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QUEENSLAND IN PEACE AND WAR  

 

Queensland’s indigenous peoples did 

not have animals to transport themselves 

or their possessions or goods. However, 

the Aborigines used rafts and bark and 

dugout canoes to cross rivers and for 

fishing. The Torres Strait Islanders used 

sailing canoes up to 10 metres long 

made from logs traded from Papua-New 

Guinea for inter-island voyages, fishing 

and dugong hunting. 

The first animal transport was for an 

armed Force that not only preceded 

Queensland itself but also the Commonwealth. It was the Queensland Mounted Police.  

They lead the Anzac Day Parade 

each year to signify the formal 

permission of the Police 

Commissioner to assemble and 

traverse the streets of Brisbane 

and other cities and towns in 

formation and carrying arms.  

The Force was established in 

New South Wales in 1846. This 

was before Federation that 

created Australia in 1901 and the 

colony centred on Sydney 

stretched from Port Phillip Bay 

to Cape York. Queensland 

became a separate State in 1859 

and founded its own Police 

Force. Horseback was the only way to patrol the vast areas of the new State until the advent 

of motor vehicles. The Queensland Mounted Police became a mainly ceremonial unit but still 

has a role in aspects of law enforcement including traffic and crowd control, street patrols, 

public relations and ceremonial displays. 

They have led the Anzac Day Parade in Brisbane since the first one in 1916. 

At Federation, Queensland’s colonial militia became Australian Army units such as the 9
th

 

Battalion. Based in Brisbane, it fought in the Boer War; was the first ashore at Gallipoli in 

1915; fought in the major battles on the Western Front in World War One; at Milne Bay and 

elsewhere in New Guinea, the south-west Pacific and Borneo in World War Two; in Korea 

and Vietnam and, as the 8/9
th

 Battalion, in Afghanistan and the Middle East.     
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 MOUNTS TO MOTORS 

Humanity’s first use of animals in war would have been on the steppes of the Ukraine in 

southern Russia about 6,000 years ago.  

Men had hunted the wild steppe ponies 

for food for nearly one hundred thousand 

years but eventually realised they also 

could be used first of all for carrying 

loads and then people. 

These horses were about the size of a 

modern pony but sturdy. The mounts 

ridden by Mongolian horsemen are the 

closest to them today.  

Breeding increased the size of the horse and the load that could be carried or pulled. The 

ultimate size was horses bred to pull ploughs and waggons and to carry the heavy weight of a 

knight and armour into battle.     

RIDING TO WAR 

The taming of horses coincided with big increases in population due to the advent of 

agriculture. This meant larger communities but also brought population pressures leading to 

warfare.  The horse provided the ideal mount for the warrior whether in Europe or Asia and 

later on the prairies of North America.  

At first fighting was with spears and bows and arrows but the 

Romans developed the armoured warrior fighting with 

swords on horseback.  This led in turn to the Knights of the 

Middle Ages with lances, broadswords, maces and axes until 

artillery and firearms made them too vulnerable.  

From the 16
th

 Century, nations developed unarmoured, fast-

moving cavalry fighting at first with swords and lances and 

then with muskets and rifles.  They were prominent in the 

Napoleonic wars; then in the American West and culminated 

in the Australian Light Horse Regiments in the Boer War and 

the Middle East in World War One. In turn, artillery, machine 

guns and motorised vehicles made cavalry obsolete. 

The charge of the Australian and New Zealand Light Horse – 

who were mounted Infantry - to capture the water wells at Beersheba in Israel on 31 October 

1917 was the last great mass horse action in history.   

Four thousand years of partnership between men and horses in war ended on that day.  
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TRANSPORT 

The horse was not the only animal used for transport or fighting in 

war.  Donkeys, asses, mules, oxen, camels and elephants also have 

played a prominent role throughout history.  

The Sumerians, 

living between the 

Tigris and 

Euphrates Rivers 

in what is now 

Iraq, were the first 

to harness asses hauling heavy lumbering 

waggons which transported men into 

battle fighting with spears and bows and 

arrows. They were the tanks of their day.  

About 3000BC they developed into light chariots, used as attack vehicles carrying elite 

warriors by the Scythians, Hittites, Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, Chinese, Celts and Britons.    

Animals, including both horses and oxen, were essential in hauling heavy waggons and carts 

carrying supplies of food and weapons and later ammunition. They also transported men and 

equipment to and from the battlefield and helped remove the wounded.  

Feeding large numbers of people and animals daily was a huge supply task. 

Horses, oxen and other animals gave new mobility and new transport capabilities but in turn, 

created their own supply problems. They could graze on grasslands but in deserts or in 

Winter fodder had to be found or transported. Horses also had to be shod to protect their 

hoofs from rough surfaces and their equipment became more elaborate, including saddles. 

They needed specialist veterinary care 

to keep them healthy and fit for work.  

The Romans were among the first to 

develop armoured cavalry using chain 

mail to protect horse and rider. The 

metal head on the standard made a 

droning noise at the gallop. However, 

horses could not simply be mounted and 

ridden for hours. A rider is a 

concentrated heavy burden. 

In most cavalry units, the riders walked 

beside their mounts at frequent intervals. The classic John Wayne Western, Rio Grande, 

shows the United States Cavalry in the 1870s often leading their horses to rest them.   
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Cavalry superseded the foot soldiers of the classic Roman Legion by the 5
th

 Century. Nations 

throughout Europe and Asia adopted armoured horseman as their main fighting forces until 

the invention of gunpowder and firearms.   

A LEG UP 

One of the most puzzling aspects of the domestication of 

the horse is that one vital element was not invented until 

nearly 4,500 years later. It was simple, yet revolutionary. In 

the 3
rd

 Century A.D. the Chinese developed the foot stirrup, 

made from iron, wood or even a leather or cloth sling. It 

made the horse easier to mount and to control and gave the 

rider leverage in using lances. Roman cavalry attached to 

the Legions did not have the stirrup. The invention spread 

slowly to Europe by the 6
th

 Century and was in wide use by 

the 8
th

 Century. The Mongols relied on mounted archers while the North American Indians 

used the horse to fight on horseback with bows and arrows and lances. A test of bravery was 

to ride through the enemy’s ranks and come back alive, called ‘counting coup’. The horse 

was unknown in Africa, South America and Australia until Arab or European settlement.    

 From the 10
th

 Century onwards armour grew more 

elaborate but was designed to be flexible and able 

to be worn whether fighting on horseback or on 

foot.  It was William the Conqueror’s cavalry that 

broke the Anglo-Saxon shield wall at the Battle of 

Hasting in 1066 and changed the history of 

England and Europe.  

By the 12
th

 Century, the armoured Knight was the 

mainstay of armies, as the equivalent of a 

motorised armoured vehicle today. Preceded by a 

barrage from archers, his task was to break the 

enemy’s line so that the foot-soldiers of the infantry 

(the name derives from ‘junior’) could follow up 

and win the battle.  

Contrary to fiction, Knights did not fight in heavy 

plate armour which would have been too 

cumbersome and fatal if unhorsed. Armour mostly 

was chain mail, breast plates or, in Japan, bamboo - 

all of which were lighter and more flexible. The 

heavy armour was for show or for jousting. A 

typical suit weighed about 27kg (60 to 70 pounds); 

was tailored to the wearer and very costly. Only the 

wealthy elites could afford the expense.   
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In battle, Knights were vulnerable to steel-tipped arrows which could penetrate joints and 

weak places in the armour as the English archers demonstrated in defeating the French 

Knights at Agincourt in 1415.  The development of gunpowder for use in cannon and 

handguns made both armour and archers obsolete by the 16
th

 Century.  

GUNPOWDER AND GOVERNMENT 

The English Civil War (1642 to 1651) 

between the Cavaliers of King Charles I and 

the Roundheads of Oliver Cromwell’s 

Parliamentary forces was amongst the first 

in which gunpowder, cannon and firearms 

played the leading role. 

Men still fought with swords and other 

weapons but were preceded by barrages 

from massed cannon against enemy forces 

and fortifications. 

Castles became obsolete as cannon battered down their walls.  

The cannon had to be hauled to and from the battlefield and this was still done by horses and 

oxen. Both sides used Cavalry extensively as a mobile force for scouting, skirmishes and as 

shock troops in battle.  

Armour was now confined to breastplates and helmets against bullets and shrapnel.  
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WATERLOO 

The Napoleonic wars from Spain to 

Russia saw the flowering of horse-borne 

cavalry. They fought mainly with sabres 

and lances culminating in the Battle of 

Waterloo in Belgium in 1815 when 

Napoleon was defeated. By 1860, the 

development of rifled weapons saw 

cavalry units armed with them in the 

American Civil War between the Northern 

States and the Confederacy of breakaway 

Southern States. A major development, 

with permanent consequences in war, was 

the use of railways to transport men, weapons and supplies quickly over long distances. The  

South’s inability to replace locomotives, rails and rolling stock led eventually to defeat. After 

the Civil War, the U.S. Cavalry came into its own on the western plains of the United States 

as settlement spread.   

There they encountered the American 

Indians who, after hunting the Ice Age 

horses to extinction about 15,000 years ago, 

had obtained their mounts from the Spanish 

colonists in the 1500s. They became one of 

the world’s finest light cavalry riding 

bareback and fighting with lances and bows 

and arrows but were outmatched by the US 

Cavalry’s firearms and manpower.   

The Native Americans, who were of Asian 

descent, resembled the Mongol warriors of the 13
th

 Century who under Genghis Khan and his 

successors swept out of their steppes in eastern Asia to conquer from China to the doorstep of 

Europe in Austria.  Their sturdy ponies were small but hardy and their skilful riders used their 

equestrian abilities to the full in battle, overwhelming all forces who opposed them. They 

spread slaughter and destruction across China, Russia, the Middle East and Eastern Europe 

until finally their leadership faltered and they retreated to their grasslands in Mongolia where 

they reside today. By the end of the 1800s most nations had large cavalry forces, including 

the famous British Horse Guards, but their days were numbered.  

WORLD WAR ONE 

World War One (1914-1918) was fought on an unprecedented scale and initially nearly every 

form of transport, including cavalry, artillery, supply and ambulance waggons, relied on 

horses. The exception was the railways, powered by steam and electricity.  
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As the War went on, a new form of transport took over, stemming from the invention of 

reliable internal combustion engines from the 1880s onwards.  Relatively compact, using oil, 

petroleum or gas as fuel and delivering power far beyond that available from any horse or 

oxen team, these  engines revolutionised transport in peace and war.  

The greater availability and speed of the internal combustion engine drove the rapid 

development of vehicles and fighting machines for use on roads but also with metal tracks to 

go off road.   

On land, these included tanks 

and armoured cars. One of 

them, Mephisto, was a German 

tank disabled in fighting on the 

Western Front in World War 

One. A group of Australian 

soldiers, including 

Queenslanders, went out at 

night into no-man’s land at 

night to recover Mephisto and 

drag it back to the Allied lines. 

It was brought back to Queensland as a war trophy and housed in Brisbane at the old 

Queensland Museum and now the new Museum at Southbank. 

 In only 11 years, the aeroplane 

went from the Wright Brothers’ first 

flying machine in 1903 to fighter bi-

planes, multi-engine bombers and 

the huge Zeppelins using hydrogen 

gas-filled bags for lift. Aerial 

bombing, which reached its climax 

in World War Two, led to the 

targeting of cities and civilians.   

Tractors and haulage engines took over drawing heavy artillery; trucks and trains carried  

supplies and motorised ambulances 

carried the wounded as fast as possible 

to hospitals. Hundreds of miles of 

standard and narrow gauge railways 

were built behind both Allied and 

German lines using steam and internal 

combustion engines to haul men, 

weapons and supplies to and from the 

Front. One devastating weapon was the 

rail-mounted gun capable of shelling 

Paris from 100km away.  
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Lawrence of Arabia, leading Arab horsemen in action 

against the Turks in the Middle East, also had an 

armoured Rolls Royce with a machine gun mounted in 

its turret.  The horse had served man well for millennia 

but its role in war climaxed at Beersheba on October 

31, 1917. This pivotal battle was the last massed 

cavalry charge in history.   

Eight hundred Australian and New 

Zealand Light Horse charged across 6km 

of open country into massed Turkish 

infantry fire, machine guns and artillery. 

Symbolic of the changes already 

underway, two German bi-planes also 

attacked the Australians.  

The target was the water wells of 

Beersheba, dug by the Biblical Patriarch, 

Isaac, in what is now Israel and the only 

water within 50km. Without it the Allied 

horses would have perished and their riders left without transport. The Light Horse did not 

use swords, sabres or lances like most cavalry units. They carried .303 rifles and once they 

reached their objective, dismounted and defeated the Turkish Infantry on foot.  

At Beersheba they used a new tactic of one group leaping their horses over the Turkish 

trenches into the   town to capture the wells before the Turks could destroy them. After World 

War One, Armies used horses, camels and elephants only for ceremonial purposes.   

Elsewhere in World War One, mechanical vehicles prevailed.  Tanks, trucks, armoured 

vehicles, aircraft, submarines, heavy artillery, ambulances and supply trains supplanted the 

horse. They were primitive by today’s standards but they set the mould. 

World War Two (1939-1945), by contrast, did not see many battles of massed Infantry dying 

on barbed wire fortifications in the face of 

machine guns.  It was a more mobile war, 

often relying on heavy bomber and fighter 

aircraft; long range artillery; mass tank 

battles and fleets of transport trucks and 

aircraft to maintain the forces and 

supplies. At sea, aircraft operated at long 

range on missions from carrier ships that 

never sighted the enemy. Australia relied 

on a range of armoured vehicles including 

the light but fast Bren gun carriers used as 

forward scouts and infantry support; Matilda tanks and 25pounder artillery guns.  
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Transport vehicles such as the Jeep (‘General 

Purpose’ vehicle), trucks and tanks were supplied 

under the American lend-lease system that delivered 

them immediately but deferred payment until the end 

of the war. They were a familiar sight on Australian 

roads, even though most of them were left hand drive 

as opposed to Australia’s right hand drive.  

KOREA, VIETNAM AND THE MIDDLE EAST  

The main development post World War II was 

in heavy armoured vehicles, larger and faster 

armoured scout vehicles, armoured troop 

carriers and helicopters to transport troops and 

equipment in and out of the war zone. This 

made rapid responses to enemy attacks 

possible, cut down on the time taken to reach 

the combat zone and enabled the quick 

evacuation of the wounded. 

The Armoured Personnel Carriers enabled the quick movement of troops to and within the 

combat zone and protected them against all but the heaviest small arms fire and mines.  

Helicopters were used for troop transport in 

Borneo and Vietnam, dropping and retrieving 

men  from behind enemy positions. They also 

enabled a rapid response to enemy movements. 

They saved many lives by the quick transport 

of wounded soldiers to hospital.   

The Centurion tank provided an unexpected 

capability in Vietnam – that of destroying 

enemy positions particularly bunkers. It had 

been thought they would bog in the rice 

paddies and paddocks of Vietnam but they handled the conditions well. They supported large 

scale attacks by over-running trenches 

and tunnel entrances and giving 

supporting fire to Australian soldiers. 

The North Vietnamese and the Viet 

Cong did not have armoured vehicles 

or aircraft; relying on pack animals and 

human porters on the Ho Chi Minh trail 

from the North. The APC, the ‘Huey 

Chopper’ and the Centurion tank 

became symbols of the Vietnam War.  
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Post-Vietnam, the new ‘steeds’ for Australian forces were the Leopard and the Abrams tanks 

and for service in Afghanistan and the Middle East, the Australian Light Armoured Vehicle – 

a fast eight-wheeled scout vehicle mounting a 25mm calibre chain gun or a variety of other 

sized machine guns – and the Bushmaster troop transport.    

The ASLAV was used principally for reconnaissance missions. The horse-drawn waggons 

and the trucks that once transported troops into combat zones gave way to the tracked 

Armoured Personnel Carrier (APC), familiar from the Vietnam War. In turn, they have been 

succeeded by the armoured Bushmaster personnel transport (at right). Both will be replaced 

by updated versions.  

HORSEPOWER  

The horse was limited in its carrying capacity but had two advantages – it lived off the land 

and it produced its own successors.     

Mechanisation has revolutionised warfare but has brought an arms race in armoured and 

transport vehicles plus challenges in the fields of maintenance and specialisation. The 

greatest problem of all is in keeping supplies of ammunition, fuel and lubricants up to 

vehicles, often in remote locations, harsh weather conditions or dangerous terrain.  

The major threat to mechanised vehicles in combat zones is the development around the 

world of the portable missile and the improvised explosive device.  

Without hooves, wheels and tracks, Armies then and now would have come to a standstill. 

 Six thousand years on, Horsepower still counts.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

© Allen Callaghan B.A. 2017  
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Lest we forget 
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