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Map 3: Detail of the Western Front shown in Map 2, including sites of actions and events mentioned in this book








Introduction


One hundred years after the war in which it served, the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) continues to exert a remarkable influence over the nation that created it. The anniversary of its first day in battle, Anzac Day, is marked with such continuing reverence that observers have dubbed it a ‘civil religion’.1 Books about the war and the Australian troops who fought it continue to pour forth to fill the shelves of bookstores and eager buyers alike. Much of this output seeks to examine, convey or contextualise the individual experiences of the war or uncover some supposedly ‘forgotten’ aspect of it. While this history is often valuable it does not, of course, give us the full historical picture, and among the works to appear have been a number of less well known, but nevertheless significant, books that have examined the way the AIF actually went about what it was created for—fighting. These books, however, as excellent as many of them undoubtedly are, have not been able to comprehensively examine the AIF’s stature as a fighting force over the entirety of the war. Focused instead on individual commanders, a particular arm of the service or a discrete campaign or battle, the combined effort amounts to a considerable edifice, but one that is somewhat fractured and spread out, in both space and time. The purpose of this book is to go some way towards correcting this, by examining the AIF as a fighting entity and chart its development across the length of the war in a single volume.


To this end the book ponders the words of the British official historian of the war, Sir James Edmonds, which were written to his Australian counterpart, CEW (Charles) Bean, in the late 1920s when offering his comments on a draft of a volume of Bean’s monumental official history:


 




I do not think the Australians of 1916 were, in leading or training, anything like as good as those of 1918. In 1916, they were distinctly amateurs: in 1918, they were finished artists, not only in fighting but in staff work.2





As an observation it was true enough—in 1916 the AIF was, despite the experiences of Gallipoli and the chest puffing that had occurred since, an organisation of military neophytes that was as prone to costly, bloody mistakes as any other force that fought in the war. Those mistakes were often exacerbated by poor direction from above, but only so much can be blamed on generals (British or Australian) who were having as much trouble grappling with the reality of modern warfare as anyone else. By 1918, however, the AIF had developed considerably, and its fighting formations were widely acknowledged as among the best British Empire troops on both the Western Front and in the often-overlooked campaign in Palestine. How they got to be so is the key question of this book, and each of the contributing authors has sought to answer it in their own fashion. In doing so they have been asked to keep four key themes in mind: first, the character of the fighting as it evolved during the First World War; second, the learning, adaptation and institutional reforms that occurred; third, the development in the planning and conduct of operations; and finally, how much the AIF’s membership of the wider British imperial armies affected its development. I have asked these questions partly to give added coherence to an edited collection, but also because they seemed be central matters to consider. In doing so I have emphasised that these are not factors to be ‘bounced through’, but rather to be kept in the background and considered as the authors set about examining their topic.


While this book is not designed to be an exhaustive analysis (any such attempt would be a much larger volume), it nevertheless examines each of the main combat arms (infantry, mounted troops, artillery, engineers and aviation) in isolation as well as when they operated in concert. The book’s essence is intended to be one of revealing and understanding the reasons for the evolution and development of the fighting ability of the AIF. As such it is hoped that it offers useful insights into the institution of the AIF, the British imperial armies, and the changing character of war during the period. As a longitudinal study it will also seek to reveal how the AIF’s fighting ability changed over the course of the war. The book is deliberately designed to complement the work done overseas on other components of the British imperial armies (notably the British and Canadian armies). In this vein much has been written in the last decade or so about the British Army’s supposed ‘learning curve’ during the war: how it went from fighting its costly and seemingly fruitless battles of 1915–17, to its apogee of effectiveness in 1918. The concept of the ‘learning curve’ originated as a kind of shorthand for a complex process, and like all simplifications has been overused and abused, but the term has taken on something of a life of its own. This book, it is hoped, will serve as a valuable tool for assessing the validity of this idea and seek to situate the Australian war-fighting experience within that of the British Empire and the war as a whole.


The AIF: A Primer


Before beginning, it seems germane to provide some institutional background on the AIF for those who may not be familiar with the details of its existence.3


Created in 1914 as an all-volunteer expeditionary force, the AIF was legally necessary because, while Australia maintained as sizeable part-time militia in 1914, the provisions of the Defence Act, 1903 forbade the sending overseas of any troops that did not specifically volunteer for that service. The militia nevertheless gave a great deal to the AIF, including most of its best officers and men, most of its equipment and eventually most of its budget too. The initial Australian offer to London in 1914 was a force of 20 000 men, organised as an infantry division and a brigade of mounted troops known as light horse—what was widely thought of at the time as the quintessentially Australian arm. This was just the beginning, however, and by war’s end more than 400 000 men had enlisted, of whom more than 330 000 were sent overseas. From a population of fewer than 5 million, the AIF was a grand and demanding undertaking, and one that had a considerable human, political and economic cost.4


That first contingent of 20 000, organised into an infantry division of three brigades and a light horse brigade, sailed to the war in November 1914 and was soon followed by more military formations. A fourth infantry brigade was raised in September 1914, as was another light horse brigade, which was followed by another a month later. In 1915 more infantry was raised and eventually this constituted the 2nd Division in Egypt in mid-year, which was soon sent to Gallipoli, where the 1st Division and then later three dismounted light horse brigades had been fighting since the landing on 25 April. These formations were undertrained before they were sent to Gallipoli and the nascent reinforcement training system did not help much until nearly the end of the campaign. Bogged down in stalemate from the first afternoon of the campaign, the ability to endure saw them through as much as anything. While the casualty lists were terrible and disease was a great scourge, things would probably have been much worse for them had they been on the Western Front. With the AIF fighting in a subsidiary campaign with limited resources, the Gallipoli campaign could be a byword of improvisation, with everything from weapons to formation establishments being created on the spot with whatever was at hand. While the AIF gained some valuable experience and, perhaps more importantly, found many of the men who were adept at war and would become prominent leaders in the following years, it is difficult to conclude that much in the way of long-lasting military learning and adaptation took place. For this reason, this book will largely skirt the events at Gallipoli and concentrate on happenings after the beginning of 1916.


The shallowness of the AIF’s experience, even after Gallipoli, was borne out early the following year when, after the closing down of that campaign and the AIF’s return to Egypt, the force was dramatically reformed and expanded to take further part in the war. With the infantry bound for France it was necessary to adopt the latest British establishments and train to meet the demands of the Western Front. In early 1916 the AIF was to expand to five infantry divisions. A 3rd Division was then forming in Australia, and it was decided to divide the first four brigades that had been raised in 1914 to form a cadre for the new 4th and 5th Divisions. By fleshing out these cadres with the multitudes of untrained reinforcements that were then in Egypt they were able to create the new formations. Aside from more infantry brigades, it was also necessary to create new organisations, such as machine-gun companies, trench mortar batteries and pioneer battalions. As challenging as this was for the infantry, it was even more so for the technical branches, particularly the artillery, and required the near instantaneous creation of commanders and staffs to direct all levels of these new entities. This expansion tested the limits of the force, and the limited base of training and experience was greatly diluted by the influx of reinforcements.


When the infantry divisions crossed to France they were once again undertrained and unprepared for what they were about to do. In this regard they were little different to their British ‘New Army’ contemporaries and would go through much the same trials and tribulations. The AIF on the Western Front gradually improved and, benefitting in large part from its inclusion in relatively stable, nationally based corps, reached it zenith of effectiveness in late 1917 and 1918. This was despite a continuing reliance on voluntary enlistment which, after the boom years of 1914 and 1915, steadily declined and by 1918 had become a cause of serious manpower problems.


In the meantime, the light horse remained in Egypt from 1916 and was involved in what became the Sinai and Palestine Campaigns, which concluded in 1918 with a stunning cavalry-based victory and the effective ejection of the Ottoman Empire from the Middle East. As in France and Belgium, these troops also improved as the war went on and evolved their methods of action to suit the circumstances of the theatre they fought in. In a book that is understandably dominated by the events on the Western Front, the first chapter will begin with the events in Palestine, partly to give what has frequently been dismissed as a ‘sideshow’ some of its due, and partly to highlight that the fighting that took place in western Europe was not representative of the entire war.



Notes


1 Australians had been in action earlier than this with the small amount of fighting that took place with the seizure of Rabaul and German New Guinea in 1914.


2 Sir James Edmonds to Charles Bean, 3 July 1928, AWM 38, 3DRL/7953/34 pt 1.


3 This section is based on Jean Bou and Peter Dennis, The Australian Imperial Force, Oxford University Press, 2016.


4 For more on this see Joan Beaumont, Broken Nation, Allen & Unwin, 2013, and John Connor, Peter Stanley and Peter Yule, The War at Home, Oxford University Press, 2015.





CHAPTER 1


Cavalry Combat


Mounted Warfare in Palestine


Jean Bou


While the light horse is hardly forgotten today, Australia’s mounted troops are probably not what most people think of first when the Australian contribution to the First World War is assessed. Instead, it is the experience of Gallipoli and the Western Front, and the role and lives of the diggers, the infantrymen, that dominate. The light horse and other troops that served in Egypt and Palestine are, like the campaign they fought in, usually unnoticed or thought a curiosity. Such a view, however, overlooks the fact that the campaign they fought in was conducted against one of the major imperial powers of the age, pursued using all the modern devices, methods and doctrines of modern warfare, and had far-reaching historical repercussions that are, one might argue, still being played out in a tumultuous part of the world. Moreover, for those with an interest in Australian military history, it also glosses over the activities and experiences of a sizeable portion of the AIF. Eventually totalling five light horse brigades, Australian horse-mounted soldiers constituted the best part of two mounted divisions and made a notable contribution to the campaign in which they took part.


It is also worth noting that those mounted troops did not fight the whole campaign using the same methods. As in other theatres, these soldiers and their officers learned from their experiences. Reflecting upon those experiences and drawing on those of the troops around them, they also drew on contemporary, evolving, military thinking and doctrine to develop new approaches to the military problems they faced. A process of institutional change occurred throughout the campaign that meant the light horse units that existed in the war’s early years had significantly altered their methods of battlefield action by the conflict’s end.


Cavalry or Mounted Infantry?


Writing just a few years after the end of the First World War, Henry Gullet, the official historian of Australia’s involvement in the Palestine Campaign, wrote of the light horse that they ‘were mounted riflemen, or in other words, mounted infantry, and their horses were intended merely to give them the greatest range of activity as a mobile body’.1 This brief passage, apparently a simplification of the light horse’s military form for a general audience, has proven remarkably durable, and nearly a century later good books are still being published in which the Australian mounted branch of that war is labelled ‘mounted infantry’.2 This is lamentable because Gullet’s eliding of the mounted rifleman and the mounted infantryman, despite the similarity of the titles, has led to a prolonged misunderstanding of the light horse’s form, military function and the role it played in the Palestine Campaign.


It is necessary to make clear that, despite the closeness of the terms ‘mounted rifles’ and ‘mounted infantry’, the two were, as understood in the British Empire’s armies of the period, two different forms of troops. Mounted infantry were ‘infantry soldiers pur et simple, who are so organized, equipped, and trained as to be capable of receiving any available means of rapid locomotion to enable them to act as infantry soldiers with the greatest rapidity and mobility’—that is, they were normal infantry provided with a form of more or less temporary locomotion. Conversely, mounted rifle units were made up of ‘men who are mounted and intended to perform all the duties of cavalry, except that which may be best described as “the shock”’—mounted action using the sword or lance’.3 They were intended to conduct the traditional cavalry roles of independent operations, screening, reconnaissance and patrolling, using the mobility of their mounts and the firepower of their rifles. In fairness the distinctions between the two forms of troops had tended to break down on campaign, most notably during the Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902,4 but as the British Army largely abandoned ad hoc mounted infantry after that war, that problem has little bearing on the events in Palestine a little over a decade later.


The distinction between mounted rifles and mounted infantry was more than words and has several important implications when considering the Australian mounted troops in Palestine. Organisationally it meant that light horse units and formations were organised along cavalry lines to carry out the cavalry role, and not as infantry to fight like infantry. Light horse regiments, therefore, were organised to be controlled in sometimes fast-moving mounted operations, had an establishment that included about half the number of men of their infantry equivalent, the battalion (a battalion establishment was around 1000 men for most of the war; a light horse regiment’s, fewer than 500).5 Furthermore in action the availability of men was effectively further reduced by a quarter, owing to the need for one man in every four in the squadron to act as horse holder—keeping the mounts under cover and safe, but close by in case of the need to remount. In order to generate the rifle firepower equivalent to an infantry battalion required not a light horse regiment, but an entire light horse brigade. This suited its role because, while mounted riflemen could seize and hold ground, they were not created as assault troops, and their firepower was intended for the sort of skirmishing that the cavalry of the day were expected to do while screening an army, conducting reconnaissance or patrolling. In a major engagement they could take their place in the line, but largely as an expedient, and they had to remain as uncommitted as possible so that a commander could use their mobility and firepower to fill a gap or exploit an opportunity, and ‘thus turn to account opportunities which he would otherwise be unable to achieve’.6


This, of course, was the theory, and the theory did not always fit the reality of warfare, but nevertheless appreciating these distinctions is fundamental to understanding the employment and tactical development of the light horse in Palestine.




[image: image]


Despite the frequent, but erroneous, description of them as mounted infantry, the light horse were intended to fulfil all the traditional roles of cavalry without using a sword or lance. The small distinction between them and cavalry proper disappeared entirely in mid-1918 when most of the light horse equipped with swords and became full cavalry. (AWM B01503)





The light horse was not, however, the only form of mounted troops provided by the AIF used in Palestine. Fighting alongside them, from their creation in 1916 until their disbandment in mid-1918, were units of the Imperial Camel Corps (ICC). Unlike the mounted riflemen of the light horse these units were conceived as mounted infantry—they were trained and equipped as standard infantry to undertake the traditional infantry role, but were provided with a form of animal transport (in this case camels) to increase their range and speed of movement. Their camels were not intended to be taken onto the battlefield (as a cavalryman or mounted rifleman would do with their horse), but were instead simply to transport their riders to the edge of the battlefield, where the men would dismount and go into action as traditional infantry (and only one in ten men was required to supervise the riderless camels). Thus, these units were organised along infantry lines, made up of companies and formed into battalions. While their organisation and training was based on the British manual, Camel Corps Training 1913, for their tactical employment, that publication informed the reader that in battle they would ‘usually employ the tactics of mounted infantry’.7 Wartime training documents noted that there was ‘a radical difference between the fire tactics of mounted riflemen [such as light horse] and those of the Camel Corps which are infantry’. In action the infantryman moved ‘comparatively slowly and once committed … can rarely be disengaged … [and attacked] in depth, moving in successive waves’.8


While the Camel Corps will be mentioned below, this chapter will focus on the employment of the light horse in battle.


Light Horse Organisation and Basic Tactics


The basic organisational building block of the light horse was the four-man section, made up of three troopers, one of which was the horse holder (sometimes referred to as the ‘no. 3’), who were under the section-command of a corporal or lance-corporal. Eight such sections made up a troop, with a lieutenant in command. The next level of command was the squadron, which had four troops under the command of a small headquarters. The mounted equivalent to an infantry company, the squadron was commanded by a major and was, when the war broke out, thought of as the basis of training, administration and tactical employment. Three squadrons, a machine-gun section with two (later four) Maxim guns and a headquarters constituted a regiment, with a lieutenant-colonel in command. Three regiments formed the basis of a brigade and three or four brigades (depending on the point in the war—three was ideal and four thought too unwieldy) were collected together along with a variety of support troops to form a mounted division.


‘Mounted’ divisions were labelled as such because this was the recognised British terminology for mounted formations made up of non-regular troops (Australian Light Horse, New Zealand Mounted Rifles or British Yeomanry, for example).9 In reality, they differed little from cavalry divisions proper in either structure or purpose. In ‘mounted’ formations that eventually adopted the sword (the yeomanry and most of the light horse in 1918) the distinction was purely grammatical.10 While British Empire infantry formations of the war were generally ‘square’, in that their constituent units and sub-formations were often allocated in fours (four battalions to a brigade, for example), mounted formations were usually ‘triangular’, being made up of units and sub-formations grouped in threes. Mounted formations were also more clearly divisible so that tactically and administratively balanced detachments could be made to conduct independent or separate operations.11


Light horse units theoretically followed Australian establishments throughout the war, unlike most other branches which generally followed British ones. A light horse regiment at full establishment strength, including attachments (padre and medical officer, for example) in 1914–15 numbered 549 men, with 528 riding horses and 74 draught horses.12 This number shrank as the war went on and organisational changes meant that by 1918 light horse regiments had an establishment of fewer than 500 men (a definite figure is elusive, but 25 officers and about 450 men is indicative), though actual front line strengths could be notably lower.13 This aside, the organisation of the light horse changed little during the war compared with the infantry (see chapter 2). The most substantial alterations were the removal of the regimental machine-gun sections in 1916 to consolidate them into brigade-controlled machine-gun squadrons, and the conversion of one section of each troop into a ‘Hotchkiss section’ in early 1917, when Hotchkiss light machine guns, then the standard British cavalry light machine gun, were issued to the regiments.14 Unlike the infantry, the light horse adapted to the circumstances of the war largely within its original structure of 1914 (which was based on the pre-1914 militia in Australia—itself aligned with British practice).


The doctrinal guidance for the light horse was contained in the overarching Field Service Regulations and the pre-war British manual Yeomanry and Mounted Rifle Training. This foresaw two main roles for mounted rifles–style troops: ‘independent’ and ‘protective’ duties. Independent operations were the employment of mounted troops for a special mission, perhaps in cooperation with another formation, but not being charged with its protection. ‘Protection’ was a broadly defined role which took in the requirements for screening, and the conduct of reconnaissance for, another formation.15 While the majority of the light horse work during the war better fitted the conception of ‘independent’ duties, the tactical action for both kinds of work was much the same. In this regard the manual exhorted mounted rifles to use their mobility ‘to develop their firepower to the utmost’. Surprise and rapidity of action were paramount so as to be able to bring as much fire to bear as quickly as possible to deal crippling blows on an enemy—preferably on a flank, rear or an as-yet-to-be-deployed head of a column—before they had the chance to fully respond. Commanders were to be ready to use their mobility to break off an action to resume it from a more effective direction.16


The key elements of mounted rifle action were firepower and mobility. The need to maximise firepower, combined with the relatively small size of mounted units, meant that in action every available man and rifle was to be thrown into the firing line. Instead of the deeper formations of infantry, mounted riflemen (and the same was true of cavalry acting dismounted) deployed in thin lines and fired as rapidly and accurately as possible. Because machine-guns were part of the establishment, their fire could also be used to supplement the rifle fire, or support an advance. Keeping the horses close to hand meant that an unfavourable firefight could be broken off, a mounted advance or withdrawal made with fire support, or the enemy could be enveloped by manoeuvring horsemen to the enemy’s flank or rear. Only if called upon to mount a deliberate attack against an established enemy position would mounted rifle units adopt formations with greater depth. Then they were, like the infantry were intended to do in 1914–15, to advance a firing line and then seek to strengthen it with the men in depth as they came upon their objective (see chapter 2).17 Given the limitations on man and firepower, such a course would be stretching the limits of what a mounted unit could do.


Yeomanry and Mounted Rifle Training also foresaw that mounted rifles could, once they had attained a high level of skill in fire tactics, be trained for mounted shock action using a sword or lance (weapons often described at the time as the arme blanche). This was thought of as merely an adjunct for ‘special emergencies only’, and it was envisaged that fire action would remain the dominant method of fighting.18 If implemented such a step could bring mounted rifles, which were already a form of abbreviated cavalry, into the role of cavalry proper. The doctrine was rather at pains to maintain a distinction, but in Palestine, the differences between mounted rifles and cavalry, always one of degree rather than kind, would gradually disappear.


Light Horse Employment, 1914–1916


When the war broke out in 1914 the light horse was, in light of the experiences of the Anglo-Boer War and a good deal of colonial mounted soldier romanticism, widely regarded as the quintessentially Australian arm of service.19 Not surprisingly a light horse brigade and a divisional mounted regiment attached to the 1st Division were raised as part of the AIF’s first contingent. Two more brigades (the 2nd and 3rd) were raised not long after, and a fourth was raised in 1915. They were sent to Egypt along with the rest of the AIF, but there the utility of mounted troops was soon being questioned, as the experiences of modern warfare seemed to show that they were not well suited. The British commander of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force, Major-General Alexander Godley, who had a background in the mounted infantry, wrote from Egypt that this was ‘an infantry and artillery war—exactly the opposite of South Africa, and mounted troops are at a discount’.20 Similarly, when the 4th Light Horse Regiment charged Australian infantry in training in late 1914, umpires declared that it had suffered nearly 100 per cent casualties from machine-gun fire.21 While cavalry had played a notable role in the mobile opening months of the war on the Western Front (and the Eastern Front too, though this was little understood by the outside world at the time), the emergent stalemate and trench warfare understandably coloured all views of the war.


When the infantry deployed to Gallipoli in April 1915, the mounted men stayed behind to wait for the campaign to unfold to a point where mounted units might prove useful. That situation never arose and instead the light horse and New Zealand mounted units quickly found themselves, like many cavalrymen at this time, sent to the front dismounted as ad hoc infantry.22 In this role the light horse saw out the rest of the year until the abandonment of the campaign resulted in their return to Egypt in early 1916.


At that point the AIF underwent a dramatic expansion and reorganisation. While most of this effort was focused on the infantry formations (see the Introduction), the mounted arm also underwent changes. The 1st, 2nd and 3rd Light Horse Brigades were, along with the New Zealand Mounted Rifles (NZMR) Brigade, made part of the new Australian and New Zealand Mounted Division (A&NZ Mounted Division). Australian Major-General Harry Chauvel, who had a long association with Australia’s mounted troops, was placed in command. The 4th Light Horse Brigade, which had been broken up to serve at Gallipoli, was not re-formed and its two surviving regiments remained unattached and on various duties into 1917.23 The new division, unlike the remainder of the Australian and New Zealand forces, was to stay in the Middle East and became part of the newly created Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF).


At the same time, a number of other organisational changes were made. The regiments lost their machine-gun sections at this point and they, in line with standard practice by this stage of the war, were reorganised into new machine-gun squadrons, of which there was one in each light horse brigade. Equipped with twelve Maxim (later Vickers) guns, these squadrons were horse-mounted, as mobile as the regiments they supported, and could deploy their considerable firepower as the brigade commander saw fit. Containing three sections of four guns, each under the command of a lieutenant, the squadron could employ its fire en masse, or, more frequently, detach elements to support parts of the brigade. Their mobility, firepower (employed either in the direct or indirect fire role) and skill at coming into and out of action quickly meant that in the mobile warfare to come they were frequently employed in the advance and flank guards of columns marching into enemy territory. Regimental commanders were compensated for the loss of their Maxim guns by the issue to each unit of three Lewis light machine guns. By 1916 standards three such guns per regiment was not much of an augmentation, but in a theatre regarded as a ‘sideshow’ and lower down the supply chain, it was likely to have been all that was available. These three guns were kept under the commanding officer’s control, but were usually parcelled out to the squadrons as needed.


As useful as machine guns were, greater fire support was needed and as neither the Australian nor New Zealand governments had dispatched any artillery with their mounted troops, Britain’s War Office stepped in to provide Royal Horse Artillery (RHA) batteries. Four batteries were attached to Chauvel’s division and the scale of one artillery battery to each mounted brigade was maintained throughout the war. Each battery had four guns and in 1916 was equipped with 18-pounders. These guns were replaced with the standard cavalry guns, 13-pounders, in September 1917. Objections were raised at this change, as the 13-pounders provided notably less firepower, but they were designed for mobile cavalry operations and the 18-pounders were in demand elsewhere.24 Not surprisingly for formations intended for mobile operations, no heavy artillery was allocated.
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The 4th Light Horse Machine-Gun Squadron on the range in early 1918. The brigade level machine-gun squadrons, along with the British horse artillery batteries, provided the essential fire support the light horse needed for both dismounted or mounted action. (AWM B01436)





In the regiments, training undertaken in early 1916 to refresh men back from Gallipoli and bring the multitudes of recent reinforcements up to standard, reflected the primacy of the rifle as the unit’s firepower. Musketry training dominated and took place alongside (dismounted) bayonet training.25 Traditional mounted activities, such as reconnaissance work, received much attention, and the methods of conducting a deliberate dismounted attack against an enemy position were also dealt with.26 In this vein, men were trained as grenadiers and taught to carry out their work within trench systems.27


With this training under its belt and with much more to come, in April 1916 the new mounted division began its first operations, in the Sinai Peninsula, where the EEF was working to implement a two-phase plan to protect Egypt and the vital Suez Canal. The first phase was to forestall the possibility of an Ottoman strike across the desert from Palestine by making the central and southern routes across the peninsula unpassable to any sizeable force, which would then compel the enemy to approach along the northern coastal route, where British defences would be prepared. The second phase would be the advance of these defences eastwards out of the inhospitable dune country near the canal to firmer ground in the eastern Sinai near El Arish (see map 1). This move required the construction of a railway and water pipeline to support the EEF in the desert, and the speed at which these facilities could be built was to determine the rate of advance.28


Beginning with a series of raids and long range patrols the A&NZ Mounted Division (which had at least one brigade detached for long periods to carry out other duties), started this new campaign by knocking out Ottoman outposts in the desert and destroying wells that might be used by the enemy. This was done by using the range that their horses gave them (usually with camel-train logistical support) to advance upon the area of interest, whereupon a dismounted attack was made with the support of machine-guns if necessary. With the central and southern routes across the Sinai quickly closed, the focus moved to the northern Sinai in late April, following a large Ottoman attack that had overrun a number of British-manned outposts. Centred on a large outpost at Romani (which the rail and pipeline had by then reached) the defences were strengthened and in late July a large Ottoman Army force was detected at the far end of the oasis basin that stretched out eastwards from Romani. After a methodical advance across the difficult terrain, the Ottoman troops attacked Romani from the south east on the night of 3–4 August. However, they found their forming-up places occupied by the 1st and 2nd Light Horse Brigades and a difficult daylong fight ensued. The dogged Australian defence by the stretched, thin lines of mounted riflemen, the high summer desert heat and gradually emptying Ottoman water bottles eventually gave Chauvel’s formation the upper hand and, as the day ended, the enemy began an orderly withdrawal. Reinforced by the NZMR and the 5th Mounted Brigades, Chauvel attempted a pursuit, but the relative inexperience of his troops, fatigue, the heat, the terrain and a quite competent enemy meant this soon petered out.29


Romani marked the high point of Ottoman offensive action in the theatre and before long the EEF was moving eastwards across the Sinai. The A&NZ Mounted Division was incorporated into the new Desert Column, a corps-sized ad hoc formation under the command of British cavalryman Lieutenant-General Sir Philip Chetwode (a future field marshal and an inter-war commander-in-chief of the British Indian Army). The Desert Column, in turn, was part of Eastern Force, which had been detached from the EEF’s Canal Defences to operate on the desert frontier (Western Force, in which some Australians served, was operating in the Western Desert against the Senussi tribesmen). In December 1916 Chetwode’s column marched into El Arish and, finding the enemy had abandoned it, set upon a garrison at nearby Magdhaba. After a night-time approach the enemy awoke to find their position confronted by Chetwode’s horse-and camel-mounted troops. A lack of water meant the position had to be taken within a day and as the hours wore on the Ottoman troops seemed to have the better of the battle. Chauvel had just ordered a withdrawal because of the shortage of water when the 1st Light Horse Brigade took a major redoubt and other units quickly pressed in, causing the defence to collapse.30


Two weeks later a similar battle was fought just over the Egypt–Palestine border for control of an isolated but strong outpost at Rafa. Once more, a night march on 8–9 January 1917 brought the EEF’s mounted troops to the enemy position, whereupon another difficult daylong fight ensued over ground that gently sloped away from the enemy defences. As the day wore on enemy columns began to approach, and the water situation was becoming a concern. Conferring, Chetwode and Chauvel had just decided on a withdrawal when the New Zealanders and the recently created Imperial Camel Corps Brigade launched separate but near simultaneous assaults. As at Magdhaba, they took key redoubts; the rest of the attacking brigades joined in; and the Ottoman garrison was overwhelmed.


Thus far the EEF’s actions had been dominated by its mounted troops. Infantry was present in the theatre, but it was tied to the railway and water pipeline, and they had mostly followed up and secured the advances. The operations to take El Arish/Magdhaba and then Rafa, as well other minor operations in the Sinai, had fallen to the mounted troops because only they possessed the horse- and camel- borne capacity to conduct the relatively long-ranged rapid strikes across the desert at isolated enemy posts that the campaign had so far demanded. In these fights the light horse and other mounted formations had proven successful, but at both Magdhaba and Rafa the battles had been close-run, with success coming only late in the day—in both instances after the supervising commanders, Chetwode and Chauvel, had decided to break off the battle. The Ottoman positions at both these places contained well-prepared, entrenched garrisons, which, while in field works that were not as developed as those on the Western Front, were nevertheless well-sited and commanded the open ground around them. Taking them required a dismounted, deliberate attack, and doing this with mounted riflemen (and a brigade’s worth of camel-mounted infantry) proved a risky venture. Their relative lack of mass, firepower and depth meant that, in each case, the troops had had to gradually work their way forward under enemy fire until they could assert some local fire superiority and, with the support of the horse artillery and machine-gun squadrons, launch an assault.


This was roughly in line with the training that the light horse had undertaken, but this ‘slender striking force’, as Henry Gullet later put it, was not well suited. While the horse artillery support was very much welcome, the relatively light 18-pounders, with their flat trajectories, and with just four guns to a battery, were not well suited to firing at entrenched opponents (their replacement 13-pounders would have been no better—only howitzers, with their plunging fire, or heavy guns would have been notably better). Being prepared for mobile operations, the horse artillery batteries also carried limited ammunition reserves. At Rafa a supply error had led to some batteries running out of ammunition and having to retire, their limbers empty.31 In short, using mounted riflemen with light field artillery support as a substitute for infantry against prepared positions was a risky undertaking, but it was not the last time this approach was to be taken in this campaign.


Into Southern Palestine—1917


The EEF had now achieved its goal of 1916—securing of a defensible position near El Arish—but it was not long before objectives further east were under consideration. Some minor operations cleared the remaining Ottoman outposts in the Sinai, and in March 1917 the EEF, having brought up the infantry of the 53rd Division, attempted to capture Gaza, on the south Palestine coast. The plan was for mounted troops to circle round the town and cut it off, while the infantry conducted the main attack. However, the inexperienced division, and perhaps more critically the untested and understaffed headquarters, proved unequal to the task, and the attacking brigades suffered heavy casualties. The more experienced mounted troops were thrown in late in the day and were on the verge of taking the town when water once again became a critical issue and the attackers were called back after dark.


Granted a reprieve, the Ottomans set about reinforcing Gaza and drastically improving its defences. A second British assault in April, by three infantry divisions, aided by six tanks and the first use of gas in the theatre (neither had much effect—the enemy did not even realise gas was used),32 was a failure and, with about 6500 casualties, the EEF’s bloodiest day of the campaign. The mounted troops played a minor role in this battle, with the A&NZ Mounted Division working to protect the attack’s right flank. The new Imperial Mounted Division, which had been raised in March when more yeomanry brigades arrived from Salonika in Greece (it included the reallocated 3rd and the recently re-raised 4th Light Horse Brigades), had been sent dismounted against Ottoman redoubts south of Gaza, where they had an unsuccessful and costly day under enemy fire.33 Though successful at Magdhaba and Rafa, the luck the mounted riflemen had enjoyed there had deserted them at Gaza.


The double failure at Gaza led to a shake-up. The lacklustre commander of the EEF, General Sir Archibald Murray, who had misled London over the results of first battle at Gaza, implying that it had been a successful preliminary operation, was recalled and replaced by the altogether more dynamic and competent General Sir Edmund Allenby, who immediately revitalised his new command and boosted its flagging morale.


Murray had started reorganising the force before his departure and Allenby redoubled the effort when he arrived, greatly helped by the promise of extra resources by a British government anxious to see some success in the Middle East. Allenby moved the EEF’s headquarters out of Cairo and closer to the front, and transformed the force to accord with modern British Army organisational principles. The infantry were regrouped into two corps and the ad hoc Desert Column was rationalised. The infantry and camel troops were removed, leaving just the yeomanry, light horse and NZMR. After a flirtation with the title of 2nd Cavalry Corps (the 1st being in France) Chauvel, who had succeeded Chetwode as commander of the Desert Column when he was given command of one of the infantry corps, convinced Allenby to keep something of the old name and it was retitled the Desert Mounted Corps.


The mounted divisions had been reorganised, too, and following a series of re-formations dating back to March, there were now three mounted divisions: the A&NZ Mounted Division (1st and 2nd Light Horse Brigades and the NZMR Brigade), the Australian Mounted Division (formerly the Imperial Mounted Division, now made up of the 3rd and 4th Light Horse Brigades and the yeomanry of the 5th Mounted Brigade), and the Yeomanry Mounted Division (with three yeomanry brigades). Chauvel’s promotion to lieutenant-general and appointment to corps commander meant the A&NZ Mounted Division was now commanded by the New Zealander Major-General Edward Chaytor, and the Australian Mounted Division was under British cavalryman Major-General Henry Hodgson. Alongside them the infantry were reorganised into XX and XXI Corps.


In the meantime, after the failed attack in April a trench stalemate had developed in front of Gaza, but with the British and Ottoman lines moving south into the desert, the two forces drew away from each other, creating a large unoccupied zone between the two armies. Chauvel’s corps was, not surprisingly, most preoccupied with this zone as it patrolled, carried out raids and kept an eye on the Ottoman defensive line (which gradually stretched out to its southern anchor at Beersheba), and prevented the heavily outnumbered and not very active Ottoman cavalry from doing the same. The three mounted divisions were rotated, with one kept working, another in reserve and training, and a third resting on the coast. In seeking to resume the offensive, Allenby considered an assessment of the situation that Chetwode had written after the second battle of Gaza and, loath to make another frontal attack on Gaza, opted to outflank instead. He planned to do this by attacking at Beersheba and, having broken through there, then drive north east behind Gaza in an attempt to encircle the Ottoman defenders by the coast. Taking Beersheba would rely heavily on the mounted troops, as only they could make the long circular approach across terrain where water was limited. For the same reason, they would also be at the forefront of the drive behind Gaza into southern Palestine.


Beersheba and its Consequences


The third battle of Gaza began on 27 October 1917 when the guns of XXI Corps commenced a preparatory and deceptive bombardment on Gaza. On 30 October the Desert Mounted Corps, with the Yeomanry Mounted Division detached, commenced its trek south and then eastwards to circle around Beersheba to take it from behind. The following morning Chetwode’s XX Corps assaulted the town’s defences from the south-west, taking them at the cost of about 1100 British casualties.34 The mounted divisions approached the town from the east, but first had to secure positions across the Beersheba–Hebron road and take, or neutralise, an entrenched position atop a steep-sided hill known as Tel el Saba, which dominated the flat terrain around it.35 Here, as at Magdhaba, Rafa and the second Battle of Gaza, the mounted troops were forced to grapple with the problem of using their limited dismounted striking power to overcome a well-sited and stubbornly defended position.


Not surprisingly the effort to take Tel el Saba highlighted the same problems and required the same solution. The New Zealand brigade moved against the hill just after 9 a.m., but Ottoman artillery and well-concealed machine-guns soon held them up. By midday the enemy machine-guns had been located and the horse artillery batteries directed against them, but the same batteries, recently re-equipped with the lighter 13-pounders, could do little to upset the dug-in defenders on the hill. The 1st and 3rd Light Horse Brigades were sent in as well and, as at Magdhaba and Rafa, the dismounted horsemen edged their way forward under their fire support and, having got close enough, effected local fire superiority and launched an assault, with the New Zealanders taking the hill just after 3 p.m.
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The charge at Beersheba took place over the open ground in the distance in this photo (going from left to right). These Australians are examining the trenches on Tel el Saba from which the Ottoman defenders held up the Australian and New Zealand dismounted attacks for most of the day. Using the light horse for dismounted attacks upon prepared defences was often successful, but it was not something to which they were best suited. (AWM B03068)





The success was late in the day, however, and Beersheba’s wells had to be taken that day for the overall plan to succeed. A dismounted attack on the town would take time and have to deal with further defences on the way. Probably at Hodgson’s urging (others have staked a claim in the decision, too, but it seems it was a result of a discussion between Chauvel and Hodgson), Chauvel ordered a mounted attack to be carried out. The sword-equipped 5th Mounted Brigade was nearby, but the 4th Light Horse Brigade was closest and, with time crucial, it was given the task. As the light was fading, the 4th and 12th Light Horse Regiments, supported by two horse artillery batteries and aided by a general advance by the other brigades at Chauvel’s disposal, galloped over the flat ground south-east of the town. Charging on, they dismounted squadrons to deal with the defences on the route, and then rode into town to capture the all-important wells, suffering just sixty-seven casualties (mostly incurred fighting dismounted in the enemy defensive positions).36


The success of the charge has been dissected ever since, but the observation of the commanding officer of the 4th Light Horse Regiment offers perhaps the best insight:


 




In commenting on the attack I consider that the success was due to the rapidity with which the movement was carried out. Owing to the volume of fire brought to bear from the enemy’s position by Machine Guns and rifles, a dismounted attack would have resulted in a much greater number of casualties. It was noticed also that the morale of the enemy was greatly shaken through our troops galloping over his positions thereby causing his riflemen and machine gunners to lose all control of fire discipline. When the troops came within short range of the trenches the enemy seemed to direct almost all his fire at the horses … [and perhaps most importantly] this method of attack would not have been practicable were it not for the absence of barbed wire and entanglements.37





Following the charge Allenby’s army proved unable to encircle Gaza with its defenders still there but, following a series of battles and a pursuit, the EEF pushed the enemy back into central Palestine, where, by the end of the year, there was a new front line running from Jaffa on the coast (roughly where Tel Aviv is today) to just north and east of Jerusalem.


Taking the winter to refit after the demands of fighting through southern Palestine, there was soon an animated discussion taking place about what the mounted attack at Beersheba and similar events in the following weeks meant for the light horse, and indeed for cavalry in general. Despite a tendency to paint the charge at Beersheba as an almost spontaneous and perhaps reckless gamble, the evidence suggests it was instead the result of a discussion about mounted action that had been going on in the theatre since at least 1916, and, in a general sense, since well before the war.


British cavalry had undergone a period of doctrinal and organisational reform since the end of the Boer War in 1902, though in doing so it drew on ideas that had been discussed and debated since the last decades of the previous century. A full examination of that process is beyond the scale of this chapter, but in the years before the First World War, British cavalry had been reformed so that it embraced not just traditional mounted action, but was also well equipped and trained to fight dismounted using firepower (and indeed the two could also be combined), to create a modern form of ‘hybrid’ cavalry.38


This regular ‘hybrid’ cavalry had been of great use on the retreat from Mons on the Western Front in 1914, but the advent of trench warfare there, the dominance of infantry and artillery, and the relative inactivity of the cavalry in France and Belgium meant that the utility of cavalry was open to question. Even Chetwode had written in 1916, while commanding the 2nd Cavalry Division in France, that while the dismounted cavalry tactics had proven valid, ‘modern firepower has gradually, for some years, and now almost finally, put an effective check on the mounted employment of masses of cavalry’.39 The charge at Beersheba perhaps indicated something different, but by itself would have constituted simply an outlier in the experiences of the war. By the end of 1917, however, it was not an outlier, but one episode in a series of events that pointed to mounted action still being possible and even useful.


The first instance of mounted action in the Sinai–Palestine Campaign had occurred at Romani in August 1916. While the accounts are conflicting, at that action part of the A&NZ Mounted Division had fixed their bayonets to their rifles (perhaps reflecting the influence of a pre-war South African mounted manual that had been circulating in Egypt—doing so was intended as a makeshift lance, but the rifle and bayonet was far too heavy and cumbersome for this to work) and charged mounted towards an Ottoman position. Intended more for moral effect than anything, the action petered out on boggy ground. On the same day, another charge by the 5th Light Horse Regiment and the Auckland Mounted Rifles was deflated by the realisation that there were no enemy on the objective.40 Another mounted movement by the 10th Light Horse Regiment a few days later at Bir el Abd also proved fruitless, but at Magdhaba the following December the same regiment had circled round the position and advanced on the enemy using a successful series of mounted rushes. At the same battle, a squadron of the 2nd Light Horse Regiment had also made a mounted attack on an Ottoman redoubt.41 More mounted movements (not always attacks, but also mounted movements to new positions under enemy fire) were made at Rafa, too.


By April 1917 ‘notes on recent cavalry fighting’ that were doing the rounds highlighted that mounted manoeuvre and action were often successful, and remarkably free of casualties, as long as they were carried out at the gallop and in extended order. The notes also contended that the best way to deal with the sudden opening fire of hostile machine-gun or rifle fire from a flank might be to detach a troop or squadron to gallop at the position while the main body carried on.42 Clearly, to the mounted men fighting in Palestine machine-gun fire was not proving the cavalry death knell it has so often painted as.
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