From Tansor to Basra via
Harrogate: Albert Rowlett’s War
Albert John Rowlett was one of three Rowlett brothers who enlisted to serve in the Great War.
He was born in Tansor in April 1887, and was the eldest son of John Burton Rowlett and his
wife Eliza. Albert went to school in Tansor between 1890 – 1898, leaving when he was just
eleven years old. He came from farming stock, and in April 1915 when he enlisted at
Peterborough, he described himself as a farm hand. Albert joined the Northamptonshire
Battery of the Royal Field Artillery, which before the war was based at the Drill Hall, Queen
Street, Peterborough. When war was declared, it became part of the East Anglian Division, and
Albert was part of the second line, known as the 2/1st Northamptonshire Battery. In May 1916,
as part of C Battery, Albert moved to Harrogate in North Yorkshire. Early on, he was transferred
to the 388th Battery of the Royal Field Artillery as a driver.
The Royal Field Artillery provided
artillery support for the British Army,
and was the largest arm of the artillery.
It was responsible for medium calibre
guns and howitzers deployed close to
the front line; and also for trench
mortars. Each Battery had between six
and eight guns. The most common gun
was the eighteen pounder, designed to
be a mobile offensive weapon. It was
transported between positions by being
hooked up to a trailer pulled by a team
of six horses. Each driver was
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responsible for controlling two horses as the gun was moved into position. Since everyone in
the RFA was automatically designated a gunner, it seems likely that Albert would have been
trained to operate the gun. There is evidence to suggest that, where possible, men skilled in
handling heavy horses were specifically directed to the artillery. As a farm hand, Albert would
have had the necessary experience.
Having served in England thus far, in June 1917 Albert sailed from Devonport in Plymouth,
disembarking in Basra in mid August after several weeks at sea. Basra – in modern day Iraq –
was part of the Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the twentieth century, and was historically
part of the region known as Mesopotamia. Not long after his arrival, Albert was hospitalized first in Basra in September and
then in Makina, just six days after
he had been discharged. In
November 1917, he was posted to
C Battery, 56th Brigade in the RFA,
a British unit that was part of the
7th Meerut Division in the Indian
Army. At that time, the unit was in
Balad, fifty miles north of
Baghdad. Earlier that year,
Baghdad had been liberated by
British forces, in which the British
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Indian Army played a significant
role. The Ottomans pulled back to Tikrit, 120 north-west of
Baghdad, on the banks of the river Tigris. On 4th November
1917 British Intelligence confirmed that the Turkish forces
were planning to evacuate Tikrit. The British troops faced
seven miles of trenches surrounding the walled city, which
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stood 45 metres above the level of the
river, providing Ottoman troops with long
range observation. The war diaries for
this period show that the 56th was
involved in the shelling of Tikrit, with C
Battery supporting an infantry attack on
the right bank, two days after Albert
arrived. After intense fighting, the British
and Indian armies successfully defeated
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the Turks. Overall, there were 1,801
casualties, of which 161 were killed. The
56th Brigade recorded that four men
were killed and 17 wounded in the
operation. The unit remained in Tikrit for
a few days, before marching back to
Samarra.
Towards the end of December 1917, the
unit left Basra for Port Suez in Egypt and
then served in Palestine, where Albert
was once again hospitalized as a result of
field activity in March 1918. Soon
afterwards, Albert left the region,
embarking in Alexandria in early April
aboard H.T. Manitou, and arriving in
Marseilles two weeks later.

Extract from the 56th Brigade War Diary, 1st-7th November 1917

