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Featured image: The charge of the Australian Light Horse at Beersheba, 1917, painted by George
Lambert in 1920, shows troopers with bayonets in their hands and .303 rifles slung across their backs.
Veterans complained that the formidable defences and determined Ottoman defenders are missing.
(Source: Wikimedia Commons)

“The tradition of man and horse is part of us. It is part of Australia.” - Australian Prime
Minister, Malcolm Turnbull, Oct 31, 2017

Exaggerated truths have been flowering in the rhetoric following the visit of Australian
politicians to ceremonies commemorating the light horse charge at Beersheba. Not a
single wisp of objectivity has manifested itself in covering the proceedings, the re-
enactment, and the flowing guff. Even the national broadcaster has decided to play along.

Reporting on this event has often been prefaced with the sense that a regretful amnesia has
set in. The Allies should be grateful to those of the Australian horsemen who rode their
cause into history.

“From a solemn ceremony to a dusty desert re-enactment,” went an ABC
account, “it was a day of commemoration in southern Israel to mark 100 years
since the Battle of Beersheba.”[1]

That battle had been but a subset of other skirmishes and engagements between the Allied
forces under the command of British General Sir Edmund Allenby and the forces of the
Ottoman Empire. The aim of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force was simple and ruthless:
capture Gaza, enter Palestine and knock out Imperial Germany'’s ally.

The Australian angle on this, aided by New Zealand enthusiasts, is equally simple. Allied
efforts had stalled in the Middle Eastern campaign. An assault on October 31, 1917 as part
of third Battle of Gaza had failed to make an impression. Furthermore, water was needed -
desperately.

Then came the assault by the 4th Light Horse Brigade at dusk. Turkish defences at
Beersheba, manned by some thousand or so riflemen, nine machine guns and two aircraft,
eventually capitulated. But what florid, alloyed Australian accounts often fail to note is the
role of softening played by three British divisions the morning of October 31.
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Shelling from 100 guns had alarmed the Turkish forces sufficiently to force them west and
south west of Beersheba. The wells, however, were still in their control. As Brigadier
General William Grant put it,

“men you're fighting for water. There’'s no water between this side of
Beersheba and Esani.” [2]

The fall of Beersheba emboldened the British forces to break the Ottoman line near Gaza on
November 7, leaving the way open into Palestine.

There is nothing like a military re-enactment to thrill the jingo lurking under the flesh,
readying the chests to be given a true thumping.

“The leaders of our three nations are here assembled,” intoned Australian
Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, “because we are honouring an
extraordinary battle, an extraordinary campaign, which made history, which
fulfilled history.”

The Israeli Prime Minister saw this as a lesson of worthy history and true character building,
a fine example of Australasian prowess in the Negev Desert.

“We learned about the ethos of courage of Australian and New Zealand’s
soldiers.”

It was, continued Benjamin Netanyahu, the sort of “spirit of fortitude and courage and
willingness in the defence of our land and our values.” The observation is so anachronistic
as to beggar belief, but such is the power of the union between patriotism and real estate,
between rushed blood and disturbed soil.

Australian and New Zealand forces had tasted a number of decent, murderous defeats, with
these countries’ youth butchered at Gallipoli in a Winston Churchill-inspired effort to inflict
defeat on the Ottoman empire. They suffered even more in the lethal trench battles of the
Western front.

The charge of the 4th Light Horse at Beersheba a century ago, for that reason, seems a
moment of ecstasy, one freed from the lethal constipation of the Western front, the inability
of forces to make headway and forge victory. It was also a murderous stalemate held
together by industrial slaughter, the machinery of modern war.

The cavalry charge was a form of retro-warfare, an example of nostalgia on horseback and
daring risk. It could well have gone so wrong, and it was drawn from the old British fantasy
of previous charges, not least of all that of Lord Cardigan’s efforts in the Battle of Balaclava
in October 1854 against Russian forces. Despite the slaughter inflicted upon them then,
hasty glorification followed. “All in the valley of Death,” went poet laureate Alfred, Lord
Tennyson, “Rode the six hundred”.

There is, of course, a law of consequence operating here. Beersheba, for one, is now in
Israeli territory. If we were advocates of Pascal’s Cleopatra nose theory of history, we could
say that even a victory of this small magnitude altered the political geography of the region.
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The point is again made by the ABC. “The victorious campaign redrew the map of the Middle
East.”

Prime Minister Turnbull was even blunter, almost to the point of boasting. These men
“spurred their horses through that fire, those mad Australians [...] and took the town of
Beersheba, secured victory that did not create the State of Israel, but enabled its
creation.”[3]

Since that painful redrawing, nation states have warred, bickered and slaughtered. New
states emerged, the offspring of part treachery, part opportunity, and colonial fantasy.
Undertakings were ignored as the Ottoman Empire sundered. Irritable tribes were artificially
captioned by fictional boundaries. Fitting, then, that the Beersheba commemorations should
take place on Israeli soil.

Dr. Binoy Kampmark was a Commonwealth Scholar at Selwyn College, Cambridge and
lectures at RMIT University, Melbourne. Email: bkampmark@gmail.com

Notes

[1] http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-11-01/battle-of-beersheba-remembered-100-years-on/9105972

[2] https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/blog/the-charge-of-the-4th-light-horse-brigade-at-beersheba

[3] https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2017-10-31/speech-centenary-battle-beersheba-commemorations
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