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To my father the late Sergeant Major Tayyar Uyar, Signal Corps, Turkish Army,


whom I still miss so much.
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A NOTE ON PLACE NAMES AND TERMS


Prior to the landing most of the topographical features at Anzac had not been named — at least not on military maps. The names that are now so familiar were generally devised during the battles that began on 25 April 1915. In most cases the names of officers, units and others inspired by the bloody nature of the conflict were given to the previously nameless features. Many features — particularly hills and other dominating terrain — were simply named for their height such as Hill 971 (Kocaçimentepe) which is marked in contemporary British maps as some 971 feet high. Geographical terms have also become names, including ‘boyun’ (literally ‘saddle’) where the original command post of the 8/2nd Company was located prior to the landing. Likewise ‘suyatağı’ (‘creek’) later designated the location where Mustafa Kemal positioned the 5/3rd Mountain Artillery Battery. 


While the issue of naming the topographical features was more or less settled in the initial days following the landing, both sides struggled with the immense difficulty of identifying the myriad features of the rugged, broken landscape. Modern scholars still take time to develop a feel for the terrain and identify the places that saw actions fought or where units were located. It is worth remembering the singular difficulty presented by the topography of the campaign as the actions both prior to and following the Anzac landing are described in this narrative.


As a general rule, well-known English names have been employed throughout the text for the sake of clarity and simplicity, while the modern Turkish names have been provided in parentheses at their first appearance. In some cases, however, where the English spelling is problematic or confusing such as with the towns of Channakkale or Boghali, the modern Turkish spellings have been preferred: ‘Çanakkale’ and ‘Bigalı’ respectively. 


Likewise, the term ‘Ottoman’ is preferred to ‘Turk’, ‘Turkish’ or ‘Turkey’. ‘Ottoman’ is a more accurate name for the multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multi-cultural empire that once ruled a vast area well beyond the borders of modern-day Turkey.




PREFACE


With the enduring popularity of the Anzac legend and the build-up to commemorations for the centenary of the Gallipoli campaign, the publication of ever-increasing numbers of new books on various aspects of the campaign continues unabated in both Australia and Turkey. There is also a burgeoning interest on both sides in understanding the campaign from ‘the other side of the hill’. This curiosity to learn more about the opposing side is stronger in Australia than in Turkey. However stereotypes, common mistakes and the remnants of wartime propaganda continue to obscure the true picture of the Ottoman Army. Irrespective of a book’s aim, most readers are left with an image of a faceless army punctuated by the haunting visages of a few faded black and white photographs. Surprisingly, Turkish historiography contains little description of the respective unit commanders, officers and soldiers who shouldered the burden of war, with the important exception of the remarkable Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. Previous generations of Turkish historians preferred to look at the Gallipoli battles in a collective way and paid little attention to the contributions of individuals or to their perspectives on the conflict. Even in the highly detailed volumes of the Turkish Official Military History, it is difficult to find the names of the divisional and regimental commanders, let alone field and company-level officers, and any description of their contribution to the respective battles. 


This book is an attempt to paint a portrait of the Ottoman officers and soldiers by focusing on a single battle on a single day, namely the defence against the Anzac landing on 25 April 1915. I specifically selected this day because of my belief that the fate of the entire Gallipoli campaign was actually decided on that one day. Despite the wealth of literature analysing the campaign and this day in particular, a number of riddles continue to dog the campaign literature, representing what Australian war correspondent and official historian Charles Bean termed a ‘train of unsolved questions’. Bean conducted his own extensive research and analysis, seeking answers to these questions, but finally reached the conclusion that ‘obviously the answers to some of these questions we could get only from the Turks, when, and if, they should ever supply us with them.’ Indeed the documents held in the Turkish military archives and the wealth of published and unpublished personal war reminiscences are virtual treasure troves of valuable information on the Ottoman-Turkish perspective of the events of 25 April. Of itself, the information in many of these sources is insufficient to provide a complete picture and yield the answers to many of Bean’s unanswered questions. However, documents such as these are invaluable when used in conjunction with other sources, in this case, those of the Australian participants. 


In researching this volume I examined all the published Ottoman-Turkish Official Military Histories, including discussions relating to the publication of the first draft volume in 1916, through to the recent edition of the three-volume set in 2012. Contrary to common perception, there is not just one standard Turkish Official Military History (in three volumes) on the Gallipoli campaign, but rather at least five different sets of books. Thus I faced the daunting task of examining the development of the Turkish Official History perspective and the writing of all its volumes over a period of decades. 


I also spent considerable time extensively researching the Turkish military archives —not just the relatively well known Turkish General Staff Military History Directorate (ATASE) Archive, but also the Ministry of Defence (MSB) Archive and some smaller archives such as the Turkish General Staff College Library. Fortunately, most of the war diaries and other official papers that relate to the Gallipoli campaign have survived. Indeed, the after-action reports of the key commanders proved extremely useful to my research. 


My third task was to read all the personal narratives from the campaign that I could locate, both published and unpublished. Most of the veterans of the campaign added various reports and messages and also copied paragraphs or pages from the unit war diaries in order to verify their accounts or add to their recollection of an event. These verbatim reproductions of the official papers and personal insights into the battle provide a rare understanding of the sequence of events on 25 April and help fill a number of gaps in the archive holdings. I acquired printed and hand-drawn Ottoman military maps of the campaign and used these to plot the Ottoman accounts. These were extraordinarily valuable as they were the same maps used by the Ottoman commanders on 25 April 1915. 


Having consumed all the available Turkish sources, I compared my findings with Australian, New Zealand and British documents and accounts. I focused in particular on the various riddles that have puzzled historians for the past 100 years (such as the presence or absence of machine-guns at the landing) and other questions concerning locations and timings. I often found myself returning to the Turkish sources to verify my emerging train of thought, or to find out who was where at a particular time. This was the most enjoyable part of writing the book as it was akin to finding the missing parts of a jigsaw puzzle from places other than the box in which they had come. I also discussed my findings and tested my ideas with various military historians and experts.


This book consists of an introduction, three main chapters and an epilogue. The first chapter describes the condition of the Ottoman Army in the aftermath of the Balkan Wars, the military’s analysis of its performance, the far-reaching military reforms, the German Military Assistance Mission and the Ottoman Army’s mobilisation and preparation for war. It is important to understand how an army which had soundly beaten a few years earlier took on a new lease of life and surprised friend and foe alike with its ability to fight. The Ottoman Army at Gallipoli proved that the Ottoman Empire was not the ‘sick man of Europe’ that so many European powers believed it to be in 1915. This chapter also identifies the true architects of this phoenix-like military rebirth. 


The second chapter examines the Ottoman Army’s planning and preparations for the defence of the Dardanelles. Special emphasis is placed on the army’s battle experience, the adherence to fundamental defensive principles and the crucial roles of several individuals. Contrary to popular belief, the final defence doctrine and plan were born amid conflicting ideas and internal disputes that remained unresolved at the time of the landing and which poisoned relations between commanders during the crisis. 


The third chapter represents the core of the book and examines the defence against the Anzac landing on 25 April 1915. The initial positions, reactions and movements of the Ottoman defenders are discussed in as much detail as possible with the provision of precise locations, timings and strength of the units and a detailed description of the various commanders. The reactions of operational and tactical-level commanders, the problems they faced, perceptions of a command void, the race for Third Ridge and the Ottoman counter-attacks have also been analysed in meticulous detail. In order to retain the focus on the main flow of events, some important issues and questions — such as the Ottoman use of machine-guns, artillery, the difficulties with Arab soldiers — and portraits of important Ottoman commanders are examined in the sidebars that accompany the text. Both modern and contemporary maps are used to illustrate the tactical developments on the ground. The hand-drawn lines and tactical symbols on the original Ottoman maps illustrate the way Ottoman officers understood the tactical picture that confronted them at a given moment on that first day. The book closes with the epilogue which describes the events of 26 April and explains the extraordinary significance of the first day of the campaign for the Ottoman Army. 


In keeping with the general style of the Australian Army Campaign Series, footnotes and detailed bibliographies are not included. Instead, a note on Turkish sources and a selected bibliography are provided. 


Special attention has been paid to sourcing previously unseen imagery of the Ottoman Army. With the assistance of the Turkish military archives, a number of Turkish collectors and the families of veterans, I have been able to acquire some extraordinary photos that have either never been published or have not been used effectively. These illustrations provide a valuable record of Ottoman uniforms, equipment and other aspects of the Ottoman soldier seldom evident in contemporary photos or accounts of the campaign.


As a last word, anyone with an interest in military history must not forget that wars are fought by at least two protagonists. Ultimately, to understand how and why that war was fought, it is necessary to see ‘the other side of the hill’.




CHAPTER 1


MILITARY REFORMS AND THE GERMAN MILITARY ASSISTANCE MISSION


The Ottoman Army of 1913 retained few of the vestiges of its glorious past. It was a highly politicised polyglot army which had been defeated in detail in recent months by a coalition of small Balkan states. The only positives to emerge from the debacle were the stubborn defensive actions of three fortress cities, Edirne (Adrianople), Yanya (Janina) and İşkodra (Shoker), and the Çatalca line. For many Western observers of the war the Ottoman defeat confirmed the European belief in Ottoman decadence and elicited prophecies of the inevitable demise of the empire. The image of the ‘sick man of Europe’ loomed large once again. The Great Powers decided independently to hasten the demise of the dying empire. The Russians in particular were determined to follow the Italian example by launching a surprise invasion. The dire situation facing the Ottomans was exacerbated by internal conflict and a central government riven with strife and factionalism.


The Balkan defeats and the loss of almost all the empire’s European provinces prompted a public outcry and demands for a complete overhaul of the military system to forestall the collapse of the empire. All the vested interests, including the officers themselves, blamed the officer corps for the apparent weakness of the army and its manifest inability to defend the empire. Partisan politics and infighting were widely cited as the real reason for the army’s poor performance. Public derision and military defeat seriously eroded the morale of the officer corps, prompting open debate not only over their concerns for the fate of the empire, but the cause of their disastrous defeats in the Balkan Wars. Every new publication (particularly the memoirs of war veterans) instigated new discussions which delivered yet more publications. While most of these works pointed to political issues as the root cause, the debate was focussed primarily on problems within the Ottoman military and their possible solution. Ironically, the widespread and often vicious criticism and self-criticism reinforced the officers’ sense of group identity and brotherhood and tightened the bonds forged in battle.


One important outcome of this debate was a sense of the urgent need for reform. The new Minister of War, Mahmud Şevket Pasha, planned to introduce a radical reform package with the assistance of a new German Military Advisory Mission. He also intended to purge the partisan officers led by Enver Bey before they could increase their influence, and planned to appoint the members of the German Military Mission to command positions, arming them with broad-ranging authority. The invitation to despatch a new military mission arrived in Berlin at a time when Germany was in the midst of a heated debate over its policy towards the Ottomans. The Balkan defeat had been greeted with surprise and dismay. The German General Staff claimed that the prestige of the German Army had suffered a heavy blow, while the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stridently declared that military investment in the Ottoman Empire was a waste of men and money. However there were those among the diplomats and military officers who did not share this pessimistic evaluation and regarded the Ottoman plight as a golden opportunity to further German interests in the empire. Chief among them was the German Ambassador to İstanbul, Hans von Wangenheim, who made it his mission to persuade Kaiser Wilhelm II and his military advisors to persevere with the Ottoman investment.


Mahmud Şevket Pasha did not live to see the results of his reform. He was assassinated on 11 June 1913 and replaced by the triumvirate (Lieutenant Colonel Enver, Colonel Cemal and Talat Bey) of the İttihad ve Terakki (the Committee of Union and Progress — CUP). The final agreement between Germany and the Ottoman Empire (for the duration of five years and with the option of an extension) was signed on 27 October 1913. This agreement handed responsibility for the implementation of all military reform packages and also, critically, direct command and control of many key units, to the German Military Mission. Moreover, the mission leader would become an essential part of all military decision-making processes including officer promotions and assignments. Kaiser Wilhelm chose a senior divisional commander from the Prussian Army, Major General Otto Liman von Sanders, as mission leader. It was an appointment that would be problematic from its inception. Liman von Sanders was an elderly general who would never have been promoted to the rank of corps commander in Germany and had now been elevated to lead a military mission with extraordinary powers, and to do so in a sensitive region. His selection suggested that the Kaiser and his advisors had not fully grasped the significance of the appointment, lacked a long-term perspective, and had simply opted for an easy solution.


The Russian leadership was dismayed by news of the Ottoman-German agreement and the establishment of a new German Military Mission. What concerned the Russians was not so much the new mission — despite its extended powers — but rather the fact that a German general was assuming command of the İstanbul garrison and the defence of the Bosphorus. Liman von Sanders arrived in İstanbul with a small group of mission members on 14 December 1913 amid a major political crisis over the mission’s appointment. While von Sanders immediately assumed command of I Army Corps, the effects of the crisis delayed the despatch of the other members of the mission to their new posts.


The German mission faced enormous problems from the outset. The members arrived in December 1913 and had just nine months in which to reform the army before the Ottoman entry into the First World War. With the political crisis precipitated by their arrival, they were initially prevented from commencing work and lost two critical months. The delays were further compounded by the decision of the new Minister of War, Enver Pasha, von Sanders and his German advisors in Berlin to re-evaluate the assignments of the mission members. Ultimately, they opted to move some mission members to more crucial positions in the headquarters of the General Staff and Ministry of War. Thus a large number of officers were reappointed before they had even assumed their initial posts. Since none of them spoke Turkish, Ottoman officers trained in Germany and other officers fluent in foreign languages were hurriedly taken from their original posts and appointed as private interpreters to the German officers. Most of the German officers had never served overseas and the resulting handover process, adjustment to a new country and army, and the necessity to work through translators proved enormously time consuming. Moreover, von Sanders and most of his mission members were not officers of the calibre necessary to successfully discharge such a sensitive mission. With few exceptions, these were mediocre officers who lacked the necessary background or talent to perform their highly demanding jobs. Thus, contrary to popular belief, the German Military Mission was not the main factor behind the Ottoman revival and subsequent combat success.




LIMAN VON SANDERS
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Otto Liman von Sanders wearing a Prussian major general’s uniform. Von Sanders created a command void at the operational level by focusing solely on the Bolayır-Saros region and ignoring increasingly urgent reports from the units at Anzac on 25 April.





Otto Liman von Sanders was born in Stolp in Pomerania in 1855. He joined the military at an early age and worked his way up the ranks, albeit at a slower pace than his peers. He was not particularly bright and certainly no intellectual, but rather a typical line officer. It was only through sheer diligence, discipline and loyalty that he achieved the position of divisional commander. He was ennobled in 1913 and took his late wife’s surname — von Sanders — as honorific.


In June 1913 when Kaiser Wilhelm II asked him to lead the military mission to the Ottoman Empire, he was one of the oldest divisional commanders in the Prussian Army. While not his first choice, von Sanders was one of the old school generals of whom the Kaiser was particularly fond. He had not previously served in the Ottoman Empire and had no foreign experience at all. It was an ill-judged appointment which saw an elderly general who would never have been promoted to the rank of corps commander in Germany chosen to lead a military mission with extraordinary powers, and to do so in a sensitive region.


Von Sanders arrived in İstanbul with a small group of mission members on 14 December 1913 in the middle of a major political crisis. The intense pressure on the Ottomans from Russia, Britain and France saw him promoted and appointed Chief Inspector-General and the other German officers assigned to key command and staff positions. Von Sanders was a difficult man to work with and a long way from the ideal soldier-diplomat needed to fill this sensitive position. Immediately after his arrival he became involved in disputes and clashes with almost all his Ottoman counterparts, the German Embassy and veteran German advisors. However Ambassador Hans von Wangenheim’s efforts to secure his recall came to naught.


The declaration of mobilisation changed the situation dramatically and von Sanders was appointed commanding general of the First Army in İstanbul. He had finally received the field command he had long sought. However, at the same time, his authority as the commander of German officers in the Ottoman Army was eroded with the increase in personnel numbers and the despatch of various independent units to new locations. He remained in İstanbul and managed the reorganisation of the Ottoman Army until his next assignment as commanding general of the Fifth Army at Gallipoli on 24 March 1915.


Having conducted a brief inspection, von Sanders completely altered the defence doctrine and defensive plans for the Gallipoli Peninsula. While he did his best to reorganise and reinvigorate the units under his command, his harsh methods and stern nature aroused widespread animosity, even among the German officers. Von Sanders made the mistake of leaving units isolated and travelling to Bulair were he waited for an invasion to materialise for three days even as the first enemy landings occurred at Anzac, Helles and Kumkale. He was determined to destroy the enemy enclaves and launched a series of massive frontal attacks at Anzac and Helles between 27 April and 19 May. Having suffered heavy casualties without achieving any meaningful results, von Sanders came to the conclusion that the enemy could not be driven into the sea by frontal assaults and that a strong defence had to be mounted instead.


Von Sanders commanded with an iron fist and immediately dismissed any of his subordinates — Ottoman and German alike — who objected to orders or performed poorly in his opinion. Although there were few German officers under his command at the beginning of the campaign, von Sanders believed that he could exercise more effective authority with German officers in command or key staff positions in all his primary units. A number of his appointees, such as Hans Kannengiesser, performed well, but others did not, leading to open resentment in some units. In time, von Sanders became accustomed to working with Ottoman officers and stopped giving preferential treatment to German officers.


While the August offensives caught von Sanders off guard, this time he reacted decisively by moving reserves and other units and organising them into temporary tactical groups to deal with the threat. He failed to anticipate the Allied evacuation of the Suvla-Anzac region and was powerless to prevent the withdrawal from Helles. With the termination of the campaign he was generously rewarded but, rather than receiving another combat assignment, he remained in the rear dealing with routine home guard duties.


On 19 February 1918 von Sanders was appointed commander of the Yıldırım Army Group (Heeres Gruppen Kommando F) in Palestine. He literally took over the wreckage of this formation. His predecessor, Erich von Falkenhayn, had not only wasted crucial operational opportunities but also destroyed relations between the Ottomans and Germans. The British Expeditionary Force had already captured Jerusalem and was attacking the Jordan River. Enver Pasha ordered von Sanders to defend Lebanon and Syria at all costs. Under these challenging circumstances, von Sanders discharged his duties with remarkable prudence, restraint, and loyalty, establishing a harmonious working relationship between the Ottomans and the Germans. He mobilised his troops to man a defensive line from the Mediterranean to the Dead Sea — an impossible mission. When the anticipated large-scale British assault began unexpectedly on 19 September 1918, the entire defensive line collapsed. In the subsequent battles, the army group lost half its personnel and a major proportion of its heavy weaponry. Although there was little possibility of halting the British advance before Aleppo and the Taurus Mountains, von Sanders decided to defend Damascus with what remained of the army group. It was a fatal decision. A large number of the soldiers who tried to retreat to Damascus were captured along the way. Von Sanders only just escaped, taking refuge in Adana where he was informed of the Armistice.


On 31 October von Sanders handed over the army group command to Mustafa Kemal Pasha and went to İstanbul. The new German government had tasked him with the evacuation of German troops which he managed until 24 January 1919. Von Sanders left İstanbul on 29 January but was interned by the British authorities in Malta to face accusations of war crimes against Greek civilians. He wrote his memoirs during his internment and was released without trial on 21 August. He retired from the army and died in 1929.


Von Sanders was an excellent field officer who enjoyed life in the field with his soldiers and keenly shared their hardships. A virtual workaholic, he worked extended hours and was given to micro-management, monitoring his subordinates relentlessly. However he was a stern disciplinarian who demanded absolute obedience and complete loyalty. He was also a poor communicator and an uninspiring leader. Understandably, von Sanders did not inspire affection or admiration from his men, but initially aroused animosity and fear. Interestingly, both von Sanders and his Ottoman subordinates eventually reached an understanding and were able to forge a strong relationship later in the war. In this sense his insistence on filling his staff with Ottoman officers was a very wise strategy. Having taken over from von Falkenhayn, he was compared favourably to his predecessor and enjoyed considerable popularity in 1918.





NEW ORGANISATIONAL ARCHITECTURE


To a certain extent the Ottoman Army reflected the characteristics of Ottoman society. The empire was built on a medieval agrarian socio-economic structure with primitive internal communication and infrastructure, pronounced traditional ethnic and religious differences, highly localised communities and continuously dominated by internal strife and factionalism. While the German Army — and before it the Prussian — had long provided a source of inspiration and successive German military advisory missions had contributed significantly to the development of the Ottoman military system, the Ottoman Army had preserved its distinctive military culture. This distinctive culture was the product of a combination of emulation and large-scale adaptation and improvisation.


The European military system had been analysed and embraced by Ottoman officers long before the advent of the new mission. Hundreds of officers and technicians had been sent to Germany from 1885 on to serve in German Army units. Well before the arrival of the Sanders mission, these officers had already begun the process of transforming the Ottoman Army into a modern war machine using German military doctrine and war manuals. The mission members added momentum to a process already largely on track, provided further guidance and increased the influence of German-trained officers within the army. Indeed, as noted previously, the dominant motive for the establishment of a new German mission was the purging of politicised officers and the elimination of all the elements of partisan politics within the military. This purge had been affected by Enver Pasha who had acted unilaterally without informing von Sanders. In addition to partisan officers, most of the senior officers tainted with defeat were also purged, followed by old and incompetent regimental officers including the last remaining ‘rankers’ (alaylı). Even those rankers who demonstrated a measure of leadership potential and merit did not escape this radical purge. Enver Pasha and his advisers used this opportunity to shape an officer corps that was younger and more loyal. Older generations of general staff officers who were students of former German mission leader Colmar von der Goltz were assigned to positions well below their rank level or to garrisons in distant regions. Most sought early retirement rather than suffer the humiliation of perceived demotion and thus provided new opportunities for a younger generation of General Staff officers to rise to senior command and staff positions. Only a small minority of the old guard managed to preserve their positions, largely thanks to their heroic conduct during the Balkan Wars.




THE NUMBER OF GERMAN OFFICERS IN THE OTTOMAN ARMY


One of the most common stereotypes in the literature of the Gallipoli Campaign is the attribution of the Ottoman victory to German leadership. This is supported by a popular belief that German officers filled all key command or staff positions in the Ottoman forces at Gallipoli. The contemporary Anzac documents and personal accounts suggest there were several German officers at least on the battlefield on 25 April 1915. Their assumed presence is reflected in the names of terrain features such as ‘German Officer’s Trench’ and ‘German Officer’s Spur’.


In fact no German officers fought against the Anzacs on the day of the landing and there were no German officers at either Anzac or Helles. Only the units of the 9th and 19th divisions took part in the defence against the landings on the peninsula on 25 April and these formations did not have German officers in command, staff or other positions. Indeed there were no Germans on the staff of III Corps. The only Germans on the peninsula, other than those serving with the Dardanelles Fortified Zone Command, were Liman von Sanders, commanding general of the Fifth Army, his two aides-de-camp (Captain Erich R. Prigge and 1st Lieutenant Carl Mühlmann), and Major von Frese, the officer commanding Headquarters Company, Fifth Army. While the 5th Division commander, Colonel Eduard von Sodenstern, was German, the division was positioned on the isthmus of the peninsula and did not take part in the fighting on 25 April. On 29 April von Sodenstern was appointed commander of the Southern (Helles) Group.
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