
‘One of the last true cavalry charges’ 
 
‘One of the last true cavalry charges’ is how the famous charge of the Queen’s Own Dorset Yeomanry 
against a mixed Turkish and Senussi force in the Egyptian Western Desert has been described.  The battle 
took place 100 years ago on 26 February 1916. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
More Old Shirburnians served in the Dorset Yeomanry during the 
First World War than in any other yeomanry regiment.  In his book,  
Vivat Shirburnia: Sherborne School and the Great War, 1914-1918, 
Patrick Francis, a history teacher at Sherborne School, tells the story 
of the battle and the role played in it by Old Shirburnian, Captain 
George Dammers.   
 
George Murray Dammers (1879-1943) came from a well-known 
Bridport family and was a pupil at Sherborne School (School House) 
from 1892 to 1897.  In 1916, he was awarded the Military Cross for 
the conspicuous and courageous part he played in the cavalry charge 
of the Dorset Yeomanry at Agagia on 26 February 1916.   
 
The cavalry charge was against Senussi Arabs, who had been 
provided with military supplies by the Turks, and persuaded to 
threaten the British garrison in Egypt in order to try to weaken her 
hold over the Suez Canal.  As a result the British created a Western 
Field Force, including the Dorset Yeomanry, which advanced along 
the coastal strip from their base at Mersa Matruh in February 1916.   
 
What is remarkable about the encounter at Agagia is that the cavalry charge by a supposedly modern unit 
of the British Army was made against a tribe of desert nomads who were armed with machine guns.   
 
The action had begun with the South African Brigade attacking and capturing entrenched Senussi positions, 
forcing the enemy to flee.  The Dorset Yeomanry then charged the retreating Senussi under heavy fire 

Lady Elizabeth Butler’s painting of ‘The Dorset Yeomen at Agagia’, depicting the cavalry charge on 26 February 1916.  The 
painting is currently on display at the Dorset County Museum. 

George Dammers in 1895. 



across 1,200 yards of open desert.  Of the 184 yeomanry involved, five officers and 27 men were killed and 
28 wounded, but Dammers was one of the survivors in what was deemed a very successful action. 
 
General Peyton, overall in command of the Western Field Force, later wrote: ‘That charge… settled the 
small campaign and… it was the Battle of Agagia, in which the Dorset Yeomanry played so leading a part, 
which really sealed the fate of the combined Turks and Senussi, who had contemplated an attack on Egypt 
and had for some months held a large British force in check.’ 
 
The Dorset Yeomanry went on to serve in Palestine in 1917-1918 and Dammers was awarded a DSO after 
an action at El Mughar in November 1917 where he commanded a Squadron.   
 
In later life, Dammers became Chairman of the Finance Committee of the Dorset County Council and it is 
reported that only a few weeks before his death he had introduced the annual budget in a speech 
described as ‘a masterpiece of clarity, brevity and humour.’ 
 
Colonel J.R.P. Goodden, the Colonel of the Dorset Yeomanry and a 
Governor of Sherborne School, commissioned Lady Elizabeth Butler 
to paint the charge of the Dorset Yeomanry at Agagia.  This 
wonderfully dramatic painting is currently on display at the Dorset 
County Museum in an exhibition commemorating the 100th 
anniversary of the battle.  The exhibition runs from 29 January 2016 
to 3 June 2016.  For further information about the exhibition visit: 
http://www.dorsetcountymuseum.org/dorset_yeomanry 
 
Copies of Patrick Francis’s book, Vivat Shirburnia: Sherborne School 
and the Great War, 1914-1918, can be purchased from the reception 
desk at Sherborne School. 
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