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PREFACE TO THE 2010 EDITION


In the fifteen years since Gallipoli was originally published as part of the VCs of the First World War series, much has happened in the field of historical research. The continual development and expansion of the internet have combined to fuel a veritable explosion in the study of family history and opened myriad new avenues of investigation. At the same time, the release of servicemen’s records by national archives in this country and in Australia coupled with the acquisition of new papers by such wonderful organisations as the Imperial War Museum have served to shed much fascinating and revealing fresh light on some of the deeds recognised by the Empire’s highest award for military valour as well as on the recipients’ lives.


As with any enthusiast, I have tried to keep abreast of the new material, including at least one full-scale biography and a clutch of impressive studies of the campaign, and had hoped that one day the opportunity might arise to revise and, in some cases, almost entirely rewrite aspects of my earlier work. I was, therefore, mightily pleased to be approached by Jo de Vries, Senior Commissioning Editor at The History Press, with a proposal not merely to re-issue Gallipoli, but to allow me the chance to give it a substantial overhaul.


Of course, as with any historical work some gaps remain unfilled, some questions continue to defy resolution, but overall I am pleased to think that I have been able to do greater justice to the memory of thirty-nine men whose exploits during one of the most bitterly contested campaigns of the First World War deservedly place them among the foremost ranks of the bravest of the brave.


As well as, hopefully, finding favour with a new audience, I hope that readers of the original book, who may be tempted to invest in this updated edition, will not feel short-changed by my renewed efforts and I would genuinely welcome both comment and new sources of information. After all, research is never-ending and, who knows, in another fifteen years I could be putting the finishing touches to another edition.


Last but not least, I would like to acknowledge the assistance of all the archival centres, fellow enthusiasts and those recipients’ descendents who contacted me following publication of the original book to loan me precious family documents which have added greatly to the sum of my knowledge. Most of all, though, I would like to thank my wife, Sandra, for her continued forbearance and love during what has proven to be one of the more challenging years in our lives.




ABBREVIATIONS








	

AA & QMG




	

Assistant Adjutant & Quartermaster-General









	

AB




	

Able-bodied (seaman)









	

ADC




	

Aide-de-camp









	

AIF




	

Australian Imperial Force









	

CB




	

Companion of (the Order of) the Bath









	

CMG




	

Companion of (the Order of) St Michael and St George









	

CMS




	

Church Missionary Society









	

CO




	

Commanding Officer









	

CRA




	

Officer Commanding Royal Artillery









	

CSM




	

Company Sergeant-Major









	

DCM




	

Distinguished Conduct Medal









	

DSC




	

Distinguished Service Cross









	

DSO




	

(Companion of the) Distinguished Service Order









	

GHQ




	

General Headquarters









	

GOC




	

General Officer Commanding









	

GSO




	

General Staff Officer









	

HE




	

High explosive









	

IWM




	

Imperial War Museum









	

KCIE




	

Knight Commander of the Order of the Indian Empire









	

KCMG




	

Knight Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George









	

KOSB




	

King’s Own Scottish Borderers









	

LG




	

London Gazette









	

NCO




	

Non-commissioned officer









	

NTO




	

Naval Transport Officer









	

NZ




	

New Zealand









	

OC




	

Officer Commanding









	

OTC




	

Officers Training Corps









	

PNTO




	

Principal Naval Transport Officer









	

PO




	

Petty Officer









	

PRO




	

Public Record Office









	

QMG




	

Quartermaster-General









	

RA




	

Royal Artillery









	

RAF




	

Royal Air Force









	

RHQ




	

Regimental Headquarters









	

RM




	

Royal Marines









	

RMA




	

Royal Military Academy (Sandhurst)









	

RMC




	

Royal Military College









	

RMLI




	

Royal Marine Light Infantry









	

RNAS




	

Royal Naval Air Service









	

RND




	

Royal Naval Division









	

RNR




	

Royal Naval Reserve









	

RNVR




	

Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve









	

RSF




	

Royal Scots Fusiliers









	

SHAEF




	

Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force









	

TA




	

Territorial Army









	

TBD




	

Torpedo boat/destroyers









	

VC




	

Victoria Cross














INTRODUCTION


In the 154 years since the Victoria Cross was instituted as the nation’s premier award for valour, 1,357 men have been awarded the distinction, including an Australian and a New Zealander who each earned their own nation’s newly established version of the VC. Almost half that number were earned during the First World War, and of the 633 men so honoured 39 were presented for deeds of gallantry performed during the operations designed to wrest control of the Dardanelles from the Turks. Although small by comparison to the number of Crosses awarded for acts of bravery on the Western Front, this total represents the highest number of VCs won in a ‘sideshow’ theatre during the First World War.


What began, in February 1915, as a purely naval enterprise became, after 18 March, a full-scale, Anglo-French invasion. The landings on the Gallipoli Peninsula on 25 April 1915 represented the greatest amphibious operation carried out by any of the belligerents during the course of the war. The campaign, which promised so much and which was filled with countless examples of squandered heroism, ultimately became a tragedy of lost opportunities. With the benefit of hindsight, the operations can be divided into a number of distinct phases: the naval operations (February–March), the battle for the beaches (April), the consolidation (April–May), the first major offensive (June), the new landings at Suvla (August), the last great offensive (August), stagnation (September–December), the evacuation (December–January, 1916). The eight-month campaign on the peninsula would eventually swallow up 410,000 British Empire troops. Of this number, 43,000 were killed, died from wounds or disease, or were posted missing. By January 1916, when the last men were taken off the peninsula, the casualty list, including the sick, totalled 205,000. By any reckoning, the campaign had proved a costly failure. Yet it was a failure relieved, in part, by the stoicism displayed by the front-line soldiers. At Anzac that fortitude became enshrined in Australian folklore. But no less remarkable were the fighting records of their New Zealand comrades and the men of the 29th Division who came through one trial after another with their numbers depleted but their spirit undaunted.


To the ‘incomparable 29th’ fell the honour of winning more VCs than any other division on the peninsula. Thirteen VCs went to the division which was charged with the critical task of carrying out the main landing on 25 April. Six were won by a single battalion. The ‘Six VCs before breakfast’ won by the men of the 1st Lancashire Fusiliers was only one fewer than the record seven given to the 2/24th Foot (South Wales Borderers) for their heroic defence of the mission station at Rorke’s Drift during the Zulu War of 1879.


The Gallipoli operations threw up a number of records of their own. The four VCs won by crew members of the River Clyde on 25 April was the highest number given to a single ship’s company for one action. During the course of the First World War no other unit exceeded the six VCs won in a single day by the 1st Lancashire Fusiliers. The closest any unit came to beating it was when the 7th Battalion, Australian Imperial Force, won four during the bitter fighting at Lone Pine, Gallipoli, on 8–9 August 1915. Among the ‘VC firsts’ the campaign can lay claim to are the war’s first Australian VC, first New Zealand VC and first Royal Marine VC.


Of the thirty-nine Victoria Crosses, eleven went to the Royal Navy (including two to submariners, two to the Royal Naval Division and one to a Royal Naval Air Service pilot) and twenty-eight to the Army. The latter consisted of eighteen awards to units of the British Army, nine to Australians and one to a New Zealander. Eleven of the VCs were posthumous awards, although only seven of this number were awarded to men who were killed or died from wounds received in the actions for which the Cross was earned. And of the twenty-eight who survived the campaign, a further three did not survive the war.


The most distinguished VC winner of the campaign was Lt. Col. C.H.M. Doughty-Wylie, CB, CMG, a 46-year-old soldier-diplomat attached to Sir Ian Hamilton’s Staff as an intelligence officer. There were two instances of VC winners receiving a second gallantry award for their services on the peninsula: A.J. Shout (1st Bn, AIF) and P.H. Hansen (6th Bn, Lincolnshire Regt.) both won Military Crosses. The campaign’s oldest recipient of the VC was Cdr. E. Unwin, captain of the River Clyde, who was 51 at the time of his exploits on V Beach, Cape Helles. He became the second-oldest naval VC of the First World War. The youngest VC winner of the campaign was Midshipman W. Malleson, who was 18 years old when he won his award. 2nd Lt. G.R.D. Moor was only a month older when he won his six weeks later during the Third Battle of Krithia.


In keeping with the democratic traditions of the VC, the recipients ranged in rank from humble privates to a lieutenant colonel. Of the thirty-nine awards, twenty-two were given to officers, ten to NCOs, and seven to privates or naval ratings.


The impact of the awards on the recipients themselves varied markedly. Albert Jacka became a national hero in his native Australia and the exploits of ‘Dick’ Doughty-Wylie and the submariner Martin Nasmith acquired legendary status in the hands of the popular Press. For some, such as William Dunstan and Herbert James, the sudden elevation from private obscurity to public adulation was almost as painful as the VC actions themselves. The mere presence of the letters VC after their names, however, ensured that none of the recipients could ever entirely escape public attention.


That the VC was not necessarily a passport to success in the post-war world was reflected in the lives of the Gallipoli Campaign’s surviving recipients. Of the professional servicemen among their ranks, five reached high rank in their respective services. Sqn. Cdr. Richard Bell Davies became the first rear-admiral of Naval Air Stations, Lt. Cdr. Martin Nasmith became an admiral and C.-in-C. Plymouth and Western Approaches, Lt. Cdr. Edward Boyle achieved the rank of rear-admiral, Lt. Cdr. Eric Robinson was promoted rear-admiral on the Navy’s Retired List and Capt. Percy Hansen, who was to add a Distinguished Service Order to the VC and MC won on the peninsula, served as a brigadier during the Second World War. Of the remainder, probably the most successful was William Dunstan, a man of immense modesty who never talked about his VC. He rose from office clerk to become one of the top-ranking executives in the Murdoch newspaper empire.


In stark contrast were the fortunes of William Forshaw, Albert Jacka and Hugo Throssell, who all endured business failure. Saddest of all was the case of Throssell, who committed suicide in the hope that it would result in a pension to his family. Jacka, arguably the most celebrated of all the Gallipoli VCs, became mayor of St Kilda, in Victoria, but died aged 39, not long after the collapse of his business. Richard Willis, one of the six Lancashire Fusiliers to win the VC, was another to suffer financial hardship. In old age, he was reduced to writing a begging letter to the Press appealing for £100 because of his ‘desperate need’. For others, it could fairly be said that the suffering endured on the peninsula did not cease with the end of the war. When William Cosgrove died, aged 47, in 1936, it was discovered that splinters of shrapnel which had not been removed following his VC action at Gallipoli had been slowly poisoning him. Similarly, Walter Parker, the Royal Marine VC, never fully recovered from the injuries he sustained in winning his award at Anzac. He died four months after Cosgrove, fighting in vain for a disability pension.


To the majority of the thirty-nine VC winners, the acts of valour performed on the battlefields of the Gallipoli Peninsula or in the waters of the Dardanelles marked the zenith of their military careers and, for some, their whole lives.


Their experience was probably best summed up by Leonard Keysor, the London-born Australian bomb-thrower of Lone Pine fame, who once confessed: ‘The war was the only adventure I ever had’.




E.G. ROBINSON


Near Yeni Shehr, 26 February 1915
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Lt. Cdr. E.G. Robinson


It was a beautiful spring day in the Dardanelles on 19 February 1915. The wintry storms of the past two weeks had subsided, giving way to clear skies and calm seas. To Vice-Admiral Sir Sackville Carden, commanding the Royal Navy’s Eastern Mediterranean Squadron, the break in the weather could scarcely have been more opportune. After weeks of careful planning, his ships’ crews were ready and waiting for the order to begin a naval offensive designed to force a way through the heavily-defended straits separating Europe from Asia. The objective, the fulfilment of the First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill’s grand ambition, was to open up a vital new supply route to Russia and isolate Germany and Austria-Hungary by driving Turkey out of the war.


Now, at last, the moment had arrived. At 7.30 a.m. advance units of the fleet, consisting of two destroyers and a seaplane, headed for the mouth of the Dardanelles. The reaction of the Turkish defences was swift and uncompromising. At precisely 7.58 a.m. one of two 9.4-in guns sited in No. 4 Orkanieh battery, dug in along the Asiatic shore less than five miles from the ruins of ancient Troy, opened fire. The first shot of the Dardanelles campaign fell harmlessly between the two destroyers. However, it set in train a series of events which would culminate in the first Victoria Cross action of the operations. By mid-morning Carden was ready to begin the task of destroying the outer forts guarding the entrance of the straits. The 12-in. guns of the pre-Dreadnought HMS Cornwallis heralded the Allied offensive. She was followed, in turn, by HMS Vengeance, flying the flag of Carden’s second-in-command, Rear-Admiral Sir John de Robeck. Their fire was directed on to the Orkanieh battery, sited between the strategically important fortifications at Kum Kale and Yeni Shehr, a village dominated by a ridge crowned with a line of distinctive white windmills.
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The course taken by Lt. Cdr. Robinson during his demolition operation on 26 February 1915


The bombardment continued fitfully until sunset, with disappointing results. A fire was seen to break out behind the battery and one direct hit on the emplacements made the Turkish gun crews ‘run like blazes’. Yet, when the Vengeance turned her attentions to the Helles batteries, on the European shore, she came under renewed fire from the guns at Orkanieh, leaving her masts and decks peppered with splinters.


Bad weather returned to delay the resumption of the assault, but when Carden’s battleships reappeared on 25 February they came fully armed with the experience gained from the first day’s ineffectual action. Anchoring out of range of the shore defences, they began the task of pounding the forts at Helles, Kum Kale and Orkanieh into submission. The Orkanieh battery was silenced by a succession of crushing salvoes delivered by the battleships Irresistable, Cornwallis and Vengeance. One gun was dislodged from its mountings, while the other was thought to have been seriously damaged.


The following day, while returning from an unsuccessful foray against the intermediate forts, inside the Dardanelles, de Robeck decided to complete the destruction of the guns in the ruined forts by landing a naval demolition party with a covering force of Royal Marines. The operation was launched shortly after 2.00 p.m. on 26 February. In command of the demolition party was Lt. Cdr. Eric Gascoigne Robinson, Vengeance’s torpedo officer and explosives expert. A highly experienced officer, unaccountably known to his friends as ‘Kipper’ Robinson, he was a veteran of the Naval Relief Expedition in China during the Boxer Rising of 1900.


His orders were to destroy any serviceable guns in the vicinity of Kum Kale and Orkanieh, a dangerous mission, rendered even more hazardous, by the lack of information concerning the strength or dispositions of the Turks. Robinson’s force consisted of fifty seamen, the majority of whom were needed to carry the gun-cotton charges, and a protection party of fifty Royal Marines, commanded by Maj. Granville Heriot, DSO. They landed unopposed and, by 2.30 p.m., under the watchful eyes of senior officers on the bridge of HMS Vengeance, had set about their allotted task. From Kum Kale, they followed the line of the Mendere River as it flowed past a cemetery and then took the road south-west towards a rise known as Achilles Mound. Beyond it lay the Orkanieh battery and Yeni Shehr. Between the cemetery, with its sun-bleached tombs, and the mound, the ground fell away sharply into a horseshoe-shaped depression. The movements of the raiding parties were clearly visible to the men aboard the ships. One of the Vengeance’s officers later recalled:





We saw them go past the cemetery, up to the semi-circular hollow, and they then signalled that they were attacked: so Dublin fired a salvo at Yeni Shehr mills, which downed three mills and stopped the enemy’s fire from there. We also gave Yeni Shehr a few rounds: however, the Marines still remained in the hollow firing fairly hard. It appears they were attacked from Mendere on their left flank, and from hidden snipers in the cemetery; also, till the guns stopped them, by a large force from Yeni Shehr …





With his line of retreat threatened by an unknown number of Turks and the way forward hotly contested, Robinson could justifiably have abandoned the operation there and then and attempted to extricate his small party. Instead, he pressed on towards Achilles Mound. An eyewitness from the Vengeance recorded:





When halfway up the slope (under fire all the time from Yeni Shehr) Robinson’s party stopped and took cover, with the exception of one who went up to Achilles Mound, where the Vengeance’s shells had earlier disclosed two Turkish anti-aircraft guns nearby, got inside the sort of crater at the top, walked calmly down again and, when he was just clear, we saw an explosion, and up went both anti-aircraft guns.





The lone figure, whose actions were plainly visible to friend and foe alike, was Eric Robinson. With resistance stiffening and not knowing whether or not the gun sites were manned, he had decided to put only his own life at risk. Leaving his party under the command of his young aide, Midshipman John B. Woolley, he advanced over the lip of the Achilles position. Fortuitously, it was unoccupied. He coolly placed a gun-cotton charge on the guns and lit a slow match fuse allowing himself just sufficient time to escape the blast.


Not content with this success, or perhaps heartened by it, he decided to capitalise on the crushing impact of the Dublin’s salvo directed at Yeni Shehr by leading a small portion of his force against the left-hand 9.4-in gun which remained in the Orkanieh battery. Once more Robinson sought to minimise the danger to his men, but on this occasion his attempt to repeat his single-handed exploit was made impossible by the weight of the charge needed to complete the gun’s destruction. With a small party, he led a dash into the battery site which was also unoccupied and they were able to destroy the weapon.


Robinson’s superiors, including Admiral Carden’s young Chief of Staff, Cdre. Roger Keyes, watched his actions in awe. The Vengeance’s commander, Capt. Bertram Smith, later recalled:





We had been watching Eric Robinson … strolling around by himself … under heavy rifle fire from the neighbouring rise, like a sparrow enjoying a bath from a garden hose, until the Dublin turned the hose off with some nicely placed salvoes. He and his party and escort were returning to the boats, while the Admiral and I were happily arranging our recommend [sic] for his VC when a fresh turmoil started all around them.


They had now passed out of sight in the trees of Kum Kale cemetery and none of us could see what was happening.


At length, they got a signal through to say they were held up with the main body of the enemy in a large domed tomb. The control could see the tomb and I could just distinguish its top when they put me on. It was invisible at the guns, but I was able to note its whereabouts in the treetops, and went down to let off a 6-inch lyddite. The range was short and the range-finder laid it exactly, so the first round sent the tomb and fragments of its inmates, both ancient and modern, flying heavenwards. Using the burst as a starting point there was no difficulty in taking the guns on to any other target to get our people clear.





The Marines, however, did not escape unscathed. During the fire fight, Sgt. Ernest Turnbull was killed and three men, Cpl. Harold Charlwood, Pte. Frank Toms and Pte. George Mardle, wounded.


In the words of the future Lord Keyes, it had been ‘a very pretty little fight’. Assessed alongside a similar operation mounted against the Helles guns, Robinson’s commando-style raid achieved, in the opinion of the Official Historian, ‘a flattering measure of success’. The results of the mission on the Asiatic shore, however, remain difficult to accurately gauge. The Official Historian credited Robinson with the destruction of the remaining gun in the Orkanieh battery and two anti-aircraft guns on Achilles Mound. Yet Keyes, in recommending Robinson for his VC, referred only to his ‘most gallant act in pushing in alone [sic] into Fort IV [Orkanieh] and destroying a 9.4 inch gun, which he found loaded and undamaged’. Whatever the true tally, there was no disputing the great courage displayed by Robinson. In a footnote to Keyes’ recommendation, Admiral Carden wrote: ‘This was a specially brave act, giving most valuable practical results’. As the naval operations in the straits gathered momentum, Robinson added to his growing reputation as one of the most daring officers in the fleet. A naval colleague, Lt. Cdr. Charles Brodie, described his ‘imperturbable’ friend as ‘the foremost of Keyes’ thrusters’.


During the dangerous minesweeping operations carried out in the build-up to the main naval assault, Robinson earned more praise for his coolness and skill in command of one of the converted trawlers. His ‘press on regardless’ spirit was displayed most notably on the night of 13/14 March when his unarmoured vessel was struck no fewer than eighty-four times by the Turkish shore batteries. A month later his consistent valour was crowned by a spectacular exploit which ranks alongside the Royal Navy’s most gallant enterprises.


The mission, to destroy the British submarine E15 which had run aground under the very noses of the Turkish guns at Fort Dardanus, took place on the night of 18–19 April. Disabled by shore batteries, the stranded submarine was viewed as a great propaganda prize by the Turks. Battleships, destroyers and submarines were all sent in vain to attempt her destruction. Finally, Admiral de Robeck, apparently on the advice of Keyes, sanctioned an attack by two steam picket boats, manned by volunteer crews from the battleships Majestic and Triumph. Such was Robinson’s reputation and experience gained in this narrow stretch of water, he was personally chosen by the admiral to lead what many considered a ‘forlorn hope’. Indeed, following the failure of an attempt by the destroyer, HMS Scorpion, the risks involved were thought sufficiently grave for an appeal to be made to abandon the operation.


Brodie, who was Keyes’ assistant, was convinced that a further submarine attack offered the best chance of getting through to torpedo the E15. He later wrote:





I felt equally certain the picket boats would never see her, and lacking the speed, to say nothing of the luck, of the Scorpion would be sitting targets. ‘Robbie’ was an old friend of myself and many other submarine officers, and I was sick at heart at the thought of him being sacrificed so unnecessarily. I wanted the Rear Admiral to stop, at least to postpone the operation, but he naturally thought Keyes’ opinion might be better than mine, and would not cancel movements already initiated … The picket boat attack bore out Roger Keyes’ belief that sailors could achieve the impossible if well enough led.





In the face of terrible fire and dazzling searchlights, Robinson led the torpedo attack aboard the Triumph’s boat. Steering straight for Kephez, he held his course until, blinded by a searchlight at close range, he was compelled to take a chance. He fired his first torpedo, and turned away. At that moment the searchlights momentarily lifted, leaving the E15 clearly silhouetted. The midshipman commander of the Majestic’s boat immediately fired both of his torpedoes. At least one ran true and hit the crippled submarine, but the shore batteries bracketed his boat, scoring a mortal blow. Despite the heavy fire, Robinson brought his boat alongside and, in the full glare of the Turkish searchlights, rescued all the survivors. There was a tense moment during the rescue when Robinson’s second torpedo was accidentally half-released. But eventually the sole-surviving picket boat was able to pull out of range of the guns. Robinson, uncertain of his mission’s success, reported ‘one possible hit’. Subsequently, however, it was learned that the operation had achieved its objective. An ecstatic Keyes wrote:





They simply blew E15 onto her beam quite destroying her – they were only a few hundred yards from Fort 8 [Dardanus] – and any number of guns opened fire. They were only 300 to 500 yards from the beach. We have asked for Robinson’s promotion at once – he ought to get a VC for the 26th Feb.





The attack on the E15 was so courageously executed that it is sometimes cited as one of the actions for which Robinson was awarded the Victoria Cross. It was not, however, as Keyes’ letter underlines, though Brodie was not alone in believing his friend merited another VC for his leadership that night. Keyes’ recommendation, based on Robinson’s exploits at the Orkanieh battery and in the minefields off Kephez Point the following month, was sent off on 1 April. For his courage in leading the picket boats on the night of 18/9 April, an operation that many felt dwarfed even his earlier exploits, Robinson would have to be satisfied with promotion to the rank of commander. Every other member of the picket boats’ crews was decorated, including Robinson’s faithful midshipman from the Orkanieh episode. John Woolley, who accompanied him aboard the Triumph’s boat, received a Distinguished Service Cross. Six days after the destruction of the E15, Keyes wrote: ‘I am honestly lost in admiration for Robinson, he has done splendidly & I honestly am surprised. I did not think much of him as a First Lieutenant. But that evidently does not prevent him being an exceedingly brave man.’


When the naval assault gave way to land operations on the peninsula, Robinson spent some time at Kephalo, on the island of Imbros, one of the main bases for the Gallipoli operations. He was hurriedly sent by Keyes to take over the post of Naval Transport Officer at the Anzac beachhead on 5 August. ‘I wanted the man to be gallant and stout-hearted so I sent Commander Robinson’, wrote Keyes. His appointment, however, proved a short one, barely twenty-four hours long. Keyes explained the sudden move back to Kephalo: ‘Robinson was wanted for an important job in the new landing and I was anxious to get him and his midshipman he always takes about with him back.’ Any hopes of adding to his exploits were, however, curtailed the following morning, 7 August, when Robinson was, in Keyes’ words, ‘badly wounded, not dangerously’, during the landings at Suvla Bay.


Nine days later, the London Gazette announced the award of his Victoria Cross. The citation stated:





Lieut Commander Robinson on the 26th February advanced alone, under heavy fire, into an enemy’s gun position, which might well have been occupied, and, destroying a four-inch gun, returned to his party for another charge with which the second gun was destroyed. Lieut Commander Robinson would not allow members of his demolition party to accompany him, as their white uniforms rendered them very conspicuous. Lieut Commander Robinson took part in four attacks on the minefields always under heavy fire.





Cdr. Robinson, his promotion having been confirmed, received his Victoria Cross from George V at Buckingham Palace on 5 October. He did not return to the Dardanelles and while his career continued to flourish he was presented with fewer opportunities to display his distinctive brand of inspiring leadership.
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Eric Gascoigne Robinson, a Britannia term-mate of two future Admirals of the Fleet, Cunningham and Somerville, was born on 16 May 1882, into a naval family – his father John Lovell Robinson MA, was Chaplain of the Royal Naval College, Greenwich. He went to sea in 1898 and two years later received his baptism of fire, and his first wound, in China when as a midshipman he marched in Admiral Seymour’s Peking Relief Expedition.


Promoted lieutenant on 15 August 1903, he became a torpedo specialist and served with the submarine depot ship Thames before joining HMS Vengeance. Shortly before the outbreak of war, Robinson married Edith Gladys Cordeux.


After his work in the Dardanelles, Robinson served in the Eastern Mediterranean in command of the monitor M21, operating along the Palestine coast. His services were recognised by the award of the Order of the Nile in 1917 and a mention in dispatches.


During the Allies’ war of intervention against the Bolsheviks, Robinson achieved further distinction. As the commander of a small force of Coastal Motor Boats, he helped the Royal Navy gain mastery of the Caspian Sea. On one occasion, during a reconnaisance of Fort Alexandrovsk in May 1919, Robinson led his CMBs into the Bolshevik-held harbour and sank a barge before a hastily raised white flag signalled the port’s surrender. His post-war adventures earned him the Russian Order of St Anne and he was also made an officer of the recently created Order of the British Empire. On 31 December 1920 his distinguished war services culminated in promotion to the rank of captain.


Between the wars Robinson held a number of sea- and land-based appointments. His last post, before retirement in 1933 with the rank of rear-admiral on the Retired List, was as captain of Devonport Dockyard. Recalled to active service in 1939, he served as a convoy commodore until ill-health forced his second retirement in 1941. He lived out the last twenty-five years of his life in Langrish, near Petersfield, Hampshire, where his public services continued as a church warden, member of the parochial church council and an elected member of Petersfield Rural Council.


Admiral Eric Gascoigne Robinson died at Haslar Naval Hospital on 20 August 1965, and was buried in St John’s churchyard, Langrish. An altar frontal in the church commemorated the man whose name became a byword for courage among the crews of the East Mediterranean Squadron, but it was not until 1998 that a memorial headstone was placed over his grave. At a dedication ceremony attended by ex-servicemen, senior naval officers and members of his family, ‘Kipper’ Robinson was honoured again. Paying tribute to the boldest of Keyes’ ‘thrusters’, Admiral Sir Derek Reffell said: ‘The admiral was a hero, but more importantly he was a naval man from the finest mould. Now at least we can accord him the dignity he deserves.’




F.E. STUBBS, W. KENEALY,


C. BROMLEY, A. RICHARDS,


R.R. WILLIS AND J.E. GRIMSHAW


W Beach, Cape Helles, 25 April 1915


W Beach, a small sandy cove flanked by steep cliffs lying between Tekke Burnu and Cape Helles, was one of three beaches which formed the main landing zone for the 29th Division on 25 April 1915. It represented a formidable obstacle to the covering force, the 86th Fusilier Brigade spearheaded by the 1st Battalion, Lancashire Fusiliers, whose orders were to seize the beach and link up with the units landing at X Beach to the north and V Beach to the east.


In the five weeks following the abortive naval assault of 18 March, Turkish engineers toiled to turn the beach at Tekke Burnu into a mini-fortress. A belt of wire, three rows deep, stretched almost the entire length of the 350-yd strip of sand. Submerged trip wires were laid just beyond the water’s edge and crude, but effective, land mines were sown on the shoreline. The beach, which varied in depth from 15 to 40 yds, was covered by three short trenches; one on each cliff and a third on the sandy rise which lay in the gully between them. This low ridge was in turn commanded by more Turkish positions to the north and south. According to British reports, the defences also included two machine-gun posts burrowed into the cliff faces ready to enfilade the main wire entanglements. Further inland, two wired-in redoubts were sited to halt any breakthrough in the direction of Hill 138, a Turkish position between W and V Beaches.
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Sketch plan showing W Beach, approximately 1 mile west of Cape Helles (Lancashire Fusiliers Annual)


‘So strong were the defences,’ the Official Historian stated, ‘that even though the garrison was but one company (3rd/26th Regt.) of infantry, the Turks may well have considered them impregnable to an attack from open boats.’


The 1st Lancashire Fusiliers, commanded by Maj. H.O. Bishop, were under no illusions about the immensity of the task confronting them. Reconnaissances had clearly revealed the Turkish state of readiness. Furthermore, they knew that the element of surprise, so critical in such a hazardous operation as an opposed amphibious landing, would not be on their side.


At about 6.00 a.m. on 25 April 1915, following a 45-minute-long naval bombardment, the landing operations began at W and X Beaches. Off Tekke Burnu, six groups, each consisting of four ship’s cutters towed by a picket boat, drew away from HMS Euryalus and headed for the shore in line abreast at 50-yd intervals. Crammed in the boats were 672 soldiers. They had been there for ninety minutes, watching the sun rise above the cliffs and waiting for the order to go. All were heavily laden with full kits, including three days’ rations and 200 rounds of ammunition. On the right, A and B Companies, commanded by captains Richard Haworth and Harold Shaw, together with the battalion’s machine-gun section, were to rush the cliff-top trenches and drive inland towards Hill 138 which they had orders to capture. C Company, commanded by Capt. Richard Willis, on their left, was faced with the task of piercing the barbed wire entanglements and capturing the Turkish trenches guarding the centre and left-hand sectors of the beach. They were then to advance towards Hill 114, where they were to link up with units from X Beach. Two platoons from D Company were to accompany Willis’ company as reserves and they would be joined by two tows, from HMS Implacable, carrying the remainder of D Company together with Headquarters Company, including Maj. Bishop and the adjutant, Capt. Cuthbert Bromley.


At first all appeared to go smoothly. Capt. Willis later recalled:





The sea was like glass, but as the picket boats drew off to get into formation our boats heeled over dangerously, and one of the men remarked to the cox, ‘I ’listed to get killed, not to get drowned …’


As the tows got to a safe distance from the ships the shelling began again, the guns lifting their fire as we approached the shore. When the water began to get shallow the picket boats called out ‘Slip’, for the tow ropes to be cast off, and we began to approach the shore under the oars of the naval ratings. There were five to each boat.


Not a sign of life was to be seen on the Peninsula in front of us. It might have been a deserted land we were nearing in our little boats. Then crack! The stroke oar of my boat fell forward, to the angry astonishment of his mates. The signal for the massacre had been given: rapid fire, machine guns and deadly accurate sniping opened from the cliffs above, and soon the casualties included the rest of the crew and many men.





Years later, a former member of C Company who had been in the boat next to Capt. Willis, recorded:





I saw him stand up and everyone in the boats heard him, above the noise of the bullets and the guns, shout ‘Come on, C Company! Remember Minden!’ That was it. Whenever we were in trouble, whenever we looked like going under, the cry ‘Remember Minden!’ brought us back to our senses. Captain Willis could not have timed it better.





According to Willis:





The timing of the ambush was perfect; we were completely exposed and helpless in our slow-moving boats, just target practice for the concealed Turks, and within a few minutes only half of the thirty men in my boat were left alive. We were now 100 yards from the shore, and I gave the order ‘Overboard’. We scrambled out into some four feet of water, and some of the boats with their cargo of dead and wounded floated away on the currents still under fire from the snipers. With this unpromising start the advance began. Many were hit in the sea, and no response was possible, for the enemy was in trenches well above our heads.


We toiled through the water towards the sandy beach, but here another trap was awaiting us, for the Turks had cunningly concealed a trip wire just below the surface of the water, and on the beach itself were a number of land mines, and a deep belt of rusty wire extended across the landing place. Machine-guns, hidden in caves at the end of the amphitheatre of cliffs enfiladed this.


Our wretched men were ordered to wait behind this wire for the wire-cutters to cut a pathway through. They were shot in helpless batches while they waited, and could not even use their rifles in retaliation since the sand and the sea had clogged their action. One Turkish sniper in particular took a heavy toll at very close range until I forced open the bolt of a rifle with the heel of my boot and closed his career with the first shot, but the heap of empty cartridges round him testified to the damage he had done.


Safety lay in movement, and isolated parties scrambled through the wire to cover. Among them was Sgt. Richards with a leg horribly twisted, but he managed somehow to get through.


An astonishing sight was now seen: soldiers on the beach under close fire of the enemy getting out brushes and oil to clean their rifles, a job which would not have been necessary if the company commander’s request for rifle covers had been listened to.


The troops on our left had landed at a more suitable spot, and suffered but little compared with us on the beach, and at length they made it possible for us to advance. Small parties pushed on, scrambled up the cliffs, and gained the heights known as Hill 114, but at the cost of many casualties, for the Turks were stubborn fighters.


They were remarkably good shots, and their grey uniform was hard to distinguish, especially as the water and sand made our glasses useless for about two hours.


My company, what was left of it, reached its first objective, but when I looked back I saw that a lot of men were still lying down below, behind the wire on the beach, apparently waiting for the word to advance. I ordered one of my company to signal down ‘No enemy in sight’, to bring them on, but he evidently thought I was mad, and signalled ‘Enemy in sight’ instead, whereupon L/Cpl. Grimshaw, who was near, laughingly threatened him with extra drill, and he gave the correct signal. But right or wrong, signals did not matter, for I suddenly realised those men would never advance again. They were all dead – four officers and seventy-five men fallen in one line as they came under the fire of the machine guns …





As Willis reported, disaster was only averted by the success of the northernmost landing parties. With the tows bearing down upon the beach strewn with dead, Brig. Steuart Hare and his brigade major, Capt. Thomas Frankland, stood up and, by hand signals and shouting, managed to divert a number of boats towards the left, where the beach was sheltered by the cliff. On landing, Brig. Hare and Capt. Frankland led a small party of men up the cliff. The men, weighed down by their 80lb packs and ammunition, struggled to climb the final steeper section and for a few moments the leading group of officers and their orderlies were left to face a line of Turks 30 yds away, dug in on the clifftop. Taking a rifle from one of his men, Capt. Frankland shot three Turks in quick succession before the rest of the Lancashire Fusiliers scrambled to the top. The Turks fell back and Frankland made his way to the right-hand company to urge them to link up with the brigadier’s party. He found there a willing accomplice in the adjutant, Capt. Bromley, a supremely powerful man who had once been a physical training instructor. Bromley appeared to be everywhere that morning; leading small leaderless parties forward, encouraging men to extra exertions and always he appeared oblivious to the enemy’s fire.


At about 7.15 a.m. Brig. Hare was severely wounded while leading a reconnaissance in the direction of X Beach. By then the beach was being subjected to sporadic fire and Capt. Frankland, having assumed temporary command of the brigade, set about securing the right flank and pushing inland towards V Beach, from where there was no word. He found Capt. Haworth reorganizing the remnants of his double company.


Haworth’s attempt to storm the right-hand cliff had been swept away by the explosion of what was initially thought to have been a Turkish mine, but was in fact a naval shell. Now with only fifty men, he was joined by twelve survivors from B Company’s first wave and Capt. Thomas Cunliffe who, having been unable to land his machine guns, had swum ashore under a hail of bullets. Together with Frankland and Capt. Mynors Farmar, the brigade staff captain, this force set off under cover of the cliffs to attempt to take Hill 138 from the south. The attack, hindered by faulty maps, was halted by a belt of unbroken wire and it was here, at about 8.30 a.m., that the gallant Frankland was killed. As the party sheltered behind a low bank, any forward movement appeared doomed to failure.
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Close-up sketch plan of W Beach showing the Turkish defences (Lancashire Fusiliers Annual)


It was then that Pte. William Kenealy took matters into his own hands. He had already distinguished himself as a runner, delivering messages under heavy fire, and now he decided to risk almost certain death in an attempt to cut a way through the wire. Knowing that anyone raising their heads above the bank would attract a hail of fire, he crawled forward towards the wire. His efforts were all in vain, but the attempt was no less brave for that. Still more remarkably, Kenealy returned unscathed.


Capt. Haworth and the survivors remained in their precarious position together with Capt. Farmar and the remnants of the brigade’s headquarters staff until reinforcements arrived during the late afternoon, when the two redoubts were carried.


Elsewhere, all of the Lancashires’ objectives had been gained, although at a terrible cost. The following morning the battalion mustered only sixteen officers and 304 men out of a total of twenty-seven officers and 1,002 men who embarked for Gallipoli. Capt. Willis’ C Company had endured some of the heaviest fighting on the beach and during the capture of Hill 114. His company was reduced to four officers and eighty-three men. Among them was L/Cpl. Grimshaw, a company signaller, whose survival that day was little short of miraculous. Speaking about that terrible baptism of fire fifty-five years later, he estimated that almost half of the men in his boat had been killed or wounded before they reached the shore including all the naval oarsmen. ‘People to the right and left of where I was sitting … were killed or wounded,’ he recalled. Wading ashore, weighed down with 70lb of pack and equipment, his rifle held above his head, he recalled taking shelter behind a slight mound on the beach from where he saw Willis attempting to bring order to the chaos. ‘The thing was to try and control the show,’ he said. Lines of bodies were heaped about the wire and the foreshore. ‘We couldn’t do anything about the wounded at all,’ he added. ‘We had to leave everything.We didn’t know if they were dead or wounded and even if we had known we couldn’t stop. You had to get on with what you were doing.’ Scrambling up the cliffs, he saw a few stray Turks falling back to prepared trenches a couple of hundred yards inland. ‘We rushed those trenches and cleared the people out,’ he recalled. Grimshaw, who was prominent in this charge, added: ‘I didn’t actually use my bayonet. Just pressed the trigger with some effect. It’s either yourself or the other chap.’ His pack and water bottle were riddled and two bullets had struck his cap, shattering his badge. Yet in spite of all this, he had remained calm and cheerful, frequently braving the intense close-range fire to send back vital and coherent messages.


There were many similar examples of great courage. Sgt. Alfred Richards, mentioned in Willis’ account of the landing, had scarcely reached the beach when a burst of fire almost severed his right leg. Realising that to remain behind the barbed wire was to court annihilation, he called on his men to follow him forward. Dragging his mutilated leg, he crawled through the wire and, despite the terrible pain, continued to shout encouragement as they advanced to assault the Turkish positions beyond. Another C Company NCO, Sgt. Frank Stubbs, displayed great leadership in urging men through the wire and on up the cliff. He was killed later in the morning as he led the way towards the crest of Hill 114, his company’s final objective.


Of the officers, captains Willis, Bromley and Haworth had all shown outstanding gallantry and leadership. Bromley, who landed with Headquarters Company, perhaps did more than anyone to get the men through the wire and up the cliffs. L/Cpl. Grimshaw, who witnessed Bromley’s tireless endeavours on W Beach, later stated: ‘His personal example was unequalled by anyone. His bravery was superb, and he was admired by the whole battalion … He was one of the first men to reach the top of the cliff.’


On 15 May Maj.-Gen. Sir Aylmer Hunter-Weston (29th Div., GOC) wrote to GHQ: ‘The landing is a deed of heroism that has seldom been equalled and I strongly recommend that the gallantry of the deed may be recognised by the bestowal of six VCs on the two most distinguished officers and the four most distinguished NCOs and men’, namely captains C. Bromley and R.R. Willis, sergeants A. Richards and F.E. Stubbs, Cpl. J. Grimshaw and Pte. W. Kenealy. The six had been nominated by the battalion’s commanding officer, Maj. Bishop, after consulting ‘the officers who happened to be with him at the time and who did not include either of the officers awarded the Cross’. Hunter-Weston stated:





Their deeds of heroism took place under my own eyes … Where all did so marvellously it is difficult to discriminate, but the opinion of the battalion is that Bromley and Willis are the officers. and Stubbs, Richards, Grimshaw and Kenealy are the NCOs and men to whom perhaps the greatest credit is due. As the representatives, therefore of the battalion, as well as for the deeds of great gallantry performed by themselves under my own eyes, I strongly recommend these officers, NCOs and men for the VC.





The recommendation was endorsed by the GOC, Sir Ian Hamilton, but it foundered amid War Office bureaucracy and the rules governing the award of the Victoria Cross. Not until August was the matter resolved, when a second recommendation was dispatched under Article 13 of the Victoria Cross warrant which allowed for the balloting of units for the award of up to four VCs. According to Hunter-Weston, a vote had been held among the surviving members of the battalion which resulted in Willis being selected by the officers, Richards by the NCOs and Kenealy by the other ranks. The latter had wished to nominate Grimshaw in place of a second private, but this was not allowed and only three names went forward.


On 23 August 1915 the London Gazette announced:





The King has been pleased to award the Victoria Cross to the undermentioned officers, non-commissioned officers, and men in recognition of their most conspicuous bravery and devotion to duty in the field:


Captain Richard Raymond Willis,


No 1293, Sergeant Alfred Richards,


No 1809, Private William Keneally, all of the 1st Battalion Lancashire Fusiliers.





Their joint citation read:





On 25th April, 1915, three Companies and the Headquarters of the 1st Battalion Lancashire Fusiliers in effecting a landing on the Gallipoli Peninsula to the west of Cape Helles were met by a very deadly fire from hidden machine guns, which caused a great number of casualties. The survivors, however, rushed up to and cut the wire entanglements, notwithstanding a terrific fire from the enemy, and, after overcoming supreme difficulties, the cliffs were gained and position maintained. Amongst many very gallant officers and men engaged in this most hazardous enterprise, Captain Willis, Sergeant Richards and Private Keneally have been selected by their comrades as having performed most signal acts of bravery and devotion to duty.





Captain Haworth received a Distinguished Service Order and, in November, the London Gazette belatedly announced the award of a Distinguished Conduct Medal to L/Cpl. Grimshaw. However, matters did not rest there. Troubled by what he considered to be an injustice done to Bromley, Stubbs and Grimshaw, Brig. Owen Wolley-Dod, himself a Lancashire Fusilier who as Hunter-Weston’s general staff officer had landed at W Beach shortly after noon on 25 April, continued to press for the case to be re-examined. His efforts were eventually crowned with success. On 15 March 1917 the London Gazette announced the award of VCs to all three men. The citation accompanying their awards was the same as that published for Willis, Richards and Kenealy.


By this time Bromley was dead and Grimshaw, by then a sergeant, could scarcely believe the reports cancelling his DCM for a VC. He told a journalist: ‘I thought you were joking … I remember at the time that a vote was taken but never expected to get the VC, especially as the DCM was given me.’


The heroes of Lancashire Landing, as W Beach became known, soon entered the war’s popular mythology and have since become enshrined in British Army folklore as the ‘Six VCs before breakfast’. As with so many sayings, it is not strictly accurate. For while the landing was indeed carried out at ‘breakfast time’, regimental records clearly state that the men ate their breakfast before disembarking from the Euryalus. Still less attention has been paid to the men who actually won the six VCs.
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Frank Edward Stubbs was the only member of that gallant band to be killed during the battle for W Beach. A Londoner, he was born in Walworth, near the Kennington Oval, on 12 March 1888.


He enlisted as a boy soldier in London and served with the Lancashire Fusiliers in India. Sgt. Stubbs has no known grave and is commemorated on the Helles Memorial, one of 20,752 names carved on the tall, honey-coloured obelisk which overlooks the entrance to the Straits.


Stubbs never married and his mother received his Cross at a Buckingham Palace investiture in May 1917. Many years later, his elderly spinster sister sold the medal to the Regimental Museum at Bury for £300.
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William Kenealy, whose surname appeared in regimental papers as Keneally, was born at 38 Parnell Street, Wexford, in Ireland, on Boxing Day 1886. He was one of five sons born to John Kenealy, a colour sergeant in the Royal Irish Regiment. The family moved to Wigan, Lancashire, at the end of his father’s military service, where he worked as a check-weigher at Bryn Hall colliery. The journey proved an eventful one. The SS Slavonia was wrecked but the Kenealy family, including four-year-old William, were all saved.


Educated at St John’s School, Wigan, and St Oswald’s School, Ashton-in-Makerfield, William joined the Low Green Collieries as a pit boy, aged thirteen. A prominent member of the local football team, he spent ten years in the mines before deciding to pursue a military career, like his father before him. In September 1909 he enlisted for seven years. All his service was spent with the 1st Battalion, Lancashire Fusiliers. Returning from India after the outbreak of war, he re-enlisted and spent four days leave at his parents’ home in Stubshaw Cross.


Like the majority of men in his battalion, the landing at W Beach on 25 April 1915 represented his baptism of fire. Promoted lance corporal, Kenealy survived the three battles of Krithia which decimated his unit. He was mortally wounded in the Battle for Gully Ravine on 28 June, when the battalion was commanded by Maj. Bromley, and died the following day. His grave is located in the Lancashire Landing Cemetery where his rank is given as lance sergeant, although there is no record of this promotion.


News of his death did not reach his family until October 1915, long after they had celebrated his Victoria Cross award and after plans had been made by the local council to honour him.


Some ninety-four years later, and almost a century after Kenealy set off to join the army, civic dignitaries joined relatives and representatives of the Lancashire Fusiliers and Royal British Legion to pay belated tribute to the Gallipoli hero who never made it home. On 2 October 2009 a commemorative plaque was unveiled in Stubshaw Cross Heritage Garden in honour of a ‘very brave man and fallen hero’. Addressing the gathering, Ian McCartney MP said: ‘In the short time that he was a soldier William Kenealy experienced the full horror of war. He showed exceptional bravery on several occasions and eventually made the ultimate sacrifice …’.
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Cuthbert Bromley, the adjutant and later temporary commanding officer of the 1st Battalion, was widely recognised as one of the unit’s most outstanding personalities.


He was born, the second son of John and Marie Louise Bromley (née Bowman) on 19 September 1878. Most references give his birthplace as Sutton Corner, Seaford, in Sussex, though the 1881 Census has him being born at 6 Earls Terrace, Shepherd’s Bush, London. His father was a senior civil servant whose distinguished career included appointments as Principal Clerk in Charge of the Audit of Army Accounts (1901) and Accountant General of the Board of Education (1903–09) and which culminated in him being knighted in 1908.


Cuthbert entered St Paul’s School, Barnes, in September 1890 and earned a reputation as an enthusiastic athlete and rower. School reports reveal his intended occupation to have been the ‘medical or civil service’. However, his last report, in July 1895, was scarcely that of an outstanding scholar: ‘Science: weak; fair worker. French: very moderate … General Remarks: good in Divinity and English, only moderate in other subjects.’ Not surprisingly, Cuthbert Bromley, one of four brothers to be educated at St Paul’s, decided against a medical or civil service career. Instead he chose the Army, gaining a commission in the Lancashire Fusiliers in May 1898, after serving a spell in a militia unit, the 3rd King’s Liverpool Regiment.
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