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PROLOGUE


A Family’s Sacrifice


Late in the afternoon, we finally found his grave. It was located in the Hill 10 cemetery at Gallipoli. Maj. Hugh Price Travers, the author’s great uncle, was reported missing on 9 August 1915 at Suvla, and we had been searching for his grave for the better part of a day among all the beautifully kept cemeteries of Gallipoli. But how had he died? The war diary of his unit, the 8th Battalion, Duke of Wellington’s (West Riding) Regiment, provided the only information. The battalion suffered ‘heavy losses’ on 9 August 1915 at Suvla, and a much stained war diary, written by Capt. V. Kidd, who by the time of writing on 17 August commanded the battalion in the absence of any more senior officers, offered the scanty details. At dusk on 8 August, the battalion moved up on the left of the West Yorkshire Regiment. At 4.00 a.m. on 9 August the Regiment advanced to attack the hills of Tekke Tepe, following along behind the East Yorkshire Pioneers. This was an attack that had been ordered late on 8 August by Sir Ian Hamilton, Commander-in-Chief, Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, who was desperate to attain the Tekke Tepe heights before the Turks arrived. At about 800 yards from the objective, the leading line of the East Yorkshire Pioneers appeared to retire, and ‘so the order was given at once to advance to a small donga [a steep gully] and hold on there.’ Then the operation began to go badly awry:


By this time a lot of men from the leading Regt had rushed past saying that the Turks were advancing in force. The fire now became very hot and heavy casualties were rapidly being sustained. Lt-Col. Johnston had already been wounded before we advanced and at this moment Maj. Travers was seen to fall, the command then devolved upon me. The Turks were now beginning to turn my flanks and as I had only about 350 men left and practically no officers and ammunition was running short, I decided to withdraw to a more suitable position.1


Hugh Price Travers was not seen again. And because the battalion withdrew, there was no chance then of recovering the body, or indeed of bringing him in if wounded, so he was reported missing. But his body must have been recovered later, for only then would a grave site have been assigned. All other missing or dead, whose bodies were never recovered, are now simply remembered by inscriptions on the monument at the Helles Memorial. This attack on the Tekke Tepe hills failed, and perhaps Hugh Price Travers never knew the importance and urgency of the attack. It is probable that he did know something of the operations of the 7th Battalion, Royal Munster Fusiliers, who also landed at Suvla and were attempting to fight their way along the Kiretch Tepe ridge on the left flank of Suvla Bay. This was because two of his cousins, brothers Lt Spenser Robert Valentine Travers and 2nd-Lt Arthur Stewart Travers, were serving with this Regiment.


On the same day as the attack on Tekke Tepe hills by the 8th Battalion, Duke of Wellington’s Regiment, and the presumed death of Hugh Price Travers, the 7th Battalion, Royal Munster Fusiliers, also launched an attack at 9.30 a.m. toward Kidney Hill on the Kiretch Tepe ridge. The war diary of the Royal Munsters states that they and the Dorset Regiment got tangled up as they advanced, and the Munsters had to bear away sharply to the left. But as the Munsters advanced, they were covered by the fire of their machine-guns under the direction of Lt Spenser Travers. At about 12.30 p.m., the Munsters’ advance was held up by Turkish fire and by the fact that the Dorset Regiment on their right ‘did not advance.’ This meant the right flank of the Munsters was well ahead of the Dorsets and thus exposed to heavy cross fire. But on the left flank, Maj. G. Drage of the Munsters and some of A Company managed to get within 500 yards of Kidney Hill, although they could not advance further. Despite an order at 1.30 p.m. to continue the attack, the war diary states: ‘Owing to lack of cohesion both in the battalion and with other units, and to the general ignorance of the situation of the enemy and of what was required this was impossible to carry out.’ Some time during Maj. Drage’s advance, probably around midday, Lt Spenser Travers was hit and killed. According to Maj. Drage, two officers (one of whom must have been Travers), were shot ‘either by snipers or men in shallow trenches’. The war diary also offers a short eulogy:


Lieut. Travers was killed while directing M.G. covering fire. Brig-Gen. Nicol [30 Brigade commander] was present & said that he was particularly struck with the gallant conduct of Lieut. Travers.2


According to a War Office letter in early 1916, Lt S.R.V. Travers’ body was recovered, and ‘he was buried on ‘A’ Beach West. The grave is marked with a wooden cross.’ Despite this information, he does not seem to have a grave site in a Gallipoli cemetery, but he is listed on the Helles Memorial. Private information also recounts that his brother, Arthur Stewart Travers, saw him killed, and while Arthur Travers survived the war, he died young and never recovered from the impact of this experience; in fact he was apparently ‘sent’ to hospital on 18 August 1915.3 Lts Spenser and Arthur Travers no doubt recognized the potential significance of their advance along Kiretch Tepe ridge, but almost certainly did not realize that if this advance had been successful, then the Turkish forces could have been outflanked – in fact this would have been a more useful attack than the straightforward attempt to take the heights of Tekke Tepe.


Finally, one other officer at Suvla would have mourned the death of his uncle, Hugh Price Travers, and his cousin, Spenser Robert Valentine Travers, and this was Capt. Hugh Eaton Frederick Travers, of the 9th Battalion Lancashire Fusiliers. This officer was involved in the large-scale attack of 21 August at Suvla, in which his particular battalion aimed to take some advanced Turkish trenches and then the feature known as W Hills. Artillery preparation was poor, and the typed war diary only mentions that the battalion went over the top to be met by heavy rifle and shrapnel fire. Of seven officers who started the attack, only two remained, one of whom was badly wounded. Among those killed was Capt. Travers. He was originally reported as missing, but details are lacking because there is no original war diary for this date, the casualty appendices no longer exist and there is no mention of him in the War Office records. Due to confusion among the brigades attacking, the lack of artillery support, and strong Turkish resistance, the attack failed by late afternoon. Capt. Travers’ body was never found, and once more his only remembrance is to be found on the Helles Memorial. One can only hope that he was not wounded and caught in the brush fires that started later in the day.4


When news reached the family in Ireland that three of these closely related officers were listed as missing or dead at Suvla, two on the same day, 9 August 1915, and the other on 21 August 1915, there was undoubtedly deep grief and mourning. But there was no questioning then of the nature of these particular casualties, for these officers were simply three among the thousands who had already died ‘for freedom and honour’, as the British World War I memorial plaque states.5 Eighty-five years later, it is possible to raise questions, some of which were already noted in the war diaries of the units involved. In the attacks involving the deaths of these three officers, there did seem to be confusion and poor coordination of units, lack of accurate or supporting artillery and naval fire, lack of reconnaissance and maps, sometimes poor leadership, sometimes shortages of water and ammunition, and possibly low morale on occasion. But were these difficulties due to leadership problems in the staff or at the highest levels? Or were the problems connected to technologies that could not do the job? Maybe there were simply not enough men and munitions? Perhaps the problems were systemic? Or was the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force simply too inexperienced? And then there was the suggestion that Allied failure at Gallipoli was due to the Turks being too strong.


The rest of this book is dedicated to finding out what really went wrong for the Allies at Gallipoli in 1915, as well as what went right for the Turks. This will be a small mark of respect to the memory of Hugh Price, Spenser Robert Valentine and Hugh Eaton Frederick.





PREFACE


The Riddle of Gallipoli


Why another book on Gallipoli? There are three main reasons. Firstly, as the title of this introduction suggests, there has not been a totally satisfactory explanation of why the Allies did not succeed in the Gallipoli campaign, or alternatively why the Ottoman/ Turkish forces prevailed at Canakkale, as the campaign is known today in Turkey. Therefore, this book sets out to attempt an explanation of this riddle.


Secondly, there has not been a serious effort before to use Ottoman/ Turkish evidence and sources for the Gallipoli/Canakkale campaign. Apart from the Turkish official history, which has not often been consulted, there are also the main archives in Ankara, Turkey, at the General Staff headquarters. This is an untouched resource, with hundreds, if not thousands, of documents concerning the Ottoman/ Turkish Fifth Army, which defended Gallipoli/Canakkale and the Straits against the Allied naval and land operations. This book is a modest attempt to use these Ottoman/Turkish sources for the first time in order to present a more balanced account of the 1915 campaign. It is also worth noting that Ottoman/Turkish officers and men did not keep private diaries, since this was not a cultural tradition in the Ottoman empire. Hence, the documents in Ankara are some of the few original resources for the Gallipoli/Canakkale campaign available to the researcher.1


In addition to these sources from the Ottoman/Turkish side, a new and valuable piece of evidence has emerged as a result of the release of German documents from East Germany. I am very grateful to my colleague Holger Herwig for discovering and translating this previously unknown material. This new document is an extensive 40 page manuscript letter, written from Gallipoli in June 1915 by Capt. Carl Mühlmann, the future German historian of the campaign. In 1915 Mühlmann was a staff officer and aide to Gen. Liman von Sanders, commander of the Ottoman/Turkish 5th Army at Gallipoli, and thus Mühlmann was a first hand participant in many of the important events and decisions of the first two months of land operations. Many of the senior officers serving Fifth Army, including Liman von Sanders, were German, hence the value of German sources as well.2


From these new archival sources, a number of fresh arguments and theses are advanced in this book. These range from a different view of the Ottoman/Turkish ability to withstand a renewed naval attack, to Ottoman/Turkish expectations of Allied plans for their landings, to Ottoman/Turkish responses to these landings, to an Ottoman/Turkish crisis in May 1915, to a significant revisal of the timing of the Ottoman/Turkish response to the Allied August offensive at Suvla, to another look at whether the Allied evacuation in December 1915/January 1916 was anticipated by the defenders of Gallipoli. Mühlmann also offers a close-up view of Liman von Sanders’ reaction to the Allied April landings, plus a surprising evaluation of the effects of Allied naval shelling, and an inside view of the Ottoman/Turkish crisis of May 1915.


Since the great majority of archival sources used in this book do stem from Allied archives, the emphasis remains on the Allied performance. Nevertheless, thirdly, this book attempts to present the Gallipoli campaign from as wide a perspective as possible. Quite understandably, most works on Gallipoli tend to be written from a British, Australian, New Zealand or French perspective, and these rely heavily on the archives of the relevant country involved. It is true that many authors do consider the actions of other nationalities, yet they rarely undertake an in-depth analysis. Hence, this book aims at an international evaluation of Gallipoli, rather than an approach from one point of view. As a result, extensive archival work was undertaken in Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand and Turkey, and it is hoped that this produces a more balanced discussion of the campaign.


Finally, as set forth in the Prologue, there is another, personal, reason for writing this book, and that concerns three of the members of the author’s family who served at Gallipoli, and who were all killed at Suvla.


*


Any discussion of the Gallipoli campaign has to take into account the provenance of the sources available, especially three important British documents. These are: the Report of the Dardanelles Commission (First Report, 1917–1918; Final Report, 1919); the British official history of Gallipoli written by Brigadier-General Cecil Aspinall-Oglander (originally named Aspinall; the extra surname was added after the war); and the book published by Gen. Sir Ian Hamilton in 1920 in two volumes as Gallipoli Diary. The interpretations of the Gallipoli campaign developed by these documents have to be viewed critically since there is considerable evidence of collusion among witnesses to the Dardanelles Commission (reviewed in Chapter Eleven); the British official historian, Aspinall-Oglander, was also a key planner at GHQ during the Gallipoli campaign, leading to concern regarding bias in the official history; and, as commander-in-chief at Gallipoli, Sir Ian Hamilton clearly had good reason to present a favourable view of his role as overall commander (this is partially explored in Chapter Seven). With these caveats, it is possible to turn to a very brief historiography of the Gallipoli campaign.


So far, interpretations of the Gallipoli campaign have produced various reasons for Allied failure, or Ottoman/Turkish success, without coming to convincing conclusions. Initially, books such as John Masefield’s Gallipoli (1916), Sir Ian Hamilton’s Gallipoli Diary (1920), and Winston Churchill’s The World Crisis 1915 (1923) offered strong defences of the Allied campaign. Then the Australian official history, Charles Bean’s The Story of Anzac, published in 1921 and 1924, and the British official history, Brigadier-General Cecil Aspinall-Oglander’s Military Operations: Gallipoli, published in 1929 and 1932, both produced balanced accounts of the campaign, but with some criticisms of Gen. Sir Ian Hamilton, Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, as the Allied command was known. There was also criticism of selected Allied commanders, decisions, and troops. Moving forward, Alan Moorehead’s popular Gallipoli (1956) reignited interest in the campaign, but it was Robert Rhodes James’ outstanding book, Gallipoli (1965), which offered the best research and the deepest analysis of the Allied problems, and presented a criticism of Field Marshal Lord H.H. Kitchener, the British Secretary of State for War; of Winston Churchill, the First Lord of the Admiralty; of Sir Ian Hamilton; and of staff work in London and at Hamilton’s General Headquarters (GHQ). Most recently, however, the pendulum has begun to swing the other way. Michael Hickey’s Gallipoli (1995) often avoids criticism, and generally defends Hamilton, while Nigel Steel and Peter Hart’s Defeat at Gallipoli (1994) blames Kitchener and the politicians in London and Paris for not providing enough troops and resources for the campaign to succeed. Finally, John Lee’s portrait of Hamilton, A Soldier’s Life: General Sir Ian Hamilton 1853–1947 (2000), presents a balanced and reasonable defence of Hamilton’s command.


Reviewing these analyses of the Gallipoli campaign, it is possible to see that a mixture of internal and external factors are invoked as explanations. In regard to internal factors, the chief reasons for Allied failure include the allegations that Hamilton was out of touch with the front line troops, was over-optimistic, and deferred too much to Kitchener over the vital supply of men and munitions. For reasons of military tradition, practice and etiquette, Hamilton also believed he could not intervene with his subordinates at critical moments. Other internal reasons for Allied failure include a lack of coordination, and sometimes understanding, between Army and Navy and between British and French forces, together with administrative, logistical and medical problems. Further internal reasons for Allied defeat point toward poor Allied leadership, such as Maj.-Gen. Aylmer Hunter-Weston, commanding 29 Division and VIII Corps at Helles; Maj.-Gen. Alexander Godley, commanding the Anzac Division and then the Anzac area; Lt-Gen. Sir Frederick Stopford, commanding IX Corps at Suvla; and Maj.-Gen. Frederick Hammersley, commanding 11 Division at Suvla.


Turning to external factors to explain Allied failure, attention has now especially focussed on Kitchener and the Cabinet in London for not preparing the enterprise properly, for not supporting the campaign with sufficient men and munitions once land operations commenced, and for underestimating the Ottoman/Turkish defenders. In fact, very recently, Edward Erickson’s Ordered to Die: A History of the Ottoman Army in World War I (2000), sees the Ottoman/ Turkish army as the major reason for Allied defeat, or conversely, for Ottoman/Turkish success at Gallipoli. Meanwhile, the Turkish official history condemns the Allies for not attacking with both army and navy at the same time, an Allied internal failure. The Turkish official history also stresses the value of German and Ottoman/ Turkish leadership, particularly Mustafa Kemal, commanding 19 Division, and Liman von Sanders, the overall commander of Fifth Army on Gallipoli. This, plus the very strong nationalism and high morale of the Ottoman/Turkish army, were key factors, according to the Turkish official history, which resulted in Ottoman/Turkish victory at Gallipoli/Canakkale.3


The present book looks at several factors and, while intending to answer the basic questions of success and failure, does not aim to describe every detail of the Gallipoli campaign. Rather it focusses on areas where new information and interpretations are of value, while also trying to link events together and tell the story of the campaign. Some areas of the campaign are largely omitted, for example, logistics and administration, while the medical service is also sparingly discussed, partly because a useful book on that subject now exists.4 Similarly, there is much on the Ottoman/Turkish side of affairs that is not attempted, either for lack of evidence or because of an inability to track down the relevant documents in the unindexed Turkish archives in Ankara.


In regard to nomenclature, it is important to note that the Gallipoli defenders should properly be called the Ottoman army, since the Ottoman empire still existed in 1915, and there were many ethnic nationalities inside the empire besides Turks. But popular usage means the English speaking world is so familiar with the words Turks, Turkish and Turkey in connection with Gallipoli, that these will be used in this study. Similarly, while from the Turkish point of view the campaign should properly be entitled the Canakkale campaign, because of its familiarity, Gallipoli (derived from the Turkish town on the peninsula called Gelibolu) will be used. On the other hand, since Istanbul has been the correct name of the Ottoman/Turkish capital since 1453, and since this name is familiar to readers, that appellation will be used rather than Constantinople, unless the latter appears in a quotation or original source.


*


This book could not have been written without the help of many individuals and institutions, and it is a genuine pleasure to recall all their kind efforts on behalf of the author.


In regard to Turkish archives, thanks are due to Dr Serge Bernier, Department of National Defence, Ottawa, who opened the door for my visit to Ankara. Then in Ankara, Corps General Yugnak, and Col. Gorur, were kind enough to grant me permission to work in the General Staff archives (the ATASE) in Ankara. A special tribute goes to Dr Birten Celik who gave up a month of her valuable time to translate documents from Ottoman Arabic and Turkish into English. Her contributions were absolutely essential, and cheerfully given, and I was fortunate to have the instruction and assistance of such a scholar. In Ankara, I was also grateful for the hospitality and help given by Dr Mete Tuncoku and Dr Secil Akgur. Many thanks also to the very helpful staff at the ATASE in Ankara, who worked hard to satisfy the multitude of document requests throughout the month of research. Following Ankara, it was necessary to visit the battlefield at Gallipoli, and here two companions made the trip a particular pleasure, the erudite, adaptable and cheerful Robert Lamond, and the author’s wife, Heather, who always provided inspiration and support. Both valiantly endured the inspection of Anzac and Helles, and especially the lengthy searches through the beautifully kept cemeteries of Gallipoli, looking for family graves. In Turkey I was also considerably helped by a generous research grant from the University of Calgary.


In England, hospitality was kindly extended by Lt-Col. Hugh Travers, and Maj.-Gen. Ken and Maureen Shepheard, and also by Patricia and David Rogers and Jo and Charles Cumberlege. Librarians and archivists at the Public Record Office; the Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives, King’s College, London University; the Imperial War Museum; the National Army Museum; Churchill College, Cambridge; and the County Record Office, Newport, Isle of Wight; were all unfailingly helpful, and often made useful suggestions, thus saving the researcher much time and trouble. A special thanks to them all. I am also grateful for research undertaken in London by Martin Lubowski, who in the process became a personal friend.


In visiting Australia, I was aided by research grants from the University of Calgary and the Australian War Museum, Canberra. I am grateful to the archivists and librarians at the wonderfully well-organized Australian War Memorial. I also would like to thank the staff at the Mitchell Library, Sydney. Hospitality in Australia was extended by a wide range of generous individuals, including Jeffrey Grey and Peter Dennis, Michael Voelcker, Malcolm van Gelder, the Shergolds, Michael and Carla Hudson, and by several Wellington College alumni, especially Malcolm Little and the Dalys.


In New Zealand, I am grateful to the many helpful librarians and archivists in the following archives: the Auckland War Memorial Museum Library, Auckland; the Kippenberger Military Archive & Research Library Army Museum, Waiouru; the National Archives, Wellington; and the Turnbull Library, Wellington. Our time in New Zealand was made very pleasant by the hospitality of Peter and Judy Travers, Peter and Mary Morpeth, and Dick and Sue Ryan.


Finally, I wish to thank the staff of the military history archives at Vincennes, France, who efficiently arranged for all the documents to be ready for my arrival, and made research a much easier task. In Paris, it was a great pleasure to receive the friendship and hospitality of Paul René and Marie Jo Orban, and Hubert de Castelbajac.


Last but not least, office staff and colleagues in Calgary were always very helpful, none more so than the previously mentioned Holger Herwig. John and Naomi Lacey very kindly made available to me their fine collection of Gallipoli photographs. Nicholas Travers saved the author considerable time by doing a summary of key points in the Gallipoli volumes of the French official history. And on the home front, Heather was unfailingly supportive and enthusiastic about this lengthy research project, involving travel to several countries. More than this, Heather generously spent a tremendous amount of time in copy editing and correcting the manuscript. This book is thus as much hers as mine.
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THE ORIGINS OF THE MILITARY CAMPAIGN AND THE NAVAL ATTACK AT GALLIPOLI


February – March


The Gallipoli campaign of 1915 began with an appeal from Russia for help. However, this was followed by disorganized planning in London. In February and March, Allied naval forces attempted to knock out Turkish artillery and forts at the Dardanelles Straits, while also sweeping up Turkish mines. It proved to be impossible to achieve this, and so on 18 March the frustrated Allied fleet made a final effort to break through the Straits. This, too, failed with the loss of three battleships sunk, leaving the Turkish defences still in good condition. So by 22 March the emphasis shifted to an Allied army landing. Strangely enough, Sir Ian Hamilton’s decision to land the Army in the south of the Gallipoli peninsula rather than in the north at Bulair was a crucial factor in the British Navy’s decision to give up the purely naval attack. In general, the Allied naval failure of February and March 1915 seems to have had deeper roots than simple technical inability.



*


The immediate origins of the Allied campaign began with an appeal by the Grand Duke Nicholas of Russia to Britain on 2 January 1915 for a demonstration to help against the Turks, who were attacking in the Caucasus. The significant word here is ‘demonstration’; it was not a call for a large-scale attack. The next day, Kitchener and Churchill met to consider the situation, and later the same day, Kitchener wrote to Churchill saying that troops were not available, but that the only place where a demonstration might stop troops going east (presumably Russia) was the Dardanelles. According to the First Sea Lord, Sir John (‘Jacky’) Fisher, this was the document that actually started the Dardanelles operation, plus Kitchener’s advocacy of the plan in the War Council. The next day, Fisher sent Churchill a typically audacious but impractical plan for a large-scale joint army-navy operation against Turkey, involving Britain, Bulgaria, Greece, the Serbs and Russia. Fisher’s mercurial personality soon led him to support another subsidiary plan a few days later, an attack on the Turkish port of Alexandretta, a favourite target of British strategists. The same day that Fisher’s plan arrived, 3 January 1915, Churchill telegraphed to Vice-Admiral Sackville Carden, in charge of the British East Mediterranean fleet, asking his opinion on a naval operation against the Dardanelles. Probably both Kitchener’s and Fisher’s ideas were the immediate genesis of Churchill’s action. But what is clear from the ferment of plans being discussed and advocated at the time – including the plan of Lt-Col. Maurice Hankey, Secretary to the War Council, to bomb crops in Germany, and Fisher’s numerous plans for Zeebrugge, Borkum, Cuxhaven, or the Baltic generally – is that a group of intelligent and strong-minded individuals, principally Churchill, Kitchener, Fisher, Hankey and the Rt Hon. David Lloyd George, Chancellor of the Exchequer, were each putting forward their own ideas, without much coordination and without much professional advice. They were, in effect, amateur strategists and tacticians. It was likely that whoever could first put together a plan that was generally agreeable would carry the day.1


This was to be the case, as the naval attack really began with Churchill’s previously mentioned telegram to Carden at Malta, asking whether the forcing of the Dardanelles Straits by ships alone was a practical operation. It is apparent in this telegram that Churchill was more concerned about mines than any other problem, since he included in the telegram a specific recommendation: ‘It is assumed older Battleships fitted with mine bumpers would be used preceded by Colliers or other merchant craft as bumpers and sweepers.’ Churchill concluded by stressing that the importance of the operation justified severe losses. Churchill’s telegram obviously invited a favourable answer, and he was also dealing with an individual, Carden, who was seen in the Navy as slow, ineffective and on the shelf. So it was understandable that Carden bowed to the imperative telegram from Churchill, and agreed that although the Straits could not be rushed, yet ‘a passage might be forced by extended operations with large number of ships.’ This was quite a careful reply, and indeed a member of the Dardanelles Commission of 1916–1917 has written in green pencil the word ‘Cautious’ against Carden’s answer. Some historians have also seen the use of Carden as chief architect of the Straits operation, rather than Rear-Admiral Arthur Limpus, who had been British navy chief at Istanbul, to be a significant mistake. But Limpus himself believed optimistically that once the Turkish Dardanelles forts had been demolished, the Turkish empire ‘would cease to exist.’ In any case, a few days later, on 11 January 1915, Carden’s plan emerged, actually produced by Capt. Charles F. Sowerby and two staff officers, Commander the Hon. Alex Ramsay and Capt. W.W. Godfrey, Royal Marine Light Infantry, who apparently persuaded Carden that the plan could work.2


The Carden plan envisaged a methodical four stage naval attack on the Dardanelles. It all seemed very simple: clear out the outer forts, then destroy the forts up to Kephez Point, then the forts at the Narrows, and, finally, emerge into the Sea of Marmora. The idea behind the plan was to out-range the guns of the forts with long-range naval fire, and then when the forts’ guns were silenced, or the gunners driven away, close in and destroy the forts, perhaps with naval landing parties. Preceding this, sweeping operations would take place, to enable safe passage of the fleet in the Straits. It is significant that Carden did not produce a joint Army-Navy plan because he was not asked to consider this, rather he was bidden only and specifically to consider a naval plan. Carden and his staff officers were undoubtedly encouraged by a naval intelligence document, which they referred to in their naval plan. This was the Admiralty’s Intelligence booklet on Turkey’s coastal defences, produced in 1908. The booklet stated that the poor tactical disposition of the Turkish batteries at the Straits prevented efficient use of the guns to ‘oppose the rapid passage of ships of war.’ The summary of the Turkish Dardanelles defences in the booklet also claimed: ‘It may be generally considered that the defences are too dispersed, and not strong enough at the critical point.’3


As an example of naval optimism at the time, it is of interest that, in another unrelated plan produced in 1908 to support the Danes of Zealand against the Germans, it was assumed that British minesweepers would not actually have to face German land-based fire ‘otherwise they [the Germans] would expose themselves to the full and uninterfered-with fire of our ships.’4 Also, there was the general feeling that the Turks were an inferior opponent, or conversely, that the Allies were obviously a superior force. For example, Churchill himself was very confident that the Turkish forts could be dealt with by an Allied landing force ‘after 2 or 3 days hard action.’ Similarly, Churchill was reported by the Third Sea Lord, Admiral Frederick Tudor, as being confident of his ‘ships alone’ plan. Tudor recalled that he told Churchill, ‘Well, you won’t do it with ships alone.’ Churchill replied, ‘Oh yes, we will.’ On the other hand, Commodore Roger Keyes, naval Chief of Staff at Gallipoli, reported a rather more speculative comment from Churchill in March 1915, that this was ‘the biggest coup he [Churchill] has ever played for.’ It is also the case that Kitchener, too, underrated the Turks, and expected that if the forts fell, then there would be a political revolution in Istanbul. He also believed that the slow and methodical overpowering of the forts ‘will exert great moral effect on the Turk…’ Even after 18 March and the failure of the naval operation, the War Office expected the Turks to ‘throw up the sponge and… clear out of the Gallipoli Peninsula.’5


The naval attack was approved at the British War Council on 13 January 1915, and formally decided on 28 January 1915. Judging by preparations for the operation, the Navy was unsure of its capabilities for this role. On 9 February 1915, Vice-Admiral John M. de Robeck, then second in command of the naval attack, announced preparations for the assault on the Straits forts. De Robeck advocated the use of shrapnel, which required practice at fusing and fuse setting, ‘as we have little or no experience with that type of projectile.’ Floating mines would be dealt with by the use of seine nets ahead of ships when anchored. Torpedo nets would be used against locomotive torpedoes. Troops might have to land to deal with the forts after the guns had been silenced and their defenders driven off. Finally, paint should be removed from inside gun turrets because when hot, the burning paint ‘appears to greatly inconvenience the turret guns’ crews.’ HMS Vengeance replied to this directive by saying that shrapnel was in very limited supply, so that common shell would have to be used against forts. Also, lime juice should be supplied for gun positions if the air became contaminated with carbon dioxide. HMS Triumph did not have shrapnel either, but Lyddite would be very good against the forts. A simple signalling system, using a clock code, would directly observe on a straight line from ship to fort. This was a reflection of the fact that the Navy had done little indirect fire or high-angle fire before the war.6


The naval bombardment commenced on 19 February but did not do much damage, as Carden discovered on 20 February, at least in regard to Fort 1. He informed the Admiralty of his trouble, but already on 16 February, and unknown to Carden, a small group, including Kitchener, Churchill, Lloyd George, the Right Honourable Herbert Asquith, Prime Minister, Sir Edward Grey, Foreign Secretary, and Fisher, but not Hankey, had decided to send the British 29 Division and Anzac forces in Egypt to the island of Lemnos to prepare for a landing. Even though Kitchener changed his mind about 29 Division three days later, this was really the specific origin of the military side of the Gallipoli campaign. At this point, on 16 February, Churchill told Rear-Admiral Rosslyn E. Wemyss, 1st Naval Squadron, that it had been decided that morning to force the Dardanelles, and Wemyss was sent to be governor of Lemnos in preparation. Kitchener informed Lt-Gen. Sir John Maxwell, Commander-in-Chief of forces in Egypt, of this decision, and told him to coordinate with Carden. According to Lloyd George, it was Kitchener who decided to increase the military side of the equation. For his part, Carden was undoubtedly startled to receive this information, but expected only 10,000 troops. With this small number he merely suggested occupying the southern Helles area on Gallipoli. Maxwell thought Carden’s idea was ‘helpless,’ and told Kitchener that military authorities needed to take the initiative. Kitchener replied, trying to divide up the responsibilities of the Army and the Navy. The Navy would silence the guns and forts, while the Army would only land small parties under the support of naval guns ‘to help in total demolition when ships get to close quarters.’7


Thus far, Kitchener had outlined limited aims for the Army, and until early March still relied strictly on the Navy. Maxwell concurred. On 26 February, he quoted Col. Maucorps, of the French Military Mission, who also cautioned that it would be ‘extremely hazardous to land on the Gallipoli Peninsula as the peninsula is very strongly organised for defence.’8 Carden must have certainly wondered what was going on, and in fact a key moment had now arrived. The campaign at this point could have, and should have, shifted to a joint Army-Navy operation. But Churchill’s telegram of 24 February to Carden did not encourage this option. Churchill told Carden that the War Office did not consider the occupation of Helles on Gallipoli a necessary precondition for destroying the coastal permanent batteries, which was the primary object of the naval attack. The main army would remain at Lemnos until the ‘Straits is in our hands…’, still implying a ‘ships alone’ concept. Carden later said that he did not consider using the Army at this juncture because that ‘was a military question.’ Hankey argued that the real reason for the lack of an Army-Navy operation was because the Navy did not want the Army to interfere. This is reflected in Carden’s message to de Robeck on 26 February, which stated that he considered army landing parties to be secondary to the fleet’s forward movement. Perhaps all of this is the reason for a cryptic but important note in the diary of Lady Hamilton, wife of Gen. Sir Ian Hamilton, in October 1915, which reads that Churchill was very anxious in case it would come out publicly that Kitchener had wanted troops to go in before the fleet had eliminated surprise.9 This implied that Churchill ignored the value of a joint Army-Navy plan, and disregarded the loss of surprise caused by his ‘ships alone’ plan.


So the situation was that there were really three plans emerging and going forward at the same time. These were: the ‘ships alone’ navy plan; the joint navy-army operations; and an evolving army-based plan. Kitchener, however, still thought in terms of landing parties rather than a full-scale operation because he was reluctant to part with sufficient troops for a full-scale army campaign. His decisions introduced further uncertainty into the muddled strategy at the Straits, but Kitchener was apparently impressed by the potential of the new and powerful Queen Elizabeth, which was promised to Carden on 13 January, leading Carden to state that the ship would ‘certainly shorten operations.’10


Meanwhile, at the Straits, Carden tried again with the fleet on 25 February against the outer forts. This was more successful, and Commander I. Worsley Gibson, on board Albion, watched their guns knock out Fort 4, but have more trouble with Fort 6 because it was protected by earth works rather than masonry: ‘Still we blew the muzzle off one [gun] and saw another fall a bit sideways, then from the opposite shore a field battery opened fire on us…’ This battery was hard to shut down: ‘They stuck to it jolly well and not until we’d sent two windmills up into the air like a pack of cards, most humorous to watch, and planted several beauties right on top of them did they retire.’ Then this battery started up again, ‘so we gave them another dose of common, wish we had more shrapnel, that’s what we want really for these fellows.’ The next day, 26 February, Albion fired at a howitzer on a ridge, and ‘let them have it, several very good salvos.’ But in a portent of the future, Gibson also wrote that minesweepers came under fire from Fort 7, and had to retire. At the same time, parties of marines were landing at Seddulbahir and Kum Kale with success, meeting little resistance, and over the next few days, putting many guns out of action. Despite the incipient minesweeper problem, all seemed to be going well, as a junior officer on Triumph recalled:


on the 27th February we bombarded the outer ports at Seddulbahr and Kam Kale [sic] we were surprised at the poor shooting they made, fully expecting a much hotter reception as we thought they were lying doggo waiting to give us a pasting when we got within a shorter range. However the next day we… closed the range and a close inspection showed that the defences were abandoned.11


Gibson’s enthusiastic diary entries begin to change on 1 March. On this day, he noted that the gun layers were having trouble finding any prominent marks to lay on, and so Albion withdrew after half an hour. By now the ships were firing at the inner Straits batteries and forts, and these proved obdurate. Gibson remarked that:


there is a lack of organization. While some ships were keeping these [field gun] batteries amused, others should have pushed on and engaged Fort 8 and possibly Fort 7. These field gun batteries are very hard to damage, work as a rule close to a road, and constantly shift their position.


On 2 March, Albion fired at long range at Fort 8 at Dardanos, but did not achieve much. On 3 March, the Turks did not fire at all at the minesweepers, and Gibson became more cheerful. Carden, however, was only using three battleships out of eighteen on these two days, and continued to use only a small portion of his ships. This was partly because he was slow and lethargic in pushing operations along, and partly because he had become more pessimistic about the concealed batteries, which were now a key problem. In early March, Roger Keyes complained that Carden was ‘very slow and I have often to say to myself… “Ye have need of patience” –.’ But already at a conference on 2 March, Carden told Wemyss and Lt-Gen. Sir William Birdwood, future GOC Anzac, that the concealed guns and mobile batteries were making minesweeping impossible and that the inner forts could not be attacked before both mines and guns were dealt with. The solution was for troops to land and deal with the guns, so that the mines could then be cleared. The next day, 3 March, Carden informed de Robeck that he had developed a scheme for ‘spotting ships inside [the Straits] before all the concealed guns are disposed of…’ The scheme would require good wireless transmission for Queen Elizabeth’s long range indirect fire, with spotting both by ship and air, which was de Robeck’s basic idea. However, staff work was obviously poor, for on 5 March, Albion got notice to spot for the Queen Elizabeth at 8.45 a.m.: ‘As we were 50 miles off, steam at 3 hours notice, and show began at 9 someone had blundered. Didn’t get there till 3.30 p.m. when firing practically finished for day…’ Nevertheless, Queen Elizabeth managed eight hits on Fort 13, and Gibson estimated the moral effect ‘must be considerable.’ The following day, 6 March, Albion continued spotting for Queen Elizabeth off Gaba Tepe, but artillery fire pushed the ships too far out, and the scheme was thus a ‘dead failure.’12


Carden was now obviously thrashing about, looking for help. Queen Elizabeth’s long range indirect fire was only a partial success, while the landing of Marines at Seddulbahir and Kum Kale on 4 March to deal with guns and forts now met with strong resistance, and the troops had to be re-embarked. However, later landing parties over a few days did destroy most of the guns at Seddulbahir, Kum Kale and Fort 4, while the two guns of Fort 1 had been destroyed by earlier shell fire. But what to do with the concealed guns which were preventing minesweeping? Carden still hoped to use air reconnaissance, which he told the Admiralty on 4 March was the only way to deal with the concealed guns. Unfortunately, this didn’t work either, because seaplanes could not find gun locations unless they came in low, at which point they were hit by small arms fire, or the planes had engine trouble. In fact, Roger Keyes claimed the planes had only flown on four days. Yet another possibility was sweeping by night, but here the searchlights used by the Turks could not be knocked out, and so this too failed. At this point, the commander of the civilian-crewed minesweeping division lost his nerve, and had to be replaced. Gibson commented sympathetically: ‘It must be very nerve wracking being up there sweeping at night expecting the batteries to open fire any minute.’ Finally, Carden threw in the towel and wrote a pessimistic letter to Churchill on 10 March, emphasizing that he could not deal with the concealed fire of howitzers, whose plunging fire was ‘very destructive’ (during the shoot of 5 March, Agammenon lost the wardroom and the men’s washrooms to gun fire), but without air reconnaissance the large number of mobile howitzers could not be dealt with, and so the mines could not be cleared. Moreover, there was not enough ammunition for the slow reduction of the forts. Churchill realized this was a crisis in the naval attack, and decided on a change in tactics. Carden’s slow plan was abandoned and replaced by a vigorous attack. Carden was now to run risks, land to destroy guns, sweep ‘as much as possible’, and ships were to close to decisive range to hit the forts.13


Churchill’s urgency has been explained on the grounds that he had received information that the forts were short of ammunition, and so a vigorous advance was likely to be successful. Another explanation behind Churchill’s change of plan is that German submarines were shortly expected, and so quick action was required. A third explanation is that Churchill was aware of Carden’s reputation for inaction.14 It is interesting that Carden took some time to reply, in fact three days, at which time he agreed to vigorous action. It was during this three day period that Carden decided to go to Mudros, no doubt to confer with Wemyss, but at the same time he sent de Robeck to view the Bulair lines at the neck of the Gallipoli peninsula, thus leaving no one except the rather junior Roger Keyes in charge of minesweeping and naval action. Keyes argued with Carden, and persuaded him to order de Robeck to stay. Even so, the minesweepers had done nothing for five or six days, and de Robeck himself appeared slow to order full-scale minesweeping. Nevertheless, at the end of these three days, and under pressure from Churchill, Carden developed a new plan, if a last attempt at night sweeping failed. The night sweeping effort did fail, and so the new plan was for a bold battleship daylight attack on the forts, followed by attacks on mobile and fixed batteries, accompanied by minesweeping, and then a move into the Sea of Marmora supported by a large military force. Although Churchill stressed that there should not be a rush through, that was the initial impression gained by the Navy. According to Gibson, de Robeck said on 13 March that ‘a heavy concerted bombardment and rush through the Narrows was to be considered.’ Gibson felt that:


Everyone or nearly so I believe knew really that it would be madness to try and rush them. The Narrows are sure to be mined… Personally I feel sure that it is pressure from our cursed politicians which is making him even consider such a thing – A large army 60 or 70 thousand is collecting for purpose of cooperation, the only way to tackle this job and why not wait for them.


The next day Gibson listened to:


Captains Dent and Campbell [who] had a fierce scheme for us all attacking Narrows en masse. Most people in their hearts I’m certain think it’s a huge mistake not to wait for soldiers and that cooperation of military is essential to success. VA [Carden] looked very worried, somehow he doesn’t seem a strong enough man for the job.15


The mention of Captains Dent (Irresistible) and Campbell (Prince George) and their plan of attack introduces a useful post-war document written by Capt. Dent, and vetted by de Robeck. According to Dent, during this critical period before what turned out to be the final naval assault on 18 March, he suggested to de Robeck that two committees be formed, one to deal with the problem of the forts and one to deal with the problem of the mines. The forts committee comprised Capt. Dent, Capt. Campbell, and Commander the Hon. Ramsay. The mines committee was headed up by Capt. Heneage of the Albion. The forts committee came up with the basic plan that was eventually used on 18 March, and was essentially Capt. Dent’s idea. This was to attack line abreast in two columns, with the heavier ships firing over the older ships in front. When the heavier battleships had temporarily silenced the guns of the forts, the older ships would be swept right up to the forts by fast sweepers, and at this range the older ships should be able to dismount the guns of the forts. Then the Narrows could be swept. The problem was the fast sweepers, which did not exist. So it was suggested that twelve French and British destroyers should be fitted with sweeps. But this idea was rejected by the French, whose admiral said that there were only a few destroyers capable of sweeping against the current, and these were ‘indispensable for safety of my fleet so regret deeply I cannot spare them.’ Capt. Charles Coode, commanding the British destroyers, also argued that his destroyers could not be used for sweeping. This rejection turned out to be extremely important, since minesweeping was actually the key to naval success. Carden had already ‘urgently’ asked for fleet sweepers on 14 March, at which time one third of his civilian sweepers were out of action. Some sweeps did arrive from Malta in the nick of time on 17 March, and two destroyers were fitted with these sweeps on 18 March. However, the eight destroyers of the British Beagle class did nothing on 18 March, the day of the naval attack, and the officers spent the day playing bridge. Meanwhile, too late, starting on 19 March, the Beagle-class destroyers began to be fitted with sweeps, and the smaller River-class destroyers, not powerful enough to sweep, were assigned to finding mines. De Robeck reported on 19 March: ‘Experiments being carried out in fitting destroyers with sweeps in order to possess sweeping craft capable of working against current of Dardanelles.’16


The all-important minesweeper problem had not been properly addressed by Carden until too late, and Capt. Coode must also bear considerable blame for his rejection of the Beagle class destroyers as sweeps. But what about the significant mines committee headed up by Capt. Heneage? This committee, composed of Captains Dent and McClintock and Commander Ramsay, besides Heneage, did not meet before 18 March. Nevertheless, Heneage was once more put in charge of this committee, but only on 19 March, one day after the naval failure of 18 March. In fact, Carden already reported on 14 March that there were only two minesweepers fit to work, and so he was driven to using picket boats towing explosives to cut mine cables. These operated with seaplanes, which could theoretically spot mines to a depth of 18 feet.17 The minesweeping aspect of Carden’s original plan simply did not work, so Dent’s naval attack was scheduled to start on 18 March. Just before this attack took place, Carden went sick. This was certainly through stress, but according to Roger Keyes, perhaps also through eating a ‘beastly suet and treacle pudding, which, when he saw the menu, he sent for!’18 De Robeck took command in place of Carden, and Gibson was happier with de Robeck: ‘Captain [Heneage] thinks de Robeck will take no notice of Winston Churchill’s wires to hurry up etc and says that he [de Robeck] is already not on speaking terms with Winston and doesn’t care a d—- what they [the Admiralty] say. I was very pleased to hear this as I rather think Carden was not firm enough with them.’ Gibson was also happy to hear that de Robeck had said there would be no ‘wild cat rushing of Narrows… I am awfully glad’, no ships to be risked in unswept areas, and more of the ‘siege idea.’19


While all these tactics were being argued out in the Navy, what of the military operation, part of the haphazard two or three track strategy? In fact there was now a tug of war taking place. Churchill, Kitchener and the Navy wanted the Navy to succeed, with the assistance of the Army, while Birdwood and some in the Army were thinking of either combined operations or the Army succeeding with the help of the Navy. What had started out as a naval operation was thus gradually becoming a military operation, obscured by Kitchener’s dithering over sending 29 Division to Gallipoli. At the beginning of March, Birdwood believed that a large military force was necessary, and his plan was to land near the Bulair lines. However, Kitchener refused, and only released 29 Division on 10 March, although he still hoped the Navy would do the job alone. Finally, Kitchener came around to considering a large Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF), first choosing Birdwood to command, then Sir Leslie Rundle, and eventually, on 3 March, deciding on Gen. Sir Ian Hamilton as commander-in-chief. This was because he foresaw that a force of 120,000 was needed to take Istanbul, and felt that only Hamilton was senior enough to command French, British and Allied forces. Specifically, at the War Council on 10 March Kitchener wanted a force of 128,700 men, of which 47,600 would be Russians. However, the Russians and Greeks could not agree, and a simultaneous secret attempt to buy off the Turks failed. Despite ongoing naval operations, by 12 March, the British government believed the Navy was stuck, and Hamilton set forth on 13 March. Before Hamilton left, he told Hankey that he was in an embarrassing situation because Churchill wanted a ‘big rush [through] Straits by a coup de main with such troops as are available in the Levant (30,000 Australians and 10,000 Naval Division). Lord K on the other hand wants him to go slow, to make the Navy continue pounding the Straits, and to wait for 29 Division.’ So Churchill compromised and told Carden on 15 March that there would soon be 18,000 French and 16,000 British troops on Lemnos, with another 25,000 troops in Alexandria. Hence: ‘Admiral Carden will therefore have [these troops] at his disposal on the spot…’20


Nevertheless, Churchill continued the Dardanelles action as a navy operation, with the Navy commanding the Army troops available, while Kitchener was now starting to think of combined operations. Carden must have been extremely puzzled by these options, which eventually envisaged the Navy organizing and leading a large-scale combined forces operation, after the Navy had entered the Sea of Marmora. The challenge was too much for Carden, so it was de Robeck who prepared for the major naval break-through attempt on 18 March, prior to any army operation. De Robeck’s plan was now to use newer battleships in the first line of ships to outrange and silence the forts, then older battleships in the rear line would move to the front, anchor, and bombard the forts at close range. A third wave of battleships would then push forward to finish the job, followed by destroyers ranging further ahead through the Straits. At the same time, other ships on the flanks would temporarily silence the field artillery, all this to enable minesweeping in relative safety, followed finally by the fleet advancing through the Narrows, and then steadily into the Sea of Marmora. One who objected to his role in the plan was the French Vice-Admiral P-E. Guépratte, who was something of a fire eater. Guépratte did not want to anchor with his older ships, partly because they would be sitting ducks as targets, and partly because they would not be at decisive range. Instead, he wanted to close right in through a series of runs until the forts were engaged at very close quarters. De Robeck reportedly answered Guépratte: ‘Yes! That’s true! But what do you want! It’s the eternal controversy between manoeuvre and fire! In these conditions, while recognising the strength of your argument, I will stand by my decision.’ Guépratte wasn’t finished, however, and he got three British naval captains, Davidson, Fyler, and McClintock, to intervene on his behalf. Guépratte got his way, and the French battleships were given permission to close in to short range. Guépratte decided to divide his command into two, one group on the Asian side, and one group on the Gallipoli side. Included in the group of ships for the Asian side was the doomed Bouvet. Ironically, the Bouvet was one ship Guépratte did not intend to use, due to her age and general state of decay. However, the captain of the Bouvet, Rageot de la Touche, pleaded with tears in his eyes to be part of the attack, and Guépratte fatally relented.21


The naval attack started at 8.45 a.m. on 18 March when the minesweepers reported all clear. But it was late in the morning when the first battleships opened fire on the forts, because the light was not good enough in the Straits for firing until then. An Associated Press reporter, George Schreiner, viewing from Chanak on the Asian side, reported the action. During most of the day, the Navy seemed to shell Chanak indiscriminately:


The heavy shells seemed to hit the town in pairs. Not merely fragments of the houses struck but whole floors sailed up high in the air. It began to literally rain roof tiles, bricks, rocks and timbers. Shells exploding in front of the old breakwater remains sent a vicious hail of steel fragments broadcast and the fumes of the explosions began to make breathing a difficult task.


Schreiner managed to find a safe spot outside the town, and observed the naval action:


For some time yet the Allies had things pretty much their own way. ‘Queen Elizabeth’ was sending her large 15½-inch shells into Fort Hamidieh at a truly terrifying rate… At 1.20 p.m. the Allies ceased to manoeuvre in the bay and for a short time took what is known as a battle position, lying still while firing. They had also ventured in close enough to get within range of the Turkish forts. The forts were replying in fine style, despite the fact that… it seemed impossible that men could live under conditions as existing in and about the forts.


But the Turkish shelling got more accurate, and then Schreiner watched the first Allied battleship to be hit, the Bouvet, go down:


a sheaf of fire seemed to start from some part of the vessel. A large, black column of smoke rose and for several seconds the ship took a heavy list. It soon righted itself, however… The next moment brought the beginning of a drama. Slowly the vessel settled astern, then listed to port. Already the aft deck was awash… The forward part of the ship, too, sagged a little. It rose again the next instant, the vessel righted a little… And then came the final plunge. The vessel for an instant showed her sharp prow clear against the sunlit water like a black triangle and then this too disappeared. The Bouvet had sunk. It was exactly 2 o’clock.22


The French account by Guépratte of the Bouvet’s end is curious. According to Guépratte, when de Robeck noticed the heavy Turkish fire from on shore, he sent in the next wave of ships, and Guépratte hoisted flag #4, the signal to the front line of six ships to rally. But Bouvet failed to acknowledge. She had ranged herself onto the Namazeid fort, and refused to move. Guépratte regarded this as similar to Nelson’s refusal to break off his action at Copenhagen, and despite criticism from the officer in charge of the French frigates, approved de la Touche’s attitude. Nevertheless, Guépratte fired a blank shot at the Bouvet to get de la Touche to move, but the latter shouted that he be allowed to fire his guns, after which he would retire. However, there were problems on the Bouvet, under fire from two forts, and in turret #1, after five or six shells had hit, the ventilation valve broke, and the crew fell insensible. Finally, the Bouvet moved astern into Eren Keui Bay, hit a mine, and sank in 45 seconds. As the ship went down, a survivor told Guépratte how de la Touche ordered him to jump, and then de la Touche went back to the bridge, to go down with his ship. Meanwhile Guépratte’s own ship, the Suffren, was nearly sunk when a shell struck the magazine. But a young gunnery officer, François Lannuzel, flooded the magazine, and saved the ship. Guépratte also noted the problem of shells used by the French fleet, half of them being ‘porcelain’ shells, prone to prematures, and the other half the new steel cased shells. Consequently, Guépratte placed all the steel cased shells in the port side guns facing the forts on that flank, and the ‘porcelain’ shells on the harmless starboard side. So, Guépratte declared, ‘we won’t sneeze at the enemy with porcelain shells!’23


Gibson on Albion watched the events unfold. Theoretically, Gibson was in an excellent position to view the battle, since he was in the fire-top. But ‘We were nearly asphyxiated… besides not being able to see anything and cordite smoke sometimes obscured our view.’ Gibson did not think that Albion knocked out the fort she was firing at, which in any case was the wrong fort, #17 instead of #13. Gibson also watched the Bouvet go down in what he thought was two or three minutes, and then watched helplessly as Irresistible also hit a mine, and drifted out of control. The shore batteries soon ranged on Irresistible: ‘It was simply damnable to see her drifting helplessly along then with her men quietly standing about or throwing planks and anything that would float overboard and we couldn’t locate the batteries tho’ we fired at every place we thought they were or might be…’ Under Roger Keyes’ command, the battleship Ocean was sent to help Irresistible, but could not take her in tow because of shoaling water, at which point Keyes wanted to order Ocean to retire, but could not do so because Ocean’s captain was senior to him! Hence, Keyes could only ‘suggest’ Ocean leave. The suggestion was not sufficient, for Ocean continued to circle Irresistible and then she also struck a mine, falling astern of Albion. Albion’s captain refused to retire and leave these two ships, but the concealed guns were so well hidden that Albion could do little of value to assist them. Meanwhile, George Schreiner, watching from the shore, remarked that the Allied naval fire became ‘erratic’. He saw Irresistible and Ocean in trouble, and Queen Elizabeth take hits from five shells. Finally, the unfortunate Irresistible was the prime target of guns from the European shore and Fort Dardanos. As evening fell: ‘from the deck of the Irresistible rose the red flare of the exploding shell. A third shot. Again an explosion on deck.’ By 7.30 p.m. Irresistible had sunk. Ironically, Turkish gunnery had saved the British from the task of sinking the stricken ship.24


De Robeck realized the forts were not destroyed, rather they had been silenced temporarily while the crews shifted debris out of the way. In addition, Turkish concealed artillery was generally not found or destroyed. And three capital ships had been mortally damaged by mines: Bouvet had gone down at 2.00 p.m., Irresistible was out of control and a write-off, as was Ocean. Other ships had been badly hit, particularly Gaulois, Suffren and Inflexible. Consequently, as soon as he was sure that the crew had been taken off Irresistible, de Robeck hoisted the ‘General Recall’. That evening, de Robeck saw the day’s action as a ‘disaster’, and assumed that the damage had been done by floating mines. This hypothesis was supported by Carden, who wrote to de Robeck after the attack: ‘What terrible bad luck losing those ships by mines I can’t understand it, except they are some which have got displaced by the creeping and sweeping and the current has dragged them, sinkers and all, down the Straits…’25


Strangely enough, the Turks themselves did not understand at first what had happened. On 24 March a cipher to the Ministry of War in Istanbul reported that three British battleships had been hit by Turkish batteries, and were forced to go to Malta for repairs. One hundred sailors on board Queen Elizabeth were casualties from Turkish artillery also. No French ships were reported as sunk. A few days later, a German report of 4 April, using Turkish information, claimed that artillery shells had sunk Bouvet and badly damaged Lord Nelson. It was accepted that Ocean had been sunk by a mine, and the report also thought that both Irresistible and Triumph had been sunk. Gales prevented reconnaissance by air until 26 March, then it was reported that Gaulois was sunk and Suffren damaged. Obviously, the Turkish forces and their German allies did not know accurately what had happened, but realized that their artillery and mines had achieved their objectives, and anticipated severe problems for the Allies if they tried another naval attack. German and Turkish losses were small among their artillery crews: twenty-four killed, and seventy-nine wounded, while the main forts at Hamidiye and Guvenlik only lost 1 gun; and 1 gun and two barrels; respectively.26


Two other pieces of information are of considerable importance. Firstly, the mines that sank the three Allied ships were laid on the night of 7/8 March in the Eren Keui Bay area, but in contrast to the twenty usually reported by historians, in fact twenty-six Carbon mines were laid parallel to the shore. A Turkish report also notes that seventeen Carbon and Russian mines had been laid across the Straits in the Eren Keui Bay area in four separate groups. It is possible that some of the damage was done by these latter mines.27 Secondly, Churchill, and some historians since, have asserted that a second immediate attempt at forcing the Straits by de Robeck and the Allied fleet would have succeeded because the forts were out of heavy ammunition. It appears, however, that Churchill’s information on a shortage of Turkish ammunition was incorrect, and it is clear the Turkish forts and artillery had plenty of ammunition left. The British naval historian, Sir Julian Corbett, reported there were an average of 70 rounds per Turkish heavy gun left for the next attack, 130 rounds per 6in howitzer, and 150 per gun for the mine defence guns. Corbett did not know how many rounds the other howitzers and field guns had left. However, Turkish evidence suggests that there was plenty available. For example, in the Eren Keui region, the Turkish 8th Regiment heavy howitzers had 3,634 shells left on the evening of 18 March, the 4th heavy gun Regiment had 992 shells left of 1100, the Kepezdeki batteries had 492 shells left of 2672, and the Muinizafar battery had 691 shells remaining. Then at the Narrows, one battery used 374 shells on 18 March, and had 756 shells remaining, the naval gun battery in the Kephez region used 260 shells but still retained 658, the three mortar batteries had 924 shells in hand, and the mountain gun battery at Sili used 64 shells but still counted 720 in reserve.28


Bearing in mind that these guns really only had to keep the minesweepers at bay, in order to halt the progress of the fleet, which was only just starting to enter the more heavily mined area, then de Robeck’s eventual decision to hand over operations to the Army, was an excellent one. But de Robeck did not immediately think so. Although he was evidently depressed on the evening of 18 March, and even expected to be relieved of his command, de Robeck’s view was not entirely negative. He wrote Wemyss after the action on 18 March, obviously seeking advice: ‘Will you come to Tenedos and see me tomorrow. We have had disastrous day owing either to floating mines or torpedos from shore fired at long range.’ But de Robeck added that ‘we had much the best of the forts.’ On 19 March, de Robeck was cheered up by Wemyss, and was particularly persuaded by Godfrey and Roger Keyes, who convinced him to continue the battle. Consequently on 19 March, de Robeck was able to telegraph Hamilton that:


We are all getting ready for another ‘go’ and not in the least beaten or down-hearted. The big forts were silenced for a long time, and everything was going well, until Bouvet struck a mine. It is hard to say what amount of damage we did I don’t know, there were many big explosions in the forts!


It seems that de Robeck was replying to Hamilton’s message of the same day, from Franconia, from which Hamilton had viewed the battle of 18 March. Hamilton telegraphed that he had seen the Navy’s ‘brave fellows’, and expected that, ‘All will go well in the long run where everyone is animated with such a fine spirit.’29


Hamilton telegraphed Kitchener, saying that he was impressed by de Robeck, who would exhaust every effort before calling for military assistance. But despite Hamilton’s cheerful words, he had apparently already decided, as had Birdwood, that the Navy had failed. So, on 19 March, Hamilton wired Kitchener that since the Navy had failed, he thought the campaign needed ‘a deliberate and progressive military operation carried out in force in order to make good the passage of the Navy’. Kitchener wired back the same day that the Dardanelles must be forced: ‘military operations must be carried through.’ Kitchener meant that the campaign must be carried through regardless, but while he continued to focus on a major operation against Istanbul, talking vaguely of concentrating 120,000 troops around Istanbul, Hamilton was now aiming at clearing the Gallipoli peninsula itself. Hamilton was evidently anxious to use the Army, perhaps too anxious, and Kitchener’s telegram appeared to give him the go-ahead. Hamilton’s proposal was not as much for a joint army-navy operation as for an army campaign, although with the final objective of getting the Navy through the Straits. One cannot help thinking that Hamilton now wanted his day in the sun, and the chance to try his luck with a military operation. So this was the point at which the campaign shifted from navy to army under the force of circumstances, although it was not clear whether it was to be a joint operation, or primarily an army campaign. In fact, there was a good deal of confusion over what the Navy was going to do, and what the Army was going to do.30


According to Roger Keyes, both de Robeck and Wemyss changed their minds on 19 March and decided on joint operations – a carefully planned combined army landing and naval attack. But did de Robeck give up on the purely naval effort? According to Churchill, de Robeck did indeed change his mind and give up on the naval option, partly because of the forts and mines and partly because of the arrival of the Army. Churchill was actually wrong about the forts, since de Robeck thought that was one area where the ships had achieved their objectives, but de Robeck did worry about the mines. Even so, immediately after 18 March, it seems clear that de Robeck wished to continue naval operations, and preparations regarding minesweeping proceeded. It is important to note here that it is only with hindsight that historians know the naval attack had come to an end. At the time, the Navy simply planned to continue their attack, albeit with the help of the Army. However, gales for several days from 19 to 24 March prevented immediate naval action. At the same time, de Robeck was becoming more and more pessimistic about the Navy’s chances of a successful attack on the Narrows. In a meeting of naval captains on 19 March, it is striking how many ships had seen mines in supposedly swept areas on 18 March, as well as newly spotted lines of mines. At this meeting, Capt. Dent also said that the Eren Keui Bay area had been swept on the night of 17/18 March, though ‘sweeping at night… is not accurate.’ It is also notable that on 21 March the replaced Carden already expected that de Robeck would have met with Hamilton and organized a military operation, and Carden anticipated the Army sending as many as 150,000 or 200,000 troops.31


Hence, de Robeck began to think of an army-navy assault, with the Navy trying again for the Narrows after the Army was ashore. Yet, since the Army needed the Navy both for landing troops and for fire support, this option would eventually peter out. According to Capt. (later Lt-Col.) Cecil Aspinall, GHQ, ‘Some sailors didn’t like this, hence suggestions for renewing the naval attack.’ In fact, the Navy still would have launched another attack, despite the needs of the Army, if the Army had chosen to land at Bulair. This was, in fact, Kitchener’s original objective in his instructions to Hamilton before the latter left London on 12 March. But when Hamilton decided on landing the Army in the southern Helles area, with the Navy assisting on both sides of the peninsula, this changed naval minds, and finally committed the Navy to a supporting role.32 Yet why did the question of Bulair cause de Robeck to change his mind, and abandon the naval option?


In a 1917 letter, Roger Keyes sets out the reason why Bulair was crucial to a renewed naval attack. According to Keyes, it was on the evening of 22 March that de Robeck learnt Hamilton proposed to land his army, when the 29 Division arrived,


at the heel of the peninsula instead of Bulair or Enos, the position which we had every reason to suppose they would select. Birdwood had telegraphed to this effect from Egypt about 12th March. Had Sir Ian adhered to the Egypt plan it would have been absolutely essential to get a fleet into the Marmora to cover his eastern flank. At that time Sir Ian hoped to be able to land in early April, and as we could not be ready with our new and very necessary sweeping force before the 2nd or 3rd April, the Admiral was of course right to see the Army safely on shore first. The three weeks delay, quite unforeseen on the 22nd March, was fatal…33


Keyes meant that an army landing at Bulair would have compelled the Navy to get through the Straits and into the Sea of Marmora via a renewed naval attack, in order to protect the eastern, Sea of Marmora side of the Army landing. Since a Bulair landing was rejected, the decision was changed to the Navy seeing the Army ashore before mounting any further naval attack. This decision was taken on board Queen Elizabeth on 22 March at 10.00 a.m., with Hamilton, Maj.-Gen. Walter Braithwaite, GHQ, Birdwood, de Robeck and Roger Keyes attending. According to Keyes,


When Sir Ian said he was prepared to land on the toe of the Peninsula, the Admiral made up his mind to put the Army on shore before delivering another Naval attack. This was after he heard from Sir Ian that he hoped to be ready to land on the 14th April, and I had given my opinion that our new sweeping force and net-laying vessels could not be ready more than about 10 days before that date.


In other words, the Army would be ready at about the same time as the Navy. So de Robeck’s choice was apparently between risking another hazardous naval attack, with less ammunition, fewer capital ships, still suspect sweeping operations and once more the unsolved problem of Turkish mines, forts and guns; or a well-planned operation, which would land the Army, and keep naval communications open at the Straits for a possible future naval attack. The only argument at the meeting was whether the Army should land now, as Birdwood wanted, or wait for 29 Division and plan an organized landing, as Kitchener, and thus Hamilton, wanted. Of course, Kitchener’s view was likely to prevail.34


The decision to postpone another naval ‘ships alone’ attack was probably an easy one for de Robeck to make. It was harder to persuade Churchill, who advanced several arguments in favour of continuing. One in particular was prescient. He asked de Robeck on 28 March what would happen if the Army was checked? De Robeck had no real answer to this, except to say that an intact navy could still try to force the Straits if required. But de Robeck noted the danger of the Straits closing up behind the fleet if they did get through to the Sea of Marmora, so he advised Churchill that it was better to prepare for a decisive joint effort about mid-April, ‘rather than risk a great deal for what may possibly be only a partial solution.’ It would only be a delay of about fourteen days before the Army opened the Straits. De Robeck added that it was not a practical operation to land a force just to destroy the guns, because of considerable Turkish opposition, and Ian Hamilton had agreed with this. And there was no point in occupying Bulair because the Turks would not abandon the peninsula. But de Robeck did expect that as soon as the Army was established ashore, with the Army’s main objective being the Kilid Bahr plateau, then the combined army-navy attack on the Narrows would be able to start, with the Army and Navy side by side. Indeed, de Robeck’s plans after the Army landing of 25 April called for bombarding the forts and sweeping the Kephez mine field by the third day, i.e. 27 April. For de Robeck and the Navy, therefore, 25 April was still going to be a joint operation, with the original naval objective still realizable in the near future. But since the Navy could not deal with the Turkish mines and forts, then the Army was needed to open the Straits. For the Army, however, the naval objective was initially subordinated to making sure the Army was properly ashore. As it turned out, of course, this joint scheme did not work, and it was de Robeck who eventually cabled Churchill on 11 May, saying that the Army had failed, and asking whether the Navy should try again to force the Straits. It was not until 13 May, after a strongly worded note from First Sea Lord Admiral Sir Henry Jackson on 11 May, arguing against further naval attacks, together with pressure from Fisher, Asquith, Hankey and others, ‘to bring Churchill to his bearings’, that Churchill theoretically gave up on the idea of an independent naval attack.35


However, after the meeting of 22 March, Hamilton wired de Robeck that the War Office still cherished hopes of a naval breakthrough, and suggested to de Robeck that ‘I think wisest procedure will be [for the Navy] to push on systematically though not recklessly in attack on Forts.’ If the Navy succeeded, Hamilton wanted de Robeck to leave him enough light cruisers for his own military operations. If the Navy did not succeed, then they understood each other, i.e. the Navy would simply help the Army. Hamilton was being generous to de Robeck, because he did not really expect the Navy to succeed, and already on 23 March, Aspinall produced the outline of what was basically to be the plan for the landing of 25 April, focussing on Helles, Morto Bay, and the area north of Gaba Tepe. On the same day 23, March, Hamilton wired Kitchener that he now needed the whole army force to deal with the 40,000 Turks on Gallipoli. Meanwhile, on Hamilton’s General Staff, the cipher officer, Capt. Orlo Williams, remarked in his diary that the Army had little faith in the Navy, who could not touch the enemy howitzers, and would not be able deal with the new Turkish lines of defence and mines.36


As it turned out, the Allied naval attack was over after 18 March, though the Navy did not think so until May. What had gone wrong? On 19 March Hankey wrote a memo to Asquith, imploring him ‘to appoint naval and military technical committee to plan out military attack on Dardanelles so as to avoid repetition of naval fiasco, which is largely due to inadequate staff preparation.’ Hankey was quite right – the planning and staff work for the naval attack had been amateur and ineffective in London and at the Dardanelles. In the absence of proper planning a number of prominent politicians, together with Churchill and Kitchener, simply indulged in a Darwinian struggle for control of operations. Imaginative and grandiose ideas by a confident and optimistic ruling class, with an eye to their own reputations, were no substitute for careful planning. Even after the naval setback on 18 March and before the landing of 25 April, Hankey’s diary reveals a bewildering variety of ideas, made more dangerous by the lack of a War Council meeting between 19 March and 14 May. Hankey himself wanted to switch objectives from the Dardanelles and attack Haifa and Beirut instead. Then on 6 April a meeting of Kitchener, Hankey and Churchill took place to discuss the Dardanelles operation and Hamilton’s plans. One wonders who was actually in charge. No doubt this system, or rather, non-system, reflected the radical change from the simpler colonial warfare of the past to the professional needs of modern warfare.37


Even at the time, participants in the campaign worried about this simpler tradition. For example, on 30 March 1915, Wemyss argued that ‘Amateur strategists and amateur warriors is what we are suffering from…’ Wemyss was referring to London, but closer to home, a major cause of the naval failure lay with Carden himself, who proved very slow in implementing his own plans, and equally slow to recognize and solve the key difficulty of minesweeping. Carden was simply a poor commander, but he was senior to Limpus, Wemyss and de Robeck, and in the Navy, seniority meant everything. Another problem, according to the future Admiral Godfrey, present as Lt J.H. Godfrey, the navigating officer on Euryalus, was the low quality of de Robeck’s staff. Godfrey felt they were light weights, chosen for their social skills rather than technical proficiency. Hence, the technical side of gunnery and communications was poor, especially because the problem of indirect naval fire was very difficult to solve. At a deeper level, the rivalry between army and navy also made for inefficiency. The competition between navy and army led the Navy to try their own operations in February and March without interference from the Army. Hence the Admiralty on 28 March simply stated that it had hoped not to involve the Army, but now the Army was necessary. In general, according to Godfrey, cooperation between the War Office and the Admiralty was limited: ‘There was the land war and the sea war and that was that.’ One example of this is the scribbled note by Hamilton, referring to his original purely verbal instructions from Kitchener: ‘Wire K ‘I would be glad if you would say to First Lord [Churchill] would like fleet’.’ Godfrey also believed that conflicting relations at the top filtered down to the two organizations: ‘During 1914–1916 relations at the top were strained and the subordinates followed suit. Mixing was not exactly frowned on but it was not encouraged…’ More specifically, at the Dardanelles, ‘close co-operation on the [naval] Commander – GSO (1) level was discouraged. The principals were too intent on getting their own way and didn’t want staff officers interfering with their plans.’ Of course, naval officers and men were keen to do their best, and did so bravely, yet the system tended to undermine their efforts.38


Finally, why continue the Allied campaign after the naval setback on 18 March? According to Hankey, the key reasons were the agreement to help Russia, and the need to maintain British prestige. Another reason was the optimism of important individuals, for example Churchill, Kitchener, and Hamilton himself, who underrated the Turks, overrated themselves, and relied on the fire power of the Navy. Underlying everything was the momentum of an operation, which grew more complex and more compelling all the time, especially after the mid-February government decision to provide troops, and Kitchener’s telegram of 20 February to Maxwell in Cairo, that he was sending 10,000 troops to Lemnos, and warning Maxwell to prepare to send 30,000 Australian and New Zealand troops (Anzacs) to Lemnos also. The critical problem with Kitchener’s idea was that he did not think the Navy would fail, and based his plans on that assumption. So he thought the troops would only be there to hold positions and forts already gained by the Navy, or would later form part of a large force to take Istanbul after the naval break through. When this didn’t happen, Kitchener was left with issuing the unhelpful order that the operation must be carried through. Perhaps, as an unsigned note in Aspinall’s papers claims, Kitchener was starting to become senile in 1915 (he was 65), and thus making poor decisions. In contrast, Birdwood and Hamilton thought in army terms of capturing either the Asian or Gallipoli side of the Straits in a major operation, and so getting the Navy through. Meanwhile, Churchill wanted a ‘ships alone’ victory, and when that did not happen, a joint army-navy operation, thereby still giving the Navy a second chance. Whatever the reasons for the growing number of Allied troops in the Straits area, their unorganized accumulation was the beginning of the chain of events that led to the Allied landing of 25 April on Gallipoli.39


Meanwhile, what were Liman von Sanders and the Turkish Fifth Army doing to anticipate an Allied landing?
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TURKISH EXPECTATIONS OF THE ALLIED LANDINGS


Liman von Sanders, the German officer commanding Turkish Fifth Army, which defended Gallipoli and the Straits against the Allied landings of 25 April, generally anticipated the Allied landing sites quite accurately. However, one other area, Bulair/Saros, at the neck of the Gallipoli peninsula, particularly attracted his attention. This turned out not to be an Allied landing site, but the capture and interrogation of a British naval officer just before the Allied landings helped focus Liman von Sanders’ attention on Bulair/Saros from 25 to 28 April.


*


Following the end of Allied naval attempts to force the Straits on 18 March, Turkish attention turned naturally to defence against the possibility of Allied landings on either side of the Straits. On 24 March 1915 Liman von Sanders, a German cavalry officer, Inspector of the Turkish Army, commander of the pre-war German military mission to update the Turkish army and commander of Turkish forces in the Caucasus in 1914, was chosen to command Fifth Army, defending Gallipoli and the Asian shore area. Already in January 1915, von Sanders had outlined his ideas for a defensive system. His first point was that the present defensive structure, set up by Enver Pasa, Supreme Military Commander in Istanbul, scattered the Turkish divisions too widely. This was feasible against small landings, but, ‘Against landings of large troop formations, our divisions must be much more concentrated in order to be able to attack the enemy in strength during or after landing.’1
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