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Introduction


Located in Turkey, the Gallipoli Peninsula runs south-westerly into the Aegean Sea with the Dardanelles strait to its east. Gallipoli appears in Greek writings dating back to ancient times and has been referred to throughout the centuries. In fact, the name Gallipoli originated from the Greek word for “beautiful city,” Callipolis. The region has seen its share of military action, from the time of the Trojan Wars all the way to the defeat of the Roman Eastern Army by Attila the Hun. Military campaigns by legendary leaders such as King Xerxes and Alexander the Great have made Gallipoli part of their war plans. So, it was perhaps inevitable that this area, where the East meets the West, would play a significant role in modern twentieth-century warfare as well.


The 1915 Gallipoli Campaign, also known as the Dardanelles Campaign or the Defense of Gallipoli, is looked back on today as one of the most disastrous operations of the First World War. However, when it was conceived, it was hoped that the campaign would bring the war to a quick end, minimizing bloodshed and loss of life. While the Gallipoli Campaign was full of heroic deeds carried out by men whose endurance was pushed to the very limit, it was also flawed from the outset. The campaign would go down as one of the worst defeats inflicted upon the Allies during the war.


Hampered by political maneuvering and military incompetence, the Gallipoli Campaign became referred to as the “Dardanelles Dustbin” by General Ian Hamilton, the British commander-in-chief. The soldiers there had to endure disgusting conditions, a shortage of water, and inadequate equipment, as well as poor weather conditions. Nevertheless, the evacuation of the men remains one of the most remarkable events in military history. In this book, we will take a close look at the lead-up to the battle and the key architects of the campaign and examine how it all went wrong before the daring evacuation was eventually carried out.




Chapter One


Conceiving the Gallipoli Campaign


“The Dardanelles might have saved millions of lives. Don’t imagine I am running away from the Dardanelles. I glory in it.”


—Winston Churchill


The Gallipoli Campaign took place between February 17, 1915, and January 9, 1916, on the Gallipoli Peninsula, then part of the Ottoman Empire. However, the origins of the campaign date back to much earlier. In fact, the British Committee of Imperial Defence investigated the option of taking the Dardanelles strait as early as 1906. When Winston Churchill became Britain’s First Lord to the Admiralty in 1911, he dismissed the idea of forcing the Dardanelles, stating, “It should be remembered that it is no longer possible to force the Dardanelles, and nobody would expose a modern fleet to such peril.”


If we go back even further, Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire were actually allies in the Crimean War between 1853 and 1856 against Russia. However, by the late nineteenth century, Britain had wrested control of Egypt and Cyprus from Ottoman Turkey before turning its attention to the oilfields of the Persian Gulf and other targets in the Mesopotamian region. Threatened by British incursions, the Ottoman-Turkish Admiralty ordered two new battleships in 1911 that would be manufactured by Armstrong Vickers in Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the U.K. and delivered in 1914. Churchill confiscated these battleships on the eve of the First World War, causing a surge of anti-British sentiment in Turkey and arguably further encouraging Turkey to fight against the British and, by extension, the Allied side.


Spotting an opportunity to curry favor with the Ottoman Turks, the Germans sent them two cruisers by way of the Mediterranean Sea in August of 1914. If all that was not enough to sway the Turks’ decision, three months into the war, when the Germans were succeeding on every front, the £5 million German bid for their allegiance and the prospect of ending British influence in the Middle East certainly made it too tempting an offer for the sultan of the Ottoman Empire to refuse.


Turkey joined the war on October 28, 1914, with the bombing of Russia’s Black Sea ports, fighting alongside Germany as one of the Central Powers. In response, the Allied Powers declared war on the Ottoman Empire on November 4, and Churchill got in touch with Admiral Sackville Carden, who was head of a British fleet positioned not far from the Dardanelles. Churchill wanted to know his thoughts about a naval assault on Turkish positions there. When Carden replied, recommending a more cautious approach with a gradual attack, Churchill pushed him to develop a plan for the War Office.


Combined, the British and French had lost almost a million men in just the first four months of the war. Ottoman Turkey’s entry into the conflict meant that territories such as Egypt and the Suez Canal also required a more robust defense. The fighting on the Western Front had become a stalemate, and the Allies knew they needed a new angle to gain an advantage. “Are there not other alternatives than sending our armies to chew barbed wire in Flanders?” Churchill asked at the time. Meanwhile, Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II appealed to his allies for help as Russia was being overwhelmed by Turkish troops in the Caucasus. Churchill saw Turkey as a prime target, one that, if attacked, could distract the Central Powers from other fronts.

