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1


The Planned Offensive


The invasion of the Gallipoli Peninsula was slated as the master stroke that would knock the Ottoman Empire out of the Great War. Within days of the invasion, Sir Ian Hamilton, commander-in-chief of the operation, and his men were stilled trapped in the shallow beachhead at the toe of the peninsula at Helles with only one way to manoeuvre: head on. Twenty kilometres north, the men of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), commanded by Lieutenant General William Birdwood, were still confined to the small beachhead known as Anzac, with the Turks dominating the surrounding heights.1


Months earlier, in early March 1915, the British Secretary of War, Lord Horatio Kitchener, had arrogantly stated to Sir Ian Hamilton in London as he took command of the forces to invade the Gallipoli Campaign: ‘Supposing … one submarine pops up opposite the town of Gallipoli and waves a Union Jack three times, the whole Turkish garrison on the peninsula will take to their heels and make a beeline for Bulair.’2 Rather than a lone submarine, a combined British and French fleet tried to break through the Dardanelles on 18 March 1915 and in the process, lost a third of their battleships in a single day, forcing the fleet to ‘take to their heels and make a beeline for’ the Aegean. The Turks stayed in position waiting, wishing for the fleet to make another attempt – they didn’t.


Six weeks later, 25 April 1915, the army was sent in to capture the peninsula. In doing so it was argued this would enable the fleet to finally sail through the Dardanelles unmolested by the Turkish big guns on the peninsula. The guns on the mainland, however, would still be available to shell the fleet; this critical point seems to have been largely ignored – a serious omission in logic. Now weeks after the invasion of the Gallipoli Peninsula by Allied forces, the British, French, and Anzac forces were trapped in their respective sectors surrounded by the Turks. Stalemate equated to victory for the Turks: they had no need to break in – the Allies had to break out.3


The bumbling British Major General Aylmer Hunter-Weston, who was commanding the British 29th Division at Helles, had conducted several bloody and futile adhoc suicidal charges in broad daylight against entrenched Turkish positions covered with wire and defended by enfilading machinegun and rifle fire. Further back, Turkish batteries had calibrated to the metre every slight bit of topography now defining the broad killing fields of no-man’s-land. Nothing of significance had been achieved, except a body count in the thousands.4


Just after one of these many pointless and bloody assaults, British Major General Archibald Paris, commanding the Royal Naval Division, was counting the number of dead and wounded from his division after Hunter-Weston had ordered another senseless attack. He turned to Hunter-Weston to ask him about the casualties suffered by his 29th Division: ‘Casualties, what do I care for casualties?’5 Soon after, Hunter-Weston ordered a British brigade to attack a Turkish stronghold in broad daylight, with no supporting artillery. This predictably resulted in one man in three being killed outright – he described the disaster as ‘blooding the pups’.6


Since mid-May, Birdwood had been planning an operation to break out of the Anzac position at the point least expected by the Turks – the Sari Bair Range, north of the Anzac sector. Recent reconnaissance indicated that the Turks had left the Sari Bair only lightly defended. The Turks realistically assessed that the tortuous nature of the terrain there made any attempt to take these northern heights from the beaches impossible.7 Birdwood proposed the main thrust against the Turkish lines would be a night advance from North Beach at Anzac to capture the heights, principally Hill 971, Hill Q and Chunuk Bair. By the third day the troops would seize Third Ridge at Anzac to the south and advance on a broad front to occupy Mal Tepe and swing south to take Gaba Tepe.8


On 30 May, Birdwood discussed the plan in detail with Hamilton. Birdwood estimated that one division would be sufficient to carry out the operation. It was now that Hamilton’s earlier request for reinforcements to ‘finish the job’ had been approved. He would be receiving the 10th, 11th and 13th divisions, and a week later the 53rd and 54th territorial divisions were added. The War Council in London hoped that with these reinforcements the Ottoman Empire would finally be knocked out of the war with the capture of the peninsula and the occupation of Constantinople.9


Hamilton on hearing Birdwood’s proposal told him how he believed the ‘main push and decisive movement’ would originate from Anzac, and the seizure of Sari Bair ‘may prove to be the fulcrum for the lever which will topple over Germany and the pride of the Germans’.10 Just why the capture of Sari Bair on the Gallipoli Peninsula, would throw the German High Command in Berlin into panic, resulting in their surrender to the British, remains a mystery.


* * *


Back at Anzac, Major Percy Overton and his men of the New Zealand Canterbury Mounted Rifles had already conducted some patrols in the broad expanse of the Anzac northern flank:


I have been out on two occasions on reconnaissance outside our outposts and through the Turkish lines. The first time I took Corporal Denton, and we had a great day together and gained a lot of valuable information … The last time I was out for two nights and a day and took Trooper McInnes and Corporal Young. We had a most exciting and interesting time dodging Turkish outposts. I was able from what I saw of the country to make a map and gain much information as to the movements of the Turks and would not have missed the experience for the world.11


While the country was tortuous, Overton identified passable routes that led to the heights. These were via three valleys, more appropriate identified as gullies – the Sazli Beit Dere, Chailak Dere and Aghyl Dere. These dry water courses provided access to two major ridges, Rhododendron Ridge and Damakjelik Bair, which led to the summits of Chunuk Bair and Hill 971 respectively. He confirmed the ridgeline was only lightly defended and that capturing Chunuk Bair would place the Anzacs behind the main Turkish defences at Battleship Hill, Baby 700 and The Nek.12


It was not only Major Overton who had been conducting reconnaissance within and among the lower slopes and gullies of the Sari Bair. These patrols, along with unauthorised attempts by other New Zealanders to capture Old No. 3 Outpost (which lay like an island between the Chailak Dere and Sazli Beit Dere) were now judged to be in danger of alerting the Turks to the possibility of an attack against the northern sector. To help lull the Turks back into a false sense of security, orders were issued that no further patrols were to be conducted in this area. It was believed that only five battalions of Turks occupied the ground between Suvla Bay and the main area of the northern heights beyond Anzac.13 However, only three battalions, one squadron of cavalry and four batteries were located north of Chunuk Bair, amounting to fewer than 3000 men spread over some considerable distance.14


* * *


In early July, Birdwood produced his final plan. The first attack would be launched at 5.30 pm by the 1st Brigade, 1st Australian Division. These men would attack the Turkish stronghold along the southern Anzac flank known as Lone Pine. Major General Harold Walker and his men, comprising the 1st, 2nd and 3rd brigades, would also be responsible for holding the line at Anzac while the offensive against the northern heights was underway. Three and a half hours later the British would land troops at Suvla Bay about 10 kilometres north of Anzac. The British IX Corps would occupy the ‘W’ Hills to link up with the Anzacs to the south.15


Meanwhile, on North Beach the main thrust towards the Sari Bair Range would have commenced. Initially, to protect the northern flank of the New Zealand and Australian Division’s advance the Left Covering Force would clear the Turks from Damakjelik Bair and its surrounding area. Two battalions of the British 40th Brigade (13th Division) were to clear the lower hills of enemy troops. After the lower slopes had been cleared, the Left Assaulting Column, led by Major General Herbert Cox, consisting of the 4th Australian Infantry Brigade led by Colonel John Monash and Cox’s own 29th Indian Brigade, would advance up the slopes to take Hill 971 and Hill Q.16


Cox’s brigades would be guided by Major Overton and some local guides. The troops would make their way about 1 kilometre up the Aghyl Dere where two of the four Australian battalions would entrench along the Damakjelik Bair, forming several outposts guarding the northern flank of the offensive. The remaining Australian and Indian battalions would continue the hard climb through the rough and tangled country until reaching the main fork in the dere where two of the Gurkha Rifle regiments would continue up to attack and occupy Hill Q. The rest of the Australians and Indians would continue north-east, climbing over the upper parts of Damakjelik Bair and then down into Azma Dere before reaching Abdel Rahman Bair itself. From there they would turn in a south-east direction along the ridge, advancing another kilometre to capture the summit of Hill 971 – the highest peak of the range.17
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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.





* * *


Further south, the Right Covering Force would clear the Turkish outposts scattered around the lower slopes including Old No. 3 Outpost. The capture of these Turkish positions blocking access to the northern heights was assigned to Colonel Andrew Russell and his troopers of the New Zealand Mounted Rifle Brigade. It was estimated that the Turks would be cleared from the foothills by 11 pm. Following this the assaulting column, commanded by Brigadier Francis Johnson, would begin their advance to take Chunuk Bair. His force consisted of Johnson’s New Zealand Infantry Brigade, supported by the two remaining British battalions from the 13th Division.


The New Zealand infantry Brigade would lead the attack with three battalions advancing up the Chailak Dere, while its remaining battalion would advance along Sazli Beit Dere. Both columns would join up on Rhododendron Ridge and from there these troops would take Chunuk Bair before dawn. There they would advance south along the ridge to attack the Turks at Battleship Hill from the rear, supporting the Australian Light Horse troopers in their attack against The Nek.18


The 3rd Australian Light Horse Brigade to the south would launch a head-on attack from Russell’s Top against The Nek at 4.30 am, 7 August. This Turkish stronghold was the linchpin to Third Ridge to the south (Anzac) and Sari Bair to the north. If The Nek was captured, the centre of the Turkish line would be breached and the Turkish positions north and south flanked. As such, like Turkish Quinn’s and Lone Pine, this position was strongly held and fortified by the Turks. If the New Zealanders failed to conduct an attack against the rear of The Nek, it would be nothing short of carnage for the Australian troopers.


Birdwood’s orders to Major General Alexander Godley, who was placed in charge of the breakout, stated that ‘an attack in as great a strength as possible is to be delivered at night against Chunuk Bair ridge, which is to be followed by a converging attack from that ridge and from [Russell’s Top] against Baby 700 [via The Nek]. This task is allotted to you.’19


Just south of The Nek, two attacks would be launched to assist the troopers attacking this Turkish stronghold. Two squadrons from the 1st Light Horse Regiment to the south had been assigned to clear the trenches along Dead Man’s Ridge and then advance against the more complex trench system at the Chessboard. If successful, this would enable the attacking troopers to suppress Turkish enfilade fire against those charging The Nek.


The other attack would be by two squadrons of Queenslanders from the 2nd Light Horse Regiment against Turkish Quinn’s. This attack was to be by four consecutive lines of 50 men rushing the position. Officers and men were aware that all previous attempts to capture this position had ended in bloody defeat, suffering significant casualties.


The difficulty of any attack against Turkish Quinn’s was fully realised by Birdwood as he stated that for any attack to commence three conditions had to be met: German Officers’ Trench just south of this position had to be taken, or at the very least its enfilading machine guns silenced; the New Zealanders needed to be descending the backbone of the main ridge from Chunuk Bair to attack Battleship Hill, Baby 700 and The Nek from the rear; and Turkish Quinn’s had to be ‘blown apart’ by an artillery barrage.20 In the end, none of these pledges would be honoured. As the New Zealand official historian recorded: ‘Once again, the men of Anzac were asked to do with bayonets and rifles what should have been done with heavy guns.’21


Finally, the British troops of the Royal Welch fusiliers would take up a position just below the head of Monash Valley during the early hours of 7 August and launch an attack once the front lines of The Nek had been captured to help consolidate its southern flank, sandwiching themselves between The Nek and the Chessboard. Just like the Australian troopers, the fusiliers would be committed to attacking their objective, even though by then there was no longer any point; the lives of many of these men would be sacrificed for absolutely nothing.22


* * *


Birdwood’s plan was ambitious and very complex, relying on coordinated timing and equal degrees of advance from the different avenues of assault. It was further complicated by the fact that there was little information regarding the terrain to the north. Most of the ‘maps’ for this part of the peninsula were almost blank, as the emphasis on secrecy meant that very little reconnaissance had been done in the area from fear of alerting the Turks to a possible assault against the Sari Bair Range.23


The precious little artillery that was available had not fired a single shot to help register targets also from fear of alerting the Turks to a possible attack in this direction. Indeed, while Anzac now comprised 44 per cent of all available Allied troops for the peninsula, it only had 27 per cent of all guns, while the British at Helles with 36 per cent of troops had 56 per cent of all available guns. Also, the 18-pounder field guns had a low trajectory and were supplied mostly with shrapnel shells, which had little impact on entrenched troops. What was needed above all were howitzers and high explosive shells, but there was precious little of those to be had. By early August, each battery at Anzac (four guns) had just 150 high explosive shells available (36 shells per gun) to support the entire offensive.24


Several other factors mitigated against success even at the planning stage. No-one seemed concerned that the very rough and tumble nature of the terrain would seriously impede even the most fit, lightly equipped 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. In the words of British war correspondent Henry Nevinson: ‘No analysis or map or description can adequately express the roughness and complexity of that desert jungle, the steepness of its cliffs and spurs and edges, or the bewilderment of its dry watercourses, creeks, fissures, and ravines’.25


Or put more bluntly by one historian it was: ‘… 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 one began’.26


Historian Rhys Crawley concluded succinctly in his book Climax at Gallipoli: The failure of the August Offensive:


The supply and transport system was incapable of disembarking, stockpiling and then distributing the necessary daily requirements, and in effect broke down during the fight for the Sari Bair ridge … With insufficient numbers of personnel for fatigues, and a deficiency in mules for transport, it would have required a miracle for the supply and transport arrangements to cope with any advance across the peninsula.


And while the medical evacuation process worked throughout August, this was at a stage when operations stretched little more than a kilometre from the beaches. One is left to ponder whether this system, like the supply and transport system, could have coped – especially given its shortage of medical personnel – with ‘successful’ offensive operations requiring logistic support for major advances across the peninsula.27


* * *


Lieutenant General William Birdwood had seen a great deal of active service not only during the Second Boer War but also along the North-West Frontier of India. By 1911 he was Secretary of the Indian Army Department, and with the outbreak of World War One, Kitchener appointed him to command the newly formed ANZAC. With his wife and daughters, Birdwood left India in November 1914 to take up his new command. After arriving in Alexandria, Egypt, his wife and daughters were getting ready to continue their onward voyage to Britain. Just as his family were boarding the ship that would take them to England his youngest daughter, aged just four, asked her father ‘Do you think, Daddy, they will kill you at the war?’28


Birdwood led by example, and was much liked and respected, not only by his officers but by the Anzac rank and file who affectionately called him a ‘digger with stripes’. Indeed, New Zealand Lieutenant Colonel William Malone, commanding the Wellington Infantry Battalion at Quinn’s Post, wrote in his diary on 30 July 1915 how Birdwood made one of his frequent visits to the front line: ‘I made him a cup of tea and made him drink it. He always refuses. The reason being that he knew the difficulty of our water supply, and denies himself drink from us, in consequence. He is a splendid man, most loveable. So humane and considerate’.29


The same, however, could not be said for the commander who Birdwood placed in charge of the northern Anzac breakout, British Major General Sir Alexander Godley. At the outbreak of the war Godley had been in New Zealand helping organise the New Zealand defence force – he now commanded the New Zealand and Australian Infantry Division on the peninsula and was to oversee the operations to take the Sari Bair Range. While Godley liked the New Zealanders he detested the Australians. To make matters worse, his wife, Lady Godley, had accompanied him to Egypt and during one inspection, was heard to ‘order’ her husband, ‘Make ’em run, Alex!’30 Lady Godley further ‘endeared’ herself and the general to the men when later visiting the wounded in Egypt she became agitated when refused to lie at attention as she entered the hospital wards. Given Godley’s performance in the forthcoming offensive, the men’s low opinion of him was more than justified. While Godley’s headquarters during the offensive would be suitably located close to the area of operations at No. 2 Outpost, he seldom if ever left it except to embark on a destroyer to watch the battles from offshore, aided by a pair of binoculars and a ‘picnic lunch’.31


* * *


For months now, the Anzacs had little chance of getting fresh food or any rest away from the front lines; dysentery and other associated diseases were rife. The Official Australian Medical History records:


In June and July, the troops on the Gallipoli Peninsula were swept by a wave of intestinal disease, predominately fly-borne; of which the nature and cause were only gradually recognised by the regimental and divisional staffs … A desire to retain slight cases at the front for military reasons increased the spread of infection, and when the nature and cause were realised, the outbreak was beyond control. A flood of sick poured into the hospitals, the fighting ranks were gravely thinned and, when the crisis of the campaign arrived, a large percentage of the men who remained on duty were fit only for a short-lived effort …


The history of disease at Anzac [was] … in no small measure the history of the flies … their access to food and to latrines was, for the practical purposes of infection, unrestricted … the efforts to restrict the access of flies to excreta in the latrines [was ineffective]. Few latrines at Anzac were not exposed to direct or indirect fire, and many men were killed or wounded there. The plight of the unfortunate dysenteric, forced to relieve himself every half-hour or so, may be imagined … [flies] fed from the same dish with general and private alike. The warmth that hatched the flies incubated the disease germs also. For lack of water … mess-tins were unwashed. The life cycle of the infecting agent was complete. Each infected man acted in turn as a fresh focus of disease, of which the indefinite spread was limited only by the resistance of the individuals exposed.32


The conditions were such that from 1 July to 5 August an average of 73 men per day from the 1st Australian Division reported sick.33 This equated to the division losing a battalion of men every ten days through sickness alone. The point was brought home when it was assessed that throughout the same period, sick cases (2129 men) accounted for 69 per cent of total losses to the division.34 Replacements could not keep pace.


The situation for the New Zealanders was no better. Lieutenant Colonel William Malone, commanding the Wellington Infantry Battalion, was aware that the New Zealand Infantry Brigade now numbered fewer than 2800 men (from a nominal strength of 4000), About 70 per cent of the remaining men should have been evacuated long ago due to serious illness. He was furious on hearing that when Birdwood suggested to Brigadier Francis Johnston that his men be sent away for rest, that Johnston insisted that his brigade be tasked with capturing and holding Chunuk Bair.35 Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Bauchop, commanding the Otago Mounted Rifle Regiment, on hearing the plan for the first time noted it was ‘fraught with difficulty. I do not feel hopeful of our prospects at all’.36


British war correspondent Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett, had firsthand experience that the Australians and New Zealanders were physically and mentally spent, writing on first hearing of the intended offensive how he was ‘filled with alarm’ and that ‘to me it is an utterly impracticable operation of war … which will only lead to fresh reverses and enormous losses. I have never heard of troops being asked to perform such a strange feat of arms before … How can the Australians successfully debouch from … Anzac and storm these hills?’37




2


The Turkish Defence


German General Liman von Sanders, before the war, had headed the German Military Mission in Constantinople. With the Ottoman Empire’s entry into the war on the side of the Axis powers he was placed in charge of the Turkish 1st Army tasked with defending the capital. Soon after the combined Allied Fleet had been repulsed von Sanders received an unexpected visitor to his office, Enver Pasha. In 1908, the Committee of Union and Progress, led by Enver Pasha along with other ‘Young Turks’, overthrew the Sultan Abdul Hamid, and had allied themselves with the new continental power in Europe – Germany.1


Now head of the Turkish High Command, Enver Pasha asked von Sanders if he would take command of the Turkish 5th Army tasked with defending the Gallipoli Peninsula. It was not lost on the Turks that the defence of the peninsula was critical to securing the safety of Constantinople. On 26 March, von Sanders and his staff arrived at the port of Gallipoli where the headquarters of the 3rd Army Corps was based. While there von Sanders for the first time met the commander of the Turkish 19th Division, Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal, the future President of the Turkish Republic – later to become famous as Ataturk. Knowing that Kemal had been the military attaché to Sofia, he was keen to ask the young Turkish officer why he thought Bulgaria had so far refused to enter the war on their side.


Kemal replied with no hesitation: ‘Because they are not convinced that Germany will win.’


Von Sanders stared at his subordinate almost accusingly. ‘And what do you think?’


Kemal replied, unfazed: ‘I agree with the Bulgarians.’2


By late January 1915, Kemal had been appointed to command the newly raised 19th Division, which was tasked with helping to defend the Gallipoli peninsula.


* * *


By late July, the Turkish commanders knew that something big was on. Their spies and airmen had informed them of an increasing number of ships and soldiers stationed on the nearby Greek islands. It was obvious to von Sanders and others that the enemy was planning a new offensive. He did not know where or precisely when it would fall, but a report soon arrived via Salonika stating that around 60,000 enemy troops were on Lemnos with about 140 support and transport vessels at anchorage.3


Most Turkish commanders ruled out any serious attack being launched from Helles. Indeed, General Vehip Pasha, commanding the Southern Group at Helles, and his brother Esat Pasha, commanding the Northern Group at Anzac, believed the previous months of slaughter at Helles had shown that a breakout from the toe of the peninsula would be inviting disaster for the British, French, and Indian troops located there. They both agreed a breakout at Anzac was more likely, with Esat Pasha judging any offensive would be against the lowlands of Gabe Tepe to the south of Anzac.4


Von Sanders, however, was convinced that the most likely attack would be against the narrow neck of the peninsula, at Bulair located about 45 kilometres north of Anzac. When first taking over command of the peninsula just five weeks before the Allied invasion in April, he was convinced that Bulair would be the likely place for any invasion. He was again convinced the allies would now try and capture Bulair. He wrote to Lieutenant Colonel Wilhelm Willmer, who was the Anafarta regional commander – north of Anzac in the vicinity of Suvla Bay and the northern aspects of Sari Bair that ‘it has been heard that the enemy has been preparing for a landing operation again. Your area is the least likely area for the landing of troops. There is a possibility that the enemy might engage in some demonstrations. You shall strengthen the places that are suitable for landing in your area.’5


Significantly, Rhododendron Ridge, Chunuk Bair and Hill 971 were left largely unmanned as they were considered safe from any attack and their defence was left to the dispersed party of Turks who manned the lower ridges and gullies, which led up to the Sari Bair Range. It was precisely in this area that the bulk of the Anzac, British and Indian troops would attempt to break out of the Anzac Sector.


Von Sanders held the high ground around Ari Burnu (Anzac) with Major General Esat Pasha’s Northern Group – consisting of Colonel Mustafa Kemal and his men of the 19th Division, who occupied the area from Sazli Biet Dere to the north down to Kirmezi Sirt (Johnston’s Jolly) to the south, and Colonel Rüştü Bey’s 16th Division, who held the area from Kanli Sirt (Lone Pine) down to Gaba Tepe. Lieutenant Colonel Hassan Basri and his men of the 5th Division were close by in reserve north of Kojadere Village. The Northern Group amounted to around 19,000 rifles and 76 guns protecting the Ari Burnu Sector, while the Anafarta Regional Command consisted of just 2500 troops and four batteries in the Suvla–Anafarta area. Unknown to von Sanders, Birdwood’s forces at Anzac would soon number around 37,000 rifles and 72 guns, while the nearby landings at Suvla Bay by the British IX Corps would add another 20,000 additional troops and supporting artillery.6


* * *


Only one Turkish commander, Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal Bey, appeared unhappy that the northern heights remained largely undefended. Düztepe (Battleship Hill) was the northernmost flank of the Ari Burnu Sector and was held by the Turks. Forward of this position was Baby 700 and the critical position of The Nek. This position represented a narrow gateway to the northern heights. The Turks were heavily entrenched here, and the only way to attack this position was from Russell’s Top, involving a suicidal head on charge against The Nek.


Baby 700 looked down and dominated the approach to The Nek and it was covered in tier after tier of Turkish trenches and defended by several well-sited machine guns which could pour enfilade into any attacking force. It was at Battleship Hill that Kemal had recently moved his headquarters from Scrubby Knoll. He was increasingly concerned about the lack of defences around Chunuk Bair and beyond – only one fragmented battalion held the lower slopes of the Sari Bair. Kemal had elements of his 18th and 27th regiments entrench at The Nek, with the Turkish 57th Regiment and Arab 72nd and 77th regiments in reserve on Baby 700.7


Kemal assessed that the enemy might attempt a breakout from the approaches to Chunuk Bair and the narrow ‘valley’ leading up to it, Sazli Beit Dere. The dere was merely a scrub-chocked dry watercourse. However, it was the Turkish boundary separating the sectors under the direct command of Kemal (south) and German Lieutenant Colonel Willmer (north). Kemal was concerned that this vital part of the line was not being sufficiently defended. He argued the point with his commanding officer, Major General Esat Pasha, on 18 July:


Although it is known in the division that the southern boundary of the Anafarta area has been extended to include Sazlidere [Sazli Beit Dere], it is not known whether or not this is realised by Colonel Willmer who has recently been appointed to the command of the Anafarta area. It is requested that an order be issued clarifying the matter so that there may be no cause for misunderstanding between us and so as to be able to co-operate as the situation demands.8


Esat wrote back on the same day: ‘Little valleys like this cannot be inclusive or exclusive of either side. The southern slopes are in the 19th Division area, the northern slopes in the Anafarta area. The upper part of Sazli Beit Dere is within the area occupied by you. The mouth of the valley, on the other hand, is in enemy hands. The valley is the dividing line between the two areas and each area observed down the valley bottom. They can each maintain contact with the other’.9


Unsatisfied with this response, Kemal immediately replied:


The enemy could try a night assault by an assault group directed up Sazlidere onto Keskintepe, Şahinsirt [Rhododendron Ridge] or further east onto Conkbayiri [Chunuk Bair] … or while the whole 19th Division was fully occupied on the Ariburnu front, he could at any time move on Conkbayiri from the main Sazlidere direction … The small liaison and observation detachment at Şahinsirt and to the west of it which would be exposed to such an enemy attack could get no help from the 19th Division’s reserve in the valleys to the south of Düztepe [Battleship Hill] … although the 19th Division will completely secure the south of Sazlidere it [cannot] secure Sazlidere itself … I consider it necessary not to regard Sazlidere as an imaginary dividing line, but to regard it as a valley suitable for the advance of small but bold reconnaissance parties building up for a main threat by which an assault group could advance without taking advantage of darkness. I consider that it should be made the responsibility of a commander who would clearly realise the importance of his task. A commander who will assume the task of protecting this valley and who will have sufficient reserves situated at Conkbayiri, Agil [Aghyl Dere] and the head of Catlakdere [Chailak Dere].10


The general and his Chief of Staff, Colonel Fahrettin Bey, soon arrived at Kemal’s headquarters on Düztepe to see for themselves the tactical situation. All three looked down at the ridges and gullies around Sazli Beit Dere.


Fahrettin Bey remarked that ‘only raiding parties could cross this ground’. He turned to Kemal and asked: ‘Where will the enemy come from?’


Kemal pointed towards the direction of Anzac along the whole shore towards Suvla Bay: ‘From there.’


Not convinced, Fahrettin asked: ‘Very well, suppose he does come from there, how will he advance?’


Kemal again pointed towards Anzac and moved his hand in a semi-circle towards the northern heights of the Sari Bair: ‘He will advance from here.’ He pointed directly at the scrub covered steep rugged incline of the Sazli Beit Dere.


The corps commander smiled and patted Kemal on the shoulder reassuringly. ‘Don’t you worry,’ he said, ‘he can’t do it.’


Realising that he had lost the debate, Kemal said to himself more than to anyone else: ‘God willing, sir, things will turn out as you expect.’11


While Esat Pasha agreed to strengthen the lower slopes around Sazli Beit Dere, he refused to reinforce Chunuk Bair itself. Kemal later wrote bitterly: ‘The most important point in our defences and the most inadequately manned’.12
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Right and Left Covering Forces


Along Russell’s Top, just opposite The Nek, Trooper Alex Borthwick with the 8th Australian Light Horse was writing a letter home. Next to him was his brother Keith. Both brothers knew the next day they would be attacking The Nek: ‘Hoping to pull through all right but if we don’t you will know we have done our little bit. Poor Mother must not worry too much, and I hope, if we should have the bad luck to get hit … that Father will console both of you by remembering that we quitted ourselves like men’.1 Keith would be killed the next morning.


That afternoon, it was noticed by most men of Anzac that the artillery batteries had increased their rate of fire, most of it against Lone Pine to the south. As recalled by Major Arthur Olden of the 10th Australian Light Horse: ‘The roar of heavy guns and rattle of rifles and machine guns away on our right told our people that the battle had begun in earnest, and that the attack on Lone Pine had been launched.’2


In just over four days of fighting, the Battle for the Pine would claim 2277 Australian casualties, while the Turks would suffer around 5000 men killed or wounded. Of the nine Victoria Crosses awarded to Australians during the entire Gallipoli Campaign, seven would be awarded for actions during the ferocious and bloody four days of bombing and hand-to-hand fighting in the trenches of Lone Pine.3


Lieutenant Hugo Throssell of the 10th Australian Light Horse had only days before arrived at Anzac and was on Russell’s Top with his brother Ric and their mates Ross Chipper and his brother Lindsay; all had gone to school together. They were sharing a bottle of whisky they had ‘half-inched’ from Major Thomas Todd. For many, including brothers Ross and Lindsay, it would be their last sunset. At 5.30 pm they heard yells coming from the south as the Australians stormed Lone Pine. Within seconds the Pine was covered in smoke and dust as the sun begun to set.4 Each trooper looked on quietly, knowing at first light the next morning it would be their turn. Hugo remembered: ‘It was … the first occasion during [my] lifetime on which [I] had taken strong drink. [We] knew that in the morning [we] had to make a bayonet charge and thought that something was needed to steady the nerves.’5


Towards dusk, the Australian troopers who would be going into action at dawn received orders to collect their gear. Trooper Alexander Meldrum later said: ‘We got orders to pack up our spare belongings and get ready. We started by sewing white patches on our shirts; one on the back and one each sleeve. Our bundles were thrown into big heaps on the edge of the cliffs, and we were issued with our rations for 48 hours … we went round to secret saps and there waited, about 40 yards from the Turks. We sat in our saps and trenches all night and shivered. I can’t say we slept – any rate I didn’t’.6


The same applied to Sergeant Henry Nugent of the 8th Australian Light Horse who would be in the first wave to attack The Nek: ‘We had to sit in trenches all night [and] heard other attacks around us. All night we sat, and the strain was awful. About 2 am I went to sleep and slept for about an hour. About 3 am rum was served out’.7


The Right Covering Force


As the bloody fighting for Lone Pine to the south continued into the night, at around 8.30 pm the Right Covering Force, consisting of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles under the command of Brigadier Andrew Russell, began its task of clearing the Turks from the lower slopes of North Breach, including Old No. 3 Outpost within the Sazli Beit Dere. The Turks of the 1st Battalion, 14th Regiment (1/14th Regiment) were tasked with defending this sector.8


Also assigned were two Maori platoons under the command of Captain Norman Hastings of the Wellington Mounted Rifles, who was present as his men gathered for a religious service on the eve of battle. Their Padre, Captain Henare Wainohu, addressed them. His brief earnest sermon breathed the ‘spirit of the warrior chief quite as strongly as that of the spiritual leader’. He concluded:


‘Whatever you do,’ said the Padre, ‘Remember you have the mana, the honour and the good name of the Maori people in your keeping this night. Remember, our people far away in our native land are watching you, waiting eagerly, anxiously to hear how you have behaved … in battle. In a few minutes perhaps many of us may be dead. But go forward fearlessly, with but one thought. Do your duty to the last, and whatever comes never turn your backs on the enemy. Go through with what you have to do, to the very utmost of your powers. Do your duty, uphold the ancient warrior name of the Maori.’9
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