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Main topographical features at Anzac, ‘Old Anzac’ area marked for more details see facing page.
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Main topographical features at ‘Old Anzac’.




Introduction


 


Dear Mrs Worth, Your son asked if I would write and tell you he is in this hospital. He has been rather badly wounded … He is quite my best patient, never grumbles or complains and is so grateful for anything we do for him, and my one regret is, that I have not time, with all my other patients, to do everything I would like to do, for them all. When you write to him do not mention his paralysis, he asked me not to tell you, his words were ‘Tell mother about me Sister but make it as OK & bright & hopeful as you can, don’t tell her about my old limbs’, which made me nearly cry.


Sister Narrelle Hobbes, Australian Army Nursing Service


On 25 April 1915 the landing of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) below the slopes of Sari Bair on the Gallipoli Peninsula saw the birth of the ANZAC legend and the beginning of a campaign that pitted them against the brave and stubborn Turks. Eight months later, having suffered thousands of casualties from disease, hand-to-hand fighting, bombing, sniping and forlorn charges across no man’s land, the politicians and senior military commanders in London called it quits. While the Turks also suffered terribly they, at least, had won.


The fighting at Anzac was not restricted to the Anzacs and Turks alone. On the Turkish side, a number of Germans actively participated, while on the allied side of the wire, men from other nations also fought and died at Anzac. Large numbers of British, Irish and Indian troops were committed to the Anzac sector during the ferocious fighting of the failed August offensive that was designed to break the stalemate. Indeed British troops had fought at Anzac from the earliest days of the invasion. Front-line troops were supported by large numbers of non-combatants including Naval Beach Officers who were critical in keeping logistics operating in some form of ‘orderly’ fashion. Indian mule handlers played a crucial role in moving supplies of food, water and ammunition to the front lines, often under heavy fire. Medical staff worked on the beach, usually closely flanked by the Army chaplains who cared for the wounded and the dead — all frequently under fire from the Turkish battery known as ‘Beachy Bill’. Engineers surveyed the narrow beach-head for drinking water, boring deep holes into the ground in search of subterranean water supplies. Signallers tried desperately to establish and maintain communications, not only with the battalions and batteries, but also with the fleet while, in the early days, artillery officers and their men hunted the claustrophobic battlefield to find suitable places to site their low-trajectory field guns. Off the peninsula, but just as vital, were the nursing and medical staff at Lemnos, Alexandria, Cairo and Malta, and the airmen who flew above the battlefield spotting for the navy and land-based artillery.


Shadows of Anzac 1915: an intimate history of Gallipoli presents the story of the ‘ordinary’ men and women who personally experienced the Gallipoli campaign from April to December 1915. Drawing on letters, diaries and other primary and secondary sources, the aim of this book is to present an international perspective of the Anzac experience, allied and Turkish, focusing not just on those in the front line, but also on those in the rear areas. These are intensely personal accounts that portray the experience of Anzac in all its horror, its absurdity, its monotony and even its humorous moments.


* * *
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Prologue


 


25 April 1915: Waves wash across the exposed ancient sea floor releasing pebbles swallowed millions of years ago — the cove is predominantly polished pebbles mixed with sand. This area is saved from the continuous deluge of sediments from the surrounding hills by the thick, prickly scrub covering the seaward slopes. Plant roots penetrate and break up the sediment but the forest of stunted overburden collectively acts as a buffer to prevent the topsoil sliding down the gradient. There are no weeds here to help protect the cove as the thick canopy stymies their growth. The gritty, damp earth emits a pungent, stale odour. With the first of the early morning dew falling on sprigs of thyme, however, a lavender perfume will drift above the scrub line.


Just north of the cove beyond the point, it is a different story. The narrow floodplain welcomes the continuous landslides of dirt and rubble. There is no certainty in this landscape: watercourses turn this way then that, with only one concern — to obey the laws of gravity. Spurs stab towards the beach from the main ridgeline running parallel with the coast, each disintegrating before reaching sea level. Below the crowning foliage the contrasting colours of exposed earth vary with the time of day. A dull brown in the early morning turns to a bright whitish-yellow by midday and to a sunburnt red at dusk. Smaller ridges penetrate and disintegrate at each successive scale, the pattern repeating itself down to the smallest grain of sand.


With the coming of the winter months the constant, steady rhythm of decline is frustrated by the first few drops of rain. Each creates a small crater as it hits the dirt, each to be obliterated as the shower becomes a downpour. For a few months of the year the channels cascade with white water, regenerating tenfold the process of scarring that defoliates the gullies and spurs. Later, during the summer months, seedlings will attempt to colonise the dry tributaries. But the low, howling winds toss the dry soil into the air, defeating their attempts to cling even to the outer fringes of the scrub. Animals also contribute, from the tiny avalanches caused by humble ant colonies to the collapsing tunnels of larger burrowing, snorting animals. Goats, turtles and the odd donkey browse, snapping off and stripping the saplings, encouraging the process of decay to continue. Even so, here and there clusters defy the erosion, small insignificant plateaus crowned with brush.


This part of the coastline and hinterland is almost completely devoid of human activity. Dogs that escaped from the villages miles away find refuge here, but in doing so they revert to their wild state; here they stalk and sulk quietly. A few scattered wheat fields, planted years, perhaps decades ago, defy the odds that any part of this place can be domesticated. The fields lie abandoned and the wheat, like the dogs, has reverted to its original wild strain.


* * *


A turtle bulldozes its way along the dirt floor of the wadi, dragging its shell and taking the path of least resistance. Occasionally it stops and raises its ancient head, sniffing the early morning sea breeze before withdrawing its neck into its shell of yellow and black carapace. The end of the gully rears abruptly, and the turtle will either have to climb out of the ravine or return the way it has come. Poking its head up again it looks around and, without hesitation, begins to climb. Its short but powerful hind legs push its way forward, while its forelimbs try to anchor onto anything that will assist. Every now and then the counterbalance of its shell works in its favour, as its fore claws wave in the air, while its hind legs push and heave upwards, tipping the shell forwards. Now the hind claws struggle to find a footing while the forelimbs eventually succeed in pulling it forward. On and on it goes until, just on dawn, it reaches the top of the ravine. Then the sound of a rainless thunderstorm shatters the stillness, and people, large numbers of people, begin to populate the beach, lower gullies and spurs.




Part 1


INVASION
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With the outbreak of war in 1914 the volunteers of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) and the New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF) expect to disembark in England before being sent to France. While at sea the large convoy transporting the force receives a message from London that the troops are to train in Egypt before making their way to the Western Front. The communiqué also states that the AIF and NZEF will be combined into a single corps, the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, soon to be known as ANZAC. This force will be commanded by a British officer, Lieutenant General William Birdwood. This geographical reassignment is primarily a result of the Ottoman Empire’s recent entry into the war — allied to Germany and Austria-Hungary. The British suspect that the Turks are planning to capture the strategically important Suez Canal. With the Anzacs training in Egypt they can be called on to help defend this waterway, so vital to the British Empire. Even now, however, discussions are taking place in London regarding an allied offensive against the Ottoman Empire. The final plan dictates that a combined British and French fleet — mostly of redundant battleships and cruisers — will break into the Dardanelles and make its way into the Bosphorus and lay siege to Constantinople.


Originally, the idea of breaking into the Dardanelles is accurately assessed to be fraught with many dangers and is considered unlikely to succeed. However, a foray into the mouth of the Dardanelles by a British warship just after the Turks declare war results in a lucky shot by the naval gunners who score a direct hit on the magazine of a Turkish fort, blowing it apart. In many ways this is an unlucky shot as it provides a false impression of Turkish vulnerability. To many, including the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, this confirms in their minds that the navy can penetrate the Dardanelles and make its way to Constantinople, where the big guns of the warships will lay siege to the city. The combined British and French naval attack begins — and ends — on 18 March 1915. Several hundred lives are lost and, in one day, the Admiral loses a third of the battleships he has committed to the operation. The fleet remains stranded in the Aegean with the door to the Dardanelles firmly slammed in its face.


A month earlier in London, Lord Kitchener had appointed General Sir Ian Hamilton Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF). He is to make his way immediately to Egypt and start planning an invasion of the Gallipoli Peninsula — should the navy fail to do the job. This is an invasion that, if required, must be planned and launched within a matter of weeks. Hamilton arrives just in time to see the combined British and French fleet operation in March shattered by Turkish resistance. The British 29th Division and the Royal Naval Division are now slated to capture the peninsula. The French, while always suspicious of British intentions, also commit an infantry division to the campaign.


The plan involves the British 29th Division landing on a number of beaches around the southern tip of the peninsula at Cape Helles, while the Royal Naval Division launches a feint further north at Bulair to keep Turkish forces there pinned down. The French will land along the Asiatic side at Kum Kale — also as a feint — before withdrawing to the peninsula to support the British right flank. The main assault at Helles will enable the army’s flanks to be protected by the big guns of the navy which will assist the troops in a rapid advance up the peninsula. Unfortunately, the bulk of the navy’s shells are armour-piercing shells which are not much good against entrenched infantry. The guns of the navy also have a flat trajectory which is critical for ship-to-ship action but, again, of little use against entrenched troops dug in on low-lying topography as are the Turks at Helles.


Now Birdwood’s Anzacs are included in the planning for the invasion. The corps is to land close to Gaba Tepe, approximately 18 kilometres north of the landings at Helles. Gaba Tepe is located on a flat plan connecting the western and eastern shores of the peninsula. The Turks are aware of its significance and are well entrenched on this feature protected by swathes of barbed wire entanglements with any approach supported by artillery and machine-guns covering the promontory and the long stretch of beach either side of it. While the main objective for ANZAC is to capture this heavily defended position, its battalions are also tasked with the crucial mission of capturing the Sari Bair Range three kilometres further north. The Anzacs must occupy these high points to protect their left flank and keep communications open between the Aegean and Dardanelles sides of the peninsula. The heights can easily be reached by the ridgelines that terminate on the coastal plan just north of Gaba Tepe.


As such, while the 9th Australian Infantry Battalion is capturing Gaba Tepe, the other three battalions of the 3rd Brigade, representing the initial covering force, will move north along the ridgelines from the flat plain around the headland to capture the northern heights of Sari Bair and Third Ridge further inland. The other two brigades of the division will follow close behind. Later that day the New Zealand and Australian Infantry Division will land on a much broader front which includes Anzac Cove and North Beach up to Fisherman’s Hut, a few kilometres north of Gaba Tepe. After capturing Gaba Tepe, Sari Bair and Third Ridge, the Anzacs will advance inland to take the dominating heights of Mal Tepe, cutting Turkish communications north and south. Within days the British are scheduled to advance up the peninsula to join them, allowing the combined British and French fleet to pass through the Dardanelles.


Things will not go to plan.




1


‘The Light Horse are being left.’


Professional nursing sister Olive Haynes is 26 years old when she joins the Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS) in Adelaide in 1914. She’s among the first of 30 nursing sisters from Adelaide to do so. Olive is the second child of Reverend James Haynes and his second wife, Emma. Photographs taken at the time portray Olive as a beautiful young lady with dark, wavy hair and dark complexion. At first her parents are not pleased with her chosen vocation, but they agree nonetheless to support her. In the pre-war years it takes family and financial support to become a nursing sister. A certain level of education is also necessary for applicants to be considered — this is by no means an easy option for a young woman. In 1909 Olive begins her training at Adelaide Hospital and, in 1912, qualifies as a registered nurse.1
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Australian Army Nursing Sister Olive Haynes. (from Margaret Young We Are Here Too 1991)


By early April 1915 Olive and the other nursing sisters of the AANS have been in Cairo for over three months. They have spent most of their time trying to get the rudimentary hospitals in order. Their patients are primarily soldiers suffering from heat stroke and other conditions associated with long marches through the desert weighed down by full kit and with little water. Within weeks of arriving, Olive and the other medical staff are dealing with an outbreak of cholera within the local population. Sick troops are quickly evacuated from the wards for fear of infection and the epidemic soon passes.2 Eventually the nurses settle into a routine of sorts that allows them some time to socialise, with parties of nurses and officers turning out to see the sights of Cairo.


Olive is still in the Egyptian capital when the ‘Battle for the Wazzer’ erupts in the red light district of the city. Its origins are murky: some attribute it to the actions of a few New Zealanders and Australians who complain of being overcharged for ‘services rendered’. Others claim the battle is initiated by New Zealanders infected with a severe case of venereal disease who decide to repay the offending brothel ‘with interest’. Others still assert that the fight started when a New Zealander was stabbed by one of the locals.3 Regardless, in the resulting melee, houses go up in flames and soldiers interfere with the local fire brigade by chopping up its hoses. Beds, mattresses and clothing are thrown into the street and also set on fire.4 Soon there’s a running skirmish with British ‘redcaps’ (military police). On 2 April — the day after the riot — Olive writes in her diary:


Several men just brought in shot. It seems they wanted to get a man who stabbed a N.Z. [New Zealander] and raided the street, set fire to it and, when the fireman came, cut the hose. The Military Police came and fired on them. Six soldiers killed and about 20 wounded. It is awful and they must be mad. Everyone is terribly upset, and we only hope it won’t get into the papers. Cairo is picketed.5


The following day, Olive adds: ‘They say it is not safe for us to go out in uniform; we won’t be able to go about alone now. Several battalions left Mena. The Light Horse are being left.’6 Indeed, some infantry battalions have already left the Australian camp at Mena for Lemnos and these men of the 3rd Australian Brigade are destined to be the first to storm the beaches at Gallipoli in three weeks’ time.




2


‘The country thereabouts is … hairy.’


It’s 11 April 1915 and a refreshing Aegean sea breeze blows across the deck of the British battleship HMS Queen. Thirty-four-year-old Royal Navy Commander Charles Dix is in charge of the naval flotilla that is to land the 1500 men of the Australian covering force. Having completed this daunting task, Charles will then become the Principal Beach Landing Officer organising the landing from shore. He will have his work cut out for him — assuming he survives the first few hours.


Charles and a number of officers aboard HMS Queen anxiously survey the seaward coast of the peninsula, keenly scanning through binoculars those parts of the coast assigned as landing places. The battleship approaches the peninsula just off Suvla Bay and makes its way south to what is designated Z Beach, just north of Gaba Tepe. This long stretch of shallow beach is the designated landing place for the ANZAC covering force of the Australian 3rd Infantry Brigade. The warship doesn’t stop, its commander unwilling to provide the Turks any hint of which areas might be of interest to the British. Instead the ship continues slowly towards Cape Helles, where others are keen to observe their objectives.


By now the Turks are familiar with the appearance of British warships steaming up and down the coast. The invasion is an open secret, although the Turks don’t know with any certainty where the landing(s) will take place. They correctly assess that the area around Gaba Tepe is a likely spot as it lies on a low, flat plain, ideal for an advance by enemy forces to cut Turkish communications north and south. This is precisely why the Anzacs have been slated to take Gaba Tepe. The area a few kilometres north of this promontory that Charles and his fellow officers are now passing is considered safe from invasion by the Turks who believe that it is far too tortuous for an invading force to negotiate. Consequently few, if any, defensive positions are noted. Indeed, Charles pays little attention to this area, focusing instead on Z Beach, a few kilometres south of their current position:


We arrived at the coast at early dawn, and steaming slowly along it from a point some 10 miles above the landing-place, we were able to get some idea of the lie of the land, and of its nature, at first hand. All the country thereabouts is what the soldier terms ‘hairy’ — steep and broken, with much low brushwood … This lay on the immediate left flank of the position which we hoped to capture.1


Eagerly surveying the area as the ship passes Z Beach, Charles and the others observe the Turks still busily fortifying Gaba Tepe and the low, broad expanse of beach either side of it. There are several gun emplacements and ‘a good deal of wire, and the foothills to the north of [Gaba Tepe] appeared to be trenched and wired for a distance of about 500 yards.’2 It is in precisely this area that the covering force is to land.


At the end of the day, having also passed Helles, the battleship returns to the Greek island of Mudros, just in time to watch a large number of transports full of troops arrive in the already crowded harbour. One of these ships survives what should have been a certain sinking after leaving Egypt. As it heads for the Greek island, the transport is spotted by a Turkish torpedo boat and, ‘quite un-Hun-like, this gentlemen gives the “Manitou” ten minutes to lower boats, and afterwards increased it to twenty minutes.’3 With the ship now abandoned, the Turkish boat fires a torpedo at her and misses. The captain promptly fires another — it also misses. The Turkish captain closes in for a third shot — it will be a sure thing — but again he misses. Now out of torpedoes, the Turkish crew waves goodbye to those in the rowboats and heads back to port at full speed.4 This account is clearly doing the rounds of Lemnos as New Zealand Corporal Mostyn Jones of the Canterbury Infantry Battalion writes to his mother telling her the same story, adding that a British cruiser later set off in hot pursuit, forcing the Turkish boat to beach herself to avoid destruction or capture. What happened to the gallant Turkish captain and his crew goes unrecorded.5


Over the next week or so, Commander Dix and his fellow officers continue to put the infantry through their paces in boat drill, embarkation and disembarkation. The landing is scheduled to take place on 21 April. However, on the morning before the invasion all wake to stormy seas and the landing is postponed for another 48 hours — much to his relief. The extra two days are a blessing as Charles and the other officers need all the time they can get to complete the hundreds of tasks that still require their attention: ‘At our daily meetings — called “meetings for the amelioration or removal of snags” — there is always some little amendment necessary right up to the end. It really did mean extra work when, quite late in the proceedings, the soldiers got anxious about the water supply, and this was [also] foisted onto us.’6


The situation is even worse for the medical staff who are only now informed that the navy has accommodation for just 600 serious cases.7 Like Charles, these officers are also grateful for the continuing bad weather which puts the invasion back another 24 hours. The landing is now slated for dawn, Sunday 25 April 1915.




3


‘Throw the forces which land there into the sea!’


Turkish Captain Faik and his company of around 250 men are screening the coastline a few kilometres north of Gaba Tepe — a hilly and mountainous area. It is early morning on 25 April. One of his three platoons is positioned along the broad expanse of beach at Fisherman’s Hut on his northern flank. Beyond the beach and sand dunes further inland lie the gullies and spurs of the dominating heights of the Sari Bair Range. Another of his platoons is located further south on Khalid Tepe (Plugge’s Plateau) and its seaward slopes defining First Ridge overlooking a small cove. Unlike the shoreline just north, the beach here consists of rounded pebbles and grit. Faik’s remaining platoon is in reserve along the next inland ridge — Second Ridge — immediately behind Khalid Tepe. His company is far too small to cover the five or so kilometres that his men are screening, but Faik is unconcerned. No-one would be mad enough to force a landing here amongst the heavily vegetated spurs and gullies that lead up to the dominating heights. Any enemy invasion in this area would surely take place at Gaba Tepe along the flat coastal plain a few kilometres south of their position.1 Regardless, he and his small force are tasked to screen the coast for the enemy invasion at Gaba Tepe and as such, provide warning of any approaching enemy invasion; they are not expected to repel it.


* * *


We can’t be sure of Faik’s age but, judging from the few surviving photographs he is probably in his late twenties. One of these photographs shows him standing behind his seated Commanding Officer (CO) of the 27th Regiment, Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Bey. They are flanked on either side by their fellow officers. In this official-looking photograph, Faik looks reluctantly into the camera, his torso slightly turned away from the lens, an untidy hat pulled down almost covering his eyes, while his moustache is fashionably clipped. Like his fellow officers he has a pair of binoculars strung around his neck, part of what identifies him as a military officer. Where and precisely when this photograph was taken is unknown, but these men are clearly in the field, possibly somewhere on the peninsula prior to the invasion.


* * *


Those of Faik’s men who have drawn the short straw are on watch in the early morning hours, stamping their feet to try to keep warm. Each man wears one of the communal greatcoats in a further effort to keep the cold at bay, taking care not to get too comfortable lest he nod off. While most are fitted with some sort of military uniform, many are not regulation issue. Some wear trousers that are too long or too short, tunics that are too large or too small and ill-fitting footwear — even after swapping has occurred among the men. Some wear slippers from home as, like almost everything else in the army, boots are in short supply. Not all wear regulation webbing; some are forced to use cord to hold up their trousers. All, however, have a Mauser rifle, bayonet, army-issued cloth headgear and shoulder-strung linen bag which hold all the essentials of life and death, including two hand grenades.2 These men will not easily be budged and will fight ferociously and courageously to defend their homeland.


Privates Idris from Biga and Cennil from Gallipoli are tumbling down the landward side of Khalid Tepe along the well-worn zigzag path to the bottom of the heavily vegetated valley floor. No time for a breather, they immediately bolt up the even higher scrub-covered slope in front. They’ve been sent by their officer to relay a message as the field telephone line is down. Panting, sucking in deep breaths, they tell their startled captain that a large number of ships has been spotted on the horizon heading straight for them. Faik reaches for his binoculars — out in the grey moonlight of the Aegean looms a shape. He adjusts and refocuses his binoculars. Straight in front, but still a good way off, he sees a large mass of ships. He refocuses but can’t determine whether they are moving. Faik picks up the field telephone and informs his battalion commander, Major Izmet. ‘There is no cause for alarm,’ replies Izmet, ‘at most, the landing will be at Gaba Tepe.’ Izmet tells Faik to continue watching the ships and report back when he has further information.3


Faik moves to a higher position to observe and, assisted by the moonlight, reckons that the armada is heading straight towards him. He rushes back to his field telephone but, given the gravity of the situation, decides to bypass the chain of command: ‘I went to the telephone to inform Divisional Headquarters. That was at 0230 hours.’4 He gets through to Lieutenant Nori. ‘Hold the line,’ says Nori, ‘I will inform the Chief of Staff.’ Nori is soon back on the line and asks, ‘Of these ships, how many are transports and how many warships?’ Faik replies that it’s ‘impossible to distinguish them in the dark but the quantity of ships is very large.’5 He is told to stand by and wait for further orders. Faik turns to Idris and Cennil, ordering them to tell their officer, Lieutenant Muharrem, that every second man in his platoon is to stand to.


Faik rings off the telephone and now calls his remaining platoon a few kilometres north at Fisherman’s Hut. Lieutenant Ibrahim-Hayrettin picks up the receiver and Faik asks him if he has seen the enemy fleet. ‘No,’ he replies. This isn’t surprising given their position on the beach. Faik provides him with details and gives him the same orders he’s just issued to Lieutenant Muharrem. He peers down the valley in front and, in the moonlight, sees Idris and Cennil attempting to negotiate the scrubby slope. He now begins to organise the men sleeping around him and then turns his glasses out to sea. It’s going to be a long, cold and uneasy night. It isn’t long before the moonlight fades into darkness and the invasion fleet vanishes from view.6


* * *


Two hours later, Faik is jolted into action by the sound of battle and, while he can’t see the cove or beaches from his position, it is clear to him from the sound of gunfire and the red flashes from the rifles of his men located on Khalid Tepe to his front, that the enemy is storming the beaches below Lieutenant Muharrem’s position. Faik orders two sections, some 20 men under the command of Sergeant Ahmed, to Khalid Tepe to reinforce the trenches overlooking the cove. They pick up their rifles and linen shoulder-bags and scramble down the slope. With trembling fingers Faik cranks the field telephone and calls Major Izmet at Gaba Tepe telling him that enemy troops are landing at Ari Burnu. The major orders him to launch an immediate counter-attack. Faik needs support and, once again, anxiously cranks the handle of the field telephone. Captain Sadik commands a four-gun battery on 400 Plateau just south-east of his position. Faik quickly explains the situation to Sadik and asks him to pour shrapnel into the cove. It should be an artilleryman’s dream, a small beach packed with enemy troops, but Sadik considers it a feint as no-one would conduct a landing against the rugged spurs and gullies around the small cove. He tells Faik that he’ll hold his fire and conserve his ammunition for the real invasion which is bound to take place at Gaba Tepe. Sadik’s CO has also ordered that the guns are not to fire unless he issues a direct order. Within the hour Sadik and his men will be killed standing by their guns having failed to fire a single shot, waiting for orders that will never be issued.7


Faik slams down the receiver in frustration. He gives the handle another crank to ring his platoon at Fisherman’s Hut, but the line is dead. He tries again with the same result. Faik orders one of his men to smash the telephone with his rifle butt and, within seconds, he’s leading his men along the ridgeline heading north-west towards the narrow plateau of Yuksek Sirt (Russell’s Top) which overlooks the coastline. They will take up a position in a trench overlooking North Beach, close to what will later be known by the Anzacs as The Sphinx.8 Within 15 minutes Faik and his men occupy the trench which provides a perfect view of the long stretch of beach below — just north of the cove. Faik and his men are finding it hard to believe that the enemy is landing in force here, but in the approaching dawn they can see the armada of warships and transports taking shape just a few thousand metres away.


Of more immediate concern are the enemy soldiers storming the beach below from a number of small boats, while others who have already landed appear to be scrambling up the cliffs towards them. Most of these men, however, are cut down by Turkish fire from Fisherman’s Hut to the north. Still bewildered, Faik watches half a dozen fast-moving enemy destroyers racing towards the shore, coming as close as they dare, each packed with reinforcements. Close by, the small enemy rowboats that had landed the first wave are making their way to the destroyers. He knows that this is no feint — it’s the real thing. Without waiting for orders, his men begin to fire their rifles at the mass of enemy troops invading the beach below.
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Wounded officers of the 27th Regiment, Captain Faik first row extreme left with dark hair; Lieutenant Ibrahim-Hayrettin, extreme left second row; and Lieutenant Muharrem, second row, second from right, partially obscured by officer in front row. (from Oral, 2007)


Faik’s men on Khalid Tepe, just above the small cove and a little way in front of his position and to his left, have been in the fight for about 20 minutes now, although the rifle fire has largely ceased. Now, in the increasing light, Faik can see enemy troops wandering around the top of the small plateau. Within minutes, individuals and small groups of enemy soldiers charge down the inland slopes of the plateau in pursuit of the survivors of his platoon located there. For Faik and his men time is rapidly running out. Regardless, they continue to fire at the invaders to their front along North Beach. But, within minutes, they see enemy troops climbing the seaward slopes that lead to their position and the heights north and south of it. Faik focuses his binoculars towards Fisherman’s Hut and sees that his men there are firing directly out to sea at a number of boats heading straight for their position.


In the absence of Turkish enfilade from Fisherman’s Hut, the enemy troops are now free to leave the scrub just beyond the beach and climb towards the heights — towards Faik’s position. It’s suicidal for his men to fire at these approaching troops as the Turkish soldiers would have to lean out of their trench and fire over the edge of the narrow plateau, presenting a perfect target. The enemy troops who captured Khalid Tepe and stormed down the zigzag path in Koku Dere (Monash Valley) are now also climbing towards his position from the rear — Faik and his men are in real danger of being completely surrounded: ‘We came under fire from the enemy who was climbing up to the ridge where we were from a slope 100 metres to our left. We began to engage him on this side. In this fighting the Platoon … Gallipoli Sergeant Süleyman was wounded. Some of our private soldiers were also hit.’9


As Faik stands to direct his men’s fire, he feels a sudden, painful thud. A machine-gun bullet from one of the steamboats tears into Faik’s thigh and he hits the dirt in a foetal position. Reaching down he feels warm blood spreading across the coarse, thick fabric of his uniform which is now becoming sickeningly greasy. He can smell the blood — thankfully, for a short time at least, adrenalin smothers the pain. A few of his men rush to his aid, but he yells at them to get back into the trench and keep firing. He’s soon forced to hand command over to Sergeant Muharrem.10 Two of Faik’s men gather him up in a makeshift stretcher using a blanket and head for the field dressing station at Kojadere Village, just behind Third Ridge. For Captain Faik, it will be the last time he will see these men who are destined to martyr themselves in halting the enemy advance to the heights just north of their present position. Most will forever lie in some unknown gully in the thick, scrub-covered slopes of Baby 700 and Battleship Hill.


* * *


At Gaba Tepe, Major Izmet Bey has been observing the enemy fleet anchored just a few kilometres north of his position. Despite one warship bombarding his position, there is no sign that enemy transports or destroyers are about to land troops in his immediate sector. The enemy seems to be focusing his efforts on Ari Burnu. Izmet is startled by the lack of enemy activity at Gaba Tepe, to the same degree that Captain Faik is troubled to find the invasion taking place at Ari Burnu. Izmet now sends out a patrol via a track running along Third Ridge to try to find out what is happening further north. A platoon led by Lieutenant Mustafa makes its way towards Kemal Yere (Scrubby Knoll) and comes across two men struggling with their burden — the wounded Captain Faik.


The sun is climbing in the sky — it’s probably sometime after 7.00 am — and Mustafa and his platoon race to meet the exhausted men, finding Captain Faik covered in blood, in obvious pain, his bloodstained fingers clutching the edge of his makeshift stretcher. It’s then that they hear the yell of the enemy coming across the broad valley: ‘Halt, Mehmed! Halt, Mehmed!’ shouted at them from Kanli Sirt (Lone Pine). Faik manages to murmur: ‘They’ve already captured Kanli Sirt,’ followed by a question: ‘What’s happened to Sadik’s Battery?’ Sadik and his gunners are already dead. Faik tells Lieutenant Mustafa that Ari Burnu is being stormed by at least a regiment of enemy troops (3000 men). With that, the wounded officer is stretchered off towards the village at Kojadere. Mustafa and his men move further along the ridge, passing Kemal Yere. Just beyond this hillock, Mustafa sees two enemy soldiers in the valley below, heading towards this very spot, while south of them a group of around 40 or so is crossing the broad, cultivated valley floor, heading south of their current position and, given their yells and cheers, apparently enjoying themselves.11


* * *


Captain Faik makes it to the village at Kojadere and receives treatment for his wounds before being transferred to Biga Field Hospital located in the centre of the peninsula. Here he finds himself on a cot next to Lieutenant Muharrem, the commander of his platoon positioned along Khalid Tepe. A photograph taken at Biga Hospital during this time shows Faik sitting on a large carpet with other wounded officers from his regiment. Faik is the only one who does not have his head covered in bandages or is wearing headgear and the image shows his dark, wavy hair parted on the left. He looks relaxed, his left leg outstretched and his right arm resting on his flexed right knee. He is dressed in regulation white hospital garb and slippers. This will only be a momentary reprieve as he will soon be back fighting along the slopes and gullies of the Sari Bair Range. There is no record of whether Captain Faik survived Gallipoli or the war. What is recorded, however, is that, of the 250 brave and determined Turks of Faik’s company who alone confront the enemy invasion, very few will survive the first few hours of 25 April 1915.12
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‘… a single shot broke the stillness.’


The covering ships and transports ferrying the ANZAC invasion force to the shores of Z Beach are not far from their destination. The fleet is moving slowly, not just to keep pace with the slowest ship in the convoy, but also because of the brilliance of the moon. On board one of the battleships is British Commander Charles Dix who is in charge of the flotilla that is to land the covering force a few hours from now: ‘The “sailors friend” in peace has become one of his worst foes in war, and on this occasion she was at her best and brightest, so much so that one could see for miles.’1 The battleships come to a stop; it is still dark and the men of the covering force climb down the rope ladders into the small boats. They have rehearsed this manoeuvre many times over the past few weeks, each realising that, to avoid having his fingers crushed by the boots of the bloke above, he will have to keep his hands clasped around the vertical strands of rope. All is going well — just like clockwork — the only telltale sounds an involuntary cough or the odd expletive as a man’s fingers are trodden on.


By 2.30 am the loading is complete; it has taken around 40 minutes to embark the men. Fifteen minutes later the Queen, Prince of Wales and London proceed at five knots towards Z Beach, the boats containing the troops strung out behind them on either side. An hour later the three British battleships towing the 1500 Australians of the covering force come to a stop around 2.5 kilometres from shore. Admiral Cecil Thursby on board the Queen orders the boats to land.2 The 12 small steamboats towing the first wave of troops take command of their tows (three rowboats each) — their journey to the beach will take some 45 minutes. The fast-moving destroyers carrying the second wave of 2500 Australians are behind the battleships and will not move forward until 4.15 am, 15 minutes before the covering force on the battleships is expected to land.


Charles is sitting in the northernmost boat and it isn’t long before he notices that they are drawing away from the darkened silhouettes of the battleships. All seems to be going well. Lieutenant John Waterlow on No. 1 is to direct the boats to Z Beach and is designated to sit in the southernmost boat — all are to take their cue from him. Twenty minutes later, Charles is concerned to see the southern wing of the line of boats suddenly steering across the bows of the centre, pushing further north. All boats are ordered to conform to the boat on his starboard (right) and thus they too steer north and hurriedly close together as each tries to readjust its course. Midshipman John Metcalf in command of Boat No. 2 is responsible for the change of course which pushes the covering force further north than intended. He recalls many years later:


I realised we were heading very close to the north side of Gaba Tepe which, because of its height, is very conspicuous. Knowing that there were Turkish troops there, and we would get enfilading fire all along the starboard side as well as from ahead, I was confident that we must be heading for a wrong place. There was no-one to consult and I felt the lives of the men I was towing were my responsibility. Without any delay I altered course two points to port to get away from Gaba Tepe. After a quarter of an hour, finding that the tows to port of me had conformed, I again altered course a point and a half to port.3


First light is not far away and the cliffs and prominent headland loom larger and larger. Charles realises that they are heading for the tangled and steep country just north of their intended landing spot, precisely the place he had described a few weeks earlier as ‘hairy’. Given that they are so close to shore he has no choice but to dash straight for the cliffs. Now the funnel of one of the steamboats lets loose a stream of sparks which shoots metres into the air. While all notice it, no-one in the boat passes comment. A number of pinnaces now cast off their tows and the men begin to row to the beach. The men toss their oars into the water and begin to row without waiting for orders; most can hear the wash of low waves lapping against the pebble-strewn beach less than 100 metres away. The steamboats stop all engines and the heavily laden rowboats are carried forward by the momentum. Charles sits anxiously in his boat; as they approach the shore everything is absolutely quiet except for the lapping waves, and there is nothing to suggest that they’ve been spotted. But as the first boat touches the shore a single shot breaks the silence followed by a fusillade of Turkish fire.4 Captain Raymond Leane of the 11th Australian Infantry Battalion, a 37-year-old former merchant from Western Australia, now hears Commander Charles Dix yell in anger: ‘Tell the colonel that the damn fools have taken us a mile too far north!’5
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‘I was still asleep … ’


Just months before the invasion, 16-year-old Turkish Private Adil Shahin had been a shepherd. With Turkey’s declaration of war, the Headman of Adil’s village announced to the assembled villagers that the empire was now at war with the British and that all able-bodied men were needed for the army. It isn’t long before Adil and others from the village are posted to a training camp and supplied with only the barest of military essentials. They’re attached to the Turkish 27th Regiment under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Bey, who tries his best to supply the men with proper uniforms and equipment. But supplies are hard to come by and modern transport and logistics basically don’t exist, so any supplies that are available largely remain stranded in Constantinople. Adil and his comrades do a lot of marching and physical exercise and are eventually supplied with a rifle, but at this early stage of the war ammunition is scarce and not to be wasted on practice. Like most recruits the world over, he is not prepared for war.


On this cold morning in late April, Adil is assigned to Captain Faik’s company, a member of the platoon screening the southern part of First Ridge overlooking the small cove. Adil is much too small to handle his rifle and his trousers and tunic are at least one size too big. Tonight he is more fortunate than most as he is assigned the mid-morning watch and can snatch a few more hours of sleep — or so he thinks:


I was still asleep … it was before morning and the corporal … shook us and pointed down the slope to the water below. He said he thought he could see shapes out there on the water. We looked out and strained to see in the half-light and then we heard noises and saw shapes of boats with soldiers coming ashore. We were ordered to start firing.1


Peering anxiously, his heart throbbing, Adil also sees a couple of enemy motor launches just offshore, their machine-guns pouring fire into the scrub-covered hillsides, shredding leaves, snapping twigs, kicking up dust and gravel and thudding into the bodies of some of his friends. It’s 4.30 am.


Adil and those around him open fire into the shadow-like figures darting across the beach towards them as early dawn faintly lights the cove. Some of the invaders dump their packs and begin to open fire; others also throw off their packs, but don’t stop and instead push into the scrub, hunting for Turks. Adil recalls:


Some fell on the beach and I wasn’t sure whether we’d hit them or they were taking shelter. They made for the base of the rise and then began climbing. We were outnumbered, so we began to withdraw … It was confusing we didn’t know anything about this invasion. We were very scared and retreated to the second ridge, firing as we went. I was frightened.2


Indeed, Adil and his small band along this part of First Ridge, numbering fewer than 20, have no chance against the hundreds of enemy troops rushing up the slopes. After a short firefight, Adil and a few others manage to escape just in time. They eventually make their way to their designated fall-back position:


One part of my company lay wounded, one part had been killed, so we had to pull out till our regiment came to support us. We retreated to Kemal Yere [Scrubby Knoll along Third Ridge] … We jumped into the second line of trenches there … we stayed there in our trenches and from then, no-one left their places.3
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‘Ahh, it’s chilly.’


A few hours before the Australian covering force lands, the tall, gangly, bespectacled Charles Bean — the official Australian war correspondent — is in his cabin aboard the 14,000-ton liner Minnewaska. Like most, he can’t sleep given the impending battle for the Gallipoli Peninsula, now just a few hours away. His porthole window is slightly ajar to allow the sea air to enter, even though it’s a bit chilly — he considers it better than the otherwise stagnant air of his cabin. He overhears a conversation between two men of the 1st Australian Infantry Battalion who are quietly talking outside below the porthole on the deck:


‘What time is it?’


‘Ten past twelve – she’s sailin.’


‘Where have you been?’


‘Me and Bill have been down below … having a farewell yarn.’1
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Dr Charles Bean writing the Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-18 after the war. (AWM A05389)


Charles still can’t sleep and decides to get some morning air. Wrapped in his greatcoat he picks his way along the promenade deck, taking care not to step on those soldiers who have managed somehow in all the excitement to get some ‘shut eye’. The wooden deck is covered with men, most of whom are still very much awake, sharing a smoke and a chat in low whispers, all rugged up in greatcoats, blankets and balaclavas. ‘Ahh, it’s chilly,’2 says one, yawning as he speaks, apparently to no-one in particular.


A few hours later, Charles checks his watch — it’s approaching 4.30 am. The covering force from the battleships left about an hour ago, the men must be close to landing. Most of the men still on the ship are leaning against its landward railings in the dark, waiting for the first signs of battle. No-one is allowed to smoke — all lights were extinguished long ago. It remains quiet; all wait anxiously. A misty, flickering ‘searchlight’ from the other side of the peninsula is observed — all agree it comes from a lighthouse lighting up The Narrows — the intervening Sari Bair Range leaves the invasion force in darkness. The first glimpse of the pale dawn can be seen sneaking up behind the shadows of the mountain-like terrain of the peninsula. Suddenly, what appears to be a shot of sparks lasting 20 seconds or so flares in the distance leaving most men pondering its cause. Then, perhaps a minute later, Charles and the others hear it:


I catch faintly on a gust off the shore, a distant knocking as of someone who held up a small wooden box and knocked the inside of it with a pencil. It comes again and again continuously … To my mind there is no mistaking it whatever. It is the first time I heard the sound, but I have no doubt on earth of what it is. It is the distant echo of rifle firing — first a few shots, then heavy and continuous.3
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‘… three wounds in all.’


Lieutenant Muharrem, commanding Faik’s men along Khalid Tepe (Plugge’s Plateau), is one of the few destined to make it off the plateau alive. There is only one known published photograph of Muharrem. It is the same photograph showing Captain Faik and his fellow officers from the 27th Regiment recovering at the field hospital at Biga. It is difficult to discern much of his appearance as he is partially obscured by an officer sitting in front and he wears lightcoloured headgear of some sort, although tufts of dark hair are noticeable. He looks into the lens, appearing resigned to his fate and, while sitting among his fellow officers, he is physically distant from those either side of him. Like all but one, he has the obligatory well-trimmed moustache and, like most of them, is probably aged in his late twenties.


Now, in the early morning of the invasion, he is positioned on top of the plateau overlooking the cove. Muharrem and his platoon have seen nothing since briefly spotting the enemy invasion fleet two hours earlier. All now appears as it should: only the sound of the waves washing the pebble-strewn beach below breaks the stillness of the early morning. Those on stand-to begin to turn their attention to breakfast rather than looking for enemy ships — that is, until a flash of sparks from a boat’s funnel shoots up like a Roman candle in the darkness just a few hundred metres in front of them. Muharrem and others immediately shake those few still sleeping, excitedly urging the half-dazed men into the trenches overlooking the beach below. Men fix bayonets and place a clip into the magazine of their rifles, safety catches pulled back. Those who had been half-asleep seconds before are now well and truly alert to the impending danger.


Along the lower slopes of the ridge a few scattered shots from Turkish rifles ring out and are quickly replaced by a fusillade as the whole slope erupts into rifle fire. It doesn’t take long for the invader to return fire, bullets slamming into the slope from an unseen enemy somewhere below. Within minutes white-painted rowboats appear amid the splashes of men jumping into the water. Now a chorus of foreign voices, yelling in excitement, make it clear to the Turks that they’re the target of an invasion. All of Muharrem’s men along the plateau are desperately firing down into the mass of enemy troops who are struggling across the beach and into the narrow, scrubby hinterland.


While the steep, thickly vegetated terrain and the rifle fire from Muharrem’s men slow the enemy’s advance, it is only a matter of time before the tide must turn against them — they are some 70 facing 1500. To make matters worse, as soon as the enemy troops move into the scrub they are out of sight. They are difficult to see, not only because they take cover in the waist-high vegetation, but because the seaside slopes are cloaked in shadow as the sun is rising at the back of the Turks. Each time one of Muharrem’s men fires he gives away his position. Now a number of the enemy launches fire their machine-guns at the Turkish rifle flashes coming from the darkened heights of First Ridge where the Turks are silhouetted against the pale dawn. What the Turks need above all are machine-guns to sweep the beach and slopes. But these are far too precious to be wasted in positioning along the cove — what’s the point? No-one believed it was a potential invasion beach, as it’s mad country.1


The young Turkish lieutenant is racing along the edge of the plateau encouraging his men when he is hit by machine-gun fire from one of the boats. Colonel Sefik Bey, who commands Muharrem’s regiment, recalls: ‘In this battle the Platoon Officer Commanding, Lieutenant Muharrem was wounded in both shoulders from shots fired from the sea and as he was withdrawing on account of his injuries he was wounded again — this time in the arm, making three wounds in all.’2 While the lieutenant makes it to the field hospital further inland, few of these men are destined to leave the ridge alive. Having recovered from his wounds, Muharrem returns to Anzac weeks later to take command of his platoon and is informed that only four soldiers from his original platoon — including Private Adil Shahin — survived the first day’s fighting.3 Whether Lieutenant Muharrem himself survived Gallipoli and the war remains unknown.
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‘… and this, by the way, was about the only bit of scouting I got to do on the first day.’


It’s only a few hours before the Australians of the covering force are to make their landing on the hostile shore. In the early morning darkness, navy personnel hand out hot cups of cocoa and cigarettes, while other are breaking up wooden cases, handing each man some kindling so that, at some future juncture, he might have the means to boil a billy. Each ship’s grinding wheel is in demand and men queue up to sharpen their bayonets amid a flurry of sparks.1


Twenty-three-year-old law graduate Private Arthur Blackburn from Hyde Park in South Australia was one of the first to sign up with regimental number 31. He’s now a scout with the 10th Australian Infantry Battalion. Blackburn leans against the ship’s railing staring into the blackness of the sea as they sail on. The Aegean has seen invasion fleets come and go through the centuries and soon this one too will be relegated to history. In a letter home a few months after the invasion, the newly promoted Sergeant Blackburn writes to his younger brother Charles about his first experience of war:


No doubt you have read in the papers by now all about our landing, but perhaps an account of it from what I saw will interest you, so I will start right from the beginning …


We left Lemnos on April 24th half of each battalion of our brigade on warships and half on destroyers. I was a battalion scout and so was on a warship, as they were landing first. We boarded her at 1 p.m. and sailed almost immediately and here our first experience started for we sailed out of the harbour in line of battle; first warship was the giant, Queen Elizabeth. Right out in front and then ten or a dozen destroyers. It was a fine sight to stand on the deck of a warship and watch a line of British warships moving out. About nine o’clock that night most of us turned in for a bit of sleep, we were awakened about two o’clock for a drink of hot cocoa.2


At 4.15 am Arthur is at the bow of his rowboat with his old tent mate, 30-year-old St Peters bank teller and well-known state representative footballer, Lance Corporal Philip Robin: ‘It was decidedly dark at this time and we could just see the outline of the hilly shore in front of us, gradually getting closer.’3 Most are surprised at the nature of the terrain as they are supposed to land just north of Gaba Tepe along its broad expanse of beach with low-lying uncomplicated hinterland beyond. This hill country is supposed to be about two kilometres to their left. The boats have already been cut loose from their steamers and the men begin to row. Arthur notices a light coming from the shore — his heart is pounding. He and the other men of the covering force can taste the salt water and hear the washing of the tide against the pebble-strewn beach. Looking south he can see a flashing light ‘evidently a lighthouse and except for that there was no sign of life anywhere; absolute silence in the boat of course and no movement on land.’4 Arthur’s boat is about 30 metres from shore when the first shot rings out from the dark slopes ahead. It is quickly followed by another and then a torrent of Turkish bullets:


The steep cliffs and ridges running down the shore came to life in a most unpleasant fashion for bullets started whizzing in all directions. The crack of rifles … was rapidly growing louder as more and more men started firing at us and all we could do was to crouch down as low as possible in the boat and grin and bear it. That was the nasty part of it at that time that we could not hit back … bullets were thumping into the water all around us. By some [miracle] no-one in our boat was hit, but one man got a bullet through his mess-tin strapped to his back and another through his cap.5


In one boat an Australian officer begins to issue orders as the bullets strike home, but young British midshipman Eric Longley-Cook, who is in his mid-teens, interrupts the officer in an authoritative voice: ‘I beg your pardon, Sir, I am in charge of this tow.’6 This silences the officer and, seconds later, someone mutters aloud, ‘Good on yer kid!’7 The veterans of the landing recall with great admiration the bravery of these young British midshipmen who provide a steadying example to those around them.


Arthur and the others clamber over the side. He immediately sinks to his armpits and, the next moment, slips and goes under, rifle and all, before making his way ashore. The beach is very ‘rocky and it was not the easiest thing on earth to clamber over big slippery rocks. All this time bullets were whizzing all around us and men were falling here and there. I rushed across the shore to the shelter of a small bank and there shed my pack and fixed my bayonet, then straight on to drive the beggars away.’8 Lieutenant Eric Talbot-Smith, Blackburn’s CO, yells from the beach, ‘Come on, boys! They can’t hit you!’ adding, ‘10th Battalion Scouts, are you ready?’ He leads his men up the hill, shouting, ‘Come on Australians, give them the bayonet — that’s all they want!’ while the Turks above fire down on them.9 Arthur hurries after him: ‘It’s a sight for the gods; no-one attempted to fire but we just went straight on up the side of the cliff, pushing our way through thick scrub and often clambering up the steep sides of the cliff on all fours.’10 Arthur soon reaches the top of Ari Burnu knoll — located halfway up the slope — but is immediately subjected to heavy fire from the top of the plateau, apparently from Turks looking right down on him.11 The Anzacs will soon call this feature ‘Plugge’s Plateau’.


Men are pulling themselves up using the carpet of thick vegetation and, in many places, dig their bayonets or plant their rifle butts into the damp, gritty soil. The steep knoll just in front of Plugge’s Plateau is covered with small bushes of prickly dwarf oak, about waist high, with holly-like leaves which tear clothing and flesh alike, but men cling to the exposed roots in order to gain a footing. Arthur is making good progress when two men on his right and one on his left are hit. By now dawn is breaking and ‘consequently the enemy, who were lying hidden in the very thick scrub could see us quite well. It is an absolute mystery to me how we ever lived through it, for frequently men would fire at us from not more than 10 to 20 yards away.’12 However, Arthur and the others push on, forcing their way through the tenacious scrub, clambering and crawling up towards the top of Plugge’s Plateau ‘only to practically find no enemy in sight. The country suited them beautifully for they could crawl forward in front of us through the scrub, firing all the time and we could hardly ever see them.’13


Sandy soil encases the men’s drenched uniforms making them extremely uncomfortable — not that many take much notice at this point. What the men do notice is that, among the thick brush, a variety of thyme grows in profusion and, with the early morning mist, these plants give off a strong lavender perfume. The smell is stronger than usual — not that they know this — as the thyme is crushed under hundreds of wet boots as men push forward through the virgin bush. Days later, this perfume will mingle with the stench of rotting corpses and many who survive Gallipoli and the war will grow to loathe the smell of lavender.


Arthur pushes his way up onto the top of the dominating plateau. Within minutes, he and others are milling around a small, flat paddock. The only Turks present are either dead or badly wounded and the few survivors have retreated. From here Arthur looks across a ‘large valley with steep sides and still the usual thick scrub, leading on the far side to a high ridge about 1½ miles away … Now that it was light the enemy started a very heavy bombardment of the beach and our warships replied in kind.’14 It’s now daylight and the sound of intermittent fire can still be heard — some think that the battle is already won as there appear to be no more Turks left to fight. They will very quickly be disabused of this desperate hope. Arthur takes a quick breather and looks around for his cobber Phil Robin, but he is nowhere to be seen. Like many others, Arthur heads down a zigzag path along the landward side of the plateau which falls into the valley below (Shrapnel Gully). He moves south towards his objective — 400 Plateau. It is here that a Turkish artillery battery is thought to be located. While in the valley, to his relief, Arthur comes across Phil and another cobber, Micky Smith.15 Together the three push down the valley heading for their objective: ‘Travelling across this valley was a decidedly lively time as the scrub was full of snipers and every little while a bullet would come closer than was pleasant.’16
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Arthur Blackburn VC, 10th Australian Infantry Battalion — this photograph was taken when later serving on the Western Front.


They continue south and come across what will later be called ‘Wire Gully’, separating Second Ridge from 400 Plateau. These two positions are destined to become the front line of the ANZAC perimeter throughout the entire eight-month-long campaign. At this point, however, they are nameless features that are obstacles to gaining their ultimate objective — the dominating heights of Third Ridge which lie about a kilometre further inland. Climbing through Wire Gully they make their way onto the northern side of 400 Plateau. Within minutes an officer orders those present to entrench along the plateau. He tells the two scouts that the Turkish battery has already been taken out and that they are to move into the valley ahead (Legge Valley) to reconnoitre the country and bring back any information regarding enemy reinforcements that are expected to be close by. With some modesty, Arthur writes: ‘and this, by the way, was about the only bit of scouting I got to do on the first day.’17 This bit of scouting will take Arthur Blackburn and Phil Robin to Third Ridge and Scrubby Knoll (along with Lieutenant Noel Loutit and his men and Lieutenant Plant and his party). These men alone are known to have made it to Third Ridge — the furthest point inland. Of course others too may have reached Third Ridge and beyond, but they don’t live to tell their tale. The two scouts scramble down into Legge Valley heading for Third Ridge.


Arthur and Phil make their way into the broad valley and, to their relief, they find a broad, grassy, flat plain which has only recently been cultivated, with a few olive trees to offer shade and, running down its length, a shallow, sandy creek. Running along one side of the creek is the first indication of human ‘settlement’ — a number of makeshift telephone poles with field communication wires attached.18 They look up at Third Ridge in front and see, some way off, two Turks struggling across the ridgeline carrying something in a blanket or groundsheet. The men are too far away to waste a shot so they continue on. As they do they can hear Australians behind them yelling insults at these Turks. They come across the foot of the ridge and fight the vegetation which considerably hampers their progress, grabbing hold of the tangled plants and knotted roots with bleeding fingers. It’s hard going and their uniforms, previously soaked by the Aegean, are now soaked in sweat — and the sun is still rising. After what seems hours, they reach the top of Third Ridge, just north of the hillock known as ‘Scrubby Knoll’. This vantage point will become the location for the Turkish Corps Headquarters throughout the Gallipoli campaign. Arthur and Phil instinctively head for this high point. Here they look out over the lower ridges towards the Dardanelles. The terrain on the other side of the range, while also covered in scrub, is gentler than that just covered and beyond they can see the waters of The Narrows some four kilometres distant. It’s not only the shimmering waters of The Narrows that catch their attention — out of the corner of his eye, Arthur spots the gleam of Turkish bayonets, heading in their direction.19


Around two kilometres south-east of their position, two long columns of Turkish khaki can be seen approaching. These are the remaining battalions (1st and 3rd) of Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Bey’s 27th Regiment — about 2000 strong — rushing to assist their comrades of the 2nd Battalion who have been tasked with screening the coastline. The two Australians, feeling very much alone, look over their shoulders and see no reinforcements heading their way; most Australians appear to be digging in along Second Ridge and 400 Plateau. However, just north of their position a major battle is brewing around a small hilltop (Baby 700). It’s around 8.00 am. The two scouts need to get back to their lines to warn of the approaching Turkish columns. They stumble down the way they came, pushing through the tangled scrub along the slopes to the cleared valley floor and bolt across towards the Australian lines along Second Ridge. It’s now they notice for the first time a few hundred metres south along the ridge they have just evacuated, other Australians (under the command of Lieutenant Loutit) who are close to the ridgeline of Third Ridge and are beginning to engage the advance parties of Sefik Bey’s regiment. Arthur and Phil struggle up onto Second Ridge, just north of 400 Plateau, and inform the officers present that a large number of Turks are heading in their direction.20 As they try to recover their breath they hear the previous scatter of rifle fire erupting from Third Ridge increase to a torrent. Loutit’s small party is battling it out with the Turks, but the 40 or so Australians have no chance and will soon come tumbling back to Second Ridge; few will make it across the valley floor. An officer orders Phil to get a message through for reinforcements, but Phil sends Arthur back to bring them up: ‘On returning some hour or so later with them I got into the trench about fifty yards away from Phil, and I never saw him again as he was shot a couple of days later.’21 Lance Corporal Philip Robins has no known grave and is commemorated on the Lone Pine Memorial.


Arthur returns just in time to see 2000 Turks advancing in waves towards them from Third Ridge — it’s around 10.30 am:


By the time I got back the attack was developing and I was too busy firing and dodging shrapnel to notice much else. Their artillery fire was gradually getting hotter and hotter, but suddenly it ceased to come over our trench [rifle pits]. Just away from us on the right was a fairly big tongue or plateau [400 Plateau] running out some distance and a mighty struggle was going on … consequently the enemy concentrated all their artillery on this, and the sight (I was just on the edge of it) was truly awful. Time and again our chaps were forced back a bit only to come on again and again. Every now and then the artillery would swing round a bit and get right onto our trench, until it was blown nearly out of existence … I had several marvellous escapes. In this manner the day passed with the enemy repeatedly attacking but time after time we drove them back.22


At this point what prevents the Turks from assaulting Second Ridge is not so much the scatter of Australian rifle fire, but the Turkish shells exploding along the ridge. Most Australians would prefer the Turks to directly assault their positions forcing their artillery to cease firing. They would rather fight the Turk up close and have a fighting chance than sit around on their haunches getting knocked off one by one by the Turkish shrapnel. Arthur concludes his letter to his younger brother:


So the first day ended and I have never been so thankful for the night in my life. Although when it did come there was very little difference … All that night and all the next day and night and right up to Tuesday afternoon the enemy attacked with tremendous vigour, but by Tuesday night their attacks were slackening off. About 10 o’clock on Tuesday night I went out of the trenches to get my hand attended to, as I had got scratched by a bayonet and it had festered … This account of our first scraps, of course, [is] only what I myself saw of it and probably the newspaper accounts will have much more of the game …


With best love to you all, I remain,


Your affectionate brother


(Sgd.) Arthur S. Blackburn.23


* * *


Sergeant Arthur Blackburn will survive Gallipoli and the war. In 1916 he is awarded the Victoria Cross (VC) for his actions at Pozières. Arthur will marry his Australian sweetheart Rose while she is in England in 1917. After the war the young law graduate will become a partner in a successful law firm. Arthur and Rose will have four children, two girls, Margaret and Rosemary, and two boys, Dick and Bob, both of whom see active service in the next war. Arthur Blackburn also volunteers and commands a battalion, seeing action in the Middle East and later as a brigadier fighting the Japanese in Java where he and his men are forced to surrender. Arthur survives captivity and is decorated for his outstanding example to his men while in a number of Japanese prisoner of war camps. Brigadier Arthur Blackburn VC dies at his home in Adelaide in 1960 and is farewelled in a state funeral even though, by all accounts, he probably wouldn’t have appreciated the fuss.24
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‘… probably he is still over there.’


Corporal George Mitchell, a 21-year-old clerk from Thebarton in South Australia, belongs to the same battalion as Arthur Blackburn and Phil Robin. George, Arthur, Phil and the rest of the men of their battalion make up the first wave. Just before they disembark from the warship and climb down into the small rowboats, George’s officer reminds them that they are to use the bayonet only — no firing until daylight.1 ‘From amidships came the clicking sound of someone charging his magazine. Followed then by the slightest splash of a clip thrown overboard. At once, from the whole length of the boat came the sound of rifles being charged … Strangely, my thoughts follow the clips as I threw them out. Down they were going to the Aegean ooze, never again to be in the light of the sun.’2


Just before 4.30 am, with the beach only metres away, George is getting ready to jump out of his boat. Bullets are starting to slam into the boats and churning the water all around. At first George is relieved to hear the Martini machine-gun from one of the tows open fire as ‘a sheet of flame danced thirty feet from the muzzle, illuminating the place like an arc light.’3 The light, however, makes them a perfect target and some of his men in the still crowded boats are hit. A yell is heard for the men to go ‘over the side’ and they jump into the icy water and make their way ashore, some falling on the slippery pebbles underfoot before making it to the beach — drenched. George kneels near an embankment that offers some illusion of cover. To his left he can hear a man screaming in agony, ‘Oh, God, my shoulder, my shoulder!’4 Now on his right he hears a ‘bubbling gurgling noise … accompanied by drumming of steel-shod toes.’5 From the darkness an officer’s steady, reassuring voice orders ‘Packs off!’6 With this each man unbuckles his neighbour’s pack and they are quickly stacked against the earthen embankment. George hears Lieutenant Talbot-Smith shout, ‘Come on Australians!’7 Talbot-Smith and his scouts — including Arthur Blackburn and Phil Robins — bolt up the vegetated slopes towards the heights, quickly followed by the others, including George:


Something wrenched at my equipment, and the ground sprayed beside me. Under fire from short range. Get ahead faster. Shot after shot beats round, all missing by fractions of an inch, or tearing through equipment. Some sniper up on the scarp had me on toast. If I stopped to look for him he could shoot my eye out. Cover. That little sandy water-course. Might do, depends how high he is. Down flat, cheek pressed into coarse sand. Heart pounding with exertion and fear. I wondered if he could still see me. On that fact hung my life and death. A rifle cracked, and the ground spurted by my cheek. He could see me all right, and I knew then that the only thing that saved me from that bullet was that he was taking too coarse a sight for the short range. This would make a difference of from three to six inches, but life and death swings in finer scales than those. ‘Run downhill you fool’ the voice of caution whispered. Incredible to die there without having fired a single shot, without seeing the enemy, helpless as a rabbit in a trap.8


A bullet just misses his shoulder; that’s enough for George and he bolts down the slope before climbing from another position. As he approaches the heights he’s spotted by a couple of other Turks and the air is ‘suddenly filled with little whistling and hissing noises. The gravel underfoot spurted in stinging showers.’9 Onward he climbs until, somehow having avoided being hit, he reaches the plateau as the last surviving Turk makes his escape. George looks south and, with the increasingly daylight, he can see his objective — 400 Plateau. He notices others climbing down a zigzag path leading into the valley. He takes a few minutes to gather his breath. He puts a clip in his magazine and he too heads down the path.
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