Gallipoli

Each year on 25 April New Zealanders (and Australians) mark the anniversary of the Gallipoli landings of 1915. On that day, thousands of young men, far from their homes, stormed the beaches on the Gallipoli Peninsula in what is now modern Turkey. For nine long months New Zealanders, Australians and allies from France and the British Isles battled harsh conditions and Turkish opponents who were desperately fighting to protect their homeland. By the time the campaign ended, over 120,000 men had died: more than 80,000 Turkish soldiers and 44,000 British and French soldiers, including over 8500 Australians. Among the dead were 2721 young New Zealanders, about a quarter of those who had landed on the peninsula.

In the history of the Great War, the Gallipoli campaign made no large mark. The number of dead, although horrific, pales in comparison with the number that died in France and Belgium during the war. But for New Zealand, along with Australia and Turkey, the Gallipoli campaign played an important part in fostering a sense of national identity. 

Background

Within a few months of the outbreak of war (August 1914) a line of trenches stretched from Switzerland to the Belgian coast. The Germans and their Austro-Hungarian allies were on one side of the line, and on the other there were the French and British forces and their allies. Things had reached a stalemate. 

Search for a strategy 

The British were keen to find ways to break the German lines. Superior sea power seemed to be the answer. The First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, suggested several ways to use British naval resources. One of these was an assault on the Dardanelles. This 50-kilometre-long strait, which separates the Aegean Sea from the Sea of Marmara, was, at its narrowest point (the Narrows), less than 2 kilometres wide. The aim was to pass a force into the Sea of Marmara and threaten Constantinople, which was the capital of Germany's ally, the Ottoman Empire (modern Turkey). The city guarded the Bosphorus, which is a narrow waterway that leads into the Black Sea, so the city was open to attack from the ocean. 

Churchill quickly ordered a bombardment of the forts guarding the Narrows. This operation, carried out before Great Britain formally declared war on the Ottoman Empire, reminded the Turks of the threat to the Dardanelles. They improved defences, including laying minefields. 

Target: Gallipoli

As early as November 1914, Churchill had suggested an attack on Gallipoli. His fellow members of the War Council, which decided British strategic issues, rejected his plan as too risky. The stalemate and the actions of the Ottoman Empire led the council to rethink their position. 

The Turks were advancing northwards in the Caucasus, and Russia called for assistance. Russian forces soon drove the Turks back, but the mood in the War Council swung Churchill's way. There were other potential advantages of the suggested attack. The Balkan states might attack Austria-Hungary from the south-east, and a campaign in the Eastern Mediterranean might encourage Italy to enter the war on the Allied side. 

The limited nature of the proposed action helped. Churchill's suggestion of a naval attack on the forts guarding the Narrows would not need a large force. Nor would it have to reduce Britain's naval position in the North Sea, since only older battleships would be used. The War Council approved the proposal on 15 January 1915. 

Preparing the ground

The British and French naval attack on the Turkish forts at the Narrows began on 19 February 1915. Within a week, the outer defences of forts had fallen. Attention switched to the intermediate defences of minefields guarded by batteries of mobile field guns and howitzers. 

Allied progress was slow. A sustained attempt to subdue the forts and guns guarding the intermediate defences was made on 18 March. It was a disaster. Some of the ships struck the mines, and three were lost. The Turkish minefields remained a barrier, and Turkish morale was boosted. 

Military support

Even before the naval attack started, the War Council had decided to support it with military forces. General Sir Ian Hamilton was put in charge of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force. By the time he arrived in the region on 17 March, there were doubts about the naval strategy. Events of 18 March confirmed these, and Hamilton soon shifted the emphasis to a military operation. 

A landing was now proposed, and it was expected that the Turkish defenders would oppose it. The aim would be to capture the Kilid Bahr plateau. From here the Turkish positions that dominated the sea approaches on both sides of the strait could be destroyed. Once that was done, the naval operation could proceed. 

Allied force gathers in Egypt 

Hamilton's forces gathered in Egypt. There were about 75,000 men in the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force. They came from France, the United Kingdom and other parts of the British Empire. 

The Anzacs were among these – the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, commanded by Lieutenant General William Birdwood. It comprised the 1st Australian Division (Major General W.T. Bridges) and the composite New Zealand and Australian Division commanded by Major General Sir Alexander Godley, which included the New Zealand Infantry Brigade (Brigadier General F.E. Johnston). New Zealanders and Australians had been training in Egypt since December, in preparation for transfer to the Western Front. The decision to make a land attack on the Turkish defences changed all that. 

The grand plan

General Sir Ian Hamilton, in charge of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, had about a month to finalise plans for the landing of troops on the rough coastline of the Gallipoli Peninsula. There was much improvisation in the weeks preceding the landings and little time to practise. 

It would be a tough task for Hamilton's force. It had evolved in an ad hoc fashion and was not even fully equipped, especially in ammunition. There was a degree of complacency, most importantly, about the ability of the Turkish defenders to counter an attack. 

Landing schedule

The force's main focus would be the southern part of the peninsula at Cape Helles and Sedd el Bahr. The 29th Division would land there on five separate beaches, and the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps would make a subsidiary landing, about 20 kilometres up the coast, north of Gaba Tepe. The Australians and New Zealanders would seize the southern part of the Sari Bair ridge before advancing across the peninsula to Maidos. From there they could mount a threat to the Kilid Bahr plateau from the rear. The French division would, meanwhile, make a temporary landing at Kum Kale on the Asian side of the peninsula. This would prevent Turkish gunners there from bombarding the troops landing at Helles. To divert Turkish attention, the Royal Naval Division would make a sham attack at Bulair, at the narrow neck of the peninsula. 

The landings were originally scheduled to take place on 23 April. Weather delayed them for two days. The first ashore were to be the Anzacs. The 3rd Australian Brigade would land before dawn and advance to Gun Ridge. Following them, the 2nd Australian Brigade would occupy the Sari Bair ridge as far as Hill 971. The 1st Australian Division's remaining brigade would land by 9 a.m. 

With the covering force in place, the New Zealand and Australian Division would then land, and the drive across the peninsula would begin. From Lemnos, the troops would be carried to the landing zone on warships (in the case of the 3rd Brigade) or on merchant ships, loaded into ships' boats and towed inshore by steamboats and, eventually, rowed to the beaches. They would come ashore on a 2700-metre front with their left south of Ari Burnu on what was later dubbed Brighton Beach.

25 April 1915
The British attack on the Gallipoli Peninsula in April 1915 depended on careful timing and planning. Even if all had gone to plan, the force would have struggled to secure its objectives, especially within the time allotted. While the British were planning their attack, the Turks stockpiled ammunition and other supplies. The German General Otto Liman van Sanders, in charge of the 5th Army, which was defending the Dardanelles, had six first-rate Turkish divisions at his disposal.

Misdirected initial attack 

The British plan was thrown into disarray even before the landing at dawn on 25 April. The Australian spearhead was mistakenly directed about 2 kilometres north of the envisaged landing place, nearer to Ari Burnu (at what was later named Anzac Cove) and on a much narrower front than expected. 

People have long argued about the reasons for this. The tides, faulty navigation and a belated change of orders have all been suggested. An unauthorised change of direction by one of the midshipmen commanding a steamboat, which pulled the whole line of tows in this direction, is the most likely explanation. 

Whatever the reasons, the effect for the men landing on the beaches was the same: ahead of them there was a tougher terrain than if they had landed where originally planned. The attack turned to chaos as the Australians pushed through tangled ravines and spurs. Units were split up or mixed together. Only a few small, uncoordinated parties reached the objective, Gun Ridge. 

Delays in landing the rest of the 1st Australian Division made things even worse - the last troops reached shore four hours behind schedule. The first New Zealanders had begun landing soon after 9 a.m. in a process that took much of the day:

We ... didn't land until ... about five o'clock. The wounded and killed were lying about in all directions. I should say a thousand or more of them. The noise was terrific. 

Hartley Palmer in Maurice Shadbolt, Voices of Gallipoli, 1988

Vigorous Turkish defence 

Strong and well-positioned Turks opposed this messy landing. Their reinforcements were quick to arrive. Mustafa Kemal Bey – later known as Ataturk – led his 19th division to meet the Anzacs. A counter-attack in mid-morning drove the Australians back from the 400 Plateau. Kemal then turned his attention to the right of the Anzac position, where New Zealand troops had joined the Australians in the front line. 

By evening, fierce fighting left the Turks with the high ground. About one in five of the 3000 New Zealanders who had landed became casualties. Far from rapidly gaining their initial objectives, the Anzacs were in danger of being pushed back into the sea. 

No way through

Things were not much better at the main British landing site at Helles. The 29th Division took heavy losses to gain a shaky foothold. At V Beach the improvised landing craft, the transport SS River Clyde, had been run ashore. Disembarking men made easy targets – only about a tenth of the first 200 soldiers to leave the ship made it ashore. Casualties there were about 70%.

On the other side of the peninsula the French had landed at Kum Kale as planned. They were soon withdrawn and sent to Helles. The mock landing at Bulair went as planned, but it had little effect on the Turks. In that operation, Bernard Freyberg, future commander of New Zealand forces in the Second World War and later Governor-General of New Zealand, created a one-man diversion: he swam ashore to light flares with a view to misleading the Turkish defenders.

Digging in

The Anzacs and other British forces who landed on Gallipoli in April 1915 had few options. For a time on 25 April, evacuation was considered. General Sir Ian Hamilton, in charge of the invading force, knew this was impossible. There was, simply, no way to do achieve it with the resources available. 

Digging in was the only choice. And the Anzacs did this, frantically clinging to their tiny foothold. Their position became more secure. Gaps in the line were plugged by further units of the New Zealand and Australian Division as they came ashore. 

As soon as possible, the original landing units were pulled out of the line and reorganised. Eventually two divisional sectors were formed in the Anzac area: the New Zealand and Australian Division took responsibility for the line north of Courtney's Post and the 1st Australian Division for the line south of it. Two Anzac brigades, including the New Zealand Brigade, were moved to Helles. One New Zealand and four Australian field batteries, which had not managed to get ashore at Anzac, joined them. 

Early battles

A pattern seemed to have been set. Short battles that were often costly, for both sides, marked the first few months on Gallipoli. Both sides had to bring in reinforcements. Two days after the landing the Turks tried unsuccessfully to force the Anzacs back into the sea. The British and French tried, also unsuccessfully, to capture the inland village of Krithia. 

With their defences boosted by the arrival of four Royal Naval Division battalions at Anzac Cove, the New Zealand and Australian Division attacked the Baby 700 feature in early May. The plan was too ambitious, poorly prepared and uncoordinated – the Otago Battalion failed to make its start line in time. The troops were forced to retreat, with about 1000 casualties.

It was the worst night I can remember. The wounded came tumbling down. All we could do was try to relieve the pain.

George Skerret in Maurice Shadbolt, Voices of Gallipoli, 1988

At Helles, the British tried again to take the village of Krithia on 6 May. It was a dangerous plan – a frontal assault in full daylight. The New Zealanders had little time to prepare for their role on 8 May. They went in behind a weak artillery bombardment. The Wellington Battalion struggled a few hundred metres before being brought to a halt. Ordered to renew the attack later in the day, more New Zealanders fell as they fought across the Daisy Patch. This Second Battle of Krithia took the British about 500 metres further inland; there were 6500 British casualties, including 800 New Zealanders.

The worse the situation became at Helles, the more attention turned to Anzac. There the Anzacs had become better organised. Reinforcements had arrived, including the New Zealand Mounted Rifle Brigade. The Turks launched a massive assault on Anzac on 19 May. About 10,000 Australians and New Zealanders faced more than 40,000 Turks, who hoped to surprise the invaders and overwhelm them by sheer numbers. In the New Zealand sector the troops beat off repeated attacks, and the Australians did the same further south. About 3000 Turks died, and another 7000 were wounded. It was their worst disaster of the whole campaign.

Question marks

In the British camp, questions were now being asked of the tactics. Should the land operation – still short of its first-day objectives – be continued? Or should the troops withdraw, leaving the peninsula in Turkish hands? The Dardanelles Committee, as the War Council had been renamed, decided to press on.

During June and July the British made further attempts to break through the lines at Helles. Heavy bombardment brought them small gains, but at horrendous loss, with casualties reaching up to 30%. The Turks, having sustained severe casualties themselves, merely pulled back up the slopes and waited for the next onslaughts.

Conditions on Gallipoli

The Gallipoli peninsula is a spectacular place: steep valleys, deep ravines and high cliffs towering above long, narrow beaches. It can be searingly hot in summer and bone chillingly cold in winter. For most of 1915, this impressive and unforgiving landscape was home to thousands of young men; many of whom, like the New Zealanders, were far from home.

Life and death on Gallipoli

Conditions were tough in this harsh terrain. The weather took its toll – heat, cold, rain. Water was scarce for a lot of the time; troops sank wells and grabbed water bottles off dead bodies. Ships brought in most of the water, loading it into tanks on the beaches. In late November 1915, the place was awash with water as a huge storm hit the peninsula. Trenches flooded and the torrential rain swept everything into its path. Men drowned and possessions were washed away.

Food was plentiful, if unvaried. For the New Zealanders there was tinned meat, jam, tea, and biscuits so hard 'it was like chewing a rock', according to Russell Weir, who served on Gallipoli. Vegetables and fresh food were in short supply, although some were brought in with reinforcements. Flies swarmed everywhere: 

Countless hordes of flies settled on everything edible. The soldiers waved them off. The black cloud rose and descended among the filth on the other side of the parapet. Presently they were back again on the food,—and so on, from the jam to the corpse, and back again to the jam, flitted the insect swarm, ensuring that the germs of most things undesirable were conveyed to the soldier's system through his mouth.

Fred Waite, The New Zealanders at Gallipoli, 1919 

Rubbish was thrown into no man's land, that unsafe and increasingly unsavoury space between the Turkish and British lines. That was also the place of the dead; bodies were often left there until they could be buried elsewhere. After the disastrous Turkish attack on 19 May, no man's land was strewn with 10,000 casualties, living and dead. A brief truce had to be called for the Turks to bury the dead.

It was no wonder that men fell ill. Disease, especially dysentery, flourished among men already weakened by weeks of inadequate food:

I was running all the time. I couldn't enjoy my food. We were down to skin and bone. Dysentry just ate away our intestines.

Bill East in Maurice Shadbolt, Voices of Gallipoli, 1988

The psychological effects on the soldier were enormous. No place was safe from artillery fire. With the Turks overlooking them, snipers were a constant danger. All men lived with the fear.

I remember moving downhill in the dark. There was a bloke screaming somewhere, screaming terribly. He could have been a New Zealander. He could have been a Turk ... Scared? Sometimes you were too scared to be scared.

Vic Nicholson in Maurice Shadbolt, Voices of Gallipoli, 1988

The August offensive - the Gallipoli campaign

The attack on Chunuk Bair in August 1915 was one of New Zealand's key events on Gallipoli. Here, on one of the three peaks in the Sari Bair range, the New Zealanders fought hard to win the summit. The victory was short-lived and costly, like so much of this August offensive.

Hamilton's complicated plan 

As the futile attacks continued at Helles, General Sir Ian Hamilton, who was in charge of the entire campaign on the Gallipoli Peninsula, began preparing an offensive at Anzac. His aim was to take the high positions on the Sari Bair range and drive the Turkish defenders from the slopes.

Timing and speed were vital to prevent the Turks regrouping. Two columns of men, right and left, would advance up the Sari Bair range and capture the key high points of Chunuk Bair, Hill Q and Hill 971 (Koja Chemen Tepe) during the night of 6 and 7 August. A diversionary attack by the Australians would distract Turkish attention from the assault. At dawn on 7 August an attack launched by the New Zealanders from Chunuk Bair in conjunction with an Australian attack from Russell's Top against the heavily fortified position at the Nek would complete the capture of the whole ridge as far as Hill 971. Down in Suvla Bay, to the north of Anzac, additional troops would land and support the assault on the range. That plan was later changed to one of securing a base.

Initial attacks

The offensive opened on 6 August with diversionary attacks at both Helles and Anzac's Lone Pine. Helles was a costly failure, but Lone Pine was one of the rare victories for the British forces. Four days of intense fighting secured the area for the Australians; 7000 Turks and 2000 Australians lost their lives. Turkish troops moved out of the area but only to appear on the Sari Bair range.

As soon as night fell on 6 August, two covering forces set out to capture the foothills through which the columns would move. New Zealand Mounted Rifles units and the Maori Contingent cleared the way by taking key points.

Then the plan came unstuck. The left assaulting column – British and Indian troops – got lost in the darkness and rugged terrain. The right assaulting column never formed. Its two parts, which included the New Zealand Infantry Brigade, were to meet on Rhododendron Spur (or Ridge), about 500 metres short of the summit, before moving to the top of Chunuk Bair. At dawn on 7 August the brigade was still waiting at the spur for part of the column to arrive. The attack went ahead, anyway, at mid-morning. The Auckland Battalion managed to reach within 200 metres of the summit, but casualties were heavy. The Wellington Battalion was ordered to follow suit. Its commander, Lieutenant Colonel William Malone, refused to sacrifice his men and argued that the attack should take place at night. 

Chunuk Bair: won and lost 

Under the cover of early morning darkness on 8 August, the Wellington Battalion raced to the summit. It was abandoned. Some of the Auckland mounted rifles, as well as British troops, also reached the top, but the Turks had only moved to other high points to fire on the summit. Reinforcements – the Otago Battalion and Wellington Mounted Rifles – could not arrive until the evening to relieve the exhausted men from the Wellington Battalion – those who were still standing: perhaps 70 of the battalion's 760 men remained. Malone was among those killed.

Turks to our left and to our right now, too, their shots started getting us. I heard thump, thump, thump and it was fellows falling around me. Nine or ten of them, suddenly wounded or dead, all the jokers I'd been playing poker with just a minute or two before.

Charlie Clark in Maurice Shadbolt, Voices of Gallipoli, 1988

The New Zealanders held the summit for two days during searing heat and under constant fire. But on 10 August a massive Turkish counter-attack settled the issue. The British battalions that had relieved the New Zealanders on Chunuk Bair the previous night were swept away.

It was not quite the end of the offensive for the New Zealanders. Less than two weeks later, men of the Canterbury and Otago Mounted Rifles tried to dislodge the Turkish defenders from Hill 60. The New Zealanders took some of the trenches, but eventually the British forces withdrew, leaving the Turks in control of the hill.

The failed offensive

Delays fatally compromised the whole plan. Even when the British had taken their targets such as Chunuk Bair or Hill Q, captured for a time by Gurkha soldiers, sufficient reinforcements could not arrive to secure things. Had the positions been held, it is by no means certain that the Allies could then have pushed on towards the Narrows. 

The failure to secure the Sari Bair heights on the first night had clinched the outcome. Events at Suvla Bay did not help either. There, two divisions, ashore by midday on 7 August, could not seize the heights. When they finally tried to, hastily deployed Turkish reserves stopped them in their tracks. 

The end of the campaign - the Gallipoli campaign

The August offensive was the last major throw of the dice for the British allies in the Gallipoli campaign. In mid-September the weary New Zealanders were withdrawn to Lemnos for rest and reorganisation. By the time they returned to Anzac in November, the future of the campaign had been set.

Evacuation

The failure of the August offensive created doubts in London about the campaign, especially as the Western Front was assuming importance. General Sir Ian Hamilton, who was in charge of the British forces at Gallipoli, wanted more men. Opinion was against him. General Sir Charles Monro replaced him in mid-October and soon proposed evacuating the troops. Appalling weather conditions sealed the issue. A storm swept through the peninsula in late November. Water flooded the trenches and drowned men and drenched everything. The snow that followed left many dead from exposure. Survivors from both sides were miserable. In London, the authorities reluctantly agreed to a withdrawal.

In marked contrast to the shambolic landings of April, the evacuation went without a hitch. New Zealanders left Suvla and Anzac on 19 and 20 December. Helles was emptied of its last British soldiers on the night of 8 and 9 January 1916. The Turks still held the peninsula.

Gallipoli: the legacy

Left behind were the dead: 87,000 Turks and 44,000 British and French, including 8700 Australians and 2721 New Zealanders. The wounded numbered in the hundreds of thousands, perhaps as many as 160,000 Turks and up to about 100,000 British allies, including 20,000 Australians and nearly 5000 New Zealanders. 

The numbers belie the rough parity of the two sides during the campaign. Thirteen Allied divisions faced a roughly comparable Turkish force of 14 divisions, which had the advantage of operating on the interior lines of their homeland.  The Allied build-up was always too little, too late. Inadequate leadership played a part in the Allied failure too, and it is clear that the British seriously underestimated the strength of the Turkish defenders and the ability of their leaders.

The campaign was a costly failure for the Allied forces, and an even more expensive victory for the Turks. For the Turks, it was the beginning of a process of national revival. The hero of Gallipoli, Kemal, would eventually become the founding president of the Turkish Republic. For Australians and New Zealanders, the campaign has been seen as a key moment in a growing sense of national identity.

That significance would be in the future, for in the context of the Great War, the Gallipoli campaign had little impact. For the men who were there, their families and countless New Zealand communities, the effects would last for years.

I dreamt about the horror until long after Gallipoli. Occasionally I still dream about it. Yes, sometimes. But very seldom. Mostly it's gone away now. Mostly it's gone.

George Skerret in Maurice Shadbolt, Voices of Gallipoli, 1988

