Canvas Eagles Over Palestine, 1916-1917

By Lisa Smedman
In the Spring 1998 issue of “Over the Front” magazine, a publication of the League of WWI Aviation Historians, the “forgotten front” of the Sinai and Palestine was discussed in detail. For those who want to set a Canvas Eagles or Blue Max campaign in this theatre of war, the article will prove an invaluable resource.

The air war in Palestine and the Sinai saw German pilots of the Fliegerabteilung 300 (FA 300 “Pascha”) do combat with British pilots of the No. 14 Squadron, No. 113 Squadron, and No. 111 Squadron, and Australian pilots of the No. 1 Squadron AFC. In addition to dogfights, these pilots undertook many of the missions found in the Canvas Eagles or Blue Max games. They also undertook some that were unique to this theatre of war (see Revised Mission Table).

Hazards specific to this theatre of war included sandstorms, diseases (malaria, dysentery), wandering tribes of Bedouin who would attack downed flyers, and terrain with lots of soft sand that made landings hazardous (see Revised Landing Table and Revised Evade Table).

Both the Germans and British had anti-aircraft guns. Planes were also brought down by rifle and machine gun fire from the ground.

The major battles of this theatre include a German/Turkish attack that attempted to take the Suez Canal in July 1916. In August, the British began a counterattack that pushed them back; the British advance across the Sinai Peninsula continued through December 1916.

The first and second battles of Gaza took place in March and April 1917 and were British attacks. Following these battles (from April through November, 1917) the front was relatively quiet. Six months of trench warfare ensued from April through October, with cavalry skirmishes in no man’s land between the trenches.

The third battle of Gaza began in November 1917 and was a British victory.

The British and Australian planes typically outnumbered the German planes. Prior to the third battle of Gaza, the British and Australians enjoyed a four-fold superiority over the Germans.

The German pilots called themselves the “desert lions.” Pilots on both sides referred to their enemies as “sportsmen” and regularly dropped letters, information on captive pilots and photographs of their own units on enemy airfields.

Revised Mission Table:

Note: Players should choose which side (German or British) will roll to determine the mission. If the Germans roll Pilot Rescue, they should reroll. If the British roll Orientation Flight or Sabotage, they should reroll.

1) Observe Enemy: observing and reporting enemy troop buildups or lines (must successfully return to airfield or exit board).

2) Photograph: photographing terrain for use in mapmaking (must successfully return to airfield or exit board).

3) Bomb: targets included enemy airfields, troops, camel supply trains, British seaplane carriers. The Germans constructed at least one fake airfield out of old tents and unuseable aircraft (a roll of 1 on 1D6 means an airfield bombed by the British was a fake and results in no points). An alternative on the bombing run involves British dropping opium-laced cigarettes over the Turkish lines. Same rules as bombing apply.

4) Directing Artillery Fire.

5) Strafe Enemy: since there was limited trench warfare, strafing was primarily conducted on infantry troops, cavalry troops, railway construction and well-drilling units.

6) Fighter Sweep.

7) Scramble. (Side that did NOT roll this mission must scramble.)

8) Sabotage: on two occasions, German pilots landed beside a railway, telegraph line and water pipe line to plant explosives. A successful landing on any hex containing a railway, telegraph line or water pipe line results in 10 points to both pilot and observer, should the plane manage to take off again. One German plane is designated as the sabotage plane; it may plant only one explosive per game. (British should be told that mission is to Bomb.)

9) Orientation Flight: both German and Turkish commanders were taken aloft to acquaint them with terrain prior to a large battle. Germans secretly designate one observer plane as carrying the commander. Pilot or observer who shoots this plane down receives 10 additional points. (British should be told that the mission is a Fighter Sweep.)

10) Pilot Rescue: On several occasions, British pilots landed to pick up fellow pilots whose planes had been downed. Rescuing pilot must land in a hex with a downed aircraft to pick up its pilot and take off again. Once a plane has picked up a pilot, it may not make restricted maneuvers, due to the extra weight it is carrying. British secretly designate one hex (must be at least halfway across the board) as the target hex. Successful mission results in 10 points to pickup pilot. (Germans should be told that the mission is to Bomb.)

Revised Landing Table:

Airfield
2

Clear
3

Railway
5

Soft Sand
6

Trench Line
7 (April to October 1917 only)

Village
9

Road
as other terrain at +1

Revised Evade Table:

-1* minor injury

-3* serious injury

-1 illness (a 1 result on 1D10)

+1 landed/crashed 0-3 hexes from friendly airfield

-1 landed/crashed 6+ hexes from friendly airfield

-1 sandstorm blows up (a 1 result on 1D10)

-3 enemy attack in progress

+3 friendly attack in progress

-3 Bedouin tribesmen attack (a 1 result on 1D6)

Planes Used in the Sinai and Palestine Campaign (and date available):

EARLY WAR (1914-1916)
German
British/Australian


(November 1914):


BE2a


Maurice Farman


Henri Farman


Nieuport VI monoplane seaplane

(January 1916):
(1916):

Pfalz EII
BE2c

Rumpler CI
Bristol Scout


DH1a

(August 1916):
Martinsyde G100

Fokker EII
Short 184


Short 850


Sopwith Baby


Sopwith Schneider

LATE WAR (1917-1918)

German
British/Australian


(1917):


BE2e


(April 1917):


BE12a

(June 1917):

Albatros DIII


(August 1917):


Bristol M1b


DH2


Vickers FB19 Mark II


(Sept. 1917):


Bristol F2a


Bristol F2b

(Oct. 1917):
(Oct. 1917):

AEG C IV
Bristol M1c


Martinsyde G102


RE8

Early War Notes:

BE2c: a two-seater. Slow in speed and climbing rate and “almost defenseless” against the faster Rumpler CI.

Henri Farman: had an 80 HP engine. Equipped with a fuselage-mounted, downward-pointing machine gun to shoot at ground targets.

Maurice Farman: a pusher plane with a 70 HP Renault engine. Equipped with a fuselage-mounted, downward-pointing machine gun to shoot at ground targets.

Nieuport VI: a monoplane seaplane.

Pfalz EII: a single-seater fighter. Equivalent performance to the Allied machines.

Rumpler C1: equipped with 160 HP Mercedes engines and were capable of a speed of 80 mph. Equipped with a machine gun for the observer. Superior in speed and climbing power to the Allied machines, but with a mechanical defect: the exhaust muffler was prone to sudden ruptures that spewed flame and debris backward. (Once during each game, a roll is made to determine whether the muffler explodes. This roll is made on a random turn, determined at start of game by rolling 2D10 and adding these dice together. When this turn comes up, if the plane is in the air, roll 1D10; a result of 1 means a muffler explosion; draw 1 damage chit.) By mid-1916, two Rumplers were equipped with forward-firing machine guns with a motor-driven interceptor, an innovation of one of the German pilots. After September 1916 Rumplers arriving in this theatre were equipped with factory-installed, forward-shooting Spandau machine guns. In 1917 the Rumplers wer armed with a forward-firing Spandau on the left cowling and a Parabellum for the observer. These Rumplers enjoyed “a complete mastery” over the slower British planes.

Late War Notes:

BE2e: a two-seater.

BE12a: a fighter-bomber. Superior to the slower BE2c and BE2e.

Bristol M1b: a monoplane.

Martinsyde G102: had a 160 HP engine.

Just prior to the third battle of Gaza (prior to Nov. 1917) the respective air forces had the following:

Germans: Rumpler C1 (14 planes); Pfalz EII (2 planes); Fokker EII (1 plane).

British: BE2e (24 planes); RE8 (5 planes); Bristol F2A (6 planes); Vickers FB19 (5 planes); DH2 (3 planes); Bristol M1c (2 planes); Bristol Scout (1 plane).

Australians: BE2c and 2e (7 planes); BE12a (5 planes); RE8 (5 planes); Martinsyde G102 (1 plane).

