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PROLOGUE


Captain Alfred Shout drifted in a sea of morphine, strapped to a stretcher that was tied securely to deck rings. The sea washed against the shingle, and the gentle rise and fall of the Aegean swell rocked the barge. He was flanked by other stretchers and sounds fumbled through his thoughts. Voices rose up and down like the waves. In the distance he heard the steady crump of guns spitting star shells, and closer, the chug of steam pistons.


Shout was leaving Gallipoli on a small steam lighter carrying him to a waiting hospital ship. The stump of his arm, shredded by a bomb blast, was swaddled. He could just make out a starlit sky through the sticky bandage wrapping his face. Shout was content. His men had told him that Lonesome Pine was theirs for good. ‘Good old First Brigade. Well done!’ were his last recorded words.


One day and a lifetime ago Shout had commanded his company of the 1st Battalion, holding grimly to the captured Turkish trenches of Lone Pine. It was his third day of fighting and only a handful of men were still able to stand, but the fight was nearly spent. In one of an endless series of assaults the Turks had broken through the sandbag barriers to retake 50 metres of hard-won trench, and Shout was determined to bomb them out. He had done it before. This time he roared with excitement as he made the final rush, following his riflemen along the trench, stepping over bodies, fallen sandbags and broken rifles. Nearly at the final barricade, he lit three bombs throwing one and then another. The last fuse was too short and the explosion tore off his hand and peppered his neck and face.


Born in New Zealand, and battle tested in the Boer War, Alfred Shout was like so many of the first Anzacs. They came from all parts of the Empire and considered themselves British. He joined the militia soon after he moved to Australia in 1907.


Aged 34, Lone Pine was his second great battle. At the April landing he won the Military Cross, crawling forward to help the 2nd Battalion establish a defensive position along the second ridge line; a position that would soon become known as The Nek. Those anxious, exhausting days after the landing had slipped by without serious mishap for Alfred Shout, but two weeks later a Turkish sniper had drilled through his arm and into his chest. Two months later and promoted to captain he was ready to lead his 1st Battalion Company across no-man’s-land against the Turkish stronghold at Lone Pine located on a second ridge top plateau, staying resolutely with them until that final rush along the trench.


Shout was stretchered from Gallipoli believing the job had been well done. He made it to the hospital ship Neuralia — one of an avalanche of wounded, but his blood loss had not been stopped. How and where he died was not recorded. Sewn into his blanket he was slipped off his stretcher into Homer’s ‘wine dark sea’. Just one of many, his fate was almost unnoticed but for a brief note on the consignment list; a fate that remained uncertain to his wife Alice and daughter Florence, who waited in Darlington for news. He was wounded they were told. He had died. No, he was coming home, dressed and dispatched. And then finally ‘we regret to confirm he succumbed’.
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Captain Alfred Shout VC studio portrait. AWM P02939.003





On Gallipoli they knew his fate at the end of August and his fellow officer in the final rush, Captain Cecil Sasse, had already made sure Alfred Shout’s loss would not be forgotten. The storming of the trench was one of the last actions at Lone Pine. Soon after that final rush the new battleline was drawn and the trench siege renewed. Shout’s wild dash won him a Victoria Cross, and together with his military cross and a mention in dispatches he became the most highly decorated Australian on the peninsula. And as extraordinary as his feat was, his Victoria Cross was only one of seven awarded for the fighting on the little hill plateau called Lone Pine.




INTRODUCTION


To the Australian public ‘Gallipoli’ means Anzac Day and the storming of coastal cliffs. All would know why the Turks were involved — they were defending their home soil. But understanding why Australians were fighting their way up these particular cliffs would be a challenge to most. Earlier generations knew that it was all to do with the ‘Dardanelles’ and seizing of the exotic city, Constantinople. This city had ceased to exist with the Turkish conquest 400 years earlier, becoming Istanbul instead, but Constantinople was a name too strongly engraved in the classical imagination of Western Europe to lose its lure.


During World War I, the then Ottoman Empire sided with Germany. The allies’ strategy was simple. The aim was to knock the belligerent Turkish Empire out of the war and open sea access to allied Russia, via the Bosporus and Sevastopol. The British and French navies believed they could blast their way through the narrow straits known as the Dardanelles, steam on to Constantinople and bombard it into submission. The fleets had to first brave the coastal forts and gun emplacements, and then clear minefields. They made the final all out attempt on 18 March 1915 and lost three battle ships with little to show for it. Mines were the major obstacle in the narrow straits, but for minesweepers to work effectively the guns along the western shore of the Dardanelles, on the Gallipoli Peninsula, would have to be silenced.


To silence these guns plans for the largest amphibious attack in history, to that time, were hastily compiled and a Mediterranean Expeditionary Force was established with British and French divisions. The Australian and New Zealand contingents, nearly two full divisions, training in Egypt en route to Europe, were swallowed whole.


Amphibious attacks on 25 April had failed to secure the coastal forts and left the attacking force with precarious toeholds at the foot of the peninsula at Cape Helles and at the knee, near a small cape called Gaba Tepe, in a cove soon to be renamed Anzac.


§


In June 1915 the conflict on the Gallipoli Peninsula, like the war in Europe, had disappeared below ground level. Cape Helles, at the foot of the peninsula, was the main theatre of attack. It was easier to access and closer to the main Turkish forts. A breakthrough was to be engineered here by successive frontal assaults to secure the heights called Achi Baba.


A short distance up the coast at Anzac Cove the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) had dug in. The Australian front line switchbacked along a series of ridges and over one small ‘v’-shaped plateau. During the ‘landing battles’ this plateau had been the focus of intense fighting and shrapnel fire. The Australian 3rd Brigade, which had led the landing, had consolidated its position on the scrubby eastern edge of what was to become known as 400 Plateau, but against heavy bombardment and counterattack the soldiers had eventually been pushed back to the westernmost edge. The front line here formed a ‘pimple’, protruding into the broad expanse, quickly gaining the unflattering name.


This small Anzac toehold was hemmed in by rugged hills to the north, splayed out from a flat massif called the Sari Bair Range. To the south a series of spurs fell away towards the point at Gaba Tepe and in front a broad valley named Legge Valley, named after the commander of the Australian 2nd Division. From Legge Valley more spurs climbed to the even higher ‘Third Ridge’, later named Gun Ridge after the profusion of Turkish artillery perched there. The Turkish forces held all of the high points and only the desperation of the Anzacs had kept them at bay.


Desperation certainly helped but it was also a lack of Turkish howitzers that allowed the tiny pocket to be held and it was not a stalemate that could last forever. Austrian- and German-made guns had been promised, and were expected to arrive before the end of 1915. Howitzers in particular, with their high trajectory, were likely to devastate the dugouts, trenches and ramparts of the exposed cove and ridges that then defined Anzac. In addition the effort of supplying and maintaining the besieged force was unsustainable. All supplies, including most of the water, came by sea and the expected winter storms threatened to choke this single lifeline. The choice at Gallipoli was to either break through or evacuate the peninsula.





“We think that the operations were hampered throughout by the failure to supply sufficient artillery and munitions, and to keep the original formations up to strength by the provisions of adequate drafts as well as reinforcements.”


Dardanelles Commission, Conclusion 14.




1.


THE PLAN


The final pressure to end the stalemate was political. First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, and Foreign Secretary Edward Grey intended knocking Turkey out of the war by pushing through to the Bosporus, connecting with the armies of their Russian ally and offering an all-weather supply route. Strategically the plan sounded dashing and brilliant, but the wherewithal to achieve it was firmly stuck in the muddy fields of Flanders.


There was a powerful faction in the British cabinet begrudging the supplies and men requested by Churchill. Plans for the grand spring offensives in France and Flanders subsumed materials and men and the war commanders were implacably opposed to distributing forces away from the Western Front where they firmly believed the war would be won. They were yet to discover the defensive capacity of the German army and if they had known how difficult a nut the Western Front was to crack, support for lateral thinking may have been more forthcoming.


Churchill’s bravado had originally convinced the war cabinet that the navy alone could succeed in breaking through. The die was cast and events took on their own momentum. Failure was unacceptable. The loss of prestige, it was argued, would influence the Balkan states still wavering in their commitment to the allied cause. The failure to ‘carry the Dardanelles’ and seize Constantinople was politically embarrassing.


Two months after the April invasion, General Sir Ian Hamilton, commander of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, was responsible for finding a solution for the Gallipoli stalemate. The attempts to push on from Cape Helles at the toe of the peninsula had been costly in men and materials. Primarily involving the British and French forces, but also an unfortunate contingent of Australians and New Zealanders, the battles for Krithia in April, May and June respectively all had faltered with heavy loss. In May, Lord Kitchener and the British War Council were considering the options. Withdrawal from the peninsula was not on the table. The decision hinged on whether a breakthrough was possible with the men available or whether to maintain a holding operation on the peninsula until more favourable circumstances arose.


On 14 May Kitchener cabled Hamilton asking ‘what force you consider would be necessary to carry through operations?’1


The Commander of the Mediterranean Expeditionary force had to weigh the strategic position of the region, which was far from clear. Greece and Bulgaria were being wooed by British diplomacy and could pose an immediate threat to Turkey. On the Russo-Turkish border there was still hope that Russian offensives could break through. On 17 May Hamilton responded that if no other threat developed and the Turk was able to give ‘exclusive attention to us’, he would need an army corps — a minimum of two divisions. At this time he clearly had in mind hammering away at Helles, and prefaced his request with the statement that they would need to advance ‘1000 feet’ (300 metres) to accommodate the reinforcements.


However, at the end of the month General Birdwood, commander at Anzac, offered an alternative: a flanking punch north of Anzac Cove, securing the ridge heights of Sari Bair and with it command of the Turkish supply lines.
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6 October 1915. General William Riddell Birdwood, General Officer Commanding, Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (Anzacs), near Hill 60, on his rounds. AWM G01222





§


William Birdwood was a professional with years of staff work under Lord Kitchener. Born in India, a graduate of Sandhurst and blooded on the northwest frontier and South Africa, the Anzac Corps was his first large command. Birdwood was a good choice for command, and had a winning manner with the Australians. He made himself visible on the front lines and it soon became traditional for the men to cadge matches from him, which he would cheerily hand out.2 The Australian attitude to their commander was summarised by William Symons, a VC winner at Lone Pine who thought that Birdwood ‘was an absolute and unquestionable favourite with all ranks. He used to know a lot of us by name … his visits to the trenches, which were daily, always cheered us up.’3


Birdwood’s reputation survived the war on the peninsula and he remained in command of the corps until 1918 when Australian political pressure finally united it under Australian command. It was a rewarding experience for Birdwood who described it in his autobiography as ‘five very momentous years in closest touch with some of the finest men in the world’.4


Patrols had reported light Turkish forces in the ranges north of Anzac. The rugged ravines were considered barrier enough although the local Turkish commander, the future Ataturk (literally ‘Father of the Nation’), Mustapha Kemal, had registered his concerns about it being a possible assault route. This had been ignored by his superiors. It was rugged country, but even so New Zealand scouts moved through it with ease mapping posts and routes. This together with Birdwood developing a high opinion of the Anzacs’ ability to overcome difficult terrain suggested the feasibility of an attack. Birdwood was also developing a regard for the élan and spirit of his corps — an opinion based on the steadfast and innovative development of the Australian defensive trench line and posts along the second ridge line.


With his Chief of Staff, Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Skeen, Birdwood proposed a multi-pronged attack entailing two flanking movements from Anzac and a series of diversionary attacks along the second ridge and also south at Helles to draw away reinforcements. Birdwood believed he would only need four brigades — just over one division.


Birdwood’s timing was propitious. His proposal was daring, with the hint of major breakthrough, and became more attractive after the failure of the June assault at Helles. Hamilton asked Birdwood to push on with his plan but he had a more sanguine view of the difficult terrain of Gallipoli and offered four divisions rather than the four brigades Birdwood requested.


§


On 2 June General Hamilton was informed that he had London’s support for a ‘more vigorous continuation of the joint military and naval operations’.5 Hamilton proposed the new plan in a cable on 7 June. By this time Russian reverses in Galicia were common knowledge and it was believed that 100,000 Turkish troops could be freed for Dardanelles operations. Beyond these strategic developments Hamilton also had a clearer idea of the predicament of his force explaining ‘that without additional troops sufficient to provide for reliefs as well as reinforcements … the men were undoubtedly getting worn out.’ In particular at Cape Helles the force had broken through in an advance on 4 June, but was ‘so weakened by effort that they could not take advantage of success nor even retain all the ground gained’.


Hamilton was offered four divisions — one Territorial (militia) and three New Army, consisting of the enthusiastic recruits from Kitchener’s enlistment campaign at the end of 1915.


Four divisions offered further scope for attack, not only securing the Sari Bair Range but also the possibility of rolling up the third ridge line once the heights had been secured. Further reconnaissance discovered Turkish gun emplacements in the hills north of the ridge that could trouble the flanks of the attackers. A landing at Suvla Bay to deal with this threat and establish a northern base was now an option. A force from Suvla could capture the gun emplacements. The other advantage of a northern base was the paucity of space along the Anzac Sector. Birdwood was convinced that Anzac could not accommodate even three divisions for the offensive. Hamilton’s Gallipolli dispatch, published in December 1915 outlined the new proposal:6


1. To break out with a rush from Anzac and cut off the bulk of the Turkish Army from communication with Constantinople.


2. To gain command for my artillery … to cut off the bulk of the Turkish Army from sea traffic.


3. Incidentally to secure the Suvla Bay as a winter base for Anzac and all the troops operating in the northern theatre.


The prospective date chosen for the great breakout was 6 August because moon rise would be after midnight, making the night landings harder to detect from the Turkish dominated heights. The attacks would subsequently become known as the August Offensive, and represent the major operation of the Dardanelles Campaign. One small part of the offensive is portrayed in the popular Australian movie Gallipoli. A common misconception is that the August attacks failed due to be the lack of aggression and initiative at the Suvla landings, but Hamilton was at pains to point out that the operations at Anzac were of primary importance, not those at Suvla.


Kitchener was briefed privately and supported the change of plan. The prospect of a knockout blow was tempting. He reinforced his enthusiasm with the offer of three additional divisions. In the end it did not prove possible to transport and concentrate all these forces in time for the attack but Birdwood was eventually to have nearly five divisions available. His force was estimated to have been 37,000 with 72 guns, plus naval support.7
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Map 1: August Offensive, Anzac Cove and Suvla Bay





Anzac was to become the main theatre of Gallipoli in a desperate series of attacks during the August Offensive. As well as the strategic breakout to the north, a series of feints at Helles and Anzac were also planned.


Once again it was strategically logical — the capture of the Sari Bair Range would provide the allied forces with command of the valleys that supplied the Turkish front lines at Anzac and the land routes to Cape Helles itself. Even more importantly it would avoid the costly frontal assaults that had failed at Cape Helles and exploit the mobility provided by British naval superiority. It depended upon a precise advance of three forces — a New Zealand advance up to the highest point overlooking Anzac, called Chunuk Bair; further north another attack led by the Australian Fourth Brigade taking a hill known from its topographical height as ‘971’, and a British landing at Suvla Bay pushing on to the Chocolate Hills.


§


Feints were planned for Cape Helles, and at Anzac to precede the main thrust and hold reinforcements away from the northern flank. At Anzac the feints were to fall on the Turkish lines like successive dominoes. Southern attacks were planned for Lone Pine (Kanli Sirt — Bloody Ridge), Johnston’s Jolly (Kirmezi Sirt — Red Ridge) and German Officers Trench (Merkez Tepe), Turkish Quinn’s (Bomba Sirt), the Chessboard, and at the head of Monash Valley just south of the Nek. These attacks would divert the Turkish forces to the south on Friday night while the northern flanking attacks would secure the heights on Saturday morning. Then the Australian Light Horse would charge across the bottleneck along Russell’s, known as the Nek, joining the southern shoulder of Chunuk Bair. This advance would coincide with the New Zealand brigade securing the summit and hopefully cascading over the crest. It was a complicated plan requiring precise timing and when it went awry The Nek became the scene of the infamous charge of a generation of Light Horsemen, charging to their deaths, depicted in the Australian movie Gallipoli.


On the southern front it was decided that an attack against Lone Pine would be the major feint, intended to draw the main Turkish counterattack away from the north. In General Sir Ian Hamilton’s words from his dispatch to the British parliament in 1916:


‘Lone Pine was a distinct step on the way across to Maidos (the main Turkish peninsular port). It commanded one of the main sources of the Turkish water supply, and was a work, or rather, a series of works, for which the enemy had always evinced certain nervousness. The attack was designed to heighten this impression.’


The Australian 1st Brigade would lead the charge.





“Four years ago it was my privilege to visit the Gallipoli Peninsula, with ample opportunity to explore the battlefields from Cape Helles to Suvla Bay. The Natural formation of the ground was altogether in favour of the enemy, and ensured him, in most cases perfect observation, command, concealment and protection.


To my mind, nothing but his limited ammunition supply and want of heavier guns and mortars, saved us from being blown into the sea.”


Lieutenant General Sir Talbot Hobbs, KCB, Artillery Commander, Anzac Cove 1915. Western Mail, 1934.





1 Defeat at Gallipoli: The Dardanelles Commission, Part II, p. 69


2 Cusack T, Nulli Secundus, 1922, p. 116


3 The Argus (Melbourne), 15 March 1916, p. 9


4 Field-Marshal Lord Birdwood, Khaki and Gown, London 1942


5 Defeat at Gallipoli: The Dardanelles Commission, Part 2, p. 74


6 Defeat at Gallipoli: The Dardanelles Commission, Part II, p. 80


7 Defeat at Gallipoli: The Dardanelles Commission, Part II, p. 92.




2.


The FirsT Brigade


The 1st Brigade, made up of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th battalions, was to begin the August Anzac Offensive. The men considered it an honour. There had been consternation over the selection of the 3rd Brigade to lead the landings on 25 April, and leading the new offensive was some compensation.


Three brigades made up the 1st Australian Division. Soon after the outbreak of the war the 1st Brigade was formed in New South Wales and given the honour of the ‘1st’ battalion numbers. As the ‘1st,’ it considered itself the primary Australian brigade.


The first commander, Henry MacLaurin, was only 37 years old and the youngest brigade commander by far. He set about proving himself with a determined energy. Highly educated and a member of the militia from his university days, MacLaurin had the responsibility of selecting four battalion commanders from a large pool of experienced officers.
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Staff of the 1st Brigade on horses during training at Kensington. Major Irving, Colonels Thompson, McLaurin, and Macnaghten. AWM H16711





The battalions were raised from defined districts, which gave them local flavour. The 1st Battalion was raised from western Sydney and was reputed to have the largest larrikin element, while the 2nd raised from the northern districts of the state was filled with miners from Newcastle and Maitland. The 3rd came from the rural west and south and the 4th from the more well to do eastern Sydney suburbs. However, the first recruits reflected the cosmopolitan imperial nature of fledgling Australia with nearly half of the volunteers being born overseas — mostly from the United Kingdom, but also New Zealand, Canada and South Africa.
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