THE CAMPAIGN IN MESOPOTAMIA 1914-15

Introduction
It is almost exactly three since the leading companies of 40 and 42 RM Commandos, operating off the helicopter assault ship HMS Ocean and supported by the guns of 7 and 8 Batteries Royal Artillery, descended on the Manifold Metering Station at the tip of the Al Faw Peninsula as the opening action by ground forces in Operation Iraqi Freedom to topple Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq.

About 65,000 British soldiers have served in Iraq since then; as a result of their preparatory training almost all of them are aware that British soldiers had been there in the First and Second World Wars and the Gulf War of 1991.  For many this awareness has been reinforced by a visit to the Basra Memorial to the Missing at Shaiba and the various cemeteries in Basra, Al Amara and Baghdad.  But, as I discovered for myself while I was serving in the British-led Multi-National Divisional (South East) very few are aware of the detail of what actually happened, where, who was involved, why or with what consequences.  You will not be surprised to hear that having equipped myself with the Official History of the Campaign and various other books, I made it my business to fill in these details.
Geography and Politics 
I’ll start with the geography and politics:  in 1914 the area now known as Iraq was called Mesopotamia – between the rivers – and was part of the Turkish Ottoman Empire.  Mesopotamia may have been the site of the mythical Garden of Eden and the cradle of civilization, but from its heyday in the 12th and 13th Centuries climatic changes and cultural decline had, by the beginning of the 20th Century, reduced Mesopotamia to a poor, unhealthy backwater with almost nothing to recommend it.  The key to the geography and to the Campaign were the Rivers – the Tigris flowing from the Turkish border through Baghdad and Kut, and the Euphrates flowing from the Syrian border through Fallujah and Najaf, which met at Qurna to form the Shatt-al-Arab for the last hundred miles past Basra to the Persian Gulf at Faw.  Not only were these rivers the principal means of communication, for both were navigable beyond Baghdad, but their annual flooding gave the plains their natural fertility.  In their lower reaches there were extensive areas of permanent marshland and extensive flooding from January to June more than doubled the area under water.  The temperatures were bearable in winter, but oppressively hot in summer and together with the stagnant water encouraged mosquitoes and all the diseases associated with the tropics.  As an Arab proverb had it:

“When Allah made Hell, he did not find it bad enough, so he made Mesopotamia – and added flies”

Politically the country was divided into three provinces or Vilayets – Mosul, Baghdad and Basra, the Basra vilayet equating approximately with the present MND(SE) area.  At the head of the Gulf the two sheikdoms of Kuwait and Mohemmerah had long-established friendly relations with the British and would play an important part in the early months of the Campaign.  The indigenous people were Arabs and both sides expended much effort in cultivating them as allies, but they remained fickle and treacherous, supporting the side that was successful and changing sides suddenly and without warning.  The British were particularly sensitive to the influence that the Muslim population might have on their co-religionists in India and the Germans and Turks expended considerable effort in encouraging Muslim disaffection, including spreading rumours that the Kaiser was a descendent of Muhammed’s sister and had converted to Islam, and that an airship fitted with powerful magnets would fly over the Allied capitals and pluck out the heads of their governments.  So why did Britain come to fight such a long a difficult campaign in such an inhospitable land?  
Oil
The reason is almost entirely to do with oil.  Britain’s interest in Mesopotamia dated from the days of the Honourable East India Company, but gained a particular importance with the discovery of substantial oil reserves.  In 1901 the entrepreneur Mr William D’Arcy had acquired a concession to explore for oil in Persia and in 1908 he found it near Ahwaz on the Karun River in the Persian Province of Arabistan.  By 1914 oil was being produced in substantial quantities and moved by pipeline to the refinery at Abadan on an island the Shatt-al-Arab.  As part of Admiral Fisher’s reforms, the Royal Navy was in the process of changing from coal to oil burning ships and had persuaded the Government to buy shares in the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, later BP.  In 1914 the oil was of strategic importance to Britain and the Royal Navy in particular.  One of the notable features of the campaign was the whole-hearted support from and cooperation by the Royal Navy under a series of energetic and capable commanders.

War with Turkey
And why did Britain end up fighting Turkey, which only sixty years before, been the Ally on whose behalf Britain and France had gone to war against Russia in the Crimea?  There were three principal reasons: the first was that Turkey was a declining Empire with all the sensitivities and paranoia of a fading power.  From its heyday at the end of the Seventeenth Century when the Turks were battering at the gates of Vienna, the Ottomans had steadily lost their European Empire until by 1913 and the end of the Second Balkan War all that was left was a strip of territory round Constantinople.  And with this decline came revolution in the form of the Young Turk movement and with it a change of policy in its foreign affairs.  The second reason was that although Britain’s policy had been to preserve the Ottoman Empire, its increasing interest in the Eastern Mediterranean after the opening of the Suez Canal, which led in 1882 to the British occupation of Egypt, an Ottoman province, cast Britain and France in the role of aggressors to be resisted.  The third reason was an increased interest in Turkey by Germany, which, with the accession of Wilhelm II in 1888 was increasingly anxious to acquire an empire and to discomfort the British.  In 1871 Colonel Kuhl was appointed adviser to the Ottoman Army; he died the following year and was replaced Lt Col Von der Goltz who eventually became a Field Marshal in the Turkish Army.  German influence, especially in the Army increased substantially in the early years of the Twentieth Century, although it must be said that the British Rear Admiral Arthur Limpus was the advisor to the Turkish Navy.  It must also be said that the sympathies of the leaders of the Turkish Government were evenly divided between Russia, France, Britain and Germany; whose side she joined was to depend on events as the crisis developed.
The immediate causes of war with Turkey started in July 1914 with the seizing by Britain of two Turkish battleships building in British shipyards, the Sultan Osman I and the Reshediyeh, which, although Britain eventually offered to pay for them, was perceived as an affront to Turkish pride.  At the outbreak of war in August 1914 Germany concluded a secret treaty with Turkey that committed Germany to assist Turkey if it was attacked, otherwise Turkey would remain neutral.  However it was the escape of two German warships, the battleship Goeben and her escorting cruiser the Breslau, that had been stationed in the Mediterranean since 1912 with the wartime task to attack French ships carrying her Armies from North Africa to France, through the demilitarised Dardenelles to Constantinople where they became an increasing provocation to Russia and encouragement to the German faction in Turkey that provided the causus bellum.  There was also the possibility that the German commerce raiders Emden and Konigsberg might make for Basra.  In October 1914 the Goeben and Breslau sailed into the Black Sea and bombarded the Russian fleet at Odessa; this proved too much for Russia to ignore and she declared war on Turkey on 1 November 1914.  Britain followed suit and declared war on 5 November 1914.

The Turkish Army
Under its German mentors, the Turkish Army had been extensively reorganized and re-equipped.

The Turks were tough, hardy soldiers and, while not very imaginative, when well led fought hard and tenaciously, although they were prone to demoralised flight when things went badly.  The main force in the Basra Vilayet was the 38th Division of the XIII Corps, augmented with Arab irregulars.

Both sides courted the Arabs, who were fickle, unreliable and rapacious, and while collectively brave, they were individually cautious.  Much effort was expended in trying to win the cooperation of the Arabs and the need to take vigorous offensive action in order to impress the Arabs that the British would be the ultimate victors and would be here to stay was a major factor in the insidious Mission Creep that was the hall-mark of the first year of the Campaign.  Both sides suffered from the unreliability of the Arabs.

Preliminary Moves
Shortly after the outbreak of war in August 1914 the Turks mobilized their forces in Baghdad and occupied Basra and the area as far as the head of the Persian Gulf.  In September the Governor of Basra forbad the Royal Navy to use the Shatt-al-Arab.  Although the Indian Government was cautious about antagonising Turkey because of the possible effect on the Muslim population in India, on 2 October 1914 the British Government authorised the Indian Government to send a force to seize Basra in the event of Turkey declaring war, and to be prepared to ultimately occupy Baghdad.  The Indian Government was already in the process of implementing pre-War plans to deploy an Expeditionary Force of three divisions to France – Indian Expeditionary Force A – and one division, the 6th (Poona) Indian Infantry Division commanded by Lt Gen Sir A A Barratt, was detached to become the nucleus of Indian Expeditionary Force D 
 with orders to operate in support of British interests at the head of the Persian Gulf.

16 Indian Infantry Brigade, commanded by Brig Gen W S Delamain, was selected as the advanced force with the remainder of the Division following on.  The Brigade, with a brigade of mountain guns, sailed from Bombay on 16 October, escorted by the pre-Dreadnought battleship HMS Ocean, and was joined at Bahrain by the sloops HMS Odin and Espiegle and other craft.

The composition of Indian Expeditionary Force D was:
6 (Poona) Indian Infantry Division – Lt Gen Sir Arthur Barratt

16 Ind Inf Bde – Brig Gen W S Delamaine

2 Dorsetshire Regt

20 Duke of Cambridge’s Own Infantry (Brownlow’s Punjabis)

104 Wellesley’s Rifles

117 Mahrattas

17 Ind Inf Bde – Brig Gen W H Dobbie

1 Oxford & Buckinghamshire Light Infantry

22 Punjabis

103 Mahratta Light Infantry

119 Infantry (the Mooltan Regiment)

18 Ind Inf Bde – Maj Gen C I Fry

2 Norfolk Regt

7 Duke of Connaught’s Own Infantry

110 Mahratta Light Infantry

120 Rajputana Infantry

Div Cav

33 Queen Victoria’s Own Light Cavalry

Div Arty – Brig Gen C T Robinson

X Bde RFA

I Indian Mtn Bde

Div Engrs

17 Coy, 3 Sappers & Miners

22 Coy, 3 Sappers & Miners

34 Div Signal Coy

Div Pioneers

48 Pioneers

In more detail the composition of the Artillery was:

6 Ind Inf Div Arty (CRA – Brig-Gen C T Robinson)


X Bde RFA (Lt Col E S Cleeve)



63 Bty (from V Bde on mobilization in place of 81 Bty) (Maj H B Smith) 6 x 18-pdr



76 Bty (Maj T St A B L Nevinson) 6 x 18-pdr



82 Bty (Maj H N StJ Maule) 6 x 18-pdr


I Indian Mtn Bde (Lt Col H D Grier)



23 (Peshawa) Ind Mtn Bty (Maj E E Edlmann) 6 x 10-pdr (2.75-inch)


30 Ind Mtn Bty (Maj H J Cotter) 6 x 10-pdr (2.75-inch)
Two particular points should be made about the use of artillery in the campaign: first that there was never enough artillery to go round and the batteries and even sections were task organised for the job in hand, grouped where necessary under an appropriate commander, rather deployed as formed brigades.  And second was the difficulty of observation in a flat desert land where the rivers were fringed with palm groves and where in summer the mirage made accurate observation or even identification of the target well nigh impossible.
Mention must also be made of the part played by the Royal Navy under the command of the SNO – Capt A Hayes-Sadler RN (from the Ocean) then Capt Nunn.  They supported the Army with transport and gunfire many miles from the sea with a motley assortment of warships and river craft, many of them civil vessels pressed into military service.  Among the Royal Navy craft were:

HMS Ocean (battleship)

HMS Dalhousie (armed merchantman) four 6 pounders

HMS Espiegle (sloop) six 4-inch, two 3-pounders, two Maxims

HMS Odin (sloop) six 4-inch, two 3-pounders, two Maxims

HMS Lawrence (paddle steamer) four 4-inch, four 6-pounders

Comet (steam yacht) one 3-pounder, three Nordenfeldts

Lewis Pelly (small steam yacht) two 3-pounder, one Maxim

Miner (small river steamer) one 12-pounder, one 3-pounder, one Maxim

Shaitan (steam tug) one 12-pounder, one Maxim

Sirdar-I-Naphte (steam tug) one 12-pounder, one Maxim

Mashona (steam tug) one 3-pounder

And assorted paddle steamers including the Mejidieh, Blosse Lynch, Malamir, Sumana, Shihab, Shurur, Salimi, horse boats and lighters.
Securing the Oilfields and the Capture of Basra
As soon as news was received of the bombardment of Odessa, the Force D was ordered to the Shatt-al-Arab with instructions to secure Abadan and its refineries and the pipeline and await the arrival of reinforcements.  The Force arrived off the bar of the Shatt on 3 November and on the 6th, the day after Britain declared war, a mixed force from 16 Brigade led by the Royal Marines from HMS Ocean, landed at Fao and captured the fort where it destroyed the ramparts and threw its guns into the river.  The Force then proceeded up river to Sanniyah, opposite the oil works at Abadan, where on 8 November it landed, a difficult operation in the absence of barges and quays, set up a camp and, beating off a Turkish counter-attack with assistance of the mountain batteries, dug in to await reinforcements.  On 14 November, Lt Gen Barratt arrived with 18 Brigade and the 6th Divisional Troops including X Bde RFA, and orders to march on Basra.  General Barratt ordered General Delamain to secure the next village, Saihan, on 15 November and on 17 November the Force commenced its advance on Basra with an attack on the Turkish positions at Sahil.  Heavy rain had turned the ground to a quagmire, but the enemy rifle fire was inaccurate and with assistance of the mountain batteries, now joined by 63 and 76 Batteries, the Turks were driven out with heavy loss, much of it caused when the Turks left their trenches making themselves a much clearer target.

Preparations were then made to deal with the next Turkish position at Baljaniya, but the victory at Sahil had clearly had a decisive effect on Turkish morale for on 20 November news arrived that the Turks had abandoned Baljaniya and Basra and were retiring on Al-Amara.  18 Brigade embarked on the river craft and arrived at Basra on 21 November where they quickly put a stop to Arab looting.  The main force followed overland, enduring a very wearying march and arrived late on 22 November.  The Division made a ceremonial entry into Basra on 23 November, raising the Union Flag over the principal buildings, accompanied by a salute from the guns of the warships.  Only the field guns were omitted as their guns were too wide for the narrow Basra Streets.  The population received the British with mixed feelings: “although openly they expressed pleasure at our arrival, their misgivings lest the Turks should ultimately return imbued their welcome with caution.” 

General Barratt’s Proclamation to the people of Basra, drafted and read out by Sir Percy Cox, the Political Resident, has a contemporary feel to it and is worth quoting:

“Let it be known to all that the British Government has had many millions of Mahomedan subjects, more than any other power in the world – more even than Turkey.

… The British government has now occupied Basra, but though a state of war with the Ottoman Government still prevails, yet we have no enmity or ill-will against the population, to whom we hope to prove good friends and protectors.  No remnant of Turkish administration now remains in this region.  In place thereof the British flag has been established – under which you will enjoy the benefits of liberty and justice, both in regard to your religious and your secular affairs.

I have given strict orders to my victorious troops that in the execution of the duties entrusted to them, they are to deal with the populace generally with complete consideration and friendliness.  It remains for you yourselves to treat them in the same way.

In conclusion, you are at full liberty to pursue your vocations as usual and your business as before, and it my confident hope that the commerce of Basra will resume its course and prosper even more than in the past.”

It is not surprising that there was much to do clearing up the filth left by the Turks and repairing roads, bridges and jetties.

Qurna
General Barratt was keen to advance on Baghdad at once to take advantage of his success, but the Government ordered him to remain at Basra.  They did, however, agree to an advance to Qurna to consolidate their position and protect the oilfields, maintain momentum and to win over the Arabs.  
The point should be made here that one of the main factors in the way that the campaign developed in Mesopotamia was the need to make a favourable impression on the Arabs.  The Official History puts it sums this up clearly:

“One of the most noticeable features … is the constant repetition of the necessity for Arab co-operation.  The British force in Mesopotamia being only of the strength of one division, the Arabs were as important a factor in 1914 as they had been in 1857, when Sir James Outram had taken a British expedition up the Shatt al Arab to operate against the Persians in Mohammerah.  Then, as in 1914, the Arab inhabitants of the area consisted of warlike and turbulent predatory tribes, nominally Persian or Turkish subjects, but in reality disaffected to both governments.  Then, also, as Outram pointed out, their natural tendencies prevented their remaining idle during the operations, and if he did not invite or accept their friendship he must be prepared to expect their hostility, i.e., his supplies and information would be cut off and his baggage and convoys plundered whenever opportunity offered.”

To make sure the Arabs were in no doubt about British policy, a letter was written to the Arab chiefs:
“You, the Sheikhs of the Arabs, are wise men and will not be misled, but some of your ignorant tribesmen may be.  It is therefore considered expedient to remind you of the following facts, which are patent to all and cannot be denied.

“Great Britain never came into this war willingly.  The war was forced upon her simply by the intrigues of Germany, who for her own purposes incited Turkey to commit repeated acts of hostility towards England, so that she might be involved in war with her.
“Immediately on the arrival of British forces in Shatt-al-Arab we proclaimed that the British Government had no quarrel with the tribes of Iraq and no designs against their religion … and that the British forces would not attack or molest the Arabs, so long as they maintained a neutral attitude.”

Qurna lies at the junction of the old course of the Euphrates and the Tigris and is the reputed site of the Garden of Eden.  It dominates the navigable waters, telegraph line and the rich cultivated lands of the Shatt-al-Arab and covered Persian Arabistan and the oilfelds, and the passage of the Euphrates.  After a reconnaissance by the Navy, General Barratt gave the task of capturing Qurna to 18 Brigade.  The leading battalions of the Brigade, 104 Rifles and 110 Mahratta Light Infantry, left Basra on 3 December in the sloops Odin and Espiegle and the gunboat Lawrence.  On 4 December the battalions landed on the east bank below Qurna and advanced towards the Tigris through the village of Muzereh and the surrounding date plantations.  Although the troops captured the village and reached the bank of the River, they came under effective fire and could not cross, so withdrew at nightfall to their landing point and sent for the rest of the Brigade, including 30, 76 and 82 Batteries.  The attack was repeated on 7 December with the whole of 18 Brigade, but with the same result, except that they only withdrew as far as the village.  That night they sent for a bridging detachment.  On 8 December, while the sloops neutralised the enemy in Qurna and the 7th and 120th Rajputs occupied the plantations opposite, the 110 Mahrattas moved north of the town to select a bridging site while the 104 Rifles moved up the bank to protect the north flank from interference by the Turks at Al Amara.  Halvidar (sergeant) Ghulam of 17 Company Sappers & Miners swam the river at the bridging site with a line and a flying bridge (a form of ferry using the current to drag the boats across) was quickly established by which the rest of the battalion crossed and formed up ready to advance.  The 104th discovered an unattended makhaila (river boat) and crossed further up the river and the two battalions joined up and advanced on the town.  Coming up against the main defences the commanding officers decided it was too late to start an action that would involve a running fight in the plantations and streets at night, so preparations were made to attack next day.  However, cut off from his line of retreat and bombarded by the ships, the Turkish commander, General Subhi Bey, sent out for terms and surrendered next morning with 42 officers and 1000 men, having lost over 1,000 casualties.  Qurna did not impress the troops, as the Official History relates:
“Qurna, according to a popular Mohammedan fiction the site of the Garden of Eden, was a sad disappointment to our men.  A collection of filthy lanes and mud and reed hovels, with a few brick houses, barracks and a customs house, it had been left at far from its best by the Turks.  A disgusted soldier was heard to remark that it would have required no angel with a flaming sword to keep him out of Qurna, and subsequently during the British occupation much sarcasm was expended on its Eden-like qualities.”

General Barratt’s force had now achieved its immediate objectives and secured the oilfields and refinery.

Winter 1914-15

The troops spent an unpleasant and relatively uneventful winter around Basra, with a detachment at Qurna and another at Shaiba to protect Basra from attack from the south and west and to secure the west bank of the Shatt-al-Arab to the sea.  Both were unpleasant spots, standing only a few feet above the surrounding floods and wallowing in mud.  A gun of 63 Bty and two guns of the newly arrived 86 Hy Bty were detached to the Euphrates Blocking Force and deployed on river boats.
Meanwhile the telegraph wires between London, Delhi and Basra were humming as the Governments decided what to do next.  Clearly the Turks would not tolerate the loss of Basra for long and would mount a counter-attack as soon as they were able, so Basra and the oilfields would have to be secured.   There was also a presumption that if the Arabs were to be won over then the British needed to extend their hold over Lower Mesopotamia and give the impression they were here to stay.

In February 1915 information was received that the Turks had left Al-Amara heading for the oilfields at Ahwaz, and that the pipeline had been cut.  To counter this, and to ensure that the Arabs did not turn against the British, General Barratt sent his CRA, Brig Gen Robinson and a force including sections of 23, 76 and 82 Batteries.  General Robinson found a force of Turks and Arabs to the north of Ahwaz, and on 3 March went out to discover more.  He was ambushed and forced into a fighting withdrawal in contact and was lucky to escape with the loss of only two guns.  Lt Staples reported the battle in a letter to his parents:
“Well at 2 am on 3rd March we were marched out, a force of less than 1,000 men all told to make ‘reconnaissance in force’.  We had two field guns and two mountain guns.  About 6 am we got to a place about three miles from the Arab camps and it got light, so we wished them good morning by plumping shells into the camps.  We watched the Arabs with our glasses come buzzing out like a disturbed wasps nest and thought they were going to run away.  We all felt sorry for them when we saw the shells bursting on them – however they didn’t run away but produced green, red and white banners.  Then they proceeded to advance upon us from three sides simultaneously and very rapidly and rifle fire soon started.  We were all ordered to retire, which we proceeded to do …   I never expected to get back to camp as we were being pelted with bullets from never less than three sides all the time and were cruelly outnumbered – two things to my mind saved us – one was the surprising inaccuracy of the Arabs’ fire … the second was that they never had the pluck to push us and cut us all down, which I am sure they could have done …  I never saw anything so absolutely steady as those few men of the Dorsets.  It really was a joy to see them.  The RFA too were grand.”

Meanwhile rumours had started that the Turks were planning a counter offensive: a reconnaissance up the Tigris to Ruta discovered the River blocked and defences firmly held to the south of the town and the Arab tribes at Nasiriyah reported the Turks concentrating for an overland attack on Basra under the command of Colonel Suleiman Askari, and energetic commander who had made his name in Bulgaria and was still recovering from wounds received at Qurna during the winter.  General Barratt set about building up the force at Shaiba, sending five battalions from 16 and 18 Brigades and 10 Brigade RFA under command of Maj Gen Fry, Commander 18 Brigade, as reinforcements.  Supplying the force was difficult, the whole area between Basra and Shaiba being flooded waist deep and with a deep channel half-way across that made wading impossible, and a combination of mules and bellums (shallow draught native boats) travelling on different routes had to be used.

The Indian Government was persuaded to take these threats seriously and to reinforce Indian Expeditionary Force D.  On 17 March 1915 12 Indian Division under Maj Gen George Gorringe started to arrive, with heavy but no field artillery.  The Force was then reorganised into II Indian Corps under the command of Lt Gen Sir John Nixon who arrived on 9 April.  The reinforcements were:
6 Indian Cavalry Brigade (Brig Gen H Kennedy)
7 Lancers
16 Cavalry
S Battery RHA

12 Indian Infantry Division (Maj Gen G F Gorringe)

12 Ind Inf Bde – Brig Gen K E Lean

2 Queens Own Royal West Kents

4 Rajputs

44 Merwara Infantry

90 Punjabis

30 Ind Inf Bde – Maj Gen C J Melliss

24 Punjabis

76 Punjabis

2/7 Gurkhas

33 Ind Inf Bde – Brig Gen R Wapshare

1/ 4 Hampshire

11 Rajputs

66 Punjabis

67 Punjabis

Div Cav

Two sqns 33 Queen Victoria’s Own Light Cavalry (from 6 Div)

Div Arty

86 Hy Bty RGA

104 Hy Bty RGA

1/5 Hants How Bty RFA

Div Engrs

12 Fd Coy Sirmur Imperial Service Coy, Sappers & Miners

12 Div Signal Coy

In detail the artillery reinforcements were:

S Battery RHA (Maj C A Sykes), 6 x 13-pdr

86 Heavy Battery RGA (Maj R P Molesworth) 4 x 4-inch guns (bullock drawn)

104 Heavy Battery RGA (Maj W C R Farmer) 4 x 5-inch guns (bullock drawn)

1/5 (Hants) Howitzer Battery RFA (TF) (Maj H G Thompson) 4 x 5-inch howitzers

Madras Artillery Volunteers (Maj A J Anderson) 12 x 15-pdr BLC.

The 4 and 5-inch guns were special to India equipment dating from before the Boer War and virtually obsolete, as were the 5-inch howitzers.  In addition, 12 x obsolete 15-pdrs manned by the Madras Artillery Volunteers were sent to be used as post guns in fixed defences, of which four guns formed a battery.  Lt Col M H Courtnay was appointed commander heavy artillery

The Battle of Shaiba
The Turkish operations to recapture Basra opened on 31 March 1915.  Having bombarded Qurna as a diversion Suleiman Askari advanced south towards Basra moving west of the flooded area.  On 10 April, cavalry patrols made contact with the enemy and withdrew in the face of superior numbers while the Turks made for Barjisiyeh Wood, four miles to the west of Shaiba.

The British position at Shaiba was laid out in a large semi-circle facing west with its base resting on the edge of the floods.  The defences were an irregular line of trenches, with the Shaiba Fort at its centre, the Kiln Post, a 60 foot-high brick kiln, to the north and the South Salient to the south – you can see from the pictures that these features still survive.  To the north were some houses and beyond that a low ridge, the North Mound – again, you will see that part of the battlefield is now the site of the Shaiba Oil Refinery.  The whole area was flat, open and treeless, save for low scrub, and rose very slightly for two miles to the west to a ridge, the site of the modern Shaiba Logisic Base, beyond which was Barjisiyeh Wood.  The perimeter was three miles long.  The north half of the position was held by 16 Brigade with, from the right, half 117 Mahrattas, 104 Rifles and 119 Infantry, with 2nd Dorsetshires, half 117 Mahrattas and 22 Company Sappers & Miners in reserve.  The south half was held by 18 Brigade with, from the junction with 16 Brigade, 48 Pioneers at Shaiba Fort, 17 Company Sappers & Miners, 120 Rajputs, half 110 Mahratta LI, with half 2nd Norfolks and half 110 Mahratta LI in reserve.  Half 2nd Norfolks were in general reserve with 6 Cavalry Brigade.  10 Brigade RFA was spread out with 63 Battery right, 23 Mountain Battery centre and 76 Battery left and S Battery was with the Cavalry Brigade.
The attack opened at dawn on 12 April with a barrage from their twelve guns, but these were quickly located and all but two silenced by the British batteries, the fire of the two that remained was inaccurate and ineffective.  The brunt of the infantry attack fell on the South Salient, but was driven off by 8 am.  At 9 am a body of Arabs occupied the North Mound from which they mounted several half-hearted attacks that were easily driven off.  There was then a lull, broken only by an attempt to cut off Shaiba from Basra by a flotilla of 30 boats.  At 2 pm the Turkish infantry renewed their attacks against the South Salient, and although driven off, sniper made life difficult especially for the artillery OP.  Major Wheeler led a sally with his squadron of 7 Cavalry, supported by S Battery RHA, which drove off the snipers.  The Turks made further attacks, but they never pressed them home and they were driven off without difficulty.  A further strong attack was made at dusk, and the British searchlight was put out of action, but this attack failed too. The rest of the night was broken by sporadic rifle fire covering attempts to rush the wire, the attacks had fizzled out by 3.30 am next morning.

Meanwhile, the newly arrived 30 Brigade commanded by Maj Gen Melliss was ordered to attack Old Basra to support General Fry.  The boatman had all disappeared on account of the fighting, so the Brigade set off to wade across the floods but made slow progress and when General Fry reported that he could hold his position 30 Brigade was ordered to return to Basra.  As many boats as could be found were assembled and General Melliss and his Brigade and the staff of the 6th Division paddled across to Shaiba in the late afternoon and evening, watched by the population of Basra who had assembled to welcome the Turks.  As the senior General he was to take command, but as the fighting was still going on, he chose not to take command till daylight.

“Nixon decided to send me out with one battalion in canoes.  A large number were collected and by 4 pm I started, you should have seen my fleet!  The men poling and of course awkwardly being new to it.  It was a very scattered fleet, as we drew near Shaiba camp the enemy tried to shell us but it was getting dark and they could not get the range.  About 8 pm I arrived and some of my divisional staff in the leading canoes.  It was quite dark incessant firing going on all around for the enemy was attacking.  We were afraid of being shot by out own side or by the Turk, however we got inside the defences alright, my canoe man being shot in the arm.  Bullets were flying all over the camp, maxims going, star shell rising in the air and falling in blue green lights to show up the enemy.  It was picturesque but unpleasant.”

So too did Bdr Milligan of 76 Battery:

“I was OC’s director man at the time, and I remember the several gun positions for alternate use being prepared and sandbagged.  I remember, too, the Command Post which was a castle-like edifice built up of corn sacks filled with sand, a commodity which was never in short supply.  From the Command Post all features as far as the skyline had been registered and a panorama sketch prepared with the range, angle of sight and the angle from zero line to each recorded upon it.  I remember Kiln Post, North and South Mounds, also the three mud forts, one of which was embraced by the entrenched position the Division occupied.  They reminded me of those garrisoned by the French Foreign Legion.  To the left of our position and some distance from it stood the walled town of Zobeir, with its mosque dome and minaret peeping above the line of its mud walls.  The Sheik of Zobeir was neutral, so the town was full of friendly (?) Arabs.

“The 76th Battery, RFA were on the gun-park, just before dawn on the 12th of April, when the Turks and their Arab Allies launched their attack, and there was a terrific rattle of musketry fire going on when we came into action in the prepared sand bagged position.  After sunrise the friendly Arabs from the town of Zobeir came out and formed an audience to watch the battle, and on a mound only a short distance from the Mud Walls, stood a group of eight Arab horsemen.  Through the Battery telescope I saw that their horses, saddles, and wearing apparel were in a class far above those of the ordinary friendly (?) Arabs; who then were they?  The answer came from a single gun of “S” Battery RHA.  Just one round of shrapnel which burst the correct distance above and in front of this group of horsemen.  There was the usual puff of smoke and the dust raised by the shrapnel bullets hitting the sand, and when it had cleared the group of horsemen had gone, but not far, both horses and riders had “bit the dust” never to rise again on this earth.”

At 7 am next morning 13 April, the Cavalry Brigade attacked the North Mound, but after stiff fighting in which Major Wheeler was killed trying to capture an Arab standard, for which he was awarded the VC, the Brigade withdrew.  Melliss describes this too:
“Chitty (CO 119th) took me to what must have been an old Babylonish tower which stood near his part of the defences.  That tower proved my good friend and was the cause of my good fortune.  The whole situation lay before me, there were thousands of Turks and Arab riflemen on all three sides of us at a distance of ¾ mile and nearer in some places, behind trenches in houses and holding sandy ridges they simply swarmed, and there was the cavalry brigade just moving out!  It was too late I could not stop them.  One cavalry regiment made a gallant charge against a body of the enemy on a sand hill with their standards stuck on the crest.  They drove some of the Arabs before them and got into them with the lance but the fire was too hot on all sides and they had to fall back leaving Major Wheeler and an Indian officer dead on the mound where the standards were, they had ridden most gallantly at it to seize the standards.  The rest of the cavalry brigade were fired into from the flank and had to retire too.  I then sent for General Delamain and ordered him out with three battalions … to attack the mound and the house etc in its vicinity and I got up my CRA (an old friend Colonel Cleeve) on to the mound where we overlooked everything and told him to support the infantry with all the guns.  From there we switched them on to whatever point we wished.  It was as we just pounded them with shells and under cover of it the infantry advanced and captured the enemy’s position and houses with little loss.  The houses were blown up and over 90 dead were found on one mound called the north mound.”

At 1030 am 16 Brigade attacked and captured the mound in a single rush, but this was not followed up as the cavalry were now watering their horses, although S Battery did great execution on the fleeing Arabs.  Turkish attacks on the South Salient during the morning were repulsed with little difficulty.  At noon General Melliss ordered 16 Brigade to sweep round to the west and south of Shaiba to clear the front, and capture the enemy guns that had been abandoned.  The 104th captured a strongly held position and beat off a counter attack, but as the troops in 16 Brigade were now tired and short of ammunition, General Melliss declined to attack the enemy on the South Mound and withdrew the Brigade back to the main encampment where the force spent a quiet night. 

On 14 April the Turks had withdrawn to Barjisiyeh Wood and General Melliss was able to go on to the offensive.  Concerned about the possibility of Turkish forces in Zubair and Old Basra, at 9.30 am he advanced cautiously towards Barjisiyeh Wood – you will see from the picture that scrub might be a better description than wood.  At 12 noon the leading troops crested the ridge where they came under withering rifle and machine gun fire from well concealed positions and were pinned down.  Within an hour they had suffered heavy casualties and made only a limited advance.  Lt H C West of S Battery described the opening moves:

“No sign of the enemy anywhere near us in the morning, though there were a lot of their scallywags hanging about in the distance.  We went out to clear them off – the Cavalry Brigade in front and on the right.  About four miles out we and the cavalry bumped into them as they retired.  We blazed away for some time and the cavalry attacked dismounted.  The mirage was very bad and it was awfully hard to see anything.  After a bit my section was sent up into the firing line.  Never thought we should get into action without losing heavily, but, by great good luck, neither men nor horses were hit.  Lots of their infantry lying down and shooting at us at about 800 or 1,000 yards in front, but couldn’t see anything for the mirage, so loosed a few rounds into space to see what effect that would have.  They have imbibed a wholesome respect for our artillery, and it had the desired effect, for they got up to go in small lines at a time, so blazed away at each line as they got up.  Could see their main body streaking away the other side of a big wood in front of us.  One gun opened on us from the wood; could only see it flashing, but got one of my guns on to it and it stopped at once.”

In the meantime a great infantry battle was going on; our infantry had to attack down an absolutely open glacis leading to the wood against an entrenched enemy whom they could not see, the mirage making things much worse.  They behaved simply splendidly, natives as well as British, and walked solemnly on down this slope under a most murderous fire.  They lost pretty heavily, but went on perfectly steadily.  The field artillery were firing over their heads in one place, where they were only fifty yards from the enemy.  The battery commanders were in an awful funk about hitting our own people.  However, the infantry sent back to say they would rather have their fire and risk a few of our own shells coming into them.  The Turkish rearguard hung on most stubbornly.  With the accurate artillery fire on them, they simply could not get up to go; anyhow, they lay there and fired away till eventually our infantry got right into them.  In their last trench practically every man was killed.  Their rearguard put up a most stubborn fight and enabled the rest to get away, as by the time our infantry had practically wiped it out they were too exhausted to follow up the main body.

General Melliss reinforced and extended the firing line but with no effect.  At 3.30 pm he called for a further effort, with closely coordinated artillery support and all his reserves, but this made little progress.  At 4 pm, hearing that he was running short of ammunition, he sent orders for the battalion at Shaiba to come out with all available carts for the wounded, and started to make preparations for a withdrawal.  But suddenly the tide of the battle turned.  Just as he was preparing to withdraw the Turkish fire slackened and by 4.15 the leading battalions had gained the Turkish trenches.  General Melliss’s anxiety and relief is clear from his letter to his wife:
“The fight lasted from 10.30 to 5 p.m.  I never want to go through the anxiety of some of that time, reports came into me of heavy losses on all sides and doubt if further advance was possible.  I had thrown in my last man into the fight – still it hung very doubtful, I could see through the mirage with difficulty movements of masses beyond the woods, probably the Kurds and Arabs but whether retreating or coming on it was impossible to say.  At last came a time when word came that our gun ammunition was running out!  There was nothing for it but to prepare plans for retiring (can you imagine my feelings!) one of the two regiments left to guard the camp was ordered out and all transport carts also to collect wounded and I sent word to the brigadiers to come to me to receive [orders] about falling back.  When to my joy a report came to me that the Dorsets and others had carried the enemy’s first line of trenches some 900 [yards] in front of the wood and that they were on the run.  Can you imagine how thankful I felt.”

As is Lt West’s:

“In the meantime a great infantry battle was going on; our infantry had to attack down an absolutely open glacis leading to the wood against an entrenched enemy whom they could not see, the mirage making things much worse.  They behaved simply splendidly, natives as well as British, and walked solemnly on down this slope under a most murderous fire.  They lost pretty heavily, but went on perfectly steadily.  The field artillery were firing over their heads in one place, where they were only fifty yards from the enemy.  The battery commanders were in an awful funk about hitting our own people.  However, the infantry sent back to say they would rather have their fire and risk a few of our own shells coming into them.  The Turkish rearguard hung on most stubbornly.  With the accurate artillery fire on them, they simply could not get up to go; anyhow, they lay there and fired away till eventually our infantry got right into them.  In their last trench practically every man was killed.  Their rearguard put up a most stubborn fight and enabled the rest to get away, as by the time our infantry had practically wiped it out they were too exhausted to follow up the main body.”

This sudden reversal of fortune became known as the Miracle of Shaiba.  By 5 pm the Turks had abandoned the position and were fleeing to the north making a fine target for the artillery.  Reluctant to remain away from his base after dark surrounded by marauding Arabs, General Melliss ordered the force to retire to Shaiba. They need not have feared however, for the Arabs, sensing they had backed the wrong side, had turned on their erstwhile allies and harried their retreat mercilessly.  The whole force was back in camp by 8.30 pm, having suffered 1000 casualties, of which 161 were killed.  The mule drivers were especially commended for their bravery in resupplying the infantry under fire.  Suleiman Askari, who had conducted the battle from his sickbed in the Wood, summoned his officers and, cursing their incompetence and the treachery of the Arabs, shot himself rather than see the ruin of his project.  The Turks withdrew in confusion to Khamisiyah then Nasiriyah.

The British were not at first aware of the full extent of their victory at Shaiba, but the battle had a number of decisive results: it had cleared the western approaches to Basra of a dangerous menace, restored the initiative to the British, neutralised the Turks and bought time to decide on the next course of action.  General Nixon had a number of choices: to follow up his success with an advance on Nasiriyah, but he had insufficient river craft, no information and no immediate threat; to advance on Al Amara for which there were again insufficient river craft, but it would secure the oilfields; or to advance on Ahwaz to secure the oilfield and his eastern flank and to reassure the Sheik of Mohammerah, although the heat and desert would make for a difficult campaign.
This last was the most immediate threat and General Nixon ordered General Gorringe and the 12th Division to advance on Ahwaz and drive the Turks out of Arabistan where they had massed 5,000 troops and an equal number of Arab auxiliaries.

Operations in Arabistan
The Turks in Arabistan, under their commander, Dhagistani, had taken no action since early March, but in April began moves that once again threatened the oilfields.  On 22 April 12 Division began its move up the Karun river to join 12 Brigade at Ahwaz, to secure the oil fields and pipeline and to advance on Al Amara, the nearest point on the Tigris and the base from where the Turks threatened Ahwaz.  The Division had concentrated by 28 April at Ahwaz which was even hotter and more unpleasant than Basra.   The Division was allocated all three batteries of X Bde, and S Bty accompanied 6 Cavalry Brigade.

On 27 April the Turks withdraw to Illa on the Karkha River where General Gorringe was keen to bring them to battle before they could cross, but a reconnaissance reveal that the Turks had already crossed and it was not until 9 May that 12 Division had closed on Illa and crossed the river on a flying bridge.  On 13 May General Gorringe commenced his advance on Khafajiya (now Susangerd) in two columns, himself north of the Karkha River with 6 Cavalry Brigade and General Melliss’s 30 Brigade, and General Lean’s 12 Brigade south of the River.  The Division made slow progress on account of the heat and the terrain, but by 16 May was had captured Khafajiya and driven the Turks back to Bisaitin.  Arabistan was now secure and General Nixon ordered Gorringe to return 30 Brigade to Basra while he remained to with 12 Brigade and continue to threaten Al Amara in order to prevent the Turks reinforcing Qurna.  General Gorringe reconnoitred to Bisaitin then on to Umm Chir while the Turks withdrew to Al Amara across near-impassable terrain.  The aims of this short but unpleasant campaign had been achieved, the oilfields and the pipeline were secure and the resolve of the Sheik of Mohammerah strengthened.  Moreover it had prevented the Turks from reinforcing Qurna or Al Amara, which fell to the British on 3 June.

Townshend’s Regatta
While General Gorringe was clearing Arabistan, General Nixon turned his attention to the capture of Al Amara and closing the Turks’ route into Arabistan.  General Barratt had returned sick to India and had been replaced as GOC 6 Division by Major General Charles Townshend, a vain and ambitious man who had made his name in the Sudan in the expedition to relieve Gordon and later under Kitchener at Omdurman, but was best known for being one of the defenders of Chitral on the North-West Frontier in 1895 for which he had been made a CB and acquired his nickname of Chitral Charlie.  He was a keen and perceptive student of military history and an able tactician.  He was also a great lover of the theatre and music hall and an accomplished player of the banjo with which he sometimes entertained his staff.  Townshend arrived on 23 April and was given instructions by Nixon to drive the Turks out of their positions north of Qurna and advance on Al Amara.  He was to do this in late May, once Ahwaz was secure and the necessary river craft returned from the Karun River.

Townshend went straight to Qurna where he found the garrison, 17 Brigade, still wallowing in mud and surrounded by floods.  The Turks were firmly established on a line from Abu Aran through Muzaibila to Ruta, with advanced positions on Norfolk Hill, One Tree Hill, One Tower Hill and the Sandhills.  After a careful study of the ground Townshend concluded that he could not outflank the Turkish positions, and a frontal attack across the floods was equally impossible.  General Nixon suggested that the attack should be made using bellums.  Despite considerable scepticism on the part of Townshend, yet alone his troops, 372 bellums were gathered and the troops practised handling them.  260 were allocated to the infantry battalions and the remainder to the machine guns and mountain artillery who would give direct fire support to the attack while the field and heavy artillery and gunboats supported from the flanks and rear.  A rehearsal was held on 28 May in which the troops, much to their surprise, found they could successfully manoeuvre their unwieldy craft; this greatly improved their confidence.  The attack was set for 31 May, with 17 Brigade as the assault brigade and 16 Brigade following in river craft ready to reinforce or exploit success.  30 Bty were to give direct support to the attack from the bellums, while 1/5 Hants Bty bombarded the Turkish positions, with 86 and 104 Btys which had half their guns on land and half mounted on boats.  Nixon eventually agreed to allocate 63 Bty as well, on its return from Arabistan. 
The attack opened with a night march by 22 Punjabis across the floods towards One Tree Hill, where they waited till Zero Hour.  The artillery bombardment opened at 0500 hrs concentrating on the defensive positions on Norfolk Hill, One Tree Hill, One Tower Hill and the Sandhills.  At 0600 the flotilla set out towards the enemy positions, 103 Mahrattas, 1 Oxford & Bucks LI and 30 Mountain Battery leading and 119 Infantry in depth.  By 0630 22 Punjabis had captured One Tree Hill, and by 0730 the Oxford & Bucks LI had captured Norfolk Hill which had suffered heavily at the hands of the artillery.  Attention now concentrated on One Tower Hill which despite heavy rifle fire was captured with little loss by 0930 and by 1130 the Turkish garrison on Gun Hill surrendered to the approaching 103 Mahrattas.  The heat was now very trying and, having achieved his objectives, Townshend called a halt to operations for the day.

At 4 pm General Townshend issued his orders for the next day, 1 June, which were essentially a repeat of the previous day’s plan.  At 0530 the attack recommenced with artillery bombardment of Abu Aran, to which there was no reply.  As Lt Col Courtnay, commander of the heavy artillery recorded:

“On June 1st, in accordance with orders, we shelled Bahren all we could pump in for half an hour, and for two hours after at a slower rate.  We gunners felt there was nobody there; nor was there.”

The troops advanced cautiously across the floods when an aeroplane scouting ahead dropped a message reporting that Abu Aran, Muzaibilia and Ruta had all been abandoned by the enemy and the Turks were fleeing northwards.  Townshend immediately called the force forward to Abu Aran.  Townshend conferred with Nixon and stated his intention to advance to Ezra’s Tomb, some twenty miles up the River, then joined Captain Nunn on the Espiegle.  At 3 pm the flotilla set off in pursuit of the fleeing Turks, with the Turkish engineer officer who had laid the mines on the forecastle pointing out where they were.  Only a rough chart of the river was available, but they soon caught up with the Turkish river craft, first the Mosul, then the Marmariss, which cast off the lighters full of troops leaving them floundering in the water and pleading to be taken prisoner rather be left to the mercy of the Arabs, and then the sunken Bulbul.  At 8 pm when it was too dark to navigate safely the flotilla anchored for night, having captured over 200 Turks and 3 guns.

The moon rose at 2 am next morning 2 June, giving enough light to continue the pursuit.  The Marmariss was found wrecked and abandoned, and the Mosul surrendered.  Obstacles made the river impassable for the sloops so Townshend and Nunn transferred to the Comet and pressed on with the Shaitan, Sumana, and Lewis Pelly, Captain Nunn urging Townshend on to see what was round the next bend, all the while overtaking disconsolate bands of Turks streaming back to Amara.  Townshend paused at the larger villages demanding that supplies be gathered for the 15,000 men who were following close behind, confident that this would be reported to the Turks.  At 7 pm the flotilla anchored for the night at Qala Salih, twenty miles short of Al Amara.  The pursuit started again next morning 3 June; Townshend had now way outstripped his Division and was becoming increasingly concerned that he was isolated in the middle of enemy territory with almost no protection, and insisted on pausing twelve miles short of Al Amara.  But encouraged by Captain Nunn, at 9.45 am he advanced cautiously to within three miles of Amara where they saw a pontoon bridge and a steamer loading troops.  The Shaitan shot ahead, burst through the bridge and took the surrender of 1,000 Turks and ordered them to march back to Al Amara where they “sat by a coffee shop until time could be found to take them into custody”.  At 1.30 pm Townshend arrived and took the surrender of the Governor and Commandant.  The prisoners, which now included the force from Arabistan, were secured on lighters and in the barracks.  The 41 members of the British force spent an anxious night lest the Turks realised how few their numbers were.  At 6.30 am next morning 4 June, just as the Turks were beginning to realise how small the force holding them captive was, the leading companies of the Norfolks arrived to secure the town and its prisoners, to Townshend’s immense relief:
“… Three shells burst quite close to me standing by the guns, but I came to no harm, and you may believe me when I say how much I enjoyed the whole thing – my first battle in command of a large force of troops and war vessels …  About forty to fifty Turkish officers, including their general, surrendered and gave up their swords and arms to myself and twenty-two men, and I wondered why they did not fall upon me and kill me.  I gave them an awful telling off in French for not having men’s rations and biscuits in their stores at Amara, because I said: ‘Here are all my troops arriving and I am short of food,’ and I called them a lot of lazy Turks for not having proper food management.  You never saw such a scene as I made – and my language!  All acted, for not a soldier could arrive for nearly two days, and I was in a nice hole if they found out! ... In the morning just as they all found out I had no one with me, the first transport with the Norfolk Regiment steamed in.  There was great cheering, and then I laid down and slept…”

There can be no doubt that the forcing of the Ruta position, the 86 mile pursuit up the Tigris and the capture of Al Amara was a brilliant operation, involving dash, enterprise, initiative, bluff, luck, close cooperation between the Army and the Royal Navy and the observance of sound military principle in following up a disorganised enemy and allowing him no time to regroup, all for the loss of 4 killed and 21 wounded.  Turkish casualties were 250 killed and 1,773 and 12 guns captured, three river vessels destroyed and four captured.  The whole episode became known as Townshend’s Regatta and earned Townshend the complete confidence of his troops, as he himself wrote to his wife:
“They say such a rapid, hard-hitting pursuit after a victory has hardly a parallel.  Eighty miles without stopping, and I was so excited and never going to sleep and so determined to destroy all the Turks that I ate nothing.  They used to bring me a biscuit and a cup of tea.  I took all their guns but two.  My constant watchword was: ‘Smite them hip and thigh – the sword of the Lord and Gideon!’  I am sure no bloodhound ever followed up his man fugitive with more tenacity … I only wanted my chance!  You should have seen the British and Indian soldiers cheering me as I stood on the Comet.  I must have the gift of making men (I mean soldier men) love me and follow me.  I have only known the 6th Division for six months, and they’d storm the gates of hell if I told them to…

The Capture of Nasiriyah
With Al Amara now secured by 6 Division and Ahwaz held by 33 Brigade, General Nixon only had to capture Nasiriyah at the south end of the Shatt al Hai to complete his objective of establishing British control in the Basra vilayet.  He still aspired to occupy Kut, at the north end of the Shatt-al-Hai, from where he could control both the Tigris and the Shatt-al-Hai and the approaches to Basra along the Tigris and Euphrates, but without reinforcements and government approval this was for the time being beyond his capabilities.  However there were still Turkish forces at Nasiriyah and General Nixon gave the task of defeating them and capturing Nasiriyah to General Gorringe and 12 Division, now returned from Arabistan, supported by 30 Mountain, 63 Field and 86 Heavy Batteries and Captain Nunn’s naval forces.  General Nixon also sought to win over the powerful Muntafik tribe who dominated the Lower Euphrates.

On 23 June General Nixon issued orders to Gorringe to open the route through the Hammar Lake and the Euphrates River, and to occupy Suq ash Shuyukh and Nasiriyah.  The only practical access to Nasiriyah was by the Old Channel of the Euphrates from Qurna across Hammar Lake and up the Akaika Channel to the point where it joined the main channel of the Euphrates.  The Akaika Channel was dammed with a pre-war irrigation dam.  The water levels were now falling, which was to make the passage of the rivers and lakes increasingly difficult.

On 26 June General Melliss’s 30 Brigade and Divisional troops assembled at Qurna, while the naval flotilla assembled at Kubaish: the Odin, Espiegle and Miner, which could only operate as far as Kubaish, and the Sumana, Shushan, Mahoudi and Muzaffair and two horse boats with 4.7” guns.  The troops embarked in the Blosse Lynch, Meddejieh and Malamir and assorted tugs and barges.  On 27 June the force crossed the Hammar Lake to the entrance to the Akaika Channel and reached the dam where a few shots drove off the defending Turkish gunboat.  Next day the dam was blown and the channel widened and the craft passed through the gap, with considerable difficulty against the current.  On 30 June Melliss and Nunn pushed forward to locate the Turks’ positions, guns and river mines.  On 4 July the advance on the main Turkish position at the junction of the Akiaka Channel and the River commenced.  On 5 July 30 Brigade advanced with half the brigade each side of the Channel.  The force south of the Channel made slow progress so transferred to the northern side, closed with the Euphrates and crossed further up between the Turks and Nasiriyah, upon which the Turks surrendered and the Arabs fled.  On 6 July Captain Nunn and his flotilla, stopping only to accept the surrender of Suq ash Shuyukh, pursued the Turks as far as the next Turkish position at Asani, ten miles short of Nasiriyah.

The Turkish position above the Asani Bend was a strong one, with entrenchments on both banks, both protected by creeks.  A detailed recce on 7 July established that a frontal attack would be difficult and an outflanking attack would be equally difficult.  The Force therefore landed and set up a base on the Asani Bend.  General Gorringe now had only 1900 fit troops, and needed to finish the campaign quickly as the water levels in the rivers were falling and the flotilla was required once more in the Karun River.  He sent for reinforcements while he carried out probing attacks to discover the extent of the Turkish position, which was held by 6,000 troops with 10 guns.  12 Brigade arrived between 11 and 13 July and took over the positions of 30 Brigade, and beat off a Turkish spoiling attack.  General Gorringe’s plan was to seize the Sandhills and Zukhair, then attack on both banks, 12 Brigade right, 30 Brigade left.  However, the attack on 14 July was a failure; Zukhair was successfully taken, but the attack by 24 Punjabis from the Sandhills was beaten off with heavy loss, as Melliss recorded:

“On the 14th my Brigade was detailed to make turning movement through the marshes against the enemy’s right in order to seize a sort of island from which we could take the Turkish position in rear by gun and rifle fire, of course the movement had to be carried out with the men in native canoes (called Bellums) which hold about ten men and are poled or paddled through the marshes which vary in depth from 2 to 4½ feet and sometimes of water with clay and mud at bottom.  I had made my arrangements to carry this out when the GOC (Gorringe) changed the plan and said he would prefer the movement to be carried out by one battalion only and detached the 24th Punjabis for it supported by four guns of the mountain battery.  Alas with disastrous results - the 24th by canoeing through the night arrived by dawn some 1000 yards from the island in the marshes and proceeded to advance against it on foot through the mud and water of the marshes, all went pretty well (although men were exhausted with the heavy wading) until they got within 200 yards of the island when their attack was blasted by hot fire from trenches held by the Turks, our poor fellows were shot down right and left trying to charge the position.”

General Gorringe then sent for further reinforcements in the form of 18 Brigade which arrived on 20 July after a trying journey through the falling water levels.  Gorringe’s second attack, on 24 July, again involved parallel attacks on both banks, supplemented by the Navy towing an armoured bridge into position on the Madanina Creek.  This was successful and by 10 am the Turks were streaming back to the depth position at Sadanwiyah. 18 Brigade followed in the river boats and under the cover of heavy gunfire from the flotilla had bounced the Turks out of the Sadanwiyah position by 4 pm.  Captain Nunn advanced as far as Nasiriyah, but waited till next day to accept the invitation of the Arabs to occupy the town.

With that the campaign in lower Mesopotamia was almost over, these last actions costing 104 killed and 429 wounded.  Gen Nixon was generous in his praise in his dispatches:

“I cannot praise too highly the skill and determination with which General Gorringe conducted the task assigned to him – nor the gallant and devoted manner in which the troops under his command responded to the strenuous calls which were made upon them.

Seldom, if ever, have our troops been called upon to campaign in more trying heat than they have experienced this summer in the marshy plains of Mesopotamia …

Nor can I fail to express my deep appreciation of the valuable and whole-hearted cooperation of the Royal Navy … It was in a great measure due to their excellent work that these amphibious operations were brought to so successful conclusion.”

To which the King replied:

“The splendid achievements of General Gorringe’s column in spite of many hardships and the intense heat fills me with admiration.”

The campaign to secure the Basra Vilayet was thus brought to a successful conclusion.  The Turks had been driven out and the oilfields and refineries had been secured, a serious counter attack had been beaten off, and the places whence threats to the infrastructure could be mounted had also been secured.

Conclusion
The troops spent a long, hot and uncomfortable summer of inactivity.  With the Turks engaged in Gallipoli and Anatolia, General Nixon ordered the advance on Kut to start on 11 September, despite there being no prospect of reinforcement.  The Turkish defences at Es Sinn were outflanked by a skilful manoeuvre by Townshend and Kut fell to the British on 29 September.  General Nixon would have been justified in maintaining his position there, but he was an ambitious man and with the Turks apparently on the run, the prospect of capturing Baghdad became irresistible.  But that, as they say, is another story.

Thus ended the opening phase of what was to become the most heartbreaking and difficult campaign fought by the British in the First World War, a campaign that General Gorringe pithily described:

“It was believed to be a sideshow and no man’s child”

Questions

Mr Reynard:     Is there any connection between the Bellum as the Arabic word for boat and the Latin word for war, and what was a Nordenfeldt?

Speaker:     That the Arabic word Bellum meaning boat is the same as the Latin word meaning war is coincidental. A Nordenfeldt is a type of machine gun similar to a Gatling; it was mounted on some of the converted warships.

Mr Healey:     Was oil still being pumped during the operations in Lower Mesopotamia?

Speaker:     Most of the time, yes.  The main disruption was in April 1915 when the Turks advanced on the oilfields in Arabistan and the Arabs who were being paid to protect the oil supplies started to disrupt them instead.  The British operations there in April, May and June were the response to this interruption of supplies, which were then restored. 

Brig Timbers:     What was the proportion of those who died of sickness compared to those killed by enemy action?

Speaker:     I don’t have an exact breakdown of the casualties for the Campaign as a whole, but the total killed in the campaign was 50,000 of whom 40,000 are recorded on the Basra Memorial to the Missing.  There is no doubt that many died of sickness rather than enemy action, especially during the operations to relieve Kut.  Many of those on the Basra Memorial died in captivity in Anatolia, mostly of neglect. 

Col Jefferson:     Did the British make any study of the Arabs, as we attempt to do now?

Speaker:     There was less emphasis placed on passing an understanding of or sympathy for the Arabs down to the soldiers than there is today, but long experience of colonial expeditions, not least on the North-West Frontier, had taught the senior officers the importance of understanding the indigenous population.  Indian Expeditionary Force D was accompanied by Sir Percy Cox as political officer, and Major Shakespeare who had extensive knowledge of the Arab tribes at the Head of the Persian Gulf, although he died early in the campaign.

Brigadier Timbers thanked Lt Col Townend for his presentation which he considered to be a tour de force, a fascinating lecture on a subject that Lt Col Townend clearly knew well, but was made even more interesting by his having visited the scene of the actions he described, and being about a place that was constantly in the news today.  He admitted that the presentation described a campaign about which that he hitherto had known very little but he was now enthused to find out more and hoped that a future lecture might cover the rest of the campaign in Mesopotamia and even the operations in the Second World War.

The Meeting finished at 12.45 pm and the members moved to the RA Mess for lunch.
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