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ABSTRACT

PARALLEL CAMPAIGNS: THE BRITISH IN MESOPOTAMIA, 1914-1920 AND
THE UNITED STATES IN IRAQ, 2003-2004, by Major Michael Andrew Kappelmann,
152 pages.

The Mesopotamia Campaign of World War | and Operation Iraqi Freedom of the Global
War on Terrorism took place on the same geographic and human terrain. Though
separated by nearly a century, a significant number of points of comparison are evident,
particularly with regard to strategic and operational missteps. In both cases Western
armies successfully invaded and occupied the present-day region of Iraq, and both armies
suffered the effects of difficult insurgencies in the wake of their conventional campaigns.
This thesis explores parallel mistakes committed by the political and military leadership
of each operation in order to determine what aspects of the Mesopotamia Campaign
might have provided useful precedents to the planners of Operation Iraqi Freedom. These
comparable operations suggest an argument for studying history during the formulation
of strategy and the design of supporting campaigns. If the American leadership had
closely examined the earlier British encounter in Iraq, then it may have been able to avoid
repeating some of that operation’s costly and deadly aspects.
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CHAPTER 1

ARMIES OF LIBERATION

Our armies do not come into your cities and lands as conquerors or enemies, but
as liberators. Since the days of Halaka, your city and your lands have been subject
to the tyranny of strangers, your palaces have fallen into ruins, your gardens have
sunk in desolation, and your forefathers and you have groaned in bondage. Your
sons have been carried off to wars not of your seeking; your wealth has been
stripped from you by unjust men and squandered in distant places.*

—Lieutenant General Sir Stanley Maude, The Proclamation of Baghdad

In a free Iraq, there will be no more wars of aggression against your neighbors, no
more poison factories, no more executions of dissidents, no more torture
chambers and rape rooms. The tyrant will soon be gone. The day of your
liberation is near.’

—President George W. Bush, “War Ultimatum Speech”

The above quotations reflect the narratives of two Western campaigns, separated

by nearly a century but executed on almost the same physical and human terrain. The

British, during the Mesopotamian Campaign, and the American-led coalition of

Operation Iragi Freedom (OIF) both portrayed themselves as armies of liberation and

expected the gratitude and cooperation of the Iraqi people. However, in each case those

people greeted their occupiers with distrust and eventually outright hostility. Deadly

insurgencies erupted, and for both Western militaries, winning the peace proved costly

and difficult. During the initial phases of OIF, | was a lieutenant, serving at the tactical

level of war, and | had no role in planning the campaign. However, | was as guilty as any

strategic or operational planner of having glowing assumptions about how the Iraqgis

would receive us. Two personal stories account for how I came to acknowledge this.



August 2003: Valley of Peace

I was a UH-1N Huey utility helicopter pilot with | Marine Expeditionary Force
(MEF) during the invasion and initial stability phases of OIF.® On 21 August 2003, | was
a copilot in a section of two UH-1Ns in support of 1st Battalion, 7th Marines (1/7), which
had responsibility for security at the Shi’a holy city of Najaf.* | remember the date
because insurgents in Baghdad had bombed the UN Headquarters two days before.> We
had landed at one of 1/7’s forward operating bases (and picked up an infantry lieutenant
whom we were to fly on reconnaissance of key terrain in the city and a large ammunition
supply point (ASP) that lay out in the desert to the west. By Iraqi standards, most of
Najaf appeared modern from the air, with multi-storied buildings and streets at right
angles to one another. The southwest portion was the Old City, situated on a ridgeline
overlooking a dry lake bed. It was walled and designed roughly in concentric circles, at
the heart of which was the golden-domed Imam Ali Mosque, the third holiest site in the
world for the followers of Shi’a Islam.® Sprawling to the north of the Old City was the
Wadi al-Salaam, or “Valley of Peace,” one of the largest cemeteries in the world and

final resting place for millions of Shi’a Muslims.’



Figure 1. Surface View of the Wadi al-Salaam from the North
Source: NBC News, “Iraq’s Valley of Peace,” 10 July 2007, http://worldblog.nbcnews.

com/_nv/more/section/archive?date= 2007/7 (accessed 13 January 2013). The Old city
and Imam Ali Mosque are pictured in the right background.

The lieutenant on board was apprising us of the situation in Najaf. Spanish and
Central American forces would be arriving soon to relieve the Marines in this city. The
problem 1/7 faced for its remaining time was mostly criminal element, in particular
scrappers who would raid the ASP for metal and explosives. The latest bombing in
Baghdad had some intelligence analysts concerned that Shi’a criminals were selling such
materials to Sunni insurgents, who were in turn manufacturing improvised explosive
devices (IEDs) with which to attack the coalition. Such attacks had not been occurring
regularly in the Shi’a areas of Iraq, where the Marines were assigned security, but they
were increasing in Sunni Arab areas: mainly the Baghdad, Anbar, and Diyala Provinces.

ASPs, such as the one west of Najaf, were all across Iraq, and the coalition simply did not



have the manpower to provide adequate security. This was why 1/7 had requested
aviation support.

Our section was crossing north of the Old City, above the Wadi al-Salaam, when
a pilot in the other aircraft made a radio report, something about a man waving a flag.
The pilot-in-command, our section leader, acknowledged him, but I ignored it and
continued to listen to the lieutenant. The flight out to the ASP took about five minutes. It
was huge, easily two square miles across, with hundreds of bunkers stocked with all
manner of ordnance and no security except at the front gate. At one point we spotted a
couple of civilian cars driving away from the north boundary, well away from any roads.
The lieutenant called in the position and a description of the vehicles for a ground patrol
to intercept them, but the rules of engagement did not allow us to take further action.

Later, during our section debrief at Kut, the pilot-in-command of the other
helicopter again brought up what he had seen in the Old City. A man of military age was
standing on the roof of a two-story building, looking up at our flight while waving a
green flag attached to a pole that was approximately eight-feet long. He appeared to be
intently signaling to others about us, perhaps the direction of our flight or the mere fact
that we were on station.® The section leader listened, but I expressed doubts based on
assumptions that fit my narrative; I did this despite the fact that | was a junior copilot and
had not even observed the event in question. The truth as | knew it was this: Unlike the
Sunni, who lost political power when the coalition overthrew the Ba’athist regime of
Saddam Hussein, the Shi’a Arabs were grateful to us for liberating them. Najaf was a

Shi’a city. Therefore, whatever it was meant nothing. The other pilot was annoyed at my



condescending tone and evenly reminded me that | had not seen it. I do not know if the
section leader reported our flight’s observations to the intelligence cell.

Six days later, a major bombing occurred at the gates of the Imam Ali Mosque,
killing the Shi’a leader, Ayatollah Mohammad Bagqir al-Hakim, and 123 others at the end
of afternoon prayers.? It was the deadliest single attack on civilians since OIF began in
March. In the days that followed, Shi’a militias formed and took responsibility for
security at holy sites, and the coalition delayed the transfer of authority from 1/7 to the
Spanish and Central American forces until 23 September.'® Along with 1/7, my squadron
departed Irag soon after that. We were among the last Marines to leave, and most of us
assumed that the Marines’ role in OIF was at an end. Over the next months, Shi’a Arabs,
under the leadership of cleric Mugtada al-Sadr, grew progressively dissatisfied with the
Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) and became increasingly violent. By the spring of
2004, the coalition was facing a full-scale rebellion, involving not only former Ba’athists,

but also factions of al-Qaeda and the Shi’a Jaysh al-Mahdi (JAM)** led by al-Sadr.

August 2004: Valley of War

One year and a few days after my first flight around Najaf, | was again over the
Wadi al-Salaam. I had returned to Iraq the previous month. This time however, the
circumstances and human terrain were vastly different. The “Valley of Peace” was an
ironic name for the site of the most intense battle in which | have ever personally
participated.'” The JAM had seized control of the Old City and most of the cemetery,
turning mausoleums into stone fortresses. The 11th Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU),

reinforced by U.S. Army 1-5 and 2-7 Cavalry, had been clearing the cemetery from north



to south over the past few weeks, had penetrated the Old City, and was closing in on the

final JAM positions in the Imam Ali Mosque.

Figure 2. Aerial View of Rotary Wing Close Air Support in the Wadi al-Salaam

Source: This photograph was captured by Major Glen Butler, USMC, from a UH-1N
flying on the wing of the pictured AH-1W. See Francis X. Kozlowski, U.S. Marines in
Battle: An-Najaf, August 2004, U.S. Marine Corps History Division, http://www.marines.
mil/Portals/59/Publications/U.S.%20Marines%20in%20Battle_An-Najaf%20%20PCN%
2010600000600_1.pdf (accessed 17 January 2013), 27. An AH-1W over the Wadi al-
Salaam striking an enemy mortar position in a fortified mausoleum with a TOW missile.
The golden dome of the Imam Ali Mosque is visible in the background.

On that morning, | was in a section with an AH-1W Cobra attack helicopter in
support of elements of 1-5 who were engaged with enemy fighters in a building adjacent
to the Imam Ali Mosque.™ Close air support in the urban environment is terribly

unforgiving of error, and this was a particularly stressful attack for me: U.S. soldiers were



just to the left of the target, and the mosque, which was not to be damaged under any
circumstances, was to its right. The battlefield geometry was so tight at this point in the
battle that the 11th MEU was no longer firing its organic artillery. Furthermore, rockets
fired from a UH-1N can be notoriously inaccurate, and despite much practice over the
last few weeks | was not very confident in my ability to strike a target in this
environment. For those reasons, | had been deliberately holding on to the seven rockets |
had on board. The crew chiefs continued to engage the JAM with their door guns.
However, at this point in the mission, the AH-1W had expended its load of rockets and
missiles, and the soldier controlling us over the radio was shouting above the sound of
gunfire and explosions for whatever support we could still give to aid his maneuver. Our
relief section was not yet on station.

Following the lead AH-1W, which was shooting its remaining 20mm ammunition
to cover our approach, | maneuvered the aircraft into a steep attack dive. The sky filled
with red and green tracers in the direction of our flight, but my thoughts were only of
how I could not afford to miss, as | had many times during training. When the rockets hit
the target building, | had the feeling of a kid used to dropping passes who had just caught
a game-winning touchdown. I was so fixated on watching the impacts that my copilot had
to remind me to pull off from the target. Later | learned that 1-5 successfully seized the

building.



Figure 3. Surface View of Rotary Wing Close Air Support in Najaf
Source: China Daily News, “Militants Kidnap Iranian Diplomat in Irag,” 8 August 2004,
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2004-08/09/content_363323.htm (accessed 15
January 2013). A UH-1N fires 2.75” high-explosive rockets in Najaf, covering the pull-

off of the lead AH-1W (below). These fires are in support of elements of Battalion
Landing Team (BLT) 1/4, 11th MEU, on 8 August 2004.

That was the last day of the battle. The final assault on the mosque, to be led by
nascent elements of Iragi security forces, was in the final stages of preparation, but
Ayatolla Ali al-Sistani, who had been in London for medical treatment, returned and
negotiated a cease fire before this was necessary.**

A few months after this battle, | first learned of the Mesopotamian Campaign
from World War I. | was studying Iraqi Arabic and came across the name of General
Stanley Maude in one of the practice sentences. | researched Maude and the role Britain
played in the creation of the modern Iraqi state. | was struck by parallels between the two
campaigns. In addition to taking place on the same ground, both operations were

launched in support of larger war efforts: World War 1 in the case of the British and the

8



Global War on Terror (GWOT) for the Americans. However, both campaigns arguably
served as distractions from these larger war efforts, diverting critical personnel and
resources away from what was (or perhaps should have been) the national objectives. The
campaigns themselves arguably suffered from a lack of resources and manpower,
suggesting a false sense of urgency by political and military planners. Further, as
discussed above, planners appear to have assumed that the population would not object to
and would even welcome foreign occupation and governance. In each case, agitation and
insurgency began to fester soon in the aftermath, followed by large-scale rebellions in
1920 and 2004, respectively.

Of course, parallels are not difficult to identify in retrospect and are not
necessarily useful in and of themselves to the military planner. These remarkable
similarities however, seem to suggest a lack of historical understanding at the strategic
and operational levels prior to OIF. Failure to study regional histories until after the fact
has become a part of the American way of war almost to the point of cliché. The Chinese
entry into the Korean War is such an example. Even the briefest survey of Korean
military history would have revealed that the Chinese have always intervened in Korean
conflicts whenever a foreign power approached the Yalu River, such as they did against
the Japanese in 1592.%°

In the case of Iraq, | believe a study of the British experiences would have aided
coalition political leaders and military planners in avoiding what now seem to be obvious
mistakes. For myself, | often think back to my first flight over Najaf in August 2003 and
the man our flight spotted waving a flag. It may have meant nothing. However, | might
not have been so quick to dismiss the possibility of a Shi’a uprising if | had understood

9



that it had happened before under very similar circumstances. Personnel at all levels may
have paid more attention to such details that could have given us indications and
warnings of such a rebellion brewing in our midst. As much as my experiences in Najaf
shaped me personally and professionally, the Army and Marine Corps efforts and losses
during the rebellion of 2004 might have been unnecessary if we had only been more
prepared.

The purpose of this thesis is to examine what factors of the British experience
could have aided the planners of OIF in their design of the campaign and post-war
administration. Chapter 2 summarizes the British experience in Iraq during the
conventional campaign of 1914-1918. Chapter 3 describes events from the end of World
War | to the investiture of King Feisal in 1921, focusing on the rise and suppression of
the 1920 revolt. Chapter 4 summarizes elements of OIF from the conventional campaign
of 2003 to the end of the Iraqi national uprising in June 2004. Finally, chapter 5 analyzes
in detail those key parallels of strategic and operational importance, including erroneous
assumptions about the good will and long-term gratitude of the Iragi people toward

foreign invaders.

Historiography

Several good books are available on the World War | Mesopotamian Campaign.
A. J. Barker’s work, The First Iraq War, is a comprehensive examination of military
aspects of the campaign.*® It gives detailed accounts on orders of battle, maneuvers, and
tactical results. Charles Townshend’s Desert Hell covers the same subject area but
focuses more on the strategic and political issues governing the campaign and its

aftermath.'” Kut 1916 by Patrick Crowley describes in more detail the military events
10



between November 1914 when British forces first invaded Mesopotamia and April 1916
when the 6th (Poona) Division of the British Indian Army surrendered to Ottoman forces
at Kut. This thesis draws from all three secondary sources. Primary sources include a
report by Gertrude Bell to London on the background of the conventional campaign and
state of the administration.®

Fewer sources are available on the 1920 revolt against the British. Desert Hell has
a chapter on the rebellion and two more on British actions to establish a semi-
independent monarchy and functional Iraqi army. Bell’s report discusses some of the
underlying issues at the end of World War | and early outbreaks of violence. General Sir
Aylmer Haldane’s book, The Insurrection in Mesopotamia is well researched in terms of
facts, figures, and dates. It provides the primary account from the British military
perspective. A Clash of Loyalties by Sir Arnold Wilson does much the same from the
point of view of the British civil administration. This thesis also borrows heavily from
journal articles, such as Amal Vinogradov’s “The 1920 Revolt in Iraq Reconsidered.”?
Toby Dodge’s Inventing Iraq is important for comprehension of the nature and evolution
of Britain’s mandate system in Irag.* Finally, Ibrahim al-Marashi and Sammy Salama
wrote Iraq’s Armed Forces,? which is necessary reading to understand the creation of a
national army in Iraq following the rebellion; how the armed forces evolved from a
colonial force that served at the pleasure of the British, to a totalitarian-penetration model
that served at the pleasure of Hussein; and, importantly, OIF from the perspective of the
Iragi military leadership.

The subject matter of OIF has no shortage of books about the conventional
campaign and the long insurgency that followed. This thesis primarily draws from Cobra

11



I1 by Michael Gordon and Bernard Trainor on matters related to the conventional
campaign and its immediate aftermath.?® Fiasco by Tom Ricks provides insight into early
failures of the CPA and Combined Joint Task Force Seven (CJTF-7) that contributed to
the 2004 uprising.?* Where possible, this thesis draws directly from primary sources,
such as the National Security Strategy, legislative acts, United Nations (UN) Security

Council resolutions, CPA orders, and reports to the U.S. Congress.

Yportion of General Maude’s proclamation to the inhabitants of Baghdad shortly
after its occupation by Commonwealth forces. Lieutenant General Sir Stanley Maude,
The Proclamation of Baghdad, World War | Document Archive, 19 March 1917,
http://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/The_Proclamation_of Baghdad (accessed 5 January
2013).

%portion of President Bush’s war ultimatum speech directed at the Iragi people.
President George W. Bush, “A Transcript of George Bush's War Ultimatum Speech from
the Cross Hall in the White House,” The Guardian, 17 March 2003, http://www.guardian.
co.uk/world/ 2003/mar/18/usa.iraq (accessed 5 January 2013).

%The UH-1N is a utility helicopter employed by the Marine Corps in a variety of
roles. During the invasion phase (March-April 2003), its missions mostly consisted of
aerial reconnaissance and light lift in support of regimental, division, and MEF
headquarters. During the follow-on stability phases, its primary task was close air
support, usually while paired up with an AH-1W attack helicopter. For a detailed
discussion of UH-1N capabilities and limitations, see U.S. Navy Naval Air Systems
Command (NAVAIR), NAVAIR 01-110HCE-1, NATOPS Flight Manual, Navy Model
UH/HH-1N Helicopter (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1 April 2001);
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CHAPTER 2

THE MESOPOTAMIAN CAMPAIGN

One of the unanticipated consequences of World War | was the creation of the
state of Iraq, more or less along its present borders. The Ottoman Empire, as it existed on
the eve of war in 1914, consisted of present-day Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan,
Iraq, and portions of the Caucasus and Arabian Peninsula. The area we now call Irag was
three provinces, or vilayets, of the Empire: Basra, Baghdad, and Mosul. The British in
those days referred to the region by its ancient Greek name, Mesopotamia, or “land
between the rivers.” The British political and military leadership established early
campaign objectives designed to support the overall strategic goals of the Great War.

This chapter summarizes the conventional campaign that captured Iraq between
1914 and 1918. The Ottoman Empire began the war as a neutral power, but the British
proceeded with the assumption that the Ottomans would inevitably join the Central
Powers and treated them with some measure of hostility. This combined with German
financial incentives and common goals persuaded the Ottomans to join the Central
Powers in November 1914. The British responded almost immediately by seizing most of
the Ottoman territory in the vicinity of Basra in order to protect their petroleum resources
in the Persian Gulf. The relative ease of this operation as well as setbacks in other
theaters encouraged an ill-advised and under-resourced expedition toward Baghdad that
resulted in the defeat and capture of an entire division in 1916. In the wake of this
disaster, the British regrouped and successfully captured Baghdad the following year,

then advanced as far as Mosul before an armistice went into effect in late 1918.
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Ottoman Entry into the Great War

The Ottoman Empire chose to formally join with the Central Powers in November
1914; two months after hostilities had begun in Europe, as a consequence of both German
entreaties and provocative actions by the British. The Ottoman and German Empires had
been building economic and military ties in the years before entering into a military
alliance. In the early period of his rule, Kaiser Wilhelm |1 visited the Ottoman Empire,
established a trade agreement, and set up a German syndicate to build railroads.* Also,
for years Germany had been selling modern weaponry to the Ottomans and providing
them with army advisors, including a renewed military mission in the spring of 1913.
The Triple Entente powers viewed the Ottoman-German relationship with suspicion.
Russia for its part had designs on the Dardanelles and other Ottoman territories, and
Britain felt it was being pushed out as the traditional protector of Ottoman integrity, a
role it had held since the Crimean War. Further, British strategic interests, primarily the
Suez Canal and the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC) refinery at Abadan, were
located not far from Ottoman borders.

In the opening days of the war, Britain took the first step in establishing an
acrimonious relationship by confiscating two Ottoman warships being built in British
yards.® The Ottomans had contracted for a battleship, which they called Reshadieh, in
December 1911, and they purchased a second that was already under construction, named
Sultan Osman I, in December 1913. The cost of these ships placed an enormous burden
on the Ottoman treasury, and the government solicited donations from across the Empire
to pay for them. Ottoman crews were scheduled to take control of the ships in August
1914, but war broke out first. First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill ordered the
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ships to be confiscated lest they be used against the British fleet in the days ahead.* He
did this without clear evidence that the Ottomans intended war and understanding full
well it would cause tremendous outrage across their empire. The British made half-
hearted gestures at monetary compensation, but the Ottomans ignored them.

Days later, Ottoman authorities gave sanctuary to two German warships being
pursued by a vastly larger Allied fleet, further supporting the British notion that war with
the Ottoman Empire was inevitable. The battlecruiser Goeben and light cruiser Breslau,
commanded by Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, managed to evade British and French
warships in the Mediterranean Sea and safely docked at the port of Istanbul on 10
August.’ The British protested this as an Ottoman violation of its own neutrality and
deployed warships to both the Eastern Mediterranean and Persian Gulf. In response, the
Ottomans rescinded their maritime agreement with the British on 15 August, absorbed
the German ships and crews into the Ottoman Navy on the 16th, and closed the
Dardanelles to all shipping and began to lay mines at the entrance on the 27th. ® This last
decision would have terrible consequences for Russia, which would be rendered unable
to trade excess foodstuffs for munitions and other strategic materials with its Western

Allies.
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Figure 4. German Warships Goeben and Breslau at the Dardanelles, August 1914
Source: City of Art, “Turkish Battlecruiser Yavuz Sultan Selim,” Cityofart.net,
http://www.cityofart.net/ bship/turc_yavuz.html (accessed 18 March 2013). The German
warships Goeben and Breslau entering the Dardanelles on 10 August 1914. This event

was a significant contributing factor to the entry of the Ottoman Turks into World War |
and the creation of the modern state of Iraq.

Germany increased pressure on the Ottoman Empire to join the Central Powers
following a number of setbacks in Europe. Initially, German interests involved keeping
the Ottomans at a neutral posture for economic reasons as well as a low estimation of the
capabilities of their armed forces.” The Germans and Ottomans signed a secret treaty on 2
August, but it mostly centered on a common defense against Russia, without mention of
the other Allies.® However, German plans for a quick decision in Europe ended with
major defeats in Gallicia and Bukovina in August and at the Marne from 6-10
September.® The Central Powers were then faced with a long war on two fronts, and the

Ottoman ability to tie down British and Russian troops in remote regions from Europe
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suddenly made Ottoman contributions invaluable. Political pressure mounted on a
divided Ottoman government to join the war. On one hand, the strategic aims of the
Central Powers were consistent with Ottoman goals of protecting the Dardanelles and
recovering lost territories in the Caucasus. On the other hand, the Ottoman military,
industry, and treasury were woefully unprepared for a war on this scale.

An Ottoman naval attack on the Russian Black Sea fleet removed the final
decision on war from the politicians. On 19 October, an Ottoman fleet, including Goeben
and Breslau, departed Istanbul under the command of Admiral Souchon, who was now
appointed the senior officer in the Ottoman Navy. Without the permission of the full civil
government, these ships attacked Russian merchant and naval vessels and bombarded the
ports of Sevastopol, Odessa, and Novorossiysk over the next 10 days.*® The non-
interventionists in the Ottoman cabinet were furious, and some resigned in protest.
Despite conciliatory gestures by the Ottoman government, Russia declared war on 2

November with the British and French following suit three days later.

British Initial Victories

From November 1914 to April 1915, British and Indian forces campaigned in
southern Mesopotamia with a small footprint and limited objectives. In the weeks
preceding the declaration of war British leadership recognized that Ottoman forces posed
a potential threat to oil resources in the Persian Gulf. If the APOC refinery at Abadan
Island was captured or the pipeline to it interrupted, then the Royal Navy would be
starved of fuel until another source could be secured. British intelligence received a
number of reports (later discovered to be erroneous) that seemed to confirm this fear,

including a buildup of troops and weapons in the Basra area, and most alarmingly, the
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presence of German advisors.™ As early as mid-September, British naval vessels arrived
off the Shatt al-Arab to patrol the potential sea approaches to Abadan. Further planning
began to put ground combat forces ashore near Basra in order to prevent the Ottomans
from having a port of debarkation from which to seize Abadan and from having a staging
area for ground operations into Persia against the pipeline. On 16 October, the 6th
(Poona) Division of the British Indian Army departed from the port of Bombay (present-
day Mumbai).* Its destination was supposedly France via Suez to join the British
Expeditionary Force on the Western Front. However, once at sea the commander of the
16th Indian Brigade opened sealed orders that diverted his command and the battleship
HMS Ocean to Bahrain in order to be prepared to establish a beachhead in southern
Mesopotamia. The brigade orders were to occupy Abadan Island with the purpose of
securing the APOC refinery, tanks, and pipeline; covering the landing of reinforcements
(the remainder of the 6th Division) should they be required; and assuring the local Arabs
of British support against the Ottoman Turks.*® The commander quickly realized that
from Abadan alone he could not protect the APOC pipeline, which extended over one
hundred miles into mainland Persia. Meeting this objective would require an expedition
inland.

On 6 November, one day after the formal British declaration of war, the
Mesopotamian Campaign began with an amphibious landing on the Al Faw Peninsula.
The advanced element consisted of 600 personnel, including marines from Ocean and a
few light artillery pieces.'* Despite Ottoman forces in the region having upwards of 5,000
men at arms, the British landing was virtually unopposed.* The full 16th Brigade was
ashore by the afternoon of the next day, and with fire support from the shallow-draft gun
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sloop HMS Odin, Fao Fortress, the only source of any resistance, fell to the invaders.*°
Resistance remained light, relative to other fronts, and by 17 November the 6th Division
headquarters was ashore along with the 18th Brigade.'” This task force became known as
Indian Expedition Force “D” (IEF D). Elements advancing toward Basra received a
delegation from the city: the Ottoman defenders had fled, and the city of 60,000 was
erupting in chaos and looting. IEF D marched unopposed into Basra on the 21st and
received its formal surrender two days later.*® Thus far, the campaign had exceeded

expectations in London and India.
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Figure 5. Cadmus-class Gun Sloop HMS Odin

Source: Cranston Fine Arts, “Cadmus,” Worldnavalships.com, http://www.worldnaval
ships.com/cadmus.htm (accessed 19 March 2013). HMS Odin, a Cadmus-class gun
sloop. Odin provided decisive fires that allowed the 16th Brigade to capture Fao Fortress
and establish a beachhead, the waters of the Shatt al-Arab being too shallow for heavier
warships, such as HMS Ocean. River boats played a critical role in the Mesopotamian
Campaign by facilitating assault, fire, logistical, and communications support to the
Army.

Two days after the fall of Basra, with serious resistance yet to materialize, IEF D
advanced on Qurna, the last remaining threat to its position in southern Mesopotamia.
Approximately 50 nautical miles to the north of Basra, Qurna sat on the Shatt al-Arab at
the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. The Ottomans had gathered their
fleeing forces there to build up for a counterattack. The British moved two battalions up
river in four troop ships, supported by two gun sloops and three armed launches. Under
the cover of fire support provided by the boats, the battalions were able to land, maneuver

around the Ottoman garrison, and cut it off from its primary line of communication up the
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Tigris. On 19 December, the entire Ottoman force, 42 officers and almost 1,000 men,
surrendered and marched into British captivity.'® The most likely avenue of approach to
Basra was now protected.

With Qurna and Basra in hand, IEF D had achieved the campaign’s stated
operational objectives. With no access to the sea, the Ottomans could not mount an
expedition against Abadan. Furthermore, an overland expedition into southern Persia to
threaten the pipeline would have been considerably more difficult with British and Indian
troops in control of the Shatt al-Arab. The Royal Navy’s source of oil was mostly secure
for the cheap price of a single reinforced division and a few armed boats that would have
been of very little use on alternate fronts. However, instead of consolidating this victory
and focusing on administration of the these conquered territories, IEF D would
overextend itself and set into motion events that led to the greatest British military

disaster of World War I.

First Advance to Baghdad

The loss of the 6th Division at Kut had its roots in a lack of supervision or control
of the campaign from London, Indian government fantasies about colonization, and false
hopes that exploitation of the successes to date might relieve or redeem setbacks
occurring on other fronts. In April 1915, IEF D, now reinforced by the 12th Division to
form a corps-strength unit, repulsed a major Ottoman attack intended to recapture Basra
and cut off British forces to the north. Two regular Ottoman divisions from Nasiriyya,
augmented with thousands of Arab levies, bypassed the garrison at Qurna by moving
along the wetlands in small boats. On 12 April they closed with a fortified British

position at Shaiba, 10 miles to the west of Basra.?’ Though isolated by flooding, the
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British managed to hold the position and send the attacking force, the Arab irregulars in
particular, to flight. This was the last time the Ottomans would threaten Basra and also
represented a serious break between the indigenous Arabs and the Ottoman Turks.
Following this battle, the Arab populations in the Shi’a holy cities of Najaf and Karbala
began to display their tribal banners, an ancient symbol for declaring war against the civil
government, in this case against the Ottomans. This rebellion spread to Kufa and Hilla,
having the effect of closing the Euphrates River south of Baghdad to Ottoman forces and
isolating the garrison at Nasiriyya. These events convinced the political and military
leadership of the Government of India that the Ottoman hold on the rest of Mesopotamia
was tenuous and that with rapid exploitation the forces already in theater could take
Baghdad. In addition, apart from events at Nasiriyya, this rebellion would cause both
British and Ottoman forces to cede this area to the Arabs and confine their main efforts to
the Tigris River for the next two years.

With the oil secure, the War Council in London had other plans for engaging the
Ottoman Empire and gave vague orders confining IEF D to operations within the Basra
vilayet. On 25 April, British and French forces opened an amphibious campaign on the
Gallipoli Peninsula in order to force open the Dardanelles and resume trade with
Russia.?* Ironically, the early successes of the Mesopotamian Campaign may have led
British leadership to believe that Ottoman defenses would continue to be ineffective,
particularly in their ability to defend beaches. A combination of poor execution, fierce
resistance from some of the best units in the Ottoman Army, and the direct support of the
German military resulted in a deadly stalemate at the landing sites. The Dardanelles
remained closed, and Allied forces evacuated the beachheads by January 1916, having
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suffered over 250,000 casualties.”* London’s orders confining IEF D to the Basra vilayet
demonstrated how detached it was from operations there. This guidance clearly meant
that IEF D was to more or less hold its present position and continue to protect the
western flank of the APOC pipeline. The Basra vilayet however, extended for many miles
to the north and west of the British salient at Qurna, leaving room for some interpretation.
The Government of India chose to infer tacit permission to resume offensive
operations, and it authorized IEF D to advance along two axes: north toward Amara on
the Tigris, and west toward Nasiriyya on the Euphrates. Mesopotamia was one of the few
places in the world where British forces were having a measure of success, and officials
believed that after the war was won this territory would make an excellent colony for
Indian immigrants.?® The climate was likely too harsh for European settlers, but it could
serve to relieve population pressure in India, and properly managed, the neglected flood
plains could yield magnificent crops for export. In late May 1915, the 6th Division, now
under the command of Major General Sir Charles Townshend, advanced up the Tigris to
capture Amara.* It did so while well under strength, with its cavalry and most of its
artillery detached; also, several battalions of infantry were absent for garrison and
policing duties in Qurna and Basra. Nevertheless, enemy resistance was cursory, and the
city fell on 1 June, further supporting the notion that Ottoman power was collapsing in
Mesopotamia. IEF D then shifted its focus west, with the 12th Division under Major
General Sir George Gorringe advancing on the Euphrates toward Nasiriyya, which fell on
25 July.?® Again, Ottoman resistance mostly crumbled in the face of British and Indian
troops. These dual operations, though successful, added approximately 60 miles to the
British line of communication north and over 75 to the west. This had the effect of
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splitting the available boats, on which the task force depended for fire, logistical, and
communications support, and which to that point had been barely adequate for two
divisions operating on shorter lines. Additionally, the available manpower became more
scattered by the necessity of garrisoning these newly captured towns, and no
reinforcements were authorized for this theater. IEF D was in a more vulnerable position,
and the APOC pipeline was no more secure for it.

The War Council was displeased to learn that IEF D had willfully spread itself so
thin, but victories were in short supply in the summer of 1915. The temptation to repeat
earlier successes was irresistible, and soon after the capture of Nasiriyya Lieutenant
General Sir John Nixon, commander of IEF D, requested permission to press forward to
Kut, a mere four miles beyond the Basra vilayet border.?° He argued that this action
would remove a major staging point for an inevitable Ottoman counterattack and place
Baghdad, the prize, within striking distance. The Government of India endorsed the plan,
and London reluctantly approved it, believing it might relieve some of the pressure on the
beleaguered Gallipoli Campaign. Townshend, who would lead the attack, was
unenthusiastic. The logistics situation was already poor without adding 120 nautical miles
of river to the line of communication. Additionally, the climate had made a staggering
number of his soldiers too ill to fight. Townshend himself, had just returned to command
from two months of convalescent leave in India on 27 August.?’ Despite Townshend’s
protests, Nixon ordered him to conduct the attack with the resources and manpower
currently available. On 27 September, the 6th Division met an enemy of equal numbers in
well prepared positions at Sin on the eastern approach to Kut.?® Townshend made good
use of the limited aerial and cavalry reconnaissance at his disposal and detected the
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enemy defenses. Fixing them with a feint to their front and with gunboat support, the
main body of the 6th Division maneuvered around the enemy and attacked south across
the Tigris behind the Ottoman main lines. This caused them to break and withdraw to the
west. Townshend was unable to immediately pursue, but his forces captured Kut the
following day.

Again, tactical success concealed the tenuous operational situation the 6th
Division was in, at the edge of a very long line of communication back to Basra, and
Nixon with political approval ordered another advance to maintain contact with the
withdrawing enemy forces. They pushed as far as Aziziyyah, another 70 miles upriver,
before aerial scouts confirmed that the Ottoman forces had regrouped and were building
defenses in the vicinity of Ctesiphon (near modern-day Salman Pak, about 20 miles
southeast of Baghdad). Despite Townshend’s continued protests, Nixon repeated the
theme that the enemy’s current position represented a threat to the recently captured
objective.? A divided War Council in London reluctantly approved the decision to
continue and take Baghdad if possible. With virtually no good news coming in from any
front, the ministers concluded that perhaps taking Baghdad, even if there were not
sufficient troops to hold it, might result in the general Arab uprising on which much of
the Middle East strategy was based. To that point, Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey
said, “It was necessary to gain strength by eating now, even if it involved indigestion
later.”*® London also agreed to reinforce IEF D with two additional Indian divisions
currently in Europe.®

As ordered, Townshend attacked at Ctesiphon, but this time the advance of his
division would culminate against superior enemy numbers. The Ottoman commander,
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Colonel Yusef Nureddin, who had skillfully led the army out of Townshend’s trap at Kut,
had been able to combine the strength of four divisions (18,000 soldiers and 52 guns) and
had been preparing the ground, to include mining and obstructing the Tigris, for nearly
two months.* Townshend had no idea that he was outnumbered because the air scout
who had acquired the best sense of the enemy defenses never returned.* Nevertheless,
his attack on 22 November was initially successful, capturing the first line of enemy
trenches. By the end of the second day, both generals had taken so many casualties that
each thought their own forces were beaten. On the 24th, Nureddin began withdrawing
toward Baghdad, and Townshend, below 50-percent strength, did the same toward Kut,
using boats to carry as many of his wounded as possible.** When Nureddin realized that
the British were in full retreat he hastily turned his forces around and began to pursue.
The 6th Division would soon become trapped at Kut.

The siege of Al Kut would last from December 1915 until April 1916, ending
with the complete surrender of the 6th Division to Ottoman forces. Under pressure from
Nixon, Townshend decided to withdraw no further down the Tigris than Kut.** Further
withdrawal would have meant abandoning much of the division’s artillery and stockpiles
of food and munitions. In addition, Kut was good defensive ground, surrounded on three
sides by a loop in the Tigris, and commanding the Shatt al-Hay, an ancient canal
connecting Kut to Nasiriyya on the Euphrates. Townshend managed to evacuate many of
his wounded and the IEF D headquarters staff before the Ottoman XI11 and XVIII Corps,
now under the leadership of accomplished German officer General Colmar von der Goltz,
appeared and completely surrounded the town. Early Ottoman attempts to capture Kut by
determined assault failed, so their tactics shifted to slowly squeezing the 6th Division’s
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defensive positions and starving them out.*® The Ottomans also worked to improve their

outer cordon in order to block relief efforts.

Figure 6. Aerial View Painting of the Siege at Kut, 1916

Source: Richard C. Carline, Siege of Kut-el-Amara Seen from the Air, 1919, Imperial
War Museum, London, UK, http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/4318
(accessed 15 May 2013). An illustration of the siege at Kut. This view is roughly from
the north, with a German Fokker is engaging a British Maurice-Farman overhead the
besieged town. The Tigris River is reddish in color and surrounds the populated area on
three sides. The blue-colored canal that diverts to the south is the Shatt al-Hay. Ottoman
siege works are visible in straight lines north of the town and across the Tigris adjacent to
the Shatt al-Hay.

All British attempts to break the siege failed. The 13th (Western) Division arrived

in February, fresh from action at Gallipoli, under the command of Major General Stanley
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Maude. Two more Indian divisions, the 3rd (Lahore) and 7th (Meerut), also arrived from
the Western Front late in the siege. Along with the 12th Division, these units were
organized into the Tigris Corps, first under the command of Lieutenant General Sir
Fenton Aylmer, then under General Gorringe. Three major relief expeditions by the
Tigris Corps all failed to break through to Kut. Efforts to resupply the 6th Division by air
were also inadequate. On 29 April 1916, facing starvation, the remnants of the division
completed destruction of their heavy weapons and munitions. Townshend then
surrendered his force, and over 13,000 British and Indian soldiers marched into a
captivity characterized by starvation and terrible mistreatment.*’ Relief efforts had
resulted in an additional 23,000 casualties.® The loss of Kut was the greatest British
military disaster of World War I, according to Townshend himself, comparable to the
surrender at Yorktown.* The most serious loss however, was arguably on the Ottoman
side: von der Goltz, the architect of the siege, died of typhoid (or perhaps poisoning) a
few days before seeing his plans come to fruition.*® No German replacement of his

seniority ever came to Mesopotamia.

Second Advance to Baghdad

In the wake of this crushing defeat, London would finally wrest direct control of
the campaign from the Government of India and force a number of improvements in the
areas of leadership, manpower, and resourcing; this allowed IEF D, now known as the
Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force, to regroup and bring the much expanded campaign
to a successful conclusion. In the summer of 1916, while the bloody Somme Offensive
raged in France, the general staff’s first order of business for Mesopotamia was to find

the proper general to sort out the mess that this campaign had become. General Nixon,
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claiming ill health, had requested to be relieved in January, a few months before
Townshend’s surrender, and General Sir Percy Lake assumed command of the
Mesopotamian Theater.*" His command would be short-lived however, as following the
disaster at Kut, London recalled him in August to testify before the Mesopotamian
Commission. General Maude first assumed command of the Tigris Corps from General
Gorringe, followed by overall command of the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force. He
was a veteran of the Western Front, Gallipoli, and some of the toughest fighting in the
relief efforts of March and April.** He continued and improved upon the reforms that
Lake had initiated in January, steadily improving the morale and combat readiness of his
command over the next months.

Improvements to the transportation network reduced many of the logistical and
health problems that had been undermining the army’s capabilities in the field.** The port
at Basra finally received enough labor and equipment to begin moving stockpiles of food,
munitions, and medicine to forward areas. Adequate numbers of shallow-draft boats and
barges began to arrive. Newly built road and rail systems, along with necessary trucks
and trains, assisted logisticians in the movement of material at chokepoints in the rivers.
Adequate medicine and proper food generated improvements to the health and morale of
the fighting men, who had been suffering from the harsh climate and various diseases.

Reinforcements and proper resourcing with the modern tools of warfare built the
Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force into an organization capable of going to Baghdad
and beyond. Replacement troops, mostly from India, finally began to arrive at a rate that
surpassed the departures of the sick and wounded. Maude reorganized the Tigris Corps
into two full-strength corps: | Corps with the 3rd and 7th Divisions, and I11 Corps with
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the 13th and 14th Divisions.* Enough aircraft and pilots also arrived to take control of
the skies. Townshend had advanced from Egypt with only a few obsolete machines
providing reconnaissance, and by the end of the siege of Kut a sufficient number of
German pilots and aircraft were in theater that the Ottomans held air superiority.* By
August, the Mesopotamia Expeditionary Force had 27 modern aircraft in the fight and
regained dominance in the air by November.*® Finally, most of the artillery that had been
available to IEF D consisted of light mountain guns, appropriate for frontier warfare in
India but wholly inadequate against Ottoman entrenchment. The arrival of the 13th
Division (the only full British unit in theater) also brought with it modern siege guns.

Additionally, the enemy situation had changed to Maude’s advantage. Rather than
pressing their advantage following the victory at Kut, the Ottoman leadership divided its
forces and stayed on the defensive.*” X111 Corps deployed to the northeast frontier of the
Baghdad vilayet, where it defeated a Russian attack at Khanigin (on the present-day
border with Iran) in June. XV1I1 Corps remained in place and improved the defenses in
the vicinity of Kut. This failure to engage the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force while it
was on its heels gave Maude the breathing room he needed to effect much-needed
reform.

Prepared at last for an offensive that could reverse the recent defeats in
Mesopotamia, Maude’s final obstacle was the leadership in London. Having previously
deferred campaign decisions to the Government of India, the War Council in London had
begun to informally control the campaign the previous February and assumed complete
direction of the expedition in July.*® On one hand, the War Council recognized that
completely abandoning Mesopotamia at this point would be a national humiliation and
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would certainly undermine British prestige in eyes of their Arab allies. On the other hand,
the theater was simply not strategically important enough to provide it with any more
resources. Chief of the Imperial General Staff Field Marshal William Robertson summed
up this dilemma by saying, “We cannot come away, and we cannot go forward.”*
Having ordered Lake in April to conduct defensive operations only, Robertson, possibly
frustrated by the lack of progress and heavy casualties at the Somme, updated his orders
to Maude on 30 September as follows:
The mission of the Mesopotamia Expeditionary Force is to protect the oil fields
and pipe lines in the vicinity of the Karun River, to maintain our occupation and
control of the Basra Vilayet, and to deny hostile access to the Persian Gulf and
southern Persia. At present no fresh advance to Baghdad can be contemplated, but
it is the desire of His Majesty’s Government, if and when possible, to establish
British influence in the Baghdad Vilayet. This further advance should not be
undertaken unless and until sanction for it is given . . . No further reinforcements
for the force must be expected. On the contrary it may become necessary to

withdraw the 13th Division which was sent to Mesopotamia in order to assist in
the attempted relief of [Kut].>®

This was the last thing Maude wanted to hear. Not only was he in danger of losing his
best division, the one he had personally led at Gallipoli, but his army was also being
denied an opportunity to restore its morale and remove the stigma of Kut. After arguing
the fitness of his army for the offensive, Maude received permission for a limited
advance.

The Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force recaptured Kut and pursued the enemy
army to the gates of Baghdad. This attack took on different characteristics than the one
Townshend had conducted a year earlier. In December, Maude led a deliberate,
methodical advance up both banks of the Tigris, always mindful of long lines of
communication, limited transportation, and the need to keep his army in supply.™

Furthermore, unlike Townshend’s brilliant maneuver that attacked into the Ottoman rear
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at Sin, Maude took advantage of his superior numbers and firepower to slowly squeeze
the enemy out of position. Throughout January and February 1917, Maude’s two corps
eliminated enemy