



[image: image]










	

	[image: image]

	AUSTRALIAN ARMY CAMPAIGNS SERIES - 10










THE AUGUST


OFFENSIVE





AT ANZAC, 1915


[image: image]


DAVID W CAMERON


[image: image]




©Copyright Army History Unit


Campbell Park Offices (CP2-5-166)


Canberra ACT 2600


AUSTRALIA


(02) 6266 4248


(02) 6266 4044 – fax


Copyright 2011 © Commonwealth of Australia


First published 2011


This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission.


National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry


Author: Cameron, David Wayne, 1961-


Title: The August offensive : ANZAC 1915 / David W. Cameron.


ISBN: 9780987057471 (pbk.)


Series: Australian Army campaigns series ; 10


Notes: Includes index.


Subjects: Australia. Army. Australian and New Zealand Army


Corps--History.


World War, 1914-1918--Campaigns--Turkey--Gallipoli Peninsula.


Gallipoli Peninsula (Turkey)--History, Military--20th century.


Dewey Number: 940.426


Published by Big Sky Publishing, Sydney


Cover and typesetting by Think Productions, Melbourne


Front cover and title page: Unidentified soldiers in front line trenches Gallipoli, 1915. AWM C03420.


Back cover: Anzac Cove, Gallipoli, Turkey, 1915. A view of Anzac Cove looking north toward New Zealand Point.


AWM P01130.001. A trench at Lone Pine after the battle, showing Australian and Turkish dead on the parapet. In the foreground of this much published image is Captain Leslie Morshead (later Lieutenant General Sir Leslie Morshead) of the 2nd Battalion. AWM A02025. Digger eating through a mist of flies. Art by Jeff Isaacs.




CONTENTS


Series Introduction


Acknowledgements


Introduction


1. Planning the August Breakout


2. August 6


3. August 7


4. August 8


5. August 9


6. August 10


Conclusions


Further Reading


Index




Series Introduction


In 2004 the then Chief of Army Advisory Group, comprising the Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history in the Army. The Campaign Series was established from this decision, with its focus on Army’s future leaders. The series complements Army’s other history publications, which produce academically rigorous and referenced analytical works.


The Campaign Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual information – maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


The Campaign Series covers both the well known campaigns and battles and those that are less well known. The Australian Army History Unit sees this series growing into a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army, one that will provide an excellent introduction to the campaigns and battles the Army has fought.


Roger Lee, Army Historian
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Introduction


By mid-May 1915 the Gallipoli campaign had settled into an uneasy stalemate. The stalemate was a tacit victory for the Turks who were content simply to allow the invading forces to occupy a barren strip of high and rugged coastline while denying them further progress inland. The Allied forces, however, were desperate to break out; indeed, on the success of this breakout hung the entire fate of the campaign. The Allies’ original objective had been to capture the peninsula, force the Dardanelles, and lay siege to the Turkish capital of Constantinople. This, so the Allied planners believed, would cripple Turkey, forcing her out of the war. The breakout, planned for August 1915 and referred to as the August Offensive, was critical. The stakes could not have been higher for either side.
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A view of the beach north of Anzac Cove. In the foreground some men are standing on Williams’ Pier at North Beach. Dominating the scene at left is the rock formation the Anzac’s named The Sphinx. AWM C01621.


This study of the August Offensive at Anzac focuses on corps level and below and deals primarily with the battles at Anzac. ‘Anzac’ refers to the area occupied by the Anzac forces beyond the cove including Second Ridge, Lone Pine and areas of North Beach. While the Suvla landing was a crucial part of the overall strategic objectives of the August Offensive, the reality was that, in tactical terms, the battles at Suvla and Anzac were isolated affairs. Even the boundary between the two sectors was established in an ad hoc manner once the offensive ceased. Indeed, the battles of late August to take Scimitar Hill (Suvla) and Hill 60 (Anzac) — which will not be examined here — were fought to expand this boundary to make future joint operations possible. The Commander-in-Chief of Allied forces at Gallipoli, General Sir Ian Hamilton, was responsible for a critical breakdown in coordination between these two sectors as he remained physically distant from his corps commanders during the offensive. He allowed his two corps commanders a free hand, and each, not surprisingly, focused on his own sector and objectives.


While, arguably, the Suvla landings should have influenced the distribution of Turkish troops and thus had a direct impact on the Anzac operations, the British IX Corps effectively assisted the Turks as they were so sluggish in their advance that the Turks were able to rush two fresh divisions from the northern end of the peninsula to support existing troops in the area. By August 9 the Turks had secured the heights around Suvla, almost severing any direct link between Suvla and Anzac. The attack against Lone Pine during the afternoon of August 6 also inadvertently contributed to the Turks’ ability to rapidly reinforce the Anzac sector with troops from the south, even before the Suvla landing commenced hours later. These same troops were then available to reinforce Suvla — if and when required. Overall, the Suvla landing had limited impact on operations at Anzac during August 6–10. This is not surprising given that the main objective of the August offensive was a breakout at Anzac, with Suvla a secondary, supporting operation. For these reasons, this book will focus on the operation at Anzac. It will show what happens when an overarching strategic goal does not take into account the tactical considerations and realities on the ground. At Gallipoli, this resulted in thousands of casualties as men were thrown continually into the meat grinder of the August Offensive.
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A close up view of some of the dugouts on the slopes rising from the beach at Anzac Cove. Two unidentified soldiers are chatting in the left foreground. AWM C01129.
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Map 1. Main topographical features at Anzac.
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Map 2. Main topographical features at ‘Old Anzac’.




1.


Planning the August Breakout


Only weeks after the invasion of the Gallipoli Peninsula by Allied forces on 25 April 1915, it became obvious that the initial thrust had failed to take vital ground at both Helles and Anzac. The British and Anzac forces were now trapped within their respective sectors by the gritty determination of the Turks. Stalemate equated to victory for the Turks: they had no need to break in — the Allies had to break out. The original objective of capturing the peninsula was to assist the combined British and French fleet to force the Dardanelles by silencing the entrenched Turkish artillery on the Dardanelles side of the peninsula. It was believed, rather naively perhaps, that this would allow the fleet to lay siege to the Turkish capital of Constantinople, forcing the Turks to sue for peace and effectively knocking Turkey out of the war.
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Portrait of Field Marshal William Riddell Birdwood GCB, GCMG, GCVO, KCB. AWM P03717_009.


Since mid-May, Lieutenant General William Birdwood, Commander of the Anzac Corps, and his Chief of Staff, Lieutenant Colonel Skeen, had been planning a breakout from Anzac at the very point least expected by the Turks — the Sari Bair Range just north of the sector currently occupied by the Anzacs. As early as May 30, they had discussed their plans with their Commander-in-Chief, General Sir Ian Hamilton. The main thrust of Birdwood’s plan was a night advance from Anzac to capture the heights of Chunuk Bair. This would be followed by the capture of Battleship Hill, Baby 700 and the 400 Plateau. By the third day, the Anzacs were to seize Third Ridge and then advance on a broad front to occupy Mal Tepe and Gaba Tepe. Birdwood estimated that one division would be sufficient to carry out the operation. Hamilton immediately saw the possibilities that this plan promised. He had already given up hope of breaking out of Helles as there was only one way forward from the tip of the peninsula — a headlong plunge into Turkish wire and a maelstrom of massed rifle, machine-gun and artillery fire.


Hamilton turned to Birdwood and the Anzacs to spearhead an all-out flanking manoeuvre — a breakout to the north which would enable the Allies to dominate the peninsula. This would be the first major Allied offensive at Anzac since the landing. In June, Hamilton’s request to London for more men to ‘finish’ the job had been approved: he would receive five additional divisions. There was no room for these reinforcements on the peninsula, so they were to be stationed on the neighbouring Greek islands of Lemnos, Imbros and Tenedos. Hamilton intended to ‘keep the bulk of them on the islands, so as to throw them unexpectedly against some key position which is not prepared for defence.’ To assist the planned offensive, Hamilton decided to include the British IX Corps, using its two fresh divisions in a landing ten kilometres further north at Suvla Bay. The IX Corps objective was the semicircle of hills six kilometres inland. This would be a secondary operation with the main breakout slated for Anzac. It was expected that the landing at Suvla would not only help alleviate pressure along the Anzac front by drawing Turkish soldiers away from that sector but it would also expand the area of operations, enabling larger numbers of troops to be landed for future operations.
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General Birdwood’s dugout, Anzac Lane, Gallipoli,1915. AWM ART03265.


In early July, Birdwood produced his final overall plan for the Anzac offensive. The main objective was to be the capture of the Sari Bair Range from Hill 971 in the north through to Baby 700 in the south. The advance to Third Ridge was dropped — it could wait. To achieve the capture of the heights, four assaults were planned, attacking significant positions from different directions, with the success of one very much dependent on the success of the others. The whole pack of cards would collapse if any one of the attacks failed: timing, communications and coordination were everything — and surprise was crucial. Birdwood would launch his attack against the northern heights of the Sari Bair Range on the night of August 6.




Alexander Godley


Alexander Godley was a British-born professional soldier who commanded the New Zealand Expeditionary Force throughout the First World War. Godley had an affinity for horses and served with mounted units during operations to suppress a rebellion in Mashonaland between 1896 and 1897, and in the Boer War. In 1910 he was appointed the Commandant of the New Zealand Military Forces and it was in this capacity that he oversaw the raising of New Zealand’s forces for the First World War. In Egypt in 1915 he was appointed to command the New Zealand and Australian Division which subsequently served at Gallipoli, most notably during the August Offensive. When the ANZAC force was split into two corps in early 1916 in preparation for deployment to the Western Front, Godley was given command of II ANZAC. He remained in this position until the Australian divisions left II ANZAC as a result of the formation of the Australian Corps in November 1917. Godley was then appointed to command the newly formed XXII Corps, a post which he held until the end of the war, apart from a stint commanding III Corps during the advance to the Hindenburg Line in August and September 1918.
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AWM P03717.003.





Birdwood was liked and respected by his men. The same, however, could not be said for the commander Birdwood had placed in charge of the northern breakout, Major General Sir Alexander Godley. Godley was the Commander of the New Zealand and Australian Division (consisting of the New Zealand Brigade and the 4th Australian Brigade) and had been seconded from the British Army. While Godley tolerated the New Zealanders, he detested the Australians and felt overall that his talents were being wasted. He would have much preferred command of a British division in France. Given Godley’s performance in the forthcoming offensive, his men’s low opinion of him would appear to have been more than justified. During the offensive, while his headquarters were suitably located close to the area of operations at No. 2 Outpost, he seldom if ever left its confines, preferring to run the offensive from his command post. In the heat of battle Godley relied on crude maps (which showed very little topographical detail), runners and fickle telephonic communications which were constantly cut by shrapnel and by men and mules tripping over the wires. He remained almost completely ignorant of the reality of the battle which, in most cases, was taking place only a few hundred metres away.


THE PLAN IN DETAIL


The first attack at Anzac would be launched at 1730 hours by the 1st Brigade of Major General Walker’s 1st Australian Division against the Turkish trenches at Lone Pine along the southern part of the Anzac line. Walker’s 1st Australian Division, comprising the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Brigades, would also be responsible for holding the line at Anzac. Walker himself was opposed to the Lone Pine operation. He believed it had little prospect of success and that the best time to attack Lone Pine would be following the capture of the northern heights. If one of the key objectives of the offensive had been the capture of Lone Pine, this would have made perfect sense, but it wasn’t. Lone Pine was a feint designed to draw troops away from the main objective, the Sari Bair Range to the north.


Three and a half hours after the infantry attack had been launched against Lone Pine, the landings at Suvla Bay would begin. The British IX Corps was to land at 2100 hours and occupy the hills to the north of Anzac known as the ‘W’ Hills. These hills had troubled the Anzac forces for some time as the Turks had established a number of artillery batteries there. Any attempt to take the northern heights, particularly Hill 971, would be open to oblique and enfilade fire from these batteries, so it was crucial that they be silenced. Once these hills had been taken, the British would link up with the Anzacs. In fact, these hills would never be taken and held.
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Map 3. The objectives of the northern thrust against Anzac. 7th August 1915. The immediate objective of the August Offensive at Anzac was to capture the heights including the key positions Chunuk Bair, Hill Q and the highest point Hill 971 by the early hours of 7th August. Converging attacks from the Australian Light Horse at The Nek and New Zealanders from Chunuk Bair would then capture Battleship Hill and Baby 700.


Back at Anzac the main thrust towards the Sari Bair Range would have commenced. Initially, to protect the northern flank of Godley’s breakout, it would be necessary to clear the ridge beyond the Aghyl Dere, known as Damakjelik Bair. Two battalions of the British 40th Brigade (13th Division) were to clear the lower hills of enemy troops before the attacking force went into action. Major General Cox was in charge of the attacking force assigned to take Hill 971 and Hill Q which comprised the 4th Australian Brigade under Colonel Monash and Cox’s own 29th Indian Brigade. They were to advance along North Beach guided by a New Zealander, Major Overton, who had scouted the area over a number of weeks under cover of darkness. The troops would make their way a kilometre up the Aghyl Dere where two of the four Australian battalions would be thrown out to screen their northern flank, while the rest of the men would continue the hard climb through the rough and tangled country until reaching the Aghyl Dere’s main fork. From here, two of the Gurkha battalions would continue up the dere to attack and occupy Hill Q, while the rest of the Australians and Indians would continue north-east, climbing over Damakjelik Bair and then down into the Asma Dere, before reaching Abdel Rahman Bair. From here, they would advance another kilometre up the ridge to capture Hill 971, the highest peak of the range.
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Depicts Anzac Headquarters, Anzac Lane, seen from Hill Pier. After the August advance, this ravine was known as Bully Beef Gully, on account of the great accumulation of bully beef being piled as high as possible as shelter from enemy fire. AWM ART03264.


At the same time as the Australian and Indian Brigades would start their approach to Hill 971 and Hill Q, the right hook of the attack would also commence. Godley’s New Zealand Infantry Brigade would spearhead an advance, closely followed by the two remaining battalions from Major General Shaw’s 40th Brigade (13th Division), to take Chunuk Bair. There is no doubt that the crucial objective of the whole offensive was the capture of the summit of Chunuk Bair and the heights south of it to link up with the ‘old’ Anzac positions at Russell’s Top. The capture of the Turkish outposts blocking immediate access to the northern heights was assigned to the New Zealand Mounted Rifles. It was estimated that the enemy would be cleared from the foothills by 2300 hours. The way would then be open for the infantry to begin their approach to the northern heights.




Sir John Monash


Arguably Australia’s most famous soldier, John Monash was born in Melbourne on 27 June 1865. He was dux of Scotch College and studied arts and engineering at Melbourne University. In 1884 he joined the university company of the 4th Battalion, Victorian Rifles. In 1897 Monash was promoted to major in the North Melbourne Battery and served there for eleven years. He also gained promotion to lieutenant colonel in the Australian Intelligence Corps in 1908 and, in 1913, Colonel Monash took command of the 13th Infantry Brigade.


After the outbreak of war, Monash took command of the AIF’s 4th Infantry Brigade, landing at Gallipoli on 26 April 1915. In July he was promoted to brigadier. Despite having been criticised for his performance on Gallipoli, Monash took his brigade to France in June 1916. He was promoted to major general in July and took command of the 3rd Division. The division’s first major battle, Messines, was hailed as a great success. Further success followed and, in May 1918, Monash was promoted to lieutenant general and given command of the Australian Corps. His first battle in this role, Hamel, came to be considered the ‘perfect battle’. Monash remained in command through the victorious battles in the last months of the war. He was an innovative leader who earned high praise from many leading political and military figures, but he also faced criticism for exaggerating his own and his soldiers’ achievements. By the end of the war his force was exhausted and severely depleted.
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Monash as a lieutenant colonel, 1918. AWM ART02986.


After spending eight months in London overseeing the repatriation of the AIF, Monash was welcomed home in Melbourne by an enthusiastic public on Boxing Day 1919. An advocate for returned soldiers, Monash also held a range of senior positions. His opinions were widely sought and he became a leading figure in Melbourne’s Jewish community. Monash died of heart disease in Melbourne on 8 October 1931 and was given a state funeral attended by some 250,000 mourners.





Once the Sari Bair ridgeline had been taken, the Australian 3rd Light Horse Brigade would charge from its trenches in front of The Nek at dawn — 0430 hours — on the morning of August 7. By this time, the New Zealanders would be advancing down the ridge in strength from Chunuk Bair to attack Battleship Hill and Baby 700 from the rear. To assist the attack against The Nek, a number of feints would be undertaken with attacks launched from Quinn’s Post against Turkish Quinn’s (the Turkish positions opposite Quinn’s Post), Pope’s Hill against the Chessboard, and from the head of Monash Valley against the area between The Nek and the Chessboard. Four hours earlier, an attack would be launched from Steele’s Post against German Officers’ Trench to the south. The capture of this position would assist in securing The Nek and in launching the associated feints supporting this attack. German Officers’ Trench was known to have a number of machine-guns that enfiladed Quinn’s Post and the Chessboard as well as the southern approach to The Nek.


It was a highly ambitious and very complex plan that relied on coordinated timing and equal degrees of advance from the different avenues of assault. In truth it was far too ambitious and far too complex. The Anzacs were fatigued and desperately in need of rest. They were physically and emotionally spent. First fatigue, then disease, had taken its toll on the men. Soon the positions were reversed and disease became the major factor followed by fatigue. By early August the two preyed on the Anzacs in equal proportion. A number of other factors militated against success even at the planning stage. There appears to have been little recognition that the broken, rocky nature of the terrain would seriously impede the progress of even the most lightly equipped and fittest men in daylight, let alone sick and fatigued men carrying, rifles, machine-guns, ammunition, tools, water and all manner of equipment in near total darkness. Enemy positions and strength were largely unknown, and few if any maps were available. Communications were such that coordination between brigade, battalion, and company commanders was almost impossible and, in most cases, relied on runners who had no notion of the country they were to traverse. Indeed, the terrain that columns of men would have to negotiate was described as ‘… mad country. Watercourses change direction, seemingly gentle slopes conceal a precipitous and treacherous surface under the scrub, there is no method in anything … One ravine is very much like another, the levels are all wrong, and without a compass or the summits to guide one, it is surprisingly easy to scale a tortuous ravine only to find oneself farther away from the summit than when one began.’


THE TURKISH POSITION
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Studio portrait of General Otto Liman von Sanders,
Commander in Chief of the Turkish Army. AWM J00200.


By mid-July, German General Liman von Sanders, who commanded the defence of the Gallipoli Peninsula, had heard rumours that the enemy was planning a new offensive. He did not know where or precisely when the offensive would begin, but a report arrived via Salonika on July 16 that spoke of some 50,000 enemy soldiers now stationed on Lemnos, with around 140 support and transport vessels at anchorage. Von Sanders held the high ground around Anzac with three Turkish divisions (the 5th, 16th and 19th) amounting to almost 20,000 rifles and seventy-six guns. Unknown to him, Birdwood would soon have around 37,000 rifles and seventy-two guns. Von Sanders ordered a number of reconnaissance flights over both Anzac and Helles and, from late July until August 5, he sent aircraft in daily flights above Anzac. However, his airmen returned with little if any worthwhile intelligence.


At Anzac, most members of the Turkish High Command were confident that the only logical place for an all-out assault was the relatively uncomplicated terrain to the south at Gaba Tepe — an area occupied by two Turkish divisions. Only the Commander of the 19th Division, Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal (later to become famous as Atatürk, founder of the Turkish Republic), seemed concerned that the enemy might attempt a breakout by attacking Chunuk Bair via the Sazli Beit Dere, the gully that coursed from its heights. To make matters worse, this gully was the Turkish boundary separating the sectors under Kemal’s direct command south of the dere from those of German Major Willmer to its north. The weakest point of any defensive line is potentially the boundary that delineates command and responsibility. While his Commander-in-Chief, Esat Pasha, agreed to strengthen the lower slopes around the Sazli Beit Dere, he refused to reinforce Chunuk Bair itself. Kemal later referred bitterly to this area as ‘the most important point in our defences and the most inadequately manned.’ This was the very approach that Godley’s men would use to take Chunuk Bair.




A Turk’s last letter home


Turkish Captain Mehmet Tevfik last letter to his parents:


‘Monday, May 31, 1915
Ariburnu
To my beloved father and mother,


Dear father, Beloved mother,


During the first terrible battle I fought at Ariburnu [Anzac], a bullet grazed my right side and passed through my trousers. God be praised, I was spared. But, I do not hope to survive future battles in which I will fight. I am writing these lines so you will have something to remember me by.


I thank God that he enabled me to become a soldier and reach this rank. You, as my parents, did all you could to raise me and make it possible for me to serve my country and my people. You are my heart, you are my soul, and you are the inspiration to my life. I am eternally grateful to God and to you.
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Art by Jeff Isaacs.


Beloved Father; dearest mother, I entrust my beloved wife Munevver, and my dear son Nezih first to God and then to your protection. Please do for them whatever is possible. Please help my wife in raising my son and providing him with the necessary education. I know that we are not wealthy or people of means. So, I know I cannot ask for anything more than what is possible. To ask would be quite in vain. Please give the enclosed letter addressed to my wife into her own hands. She will be devastated, so please do what you can to console her grief. She will weep and mourn; please comfort her …


Dear relatives, beloved friends and comrades, farewell to you all. All of you please bid me farewell and pray for my soul. I will pray for yours.


Beloved father and mother, I eternally entrust you to God. Farewell


Your son, Mehmet Tevik.
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Turkish soldiers of 125th Infantry Regiment at Gallipoli. AWM A02598.


PREPARATIONS


Just days before the offensive, the British 38th, 39th and 40th Brigades, totalling around 12,000 men, landed with their Divisional Commander, Major General Shaw, and his staff. On the night of August 4, two battalions of the 40th Brigade were guided up to bivouacs at Russell’s Top and Monash Valley, their two sister battalions taking shelter to the south in White’s Valley just behind the 400 Plateau. The four battalions of the 38th Brigade were taken to Victoria Gully and Bridges Road, also behind the 400 Plateau, while the 39th Brigade was positioned further north in Rest Gully. On the night of August 5, the British 29th Brigade and the Indian 29th Brigade also waded ashore. The British brigade was positioned with the 38th Brigade at Bridges Road before dawn. The Indian brigade was still landing as dawn broke and the Turks commenced a heavy bombardment of the beach. However, most of the Indians made it safely ashore and bivouacked in Reserve Gully. During these same few days, around 4,000 Anzac reinforcements also arrived from Egypt. The narrow confines of Anzac now harboured 37,000 men.
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