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SERIES INTRODUCTION


In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group (CASAG), the Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaign Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced.


The Campaign Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information – maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, specifically commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Army History Unit and its Campaign Series provide a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.





Roger Lee,
Army Historian




AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION


Memories of Australia’s military involvement in the First World War are dominated principally by Gallipoli, and then by the Western Front. There is a strong general recognition that the light horse fought in the war, but beyond vague (and often self-congratulatory) conceptions of the charge at Beersheba, there is little recognition or understanding of the campaign in which most of Australia’s mounted men fought. This book aims to introduce readers to one of Australia’s major military endeavours outside the Western Front during the First World War – the Palestine Campaign and its precursor battles in the Sinai.


Beginning in early 1916 Australian soldiers serving in the light horse, the Imperial Camel Corps (ICC), the Australian Flying Corps (AFC), and a myriad of supporting arms were part of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF). This force first sought to secure the Suez Canal by driving the Ottoman Army out of the Sinai Peninsula and then, from early 1917, to remove that enemy from Palestine (territory that is largely modern Israel), and ultimately Syria, actions that also ended Ottoman control of Arabia and Mesopotamia (modern Iraq).


The cost that Australia incurred in that fighting was relatively light by the standards of the First World War. Total Australian casualties in the EEF were just over 4000, with 574 killed in action and another 288 dying of their wounds. Nearly 50,000 Australians were killed on the Western Front, and the death toll on Gallipoli was over 8000. If the losses in Palestine were relatively light, however, they were no less tragic.


The fighting in the Middle East is often portrayed as a stark alternative to that on the Western Front, and much is usually made of the apparent differences between the grinding carnage of trench deadlock and the open warfare, mobility, and low casualty counts in Palestine. This conception is, perhaps inevitably, a simplification. There is no doubt that the fighting in Palestine was more mobile and statistically less dangerous than that on the Western Front. However, the campaign included all the developments of modern war, with new weapons and techniques like gas, tanks, aircraft and massed indirect artillery fire all used.


The focus on cavalry operations also tends to under represent the modern all-arms nature of the campaign in which, if the cavalry garnered the attention, it was often airmen who found the enemy, infantry who did the hard fighting (incurring the heavy casualties), and artillery which ensured the battles were won. An examination of the Palestine Campaign provides an insight into the nature and conduct of war in the early twentieth century – it was not all trenches and creeping barrages.


The aim of this book is to introduce its readers to the Australian contribution to the Palestine Campaign, and put that contribution into its context. In recent years, in some rather bad histories, there has emerged a (somewhat jingoistic) Australian notion that the light horse was the most important part of the EEF, and that its exploits brought the victory. In an extension of this idea, the charge at Beersheba is portrayed as the campaign’s turning point. Though the Australian contribution was sizable and important, it was neither decisive nor war winning; it was a British imperial army acting in concert with its allies that achieved victory.


Any study of the history of this campaign must look beyond superficial treatments, and consider that at the war’s end there were 36 horsed regiments in the Desert Mounted Corps, of which only 14 were Australian. This was the largest single contribution, but only just, there then being 13 Indian cavalry regiments on the corps’ order of battle (along with five British, three New Zealand and one French). The number of Australian horsemen who fought in the campaign was dwarfed by the numbers of British and Indian troops who served in the EEF’s two infantry corps, and its artillery regiments, air squadrons, and transport and support services.


Moreover, the campaign was fought over the better part of three years. In that time the EEF won victories, suffered defeats, had commanders replaced, dealt with waxing and waning interest from London, organised and reorganised itself, massively expanded, built a complex logistic system and fought over some very difficult terrain. To identify the charge at Beersheba as a decisive turning point in that series of events, or to suggest the light horse won the war by itself, does not give the rest of the EEF its hard earned due.


That is not to say that the Australian contribution is not worthy of study. As one of Australia’s most significant military commitments of the war, it deserves examination in its own right (which it does not always get). Even allowing for a due sense of proportion, the contribution of the light horse and other Australian units to the campaign’s conduct was substantial. As a key part of the Desert Column, and its successor the Desert Mounted Corps, the light horse regiments took part in every major engagement of the campaign (and innumerable minor ones).


The light horse, the Australian cameleers, and the airmen of No 1 Squadron, AFC, were at the forefront of the action in the sandy desert of the Sinai, and were prominent at the battles of Gaza. They took part in the advance into Palestine, fighting on its rugged plains and hills, around Jerusalem, and in the freezing cold of the hills east of the Jordan River. They then took part in the Megiddo offensive of 1918, one of the most remarkable battles fought by the British Empire during the war. Indeed, Megiddo should be more deeply examined by a modern Australian Army that subscribes to manoeuvre doctrine.


This book is not an all encompassing history, but a primer. It does not examine deeply the higher strategy (or lack of it) that guided the campaign, British politics or imperial policy, the Ottoman Empire and its army, every battle fought by the EEF, nor the consequences of the campaign in a part of the world that remains a hotbed of conflict. For those whose interest is aroused, a list of recommended further reading is provided.




AUSTRALIA’s PALESTINE CAMPAIGN


CHAPTER 1


Prelude: the Sinai and Palestine frontier, 1916–17


The campaign that concluded beyond Damascus at the Ottoman frontier town of Aleppo in late 1918 began in 1916 in Egypt, on the banks of the Suez Canal. Before the victories in Palestine and Syria in 1917 and 1918, there was a long and difficult campaign fought in the inhospitable desert of the Sinai Peninsula and the southern frontier of Palestine.


Orientation


At the end of 1915, after the Gallipoli campaign, the troops of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) rested briefly on the Greek island of Lemnos before returning to Egypt, where they had arrived in late 1914. For the greatly weakened units it was a time for rest, rebuilding, and eventually training, as new endeavours were being contemplated.


It was soon clear that the infantry, artillery, and their support troops would be transferred across the Mediterranean to France and the fighting on the Western Front. For the majority of the troops in the Australian light horse, the war in France would remain an abstraction. They stayed in Egypt, along with the units soon to be raised for the ICC, as part of the forces that protected one of the British Empire’s lifelines, the Suez Canal.


The light horse regiments and brigades had also fought at Gallipoli, having been dismounted and sent there not long after the landings to bolster the infantry, which had suffered heavy casualties. Egypt had not been entirely quiet while they were away, however, and the Composite Australian Light Horse Regiment, made up of men left behind and reinforcements waiting in Egypt, had been hastily raised in late 1915 to fight the Senussi tribesmen in Egypt’s Western Desert. Encouraged in part by German and Ottoman agitation, the Senussi had opted to attack Britain’s rule in Egypt, and a hastily arranged expedition was sent to counter the threat.


As part of the Western Frontier Force, the composite regiment was involved in a series of rather one-sided fights with the Senussi in late 1915, alongside a number of British units. It returned to the Canal Zone and disbandment in February 1916. Though little remembered, the effort against the Senussi continued for some time, and after its return from Gallipoli the 1st Light Horse Brigade was quickly re-horsed to patrol the western approaches to the Canal Zone against Senussi encroachments. Various light horse regiments undertook similar patrolling programs well into 1917.
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Australian troops of the Western Frontier Force, deployed against Senussi tribesmen, gather to receive troop comforts sent from Australia, AWM C04981.


The Senussi threat was a relatively minor one. Of much greater concern was the Ottoman Empire, which shared an official frontier with Egypt on the eastern side of the Sinai Peninsula. British and Egyptian authorities had effectively abandoned the Sinai throughout 1915 by withdrawing the frontier outposts, and instead had relied on the Suez Canal as a defensive obstacle. In early 1915, however, an Ottoman attack had managed to reach the canal before petering out, and throughout that year small parties managed to do the same. The Ottoman forces retained only a small presence in the Sinai, but they had nevertheless filled the vacuum that British policy had left there.


It was clear that a defence east of the canal was required in order to forestall any further forays, and in February 1916 positions were occupied in the difficult dune country there. This was only an interim measure, however, and the goal for much of 1916 was the establishment of a defensive position at El Arish, about 140 kilometres along the Mediterranean coast from the Suez Canal, on the firm ground of the eastern Sinai.


As the Australian infantry divisions were transferring to France, the mounted troops in Egypt were reorganised. The three light horse brigades, together with the New Zealand Mounted Rifles (NZMR) Brigade and batteries of British Territorial Army horse artillery, were formed into the new Australian and New Zealand Mounted Division (usually abbreviated to Anzac Mounted Division, though more properly to A&NZ Mounted Division) in March 1916.


Its commander was Major-General Harry Chauvel, an Australian permanent force officer. He had been the first commander of the 1st Light Horse Brigade in 1914 and 1915, and then commanded Australia’s 1st Division during the later phases of the Gallipoli campaign. Chauvel had had a long association with mounted troops, and was something of a student of cavalry history. Though not without its faults, his command of the mounted troops in Palestine was very successful. The new division was made part of the EEF, which was also raised in March.


It was not long before the division moved against the Ottoman forces. In April 1916 an Ottoman raid on a series of outposts in the oasis area in the western Sinai manned by British yeomanry of the 5th Mounted Brigade led to the destruction of two outposts. Chauvel was ordered to respond, and the 2nd Light Horse Brigade, commanded by Brigadier-General Granville Ryrie, moved into the desert in pursuit of the withdrawing Ottoman soldiers. The brigade did not catch them, but the Anzac Mounted Division had made its first moves in what would become known as the Sinai – Palestine Campaign.




GENERAL SIR HENRY (HARRY) CHAUVEL
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Lieutenant-General Sir Harry Chauvel by W.B. McInnes, 1938, AWM ART13521.


General Sir Henry (Harry) Chauvel (1865–1945) was born into a pastoral family in northern New South Wales. Unable to pursue a career in the British Army, he began militia soldiering in the New South Wales and later the Queensland Defence Forces. He became a permanent soldier in Queensland in 1896, and served in the Boer War with distinction.


Chauvel had arrived in England to take up a staff appointment just before the outbreak of the First World War. He was given command of the 1st Light Horse Brigade, which he led during the Gallipoli campaign. He then commanded

Australia’s 1st Division during the Gallipoli evacuation and in Egypt, before being given command of the Anzac Mounted Division in 1916. He led that formation across the Sinai and in southern Palestine until he took command of the Desert Column/Desert Mounted Corps in mid-1917, making him Australia’s first lieutenant-general and corps commander, a year before John Monash on the Western Front.


Chauvel commanded the Desert Mounted Corps for the rest of the war, overseeing its operations during the advance into Palestine, the trans-Jordan operations, and the decisive cavalry battles of the Megiddo offensive in 1918. After the war he was Australia’s most senior serving soldier, and was Chief of the General Staff and Inspector-General for much of the 1920s. In 1929 Chauvel became the first Australian soldier to be made a general. Reserved but capable, calm in a crisis and tactful, his career of many achievements is inextricably entwined with the history of the light horse.





Dominating the Sinai


Any Ottoman attack on the canal was limited to three approach routes: northern, central and southern. The British goal was to make the central and southern routes untenable, and thus force any Ottoman attack onto the northern route, where the military defences would be concentrated and prepared. Accordingly, one of the first requirements for the light horse was to undertake a series of raids and deep patrols aimed at denying the two southern routes to the Ottoman forces by destroying their outposts and the water wells that might support any general advance.
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Troops of the 9th Light Horse Regiment move out to raid Jifjaffa in April 1916, AWM A00221.


One of the first such operations was the raid on Jifjaffa in April 1916. There a squadron of the 9th Light Horse Regiment, supported by the considerable camel logistic train necessary for desert operations, marched for several days and nights to attack an enemy outpost and bore drilling site more than 80 kilometres from its start point. After a brief fight the Austrian engineers doing the drilling, and his Ottoman guard, were killed or captured, and their equipment destroyed.


With the central and southern routes made untenable, the focus turned to defending the northern approach to Egypt. To this end, Chauvel arrayed the Anzac Mounted Division so that it was based at the desert oasis of Romani, from where it maintained a vigorous patrolling program into the Katia – Bir el Abd oasis area to the east. There followed several months of such work as the troops of the 2nd Light Horse Brigade and the NZMR Brigade, in particular, learned how to operate and live in the hot, sandy desert.


In the second half of July 1916 it became clear that an Ottoman force would indeed attempt to reach the Suez Canal. After forming up at the eastern end of the Katia – Bir el Abd area, the Ottoman Army began a methodical advance across the desert, establishing firm bases as it went, and ensuring that its artillery moved forward with the infantry over the difficult ground. The plan, conceived by its German commander General Friedrich Freiherr Kreß von Kressenstein, was to conduct a minor operation in front of the Romani defences to pin down the British infantry defenders of the 52nd (Lowland) Division, and make the main thrust around the rear of the position from the south-east. Unfortunately for Kreß von Kressenstein, the British defence had been planned around the attackers adopting such a course of action, and Chauvel’s mounted troops were deployed to harry the Ottoman forces as they advanced, and then take up a series of mobile defensive positions astride the likely axis of attack.


When the Ottoman forces attacked on the night of 3–4 August, therefore, they found the 1st Light Horse Brigade, temporarily commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel John Meredith, on the positions where they intended to form up for their attack. Required to fight for their forming up place, and otherwise delayed by a stout light horse defence, the Ottoman forces, despite attacking in greater numbers than Chauvel and the British command had anticipated, began to have difficulties.


The greater Ottoman numbers allowed them to make flanking moves that seriously threatened the light horse positions, and they soon took several key locations, but with sunrise Chauvel could also deploy his 2nd Light Horse Brigade, temporarily under Brigadier-General Jack Royston. This deployment, along with the growing heat of the day and attackers’ thirst meant that, though Chauvel had some anxious hours ahead of him, the worst of the battle had been weathered.


By midday the New Zealanders and the 5th Mounted Brigade were also at Chauvel’s disposal, and he used them to counter attack from the west, pressing the Ottoman forces until the evening, when it was clear that they were beaten. The mounted troops attempted to pursue the withdrawing Ottoman soldiers for the next few days, but this was not entirely successful. The Ottoman forces were withdrawing through their prepared firm bases, were always formidable defenders, and the hot desert conditions made the going difficult for the mounted troops who, despite their many good qualities, still had something to learn about conducting large-scale mobile operations.




CAVALRY OR MOUNTED INFANTRY?
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(Art by Jeff Isaacs)


Most descriptions of the light horse call it mounted infantry, but this is a misrepresentation. From its inception in the militia in 1903, the light horse was formed as a type of cavalry known in the British Empire as mounted rifles. It is a misunderstanding of this title which leads to the light horse being called mounted infantry.


As mounted rifles, the light horse regiments were organised along cavalry lines, with the troop, squadron and regiment, rather than the platoon, company and battalion, being the unit building blocks. A First World War light horse regiment at full strength numbered about 25 officers and 400 other ranks (from mid-1916), less than half of the paper strength of an infantry battalion. With one in four men being required to hold the horses, a dismounted light horse brigade in action had no more rifle strength than an infantry battalion.


The light horse regiment was designed to conduct the traditional cavalry roles of reconnaissance, screening, outposts, patrolling and raids. Because light horse units had rifles and machine-guns they could, like British cavalry, use fire and manoeuvre to seize and hold ground like the infantry, but the small unit size and relatively light firepower meant this was a skill better employed against the enemy in the open during mobile operations, rather than as ad hoc infantry in attacks against prepared defences.


Light horse is best thought of as cavalry, something it was habitually called in the Palestine Campaign. Its dismounted tactics were the same as those used by the British and Indian cavalry, and when the Australian Mounted Division adopted the sword in 1918, the small distinctions disappeared entirely. The only mounted infantry proper to see action in Palestine were the troops of the ICC.





These circumstances were further exacerbated by unwieldy and unresponsive British command arrangements, which meant that brief opportunities available immediately after the main battle were not exploited.
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George Lambert’s painting of the battle of Romani, depicting light horse dismounting and preparing for action against the oncoming Ottoman soldiers, AWM ART09556




THE SHORT MAGAZINE LEE ENFIELD (SMLE) 0.303 RIFLE


After the Boer War, it was decided that Britain’s cavalry should no longer use carbines, but would use the same rifle as the infantry. The result of this decision was the general adoption of the SMLE rifle, which had a barrel considerably shorter than its predecessor to allow horse carriage. The British Empire’s standard rifle, the SMLE was used by Australian troops in Palestine. Light horsemen wore them slung across their backs, or held them at the ‘advance’ or ‘carry’ in the right hand. Rifle buckets were supplied to specialist troops, and to the members of the Australian Mounted Division after they were equipped with the sword in 1918. For much of the campaign the light horsemen’s first line ammunition load was 230 rounds, but in mid-1918 it was reduced to 180 rounds.
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(Image by Mark Wahlert)





To the frontier


The victory at Romani was a fillip for British sprits, and marked the last attempt by the Ottoman Army to advance on the Suez Canal. Though the Ottoman Army would periodically check and bloody its British opponents, from this time it was on the defensive.


Still focussed on establishing a workable defensive position in the eastern Sinai, operations in the remainder of 1916 were directed towards a British advance from Romani. The pace was dictated by the speed at which the railway and water pipeline that would underpin the movements could be built. Thus, though the light horse remained busy with patrolling and minor operations, it was some months before the next major operations were undertaken.


In the meantime there was some reorganisation of the troops. The Anzac Mounted Division was detached from the canal defences and made part of the new Desert Column, a mixed corps-sized formation commanded by a British regular cavalryman, Lieutenant-General Sir Phillip Chetwode. This force was in turn made part of Eastern Force, which would be the EEF’s operational formation for striking across the desert towards Palestine.
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They were soon joined by the men of the ICC. The first camel units had been raised in early 1916 as independent companies to help control the Senussi threat in the Western Desert. As that problem lessened, however, it was soon clear that camel-mounted troops would be useful in the Sinai, and some of the companies began to be transferred over the Nile, where they were soon part of the raiding and patrolling operations.


Independent companies were of limited use against the Ottoman Army though, so as the corps expanded, battalions were formed. By late 1916 there were three ICC battalions, each of four companies, and in 1917 a fourth battalion was added. The 1st and 3rd Battalions were made up of Australians drawn either from the infantry before it left for France, or from reinforcements available in Egypt. The 2nd Battalion was made up of British troops, largely drawn from the yeomanry. The 4th Battalion, when it was raised in 1917, was a mixture of Australians and New Zealanders.


The final organisational step was the forming in December 1916 of a brigade from the extant battalions, a battery of camel-borne mountain guns manned by Indian gunners from the Hong Kong and Singapore Royal Garrison Artillery, a machine-gun company and the necessary support elements. Thus organised, the ICC Brigade was also made part of the Desert Column, and prepared for the battles at the end of 1916. It was commanded by Brigadier-General Clement Smith, who had been awarded the Victoria Cross as a lieutenant in Somaliland in 1904. The ICC Brigade had been concentrated as an entity for less than a week when the first of the large operations it was to be involved in began.
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