stories especially, and was long ago confirmed in regimental histories, was that mobility was the key to success in desert warfare and that meant, through the various eras of military progression, the recognition that foot soldiers, the infantry, would be prone to all possible physical setbacks: illness, exhaustion or simply dying of thirst. It became generally accepted that the intensity of such problems could cause men to give up far earlier than in a more tolerable climate. And however strong a garrison, regiment or even division, few would survive the greatest nightmare – that of being cut off and isolated from supply lines. At that point, they would be at the mercy of the enemy, and that was a composite term that included the desert itself.


Over the years, much research was carried out by military men and civilian observers, especially into some of the disasters – and great successes – from which lessons might be learned. Three names stand out among the most famous of the British army’s epic encounters in that region in times past: General Charles ‘Chinese’ Gordon, famous for mapping part of the Nile but who was killed along with his army after being besieged in Khartoum for a year; General Sir Charles Townshend, who presided over the surrender of an entire division after being surrounded in Mesopotamia (in an area that later became Iraq) in 1916 (revisited by the Desert Rats in 1991 and 2003); and Colonel Thomas Edward Lawrence, the controversial and mysterious figure who became better known as ‘Lawrence of Arabia’. These men were among the forerunners in establishing the British army’s desert experiences on various journeys to secure and maintain imperial interests over the ensuing century. It is worth recounting some of those experiences before going into the emergence of the Desert Rats and their coming to fame in the 1940s.


General Gordon became something of a national hero for his personal achievements in China, on behalf of British interests during the Taiping uprising in the early 1860s, but it was his exploits and eventual demise in North Africa that led him to lasting, if somewhat inglorious, fame. On his return to England from the Far East in January 1865, he was dubbed ‘Chinese’ Gordon for his courageous role in securing European trading interests. His military stature and rank grew over the next decade or more, during which he found himself once again in positions of national and international importance when service in the crucially important region of Sudan beckoned. By then, the British army’s deployment in Africa was predominantly focused on the need to preserve the free passage of British ships through the Suez Canal, which had opened in 1869.


Britain gained a controlling interest in the canal by buying the shares of the Khedive of Egypt, thus ensuring continuing access to this vital seaway to the east, and with it the troubles that came with maintaining a force capable of repelling those who, down the decades, had ideas of ejecting the British from the scene. The Khedive, having met General Gordon on a visit to London, specifically requested that he should be appointed governor of the Egyptian Sudan to organise an Egyptian-led military presence capable of both securing British interests and organising some form of local government structure. Gordon remained on the scene until 1880, when he returned to Britain, partly through illness.


Within two years, however, the region was reduced to turmoil in the face of a Dervish rebellion in the Sudan, and in 1884 General Gordon was sent back by the British government to organise the evacuation of Egyptian civilians and troops from Khartoum, where they were under attack by rebels led by the Muslim mystic, Muhammad Ahmed al-Mahdi. Gordon reached Khartoum on 18 February 1884 and quickly succeeded in evacuating 2,000 women, children and sick and wounded before al-Mahdi’s forces closed in on the city. The British government, however, refused Gordon’s requests for further assistance, apparently certain that the Egyptian force would stand firm. This, together with Gordon’s own stubborn refusal to retreat from Khartoum, spelled disaster and ultimately led to the British army’s first real test of a long and laborious deployment in true desert conditions. It was the first of a series of campaigns that introduced British soldiers to the harsh environment of the Egyptian/Sudanese desert.


The siege of Khartoum began on 13 March and continued its bloody course for 317 days against the backdrop of mounting fascination in Britain until, finally, in the face of desperate pleas from Gordon and increasing pressure of public opinion, the Gladstone government agreed to send a relief force under General Garnet Joseph Wolseley, setting out from Wadi Halfa, on the east bank of the River Nile in southern Egypt, in October 1884, an army looking wholly out of place in the desert, with its soldiers dressed in red serge uniforms. The advance party of Wolseley’s force, in the shape of river gunboats sailing down the Nile, arrived on the scene on 28 January 1885 and quickly put the rebels to flight. But they arrived too late to save Governor Gordon and his garrison. Just 48 hours earlier, they had finally been overrun by the Mahdi’s rebels. The defenders of Khartoum were butchered to a man, General Gordon among them.


The Mahdists retreated downriver, abandoning Khartoum, and set up base in Omdurman. The British newspapers acclaimed ‘Gordon of Khartoum’ as warrior-saint and blamed the government for his death in their failure to send in a relief force earlier. Even so, having seen the retreat of the Mahdists, the British force promptly retired to Egyptian territory, much to the delight of the Mahdi, whose army immediately began receiving hundreds of new recruits in the mistaken belief that the British had been defeated. The British public was stunned, Gladstone was publicly booed and Queen Victoria bitterly described Gordon’s death as a ‘stain left upon England’. The Mahdi would not live long enough to enjoy his victory. Five months later, he died of typhus. But for the British the Sudanese campaign was only a beginning.


As the French, Italians and Belgians all began to show greater interest in Suez and the Nile, Britain launched a military initiative to ensure its continued influence in Sudan. General Herbert (later Lord) Kitchener, who had been an officer at the time of the attempted relief of Gordon, was appointed commander of the Egyptian army in 1892, and for the next seven years led a continuous series of campaigns, resulting in the rout of the Mahdists at the Battle of Omdurman in 1898. It was in this era that he was joined by a young second lieutenant in the 21st Lancers, Winston Churchill, whose later book catalogued a campaign which was important in a number of respects.


While enduring its first true extended experience of desert warfare, the British army adapted to the conditions. As Churchill wrote, it was invaluable experience that also highlighted the dangers of the unexpected and unaccountable. Two of the key elements were the organisation and establishment of supply lines, lessons that were learned the hard way but, as will be seen, were still bones of major contention and difficulty in the desert in both World Wars, and in the Gulf Wars a century later. One outstanding improvement for the troops was that, finally, they were provided with more suitable khaki cotton uniforms and gaiters were replaced by puttees (although in both 1939/40 and 2003 some troops among the Desert Rats were also without appropriate dress because of shortages). These improvements had already been pioneered on the North-West Frontier of India and were even more suited to desert conditions. The puttees, for example, prevented sand from working into a soldier’s boots and injuring his feet, and wearing the dust-coloured uniform, rather than the brilliant red, ensured that troops were less of a target, a factor that was to become increasingly important as the years passed, to both the British and their enemies.


Kitchener’s army discovered the advantages and disadvantages of moving across huge tracts of desert where there was very little cover or protection. In those early times, the British certainly had the advantage over local troops in utilising the huge visibility the desert in decent conditions provided. The tremendous boon to advancing forces was demonstrated at the Battle of Omdurman when the Lee-Metford rifle (later adapted to become the Lee-Enfield) that fired cordite .303 rounds at a range of 2,800 metres could be used to brilliant effect, at least from the British point of view. Their troops opened fire on the advancing Mahdist army at a distance of over a mile. Such advanced weaponry was, of course, totally unmatched by the enemy force, and the British marched victoriously back into Khartoum. Similarly, the Maxim machine gun, invented by an American, Hiram Maxim, in 1884 while he was residing in England, was also to have great impact. It was manufactured by Vickers, by which name it eventually became universally known. It represented a revolution in the firepower of the marching army, and this was really demonstrated for the first time in the Omdurman campaign when the advancing army of 10,000 Dervish soldiers was simply cut to ribbons.


The slaughter by Maxim firepower represented a bloody revenge for the death of Gordon, and it was a ferocious demonstration of the use of such weapons, soon to be adopted by all nations and largely responsible for the epithet ‘the machine-gun war’ assigned to the upcoming First World War. In fact, the operations overseen by Kitchener during the late 1890s were vital to formalising Britain’s strategic position in the area in the years approaching the First World War, although in the event it was weakened by demands elsewhere which led ultimately to the second of the major defining events in Britain’s exposure to desert warfare. Kitchener by then was back in London, and in the wake of his victorious restoration of Khartoum and the Sudan to British influence he had been created a baron and given a grant of £30,000. He was subsequently made a viscount and given a further £50,000 after assuming command of British forces against the Boers in South Africa, with Winston Churchill once again on hand to provide the commentary. By the time of the outbreak of the First World War, Churchill was First Lord of the Admiralty and Lord Kitchener was Secretary for War, famously telling the young men of his nation that their country needed them. Once again the Suez Canal became a focus of their attentions. Quite apart from the carnage in France and the looming disaster of Gallipoli, many of Kitchener’s green recruits would be destined for the desert. Many, along with very large numbers of Australian, New Zealand, Indian and Gurkha soldiers, would fight at Gallipoli and then, after an ignominious retreat from the Dardanelles, were dispatched to Egypt to fight the same enemy, the Turks.


The terrible saga of the Gallipoli campaign, in which the British, Anzac and Empire units suffered more than 250,000 casualties, was being played out against a secondary – and somewhat overlooked – drama in the deserts east of Suez and especially in the ancient state of Mesopotamia. At the start of the Great War, the Ottoman Turkish Empire held Mesopotamia, which provided a vital link to the Gulf. Around it on either side were British and French colonial interest in Persia, Arabia and Syria, and beyond to Egypt and Suez. Here, the ‘other war’ – overshadowed by events elsewhere – exploded, and two key objectives were identified for the Allies: to maintain control of Suez and to protect the Persian oilfields. In a region whose lands had been controlled by rival colonising forces for centuries, the war in Europe was of little consequence. Those communities were confronted by a confusion of political and religious values which cut right across the continents of Asia, Africa and the Middle East, and across all British possessions and protectorates.


When Turkey entered the war on the side of Germany and Austria, Britain moved a large force into southern Mesopotamia, and the names of towns and cities that were to become familiar to later generations in the twentieth century were in the theatre of war. All British operations were to be controlled by the government of India through the Viceroy. They began by capturing Basra, and General Sir John E. Nixon, who commanded the Anglo-Indian troops, was to annex what territories he felt necessary to give British control of Mesopotamia. It was to these areas that the British returned time and again, as did the Desert Rats in the 1940s, 1990 and 2003. At that time, Major-General C. V. F. Townshend, a veteran of Omdurman, was at the helm and had made creditable progress through Mesopotamia until he suffered what might be termed ‘head office interference’, and thus his eventual notoriety came not through a historic victory but a most embarrassing and costly surrender. In April, after beating off two Turkish attacks, Major-General Townshend, commanding the 9th Indian Division, began his advance up the Tigris in a flotilla of boats. The summer heat beat on his men, and as they progressed they ran out of navigable water and the boats had to be pulled through swamps and finally desert. The troops dropped like the flies that surrounded them, from dysentery, malaria and heatstroke. Even so, they pressed on and fought several battles, and, in spite of almost a third of the troops being affected by illness at one time or another, the march through Mesopotamia went well. Much ground had been won with relatively few casualties, and General Townshend became aware that those above him had Baghdad in their sights. It would be a marvellous coup, Nixon argued, to take the Mesopotamian capital, with its population of around 150,000. Townshend was against the idea unless his force of 10,000 infantry, 1,000 cavalry, 38 guns and 7 aircraft was substantially increased. The issue was being debated back in London when he was ordered to advance on Kut-el-Amara, 200 miles from Baghdad and close to where the Tigris and Euphrates converged, where the Turks had put down a force of around 10,000 men.


Townshend had little difficulty with them and put the Turkish army to flight after capturing 1,300 prisoners and all their guns. The Turks drew back to Ctesiphon, the ruined former capital of Mesopotamia, and Townshend moved on in pursuit. The issue of launching an attack on Baghdad once again came up. Lord Kitchener was firmly against; Townshend, he said, had insufficient troops for such an undertaking, and there were not enough reinforcements available. General Nixon, who remained bullish, was supported by the Viceroy of India, a man of influence in this war. So Townshend was ordered to push on and advance to Ctesiphon, where the Turks were now spread out and dug in. Unknown to the British, reinforcements had been rushed in. Not only was Townshend outgunned, but he would face a combined force of regulars and Arab conscripts of close on 21,000 men.


So began the countdown to one more great disaster. Townshend made several unsuccessful attacks on the Turks over the next eight days, and bitter fighting ensued, with the loss of 4,600 men of the British force. Townshend was forced to withdraw his men back to Kut-el-Amara with the Turks in hot pursuit. On 3 December 1915 the enemy pulled off a classic desert manoeuvre by throwing a cordon around the British encampment and called on Townshend to surrender. He refused and remained confident that a relief column would come to their aid and put the Turks to flight, just as Gordon had hoped in Khartoum. Such a force was even then being prepared to march but would face en route constant harassment from the Turks, which slowed it down to a snail’s pace.


By late January the relief column was nowhere near the siege site, and conditions were deteriorating. As food began to run out, Townshend ordered the slaughter of his horses, although the Indian and Gurkha troops adamantly refused to eat horsemeat on religious grounds; they said they would rather starve, and that now seemed a strong possibility. By March, almost four months after Townshend’s army was isolated, the relief column had still not reached the besieged troops, who were now desperate for supplies; men were dying of starvation. For the first time in history, aircraft were used to drop 7,620 kilogrammes of food, flying low and dangerously over the Turkish cordon and through random firing from the ground. The airdrop was welcome but quite inadequate to keep the thousands of men in rations for more than a few days. Meanwhile, the relief troops were not only unable to break through the Turks’ cordon but were now coming under continuous attack from a strong Turkish presence, commanded by the German General Kilmer von der Goltz. Over a period of several weeks, the relief force suffered 21,000 casualties; it was bogged down in the sand less than 20 miles from the starving garrison, whose last hope of escape from the terrible conditions in which they were forced to exist seemed to have vanished. In London there were rumours of an important announcement about the trapped British force, and on 29 April 1916 the War Office released a statement that shocked the whole nation:


After a siege that has lasted for 143 days, Major-General Charles Townshend, commanding the 6th (Poona) Division, today surrendered unconditionally to the Turkish general Khalil Pasha at Kut-el-Amara in Mesopotamia. Resistance to the Turkish onslaught has been conducted with gallantry and fortitude but failed because of the shortage of supplies.


The news caused great dismay throughout the Empire, especially in India. For a British force of such magnitude to lay down their arms, The Times noted, was ‘without precedent’. And so it was that the surviving 2,600 British and 10,486 Indian and Gurkha troops surrendered into the custody of the Turks. More than 4,200 were never seen again, most having fallen and died by the wayside on a forced march across 500 miles of desert to Aleppo. Aggravating the problem of supply was the necessity of dividing limited manpower and equipment throughout other fronts in other theatres of the war. This division of strategic priorities was felt on both sides, but in this instance Townshend’s troops were well and truly stitched up by unfortunate decisions on his own part and by the slow progress of troops heading across the desert to his aid.


Elsewhere in the Middle East desert, thousands of battle-weary troops, including a large Anzac contingent, had been evacuated from the horror of Gallipoli and now found themselves attempting to ward off the same enemy east of Suez in the Sinai Desert and Palestine in 1916. It was in recollections of these events that we find an early, possibly the first, reference to ‘desert rats’ as a description of the soldiers themselves. It comes in a compilation of extracts from his books1 by Australian soldier, gold prospector and prolific author Ion Idriess. He describes how his unit, from the 2nd Light Horse Brigade, arrived at the Dardanelles in May 1915 and how after months of battle found himself and many of his colleagues transferred to the desert war, in spite of the fact that the troops were wholly unprepared for such a scenario and most were still in their heavy-duty uniforms. He writes of the dismay that spread among the troops in his battle area near Bir-el-Dueidar when news of Townshend’s surrender reached them, and his description of their own plight left little to the imagination:


May 15 [1916]. . . patrols, outposts, reconnaissance, fatigues, trench-digging, flies, sun and sand . . . We hear men of other regiments have collapsed through sunstroke. Just here, there is still a taint of dead men in the air; camels, too. A peculiar sickness is amongst us . . . it starts with vomiting, then a rash breaks out. The doctor has got stuff that eases the itch, otherwise men would go batty. Septic sores, too, are beastly things.


His reference to ‘desert rats’ appears in his recollections of a 48-hour pass to Port Said in June 1916:


Just out of a shower bath. Heavens! The world rains miracles. We are in the Continental Hotel. Grand rooms. I awoke to see masts of ships and to hear the sweet music of street traffic. But I could not sleep well even for those few hours. The bed was too strange. I kept waking up and thinking I was on some duty. When we strolled out, Stan and Bert bought khaki shirts. They looked utterly changed, clean and cool. No doubt they are ‘the boys’ of the section. Morry and I looked like nothing on earth in our desert-stained old tunics. We felt ashamed to walk beside them . . . [but] I’m damned if we weren’t stopped by two English military police armed with cudgels. They told us then that we were not properly dressed, for two of us wore khaki shirts instead of tunics. We had an argument, of course. But it’s not the fault of the police. Here we are for 48 precious hours, after months in the rotten desert fighting England’s battles. For months we have not changed our clothes; we have lived in them, slept in them, always ready for instant action. And in these few hours of leave we buy cool khaki clothes and discard for the time being our old clothes thick with sweat and grease and crawling with lice. And the cursed English military law says: ‘Keep those vermin-infested clothes on and go out into the desert with them again.’ Well, we won’t! So that’s that!


The group wandered away, hired a boat, sailed down the mouth of the canal and that night enjoyed dinner at their hotel along with two bottles of wine and did their best to forget that the war ever existed. But they were soon in trouble:


Stan and Bert had changed into their clean clothes and our luck was stiff enough to run into two military police down a side street. An argument, of course, and Bert flatly refused to put his tunic on. But one of the police spoke very decently and explained it was not their fault about the thick old clothes, it was just military rule; which of course we understood. But as Bert said, that is no good to us. The military heads don’t have to wear our filthy rags. We had a long argument with the police, but I’m too disgusted to put it down. After dinner we went to the Kursall. Now it was nine o’clock, Stan and Bert thought surely it wouldn’t matter to go to the Kursall without the old tunics. Stan even put a khaki tie on. He looked quite smart in his new clothes and curly hair. I kept gazing at him; could hardly believe he was the dirty desert rat I’d worked with all these months. We trooped light-heartedly downstairs and walked right into a sergeant with a squad of military police. We were immediately ordered to go back into the hotel and stay there, or else put our tunics on, otherwise we would go straight to the guardroom. We could make our own choice. Stan [was] ordered to report to Orderly Room in the morning, to answer a charge of being improperly dressed in Port Said. It was a shock to us.


These incidents, along with the earlier demise of General Gordon, demonstrated important elements, good and bad, that should have been filed under the heading of ‘lessons learned’ to be taken out and re-examined at regular intervals in the future. A number of issues certainly came back into play during the Second World War, and not everyone, it seemed, had taken note of past accounts. However, one who did develop these themes in an outstanding way was T. E. Lawrence, who became a desert strategist par excellence and was closely associated in the campaign that opened up east of Suez in 1917–18. His methods and ideas were to have far-reaching effects, stretching down the decades, inspiring many who later entered the military halls of fame. He was ultimately responsible for the formulation of small-party raiders from which, in time, emerged World War Two groups such as the Long-Range Desert Group and onwards to include the Special Air Service and Special Boat Service. They all adopted the classic model of Lawrence operating ahead of the herd, deep behind enemy lines and a law unto himself, tactics that were to be honed and developed in spectacular fashion throughout the second half of the twentieth century.


To Lawrence himself, the call to duty in the First World War was like going home. It was almost a spiritual event. He had pursued a great passion for the study of medieval military architecture, which took its historical settings abroad, including Syria and Palestine. His thesis won him first-class honours in history in 1910 and a travel award from Oxford’s Magdalen College which enabled him to join an expedition excavating the Hittite settlement of Carchemish on the Euphrates between 1911 and 1914. Just prior to the outbreak of war, he joined a detailed exploration mission to the northern Sinai and the Turkish frontier east of Suez. Ostensibly a scientific expedition sponsored by the Palestine Exploration Fund, Lawrence and his colleagues completed an entire map-making reconnaissance from Gaza to Aqaba, which was fortuitous and of immense and almost immediate strategic value when war came and the Allies found themselves fighting in what were otherwise relatively uncharted desert regions. The work also had real scholarly value, and a book, written jointly by Lawrence and another member of the team, was published under the title The Wilderness of Zin in 1915. In the meantime, Lawrence went to work for the War Office, in their map-preparation department, where he drew a complete map of Sinai. But it had already been recognised that Lawrence could make a far greater contribution to the war effort by drawing on his vast knowledge of the area, and by December 1914 he was a lieutenant in Cairo.


The knowledge he had acquired was a rare attribute, and it was especially so when combined with an established contact with Arabs living in Turkish-held lands. He was immediately assigned to intelligence-gathering, and his first year there was spent debriefing prisoners of war or escapees from Turkish areas, drawing maps and processing data from agents behind enemy lines. He was apparently appalled at the general level of inefficiency in British military operations emanating from Egypt and was especially disgruntled at the manner in which many of his fellow officers dismissed the Arabs as untrustworthy and of little value. However, Lawrence would soon prove them wrong. He was convinced that potential allies within Arabia itself should be courted with the intention of undermining the Turks.


In October 1916 he joined diplomat Sir Ronald Storrs on a trip to see the emir of Mecca, who had a known history of hatred of the Turks. There were also meetings with the emir’s two sons, who controlled the Arab armies, and on his return to base Lawrence urged his superior officers to recommend that the British should make an immediate, secret pact to supply arms and gold to dissident Arab sheikhs in and around Turkish-controlled areas which, in effect, bribed them into starting a rebellion. The British agreed, and Lawrence himself would join the Arab army as political and liaison officer, thus beginning his immersion into Arabian culture. Although Lawrence was not the only officer to become involved with the Arab military, he very rapidly became its leading light and planner. He was the prime mover of many major campaigns, but from a historical perspective his organisation of assaults on Turkish positions from behind enemy lines became an outstanding feature of his time with the Arab armies. These developed into classic guerrilla attacks and sabotage operations laying mines, blowing up bridges and vital supply routes. Lawrence, according to his own accounts, plotted and planned a campaign that had ghost-like qualities, with Arab units turning up first in one place and then another, thus keeping a large contingent of enemy forces from more effective deployment elsewhere. The main Damascus to Medina railway was also blown up on numerous occasions to the extent that it became virtually inoperable. Although the Arabs were initially goaded into action by the bribes he arranged for them, eventually many were prepared to follow Lawrence wherever he dictated, regardless of the dangers. He was undoubtedly one of the key elements of a campaign that destroyed Turkish influence across the region.


He rose to the rank of lieutenant-colonel with the Distinguished Service Order (DSO), and by the time his Arab army reached Damascus in October 1918 Lawrence was physically and emotionally exhausted, which was partly due to a violent homosexual assault while he was briefly imprisoned by the Turks. He was wounded numerous times, captured and tortured; endured extremities of hunger, weather and disease; was driven by military necessity to commit atrocities on the enemy; and witnessed in the chaos of Damascus the defeat of his aspirations for the Arabs in the very moment of their triumph, their seemingly incurable factionalism rendering them incapable of becoming a nation. Disillusioned, Lawrence left for home just before the Armistice and politely refused, at a royal audience on 30 October 1918, the Order of the Bath, leaving the shocked King George V holding the box in his hand.


In addition to the style of his military operations, the ‘hearts and minds’ tactics that Lawrence employed among his Arabian guerrillas can easily be recognised as forerunners to the Special Forces that proliferated around the globe in the twentieth century. There were others, similarly experienced in the desert campaigns of the First World War, who survived to make an invaluable reappearance in the Second, not merely in the military sense but in Lawrence-style studies of the landscape, the geography and the people. Among them were two notable names: Ralph Bagnold, who, as we will see, went on to found the Long-Range Desert Group, invaluable cohorts of the Desert Rats; and Orde Wingate, an outstanding if unconventional commander who formed and ran unconventional native units in North-East Africa before eventually founding his famous Chindits in the Burmese jungle. Others in Egypt and east of Suez at that time included a young acting major named John Harding,2 who had served with the 11th Battalion, London Regiment, at Gallipoli, Egypt and Palestine before his promotion with the 54th Machine Gun Battalion, Machine Gun Corps, in 1916 at the age of 20. He finished the war as an acting lieutenant-colonel. Harding’s desert experience then and in the interwar years proved a great boon for troops in the Western Desert in the 1940s, when he rose to command the 7th Armoured Division and as such became a hero of the Desert Rats.


Although his main contributions to this account appear later, his recollections of the First World War provide us with some fascinating and humorous vignettes, gleaned from almost 25 hours of tape-recorded memoirs which he left for posterity in the Sound Archive of the Imperial War Museum and which are now available for public listening.3 His detailed descriptions of the whole campaign east of Suez deals especially with the final surge of the Empire troops towards the Turkish front in Gaza and on to Jerusalem. He was commanding a brigade company of 16 machine gunners deployed in support of the forward troops advancing towards their given objectives:


One of those was Beersheba, which was of great importance to us because it had water, and that was a governing factor in the advance. Then the Desert Mounted Corps led the final mounted infantry charge into Beersheba and secured the area and the water supplies. The supply lines were becoming longer and longer, but we did not experience any real difficulties with food or ammunition. It wasn’t plentiful, but it was enough. We did, however, have a problem with the animals during a night march to Gaza, arising from the antipathy between the Argentine mules, which carried our guns and ammunition, and the Egyptian camels, which formed our supply convoy. My company was marching along with their mules when the supply camels passed us fairly close. The mules bounded and galloped around, bucking as they went, and the guns were thrown off. It was real pandemonium for a while, but fortunately everyone kept their heads, rounded up the animals and then collected their guns from the sands and continued on. The battle for Gaza went according to plan. There was a very effective artillery bombardment, followed by a machine-gun barrage, and the Turks began their withdrawal, pursued by our troops, led by the Desert Mounted Corps who went streaking ahead.


After the war, large areas of the former Turkish Empire passed to British and French control. Winston Churchill, who took over as Colonial Secretary in 1920, balked at the enormous cost of overseeing the British ‘inheritance’, which was by far the largest commitment. Across the whole of the Middle East, bankrupt Britain had to foot the huge bill for the concentrations of troops, almost doubling the pre-war commitment to maintain security in the areas of British interest and influence. Apart from those units already in situ at bases in colonial possessions and other areas such as Egypt, another 86 battalions of British and Indian soldiers were garrisoned in tented cities across Mesopotamia (which became Iraq in 1922), Persia (Iran), Palestine and Transjordan (Jordan) ostensibly to bring stability to territories bequeathed to Britain by the League of Nations at the end of the war. They would all prove to be difficult and volatile and would remain so throughout the twentieth century and beyond. Immediately, the British simply became the targets of local uprisings that soon swelled into considerable forces, armed with leftovers from the war. Even more worrying for the ministers back in London was the enormous cost of funding these armies. Churchill called a conference of his Middle East military and political officials in Cairo. The main item on the agenda was how to reduce the British troop commitment.


One route chosen and adopted was to pay ‘fees’ (or bribes) to local leaders to keep their people subdued. The second new and important factor was to employ Churchill’s own theory, to let the RAF take the brunt of policing and provide them with the barest minimum of ground forces. His proposals were quickly approved in London, Churchill already having cleared his scheme with RAF supremo Hugh Trenchard, who would be given an increase of one-third in the air-force annual budget to take control in the first of the regions targeted for RAF policing: Iraq. The country was still a vast arena of rumbling antagonism, especially around the Kurdish strongholds, and the Turks were staging renewed incursions, trying to regain a foothold in the country they had lost (they were still trying three-quarters of a century later). Even as approval for the new scheme was being won, a major uprising was taking place. Rebel forces numbering 150,000 were moving against British positions, and further British troops were rushed in from neighbouring bases to hold the line. Iraq was calmed, and the British were able to pull tens of thousands of troops out of the region, all of which was achieved against a backdrop of bitter inter-service disputes and backbiting largely among senior officers back in Britain.


On the ground in Iraq, however, more useful tactics, which would benefit the Desert Rats years later, were being employed through the friendly cooperation of the two senior commanders of the RAF and the army, who devised joint exercises that called for 17 army vehicles to go out into the desert for three weeks at a time, relying entirely on RAF supply drops. The RAF armoured car companies persevered and used their aircraft link-up to establish emergency supply dumps for ground personnel, as well as navigational markers for the first cross-desert flights of Imperial Airways. Meanwhile, the British Army on the Nile resumed its peacetime role, somewhat restricted in such experimentation by the impecunious state of the War Office. In due course, however, a number of senior officers took it on themselves to begin experimenting with schemes and ideas for improving supply-line problems in the desert, thus increasing trans-desert mobility and, indeed, improving the lot of desert soldiers of the future. The army itself did not have enough money to fund such experiments, and a number of officers began to take up the challenge in their own time, often using their own resources and even persuading the Royal Geographical Society to assist.


A number of enthusiasts in these experimental sorties into desert endurance included soldiers and civilians alike, all at the time working in and around the desert. A leader among them was Major Ralph Bagnold, who used most of his personal time and money, as well as the little he could squeeze from army funds, to work on numerous innovations that were to become vital elements in the future, and saviours to the Desert Rats and to their pals, the mobile armies and tank regiments of the near future.




1 Ion Idriess’s Greatest Stories, Angus & Robertson, 1986.


2 Later Field Marshal Lord Harding of Petherton, GCB, CBE, DSO, MC, who became Chief of the Imperial General Staff, 1952–5, and Governor of Cyprus, 1955–7.


3 Also available in a 450-page transcript.







CHAPTER TWO


Ill-Equipped for War


The shortfall in the strength, power and ability of the British military to meet even its peacetime obligations began to show itself almost as soon as the dust had settled from the 1914–18 experience, and, given the appalling slaughter and dire financial consequences, there was obviously no enthusiasm from either the public or politicians to throw further money in that direction. Even so, the reality of post-war military needs came as a stark reminder when combined with Britain’s commitments as an imperial power, as well as being a leading signatory to the peace treaties and an ardent supporter of the League of Nations. As already noted, the league bestowed on Britain a large portion of the former Turkish Empire to administer, including the major desert areas of Mesopotamia and other parts vacated by the Turks, as well as greater responsibilities in territories across Africa previously under German colonial control. In short, British forces were somewhat thinly spread across greater parts of Africa and the Nile regions, as well as ensuring the safety of the Persian and Iraqi oilfields on which British industry was becoming increasingly dependent. In fact, the Royal Air Force had to take over the administration of security in Iraq, utilising both aircraft and a ground force equipped with Rolls-Royce armoured cars, much to the chagrin of army commanders who felt the newborn air force was encroaching on their territory.


In tandem with this additional workload in those post-war days, Britain had to maintain and sustain the administration and defence of her Empire across the globe, and especially in India, where nationalistic and religious fervour was already rising, and in the Far East, where further substantial British interests required fulsome attention. Even so, Britain was still regarded as the premier world power. The great German, Austrian and Ottoman empires had been defeated in war and dissolved by the peace agreement. Russia was in post-revolutionary turmoil, America had quickly reverted back into her preferred mode of isolationism, and Italy was in the throes of conversion to Fascism, while France and the lesser European nations tended to their own imperial needs. Only Japan presented the worrisome aura of a nation with overbearing ambitions, going flat out for a world-beating navy based originally on British designs, ships and parts.


Based on the above scenario, the British military planners had projected in 1920 that there would be no war for at least ten years, the implication being that by the end of the decade the nation would have recovered sufficiently to confront a modern enemy, should one arise, and in the meantime there was no great rush to rearm. But, just like the tomorrow that never comes, any substantial re-equipping of British forces was continually put off until it was almost too late. By the mid-1930s not one but three enemies presented themselves in unison, with awe-inspiring potential, leaving Britain desperately short of everything required to defend her corner.


Rearmament had been dramatically neglected through a dozen calamitous years that saw the General Strike, economic depression, a stock market collapse and political unrest. Military spending had focused on maintaining British bases and garrisons around the world, and putting on a bold front with a magnificent Royal Navy whose equipment, in truth, was also looking distinctly tired, having been largely built before the war, or during it. The building of new ships had stalled, military aircraft development proceeded at a snail’s pace (although fortunately private enterprise was making great strides) and the army was still using First World War rifles. This state of affairs continued well into the 1930s, and by the time British politicians woke up to reality – or even dared recognise it – Germany had joined Japan as a potentially hostile power, and Italy’s Fascist dictator, Mussolini, was beginning to flex his muscles. Not least among numerous areas of misjudgement by the cash-strapped British government was the assessment, recorded in the British Official History, that Italy in 1934 ‘need not be considered as an enemy; consequently no expenditure was to be incurred or any steps taken on her account’. It was a myth then, just as phoney as the other myth that emerged in due course, that Italian soldiers were cowards, which they were not.


Britain did manage to bolster her Mediterranean fleet and began a major revamp of the Royal Air Force, although the results would not begin to show for at least four years. The Cabinet also imposed sanctions against both Germany and Japan that year, but even as the speed and extent of the arms build-up of both nations became apparent, Britain could muster very little support from the ineffectual League of Nations. In 1935 the British Chiefs of Staff provided the government with a severe jolt, warning for the first time that the military would be in difficulties if confronted by a three-power enemy. The Cabinet chose not to accept the warning, in spite of the urgings of Winston Churchill during his ‘wilderness years’. Stanley Baldwin’s government hoped instead to improve relations with Italy by diplomatic means. Before the year was out, however, Mussolini took advantage of benign British policy and, with a nod of approval from the French, invaded Abyssinia. With virtually no opposition, he thus added Emperor Haile Selassie’s realm to the Italian colonies of Eritrea, Somaliland and Libya, which he considered a jewel in the forging of the new Roman Empire.


Hitler, inspired by the lack of any meaningful response by the League of Nations to Mussolini’s warmongering, snatched back the demilitarised Rhineland in March 1936 and received not so much as a slap on the wrist. This was partly because he promised a new treaty guaranteeing 25 years of peace, which a large number of gullible British politicians and appeasers took as an ‘assurance of Germany’s pacific intentions’. The Cabinet remained committed to a smooth relationship with both Hitler and the increasingly ebullient Mussolini and was therefore shocked to the core when the Italians backed General Franco in the Spanish Civil War. The Germans joined in too, welcoming the opportunity to give the Luftwaffe some target practice. Air chief Goering sent in his sparkling new Heinkel 1–11s and Junkers 52s, escorted by fighters, to attack areas designated by Franco. The German aircraft arrived over Guernica on 27 April 1937 and dropped their load indiscriminately over the undefended Basque town. In August the Japanese followed suit in the Far East, when waves of bombers and fighters barnstormed out of the sun over the historical city of Shanghai, home of substantial British trading interests, dropped thousands of tonnes of incendiary bombs and strafed the city’s streets to pave the way for Japanese troops advancing across China. It was the greatest slaughter of civilians from air attacks up to that point, with 2,000 instant casualties.


Towards the end of 1937, the British Chiefs of Staff renewed their warning about the three-power enemy when Italy joined Germany and Japan in the Anti-Comintern Pact and then withdrew from the League of Nations. The plain fact was that Britain – even with help from her Empire and Dominion nations, such as India, Australia, New Zealand and Canada – was simply not ready to fight a war against even one enemy, let alone three. The country was, for example, still at least four years away from putting effective bombers in the air, and on the ground the military hardware, such as tanks and guns, was certainly no match for that being manufactured in Germany. Prime Minister Chamberlain succeeded only in stalling the issue by flying to Germany for a meeting with Hitler, returning with a worthless piece of paper, which he held aloft and said guaranteed ‘peace in our time’.


As the months wore on and moved inexorably towards conflict, British military planners and their French counterparts conjectured that if war came there was a likelihood that Italy and Germany might well combine to attack British interests in the Middle East first to secure the oil in Persia and Iraq before marching across the desert to capture Egypt and the Suez Canal, thus closing Britain’s short cut to the Far East, to the benefit of the third Axis partner, Japan. This led to some hurried and unsatisfactory patching up of the areas where Mussolini was likely to strike in Africa, but in terms of numbers, if and when the fight came, the British were still hugely outnumbered and outgunned in every department.


In a period when the Italians were playing cat and mouse with London, attempting to persuade Chamberlain that they just wanted to be friends, there had been numerous requests from the commanders on the ground in Egypt and elsewhere for reinforcements and some decent kit. They were especially short of good tanks and anti-tank weapons. The RAF, which would be required to provide air support in the event of attacks, was also seeking more modern planes: apart from a few Blenheim bombers, they were flying ancient stock and their ‘fighters’ were a dozen or so vintage open-topped biplanes, heroic machines but totally obsolete. It would be months before the RAF received an exceedingly modest supplement to existing manpower and armaments.


In the meantime, the first line of defence to hold back the Italians should they start throwing their weight about was a relatively small body of men and machines somewhat laughably called the Matruh Mobile Force, which consisted of the 11th Hussars, equipped with armoured cars, the 7th Hussars, which had light tanks, and the 8th Hussars, in clapped-out Bedford lorries. Gradually, however, more equipment began to arrive along with additional units as the British Chiefs of Staff pressed for at least some semblance of resistance to Mussolini’s armies, should they get on the move. By the outbreak of war with Germany in September 1939 the force had been given divisional status, as the Mobile Division, Egypt, and had acquired a heavy armoured brigade in the shape of the 1st and 6th Royal Tank regiments, which brought a mixture of cruiser and light tanks.


Additional support came with the arrival of the 1st Battalion, King’s Royal Rifles, and the 3rd Royal Horse Artillery, with field and anti-tank weapons, although overall the total strength of the force was hardly anything to write home about. The desert army was under the command of a First World War veteran of the Mesopotamia campaign, Major-General P. C. S. Hobart, a brusque and demanding officer who sought perfection in the training of his men and could not abide slackers. He had been to the fore in experimental work with mechanised warfare in the 1920s, and as such he was convinced that tanks held the key to success in the desert, although the overall thrust of his ideas had never been properly tested.


The trouble was that he did not have anywhere near enough troops and equipment, and he made his feelings known to General Sir Archibald Wavell, who became Commander-in-Chief, Middle East, in 1939. Nor did he get on well with Lieutenant-General Maitland Wilson, commanding British troops in Egypt. The upshot was that at the outbreak of war with Germany, Hobart was sent home and left the army.1 He was succeeded by Major-General Michael O’Moore Creagh. His command was given the now famous title of the 7th Armoured Division, and it was Creagh who introduced the insignia of the jerboa, or desert rat, to signify that the natural home of the division was in the desert. At that time, and in that place, the great deserts of North Africa, the division and its associates in the forthcoming undertaking were clearly going to be there for the long haul. They had no idea how long, but we know now that those who were part of the 1938 foundation and stayed the course were there for almost five years.


As such, there would be no ambiguity about their forthcoming role in the desert, and those officers and NCOs of the division who had desert experience in the First World War knew very well that the experience would be demanding and debilitating, especially for the many who were relatively new to the conditions. They all knew, too, that training and fitness were of vital importance, not just for the anticipated effects of the heat and sandstorms, but with the other specialities such as compass-reading by the sun, the ability to follow the stars, the study of maps and other aids that enabled observers and leaders to ‘read’ the desert where, on the face of it, they were staring at miles of sand. There were many areas where knowledge and reference to the experiences and reports of those who had gone before would save lives, and that was especially so for officers leading the herd. Wavell was well aware of considerable written material relating to the Western Desert, such as reports and maps from the previous war and from studies carried out in the intervening years. Some of the material was stored at military headquarters in Cairo, and among that which he viewed were reports made by the members of the Light Car Patrols, in Model-T Fords, as they traversed the same territory where Wavell’s own army was likely to meet the Italians and/or the Germans if war came.


Among the reports were those by New Zealander Captain Claud Williams, MC, who was originally serving with the 1st Pembroke Yeomanry and later commanded No. 5 Light Car Patrol. These patrols were first established in 1916 as a protection for the military outposts against surprise attacks and as a means of preventing illicit traffic between native populations and the enemy. With the exception of a few important cases, the huge tract of country lying to the west of Egypt proper was unknown and uncharted. Williams wrote:


Naturally enough, the imagination peopled it with hordes of swiftly moving Arabs who might at any moment descend upon us for a little throat cutting. It was only when our increasing radius of activity failed to disclose trace of man or beast, when we got to understand the meaning of the waterless wilderness that we realised the enormous difficulty and grasped the fact that if we wanted a fight we must go out and look for it. For this purpose, a way must be found through great distances of unexplored country, for our nearest enemy was at least 200 miles from us at this time. At first, we were a bit shy about venturing far afield. It seemed so easy to get lost or to smash cars or to run short of petrol or water, but we soon gained confidence in our ability to provide for all our needs. We learned to use compass and speedometer with skill and accuracy and evolved a simple sundial device for using the sun’s shadow as a means of keeping a good direction. Soon we found ourselves able to make as accurate dead-reckoning as on a ship at sea; we began to chart our information and to build up gradually a fairly reliable map of the country.


At the end of the war, Williams was invited to prepare an amalgam of his reports of patrols, along with detailed maps of the entire area, and the whole was subsequently published by the War Office for future reference. They were so comprehensive as to be of continuing use in the Second World War, as indeed were other studies between the wars conducted by volunteers from military units stationed in Egypt but which, as previously mentioned, were funded by the Royal Geographical Society and were of immense value. Also, aerial reconnaissance had to some extent replaced the long, dangerous and laborious ground exploration and mapping conducted in earlier years, but there were both topological features and physical experiences that Wavell well knew could not be gleaned from a black-and-white photograph. He is known to have consulted many of the written pages prior to the outbreak of war, including reports from Captain Williams’s early encounters in the desert, and from the men he selected for his own staff and as commanders it can be seen that he sought men with desert experience at the helm.


This more personal account by Williams, written in the 1920s with a later addendum, is lodged with the Department of Documents at the Imperial War Museum, and this extract provides a glimpse of his thoughts and work at the time, although whether it was suitable reading for fresh young men about to get their first taste of life in that region was another matter. As will be seen, however, it is perhaps from his reference to the jerboa that the Desert Rats gained their insignia:


The desert is hateful, cruel, pitiless. God has damned the land by withholding water. Hunger and thirst is the portion of those who travel. The few scattered inhabitants of the more favoured parts are squalid, miserable-looking specimens. There is literally nothing to recommend this country and yet it exercises an intense fascination. You curse it and revile it, and yet you want to go back to it. It has something to offer which you can get nowhere else, at all events nowhere where men jostle men, and trains whistle, and birds twitter and trees rustle their leaves. I cannot pretend to explain the lure of the desert but there is no doubt of its existence.2


The desert is not lacking in beautiful scenery but most of it isn’t there [at all]; mirage effects are a daily experience. You see a lake which isn’t a lake, pine trees which are really merely tufts of scrubby vegetation, castles which, when approached, dwindle into insignificant Bedouin cairns. Real beauties exist, however, the intensely blue, palm-fringed lakes of an oasis set in a ring of white sand, or of dark, frowning cliffs, a beautiful picture. Colouring is very pure and vivid but never garish, for the whole is softened by some trick of the atmosphere . . . even featureless desert is beautiful at sunrise or sunset when the full, drab country borrows pink or purple tints from the sun. Night-time is a revelation, especially in summer when the atmosphere is very dry, for then the stars shine with undimmed brilliance enhanced by the complete absence of any disturbing sounds.


Sometimes the scenery is distinctly gruesome in its desolation: picture a boundless plateau studded with hundreds of rocky kopjes, the last remains of a former plateau; each knoll is exactly like its neighbour; each has a flat overhanging top, and the slopes of each are formed of a fantastic jumble of ragged rocks of all shapes and sizes. In the clear morning or evening light, such a scene by its utter absence of any form of life, growth or movement has a hardness and cruelty which is most impressive. In some parts of the country, the sand dunes assume a curious and interesting formation which has a beauty of its own. In the midst of quietly undulating gravelly desert, numbers of parallel, straight ridges of fine, white sand are formed by the action of the wind. These ridges may be anything from five to fifty miles long and no more than perhaps few hundred yards wide. They are serrated along the top like a saw-blade, and many of the peaks rise to a height of several hundred feet above the surrounding country. At sunrise these peaks assume a rosy tint like snowy mountains, and from the summit may be seen dozens of other similar peaks at various distances, each in turn lit up like a torch by the sun.


The popular idea that the sand dunes move about the desert at the mercy of the wind is, I think, incorrect. I found the Great Dune, 70 miles long with only a short gap in the middle and the only one shown on the old maps, except for a slight lengthening, exactly as located by the explorer, Gaillautt, a hundred years earlier. Then there is a peak 500 feet in height and some miles west of Siwa town which has served as a landmark for generations of travellers to the oasis. You can stand on the summit of a dune on a windy day and watch the sand streaming away into the air, but descend to the windward base and you will find a similar stream arriving from the open desert; for every grain that is lost one, or perhaps more, will arrive to replace it and the old Dune remains a fixture.


A remarkable feature of the desert is the absence of remarkable features. One is always expecting to come upon something of interest; one almost feels that in traversing country never trodden by the foot of man, one has the right to find unusual things, but the country is something like the ocean in its vastness and its absence of features, and you travel many a weary hundred miles for ever and ever amen. Occasionally, however, the monotony is broken. In some of the oases, for instance, where the water supply has gradually diminished and where the deposit of salt by evaporation has poisoned the once-fertile soil, the remains of an old civilisation may be seen in the shape of tombs cut in the rocky cliffs, or perhaps large water cisterns hewn out of the solid rock. The construction of these indicates a fairly advanced type of people, for the present-day Bedouin would certainly not tackle rock cutting on such a scale.


Here and there are petrified trees of very remote age. Once we came upon an area of several hundred acres which almost resembled an old bush-felling. Great tree trunks lay side by side just as if felled by the hand of man, and so thickly that it was difficult to drive through them. The trees are completely petrified, and are as hard and as heavy as stone, but the grain or the bark of the original tree is preserved in every detail. The largest tree actually measured was over 6 feet in diameter at the butt and the trunk was 100 feet in length. Living things are naturally scarce but wherever vegetation occurs, gazelle are to be found. Jackals inhabit the surrounding cliffs of the oases, and their yell or wail may be heard whenever a camp is set nearby. Snakes are common enough, and the lizard is everywhere, always with his colouring adapted to his surroundings. In respect to colouring, the lizard appears to share the peculiarity of the chameleon, which alters its colour in a few minutes if changed from one environment to another of a different hue.


A very attractive object in the desert is a small kangaroo rat called Jerboa, a pretty, active little brown creature who can skim away over the sand almost quicker than a car can travel. Another curious creature, peculiar to the desert, is a white snail, which has the fortunate property of being able to exist for years without sustenance. This fact was proved by accident at the British Museum, where some specimens that had been overlooked were found in a drawer after two years and were found to be in the best of health. These snails may be seen in millions in places where there is no vestige of vegetation, the very rare rainstorm evidently being sufficient to provide them with a drink and a meal every few years. Probably, many a travelling Bedouin owes his life to the snail. On one occasion we encountered a little group of five people trudging patiently across the desert – a man, his three wives and a small boy. The child was carrying the water, about two gallons, but there was not a scrap of food among the party. These people marched over 100 miles and still had 80 miles to go; they must have subsisted on snails, for they had been driven from their home by famine and there was literally nothing else for them to eat on the journey. Imagine crossing 180 miles of burning desert with no food at all but snails, and only such water as they could carry. They seemed quite contented, but they did more than justice to the good bully beef and bread we gave them and were highly delighted with the rapid run in the cars to the coast.
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