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Arthur Beecroft in his army uniform, c. 1915
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Those heroes that shed their blood and lost their lives … you are now lying in the soil of a friendly country. Therefore, rest in peace. There is no difference between the Johnnies and the Mehmets to us, where they lie side by side here in this country of ours … You, the mothers who sent their sons from far-away countries, wipe away your tears. Your sons are now lying in our bosom and are in peace. After having lost their lives on this land they have become our sons as well.




 





Kemal Ataturk, founder of the Turkish Republic,


speech extract, Anzac Day 1934
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FOREWORD


BY ANDREW ROBERTS







‘No plan survives first contact with the enemy,’ said the great Prussian strategist Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, and this was never more true than of the Gallipoli campaign of the Great War. By April 1915, when the campaign was launched, hundreds of thousands of Allied soldiers had been killed in the trenches of the Western Front, which stretched from the English Channel coast all the way to the Swiss border. To attack the Dardanelles and thereby force the Ottoman Empire out of the war seemed like a brilliant masterstroke – and so it might have been were it not for the dogged resistance of the Turkish army to the assaults launched that month on Cape Helles and Anzac Cove by the Allied expeditionary force.


The attacks were ambitious – dawn amphibious assaults on a relatively unknown coast, with new troops going into action for the first time – and, as it turned out, they were over-ambitious. Trenches were dug at Gallipoli and the soldiers were condemned to the same static trench warfare being endured by their comrades in France and Flanders.


In August 1915 General Sir Ian Hamilton’s Mediterranean Expeditionary Force made one last effort to break the total deadlock that had set in on the Gallipoli peninsula. An important aspect of the operation was the landing of most of the newly arrived IX Corps in Suvla Bay, with the intention that they would quickly overrun a lightly held area and assist the Australians and New Zealanders (Anzacs) as they attempted to break out of their tight little bridgehead around Anzac Cove.


Compared to the titanic struggle on the Western Front, there is a marked lack of memoirs of frontline fighters in the Gallipoli campaign of 1915–16, and still fewer from the Suvla Bay aspect of that campaign. We are, therefore, very fortunate to have a vivid account by Arthur Beecroft, a 1914 volunteer signals officer in the Royal Engineers, attached to Brigadier-General William Sitwell’s 34th Brigade, in Major-General Frederick Hammersley’s 11th (Northern) Division. The 10th, 11th and 13th Divisions – all new formations of Kitchener volunteers – made up Sir Frederick Stopford’s IX Corps embarking on its first ever active service in very trying circumstances. Beecroft wrote his account for his young son.


Arthur Beecroft’s earnest intent is to rescue his comrades-in-arms from subsequent accounts of the operation that heap blame upon the Suvla Bay divisions for the dismal failure of the whole August offensive, with the implication that they were ‘just not up to the job’. Australian writers have been particularly scathing about the British at Suvla, but Beecroft mounts a vigorous defence of these ‘civilian soldiers’ and makes important observations on three aspects of their service: their training, their state of health, and their leadership.


Their training in England was, of course, in preparation for the trench warfare in France and Flanders. Beecroft describes it as thorough and ‘pretty severe’. These young soldiers embraced the army life with enthusiasm: ‘Our troops, despite their embryo training, were determined to make good’. What they were not ready for, just as the troops landing on 25 April 1915 were not ready for, was a full-scale amphibious assault against a defended coast. There simply was no doctrine for such a thing in 1915. Having been told by many historians that these troops could make no preparation for the landings apart from getting in and out of the boats, Beecroft adds very valuable information by telling us that his brigade made two practice landings before the real thing, with a particular emphasis on getting signals communications to follow the attacking infantry. Sadly, they made a complete hash of it on both occasions, merely reinforcing the lesson that amphibious assaults are particularly difficult and night operations even more so.


Beecroft, from his position attached to brigade headquarters, is able to comment on all the most important aspects of the operation. He reminds us that, in the final analysis, military operations are carried out by human beings who suffer from fatigue, thirst and the stress caused more by a fear of letting their comrades down than of the enemy and the battle itself. The troops landing on Suvla Bay on 6 August 1915 had slept little in the lead up to the attack. They were not used to the fierce heat of a Turkish summer and would drink the available water too quickly and be plagued thereafter by thirst. To keep the operation as secret as possible from the enemy, the attacking units were given no advance warning of the assault and all were hopelessly uncertain of what was expected of them, especially when the boats began landing in the wrong places and out of sequence.


Most importantly, these young Northerners rapidly fell victim to Eastern Mediterranean diseases. In a telling passage, Beecroft asks to what extent future historians would take account of the way food could not be conveyed from plate to mouth without becoming covered in glistening fat flies newly arrived from the open latrines used by men wracked with dysentery and diarrhoea. Beecroft reckoned that fifty per cent of the men in action on 6 – 9 August 1915 should have been on a medical sick list but were too keen to see action to report to their unit Medical Officer. Many of these problems could have been alleviated by a vigorous and determined leadership. Suvla Bay should be infamous for the extraordinary degree of failure in the higher levels of command. Sir Ian Hamilton had specifically requested that young, experienced generals be sent out from France to carry out this difficult operation, but he was flatly refused until after it was too late.


Beecroft hints at failures at the level of corps, division and brigade. General Stopford was appointed by seniority but had never commanded fighting troops in action in his long career. General Hammersley, as everyone knew, had suffered a severe nervous breakdown at Aldershot in 1911 and had to be physically restrained in a mental asylum. Writing to his chief, one of Ian Hamilton’s officers would later say, ‘I thought it was a wicked thing ever to have sent him out there’. Beecroft often mentions ‘My General’, meaning William Sitwell, and his incapacity to grasp the wonders of the telephone. This ‘dug out’ general ‘had never been equal to such a strain’. As the battle plan unravelled, Sitwell looked ‘old and haggard, worn out with worry and physical exhaustion’. Beecroft was in a good position to see how brigade headquarters, despite its responsible Brigade Major and younger staff officers, simply ceased to function as a directing body with such a commander. There is no sense of blame attached to these men so completely out of their depth; rather the blame rested with the authorities in London who expected Hamilton to achieve great things with the barest minimum of resources.


Beecroft ends by making many interesting observations on military psychology and on writers who opine on the terror of battle. Unlike them, he remembers fondly how ‘the thin line fought on with true Northern fortitude’. Their failure was ‘only a reflection on the training of Kitchener’s army, not its spirit’. In this centenary year, the discovery and release of such an important new memoir is a major publishing event, providing a significant increase in our knowledge of a generally under-appreciated part of the Great War.




 





Andrew Roberts


www.andrew-roberts.net




















PREFACE







Arthur Beecroft was my grandfather. Gallipoli: A Soldier’s Story is his account of an epic struggle which, however heroic, ended in failure. In telling his young son, Bobby, the story of the landing and fighting at Suvla Bay in the summer of 1915, he was passing on the values and code of behaviour that he and his generation of Britons lived by.


What the pages of his previously unpublished manuscript revealed to me is that my grandfather had a strong sense of duty, a Kiplingesque sense of devotion to King and Country, a love of fair play and a deep-rooted sympathy for the underdog. His reaction to Germany’s invasion of neutral Belgium was to respond, along with thousands upon thousands of his fellow Britons, to Lord Kitchener’s appeal for volunteers in August 1914.


In his eagerness to get to the fighting in France, Arthur bought himself a motorbike and joined the army as a despatch rider. With his public school and university background (Tonbridge, The Leys and Cambridge), it was not long before he was offered a commission in the Royal Engineers. He took it up readily because it seemed to hold the promise of a quicker way to France. The decision-makers in London, however, had other ideas. The war in France had reached a stalemate, with a steady drain on lives to gain a few yards of ground. To Winston Churchill and those who shared his views on matters of strategy it seemed that taking Gallipoli would shorten the war by threatening Constantinople and forcing Turkey to sue for peace. Gallipoli, then, was the destination of Arthur and thousands like him.


At school and in the army he had learned how to give orders and how to take them. At Suvla he gave praise where praise was due – which was not very often – but his memoir criticizes orders that he had to obey even if he believed them to be unnecessary and potentially wasteful of lives. What he tends not to do is to name names. Reticence, even in cases of stupidity, was part of the unwritten code. And so, throughout his memoir, rather than spell out names of individuals, Arthur would use the literary convention of an initial letter followed by a long dash.


I found his manuscript in the loft of my parents’ house after their deaths. It was typed on yellowed paper between the covers of a plain blue folder. It had lain undisturbed for over half a century. I sat down and read his story until I had reached the end. I was surprised that this period in my grandfather’s life had never been mentioned in any family discussion, even though he had been awarded the MBE in 1922. It was his service in the Home Guard in World War II that was the more general topic when we were growing up after that war.


My grandfather was a colourful character in many ways. As a young man he travelled across the United States in a stagecoach and also explored parts of South America. After losing an eye from infection, he would often wear a monocle, which made him quite scary to us grandchildren! He was highly principled and expected one to do one’s best at all times; he sometimes had a short temper and didn’t suffer fools gladly. He was a fearsome adversary as a barrister in Court. Between cases he would sit at his typewriter in his chambers and write detective novels and plays. After the First World War he published three books under the pen-name of Arthur Salcroft: The Mystery of the Walled Garden (1928); The Twisted Grin (1929) and John Traile: Smuggler (1929). From his days at university he loved sport and was a rugby blue. He was a passionate gardener and later in life he loved to paint rural scenes in and around Buckinghamshire where he lived most of his life. He died in a nursing home in Gerrards Cross in 1974.


Special thanks to my good friend Robin Hosie for writing the background material presented in boxes throughout this book and so providing a context for my grandfather’s memoir.




 





Prue Sutton






















INTRODUCTION:


THE REASON WHY





‘The main essential to success in battle is to close with the enemy, cost what it may.… During the delivery of the assault the men will cheer, bugles will be sounded and pipes played.’


Infantry Training Manual, 1914


 




The Gallipoli campaign was one of the most audacious Allied gambles of the First World War. If it had succeeded it could have shortened the war, but through a combination of poor planning, incompetent generalship, stout resistance by the Turks, and sheer bad luck, the campaign ended in failure for the Allies. Its legacy was humiliation for Great Britain, a stain on the reputations of many in high places, and a memory of extraordinary heroism that ended all too often in pointless sacrifice.


No military enterprise is ever without risk, but at the beginning Gallipoli seemed to be a risk worth taking. Great Britain declared war on 4 August 1914 following the German invasion of Belgium. At the time, it was a guiding principle of British foreign policy that no great power should be allowed to occupy the Low Countries because an invasion fleet assembled there would be, in effect, a dagger aimed at Britain’s heart. This clashed with an equally strong guiding principle in Berlin: that a war on two fronts was to be avoided whatever the cost. Germany’s Schlieffen Plan called for a massive right hook that would knock out France, leaving the victorious German army to turn its full might against Russia.


Britain’s small Regular Army, sent across the Channel to help the French, was at first able to do little but retreat in fighting order. ‘A contemptible little army’ was how Kaiser Wilhelm II dismissed the Tommies. This was a rash statement by a rash man, for by mid-September the German advance had been fought to a halt. Both sides dug in and a zigzag line of trenches began to appear, stretching from the North Sea to the Swiss frontier. What had been expected to be a war of rapid movement and short duration turned into a slow desolation of slaughter. By day and by night the ordeal imposed by machine-gun and rifle fire, mines and shrapnel-packed, high-explosive shells was made even more unbearable by mud, rats, lice and barbed wire.


To the fertile mind of Winston Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, there had to be a way to break the stalemate. Germany might be the world’s most formidable land power but Great Britain was by far its greatest sea power. Could the whale bring down the elephant, as it had done over one hundred years before, when Nelson at sea thwarted the ambitions of Napoleon on land? Churchill’s gaze turned towards the Dardanelles. If Allied warships could force a way through this narrow 45-mile stretch of water and threaten Constantinople (modern Istanbul), then Turkey might sue for peace, a route could be established for sending war supplies to beleaguered Russia, and Germany might be forced to divert troops from the only place where the war could be won or lost – the Western Front.


Lord Kitchener, Great Britain’s War Minister, reluctantly agreed to the strategy, but only because he was given assurances that Allied ships could force a way through on their own, and there would be no need to divert manpower from the trenches in Flanders. A fleet of elderly British and French battleships was assembled. Now all they had to do was to run the gauntlet of the Dardanelles.




 





Robin Hosie
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A folio of the original manuscript, with contemporary


photographs of Arthur Beecroft
























GALLIPOLI


A SOLDIER’S STORY





















AN APOLOGY





I have written some detective novels since the War, but until recently had no intention of writing a war book. Just lately, however, you, Bobby, to whom I am dedicating this MSS, have shown an interest in your father’s doings in the Great War, and it suddenly occurred to me that you might read some of the war literature of the times, thus perhaps being led to misjudge not only the millions of men and women who laboured for the Empire for five weary years, but also your own father.


You will soon discover in reading this MSS that I was neither hero nor particularly good soldier; and that my war experiences, though out of the ordinary, were not thrilling. My story, however, is the same kind of story which countless ex-servicemen could tell, and it is a far truer reflection of the war than most of the books which have obtained a large circulation of recent times. This MSS will never be published for many reasons, the chief one being that the public are getting sick of the subject – and a good job too!


I wonder how future historians will tell the tale of 1914–1918. Will they stress the wonderful efforts of the Empire? Or will our children’s children hear of nothing except disarmament, The League of Nations, and the Kellogg Pact?1 Will my grandchildren be told that I was a civilian who tried (with somewhat indifferent success) to become a soldier for genuinely patriotic motives, or shall I be represented as a poor bemused fool who was led blindfold to the slaughter, and who had not the gumption to see that his ideals were sham?


I have one other good reason for putting my war experiences into writing, for I am told that I am one of the few now surviving who took part in the landing at Suvla Bay in August 1915, and I have recently seen the official history in the making at the War Office. I now wish to get down my own account before age colours the imagination.




Notes


1. The Kellogg Pact (also known as the ‘Kellogg–Briand Pact’) was a multilateral treaty signed in Paris on 27 August 1928 by fifteen countries, including France, Germany and the USA. It came into effect in July 1929 with signatories having agreed to renounce war as an instrument of national policy and to settle all international disputes by peaceful means.




















1


TRAINING





I was in the Isle of Wight when war was declared. The friends who were with me all hurried home, most of them with some definite idea of getting into the army without delay.


I was terribly torn as to my duty. My father was no pacifist, but he had always hated anything to do with military affairs. His own grandfather had fought in the Napoleonic Wars in the Navy and as a midshipman had received his baptism of fire at the early age of thirteen. From then on until he was thirty he was constantly fighting, and he was demobilized (or rather axed!) as a captain when he was but thirty-one, with numberless battle-scars to mark his services. My father was brought up on his war stories, and of the brutality of fighting. No wonder that he would not let me join the Cadet Corps at school, for he only saw the one side of war, just in the same light as our present historians are writing of the Great War. Perhaps you, Bobby, will get so fed up with my stories that you will take drastic steps over the education of your son!
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Arthur Beecroft (second from left; standing) with members of the varsity tennis team, Christ’s College, Cambridge, c. 1907








The position was, therefore, that by the 4th August 1914 I had never received the slightest training, and had never fired anything but a shotgun in my life. Into the bargain I had one very weak eye, which not only was likely to give trouble under bad conditions but would probably prevent me from getting a commission.


I went home to Tunbridge Wells, and hung about there in the greatest misery of mind. It was vacation time, so that there was no work at the Bar to keep me occupied. I tried to play golf, or raced around in the family car, my greatest excitement being the latest war edition of the newspapers.


At that time the majority of people believed it would be a short war. Personally I believed that six months would see it through. I thought that our Expeditionary Force would be sufficient to turn the scale, and I regarded the actions of those of my friends who joined up as mere gestures of patriotism. That they would ever actually fight seemed incredible in August 1914. They could surely never be turned into real soldiers, and by the time they had been trained the war would be over.


I was very annoyed when I was asked by a member of the golf club when I was going to join up. His origin was German, too! The poor old man had a thin time later in the war, but I really believe he was entirely British in sympathies.


Then came the German drive through Belgium, and the sudden realization that our own army was actually on the retreat. I shall never forget the day when I read of the German successes. I was sitting in the car in our garage, gazing at the huge headlines of the paper, which seemed to dance before my eyes:


FALL OF NAMUR


So the Germans were advancing through Belgium as easily as a farmer’s boy would stride through his master’s hay. The new, wonderful Belgian forts had simply collapsed under some terrible modern guns.


Paris next? What could stop them? I had been brought up with a pretty healthy contempt for the French, for had not we given them a good hiding a century ago, while the Germans had smashed them up in a brief campaign in 1870?1


My mind turned to our small Expeditionary Force. I got a sudden longing to be with it. It would feel so much nicer to take one’s chance in the field rather than to live to acknowledge the Germans as conquerors. It was an incredible thought that the Germans might beat us. Even the Channel might not prevent them invading England and marching on London! I fancied the Empire broken up, the Kaiser in Buckingham Palace.




The First 100,000


In what was to become the world’s most famous poster, a piercing-eyed, sternly mustachioed Lord Kitchener points an accusing finger and delivers the message: ‘Your Country needs YOU.’ In the early days of World War I, as a field-grey tide of German troops swept through Belgium, he was looking initially for 100,000 volunteers to augment Britain’s superbly professional but dangerously small Regular Army.


He got them within two weeks. Recruiting offices were swamped by up to 33,000 volunteers a day. They came from the shires and the suburbs, from department stores and factory floors, from stately homes and back streets. One of their most powerful motivations was pride in an Empire on which, it was held, the sun never set. For Arthur Beecroft, the subaltern at Suvla, and for thousands of others, the last straw was the violation of Belgian neutrality.





I suddenly slipped off to Cambridge, where the authorities were recruiting officers. I put in an application, and my worst fears were realized: my eyesight was hopeless.


A few days later I decided to join the University and Public Schools Brigade, familiarly known as the UPS. Getting into it meant two days hard ‘queuing’, and a little deceit over the eyesight test, but I was for the present an entirely happy man.


It was extraordinary what relief of mind was gained by joining up. It was nothing to do with any external pressure. I never saw any girls with white feathers and, except for the well-meaning gentleman at the golf club, I was never pressed to enlist. Yet I knew that I must be in it, and I was utterly miserable until I was. If ever there is another war, Bobby, most Englishmen will feel the same way, in spite of any amount of disarmament, pacifism and the like. And the itch to be doing is not bred of heroism or anything like it, but merely the old idea of comradeship. If you know that your forebears have fought for your country, and that your own friends and neighbours have gone, you have simply got to go, too, or brand yourself, not necessarily a coward, but a non-sport who doesn’t play the game: like the fellow who can’t stick rough play at rugger and gets ‘crocked’ as an excuse or a boxer who takes the ‘count’ as an easy way of dodging punishment – they are hallmarked, and so was I until I had joined up.
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