Lesson: Understanding withdrawal and surrender through the Fall of Singapore, Feb 1942 and the Battles of Gaza, 1917 

Reference:
1. http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-02-14/fall-of-singapore-75-year-anniversary-commemorated/8267650
2. http://kokodahistorical.com.au/history/fall-of-singapore
3. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/fall-singapore-lessons-alliance-failure/
4. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Singapore
5. http://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/history/publications/australians-world-war-i-australian-light-horse-%E2%80%93-palestine-1916-1918/chapter-5
6. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Battle_of_Gaza

Tasks:

At a minimum read through the attached required reading. Conduct further reading through the above references or as you be able to access in books and journals
Consider the Principles of War as it relates to the two case studies
Identify contributing factors to the successes and failures in each of the case studies
Participate in a discussion lead into the understanding of withdrawal, surrender and defeat. 

Context: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]February 2017 marked the 75th anniversary of the Fall of Singapore which Winston Churchill labeled “the worst disaster and the greatest capitulation in British history”[footnoteRef:1]. This year is also the commemoration of the 100th anniversary of the lesser known Battles of Gaza. While defeat is the antithesis of an Army’s purpose, there is surprising value to be had in discussing defeat and how contextualise their significance.  [1:  Churchill, Winston (1942), quoted from http://www.winstonchurchill.org/support?catid=0&id=901, retrieved on 30 Mar 17] 


Discussion: Guided discussion facilitated by XX on withdrawal and surrender through the Fall of Singapore and the Battles of Gaza 

Date: XX

Time: XX

Location: XX Mess 


** “XX” used in the document to be adapted for individual unit/sub-unit needs **


Required reading:
Singapore
Much has been written about the conditions and circumstances leading to the Fall of Singapore: A poor appreciation of the approaches to the island led to easy success for the Japanese advancing down the Malayan peninsular[footnoteRef:2]. There was tension and personal distrust between the various layers of command and a poor assessment of the likely avenue of attack. In pure numerical terms, the British had an advantage of around 85,000 soldiers available to the Japanese 30,000. One day into the battle, the direction given by Winston Churchill was ‘The battle must be fought to the bitter end at all costs’[footnoteRef:3]. Despite this direction over the following days, the Allied forces were repeatedly pushed back until they were left in what they believed was an untenable position with limited resources and a significant number of civilians in harm’s way.  [2:  Elphick, P., (1995) Singapore: The Pregnable Fortress, Hodder and Stoughton, ]  [3:  Leasor, James (1968). Singapore: The Battle That Changed The World. London: House of Stratus.] 

Around the time of the decision to surrender, the staff of the British Commander LTGEN Percival considered the option to reconstitute and counter attack.  At the time it was assessed that this would not have been successful, despite post war analysis that it may have been. In the aftermath of the surrender, approx. 85000 soldiers were captured including 15000 Australians.  Of interest, in the immediate planning for the surrender, 3000 places were available for limited personnel on small boats out of Singapore – these places were divided up and allocated to different nationalities / units[footnoteRef:4]. The allocation of these places was then left to commanders. [4:  Ewer, Peter; 2013, The Long Road to Changi, Sydney, Harper Collins Publishers] 

What this synopsis does not cover is the countless explanations given for the defeat in Singapore. It also does not look at the grave cost that the fall had to the Allied cause; the tens of thousands of Allied troops who were captured and who were to subsequently see out the war in Japanese prison camps, such as the infamous Changi Prison. There are also other strategic implications- to some the fall of Singapore is a turning point in the prominence of Britain in international affairs ‘It was both the greatest defeat ever inflicted on Australian troops and the most calamitous loss ever suffered by the British empire, one so sever the strains of ‘Rule Britannia’ never rang out in quite the same way again’[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  Ewer, Peter; 2013, The Long Road to Changi, Sydney, Harper Collins Publishers] 

Gaza
The second of the case studies in this article, comes from the Middle East in WW1. Over March and April of 1917 the British led a series of attacks on the Turkish held town of Gaza, during which the ANZAC Mounted Division under MAJGEN Chauvel played a pivotal role. Of particular significance were the events of the first Battle of Gaza, commencing on 26 Mar 1917. Using a mounted and dismounted battle plan the four divisions of the British Eastern Force including Chauvel’s command, made their approaches on Gaza. By nightfall the light horsemen had taken the outskirts of Gaza and were ready for reinforcements to follow on.  Commander of the Eastern Force, MAJGEN Dobell, ordered a withdrawal, based on poor intelligence regarding the arrival of Turkish reinforcements (who incidentally had already been halted, on the assumption that the town was already lost)[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Department of Veterans Affairs http://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/history/publications/australians-world-war-i-australian-light-horse-%E2%80%93-palestine-1916-1918/chapter-5 retrieved on 30 Mar 17] 

Having lost the element of surprise, the Eastern Force subsequently waited several weeks on the arrival of tanks before commencing their next attack on Gaza.  The delay in re-attacking, put the force at an obvious disadvantage in that it gave the Turks the opportunity to reinforce their position and reconstitute.  The Second Battle of commenced on 17 Apr, with limited artillery, the Eastern Force commenced infantry assault over open ground. As the battle wore on the Eastern Force took 5900 casualties before Dobell again abandoned the offensive[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Bradley, P., (2016) Australian Light Horse: The Campaign in the Middle East, 1916-1918, Allen & Unwin] 

Following the second battle Dobell was replaced, and the focus of Allied efforts shifted. As such the Battle of Beersheeba (Oct 1917) occurred before an opportunity was available to attack Gaza.  The next offensive on Gaza occurred in Nov 1917, and primarily due to the support provided by heavy artillery and Turkish withdrawals to reinforce other fronts, the attack was finally successful[footnoteRef:8]. The victory at Beersheeba, and to a lesser extent the eventual taking of Gaza, was critical to the eventual triumph in the Middle East[footnoteRef:9]. It can only be speculated how significantly easier this may have been if Gaza had been taken at the first opportunity. [8:  Australian War Memorial https://www.awm.gov.au/military-event/E136/, retrieved on 30 Mar 17]  [9:  Perry, R., (2009),The Australian Light Horse, Hachette] 

Some references suggest that Dobell’s decision to withdraw in the first Battle of Gaza was a result of concern regarding water for the horses. His commander on the ground (Chauvel) disagreed but was overruled. 


Discussion (optional whether these questions are provided to participants prior to the activity)
Based on the knowledge he had at the time, what do you think of Percival’s decision to surrender? What is the basis for your assessment?
Consider the ethics of deciding who would stay and who would be allocated position on the boats out of Singapore. How would you do it?
What do you think of the suggestion that the Fall of Singapore marked a turning point in the prominence of Britain?
Without relying on hindsight, what do you think of the Dobell’s  order to withdraw in the first battle of Gaza?
History has provided two examples of surrender/withdrawal that do not paint a positive picture.  These are not designed to stand alone as evidence of a policy to never concede any ground or balance operational versus strategic outcomes. What examples can you think of, where a surrender or withdrawal has been a success? Is it as black and white to simply say ‘we will never surrender’ (or withdraw)?
We are often asked to consider the Principles of War. In the above case studies, discussing ‘economy of effort’, ‘selection and maintenance of the aim’ and ‘maintenance of morale’ could result in varied perspectives about priorities and the impacts of decisions. Where do you think surrender and withdrawal fit within our understanding of the principles of war? 
It is worth considering the balance between the ‘withdrawal’ of forces (in the Singapore context) versus a ‘strategic drawdown”. To some they could be the same thing. What are your thoughts on this in the recent context of Iraq? What about in Vietnam?
Although not principles of war, caution and judiciousness are admirable attributes of commanders. These are admirable attributes when considering decision that may have impacts of the lives of others. How do you think these qualities should be balanced against aggression and mission focus?
In both Gaza and Singapore, arguably the decisions made, were in part to avoid further casualties. The volume of these casualties was far higher than anything that we are currently used to. In our current, risk adverse environment, we are reluctant to move forward if there is a possibility of one life being lost, let alone in such great volumes. How well do you think you would be able to make decisions when such quantities of lives are at stake? Does it make a difference between if it would be one life, or thousands? Would you withdraw off a hill you had been told to occupy in order to save a life?
After thought
Although defeat should never be planned for on the operational battlefield, what failure in training? In a question recently posed to me, do we learn better from tactical activities when we are not successful, or when we are? If we learn more from not being successful, why not create a training environment where commanders are comfortable to try new things and where failure is an option to learn from!


