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PRAISE FOR BEERSHEBA



‘This is an important book, telling a complex story. Daley constantly reminds us that conflict is endemic to the region he is writing about and he tells us of the times he was in danger himself … Journalism can, on occasions, do a better job than history.’


Michael McKernan, The Age


‘Daley’s impeccable research, coupled with his journalist’s nose and an ability to walk the battlefields and bring to life the sights and sounds of an inhospitable quarter of the Negev Desert, around the modern-day Israeli town of Be’er Sheva, make for a wonderfully compelling read.’


Ian McPhedran, Courier Mail


‘Daley writes with immediacy and current relevance … and he spins a very engaging but soundly researched yarn.’


Bill James, News Weekly


‘It’s like a portrait of a loved family member who has some dark secrets … Daley has done a good job in reminding us of the reality beneath the legend.’


Grant Hansen, Good Reading
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FOREWORD



Beersheba shimmers at the far reaches of the Australian consciousness; a mirage in the desert.


The world’s last great charge of the light horse was witnessed by no war correspondent and thus did not wedge itself into the national mythology like Gallipoli or the Somme. It is curious, for the events that led to Beersheba and beyond constitute a truly thrilling story of almost unimaginable resilience and derring-do: a long, travelling series of victories quite unlike the nine-month hopelessness of the Gallipoli campaign or the bogged-down horror of the Western Front. How many Australians know now that their home-grown Sir Harry Chauvel led through the Holy Lands the world’s greatest mounted column since Alexander the Great?


Paul Daley has granted this old story new life and contemporary significance. Taking the trouble to walk in the steps of the Australian light horse, the desert sand sucking at his boots just as it swallowed the hooves of the Walers and the Middle Eastern sun teaching him the lessons of thirst that tormented the men of the saddle and dominated every strategy of the mounted military, Daley has blended the past with the present to build a powerful narrative.


He has pored through letters penned by exhausted hands, revived the gripping words of the warrior-bard of the light horse Ion Idriess, rediscovered forgotten interviews by those who were there and woven the history into conversations with the living who remain obsessed with what happened at Beersheba and the desert campaign that led to that climactic event. He finds Christians who see the hand of God in the struggle of the horsemen and listens in on those who believe modern Israel can trace its beginnings to the advance of laconic antipodean bushmen and those who deny any such thing. And he stands at the graves of young men who never made it out of the desert, reconstructs their parts in the legend and reminds us of the anguish of their mothers.


Daley also finds, quite against his wishes, a terrible secret. A forgotten Bedouin village; men from another world turned savage by years of blood and hardship; a mad and bad explosion of retribution. Here Daley is the journalist intent on peeling away the layers of almost a century of official cover-up. His awkward discovery grants new, gritty dimension to a myth, and explains why many men of the light horse were denied the formal honours they so deserved.


Here is a full-bodied, human telling of the deeds of the Australian light-horsemen who traversed the wastes of Egypt, Palestine and Syria during World War I and who created a legend that merits much more of our attention than shimmering as a mirage, just beyond the Australian consciousness. It is as much part of the Australian story as Gallipoli, Kokoda or Glenrowan. Paul Daley has granted us the ability to restore Beersheba to its rightful place in our national history.


Tony Wright





COMPOSITION OF THE IMPERIAL MOUNTED TROOPS



Desert Column


(Formed in Sinai, February 1917)


Anzac Mounted Division


• 1st ALH Brigade


• 2nd ALH Brigade


• NZ Mounted Rifles Brigade


Imperial Mounted Division


• 3rd ALH Brigade


• 4th ALH Brigade


• 5th (British) Yeomanry Brigade


• 6th (British) Yeomanry Brigade


Desert Mounted Corps


(The Desert Column prior to Allenby’s reorganisation, August 1917)


Anzac Mounted Division


• 1st ALH Brigade


• 2nd ALH Brigade


• NZ Mounted Rifles Brigade


Australian Mounted Division


(Formerly the Imperial Mounted Division)


• 3rd ALH Brigade


• 4th ALH Brigade


(In Palestine in 1918, this Division expanded to include the 5th ALH brigade.)


Imperial Camel Corps Brigade


• 1st (Australian) Battalion


• 2nd (British) Battalion


• 3rd (Australian) Battalion


• 4th (Anzac) Battalion


Yeomanry Mounted Division (British)





MAP OF THE CHARGE OF BEERSHEBA
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PROLOGUE


Beersheba.


The name meant nothing to me when I first heard it half a lifetime ago. I was working on a suburban newspaper west of Melbourne. The cranky late-middle-aged newsman who was then my editor dispatched me to a nearby town called Bacchus Marsh. A new movie, The Light Horsemen, was about to hit the cinemas and, my editor said, ‘There’s an old bloke in the Marsh who was part of the Charge of Beersheba … Go and get him to tell you what it was really like.’


I had no idea what he was talking about.


Horsemen? Charge? Beersheba?


I went to the local library but couldn’t find out anything about it. So I rang my father, who told me what little he knew: Australian troops, mounted on horses, had stormed an Ottoman-controlled town in Palestine during World War I. It was regarded as the last ‘great’ successful cavalry charge in history—an event that marked the beginning of the end of the Ottoman Empire.


I used the resources of The Age, which owned the little throwaway paper for which I worked, to piece together what had happened. Only then did I visit the old digger in Bacchus March.


What eventually came out of an interview with that old man, Lionel Simpson, in ‘the Marsh’ thirty years ago was Beersheba, first published in 2009. Simpson’s story had captivated me. It had started a slow burn in my consciousness that lasted until I finally wrote this book more than twenty years later.


When I began researching and writing Beersheba in early 2008, its fundamental proposition seemed clear: although it was part of Australian cultural consciousness and official military history, the Charge of Beersheba, and the day-long battle that it capped off, had always been eclipsed in imagination by the defeat and retreat of Australian troops at Gallipoli in 1915 and their slaughter on the European Western Front from 1916.


But the story, as the best ones invariably do, took me in wildly unanticipated directions—not least relating to how the events of 31 October 1917 were slowly being appropriated by some Zionists and evangelical Christians. To that list, now, we can add the Australian and Israeli governments, which point to the Charge of Beersheba as a formative event in the establishment in 1948 of Israel—a state that did not exist in 1917 and does so now within what was then Palestine.


In 2013 Australia Post and Israel Post even released a special stamp edition commemorating Beersheba. ‘The capture of Beersheba allowed British empire forces to break the Ottoman line near Gaza and then advance into Palestine, a chain of events which eventually culminated in the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948,’ Australia Post declared at the time.


In 1917 Beersheba (today’s sprawling metropolis of Be’er Sheva in the Jewish state) was a small Palestinian town in the Negev. A growing number of historians, including some with relatives who fought at Beersheba, are now perplexed at the cause-and-effect conflation of the battle and the establishment of the modern Israeli state. For while the fall of Beersheba was a critical moment in wresting Palestine, Syria and Lebanon from Ottoman hold, there was no inkling among the light-horsemen that they were contributing to global atmospherics that would so alter geo-politics including, after another World War, the establishment of Israel. There is even less evidence, of course, to support the contention of some evangelical Christians that they were doing God’s work by somehow knowingly contributing to the restoration of Israel in the Holy Lands.


Since Beersheba was published, interest in that great cavalry charge has increased exponentially. The centenary will be marked by commemorations in Israel involving leading Australian and Israeli politicians. Almost a decade after I wrote the book, my journey through the landscape, the archives and the official and unofficial histories relating to the charge, the move to politicise its commemoration and to appropriate the story for diplomatic and religious ends, seems ever relevant.


~


The Charge of Beersheba happened at dusk on 31 October 1917. About eight hundred mostly young men (though a few were well into middle age and there were also several boys) of the 4th Australian Light Horse Brigade, furiously waving bayonets that glinted in the dying light, careered across 6 kilometres of open, unprotected ground on the sloping plain that led to the Turkish trenches on Beersheba’s outskirts.


Beersheba, then, was little more than a camel station. The men charged on horseback as shells burst around them and bullets whirred by. Blinded by the setting sun and terrible dust from thousands of hooves and a long day of artillery strikes, the Australians cursed as they raced towards the awaiting Turks, crouched in the trenches. Their horses hadn’t drunk for at least a day and could smell the water in the wells, at least one of which is said (perhaps apocryphally, like so much of what is said today about Beersheba) to have been dug by Abraham, the ancient Hebrew prophet. The Turkish trenches were the last line of defence for a town that held the key to the rest of the Middle East campaign of World War I: water. Failure meant a long trek back and almost certain death for the horses, if not some of the men.


Having leapt the first line of trenches, some horsemen bolted straight into town to try to stop the enemy blowing up the wells and the train station, to capture the Turkish and German guns and take scores of prisoners. Many others dismounted and jumped into the redoubts with bayonets in hand. The fighting was vicious and hand-to-hand. Hundreds of Turks, thinking they’d been over-run by devils on horseback, threw down their weapons and surrendered. Others fought to the death. Hundreds of Turkish soldiers were killed and countless more were injured. Thirty-one Australians died in the charge.


On paper, at least, the action seemed doomed to fail. Although it is still regarded as one of the last great successful cavalry charges in history, the Australians who took part were not traditional cavalrymen. They were ‘mounted infantrymen’, soldiers who arrived at battle on horseback but dismounted to fight with rifles and bayonets. They were volunteers from the bush and the city. They didn’t carry the cavalryman’s sabre. And so, at Beersheba they charged into the Turkish guns, their rifles slung over their backs, in most cases armed with nothing more than bayonets and the colourful obscenities they spat at the enemy from parched mouths.


There had been bitter fighting all around Beersheba—a strategic enemy stronghold in Palestine—all day. Since dawn hundreds of English, Scottish, Welsh, New Zealanders and Australians had died in a rolling battle on various flanks against the resilient Turks. The charge was a last-ditch effort to finish the Turks and break the line of an enemy that the British and Imperial forces had pursued for almost two years across Egypt’s Sinai and Palestine’s Negev deserts.


Guided through the dusk and the dust by the town’s only mosque, its minaret reflecting the last of the sun, they made it. Some of the Australians threw themselves into the Turkish trenches and ripped into the terrified enemy with their bayonets. Others, carried away by frenzied, uncontrollable horses that could smell nothing but the water, roared straight up the main street, past the mosque and directly to the wells.


The Charge of Beersheba was also the turning point in the British campaign against the Turks. The Armistice took effect a year later to the day after the Desert Column—the largest force of men and beasts mounted since Alexander the Great traversed the same sands—pushed the Turks to defeat and mass surrender at Damascus and Aleppo in bordering Syria to end 400 years of Ottoman rule in Palestine.


~


Lionel Simpson fought at both Gallipoli and Beersheba. Now ailing and ninety-eight years old, he spoke candidly to me about what happened when his regiment was deployed to Gallipoli in May 1915, before returning to Egypt to take on the Turks in the Sinai and Palestine. At Gallipoli Simpson participated in one of the most tragic and ill-conceived movements of the Dardanelles campaign: the Battle of the Nek on 7 August 1915.


This harrowing event was vividly portrayed in Peter Weir’s 1981 movie Gallipoli. Young Australian men were ordered to scramble from their trenches at the sound of a whistle and charge on foot, straight into the Turkish machine-guns, across a small patch of open ground barely the size of a tennis court. Some hardly managed to stand before being mowed down. Hundreds of bodies piled up. Others, like Simpson, managed a few desperate yards before machine-gun fire felled them.


‘I just lay there for a moment … Everybody around me was dead. I knew if I lay there too long they’d finish me off … there was a lull in firing,’ he told me. He hobbled back to his trench, fully expecting a bullet in the back of the head.


‘Johnny Turk could see me. He had his sights on me but for some reason, he spared me.’


A little over two years later Simpson’s regiment fought in the day-long battle for Beersheba that culminated in the charge.


‘We’d been waiting in the desert outside Beersheba for the right moment to charge,’ he explained. ‘We’d given the horses the last of our water so if we didn’t win Beersheba we’d die of thirst. We were sitting ducks because we had to charge … over open ground to get to the Turks.’


~


Why, I wondered back then, do I know about Gallipoli and all its horrors that ended ultimately in defeat and retreat, and not this victory at Beersheba?


And that is precisely what impelled me, twenty-plus years later, to visit the sites where the light-horsemen fought and died in and around Beersheba, and to stop at the wells where they watered their horses before the long, thirsty night ride to the outskirts of the town. I would pore over the letters and diaries of the horsemen to determine if Beersheba continued to resonate through their bloodlines. I would also meet Australian and Israeli Jews, Arabs, Christians, Christian Zionists, former military men and historians for whom Beersheba all held special—though in all cases, vastly different—significance. All agreed, however, that Beersheba should be known as more—much more—than a mere footnote to the Gallipoli-centric Anzac story.


Most had a view about why Australians had become more familiar with Gallipoli and its battles than Beersheba and the broader Middle East campaign involving the Australians. Some said it was a simple matter of historical chronology, because the Charge of Beersheba came two years after Gallipoli.


Unlike at Gallipoli and the Western Front, an official correspondent-cum-historian did not contemporaneously cover most of the actions of Australians in the Middle East. Gallipoli and the Western Front had CEW Bean and Keith Murdoch. But only at war’s end did Palestine have the official historian and former newspaper correspondent Henry Gullett.


Some actions of the Australian Light Horse received scant coverage in Australia because the British largely claimed credit for them in official dispatches. British troops, especially the English officers, were certainly disproportionately rewarded with medals and citations, while the actions of the Australians were left comparatively unacknowledged.


But this doesn’t explain why the government and the then Australian Prime Minister Billy Hughes didn’t push Great Britain for greater official recognition of the Light Horse’s actions, and for a re-evaluation of the medals and citations awarded to them.


~


The ninetieth anniversary of the Charge of Beersheba could not have been more badly timed when it came to gaining media attention in Australia and captivating public imagination in the way that the Gallipoli landings had. It fell on 31 October 2007 in the middle of a momentous political battle that would oust, after eleven and a half years, John Howard. Howard was rarely more comfortable than when promoting Anzac myth and legend, especially Gallipoli and the Western Front, where both his father and his grandfather fought, and tying it to the Australian character.


Unlike Anzac Day, which has been commemorated since the anniversary of the Gallipoli invasion in 1916, the anniversary of Beersheba has been an official day of commemoration only since 1992—an acknowledgement won after a concerted lobbying effort by descendants of the light-horsemen.


There was a well-attended Beersheba ceremony in Canberra in 2007, but the main commemoration happened right in Beersheba—Be’er Sheva—itself, when eighty riders, including direct descendants of the original horsemen, re-enacted the charge. Thousands of residents turned out to cheer. Photographs and footage of the riders, dressed in original regalia—down to the light-horsemen’s distinctive slouch hat with emu plume—graced front pages and headlined television news across the Middle East and Europe. But in the middle of such an extraordinary election campaign, back in Australia it was largely relegated to the inside pages.


Despite the emotional resonance for those involved in the re-enactment, public acknowledgement paled in comparison to the ninetieth and hundredth anniversaries in 2005 and 2015 of the Gallipoli landings. But in 2017, as Australia spends by some estimates at least $600 million on World War I commemorations, Beersheba will finally have its big moment of national observance.


~


Chanan Reich, an Israeli academic who specialises in relations between his country and Australia, opened the door to his rented bungalow in benign Australian suburbia. A blue-heeler growled and prowled in the dusty outreaches of the yard—an archetypically Aussie dog looking out for its Israeli owner. Reich, a solid man with a great shock of white hair, stooped in the doorway. Each hand extended across his upper body, clinging to its opposite bicep to ward off the early autumn chill.


‘Come in, come in, welcome,’ said Reich, looking me over. ‘What is troubling you today?’


We’d never met. I wondered if my sadness was so palpable.


It had been a terrible month. My father had died. The corporate buccaneers of private equity had just erased my job in the process of killing off The Bulletin, the 128-year-old cultural institution for which I then wrote. My life had lost much of its ballast. On the upside I would, now, have time to write this book.


We talked for a while about Beersheba and then Reich asked me, ‘Do you know about the massacre by the Australians?’


That set my story on a different course.


~


I began by searching for a Beersheba that staged an extraordinary Australian military action. Along the way I became diverted by stories about another town, also once in Palestine: Surafend. By the time I found it, it was rubble, but it still kept a terrible story.


Beersheba was the scene of great heroism and daring involving the Australians. Conversely, Surafend was the setting for an act of extreme cowardice and premeditated violence so shameful that it sits irreconcilably at odds with the Anzac myth and the legend—and that of the Australian Light Horse.





I


TOWARDS BEERSHEBA





1


HEBRON ROAD


It is the beginning of Passover. For weeks Jewish friends and acquaintances have been warning me that this is probably the worst time to travel within Israel. There would be no public transport, they warned, car-hire companies would be closed and only Arab taxis would be on the roads.


But accommodation arrangements have all been made. Owing to the influx of foreign Jews for Passover, all hotel rooms—even in Arab East Jerusalem—are booked. But a room awaits me at Be’er Sheva’s main hotel. There is, however, a problem—it’s 80 kilometres away from where I’m staying in Jerusalem.


For the past week ‘Rasheed’, a middle-aged, portly Palestinian with a permanent five o’clock shadow and a beautiful late-model European car, has been driving me mad as he drove me about Jerusalem. In a former life Rasheed was probably a poker-player or a medicine man, such are his powers of persuasion and his capacity for empathy. I’ve tried hard to fight the urge to laugh while in his company, for laughter only encourages his jokes and proselytising about domestic violence, Jews, Christians and Muslims, the Palestinian leadership, George Bush and Tony Blair. But I just can’t help laughing. I have been living in a cloud of post-bereavement melancholy and anxiety about my new post-Bulletin life. I haven’t laughed properly for a long, long time. And I find this guy side-splittingly funny, with his politically incorrect quips and risqué jokes about Israeli public figures and Iraqis and Afghanis as we wind our way through the Old City or crawl along the main street of the German Colony in peak hour.


The first time he drives me out of Jerusalem to the town of Ramleh, where we visit a Commonwealth war cemetery containing many Australian graves from World War I, a small satellite navigation unit on the dashboard calls out directions in a weirdly disconcerting Israeli–American hybrid voice. Every second sentence warns the driver: ‘Caution, Caution—Danger.’


I haven’t seen (or, at any rate, noticed) one of these things before. ‘What do they call it?’ I ask.


‘They call this a fucking annoying machine,’ he says. Then, in a single swoop of an arm, he tears the unit from the dash and throws it, wires dangling from the back, into the rear seat. He shrieks raucously.


But Rasheed’s jokes come at a price. I know that he is a merciless carpetbagger who has seen me coming from miles away. Each fare costs a good few shekels more than a standard taxi. Not that you’d ever talk shekels with Rasheed. For him it’s strictly greenbacks, more of which I am, by week’s end, determinedly reluctant to provide him with—jokes or no jokes. In the end I have no choice.


‘Can you take me to Be’er Sheva?’


‘Yes, Mr Paul. Right away.’


‘How much?’


‘One million dollars. American.’ Hysterical laughter.


‘How much?’


‘Seriously, Mr Paul, I can do it almost for free because you are my friend and I love you so very, very much … two hundred American dollars.’


‘One fifty.’




‘Okay, Mr Paul—last offer. Two fifty.’


‘Hang on, Rasheed, we’re going backwards here …’


And so it goes, all punctuated by his cackles.





~


The blistering day renders the road before us a hazy black blur. Imaginary pools of water appear, from nowhere, on the bitumen out front, then vaporise in a shimmering haze as the limo screams towards them.


We are heading out of Jerusalem towards the Negev, tracing on our left the huge concrete and wire security fence that divides the Arab West Bank from the predominantly Jewish east. The fence has made life a nightmare for ordinary Palestinians who live—and are now virtually imprisoned—behind it, for they now require permits to move through the checkpoints. But most of Israel’s Jews have welcomed the fence because of the undeniably positive influence it has had on security. Suicide bombings, common after the second intifada, have become rare since the fence went up.


‘Mr Paul, why are you going to Be’er Sheva? There is nothing to look at in Be’er Sheva besides sand. Do you like the desert, Mr Paul?’


I explain the Australian connection: the Charge of Beersheba coincided with the Balfour Declaration by the British War Cabinet to support the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. I tell Rasheed that the Australian involvement in the operation to oust the Turks from Palestine—and especially the fall of Beersheba—helped pave the way for the establishment of Israel in 1948.


It seems to be the first he has heard of Australia’s involvement in the Palestine conflict of World War I, the military machination that so coincidentally or—depending who you listen to—fatefully, aligned with Balfour. And he’s not a bit impressed. Like most Palestinians and Jews, Rasheed has firm views on the politics and history of his land and has his own particular take on it all.


‘So, Mr Paul, you are telling me that Australia helped to establish Israel? And you think this is a good thing?’


I don’t want to talk politics with Rasheed or any other Palestinian, just as I do not want to talk politics with any Israeli Jew. For someone like me who’s spent every day of the past fifteen years talking and writing about politics, it feels like a cop-out. But I am determined to focus only on past events in and around Beersheba; I do not want to talk about the many wrongs, on both sides, of the Israel–Palestine conflict. But Rasheed is determined too. And it doesn’t take long for me to realise that he is anything but an island; throughout Israel and the Palestinian territories, the past constantly collides with the present and, perhaps more than anywhere else in the world, goes on to determine the future.


The Charge of Beersheba was the most critical act—even, perhaps, the turning point—in a long military campaign that ended more than four hundred years of Turkish rule in what was then Palestine. Success at Beersheba was also, arguably, a critical step in the re-establishment of the Jewish state of Israel sixty years ago. As fate or (again, depending which stakeholder in this story gets to you first) divine providence, would have it, the charge occurred on the very day the War Cabinet formulated the Balfour Declaration. This document formalised and foreshadowed Britain’s intent to oust the Turks from Palestine and restore the Jewish homeland there.


Although the War Cabinet must have known that its declaration would roughly coincide with the fight for Beersheba, it could not have known the battle would culminate in the dramatic charge by the 4th Australian Light Horse Brigade. That would have been a coincidence. Nevertheless it could be argued, as many do, that Australian and, consequently, British, success at Beersheba played some part in the birth of the state of modern Israel in 1948.


I say: ‘I’m not saying it’s a good thing or a bad thing—it’s just a thing. It just is … it’s just a fact.’


Suddenly he is silent at the wheel. Then I realise that we are driving through Hebron, a West Bank city that is home to 160,000 Palestinians. A small number of Jews have also sought to make Hebron home. These so-called settlers are among the most provocative in the West Bank because their existence—on the very edge of security and, depending who you believe, the law—is hugely disruptive for ordinary Palestinians. Almost anywhere the settlers build, the Israeli security apparatus follows. And so, to protect the Jewish settlers of Hebron, there’s an elaborate network of Israeli-only roads, guard posts and checkpoints. In some cases the Israeli roads dissect Palestinian lanes and thoroughfares. In other cases the Israeli security fences literally cut some big properties in half, preventing Palestinian farmers from entering parts of their land or walking into neighbouring fields.


He has driven me this way for a reason. He wants a conversation about Israel’s defence policies and the wall, about suicide bombings and settlers. But I will not be baited.


‘So, Mr Paul, what do you think?’ he asks.


‘What do you mean?’ I say.


‘You see what the Israeli roads do to the Palestinians? They are making life unbearable for them. They are deliberately trying to drive them crazy.’


‘Maybe so,’ I say.


‘Mr Paul, the problem is not the Israelis. The problem is not the Palestinians. No—the problem is the Palestinian and the Israeli politicians—all of them,’ he says. Politics. Always politics.


On the outskirts of Hebron, market gardens have been laboriously chipped out of the rocky, rich black soil. There are cucumbers and tomatoes, capsicums and chillies. As we head further into the desert, grape vines, pregnant with purple fruit, cling improbably to the rocky earth.


I open my window. But a blast of scalding air prompts me to shut it again immediately. The further we head towards Be’er Sheva, the hotter it gets. The thermometer on the instrument panel now reads 38°C. I stare straight ahead through the windscreen. Israeli settlements, comprising—in stark contrast to the white concrete and flat-roofed Palestinian homes—modern brick and timber houses that wouldn’t look out of place in western Melbourne or Sydney, punctuate what has become a flat sandy, scrubby landscape. The horizon is now a washed-out hazy grey-green blur, courtesy of the blazing sun and a hot wind laden with fine dusty sand.


Of the drive from Jerusalem to Beersheba, Australia’s official war historian Henry Gullett wrote: ‘and the mountain road would be followed down through Hebron, where the patriarchs are buried, and where the fanatical Moslem natives have fortunately kept the tourist at bay and so have remained relatively independent and uncorrupted. The brief journey would be completed at the bare, straggling little modern town of Beersheba.’1


We are following the Hebron road. Ninety-one years ago it was the intended escape route for Ottoman troops fleeing the combined British Empire forces, including the Australian light horse, during the invasion of Beersheba. Imperial forces skirmished with the retreating Turkish units earlier on the day of the charge, when they blocked their retreat towards Hebron. Today it remains the main route from Beersheba to Jerusalem via Hebron. It is marked, in parts, with Israeli flags. Some Palestinian roads have effectively been blockaded with massive stone bollards at the points at which they intersect with the highway. Some of the Israeli roads leading to the settlements are, conversely, lined with tall cyclone-wire fences, their entries marked with military guard towers.


There’s a flock of scrawny sheep. The shepherd, dressed in flowing white robes and checked headscarf, guides them. He holds a staff in one hand. The other hand hides in its opposite sleeve. This is a picture straight from my primary-school Bible.


‘Bedouin,’ says Rasheed contemptuously. ‘They are everywhere. Bedouin are a menace here—everyone hates the Bedouin.’


We drive in silence. Kilometre after kilometre of desert is punctuated by little but rock and saltbush. Then, as we approach Be’er Sheva, orange orchards, courtesy of elaborate Israeli irrigation, and rows of prickly pear, break the skyline. Summer has come early. There’s not a blade of grass. Suddenly there’s a set of traffic lights and a McDonald’s, a hardware barn and a farm equipment showroom. A pall of dust hangs in the air. The thermometer says 40°C. There’s little traffic on this first Sunday of Passover. Jewish families are at home inside, celebrating the festival together. It’s as quiet as the main street of Mudgee on Christmas Day.


‘How many days do you live in Beersheba?’ Rasheed asks.


A week or maybe two, I tell him. Perhaps longer.


‘Two weeks! Mr Paul, two weeks is too long in Beersheba.’


‘Really?’


‘Tell me, Mr Paul, do you like Russian Jews?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘After one day I will ring you up and ask you.’


Be’er Sheva, known in Israel as the ‘desert capital’, has a large population of Russian and Ethiopian Jews. But it is also home to thousands of Bedouin, some of whom live in purpose-built housing estates and others in camps of corrugated iron, plastic sheeting and canvas—some of which have been in the same place for a hundred or more years—that line the road into Beersheba, way beyond the town’s semi-industrial fringes. I’m reminded of ramshackle Aboriginal camps, clinging to the edges of rural centres back home, that I’ve seen over the years.


There are really three towns. The first is Abraham’s ancient village of Tel el Saba, today an archaeological mound on the outskirts of Be’er Sheva, which from 1948 became an Israeli town that consumed the Turkish town of Beersheba. Beersheba, meanwhile, was established by the Turkish army at the turn of the twentieth century.


We arrive at the hotel. Rasheed counts the number of big red stars above the entrance. He roars laughing.


‘It says it has five stars, Mr Paul. I don’t think so.’ Cackle, cackle.


‘We’ll see,’ I say. ‘It looks fine.’


‘And I will see you tomorrow, Mr Paul … Call me and I come straightaway and take you back to Jerusalem.’


~


The hotel is bustling with Jewish families getting together for Passover. I feel like the only gentile in town. I probably am. The kids are running wild. A soccer game is being played outside my room, on the carpeted hallway into which dozens of matzo crackers have been ground.


It’s getting dark. I stand in front of my fifth-floor south-facing window and stare into the inky haze of dust and smoke from the Bedouin fires. Be’er Sheva is in the middle of a natural saucer that slopes gently up to a rim of barely discernible hills, a series of little lumps and bumps in this falling darkness. One of those highpoints became known in 1917 as ‘Chauvel’s Hill’, the natural vantage point from which Australia’s Lieutenant General Harry Chauvel directed thousands of imperial troops, including the Australian Light Horse, in the battle for Beersheba. Chauvel’s Hill is there before me in the semi-darkness above the rooftops of multistorey apartment blocks and shopping malls.


From here Chauvel, in a hasty and tense meeting with his various commanders late in the afternoon of 31 October 1917, uttered the words that have become famous in military folklore: ‘Put Grant straight at it.’ This was the order for Victorian-born Brigadier General William Grant, commander of the 4th Light Horse Brigade, to lead his men in the charge on the Turkish trenches. From where I stand at the window there’s an almost perfect view of the gently sloping plain over which the Australians galloped into the Turkish guns at precisely this time of day more than ninety years ago.


~


Trooper Ernest Pauls, a member of the New South Wales–raised 12th Light Horse Regiment, together with the 4th Regiment, charged across that plain. Born in 1891 near the beautiful New South Wales hinterland town of Dorrigo to a farming family from Germany, just two months before his twenty-fourth birthday Pauls travelled down to Sydney to join up. Barely five months later, he left Australia for Egypt, and from there he was among the many light-horsemen who were deployed to Gallipoli without their horses to serve as regular infantry.


He survived the horrors of Gallipoli and, after a protracted illness, rejoined the 12th Regiment in Egypt in mid-1916. Trooper Pauls was not well educated. But like so many members of the Australian Imperial Force who fought in Europe and the Middle East, he kept a diary in which he recorded his experiences of war in detail and with great emotion: the terrible sickness and the hardships, the battles, the endless search for water, the legion of lost mates and, even more sadly, in his case a brother, too. Pauls was also a keen amateur photographer who was forever training his lens on the machines of war, the horses, the Bedouin, the Turkish prisoners and the stark aftermath of battle. His record of the war, retrieved from a box in the garden shed after his death in 1967, is enormously moving.


Like so many, Ernest Pauls returned to Australia after the war and never travelled again. On his return he was not yet 30 but aged, by experience and by the unspeakable cruelty and inhumanity of war, well beyond his years. He married, farmed for a while back at Dorrigo, moved to work in a sawmill and, together with his wife and five children, led a modest life into old age that revolved around hard work and family. He liked to help out in the local Catholic parish, and he always marched on Anzac Day. He never spoke about the war. Never, except perhaps with his mates at the RSL.


Did they, I wonder, ever contemplate the part they played in the Charge of Beersheba? Did they ever toss around their experiences about the frenzied horses, the shells exploding overhead, the Turkish shrapnel buzzing about their ears and the vicious, elemental bayonet fights in those first Turkish trenches? Or did the excitement of it all, even among mates who’d experienced the same thing, ultimately succumb to melancholy thoughts about the horsemen who didn’t grow old with them?


~


Until the war, Ottoman-occupied Palestine—within whose borders sixty-year-old Israel sits—and Egypt to the south, together with the lands to the north that harbour today’s modern states of Lebanon, Jordan and Syria, were not generally part of Australia’s collective consciousness. Not, at any rate, in any immediate geopolitical sense. Most Australians who’d heard of them would have done so through the Bible, with its stories of Moses and the Holy Land, the Hebrews and Abraham, the Holy City of Jerusalem, Bethlehem and, of course, Jesus King of the Jews. It was not just a world away but also another world.


Almost fourteen years after Federation, Australia’s population was just five million. Yet, despite the absence of conscription for all but home service militias and a bitter, divisive community and political debate about the merits of contributing young lives to the service of the British Empire, 416,809 men enlisted for service with the Australian Imperial Force. Almost 332,000 of them saw service in Gallipoli, the Western Front or the Middle East.


Those who saw active service included about twenty thousand Australian light-horsemen drawn from fifteen regiments, most raised from specific areas of each state. Other regiments were the direct descendants of colonial and citizen-soldier militias, some of which fought in the Boer War from 1899 to 1902. They were young men from a new country, who, in the opening chapters of their lives, took part in a war that included one of history’s most extraordinary military manoeuvres. Certainly some of the men, including Ernest Pauls, who participated in the charge, were fully aware that they had just ridden into history. Others, however—perhaps inured to the nature of their achievement by the long series of bloody battles against the Turks that preceded the charge, and all that would follow—didn’t see anything remotely extraordinary about Beersheba.


They came home from the war and resumed work as barmen, as suburban solicitors, as teachers and bookkeepers, as dairy farmers and grocery store owners, as wool classers, horse breakers, shearers and doctors. They had children and grandchildren. Most spoke little of their experiences. But they marched, like Ernest Pauls, on Anzac Day with mates who understood. They retired. They raked the leaves, and they went to bowls. Some of those fortunate enough to die as civilians, not soldiers, wept alone and cried out in the night during their final years, at the thought of it all.


The photographs of men of the light horse tell much of their story. Some have crooked teeth and imperfect features. Some are tall, some are short and some are fat. Some have unruly mops of black hair, and some are balding. Some have movie star looks. Women wouldn’t notice others in the street. They are ubiquitous Australian men. It was their achievements at Beersheba, in the battles leading to it and beyond, that encapsulate the capacity of ordinary people to do extraordinary things in extreme circumstances. And no circumstance is more extreme than war.


~


As the children scream and cheer while their soccer game continues outside my hotel door, I go to the window again.


It’s hard to equate the wild ride of the light horse across the gently sloping plain that led to what was then a dusty, unwelcoming camel-trading town with the neon-lit urban vista that fills my window tonight. Besides Chauvel’s Hill, I can see nothing of the town that was taken from the Turks by the charge. Be’er Sheva has swallowed Beersheba. But I am wrong. So much has changed. But so much has not.





2


BUSHMEN OF THE EMPIRE


Australia’s mounted soldiers were known by British officers as the ‘Imperial Bushmen’ in the Boer War, in which many of them served with distinction. In some ways they would always be known to the Brits as the wild colonial men from the bush.


In the Boer War the bushmen operated, for the most part, with a deep contempt for British discipline and military mores, especially relating to uniform. In stark contrast with British cavalrymen, with their fine uniforms and sabres, and their lucrative commissions, the bushmen were a direct product of the land—men who, out of necessity, could ride and shoot, stalk and hunt and live off their natural surroundings.


Horsemanship was second nature. An intimate affinity with the immediate environment—that is, an ability to contemplate its contour and its terrain, to anticipate its weather, to seek out its shelter and water, and a capacity to live independently off its resources—distinguished the Australian soldier from his English ally. The Australian was fiercely independent. Yet he could work cooperatively in the troop, the squadron or the regiment.


Often only a bandolier, a military-issue rifle and his sturdy horse would distinguish the Australian mounted soldier from the Boer mounted guerrilla whom the colonial had crossed the ocean to take on. Before long the Australian mounted rifleman won a formidable reputation with the Boer, who regarded him as more than a worthy adversary and, yes, a notable ‘bushman’, too. British officers also rated the rag-tag Australians highly and continued, for the duration of the Boer War, to request more and more mounted men from the colonies.


Although a few of the earliest Australian soldiers came from the cities, the mounted soldiers of Australia’s colonial militias were mostly drawn from the land. They were the sons of immigrants or were immigrants themselves. Some were descended from convict stock. Others had fled what they saw as the tyranny of British rule in Ireland—only to fight, somewhat ironically, under the British in Africa and again, after the declaration of war against Germany, in the Middle East and Europe. Some had already been in the British Army and, having come to Australia for the opportunity (and adventures) offered by the colonies, joined up promptly when Australia answered the call to send troops to South Africa.


The reputations of the great Australian military men of the Middle East operations in World War I—among them such names as Chauvel and Ryrie, Royston and Maygar—were forged in Africa. Chauvel, of course, would go on to play a seminal role in the war against the Turks in Palestine when, as General Harry Chauvel—knighted on the battlefield—he became commander of the largest force of men and animals to traverse the Holy Land since Alexander the Great. The others would, during the Great War, enhance their reputations as heroic and inspirational leaders of men, as fearless and at times almost super-human, if not completely foolhardy, mounted soldiers.


As a young soldier Edmund Allenby—who, as a knighted general himself, would later command the imperial war effort in Egypt and Palestine—was briefly in charge of a squadron of New South Wales Lancers during the Boer War. Allenby, a great disciplinarian, arrived for the first time at the Lancers’ camp very late at night, according to the poet and Bulletin writer AB ‘Banjo’ Paterson. Just as Allenby rode in, the deeply tired and emotional men were somewhat flippantly drinking to the health of their new leader. ‘I heard you. But that’s no excuse for keeping the whole camp awake. You tell them to be in bed with all the lights out in five minutes, or I’ll have to do something about it,’ Allenby snapped at Paterson.1 That was Allenby’s introduction to the Australians.


His parting with the Australians almost twenty years later, after the sorry events at Surafend, would be just as inglorious.


~


The citizen militias and the battles of the Boer War, meanwhile, laid the groundwork for the establishment of the Australian light horse regiments.


In 1909 Australia introduced compulsory military training. The scheme aimed to raise a fighting force capable of defending the newly federated nation. But it was strictly for self-defence; Australia would remain bitterly divided about conscripting its young men to fight overseas under the imperial umbrella. Any troops who fought overseas would, therefore, be volunteers. Compulsory training, however, led to the rapid rise of the light horse throughout the states so that, by the time Britain declared war on Germany in 1914, twenty-three regiments had been formed.2


The prime minister of the day, Andrew Fisher, promised England that Australia would contribute—and finally commit—twenty thousand troops to the fight against the Germans and the Turks. That number would include more than two thousand light-horsemen, most of whom would fight in Egypt and Palestine, although some, like Lionel Simpson would go to Gallipoli without their horses, and others would also go to the Western Front.


In August 1914, when Australia followed Britain into World War I, the conflict presented our young soldiers not only with an opportunity to serve their new country. For many it was also, without doubt, an opportunity for adventure and to see distant lands. Recruiting drives at the time certainly emphasised that volunteering would give young men an opportunity to experience the world.


The men who enlisted quite often knew other men in the same regiment; school mates and work friends, brothers and even sons and fathers were in the same units. The bonds of family and friendship were strong. According to Gullett, the Australian volunteers represented the pinnacle of Australian manhood. But even more than that, he depicted them as absolutely exemplary and beaming examples of mankind. While the light horse regiments included men from the cities, most came from the land. Gullett wrote of them in glowing—if not purple—terms:


They represented every phase of Australia’s diverse rural industries: dairymen and small cultivators from the long rich coastal belt between the Dividing Range and the sea; orchardists from the foot-hills; timber-getters from the sparkling forests on the ranges; men from the larger farms of the long wheat-belt, on the inside slope of the mountains; and men whose lives had been spent on sheep and cattle stations of the vast inland plains … Every worn road and grass-grown track carried its eager, excited volunteers, some riding singly, some in twos and threes. Squatters and stockmen and shearers, farmers and labourers and prospectors, they paced the same road in that spirit of true democracy, which, as the war went on, became perhaps the most beautiful and valuable of all the great qualities that in this war shone out of the Australian soldier.


… For these men were the very flower of their race. All were pioneers, or the children of pioneers.3


Doubtless few would have viewed themselves quite so. But the broad point Gullett was making is right: they were men who, in many ways, represented the backbone and the future of the new Commonwealth of Australia. And there is no doubt that, as a volunteer force, the lighthorsemen offered their commanders an enviable wealth of raw talent.


They were men like Ernest Pauls, a son of German immigrants to Australia who felt such a connection with his birthplace that he was willing to enlist in a war against his parents’ former countrymen (he later changed his middle name from Heinrich to Henry). Pauls’ horsemanship was evident throughout his life; his daughter, Patricia, would later recall to her children her father stitching up her pony Dinks after it ran through a barbed-wire fence.


The official historian elaborated:


All were horsemen of various degrees of excellence; not mere riders of educated horses, but men who had from their schooldays undertaken, as a matter of honour and pride or of necessity, the breaking and backing of bush-bred colts and the riding of any horse that came their way. Their horsemanship came next to, if not sometimes before, their religion.


These young Australians were by their daily occupation expert observers and judges of their country. They possessed a highly trained sense of distance and direction; accustomed to riding the country roads and tracks by night almost as frequently as by day, they were at home in the dark.4


~


Lionel Simpson, born in the Victorian high plains town of Corryong—the home also of Paterson’s semi-fictitious Man from Snowy River—left his job at the outbreak of war and travelled to Melbourne to join the 8th Light Horse Regiment.


In 1987, aged 96, Simpson told me: ‘In those days every bush kid rode a horse and every kid with a horse wanted to join the light-horsemen. But in those days the Army had tough restrictions; they only took the fittest and best riders and horses.’5


Most of the light horse recruits were in their twenties. But many were, by the time they returned to their horses in Egypt in early 1916, old before their time. The horrors of protracted trench warfare saw to that.


The warrior-writer, Ion Idriess, who served as a sniper with the Queensland-based 5th Light Horse Regiment, explained in his book The Desert Column how the light horse regiments functioned and fought. In so doing, the importance of absolute trust among small groups of men becomes apparent.


The term ‘mateship’, as a defining characteristic of Australian performance, especially on the battlefield or the sporting arena, is often so thoughtlessly applied that it undermines the true value of a human commodity that was, quite literally in some circumstances, critical to survival among the light-horsemen. Idriess’s take on the importance of mateship to men in the light horse regiments belies the notion that the regiment, the squadron or even the troop were all comprised of mates. True mates, it seems, found each other and sought each other out, by necessity, in small groups. Mateship, then, was not just a by-product of circumstances that forced men to spend time together in the closest of circumstances. They could not possibly all have been friends or acquaintances, let alone mates; many, perhaps, would not even have liked each other. But there can be little doubt that special bonds, based on absolute trust, became almost a prerequisite for survival:


We are all concentrated in sections. A section is four men. A section lives together, eats together, sleeps together, fights together and when a shell lands on it, dies together. A full troop of men has eight sections. There are four troops to a squadron, three squadrons to a regiment. I’m not going further than the regiment. Our big world is the regiment and even then most of us don’t know intimately the men out of our own squadron. Our life is just concentrated in the section.


We growl together, we swear together, we take one another’s blasted horses to water, we conspire against the damned troop sergeant together, we growl against the war and we damn the officers up hill and down dale together; we do everything together—in fact, this whole blasted war is being fought in sections. The fate of all the east at least, depends entirely upon the section.6


One of the four men in each section was the ‘horse handler’. It was his job, when the light-horsemen dismounted to attack the enemy on foot, to hold the horses and lead them away to a safe position beyond gunfire, then return them to the fighting men when it was time to extract them from the fight.


~


The deprivations and horrors of war have always brought out the best and worst in men. In the case of the Australian light horse in Gallipoli, Egypt and Palestine from 1915 to 1918, the good includes the prolific writings of average soldiers, be it in journals or letters to loved ones back home or in later, more formal, published accounts. From the prosaic (the lousy ‘tucker’, the extreme weather, the dirt, the lice and the constant dust) to the profoundly psychological (the loss of mates, the constant smell of death and the black, greasy blowflies grown corpulent on human flesh) the light-horsemen, writing from the battlefields, bequeathed a wealth of written material chronicling the impact of war on men.


Idriess enlisted in the Queensland-drawn 5th Light Horse Regiment at the outbreak of war in 1914. He served as a sniper in Gallipoli, Egypt and Palestine, where he witnessed the charge at Beersheba from the hills overlooking the town. He was, it seems, a born adventurer. For after the war Idriess chased gold in New Guinea, shot buffaloes in the Northern Territory and explored Cape York.


Idriess’s writing was, however, his greatest gift. It’s true that he was no stylist, but there can be no doubting his capacity to tell a story with the ‘listen to me’ magnetism of a bush poet. He held a journalist’s pen and a reporter’s eye where trained journalists, like official historian Henry Gullett, were absent. He also had a novelist’s sense of drama and timing. There is something of the travelogue in Idriess’s writing also, a naive quality laden with observation of people and places—some of it extremely disturbing—to which no value judgment is applied. Perhaps that’s not surprising; he, and countless other men who had joined up partly out of a spirit of adventure, considered themselves tourists of sorts as well as soldiers. The spirit of their adventure resonates strongly with the young Australian backpacker pilgrims who retrace their steps across Gallipoli if not yet in great numbers across Israel and Palestine.


Not least, however, Idriess’s writing about Gallipoli, Egypt and Palestine was extraordinary because he put himself in the box seat: he chose a life that exposed him to the raw material that invariably made him the envy of both journalists and historians. Put simply, he found the yarns.


By the time of his death, aged 90, in 1979 Idriess had written forty-seven books, including perhaps, his most famous, The Desert Column, published in 1931. Based on excerpts from his World War I diaries, the immediacy of Idriess’s writing, his utter absence of pretence and his profound honesty, make The Desert Column one of the best, professionally published, first-person accounts by an Australian of what it means to be a man at war.


I began the diary as we crowded the decks off Gallipoli and watched the first shells crash into Turkish soil [he writes]. Gradually it grew to be a mania: I would whip out the little book and note, immediately, anything exciting that was happening. As the years dragged on, my haversack became full of little notebooks …


The diary was a very young soldier’s idea. He thought that if he survived shot and shell and sickness, he would like, when he came to be an old man, to be able to read exactly what his feelings were when ‘things were happening’. Have a private picture show all his own, as it were, to refresh his memory.7


Idriess, wounded at Gallipoli, was evacuated aboard a hospital ship before the British forces, including Australians and New Zealanders, withdrew from the Dardanelles in December 1915. Along with most of the other light horse units that had been dispatched from their base in Egypt, without horses, to fight as infantry at Gallipoli in early 1915, Idriess returned to his unit in Cairo in early 1916.


The unpublished sections of Idriess’s diaries, held at the Australian War Memorial, are even less compromising. Much of this material, doubtless, was excluded from The Desert Column to save sensibilities, including, perhaps, Chauvel’s. For example, in one entry in July 1916, Idriess refers to his mate Stan being in trouble again. ‘A cold footed, lying bastard of a corporal is the cause. May he die in the desert,’ Idriess writes.8


More surprising is his sense of wonder at the sights, sounds, smells and horrors of war: of columns of horses marching on the long night rides while sleeping; water boiled by the desert sun so that it burns’ the men’s throats as it leaves their canteens; the unmistakable sound of a Turkish bullet striking a horse’s stomach; the woeful food and the vermin. And the Bedouin—always the hated and mercenary Bedouin, who raked over the battlefields like hyenas and finished off the injured, dug up and stole from the dead, and spied for the Turks.


~


The Australian light horse were more than their official description as ‘mounted infantry’ suggested.


For the mounted infantryman the horse is intended to be merely a means of transport to and from the battlefield and not (in the jargon of today’s modern military) a ‘war fighting platform’. Many of the early colonial regiments in Australia were familiar with the cavalry charge and, indeed, some of the light horse units drilled such tactics in Egypt in 1915 and, intermittently, throughout the war in Palestine.


Beersheba was not the only battle in which the Australian light horse employed a charge rather than dismounting, handing the reins to the horse handler in their section and attacking the enemy on foot. One of the final acts of the light horse in the desert campaign was another daring charge. Emboldened, no doubt, by success at Beersheba, this time they charged in darkness, at Semakh in September 1918.


Those who successfully sought entry to the light horse regiments could apply to take their own animals to war with them. If the animal was deemed young and healthy enough, the authorities purchased it; a strong emotional attachment would remain between man and horse, but the War Office now owned the animal. Most of the light horsemen, however, rode remounts, horses purchased from breeders in Australia.


More than a hundred and sixty thousand Australian horses were sent to the war in Egypt and Palestine, the Western Front and Gallipoli. It is said that only one returned: Sandy, who belonged to Major General Sir William Bridges, Commander in Chief of the Australian Imperial Force, who died at Gallipoli.


About eleven thousand were sold at the end of the war in Palestine. Perhaps two thousand were destroyed because they were deemed to be too old, while some of the light-horsemen, unable to bear the thought of their horses going to new owners, also shot their animals. Apocryphal stories abound of the light-horsemen being forced by the unsentimental British to shoot all their animals when perhaps two hundred Australians killed their horses out of choice to prevent them being sold. Mobile veterinary units shot about two thousand horses that were deemed too old—that is, over 12 years of age—to sell. There are stories that some men did exaggerate the age of their horses so that the authorities would shoot rather than sell them.
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