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To Albert Jacka VC. What an extraordinary
soldier, and great Australian, you were.











Jacka should have come out of the war the most decorated man in the A.I.F. One does not usually comment on the giving of decorations, but this was an instance in which something obviously went wrong. Everyone who knows the facts, knows that Jacka earned the Victoria Cross three times.1


Charles Bean


Captain Jacka was a super-soldier, a born leader, with an instinct to do the right thing in a critical situation. A company under his leadership was as good as an additional battalion.2


Brigadier General Charles Brand, Commanding Officer of the 4th Brigade


All of us had grown accustomed to hearing, as we marched along the roads of France, ‘Hello, here’s Jacka’s mob.’ But to those of us who were privileged to claim his friendship – and to call him ‘Bert’ – he was a constant urge to greater efforts … Fate seemed to lead him to where desperate situations required desperate remedies, and stories of his audacity will be handed on to generations of Australians.3


Captain Ted Rule, Jacka’s Mob


The recollection of his splendid courage, high personal honour, and outstanding manhood – equal to that of the greatest heroes of antiquity – will stir the blood of Australians for all time, and will serve as a beacon light to illuminate the future of Australia, that native land that he loved so well and served so nobly.4


Newton Wanliss, Reveille, 31 January 1931












DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Captain Albert Jacka. Forestry worker from regional Victoria who became the first winner of the Victoria Cross from Australia in the Great War.


Lieutenant Colonel John Peck. Commanded the 14th Battalion, from December 1916 to June 1917.


General Sir John Monash. Initially commanded the 4th Brigade, later taking command of the 3rd Division and finally the Australian Corps.


General Sir Hubert Gough. Commanded the British Fifth Army.


Brigadier General Charles Brand. Commanded the 4th Brigade from July 1916 to the end of the war.


Lieutenant Colonel Charles Dare. Commanded the 14th Battalion from August 1915 to December 1916.


Major William Watson. Commanding Officer of the tank company participating in the First Battle of Bullecourt.


Major Percy Black. Rose to command B Company of the 16th Battalion.


Lieutenant Colonel ‘Mad Harry’ Murray. Commander of A Company of the 13th Battalion, before being promoted to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel, commanding the 4th Australian Machine Gun Battalion.


Captain Ted Rule. Served throughout the Great War, with the 14th Battalion.


Charles Bean. Famed journalist, and later Official Australian Historian, who was embedded with the AIF during the war.









INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Albert Jacka VC?


I had ‘met him’ many times before. In seven previous books covering either the First World War or parts thereof, his name and derring-do had come up again and again, and I remember being particularly transfixed when I stumbled across a funeral account, noting that his coffin had been borne by eight fellow recipients of the Victoria Cross.


What kind of man must he have been to have garnered that level of respect from his fellow VC awardees?


Starting out on this book, I already had a fair idea of the sheer horror he had endured and triumphed over, given the books I had done on Gallipoli and the battles of Fromelles and Pozières, together with the battles of Villers-Bretonneux and Hamel.


It was fascinating to research and write as I kept discovering devastating detail that put flesh on the bones of the story and showed it in all its gory glory, its wonder, its desperation and inspiration.


What a man!


What a soldier!


What an emblematic Australian character, of an extraordinary time.


Inevitably, when trawling through letters, diaries and contemporary accounts one feels like one actually gets to know the subject, even though he is long dead. Allow me to say how much I came to like and admire Jacka the deeper I went – and how amazed I was that he managed to survive, given the risks he took and the furious fire he faced. He was an extraordinary soldier – surely the finest Australia has produced.


Happily, as I uncovered ever more about what he had accomplished, and how he had not only overcome amazing odds in battle to triumph, but also against efforts that were made against his attempts to rise in a system ill-disposed to allow a man with strong opinions on how things should be run on the battlefield to prosper, I also became entranced with other characters from Jacka’s life who leapt from the page and deserved further exploration. I particularly cite Harold Wanliss, ‘Mad Harry’ Murray and Percy Black – while going back to the life of my previous obsession, the great Sir John Monash, was once again rewarding.


My principal researcher for this book was my friend Barb Kelly, who digitally trawled as mightily as ever to bring to the surface long-lost treasures of previously unrevealed detail to the account. It continues to stun both of us just how much can be uncovered from archives around the world; how, with judicious clicking, you can go down ever deeper through layer after layer until you get to gold – contemporary reports and accounts of what happened. It provided crucial material to help bring to life previously obscure and unknown episodes in Jacka’s life. As with previous books I’ve done with Barb, it was wonderful that her son Lachlan – who in my book on Breaker Morant, single-handedly blew away an endlessly repeated century-old myth – was able to lend valuable assistance, finding letters, reports and death notices that had previously escaped the rest of us.


As to my long-time researcher and cousin, Angus FitzSimons, he was brilliant as ever. It helps that we are from the same familial storytelling tradition and he often knows exactly how I will want to recount a particular episode before I have even got to it, and is able to provide the necessary material accordingly!


My warm thanks also to Dr Peter Williams, the Canberra military historian who has worked with me on 13 books now. As ever, I relied on the depth and width of his military knowledge and lore, to inform my writing and military maps – not to mention his extensive library of wartime literature and contacts, including the excellent Lieutenant Colonel Renfrey Pearson (Retired) of the British Army who was able to dig out much valuable documentation in London from the National Army Museum, National Archives and the Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives.


Thanks, too, to Gregory Blake for his expert advice on all things to do with the weapons of the time, and my friend Dr Michael Cooper for his expertise in matters medical and how things were done in the Great War. In similar fashion, the Reverend Dr Michael P. Jensen of St Mark’s, Darling Point, was kind in helping source detail on the lives and work of the Reverends Gillison and Rolland, and religious practice. Meantime, a decade ago, one of my Herald readers, Bryce Abraham – who did a PhD on Jacka – provided material that was useful in getting me started down the whole saga of his life.


As I always recount at the beginning of my historical writing, I have tried to bring the story part of this history alive, by putting it in the present tense, and constructing it in the manner of a novel, albeit with a thousand or so footnotes as the pinpoint pillars on which the story rests.


For the sake of the storytelling, I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a journal, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. When the story required generic language – as in the words used when commanding movements in battle, I have taken the liberty of using that dialogue, to help bring the story to life, just as very occasionally I have tweaked the chronological order of scenes to help with flow.


Always, my goal has been to determine what were the words used, based on the primary documentary evidence presented, and what the feel of the situation was. All books used are listed in the Bibliography, but I relied particularly on the incomparable first-hand accounts of Charles Bean, John Monash, George Mitchell and William Watson – while the Official 14th Battalion History by Newton Wanliss, which relied on so many contemporary accounts, was invaluable. The most valuable source of all, of course, was done by Jacka’s comrade and friend who fought alongside him, Ted Rule, whose book Jacka’s Mob is a classic and a rich treasure trove of colour and anecdotes for all of us trying to recapture Jacka and his times. I not only relied on it heavily, I loved it!


In terms of more contemporary work, I particularly cite Ian Grant’s Jacka, VC: Australia’s Finest Fighting Soldier, and Robert Macklin’s Jacka VC, Australian Hero – the latter of which I found a wonderful tool for sorting chronology and characters.


Even more than Dr Michael Lawriwsky’s books, Hard Jacka and Return of the Gallipoli Legend: Jacka VC, I found his YouTube video interview, Michael Lawriwsky on Captain Albert Jacka VC MC and Bar, valuable guidance – as was an article he wrote in Quadrant, ‘The Truth about Albert Jacka, Our First War Hero’.


To bring Percy Black and ‘Mad Harry’ Murray to life, the book written by the Vietnam vet Jeff Hatwell, No Ordinary Determination: Percy Black and Harry Murray of the First AIF, was simply wonderful – and Jeff was most generous in sharing his knowledge over the phone.


As to Jacka’s own family, I was grateful to meet and talk with Jacka’s nephew, Ken Jacka. I thank him for his time, generosity and patience.


Meanwhile my long-time sub-editor, Harriet Veitch, took her usual fine-tooth comb to the whole thing, untangling sentences, twisted hopelessly as be they might, eliminating many of my grammatical errors and giving my work a sheen which does not properly belong to it. She has strengthened my stuff for three decades now, and I warmly thank her.


In all my books, I give a draft of the near finished product to the eldest of my six siblings, David, who has the toughest red pen in the business. When Davo’s interest flags, it is a fair bet so too will that of the reader, and I slash what doesn’t grab him, so long as it is not key to the story. In this book, he was typically astute, and I record my deep fraternal gratitude.


My thanks also to my highly skilled editor, Deonie Fiford, who has honoured my request that she preserve most of the oft esoteric – I’m told – way I write, while only occasionally insisting that something come out because it just doesn’t work.


I am also grateful to my friend and publisher, Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, and who was as enthusiastic and supportive as ever. This book has been quite the journey for me, and my chief hope is that it does justice to Jacka’s extraordinary story.


Peter FitzSimons


Neutral Bay, Sydney


May 2024









CHAPTER ONE


JACKA v JACKO




This is the first time I have been brought into contact with the Australian troops, and they certainly create an excellent impression with their fine physique and general bearing. A truly magnificent body of men; but their ideas of discipline are very different from those of our old regular army. The men seem to discipline themselves, and the officers have very little authority over them through the holding of military rank – personality plays a much more important role.1


English journalist Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett, on meeting the Diggers just before they head to Gallipoli





April 1915, Gallipoli, upon the fatal shore


Of course Australia is in this war.


As the loyal offspring of Great Britain, the Australian Government has been with the Motherland from the beginning of her conflict with Germany, few questions asked. It is blood. The new Prime Minister, Andrew Fisher, had even made clear in the leadup to his election that Australia would rally to the Mother Country, and that when it came to actual battle, ‘I am in favour of defending this country with the last man and the last shilling against anyone who would try and take it.’2


It is just that at the time of the declaration of war, no-one could have envisioned that the first battle would be here, at Gallipoli.


But now, it has come to this.


Just before dawn on calm seas, the senior Australian officers on these boats, being towed to the Turkish shores by steamboats, are confused. For their briefings had been clear. They will be landing on a flat sandy beach, with 150 to 200 yards of gently rising ground behind it. But even in this dim light it is clear there is nothing like that ahead. Instead, the lightly frothing white water of the lapping shore here looks to be practically at the foot of massive hills, one jutting knoll of which looks all of 200 feet high.


‘Tell the Colonel,’ Flotilla Commander Charles Dix hisses, ‘that the damn fools have taken us a mile too far north!’3


True or not, it is too late now to alter course.


‘This landing farther north than was intended naturally caused some temporary difficulties,’ Field Marshal Sir William Birdwood, the English commander of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps at Gallipoli, will later acknowledge. ‘For these I must take the blame, for they were caused by my insistence on landing before daylight.’4


At 75 yards from the shore, the boats are let loose from the steamboats, as now the four seamen allotted to each boat take up an oar each and begin hauling hard, no easy task in such heavy boats.


And pull. And pull. And pull.


Floating phantoms on the water, gliding to their goal …


And now it happens. A single shot rings out in the silent stillness … as nerves jangle and soldiers instinctively hold their own rifles closer.


Is it a random shot in the dark, or something else?


‘Look at that!’5 whispers a son of South Australia, Captain Raymond Leane, in one of the forward boats bearing the men of the 11th Battalion, now approaching the Turkish shore. Against the ethereal glow of the eastern sky, on the clifftop, stands the ghostly silhouette of a man.


A male voice rings out, in a foreign language …


God knows what he is saying, but it doesn’t sound good.


And sure enough.


The dawn is shattered by shots, as bullets start flying over their heads.


‘Hullo!’ one Digger yells, ‘Now we’re spotted.’6


No sooner spot than shot, as the bullets grow in number and accuracy. The first boats of Australians are just drifting into range of a platoon of 50 Turks which soon sees 50 rifles trained upon them. The water spits around them, a vertical rain summoned by metal, and it is obvious these moments will be the last for some.


The next sound is strange indeed. To calm their nerves, a clutch of Diggers begin to sing a song that drips in irony, a music hall ditty called ‘This Bit of the World Belongs to Us’.7


The Turks disagree, and their counter-melody fires fast.


Sing, boys!




We’ll all stand together, boys,


If the foe wants a flutter or a fuss,


And we’re hanging out the sign,


From the Leeuwin to the line,


this bit of the world belongs to us!





The singers are game but they are being drowned out by fire, thicker now. ‘They want to cut that shooting out,’ a wag yells ‘somebody might get killed.’8


Somebody is, for, look there, the fellow in the first boat has fallen forward, blood weeps from his head as his body becomes a rag doll – his comrades propping him up for a few pointless seconds before letting the corpse rest among them. He is the first to die at Gallipoli, his body will lie upon it forever, in a land he never set foot on. And now another groans, two soldiers clutch their bodies in one strange motion as the same bullet cuts through both and the casualties become casual; so frequent that you stop watching them and start watching the beach. Reach that, and our part of the battle can begin.


The air sings with bullets now; they whistle past, unceasing. Private ‘Combo’ Smith of the 11th Battalion nudges the man next to him Lieutenant ‘Snowy’ Howe.


‘Just like little birds, ain’t they, Snow?’9


And Snowy, despite himself, starts laughing; and the laughter spreads through the boat. The little birds fly on by, but surely the swansong is coming for the man next to you in a moment. ‘Constantinople by night’10 had been the cry of their commanders. Right now they would settle for being alive by sundown. The shore of Gallipoli is here; time to get your boots wet and leap on to Turkish land. Go!


In short order, the Australians are hitting the shores of Gallipoli en masse – soon to be followed by the New Zealanders.


Some fall, and die on the spot. Others fall, maimed. Most of the rest push on, and the emblematic attitude is the one displayed by Lieutenant John Peck of the 11th Battalion, who cries out to his men, ‘Come on, boys! By God, I’m frightened.’11


Within hours they have at least secured a toe-hold on the peninsula, with the challenge being to turn it into a large footprint.


•


Some miles away on this morning, Colonel Mustafa Kemal, who commands the Ottoman 19th Division, is putting his troops through exercises when the word comes that there has been a landing. For a short time, Kemal tries to reach the German officer that the Turkish Government has placed in command of the 5th Ottoman Army, seeking permission to take his troops forward, but is unsuccessful.


So, Allah belanı versin, the hell with it.


Colonel Kemal decides to rush forward anyway, personally leading the men of his finest unit, the 57th Infantry Regiment, towards the sound of the crashing artillery. They arrive by mid-morning, in time to see Turkish troops of the 9th Division’s 27th Regiment streaming back from where the landing has been made.


‘Why are you running away?’ he shouts.


‘They come, they come,’ the rattled soldiers reply. ‘Our ammunition is finished.’12


‘You cannot run away. You have bayonets.’


It has the desired effect, as the receding tide of Turkish soldiers is halted, and they fix bayonets.


Colonel Mustafa now gives an order that will become the stuff of legend:


‘I don’t order you to attack,’ he says. ‘I order you to die. In the time which passes until we die other troops and commanders can take our places.’13


His men stream forward with a commitment, he will later note to his wife, that may well have come from their expectation of – if the worst comes to the worst – at least shortly meeting 72 virgins in heaven.14


With the arrival of the 57th – ordered by Kemal to control the high ground at all costs – the tone of the battle for the marauding Australians changes, as heavier punishment than ever pours and roars down upon them – withering fire and a shellacking of shrapnel from the highly trained and committed soldiers and gun crews now occupying the high ground.


It is true, they are not much to look at, these Turks, with their mostly slight frames covered in rag-tag uniforms, but that is not the measure of them. For their bravery is beyond all doubt, and even beyond all reason, as waves of them charge at the Australians and New Zealanders, shouting – what is that word, again? – ‘Allah! Allah! ALLAH!’


No matter that the first wave is cut to pieces, the second wave comes on, running over their own dead and dying.


‘Allah! Allah! ALLAH!’


The Australians and New Zealanders are shocked.


•


Back at the island of Lemnos the night before – their last port of call before landing at Gallipoli – there had been bitter disappointment among the men of the 14th Battalion of the AIF’s 4th Brigade of the 1st Division to find out that they were not only not in the first wave of Australians to hit the shores, but were only in the reserve of the second wave.


Right now, however, in the late afternoon, gazing at the shore from the deck of the Seang Choon – ‘a dirty boat full of cockroaches, fleas and rats’15 – some of them are not so sure.


It doesn’t look … too good.


‘Every now and again above the fiendish din of battle came the WOOM-PAH, at which ground, sea and sky seemed to get up and sit down again,’ one Digger notes.16


‘It was Big Lissie [HMS Queen Elizabeth], arguing with her 15-inch toys. And when her shells landed – suffering sinner, they shifted a hill – arms, legs and other curios flying in all directions …’


The sheer shattering roar from this end takes your breath away, as does the visible results on yonder hills.


Not that everyone is that impressed.


Up near the stern, on the deck, small groups of country chaps are playing cards and chortling, while sipping big mugs of tea, and only occasionally glancing to the shore.


As the Commanding Officer of the 4th Brigade, Colonel John Monash, notes approvingly, when watching them from up on the bridge, ‘What do they care if the greatest naval bombardment in history is going on? When the job comes, there will be time enough to sit up and take notice.’17


And he’s right. It’s just that what they will be facing when they do land looks to be grim and getting grimmer, as the sound of Turkish fire becomes overwhelming and it is clear from the many exploding plumes of sand on the shore that the defenders do not lack artillery.


Could it be they had underestimated the Turks?


Look, none of them had reckoned they would be in Constantinople by nightfall. That was obvious madness. They had been much more realistic, and as the Official History of the 14th Battalion will record, ‘Bets at short odds were freely made that they would be in Constantinople within three days of the landing, whilst the more cautious who were only prepared to bet on being there within a week could obtain almost any odds they wished to lay.’18


For Lance Corporal Albert Jacka’s part, while disappointed not to be in the first wave, he is still hopeful that he will be able to catch up before they actually reach Constantinople.


In contemplation of what awaits now, though, as the shelling and machine-gun fire becomes even more intense, some of Jacka’s comrades are overwhelmed by great feelings of mortality, and are soon seen in quiet conversation – or hurried prayer – with the 14th Battalion’s beloved pastor, the Captain Reverend Andrew Gillison. Nudging towards 60, the Scottish-born man of God with the thick burr has a way of talking, of praying, of caring about them – and assuring them that, whatever happens, the Lord is by their side – that calms.


Albert Jacka is a believer in the Lord himself but has no need right now of spiritual solace. He somehow has an innate sense that he will be alright.


For his part, Monash – in civilian life a brilliant engineer from Melbourne – does not share the disappointment. For the last two weeks this citizen soldier of 30 years standing – the one-time dux of Scotch College, from a Jewish German family, boasting three degrees that rest on his towering intellect – has been so frantically engaged in the organisation of getting away that he has fallen ill.


But now that they have actually made it to the shores of Gallipoli without mishap, he cannot help but feel relief, as his sickness lifts.


For all that, there is no doubt, as the afternoon wears on that things on shore are dim and grim.


The Turks certainly have firepower, as shells continue to burst among the Australians and New Zealanders on the shore, and they are exacting a toll from those who would dare invade their turf.


‘Can hear terrible gunfire,’19 Jacka writes in his diary. And now, more than ever, he can see up close the results of much of that gunfire.


Already barges and boats are coming back with the wounded, and worse – for some had expired since leaving the shore – and to look down upon such barges is to see hell on earth.


‘Eight boat loads of wounded,’ Jacka writes, ‘arrived at our boat.’20


So extreme is the situation that the Medical Officer gives orders to some of the soldiers and sailors to climb down and bring the worst cases up. They must make room.


But the wounded just keep coming!


And the stories the wounded tell are appalling.


At dawn, 1500 of them had hit the shores, expecting to find easy slopes leading up to the high ground, only to be confronted by the need to climb cliffs under withering fire of Turkish machine guns.21


As the eventide falls, the flow of wounded gets ever thicker, as do stories of chaos on the beach as the too few stretcher-bearers fall to exhaustion or bullets or shrapnel. They need help. As it happens, Albert Jacka is one of those dispatched to lend a hand.


‘Going ashore with 30 A Coy men to help with the wounded,’22 he writes in his diary.


Approaching the shore, Jacka cannot help but reflect on how far he has come. Was it really only a little over half a year ago, just after the war had broken out, that he had been farewelled from his quiet life around Wedderburn in country Victoria? There was a ceremony at the local Rechabite chapter, where he and two other soldier recruits from the Rechabites had been wished well, and reminded of their sacred pledge to never drink. And then, just a day later, he and the others had been farewelled on the platform of Wedderburn Railway Station, where the brass band had played ‘Australia Will Be There’, and the Reverend’s daughter, sweet Elsie Raff, had kissed him on the lips. Yes, the blue-eyed boy of Wedderburn had blushed furiously, but all that had been so warm, so sunny, so, so happy.


But now this.


‘In amongst the warships ready to go ashore. Some sight this. Shells from warships bursting all over the island. Troops landing on the beach: heavy rifle and machine-gun fire. All the hills covered in smoke, reminds me of a bush fire.’23


Jacka is one of a hundred men who are tasked today not with battle but with rescuing and tending the wounded. At 7 pm he and 30 men are ferried to the beach and set foot on Gallipoli – which is no easy thing.


Only a short time before, two mates in the 16th Battalion, Lance Corporal Percy Black and Private Harry Murray, had been close to the shore and, in the midst of heavy fire, Black had jumped into the water the moment he felt the boat touch bottom – only to find that the boat had merely scraped a stray jutting rock, and he had gone straight to the bottom! Heavily laden with boots, gun, ammunition and rations, it had been touch and go to get him out before drowning but, mercifully, Murray managed.


While Black and Murray push to the heights with their Maxim gun, Jacka is soon immersed in the rows of wounded and screaming men on shore as a terrible triage is underway to determine who is worth transporting and who will die here on the shore.


You! Don’t stand there! Lift and carry! A bloodied body is Jacka’s cargo as he and another shocked private move a twisting soldier back towards the boats. It is a baptism of blood not of fire, and until night falls Jacka and his fellows will be dealing with the aftermath of battle; the men who fought it, the men who will die of it before the next sun rises. Strangely, despite the horror all around, Jacka feels calm, committed, cold in his calculations. (Beyond everything else, it is good to be off that damn ship, allowing him to get over his wretched seasickness. The only thing worse he has experienced in this war so far had been the inoculations he faced early on. Now, they were terrifying.)


There is work to be done. He is the man to do it. And there are things he can do to maximise his chances of survival. Grabbing one end of a stretcher from a man who has just been shot, Jacka is like a machine, ferrying the wounded to the shore, managing to bend himself nearly double, to make his already diminutive five foot six inch frame even smaller. It is only when he is done that the sights and sounds of the horror start to sink in. This is his new world, and there is no man alive who has seen anything like it.


•


In all the chaos, one older man stands out for his calm, his care, his leadership – as his words alone start to restore order through orders. He projects a sense that he knows what must be done, and only needs the men to follow him.


Few soldiers know him personally. Nearly all of them know of him, and are more than happy to do what he says.


For this is, don’t you see, Colonel Neville Howse VC, the first man serving with the Australian forces to become a recipient of the Victoria Cross, which was awarded to him for his staggering derring-do in the Boer War. Yes, don’t you remember the story?


On 24 July 1900, six months before Australia became a federation, during the battle at Vredefort, Howse – then a young Lieutenant of the Medical Corps, a British man who’d emigrated to Australia when he was 26 – had seen a trumpeter fall to the ground in the midst of a bitter clash. Disregarding the Boer bullets pinging all around, the highly trained doctor turned officer had ridden his horse out to try to save the trumpeter, and even when that horse was shot from under him, had continued on foot, bandaged the trumpeter’s wounds on the spot, and carried him back to safety!


Such experience is desperately needed right now. For it turns out there is no plan for evacuating the wounded capable of coping with the flood of blood, so Howse – who is quietly appalled and actively disgusted by the lack of foresight displayed by the Imperial authorities – has taken the matter into his own hands. Setting up a system of triage, he is getting those most likely to be saved onto the ships as quickly as possible.


As Jacka follows his instruction, Howse intersperses his orders with gentle cheer as he passes his hands over grievously wounded soldiers, does what he can to stabilise them, and then sends them on their way. Jacka, though shocked with what he is seeing, feels eerily composed. Once or twice while wood-chopping he has seen accidents that have caused blood, but never anything remotely like this, as he carries men with missing limbs, men whose hands are holding in their own intestines, men who are screaming with pain, from as many as five bullets, shrapnel or even bayonet wounds. It is infernal. And yet as shells are still landing on the beach, and bullets from far-flung guns regularly dropping the upright and further wounding the prone, whatever it is in a man that can remain steady amid horror and danger, Jacka finds he has it.


•


Throughout the battered night, the evacuation of the wounded goes on as they are crammed into every small vessel that can be commandeered. Initially the boats head for the ships with green lights, indicating they are hospital ships, but it does not take long before those vessels can take no more, at which point the men must search wider, coming alongside every ship with crammed cargoes of broken bodies, looking for ways to unload.


‘Wounded alongside, sir!’ a voice from a barge rings out to those on high, on the Seang Choon.


‘I cannot take any more,’ the Medical Officer calls down. ‘I’ve got my quota, 250, and a battalion of troops [the 14th] is still on board.’


‘It cannot be helped, sir. I’ve been dragging these unfortunate men from ship to ship and there’s no room anywhere.’24


One glance over the side reveals the ghastly cargo, and just how desperate their situation is. As the barge is now alongside the ship, every swell on the Aegean Sea – and it is heavy tonight – causes big bumps against the iron hull, unleashing fresh wails of agony from the wounded.


One soldier, unable to bear it any longer, cries out.


‘For God’s sake, cobber, take me off this barge.’25


The sailors and soldiers do exactly that, despite the fact that ‘the swell, the stench, and the slippery blood-washed deck, combined, made the handling of the slings difficult and nauseating’.26


They are hauled up on deck, where ‘one stepped warily over their bodies as they slept the sleep of utter exhaustion which brought with it a merciful unconsciousness of their wounds’.27


•


Into the night, the noise of the Aegean Sea slapping the shore is drowned by the sound of rifle and machine-gun fire rolling over those by the beach where the landing has taken place, together with the regular boom of artillery, which begets exploding shells and the moans of yet more dying men and the shouts for medics to come quickly! because this one has not got long.


The chaos on shore is as appalling as it is unforgivable.


‘The medical arrangements were awful,’ the English journalist Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett will document, ‘and terribly mismanaged. There seemed to be no-one in charge, in supreme authority, to direct the stream of wounded for whom no accommodation could be found, to any particular ship.’28


As Jacka continues to haul desperately wounded and oft dying men to the beach, a key meeting is taking place no more than 100 yards away, in a tent in yonder gully, just visible by the glow of a lantern whose light shines through the entrance – a tiny chink of cheer in the blackness with death, destruction and chaos reigning all around.


Inside the tent, however, there is no cheer whatsoever.


The day is done, the battle lost, the bloody fiasco of the whole thing obvious to all. Major General William Bridges and Major General Sir Alexander Godley, the commanders of the Australian 1st Division and New Zealand and Australian Division, use the suitable euphemisms; but their meaning is clear. The Commander of the Corps their divisions belong to, General Sir William Birdwood, listens to both, his face falling by the minute as they make the case for withdrawal. It is time to pull up stumps and fight another day. To do otherwise is to embark on a long defeat. Victory can be won in another place; not this one. General Sir William Birdwood is being asked to make happen what must happen: an evacuation.


Birdwood is shocked; he has just landed, and now he is to order all to withdraw?


But what choice can there be? This landing has not established anything except a surge in Turkish confidence; tens of thousands have surely been ordered to advance towards our position and our position is hopeless. Their shocked faces say it even more than their words. Birdy must see that there is no other choice. No fewer than 500 of our soldiers are confirmed dead, 2000 are missing and will be dead once hope is lost; and at least 2500 are wounded. Do you have it, little Birdy? We are 5000 men down, after one day!


This was not the spot to land and it is not the spot to fight. It has been a mistake; pure and simple. The choice is now whether we learn from it or compound it? Even if we were to stay, we do not have enough fit men to secure the ground we currently hold and the Turks have the high ground, the high numbers and the will to press any advantage they have – which is all of them. The front line? That is half a mile yonder and it will be falling back by morning. And the morning is when the Turks will begin their attack in full.


Sir William listens and says nothing. Finally, he nods and speaks. General Godley, take this down. Quickly, Godley grabs the nearest serviceable paper, the back of a white signal form, and writes down every word:


‘General Hamilton,’ Birdwood begins, ‘Both my divisional generals and brigadiers have represented to me that they fear their men are thoroughly demoralised by shrapnel fire to which they have been subjected all day after exhaustion and gallant work in morning.’


Birdy’s stately words do not come close to capturing the catastrophe, but are still clear enough.


‘Numbers have dribbled back from firing line and cannot be collected in this difficult country. Even New Zealand Brigade which has been only recently engaged lost heavily and is to some extent demoralised. If troops are subjected to shell fire again tomorrow morning there is likely to be a fiasco.’


Another fiasco would be more accurate, but they can see Sir William is with them as he continues: ‘I have no fresh troops with which to replace those in firing line. I know my representation is most serious but if we are to re-embark it must be done at once.’29


Add my name and send it at once. Sir! No order has been more happily followed on this day.


•


If the great Australian adjective is indeed ‘bloody’, never can it have been more suitably applied than to Private Albert Jacka right now. It has been a shocking eight hours since landing and he has done his best to save as many men as he can, or at least done what he can to ease their passage to the next world.


Completely covered in blood and gore, he has kept going until the early hours, when he drops his swag near the base of the cliffs to snatch a couple of hours rest before what will be a challenging day on the morrow.


•


General Sir Ian Hamilton is abed. And asleep. Well, having already finished his diary, what else is there to stay awake for? His entry, after the first day at Gallipoli, can best be described as sanguine, a word that Sir Ian is particularly fond of: ‘I feel sanguine in the spirit of the men; sanguine in my own spirit; sanguine in the soundness of my scheme.’


Is there perhaps room for one more sanguine? Sadly, no, but at least one can go to the land of nod knowing that ‘… our fellows are steadily pouring ashore’.30 The Queen Elizabeth bobs in the water soothingly and BLOODY HELL! Who has the gall to wake the commander at this time? It proves his bloody chief of staff, Major General Walter Braithwaite. Yes?


‘Sir Ian, you’ve got to come right along,’ Braithwaite gasps, ‘a question of life and death – you must settle it!’31


Life and death is their bloody profession, but a bleary Sir Ian rolls out of bed, dons dressing gown and slippers and goes to an impromptu if bizarre Council of War in the dining room. Admiral John de Robeck is here, as is Rear Admiral Cecil Thursby, as is Commodore Roger Keyes and they are all dressed to the nines and look as though they are about to pose for a painting. One glance and Sir Ian knows, cold fate has murdered his sanguine hopes; this is a hanging jury and the life of the Gallipoli campaign is about to be cut short. Birdy’s note is given to him and Sir Ian reads it twice before speaking.


‘This is a difficult business … What are we to do about it?’32


Retreat. Ignominiously. Rear Admiral Thursby has already worked out the firm logistics of defeat. ‘It will take the best part of three days to get that crowd off the beaches.’


Hmm.


‘And where are the Turks?’ asks Sir Ian.


‘On top of ’em,’ replies Cecil.


‘Well, then, tell me, Admiral, what do you think?’


A buck is to be passed, but damn me if Thursby won’t take it.


‘What do I think?’ Yes! ‘Well … I think, myself … They will stick it out if only it is put to them that they must.’33


True. You can beat a retreat from defeat, only if given the means to do so. Why evacuate over three messy days when you can stay where you are straight away?


Hamilton, in the middle of the room where it happens, takes out a red pencil he uses to mark troop positions on maps, and scrawls a message of reply for those ashore: ‘Your news is indeed serious. But there is nothing for it but to dig yourselves right in and stick it out. It would take at least two days to re-embark you, as Admiral Thursby will explain to you … Hunter-Weston despite his heavy losses will be advancing tomorrow which should divert pressure from you. Make a personal appeal to your men and Godley’s to make a supreme effort to hold their ground. (Sd.) Ian Hamilton P.S. You have got through the difficult business, now you have only to dig, dig, dig, until you are safe. Ian H.’34


Dig? Dig, dig, dig? It is not a very … sanguine strategy, but it is an order. Sir Ian goes back to bed; Admiral Thursby goes to the boat. By 2 am he places Hamilton’s note in Birdy’s hands. Well then, Diggers, you know what to do. Shovels begin to scrape out furrows, furrows become trenches and the Australians become … entrenched. Gallipoli is not a disaster; it is just the site of a future triumph. The difficult part is done. As they dig it starts to rain heavily, a sound that is quite soothing when hitting in flurries against a porthole on the Queen Elizabeth, but ashore, it is just bloody wet.


Dig. Dig, dig, dig!


Using the trench model first developed by the War Office in 1911, the trenches will not be straight, as that would expose all in to enfilade fire from just one breakthrough. Instead, a cunning sort of zig-zag is used, with lengths, bays and traverses protecting you from a flow of attack, just as a ship is protected from sinking by clever compartments.


Most of the trenches are to be a little over two feet wide, and go the appropriate depth of six feet under, making many men feel like they are fighting from their own graves – and many are right.


•


To judge from the shrapnel still falling all around on this morning of 26 April, the endless cracks of rifles and clatter of machine guns coming from on high as the invaders try to hold their ragged line atop the ridges of the first range of hills … things have little improved overnight.


And yet?


And yet, tragically, the killing is far from done.


At mid-morning Jacka is standing on the shore with the rest of the advance party, ready to help the rest of the 14th Battalion alight with their gear. For every boat coming their way with the fresh troops, there are yet more heading out loaded with wounded – scores of them – and every shell-burst continues to bring showers of shrapnel, though mercifully most of it is bursting too high or too wide to do damage.


But oh, the terror!


‘I heard zzz-zzz-zzz over my head!’ one Digger will describe the experience. ‘Oh God, I thought, that’s bullets. They were bullets all right.’35


And now, in the leading boat Jacka spies one of D Company’s favourites, Sergeant William Patrick Murphy of Warracknabeal, a jolly old soul with the Royal Naval Air Service at Great Yarmouth before arriving in Australia and soon joining the AIF. Alas, from somewhere on high behind Jacka, a Turkish sharp-shooter has lined him up and pulled the trigger. Before Jacka’s very eyes, a red splotch appears on Murph’s chest, and he drops like a sack of spuds right into crystal-clear water.


‘First man killed,’36 the Wedderburn man will regretfully note in his diary.


Most of the battalion will spend the day on the beach in reserve, getting as close to the shelter of the cliffs as they can, all while organising themselves back into companies, platoons and sections. By lunch-time the 14th Battalion has 928 men on shore.


The arrival of Colonel Monash on shore helps impose more order among the men of the wider 4th Brigade and Jacka is soon back with his own battalion bivouacking on the beach until such time as they are called into action.


•


Now this is the army all over. On paper, everything is so organised.


You, Albert Jacka, are a Lance Corporal in D Company of the 14th Battalion of the 4th Brigade, which is part of the Australian and New Zealand Division, which is in turn part of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps.


All is structured, and your every action is ordained or ordered.


But here on the ground, in the middle of a battle, fighting for your life?


Things are not so organised.


On 27 April, just two days after landing, the 14th Battalion has been pulled out of reserve and assigned to the front lines of the ground gained. It proves to be at the apex of the ridge that borders the northern end of freshly christened Monash Valley. In the time since the landing, the Australians who have advanced this far, and lived, have done exactly what Hamilton had suggested they do – which was to ‘dig, dig, dig’ – all with such enthusiasm that as a breed they are well on their way to becoming known as ‘Diggers’.


Many of those first ones – the men of Australia’s 11th Battalion who had stormed this position and held it for two days – now lie dead at their feet and Jacka and the 14th must take over their nascent trenches, to dig deeper, and hold back the hordes of Turks coming their way.


As Jacka climbs up what is already known as ‘Shrapnel Gully’, all around him are dead men, dying men, moaning men and the quiet ones, with not long to live. Those who are judged as still a chance of living are loaded onto donkeys, their blood covering the little beasts’ flanks, and led back towards the beach. Machine guns are chattering, bombs are exploding, and a quick glance over the parapet reveals masses of extraordinarily brave Turkish soldiers coming their way. They are doing so, seriously, to the tune of endless bugles.


‘Some say,’ one soldier will recount, ‘that “morse calls” were being blown on it, at all events the sound which travelled rapidly about was eerie in the extreme.’37


While Jacka and most of the soldiers of the 14th fire at them, others keep digging. Every shovelful they put on the parapet makes them all just that bit safer, as a labyrinthine series of trenches continues to expand all around the position of their landing. (Yes, this whole exercise had been designed to get away from the trench warfare of the Western Front, where so many had been killed, but the truth of it is that when both you and your enemy have machine guns and are close to each other, the same imperative applies: DIG.)


The 4th Brigade is now holding a series of ‘posts’ – distinctive defensive positions, all linked to each other by trenches – named for the 4th Brigade commanders whose responsibility they are, ergo ‘Pope’s Hill’, ‘Quinn’s Post’, ‘Courtney’s Post’ and ‘Steele’s Post’. Nearly all of them are so close to the opposing Turkish trenches that the two groups of soldiers can hear each other – and the Turks can lob small bombs on the Diggers. (The Australians don’t have any yet.)


In all the chaos, confusion and catastrophe, Albert Jacka remains remarkably at peace. Somehow, despite only having had eight weeks of military training at Broadmeadows Camp outside Melbourne once the war had broken out, followed by a little learning on the ship on the way over and nine weeks training around the Pyramids, he instinctively knows what to do. No matter that all around him, fellow soldiers are falling from Turkish snipers positioned they know not where, even as there is a regular shrill shrieking getting ever louder before there is an explosion somewhere near generating a billowing cloud of dust and scything shrapnel which you can only survive if it hits one of your mates first. Everywhere you look, men gurgle and die, as the blizzard of bullets grows thicker.


Others survive against all odds and some of them cover themselves in glory. A little further over from the 14th’s position in the freshly dug trenches of Courtney’s Post, two of the Maxim gunners of the 16th Battalion – Private Harry Murray and Lance Corporal Percy Black – have been able to keep the surging Turks back by keeping constant fire on their snipers and machine-gunner. The two had never met before joining up six months before, but now work like twins, Black firing, while Murray – who had signed his enlistment papers under occupation as ‘Bushman’, meaning there is no problem so great that enough elbow grease and fencing wire can’t fix it – feeds the belt in. The fact that both men are in their mid-thirties, while most of their comrades are a good decade and a half younger, makes them natural partners.


The Turks, inevitably, bring heavy fire back on them, but despite Black being shot through the ear and hand, and bullets hitting the Maxim, still they keep going!


‘It was an inspiration to watch the fight that gallant fellow put up,’38 Murray will note of his mate. Black returns the admiration in kind. When, after the intensity of the battle and 24 hours with no sleep, Murray starts to nod off, Black presses some rum on him. Murray declines at first, as he is a teetotaller. But Black insists, Murray swigs and … in vino veritas. Before, Murray had wanted to fight the Turks. Now, he insists on it, climbing out of the trench to take down a shniper thatsh been giving him the shits! Black grabs him by the collar and hauls him back down before disaster.


Meanwhile, some of the unluckiest of the Australian soldiers are wounded in such a manner – a bullet through the stomach or the chest – that though they cannot live, nor can they die quickly. Some plead with comrades to kill them, to end it, or at least pass them a rifle or pistol so they can do it themselves. If not obliged they just lie there in an expanding pool of their own rapidly congealing blood, emitting an oddly sickly sweet smell.


At one point while under severe fire, one of their officers, Captain Bill Hoggart – a married 38-year-old who only nine months before had been a teacher at Melbourne Grammar School, telling the class to turn to page 54 of their Cadet Corps textbook – dares to stand up to get a better bead on where the Turks are situated. He is one of Victoria’s finest marksmen, and is confident he can shoot many Tur—


He is instantly struck down, riddled by no fewer than eight bullets from a machine gun.


‘He had his usual smile on his lips when they buried him after the fight,’39 one of the Diggers will recall.


Another time, Lance Corporal Bill Howard of A Company is with 60 of his brethren, waiting to replace those in the front line, when Lieutenant Keith Wallace Crabbe – a clerk from St Kilda – interrupts the anxious conversation he is having with the red-headed bloke next to him to ask Howard to escort one of the soldiers who has been wounded back to a Regimental Aid Post.


‘I did so,’ Howard will recount, ‘and during my absence a machine gun was trained on the position; and the result was that the whole of the 60 were either killed or wounded.’40


Christ Almighty. And the red-headed bloke he’d been talking to, just minutes before? His dead body, missing part of the head, is being ‘rolled out of the trenches’,41 before Howard’s very eyes, right now. After all, it is no use in the trench, and can now form part of the parapet.


Amid the shrieks and death-rattles, one man is seen to take quick action. It is Lance Corporal Albert Jacka, who gathers some fellow soldiers and manages to outflank the Turkish gun crew, and get close enough to hurl some jam-tin bombs at them, which destroys the threat for the moment.


(‘Jam-tin bombs’? Yes, in a superb bit of innovation that Jacka has enthusiastically embraced, the Australians, lacking handy little bombs like the Turks boast, have taken to filling empty jam-tins and cans of bully beef with explosive, before squeezing in old cartridge cases, bits of barbed wire and scrap metal, and even pebbles. Now add a short fuse, and who’s your uncle? Bob is. With a ciggie in your mouth, you have a few seconds after lighting the bastard before it explodes and the dinkum skill is to time your throw so it explodes either just as it lands, or, even better, just above the lot of ’em.)


Dig, dig, dig!


Still, ‘Jacko’ – as the Australians often refer to the Turks, when not calling him ‘Abdul’ – keeps coming, keeps attacking, firing shells and bullets and hurling bombs at the attackers, even through the nights – though, strangely, it is not the prospect of imminent death that most troubles Jacka, as he records in his diary: ‘Having hard time in the trenches. Terribly cold at nights, without overcoats or blankets of any description.’42


Mercifully, after two solid days of fighting in the front-line trenches, the 14th Battalion are given some respite, only to find themselves back there two days later again – ‘Going into trenches tonight to relieve the 13th Bn’43 – where the situation is still … fluid. By now the Turkish reinforcements have arrived in full, and are hurling themselves in wave after wave against the positions of the Anzacs – which has become the acronym of choice to describe the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps.


Every hour of every day is still filled with life-and-death battles which sees battle teetering every which way – and Albert Jacka is nothing if not busy. While the 14th Battalion is atop one ridge, another one lies some 500 yards further inland. From just behind this the Turks have their artillery set up, and are shelling the Anzac positions, to give their men some cover.


‘As the Turks came in open order across the little plain at the foot of the hills, we potted them with machine guns,’ Jacka will recount. ‘Those who got across attained safety in the “dead” ground under our own hill, and there got ready to storm our position.’44


Right beside Jacka at Courtney’s Post on the high point of the ridge from the 14th Battalion machine-gun section is Lieutenant John Rutland, who is firing his Maxim gun at the Turks as they continue to advance in short bursts. Yes, many of them go down, but there are still so many, they just keep coming. And wouldn’t you know it?


Right when they are just 50 yards away, Rutland’s Maxim gun jams.45


‘No-one could have blamed Rutland had he thrown the useless thing down,’ Jacka will recount. ‘The Turks were shelling his position from the next ridge, and he was defenceless against the advance.’46


But Rutland does not do that.


In an act of bravery that Jacka will never forget, and will often cite as the bravest thing he saw, Rutland just gets on with it, doing what needs to be done, regardless. Coolly, his tongue poking out one side of his mouth – the way some do when they must concentrate on a difficult task – he pulls the gun to pieces, cleaning what he can, before re-assembling and rattling off more bursts of deadly fire against the Turks who approach. They fall dead before him, leaving their yelling German officer to continue the charge, a ragged remnant behind him. The German lunges for Rutland now, his sword raised and now rending the air with a massive swipe that just misses … even as the German now falls. A second later Turkish bullets from the remnant pour into Rutland and he drops to the dirt, dead.


One Turk actually gets close enough to Jacka that he is able to deal with him with his bayonet, but finally the attack is beaten off … at least for the moment.


But how long can it be before one of these endless Turkish waves crashing on their shores bursts over the top and into the Allied trenches?


‘In the trenches. Hardest fighting we have had yet,’ Jacka records in his diary on 1 May. ‘Turks making great attack on our trenches. They are brave, but are going to certain death. Mowing them down in hundreds.’47


Alas, there are thousands more that just keep coming, and it can only be a matter of time.


‘9 pm. Battle has been won by us. Can hear Turks out in front collecting their wounded.’48


•


The strange thing?


Jacka is growing, both in his own estimation, and that of his fellow Diggers. While some men placed on the Dardanelles are like fish on the sand, Jacka is like a bird who has just found the sky; a man in his element. It is strange indeed to feel comfortable in such a ghastly environment, but somehow, that is him. Moreover, his is a purposeful poise that settles and inspires his comrades. To have a man beside you who is perpetually stoical, no matter how extreme the situation, is a precious thing and the regard in which this quiet wood-chopper is held grows accordingly.


And so it goes on, as the 14th Battalion fights for its life, trying to hold on to its section of ridge as its four companies are constantly rotated through front-line trench duty.


Jacka’s D Company has been holding on through the daylight hours and, as the sun sets, gives way to the relieving A Company. Exhausted, Jacka and his brethren make their way back to their support trenches, where some cavities dug into the walls and the floors will have to serve as a place to drop their kit, wolf down their iron rations, and get some scattered sleep.


The following morning at dawn Jacka is fast asleep when he awakes to the sound – good morning – of a whistling, getting so loud it becomes a screeching and now, squealing.


Is this it?


He has had near misses before with Turkish shells, and knows that the higher the pitch, the closer it is. This one is the highest pitch he has heard and he involuntarily flexes his whole body, as if that might save him.


The shell explodes just above his trench, sending out shrapnel in all directions. From the heavens and heading straight to hell, two large pieces of shrapnel – one, the nose-cap of the shell that has exploded above them – slice off the left leg of the man lying next to him, Lieutenant Quinton Smith, while badly wounding the right leg. The blood pours out of him like an open tap on full force, and it is all Jacka can do to try to get a belt around the left leg, to stem the flow.


The good lieutenant – a clerk from Essendon – dies a very short time later from loss of blood, and shock, despite Jacka’s urgent ministration.


‘I was unscathed,’49 Jacka writes incredulously.


The fighting goes on, with the 14th Battalion leaching between five and ten men a day, through being killed, wounded or becoming so sick they must be evacuated. It is no easy matter to keep up to full strength of about 20 officers and 750 soldiers, but the arrival of a slew of ‘reinstoushments’ in early May helps. The attrition for the Turks is even worse.


By the time the 14th Battalion is withdrawn completely, the area in front of Quinn’s Post has so many Turkish dead that, according to Major Charles Dare, the second-in-command of 14th Battalion, ‘it looked as though a battalion was sleeping in the open’.50


[image: Gallipoli 1915 map shows the branch of Monash Gully and the ridge along Steele’s, Courtney’s and Quinn’s. An arrow points to Turkish Snipers engaged above Pope’s Hill. The Turkish Trench system is marked to the east of the Gallipoli peninsula.]



8 May 1915, from above Anzac Cove, attack of the wild Turks



Colonel Mustafa Kemal, Commander of 19th Division, is restless, roaming …


The Minister of War, General Enver, has made clear after his visit to the peninsula that nothing less than the infidel enemy being pushed off the Turkish homeland is acceptable to the government in Constantinople.


The objective aim of the attack, regardless of losses, is really quite simple, ‘Attack before daybreak, drive the ANZAC troops from their trenches, and follow them down to the sea.’51


On 10 May, the well-trained and fresh Turkish 2nd Division arrive from Constantinople and are carefully placed in position. Now with 42,000 soldiers secretly amassed in coming days and suddenly on the charge, they should be able to dislodge the invaders, who number just a little more than 17,000. After all, they only need to break through at one strategic point, say Quinn’s Post, and the rest of the Allied defences should fold in on themselves.


God help the Anzacs, because Allah won’t.


It is simply a question of how long it will take to amass the required men and munitions and have them all in position. If all goes well, in about 10 days they should be ready to launch.


•


In all of Gallipoli there is neither a more likely trench to fall – nor a more crucial one to hold.


For Courtney’s Post is at the crest of a ridge and on the Turkish side of the ridge is a scrubby slope that offers the best approach that Jacko has to get to the Australians.


And on the other side, the gully right behind it leads all the way to the beach! It is no exaggeration to say that if it falls, the entire Anzac grip on the peninsula risks falling with it. More than just a Turkish breakthrough, it will be practically a fall-through as there can be little to prevent them getting to the shore, completely splitting the Australian line, and the Australian forces.


•


Things are quiet.


Maybe a little too quiet?


In the late afternoon of 17 May, Charles Bean is down near the beach of Anzac Cove, attending the burial of Major Villers-Stuart, General Birdwood’s Chief Intelligence Officer, who had died while sketching near the cove.


‘It was almost too dark to see,’ Bean will recount, ‘the exquisite last lights of sunset were just fading over Imbros – the old volcano cone showing dark grey against them. Above, along path, mules going past in the half dark clanking. Indians leading.’


But you can hear that clanking. For once there is little shelling from on high, almost as if the Turks are girding their loins, and stockpiling their ammunition for a mighty push? The rest is much as usual.


‘New moon hanging over Imbros. Ships out there floating like toy things on sea … Continual whistle of bullets overhead … Man passes below along beach path whistling … whistling stops when he heard the service. The voice of the parson, “Now the battle day is o’er, Jesus in thy gracious keeping, Leave we here thy servant sleeping.”’52


Bean moves back to his dugout, his sense growing that things might be building to another storm. As it happens, the following morning, Bean is far from alone, and Albert Jacka is just one of many others who are suddenly wary …


For some reason the Turks are not firing at them today. No bullets, no booms, no constant explosions of shells all around them. You can hear the birds singing.


(Well, mostly anyway. In the mid-morning, a flock of storks is unwise enough to fly over the Australian trenches, at which point furious firing skywards breaks out. Two of the birds fall in positions where they can be recovered by the Diggers, meaning a welcome change from bully beef tonight.)


But now, the silence returns.


‘The day was unusually quiet,’ Bean documents. ‘As quiet as a lazy holiday afternoon in summer …’53


There can be no mistake.


‘Sniping almost ceased, and so quiet was the day that in the Australian and New Zealand lines it was repeatedly asked what the Turks were planning.’54


Visiting the 8th Light Horse Regiment HQ, one of the officers comments to Bean, ‘Turks are up to some devilment, I suppose.’


When Bean in turn makes comment to Colonel White, that officer and gentleman replies:


‘Yes, I wonder what it means … General HQ sent out to say that an aeroplane had seen a division landing … just opposite us on the Dardanelles coast this side of the Straits … So we shall probably be attacked tonight.’55


Their suspicions are confirmed when a pilot of the Royal Naval Air Service flies over the peninsula at a safe height and sees ‘two of the valleys east of the ANZAC line are packed with Turkish troops, densely crowded upon the sheltered slopes’.56


But it gets worse. For when a second plane is sent up to confirm the report, its pilot not only sees the same masses of troops, but also spots four steamers unloading even more soldiers on the European shore of the Dardanelles. Reports roll in throughout the day, bringing news of ‘considerable bodies of mounted troops and guns’.57 Just what on earth are the Allies about to face? Against the 17,500 men the Anzacs can muster, it looks as though there must be 40,000 of the brutes about to come at them. Can it really be that bad?58


They are not long in finding out.


On the Anzac perimeter, at 5 pm, the air is suddenly filled with a distant boom, closely followed by a whistling sound, before a weird screeching comes in with an ever higher crescendo and then … a massive explosion. And then another and another and another. More shells than ever before start falling ‘chiefly on the Australian line from the Pimple northwards to Courtney’s’.59 And it is not just those at Anzac Cove who can hear it.


Just after dark, it happens. Behind the Turkish trenches closest to Courtney’s Post, three Turkish soldiers load a howitzer and follow their strict routine, with their Sergeant shouting ‘Hazirol! Ready,’ and then ‘Ates! Fire!’


An instant later the howitzer erupts and the shell heads skywards as a searing streak of flame, before lobbing towards the Australian lines. Of course, the Turks have no idea exactly where it will land, only that it will be right among those who have been raining exactly the same kind of devastation on them.


In their trenches at Courtney’s Post, the soldiers are just about to settle down for evening grub, when, even over the sound of so many other exploding shells all around, they now hear a louder whistling, getting louder still, screeching now, squealing … is this it?


Time … is … momentarily … sus … pended.


The shell explodes just a few yards from them, but not in their actual trench.


In his dugout Bean records that the sound of Turkish fire is so overwhelming, it has ‘grown to a roar like that of a great stream over a precipice’.60


As his position is close to the signals office – the communications nerve centre for all of Anzac Cove – he heads over to seek more information. The office is doing exactly that as he arrives, checking with all the brigades and their battalions on the front line. All, bar 2nd Battalion, have reported in that, despite the unprecedented barrage, everything is under control. Bean waits, as they all do, for an operator to track the battalion down.


Soon a report comes crackling down the line.


All is ‘OK’.


‘Tell him I wanted to know,’ Brigadier General ‘Hooky’ Walker says, ‘whether in view of the firing there is anything to report.’61


‘He says it’s only the Turks firing.’62


Barely worth mentioning, when you put it like that, and it continues into the darkest hours. Just after midnight, Bean goes back to bed. But the shelling on the Australian front lines, particularly around Quinn’s, Walker’s and Courtney’s posts, only intensifies.


In the expectation of an attack, all of the Diggers are instructed to ‘Stand to arms at 3 am’63 instead of the usual 3.30 am. Oh, and start stockpiling ammo up in the front trenches, as this might be a long night and day ahead. Lance Corporal Bill Howard is one of those from the 14th Battalion’s A Company assigned to start hauling the boxes of bullets and extra rifles up the hill into the front-line trenches, where C and D Companies are holding the fort. Those in the front line are ordered to clean their rifles to prevent jamming, sharpen their bayonets and get ready.


Here we go again. The 14th Battalion had landed with 930 officers and men only a little over three weeks ago – and have already lost over 400 men to battle or sickness. It’s clear to Bert Jacka that they are about to lose a whole lot more.


But the strangest thing? Despite the horror of what the men are experiencing, as the barrage still grows in intensity, more than a few soldiers are struck by the beauty of what they are witnessing.


‘The scene during this shelling was a wild but beautiful sight,’ one soldier will recount, ‘a mass of bursting shells, our own & the Turks’ & as they burst they threw out different coloured flashes, some golden, some pink, yellow, blue, dark & light red & all different shades from the different sorts of explosives they were using.’64


It is all more spectacular than the fireworks on Empire Day back home!


Suddenly, however, it stops and there is a strong sense that something big is about to happen.


Positions, everyone …









CHAPTER TWO


DEATH OR GLORY




He [Jacka] is a bundle of paradoxes – the state’s greatest fighter yet abnormally sensitive, blunt to a degree, yet peculiarly susceptible to kindness.1


Official 14th Battalion historian Newton Wanliss replies to Bean, 5 March 1923





20 May 1915, Gallipoli, danger before dawn


Everyone ready?


Among the first wave of the four divisions of Turks readying to charge, the soldiers crouch, waiting for the moment, which is due to come at 3.30 am.


‘The plan,’ one of them, Kiazim Pasha, will recall, ‘was to attack before day-break, drive the Anzac troops from their trenches, and follow them down to the sea.’2


The particular post the Turks have chosen to attack is distinctive for the fact that it lies no more than 50 yards from their own lines, with a gully behind it that goes all the way to the beach. If they can break through here, there will be little to prevent them completely smashing the entire Anzac occupation of their sacred soil.


And suddenly a piercing bugle call cleaves the night.


It is followed by the guttural cries of ‘Allah! Allah! Allah!’ coming from thousands of Turks, spectres rising from the ground in front at first, and now suddenly looming large, as the first wave of soldiers rush towards the Anzac trenches … now illuminated as the Australians send up white flares – ‘Verey lights’ – which adds enough strength to the tepid moonlight that they can see No Man’s Land clearly and the rush of phantom figures across it.


And now …


The shout goes up, the triggers are pulled, and the night is filled with the roar of dozens of machine guns and thousands of rifles, together with the boom of the mountain guns, followed by the screams and groans of instantaneously mown-down Turks.


Bizarrely, even above such uproar and such agony, the strangled sounds of Turkish bands playing martial tub-thumpers can be heard as whole lines of Turkish soldiers continue to run forward.


‘Instantly across the whole [of our line],’ George Mitchell of the 10th Battalion will chronicle, ‘there was a leaping, flickering sheet of flame. The roar of musketry was like nothing else I ever heard.’3


As the attackers push forth en masse, it is all but impossible for the Australian defenders to fire a shot in their direction and not hit anyone.


‘The firing was so furious,’ the troops will record, ‘that the woodwork of some rifles became almost too hot to hold.’4


It is slaughter, pure and simple. With such a mass of men coming at them, at such a close range, the Anzacs in the front line simply cannot miss and most bullets billet in a Turk. Soon the succeeding waves of attackers tumble over the bodies of the dead men who have gone before.


So fearful is the damage being done by the Allied front-line soldiers that those behind plead with them for a go.


‘Come on down and give us a go,’ they beg. ‘I’m a miles better shot than you.’5


When that doesn’t work, in one trench so crammed that not everyone could get up on the fire step, one bloke behind and below is heard to offer ‘5 quid to any of youse who will give me your spot’.6


Over at Pope’s Hill, no-one is doing more devastating work than Harry Murray. With fatal accuracy he keeps pouring fire into the waves of Turks trying to charge across the short space between their own trenches and Quinn’s Post, as wave after wave is simply cut down.


Observing him, his superior officer Captain John Rose will file a report to the Brigade Commander, lauding Murray’s ‘initiative and energy’ while observing that he is ‘an ideal machine-gunner and the class of man that is required to take charge of machine-gun work’.7


There is no doubting the courage of the Turks. It is their technique that is lacking.


‘The Turks did not seem well trained,’ Charles Bean chronicles. ‘There was no attempt at covering fire so our men could sit right out on the traverses of the trench, or even on the parapet, and shoot for all they were worth. The Turks would lead out all along the same path, one after another – simply inviting death.’8


As to Allah, no-one has the least sympathy for either the deity or the men who are endlessly shouting his name, as they continue to charge forward. ‘Allah! Allah! Mohammed! Allah!’


‘Yes,’ an infantrymen roars, as he shoots the Turkish soldiers down, ‘you can bring them along too!’9


It is all just ‘dead easy – just like money from home’.10


•


Alas, over at Courtney’s Post, it is a lot less like money from home – and more like some kind of insane cracker night gone wrong.


‘A pall of smoke from the bursting shells continuously hangs over the gully,’ one Digger records. ‘There were terrific bursts of rifle fire, so loud was it that one had to yell into a man’s ear to make himself audible.’11


For such is the sheer weight of Turkish numbers that it seems no matter how many the Diggers shoot, there are so many waves of succeeding soldiers that – just as had happened on 1 May – it is inevitable that the biggest of those waves will flood them.


Albert Jacka, like all of the Diggers, is simply stunned at the way the Turks just keep coming. And yet there are so many of them that the only thing keeping the defenders of Courtney’s Post in it is the artillery fire roaring out from such enormous Allied battleships as the Triumph, Queen Elizabeth, Prince George, Lord Nelson and Agamemnon, which – with staggering accuracy from a distance of 4000 yards – are lobbing shells just beyond the Australian trenches, and blowing wave after wave of the Turks apart. Such shells cannot account for them all, of course, and survivors are soon getting close enough to lob bombs of their own into the defensive trenches, exacting a terrible toll.


Nearing 4 am, just as the first dull lustre of dawn is starting to illuminate the masses of dead bodies in front of the Australian trenches, it happens …


First their hurled bombs land, and now the Turks themselves, feet first.


Explosions, shots, yells, imprecations, unearthly shrieks and death rattles fill the night. And for the first time the Australians in the front lines of Courtney’s Post can hear a foreign language – clearly Turkish – just along from them, not out front!


There has been a breach – ‘Turks are in the trench!’12 – and it must be isolated.


Nearby, Lieutenant Henry Boyle, with Lieutenant Bill Hamilton a few yards behind him, rush forth, their pistols drawn. And yet, no sooner has Boyle put his head round the corner than, as he will recount, ‘I was fired on by a Turk guarding the opening about six paces away.’13 Immediately, the mere 19-year-old officer cries out, ‘They got me!’14


Boyle reels back, with blood streaming from his ear.


Hamilton – who hails from Bendigo, and had joined the Australian Imperial Force straight from Duntroon when the war broke out – does not hesitate. Only an hour or so ago he had commented to a friend that ‘Tomorrow will be my 21st birthday, and I only hope to live long enough to enjoy it,’15 but now he charges towards the corner to go at the Turks himself, firing his revolver twice in the gloom of the smoke and dust that fills the trench.


The Turks on the parapet fire at the flashes, and in a split instant Hamilton slumps dead, shot through the head.


Reacting quickly, and on his own initiative, D Company’s Albert Jacka is the first soldier to rush forward in support, coming up the communication trench that leads to the traverse beside that part of the trench that has been over-run. Yes, he takes a chance jumping across the trench to get into the traverse, but once he is in it, he is able to fire some shots at an angle, into the wall – to indicate that if they try to come this way, they will be shot!16


There had been 10 Diggers of the 14th in that section, and though Jacka calls out to them, none of them calls back. They are either dead or wounded – he can certainly hear what sounds like Australian groaning – and it is clear that the Turks are in occupation.


Well, let them come this way, and Jacka will blow their heads off.


Despite the momentary stand-off, the situation remains extreme.


He is one man, and the Turks must be at least half-a-dozen, but if one of them puts so much as a nose around that corner – which he can dimly see from the ethereal if wavering glow of the ongoing Verey lights, which throw endless seeping shadows – they now know he will shoot. Further back, along the trench, just south of the Turkish incursion, the two 14th Battalion machine guns keep chattering, ensuring that the waves of Turkish soldiers who keep coming are prevented from making another breakthrough.


But Jacka is now alone in protecting those machine-gunners from the Turks on their left flank, and in preventing the breach from widening further. Even as he gathers up all the .303s of his mates that he can – ready for a donnybrook to beat them all, resolute that no Turks will get past him – he knows he needs help, and shouts, ‘Officer wanted on the left!’17


The shout is passed on, and reaches 14th Battalion HQ just back from Courtney’s Post, and right beside Monash’s 4th Brigade HQ.


The Commander of A Company of the 14th Battalion, Major Robert Rankine, sends one of his best officers, Lieutenant Keith George Wallace-Crabbe (known as Lieutenant Wallace Crabbe, because the army doesn’t like hyphens, unless with very senior officers) to investigate. Crabbe, already familiar with the situation as he has been in charge of the A Company party assigned to bring fresh munitions forward to D Company in the front lines, does not hesitate and moves quickly towards the firing and screams. The first thing he sees is Lieutenant Bill Hamilton, who he’d been chatting to only a short time before, slumped like a discarded doll, with his back to the trench wall, dead.


And there is Jacka ahead, crouching behind the traverse in the firing line. Well, that is one good thing. On the field, Jacka is the man most likely to lead a charge, and off the field a man quite likely to get one. For, yes, Jacka can be a bit rough around the edges – and only a couple of months before Sergeant Jim Cowey had charged him twice in a single day for insolence – but it is already obvious that he is a hell of a soldier, and never better than when under heavy fire.


For Jacka’s part, he feels both great relief at the sight of Crabbe coming his way down the communication trench – and alarm, shouting: ‘Look out, sir! Turks are in there!’18


‘What’s the situation?’ Crabbe yells back.


‘I am the only one left in the trench. The others have been [knocked out] by the bombs the enemy threw before rushing this section of the trench. I’ve been holding the Turks back from advancing further into our trenches for a quarter of an hour.’19


‘If you are given support,’ Crabbe shouts to Jacka over the continuing cacophony of fire, exploding grenades and shrieking men, ‘will you charge the Turks?’20


‘YES! I want two or three.’21


[image: An illustration depicts the scene of Captain Albert Jacka’s action.]




Description

Jacka’s first position starts in the north. The lines of the first attack on Turks eastward and southward are indicated. The route of flank attack by Jacka southward, eastward and then northward is marked. The throwing of bombs by McNally in the section of the trench held by Turks is indicated. The M.G. post of the 14th battalion is marked to the east of the flank attack route.




Jacka must hold on till they get here, and with a deathly calm that surprises even him – a man never knows how he will go until an actual crisis hits, but the Victorian is pleased at his own reaction, feeling on top of it – he continues to keep the Turks in the next bay pinned down, firing at the first sign of any rifle appearing around the corner. For good measure, he thuds irregularly timed bullets into the trench wall beyond the corner, so that the Turks know that the first man who attempts to make a rush on him risks collecting one of those bullets. No, he can’t kill them all, but he will certainly kill the first one or two if they rush him.


Back, you bastards! BACK, I say!


The other end of the Turkish breakthrough is equally blocked by an Australian communications trench that leads into the traverse on the right, and another group of the 14th Battalion is regularly firing down it, as warning that any Turk who tries to jump across will cop it.


•


In his 4th Brigade HQ, which is situated in a dugout very close to where the Turkish incursion has occurred, John Monash remains stoical, monitoring the reports coming in, and for the most part allowing his senior staff to compose the orders going out – only intervening sometimes.


‘You will scarcely believe it,’ Monash will write to his wife, ‘but I read the greater part of [your letters] during a severe battle. The firing line at one point was not more than 100 yds from Head Quarters, and I just kept reading my letters in the intervals between the long streams of inward and outward despatches, orderlies and messengers …’22


It is Monash at his best. Project calm at all times. He has confidence in his officers, and in his men. They will stay on top of this, and the worst thing he could do would be to show panic, which would inevitably infect his whole brigade.


•


Hurrying back to one of the support trenches, Crabbe asks for volunteers from A Company to come and help Jacka.


‘Will you back Jacka up?’ he calls over the ferocious fire of the machine guns and constant explosions, before adding unnecessarily, ‘It’s a tough job.’


Three hands immediately go up, all of them mates from around Bendigo: Lance Corporal Stephen De Arango, Lance Corporal Bill Howard and Private Frank Poliness. Since their first days leaving Bendigo, the three have taken a vow to stick tight to each other come what may – from brothers in farms, to brothers in arms – and have stuck to it through Broadmeadows, Cairo and Gallipoli. So naturally they are side by side, now, and volunteer together.


‘It’s sink or swim,’ Lance Corporal De Arango says on behalf of them all. ‘We will come, sir.’23


Excellent. (And it is typical of De Arango. At six foot one he is likely the tallest man in the battalion, with only the former Carlton star, Lieutenant Alf ‘Lofty’ Williamson, able to argue the toss with him, and he and his mates are always happy to volunteer for anything.)


They now hurry back down the communication trench, where, hopefully, Jacka is still holding the fort. Crabbe is all but certain he will be. Of all the men in his command, Crabbe could not have hoped to be relying on a better soldier than Jacka.


As they come towards him down the communication trench, Jacka is delighted to see they are three men he knows well, from his own neck of the woods, not far from Wedderburn.


‘Hello, Bendigo!’ he sings out. ‘Will you follow me?’


‘Yes!’ Bill Howard calls back.


And … now!


Alas, though Poliness manages to leap across the gap to join Jacka in his traverse, on the very instant that Lance Corporal Howard follows him, a shot rings out, and the Bendigo man is first struck in the left side with ‘an explosive bullet, fired at close range’,24 and another bullet shatters his right hand. As he goes down hard, Jacka and Poliness are at least able to grab the groaning, bleeding man, and drag him to safety, back into the communications trench, where it is time to regroup around Lieutenant Crabbe, who has just come up with another soldier, Private James McNally.


Jacka and Lieutenant Crabbe must decide on a new plan, their faces illuminated by the flickering light of exploding shells, their voices having to shout above the continuing roar. Charles Bean will later say of Jacka that he was ‘strong, completely confident, entirely fearless, bluntly outspoken, not given to hiding his light under a bushel … ’25


and this is just such an occasion.


For, though of lower rank, it is Jacka who comes up with a plan that no senior officer would dare to suggest in the first place.


Here is what we are going to do Lieutenant. You and the other three can stay here to hold off any further advance down this trench, before feinting an attack from here minutes later to make them convinced that the danger to them is from this end. Meanwhile, I will run down through the maze of trenches until I am coming at the Turks from the other side. And then you blokes must lob some bombs on their noggins, and in the confusion, I will go at them.


Crabbe looks at him with wonderment. For one thing, their entire allocation of the precious jam-tin bombs now being manufactured in a veritable factory down on Anzac Beach comes to just … two. But that is the least of it.


For there are plans, there are daring plans, and there are insane plans. Prima facie this one looks to be well north of them all. But what choice do they have? In the extremity of their situation, something has to be done, for the worst of all possible things would be for the Turks to consolidate this breach and be joined by other Turks who would push through – in which case all would be lost. So, if Jacka is happy to have a go at this – in all likelihood sacrificing his life – though it is unlikely to work, it might at least take out a few Turks and delay their consolidation.


So, yes, go, Jacka, and let’s give this a crack.


In an instant, the 22-year-old – who this time last year had never even seen a bayonet – is gone, haring down the trenches. Always remarkably light on his feet – for while running he moves like a cat in that last burst before pouncing on a bird – Jacka races past the wounded and groaning Howard, who is being tended by another soldier, trying to keep him alive. He continues to scramble along another of the communication trenches, before turning left. And now, very carefully, risking being shot at any moment, Jacka climbs out of the trench and pads over No Man’s Land, lying low and waiting momentarily for what he knows is about to come.


•


A minute after Jacka has left, Crabbe nods to Private James McNally, judged to be the best and most accurate thrower among them. Carefully, McNally examines the fuse on the jam-tin bomb, estimating how long before it will burst, lights the fuse with his Woodbine, swings his arm back, holds it there for a few seconds until the fuse is halfway down, with just a few instants until explosion and … chucks it towards a point where he hopes it will land right on the Turks’ noggins.


At this instant Lance Corporal De Arango fires his .303 into the wall to make the Turks think the attack is coming from this way.


And now, 10 seconds after McNally has thrown the first bomb, he hurls the second one.


There is just enough light for Jacka to note that the first one has missed completely, cannoning off in the wrong direction – at least well away from him – before exploding.


The second one nearly misses, too, but at least lands on the parapet above the Turks before exploding, sending a shower of rubble upon them, mixed with a massive cloud of dust.


NOW!


Lieutenant Crabbe has been listening closely.


After the first explosion, there had been nothing different particularly.


After the second one, however, they can hear the screams: the sound of a continuing furious struggle, with several shouts, lots of guttural cries, and many screams. It can only be … Jacka.


•


Jacka has jumped down behind the survivors. After emptying the 10-round magazine of his .303 bolt action rifle into the staggering smoky figures – his right hand a blur of movement as he first pulls the trigger to fire, then pulls back and pushes forward the bolt to eject the used round and put another round in the chamber, before repeating half-a-dozen times – he wades into those still standing to become a whirling dervish with the bayonet. Alternating between using the tip of his bayonet to knock theirs out of the way, and thrusting it forward to stab them, Jacka rips and tears, parries and thrusts, all the while expertly dodging their attempts to get him. Jacka is no more than five foot six inches in thick socks. But, as one who had spent years with axe in hand as a forestry worker and competing on the weekends in long-distance amateur cycling races all around Wedderburn and Ballarat, he is powerful in his upper body, strong in his legs and with such excellent lungs his chest expands by two inches with a deep breath. If you had to design a soldier built for blinding bayonet speed, and being able to maintain it, he would look exactly like …


Jacka!


Turk after Turk after Turk goes down ….


When two try to get away, by climbing up and over the parapet, they are shot by Private Poliness, who has himself carefully got his .303 just enough out of the trenches for this very contingency. Another three give up the ghost and lift their arms in the internationally recognised signal for ‘We are done.’


•


And now, though the sounds of the rest of the battle go on, with ongoing whirr of machine guns, shells exploding and distant yells, it is clear that whatever has happened in the battle close at hand is over, at least for the moment.


After 15 minutes, just to be sure, with infinite caution Crabbe draws his pistol and ventures forward. With the first glimmers of the actual dawn appearing, he puts his head around the corner of the trench.


‘The trench was in a terrible state,’ Crabbe will recount, ‘literally filled with dead, and the Turks were lying on top of our boys who had been killed by the bombs the Turks threw before rushing.’26


And there is Jacka, completely unharmed, surrounded by seven dead Turks. Five have been killed by his shots, two by the bayonet.


The face of the Victorian is flushed, with an unlit cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth and, impossibly, not falling. He has his .303 – with the bloody bayonet still attached – trained on three terrified Turkish prisoners whose shaking hands are in the air.


‘Well, I managed to get the buggers, sir,’27 he says, simply nodding towards the earthly remains of what had represented the biggest threat to the Anzacs since the beginning of the Gallipoli landing.


‘I am going to recommend you [for a medal],’28 the stunned Lieutenant Crabbe replies.


Elsewhere, the furious battle goes on, as the Australians keep firing at the oncoming Turks, working the bolts of their rifles as fast as they can, while other lads feed endless canvas belts of bullets into the frenzied machine guns.


For no less than an hour the waves of Turks keep coming, only to fall before the withering fire.


In the words of one Australian soldier, ‘It was like shooting rabbits coming out of a warren, they were just about as helpless. The chaps almost quarrelled with one another for the right to stand on the platforms so as they could get a good cut at them.’29


‘Saida, goodbye,’ one Digger yells as he dispatches yet one more Turk. ‘Play you again next Saturday!’30


At last, with the coming of the first glow of dawn, the tide turns. Instead of rushing forward, the Turks begin to rush back to their own trenches, pursued by a furious fusillade of fire all the way.


And what is this? From out of the Turkish trenches leaps a Muhammadan priest, ‘his white robes flying in the gentle breeze, calling on his men to charge in the name of Allah’.31


No doubt this fellow is big on religious ceremony. But at least one Australian soldier does not stand on any ceremony at all, and simply lines him up and pulls the trigger, dropping him immediately. Still, one of the Diggers would report, ‘he was a brave man and rose twice only to go down each time’.32


Rising summer, 1915, Gallipoli, live legend


That’s him.


That’s Jacka.


Have you heard what he did in the wee hours?


Took on an entire Turkish platoon, they reckon, and bested the lot of ’em!


Look, for one with such a legendary status, up close there doesn’t seem to be much to him bar muscle, gristle, bone and remarkably blue eyes – but he dinkum did it.


When a dozen Turks came over the top of Courtney’s Post and killed the Diggers there, there was only one man left standing, which was Jacka, and he ended up taking on the lot of them and killing at least half-a-dozen!


As the exhausted Jacka makes his way back from the front line in the mid-morning, it is inevitable that he is being pointed out by the other soldiers. For already his exploit has become famous, and not only is everyone appreciative – he very well might have saved the lot of us – but they are proud to have one like him among their number. If there is any justice in the world, he will be pulled out of the line and given a very big rest.


As it happens, however, Jacka has many things to do before resting, the first of which is to check on Lance Corporal Bill Howard, who had taken two bullets while trying to come to his aid. He finds him, alive, and groaning, in the Regimental Aid Post just a little way down the gully from Courtney’s Post. Mercifully, the explosive bullet that would have killed him outright has first exploded against the diary he carried in his pocket.


Doctors with blood all over their khaki smocks are conducting triage on the latest batch of wounded to come in, but their work on Howard is complete and the two are briefly able to converse before the badly wounded Digger is carried down to the shore, to be transported to the hospital at Lemnos.


‘I heard about what you did,’ Howard groans. ‘How could you do that?’


‘I think I lost my nut,’33 Jacka replies.


It is nigh on noon before Jacka can get back to his dugout for some precious rest, before going back into the line. Before turning in, the hands that just killed seven men carefully take out a spotless diary and grip a pen to dash off the happenings of the day. Without thought, just memory, his right hand now flies across the page to record in simple, modest prose … ‘Great battle at 3 am. Turks captured large portion of our trench. D. Coy called into the frontline. Lieut. Hamilton shot dead. I led a section of men and recaptured the trench. I bayoneted two Turks, shot five, took three prisoners and cleared the whole trench. I held the trench alone for 15 minutes against a heavy attack. Lieut. Crabbe informed me that I would be recommended.’34


And so for some shut-eye.


But sleep will be some time in coming.


Has all that really just happened? Has he killed seven men, in the space of a minute? And somehow he’s still here? Visions keep coming back. Their faces. Their shock. Their agony. And he can still hear their screams, no matter how many shells land close, how much the machine guns continue to clatter from both sides. He can still feel that sickening sponginess as he had to walk over two layers of bodies, Australians and Turks, to get out of the trench.


Sleep finally comes.


But late that afternoon, the blue-eyed Digger making his way back to the newly reinforced Courtney’s Post is … Albert Jacka.


•


It will later be calculated that the Australians had shot out nearly a million rounds of ammunition to stop the charging Turks, which had killed some 7000, and likely wounded twice as many. Most of those dead, mixed with many Australian dead from previous weeks’ battles, were still lying out in No Man’s Land – together with those who were wounded and had not been able to crawl away.


‘The bodies of Turks were lying in heaps,’ the Official History of the 14th Battalion will record, ‘and the sufferings of the wounded must have been appalling.’


The Australians cannot help but feel for their ‘enemies’.


‘Doubtless, in the main, our opponents were rough and illiterate men, but they had fought like heroes and given their lives freely in defence of their country.’35


But what now?


It is a delegation of Turks coming forward across No Man’s Land, under a white flag.


They wish, Albert Jacka records, to arrange, ‘an armistice for them to bury their dead from yesterday’s battle’.36


Five days later, a miraculous if momentary peace breaks out.


At 7.30 am, an amazing silence falls, and for the first time the soldiers can hear the Aegean Sea lulling its way to shore, a sweet ancient sound unbroken by shells or shot.


And now officers with white flags, soon accompanied by their men, rise from the ground and walk to greet each other; No Man’s Land now for all men. For Albert Jacka it is an extraordinary thing to be face to face with men whom minutes before you were trying to kill.


This is Jacko? Jacko, this is Jacka. And handshakes and foreign pleasantries are exchanged with smiles.


Some Turkish soldiers hoot in laughter as the Australians hold up cigarettes and call out ‘Baksheesh!’37 Yes, they’ve learnt that word! Time for the Turks to learn one of theirs.


‘One of the first words they taught us,’ one Turkish officer will recount, ‘was “ANZAC”, which was the name given to their group of soldiers.’


‘Are you English?’ one Turkish soldier asks.


‘No, we aren’t English. We are Australian and New Zealanders …’


‘Why are you in this war?’


‘The English are our brothers.’38


The Anzacs rip buttons and badges off their uniforms and hand them to the Turks, who in turn give them coins and buttons, chocolates and sweets. Turkish delights. Don’t mind if we do.


For Jacka, as for all the Australians, it is an interlude that will always be treasured.


But now to the task at hand. For the rest of the day, both sides bury their dead.


The bodies that have been lying there for four weeks are the worst, as they are black and bloated and mostly only identifiable by the identification discs around their necks. But at least that lack of identification helps to hide the horror of what you are doing.


Captain Reverend Andrew Gillison is one of those who is frantic all day, providing as Christian a burial as he can for those shoved beneath the sod.


‘I never beheld such a sickening sight in my life,’ he records in his diary, ‘and hope it may not be my lot again.’39


When it comes to the more recent corpses, there is no hiding it. These are men – mates, who you’d often known for months, who you’d joined up with, trained with, travelled with and fought alongside. And many a man is seen to weep as he finds a beloved friend, a brother, a brother in arms, who he had last seen charging forward only to finish here, with an agonised expression on what remains of his face – his death grimace. There is no time for the smoothing comforts of undertakers at the front; you are buried as you died, unvarnished and terribly true.


On their side, the Turks are doing it even tougher. To begin with, there are so many more of their dead. In the translated words of a Turkish captain, ‘At this spectacle even the most gentle must feel savage, and the most savage must weep.’40


By late afternoon it is mostly done, and by 4.17 pm the white flag men are retired, after first shaking hands with their counterparts. ‘Goodbye, old chap; good luck!’


‘Oghur Ola gule gule gedejekseniz, gule gule gelejekseniz,’41 the Turks reply. ‘Smiling may you go and smiling come again.’42


It is with some regret, then, that the two sides take their leave of each other, shaking hands and waving goodbye as, one by one, they climb back into their trenches, all on the strict understanding that it would be 25 minutes before the battle would begin again.


A strange kind of hush now falls over Anzac Cove.


At 4.45 pm, a single shot rings out, followed shortly afterwards by another, and then a burst of a machine gun, and then another, and then a bomb explodes.


It is on again.


•


Just a few days after the truce, something sails from the Turkish trenches to land just beyond the Australian parapet.


GET DOWN!


From long experience, the Australian soldiers know that it is most likely some kind of bomb … and yet … strangely, there is no explosion. Very carefully, the sergeant closest to it takes a close look through his telescope. It seems to be … some kind of … package?


Waving hands now appear from the Turkish trenches, and a grinning head appears.


It seems the Turks are inviting them to have a closer look at the package?


Suddenly, even before the sergeant can give permission, the soldier next to him has jumped over the parapet, round the rolls of barbed wire and has darted out to bring back the packet.


No shot is fired. Just grinning Turks, waving. Go on, you Australians, open it!


Oh so carefully, the soldier does exactly that, as his mates crowd around.


Inside is a small packet of cigarettes, together with a pencilled note, scrawled in bad French:


A Notre Herox Ennemis43


For their part the Diggers have enough schoolboy French between them to translate: ‘To our heroic enemies’.


Who would have thought it? Those kind bastards! And a quick smoke reveals them to be slightly better than the ‘Camel dung’ cigarettes, as the Anzacs called them, they’d been reduced to smoking in Cairo.


What can the Diggers send them back in return? Perhaps a couple of cans of bully beef?


And so the two cans go sailing over the parapets and are quickly gathered up by the Turkish soldiers. What, the Diggers wonder, will they make of it?


It does not take long before they have an answer.


For now comes another message from the Turks wrapped around a stone:


Bully beef non44


No to the awful bully beef. Do the Australians have anything else? And so now the Diggers throw some sweet biscuits and a tin of jam, which are soon replied to with more cigarettes, with more kind notes.


Notre Cher Enemi. Our dear enemy.


Femez A Vee Plessir. Take at your pleasure.


Finally, though, after 45 minutes of such pleasantries, it is time for the day’s work to begin – trying to kill each other – and after one of them waves with both hands and shouts ‘Finis!’ they get back to it. Fire!


•


As Charles Bean will note, the Diggers of Gallipoli take an altogether unusual approach to their Generals, and while they know they’re meant to salute whenever they see them, and all that malarkey, in the intensity of fighting for their lives on the front lines, not only do they often forget, but so too is it usually forgiven.


‘The Generals and General Bridges used to have a guard, by name Bill, when they went around the trenches,’ Bean documents. ‘Bill was from Sydney and in one of the trenches he met a Sydney friend. “’Allo, Bill,” he said, “who’s yer prisoners?” Another batch of men saw the Generals (Walker, Bridges and Birdwood) coming along. “Say, Jim,” he was heard to say to his chums, “better put a guard over the biscuits; here’s three bloody generals.”’45


As a breed, the Diggers generally have little time for their superior officers, with the notable exception of John Monash. From the beginning, he has demonstrated notable care of the men, is not pompous in his way of dealing with them, and they respect him in turn.


‘As a soldier,’ Jacka will later say of Monash, ‘he’s like one of ourselves, and doesn’t like swank.’46


Monash seeks Lance Corporal Jacka out to personally congratulate him for his heroics, and to obtain some detail on exactly what occurred. It is the first time that Monash has had more than glancing acquaintance with this extraordinary soldier, and he is nothing if not impressed.


There is a way Jacka carries himself, a self-containment, an assurance, together with an obvious power in his compact body that begets confidence. Nothing is more important than having soldiers in the trenches who make the soldiers around them believe that the battle can be won, and Jacka has that quality in spades. Among other things Monash is delighted to report to the Victorian that his derring-do had been noted all across the peninsula, up to and including General Ian Hamilton himself!


Back at his HQ, Monash further examines the report that Lieutenant Crabbe has written, recommending that Jacka get a medal. ‘I beg to report that at 5 a.m. May 19, Lance-corporal Jacka, No 4 Company, 14th Battalion, A.I.F. … rushed in at one end of the trenches whilst I had a party engaging them at the other end, and shot seven Turks who had forced and obtained a section of our trenches. Lance-corporal Jacka and a party of four had tried a previous bayonet rush, but were repulsed, with two casualties to us. Lance-corporal Jacka had held this trench for a time against the Turks, when the remainder of his party were rendered casualties by the enemy’s grenades, thrown before they rushed the trench.’47


All up, Monash is more than happy to make his own recommendation as to what sort of medal the young soldier should receive, and to push it with his superior officers, including the Generals Hamilton and Godley.


(Another soldier who Monash pushes for recognition at the same time is a fellow by the name of Simpson, who, with his donkey, had been remarkable for his courage in retrieving the wounded under fire, only to be killed in this last battle. ‘They worked all day and all night throughout the whole period since landing, and the help rendered to the wounded was invaluable. Simpson knew no fear, and moved unconcernedly amid shrapnel and rifle fire, steadily carrying out his self-imposed task day by day, and he frequently earned the applause of the personnel for his many fearless rescues of wounded men from areas subject to rifle and shrapnel fire.’48)


Getting wind of his own possible recognition, Jacka is able to write to his mother, Elizabeth, soon afterwards. ‘I suppose you will be surprised to hear that my name is on the list of men that have been recommended and mentioned in dispatches by General Sir Ian Hamilton. If you hear of Lance-Corporal Jacka getting a distinguished service medal or a military cross or something like that, you will know it is me. Even if I don’t get any medal or anything like that, it is a great honour even to get mentioned in dispatches by a great general like Sir Ian Hamilton.’49


•


On 25 May, the 12,000-ton British battleship Triumph is firing broadsides onto the Turks on Gaba Tepe. Seventy feet below, death awaits them. For Kapitänleutnant Otto Hersing has spied them in his telescope and is moving in for the kill. He waits until just 300 yards separates the vessels, then:


‘Rohr eins – los!’ ‘Torpedo one – launch!’


The six-yard-long torpedo tears forth at the rate of 35 knots.


Seconds later Otto sees a huge cloud of smoke leap out of the sea. His own sub will shake with the fatal vibration they have created with the 350 pounds of TNT in one strike.


It takes just 12 minutes for the Triumph’s disaster to complete. Some Australians standing on the shore watch in shock as the ship capsizes, ‘her green bottom upwards in the sunlight. The crews on the neighbouring ships stood to attention as she made her last plunge down to the bottom through clouds of smoke and steam.’50 Seventy-one souls lost, their bodies joining Davy Jones.


From the heights of Gallipoli, Albert Jacka has seen the whole thing. He is not a man given to drama.


‘Went into the trenches at 10 am,’ he records in his diary. ‘At 12.15 the cruiser Triumph was sunk by a German submarine. We saw her go down. Very wet afternoon.’51


•


With the approaching summer comes heat, dust and thirst. By now the situation at Gallipoli has settled more into a war of attrition than anything else. On the day that the Anzacs had landed here, they had taken some 400 acres of Turkish territory. Now, in rising summer, they control … some 400 acres. Neither side is able to move back or forth. The Turks cannot dislodge the Anzacs. But nor can the Anzacs, and their fellow soldiers of the British Army, dislodge the Turks. It is simply just a day-by-day brutal battle for both sides to stay alive, and keep the position they have. Albert Jacka continues to grow in stature among his fellow soldiers, as does his position of leadership among them, despite the fact that he remains no more than a lance corporal.
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