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Foreword


This book is the latest in a series by prolific military historian Alan Smith, dealing with artillery support for campaigns in which Australian forces have participated. He has focussed this time on how artillery support was provided during the Middle East campaigns of 1916–1918 to the British, Australian and New Zealand forces that took part, ultimately successfully.


Following the total failure of the Gallipoli campaign, the formations and units of the Australian Imperial Force that were committed were evacuated to Egypt. There, after receiving reinforcements, the Australian Imperial Force, light horse units aside, was reorganised into five infantry divisions and trained for deployment to the Western Front. Fortunately, there was a need for the Australian Light Horse to remain in the Middle East to help counter the Ottoman Empire’s forays into the Sinai desert and then drive its forces out of Palestine.


As this campaign developed in the Sinai desert east of the Suez Canal, the Australian Light Horse regiments and New Zealand Mounted Rifles had to rely on British Army Royal Artillery units for field, medium and heavy artillery support. Because of this arrangement, Australian historiography has tended to focus on the dash and élan of the light horse in its successful actions at Romani, Gaza, Beersheba and elsewhere. As the author recounts, the British gunners quickly gained the expertise required for success in battles against a skilled and determined enemy and won the confidence of the supported arms.


The author is to be commended for his extensive research in producing a most readable and technically interesting (and, I predict, not only for latter day gunners) account of how effective artillery support was provided. Although fire plans for attacks and associated counter-battery tasks never approached the scale of those on the Western Front, the artillery was required to meet some stiff challenges, especially during General Allenby’s great thrusts at Jerusalem and his hook from the left flank that led to the fall of Damascus.


Artillery was to make a major contribution to the success of the campaigns in the Middle East, a contribution of which the Royal Regiment has every reason to be proud. The supported arms were very fortunate to have what proved to be a highly professional force to provide its artillery support.


I congratulate Alan Smith for producing a very valuable record of what has been to date a neglected aspect of Australian military history of operations against the Ottoman forces in the Middle East.


Major General Steve Gower, AO, AO (Mil) (Ret’d)


Patron, Royal Australian Artillery Historical Company




Preface


For many years I was curious — no doubt like others with an interest in the Sinai and Palestine campaigns — as to why the contribution of artillery to the most successful campaign of World War I has never been adequately recognised. To me it is clear that these campaigns suffer from the strong historical focus on the France and Flanders operations. While there have been numerous battery histories and articles on World War I in the Journal of the Royal Artillery, those relating to the Middle East are few and far between. So, where does one start? While the Australian War Memorial collections hold three important headquarters war diaries and six Royal Horse Artillery Battery war diaries of very poor quality, there are no records from the British and Indian infantry units. A review of the Australian Light Horse regimental and brigade histories provides few — even passing — mentions of artillery cooperation and its effect on tactical outcomes despite the fact that, prior to 1901, two militia units in Victoria, the Rupertswood and Chirmside batteries, were organised in similar fashion to the Royal Horse Artillery. Tellingly, neither unit survived later reorganisation.


Chauvel’s biographer, A.J. Hill, allows his Desert Mounted Corps organic artillery a total of six mentions in his index for the campaign as a whole. Yet, as historian Sir Martin Farndale writes, ‘the Gunners might not have won many battles, but many would have been lost without them’, a point that is apparently lost — in turn — on some historians. For his part, Farndale’s contribution in his monumental history of the World War I campaigns is covered in just 50 pages, although there are a few brief references to their overworked field artillery brigades. Even on Anzac Day (25 April in Australia), when military discussion dominates the media, holistic reference to the Sinai and Palestine campaigns other than to the Battle of Beersheba appears to occur more by accident than by design.


Following the Gallipoli campaign and the reconstitution of the Australian Imperial Force there was insufficient manpower to provide an Australian equivalent of the Royal Horse Artillery. This applied similarly to the New Zealand Army. Accordingly, the British Territorial artillery units were allotted that role for the Australian Light Horse and New Zealand Mounted Rifle Brigades, and colonial mountain batteries also became organic. The relationship between these two disparate cultures could not have been more harmonious. Indeed the Ayrshire Battery Scots were keen to adopt the wallaby skin ‘pugri’ on the slouch hat for their own headwear after the Battle of Romani, while other batteries sought the famed emu plume. Alas, officialdom demurred.


Lieutenant General Sir Harry Chauvel’s Desert Mounted Corps, the upscaled Desert Column of the early days of Sinai operations, was given a role by General Allenby in the last six months to October 1918 in which, as it eventuated, there was little use for its artillery support. However that support remained keen and battleworthy, ready to respond if needed, particularly for the most famous battle of all — Megiddo. My emphasis therefore is on both cavalry and infantry operations and on battles from Romani and the coastal plain, the Palestine desert, Jordan Valley and Eastern Escarpment to Amman, until the theatre armistice of October 1918.


As in operations in France in 1917–1918, the light horsemen and gunners owed a great deal to the Australian Flying Corps and Royal Flying Corps for their tactical and offensive bombing and counter-battery work from mid-1917. While the Royal Artillery Journal post-World War I published several detailed descriptions of the heavy artillery triumphs and tragedies, this work does not include the anti-aircraft artillery branch of the regiment. Likewise, despite extensive enquiries, detailed accounts of the contribution of the Field Survey Company, Royal Canadian Engineers, to counter-battery work remain to be ‘unearthed’, although these are acknowledged in many citations. Finally, as the geography of this campaign was familiar as the site of numerous battles in biblical times, these events resonated with some historians who made allusions to historical battles or shrines at various points in their narratives. Nothing much has changed in 2000 years except that many of the smaller place names, now in Yiddish, are not currently used. The campaign also suffers from the lack of a suitable suite of maps illustrating the deployment of artillery. In their absence I have used or created those that best suit my narrative. In terms of photographs, my preference was to highlight the terrain over which battles were fought, rather than retaining a purely artillery focus.


I am indebted to Major General Steve Gower, AO, AO (Mil), for vetting my manuscript and for his suggestions for textual amendments. I regard his interest in my work as a great honour. I am also deeply grateful to the Head of the Army History Unit, Dr Roger Lee, and to Dr Andrew Richardson who provided significant assistance with images and advice on maps. Denny Neave from Big Sky Publishing is responsible for producing this high quality volume and also provided valuable assistance with the technical aspects of publication.


Finally, I wish to thank and acknowledge the assistance of my editor, Cathy McCullagh, who, as usual, has been a model of patience in amending my literary endeavours. My son, Andrew, also provided crucial help with my computer ‘difficulties’ — indeed, without his timely intervention, there would have been no ‘end point’.


Alan Smith


St Ives, New South Wales




Notes on sources


The primary sources I have used for artillery actions associated with the light horsemen and other cavalry include 30 National Archives war diaries and other records and an account of the Honourable Artillery Company’s historical record of its A and B batteries by Major G. Goold-Walker. This latter account provides an excellent description of battery operations that can also be assumed to apply to the other Royal Horse Artillery Territorial Force batteries. Colonel R.M.P. Preston’s account of the Desert Mounted Corps earned the imprimatur of his commander, Chauvel, and has been a fruitful source of detail. It adds much flesh to Sir Martin Farndale’s account in his Forgotten Fronts and The Home Base, 1914-18 (Part I, Chapter 1, Egypt; Part III, Chapter 5, The Western Desert and Part IV, chapters 6 to 10, Palestine). His is a compressed account in which the exploits of the Royal Horse Artillery batteries are subsumed by the sheer numerical presence of divisional field and corps heavy artilleries during operations — not that this is a bad thing. Few regimental histories — and notably Gullett’s Australian Official History — describe the effects of their fire or lack of it at crucial times, notwithstanding their long association at brigade and regimental level, although this was to be expected.


I hope readers will forgive an understandable emphasis on the Australian Light Horse and New Zealand Mounted Rifles at the expense, at times, of the British cavalry arm. While the former far outperformed the latter on operations, the British, having gained battle experience and confidence, jointly led the charge at apocalyptic Megiddo.


Three volumes and several maps of the British Official History of the campaigns in the Middle East are useful for artillery details ‘in the broad’, although other sources are selective. In order to place events described from an artillery perspective, I have relied on the Australian Official History, H.G. Gullett’s Sinai and Palestine, Vol. VII (he was on the ground as a war correspondent for the duration) for text and some maps, and on A.J. Hill’s biography of Lieutenant General Sir Harry Chauvel with maps drawn by Wendy Gorton, despite the fact that neither work devotes much space to gunnery detail. Another fruitful source has been F.M. Cutlack’s Official History, Vol. VIII, The Australian Flying Corps, chapters III to XII.


Measurements


Distances will be expressed in Imperial as was the practice of the time:


1 mile = 1.6 kilometres


1 yard = 0.91 metres


1 pound = 453.5 grams
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	Australian Flying Corps
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	Australian Imperial Force
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	Australian and New Zealand Army Corps
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	Australian and New Zealand
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	battery commander
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Narrative One


Background to April 1916


Britain’s long-held recognition of the strategic importance of the Suez Canal and its northern and southern approaches from 1880 saw a number of irregular Arab uprisings quelled in Sudan, Aden and Egypt. The latter involved the British Army’s cavalry and horse artillery, with the support of service elements, suppressing revolts by the Senussi of the Western Desert in 1915 and other dissident tribes of Arabia in 1916.


From the outbreak of war in 1914 to the evacuation of Gallipoli in December 1915, military operations had not proceeded well for the British, French and Commonwealth armies and navies. On every front the Allied forces were in dire straits. In the Mediterranean the armies of the Central Powers — Turkish and German — campaigning in Gallipoli, Mesopotamia, Palestine-Sinai and Salonika taxed the British Empire’s resources. The Russian incursion into Anatolia saw the Turkish high command involved on all four fronts. Salonika siphoned off 115,000 British troops, allied with French divisions, in a nondescript but bloody campaign. Gullett noted that ‘Salonika itself was a nightmare for the leader responsible for its control’ and, eventually, still bickering with their French allies, the British vastly reduced their commitment there. The Mesopotamian campaign of 1915 by General Townshend’s army enjoyed initial successes until routed by the Turks in April 1916 with the loss of 20,000 British troops. By the following February General Maud had retaken Kut and provided a welcome reinvigoration for British Empire prestige.


In January 1916 General Archibald Murray was appointed General Officer Commanding (GOC) the Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF) with command of Sinai-Palestine operations. In the aftermath of Gallipoli he was forced to reconstitute the British Army with Australian (Australian Imperial Force) and New Zealand (New Zealand Expeditionary Force) reinforcements, most of which were sent to France. Successful diplomacy saw Murray eventually persuade the Arab tribes of the Hejaz to the Allied cause, although he was less successful in his fight with the War Office to secure the troops he needed to prosecute his campaign against the Turks and their German masters. The Germans and Turks sought to disrupt the Allied war effort and supply chain, to draw Allied Middle Eastern assets to France and thus weaken the Suez Canal defences. With the Allied rearguard retreating along defined wells and oases, the forces of the Central Powers could then deny the British that crucial element of desert warfare — water — and thus exhaust their offensive capacity.
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Map A: The Sinai Desert area of operations in 1916.




Chapter 1


Middle East Command: an outline of operations


The desert probably offers as many tactical advantages as disadvantages for gunnery, and while it offers great opportunity for mobility, its frictions make those opportunities harder to exploit. In logistic terms there are few benefits.


J.B.A. Bailey1


Historical background


The British Army’s presence in Egypt, which dated from 1884, was used some 30 years later as a strategic deterrent based on ownership and the commercial and strategic importance of the Suez Canal. Until October 1914, when Egypt became a British protectorate, the army was employed simply as a ‘peacekeeper’. By 1914, however, dissident Senussi tribesmen had begun fomenting insurrection within the nomadic tribes of the Western Desert, drawing on Turkish support to fuel their activities. Having taken advantage of the distraction of Britain’s Dardanelles campaign to expand their rebellion, the ringleaders were eventually suppressed by a mobile force despatched from the delta. The seriousness of the unrest varied, usually dependent on the energy and fervour of the local Arab leader and his followers. The actions that eventually suppressed this revolt involved the mounted forces of the Western Frontier Force, including a Royal Horse Artillery (RHA) battery (or more often a section) and Australian troops from November 1915 to May 1916. This coincided with the withdrawal of the British Commonwealth’s forces from Gallipoli to Egypt and their subsequent rehabilitation, training and restructuring. The importance of the Suez Canal for access to Europe hardly needs stating, but it was also vital to the economies of the Commonwealth and sundry nations (such as Argentina) which supplied the logistics for the forces in the Middle East and France/Belgium. Britain could not sustain a war against Germany and Austria without the canal.


The British Army’s EEF garrisoned Egypt and the canal zone. Its opponents were the Turkish Army infantry and cavalry divisions, corps and armies. The Turkish artillery had learnt much from operations at Gallipoli, where it had played its part in defeating the British, Australian, New Zealand and French troops. Many Turkish infantry regiments had also seen service in the Balkan Wars of 1910–12, where they gained a reputation as first class riflemen, particularly in defence.2 Artillery had also played a major role in this important but historically neglected campaign. Observers from the major powers drew conclusions on the importance of howitzer fire on trench lines which gave rise to new British Army artillery tactics at the divisional level. Since 1914 the Turk’s German allies had stiffened and strengthened their artillery arm with commanders and advisers from Germany, Austria and a smattering from Hungary. Their artillery was to cause the British and Commonwealth forces much grief when it faced them across the dusty Sinai Desert and rugged Palestinian hinterland. The Turkish cavalry, however, was somewhat of an unknown martial quantity.


The terrain


The Middle East area of operations was vast, extending from the Western Desert (Libya) in a crescent to Aleppo in what was the Ottoman Empire. The Suez Canal marked the centre. Amman was the easternmost city and Aleppo the northernmost. The Sinai Peninsula was bounded by the canal, the Gulf of Suez and the border between the Sinai and Palestine representing the north-south border from Rafa on the Mediterranean to the Gulf of Aqaba. The major coastal centres and battles were at Romani, El Arish, Rafa, Magdhaba and Berukin. Operations in southern Palestine focused on Gaza, Beersheba, Hebron, Es Salt and Amman. In northern Palestine they covered locations from Jerusalem, Jaffa, Megiddo, El Afule, Nazareth, Haifa, Deraa and Damascus (in Syria) to Aleppo.3


The terrain over which the campaign was waged was vastly different to that on which the British and Antipodean horsemen had trained in their homelands. There was just one aspect common to all operations — the attention and care of horses/camels/mules (first) and men (second). Horses could manage around 24 hours without water in high summer, double that in winter. This period was frequently longer during operations by a factor of two, sometimes three. The terrain over which horse and foot soldiers operated was also a significant consideration in planning, particularly when operations reached the Judean Hills. In terms of horseflesh, the cold climate breeds from Britain were not as resilient as the Waler, renowned for its smaller stature and speed and imported from Australia in its thousands. The less well-known New Zealand remounts were also very hardy, the New Zealanders naturally asserting that their mounts were ‘the better’.4
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Image 1: Colonel Charles Rosenthal, Australian commander of the artillery supporting a combined Allied force which repulsed a Turkish attack on the Suez Canal in early 1915 (AWM H19207).


The campaign was to be one of the last in modern times when the most precious resource was water from wells and other sources. Its purity and supply was always the primary factor in any advance or operation that sought to bring the Turks to battle. Its provision involved the latest intelligence on well ‘status’ since retreating Turks regularly poisoned them or blew them up. Pipelines and water-carrying camels in their thousands were required to sustain horses, mules, camels and men on whose wellbeing the success of a campaign depended. The staff calculated that five gallons per man per day was required for the troops, Egyptian levies and others.


Creating the Delta/Palestine Army


The then British Army’s commander in the theatre, Major General Julian Byng, had produced an initial military and strategic appreciation which calculated that, from December 1914, he had sufficient troops on the ground (5000), appropriately structured, to achieve his aim. But his force of cavalry and infantry, British and Indian, was notably deficient in artillery. Indeed by late 1915 the force boasted only two batteries — T Battery, RHA, and the 7th Mountain Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery (RGA). He had no medium and heavy/siege guns, as the War Office view was that these were far more useful in France and Flanders than the Middle East.5


Byng was recalled to France to command the Canadian Army and General Sir John Maxwell appointed in his stead. Maxwell was born on 11 July 1859 and commissioned in the infantry. He served in command positions in Egypt and was awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) at Suakin. He was appointed Governor of the Nile and established railway lines and other infrastructure during his tenure. In the Second Boer War he commanded a brigade and was promoted major general in 1900. By 1914 Maxwell was GOC Egypt until his recall to Britain in 1916.6 Lieutenant General Sir Archibald Murray was then elevated to overall command. It was ironic that in 1914 the British Army structured its infantry and cavalry divisions for manoeuvre warfare only to campaign on two static fronts — those of Flanders/Picardy and Salonika and Gallipoli.


The end of the Gallipoli campaign released substantial Turkish forces to strengthen the Ottoman Empire’s Palestine and Persian armies. One of the first operations to be mounted at divisional strength was an attempt to seize the Suez Canal. The EEF canal defences were now commanded by Murray, whose headquarters, sited at Ismailia, included the base depots of mounted forces and infantry divisions from Australia and New Zealand.


Assembled in the delta were two Australian divisions (the 1st and 2nd) and several brigades of light horse, together with their service corps. The divisions were destined for France. The light horse brigades and infantry were making good their losses from Gallipoli, while more reinforcements were arriving by convoy from Australia to expand its overseas defence commitment. The creation of two more infantry divisions — the 4th and 5th (the 3rd was raised in Australia) — from the 1st and 2nd divisions doubled the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) artillery strength. When volunteers were requested to transfer from their current corps/regiment to the divisional artillery, some 1198 light horsemen transferred, presumably the attraction of being horsed having retained its appeal.7 In the event, four infantry divisions reached acceptable strength and were shipped to France, while the Australian Light Horse eventually reached establishment strength.


British cavalry regiments, both regular and territorial, boosted the defences. Many of the cavalry officers brought their own horses and other remounts from Britain but quickly realised that these were less resilient in the harsh desert conditions than the Walers and other blood horses used by the Australians and New Zealanders. It would be some months before the British horses could be acclimatised and suitably mounted as military assets and thus reach their peak, an observation made by both Maxwell and Murray before and after debacles at Oghratina and Katia.8


Both the climate and logistics infrastructure were quite different to those of the Western Front. Heat, khamsins (dust and sandstorms), flies and insects, lack of infrastructure and a chronic shortage of that military essential — water — bedevilled operations. The delta was at the end of a comparatively long logistic chain from the factories and bread baskets of the United Kingdom (UK), North and South America, Australia, New Zealand and the British colonies. Mobility was vested in the horse, mule, camel and four new artefacts of war: the aeroplane, armoured car, tractor and tank. Between oases there were mud hut settlements, tracks time-worn over centuries, and a few major towns such as Gaza, Beersheba and Jerusalem. A railway line snaked its way south from Turkey, linking Jerusalem to just north of Gaza and Beersheba. From there a single line travelled to Auja and on to El Kossaima. There was also a lateral line towards the coast near Deir el Belah. The Turks relied heavily on this facility and its ‘Decauville’ type temporary light gauge rail (600mm) which called at isolated posts from time to time. The British light railways connected Cairo, Ismailia and the canal to Port Suez. In 1916 the British built a line from Kantara on the canal to Romani, later adding a spur to the coast at El Arish. It followed that both belligerents also had to rely on horses, camels, mules, oxen, tractors, motor lorries and, at times, Model T Ford cars and Egyptian labourers in their thousands for manoeuvre and supply from the railhead.


The administrative and logistical turmoil associated with the evacuation from Gallipoli, wounded returning to units, drafts from Australia and New Zealand and British colonies, was immense. It fell first to Maxwell to make sense of it all, his principal concern the training of raw troops in a climate of endless shortages, most notably the stores and ammunition to achieve a level of training that he deemed satisfactory. Much has been written on the extensive training regimes pursued in the delta to produce men of Draft Priority 1 standard. Maxwell was hamstrung by shortages of every description. However, despite his recurrent difficulties, four Australian infantry divisions were duly despatched to France, leaving behind all but one light horse regiment to do battle with the Turk.9


General Headquarters (GHQ) had estimated that two corps of six divisions were required to defend the canal and develop operations to push the Turks back over their borders. Maxwell ordered the construction of a railway line from the east bank of the canal into the Sinai Desert at Katia. He allocated the 5th Australian Light Horse Brigade to defend the project. However, both this task and the more complex military operations involved required accurate survey and maps for desert navigation and particularly for use by the artillery. The gunners had to rely extensively on reports from Royal Flying Corps (RFC) observers aloft, particularly for the location of enemy batteries. The British had an advantage in that pre-war English archaeologists had developed a fascination for the region which had resulted in the detailed mapping of some key areas which pinpointed the location of wells and provided accurate description of the terrain. This advantage was initially denied to the Turks and their German, Austrian and few Hungarian artillerymen. However the only survey resource available to British forces was a large-scale ‘Map of Sinai and Handbook’ compiled by a General Staff Section of which one Lieutenant T.E. Lawrence was a valuable member. This was unsuitable for artillery use and the gunners faced the prospect of campaigning with limited battle maps. Indeed, there are no references in accounts of this time to the application of the locating/ observation techniques (such as sound ranging, flash spotting and observation balloon sections) to gather artillery evidence on the enemy for which accurate survey was essential. With Allenby’s arrival in theatre in June 1917 and given his experience of cavalry corps command in France, it is reasonable to assume that he knew he had to make better use of and strengthen his scarce artillery assets.10
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Image 2: Major General S.C.U. Smith, Allenby’s MGRA (State Library of NSW image).




Sydenham Campbell Urquhart Smith was born in Madras on New Years Day of 1859, a son of the surgeon general of the Madras Army.


He joined the Royal Artillery, Woolwich in 1879. In 1896 while Instructor at the School of Artillery he was selected by Major General George French to command the New South Wales Artillery with the local rank of major. In 1899 as a colonel he commanded the NSW artillery in the Boer War.


His role was both operational and administrative in nature, and he obviously impressed his superiors. His command of officers and gunners he noted was superior others he had to work with.


He returned to UK and was appointed Chief Instructor, School of Gunnery of the RHA and RFA for two years.


His next appointment was Commander, Royal Artillery (CRA) 1911–1914. Appointments to corps staff followed, first as CRA 29 Division at the Gallipoli campaign and ending as MGRA to Murray, then Allenby for the duration of the war. He retired on New Years day, 1919 having been created Knight Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George, and Commander of the Bath.





The artillery available comprised a collection of horse-drawn, mountain and two heavy guns that had arrived in the theatre via Gallipoli or with their divisions/brigades from Britain and India. Major General S.C.U. (Sydenham) Smith was appointed Major General Royal Artillery (MGRA) to supervise this motley grouping. Smith’s first command had been as a lieutenant colonel in charge of the Artillery Forces of New South Wales in 1897. He served in the Boer War as commander of A Battery, and was subsequently Commandant of the Northwestern District of Cape Colony. Given the sobriquet of ‘Long ’un’ — he was six foot four inches tall and a colonel by 1914 — Smith was a practical, persuasive and impressive figure who performed admirably for his two superiors throughout the war.


While by July 1916 Smith had two batteries of 60-pounders, these had just two guns and the organisation of his heterogeneous arsenal was predicated on the structure of Maxwell’s army. Indeed the despatch of V Field Survey Company, Royal Engineers (RE), in June 1917 to the theatre under the command of Captain W. Cockburn, Royal Canadian Engineers — which coincided with General Edmund Allenby’s appointment — marked the first attempt to provide accurate survey. Several months passed before Maxwell’s command crystallised with the formation of Lieutenant General Birdwood’s I Australian Corps (1st and 2nd divisions) and Lieutenant General Godley’s II ANZAC Corps of the 4th (at Serapeum) and 5th Australian divisions (at Ferry Post) and the New Zealand details. Maxwell’s Brigadier General Royal Artillery (BGRA) was Brigadier W.D. Nichol who had oversight of the artillery assets of the Imperial Mounted Division (IMD), Desert Mounted Column (DMC) and six infantry divisions.11 It was not until July 1917 that additional siege and heavy batteries ensured that the force had sufficient artillery strength for the task that lay ahead. The RFC presence was also weak, with just two squadrons of 48 aircraft available for servicing this vast area of operations.12




Chapter 2


Cavalry doctrine and the employment of artillery


The advantage of time and place in all practical actions is half a victory which, being lost, is irrecoverable.


Sir Francis Drake, in a letter to Queen Elizabeth I


Despite the numerical superiority of the British infantry divisions over the mounted troops gathered in the delta, cavalry operations were to play a significant role in British strategy during the early battles with the Turks and their German advisers. By way of background, it is useful to review the many characteristics of this important arm, particularly its combination with artillery. Up to the time of the Boer War the level of staff attention paid to the cavalry effectively polarised its military hierarchy. In Britain a cavalry association conferred an elevated position in society, particularly for officers. With the development of the rifle, reactionary senior cavalry officers took issue with Captain Ian Hamilton (later to command the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force in the Dardanelles) who stated in 1885 that the ‘cavalry and direct fire artillery will become obsolete, and that battles would consist of widely dispersed rifle-armed infantry skirmishers picking each other off at ranges of one mile.’ In the 1880s, a young officer named Douglas Haig offered his thoughts on the subject, commenting that ‘the ideal cavalry is one that can attack on foot, fight on horseback’. He supported the notion of machine-guns and artillery supporting cavalry. His contemporary, Colonel John French, had similar views. In Australia, British Major General Sir Edward Hutton, Commandant of Colonial Forces, supported the concept of mounted infantry and structured the light horse regiments accordingly. The New Zealanders soon followed suit.1


In general terms, the British Army used the Second Boer War (1899–1902) to examine tactical doctrine and it is instructive to review the refinement that ensued following a formal enquiry and several years of study. There were many hard lessons to be learned from South Africa. The comprehensive inquiry that followed the Boer War revealed that British doctrine had been formulated for a European-style war completely unsuited to the ‘guerilla’ campaign waged by the Boers. With the raising and training of what became known as mounted infantry, British Army doctrine was enshrined in the 1912 Yeomanry and Mounted Rifle Training Manual. This doctrine saw troopers armed with a Lee Enfield .303 rifle replacing their previous issue carbine. Thus a squadron or regiment could apply either dismounted firepower and/or synchronise a charge, using rifle and bayonet, carbine, revolver, lance or sword. The lance and sword were a hangover from the fascination that lingered from the cavalry charge at Omdurman in the Sudan, or perhaps even Balaclava. General Lord Roberts was a firm believer in mounted infantry and, during the Boer War, he was supported by a colonel who would also make his name on the Western Front: Henry Rawlinson.2


History has left little hard evidence of ‘staff rides’ involving cavalry manoeuvres with horse artillery or the advent of Maxim machine-guns with their extended killing range. Used extensively by the Boers, this weapon caused the British horsed troops and infantry much grief on the open veldt. However when the disparate combination of regular cavalry, territorial yeomanry, light horse and mounted rifle regiments of three nations gathered in Egypt in 1916–17 they spoke a similar doctrinal language. Despite this there were significant differences in the standards of training and tactical acumen of their officers, a flaw that was to be revealed in early operations.


The use of barbed-wire barriers to channel cavalry charges onto machine-gun ‘killing grounds’ (akin to using obstacles to channel tanks onto minefields or within range of anti-tank artillery) was clearly demonstrated on the Somme. What had not been fully realised from the Boer War was that Boer artillery was rendered less effective on several occasions because of the speed or advance and/ or the shock of a charge. These observations had relevance for the unfolding scenario in the Sinai and Palestine. During training in Egypt in late 1914, the 4th Australian Light Horse Regiment charged an infantry position. The umpires declared that it had suffered almost 100% casualties from machine-gun fire.3


While at this time visual signalling was the key to manoeuvre, on the other hand, command, control and coordination of the fall of shot onto the enemy, whether entrenched, on foot or horsed, were moot points requiring the cavalry and artillery commanders to think ‘as one’. The mutual confidence essential to this process could only be gained through training and/or from battle experience. The gunners’ aim was to apply fire from a flank position with the artillery battery commander (BC) or observation post officer (OPO) enjoying clear observation of the cavalry objective. Synchronising the fall of shot with the rate of advance was crucial. This would depend on the topography and elevation, and in the Palestine campaign this varied considerably. The artillery brigade commander generally positioned his affiliated battery about halfway down his column of march with the BC at his side and within signalling distance. The battery’s position was usually specified in orders.


There were other contingent factors relating to effective cooperation between gunner and trooper. In terms of colour, the terrain of the Sinai and Palestine hinterland was various shades of khaki. When observing for the battle commander, gunners discovered that a shimmering heat haze made judging distance, and hence using map data for engagement, very difficult. Furthermore, the khaki uniform material blended extremely well with the earth and, to overcome the dangers of not sighting friendly troops, infanteers (and cavalry) used white or black discs to indicate the forward defence line or line held. The terrain also made life difficult for the cavalry scouts. It was here that the inherent skills of the light horseman, who originated primarily from the rural Australian hinterland, proved superior to those of the yeomanry. The contrast between ‘field and coppice’ and outback Australia could hardly have been more marked.


Official historian H.S. Gullett concluded early in the campaign that ‘modern firepower had greatly curtailed the possibility of shock tactics.’4 Nevertheless, by 1917, there were instances of cavalry charges with supporting artillery which involved few casualties, such as at Beersheba, thus strengthening some commanders’ resolve not to relinquish this cavalry capability altogether. In the Sinai the charge was used at Oghratina and also featured in several actions during the advance from Beersheba to Aleppo, as well as for the last classic cavalry charges at Huj and Mughar. This strengthened the case argued by Brigadier Grant, commander of the 4th Australian Light Horse Brigade at Beersheba, who noted that ‘the sword permits a more direct line of attack’ and, ergo, was to be preferred on that occasion.5 However, the ‘bible’ for combined operations, Field Service Regulations 1912, noted that:


Yeomanry and Mounted Rifles ... act chiefly by fire but may, when they have received sufficient training, employ shock actions in special emergencies ... When cooperating with other arms [e.g. artillery, air] their mobility enables a commander to transfer them rapidly from one portion of the field to another, and thus turn to account opportunities which he would otherwise be unable to achieve.6


The logic of that ‘macro’ view did not include the detail of the command, coordination and control factors described above. A successful example of the ‘mounted troops with RHA support’ genre occurred at Beersheba where the commander of the Desert Column, Major General Harry Chauvel, at the moment critique issued his now famous order, ‘Put Grant straight at it.’7 Nor did it stop the marauding light horsemen stalking Turkish gun positions and despatching their detachments, although this was technically ‘counter bombardment’.


The light horse, mounted rifle and cavalry regiment


Based on British practice, Major General Hutton’s Australian light horse regiments initially comprised four squadrons. However, in the desert their composition changed to A, B and C squadrons and their details. With the addition of regimental headquarters (RHQ), these regiments numbered 530 all ranks. Deployment battle practice comprised a headquarters group of an adjutant, orderlies and signallers (four officers and 37 other ranks), three squadrons (each of six officers and 77 other ranks) and a machine-gun section (one officer and 26 other ranks) which was then equipped with three Maxim or Lewis machine-guns (until 1916). A squadron was organised into four troops each commanded by a subaltern and comprising four 14-man sections. Two trumpeters accompanied the officers. Two or three men from each section were designated horse-holders for the troopers in action. A fully manned section would deploy 12 riflemen. The squadron had signallers, drivers, batmen and six artificers to repair and maintain horses, saddles, harnesses and hooves. All told, a regiment with attached services (medical, veterinary) had 497 riding horses, 59 draught and seven pack animals, usually mules. At B Echelon, there were 15 vehicles, wagons, limbers and bicycles, some 29 in total. On operations, regimental strength was seldom more than 400, the numbers sapped by brigade duties, attendance at schools and courses, medical reasons, but notably very few absent without leave. The British Army cavalry regiment was similarly organised into an RHQ and three squadrons (A, B and C) each of 227 men. RHQ establishment was five officers and 24 other ranks, of whom eight were non-commissioned officers (NCOs), and included four signallers. The regiment had a machine-gun section of one officer and 24 other ranks, their mounts totalling 528 riding horses, 74 draft animals and six packhorses.8


As a ‘rule of thumb’ a full mounted division in order of march covered around 3.5 miles per hour. Sections of four abreast moved in hourly stops, with 40 minutes of marching, 10 minutes of riders leading their horses and 10 minutes resting or cooling. Horses were watered every six hours and carried a total of 250 pounds (lbs). A division took two and half hours to pass a point; indeed the leading squadron could water horses, mess and have a comfort stop while the last squadron was still on the move.9


The General Staff quickly recognised that each brigade needed more firepower, so one regiment became a machine-gun regiment (as also occurred in France), with squadrons equipped in 1917 with 12 Lewis and/or Vickers guns, four each dedicated to a regiment. One squadron of machine-gunners accompanied each regiment, or a regiment was attached to a brigade. The squadron’s strength was eight officers and 221 other ranks. In April 1917 the Vickers was replaced by the Hotchkiss M1909 and Benet-Mercie weapons. These weapons could be brought into action in less than one minute.10
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Image 3: Each squadron of the Australian Light Horse had either horse and/or vehicle-(T Model Ford) mounted Lewis, Vickers or Hotchkiss machine-guns (AWM B00460).


Prior to discussion of the artillery, some explanation of the term ‘rifles’ and ‘sabres’ is necessary to clarify the numbers provided in the Official History when describing the strength of opposing forces. As the term ‘rifles’ is used freely in this account, it can be taken literally to mean the number of men armed with rifles, or intelligence estimates of effective men available for battle. However the term conceals the main offensive strength of a Turkish formation which lay in its machine-gun battalion of approximately 800 men. The total numbers of guns were seldom given, but these ahmets would have been counted as ‘rifles’. There were 60 guns per infantry division in a fixed (i.e. establishment) ratio with its organic artillery. The British infantry divisions had around one-fifth fewer, although in the mounted formations the proportion of machine-guns to rifles was higher. The high level of infantry casualties incurred in the first 18 months of operations could possibly be attributed to this discrepancy. ‘Sabres’ were counted as the number of effective mounted troops available, and many regiments still carried them while armed with the trusty Lee Enfield .303 rifle. Yeomanry/cavalry regiments carried .303 rifles and were trained to infantry musketry standard, but were counted as ‘sabres’.


Bringing all the Australian light horse regiments together and organising them into brigades representative of the Commonwealth fell to Chauvel, who had been temporary commander of the 1st Australian Division at Gallipoli. His General Staff Officer Grade 1 (GSO1) was Lieutenant Colonel J.G. Brown, a British regular but an Australian by birth, who had served in South Africa and had been on the staff of Allenby’s cavalry corps during the retreat from Mons. Other staff officers selected by Chauvel showed ‘marked ability in Gallipoli’, and this extended to brigade, regiment and squadron commanders, many of whom were veterans of the Boer War. This experienced cohort of regimental commanders (including one New Zealand officer) was unique. All had a clear appreciation of the extent to which horse artillery could assist mounted operations. Nine had served in South Africa and all were subsequently promoted to general rank.11


Chauvel’s style as a commander, so ably described by Gullett and a plethora of biographers and historians, will be described in detail later in this narrative. It is not generally known that he led the 1st Australian Division after Major General Bridges was mortally wounded at Gallipoli: ‘He left the Peninsula with a reputation of a shrewd, safe leader who made the most of restricted possibilities. Birdwood was quick to appreciate his wise and intimate knowledge of tactics — a sound, sure touch.’ Chauvel declined an infantry division command in France, opting to be with his horsemen and following his penchant for mobile operations. He fought to win, but not at any price. He knew his troops, their limitations, and the same dimensions of their mounts. To him they were indistinguishable when they took the field. Chauvel, like his command, was a modest man, somewhat aloof, a front for his shyness. He was, Gullett surmised, ‘a far seeing brain rather than the spirit of his force’, never to be a hero to them. He earned his laurels as a master of ‘far seeing perfect preparation and exact execution rather than flashes of brilliance in moments of crisis.’12 Chauvel’s subordinates were not of the same mould. Grant, Ryrie, Wilson, Meredith, Macarthur-Onslow and Cox had their own distinctive leadership styles to which the men responded. Chauvel’s command was soon to include the New Zealand Mounted Rifles (NZMR) Brigade, which was similarly organised and followed the same doctrine as the other national horsemen.13
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Image 4: Lieutenant General Sir Harry Chauvel, GOC Desert Mounted Corps (AWM ART 13521).


It is worth summarising the characteristics of this fine group of Australian and New Zealand soldiers who were the power behind Chauvel and his formations. Primarily comprised of reinforcements in 1916 (to make up for Gallipoli casualties and those who transferred to the new 4th and 5th divisions) and a hard core of veterans, this was a unique AIF and New Zealand corps. Gullett’s hyperbolic description of the Australian component was, like most generalisations, a sum of its parts. Modest, resourceful, hardy, laconic, no stranger to hard work and sportingly inclined, they were quite different to the English, Scottish, Welsh, Irish and Indian soldiers they supported. Industrious, intolerant of unfairness, discrimination based on birthright and ability, they were a product of their egalitarian society. Light horse historian Jean Bou devotes an entire chapter to an examination of the corps ethos, myths and legends, and the relationships between officers, NCOs and men. Suffice to say the archetypal light horseman was capable of a broad spectrum of behaviours and values — from nobility to baseness — and mirrored the society from which he came. He also shared these characteristics to a greater or lesser extent with his NZMR colleagues.14


The soldiers of the British yeomanry/cavalry divisions, where social distinctions and differences were more apparent, and which were initially reflected in their ‘sporting’ rather than martial approach to soldiering, took some time to reach acceptable operational levels — not so the Indian cavalry regiments which arrived to replace the British later in the war. That said, a typical light horse regimental officer was better educated than most of his troops and had often risen through the ranks. But, as any analysis of combat effectiveness shows, education per se does not correlate highly with leadership at troop, squadron or regimental level.




Chapter 3


Corps artillery: horse, field, siege and heavy artillery brigades


Go where glory waits thee,


But, while fame elates thee,


Oh! Still remember me.


Francis I, 1547


Horse artillery brigades


The Territorial RHA and RGA batteries that accompanied Chauvel’s regiments comprised Londoners, Westcountrymen from the Home Counties, Midlanders and Scotsmen. An exception was the Hong Kong and Singapore Mountain Battery RGA, manned by British and Indian personnel.1 This battery supported almost every cavalry regiment during the course of the war. A battery was generally commanded by a major. An RHA battery establishment of six 13-pounder Erhardt design (and later 18-pounder) guns under ‘normal’ conditions had to adapt to accommodate the rigours of the desert terrain over which it fought, with pedrails (shoe-like attachments to the wheels) to enable the guns to move over sand. Three batteries comprised a brigade, commanded by a Commander Royal Artillery (CRA), usually a lieutenant colonel. He had a small staff and acted as adviser to the cavalry and infantry commanders. The brigade had its own ammunition column, and it was usual for a senior troop gun position officer, who fought his section of three guns, to be promoted captain and given command of the column. Promotion was then to troop commander, leading to a battery command, depending on vacancies and other extrinsic regional factors. Gun detachments were commanded by sergeants. Low casualty rates throughout the desert campaign, particularly compared to infantry and cavalry units, saw cohesion and teamwork and other morale factors inspire batteries to perform extraordinary feats. When the artillery war began against the Senussi in Egypt, an RHA battery comprised 220 horses and many batteries were equipped with 13-pounders.2 There were two types of ammunition used: 6 cwt (hundredweight) or 9 cwt high explosive (HE) and shrapnel.3
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Image 5: The Hong Kong Singapore Mountain Battery training with its light field guns. Artillery spotters in the top right-hand corner are performing survey work (AWM B01465).


Royal Field Artillery field brigades


The organic artillery support for an infantry division in 1914 comprised three field artillery brigades (FAB) and the divisional ammunition column (DAC). Commanded by a lieutenant colonel, each brigade comprised a headquarters, three batteries each of six guns and an ammunition column. At establishment strength the brigade was 25 officers and 882 other ranks strong requiring 218 riding and 511 draught horses for mobility. On parade it covered an enormous area and in column of march extended almost two miles in length. The total establishment is described in Table 1 below with the duties of some of the other ranks at RHQ and battery headquarters (BHQ) to provide support for the infantry included as ‘Notes’.


TABLE 1: FIELD BRIGADE WAR ESTABLISHMENT4
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Notes:


a.   Each brigade headquarters had 19 rank and file for the Telephone Detachment. Attached to headquarters were water (6), hygiene and medical (7), veterinary (6) and armament (1) dutymen.


b.   Includes lookouts (2) and men trained for signalling duties/telephonists and battery staff (21). Some 51 gunners were supported by 16 drivers of spare horses, vehicles, batmen, etc.


c.   Artificers covers the broad trades required to keep the battery operational, including farriers, shoeing smiths, saddlers, fitters/wheelers, etc.


d.   This includes four detachment commanders, the battery quartermaster sergeant, the battery sergeant major (BSM) and battery staff sergeant. Gun detachments (sub-sections) of five gun numbers and three horse ‘drivers’ were commanded by a sergeant, totalling nine in all.


e.   Includes 16 spare attached.


The twenty-four 18-pounder guns and four battery headquarters required an enormous logistical tail. For example, to fire an aimed round at a target required almost 32 other personnel per one gunner in every detachment. Eventually, in 1916, the six-gun battery superseded the four-gun battery and the three brigade ammunition columns (BAC) amalgamated to become the DAC, with significant savings in man and horse power where this was practical. In 1918 a corps ammunition column was formed, again to reduce man and animal numbers. In addition to the 18-pounder gun, one battery of a field brigade manned 4.5-inch howitzers. This gave the battery flexibility in engaging targets, the howitzer proving useful where a steep descending trajectory was required to engage enemy guns on reverse slopes and in ‘dongas’. This weapon fired both types of explosive shells.
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Image 6. An 18-pounder field gun and crew. These guns equipped infantry divisional artilleries (AWM B00580).


Heavy and siege artillery


The rationale behind Britain’s use of heavy artillery in 1914 lay in observations recorded during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 which highlighted both the need for mobility and an increase in calibre and weight of shell. The nub of the problem lay in developing the means to deploy a far heavier, mobile weapon. At the same time science was providing a better understanding of the physics and mathematics of ballistics, propellant chemistry and metallurgy for ordnance design. All the major European powers were investing in this emergent technology. The Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05 was the next conflict to demonstrate the importance of a high trajectory weapon for counter-battery roles, a point that was reinforced once again during the Balkan Wars of 1912–13. The British Army soon joined the rush to modernise. British brigades required roughly the same number of men and animals as a field brigade — a major’s command of around 500 men and almost as many animals. Siege (four 6-inch howitzers) and heavy (four 60-pounder guns) battery establishments are outlined in Table 2 below:


TABLE 2: SIEGE AND HEAVY BATTERY OUTLINE ESTABLISHMENTS5
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The explanatory notes concerning the organisation of and duties within a field brigade applied more or less equally to the employment of heavier ordnance, the key difference the replacement of horses with tractors, providing manpower savings.


In operations during 1916, the divisional batteries could not provide the type of support for targets that required the more destructive power of the 60-pounders and 5.5-inch howitzers. Any counter-battery work was conducted with direct fire or observed from aircraft and, in the early stages of the campaign, Gullett records instances of gun-to-gun duels with the Turks in which the latter’s fire proved far more effective. This was due in part to a lack of accurate survey to match the maps of the area and the adherence to outdated doctrine and practices, replicating the problems of infantry support during 1916 and 1917 in France and Flanders. In the early days of the campaign this was attributed to the dearth of experienced officers, inadequate training and shortages of control stores endemic in Kitchener’s ‘New Armies’. Maxwell simply had to make the best of his scarce resources until he was replaced by General Murray in March 1916. In early Sinai operations the need for heavy and siege artillery was subordinated to the field brigades.


Operationally, the performance of the artillery was influenced by a number of factors such as the lack of prior reconnaissance and unfamiliarity with the ground. When plans went awry, deficiencies multiplied into distressing scenarios such as the abandoning of guns. For example, at Katia and Bir el Abd in August 1916, Gullett notes that ‘Chauvel’s batteries of horse artillery were matched by as many mountain guns in addition to several “five nine” howitzers ...’, adding that later the guns ‘came under heavy fire from “five nines”, mountain guns and anti-aircraft guns’ as the attack by the NZMR Brigade regiments (Auckland and Canterbury) of the 3rd Brigade came to a standstill. By 10.30 am the enemy guns were becoming increasingly active along the entire front: ‘The duel between the German “5.9s” and the plucky little horse gunners was very one-sided ... Their relative weakness was emphasized by the failure of their observers to discover the enemy heavy batteries while the Germans, knowing the ground in detail, had previously located the British guns.’6
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Image 7: An RGA 60-pounder gun and part of its detachment (AWM J06536).


These disadvantages were at times partially offset by the presence of two aircraft squadrons (No. 1 AFC — Australian Flying Corps — and No. 14 Squadron, RFC) until the end of 1917, the latter retained in western Egypt. Multi-tasked as fighters and also to perform ground attack, reconnaissance, observation and photography, the latter role was to become No. 1 Squadron’s specialty for the remainder of the war. Aircraft were a force multiplier by their very presence, ending the war a fine instrument of air power.


A framework for accurate gunnery


Command and control of a troop or battery involved a diverse range of skills and disciplines for both its observer and gun position officer. One of the most important skills was the ability to map-spot the battery’s position and that of the target using accurate topographical maps. These were produced by well-sited survey companies and skilled cartographers who converted their data to graphical form suitable for field artillery use. The most important map spot was that of the pivot gun of a troop or battery from which line and range to a target could be calculated so that the target could be engaged quickly and economically. A regiment had three methods of calculating the range from gun to target: using a map or air photograph, using surveying instruments or through the skilled eye of experienced observers with an intimate knowledge of a given zone who directed battery fire by reference to previous targets based on familiarity with the allocated zone. This had the advantage of allowing for any prior survey discrepancies and meteorological effects. To enhance accuracy, the battery staff could also use either a telemeter or range finder, both of which used simple trigonometrical or optical principles. The artillery telemeter required two men and was far more time-consuming to operate than the range finder which equipped one man to find a range in a matter of minutes. The accuracy of range from gun to target in both cases was more important than the accuracy of map spot of the pivot gun.7


Communications


Given the background of the senior cavalry commanders who had seen active service in the Boer War and the subsequent developments in modern communication methods, the cavalry force assembled in the delta was in a fortunate position. Since the Boer War, two new methods — telephone and wireless — had been added to the available modes of communication. While the British Army used these extensively within its infantry divisions, the influence of these new devices on command and control arrangements in cavalry and/or combined operations with infantry in mobile warfare was not readily appreciated However, Field Service Regulations developed doctrine to apply to mobile warfare in desert conditions as it had to infantry operations in open country.


In open terrain, the doctrinal preference was for artillery support from the flank. Depending on the phase of war, it was essential for the artillery commander to ‘have the means of re-adjusting, from time to time, the tasks assigned to brigades’. Cavalry and artillery commanders thus ‘should be in view of each other’. This ‘top down’ communication had a variety of modes such as heliograph, wireless and orderlies particularly since, at regimental level and above, written orders could only provide a broad picture of the commander’s intentions (as distinct from infantry ‘schemes’).


During the Palestine-Sinai campaign air support was a battle winner, and the primary means of air-to-ground communication involved dropping written messages in a tube with a streamer attached, firing Very lights and sounding a klaxon horn. Ground-to-air signals were usually conveyed with white cloth strips and Very lights.8 Similar conventions applied to the direction of naval gunfire in coastal operations by the Royal Naval Air Service.


First operations


Two minor campaigns set the scene for operations in 1916 at a point when there was still much to learn — not so much from a gunnery perspective, but in terms of the conditions in which the batteries would see active service. The enormous differences in climate, terrain and insects in the Mediterranean/Levant often presented the most significant problems as the Notts Battery, RHA, which had already seen action in the Egyptian Western Desert, would attest.


Of immediate concern was the security of the Suez Canal, a crucial logistical lifeline from Australia and New Zealand and the East Indies/Malaya. General Maxwell’s first offensive operations in 1915 were designed to deal with two threats in Egypt and Aden, both places vital to his supplies and communications. It was to be the first real test of the state of training of his mounted troops and infantry and of the long-established affiliations between artillery and cavalry. For its part, the cavalry was well supported by two mountain batteries with their 2.75-inch ordnance, the ‘screw guns’ of Kipling’s famous poem, while the 13-pounders of the cavalry divisions cooperated with the divisional artillery from time to time. These batteries were former territorial units from London (the Honourable Artillery Company — HAC), Scotland, the midlands and the south/west, and totalled 10 in all. Initially, the Senussi revolt in western Egypt and unrest in Aden saw two HAC batteries (A and B) despatched there following their training in Britain.
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