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SERIES FOREWORD




Armageddon and OKRA is the first in a new Australian Air Campaign Series of publications produced by Air Force’s History and Heritage Branch. This series will consist of well-researched books on RAAF history that are not only underpinned by rigorous scholarship and solid evidence, but are also readable, well-illustrated, educative and enduring.


The intent of the Australian Air Campaign Series is to promote an understanding of Air Force history by examining the Air Force’s development, performance, heritage, and contribution to the nation in war and peace. By using examples of air operations and exploring the use of the Air Force, including its development and impact during those operations, these publications contribute to the professional military education of Air Force members, and the education of those with an interest in Air Force history. The Air Campaign Series focuses on the elements of leadership, command, and tactics, drawing on lessons learned and personal experiences of the authors, as well as extensive research. A unique feature of this series is to draw attention to what can be learned from these historical campaigns and events.


It is anticipated that the Air Campaign Series will cover a number of focused studies of Air Force campaigns, including the elements of strategy and tactics, command and leadership, strategic and operational planning, the development of doctrine, administration, platforms or logistics, intelligence, peacekeeping, and humanitarian operations. The analysis conducted in these publications will provide a great source of information for current serving members, veterans, serious academic researchers, and casual readers with an interest in specific campaigns or topics. I am excited to start this series with Armageddon and OKRA, and equally excited to discover which campaign will be covered next.



Mel Hupfeld, AO, DSC


Air Marshal


Chief of Air Force


August 2020
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Air Task Group Strike Element armament technicians work on the flight line, in the scorching mid-afternoon heat, at Australia’s main air operating base in the Middle East Region. (source: Department of Defence).














TITLE FOREWORD




This, the first of the Australian Air Campaign Series, exemplifies the intent of this series of publications. In his study of the two individual air campaigns, the Australian Flying Corps operations during the Battle of Armageddon 1918 and Operation OKRA in 2014, Dr Lewis Frederickson draws together a narrative of the development of air power from the early beginnings of reconnaissance, surveillance and strike of World War I with the employment of the Australian Air Task Group over Iraq and Syria 100 years later.


Lewis first explores the operations of No 1 Squadron, Australian Flying Corps during the seminal Battle of Armageddon in September 1918 and the experiences of the unit’s first wartime deployment. Equipped with the Bristol Fighter, regarded by Richard Williams as the finest combat aircraft of World War I, No 1 Squadron was flying one of the most advanced aircraft of the war and of the highest standard of military technology of its era. It was in these aircraft that No 1 Squadron conducted a series of devastating attacks on the Turkish Seventh Army as it was retreating through the Wadi Fara. Lewis goes into great detail in describing the intricacies of this significant event. The early use of air power in the Battle of Armageddon was an important step in Australia’s involvement in future operations.


Similarly, Lewis extensively covers the Air Force deployment’s central role in Operation OKRA, by the insertion of an Air Task Group into the Middle East Region in 2014 to combat the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). The threat of terrorist action, the destruction of historically significant items, homes and lives as ISIL made its way through Iraq and Syria is captured through Lewis’s own experiences, as well as the experiences of others who deployed to the area. These personal experiences, including those of personnel from No 1 Squadron, which was again thrust into theatre to combat a threat, have been captured by Lewis to portray the real environment of a modern air campaign.


With changing technologies and doctrine, from Bristol Fighters to F/A-18F Super Hornets, from small deployments to sizeable Air Task Groups, the common element of both campaigns is that of the utility of air power and its ability to affect the outcomes in joint campaigns. Lewis has captured this essentiality throughout the publication. It illustrates that over time, and over several generations, air power has continued to evolve and refine in order to generate enduring effects in any conflict.


This is a great topic to kick off the Australian Air Campaign Series for the History and Heritage Branch — Air Force.



John Meier


Air Commodore


Director General History and Heritage — Air Force


August 2020
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PROLOGUE




21 September 1918: Air Power over the Wadi Fara


So pristine were the azure early morning skies above the desert that the two Bristol Fighters seemed to float on the air as they went about their work. The buff and olive drab finish of the aeroplanes stood out starkly against the blue, and the big British roundels on their wings were very clear. The two aircraft rose and fell very slightly in a concertina effect as the pilot of the higher of the two aeroplanes maintained an overwatch position for the lower one. The Bristol was a big machine by the standards of the day; a biplane with a forty-foot wingspan, and a large 275 horsepower Rolls-Royce V12 powerplant. The crew comprised a pilot and observer, the aircraft was heavy and robust, and it was very well armed. It had a forward firing Vickers gun mounted in the engine nacelle, and the observer operated twin Lewis Guns mounted on a swivelling Scarff Ring from which he commanded a field of fire to the rear of the aircraft and above. When it was required the aircraft could be fitted with a dozen 20 lb Cooper fragmentation bombs or two 112 lb bombs. These were extremely effective anti-personal devices.


One advantage of the Bristol Fighter was that the fuselage was raised above the lower wing so that only the chord and shape of the aerofoil obstructed the downwards view. When engaged on reconnaissance duties, the Bristol also featured a radio from which the observer was able to send wireless signals to friendly forces on the ground. However, the set was so heavy that the aircraft could only carry a transmitter. Communications were therefore one way, and specially trained signallers were on station back at the squadron headquarters to receive updates from the aircraft as they operated over their objectives. With real time data at their disposal, squadron executives would then judiciously dispatch machines into the fray at the best possible time. Despite its size, the ‘Brisfit’—as the airmen called their aircraft—was fast and manoeuvrable. It was a hardy platform and represented the highest standard of military technology of its era. So quickly had the capability of such machines been developed that only a decade earlier the concept of an aeroplane like the Bristol Fighter was a futuristic dream.


At 5000 feet, the Bristol Fighters were low enough for the crew to comfortably breathe and see the plain below, but high enough that the cooler air freed them from the punishing heat of the desert. It was still early though, and the wind cut into the crews as they worked in their open cockpits. At this altitude, the machines were also out of range of Turkish small arms fire. This was well; only the day before an aircraft from their very squadron had been forced down by rifle fire near Ramleh (today Ramla) in central Palestine with the crew wounded. The two downed aviators had burned their machine to prevent it falling into Turkish hands and were still struggling back to the British line even as the operation continued.




The air and ground crews of this Bristol Fighter squadron were tired. For the last several days they had been flying in support of General Allenby's ground offensive in an operation aimed to drive the Ottoman Turks out of Palestine. This was a massive effort and comprised over five divisions of British infantry and mounted rifles, including the famed Australian Light Horse. With supporting arms, Allenby's attackers numbered well over 120 000 men. Once the Ottomans had been ejected from Palestine, the British Army planned to drive northwards into Syria to capture Damascus and Aleppo, and free the Arab countryside from Turkish domination. That it would be replaced by a British Mandate for Palestine in 1918 mattered little. Great Britain was at war! All was fair; the British were arming and supporting thousands of irregular Arab tribesmen under such charismatic figures as ’Lawrence of Arabia’ to field an overwhelming majority against their enemy. In September 1918, the efforts were succeeding beyond all expectations.


In operations north of the Red Sea, both Jerusalem and Jericho had been liberated, and the desert forces of the British Empire now manoeuvred on and above the Holy Lands of the Near East. On 19 September 1918, British might and technological prowess had hammered the Turks into headlong retreat. Ancient Samaria was captured, and then Nablus; then soon after the small oases of Balata and Khirbet Ferweh to the north were threatened. Away to the east of the Khirbet Ferweh, the biblical Plains of Megiddo stretched away to the distant River Jordan. The land was crisscrossed by deep ravines and wadis gouged out by perennial rains. The Turkish retreat across Megiddo soon turned into a rout. The battle of Armageddon had begun.


Flying in support of ground troops was hard work for the three squadrons of No 40 Wing of the Palestine Brigade, to which these two Brisfits belonged. The aircraft had an endurance of three hours, and it took an around the clock effort to ensure that several aircraft were in the air during the hours of daylight. While these machines flew, yet others were being maintained or made ready to fly—it took twenty aircraft to ensure that at least two, and generally four, were above the enemy. Neither aviator nor mechanic rested much under such a regimen. At the beginning of the battle, the flying crews had been greatly enthused about coming to grips with the weakened Turkish Army. The Palestine Brigade had spent the best part of the preceding year wresting control of the air from the German machines supporting the Ottoman Empire. Now, during the window of the coming battle, they flew freely in support of the British Army. Of the three squadrons in No 40 Wing, the Bristol Fighters were the element that posed the greatest threat to the enemy's ground troops. The other two squadrons, one each of Royal Aircraft Factory S.E.5a fighters and De Havilland D.H.9A bombers, were also formidable, but these aircraft were not ‘dual rolled’ like the Bristol Fighter.


What also distinguished the Bristol Fighter squadron was that the airmen manning and maintaining these machines were Australian. This set them apart, though in many respects it mattered little. The Australian aviators were elemental to a British Empire army of national contingents, using common tactics and procedures, and with a common headquarters controlling the activities of all the machines in the brigade. The crews of the Bristol Fighters



 quickly discovered that their uncontested superiority over the retreating columns of Turks created mayhem among their ranks. Over 19 and 20 September, hundreds—probably thousands—of Turks had been killed in their retreat along the congested roads out of Nablus. While the sun had been up, the Bristol Fighters had hammered them mercilessly in their retreat. Neither soldier nor animal escaped the machine gun fire or bombing along the choked roads; but worse was to come.


By 6.00 am on 21 September, the sun had risen as the two Brisfits patrolled in an easterly direction along the deep and dry Wadi Fara. As the pale dawn light brightened, the scene that greeted the airmen was unforgettable. Along the road paralleling the wadi, and all the way back to Khirbet Ferweh, stretched hundreds of mules, motor transports, and thousands more retreating soldiers. The ground on either side of the creek line was precipitous and barren, unnegotiable for the wagons. There was no cover. The observer of the lower Bristol Fighter noted about ‘600 transports’ along the gentle S-bend of the roadway as the aircraft tracked along its nine-mile length. It was packed. A signal was immediately sent back to the squadron headquarters before the two aircraft fell into a line astern formation to expend their ordnance into the trapped column. The butchery commenced.


The diary of No 1 Squadron Australian Flying Corps—the Bristol Fighter squadron—notes 600 machine gun rounds were expended in these first strafing attacks on 21 September. Thereafter, throughout the remainder of the day aircraft from all three squadrons of No 40 Wing maintained the offensive over the Turkish troops. The Bristol Fighter squadron alone expended 24 000 rounds of machine gun ammunition and dropped three tons of bombs into the enemy line that day. No quarter was given. In writing the Official History, Frederick Cutlack stated that in all the history of war there can be few more striking records of wholesale destruction. The aircraft were completely methodical as they went about their work. First, the ends of the wadi at the head and tail of the column were bombed, blocking any possible escape. After this had happened, No 40 Wing and several other squadrons of the Palestine Brigade went to work. Conservative estimates indicate there were 7000 troops of the Turkish Seventh Army ranged along the road beside the Wadi Fara. The noise of the diving aircraft, the machine gun fire and the exploding ordnance startled hundreds of horses off the track and over the precipitous cliffs above the creek line. They dragged both men and wagons with them. The rocky walls of the deep ravine amplified the high explosive dropped among the soldiers. The panic and slaughter beggared description. Nevertheless, the Officer Commanding No 40 Wing, another Australian, directed the operations continue throughout the day. He was Lieutenant Colonel Richard Williams and would go on to be the founding Chief of the Air Staff of the Royal Australian Air Force. As Williams noted, by the end of 21 September 1918, few unwounded or living Turks remained in the ravines of the Wadi Fara. The Turkish Seventh Army ceased to exist, and this was entirely the result of attack from the air. When the General Officer Commanding of the RAF in the Near East visited the site several days afterwards, the scene was so profoundly upsetting that he asked Williams to discourage the pilots and observers of No 40 Wing from going to see firsthand the results of their work.




The echoes of aircraft noise over the Wadi Fara resonate still. The operation was in so many ways a first: for air power, for technology, for the military.. .for things to come. What the Palestine Brigade achieved in September 1918 was no fluke. It was a synchronised and orchestrated operation conducted by aviators from the farthest outposts of the British Empire in roles that transpose neatly onto the air power operations of today. That the bombing of the Seventh Army occurred only a century ago makes the event even more remarkable. The timeline is so short in the history of humanity. We, in a contemporary era, look to the Australian aviators who flew over South Vietnam in the same way that these now ‘ancient’ 1960s warriors looked to their forebears in the AFC. As we move to a fifth-generation air force—in the modern parlance—we might also realise that the age of air power is only five human generations old.



2014: Modern Air Power over the Middle East


In 2014 the Australian Government committed an RAAF Air Task Group to the Middle East Region for the express purpose of combating the extremist Islamic group, Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). Concurrently, special forces and conventional Australian trainers were dispatched to assist the Iraqi armed forces in building their capacity to internally combat the threat. The Australian commitment bolstered a coalition, led by the United States, formed in response to the danger posed by unchecked fundamentalist extremism in the region. A self-proclaimed state and caliphate, ISIL had its roots in the anti-Western Al-Qaeda insurgency that sprang up in Iraq after the US-led invasion of 2003. In every way though, ISIL's barbaric campaign of excess eclipsed the earlier Al-Qaeda movement, and the orgy of destruction perpetrated by the group was condemned by the entire world. Having come to prominence so quickly, ISIL proceeded to rampage throughout northern Iraq during 2014, and then along the Euphrates River valley down into the cradle of civilisation at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. It then turned its attention west into Syria. Along the way, ISIL wantonly destroyed thousands of priceless items of historical and archaeological significance, and captured Iraq's second largest city, Mosul. Countless thousands have perished under the oppression imposed by the ISIL regime, and the egress of humanitarian refugees is felt the world over. As the movement steamrolled across the northern provinces of Iraq, it began to exert influence across Iraq's borders; and as it grew, so did it become an existential threat to the wider region.


The war in Iraq against ISIL is not yet complete; we can make no claims, nor yet draw any conclusions, from events as they unfold in that troubled land. History though, as always, provides superb context in the Middle East. What we might say is that the fight against ISIL is as just a war as any that Australia has ever embarked upon. What is definite is that the ferocity of ISIL represents an existential threat to humanity, to the ideals of civil society and to justice in Iraq and the wider Middle East. As this goes, it menaces the civilised world. However, this volume is not about ISIL. ISIL is (and will be) covered in tomes elsewhere in the coming years. ISIL and its activities in Iraq and Syria simply provide context. In Australia's response to the threat posed by ISIL, the ADF's commitment of a kinetically based ATG is a manifestation of so much of the long twentieth century history of the region.




This work is about contemporary Australian air power, its roots, and the independent utility offered by a balanced air force such as Australia's. At the core of this notion, six Australian squadrons would rotate in and out of the theatre as the RAAF contributed to the fight against ISIL. In particular, No 1 Squadron again found itself operating over the ancient landscapes of the cradle of civilisation, very near to where it flew a century ago. The juxtaposition of the squadron badge—the Cross of Jerusalem—depicted on the tails of the Australian F/A-18F Super Hornets operating in this region is striking when one contemplates the mission this modern force conducted. However, this is a superficial view. On deeper analysis, generations of technical development in air power stand the test of time well. The utility and lethality of modern military aircraft as an adjunct or lead element in an operation reveals air power to be integral to national power. Look even closer at what the contemporary ATG has done in the Middle East Region and the revelations are clear. The doctrine developed for the employment of Australian and Coalition air power today is sound—always a work in progress to be sure—but the roles are almost the same as those practiced by the first generation of Australian aviators over the Wadi Fara. One may reasonably conclude that just as air power exerted a dramatic influence upon the retreating Turks, so air power today exerts a compelling force upon extremists in the same part of the world.


The astute will again note that context is everything. In 2014, Australian airmen found themselves operating in a part of the world where their parent Service flew in its infancy. In fact, the deployment of the ATG is the largest such air commitment made by the Australian Government in nearly fifty years, and the decision has paid dividends. Air power is not a force unto itself. If we note anything of the offensive power afforded by the discipline it is that air power—as is any form of military power—is simply a means to an end.


What we might also note in the wider scheme of things is that one recent anniversary— one that attracted less attention than it should have—resonates deeply for the Australian commitment in the Middle East Region. The Sykes-Picot agreement of May 1916 divided the Ottoman world into areas of British and French influence.


‘I should like to draw a line from the e in Acre to the last k in Kirkuk’, proclaimed Mark Sykes when he viewed a map of the region with the intent of dividing it up after World War I. General Allenby knew of the agreement even as he armed the Arabs to fight Ottoman Turkey with promises of independence after a British victory. The British officer, T.E. Lawrence, operating with Bedouin irregulars, apparently did not know of the agreement and it haunted him until his death twenty years later—he felt he had betrayed the Arabs who helped him.


Many who contributed to this volume are professional military airmen. The harder nosed among us might say about such matters: ‘So What?’ In response, British and French decisions made in World War I left bitter legacies that last even today. Certainly, some of more erudite among the ISIL elite know this. When ISIL took Mosul in 2014, the group's leaders stated the line on the map was now erased. This may have been premature. Although ISIL has been ejected from Mosul, the future for the region is nothing if not confused and uncertain. Of itself, air power is not a solution to such matters. One highly intelligent young RAAF officer



could not have articulated this more clearly when, interviewed in 2016, he mused: ‘It never fails to surprise me that the side I was supporting against Saddam when I was here twelve years ago, I'm trying to kill today!’


Whatever our individual views, the military history of this region has helped shape the RAAF. Today, it does so again. The foundations of Australian air power lie in the Middle East. The practices that the aviators of Sir Richard Williams's generation tried and tested a century ago were once more honed, re-evaluated, practiced and refined as the RAAF again contributed elements of air power to operations in North Africa during World War II. And now, once more, two generations on, independent Australian air power has contributed in air combat operations against ISIL. This volume will walk the reader through the earliest days of Australian air power in the Middle East Region; but more significantly, it will draw this thread forwards in time to portray the complexity of the current ATG’s daily operations over Iraq. Before we begin, one might conclude already that some things never change: air power roles—irrespective of Service—are both enduring and responsive to developments in technology.
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An F/A-18F Super Hornet departs the main air operating base in the Middle East Region for the final time as it heads home to Australia after a successful operation (Source: Department of Defence)
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Part I








ARMAGEDDON






‘Australian is no fair-weather partner in the Empire’
Senator Edward Millen, Minister for Defence, 31 July 1914




Australian Air Power in the Middle East 1915-1918


In July 1914, escalating violence between the declining Austro-Hungarian Empire and Balkans nationalism galvanised Europe to war within a month. On one side lay the Central Powers: Germany, Austro-Hungary, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Turks; on the other, the Allies: Imperial Russia, France and the Empire of Great Britain. The causes of the rapid escalation of the war remain hotly debated a century later. What is certain is that on the battlefields of Europe and the Middle East between 1914 and 1918 the resources of empires were drained. The devastation irrevocably altered the political, social and economic nature of the world, and even today World War I remains synonymous with futility and destruction. However, in this crucible was forged a new concept and a new capability—military aviation and air power. In Australia's circumstance, the contribution of a national contingent to the British Empire in 1914 established the essential pattern for the Australian way of war ever since. The new nation's participation in the conflict directly contributed to aviation developments which would result in the formation of the Royal Australian Air Force in 1921.


Pioneering military aviators were quick to realise the air domain offered an express and unique military advantage, quite beyond the domains of land and sea. The distinct characteristics of the air domain offered a perspective to military commanders that the other domains simply could not. All of the contemporary roles of air power were envisaged during the war, and many aspects of them were tried and tested. In doing so, it was found that air power was able to deliver specific and specialised effects. Air power proved able to penetrate adversary territory and realise strategic, operational and tactical outcomes largely unconstrained. This had never occurred before, and it developed rapidly in the space of a very short three years. In this period, aircraft developed from slow and flimsy contraptions in which the pilot sat open to the elements, to large, heavily armed and often multi-engined, enclosed platforms capable of flying long distances with significant payloads. The result was that by the end of World War I, air power had exerted influence in every theatre by virtue of the advantages that the characteristics of the air domain offered. And as pioneers, Australian aviators were at the forefront of the development. The context of how Australia came to be at war is important to its contributions to the development of air power.






Great Britain’s declaration of war on Germany on 4 August 1914 brought an immediate and enthusiastic response throughout the British Empire, with the thirteen-year old Australian Federation ready and willing to commit to support the Mother Country. Even while the British Government was debating whether to participate in the conflict, the Australian Government was prematurely pledging a commitment of combat troops and offering to transfer control of the Royal Australian Navy—only a year old—to the British Admiralty. In fact, on 3 August 1914—a full day ahead of the British declaration of war—the Australian cabinet offered an expeditionary force of 20 000 men to anywhere, for any objective, under British command. There was little opposition to the war, and Australians everywhere anticipated with excitement the glory that war might bring to the young nation. Even so, Australia’s entry into World War I was a legal obligation because of the nation's status as a Dominion in the British Empire. In 1914, Britain was the world's leading superpower, and within in the framework of its global presence, there was an identity offered by being a member of the ‘British world’. At the essence of the identity were to be found the ‘neo-Britons’, migrants and British expatriates the world over who were attempting to forge nations and societies around the globe with similar core values. The Dominions of Australia, Canada and New Zealand were very much a part of this framework in 1914.


There was security afforded by Dominion status. These nations were recipients of economic, technological, security and defence benefits. Such matters were no more apparent than in the development and introduction of military technology. In this, there are curious parallels in the world of a century ago to what is now happening in the modern world. If the catchphrase a ‘revolution in military affairs’ resonates now, it is with good reason. Modern technological developments and the introduction of increasingly sophisticated weapons systems seem to be heralding a new era in warfare. While this may well be so, the circumstance was no different one hundred years ago. The advent of modern, quick-firing weaponry and munitions, and an arms race precipitated by the Dreadnought battleship, meant that the military organisations of 1914 were very different to their Napoleonic forebears. They were developing as exponentially as military organisations the world over are today, and they were doing so under the strain of the largest conflict the world had ever been through to that time. It is not surprising that the most significant technical developments occurring in 1914 were in the bourgeoning discipline of aviation. Such matters are vital to the understanding of air power—and in particular, Australian air power—during World War I. An overview of the men, machines and roles of the Australian aviators deployed to the Middle East during this conflict provides the perfect lens through which to view these developments.







Lesson #1


•  Pioneering Australian military aviators were at the forefront of the development of air power.


•  The Australian contribution of a force to a larger Empire force in 1914 has established the nation's way of waging war ever since.










Australian Air Power in the Beginning


In 1914, Australia was alone among the Dominions in establishing its own flying corps— the Australian Flying Corps. There were sound reasons behind the decision. Australia was a vast country, about the same size as the continental United States of America, albeit sparsely populated. Even by train it took days to travel the 550 miles between Australia’s two largest cities, Melbourne and Sydney. At the time, flying was a novelty, with military and civil aviation interlinked and indistinguishable. Australia’s pioneering aviation enthusiasts considered that aircraft—military or civil—might overcome the great ‘tyranny of distance’ across the expanses of the island nation. There were supporters at the highest levels of government. The Minister for Defence, George Foster Pearce, was a keen advocate for a military aviation capability. Under his guidance, the Senate Estimates Committee granted funding in 1912 to the establishment of the Australian Central Flying School, which was formed in 1913 at Point Cook, southwest of Melbourne, Victoria. The school's initial staff was modest and comprised two commissioned aviators: Lieutenants Henry Petre and Eric Harrison; and four air mechanics: Richard Chester, Ted Shortland, Cyril Heath and George Fonteneau. Five aircraft were procured from the British Government: two Royal Aircraft Factory B.E.2a aircraft, two Deperdussin Type As and a Bristol Boxkite. Flying commenced at Point Cook in March 1914.


Following the British approach to the establishment of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) in 1912, the Australian Government amended the Army's establishment in July 1914, on the eve of the outbreak of the war, to form the AFC. The same month, four volunteers were called for to undertake the first flying training course, commencing on 17 August 1914 following the outbreak of World War I.


While the main theatre of World War I was in Europe, the first major operational activities conducted by Australian military aviators were in the Near East against Ottoman Turkey. The British Empire's interests in the region were several: to protect its trade route through the Suez Canal to India and the Far-East; to protect its Persian oil supply; and to strike through the Turkish belligerents into what Britain's First Sea Lord, Winston Churchill, had dubbed ‘Europe's soft underbelly’. For its part, the Ottoman Empire opposed what it viewed as British incursions into its territories. This was particularly so in the region of Mesopotamia, the fertile lands that lay between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, now a part of the modern nation of Iraq, and stretching west across Jordan into Palestine. The defence of this region was vital to Turkish sovereignty, a fact well known to the Allied powers. Accordingly, in 1915, the British Army launched an offensive with Indian troops into Mesopotamia via the Persian Gulf, quickly capturing the coastal port of Basra. In part, this was also to secure the Anglo-Persian oil wells and to maintain a supply to meet the British war effort.


When British forces captured Basra, the British War Office requested Australia furnish aviators and mechanics to serve in a small unit supporting the Mesopotamian force. Dubbed the Mesopotamian Half-Flight, the AFC unit had eight pilots—initially four British and four Australian—in addition an RFC equipment officer, air mechanics and



an eclectic mix of underpowered aircraft that included types such as the Caudron G.III, Royal Aircraft Factory B.E.2c, Martinsyde Scout, Maurice Farman Shorthorns and a single Longhorn. In particular, the Shorthorns and Longhorn were unusual aircraft types with a single bladed propeller shaped roughly to resemble a scythe. This aeroplane was not very fast, but very successful in the ground attack role, where it reportedly terrified sheep. The Half-Flight arrived in Basra in May 1915 just as the British enclave commenced forays northwest along the Tigris River into the Iraqi interior. The inordinately hot conditions were unsuitable for cavalry in the Iraqi delta region, and the Half-Flight’s aircraft proved exceedingly useful as reconnaissance platforms in their stead. The heat, which was often in excess of fifty degrees Celsius, was equally punishing on the wooden aircraft, and even more for the ground crews who performed magnificently to keep their platforms flying. On operations, in addition to the assigned reconnaissance duties, the aircraft were used for bombing, strafing, artillery spotting/ photography, and aerial resupply.


[image: #image]


Group portrait of instructors and pupils of the Australian Central Flying School’s first military flying training course taken with a B.E.2a aircraft in a hangar at Point Cook. Back row: Richard Williams; Thomas White. Front row: George Merz; Henry Petre (instructor); Eric Harrison (instructor); David Manwell. (source: AWM A04588)












The Ottoman Empire and its Reverberations




The Ottoman Empire, or Ottoman Turkey, was founded at the end of the thirteenth century in north-western Anatolia by Turkish tribal groups. At its height, the empire stretched west from Mesopotamia through Palestine and the Levant, also encompassing the northern and southern coastal nations of the eastern Mediterranean. These nations included Greece, Albania, the Trans-Jordan, Armenia and the approaches to Egypt. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Ottomans were in serious decline. Despite attempts to modernise, their empire was dubbed the ‘sick man of Europe’ and it continued to decay during the first decade of the twentieth century. In 1908, a group of progressive junior politicians, known as the ‘Young Turks’, attempted to institute modern constitutional reform. They made some headway, though the next decade remained a divisive and painful experience for the Turkish people as they endured the death throes of the Ottoman ruling elite. This period in Turkish history period is still darkened by the nation's involvement in World War I, and by the wanton destruction and sectarian violence that accompanied the fracturing of the empire along ethnic lines.


The Ottoman reforms of 1908 also comprised a comprehensive restructure and modernisation of its army. German munitions were procured, and large numbers of German soldiers served in an advisory capacity to Ottoman Turkey before and during World War I. The task of modernisation was difficult. The army was severely limited as traditional Ottoman forces depended on volunteers from the Muslim population of the empire. During the war millions of men from across the Turkish Empire enlisted into its army, making it a truly cosmopolitan force. Caucasian Turks served alongside Arab and ethnic Turks, Kurds and other nationalities, all with diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds. However, the internal unrest of the fragmented Ottoman Empire resulted in an army of men with varying loyalties and military utility. Underwriting this, the Ottoman economy was almost entirely agrarian, relying on wool, cotton and other animal produce. Establishing arms foundries and factories proved difficult within this economy and was an ongoing problem for early twentieth century Turkey. With German tutelage the Turkish Army was remarkably successful in its modernisation program.


The Ottoman Empire had four Army-sized formations in 1914, comprising thirty-six infantry divisions. Each division had three infantry regiments and an artillery regiment. In 1915, the Turkish Army inflicted a major defeat on the Allies when it prevailed in the Gallipoli campaign. Mounting casualties necessitated the forming of the Fifth and Sixth Armies in 1915, followed by the Seventh and Eighth Armies in 1917. Up until this





time, the Ottomans enjoyed relative parity with the Allies in the Near East and Palestine, though increasingly sophisticated British tactics and the use of technology during 1918— particularly air power—rapidly turned the tide of war against them. By the second half of 1918, the Turkish Army had been rendered ineffective. The Ottoman Empire collapsed and unconditionally surrendered to the Allies on 30 October 1918.


The quick dismemberment of Turkey’s Ottoman Empire after the war still reverberates to this day in widespread regional instability and the need for continued Western involvement. The latest iteration of the many twentieth century conflicts in the region may be found in the war against the terror network of ISIS. Understanding the heritage of these countries is vital to any comprehension of the modern world.
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On 23 September 1918 Captain Ross Smith flew No 1 Squadron’s Handley Page 0/400 to meet Lawrence at Um es Surab. Both air power and a T.E. Lawrence led Arab insurgency figured prominently in the downfall of the Ottoman Empire in 1918.


Handley Page reaches rendezvous with Lawrence of Arabia (1918, oil on canvas, 50 x 61 cm, source: AWM ART14279)
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