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In early August with the failure of the August Offensive at Gallipoli the senior commanders still believed that victory was possible. To help prepare for a new offensive sometime in the first half on 1916 the allied forces attempted to straighten out the line connecting Suvla and Anzac at a small hillock called Hill 60. This tactically meaningless piece of Gallipoli real estate would cost the lives of thousands of men from both sides over a two week period. Many, with justification would argue that the fighting at Hill 60 was even worse than the fighting at Lone Pine of just a few weeks before. The end result was a huge casualty list for gaining a few hundred metres of ground. With this the Gallipoli Campaign ground to a halt and the unspeakable was being spoken – evacuation was in the air. Gallipoli: The Final Battles and Evacuation at Anzac is the first book since Charles Bean’s Official History to provide a detailed narrative of the bloody and tragic battle for Hill 60, along with the other engagements that went on until the very last days at Anzac – viewed from both sides of the trenches. It is also the first since Bean, to examine in detail the planning and execution of the evacuation of the troops from Anzac – the most successful part of the whole Gallipoli fiasco. As in his previous books Cameron’s detailed research and use of firsthand accounts including letters, diaries, and interviews, enables him to convey the confusion of battle while also telling a good story with a powerful emotional impact. Dr David Cameron is a biological anthropologist and was formerly an Australian Research Council QEII Fellow at the Department of Anatomy & Histology, University of Sydney. He has written several books and this is his third on the Gallipoli Campaign. In early 2003 he conducted a preliminary archaeological survey of the Anzac Gallipoli battlefields and held discussions with Turkish and Australian government officials about conservation issues relating to the Anzac area.
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Main topographical features at Anzac, ‘Old Anzac’ area marked for more details see facing page.
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Main topographical features at ‘Old Anzac’



Q = Quinn’s Post; C = Courtney’s Post; S = Steele’s Post; T.Q. = Turkish Quinn’s; G.O.T. = German Officer’s Trench; W.F. = The Wheatfield; L.T. = Leane’s Trench (Turkish Despair Works).
  

INTRODUCTION
 

Despite the failure of the August Offensive at Gallipoli the senior commanders still believed victory was possible. To help prepare for a new offensive sometime in the first half of 1916 the Allied forces attempted to straighten out the line between the Suvla Bay and Anzac sectors at a small hillock called Hill 60. This tactically meaningless piece of Gallipoli real estate would cost the lives of thousands of men from both sides. Many, with justification, would argue that the fighting at Hill 60 was even worse than the fighting at Lone Pine a few weeks earlier. The end result was a huge casualty list for gaining just a few hundred metres of ground. This was soon followed by one of the coldest winters on record for the peninsula, resulting in some trenches being flooded, with hundreds of troops, most still uniformed in shorts and sleeveless shirts, suffering from the intense cold. Piers and wharves were continually wrecked and supplies dangerously low. With this, the Gallipoli Campaign ground to a halt.

Now, the machinations of politicians in London, egged on by some senior military commanders who wanted the Gallipoli fiasco over with, came to the fore. Anyone with any common sense knew – they would argue – that the war had to be fought on the Western Front. Men and material, they said, should not be wasted on sideshows like Gallipoli. Meanwhile, journalists such as Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett and Keith Murdoch also argued for the campaign to be ended, but for very different reasons. Ashmead-Bartlett had seen first-hand the blundering ad hoc battles that were fought with seemingly little tactical or strategic appreciation of the conditions. The August Offensive was yet another demonstration, if that was needed, that the senior commanders were well and truly out of their depth, throwing away the lives of their men against Turkish strongholds in hopeless situations with no prospect of success. Now, everywhere just beyond the Anzac and Turkish lines, at places like Lone Pine, bodies, exposed in the summer heat (Oh the stench), actually helped define the trench parapets. Ashmead-Bartlett was keen to tell everyone and anyone prepared to listen that the peninsula had to be evacuated before winter set in – Murdoch arrived for a few days and listened. Murdoch was aware that since he had only been on the peninsula for a few days, his views would carry little weight. Both agreed that Ashmead-Bartlett would write to the British Prime Minister – bypassing the military censor – and that Murdoch would deliver it personally and endorse wholeheartedly its contents. All would not go exactly as planned, but the resulting furore would dramatically impact on the campaign over the coming months.

Even up until early December 1915, the politicians and senior military commanders in London debated the pros and cons of abandoning the peninsula. Should they expand their operations in Salonika (Greece) with troops from Gallipoli, should they close down the Salonika operation and reinforce Gallipoli or should they close down both Salonika and Gallipoli? It was a close run thing. But in the end they reached the only sensible position that was possible – to evacuate the Gallipoli Peninsula. So began the only really successful part of the whole Gallipoli stunt – the evacuation.
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In helping to write this history, I would like to first thank John Shephard, Peter Hart and Rhys Crawley. Each has read numerous chapters and critiqued the manuscript. It should go without saying any remaining errors in this history are mine alone. Thanks John, Peter and Rhys.

It would also be impossible to approach any history of Gallipoli – Anzac without having relied on the works of a few key researchers/historians. I and many others owe a debt to Charles Bean (Australian Official History series), C.F. Aspinall-Oglander (British Official History series), and Christopher Pugsley (Gallipoli the New Zealand Story).

A big thank you must go to those men who published their battalion histories in the 1920s and 30s as well as those who put pen to paper in such journals as Reveille. Journals like Reveille and Stand-to contain real historical ‘gold dust’ all too often overlooked and ignored. It must be remembered that the writers in such journals were in many cases writing to their peers, which is a great ‘editorial’ mechanism - filter. They provide a wealth of material, some humorous, some very tragic.

Like all researchers I am indebted to those soldiers who not only kept a record of their experiences but also unselfishly donated their precious documents, writings and ‘curios’ to numerous research institutions for others to study. This also applies to relatives who have provided similar valuable records. For those copyright holders I was unable to locate I trust that the material quoted meets with your approval.

I am especially indebted to Dr Margaret Heese, the daughter of then Lance-Corporal Cyril Lawrence, for allowing me to quote from her father’s diary. His diary (held at the Australian War Memorial) and published by Melbourne University Press in the early 1980s, is a detailed account of one man’s experience during the Gallipoli Campaign.

I would like to thank the following institutions for supplying and/or permitting me to quote material in their care: Alexander Turnbull Library, Auckland; Australian National Library; libraries at the Australian National University; Australian War Memorial; Imperial War Museum, London; and the Kippenberger Military Archive, Army Museum Waiouru, New Zealand.

A big thank you to all those involved in the World Wide Web AIF Project, which is a valuable database and has in almost all cases enabled the author to identify the given names of many men discussed in the book along with their units.

At Big Sky Publishing I would like to thank my publisher Denny Neave for taking on this book, Mike Quirk for his editorial assistance, Ian Faulkner for the fantastic maps and the rest of the team at Big Sky.

Finally, I thank my wife Debbie for her encouragement, support and love as well as Emma, Anita and Lloyd (and not forgetting the dogs Molly and Robbie).
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CHAPTER 1.

‘Great big cheery fellows, whom it did your heart good to see’
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All were confident of success. The great offensive would begin on August 6, 1915. The all-out assault just north of Anzac and still further north at Suvla Bay would secure the surrounding heights and enable the Allied forces to finally break out and capture the Gallipoli Peninsula. But by August 10 the Allied campaign was in tatters. Its failure could not be blamed on the Empire troops and their junior officers who had, for days, battled the impossible, struggling up and over unknown ridges and gullies in near total darkness, fighting their way upwards against a determined and courageous foe – ‘Jacko the Turk.’ Even so, one of the main objectives at Anzac – the capture of Chunuk Bair – was momentarily achieved by New Zealand and British troops on the morning of August 8 who managed to take the summit. Capturing and holding this hill alone, however, was never going to secure the heights as the Australian and Indian troops who had been assigned arguably the most difficult objective of the campaign – the capture of Hill 971 to Hill Q - were trapped in impossible country well below their objectives. During the early morning hours of August 10 a mass attack by lines of Turkish troops swept over the summit of Chunuk Bair massacring the British troops along its upper slopes. Nothing could have stopped the impetus and ferocity of the Turkish assault from retaking the summit. Even so, the British officers had failed to take precautions against such an attack as they had been advised to do by the New Zealanders who they had relieved only hours before. If they had done so, their losses may not have been so devastating. The door to the northern heights was firmly slammed shut.

Meanwhile, a number of feints had been launched to the south at Anzac itself. These attacks were to keep the Turks pinned down and away from the northern heights. Men of the 1st Australian Division, launched an assault against Lone Pine. The battle raged for four days and three nights and was described by one participant as being like that of ‘beasts in the bottom of a pit.’ A few hours after this attack had been launched Australians charged German Officer’s Trench along Second Ridge just north of Lone Pine. Few if any Australians made it to the Turkish trenches alive and casualties were appalling. At dawn of the next day the troopers of the Australian Light Horse charged The Nek with no hope of achieving their objective of capturing arguably the most heavily defended position at Anzac. To assist this attack other troopers from the Australian Light Horse attacked the Turks at Turkish Quinn’s, while a combination of Australian troopers and British infantry attacked the entrenched Turks just south of The Nek along Dead Man’s Ridge, the Bloody Angle and the Chessboard. All resulted in failure with heavy casualties. Meanwhile, at the tip of the peninsula the British at Helles had suffered terribly in their attempt to take the Vineyard – which was also designed to keep the Turks there from reinforcing against the commonwealth assaults at Anzac.

The British attack at Suvla Bay, about 10 kilometres north of Anzac, had broken down almost before it began. The Turks had been taken completely by surprise and the surrounding hills and ridges lay open for the taking. However, most British commanders seemed happy to have just got the men ashore. Some officers tried to conduct limited advances from the beach but soon even these degenerated into defensive actions with the men being ordered to dig in rather than advance. Most, if not all, of their objectives could have been taken with little effort or casualties on the first day of the landing. It was only days later, after the Turks had seen the threat and had heavily reinforced the hills and gullies beyond the Suvla Plain that serious attempts were made by the British commanders to occupy them. But with stiff Turkish resistance and reinforcements the commanders again became timid and lethargic and set about ordering their men to dig in. The Turks now set about launching a number of counterattacks which in some cases almost broke through the British lines. Stalemate set in.

By midday on August 10 the offensive had come to a grinding halt. At Anzac the lower slopes of the northern heights below Chunuk Bair and the lower parts of Aghyl Dere were incorporated into the Anzac perimeter, more than tripling the amount of ground now held. In reality, however, it was more of a hindrance as it siphoned off much needed troops to occupy and defend the newly captured sector which was of little tactical significance. The same could be said for the British ‘gains’ at Suvla. The Empire troops were still shut in well below the cliffs and gullies with the straits of the Dardanelles nowhere in sight. The Turks continued to hold the dominating heights and stalemate to them equaled victory as the Allies were boxed in. The Turks didn’t need to break in – the Empire troops had to break out. Hamilton was still hopeful that the failure at Suvla might be reversed if only new divisions could be shipped to Gallipoli from the training camps in Britain or better still from battle-tested troops on the Western Front. He asked the War Council in London to send out another 45,000 men to replace the ‘wastage’ so far suffered as well as an another 50,000 men in new divisions. It did not take long for Kitchener to send him his answer.
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Meanwhile, the ‘rank-n-file’ from both sides continued their daily grind of ‘small scale’ war. After having captured Lone Pine from the Turks, the Australians, within a week, had managed to clear the trenches of Turkish and Australian dead. Sniper nests had been constructed and the trenches and saps deepened. A new trench, ‘Troop Lane’ had been started which would help anchor the northern part of the Australian position at Lone Pine to the established central and southern front line. Previously the defence of the northern sector was defined by a number of isolated saps and posts. The Turks, however, had not completely given up on recapturing their lost trenches.

At 6.30 p.m. on August 14, Turkish artillery bombarded the Australian trenches at Lone Pine. The 1st New Zealand Battery located on Russell’s Top, however, had observed that the Turkish trenches at The Pine were crowded with troops. They signaled their observation to the garrison at Lone Pine. All expected a ferocious Turkish counterattack. Within seconds the New Zealand battery was pouring fire into the Turkish positions and the Turkish artillery replied in kind. Soon the artillery bombardment from both sides ceased and to the surprise of many, the Turkish infantry failed to attack. Shortly after midnight a large-scale bombing attack by Turkish infantry against the men of the 1st Battalion holding the centre of the line began in earnest. A similar attack then broke out against the men of the 5th Battalion who were holding the southern sector of Lone Pine. These men succeeded in driving back the Turks but those defending the centre, especially around Lloyd’s Post, were heavily bombed and through the smoke and dust a large number of Turkish bayonets could be seen. Almost immediately the Turks went over the top and attacked the centre of the line in force. Sergeant Kavanaugh (1st Battalion) who was in charge of Lloyd’s Post along with a dozen of his men were killed. Due to the previous constant bombing, the line had been thinned to reduce casualties from the grenades leaving the position weakly defended. A call went out that the post had fallen and after arranging for a supply of jam-tin bombs, Captain Harold Jacobs, along with Lieutenant Francis Flannery, fought their way along the connecting sap and bombed the Turks out of the post.1

About a week later (August 22) the Turks launched another attack against the northern sector at Lone Pine, centering on MacKay’s Post - the only sap connecting it to the main Australian front line. This was one of the most vulnerable positions at Lone Pine as it was separated from the Turks only by a barricade of a few metres. The position had just been taken over by a number of troopers from the 4th Light Horse Regiment. The previous few days had seen the troopers from the 7th Light Horse successfully bomb the Turks back from the barricade, but now the Turks were attempting to do the same to the Australians. The troopers soon realised that the Turks were not trying to break into their post, but had established another barricade further back and were attempting to back fill between the two barricades to broaden the depth of no-man’s-land – the troopers willingly obliged. With this, both sides focused on tunneling and mining. Similar events had been playing out up and down the Anzac perimeter.
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A typical Turkish front line trench.
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While the exhausted men along the old Anzac perimeter were keen to bunker down and lick their wounds, Hamilton was still busy focusing on his plans of breaking out of the stalemate from Suvla (when fresh troops were finally made available). It was crucial that the boundary between the British and Anzac forces be expanded to enable greater cooperation between the two sectors. The boundary was represented by a narrow strip of beach which was open to heavy Turkish fire from the lower hills, especially Hill 60. Hamilton believed that the Turkish positions in these lower hills, which projected into his line, had to be removed before any attempt to renew the offensive could be made. It was decided to straighten out the line and in the process push the Turks further back. This would require the capture of Hill 60 (Anzac sector) and the Scimitar and ‘W’ Hills (Suvla sector).
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Map 1.1. Projected advance from Suvla and Anzac - 21 August 1915 (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

The British still had four divisions at Suvla, numbering around 30,000 rifles facing 20,000 Turks. At Anzac 25,000 faced 47,000 and at Helles, at the tip of the peninsula, the combined British and French 40,000 faced around 26,000 Turks.2 To assist in removing the Turkish salient at the boundary of the Anzac and Suvla sectors Hamilton ordered the battle-hardened but weary British 29th Division from Helles to assist in the British attacks at Suvla. The main thrusts against these objectives would be from Chocolate Hill which, together with the adjoining Green Hill, was a lower extension of Scimitar Hill. Chocolate Hill had been held by the British since the landings a few weeks before. Major General de Lisle who was now in command of the British forces at Suvla issued his orders for the attack – overall:

The 11th Division was to capture the ‘W’ Hills, and the 29th Division 112 Metre Hill and Scimitar Hill. If these points were reached one strong ‘brigade’ of the corps reserve (10th Division) was to push through to establish a still more advanced line astride the Anafarta spur from 101 Metre Hill to the neighbourhood of Abrikja. No special task was allotted to the 53rd and 54th Divisions in the centre and left of the IX Corps line, but they were to take advantage of any opportunity to gain ground.


The infantry attacks, which were to be proceeded by half an hour’s bombardment were to begin at 3 p.m. and to consist of two phases. In the first phase four battalions of the 11th Division were to capture a narrow line of trenches which ran north from Azmak Dere to Hetman Chair, and a communication trench running east from that locality to the main Turkish position on the ‘W’ Hills. In the second phase, to start at half past three, the remainder of the 11th Division would capture the ‘W’ Hills, and the 29th Division would advance simultaneously to 112 Metre Hill and Scimitar Hill. At the same moment, while the attention of the enemy was engaged by these attacks, the brigade of the corps reserve selected for the final advance was to move forward across the open from Lala Baba to Chocolate Hill.3


To assist in the British attack fifteen batteries of field-guns4 in the Suvla sector (some below strength) plus approximately six from the Anzac sector as well as naval guns from the sea were assigned to support the attacking force.

The boundary between Suvla and Anzac respectively was defined by the flats at Kazlar Chair and Damakjelik Bair. Protruding into the Allied lines here was Hill 60. At the same time that the British were to advance and capture Scimitar and the ‘W’ Hills to the north, a combination of Australian and New Zealand troops were to advance from Damakjelik Bair to capture Hill 60. It was planned that the joint British and Anzac attacks against the Turkish salient would see a broad advance off the ‘beach’ that would straighten the line, expanding the area for future operations. Hill 60 was a relatively low feature compared to the inland heights, but it was the very place where men from the Australian 4th and British 40th Brigades had suffered heavy losses during the fighting of August 8 and 9. Of some minor importance to the attack against Hill 60 were the two wells that lay nearby, Kabak Kuyu just to the south and below the hill and Susak Kuyu just to its north. Water was always a premium at Anzac and the capture of these wells would bring some small, but well sought after relief. The date for the attacks was set for August 21.5
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Looking across trenches at Hill 60. Alexander Turnbull Library New Zealand PACOLL-0184-1-004.
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The commander of the Anzac sector, Lieutenant General William Birdwood, as a result of the appalling casualties of the August Offensive of the weeks before (12,500 men), could only muster a mixed force to attack Hill 60. The old Anzac sector was now being held with less than 11,000 men mostly from the Australian 1st, 2nd and 3rd Brigades. The new expanded northern perimeter had siphoned off another 13,000 men for its defence. The northern Anzac front was divided into two sectors. The southern sector was defined by the lower hills of the heights below Chunuk Bair held by Major General Frederick Shaw and his men of the British 13th Division, the British 29th Brigade, and the New Zealand Mounted Rifles Brigade. The northern sector, which included Hill 60, was held by Major General Charles Cox with the men from his Indian Brigade, the Australian 4th Brigade, and the British 4th South Wales Borderers. Birdwood now transferred from Shaw to Cox the 29th Brigade, consisting of two under-strength battalions - the British 5th Connaught Rangers and the 10th Hampshires. He also supplied two greatly weakened regiments of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles. These troops were to assist Cox’s attack against Hill 60. These transfers were to take place on the night before the attack.6

Cox had no choice because of the casualties from the previous fighting but to attack using all sections of his force. Most men, since the collapse of the offensive in early August, had at some point been withdrawn from the line to regroup – the exception being the troopers of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles. Even so, those who had been rotated remained battle worn and fatigued. Being out of the line did not equate with rest. It meant men were put into working parties unloading supplies from barges, digging communication trenches, carrying water and other supplies up to the front line, back filling and creating terraces – a never ending routine of strenuous work. Sickness had quickly reappeared as the pitifully small reserves of strength and adrenalin were drained exponentially from the men as the offense unwound.7

Cox soon had his plan for the attack against Hill 60 in place. To the north, the 10th Gurkhas were to advance off the beach across the flats from Kazlar Chair to Susak Kuyu. Their left flank was to join up with the attacking British just north of their position who were scheduled, at this point, to be capturing Scimitar and ‘W’ Hills. The 5th Gurkhas were to advance just south of their sister battalion (the 10th Gurkhas) and just in front of the British Connaught Rangers who were to seize the other well, Kabak Kuyu. It was here that the approximate west east orientation of the Allied advance was to turn to a northern axis to attack the southern slopes of Hill 60. To the right of the Connaught’s would be the troopers from the New Zealand Otago and Canterbury Mounted Rifles amounting to just 400 men who were to charge across the Kaiajik Dere and seize Hill 60 itself. Their sister regiments the Wellington and Auckland Mounted Rifles would be held on Damakjelik Bair in reserve. Further inland and representing the right flank would be the 500 or so survivors of the Australian 13th and 14th Battalions (4th Brigade), supported by around 300 men of the British 10th Hampshires who were to attack the northern ridge just above the hill itself.8 The fatigued and spent men of the Australian 15th and 16th Battalions (4th Brigade) would be held in reserve, but this meant they would also have to significantly extend their front. Fortunately this was made a little easier by the return of Lieutenant George Curlewis and a party of around eighty men from the 16th Battalion who had become detached during the fighting of August 7. George was the last of four brothers. Selwyn had been killed on May 2 at Bloody Angle, Gordon had been killed at Quinn’s Post on May 9, while Arthur, the youngest who had joined the 12th Battalion had been wounded in the blood bath at Lone Pine and had succumbed to his wounds on August 15.9

[image: image]

Map 1.2. Projected advance to capture Hill 60 – 21 August 1915 (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

After Hill 60 had been taken, the Australians of the 15th Battalion were to begin the construction of a communication trench connecting the old front line to the new position. At the same time 50 men from the 13th Battalion would move along the Dere clearing it of any snipers impeding the digging of the trench.10 The strength of the Turkish force holding Hill 60 was then unknown, although later it would be stated that two under-strength battalions of the 21st Regiment held the position, with probably less than 1,000 men.11 Cox’s force would outnumber the Turks, but not by much, and the Turks had the significant advantage of defending from entrenched positions. Military doctrine states that in order to have any chance of attacking successfully an attacking force must outnumber the defenders at a ratio of at least three to one.
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Hill 60 had contributed to tragic confusion during the attacks in early August. One of the main objectives of this offensive had been the capture of Hill 971 on August 7 – the highest peak of the northern heights. The plan had been for the Australian 4th Brigade and Indian Brigade to approach the summit by crossing into the Aghyl Dere, climbing up onto Damakjelik Bair, and then scrambling down into the Azma Dere, which led onto Abdel Rahman Bair. This ridge would take them to the summit of Hill 971. However, given the lay of the land was largely unknown, the commanders and troops soon became disoriented in the hills, gullies and darkness, and while they found their way into the Aghyl Dere and onto Damakjelik Bair, it was here where things went seriously astray. They climbed off Damakjelik but instead of climbing down into Azma Dere (as they believed they had done), they had actually climbed into the small Kaiajik Dere (south of the major gully Azma Dere), and from there onto Hill 60, which they believed was Abdel Rahman Bair. In reality it was just a northern extension of the same ridge they had just climbed off i.e., Damakjelik Bair. They didn’t get much further. Heavy fighting over the next few days resulted in the Turks pushing the Australians and British off Hill 60 who began to entrench along the main southern ridge of Damakjelik Bair while the Turks dug in and reinforced Hill 60 and its inland spur known to the Turks as Yauan Tepe. The lower main ridge of Damakjelik Bair now represented the northern flank of the Anzac position and it was from here that the attack against Hill 60 was to be launched.12
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Hill 60 was thought to be crowned with a redoubt consisting of several concentric rings of trenches, but in places these trenches had not been completed. Much of the defences around Hill 60 could not be observed as thick scrub still covered the hill. No aerial photographs were available and it was incorrectly believed that the main Turkish trenches were located on its summit, which would provide an excellent observation position. In reality the main Turkish defences were located on the forward slopes of the hill. Only communication trenches ran across the summit.

Originating from the northern plain a long communication trench crossed the summit running around its inland slope and joining up with a number of tiered trenches running up the slope of Yauan Tepe towards Hill 100, the highest inland point of the spur. Essentially, Hill 60 defined the lower limits of Yauan Tepe, while Hill 100 defined its upper limit close to the point of origin at Damakjelik Bair. As such, Hill 100 overlooked the upper reaches of Kaiajik Dere and the approaches to Hill 60 and Yauan Tepe. Because the Turks held Hill 100 any attack across Kaiajik Dere would be completely exposed to enfilade and oblique fire not just from the higher hill, but also from a number of trenches dug down the slope towards Hill 60, the lowest of which ran into the defences of Hill 60 itself. It would be a hard nut to crack.13

Men of the Australian 4th Brigade and British 10th Hampshire were to attack the eastern approaches to Hill 60 along Yauan Tepe. As such, they would be completely open to enfilade while crossing Kaiajik Dere – the Turkish machine-guns and rifles being less than 150 metres away.14 To offer some protection from this murderous fire Godley and Cox, along with the commander of the New Zealand artillery Colonel George Johnston, planned to bombard Hill 100 and the upper parts of Yauan Tepe with 32 guns and howitzers. This barrage was to commence at 2.15 p.m., with the infantry attacking 45 minutes later as the covering batteries lengthened their range. It was not until the morning of August 21, the day of the attack, that these orders finally reached the army corps staff and it took some time for the British IX Corps to get agreement in regards to the assistance they were to provide to the Anzac artillery. It was eventually agreed that the Anzac artillery would bombard the Turkish positions in front of the British 11th Division (at Suvla) because from their southern position they could provide effective and devastating enfilade against the Turkish defences. As later recorded in the Official History of New Zealand Artillery:

Accordingly, at the eleventh hour the whole programme of artillery support had to be revised in order that for the first phase of the action support might be given to the [British] 9th Corps alone. This seriously interfered with the preparation of the ground over which the Colonial and other units of General Cox’s force were to advance.15


This meant that the Anzac, British and Gurkhas attacking Hill 60 would be denied artillery support and the troops completely exposed to murderous enfilading machine-gun, rifle and artillery fire. To help counter this problem it was decided that the attack against Hill 60 would commence 30 minutes after the British had begun their advance further north at Suvla. This would enable the Anzac batteries to provide 30 minutes covering fire to the British attack, which could then be switched to Hill 60 just before their own infantry attacked at 3.30 p.m. However, this would also leave the British southern flank at Suvla completely exposed.16
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Meanwhile, Hamilton had started to receive some reinforcements from the newly formed 2nd Australian Division that had been training in Egypt. The first two battalions of the 5th Brigade, the 17th and 18th, had landed on August 19, and were quickly followed by the men of their sister battalions, the 19th and 20th along with the 5th Field Ambulance. On landing, the 17th and 18th Battalions bivouacked just below the Sphinx along North Beach. The next day their Brigadier, Colonel William Holmes received word that they were to move north and take up positions along Bauchop’s Hill, where their sister battalions would join them when they landed. The whole brigade was soon gathered together and assigned to Godley as a reserve force. As stated by Charles Bean:

These troops came to the tired and somewhat haggard garrison of Anzac like a fresh breeze from the Australian Bush. ‘Great big cheery fellows, whom it did your heart good to see.’ As these men with well-rounded cheeks and strong limbs filed past the heights of which in Australia they had heard so much, they quietly but eagerly questioned other wayfarers as to the situation. They had not yet acquired the cynicism of old soldiers… These fine troops had made a deep impression upon all who saw them, and brigadiers, anxious to relieve or support their tired troops, looked eagerly towards ‘the new Australians.’17
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CHAPTER 2.

‘It was a nasty a sight as I ever want to see’
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Just after midday of the planned attack on August 21, Hamilton arrived from his headquarters on the Island of Imbros to take up a position at Corps headquarters on the lower slopes of the Kiretc Tepe Ridge to watch the assault at Suvla. One of the reasons for the battle being in the afternoon was that the sun would be behind the backs of the attackers – hopefully blinding the defenders with its glare. Tragically it was not to be. Just before the attack, the sun became hidden behind clouds and the Turkish lines themselves disappeared from view because of a haze rising up from the salt plains. For the men involved it must have seemed an ill omen.

Major General William Marshall, recently appointed commander of the 29th Division, had only managed to issue orders to his commanders at 1 a.m. that morning. His division would represent the northern flank of the British attack. The 87th Brigade was to attack Scimitar Hill, while the 86th Brigade was to capture 112 Metre Hill. As soon as these positions were held, both brigades were to then turn inwards and attack the intervening trenches, consolidating the northern flank of the attack. The 88th Brigade, which had yet to arrive from Helles, would be held in divisional reserve. The 11th Division, sandwiched between the 29th Division to the north and the Anzac troops to the south, was to capture the ‘W’ Hills. Its commander, Major General Frederick Hammersley, had positioned his 32nd Brigade next to the 86th Brigade and the 34th Brigade on the right, with the 33rd Brigade in reserve at Lala Baba.1

At 2.30 p.m., the relative silence of the past 10 days or so was broken by concentrated artillery fire against the Turkish defences along the lower slopes of Suvla. The opening barrage of 30 minutes was followed by a rapid increase in the barrage against Scimitar Hill and the ‘W’ Hills. The bombardment against the Turkish positions at the southern end of the Suvla Front was by far the largest and best coordinated artillery operation ever conducted by the Allies at Gallipoli. The men to the south watched in amazement as the hills exploded into flame and quickly became immersed in smoke, dust and, undoubtedly, human wreckage. Even so, it was largely ineffectual as the British 5-inch howitzers proved inaccurate and several of the 60-pounders that were to be used as counter-battery fire developed defects leaving the Turkish guns free to hammer any infantry attack. H.M.S. Swiftfire opened up firing close to 200 rounds into the Turkish lines, but these were armour piercing shells, and they had little if any effect upon the Turkish defenses. Accompanying her was the Battleship Venerable, four cruisers, at least one destroyer and a number of monitors. What the barrage did do was awaken the Turks to the pending attack and the Turkish artillery now began to retaliate affectively against the packed trenches full of men from the British 29th Division. To the south, all eyes at Anzac waited for the British advance. Thirty minutes after the British went over the top it would be their turn to attack Hill 60.2

While it was impossible for most of the men at Anzac to see what was happening along the Suvla Front, the British advance at around 3.15 p.m., was announced by the Turkish response. Clouds of dark Turkish shrapnel could be seen retreating backwards with the explosions seeming to follow the advance of the British troops, spraying down upon them hot, jagged and rusted Constantinople scrap iron. The British advance was completely hidden from view within the dark cordite smoke, burning brush, and clouds of pulverised dirt that enveloped them.3

Because the attack against Hill 60 had been delayed by 30 minutes the southern flank of the British 11th Division (34th Brigade) was completely exposed as the troops advanced towards their objective. The Indian Brigade was originally to link up with the British, but it was now not scheduled to advance for another half hour. The line of the British advance here was blocked by a Turkish trench running north from Azmak Dere to Hetman Chair. At its northern end a narrow communication trench ran back towards the ‘W’ Hills. The southern half of this north-south trench was the objective of two battalions of the 34th Brigade with the northern half, including the Hetman Chair redoubt and the communication trench behind it, to be cleared by two battalions of the 32nd Brigade. After accomplishing these objectives the remaining two battalions of the 32nd Brigade, along with those in reserve (33rd Brigade), were to pass over them and take the ‘W’ Hills. The bombardment, however, failed completely in hitting the trench and the Turks manning the position were waiting for the inevitable advance.

An avalanche of lead poured into the British troops as they began their attack. The men of the 5th Dorset and 9th Lancashire Fusiliers (34th Brigade) somehow reached their objective, but they suffered heavily in taking the southern part of the trench. Small parties were then sent out to make contact with the Anzacs to their right, but at this point the Anzacs had yet to advance and the southern flank of the 11th Division was open to Turkish oblique and enfilade fire. It was not long before the reserves of the 34th Brigade were sent forward to help consolidate the position, but it was becoming clear with the passing of every minute that they were the focus of a concentrated Turkish counterattack to recapture the lost position.4
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Map 2.1. Attack against the Turkish lines at Suvla and Hill 60 – 21 August 1915

(adapted from Aspinall-Oglander, 1932).

Within 15 minutes of the 11th Division’s advance, the Indians went forward in an attempt to offer some support, but they were forced to seek shelter from concentrated fire. The fact that the white officers of the Gurkhas could easily be identified by the Turks meant they were picked off by snipers causing the advance to degenerate into a shambles. This was especially true for the 5th Gurkhas who made up the right flank of the Indian advance. A portion of the 10th Gurkhas, with an officer, succeeded in somehow gaining their object – Susak Kuyu. Here they established an isolated post to the right of the 11th Division now trapped in the southern parts of the former Turkish trench in the Azmak Dere. These British troops desperately waited for the Anzacs to capture Hill 60 which would help bridge the gap.5

Things would go no better for the men of the 32nd Brigade than they had for the men of the 34th Brigade. Just before ‘hopping the bags’ Sergeant Edward Miles recorded in his diary: ‘Whilst we are still waiting the Roman Catholic Padre comes round and with most comforting news that we are about to meet our God so if we have anything to confess we should do it at once. Very cheerful sort of fellow I thought.’6

The 6th Yorkshire and the 6th York & Lancashire were slaughtered as they tried to advance towards the ‘W’ Hills. All of the officers of the 6th Yorkshire had quickly become casualties with no one left to direct the required oblique advance to the left. The line quickly disintegrated affecting the advance of the 6th York & Lancashire. Private Ernest Lyell later recalled the situation as they advanced across no-man’s-land:

Then the man on the left went down with hardly a sound. Killed instantly. The next – the one on my right…Jumping and scrambling over the front line, we continued our way, then men began to fall like flies. The Turks’ line was about 800 yards from ours, away up the hillside, and at the bottom of the hills there was a line of trees and bushes running at an angle to our line, and towards these we made our way. We could see in front of Chocolate Hill that the 29th Division, who were on our left, had reached the Turks’ trench but there seemed to be very few of them. Bodies were dotted all over the hillside and on the plain. I reached the trees and, pushing my way through one of the bushes (something seemed to tell me to keep away from the gaps and I’m glad I did, for I saw three men go down at one) I found myself in a dry water-way, about four feet deep, that was screened on each side by foliage. I also found the place was full of dead and wounded, and I seemed to be the only whole man for ten or twelve yards…on each side. I looked through the bushes in front and could see none but dead, and it would have been madness to have gone on alone. I did what I could for the men in the ditch, taking care to keep as low as possible, for machine-guns were raking the trench every few minutes. Shells were bombarding us.7


Sergeant Edward Miles, no doubt having ignored the good padre’s advice, was close by:

It seemed impossible for a worm to live under such an onslaught. I’m sure I must have had a charmed life, for several times I found myself on my own owing to my immediate neighbours being knocked over. Eventually we reached the first line of Turkish trenches but don’t stop there as the trench is full of dead and wounded Turks. As I was jumping over the trench I felt a sudden pain in my knee and glancing down I saw a Turk in the act of stabbing at me again. He had caught me with his bayonet. After dispatching him I hurried on not thinking any more of it but my leg was going weak, so bending down I hastily put my field dressing round it and hurry on. It was then dusk and we were still hurrying forward. My word! But that was some scrap whilst it lasted. I’m sure I went mad, for the next thing I remember was that I was lying with about four other men in the corner of a field behind a bit of a hedge and in a small ditch about 200 yards (I discovered afterwards) in front of our own men and about 20 yards from Mr Turk. Of course we were a bit scared, after so many hair raisers who cannot wonder at it, eh? So we beat a hasty retreat, I am following behind as my leg is beginning to get stiff, back to our lines. Phew! That was a near shave.8


Both battalions bypassed their objective heading in a northerly direction – their right flank completely exposed to enfilade rifle, machine-gun, and artillery fire. One report said many ‘casualties resulted, and the advance fell to pieces with nothing done.’9 Now the Brigade’s reserve, the 8th West Riding and the 9th West Yorkshire, were pushed forward to take the hills. However, they too became disoriented, swung too far left and were soon north of Hetman Chair. Realising this, officers attempted to swing their men around to assault the communication trench, running back to the ‘W’ Hills. By now, however, it had been heavily reinforced and the British casualties forced the attack to stall, the survivors forced to fall back towards the southern slopes of Green Hill – their starting position.10

Meanwhile, the 33rd Brigade, representing the divisional reserve, had left Lala Baba soon after 3 p.m. and moved around the edge of the Salt Lake in open formation. This was an inviting target to the Turkish gunners who shelled the formations mercilessly. To avoid the fire, the two rear battalions veered off to the south where most of the survivors joined up with the 34th Brigade in the Azmak Dere. The two leading battalions tried to take the ‘W’ Hills. The 9th Sherwood Foresters attacked a small work at the northern end of the Turkish trench at Hetman Chair, but the unsupported attack was easily repulsed by the Turks with the Foresters suffering severe casualties. To the left the 6th Border Regiment was also cut down by fire from the same Turks, falling back in confusion. By 5 p.m.the 11th Division’s attack had failed. General William Maxwell was now rallying as many men as he could find to hold the original front line of the 32nd Brigade and after dark a number of piecemeal attacks were launched against the Turkish defenses at Hetman Chair. All ended in failure and death.
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Similar tragic events were playing out for the battle-hardened but weary men of the British 29th Division who were attacking Scimitar Hill to the north of the 11th Division. The task of the 86th Brigade had been to capture 112 Metre Hill, a well-defined feature at the end of the Anafarta spur, just north of the ‘W’ Hills. This spur was heavily defended and at its southwestern terminus overlooked the ‘W’ Hills themselves. Indeed, if the spur could not be occupied by the British, there was no way that any occupying force could hold the ‘W’ Hills. A number of Turkish trenches blocked the line of advance about 1000 metres in front of the British front line, with the spur laying another 500 metres beyond that. The broad expanse of no-man’s-land was rough and stony, studded with patches of scrub. Those Turks defending this position had a right to feel confident about holding their position. Leading the attack against the trenches would be the men of the 1st Royal Munster Fusiliers, supported by the 1st Lancashire Fusiliers, with the 2nd Royal Fusiliers to follow up in reserve. The last battalion of the brigade, the Dublin Fusiliers would remain to hold the British front line.

Scimitar Hill, representing the northern flank of the British attack, was the objective of the 87th Brigade. The hill was crescent shaped, each flank of the hill pushing outwards towards the British lines. At its northern end was a small mound which dominated the 400 metre long plateau. Like the ‘W’ Hills, 112 Metre Hill overlooked Scimitar Hill. Clearly, the whole key to attacking and holding either of these lower hills was the capture of 112 Metre Hill. From its spur, both features could be swept by fire at effective range. The attack against Scimitar Hill was to be led by the men of the 1st Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers,with the 1st Border Regiment to follow up closely behind. As soon as Scimitar Hill and 112 Metre Hill had been captured, the 2nd South Wales Borderers was to advance and link up with the men of the 86th and 87th Brigades. The 1st King’s Own Scottish Borderers was to remain in the British front line trenches in reserve.

Around thirty minutes after the 11th Division launched its attacks against the ‘W’ Hills, the bulk of the 29th Division went forward. The men of the 86th Brigade went out but within five minutes of the attack casualties were so appalling that the attack against 112 Metre Hill came to a standstill. In a letter home Captain Guy Nightingale of the 1st Royal Munster Fusiliers, whose men led the attack wrote:

At 3 p.m. the battalions shoved off 700 strong. The furthest any got was 500 yards and none came back from there. They all got mown down by machine-gun fire. We lost 9 officers and nearly 400 men. The Turks shelled us very heavily and the whole country, which is covered with gorse, caught fire. This split up the attack and parties got cut up. Many of our wounded were burnt alive and it was as nasty a sight as I ever want to see…Our headquarters was very heavily shelled and then the fire surrounded the place and we all thought we were going to be burnt alive.Where the telephone was, the heat was appalling. The roar of the flames drowned the noise of the shrapnel, and we had to lie flat at the bottom of the trench while the flames swept over the top. Luckily both sides didn’t catch simultaneously or I don’t know what would have happened. After the gorse was all burnt, the smoke nearly asphyxiated us! All this time our battalion was being cut up in the open and it was very unpleasant trying to send down messages to the Brigade Headquarters, while you were lying at the bottom of the trench like an oven, expecting to be burnt [alive] every minute, and knowing your battalion was getting hell a hundred yards away. The telephone wires finally fused from the heat… All night long wounded men came straggling back, all with tales of our men, still lying out there. How any of us escaped I don’t know…The whole attack was a ghastly failure. They generally are now.11


By half past four, no troops of the brigade had come close to succeeding in gaining any of their objectives. It was through no lack of courage on the troops’ part – it was just an impossible task. 112 Metre Hill lay firmly in Turkish hands. Ismail Hakki Sunata observed the results of the attack from the Turkish lines: ‘This place is full of bodies of dead soldiers. Some must have been wounded when they crawled here and probably died before the fires began, others were burnt to death. Their flesh was charred and split wide open. The tragedy of the scene is so dreadful that it makes one’s hair stand up.’12

The men of the 87th Brigade fared little better in their attack against Scimitar Hill. The 1st Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers surged forward, and although it suffered heavy casualties was able to seize the crest of the hill. But it was only momentary, as the Turkish gunners raked the crest with shrapnel and Turkish machine-gunners took up positions that enabled them to enfilade the Irishmen. The line broke and the troops poured back across no-man’s-land. A few men rallied and again tried to attack, but it was a pointless act of bravery. The Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers’ unit diary recorded at 3.45 p.m. that on Scimitar Hill:

Officers and men were swept down as by the invisible scythe…part of the front line fell back, half way down the hill in disorder, suffering heavy casualties: but it was rallied within 150 yards of the top of the hill. The KOSBs [King’s Own Scottish Borderers] and [2nd] South Wales Borderers then came up in support. A second charge was made up the hill but did not get home, the enemy standing on their parapets and firing from the hip and throwing grenades.13


Meanwhile, the 1st Border Regiment had managed to capture the southern part of the crest of the hill. But by 5 p.m. the attack had died away and the western slopes of Scimitar Hill were strewn with dead and wounded. Almost all the officers had become casualties.14

Guy Nightingale concluded: ‘We are really played out and so was the whole division and ought never to have made to do anything. The 29th Division will never be any more good, but the people in authority seem to think we are still the same troops that did the landing…I am sure everybody’s opinion out here is, live and let live and Turkey for the Turks.’15 A similar sentiment was expressed by Turkish soldier Ismail Hakki Sunata ‘I don’t know these British soldiers, and they do not know me. What can I say to those who made us come here and kill each other? I have sworn that I will not fire a single bullet without reason.’16

Major General Marshall who commanded the 29th Division, and was also placed in overall command of the 2nd Mounted Division now ordered this division to support the hard-pressed men of the 29th Division. Indeed, they were not only to support his troops, but were now assigned the objectives of taking Scimitar Hill, 112 Metre Hill and the ‘W’ Hills. He sent out orders for his men to await the arrival of the 2nd Mounted Division. It would join them in an attack against the Anafarta Hills. The 2nd Mounted had been positioned close to Lala Baba, from where it was originally to advance to the Chocolate Hills after the Anafarta Hills had been captured. They were now ordered to take these very hills. Nothing it seems had been learnt from the previous months of ad hoc quickly drafted ‘plans’ that had all resulted in disaster. It was crucial that any attacking troops be properly briefed, well fed, rested and confident in the planning. There was, however, no plan, other than to throw in more good men across the expanse of no-man’s-land, and just hope that the Yeomanry men could succeed where Regular troops had failed.
  



[image: image]

CHAPTER 3.

‘Here and there a man murmured a prayer’
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The Australian 14th Battalion Medical Officer, Captain Henry Loughran, had great difficulty in finding 250 men fit to take part in the attack on Hill 60, while the medical officer of the 13th Battalion reported that the men in his care were functioning ‘by sheer force of will.’1 Even so, at 11 a.m., the men of the Australian 13th and 14th Battalions who were to attack Hill 60 were issued rations, water, ammunition, empty sandbags and tools. A number of officers from the 14th Battalion attempted to reconnoitre the Turkish position from Damakjelik Bair, but little could be seen.2 The issuing of orders was confused, especially at the junior level. Lieutenant Hubert Ford, who was to lead the attack with his men of the 13th Battalion, was only informed that he was to attack ‘a certain part of the Hill with 150 men.’3

An hour before the scheduled attack the Australian 13th Battalion sent scouts out into Kaiajik Dere.4 The Turks seemed not to have observed these movements but just 10 minutes before the attack they saw the bulk of the Anzac attacking force moving down the northern slopes of Damakjelik Bair in preparation for their charge across the gully towards Hill 60. With this the Turks opened enfilade from Yauan Tepe and Hill 100. Most of this fire focused on the Australians on the right flank who were exposed. This resulted in a number of casualties even before the troops launched themselves across the deadly killing zone. Lieutenant Francis Twisleton of the Otago Mounted Rifles recalled just before they charged across the dere to Hill 60 that the artillery ‘gave it all to the Tommies we got none; not a shell and the trenches looked damnably sinister and silent.’5

At 3.30 p.m., as scheduled, the 400 troopers of the Canterbury and Otago Mounted Rifles as well as the 500 men from the Australian 13th and 14th Battalions charged from their positions along the northern slopes and gullies of Damakjelik Bair into Kaiajik Dere towards their objectives, Hill 60 and the lower slopes of Yauan Tepe. The artillery barrage that was to support the Anzac advance remained quiet leaving the Turks free to pour lead into Kaiajik Dere. Still, officers and men charged through the torrent. As the Anzacs rushed towards their objectives some noticed small parties of Turks evacuating the advanced trenches around Hill 60 and moving further up the defences along Yauan Tepe towards Hill 100.

The two New Zealand Regiments advanced in successive lines - the Canterbury Mounted Rifles under Major George Hutton on the right and the Otago Mounted Rifles under Lieutenant Colonel Robert Grigor on the left. Each of these regiments had around 500 metres to cover and two minor ridges to climb before reaching their objective. Major Fred Waite later wrote:

Troop after troop dived into the hail of death and pushed on to the first ridge to collect their scattered fragments. Each troop made its fifty yard rushes and fell down exhausted. These men had lived for months on hard rations and were weakened by dysentery and fatigue. But on they swept again. It was a triumph of resolute minds over wasted bodies. Reaching the shelter of the gully, they reformed and commenced the steep ascent. Between the large ridge and the Turkish trench there was about 100 yards of bullet-swept scrub. Dozens of the troopers fell never to rise again; the wounded crept into positions of comparative safety.6


Lieutenant Colonel Grigor himself recalled:

Our advance was accordingly uncovered, and against a thoroughly-awake Turk well supplied with machine-guns, which could pour in direct, oblique, and almost enfilade. We were exposed to these guns for the greater part of the way with small patches of cover at intervals. Despite severe losses, our line pressed on until the Turkish trench was reached, firstly by the Canterbury Mounted Rifles and the left troop of the Otago M.R. [Mounted Rifles]. The remainder of our men who survived were quickly with them. Not much opposition was met with in the Turkish trench, the force there making back by a communication trench to reserve trenches on the crest and rear of the hill. A machine-gun had been captured by some of the Canterbury Regiment, and was immediately faced about for defence purposes. It had been a busy half-hour, but the toll had been severe.7


Francis Twisleton recalled seeing that the Turkish trenches were:

…evidently full of Turks with plenty of machine-guns. Men of course began to fall on the parapet of the trench as soon as it was mounted…The roar of the rifle fire and machine-gun fire was terrific; I could not make my voice heard. All orders had to be by signs…There was no hesitation on the men’s part; as soon as I gave the signal forward, they dashed from cover and straight on though bullets simply rained down on us, and the men were going down fast, most damnably fast…At the foot of the last ridge before we tackled the stubble paddock, we struck a sunk creek, which gave wounded men shelter and allowed us to reorganise. In ten minutes out of our strength of 160 men we had lost about 90.8
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Turkish trench and dead Hill 60. Alexander Turnbull Library New Zealand PAC1-0863-03-1.

In the advance Major Hutton was wounded, and his men were forced to the left, away from the enfilade. Major Herbert Hurst took over command of the Canterbury troopers. Earlier that day orders had been received by the Maori Contingent that 100 men were to report to the Canterbury and Otago Mounted Rifles so that they might assist in their attack against Hill 60. Captain Peter Buck later recorded in his diary:

At the end [of the line] I was on, there were about 25 Maoris. They were to form part of the third line, and were put under Lieut. Blackett. Lieuts. Walker and Stainton of the Maoris were further up… Looking over the trenches I could see our men running across the ridges like deer, then resting in a slight gully, and on again. Our men soon caught up to the others. On the flat on our left [right?] Australians and Tommies were advancing line on line under a hail of shrapnel. It was like a picture battle. Afterwards I learned that all the hills and ridges near Walker’s and stretching back were crowded with our men watching the battle. The firing slackened, and I slipped over the trench and dropped into an oblique little gully running down into the main one. Here I was almost on top of a wounded Canterbury man. I lay beside him and put on his first field dressing. He was wounded in the muscles of his back, not badly. He kept saying, ‘I’d be much happier if you would keep your head down a little; I’ve been watching the bullets pitch alongside.’9


By 3.45 p.m., New Zealanders were seen to be advancing up the lower slopes of Hill 60 and jumping into the lower front line trench close to where it rounded the seaward side of the hill. It was reported the ‘Turks in the trench were killed and a captured machine-gun immediately turned upon the Turks by the two Harper brothers of the Machine Gun Section.… The Canterbury Regiment with the Otagos were now holding about 120 yards of enemy trench with both flanks in the air and with no means of communication across the exposed valley. Both regiments had lost over 60 per cent of their number in the space of a quarter of an hour.’10 A few troopers were seen running around the landward side of the same trench placing red marker flags so their artillery would know the area was occupied by their own men.
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The Australians to the right of the New Zealanders had a much harder time of it. They were completely exposed to rifle and machine-gun fire which enfiladed the dere just to their right as they charged. Their commanding officer had warned them that their only chance was to run at top speed to their objective – 200 metres away – in one unbroken rush. To their front and right Turkish rifle and machine-gun fire poured into their ranks, yet still their supporting artillery remained silent. These men had been assigned to secure the junction between the landward side of Hill 60 and the lower slopes of Yauan Tepe. Major Sydney Herring called out to Lieutenant Ford for his men to get ready.11 Ford later recalled:

We sallied from the trenches and lay down in line, and for 15 minutes were subjected to severe enfilade from the left which we did not expect. Many casualties occurred during this period, but at 3.30 the order was given, and the men rose as one and rushed to the attack…


As soon as we topped the rise a merciless hail of rifle and machine-gun fire met us, and men fell quickly. A rush down the slope, over a dry gully and up the other slope, I found myself at the first objective – a ridge – with six men. I sent Sergeant Norman McDonald to the right and another to the left to see if any more had got over – one could not see for the scrub and broken ground. McDonald found ten on the right, and about 24 reported on the left – 40 of us out of 150 in about a 200 yards rush. The Turks kept up a very heavy fire, making it impossible to advance with so few.12


Lieutenant Ford looked back and ‘could see the other slope of the valley sprinkled with the tumbled forms of his men, who lay thickly among the ledges of an old Turkish bivouac on to which they had rolled when hit.’13 Over two thirds of his men had become casualties in the desperate charge. The nearest Turkish trench still lay about 70 metres beyond their position across open ground. Any attempt to charge it would be suicidal. Ford would have to wait for the men of the second and third lines to reach him.

The second line under Major Charles Dare went forward not long after the first with the same results. More than two thirds of the men became casualties. Lieutenant Keith Crabbe was killed in the crossing but somehow Dare made it and took command of the 80 or so survivors from the first and second lines but it was clear it would still be impossible to successfully charge the Turkish trench to their front. Only with the arrival of the men from the third line and the Hampshire’s could they hope to capture the trench. As recorded in the 14th Battalions unit diary: ‘15:45 - First line consisting of 100 of 13th Bn. Second line 4 officers and 100 others of 14th Bn., under MAJOR C.M.M. DARE advanced on Hill 60 and suffered heavily in crossing Southern Bank of KAIAJIK DERE from enemy’s machine-gun and rifle fire.’14

Most of the survivors of these two lines had been guided to their objective by a lone oak tree located just short of the lower trenches defining the defences of Yauan Tepe which also fed into Hill 60. These men were now pinned down just below the crest of their objective. Without artillery support the Turks were free to sweep the crest of Yauan Tepe with concentrated and enfilading fire and these men remained trapped just short of their objective. It was suicide to try to advance beyond the crest.

Meanwhile, the left flank of the attack, represented by the British Connaught Rangers (700 strong), who were to hold back until 3.40 p.m. now advanced towards their objective – the well at Kabak Kuyu. As scheduled, the Connaught Rangers charged across Kaiajik Dere and overwhelmed the few Turks protecting the well. These Turks had also been manning a dry creek bed that had acted as a communication trench leading back towards the seaward trenches at Hill 60. Captain Bryan Cooper, 5th Connaught Rangers, recalled:

Here and there a man murmured a prayer or put up a hand to grasp his rosary, but for the most part they waited silent till the order to advance was given. At last, at 3.40…the word came, and the leading platoon dashed forward with a yell like hounds breaking cover. They were met with a roar of rifle fire, coming not only from the trench attacked, but also from Hill 60, and from snipers concealed in the scattered bushes. Not a man stopped to return it; all dashed on with levelled bayonets across the four hundred yards of open country, honour fell to the platoon commander, Second Lieutenant T.W.G. Johnston, who had gained Amateur International Colours for Ireland at Association Football, and was a bad man to beat across country.15


[image: image]

Map 3.1. Advance by Australian, New Zealand and British troops to capture Hill 60 – 21 August 1915 (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

Both the Australians to the right of the New Zealanders and the Indians to their left were pinned down. To assist these men in advancing (given the total lack of promised artillery support), Colonel Andrew Russell of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles, who was in overall command of the attack, ordered ‘C’ Company of Connaught Rangers to advance from its position to cover the New Zealand left flank. At the same time, reinforcements from the 4th Australian Brigade still located along Damakjelik Bair, were to charge across the lead swept Kaiajik Dere to assist their pinned-down cobbers just below the crest of Yauan Tepe and to the right of the New Zealanders.16

The Connaught Rangers had suffered considerable confusion and co-mingling in their advance to Kabak well, and when the order came for “C” Company to advance just about all of the men and their respective officers went forward, attacking with ‘the Connaught yell.’17 As recalled by Captain Bryan Cooper:

By this time the companies had become very mixed, and the charge was composed of a crowd of men belonging to all the companies, mad with the lust of battle. Their officers did little to restrain them, for their Irish blood was aflame, and they were as eager as the men. The line surged up the bare exposed glacis, only to encounter tremendously heavy rifle and machine-gun fire from the crest. At the same moment the enemy’s guns opened, displaying marvellous accuracy in ranging, and the attack was annihilated. In spite of this the men went on as long as they were able to stand, and fell still facing the foe. From the wells below their bodies could be seen, lying in ordered ranks on the hillside, with their bayonets pointing to the front.18


The screaming Irish and Yorkshire men fell upon the enemy ‘with a savage ferocity. Particular attention was paid to Turkish snipers who remained to pick off the officers. Revenge in this case, was a dish served good and hot.’19 Some managed to evade the fire from the hill by pushing around the lower seaward slopes of the hill trying to make contact with the Indians just north of Hill 60 at Kavaklar while others were able to join up with the New Zealanders on their right in what had been the Turkish front line trench.20 Charles Bean later recorded in the Australian Official Histories that ‘this fine charge called forth the admiration of all who beheld it, and such a movement, if it had been concerted and delivered along the whole line of attack with the flanks guarded, would probably have carried Hill 60.’21

Lieutenant Colonel Henry Jourdain of the Connaught Rangers now focused on consolidating his force’s gains. As his wounded made their way back to the main lines to the south others moved forward bringing up ammunition via the sunken road. At 5.15 p.m. men of the 5th Gurkhas came up and took up a position on his left. All this time ‘Jourdain urged his men to continue digging and prepare for a counterattack, this work, consolidating their gains and preparing defences, continued into the night.’22 To some degree, a line had now been established connecting the left of the New Zealanders on Hill 60 with the Connaught Rangers and Gurkhas on the plain at Susak Kuyu although it was still a very tenuous one.23 Lieutenant Colonel Grigor of the Otago Mounted Rifles recalled:

We had about 150 yards of the Turkish front trench on Hill 60. Unfortunately both our right and left in this same trench were still in the enemy’s hands. Out of 165 men of my unit only 62 were left, and of 120 of Canterbury M.R. [Mounted Rifles] 58 remained. To attempt to push further into an unknown system of trenches without anyone on our flanks, and with such a depleted force, would have been to court annihilation and loss of all we had gained. Barricades were hastily thrown up at each flank; sandbags were thrown to the rear of this captured trench, which now became our front. By dark and during the night we were reinforced by men from the Connaught Rangers and South Wales Borderers. I was much taken with the latter. They had never before done any bombing, but I placed them with a bombing party at the barricades on our right, and they very quickly adapted themselves to bomb fighting, sticking it out through the night like true Britons. The Connaughts I used on the left, connecting up with an Indian Brigade of Sikhs whose line led back almost at right angles towards the sea from our left barricade.24


Medical officer Captain Buck and the survivors of his Maori contingent had now occupied a part of the former Turkish front line trench. Buck later wrote:

A little lower was young Warakihi lying on his face stone dead. I took his identity disc and passed on down to three wounded. Called for my orderly who hopped over the trench with haversack. Fixed up the wounded and carried one – a sergeant – down into the gully, where we found Captain Guthrie and others. Captain Guthrie himself had a wound through the fleshy part of the back of the neck… The firing was fairly frequent on the table lands, so I worked down the gully and struck a sap in a gully running towards the trenches taken by our people. The Connaught Rangers were widening the sap. Met several of our men (wounded) coming down, and labelled them, including Sergeant Ngamoko Kingi and others. Went on and came to a raised bank behind the trenches, where several wounded were lying, also some of our men in reserve (under Sergeant Te Hau), as the trenches were too crowded. I fixed up the wounded, including Sergeant Wihapi, fractured femur, and Skipper, shot through the hip. Skipper apologised for not securing me a pair of Turkish field-glasses. He said, ‘I got hit too – quick.’ Guthrie turned up and carried on, in spite of his wound, until we got most away. Captain [Myles] Cave, of the Australian Field Ambulance (Light Horse) came and helped get the remaining ones out.25
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Meanwhile, the Australian reinforcements, assigned to support the men of the 4th Brigade, who remained trapped along the crest of Yauan Tepe had, like the men before them, made their way down the slopes of Damakjelik Bair waiting for the order that would commit them to charging across Kaiajik Dere. For more than 30 minutes now those survivors clinging to the crest of Yauan Tepe had been exposed to ongoing Turkish small arms and machine-gun fire. Casualties were accumulating with nothing to show for the sacrifice. Those reinforcements about to conduct a replay of the charge could clearly see and hear the fire tearing down the gully cutting across the path they were about to take, tearing into the bodies of their mates strung out along the southern slopes of Yauan Tepe and the wounded in no-man’s-land. To make matters worse the Turks were only a few hundred metres away and they knew the charge was coming. The Turks remained free to give them all of their unwelcomed attention. Men continued to ask where their promised artillery support was. The 200 reinforcements under the command of Major Dare had been drawn in equal proportions from the 13th and 14th Battalions and were to be led forward by Major Herring, who was in command of their attack. Only those men who were all but completely broken down from stress and sickness from the battles of August 6 and 9 remained to man the front line trenches along the main ridgeline of Damakjelik Bair.26 It was decided that at some point the British troops of the 10th Hampshire, who represented the reserves for the attack against Hill 60, would be sent across to help protect the right flank of the attack.

At 4 o’clock, Colonel Russell sought immediate support for his New Zealanders who were consolidating their position along the southern slopes and the forward Turkish trench below the summit of Hill 60. He now ordered the third line under Major Herring to go forward. It didn’t get far, as these men were loaded down with additional supplies of ammunition, along with strands of barbed wire. Herring later recalled:

At 4 p.m. off I went with the third wave. We were heavily laden and this made a quick dash impossible and we only got half way across when we were held up by enemy machine-gun fire. I decided to stay where we were for half an hour to give the machine-gun fire a chance of dying down and then make a surprise dash for our objective. This wait of half an hour was one of the worst I have ever experienced. There we were crouched behind some very indifferent cover in No Man’s Land, half way between our front line and our objective. Our dead and wounded were lying around us in all directions….


Also to make matters even worse the Turks were deliberately firing (the only occasion on which I have known them to do so) at our wounded, every time one of them moved. So heart-breaking was the sight that Padre Gillison of the 14th Battalion, together with Corporal Pittendrigh, who was in charge of the 13th Battalion stretcher-bearers – two sterling men – took out a party of the 13th Battalion stretcher-bearers and endeavoured to bring in some of the wounded…


After half an hour had elapsed I said to Lieutenant Thompson, who was acting as my adjutant, ‘Come on, we will give it a go!’ and dashed out from behind the slight cover we had. He followed closely at my heels, but fell severely wounded as he jumped out.


There were two slight depressions leading towards Hill 60, and by lucky chance I chose the one nearest to the Turks who were holding a trench that gave them a field of fire that enfiladed our attack and it so happened that this particular depression was slightly sheltered from their fire. Of those that took this route the majority reached their objective, whilst the ones that took the other route nearly all became casualties. I managed to reach the position our first wave had captured with all that was left of the third wave - about 50 in all.27
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Anzac practicing evacuation of the wounded. AWM H10363.

Lieutenant Ford was also surprised by the Turks firing at the wounded and recalled: ‘The Turks turned his attention to our wounded – those who were lying on the first slope. We were horrified to see our disabled comrades riddled with bullets. The Turk is generally regarded as a fair fighter, but on this occasion he ‘sniped’ badly.’28 A number of additional attempts were made to cross the killing field, but most of the men were forced back to the northern slopes and gullies of Damakjelik Bair. As recorded in the 14th Battalions unit diary: ‘Third line 100 each of 13th & 14th Bns., attempted to advance to support First and Second lines but suffered heavily.’29

At 4.15 p.m., the men of the 10th Hampshire were ordered across, but they too were cut to pieces in the attempt. Only one man is reported to have made it across. Dare recalled many years later that this English soldier was extremely anxious as he ‘came to me and asked for a note, as he was in fear that he would be charged with desertion when his unit found that he was missing.’30 Now, not only were these men being targeted by rifle and machine-gun fire but Turkish artillery began to focus on shelling no-man’s-land of Kaiajik Dere. Any attempt to reinforce the Australians strung out below Yauan Tepe would have to wait until dark. Dare realising that he could not hope to receive help until after dark, set about trying to strengthen his precarious position. He ordered each man to fill the two empty sandbags they carried and thrust a defensive line just forward of his position, beyond the edge of the crest. As recalled by Lieutenant Ford: ‘We commenced to fill sandbags and consolidate our position, as no more assistance was possible against such a strong position. Any man who showed himself was assailed with an intense fire, and Pte Private Clement Hatch, always admired for his daring, met his death at this time.’31 Soon, the men had established a parapet from which to fire back at the Turk. Less than 100 effectives were now manning a line 200 metres long.32

Now, an all too familiar tragic event played itself out. On the exposed southern side of the valley a fire broke out caused by an exploding Turkish shell. The Turks tended to cover their bivouacs with branches of cut scrub. This dry tinder now covered most of the ledges where the Allies dead and wounded now lay and as the flames reached them it ignited their clothing as well as setting off bombs and rifle-ammunition, flinging burning cloth or wood to other ledges, starting more fires. A later report said any ‘wounded man who so much as stirred to crawl out of reach of the flames was instantly shot by the Turks. The men with Dare were forced to look on helplessly at this dreadful scene as any attempt to reach or to move upon the exposed slope meant instant death.’33 Fortunately for some of the wounded the smoke created a screen which enabled the 14th Battalion’s medical officer, Captain Henry Loughran, along with Chaplain Andrew Gillison and Corporal Edmund Pittendrigh as well as a number of stretcher-bearers to continue dragging away the wounded from the flames .34 Loughran later recalled:

I left the sally-port at the rear of our own second line, and was soon busy attending to men who had been lightly wounded immediately they stood up and had had the luck to get back. The Turks were now shelling the hill, and soon the scrub was alight in several places. This was an advantage from the point of view of the medical personnel, for it gave us a smoke screen behind which we could work, even on the frontal slope, though there was a fair amount of risk from chance bullets. It was, however, by no means an advantage to those wounded who were unable to crawl away from the flames, and for some time all that my stretcher-bearers did was to carry away wounded as rapidly as possible, from this zone. Dead men we left where they were, and, as the flames reached them, the cartridges in their pouches popped off and occasionally a bomb exploded. Fortunately, the shelling did not continue for very long, and the fires, though fierce enough while they lasted, gradually burnt themselves out, probably owing to differences in the character of the scrub.35


Colonel Russell, at around 5 p.m., received a message from the Australians strung out along Yauan Tepe which said, ‘Impossible to push on. Fire across Wheatfield by the Big Tree too hot. Am digging in.’36 At about the same time Russell’s own men of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles sent back word: ‘Have captured about 120 yards [of] enemy trench and one enemy machine-gun, which we are using against Turks, but cannot push on. Men exhausted.’37
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CHAPTER 4.

‘If I had not stopped this some other poor beggar would’
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Further north at Suvla, the five brigades of the British 2nd Mounted Division had moved from Lala Baba to Chocolate Hill as the original plan had dictated. During their three-kilometre advance they were fully exposed to a barrage of Turkish shrapnel and high explosive shells. A Turkish artillery officer later recalled: ‘A target such as an artilleryman thought impossible outside the world of dreams.’1 On reaching Chocolate Hill, however, orders awaited the survivors that the division had been assigned to take the Anafarta Hills as the 29th Division had failed to do so. Hurried orders were drafted for the brigadiers. It was now close to 5 p.m. and they had just 30 minutes to plan the attack of a whole division. It was madness.

On the left, north of Chocolate Hill, the 2nd Brigade under Brigadier General Lord Longford was heading for the original front line trench of the 87th Brigade in an attempt to help take Scimitar Hill. On the right was the 4th Brigade under Brigadier General Taylor. Following up to his right was the Brigadier General Wiggin leading the 1st Brigade, which was now heading towards Green Hill, immediately in front of Chocolate Hill. Wiggin’s men were to move through the survivors of the 86th Brigade, and with them take 112 Metre Hill. The 3rd Brigade, temporally commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Cole, was in support while Brigadier General Tyndall-Biscoe’s 5th Brigade was held back in reserve. A major problem soon emerged as the two northern and southern brigades began to drift apart. Two separate attacks were developing as opposed to a single coordinated attack against the whole Turkish line. Added to the problem was the complete breakdown in communications, with Brigadiers in confusion about what their actual objectives were. It was a disaster in the making. The ‘mist was growing thicker, scrub fires were raging, and pillars of smoke were blotting out the view. Streams of wounded were struggling back to cover. The din of battle was deafening; and daylight would only last another hour.’2

It was close to 5.15 p.m. when the 2nd Brigade (2nd Mounted Division) reached the original front line of the 87th Brigade, representing the northern flank of the attack. Moving up on their right was the South Wales Borderers (87th Brigade), who had until now been kept in reserve. Both advanced towards Scimitar Hill. At first the haze and smoke offered some protection and the South Wales Borderers made good progress, but as they reached the southern end of the hill, they were confronted with overwhelming oblique - enfilade fire from the right. All officers and most NCOs were soon casualties. Even so, a rough line was established halfway up the slope and for now it was holding. On the left, the 2nd Brigade, under Lord Longford, attempted to storm the northern slopes. Here the Turkish fire was not so effective and for the second time that day the crest was taken. But not for long. Enfilade poured into them from 112 Metre Hill – Lord Longford’s body was never recovered. For a time the survivors from both brigades tried to dig in along the seaward slope of Scimitar Hill. Captain William Pike, of the Royal Inniskilling called for volunteers and rushed the summit; neither he nor those who went with him returned. Another Inniskilling officer, Captain Gerald O’Sullivan, who had won the Victoria Cross at Krithia less than two months earlier, called for another attempt to take the crest of the hill. O’Sullivan and 50 of his men charged up the slope but only one wounded Sergeant returned. The bodies of Pike and O’Sullivan were also never recovered.3 At some point ‘there was a loud shout of ‘retire’ from the left, and the whole line swept back, much too quickly, and for no real reason except the best of all reasons, that the men were tried beyond endurance and did not know what else to do.’4 Even so, close to the bottom of the slope a few hundred yards from the summit, most were rallied and another rough line was established.

Meanwhile, the situation of the 86th Brigade, which had failed to take 112 Metre Hill and the ‘W’ Hills, had gone from bad to worse. These men waited for the arrival of the 1st and 4th Brigades (2nd Mounted Division), who were to assist them in a renewal of the attack. But hours passed and at 7.30 p.m. they still had made no appearance. Darkness had set in and the two badly fragmented and depleted battalions of the 86th Brigade were ordered back to their start positions behind Green Hill.5 Confusion reigned supreme with most officers and men of these two Mounted Brigades not knowing their objectives. At some point early in the attack they had been ordered to halt close to Green Hill and await further orders. Some detachments, which had become separated from the main columns, advanced, making their way to either the southern slopes of Scimitar Hill where they dug in with the infantry of the South Wales Borderers. Others moved further south towards Hetman Chair where they suffered heavy casualties from the Turkish strong point.

After dark a portion of the 3rd Brigade (2nd Mounted Division) was ordered to take Hetman Chair. But no one had any idea where it was. The Colonel of the Sherwood Rangers, Sir John Milbanke, V.C., was summoned to the brigade headquarters to receive orders for the attack. On returning to his officers he could only tell them that ‘we are to take a redoubt, but I don’t know where it is and don’t think anyone else knows either, but in any case we are to go ahead and attack any Turks we meet.’6 The men moved forward into the unknown, but soon stumbled back. Milbanke, V.C., was killed leading his men, while the brigadier, Lieutenant Colonel Cole, was wounded.

By 9 p.m., it was all over. The only ground taken by an attack of three British Divisions was a precarious hold on the lower western slopes of Scimitar Hill to the north, and a portion of the Turkish trench blocking the Azmak Dere to the south. At around midnight General Marshall urged that the only sound course was to admit that the attack had failed and that the men should be withdrawn under cover of night. While Major General de Lisle agreed that the men of the 29th Division and the 2nd Mounted Division should be withdrawn from Scimitar Hill, he decided that the 11th Division had to hold its ground to assist the Anzac attack still playing itself out at Hill 60. In terms of the numbers of men involved this was the greatest battle fought during the entire Gallipoli Campaign and while it succeeded in forcing the Turks to ‘use up’ their sole reserves, including the cavalry, in pushing back the attackers, it failed to gain any of its objectives.7 It resulted in more than 5300 casualties, from an attacking force of 14,300. It was the most costly attack in proportion to its size, and arguably the least successful.8 The German General von Sanders later wrote that after these attacks, the Turks had to transport their wounded to the rear, with most being sent on to Constantinople because ‘all the new hospitals established on the peninsula were inadequate on the days of great battles…Nor did the hospital ships or small steamers temporarily fitted up for the transport of the wounded suffice, though they were on the way day and night.’9
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Back at Hill 60, the gap between the New Zealanders on the left and the Australians on the right was being reinforced by the Turks who started to probe the intervening flanks. The forward part of the trench that had been occupied by a few New Zealanders, who had managed to raise the red Artillery flags, had by now been cut off. Only two managed to escape – the rest either killed or captured. The machine-gunners of the 4th Brigade, under the command of Captain Rose, at this point saw a continuous stream of Turks moving through a communication trench from the far side of the hill attempting to reinforce the hill top. As later recorded by the historian of the 13th Battalion the machine-gunners of the battalion attempted to offer some covering fire to their cobbers: ‘Lt. Harry Murray [who would later receive the V.C for actions on the Western Front] looked thin and ill, but he remained full of spirits, watching and sniping all day with his maxim. He worried the Turks tremendously and they retaliated but could never find his skilfully hidden gun. How he enjoyed it.’10 The Australian machine-gunners were in an excellent position to tear up the trench, which they did. This fire was soon joined by an Indian mountain gun from the 21st Indian Battery which had only moments before been moved onto Damakjelik Bair. With this, the Turks were forced to evacuate the trench – greatly hampering any attempt to receive reinforcements from this part of the line. Even so, other avenues were available to reinforce Hill 60 and in drips and drabs, the position was being strengthened.11 Indeed, by 7 p.m., Lieutenant Colonel Grigor, who was in charge of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles occupying the lower trenches of Hill 60, sent word back to Colonel Russell that his men were being hard-pressed with bombs (grenades).

By nightfall Russell had a foothold on Hill 60, but it was an extremely precarious one. He set about trying to reinforce and capture the rest of the hill before dawn. His first priority was to reinforce the line and bridge the 150 metre gap between the New Zealanders and the Australians. He soon realised, however, that this gap could not be filled as the area was too exposed. The Australians, for the time being, would have to hang on with both flanks completely open to the enemy. As night fell, however, he ordered that they be reinforced with the survivors of the third line. These men took with them much needed picks and shovels so that the rifle pits could be connected to form a trench.12 With darkness, the men from the 15th Battalion, who had been manning the old front lines of Damakjelik Bair, also began to dig a communication trench across the Kaiajik Dere to their cobbers now stranded below the crest of Yauan Tepe. All through the night the Turks launched intermittent attacks in an attempt to push the enemy off the slopes of Hill 60 and Yauan Tepe. As recorded in the 14th Battalion’s unit diary: ‘During the night the enemy opened heavy fire at frequent intervals on our trenches and several bombs were thrown on our left flank. Our artillery shelled the enemy’s trenches on our immediate front throughout the night.’13

The New Zealand Mounted Rifle Brigade unit diary recorded the situation for the New Zealanders as night fell:

The positions gained were held throughout the rest of the day and were improved immediately night fell. The Turkish machine-gun captured in the trench proved of good value. As there was plenty of ammunition the gun was freely used throughout the day and night. A second machine-gun belonging to the Canterbury Mounted Rifles was placed in position at about the centre of the captured trench. The two Otago Mounted Rifles guns had been placed in position in the old South Wales Borderers lines from which the New Zealand troops advanced and did excellent service. As soon as darkness fell large working parties were put on by the [British] 29th Brigade to cut a communications trench from the bottom of the [Kaiajik] Dere below the hedge to the New Zealand trench and this was for the greater part completed by dawn.14
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Indian soldiers somewhere near Hill 60. AWM A03573.

The Turks, however, still occupied in strength a communication trench which fed into the trench (right flank) now held by the New Zealanders. The only thing separating them was a makeshift barricade. Lieutenant Colonel Grigor later wrote: ‘There was no determined counterattack throughout the night. Heavy bombing held our right flank secure, some 800 bombs being expended. These come up after dark, as the ground behind us was still no-man’s-land, and a communication trench was not dug out to our position for some days.’15 Russell decided that this part of the line was now relatively secure. He was, however, becoming increasingly concerned about his left.
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Just after dark, the men of the 5th Gurkhas, who had covered the right flank of the Indian advance earlier that day, now moved under cover of darkness to the left of the New Zealanders along the lower seaward slopes of Hill 60. They reinforced the survivors of the charge by the Connaught Rangers who had taken up a position next to a small farm along the lower seaward slopes of the hill. However, there was now a gap of about 300 metres separating the left flank of the New Zealanders from the right flank of the Indian and British troops at the farm. This gap was soon filled with some men of the 10th Hampshire, who also moved out after dark. At around 10 p.m., a heavy burst of small arms fire broke out about 600 metres to the north of the farm. Lieutenant Saunders, who was then in charge of the Hampshire men, crept across the plain and to his shock realised that another broad gap existed between the farm and the 10th Gurkhas who were defending Susak Well. With word of this, the gap was filled during the night by the remaining two Indian Battalions, which had been very-much depleted as a result of their heroic efforts in early August. The 10th Gurkhas now represented the end of Russell’s line, which was completely exposed. A broad gap still existed between the Indians and the British IX Corps in the Azmak Dere – the Turks still stubbornly holding the intervening area at Kavaklar. It appears, however, that neither the British or Anzac commanders were aware of this gap, each incorrectly believing that the line was now continuous. To make matters even more uncertain for the Anzac commanders, they still had no clear idea whether the British attacks had succeeded in taking Scimitar Hill and the ‘W’ Hills. Like the tragedy at Kaiajik Dere, exploding artillery shells within the area separating the Anzac and British forces had started a number of brush fires. The flames and smoke from these fires, which raged into the night, made observation between each sector impossible as well as burning alive many of the wounded who could not be reached. Communications of all types were a shambles.16
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Colonel Russell, who had by now personally inspected the captured positions just below the summit of Hill 60, concluded there was no way that his exhausted and battle-fatigued troops could possibly take the hill. Most, if not all of these troops, had been involved in the fighting of early August (and before) and in any other campaign would have been relieved, refitted and rested. But this was an impossibility at Gallipoli. Fresh troops were needed if the hill was to be taken before dawn. Russell believed the only real opportunity to take the hill was from the seaward slopes now occupied by the 5th Gurkhas. Movement was possible here along a deep track that ran out of Kaiajik Dere (just west of the Kabak Well) around the foot of the seaward slopes, disappearing into Azmak Dere. The eastern side of this track was covered with high thick scrub offering additional cover and helping to screen troop movements from the Turks. It now acted as a communication trench between the old and new front lines and would figure prominently in the plan to take the summit of Hill 60 and the slopes of Yauan Tepe. Russell envisaged an attack from west to east. Starting on the seaward slopes of Hill 60 the troops would storm up the slopes, cross the summit, sweep down the landward side and move on to take the lower slopes of Yauan Tepe. The attack would thus be at right angles to the New Zealanders and Australians positioned along the southern slopes who would assist the attack as it progressed across their front.

The main danger in this plan was that no one had any idea how the defences and trench system on Hill 60 were configured. As such, there would be no time for even a crude reconnaissance of the enemy position, which had also been the case before the original attack. There was also a very real risk of friendly fire from the New Zealanders and Australians who would find it almost impossible to tell friend from foe. Another problem was that during the attack the left or northern flank of the attack would be completely exposed to Turkish enfilade fire and counterattack from the Turks entrenched in Azmak Dere just north of Hill 60. Time was draining away and if a renewed attack was to commence at dawn, the men had to be organised and placed at their start line within a matter of hours.17

General Cox agreed with Russell’s plan that the only way the hill could be taken and the gap between the New Zealand and Australian troops closed before daylight was via a sweeping west-east attack at dawn. Cox passed his recommendation for the attack up the line to General Godley just before midnight. Undoubtedly both Cox and Russell were aware of the arrival of the fresh and strong reserves now available to Godley in the form of the Australian 5th Brigade which had landed only days before. Before receiving Cox’s recommendation Godley had been concerned that the new units were entirely inexperienced. He was keen to keep the four battalions in reserve so they could later be used as a complete attacking force after they had gained some experience in the line. On receiving Cox’s recommendation expressing the seriousness of the situation and that a fresh battalion was needed, Godley had no choice but to commit part of the new brigade as there were no other troops available. With this, the 18th Battalion was ordered to move to Damakjelik Bair where it would come under the command of Colonel Russell. These fresh but unprepared and inexperienced troops were assigned the objective of taking the summit of Hill 60 within the next few hours.18
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Sometime that night Captain Loughran, medical officer of the Australian 14th Battalion came across a man named Hartigan, who he had that morning been assigned to light duties because of his poor physical state. Hartigan was lying with a number of other wounded, having been shot through the abdomen. When Loughran asked why he had gone in with the attack, which he could have avoided, Hartigan merely replied: ‘If I had not stopped this, some other poor beggar would.’19
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For 48 hours (August 21 - 23) British Private Frederick Potts of the Berkshire Yeomanry, who had been wounded, remained on Scimitar Hill. He would not desert another wounded British Trooper Arthur Andrews who couldn’t move, Potts later wrote to his sister of his experiences, while recovering on a hospital ship:

We had already captured a Turkish trench, and when the order was given to charge over we went.


About 20 yards from the other side I received a wound in the thigh. It completely knocked me off my feet and I lie there. Presently, another of our chaps crawled to where I was. He was shot in the groin. There we lay all that night suffering from thirst, but it was much worse the next day. It seemed [as] though we should go mad for want of a drink.


When the second night came we decided to move if possible. This was no light job, as firing had been going on all round us – one bullet actually grazed my ear. However, we managed it somehow.


Then we were able to get some water from the water bottles of the men who had been killed. Rather a painful job taking it, but one of necessity.


Soon after we moved away the Turks visited the place, and by the terrible screams and groans we judged that they were killing off the poor chaps who still had a spark of life in them. We found a hiding place for the remainder of the night and next day. We dare not show ourselves during the day for fear of snipers, and oh, the thirst! I crawled from one body to another getting water. It was like wine, although it was nearly boiling.


At nightfall we decided that anything was better than to die of thirst, so we endeavoured to crawl to where we could find the British lines.


The other chap could hardly move and after a few yards had to give up, so I laid him on a shovel and dragged him down the hill bit by bit for about three-quarters of a mile.


Before we started I prayed as I have never prayed before for strength, help and guidance. I felt confident we should win through.


On reaching the bottom of the hill we came to a wood. Here I left the other chap to find a way through. I had not gone more than 20 yards when I received the command to halt. By good luck I had struck a British trench.


I soon told my tale, and it was not long before they found stretchers for both of us and took us into their trenches, where we were treated with every kindness.20


For his actions Potts was awarded the Victoria Cross. The citation read:

For most conspicuous bravery and devotion to a wounded comrade in the Gallipoli Peninsula. Although himself severely wounded in the thigh in the attack on Hill 70, on 21 August, he remained out over forty-eight hours under the Turkish trenches with a private of his regiment who was severely wounded and unable to move, although he could himself have returned safely. Finally, he fixed a shovel to the equipment of the wounded comrade, and using this as a sledge, he dragged him back over 600 yards to our line, though fired at by the Turks on the way. He reached our trenches at 9.20 p.m. on 23 August.21
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CHAPTER 5.

‘The whole place is strewn with bodies’
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Around midnight, a number of New Zealanders manning the captured Turkish trench on Hill 60 heard a sudden cry to ‘cease fire.’ Emerging from the enemy trench in front of them came a large number of Turks with their hands in the air. Lieutenant Colonel Grigor later recalled the incident, which has been well documented:

Towards midnight, about 300 Turks approached us. It was apparent that they were not attacking. I hurried to the end of our trench at the left where the Connaughts were and ordered them not to fire. Here the Turks were very numerous. They came right to our trench and some of us got up among them to show them how to surrender. They did not seem apt at learning!


Quite a number came into our trench. All were talking hard. The only English word used by them was ‘Doctor’ and this appeared to be applied to an officer dressed in a light uniform. For a little while Bedlam seemed let loose. It was with the utmost difficulty that the Connaughts were kept from shooting, and I am afraid there were some nervous bursts. Personally, if ever a man had an obsession, I had that this was surrender.


Not the least attempt was made by the Turks to injure us. I went along past the barricade where there was less noise and caught the bayonet of one Turk and endeavoured to persuade him to lay it down. His answer was to pat the holster of my revolver as much as to say, ‘You, too.’ A big chap shook hands with me, tightened his grip and pulled. I lost (or doubled) my heart beats, but twisted free, and somewhat doubting, returned to my own.


At our right the actions of the Turks were interpreted by my officer there to be hostile. They appeared to have a wish that their [captured] machine-gun should be returned to them. They were fired on and the firing spread along the line, and it was impossible, even if I wanted to, to get it stopped. The Turks retired. We kept some 20 of them who had got into our trench. It is still a puzzle.1


A few hours later, the firing of the New Zealand machine-gun set fire to the surrounding scrub and the flames threatened to engulf the entire area including the newly captured Turkish position. Trooper Andrew Barr jumped out of the trench with a shovel. ‘Every Turkish rifle in the vicinity opened on him standing there in the light of the fire. Barr calmly worked on extinguishing the flames and then jumped back into the trench.’2
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Early in the morning the Australians of the 18th Battalion were reaching the lower slopes of Damakjelik Bair; their attack would clearly have to take place in daylight. The men were now ordered to rest while their commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Chapman, and his officers were summoned to a conference to be held at Russell’s headquarters. Here, Russell’s Brigade Major Charles Powles informed them for the first time that they were to attack Hill 60. He read them the order for the operation, explaining that they were to assault with bomb and bayonet only. Chapman interjected telling the Brigade Major that they had no bombs. Powles’ reply was merely that they should make do with what they had. Powles then gave each of the company commanders there a rough diagram of Hill 60 as they understood it to be, adding that since it would soon be daylight they would have plenty of time to see the lie of the ground for themselves.

Powles then led the battalion over the crest of Damakjelik Bair and down into Kaiajik Dere. They used the creek bed to reach the old track now being used as a communication trench to take them to the seaward slopes of Hill 60. The troops still had no idea that they were going to be involved in assaulting the entrenched Turks. Most believed they were being taken to man ‘the front line trenches.’ They soon moved around the toe of the low lying hill to their right. From this position most could not make out any details as the right side of the track was protected by a dense growth of brush and bush blocking out much of the view. Here they came across the survivors of the 5th Gurkhas and Connaught Rangers who were resting in a newly dug trench. Sergeant John McIlwain of the Connaught Rangers and most of his men were too busy to notice the arrival of the Australians to their right. McIlwain wrote in his diary later that morning:

Slept with stretcher-bearers…when I reported to [Colonel] Jourdain at Battalion HQ besides Rangers Well No 2 that so much blood had been shed to take. Jourdain almost hysterical with the excitement of the previous day and night. Nervous in anticipation of a counter attack he spurs on everyone at the work sandbagging around the precious well that we are not allowed to drink from.3


It was now around 4.45 a.m., and almost full daylight. To the right of the Australians, beyond the hedge, a few could make out a dark scrub-covered slope – its low summit only 400 metres away. Powles pointed at the slope to the Australian commanders – Hill 60. Powles, explained to Captain Sydney Goodsell, whose company was to lead the attack that he must get his men organised to attack directly up the slope to take the heart of the position. He also explained the position of the Australians who were stranded to the right of the New Zealanders below the crest of Kaiajik Tepe. It had been decided that the risk of friendly fire from these men was too great and to counter this Goodsell was to capture and hold the summit of the hill. He was under no circumstances to overrun the position and to push on down the landward side of the hill to take the lower slopes of the Yauan Tepe.
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A few hours before the 18th Battalion launched its attack against Hill 60, the Turkish 2nd and 3rd Battalions of the 21st Regiment (7th Division), that had been defending Hill 60 for the past 24 hours, were reinforced by the 2nd and possibly the 1st Battalion of the 33rd Regiment of the same division. The Turkish defenders were now at least as strong as the attacking force, with greater access to reinforcements and resupply.4

[image: image]
 

Goodsell’s order to his men to fix bayonets, charge magazines, and extend into two lines (each consisting of two platoons) was the first inkling to the men that they were about to charge an entrenched enemy who held the high ground 400 metres away. Those who looked at their watches would have noted it was close to 5 a.m. Goodsell would lead the front line up the slope while Lieutenant William Leslie would command the supporting line immediately behind. The attack would consist of around 200 inexperienced men.

‘Go!,’ yelled Goodsell.

Nineteen-year-old private John Maxwell, who would later win the Victoria Cross, Military Cross and Bar and a Distinguished Conduct Medal while serving on the Western Front, wrote about the charge:

Out we went tripping and stumbling among the undergrowth. What a tragic morning it was! We had never seen a hand grenade, nor had our officers. Ridges sprang to life. They began to crackle. Turkish machine-gun bullets pelted us. Rockets of dust burst and flew. The rapid machine-gun rattle that we came to know so well raced up and down a ridge that loomed in the grey light ahead. Men fell in gullies and pockets. There were groans and thuds to the right and left. You just held your breath and stumbled or crawled on.5


The wounded Corporal Rex Boyden later recalled while in the middle of no-man’s-land lying behind a dead cobber:

I could hear the bullets pelting him while I was lying there. All day long I was looking forward to the night when I thought it would be dark enough to allow the stretcher-bearers to come for me. But it was not to be, for it was bright moonlight, and none came to fetch me, so I lay there until the moon went down, about an hour before daybreak next morning. I managed to crawl about 25 yards, which took me nearly an hour, and brought me near to a part of our trench. I couldn’t go any further but shouted out for a stretcher-bearer, and one of the New Zealanders pulled me over the parapet into the trench.6


The men scrambled through the available gaps in the hedges and ran across the stubbled remains of a cornfield heading for the top of Hill 60. But before they could reach the summit they came across another outline of scrub amongst which was the parapet of a newly dug trench. A number of Turks were killed as they tried to scramble over the parados at the rear of the trench to escape; the trench was in Australian hands. Goodsell recorded in his diary:

A number of Turks were still in the trench when we arrived and who were endeavouring to get out to retire which was rather difficult as the trench had a parapet on both sides too high to surmount in a hurry … Immediately we arrived in the trenches … [enfiladed] by machine-gun… from a Northerly direction, and bombed from the Eastern Turkish trench on the left. Casualties were then something awful and prevented any further advance …7


The men set about consolidating their position, lighting pipes and rolling cigarettes, most believing that they had captured their objective. They had no idea that they were expected to push on to take the top of the hill. Goodsell, however, knew that he and his men were expected to capture the summit where a number of additional trenches needed to be stormed. He decided he would wait for the rest of the battalion to move forward before embarking on another charge to complete his mission. Just as the men began to relax, urgent messages for assistance began to arrive from Goodsell’s left while it all seemed quiet to the right. They were not aware that the trench they were in was a continuation of the same trench occupied by the New Zealanders the night before. The only thing separating them from the Mounted Rifles to their right were a number of hastily constructed barricades which were now being torn down.
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Map 5.1. Australian 18th Battalion’s projected lines of advance to capture summit of Hill 60 – 22 August 1915 (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

The extension of the trench to their left, however, which led to the top of the hill, had not been cleared of the enemy and the Turks here were now attempting to bomb the Australians out. Just beyond the Australian flank a Turkish communication trench ran south from the same trench which enabled a number of Turks to take up a position and bomb the Australians without fear of being targeted themselves. It was a one-sided affair as the Australians had no jam-tin bombs. To make matters worse a number of Turkish reinforcements just north of Hill 60 were arriving precisely at the junction where the Australians and Turks were fighting. The Turks soon had a machine-gun set up which covered the trench occupied by the Australians. Casualties were fast accumulating. However, the Australians hit back. They found a number of Turkish grenades in the trench and began to loop them into the nearest Turkish positions, which enabled them to quickly pull down the sandbag parapets and parados and build a barricade against the machine-gun and rifle fire. Private Myles O’Reilly then bravely climbed onto the parapet and lying behind some sandbags until he was severely wounded by a bomb, shot steadily along the trench at the Turks. A similar action by Private John Hamilton just weeks before at Lone Pine had deservedly earned him the Victoria Cross. O’Reilly merely received grenade fragments for his courage.

It was at this point that the attention of the Turks now turned towards the advancing line of supporting companies of the 18th Battalion brought into the fight and led by Major Thomas McPherson. At least three machine-guns located within the scrub-covered hill were now directed against the line of advancing Australians. Turks also located within Azmak Dere just north of Hill 60 were also free to pour enfilade against the exposed line. A Turkish officer was seen with his drawn sword directing his men’s fire. The Australian advance was cut to pieces. Among those who died was Lieutenant Wilfred Addison who, with ‘dying and wounded around him, and machine-gun bullets tearing up the ground where he stood, steadied and waved forward the remnant of his platoon until he himself fell pierced with several bullets.’8
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Map 5.2. Part of 18th Battalion captures line of trench to the left of New Zealanders, others are killed in no-man’s-land or forced to retire to starting off position (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

Major Powles now ordered another advance from a number of platoons which were directed to swing to the left of Goodsell. These men would attempt to advance to the left of Goodsell’s line – exactly where the fighting was developing into a one-sided Turkish bombing attack. This charge was also shattered by the same fire that devastated McPherson’s advance. However, a part of the third company, under Major Cyril Lane, succeeded in reaching the trench. As recalled by Captain Goodsell:

An attack was made on the left flank in charge of Major Lane and the men were literally mown down by machine-gun fire as they went towards the Turkish trench in which a number of their men were able to get [out]. A little later they were seen retiring when they were again met with disaster from what appeared to be several machine-guns posted on their left flank.9


The situation of the left flank was now desperate. The Turks continued to fling bombs amongst the Australians with impunity. An unauthorised order to retire had been given to some of Lane’s men, and as they withdrew from the trench across no-man’s-land they lost heavily. At 7 a.m., the battalion was ‘urged by a message from Russell to push on and seize the summit, but such an attempt would have been hopeless.’10 By now Goodsell had been informed that the length of trench to his right was defended by men from the New Zealand Mounted Rifles and the British 10th Hampshire Regiment. In all, the men of the 18th Battalion extended the left of the line by about 50 metres at great cost. Having gone into their first battle 750-strong, close to 400 had become casualties – half of whom were killed outright. Within hours the 18th Battalion ceased to be an effective fighting force. As described by Charles Bean on returning to Hill 60 after the war in 1919:

It was clearly through the gaps in this… ‘hedge’ running at right angles… towards the end of the hill that this raw battalion had attacked in full daylight, and most of its men not knowing till that instant that they were to attack at all. Their [human] remains lay there to witness it from the very start, fairly thick in the stubble field which they had to cross, and in the scrub on the hillside below the first trench, which they seized, and along which, knowing nothing of bombs but doing their best with some Turkish ones that had been left there, they were presently bombed back.11


Unbelievably the 18th Infantry Battalion’s war diary for the day of its baptism of fire incorrectly states: ‘Landed at daylight – No casualties, but one of crew wounded in stomach – took up position in Reserve Gully just near Watson’s Pier. Roar of cannon.’12 As far as the battalion diary is concerned nothing of significance occurred throughout August 1915, except their arrival on the peninsula.

The attempts to carry Hill 60 to date had been costly for all concerned. Of the 4000 men involved, losses amounted to over 1300. All that had been achieved for this expenditure in lives was that the Anzac flank had been brought up to Susak Kuyu, and a lodgement had been made along the outer trenches of the Turkish stronghold on Hill 60. Indeed, some of these trenches were held only partially as sandbag barricades had been built to keep the Turks on the other side at bay.
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Meanwhile, at Suvla, the precarious position of the British 11th Division in Azmak Dere had finally collapsed. A barricade built across the Azmak Dere was quickly blown apart by Turkish artillery, forcing the British flank to retire 1000 metres behind the advance position now being held by the 10th Gurkhas. The British retired back to their jumping off position of the day before and the Turks still solidly held the salient into the allied lines at Kavaklar. To help bridge the gap created by the retirement of the 11th Division, the Australian 19th Battalion was ordered to advance to fill in this dangerous gap in the Azmak Dere. Cox now believed that there was at least some sort of continuous line from the southern slopes of Hill 60 to the British sector, acknowledging that the position on Hill 60 ‘cannot be considered satisfactory.’13 Even so, this was the only advance achieved during the battles for Scimitar, the ‘W’ Hills, and Hill 60. As stated by Charles Bean:

If the Battle of the Sari Bair [the August Offensive conducted just weeks before] was the Climax of the Gallipoli Campaign that of Scimitar Hill was its anti-climax. With it the great offensive ended. In the words of Kitchener’s message received by Hamilton on July 11 ‘…When the surprise ceases to be operative, in so far that the advance is checked and the enemy begin to collect from all sides to oppose the attackers, the perseverance becomes merely a useless waste of life.’ The attempt to prolong the offensive by driving through the flank of the enemy’s now established trench-line had utterly failed; and Hamilton had not the troops, nor had all his troops the morale, necessary for a fresh attack. Birdwood, however, in agreement with his subordinate commanders desired to strengthen his flank by capturing the Summit of Hill 60.14
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On the night of August 21 Sir Ian Hamilton, who had watched the battles at Suvla, was back at his headquarters at Imbros. He had feared the worst, which was confirmed to him early the next morning. Hamilton immediately went back to Suvla to confer with Major General de Lisle, collecting Birdwood on the way. Hamilton recorded optimistically in his diary: ‘How delightful it is to have to deal with men who are confident! [Anzac Commanders] This success [Hill 60]…is worth anything. The well [Kabak Kuyu] alone, I suppose, might be valued at twenty or thirty thousand a year seeing it gives us beautiful spring water in free gift from mother Earth instead of very dubious fluid conveyed at God only knows what cost from the Nile to Anzac Cove. If we can only hold on to Kaiajik Aghala, then the road between Anzac and Suvla will be freed from the sniper’s bullet.’15 During the meeting at de Lisle’s headquarters at Suvla, Hamilton was brought back to some sense of reality, finally being forced to realise that the entire Suvla Operation had been a complete failure. Hamilton put forward a suggestion by Major Guy Dawnay that the troops at Suvla be evacuated. Birdwood and de Lisle were both shocked by this suggestion with Birdwood especially concerned as it would expose his northern flank. Birdwood later presented Hamilton’s proposal to his officers back at Anzac. All agreed that regardless of Hamilton’s ultimate decision regarding Suvla, Hill 60 needed to be captured in order to strengthen their northern flank. Birdwood got his way. Permission was given to renew the attack on August 25, which was later rescheduled for August 27.16
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Sometime during the early morning of August 22 Chaplain Andrew Gillison, who had helped rescue men from the fires in Kaiajik Dere the day before, was on Damakjelik Bair, waiting to read burial services for some of the men who had been killed. He heard someone groaning in the scrub below within Kaiajik Dere and though he had been warned against entering the gully in daylight, nevertheless went forward and discovered that the cry was coming from one of the Hampshires. The man was beginning to be troubled by a swarm of ants that had also discovered him. Gillison at once called Corporal Edmund Pittendrigh who had assisted him in rescuing men the day before. Along with a man named Wild of the Australian 13th Battalion they crawled out to the wounded man and had dragged him not more than a metre when a Turkish sniper opened up on them, severely wounding both Gillison and Pittendrigh, both of whom died shortly afterwards.
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Earlier the 4th Australian Field Ambulance, assisted by fifty stretcher-bearers from the 5th Australian Field Ambulance, was ordered to provide stretcher-bearers to clear the wounded and dead of their own brigade, while the 3rd Australian Light Horse Ambulance was ordered to help bring in British and New Zealand casualties.17 Both ambulance parties assembled in Australia Gully and had orders to evacuate the wounded to a newly erected pier opposite Waldren’s Point. New Zealand Medical Officer Major Arthur Carbery recalled:

The distance to Waldren’s Point would be over a mile, the open ground closely searched by rifle fire and shrapnel… At 6.45 p.m. the O.C [Officer commanding] No. 4 Australian Field Ambulance reported that as two of our guns were in action near the new pier opposite his M.D.S. [Medical Dressing Station] at Waldren’s point, the pier had become inoperable for the evacuation of wounded. He protested against using a Red Cross flag in such close proximity to the guns…Casualties were heavy during the Turkish counter attack and at 9 p.m. there was a call to reinforce the bearers. Colonel Monash could not afford one man. His much overworked and over fought brigade numbered at this time only 1500 men, and every man was wanted in the firing line. Fortunately the 5th Australian Field Ambulance, newly arrived at Waldren’s Point, [was] able to send 40 bearers…Captain Myles Cave… 3rd Australian Light Horse Bearers, finding that no special bearers had been detailed to the N.Z.M.R. Brigade promptly decided to clear their wounded.18


Even with the best efforts of the stretcher-bearers Lieutenant Lemon wrote of Hill 60 a few days after the first attack that ‘the whole place is strewn with bodies – Gurkhas, Australians, Connaught Rangers.’ On August 23 Medical Officer Buck and Padre Wainohu from the Maori contingent, along with six men and a sergeant, were about to go out to find and bury their dead cobbers. They had, however, been ordered by Colonel Russell not to attempt it as the area was swept by Turkish machine-gun and rifle fire. The officers were told that most of the dead had been buried by a party the previous night.19 Even so, Major Cecil Allanson, who with his men had for a brief period on August 9 gained the ridge line connecting Hill Q to Chunuk Bair, wrote in his diary on August 23 that ‘the smell, another of the minor horrors of war, is appalling, the sights revolting and disgusting. Our work is so heavy that we cannot add to it by burying the bodies.’20
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Back at old Anzac, the troopers of the 5th Australian Light Horse Regiment had that morning conducted a successful raid in strength against the southern flank, at the Bird Trenches, close to the Balkan Pits - a seaward ridge south of Chatham’s Post. It was hoped that this attack would stem the flow of Turkish reserves from Old Anzac to Suvla. This raid had been planned weeks before and was supposed to take place on August 6 – the first day of the great offensive. However, it had been cancelled after the Turkish attack on nearby Leane’s Trench that morning.

As per usual, between midnight and 3.30 a.m., the destroyer Colne was stationed at her post covering the southern flank of Anzac, her searchlights sweeping the hills and gullies. At 3.30 a.m., precisely she opened fire on the Bird Trenches. As the first shells hit their target, Major Stephen Midgley with one squadron of troopers hopped the bags at Chatham’s Post and headed along the ridge for the Bird Trenches. To help cover their advance another squadron under the command of Major Herbert Johnston moved out along the coast, taking up a position below the Turkish trenches, facing inland. If needed they would offer covering fire. As Midgley’s men got to within 100 metres of their objective a Turkish sentry opened fire. The troopers kept going and another shot rang out from the sentry. Still they pushed on and when they got to within 15 metres of the trench they stopped and waited for the bombardment to finish. At the appointed time the destroyer ceased firing and the navy shells were immediately replaced by a barrage of jam-tin bombs thrown by Midgley’s troopers who then rushed the position. Most of the Turks, however, had already vacated the position having left during the initial bombardment by the Colne. The trenches were quickly captured with about 30 Turks killed. With daylight, the Turks prepared to retake their lost position, but the troopers retired to Chatham’s Post suffering few casualties.21
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That day Hamilton received word from Lord Kitchener regarding his request for an additional 95,000 men – it was refused. Hamilton recorded in his diary ‘K. [Kitchener] tells me that a big push is going to take place in the Western theatre, and that I ‘must understand that no reinforcements of importance can be diverted from the main theatre of operations in France.’ Certain named transports are carrying, he says, more troops to Egypt. And he hopes Maxwell will be able to spare me some. If we can’t get through with these we must hang on as best we can.’22
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CHAPTER 6.

‘… give my best love to all the girls down at the Palace’
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On the night of August 23 the troopers of the New Zealand Otago and Canterbury Mounted Rifles, along with the Maori contingent, were relieved from their footing on Hill 60. The Otago Mounted Rifles’ war diary states that since August 21: ‘Still in occupation of the trench but relieved at 2100 [9 p.m.]. During the whole of this trying time, 54 hours from the commencement of the assault, a period of continuous strain, all ranks behaved magnificently and it might be recorded that the attached Maoris fully bore their share of the burden.’1 Taking up their place in the trench were the troopers of the Auckland and Wellington Mounted Rifle who were now also allocated to General Cox’s command. The weary and battle-fatigued men of the Australian 4th Brigade were reinforced by the men of the newly arrived Australian 17th Battalion. A Turkish battery near Hill 971 continued to enfilade the newly established Anzac front line, while the 4th Howitzer Battery from 2nd New Zealand Field Artillery Brigade focused its attention on shelling the upper slopes and summit of Hill 60 to help prevent the Turks from further consolidating their position as they had done on August 21.

The powers that be decided that the renewed onslaught against Hill 60 should be launched by the same troops who had originally attacked the position on August 21. The reason for this not only remains obscure, but to expect these men to continue the fight was surely asking too much of them. Indeed, Russell was so shocked by the state of 300 men who had replaced Herring’s detachment that he asked if they, too, could be relieved. In response Colonel John Monash stated that these men were ‘the fittest and best left in the brigade…to find 300 men to take [their] place is quite impossible.’2 The Australian Official Medical History of the war recorded that the condition of the men from the 4th Brigade at this time was ‘deplorable.’ The 15th Battalion regimental medical officer went further: ‘The condition of the men of the battalion was awful. Thin, haggard, as weak as kittens and covered with suppurating sores. Practically every man had dysentery. The total strength of the battalion was two officers and 170 men [it landed with around 1000 men – and this depleted figure included reinforcements]. If we had been in France every man would have been sent to hospital.’3 The New Zealanders were not much better off, most ‘serving on Hill 60 were suffering from septic sores, but bandaged arms and legs allowed them to continue.’4 Charles Bean noted that repeated demands had already been made on these troops. Moreover, the number of men who were being sent away through sickness was so great that general orders were issued to the medical service to exercise greater strictness. Accordingly, the chief medical officer of the N.Z. & A. Division Colonel Joseph Beeston, urged upon his subordinates that: ‘no man should be sent away who was fit, not to fight, but to stand in a trench and hold a rifle.’5 At one point Monash requested Beeston to prevent any avoidable evacuations’ from a group of men about to be sent to the Field Ambulance. Captain Roy McGregor (RMO 16th Battalion) argued that ‘several…were scarcely able to walk…others had collapsed while at work…and others had definite complaints requiring treatment.’6
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Troopers of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles heading up to Hill 60. Alexander Turnbull Library New Zealand 1/4 - 058177 – F.

Regardless, the renewed attack by the Australians against Yauan Tepe would be by 350 men of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Battalions (4th Brigade), along with the 17th Battalion of the newly arrived 5th Brigade. During August 25 the Canterbury and Otago Mounted Rifles returned to the trenches on Hill 60. The New Zealand troopers from the Auckland, Canterbury, Otago and Wellington Mounted Rifles, along with some Australian infantry from the 18th Battalion, numbering close to 400 men, would attack the summit of Hill 60 itself. The left flank would be attacked by a detachment of the 5th Connaught Rangers numbering around 250 men. In reserve would be around 100 survivors of the Australian 18th Battalion.7

Colonels Russell and Monash both preferred that the attack should be launched in darkness without a preliminary bombardment. They argued that surprise was the key to a successful attack. Major General Cox, however, insisted on a daylight attack, supported by an hour’s ‘heavy’ bombardment of the summit and Yauan Tepe with 45 guns. In addition, the British cruisers HMS Talbot and HMS Grafton, with their six-inch guns, along with two destroyers would provide counter battery fire against the Turkish batteries located along the dominating heights. The bombardment was to commence at 4 p.m., with the men attacking three sides of the hill at 5 p.m. precisely.

Nothing, it seems, had been learnt from the previous weeks and months of failure. No concerted effort was made to reconnoiter the Turkish positions along the summit or Yauan Tepe leading off from it. All that was required were a few aerial photographs to help assess the position and the location of Turkish trenches. But this was never organised. The maps provided had been created from observations made from Damakjelik Bair and from the Suvla area. But these were wholly inadequate as the summit of Hill 60 was covered in thick scrub, making it difficult, if not impossible, to map the Turkish trenches from the ground. Aerial photographs of the position would not become available for another month. Even so, on August 26 Generals Cox and Godley with their general orders for the attack against Hill 60, issued a map showing what they believed to be the Turkish defences around the summit. This map was quickly revised and another map was issued the next day. Again, it was agonizingly inaccurate.

Once more the men would be going into battle without any firm understanding of what was expected of them and what their individual objectives were, other than the overall aim of capturing the summit. The tactics appear to have been to send in three successive waves of men and hope for the best. This state of affairs was not lost on the men. Trooper William East of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles said it for most when he wrote: ‘The men lined up for the attack were all fairly disgruntled and dejected. They’d just about had it. We were only told that we were attacking the Turk trenches ahead and we would be given the signal to charge. Not what the attack was for, or anything else.’8

At least the map issued on the day of the attack outlined the overall plan to the senior officers. The area marked NZ was to be the starting off position for the central attacking force consisting of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles. They were to capture the summit of the hill defined by the trenches marked B1, B2 and C. The Connaught Rangers, covering the left flank, would start from the position marked D and capture the northern face of the hill (and intervening trenches) joining up with the New Zealanders at point C. The Australians on the right flank were to capture points A and B3 and help the New Zealanders capture and consolidate points B1 and B2. In reality, even if these trenches could be identified (and taken); it still left a significant portion of the hill and Yauan Tepe in Turkish hands. Indeed, the objectives as defined on the maps, in reality all lay below the summit of the hill, i.e., even if all the objectives were captured, the very top of Hill 60 would remain in Turkish hands. The Turkish defences and trench system on the summit and leading off onto the lower slopes of Yauan Tepe were far more extensive than portrayed.

The day before the attack Lieutenant Walter Thyer of the 16th Battalion was on Damakjelik Bair with his men. The survivors of this battalion were in such a poor state that they were not to take part in the attack, but rather, they were assigned to offer covering fire. He wrote home:

…very hot and muggy the last few days and there are an awful lot of our dead comrades about and we cannot get near them to bury them on account of the snipers, the stench and flies are awful, two men of the 14th Battalion are about 12 ft [feet] from my dug out, right in the firing line and so far we have been unsuccessful in removing them… The Turks have pumped shrapnel and high explosives into us….very hot the last few days, they are enfilading us from the right, but the results so far are about five wounded, one severely. The snipers account for most of our casualties…9


Walter was killed by shrapnel three days later.
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Map 6.1. Map A is copy of that issued on 26 August 1915. Map B is copy of that issued on 27 August 1915. Map C is compiled from aeroplane photographs taken in September 1915 and from Turkish sources (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938)
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It was during the night of August 26 that a truly disturbing and bizarre episode was unfolding at Anzac – just south of Hill 60. During the final day’s fighting for Chunuk Bair a few weeks earlier, the Turks had stormed over the summit massacring the British who had just relieved the New Zealanders there. Located near the Pinnacle (close to the summit) the 5th Wiltshire Regiment disintegrated, with the survivors flooding down the gullies and ravines which helped define Rhododendron Ridge and Destroyer Hill. After the attack it seems that many of these men hid themselves from both Turkish and Allied troops – some within what would quickly become part of no-man’s-land. It seems their superiors believed these men were concerned about repercussions for their disintegration. Lieutenant Colonel William Meldrum, commanding officer of the Wellington Mounted Rifles, later recalled that:

At the top of Sazli Beit Dere about 500-800 wounded collected [by the night of August 9] and hadn’t entirely evacuated in two days. This means that 200 of the Wiltshire’s ran down the valley of Sazli Beit Dere and couldn’t get out by day. There was a major with them shot through the spine. They used a Turkish well and sometimes met [patrolling] Turks there who wouldn’t take them prisoner. When the Turks came along they simply cowered behind the scrub and lay doggo, and perhaps that was what happened when the first search party went to look for them – they thought they [the searchers] were Turks. Major Ricketts died, two other officers also. They had plenty to eat from dead men’s haversacks, and they were there from 10 to 26 August. Then two of them came in un-wounded down the valley. Search parties were sent out on 27 August – seven of them were found…It’s a miserable story.10


About 20 men went out in search of the British troops during the night of August 26 and the early morning hours of August 27 guided by Private Frank Mahoney of the Wellington Infantry Battalion. These men found plenty of equipment but no Wiltshires. On the night of August 27 they went out again and eventually found three weak, starving, wounded Wiltshire men. These men had apparently been visited by Turks who had provided them with water. Mahoney found three dead Wiltshire men nearby. In total, seven Wiltshire men returned alive from a group of around 70. Mahoney was later awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for his efforts.11
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On the morning of the renewed attack against Hill 60 Private James Grieve of the 18th Battalion wrote to his parents telling them of his survival during the attack of August 22:

It took us till nearly daylight to unload our Battalion and all our gear & ammunition, & it was the hardest bit of work I have done since I joined the army…At two o’clock on Sunday morning we were all roused out of bed & told that we had to make a charge…a good number of our boys were bowled right out… It was awful to hear the moans & groans of the wounded and dying. One poor chap lying a few feet away from me was wounded in the knee. I bandaged it up for him as well as possible & he started to crawl back but I heard after that he was shot dead while crawling back ‘poor fellow.’ There were bullets & machine-guns whizzing all around, also shrapnel which was worst of all. It fell all around me & yet I escaped. It was marvelous how I came out without a scratch, but I expect it was my luck.


After the charge I got into a trench with about 60 of our Batt. [Battalion] were in & there we had to stop for almost 35 hours & keep the Turks at bay. In that trench things were awful. Our own dead, & also dead Turks lying all around & the smell was awful but that was not the worst. We were in such a cramped position & it was almost impossible to get water & I never felt the want of water so much in my life before. I would have given all I possessed in this world for a real good drink of water…I never wish to have the same experience again. Since coming out of the trench we have only been sapping & digging trenches…it isn’t too bad…give my best love to all the girls down at the Palace…From your ever loving son.12


James’ letter was later found in a dugout near Hill 60; he had been killed that day in the renewed attacks against the summit.
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CHAPTER 7.

‘So we lay there waiting with our bayonets fixed’
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At 4 p.m. the artillery started bombarding Hill 60 and its immediate surroundings. At the same time the men of the attacking force were being placed along their starting positions. The Australians, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel John Adams (14th Battalion), were in a small advance trench beyond the Kaiajik Dere although the left flank of the trench was within the gully. The right of the trench was near a small grassy re-entrant that lead onto the broad ridge of Yauan Tepe. The bombardment against the summit of Hill 60 was heavy – more than 500 high explosive shells being poured onto the Turkish position.1 But for some unknown reason few if any shells landed in the Turkish trenches just opposite the Australian position below the eastern slopes of the hill. As far as this sector was concerned the only thing the bombardment did was to alert the Turks that the enemy was about to attack. It wasn’t long before Turkish machine-gun and small arms fire was tearing into the Australian parapets – it was going to be August 21 all over again. Charles Bean later wrote:

When the whistle blew, and Captain [Clive] Connelly of the 14th led out the first line on the wheatfield, it was at once swept away. Connelly, who had just returned from sick leave, was hit in three places and killed, Captain [Reginald] Graham wounded. Captain [George] Cooper with eight men got as far as a small oak tree, growing near the larger one, and lay there in the shelter of a low hedge, eventually crawling back with a few survivors. The line which attempted to charge up the re-entrant was annihilated, except on the extreme left near the New Zealanders; there a few men, swerving somewhat to their left, succeeded in reaching the point B1 on the extreme flank of their objective and joined the New Zealanders.2


Lieutenant Alan Brierley, leading the 13th Battalion detachment, recalled that ‘charging through the storm of Turkish bullets, was as if bracing oneself against a strong headwind.’3 The Turks were observed to be immune from fire as they stood breast high above their own parapets to shoot down the Australian charge. In this charge the 13th Battalion alone lost three out of its four officers and 65 men from the initial attacking force of 96 men.4 Captain Percy Black of the 16th Battalion, positioned along Damakjelik Bair, on seeing this, swept the Turkish parapets with his machine-gun, while an officer in charge of a mountain gun, also seeing the Turks, ordered his gun to open fire, pouring shell after shell into the Turkish trenches. It was too little too late as the Australian attack had already been swept away with more than two thirds of the men involved being casualties; the only surviving officer was Captain Cooper. One of Monash’s staff officers received a message which probably sums up the attack; it merely requested that more stretcher-bearers be urgently sent up the line.5 Colonel Adams decided enough was enough and called upon his reserves to stand down; they would not be sacrificed in a futile attempt to carry the enemy’s position.6
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Map 7.1. Plan of Australian renewed attack 27 August 15 (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

Monash watched the attack alongside Russell and Cox and later wrote in his diary: ‘The whole was a rotten, badly organised show – and those who planned it are responsible for heavy loss to this brigade.’7 Monash blamed Russell for the attack stating that the detachments from the 4th Brigade were ‘under Russell’s orders and not mine and I do not know what orders Russell gave them.’8 This seems disingenuous at best; maybe Monash should have been a bit more proactive in the use of his men. Russell later wrote to his father that ‘I’m working like a steam engine getting men killed…I’ve eaten up three brigades here in the course of the day’s fighting for an abominable little hill.’9 A distraught Harry Daniels, of the 16th Battalion, who was manning the trenches along Damakjelik Bair, brings some reality to the academic exercise of higher command. He was clearly struggling to put into words what he had just witnessed.

On the site cold blood murder Killed as soon as they reach top of the trench, hardly one man reached the trench Turks Artillery and machines [machine-guns] mowed them down Wounded grone [sic] all threw [sic] the night unable to get them in O the horriable [sic] noise of wounded an our troops on fire in front of us God help us all.10
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Meanwhile, during the bombardment, 150 troopers from the Canterbury Mounted Rifles, under the command of Major Herbert Hurst, and the Auckland Mounted Rifles, under the command of Major Charles Mackesy, had taken shelter in the old Turkish front line trench along the lower slopes of Hill 60, waiting for the inferno to cease before launching their attack. Trooper James Rudd was standing with his cobber Trooper Jack Bendon just before hopping the bags. Rudd later recalled …how ‘a young chap came up in front of me. I thought he was trying to tell me something - he was as white as a sheet. “Jack said, I’m going to be killed this afternoon.” I said, “A lot of us will be killed.’”11 James also recalled ‘I can still remember the feeling as we looked at our watches and saw the time creeping near to five o’clock. The whistle went and out hopped the first row of men and they fell like ninepins, then the second row went out and my friend Jack Benton’s premonition was fulfilled.’12 Trooper William East recalled:

So we lay there waiting with our bayonets fixed. When the word came, our major, Major Bruiser Taylor, was right in front of me as he jumped to his feet. He had a sword he wasn’t suppose to have – because of swords drawing Turk fire – and he blew his whistle and pulled his sword out and shouted ‘Charge!’ That’s all he said. The next thing he was flat on his face, shot through the head. I could see he was dead. I didn’t know whether to go back or forward and I decided to go forward and all the rest were coming with me across an open piece of ground. We were anyone’s mutton.13


The Canterbury and Auckland men took No. 2 Trench with the bayonet. The first New Zealanders to storm the trench found that it contained: ‘many Turks in spite of the heavy bombardment from the Anzac guns. These were now killed and their bodies, together with those who had been slain by the bombardment, literally filled the trenches.’14 These New Zealanders were quickly joined by the next line of troopers consisting of men from the Otago and Wellington detachments. Trooper East recalled that while in No.2 Trench:

We were firing as quick as we could, lined up in the trench, one alongside the other, and I was talking to a chap from the Canterbury Mounted Rifles, and I said, ‘What sort of an outfit’s this?’ He said. ‘Well, it isn’t nearly as bad as Chunuk Bair,’ I said, ‘its bad enough, isn’t it!’ Next thing I knew there was a blast from this gun which sprayed us with pellets which I got in the lung. I had to drag myself away – I felt myself getting weaker and weaker so I dropped everything and made my way to get out of it. Everybody was bumping past to get past in the trench.15


The New Zealanders charged up the slope towards their key objective points C-B2. They quickly captured No.2 Trench and again moving forward ran into a trench not marked on their map. It was 40 metres beyond No. 2 Trench barring their approach to their object. It would become known as No. 3 Trench. Like No. 2 it was shallow and unfinished.16
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Map 7.2. Plan of New Zealanders renewed attack 27 August 15 (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

It was now that Turkish resistance stiffened as concentrated fire against the troopers broke out from their objective C – B2. For a short while, Turkish enfilade from the southern parts of this line was causing serious casualties, but a detachment of Wellington troopers had been assigned to take B1 and B2. These troopers tore down the barricades that had separated their original right flank from the Turks. They began to bomb their way through the maze of saps and trenches that had previously been in Turkish hands. First they took B1 and then B2, soon joining up with their cobbers along the eastern end of No. 2 Trench. The ‘little pink flanking flags were gradually moving forward as the artillery exploded their shells just in front of them.’17 The Turks soon replied with their own artillery. ‘The enemy now began to enfilade with 75mm guns from the east. Their gunners knew the range to a yard, for these were his own captured trenches he was shelling. There seemed to be no escaping these terrible guns; man after man, group after group, were destroyed, but the survivors held stubbornly on.’18

The Wellington men tried to push on further to take point C where they were to meet up with the 5th Connaught Rangers who should have been approaching the same point running along the northern slopes. Most of the troopers, however, were cut down by Turks who were manning support trenches. Even so, a few New Zealanders made it to point C.19 Trooper Murdoch Finlayson of the Auckland Mounted Rifles recalled:

To say I had been through hell since I last wrote in it [his diary] would be but a mild term to use. From the very start our boys gained ground, but the cost was awful. Poor boys, they were falling all round us, but still I was going strong and fit as anything. We had taken three lines of trenches and were holding on hard as they [Turks] were bombing and shelling us like fun. I suppose we were in the trench nearly an hour when I got it. A bomb burst in front of me and knocked me out for a while. When I came round I was blind as a bat, but after raking the dirt and powder out, I could see a little bit with my left eye and started out for the dressing station.20


The Connaught Rangers, attacking along the northern slopes of Hill 60, had managed to capture most of the trench defined between points D – C. While doing it, however, they suffered severely; 152 casualties out of a force of 250.21 The leading party, under the command of Lieutenant Lewis, had captured the greater part of the trench in the first rush immediately after the bombardment ceased. Those in the second line, however, suffered heavily as the Turks were better prepared to meet them. Lieutenant Lewis with his detachment and some New Zealanders had taken their objective – Point C.22 Captain Bryan Cooper of the 5th Connaught Rangers later recalled:

At last, at five, the bombardment ceased and the stormers, led by Lieutenant S.H. Lewis, went over the top. They went into the Turkish trenches almost before the enemy was aware of their coming and forced their way along them with bayonet and bomb. The supporting parties, however, were not so fortunate. The range to the parapet from whence they started was accurately known to the enemy, and from every part of the trench which was not actually under assault, violent machine-gun and rifle fire opened. Man after man as he climbed over the parapet fell back into the trench dead, yet the next calmly stepped forward to take his place…Now, too, the enemy’s artillery opened, and as, unmenaced elsewhere, they were able to concentrate all their forces on the defences of Hill 60, their fire was terrific. Incessant salvos of shrapnel burst overhead, while the parapet of the trench from which the advance was taking place was blown in by high explosive. Yet, still, the men went on over the parapet and gradually a few succeeded in struggling through the barrage, and in reinforcing their comrades in the captured trench.23
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Map 7.3. Captured Turkish trenches and Connaught Rangers attack (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

It was now approaching 6 p.m., and it appeared that Hill 60 had finally been taken. In the fight the New Zealanders captured a Turkish machine-gun for which Turkish ammunition, taken previously, was sent up the line.24 However, while the New Zealanders and British had indeed succeeded in capturing their objectives, it must have been distressing to those on the ground to realise that even so, the summit remained in Turkish hands. Taking the length of trench defined by points B1 – C did not result in capturing the summit – that still lay at least another 75 metres away, in between lay tiers of additional Turkish trenches that had to be taken before reaching the summit. It would now be up to the third line of the attacking force, the 100 Australians from the 18th Battalion under the command of Major Cyril Lane, to capture these trenches and take the summit of Hill 60. Unfortunately these men started their attack well back from the slopes of Hill 60. Their starting off point was close to that used on the morning of August 22 and like that attack the men were cut to pieces by Turkish enfilade artillery, machine-gun and small arms fire even before reaching the slopes of the hill. Even so, Lane, along with some of his men, made it to No. 3 Trench although the few survivors were not going to take the summit. Lane would soon be killed in the bombing fight to retain the eastern end of this trench.25 Meanwhile, their Medical Officer, Captain Albert Dunlop was busy treating the wounded and was recommended for the Croix de Guerre – but no award was forthcoming. The recommendation stated:

This officer during the course of the operations at Hill 60 on 22 August last in the Koja Dere, attended to a great number of wounded men under heavy fire from the enemy. Owing to the fact that the stretcher-bearers could not evacuate the wounded from the Dressing Station quickly enough, Capt. Dunlop did most of his work in the open, which was exposed to the enemy’s fire.26


Dunlop was indeed lucky not to have been killed as a few days later Medical Officer Captain John Luther of the 15th Battalion, would be shot through the head by a sniper under similar circumstances.27 It wasn’t over for the men of the 18th Battalion. Around 100 men from this unit under the command of Captain Sydney Goodsell had been located in Kaiajik Dere Sap and with the start of the infantry assault had been ordered up the slopes of the hill. Turkish fire forced the men to split into two parties with Lieutenant Harry Pritchard leading the first line. He was at once hit, as were a number of his men. However, some made it to the left of No. 2 Trench and from there to No. 3 Trench. It was at this point that large numbers of Turkish reinforcements began arriving through communication trenches on the far side of the hill (its northwestern slopes). Colonel Russell soon got word of this and ordered the troopers of the Mounted Rifles to consolidate their position. At the same time Russell ordered the last men from the 18th Battalion to move up into close reserve and to send forward, through the available saps another 100 men with picks, shovels and sandbags to help the New Zealanders consolidate their position.28
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Map 7.4. Turkish counterattack (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

The few Connaught Rangers and New Zealanders that were holding Point C were soon under considerable pressure to retire as the bulk of the Turkish reinforcements were flooding into the network of trenches. Captain Bryan Cooper of the 5th Connaught Rangers later wrote:

Again and again, the Turks attacked, mad with fanaticism, shrieking at the top of their voices and calling on Allah…The merciless bombing continued and the trenches slowly became encumbered with dead…At about 10.30 p.m., after the fight had lasted five hours, a crowd of Turks succeeded in entering the Rangers’ trench near its northern extremity. This northern end was held by a small party of men who died where they stood. The remainder of the trench was, however, blocked and further progress by the enemy arrested. Still the fight raged and bombs heavy…Fresh Turkish attacks kept coming on, and for every assailant that was struck down, two more sprang up in his place. It was clear that soon the defenders would be swept away by force of numbers, and they were compelled at midnight to fall back to the southern end of the captured trench. This point they blocked with a sandbag barricade.29


Major James Money, commanding the Connaught Rangers, sent urgent word back to Colonel Russell that he needed reinforcements making it clear that without them they could not hold the position. Russell, however, had already committed his last reserves from the 18th Battalion to help the Mounted Rifles hold their new front line defined by Points B1 through to No. 3 Trench, which was also under a heavy Turkish counterattack. The British and few New Zealand survivors were forced to fall back to their start position at Point D. Twice, within the same week, this trench had been won and then lost.30
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Map 7.5. C – D Trench is retaken by the Turks (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

The situation was that the Anzacs and British now occupied the south-western part of Hill 60 while the Turks still held the majority of the position, including the summit. Charles Bean wrote in the Official History:

The New Zealanders held, besides their original position…the trench up the hill from ‘B1’ to ‘B2’ a portion – about 40 yards long – of ‘B1’ and the right-hand portion of trenches ‘2’ and ‘3’. In addition the trenches leading eastward from ‘B1 – B2’ and that which has been marked ‘Z’ upon the maps, were secured for a certain distance, and were retained in spite of constant bomb-attacks. This could only be done by erecting in each of these avenues a second barricade in rear of that by which it was first blocked. From behind the rearmost barrier the garrison flung bombs into the space between the two, and thus succeeded in denying that space to the enemy and keeping him at a distance.31


While the right flank was relatively secure, the failure to take and hold the northern length of trench from Point D – C meant that this flank was ‘in the air’ i.e., the trench occupied was facing the wrong way for defence – facing in a east-west direction as opposed to a north-south. It was completely exposed to enfilade and potentially a massive Turkish infantry counterattack, which could sweep the defenders from the hill. It was crucial that this length of trench be captured.

Meanwhile, the situation for the wounded was appalling. Stretchers could not be used as they were too cumbersome in the narrow trenches and saps. As such, only the walking/crawling wounded could be brought out. Even when the lucky few made it to a hospital ship things were not much better, as recalled by an officer on the New Zealand hospital ship Maheno:

We have a lighter alongside with the first wounded, poor chaps they all look very bad…We have 50 wounded on board now… two poor fellows aged 21 and 26 passed away half an hour after they came on board, one was shot by shrapnel in the neck and the piece travelled down his body and lodged in his groin. The other poor fellow had his leg blown off at the knee…he fought hard but we all knew he must die. Our priest tried to comfort him and his last words were for his girl. He asked the priest to write to her…but the horrible part about the poor men is that they are all run down and as soon as they receive a bad wound, mortification sets in. Dr Simpson says that before tomorrow night 20 or more of the severe [ly] wounded will die…Reading the newspapers only gives a very small idea of what our men are putting up with broken down for the want of food and rest.32


At 9 p.m., the 9th Regiment of the Australian 3rd Light Horse Brigade was allocated to Russell from Cox ‘with a view to making a final rush for the remainder of the hill.’33 The original objective of these troopers was to charge up the slope from the trench originally captured by the New Zealanders on August 21 and enter the northern length of trench not far from Point D. From there they were to fight their way through to the junction of this trench with No. 2 Trench. Meanwhile, another detachment from the same regiment would be fighting their way along the northern part of No. 2 Trench to meet up with their cobbers at the junction between the two trenches. It was this part of No. 2 Trench that was still firmly held by the Turks who were causing significant casualties as they were free to throw bombs into both No. 2 and No. 3 trenches. The southern portion of No. 2 Trench was mostly manned by the Australians of the 18th Battalion and to help counter the Turkish bombing attack, they were ordered to deepen an unfinished shallow sap that the Turks had started (or given up on), which would connect No. 2 to No. 3 Trenches. They were then to establish a fire trench and attempt to silence the Turkish bomb throwers.

That night Lieutenant Colonel Carew Reynell of the 9th Australian Light Horse called his friend and junior officer Lieutenant William Cameron to his headquarters. Cameron was to be assigned to Brigade Headquarters as Orderly Officer. Cameron later wrote:

I went around and reported to Colonel Russell. Had not been there long when I got orders for our Regt. to supply 1 officer and 50 men for reinforcements on an important position which they had taken during the evening after a prolonged artillery bombardment. These were supplied and sent off. An hour later they called for 100 more men and 2 officers and later for 25. These were duly sent along and I reported back to Bde. HQ [Brigade Headquarters]. I just got back when [Lieutenant] Colonel Reynell arrived behind me and asked the Colonel to allow him to accompany his own Regt. This he was permitted to do, and after giving me some instructions for the 2nd in Command started off for the position; just as he left he turned to me and said, ‘Goodnight Cameron.’ I don’t know how it was but I felt a premonition that we would not meet again, and so it proved.34
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CHAPTER 8.

‘We’ll just see if he’s here’
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Close to midnight Major Harry Parsons and 50 men from the 9th Australian Light Horse made their way towards Hill 60. They were to be guided towards Point D across the open slope. From here they were to fight and bomb their way towards Point C. The earlier plan to link up with the 75 troopers under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Carew Reynell after they had captured the northern part of No. 2 Trench had been abandoned. Reynell and his detachment were now required to merely reinforce No. 2 Trench; they were not to attempt to take the northern part of this position which was firmly in the hands of the Turkish bombers. Reynell had earlier written in his diary that 19 per cent of his regiment had been killed or wounded, adding that: ‘All my pals wounded now and my turn next I suppose – damned nuisance if I am to provide the 20 per cent killed of the said casualties.’ His last entry in his diary, written just before the attack, was: ‘I hear we are to be withdrawn in a day or two…to be sent to Imbros and Lemnos for a few days rest. We can all do with a rest I think. Personally I am pretty run down and have had a cold for a long time.’1
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Map 8.1. Projected and actual line of attack of Australian 9th Light Horse night of August 27/28 (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

Lieutenant Colonel Reynell gave the order: ‘The Ninth Regiment will charge’2 and with this, he and his men charged up the slope from the original New Zealand trench. ‘The fire, as always, was very furious, and men fell like flies.’3 In the process, the troopers veered to the left, completely bypassing No. 2 Trench, arriving at the northern C – D Trench just as Major Parson’s men began to bomb and fight their way up this very same trench towards Point C. As might be expected, confusion reigned. Reynell then ordered his men around and they charged in an easterly direction towards what should have been the northern entrance of No. 2 Trench (marked X) and No. 3 Trench (marked Y) into C – D Trench. However, the northern Part of No. 2 Trench was only ‘connected’ to C – D Trench by a shallow zigzag excavation, while the northern end of No. 3 Trench failed to connect with C – D at all. It ‘petered out’ into scrub before reaching this trench. As a result, Reynell and his men soon found themselves fighting their way through the gap, somehow bypassing the Turkish bombers, and occupying C – D Trench about 15 or 20 metres short of Point C close to the northern part of No. 3 Trench (marked Y). For the third time it seemed that C – D Trench was to be captured. It was now that a Turkish machine-gun, positioned at Point C, poured lead down the length of the trench killing outright a number of the Australian troopers. Lieutenant William Cameron later recorded in his diary:

It was a gallant charge led by the Colonel and two Captains…Col. Reynell and Capt. [Alfred] Jaffray were killed and Capt. [Phillip] Callary is missing, probably killed also. The hill and slopes are covered with dead and trenches are filled with bodies, friend and foe. We have thus lost two Colonels and 3 Captains in less than a month. We have had reinforcements since we came here which would bring us if there were no casualties up to 800 men, and out of all these I am sure this morning we cannot muster 200. In my troop I can only muster eight effectives out of forty-two.4


Only Lieutenant John McDonald and four of his men managed to make their way back along this length of the trench which they found crowded with Australian dead and dying. Just behind them a Turkish counterattack swept down the length of the trench, bombing Parsons and his men back to Point D. However, the Australians soon counterattacked and managed to retake 80 metres of the trench beyond this point. This was the position as dawn broke on August 28.
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Lt-Col. Reynell 9th ALH before charge against Hill 60. AWM H02784.

Meanwhile, the New Zealand troopers and Australian infantry had, during the night, consolidated their gains. No. 2 and No. 3 Trenches were deepened and barricades of sandbags built at the northern end of each. It was only now that the local and senior commanders became aware of the nature of the gap between these trenches and C – D Trench. Trooper William Birnie of the Auckland Mounted Rifles was charged with bringing up a machine-gun to support the garrison. He recalled that during the early morning hours of August 28:

Several times chaps right alongside me were struck down with shrapnel. I was resting once and a Tommy [Connaught Ranger] jumped into the trench right in front of me, kneeling down in front against the bank; when a shrapnel bullet hit him in the right eye and came out of his mouth. Had he not jumped in there I would certainly have got the bullet in my body.


We went on again and came to a shallow trench, and our officers being on ahead we were not very sure where to go, so I went on to find them, having to crawl over dead Turks and Australians. This part was still under rifle fire from the Turks when I found the officer. I had to go back to get the gun and the rest of the boys. It was now beginning to get dark, which in a way was fortunate for us, seeing we had to go along this shallow trench…


Will we never forget this experience, crawling along over dead and wounded with our machine-guns and ammunition? We went on and got into a good trench again, coming across New Zealanders. We were shown where to put up our gun and we were just doing so when the boys ahead of us came back and said we had to retire.


We started back and met Lieutenant [Ewen] McGregor, our officer, and the only one about, who said to go in again, which we did and soon got set up, with a Turkish trench about 15 yards ahead of us and slightly above us. We had not been there long when we could hear the Turks and looking over the trench we could plainly see, as it was getting moonlight, so we opened fire with our rifles and bombs and I think we pretty well cleared them up… Some of the squadron boys then went in and took part of the trench.


We held about 50 yards of the trench we were in, the Turks being still in the other end. What a night we had with bombs! One cannot imagine it unless they have been in it. The bombs are the most dreaded thing of the lot. The moon was now well up so we felt more easy, as we could see almost as plainly as day. Our Corporal, John Rose, was shot in the forehead very early. We were glad to see daylight breaking about 4.30 a.m.5


At first light, 56-year-old New Zealand Chaplain William Grant, of the Wellington Mounted Rifles, along with another chaplain went out over these barricades at No. 2 trench to reach a wounded New Zealander, who was said to be lying nearby. As they progressed they came along a number of wounded Turks whom they bandaged up. They soon came to a point where they could hear, what Grant’s companion believed to be Turkish chatter. After lying still for a while Grant said ‘we’ll just see if he’s here,’6 and pushed round the corner. He was ‘bayoneted instantly before [the Turk] recognised his Red Cross armband, but his comrade was spared. The Turks hoisted a white flag at once, and sent the padre’s companion back with their apologies for their mistake in the heat of battle.’7 Grant’s death was felt by all in the regiment. Lieutenant Twisleton later recalled that: ‘Though well on in years, he was always in the thick of it, and where the fighting was hottest, there you would find him. At all hours of the day and night he would carry water and biscuits up into the trenches, and would always cheer the men up with “Fight on, boys, you can beat them. God is with you.”’8

Trooper Birnie continues his narrative of his experience during daylight hours of August 28.

About 6am we were fired on with the 75mm gun by the Turks, but as we had worked all night deepening the trench and putting in a traverse, most of our trench was pretty safe. We thought it best to do this as we knew that in our position this gun could enfilade us. The second shot unfortunately got in the end killing one of our chaps named [Arthur] Wright and wounding two… [Gerald] Brinsley and [Robert] Bayliffe, also killing an Australian. I had just been sitting between the two chaps who were wounded, and had not walked more than ten yards away. Our section got rather badly cut up last night. Sergeant [Raymond] Rollett was killed, Trooper [Leslie] Wilson wounded – [Arthur] Hercus wounded – [Ernest] Picot wounded – [Milton] Morrison wounded – [Henry] Herbert wounded.


About a dozen Australians were holding the trench on the right of our gun and the first four were killed with shrapnel. What a scene all this was! It was an awful sight, the wounded lying there most of the day, as we were short of doctors and the trenches we had taken were too narrow to allow stretchers being used, the wounded having to be taken out in sheets, which made it a much harder task.


The day seemed so long. I thought it would never end. I suppose it was because we were expecting to be relieved. It was such a hot day too. Well, evening came at last with still no relief. We got more shellfire from the Turks from three directions but very little damage was done. We now got set for another night…9


Lieutenant Francis Twisleton later wrote that the ‘concussion caused by high explosive shells…knocked out quite a number as well as robbing some of speech and hearing…In many places the parapet and parados of my trench was built up of dead men, Turks of course; the stench was appalling and got into my stomach. I had been unable to eat since the first trench was taken and I felt as though I could scrape the smell of dead men out of my mouth and throat and stomach in chunks.’10
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Captain Phil Fry. AWM A05401.

It was again decided that the length of C – D Trench west of No. 3 Trench needed to be incorporated into the Anzac line. For the fourth time a plan was being devised to take this length of trench. Before this could be accomplished, however, the Turkish machine-gun at Point C, which swept the trench, had to be silenced. A few bombers were assigned to attack Point C just before the main attack to take the assigned length of trench. With this, a larger bombing party would then be launched from Point D and advance towards C. These men were not to attempt to take Point C but would stop at the premature junction of C – D Trench to No. 3 Trench. Saps would then be dug to connect the northern ends of both No. 2 and No. 3 Trenches with C – D Trench.

At 4 p.m., Major General Godley visited the surviving troopers of the West Australian 10th Light Horse Regiment who were bivouacked at Damakjelik Bair. These were the same men who had charged against The Nek just two weeks before. The regiment’s commander, Lieutenant Colonel Noel Brazier, had just been wounded in the face by shrapnel while moving his command from its bivouac at Russell’s Top to its present position. Brazier ‘told the Turks as usual what he thought of them.’12 He was temporally replaced by Major John Scott.11 Boer War veteran, Lieutenant Thomas Kidd of the 10th recorded in his diary:

Heavy fighting on Hill 60 – 800 yards from our present position. We meet quantities of wounded men as we move along to this position. Apparently operation ended in our favour. We carry our heavy packs and are favoured with un-aimed rifle fire throughout the route. We are subjected to shrapnel this morning directly after breakfast. Colonel Noel M. Brazier is struck near the eye with shrapnel. Olive trees grow wild and are covered with unripe fruit. The thick tangled undergrowth consists mainly of dwarf oak covered with small acorns. It is quite a treat here in open country & fertile at that. What a change from the close foetid [sic] air of the trenches. Plenty of shrapnel flying about but one can breathe the pure air, hence the preference. We are associated with the famous 29th Division (Regulars) and are camped next to Connaught Rangers. Our 9th Regiment was heavily engaged last night…Their losses however were severe.13


Godley met up with the surviving officers of the regiment to inform them that they were to take a trench on the summit of Hill 60. Hugo Throssell recalled:

General Godley – a fine tall, handsome man – told us what was wanted of us. We were to take the Turkish trench that had been taken twice before – and hold it. We were told that the trench was easy to take, but hard to hold. We made so light of it that I said, ‘Is it only one trench you want us to take?’ and he said, very quietly, ‘Only one.’ Phil Fry winked at me behind the General’s back, and when we left him one of the fellows said it was as simple as going to the Claremont Show.14


Major Scott and his junior officers were taken to a position that enabled them to see most of the trenches and the squadron leaders were guided across Kaiajik Dere to see the positions from Trenches No. 2 and No. 3. The situation was so complex to understand that some officers requested a postponement of the attack until the enemy positions were more clearly defined. Russell denied this as with each passing hour the Turks were undoubtedly strengthening and reinforcing their positions. Better to attack without further delay.15 As this conference was taking place, the Turks were indeed reinforcing their position; troops from the 17th Regiment (6th Division) were now arriving and taking up positions on and around the eastern side of Hill 60.16
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CHAPTER 9.

‘Who said retire?’
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Just after midnight on August 29 the 10th Light Horse, now numbering less than 200 men, was organised into two squadrons and led across the dere into Trenches No. 2 and No. 3. On the ‘way up, each second NCO and man was handed a sandbag containing ten cast-iron spherical bombs. All ranks each carried an additional two sandbags to use for barricade building.’1 Captain Phil Fry commanded ‘A’ Squadron in No. 3 Trench, while Captain Horace Robertson commanded ‘C’ Squadron in No. 2 Trench. As recalled by Lance Corporal Henry Macnee (‘A’ Squardon), who would soon find himself in the thick of the fighting, they moved up ‘behind the New Zealanders and got an idea of our objective from them, as none of us had seen the place in daylight.’2 The attack was set for 1 a.m.

Ten minutes before the attack, Lieutenant William Sanderson (‘C’ Squadron) and four bombers climbed out of trench No. 3. They had with them captured Turkish cricket ball ‘bombs with a match head – striking material sewn onto sleeves.’3 Sanderson later recalled to Charles Bean how he:

got a big N.Z.M [New Zealand machine-gunner] an Irishman to give him a leg out of the sap. The Irishman said he was coming with the Australians – ‘Cow of a job – this,’ Sanderson told him he was to stick with the M.G. as there would be counterattacks. It was about 12.45 a.m. (1 a.m. zero). The N.Z. man gave Sanderson a devil of a heave – right over a strand of barbed wire onto his head – bright moonlight. The others came out on their stomachs. Sanderson went for the corner – they could see the line [of Australians] swaying up in the moonlight on their left.4


Sanderson and his group quietly made their way towards Point C and the Turkish machine-gun post. Moments later Phil Fry and his troopers were seen in the moonlight to carefully climb out of the northern end of the trench (Point Y) and move silently towards their objective. Lieutenant Thomas Kidd, who was Fry’s second in command, later described the charge in his diary.

Leaping over our parapet of our trenches (where we had assembled) previously at 1 a.m., a momentary pause was made…and the men formed a straight line in close order. At ordinary times this might have proved dangerous but as it happens it gave a sort of élan to the charge… The Turkish trenches could be plainly seen in the moonlight. As arranged they were rushed quietly in order to make a complete surprise which nearly eventuated in our sector. ‘C’ Squadron were not so lucky & had many casualties between the trenches.5


The casualties suffered by ‘C’ squadron were a result of the hearty cheers that Captain Horace Robertson’s troopers gave as they scrambled out of No. 2 Trench (Point X) and charged the Turkish position. Immediately the Turkish machine-gun flashed in the dark and bullets swept no-man’s-land separating C – D Trench from the enemy, while Turks in the trench also opened fire. Robertson’s second in command, Lieutenant Irwin Burges, was hit while Sergeant Major Samuel McWhirter, leading the second line, was killed by this fire.6 About 20 men were killed or wounded, most of them with Burges and McWhirter. The Turkish machine-gun ‘fired about 10 shots and then Sanderson saw it’7 and within seconds had smothered it with grenades – killing its crew and smashing the gun. Captain Robertson recalled:

There had been doubt about a trench existing at all, as none of us had succeeded in seeing it the previous afternoon, so it was with great relief that I saw one, even if it did contain Turks. These were quickly dispatched, and fire was organised to the north and north-east to prevent counterattacks from those directions. Then the remnants of the second line arrived, and were put on to clearing out the trench, which was shallow and half-full of partially buried bodies.8


Meanwhile, Lieutenant Colin MacBean of ‘A’ Squadron was among the first to drop into the trench and proceeded towards Point C. It was here where he ‘shot a Turk, chased another round the corner – and had met the Turks waiting for him round the corner and [was killed with a] shot full in the face.’9 Sergeant Noel Kidson (‘A’ Squadron) quickly following behind MacBean shot one Turk and Bill Hunter shot the others. Trooper Syd Livesey was in the second line and recalled: ‘It was about a 70 yard sprint across to them. Neil Conway was just in front of me, going like a young Kangaroo.’10 Lieutenant Kidd recalled: ‘I myself made rather an undignified entrance to the enemy trench. As I made a leap over the parapet my foot caught and I ended up in the trench bottom pretty well on my head wrenching my knee and back a bit.’11 The troopers quickly gained a position in advance of Point Y. Further back, close to Point D, a bombing party of troopers from the 9th Australian Light Horse under the command of Lieutenant John McDonald advanced towards Point X, clearing this length of trench of Turks. In the confusion a fight almost broke out between the troopers from the 9th and 10th Regiments, each taking the other for the enemy as they converged along the trench. Yet again C – D Trench had been captured – all they had to do now was hold it.12
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Map 9.1. The fight for C – D Trench by the Australian 10th Light Horse night of August 29 – shows the position of barricades constructed by Hugo Throssell and his men (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

As the men took stock, they realised the trench they had just captured was almost completely choked with Turkish dead, mingled with the dead of the 9th Light Horse. The later commander of the regiment Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Olden recalled that: ‘the captured trench was partly filled with the bodies of dead Turks mingled with those of the 9th Light Horse who had been killed in the previous attack. These had, by perforce, to be surreptitiously thrown out to enable our men to dig in. The trench was little more than a ditch. The average depth was well under four feet, and contained no traverse.’13 The bodies of Colonel Carew Reynell and Captain Alfred Jaffray were found among the dead. The Colonel was lying in the open near Point Y, while the area between No. 2 Trench and Point X was full of Turkish dead. It was also here that the body of Chaplain William Grant was recovered. Captain Phil Fry, concerned about the imminent Turkish counterattack, jumped up onto no-man’s-land and ran along the parapet giving instructions and orders to his men until he was literally dragged back down into the trench. His second line, under the command of Lieutenant Hugo Throssell (‘A’ Squadron), was waiting to go over carrying picks, shovels, empty sandbags and bombs in addition to their rifles. Throssell recalled:

I was in the middle of my troop of 24 men… I was telling them to look to their magazines and see that their bayonets were properly set, when McMillan – a chap standing 6’6” – shouted out that the line in front of us had charged. There was a fusillade of rifles. We… ran for our lives across the 60 yards that separated us from the Turks trench…directly I got across I dropped into the trench. Looking up I saw Captain Fry running up and down helping and encouraging the men regardless of his own danger.14


These troopers, too, immediately started to heave the dead bodies over the parapets and began to deepen the trench. Throssell and his men began to construct a barricade just beyond Point Y near a bend of the trench which represented the most easterly point of the trench just captured. As described by Thomas Kidd: ‘Fighting reverted now to the right flank of the trench seized, the continuation of which was strongly held by the enemy. All sandbags were passed along to the right flank and 2 barricades erected, interval about 10 yards. In preparation for expected counter attack all bombs were passed to the right flank.’15 Olden recalled: ‘they tore into the white pipeclay of the trench floor – hard as cement – with their picks, filled and tied their sandbags and rushed them along to the barricade builders working right under the muzzles of the Turkish rifles and machine-guns.’16 Throssell’s men began to build these barricades under the supervision of Lieutenant Sanderson while Throssell himself was busy trying to keep back the Turks as they started to feel their way forward. Lieutenant George Leake was standing beside Sanderson and was shot dead through the back of the head; several other men were also hit – a few Turks had somehow managed to get behind them.17 Throssell recalled:

I posted myself at the corner of the trench…By looking round I could see the next five yards…we were piling up sandbags and endeavouring to make ourselves safe. The Turks did not know how much of the trench we had taken, and it was not long before they began to come back into the five-yard section adjoining ours. One big Turk strolled in and stopped, giving me the finest target anyone could wish for. He fell, and others came on, and I got five of them before they discovered where we were…Soon the bombs began to fall in our trench, and we had to pick them up before they exploded and throw them back…At times it was impossible to do even this and we had to lie down flat whilst the bomb exploded – and trust to luck. Several brave fellows went in that way.18


Lance Corporal Macnee recalled that at this point ‘the enemy had opened up a very hot fire from our right front, and some of them managed to get to our extreme right flank, and enfilade us, which made building of the barricade very difficult, as we could only work with very limited numbers of men, and as very few of the bags had strings to tie the mouths with, it made matters worse.’19 The Turks also increased their bombing campaign in an attempt to recapture this part of the line. Luckily for Throssell and his men, large numbers of jam-tin bombs had now arrived at their position. It wasn’t long before additional supplies of bombs were also making their way across to C – D Trench. As described by Charles Bean:

It was this bomb supply alone that enabled a body of spirited and determined men – Corporal [Wilfred] Ferrier, Lance Corporal [Henry] Macnee, Troopers [Francis] McMahon, Sergeants [John] McMillan, [William] Henderson, and others, with Lieutenant [Hugo] Throssell as their leader – to hold this exposed position during the violent counterattacks which followed. From the time when the Turks began to return to their positions, Throssell and his men were employed almost continuously both in picking up enemy bombs and hurling them back at the Turks, and in throwing their own – which they were careful to do with a much shorter fuse.20


The Turks now threw what appeared to be a large biscuit tin full of guncotton or some other form of high explosive which completely shattered the barricade, while to their front a number of Turks, clearly visible in the moonlight, charged from Point C towards Throssell and his men, as recalled by Arthur Olden:

The Turks, by means of numerous flares, had seen the barricade growing rapidly, despite their furious fire; had seen our men straining with bent backs at the work deepening and improving the captured trench. Within half an hour from the time when they were first driven out, they had gathered their forces in counter attack. With their wonted cry of ‘Allah! Allah!’ they rushed in waves at the right and right rear of the position, hurling a perfect avalanche of bombs at the partially constructed sandbag wall. They stormed at barricade and trench with a ferocity hitherto out-equaled in our experience, and they greatly out-numbered the defenders. The barricade was smashed to pieces, our men fell thick and fast, and theoretically, the Turks should have prevailed by sheer weight alone. But the shrunken ranks of the 10th Regiment fought back with superb valour.21


There was no machine-gun to help beat down the charge, but Throssell, his men and others further behind and along No. 2 and No. 3 trenches, cut down the Turks with concentrated rifle fire and jam-tin bombs.

The first counterattack had been repulsed. But none of the men were under any illusion that this would be the end of the fight. A new barricade was hastily built a few metres behind their previous position, which was again manned by Throssell and his small party. Within 15 minutes of the first attack, another shower of Turkish bombs descended upon Throssell’s position and an even larger body of Turks from the summit of Hill 60 emerged to charge the position. Again it was met with rifle fire and bombs. A few almost reached the parapet but this attack, like the last, was cut down. In this fight Captain Phil Fry was killed and command of this part of the line passed to Lieutenant Throssell, who recalled:

It was fairly easy to send the bombs back so long as we kept the bottom of the trench clear. All the fellows had been instructed that if they got wounded and had to clear out they must drop their equipment – rifles, ammunition, tucker and water bottles – and leave them for us to use. Our practice was to put these things on top of the parapet and out of the way, but when three or four fellows got hit at once we could not do this and the floor of the trench became cumbered with stuff, amongst which the bombs fell. It was a bomb falling in this way that got McMillan and killed Captain Fry straight out…Sid [sic] Ferrier had put his shoulder out playing cricket…during the night his shoulder gave way and he had to abandon bomb throwing…Young McMahon, from Kellerberrin, came along [replacing Ferrier]. He was only 19 years of age…he stood there and threw bombs all night long.22


Sanderson, with a brief lull in fighting, realised the trench they were in was very shallow and it was then found that the Turks had buried men underneath the floor of it. ‘Sanderson detailed three men in every 4 to dig like hell – while the other man watched… They all wanted to fight and Sanderson had to dig himself in order to get them to dig. They had to dig round the dead Turks, pull them out bit by bit. The stench was horrible and the men didn’t like it. A Turkish leg would come away in your hand. They got the trench traversed (they had previously built overhead bomb shelters – a few – with Turkish rifles and bayonets to reach across the trench and sandbags on top.’23

Turk and Australian spent the rest of the night in a bombing war, each trying to blast the other out of their positions. The war diary of the 10th Light Horse Regiment states that on August 29-30 Australians and Turks flung between 3000 to 4000 bombs at each other.24 Indeed, so many bombs were thrown that the Turks later called Hill 60 ‘Bomba Tepe’ (Bomb Hill).
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Map 9.2. Turkish counter attacks night of 29-30 August.

At first light the Turks launched the third and most serious attempt to retake C – D Trench. The attack came from trenches north-west of Point C from a position below that of the C – D Trench. The attackers probably consisted of the reinforcements from the Turkish 17th Regiment. These men tried to creep up unseen through the scrub to storm the position. Before making their final charge, however, their bayonets were seen by the Australians, who had just enough time to meet the charge head on. Again no machine-guns were available and the Turkish onslaught was met with concentrated small arms fire and jam-tin bombs. Some troopers of the 10th Light horse Regiment were seen to jump up on the parapet and fire at the Turks 10 to 20 metres away. The Turkish attack stalled and melted away. Corporal Henry Foss’ section was in the centre of the line and opened rapid fire: ‘Adbul in front made a sort of half-hearted rush shouting ‘Allah! Allah!’ But our rifle fire was terrific, and they melted away.’25 The main attack again fell upon Lieutenant Throssell and his small band of men protecting the right end of the trench. Throssell recalled:

It was in the very early morning – between 4 o’clock and 4.30 – that our worst trial came. The expected counter attack came then, and we were hopelessly outnumbered. We had started out with only 160 men and many had fallen, while the Turks seemed to be in unlimited numbers. We who held the section of the trench on the extreme right next to the Turks had to get our men in the next section to take down half of their sandbag barricades so that our men in the next section could hop over and give up the section when things got too hot. Twice we had to do this, giving up five yards of trench each time and replacing the sandbag barricade. Early in the counter attack I got a bullet through the back of the neck and a piece of bomb through the right shoulder. Not until long after did I know that a bullet had gone through my neck; it felt just like a blow. We could see the bayonets above the Turks’ trenches just as thick as they could stick.


Then they crawled out of their trenches and came straight at us. In the dim light we could see them against the skyline. I passed the word to our fellows, and when the first of the Turks got within 10 yards we cheered and shouted, and standing up in the trenches, started firing as fast as we could. There was no thought of cover. We just blazed away until the rifles grew red hot and the chocks jammed, and then we picked up the rifles the wounded or killed men had left. Twenty yards was about our longest range, and I have no idea how many rounds we fired; I think I must have fired about a couple of hundred, and when we were wondering how long we could stand against such numbers, the Turks turned and fled.


In a few minutes they came again, and the same thing was repeated. We had no machine-guns, and had to fire away with our rifles as quickly as we could. After the second repulse they changed their tactics and came at us again from front, rear and flank as well, getting behind us – between our trench and that occupied by the New Zealanders.26


Seeing that the Light Horsemen were about to be engulfed, New Zealand troopers and Australians of the 18th Battalion scrambled into the open with a machine-gun sweeping the Turks away. Sanderson recalled to Charles Bean: ‘One Turk threw his rifle away – he had got close – and threw his hands up and ran into the trench and was bayoneted (the men were rankling over The Nek Fight). Sergeant William Hampshire was on the left…Sanderson had just passed Hampshire and seen the Turk lying dead when a bullet passed through his shoulder. He got up and asked Hampshire what hit him – he went back towards the right and fainted. They pulled him out and evacuated him. At 1 CCS [Casualty Clearing Station] was a Turkish officer with his arm blown off by a bomb.’27 At the same time, Lieutenant Kidd, known by all in the Regiment as ‘Bomb-proof Kidd,’28 along with some of his men, charged out of their position towards the same Turks. During the fighting Throssell recalled:

Someone must have said something about retiring, though I did not hear it, and all round there were angry cries of, ‘Who said retire?’ The hubbub was awful. Every man was determined to stick to the trench, and along with the firing they were yelling and shouting like demons. The noise must have deceived the Turks as to our numbers, for they were all round us within ten yards and if they had come on we should have been overwhelmed. Just at the critical moment, as it was getting daylight, a machine-gun came across from the New Zealand line, and was quickly placed in position.29
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Throssell VC in London recovering from wounds suffered at Hill 60 and recovering from a severe case of Meningitis. AWM P00516.004.

Kidd later wrote in his diary: ‘The men fought valiantly against great odds… The trench…& shelters were soon filled with our dead and dying but the few men left under Lt Throssell and Sgt Henderson fought like lions & killed many Turks.’30 Captain Robertson later recalled: ‘A seasoned South African veteran in Lieutenant Kidd was pitting his cool, shrewd brain against the Turks, and was forestalling every move they made. I could safely leave direction of the local situation to Kidd as long as I kept him supplied with men and material, and used ‘C’ Squadron fire to narrow the frontage of Turkish attacks.’31 In this battle, Throssell later sadly recalled the death of one of his cobbers in this fight:

Young [Francis] McMahon’s end was tragic but glorious…[H]e saw a German officer picking up clods of earth and throwing them at the Turks to urge them on to the charge. [Wilfred] Ferrier and McMahon put their rifles up and got a sight of the German against the skyline, and fired simultaneously. One or both of them got him, and, of course, both claimed it. McMahon said, ‘It has been my ambition ever since enlisting to get a German officer, now I am satisfied.’ He rose up to get another shot, and a bullet went clean through his head.32


Lance Corporal Henry Macnee also witnessed this event, recalling many years later:

The Turks made a very determined counter attack from the right and right rear of our position. They came in waves, crying, ‘Allah, Allah!’ and at one time we could see a German officer standing on the parapet of their trench urging the men on, but he was soon put out of action. They came right up to the muzzles of our rifles, and were only kept out by rapid rifle fire and bomb-throwing. They managed to smash down our first barricade, but another one was built at the next traverse and a stand was made from there. Fortunately many of the enemy bombs had long time fuses, and we had time to catch a number of the bombs and throw them back before they exploded. Of course some were missed, exploded among our men and did a great deal of damage. However, we kept as few men in this particular portion of the trench as possible, to give those room to move…


They [Turks] concentrated on our barricade, and made very determined efforts to smash it down and bomb us back from it, but the attack was broken up by rifle fire and bombs. At this time they had many more bombs than we had, but our supply improved later on. About this time some sheets of expanded metal were sent along to be used in making bomb-proof shelters, but we only had time to push them across the trench, and try and catch the bombs on them. Naturally a number went under and exploded out of our reach, and caused casualties among the men in the trench.33


Now, Throssell had only five men with him holding the right – Sergeant William Henderson, Corporal Wilfred Ferrier, Lance Corporal Henry Macnee, and Privates Thomas Stanley and Hobart Firns. Throssell already twice wounded, was still holding a position close to Point Y. Lieutenant Kidd wrote: ‘as Throssell was hit I ordered him to withdraw after pulling out our wounded as these places were perfect death pits.’34 Throssell refused to leave and it was up to Captain Robertson to intervene:

I gave him [Throssell] a cigarette, and ordered him to the dressing station. He took the cigarette, but could do nothing with it. The wounds in his shoulders and arms had stiffened, and his hands could not reach his mouth. He wore no jacket, but had bandages on the shoulder-straps of his shirt. The shirt was full of holes from pieces of bomb, and one of the ‘Australians’ was twisted and broken, and had been driven into his shoulder. I put the cigarette to his mouth and lighted it for him. Then he left, but he returned after his wounds were dressed, and I realised that the concussion of bursting bombs had [left] him light-headed, so I rather roughly ordered him out again, and said he was not to return.35


Private Thomas Stanley, who fought with three dead cobbers at his feet and would later be awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for his actions that day, later wrote to his father:

We bomb throwers did our work behind two barricades. On our left was an embrasure, rather wide and dangerous, on account of the chance of bombs getting home…A bomb-proof shelter was erected over part of the embrasure. Bombs arriving were thrown out quickly, and never once was there a casualty from them, bullets doing all the damage.


Ferrier got a bullet after the other bomb thrower [McMahon] had been killed, and fell half under the bomb-proof. Firns in front of Lieut. was finished at last after many narrow shaves and was like a wild man. Lieut. got a ping in the arm and went down to have it dressed. Two of us now and bombs still coming steadily. One dropped beyond the bomb proof shelter amongst our poor [wounded] fellows. Impossible to get it [grenade] out in time in the debris, so we kept firing…


Inquiries for more men were not satisfied, so after daylight was firmly established we went back to the other fellows. Then this child showed his weakness and went cranky, but what I want to tell you, is that Ferrier walked out of the trench with muscle of one arm blown away by that bomb and then wanted to go straight back.36
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An Australian soldier sitting between two trench mortars at Anzac. AWM P02194011.

About 6 a.m. Sergeant Henry Foss and seven other members of ‘C’ Squadron were ordered forward to recapture the position formerly held by Throssell’s party. Kidd countermanded this order and decided to erect a new barricade about 20 metres to the rear of the original post. Behind this new barricade a wide bomb-throwing trench with a rampart on the side was constructed to protect the bomb throwers. While this was being done a head cover was made to add further protection. Lance Corporal Macnee recalled many years later:

After this most determined attack had failed the enemy kept up an enfilade fire on the barricade, and also kept at it with bombs, which made the building of it far from being a pleasant occupation. This was the hardest and most trying hand-to-hand fight the regiment had taken part in up to this time, but by daylight the position was safely held and consolidated, at an extremely heavy cost in casualties of our people. Of my troop, which, by the way, only consisted of 9 men and NCO’s all, with one exception, were either killed or wounded.37
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Corporal Wilfred Ferrier walked to the medical aid-post, but died 10 days later on the hospital ship of tetanus. Trooper Machon was killed, Lance Corporal Macnee was twice wounded but survived, while trooper Tommy Renton lost a leg. Later, Lieutenant Colonel Brazier, original commander of the 10th Australian Light Horse who had been wounded before the attack on Hill 60, joined up with a number of Ferrier’s cobbers to attend his funeral service. As the ‘ship steamed on, Hugo Throssell stood staring at the place where Ferrier’s body had entered the water and cried his heart out.’38 Thomas Kidd nominated Throssell for the Victoria Cross for his valor, which was approved. The citation for Hugo Throssell’s Victoria Cross states:

For most conspicuous bravery and devotion to duty during operations on the Kaiajik Aghda (Hill 60), in the Gallipoli Peninsula, on 29th and 30th August, 1915. Although severely wounded in several places during a counter attack, he refused to leave his post or to obtain medical assistance till all danger was passed, when he had his wounds dressed and returned to the firing line until ordered out of action by the medical officer. By this personal courage and example he kept up the spirits of his party, and was largely instrumental in saving the situation at a critical period.39


The Anzac position on Hill 60 was held and now all efforts were put to consolidating it. This included connecting the heads of No. 2 and No. 3 trenches to C – D Trench. The Anzac headquarters diary for the 29th merely states: ‘On the left [flank of Anzac] the work of consolidating the captured trenches on 60 metre hill continued. Five machine-guns have been brought up and placed in position. Two trench mortars have been mounted in the second line. The communication trench from the right of the works to the left of the position in rear has been deepened. There was continual bombing here till dusk, but the night was quiet.’40 Trooper Sydney Livesey of the 10th Australian Light Horse later wrote:

Men were blown to pieces by bombs that night…I never thought I would see such an awful sight. There were dead Australians, New Zealanders, Turks and Englishmen, all mixed up. For about 30 yds. Up one of the saps, the dead were packed into it three deep. One of the parapets of the Turkish trench we took was built mostly of dead men…As our men got killed we would just take hold of them, one by the arms and one by the legs, and throw them outside the trench. Poor chaps…it was wicked, but it had to be done.41


Corporal James Watson of the Auckland Mounted Rifles perhaps said it all for the ‘rank-n-file’: ‘We gained about 400 yards in four days fighting, 1000 men killed and wounded. Land is very dear here.’42 With this, the battle to take the summit of Hill 60 closed.
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General Birdwood and staff incorrectly believed that Hill 60 had been captured: ‘As a result of these operations [21st to 29th August], a position has been gained, which is likely to be of value in the event of future forward operations: for it dominates a considerable portion of the low country towards ISMAIL OGLU TEPE and in the direction of BIYUK ANAFARTA…The fighting was almost entirely hand-to-hand with bayonet and bomb, and was a severe nature. Two Turkish machine-guns were captured (and are now in use against the enemy), as well as a quantity of rifles, bombs, and ammunition.’43 Birdwood reported such to Sir Ian Hamilton, who himself wrote in his diary:

30th August, 1915. Imbros. Still good news from Anzac. Seeing that the stunt was on a small scale, we seem to have got into the Turks with a vengeance. In falling back as well as in counter attacking after we had taken Hill 60, the enemy were exposed to the fire from our trenches along Kaiajik Dere. Birdie declares that they [Turks] have lost 5000. We have taken several machine-guns and trench mortars as well as some fifty prisoners. Have sent grateful message to all on the spot.44


Clearly this was not the case as the summit of Hill 60 and Yauan Tepe remained firmly in Turkish hands. It eventually cost the local commanders over 2400 casualties to incorporate the western slopes of Hill 60 into the Anzac perimeter. The cost was especially high for the New Zealand Mounted Rifles who had captured the majority of positions held. Its four regiments now totaling just 365. Things were not much better for the Australian 4th Infantry Brigade (consisting of the 13th, 14th, 15th,and 16th Battalions), which had been assigned impossible objectives during the August Offensive and now at Hill 60. They came out of the fight with around 970 men. The untried recruits of the Australian 18th Battalion (5th Brigade) went into the battle for Hill 60 with just over 1000 men and in less than a week came out of the fight with just 386 survivors. The 9th and 10th Australian Light Horse Regiments basically ceased to exist. The 10th Light Horse consisted of just over 200 men after the charge against The Nek (August 7), and after the battle for Hill 60 came out with just 63 troopers. The 9th committed around 150 troopers to the attack against Hill 60, and came out with 86. Finally the British troops of the 5th Connaught Rangers also suffered similarly. They had gone into battle 700-strong and came out with just 250, while their mates from the 10th Hampshire fared marginally better having gone into battle 355 strong, coming out with 194.
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Captured Turkish machine-gun just below Hill 60. Alexander Turnbull Library New Zealand 1/4 - 058062 – F.

The Turkish losses are said to have been around 5000, but this seems to be a characteristic overestimate by Commonwealth commanders. Even so, the Turks suffered heavily, especially during the morning of August 29. Indeed, most of that day was spent by Allied troops in trying to clear the trenches of Turkish dead. The captured portion of No. 3 Trench was so packed with corpses that it had to be filled in and a new trench dug around the mass grave. This solution to the problem of Turkish dead was soon adopted on other smaller portions of the Allied front line trenches on Hill 60.45 Not all of the Turkish dead were buried in this way; conditions on the hill would remain grim.

The bodies of the Turks had to be used to make parapets at the rear of the captured trenches, which were of course facing the wrong way. Deepening the trench enabled the bodies to be covered but, as the heat aided decay, dark smudges appeared, discolouring the sandy clay. A blackened hand would show, or perhaps a foot, and maggots dropped from them on to the rations of the living.46
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After the actions against Hill 60 Captain Henry Loughran, Medical Officer of the 14th Battalion, later wrote: ‘The New Zealanders and [Australian] Light Horse did some heavy bomb fighting in the trenches to their left, but the actual summit of the hill was never taken – and it did not matter. Its capture would not have affected the issue of the campaign one iota. And yet, for that useless excrescence, brave men’s blood was shed like water.’47 The British official historian of the Gallipoli Campaign concluded:

The bitter fighting on Hill 60, still regarded by the Australians and New Zealanders as perhaps their sternest trial in Gallipoli, had added the last straw. None of the units engaged had ever been so depleted as at the moment when action began, and the men had only been able to carry on by sheer force of will. Their spirit, indeed, was so splendid that the higher commanders judging from appearances, believed them capable of greater efforts than were humanly possible. Courage, morale, and the excitement of the moment enabled them to fight in flashes; but the prolonged strain at Anzac – the fighting, the heat, the constant debilitating sickness – had made too prodigal a call upon their store of nervous energy, and at the end of August the Anzac Corps was temporarily incapable of further offensive effort.48


Historian Robert Rhodes James goes straight to the heart of the matter: ‘For connoisseurs of military futility, valour, incompetence and determination, the attacks on Hill 60 are in a class of their own.’49
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CHAPTER 10.

‘Dear Mr Fisher…’
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Hamilton’s request for additional men to continue offensive operations at Anzac and Suvla had been rejected by Kitchener and the War Cabinet. All available men were to be committed for the planned offensives in September along the Western Front at Champagne and Loos. Hamilton, however, incorrectly believed he was to be denied any troops to help reinforce his territorial gains at Anzac and Suvla. On August 23 he drafted a telegram designed to ‘shock’ officials in London into recognizing the need for troops. ‘Naturally I shall keep on trying to harry the Turks by local attacks,’ he wrote, but he also emphasized that sickness had resulted in only around 50,000 men being available to hold both Anzac and Suvla and that ‘it appears inevitable that within the next fortnight I shall be compelled to relinquish either Suvla Bay or Anzac Cove, and must also envisage the possibility of a further reduction of my front in the near future.’1 The next day he recorded bitterly in his diary that:

A three or four mile advance should be easy enough, but in the West, that would mean just three or four miles of land; nothing more. But here, those three or four miles – nay, two or three miles – (so ineffective in France) are an object in themselves; they give us the strategical hub of the universe – Constantinople! Suppose even that by paying the cost in lives we did succeed in driving the Germans over the Rhine, still we stand to gain less than by taking this one little peninsula! A quarter of the energy they are about to develop for the sake of getting back a few miles of la belle France could give us Asia; Africa; the Balkans; the Black Sea; the mouths of the Danube: it would enable us to swap rifles for wheat with the Russians; more vital still, it would tune up the hearts of the Russian soldiery to the Anglo-Saxon pitch…We take it for granted that we have to ‘push’ in France and Flanders; that we have to exhaust ourselves in forcing the invaders back over their own frontiers. Whereas, content to ‘hold’ there, we might push wherever else we wished.2


Hamilton’s plan to shock the War Cabinet into action certainly worked, but it didn’t result in additional men being supplied for offensive operations. It did, however, bring home to the Government for the first time the apparent complete failure of the August offensive. Up until now they believed important strategic gains had been made as a result of the battles of early August. Now Hamilton was basically admitting failure.

Hamilton soon regretted sending this communiqué, especially when it became known to him that he had been allocated an additional 20,000 troops to reinforce his position on the peninsula. Certainly not enough to launch offensive operations, but enough to secure his position for the immediate future. Indeed, the majority of Cabinet Ministers had no intention of abandoning the Gallipoli Campaign. They had merely planned to postpone offensive operations there until the battles at Champagne and Loos were concluded – either in victory or defeat. As it turned out, the battles resulted in defeat with the British suffering close to 50,000 casualties and the French more than 200,000. Hamilton had overplayed his hand and now some ministers, who had previously ‘vowed to see the Gallipoli thing through to its conclusion,’ began to have doubts. Hamilton, on hearing of his intended reinforcements, hurriedly sent another communiqué to Kitchener on August 27 trying to hose things down but it was too late – the horse had bolted. He would still receive his promised reinforcements but cracks, which had always existed between those supporting the Gallipoli Campaign and those who saw it as an expensive sideshow, began to intensify (better to concentrate all available resources against the real enemy – the Germans on the Western Front).3

For a brief time in late August and early September, however, there was renewed hope of a concentration of forces to help break the Gallipoli deadlock. This, surprisingly, was being initiated by the French who said they were prepared to send another six divisions to operate against the Asiatic shore of the Dardanelles. It led Kitchener, who had just refused any significant reinforcements to the peninsula, to indicate he was now prepared to reinforce Hamilton with another two British divisions. Hamilton’s hopes were raised – but not for long. Within days the French offer evaporated. Unbelievably, this strategic decision had more to do with finding a command far removed from the Western Front for the recalcitrant General Maurice Sarrail who was a Radical-Socialist and anti-cleric. He had been relieved of command at Verdun by General Joffre, but was politically strong enough to force the French Government to find him another appointment. Joffre, however, ultimately decided it was more important to keep the promised divisions in France, although the Balkans would soon offer a place for Sarrail.4

With this later news Hamilton himself seemed to be losing confidence altogether. He recorded in his diary on September 2:

An ugly dream came to me last night. My tent was at Imbros right enough, and I was lying in my little camp bed, and yet I was being drowned, held violently under the Hellspont. The grip of a hand was still on my throat; the waters were closing over my head as I broke away and found myself awake. I was trembling and carried back with me to the realms of consciousness an idea that some uncanny visitor had entered my tent. Already the vision was daring. I could visualize the form of the presence, but the face remained hidden in shadow. Never had I suffered from so fearful a dream. For hours afterwards I was haunted by the thought that the Dardanelles were fatal; that something sinister was afoot; that we, all of us, were pre-doomed.5
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Bulgaria would now figure prominently in the fate of the Gallipoli campaign. As a result of the Balkan Wars just a few years before, Bulgarian territorial gains now blocked Turkey’s access to mainland Europe. It was through neutral Bulgaria that the Berlin – Bagdad railway passed. Both the Central Powers and the Allies had been trying to bring Bulgaria into the war on their respective sides. For Turkey and her allies it was crucial that Bulgaria join the Central Powers as it would enable Turkey to be directly supplied with German troops, ammunition and artillery while at the same time allowing important raw materials from the Middle East to be transported rapidly back to Germany. It would also increase Germany’s prospects of increasing her territorial gains throughout the region, including the possibilities of strangling Britain’s hold on Egypt and the Suez Canal. Not necessarily through direct military intervention but by promoting jihad against the British by the indigenous populations of the region, sponsored and aided by Germany.6

Just after the outbreak of war and unknown to the Allies, Bulgaria had secretly agreed that she would, under no circumstances, undertake any military actions against Austria-Hungary. This did not mean that Bulgaria had a formal treaty with the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the sense that she would come to the Empire’s aid in any offensive operations. It still allowed Bulgaria room to maneuver in terms of bargaining power with both the Allies and Central Powers. A few years before, Bulgaria had borne the brunt of the First Balkan War against the Ottoman Empire while her allies, Serbia and Greece, had made significant territorial gains at her expense – mostly in Macedonia. During the Second Balkan War, Bulgaria tried to address this situation and found herself not only at war with Serbia and Greece, but also Rumania and the Turks, who now took advantage of a weakened Bulgaria. Bulgaria had allied herself to Russia, which was also allied to Serbia and chose to stay out of the war. Bulgaria had been banking on Russian support and lost further territories to Greece, Serbia, Rumania and Turkey. Bulgaria now had a score to settle with Russia and especially Serbia.7 As such, Bulgaria’s natural inkling was to side with the Central Powers. Indeed, it was only with such an alliance that she could hope to obtain the territorial gains that she craved which included large tracts of Serbian territory.

Until now Serbia was the only country in the Balkans aligned to the Allies and had, since the start of the war, been fighting the Austro-Hungarian armies in the region on her own. There was no way that the Allies could concede to Bulgaria’s territorial demands in an attempt to entice her into joining them. The crushing defeat of the Russian armies by German forces and the disastrous campaigns raged by Italy against Austria-Hungary also helped Bulgaria look towards the Central Powers for achieving her territorial aims.8 By early September 1915, with pressure from the German High Command, Bulgaria had made up her mind. It now seemed like a good bet that the Central Powers would win the war and on September 6 a secret agreement was signed bringing Bulgaria into the war on the Central Powers’ side. Bulgaria’s prize would be the destruction of Serbia. Four Bulgarian divisions would invade Serbia, assisted by six German and six Austro-Hungarian divisions. The Allies only found out about this agreement as the first artillery shells were smashing into Belgrade.

Up until now Serbia had managed to repel two major invasions by the Austro-Hungarian forces but now she was bound to be crushed by the combined forces of the Central Powers which now included Bulgaria. Serbia would need to be reinforced by the Allies if she was to survive. While Serbia had a treaty with Greece stating that if either were attacked by Bulgaria the other would come to the victim’s aid, the Greek government now backed off. Greece said the treaty was not valid because Serbia was also being attacked by Germany and Austria-Hungary. Serbia’s natural ally, Russia, was in no position to help which meant that British and French troops would be needed to reinforce Serbia if she was to have any chance of repelling the invasion. Given the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s naval dominance in the Adriatic and lack of adequate harbor facilities in Albania, an approach from this direction to help Serbia was ruled out.9 The only viable access to land-locked Serbia was through northern Greece, and she remained neutral and seemed intent on staying so, although the Greek Government did decide on a compromise. Greece would mobilise her forces and allow a combined French and British force (that had to number at least 150,000 men) to occupy the northern parts of Greece with the aim of reinforcing Serbia, and attacking Bulgaria. The Greek Government, however, failed to get the required permission from their pro-German King who was married to the Kaiser’s sister and was adamant about staying neutral.10

The war aims of the Allies were not merely being generated by military strategy alone – political issues also played a large part in the progress of the war. Most of the civilian populations of France and Britain were not content to see Serbia, who had stood alone fighting the Austria-Hungarian Empire for over a year, crushed by overwhelming forces of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria. An attempt – even if purely symbolic – had to be made to save the Serbs. This new campaign created a major dilemma for the British and French as their planned offensive on the Western Front was about to begin and neither country had the resources at hand to assist Serbia. The only forces available were those already in the region, which included those at Gallipoli and Egypt. Two divisions currently at Gallipoli would be shipped to Salonika. Most of the British generals and their staff were against the Salonika expedition from the start believing it would over stretch their already thin resources in the region. Britain, however, was unwilling to leave the Balkans to the French. On September 25 Kitchener telegraphed Hamilton that the two divisions he had been promised would now be allocated to the Salonika expedition instead. He also ordered that one British and one French division each from Gallipoli were to be transported to Salonika. As a result, he advised Hamilton that if he felt the need to evacuate Suvla he should do so. Hamilton replied to Kitchener that even with the transfer of two divisions from Gallipoli he could still manage to hold Suvla.11 Where previously he had argued he couldn’t possibly hold Suvla and/or Anzac without considerable reinforcements, he now agreed to do so with two of his divisions removed from his command. Regardless of Hamilton’s positive reply, Kitchener’s telegram marked the beginning of the end for the Dardanelles Campaign.12

It was agreed that the 10th Irish Division from Suvla and the French 156th Division from Helles would be sent to Salonika. The first of these troops from Gallipoli began disembarking at the Greek port on October 5, 1915.13 The Allies promised the Greek Government that more troops would soon follow. For a time it was also hoped that the Russians would also send troops, but hopes were dashed when in early October the Russian Foreign Minister Sazonov declared that this would be impossible. His explanation was ‘stark and indisputable: Russia was losing men at a rate of two hundred and thirty-five thousand a month. Its prewar professional armies had been essentially wiped out. Many of the armies that remained were wrecks.’14 Meanwhile, strenuous efforts were being made to get King Constantine of Greece to fulfill his treaty obligations to Serbia and while he agreed to let the Allies land and operate from Salonika, he was still adamant that Greece would not join the Allies. He was trying to have it both ways. By now the battles of Champagne and Loos had been fought and lost. With the Western Front still locked in stalemate, Britain committed an additional three divisions direct from France and Belgium to Salonika, while France committed an Army under the command of General Sarrail, who they were keen to see the back of.

Meanwhile, with the recognised failings of the August Offensive at Gallipoli, members of the British Parliament for the first time openly discussed abandoning the Dardanelles campaign and throwing all of the spare resources at Salonika and the relief of Serbia. It was argued that this would enable the Allies, not only to defend their small landlocked ally, but would also enable Austria-Hungary and Germany to be attacked from their weak southern flank. This was despite the Italians, up to then, not faring well in their offensives against the ‘weak underbelly’ of Austria-Hungary (admittedly the Italians had little chance of succeeding as they battled the entrenched Austro-Hungarian army in the Alps). At this point, however, most arguments about abandoning the Dardanelles were dismissed. Hamilton had been asked about the possibilities of evacuation and in reply had written to Kitchener that he was not surprisingly dead against it. ‘It would not be wise…to reckon on getting out of Gallipoli with less loss than that of half the total force as well as guns, which must be used to the last, stores, railway plant, and horses…One quarter would probably get off quite easily, then the trouble would begin, he said.’15

Evacuation, it was argued, would also greatly reduce British prestige in the region, and help foster increasing nationalistic ideals in Egypt, Arabia and India. Britain needed to control the Suez Canal and it was also feared that the evacuation of the peninsula would release large numbers of Turkish troops to attack and capture the canal. And while it was true that it would be almost impossible for Hamilton’s troops to spend winter in their current position, the cost in lives in evacuating the men would be worse. Indeed some, including Kitchener, hoped the divisions that were now allotted to Salonika, might yet be re-routed to the Dardanelles. They could be sent to Salonika after the straits had been breached, Constantinople occupied and Turkey ‘knocked out of the war.’
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For Serbia, the ongoing discussions about her survival were becoming mute. Within two days of the first Allied troops landing at Salonika, German and Austro-Hungarian forces invaded from the north. Two days later two Bulgarian armies crossed into Serbia from the east. The Serb army was quickly surrounded and its southern railway lines, the only form of communication with Salonika, cut. The Serb Army was trapped between overwhelming enemy forces and had no option but to head west. A mass exodus of Serbian troops and civilians headed towards the Albanian border heading for the Adriatic Sea and hopefully safety. However, the Albanians did not welcome the new arrivals with open arms which is not particularly surprising since less than a year before Serbia had unsuccessfully tried to occupy parts of northern Albania in order to gain access to the Aegean.16 One Serb Officer named Milorad Markovic later recalled this mass refugee migration towards the west:

I remember things scattered all around. Horses and men stumbling into the abyss; Albanian attacks; hosts of women and children. A doctor would not dress an officer’s wound; soldiers would not bother to pull out a wounded comrade or officer. Belongings abandoned; starvation; wading across rivers clutching onto horses’ tails; old men, women and children climbing up the rocks; dying people on the road; a smashed human skull by the road; a corpse all skin and bones, robbed, stripped naked, mangled; soldiers, police officers, civilians, women, captives. Vlasta’s cousin, naked under his overcoat with a collar and cuffs, shattered, gone mad. Soldiers like ghosts, skinny, pale, worn out, sunken eyes, their hair and beards long, their cloths in rags, almost naked, barefoot. Ghosts of people begging for bread, walking with sticks, their feet covered in wounds, staggering. Chaos; women in soldiers’ cloths; the desperate mothers of those who are too exhausted to go on.17


The memory of this event, along with many others from an even more distant past, would come back to haunt the Balkans. A string of vendettas would again be let loose within the region. Markovic would survive and marry, becoming the father to Mirjana who would grow up to marry Slobodan Milosevic, later to become the Serbian strongman largely responsible for the Balkan wars and ethnic cleansing of the final decade of the 20th Century.

[image: image]
 

Many in Britain had been frustrated by the way Hamilton, and to a greater degree Kitchener, appeared to be keeping the government and public in the dark about the Gallipoli Campaign. While censorship was firmly in hand across the board the news from Gallipoli especially seemed to be scanty and well filtered by the senior commanders. The Times printed ‘Why is it that the general effect of [the censor’s] handiwork is to suppress the disagreeable truth and to pass the cheerful falsehoods?’18

Hamilton’s intended treatment of Lieutenant Colonel Maurice Hankey (who had in late July been sent to Gallipoli on a fact-finding mission by the British Prime Minister) did not bode well for anyone attempting to gain a ‘fair’ appreciation of the military situation and the general conditions at Gallipoli. Hamilton wrote to Admiral Sir John Michael de Roebeck, commander of the Allied naval force in the Dardanelles:

I would not at all like him to be allowed to run about Mudros before I had got hold of him and set his feet firmly on the right path. Whether we think him doctrinaire, narrow or academic (as I do) or whether we believe him to have a real practical grip of naval and military matters – there is no doubt at all he has the ear of the Cabinet, and especially of the PM – my idea would be to give him a shake down in the sand together with a few centipedes and flies. Then send him in charge of a trusty staff officer to Anzac & Helles to be shelled, and then he will be anxious to get back as quickly as he can without hearing too much naval and military irresponsible gossip.19


Hamilton’s plan would fail utterly as Hankey would be present amongst the sand, centipedes and flies (and shells and bullets) to watch the whole August offensive unravel before his eyes and reported such to London on returning home. Some now began to question more vociferously the true state of affairs regarding this far -away campaign. Hamilton’s recent outburst in his communiqué only reinforced that all was not as the military commander would have them believe. The firm Imperialist L. J. Maxse, owner of the National Review wrote Colonial Secretary Andrew Bonar Law offering him some sobering advice:

[This] deplorable adventure in the Gallipoli Peninsula, which has steadily gone from bad to worse and has never at any stage held out the faintest prospect of achievement, is inflicting incalculable harm upon the relations between the Commonwealth of Australia and the dominion of New Zealand, and the Mother country. The one and only thing for us to do lest worse befall us is clear out bag and bagged at the earliest possible moment, because the sole alternative is that we be kicked out with the loss of all our forces, with the utmost ignominy by a combination of Turks, Bulgars and Germans. The man in the street is normally a very docile person, much too docile, prepared to endure almost anything, but he is getting fed up with the ghastly ineptitude displayed through this Gallipoli campaign, and he demands that the curtain should be rung down upon it.20
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In the middle of September Australian journalist Keith Murdoch arrived in London after a brief visit to Anzac. Murdoch’s visit to Anzac had been at the request of the Australian Government to help sort out problems associated with the distribution of mail to the troops. Letters from home were a great morale booster – but even his efforts to secure a more efficient mail delivery system had apparently fallen on deaf ears. Not only was the delivery of mail in need of desperate reform but a major problem for the troops was just obtaining writing material, including paper and ink. When mail did arrive the men were described as being: ‘like overgrown schoolboys.’21 While Murdoch’s stay at Anzac may have been brief he came away well informed. When visiting the troops Murdoch was truly shocked to see the poor physical shape of the men and the appalling living conditions. Added to this he took note of the severe criticism against the staff and its conduct of the campaign from Anzac and British officers and the ‘rank-n-file.’ The British correspondent for the Times Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett had been covering the campaign since the first day of the invasion and had, even before the failure of the August Offensive, come to the conclusion that the campaign had already been lost. He was adamant that the men should not be forced to endure another month on the peninsula. He shared his opinions with anyone who cared to listen and with Murdoch he found fertile ground for his observations and concerns. He wrote:

For some days past Keith Murdoch, an Australian writer, who has been allowed to visit Anzac for a short time, has been staying at our camp. He is very alarmed over the state of the Army and the prospects of a winter campaign. He tells me that the Australians dread it above all else, and that many of their positions will become quite untenable. He declares, and I think quite rightly, that unless someone lets the truth be known at home we are likely to suffer a great disaster. He is about to leave for London, but he says that as he has only been here for a short time, and has only acquired a local knowledge of Anzac, he does not feel that his word will carry sufficient weight with the authorities. He, therefore, begs me to write a letter which he will carry through uncensored, telling the plain truth, which he can hand over to the Government…I have coached him on all essential points, but he says he wants something definite under my own signature. Even if I am breaking the censorship that is beside the point: the issue now is to try and save what is left of the army… Finally, I decided to write to Mr Asquith, as the head of the Government and, therefore, the person on whom primary responsibility for coming to a decision must fall…22


It is doubtful that it was Murdoch’s idea – He was being played by the best of them! Before Murdoch left Imbros for London Ashmead-Bartlett handed him his letter addressed to the British Prime Minister. Among other things Ashmead-Bartlett wrote:

[The] army is in fact in a deplorable condition. Its morale as a fighting force has suffered greatly and the officers and men are thoroughly dispirited. The muddles and mismanagement beat anything that has ever occurred in our Military History… The fundamental evil at the present moment is the absolute lack of confidence in all ranks in the Headquarters staff. The confidence of the army will never be restored until a really strong man is placed at its head. It would amaze you to hear the talk that goes on amongst the junior commanders of Divisions and Brigades… The Commander in Chief and his Staff are openly spoken of and in fact only mentioned at all with derision…I am convinced the troops could be withdrawn under cover of the warships without much loss far less in fact than we suffer in any ordinary attack….A great many of the trenches which we hold at present will have to be abandoned altogether during the winter as they will be underwater… Our troops will have to face the greatest hardships from cold wet trenches and constant artillery fire. I believe that at the present time the sick rate for the army is roughly 1000 per day. During the winter it is bound to rise to an even higher figure. I know one general, whose judgment is usually sound, who considers we shall lose during the winter in sickness alone the equivalent of the present strength of the army…’23


On arriving in Cairo on his way to London with Ashmead-Bartlett’s letter Murdoch, on September 13, penned a letter to George Pearce, the Australian Defence Minister then based in London, giving him his assessment of the situation:

My dear George,


… Without doubt, some of our brigadiers have cost us many lives through their ignorance and through their inadaptability to these extraordinary conditions. Monash and Hughes dashed their men against a high post here – Baby Seven Hundred [actually Hill 971] – and they should have known after the first line went out that the job was hopeless. It was pitiful – fine Australian heart and soul and muscle wiped out in an impossible task. Oh, there is a lot of murder through incapacity. I am no defender of the British officer, especially after what I have seen here, but I do say that men like Hughes and Burston should not be sent – that in these brigades now here – in Elliott and Brand and Bennett and others – we have colonels who have been through it all and who should be given brigades in preference to old men. For God’s sake take heed of this, and remember that leadership is one half the battle over here.24


Before Murdoch could deliver Ashmead-Bartlett’s damning letter, Hamilton had heard of its existence and organised for Murdoch to be bailed up by the Military Red Caps on arrival at Marseilles where it was taken from him. Most of the journalists at Gallipoli, including Charles Bean, were appalled about a spy being in their midst. It appears that the likely culprit was British journalist Henry Nevinson who feared that Ashmead-Bartlett’s actions would bring them all into disrepute and make it impossible for them to report on events. It is thought it was Nevinson who sent word to Hamilton about the existence of the Ashmead-Bartlett letter. Ashmead-Bartlett was called to Hamilton’s Headquarters and read the riot act by Hamilton’s Chief of Staff Major General Braithwaite. Ashmead-Bartlett later wrote:

I went into his tent, there were present Braithwaite, his son, Tyrrell, and one other officer, I believe. He asked me to sit down and then said, ‘When I had a talk with you in June last you promised not to criticise the leaders of the Army, the conduct of the campaign, or to break the regulations again.’ I replied that I had consented to certain things, and as far as I knew I had kept my agreement. He went on, ‘On September 8th you sent off an uncensored letter by Murdoch, who was leaving, addressed to Mr Asquith.’ I replied that I had done so and that I considered I had a perfect right to address the Prime Minister direct. He answered, ‘You know you had not, and your letter has got Murdoch into serious trouble.’ I asked, ‘How did you find out I had sent this letter?’ He refused to give any answer to this, merely stating that the letter had been seized off Murdoch by the military authorities when he landed at Marseilles. I then enquired if the Prime Minister had ever received it. This seemed to take him by surprise, and, after hesitating for a moment, he replied, ‘I don’t know…’


He then said, ‘As you have broken the rules of censorship, you will no longer be allowed to stay with the Army and must sever your connection with it at once and return home.’ I suppose he imagined this would be a knock-out blow for me, and he seemed taken aback when I jumped up and said, ‘May I leave at once? I have long been anxious to be relieved of my post, and have in fact applied … to be allowed to return.’


After a few words it was agreed that I should depart as soon as I could conveniently get away. …


I said good-bye to the few friends I could find, and then left GHQ for ever without a single regret….25


The ever unpopular Braithwaite had overplayed his hand. While stuck on Imbros, Ashmead-Bartlett was certainly a nuisance, but now he was being willingly shuttled off to a waiting audience in London. ‘For the first time for days I felt in high spirits,’ said Ashmead-Bartlett on the day he was to leave for London ‘Colonel Tyrrell expressed his regret. I said goodbye to a few officers and then left GHQ for ever without a single regret. Never have I seen such a collection of mediocre minds, chronic muddlers, and such an atmosphere of petty jealousies and intrigues.’26

Ashmead-Bartlett’s letter would eventually make its way to the Prime Minister, but long after the damage had been done. Later, after reading Ashmead-Bartlett’s letter, Bean commented ‘it was [a] brilliantly written letter – rather overstating the case as Bartlett always does, but a great deal of it was unanswerable and badly needs understanding… Bartlett’s letter was worth the consideration of any man and I’ve no doubt it will be considered in time.’27 Colonel Tyrrell of GHQ, who was in charge of censorship, didn’t make life easier for himself, Braithwaite, or Hamilton in regards to the journalists. Charles Bean, at about the same time that Ashmead-Bartlett was being ‘deported’ back to London, wrote in his diary that Tyrrell informed him:

In a properly organised nation the Government does not need war correspondents – it simply tells the people what it thinks will conduce towards winning the war. If truth is good for the war, it tells them the truth; if a lie is likely to win the war it tells them lies. At the present moment I believe that the truth would do good – I myself would like to send through every word that men like Nevinson and yourself write. But the regulations tie my hands – you see I can’t help in any case the one aim the Government and people possesses in war time is to win the war and if telling lies to the people will win the war then authorities should tell lies to them.28


Bean made it clear in the same diary entry that he did not agree:

If the winning of a war were the end of all things…it would be sound. But it isn’t the end of a nation’s existence. There are ways in plenty in which a war may be won which conceivably do far more harm to a nation than defeat. I think, for example, of the enormous damage that you do to a nation’s powers in peace if you destroy all the confidence the public has in the Government’s official statements…You may destroy the belief of all the small nations in your nation’s honesty, or humanity – and do more damage than 20 successful wars could repair.29
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On arriving in London Murdoch went about meeting with the Ministers of the War Cabinet – the sole exception being Kitchener. He convincingly and forcibly voiced his and Ashmead-Bartlett’s concerns about the campaign. Indeed Murdoch, while visiting the Australian High Commissioner’s Office in London, wrote a detailed 8000 word letter to the Australian Prime Minister on September 25.

(Personal)


Dear Mr Fisher,


… I shall talk as if you were by my side, as in the good days….I now write of the unfortunate Dardanelles expedition, in the light of what knowledge I could gain on the spot, on the lines of communication, and in Egypt.


It is undoubtedly one of the most terrible chapters in our history. Your fears have been justified… The first two efforts, those of the fleet alone and of the combined forces in April-May, failed miserably mainly because London expected far too much from floating artillery. The last great effort, that of August 6-21, was a costly and bloody fiasco because, in addition to wretched staff work, the troops were inadequate and of most uneven quality. That failure has created a situation which even yet has not been seriously faced – i.e. a choice between withdrawal of our armies and hanging on for a fresh offensive after winter…


Perhaps this awful defeat [Suvla] of the 6th to 10th of August in which our Imperial armies lost 35 per cent of their strength-fully 33,000 men – was due as much to inferior troops as to any other cause. But that cannot be said of the desperate effort made on the 21st August, after the Turks had had plenty of time in which to bring up strong reinforcements and to increase the natural strength of their positions, to take their positions by frontal assault. Some of the finest forces on the peninsula were used in this bloody battle. The glorious 29th Division, through which 40,000 men have passed and which is now reduced to less than 5000 men, were specially brought from Helles, and the mounted division of Territorial Yeomanry were brought over from Egypt. They and other troops were dashed against the Turkish lines and broken. They never had a chance of holding their positions when for one brief hour they pierced the Turk’s first line; and the slaughter of fine youth was appalling…


Winter is on us, and it brings grave dangers. We have about 105,000 men … on the Peninsula. About 25,000 of these are at Helles 35,000 at Anzac, and the rest at Suvla. These are all that remain of fully 260,000 men. Nowhere are we protected from the Turkish shell.


We have to face not only this menace, but the frightful weakening effects of sickness. Already the flies are spreading dysentery to an alarming extent, and the sick rate would astonish you. It cannot be less than 600 a day. When the autumn rains come and unbury our dead, now lying under a light soil in our trenches, sickness must increase. Even now the stench in many of the trenches is sickening. Alas, the good human stuff that there lies buried, the brave hearts still, the sorrow in our hard-hit Australian households…


But I could pour into your ears so much truth about the grandeur of our Australian army, and the wonderful affection of these fine young soldiers for each other and their homeland, that your Australianism would become a more powerful sentiment than before.


It is only these fighting qualities, and the special capacity of the Australian physique to endure hardship, that keeps the morale at Anzac good. The men have great faith in Birdwood, Walker and Legge – not much in Godley. Birdwood struck me as a good army corps commander, but nothing more. He has not the fighting quality, nor the big brain of a great general…But for the general staff, and I fear for Hamilton, officers and men have nothing but contempt. They express it fearlessly… Sedition is talked round every tin of bully beef on the peninsula and it is only loyalty that holds the forces together… I like General Hamilton, and found him exceedingly kindly. … But as a strategist he has completely failed. Undoubtedly, the essential and first step to restore the morale of the shaken forces is to recall him and his Chief of Staff [Braithwaite], a man more cordially detested in our forces than Enver Pasha. What the army there wants is a young leader, a man who has had no past, and around whom the officers can rally…


The conceit and self-complacency of the red feather men are equalled only by their incapacity. Along the line of communications, and especially at Mudros, are countless high officers and conceited young cubs who are plainly playing at war. What can you expect of men who have never worked seriously, who have lived for appearance and for social distinction and self satisfaction, and who are now called on to conduct a gigantic war? …I could tell you many scandals, but the instance that will best appeal to you is that of the staff ship Aragon. She is a magnificent and luxurious South American liner, anchored at Mudros harbour as a base for the staff of the Inspector-General of Communications. I can give you no idea how the Australians – and the new British officers too – loathe the Aragon. Heaven knows what she is costing, but certainly the staff live in luxury. And nothing can exceed the rudeness of these chocolate General Staff soldiers to those returning to the front… Whatever of our 3rd Australian General hospital on shore we had 134 fever cases, including typhus, with only a few mosquito nets, and no ice, and few medical comforts, the Aragon staff was wallowing in ice. Colonel Stawell – you know him as Melbourne’s leading consultant – and Sir Alex M’Cormick are not sentimentalists. But they really wept over the terrible hardships of the wounded, due to the incapacity of the Aragon…30


Lloyd-George the Minister for Munitions met with Murdoch and encouraged him to pass on a copy of his letter to the British Prime Minister – which he duly did. Lloyd-George made sure that Murdoch’s letter was ‘printed on the duck-egg blue stationary of the Committee of Imperial Defense and circulated to the Dardanelles Committee. Overnight it had become a State Paper.’31

Dear Mr Murdoch,


With the Prime Minister’s permission I took the responsibility of circulating your report [personal letter] to the Cabinet as a confidential document. It undoubtedly made a very deep impression. I have not yet seen any reply from Head Quarters.


I enclose an introduction to Sir F. Swettenham


Yours sincerely,


D. Lloyd-George.32


Murdoch was a willing pawn in the political and military machinations of high office and high command. Lloyd-George had his own reasons for publishing Murdoch’s letter as he had become disillusioned with the Dardanelles campaign. He had now become a great supporter of the Salonika expedition and hoped that with the termination of the Gallipoli fiasco, the supplies and troops from the peninsula would be transferred to Salonika. Regardless, many were genuinely shocked by Murdoch and Ashmead-Bartlett’s observations and assessments of the military situation on the peninsula. Their views were totally at odds to those parroted by Hamilton and Kitchener which, when they bothered to communicate anything to anyone, was always about major strategic advances. Murdoch and Ashmead-Bartlett both stressed that the troops needed to be evacuated before winter set in. Their assessments were quickly gaining traction.
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While high-level Machiavellian politics and jockeying was going on in Great Britain and France, the soldiers on the ground at Anzac still maintained faith in themselves and their commanders, Generals Walker and Birdwood. In early September the generals were conducting one of their frequent inspections of the front line trenches as recalled by Sergeant Les Cooper (7th Battalion).

‘Pull yourselves together,’ I said. ‘Here comes the General – try and look like soldiers! ‘Birdie’ as usual greeted me with ‘Good morning, Sgt Major.’ Then spotting what was obviously a youngster among the new arrivals, walked over and asked the lad his age. ‘Twenty one Sir,’ answered the youth rather awkwardly, whereupon the GOC gave him to understand it wasn’t his military age he wanted to know, but how old he really was. Again the lad gulped, this time as he corrected himself with ‘Sixteen, Sir.’ ‘That’s what made the British Empire,’ said ‘Birdie’ turning to me, ‘boys of sixteen doing a man’s job.’ So impressed was the kid that, as the General was about to enter the traverse, he was heard to say with fervor, ‘By heavens, he’ll bloody well do me!’ at that ‘Birdie’ stepped back to give his final assessment: ‘And you’ll bloody well do me too.’33
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CHAPTER 11.

‘He would not let me go in’
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Hamilton, knowing that he would not be getting the reinforcements he needed to launch another offensive, focused on reorganizing his army. He ordered the British 13th Division which had fought under Birdwood returned to the IX Corps based at Suvla and the British 54th East Anglian Territorial transferred to Anzac in exchange. The changeover began on the night of August 28 with two battalions of the 13th Division marching from Anzac to Suvla, and two of the 54th Territorial marching in the opposite direction. The men of the Territorial battalions were immediately placed into the newly captured trenches on Hill 60, while the troopers of the Australian Light Horse and the New Zealand Mounted Rifles remained for a week until the Territorials had a chance to settle in.

Major General Godley, who had command of all Anzac forces in this sector during the August Offensive, now reverted back to commanding the New Zealand and Australian Division. Godley’s Division was now responsible for the sector south of the Territorial Division (i.e., south of Hill 60 and Damakjelik Bair, but north of old Anzac). The sector defined by the northern parts of old Anzac, including Walker’s Ridge, Russell’s Top, and the head of Monash Valley, was to be taken up by the men of the 2nd Australian Division who were now beginning to arrive from Egypt. Indeed, the men of the 20th Battalion had by August 26 taken over the trenches from the 3rd Light Horse Brigade facing The Nek which, unfortunately for these troopers, enabled them to participate in the deadly fighting at Hill 60 a few days later. The Anzac sector was now being held by four divisions: from north to south these were the British 54th Territorial under the command of Major General Inglefield, the New Zealand and Australian Division under the command of Major General Godley, the 2nd Australian Division under the command of Major General Legge and the 1st Australian Division under the command of Major General Walker (responsible for Second Ridge, 400 Plateau, and the southern flank along Bolton’s Ridge).

[image: image]
 

Elsewhere, life at Anzac went on. Lieutenant Colonel ‘Pompey’ Elliott (7th Battalion) had been ordered to send up a cook to assist General Birdwood’s GHQ. The man chosen was a Scotsman by the name of Campbell who gained access to the local stores of rum and was immediately returned to Elliott under escort and under the influence. Elliott had just had a trench periscope shattered, spraying his face with glass while trying to locate a troublesome sniper’s nest. He was in a foul mood as Campbell was brought before him. He gave Campbell two options – sneak up to the sniper’s post and throw a box of guncotton into the Turkish position (and gain a medal in the process) or face a court martial. Campbell quickly took up Elliott’s first option, saying ‘I’d like to look at yon place’ before going over the top.1 Campbell was escorted up the line with a corporal who pointed out the position to him. Campbell was soon back with Elliott who later related: ‘The corporal of the guard came to me and reported “Private Campbell wants to speak to you sir.” “Very well” I said. “Bring him in”. Scotty had now sobered up and bringing his heels together with a click, and saluting in his best style, he said, very earnestly, “Sir, I’ll tak’ the Coort Martial.”’2

Not far away Sergeant George Hill, a member of the Machine Gun Section, also from ‘Pompey’s’ 7th Battalion, wrote to his brother:

Well we are holding a big line on this point [Lone Pine] and hope to have it over soon. I wish it was over now for I have…been under fire all the time…the Machine Gun Section has been in the trenches fifteen [out of seventeen weeks]…so you might imagine what we feel like by now. While I scribble these few lines I am on duty at the Gun in a small tunnel in a hill facing a nice spot. But we get no fun here. Well old chap, I haven’t had a wash for about a week, the beach is too far to walk as I have a very tired feeling now, been a Trenchie for too long. There are a few shells flying across now and then – thank goodness the Turks have not got too many big guns for they seem very short of them. You would break your ribs for a good laugh if you saw me now; the backside is out of my pants and I have cut them short above the knees with no socks on, but I get a shave once a week and keep the wig short for there might be louse about.3


As reflected in Hill’s letter, the troops were spent and desperately in need of rest. Hamilton was finally becoming aware – or finally being forced to take notice of – the high percentage of men succumbing to sickness on the peninsula. This was especially true of the men at Anzac. Hamilton organised for Lieutenant Colonel Purves-Stewart (an army physician) to write a report on the health of the men at Anzac. Purves-Stewart examined a sample of 104 considered among the ‘fittest’ of the old timers. He reported:

The contrast between the old and fresh troops [2nd Division] was striking. The newly-arrived men were of splendid physique, in the pink of condition, active and alert. The older troops were emaciated in 77 per cent of cases, and nearly all of them showed well-marked pallor of the face. There was no sponginess of the gums or other signs suggestive of scurvy. Sixty-four per cent of these men were suffering from indolent ulcers of the skin, chiefly of the hands and shins…A large proportion, 78 per cent, had occasional diarrhoeal attacks but not enough to put them on the sick list.


Most striking of all was the rapidity and feebleness of the heart’s action, tachycardia being observed in 50 per cent of the old troops…The rapidity…could not be ascribed to sudden exertion for each man was examined at his post, laying aside his rifle for a few minutes for purpose of medical investigation. Nor was it due to emotional disturbance, for notwithstanding the frequent impact of bullets and shells on the adjacent sandbags the pulse did not momentarily become accelerated. Seventy-four per cent of these troops suffered from shortness of breath, a condition which was conspicuously absent in the fresh troops.


The spirit and morale of these soldiers, whether of the old or newly-arrived troops, were excellent. Not one man hinted at the slightest inclination to be relieved from trench duty…[These]…facts are significant, especially if it be borne in mind that they refer, not to sick men, but to men on active duty.4


Medical Officer Harry Nott (10th Battalion), who had landed with his battalion during the early morning hours of April 25, witnessed one of Purves-Stewart’s examinations, stating that ‘Col. Purves Stewart…from GHQ, came along the trenches today to examine some of the men. He saw 25 of the original men and seemed much impressed with their loss of vitality.’5 Purves-Stewart’s conclusions should have been of no surprise to Hamilton or his staff. The men at Anzac were in no condition for a force march or a long uphill charge and if pneumonia was to break out with the coming of winter, which was more than likely, the mortality rate would be abnormally high. In a further breakdown of results Purves-Stewart focused on the men of the 11th Battalion stating that ‘25 per cent of the men were not fit to be on duty at all, 50 per cent were able for average work and would last for a short time longer, and that there was little probability of the remainder standing a winter campaign.’6 At a more personal level, Private Edwin Inman (11th Battalion) wrote in his diary from about this time:

Paraded sick with my feet. I feel dead crook & my feet have festered & pain a lot. Dr. put me on trench duties & said I had to get them bandaged. When I heard I had to go in firing line I went back to the Dr. & told him I could not do my duty to stand up observing. He said I would have to try… Duncan Sharp came on firing line this morning & when he knew I had to go, he went back again himself. I think he is far worse than me himself. He would not let me go in. I am glad of the rest but do not like to have it through him doing my extra work. He is indeed a comrade.7


Purves-Stewart recommended that those men who had been on the peninsula more than four months should be rotated out of the line (off the peninsula onto nearby Greek Islands) and given abundant sleep and a generous diet. As such, the men of the 2nd Australian Division were now to be allocated to various sectors outside of their designated areas of operations to enable the weakest men from Anzac to be evacuated from the peninsula. Some of the originals soon began to be slowly but steadily rotated out of the lines for brief periods of recuperation on Lemnos.
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The wounded and sick would not have the luxury of spending their leave away from the peninsula ‘unhurt’ with their cobbers as part of the rotation system. Those heading for the field hospitals on Lemnos, or hospitals in Egypt, Malta, or Gibraltar (and not considered seriously wounded) would find to their relief that this had its benefits. After the discomforts and dangers at Anzac, many found themselves overwhelmed by the ‘sheer luxury of a bed and clean white sheets and by the attention of the British and Australian nurses, who in retrospect, seem to have been uniformly beautiful in their angelic ministrations.’8 As recorded by Major Fred Waite:

On the road from Anzac, Suvla and Helles; on this dusty, rocky island [Lemnos]; surrounded by that atmosphere of desolation and suffering caused by an aggregation of wounded and broken men – these girls, with no halfpenny illustrated paper to print their picture and sing their praises slaved away in the Mudros hospitals and saved the lives of many New Zealanders who must have perished had it not been for the devotion of the nurses. The soldiers of New Zealand can never adequately express their thanks for the magnificent work of those Canadian and Australian women at Lemnos, and the British, Australian and New Zealand nurses who toiled so heroically on those awful journeys in the hospital ships from Anzac to Mudros, Alexandria and Malta.9


The Anzac troops and nurses on the ground had a slightly different take on things. The British nurses generally had a bad reputation with the Anzacs as described by Australian Sister Mary Gormans in her diary (August 1, 1915) while stationed at Alexandria No. 17 British General Hospital. The ‘Australian and NZ sisters will work here, but the English were regular shirkers and are just out for a good time. The men say unless they are officers they won’t do anything for them.’10

To help cope with the casualties, two vast tent hospitals were set up around Mudros Harbour on Lemnos. The Australian No. 3 General Hospital and No. 2 Australian Stationary Hospital were located on the roadless promontory at Turk’s Head. Close by were two Canadian stationary hospitals and one British. In the two months to October, 57,000 sick and 37,000 wounded were evacuated from the beaches of Gallipoli to these hospitals; indeed from August more than 100,000 casualties had been shipped from Mudros to other facilities in Egypt, Malta, and England.11
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The first rotation out of the line included the men of the 1st and 2nd Brigades from Lone Pine and Second Ridge, while the newly arrived 7th Brigade relieved the men of the New Zealand and Australian Division and the troopers of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles. Bean noted that it was tragic ‘to see the thin line of tattered, emaciated veterans and to contrast them with the lines of fit, stalwart, properly uniformed fresh troops.’12 Colonel Russell, commander of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles, wrote in a letter home regarding his men: ‘The brigade is reduced to vanishing point.’13 Of the original 3000 or so men of his brigade, only 249 men were left to make the voyage to Lemnos. The troopers of the Canterbury Mounted Rifles had suffered the worst – of the 677 officers and men who had landed on Gallipoli in May, just 28 were left.14

The experience of the survivors of the New Zealand Infantry Brigade as they arrived on Lemnos was far from unique.

Four months of living on monotonous food, of constant hammering at the Turk, of thirst and danger and fatigue, had left its mark on the hollow-cheeked, sunken-eyed, but dauntless-spirited soldiers of Anzac. Arriving at night, the men of the N.Z. Infantry Brigade stumbled along the dark and dirty highway. Many of the troops slept by the wayside rather than struggle on and further weaken themselves. As there were few tents at the camping place, it turned out that the ones who did struggle on were in no sense rewarded, and to make matters worse, a real Mediterranean downpour set in. Daily more ‘Indian pattern’ tents arrived, into which as many as forty men crept at night. Gradually the number of tents increased, the weather cleared, and the men made an effort to extract a little pleasure out of life.15


The Australians of the 4th Brigade experienced similar hardships on arriving on Lemnos. The bivouac area was completely inadequate and few tents were available on arrival. Colonel John Monash spent considerable time trying to cut through the British red tape as heavy thunderstorms washed through his camp site. Monash was particularly scathing of the Communications Staff who were comfortably ensconced on the luxury liner Aragon: ‘They told us what they were going to do, oh, such a lot to make thoroughly comfortable! They gave us some travelling kitchens. They came a few days after and took them away at very short notice and told us to requisition for dixies…’16 The attempt to secure tents for his men wasn’t any better:

The Canadian Hospital evacuated some forty large marquees for huts. I sent to General Jackson, ‘Can we have these?’ ‘Why certainly, if the hospital commandant approves!’ ‘Yes, he would approve, if the ADMS did!’ The latter said, ‘Oh yes, but better see ordnance!’ Ordnance said, ‘Certainly, but Commandant Mudros must authorize.’ Latter [he] did so. We sent fatigue parties to strike and pack the tents, and we got them transported. We brought them two miles to Sarpi Camp. We were actually in the act of pitching them, when peremptory orders came that the whole of these tents must be at once returned to the hospital.17


Indeed, the British officers stationed on the SS Aragon, anchored in Mudros harbour, were well and truly loathed by just about everyone. They lived in a floating palace, far away from the sounds of the guns, costing the British taxpayer around $35,000 a month. Not only were the troops disgusted and insulted by the presence of this ship in the harbour but the Australian nurses too could not help but comment. Because of the lack of vegetables they had to drink lime juice to prevent scurvy. Eggs, meat and potatoes were all in short supply. One day sister Hell Pike, stationed at No. 3 General Hospital on Lemnos, was approached by her senior orderly outside her tent and handed a soiled parcel of sacking with blood seeping from it. Inside, to her delight, she found a large cut of steak which the orderly had ‘half-inched’ from the supercilious officers on the Aragon.18

If that wasn’t enough, Crompton Mackenzie, an intelligence officer of the general staff, later described how he ‘ate the best lunch I had eaten since I left Capri’ in the company of Hunter-Weston and the General Bailloud:

…..and we even had iced cocktails.


‘Mais il est merveilleux, ce bon Cartair,’ General Bailloud declared, raising his glass to the ADC.


‘Where did you get the ice, Carter?,’ asked the General [Hunter-Weston] who was as proud of his ADC’s exploits in the way of catering as a sportsman of a clever retriever.


‘From a hospital ship, Sir,’ said Carter


‘Splendid! Capital!,’ Hunter-Bunter shouted.


‘It was a good lunch.’19
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Many men found it difficult to readjust for the first few days at least. Private William Newell of the Auckland Infantry Battalion wrote: ‘We cannot get used to the quietness and peaceful surroundings which seem weird…It seemed very strange hearing no firing…having to dodge no shell, that it was hard to get to sleep…and in the morning it was something to once more hear the twittering of the birds.’20 On September 16 the surviving six officers and 198 men of the Australian 16th Battalion (4th Brigade) were on parade to be reviewed by French Admiral Guefratti. The 16th Battalion History states:

[Must have] presented a weird spectacle. Some of the men had Australian tunics much the worse for wear; many had ‘Tommy’ tunics; others wore ‘shorts’ and ‘converted’ Tommy slacks. Australian hats in various stages of age and dilapidation and caps with the wire stiffening removed were worn. Scarves, cardigans, and cap comforters and other miscellaneous articles completed the parade.21


After a few days, the men were given some light training for two hours each morning. In the afternoon they played sport including cricket and football, sometimes against the men of the navy. This was not always wise for troops in such a physically distressed state. On September 24 New Zealand trooper Edwin Strong died of ‘parade ground syncope’ while on a short route march and drill. Unfortunately he would not be the only one to die as a result of complete physical exhaustion and failing health.

In mid-September, the men of the battered and war-weary 7th Battalion had finally been taken out of the line for some well earned rest on Lemnos. On October 28 the battalion played cricket against the 8th Battalion. The festive spirit of the match was enhanced by the erection of a marquee and the attendance of 30 Australian nurses from the nearby hospital. Major Geoffrey McCrae noted that ‘they all turned up and we had quite a jolly afternoon.’22 It was also at about this time that the battalion got news that Corporals Alexander Burton and William Dunstan and Lieutenants William Symons and Frederick Tubb, all from their battalion, had been awarded the Victoria Cross for their actions during the fighting at Lone Pine - Burton’s posthumously.

During October and November reinforcements began to arrive on Lemnos. The 6th reinforcements for the New Zealand Infantry Brigade arrived from Egypt and found the camp eerily quiet. As recorded by Corporal Alexander Aitkin of the Otago Infantry Battalion:

I felt then, as everyone else must have, an obscure disquiet. Last Post had not yet sounded, it could not be as late as 21.00 [9 p.m.]; yet the marquees were almost silent, voices were subdued, men could be seen through the flaps already under their blankets. There was not a trace of the animation usual in a camp until Last Post. Only one man had the curiosity to walk out a short distance and see us arrive, yet our arrival had been no surprise because dixies of tea stood waiting for us. No one had asked for news of New Zealand or Egypt. There was a mystery somewhere, perhaps even a disaster.23


The apparent mystery was solved the next day.

These men…were seen by daylight to be listless, weak, emaciated by dysentery, prematurely aged. They had also suffered in nerves. The pastoral silence of the ancient island was felt to be deceptive and sinister; it was unusual to walk abroad at large without the fear of sudden death…I noted the startling transformation of old friends. There was Paine, known at school only a few years before, last seen amongst the 5th Reinforcements, as they marched out of Trentham on 12 June to the music of regimental bands; now hardly recognisable, his hollow face matching in colour his un faded tunic and forage cap; yet he was among the least debilitated…It was significant that the prime case, Gallipoli, was under a taboo and barely mentioned.24


The New Zealand Mounted Rifles received just over 1000 replacements. Some of the originals, however, made an effort to see the new blokes all of whom were keen to get to Gallipoli. The ‘veterans smiled sadly at them and shook their heads, saying nothing. Were it not for the graves of their friends there, none of them had any wish to see the peninsula again.’25 Some of the replacements at least must have come to a realisation of the true meaning of war as they paraded for the first time with the originals: ‘To honour the veterans it was custom to parade them in a file by themselves in front of the reinforcements…Words can hardly describe the feelings which the sight of the short lines in front of each squadron produced. In front of one squadron would be four men; before another, seven and so on.’27 Godley, however, felt no compulsion to honour these veterans as he refused Russell’s request to promote veterans from the ranks to replace the dead and wounded officers. Godley insisted on using inexperienced officers to fill the gaps. This angered the veterans whom by now (and like most Anzacs) had come to loath Godley.28 Many of the Mounted Rifle veterans felt they had done their bit and should be sent home – Godley quickly dashed such hopes with a typically pompous lecture on Empire direct from a ‘Boy’s Own’, as recorded by trooper Percy Doherty:

General Godley…made a speech, soft soaping us as usual, and said that the fine work the Mounted Brigade had done on the Peninsula was equal to any of the finest deeds of the Empire, especially the work we did on Hill 60, where important positions were gained against heavy odds etc. etc. and he hoped we would soon all recuperate in strength so as to be fit to take our place on the Peninsula again. I will refrain from writing what the boys think of him.29


Another soldier who was there for the lecture, Sergeant Erwin Pilling of the Otago Infantry Battalion, wrote that ‘General Godley did a great skite about the fighting we had done. He seems to think us as fit as ever, pictures us in the forefront of more slaughter and finally marches at the head of the remainder into Constantinople. I guess they will have to find a few more New Zealanders before that takes place.’30
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The troops had plenty of coinage to spend. The men were back-paid in English treasury notes of one pound and ten shillings ‘over-printed in Turkish, so that their value might be comprehended in captured [Turkish] villages, but so far Kuchuk Anafarta and Krithia had resisted our efforts to make them legal tender.’31 The men bought fruit, tinned fish, melons, grapes, figs, and poultry from the local Greeks (including omelets made with fresh tomatoes and herbs) where – when possible. Some beer and wine was also available at the military canteens. Red Cross stores were available in quantity and quality along with ‘comforts’ supplied by the people of Australia and New Zealand, although a riot almost broke out when it was discovered that goods labeled ‘a present from the people of Queensland’ were being sold to them at the canteen. The situation was immediately put right.32 Major Fred Waite of the New Zealand Engineers later recorded:

A gift particularly touching was a large consignment of sweets packed in tins by the school children of the Dominion [New Zealand]. Some of the cases had evidently been stowed too near the ship’s boilers, as, on being opened, there was discovered a conglomerate mass of molten sugar, tin, and little notes from the various packers. Weird mixture, though it was, the sweets were most acceptable, and appreciated not only for their value, but for the kindly solicitude that prompted the service.33


Private Reg Johanesen of the 6th Battalion recalled:

We are at Lemnos Island for a holiday. It is a very slow place, there are no trees or anything. The villages are very queer places, you seem to be walking in somebody’s back yard all the time. You see the old women sitting outside spinning cotton, they have not got much to sell at these places, only eggs, grapes and sickly Turkish delight…Things are very slow here, nothing to do in the afternoon, but read and smoke and delouse ourselves (we are still pretty lousy).34


To most of the men’s astonishment a hot bath was available on the island at Thermos just four kilometres from camp. The stone bathhouse was below ground level, the inside lined with marble basins full of overflowing water from a natural spring. The bathhouse soon became one of the most frequented ‘resorts’ on the island.35

Corporal Cyril Lawrence (2nd Field Company, Australian Engineers) did especially well. As in every army, it paid to be mates with the Quartermaster. He wrote in his diary:

My office and the Quartermaster’s store are together and as I am in with the Quartermaster I am all right. We get fresh meat and vegetables every day; also a small bottle of ale or stout per man, and you can bet that we do not go short. Almost every meal we have a good thick grilled steak. Then again we have during our stay here been able to hire boats, go out to the store ships and buy up…it has enabled us to have with our meals sauces, tinned fruits and plenty of condensed milk. Yes, I must say that in regard to tucker we are A1 and if only there was a canteen, a recreation tent, some music or a picture show, something to relieve one’s mind from everlasting military monotony, things would be just fine. Oh God! How I long to get in crowded streets to hear the roar of civilization, the clatter of tram bells and the shriek of steam whistles. No one can ever guess what the longing is like…


The Lady Hamilton gift stores are just down below our camp right on the water’s edge and just below them is the only bit of beach that one can bathe from. Consequently, although there are several bonzer English girls there, all ranks go down for their bathe. Nobody wears a stitch, but nobody cares – the girls, perhaps, least of all. Anyhow it is always possible to see about 200 or more suntanned Australians splashing and lying in the sun…and in full view of any young lady who cares to take a glance. It’s funny how this war has knocked one’s morals to pieces…


We came across a [local] Turk with all his ‘harem.’ Several of the girls appeared rather nice so we just stood and stared. Jingo, didn’t the old Turk ‘go off.’ He waved his arms and stormed at us, but it was of no use; we just looked at him…it finished up by his gathering them all together and marching them inside after carefully counting them.36
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Men of the 7th Battalion return to Anzac after rest on Lemnos. AWM C04407.

Not everyone had it so good as recalled by gunner Roy McLarty (8th Battery):

We were 24 hours without food, and but for a dirty stale loaf of bread which I paid 2/- for, I think we would have starved…We were told at Anzac that we were being sent away to be ‘fed up’ on good food and issue of Stout and Beer. As a matter of fact the paltry food issued is outrageous. No Beer or Stout is issued, or can be brought as the sale of liquor is prohibited… Breakfast is fat bacon and tea; dinner is boiled rice, no tea; and for tea we sometimes get sickly roast or steak…37


If the powers-that-be failed in their obligations to some of the men, the men themselves had their own way of putting things right. British staff officers complained about having to post sentries to guard their luxuries as ‘there were Australians about.’ The Australians especially were known to have efficient foraging officers.38

While the men’s health began to gradually improve on Lemnos it would still be some time before they would be fit enough to conduct any offensive operations. At the end of September a four day medical inspection by Lieutenant Colonel Hearne, acting as Chief Medical Officer of the 1st Australian Division, reported ‘the men on the whole show definite evidence of improvement in their general condition, but many are still very weak and listless and many also have very bad teeth and would soon become casualties from sickness…as soon as placed upon a biscuit diet.’39 Even so, he recommended that of the more than 3000 men he had examined, 50 per cent would be available for front line duties in about four weeks, with the majority of the remainder being fit for service in eight weeks. However, he marked around 50 men as never to return to active duty (some of these men would later re-enlist in Australia under another name and serve on the Western Front). With the arrival of most of these men back at Anzac in late October and early November it finally became the turn of the Australian 3rd Brigade, portions of the Australian Light Horse troopers and the Indian mountain batteries to be rotated out of the line so as to gain some rest on Lemnos. Unknown to these men, most would never return to the peninsula.
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CHAPTER 12.

‘Did I ever tell you about Ernest…’
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With most of the survivors from the 1st Australian Division and the New Zealand and Australian Division resting at Mudros during September-October, the Anzac Sector was essentially being held by the 2nd Australian Division, along with the men of the 3rd Brigade (1st Australian Division) and the troopers of the Australian Light Horse (recently reinforced with troopers of the 4th Light Horse Brigade). The men of the 3rd Brigade were the first to storm the beaches at Anzac on April 25 and they would be among the last to be rotated out of the line for rest. The new Anzac recruits arriving on Lemnos were easily distinguished from the originals, not only in look but also in speak. Even so, perhaps for the first time since Federation 15 years earlier, the men from Australia began to see themselves as representing one nation as opposed to a confederation of states. Private Ben Champion, 7th Battalion, recorded in his diary during his first day in the lines at Anzac:

Soon we were the centre of an animated group. New arrivals meeting old friends and making new ones. Surely these men were not the spick and span soldiers we had seen leaving Australia a year before! Nearly all had beards or had not shaved for weeks; all were dirty, their breeches hacked off at the knees, and few were wearing puttees. But they were happy, cheerful and full of jokes, and they had developed a jargon of their own, which took us new arrivals some time to understand. New words for everyday things and new words for new war terms. Grouped together, they had sameness which I had never realised before. There was a definite Australian character which is hard to explain, but which was present in every one of them.1


The 2nd Division (5th, 6th, and 7th Brigades) was well equipped to take over the defence of Anzac, as not only were they fit and well trained, but some experience was provided by a number of officers who had been recruited from the 1st Division who had earlier been wounded and sent to Egypt to recover. Others had been supplied directly from Anzac for that very purpose. By September 8 the headquarters of the 2nd Division was established at Anzac on the terraces in Rest Gully. The 5th Brigade, under the command of Brigadier William Holmes, took over the positions from Walker’s Ridge to Quinn’s Post (the 300 survivors of the 18th Battalion from Hill 60 were placed in reserve), while the 6th Brigade, under the command of Brigadier Spencer Browne, occupied Courtney’s Post down to 400 Plateau (including Lone Pine). The 7th Brigade, under the command of Brigadier James Burston was required to take over the northern sector formerly held by Godley’s New Zealand and Australian Division along with the New Zealand Mounted Rifles who had held the area from The Apex to Cheshire Ridge. The originals of the 3rd Brigade (1st Australian Division), along with regiments of the Australian Light Horse, continued to hold their sector along the southern flank of Anzac. It was not long before the older senior commanders began to fall by the wayside given the dreadful conditions at Anzac. Eventually only Colonel Holmes would remain.
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Dugouts behind Quinn’s Post. AWM A02009.

Among the new arrivals were two brothers from Queensland, troopers from the Australian Light Horse. They were being led up to Quinn’s Post by an officer of the 17th Battalion. As they reached the firing line the brothers carefully looked out across no-man’s-land using trench periscopes and saw the wreckage, debris and bodies. As each brother stared at some rotting remains a few yards away the officer told them ‘That is your brother there.’ Whit and Jack Logan were at first shocked, but they recognised the body of their brother Tom by the white moleskin breeches he usually wore.2 Major Tom Logan had been killed during the early morning hours of August 7 during a ‘feint’ against Turkish Quinn’s that was to coincide and assist their sister regiment’s suicidal charge against The Nek a few hundred metres north.
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New Zealand Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Hart, who had been wounded in May, returned to command the Wellington Infantry Battalion in early September. It was a similar tale up and down the Anzac perimeter. He was appalled by what he found of his old command and recorded in his dairy (September 6):

After breakfast I rejoined my battalion which was occupying the frontline trenches at The Apex, the top of the gully leading to Chunuk Bair. The battalion is 254 strong, one fourth its correct strength, and of these there are two officers and 48 men of the original force; both these officers [Lieutenant Hugh] McKinnon and [Lieutenant Alexander] McColl and nearly all the men have been wounded and returned to duty, like myself.3


The newly arrived Major General James Legge wrote to the Australian Minister of Defence George Pearce (including a map with an arrow pointing to Lone Pine) stating:

This projection cost 1,000 men [actually over 2,200]…I cannot see that we shall do anything here, except to hang on till the spring, and lose men all the time from Exposure. Our policy and plans here have been too uncertain and without definite purpose – very much like a bungle … [men will] do a great deal of mining work.4


Private Henry Alcock, 23rd Battalion, had recently taken up a position on the ground at Lone Pine at about this time and recalled:

We are in the soup now, and it is not half bad, in fact we are having a real picnic compared to which the lads who made the first landing had to face, one cannot realise the magnitude of their task until one sees the heights up which they charged driving the Turks before them. Where we are posted the Turkish trenches are only five yards away in some places, and we have a pretty lively time exchanging bombs sometimes, but you are as safe as a house if you keep your head down and your wits about you.


I have had some fairly close escapes already, the other day a shell exploded a yard away from me and the only damage it did was to half bury me in sandbags and dirt and give me a bit of a fright, but it was close enough for me. We often throw notes over to one another and once the Turks threw over a note saying ‘You are too weak to advance and too strong to retire and we are the same, so what the ____ are [we] going to do about it?’5


A few days later, however, things did heat up a bit as described by one of Alcock’s mates Private Charles Mehlert: ‘Abdul opened the day with strong fire and bombs, for 4 hours, then made feeble attempt to attack, but was repulsed with rifle and machine-gun fire. Only three of them rushed our lines, the bayonet soon fixed them up. We had about 6 killed and 20 wounded. Those killed were blown to a pulp, with legs and heads off.’6
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With the August Offensive well and truly over and reinforcements down to a minimum, stalemate now set in. In a letter home newly arrived Lieutenant Ted Gaynor (23rd Battalion) described what would soon be a typical move up to the trenches of Lone Pine.

Conversation with platoon sergeant: ‘By the way sir, do you know what time we go in the morning?’ ‘11 o’clock – company fall in at 10.30.’ ‘Very well sir.’ 11 o’clock sees a long meandering line of men in single file drawling along the sap and tunnel to the firing line. We no longer give orders. ‘Attention, quick march etc,’ but ‘Come on lads.’ At last after circuitous and winding stroll we arrive at firing line. ‘Corporal___ you and your men man the sniper’s post.’ ‘Corporal ___ you and your men the observation post.’ Another the MG [machine-gun] tunnel. The men then carry out sniping and observing and finding out what the enemy have done in improvements to their trenches since we were in last.7


[image: image]

Australian sniper using a periscope rifle. AWM H02310.

While Hamilton and staff continued to prepare for a ‘breakout’ from Suvla at some future date, the majority of men were content to live and let live. The main offensive actions from both sides focused on sniping, patrols, and tunneling in order to detonate explosives below the enemy trenches. Patrols didn’t only occur along the northern and southern flanks of the line, but also within the very heart of old Anzac. On Russell’s Top, Sergeant Henry Vince and Corporal Hugh Brennan (20th Battalion), twice daringly crept out across the deadly space separating their lines from The Nek during daylight hours and were able to return with information relating to the Turkish front line trenches. This was accomplished with the help of a number of Australian snipers covering them. Any Turkish periscope that appeared above the parapet was efficiently shot down. Similar scouting occurred at The Apex where scouts crawled to the Turkish front line trenches. It didn’t always go the Anzacs way. On a number of occasions Turkish scouts were doing exactly the same. In Sazli Dere an Australian scout, known to be a good bushman, was positioned less than 20 metres ahead of the Australian lines with a cobber not far away. He was found dead the next morning having been stabbed in the heart and his skull broken in. However, some Turks, probably of Greek origin who had no love for the Turk, took advantage of these patrols, as recorded by Turkish Lieutenant Fasih in his diary in late October. ‘Captain Mustafa Efendi, Commander of 4th Battalion, accompanied by Lieutenants Mahmud, Ali and Niyazi, all from his battalion, come to my dug-out. We talked. They tell me a man from 15th Company, assigned as a guide to 13th Company, had taken advantage of a night patrol to flee to enemy. The other members of the patrol did not fire at him when he got away.’ It would not take long for Fasih to declare ‘I’m 21, but my hair and beard are already grey. My face is wrinkled and my body is rotting. I can’t tolerate these disasters and hardships anymore. I’m distraught.’8

To many of the new men the apparent camaraderie among the Anzacs and the Turks was a complete surprise. At Quinn’s Post, Lieutenant Jack Price (2nd Division Signals Company) recalled:

A note was thrown over by the Turks, evidently in answering to one from our chaps asking the distance to Constantinople…‘You ask how far it is to Constantinople. How long will you please be in getting there?’ They used a knife as a weight when they threw the note and asked for it to be returned. It was thrown back but fell short…on being told where it was they asked our chaps not to fire while one of them got it…On another occasion there must have been a German officer approaching, for all of a sudden the Turks began signaling to our chaps to get down in their trenches. They immediately took the hint and then a machine-gun began to play along the parapet from end to end. Of course, no damage was done. This shows something of the fairness with which the Turk fights.9


In a similar vein, Lieutenant Harold Moody (3rd Field Artillery Brigade) recalled sadly how the arrival of the new men upset the ‘live and let live’ attitude that had been taken up along some sectors. ‘Did I ever tell you about Ernest…[he] was a gaunt old Turk who used to come out of his trench every morning to gather firewood (our chaps never fired a shot for a long while). They used to chuck him tins of bully and he’d salaam and thank them. Poor old Ernest died a sudden death one morning when a new lot come in the trenches.’10

This certainly wasn’t the case at all positions. In early September Private Stuart McLeod (23rd Battalion) took over the trenches close to those that had been occupied by the troopers who had stormed The Nek a month before:

I paid a visit to the trenches in the firing line and saw where some of the 8th Light Horse [and the 10th] got badly cut up in a charge. You can only see this through a periscope as it is not safe to look over the parapet. There were bodies and kit lying there unburied and had been in that state for a month. The trenches are that close together that you cannot bury the dead without coming under their fire at very close range.11


Even those able to obtain some relief away from the front were not safe from enemy fire as recalled by Corporal John Skinner (23rd Battalion) who took up observation with his mate Private Billy Campbell, behind the front line trenches at Lone Pine.

At about 4 o’clock in the afternoon a few 75s from Abdul’s side were bursting just overhead. Sergeant B told us to get off our post and shelter for a bit, which we did, but almost immediately the machine-guns on both sides began to rattle. We sprang to our post and fixed bayonets, and the rest of the lads came running up and took up their positions. I got hold of the periscope and had a fine view of what was taking place. Abdul’s trenches were 150 to 200 yards in front of us and extended down a valley [Valley of Despair] towards the beach. Our shrapnel was sweeping all along the gully, numerous white puffs of smoke. Our MG’s [machine-guns] were cutting up the dirt in front of their trenches like a shower of hail. Then five shots from the boat [British destroyer?] put the finishing touch on the whole show. You could see cloud of black and yellow smoke, then a roar of bursting shell, and sandbags and dirt etc. would go flying in the air.12


The Turks didn’t have it any better. Lieutenant Mehmed Fasih (47th Regiment) recorded in his diary while positioned at Lone Pine (Bloody Ridge) in October:

A group of agitated soldiers approached our camp. Ask them what had happened. Mahmud Can has been hurt. He has injuries to an arm, a leg, his chest and face, and he is encrusted with sand. Run over and cut off his boots, pants and socks. The poor fellow is in bad shape, but being brave. We bandage him up and send him to the rear. His foot and arm are seriously hurt. He was hit during relief of machine-gun crew.


After he is taken away the Captain and I go to inspect damage to our trenches. Machine-gun emplacement (where Mahmud Can was hurt) is below ground, at the end of a path. The gun is fired from a narrow slit facing the enemy. As if tossed in by hand, an enemy shell penetrated the position from this aperture. The carnage it caused is awful. Six dead lie there. Dismembered, parts of their bodies are intermingled. Blood has drained out of bodies and chests and arms look like wax. Shins and legs, seared by the explosion, are purple. Some bones have been stripped of flesh. The men’s features are unrecognizable…


First-aid men are collecting bits and pieces. The men’s comrades have gathered. Waiting to help carry their dead friends away. Alas!…This is impossible…The machine-gun stand has been smashed to bits. Its various components are covered with blood and bits of human flesh. Mud is everywhere…Shredded underwear from the dead is encased in the most inaccessible parts of the gun.


At the cost of much blood this machine-gun had been captured from the British. It was modified so it could use our ammunition. Alas!…Before we could avenge all the lives it took and all the blood it spilled seven or eight more souls were snuffed out when it was time for it to be blown apart.


As I write this in my diary, relight and smoke tobacco remaining in my water-pipe, and drink up what was left of my coffee when the shelling started. But the horror of what I saw remains before my eyes.13


Snipers declared a never ending war against each other, as recorded by Colonel Granville Ryrie (2nd Light Horse) who went among his men to determine what all the firing was about. He was told it was ‘one of our men having a bit of a battle with some snipers, he has just come in wounded in the head, but he said he got three of them, he went into the scrub, after them, his wound is not serious and he wants to go out as soon as he gets it dressed.’14 Not far aware Lieutenant Colonel ‘Pompey’ Elliott of the 7th Battalion was at the newly-captured trenches at Lone Pine. Privates Robert Walton and Bertie Reeves were busy firing at the Turks just a few metres away. Walton recalled:

A little lull in the proceedings, and down came Pompey from the sky. ‘Keep up that sniping! What are you men doing?’ He was meekly informed that there was nothing to snipe at. ‘Nonsense be d…..,’ and, to his orderly, ‘Get me my telescope!’ The telescope arriving, Pompey poked it through the aperture in the iron shield and, grabbing up my rifle, let go – BANG!!! ‘H’m, that blighter will fix no more telegraph poles’ says Pomp to me. ‘Here take this and have a good look around – you’ll see enough to keep you busy.’ Off he went, and over Johnny I looked, and there, down by his water barrel, was the noble Johnny still calmly fixing his telegraph pole. I thank Pompey for giving me the means of getting so wonderful a view of the peninsula. I’ll say this – Ned Kelly had nothing on the old man. It’s a wonder Johnny didn’t get the telescope as he did our periscopes.15


It was not only during daylight hours that you had to watch out. In a letter home Roy McLarty (8th Battery) wrote: ‘I have to tell you of yet another of our boys who has gone on ‘the long journey.’ Driver Lionel Churchill was shot in the abdomen two nights ago while on duty in Shrapnel Gully. He lingered for eight hours in great pain – then died…Now, after nearly six months of good and ceaseless work, he lies dead – aged 23.’16 Being out of the front lines was no guarantee of a relatively safe existence from snipers either. Lieutenant Robert Raws (23rd Battalion) described the death of his friend Lieutenant Bertram Atkinson. ‘He was shot a few yards from me. He and I were digging a new dugout – It seems funny now he is what we call ‘dead.’ I miss him, of course, but I can’t say I feel it or feel sad or that kind of thing. He didn’t have the slightest pain as death was instantaneous.’17

Snipers, by necessity, are a competitive lot. Australian trooper Ion Idriess recorded a deadly shooting competition between himself and a Turk positioned just a few hundred metres away:

I’d fire and the dust would fly up against his loophole. Then slowly and cautiously the tiny circle of light on the trench parapet which was Johnny’s loophole would fill up with half his square, grim face. Watching like a cat watching a distant mouse-hole, I’d see his rifle-muzzle slowly poke through the loophole, then a spurt of smoke with the crack-ping! and his bullet would plonk into the sandbags above my loophole. Then my turn. I’d wait with my rifle-sights leveled evenly at that distant telltale gleam of light, then immediately it was blotted out by his cautious face, I’d fire. Instantly he would duck. And vice versa and so on. It was thrilling. I waited for each of my turns and every sense keyed to concert pitch, thrilled through and through. No doubt Johnny the Turk felt the same. I tried to kill him and he tried to kill me. Yet we have never seen each other and never will.18


Not everyone was a ‘trained–designated’ sniper. Trooper Oliver Hogue wrote of Sergeant George Brennan, who was officially in charge of the cooks and dixies of the 7th Australian Light Horse Regiment:

Every morning, breakfast over, he took down his rifle, strolled across to the trenches, and had innumerable duels with Turkish snipers.


He had the range of all their trenches and when he saw a sniper’s ‘possey’ he blazed away till he silenced the enemy. Now and then an unwary Turk showed half a head, and this Irish sharpshooter was on to him like a shot. Some days he would come back to camp angry and disappointed.


‘Thirty shots and not a single scalp,’ he exclaimed one day, kicking aside some innocent mess tin.


But at other times he stalked back as if he had won the battle of Anzac on his own.


‘Killed three Turkeys,’ he cried. And then he was happy as Larry all day.19


Both sides spent considerable time trying to locate machine-gun and sniper positions. Turkish Lieutenant Fasih recorded in his diary in late October:

Battalion Commander sends for me. I go. He orders me to pin-point (enemy) machine-guns and artillery and prepare a sketch showing their locations. Take a large periscope and place it in a sack. Best spot for an observation post is slit in the dug-out where all those men were killed yesterday [killed by an Anzac Howitzer shell]. Proceeded there and do the job. In addition, was able to pin-point positions of three snipers. One is on Yesilsirt [Holly Ridge], the second on Yesiltarla [The Wheatfield] at spot where enemy trenches form an angle. The third is where enemy trenches on Abdulvahap Sirti [Bolton’s Ridge] join those on Kanlisirt (Lone Pine). Together, with a good sketch, presented my report to Battalion.20


[image: image]
 

Men from both sides were under enormous stress. Some men had the ability to help alleviate the strain. Stoics like the Boar War veteran William ‘Combo’ Smith (11th Battalion) were literally worth their weight in gold when push came to shove and were sparingly sprinkled in all armies. He ‘frequently shattered the dignity of authority and generally disturbed the good order and military discipline of the battalion. There is no doubt that in bad times he was an asset to the rank and file – the worse things were the better his form became. He could always be relied on to raise a good laugh…when there was damned little to laugh at.’21

The older officers especially, succumbed to the responsibilities, pressures and conditions at Anzac. Lieutenant Colonel William Bolton, aged 53, who had landed on the first day and had for weeks done excellent service, suffered a nervous breakdown. This was a young man’s war. He wrote to General Birdwood:

I respectfully apply to be relieved of command and to be transferred to Intermediate Base Depot of Australia: I feel this would be in the best interests of the Services as the strenuous work of the last three weeks has been too much for a man of my years and I am broken down in body and mind: the horrors and strain of 8th to 12th inst. at Aitchi Baba were more than I could stand, my nerve is completely gone, I have no confidence in myself and I shall never be able to take troops into action again, and I earnestly ask that this application be favourably considered.22


Bolton was soon on his way back to Australia. The enlisted men didn’t have the luxury of asking to be relieved. They had to grin and bear it or try other avenues to overcome their fears and anxieties. Turkish officer Fasih, recalled:

After a while needed to go to the latrine. On the way came upon a private under sentence of death. He is being held in a slit trench. Guarded by two men with fixed bayonets. Am deeply upset by this sight and my compassion is aroused. The poor fellow was accused at having fired at [his] index finger of his right hand. He was unable to prove his innocence. He claims there is a witness who can testify his wound was not self-inflicted. But that man is now himself in hospital. Tomorrow, intend to prepare a petition on private’s behalf to request that hospitalized man be interrogated.23


Fasih does not record the fate of this poor unfortunate soldier.
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On a well-earned break from Anzac, Charles Bean had some time to reflect on the past six months as he tried to relax on Imbros. He recorded in his diary on September 26:

War Correspondents have so habitually exaggerated the heroism of battles that people don’t realise that the real actions are heroic. If you say ‘The line went forward and not one man came back’ – that is really a thing that can very seldom be said of any but the most magnificent troops – but people say ‘No, of course they didn’t – they were British soldiers and British soldiers don’t run away.’ As a matter of fact everyone who has seen a battle knows that soldiers do very often run away; soldiers, even Australian soldiers, have sometimes to be threatened with a revolver to make them go on in individual cases…


Then there is the nonsense about wounded soldiers wanting to get back from hospital to the front. I have asked the nurses, I have asked the men. I have heard them discussing it – and everyone says – what everyone here knows – that it is not one soldier in fifty that wants to go back to the front. They dread it. Not very many will actually shoot their fingers off to escape from the front, but even this is not uncommon even among Australians, and it is probably less common with them than with most. There are men who want to get back to the front, great stalwart, true Australians – but there are not many like them in any army.


There is plenty of heroism in war – it teems with it. But it has been so overwritten that if you write that a man did his job people say: ‘Oh, but there’s nothing heroic in that! Isn’t there?’ You come here and see the job and understand it and get out of your head the nonsense that is written about it. There is horror and beastliness and cowardice and treachery, over all of which the writer, anxious to please the public, has to throw his cloak – but the man who does his job is a hero. And the actual truth is that though not all Australians by any means do their job there is a bigger proportion of men in the Australian Army that try to do it cheerfully and without the least show of fear than in any force or army that I have seen in Gallipoli. The man who knows war knows that this is magnificent praise. The public can never know it.


The war correspondent is responsible for most of the ideas of battle which the public possesses. For example – the public thinks in black and white and nothing between – the public thinks a retreat or rout is a matter of simple cowardice; whereas if ever there was a case of mixed motives the ordinary retreat is one. A hundred men go forward of whom, in the best cases, perhaps twenty per cent wish they were not going forward at all when they start – and 80 [sic 60] per cent before they get there. The remaining 20 per cent are going to do the job or die simply because they are the sort of men to whom life is not worth living except on those terms.


As the enemy trench is reached and some of the 20 per cent are killed…a moment comes when the weaker men are ready to turn at all costs – there are wounded men running back all the time. One man starts to run back – perhaps 2 or 3 on either side start to run with him. The others coming up see them running back – and have not the remotest idea why they are running back. Perhaps (it enters their heads) that they are running away. Perhaps the trench has been found impossible to take. Perhaps they’ve been ordered to retire… The order to retire is sometimes, no doubt, attributed to an officer who has been killed. ‘Captain Smith gave the order to retire’. It goes along the line – ‘Word passed to retire at once’. Every weak-spirited man – and there is always a sprinkling of them – taking it up with especial vehemence. It needs a lot of grit in a man to say (especially if his officer has been killed) ‘Retire be damned! Who says we’re to retire! Pass along and ask who gave the order!’ And yet strong men do that. They know the ‘order to retire’ is sometimes an invention and they are not going to be cheated out of doing their job by any weak spirited being in the force. The success of an army like ours chiefly depends on what proportion of these strong independent minded men there is in it. And in the Australian force the proportion is unquestionably undoubtedly high – may amount to 50 per cent or more. I have seen them going up against a rain of fire and weaker ones retiring through them at the very same time – the two streams going in opposite directions and not taking the faintest notice of one another.


Well, this is the true side of war – but I wonder if anyone would believe me outside the army. I’ve never written higher praise of Australians than is on this page, but the probability is that if I were to put it into print to-morrow the tender Australian public, which only tolerates flattery and that in its cheapest form, would howl me out of existence…24
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CHAPTER 13.

‘What the hell do you take me for a bloody canary?’
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Since early August the lower slopes opposite North Beach had been free of Turks enabling this area for the first time to be used for landing troops and supplies. This part of Anzac soon became a major logistical hub and to help a wharf, later known as William’s Pier, was built. Even so, there remained one troublesome Turkish position that still made life difficult for those along North Beach and was appropriately called Sniper’s Nest. It was positioned on an almost inaccessible high, craggy knoll which the Turks reached via a razor-backed seaward ridge originating from Baby 700 which protruded into the Anzac sector a few hundred metres north of The Sphinx. Another potential trouble spot close by, named Sniper’s Slope, also originated from below Baby 700, but for some unknown reason remained unoccupied by the Turks. Troopers of the 10th Australian Light Horse reported:

The Turks on Sniper’s Nest were seen carrying sheets of corrugated iron. This appropriately-named enemy post had sorely plagued our troops since the Landing, and a heavy toll of casualties had already been taken by snipers skillfully placed therein. It consisted of a small rugged knoll with very abrupt slopes, and formed the apex of a sharp salient, which throughout the campaign was continually harassed by our warships and land batteries, but never actually passed into our hands. Apparently it was the enemy’s intention to make himself more secure there by reinforcing his trench system with iron roofing.1


Turkish snipers, along with a machine-gun entrenched on Sniper’s Nest made life difficult for those along North Beach during daylight hours. Indeed, it was only from Sniper’s Nest that the area south of The Sphinx (along North Beach) could be observed by the Turks. All other Turkish positions remained ignorant of this part of the beach. On a number of occasions plans had been devised to capture this position. One attempt was made by scouts of the 20th Battalion but they soon found themselves trapped in impossible terrain just 40 metres below the position. The troopers of the 10th Light Horse had earlier ventured out to silence Sniper’s Nest and came close to succeeding.

The C.O. (Major Alan Love) suggested to Brigade Headquarters that a reconnaissance be made with a view to the capture and blowing up of this post. His suggestion was approved, and Lieut. H.B. Hamlin and a party of eight men were detailed to carry out this operation. At half-past eight on the night of the 30th June, Lieut. Hamlin and his men set out on their mission from Number One Outpost. Fifty pounds of gun cotton with necessary fuse, detonators, etc., were carried. As the western face of the Nest was too steep, it was decided that an attempt should be made to approach and surprise the post from the rear; a post which was later discovered to have the whole enemy line in that sector supporting it!


The first portion of the enterprise was accomplished without mishap but with very great difficulty owing to the terribly rough and broken nature of the ground. The party succeeded in arriving at the rear of their objective without attracting enemy observation. But now a slice of pure bad luck was to intervene and upset their plans. Just as they were approaching the ‘Nest,’ earth and sky suddenly became illuminated by one of those weird ‘lightning storms’ peculiar to Gallipoli. Flash after flash, unaccompanied by thunder, exposed the ground to full view as clearly as in broad daylight, and it was quickly evident that the ‘Nest’ was occupied and the enemy alert.


A brisk, though, fortunately, badly aimed fire was immediately opened on the party, who, realising that they had been forestalled, gradually worked their way back to their own lines, taking advantage of the intervals between flashes to move, and making use of the short rhododendron scrub as cover.2


Anzac and naval guns for a time targeted Sniper’s Nest, but each time it was rebuilt and occupied by the Turks. Eventually the troopers of the 3rd Light Horse Brigade on Table Top positioned a machine-gun to sweep the Turkish communication sap leading into the Turkish post and to some degree this reduced the potential danger. It was later decided by the recently promoted Colonel White, however, that all active operations against Sniper’s Nest should cease for fear of awakening the Turks to a possible attack and forcing them to heavily entrench and expand their positions, including the largely vacant Sniper’s Ridge. It was considered better to put up with the troublesome Sniper’s Nest rather than disturb a potential ‘Hornet’s Nest.’3

Even so, it was far safer to land supplies along this stretch of Anzac as opposed to Anzac Cove itself – as William’s Pier was invisible to the Turkish gunners, unlike the cove. The Turks at Gaba Tepe and the Olive Grove were free to pour fire into Anzac Cove whenever they chose. Soon, another pier had to be constructed close to William’s Pier to help with the unloading of men and materials. Also, unlike Anzac Cove, North Beach offered a considerable amount of level hinterland, almost completely protected by the amphitheater of the surrounding heights of Russell’s Top and The Sphinx, currently in Anzac hands. It was one of the safest parts on the peninsula occupied by Allied troops. It was also here that the 1st Stationary Hospital (consisting of large tents) with 1000 beds was set up. It would not be long before it was expanded to 2000 beds. It was recorded in the war diary of the 1st Stationary Hospital on November 4 that ‘the hospital is now prepared for wounded. We have [an] operating room, X-Ray plant, surgical wards, and the whole is lighted with electricity. We are now preparing tunnels into the hillside. The hospital gets occasional shells, but we cannot blame the Turks, as we are in the midst of guns and ammunition dumps.’ Soon this area would also be chosen as the main depot for reserve stores and supplies being built up for winter.

Another series of depots was established earlier close to No. 2 and No. 3 Outposts further north. These had been established since the beginning of the August Offensive – as this had been the major areas of operations in the failed attempt to capture the dominating Sari Bair heights. During this time they had become almost a miniature Anzac Cove covered in stores of every description including, ordnance, field ambulances (wagons), medical supplies, mules, fodder, water, transport, and troops. It was also here where Godley, who was in charge of the operations, had established his headquarters. A number of small tent hospitals were also established. They tended to develop wherever the ambulances were stored. A number of the sick and wounded within these hospitals were killed by Turkish shelling from the Olive Grove (directed by Turkish aircraft flying over the crowded beach). Again, given that these medical units were located among ordnance and stores, the Turks could not be blamed. The Anzac commanders should have ensured the wounded were located well away from the depot if such a thing was possible.

All this supply activity at least seemed to trickle down some benefits to the men in the line. Private Edward King (19th Battalion) noticed the powers-that-be had finally drawn a correlation between diet and health. There have been ‘so many men away sick with dysentery, that it has been found advisable to give us more substantial food. We now get fresh beef and bread 4 or 5 times a week and if that is kept up, it ought to improve the strength of them. We also get plenty of rice, but we have always had that. The tinned beef isn’t very appetizing and the hard biscuits are little better.’4
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Not everyone serving on the peninsula was in the military. With the reduction of troops on the peninsula after August, it was necessary they be replaced, where possible, with labourers to help with the loading and unloading of stores on the beaches. All available troops had their hands full carrying supplies to the front lines and digging as well as manning trenches. Some British labourers, too old for active military service, had volunteered for duties overseas. Most expected to be employed on the docks in Egypt, but they now found themselves at Helles, Anzac and Suvla. The majority of labourers who ultimately landed on the peninsula, however, were Greek, Egyptian or Maltese, although the vast majority of Egyptians and Maltese refused to serve at Anzac as it was far too dangerous. Indeed, the labour camp there was located on the southern slopes of North Beach within range of Sniper’s Nest. Some of these men had been killed during the first few nights by the machine-gun at the Sniper’s Nest which blindly sprayed the area with bullets. While the vast majority of British labourers were bravely willing to serve at Anzac, the conditions there quickly affected the ability of these older men to perform the work at hand. The Anzacs admiringly dubbed these men ‘the Daddies’ or ‘the Old and Bold.’ These men were placed under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Young who, after the August Offensive, was responsible for the area of Anzac Cove and North Beach now designated the Anzac Advanced Base. The required number of labourers to perform this work was never met and by the end of October, Brigadier General Lesslie asked that the majority of the working parties be replaced by troops, given that some of the men who had been recovering on Mudros were now beginning to arrive back at Anzac.5
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It was in September that the men first began to notice a chill in the air. Arthur Currey of the New Zealand Field Artillery wrote home to his mother of the increasing cold weather:

Anzac Cove


Dardanelles


Sun. Sept 26. 1915


… I hope I receive the box alright for I am in need of pencils and paper. But the socks. I have about seven pairs now, to say nothing of some coming from England. I think I shall start up a Drapers eh!…You did not send any water did you? Water is scarce here. We do all our washing in the salt water and also our ablutions [sic] ….The weather is getting very cold now. It is a lot colder than Egypt or N.Z…


Hoping you are all in the best of health and to see you all again soon, from your loving son, Arthur.6
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October Storms. AWM G01231.

A few weeks later, on October 8, the first serious storm hit Suvla and Anzac. Strong winds swept in from the sea and washed over the piers. At Suvla 30 metres of West Beach Pier were destroyed and parts of the tramway destroyed. Things were far worse at Anzac. A lighter moored at a pier at Brighton Beach broke away carrying with it about 12 metres of the jetty. At the cove itself, another lighter broke across Watson’s Pier smashing a long length of its trestle construction and destroying two main suction pipes that were used to provide water from the lighters. Two other lighters were driven ashore, one of which was still full of fresh water. Anzac was temporally cut off from its main source of water supply.

Previously, a number of water tanks had been installed before the August Offensive. These tanks together held around 300,000 litres of water, of which nearly 190,000 litres was held in the main reserve on Plugge’s. At the time of the storm there was less than 175,000 litres of water available in the whole Anzac sector. Most of the wells, to the exclusion of the well at No. 2 Post, had long since run dry. With the destruction of the water lighters and the appalling weather conditions that prevented immediate resupply, the troops at Anzac were restricted to less than one litre of water per day until further notice. This was to cover all contingencies. Edwin Inman (11th Battalion) recalled that ‘the storm…wrecked both water tanks & in consequence we are on ½ issue. Can’t get any for our water bottles. All the barges were piled up on the beach. Cases of jam, biscuits, meat, milk, etc were laying about everywhere. Both the jetties were washed away.’7 The troopers of the 10th Australian Light Horse, manning the difficult country around Sazli Beit Dere, noted:

A heavy rain storm converted the chalky compound of the trenches into a quagmire. As they conformed – for the most part – with the steep gradient of the Spur, movement along them became extremely difficult owing to the greasy slippery nature of the [trench] floor. But when the blizzard came with a fury in November, we were brought to realise how fortunate a circumstance was our occupation of the high sloping ground.8


By October 11, the reserve water supply at Anzac was down to just 90,000 litres. This meant that at the then rate of reduced consumption, the water would last for another four days at most. Luckily, the weather changed and more lighters arrived in time enabling the water reserves to be built back up to the desired level of around 300,000 litres. Even so, water was still scarce. General Birdwood, on passing among the men of the Australian 11th Battalion, came across ‘a big fellow doing his best to have a wash with the limited amount of water’ he had managed to save. ‘Birdie’ inquired pleasantly ‘Well, my man. Are you having a bath?’ “Big Bill turned to him, thrusting out a small tin of water, sarcastically replying ‘What the hell do you take me for [a] bloody canary?’” Major Eric Brind (23rd Battalion) recorded: ‘It’s really marvelous what you can do on your allowance of water. The man who has the record, first brushed his teeth, second washed all over, third cleaned his teeth, fourth washed a pair of socks, and all with a half a cup of water.’10

To help protect the pier along North Beach, the old steamer Milo was brought close to William’s Pier and grounded on its seaward side to help form a breakwater along with two lighters. Bean recorded in his diary on October 28, probably with some sincerity:

They have brought in an old steamer (the Milo, I think) and sunk her off Walker’s Pier [William’s Pier] – with great success…She doesn’t fill in the whole gap. I suggested they might bring in and sink the Aragon to fill the gap. Howse [Colonel Howse, Director of Medical Services], says it would be worth it for the enthusiasm that would arise on shore when the fat brigadiers and languid A.A.Q.M.G.s [Assistant Adjutant & Quartermaster General] were being chased from one end of the deck to the other with the Turkish shells.11


A few weeks later, on October 27, another storm broke in from the sea. The waves became so rough that the pumping of water from the lighters had to be stopped. Lieutenant Davis Caldwell of the 27th Battalion spent a cold and miserable night in the trenches writing to his mother: ‘I am still alive and kicking and am in good health but I think I spent the coldest night I ever spent…last night…in the trenches we were tramping up and down with overcoats on and warm clothing and we were shivering like leafs, but still that is not the worst, the winter starts about the middle of January and there is to be cold snow blizzards for 7 days without stopping and the snow is on the ground for over 6 weeks.’12 During this storm another ship was stranded along North Beach. Arthur Olden, who would later command the Australian 10th Light Horse recalled:

The weather became rough and boisterous…and it was noticeable that the landing of stores and munitions was becoming correspondingly a more difficult matter. A small steamer the ‘Marsden’ was blown ashore near the mouth of Sazli Beit Dere, and orders were promptly promulgated that an attempt was to be made the same night to salve [salvage] her. But it blew harder than ever that night, and salvage operations had perforce to be postponed. The following day the Turkish artillery effectively settled the proposal for us by riddling the steamer with shell fire, and, so far is known, the only thing saved by our people was a single case of stout, found in the master’s cabin by wandering 8th Light Horsemen. Records do not show whether the liquor was handed to the proper authorities.13


Two days later the water reserves at Anzac were again desperately low – down to just 100,000 litres. Six barges and a paddle tug had also been driven aground, but this time the piers remained undamaged. Two weeks later, on November 14, another storm blew in. During the first day it disturbed pumping of water from the lighters but did no physical damage. At about the same time, Turkish Lieutenant Fasih recorded in his diary: ‘Due to wind, earth seeped in from the ceiling of dug-out and covered my bed…Weather is getting cold and there is some light rain…[later] there is a terrific downpour. It ends after a quarter of an hour. That is to be expected, according to the barometer…The man on telephone watch coughs constantly. Wanted to offer him tea. But have nothing to serve it to him with.’14

The next day the storm appeared to be dying out, but by the next morning (November 16) it returned with a vengeance. The piers at Anzac Cove were smashed apart, their timbers littering the beach. A couple of large barges also ran aground and while the piles of Watson’s Pier remained, all of its planking was torn off. North of Ari Burnu, the sinking of the Milo appeared to have done the job. While the backbone of the old steamer had been broken during the storm – William’s Pier itself remained unaffected. The wild weather did not bode well for the coming months – winter was assessed not to truly set in until late December. This was only a prelude.

It was especially frustrating for the men of the 11th Battalion. They had been among the first to storm the beaches on April 25 and were finally scheduled to be rotated out of the lines on November 14. The weather was so bad that they were still stranded on the peninsula days later. Captain Bernie Walther wrote bitterly in his diary:

16th Tuesday I was in too bad a mood to write this up last night…The wind blew with hurricane force, it rained like Ten Furies, the skies crashed and thundered in one continuous roar, and huge streaks of lightning made daylight of the valleys and hills. To add to this, Jacko got jumpy and fired like mad, then a few guns [artillery] opened up and what with the whole lot jumbled up together – it was a real pantomime. AND I GOT SWAMPED OUT. The latter made me rather wild…I felt like getting two machine-guns under each arm, a rifle in the other, and charging the bally Turks on my ‘pat.’ About dinner time the wind died down and Old Sol immediately triumphed. A few of us went down to Shell Green and had a little game of cricket. It was a pleasant change but we were all properly ‘blown’ after about twenty minutes running around.15


Lieutenant Fasih wrote:

Rain in the trenches is pretty awful. It cramps one’s movements and it makes the men miserable…Repairs [to trenches] we carried out at night have collapsed due to rain. Everything is in ruins. Heavy rain, accompanied by violent wind, drenches everything. Spectacular lightning increases intensity of rain. My dug-out springs leaks. Ibrahim, who brought us the brazier, got soaking wet. It breaks my heart. Tell him to rest. Rain and wind continue. Put my great-coat on and go out. The wind is so strong that if I didn’t crouch and hold on…The sergeants report that dug-outs are being flooded. Our men are digging channels to allow the water to drain out. My captain and Faik take advantage of a slight let-up in the rain to leave. It is pouring. The valley [Legge Valley] is blanketed with fog. Faik has to move out of his dug-out because of flooding. Am sitting cross-legged on my bed as I work on my diary.16
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Anzac guns & dugouts at Shell Green. AWM P00117.005.

The growing consensus of the Allied commanders was that unless the position at Suvla could be greatly improved by driving the Turks from their commanding positions overlooking the large plain it would be near impossible to supply Anzac during winter. It had been envisioned before the August Offensive that the main line of supply for Anzac would be from Suvla. A light railway was to be built to facilitate supply between the two sectors. The bad weather meant, at best, the landing of stores and troops would only be possible one or two days a month. Correspondingly, the sick and wounded would have to remain on the peninsula for a fortnight at least. It could even be longer if the piers that now dotted the shorelines at Suvla and Anzac were washed away.

Birdwood urged each of his divisional commanders to prepare for winter. This was to include the construction of major roads with timbers or stone as well as drainage ditches so that men wouldn’t have to struggle in the inevitable mud. The many tracks leading to the front were a different matter, especially at Anzac, as they naturally followed the main water course. Although dry now, they would soon become raging torrents of cascading water and mud making it almost impossible to get enough stores to the front lines. Winter quarters for the troops would also need to be established consisting of timber and corrugated iron. While the dry, unsupported dugouts driven into the gravel and clay of Anzac were so far sufficient, rain and snow would make it necessary for them to be shored up. The same applied to the tunnels, most of which currently had no timber supports of any kind. German submarines in the eastern Mediterranean, which between late September and early October sank 18 ships, ensured that it would be months before supplies of timber and corrugated iron would arrive in sufficient quantities. It was not only the raw materials of war that succumbed to German torpedoes. There was great sadness throughout the AIF in September when it was learnt that HMAT Southland, transporting Australian reinforcements to Gallipoli, was sunk, taking with her to the bottom 32 of their cobbers.17
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Turkish artillerymen suffering the winter conditions at Anzac.

On October 24, Birdwood received a telegram from Kitchener warning him to expect increased artillery support to Turkey from Germany and Austria-Hungary: ‘As owing to operations in Serbia more ammunition may be made available for the enemy’s artillery in Gallipoli, you should study very carefully and carry out defensive works and communication trenches on the lines of those that have successfully resisted German artillery in France, so as to be prepared to resist increased bombardment of your position. My advice is dig.’18 Indeed, by mid-September with Bulgaria’s entry into the war, the Central Powers had started to send much needed artillery, ammunition and spare parts directly to Turkey, along with a battery of Austrian 240mm howitzers, a battery of German 150mm howitzers and a mortar battery. These were crucial, as they could loop shells into the trenches unlike most of the Turks’ existing artillery which had a flat trajectory. Just as important, about 500 German and Austro-Hungarian technical specialists also arrived. By November, these and other much sought-after supplies and specialists would begin to arrive at Helles, Suvla and Anzac.19

To help counter this, Kitchener instructed that deep dugouts be constructed each to house around 20 men during the anticipated howitzer bombardments. All along the line men were now beginning to construct dugouts between three to four metres below ground. How these would be safe from flooding during the soon to arrive torrential downpours remains unknown. This was not only hard, heavy work, but it also resulted far too frequently in unearthing the dead. Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Hart of the Wellington Infantry Battalion noted that his men had ‘been excavating to make space for a cookhouse and mess room and the fatigue party came across two bodies which had to be removed. A nasty job. A blanket was thrown around them and they were tossed over the huge pile of loose spoil. Further digging and mining spoil covered them. The following day a big wind arose and blew the dirt about exposing the skull of one man, which looks directly upon our temporary mess room to everyone’s grim amusement at each meal.’20 The Turks didn’t have it any better as recorded by Lieutenant Fasih at Lone Pine:

Guide my captain on a tour of trenches. We go to most exposed positions. Our front line trenches are in ruins. As we walk, collect spent cartridge cases and bits of shrapnel. At one point, as I pick up a cartridge, disturb a swarm of flies. Poke around. More flies take off. Comment to my captain ‘This must be a breeding ground for flies.’ We continue poking around and discover the sloppily-covered grave of one of our soldiers. His flesh is rotting and covered with maggots. We moved on. In this world, woe is to be found everywhere!21


Meanwhile, the idea of connecting Suvla and Anzac with a light gauge railway had been abandoned and Birdwood now planned that a road be built that would enable trucks to supply Anzac from Suvla at night. This idea was dismissed by General Headquarters which instead suggested the light tramway that currently connected Anzac Cove to the depot at North Beach be extended to Suvla. In addition, a number of ‘aerial rope-ways’ were to be constructed between the heights at Anzac, including Russell’s Top and North Beach, to enable a more efficient way of supplying the heart of old Anzac. A similar device was to be used to help supply the men along Second Ridge and 400 Plateau from Shrapnel Gully. In addition a water plant that could condense 75,000 litres of sea water a day into drinkable water was to be installed at Anzac Cove to help relieve the water shortages that plagued the campaign from day one. At the same time, another pier was to be built just north of William’s Pier, later called Walker’s Pier due to its close proximity to Walker’s Ridge. Watson’s Pier at Anzac Cove was also to be extended, strengthened and provided with a light tramway.
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CHAPTER 14.

‘Halt, hands up, State your business’
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Both sides now seemed content to conserve men and material. Winter would soon be upon them in earnest and most were more concerned about focusing on preparing their positions for the assault that nature was about to launch. Offensive operations, however, continued and if they couldn’t be launched above ground – they would be done underground.

Birdwood encouraged tunneling as he and his senior commanders were keen to keep the men in an offensive stance. In September, a comprehensive strategy was put in place to tunnel beneath the enemy trenches just beyond The Apex, The Nek, Pope’s Hill, Quinn’s Post, Courtney’s Post, Steele’s Post, Johnston’s Jolly, Lone Pine, and Ryrie’s Post. Major General Legge put forward a plan that a major effort should be made at The Nek. He proposed two deep, spacious galleries (allowing men to march two abreast) be dug which would ultimately break through behind the Turkish lines enabling the key to the Anzac position to be attacked from the rear. On September 21, Birdwood readily agreed to Legge’s scheme despite the chief engineer of the division, Colonel Gilbert Elliott, opposing the plan. While a number of other mining operations were occurring, this operation was given priority and a special party of miners allocated to work solely on these tunnels. The operation was placed under the command of Captain Harry Arnall (19th Battalion - pioneer).1

While the two tunnels were supposed to be a secret, it didn’t take long for the bush telegraph to advertise not only their location but ultimate purpose. It soon became the local joke and was christened ‘Arnall’s Folly.’ Even so, by early December Arnall and his men had managed to tunnel just short of the Turkish front line at The Nek. Midway through its construction Turkish counter mining was heard. It turned out, however, not to be Turks, but Australians digging additional tunnels. Russell’s Top, Second Ridge, and Lone Pine were quickly beginning to resemble an ant’s nest as a result of the Australian and Turkish mining activities. When one side identified an enemy mine being dug, the other attempted to countermine it. This resulted in numerous short but furious underground fights as one side broke through into the other’s tunnel.2
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On September 12, the men of the 23rd and 24th Battalions (2nd Division) took over from the men of the 1st Division at Lone Pine. By now the Turks had established a new front line from the one held immediately after the position finally fell to the Australians between August 6-9. This new line, in most cases was between 20 to 30 metres from the old. At some posts, however, barricades just a few metres deep separated Australian and Turk. The defences at Lone Pine were now formidable and neither side was particularly concerned about the other trying to charge in the open. There were, however, a few points that remained of concern. These were Tubb’s Corner to the south, which was very close to the Turkish front lines and Sap A and Lloyd’s Post, Sap B and Mackay’s Post and Sap C and McDonald’s Post – to the north. The old Traversed Trench, which had formerly connected Lloyd’s and MacKay’s Posts (which had to be evacuated soon after its capture on August 7 due to Turkish machine-gun enfilade from Johnston’s Jolly), had been roofed over by the Turks. The Australian posts were connected to the rear by Troop Lane. It appears the Turks were using the old Traversed Trench to dig tunnels underneath the Australian front line at Sap B, while another tunnel had been identified close to Tubb’s corner to the south. These tunnels were first detected just before the men of the 1st Division were rotated out of the line. Immediately, men of the 23rd and 24th Battalions started to countermine.3

On September 11 countermining by the Australians near Jacob’s Post enabled a charge to be laid by the 2nd Field Company which blew in an opening to a Turkish tunnel. Rifle fire broke out but the tunnel was quickly barricaded by both the Australians and Turks who each posted sentries. It is possible this is the mine referred to in Corporal Cyril Lawrence’s diary on September 16:

Near one of our tunnels, old Johnno had been working against us for some days and it was decided to blow him [up]. The mine was laid and fired in due time, poor Johnno working away right up to the last moment. What happened to him we never found out, but as the trenches were so close we could not place a large charge for fear of damaging our own lines. Consequently all we did was to blow a hole into their tunnel. Immediately both sides erected barricades…and for some days firing went on from both sides, no one being hit.4


On September 21, countermining by Australian sappers close to Mackay’s Post broke into a Turkish gallery. In the fight the Turks managed to hold the ‘hole’ connecting the two tunnels. Two days later, however, the Turks were driven back by a number of jam-tin bombs thrown down the Turkish tunnel. Again, barricades were constructed by both sides and stalemate set in. Some of the men were truly fed up with sapping as recalled by Private Charles Mehlert (23rd Battalion) who wrote: ‘Still sapping. Abdul shelling all morning. It is simply like living in hell. We are longing for an attack to be able to get some of our own back. I got a piece of shell in the arm.’5

By October 17 the Turks at Lone Pine had managed to successfully tunnel underneath Tubb’s Corner to the south and MacKay’s Post. Here the Turks somehow managed to dig their tunnel between upper and lower galleries being dug by Australians searching for a Turkish tunnel known to be somewhere nearby. A Turkish explosion destroyed the upper Australian tunnel, killing one sapper. The next day the Australians exploded a mine in their lower gallery partially collapsing the Turkish tunnel above. Jacob’s Post itself remained undamaged. The next day, before the Turks had a chance to detonate their mine in what remained of their tunnel, a small countermine was unsuccessfully fired. Larger charges were immediately packed into two neighboring tunnels and the garrison at Sap B and MacKay’s Post withdrawn. The mines were exploded and the Turkish tunnel was completely blown in.6

Traversing through the tunnels and saps at Lone Pine was an ordeal in itself as recalled by Lieutenant Ted Gaynor (23rd Battalion):

Here there is a murky tunnel running off the sap. About 100 yards long, it seems endless. A movement, you instinctively grasp your revolver. False alarm and your breathe once more freely. But no, a creep – you stop – listen, not a sound – you move – it moves – you grasp your revolver a little tighter: What foolish fears have grasped me. There is no chance of a Turk in this tunnel but the bravest of the brave will quail. I have traversed about 50 yards, it seems like a mile, and after 20 more yards of gingerly creeping along, the familiar and welcome ‘Halt, hands up, State your business,’ is heard. Welcome I say if you have good ears, but the antithesis if you are a little hard of hearing, because I had previously warned my patrol to shoot if he gets no reply.7


On October 19 it was decided to bridge the forward parts of Sap A (leading to Lloyd’s Post) and Sap B (leading to MacKay’s Post) with a new firing line. To help deter Turkish mining, two galleries were dug out towards the Turkish trenches. Two days later, the gallery originating close to Lloyd’s Post LP14 broke into a Turkish tunnel. A barricade was immediately built to separate the two tunnels, but it quickly became clear to the Australians that this tunnel would need to be captured if the intended firing line was to be completed. That night Captain Charles Barber (4th Field Company, Engineers) ordered that the barricade be removed in order to conduct a reconnaissance of the Turkish tunnel. As the sappers began to break into the tunnel they were fired on by Turks. A small charge was placed above the Turkish tunnel which merely resulted in the hole becoming larger. The opening was again barricaded for several days while another tunnel was dug to break into the Turkish tunnel from below.8
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Map 14.1. Main Australian tunnels at Lone Pine (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

On the night of November 6 this lower tunnel was ready. At a set time Lieutenant Gerald Carr (24th Battalion) broke into the roof of the Turkish tunnel via the barricade just as Captain Barber (with an electric torch) was breaking into the tunnel through its floor using the lower tunnel. To their relief no Turks appeared to be present and as they crawled through the tunnel system they eventually came to a main gallery about two metres wide, the roof covered with thick timbers. The existence of this covered gallery, which was thought to lead down to Owen’s Gully separating Lone Pine from Johnston’s Jolly, was already known to the Australians as its roof had been spotted above ground. The covered trench was shown to be none other than the old Traversed Trench, which the Australians and Turks had fought over during August 7. Carr, Barber and their men entered the old trench which was about 25 metres long at this point (both ends of the trench had been blown in by British howitzer shells). A new barricade using the destroyed timbers was quickly built at the northeastern end of the trench and this position was bravely manned by Corporal Douglas Graham of the 4th Field Company Engineers. This covered section of the old Traversed Trench was rechristened Barber’s Gallery.9 It didn’t take long for the Turks to realise that this part of their line was now occupied by the Australians. Lieutenant Fasih recorded in his diary (November 7) the details of this attack from the Turkish perspective. His captain had just heard the news and was passing the details onto Fasih:

He tells me one of our men had suddenly come nose to nose with 2 enemies at end of secret approach tunnel [old Traversed Trench]. They fired and wounded him in the arm. The tunnel is in bad shape and we are repairing it. Sergeants arrive to provide details. The two enemies were waiting in ambush at end of tunnel and fired simultaneously when they heard our man. Order them to go after enemy and bring back their corpses. Talking at length and spouting a profusion of complicated details, they explain why it is now too late.10


The next day the Turks tried to bomb Graham out – but failed. Lieutenant Fasih recorded in his diary: ‘8th Company to set off a demolition charge of dynamite. Adjust fuse for them. My captain and I set out to take photographs. Search for suitable spot. While we are at it, dynamite is detonated. We are told beams collapse.’11 While Corporal Graham manned the barricade, Lieutenant Henry McGregor (23rd Battalion) explored the tunnels that led off from Barber’s Gallery. It was not long before he found himself bypassing the barricade manned by Corporal Graham and at one point spotting the legs of a Turk who appeared to be manning this part of the line. He quietly withdrew but soon came across another Turkish sentry with his rifle across his knees. Somehow McGregor wasn’t seen and he crawled back to the main gallery and began to barricade the entrance to this tunnel. About a week later a mine was placed below this Turkish tunnel and it was successfully blown in. The Turks, on a number of occasions, tried to break into and recapture Barber’s Gallery, but always failed. Holding Barber’s Gallery, which remained in Australian hands until the evacuation, made it extremely difficult for the Turks to carry on mining between Sap A and Sap B.12

[image: image]
 

[image: image]

A Turkish Post Offices, somewhere behind Third Ridge.

At the other end of the Anzac line the Turks were apparently also busy mining at Hill 60. In October, General Birdwood was making his way north to meet up with the British sector at Suvla Bay. As he passed the headquarters of Brigadier Inglefield, whose men of the British 54th Division were then holding Hill 60, he saw a worried Inglefield. Birdwood recalled:

He told me that a message had just come in from the Welsh Horse on Hill 60, saying that the Turks had mined right under them and that they were expecting to be blown sky-high at any moment. Permission to evacuate the position was solicited…I at once said, ‘Rot! There’s nothing in it.’ Inglefield was rather hurt, telling me that the Welsh Horse was full of expert miners who were not likely to have made a mistake. I told him he might withdraw men from the parapets, but that strong posts were to be maintained at the two main salients. I then went up there to look into things for myself, and when I asked the officer commanding there about the Turkish mine he looked rather sheepish. He then acknowledged that two squads of his own miners, working in separate galleries, had mistaken the sound of each other’s picks for a Turkish mine. From this incident I got a wholly spurious reputation as a mining expert!13
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Meanwhile, the mining operations along Russell’s Top toward The Nek at the centre of the Anzac line were, if anything, more intense. Before the battles of early August the troopers of the Light Horse, under supervision of New Zealand engineers, had dug a major gallery beyond their front lines. It ran parallel along the whole front, terminating at its southern end at South Dump in Monash Valley and its northern end at North Dump in Malone’s Gully. From this main gallery, which was not far from the front line, a number of smaller tunnels were dug towards the Turkish trenches at The Nek – some more substantial than others. Some of these tunnels were very close to the surface (in some cases just 15 cm), the intention being that if the attack against The Nek and Baby 700 on August 7 was successful they would be opened up to serve as communication saps to the new Australian position. Given the close proximity and the narrow bottleneck separating the Australian and Turkish front lines here, the whole area was becoming honeycombed with Australian and Turkish tunnels, often only a few metres apart.14

When the 2nd Division took over this sector on September 16, Major Vernon Sturdee took command of the tunnels and mines. That day Captain Roy Cutler began a survey of mining and trenching operations along Russell’s Top and recommended a new firing line be established. Meanwhile, Sturdee had allocated one section of sappers to Russell’s Top and one each to Pope’s Hill, Quinn’s Post and Courtney’s Post. On October 16, Major General Legge decided that high level tunnels (close to the surface) H1, H3, and H4, dug previously by the Light Horse troopers, would be expanded and pushed deeper into no-man’s-land. The idea was for these trenches to break through the Turkish front lines allowing the Allied troops to bomb the Turks out and incorporate the position into the Australian lines. To help protect these tunnels from Turkish countermining, three lower tunnels (deep) L5, L8, and L11 would be pushed out beneath and about three metres in front of them. Meanwhile, Arnell’s Folly was slowly but surely working its way forward beneath The Nek.15

It didn’t take long before Australian sappers, committed to H1, H3, and H4, heard Turkish tunnelers heading in their direction. Indeed, H4 had been dug just above a Turkish tunnel, while its ‘protecting’ tunnel L11 was below it. This Turkish tunnel was blown in, but in the process the shallow roof of H4 collapsed. The Turks began to throw bombs into the opening, expanding it – the tunnel quickly becoming an open sap in the middle of no-man’s-land. It didn’t take long for the Turks to identify the position of H1 and they again began to blow it open with bombs. The men in H1 proceeded to roof over their tunnel with heavy timbers and kept tunneling forward. In early November, H1, H3 and L6 all broke into different parts of a major Turkish gallery that was forward and running parallel to the Turkish front lines. After the breakthrough in the southern branch of H1, work stopped and a sentry was posted at the opening. That night the sentry heard Turks somewhere nearby tunneling forward from the main gallery. A jam-tin bomb was thrown and the tunneling stopped. Now each side was busy building barricades within their respective tunnels. Each side posted sentries that fired from the barricades to keep the enemy at bay. It was soon decided that gun cotton would be used to blow the Turks out of their gallery. On November 9, Lieutenant Frederick Small carried the explosive charge on his back and crept over the barricade of H1. He lit the fuse and lowered the charge into the Turkish gallery before quickly withdrawing. The resulting explosion, however, merely blew-in the opening of their own tunnel making it significantly wider. Small was not finished though, and again prepared to try and blow up the Turkish Gallery.16
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Map 14.2. Australian Tunnels at The Nek. (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

At the same time the sappers in H3 broke into the same gallery about 20 metres north of Small. Small crawled over to his cobbers in H3 and ordered that a barricade be built at the opening, organising two men to take up a position as sentries. These men soon saw what appeared to be a light originating close to the barricade; the Turks appeared to be trying to break through via a tunnel. A revolver shot was fired through a small opening of the tunnel and Small crept over and rolled a small explosive charge into the hole. For some unknown reason the two sentries Small had left to guard the barricade withdrew further down into H3 prompting local commanders to think the tunnel had been captured by the Turks (which it hadn’t). It wasn’t long, however, before Small and another officer reoccupied the tunnel. The new Turkish tunnel had to be blown in. It was decided a charge would be placed at its opening near the barricade at the end of the tunnel. Small, who was by now completely exhausted, was replaced by Captain Cutler who, with Lance Corporal James Moy, (5th Field Company Engineers) began to place the explosives at the end of H3. As they worked, they could hear the Turks digging closer towards them. Estimating the enemy to be less than 30 cm away the mine was fired and the Turkish tunnel collapsed. Given the thin roof of the Australian tunnel, however, it too collapsed, exposing a great deal of its length to sunlight. The following day Moy attempted to crawl along the open tunnel (now essentially an open sap) to survey the damage. This was dangerous work as he was crawling forward to the Turkish front lines, He was soon spotted and Turkish bombs began falling into the sap. Moy spent around four hours trying to clear away the debris to investigate the damage. Finally, one of the Turkish bombs found its mark and he was mortally wounded.17 Unbelievably, Moy received no official recognition for his bravery.

On the same day (November 10), it was decided the southern entrance to H1 that had broken into the Turkish gallery should be collapsed. Cutler managed to place a charge at the entrance while being fired on by Turks who were manning a nearby barricade in the gallery. The explosion failed to seal the entrance. Two days later, Cutler, helped by a recovered Small, tried again. The Turks were waiting and continued to fire at both men as they lay the charge. Both managed to clear out safely before the resulting explosion collapsed the entrance to the tunnel. On November 18 the Turks fired a mine near shallow tunnel H4 killing two men and wounding three. The Australians cleared away the debris and pushed a barricade along the tunnel until they reached the Turkish tunnel where they discovered the Turks had built their own barricade. For several days a fire fight raged underground – each side trying to dislodge the other. Lieutenant Joseph Bailey (20th Battalion) at one point shot two Turks with his revolver and killed another three with a jam-tin bomb. A few days later it became evident the Turks were close to breaking into deep tunnel L5 (which had been protecting H1). Enough was enough. The Australians decided to blow it and their main gallery sky high. Around 250 kilograms of ammonal was placed in L5 and exploded the next day, leaving a huge crater close to the Turkish front lines. A number of Australians from the 26th Battalion crawled out that night and under the cover of the debris caused by the explosion took up a position along the crater’s western rim. The Turks had the same idea, but the Australians were there first and in the ensuing battle a number of Turks were killed before being forced to retire. The Turks hit back, however, managing to sap forward to the crater from their front line – now the Australians were forced to retire. The position was incorporated into the Turkish defences at The Nek but the Australians weren’t happy about this and began to tunnel underneath it with the intention of mining it at some future date.18
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Similar but smaller scale mining operations were happening all along the Anzac front throughout this time. At Quinn’s Post, a gang of labourers from a number of different battalions were dedicated to digging tunnels and countermining. By late September the men had dug a main enveloping tunnel around the post, with around 30 ‘underground saps’ running out from it towards the Turkish positions not far away. The Turks were doing exactly the same. Historian Peter Stanley writes that Captain William Farquhar (5th Field Company) recalled in his diary how his men listened for Turkish tunneling activity and heard Turkish picking sounds apparently along their entire front. We can ‘imagine him [Farquhar] plotting the sounds on the sketch maps he made for his work, which numbered the galleries from south to north from 16 to 46. He must have wondered if the pattern of sounds meant anything or was random; they were heard in gallery 23 and 43, then 17 and 18, then 37, 45, ending the month at 42.’19

Further north, Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Hart (Wellington Battalion) at The Apex recalled: ‘During the afternoon I went through the underground mines being pushed out in front under the Turkish positions. It is rather weird to listen to the pick, pick of a Turkish miner not many feet away, to see some men at the end of a sap listening which goes on for 24 hours a day, and to see others preparing a charge to blow up the Turks, while at the same time one wonders if he is doing the same.’20
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CHAPTER 15.

‘I am honestly very sorry to see Hamilton go’
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Back in London, Murdoch’s letter and Ashmead-Bartlett, who had arrived in early October, were doing the rounds and having an effect. In addition, Lieutenant General Frederick Stopford, who was largely responsible for the utter failings of the Suvla landings in early August and who had been dismissed by Hamilton as a result, had arrived back in London. In his futile defence he attempted to let it be known that it wasn’t his failings that resulted in disaster – but Hamilton’s. To make matters worse, Hamilton was forced to send a representative from his staff to brief the War Office on the current situation. Hamilton ordered Major Guy Dawnay to travel to London, whom on arrival, promptly pointed out the grave situation at Gallipoli, arguing that unless another 150,000 troops were sent to the peninsula it would have to be evacuated. He also stressed the need for a rethink. A new policy was needed for the Balkans.1

Kitchener now made it clear to Hamilton the nature of the attacks being launched against him in London: ‘They adversely criticise the work of the headquarters staff and complaints are made that its members are much out of touch with the troops. The War Office also doubts whether their present methods are quite satisfactory.’ In other words, Hamilton had better be seen to be making a decisive change in the way the campaign was being waged. The best way forward as far as Kitchener was concerned was to make Major General Braithwaite, Hamilton’s Chief of Staff, a scapegoat for everything that seemed to be wrong with the Gallipoli fiasco. This was perhaps not so much Kitchener looking out for Hamilton (after all it was Kitchener who appointed Sir Ian to the command in the first place) rather than Kitchener being at least one degree removed from the ‘agreed-upon’ problem. Kitchener suggested to Hamilton that Major General Arundel Kiggell be sent out to replace Braithwaite. Hamilton refused to remove ‘the man who stood by me like a rock during those first ghastly ten days.’3 Even if Hamilton had gone along with Kitchener, it is doubtful this alone would have restored confidence. The Cabinet had had enough and only Hamilton’s removal would have satisfied them. On October 14 the Dardanelles Committee in London decided Hamilton had to go. The next day Kitchener telegraphed Hamilton informing him he and Braithwaite were being recalled to London.

The War Council had last night decided that though the Government fully appreciate your work and the gallant manner in which you personally have struggled to make the enterprise a success in face of the terrible difficulties you have had to contend against, they, all the same, wish to make a change in the command which will give them an opportunity of seeing you.4


Hamilton would leave Gallipoli a few days later, but before departing he rode over to the journalists’ camp to say goodbye. On October 17, Bean recorded in his diary:

He [Hamilton] said something about his successor. ‘We haven’t heard who he is, Sir,’ we said. ‘General Monro,’ he replied. ‘He comes from France. You mayn’t have heard much of him, but he’s a damned good man.’


‘I want you to send that about the Anzac men,’ he said. ‘They’re splendid fellows – they’ll hold out against anything that can be brought against them in the way of men….’


The poor old chap looked to me very haggard – almost broken up; so were some of the staff. They told us privately that the message had only come the day before in a cipher telegram – that was the first they had heard of it, and, I believe, the first Hamilton himself knew of it. Fancy having to get that cipher translated by some clerk! [Hamilton actually deciphered it himself].


I am honestly very sorry to see Hamilton go. He is a gentleman, and has always been courteous and considerate to us. The British Army has never believed in him, but he is a good friend to civilians, and has breadth of mind which the Army does not in general possess.


It is rather fault of character than intellect that has caused him to fall. He has no strength to command his staff – they command him; especially Braithwaite his Chief of Staff… Braithwaite is a snob – only a snob could support this lazy G.H.Q. [General Headquarters] and so far as I know he has only been to Anzac once. He is certainly utterly disloyal to his chief. If Hamilton had had a loyal, agreeable, capable Chief of Staff his success might have been very different; but he is not capable of standing up to any of them….


For it is tragedy!! He an old man and an old soldier, about the end of his career, to be suddenly removed from command after a long bitter campaign…5


Birdwood wrote to his Chief of Staff, Colonel Brudenell White, at Anzac from Imbros on the same day:

(Private)


My Dear White,


Godley will have told you the reason for my having to stop here and for which I am really sorry. Sir Ian has always been so absolutely charming and considerate to everyone that one cannot help feeling for him very much indeed at being thus recalled. I must say he is taking it splendidly. As he says, he has not succeeded and there is nothing more to be said. I do not know his successor, but hear he is a good man. He has a difficult job and I do not see how he is to get forader [sic] without more men and ammunition. Do you know one Murdoch, an Australian correspondent? I gather he may be partially responsible for all this as I hear he has written most heatedly about things here to high authorities and has abused all of us – as Sir Ian told me he hoped and thought I might have succeeded him here, but that what Murdoch had said might well have militated against this at home!…


I think it will be as well if I continue to deal with all purely AIF appointments etc., in Griffith’s department, so he might send those over to me daily with short explanatory slips attached – but you might approve all junior Regimental appointments etc., for me – I presume Monro will come as soon as possible, but I suppose I may be here any time up to a week – I do hope you are going on all right yourself and if you do not lie still – till you really are well – I’ll be very annoyed.


Love to all,


Yours ever,


BIRDWOOD6


It is doubtful whether the troops had time to contemplate or feel compassion for Hamilton’s fate. They were too busy just trying to stay alive. Birdwood would take temporary command of the troops at Gallipoli until General Charles Monro arrived.
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Monro was no supporter of the campaign in the east. He had fought against the German advance through both Belgium and France during the very early days of the war and was of the firm view that the enemy had to be beaten in the main theatre defined by the Western Front. Throwing men and materials at sideshows like Gallipoli (and Salonika) was to him, and many others, an appalling waste of limited resources. Not only was Monro placed in charge of the Allied forces at Gallipoli, he was charged by the Government to make an assessment purely on military grounds about whether the campaign should be abandoned – and if so when? The British official history of the campaign records:

The special instructions which he [Monro] carried from Lord Kitchener were definite and precise: his first duty was to report fully and frankly on the military situation in Gallipoli; he was to consider the best means of removing the existing deadlock, and to report as soon as possible whether, from a purely military point of view, it would be better to evacuate the peninsula or to try again to capture it. He was to estimate the probable loss that would be incurred in evacuation and, alternatively, the number of troops that would be required to ensure the opening of the Straits. He was further to state if this number would suffice to keep the Straits open, and how many more would be needed to capture Constantinople. All these estimates were to be made on the alternative assumption that the Germans did or did not open the…line to the Turkish capital.7


It is extremely likely that Monro had already made up his mind about the campaign before even sighting the peninsula. He arrived on October 27 and, like his Chief of Staff Major General Lynden-Bell, was not happy with what he saw at General Headquarters. Lynden-Bell later recorded: “As we passed between the line of them Sir Charles [Monro] said to me, ‘Did you ever meet such a down and out lot of fellows in your life?’ I agreed and subsequently discovered the reason why. They were not a united staff – or in fact, as they knew, no staff at all. I found the General Staff officers thought themselves miles superior to mere administrative and quartermaster officers and they were not on speaking terms.’8

Before his arrival the general staff at Imbros had drawn up a memorandum for Monro to consider. It concluded that if they were to have any chance of gaining military success, the Allies would need to launch attacks from both sides of the straits, which would require at least another 250,000 men from fresh divisions – probably closer to 400,000. Also, given the approach of winter, any attempt would have to wait until the spring of 1916, with preparations commencing immediately. This did not bode well for the continuation of the campaign. On arrival, Monro read the memorandum. He agreed with most of it, but said that he was sorry that it had not helped him by ‘plumping’ more definitely in favour of evacuation.9

On visiting the front line troops for the first time in October Monro was extremely concerned. He had seen nothing like this in France. Here, everything seemed ad hoc and chaotic from the position of the piers along the narrow beaches crammed with all matter of materials, animals and wounded men, to the lighters needed to supply the troops with water – all within range of the Turkish artillery. He remarked to one of his staff officers in amazement as the day wore on: ‘It’s just like Alice in Wonderland curiouser and curiouser.’10 It seemed at many places his troops could almost reach out and shake hands with the enemy. Along the Western front the trench systems at their closest were still a good few hundred metres apart. He soon telegraphed his concerns back to Kitchener:

After an inspection of the Gallipoli peninsula I have arrived at the following conclusions: The troops on the peninsula – with the exception of the Australian and New Zealand Corps – are not equal to a sustained effort owing to the inexperience of the officers, the want of training of the men, and the depleted condition of many of the units.


We merely hold the fringe of the shore, and are confronted by Turks in very formidable entrenchments, with all the advantage of position and power of observation of our movements. The beaches are exposed to observed artillery fire, and in the restricted area all stores are equally exposed. Action by surprise can no longer be counted on, as the Turks are in considerable stronger force than they were and have had ample time to provide against surprise landings.


Since the flanks of the Turks cannot be attacked, only a frontal attack is possible, and no room is afforded on any of the beaches for the distribution of additional divisions should they be sent. Nor is there sufficient space for the deployment of an adequate force of artillery, the action of which would be impaired by poverty of observation and good positions for searching or counter-battery effect. Naval guns could only assist to a partial degree. In fact, an attack could only be prosecuted under the disadvantages of a serious lack of depth and of absence of power of surprise, seeing that the Turkish position dominates our line throughout. The uncertainty of the weather might also seriously hinder the landing of reinforcements and regularity in providing the artillery ammunition to the amount which might be required.


I am therefore of opinion that another attempt to carry the Turkish lines would not offer any hope of success. The Turkish positions are being actively strengthened daily. Our information leads to the belief that heavy guns and ammunition are being sent to the peninsula from Constantinople. Consequently, by the time fresh divisions, if available, could arrive, the task of breaking the Turkish lines would be consequently more formidable than even it is at present.


On purely military ground, therefore, in consequence of the grave daily wastage of officers and men which occurs, and owing to the lack of prospects of being able to drive the Turks from their entrenched lines, I recommend the evacuation of the peninsula.


As to the estimate of the loss which would be involved. I am not at present able to make a definite statement. So much would depend on the degree to which the Turks attacked us during our withdrawal, on how far the re-embarkation could be conducted unobserved, and on weather conditions which prevail at the time. Admiral de Robeck has been asked to give me an estimate, but does not feel able to make at present a precise statement.


I have no information as to the influence on the situation which would be caused by a complete German communication with Constantinople. We are told that the Germans have taken over the Turkish submarine and air services, and that Turkish machine-guns and artillery are being manned by German experts. It would appear certain that even if no German troops are sent to this theatre, ammunition and materials of war will be dispatched in quantities which will add greatly to our present difficulties.


I have endeavored in the expression of my opinion to give full weight to the effect which will be created in the East by our evacuation, and I consider that the force now in the peninsula, or such proportions of it as may be able to evacuate, would be more favourably placed in Egypt. This force, before it can be usefully employed, stands much in need of rest, reorganisation and training. The corps and divisional commanders have done splendid work in the peninsula, but they do not possess the opportunity or time, as they now stand, to create this force into a reliable fighting machine. Hence I think that loss of prestige caused by withdrawal would be compensated for in a few months by increased fighting efficiency.


I propose leaving here to visit [General] Maxwell in Egypt on Tuesday (2nd November), and will report further on the situation in the Near East after consultation with him. I shall then proceed to Salonika.11
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CHAPTER 16.

‘He came, he saw, he capitulated!’
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Back in London, Kitchener was shocked by Monro’s recommendation to evacuate. He immediately telegraphed him wanting to clarify whether the British and Anzac commanders on the ground felt the same way. Kitchener soon had his reply. Both Lieutenant Generals Julian Byng and Francis Davies at Suvla and Helles respectively, agreed with Monro. When asked to put their assessments in writing, Davies merely stated: ‘I agree with General Monro.’1 Byng began his response: ‘I have had the question of evacuation in my mind since arrival, 2 ½ months ago.’ He then ran his pencil through these words, and wrote without further hesitation: ‘I consider evacuation desirable. As regards Suvla, a voluntary and not very costly retirement is feasible at the present time, but it seems possible that with German help to the enemy a compulsory and therefore costly retirement may be necessitated.’2 In writing his assessment, Byng would have been aware that the previous night the destroyer H.M.S. Louis in Suvla Bay had been blown ashore and wrecked and that serious damage had also been inflicted on some of the piers.

Birdwood at Anzac, however, was firmly against evacuation, writing:

I agree with General Monro regarding the grave disadvantage of our position and the extreme difficulty of making progress. But I consider that the Turks would look upon our evacuation as a complete victory. From Indian experience I fear the result on the Mahometan [Muslim] world in India, Egypt, Persia [present day Iraq-Iran]. I am therefore opposed to evacuation. I am of the opinion that, if we leave the peninsula, it is essential that the whole force must be launched immediately against the Turks elsewhere, and I fail to see where this can be done with the confident hope of success. I am adverse to withdrawal which would enable Turkish forces to proceed to Caucasus or Mesopotamia; landing elsewhere than in Turkey would not have the same effect. I also fear that the morale effect on our troops of withdrawal would be bad, while the Turkish morale would proportionately rise. Season being so late and bad weather at hand, I think actual withdrawal fraught with difficulty and danger, as ample time and continuous fine weather essential. All embarkations must be done at night, and only four or five nights a week can now be counted on. Heavy loss might be caused by the advent of any continuous bad weather after withdrawal has been partially carried out.3


Birdwood’s reasons were not so much based on a military assessment of the situation. Having served in India he was concerned how a Turkish victory would play in the region. General Sir John Maxwell, the Commander in Chief of all forces in Egypt, wrote independently to Kitchener confirming the grave geopolitical implications if the peninsula was evacuated. He agreed with Birdwood that quitting the Dardanelles would have major negative ramifications in the region. However, geopolitical concerns were not part of Monro’s remit – he was to concern himself with military matters only. Winston Churchill, on hearing of Monro’s speedy inspection and recommendation for evacuation, later commented unfairly: ‘He came, he saw, he capitulated!.’4 This shows just how out of touch Churchill was with the real situation at Gallipoli.

In telegraphing the opinions of his commanders to Kitchener, Monro added again his own assessment stating: ‘My judgment, having these views, is that we should act on the defensive in Egypt and collect there all available troops (without impairing the operations in France, which I regard as the main theatre), and strike wherever menaced. I am opposed, therefore, to landings elsewhere or the making of further detachments [rumors were rife of a number of proposed landings elsewhere]. I do not think it is appreciated how immensely the difficulties of a landing on a beach have been increased by the introduction of quick-firing artillery, heavy ordnance, and the multiplication of stores needful for maintenance purposes.’5

Kitchener, like almost all British senior officers who had served in India and the Middle East, found it difficult, if not impossible, to divorce the purely military from the geopolitical. Having said that, he was concerned that any future offensive by the Turks, who could now be directly reinforced with German troops and materials via Bulgaria and now parts of eastern Serbia, would likely result in a crushing defeat. Something had to be done before winter truly set in – he hoped that one more offensive at Gallipoli might yet succeed in crushing the Turks. But where would the required troops come from? By now the Salonika expedition was gaining traction and much of the troops and materials that Kitchener could have previously relied on being sent to Gallipoli were now being siphoned off to Greece. This expedition had now nothing to do with saving Serbia as she had already fallen. Britain, however, in trying to convince Greece and Romania to come into the war on the side of the Allies had committed to providing a minimum of 200,000 men to any campaign in the Balkans and Britain’s main ally France was committed to seeing the Balkan thing through to its conclusion. The British troops remained stranded for the time being in Salonika and as such Kitchener hoped that they might still be available for one last concerted effort in capturing the peninsula. This had not gone unnoticed by the Turks. Even those manning the front lines at Lone Pine had become aware of the shifting focus away from Gallipoli – which could only benefit them, as recorded in Lieutenant Fasih’s diary:

28 October 1915 – Thursday


Returned to my dug-out. Wrote to my mother, to Edib and Asim. Today went through news paper of 20 to 25 October. According to these enemy is in retreat. Bulgarians have captured Uskup (Skopje) and Koprulu (another town in Macedonia)… Allies have no unity of purpose in politics, military strategy or financial aims. They want to intervene (in Balkans). But only started operations there 15 days ago. And did this on wrong foot. Forces which landed in Salonica [Salonika] should by now have reached Koprulu. Instead, they are still in Salonica, spending their time in talks. This has permitted Bulgarians to capture Koprulu and chase the British out of the greater part of North Macedonia. Now, only the railroad line to Manastir [Bitola?] remains open. If the Allies had wanted to help, the least they could have done was to ensure the retreat of the Serbs at night…6


7 November 1915 – Sunday


Am chatting with my captain when Tasviri Efkar (Newspaper) of 24 October, sent by our Sergeant Major, arrives. We read it. News is good. Germans have captured Karakoy…Serbs thus deprived of one of their most important fortified towns and its ammunition factory. English pulling troops back from Salonica. Only French fighting in Koprulu area. God grants success!7


Just as Kitchener was considering his options, a new group of senior naval officers had been reconsidering the ‘problem’ of the Dardanelles. These officers believed that a simultaneous attack by the fleet and army could yet carry the day. While the Admiral on the scene, Admiral de Robeck, was against such a scheme, it was known that his Chief of Staff, Commodore Roger Keyes, believed that a good portion of the fleet could get through to the sea of Marmara and ultimately reach Constantinople. Keyes was adamant that in doing so he could create havoc to Turkish supplies to the peninsula which would greatly assist the army in breaking through. Keyes was so confident about his plans that when he heard that the peninsula might be evacuated he requested that he be relieved of his command so that he could return to England with his detailed plans. He needed to convince the Admiralty that the Gallipoli Campaign, in his assessment, could still be won. De Robeck gave Keyes permission to argue his case for another attempt at forcing the Dardanelles, but he added that if he (Keyes) was successful they would need to appoint another admiral since he himself would not undertake it.

Lieutenant General Monro and his Chief of Staff Major General Lynden-Bell, however, were quickly coming to the conclusion that the navy (and more specifically Commodore Keyes) was fast becoming a major thorn in the side of the army – perhaps even more so than ‘Johnny Turk.’ Monro wrote:

The Navy, too, are giving us a great deal of trouble - I say the Navy but it is really Roger Keyes by continually trying to urge us to help them in putting forward their pet scheme of forcing the Narrows. This we absolutely decline to do as we cannot see how the operation could possibly succeed, and if it did succeed it would not help the military situation at all. This has been pointed out frequently to the Vice-Admiral and to Keyes, but they still persist, and their last effort has been to wire to the Admiralty and urge that we should make a land attack on Achi Baba.8


Keyes reached London on October 28 and set about convincing the powers-that-be of his plans. While he was still a junior officer his commitment and enthusiasm was contagious and many gave him a fair hearing, including the new Lord of the Admiralty Arthur Balfour. The War Committee (formerly the War Council) met on November 2 to discuss Monro’s recommendations for the evacuation of the peninsula, while also on the agenda was a discussion of Keyes’ detailed proposal to try another Dardanelles breakthrough. Kitchener, unsurprisingly, was a supporter of Keyes’ plan, and he argued that Birdwood was also against evacuation. He believed that with the support of both Keyes and Birdwood, there was a very real prospect of victory. On November 4 the committee decided to send out to the Dardanelles another four battleships (Hibernia, Zealandia, Albermarle and Russell) as well as four destroyers and an additional 24 trawlers to reinforce de Robeck.9 Meanwhile, de Robeck had written to the Committee regarding Keyes’ plan:

In regards to his proposals, they would not lead to any result if we got through with a few ships…The Turks would not lay down their arms if we bombarded Constantinople, nor would they abandon the peninsula because four or five [of] our ships got into the Marmara (a most unlikely thing). They have several months supply on the peninsula & unless we can pass our colliers & supply ships through the Straits we cannot carry out an effective campaign in the Marmara. To do so we must take and destroy all the Turkish forts in the Strait & it must be a combined operation with the army.10


The War Committee, unable to decide, postponed its judgment and awaited Munro’s final assessment. It was also agreed that Kitchener would go to the Dardanelles to make his own assessment. Kitchener telegraphed Birdwood, the message arriving at about 2 a.m. the following morning. The signals officer on duty began to decode it in his usual manner ‘Very Secret. Decipher yourself….’ The officer stopped at this point and passed it onto Colonel Aspinall who began to decipher the message, which followed with ‘Tell no one…’ with this Aspinall decided that it should be deciphered by Birdwood himself. Birdwood, however, was unable to decipher the message and after swearing Aspinall to secrecy, got him to finish the job,11 which stated:

You know the report sent in by Monro. I shall come out to you; am leaving tomorrow night. I have seen Captain [Commodore] Keyes, and I believe the Admiralty will agree to making naval attempt to force the passage of the Straits. We must do what we can to assist them, and I think that as soon as our ships are in the Sea of Marmara we should seize the Bulair isthmus and hold it so as to supply the Navy if the Turks still hold out.


Examine very carefully the best position for landing near the marsh at the head of the Gulf of Xeros, so that we could get a line across at isthmus with ships at both sides. In order to find the troops for this undertaking we should have to reduce the numbers in the trenches to the lowest possible, and perhaps evacuate positions at Suvla. All the best fighting men that could be spared, including your boys from Anzac and everyone I can sweep up in Egypt, might be concentrated at Mudros ready for this enterprise.


There will probably be a change in the naval command, Wemyss being appointed in command to carry through the naval part of the work.


As regards the military command, you would have the whole force, and should carefully select your commanders and troops. I would suggest Maude, Fanshawe, Marshall, Peyton, Godley and Cox, leaving others to hold the lines. Please work out plans for this or alternative plans as you may think best. We must do it right this time.


I absolutely refuse to sign order for evacuation, which I think would be the gravest disaster and would condemn a large percentage of our men to death or imprisonment.


Monro will be appointed to the command of the Salonica force.12


True to his word, while Monro was conferring with Maxwell in Egypt, Kitchener had him re-assigned to command the troops at Salonika, while Birdwood was placed in command of the army at Gallipoli.

If nothing else, Kitchener’s telegraph shows just how out of touch he was in regards to conditions at Gallipoli. Requesting that men from the existing forces at Anzac, Helles, and Suvla along with inexperienced men in Egypt, be made ready to launch another landing further north at the isthmus of the peninsula at Bulair was insane. Bulair had already, on a number of occasions, been ruled out as its defences were considered impregnable back in late 1914 and surely were even more so now. All of Birdwood’s troops were sick with dysentery and malnutrition. Surely the failed attacks during August had demonstrated to all that these troops were physically and emotionally well and truly spent. In any other theatre of operations they would have been removed from duty and given months to recuperate – there was absolutely no way that they could be taken out of the trenches at Anzac, Helles, and Suvla and made ready to launch another invasion at Bulair.

Birdwood, while concerned about evacuation, was on the ground and knew that his troops could not possibly attempt any offensive action, especially one aimed at invading the heavily defended position at Bulair – he was horrified at the suggestion. He later wrote:

Except, perhaps, on the night of our first landing at Anzac I had never felt so unhappy: I knew the country and the local conditions, which my old Chief [Kitchener] did not; and I knew him well enough to realise that once he had set his mind on a scheme it was terribly hard to deflect him from it. Yet I knew that his proposals would be utterly impracticable, especially at that late season of the year: that it would be all but impossible to extricate the troops necessary for a new landing without leaving our Peninsula garrison – even if Suvla were given up – so weak that they would be at the mercy of the Turks. Indeed, I could foresee nothing but disaster if the attempt were even made.13


Much to Birdwood’s credit he was also upset by the way Monro had been pushed aside in his favour simply because Monro had honestly informed Kitchener and the War Committee of the true situation at Gallipoli and had recommended evacuation. He immediately sent off a telegram to Kitchener stating: ‘I sincerely trust that Monro will remain in command here. He has already established confidence in those who have seen him, and his experience in France, which I lack, will be absolutely invaluable. He will, I know, carry out any orders of the Government better than I can.’14

Meanwhile, Kitchener was brought abruptly down to some sense of reality when he learnt that the Admiralty had come down against Keyes’ plan. They would only conduct another effort to force the Dardanelles if it was a joint effort by the fleet and army supplied with additional fresh divisions. All knew there were no fresh troops to be had. Indeed, Colonial Secretary Andrew Bonar Law threatened British Prime Minister Asquith that he would resign if the peninsula was not evacuated. On November 9 he wrote to Sir Munro Ferguson, the Governor General of Australia, that:

You know the feeling I have long had – that it is extremely desirable to give your government more information than it has been possible to supply hitherto but it is very difficult…You speak of this expedition as a fiasco and I am afraid it is not too hard a word but if I remember rightly Clausewitz said a mistake once made in strategy can never be repaired. In this case it certainly cannot be repaired except at a great cost. It is really impossible for me to write more but I think you will be able to read between the lines that we are considering every aspect of this situation and I trust that your Ministers realise this also.15


Kitchener sent off another telegram to Birdwood: ‘I am coming as arranged… The more I look at the problem the less I see my way through, so you had better work out very quietly and secretly any scheme for getting the troops off the peninsula.’16 Kitchener left the command situation as it was at this point, but within days would follow Birdwood’s advice and reappoint Monro in command of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, which now included not only the ‘Dardanelles Army’ (with Birdwood in command) but also the ‘Saloncia Army’ (now under Lieutenant General Mahon). General Headquarters for the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force would be located on the Island of Lemnos.
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CHAPTER 17.

‘If you don’t want to share in the glory…’
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Back at Anzac most of the surviving staff of the 1st Australian Division had been transferred to the headquarters of the Anzac Corps or the 2nd Australian Division, given that most of the men were recuperating on Mudros. Birdwood’s Chief of Staff, Lieutenant Colonel Skeen, had earlier in mid-September been evacuated ill with enteric fever and had been replaced by Colonel Brudenell White of the 1st Australian Division for whom Birdwood held deep respect.1 With White at the Corps Headquarters was Major Thomas Griffiths (1st Division), and Colonel Neville Howse VC, who was soon to be appointed Director of Medical Services, AIF. With the removal of Hamilton, Birdwood had temporally left his much-loved Anzac Corps to act as Commander in Chief at Imbros. Major General Walker of the 1st Australian Division was given temporally command of the Anzac Corps until November 25 when Birdwood was placed in charge of the Dardanelles Army. Godley was placed in command of the Anzac Corps. Birdwood did not take with him any of his old staff from Anzac, but relied upon existing General Headquarters staff, including Colonel Aspinall. Birdwood, even as the army commander, however, maintained a close bond with the ‘rank-n-file’ by continuing to visit the men in the trenches at Helles, Anzac, and Suvla. The command of the New Zealand and Australian Division, formerly commanded by Godley, now fell upon Colonel Russell, with Lieutenant Colonel Meldrum taking up his vacancy in the New Zealand Mounted Rifles. Walker now returned to command of the 1st Australian Division. Earlier on September 29 Walker luckily survived a direct hit by a Turkish shell which buried him in his dugout. Two weeks later, however, on October 13, he wasn’t so lucky suffering serious wounds while looking through a loophole.2 As recorded by Chaplain Walter Dexter:

In the morning went for a ramble through the Lone Pine trench and found several boys I knew. When I was coming away I ran across General Walker who had just been wounded by a machine-gun through the shoulder and a bullet still remaining in the thigh. He is very brave and went off to the hospital ship where the bullet was taken out. He will not be back to us for at least a month.3


Colonel Talbot Hobbs took over command of Walker’s Division – Hobbs had previously commanded the divisional artillery. Within weeks, however, both Hobbs and Legge (2nd Division) were evacuated from the peninsula due to sickness. They were replaced by brigadiers Henry Chauvel and William Holmes respectively.
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Colonel Brudenell White in his dug-out – Mastermind behind the planning for the Anzac evacuation. AWM P04340.001.
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Kitchener arrived on Lemnos on November 10 and immediately bunkered down with Monro, Birdwood, Sir Henry MacMahon (High Commissioner in Egypt) and General Maxwell. Kitchener was by now open to the question of evacuation. He asked Birdwood whether he believed if it was possible, with the troops he had, to successfully launch an offensive against the Turks and break through their lines. Birdwood said that with three or four fresh divisions he believed he could do so – but there was no way that the present garrison could do it. Kitchener was aware that there was no way that three or four fresh divisions would be made available to Birdwood, given the overall increasingly hostile view of the War Committee to reinforcing the Gallipoli peninsula. It would have to be fought using the then available force and if that wasn’t possible there was only one real option – evacuation.

On November 12, Kitchener visited Helles and two days later he visited Anzac and Suvla. The ‘rank-n-file’ had no idea Kitchener was due to visit. It only became apparent to some of them when they spied Birdwood climbing out of a picket boat at North Pier with an ungainly and large, towering figure whom they recognised as the commander of all British forces. By the time he had reached the beach a small crowd had gathered and the bush telegraph was quickly spreading the word of Kitchener’s arrival. Within minutes a loud cheer echoed through the gullies and ravines at Anzac. The cheering continued as he moved among the troops stopping here and there to speak to them. At one point Kitchener stopped and announced to the men ‘The King asked me to tell you how splendidly he thinks you have done – you have done splendidly, better even than I thought you would.’4 Charles Bean was there and recorded in his diary:

The men would not have cheered many men – they would never have cheered Ian Hamilton like it, for all his kindness and gentle manners. K [Kitchener] is the sort of man every Australian admires – not a polished man but a determined one, an uncompromising worker. These men honestly admire him far more than the British do; the British really admire a man who has more display about him, but these men honestly and quite sincerely like the absence of display – they have thought it all out themselves, and when he comes along nothing will prevent them from each paying their honest tribute of admiration. K received a welcome which I doubt whether he knows the value. There are not many men that Australians would honour in that way.5


Also present was Private Murray Bell (23rd Battalion) who recalled:

Kitchener hopped ashore; he had a fair staff with him also a French General dressed in green. Kitchener was the biggest man among them though, and is fully six feet, broad shouldered with a broader chest covered with ribbons, rather handsome. His hair is turning grey. He walked up to the trenches and on his way back he constantly stopped and said how proud and pleased he was to see us and just to hang on a while longer.6


With Birdwood in front, they marched up Walker’s Ridge onto Russell’s Top – the heart of the ‘old’ Anzac position. Reaching the small elongated plateau, he spoke to the brigadiers and surveyed The Nek and seaward spurs from a quiet front line position about sixty metres from the Turkish trenches. From here he looked down Monash Valley, seeing the rear of Pope’s Hill and Quinn’s, Courtney’s and Steele’s Posts perched along the edge of the cliffs. He now probably realised that just one concentrated Turkish attack along this part of the line would push these men off the precipices breaking the centre of the Anzac line and resulting in the Turks reaching the beach within minutes. It must have dawned on him just how precarious the whole position was – wondering at his own inadequate assessment of the tactical situation. Here he could see with his own eyes the exhausted and disease-ridden troops. How could they possibly hold these tenuous posts, let alone conduct a new offensive? If Kitchener still harboured any thoughts about continuing on at Gallipoli, his time at Anzac especially highlighted the folly of such a decision. Sergeant John Park was present when Kitchener and Birdwood paid a visit to his section of trench:

Upon their entering the sap, K [Kitchener] became very interested in a digger pounding away with an entrenching tool handle in a small-case. ‘What is that man doing?’ Kitchener asked. I explained that he was making a fritter by pounding a biscuit to flour, to which would be added some snow collected from the cemetery as well as some condensed milk, and a little fat from a bully-beef tin….Arriving at mines C1 and C2, Lord Kitchener went down a short distance before enquiring: ‘How far do they go?’ I told him that we were under Abdul’s trench. He inspects the concealed firing line, but does not comment. Back in the trench General Birdwood asks one of the troops for the loan of his periscope. ‘Birdie’ holds it above the trench, when ‘bang’ a bullet comes right through the glass. The digger remarks to ‘Birdie’: ‘That chap can shoot the eye out of a mosquito,’ and proceeds to raise his hat on the end of a rifle, but receives no response from the Turk. Then to Lord Kitchener he says ‘If I had my head in it he would drill a hole in it!’ The Digger next pulls back a slide in a loophole plate and asks ‘Kitch’ to have a ‘screw’ through it. ‘Kitch’ has a look, and before passing down the trench to C3, remarks: ‘Thank you very much, we can find our way now, thanks.’7


Birdwood also recalled: ‘I took him up to one of our high posts [at Anzac] from which he could see much of the country. After a glance round he put his hand on my arm and said, “Thank God, Birdie, I came to see this for myself. You were quite right. I had no idea of the difficulties you were up against. I think you have all done wonders.” We heard no more of the projected landing at Xeros [Bulair].’8 Birdwood and others had come to the conclusion that if the evacuation was agreed upon, it was possible to carry it out with far fewer casualties than previously expressed by Hamilton. But it had to be done before winter truly set in i.e., before the end of December. Admiral de Robeck also agreed that the navy could successfully evacuate the troops from the peninsula.
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Kitchener and Birdwood returning to the beach from inspecting Anzac lines. AWM G00574.

To lessen the blow of a Turkish victory at Gallipoli it was planned that new assaults would be launched against the Turks at other more promising points. Kitchener believed a landing at Ayas Bay, near Alexandretta, where the single railway line connecting Palestine and Baghdad ran close to the coast, would suffice. He believed this would offset any negative geopolitical consequence from abandoning the peninsula and would restore British and French prestige in the region. It was also hoped successes in the Balkans with the Salonika Army would do likewise. As such, it was agreed that two fresh divisions would be thrown ashore at Ayas and once it had been seized, the evacuation of the Gallipoli Peninsula would commence. A recommendation was immediately telegraphed to the War Committee arguing for the use of the British 27th and 28th Divisions (currently in Egypt), two French Divisions (currently in France) and 3000 cavalry to land at Ayas, as a preliminary to evacuating Gallipoli.9

Kitchener, still on Lemnos, renewed discussions with his senior army commanders along with those from the navy. With Bulgaria’s entry into the war, the Germans were now free to send troops and materials directly to the Turks. After completing his inspection of the Helles, Anzac and Suvla sectors, Kitchener telegraphed his findings to the Prime Minister on November 15:

To gain what we hold has been a most remarkable feat of arms. The country is much more difficult than I imagined, and the Turkish positions at Achi Baba and Kilid Bahr are natural fortresses of the most formidable nature, which if not taken by surprise at first, could be held against very serious attack by larger forces than have been engaged, even if these forces had proper lines of communication to support them. This latter want is the main difficulty in carrying out successful operations on the peninsula.


The landings are precarious and often impossible through rough sea and want of harbours, and the enemy’s positions are peculiarly suitable for making our communications more dangerous and difficult. The base at Mudros is too far detached from our forces in the field and the proper co-ordination of the administrative services of a line communications is prevented by distance and sea voyages dependable on the weather. This state of things, in my judgment, is the main cause of our troops not having been able to do better and to attain really strategic points on the peninsula which would have turned Kilid Bahr and unless this were done I do not consider that the Fleet ever could have passed the Straits. Everyone has done wonders, both on sea and land, when the natural difficulties that have had to be surmounted are considered. Our present positions, in my opinion, can be held against the Turks even if they [Turks] received increased ammunition.


The trenches have been well dug, and bomb-proof covering has been afforded for the men; supplies and water are on shore, and officers and men are confident that they can hold out against the Turks, but they are somewhat depressed at not being able to get through. I consider, however, the lines are not deep enough, if Germany sent a German force to attack, to allow proper arrangements for supports, and if the front line trenches were taken, these difficulties would increase. I consider that advances from our present positions are very difficult, particularly from Helles and Anzac. Suvla gave some opportunity for improving our positions, but it seems very doubtful whether this would enable us to push through.


About 125,000 Turks are immobilized by our occupation of the peninsula, and they caused considerable loss, and until the recent German operations in Serbia opened communications with Turkey and changed the situation, practically the whole Turkish Army had to be held in readiness to defend the capital if we succeeded on the peninsula. In present circumstances the raison d’etre of our forces on the Gallipoli Peninsula is no longer as important as it has been hitherto, and if another position in the neighbourhood of Alexandretta were occupied, where Turkish movements eastward could be effectively stopped, the realisation of the German objective against Egypt and the East would be prevented.


Careful and secret preparations for the evacuation of the peninsula are being made. If undertaken it would be an operation of extreme military difficulty and danger; but I have hopes that, given time and weather, which may be expected to be suitable until about the end of December, the troops will carry out this task with less loss than was previously estimated. My reason for this is that the distance they had to go to embark, and the contraction of the lines of defence to be held by a smaller force, gives them a better chance than I thought previously.


The Admiral and Generals Monro and Birdwood, to whom I have read the above, all agree.10


Indeed, a sound assessment. But eight months too late. Even so, the War Committee promptly refused to commit two fresh divisions to another eastern side show at Ayas. They believed it would eat up at least 10 to 12 divisions and they would be chained there until the end of the war. Indeed, the French, ever suspicious of British intentions in ‘their proposed sphere of influence,’ also refused to participate.

A week later, General Monro, who had returned to Mudros, headed a conference on what was to be done with commanders on the ground. Monro had broken his ankle getting into a boat at Salonika and during the talks lay on a sofa aboard the Chatham. Major General Lynden-Bell, his Chief of Staff, was also with him. By now it was Monro and not Kitchener whom the commanders were turning to for the last word. Birdwood made this clear to Keyes, telling him that ‘Everything depends upon Monro.’11 The conference started pleasantly enough even though Keyes, who remained adamant about his plans for another go at the Dardanelles, was clearly making no headway with Monro. In frustration, Keyes blurted out at the end of the meeting: ‘If you don’t want to share in the glory, then there are some soldiers who will.’ Monro, turning to Lynden-Bell, retorted with ‘Look out, Lynden-Bell, The Commodore is going to attack us. I can’t get up.’12 Keyes left the conference in disgust.

It was now becoming increasingly clear even to Kitchener, that it was crucial that the Dardanelles Army be withdrawn before winter regardless of the geopolitical concerns. Indeed, having to fight their way off the beaches with the Turks and Germans on their heels would be an even greater disaster not only to the troops but also to British and French prestige. Better to carry off a successful evacuation from under the very nose of the enemy – and there was growing confidence that this could be accomplished with minimal losses. Kitchener now telegraphed the War Committee on November 22 that all of his senior commanders agreed that ‘the evacuation of Suvla and Anzac should be proceeded with,’13 but that the troops at Cape Helles should hold their present position until further notice. On receiving this information the War Committee telegraphed back on November 23 agreeing with Kitchener, but stipulating one caveat – Helles, too, had to be evacuated.

Having regard to the opinions expressed by Lord Kitchener in his telegram November dated 22nd, 1915, and by the General Staff in their memorandum dated November 22nd, 1915, the War Committee feel bound to advise the evacuation of the Gallipoli Peninsula on military grounds, notwithstanding the grave political disadvantages which may result from the decision. They have carefully examined the naval considerations in favour of the retention of Cape Helles as stated in a note by the Chief of the Admiralty War Staff, printed with the General Staff Memorandum referred to above. They are of the opinion, however, that the naval advantages to be gained by this course are not commensurate with the military disadvantages involved.14
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CHAPTER 18.

‘I view with deepest regret the abandonment of Suvla and Anzac’
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The evacuation proposal now had the approval of Sir Charles Monro, Lord Kitchener, all the corps commanders at Gallipoli, the General Staff at the War Office, and the newly established War Committee. The final decision, however, lay with the War Cabinet in London which would meet on November 24 to decide. Views were very much divided. Some members of the Cabinet were concerned about the loss of prestige in the area if they left, others were concerned about the potential disaster on the beaches with thousands being massacred by the Turks and others seemed simply frozen with indecision given the complexity of the situation and the potential disaster for the Empire should they make the wrong call. The meeting ended without a decision.1

On the same day that the War Cabinet was failing to make a decision, Kitchener sailed for London. On his return he would find that Prime Minister Asquith had used his absence to further reduce his authority. Asquith had replaced the Dardanelles Committee with the five-member War Committee in which Kitchener was not included. On hearing this, Kitchener went to the Prime Minister and tended his resignation, but it was not accepted. Kitchener still had great propaganda value. Another to fall by the wayside was Winston Churchill who, since losing his position as the First Lord of the Admiralty, had been left with the meaningless position of Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster with the appointment of county magistrates his only duty. Churchill resigned in disgust from the government and joined the army as a major. He would soon find himself serving on the Western Front as a battalion commander.2

Meanwhile, Admiral de Robeck, who had previously considered evacuation possible, was now having second thoughts and was increasingly concerned about the heavy losses that he believed were bound to ensue. He had already been scheduled to leave for England with health problems and his temporary replacement Admiral Wemyss, who like Commodore Keyes, was a supporter of trying to force the Dardanelles one more time, was even more adamant that evacuation would carry extreme risks. He had previously written to Keyes that: ‘I should find it very difficult not to agree with your memo of 17th. Whilst there was any chance of the Army winning through, the argument was different, but late events have quite altered the balance of the scales. A naval attack on our objective is the only way now to avert a winter campaign, whose greatest achievement can only be stalemate at the cost of much wastage.’3

Wemyss argued that heavy storms had already washed away a number of piers and that all of the beaches were registered by the Turkish artillery. He agreed with Monro’s previous assessment (based partly on that provided by Hamilton) that at least 30 per cent of the men would become casualties. He strongly argued before this risky enterprise was accepted that the fleet be given permission to force the Dardanelles one last time. He added that he believed Monro would be willing to co-operate with joint operations with the navy. Keyes later wrote that: ‘the Admiral and the General who were really entirely responsible for the lamentable policy of evacuation, left the execution of this unpleasant task to an Admiral and a General [Birdwood] who were strongly opposed to it.’4

Wemyss persisted on trying to get one last chance to force the Dardanelles with his ships, telegraphing London that: ‘The Navy is prepared to force the Straits and control them for an indefinite period…The Navy here is prepared to undertake this operation with every assurance of success.’5 Wemyss put up such a convincing and forceful argument that both the War Committee and Cabinet were considering side by side the recommendation of evacuation by the army as well as the proposal that the fleet be given another crack at the Dardanelles. He also telegraphed Arthur Balfour, now First Lord of the Admiralty that: ‘He [Monro] looks upon any action which does not have the [killing of Germans] for its immediate objective as a waste of effort.’6 Balfour, who had originally been strongly opposed to the Dardanelles expedition, was now reconsidering evacuation, writing in a memorandum in late November:

Ought we to cling to Gallipoli until it becomes (if it ever does become) quite untenable, or ought we to leave it at once? … By such an abandonment we should lose credit in our own eyes, in those of our enemies, and in those of our friends. Quite apart from our prestige in the East…we have a character to lose in the West. To Russia the blow would be staggering…It will be said in answer that we have no right to sacrifice valuable lives on a point of honour. This may be so; but more than a point of honour is involved.7


Matters were not helped with ongoing open debates in the House of Lords (reported in The Times) about the Dardanelles fiasco advocating ‘withdrawal from an enterprise, the successful completion of which is now hopeless.’8 It was also stated openly in the House of Lords that it had become common knowledge that Sir Charles Monro had reported in favour of withdrawal from the Dardanelles, and it was asked whether Lord Kitchener, who was then in the Middle East, had been sent out to give a second opinion, or to carry out the withdrawal itself. It seems that keeping the evacuation a secret, was just as ‘successful’ as having kept the Turks ignorant of the original invasion eight months before.

Charles Bean wrote of his despair on hearing about these public debates. To him and others it clearly demonstrated the ignorance of some British politicians who had suggested that the men of Anzac ‘take the bold course and withdraw.’9 The actualities of Anzac, as displayed by such public flippant remarks about evacuation, clearly showed that the complexities of such an operation were not understood or appreciated. Charles Bean thought it was time for a few little home truths writing the Australian Prime Minister:

One read in the papers speeches of Members of [the British] Parliament asking light-heartedly why the forces were not withdrawn from the Dardanelles, as if it were a process of merely picking up baggage and walking off. People talking like that could not have the faintest conception of the conditions under which we [have] been holding on…at Anzac. Did they realise that the main beach from which almost all the work of supplying Anzac had to be done was within 900 yards of the main centre and pivot of the whole of the Turkish line; that if the Turks could fight their way 300 yards they would reach the edge of a cliff from which they would look down as from the gallery of a theatre upon a narrow flat containing nearly all our stores, ordnance depot, and all paraphernalia for landing and embarkation?


Six hundred yards below them would be the North Beach itself – that is the beach just north of Ariburnu Point – with three of our five landing stages and a solitary sunken tramp steamer which serve(s) as a breakwater. Just south of Ariburnu Point in Anzac Cove or South Beach is ‘Watson’s Pier’…but this so called pier is within sight of Gaba Tepe Promontory, and the enemy can see it so well that the guns of the enemy’s batteries to the south of us can put shells on to any part of that beach at any moment they wish as easily as you can strike any letter on a typewriter. There are fourteen guns in those particular batteries, but they all go by the same name of Beachy Bill, and Beachy has made Watson’s Pier and Anzac Beach easily the most unsafe place on the Peninsula…


North Beach is better hidden than Watson’s. The enemy cannot actually see from anywhere the ground around the landing point, but there is an offshoot from the main ridge to the north from which [he] could look over our inner ridges into Ariburnu Point and half of North Beach.


It [is] known as Sniper’s Nest, because he habitually sniped from there at night with a machine-gun. From Sniper’s Nest he can just see the tip of one landing step and all boats moving to and from them. Indeed, he keeps a careful list of all sea traffic. These two little patches of beach over which the whole of our supplies have to come are the only portions of beach in Anzac protected from direct view and rifle fire.10


Luckily, after the war, it was ascertained that while the Turks and Germans were familiar with these parliamentary debates and media reporting at the time they considered them to be propaganda. An attempt to spread what would later be called a campaign of misinformation.
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Meanwhile, by mid October, part of the French Salonika force, consisting of three battalions supported by artillery, had crossed into Serbia. By the end of the month, however, this force was in full retreat as the units of the 2nd Bulgarian Army soon launched a counteroffensive forcing the small French force back into Greece. The British force was still encamped in and around Salonika as the British commander, General Mahon, had been prohibited by the British Government to cross the Greek border into Serbia. Negotiations were still going on with the Greek Government and King. General Mahon would not get approval to conduct offensive operations into Serbia and against Bulgaria until the end of October.

A not insignificant number of individuals with influence in the British Government and military still felt that these troops in Salonika were being left to stagnate in the region for no good reason other than supporting the French in another eastern sideshow. Kitchener, indeed, had visited the British force at Salonika before returning to London on December 1 and made it known that having this well-trained force sitting around Salonika was serving no purpose and should be withdrawn as soon as possible. Some now considered, given the Navy’s renewed interest in forcing the Dardanelles, that these troops could be transferred to the peninsula. Most believed their relocation at Suvla might finally swing the balance in the Allies’ favour, forcing the Turks to evacuate the peninsula. If nothing else it would enable the army to hold their existing positions during winter when a more detailed assessment could be made about whether to stay or go. Meanwhile, reports began to arrive about the appalling winter conditions on the peninsula. Large numbers of men – still wearing their tattered summer uniforms – were increasingly incapacitated by exposure. The War Cabinet postponed a decision until they could confer with the French at Calais on December 5 about the Salonika expedition.11

Kitchener, apparently with second thoughts about evacuation, and ignoring his own recent good advice, telegraphed Charles Monro on December 2 about the possibilities of sending four divisions currently at Salonika to Gallipoli.

(Private and secret)


The cabinet has been considering the Gallipoli situation all today. Owing to the political consequences there is a strong feeling against evacuation, even of a partial character. It is the general opinion that we should retain Cape Helles. If the Salonica troops are placed at your disposal (up to four divisions) for an offensive operation to improve the position at Suvla, could such operations be carried out in time with a view to making Suvla retainable by obtaining higher positions and greater depth? The Navy will also take the offensive in cooperation.12


The aim was that these divisions would be thrown in at Suvla, break through the Turkish lines and with the help of the navy cut Turkish communications along the peninsula. Or at the very least they would hopefully gain sufficient ground to enable the place to be held during the winter months. Monro replied the next day:

I fully recognise the complexity of the situation which has arisen. I do not, however, think that the proposal to employ four fresh divisions in order to gain a more secure position at Suvla can be regarded as on operation offering a reasonable chance of success. We cannot expect the element of surprise which is so essential to make up for the disadvantages of position under which we labour. The Salonica Divisions could not be ready for active operations on the peninsula until storm weather sets in.


In respect of naval co-operation, the character of the terrain on the peninsula is such that naval guns cannot search the Turkish positions. The fire of howitzers would be needed to do so effectively. The many deep ravines and gullies are very favorable for the concealment and protection of the Turkish reserves, and for their rapid transference in case of bombardment. Nor do I think the supply of the Turks on the peninsula by the two lines of supply available to them could be prevented by naval action.13


Birdwood agreed with Monro’s assessment. The General Staff, however, convinced that the Salonika Expedition was finally about to be abandoned, were making plans for the transport of that force to Gallipoli.

The British went to the conference at Calais firm in the belief that the British Salonika Army had to be withdrawn. They were increasingly concerned about the defence of Egypt and the Suez Canal and it made no sense to have a large army stranded at Salonika with no prospects of making any meaningful contribution to the war. The French, however, were equally determined for political reasons that both the French and British Salonika armies must remain. If they were evacuated the French Government would fall. It was argued that the French people could not abide the abandonment of Serbia. This argument may have been partly valid, but the main reason probably had more to do with needing a success in the East to counterbalance the growing French tiredness of the tremendous loss of life she was suffering along the Western Front with nothing to show for it. These French divisions could not hope to achieve much along the Western Front, but perhaps they could achieve an easy victory against the Bulgarians who they considered a much inferior foe – they would soon find out that this was certainly not the case – in exactly the same way they were finding out that their assessment of the Turks’ ability to wage war on their own soil was woefully inaccurate. A compromise was reached. The British said it intended to abandon Salonika, but at the same time no deadline was given for the evacuation. Just as there was a military stalemate along the Western Front, there was a political stalemate concerning Salonika. The British forces would be evacuated but as to when and where was anyone’s guess. In all, five British divisions would serve along this front in the Balkans until the final victory of 1918. Many of these men were now committed to death if not from disease, then from meaningless battles against the Bulgarians.14

With this decision – or lack thereof – it was decided the next day by both the British and French that the Gallipoli Peninsula must be evacuated. Orders were sent out the next day that Suvla and Anzac were to be evacuated while the troops at Helles were, for the present, to hold their positions. The decision to hang on at Helles would soon be overturned and it too was slated for evacuation. This order, arriving on December 8, came as a surprise to most, especially the naval staff at the Dardanelles who had been planning for the evacuation of Salonika and the transfer of these troops to Suvla. Admiral Wemyss was sure that one more attempt by the fleet would result in success. He was against what he saw as bankrupt strategy of the Western Front which dictated sending thousands of men across no-man’s-land to ‘chew barbed wire.’ He made one more appeal to the Admiralty on December 8 that the fleet be given permission to force the Dardanelles:

The Navy is prepared to force the Straits and control them for an indefinite period, cutting off all Turkish supplies which now find their way to the peninsula either by sea from the Marmara or across the Dardanelles from Asiatic to European shore. The only line of communications left would be controlled almost entirely from the Sea of Marmara and the Gulf of Xeros. What is offered the Army, therefore, is the practical, complete severance of all Turkish lines of communication, accompanied by the destruction of large supply depots on the shore of the Dardanelles.


In the first instance I strongly advocate that the naval attack should synchronize with an army offensive, and if the Army will be prepared to attack in the event of a favorable opportunity presenting itself, nothing more need be required of them. The navy here is prepared to undertake this operation with every assurance of success…


The unanimous military opinion referred to has, I feel certain, been greatly influenced, and naturally so, by the military appreciation of Sir Charles Monro. These I have not seen, but their purport I have gathered in course of conversations. The Corps Commanders, I know, view the evacuation with the greatest misgiving. The forcing of the Dardanelles, as outlined in my telegrams, has never been put before them, I am convinced that, after considering the certain results which would follow a naval success, they would favour an attack on the lines indicated, especially in view of the undoubted low morale of the Turkish Peninsula army, of which we have ample evidence…


The very extensive German propaganda being pursued all over the Near East, accompanied by the expenditure of vast sums of money, is not, I feel convinced, being undertaken merely as a side issue to the European War.


A position of stalemate on both fronts of the principal theaters of war [Western and Eastern Fronts] appears the natural outcome of the present situation. This opinion is freely expressed in the higher military circles in Greece, and would therefore appear to be fostered by the Germans – a significant point.


By surrendering our position here, when within sight of victory, we are aiding the enemy to obtain markets the possession of which may enable her to outlast the Allies in the war of exhaustion now commencing.


A successful attack would once and for all disperse those clouds of doubt, a large amount of shipping would be released, and the question of Greece and Egypt settled…


Although no word of attack has passed my lips except to my immediate staff and admirals, I feel sure that every officer and man would feel that the campaign had been abandoned without sufficient use having been made of our greatest force, viz., the Navy.


The position is so crucial that there is no time for standing on ceremony, and I suggest that General Birdwood, the officer who would now have to carry out the attack or evacuation which is now ordered, be asked for his appreciation.


The logical conclusion, therefore, is the choice of evacuation or forcing the Straits. I consider the former disastrous tactically and strategically, and the latter feasible, and, so long as troops remain at Anzac, decisive.


I am convinced that the time is ripe for a vigorous offensive, and I am confident of success.15


The already frosty relationship between Wemyss and Monro now completely broke down when Munro heard that the navy was apparently speaking on behalf of the army. Monro, the commander of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, wrote icily to Wemyss: ‘it appears to me that you have been conferring with the Army corps commanders on matters of military import the decision in respect to which rests with me. This is a proceeding which is not regular and which I obviously cannot accept…I am particularly anxious not to introduce any heat into this question. But you would not approve of my approaching your subordinates, without your knowledge and consent.’16 Wemyss, took the letter badly and their relationship plunged the depths even further – if that was possible. Regardless, his request was denied on December 12. The new First Sea Lord, Sir Henry Jackson, telegraphed back to Wemyss the same day:

Your telegram has been very carefully considered. I personally agree with your appreciation of German designs in the East, and I view with deepest regret the abandonment of Suvla and Anzac. But the military authorities, including Birdwood, are clear that they cannot be made tenable against an increased artillery fire, while the Admiralty hold that the naval arguments against forcing the Straits are overwhelming. Naval authorities here are convinced that, while success is most doubtful, very heavy losses are certain, and it must be remembered that nothing would have a worse effect on our Eastern position than a serious check to the government.17


Regardless, the decision had already finally been made just days before by the War Cabinet – the Gallipoli Peninsula was to be evacuated.
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CHAPTER 19.

‘… making a socialist of me’
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While mid-November saw the thoughts of some turn to the impending festive season, at Anzac as elsewhere on the peninsula, for most there was damn all to be festive about. Even so, Lieutenant Woods and Major Butler of the Corps Intelligence staff had a festive plan. They put to their commander Colonel White a proposal for a Christmas Annual to be written and illustrated by the troops to send to family and friends back home. White heartily agreed and became chairman of the committee that launched the project as well as awarding prizes for the best contributions. The original name of the publication was the ‘Anzac Magazine’ which would eventually morph into the truly unique ‘Anzac Book.’ Charles Bean was named the book’s editor and later recalled:

The plan was advertised everywhere through the trenches. Verses, stories, and sketches poured in from all Anzac and even Suvla. As editor, I constantly consulted White, who was eagerly interested and was to be a judge for the prizes. But on the night of 10th December, when I found him coming out from a long conference with General Godley, he said: ‘I’m sorry – I shall be very busy during the next few days; I’m afraid you’ll have to manage without me.’ Of course, though I did not know it till some days later, the reason was that he had just received the final order for the evacuation. Doubtless the project helped in a small degree to occupy men’s minds and confirm the belief that the winter would be spent at Anzac; but that result was wholly accidental. White’s interest in the magazine sprang wholly from his thoughtfulness for the troops. The copy and drawings, finally entitled the Anzac Book, were taken, after evacuation, to London. The book was produced for the Corps by Cassells and sold in great numbers to the troops in France and Egypt. It may here be mentioned that before each Christmas, so long as he was with the corps, White initiated the publication of some similar souvenir for the AIF1
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As winter approached in earnest, all thoughts of offensive operations sank without a trace. Indeed, it appeared from the Anzac lines that the Turks, where possible, were filling in their front line trenches with barbed wire and retiring to secondary trenches which now became the firing line. It wasn’t long before these barbed wire moats began to appear all around the Turkish positions. At night the Turks could be heard erecting new entanglements, barricades, and other defensive positions. The summit of Chunuk Bair was now encircled with a mass of barbed wire and strong redoubts along the main crests of the Sari Bair range looking into the Anzac position like sentry towers. The Anzacs were locked in their own prison with no bread, little water and the key apparently thrown away.

Even so, the intelligence staff of General Headquarters feared that with the coming of the sacrificial feast of ‘Kurban Bayrami’ (October 19), the Turks might launch a fanatical attack against Allied lines. This didn’t eventuate. Lieutenant Fasih was positioned at Lone Pine and wrote in his diary that he was happy just to live and let live, passing on his best wishes for the celebration to his friends:

Walk through trenches and collect cartridge cases. Back in dugout, have some coffee. Feeling very tired, stretch out without intention of sleeping. Shelling starts. Howitzer shells explode to our right. One impacts ten paces to right of my dugout. Decide I better move to second line. Lieutenants Kazim and Ahmet, comrades from 3rd Battalion are there. Join them in their bunker. Whizzing by with loud rustling, howitzer shells land nearby. Our second line trenches are in fairly good condition. They have been freshly dug. Haven’t been damaged yet. Shrapnel is hitting entrance to our bunker. Shells explode and roar fifty paces from where we are…Exchange ‘Bayram’ wishes with colleagues. Some privates and NCO’s join us. We also exchange wishes with Battalion Commander. Am very hungry. Did not have morning tea. Food arrives. Four comrades and I eat with gusto.2


Some Turks invited the Australians at Quinn’s Post and Steele’s Post to join in the celebrations, throwing Turkish cigarettes over to them. The Australians flung back their own cigarettes as well as cans of bully beef. It isn’t recorded whether the Turks threw back the bully.

It wasn’t completely quiet, however. Some minor actions generated by the Allies at Anzac injected aggression back into the campaign no matter how fleeting. In mid-November, the Australian 16th Battalion unsuccessfully attempted to incorporate a minor hillock known as Hackney Wick on the lower spurs of Hill Q into their own position. Within days the previously insignificant position had been turned into a Turkish stronghold. At about the same time the men of the British 54th Division, who were holding the extreme northern flank of the Anzac sector, had arranged for a number of New Zealand sappers to drive a mine under the summit of Hill 60, which they blew apart leaving a huge crater. The British failed to take possession of the position, but the Turks didn’t make the same mistake, occupying it in force. It wasn’t only the New Zealanders who were mining at Hill 60. The Turks were at it too, resulting in a near miss for Major General Godley and Colonel White, Birdwood’s Chief of Staff. White wrote in his diary (20th November): ‘Cold day with Generals Godley and Inglefield making a careful inspection of Hill 60 this morning. Turks exploded a mine there not long after we left!’3
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At the opposite end of the line at Chatham’s Post, the Australian Light Horse troopers decided to keep the pressure on. In mid-October, it was noticed that a few Turks seemed to be trying to entrench in a slight depression forward of their main line along the Bird Trenches. The Australian troopers had already begun tunneling towards this Turkish position from Chatham’s Post, but were still only about one third of the way there. The plan was for the tunnel, when it had been pushed 100 metres south from Chatham’s, to be opened up and a number of firing positions established on the inland side of the ridge just north of where the Turks were now digging in. Within days, Turkish activity within the depression seemed to be increasing and unknown to the Turks the situation was quickly becoming a race for the Australian tunnelers. As fortune would have it there existed along the seaward slope of the ridge just south of Chatham’s a number of old unoccupied Turkish trenches. The Australians had planned to incorporate these trenches into their original objective of the depression after it was captured using them as communication trenches into the new position (now being partly occupied by the Turks). It was now decided not to wait and to immediately incorporate the trenches into their own lines. This would place the troopers within bomb-throwing range of the Turks who were entrenching in the southern part of the depression.

As night fell on November 3, Major Stephen Midgley, along with a covering party under Captain Thomas Brundrit of the 5th Light Horse, moved through no-man’s-land towards the depression. The Turks could be heard working close by. The 34 troopers occupied the northern seaward part of the depression without incident and as daylight dawned had established individual rifle pits where they waited. The tunnelers were still busy trying to dig through to the same position to occupy the northern landward side of the same depression. It was not until around 11 a.m. that the Turks realised the Australians were occupying part of the depression. The reply was swift and savage with Turkish artillery shelling the troopers and Turkish infantry throwing broomstick bombs. After dark, covered by machine-gun fire, the Turks attacked with grenades and reached the parapet four times before being forced back. Lieutenant Fasih recorded in his diary on November 4 an event that likely relates to this attack. ‘Firing intensifies to our left. It spreads to entire front… From our left comes the ‘Allah! Allah!’ rallying cry of our soldiers, followed by noise, then silence…Suddenly, intense firing erupts.’4 At one point a Turkish grenade fell on a box of Australian jam-tin bombs and it was only through the quick thinking of Sergeant John Orr who threw the box over the parapet that disaster was averted. The Turkish troops had been provided with empty sandbags which they filled and used to build two breastworks along a small rise that separated the northern and southern parts of the depression. This created a killing zone of about 50 metres between the Turks and Australians.

Colonel Granville Ryrie of the 2nd Light Horse Brigade immediately told his troops that the Turkish breastworks had to be taken and with the bayonet if necessary. This was clearly going to be an expensive exercise in the lives of the troopers who had already thrown around 500 jam-tin bombs at the Turks in the southern part of the depression. (Further along Holly Ridge a Ryan’s jam-tin catapult battery of six large crossbows, designed and built by Sergeant Ryan, also did its part to keep the Turks at bay). Lieutenant Colonel Lachlan Wilson (commander 3rd Light Horse) with Captain Midgley, however, convinced Ryrie that a suicidal head-on charge would not be required as the troopers could control the troublesome Turks with bombs. The next day a company of men from the 11th Infantry Battalion made its way to the newly established position south of Chatham’s Post while the Turks seemed happy to just continue digging in.

On November 5 the troopers’ tunnel finally broke through to the landward side of the depression and entrenched it with rifle pits. Two nights later the troopers, partially supported by artillery, charged and captured another of the old unoccupied Turkish trenches close to the depression. Australian artillery support was sporadic at best as the opposing positions were too close together. Gunner Frank McAdam lamented:

We couldn’t fire unless specifically asked for…because the margin of clearance of our own trenches verges on the dangerous zone. Everyone was itching to be in it… The 9th Battery let off 4 rounds, our own battery 2 and howitzer [Battery] about 4. The attack ceased at 9.55 p.m. While it lasted the bullets were very thick indeed and the rockets magnesium lights and searchlights of old Tin Ribs gave the place an appearance of Nov. 5th Celebrations… There must have been a fair number of casualties but we have not heard so far.5


A small party of Turks occupied the trench and in recapturing it Captain Thomas Brundrit was killed while emptying his revolver into the Turkish riflemen. From here the troopers bombed the Turks out of the breastwork that was closest to their position. An artillery barrage a few days later destroyed most of the breastwork being occupied by the bulk of the Turks further back. The Turks were now content to focus on sniping at the southernmost flank at Anzac, now called Wilson’s Lookout by the Australians. In all, 14 Australians had been killed and 67 wounded in capturing this post. Turkish casualties are unknown, but were probably similar.6 It was not only the men who were fed-up. Colonel Ryrie wrote to his wife telling her to warn their daughters on no account to marry a soldier. ‘It is the rottenest profession of the lot, nothing but absolute slavery, and no soldier has a shilling to bless himself with…I have had enough fighting to last me for the rest of my life and wish I was on my way home now,’ he said.7 At about the same time, Charles Bean was recording in his diary:

Had a yarn with White last night over matters…White evidently wanted to give me the benefit of an idea which had been strongly impressed on him. ‘What I have seen since Suvla,’ I had said, ‘is making a socialist of me.’


‘It’s not making me that,’ he said, ‘but I’ll tell you what I should like to tell the people of Australia – what, if I get the chance, I shall tell them some day – and that is that they are right in the main thing: they may be wrong in the details – I’m no politician, as you know, but I’m sure they’re right in this – in giving every man a chance, a good equal chance…’8
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Meanwhile, back in London, Sir Ian Hamilton was trying to salvage his reputation. A letter to Birdwood, his former subordinate who had succeeded him as commander of the Gallipoli Army, clearly shows he remained blissfully and arrogantly unaware of the Gallipoli disaster and his role in it.

My dear Birdie.


… As to [the King] bestowing any reward on me, that depends entirely on Lord Kitchener. If, as I hope and believe, his personal inspection of the Dardanelles convinces him that I have done all a soldier reasonably could and should, then I hope he will do or say something to stamp out these enormous falsehoods set in motion by Murdoch and Ashmead-Bartlett, and circulated to no end of influential people through the agency of a Cabinet Minister [Lloyd George]…


As to myself, Lord knows what will happen. The Cabinet Ministers have one by one seen me; Balfour and Asquith are now the only two left. Balfour I lunch with on Monday, and then I shall ask to see Asquith. I have not asked to see any others except Lloyd George, who was mainly responsible for putting into secret circulation that lying letter of Murdoch’s, which has done an infinity of harm to a number of officers and also a number of our troops…


Goodbye for the present and all luck be with you…


PS…As to Murdoch only having said things about the staff, he says of you that an Army Corps is your limit. This, however, is absolute fulsome praise compared to what he says about almost everyone else except only the real, genuine Australian.


Sir Ian Hamilton to Lieutenant General Birdwood, 13 November 1915.9
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CHAPTER 20.

‘Snow looks beautiful on the leaves, don’t it?’
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With the apparent decision to evacuate having finally been made, orders began to arrive forbidding the landing of further food supplies. In addition, no engineering stores were to be brought ashore except for those required to repair the piers. All important machinery was to be withdrawn including the water condensing plant being installed at Anzac Cove. Also, men who had previously battled on with major ailments now found that if they complained of the most trivial illness they were sent away to the hospital ship. The British 54th Division – which was responsible for holding the northern flank at Anzac – was now ordered to make ready to leave the peninsula. Questions began to be asked by the men. Some agreed with the official line that it was merely to reduce the numbers that would need to be fed during the coming winter months, while others believed the removal of stores and troops equated to a ‘ramping up’ of the Salonika campaign. For others, the activity was merely a continuation of the rotation of troops out of the line to gain much needed rest on Lemnos and other nearby islands before being sent back to the peninsula. Most could not believe that the peninsula would be abandoned after so much bloodletting, the general consensus being that the campaign would be fought through to the finish. Colonel White, however, knew differently.

As soon as the conference on Mudros had concluded on November 22, a telegram from Birdwood arrived telling him that the decision to evacuate had finally been made and that he was to: ‘inform General Godley and start future plans accordingly.’1 White now set about organising the first of his many ruses to fool the Turks that he and his men were now digging in for winter. He immediately ordered extended periods of inactivity so that the Turks would become accustomed to the idea that, with the coming of winter, his men were bunkering down. It was hoped this would go some way to fooling the Turks when the time came to withdraw the bulk of the troops. The Turks would, by then, be familiar with the relative quiet and be less inclined to believe that the enemy was actually being evacuated beneath their very nose. These extended periods of silence would begin at 6 p.m. on November 24 with two days’ cessation of fire along the whole Anzac front. At Quinn’s Post, where the trenches of the Australians and the Turks were closest, a sinister quiet fell on the Anzac side of the lines.

Puzzled Turks peered through their loopholes…a few bold soldiers eventually began to probe forward. Small parties emerged all along the line. About seven o’clock the next morning, around 40 Turkish soldiers glade in threadbare greatcoats climbed gingerly out of Turkish Quinn’s and threw themselves down behind heaps of broken earth, debris and corpses, craning cautiously toward the Anzac line. Some were just 20 yards from anxious sentries peering at them through periscopes. Four of the Turks began to crawl closer toward the line, perhaps expecting the crack of a sniper’s rifle in another Anzac ruse. They were watched by the machine-gunners at Steele’s Post and on Russell’s Top, all holding the grips of their guns but not firing.


The Turks dragged the wire bomb-screens aside and looked over the sandbags into Quinn’s…They threw bombs into the fire-trench – from which the New South Welshmen had prudently withdrawn – then scrambled in. The largest of the patrol was a big sergeant who boldly explored, entering the dark passageways formed by the overhead cover… As he rounded a traverse the big sergeant met Corporal James Aitken, a 23-year-old Scottish migrant…Aitken lunged at the Turk with his bayonet. The Turk grasped the bayonet and made to pull a pistol from his pocket, shouting ‘Ul-lah! Ul-lah!’ Aitken was also a big man. He pulled the revolver from the Turk and in the struggle both lost their balance. Aitken jumped to his feet first and drove his bayonet into the Turkish sergeant’s side…The Turks following their sergeant threw a bomb and ran for their own lines, some wounded by bomb fragments.2


A similar event happened further down the line at Lone Pine as recalled by Lieutenant George McIlroy of the 24th Battalion during the second day of the silent ruse:

At the right of Lone Pine sector our trench in places was so close to the enemy that it would have been possible, although distinctly inadvisable to lean over and shake hands with Abdul. At a spot where an old communication sap had previously connected the two trenches was a post occupied by two of our sentries.


Just before daylight, on the second morning of the silence, the Turks were apparently unable to control their curiosity any longer, and our sentry noticed a head and shoulders quietly appear over the top. After a cautious look around a Turk began to crawl very carefully along the depression towards our post, and the sentry hurriedly demanded, in a whisper from the N.C.O. in charge, ‘Hey! Corp! is that a ––– live target?’ It having been quickly decided that such target did come ‘within the meaning of the Act,’ the muzzle of a rifle was placed ready for action just outside the loophole, and when the enterprising scout, after much care, glued his eye to the hole to investigate, he did not have time to realise what hit him. Owing, no doubt, to the fact that the post was partly below ground and the discharge muffled by a blanket in rear, no alarm appeared to be caused in the Turk’s trench, for, to the surprise of our men, soon afterwards another head appeared, and a second Turk commenced to crawl forward to see what held his ‘cobber’ gazing spellbound into the loophole. In due course he ranged himself alongside and peered into the other hole, but as neither he nor his cobber had any inclination to return and report to their comrades, no doubt, the latter suspected there was a catch in it, and things soon settled down again to an unbroken silence.3


It was hoped that within the coming days the Turks’ curiosity about the periods of ongoing silence would be satisfied and they would be lulled into believing the Anzacs were merely bedding down for the winter. Indeed, some men at Anzac believed the ruse was to fool the Turks into believing they were actually planning to evacuate the peninsula, as recorded in Sapper Edmonds diary on November 25: ‘The ruse to make the Turks think we are evacuating commences from tonight. Not a single shot is to be fired for three days and nights. All fatigue parties are to cease and men are to remain in their dugouts during daylight. To-morrow’s water ration is being drawn tonight.’4

On November 26, White ordered that the period of silence be extended by another day ending at midnight of November 27, after which the troops would revert to normal activity. On November 26 the weather became cold and rainy and it got worse by the next day. The effect of this ruse upon the Turks was noted with interest by the Australians of the 16th Battalion:

Orders were given that no firing of any description should be indulged in for 48 hours from a given time. This ruse commenced in November and the command was rigidly observed. At the end of 48 hours, a further order was received extending the period of silence for a similar time. By this time the Turks were walking about in front of the 16th [Battalion] as though they owned the place, strolling along trenches and exposing heads and shoulders in what was practically an invitation to shoot. Orders were orders, however, and the 16th [Battalion] obeyed them. At the end of the second 48 hours every man was itching for the word to recommence firing, and when the time did expire most of them had a Turk balanced on the foresight for the first shot.5
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Unknown officer rugged up for winter – Anzac 1915. AWM C02236.

The end of this initial ruse was marked by the first blizzard of snow during November 27 which was accompanied by two days and nights of a continuous freezing wind. During November 28 the thermometer did not rise above freezing point. Men were rudely awakened by the tarpaulin roofs of their dugouts collapsing on top of them with the weight of the snow. It was worse for the men of the 7th and 8th Battalions as they had just returned from Lemnos and were bivouacking in the open with no shelter at all. A small issue of rum was released. The men in the front line trenches awoke to icicles hanging down from the parapets, while those further back and lower down had to try and negotiate the rivers of mud that now filled the deres. The mud eventually became frozen and covered with snow and thin layers of ice. Most troopers, however, were distracted and more interested in seeing snow for the first time. This novelty would very quickly wear off but Charles Bean described that at Lone Pine at least:

The sentries with white flakes on their caps and overcoats and icicles hanging from the ‘overhead traverses’ beside them, looked out on a scene reminding them of Christmas cards received from the ‘Old Country.’


‘Look at those trees, mate,’ said a sentry opposite Owen’s Gully. ‘The snow looks beautiful on the leaves. Don’t it?’ Next day, when Anzac lay white, there was much snow-balling behind the lines.6


Further north, the New Zealanders weren’t impressed, as Trooper Edward McKay of the Auckland Mounted Rifles recalled:

The sky had changed to a heavy ominous grey and black, the temperature dropped, the rain came and then the snow. It snowed for some days and then cleared away, and the whole landscape as far as the eye could range, was a field of white except where here and there a few hardy patches of scrub stood bravely defiant. Many from the northland had never seen snow, but were too occupied trying to keep warm and dry to appreciate the splendor of the scene. Everywhere wet prevailed – our dugouts flooded, our clothes and boots were sodden, and the pathetic little piles of scrub that we had collected and stored for a ‘boil-up’ were washed away, or soaked and useless. Each dere, each little hollow, each tiny weathering on the slopes ran heavy with muddy water. An angry grey sea lashed the shoreline and swamped many small craft, including one carrying mail and parcels for the New Zealanders…


The cold was biting. I collected a touch of frostbite and many were badly affected by it. Day by day we watched half drowned, half frozen men limping past, or being helped down to hospital or dressing stations for treatment. Gurkhas, Sikhs, Tommies, Aussies, our own men, it struck all with impartial ruthlessness.7


It was even worse at Hill 60. Some trenches there had become almost completely flooded. Major Cecil Allanson’s 16th Gurkha Rifles were occupying the trenches which were open to the full force of the freezing winds. The already jaded and war-weary Major later wrote:

Lower and lower went the temperature, and every bone in my body ached with cold, and my hand wound became most painful. Sleeping and living in miserable dugouts under such circumstances has to be gone through to be appreciated and understood. Think what it was for the men in open trenches. Truly one was learning the necessity of courage. I rarely got a smile out of myself, and as I could neither shave nor wash one probably looked even more miserable than one felt. The cold was just intense, and I have never seen such courage as I saw through this blizzard. Men found at the parapet facing the Turk with glassy eyes and stone dead, who gave up their lives rather than give in. Imagine the death of slow, accepted torture. It is, at such periods, and at such periods only, that one really does not seem afraid of death.8


Private Charles Bingham, of the 1st Australian Casualty Clearing Station was located nearby and later recalled: ‘We weren’t equipped for it. For a start we had all our battered old uniforms, and most of them in the summer had cut the legs off their trousers and made shorts of them, and thrown everything else away…A lot of the poor old Gurkhas got frostbite. They were only about five feet tall these chaps, and a lot of us carried them down to the casualty station on piggyback. They didn’t wear socks, you see, it wasn’t part of their uniform.’9 Gone now was the ‘naked army’ of Anzacs. Cut down trousers and bare chests were replaced, where possible, with greatcoats and balaclavas. Also with the cold weather the flies had mercifully disappeared – but the lice persisted. Trooper Oliver Hogue of the Australian Light Horse recalled how ‘we invoked the rich blessings on the heads of the Australian girls who had knitted us those warm socks. How we cursed the thieves along the lines of communication who pillaged and pilfered, while men in the firing line went begging! But through it all the indomitable cheerfulness of the Australian soldier would not be crushed. They laughed and joked when their teeth chattered, so that clear articulation was impossible.’10

General Birdwood, in recalling this episode, also demonstrates inadvertently just how appalling the planning for the campaign had been:

For the troops in the trenches those were three days of sheer agony. We were entirely unprepared for such an emergency, the possibility of which had never been foreseen; consequently no precautions against frostbite had been taken, nor were additional stocks of warm clothing available. A terrific thunderstorm was followed by twenty four hours of torrential rain, during which the men got soaked to the skin. Then came an icy hurricane; the rain turned into a blinding blizzard; then heavy snow, followed by two nights of bitter frost. At Anzac the caves and underground galleries made by the troops provided shelter for many, and the front line trenches had some measure of protection from the surrounding hills. At Helles, too, the trenches on sloping ground suffered little from flooding. The brunt fell upon the unfortunate IX Corps at Suvla, exposed to the unbroken fury of the storm. Trenches were soon flooded, water-courses became roaring torrents, and a wall-like spate of mud and water, several feet high, bore down the corpses of dead Turks and pack ponies into our lines. The trenches were quite uninhabitable, and the men had to seek what refuge they could find on the parapets or the drenched ground to the rear.11


Major Geddes of the 1st Royal Munster Fusiliers at Suvla recalled:

There was a loud roar and before I could reach the front line – not 200 yards from battalion HQ – the rain came down like a waterspout, a solid sheet of water, unbelievable except to those present. The communication trenches were a raging torrent and impassable, and one had to proceed overland. So sudden was this phenomenal incident that men were literally drowned in their trenches, being unable to get out in time. The trenches crumpled as if made of paper. During the height of the flood a pony, a mule, a pig and two dead Turks were swept into the trenches. By daylight on the 27th the water had subsided to a depth of four feet. Towards evening the wind shifted towards the north and it became bitterly cold. Then came snow and a blizzard. On the morning of the 28th our situation was deplorable. Many lay dead from exposure. At 4 a.m. the GOC [General Officer Commanding] ordered a withdrawal… the battalion was reduced to a few officers and 68 other ranks. At nightfall the whole battalion to a man answered the call for volunteers to go and collect arms and equipment from the trenches.12


A number of trenches at Suvla had to be completely abandoned, being ‘held’ only by nightly patrols. At Suvla alone during these three days there were more than 5000 cases of frostbite with more than 200 men either drowned or frozen to death.13 The hospital ship Reha had only 214 cots but soon had about 600 patients from Suvla aboard with the decks covered in mattresses, as recalled by Midshipman Gilbertson:

The majority could only just crawl up the ladder, dozens tried, failed and had to be carried; they came on mouths open, gasping, faces bluish, grey eyes glazed. Many of those who could stumble had to be led, as they just walked automatically, their clothes frozen stiff. I shall never forget the experience. We got them all below into cots filled them up with hot soup and Bovril and piled blankets onto them. Heaps had badly frostbitten feet which, as they warmed up, gave them great pain. We had frostbite in all stages. I was going until midnight, wrapping up feet in cotton wool.14


At Anzac, medical records show that just over 400 men suffered from trench foot while one man died from exposure.15 New Zealand Major Fred Waite recalled the ‘most popular place after the blizzard broke out was the ordnance stores, as everyone was in want of extra clothing – and, thank goodness, it was available. It was amusing to see sentries on duty after their experience of the first night. It would have needed a very energetic bullet to penetrate the amount of clothing worn!’16

As was to be expected, shipping also suffered from the storm. Vice Admiral Wemyss was now doubtful, in view of the increasingly bad weather, that he could successfully conduct the evacuation. At Anzac Cove, Watson’s Pier (Anzac Cove) and Walker’s Jetty (North Beach) were completely smashed to pieces, while the protection of the sunken breakwater Milo next to William’s Pier spared it from any significant damage.
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Winter – White Gully 29 November 1915. AWM G01263.

Strangely enough, drinking water again became a serious problem with less than 100,000 litres in reserve (no water lighter could land in the rough seas) and thought was given to rebuilding the water condenser plant which was now well on the way to being dismantled. Men were issued with a cupful of water in the morning and another after dark – nothing during the day. Reserve water supplies got down to around 80,000 litres before eventually being replenished through pipes installed between the pumping station at Anzac Cove and the wells at No. 2 Outpost along North Beach. These wells were the best at Anzac. While the cooling conditions and the rotations out of the line improved the men’s health in relation to disease, the resultant drop in ‘wastage’ was more than made up for by the rapid increase in exposure. At the beginning of December, excessive heat, flies and dysentery had given way to snow and blizzards, ice cold wind and rain along with a form of jaundice.17

The bad weather also affected the ability of the men’s equipment to function. Lieutenant Robert Harper of the New Zealand Canterbury Mounted Rifles Machine-gun Section, whose brigade was manning the sector including Aghyl Dere to Kaiajik Dere near Hill 60, noted: ‘What affected us machine-gunners most was the guns not being able to fire owing to the water in their jackets freezing. The only way this could be overcome was to take one gun out at a time and thaw it over a fire behind the position then rush back with it and bring the other out for the same treatment. Glycerine was not available for some days, but when this was added to six and a half pints of water and puttees wrapped around the guns, we were able to maintain fire.’18
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It wasn’t just the Commonwealth troops who were suffering from the weather. Turkish Major Zeki Bey recalled to Charles Bean in 1919 the conditions experienced by his men on November 27: ‘A number of the men of the battalion holding the line were drowned…My regiment was then out at rest. It had to reoccupy the line there at once and dig it [trench] out again.’19 The Turks were more concerned about survival in the atrocious weather as opposed to conducting offensive operations. Zeki Bey also commented upon the sudden periods of silence from the enemy which did initially puzzle the Turks: ‘We put it down to your wanting a quiet period [after the blizzard] to dig out your front trenches also. We were, however, ordered to send out patrols and get into your trenches. Every unit had to send a patrol, but every patrol reported your line held.’20 Turkish soldier Ismail Hakki Sunata also recalled: ‘In front of us a water carrier’s mule lies drowned. Close to it, an animal bringing supplies last night has fallen over its side with all its cases and has drowned. And among them the bodies of drowned soldiers, lying close together, stretched out in full view.’21
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Meanwhile, the British 54th Division, which had been ordered to make ready to leave the peninsula, was now stranded, the bad weather having delayed its evacuation. (The last of the division would not leave until December 7). It was decided that the bulk of the stranded division, two of its three brigades, should now remain and act as a reserve for the New Zealand and Australian Division, while its third brigade would form a reserve for General Hodgson’s New Zealand troopers who had by now taken over the duties of the British on the northern Anzac sector in and around Hill 60.
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By December, the situation strategically had changed significantly in favour of the Turks with the route from Berlin to Constantinople now completely open. A few weeks before, the first shipment of guns and ammunition from the Central Powers had reached Gallipoli. It included a battery of 9.5-inch Austrian siege howitzers, which had by late November been positioned near the Anafarta gap to the north. Following closely behind were two additional heavy mortar batteries and six heavy howitzer batteries from Germany. Just as important, large quantities of ammunition for these guns also began to arrive.22

Soon after 9 a.m. on November 29, the men at Anzac begun to report seeing a number of flags – some white, others black or red – flying at intervals on the parapets of the Turkish support trenches along the whole of the old Anzac perimeter from Russell’s Top down to Lone Pine. It looked like the Anzac lines were to be bombarded, although some thought the white flags may indicate a truce. They were wrong. At 9.10 a.m. the Turks began to bombard the old sector directly opposite the flags using heavy howitzers from an unknown emplacement to the east or north-east, and while shells fell against Russell’s Top, Courtney’s Post and in front of Johnston’s Jolly, the main target was Lone Pine. It was precisely at this point that the relief of this garrison was about to begin. At 10 a.m. the men of the 24th Battalion began to pass through the saps leading to Lone Pine to relieve the men of the 23rd Battalion. It was these saps which had been targeted by the Turks and many of them were shattered and blocked. The Turkish artillery now shortened its range and pounded Lone Pine itself. Private Ernest Scott, 4th Battalion recalled:

We were resting in Victoria Gully, till then untouched by Turkish shellfire, when I was called away to watch a ‘two-up’ game and maybe hoping to try my luck as well! Suddenly a newly arrived howitzer battery (Austrian it was said) dropped one amongst the five or six I had just left. All died; amongst them I found Sergeant Jack Herbert just alive. Before he died he whispered, ‘They’ve got me downstairs, Scottie – no more fun for me!’ So they had.23


Anzac had never seen such destruction by artillery. The combination of high explosives and the steep falling trajectory of the howitzer shells smashed Lone Pine apart. During this shelling the men of the 23rd Battalion remained at their posts waiting for an expected Turkish attack while at the same time waiting for their cobbers of the 24th Battalion to take over from them. Parts of the front literally ceased to exist, especially the northernmost parts of Lone Pine where trenches were either smashed in, filled in, or both. Lieutenant Christopher Fogarty of the 24th Battalion, along with 20 of his men holding Barber’s Gallery (the old Traversed Trench) were literally blown to pieces. His brother, medical officer Joseph Fogarty of the 21st Battalion, searched for him in vain finding only a foot.24 At least 14 other men from the 24th Battalion were buried alive, along with Major Millar Johnson who was treating the wounded in his aid post. Only a few were dug out. It was later recorded in the Official History records: ‘The divisional, sanitary officer, Major Millar Johnson, who had been inspecting the Pine when the bombardment started, and who had at once established an improvised aid post, was smothered, along with the men whom he was tending.’ He is today buried in the Lone Pine Cemetery.25

For close to three hours both battalions crouched in their trenches under the barrage of high explosives which finally ended at 11.40 a.m. There was no Turkish infantry attack. This was the first time that Australian troops had been subjected to a heavy modern howitzer bombardment. If nothing else, it finally awakened the Anzac staff that the shallow trenches, dugouts and tunnels which defined their sector, were not only totally inadequate, but actually contributed to the casualty figures. These works, while providing protection against bullets and field artillery, now proved dangerous as the sides and roofs were easily blown in by the howitzer high explosive shells, burying numbers of men alive. The confined trenches and dugouts compounded the concussive power of the explosions. The earlier fears by the Allied commanders that the Turks might start to be heavily and rapidly reinforced with heavy howitzers from Germany and Austria-Hungary had now become a reality.
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CHAPTER 21.

‘…with fingers on triggers heard and paused to listen’
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The first draft of the evacuation plan by the staff at Mudros had been completed at the request of Kitchener. It was presented on November 16 and adopted by a conference at General Headquarters on November 22. Because the War Cabinet in London had yet to formally approve evacuation, the plan had to take into account the possibility that evacuation might, in fact, be rejected. As a result, the plan was divided into three stages, with the preliminary, or first stage, able to be undertaken prior to approval. It focused on the reduction of the garrison to that required for a purely defensive winter campaign. The intermediate, or second stage, would commence as soon as the War Cabinet endorsed evacuation. This required additional men, animals and material to be removed to the point where the force could hold its current positions for a week against any concerted Turk counterattack. The final, or third stage, dictated that the remaining troops were to be evacuated in the shortest possible time with no concern for the remaining materials and supplies.1 The details as provided were:



	Suvla
	Men
	Animals
	Artillery

	Force before evacuation:
	50,807
	3000
	91

	Reduced at preliminary stage:
	43,160
	
	

	Reduced to at intermediate stage:
	25,753
	1000
	40

	Anzac


	
	
	

	Force before evacuation:
	41,218
	2368
	105

	Reduced at preliminary stage:
	35,786
	
	

	Reduced to at intermediate stage:
	26,195
	500
	40

	Helles


	
	
	

	Force before evacuation:
	42,697
	9219
	197

	Reduced at preliminary stage:
	29,139
	
	

	Reduced to at intermediate stage:
	18,556
	1000
	602


During the preliminary stage one ship a night would be allocated for the removal of artillery, another for animals, and a third for stores and materials. No fixed time was allocated to complete this task. If evacuation was endorsed, the troops allocated to leave as part of the intermediate stage would then be evacuated as quickly as possible. The navy had around 34 motor-lighters available to take troops from the piers to the troopships. Six of these were to be devoted to transporting the wounded. It was estimated that with these craft and a number of other small vessels the designated number of troops could be removed from Suvla, Anzac and Helles in four nights.
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Wharf leading to the Milo – one of two main evacuation piers along North Beach. AWM A01032.

Now that General Headquarters (GHQ) had approved the draft plan, the senior commanders set about implementing the preliminary stage of the plan. A number of telegraphs were now sent out putting the initial plan into effect. While the Corps commanders, including Major General Godley at Anzac, were aware of the real reason for the reduction in troops and materials, the reasons provided in these telegrams were designed to deceive the numerous officials through whose hands the orders would pass as well as those who were ordered to implement them. Not to mention the odd Turkish spy said to be abundant in Cairo who might pick up information from wounded soldiers, careless officers and general gossip around GHQ in Cairo.3

On November 23, the Deputy Quartermaster General telegraphed Birdwood’s army headquarters at Imbros: ‘Ample room will shortly be available at Mudros for brigades to rest. Please inform IGC [Inspector-General of Communications] as to numbers you can send on and on what date?’4 The Deputy General of Supplies and Transport telegraphed: ‘Owing to requirements at Salonica impossible at present to send supplies forward. Issue of bread and fresh meat is to be made at Anzac and Suvla alternate days…’5 Concerning ammunition supplies the Quartermaster General’s branch telegraphed: ‘Owing to sinking of ships and consequent shortage of ammunition at Salonica it is proposed to send some from peninsula.’6 Birdwood’s staff forwarded these telegrams to his corps commanders at Anzac and Suvla, and as well as asking them how many troops could be spared also ordered specified quantities of ammunition to be sent to Mudros.

While a general plan for the evacuation had been tabled, the actual details, mechanics and tactical ruses to be employed ‘to pull the thing off’ had yet to be developed. The corps commanders on the ground were asked on November 22 their views on how they might accomplish the plan, especially the last stage which was clearly the most dangerous. At Anzac, Godley, who had taken over the corps from Birdwood, left the details for his Chief of Staff, Colonel White, to figure out. This would turn out to be probably the best decision Godley ever made in his whole military career. White was more than up to the job and immediately set about constructing a detailed study and timetable for the evacuation. He knew, however, that in order to carry it out he would need to rely on deceiving the Turks to the very last minute as in many cases they were literally just metres from the Anzac trenches with little depth to their positions. This was totally unlike the circumstances at Suvla or Helles where the trenches were defined by a relatively broad expanse of no-man’s-land with the occupied territory extending back several miles to the rear of the troops and the beaches. At Anzac there was no room to play with all forward positions being less than 1000 metres from the beach. As described by Charles Bean: ‘In their present position the Turks could not see North Beach piers; but, should anything be done which would give the enemy foreknowledge of the intention to withdraw, he had only to force his way for 300 yards along Russell’s Top in order to look down on the boats being filled 500 yards away and 400 feet below him.’7

White clearly understood that the plan to evacuate Anzac at the intermediate and last phases could not be based on a continual withdrawal to prepared fall-back positions. There was no space for this. Such a move would awaken the Turks to evacuation and an all out attack would undoubtedly be launched against the reduced and weakened garrison resulting in a massacre on the beaches and surrounding spurs and gullies. The current front lines had to be held until the last minute with the remaining troops somehow escaping beneath the very noses of the Turks. As such, the final stage of the withdrawal had to be cut as short as possible. It was assessed that the Allies had just two nights in which to remove the last of the troops. Also, the withdrawal from Anzac and Suvla had to be simultaneous. Evacuating one ahead of the other would alert the Turks and the remaining sector would come under attack from the combined weight of Turkish troops from both sectors making evacuation for the remaining Allied force just about impossible – especially at Anzac.

On November 30 White and Godley presented their plan to a conference. Birdwood was presented with two different plans and a heated debate followed. General Byng, the commander at Suvla, planned to withdraw his IX Corps to successive positions. Although Byng’s plan was in line with traditional British military thought, White strongly argued that this would jeopardise the evacuation of Anzac. White declared that if the troops at Suvla did not remain in the firing line until the last moment it would be impossible to leave Anzac troops in the forward positions closest to the northern heights, such as The Apex. Moving the Anzacs out ahead of the British at Suvla was also not advisable. Byng and Birdwood knew the troops at Anzac protected the right flank of IX Corps at Suvla and their premature withdrawal would enable the Turks to reposition artillery along the heights and direct artillery fire along the Suvla embarkation points. The withdrawal of the Anzacs before Suvla would also provide the Turks with a corridor in which to attempt a flanking manoeuvre to get behind the withdrawing British forces. White, with Godley’s support, urged Birdwood to accept the simultaneous withdrawal of Anzac and Suvla. After some conflict of opinion Birdwood finally agreed. Birdwood accepted White’s arguments and ordered that both front lines be maintained until the last possible moment. Birdwood also moved to improve the co-ordination between the two corps by suggesting that the northernmost part of the Anzac line be withdrawn via Suvla. This was agreed and the withdrawal of the front line was set for 1.30 a.m. on December 20.8

White, by November 27, had submitted to army headquarters at Imbros his detailed plans for evacuation from Anzac. With the completion of the intermediate stage the troops at Anzac would now be drawn down to just 22,000 men and 30 guns. It was assessed that 10 days would be needed to evacuate the first 20,000 men who were to be removed as part of the operation. Even then, the divisional commanders would not be made aware of the real reason for their men being withdrawn from Anzac. They would only be informed of the evacuation after these men had been successfully taken off the peninsula. They would then be provided with detailed orders regarding the final stage of the evacuation as it related to their remaining troops.

The final stage was defined by three essential conditions. First was the provision by the navy of sufficient small craft to enable the men to be removed within two nights. Second was the holding of existing front line positions until the last possible moment with the troops gradually being thinned out during the two night timetable. Third was the ‘complete coordination and synchronizing of all movement with the IX Corps [at Suvla].’9 During the last two nights, the final skeleton force holding the front line positions would retain its chain of command and communications structure (although very much reduced) enabling orders to be sent up the line from the beach. The authority on the beach would end in ‘communication, along a well-known system, with a garrison perfectly well acquainted with its front, whose disposition would be well known, not only to the staff, but, in a general way, to the majority of the troops.’10 Each staff would consist of just a few remaining officers and signalers, most having been withdrawn with the majority of troops.

It was also planned that by the end of the first of the two nights that the corps commander and staff, along with the divisional commanders, would be withdrawn. The corps commander would hand over the control on the beach to a selected divisional commander who would be known as the ‘Rear Guard Commander.’11 Each divisional commander would leave behind a key staff member (representing the divisional commander) to be attached to the Rear Guard Commander to help co-ordinate with the respective brigade commanders. It was estimated that at daybreak on the last day just 10,000 men would be left manning the Anzac sector.

During the last night the remaining troops would be withdrawn over three stages, with the machine-gunners being among the last to leave. The brigade commanders and most of their staff would be among the first to embark on the last night, leaving one officer behind at brigade headquarters to represent them under whom the battalion commanders with a handful of men would constitute the last parties to leave. These officers and men would be responsible for removing telephones just before leaving as well as making arrangements for ‘connecting [bullet] cartridges to fuse-lengths at various places’ so that ‘all fire may not cease suddenly.’12

The day after White’s plan arrived at Imbros, Birdwood received a request from Admiral Wemyss for an evacuation conference to be held at Imbros with the corps commanders. Birdwood telegraphed each of his commanders to bring with them on November 30 their plans so far developed for evacuation of their respective troops. At this conference several crucial decisions were made. It was decided that it would not be possible to completely evacuate Anzac, Suvla and Helles within the two-day timetable with the available craft. As a result it was decided that the evacuation of Helles would have to occur at some later date. A schedule was then drawn up for the dispatch of shipping to and from Anzac and Suvla through each of the stages of the planned evacuation. Ten motor lighters would be made available to each sector through the main stages of evacuation. Another 10 would be held in reserve at Imbros and another seven at Mudros. At Anzac, the piers along North Beach would be the main avenue for embarkation, although the badly damaged Watson’s Pier at Anzac was also to be repaired and used. Close to William’s Pier another pier was to be constructed from the shore along North Beach to the sunken breakwater Milo.

In terms of the final two days there were some strong disagreements. One involved the naval staff maintaining it was critical that the ships take up their positions during daylight hours as there was simply not enough time to accomplish this during night hours alone. Understandably, the army commanders at both Anzac and Suvla were not happy and argued forcibly that such a move would ruin any prospect of surprise. The navy consented and agreed to somehow conduct their required movements at night. Another disagreement involved Byng being against White’s plan in terms of trying to fool the Turks. It was simply not possible, he argued. It had been suggested earlier by Lieutenant General Monro, when first considering evacuation, that some offensive actions just before disembarking would assist in fooling the Turks and this was again brought up. White, however, was against this action. Although he thought that while in some circumstance the explosion of mines at selected positions might assist in forcing the enemy to be wary, it would also be ‘entirely averse to a course of action which would tend to disturb the normal night conditions. It is upon the existence of perfectly normal conditions that I rely for success….Even now I am ordering periods of quiescence in order to accustom the enemy to them…For a final operation I feel that we should do the utmost to avoid alarming the enemy in any way.’13 Birdwood was adamant that White’s plan to deceive the Turks until the last possible moment was the most likely to succeed in getting off the peninsula with as few casualties as possible. White’s focus on deception became a vital principle in the whole evacuation operation.14

Birdwood sent a telegram outlining a summary of the conference to Monro stating: ‘I am ready to begin the intermediate period at Suvla and Anzac immediately your orders are received and the necessary sea-transport collected.’15 Monro accepted Birdwood’s conclusions and from that time onwards all military components of the operation, including its future planning and implementation, would be carried out solely by Birdwood and his Dardanelles Army.

Monro, however, was still waiting on the War Cabinet to provide him with the final and definite decision regarding evacuation. It would not be until December 8 that the final approval from London would arrive confirming the order to evacuate the peninsula. Meanwhile, Monro was forced to tell Birdwood not to proceed too fast with his preliminary evacuation of troops and supplies. He soon went one step further and countermanded the preliminary part of the evacuation altogether – only allowing those already ordered to do so to leave, indeed a certain amount of material was returned to the peninsula.16
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Meanwhile, back at Anzac, life – and death – continued. On the night of December 2 a Turkish machine-gun caught New Zealander Corporal Ernest Little, of the Wellington Infantry Battalion, as he attempted to vacate his trench at The Apex as part of a night patrol into no-man’s-land. Little was hit in seven places but luckily for him his cobbers were able to drag him back into the trench where an examination found that none of the wounds appeared to be life threatening. Within minutes he was on his way to a clearing hospital along North Beach. His ordeal was not over, though. Before he could be evacuated, a Turkish 8-inch high explosive shell exploded in Little’s hospital tent. The ‘carnage was appalling. Limbs and body parts were blown in all directions. Little was considered lucky, as he only had both his legs broken! Amazingly, he survived that day – and the war – but 16 New Zealand and Australian patients were killed outright.’17

The Turks launched another assault on the same day, this time further south at Lone Pine. Gunner Roy McLarty of the Australian 8th Field Artillery Battery later wrote:

The snow has gone, but it is still very cold. My feet have been like ice for three or four days, but at last we have found a cure for that. A tot of rum sends the blood coursing through the body and warms one up. But for that I think many of the fellows would go under. Yesterday, the Turks tackled ‘Lone Pine’ but were repulsed. Our casualties were fairly heavy. I saw about 20 poor fellows put in one grave. In the evening the sky is black with streams of migrating birds. They come in an endless line, and their graceful flight is always South – away from the cold.18


Private Cecil Malthus of the New Zealand Canterbury Infantry was also trying to keep warm. He wrote to his fiancée:

I had one rough night in the front line, when I just managed to keep my circulation going by walking steadily up and down and taking sips of that bottle of ‘Painkiller’ you sent. I don’t know what it is worth as a panacea, but it did seem to keep me from freezing stiff. I slept like a hedgehog all next day and was none the worse for the exposure. Our sleeping quarters remained warm and dry, as drainage in our part of the line is no problem. Of course there was mud and slush in plenty, but we could keep out of it mostly, and the rugged landscape deeply covered with snow was a lovely sight.19


A few days before the cold weather set in an impromptu concert by men of the Australian 16th Battalion broke out with Ted McMahon featured on the cornet. A friend of McMahon later wrote home:

One evening the Australians held a concert in a natural amphitheatre on a sheltered slope behind their trenches. Songs, recitations and mouth organ solos were heard with a background accompaniment of scattered rifle shots and machine-gun burst; but there was a dramatic change when Ted stood up and began to play one of his favorite pieces ‘My Rosary.’


In the still night air the sound of the instrument carried a great distance. On both sides the men with fingers on triggers heard and paused to listen. The firing faded away until the only sound to be heard was the clear, yearning music of Ted’s cornet.20
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CHAPTER 22.

‘…the lighter came and went in a very neat way’
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On the morning of December 8, the remaining troops at Anzac numbered just over 36,000 men. The force had been reduced since November 22 by 5700 men and 12 guns. At Suvla, during the same period, 6000 men and another 12 guns had been removed. That morning Birdwood received a telegram from Kitchener saying: ‘Cabinet has decided to evacuate positions at Suvla and Anzac at once. Helles will be retained for the present.’1 Birdwood immediately ordered the evacuation to begin in earnest. He sent two secret telegrams to the Chief of Staff at Anzac:

0631 (received 9.42 a.m.). Decipher 0632 yourself.


0632 (received 10.56 a.m.). Cancel my OB542. Intermediate period is to commence at once. Ships now being collected. Detailed instructions and programme of shipping allotted to you follows. Chief wishes arrangements made if possible for saving all howitzers and heavy guns.2


At Anzac, only Major General Godley and Colonel White had access to the telegrams. White restarted his ruse, emphasizing to the staff that the evacuation of the troops was recommencing merely to ‘minimize water and supply difficulties’ over the coming winter months.3 The navy was scheduled to provide every night until the final stage, three ferry steamers for troops and, if possible, a vessel each for animals, guns, and vehicles (wagons etc).

Orders would arrive to divisional headquarters seemingly without rhyme or reason that a certain number of guns and men were to head for the beach that night for evacuation to winter quarters. The first such orders were:

December 8. N.Z. & A. Division


1. Please take the necessary steps to prepare for embarkation at short notice the following guns of your division: -


Two (2) 4-in. guns.


Three (3) 6-in. howitzers.


Six (6) 5-in. howitzers.


Eight (8) 18-pr. Guns.


2. They should be loaded in the above order.


3. This order will be accompanied with proper proportion of personnel.


4. This order is consequent upon the receipt of instructions to send away any guns which can be spared.


C.B.B. White, G.S.4

On the same day, Colonel Neville Howse had returned from Egypt and was informed of the evacuation order. He immediately resumed his position as Deputy Director of Medical Services at Anzac, ordering that all wounded, even those lightly wounded, should be removed as soon as possible along with most of the field hospital staff. The hospital tents would remain. Just about everything else would be loaded into the ambulance wagons which would be sent to North Beach ready for evacuation during the early morning hours of December 11. As a precaution against heavy casualties that were expected as a result of the Turks finding out about the evacuation before the last troops could be withdrawn, the hospital unit was placed on the troopship Saturnia, which was set up as a temporary Hospital Ship with 500 beds.5 A similar order for evacuation was issued to most of the dressing stations. However, a skeleton force of stretcher-bearers equipped with basic medical supplies would remain behind. Most of these men and supplies would be relocated to the now largely empty field hospital in order to give the appearance that it was still occupied.6 Slowly but surely the Anzac lines thinned out.

Meanwhile, fighting continued on in spits and spurts. On the night of December 10 the New Zealand Mounted Rifles intercepted a Turkish patrol close to Hill 60. The war diary records that ‘a good target has been obtained by Wellington Mounted Rifles machine-guns. Patrols at night had discovered that at about 2000 [Hours – 8 p.m.] each night a Turkish relief of about 30 men were in the habit of taking a short cut across head of small gully on north side of Kaiajik Dere. A patrol was sent out by Wellington Mounted Rifles with machine-guns…fire was opened as soon as patrol spotted enemy crossing dere. Many killed and enemy relief scattered.’7 That same night an Australian located close by, wrote in his diary an account of a more mundane episode along North Beach:

Last night I went down to see the beginning of the sending away of the British Labour Corps and Egyptians and Maltese. Flares are burning on William’s Pier and Walker’s Ridge Pier. Baggage was piled on the wharf – mostly field ambulance; four gun-teams made their way through the crowd out towards the left; ammunition was being carried in on gharries and taken on to the pier or stacked on the beach. The Egyptians can do nothing without shouting at the top of their voices…One lot was jabbering down the valley on its way to North Beach…Truck-load after truck-load of warm winter clothing was being sent running down the little railway onto William’s Pier.8


Earlier that day Lieutenant Stanley Watson, who had been responsible for the construction of the pier at Anzac now named after him, was brought into the confidence of Colonel Brudenell White, along with Colonel Stewart Newcombe and Major Thomas Blamey. Watson recalled that the colonel informed him that the 2nd Divisional Signal Company would be responsible for the:

laying, maintaining and operating the lines and communications, during the final stages of evacuation of Anzac, which would take place on the nights of 17-18 and 19-20 December and the last troops would be those residue remaining after the major numbers had been withdrawn. This would be a gradual process, affecting the gradually contracting sector. Col. White also stressed this must be kept with absolute secrecy, and no steps taken which would be likely to give an indication of the intention to withdraw. Finally, he put his hand on my shoulder and looking me straight in the face, said, ‘Watson, the communications must not fail. MUST NOT FAIL!! MUST NOT FAIL!!’ Repeating it three times.9


Watson and his men got to work to make sure all was in place. One of his signalers Adrian Edmonds recalled how ‘[we] laid extra lines and bridged these lines across by connecting lines to lessen the chance of a breakdown in our communications, on which everything depended. Among the signalers of our section nine volunteers were called for to see the business out.’10 Edmonds was destined to be among the last to leave the peninsula.
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The continued movement of men and guns along North Beach from the northern flanks, even at night, must have come to the notice of the enemy, especially those Turks still manning the Sniper’s Nest. These Turks must have heard the nightly parade of mule carts as saddlery equipment jingled and ammunition and other boxes of supplies shifted in the cart trays. The Turks, however, had become accustomed to the comings and goings of the Anzac supply lines and the passage of carts and men appeared not to be unduly different. They were not to know that the situation was now operating in reverse. The carts arrived along the northern flanks and outposts empty and returned to the piers full. Indeed, a few ‘reinforcements’ arrived at Anzac during this period, doing so during daylight hours to further confirm to the enemy that the Anzacs were digging in – not withdrawing. German General von Sanders wrote later: ‘The possibility [of evacuation] had of course been kept in view at Fifth Army Headquarters, and all commanders had been accordingly directed in writing to exercise particular watchfulness in this direction.’11 Even so, the Turks appeared completely ignorant that the nightly activity represented anything other than ‘the norm.’
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Doc Cherry the day of his evacuation. AWM P00176.017.

At 6 p.m. on December 14, a message was received from the Australian Director of Medical Services to the Australian 3rd Field Ambulance stating:

Please note that you are to be ready to embark tonight. Personnel to hold themselves in readiness. All Officers and all other ranks excepting 10 NCO’s and 40 privates. The latter are to be assembled at once at the Dressing Station, Dawkin’s Point by an officer who will give them their instructions, which will be to remain there tonight and tomorrow, only carry from that station to Casualty Clearing Station. They will receive further instructions tomorrow.


Those to embark will assemble at White’s Gully. If order received to embark, route will be along Shrapnel Valley, Rest Gully, and to Reserve Gully. All blankets of personnel, excepting one per man will be taken to Captain ANDERSON, Anzac Gully. One day’s rations to be carried by each man and water bottles to be full. Water and food is to be left in all dressing stations and a few hospital blankets. All alcohol to be taken to Casualty Clearing Station under supervision. No alcohol to be left in any dressing station.12


Most traffic along North Beach took place within the broad sap that had been dug along the beach. This was used by supply teams and reinforcements who could move with relative safety even during broad daylight as long as they stayed within the sap. An unknown Australian soldier noted in his diary:

In passing through the sap my way was blocked by a number of mules coming out of the valley north of No. 1 Post. They were the mules of the 21st Indian Mountain Battery. At once I thought – ‘My goodness, if the Turks don’t see all this as it goes along they must be blind.’ But as I went along behind them I began to notice how silently these mules behaved. They had big loads, but they were perfectly quiet. They made no sound at all as they walked except for the slight jingle of a chain now and then…I doubt if you could have heard the slightest noise at 200 yards…Even on these moonlight nights I myself could not tell at 200 yards whether a mule was loaded or not, or indeed whether a column of mules was a column of animals or men. I doubt if at 1000 yards you could see them at all – possibly just a black serpentine streak…I followed them to Walker’s Pier. They went quickly and…when I arrived, (were) going aboard a lighter down a horse-gangway, very quietly. Only one or two people on the pier…Alongside William’s Pier was a motor-lighter crammed up with baggage of the Indian battery. Underneath it (i.e., the baggage) were two or four guns, some New Zealand and some Australians. They were quite hidden by the baggage. In the offering were two fair-sized transports and several trawlers, and the lighter came and went in a very neat way.13
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One of White’s concerns was that should the Turks even suspect the Anzacs were attempting a withdrawal their batteries to the south at the Olive Grove would pound Anzac Cove with shrapnel and high explosives. These guns were the only ones at this point that could place the beach under fire. The Turks had registered the beach and Watson’s Pier and if they chose, could burst shrapnel over it whenever they wanted – day or night. Indeed, since the arrival of the storms, the Turks added to the problems of supply by increasing their bombardments of the beach and pier. For whatever reason the Turks only intermittently shelled North Beach and it was only towards the very last days of evacuation that they actually appeared to have registered William’s Pier. To help counter the threat at Anzac Cove White ordered two heavy bombardments of the Olive Grove on December 6 and 10 in an attempt to silence the troublesome Turkish batteries. The bombardments turned out to be the heaviest barrages ever conducted at Anzac. They included not only the 8th and 9th Batteries and the Australian Heavy Battery, but the Royal Navy chimed in from the cruisers Bacchante, Theseus and Grafton and the monitors Earl of Petersborough and Humber. During each bombardment more than 600 heavy shells fell in half an hour, tearing the Olive Grove apart. The Bacchante later stood close to Gaba Tepe and pounded the Turkish observation posts. These attacks either successfully smashed the Turkish guns or at least forced them to withdraw from the area. It was reported after one of the bombardments that the area was filled with dust and smoke, and Turkish horse teams could be seen struggling southward with what were thought to be two heavy howitzers. While a single Turkish gun somewhere close by barked back a response, its aim was off and it was a whimper compared to previous Turkish bombardments. For now the Olive Grove would remain relatively quiet.
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Actions if not words made it clear to some at least that the progress of troops and guns moving to ‘winter quarters’ was a furphy and that evacuation was on the agenda. The brigadier of the Australian 2nd Brigade was expecting he and his men to be shipped to Imbros – but on boarding the ship, however, he found that the captain of the vessel had other ideas and proceeded to Mudros. The brigadier requested confirmation from division HQ, but got no response. To Mudros he and his men went. In another case an artillery officer of the 1st Australian Division, who had been on Mudros and was about to return to Anzac, was advised by more than one senior officer not to bother purchasing canteen stores to take back to the peninsula as he and his mates would soon be evacuated from there for good. Even so, others didn’t believe evacuation was seriously being considered. A sergeant of Colonel Monash’s 4th Brigade wrote at the time: ‘On account of endless rumours that were always afloat I dismissed the matter at the outset as highly improbable. To my way of thinking, it seemed incredible that, after effecting the costly landing at Anzac (followed by the less important one at Suvla) and driving the Turks so far inland, such a thing as an evacuation could be seriously considered by any level-headed person.’14 The sudden generosity of the quartermaster staff, however, confirmed evacuation to most, as later recalled by New Zealander Major Waite:

Men going back to the front line looked like itinerant hawkers. Toiling up one of the deres a trooper called to a friend, ‘How’s this evacuation?’ a brigadier overheard the remark and bounced out of his dugout. ‘Who’s that talking about evacuation? Don’t you know there’s an order against using the word? Anyway, there is no evacuation!’ The trooper, while lugubriously examining his assortment of ordinance stores, preserved a silence so eloquent that even the attendant staff officer had to turn his face away. ‘What have you got to say for yourself?’ said the brigadier, who felt that he was losing ground. ‘Nothing,’ said the quiet trooper, ‘but I never signed for these.’ And he held up a pair of gum boots. The brigadier retired before the evidence of such unparalleled generosity.15


Stretcher-bearer Private Charles Bingham recalled: ‘We could take anything we wanted out of the store…the three of us took a case of pineapple rings and a case of Ideal Milk, and we’d eat the pineapple rings, and get indigestion, and finish up burping. Then we’d take a 5-gram tablet of bicarbonate of soda, and you were right again, and have another feed.’16 Charles Bean later admitted that: ‘the first sign which made me realise anything unusual was in the wind was when I happened to notice, in passing along the beach, that cases of big-gun ammunition were going out on to the pier instead of coming in. A great part of the force neither realised nor suspected anything until days after this.’17 Others who had been assigned to fatigue parties brought back news to the front lines that while down at the beach they had seen piles of picks, shovels, engines, piping and iron etc. being loaded onto barges, towed out to sea and jettisoned. Food and ordnance depots, which had up until now been jealously guarded, were now being opened to anyone passing by to help himself. Kerosene was also being poured over supplies in an attempt to spoil it.18
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CHAPTER 23.

‘Why can’t we have a b— go at them?’
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Detailed plans for the final stage of the evacuation were now being finalised. At a conference held on Imbros on December 9, it was decided that December 19 and 20 would provisionally be fixed as the final days for evacuation. Both Anzac and Suvla sectors would operate in tandem and leave a thin front firing line on the last night, before they too would be evacuated.

On December 12, Birdwood wrote to Hamilton about just how upset he was to be leaving his ‘beloved Anzac.’ He wrote to his former commander that: ‘I was almost crying when going through my old Anzac trenches yesterday. Neither officers nor men had any idea of the immediate withdrawal, and they were showing me with such pride how they had wholeheartedly done all they could to carry out my wishes and make themselves shell proof…I feel…that Anzac at least could stand out against anything, so you can imagine now bitterly I felt going. It is like deserting one’s child, and the irony of it, that I who so wanted to stay on am the one who had to conduct the withdrawal.’1 On the same day the divisional commanders were ordered to Godley and White’s headquarters where they were finally briefed in detail on the evacuation orders. They were told they could provide the details to their brigadiers and brigade majors, but that was it. Colonel Monash, commander of the Australian 4th Brigade on hearing the news wrote:

Like a thunderbolt from a clear blue sky has come the stupendous and paralyzing news that, after all, the Allied War Council has decided that the best and wisest course is to evacuate the Peninsula, and secret orders to carry out that operation have just reached up here. The secret is known so far to only a small handful of men….Already we have stopped the further arrival of stores, mails, reinforcements, munitions, etc…


The operation of withdrawal is going to be every bit as critical and dangerous an enterprise as the first landing, and if the Turks were to get the slightest inkling of what was intended, it would mean the sacrifice of some men, and vast quantities of munitions and stores. At a conference of Commanders it was decided to put [on] a bluff, that owing to the severe weather conditions it is intended to form a winter rest camp at Imbros, and take the Brigades and Battalions there by runs. In this way we shall be able in two or three stages to remove about two-thirds of [the] army, leaving the remaining third to man the defences very lightly, and then finally to make a bolt for the beach in the dead of night, and into boats which will be waiting.


It is of course an absolutely critical scheme, which may come off quite successfully, or may end in a frightful disaster… Being bound to secrecy, I can take none of my Staff or COs into my confidence, I am almost frightened to contemplate the howl of rage and disappointment there will be when the men find out what is afoot, and how they have been fooled. And I am wondering what Australia will think at the decision of her 6000 [sic 8141] dead, and her 20,000 [sic 26,111] other casualties.2


With the completion of the Imbros conference, White set about drafting the final order for the evacuation at Anzac. The naval component of the plan was devised by Captain Boyle of the H.M.S. Bacchante and Captain Staveley, the Naval Transport Officer at Anzac:

Opposite North Beach and Anzac Cove (the latter being now known for clearness as “South Beach”) were to be established the usual berths (known as ‘N1,’ ‘N2,’ ‘S1’ and ‘S2’) for transports. To these there would come at 7 o’clock – immediately after dark – certain vessels which would anchor, and wait to receive each its specified number of men. As soon as any ship had received the number of lighter loads (400 men) or half-loads (200 men) which made up her total, she would sail for Mudros. At 10 p.m. a second batch of ships would arrive to receive other loads, and at 1 a.m. a third. The transports would mainly be small passenger steamers, but with the first lot would come an old battleship H.M.S. Mars which, her guns having been removed, was employed as a troop-carrier.3


In all around 10,700 men were to be removed during the first of the two final nights – if all went well. The army component of the evacuation was clear with precise orders provided to the divisional commanders concerning the number of boats allocated to them, the embarkation pier to be used, the time of their arrival at the pier and their line of march to reach it. Nothing was left to chance. Each divisional commander was provided with all of the necessary information to plan and execute the removal of his troops from the firing line. The guiding principle of White’s plan was written in the first paragraph of his evacuation order: ‘A gradual reduction from our present fire-trenches – the times of withdrawal being determined by the times at which troops will be required to embark and the distance from the place of embarkation.’4

The second and final night of evacuation was different from the first in two crucial components. In order to save time, each party of the extreme flanks would not be brought to the Anzac piers, but would embark from points close to their respective positions. Five small jetties would be run out after dark along the northern flank from Azmak Dere and two from Brighton Beach along its southern flank. The men would be placed in cutters which would be towed out to sea by motor launches. Trawlers waiting offshore would then take the men aboard and tow the cutters and motor launches to Imbros. The other major difference would be the withdrawal of the final parties. White’s orders dictated a thinning out in three stages, leaving at the last only a few men from differing units to ‘hold the line.’ The successive evacuation of troops from the firing line would be ‘A’ Party consisting of 4000 men at dusk, and ‘B’ Party of 4000 between 9 p.m. and 11 p.m. The remaining ‘C’ Party of just 2000 men would be responsible for holding the whole Anzac line from 11 p.m. onwards.

Out of these a garrison had to be provided to man an Inner Line of Defence which it had been decided to establish at No. 1 Outpost, Walker’s Ridge, Plugge’s Plateau and MacLagan’s Ridge. Against the chance that some part of the force might still be ashore when daylight broke after the second night, there was to be prepared at Plugge’s – and stocked with ammunition, food and water – a ‘keep’ in which those left behind might defend themselves until further endeavours had been made to take them off. The garrison of the Inner Line would be 275-strong, comprising of [north to south]:




	
	NZ & A. Division
	..
	..
	75
	

	
	2nd Aust. Division
	..
	..
	125
	

	
	1st Aust. Division
	..
	..
	75
	




Deducting also the staff and the party on the beach, there would remain less than 1500 men holding the 11,000 yards of the Anzac front line.5


Command of the troops on shore would gradually dissolve in stages as outlined in White’s plan. During the end of the first night, General Godley would hand over command of the evacuation to Colonel Andrew Russell, commander of the New Zealand and Australian Division. During the last day Russell would control the remaining 10,000 men left in the line through brigadiers. After the brigadiers had withdrawn with the ‘B’ parties, Russell would hand over command to Colonel John Paton who, with Brigadier Major Evan Wisdom (5th Brigade), was appointed to command the rear party. From that moment until the evacuation was complete, Paton, through the ‘C’ party commanders (who had succeeded the brigadiers), would control the remaining small and fragmented Anzac force.

The medical orders for Anzac had been drawn up by Colonel Neville Howse with two casualty clearing stations, the 1st Australian and the 13th British, to remain until the very last and if necessary to stay behind. Men wounded during the day would be evacuated as per usual to a hospital ship standing just off shore. Seriously wounded would be taken to the clearing stations and made as comfortable as possible. During the last night they too would be evacuated. If the number of wounded was so great that they could not all be evacuated before daylight Red Cross flags were to be set up and the commander of the casualty clearing stations, Major Ronald Campbell, was told he must ‘apply to the enemy commander for stretcher-bearers. A letter (which had been already drafted in French) would also be presented, asking the Turkish Commander in Chief to allow both wounded and the medical personnel to be taken off by British hospital ships.’6

It didn’t bear thinking about what would happen to the last few men holding the perimeter if the Turks realised what was happening. A firing line manned by just one man per ten metres or so would not be able to hold back a reconnaissance party or a half-hearted attempt by the Turks to push through. It would be a slaughter. Also, the idea that a few hundred men could defend a last stand at the ‘keep’ on Plugge’s during the next day if required was utterly ridiculous. Any party of men forced to do so would know, just as their commanders knew, that they would never get off the peninsula alive. The plan called for those farthest from the centre (the flanks) to be evacuated first with the evacuation time becoming increasingly later towards the centre where the line was closest to the main avenues of embarkation – the main piers. The removal of the final party was to be determined by each divisional commander. White, however, ordered that: ‘The final evacuation of the front trenches on the right flank will not begin before 2 a.m., nor on the left before 1.30.’7 The method of evacuation generally agreed upon by most commanders – excluding those on the flanks – was to subdivide the ‘C’ Parties into three parties numbering ‘C1,’ ‘C2’ and ‘C3.’ The 24th Battalion’s ‘C’ Party consisted of nine officers and 94 men (including 20 machine-gunners). They would hold Lone Pine from 11 p.m. until 2.15 a.m. when ‘C1,’ consisting of four officers and 26 men, including all the machine-gunners, would leave. At 2.45 a.m. two more officers and 34 men of the ‘C2’ party would then withdraw with the remaining three officers and 34 men of ‘C3’ holding the position for another 15 minutes before they too would depart, hopefully leaving Lone Pine to the unknowing Turks. A similar plan was generated for Pope’s and Quinn’s Posts strung out along Second Ridge. For the last 40 minutes of their occupation each post would be manned by a third of their respective ‘C’ Parties, Pope’s ‘C3’ by an officer and 10 men of the 19th Battalion and Quinn’s ‘C3’ by two officers and 21 men of the 17th Battalion.8
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By now a number of mines had been driven under the Turkish positions. It was decided that all mines along the centre should be made ready for explosion in case of an emergency. Godley ordered that they were not to be fired unless the Turks actually began to attack, and then only on the command of a senior officer. The only exceptions were the mines at The Nek. These might be detonated at the very end of the operation as it was thought that it would prevent the enemy from following up the retirement. Discretion was given to the rear guard commander to order these mines to be fired after the last of the troops had been evacuated from Russell’s Top. Other mines located underneath Hill 60, The Apex and Ryrie’s Post were not to be detonated as they might ‘stir up a hornet’s nest.’ These positions were to be evacuated 45 minutes before Russell’s Top.
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The instructions issued to the divisional commanders and brigadiers on December 12 were supposed to be kept secret. However, by then, the rumour mill was running rife and the good word from the washhouse telegraph was ‘evacuation.’ Men witnessed a hive of activity along the beach with a number of small piers being built as well as the construction of a footbridge to the Milo. Large numbers of men were now being detailed to construct the Inner Line of Defence on Walker’s Ridge and elsewhere. By December 13, the cat was pretty much out of the bag and finally the official order for evacuation was released to the men on December 16:

The Army Corps Commander wishes all ranks of your division to be now informed of the operations that are about to take place, and a message conveyed to them from him, to say that he deliberately takes them into his confidence, trusting to their discretion and high soldierly qualities to carry out a task, the success of which will largely depend on their individual efforts.


If every man makes up his mind that he will leave the trenches quietly when his turn comes, and sees that everybody else does the same, and that up to that time he will carry on as usual, there will be no difficulty of any kind, and the Army Corps commander relies on the good sense and proved trustworthiness of every man of the Corps to ensure that this is done.


In case by any chance we are attacked on either days, the Army Corps Commander is confident that the men who have to their credit such deeds as the original landing at Anzac, the repulse of the big Turkish attack on May 18 [19], the capture of Lone Pine, The Apex and Hill 60, will hold their ground with the same valour and steadfastness as heretofore, however, small in numbers they may be; and he wishes all men to understand that it is impossible for the Turk to know or tell what our numbers are, even up to the last portion of ‘C’ party on the last night as long as we stand our ground.9


As soon as it became official, the officers of every unit were swamped by men volunteering to join the last parties – even though they knew that their chances of survival were slim. The order had been that only the fit were to be accepted, which in most cases ruled out those who had been there the longest. However, Lance Corporal Edgar Rule of the 14th Battalion recorded how most of the originals in his battalion felt: ‘I came here with the first, and I’ll be here with the last,’10 Rule later wrote in the Battalion’s History:

Those who had mates in the cemeteries on the beach were fearful lest these would be violated, and the thoughts of leaving them weighed heavily. One man said to me: ‘why can’t we have a b——go at them?’ A battle would have been preferred to an evacuation. During the day some of the men, to hide their true feelings, framed a bogus operation order for a rearguard action in case the Turks woke up to what was going on and attacked. This was posted up on a board in the trench, but was not there very long before someone, sensing its value as a souvenir, stole it. One of the instructions was for Sergeant Boxton to gather all the lovers of Bacchus [associated with Dionysus, the Greek god of wine and intoxication] and form a bodyguard for the battalion rum supply. Immediately the attack commenced, they would be given five hundred yard’s start. Their leader, a man over six feet in height, was forever complaining about a bullet in his hip, and no amount of persuasion could induce him to go and get it taken out. He appeared to have a hinge in his side which allowed the top half of his body to flop over every time he took a step forward. It was the opinion of everybody that the rum would have lasted about as long as a snowball in hell. In the operation order the old padre’s job was to bring up the rear, close the eyes of the dead, and say prayers over the dying.11


Private Donald Lechte’s platoon of the 22nd Battalion was informed by their Lieutenant that they had been picked to be among the last to leave. He was ‘very nice about it and told us that probably the Turks would find out and most likely we would be dead or taken prisoner before the third night.’12 Each man was given the option of leaving early but none took up the offer. In some cases, however, the originals were encouraged to be the last to leave – not that most needed encouraging. Lieutenant Eric Wren of the 3rd Battalion describes how there: ‘was a good deal of ‘grouching’ in the unit as to which men should be selected to comprise the last parties to leave the peninsula, as it was generally anticipated that there would be some sort of a fight at the end. The ultimate choice fell upon original members of the battalion with the greatest fighting experience. None begrudged these veterans their special honour.’13 Lieutenant Stanley Savige, 24th Battalion, recalled the conference in which evacuation was revealed:

The 24th Battalion would hold Lone Pine until the end and for a time would be supported by some of the 23rd in reserve. We left that conference with our feelings too deep for speech. We were stunned and broken in spirit, if not broken-hearted.


Subsequent orders divided the bn. [battalion] into three echelons, to be designated ‘A,’ ‘B’ and ‘C’ Parties. These groups were subdivided into ‘A1’ and ‘A2’; ‘B1’ and ‘B2’; ‘C1,’ ‘C2’ and ‘C3’ Parties. ‘A’ parties, consisting of six officers and 245 men (mostly sick), would leave on the first night. ‘B’ Parties, consisting of six officers and 386 men would commence to move out at 9.30 p.m. and be clear of the trenches by 11 p.m. on the last night. ‘C1’ party, consisting of four officers and 26 men, would move at 2 a.m. on the 20th; ‘C2’ Party, two officers and 34 men, at 2.15 a.m.; and ‘C3,’ the last party, of three officers and 34 men, would leave the trenches at 3 a.m. and arrive at Watson’s Pier at 3.20 a.m. on December 20.


Three volunteers were called from among the officers to remain in charge of the last party – ‘C3’ – and it was clearly indicated that there could be no chance of it getting away. The party was to be the rearguard to cover the final retirement, no matter what happened. Every officer volunteered, forcing the Colonel to select three. They were Lieut, [Horace] Brinsmead, 2nd/Lieut. G.S. McIlroy, and 2nd/Lieut Savige. McIlroy, and Savige, in command of the front line, were allowed to select 31 men from among the volunteers for their party. Brinsmead, who was adjutant, was to be in charge of Bn. H’qrs., and would keep in touch with the front line… Brinsmead would have three runners for forward communications.14


Evacuation to some still came as a shock – to others it was a relief. To the majority of front line troops the consideration which went ‘straight to every man’s heart was the tragedy of confessing failure after so many well-loved comrades had given their lives to the effort. The men hated to leave their dead mates at the mercy of the Turks. For days after the breaking of the news the cemeteries were never absent from men by themselves or in twos and threes, erecting new crosses or tenderly ‘tidying-up’ the grave of a friend. This was by far the deepest regret of the troops.’15 Lieutenant Ken Millar of the 2nd Battalion also recalled:

There was the question of our dead mates. The Gallipoli campaign was a totally different proposition to that of France. We lived at Gallipoli, with our dead alongside us. Owing to the lack of space our cemeteries were always under our eyes. The hardest feature of the Evacuation was in leaving those dead comrades behind. They had died facing the impossible, and to us they had bequeathed a sacred trust – to carry on and succeed. First the Landing thinned out the battalion, and we buried the dead alongside of us; then May 18 [sic 19] took its toll, and the awful carnage of the “Pine” filled a cemetery above Shrapnel Gully. Jack Murphy, in his notes for our History, states that as the party stole away from the line they took off their hats passing the crosses, and old hard-bitten Anzacs wept silent tears and felt the remorse of a man having let his mates down.16


Birdwood also recalled: ‘on the very last day I was passing one of our cemeteries and talked to a “Digger” who was giving a final touch to the grave of an old friend. He said, “I hope they won’t hear us marching to the beach tonight.” It made one think back a lot.’17

Meanwhile, Charles Bean had penned a report to the Australian Prime Minister that would be published in the Australian Government Gazette:

I have heard the chances of evacuation discussed amongst the men for some weeks, so that when the news of the decision spread it was not altogether unexpected. I have heard every sort of view expressed. A few were very depressed at leaving Anzac; the majority were glad enough to accept fate as it came to them, and get away from the peculiar difficulties and especial labours of this position before the hardships were doubled by winter.


But the uppermost thought in the mind of every man I have spoken to was regret at leaving the little mountain cemeteries which every valley and hillside contains. For weeks past, at any time of the day, you saw small parties of men carefully lettering in the half-obliterated name of some comrade on a rough wooden cross, or carefully raking the mound, and bordering it neatly with fuse caps from fallen shells. The demand on ordnance for wood for crosses has been extraordinary. I noticed some Chaplains sowing wattle and manuka on graves. The men believe the Turks will respect these graveyards. Indeed, many Australian soldiers have been writing letters to leave in their dugouts for ‘Abdul’ telling him what a clean fighter they think he has been, and wishing au revoir.18
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CHAPTER 24.

‘Oh! Butter, though art the essence of joy’
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The final week at Anzac was ordered bedlam. The men continued to dig defences for a potential last stand at Plugge’s and officers organised points of rendezvous and checked their lines of march down to the beaches and piers. Others made arrangements for sacks of flour and salt to be laid next to the appropriate tracks, ready to be poured along them to assist the men find their way quickly to the beach. Signalman Adrian Edmonds recalled that ‘surplus rice stocks were spilt along the tracks for the same reason, but hungry donkeys soon mopped up the guide marks.’1 Dangerous steps cut out of the hillsides were whitewashed so that they showed up clearly in the dark.2 During a practice drill by men of the 1st Infantry Brigade, it was observed that the men’s boots made a lot of noise as they walked through the firing line. Orders were issued for the men of the last parties in the 2nd Division, whose positions were closest to the Turks, to wear socks or place sandbags over their boots. At Lone Pine, where the Turkish trenches were just metres away, torn up blankets were to be laid on the floor of the trenches to muffle the sound. In other cases trench floors trodden into hard packed clay were now broken up into soft soil while in others, shovels full of soil were thrown along the floor to make a soft cushion. All piers were carpeted with sacks, and the train-rails on William’s Pier were removed. To the north, the gullies and spurs created their own problem for evacuation. New Zealand Major Fred Waite recalled a few years later:

Up the deres, great wire gates had been erected so that if the force [‘C’ Party] was attacked the gates would be shut down and the garrison left to its own resources – to fight where it stood and cover the retirement until 2 a.m. and then retire down the ridges to the beach. It would not be possible to come down the ordinary communication trenches in the deres for on the sign of an attack the great barbed wire gates were to be dropped into place in the entanglements and the deres themselves heavily shelled by the warships. The ‘last ditchers’ were to be sacrificed for the army.3


It was also during the last week that various devices and contraptions were put into effect. The most famous being the drip rifle invented by Lance Corporal William Scurry of the 7th Battalion. Lieutenant Colonel ‘Pompey’ Elliott recalled years later:

When the question of the evacuation of the Peninsula ceased to be a secret, I called in the officers and n.c.o.’s [non commissioned officers] of the 7th Battalion, informed them of the intention to withdraw, and of the vital necessity there was for devising some means to deceive the enemy during the period from the time that last man left the trenches until he entered the boat. I told them I anticipated about an hour would be required, and therefore what we needed was an automatic device which must be capable of being constructed in considerable numbers from materials readily available on the Peninsula and that it was as much their concern as mine, since any of them might be chosen to form the rear party.


After thinking over this problem for about half a day, Lance Corporal W.C. Scurry, a lad from Essendon, only a little over 19, came to me with [a] suggestion of the device…The only materials required were two empty bully beef tins and a bit of string – of which the supply might be considered unlimited. His first proposal was simply that the upper tin should be filled with water and should be so placed as to allow the water to trickle slowly into the lower tin, which latter was attached by a string working over an arm to the trigger. When sufficient water had accumulated in the lower tin the weight would pull the trigger. This idea worked excellently when used with a well-kept rifle.


I accordingly paraded Scurry and his apparatus to General Chauvel, 1st Division, who arranged for Scurry to give a demonstration before all the senior officers on the Peninsula. As only damaged rifles could be used for the purpose on the evacuation, Scurry was on the occasion of this demonstration supplied with one picked off the dump at Brown’s Dip, and the pull being stiff with rust, the apparatus failed to work. It accordingly became necessary to readjust the device so as to make the lower tin fall with a jerk and ensure that any old trigger would be made to work. Hence the final arrangement of the apparatus…


A number of senior officers who witnessed the test, while approving of the idea in itself, recommended to their men various modifications of it – for example, in some cases a candle was arranged to sever a string suspending a weight which fell when the string was burnt through and so fired the rifle. But the fact remains that it was a youngster fresh from Australia who thus first perfected an idea which I myself put forward to help solve a difficult problem.4


Lance Corporal Scurry later wrote a slightly different account of his invention.

On December 1, I think, some 7th Battalion men returned from the beach (where they had been employed breaking up new shovels), laden with tucker, and gave the astonishing news that down at the North Beach the Machonacie ration was being handed over ad lib! After that there could be no doubt. In fact [evacuation], so final was this information regarded that no one bothered to seek official confirmation that evacuation was intended…


It occurred to me that if we could leave our rifles firing we might get away more surely. At that time I don’t think anybody dreamed that we would all get away. The sand of the hour glass was the first germ of the idea. If the sand could be made to trickle from above into a container attached to the trigger, the increased weight would finally release it. Next day I started on that idea, but it wouldn’t work. The sand wouldn’t run, and the trigger wanted a jerk to pull it. The jerk was easily got over by the cartridge box full of dirt, but water was the only thing I could think of to replace sand.


But water was more easily thought of than obtained. In fact, one used sometimes to do a lot of thinking about it. Apart from tea in the morning, our daily ration was a pint per man, and all our meat ration was bacon and bully – either in a stew or a lump. My day’s issue only got me far enough in experiments to show me that there was something in it. In a little blind sap…I had rigged up all the gear…An old school pal, Pte A. H. Lawrence – we called him ‘Buntie’ – had found me at work that morning and scrounged about for tins, bits of string and packing case wood.


If one thought such common things were easy to get, a full record of the prayers, entreaties, bargains, lies and thefts of ‘Buntie’ on that day would have convinced him otherwise. Then we were stuck for water, and no issue till evening, so I went to my Platoon Commander Lieutenant J. Hopkins who had been a fellow officer in the Essendon Rifles, and asked permission to go to the beach for salt water. Naturally, he asked me what I wanted it for, and, afraid that my half-finished affair would be laughed at, I lamely said that I wanted to wash some things, and was, of course, refused….


When the water was issued I hurried back to the ‘Workshop’ as soon as duty in the line would allow, and got to work again. Before long ‘Buntie’ appeared with more string, and put a water bottle full down beside me. ‘You can have that, I’ve got plenty,’ he said, and went away. The salt bully used to make our mouths sore in those thirsty days, and ‘Buntie’s’ would sometimes bleed at the corners, but he had given me every drop of water he had – the whole of his two days’ ration. The only reply that I have ever been able to get from him when I have spoken about it is a laugh.


With three pints I was able to arrive at a definite stage, and, next day took the idea to Lieutenant Hopkins, who forwarded it through the usual channels. There was a comic item during the tests at H.Q. We had fixed up a rifle to fire out to sea across a path about 60 yards in front, and set it for five minutes. More than four and a half had gone when two Diggers strolled along the track carrying a large wooden cross. They came steadily on, heedless of the shouts of everybody present, and it looked as though they might need the burden for themselves. I scrambled over to the rifle, but saw the drop weight wobble on its little perch, and ‘Crack.’ They could not have been more than three or four yards over the line of the bullet, and for all I know they’re still running!


Then two days wait. Towards the end of the second day I was feeling disappointed, but got some consolation out of watching some wags steam the labels off ‘bully,’ pierce a couple of holes in the tin, and replace the label. They hoped that Abdul would eat it and become indisposed, but I think they hoped in vain, because a Turk’s anatomical pantry is copper-lined. A runner called me from this pleasant diversion and I was told that I had been detailed to remain with the ‘C’ party [Die Hards] to work the rifles, which were to be fixed – twelve on a Battalion front. ‘Buntie’ obtained permission to remain and help with the job.5


Scurry’s invention become part of the Anzac folklore of the Gallipoli evacuation and would prove extremely useful in helping to deceive the Turks that the enemy lines were not empty during the final hours of evacuation.

[image: image]

The drip rifle. AWM J00364.
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Colonel John Monash Commanding Officer of the Australian 4th Brigade, wrote on December 14 that it was curious and interesting to see the machine of war at Anzac unwind.

The supply of fresh meat and bread stopped a couple of days ago, and as reserve of these are being used up, we are all going steadily back to an emergency diet of hard biscuits and bully beef. All inward mail stopped yesterday…


Defaulters and men undergoing field punishment were released and returned to their units yesterday, and today the whole garrison of the Provost Marshall will be dissolved, Military Police withdrawn, and men will rejoin their battalions. All men on detached duty, such as cooks, clerks, telephonists, etc, loaned or borrowed from other units are being released and sent back to their own commands. From today the daily mule train of supplies will stop, and the organization will be disbanded, after that it will be a case of fetching and carrying by hand, as we had to do in the first two or three weeks. Already fewer and fewer people can take off their clothes at night, and little by little news, bulletins and other comforts and solaces of our semi-civilization, gathered together after many months of effort and planning, are disappearing one by one each day. My Field Hospital is packing up and flits today after that it is goodbye to small medical comforts which a visit of inspection to a hospital always seemed to materialize. Supply of firewood stopped yesterday, and with it collective cooking, so the men’s camp mess tins are in evidence, and each man is again preparing his own food. Although the move is still officially a secret, the men would be fools indeed if they have not already guessed what was in the wind…


Today there was a N.E. wind and the sea has come up very rough, making it extremely difficult to load baggage. The loading and landing officers today declared we must all be prepared for the eventuality that all the remainder of our baggage will have to be abandoned. This means that we shall be able to take away only what we can carry in our hands or on our backs. It may mean the sacrifice of all our clothes, and everything else that money can replace, and I am getting to work to make up into small handy parcels such as my letters, papers and special articles of value.6


Turkish Lieutenant Mehmed Fasih had no idea that the campaign was in its final ‘death throes.’ He recorded in his diary on the 14 December:

Something hit the roof of our dugout. Ask our men what it was ‘Grenade’ is answer. It failed to explode. They bring it to us. It is quite large but light. Captain and I have already seen something like it. I believe it is a demolition charge.


Try to pry it open. But fail. Return to my place. Work on it with my pocket knife. Finally open it by hacking away the object’s weldings. The explosive it contains is blackish.


Call Niyazi and show him what I managed to do. Can’t figure out why the object is in the form of a square metallic box. Resin had been used to stick together parts of the components. Some of the stuff sticks to my hands. Heat some water in my English canteen to wash it off. Decide to test the explosive. It burns very slowly with a flame and looks like molten metal. After I had burned some of it, boil the residue inside my English canteen. As I pour the last of the powder into the canteen, a detonator drops out and falls into the fire place. Realising the danger we faced, Niyazi and I dash out of the dugout. A fairly large explosion follows. And the contents of the fireplace are scattered all over.7


On the same day, the New Zealanders holding The Apex were still apparently unsure if the talk of evacuation was merely part of the latrine rumour mill or actually fact. Sergeant George Bollinger of the Wellington Infantry Battalion recorded in his diary:

Everyone has fully got it into his head that we are about to evacuate Gallipoli. These times it does not pay to think. One would get despondent. The old hands are the heart and soul of the place. We are in the best of spirits and make light of all rumours etc. Today we got out the handicaps for the ‘Gallipoli Runaway Stakes’ etc.


Turks – 30 yds behind scratch.


Wellington Battalion – scratch.


Canterbury Battalion – 10 yds.


Auckland Battalion – ½ acre.


Otago Battalion – 2 days.


This caused a terrible lot of merriment.8


Meanwhile, the recently promoted Sergeant Cyril Lawrence, of the Australian Engineers, as usual, was keeping his diary up to date. He wrote on December 14 that: ‘preparations still continue. Today we blew up the 4.7-inch gun by placing guncotton about three feet down the barrel and tamping it at both ends with sandbags, it went off with a hell of a report and raised a great cloud of dust. It blew the outer casing of the barrel clean away for about three feet and left the end of it hanging by an inch or so. Pieces flew 250 yards.’9

On December 15 the destruction of stores continued with many horrified to see large quantities of rum poured into the cove. Quartermaster Anderson of the New Zealand Canterbury Rifles was clearly distraught by the order as recalled by Lieutenant Colonel Powles: ‘And then came the great tragedy of his [Anderson’s] career. Good old Anderson, his Scottish blood quailed at his horrid task. He had been ordered to personally destroy all rum in his possession. Not merely to pour it out, but to break the jars. The Regimental History records that he caused a hole to be dug in the ground and the jars carried there. His intention was to take the jars two by two, and, breaking them together, consign the liquor to Mother Earth. It was said that three times did he repair to the hole to begin the pitiful task, and that three times did his courage fail him, before he nerved himself to the dreadful deed.’10

Artillery was now also being dissembled and taken down to the beach while dummy guns were erected overnight in their place. One gun from the Australian 8th Field Battery, however, remained in place along Russell’s Top and it was soon called into action against a troublesome Turkish battery. As recalled by gunner Fred Cunningham:

After firing a few rounds at this target, I was given the order to raise the angle of sight by one minute; in view of the worn condition of our gun this finer adjustment appeared ridiculous, but orders were orders. I made the necessary adjustment and fired the shot, but I had no sooner fired than I realised I had made an error. Instead of raising the angle… I had lowered it…I reported my error to my Number One, Sergeant Stan Brearley, and asked him to bear it in mind in case there should be a query. There was no query, but the order to cease fire and the jubilant voice of the battery commander over the telephone. ‘A beautiful shot, that shell got right into the enemy’s gun pit and lifted his gun right out of the pit! A really beautiful shot!’11


Fred and his cobbers must have been particularly pleased as only days earlier a Turkish gun had targeted them while they were relaxing at cards. It is unknown whether the gun destroyed was the culprit of a few days before.

Beachy Bill was firing at our gun position but as all his shells were passing overhead no notice was taken of them and the card game went on, however, one shell was heard approaching and it seemed to be travelling on a lower plane…[T]here was a spontaneous rush for the protection of the gun shield, the gunners on top of one another, and on came the shell right into the back wall of the gun pit where it exploded, sending a great shower of dirt and debris everywhere…Before the dirt and debris had ceased falling, I heard a voice saying ‘I think I’ve got all the so and so cards.’ The voice was that of our most inveterate gambler, Bill Caffin. Bill seemed to live for gambling at cards, so the gun and the gun pit could be blown to the four winds so long as the cards were intact.12


The same day that Fred and his mates were destroying a Turkish gun, a particularly distressing order was issued to some of the men down along the beach. Orders went out that a number of horses and mules that had performed such heroic efforts on behalf of the men were to be killed that day. One New Zealand dispatch rider ‘who galloped daily along the beach from Chailak Dere to Walker’s Ridge went into hysterics when he was informed that his horse, which had been wounded under him three times, had to be destroyed.’13 However, not all the animals were killed, some managed to be saved by the men, and on the last night, the men noticed a brigade major standing next to a large barge. A man nearby asked: ‘Can we save the teams too? They’re good ones. You’ve got 3 horse boats,’ the man pleaded to the officer: ‘they ought to be enough.’ One of the lead driver’s heard the request and turned to a wheel driver and without waiting for a reply, said: ‘We’re going to save the ‘orses’ and he gave the big lead horse a pat on the neck. Within half an hour the Major and men had got the horses loaded, informing the beach officer that: ‘All embarked, thank you very much’ and with that the horses and the men pulled out of the cove towards the waiting transports.14

Sergeant Lawrence’s last diary entry before he packed up and moved off the peninsula was on December 15 when he observed:

The Turks have threatened to bring up heavy Austrian siege batteries of howitzers for some time now. Evidently they have got ‘something’ because they have made North Beach exceedingly unpleasant during the last two days and this morning I saw a bit of this unpleasantness come over in the shape of eleven-inch shells. Just one hideous roar and then crash!! With pieces everywhere. One shell struck a large square tent. One moment it was there, then came the roar, the terrific crash, a great cloud of black smoke flying, dust and debris, and ‘finish’ tent. He kept this up all the morning at intervals of five minutes, and worse than all was the fact that he was shooting at nothing in particular, but just lobbing them anywhere so that nowhere was safe. It is really much nicer when he fires at a target. Down upon the beach I found that our boys have been working really hard. Several little piers in sections have been constructed, ready to be run out at a moment’s notice.15
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Stores being prepared for destruction. AWM G00639.

On December 15 Turkish Lieutenant Mehmed Fasih was also busily writing in his diary:

11.00 hrs – Food arrives, we eat. Then have coffee and smoke water-pipe. Our field guns are in action, firing at a leisurely pace…


Return to my place. Study the disposition made by the soldier accused yesterday, by the doctor who treated him, of having inflicted his wound on himself. The soldier is an Arab. Have to act as both interpreter and examining magistrate…


16.00 hrs – Mahmud leaves. Ziya is still with us and we talk. There is an unfounded rumour going about…A newly created unit called ‘The Army of Revenge’ is to arrive and relieve us.


16.30 hrs – Ziya also leaves. My comrades and I have our meal together. While the sky is quite clear, bitter wind continues to blow. The front is fairly quiet. However, enemy making extensive use of grenades…16


On December 16, Lieutenant Colonel Charles Powles, of the New Zealand Canterbury Mounted Rifles went on a personal expedition just beyond their front lines close to the head of the Aghyl Dere.

On December 16 I explored Warley Gap (in No Man’s Land) with Major [John] Studholme, my second in command, to see if any trace could be found of Major [Percy] Overton’s grave. In this we were successful. Major Overton, it will be remembered, then 2nd in command of the Canterbury Mounted Rifles, was the leader of the scouts who so successfully reconnoitered the country to the north of Anzac before the break out in August. It was his fine work in mapping out this intricate country that enabled General Birdwood and his Chief of staff, Colonel [Andrew] Skeen, to evolve their plan. And it was leading Colonel [John] Monash’s column up the Aghyl Dere in its advance against Abdel Rahman Bair that he was killed at daylight on the morning of August 7…


It was a striking coincidence that his own Regiment in the very last days of its stay on Gallipoli, should have been stationed beside his grave and to have enabled to identify it and to adequately mark it. Many a man visited the grave of a loved comrade in those last days, put up a headstone and took a photograph to send to those at home. It seemed so hard to leave those gallant fellows.17


Another who was thinking of the dead was Chaplain Bill Dexter who on the same day went ‘up the gullies and through the cemeteries scattering silver wattle seed. If we have to leave here I intend that a bit of Australia shall be here. I soaked the seed for about 20 hours and they seem to be well and thriving.’18 It was a nice gesture, but sadly none of the plants would survive the winter. Meanwhile, the campaign continued to slowly but surely unwind as recorded by Colonel Monash on December 16:

The day passed quite uneventfully… the wind has dropped and the sea is calmer…Everything is working out, so far, most smoothly. It has been tentatively arranged to carry out the two final stages on the 18th and 19th, but a final decision will depend upon the weather prospects. I have now hopes that I shall be able to get away my most valuable belongings. Today for the first time I took my Staff and Commanding Officers into my confidence and explained to them the outlines of the general scheme, and particular role of each would have to play. The rest of the day I spent in preparing a complete draft of my final orders.19


On December 17 he continued his narrative of the evacuation:

In view of the steadiness of the barometer and generally favorable conditions, it has been decided to carry out the operation of the re-embarkation tomorrow and Sunday. Today, therefore, we had our final Divisional conference, and took mutual farewells of each other. General Birdwood himself came over from Imbros and specially picked my lines for a visit. He went along my whole line and shook hands with all Officers, and expressed the hope that many of them would come through alive. I have already sent off about 800 of the Brigade and tomorrow [Lieutenant Colonel John] McGlinn goes with another 800, and on the last night I take the remaining 825. These I have divided into three groups; first 400, second 255, last of all 170 moving respectively at 6 p.m., 10 p.m. and 2 a.m.


The last 170 or ‘Die Hards’ have been chosen from the most gallant and capable men in the Brigade. Even these will not leave the trenches in a bunch, but a few of the most daring men who are good athletes will remain in the front trenches, and keep up fire for another 120 minutes, and then will make for the beach as best as possible speed. I am myself going, as ordered, with the first group of the last 170 as by that time the die will be cast, and I can do no good by waiting for the last handful. The men, while very sad at having to give up the ground which has cost Australia so dear, are all very keen, and I am quite sure that not a man in the Brigade will move from his post, no matter what happens, until the exact moment arranged for him to do so.20


The men of the 16th Battalion had been waiting for the weather to clear since December 14. On the afternoon of December 16 they got their orders to be ready to clear out at first light the next day. Captain Walter recorded in the 3rd Brigade War Diary:

17th Wednesday At last! We moved away from our position at eight o’clock, every-body loaded up…We trudged along the road and then wriggled out into a long winding column. Before we’d gone half a mile we all felt more or less ‘blown’ and after we’d squeezed through a long narrow sap we had a good spell…we passed over the position on which my little gun was mounted the first day, and I could remember every detail as if it were yesterday. Just as we were getting near the beach, we had to climb a high road and unfortunately for us Jacko had a M.G. [machine-gun] trained on the top so that we had to do a goodly scatter as we arrived at the danger zone. Waited a while on the beach and then boarded our boat per steam barge.21
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Troops being evacuated December 1915.

On finally reaching ship, the men of the battalion again acquainted themselves with certain aspects of civilization, Jim Aitkin burst out:

‘Oh! Butter, though art the essence of joy


By jings! Thou saved this hungry boy!’22


While the men of the 16th Battalion were finally making their way off the peninsula, Turkish Lieutenant Mehmed Fasih was receiving some unwelcomed news from home as recorded in his diary on December 17:

Mail arrives. Followed by Battalion commander. He tells me what needs to be done. We sit and talk. Open my mail. One letter was from Ceyhan. Wish I had never opened it. My grandmother, my beloved grandmother! One of those I loved the most in this world, has left me to follow the path to Heaven.


Am so grief-stricken that I can’t react. Not a single tear comes to my eyes, nor do I start sobbing. But my sorrow is tremendous. Realise that now there is no one left on earth whom I can hug, around whose neck I can throw my arms.


Today the front has been pretty noisy. The enemy has made extensive use of grenades. Our mortars were to fire. But fog prevented them from going into action. They were expected to start firing as soon as the fog lifted. But it did not do so till night.


After it grows dark, we start working on trenches. The enemy is continuing to lob grenades at our left. Could not sleep till 0100 hrs. Continued reading ‘The King of Bandits.’23
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By the morning of December 18 there remained ashore at Anzac around 20,000 men and just 19 guns of the older variety. All grenades, accept the ‘jam-tin’ types (to be used in case of emergency) had also been removed. The surviving mules and their associated equipment had also been removed. A few remained purely for the viewing pleasure of the Turks. One of the water pumping stations as well as the electric light plant had been dismantled and removed. All unused uniform clothing, 8000 pairs of boots, 16,000 flannel shirts, 10,000 pairs of puttees and large amounts of other material were also collected and shipped off the peninsula. Those troops who remained were allowed to swap their clothing for any good material and their old uniforms shredded with bayonets. They also gathered any other goods that they might be able to use during the last few days. All foodstuffs, however, including the mountains of loathed bully beef, hard biscuit, and apricot jam remained on the beach. As far as the men were concerned Johnny Turk was welcomed to it!
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The Turks were not completely ignorant that something unusual was happening at Anzac, as recalled by Major Zeki Bey to Charles Bean in 1919:

In summer we had been told that sickness – we understood that malaria was meant – would drive your men off the Peninsula. We ourselves had some sickness, but not much. After the fighting at Bomba Tepe [Hill 60] the papers and news agencies began to talk about evacuation. There was a doubt in the air; some thought you were going, some that you would attack, some that you would go on as we saw you digging, digging for the winter.


The general view was that you would leave the Peninsula. Towards the end a lot of movement was noticed, but we couldn’t make out if you were landing troops or taking them away. Orders had been given to observers to watch the ships and so forth. It was reported, first, that the number of tents was decreasing; second, that the guns were firing less and that the fire was being undertaken by the ships instead; third that there were some days of silence. It was thought that you were abandoning some advance trenches and orders were given to make strong reconnaissance. The report was that everywhere you were holding the front line.24
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CHAPTER 25.

‘The die hards’
 

[image: image]







December 18 was the first of the final two days at Anzac and it was now that General William Birdwood’s long-awaited Special Army Order arrived. It was read out to the remaining men.

Special Army Order


Headquarters Dardanelles Army, 18th Dec. 1915


In carrying out our present operations, we are undertaking what no soldier ever likes, viz.., a withdrawal from the front of the enemy.


In the present case, however, I know that none of you will feel in the least disheartened, because we all know we have never been beaten, while by the tenacious hold we have kept on the Gallipoli Peninsula, we have retained the best fighting troops of the Turkish Army in front of us and prevented the Germans carrying out their plans of using them as they wished elsewhere. We cannot therefore think that our losses and hard work here have been of no avail, for as Lord Kitchener informed me, when recently visiting our trenches, he was himself satisfied that we had fully played our part.


We must remember, then, that in withdrawing from our present position we are simply carrying out the orders of the government, who after full consideration have decided that we can be better employed in fighting elsewhere; and I know how much all ranks will look forward to getting to grips with the enemy again wherever we may be sent.


Difficult as any withdrawal is, we can enter on the present one with every confidence and determination to carry it through with success. Remember in the final retirement silence is essential. Up to the end we shall always have sufficient men to withdraw according to our arrangements. This will be done steadily, and without any undue haste or scurry. On the final night of the retirement, those to be withdrawn from the front trenches will silently take up covering positions which have been previously prepared. Those left in the front line to the last will, in their turn, quietly and silently leave their trenches, passing through their comrades in the covering positions to their place of embarkation in the same soldierly manner in which the troops have affected their various magnificent landings during the last eight months.


To withdraw in the face of the enemy in good order, and with hearts full of courage and confidence for the future, provides a test of which any soldiers in the world may be justly proud, and that the 9th and ‘Anzac’ Corps will prove themselves second to none as soldiers of the Empire, I have not the slightest doubt.


W.R. BIRDWOOD, Lieut. General Commanding Dardanelles Army.1
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Anzac Cove just before the evacuation. AWM P02226.022.

Officers went about making sure in the early dawn that the appropriate number of small cooking fires were lit. Indeed, along Anzac Cove old orders, documents and other papers were being destroyed. The incinerators were working overtime. In the valleys and gullies beyond the beach, military police from the New Zealand and Australian Division were also employed stoking the usual number of cooking fires. Others were taking advantage of the quickly developing situation as recalled by Signalman Adrian Edmonds: ‘The population of Gallipoli had now dwindled considerably, and the remaining troops had the time of their lives nosing about the deserted dugouts. Vast and varied quantities of provisions were unearthed from headquarters dugouts, which provided a welcome change to monotonous menus.’2 While around 20,000 men were still gathered in the few hundred hectares of old Anzac, to the north along North Beach and the terrain captured during the August Offensive, it was still eerily quiet. A few men were placed here and there for the benefit of the Turks – hopefully out of effective sniper range. Charles Bean wrote of these men in his diary that Lieutenant Colonial Walter Cass had a ‘smoking fatigue’ on: ‘A party of men were detailed to smoke and lounge about Artillery Road corner where Gaba Tepe can see it…It is the most extraordinary fatigue we have had at Anzac. [Gaba] Tepe saw them alright for Beach[y] began shelling and put in 3 shells right on to the road where they were – there were marks on the road. The smoking fatigue retired but presently came out again and manfully smoked like heroes – and Beachy started again. A little further on I found the [7th Australian] Light Horse playing cricket on Shell Green, while the shells were flying far overhead.’3 Colonel John Monash wrote that afternoon:

Everything is going smoothly. The enemy is exceptionally quiet. A final conference today with my Staff and CO’s. Lt. Col McGlinn left for the beach at 3.30 to make arrangements in advance for my quota of 800 which is leaving today commencing at 9 o’clock…We have worked out a very clever device for firing off a rifle automatically at any pre-determined time after the device is started. It is done by allowing a tin to slowly fill with water until it overbalances, falls and jerks a string which fires the rifle. I have had 10 rifles fixed in this way which will fire off respectively 5, 10, 15 and 20 minutes afterwards. In this way the enemy will think we are still in the trenches after we have got over a mile away.4


To the north of the old Anzac sector the New Zealanders were also making sure that Jacko was focusing on the ‘arrival of new troops.’ Parties of men moved in both directions up and down the numerous deres exposing themselves to enemy fire and giving the impression that troops were arriving.

[image: image]
 

Turkish Lieutenant Mehmed Fasih and the rest of the Turks were at this point still unaware that survival from enemy fire and attack on the peninsula was less than 24 hours away. He updated his diary:

08.00 hrs – Our mortars are about to open fire. I’m to observe. Shelling starts. Enemy trenches at the end of the gully which is source of Central Stream, where front lines used to be, are the target. Our gunners have the range. Help them adjust their fire by reporting where each of the first four shells land and how each one behaves. Tell them to aim a little further to left and just a little shorter. Now our rounds are hitting the central peak. The explosions are spectacular.


26 shells are fired. 19 explode. 3 shells hit to the rear of targets. Now our howitzers open fire. They are concentrating on Kirmizisirt (Pope’s Hill) and Gultepe (Rose Hill). Can spot the shells as they drop from the sky. They are black, high explosive rounds. The explosions are terrific and release billowing black smoke.


One round fails to explode. See it ricochet. After that shot, another one does not explode. It tumbles downhill, doing somersaults. Advise Battalion about the results of the shelling.


Around noon, our field-guns start to make themselves heard. This was how the day went. Weather is clear, lovely and warm. Grenades are few. Tour the trenches. Point out to the men where more work needs to be done. Lunch and dinner arrived on time, and were consumed in an orderly manner. My health improves and I feel somewhat better.5
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By 5 p.m., the men assigned to be taken off that night had been relieved from their duties and were lined up behind the main trenches, ready to move at dusk. Within 30 minutes they were on their way down towards the beach, crossing the minor gullies and spurs. Traffic officers and orderlies were placed at intersections to guide the men to the two beaches where the embarkation officers took command. Lieutenant Noel McShane of the Australian 1st Battalion was among these ‘early’ departures and he wrote home:

We left in small parties, I had 28 men and left the trenches at 5.15 p.m. each man, all ranks carried two match head grenades as well as ammunition and as we marched on to the pier we threw them into the water. It was a great success and I don’t know yet whether the Turks know we have gone. We left at different times and marched in file down the tracks to the pier, old Beachy Bill who had been firing a great deal all day, did not trouble us; the embarkation arrangements were wonderful, carried out without delay. I have a few curios, 2 odd Turkish caps which were probably worn by the owners now deceased, a clip of cartridges in a reserve ammunition belt off a dead body, my gas helmet, the pouch got slightly blood stained when I was carrying a chap down who had been killed, some shrapnel bullets etc. I’ll send them as soon as I get a chance. I shall be twenty three tomorrow.6


At South Beach (Anzac Cove) the Turks were shelling the beach as per usual with their troublesome guns located at the Olive Grove. As the troops arrived they were packed into Anzac Gully directly opposite Watson’s Pier which, to some extent, also sheltered them from the Turkish shrapnel. While waiting, many took advantage of the cooks who were loading up nearby. Former teacher Corporal Hector Dinning recalled: ‘we took a harried snack as the mule carts were loaded. The cooks made merry. Cooks always contrive to have a convivial spirit at hand and they called on all and sundry to have a farewell drink with them while they scraped and packed their half cold dixies. It was a melancholy toast…The men… played cards and formed schools for two-up. Some dipped into their haversacks and munched, or raised to their lips drinking vessels which were not always mess tins, and did not only contain cold tea, or even cold tea at all.’7 The lighters that were to take them off the beach arrived quietly. As each boat pulled alongside the pier, word was given by the embarkation officers and men in small parties of ten headed for the pier with 20 metres separating each group. The men were ordered not to hurry and as they walked along the pier each was to throw his two grenades into the water. All was going as planned and to the timetable.

As the first of the men boarded the lighters, the transports further out and now under cover of darkness, began to approach. They steamed to their allotted berths close to shore and waited to take the men on board. As recorded by an eyewitness on board the Grafton:

8.30 p.m. Mars passed us with 2000 troops on board…Moon behind clouds. Beachy [Bill] was not shelling – at any rate, till 8 o’clock. The ordinary rattle of rifle-fire comes from the direction of The Nek…The big whale-like shape of Sari Bair against the faint misty sky. A fire or two burning steadily. One of our field-guns at Suvla is firing. The rattle from Anzac is like a low crackling fire; that at Suvla like a kettle of water boiling. A bomb was flashed on The Nek – then a dull report. This ship is at anchor on a perfectly silky sea. A destroyer is moving across the surface of it – very slowly, like a black cat – about 200 yards to port. I can hear the rustle of her bows moving thro’ the silky water. A bomb at Hill 60.


It is about 9 o’clock. An ideal night for the job. No ships (only a few lighters) visible at Suvla. One ship about a mile on our port beam. Barely a wrinkle on the water. Soft air from the north. Moon at present quite invisible. The wash of the destroyer has been lapping against our side like the wavelets on the edge of a pond.


10 p.m. Three ships just gone in. Twelve cutters should be leaving Watson’s.


10.25 p.m. Five trawlers coming out with cutters in tow…8


Hector Dinning, now aboard a barge, was dying for a smoke – but smoking was strictly prohibited. Dinning said someone disobeyed orders and struck a match. ‘Put that match out! No talking!’, barked an officer as loud as he dare. Dinning continued: ‘We puffed out, in silence, into the Aegean darkness and the spent bullets sang overhead in a kind of derision, getting lower and more intimate as we moved on. Soon they were spitting about us and tapping the barge and coming unreasonably near to tapping skulls and chests. After a long wandering and hailing of many ships in the darkness we got to the side of the darkened transport untouched.’9

The first two allotments were embarked more quickly than expected. It was decided, however, to keep to the timetable. At 11 p.m. General Godley, as planned, handed over command to Colonel Russell and boarded the sloop Heliotrope. Before leaving he had penned a note to the Turkish commander asking him to preserve the Anzac graves:

December, 1915.


Excellency,


In withdrawing my troops from this portion of Ottoman Territory, I am glad to recall that the struggle in which for eight months past our two armies have been engaged, has been characterised on either hand by a scrupulous regard for the usages of civilized war. I am, therefore, fully confident that the Graveyards of British soldiers buried in Turkish soil will be respected by your troops, but should be grateful if your Excellency will take measures for their special preservation in the territory under your command. They have fallen far from home, fighting gallantly in their country’s cause, and deserve that a gallant foe, such as we have found the Turkish soldiers to be, should take special care of their last resting place.


Thanking you in advance, and assuring you of the highest consideration.


Lieut. General, Commanding British Troops


In Ari Burnu and Sari Bair Area.10


Leaving with Godley was White who, with his staff, had planned the evacuation of Anzac over the past 10 days. As later stated by Charles Bean in the official history:

It was White whose vision, combined with an unfailing sense of proportion and a power of lucid explanation and courteous insistence in conference, influenced probably more than any other human agency the tactics by which the Evacuation, not only at Anzac and Suvla but also at Helles, was carried out. At Anzac throughout the operation almost all reference on important points was to him. From morning till late at night he was at his telephone, explaining whatever was to be understood, unruffled, courteous, quiet in voice, showing always an inexhaustible patience in dealing with men less quick in perception.11


Colonel Monash wrote: ‘This evening my typing clerk was hit in the leg while I was talking to him outside the Brigade Office by a stray bullet which passed clean through his calf missing the bone. This happened only an hour ago. The signal traffic has been exceptionally heavy today, all sorts of communication being done by the field telegraph instead of by letter carried by messengers.’12 He wrote a few hours later, after midnight:

The last party of the first has embarked safely. I have just had a note from McGlinn sent back by one of my Police. ‘All O.K. Dined with M.L.O. [Military Landing Officer], curried chicken washed down with Burgundy, everybody feeding out of my hand.’ The real meaning of the message was that McGlinn had succeeded in getting off the last of our personal baggage, and that all Troops have so far got away without loss. This now leaves me with just what I stand in only Lock, Firth (my Signal Officer) and two Signalers, and two Police, a Brigadier H.Q. and 800 men holding my front of over a mile. Everything is normal, just the usual sniping and occasional bombs, and burst of machine-gun fire. If we get through tonight I feel sure all will be well.


My bed tonight will be a heap of old sand bags. As to the ‘die hards’ a list has been drawn up and the names of each of the last 170 Officers and men showing for each man the exact time that he has to leave the front trenches and exactly what he has to do, whether to carry a machine-gun or its tripod, or its belts, or to throw a bomb, or to start an automatic rifle, or to light a fuse which will blow up a guncotton mine, or to complete a previously prepared barbed wire entanglement. Every one of these 170 officers and men has been given a card containing all of these particulars, so far as they apply to himself, and the exact route by which he is to reach the beach. All this means organisation and makes all the difference between success and failure. I think now, I had better try and get a couple of hours’ sleep, as everything seems normal and not more than the usual noise for this time of night.13


Meanwhile, Birdwood, Wemyss and their respective staff were aboard the cruiser Chatham and for ‘hours cruised slowly and quietly up and down the Anzac and Suvla positions keeping an anxious eye on the progress of the operations. It was a perfect night, and everything went off without a hitch. The Turks never suspected for a moment that the forces opposing them had been reduced by 10,000 men during the hours of darkness.’14
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Sergeant Joseph Gasparich of the Auckland Infantry perhaps said it best for most of the veterans about finally leaving the peninsula: ‘We could not understand two things; one was withdrawing in front of the enemy and the other leaving our cobbers behind. You don’t know how that hurt the blokes. Only those who were there would know. We had been together so long and had been through so many things together. We belonged to one another.’15

Others, especially the more recent arrivals, however, were only too happy to clear out. Lieutenant Basil Holmes of the 17th Battalion recalled many years later:

I think everyone was glad about it. My own feeling, once we started to go and going down from Quinn’s Post to the beach, was once my back was turned to the Turks I wanted to run. I think we did that journey from Quinn’s Post in much quicker time than was allotted us…I’m afraid we weren’t thinking about the chaps buried there. I mean there it was, they’d done their stuff and they were killed, and I don’t think we had time to think about them.16
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CHAPTER 26.

‘The only hope would have lain in the firing of one or more mines’
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Dawn on the last day at Anzac saw just 10,000 men trying to look like a force of 50,000 plus. They were under the command of Rear Guard Commander Colonel Andrew Russell (New Zealand Mounted Rifle Brigade), a few brigadiers and brigade majors. So far, to everyone’s relief, the ruse appeared to be working as there was no sign of any unusual activity coming from the Turks. At 9.45 a.m. the first shells from a massive 12-inch gun or howitzer began to fall at intervals in the rear of Lone Pine, along Russell’s Top, and near Courtney’s Post. A number of Anzac guns barked back a response. Additional Turkish shelling from smaller calibre guns targeted Hill 60 and The Apex. Earlier, New Zealander, George Bollinger (who had landed on 26 April), had been positioned at The Apex and wrote in his diary: ‘We are quietly moving off…It is a sad business and should, I think, have a big moral effect on neutral nations. Everything is being done calmly and quietly and the enemy no doubt have not the slightest suspicion of any movement…We will not be terribly proud of our Gallipoli ‘Bar.’ Ours is not to reason why, but just to do and die; but who has blundered?’1 The Turkish firing at first caused some anxiety as it might have signaled the prelude to an attack. Most believed, however, that the Turks were registering the newly arrived howitzer batteries for future action. Luckily, most of the shells fell on empty positions and there were no casualties. If this was the sign of things to come, however, the quicker the troops got off the peninsula the better.

Like the day before, cooking fires were lit and mule teams and men were placed in distant view of the Turks. Along the whole line a number of men were allocated to raise the ‘appropriate’ number of trench periscopes while others were directed to dig and repair trenches, making sure the Turks could see what was going on. Throughout the day men were assigned to bury ammunition and bombs (usually in the latrines) as well as destroying, with pick axes and shovels, anything that might assist the enemy. This included empty petrol cans, cooking pots, limber wheels and tarpaulins which had caustic soda poured on them. The men’s blankets and packs, however, were to be saved - taken by the first party to leave that night. At midday, Birdwood came ashore at Anzac and toured the lines for the last time:

I found Russell of the New Zealanders in command, the Corps Staff having rightly been evacuated the night before. I can recall, better than I can describe, my feelings as I walked through our depleted lines. I was sad: but I had pride in the knowledge of the fine deeds that my men had done there, and there was consolation in the hope that the evacuation would end as successfully as it had begun. There was a curious little incident as I landed at Anzac that day for the last time. Matting had been laid on the landing-stage to ensure silence when the men embarked, and as I stepped ashore I caught me foot in this and fell flat on the beach. At that particular moment the landing stage was under rifle fire from the enemy, and not unnaturally everyone thought for a moment that I had been hit. What bad luck that would have been, on our very last day.2


Meanwhile, Lieutenant Hector Caddy with his small party of sappers remained on duty finalising the mines under The Nek.

Right up to the last, men were left in the faces of the tunnels tapping with picks so that the enemy would think that mining operations were still being continued. The morning of Sunday, the 19th was quiet, and although our planes were in the air all day when an enemy plane came over it appeared that the rear party would have no chance of getting away, although as the day wore on and nothing happened we were more hopeful. The day was spent waiting for the end and testing the connections with the mines to ensure that they would explode when required. As some of the wires connecting the mines with the exploders were laid along the trenches, the explosion of a shell might have broken them at any time…


It was still doubtful whether the mines would be fired or not, so we fixed up an arrangement which, if necessary, would fire the mines some hours after we had left. This consisted of a sandbag suspended by a string and a candle, which, after staying alight for about two hours, would burn the string, causing the sandbag to fall on the exploders and fire the mines.3


Just on noon, Colonel Monash wrote: ‘The last day on Gallipoli. Last night’s move passed off smoothly and without incident, everything satisfactory and well ahead of time. The weather today is absolutely perfect for our purposes, perfectly calm air and sea, cloudy, foggy and dull with a very light misty drizzle so that everything in the distance is dull and blurred. During this morning the Turks treated us to a prolonged and heavy bombardment of the beaches, but was not intense enough to indicate that they had any suspicions, it is probably only the usual morning ‘hate’, but they are a little angrier than usual.’4

A few hours later at 2.15 p.m., a tremendous bombardment along with the sound of rifle and machine-gun fire broke out from the direction of Helles to the south. This was part of a feint by the British 52nd Division to help take the Turks’ focus away from Anzac and Suvla. At dusk the final embarkation had begun. Unlike the previous night, it was decreed that if the first parties were ahead of schedule embarking, the final party would immediately set about leaving regardless of the timetable. Even if the Turks discovered that the Allied troops were leaving and attacked the thin firing line the men were not to resist unless ordered to do so by the Rear Guard Commander. They were to head immediately for the beach and piers. Early in the night a report was received that a group of Turks was moving down Malone’s Gully just north of The Nek. Patrols were sent out but no Turks found. Men reported Turks could be heard erecting wire entanglements along the line which bode well to their being no plan of attack by the enemy. Monash recorded at around 8 p.m.:

Everything is going swimmingly without a hitch. By this time the A Parties of tonight will have got off, and at this present moment there are not more than 5000 troops in the whole of Anzac thinly holding the front line… If the Turks only knew. This afternoon the fleet carried out a most terrific bombardment at Helles in order to suggest the idea that we were contemplating an attack. It is clear bright moonlight, but icy cold. One of our planes is buzzing overhead, mainly to keep any enterprising enemy plane from trying to be curious and see what is going on. The next hour will be decisive. The B Parties start at 9:30 and then there will be only a small handful left, but we shall have succeeded in withdrawing the great bulk of the Army Corps without any loss, a wonderful piece of organization beyond any doubt. If it succeeds it will be due to the splendid preparation of the part of the leaders and splendid and intelligent obedience on the part of the men.5


Monash continued his narrative a few hours later writing that ‘about 9 [p.m.] my last Patrol came in and reported that they could plainly hear the Turks digging and putting out wire on Hackney Wick and Green Knoll, two points at which my lines had been pushed very close to theirs. This meant that so far they suspected nothing.’6 Soon the ‘B’ Parties began their embarkation and with the completion of this part of the plan and having suffered no casualties Russell ordered the personnel of the 13th British Casualty Clearing Station to also leave.
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The whole circumference of the Anzac front firing line was now held by less than 1500 men under the ‘C’ Party commanders. In the ‘keep’ on Plugge’s was Colonel John Lamrock of the 20th Battalion with flanking troops on MacLagan’s, Walker’s Ridge, and No. 1 Outpost. With the ‘B’ Parties had also gone a large proportion of the machine-guns, trench mortars and grenade catapults. Since dusk seven of the nine guns and howitzers of the New Zealand and Australian Division had been removed. The other two, together with the remaining nine of the 1st Australian Division, were now being dismantled and explosives placed in their muzzles.

Until the ‘B’ Parties left most believed there was at least some chance of holding back any Turkish minor or propping attack long enough for the ‘C’ Party men to have a fighting chance of getting to the beach. Now the few remaining men of ‘C’ Party had no chance of repelling such an attack. Charles Bean wrote:

The only hope would have lain in the firing of one or more mines. The skeleton garrison and quota of machine-guns now remaining in the line could at most force caution on the enemy patrols, or baffle a feeble reconnaissance. Their main duty and their only chance of success – though a strong one – lay in deceiving the enemy by keeping up the appearance of normal night.7


Charles Bean had been evacuated the day before and was now on board HMS Grafton, which had been stationed off Anzac where it would remain until the evacuation was completed. He leaned over the railing looking at Anzac in the darkness. Bean would soon write to the Australian Prime Minister giving him a graphic description of the final hours at Anzac.

At present, although everyone’s nerves are on edge with the proximity of the constant possibility of a great tragedy before to-morrow’s daybreak, yet there is nothing whatever in the grey shape of the land there to suggest that the Turks have the least hint of what is going forward. I know that as a matter of fact certain movements of troops have been taking place during the last half-hour which, if carelessly carried out, would result in the discovery of our plan. But looking on with all the apprehension in the world, one cannot make out the least difference in the scene. The grey mountain is sleeping under the moon. The red pin-points of the incinerator fires are winking exactly as usual in the hills and valleys all over our positions. Grey smoke of the evening fires curls upwards from the gullies. From the crest of the ridges comes the lazy pick-poke of desultory rifle fire. It is the ordinary night’s sniping, the Turks firing at our loop holes, and we at theirs.8
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CHAPTER 27.

‘Was it necessary to kill these?’
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The deception had to last another four-and-a-half-hours. For the first 30 minutes, the Anzac perimeter was held by only a handful of men from differing battalions, each moving along the front line firing into no-man’s-land from a number of different loopholes trying to keep up the normal rate of fire and bomb throwing. As recorded by Lieutenant Stanley Savige at Lone Pine:

Each man would take ten to fifteen fire bays as his sector. This demanded great individual activity, as each man, though able to fire from only one bay at a time, must maintain a regular fire from all. This fire must be maintained by firing from irregular bays, and not bay after bay in succession. Everything must be done as normally carried out by the full garrison, even to throwing the occasional bomb. These plans were not difficult in making, but extremely difficult in their execution, as the average distance between the line was only 15 yards, and, at places, considerably closer. The trenches themselves were cut deeply into that hard, flaky soil of Gallipoli, with the fire bays approximately three feet from the floor level. These circumstances created a real problem, particularly on a still night. The solution was the laying of blankets on the floor of the trench by ‘C2’ Party, prior to their departure, and the men of ‘C3’ Party wrapping strips of blanket around their boots.1


The ‘C’ Party commanders were kept informed of events with reports coming in every 15 minutes from various sectors of their responsibility such as: ‘Everything normal’, ‘Nothing to report’ and ‘Turks firing per usual.’ Just after 11 p.m., Russell signaled back to the Corps commander Godley on the Heliotrope: ‘Very quiet. Turks busy engaged digging and erecting wire.’ At midnight, Charles Bean on the Grafton noted:

The bell of some ship across the water has just struck midnight – just the same clear sound that we used to hear over the water at night, and which always brought with it some distant reminisce of the bells of some country church long remembered. A bomb flashes at The Nek. The rifle fire seemed to me to increase ever so little opposite Lone Pine, but it may have been imagination. Beachy has fired one shell. I cannot see the flash, so it probably went into the sea. The destroyer on the right is firing a few rounds – a bomb at The Apex – a bomb at Chatham’s Post – two bombs at The Nek, followed by a certain amount of Turkish firing exactly as on other nights.2
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Map 27.1. The evacuation of Anzac 19-20 December 1915 (adapted from Charles Bean, 1938).

That is not to say that all was hunky dory for those isolated at the very front, as recalled by Lieutenant George McIlroy at Lone Pine:

A still night with a bright moon overhead casting shadows in the bottom of the trench – a scene so peaceful one could hardly associate it with war, and the mind found leisure to wander off to far Australia and imagine something of the surprise which would be caused by the newspaper headlines on the morrow. All quiet in front and everything working so smoothly to schedule, one even began to contemplate the hitherto very remote possibility of our getting away with it altogether. It was a great satisfaction to know that most of the troops were already clear, and it was beginning to look like a sporting chance for us, although time enough for quite a lot of things to happen yet. I still see those fellows going quietly about their tasks without the semblance of excitement or tension, as though it were no more than a peacetime manoeuvre.


A little after midnight the officers were sharpened up a bit by a phone report that a Turkish patrol had been observed pushing up Wire Gully. If this meant a general move forward, we could expect trouble very shortly, while our isolated party might easily be cut off in the rear. Our orders were clear, however, that the position must be held, even [if] attacked heavily, until 3 a.m. at all costs. However, nothing was said to the men, except a warning to be alert, and the time arrived – about 12 midnight – for ‘C1’ and ‘C2’ Parties, including the machine-gunners, to retire while the phone from the rear was cut off leaving three officers and 34 other ranks doing their best to sound like a whole battalion, although feeling somewhat isolated in the world, for as far as we could tell no other Australian troops were on either flank for some distance – actually, I believe, none were between us and the sea on the right.


Just prior to the phone being disconnected, however, a welcome message was received that embarkation of the main body, having proceeded faster than scheduled, our time would be reduced by 20 minutes. As we considered the last half-hour might be the most trying for the men on the posts, this information was passed onto them.3


Lieutenant McIlroy was far from alone when it came to last-minute concerns, as recalled by Sergeant Cliff Pinnock of the 8th Australian Light Horse, who had survived the charge against The Nek on August 7 and was now manning trenches to the north close to Rhododendron Ridge.

You imagine wherever you fixed your eyes for a minute you saw a Turk. Unfortunately I was in an exposed position, pretty close up, and had instructions not to fire unless I was certain a Turk was there. My God, I would have given anything in the world to have been able to open up and let go a hundred or so rounds just to ease my nerves…I never all in my life thought that imagination could carry one so far.4


Not far away one of his mates was busy setting a table for four with jam, bully beef, biscuits cheese….and a note: ‘There are no booby traps in this dugout’, which was not quite true. Gunpowder from a number of cartridges had been added to a pack of tobacco.5 Another who was feeling less than sympathetic to the Turk was Private Harding who appears to have grown hard as a result of being a sniper for the 16th Battalion. He wrote with a certain amount of pleasure about the disposal of some newly arrived Mills bombs: ‘We had lots of little surprises for them such as bombs placed under blankets, having a string tied from the bomb onto the blanket so that when Jacko pulled up the blanket he would pull the pin out and off would go the bombs; result: dead Jackos!’6 Most, however, were more charitable and gracious in their leaving. Lieutenant Basil Holmes, who was not a drinker (and obviously did not realise most Turks weren’t either), left a bottle of Johnny Walker in his dugout at Quinn’s Post with a message scrawled on a scrap of paper: ‘A present for a Good Turk.’7 Stretcher-bearer Private Charles Bingham said many years later how, along with his mates, he had set up an old gramophone and a dozen records for the Turks.

Jimmy McKenzie and Dave Issit were two mates of mine and somehow or other they’d got an old gramophone from the Red Cross and about a dozen records. And one of them was called ‘The Turkish Patrol.’ So we put a box in the centre of the dugout and three plates or something, three tins of bully beef [it’s the thought that counts] and a knife and fork. And before we left we started to play this ‘Turkish Patrol’ and left it, with a note which said, ‘Have a good feed, Johnny!’ Then we went down to the beach…I pulled the flag down from the hospital and took it as a souvenir.8
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At around midnight the few remaining troopers of the New Zealand Canterbury Mounted Rifles, located at Warley Gap near the head of the Aghyl Dere, had been calling on assistance from an Australian howitzer located in Australia Valley.

The 5-inch How. [Howitzer] Battery in Australia Valley has been reduced to one gun, which on their withdrawal was to be blown up. The gun was at our call until midnight and we occasionally got our good friend Wason to drop a shell on the slopes of the hills opposite, and the terrific explosion was a heartening sound. At 3 minutes to 12 Wason called up on the telephone saying that he had one shell left. We asked him to drop it in the dere in front of our line. We heard the soft thud of the how. away behind us as the shell left the gun, but listened in vain for its flight close over our heads. We listened with all our ears, but there was no sound of the shell in flight nor the customary deafening report in front. And then after minutes, it seemed, away up on the crest of [Hill] 971 there was a great burst of light and a far-off explosion. ‘Good old Wason’, someone cried. ‘He has cocked her up and filled her to the muzzle and nearly got to the Dardanelles.’9


‘Good old Wason’ and his crew had just fired the last artillery shell to be hurled against the Turks at Anzac. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Caddy and his men were still sitting beneath Russell’s Top making sure that everything was in working order when and if the word came to blow the mines underneath The Nek.

The evening was occupied in telling yarns while the last parties were checked off and reports sent by telephone to the Rearguard Headquarters. Major Fitzgerald, O.C. Rear Party, was quite calm and collected during the whole of the night, and kept us cheerful throughout the rather trying time of the final stage.


At 1 a.m. the four officers left at the Rear Party Headquarters – Major Fitzgerald, Captain Hutchinson (the M.O.) Lieutenant Broadbent and myself – decided to have supper. During the last few days plenty of good food, the like of which we had never had before on the Peninsula, was available, and the meal consisted of Sardines, biscuits, pineapple and mock cream and soup, in the order named! After we had finished the table was left laid for the Turks, with a note written by Major Fitzgerald, which read: ‘Good-bye, Jackie, will see you later. You are a good fighter, but we don’t like the company you keep.’10


Charles Bean on the Grafton reported with concern that looking back at Anzac he could see a huge fire suddenly engulf the beach area.

About 1 o’clock in the morning, on looking out, one noticed to one’s horror that the whole sky to the northward was flashed orange with the reflection of a great fire. The fire clearly came from within our lines, not far from North Beach, and was probably either an ordnance dump or a supply dump burning.


As one knew that no stores were to be on any account burned till after every one had left, this occurrence looked like a tragedy. But nothing important followed, and I doubt, whether the fire has done any real harm. [A] huge supply stack [of] flaming biscuit boxes, meat tins, oil drums exploding and being hurled through the air, men, from generals downwards, perspiring in an attempt to isolate the fire. The attack had been ignited by some accident. Beachy Bill, who had been throwing shells into the sand nearby, clearly thought it his doing, for, as soon as he saw the glow. He began to throw in more shells. Which fell about 100 yards to the side into the sea.11


It was about now that Colonel John Paton was getting ready to take over command of the remaining forces from Colonel Russell. Major Evan Wisdom was with Paton when he received an urgent message from Russell who was still down on the beach. Wisdom recalled:

Having stayed behind to see one of the parties out, I joined Colonel Paton in the dugout on the top of the ridge, which constituted his headquarters. Suddenly, a figure appeared in the doorway, and a big, fair haired English officer stumbled, panting and gasping, down the two or three steps into the dugout. He was all-out, and could not even articulate.


We sat him on a box and offered him tea from a billycan, but it was minutes before he could frame a sentence coherently. Finally, he managed to stammer out his message dispatched by Colonel Russell from the beach, he had raced up the steep ridge – a terrific climb – with the startling news that the enemy was reported to be moving down Sniper’s Ridge [southern part of Anzac] in force, towards us.


Coming at such a time when the nerves of all were taut and every man was keyed up in anticipation of the moment when the Turks would discover the sparseness of our numbers and descend upon us, this intelligence was like a bombshell. Had the Turks, in spite of all precautions, got wind of the evacuation?


Colonel Paton…looked to me. ‘Who reported this?’, I inquired. The reply put an end to our anxiety – the officer mentioned the name of a sergeant whose flair for ‘mare’s nests’ and scare stories was well known to me. The ‘movement of the enemy in force’ was no more than the usual repairing party which the Turks sent every night down Sniper’s Ridge to repair the damage done by our guns during the day.


Tremendously relieved, Colonel Paton dispatched a message to Colonel Russell, telling that he need experience no alarm.12


At 1.30 a.m., Russell handed over command to Paton and embarked after giving instructions that the mines under The Nek were to be detonated when all the garrison had cleared out. At the same time, from the extreme left of the Anzac line and from the whole Suvla front, the final retirement began. Now the most critical part of the whole operation was set in play. With every minute parts of the Anzac line were becoming empty of troops and large parts of the line were becoming completely open to the enemy if they chose to look. While this was not so much a danger at Suvla, as the enemy lines were in most cases fairly distant from the British lines, it was a different story at Anzac. At some parts of the line the Anzac and Turkish trenches were only metres apart, and in most places were within easy bombing range. As arranged, the Anzac flanks moved out first at 1.30 a.m., with the remaining men from the Indian Brigade from Susak Kuyu to Hill 60 and the British IX Corps who had occupied the southern flank at Suvla. Ten minutes later the British Eastern Mounted Brigade abandoned Hill 60 itself. With the few men from the 5th and 6th Gurkhas they made their way to the piers which the New Zealand engineers had placed in position after dark at the mouth of Azmak Dere. Following closely behind them were the troopers from the New Zealand Mounted Rifles who left the trenches along Kaiajik Dere and headed south on a two-and-a-half kilometre march down to North Beach and onto William’s Pier.

One of the last to leave the northern firing line was New Zealand Company Sergeant Major Joseph Gasparich of the Auckland Infantry who later wrote: ‘I came down – I got off my perch [the firing line]…I walked through the trench and the floor of the trench was frozen hard…and when I brought my feet down they echoed right through the trench, down the gully, right down, and you could hear this echo running ahead. Talk about empty, I didn’t see a soul… It was a lonely feeling. Here I was on my own at last.’13 Nearby, the troopers of the Canterbury Mounted Rifles had also left their position at Warley Gap. It was noted that ‘the deres always so busy at night with ration parties, water parties, sick men going away and reinforcements coming in, were so strangely silent and deserted. We saw not one single soul all the way to the beach. At the bottom of the Aghyl Dere we passed close to the cemetery where so many of our gallant comrades who fell in the August fighting were laid to rest, and we felt as if we were letting them down and crept past silently.’14

Just before 2 a.m., it was the turn of Colonel Monash’s 4th Brigade to vacate the trenches within the Aghyl Dere. Monash had departed only an hour or so earlier and wrote during the early morning hours of December 20:

The last hours passed wearily. Every crack bomb explosion might have been the beginning of a general attack all along the line. By 10 o’clock our final numbers had been reduced to 170 in the Brigade i.e. 600 in the whole New Zealand and Australian Division and about 1500 in the whole Army Corps, spread along a front of over 8 miles. This meant that if at any point along this great line the Turks had discovered the withdrawal of the garrison, and if only a few of our men had given way and allowed our lines to be penetrated, the whole of this last 1500 would have had a very hard fight of it, and many would have left their bones in Gallipoli. As it was, the final withdrawal commenced at 1:35 a.m. then the balance of machine-guns and 30 men came out, and at 1:55 a.m. my last man left his foremost position, leaving only the automatic devices working.15


By 2.15 a.m. those just south of Monash’s Brigade along Cheshire Ridge and The Apex abandoned their positions followed shortly after by the troops holding Rhododendron Ridge and the whole area north. They moved at a fast but steady pace down the: ‘steep and empty valleys towards the coast, each northern sector contributing its quota, which fell into place in the small column or followed it to the sea.’16 Captain Edward Twynam of the 13th Battalion was among the last to leave his position on Cheshire Ridge with his men and recalled many years later:

About 1.30 a.m. the first party of the rearguard moved off – 20 men. Then my party and Lieut. Gardiner’s – each of about 30 men – followed later by Lieut. Ford, with 20 men left. Our withdrawal was down Chailak [sic] Dere to the main sap just north of Fisherman’s Hut. At this point we could hear our ‘pop-guns’ going off and the Turk answering fire. Before each party moved off it was checked and counted to ensure that no one was left behind. On reaching the main sap I again counted my party. On nearing Walker’s Pier where we embarked I ran up to the head of the party being a bit out of breath. When we were halted and asked ‘Who goes there?’, I replied ‘Thirty officers and two men of the 13th Bn.’ The staff Officer replied, ‘Indeed!.’ With scarcely a halt we marched onto the pier where we embarked on one of the ironclad barges and pushed off to the last troopship to leave.17


The gate in Chailak Dere was to close at 2.25 a.m. Here a staff officer carefully checked the numbers of the last parties of men as they passed, making sure that all were accounted for.18 It had taken close to one month at the cost of thousands of casualties during August to capture much of what was now abandoned in less than an hour with no casualties. Except for the drip rifles that intermittently fired out a single lonely and final shot, the Anzac northern firing line was now completely empty. Abandoned. Monash continues:

Down dozens of little gullies leading back from the front lines came little gangs of six to a dozen men and the last (in every case an Officer) closing the gully with a previously prepared frame of barbed wire, or lighting a fuse which an hour later would fire a mine which would wreck a ‘sap’ or tunnel by which the enemy could follow. All these little columns of men kept joining up like so many rivulets which flow into the main stream, so that at last they coalesced into four continuous lines, one from South, two from East and one (that is ours) from North. There was no check, no halting, no haste or running, just a steady silent tramp in single file without lights or smoking, and every yard brought us nearer to safety. The head of the four marching lines reached the Brighton, Anzac, Howitzer and North beaches almost at the same time so well had everything been timed, and so well had all kept to the proscribed pace of three miles per hour, and then without check each line marched like so many ghostly figures in the dim light in single file on to the allotted jetty, the sound of marching feet having been deadened by laying a floor of sandbags, and so on to motor barges, beetles we call them.19


At 2.25 a.m. the last of the Australian 2nd Light Horse Brigade began to withdraw from the extreme south of the line making their way to the piers that had especially been built for them at Brighton Beach. The Light Horse troopers were closely followed by the remainder of the 1st Brigade along Leane’s Trench, and the 7th Battalion along Silt Spur. Lance Corporal William Scurry (inventor of the delayed firing rifle) and his cobber Alfred ‘Buntie’ Lawrence of the 7th Battalion had been assigned the task of setting up the battalion’s drip rifles – meaning they would be amongst the last to leave the firing line along Silt Spur: William Scurry recalled years later:

The nose caps and magazines were removed, back sights bent and any other little idea for making the weapons useless to the Turks was carried out… We talked in whispers, and our feet were padded with strips of torn blanket – ‘sneakers’ we called them… The 7th ‘C’ party was divided into eight sections. The section on each flank where ‘Buntie’ and I were posted was to retire first, and so on until the line was empty. At the time when the last men would be moving down Lady Galway Road we were to start operating the rifles moving towards the outlet. On the left, where I was posted, the Turks were fairly close, so we had the drip set longer there, and after I saw the men leave the rifle pit on the flank, I stood alone in that black tunnel for 15 minutes.


White moonlight through the entrances to the rifle possies made it all the more gruesome, and it was a very frightened lad who at last started to fill the water cans. Lt. [James] Bowtell-Harris was waiting at the head of Lady Galway and I knew when he silently followed me out that ‘Buntie’ must be clear, and we found him with the rest of the ‘C’ party under Major [Alfred] Jackson, outside the tunnel and we started. Orders were to move smartly, but not to run, and it took considerable self-control to stick to the latter part. I wondered then, and often since, if any unfortunate ‘Jacko’ got hit with one of those bullets, as it would have been the depth of stiffness for him.20


Earlier that night men had, for a few moments, seen a bright light down near the embarkation point from which they were to be evacuated. It had apparently been a flare from the funnel of a steamboat. Charles Bean noted at the time that a ‘collection of a few cutters with a steam-boat is to gather at Brighton Beach in order to bring off the latest party. We often land stores at Brighton Beach, so Beachy will notice nothing unusual in this.’21 Meanwhile, the few remaining veterans of the 3rd Battalion began to make their way down to the beach. Lieutenant Eric Wren recalled:

Who can adequately describe the thoughts of the men of the rear-guard who in the darkness marched so silently, so anxiously, along the treacherous pathways and down those hallowed slopes for the last time? Everywhere were rough, drab little crosses looming out of the night to divert memory of eight thousand comrades who would never give up Anzac. ‘Good-bye, ‘Blue’ – ‘Snow’ – ‘Tom’ – ‘Bill’ – ‘Darkie’ – old cobbers.’22
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Now only the very heart of Old Anzac defined by Russell’s Top, Pope’s, Quinn’s, Courtney’s and down to Lone Pine on 400 Plateau remained in Australian hands. At about the same time Lieutenant George Shaw, the 28th Battalion machine-gun officer, was still on Russell’s Top along with a few other ‘die hards’ from the 20th Battalion: ‘It was eerie. To put it correctly we were a little jittery…70 minutes to go. Many of the other points right and left had evacuated…Things were getting very quiet. No longer could we hear activity well to the left and right except for the casual shot of the rifle[s] left to fire an odd shot after the post had been evacuated.’23 The silence was soon broken: ‘Away on Walker’s Ridge several very heavy bursts of firing broke out. Men could not help questioning themselves. Was Quinn’s Post holding out with such a numerically weak a garrison? Quinn’s that had cost so much to hold all those weary months. It was hard to give up Quinn’s!’24

About this time, the 37 men along with three lieutenants were also moving out of Lone Pine from posts that were in many cases just metres from the Turks, as Lieutenant George McIlroy recorded: ‘When each officer precisely at 2.40 a.m. moved along his front with instructions to slip quietly out to the rendezvous in Gun Lane, instead of the frenzied anxiety to depart which one might have expected, the popular idea of the moment seemed to be, just another shot at the old –––– before we go!’25 Lieutenant Stanley Savige also recalled:

The order to move arrived at 2.40 a.m. McIlroy and I had met at the junction of our sectors. There was not a sign of trouble. In fact, we had just climbed onto the parados to get a view of ‘No-Man’s-Land’ and seeing a party of Turks repairing their wire in Owen’s Valley, we were having a few shots, when the order to move out arrived. The packs had been placed in convenient places in the short communication trenches so as not to hamper movements in the front line. On receiving the order to move, all but those told to light the fuses to set off the fixed rifles, collected their gear. The strange eerie remoteness of the situation was experienced as we each collected our packs in the deserted corners usually so full of men. This strangeness was intensified by the blanketed trenches and padded boots. I remember the little shiver that ran down my spine at that moment…


We then began to concentrate. My party arrived and was checked off. Brinsmead and his runners were there and McIlroy’s men were assembling. We had 30 minutes to reach Watson’s Pier and the last boats. En route five guns had to be blown up. Imagine our consternation when McIlroy reported two men missing.


Time was precious. Brinsmead alone knew where the guns were, and he must move on. McIlroy by reason of his seniority insisted on staying behind with Sergeant Dight to rescue these men. We moved on, and while waiting to blow up one of the guns, McIlroy and his trio joined us. McIlroy’s language was picturesque. In a few words he told the story. He and Dight took up a position covering the trench these men must take, and before long voices, were heard. ‘They are Turks’, said Dight. ‘Wait and make sure’, replied McIlroy. When almost certain the voices were those of Turks, and they were about to throw a bomb, one of the wanderers was heard to say to his pal ‘It’s a bonzer night, Bill.’ ‘Yes’, was the reply, ‘It’s a pity to leave the old joint.’ What McIlroy said cannot be printed.26


What had taken four days of continuous bloody hand-to-hand fighting with thousands of casualties to take Lone Pine in August had been abandoned within 15 minutes with no casualties. ‘These last men, with their boots muffled in sandbags, crept back and meditated at Brown’s Dip with its row of silent eloquent graves. The dead men took Lone Pine from the Turks, the survivors held it against angry hordes, tonight the rearguard was to hand it quietly back!’27
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Still at Lone Pine, Turkish Lieutenant Mehmed Fasih, not yet knowing that he had survived Gallipoli, was recording in his diary:

Tonight there is much grenade activity on both sides. The front is very noisy. This continues till midnight…I spot a halo of seven colours around the crescent moon. Point it out to Nuri. He says this is a miracle and can be considered a good omen. At that moment, an enemy plane is in the sky, above us. After a while, the halo gradually fades away. Inspect the trenches and supervise repairs. Continue reading the novel. Niyazi drops in a few times to see me. Nuri goes to bed.


22.30 hrs – Am terribly tired. Last night had no sleep.


23.00 hrs – Issue my orders and go to bed.


03.30 hrs – Get up. Tea is ready. Wake up Nuri. We have tea together. The front lines are extremely quiet. No grenades.


03.35 hrs – A dumdum explodes [mine] to our left. Nuri and I have tea. Battalion commander arrives….Offer him tea. [A] patrol is readied. He asks me where it will emerge from our lines. Explain it will move into no-man’s-land from the spot where the mine was detonated.28


This was the last entry in Lieutenant Mehmed Fasih’s Gallipoli diary.
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Soon after Lone Pine had been evacuated, Courtney’s Post was abandoned as well as the line opposite Johnston’s Jolly. Ten minutes later Quinn’s and Pope’s were abandoned to the Turks. At Courtney’s Post, Sergeant Park of the 4th Field Company was among the last to leave the position, recollecting many years later:

No doubt our mates on the transport cannot sleep at this moment waiting to see what is going to happen, because they all believe that the rear-guard is doomed. Lieut. Riddle [sic Riddell] is on the phone calling me. ‘The party on the right is coming out’, he states. ‘Halt them until the party comes out from the left.’ When the party from the right arrives, I just tell them to sit down. Beachy Bill fires, the shell landing somewhere towards Shrapnel Gully. The party from the left arrives, joins the waiting men, and away they all go down the track, their feet wrapped in pieces of blanket. As they go they say: ‘Good-night, engineers, are you not coming?’


The trench is now empty except for two engineers, Lieut. [Gervase] Riddle [sic Riddell] and myself. I close the wire in the sap, pull the entanglement across the road, and stand by the exploders. Looking up to the trench, I pretend that I don’t see Lieut. Riddle [sic Riddell] looking at me. I smile to myself and wonder what he is thinking about; my thoughts are ‘Will they leave a boat for us?’ It is getting a bit lonesome now. ‘Good God’, I say to myself, ‘shadows moving about the ridge’, but my heart resumes its normal beating again. What a great cobber is Lieut. Riddle [sic Riddell] to have at a time like this…He is now on the phone talking to someone, and when the conversation is finished, he intimates that we have to destroy everything and make haste to the beach. Our last group will be there by now. I detach the electric cable from the exploders, kick some dirt over the ends of the instantaneous fuse, take up my rifle and with the butt start to smash the exploders, when Lieut. Riddle [sic Riddell] roars ‘Don’t make so much noise.’ For the minute I had forgotten there were just us two; anyhow, Jacko would think it was the cooks breaking up a box to light the fire to boil the dixies. I sling the telephone on my back and we gather our gear and start down the track.29


Russell’s Top was now the only frontline post held. As the parties: ‘wound along the valleys to the beaches there was heard occasionally the explosions of the charges by which the guns on the deserted hills were destroyed.’30 Meanwhile, Lieutenants Savige, McIlroy, Brimstead, along with their men were making their way from Lone Pine down to the beach. They were not only exhausted but their nerves were probably more than just a little rattled. Lieutenant Savige recalled:

Time had been lost, and to make matters worse the strips of blankets around the boots began to unwind and impede progress. There was not time to halt and rectify this. Before we had traversed half the distance we faced our greatest difficulties – difficulties we had not foreseen. The men of the last party had not slept since the night of the 17th. It was now morning of the 20th. While on the job in the line the excitement of the situation had kept all of us actively awake. Now that we were clear of the trenches, the nervous strain had its reaction. We were all loaded with packs and rifles. Some men began to drop out of line. All they desired was sleep, and to be left alone. All the Turks in the world did not interest them. Persuasion was useless and time was slipping by. There was nothing left but to ply the boot to the fleshy part of the anatomy. We literally booted some of them along to, and on to, the last boat, but thank God, we got them all aboard.31


Lieutenant McIlroy also recalled:

As we passed our Rest Gully (White’s), our home for so long when out of the line, candles were still burning in the dug-outs in the side of the hill, which had been left to mislead possible enemy planes which might be over on such a clear night. Further along we passed the cemetery where many of our boys were lying, and one could not help but feel a little ashamed that we were deserting those comrades and leaving undone the job they had started. Reaching Plugge’s Plateau, we began to link up with ‘C’ Parties converging from the centre of the line… At the beach we found a sentry who warned us to hurry past as ‘Beachy Bill’ was dropping his ‘pills’ regularly every few minutes. We crowded onto the barge lying alongside the jetty and between decks was soon filled with a mass of unshaven, haggard and dirty looking Diggers all talking at once, and the air thick with tobacco smoke. After the recent strain and the prohibition on smoking for fear the lighting of matches might arouse suspicion, one can imagine the clamour which broke out – everybody at once trying to tell the other fellow his experiences. I will always remember those men – probably the pick of the whole Force, and they looked it, despite their ragged appearance; some with full beards, while the lean cheeks of the others were covered with several days’ stubble.32


At about the same time Sergeant Park and Lieutenant Riddell were making their way to the beach from Courtney’s Post. Sergeant Park recalled:

Near the cutting going through from the gully to Shrapnel Gully to the beach I stepped off the track. Lieut. Riddle [sic Riddell] says ‘This way’, but I just went over to the place where they had been sinking for water and dumped the gear which had to be destroyed. I suppose he had thought I was going to go by the cemetery track round to the beach. Lieut. Riddle [sic Riddell] has sprained his ankle slightly so I help him along. We reach the beach and he reports to the staff, including Colonel Newcombe. Then onto the boat and out to the transport…the officers in the saloon are having something to eat. Riddle [sic Riddell] brings me out some bread and meat, and I sit down between two diggers and go fifty-fifty with them. I ask them if they have any water in their bottles, but ‘not a drop’ is the reply; I have only a mouthful in mine, not enough to share.33


At 2.52 a.m. Colonel Paton ordered the greater part of the garrison holding the Inner Line on Plugge’s and MacLagan’s Ridge to begin withdrawing. Five minutes later he ordered the remaining few to leave. At 3.14 a.m. he ordered the last party of men holding positions along Russell’s Top opposite The Nek to leave. Among these men was Lieutenant George Shaw along with a few of his machine-gunners who had all been waiting anxiously: ‘10 minutes to go. It had taken a hell of a long time to come around…0300 hours had passed and then we felt a chill running down our spines. There WAS someone behind us, and there should not be anyone. Johnny [Turk] had got round – Hell! I took Bill Graham and we went exploring, revolvers in each hand, and we came upon – the Infantry walking out! The officer wanted to know what I was doing and why I was still there…’34 Shaw now rushed back to his men, quickly ordering them to dismount the machine-gun and collect the ammunition and tripod. It was time to get out. Graham took the tripod while Shaw grabbed the gun. He realized there was still a belt of ammunition in it so he decided to give one last burst of fire. He placed the gun on the parapet, rested his arm and head on the gun to help steady it, and squeezed the trigger:

Then hell was let loose. I got it. Johnny had us taped. He fired immediately at my position. He placed bullets through the [water] jacket and spring box, knocking over the gun, but he did not hit me. The barrel was useless. …collecting ourselves and our gear we wandered away…We left the last firing position of the Anzac-Suvla line at 0305…I then joined my two other guns on Lower Walker’s Ridge and took command of the rear post until orders were received at 0335 to withdraw to the Beach.35


Charles Bean noted that at 3.25: ‘The trenches opposite The Nek have at this moment been left. The old Anzac line is now open to Turks along every part. Desultory fire still continues exactly as on other nights from the far right to the far left.’36 Indeed, at 3.25 a.m., the last of the men holding the Anzac line, along Walker’s Ridge were ordered to detonate the mines under The Nek, and head for the beach. Major Richard Fitzgerald of the 20th Battalion gave Lieutenant Hector Caddy of the engineers the order to fire the mines in L11 and L5 followed less than a minute later by the mines in Arnall’s tunnel. Lieutenant Caddy recalled:

At 3.25 a.m. the machine-gunners…the last party on the inner line of defence got away, and there was still no sign of the enemy who was keeping up the normal rifle fire that went on every night. Everyone was now clear of the trenches and Major Fitzgerald having received permission from the Rear Guard Commander, Colonel Paton, by telephone, to fire the mines, instructed me to do so after he had got on top of the dugout to see the effect.


At 3.30 a.m. Sergeant Conran pushed down the exploder connected with the mines in L8 [L5?] and L11, and immediately afterwards I fired the big mine in Arnall’s tunnel. The ground vibrated, there was a dull roar and two large craters were formed… Immediately afterwards, heavy rifle fire opened up along the whole of the enemy line.


After slabs of guncotton to destroy the exploders had been set off, and Corporal Penny had lit the fuse of the mine on the track leading down to the beach, we made as quickly as possible down the hill.37


At the same time that he ordered the mines to be detonated Paton, no doubt with a great sense of relief, ordered the 1st Australian Casualty Clearing Station to be evacuated. There would be no need for them to be sacrificed to the Turks. Soon after, the last of ‘C3’ Party were on North Beach waiting for the final motor lighter which was rather long in arriving. Charles Bean wrote:

The beach was being lightly shelled; those on the shore attributed the shelling to the noise caused by the blowing up of the guns. The tremor of the ground caused by the mine explosions was followed by a low roar. Those on the ships saw for an instant a brilliant glare reflected on the rolling under-surface of two low clouds of dust and smoke. After a moment of silence there broke out a rattle of musketry, which quickly spread along the Turkish line, until firing was continuous along the whole of the old Anzac front.38


Colonel John Monash on board a transport ship also witnessed the explosion.

A couple of hundred Turks must have gone up in the air, but nothing could be seen except a volcano of dust. Instantly a most terrific tornado of rifle and machine-gun fire burst forth along the whole length of Sari Bair, showing that the Turks, far from suspecting our real manoeuvre, had been actually expecting an attack of which they took the firing of the mine to be the first signal. Thus, dramatically, with the bullets (aimed at our trenches high up on the slopes of the range) whistling harmlessly overhead, we drew off in the light of the full moon, mercifully screened by a thin mist, and so ended the story of the Anzacs on Gallipoli.39
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Charles Bean in 1919, as part of the Australian Historical Mission, discussed the campaign and evacuation with Turkish Major Zeki Bey who had been among the first to confront the Anzacs on April 25 1915 and was still there on the morning they left. Zeki confirmed to Bean:

The first real sign of the Evacuation was the blowing up of the mines at Jessaret Tepe [The Nek]. They killed about seventy men. Why did you blow them up? ‘I fancied there was a hint of reproach in Zeki Bey’s voice as he said this. I think he meant: You had completely succeeded in your [objective] – we had come to the end of a long an honorable campaign. Was it necessary to kill these?’40
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Meanwhile, signalman Adrian Edmonds, 2nd Division Signals Company was in one of the last boats to leave Anzac:

We were taken off to a small transport from which the Turks could be heard still firing at nothing and as a grand finale to a spectacular, if unsuccessful campaign, we had a panoramic view of the wholesale destruction of stores on shore. Hundreds of hospital tents had been soaked in kerosene and fired; as the guy ropes burnt through the tents floated up like fire balloons: the tremendous conflagration being reflected in the sky.41


Another last minute witness wrote:

The rear party commander, the NTO [Naval Transport Officer] & the landing staff stand on the pier waiting for the end of the little trickle of men to stop. It has been a continuous stream for the last 20 minutes, but now it is dying down, the gaps between the little groups and then between the single men grew wider and then the trickle stops.42


Paton ordered a signalman to send a message to the wireless operator at Anzac Cove informing Godley that ‘Evacuation completed. No casualties left ashore. One sent aboard.’43 Captain Stan Watson of the 2nd Division Signal Company, however, discovered that the line was dead. He ran over to Ari Burnu point into Anzac Cove and delivered verbally Paton’s order to the wireless operators Herbert and Jones to send the message. Watson recalled how after this they ‘ran along the beach to the North Pier. Just then Beachy Bill opened up – that seemed to speed us up even more….’44 At 4 a.m. the launch sailed off, leaving Captain Watson along with a few others who volunteered to stay behind for another 10 minutes, just in case there were any last stragglers. Another launch would soon arrive. At 4.10 a.m., the last steamboat pulled along the pier – there had been no stragglers.

The enemy machine-guns are going hard on Russell’s Top now. They did not know what to make of the mine, but the bullets go into our parapets in front of the empty trenches or over our heads into the sea. The [men on the] last lighter … lie down on the deck & no harm is done. The two hospitals that were warned to stay behind in the event of casualties have both gone – the first about 1 a.m. – the second one goes now. We get into the picket boat. The NTO [Naval Transport Officer] goes round his lighters whipping them in to their transports and then we stand in once more to the pier and hail it with a megaphone. But there is no answer, Anzac is deserted now.


The only Australians left there are in the little graveyards in the gullies & on the beach.45


Charles Bean wrote at 4.15 a.m. that: ‘A wireless message is received that the whole of the embarkation has been completed. The Naval Officer next to me turns round and holds out his hand. ‘Thank God!’ he says.’46
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Just before dawn, a small lonely steamboat moved slowly down the Anzac coastline calling out for any stragglers that may have been left ashore – there was no reply.
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Anzac Cove after the evacuation. AWM G01784.
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