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Map 1. Main topographical features at Anzac.


[image: images]


Map 2. Main topographical features at ‘Old Anzac’.
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PART ONE


GENESIS


Just as the Navy had been forced into a purely naval attack, the Army had now been drawn into a new theatre of war it neither wanted nor had the resources to commit. Rather than arriving at the need for the campaign through measured analysis and pragmatic considerations, the campaign had evolved through wishful and, at times, impulsive thinking in search of highly questionable strategic outcomes, based on a poor opinion of Ottoman capabilities and an attempt to salvage political reputations.


Brigadier Chris Roberts


The Landing at Anzac
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CHAPTER 1


‘We heard the clanking of the portcullis
descending before the Dardanelles’


In early 1914, the German officers attached to the Military Mission in prewar Constantinople were busy training and advising their Ottoman comrades in military affairs. Most hoped that their assignment to the empire would be short-lived. Even so, it had its benefits: assignment to this outpost of German imperialism meant an immediate jump in rank by one position. One of these officers was the recently promoted 35-year-old Colonel Hans Kannengiesser, who had just completed an exhausting inspection of Turkish forces in northern Anatolia. His orders were to assess the Turkish forces’ ability to mobilise for war.


Kannengiesser had been isolated from the outside world for over a month and it was only now that he heard of the assassination of the Austro-Hungarian heir to the throne a month earlier. According to popular rumour, Austria-Hungary and Russia were now at war. A few days later, Kannengiesser was aboard the Haleb entering the Bosphorus when a small Turkish naval vessel pulled up alongside with the news that Germany had declared war on France and Russia. Kannengiesser, standing in a group of animated Turkish army officers, looked at the Turk who informed him of the news and replied unhesitatingly: ‘One thing is surely incorrect, gentlemen. Russia and France have certainly declared war on us.’1 Kannengiesser was convinced that he would soon be on his way back to Germany to fight for the Fatherland.


On reaching Constantinople (present-day Istanbul), Kannengiesser rushed ashore and bought a newspaper, its French headlines announcing in large type: ‘The World War’. He quickly made his way to the Mission, expecting most of his comrades to have already left for Germany. As he approached, he came across a fellow German officer who told him: ‘Nobody from the Military Mission has been allowed to return to Germany. I have just left a General Council of Officers with His Excellency von Liman. We have each of us received our orders for the mobilisation of the Turkish army. You are to remain at the War Office.’2 Kannengiesser was dismayed to hear that he was to sit out the war’s opening shots in Turkey. Within weeks his brother would be awarded the Iron Cross and, as if to further frustrate his ambitions, his old regiment would be well and truly bloodied on the Western Front, while he was stranded in the war’s backwater — neutral Turkey.
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German Colonel Hans Kannigiesser.


***


With the amalgamation of the former Prussian and German principalities into a united Germany following the defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, the European alliance system had shifted rapidly. Long before the Great War, Germany’s growing financial and military dominance in continental Europe had been viewed with increasing concern by France and Russia who had established an alliance to help ‘stem’ Germany’s economic, industrial and military expansion. Within 40 years of unification, Germany’s gross domestic product had multiplied six-fold, coal production seven-fold and steel production a staggering fifteen-fold. Germany had emerged as the new economic and industrial powerhouse of Europe.3


Germany’s growing naval threat was of particular concern to Britain. Kaiser Wilhelm II clearly sought his ‘place in the sun’ in terms of empire. To acquire colonies for this empire, Germany needed a strong navy. The introduction of the revolutionary Dreadnought battleship design by the British meant that all previous battleships (and navies) were now obsolete. This new class of warship (and others to follow) switched from a dependency on coal to oil, which would play its part in future strategic considerations. The modern design provided the opportunity for the newly established German navy to catch up with Britain, as the Royal Navy had to replace many of its now obsolete battleships with the Dreadnought class. Britain’s defence doctrine since the defeat of Napoleon almost 100 years before had relied on her 1:2 standard. This required Britain to maintain a fleet sufficiently large to contain a combination of the world’s next two greatest naval powers.4


Britain was increasingly coming to regard her former arch-nemesis Russia as a potential ally against the Kaiser’s Weltpolitik — the foreign policy designed to make Germany a major power in world affairs. Indeed, just 60 years before, the British, French and Turks had gone to war against Russia in the Crimea in a bid to stem her ambitions in the Balkans. Russia’s later unsuccessful attempt to invade the Balkans in 1878 had resulted in the great powers recognising three independent Balkan states: Serbia, Montenegro and Romania. It had also expanded the frontiers of two others, Bulgaria and Greece.5 Britain had long been concerned about Russia’s ambitions, not only in the Balkans and the Mediterranean, but also the Middle East and particularly in British India, and she regarded the Ottoman Empire as a bulwark against Russian regional ambitions. With British successes in Egypt and her subsequent securing of control of the Suez Canal and Cyprus, however, the strategic importance of Turkey had begun to diminish correspondingly. When Britain established naval bases in Gibraltar and Malta, so crucial in establishing the British Mediterranean Fleet, Turkey’s importance had diminished further. Britain now viewed Russia as an important ally against Germany and, given that Britain’s imperial lifeline to India was now safe, complacency set in and she lost active interest in her role as Turkey’s traditional patron.


Germany was pleased to fill the vacuum that Britain had vacated in her relationship with Turkey. Earlier, in 1898, the German Kaiser had visited the Ottoman Sultan and presented himself as a friend to all Muslims. Popular rumour soon told that the German Kaiser himself had become a Muslim — rumours he was happy to allow to circulate throughout the Ottoman Empire. By the time he left Constantinople, the Kaiser had won Germany the right to build and operate a rail link between Berlin and Baghdad. The Berlin-Bagdad railway would not only help Germany penetrate the region economically, but also gain a dominating political and military influence.6 Indeed, the British and French almost appeared to be deliberately pushing Turkey towards Germany. Both had earlier refused a financial loan to Turkey — which Germany had been happy to extend. Both had refused to receive Turkish officers at their military academies, while Germany actively encouraged Turkish officers to come to Berlin. In a final masterstroke, Germany was now reorganising and resupplying the Turkish army.7
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Studio portrait of General Otto Liman von Sanders, Commander in Chief of the Turkish Army (AWM J00200).


Enver Pasha, a 35-year-old soldier, politician and nationalist, and now Turkish War Minister, had earlier been the Ottoman Military Attaché to Berlin and was a great supporter of Germany over Britain. With Enver Pasha’s backing, the newly established pre-war German Military Mission in Constantinople began to expand and soon German advisors pervaded all elements of the Turkish army. The Mission, headed by Major General Otto Liman von Sanders, was essential in retraining the Turkish military following the devastating defeats of the Balkan Wars. For a time the British had managed to hold sway over naval matters with a relatively large pool of attached naval advisors. However, in a climate of rising suspicion over Britain’s growing friendship with Russia, Germany had been able to boost the number of naval advisors attached to the Ottoman navy and, very soon, German officers would also boast the ascendancy.


By 1914, two military blocks had emerged: the Triple Entente of Britain, France and Russia and the Central Powers of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy. However, Italy’s well-known designs on Austrian Trieste and South Tyrol, and Austria’s ongoing belligerence towards Italy made any notion that Italy would come to Austria’s aid a nonsense. Indeed, in 1911, Austria had contemplated a pre-emptive war against Italy. Ultimately, Italy would join the Allies in 1915.8


***


In 1908, the Ottoman Empire faced revolution. The Committee of Union and Progress, led by Enver Pasha along with other ‘Young Turks’, had overthrown Sultan Abdul Hamid. The Young Turks now looked towards the new potent continental power of Germany as a potential ally against Turkey’s traditional enemy — Russia. The Turks suspected that Russia, Britain and France were dividing parts of the Ottoman Empire into potential spheres of influence. Russia was continually inciting unrest among the Armenians and sought to expand her territorial borders within the Caucasus. Russia also cherished centuries-old designs on Constantinople and control of the Dardanelles. France’s interest in the region of present-day Syria had become increasingly evident, while Britain was clearly interested in southern Mesopotamia and the Gulf to add to her possessions in Egypt and along the Suez Canal. Britain was particularly keen to secure her stakes in the Anglo-Persian Oil Company which had begun to produce oil in 1912. She was concerned about the security of its refinery and pipeline located close to the border of Persia (modern-day Iran) and the Ottoman Empire.9


In addition, Britain, France and Russia had continued to support Greece and the independent Balkan nations of Serbia, Romania, Montenegro and Bulgaria. These states had formerly defined the European borders of the old Ottoman Empire. In the First Balkan War (1912), this coalition had defeated the remaining Turkish forces in the region. However, by the Second Balkan War (1913), the coalition’s weaknesses had been exposed and it had disintegrated, with infighting erupting over the spoils of war. For a brief period Turkey was able to take advantage of the situation and reclaim some of her lost territories, although not for long. But it was Bulgaria that had lost most to her former allies. Ultimately, the Balkan Wars saw the centre of the Turkish state shift from Europe to Asia.10


Just weeks before the outbreak of the Great War in August 1914, Enver Pasha and the German Ambassador, Baron Hans von Wangenheim, had hatched a scheme to form an alliance between Turkey and Germany. Enver Pasha had informed only a few select ministers of the secret negotiations — the terms and conditions of which had been finalised as recently as 24 July — just days before war broke out. Indeed, even the crucial Minister for Finance, Cavid Bey, and the Minister for the Navy, Cemal Pasha, had not been notified. They, like many others, had been presented with a fait accompli.11 The treaty stipulated that Turkey would only be obliged to come to Germany’s aid if she was attacked by Russia. Curiously, the treaty was signed the day after Germany had declared war on Russia. As such, it was already null and void as Germany was the aggressor — Turkey remained neutral. The major factor for the Germans, however, was that the ‘secret’ treaty was not a secret for long and, while the Entente members were unaware of its details they, particularly Russia, suspected that it could only mean one thing — war with Turkey was imminent. This worked in Germany’s favour as it helped to isolate Turkey further from the Entente.12


In supporting Germany, Turkey had hoped to form a Balkan block ‘which would impel Bulgaria into the Central Powers and effect a new balance of power in the Balkans; Serbia and Greece would be squeezed, disgorging the Aegean islands and western Thrace.’13 A revived Turkish-led coalition in the Balkans would considerably hamper European ambitions for the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire if a wider European war broke out. Britain at this point was still neutral, but Turkey suspected that such a war would result in a scramble for Turkish territory, regardless of whether she remained neutral or not. Fears over Russia were particularly ingrained. Indeed, a common slogan in St Petersburg at the time was ‘the road to Constantinople passes through Berlin’.14 Once Turkey entered the war on the side of Germany, there were those in London who voiced a similar sentiment, but with one significant difference — the ‘road to Berlin passes through Constantinople’.


At this point of high international tension, the British made a critical diplomatic blunder, playing directly into German hands. Following Turkey’s defeat in the Balkans and the occupation of her former islands, the Turks were forced to modernise their navy. The Turkish government could not afford to purchase the new Dreadnought class of ships as the empire was close to bankruptcy, so the Turkish people paid for two new battleships through public subscription. Citizens from all ranks of society donated their hard-earned savings to the cause. However, with Britain now at war with Germany and, given the reduced margin of superiority of the new class of battleships over Germany, Britain commissioned the newly completed Turkish Dreadnoughts, the Sultan Osman and Reschadieh — built in the British shipbuilding yards at Tyneside — into the Royal Navy, respectively rechristened HMS Agincourt and HMS Erin. Britain advised the Turkish government that all due consideration would be given to compensating Turkey for the loss of the ships. The Turkish people were justifiably outraged. At a time when British diplomacy should have been the byword, the Admiralty, more specifically the Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, barged in like a bull in a china shop.15


Months before the war, German Rear Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, commanding the battlecruiser Goeben and light cruiser Breslau, had sailed to Constantinople to fly the German flag. With Britain’s declaration of war against Germany in early August, the two warships sailed out into the Mediterranean where they were promptly trapped by the Royal Navy. With their escape to the Atlantic and Adriatic blocked by British squadrons, the two German ships steamed for the relative safety of the neutral waters of the Dardanelles.16


On 10 August 1914, Colonel Kannengiesser was in Constantinople with the Turkish Minister for War, Enver Pasha, briefing him on Turkish preparations for mobilisation. Midway through the briefing, the tall, clean-shaven Lieutenant Colonel von Kress interrupted them with a message from the Dardanelles commander. Rear Admiral Souchon had just requested permission for his two ships to enter the Dardanelles. Enver replied that he could not make such a crucial decision without first consulting the Grand Vizier (Prime Minister), Prince Sait Halim. Kress was adamant and, taking off his rimless glasses, he looked intently at Enver Pasha: ‘But we must wire immediately.’ Enver battled silently with himself but showed no outward sign of turmoil. A moment later he announced, ‘They are to allow them to enter.’ Kress followed up with the critical question: ‘If the English warships follow the Germans, are they to be fired on?’ Enver retorted in obvious annoyance, ‘The matter must be left to the decision of the Council of Ministers. The question can remain open for the time being.’ Kress pushed the point: ‘Excellency, we cannot leave our subordinates in such a position without issuing immediately clearly defined instructions. Are the English to be fired on or not?’ Enver, after some thought, relented: ‘Yes.’ Kannengiesser knew that the consequences of this exchange would have dramatic ramifications not only for the region, but also for those fighting and dying in Europe. He later recalled hearing ‘the clanking of the portcullis descending before the Dardanelles. It was an incident in the world’s history of which I chanced to be a witness. None of us had moved a muscle. Kress took his leave and I proceeded with my report as though nothing had happened.’17


***


The British squadron did not pursue the Germans into the straits. However, the German government knew that its two cruisers could not possibly outgun the British squadron lying in wait. In a masterly diplomatic stroke, Germany permitted Turkey to ‘purchase’ the two ships, thus replacing the two Dreadnoughts that had been shanghaied by the British. Purchasing these warships from Germany allowed the Turks to maintain a thin veneer of neutrality. The German crew also ‘enlisted’ in the Ottoman navy for the duration.18 Within days, German Rear Admiral Souchon was appointed to command the Ottoman navy. It was clear to all that Turkey was throwing in her lot with Germany. No doubt encouraged by the German Military Mission and the German Ambassador, Enver Pasha now made the fateful decision that brought Turkey into the European conflict on the side of the Central Powers. On 27 October 1914, he ordered the German ‘Turkish’ Admiral to take the Turkish fleet out into the Black Sea, including the rechristened Goeben (Yavuz Sultan Selim) and Breslau (Midilli). Two days later, the Ottoman fleet shelled Odessa and other Russian ports — Turkey was now at war with Russia and, by default, France and Britain.19


***




CHAPTER 2


‘Without the aid of a single soldier’


In Britain and France, generals and politicians alike were looking for a way to break the stalemate on the Western Front. While some believed that British infantry divisions should be sent to a new front, others turned to the Royal Navy to break the deadlock. Britain had long relied on naval power to dictate international diplomacy and military strength. With her infantry divisions bleeding on the Western Front, many believed that the fleet could be a decisive factor in winning the war. There were essentially five options open to the Admiralty in late 1914 following Turkey’s entry into the war. First, a northward thrust by the British in Belgium, supported by naval guns, to expel the Germans from the captured ports, including Zeebrugge and Ostend. Second, a move against Germany in the north by British warships and Russian troops, focusing on the Baltic — a problematic plan as the Russians had no troops to spare. Third, a drive up the Adriatic against the Austro-Hungarians and their fleet — also problematic as this would be impossible without Italian support (at this point Italy was still neutral) and dangerous because of the submarine threat. Fourth, a landing at Salonika to help land-locked Serbia — impossible without Greek participation and, as long as Bulgaria’s intentions remained unclear, Greece would almost certainly remain neutral. The final option involved a combined operation against the Turks at the Dardanelles aimed at Constantinople or something rather less ambitious against Alexandretta.1


The complete failure of British forces at the Battle of Neuve Chapelle in March 1915 further convinced those advocating these strategic options and the exploitation of Britain’s overwhelming maritime advantage of the strength of their argument. This operation had for months been touted as the battle that would break the stalemate on the Western Front. However, the devastating mass artillery bombardment and infantry assaults had failed to break the German lines. Even the use of chlorine gas by the Germans along the Ypres salient a month later failed to break the entrenched stalemate. All now realised that a war of mobility on this front was a forlorn hope. Winston Churchill argued that sending troops to the Western Front merely resulted in ‘men chewing barbed wire.’2 To Churchill and others a new front meant a new opportunity. Indeed, this line of thinking was increasingly gaining currency, particularly among politicians, many of whom had become military strategists overnight.


Even before the disaster at Neuve Chapelle, the then Secretary of War, Lord Horatio Kitchener, encouraged by Churchill, Secretary of the War Council Colonel Maurice Hankey, and Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George, wrote to Sir John French, Commander-in-Chief of British forces on the Western Front:


There does not appear to be much sign of the contemplated push through on the part of the French Army. Probably they find themselves up against the same problem all along the line as you do in your part, viz.: trenches that render attack only a waste of men for a few yards gained of quite worthless ground. The feeling here is gaining ground that, although it is essential to defend the line we hold, troops over and above what is necessary for that service could be better employed elsewhere … The question of where anything effective can be accomplished opens a large field and requires a good deal of study.3


Needless to say, General French was opposed to such a proposition.


***


By November 1914, the Ottoman forces had been fully mobilised for war. Indeed, even though the Young Turks had strongly opposed the entrenched conservatism of the former caliphate, they now heartily endorsed the newly appointed puppet Sultan Mehmed Resad’s fatwa against the ‘Christian’ coalition. The fatwa stated in part:


O Muslims, who are obedient servants of God! Of those who go to the jihad for the sake of happiness and salvation of the believers in God’s victory, the lot of those who remain alive is felicity, while the rank of those who depart to the next world is martyrdom. In accordance with God’s beautiful promise, those who sacrifice their lives to give life to the truth will have honour in this world, and their latter end is paradise.4


This invocation of ‘holy war’ was designed to produce an overwhelming outpouring of support from Muslims in Egypt, North Africa, Afghanistan and India against a new Christian crusade. However, it was largely ineffectual, as most Muslims outside the heartland of Ottoman rule, including the 100 million under the British, and the 20 million under the French, had long ago come to distrust and despise the corrupt Ottoman regime.5


The empire itself was far from united, its population of 40 million comprising Greeks, Arabs, Slavs and numerous other peoples whose religious and racial divide was broad. Colonel Kannengiesser, still at the German Military Mission in Constantinople, commented on hearing of the fatwa: ‘A Turkish nation of one common opinion was out of the question … That was not to be expected from a people so constantly at war. As a result, the pompous declaration of the “Holy War” … in the Faith Mosque at Constantinople, the unfurling of the green flag of the Prophet, the prayer of the Sultan, on the holy mantle of the Prophet in Top-Kapu did not deceive the knowing observer.’6 Indeed, many men of Islamic faith would fight on the side of the Entente, including large numbers from British India, French Algeria and Morocco and others from what would later become known as Saudi Arabia and other ‘outer regions’ of the then Ottoman Empire. Even so, by January 1915 the Ottoman 3rd Army, under the command of Enver Pasha, appeared on the brink of a major victory against Imperial Russian forces in the Caucasus.


The Russian army Commander-in-Chief, Grand Duke Nicholas II, sent a harried appeal to London on 2 January urgently requesting action against the Turks to relieve pressure on the Russian front. Churchill asked Kitchener if anything could be done to help the Russian ally who was being attacked on three separate fronts by three separate armies — German, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman. Kitchener replied that the Dardanelles was the only place for a realistic demonstration:


I do not see that we can do anything that will very seriously help the Russians in the Caucasus … We have no troops to land anywhere. A demonstration at Smyrna would do no good … Alexandretta has already been tried, and would have no great effect a second time. The coast of Syria would have no effect. The only place that a demonstration might have some effect in stopping reinforcements going east would be the Dardanelles.7


Two days before formally declaring war on the Ottoman Empire, a British naval squadron had shelled the shore defences of the Dardanelles. The shelling had ended when one of the Turkish forts guarding the entry to the Dardanelles received a direct hit on its magazine, blowing it sky-high, and causing some 60 Turkish casualties.8 Chief Petty Officer Cave, serving in the cruiser HMS Dublin, watched as HMS Indefatigable and HMS Indomitable poured fire into the forts and buildings at the tip of the peninsula at Cape Helles:


It seemed to me to be a deliberate bombardment of practically every building in sight, care being taken not to hit the minaret. This would be because of its use for range-finding and also perhaps because of a wish not to offend religious sensibilities. The main target was certainly the fort, which we made a mess of, culminating in a huge explosion. There had been sporadic return fire from several positions but we certainly weren’t hit and it was a most one-sided affair.9


A month later, the British submarine B11 torpedoed and sank the old Turkish battleship Massoudieh anchored in the Dardanelles, earning her skipper, Commander Norman Holbrook, a Victoria Cross (VC). These successful incursions demonstrated to Churchill and others that naval power alone might succeed in forcing a way through the Dardanelles, enabling the Turkish capital to be menaced by the heavy guns of the Royal Navy and occupied by a small military force. The use of the Royal Navy could contribute significantly to the collapse of the Central Powers — Turkey first. Not all had agreed with this assessment, particularly those with some knowledge of Turkey and the Turks.10


Lieutenant Colonel Francis Cunliffe-Owen had been the British Military Attaché in Constantinople from 1913 until the outbreak of hostilities between Britain and Turkey. In late 1914, he had reported to British military intelligence on the status of the Turkish army:


There is no doubt that very considerable progress has been made in efficiency, and that it will be far superior to that in existence before the Balkan War. The continuous training … and the time which has elapsed for the deliberate organization of mobilization and administrative arrangements must cause the Turkish forces to be now regarded as a factor … to be taken seriously into account.11


However, Cunliffe-Owen’s views were never sought by those planning the operation. Even had his advice been requested, it may have made no difference, if Kitchener’s reaction to a briefing provided by intelligence officer Captain Wyndham Deeds is any indication. Captain Deeds was a very capable officer who had served with the Turkish army and was very familiar with the defences of the Dardanelles. Deeds provided Kitchener with a detailed reason for the inevitable failure of his naval operation. Kitchener became angry and cut him short, asserting that he did not known what he was talking about and dismissing him with a wave of his hand.12


***


First Sea Lord of the Admiralty, Admiral Sir John ‘Jackie’ Fisher, was informed of the Russians’ urgent appeal and agreed to the scheme to force the Dardanelles using outdated battleships. However, he also wanted troops to help secure the Turkish batteries guarding the straits. He added prophetically: ‘As the Great Napoleon said, “Celerity — without it Failure.”’13 In an earlier memorandum dated December 1914, Fisher had been a strong advocate of forcing the Dardanelles.14 In January, he had argued unsuccessfully for an immediate invasion of the Asiatic side of the Dardanelles by the Indian Corps and 75,000 seasoned British troops then serving in France. At the same time, the Greeks were to invade the Gallipoli peninsula; the Bulgarians would capture the city of Adrianople in north-west Turkey; while Romania would join Russia and Serbia in attacking Austria-Hungary. These operations would collectively enable the fleet to pass safely through the straits to Constantinople and force Turkey to sue for peace. Fisher seems not to have been concerned that all of these Balkan states, with the exception of Serbia, were still neutral. Churchill, however, had other ideas and asked Vice Admiral Sackville Carden, located with his naval squadron just outside the Dardanelles, if he could force the straits using the navy alone. Carden replied: ‘I do not consider the Dardanelles can be rushed. They might be forced by extended operations with large numbers of ships.’15 Carden was ordered to start planning for just such an operation, but also warned that any ‘wasteful expenditure of ammunition may result in the operation having to be abandoned before a successful conclusion is arrived at.’16 This was hardly reassuring!


Just as Carden set about drafting his plans, the Russian situation changed dramatically. The conflict along the Caucasus front turned against the Turks, with the near collapse of their forces following a number of successful Russian counter-attacks and the onset of a savage winter for which the Ottoman 3rd Army was ill-prepared. Indeed, by mid-January 1915, Turkish casualties along this front stood at over 90,000 dead and 45,000 captured, leaving a total remaining from the original Ottoman army of just over 12,000 men. Enver Pasha, who was commanding the army, left the front soon after, passing his thankless command to General Hafiz Hakki Pasha. To make matters worse, spotted typhus broke out among the remnants of the army, with many men dying in prolonged agony, including the newly appointed army commander.17


At the time, the Russian Grand Duke failed to inform his allies of his much altered circumstances and Britain continued to plan an attack to help her ‘hard pressed’ ally. When word finally filtered through to the British at the end of January that the Russian forces in the Caucasus were no longer under threat, planning for a Dardanelles offensive continued regardless. Clearly, Kitchener’s objective had changed from merely a demonstration to assist Russia to a strategic consideration aimed at knocking the Ottoman Empire out of the war. No doubt he was encouraged by Churchill, who had always regarded the ‘demonstration’ as a full-blown operation to force the Dardanelles. Indeed, the Allies were not alone in this line of thinking. The German High Command saw the opening of the Dardanelles to the Russians as a disaster that must be avoided at all cost. The then German Commander-in-Chief, General Erich Falkenhayn, based in Berlin, wrote: ‘If the Straits between the Mediterranean and the Black Sea [are] not permanently closed to Entente traffic, all hopes of a successful course of the war [will] be very considerably diminished. Russia [will] have been freed from her significant isolation … which offered a safer guarantee than military success.’18


Churchill’s rhetoric had apparently bewitched those in London and many accepted as fact the notion that the capture and occupation of Constantinople would be relatively painless. At worst, they reasoned, it might result in the loss of a few outdated battleships, a small price to pay for knocking Turkey out of the war, bringing the wavering Balkan states into the war on the side of the Entente, securing Egypt’s safety, and enabling much-needed supplies and ammunition to be shipped directly to Russia through the Black Sea. Indeed, Russia was experiencing considerable difficulties even in the simple matter of arming her troops. By the end of 1915, each artillery shell had to travel an average of 6500 kilometres, and a rifle or machine-gun bullet more than 4000 kilometres, before a Russian soldier could fire it. The fact that Britain herself, with her much shorter supply line, also could not supply her own divisions with sufficient artillery and munitions was beside the point. Indeed, no large supplies of war materiel would become available for Russia until 1917, by which time the Russian Empire would be already sliding into revolution.19


***


During the Balkan Wars, the then Major Mustafa Kemal had been appointed Operations Officer of the Mediterranean Army Corps and afterwards became the Military Attaché to Sofia in Bulgaria at the rank of lieutenant colonel. By late January 1915, he was back in Constantinople, keen to obtain a field command despite the fact that he believed Turkey had been far too hasty in throwing herself into the war.20 Lieutenant Colonel Kemal had managed to arrange a meeting with Enver Pasha, who had since made his way back from the Caucasus front. The young officer noticed how thin and pale his Commander-in-Chief had become since their last meeting:


‘You’re a little tired,’ said Kemal.


‘No,’ replied Enver, ‘not that much.’


‘What’s happened?’ [referring to the Caucasus front]


‘We fought — that’s about it …’


‘What’s the position now?’ asked Kemal.


‘Very good,’ lied Enver.21


Given his commander’s brief replies, Kemal suspected that this was probably far from the truth and decided to avoid further discussions of the military situation in the Caucasus. The conversation turned to Kemal himself — he was pleased to hear that he was to command the newly raised 19th Infantry Division, which was to help defend the Gallipoli peninsula. Enver looked preoccupied and was obviously exhausted, so Kemal decided not to prolong the conversation. On leaving Enver’s office he went in search of Enver’s Chief of Staff to glean further details of his command, but realised that neither this officer, nor anyone on Enver’s staff had any knowledge of the 19th Division. He left the Ministry feeling despondent — he had no choice but to wait for events to unfold, no easy task for the energetic and ambitious lieutenant colonel. Kemal finally received his marching orders a month later — he was to make his way to Maidos on the Dardanelles side of the Gallipoli peninsula where he would indeed take command of the 19th Division.22
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Officers of the Ottoman 19th Division; Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal, the Divisional Commander, is standing fourth from the left with a cigarette-holder in his hand (AWM P01141_001).


***


Vice Admiral Carden’s preliminary naval plan to force the Dardanelles consisted of four phases. First, he planned a reduction of the forts at the entrance and the destruction of the inner defences as far as Kephez. Second, he would aim for a reduction of the forts at the Narrows and the clearing of the minefields. Third, he would push for a reduction of the defences above the Narrows and fourth, his fleet would advance into the Sea of Marmora. Carden assessed that this operation would take around a month to complete. The French government was informed of the plan and agreed to provide a French naval squadron to assist in the operation. Carden would command the combined fleet. In his private correspondence, the French Naval Minister, Victor Augagneur, signalled that France’s commitment was more about French pride and future territorial ambitions rather than assisting the immediate strategy of winning the war: ‘Not to take part in the operation would have been, in case it succeeded, to witness the appearance of the English fleet alone before Constantinople. For us French, who are deeply involved in the Orient, it would have been a very painful renunciation of our national pride and perilous for our interest.’23


At the time, penetrating the Dardanelles was considered a relatively ‘safe bet’ as the operation involved a fleet of ships comprised primarily of old ships of the Canopus class of pre-Dreadnoughts which had just months before been assigned to the scrapyard. The only exceptions were several of the latest Dreadnoughts, including the most powerful battleship of the day, HMS Queen Elizabeth. Queen Elizabeth and other newer classes of ships were included for the sheer size of their firepower and also to deal with the Yavuz Sultan Selim (Goeben) and Midilli (Breslau). The older ships that constituted the bulk of the fleet were expendable in any operation against the Turks — apparently so too were their crews. If the fleet failed to penetrate the Dardanelles, it could simply sail away with only a very slight dent to British/French prestige. In fact, Augagneur (and others) argued that, ‘if the attack does not come off it can be said out loud that there was no question of forcing the Dardanelles and that the only objective was bombardment of the forts.’24 This was a clear case of wishful thinking, as any reversal by a combined Anglo-French fleet in what was obviously a major naval operation could only be viewed one way — a humiliating defeat with incalculable loss of prestige.25


***


While the French agreed to provide naval support to the Dardanelles operation, they preferred the main effort in the region to take the form of a military offensive against Austro-Hungarian forces. Indeed their preference was direct support for Serbia via the Balkans.26 Alliances in the Balkans were extremely shaky. Bulgaria had lost substantial territories to Romania during the Second Balkan War and was not about to side with any coalition that included her neighbour; rather, she was keen for an opportunity to exact revenge on Romania. Bulgaria had also just received a large financial loan from Germany, and it seemed more likely with every passing day that she would side with the Central Powers.27 If this happened, there would be an unbroken line of ‘the Hun’ and her allies from Belgium, central Europe, the Balkans and the Ottoman Empire (which then included the Arabian peninsula). A show of force in the Balkans would, at the very least, persuade Bulgaria to remain neutral. Kitchener was not averse to a ‘limited war’ in the Balkans, as he and others believed that the Dardanelles would principally be a naval affair. Any campaign in the Balkans, however, would be a military operation, which would provide ‘immediate aid to Serbia and an ultimate stab in the back to the Central Powers — up the Danube’.28 Indeed, a victory in the Dardanelles and the Balkans would surely force Turkey to sue for peace, as the Entente would completely dominate the region.29


The Greek port of Salonika represented the best base for any land-based campaign in the Balkans. There was only one problem — Greece remained neutral. The Greek government soon indicated that it might be prepared to allow Allied troops to land at Salonika. If so, this could bring Greece and other Balkan states into the Entente if, for no other reason than from fear of missing out on territorial gains to be picked from the carcass of the Ottoman Empire. However, any possibility of Greece’s aligning herself with the Allies soon vanished as the pro-Entente Greek government fell in late January 1915, replaced by one more aligned to the Central Powers.


***


With the decision largely made for them, the British and French naval commanders turned their full attention to the operation to force the Dardanelles using a combined British and French fleet. However, Fisher was now decidedly opposed to the plan to penetrate the Dardanelles with his ships given that the situation along the Russian Caucasus had apparently stabilised. He had always argued that any attempt to penetrate the Dardanelles must also be supported by a large military operation. He argued that the available resources should be used to storm the beaches of the Baltic coast in an attempt to outflank the Germans directly and bring the war to a close. The fate of the Dardanelles operation would be decided on 28 January 1915 with the next meeting of the War Council.


Fisher continued to oppose the fleet operation. Just days before, he had written to Churchill and Prime Minister Asquith arguing against the operation, threatening to resign if it went ahead. Asquith and Churchill met the agitated admiral and both believed they had convinced him to push on with the operation. However, during the meeting of the War Council Fisher rose from his chair to submit his resignation. Kitchener drew him aside and persuaded him that it was crucial that the operation proceed, reminding him pointedly that he was alone in his opposition. The War Council made its decision — the fleet would breach the Dardanelles, Constantinople would be taken and direct communication established with Russia.30


In reality, however, Fisher was far from alone. Few in the navy were happy with being tasked by the War Council to force the Dardanelles almost singlehandedly, particularly those in the Aegean whose task it was to see the operation through. Vice Admiral Carden’s second-in-command, John de Robeck, held similar concerns. He had been observing Turkish defences on the peninsula and wrote: ‘Strong military [army] co-operation is considered essential in order to clear at least one side of the Straits of the enemy and their movable batteries … I would point out from my almost daily observations that the enemy are continuously making new entrenchments and improving their position.’31 Admiral Sir Henry Jackson, a member of the Admiralty War Group based in London, reviewed the plans to penetrate the straits and concluded that a large military force would be required to act in conjunction with the fleet if operations were to have any chance of success:


The provision of the necessary military forces to enable the fruits of this heavy undertaking to be gathered must never be lost sight of … To complete the destruction [of the forts at the Narrows], strong military landing parties with strong covering force will be necessary. It is considered, however, that the full advantage of the undertaking would only be obtained by the occupation of the Peninsula by a military force acting in conjunction with the naval operations, as the pressure of a strong field army of the enemy on the Peninsula would not only greatly harass the [fleet] operations, but would render the passage of the Straits impracticable by any but powerfully-armed vessels, even though all the permanent defences had been silenced. The naval bombardment is not recommended as a sound military operation, unless a strong military force is ready to assist in the operation, or, at least, follow it up immediately the forts are silenced.32


Even if Entente troops occupied the peninsula and the Turkish guns there were destroyed, the fleet still could not pass safely through the Dardanelles as the Turkish forts and guns on the Asiatic side would remain largely intact.33


***




CHAPTER 3


‘From the keel I threw myself into the water’


At the outbreak of war, the Turkish inner defences of the Dardanelles consisted of a number of artillery batteries along the European and Asiatic shores. It was here that the Turks had placed their heaviest guns and mobile field artillery and a number of heavy howitzer batteries, sited away from the prying eyes of the navy. In all, some 300 guns guarded the straits. Added to these was the considerable firepower of five forts on the European side of the straits and another six on the Asiatic side, although only 14 of the available guns were modern long-range weapons. There were three main cornerstones to the Turkish defences of the Dardanelles. The first was plunging fire from the mobile howitzer batteries; the second was the screen of submerged minefields and anti-submarine nets; and the third comprised the inner defences consisting of heavy coastal defences and large-calibre guns.1


***


The Allied naval operation to force the Dardanelles began on 19 February with the implementation of Vice Admiral Carden’s plan to systematically destroy the forts and batteries. The combined fleet consisted of 16 pre-Dreadnought battleships, one Dreadnought (HMS Queen Elizabeth), one Dreadnought battlecruiser (HMS Inflexible), two cruisers, two light cruisers and a number of destroyers and ‘minesweepers’ — actually civilian trawlers with cable-cutting equipment. The opening round delivered minimal success, as noted by a French officer aboard the French pre-Dreadnought battleship Suffren, Rene Sagnier: ‘Nothing has been gained from today’s actions — it will have to be done all over again.’2 Indeed, Carden himself realised that it was ‘easy enough to hit the forts, but to do any good the guns themselves had to be destroyed and they formed very small targets. Long range fire, though impressive, did not seem to be effective.’3


Just as significantly, on that same day, Churchill released a statement to the press heralding a great success against the Turkish defences of the Dardanelles by the combined Anglo-French fleet. Any hope that the fleet could now sail off into the sunset if it failed to penetrate the Dardanelles had now been dashed. The next War Cabinet meeting on 24 February concluded that Churchill’s ill-informed press release meant that they were now committed to ‘seeing the business through’. Kitchener turned his attention to the provision of military support for the operation, including from the Australians and New Zealanders who were already training in Eygpt.4


Earlier that day, a lone seaplane from HMS Ark Royal (the world’s first aircraft carrier) flew over what would become known as ‘Anzac Cove’ for the first time. The main reason for the flight was to observe Turkish forces known to be located around the prominent headland of Gaba Tepe. Naval reservist Lieutenant William Park, flying as observer and sitting alongside the pilot in the flimsy biplane, could hear the roar of the big guns of the navy as the aircraft headed north from Helles towards Gaba Tepe some 18 kilometres away. Part of their mission was to act as bait to draw fire from concealed Turkish batteries. These newly identified guns could then be plotted on rudimentary maps and silenced as part of the destruction of Turkish defences barring the fleet from the straits. As they passed over Gaba Tepe, they noticed a number of prepared battery positions north and inland from a small cove, although no guns had been installed. The return trip proved somewhat more hazardous, with a Turkish battery firing at the low-flying float biplane, but they managed to land safely beside Ark Royal to report the location of another previously unknown battery.5


Bad weather closed in later that day and naval operations were not renewed until 25 February. With the recommencement of the attack, however, success was again elusive. The flat trajectory of the naval guns and their armour-piercing shells had little impact on the entrenched Turkish positions as the shells merely buried themselves deep in the ground before exploding — their bark was far worse than their bite. Accurate Turkish fire did not help, and in a matter of minutes, several Turkish shells had hit HMS Agamemnon, although she suffered no serious damage. Even so, one sailor watching the attack from Ark Royal commented: ‘In forts 1 and 4, the Turks stuck to their guns, and if their shooting had been in proportion to their pluck, we would have suffered severely.’6


It was now clear that naval power alone would be insufficient. The next day, 26 February, British raiding parties landed, successfully destroying a number of Turkish guns before withdrawing under cover of the fleet’s big guns. The following day another small landing force conducted a similar successful operation, destroying six howitzers. Lieutenant Commander Eric Robinson of HMS Vengeance was awarded the VC for single-handedly destroying two enemy guns while under heavy fire.7 The Turks were now fully alert and, a few days later when the next British raiding party landed, they were forced to fight their way back to the beaches. Seaman George Keeler, aboard HMS Lord Nelson, watched one of the raiding parties in action:


Demolishing party from our ship landed at Kum Kale and met half-way by a hail of bullets from enemy concealed in trenches and houses. We continued to bombard heavily doing considerable damage whilst party tried to reach forts and blow up guns etc. — but they found road to fort commanded by enemy well entrenched so eventually had to retire as they were only twenty-seven to hundreds of Turks. Much difficulty was found in the retirement as there was very little cover available and a movement from anyone was a signal for a hail of bullets … It was rotten to see the way that they struggled back fighting all the way along the beach. I could see them through the range-finder, crawling through the water.8


As the raiding parties were withdrawn, the navy continued to pound the forts with varying degrees of success. Two seaplanes were sent up from Ark Royal to help with spotting but one crashed and the other had problems with aerial communications. At the same time, the British civilian fishing craft commandeered as minesweepers spent more time fighting the strong currents of the Dardanelles than sweeping the way forward for the warships. Hidden Turkish howitzer batteries sited behind the Asian and European hills attempted to lob their high trajectory shells down onto the fragile wooden decks of the warships and the small, flimsy civilian trawlers.9


***


A few months earlier, in November 1914, Major General William Birdwood had been appointed to command the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), then training in Egypt in preparation for the Western Front. He had originally intended to call his force the ‘Australasian Army Corps’, but the New Zealanders were not happy with this. Administrative staff eventually abbreviated the name of the corps to ANZAC, removing any emphasis on nationality. Now, in late February 1915, with the fleet operation underway, Kitchener informed Birdwood, via General Sir John Maxwell, General Officer Commanding Egypt, that his command would help mop up the peninsula once the navy had destroyed the forts. With the scope of the military operations rapidly increasing, Kitchener soon decided that a larger military force should be made available to the fleet — just in case. With the inclusion of a French division from the Corps Expeditionnaire d’Orient, it now became necessary to appoint someone of a higher rank than Birdwood.10


On 12 March 1915, 62-year-old General Sir Ian Hamilton — General Officer Commanding Home Forces — was working in his room at Horse Guards in London when he was summoned to a meeting with Kitchener. The tall, wiry, erudite and effete Ian Hamilton was an ‘old warrior’ whose left hand had been crippled 35 years earlier by a Boer’s bullet which had smashed into his wrist. During this action Hamilton had been recommended for the VC, but this singular honour had been denied him, as he was considered too young. During the Second Boer War, by which time he had risen to the rank of colonel, Hamilton was again recommended for the VC, only to be rejected once again on the grounds that he was too senior in rank. Hamilton walked with a noticeable limp, the legacy of a serious fall from his horse which had left his leg smashed. During the Second Boer War, he had served as Lord Kitchener’s Chief of Staff. A few years later, he was the official British observer to the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05. By 1915, he was one of the most experienced senior officers in the British army.11
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General Sir Ian Hamilton (A03549).


On entering Kitchener’s office, Hamilton bid him good morning. Kitchener, his head down, was busy scribbling, apparently oblivious to the presence of his former Chief of Staff. Eventually Kitchener looked up and announced in a matter-of-fact tone, ‘We are sending a military force to support the Fleet now at the Dardanelles, and you are to have command.’12 Having announced his decision, Kitchener lowered his head and continued to scribble while Hamilton remained transfixed. Kitchener eventually looked up in surprise. ‘Well?’ he asked. Hamilton thanked Kitchener for the appointment, adding rather sheepishly, ‘I must ask you some questions.’13 Kitchener frowned and shrugged his shoulders. At first he gave a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to Hamilton’s questions, but as Hamilton questioned his commander about objectives and available intelligence regarding Turkish forces, Kitchener became more interested, as if discovering for the first time the significance and complexities of the military operation.


Once the navy had breached the Narrows, Hamilton was to help secure the Dardanelles by occupying the Gallipoli peninsula and later Constantinople. Kitchener told him that the British 29th Infantry Division, under the command of Major General Aylmer Hunter-Weston, was to be his main force to occupy the peninsula and the Turkish capital. The 29th was at that time the only regular division of the British army not yet engaged on the Western Front and would soon be on its way to the Mediterranean. Before the war, most of the battalions assigned to this division had been in India, and had only recently made their way back to Britain.14 Kitchener made it clear that the 29th Division was on loan, and must be returned the moment it could be spared. He added sternly that ‘every man, gun, rifle, or cartridge sent to [you] is looked upon as sheer waste by powerful interests, both those at home and in France, who have [other] strategical ideas.’15 If the fleet failed to break into the Narrows, Hamilton’s force was to invade and occupy the peninsula.


Hamilton queried the ability of just one division to accomplish his objectives. Kitchener reassured him, telling him that, along with the 29th Division, he would also have at his disposal the men of ANZAC under the command of General William Birdwood, the Royal Naval Division under General Archibald Paris and a French division under the command of General Albert d’Amade. Hamilton was still not convinced that a force of this size this would be sufficient and asked for the addition of the four territorial divisions currently ‘biding their time’ in the ‘defence of England’. Hamilton later recalled: ‘K. used two or three very bad words and added, with his usual affability, that I would find myself walking about in civilian costume instead of going to Constantinople if he found me making any wild statements of that sort to the politicians.’16 Kitchener also quickly disabused him, and Colonel Walter Braithwaite (Hamilton’s new Chief of Staff) who had since joined them, of the likelihood of securing any of the latest army aircraft. Hamilton recalled, ‘K. turned on him [Braithwaite] with flashing spectacles and rent him with the words “Not one!”’ Indeed, Kitchener emphasised that the army’s role was to be a ‘second string’ to the main operation which was to be conducted by the fleet.17 Kitchener added: ‘The Turks are busy elsewhere; I hope you will not have to land at all; if you do have to land, why then the powerful Fleet at your back will be the prime factor in your choice of the time and place.’18 He concluded arrogantly, ‘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 bee line for Bulair … if the fleet gets through … you will have won, not a battle, but the war.’


Within 24 hours of gaining his new command, Hamilton left London, leaving behind most of his trusted staff. For some unknown reason, Hamilton had been assigned new staff officers. He wrote in his diary: ‘my [new] staff still bear the bewildered look of men who have hurriedly been snatched from desks to do some extraordinary turn on some unheard of theatre. One or two of them put on uniform for the first time in their lives an hour ago. Leggings awry, spurs upside down, belts over shoulder straps! I haven’t a notion of who they all are.’19 Hamilton and staff took a train from London and boarded a cruiser crossing the channel to France. Another train was to take them to Marseilles where they would board the light cruiser HMS Phaeton which was waiting to take Hamilton to his new command stationed close to the Dardanelles. In terms of intelligence, he carried only a few outdated maps, a 1912 handbook of the Turkish army, two small guidebooks, and a pre-war report on the Dardanelles forts. The Dardanelles might just as well have been on ‘the moon for all the military information I have got to go upon’, wrote the frustrated general as he travelled through the night across the countryside of southern France.20 Indeed, no-one had even bothered to inform him of — or supply him with — copies of the previous assessments of the task of breaching the Dardanelles and capturing the Gallipoli peninsula.21


***


The minesweepers, crewed by civilians, had been largely unsuccessful in clearing the way forward for the fleet. The slow-moving vessels were easy pickings for the Turkish artillery batteries. It was estimated by naval authorities that, unless the minefields were completely swept, only one battleship was likely to reach the Sea of Marmora.22 From 7 to 11 March, the sweepers tried a different tactic — operations at night. However, this also failed as the Turkish searchlights were able to pick them out and again the small craft faced a barrage of shells. On 14 March the first serious attempt to clear the Dardanelles of its minefields using trained naval personnel resulted in some success. But by then frustration had truly set in, and 18 March 1915 would finally see an all-out attempt by the combined Anglo-French fleet to penetrate the Dardanelles.


At 8.45 am on the day of the great naval assault, the minesweepers reported all clear. Two hours later the battle fleet, consisting of 18 battleships and an armada of cruisers and destroyers, moved in for the attack. Flying above the Dardanelles in a primitive seaplane launched from HMS Ark Royal was British aviator Lieutenant Harry Strain. From his vantage point in the cockpit’s wicker chair far above the fleet, Strain watched as ‘first of all steamed the big ships, Queen Elizabeth, Inflexible, and two others, to engage the big forts at the Narrows at long range. The forts replied merrily, most ably assisted by numerous batteries of howitzers concealed in the mountains. Soon the water around the ships was one continuous succession of high flung columns of water where the big shells fell. Hits were frequent.’23


The battleships sailed in three lines with line ‘A’ leading the attack, its objective to silence the forts with a long-range bombardment. Line ‘B’ was to engage the forts at close range, while line ‘C’ was in reserve. The battle did not cease until 6.30 pm. All day long, rows of battleships and their support vessels pounded the shore batteries and forts. At around 1.45 pm, the minesweepers sallied forth once again to clear the waters ahead.24 It was approaching 2.00 pm and Strain, having refuelled, was again flying above the naval battle. Within minutes he saw the French ship Gaulois, ‘hit by something big; it seemed to stagger for a moment. It was impossible to report on the damage to the forts, as a dense cloud of dust and lyddite hung over each fort … the French were having a tough time, principally from the howitzer batteries, whose shooting was good. As the Frenchmen turned to come out the Bouvet quickly disappeared. At one minute she was firing away gaily, next she was gone.’25


One of the 66 survivors from the crew of over 600 aboard the Bouvet was Sauveur Payro:


[I] was sent to get spare shells for the 27-mm., port gun turret. I was in the right place for the shells when the blow came. The boat immediately listed to starboard. I was completely covered in the coal dust which came from the bunkers. I went to the signal ladder and with the second mate we climbed up. I then went up the ladder leading to the upper battery. From the bridge I got myself onto the funnel which was entering the water. Then I climbed onto her hull. I believe the second mate was trapped by the landing keel blocks and that he fell into a hatch way. From the keel I threw myself into the water. I am a very good swimmer …


I couldn’t rise to the surface because of the tug of the water. I was in the water for some time, then when the bottom of the ship touched the bottom of the sea, I came straight up, either because the ship touched bottom or the boilers exploded. I couldn’t breathe; blood was coming out of my mouth, my ears. When I was on the surface again, if I hadn’t found this piece of wood I would have been finished. I managed to grab one of the hammocks and held it between my knees. I saw another chap crying out to me to save him and I told him to come closer to me so that he could be on one end of the plank and me on the other. But when the English came to fish us out of the water I saw that both his legs had been cut off. He died three days later.26


The battle raged for another two hours until the British cruiser Inflexible hit a mine close to where the Bouvet had sunk. Inflexible limped back out to sea, listing heavily. Minutes later, Irresistible hit a mine, forcing her crew to abandon ship. Finally Ocean, which was coming to her rescue, also exploded in flames, belching smoke and steam — she too went to the bottom. The admiral ordered the fleet to withdraw to the safety of the Aegean. Unknown to the Allies, almost a week before the assault, the small Turkish minelayer Nousret had laid a single line of 26 mines parallel to the Asiatic shore in the sheltered waters of Erun Keui Bay. The Turks had noticed during earlier Allied fleet actions that the battleships had turned towards the Asiatic shore after firing on the inner forts and had laid this minefield to target the ships as they turned. These mines had dealt the death blow to the fleet.27


Several hundred lives had been lost, three warships sunk and another three badly damaged — also badly damaged was the nerve of the naval commanders. Newly promoted Vice Admiral John de Robeck, who had earlier assumed command from Carden (who had suffered a nervous breakdown) argued that it would take a combined operation of naval and infantry forces to break through the Dardanelles.


***


Turkish senior officer Askir Arkayan was an observer with a howitzer battery on the heights of the Asiatic side of the Dardanelles. Over the last month or so the Turks who manned the batteries had become familiar with the ships and were able to distinguish between them. During the battle, Arkayan’s guns were in the thick of the action:


The battle developed with considerable violence and at noon the French ships in the second line advanced through the first line and a tremendous bombardment. The batteries replied effectively. Under this fire the Bouvet started to withdraw, but at that moment a cloud of red and black smoke arose from the ship, which may have struck a mine. Immediately after this there was a much more violent explosion. We believed that a shell from Mejidiye had blown up the magazine. The ship heeled over at once and her crew poured into the sea. On both sides fire ceased. The destroyers in the rear hastened to save the crew. We opened fire but again ceased … towards sunset the battle slackened and the ships withdrew. Just then Queen Elizabeth lying off Hissarlik opened fire on my battery. She was too far away for us to reply and we withdrew the gun crews, without any damage being done. Throughout the night we prepared for the battle to be renewed on the following morning, changing battery positions and bringing up ammunition.28


***


Harry Strain and his fellow British aviators were not the only airmen circling above the fleet that day. Once the fleet began to withdraw, German aviator Frank Siedler was ordered to fly over Mudros harbour to assess whether the fleet was preparing for another run at the Dardanelles the following day. With him was Turkish observer Huseyn Sedat. The flight took almost three hours, but it was worth the effort. As they headed for the British command centre, the airmen noticed that one warship had beached herself on Rabbit Island just outside the Dardanelles, while two others were in obvious distress and making for Tenedos. But this was insignificant compared to what they observed in the harbour itself. They circled above and, despite the fact that the harbour was obscured by thick black smoke and clouds of white steam belching from a number of stricken ships, the German and Turkish aviators saw enough to tell them the full story. Smoke, oil and flames dominated the scene, with small picket boats rushing around the wounded giants — clearly the fleet was out of action and unlikely to try to force the Dardanelles any time soon.29


***




CHAPTER 4


‘The Army’s part will be more than mere landings of parties’


Five days after leaving London, General Sir Ian Hamilton arrived at Tenedos, a small island between Lemnos and the Dardanelles, aboard the light cruiser HMS Phaeton. Passing in the opposite direction was the British cruiser conveying the sick Vice Admiral Carden to Malta — another casualty of the Dardanelles. The next day, 18 March, Hamilton watched as the combined Allied fleet was shattered by stubborn Turkish resistance. Before witnessing this disaster, however, he spent time conferring with his military officers.


On the morning of the great naval action, the general was finishing his breakfast just as his commanders boarded the light cruiser that had anchored off the Greek island of Lemnos. Present were French General Albert d’Amade, British Admiral Rosslyn Wemyss, Colonel Ewan Sinclair-MacLagan (commander of the 3rd Australian Infantry Brigade), and Major General Archibald Paris. Hamilton’s command was just five days old and these senior officers briefed him on the status of his forces. Some French and British brigades were aboard troop transports in Mudros harbour (Lemnos), while the Australians of Sinclair-MacLagan’s brigade were camped on the island itself. Hamilton informed his commanders that, if the fleet operation failed, they were to start planning an invasion of the peninsula to help the navy break through the straits. Given the lack of water and other infrastructure on Lemnos, Hamilton told his commanders that he intended to send the British and French troops back to Egypt, while the Australians were to remain on the island.1


By 8.30 am Hamilton, General d’Amade, General Paris and Colonel Joly de Lotbinière (Chief Engineer to ANZAC), had hoisted anchor — the naval assault to break into the Dardanelles was commencing. Hamilton and staff sailed along the Aegean side of the Gallipoli peninsula and could hear the distant booming and explosions as the shells of the fleet’s warships smashed into the Turkish forts guarding the Dardanelles. Hamilton was keen to survey the coastline he might have to invade. The night before, on seeing the peninsula for the first time, he had written: ‘Here, the Peninsula looks a tougher nut to crack than it did on Lord K.’s small and featureless map. I do not speak for myself for I have so far only examined the terrain through a field glass. I refer to the tone of the sailors, which strikes me as being graver and less irresponsible than the tone of the War Office.’2 He noted the strong entrenchments. Kitchener had assured him that, other than Cape Helles and Bulair, the peninsula was relatively unprepared for attack — that clearly was no longer the case. Lying off Bulair with binoculars in hand, Hamilton quickly concluded that this was an impossible landing place:


We were startled to see the ramifications and extent of the spider’s web of deep, narrow trenches along the coast … My staff agree that they must have taken ten thousand men a month’s hard work from dark to dawn. In advance of the trenches, Williams in the crow’s nest reported that with his strong glasses he could pick out the glitter of wire over a wide expanse of ground. To the depth of a mile the whole Aegean slope of the neck of the Peninsula was scarred with spade work and it is clear that to take these trenches would take from us a bigger toll of ammunition and life than we can afford; especially so seeing that we can only see one half of the theatre; the other half would have to be worked out of sight and support of our own ships and in view of the Turkish Fleet.3


[image: images]


Australians on Lemnos Island, probably returning to the transports after a day practising disembarkation drills and the usual route march ashore (AWM C02257).


The cruiser sailed south and, on approaching Suvla Bay, Hamilton was again disappointed, as this place also did not look promising for a landing. ‘Were we … to try to work the whole force ashore from Suvla Bay, the country is too big; it is the broadest part of the Peninsula; also we should be too far from its waist and from the Narrows we wish to dominate.’4 Indeed, trying to hold lines of communication in the broad expanse and in among the inland hills would quickly swallow his entire army. However, as they approached Gaba Tepe, Hamilton’s spirits rose. ‘All the coast between Suvla Bay and for a little way south of Gaba Tepe seems feasible for landing. I mean we could get ashore on a calm day if there was no enemy. Gaba Tepe itself would be ideal, but alas, the Turks are not blind; it is a mass of trenches and wire.’5


The cruiser continued to move slowly down the coast from Gaba Tepe towards Helles, and Hamilton noticed that, while the area here was dominated by high cliffs, there were a few beaches just north of Helles that might make possible landing places. With most of the preliminary reconnaissance complete, the cruiser sailed straight for Cape Helles at the tip of the peninsula to examine the beaches at Helles itself. They steered to port and began to approach the entrance to the Dardanelles. The sound of exploding shells had persisted throughout the morning and the grey pillow-like clouds hanging low over the Dardanelles side of the southern parts of the peninsula continued to obscure the scene.


As they entered the straits a panorama of warships in line, pouring broadsides into the Turkish forts, greeted them. Hamilton later wrote: ‘we found ourselves on the outskirts of — dream of my life — a naval battle!’6 Every now and then one of the forts that had remained silent suddenly barked a response before falling silent again as a barrage of naval shells smashed into the medieval masonry. Even so, it was not long before the same Turkish guns returned a vengeful salvo. However, the bulk of effective Turkish response came from the hidden mobile howitzer batteries — even more effective was the response of the waiting submerged Turkish mines. Overhead a number of biplanes from Ark Royal droned lazily, helping to spot and direct naval gunfire. Viewing the scene, Hamilton considered that all seemed to be going well. Clearly a few warships had suffered some damage, but nothing too serious — he was unaware that the Bouvet had already gone to the bottom. However, soon after his arrival a number of other battleships were crippled or sunk. Indeed, HMS Phaeton, with Hamilton and his staff aboard, stood by to assist the gravely crippled HMS Inflexible. Hamilton wrote later that day:


Some 250 yards from us was the Inflexible slowly coming out of the Straits, her wireless cut away and a number of shrapnel holes through her tops and crow’s nest … The Inflexible had signalled us she had struck a mine and that we must stand by and see her home to Tenedos. We spun round like a top (escaping thereby a salvo of four from a field battery) and followed as close as we dared … My blood ran cold — for sheer deliberate awfulness this beat everything. We gazed spellbound: no one knew what moment the great ship might not dive into the depths. The pumps were going hard. We fixed our eyes on marks about the waterline to see if the sea was gaining upon them or not. She was very much down by the bows, that was a sure thing. Crew and stokers were in a mass standing strictly at attention on the main deck. A whole bevy of destroyers crowded round the wounded warrior … The Inflexible managed to crawl into Tenedos under her own steam but we stood by until we saw the Gaulois [badly damaged pre-Dreadnought French battleship] ground on some rocks called Rabbit Island, when I decided to clear right out so as not to be in the way of the Navy at a time of so much stress.7


Now nothing but mines, oil, wreckage and bodies floated in the Dardanelles. One third of the fleet was out of action. Hamilton’s worst fears had been realised.


***


The next day Vice Admiral de Robeck told Hamilton that ‘he could not get through without the help of all my troops’,8 adding that: ‘The Peninsula is rapidly being fortified, and thousands of Turks work like beavers all night on trenches, redoubts, and entanglements. Not one living soul has yet been seen, but each morning brings evidence of nocturnal activity. All landing places are now commanded by lines of trenches, and are effectively ranged by field guns and howitzers.’9 Some senior naval commanders argued, however, that a further naval attack might recommence within days. Commodore Roger Keyes, who was preparing to convert a number of destroyers into minesweepers, pushed hard for a resumption. But this proposal quickly came to nothing. Later that day, Hamilton sent a cable to Kitchener: ‘I am being most reluctantly driven to the conclusion that the Straits are not likely to be forced by battleships as at one time seemed probable and that, if my troops are to take part, it will not take the subsidiary form anticipated. The Army’s part will be more than mere landings of parties to destroy forts, it must be a deliberate and progressive military operation carried out at full strength so as to open a passage for the Navy.’10


Churchill, on first hearing of the defeat, was eager to order the vice admiral to launch another assault. However, faced with the unanimous opinion of the naval and military commanders at the scene, the War Council was left with little alternative but to abandon the naval attack. Fisher, on hearing Churchill’s proposal to continue the attack, wrote furiously to him: ‘You are just simply eaten up with the Dardanelles and cannot think of anything else. Damn the Dardanelles! They will be our grave!’11 While Churchill would later argue that the Turkish guns had almost exhausted their supply of shells and that one more assault by the navy would have seen the fleet sail into the Sea of Marmora, this was certainly not the case. While the Turkish guns did not have an abundant supply of ammunition, they had fired only a small percentage of their shells on 18 March, with some of the larger calibre guns further into the straits having remained silent during the action. Regardless, the minefields had caused the greatest damage to the fleet, and these remained largely intact. The forcing of the Dardanelles would require a concerted effort by both the navy and the army.12 In reality this meant that the navy would now became a spectator, with the army handed the burden of capturing and occupying the peninsula, recently heavily reinforced with Turkish troops and war materiel.


Hamilton soon received a reply from Kitchener to his cable of 19 March: ‘You know my view that the Dardanelles passage must be forced, and that if large military operations on the Gallipoli Peninsula by your troops are necessary to clear the way, those operations must be undertaken after careful consideration of the local defences and must be carried through.’13 That said, those in London were increasingly concerned that Russia was facing a dire shortage of war materiel, that Serbia was about to fall, and that Bulgaria was poised to join the Central Powers. Action was needed, and it was needed now. Hamilton would not have the luxury of ‘careful consideration of the local defences’.


***


The Turks had secured a great victory against the Anglo-French fleet, suffering only 58 killed and 74 wounded with nine artillery pieces and one redoubt destroyed.14 Not one mobile gun had been damaged and a large number of submerged minefields remained in place.15 With the fleet expected to recommence operations the next day, the morale of the Turkish troops was high and they were confident of inflicting similar losses against the enemy warships. However, the next day passed with no sign of the combined fleet. Indeed, days went by and the British and French warships failed to appear. Constantinople breathed a sigh of relief — perhaps there was a slim possibility that the enemy had abandoned his plan.


Hearing news of the great Turkish victory at the Dardanelles, Colonel Hans Kannengiesser found it difficult to remain at his desk in Constantinople and quickly found an excuse to make his way to the peninsula. German senior officers Admirals von Usedom and Merten, Lieutenant Colonel Wehrle and Lieutenant Commander Scheider, were to receive Turkish medals for their work in organising the defence of the straits. Kannengiesser managed to persuade his way south to present his good friend Lieutenant Colonel Wehrle with his medal. The next day the young colonel and his interpreter, Major Zia Bey, arrived by boat at the port of Chanak on the Asiatic side of the Dardanelles. All seemed relatively quiet. Both had lunch with the naval commanders who were in command of the Chanak garrison and there was lively discussion of the battle now just a few days old. After lunch the colonel inspected the garrison and was shown a massive unexploded 15-inch shell from HMS Queen Elizabeth embedded in one of the walls of Kale Sultanie castle. He entered the Hamidie fortress, garrisoned by German troops, later describing the fortress’ defences:


… on the right the open earthworks with guns on stone-built positions, old 35 cm. and 24 cm. ring guns from Krupps which still shot splendidly. Direct laying, over open sights by direction with the hand, without modern telescopes, orders given by word of mouth from the observation posts of the brave Commander Wossidlo … The destruction was very limited. Only two guns out of action. Further rearward, in the court of the forts, we saw, however, most unbelievable shell craters from 38-inch shells.16


Most of the action had taken place further south, well below the Narrows, and the Colonel was anxious to make his way there. The next day, Kannengiesser was up early and he and Major Zia Bey made their way down the Asiatic side of the Dardanelles to Lieutenant Colonel Wehrle’s headquarters. They passed the partly sunken Turkish warship the Massoudieh, torpedoed by the British submarine B11. Soon they arrived at the battery at Dardanos, where the track turned inland, and came across a village torn apart by a British naval barrage. From out of the debris a few Turkish soldiers emerged who told them that they were in telephone contact with Major Wehrle’s battery. Shortly after, they arrived at a dugout close to Wehrle’s guns ‘with a garden [and] even hens clucked around. Very comfortable.’17 They settled in for a chat, Kannengiesser particularly keen to hear the account of the naval battle from his friend:


Our conversation naturally dealt almost entirely with the heavy fighting. The batteries were hidden in gulleys [sic] leading down to the Dardanelles and the positions were changed at night, consequently any aeroplane reports were already obsolete. Many dummy positions deceived the enemy … The batteries had scored 139 direct hits on different ships out of a total of 1600 rounds fired. Wehrle said dryly: ‘We’ve been very lucky.’ The 15 cm high explosive shells were useless against the armour, but there was a rich harvest waiting on the decks … the battery Ali Bey tore open with a salvo the fore turret and deck of a ship of the King Edward type. Particularly good targets were offered to the howitzer shells by Ocean and Irresistible as they were forced to stop and order all hands to the boats … [We] also discussed the probable effect on its general War Policy of such an ignominious reverse to the Sea Power of England. We both unanimously concluded that the prestige of ‘Proud Albion’ would not quietly accept the ignominy of this reverse. Too much was at stake quite apart from ‘prestige.’18


They talked well into the night. Eventually Kannengiesser made his way to his tent but he could not sleep and lay awake for some time ‘half hoping that something of a warlike nature would occur during the night. I had not yet received my baptism of fire. Unfortunately, it was a very peaceful night. I did not grudge it to my comrades.’19 The next morning, as his friend went about his duties, he visited the nearby ancient ruins of Troy. As he explored the site he stopped in his tracks as somewhere north a British battleship fired a salvo into the peninsula. ‘A destructive stream of hate … the burst of the shell … could not be seen, and quite an appreciable time passed before I heard the burst. Then all was peaceful again.’20 Kannengiesser and Zia Bey returned to Major Wehrle’s battery just in time for an excellent meal, after which they said their goodbyes and made their way back to Chanak. At the portside town they crossed onto the peninsula and headed for Bulair on the Aegean side of the Dardanelles where, the next day, they crossed to the Dardanelles side and boarded the Mahmud Muktar Pasha for the Turkish capital. It would not be long before the German colonel would return to the peninsula where he would receive his ‘baptism of fire’ soon enough.


***


The ongoing Anglo-French naval operations had signalled to the Turks that a forcing of the straits and/or invasion of the Gallipoli peninsula was imminent. While the strategic aspects of invading the peninsula were clear, the tactical considerations of which beaches the enemy would choose to land his troops remained unknown — though only a few serious options were open. The Turks wasted no time in focusing all their energies on digging more trenches, erecting more wire entanglements, and siting machine-gun and artillery emplacements along the peninsula and at possible landing places. Fixed gun positions were connected by telephones, extra searchlights were positioned, German artillery range finders, then the best in the world, were introduced and, most important of all, more mobile batteries of field guns, light and medium howitzers were employed. Indeed, following the failed attempt by the fleet in March, the Turkish High Command under the leadership of Enver Pasha formed a new army headquarters which would be directly responsible for the defence of the peninsula. This resulted in the formation of the Turkish 5th Army, headed by General Otto Liman von Sanders.


Sixty-year-old Prussian General Otto Liman von Sanders was in command of the German Military Mission in Constantinople and also commanded the Turkish 1st Army charged with defending the capital. He was sitting in his office when Enver Pasha arrived. It had been 18 months since he had assumed his position at the Mission and, with a world war raging, the Turkish Minister of War asked Liman von Sanders if he would take command of the 5th Army tasked with defending the Gallipoli peninsula. The next day Liman von Sanders made his way to the peninsula. ‘As time was short, I could but take a small part of the staff of the 1st Army with me … The staff of the Military Mission remained in Constantinople … On the morning of March 26 we landed at the port of Gallipoli where the headquarters of the Third Corps had been for some time, and established temporary headquarters there.’21 It was now that Liman von Sanders met the commander of the 19th Division, Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal, for the first time. Aware 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 the German side. Kemal replied with no hesitation, ‘Because they are not convinced that Germany will win.’ Liman von Sanders stared at his subordinate almost accusingly, ‘And what do you think?’ Kemal replied unfazed: ‘I agree with the Bulgarians.’22


***


The divisions of Hamilton’s Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF) were dispersed between Egypt and the islands of the Aegean for all to see, including Turkish aircraft and local spies. At this early stage, just weeks into his command of the MEF, Hamilton had no detailed plan, while the Turks were fully aware of his impending invasion. An amphibious landing against an entrenched enemy shore is without doubt one of the most difficult tasks that can be assigned to a military force, particularly against an enemy who is aware that an invasion is imminent. Such a landing must be carefully planned and it cannot be rushed. Indeed, the planning and organisation for the invasion of Normandy in June 1944 was over a year in the making.


Military operations against the Gallipoli peninsula had previously been considered. In 1906 the British General Staff had examined the possibility of a hypothetical attack against the Dardanelles and the occupation of the Gallipoli peninsula. The conclusions of the resulting report were not overly encouraging: ‘the first point to be considered is the general one of whether a landing is possible at all, in face of active opposition under modern conditions … Military opinion … will certainly lean strongly to the view that no landing could nowadays be effected in the presence of an enemy … the General Staff, in view of the risks involved, are not prepared to recommend its being attempted.’23


British military planners in 1908 and 1911 had presented revised plans for forcing the Dardanelles. While the 1908 study indicated that it might be possible, it also stressed that a large military force would be required and complete surprise was essential. The 1911 study, however, confirmed the 1906 conclusions — it would be folly to try. Indeed, Churchill had sent a memorandum to the British Cabinet at the time rejecting any notion of forcing the Narrows. The memorandum had stated in part, ‘It should be remembered that it is no longer possible to force the Dardanelles, and nobody would expose a modern fleet to such peril.’24 Another review was conducted in 1914 just before Turkey entered the war. This time, based on little if any new information, it was concluded that it might be possible to conduct a successful operation, although a large force would be needed and it would have to assemble in secret — a clear impossibility.25


Following the failed naval assault and with the realisation that a military force would be required to capture the Gallipoli peninsula, Prime Minister Asquith asked Kitchener on 19 March 1915 about the planning for the invasion by Hamilton’s force. Even at this late stage, Kitchener admitted that, although ‘the question had been examined in the War Office, sufficient information was not forthcoming for the preparation of a detailed scheme of landing, which would be undertaken by Sir Ian Hamilton in concert with the Naval Commander-in-Chief. No general plan of operations had been prepared by the War Office.’26 This was just a month before the landing of 75,000 men along with stores, war materiel, artillery, munitions and transport animals on several hostile enemy beaches.


Hamilton’s best estimate of the Turkish forces facing him on the peninsula was around 40,000 men with a reserve force of 30,000 beyond Bulair; close by on the Asiatic side of the Dardanelles there was possibly at least another division, probably more.27 It was clear to Hamilton from the outset that all military operations were to be against the Gallipoli peninsula; no major operations other than possible feints against the Asiatic side of the Dardanelles would be undertaken. It was also assessed that the big guns of the navy could provide adequate support to those attacking the peninsula despite the fact that the flat trajectory of the naval guns and their armour-piercing shells had already demonstrated their woeful inadequacy against entrenchments and mobile artillery — even if they could be located. Major General Archibald Paris, commander of the British Naval Division which comprised surplus navy personnel, was the only one of Hamilton’s senior commanders who had any experience of fighting on the Western Front. He recognised that a landing on the peninsula would be ‘hazardous in the extreme under present conditions’ and, regardless of how many Turks were garrisoning the peninsula, they still had around 250,000 ‘within striking distance’.28


Hamilton and his small staff began reviewing likely landing beaches. Bulair had originally been considered a likely landing spot as it was located at the isthmus of the peninsula. If successful, a landing here would effectively isolate the large Turkish garrison on the southern part of the peninsula, assuming that the navy could get submarines into the Sea of Marmora at the same time to ‘run amok’ among Turkish shipping. As Hamilton had seen with his own eyes, however, Bulair would be a hard nut to crack, it was defended by large numbers of men with supporting artillery and the whole region had well-developed trench systems, redoubts, and wire. The shoreline around Bulair represented a natural amphitheatre, with only a few small beaches suitable for landing — a landing here was consequently ruled out. The large flood plain at Suvla Bay located around two-thirds of the way down the peninsula just north of the formidable Sari Bair (Yellow Ridge) was also considered as it provided ample space for troop movements. However, it was too far from Helles, the most favoured landing spot, and any force landing there would have to dig in quickly and adopt a defensive stance because of the large Turkish forces positioned at Bulair. Regardless, at this point its salt lake was flooded — thus a landing here was also ruled out. This left only two serious contenders: Helles and Gaba Tepe.29


Helles, located at the tip of the peninsula, had long been considered the best option as it allowed the navy to provide intensive covering fire protecting the Aegean and Dardanelles flanks of the invasion. There were also a number of beaches considered suitable for the landing of a division. Gaba Tepe, some 18 kilometres north of Helles, was a small but conspicuous promontory, either side of which was a long strip of beach, and inland from the beaches was a low, flat plain providing — topographically, at least — easy access to the Dardanelles side of the peninsula. However, just kilometres either side of Gaba Tepe the terrain was defined by the difficult topography of Sari Bair to the north and the Khilid Bahr Plateau to the south.30


Hamilton’s final operational plan would see the British 29th Division land on a number of beaches around Helles designated S, V, W, X and Y beaches, while the Royal Naval Division would launch a feint against Bulair, their transports located just offshore, threatening a landing. This feint would compel the Turkish 5th and 7th divisions to remain at Bulair for at least 48 hours once the invasion had commenced. The French division would also provide a feint by initially landing along the Asiatic side at Kum Kale, before later withdrawing to the peninsula to support the British at Helles a few days later — this would keep the Turkish X Corps from reinforcing the peninsula. Lieutenant General William Birdwood’s ANZAC would land 800 metres north of Gaba Tepe at Z Beach (later known as Brighton Beach), its left flank adjacent to a small cove (Anzac Cove). Its objective was to seize the ridge running from the Sari Bair Range to Mal Tepe severing the north-south road communications. This movement was also designed to force Turkish reinforcements away from Helles, further dispersing Turkish reserves. Their principal objective, however, was to capture the Sari Bair Range north of Gaba Tepe and from there eventually secure the inland heights of Mal Tepe.31 Hamilton provided Birdwood his outline of objectives:


The objective of the covering force and the subsequent action of the Army Corps is to secure a position covering the Kaba Tepe-Fisherman’s Hut Landing Place: the landing of the Amy Corps; and an advance to cover the enemy’s North and South communications in the vicinity of Mal Tepe … When this situation has been secured, you will be guided by the situation as to whether you make a further advance, or consolidate your position until the landing of the bulk of the Army Corps permits the development of an advance towards its objective — Mal Tepe.32


Hamilton expected that these multiple landings would see Liman von Sanders swamped ‘by a series of S.O.S. signals’ originating from a large area of the peninsula, from half a dozen beaches at Helles, Gaba Tepe and Bulair and the areas of the feint landings on the Asian side of the Dardanelles.33 Hamilton believed that ‘Liman von Sanders will not dare concentrate’ and that ‘he will fight with his local troops only for the first forty-eight hours.’34 Now committed to an all-out assault against a hostile enemy shore, Hamilton was not deceiving himself as to the enormity of the task and the responsibility placed on his shoulders, but he was determined to push on, come what may:


Prudence here is entirely out of place. There will be and can be no reconnaissance, no half measures, no tentatives. Several cautious proposals have been set before me but this is neither the time nor the place for paddling about the shore putting one foot onto the beaches with the idea of drawing it back again if it happens to alight upon a landmine. No; we’ve got to take a good run at the Peninsula and jump plumb on — both feet together. At a given moment we must plunge and stake everything on the one hazard.35


***




CHAPTER 5


‘… the cook says it’s tea’


In 1911, Senator George Pearce, Australian Minister for Defence, had adopted national peacetime conscription for the first time to replace the old state-based militia system. Two years earlier, compulsory military service had been introduced, which included mandatory cadet training for schoolboys aged 12 to 17. These cadets undertook physical training and drill and, for the more senior cadets, musketry training was included. The new conscription system obliged men aged between 18 and 25 years to serve in the infantry militia for drills amounting to a grand total of 16 days per year, including eight days in an annual camp, a few days longer for those assigned to the artillery. This provided only the bare basics of military training and, to make matters more farcical, those living more than six kilometres from designated training areas were exempt — of the 155,000 men registered for training in 1911, only 92,500 men (60%) were liable for service.1 The first draftees began training in 1912 and, by 1914, the militia (paid part-time) boasted around 51,200 men. There was no divisional structure, but officers gained some administrative experience — as opposed to tactical experience — up to brigade level.2 The Defence Act of 1903 could not force existing militia to serve overseas. Even so, of the 20,000 original volunteers in 1914 who joined the Australian Imperial Force (AIF), 26% came from existing members of the militia who transferred to the AIF for overseas service. A disproportionate number of these men provided the initial pool for junior and non-commissioned officers (NCOs) — many would have been former British regular soldiers. The remaining volunteers usually either had no military service (42%) or were former state militia members.3


Unlike Australia, Britain’s 230,000 territorial troops undertook training one or two evenings a week and took part in large-scale exercises annually — and they could serve overseas. Even British territorial training, however, was vastly inferior to that of Germany. On turning 20 years of age, every German male had to present himself for compulsory military service for several years followed by ongoing service in the military reserve until he turned 45. By any comparison, the men of the AIF in 1915 were woefully inexperienced and undertrained. However, by war’s end, the Australian Corps would become one of the finest fighting units on the Western Front.4


Britain declared war on 4 August 1914 and, the next day, a cable reached the Australian Prime Minister, Joseph Cook (via the Governor-General of Australia), officially informing him that Britain was at war with Germany. Despite the fact that Federation had occurred 13 years earlier, Australia was still not an independent country when it came to international affairs. Australian politicians still relied on Britain to manage her external affairs on behalf of the British Empire. When Britain declared war in 1914, she expected the rest of her dominions to fall into line, which they dutifully did.5


The burning question concerned how many troops the mother country required. At first, Britain suggested an infantry brigade, but Australia offered an infantry division and light horse brigade, totalling around 20,000 men. This counter-offer was designed to ensure that Australian battalions were not incorporated into British formations — the Australian government was determined to avoid this.6 At that time, a division was the smallest self-contained unit in the British army, comprising three brigades, each with four battalions and supporting units including artillery, totalling around 18,000 men. Sending a unit of this size would ensure that Australians fought under Australian leadership within an Australian formation. The fledgling Royal Australian Navy, however, with no large fleet at its disposal, was placed under the control of the British Admiralty. Within hours of his counter-offer, Cook received his reply — Britain gratefully accepted, adding that it ‘would be glad if [the Australian forces] could be dispatched as soon as possible.’7


The non-indigenous population of Australia and New Zealand principally consisted of English, Irish, Scottish and Welsh. Both countries were still closely attached to ‘Mother England’ and considered all things British to be superior. Both were keen to establish themselves on the world stage. For some Australians, their duty was clear: they had ‘made up their minds and were ready and indeed terrifyingly willing to go to war.’8 Within a month of calling for volunteers, Australia had recruited its full commitment and, by the end of the year, over 52,000 volunteers had been signed on, significantly expanding Australia’s commitment to the Empire. Of these, around 30% were British-born and considerably more had British-born parents.9


Australians and New Zealanders enlisted for many reasons. While British patriotism certainly played a part, for others enlistment offered better prospects than unemployment. Some regarded war as a great adventure and fighting on the continent as a cheap way of seeing the world. Many referred to the Australians as ‘six-bob-a-day-tourists’, referring to their exorbitant daily pay. However, for most, money was not the primary reason for enlistment — it was born of a sense of adventure. Recruits from Australia and New Zealand eagerly seized the opportunity to be involved in something more than their lives at home could offer. As Cecil Malthus explained, ‘The prospect of seeing service gave us a thrill of pure joy, and indeed the feeling throughout New Zealand was mainly one of pleasurable excitement.’10 Others enlisted to escape the humdrum of a meaningless daily existence, or to avoid family responsibilities. There were those who considered enlisting the ‘manly’ course to take, believing that they would not be able to hold their heads high if they did not enlist, particularly if a younger sibling was already in uniform.


***


Thirty-year-old British-born artist Ellis Silas was an unlikely candidate for the army. Silas emigrated to Australia in 1907 and, in August 1914, resided in Perth, Western Australia. While he was more concerned about his painting, a nagging guilt had nonetheless eaten away at him — he decided early on that he would ‘do his bit’. By any reckoning, Silas was not a man of stature, weighing just 134 pounds, standing 5 foot 6 inches and with a chest measurement of just 34 inches — even when trying his best to expand it for the medical examiner.11 What was left of his hair surrounding his high, bald forehead was brown as was his small moustache, twisted to a point at each end, turned slightly upwards. His complexion was fair. Silas was no mythical barrel-chested bronzed Anzac. He did not make the grade and was rejected by a medical examiner. Within a year, with huge casualty figures and a decline in the enlistment rates, the same examiner would happily pass such a man as fit for active service. However, Silas did not give up and, in late September, he came across an examiner who was more ‘sympathetic’.
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Signaller Ellis Silas of the 16th Battalion.


Unlike many, Silas had no illusions about the nature of war and signed up because he thought it was the right thing to do. ‘I hate war books, soldiers, and soldiering. I have not read a newspaper since the war began and don’t intend to do so: all I know is there is a war on, that I’m doing my bit and that I’ll be glad when it’s over.’12 On 16 October 1914, he paraded with other recruits and all recited their enlistment oath to the officer present, vowing to ‘resist His Majesty’s enemies’. Private Ellis Silas was now a member of C Company, 16th Battalion of the 4th Australian Infantry Brigade. Silas tried to join the stretcher-bearers’ section, but was allocated instead to the signals section. Artist/Signaller Silas felt out of place among the other recruits at the training camp at Blackboy Hill and wrote in his diary:


Am in camp for three weeks during which time I often break camp to go to my studio to work on my large canvas which I hope to finish as it may be the last I shall ever paint. After the quiet of my studio I find this terrible, life in camp and the uncongenial society of rough Bushmen. They are good fellows and seem to think a lot of me. On one occasion, when drilling, there was a rather fine sunset which greatly occupied my attention. Suddenly I heard an explosion of frightful language — I looked round, found myself standing alone at the attention; the remainder of the squad having marched off, which I also should have done. It is needless to remark what the drill sergeant thought about it.13


***


Major General William Bridges had been the Inspector-General of Australia’s military forces and the founding Commandant of the Royal Military College of Australia. To Bridges fell the task of organising Australia’s first military contingent, the 1st Australian Infantry Division, which he structured around state lines, contributing significantly to the esprit de corps of the AIF.14 The 1st Brigade (1st to 4th battalions) consisted of men from New South Wales (NSW), the 2nd Brigade (5th to 8th battalions) comprised men from Victoria, while the 3rd Brigade (9th to 12th battalions) consisted of men from the remaining states of Queensland, South Australia (SA), Western Australia (WA) and Tasmania. The division was allocated the 1st, 2nd and 3rd field artillery brigades, but lacked the field howitzer brigade and heavy artillery battery which were part of the standard British divisional structure. The Australian field batteries had just four guns per battery, as opposed to the six of a regular British battery. Recruiting was such that, within four months of the declaration of war, Australia could field another four battalions (13th to 16th), making up the 4th Brigade. In addition, ten light horse regiments were also raised, becoming the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Australian Light Horse brigades (three regiments each), while the 4th Australian Light Horse Regiment was designated a divisional reconnaissance unit.15
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Major General William Bridges, CMG


Across the Tasman, British Major General Alexander Godley, on loan to New Zealand, was also organising the four infantry battalions of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force along regional lines: the Auckland, Canterbury, Otago and Wellington infantry battalions. The New Zealand Artillery Brigade, like the Australian batteries, consisted of four guns per battery but, unlike the Australian division, the New Zealand Brigade had a howitzer battery attached. New Zealand also raised four mounted rifle regiments, the Auckland, Wellington and Canterbury regiments, making up the New Zealand Mounted Rifle Brigade, while the Otago Mounted Rifles acted as an independent unit.16


The 4th Australian Infantry Brigade was surplus to the requirements of the 1st Australian Division and it was combined with the New Zealand Brigade to make up the under-strength New Zealand and Australian Infantry Division. A British regular division consisted of three brigades, so added to this ‘makeshift’ division were the New Zealand Mounted Rifle Regiments and the 1st Australian Light Horse Brigade. The division was short of artillery and ancillary units including engineers and logistic units.17


In the haste to despatch the men of the first AIF to Europe however, training had been somewhat neglected. While the volunteers were enthusiastic, in good physical condition and displayed a good deal of courage and initiative, the battalions were seriously lacking in basic military skills and equipment.18 Lieutenant Charles Fortescue of the 9th Battalion admitted that ‘there were no drill instructors available, no schools of instruction to train NCOs and officers, and no time to train these even if schools were available. The unit was there and it had to train itself.’19 Indeed the 5th Battalion spent just one day on the rifle range prior to sailing.20 The first contingent left Australia with most senior officers hoping that they would have time to conduct further training once they arrived in England. According to one less than complimentary observer, the 1st Australian Infantry Division was ‘probably the worst-trained formation ever sent from Australian shores.’21
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Major General Sir Alexander Godley, KCMG


On 1 November 1914, some 35 large transports and their supporting warships finally left King George’s Sound in Western Australia. They were to ferry the Australian and New Zealand troops to the northern hemisphere. It would be a long voyage and the officers tried hard to keep their men busy, most taking advantage of the voyage to conduct further training. A number of transports had their own newspapers and the men contributed stories, many involving some form of tomfoolery and complaints about life in the army, particularly the food, reflecting the grumbling typical of enlisted men:


Orderly Officer: ‘Any complaints men?’


Private McAwfull: ‘Yes Sir. Taste this, Sir.’


Officer: ‘H’m, rather thin and greasy, otherwise not a bad soup.’


Private: ‘Yes Sir, that is what we thought, but the cook says it’s tea.’22


The Australians and New Zealanders originally expected to disembark in England before being sent to France to fight ‘the Hun’. But, while still at sea, the large convoy transporting these men received a message from London: ‘Unforeseen circumstances decide that the Force shall train in Egypt and go to the front from there. The Australians and New Zealanders are to form a Corps under General Birdwood. The locality of the camp is near Cairo.’23 There were many reasons for the reassignment to Egypt. It was thought that the Australians and New Zealanders would adjust better to the desert climate as opposed to the wet conditions in the Salisbury Downs. With the arrival of the Canadians, the training camps in England were now full, while there was plenty of space to accommodate a large force in Egypt. The British also suspected that the Turks were planning to attack the strategically important Suez Canal. Keeping the ANZAC in Egypt meant that this force could also be called on to help defend this vital artery of empire.24


Rightly or wrongly, the Australian citizen soldiers were reputed to be an undisciplined rabble. A captain who was accompanying Colonel Henry MacLaurin, commanding officer of the 1st Brigade, reprimanded a soldier for eating a pie while he was on sentry duty. He ordered the soldier to present arms. The sentry obliged, but asked the colonel to hold his pie while he did so.25 Another celebrated case involved Australians taking Birdwood’s staff car for a ‘joy ride’. Much has been made of the independent and egalitarian spirit of the first Anzacs, but British intelligence officer Captain Aubrey Herbert, who would spend some time with the Anzacs at Gallipoli, recalled that ‘the native Egyptian was, it must be admitted, constantly very roughly treated, for the average Australian, while he was at first apt to resent superiority in others, felt little doubt about his own claim to it.’26


More serious violations included drunkenness, contracting venereal disease and being absent from camp without leave. The worst of it culminated in early April when a group of New Zealanders and Australians started a riot in the brothels of Derb el Wasa. A crowd gathered, ultimately numbering around 3000 and several buildings were torched, while soldiers interfered with the local fire brigade, chopping up their hoses. What actually provoked the riot is unclear. One explanation is that the affray began when a Maori was stabbed, which led to beds, mattresses and clothing being thrown into the street and set on fire. Although only a small number of men were involved in the initial fracas, Cairo was declared off limits the next day to the Australians, who were judged the main culprits.27


Professional nursing sister Olive Haynes was 26 years old when she joined the Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS) in Adelaide in 1914. By early April 1915, Olive and the other nursing sisters of the AANS had been based in Cairo for just over three months. She was still in Cairo when the ‘Battle of Derb el Wasa’ broke out. She recorded in her diary that several men were brought into the hospital suffering gunshot wounds. ‘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 firemen came, cut the hose … 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.’28 The next day Olive added, ‘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.’29 Indeed, the battalions that had left the Australian Camp at Mena for Lemnos were those of the 3rd Brigade. These men were destined to be the first to storm the beaches at Gallipoli just three weeks later. This would be the ultimate test for Birdwood and the Anzacs.
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Australian Army Nursing Sister Olive Haynes (from Margaret Young, We Are Here Too 1991).


***


Fifty-year-old British Lieutenant General William Birdwood had seen a good deal of active service during the Second Boer War and along the North-West Frontier of India. By 1911 he was Secretary of the Indian Army Department and, with the coming of the Great War, Kitchener had appointed him to command the newly formed ANZAC. Accompanied by his wife and daughters, Birdwood had left India in November 1914 to take up his new command. They soon arrived in Egypt, where his wife and daughters were to leave him to continue on to Britain. The general was saying his goodbyes and, as his family prepared to board the ship that would take them to England, his youngest daughter, aged just four, asked ‘Do you think Daddy they will kill you at the war?’30


Charles Bean considered Birdwood ‘short and dapper in figure, a vigorous, brave, upright and understanding leader of fighting men. Though he [is] a commander rather than an organiser he had served on Kitchener’s staff in South Africa and India and [is] completely trusted by his great chief.’31 Indeed, the great majority of the men in his corps instinctively trusted and respected Birdwood. He was soon affectionately known by his men as ‘Birdie’ and his rapport with them made him a highly respected ‘digger with stripes’. He moved easily among the men and always appeared ready for a chat, happily oblivious of rank. The men appreciated his relaxed demeanour and genuine concern for their welfare. Birdwood recalled fondly these early days of war:


The men were wonderfully keen, refusing to allow their spirits to be damped even by the strain of long marches through the heavy sand. Without exception, the officers of the Corps gave me the kindest welcome when I went among them, and we were quickly on the best of terms. I got on well with the men too, and some of their replies to my questions were delightful. I remember one day talking to a ‘digger’ almost alongside the pyramids. By way of making conversation I said ‘Well, these are the famous pyramids. Now you’ve seen them, what do you think of them?’ He looked them up and down in slow and critical appraisal, thought a bit, and then replied: ‘What I sez is, when you’ve seen one you’ve seen the lot!’ And I suppose he was perfectly right, when you come to think of it.32
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Lieutenant General Sir William Birdwood, KCMG, CB, DSO, CIE


With his troops now assigned to ‘mopping-up’ operations on the peninsula once the navy had shelled the Turks into submission with their big guns, Birdwood quickly initiated intense training to get his men into shape after their long sea voyage, and to acclimatise them to the trying conditions of the Middle East. Training often continued well into the night. Nurse Haynes and her colleagues spent some considerable time treating men who suffered heat stroke and other ailments associated with their long marches through the desert in the middle of the day, with little water, while carrying full kit.33


***


In early January Private Silas, the conscientious but reluctant soldier of the 16th Battalion, and some of his mates, were finally granted leave to explore the Egyptian capital. Cairo and Egypt were a shock to the senses — the sounds, colours, smells, the hustle and bustle, and the never-ending cry of ‘Baksheesh! Baksheesh!’ predominated. This bewilderment was particularly acute in those brought up in the country towns and cities of Australia and New Zealand. However, Silas and the others quickly become immune to the demands of the locals who followed them everywhere, trying to entice them with some ancient mysterious artefact for just a few Egyptian pounds — or a few piastres once the sellers became desperate. Others tried to sell obscene postcards. By now, the inhabitants of the city had distinguished the generously paid Australian ‘six bob a day tourist’ from the underpaid British Tommy at ‘one bob a day’. Silas described a typical local sales pitch in his diary: ‘B’ery goo-o-d!! B’ery nice Australia. B’ery goo-o-d!! Baksiesh. Gib. It — ‘alf piaster —Mr. McKenzie; I know you, b’ery nice, ‘quias katieah’!!!’ He explained that:


The Cairene is an indefatigable vendor. Why he is not wealthy is a mystery. Whether you meet him miles in the desert, or in some equally remote spot, he has always got something to sell you. Should you, perchance, happen to be falling off a donkey — or the top of the Pyramids — you would probably find a horde of Arabs rush forward and endeavour to sell you something during your meteoric flight through space. Though the Egyptian is cunning, his artlessness is delightful; he will usually begin by asking a fabulous sum for goods, and will be quite pleased if, in the end, he obtains the equivalent of a penny-farthing.34


***




CHAPTER 6


‘All the country thereabouts is what the soldier terms “hairy”’


By early April, the Australians and New Zealanders were no longer limited to mopping-up operations, but were to storm a hostile enemy shore. Birdwood was provided his orders in Hamilton’s General Order No. 1, issued on 13 April. His corps was to land between Gaba Tepe and Fisherman’s Hut, with the immediate objective Third Ridge followed by a move to take the heights of Sari Bair.1 Further inland is the tactically significant prominence of Mal Tepe, which overlooks the Narrows, providing an excellent position for land-based artillery to dominate the Narrows. Forces here would also threaten the northern flank of the Khilid Bahr Plateau to the south. Mal Tepe was the ANZAC’s ultimate objective.2


In the same orders, the 1st Australian Infantry Brigade was originally slated as the covering force,3 but within days this was changed and the 3rd Brigade, consisting of the 9th, 10th, 11th and 12th battalions, was tasked with screening the invasion force.4 The operational order consisted of grid references based on the British 1:40,000 map. Brigade Operational Order No. 1, issued on 21 April, states that two companies of Lieutenant Colonel Harry Lee’s 9th Battalion were to secure the southern flank at grid reference 212 I (Gaba Tepe) and destroy a battery known to be close by at 212 L&M. The battalion’s two remaining companies were to capture the main southern spur defined by 212 C5 to 212 D1, the southern parts of Third Ridge, including Anderson Knoll. The 10th Battalion, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Stanley Weir, was to capture the centre of the same ridge from 224W1 to 224O6 (north of Anderson Knoll to south of Scrubby Knoll), while Lieutenant Colonel James Johnston’s 11th Battalion was to capture point 224 M&N to 237 Z8, Scrubby Knoll through to Battleship Hill on the Sari Bair Range. The 12th Battalion, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Lancelot Clarke, would occupy the area at 224 Q6 (the seaward slopes of 400 Plateau) as the brigade reserve. The headquarters of the brigade would initially be located at 224 Q6 (just inland from Brighton Beach) and, once the whole covering force (brigade) was ashore, it would move to 224 S1 (Third Ridge).5 From these orders, it is clear that the covering force was to land along Brighton Beach — not Anzac Cove — and to occupy Third Ridge and the southern parts of the Sari Bair Range.


While there has long been a great deal of confusion and misunderstanding about the role of the 3rd Brigade, retired Australian brigadier Chris Roberts has done much to clarify precisely what role the brigade was designated to fill. The role of the covering force was not to provide a solid forward defensive force for the corps as most have argued. Rather, it was to push forward as a screening force, behind which the main body could ‘disembark without undue interference from the enemy. Its purpose [was] to intercept, delay, disorganise and deceive the enemy before he [could] attack the force being covered. The role of the covering force [was] to compel the enemy to deploy early at a distance from the beaches and to buy time for the main body to land and deploy … Seizing a broad covering position also [increased] the difficulties faced by the Ottomans in sealing off the invasion. They would be forced to disperse their reinforcements over an even broader frontage to contain it, robbing them of the ability to concentrate strong forces for the counter-attack.6


Overall, the role of the 3rd Brigade approximated the role of the British and American airborne divisions on D-Day. The brigade was not intended to provide a solid defensive line, but was to delay and disrupt the enemy’s counter-attack by forcing them to deploy early. It was to be a sponge to absorb the initial enemy counter-attacks, enabling the main force to disembark without interference. The Special Orders issued to Colonel Sinclair-MacLagan on 18 April state that the principal objective of the covering force was to advance rapidly inland from the beaches to occupy Third Ridge to prevent the landing of the rest of the division ‘being interfered with’.7 The three battalions were to hold their forward positions until the remainder of the division established a deep beachhead. By the time the Turks realised what was happening, the other brigades would have achieved their objectives with minimal Turkish interference, and the Turkish flank would have been turned. As such, the almost universal criticism that the 3rd Brigade was assigned too broad a front reflects a misunderstanding of the brigade’s role and objectives.8 Birdwood makes this point clear to Bridges in his orders issued on 18 April. While fully aware that significant Turkish forces were located nearby, the covering force was still required to cover a forward extended screen:


In your instructions to the Covering Force, you should keep in mind the advantage of landing on a broad front and the necessity for occupying as rapidly as possible the covering position laid down as objective in Force Orders. In view of the reported presence of guns in Square 212 L and M, and troops and guns in the Peren Ovasi Valley the Covering Force will have to advance and occupy the ridge running first East from Gaba Tepe and then North East (marked Low Scrub) in Square 212 [Third Ridge] towards the crest in Square 238 Q-V [ridgeline between Battleship Hill and Chunuk Bair].9
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Colonel Ewan Sinclair-MacLagan, DSO


As three battalions of the 3rd Brigade were creating a forward screen and its reserve battalion was taking up its position along the centre of the invasion force close to 400 Plateau, the 2nd Brigade, under the command of Colonel James M’Cay, would land to the north. Three of his four battalions would land near Hell’s Spit; the remaining battalion would land in what would become Anzac Cove. The 2nd Brigade would climb the heights of First Ridge (overlooking Anzac Cove) onto the main range of Sari Bair and bypass Battleship Hill (which at this point should have been secured by the 11th Battalion) and push onto Chunuk Bair and Hill 971. The 5th Battalion, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Wanliss, was to occupy the summit of Hill 971 (238 M-Q). Lieutenant Colonel Harold ‘Pompey’ Elliott’s 7th Battalion was to hold the northern and seaward flanks of the same hill (238 L). Lieutenant Colonel Robert Gartside’s 8th Battalion was to occupy the ridgeline from Chunuk Bair to Hill Q (238 Q to 224 F), while Lieutenant Colonel McNicoll’s 6th Battalion was designated the brigade reserve and was to hold a position just south of Chunuk Bair (237 Z).10 Later that morning, the 1st Brigade, under the command of Colonel Henry MacLaurin, would land to help further secure the beaches and heights. Following close behind would be the two brigades of the New Zealand and Australian Division which would land along a broad front defined from Brighton Beach to North Beach at Fisherman’s Hut. These troops were to push onto Mal Tepe via Hill 971, effectively cutting Turkish communications north and south.11
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The objectives at the 3rd and 2nd brigades


***


On 11 April 1915, 34-year-old Royal Navy Commander Charles Dix and a number of other officers were aboard HMS Queen. Dix was to command the naval flotilla that would land the 1500 men of the covering force after which he was to remain ashore as the Principal Breach Landing Officer. Dix and the others were anxiously surveying the seaward coast of the peninsula through binoculars, keenly studying those parts of the coast assigned as landing places. The battleship approached the peninsula just off Suvla Bay and made its way south to Z Beach, just north of Gaba Tepe. The Turks considered the area a few kilometres north of Gaba Tepe safe from invasion as the terrain was far too tortuous for an invading force to negotiate. Dix noted few if any defensive positions. Indeed, the party aboard Queen paid little attention to this area; all eyes focused on Z Beach a few kilometres south of their current position. Dix wrote: ‘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.’12


As the ship passed Z Beach, the men eagerly surveyed the area. Dix and his companions saw that the Turks were still busily fortifying Gaba Tepe and the low, broad expanse of beach either side. There were 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.’13 Also aboard Queen was Colonel Joseph Talbot Hobbs, in charge of the 1st Australian Divisional Artillery, who was concerned about the defences at Z Beach. Hobbs later wrote: ‘I noticed … how well it could be swept by enemy fire, and I thought I could detect barbed wire in plenty on the beach … the information received by the General Staff on the strength and disposition of the enemy forces, their field fortifications and other preparation to resist our invasion — which was thoroughly well-known to them — naturally gave rise to serious doubts.’14 Medical officer Captain Arthur Butler of the 9th Battalion also had a direct interest in Z Beach and its defences as he and his men would be among the first to land. Furthermore, he had been told that all medical officers would land unarmed. He had reacted indignantly, writing later that it was hardly fair ‘to send us absolutely unarmed against a fanatical enemy who we are told will not observe the Geneva Constitution at all. No doubt we ought to set a good example, but Clause 8 gives us the right to bear arms for self protection and our General has no right to deprive us of them, of course we shall do as we are ordered, but …’15


***


The invasion was scheduled for 21 April. However, the morning before the landing, the weather closed in and stormy seas saw the operation postponed for another 48 hours — then another 24 hours. The landing had now been pushed back to 25 April.16 Hamilton, aboard HMS Arcadian which was anchored off Lemnos, put pen to paper and issued his final orders to the troops just days before they were to land on the enemy’s shore:


Soldiers of France and of the King


Before us lies an adventure unprecedented in modern war. Together with our comrades of the Fleet, we are about to force a landing upon an open beach in the face of positions which have been vaunted by our enemies as impregnable.


The landing will be made good, by the help of God and the Navy; the positions will be stormed, and the War brought one step nearer to a glorious close.


‘Remember,’ said Lord Kitchener when bidding adieu to your Commander, ‘Remember, once you set foot upon the Gallipoli Peninsula, you must fight the thing through to a finish.’


The whole world will be watching your progress. Let us prove ourselves worthy of the great feat of arms entrusted to us.


IAN HAMILTON, General17


***


Back in London, the Secretary of the War Council, Lieutenant Colonel Maurice Hankey, who earlier had endorsed a campaign to capture Constantinople, had become concerned. The whole operation appeared too rushed and there was an obvious lack of detailed planning. While he still supported the concept, he was adamant that more consideration was required of issues such as realistic troop numbers required to finish the job, the lack of intelligence on enemy dispositions and numbers, adequate medical provisioning, and the appropriate supply of munitions and ammunition. At the time he wrote that Hamilton’s plan ‘seems to me fraught with the possibility of an appalling military disaster if the Turks can fight at all.’18 He tried to convince Churchill of the difficulties associated with the Gallipoli invasion but failed and, in frustration, wrote to Prime Minister Asquith, just two days before the invasion:


It must be remembered that combined operations require more careful preparation than any other class of military enterprise. All through our history such attacks have failed when the preparations have been inadequate and the successes are in nearly every case due to the most careful preparation beforehand … It must be remembered also that one of the greatest advantages to be obtained from this class of operation has been lost — surprise … The military enterprise, therefore, will be of a most formidable nature. It is suggested that the War Council ought to cross-examine the naval and military authorities on the extent of preparations … Unless details such as these are duly thought out before the landing takes place it is conceivable that a serious disaster will occur.19


When Asquith asked Kitchener for his views regarding Hankey’s concerns, Kitchener merely replied that he did not have sufficient information at hand and that it was up to Hamilton and de Robeck to carry the thing through — as far as Kitchener was concerned that was the end of the matter. Hankey and others were correct in their concerns about the lack of secrecy. Before the end of February the Turks had around 35,000 men on the peninsula; by March 18 — the date the Allied fleet’s attack was shattered — they had a similar-sized force to that of Hamilton’s army, around 75,000. During the five weeks that had elapsed between this defeat and the military landing, Turkish numbers increased further, and their previous rudimentary defensive system was significantly upgraded and placed on a thoroughly sound footing. Hamilton ‘was certainly handicapped by inadequate War Office assistance, but it was the advanced publicity that doomed his army before it could land on the beaches.’20


***




CHAPTER 7


‘We landed at the port of Gallipoli’


For months now the Turks on the peninsula had been preparing for war and, with the ever-increasing enemy naval activity around the Dardanelles and news of vast enemy ships collecting in the harbours of Egypt and the Greek islands, all knew that the peninsula was to be invaded. Indeed Liman von Sanders, on taking command of the defence of the peninsula just after the combined British and French fleet failed to penetrate the Narrows, had hoped to have one week to prepare for the invasion — in the end Hamilton gave him five.1


Most of the Turkish regiments on the peninsula comprised combat veterans from the Balkan Wars and had been training together for some months even before Liman von Sanders took over. This included combined arms training between the infantry, artillery and communications arms of the corps, and extended to the conduct of ongoing day and night marches and multi-echelon manoeuvres. More trenches were dug, wire erected and battery positions identified and constructed. The peninsula quickly became a vast military camp with civilians recruited to help defend their homeland from imminent invasion. Their villages were scoured for any tools or equipment that could be used to help in the improvement of the field fortifications and road networks. Communications would be critical in repelling any invasion, particularly around Helles, Gaba Tepe and Bulair. All available men were recruited to help with construction, most of which was completed at night. In this case, necessity truly was the mother of invention, as Liman von Sanders recalled: ‘Torpedo heads were used alongside with the regular landmines and fences of gardens and fields were stripped of their wood and wire. At places particularly suitable for landings barbed wire was stretched under water.’2


While Turkish morale on the peninsula was high, these regiments, like all Turkish regiments, suffered a serious shortage of NCOs — sergeants, corporals and lance corporals, who are the backbone of any army. While European armies of the day had around 20 NCOs per company, in the Turkish army at the outbreak of war, there was usually just one NCO per company. To make matters worse, the bulk of the Turkish army consisted of men from rural or unindustrialised villages, most of whom were illiterate. Indeed, while lieutenant colonels commanded ANZAC battalions, Turkish battalions were often led by majors or captains. Much of the training was based on instruction, with the available officers and NCOs reading from army manuals with titles such as Advice to the Brave — Gift to the Veteran.3
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Turkish infantry cleaning their rifles on the peninsula. Mobilised in August 1914, the 27th Regiment had spent over seven months training on the ground on which they would fight during 25 April and belied prevailing Western attitudes as to their ability to fight. They proved a well-trained and courageous enemy. The 57th Regiment had spent almost four months training in the Sari Bair area and also fought well, driving the Anzacs back down the main range (Harvey Broadbent image).


In 1914, before Turkey had thrown her lot in with Germany, the Ottoman forces had faced major problems — problems that exceeded simple war fatigue from previous conflicts in the Balkans and elsewhere in her empire. More crucially, the Ottoman forces were in the midst of a process of important military reform and reinvigoration. Around 90% of Turkish infantry divisions mobilised in mid-1914 had participated in the Balkan Wars — a series of conflicts that had resulted in some 250,000 casualties. This was a military disaster of ‘unprecedented magnitude for the empire, which all but destroyed the regular Turkish Army as an effective fighting force.’4 Enver Pasha had compounded the situation by purging the army of around 1300 officers as part of the reorganisation. While undoubtedly many of these officers were well past their prime, some experienced officers appeared to suffer more from political ‘shortcomings’ than military failings. This was a critical mistake given that the army had partially abandoned one system and had not yet fully embraced another. Under the new system only active units would be maintained, but at a cadre strength of around 40% of authorised strength — the units would be brought up to full strength once mobilisation began. A more rigorous training and promotion regime was implemented, including an emphasis on aggressive battle tactics. Even so, these forces were preparing for future limited conflicts in the Balkans — nothing approaching a world war.5


The army was short of everything. It needed at least 280 artillery pieces, 200 machine-guns and 200,000 rifles just to meet pre-war requirements. In fact, only 150 cartridges were available per rifle and 1088 shells per gun. This did not take into account the equipment needs of the flood of recruits who would soon be in uniform given that mobilisation was well under way. Artillery and rifles also consisted of a bewildering number of types, calibres and vintages, some manufactured in Germany, some in France and others from Austro-Hungary — as was the corresponding ammunition. Supplying this ‘mixed bag’ of armaments, ammunition and spare parts was a logistical nightmare. The medical situation was no better with a chronic shortage of doctors, medicines and other medical supplies. The army lacked transportation, even primitive wagons and oxen were in short supply and roads and railways were in an appalling state of disrepair and development. Finally, the Empire comprised many different ethnic groups, some of which had no love of their Turkish ‘masters’. In short, the Ottoman Empire was ill prepared for a global conflict.6


In early August 1914, Enver Pasha asked the Germans for half a million artillery shells and 200,000 rifles, large numbers of mines, howitzers, electrical equipment including field telephones, boots, blankets and uniforms. However, there was still no direct link between Germany and Turkey as the mostly single-tracked Berlin-Baghdad railway passed through Serbia, which was at war with the Central Powers, and through neutral Romania and Bulgaria. Initially, Romania partially cooperated with Germany, allowing just eight freight cars per day to pass through, but even this soon ceased. Not until Serbia was finally defeated in late 1915 did the first train from Berlin pull into Constantinople.7 However, as far as the defence of the Gallipoli peninsula was concerned, not all was doom and gloom. With the First Balkan War in 1912, the Turks had feared that the Balkan coalition might attempt to capture the peninsula in order to isolate Constantinople. There was a real expectation that the Greeks, at least, were preparing to invade. A number of strong defensive positions had been constructed to help repel this invasion — an invasion which was never launched. During the period 1912–13, the peninsula had become a large military camp. Greek and Bulgarian Christians had lived on and cultivated much of the peninsula for centuries, and the Ottoman General Staff had ordered the evacuation of all Christians from the area, by force if necessary. There had been widespread belief that these individuals might rise up in revolt against the Turks if Greek or Bulgarian forces invaded. In all some 22,000 people were evacuated across the Sea of Marmora into central Anatolia.8
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The Gallipoli peninsula showing the Ottoman 5th Army dispositions on 25 April 1915.


The Turkish 5th Army — charged with defending the peninsula — was a relatively strong force consisting of III and XV Corps. Albanian-born 57-year-old General Essad Pasha, a graduate of the Turkish War Academy in 1889, commanded III Corps. Essad Pasha had served with distinction during the Balkan Wars and was famous as the defender of Janina in Albania. Despite being significantly outnumbered, he had fought on for several months before he had been forced to surrender. After the war he had returned home to a hero’s welcome. Like Enver Pasha, he had spent time in Germany before the war, as Colonel Hans Kannengiesser observed: ‘he served in a Strasbourg regiment and spoke excellent German. I had much to do with him later and always had complete confidence in his sustained and real kindness, his quick grasp of proposals, which, after calm, careful consideration, resulted in clear decisions.’9


Essad Pasha’s III Corps originally comprised the 7th, 8th and 9th divisions (the 8th Division would soon be committed to the Suez campaign and was replaced by Kemal’s 19th Division) — each division nominally consisting of around 10,000 to 12,000 men. Unlike the vast majority of Turkish forces, III Corps had survived the First and Second Balkan Wars organisationally intact, the sole regular corps in the Ottoman army to do so — it alone was not associated with the massive Ottoman military reconstitution effort of 1913–14. In 1915 it was the finest and best trained corps in the Ottoman army. It is not surprising that this corps, battle-hardened but still relatively intact from the Balkan Wars, was assigned to defend the peninsula.10
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Ottoman III Corps Headquarters in the field on the Gallipoli peninsula. Essad Pasha, the Corps Commander, is seated at the table. (Turkish General Staff archives, courtesy Harvey Broadbent).


The XV Corps consisted of the 3rd and 11th infantry divisions, along with a reserve force comprising the 5th Infantry Division and an independent cavalry brigade. These forces were to defend the Asiatic coast, and XV Corps headquarters was located close to the ancient ruins of Troy. The Turks had just one single air squadron in the region, consisting of four German aircraft (and crew) located on an airfield not far from Chanak.11 The Corps’ 5th Infantry Division was stationed at Bulair in the northern part of the Gallipoli peninsula, while the cavalry brigade was stationed even further north to screen the long European coastline of the Gulf of Saros.12


Within days of taking command, Liman von Sanders had concluded that ‘the important question was where the hostile landings should be expected. On it depended the grouping of the troops, which were rather inconsiderable in comparison with the great extent of coast.’13 General Essad Pasha had preferred to defend well forward, close to the beaches with local reserves sited close behind. However, Liman von Sanders was opposed to this and, on taking command, consolidated his forces to concentrate divisional reserves close to their divisional headquarters. He later wrote: ‘the position … had to be completely altered. [The troops] had been … distributed along the entire coast. The enemy would have found resistance everywhere but there were no reserves to check a strong and energetic advance.’14 The 5th Army deployed a light infantry screen along the coast at points considered to be likely landing places. Small forces occupied the positions overlooking the likely beachheads, usually around a platoon (some 50 men) with trenches and wire prepared. The Turks did not intend to stop any invasion force on the beach, rather the small force would provide details of any landing force and try to delay them long enough for the regiments a few miles inland to concentrate and launch a well-coordinated counter-attack to throw the enemy back into the sea. The Turkish forces all along the peninsula began intense training in rapid movement and counter-attack tactics.15


Inadvertently, Liman von Sanders’ reshuffle of units would benefit the initial landings of the Australians and New Zealanders, as it removed large numbers of Turkish troops from the immediate vicinity of Ari Burnu (Anzac Cove) — forces which had been placed there in accordance with Essad Pasha’s doctrine of defence. As such, Lieutenant Colonel Mehmet Sefik Bey’s 27th Regiment had been positioned along the coastline around the Sari Bair Range. Like Essad, the regimental commander was not keen on Liman von Sanders’ tactical reconsideration. Under the original plan of defence, there was ‘no obstacle to the troops being kept active and in training. These reserves could still be moved from where they were to any point where they might be needed at any time. Because the reserves were close to the most probable landing positions [Gaba Tepe and Suvla Bay] they could not be considered a dispersed force lost to the division. There was nothing to prevent marching and tactical exercises and they still used to carry these out.’16


Lieutenant Colonel Khalil Sami Bey’s 9th Infantry Division, consisting of the 25th, 26th and 27th regiments, was tasked with defending the southern part of the Aegean side of the peninsula. The divisional artillery consisted of four batteries of Krupp quick-firing 75mm field guns and two batteries of Krupp quick-firing 75mm mountain guns — each battery comprising four guns (24 guns in all). Each of these pieces was capable of firing some 20 rounds per minute, although doing so would quickly drain first line holdings of ammunition.17 The 1st and 3rd battalions of the 27th Infantry Regiment and its machine-gun company (four heavy machine-guns) were now stationed close to the olive groves just behind Maidos on the Dardanelles side of the peninsula, ready to provide support to Gaba Tepe if required. The regiment’s 2nd Battalion occupied Gaba Tepe and screened the shoreline to the north along the Sari Bair Range. The shoreline here included what would later become known as the ‘Anzac sector’. Further south, at Helles, the three battalions of the 25th Infantry Regiment were in reserve at Serafim Farm, sited to provide rapid support for the screening forces at either Gaba Tepe or Helles, each of which was a likely landing spot. The 2nd and 3rd battalions of the 26th Regiment were positioned at Helles, while the 1st Battalion occupied a position protecting the coastline in between Helles and a few kilometres south of Gaba Tepe. The 26th Regiment had no machine-gun company.18
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Turkish mountain battery deployed for action, showing the Krupp QF 75mm mountain gun model 1904. Nine of these guns supported the Ottoman infantry from around 11.00 am on 25 April (Ed Erickson image).
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The dispositions of the 27th Regiment on 25 April 1915.


Further north, Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal’s 19th Infantry Division, consisting of the 57th, 72nd and 77th regiments, was to act as the corps reserve, the regiments to be rushed to any threatened part of the peninsula or Asiatic shore once the alarm was sounded. Kemal had originally been informed that his division would comprise three regiments, all populated by Turks. A number of divisions within the army consisted of a combination of men from the many different nationalities that peopled the Empire — some more pleased than others to be serving in the Ottoman army. However, on reaching the peninsula, Kemal discovered that the 58th and 59th regiments, which were just completing their training, were to be reassigned to another division. To make up the losses he had been assigned the 72nd and 77th regiments — Arab regiments. Kemal contacted the Chief of Staff of the corps, informing him that the regiments ‘assigned to me are made up of Arabs. Some … are opposed to the war. Their training is inadequate. Please take them back and give me my two other regiments from the Tekirdag depot. These are real Turkish lads and they are now better trained.’ His protests came to naught; he would have to make do with what he had: one solid Turkish Regiment — the 57th — and two questionable Arab regiments.19 In April, his 57th Regiment was located at Boghali, the 77th Regiment close to Mal Tepe, and the 72nd Regiment north of Boghali. Neither of these two latter regiments would figure prominently in the fighting of 25 April. The 19th divisional artillery consisted of two batteries of quick-firing 75mm field guns, two quick-firing 75mm mountain guns, and two batteries of the old 87mm field guns (just 12 guns in all). Only the 57th and 72nd regiments had a machine-gun company.20


***


Two Turkish regiments would find themselves responsible for defending the ANZAC beachhead on 25 April 1915 — the 27th Regiment (9th Division) and the 57th Regiment (19th Division).


The 27th Regiment was partially mobilised on 31 July 1914 against a possible Greek invasion of the peninsula. With full mobilisation, reserves soon began to flood into the regiment. The commander of this regiment was Lieutenant Colonel Mehmet Sefik Bey.21 The tall, distinguished-looking 38-year-old lieutenant colonel was born in Mostar in present-day Macedonia, then a part of the Ottoman Empire. He graduated from the Turkish Military Academy in 1896 and, like Mustafa Kemal, distinguished himself in battle during the Turco-Italian War of 1911. At the time of Turkey’s entry into the war, he was commanding the 27th Regiment, which was one of the first regiments stationed on the peninsula.22 A considerable number of Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Bey’s men had their homes on the peninsula or hailed from nearby areas on the European side of the Empire. Only a few originated from central Anatolia or other regions some distance away. Almost all were farmers or other agricultural workers, some three-quarters were married — aged between 21 and 35 — although a number were considerably younger or older.23


One of these was 16-year-old shepherd boy Adil Sahin. With Turkey’s declaration of war, the Head Man of Adil’s village announced that all able-bodied men (including young teenagers) were required for service in the army. Adil and others from the village were posted to a training camp and supplied with only the barest of military essentials. Soon after, they were attached to Sefik Bey’s regiment. Adil recalled that he and his comrades did a great deal of marching and physical exercise and were eventually supplied with a rifle, but ammunition at this early stage of the war was scarce and not to be wasted on practice. Like most recruits the world over, he was not prepared for war.


Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Bey tried to make good the deficiencies of his regiment, but many of his men were still in need of the very basics. He recalled many years later:
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Officers of the 27th Regiment later in the campaign. Lieutenant Colonel Mehmet Sefik, Commander 27th Regiment, in the centre, Captain Halis, commanding the 3rd Battalion, sits to Sefik’s right, and Captain Faik, commanding the 8th Company, is standing on his left (Sedar Ataksor image).


The men were armed with Mauser rifles … Each man in every section was equipped with two grenades. Other men had portable digging implements. Large digging implements were also carried in A echelon transport. The guns of the machine gun company attached to the regimental command were the maxim type (four guns). There were insufficient quantities of driving springs and similar spare parts for the guns … In regards to the men’s clothing the situation was not too bad. But it cannot be said that they were well clothed. There was a proportion of our loyal minded young men who carried with them their own personal civilian clothes. It was beyond the power of the regiment to make good deficiencies of this kind.24


In the period following the failed attack by the enemy fleet in March, Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Bey and his men noticed that their previous neglect was slowly but surely being rectified — the situation appeared to be escalating. Since taking command of the regiment, Sefik Bey had instituted a strict and intensive training regime. This included rapid manoeuvres with a mountain howitzer battery in the reserve area as well as specific instructions to all companies of the regiment to coordinate their training. Defensive planning was in full swing with regular anti-invasion drills which identified a number of potential weaknesses. These drills highlighted problems with the road network on the peninsula and the interior lines of communication.25 By late April, Sefik Bey’s 2nd Battalion, under the command of Major Ismet, was dispersed along the coast on a 12-kilometre frontage from the Aghyl Dere in the north to Semerley Tepe in the south. The 5th Company (around 250 men) of the 2nd Battalion was positioned in reserve east of Gaba Tepe, while its 6th Company was positioned south of Gaba Tepe along Palamutlu Sirt, which was considered a possible landing spot. The remaining two companies were located further north. The 7th Company was garrisoned at Gaba Tepe itself with Major Ismet, while the 8th Company under Captain Faik was screening the coastline north of Gaba Tepe in the vicinity of Ari Burnu.26


The other unit to face the Anzac invasion was the 57th Regiment (19th Division) under the command of Major Huseyin Avni. This regiment was first mobilised on 1 February 1915 in the staging area around the town of Gallipoli. While only recently formed, the regiment had a number of experienced officers who helped in training and the maintenance of morale. The 57th spent two months conducting intensive training, frequently participating in joint operations with other regiments. Its 1st Battalion was created from each of the fourth companies from the 19th Regiment, while its 2nd and 3rd battalions were raised from reservists and volunteers. While Kemal had grave reservations about the fighting ability of his two Arab regiments, he knew he could depend on the 57th.27


***


On the night of 24 April 1915, Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Bey’s 1st and 3rd battalions of the 27th Regiment had conducted tactical manoeuvres around Gaba Tepe. They returned to their encampment in the olive grove just outside Maidos at around 12.30 am and, by 2.00 am, most of the exhausted men had fallen asleep. Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Bey’s 2nd Battalion was on the other side of the peninsula, screening the coast for an enemy invasion.28 The 57th Regiment of Major Huseyin Avni was bivouacked a few kilometres north and inland from Ari Burnu at Boghali. At first light on 25 April they were to conduct manoeuvres around the Sari Bair Range, close to Ari Burnu. Their divisional commander, Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal, had decided to join the regiment at its bivouac site, just to ensure that all went according to plan.29


***




PART TWO


INVASION


25 April to 3 May 1915


The Gallipoli Peninsula of Turkey, about forty miles long and twelve miles across at its widest point, has a spiny backbone rising to a peak of nearly a thousand feet. Largely barren or scrub-clad, it is fiercely hot and stifling in summer and bitterly cold in winter, with a tortuous terrain of razor-backed ridges and deep ravines. Outside the few settlements — Gallipoli town itself and Maidos — the peninsula has a last-place-in-the-world atmosphere. Not that it is ugly; it radiates a strange, siren beauty, as many men with reason to hate the place have acknowledged. In the morning and at sundown the forbidding coast has a compelling beauty — the gullies are deeply blue, and the sea and sky are multi-tinted. Then you can love it. When you struggle, sweat-soaked and panting, through the spiky bush and up the heart-breaking cliffs and hills, you hate it.


John Laffin


Damn the Dardanelles!
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CHAPTER 8


‘Oh, go along with you!’


Sapper Roy Denning, a 29-year-old carpenter from Sydney, was a member of No. 1 Field Company, 1st Australian Infantry Division. Just days before the landing, he and his fellow sappers were told they would be among the first to storm the beaches at Gallipoli. Denning’s commanding officer informed them that the ‘“Turks are known to be brave and savage fighters, but there is no doubt in our minds we will be able to hold our own against them.” The officer then stopped to pause for effect. “I guess a lot of us will lose a number of our mess before daylight on Sunday.”’1 Denning recalled a cold shiver running down his spine as the sergeant major dismissed them. Nearby, 33-year-old stretcher-bearer Lance Corporal Tom Richards from the 1st Australian Field Ambulance, a rugby international from Charters Towers in Queensland, was also being briefed on the landing. He scribbled in his diary, ‘I don’t feel the coming danger any more than I have felt anxious the night before an international football match.’ He was aboard the transport City of Benares in Lemnos Harbour and, looking out across the barren, rocky island, concluded his entry, ‘lovely deep red coloured orb disappearing between the purple hills and the dense rose-pink sky.’2 He checked his camera carefully, then stowed it in his pack — he was determined to take a few snaps of his first day of battle. Lieutenant Colonel James Johnston, a 52-year-old sharebroker from Kalgoorlie in Western Australia and commander of the 11th Battalion, would also be among the first to land, along with his men. He told his troops soberly: ‘Boys the General informs me that it will take several battleships and destroyers to carry our brigade to Gallipoli; a barge will be sufficient to take us home again!’3


***


The men of the 3rd Brigade would land in three waves. Three battleships — Queen, Prince of Wales and London — anchored 2.5 kilometres from shore, would launch the 1500 men of the first wave consisting of the 9th, 10th and 11th battalions. These men would board 12 tows, each comprising a steamboat towing three boats. Each boat would have a sailor at the tiller and four seamen at the oars, with a naval officer in the steamboat ahead and a midshipman in the last boat of each tow. Seven fast-moving destroyers would then launch most of the remaining men from these battalions as part of the second wave. These men, having boarded a number of rowboats now strung out behind the destroyers, would soon be charging towards the beach as fast as the destroyers dared travel. The rowboats would be released to continue on their way to the beach. The men of the third wave, consisting primarily of the 12th Battalion (brigade reserve) would wait aboard the destroyers for the rowboats from the first and second waves to return and board them for the next assault on the beach. The commander of the 3rd Brigade, Colonel Sinclair-MacLagan, and his staff would land with these men.4


Following the landing of this brigade, the remainder of the 1st Australian Infantry Division (1st and 2nd brigades) would commence landing from transports, battleships and destroyers from around 5.00 am, the ships approaching as close as possible to the beach. It was estimated that the entire division and supporting 7th Indian Mountain Battery would be ashore by 9.00 am. The New Zealand and Australian Division would follow later that morning.5
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Men of the first wave of the 11th Battalion transferring from a destroyer onto HMS London in Mudros Harbour at around 12.00 pm on 24 April. These men would be some of the first ashore, landing north of Anzac Cove in the pre-dawn darkness the following morning (AWM P02034_019).


***


By mid-afternoon on 24 April, the vast armada that was to take the 75,000 men to their respective invasion beaches was anchored in Mudros harbour. Just after 2.00 pm, General Birdwood was aboard the flagship of the ANZAC task force, HMS Queen. He and naval commander Rear Admiral Cecil Thursby surveyed the flotilla stretched out before them in the harbour. Birdwood was truly impressed, recalling many years later: ‘The natural harbour is immense, and it was crowded with the huge armada assembled there … the vast number of transports, supply ships, and small craft, provided a spectacle to warm the heart of any sailor.’6 The infantry, in particular, were in awe of the spectacle laid out before them, none ever having seen anything like it. Not only was the ANZAC task force anchored in the harbour, so too were the ships that would ferry the men of the British 29th Division to Helles, the Royal Naval Division to Bulair, and the French Division to Kum Kale.


Colonel Sinclair-MacLagan, who was also aboard HMS Queen, now bid Major General William Bridges goodbye before transferring to a waiting destroyer. ‘“Well, MacLagan,” said Bridges as they parted, “you haven’t thanked me yet.” “Yes, Sir, I do thank you for the great honour of having this job to do with my brigade,” was the reply, “but if we find Turks holding these ridges in any strength, I honestly don’t think you’ll ever see the 3rd Brigade again.” “Oh, go along with you!” said Bridges, laughing.’7 Sinclair-MacLagan left the battleship and climbed down into the waiting destroyer. His brigade represented the covering force of the invasion and was to push well forward so that the rest of the corps could establish a beachhead in depth and gain its ultimate objective — Mal Tepe. The role of his brigade was crucial to the success of the invasion. It is disturbing that a commander who had such a vital role was so pessimistic about his task. Sinclair-MacLagan’s pessimism would arguably result in the failure of the invasion at Anzac within hours of his landing on the beach.


Later that afternoon Rear Admiral Thursby gave the order for the three great battleships carrying the Australians of the covering force to set course for the peninsula. The three warships, each with 500 men of the Australian 3rd Brigade aboard, turned slowly and moved out of the harbour in line. Following close behind was the remainder of the ANZAC squadron, including the transports and destroyers that would help land the rest of the corps. Thirty-five-year-old Private Fred Fox of the 11th Battalion recalled that there was a ‘tremendous enthusiasm, and about 3 p.m., the flagship took up her position, and away we went, amid a storm of cheering from both the French and English transports and warships … We had a short service on the quarterdeck, in which the Chaplain spoke most kindly to us, and then, left to our own devices, we had a look round the ship.’8 British air reconnaissance that afternoon reported that Gaba Tepe ‘was quiet and no guns seen’ with the weather described as ‘good’.9


***


At around 11.00 pm, orders were issued that there was to be no smoking on deck. Private Ted Mofflin of the 11th Battalion circumvented this regulation by going downstairs into the engine room where it was ‘quite warm and I could talk and smoke away to my heart’s content. Gracious! How I did smoke! As soon as one cigarette was done, I’d start another, my heart was beating like a sledge hammer. I shall never forget that trip … we didn’t know what to expect.’10 A few hours later, the massive, dark hulks of the battleships came to a stop — it was now 1.00 am on Sunday morning, 25 April. They were approximately halfway between Lemnos and the peninsula. A gentle shake woke those who had somehow managed to snatch some sleep. From the bridge of the Queen, Birdwood surveyed the deck of the battleship, observing that ‘every one of our men was given a good hot meal’.11 Indeed, the sailors insisted on feeding the troops themselves, supplying them with extras from the ships’ canteens including mugs of hot cocoa, which they handed to all the troops. Corporal John Sinclair of the 10th Battalion, recovering from wounds a few days after the landing, wrote that ‘it was impossible to exaggerate the hospitality and kindness of the sailors onboard the Prince of Wales and if I ever have the chance to help any British sailor I shall do so.’12 Also aboard this battleship was 32-year-old Private Alfred Perry of the 10th Battalion who recalled being woken by his sergeant. ‘“Come on, lads, have a good hot supper — there’s business doing.” So spoke No. 10 Platoon Sergeant of the 10th Battalion to his men, lying about in all sorts of odd corners aboard the battleship … in the first hour of the morning of April 25th 1915. The ship, or her company, had provided a hot stew of bully beef, and the lads set to and took what proved, alas to many, their last real meal together. They laughed and joked as though picnicking.’13


Occasionally the cliffs of the Gallipoli peninsula loomed into view in the distance as the moon was high and the sea calm — all was quiet. It was a cold and chilly night, the men conscious of the cold as their greatcoats had been stowed in their packs.14 Private Cavill of the 1st Battalion recalled that the men were afraid their bayonets would not be ‘sharp enough, so there they were, gathered around waiting eagerly their turn to get at the stone. By the time we left the ship it was gouged and worn to such an extent that it was fit for nothing but a kellick stone.’15 Earlier, junior officers had checked each man to ensure that he had two empty sandbags rolled around his entrenching tools; each had three days’ iron rations; pouches containing 200 rounds of ammunition; rifle chamber and magazine were empty; water bottles full; and two conspicuous white bags containing two days’ extra rations attached. The men tried everything to darken the colour of these bags, including soaking them in pots of tea, but to no avail. White they were when issued, and white they remained. The extra rations included a tin of bully beef, a small tin of tea and sugar, and a number of very hard, coarse biscuits in each bag. In all, each man carried around 80 pounds in weight.16


The 1500 troops of the 3rd Brigade aboard the three battleships were accompanied by the cruiser HMS Bacchante and the battleship HMS Majestic. They arrived at a point 7.5 kilometres west of Gaba Tepe where Triumph had anchored the previous night to mark their exact location and where she now shone a single light out to sea to guide the invasion force to its correct position. All six ships launched their small rowboats, which assembled alongside Queen, Prince of Wales and London; also positioned alongside each battleship were two steamboats.


Private Perry, still aboard Prince of Wales, recalled a voice ordering him and his mates to ‘“Fall in!” … the boys swing on their heavy equipment, grasp their rifles, silently make their way on deck and stand in grim, black masses. All lights are out, and only harsh, low commands break the silence. “This way No. 9 — No. 10 — C Company.” Almost blindly we grope our way to the ladder leading to the [boat] below, which is already half full of silent, grim men.’17 Aboard the same battleship was 21-year-old Corporal George Mitchell of the 10th Battalion who recalled many years later that, just before climbing into a small boat, his officer reminded them that they were to use the bayonet only — no firing until daylight. ‘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 and clips being thrown overboard.’18


Aboard Queen was British Private Herbert Pare of the Royal Marine Light Infantry who wrote later that ‘the soldiers were mustered very quietly on the upper deck and then into the boats. The Triumph, who had no soldiers on board, sent her boats to us. Altogether the ships each had two steamboats, one launch, one pinnace, and two cutters, except us who had double that number having the Triumph’s boats as well as our own.’19 As the last of the men climbed off the battleships into the boats below, Thursby turned to Birdwood. ‘I congratulate you on the wonderful discipline shown. They were told to go quietly: they went in absolute silence.’20 By 2.35 am the loading was complete. Private Perry and Corporal Mitchell, along with the other men of the covering force, were now wedged into the small boat lying beside the great hulk of the battleships. Soon, these small boats began to drift astern. At around 3.00 am Queen, Prince of Wales and London proceeded towards the shore, the small boats strung out behind on either side, while Triumph, Bacchante and Majestic took up their positions as covering ships.21


Earlier, the men of the second wave had begun to climb down from their transports into the waiting destroyers. Captain Arthur Ross, a 36-year-old British regular army officer from the 3rd Brigade staff, remembered clambering down the robe ladders with his men as quickly as their ‘ridiculously heavy kit would allow, and the going on the robe ladder was slow.’22 Commander Godfrey of the British destroyer HMS Beagle was extremely impatient and ordered the men to hurry and ‘be smart about it’. Still not happy about the men’s progress struggling down the robe ladders in complete darkness and silence, Godfrey grasped his megaphone: ‘Hurry up down that robe ladder there!’ The men had had enough and one man yelled back in a loud, raucous voice, ‘Put a sock in it; d’yer think we’re ******* trapeze artists?’ The commander looked furious, ‘but the men enjoyed seeing his livid expression — indeed it seemed to relax the tension.’23 Close by was the commander of the destroyer HMS Ribble who was far more relaxed and told the men: ‘You fellows can smoke and talk quietly. But I expect all lights to be put out and absolute silence to be kept when I give the order.’24 The destroyers moved slowly, barely making headway and, after three kilometres, they stopped again, waiting for the moon to sink. Unseen, but not far ahead were the battleships carrying the covering force. The remaining 1500 men from the 9th, 10th and 11th battalions aboard the destroyers now climbed into a number of rowboats which drifted astern. The 12th Battalion and those from the other battalions who could not be accommodated in the rowboats — representing the third wave — remained aboard the destroyers.


Not far behind the battleships and transports were the ships ferrying the remainder of the division. Among them was Private Harley Matthews of the 4th Battalion. Matthews and his mates were crammed below decks between the mess tables ‘with our equipment and rifles ready, waiting and wondering … and the air … stifling, but we tried to be as cheerful as ever, Bill and Dave still kept on with their schoolboy reminiscences … Sometimes we looked into one another’s eyes. There was no fear in them; but the faces were very tense and set.’25


***




CHAPTER 9


‘… bullets were thumping into the water all around us’


While the ANZAC task force was assembling to the west of Gaba Tepe, Turkish troops under the command of Captain Faik who were screening the area around Ari Burnu spotted the massed convoy in the early morning hours of 25 April. Faik and members of No. 8 Company occupied the area around Ari Burnu to the north of Gaba Tepe. The company consisted of three platoons covering the region north of Gaba Tepe through to the area just north of Fisherman’s Hut on North Beach. Lieutenant Ibrahim Hayrettin commanded No.1 Platoon, screening the landing area around North Beach; his men were entrenched around Fisherman’s Hut. Lieutenant Muharren commanded No. 2 Platoon at Hain Tepe (Plugge’s Plateau), screening Ari Burnu and the small beach later known as Anzac Cove. One section (16 riflemen) was located at Ari Burnu (Ari Burnu Knoll), a second section at Kücük Ari Burnu (Hell Spit) and another between these two points along First Ridge. Sergeant Major Süleyman commanded reserve No. 3 Platoon along Second Ridge. One section of this platoon was positioned further south in the region around Çakal Dere (Clarke Valley). Alongside Süleyman was the company commander, Captain Faik. Overall, some 200 Turkish soldiers were covering what would be the initial ANZAC landing area, dispersed over some considerable distance.1


Captain Faik later recalled the initial sighting of the ANZAC task force in the early hours of 25 April: ‘At about 0200 hours … patrols on duty … reported having sighted many enemy ships in the open sea. I got up and looked through the binoculars. I saw, straight in front of us, but rather a long way off, a large number of ships the size of which could not be distinguished. It was not clear whether or not they were moving.’2 The young captain immediately reported this news via field telephone to his battalion commander, Major Izmet Bey, at Gaba Tepe. The major ordered him to continue watching the ships and to keep him informed. Faik moved to a higher position and saw what appeared to be a mass of ships, clearly visible in the moonlight and ‘moving straight towards us’.3 He contacted Divisional Headquarters at around 2.30 am, informing them of the presence of an apparent invasion force. Faik was instructed to ‘Hold the line. I will inform the Chief of Staff.’ Seconds later, the same officer asked Faik: ‘Of these ships, how many are transports and how many warships?’ Faik replied, ‘It is impossible to distinguish them in the dark but the quantity of ships is very large.’ With that the conversation ended and, a short time later, the moon ‘sank below the horizon and the ships became invisible in the dark. The reserve platoon was alerted and ordered to stand by. I watched and waited.’4


***


At 3.30 am the British battleships towing the covering force came to a standstill some 2.5 kilometres from the shore. Rear Admiral Thursby on Queen used the wireless to order the battleships to cast off their tows, while officers with megaphones on board the ships ordered the invasion to commence. The 12 steamboats with their tows behind formed in line abreast and, with each of their senior officers in command, headed for the enemy coastline. The British sailors lined the decks and waved their caps in a silent cheer.5 The journey to the beach would take around 50 minutes. British Private Pare, still aboard Ocean, recalled that they ‘got underway in line abreast with the boats in between each ship and steamed in towards the shore … They shot forwards at once and vanished in the darkness. The moon had already dipped and the night was quite dark, making it an ideal night for operations.’6
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A steam pinnace takes a tow of four boats to the beach early on the morning of 25 April. This image shows how the first wave of the 3rd Brigade was taken from the battleships for the final run to the beach in total darkness, although their tows consisted of three boats drawn by a steam pinnace, rather than the four in the photograph. A Maxim gun was mounted in the bow of each pinnace and opened fire on the Turks on the top of Plugge’s Plateau after the first rifle shots rang out (AWM P1287.11.01).


Private Perry, who was squeezed into one of the small rowboats, remembered hearing the order ‘Full steam ahead!’ ‘Away we go, racing and bounding, dipping and rolling, now in a straight line, now in a half-circle, on through the night. The moon has just about sunk below the horizon. Looking back, we can see the battleships moving on slowly in our rear, ready to cover our attack. All at once our pinnace gives a great start forward, and away we go.’7 Private Fox recalled that it was ‘all very weird in the absolute silence, with a very, very pale moon shining. I had no idea how far we were from shore, but we had steamed under the lee of the battleship [London] for some time, when orders came from the captain to “carry on” on our own. Now was the critical time. I shall never forget that sight. There were three or four lines of us, with a space of perhaps 100 yards between, going stealthily and slowly towards — what?’8 The destroyers carrying the men of the second and third waves were not expected to move forward until 4.15 am.


British Commander Charles Dix was in overall charge of the flotilla that was to land the covering force. He was sitting in the northernmost steamboat — No. 12 — while Lieutenant John Waterlow, sitting in the southernmost boat — No. 1 — was to direct the boats to Z Beach. All the boats were to take their cue from him.9 Twenty minutes after leaving the silhouettes of the battleships behind, Commander Dix became concerned when the southern wing of the line of boats steered across the bows of the centre, pushing further north. All boats were under orders to conform to the boat on their starboard (right) and all steered further north, away from Z Beach (Brighton Beach). Midshipman John Metcalf, in command of Boat No. 2, was responsible for the change of course, which pushed the boats further north than intended. For some reason Waterlow’s boat fell behind and Metcalf’s boat now represented the extreme southern flank of the invasion force. He admitted on his deathbed many years later that he had realised they were heading close to the northern side of Gaba Tepe, which was very conspicuous and, aware that they would attract mass Turkish enfilade all along the starboard side, he 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.’10


As the landing force continued to move forward, it soon became clear that there was another prominent headland north of its current position and the line began to vacillate; their faith in their course had been shaken. Waterlow, who had now caught up with the rest of the boats, saw that they were steering too far north. He altered course, heading for the north of the line of boats. He glanced at Queen’s position and, assuming she was in her correct anchorage, this meant that the prominent headland in front could not be Gaba Tepe. Waterlow soon altered course again, moving down the line of boats astern in an effort to draw them south with him. It was then that Private Fox heard an officer from one of his neighbouring boats yell, possibly to Waterlow’s boat: ‘“Be more careful!” He appeared to take no notice and his superior roared: “For heaven’s sake, steer straight, or you will spoil the whole show!”’11 As dawn was beginning to break and the cliffs and prominent headland loomed larger and larger, Waterlow saw that they were heading for the tangled and steep country north of their intended landing spot. Given that they were close to shore, he had no alternative but to dash straight for the cliffs.12


***


In the rowboats, men with their heavy packs and kit hanging loosely on their shoulders watched and waited as they approached the shoreline. For some time these men and those further back in the warships and transports had noticed two searchlights bathing the skyline of the ridges along the peninsula. These lights were located on the other side of the heights and flooded the Dardanelles with light, although the ridges of the Sari Bair Range separating the Dardanelles from the Aegean kept the invasion force in darkness. Corporal Mitchell was sitting next to one of his mates from the 10th Battalion, Private Peter McConnachy. He recalled many years later a ‘keen biting breeze sprung up in our faces and we were cold. My breath came deep. I tried to analyse my feelings but could not. I think that every emotion was mixed, exultation predominating … The price of failure we knew to be annihilation, victory might mean life. But even so, whispered jests passed round and I remember turning to poor old Peter and asking him how he felt “Good” [he replied].’13 Close by, Lieutenant Aubrey Darnell from the 11th Battalion described later that the voyage to the beach seemed to take forever, ‘except for the low throb of the engines [of the tows] was dead silence — got on one’s nerves … Excitement was tense and electrical.’14


As the steamboats neared the shore, a stream of sparks from a funnel shot into the air, lasting around 30 seconds. The tows cast off their boats and the men began to row to the beach.15 Fifteen-year-old British midshipman Eric Bush, ferrying men from the 10th Battalion, recalled that the sailors tossed the oars without waiting to be told: ‘We stop engines … Our heavy laden boats carry their way better than we do and forge ahead … Our launch, the heaviest of them all, comes right up alongside for a moment. One of her soldiers holds out a watch for me to send home to his mother, but it is too late to help him … we are out of reach.’16 He looked on as soldiers helped with the oars, while others adjusted ‘their equipment, tightening their chin stays, slinging their rifles. I take all this in at a glance, but what stirs my imagination most is the look on the men’s faces.’17 Lieutenant Colonel Stanley Weir, a 49-year-old civil servant from Norwood, South Australia, and commanding officer of the 10th Battalion, recalled ‘absolute silence was maintained by all in our boats … Dawn was just breaking … and no sound was heard except the splash of the oars. We thought that our landing was to be effected quite unopposed.’18 It was now that Captain Raymond Leane of the 11th Battalion heard Commander Dix break the silence: ‘Tell the colonel that the damn fools have taken us a mile too far north.’19


***


As the majority of boats rowed into the small cove, a flash of a flare or a signal lamp was seen on top of a small plateau or knoll (later called ‘Queensland Point’) 900 metres to the south. It was now 4.29 am. Almost all in the boats saw the flash which lasted for 30 seconds then disappeared. There was a ‘deathlike silence for a moment’ before Captain Leane noticed a figure on the horizon of Ari Burnu above them. ‘Look at that!’ he said, as he pointed towards the shore.20 A yell from shore was quickly followed by the flash of a Mauser rifle and the young captain recalled that a ‘bullet whizzed overhead and plunged into the sea. A second or two of silence … four or five shots as if from a sentry group. Another pause — then a scattered, irregular fire growing very fast broke the silence.’21 Indeed, the Corps War Diary reported that firing was heard for the first time at 4.30 am.22 Twenty-one-year-old Private Albert Tiegs from the 11th Battalion remembered that it ‘seemed a terrible long way to the shore. About fifty yards from shore a bullet spat out, followed by a perfect fusillade of bullets … No-one was hit in our boat. As the boat grounded I jumped over the side up to my waist in water and flopped down into cover about 20 yards from shore.’23
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Arthur Blackburn VC, 10th Australian Infantry Battalion — this photograph was taken when later serving on the Western Front.


Twenty-three-year-old Private Arthur Blackburn, a scout with the 10th Battalion, wrote in a letter to his younger brother Charles that 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.’24


The smaller lifeboats and cutters of the covering force approached close to the beach and men jumped into water less than a metre deep, rushing to the cover of the beach embankment. Private Perry was in one of the smaller boats and, just as he reached the shore, he heard a distinct ‘crack-crack! ping-ping! zip-zip! … oars are splintered, boats are perforated. A sharp moan, a low gurgling cry, tells of a comrade hit. Boats ground … [and] we scramble out, struggle to the shore, and, rushing across the beach, take cover under a low sandbank.’25 Those in the larger and deeper launches and pinnaces grounded further out and the men jumped into the water, which often reached above their chests. The shore bottom consisted of flat, slippery stones and pebbles, causing many to slip and lose their footing as they rushed for the beach. Eric Longley-Cook, a 15-year-old Royal Navy Midshipman, was in charge of one of the pinnaces landing the men of the 10th Battalion. His mate, Midshipman Eric Bush, recalled that his friend went forward to the bow and felt for the bottom with a boathook, while all around him Australians were ducking for dear life from the bullets sweeping just above their heads.26


As men reached the shore, bullets hit the pebbles and shingles of the beach, sending up sparks and ricochets. The men were to remove their packs on reaching the first embankment and form up, before heading north-east to capture the inland heights. Instead, they found themselves at the base of a steep and thickly vegetated ridge. They were supposed to land with a frontage of around 1600 metres; now they were crammed into a frontage of just 400. An unidentified soldier recalled that the ‘next and immediate thing to do was to get across the few feet of shore to the base of the cliff for cover, and off I went … I got beside a big bush. The soil being sandy was worse and a kind of thyme grew in profusion all around and in the morning dew gave forth a perfume. I afterwards learnt to loath [it] and shall always do so now. The bullets came thick. They came past my ears so close I felt the air move as they whizzed past and whispered ‘zip, zip, ZIP’ … it made your eyes blink, so close they came.’27


Confusion reigned as officers and men tried to come to terms with the implications of landing in the wrong place.28 Twenty-one-year-old Corporal Thomas Louch of the 11th Battalion recalled Lieutenant Colonel James Johnston of his battalion ‘flopping down beside me and I asked him what we were to do. He said that we had landed in the wrong place, and there was no organization. A bullet spattered into the sand just clear of our noses, and I decided that the beach, where there was no cover, was no place for dallying; so lugging our box of ammunition — my mate and I — we climbed the hill in front.’29 Officers and NCOs gave orders to strip packs, load magazines, and pull back safety catches. Private Perry and those around him fixed bayonets: ‘“Click!” … “Forward!” And away we scramble up the hills in front.’30 It was now just after 4.30 am, half an hour before the opening salvos of the Royal Navy’s bombardment of Cape Helles to the south.31
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The landing of the first wave of the 3rd Brigade and position of Captain Faik’s men.


***


Turkish fire from the 2nd Platoon confirmed to Captain Faik still located on Second Ridge that the main invasion force he had reported earlier was landing at his position. He ordered a section from his reserve platoon, under the command of Sergeant Ahmed, to advance to Hain Tepe (Plugge’s Plateau) to help occupy the trenches overlooking the beach. He notified Major Ismet Bey at Gaba Tepe that ‘a number of enemy troops have landed at Ari Burnu’.32 Faik immediately sent most of his remaining sections to Yuksek Sirt (Russell’s Top) to occupy the empty trenches overlooking North Beach.33


Before leaving his position, Faik sent an urgent message to Captain Sadik, commander of the mountain battery on 400 Plateau. He asked Sadik to fire his guns at the invading forces around Ari Burnu. Sadik, however, refused to consider this invasion anything other than a feint and held his fire for the real invasion that he was convinced would take place just south-west of his position, along the beaches close to Gaba Tepe. His main priority was to defend the coastal area around Gaba Tepe. Sadik’s commander had instructed that, when ordered, the battery could open fire ‘in case of necessity’, but only when he gave the order by telephone to Captain Faik. However, since the ‘battery commander had not received orders directly from the Bn. C.O., he was in a position of doubt and stuck to his prescribed duties in the Kabatepe [Gaba Tepe] direction, failing to take on his own initiative, the action which the occasion demanded.’34


The British steamboats were still sitting offshore, their bows pointing towards the beach. Each had a machine-gun attached to its bow. One of the steamboats reversed further out to sea to provide its machine-gun sufficient elevation to fire at the Turkish rifle flashes coming from the plateau. Wounded in this first spray of fire was Lieutenant Muharrem.


A few kilometres south at Gaba Tepe, Lieutenant Asim, commanding No. 3 platoon, 5th Company, recalled seeing ‘in the distance the enemy ships and some lights. We kept a close watch on them and got ready. Only when the craft was quite close to Ari Burnu did our troops then open fire on them. There was reciprocal fire with machine guns from the landing craft as we opened up with the Mantelli gun.’35 Major Ismet Bey telephoned 9th Division headquarters with the news that many enemy transports and warships had appeared offshore and were unloading troops — the anticipated invasion had begun.


***


Most of the men of the 11th Battalion, representing the northern flank of the covering force, had missed the cove and were rowing towards North Beach. It was here that Lieutenant Ibrahim Hayrettin and his men at Fisherman’s Hut were positioned, some 1500 metres north of Ari Burnu point. To protect his flanks, earlier that night he had sent one squad (eight riflemen) north of Fisherman’s Hut and one squad to the south. Lieutenant Ibrahim Hayrettin’s men now opened fire. Men and sailors crouched forward as if trying to cover themselves from a torrential downpour, trying to avoid the bullets as they smashed into the boats, the woodwork splintering around them. Within minutes, the men began to land along North Beach. An unidentified soldier from this battalion — soon to be killed — scribbled in his diary that the men in his boat jumped over the side when the first bullets struck — in some places up to their armpits in the sea, their rifles unloaded, and they had to fix bayonets as they reached the shore. He and his mates had received orders that, as soon as ‘we had all got ashore, every man was to fix bayonet and get into line, each man taking hold of the sleeve of the man next to him with his disengaged hand. But one can imagine to oneself why that was not carried out.’ The same soldier wrote that some men were hit as they were scrambling out of the boats. Men of all units were ‘mixed up, command as far as orders were concerned was lost, i.e., what to do and how to do it. There was one yell and a rush towards the cliff … shouting like demons.’36 The first wave of the covering force was ashore and, incredibly, had suffered relatively few casualties.


***




CHAPTER 10


‘The gravel underfoot spurted in stinging showers’


Before the first wave landed, Rear Admiral Thursby aboard HMS Queen ordered a shaded light turned out to sea signalling the destroyers to land the men of the second and third waves. On HMS Ribble, Lieutenant Commander Wilkinson leaned over the bridge: ‘Lights out men, and stop talking; we’re going in now.’1 The speed of the destroyer increased as she passed close by the dark shape of a large battleship. The men in HMS Ribble could see all seven destroyers, their tows strung out behind them, now in line, racing swiftly towards the hostile shore. Two rowboats could not handle the speed and wash created by the fast moving ships and capsized, spilling the men into the sea. As the destroyers came to a stop a few hundred metres from the beach, the rowboats cast off and headed for the shore. The men of the third wave waited anxiously for the boats to return. The ripple of gunfire on shore added a sense of urgency and impetus to those rowing towards the beach and directly into battle.


The second wave of the covering force landed on a much broader frontage than the men of the first wave. The 9th Battalion landed to the south, between M’Cay’s Hill and the entrance to Shrapnel Gully, the 10th in the area around Ari Burnu Point, and the 11th some 400 metres north of the point along North Beach. The fragmentation and intermingling of units that occurred during the landing of the first wave meant that the units from the destroyers found it difficult to locate their sister companies from the battleships.


Immediately above the beach at a height of around 40 metres was Ari Burnu Knoll and, further back, was a small plateau some 100 metres high — Plugge’s Plateau. First Ridge blocked any view of what lay further inland. All the men had been instructed that it was crucial that the covering force push inland as soon as possible, regardless of casualties. Within minutes of landing, many from the first wave, individually, or in small groups, headed for the high ground. These advances launched a domino effect as others too pushed on. Within minutes, an uncoordinated line some six companies strong climbed the slopes which were covered in thick, prickly scrub.2


Twenty-two-year-old Lieutenant Eric Talbot-Smith of the 10th Battalion was among the first to leave the beach, his objective to silence a Turkish battery on 400 Plateau south of his current position — had they had landed on Z Beach it would have been to the north. Talbot-Smith yelled from the beach, ‘Come on, boys! they can’t hit you!’ pausing to add, ‘10th Battalion scouts, are you ready?’ He led his men up the hill, yelling, ‘Come on Australians, give them the bayonet — that’s all they want!’3 Private Blackburn was one of the men who answered his rallying call.


Along the southern end of the cove, 43-year-old Queensland medical practitioner Captain Graham Butler of the 9th Battalion noticed several men crouching under the bank, loading their rifles and taking pot shots at the Turks entrenched on Plugge’s. These men were clearly in danger of hitting their own troops and Butler ordered them to stop firing and push on with the bayonet. Within seconds, he found himself leading them up towards the heights. All along the seaward slopes of First Ridge, men pulled themselves up using the vegetation and, in many cases, using their bayonets like picks, digging them into the soil, and clinging to exposed roots to secure a footing. The whole slope was covered in bushes of knee-high prickly dwarf oak with holly-like leaves which tore clothing and flesh alike.4


***


Occupying a shallow trench along the lower slopes of this ridge at Çakal Tepe (Clarke Valley) was 16-year-old shepherd Private Adil Sahin. Adil was much too small to handle his rifle and his trousers and tunic were at least one size too big. Many years later, as an old man, Adil recalled, ‘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.’5 The young shepherd saw two enemy boats just offshore, machine-guns firing into the scrub-covered hillsides. Adil and those around him opened fire at the shadow-like figures darting across the beach towards them. Some invaders dumped their packs and began to open fire; others did not bother to stop and, after throwing off their packs, pushed on into the scrub.


Adil recalled that 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.’6 The small party of some 16 men fired several shots between them before retreating. Adil and a few others would eventually make their way to their designated fallback position along Third Ridge.7
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Taken in 1985, this photograph shows Private Adil Sahin who was in the 2nd Platoon section post on Hell Spit when the 9th Battalion’s second wave landed on the point. His section withdrew up Shrapnel Valley and over the 400 Plateau to Scrubby Knoll (Harvey Broadbent image).


South of Adil was Lieutenant Hakki, commanding a section of the 7th Company positioned to cover the northern approach to Gaba Tepe along the spur that would later become known as Bolton’s Ridge. They also watched the Australians landing on the beach close to Private Adil’s position. The 7th Company opened fire, but the Australians quickly disappeared into the scrub, following the retreating Turks. These Australians belonged to 43-year-old Captain John Milne’s company from the 9th Battalion. Milne and his men would soon meet Lieutenant Hakki and his men as they tried to reach their original objective — Gaba Tepe.8


***


Regimental commander Lieutenant Colonel Mehmet Sefik Bey and his men had had a late night and had only managed to snatch a few hours’ sleep. Sefik Bey was soon woken by gunfire coming from the direction of Sari Bair — or perhaps Gaba Tepe? He quickly rushed outside. Grabbing the field telephone, he rang Gaba Tepe: ‘This sound of gunfire, where is it coming from? What’s happening over there? Is anything wrong?’ Major Ismet Bey replied that the enemy were landing troops at Ari Burnu. ‘Is anything happening at Gaba Tepe?’ he asked. ‘No, nothing at present.’ Sefik told Ismet to keep him informed and that he and his men would soon reinforce him.9


The regimental commander returned to his officers, some of whom were already awake, having also heard the sounds of the distant battle. Within minutes, the bivouac was a hive of activity as men were shaken awake and preparations made to advance towards Gaba Tepe. Sefik Bey ordered his troops of the 1st and 3rd battalions to ‘assemble and fall in, load up … transport, distribute the troops rations, feed the animals and keep me fully informed of developments.’10 He knew that the men on the other side of the peninsula were stretched thin and were in danger of being overrun by an invading force many times their number.


[image: images]


Captain Halis, Commanding Officer, 3rd Battalion, 27th Regiment, who drove Loutit’s party from Third Ridge and fought against Captain Leer’s 3rd Battalion group on Mortar Ridge from late morning on 25 April. Halis was a brave and fearless leader who, when wounded, refused to be evacuated for much of the day until forced out of the battle through loss of blood. A very modest man, when exhorted by his officers to get down during the fighting on Mortar Ridge, he admonished them saying that he was too fat to keep getting up and down, and preferred to stand to observe the Australians (Serdar Ataksor image).


Five minutes later, Sefik Bey’s battalion commanders, Major Malatyali Bey (1st Battalion) and Captain Halis Bey (3rd Battalion) reported that the men were ready to move; however, the commander still had not received his orders. He telephoned his Divisional Chief of Staff expecting to be ordered to counterattack at once — after all, this was precisely the crisis they had been training to meet over the past few months. However, he was ordered to wait ‘until you hear further from me and act in accordance with orders that will be given.’ Sefik Bey paced impatiently in front of his two assembled battalions waiting for his order to advance. Another five minutes passed and there was still no word. He ordered his men to ‘drink their soup up quick on the spot’.11
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