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THE ASSYRI AN LEVI ES

By- Lt-Col R S. Stafford D.S.O MC. 1933

The Assyrian Levies were a nost noteworthy feature of
Iraq, and especially of Northern Iraq during the
years of the Mandate, and no account of the
Assyrians, nor indeed of Iraq itself, would be
compl ete without some account of them

Every wvisitor to Baghdad has remarked on the
extrenely smart appearance of the guards at the
houses of the H gh Comm ssioner and the Air Oficer
Conmandi ng. The general appearance of these troops,
with their slouch hats and red or white hackles, was
favorably commented upon by all who saw them and
their officers fromtime to tine have said that they
were as good as any troops in Asia, not excluding the
Si khs and @urkhas.

The original Levies were not Assyrians at all. No
doubt many will be surprised to |learn that it was not
until 1928 that the Levies becane entirely Assyrian.
The force subsequently known as the Levies,
originated in Muntafig Horse, a body of Arabs from
the Muntafiqg province on the |ower Euphrates, forty
in nunber, who were enlisted by Major Eadie in 1915.
The force expanded rapidly and became known as
"Shabanas", a Turkish word neaning a sem-mlitary
gendarnerie. As they becanme nore disciplined they
rendered excellent service, and during the Arab
rebel lion of 1920 they displayed, under conditions of
the greatest trial, steadfast Iloyalty to their
British officers. At this time practically all the
"Shabanas" were Arabs, with a few Kurds in the north.
In 1919 two battalions of Assyrians were formed out
of the refugees in Baquba canp. They were, however,
quite distinct from the "Shabanas”. They were
enpl oyed in the north and did good work in operations
agai nst the Kurds near Anmadi yah. They were, however,
di sbanded in 1920 to allow themto take part in Agha
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Petros's enterprise. In 1920 the Assyrians, as has
already been related, had given proof of their
fighting qualities, when the canps at Mndan and
Baquba were attacked by the Arab rebels. During this
rebellion nmuch of the country was to all intents and
purposes out of control. There were a few isolated
pl aces where British officers held out, and in
several instances these officers were nurdered by the
rebel Arabs. It would not have been surprising;
therefore, if the Assyrian associates of the British
had not been simlarly dealt with. But in their canps
they held out against all attacks - Arabs at Baquba
and of Kurds at Mndan - and General Haldane's
testimony to the value of their services has already
been quot ed.

In the vyear followwing the rebellion the Cairo
Conference was held. This Conference was held in
order to decide what Britain was to do with her Arab
conquests. M. Wnston Churchill, who was, at that
time, Secretary of State for the Col onies, presided,
and there were present all the experts fromthe old
Arab Bureau who had functioned during the war in
Cairo and who had been largely instrunmental in
bringing the Sharifian forces under the Emr Feisal.
O the nmany decisions taken —at this Conference
perhaps the nost inportant was that the Emr Feisal,
who in the previous year had been ejected from
Damascus by the '‘French, shoul d be recommended to the
peopl e of Mesopotanmia,  or lrag as it was to be
called, as their King. It was also decided, that in
the interests of econony the British and Indian
troops in Msopotanma should be replaced by | ocal
Levies. These were to conprise Arabs, Kurds, and
Assyrians and were to be |nperial troops, naintained
and paid by the British Treasury. It was, however,
not desired that the enlistnment of Arabs in the
Levies should be continued for long, as otherw se
there woul d be conpetition with the Iraqgi Arny which
was shortly to be forned.

So in April 1921 cane the first attenpt to enlist
Assyrians, and they were far from successful. The
Assyrians said that all they wanted was that the
British should arrange for them to return to their
own hones. Wthin two or three nonths, however, two
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hundred had joined, largely through the persuasive
el oquence of Dr. Wgram who, having for sone years
before the war served in the Hakkiari Muntains with
the Archbishop of Canterbury's Mssion, was well
known to them The Command was given to Brigadier-
CGeneral Sadleir Jackson, CB., CMG, DS O Mre
Assyrians joined later, and the Assyrian Levies as
such had their baptism of fire in Decenber 1921 in
the operations near Batas and Harir near Rowanduz,
which was at that time in the occupation of the
Turks. There was not nuch actual fighting, but the
cheerful manner in which the Assyrians underwent
extrenely trying climatic conditions earned the
whol ehearted praise of their British officers.

In 1922 it was decided to recruit 1,500 nore
Assyrians. The experinent of having m xed conpanies
of Kurds and Assyrians had been tried and had fail ed.
The Chal deans and the Yezidis (Devil-worshippers) had
proved unsuitable as soldiers. This nunber was duly
enlisted, but the recruits suffered nuch from the
sane troubles as did our own New Arny in the early
days of the war, nor did they endure their troubles
so patiently. At the beginning equipnent, clothing,
and even tents were | acking, and at Dohuk, where they
were concentrated, there was nmuch malaria, and nost
of them went down with fever. There were grunbles at
cuts in their pay, for they had been enlisted wth
the prom se of a nmonthly pay of Rs. 50, and when a 10
percent cut was nmade fromthis and they only received
Rs. 45 they refused to re-engage when their first
year was up. This, as will be seen, was an inportant
factor in the future devel opnent of things. Those who
refused to re-engage were | ater persuaded to do so by
David, (he had received the O B. E for distinguished
service during the Batas operations the year before),
the father of the Mar Shinun, who later on becane
Chief Liaison Oficer of the Levies. The inportance
of this is that nenbers of the famly of the Mar
Shimun thus canme to exercise very great authority
over the Levies. For a considerable period they
controlled enlistnents and pronotions, and at the
present tinme those Assyrian Levies who remain in the
service are the nost enthusiastic supporters of the
Mar Shimun. Conversely, the influence of the Mar
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Shimun's famly anmong the Levies has greatly
strengthened his own authority anong the Assyrians as
a whole. It was very convenient for the British
authorities when any question arose to deal with the
Levies through the Mar Shimun. This was notably the
case when the political mutiny of 1932 occurred and,
as will be seen later, it had much to do with the Mar
Shimun's claimthat what he called his tenporal power
shoul d be recogni zed.

By COctober 1922 the Assyrian units in the Levies
consisted of two battalions of infantry, one pack
battery, and two squadrons of cavalry. During the
year they had been enployed in operations at Rania,
near Sul ei mani yah, and at Amadi yah. In Anmadi yah town
there was a sudden Kurdish rising, inspired partly by
Turki sh propaganda and partly by a dislike on the
part of the Kurdish Aghas of being brought under
control, which had nearly resulted in the capture of
the Qaimagam He was only saved by the pronpt arrival
of Bishop Sirkis, who, as soon as he heard what was
happeni ng, hastily collected two hundred Assyrians
and sailed into the fray - another proof that an
Assyrian Bishop is as nuch .at hone with the rifle as
with the pastoral staff. (Another Bishop, VYusef,
uncle of the Mar Shinmun, was once invited to take
part in a sweep at a RAF. ‘rifle neeting. He did so
and finished seventh out of 150 firers!). Two
unfortunate incidents were soon to occur. |n August
1923 there was a fracas in the Bazaar at Msul which
nearly caused a serious outbreak. Two Assyrian
children were found killed and their nurderers were
never di scover ed. The Assyrian Levies, whose
headquarters were in Msul, in their indignation
nearly got out of hand, the people at Msul are
always difficult, and there had always been feeling
between the Mslens and the Christians in the town.
This feeling becane bitterer as the result of this
incident, and it was nost unfortunately followed in
May 1924 by a serious affair at Kirkuk, where the 2nd
Battalion of Assyrians was stationed and where there
was an actual outbreak. As in Msul, relations
bet ween the Assyrians and the townspeople of Kirkuk,
mainly of Turkoman origin, were the reverse of
friendly. A second battalion was under orders to
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proceed to Suleimaniyah to join the lragi Arny in
operations against Sheikh Mahnud, the Kurdish
National |eader, who was engaged in one of his
periodic revolts against the Iragi Government. It was
alleged that the townspeople taunted the Levy
soldiers with what would happen to their w ves and
famlies when they left for the front. Tension ran
high and a brawl in a coffee shop caused a riot. The
news was carried back to the barracks that an
Assyrian soldier had been killed, and this news set
the match to the powder barrel. The Assyrians seized
their rifles and ran anok throughout the Bazaars of
the town, firing on everyone they saw. To start with,
their own British officers were unable to check them
and for sone little tine they were out of control and
it was only with some difficulty that their officers
were able to reassert their authority. Fifty of the
townspeople were killed in this affair, anmbng them a
nmuch revered religious Shei kh. Four Assyrian soldiers
lost their lives. 'No .doubt the provocation was
consi derabl e, but, as has been stated in an earlier
chapter, whatever the provocation may have been, such
an outbreak on the part of. disciplined troops was a
serious blot on the good nane of the Assyrians. Most
serious was the effect it had in wdening the gulf
between the Assyrians and the lraqgis, who by 1933
seenmed to be fully persuaded that the Assyrians were
invincible - a '‘psychological factor which wll be
appreciated in a |later chapter. Wen a court-martial
at Kirkuk was held only nine Levy soldiers were found
guilty. This, too, caused considerable comment in the
Iraqgi Press, unaccustonmed as it was to the justice of
a British court-martial. They were sentenced to |ong
terms of inprisonment, but the Iragi Governnent
di spl ayed a very creditable sense of noderation and
only a portion of the sentences was actually served.

In the summer of 1924 the Assyrian Levies were again
engaged in operations against Shei kh  Mahnud.
(Actually the Assyrian Levies were engaged in al nost
conti nuous operations agai nst Shei kh Mahmud from t he
sumer of 1924 until My 1927. It has al ways been
somewhat of a grievance anong them that few of them
were awarded the GCeneral Service Mdal, which the
R A.F. personnel obtained for shorter periods of
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service). At that time the Iraqgi Arny was only three
years old. Unlike the Assyrians, who had the benefit
of the direct command of British officers wth
experience in dealing with such troops, the Iraqi
Arny was under the di sadvantage of being officered by
Arabs, wth British officers only in advisory
capacities, and these Arabs were either ex-Turkish
of ficers who, however experienced, had found no
little difficulty in turning over to British ideas,
or young officers whose mlitary schooling was just
begi nning. The Arab troops too were untried; nost of
them were plainsmen or nen from the deserts and
towns. They were entirely out of their el enent when
taken up into Kurdish hills, where conditions of
warfare are nuch the same as on the northwest
frontier of India. The terrain is entirely in favor
of the defenders. Sheikh Mahrmud's nmen were not only
wel | armed, but they knew every inch of the country.
The lragi forces were noving through a sem-hostile
countryside, and there is no doubt that the Arab
troops would have found thenselves in serious
difficulties if they had not had Levy support. This
was true as late as 1932, when the rebellious Sheikh
Ahrmed of Barzan coul d never have been reduced by the
Iragis without the help of the British Royal Air
Force. The Assyrians, too, ‘sent their 3rd battalion
later in 1924 to the Amadiyah district. As already
rel ated, the Turks had evicted the Assyrian settlers
fromthe Hakkiari Muntains and had pursued theminto
Iraqi territory. Here they were repul sed, largely by
the Assyrian irregulars who had been  hastily
collected. The regular Assyrian troops on this
occasi on displayed the finest discipline under the
nost trying circunstances. Their famlies were
inmperiled from the advancing Turks, but the Levies
remai ned firm They behaved just as well, as will be
described | ater, under even nore trying conditions in
August 1933.

Anot her attenpt to enploy Assyrian irregulars the
next year ended in failure, as the follow ng account
shows. The costunmes of the nen recruited at Mosul
i ndi cated how irregular they were. Sonme of them were
dressed in their picturesque native Assyrian clothes,
and thence by various stages to European dress
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conplete with grey bower hat. They were only raised
at all by an increase of a promise of pay. They had
no idea of discipline on the march or in action.
During the action at Kinaru, on June 25th, every nan
fought for hinself bravely enough, but with entire
disregard for the rest of the force. Wen placed on
pi cket near Penjvin, nost of them left the picket
line and descended to the village to loot. Only on
i ndependent patrols did they do really good work, and
here they nearly obeyed orders. On this the Col onel
Conmandant of the force interviewed them and sixty-
nine of themagreed to obey orders. These were forned
into a nounted body called locally "The 69th Light
Horsed€. The rest were sent back to Msul and
di scharged. It was at this time that the Assyrians
suffered their heaviest casualties in action, but
these casualties were very slight and nust appear
trivial as conpared with the holocausts reported
alnost daily during the Geat War. And in fact the
Assyrians were never tested in the face of heavy
| osses. This is a point which has sonetinmes been | ost
sight of. The Assyrians were at honme in the
nount ai ns, and they were the equals of the Kurds in
the qguerrilla warfare on their own grounds. Under
these conditions they were infinitely superior to the
Arabs of the plains, but it was never put to the test
whether their fighting value outside their own
terrain (when after the nmutiny of 1932 a few of the
Assyrian Levies were noved down to Basrah, they were
di stinctly unhappy in the steany autumm on the Shatt-
al -Arab) would have been greater than that of the
Arabs had these two been conmanded, by British
officers. In the type of warfare, however, in which
the Assyrians were engaged and to which they were
accust onred, heavy casualties were not |likely to occur
and they certainly did all that was asked of them
They were enthusiastically praised by their British
officers, who, as is the way with British officers
all over the world, fostered as much as possible
their esprit de corps. Perhaps, however, there was
too much belittlenment of the young Iragi Army, which
was in the process of formation, and which, as
already stated, in its first operations in the
nountains was by no neans successful. This comment
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will probably be criticized in certain quarters, but
it can hardly be disputed that sonme of the junior
British officers in the Levies were rather prejudiced
against the Arab Governnment. In any case feelings of
intense jealously sprang up between the Assyrian
Levies and the lraqi Arny, and these feelings
increased the mutual dislike of Assyrian and Arab.
The Assyrians took their cue from their officers -
i ndeed, fromthe very fact of their service with the
British - in despising the Arabs. The Arabs felt that
a subject race was being used as an instrunent
agai nst them by the Mandatory Power, whose intentions
they never inmagi ned were honest. Neither Assyrian nor
Arab in those early days of the Mandate thought for
one mnute that within ten years British contro

woul d be gone and the country independent, and the
Assyrians' unpopularity from 1932 onwards is largely
the result of their service with the British. The
services for the British conmended themto the whole
of the British comunity, to their own officers, and
to the menbers of the Royal Air Force stationed from
time totinme in the country. Their appearance, as has
been said, was smart and they were, noreover,

cheerful under the worst weather conditions, and, as
is the way of nountaineers, they could endure extrene
hardshi p. Unlike many native troops they could, and
did, produce officers who were fit to command. Those
Assyrians who rose to conm ssioned rank were all nen
of initiative and efficiency. They had taken readily
to British tactical ideas, and, unlike nmany Eastern
peoples, they were not only wlling but able to
accept responsibilities.

From 1926 onwards the Levies began to be reduced in
strength. Those that took their discharge were given
a rifle and two hundred rounds of amunition, the
object being that they should be able to protect
thenselves in their villages. The Arabs have
strenuously criticized this on the grounds that it
was a British device to establish a pro-British arnmed
enclave in the north of Iraq. Wien the troubles came
in 1932-3 the Arabs still believed that the British
were using the Assyrians against the interests of the
i ndependent Arab Covernnent in Baghdad, and were both
surprised and relieved when they nmade the discovery



that it was British policy to support the Iraqi

CGovernnent and not the Assyrians. So far as concerned
the rifle and two hundred rounds of amunition, the
i ssue of these was fully justified. Practically every
Kurd in the country is arned, and it was only right
that every Assyrian should have a rifle as well. It
woul d have been inpossible to have sent the Assyrians
home to their villages unarnmed, for that would have
put them at the mercy of the Kurds. Equally
i npossible was the only alternative, nanely the
di sarmanment of the Kurds - even yet the |Iraq

CGovernnent is not nearly strong enough to effect
this.

Sone of the discharged Levies joined the Iraq

Police, where they did well, and a few the Arny,
where not through any fault of their own, they proved
less satisfactory. Altogether approximtely four
thousand Assyrians passed through the Levies. The
greatest nunber serving at any tine was about two
thousand five hundred. By June 1932 their nunbers had
been reduced to one thousand five hundred, and a year
later to eight hundred, and they were enpl oyed solely
to guard the British R A F. aerodrones as provided in
the Anglo-lraqi Treaty of 1931. There had been no
active service since 1927, though they had assisted
the lragi Arny in garrisoning various stations,
notably Billeh, just at the foot of the Barzan
country. Negotiations are now in progress with a view
to changing the name of the Levies to that of Air
Def ense @uards, for which force Arabs and Kurds are
al so being recruited.

It is easy to be wise after the event, but |ooking
back one may doubt the w sdom of enlisting the
Assyrians into the Levies. It is true that in 1921
this was the obvious thing to do. They were clearly

good fighting material. They were still unsettled and
their levy pay would be a godsend to them It was
still hoped that they would be able to return to

their Hakki ari honmes where they would enj oy sone kind
of self-government. But this was not to be. By the
end of 1925 it was certain that they had no apparent
future except as lraqgi citizens. Therefore, the
sooner they could be assimlated in the lraqgi State
the better, but being enployed as they were as



I mperial troops under an unpopul ar Mandatory Power

they seemed definitely alien to the rest of Irag.

Ever since the formation of the lragi State the Iraqi

politician has been terrified of the mnority
guestion, which mght postpone the obtaining of the
longed for independence. And here there was a
mnority, if ever there was one. Financially, of

course, the Assyrians profited very greatly from
their levy service, while the British taxpayer also
benefited, since by the enploynment of Assyrians
rather than British or Indian troops in lragq very
consi derabl e economes were affected. Nevertheless,

it is doubtful whether in the long run the Assyrians
have gained. It can hardly be disputed that G eat

Britain by enploying them as Levies has undertaken a
real obligation on their behalf. It mght have been
expected that the Iraqgi Governnent should be grateful

to the Assyrian Levies for their service in the early
days, they certainly acconplished nuch good work,

unfortunately, however, political reasons forbid any
di spl ay of gratitude.
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