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This military biography explores the life and service of a British Indian Army officer who served
with distinction across both world wars.During the First World War, Field Marshal Claude
Auchinleck was awarded a Distinguished Service Order for his efforts in Egypt and the
Mesopotamian Campaign. Afterward, he aided the pacification of the Northwest Frontier, now
Pakistan. In the Second World War he briefly led a division in the ill-fated Norway campaign
before being appointed Commander-in-Chief, India.Auchinleck is best remembered for his time
as Commander-in-Chief of the Middle East Theatre, where he halted Rommel at the First Battle
of El Alamein. He then resumed command in India, where his leadership was vital to success in
Burma. In the post-war years, he planned and oversaw the Partition of India and the British
withdrawal.In this extensively researched biography, historian Evan McGilvray examines
Auchinleck’s long career as well as the transformations of the British military and the Empire
itself.

About the AuthorEvan McGilvray has written several books on Polish military history for Helion
and is writing a book about Poland, NATO and the failure of democracy in Poland since joining
the European Union. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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IntroductionField Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck lived a long time and saw service in the British
army in some of the most difficult times of the British Empire as it began an inevitable wane from
1914 onwards. Auchinleck was to oversee the ending of British rule in India, a country to which
he had given much of his life. India was to have the greatest influence on Auchinleck’s life as he
was to spend much of his service career there and was very possibly influenced by his own
father’s career in India. To ensure that when independence came to India (and Pakistan) in 1947,
Auchinleck tried to ensure that the transition from British rule to independence on the Indian
subcontinent went as smoothly as possible. Therefore to understand Auchinleck’s service career
we need to return to the situation in India in the 1850s when his father saw action there during
the Indian Mutiny as it is considered that the mutiny remained relevant ninety years later in
1947.1Evan McGilvrayPudseyMay 2019



Chapter OneThe Early YearsThe future Field Marshal Auchinleck was born Claude John Eyre
Auchinleck at his parents’ home in the garrison town of Aldershot in Hampshire on 21 June
1884. His father, John Claud Alexander Auchinleck, was a lieutenant colonel of the Royal Horse
Artillery and had as a young subaltern served in the Indian Mutiny in 1857. The father later
served as a major commanding a battery of Royal Field Artillery in Afghanistan as part of Lord
Roberts’ advance on Kabul during the Second Afghan War (1878–80). Later in 1885 Auchinleck
senior was posted back to India as a lieutenant colonel to command the Royal Horse Artillery at
Bangalore. This appointment allowed him to bring his wife Mary (christened May Eleanor) and
the baby Claude to this posting with him. This was an idyllic posting and another child was born
there to the Auchinlecks, but Lieutenant Colonel Auchinleck was once more sent on active
service in the spring of 1888, this time to Burma. The British in 1886 had annexed Burma from
King Thibaw and had made it a province of India. Unsurprisingly, the Burmese resented this and
so a series of guerrilla actions began against the British. Auchinleck senior was to take part in
the Third Burmese War which was marked by its brutality, both by the British and the Burmese
guerrillas fighting them.Sadly, the Third Burmese War was to be the end of Claude Auchinleck’s
father: not through the fighting but because of the climate and disease found in Burma. After
almost two years of service in Burma, Lieutenant Colonel Auchinleck contracted pernicious
anaemia which caused him to retire prematurely at the age of 55 as a full colonel, having served
in the British army for thirty-five years. He returned to the UK during the autumn of 1890 and was
reunited with his family who had already made the trip back home. However, his return home
was to be short-lived as Colonel Auchinleck died prematurely at the age of only 57 just after
Christmas 1892.1 His widow was only aged 43 and was left to live on a small army pension of
£40 per year. There was a legacy left to Mrs Auchinleck in February 1893 which it is always
claimed was small, but to many people it surely would have represented a fortune. Nevertheless,
the lady began to plead poverty and a life more austere than the one to which she had been
accustomed. It seemed needless but still, there we are.The priority of Mrs Auchinleck was to
settle down to life and ensure that her children did not notice the apparent discomfort of the
straitened financial situation perceived by their mother. The children really did not know their
father as he was always away, and of course Victorian children were brought up as ‘seen and not
heard’; there was little ‘hands-on’ childcare at that time. So the children with their mother settled
down in a smaller house while receiving financial aid from the family as well as living off the
small pension. It must be said that Mrs Auchinleck was a splendid mother as her illustrious son,
when he was able to in later life, treated his mother and sister to small luxuries and holidays.At
the age of 10, Claude was sent to a nearby preparatory school from which many boys were
intended to go to nearby Wellington College. The school seemed to have been quite grim and
nasty and the young Claude did not flourish there but did make it to Wellington and finally, after
much sweat and due to his weakness in mathematics, dropped his original intention of being an
artillery officer like his father and instead decided to become an infantry officer and head
eventually towards Sandhurst.At the time of Auchinleck’s arrival at Sandhurst in January 1902,



the British military had been undergoing various changes during the previous twenty years or so
as there had been sundry reforms to how the army should be administered as well as a far-
reaching change in how officers should be promoted. A blatant absurdity was the ability to
purchase rank in the British army prior to the 1870s except for the Royal Artillery and the Royal
Engineers where only talent and intelligence counted. Auchinleck’s father had been an artillery
officer and so had earned his rank, but plenty of infantry officers and cavalry officers did not,
instead relying on the fortunes of their families to buy their careers. Wealth was all in the
Victorian army, and to a certain extent the Edwardian army, but at least promotion was earned. A
further problem with the British army was that it was small and only intended for home defence
and the defence of India, the major asset of the British Empire. The UK had been involved in
several colonial wars and when Auchinleck entered Sandhurst the British army was just about to
defeat the Boers in the Second Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902) but had hardly covered itself with
glory and had largely relied on the harassing of civilians and concentration camps to bring the
Boer fighters to heel, while a previous adventure in southern Africa had seen the British
defeated by a Zulu army and a Boer army. Wars in the 1850s including the Crimean War and the
Indian Mutiny had done little to convince people of the strength of the British army; the UK’s real
force rested with the Royal Navy.Auchinleck arrived at Sandhurst in the middle of January 1902.
He had already made up his mind that he wanted to join the Indian army as he could not afford
to serve in the British army. Expenses not necessarily related to the work itself where clothes
and sporting activities were part of a busy social life in the home British army were a serious
financial burden on a young officer who was not from a wealthy family with access to
independent means. The Indian army attracted a higher salary, while the cost of living in India
was much lower than in the UK. However, entry into the Indian army was competitive and was
dependent on how well a candidate did in his exams at Sandhurst. Before 1906, those who
gained the top forty to fifty places were guaranteed a place in the Indian army, but after 1906 this
was restricted to the top thirty to thirty-five.Service in the Indian army was not unattractive
because it was better paid with fewer expenses and there was also a real chance of seeing
active service on the North-West Frontier. There were other opportunities such as those for
exploration, mountain-climbing, big game-hunting, pig-sticking (boar-hunting) and duck-
shooting. The expensive sport of polo was also possible, even for junior officers. There appeared
to have been an absence of snobbishness in India, but that was more likely a sense of unity
against the native Indians. Even at Sandhurst, Auchinleck found that his lack of independent
funds curtailed his social life, yet he managed to complete the course and was
commissioned.Auchinleck was commissioned as an unattached second lieutenant in the Indian
army on 21 January 1903 and joined the 62nd Punjabis in April 1904. Auchinleck took to India,
quickly learned several Indian languages and was soon able to speak several fluently with his
soldiers. He also absorbed Indian life and its rich culture, taking note of local dialects and
customs. This made a great and lasting impression on Indian troops and their families and
ensured a mutual respect which was furthered by his own personality. Auchinleck was promoted



to lieutenant on 21 April 1905. He then spent the next two years in Tibet and Sikkim before
moving to Benares in 1907 where he had the misfortune of catching diphtheria. He had a brief
return to Aldershot, serving with the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers before returning to Benares in
1909 and becoming adjutant of the 62nd Punjabis, promoted to captain on 21 January 1912.To
put detail on Auchinleck’s early days in India it should be noted that he was perhaps fortunate in
his first posting. He joined the 2nd Battalion of the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry (85th KSLI)
who had recently arrived in India from the war in South Africa. He was part of a small contingent
of six junior officers posted to this unit. Auchinleck found himself stationed at Ranikhet which
was 6,000ft up in the Himalayan Mountains. This made for splendid views and clean air and was
about 80 miles from Tibet and 60 miles from Nepal; all very beautiful but not ideal for
acclimatizing to India or for field exercises. Nevertheless, there were advantages as Ranikhet
was an ideal field station for learning drill, weapon training and exercises in frontier warfare. It
was also a good place to learn Urdu, the language of the Indian army. It took Auchinleck more
than seven days to travel the 2,000-plus miles from Bombay (Mumbai) to Ranikhet: the first four
days by train to the railhead at the foot of the Himalayas and then a further three days by pony to
the hill station. It was not a journey for the faint-hearted, even though on the train every possible
comfort had been made available for the young officer.Greenwood, Auchinleck’s ADC in later
years, observed that the young Auchinleck was fortunate in as much as his first regiment was
tolerant of youth and immaturity while others were less so. Life initially was interesting but fairly
routine. However, after a few weeks, at the height of summer, a cholera epidemic broke out
among the civil population in Ranikhet, causing many deaths. The KSLI were ordered to go and
live under canvas in the surrounding countryside, but away from their comfortable barracks. In
September the epidemic was over and they were able to return to their quarters. On his return
Auchinleck was confronted with a mundane but expensive side of military life: his mess bill. The
billeting out in the hillsides around the Ranikhet area proved to have been an expensive exercise
for Auchinleck as he had had to pay for his own field equipment as well as for the tent of his
batman. The demand for immediate payment caused Auchinleck to go into the red with his bank
and he was forced to ask for funds from his mother. As Greenwood writes, pay for an officer in
the Indian army was sufficient but the lifestyle was grand and the KSLI was not even the most
expensive regiment.2After a year of being attached to the KSLI, Auchinleck finally joined an
Indian regiment, the 62nd Punjabis. He was joining the Indian army at a time of change and
reform. A major reform was that all regiments were to see action on the North-West Frontier, that
difficult and wild area bordering India and Afghanistan. A major difference between the 62nd
Punjabis and the KSLI was that the former had little if any combat experience. After getting to
know his men and their customs and religions, Auchinleck began to train his men for combat
and was grateful for having served with the KSLI as they had had recent experience of battle and
even if Auchinleck had no combat experience himself, he drew on what he had learned in his
time with the KSLI.Auchinleck was in command of about 200 men as the usual company
commander was in the UK on home leave. In addition to training his men for combat, Auchinleck



learned more about managing men such as taking the weekly pay parade until he had learned
the name of every man under his command. He also made close inspection of his men’s feet
after long marches as Indian troops went barefoot until they joined the army. Another thing that
Auchinleck learned was to ensure that his men were fed first before he began to eat his own
rations. Auchinleck’s style of command was part of a way of building trust between him and his
men, thus forming a team with complete trust in their officer. One cannot help but think that
perhaps the twenty-first-century employer and politician should take note and perhaps learn
something from this. In April 1905 Auchinleck received an official offer of a transfer to the 5th
Royal Gurkhas, a distinguished regiment permanently posted on the North-West Frontier, but
Auchinleck turned down the offer, citing that the financial cost would be too much for him. The
real reason was that he had come to love being with the 62nd Punjabis and had become part of
the regiment.After two years of careful training the 62nd Punjabis were combat-fit, and the
battalion was divided into two independent units each consisting of double companies. One half
was sent to north-eastern Assam to the borders with Tibet and the other to the Sikkim border
with Tibet and then divided into two further independent units. Auchinleck commanded one of
these – a company of 100 men – with orders to establish a base at Gyantse (now renamed
Chiang-tzu) over 150 miles inside Tibet and 12,000ft above sea level. The objective of these
missions, which clearly involved an armed incursion into a sovereign state as Tibet was at the
turn of the twentieth century, was to prevent Russian incursions into the same territory and
protect India from the north. After just over a year in Tibet Auchinleck was sent to Sikkim, an
independent kingdom under the protection of India at the time, to command a double company.
It was in Sikkim that Auchinleck learned to fish, a pastime that he enjoyed for the rest of his life.
At the end of 1907 the battalion returned to India, to Benares (now Varanasi), the holiest of all
Hindu cities. No matter the spiritual side of the city, its climate was toxic as it was both hot and
humid and soon Auchinleck contracted diphtheria. Once he had recovered and the doctors had
pronounced him fit to travel, Auchinleck was granted home leave in the UK; an entitlement
granted to Indian army officers who were granted six months’ leave at home every three years.
With sick leave attached to his home leave, Auchinleck was granted a total of eight months’
leave in the UK.This long leave was just too long for Auchinleck and by the end of his eight
months the restless and bored young man was glad to return to India and went back to his
battalion at Benares in the summer of 1909. On his return, he was appointed adjutant which was
an excellent opportunity for such a junior officer and carried extra pay. For the next three years
Auchinleck spent his time training. Before the First World War recruits were sent straight from
their homes into the battalion as there were no training depots or centres. Auchinleck had to
ensure that new recruits were properly absorbed into the regiment. However, his primary duty
was to be an efficient staff officer to his commanding officer, which meant that much of his time
was spent in administration.It fell to Auchinleck to prepare training programmes, to organize
weapon training cadres and ensure the overall drill and discipline of the battalion, with which he
had to be discreet as the company commanders were very senior to him in rank and service. In



1911 Auchinleck had to choose and train the regimental detachment for the King-Emperor
George V’s Durbar (court) in New Delhi, the capital of India. In the same year the Commanding
Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Drever, died from cholera and the battalion was left without a new
CO for many months. This all added to Auchinleck’s responsibilities and experience, which
would stand him in good stead in Mesopotamia (Iraq) during the First World War.In January
1912 Auchinleck was promoted to the rank of captain and six months later he was sent on home
leave again. This time, no doubt to avoid the tedium of his last leave, Auchinleck got himself
attached to the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, a regiment in which his cousin, Captain Daniel
Auchinleck, was then serving. The regiment was stationed in Aldershot, but during the period of
Auchinleck’s attachment had moved to the training ground in Norfolk for large-scale
manoeuvres. These war games failed to impress Auchinleck and he later admitted that he had
learned nothing except that manoeuvres should never be carried out by units with only half their
war establishment.On his return to India Auchinleck was appointed an Assistant Recruiting
Officer (ARO) in northern Punjab. Once more he was on his own and responsible for recruiting in
an area the size of England and Wales. Auchinleck did this by moving from village to village on
horseback accompanied only by a batman and a syce (a groom for horses). The Indian army
recruited most of its men from families with army traditions, while regiments had their own tribes
and areas from which they recruited. Soldiering was an honourable profession and the families
concerned took great pride in it; as a result Auchinleck was well received wherever he visited. It
was considered an honour to serve the Raj and the regiment and youngsters were already
prepared to serve the family regiment. Auchinleck, being proficient in Urdu, Hindi and Pushto as
well as competent in many Punjabi dialects, only increased his popularity. This period serving as
an ARO was the happiest of his career. However, Auchinleck’s period of happiness was rapidly
ending as the world was sliding towards war and in August 1914 the First World War broke out.3

Chapter TwoThe First World WarThe First World War was not seen coming and then, after the
assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand with his wife in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914,
nobody saw that within weeks the world would be at war. The problem was that the archduke
was the heir to the Austrian throne and the Austrians did not take it lightly that Bosnian terrorists,
or more likely groomed schoolboys, had just murdered the heir apparent to the Hapsburg throne.
Initially the fighting that began in late July and early August 1914 was restricted to Europe, but
as alliances and imperial concerns kicked in, the war reached India and Auchinleck.Auchinleck
saw active service in the First World War in the Middle East, a theatre which is largely forgotten
today with the focus being on the Western Front while the other theatres of operation of the
1914–18 war tend to be overlooked. Turkey, with its vast Middle Eastern empire, had entered the
war on the side of Germany on 30 October 1914 and remained active until 30 October 1918.
The great prize in the eyes of the Turks was Egypt and the Suez Canal which provided a shortcut
into the Arabian Sea and on to India. Prior to the opening of the canal in 1869, the British had to
sail around Africa to get to their so-called ‘jewel in the crown’ of the British Empire, India.



Therefore the Suez Canal had to be defended as the highest priority of British interests in Egypt
and soon Auchinleck was on his way to help in the defence of Egypt and the Suez Canal.Even if
not many had seen war coming in 1914, during June the Indian government had been consulted
by Whitehall to try to establish to what extent Indian troops might be used in a war against a
European power. The new commander-in-chief in India, General Sir Beauchamp Duff, had
proposed a contingent, possibly two or even three infantry divisions and a cavalry brigade.
Eventually the Indian army went to war with three infantry divisions and a cavalry division. One
infantry division embarked from Karachi on 24 August 1914 and another followed on 28
September. This shows some degree of efficiency in how the Indian army was organized and
prepared for mobilization.The 62nd Punjabis were stationed in Cawnpore in the United
Provinces when war was declared and were mobilized with the 22nd Indian Infantry Brigade
which was part of the reserve division. On 28 October 1914 the battalion embarked from
Bombay in two ships, the SS Elysia and SS Glenitive [sic, probably SS Glenlivet]. The strength
of the division, its supplies and reinforcements eventually made up a convoy of about forty ships.
It was necessary for a strong naval escort to be provided as the German battle-cruiser Emden
was known to be roaming the Indian Ocean through which the convoy had to pass as it headed
towards Egypt and, it was thought, eventually to France. However, as the convoy sailed, Turkey
entered the war against the UK and France during the first week of sailing. As an ally of
Germany, Turkey bombarded the Russian ports on the Black Sea. This changed the war for
Auchinleck and his battalion as even though the Turkish actions were not confirmed at the time
on the convoy, rumour had already reached the ships and it was considered that the reserve
division would never see France. In the event, when the convoy reached Port Said on 16
November the 22nd Brigade disembarked and the rest of the convoy sailed on for France.The
British understanding of the situation in the Middle East following the Turkish involvement in the
war was that from their vast Middle Eastern empire the Turks would move southwards from Syria
and attempt to occupy the Suez Canal, closing the route to India and the Far East. At the time
Egypt was a British Protectorate and the Turks thought that once they arrived on the Egyptian
borders, the Egyptians would revolt against British rule and welcome the Turks as fellow
Muslims. The 22nd Brigade was ordered to Ismailia with orders to defend the line of the Suez
Canal from the north of Lake Timsah to the south of the Great Bitter Lakes, a line of about 35
miles. The battalion’s HQ was at Serapeum and the rifle companies were deployed in a
defensive line on the west bank of the canal with advance posts on the eastern bank, positioned
there to give warning of an enemy attack as well as providing a bridgehead on that side if ever
needed.Captain Auchinleck was in command of the battalion’s machine guns, both on
detachment on the eastern side of the canal between milestones 49 and 50, virtually due east of
Serapeum. On 25 January 1915 the Turks made a short raid on El Qantara to the north; this was
driven off without difficulty. It was probably a reconnaissance expedition as soon afterwards
British intelligence reported that a large Turkish force was concentrated on the east side of the
Suez Canal opposite Ismailia. Pontoons for crossing water or the canal were reported as well as



artillery, therefore it was concluded that a major enemy attack was imminent.The Turks began
their attack at 0330 hours in the morning of 3 February 1915 when they attempted to cross the
canal using their pontoons. Within a few minutes machine guns and rifles opened fire along the
whole front and Auchinleck, for the first time in his eleven years of military service, was
experiencing combat. He was a captain in a first-class infantry regiment, but had never heard a
shot fired in anger before. The Turks managed to get a pontoon across the canal, but Indian
infantrymen charged down the bank with bayonets fixed and killed all the advancing Turks save
one who, although wounded, survived his ordeal. Auchinleck recalled his first action and
remembered automatically ducking at the sound of a bullet going over his head. When years
later he was asked about his first battle, Auchinleck remarked simply that it had been
‘exciting’.After a break of about two hours the Turks attacked once more; again, using pontoons
to cross the canal and again they were driven back, leaving many dead and wounded on the
banks. The 62nd Punjabis then counter-attacked and Auchinleck’s detachment took part in this
operation and drove the enemy from their newly-dug positions. The Turks made a final attempt to
cross the canal on the morning of 4 February, but again they were repulsed with heavy
casualties. The 62nd Punjabis were ready to counter-attack this time and once more used fixed
bayonets when the forward groups of the Turkish attack decided to surrender; 6 officers and
almost 200 men were taken prisoner. The remaining Turks withdrew and headed eastwards into
the Sinai desert. The 62nd Punjabis lost seven men who had been killed in the fighting, with two
officers and eighteen men wounded. Two of the British officers were later awarded the
Distinguished Service Order (DSO) for the fighting along this section of the Suez Canal.The
Turkish army had moved to the canal from Beersheba, about 200 miles to the east. The move
had been the result of forced marches over soft desert sands using only mules and a few camels
as transport. At that time there were no roads in the Sinai desert. The Turks had been ordered
into battle with no rest or preparation for the offensive, while their lines of communication were
long and unreliable. There was very little food and even less reserve ammunition. This more or
less doomed the Turkish offensive against the Suez Canal. The 62nd Punjabis had made a
creditable opening to their participation in the First World War and settled down to patrolling
activity and training.In the first week of July 1915, the 62nd Punjabis were ordered to Aden
where the Turks had captured the town of Sheikh Othman and the main water supply for the
important Aden base 8 miles to the south. The 62nd Punjabis joined the 28th (Punjab Frontier
Force) Brigade and embarked for Aden from Port Said on 12 July. Four days later the brigade
disembarked at Aden and on 21 July they had completed their operational task and driven the
Turks from their positions. The Turks never again threatened Aden while the Turkish high
command continued to fail to understand the need for a secure and manageable line of
communication. The battle for Aden had taken place in one of the hottest areas of the Middle
East during the height of summer. The 62nd Punjabis remained in Aden for the remainder of
1915, and apart from some patrol activities against hostile Arabs, most of the time was spent in
training and keeping fit ready for further action against the Turks which seemed to be taking its



time in coming.During the summer of 1915 there were two major campaigns being waged by the
allies against the Turks: Gallipoli, which ended in acrimonious disaster by the end of the year;
and the campaign in Mesopotamia, which is today’s Iraq. The Mesopotamian campaign looked
as if it was going to end in a similar way. In November 1914 the 16th Indian Infantry Brigade, part
of the 6th Indian Division (known as the Indian Expeditionary Force) had been dispatched to
capture the port of Basra and so secure the approaches to the Anglo-Persian oilfields around
Abadan. The same oilfields were to figure large in Auchinleck’s strategy during the Second
World War. The brigade was successful in securing their objectives and was later reinforced by
the remainder of the division under the command of Major General Charles Townshend. The
Turks, however, counter-attacked the defences around Basra in April 1915 but were repulsed at
Shaiba about 12 miles south-west of Basra in the marshland of the combined rivers Euphrates
and Tigris as they entered the Shatt-al-Arab. By this time there were three divisions in the area
under the overall command of General Sir John Nixon with headquarters in Basra, so the force
was then renamed the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force (MEF). Operational orders, however,
still came from General Sir Beauchamp Duff, Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) in India. Duff
demanded that Baghdad be taken as soon as possible.Using river steamers, the 6th Indian
Division moved up the Tigris and captured Amara on 2 June 1915 and the 12th Indian Division
under the command of Major General George Gorringe advanced alongside the Euphrates and
captured Nasiriyah on 25 July. There was further success on 28 September with the capture of
Kut-al-Amara, despite 1,230 British and Indian casualties. Nixon sent word of his successes to
India and was ordered to press on to Baghdad immediately. However, there were doubts if this
was a good idea as Townshend, whose lines of communication were already overstretched, was
not so confident, especially as Baghdad was over 500 miles from Basra. Even so, the advance
towards Baghdad continued at the end of October, despite a lack of reinforcements,
overstretched supply lines and unusually wet and cold weather conditions.On 22 November
Townshend attacked Turkish positions at Ctesiphon, a mere 18 miles from Baghdad. The
ensuing battle lasted for four days and four nights with heavy casualties on both sides. However,
Townshend lacked both ammunition and supplies and could not mount a final entry into
Baghdad, while neither the Turks nor the British could support a stalemate at Ctesiphon. The
only answer was that the Anglo-Indian force had to retreat to Kut, which was done by 3
December. Four days later Kut was surrounded by Turkish armed forces and nearly 10,400
British and Indian troops, many of whom were wounded, were totally besieged. Nixon
immediately set about organizing a relief force to lift the siege at Kut, but reinforcements were
already on their way from France as the 3rd and 7th Indian divisions were en route under the
command of Lieutenant General Sir Fenton Aylmer VC. Aylmer made a rushed attempt with a
collection of units, known as the Tigris Corps, to break through the Turkish siege at Kut on 6
January 1916, but this failed miserably.Captain Auchinleck arrived with the 62nd Punjabis as
part of the relief force at Basra on 31 December 1915. The battalion strength was 13 British
officers, 22 Indian officers and 907 men. There was chaos at Basra owing to the weather and



poor anchorage which meant that ships lay unloaded for more than a month while supplies
rotted. The battalion on arrival embarked on a paddle-steamer and moved up the Tigris to join
Aylmer’s force at Hissah. On 7 January 1916 the 62nd Punjabis were ordered straight into patrol
action at Sheikh Sa’ad in front of the Turkish positions. The next day Sheikh Sa’ad was taken by
units of the 7th Indian Division under the command of Major General George Kemball, but the
cost was high. Two days of fighting had cost almost 4,000 British and Indian casualties, while
there was a complete lack of field ambulances and medical supplies. The 7th Indian Division
had been ordered straight into action without their medical units which were still on their way to
the Middle East and at the time of the fighting were in a convoy sailing from Marseilles.Aylmer’s
plan had been to advance on both sides of the River Tigris simultaneously and then encircle the
town from the north. The 62nd Punjabis were ordered to join the 35th Indian Infantry Brigade
which was part of the 7th Indian Division. During the night of 12/13 January 1916 the attack was
launched in terrible wet and cold weather. Most of the units only wore thin tropical khaki drill and
so were very cold as the driving rain and keen wind bit into them, but the 62nd Punjabis were
luckier as their commanding officer had ensured that thick serge uniforms were available, having
been bought out of regimental funds when the battalion had been stationed at Cawnpore in
October 1914 and it had been anticipated that the 62nd Punjabis were going to France. The 35th
Brigade was kept in reserve and so was spared the real fighting of the day which saw the attack
repulsed under machine-gun fire and more than 1,000 British and Indian troops were killed in the
twenty-four-hour battle.Aylmer’s latest attack was to renew the offensive on the right bank of the
Tigris and for this purpose the 9th Brigade was ordered to cross the river on the night of 17
January. Once the crossing-point was reached it was discovered that floods had washed away
temporary bridges made up of boats like pontoons and so the brigade’s advance was halted.
Aylmer decided that the next best thing would be a frontal assault launched against Turkish
positions at Hanna which was situated on the bend of the Tigris about 10 miles north-west of
Sheikh Sa’ad. As the heavy rain was yet to abate, an advance was made over open ground deep
in mud. The attack began at 0745 on 21 January with the 35th Brigade in the vanguard and the
9th Brigade in support. The 35th Brigade advancing in line only managed to make 200 yards
before being forced back to their own trenches under heavy and accurate Turkish machine-gun
and rifle fire from their heavily-entrenched positions. Casualties were high, with the dead and
wounded left in the mud on the battlefield.Meanwhile the 9th Brigade attempted to take over the
attack but once more in line, with the 62nd Punjabis on the right, the 1/4th Hampshires on the
left and the Connaught Rangers in a second line in the rear. Once more the Turks fired with
deadly accuracy from their well-appointed positions, while the British floundered knee-deep in
the mud over which they had been expected to advance. Many of the advancing infantrymen
could not use their rifles as they became clogged and useless as they stumbled to the ground.
Driving rain added to the chaos. Even so, the 62nd Punjabis got within 250 yards of the Turkish
trenches but at great cost including the commanding officer Lieutenant Colonel Ewing Wrigley
Grimshaw being killed. As the casualties mounted, communications failed and control was lost.



Remnants of the units got mixed, while continuous and steady machine-gun fire from the Turkish
positions prevented any further advance by the British.At 1530 on 21 January 1916 General
Younghusband ordered a withdrawal but Auchinleck’s company, No.3 Double Company, did not
receive this order until 0300 on 22 January. Auchinleck had managed to emerge from the
fighting unscathed. Major C.H.B. Wright assumed command of what was left of the battalion and
made Auchinleck acting adjutant. The next few hours were harrowing for the British as wounded
men lay out in the mud drenched in the icy rain, dying from the cold and lack of attention.
Medical recovery was hopeless and worse than useless while there were no Very lights with
which to light up the darkness of the night. In the morning many sepoys (Indian troops) were
found to have died of exposure without having received a single wound.Aylmer was forced to
make a six-hour truce with the Turks on the morning of 22 January to recover the wounded.
During the truce, the body of Major Skeen, senior double commander, was found and was later
buried behind the British positions. The next day Lieutenant Colonel Grimshaw’s body was
found. It had been stripped completely naked by Arabs. Grimshaw’s body was later buried
alongside that of Skeen. The 62nd Punjabis had lost 30 dead, 15 men were missing and 327
wounded. Many of the wounded had to remain unattended for days owing to the complete lack
of medical aid, which left maggots and gangrene to take hold and cause further deaths.Major
Wright reorganized the battalion into just two double companies and then for the next three
weeks they remained on outpost duties as they strengthened their defensive positions while
struggling with beetles and scorpions. On 14 February the 62nd Punjabis were sent to join the
36th Indian Brigade, then in reserve. By this time, the Mesopotamian campaign was being
conducted from Whitehall and not from India, which meant that strategic operational orders
came directly from the new Chief of Imperial General Staff (CIGS) General Sir William
Robertson.At the end of February 1916, Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Hastings Harington arrived
to take command of the 62nd Punjabis. Curiously he was a distinguished ornithologist, but had
spent twenty years of his army service in Burma. Within seven days he was leading the 62nd
Punjabis, in line as ever, towards Turkish guns. On the morning of 8 March after an hour’s
artillery barrage against the Turks, the 62nd Punjabis moved against the Turks at 0945 but the
Turks knew that they were coming. The 62nd Punjabis moved straight into Turkish gunfire but by
1130 had reached their objective. They were then ordered to support further attacks in the same
sector; it was during this fighting that Colonel Harington was badly wounded and he died later
the same day. In six weeks the 62nd Punjabis had lost two commanding officers. Captain
Auchinleck then assumed command of the few survivors and withdrew them to the rear of the
firing line. Once darkness fell, Auchinleck took his men to join No.2 Double Company under
Major Wright, who once again assumed command of the battalion.At midnight orders came from
Aylmer’s HQ for a general withdrawal to prepared positions at Ora about 2.5 miles to the east.
The strength of the 62nd Punjabis was down to 12 British and Indian officers with 235 other
ranks. They arrived at their bivouacs which were close to the Tigris at 1100 on 9 March, hungry
and thirsty and completely exhausted. They had had no sleep for more than forty hours and had



been shelled by the Turks for much of their withdrawal. Once again, a major attempt to relieve
the British garrison at Kut had failed miserably. However, at Basra there were 12,000 men with
artillery and animal transport which could not be brought into the operational area due to the
lack of shipping. On 11 March news was received that Aylmer had been replaced by Lieutenant
General Sir George Gorringe who had been commanding the 12th Indian Division and had just
been promoted to corps commander. Years later Auchinleck blamed Aylmer for his stupidity in
mounting such costly frontal attacks which he described as ‘absolute murder’ and ‘bad
generalship’. The problem was that Aylmer was not suited to modern warfare as it was in 1916
and had never previously commanded a large formation such as a corps in combat conditions;
in March 1916 he was dismissed.Throughout April 1916 General Gorringe mounted a series of
attacks on the Turkish positions besieging Kut. The rains continued relentlessly and men
continued to die. In Kut itself starvation began to take hold, costing on average twenty men a
day. Meanwhile reinforcements continued to pile up in Basra; close to 30,000 men with more
than thirty artillery pieces but no river transport to move them the 250 miles to Kut. On 26 April
the CIGS signalled from London that negotiations should be started with the Turks to try to
prevent the entire garrison from dying through starvation. On 29 April Kut was surrendered to the
Turks. Townshend had ordered the destruction of all guns, ammunition and military stores. More
than 9,000 prisoners were taken, of which 5,000 later disappeared without trace. The 62nd
Punjabis had lost more than half of their original strength, while more than 23,000 casualties
were suffered by the forces trying to relieve Kut. It was a lamentable episode of the First World
War.Auchinleck survived the fighting for Kut and in June 1916 was lucky enough to get ten days’
leave. This was spent in a wooden hut in the British hospital compound at Amara. There he
spent his time eating, swimming and sleeping. After this somewhat unorthodox leave,
Auchinleck returned to his battalion refreshed and fit. His decision to do nothing on leave was
wise as he was exhausted after the fighting in which he had been involved and needed to
recharge his body, both physically and mentally. On his return to his battalion he was given
command of a double company with the acting rank of major. In August 1916 Auchinleck was
lucky enough to get more leave, this time a whole month in India. It was during this leave, which
he spent in Simla, the summer capital of the British administration of India as well as the HQ of
the Indian army, that he met his cousin Hugh Beaver and learned that his younger brother ‘Tiny’
had been killed fighting on the Somme. Auchinleck was able to catch up with news of the Indian
army, but by the end of his leave was keen to return to his regiment. Even though the
Mesopotamian campaign was horrific, the regiment was his home.Auchinleck returned to the
62nd Punjabis in September 1916 and the climate was cooler than it had been when he had left
on his leave. There were also changes in the military there. Auchinleck’s battalion had been
brought up to full strength and had a new CO, Lieutenant Colonel George Mortimer Morris. A
new C-in-C in Mesopotamia, Lieutenant General Sir Stanley Maude, had also been appointed.
Maude had commanded the 14th Division in the Relief Force. Auchinleck had huge respect for
Maude, who could be bothered to visit those troops under his command which made him



universally popular. Sadly, Maude died of dysentery on active service in 1917 aged only 53.
However, during his time in Mesopotamia Maude many changes in how the army and
administration was handled in the area. His priority was to strengthen the lines of communication
to the forward areas and to do this he needed to make the port of Basra into an efficient base.
He altered priorities to strengthening road and river transportation to the front. This allowed for a
major offensive to capture Kut to begin on 13 December 1916.The 62nd Punjabis were still part
of the 36th Brigade which was by then part of the 14th Division, but in reserve. Maude’s plan was
one of encirclement which required a river crossing in force while each move forward was to be
thoroughly reinforced before advancing. The following battle was fierce and both sides suffered
heavy casualties, but this time the British were better prepared and had adequate medical
facilities including evacuation. The 62nd Punjabis went into action at the end of January 1917
and in three days of fighting lost one company commander and another British officer killed and
191 ORs killed or wounded. Colonel Morris was ordered to hand his battalion’s sector over to a
reserve battalion but refused, saying that the 62nd Punjabis could still hold their positions as
planned. Maude replied in a signal on 4 February and said: ‘How much I admire not only your
excellent work yesterday, but also the splendid spirit which has prompted you to ask to carry on.’
Morris was awarded the DSO soon afterwards.On 8 February 1917 Colonel Morris assumed
temporary command of the 36th Brigade and Major Auchinleck took over command of the
battalion. On 24 February he was promoted to acting lieutenant colonel. Meanwhile, he led the
battalion forward to capture the last Turkish stronghold on the south bank of the River Tigris.
Supporting units then advanced north, crossing the Tigris in an outflanking movement. Early on
23 February the 1/9th Gurkhas were ferried across the river with the objective of holding back
the enemy while a pontoon bridge was erected. Later that afternoon Auchinleck and his men
relieved the Gurkhas and established a secure bridgehead. The Punjabis occupied the trenches
dug by the Gurkhas, but had to spend the night enlarging them given the difference in size
between the diminutive Gurkhas and the tall Punjabis.The following morning the 62nd Punjabis
led the final attack on Kut. It had to be another frontal attack which meant advancing over more
than 1,000 yards of open desert with no cover at all before getting to grips with the Turks. The
36th Brigade was deployed with their British battalion on the left, the 62nd Punjabis in the centre
and the 82nd Punjabis on the right. Auchinleck fully expected high casualties, but this time he
was in command and he ordered the advance to be by sections in file, the section commander
leading his five or six men advancing with wide gaps between each section. There was far more
control using this method instead of the usual extended line; only eight were killed and fifty-eight
wounded compared with the 82nd Punjabis who advanced in line and suffered five times the
casualties of the 62nd Punjabis. The British battalion also experienced severe losses.During the
final few yards of the advance the Turks abandoned their positions and moved back, fearing
encirclement. The 62nd Punjabis occupied the now empty Turkish trenches. For the remainder
of the day there were mopping-up operations which brought in many Turkish prisoners and two
field guns abandoned by their Austrian and German crews. By 25 February the Turks were in full



retreat and Maude decided to pursue the enemy with the objective of capturing Baghdad as
soon as possible. The Royal Flying Corps (RFC) had been strengthened with both pilots and
aircraft, which meant that Maude was able to receive valuable air reconnaissance as well as
aerial support with which enemy columns retreating northwards could be harried. Over the next
ten days both the 62nd and 82nd Punjabis were in hot pursuit of the enemy on both sides of the
Tigris. The Turks tried delaying tactics which were unsuccessful. Auchinleck described this
period of being ‘a little fighting, long marches, no paths, plenty of lice, bit of good spirit’. The
62nd Punjabis were the first troops to enter Baghdad on 8 March 1917 and they met with little
resistance when they entered the city. From aerial reconnaissance it was obvious that most of
the Turkish force was making for Kirkuk, 150 miles further to the north.On 12 March 1917
Auchinleck relinquished his temporary command to Colonel Morris and reverted to the rank of
major and second-in-command of the battalion. At the end of May 1917 the 62nd Punjabis were
sent to Baguba on the River Diyala about 40 miles north of Baghdad. Once there, the battalion
dug trenches and dugouts and then settled down to general garrison life. At the end of August
Auchinleck learned that he had been awarded the DSO for his service commanding the 62nd
Punjabis on the outskirts of Baghdad in March. At the same time, it was announced that he had
also been mentioned in dispatches.In mid-September 1917 Auchinleck was posted to the 52nd
Indian Infantry Brigade as brigade major. This brigade was a part of the new 17th Indian Division
stationed near Baghdad. Auchinleck was not happy to leave his regiment which he still saw as
his home, but the appointment to brigade major or ‘BM’ was a splendid recognition of
Auchinleck’s work and he was still a relatively young officer. His work as the temporary
commander of the 62nd Punjabis had not gone unnoticed. Auchinleck by now had a lot of active
service experience under his belt and as the 52nd Brigade was busy receiving new soldiers from
India, Auchinleck as BM was in an ideal position to share his knowledge of fighting the Turks and
the conditions that could be expected in Mesopotamia.
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